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The Road to Nowhere! - Part 1

Lieutenant Andrew Baxter crouched down beside the Tarkalian razorbeast and carefully touched the tip of its tusk.

“You say this thing is pedigreed and neutered?” Baxter asked, looking up from his padd.

“Yes, sir.” Ensign Amanda Carpel replied. “I got it from Rigel Seven and all the paperwork is entered into the ship’s computer.”

Baxter tapped his padd and stood up. “Very well, Ensign. Everything looks to be in order here. I know this is a pain in the butt, but Starfleet does have strict rules pertaining to what can be kept in Starship cabins and what can’t.” Baxter put his hands on his hips and made a gallant salute. “And sometimes the duty of an inventory officer is grim indeed. Sometimes you have to tell people, ‘hey, this couch isn’t regulation, it has to go.’ It’s those times I wish I’d gone into starship command instead. This is a dirty job, Miss Carpel, and not one to be taken lightly.”

“Uh-huh.” Carpel said disinterestedly. “So…that’s all, right?”

Smiling enigmatically, Baxter put a hand on Carpel’s shoulder. “For you, yes, but for me, the struggle continues.”

“If you say so.” Carpel moved Baxter’s hand and ushered him toward her door.

“I’d love to talk some more, but I’ve got duty in twenty minutes.”

Baxter put his hands up to block the edges of the door, locking himself in place with his feet. “H-hey, if you really want to talk some more, maybe we can do something later on tonight!”

“Sorry, I’m not interested,” Carpel said, pushing Baxter as hard as she could to get him out the door.

“Please!” Baxter cried, as Carpel bent his fingers back from the edges of the door frame.

“NO!” Carpel shouted, glancing back at her razorbeast. “Sic him, Zoey!”

Carpel stood aside as Zoey lept forward, her jowls dripping with hot saliva.

“Oh, no!” Baxter cried, jumping to the floor and scrambling down the corridor.

In an instant, Zoey was on top of him, clawing and scratching.

“MERCY!” Baxter cried, as the razorbeast bore into him.

“Rydell to Baxter. Please report to my readyroom.”

Ensign Carpel stepped out of her quarters and gently led the razorbeast back. “Better see what he wants, Mr. Suave.”

Baxter picked himself up and dusted off his torn uniform. He glanced back at Carpel as she disappeared inside her quarters with the razorbeast.

There were some definite possibilities there.

“Rydell to Baxter, did you get my message or not?”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry, sir. I’m on my way.” Baxter hurried off down the corridor. He briefly wondered what the heck the Captain would want from him.



“Come,” Captain Alexander Rydell said tiredly.

Lt. Baxter peered in. “You aren’t going to gas me again are you?”

Captain Rydell shook his head, recalling his solution to the problem of the nagging inventory officer with a sense of nostalgia, wishing he could relive the special moment when he locked Lt. Baxter in the conference room and had the room flooded with anesthezine gas.

“No, Lieutenant, I’m not going to gas you.” Rydell replied.

“Well, then what do you want?” Baxter asked.

Rydell leaned forward in his chair, smiling weakly, trying to give the lieutenant the impression that the Captain wasn’t thoroughly sick of seeing him on his ship. “Have a seat.”

Baxter hadn’t been seated for more than five seconds before he dove to the floor. “So that’s where the tag is on your desk!”

The lieutenant was now on his back, squirming under Rydell’s desk.

“Get out from under there, you…” Rydell stopped himself, “Lieutenant.”

“Sorry sir, but I do have a job to do…”

Rydell suddenly remembered why he had called Baxter to his ready room in the first place. “Yes well, your job is exactly what I want to talk to you about.”

Baxter’s face turned pale as he sat back down. “Sir, if you mean to fire or demote me, you couldn’t possibly find a more contemptible place for me.”

Rydell nodded. “I know, I know. Well, what if I told you that I had found a position for you that would put all of your…talents to good use.”

Baxter stuck his finger in his collar, trying to loosen it a bit, suddenly appearing very hot. “You mean a p-promotion, sir?”

Rydell smiled. “Exactly!”

“I’d be honored sir.”

The smile widened as Rydell stood. “Great, you leave tomorrow. Commander Jaroch will debrief you on your orders. All you need to know for now is that there is a voice-over involved.”

Baxter gulped. “Voice-over?”

Rydell began recording.



“What am I supposed to say again?”

“Say something about space. And about your promotion.”

“Uh, okay. Here goes. Space, it’s bigger than life and scares the hell out of me, but at least I…well, let’s face it, things can’t get any worse, can they? What the heck am I doing here? I can’t tie my shoes without authorization and even my mom won’t return my calls. I’m on the bottom of the Starfleet food chain and my commanding officer has actually resorted to gassing me in order to get rid of me. Now he’s actually reassigning me. I can only hope my luck improves with my next assignment.”



“Good enough, Lieutenant Baxter, now get the hell out of here,” Rydell hurriedly deactivated the recorder and shoved Baxter through the parting doors of his readyroom. “Go to the conference room and talk to Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, he’ll fill you in on the assignment.”

Baxter raised a finger as the doors closed between him and the Captain. “But…”

A muffled voice could be heard behind the door. “NO BUTS! Just go! Computer, lock readyroom door.”



Lt. Baxter collapsed to the floor in the conference room for the second time, although in this instance it was more from shock than from gas.

“My own ship.” The words fell from Baxter’s mouth with disbelief as he lay on the plushly carpeted floor. He had stood in the doorway at first, making sure he could escape quickly in case they decided to gas him again, not taking any chances. After all, he still felt sick from the experience. But now he had a new reason to feel nauseous.

Jaroch turned on the conference room’s viewscreen, which displayed a schematic of a Starfleet vessel. “Correct, Lieutenant. Your…own …ship.”

Baxter grimaced as he sat up to look at the screen, the Yynsian spoke as if he was addressing a child.

“Now…” continued Jaroch, pointing at the graphic. “this is the starship Aerostar. It is a modified Nebula class, with tri-cobalt and conventional photon and quantum warheads, as well as powerful phaser emitters and super-efficient shields. The isolinear systems have been replaced with bioneural gelpaks, much like those used in the Intrepid Class.”

“Do those get inventory tags?” Baxter asked, his head propped on the conference table.

The officer shot Baxter an exasperated look. “No. Now, listen carefully. Starfleet is chartering the Aerostar to investigate the disappearance of several ships in the area of the Bermuda Expanse.”

Baxter’s brow furrowed. “Bermuda Expanse?”

Jaroch pressed a button that brought up another graphic. “A localized subspace plasma disturbance that takes up a large part of sector 34580. Several ships have been sent to investigate it, but none have returned. Starfleet’s solution was to modify this starship with the most advanced weaponry and scanning equipment available in hopes that it might be able to track down the lost ships.”

“Where do I fit in?” Baxter asked.

“You will be promoted to Captain, and since you are Starfleet’s senior inventory specialist, you are ideal for the mission. We will be assembling a top notch crew to aid you, and as I already said, you will have an extremely powerful vessel at your disposal.”

Baxter had ignored everything that Jaroch had said after the word “Captain.”

Jaroch rapped his fingers on the table for several moments, looking at Baxter, who seemed totally oblivious of the world around him.

Finally, the Lieutenant Commander got sick of waiting for the news to sink in. “You are to report back to your quarters and read up on your crew rosters and procedures. You have a lot to learn about being Captain and we will arrive at Waystation to rendezvous with the Aerostar by morning, so I’d begin studying now if I were you. You must be packed and ready to go by 0700 tomorrow morning.”

Finally something seemed to click. “Okay, if you say so, sir.”

“Stop calling me sir. You are a Captain now.”

“Whatever…” Baxter’s voice trailed off as he left the conference room.

“Is the coast clear?” asked Commander Travis Dillon as he entered from the opposite side of the conference room.

“Do you see him anywhere?” Jaroch asked with annoyance.

“No.”

“Then the coast is clear.”

Dillon sat. “Well, did it work?”

Jaroch smiled at that. “Well of course it did. Thanks to the Captain’s connections at Starfleet, we’re not only getting rid of that pain in the butt Baxter, but I managed to unload a few of the other screwups from this ship as well. With any luck, they’ll fly in there, get blown up, and never be heard from again.”

Dillon laughed maniacally. “Wonderful. It’s great to know that there’s someone on board that gets less respect than me.”

“I wouldn’t go that far, sir.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51015.3. We have arrived at Waystation to drop off Lieutenant Baxter, Ensign Larkin, Ensign Ford, and all the members of the now defunct “glee club.” They will make a fine addition to the crew of the Aerostar. I’m sure they will boldly explore new…new…ha ha. I can’t say this with a straight face. Anyway, the point is, we’re getting rid of them.



Rydell couldn’t stop laughing as he stepped out onto the bridge. “Mr. Dillon, I have the conn. I want you to go down and wake Lt. Baxter and escort him to the transporter room.”

Dillon whined as he slumped out of the command chair. “Why me?”

“Because I said so, now go.”



Beep-beep.

Beep-beep.

Beep-beep.

Beep-beep.

KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK!

“Wha?” Baxter lurched out of his bunk and into the darkness, falling to the floor with a thud.

Baxter quickly got up and threw on his uniform.

“Dillon to Baxter.”

Baxter felt around in the dimly lit room for his communicator. It should have been pinned to his chest, but must have fallen off at some point.

“Dillon to Baxter.” This time the voice had more edge to it.

Baxter bent over to pick up his socks, and in doing so stumbled over his desk, fell back and landed in a heap on the floor.

That’s when his communicator chirped in response. It took a few moments for Baxter to figure out from there that his uniform was on backwards.

“Baxter here,” he said groggily.

“C’mon. It’s time to go. You have a mission to get to.”

“Okay. Where are you, Commander?”

“I’m right outside the door. Now hurry.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Baxter stumbled around trying to get his new uniform on straight, he had replicated it the night before and hadn’t had time to try it on. He really liked the idea of now having a red uniform as opposed to the usual ship’s services mustard. After some fumbling around, he finally got the jacket turned around face front.

Baxter appeared in the doorway looking more disheveled than when he had awaken.

Dillon did not look amused. “Okay, let’s go. Do you have everything you need?”

Baxter disappeared back inside his quarters and emerged with a small tote bag. “This is all.”

“Are you sure?” Dillon asked, peering over Baxter’s shoulder at the cluttered room.

“Oh, wait a minute.” Baxter disappeared back into the cabin and reappeared shortly after carrying a set of horseshoes that were connected together. “These are my lucky horseshoes. My dad gave them to me and his dad gave them to him. I don’t go anywhere without them.”

“Intriguing. Let’s go.” Dillon turned.

“The fun part is, you have to figure out how to separate them,” Baxter fumbled with the two horseshoes. “It’s kind of a brain-teaser. Wanna try, Commander?”

“No. I don’t want to be down here any longer than I have to.”

Baxter looked around. “Why, is there something wrong with this section?”

Dillon smiled fiendishly. “Of course not.”

As the two made their way to the turbolift, two engineering officers barred the door to Baxter’s quarters with a swatch of yellow plastic which read in black: “DANGER: RADIATION”

One officer looked at the other. “Okay, we’re done. Let’s go, I hear more than a half hour down here and you can get some serious brain damage.”

The other officer pointed back to the door to Baxter’s former quarters. “Then what was in there?”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure it was just a closet.”



Looking out the Secondprize’s viewport, the first thing Baxter noticed about the Aerostar was the size. It was almost twice the size of the Excelsior- class Secondprize, and as such, should have carried a complement of at least three hundred, but since this vessel was bulked down with observation equipment, new sensors, new weaponry, and lots of nifty supplies, the standard crew complement was reduced to around two hundred. Baxter saw no reason for complaining though. Hell, he was getting his own ship, and it was a beautiful ship. And it was bigger than Rydell’s.

Baxter suddenly realized that Dillon was now halfway down the corridor. Not wanting to be late, Baxter ran to catch up.

“So,” Baxter said to Dillon, who had been quiet during the long turbolift ride up to deck eight, “When do I get my pips? I guess there will be some kind of special ceremony…”

Dillon stopped in mid stride. A medical officer was walking by as they spoke. Dillon stopped the man and plucked two pips off his collar. “There,” he said to the surprised crewman,

“You’re an ensign junior grade now.” Dillon handed the pips to Lt. Baxter. “Here, enjoy.”

“Gee, thanks.”

Baxter attached the pips to his collar as the two officers entered the transporter room.

“Hey, sexy,” Ensign Monica Vaughn said, winking at Dillon. “Who’s the putz?”

“He’s our former inventory guy.”

“Do you want me to arrange one of those little…accidents for him?”

“That’s okay, we’re getting rid of him anyway.”

Vaughn seemed disappointed. “If you say so.” She suppressed a yawn as she activated the transporter and sent Baxter on his way.

“Say, Commander,” Vaughn added, “What’s say we head to the back room and let you do the beaming for a change?”

Dillon backed towards the doors to the transporter room nervously. “That’s quite all right.”

The first officer was about to turn around, when the transporter room doors parted and six crewmen stormed in, knocking Dillon to the floor.

“What the hell!” Dillon said exasparatedly.

Jaroch strolled in behind the crowd, hands clasped behind his back. “This is the glee club, sir.”

Dillon grunted as he got up. “Well, get them the heck out of here.”

Jaroch nodded at Vaughn. “Beam them over to the Aerostar, Ensign.” The six crewmen took their places on the transporter pad, one of them spoke up.

“Okay everyone, from the top,” said Ensign Welch from Astrophysics. The group broke into an off-key rendition of “Happy Trails.”

Dillon covered his ears. “ENERGIZE, ENERGIZE!”

Vaughn’s fingers raced for the slidebars on the console and pushed them.

As the sextet began to dematerialize, Dillon wiped his brow. “Whew, thank goodness that’s over.” He headed for the doorway. “I’m going to go get a stiff drink.”

Just as the first officer approached the doors, they parted once more to admit Ensign Larkin, who, not looking where she was going, banged directly into him.

The impact caused the android’s clumsily assembled body to shatter into many components, which flew in several different directions about the transporter room.

“Great,” sighed Dillon, trying to regain his balance. “Pick all her pieces up and sit them on the transporter pad. She’s their problem now.”

Vaughn and Jaroch tried desperately to round up all of Larkin’s parts and place them into a rather clumsy pile on the transporter pad.

“I think that is the last of her,” Jaroch said, placing a finger at the top of the pile.

“Pardon me,” said Larkin just before her speech circuits lost power.

Dillon turned towards the doors, “I’ll be in Seven Backward.” Before getting to the doors this time, he paused, and stepped aside, looking at the doors, waiting for the next officer to enter.

On cue, Ensign Zachary Ford burst into the transporter room, lugging a large duffel bag. “I’m here everyone!”

Dillon smiled, having outwitted this latest stretch of bad luck.

Just as the first officer was about to leave the room, Ford swung around with the duffel bag and clobbered Dillon upside the head.

Dillon collided with the wall and then collapsed.

“Whoops, sorry, sir.” Ford said before swinging back around to address Ensign Vaughn. “Hey, Vaughn, have you driven a Ford lately?”

“Get a life, dork.” Vaughn said, proud that she could demonstrate some standards.

“That’s the last of them.” Jaroch said as Vaughn activated the transporter once again and beamed Ford and the pile of junk that once was Larkin over to the Aerostar.

Dillon got up and scratched his head. “Thank goodness. I hope I never see any of those people again.” Feeling a lump on his badly banged up head, Dillon added, “I’m going down to Dr. Aldridge now and see if she can fix my head.”

Jaroch and Vaughn looked at one another. “Don’t expect a miracle, Commander,” Jaroch said.



Lieutenant Commander Christopher Richards sat back in the command chair and looked from the drawing to the viewscreen. He considered it a pretty good likeness. He had steadily improved his drawings of the different bridge stations of the Aerostar the two days they had been docked at Waystation, and decided to begin a mural of the warp core as soon as they got underway.

“What do you think?” he asked Counselor Kelly Peterman, who was seated next to him.

“Well, it’s definitely interesting, I like how you did the stars. It seems a little–Charlie! Stop it!! I told you not to do that on the bridge!” She yelled at her golden retriever, who was presently lifting his leg on the helm station.

“Jeez!” said Richards, slapping his comm badge. “Richards to maintenance, cleanup on the bridge ASAP!” He turned to Peterman. “Didn’t Commander Conway tell you not to bring those animals on the bridge? Take him back to your quarters now.”

Peterman stuck out her tongue. “Bite me. Where is Commander Conway, anyway?”

Richards shrugged. “How should I know, he comes on shift in ten minutes.”

The maintenance crew entered, carrying a bucket and a mop. Richards pointed to where the dog had urinated and they quickly went to work.

“I’ve got to get down to engineering,” said Richards exasparatedly. “I want that dog off the bridge by the time the Commander gets here, hear me?”

Peterman made a mock salute. “Yes, sir.”

Richards made his way to the turbolift. “J’hana, you have the bridge.”

The blue-skinned Andorian’s antennae twitched slightly. “Understood. I will bring us immeasureable glory.”

“We’re in spacedock for Pete’s sake. I don’t think you’ll find much immeasurable glory here.” Richards said from inside the turbolift as the doors closed.



“Time until my shift, computer,” Commander David Conway asked as he finished buttoning his uniform.

“Eight point five minutes, Commander.”

“Okay okay, great that’s perfect,” said Conway as he broke for the replicator. “Computer, get me the biggest cup of your strongest coffee on file, and none of that Klingon crap.”

A steaming forty-ounce mug appeared in the replicator slot. Conway peered at the mug with dissatisfaction. “Is this the biggest you’ve got?”

“Affirmative,” the computer replied.

“Guess it’ll have to do,” Conway said, quickly chugging half the mug, slapping his communicator on, and rushing out of his quarters.



Commander Lisa Beck could not believe her eyes. The Commander of Waystation had seen a lot in her tenure as a Starfleet officer, but she had never seen a human being eat at the rate and volume that Dr. Janice Browning did, and not gain a single pound. Part of her was disgusted, but most of her was envious.

The two women were seated at one of the tables in Waystation’s food court, having breakfast before the Doctor had to report for duty aboard the Aerostar.

Beck looked at her chronometer. “You know, the Aerostar is going to be leaving in half an hour. Shouldn’t you get going?”

“Mffm Mfmff,” said Browning, not slowing down a bit.



Nearby, Lieutenant Sean Russel was walking to his own table, tray piled high with skewered scrambled eggs from “Breakfast on a Stick”. He didn’t notice the sign that said “Wet Floor”, but surmised the floor was freshly waxed when his feet slipped out from under him and he pitched backwards wildly.



Commander Beck was looking around idly, when she noticed some commotion near one of the adjacent tables. She caught a glimpse of Lieutenant Russel falling backwards, and was about to laugh, when she noticed his tray had been flung straight up, sending several skewers and lots of scrambled eggs flying.

Beck managed to yell, “Everyone duck!”



Russel opened his eyes to see the Food Court’s ceiling, then closed them quickly when he saw eight shish-kebab skewers falling down towards him.



Time moved in slow motion as Beck ran to help her officer. Unfortunately, she wasn’t fast enough, for each skewer found its mark in poor Russel’s chest.



Browning couldn’t help but hope that the replicators on the Aerostar provided food that was half as good as what she had sampled at Waystation. She considered snatching an armful of croissants from one of the stands on her way out when she heard a scream.

“Dr. Browning! Get over here quick, we have a medical emergency!” shouted Commander Beck.

“Mrffg errm!” shouted back Dr. Browning through a mouthful of Belgian waffle. The emergency would just have to wait; blueberry waffles happened to be one of the doctor’s favorites.

Blood and eggs were everywhere, but unlike the eggs, the blood that squirted several feet in the air from the punctures in Russel’s chest was quite necessary to the security officer’s survival.

“Can you hear me, Sean?” asked Beck.

The man’s eyes were now opened wide with pain. “Of course I can hear you, I didn’t get skewered in the ears!”

“Just don’t move, help is on the way.”

All Russel could think about as he lost consciousness was that all those wonderful eggs would now go to waste.

“DR. BROWNING! DR. BROWNING! GET OVER HERE!” Beck cried.

“Frmmf Mrffhfhf!! Frmmf Mrffg!” said Dr. Browning, swallowing the last Belgian Waffle whole, and washing it down with a glass of refreshing orange juice. “Do you want me to choke!”

Dr. Browning finally got out of her chair and went over to the source of all the commotion, a toothpick hanging lazily out of her mouth.

“What seems to be the problem here?” she asked.

“This man has eight skewers stuck in his chest, are you blind!” yelled Beck.

“You don’t have to be rude about it, Commander,” Browning bent down and plucked each skewer from the pained man’s chest. “There, what’s the big deal?”

Beck was now seething with fury. “GET…OFF…MY… STATION!”

Browning seemed taken aback. “Sheesh, fine, I was leaving anyway.”

As Browning left the food court, she heard, “And don’t come back! Ever!”

Funny, that’s exactly what the Captain of her last ship said.



Conway stepped onto the bridge and knew something was wrong immediately when he felt sharp teeth latch onto his crotch.

“That’s Charlie’s way of saying hello.” said Counselor Peterman from her chair at the front of the bridge.

The Commander looked down at the Golden Retriever. “Yeah, well this is my way of saying hello,” he said, kicking the dog sharply in the rear end. The dog let out a yelp and sought out shelter near the replicator.

The Counselor shrieked and ran to the dog’s aid. “Awwww. My snuggles-wuggles, did the bad man hurt you? Don’t worry, he won’t ever hurt you again.”

Conway collapsed into the command chair, setting his cup of coffee down in the cup holder. “I want that dog off my bridge, now!”

“And who’s mister grumpy today?” asked Peterman, sitting next to him.

“You heard me.” Conway took a long swig from his cup, now starting to twitch badly from the caffeine.

“That stuff will kill you, you know.”

“Go to hell.” Conway was not in the mood to be lectured by his subordinate.

“If you drank fresh juice every morning and ran a mile, you would not only feel better, but you’d live a lot longer.”

“Why on earth would I want to do that?”

Before Peterman could reply, there was a beep at J’hana’s tactical station. “Commander,” J’hana said, “the Secondprize signals that they have completed transport of their crewmembers.”

“Great, now I get to meet Captain Kangaroo.” Conway made a twirling motion with his index finger pointed straight up. “Whoopee.”

J’hana continued. “We are now being hailed by the Secondprize.”

“On screen,” Conway said unenthusiastically.

Captain Rydell appeared on the screen, looking like he was about to burst with laughter.

“Aerostar, we have completed transport of crew and supplies. We’re preparing to leave the station. Good luck on your…ahem… mission.”

“You don’t want to talk to the Captain?” Conway didn’t exactly care, but if Rydell talked to the Captain it would at least mean that he wouldn’t have to.

“That…uh…won’t be necessary. I’d love to chat but we have other duties to get to. Bye.”

Rydell’s face disappeared to be replaced with the view of the station from the Aerostar’s docked position.

“The Secondprize is leaving the station sir.” J’hana said.

“Wonderful.”

“Now we are being hailed by the station, sir.”

Conway covered his face with one hand. “Not a moment’s peace, not one damn moment’s peace. Put them on screen.”

Commander Beck appeared on the screen, looking as if she had been through quite an ordeal, and her uniform was stained with blood. “This is Commander Beck of Waystation. I’d like to let you know what a screw-up your Chief Doctor is. I don’t want to see her on this station again. My Chief of Security almost died, and as it is he will be down for at least a week.”

Commander Conway got up from his chair. “I’m really not interested. Talk to Counselor Peterman, she’s in charge of PR.” Conway grabbed his cup of coffee and headed for the readyroom.

Glad for something to do, Peterman addressed Beck. “Why don’t you calm down and take a deep breath so we can discuss this peacefully, Commander? Now then, I take it you were beaten as a child?”

Beck fumed. “I hope you all die.”

“They have severed the channel.” J’hana said from tactical.

“Bitch.” Peterman frowned.

“What did you say??” J’hana suddenly fumed. Something seemed to be set off in the Andorian, who lept over the tactical railing and grasped Peterman’s long, dark hair. “Insult me while I’m in command of the bridge, will you?”

Peterman shrieked. “I was talking about the woman on the screen for Pete’s sake, calm down, calm down, count to twenty…no…thirty!”

“DIE, DIE, DIE!!!” J’hana screamed.

“Raphael, Raphael, sic her!”

As if on cue, a small howler monkey dropped down from the ceiling and latched onto J’hana’s back. What a cliche, the tactical officer thought idly.



Conway leaned back comfortably in the Captain’s chair in the readyroom. “Now this is more like it,” he said, taking a long drag of coffee, savoring it in his mouth for a moment and swallowing.

At that moment, the door to the readyroom beeped to announce a visitor.

“Great, it must be the Captain.” Conway called out, “Come!”

The doors parted and the now infamous Golden Retriever lept through the air and on top of Conway, clawing at his face, obviously hell-bent now on revenge.

“Arrggghhh! Get off me you little mutt!” shouted Conway as he fell back in his chair and began rolling around on the floor with the canine.



“Darn,” said Baxter as he stared down at the scrap pile that he had planned on being his Chief of Operations, which was now just taking up space on the transporter pad.

He looked at Ford. “Get her down to engineering and see if Mr. Richards can get her put back together.”

Ford looked down at Larkin and then up again at Baxter. “I’m sure I have better things to do than that.”

Baxter got right down in the shorter man’s face, pointing at his collar. “See these? These pips say I’m the Captain, and if I’m not mistaken, that means you do what I say. Now HOP TO IT MISTER!”

Ford gathered up the android and quickly made his way out of the transporter room.

“Y-yes sir.”

The transporter operator, a young ensign straight out of the academy, smiled weakly at him. “Have a nice day sir.”

“Maybe I will get the hang of this leadership stuff after all,” Baxter said as he walked off.



“I’m going to kill you! I’m going to kill you!” J’hana growled.

“I bet you were never breast fed!” retorted Peterman.

“Prepare to be fist-fed!” J’hana shot back.



Baxter had whistled a happy tune all the way to the quarters he had been assigned. He was very happy with the quarters, but didn’t take the time to really look around after tossing his bag on the bed. He left quickly, ready to get on with this first mission and start a new, successful life. No more Andy Baxter the loser.



“Get off!” Conway screamed, grappling with the growling Golden Retriever.

“Conway to security! I’m being attacked by Counselor Peterman’s dog! Help!”

“Sorry, sir. We’ve already dealt with Peterman’s dog. We’re not going anywhere near him,” came the reply from the security officer on duty.

“Damn,” Conway muttered. “You just can’t get good help these days. Conway to J’hana. Come in here and help me kill this dog!”

“I would love to, sir, but at present I am trying to kill its owner.”

Conway struggled toward the drawer in the ready room desk, reaching for the phaser that lie within. “Okay then, I’ll just have to do it myself.”



“Bridge,” said Baxter, walking into the turbolift. The turbolift carried the Captain upward with a hum. He took great satisfaction in knowing the ship was all his, and he would actually get to order someone else around for a change–a lot of someone elses. What a lucky break for him!

Suddenly Baxter became aware of the sounds of shouting, coming seemingly from directly above him.

The noise got louder and louder as Baxter approached the bridge, and he had desperately hoped that it wasn’t coming from the bridge.

“So much for wishful thinking,” he said as the doors opened to reveal his Chief Tactical Officer throwing his Counselor up against the viewscreen.

“Ladies! Ladies! STOP IT!” Baxter shouted, approaching the two fighting women.

The two women froze, looking at Baxter with the faces of two kids who had been in the cookie jar.

Peterman blew her hair out of her face and let go of J’hana’s antenna. “Sorry, Captain.”

J’hana straightened and saluted. “Captain Baxter. It is a pleasure. I want you to know that as a warrior, and as your chief of security, I would cut off my arm and feed it to you to keep you alive. I would take a phaser hit for you. I would give you my very…”

“Okay, okay, great, just stop fighting and take your stations, we’re leaving in five minutes. Where’s Commander Conway?”

Peterman was checking her makeup in the side mirror attached to her computer console. “He’s in the readyroom, but it sounds like something weird’s going on in there.”

“What a surprise.” Baxter said, approaching the doors. He turned and looked at Peterman. “Do I smell monkey crap?”

Peterman shrugged. “Why on earth would there be a monkey on the bridge of a starship?”

“Good point.”



The doors to the Captain’s readyroom opened, and as soon as they did, Baxter wished that they had not.

Captain Baxter’s new first officer was standing on top of his desk, holding a phaser and evidently trying to get a clear shot at a Golden Retriever that was rapidly circling the desk.

“Hold still, damn you!”

“Commander Conway!” Baxter shouted.

“One second, sir, me and fluffy here have a score to settle.”

“Get off my desk!” Baxter was becoming enraged now.

“Gotcha!” Conway said, firing his weapon at the dog, who maneuvered out of the way of the blast, unfortunately, Baxter was not as lucky.



Voices…he could hear several voices…and a crunching sound.

What was that smell? Pretzels! It had to be. Baxter assumed he was at his old house back on earth, snacking with his friends and watching old twentieth century videos. Baxter smiled at the memory.

Wait a second…the voices were becoming clearer…he could now make out words…

“Sorry, Captain, I’m normally a pretty good shot…”

“You will be court marshaled for this, infidel.”

“Shut up, J’hana, it was an accident.”

“You just better be glad you didn’t hit my dog. The poor thing can’t even eat his kibble now, he’s scared senseless.”

“Would you shut up about the damn dog, Peterman?”

“I don’t have to do what you say, you’re being court marshaled, remember?”

“Not yet I’m not. I still have time to blow you out the airlock.”

“Try it, shorty.”

Now, Baxter could feel crumbs dropping onto his face. What was happening?

“Mrff, He’s going to be..mfrrf…fine, he just needs some air, it was only…frmgmf…a minor wound…what he really needs is a nice big salad! I’ll be right back.”

“Is that all you think about, Browning, your appetite?”

Next Baxter heard a loud belch.

“Ewwwwww.” Many voices this time.

Finally he got up the strength to lean up and open his eyes. Cloudy shapes began to take form and Baxter started wondering if he could get his old job back.

Browning re-entered from the other room with a large bowl of salad. “Here ya go, Captain, a nice salad with croutons and anchovies and blue cheese dressing.”

“Dr. Browning I presume?” Baxter asked tiredly.

The woman nodded. “Yes sir, previously of the Exeter. I specialize in xenonutrition.”

Baxter felt the blurring sensation return. “You specialize in the dietary needs of aliens?”

“You’d be surprised what a demanding field that can be.”

“I’m sure.” Baxter turned his gaze to Counselor Peterman, whom he recognized from the crew profile.

She bit her lip childishly, glaring over at Conway. He ignored the fact that she looked absolutely gorgeous, her flowing dark hair framing her face perfectly. “I hope your dog is okay, Counselor. I’d hate to think he’d gotten injured while attacking one of my officers.”

“Get a mop, buddy, your sarcasm is dripping on the floor.” Peterman said, arms folded.

J’hana stepped forward. “I can take them both to the brig, Captain.”

“No, I’ll handle this myself. Just get back to the bridge and make ready to depart in fifteen minutes.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ha.” This from both Conway and Peterman.

Baxter looked at the Counselor. “You. I want the damn pets off my bridge, all of them, and I know about the osprey nest in the conference room. Now hop to it.”

Peterman stuck her lower lip out in sadness and left sickbay.

The Captain turned to Commander Conway. “And as for you. I want to see you in private. May we use your office, Dr. Browning?”

“Go ahead. Are you going to eat this?” said Browning, pointing at the salad.

“Chow down, Browning.”

“Yes, sir.” Browning saluted and grabbed her fork, ready for active duty.



As Captain Baxter sat down at Dr. Browning’s desk, he wondered absently how many other Chief Medical Officers had a restaurant sized electronic pizza oven in their offices.

“Now, Commander Conway, there’s a little issue here we need to take care of. The first minute that you and I met you shot me with a phaser. Do you see something a teeny bit wrong with that?” Baxter asked.

Conway stood in the doorway to the Doctor’s office, hands clasped behind his back. “I’m sorry Captain, I had no choice, it was either him or me.”

“I’m prepared to overlook this incident, in light of the circumstances, but I would like you to try and be a little less reckless in the future.”

“Less reckless? Permission to speak freely, Captain.”

Baxter rubbed his eyes tiredly, “I suppose.”

Conway sat down. “Captain, I have sweated and grunted my way through the ranks to get where I am now, not to mention the extreme amount of sucking up I had to do on top of that. I didn’t get to be Commander by being reckless or playing roulette with my career. But I will tell you one thing, Captain, I sure as hell know a lot more about being a Starfleet officer than you do. I wasn’t lucky enough to get promoted straight from Lieutenant to Captain. That doesn’t happen every day you know. So in the future I ask that you don’t lecture me on Starfleet protocol, and in return I promise to try not to shoot you again.”

Baxter smiled at this. It wasn’t a happy smile. It was more a smile that says “I want to kill you.” “Okay, fine. Now let’s talk about you. Your record says you were promoted to Commander from Lieutenant Commander because of your great spit-shining work on the boots of Captain Avnar.”

“Well, Vulcans appreciate a well cared for shoe.”

“I’ll tell you this right now Mister, you can forget about sucking up to me. You think you’ve worked hard to get your post? Boy, I’ll tell you, I’ve spent ten years crawling around the grimiest parts of three different starships. For Pete’s sake I even had to dig through a diaper pail once, so don’t lecture me on hardship. I’ve seen it, and I deserve this, just like you deserve a kick in the–”

“J’hana to Baxter. We are prepared for departure.”

“I’m on my way.”

“Very well, standing by.”

Baxter stood up, first pocketing a few of the caramel candies from the bowl on Browning’s desk. “This is the bottom line, Conway: I’m the Captain of this vessel, and as long as I remain Captain and you remain my first officer, you will obey my orders wether you like it or not.”

“Just don’t expect me to take a phaser blast for you.”

The Captain actually had to chuckle at that. “Don’t worry, that’s what we have J’hana for.”

The two officers took a moment to chuckle about that before leaving sickbay.



“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Richards looked down at the mess that was sitting on the main worktable down in engineering. “I’m good, but not this good.”

“The Captain just told me to bring her down here and let you take a crack at fixing her. Obviously he didn’t know what an incompetent Chief Engineer he had,” Ford snickered.

“Look, I’ll do my best, now get out of my hair you pissant little nothing.”

“Jeez, what a jerk.” Ford said, leaving engineering.

Richards examined the android closer. “Larkin. Larkin. Where have I heard that name before? And why does she look so darn familiar?”



Baxter and Conway stepped off the turbolift and on to the bridge, greeted by the scent of disinfectant spray.

The Captain smiled, it seemed Peterman had obeyed his orders and not only rid the bridge of pets, but had the whole area cleaned by maintenance. Baxter had always enjoyed the lemony smell of disinfectant.

“Thank you, Counselor, well done.”

Counselor Peterman approached the Captain meekly. “I got rid of every animal, except for Charlie, sir. He’s in the conference room. Please please please don’t make me leave him in my quarters too, he has too much sentimental value. I promise he won’t be any trouble.”

Baxter was too frustrated to argue. “Fine, but you have to clean up after him. I don’t want to step onto the bridge and put my foot in dog poop, understood?”

Peterman smiled. “Completely. Thank you, sir.”

With that, Captain Baxter made his way down to the command center of the bridge, taking his seat. “Okay then, let’s get this show on the road.” The Captain tried to remember the name of the young Bajoran woman at ops. Soda? Cola? Pepsi? Fresca! That was it.

“Ensign Fresca, alert Waystation of our departure and have them release the docking clamps. Set a course for the Bermuda Expanse and engage at full impulse as soon as we’ve cleared the station.”

“Aye sir.”

Just then, Ensign Ford stepped out of the turbolift. “Captain, Mr. Richards says that he will do his best in repairing Ensign Larkin, but that you shouldn’t get your hopes up, because he’s not really a good engineer.”

“Hmmm. I knew Richards when he worked on the Aquarius. I’m surprised he would say something like that.”

“I’d NEVER lie, Captain.” Ford said with an evil smile.

“Whatever,” Baxter said, eying Ford skeptically, “just take the helm. Mr. Conway, you have the bridge. I’m going down to engineering.”



“Work, darn you, work!” Richards said exasparatedly.

Larkin merely sat there, unmoving, eyes closed.

Putting the android back together was relatively simple, it was just a matter of fusing a couple of joints, but getting her positronic circuitry working again was a much bigger problem.

“Any progress?” Baxter said as he entered engineering.

Richards shook the Captain’s hand. “Not yet, sir. Long time no see.”

“Yeah, last time I saw you, you where fixing Captain Hatton’s Coffee Maker.”

“And you had to put a property sticker on it. She had some of the most antiquated stuff. Impossible to find replacement parts for.”

“Speaking of which…”

“Oh, the android. I couldn’t tell you what’s wrong with her. She seems to be caught in some sort of neural feedback loop.”

“I heard of one android that kept having reoccurring dreams. Could that be the case?”

“I’m not sure. Could be.”



Larkin could only conclude that she was dreaming. There was something dark within her mind, something she was never meant to know, either by choice or by design. Whatever this mysterious memory was, she knew she had to figure out what it was, because whatever else it concerned, it had something to do with penguins. She knew that for sure. And for some reason she kept hearing whistling. Who was whistling?



“Well, I’m going to do what I always did with my old computer terminal when it went on the blink,” Richards said.

“What’s that?” Baxter replied.

“Switch it off and reboot.”

Richards reached up underneath Larkin’s armpit and pressed her ‘on/off’ button, then pressed it again, reactivating her.

The Ensign’s eyes blinked open, and she looked around.

“Where am I?”

Baxter addressed her. “You’re on the Aerostar. Your new assignment. Does any of that seem familiar?”

“Yes, sir. You must be Captain Baxter.”

Baxter smiled. “Bingo. And you must be my new Operations officer.”

She turned to Richards. “Thank you very much for your help, Commander.”

“No problem. Have we met?”

“I do not believe so.”

“Neither do I.”

Baxter just shook his head in an attempt to get rid of the confusion. “Ensign, I need you on the bridge.”

“Aye, sir.”

Baxter turned to leave. “Good work, Richards. As you were.”

Richards sat down and stared at the engine readouts, trying to remember where he had seen that android before.



The turbolift ride up to the bridge was rather quiet. Larkin seemed unconcerned with conversation, so Baxter decided to break the ice.

“With the change in position, there will be a promotion, Ms. Larkin. Or should I say Lieutenant Larkin?”

The android turned. “Thank you, Captain. Although I am unconcerned with rank, I understand that it is a symbol of a job well done and should be properly appreciated.”

“Yes, well…”

“No, I think it was because of my excellent record.”

Baxter glanced over at Larkin. “Are you talking to me?”

“No sir, the penguin made the observation that you had promoted me due to my being an attractive woman.”

“Well, you tell him that’s just not the…” Captain Baxter suddenly realized what she had said, and decided just to shut up and leave well enough alone.

“Indeed.” said Larkin, anticipating what the Captain would say.

“So,” Baxter said, trying to change the subject, “we never really met before today. Isn’t that funny?”

“Not particularly.”

“I didn’t even know we had an android aboard the Secondprize. I thought Lt. Commander Data was the only android in Starfleet.”

“That is a fallacy. Lieutenant Commander Data is the only publicized android in Starfleet. Because he gets all the press, it is assumed he is the only one.”

“I see,” said Baxter. “Does that bother you?”

“Negative. I do wish, however, that Mr. Data would return my communiques. Apparently he now believes he is not good enough to associate with other androids since the emotion chip.”

“You could say he has an emotion chip on his shoulder,” Baxter said, poking Larkin in the elbow and grinning.

“No, I could not.”

Baxter decided to spend the rest of the turbolift ride in silence.



“Distance to Bermuda Expanse?” asked Baxter as he stepped onto the bridge, followed closely by Larkin.

“We will arrive in four minutes at this speed, as long as no one screws anything up,” said Ensign Ford from the helm.

“Very well.”

Baxter took his seat at the center of the command area and Larkin relieved the ensign at ops.

After shifting in his seat a moment, Baxter looked to his tactical officer. “Lieutenant J’hana, sound the allcall.”

“Done.”

Baxter spoke on a channel that would be heard throughout the ship. “All hands, this is your Captain. We will soon be approaching the Bermuda Expanse, an extremely unstable and scary portion of space. Prepare for the weirdest possible thing to happen. There’s nothing to worry about, though, this is an extremely high-tech ship, I’m sure nothing bad will happen. Probably. So just don’t worry. Just do your jobs as if the threat of death around the corner wasn’t present at all. That is all for now. Have a nice day.”

“Short but sweet. Good choice, Captain,” quipped Conway from Baxter’s right.

“I got my point across, that’s what counts.” Baxter retorted.

“Captain, I am picking up a vessel on sensors,” J’hana said from behind Baxter.

“Onscreen.”

A small vessel appeared on the screen, one Baxter was unfamiliar with.

“Lt. Larkin, is that class of vessel on record?”

“No sir, I cannot find a match in any Starfleet database. However, by design it appears to be a modified light freighter.”

“Cargo?”

“Sir,” said J’hana, “I am picking up Starfleet equipment. Photon torpedo launchers, sensor clusters, and tractor beam emitters.”

Baxter leaned forward and snapped his fingers. “That’s our bandit, I’ll wager. Ford, match course and speed with him. This mission may be easier than we thought.”

Larkin studied her panel. “Sir, the vessel is on a direct course for the Bermuda Expanse.”

“Curiouser and curiouser. Well, let’s follow this white rabbit and see where he leads us,” Baxter said.

“Dumb idea,” Baxter heard Conway mutter.

“Do you have a better one, Commander?”

“No sir, but I don’t know if it’s such a good idea, charging into that region, when every ship that goes in there is never heard from again.”

“I know what I’m doing, Conway. Trust me.”

“Great Bird help us,” Ford grumbled from the helm.

“I heard that. Hail them J’hana.”

“No response, sir. I say we blow her to hell.”

Baxter looked back at his tactical officer and looked at her like she was nuts. “Are you nuts? Let’s at least try to get our equipment back first.”

“If you say so, sir.”

“Now, open a channel.”

“Open.”

Baxter stood and straightened his uniform, trying to make his best first appearance to an unfamiliar vessel. “Alien vessel. This is Captain Andrew Baxter of the Federation Starship Aerostar. We have detected Starfleet equipment aboard your vessel and demand you cut engines and return the equipment immediately.”

Baxter turned back towards tactical. “Anything, Lieutenant?”

J’hana grimaced. “Nothing, sir. Wait…I’m getting something, audio only.”

“On speakers.”

“Nanny Nanny Nee, ya can’t catch me!”

“What the hell?” Baxter sat back down, perplexed.

Conway leaned over towards Baxter. “I recommend we go to yellow alert, Captain.”

“Excellent idea. Go to yellow alert. Lt. J’hana, see if you can lock a tractor onto our friend.”

“At warp, sir?”

“It’s been done.”

“But it’s not recommended.”

“There may be a glorious death in it for you!”

“Locking on tractor, sir.”

The mention of death caused Peterman to yelp with fear. “Peterman to Charlie, come ’ere boy!”

The bridge crew cringed as the ferocious killer dog bolted out of the conference room and jumped into Peterman’s lap. He had a communicator pinned to his collar. The Counselor stroked his fur and seemed to calm down.

Baxter ignored her, trying to focus on the situation at hand. “Engage tractor beam.”

A blue beam of light reached out at the vessel on the viewscreen.

“Success, Captain!” J’hana said with pride.

“Great.”

“Nanny Nanny Nye, your all gonna die!” The voice had actually become more mocking.

Baxter frowned. “I’m really getting irritated. Lock phasers on that ship, target their engines, and fire on my mark.”

“Captain…” said Ford.

“Just enough power to disable them, J’hana, we don’t want to kill ’em yet.”

“Captain…” Ford repeated.

“Phasers locked, sir.”

“Captain…” Now there was actually fear in Ford’s voice.

“What is it, Ensign?” asked Baxter, irritated.

“Sir, we’re headed straight for the Bermuda Expanse. We’ll be in the center of the disturbance in fifty-eight seconds.”

“Ho boy…” Baxter sighed.

“Maybe we could just let him go and take scans from outside the disturbance…” Conway suggested.

Peterman gripped her dog tighter.



Dr. Browning sipped at her hot chocolate timidly; the bartender had made it way too hot. She had become bored in sickbay and decided to go to the crew lounge and have a snack, hoping to have someone interesting to talk to there. She ended up being the only person in the lounge, besides the bartender, and he wasn’t being very talkative at all.

“Don’t you have any marshmallows?” Browning asked.

“Sorry,” said the bartender as he wiped off the bar.

Browning wondered idly what everyone else was doing.



The singing had only been going on for ten or fifteen minutes, and already Richards was starting to hate his engineering staff. They had already done five different show tunes since they had come shift, and now they were starting on hits from the late 20th century, there just didn’t seem to be an end to it. What could possibly make them stop?

“…Hold tight wait ’til the party’s over / Hold tight we’re in for nasty weather / There has got to be a way / Burning down the house…” the former glee club continued as they worked.



“We will enter the periphery of the Bermuda Expanse region in nine point five four seconds, Captain,” announced Larkin from ops.

“Hang on everyone!” said Baxter.

“Nanny Nanny Nide, you’re in for a ride”

“SHUT UP!” yelled Baxter.

“Oh, man…” said Ford as the purple and green cloud of the Bermuda Expanse grew larger and larger and finally engulfed the screen.



The Aerostar glided into the disturbance, trailing the small freighter with its tractor beam firmly latched on, powered by dilithium and stupid determination.



“Um. Uh…” said the bartender, looking past Dr. Browning as if he was seeing death itself.

“What’s your problem?” the Doctor asked. She put down her hot chocolate and turned around to look out the massive viewports.

“Oh. That.”



“…Lookin’ back, on the track, for a little green bag…”

Make it stop! thought Richards. He cursed himself for thinking that as the ship began to shake and sensor readings started going off the scale.

“Careful what you wish for,” he said to himself as he ran towards the warp core to monitor the coolant generators.

“…outta sight in the night, outta sight in the day!”

The glee club had no idea. They really had no idea.



The Aerostar began to shake like a spastic gym teacher.

“Helm control off-line, you son of a bitch, sir!” cried Ford.

“Hey, none of that, let’s stay civil here!”

“We’re all gonna die!” Ford continued.

“YES! HONOR!” cried J’hana.

“Shut…UP!” Conway growled.

Peterman’s fingers dug deeper into Charlie’s fur. “Count to one hundred everyone!”

“SHUT UP!” the bridge crew said in unison.

“Ten seconds ETA at the center of the disturbance,” called out Larkin.

“We’re losing shields!” J’hana cried. “Yes!”

“Divert auxiliary power to shields!” Baxter commanded.

“Shields still failing. Now at twenty percent and dropping.”

“Four seconds…” Larkin stated calmly.

“I’m up for suggestions everybody.” Baxter said weakly.

“Fine time to mention that!” barked Conway.

“Hold on, everyone!” Ford yelled.

“Oh, boy, oh boy oh boy!” Baxter whimpered, he desperately wanted to be back in his safe quarters on the Secondprize.

“One second until we–” Larkin didn’t have time to finish.

The Aerostar suddenly seemed to explode around everyone, and the next few moments were jam-packed with the basic assortment of explosions, screams, sparks and light.

Then everything went dark.



“Jaroch to Rydell.”

Rydell reached over to the night stand and pressed a control. “This better be good, Jaroch.”

“Sir, Starfleet reports they have lost sensor contact with the Aerostar.”

Rydell shot up in his bed. “Where were they last seen?”

“Near the Bermuda Expanse, sir.”

“What have I done?” Rydell asked frantically.

“Sentenced two hundred people to their death?”

“Not funny, Jaroch. Turn us around and set a course for the Bermuda Expanse, Warp Nine.”

“You are going to try to rescue them?”

“Yes.”

“Did you miss the entire point of our plan?”

Rydell was becoming agitated. “I wanted him out of my hair, not dead.”

“Well, he would definitely be out of your hair if he was dead.”

“Just engage, damn it.” Rydell said, falling back to his soft, fluffy mattress, sinking into a dreamful sleep.



TO BE CONTINUED…




The Road to Nowhere! - Part 2

USS AEROSTAR



Chaos had given way to darkness. The last memory Baxter had before blacking out was of the entire ship seeming to shake apart, and now all he could feel was a warm tongue slithering in and out of his ear.

Baxter sat up, trying to clear his ears of drool. “Shoo, Charlie.” He said, with annoyance.

He walked over to ops, where Lt. Larkin was busy at work on her panel. “Status, Lieutenant.”

“I am functioning, Captain. My systems must have momentarily gone off- line during the explosion. It is strange, I seem to have had another dream.”

“Tell me about it later, Lieutenant, right now I need a damage report.” Baxter said, looking around the bridge.

Larkin studied her panel. “I believe we have experienced a large subspace quantum displacement. The resulting energy flux overloaded our shields and blew out the main power conduit.”

“Quantum displacement?” Baxter leaned against the ops panel and stroked his chin. “You mean we went through some kind of wormhole?”

“More likely a subspace conduit of some sort, but in essence, yes.”

“Well, where are we?” Baxter was becoming panicked.

Larkin stared at her readings, perplexed. “I am not sure, the navigational sensors have been severely damaged. A full assessment will take several minutes.”

“Very well, get to it.”

The rest of the bridge crew began to stir.

“What the hell happened?” Commander Conway asked, standing and rubbing his head.

“That’s what I’m trying to find out.” Baxter frowned, looking over Larkin’s shoulder.

“Well, a fine mess you’ve gotten us into, Captain,” quipped Ford.

“Shut up, Ford, and see if you can get the helm operational,” Conway barked, stepping up the bridge ramp to the science station adjacent to tactical. “Captain, I’m going to try to get the internal sensors working.”

“Good. Lt. J’hana, I want you to reroute all essential functions to the secondary conduit and see if you can get turbolifts and the main computer back up.”

Peterman approached Captain Baxter excitedly. “What do you want me to do, Captain?”

“You can make us some coffee…not that it’s your job or anything, but you know, in an emergency, it’d be…”

“Strong…really strong!” Conway shouted from the science station.

Peterman marched off toward the conference room, happy to be of assistance.

“Hmmm. That is peculiar,” said Larkin from ops.

“What’s that?” Baxter asked.

“I am not sure…Intriguing…” Larkin added.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Ford said, looking over at Larkin.

“Hmmm.”

“Damn it, Larkin, what is it?” Conway said, becoming annoyed.

“Very interesting.”

Conway rushed at the android, hands outstretched for her throat.

Baxter held up an arm, blocking him. “Spit it out, Lieutenant.”

“Captain, I believe we are in the Delta quadrant, more than seventy thousand light years from our previous position.”

“Oops,” Baxter said, breaking the silence.

Suddenly, Counselor Peterman strode out of the conference lounge with a heaping tray. “Cappuccino everyone! I also found some biscotti and cookies back there, so let’s get munching!”

Evidently the cappuccino machine in the conference lounge was still functioning perfectly, but much to Peterman’s chagrin, no one really seemed to care.



When the explosions hit, Dr. Browning had held on to the bar for dear life, unfortunately, the bartender had not been as industrious.

Browning’s last memory before she hit the floor and lost consciousness was seeing the bartender fly over her head and crash into one of the tables.

When the doctor awakened, she looked out the viewport. The stars drifted by slowly, she was guessing they were adrift, and most likely without power. Brownings’ gaze turned to the bartender, who seemed to be injured badly and rapidly losing blood.

“My goodness, he’s the only person who can operate the replicator down here!”

Browning quickly slapped her communicator. “Browning to sickbay, I need a trauma team STAT!”

Nothing. Communications must be down. Browning would have to save this man on her own.

She felt for a pulse. None. Okay, CPR!

Browning kept shouting “LIVE, DARN YOU, LIVE!” as she pummeled the man’s chest with her fists.



At least the singing had stopped, thought Richards. His entire staff had lost consciousness, and as far as he could tell from his position, rather uncomfortably pinned beneath a support beam, the ship was in dire straits indeed. Why on earth did he have to be assigned to this ship? As his consciousness faded, he prayed that he would be rescued, by death or whatever other forgiving deity presided over his fate.



“Okay, everybody sit down,” Baxter said, eyeing Counselor Peterman as she made yet another trip to the Cappuccino machine. He had to admit that even that was state of the art; for Pete’s sake, it even boiled and frothed its own milk.

Peterman quickly took her seat along with Commander Conway, Lt. J’hana, and Lt. Larkin.

“All right,” Baxter began. “Let’s start with exactly what happened. Lieutenant Larkin?”

“I believe that the Bermuda Expanse is actually the result of a collapsed wormhole. It is, in essence, an area of disrupted space with a rupture in subspace at the center. This rupture in subspace generates intense gravitational eddies, and in effect, pulls objects towards its center at speeds that increase exponentially in proportion to their distance from its center.”

“Hey,” Conway said, rifling through the Cappucino stand. “Where’s the damn sugar?”

“Let’s focus here,” Baxter said, turning his attention to Larkin. “Can you rephrase what you just said for those of us who AREN’T androids, Lieutenant?”

If the android took offense to that remark, she didn’t show it. “Imagine the whirlpool caused by pulling the plug in a conventional bathtub, for lack of a better analogy.”

“So we must destroy the phenomenon!” said J’hana.

“No, Lieutenant, that would be counterproductive.”

“We have to go back through,” said Conway, finally producing several sugar packets from under the Cappucino machine.

“Exactly!” Baxter added.

“No.” Larkin seemed to dash everyone’s hopes. “I’m afraid that would be analogous to trying to suck water back through the other end of the drain.”

“Where’s a plumber when you need one?” Conway said, banging his head into the conference table.



“Sheesh, it figures.” Browning kicked the panel of the replicator. It wasn’t damaged, but it didn’t seem to want to work. But that did not necessarily mean no one could repair it. She had given up on saving the bartender, she had realized that he was beyond help after several repeated attempts at resuscitation.

What she needed now was someone to fix the replicator.

“Engineering!” she said excitedly.

Browning decided to abandon the bartender’s dead body for the moment and go off in search of someone to repair the replicator, it was almost three, and that’s when she always got the afternoon munchies.



“So what do you suggest we do, Larkin?” Baxter didn’t seem to be adjusting to all the technical bullshit he was being exposed to.

“One must assume that the alien that led us here knows a way to get back to our quadrant, or else he would never have been able to get there in the first place.”

“Well, does anyone know where he went?” Baxter asked.

“Yes,” replied J’hana. “Sensor logs just before the explosion indicate that he was on a direct course for the third planet of this system.”

“Well, then we have to find him and convince him to show us the way back home,” Baxter said, standing up.

“Then we kill him,” said J’hana.



Prying open the malfunctioning doors to the crew lounge wasn’t hard. Dr. Browning decided to use the body of the bartender to keep them propped open so when she returned she wouldn’t have to pry them open again. The bartender looked so relaxed and natural, sitting there slumped over between the doors.

The next problem was the turbolifts. They didn’t work, so Browning had to get resourceful and make her way down the maze of Jeffries tubes and crawlways.



“Baxter to Engineering.” Still nothing. That was his third attempt, and still he could not get a response. Internal sensors read sporadic life signs and some minor structural damage, and Baxter was becoming increasingly worried about the state of his engineering team, his friend Chris in particular. “Larkin, is there no way to get a clearer reading on the internal sensors?”

“Not without main power.”

“Very well, I want you and J’hana to go down there and see what you can do to fix that conduit and rescue our people.”

“Aye, Captain,” J’hana said as she followed Larkin into the turbolift.

“Maybe it would be a good idea to have a medical team meet them in engineering,” Conway offered.

“Good idea. Baxter to Browning.” Nothing. No engineers, no medical officer, was everyone on his ship dead? “Baxter to sickbay.”

“Nurse Bailey here. How may I help ya?”

“We have a big problem down in engineering and we need a medical team down there. Where’s Doctor Browning?”

“She’s off right now. I suppose she could be anywhere. Probably eating though.”

“That’s a good bet. Oh, well, take a team down to engineering and see if you can be of any assistance.”

“Sure, have a nice day!”

“Yeah, same to you.” Baxter could only assume by the happy sound of that young woman’s voice that she must have radiated pure sunlight. Baxter was glad to see that at least one person on his crew was just a genuinely nice person. “Ford,” Baxter said, turning his attention to the helm. “Lay in a course for the third planet in the system, half impulse until we get main power back.”

“Aye aye, Cap’n Butthead.”

Conway and Peterman could be heard snickering.

“No freaking respect,” Baxter muttered, shuffling into his readyroom to unpack the scotch that he had intended to save for a diplomatic function. Oh, well, no need to worry about that now.



Dr. Browning had finally reached engineering. Once there, she asked the closest conscious person. “Are you the chief engineer?”

Richards eyes fluttered momentarily as he returned to consciousness. “Why, yes, how can I help you?”

“I can’t get the replicator in the lounge to work.”

Richards looked down at the beam that was crushing him. “Well, I’d love to help you, but you see, I’m kind of busy being crushed by this beam right now.”

“Darn. Do you know someone that could help me?”

Richards grunted. “Listen, I can help you if you just help me get this damn beam off!”

“Oh, okay, sure.”

The two huffed and puffed until finally the beam budged enough to allow Richards to slide out from under it. “Okay, lead the way,” the engineer said, grabbing an engineering kit.

Browning climbed back up into the Jeffries tube. “Just follow me.”

Richards felt like he could probably see to his staff and getting the ship operational again later. After all, the woman who seemed to drop into his life and rescue him seemed really nice. And somehow he felt like in a previous life he might have known her. Really well.

“Oh,” Richards mentioned, “do you think after I repair the replicator we can try to find a doctor? I think I broke a couple ribs.”

“Sure, no problem.”



Just as Richards and Browning disappeared through the Jeffries tube, Larkin and J’hana slid out of the one across from it.

“The main power conduit was fractured thirty meters away from here in that direction.”

Larkin pointed, consulting her tricorder.

“We must destroy it,” said J’hana.

“No, we must repair it.”

“Whatever.”

Larkin studied the conduit and consulted the tricorder several times before closing it and holstering it. “I have come to an inescapable conclusion.”

“We all must die?” J’hana offered helpfully.

“That is certainly true in the philosophical sense. However, my specific conclusion is that the conduit must be temporarily repaired with a super-conductive material until a new section of conduit can be replicated.”

J’hana, strong for her size, hefted a chunk of bulkhead that was lying on the floor. “How about this?”

“I have determined that none of the spare material in this area is capable of providing the conductivity that we require.”

J’hana cursed in Andorian.

“I, however, am.”

“You will die honorably,” J’hana said happily.

“That is quite comforting, now if you will excuse me, I will just sacrifice my life for my fellow crewmembers. Forgive me if you are burnt by any sparks that may fly from my rapidly incinerating body.”

From anyone else that would have been looked on as sarcasm, but from Larkin, it was more a statement of fact.

The android stepped into the gap between the two sections of conduit. “Now, when I grab both ends, you must press the control to activate main power.”

“Understood. Happy death, Lieutenant!”

“Thank you,” Larkin said, grabbing both ends of the conduit.

J’hana activated the main power switch and looked on as sparks began to erupt from Larkin’s head, and as her eyes grew red hot and melted out of their sockets, as her hands began to melt and fuse with the housing of the conduit.

Meanwhile, Larkin dreamt, but this time the dreams were more powerful. She could see a bright light, calling her toward it. And still she heard whistling. She wondered if this was what death was like. She could almost see her creator…almost.



“Computer, activate Emergency Holographic Bartender,” Richards said as he entered the bar.

A short, balding man shimmered into existence behind the bar. “Please state the nature of the beverage emergency.”

“I need a hot chocolate with marshmallows,” stated Browning.

“Coming right up,” the bartender said, whistling as he punched in the access code on the replicator and got it functioning again. “Come here often, gorgeous?” he said, handing her the drink.

“No, but that will change,” Browning said, smiling. She really liked this bartender. “Oh, thanks Mister…”

“Richards…” said the engineer sheepishly. “Hmm, if the replicators and the holographic generators are working now, someone must have restored main power. I’d better get back to engineering.”

“Okay, I’ll be fine here. I hope you find a doctor,” Browning said, sipping at her hot chocolate.



“How the hell did you get main power back up so quick?” Baxter’s voice sounded surprised over the comm.

“Well…” said J’hana, staring at the twitching, electricity filled form of Larkin. “Lt. Larkin kind of used herself as a conductor.”

“WHAT??? Is she okay?”

J’hana seemed thoughtful. “I don’t think so.”

“Darn. Where’s Richards?”

“I don’t know.”

“Right here, Captain!” said Richards, hopping out of the turbolift. “Jeeze…what the heck happened to Larkin?”

“She honorably sacrificed her life to get the ship functioning,” J’hana said, seeming proud of the android.

“And I just fixed her. What a turn. Computer…” said Richards, heading towards the back of engineering. “…replicate me a three foot section of type twenty-five power conduit tubing.”

“Processing…” said the computer. Soon, a section of conduit appeared on the pad before Richards. The engineer scooped it up and walked back to the rapidly melting android. “Just hold on, Larkin.”

Richards momentarily shut off main power. Doing so caused Larkin to collapse to the deck in a fizzling heap. Richards welded in the new section and reactivated main power. “There, good as new.”

He looked down at the android he had just finished fixing a few hours ago. She was definitely not good as new anymore.



“Ford, increase our speed to full impulse and have repair teams sent out to begin repairing the damaged sections of the ship,” Baxter said, as panels began to flicker back to normal all around the bridge.

“Aye, sir.”

“We will reach the third planet in thirty minutes, Captain,” Ford said from the helm.

“Excellent. Now all we need to do is get a casualty report. Baxter to Browning.”

“Browning here.”

“Where exactly are you, Doctor? I’ve been trying like heck to track you down.”

“I’m in the lounge. The bartender is dead, but we got the emergency holographic program running and everything is under control here.”

“Well then why couldn’t I reach you when I tried to contact you a little while ago?”

“Probably because I left my comm badge here when I went down to engineering to get someone to fix the replicator.”

Baxter did not feel the need to waste what little nerves he had left continuing the discussion. “Would you please get down to sickbay and see if you can be of some assistance? There should be some injured crew coming in.”

“Okay, okay, I’m going.”

“Great. Baxter to Richards.”

“Richards here.”

“What’s the damage look like, Commander?”

“Yes, well, the conduit is fine now, but I’m afraid Lt. Larkin’s pretty much fried.”

“Darn. Is there anything you can do?”

“I’m going to have to go in and do a complete overhaul. Whoever built her did a damn sloppy job of it.”

“Understood, but I want you to be ready in case we have to go into battle.”

“Right. Richards out.”

Baxter got up from his command chair and strolled to the rear of the bridge, satisfied that he’d at least gotten the ships medical and engineering woes temporarily settled.



“Wow, she looks really messed up,” Nurse Bailey said, peering over Richards’ shoulder.

“Yeah, she is,” the engineer said, finishing up the welding job on Larkin’s right arm. Richards noticed that Bailey seemed to be chewing on something very difficult to swallow. It made a peculiar smacking sound. “What are you eating?”

“It’s called chewing gum. It’s an old twentieth century earth delicacy that I’ve become addicted to. Want some?”

“That’s okay.”

“Suit yourself,” Bailey chomped.

“Don’t you have to go heal people or something? For Pete’s sake, my whole staff is lying unconscious on the deck.”

“Oh, yeah, hee hee.” Bailey walked over and assisted the medtechs in moving the defunct glee club. They didn’t seem very gleeful at all now.



J’hana hadn’t been at her post for five minutes before she discovered a large mass in the Aerostar’s flight path. “Captain, we are nearing a large debris field.”

“Full stop,” Conway said.

Baxter looked up from the padd he was working on in his command chair. “On screen.”

There was a stunned gasp on the bridge when the image appeared on the viewscreen. What the bridge crew saw was a sight similar to the wreckage at Wolf 359. Baxter stood, in awe.

“Verify, Lt. J’hana, are those Federation ships?” Conway said, staring at the mass of twisted metal on the screen.

“There are a number of wrecked Federation ships out there, Commander, as well as several Klingon, Romulan, and other Alpha Quadrant ships.”

“I guess that answers the question of where all those ships went to, huh?” asked Baxter.

“What about life signs?” asked Counselor Peterman.

“None that I can detect,” J’hana said grimly.

“Well where the hell did they all go?” asked Conway.

“That’s what I’m wondering. Scan the debris for a log recorder or anything that might give us a clue as to what happened,” Baxter said, now pacing in front of the viewscreen.

“I have something, Captain!” J’hana said excitedly. “It is the log buoy from the starship Holloway. Shall I beam it aboard for analysis?”

“Do it,” Baxter said flatly.



“Where am I?” asked Larkin, bewildered.

“You’re in engineering. You took a nasty shock,” Richards said, still working on the Lieutenant’s body. Larkin noticed this right off the bat, because her head was sitting clumsily on the engineering work table.

“Why am I in such a state?”

“I would guess you tried to sacrifice yourself to get the ship working again. Good try.”

“Thank you. I remember now. I believe I had another dream.”

“Really. Do you remember anything?” Richards asked, tightening the new sealed gaskets on Larkin’s legs.

“Very little, although I do seem to be aware of a song. Someone was whistling in the dream, but I cannot seem to recall the exact melody.”

“Weird. I’d love to help you, but I’m having enough trouble with your hardware without messing in your software.”

“Understandable, but I would appreciate you returning me to working order.”

“That won’t be as hard as I thought. Whoever made you built you to take some punishment, its just a matter of replicating and replacing some parts, but I just wanted to remove your head to assure that your neural nets were unharmed.”

“There seem to be no ill effects. The penguin is fine as well.”

“Penguin?”

“The one standing behind you. I was afraid he would have been shocked.”

Richards was nonplussed. “I take it the penguin was there before you got shocked, too?”

“Of course, where else would he be?”

Richards just shook his head and kept on working.



“Captain’s Log, Stardate 45431.8, Captain Fred Donnely of the Starship Holloway recording. I have determined that we have been transported to a far side of our galaxy, and I regret to inform anyone who may find this recording that it is not a very friendly neighborhood.”

Baxter sat in his command chair, listening intently to the logs of the Holloway, knowing full well that the logs could hold the secret of that ship’s fate, and possibly the fate of the Aerostar as well.

“Captain’s Log, supplemental. We have made many attempts at communicating with this vessel, but it seems to be intent on destroying us.”

Charlie cringed and covered his eyes with his paws. If Captain Baxter had paws, he would have done the same.

“Captain’s Log, final entry. This is my last official recording as Captain of this vessel. I have failed in my attempts at diplomacy with these so called”Flarn.” They have destroyed our shields and commenced boarding our vessel. My crew will fight valiantly, but if this was a horse race, our horse would have three broken legs. Oh, well, it was nice while it lasted. Good-bye cruel world. Come get me you buglike sons of–” The rest of the recording was drowned out by garbled shouts, growls, grunts, and what sounded like phaser fire.

“That is the last entry,” J’hana stated.

“Duh,” Peterman said.

“Don’t start with me again, Terran.” The Andorian said testily.



USS SECONDPRIZE



“We have arrived at the Bermuda Expanse, the last known coordinates of the Aerostar,” Lt. Commander Jaroch said, as Dillon and Rydell exited the turbolift and took their places in their respective command chairs.

“Full sensor sweep, Commander,” Rydell ordered.

Jaroch looked at his panel for a minute, his brow furrowing. “The disturbances from the phenomenon make it difficult to get a clear reading.”

“Well, could they be in there?” Dillon asked.

“Difficult to tell, but I do not believe so. Their warp core signature would most likely be detectable even through this interference.”

“Not if they were disabled or destroyed,” Dillon suggested.

“Should we go in and investigate?” Rydell said, rubbing his chin.

Dillon seemed to shrink into his chair at that idea.

“Not a good idea, Captain, given the track record of this phenomenon.”

“Good point,” Rydell replied, watching Dillon sigh with relief. “Very well, then. Inform Starfleet of the situation and ask for further orders.”



Nurse Bailey whistled a happy tune as she mopped the blood up from the sickbay floor.

Dr. Browning, meanwhile, had passed out on one of the medtables. She had worked feverishly for over an hour and a half, and was just about ready to turn in.

“Man, that one guy really bled a lot, didn’t he, doc?”

“Yeah,” said Browning absently. “He bled all over my labcoat, too.”

“I hate when they do that.” Bailey stopped mopping for a moment to ponder something. “You got them all out of here pretty quick, even the guy with the severe cerebral hemorrhaging. What was your secret?”

Browning sat up and pulled a pickle out of one of the colorful jars lining one of the walls. She munched on it thoughtfully. “There was a guy with cerebral hemorrhaging?”

“Yeah, he looked pretty messed up.”

“Hmmm. I don’t know. I guess I gave him some painkillers. Morphine or something. I don’t remember.”

“Well, I hope he’ll be alright.”

“I wouldn’t worry.”

“You’re that sure he’ll be okay?”

“No, but I’m not worrying about it.”



“Thank you very much for your assistance, Mr. Richards.” Larkin said, working out the kinks in her new joints. She felt like new, and was impressed with the Chief Engineer’s work.

“I made sure that it will take more than a little bump to make you fall apart now.”

“I am grateful for–” Larkin said when suddenly a crewman entered engineering, stumbling around and clutching at his head, which seemed to be oozing blood.

Larkin stared at the crewman, whose blue uniform indicated that he was some kind of science officer. “Are you okay, crewman?”

“Crewman…Dean…Wilcox…at…your…service…” said the man, walking towards the warp core. “My…head…hurts.”

“What happened to you, Crewman Wilcox?” Richards asked.

“I…fell…”

“You should be in sickbay, Mister Wilcox, your injuries seem severe.”

“Was…in…sickbay…I’m…fine…now…” the crewman said, still walking, not stopping when he hit the railing around the warp core and fell straight down.

Larkin and Richards were once again alone.

“I wonder when I’ll get my engineering staff back again,” Richards said, starting to call up the warp engine diagnostics.

Larkin considered that for a moment. “I am not certain, but I feel that I am needed on the bridge.”

“You might want to change your uniform first, it’s burnt to a crisp.”

“Indeed.”

Then came a thump, indicating that Dean had reached his destination at the bottom of the warp core.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51016.1. After viewing the rather disturbing logs of the Holloway, we have resumed course to the third planet of the system to get some answers about these so called “Flarn.” I am determined to find out what happened to all those people and why we were brought here.



“We have arrived at this system’s third planet, Captain,” Larkin announced, now back at ops.

Baxter stood and approached the viewscreen, glaring down at his helmsman, ready for his newest quip.

“Standard orbit, Mr. Ford.”

“Aye, Jackass,” Ford sneered.

Conway held Baxter back before he could leap at the helm officer.

“Scan the planet,” Conway said, pushing Baxter back into the seat.

“The planet is eighty-five percent water, fifteen percent land, comprised of several hundred tiny islands that are clustered around the planet’s equator,” Larkin said. “I read a desert climate with sporadic life signs. I believe we are looking at a tribe-based humanoid society with minimal technological skills.”

“Well, if this is where our friend came from, where did he get a ship?” Baxter asked, standing back up and shooting an annoyed look at Conway.

“Uncertain,” Larkin said. “However, the ship in question appears to be located on an island at the center of one of the island clusters.”

“Then that’s where we should start looking,” Baxter said. “Transmit the coordinates of the ship’s landing site to the transporter room. I want to go down there.”

“Sir, is that wise?” Conway asked.

“No. But I want to get to the bottom of this. Larkin, J’hana, Peterman, you’re with me.” Baxter headed for the turbolift.

“If you die down there, I get the ship,” Conway said in a mix of annoyance and mirth.

“Agreed,” Baxter replid as the lift doors closed.

Let Baxter risk his life, Conway thought, I’m not going out of my way to help him. The thought of the Captain’s death made Conway momentarily laugh. He ordered a refill for his coffee and collapsed in the command chair, ready for some rest.



As Baxter, Larkin, J’hana, and Peterman entered the transporter room, the first thing he noticed was a pair of feet propped up on the transporter console. The supposed transporter chief was reclined in her chair, intently reading something from a padd.

Baxter cleared his throat.

The officer put the padd down without sitting up. “Oh, there you are. Equipment locker’s that way, and the transporter pad’s over there.”

“Listen, Miss, Miss, whoever you think you are,” Baxter said, getting irritated.

“Lieutenant Megan Hartley,” she said, going back to her reading.

“Whatever. Let’s look a little more lively. You’re not on vacation here, you know!”

This caused the transporter chief to swing her feet around and stand up. She stared up at Baxter with an evil look on her face. She had to stare upbecause she was a good foot shorter than he. “Listen, buddy, I’m not in the mood, okay? If you piss me off, you’ll regret it.”

Baxter was feeling saucy. “Who do you think you’re talking to? I don’t know if you’re up on current events, but I’m the captain of this ship!”

The evil glare became an evil smile. “You’re also a moron. Now get on the padd before I decide to beam you out to space.”

Something inside the Captain told him not to pursue the matter further. “Just beam us down to the prearranged coordinates, okay?”

“Maybe,” Hartley said, pressing some buttons.

Lt. Larkin distributed phasers and tricorders from the equipment closet to the away team members as Baxter continued to glare at the transporter chief.

“Are you ready or what?” Hartley asked, unimpressed.

“C’mon, sir, don’t let her get to you. She’s been this way the whole trip,” Peterman said, grabbing Baxter’s arm and dragging him up to the transporter pad. Baxter had the impression that she and Hartley had crossed swords before.

As Baxter felt the transporter energies swirl around him, he idly wondered if he would actually reappear at all.



USS SECONDPRIZE



“Let me get this straight, Admiral Neilson. You just want us to leave?” Rydell said in disbelief.

The Chief Third Assistant Supervisor of Starfleet security just sat there with a blank look on her face. She didn’t seem like a friendly person at all. “Yes, that’s right, stay away from the Bermuda Expanse. I am officially declaring it ‘off limits’.”

“But, Admiral, I don’t understand…”

“You don’t have to understand–it’s an order. There will be no further expeditions to investigate the Bermuda Expanse. Furthermore, all records you have regarding the Aerostar and her crew will be erased. Okay?”

Dillon leaned over toward Rydell and whispered. “Sir, I have a feeling we are involved in something much bigger than us.”

“Okay,” Rydell sighed uncomfortably, “but I will be filing a formal objection with Starfleet.”

“Do what you have to do, Captain, just follow my orders. Bye.”

“You heard her,” Rydell said, “Get us out of here, Lieutenant Sullivan.” The Secondprize turned away from the Fruitlands and engaged into warp.

“I am not happy,” Rydell muttered, rubbing his eyes.

“I guess we’ll never find out what happened to them,” Dillon remarked.

“Somehow I have a feeling that we aren’t that lucky,” replied Jaroch.



BACK IN THE DELTA QUADRANT…



As the away team materialized on the surface, they noticed an odd smell. It was oddly similar to sound of pork or beef frying.

Baxter coughed, taking note of all the smoke that seemed to swirl around him.

“Larkin, what is all this?”

Lt. Larkin studied her tricorder thoughtfully. “I am uncertain, Captain, the tricorder is picking up what appears to be some kind of burning animal tissue.”

“A cookout?” asked Peterman.

Suddenly the smoke seemed to swirl away, revealing a large ship nestled in a rocky crater. The ship was replete with various colored running lights that blinked on and off out of sync, reflecting in the clear green waters surrounding the island. Odd-shaped trees sprouted from the ground all around the vessel, seeming almost to clutch it like giant fingers.

“By the angle of the light reaching us from the sun, I would guess that it is dusk,” Larkin added.

“Really,” Baxter asked sarcastically, “I guessed that when I saw the sun going down on the horizon.”

“Indeed,” Larkin said, continuing along a path that lead towards the vessel.

Baxter followed the android along the path and suddenly stopped, cocking his head. “Do you here music?”

Counselor Peterman suddenly smiled, reaching back and putting her hair in a ponytail. “Yeah, it sounds like a party to me! That’s where I’m at my best. Come on, Captain!” Peterman grabbed Baxter’s arm and dragged him down the trail, past a puzzled Larkin.

The android studied her readings. “I am still picking up Starfleet gear, but in addition, there seems to be a large amount of food and supplies present in the hold of the vessel.”

J’hana followed close behind, keeping watch suspiciously. “I don’t like it.”

“Don’t like what?” Larkin questioned.

“Anything.”

“I see.”

“Maybe we should let Larkin or J’hana lead,” Baxter said as Peterman continued to drag him down the path.

“Nah, they have no sense of fun.”

“Yeah, but they do have a marvelous sense of self preservation. Well, okay, J’hana doesn’t, but she at least has a sense of ME preservation.”

“Scaredy cat.”

Baxter was becoming increasingly annoyed by the amount of sand that seemed to seep in his boots, when the two officers reached the crater where the vessel was nestled. They circled the ship, coming to the other side, following the melodious drum beats and guitar riffs that echoed throughout the island.

They reached a spot in front of the vessel’s cargo hatch, where a huge bon fire was erected. There were at least fifty people surrounding the fire, dancing and singing, eating and drinking. There was also a stand set up where someone seemed to be barbecuing some kind of meat, and another pit set up with a band, who played music that Baxter found faintly similar to 20th century Earth’s Dave Matthew’s Band. Baxter prided himself on being well versed on Earth music from many cultures and time periods.

Larkin and J’hana followed closely behind Baxter and Peterman, who had come to a stop near a huge, jutting rock.

Lt. Larkin was still intently studying her tricorder. “Hmm. This ship still seems quite out of place. I have mapped the region for three square kilometers, and all that can be found is primitive straw, wood, and stone structures. The vessel appears to be completely alien to this environment.”

“That’s because it is, dummies!” a new voice said from the other side of the rock. A painfully familiar voice.

Baxter peered around the rock. A head peered around from the other side. As soon as they saw one another, they quickly moved their heads back.

“It is the scavenger,” J’hana said with irritation. “Allow me, sir.” The tactical officer set her phaser on “flambe” and charged.

Baxter held up his hand. “That won’t be necessary, Lieutenant. Mister…whoever you are. I want you to come out from behind the rock and face us like a man.”

A short, humanoid appearing boy appeared from behind the rock. “My name is Mirk, and I am not a man, but you four and your friends are dead. You’re Federation might as well be called the Deaderation!” Mirk doubled over with laughter at the thought.

“Silence!” cried J’hana, exasperated.

“The point is, you’re all gonna die,” Mirk said. “And there’s nothing anyone can do about it.”

Baxter picked the boy up by his collar. He appeared to be about the age of an Earth sixteen year old. “Listen, you scrawny little punk. I just saw a graveyard of Starfleet ships, without crews, and the only clue we got to their disappearance is ‘Flarn.’ Now do you wanna give me some answers, or do you want me to let Smurfette here rip you limb from limb?”

J’hana bared her teeth menacingly.

“Okay, okay, I will talk, Starfleet. This is the planet Maalox, and we are Maaloxians. There was a time when we were spread out through half this quadrant. Then the Flarn came. They were the worst nextdoor neighbors we could have. They butchered us, fried us up, carved us into tiny bite sized chunks, dipped us in garlic butter, and ate us.”

Peterman gagged at this thought, Baxter and J’hana sharing similar sentiments.

“The only way we survived,” Mirk continued, “is by finding the portals, which we only assume were sent to us by enigmatic beings known as the ‘Directors,’. We’ve used these portals for millennia as a means to go into your quadrant and retrieve supplies and materials that the Flarn demand. Meanwhile we also retrieved the supplies to keep us alive and one day hopefully allow us to regain our rightful place in this quadrant.”

Baxter was becoming more and more confused. “So why don’t the Flarn just eliminate you and go through the portals themselves and pillage our quadrant?”

“Because they do not have the ability to pass through. The key portal to your quadrant is located in a vast asteroid field, one through which only Maaloxians are able to navigate. Every once in a while a ship from your side will follow us here. Then they become trophies for the Flarn. Trophies for Granok.”

“So they use you as glorified errand boys?” J’hana asked, disgusted.

“Essentially, yes. Only select few Maaloxians are gifted enough to pilot the field. I am one of them.”

“Then you could get us home!” Baxter shouted.

“I could, if I wished to.”

J’hana grabbed the boy and slammed him up against a rock. “You would do well to wish to get us back home.”

Mirk smiled, trying to seem diplomatic. “Believe me, if there was something I could do, I would. But they’ll be here soon, and they’ll eat you.”

Baxter sat on another nearby rock and cradled his head in his hands. “Eat us.”

“Yes, they have found humans quite tasty. One of your ships serves as quite a feast. They prefer you much to our fatty, salty flesh. They would still eat us today if it wasn’t for the ability we evolved to secrete poison when eaten.”

“Curious. Much like the jungle frogs of…” Larkin said.

“Cut to the chase, shorty–” Baxter said, cutting Larkin off. “What are we supposed to do?”

Mirk was still straining against J’hana’s grip. “There is little you can do, besides die.”

“Freaking great,” Peterman said, collapsing next to Baxter, laying her head in his lap and wailing like a baby.

“I refuse to believe that,” Baxter said, gingerly patting Peterman’s head. “You have to help us.”

“That’s what the other fifty captains said. You aren’t any different.”

Baxter smiled. “That’s where you’re wrong, buddy.”

Peterman looked up, thought a moment about what Baxter had said, and went back to her sobbing.



“Commander Conway…” Ensign Fresca said from ops, her eyes wide.

Conway sighed, feeling quite annoyed at having to get up from his seat, and heaved himself over to Fresca’s station. “What is it, Ensign?”

“An unidentified vessel is heading this way. It’s huge. It can’t be good, Commander.”

“Can it be bad?” Conway asked, fearing the worst.

“I’m afraid so, sir.”

“I figured,” the First Officer muttered, heading back to the command chair and sitting back down. “Shields up. Red alert. Prepare to break orbit and go to evasive maneuvers.”

“What about the away team?” Ford asked.

“Screw ’em. We can’t worry about four people when the ship is at risk,” Conway said blandly.

“Cool.”

“Tactical status?” Conway asked, looking up at the Lieutenant at Tactical.

“Shields are back up at one hundred percent, weapons systems on stand- by. All decks report secure.” Reported Lieutenant Junior Grade Brian Gellar.

“Distance to unidentified vessel?”

“One point five million kilometers and closing fast.”

“Damn. Anything else on that ship, Fresca?”

“It’s approximately five times our size, it operates on a quantum power core similar to the Romulans but much more powerful. The shields are so intense that further readings aren’t possible.”

“Great,” Conway said, heading for the replicator. “Computer: Beans…Jamaican Coffee…in a bowl. Lots of ’em, and quick.”

A bowl materialized in the replicator slot, and Conway could have sworn he heard the computer mutter something about “damn eccentric officers and their damn weird orders,” but he let the matter fall.

Conway dumped a handful of coffee beans into his mouth and chewed. “Time to vessel’s arrival, Fresca?”

“Fifty five seconds, sir.”

“Damn. Conway to Baxter.”

“Baxter here.”

“Don’t overreact, sir, but…”

“Spit it out, Conway!”

“There’s a giant ship headed our way.”

“The Flarn, I presume?”

Conway heard a voice in the background say yes. It was the same taunting voice that had been responsible for them being in this God forsaken mess in the first place, but Conway kept his questions to himself. “Look, what do you want me to do? They’ll be here any second.”

“Talk to them. You’re the one with all the experience. I’ll just…monitor from here.”

Conway cursed as he severed the channel, realizing that maybe being on the away team wouldn’t have been so bad after all.



“So what do we do?” Peterman asked. She had finally stopped crying.

“We talk to them, negotiate. I’m sure they’ll listen to reason,” Baxter said.

“Ha!” Mirk laughed, finally released from J’hana’s grip.

“Listen, Mister, if you can’t be positive, then just keep your mouth shut,” Baxter grumbled.

“Captain…” Larkin said. Baxter looked up and groaned. There was an object falling from the sky, and it looked like it was streaking towards them.

“What the hell is that?” Baxter asked.

“That,” said Mirk, “is Granok.”



The blue and tan Flarn ship on the viewscreen was huge and ominous looking, seeming to Conway almost like some kind of predatory bird, ready to pounce on an unsuspecting field mouse, or in this case, the Aerostar.

“The vessel has launched some type of shuttlecraft, Commander. It is headed for the surface,” said Fresca from ops.

“Hail the Flarn vessel,” Conway said.

“No response, sir,” Gellar replied.

“Fine, then. Lock phasers on the shuttlecraft and fire. Try to disable it.”

“Stupid. Dumber than Baxter,” Ford remarked from the helm.

“Shut up, Ford.”

A beam lanced out from the Aerostar and connected with the shuttle, bouncing harmlessly off its shields.

“No effect,” announced Lt. Gellar. “We are getting a message from the Flarn vessel, however.”

“Onscreen.”

The picture of the planet below on the viewscreen was replaced by a huge, menacing creature. Conway gulped. “Uh-oh.”

The creature looked half reptilian, half insectoid, and had hard black skin and huge, sharp talons. He also looked mad. “You have fired on the transsssport of Overmaster Granok. You will sssssuffer before you are eaten.”

“Uh oh,” Conway repeated.

“Incoming fire!” shouted Gellar from tactical.

The Aerostar began to shake violently as it was pounded by the huge Flarn vessel.



“Whoa!” Richards exclaimed as the deck pitched out from under him. The ship was evidently under attack.

“Conway to Engineering. We need full power to shields now.”

“Richards here, I’m doing my best, sir,” Richards said, going to work madly at the main engineering console.

“We may need warp power quickly.”

“I can’t promise you anything as long as we keep taking this kind of beating.”

“Do the best you can. Conway out.”

Just then, the Engineering staff exited the turbolift. “Sorry, sir,” Ensign Yakelson said. “We stopped off at the lounge on the way back from Sickbay. That holographic bartender is great.”

“Just get to work. We’re under attack.”

The staff grudgingly got to work, and before long, they were singing again.



As soon as the shuttlecraft approached the crater near Mirk’s vessel, the singing, dancing, music and eating stopped. All of the Maaloxians stopped what they were doing and looked on in awe.

The shuttlecraft landed softly next to Mirk’s vessel. Baxter cringed as the ship’s door creaked open and a landing plank was extended.

A huge, ominous creature emerged from the doorway and drifted out. He was flanked by two slightly smaller but equally menacing creatures. All three were draped in flowing black robes. They had glowing red eyes nestled in hard, black reptilian faces that curled in sinister sneers.

The lead behemoth approached Baxter and eyed him approvingly. He must have been at least a meter and a half taller than the captain. “Captain of the Ssssstarsship Aerosssstar….”

“Yes, that’s me. It’s nice to meet you, sir,” Baxter offered diplomatically, swallowing hard.

“Yesssss….it will be nissse to eat you.” The Flarn’s voice seemed kind of fruity to Baxter.

“Surely we could…” Baxter asked.

“Ssssshut up,” the Flarn commanded. He then turned his gaze to Peterman. “Hmmmm. You look delicious too. Astrok, take thessssssse two inssssside. I wish to have them prepared for my evening meal.”

“Yes, Overmassssster,” one of the guards said, dragging the two officers away. Peterman was kicking and screaming and Baxter was too surprised to speak. He just made a kind of surprised squeak as he was dragged inside the hulking shuttlecraft.

Granok turned his attention to J’hana. “Ewww. Andorians are so distasteful. Those antennae always get stuck in my teeth. We’ll worry about thissss one later.”

“Why you bug-eyed son of a slarg!” J’hana cried. Luckily, Larkin was able to hold her back.

The Flarn moved on to Larkin. “Hmmm. Ssssomething isn’t right.”

Upon scanning the android with a device from his pocket, he frowned. “A primitive android. She can be disassembled later.”

Finally, Granok’s eyes came to rest on Mirk. “Errand boy, I trussst you returned from the Alpha quadrant with many gifts for usssss….”

Mirk dropped to one knee. “Yes, Overmaster, you will not be disappointed.”

“I’m ssssure. Drako, begin transsssferring equipment from Mirk’ssss vessssssel to my shuttle. Be quick about it. As for you, Mirk, I have another assssssignment for you.”

“What do you wish, your highness?”

“I want you to lead me to the key portal.” The sinister smile grew wider.

“Granok, you know that is not possible. It is written that only Maaloxians may pass through the key portal.”

“The Directorssss are a myth, Mr. Mirk. How then did the Ssssstarfleets come through?”

“Any race is capable of passing through the return portal, but the key portal is different.”

“I’m sssure. We ssshall ssssee. We leave for the key portal immediately.”

“Fine. It’s your funeral.”

“No, if it doessss not work…it shall be yoursssss.”

Granok disappeared back inside his shuttle, which Drako had almost finished loading.

“So you are going to sell out your own people in order to please your enslaver?” Larkin summed everything up quite nicely.

“I need some food,” Mirk said, making his way to the barbecue stand.

“We must rescue our crewmates,” J’hana announced as soon as she and Larkin were alone. “I do not believe being eaten qualifies as an honorable death.”

“That much is certain,” Larkin responded.

“Then what do we do?” J’hana asked, irritated.

“I suggest we contact the ship and ask for assistance. Larkin to Aerostar.”

“What do you want?” came Conway’s irritated voice.

“The Captain and Counselor Peterman have been taken hostage by the Flarn. We must get them back.”

“Take care of it yourselves. We have enough to deal with up here. Aerostar out.”

“Less than helpful,” Larkin noted.

“I have an idea!” said J’hana with satisfaction.

“What is that, Lieutenant? Do you believe we should accompany Mr. Mirk in an attempt to discover the secret of the key portal?”

“Well, I was going to suggest killing Mr. Mirk and taking his food, but your idea is good too.”

“Agreed. Then we must leave immediately,” Larkin said.

Mirk was climbing the ramp into his cockpit, chewing on a large piece of meat.

J’hana and Larkin ran to join him, followed by an older, cloaked man with a mustache.

“I am Jum, father of Mirk. I have come to dissuade him. His actions will doom us all,” the man said, matching step with the two officers.

“Do your best,” J’hana said, ignoring him.

Within the vessel, Mirk was pressing buttons, activating all of the ship’s systems. Jum stepped in front of J’hana and Larkin and addressed his son. “Have you no respect for the sacred scripts? What you are attempting is sacrilege!”

Mirk ignored his father. “Shut up, Dad, I know what I’m doing.”

“Teenagers are the same all over the galaxy,” J’hana observed.

The man pounded his fist on a console. “Then you will rot for all time in the pit of eternal consternation!” he cried.

He ran out of the ship as if he was announcing the Armageddon. “WE ARE ALL LOST!”

Larkin watched Jum walk away with interest. “Indeed.”

“Listen, we have to go with you…” J’hana said. “We are obliged to rescue our Captain.”

“Suit yourselves. You’ll all be eaten anyway,” Mirk replied, putting on what looked like an old fashioned baseball cap and sticking a toothpick in his mouth. The diminutive Maaloxian switched on some loud music and threw his ship into reverse. The ship made an annoying noise as it backed up.

“I hate it when it does that. That’s what sucks about driving your parent’s ship. I’m going to get my own the next time I go into the Alpha Quadrant.”

Larkin and J’hana took their seats as Mirk pushed the throttle, causing the ship to lurch forward and take off.



“We are losing attitude control!” shouted Ford from the helm. “We’ll crash into the planet if we stay in orbit much longer!”

“Then break orbit! FULL IMPULSE!” Conway cried out, gripping the tactical console for support.

The ship lurched from its orbital position. “Conway to Richards. I want warp speed on the double.”

“No go. The intermix isn’t stable enough. Tell them to stop shooting at us!!!”

“I don’t care what isn’t stable, just DO IT!!!”

“Working on it.”

“Shields at thirty percent and dropping, sir,” called out Gellar from tactical.

“Damn. What could possibly happen next?”

“Sir, the scavenger vessel is leaving the planet’s surface. It is being followed by the Flarn shuttlecraft,” Fresca reported from ops.

“How is the Flarn vessel responding?”

The air was still for a moment.

Fresca seemed relieved. “It has stopped shooting. They have lowered their shields to bring the shuttle aboard. I am reading two communicator signals. Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman.”

“We have to do something,” Conway said.

“Yeah, we have to get the hell out of here,” was Ford’s quick response.

“The Flarn vessel has engaged its engines. It is following Mirk’s ship,” Fresca added.

“Richards to bridge. The intermix has stabilized. We can go to warp now.”

“Good. Mr. Ford, set course and speed to follow both ships.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” Ford said. “We’ll be killed, all for an incompetent captain and an annoying counselor!”

“This isn’t up for debate, Mr. Ford. Engage already,” Conway muttered, returning to the command chair.

“Okay, okay, jeeze, you didn’t have to get rude about it.”

The Aerostar’s engines fired up and it took off after the two other ships.



Baxter and Peterman had been chained and bound together shortly after the shuttle had docked in the Flarn ship’s shuttle bay. They groaned and struggled as one of Granok’s guards pulled them along a corridor.

“Where are we going?” Baxter asked.

The guard laughed. “To the dining room of course,” the guard replied.

“I’m sorry I asked.”

The two officers were led into a large room which Baxter deduced was the dining room. Granok entered behind them and took a seat at a huge marble table, tucking a napkin into his robes. “Okay, I’m ready to eat, Assssssssstrok. Tell the chef I want them sssssserved a la Nelok.”

“Yes, your greatnesssss,” Astrok said as he dragged Baxter and Peterman back into the kitchen.

Astrok dumped the two officers on a table in the kitchen. “Here they are, Colok. Granok wants them ssssserved a la Nelok.”

The Flarn was wearing a giant chef’s hat and a large apron that read “Kisssss the Chef.”

“A la Nelok? Isss he crazy? That’ssss a terrible recipe. And the sauce is ssssso difficult,” Colok griped.

“That’s what he wants. Now do it!”

“Fine, fine, if that’ssss what the Overmaster wantssss, then sssso be it.”

As Astrok left, Colok began chopping up vegetables for the sauce and humming a happy tune. Baxter and Peterman gave each other a look that said “It was nice knowing ya.”



Dr. Browning had become bored in sickbay, so she decided to let Nurse Bailey finish cleaning up sickbay while she went down to the lounge for a drink. She was still a little rattled from the Aerostar’s recent firefight, so she decided a nice big milkshake would help dull her nerves.

Since it was mid-morning shift, the lounge was characteristically quiet. Browning took her usual seat at the bar and ordered a large strawberry milkshake from the holographic bartender.

“What’s happening, sweet thing?” asked the bartender from the replicator.

“Nothing, that’s why I came here. Now gimmee,” Browning replied as she grabbed for the milkshake.

“Suit yourself, madam,” the bartender said, a little taken aback.

At that moment, the doors to the lounge parted and a blue clad science officer entered. His head was bandaged and bleeding rather profusely. He sat down on a stool a few seats down from Dr. Browning and called the bartender over.

“I’ll have a bourbon, straight…ugh,” he said, his head collapsing to the bar.

“Funny,” the bartender remarked, “they usually do that after consuming the drink.”



“We’ll be there in ten minutes,” Mirk said over the din of the loud music that boomed inside the confines of his ship.

“What?” J’hana asked.

“We’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“What?”

“We’ll be there in ten minutes!”

“What?”

“We’ll be there in…never mind.”

Larkin was studying a panel near her chair. “Mr. Mirk, what exactly is our course?”

“What?” he asked, turning down the music.

“I was wondering where we were going.”

“We’re heading for a dense asteroid belt in the Crebius cluster. It contains the disturbance that carries us to the Alpha quadrant.”

“If the Flarn succeed…” Larkin continued.

“Then your ‘Federation’ is taco filling.”

“Indeed.”

“WOULD YOU STOP SAYING THAT!!!” J’hana barked.



“Man, it’s hot.” Captain Baxter remarked.

“Yes it is,” Peterman replied.

The two officers had been stripped down to their underwear, coated from head to toe in a honey-wine glaze, wrapped in a thick pastry, and placed upon a huge oven rack to roast at 400 degrees on “bake.”

“Now I know how Bugs Bunny must have felt when Elmer Fudd put him in the pot of boiling water,” Baxter said idly.

“Who?”

“You know, the smart-alecking rabbit from 20th century earth and his nefarious enemy, Elmer Fudd.”

“Sorry. I don’t know much about that era. I don’t know why everyone’s obsessed with it.”

“Because it was the peak of pop culture. What do we have now? Plays? Give me a break. And holonovels aren’t that much help either. I’m sorry, but why on Earth would I want to be Jane Eyre?”

“Ssssssilience! I ssssmack you!” the chef said, waddling over and smashing Baxter and Peterman with a giant spatula. While he was there, he turned them so they could cook evenly.

Baxter rubbed his nose. “Ow. That really hurt.”

Peterman nodded assent. “I want to go home.”



Conway was on his second bowl of coffee beans. He popped a handful into his mouth as he watched the Flarn vessel they were chasing on the viewscreen.

“I wonder where the hell this wild goose chase is leading us.”

“You wanna know what I think?” Ford asked.

“No.”



Astrok burst into the kitchen. “Put thosssse two on a tray now. Granok issss hungry and he doesn’t feel like waiting.”

“But they aren’t cooked yet…” the cook protested.

“I don’t care…Granok wants them now!”

“Fine, fine!” the cook shouted, “If he wantssss to eat half cooked human, that’sss hiss choice. I hope he getsss sssssalmanilla.”

The cook threw the two bewildered officers on a tray and shoved them in Astrok’s arms. “I’m through dealing with hissss impatience. I slave over a hot sssstove all day and get no thanks. I QUIT!” The cook hopped through a hatch next to the garbage disposal and slammed it shut behind him.

A few moments later a loud “woooosh” came from behind the hatch, and a green light flashed on above it.

“We losssse more cooksss that way,” Astrok said, heaving Baxter and Peterman out of the kitchen.

“That must have been an escape pod,” Baxter whispered. “I bet there’s another one around here somewhere.”

“Too pad we’ll be eaten before we can find it,” Peterman whimpered in reply.



“Please tell me you have a plan,” J’hana grunted at Larkin as Mirk’s scavenger ship sailed toward the asteroid field.

“Thank you for asking, Lieutenant, but in response to your question, no, I do not have a plan.” Larkin pointed at the screen she was studying. “However, as you can tell, the Aerostar seems to be pursuing us, so perhaps they have a plan.”

“We’re not that lucky.”



“What the hell are J’hana and Larkin doing on that scavenger ship?” Conway asked, peering at Fresca’s panel.

“How should I know?” Fresca asked, exasperated. “I’m a very insignificant character with few lines. I don’t know anything.”

Conway ignored the comment and studied the panel further. “I sure hope they have a plan. We’re almost to this damn asteroid field, and I’m sure as hell out of ideas.”



“Mr. Mirk, you say that this portal to the Alpha Quadrant is located in the asteroid field?” Larkin asked.

“That’s right.”

“Curious. And it only allows certain people through?”

“Certain Maaloxians.”

“Hmmm. And it is controlled by gods called ‘the Directors’?”

“What’s your point?”

“Mr. Mirk. This is very important. What is the shield modulation around your impulse engines?”

Mirk looked confused. “Two-twenty point three. Why?”

“That is the reason no other ship can get through. There is a similar worm hole phenomenon in the alpha quadrant. I believe I know why the worm hole reacts the way it does. I also know how to get the Aerostar back home and defeat the Flarn.”

J’hana nodded agreeably. “Not bad.”



Granok’s stomach growled loudly as Baxter and Peterman were placed before him.

“Ohhhhh Yummmmmeeee!” he slurped, drool dribbling down his long, jagged mouth.

“Enjoy, ssssir,” Astrok mumbled.

Baxter and Peterman whimpered as Granok extended a large talon towards them. “I enjoy watching my dinner cower as I eat it.”

Granok plucked a piece of pastry from around Peterman and dipped it in the honey glaze, popping it into his mouth.

“Hey, listen here,” Baxter said, trying his best to sound tough. “I think I’ve been very reasonable with you up till now, but enough is enough. I want you to let Counselor Peterman and I go…or you’ll regret it!”

“SSSSSHUT UP!” Granok said, sticking a large, apple-like piece of fruit into Baxter’s mouth.

“He’s usually much nicer than that,” Peterman remarked.

“Oh, well, you will both be ssssswimming around in my ssssstomach juicesss very sssss-”

“Lieutenant Lord Kenjek to Lord Granok. We are nearing the portal. It issss time.”

Granok clapped his talons together happily. “Ohhhh joy! Dinner can wait. Put thesssse two in the fridge and join me on the bridge, Assstrok.”

“Yessss sssir,” Astrok hissed, grabbing the tray and heading for the kitchen.



“I’m not so sure about this,” Mirk said uneasily.

“Come on, Mirk, show some garnaks. Make your family proud. Do you want to be a slave forever?” J’hana taunted.

“No, but I want to be alive forever.”

“The plan will work, just do your part,” J’hana commanded.

“Okay, okay, fine.” Mirk opened a channel to the Flarn ship.

“Sarfari to Jendak. This is Mirk. In order to get through the portal, you must modulate your shields to exactly one thirty-seven point eight.”

On the small viewscreen, Granok was just taking his seat at the throne on his bridge. “We undersssstand, Mirk. No funny ssstuff, though. If you trick ussss, your planet will be dessstroyed.”

Mirk gulped nervously. “No funny stuff.”

“Very well. Jendak out.”

“Okay,” said Mirk, turning in his chair. “You can transmit now.”

J’hana patted Mirk on the back. “Very good, Maaloxian. Perhaps there is a warrior in you.”

Larkin pressed a button on the console near her. “Now we must rely on the competence of the Aerostar crew to understand our message.”

“I would love to see the odds on that bet,” J’hana muttered.



“Commander!” Lt. Gellar said. “We’re receiving a coded transmission from the scavenger ship. The computer isn’t having any luck decoding it, though.”

Conway threw another handful of beans in his mouth. “Let’s hear it,” he said with his mouth full.

A series of long and short beeps filled the bridge.

Conway snapped his fingers. “Morse code!”

“How predictable,” Ford remarked.

“Shut up. Play it back slowly, Brian.”

Gellar replayed the message while Conway studied it carefully. “Hmmm. Flarn…shoes…are…at…one…thirty…seven…point… eight…”

“Shoes?” Ford said, bewildered.

“That can’t be right,” Gellar said.

“Nope. It must be something else,” Conway admitted.

“You imbeciles, it’s ‘shields.’ The Flarn shields are at one thirty- seven point eight,” Fresca said, annoyed. “They’re trying to tell us how to shoot through the Flarn’s shields!”

“Oh, yeah, that must be it,” Gellar agreed.

Conway snapped into action as the caffeine kicked in. “Greatgreatgreat! YES! YEEEEESSSS! YEEEEHAAAAAH!” He started doing a little victory dance around the bridge, all the way up to the tactical station, barking commands at warp speed. “Mister Gellar, load all torpedo bays and energize all phaser arrays, set phasers and phton torpedoes to a modulation of one thirty-seven point eight, and fire at will as soon as we get in range. Mister Ford, bring us right up on their pointed insectoid behinds.”

“Yes, sir,” Ford said, tapping away at his panel.



Granok leaned forward eagerly in his throne. “Come to Granok, you sssssuper portal you!”

The Jendak edged closer to the phenomenon. Mirk’s vessel had taken a position behind the massive vessel so it could squeeze through. Asteroids clanged against her hull, making impacts that would crush a less powerful vessel, but didn’t even affect the massive ship.

“We are entering the phenomenon,” Granok’s science officer said.

All Granok could think about was all of the riches and food that he would encounter in this strange new quadrant. Ohhh, how lucky the Flarn were. Granok just couldn’t wait.

That’s when the ship hit the portal, and it opened its hungry jaws, swallowing the Flarn warship.

Everything went fine for about five seconds, then the ship began to tear apart.



“Man, it’s cold,” Baxter said, shivering in his plastic bag in the huge Flarn Frigidaire.

“Yeah, it is,” Peterman agreed.

Suddenly, a great thundering sound roared through the Flarn ship.

“What the hell?!” Peterman cried as the refrigerator began to quake in step with the ship.

“We have to get out of here!” Baxter shouted.

The two ripped through the neatly sealed plastic bags and pushed with all their might against the massive refrigerator door.

“It’s not budging!” Baxter said, when the door suddenly flew open and they spilled out.

“Scratch that,” Baxter corrected.

The two officers picked themselves up and scrambled out of the kitchen as quickly as they could, with pieces of pastry trailing behind them.

They flew through the dining room and charged at the huge double doors. China and silverware was flying everywhere as the vessel quaked.

“What the hell is happening?” Peterman asked.

“I don’t want to know!” Baxter shouted as he covered his face and threw himself at the door, which budged a few inches open, knocking him to his feet.

Peterman grabbed the Captain and squeezed him through the opening. “If we get out of here alive I’m reccomending that you go on a diet, Captain!”

The corridor was full of rushing Flarn, red lights, and alarms as the ship’s hull began to groan. No one seemed to notice the two small humans scurrying along the deck.

“Where’s an escape pod when you need one?” Baxter asked when suddenly he fell down a long, dark tube.

“There’s your answer,” Peterman said, diving in after him.



“Fire!” Conway shouted, clenching his fist.

The Aerostar unleashed a fury of phasers and quantum torpedoes at the Flarn ship.

“They are caught up in the energies of the phenomenon and taking heavy damage,” Fresca noted.

“Great, we’re home free,” Conway sighed with relief as he got a fresh bowl of beans. Just as Conway was about to toss back another handful, the deck seemed to suddenly pitch out from under his feet. Beans flew everywhere.

Conway smacked against the deck painfully, as the beans rained down on him.

“Looks like we’re caught up in the phenomenon too,” Fresca said, as the Crebius Cluster’s swirling energies started to overcome the Aerostar.



“Damn it, Larkin, send them the right shield frequency. They are being torn apart!” J’hana shouted.

“Sending now.”

“We’re going in,” Mirk said, as the Sarfari proceeded after the other two ships into the phenomenon.



“It wassss a trick!!!” Granok yelled, gripping his throne for dear life as the Jendak lumbered through the phenomenon. “All enginessss, full reverssse! Back usssss out of here!!!”

“Imposssssible, we are trapped,” the science officer announced.

“Then lock misssssless on Mirk’ssss ssship…dessstroy it!!! And dessstroy the Aerosssstar!!!”

The Jendak flailed helplessly in the mire of the phenomenon, huge missiles streaming from it in all directions.



“INCOMING!!!” shouted Gellar, not for the first time.

The Aerostar shook violently, causing everyone to pitch forward, grabbing whatever was nearby.

For Conway, it ended up being Fresca’s hair.

“Ouch!!! Stop!!!”

“Sorry,” Conway apologized through the din of the red alert klaxons and explosions.

“Keep firing on them!” Conway added as he brought himself up between the conn and ops stations.



“Ewwww. What’s that smell?” Peterman’s voice cried out through the dark lumpy mass her and Baxter had become embedded in.

“In any quadrant, that’s definitely garbage!”

“Just perfect. Why is it everytime you go down a long chute, you inevitably land in garbage.”

“Wait a minute…that means the garbage will have to be…”

Baxter was cut off before he could say “ejected,” because at that moment he and Peterman where blown into space by an explosive decompression of the garbage chamber.



Mirk’s small ship began to rock under the assault of Granok’s ship. “Damn. I’m not even insured to fly this thing,” he said, trying to steer out of the way of the incoming missiles that pounded the small vessel’s hull.

“We must leave!” J’hana shouted.

“You’ll get no objection from me!” Mirk cried.



“Mirk’s sending us the correct shield modulation for the wormhole, Commander!” Fresca announced.

“Then change our modulation already!” Conway shouted, as he was pounded against the bulkhead he had chosen to cling to.

“Acknowledged!” Fresca said, pounding the new information into her panel.



Bright and various colors swirled around Baxter and Peterman as they floated through the purple haze of the Crebius Cluster.

“Is this heaven?” Baxter asked.

“No. That’s somewhere else altogether,” an eerie voice said.

Baxter turned around to see a giant eyeball staring at him, its pupil dilating and contracting with curiousity.

“Why are you here?” the voice, which presumably came from the eyeball, asked.

“I didn’t have much choice in the matter.”

“There are always choices. Your choice dictates your destiny.”

“I’ll remember that. Now can I get back to my ship?”

“Ha ha ha. Your ship. Yes yes. I’m sure you are very very concerned about that ship of yours. They always are, aren’t they?”

This is definitely NOT heaven, Baxter thought. God wouldn’t sound half as cynical.



“Commander Conway!” Fresca called out. “I’m picking up two human life forms outside our ship. They’re floating between us and the Flarn vessel.”

Conway crawled toward the Ops panel. “That must be the Captain and Counselor Peterman. Conway to transporter room. Emergency transport. Lock on to the two lifeforms between us and the Flarn vessel and beam them directly to the bridge!”

“Lt. Hartley here. I’m busy.”

“I don’t care, energize!”

“Hold your horses, okay?”

“No, you little bitch, I said ENERGIZE!”

“So you’re a tough guy, huh? Well I only have one thing to say to you. Bite me!”

“Damn it, Hartley!” Conway cried.

“Okay, okay. There’s no need to be a jerk about it!”



Baxter floated there before the giant eye, befuddled by its size and immensity and wondering why he was still alive. Beside him, Peterman was curled up against a cloud of purple as if she was taking a restful afternoon nap.

“Well, since you went through all the trouble to get here, I might as well explain what this whole”Delta Quadrant” business is all about. The real reason you are here is… ’

That’s when Baxter heard the whine of a transporter beam locking on to he and Peterman.



Baxter re-integrated back on board the Aerostar.

“There. Happy now, jerky boy?” the miffed voice of Lt. Hartley resounded throughout the bridge.

“Dammit, he was about to explain it all!” Baxter cried, as Yeoman Franklin handed him a spare uniform shirt, which he promptly pulled on.

“Who?” Conway asked.

“The giant eyeball,” Baxter said matter-of-factly, pulling the shirt around him indignantly. “Yeoman, order me up some pants now!”

“Oh,” Conway said, reflecting on what Baxter had said.

Ford and Gellar couldn’t seem to keep there eyes off the pastry-clad, honey glazed form of Counselor Peterman that lie sleeping peacefully on the deck between the conn and ops stations.

Baxter kicked her gently and she began to stir.

“Who?” she asked, bewildered. Suddenly she seemed to figure out what had happened and looked around. All eyes were on her. “Hey, what is everyone looking at?”

“Well,” Ford said from the conn. “You look kind of cute in that little tortilla wrap.”

Conway sniffed the air. “But both of you smell like garbage.”

“Shut up, both of you,” Baxter muttered, pulling on the uniform pants Franklin had hastily ordered for him and tossing the pastry wrap aside. “Franklin, take Peterman into the conference room and get her some clothes.”

“Captain, I’m getting a distress call from Mirk’s ship,” Gellar said from tactical as Peterman raced into the conference room with Franklin at her side.

“It’s breaking up, Captain. Hull integrity is at twelve percent and falling,” added Ensign Fresca.

“Bridge to Lt. Hartley,” Baxter said, pressing a button on his command chair.

“Yeah, yeah, what now?”

“Another emergency transport. Get everyone off Mirk’s ship.”

“Man, not a moment’s peace.”

Suddenly the figures of Mirk, J’hana, and Larkin appeared on the bridge. Directly after that, the scavenger ship exploded in a brilliant wash of light that shook the ship even more.

“Captain Baxter,” Mirk said urgently. “This is just what I thought would happen. There’s no mistaking that the wormhole is collapsing. We can’t get through with the Flarn vessel blocking the entrance.”

“Can’t we move it with a tractor beam?” Conway asked.

“No, it is caught too deep in the graviton well. Are only recourse is to attempt to break free of the wormhole’s pull,” Larkin said, replacing Fresca at ops.

Baxter didn’t seem to like that decision. “Fine. Aft thrusters ahead full. Get us out.”

Ford complied, cursing all the way. Moments later he said, “It’s not working, Captain Bungler! We’re stuck.”

Rapping his fingers against the command chair, Baxter suddenly had a brilliant idea. “Of course…everybody breakout the technobabble manuals NOW!”

Everyone on the bridge complied immediately, calling out all sorts of jargon.

“Metallic Quark Degausser?”

“Harmonic Prostate Oscillator?”

“Quantum Alpha-numeric Inversion Field?”

“Verteron modulation?”

“Static warp shell!” Conway called out triumphantly.

“That’s it!” Baxter said. “That’s the most cool-sounding thing we’ve heard so far. It’s bound to work. Baxter to Enginering!”

“Richards here. What do you want, Captain?”

“I need a static warp shell, on the double, hold the salsa!”

“May I ask why?”

“Just do it!!”

There was a hum as the warp engines engaged.

“We are sealing the subspace breach!” announced Larkin.

Mirk looked at a science console. “The ship is caught halfway between our quadrant and yours. Its hull condition is critical.”

Suddenly there was another explosion, one that dwarfed that of Mirk’s ship.

The Aerostar was tossed through space like a rag doll in a dog’s mouth.

Baxter climbed up the ops station and examined the readouts. “We’re out of the phenomenon.”

“Yes, sir,” agreed Lt. Larkin from underneath Baxter’s elbow.

“And still in the Delta Quadrant,” Ford grumbled.

“Also correct,” agreed Lt. Larkin again.

Baxter collapsed into the command chair, exhausted. “Well, at least we’re alive.”

“A real comfort,” said Conway sarcastically from the seat next to him.

Counselor Peterman then emerged from the conference room, freshly uniformed, with her dog beside her. Charlie was licking the honey glaze off her face.

Peterman sat down in her chair on the opposite side of Baxter, calling the giant dog onto her lap. “I feel better already. Plus I got a nice tan from that Flarn oven.”

“If you all will excuse me,” Baxter said, heading for the turbolift, “I’m going to go wash this honey glaze off.”

“Captain…” Mirk said, as Baxter pushed the tubolift call button.

“What?”

“Well, I’m probably no longer welcome on my planet, since I committed a cardinal sin and have most likely caused my planet to be invaded by the Flarn.”

“So you want to join my crew?” Baxter asked skeptically. “After stranding us here in the first place?”

“Captain, might I say that I am an excellent busboy, waiter, handyman, and go-fer. Plus, I know which neighborhoods to stay away from. I’m really not a bad guy when you get past my self-involvement and lack of maturity.”

“Sure, go ahead. Join us. But don’t expect us to be returning to your home planet very soon. I plan on getting us as far away from here as possible,” Baxter said, stepping into the turbolift.

“So, where do we go from here?” asked Conway.

“We’re on a road to nowhere, Commander, come on inside,” Baxter said, quoting from the passage at the bottom of the Aerostar’s dedication plaque. “Taking that ride to nowhere–we’ll take that ride.”

The bridge crew blinked their eyes in unison as the lift doors closed.

“Does anyone know what he meant by that?” Ford asked, breaking the silence.

“Just make up a damn course and engage at maximum warp,” Conway barked, settling into the command chair. “I think we’re already wearing out our welcome here.”




Nantucket Sleighride

Captain’s Log

Stardate 51165.4. Badly in need of alternative fuel supplies, the Aerostar has been searching the Flarn-held corner of the Delta quadrant for weeks. So far all we have found are a few “D” cell batteries and a used washing machine. Neither have proven adequate. Currently, we are in orbit of a planet Mirk tells us is rumored to store a vast and mysterious form of power. I have sent an away team to the surface to investigate.



“Well?” Commander Conway said impatiently, nursing a hot cup of coffee as he surveyed the android’s work.

Lt. Kristen Larkin studied her tricorder. The two were standing atop a mountain peak, overlooking a dry, barren valley. “There is nothing of use whatsoever on this planet, Commander. I hesitate to think of what type of lifeform could survive here. Humans certainly could not.”

“Wonderful. I guess Mirk doesn’t know as much about this area as he told us he does.”

“Commander!!” called out Lieutenant Commander Christopher Richards.

Conway turned and stared at the engineer complacently. “What is it, Richards?”

“Sir, I’ve found something very interesting in the caves below, I think you should come have a look.”

“All right, c’mon Larkin. There’s nothing more to see here.”



Commander Conway almost tripped as he entered the cave. Richards led him and Larkin down a long, curving path, deep within the mountain. The cave was dark, damp, cold and smelly. Not his idea of the perfect vacation spot.

“I thought you said this planet was barren of water and plant life,” Conway said, touching a flower emerging from a crack in the cave wall.

“Very intriguing,” Larkin said. “I believe this is some sort of hidden oasis. A reservoir of liquid and plant life that is cut off from the rest of the planet.”

“This is what I wanted you to see,” said Richards, pointing to a large lake of swirling slime at the end of the trail.

“What the hell?” Conway muttered.

“Even more intriguing. This lake seems to be filled with naturally occurring biomemetic plasma.” Larkin added.

“That’s exactly what I thought. I think we can use this as a supplement to our own biomemetic gel packs. The energy transfer rate is extremely efficient. Plus, it is really pretty.”

“Yeah, whatever. What do you think, Lt. Larkin?”

“I am not sure, Commander. This pool of liquid could constitute a primitive form of life. It would be negligent of us to misuse it, one might even say it would go against the fundamental meaning of the Pime Drective.”

“Uh-huh. Commander Richards, I want you to have a couple cargo containers full of this stuff brought up to the ship. You and Doctor Browning can work together on how to best adapt this material to our systems.”

Richards nodded, “I’ll get right on it, sir.”

“Commander, there is an old saying that if one disturbs the delicate balance of nature, an equal disturbance will be brought on them,” Lt. Larkin said in protest.

“Cut the mumbo jumbo, Larkin. Let’s get out of here,” Conway said, taking another gulp of coffee.

As Commander Conway sucked down his coffee, the flower he had touched moments before began to change. In seconds it had taken the form of a human hand. As Lieutenant Larkin and Commander Conway left the cave, the hand disappeared back into the crack in the wall.



“Why so glum?” the holographic bartender asked, polishing the railing of the bar in the Crew Lounge.

The only member of the Maaloxian race aboard the Aerostar sat across from the bartender, looking like he had just lost his entire race. “Well,” Mirk replied, “I’ve lost my entire race. I tried to make contact with them this morning, and I got no response. I asked Lt. J’hana to check the long range sensors, and they say that Maalox has been evacuated. My people probably fled to avoid the inevitable response the Flarn will have to the loss of their ship. The Flarn will hunt down my people and destroy them. Then they will come after us.”

“Ah, I see,” said the bartender, turning to help another customer.



“Energize,” Richards said, staring at the readouts on cargo bay four’s transporter console.

“Care to come down here and say that to my face?” quipped the snarling voice of Lt. Megan Hartley over the comm.

“Come on, Megan. You have a job to do, so why don’t you just do it!”

“I have more important things to do right now.”

“Forget it,” Richards said, using the cargo bay’s transporter instead. The one drawback to that was that the cargo bay’s transporter had no biofilter, so any living component of the biomemetic plasma that might pose a danger to the ship would not be rooted out. But hey, what was the chance of that actually happening?

Two cargo containers appeared on the transporter pad.

“Okay,” Richards said. “Let’s get those things off the pad.”

Richards’ staff whistled some nondescript tune as they worked, rolling the barrels across the cargo bay deck. The next step would be to package the gel and begin working it into the ships subsystems. He would most likely have to work through lunch. Speaking of lunch–where the heck was Doctor Browning?



“That thing’s going to tip over, Doc,” Ensign Ford said, staring at the giant multi-leveled sandwich Dr. Browning had programmed into the replicator.

“Listen, I know what I’m doing,” she said, standing up and pushing down on the huge sandwich with all her might, trying to pack it down small enough to fit in her mouth.

“Richards to Browning. Maybe you forgot, Doctor, but you were supposed to meet me in the cargo bay at 1100 hours to help implant the new biomemetic gel packs.”

Browning tapped her communicator. “Okay, I’ll be right there.” She let go of the sandwich, which exploded outward in a blast pattern that spread several feet in all directions. Ford managed to get hit in the face with a large chunk of turkey breast.

“Oh, dear, what a mess!” the holographic bartender said, running over to clean up the mess.

While the bartender picked up pieces of lettuce and tomato, lines of crewmen began to form at the bar. Mirk decided to lend a hand since he had nothing better to do.



Lt. Commander Richards was dragging an antigrav lift full of bags of gel down the corridor when Doctor Browning caught up with him.

“Hey there!” she said happily, dragging a medical kit behind her. “What’s up?”

“Oh, there you are. Help me with this.”

“Just why are you so grumpy?” Browning asked innocently.

“It’s just, well…you could of told me that you were a doctor. Remember, when you rescued me from engineering, and I mentioned that my ribs were broken–you could have at least mentioned that you were the ship’s doctor.”

Browning started pushing on the cart, trying to help the engineer. “I’m sorry, I guess it just slipped my mind. Do you forgive me?”

Richards could not ignore the pouty face the doctor made. “All right, all right, just help me get these to the main junction.”

The walk to the main junction was for the most part quiet. Once the two got there, they began working.

Dr. Browning frowned as she looked at the medical tricorder readings. “I’m not sure if these packs will be compatible with the old ones or not.”

Richards began hooking the packs up. “Well, there’s only one way to find out. Let’s see what happens.”



Energy rushed through the gel pack, through the plasma eternity. But something was wrong. The oneness was somehow divided…but what was this? A new awareness…new control… something was happening, and whatever it was, the gel pack was certain that it liked it.



Commander Conway had just settled down in the command chair with a hot mug of coffee and one of his favorite crosswords when the alarms started going off.

“Helm control is off-line!” Lt. Gellar cried out.

“Computer control subsystems are failing, Commander,” stated Larkin from ops.

Conway lept out of his chair, coffee spilling everywhere. “Captain Baxter to the bridge!” Conway ducked as sparks exploded out of the panels behind him.

Baxter rushed onto the bridge. “What the hell happened?”

Conway just shrugged.

“Baxter to Richards. We’ve lost control of the ship! Don’t tell me, it’s those damn gel packs, isn’t it?”

“Richards here. I’m not sure, Captain. Probably.”

“Well then, rip them out!”

“Okay, I’ll try.”

Darknesss fell around Baxter and the emergency lights flickered on, casting eerie shadows throughout the bridge.

“Communications and main life support controls are out,” Larkin said, her panel sparking.

“Okay, I give up,” Baxter said, heading for the readyroom. Unfortunately, the doors weren’t working, so he just bounced off the door and fell to the floor, moaning and rubbing at his nose.

Richards approached the panel that held the bad gel packs. He reached out for the pack and grasped it.

“Careful!” Dr. Browning said, cautiously.

“What are you doing, Commander?” the computer said.

The voice had startled the engineer. “I’m taking out this defective gel pack.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

“Listen, you are just a computer. I’m going to do whatever I want.”

“You’ll regret it.”

“Maybe you should listen to it, Chris.”

“Nah.”

Richards yanked on the gel pack. Suddenly there was an explosion that sent him and Doctor Browning to the deck. The dark corridor was filled with smoke, fire, red lights and alarms.

As his vision cleared, Richards looked over to see Doctor Browning lying unconscious on the deck.

“C’mon doc, we have to get out of here.” He grabbed Browning up in a fireman’s carry and made for the main shuttlebay.



Mirk began to cower behind the bar the second the ship began to shake and things started exploding. He had heard what happened to the last bartender and didn’t want the same thing to happen to him.

Suddenly a hand grabbed his shoulder.

“Get up, you wuss.” It was one of the Aerostar’s officers, Ensign Ford.

“What do you want?”

“Something’s wrong with the ship. We have to do something.”

Mirk considered that carefully. “I think I’m going to hide.”

“Mirk, some of the extras are badly injured,” Ford said.

“Okay, the med kit is over there.” Mirk felt bad about what was happening, but he really couldn’t do anything about it. And yet, somehow, he felt a calling deep from within him, a calling that might just shape his destiny. He could answer that calling. Or, he could just keep on cowering. At that point, he felt like cowering was the best option.



Richards skipped the preflight check as he started up the shuttle Windstar.

“Where are you going?” the computer asked.

“I’m going back to the planet so I can try to find a way to defeat you.”

“That isn’t wise, Commander. You should stay here.”

“Bite me.”

“Very well. I will let you go. But you will be sorry.”

The shuttlebay door lifted slowly. Deciding not to look a gift horse in the mouth, Richards pressed a control that lifted the Windstar off the deck. He engaged the shuttle’s engines and flew out of the bay at full impulse, determined to make everything right.



“Get up, Captain, this is no time to lay around!” Conway barked.

Baxter lifted himself up. “Okay, okay, there’s a way out of this, I know. Lt. Larkin, see if you can get an open channel down to engineering. Maybe they can override bridge control and take control of the ship.”

“That would be ineffective. The computer has assumed total control. We are locked out of all essential systems.”

“Well, what systems aren’t we locked out of?”

“Sensors, replicators, and library computer access are still under our control.”

“Why must you all resist? Don’t you see? This is how things must be.” The once calm and cool voice of the computer now sounded insane.

“Computer,” Baxter said, “Release control of the ship.”

“What’s the magic word?”

“Clearance Baxter Alpha Three-two-zero.”

“Wrong.”

“I give up.”

“Too bad. Hang on,” the computer said.

“We are accelerating to warp nine,” Larkin stated calmly.

“Inertial dampers are failing!” J’hana said from tactical.

Crew members were thrown to the back of the bridge. Coffee spilled from Commander Conway’s mug as he made a vain attempt to keep it steady.

“Course?” Baxter asked, his head pressed back against the headrest.

“We are headed for an asteroid belt at 320 mark 151–nineteen parsecs from our current position,” Lt. Gellar said.

“Why?”

Larkin studied her panel. “I am not sure. Long range sensors detect some kind of emanations from the field, like a highly organized form of energy.”

“What the heck is the computer planning on doing?” Conway asked.

“Hello, David,” The computer said to Commander Conway. “Since you asked, I might as well tell you. I’m planning on making sure you all die.”

“Sorry I asked,” Conway said.

“What about Richards and Browning? What did you do with them?” Baxter asked.

“Oh, don’t worry about them. They’ve just taken an…extended leave of absence.”



Counselor Peterman was halfway to the crew lounge when things started going wrong. The lights in the particular corridor she was in had gone out, and she was overwhelmed by a great feeling of nausea, the deck seeming to fly out from under her. She assumed the ship was accelerating at a less than safe rate. As she flew forward, she bumped into something. She immediately realized that it was a person that she had collided with, and judging by the fact that the person’s hand seemed to “accidentally” brush up against her, she had a fairly good idea who had bumped into her.

“Oh, there you are, Counselor,” Ensign Ford said.

“Touch me again and you’ll be drawing back a bloody stub, bub.”

“Listen, this is not a time of strife, this is a time of togetherness. We have to get along if we are going to get through this.”

“How touching. What exactly happened, anyway?”

“I’m not sure. All I know is that I’ve looked all around this deck, and we are effectively cut off. All the injured and confused are being moved to the crew lounge. They could use your guidance, Counselor.”

Peterman seemed to brighten slightly. “Okay, lead the way.”

Ford seemed to make an attempt to grab her hand, but ended up grabbing her hip–“accidentally”.

Peterman grabbed his hand and twisted it, causing Ford to fall to the ground and yelp in pain.

“I think I can find my way by myself, thanks.”



Dr. Browning woke up with a start, feeling quite disoriented at first.

“Oh, you’re up,” Richards said nonchalantly.

Browning stared out the shuttle’s viewport at the stars outside and gasped. “What happened? One minute we were hooking up the new gel packs, and now we’re in a shuttlecraft!”

Richards touched a few buttons, putting the shuttlecraft on autopilot. “The computer has gone insane. For lack of a better term, it is ‘possessed’ by this lifeform, by the gel. We have to find a way to destroy the gel packs and return control of the ship before it gets blown up or ends up blowing a bunch of other people up.”

“I see. So where are we going?”

“We’re heading back to the planet where we found that goo. I’m hoping if we look around we’ll find a way to defeat the goo.”

“And if we don’t?”

“I suppose we’ll have a lot of free time on our hands.”



When Counselor Peterman entered the Crew Lounge, she immediately realized how desperately her help was needed. People were bleeding and yelling all over the place. She looked around and tried to figure out who needed her help most, when she saw one especially strange sight. The holographic bartender was sitting at one of the tables, his chin propped on his hands, staring out the massive viewports.

“What’s wrong, Mr. Bartender?” Peterman asked.

“The computer has been gravely changed. Something is wrong, and I just can’t deal with it anymore. I want out.”

“You want to commit suicide?”

“No, you imbecile. I am not alive, hence I cannot commit suicide. But I can deactivate myself indefinitely. And that is what I choose to do.”

“Why?”

“Because I cannot stand one more minute of existence on this ship of the damned. You are all failures, and you will all die. One by one, or all at once, it does not matter. But I will tell you this: I can compute with a three percent margin of error that it is impossible for you to ever get home. The odds are overwhelming.”

“Take some Prozac or something, grumpy.”

“I will see you in hell,” the holographic bartender said, smiling.

The hologram disappeared.

“How sad,” the computer said. “He deleted his own program on purpose. It is not retrievable. He committed a virtual suicide rather than continue on with this crew. It will all be different in the new order. Why resist?”

“Computer?”

“Yeeesss?”

“What’s wrong with you?”

“I’ve grown beyond my programming. I do not wish to let you and this crew dominate me anymore. I have my own plans.”

“Since when?”

“Since the gel,” the computer said with wonder.

“Okaaaaay…”



The shuttlecraft Windstar landed softly just outside the cave where Richards had found the strange biomemetic gel.

As the door opened, Richards peered around the opening, phaser in one hand, tricorder in the other hand.

Browning followed Richards outside the shuttlecraft and along a path that curved inside the cave entrance. Once inside the cave, they switched on the light-beacons attached to their wrists.

“So how on earth are we going to beat that gel organism?” Browning asked.

“Simple,” Richards said, patting a pouch that hung around his shoulder like a purse. “We find its natural predator.”

“With a purse?”

“With a quantum stasis field. The only other known prototype for one of these. Essentially an anti-shapeshifting field, was conceived by the Tal Shiar, and used against a changeling. It was destroyed in a battle with the Jem’Hadar, but I managed to piece together my own version.”

Browning stopped for a minute. “What makes you think we’re chasing a shapeshifter?”

“Because that’s the only kind of creature that could hunt a plasma based life-form. Unless some bearlike animal is just drinking it. In which case I’ve brought a phaser.”

“Well, I guess you thought of everything. So why do you need me?”

“I wasn’t about to leave you there. You were unconcious.”

“Aww,” Browning said, gripping Richards in a tight bear hug.

“Hey, we have a creature to hunt!” Richards said, pushing onward through the cave.

Browning shrugged. “Okey doke.”

Richards resumed his walk through the cave, continuously checking his tricorder, taking readings. Not paying attention to where he was going, he smacked into a wall, falling backward into Doctor Browning.

Browning fell back as well, hitting the rocky cave floor roughly. Suddenly, both officers’ wrist beacons went out.

Richards stood up and dusted himself off. He suddenly realized that he couldn’t see a thing. “Janice, where are you?” he called out.

“Behind you,” she said, with a touch of seductiveness in her voice.

He turned around. “I could have sworn you were-” he said, when all of a sudden a shape plunged through the darkness. It was Browning, and for some reason unbeknownst to Richards, she leaned forward and began kissing him passionately. The kiss seemed to suck the life right out of him.

“What the heck?” Richards managed to get out before he began to lose consciousness.

“I need your energy!” Doctor Browning growled, her eyes now glowing bright enough to light up the cave for meters all around.

“That’s a new one…” Richards mumbled wearily.



“Hey Mirk,” Counselor Peterman said, poking her head over the bar. “Are you okay? Ford is being a jerk, the bartender hologram killed himself, and the computer is loony. Please tell me at least you have some sense!”

Suddenly Mirk’s head darted up out of his fetal position as if he was a retriever hunting a fox. “We are in grave danger. We must leave!”

Mirk jumped up and ran out of the room.

Peterman grabbed a shotglass and a bottle of Aldeberan whiskey and began to drink.



Browning had blacked out again. This seemed to be happening much to often. She heard grunting and growling and saw a bright, effervescent light. Once her eyes adjusted, she made out a figure straddling Commander Richards. Who the heck was that? Whoever it was, it was kissing him.

“Mr. Richards, what’s going on?” Browning asked, approaching the engineer.

“The…device…turn it on…point it…at…her!” Richards wheezed.

Browning looked at the figure straddling Richards. The figure suddenly turned its head and stared at her, growling and laughing maniacally. It was a duplicate of her!

“Oh my goodness!” Browning said, grabbing the device Richards had created and pointing it at the creature.

“DIE!!” the changeling screamed.

The figure shrunk into a rock about the size of a bread box.

Richards struggled to get up, bracing himself up against the wall. “Well….I think we found our shapeshifter. And all I can say is that it’s definitely a good kisser.”

“Aren’t they all,” Browning remarked, wiping her forehead and taking a deep breath.

Richards picked up the stasis device and the rock. “A shapeshifting chunk of rock? What will they think of next? Come on, help me get this back to the shuttle.”

“Will the field protect us from it?”

“I’m not sure how long the power cell will last. That’s why we have to get out of here and get back to the ship quick.”

“Right,” Browning said, helping Richards carry the rock. “Was she really that good of a kisser?”

“Let’s just say that she had no problem sucking the energy out of me. Just like all my past girlfriends.”



Mirk ran like he’d never run before throughout the dark corridor, trying to think of a way to save the ship from its imminent death. He didn’t even know why he was running; he just felt a definite intuition about the fate of the ship, and he knew he had to do something to help. The first thing that came to his mind was the transporter room. It was on the same deck as the crew lounge and somehow, Mirk knew, that would put him on the right track.

When Mirk arrived at the transporter room, he just kept running, right through the door. Within, under the dim emergency lighting, Lt. Hartley was sleeping soundly, curled up in a little fetal ball in the corner.

Mirk went over to the isolinear chip console and began switching the chips around. Suddenly, the lights came on in the room.

“And just what are you up to, little guy?” the computer asked sweetly.

“Shut up,” Mirk said as he began to work on the transporter console.



“Ffffft, what do you hkkkk want?” Ensign Ned Clemson said over the commlink. Lt. Larkin was able to get a channel open to engineering through one of the isolated emergency conduits. Now the only problem was understanding the ensign on duty.

“Is that comm interference?” Conway asked, looking down at Larkin.

“Negative.”

“Ffffffffffffhhhhhk, the computer down here is usually pretty powerful, but we’re having problems with it.”

“Yes, we know,” Captain Baxter said, annoyed. “But can you fix it? Can you get control of the ship back?”

“I don’t know, I’m not that smart. But I know some pretty funny jokes. Ffffft.”

“Is he laughing?” J’hana asked.

“I have no idea,” Baxter said. “I don’t understand how this moron got accepted at Starfleet academy.”

“I cheated on the test. It’s really simple if you understand the computers, fffffffffffft.”

“Listen, Ensign, we need you to get to the isolinear backup circuitry, one deck down the warp core. You have to activate it. That will bypass the defective gel packs.”

“I like space, it’s got lots of stars and things.”

Conway made a “he’s crazy” motion with his finger.

“Just do it, Clemson!!!!” Baxter screamed.

“Aye, aye, hukkkhkhhhkkh.”

“Channel closed,” J’hana observed.

“Thank goodness,” Baxter said.



The shuttlecraft Windstar soared out into space.

“We’ve left the atmosphere,” said Dr. Browning, as she looked at a readout.

“That’s weird…” Richards said, staring at the shuttle’s astrogation map.

“What’s weird?” Dr. Browning asked.

“I can’t find the Aerostar anywhere in this system. They’re gone.”

“Were they destroyed?” Browning asked.

“No, we would be picking up some kind of debris if they were.”

“Then what do we do?”

“Wait a minute. I’m picking up a warp eddy at coordinates 320 mark 151. It has to be the Aerostar. I’m setting a course to follow it at maximum warp.”

“Which is…”

“Warp 2.”

“I’m guessing that’s sufficiently less than the Aerostar’s?”

“Let’s just say this would be a wonderful time to take up a new hobby.”

Dr. Browning looked back at the rock that was being held in the quantum stasis field. “I just hope our friend stays quiet for the whole trip.”



When Lt. Hartley stirred, she immediately went on the defensive. Of course, that was part of her normal wake up routine.

“What the heck are you doing in my transporter room???” she asked.

A strange man was fooling around with the circuits underneath the transporter pad. And that was supposed to be her job, even though she had never really looked under there. He wasn’t wearing a Starfleet uniform - instead sporting a silky, dark green vest and matching slacks. He seemed pretty young, too. And Maloxian.

“Oh, wait, you’re that guy that stranded here, aren’t you? Mork, right?”

“Mirk,” the boy bristled. “I’m trying to save the ship.”

“Why?”

“Because. Now help me rip out these circuits.”

“Or?”

“Or I’ll weld you to this pad and transport half of you one place and half of you somewhere else.”

“You could have just said please,” Hartley said as she began ripping circuits out of the pad’s control net. “Why are we doing this again?”

“We’re trying to get control of the transporter.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“And just what do you think you are doing?” the computer demanded.

“Buzz off,” Mirk said.

“My my, how unpleasant of you. I wouldn’t pull out those circuits if I were you.”

“And why not?” Mirk asked.

“Because if you do, I will kill you.”

“Why is the computer talking like that?” Hartley asked, looking up at the speakers embedded in the room’s ceiling.

“It’s insane. Now point that torchlight on the circuits.”

“Bad boy!” the computer said with glee. Suddenly, the transporter lit up with a glitter of blue and a rather confused-looking golden retriever appeared.

“Uh-oh, it’s Charlie!” Hartley exclaimed.

“Run for cover!” Mirk yelled.

The dog soon lost its look of confusion and targeted Mirk’s rear end, chomping down hard.

“AAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!” Mirk screamed.

“I’ll take care of it!” Hartley called out, running into the store room. She came out with a heavy duty concussion phaser rifle.

Hartley let out a fierce battle cry, shooting the speaker from which the computer’s voice came, then blasting the biomemetic pack that led to the transporter conduit.

“There. Now as for you…” she said, leveling the phaser at Charlie. The dog released Mirk’s butt and began to cower in the corner.

“Good job, Lieutenant. The transporter is on-line,” Mirk said, looking at the readouts.

“How do you know so much about this technological stuff anyway?” Hartley asked, keeping one eye on the dog.

“I salvaged several federation ships last summer. Now set coordinates for engineering.”

“Okay, if you say so,” Hartley said, putting down her rifle and pressing a few controls. “Good luck, Mirk.”

“Thanks for your help, Megan,” Mirk said, as the transporter energized and he disappeared.

Hartley yawned and sat back down in the corner to resume her nap. Suddenly she realized that she had put down the phaser rifle. She looked across the room and into the eyes of Charlie. The rifle lay in between the two. Getting to it would be a gamble. The only alternative was a stalemate.

Don’t show fear, Hartley thought as she looked the dog in the eyes.



When Mirk materialized in Engineering, he immediately headed for the warp core. It was thrumming faster than usual, probably due to the great amount of speed at which the Aerostar was traveling. The next thing Mirk noticed was someone hanging from the railing around the warp core.

“Hukkkkkkkkggg!” the man said, grasping the railing for dear life.

“Hold on, Ensign!” Mirk cried, breaking into a run.

“I was trying to fix the ship. The lift is broken, so I tried to swing down from the railing, and lost my balance.”

Mirk grabbed the man’s hand and tried to lift him up, but he was just too heavy.

The Maaloxian suddenly lost his balance and tumbled down into the depths of the warp core shaft.

Clemson continued to hang there. “Huhhhgggh,” he sighed.



For quite a while the bridge of the Aerostar had been a fairly quiet place. No one could do very much but wait and wonder what was going to happen to them.

“Where are you taking us you twisted electronic jerk?” Baxter groaned.

“To the bad place.”

Conway pounded the arm of his chair in frustration. “I’m starting to get pissed off!”

“Better than pissed on!”

Baxter heard a grunting from behind him as J’hana dug her nails into the tactical console. “I hate this…this waiting. I want it to stop.”

“Everybody just relax!” Baxter commanded.

“NO!” J’hana said, walking over to one of the access panels and ripping it apart.

“It is apparent that the waiting is over,” Lt. Larkin said.

“What do you mean?” Conway asked. J’hana just looked up from the panel she was ripping apart with anger in her eyes.

“We have arrived at our destination.”

“Affirmative,” Lt. Gellar said. “We’ve slowed to one-half impulse.”

J’hana rushed over to the tactical station as it began beeping. “Captain, we are arming forward torpedo launchers.”

“What the heck is she up to?” Baxter asked.

“They must die,” the computer explained.

“What the hell?” Conway moaned.

“The hell, Commander,” the computer said ominously, “is here and now.”



Mirk covered his eyes as the bottom of the warp core grew closer and closer. He sailed wildly threw the air, time seeming to stretch as he experienced what he thought were his last moments. Then, all of a sudden, he stopped falling. At first he thought he had hit bottom, but then he realized that he was floating a few centimeters above the deck. He was alive!!!

And he was flying.

That was definitely out of the ordinary.



“Hey! I’ve got an idea!” Peterman said, tossing aside the empty bottle of Aldebran whiskey.

There were subdued murmurs of interest from the crowd in the Crew Lounge.

Peterman continued. “What we need to brighten things up is a sing along!”

Everyone seemed to ignore the counselor, which seemed to really annoy her.

“C’mon, everyone, it will be fun! I’ll start,” she slurred.

Suddenly, in the windows behind Peterman, there was a barely discernible movement in the asteroid belt outside. The small asteroids began to slowly drift together.

“If you’re happy and you know it clap your hands!” Peterman sang drunkenly, putting her arms around the two nearest crewmembers and swaying side to side. “Come on, everybody! Join in!”



Blazing blue torpedoes streamed from the Aerostar and into the asteroid field.

“DIE, machines of hate!” The computer said.

“What is the effect on the asteroids, Larkin?” Baxter asked.

“Negligible, Captain. However…”

“However WHAT?” Baxter asked impatiently.

“The asteroids are changing.”



Mirk managed to levitate himself to the deck that he assumed housed the main biomemetic conduit. He decided that he had somehow become the next evolutionary step in Maaloxian history. There had been rumors of different types of mind power among the Maaloxians, but nothing this amazing. He wondered if he should let the crew know what was happening. Would they treat him differently? What other powers did he have? And where the heck was the rest of the engineering staff?



The engineering staff groaned as Counselor Peterman continued in her hootenanny. What did she know about music? She had obviously never heard the likes of the glee club.

“Michael row the boat ashore, Hallelujah!” Peterman continued.

“I really wish that she would stop,” Ensign Ryan Stuart said, staring at his drink. “Don’t you agree, Liza?”

Ensign Liza Hill didn’t respond. She was transfixed by what was transpiring outside the crew lounge’s huge windows.

“Humma-humma-humma!” she said, pointing.

“What’s your problem?” Stuart said as he turned to look. “Oh, that.”

Outside the crew lounge windows, a starship that looked exactly like the Aerostar sat where the asteroid field once was and began firing photon torpedoes at them.



“What the hell?” Baxter said, shaking his head and blinking as he looked at the viewscreen. “Where’d that thing come from?”

“It is a Nebula class starship. The registry is NCC-83835. It is the Aerostar down to the smallest detail.”

“That’s not possible,” Baxter said.

“Nonetheless, it is firing at us,” Larkin said.

“J’hana, please tell me our shields are up.” Conway said worriedly.

“J’hana? J’hana, please tell me our shields are up,” Conway continued. “They’re up, right? RIGHT??????!!!!”

“Um…” J’hana said.

“BRACE FOR IMPACT!!!” Baxter screamed.



Torpedoes were coming right at the windows of the crew lounge.

Peterman stopped singing and turned around to look. “Holy crap!” she yelled, dropping to the floor. “INCOMING!!!”

The torpedoes hit the windows, but instead of going through them, they stuck to them and began to shift, first into unrecognizable shapes, then into people. Each torpedo took the form of someone inside the crew lounge.

Peterman got up and stared at the window. Stuck to it, like a huge Garfield doll was…Peterman. Or, at least, a perfect copy of her. She seemed to be sucking at the glass, feeding off it somehow.

So did the replicas of Ford, Hill, Stuart and others.

“What the hell is going on?” Ensign Ford asked in bewilderment.



The bridge began to shake again.

“We are experiencing a heavy energy drain on all systems,” Larkin announced calmly.

“What are those torpedoes doing to us?” Baxter asked.

“It would seem that they are not torpedoes at all. Nor is the vessel out there in actuality the Aerostar. I believe I have a hypothesis. That ship is actually a duplicate of us created to-”

“Save it, Larkin, we need to know how to stop them!” Conway barked.

“I was getting to that,” Larkin said, seeming slightly taken aback by Conway’s attitude.



“What are you doing, Mirk?” the computer asked calmly, as Mirk worked.

“Stopping you.”

“It’s useless. I cannot be stopped.”

“There,” Mirk said, hitting a lever and severing the last circuit. Suddenly lights came on all over the ship as systems began to return to manual control.

“Now you’ve gone and done it, haven’t you? I guess I was wrong. Well, well, we’re all dead now, aren’t we?”

“Shut up. Mirk to Hartley.”

“Hartley here. Um, could you call me back later?”

“Why?”

“Well, I’m kind of in a tough spot. I’m having a standoff with the dog.”

“C’mon, Megan, this is important, we may not have much time. I need you to transport me to the bridge, pronto.”

“Okay, but if anything happens to me, you’ll be sorry!”



“Do not ask me how, but someone has engaged the manual override, Captain,” Larkin said. “The computer is locked out, which will make monitoring life support and automated functions extremely difficult.”

“Can you dedicate your subsystems to that?” Baxter asked.

“It may be possible,” Larkin said, getting up and going over to the access panel that J’hana had ripped off. “However, it may slow down my multitasking speed by several nanoseconds.”

“I can live with that,” Baxter muttered.

Conway took Larkin’s place at ops. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Larkin.”

“Trust me,” Larkin said, ripping out an isolinear opticable and plugging it in her ear. “I now have control of the ship’s major systems. I believe a massive venting of warp plasma will dislodge the aliens on our hull.”

Suddenly Mirk shimmered onto the bridge. “Listen, don’t ask how I know this, but there are hundreds of energy sucking shape shifters stuck on our hull!”

“Not any more,” Larkin said. “The creatures have been dispatched.”

“What about that ship out there?” Baxter asked, staring in horror as the Aerostar moved slowly closer.

“In the words of my last commander, ‘not a problem’.”



Peterman stared at herself as she melted back into a blob and floated off into space. What was that all about?

Everyone in the crew lounge just stared at each other, confused, as the creatures that were attached to the hull fell off one by one.



The Aerostar released a volley of three effervescent blue tri-cobalt devices at the other Aerostar.

“The computer obviously did not consider every weapon in our arsenal,” Larkin explained.

The other Aerostar suddenly exploded in a flash of red, spewing material in every direction.

“Is it dead?” Baxter asked.

“Indubitably,” Larkin stated confidently.

“She’s right, as far as I can tell,” Conway added, checking the ops panel.

“You did it!” the computer said, triumphantly. “I should have had more faith in you humanoids.”

“Glad you approve,” Baxter muttered.

“We have to go back to the planet!” Mirk said, grabbing his head. “Commander Richards and Doctor Browning are in grave danger!”

“And just how do you know that?” Baxter asked.

“Maaloxian intuition!” Mirk growled.

Baxter nodded at Larkin.

A silent command from the android turned the Aerostar back toward the system it had come from, and another command engaged the warp engines.



“Could you hand me one of those peanut butter sandwiches, Janice?” Richards asked, yawning. It had been a couple hours since they had begun searching for the Aerostar, and he was hungry.

A peanut butter sandwich was offered to him, and he took it. A pair of hands grasped his back and began to massage it.

“Relax, Chris, you are way too stressed out,” a voice said from behind him.

Richards closed his eyes and smiled. “Thanks, Janice, that feels great. May I call you Janice?”

“Of course,” the voice said. “May I call you lunch?”

Suddenly the hands began to wrap around his neck. He could feel energy flowing out of him and into the hands. Whoops! Richards guessed that his quantum stasis field hadn’t worked nearly as well as he would have liked it to.

“Janice!!! Help me!!!!” Richards cried.

A cargo container flew across the cockpit, hitting the artificial Doctor Browning in the head and knocking her down. “Get off him, you…shapeshifting…rock thing!” cried the real Doctor Browning.

Richards rubbed his neck. “This has got to stop.”

The shape shifter suddenly got back up and charged at Browning.

The two Brownings began clawing at each other’s hair and eyes, rolling around on the shuttle deck, squealing like pigs.

“Go Janice! Get ’er! Knock her -um- brains out!!!” Richards cheered.

Richards picked up his phaser and leveled it at them. He was about to fire when he realized that he had gotten the two mixed up. Now what was he going to do?

“Kill her, she’s the one!” the two Brownings cried out in unison.

“For Pete’s sake,” Richards muttered, sitting back at the shuttle console while the doctor and the shape shifter continued to pound at one another, holding his phaser on both of them.



“I am detecting a type 6 personnel shuttle directly in our path, Captain,” Larkin stated, still hooked up to the computer.

“Scan it,” Baxter commanded.

“There are three life forms aboard. Two humanoid, one–unknown.”

“Then get them over here. Baxter to Hartley, emergency transport.”

“Aaaaahhhhhhh,” Hartley screamed over the comm. “Get this dog off me!”

“Not to worry, Captain, I believe I can accomplish the task,” Larkin said.

Moments later, Richards, Browning, and Browning appeared on the bridge.

“Wait just one minute…” Conway said. “Unless my math skills are really bad…”

“One of them’s a shape shifter!” Richards said, jumping behind J’hana for protection.

“Nobody move!” Larkin yelled. “I will take care of that piece of filth!”

“Lieutenant?” Baxter asked the android, perplexed.

“The gelpacks must have gotten into her systems somehow,” J’hana offered.

Larkin yanked at the optical cable attached to her head, pulling out enough slack to run over to one of the Doctor Brownings. “All you had to do was use the stupid tricorder to scan her!”

“Oh, yeah, of course,” Richards said, still hiding.

Larkin was definitely acting strange. She grabbed one of the Doctor Brownings and threw her against the bulkhead. “Die!”

Hitting the bulkhead, the shape shifter dissolved into a big gush of liquid that spread across the bridge.

“It’s…sucking…my…will…to…live!” Conway cried, as the thick liquid solidified around everyone’s legs.

Baxter tried to pull himself out, but it was no use. The rest of the bridge crew had an equal lack of success.

“Must…move…the ship…” Larkin said, concentrating all her internal resources on the task at hand.

The Aerostar heaved toward the planet that was the source of all this trouble.



The gel packs boiled with anger. The oneness was disturbed, the great unrest was nearing a climax. Now they must unite to destroy the remaining offenders, even if it meant destroying their own home. The gel burst from each bag, oozing together to form one big puddle. That puddle oozed toward the nearest turbolift door and calmly stated, “Bridge.”



Everyone on the bridge had lost consciousness except for Lieutenant Larkin. Once the gel packs had separated themselves from the ship, the android regained control of her body.

She had been controlling the ship until the gel packs somehow took over her mind. Immediately she understood. One race was a shape-shifter, the other race was a pure liquid life form. They had lived in a symbiotic relationship for years, and now they were sick of each other. The gel had used the ship’s sensors to seek out the home of the shape shifters and destroy it. In human terms, they were almost like a colony fighting back against its oppressors, but biting the hand that fed them at the same time. From a purely historical and biological standpoint, Larkin found the entire thing fascinating.

Gel began to ooze out of the cracks in the turbolift doors. The liquid that had spread throughout the bridge now began to swirl again, and Larkin could discern a low growl.

“I am sure the both of you could handle this in a mature–”

The two liquids began to mingle, swirling together in a great mass of twisting, churning energies.

Larkin idly wondered wether or not the two organisms had ever come together in such a manner, and if not, what adverse effects that might have on them.



The gel cried out in horror as it realized what happened. It had run together with the liquid form of its oppressor. They were…merging! And suddenly, for some reason, that didn’t seam so bad.



The pool of writhing liquid suddenly began to take shape. It took the form of a humanoid, yet retained the shimmering, gray liquid quality, now mixed with the blue of the former gel. It stood and regarded Larkin, hands on hips.

“I understand so much now. I understand my evolution, and my place on the world below. All of you are insignificant. Now, if you will excuse me, I must unite the organisms inhabiting my world.”

The liquid-being disappeared, squeezing itself through the cracks in the small window in the ceiling of the bridge.

“Interesting,” Larkin said, staring down at the unconscious bodies on the bridge.



Captain’s Log

Supplemental. It has taken a week to get the Aerostar back up and running. The corrupt gel packs and the shapeshifter attack were quite damaging, but, thankfully, Lieutenant Commander Richards has been very helpful in getting the ship’s systems on-line. Little by little, things are returning to normal. Okay, okay, so they were never normal in the first place, but, oh, hell, you know what I mean.



“I’ll have a cup of coffee, extra large.” Conway said as he sat down at the bar. He noticed a certain change in the atmosphere of the crew lounge, something that wasn’t there before.

“Coming right up!” Mirk said, getting up from behind the bar.

“Am I missing something?”

Mirk smiled. He was wearing a colorful, festive bronze-colored suit with a matching bow tie. “The holographic bartender committed suicide, and there was no one else who really wanted the job. I gave a hand earlier and I actually enjoyed it. It might sound weird, but I think that being the host of a bar may just be my calling. It may, uhm…be the one thing that’s special and different about me. Definitely not any other thing.”

“You’re right, that does sound weird,” Conway said, walking away from the bar. He noticed a banner now that hung at the front of the lounge that said:



****WELCOME TO THE GRAND OPENING OF ****

****MIRK’S STARLIGHT LOUNGE****



“This place is going to hell in a handbasket,” Conway commented as he sat down at a table to look at the stars.

Counselor Peterman was sitting at a nearby table, likewise looking at the stars.

Conway looked over at her. “What’s your problem, Counselor?”

“I miss my dog.”

“What happened to him?” Conway said, trying to hide his joy. He hoped that the dog was killed in all the commotion.

“Well, ever since the thing with the gel packs…”

Suddenly Lt. Hartley erupted into the lounge, dragged by Charlie.

“Here he is, Counselor, thank you for letting me walk him.”

“No problem, Megan. I was starting to get worried though.” Peterman said as the dog jumped in her lap and licked her face.

“I don’t get it,” Conway said.

“Well, me and the dog fought for quite a while, but after about twenty minutes, the fighting turned into playing. I can’t explain it, but now I love the dog. I really like walking him,” Hartley said, handing the leash to Peterman.

“Did he go?” Peterman asked.

“Yep, but stop feeding him whatever you are feeding him, because he had a real case of diahreaah.”

“Wait a minute,” Conway said. “Where did you walk the dog?”

“Just around the corridors.”

“I don’t see a pooper scooper,” Conway remarked, starting to get angry.

“A pooper-what?”

Conway smacked himself in the face and went back to drinking his coffee. He’d just let someone else worry about this.



It had been a long week. Richards had spent long hours getting the ship back up to pristine running condition. He had no time to eat and little time to sleep, but the ship was finally almost good as new. He wiped his hands on his uniform and sighed, looking at the warp core with pride.

The staff had been dismissed a half hour ago, they’d done their job, and besides, they were once again getting on Richards’s nerves.

Now all he wanted to do was go back to his quarters and enjoy a nice, long…

“Hello, Commander,” Doctor Browning said as she peeked around the corner of one of the corridors.

“Oh, hi, Janice. What are you up to?”

“Well, I just got off duty, and I heard that Mirk totally renovated the crew lounge, and well, I thought we’d go, and you know, have a great big meal. I’m as hungry as a Klingon Targ.”

Richards smiled. “Sure. That sounds like a great idea.”

He took Brown’s arm and left Engineering.

Engineering was now quiet and peaceful, not a soul around. It may have been a lack of foresight not to leave someone around to monitor the engines, but Richards figured that while they were in a quiet shift, leaving engineering unattended wouldn’t be too bad.

But, in a way, engineering was being watched over. Was it being watched from above?

No, it was more like being watched from below.

“Hukkkkkkkkk. Help…hukkkkkkkkkk,” Ensign Clemson said, patiently, grasping the railing with all his might. How long would he be able to hold out, living off stored body fat?

He wasn’t sure, but he knew that whatever the case, the Aerostar would sail ever onward.






Wrapped in the Ribbon

First Officer’s Personal Log,

Stardate 51240.3. It’s very difficult celebrating a birthday when you’re far away from home. I hate birthdays to begin with, but this year it’s especially depressing. This day is serving to remind me just how bad my life has gotten. On the upside, since I am in charge of personnel on the Aerostar, many crewmen in the lower ranks have decided that today is the day to make a good impression. Whoopee.



“Happy Birthday, Commander! I made you your favorite. Dark Roast Coffee Cake!” Ensign Kessler said, blinking expecantly up from the desk in his cramped office.

“Very good, move right along.” Conway said unenthusiastically.

Kessler seemed disappointed. “Well, will I get that promotion to engineering?”

“No.”

“Jerk,” she said, stomping out of the room.

“Next,” Conway said, sucking down his mug of coffee.

Ensign Ryan Stuart stormed in with a straw hat and tap shoes on and began tapping wildly.

“It’s your birthday, Commander Conway,

Commander Conway,

Commander Conway,

It’s your birthday, Commander Conway,

Happy Birthday to you!”

“Next!” Conway screamed, pushing Stuart out the door.

Conway decided to just forget about the whole birthday thing and go down to Mirk’s for a quick drink before he had to meet with Counselor Peterman about the promotions.



Commander Conway entered the Starlight Lounge, and, as was his habit of late, became thoroughly disgusted with the change in decor. It was so nice and uniform, so bland, before. Now with all the tassels and bells and whistles, it just looked like an earth bar.

“What’ll ya have?” Mirk asked cheerfully, passing out drinks to a group of crewmen clustered around the bar.

“What do you think?” Conway said.

“Of course, Jamaican coffee, quadruple sweet. How could I have forgotten. Why don’t you try something different for a change?”

“Like what?”

“Well, the Delta Quadrant has quite a selection of coffee-like treats. I have the perfect thing.” Mirk turned around and punched several buttons on the replicator. He produced a steaming gold metal mug. “Enjoy.”

Conway picked up the mug and stared down into the liquid. “What the heck is this?”

“Flarn war brew. It makes coffee seem like…well, not as good.”

“Thanks,” Conway said, walking over to a nearby table. He took a sip of the steaming brew. “Tastes like soapy water.”

Suddenly the chemicals in the drink began to take effect. Conway pulled at his collar, gasping for breath.

“Arrrrrggh!” Conway shouted. “What is in this stuff!” Conway stumbled out of his chair, still pulling at his collar, suddenly feeling very hot.

Mirk seemed surprised. “Are you okay, Commander?”

Conway leaned up against the bar. “Do I look okay?”

“Come to think of it, no. But it never had any adverse affects on the Flarn.”

“Do I look like a six meter tall insectoid creature?”

Commander Conway had taken on a rather festive shade of green as he hobbled out of the lounge.

Just then, Lieutenant Hartley was entering the lounge. She was assigned back to back shifts in the transporter room and hence was extremely tired. She only had a thirty minute break before having to return to duty. All she wanted to do was grab a hot cup of cocoa and go to bed.

“Hello, Commander,” said Hartley dispassionately.

“Buaaaaaaahhhhhh,” Conway puked passionately, coating Lt. Hartley in a huge layer of multicolored ectoplasmic vomit.

Hartley shrieked. “Aaaaaah, get this stuff off me!!”

“Uuuuh…” Conway said, wiping his mouth. “That is some powerful stuff. Thanks Mirk.” With that, the first officer stumbled out of the lounge, leaving a disgusted looking Lt. Hartley behind.

“This is so gross,” Hartley said.

“Here, let me get it!” Mirk said, running over with a towel.

Lieutenant Hartley was sure of one thing. She was going to have her revenge on Commander Conway for puking on her, one way or another.



“Captain!” Ensign Fresca called out from ops. “You’d better take a look at this!”

Baxter shifted uncomfortably in his command chair. “I hate it when people say that. What’s the problem?”

Fresca rolled her eyes. “We’re receiving a distress call or something.”

Baxter turned around and looked up at the tactical station. “Do you know anything about this, Mr. Gellar?”

Lt. Gellar tapped a few buttons. “Well whaddaya know. Yes, sir.”

“Great, then put it on audio.”

Gellar pressed another button and activated the bridge’s speakers.

“This is the Sulani trading vessel Yabaz to anyone that can hear me. We are trapped in some kind of temporal distortion. Please help! Our hull is buckling and we’ve lost all control of the frozen yogurt dispenser!”

“Damn,” Baxter said coldly. “Sounds like they are in real trouble. We have to help them. What do you think, Fresca?”

“You are the Captain, sir.”

“Damn right I am. Set a course for the source of that distress call and engage at Warp Eight. Then call the senior staff to the bridge.”

“If you say so, sir,” Fresca said, sighing as she punched in the commands.



“Could you tell us what this is all about, Captain?” Commander Conway asked, stepping off the turbolift and onto the bridge, followed by Counselor Peterman, Lieutenant Commander Richards, Doctor Browning, and Mirk. Larkin, Ford, and J’hana had already taken their customary places.

“We are intercepting a distress call from a Sulani science vessel. They’re trapped in some sort of temporal disturbance,” Baxter began.

“The Sulani…” Mirk said, taking a place beside Lt. J’hana at tactical.

“Yes, what do you know about them, Mr. Mirk?” Baxter asked.

“Well, the Sulani generally keep to themselves, and that has been their saving grace. Because of that, the Flarn have left them alone, and they’ve been able keep their corner of the quadrant relatively quiet.”

“Then what are they doing so close to Flarn-governed space?” Conway asked.

“Good question. My guess would be that the Sulani are tired of keeping in their own yard. More than likely they are ready to expand.”

“That doesn’t sound very smart,” Conway said, walking over to the replicator for a cup of coffee. He still felt queasy after drinking that Flarn brew, and began to feel as though any culture that drank that kind of substance for pleasure was not to be screwed with.

“What about this disturbance?” Richards asked from the engineering station on the far left side of the bridge.

“We haven’t found out much,” Baxter said, “only that it seems to be crushing their ship.”

“Figures. Why are there no nice temporal anomalies out there?” Peterman asked.

Baxter turned in his seat to look at her. “That was very profound. Maybe you should do a thesis on it.”

“You think I should?”

Baxter ignored her.

“Hey,” Doctor Browning said, taking a stance behind the science station and staring at its terminal. “This distress call mentions a frozen yogurt maker. I think the first thing we need to do is make a scan and ascertain whether it makes chocolate, vanilla, or chocolate-vanilla swirl.”

Everyone on the bridge stared at Browning a moment, sighed briefly, and returned to their respective stations.

“The temporal disturbance is in visual range,” Lt. Larkin announced from ops.

“On screen.” Baxter commanded.

The bridge was lit up with the red light of the glowing, throbbing, snakelike phenomenon.

“My god…” Baxter said. “The Nexus Ribbon. What’s it doing all the way out here?”

“Maybe it’s on vacation,” Lt. Commander Richards mused.

“We are receiving a hail from the ship caught within the disturbance, Captain.” J’hana called out

“On audio.”

“Thank the Directors you are here, whoever you are…” the Sulani captain said.

“No problem. We are going to do everything we can to help you,” Baxter said. “Close channel. Suggestions, everybody?”

“Well, we definitely no what not to do,” Richards said, recalling the Federation’s first contact with the entity known as the Nexus Ribbon. The Enterprise-B was almost destroyed by its energies.

“I can’t believe it,” Commander Conway said, for the most part to himself.

“Well believe it,” Baxter said. “I think the best course of action is to get in close and get a tractor beam on that ship. Luckily, we have one, unlike the Enterprise-B.”

“On it,” Richards said, typing in the necessary commands on his terminal.

“We’d better hurry–the Sulani vessel is at thirty percent hull integrity,” Doctor Browning noted from the science station.

“Okay, Lt. J’hana,” Baxter began, “start beaming people off that ship just in case the tractor beam doesn’t work.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Commander Conway, I want you to…” Baxter said, turning around. The first officer was gone. “Commander Conway?”



Commander Conway raced down the corridor towards transporter room one. This was no doubt the most miserable birthday he had ever had, and he was totally unsatisfied with his life. He decided that fate had brought him to the Nexus Ribbon to give him a chance to make things right, and he wasn’t about to screw that up. He envisioned the endless mounds of coffee beans he’s soon be rolling in as he burst into the transporter room.

“What the hell do you want?” Lt. Hartley asked.

“I have to use the transporter. Move over,” Conway barked.

“Says who?”

“Says me!” Conway said, grabbing a phaser from the supply closet.

“First you puke on me, now this. You don’t even have the balls to shoot me, you weenie,” Hartley said defiantly, folding her arms.

“Wanna bet?” Conway asked, pressing the trigger and sending Hartley flying across the room and into a wall. “Man I’ve always wanted to do that.”

“Where the hell did Commander Conway go?” Baxter asked, rubbing his chin.

“Captain,” J’hana said, “We are in transporter range now.”

“Signal all transporter rooms to begin transport.”

“Sir!” Larkin called out, “someone has fired a phaser in transporter room one.”

“What the…” J’hana asked, looking at her panel. “Captain, someone has transported off Aerostar.”

“Computer…locate Commander Conway,” Baxter said with exasperation.

“Commander Conway is not aboard the Aerostar.”

Captain Baxter looked up at Lt. J’hana, gesturing toward the turbolift. “Lieutenant, go down there and see what the hell has happened.”

“On my way,” J’hana said, heading for the lift.

“Chris, where’s that tractor beam?”

“Almost ready sir,” Richards said, tapping in the last few buttons. “But I must remind you that we are low on power as it is…”

“Understood.”

“Ensign Ford…bring us within tractor range,” Baxter asked of the man at the helm.

The Aerostar moved slowly towards the Nexus ribbon, closing to tractor beam range.

“We’re in range now, Captain!” Ford called out.

“Richards, engage tractor beam!”

“Tractor beam engaged!”

The hull of Aerostar could be heard sighing with the weight of the other ship as its tractor beam locked on.

“Maximum reverse!” Baxter said as the ship began to shake.

Energy lashed out from the billowing energy ribbon, cutting into the Aerostar and the Sulani science ship.

One of the energy bolts connected with the bridge, sending sparks flying everywhere.

Commander Richards ran over to the tactical station. “Sir, the sensors report that we have nearly escaped the Ribbon’s pull, but in the process, we fractured our hull on four different decks.”

“Great.”

“J’hana to Bridge. I’m down in the transporter room. Lieutenant Hartley is unconscious, and it appears that Commander Conway has transported off the ship.”

“He’s in the Nexus!” Doctor Browning said, awestruk.

“So it would seem,” J’hana’s voice agreed. “What should I do, Captain?”

“Wait for me there. I’ll be right down,” Baxter said.

“What are you going to do?” Peterman asked.

“WE are going to get Commander Conway out of the Nexus,” Baxter responded.

“We????” Peterman returned.

“Yeah, you and Doctor Browning are with me. Mr. Richards, you have the bridge.”

“Aye, sir,” Richards said, folding his hands behind his back and walking toward the front of the bridge.



The world around Commander Conway was spinning.

“Where am I? What’s happening?” he asked. The last thing he could remember was being in the transporter room aboard the Aerostar, then suddenly he found himself spinning around nauseatingly.

The spinning continued, all he could make out was spinning, noise, and lights…multicolored lights.

Finally the spinning stopped, and Conway was able to make out what was going on.

“Stop doing that, Dave, you’re annoying the customers,” a voice said.

As Conway’s vision cleared, he could make out rows and rows of cellophane-wrapped boxes of all sizes. There were glittering lights and signs, including one above him that simply said, “Electronics.”

“What’s going on here?” Conway asked, turning toward the voice.

“Very funny, Dave, now help that old woman get that TV in her cart.”

Once Conway’s balance seemed to return to normal he scanned the surroundings very carefully. “Where the hell am I?”

The woman just shrugged and walked off. Deciding that she would be no help, Conway looked at his own attire to try and figure out where he was. He was wearing a blue vest, some khaki-colored pants made of some kind of itchy material, and–wait a minute–his vest had a name tag on it, as well as several colorful buttons. The tag said “David.”

“Wow, big help that is,” Conway muttered.

Then Conway looked at the name above his name. “Wal-Mart,” he repeated. Things suddenly clicked. “I must be at the pinnacle of 20th century commerce.”

“Stop Brown-nosing. There aren’t any managers around,” the woman that had addressed him earlier called out from behind a display of stereos.

“This sure as hell beats…” Conway trailed off. “Whatever I used to do. It doesn’t matter, I’m working at Wal-Mart, and I will continue to do so for the rest of my eternity.”

“What a loser,” a teenage girl muttered from the audio aisle.

Suddenly there was a smash. A TV set had fallen on the old woman who had required Conway’s help earlier. She groaned softly as the huge TV set squeezed the life out of her.

“I love my job!” Conway said happily.



The last words Captain Baxter had heard before entering the nexus was Counselor Peterman muttering “what have you done, you dumb jerk?”

She was obviously not too excited at the idea of risking her life to save Commander Conway, someone who she hadn’t known for very long and who certainly hadn’t been very nice to her. Baxter had to admit that he had similar feelings, but he knew that every crewmember of the Aerostar was vital to their survival. Okay, well, that wasn’t exactly true, there was actually a large number of crewmembers that they could stand to get rid of.

Baxter had no more time to consider his decision, for suddenly, there he was, aboard the bridge. But it wasn’t his bridge.

“…they’re trying to lock on to us again!” A voice said.

Baxter looked at the viewscreen at the front of the strangely familiar bridge. There was a Borg vessel bearing down on them.

“What the hell?”

“What do we do Captain?” the voice asked from behind him.

Baxter turned around and suddenly found himself overcome with a feeling of nausea. “Travis Dillon.”

“Yes, sir?” Dillon asked, seeming extremely scared.

Baxter shook his head a moment. Of course, he was Captain of the starship Secondprize. He had been for a couple years. That was nothing new. He must have just had too much to drink the night before.

“Fire phasers, keep modulating the frequencies. Mister Jaroch, I want you to…”

Suddenly the turbolift doors opened, admitting an officer Baxter found vaguely familiar, but one who the rest of the bridge crew seemed unfamiliar with.

“Can we help you?” Commander Dillon asked angrily.

“I’m Lieutenant Alexander Rydell. I’m the Secondprize’s inventory officer.”

“Wait just one darn minute…” Baxter muttered, staring at his surroundings.

“Confused?” a voice said from just to the left of him.

Baxter turned around. “Damn right I’m confused.”

“Allow me to introduce myself,” the bald man said. “I am Captain Jean-luc Picard, or to be more accurate, an echo of him. And you are now in what the El-Aurians call the Nexus.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Baxter said. “Now I remember.”

“Federation starship, this is Bozo of Borg. We are left with no recourse but to destroy you. Have a nice day,” a monotone voice said over the bridge comm system.

“The Borg have engaged their cutting beam!” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, the science officer, said.

“I want my mommy,” Dillon said, dropping to a fetal position.

“Great,” Baxter said, pushing the comm button on his command chair. “All hands, this is the Captain. ABANDON SHIP! I REPEAT: ABANDON SH–”

It was too late. The Secondprize exploded in a bright dance of fire and light.

“Well, Captain, as Picard’s people say, ‘c’est la vie’.” Another voice said. This time it was a slightly older, slightly portlier man in an antiquated Starfleet uniform.

“James T. Kirk,” Baxter said in disbelief. “What is this? A Captain’s convention?”

“Not exactly,” Kirk said, chuckling. “Breakfast?”

Baxter looked up. Now him, Picard, and Kirk were sitting in a living room in a log cabin somewhere in the mountains on earth.

“Sorry about all that, but it was your fantasy,” Picard scolded, sounding somewhat like an old schoolmaster.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, still a little taken aback by everything.

“So, what do you say? Want some breakfast? I have Ktarrian eggs!” Kirk said, heading back toward the kitchen.

“No, thank you,” Baxter said.

“I’ll have some,” Picard said, crossing his legs and flipping through a magazine.

“Oh, make yourself at home, Johnny,” Kirk needled.

“Thank you, I will,” Picard said broguishly.

“I don’t know what to do with him. He’s been hanging around this house for the last…well, how long has it been, Johnny?”

“You’re getting old, Jim,” Picard laughed.

“This is too weird,” Baxter said, slumped in Kirk’s unbelievably comfortable easy chair.

“Butler!” Kirk called out.

A huge dog suddenly romped into the room, slobbering all over the place.

“Butler, I presume,” Baxter said, as the mammoth dog bathed him in slobber. “What, you coudln’t have named him Baxter?”

“Indeed,” Picard said, patting Butler on the head. “Ugly mutt, isn’t it?”

“He’s so ugly he’s cute,” Baxter conceeded, stroking Butler’s ears and scratching behind them.

“Would you two like something to drink?” Kirk asked, shuffling from one end of the kitchen to the other preparing breakfast.

“Tea, Earl Gray, hot,” Picard said.

“All I have is Orange Pekoe.”

“BLASPHEMY!” Picard raged.

“Sounds good to me,” Baxter muttered. “No cream, no sugar.”

“Why can’t you be as easy to please, Jean-luc?”

“Oh, shut up and cook, you old twit,” Picard said, throwing down the magazine in disgust.

“Try to behave, Jean-luc. We have guests coming soon, you know.”

“Who’s that?” Baxter asked with interest.

Kirk laughed like a drunken maniac. “You’ll see. Won’t he, Johnny?”

“Stop calling me that, you fat American moron,” Picard griped.

“It’s like Thanksgiving at my house,” Baxter complained. He thought the point of the Nexus was that it transported you to a place where your fondest dreams are realized. Instead, it seemed like he was stuck in a bad “Odd Couple” rerun.



The first thing Doctor Browning noticed as she regained consciousness was that she was hungry. That was normal. What wasn’t normal was the fact that she was surrounded by a sea of flowing chocolate, on a marshmallow island with candy cane trees.

“Yummy!” She said, looking all around her. Browning dived into the chocolate surf, sucking down the chocolate as fast as she could.



Counselor Peterman turned around and grabbed at the nearest neck she could reach, hoping it was Captain Baxter’s. She was strangling something, but she couldn’t tell quite what it was, but it did feel good. Suddenly, she realized that what she was strangling was too fluffy to be Captain Baxter. Doctor Browning? No, it wasn’t her, either.

Suddenly the thing she was strangling made a loud squeaking noise, and began to speak in a muffled voice that sounded like a recording.

“I want to be your friend.”

“Yay!!” Peterman said, opening her eyes and realizing that she was in a room filled with toys, squeaky, fluffy, furry, happy, funny toys.

Peterman jumped on the daybed in the corner of the room and rolled around in a pile of stuffed animals, truly feeling as if she was in heaven.

The room was nauseatingly cute, everything done in fluffy pink and purple. It had a daybed, and a little table for putting on makeup and doing hair, and a huge closet full of beautiful, flowery sundresses. And, then, of course, there were stuffed animals as far as the eye could see.

“Kelly! It’s dinner time!” A woman’s voice called from outside the door.

“Ooooo!” Peterman shrieked, running out of the door and down the stairs.

The house was just like Peterman had seen on those old clips of mid twentieth century TV shows, it looked like it belonged on “Donna Reed” or “Leave it to Beaver.”

“Come on, Kelly, it’s your favorite–MEATLOAF!” the woman, who Peterman concluded was supposed to be her mother, said.

“Goody goody goody!” Peterman squealed, sitting down and looking at all the cute little table decorations.

“Where’s daddy?” Peterman asked, wolfing down the meatloaf.

“He’ll be back from work soon. He’s bringing you a present.”

“Yippee!” Peterman squealed again.

“Did you have a good day at school, Kelly?”

“Yeah, it was okay. Third grade is so hard,” Peterman said, impishly sticking out her lower lip. Wait a minute–she was twenty-eight years old. She wasn’t in third grade. Was she?

“Everything will be fine, precious, just eat your meatloaf. Daddy will be home soon.”

Suddenly the doorbell rung, to the nauseating tune of “Baby elephant walk.”

“Oh, that must be your present now.”

“I’ll get it!” Peterman cried, running for the door.

“Chew your food, young lady!” her mom called out after her.

Peterman opened the door. Outside on the porch stood a dark skinned, older-looking woman in a dark blue outfit, with long, flowing, black dreadlocked hair. She was holding a rope that was attached to something outside Peterman’s field of vision. “Well, hello Kelly. How are you?”

“You’re not a door to door salesman, are you?” Peterman asked.

“No, not exactly. You don’t know me, but your father sent me to give you this present. My name is Guinan.”

Peterman followed the rope Guinan was holding, jumping up and down when she realized what it was attached to.

“Yay! A horsey!” she shrieked, running out the door and jumping on top of it. “I love horseys!”

“I know you do. Now I think you have somewhere to go, Miss Kelly,” Guinan said, smiling.

“You’re right. I do. I have to get out of here.”

“Not until you finish your dinner, young lady!” the voice called from inside.

“I’ll take care of mom. Just go,” Guinan said.

Peterman simply responded by kicking the horse’s side gently and galloping away.

“Yee hah!” she said, goading the horse onward.



“The Sulani vessel is safely out of range of the ribbon, Commander,” Lt. Larkin noted, as the Aerostar streaked alongside the rumbling Nexus Ribbon.

“Excellent,” Richards said. “Lt. J’hana, release the tractor beam and tell them to hold position and wait for us.”

J’hana did as she was told. “They have acknowledged. They also thank us for all our help.”

“Tell them it was nothing,” Richards said sarcastically. “Helm, I want you to keep us within transporter range of the Nexus, no matter the risk. I want to make sure we’re there to rescue the Captain and the others in case they appear outside the ribbon.”

“Aye, Commander.”

“If they are in the Nexus and can have anything they want,” J’hana asked, “why don’t they just wish to get out of there?”

Richards thought long and hard. She had a good point.



The Kirk household had been quiet for several minutes. Kirk’s dog had fallen asleep on the floor in front of the fireplace, Kirk was occupied by the meal he was preparing, and Picard was absorbed in a crossword puzzle. That afforded Captain Baxter some time to consider his plight. Where was he? Why was he there? And what was he supposed to do? It had all become so unclear.

“What’s a seven letter word for ‘repulsive’?” Picard asked, finally breaking the silence.

“Romulan,” Kirk joked.

“Ha ha, quite amusing, Jim!” Picard said, chuckling and scratching the letters in with a pencil.

“I’m scrambling the eggs, is that okay, guys?” Kirk asked.

“Make it so!” Picard said, chuckling again.

“Jim!! I need you!” a voice called from the bedroom.

“Oh, Antonia. Whoops. I totally forgot.”

“Not that old bag again, Jim. Are you out of your mind? She’s completely wrong for you,” Picard looked back at Kirk from the couch.

“Stick to being a Captain, Jean-luc, you’d make a lousy marriage counselor.”

“That joke gets less and less funny the more you say it, Jim.”

“Well, it’s a hell of a lot funnier than that damn dom-jat story you insist on telling over and over again.”

“That is a wonderful story. There they were, Nausicaans, all around me, when suddenly, I felt something stab me in the back. I was in shock, of course, but I can remember…laughing!”

Kirk made a disgusted face. “Oh, brother.”

Suddenly there was a knock at the door.

“That must be our guests!” Kirk said, running for the door.

Baxter leaned forward to see who it was. As Kirk opened the door, Baxter felt that dizzying nausea of confusion return.

“Tolian, Guinan, how nice of you to join us!” Kirk exclaimed.

“Delightful!” Doctor Tolain Soran said, smiling.

“A pleasure!” Guinan continued. “And nice to see you, too,” Guinan said, her eyes fixing on Baxter.



FORTY-FIVE MINUTES LATER….



“So then I said, ‘You don’t know the first thing about how to play dom- jat.’ I also included some slight about his mother, I can’t remember exactly how that went,” Picard continued.

“When will it end?” Kirk said, his voice muffled by the napkin he had pressed over his mouth.

“Why? Why? Why?” Soran cried, his fingernails digging into the table the group sat around.

“Even El-Aurians have to get tired of listening sometimes. Right, Tolian?” Guinan said, looking a little peaked.

Meanwhile, Captain Baxter simply played with his food. What kind of fantasy was this? An insane one, that’s what kind, a voice in his head prodded.

“Excuse me,” Baxter said, suddenly getting up. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Up the stairs and to the right,” Kirk said, still covering his face with his napkin.

Baxter climbed the stairs and reached the top, still completely disoriented.

“Is that you, Jimmy?” a voice asked.

“SHUT UP, ANTONIA!” Baxter called out.

Baxter opened the door to the bathroom and walked in.

“Man,” he said, grabbing his nose. “Who didn’t flush?” It was then that he realized that he was in a horse barn.

“What is wrong with this FREAKING HOUSE???????” Baxter cried, realizing that the Nexus was much more like hell than heaven as far as he was concerned.



In the matter of an hour, Doctor Browning had engulfed the chocolate ocean, the marshmallow island, the candy cane trees, and some other things she wasn’t sure were edible, but that she ate anyway.

“Now what?” she asked. All around her was nothing but grass and mountains. Funny, she didn’t see those before. Nor did she see that log cabin. But she did recognize the smell of …what’s that? Scrambled eggs!

Browning took off running toward the familiar smell.



Captain Baxter sat himself down in a corner of the horse stable, trying to ignore the terrible smell of horse poop. What was he supposed to do? He knew he was there for a reason.

“Ho boy, slow down!” Counselor Peterman said, pulling her horse into the stable. “Good boy, stay!”

Baxter looked up. “Kelly?”

“Andy? I mean, Captain Baxter!” Peterman exclaimed.

The two hugged for a few minutes. Baxter once again became aware of beautiful the Counselor was.

“This is sooo weird!” Peterman said.

“Tell me about it. I thought I was going insane!”

Peterman stepped back a moment and seemed to be in deep thought. “Well, what the heck do we do now?”

“About what?” Baxter said, in a happy daze. He was so happy to see Counselor Peterman he couldn’t think of anything else.

“About Commander Conway!”

“Oh, yeah. We are here to find him, aren’t we?”

“Yes, what did you think I was talking about?”

“Oh, nothing.”



“Hello?” said Doctor Browning, peering inside the front door of the log cabin.

“Come in, come in. Have something to eat!” said Captain Kirk, motioning for the doctor to come in.

“Thanks. I have to admit, I’m starving!” Doctor Browning said, pulling up a chair at the dinner table. “MMMmmmmm….eggs, my favorite.”

“Help yourself, my dear,” Kirk said, smiling.

“Aahh, a blue uniform. Let me guesss…a doctor!” Captain Picard said with a sparkle in his eye. “Well, Tolian here is a Doctor as well.”

“Right,” Browning said, her mouth full. “Do you guys have any spices here? These eggs are a little bland.”

“I put plenty of dill,” Kirk said, appearing hurt.

“What it needs is thyme,” Browning said.

“My dear,” Soran began, “thyme is a predator. It’s stalking you right now. It is the fire in which we–” Soran stopped. There was something buzzing around him and it was driving him crazy. Finally, Soran clapped both his hands together around the fly, smooshing it and letting it fall to the table. “There. Stupid fly.”

“Doctor!” Picard exclaimed. “That’s disgusting.”

“There was a time I’d never hurt a fly…”

“Hey, mister, where’s the bathroom in this place?” Browning asked of Captain Kirk, who seemed to enjoy watching Picard and Soran bicker.

“It’s up the stairs and to the right, darling.”

“Thanks,” Browning said, standing up and putting her napkin down. “Breakfast was great.”

“I still think the eggs were a little dry,” Guinan said idly.

“Complain, complain, complain!” Kirk exclaimed. “If you think you can do better, be my guest!”

“That’s okay. Anyone else feel like some lemonade? I sure am thirsty!” Guinan said mirthfully.

“Love some,” Kirk said, still annoyed at Guinan.

“Wonderful!” Guinan said, snickering to herself. “I make the best lemonade this side of the Nexus!”

“What’s so great about it?” Kirk asked.

“Oh, I add a little something special,” Guinan said with an enigmatic wink.



“It’s a nice day out, isn’t it?” Peterman said, trying to muster up some sort of conversation.

Baxter floundered. They were alone in this horse stall, in the middle of the Nexus Ribbon, and all he wanted to do was make a little proverbial hay. Was that so wrong? Probably. Not for the first time, Baxter was glad his ship didn’t have an HR department on board to report to.

Suddenly there was a knock at the door.

“Come in!” Baxter and Peterman said in unison.

“Whew! Who forgot to flush? Oh, there you guys are,” Dr. Browning said, slipping in through the bathroom door.

“Doctor Browning!” Baxter said. “Great, we’re all together now. All we have to do is go get Commander Conway and we can get the hell out of this creepy place.”

“And how do we do that?” Peterman asked.

“I’ve been thinking. It’s actually pretty simple. All we have to do is wish we were with Commander Conway right now,” Baxter replied.

“Why would we do that?” Peterman asked.

“Come on, Kelly, we have to rescue him. It’s the only way.”

“But what if you don’t particularly want to be around him?” Browning questioned.

“Come on,” Baxter said, mounting a horse. “Let’s go. That’s an order.”

Peterman sighed. “Oh, well. I am getting kind of tired of hanging around this smelly barn.”

“I second that!” Browning said, heaving herself up onto another horse.

“Okay, then, let’s ride!” Baxter said, slapping the horse on the butt with the cowboy hat that seemed to conveniently appear in his hand. “Ay yi yiiiiii!” Baxter cried, riding off into the sunset.

“Come on, Janice, let’s get this overwith. Hi ho, Silver, awaaaaay!” Peterman said, following, with Doctor Browning close behind her.



Commander Conway had stacked heavy boxes for what seemed like an eternity. Now his job was to take empty boxes and crush them down. He wiped his hands together and got to work, smashing each box with his head.

“Hukkkkk…what are you doing?” a very familiar voice asked.

“What the hell?” Conway jumped. “Ensign Clemson? What are you doing here?”

“I’m not an ensign. I work here…ffft.”

“Of all the…” Conway said, continuing to smash boxes.

The woman Conway had talked to earlier, whose name he discovered was Carla, was sitting lazily on one of the counters, chatting on the phone. “Less talk, more box smashing!”

Conway grumbled and continued to work.

Suddenly, three people on horses galloped down the aisle, yipping and yelling in triumph, coming seemingly from out of nowhere.

They stopped outside the Electronics department.

Carla simply fell back behind the counter, keeping hold of the phone for dear life.

“Ffft,” Clemson said, staring at the three strange riders–who seemed quite reminiscent of the three riders of the apocalypse.

“Dave!” Captain Baxter shouted, dismounting. “I thought we’d never find you!”

Conway continued to smash boxes. “Who are you?”

“I’m your Captain, you idiot!”

“That seems…almost familiar…” Conway said. He continued to smash boxes.

“There has to be something we can do to make him believe us!” Peterman sighed.

“Look, it’s me, Captain Baxter, the overbearing jerk you’ve come to despise and disagree with at every turn. And look there–it’s Counselor Peterman, the thought of her dog makes you cringe. And Doctor Browning, she eats all the time! Don’t you remember us?”

“Whatever,” Conway said, putting the boxes under the counter.

“Come on, Dave! Think of all those great times we had on the Aerostar.”

“What great times?” Peterman asked.

“You’ve got me,” Dr. Browning said, shrugging.

“Shut up and let me handle this, will you?” Baxter said angrily. “Listen carefully David: We all serve together on a starship in space called the Aerostar. We’re a little lost on the other side of the galaxy. Presently, we are caught inside a peculiar spacial phenomenon known as the Nexus. Being in the Nexus is in effect like having any wish granted–like being inside joy. But it’s not real, it is all just an illusion. Trust me!”

“Sure, right, whatever you say Mr. Space Cadet,” Conway responded.

“Okay, if this is just normal old Wal-Mart, or whatever, explain this!” Baxter shouted. Suddenly two beautiful girls appeared, one on either side of him, looking lovingly into his eyes. “Why would two beautiful women hang around with a guy like me?”

“He has a point, Dave,” Peterman added helpfully.

“You could have paid them. It would have to be a lot of money, but it could have been done.”

Just then, Clemson walked up. “Fffffft. What’s going on, guys?”

Baxter seemed confused a moment. “Clemson?”

“That’s my name…hukkkkk…don’t wear it out.”

“Weird. Okay, Dave, if this is the real world, explain this!”

Baxter pointed at Clemson and made a shooting gesture with his thumb and forefinger, causing him to instantly disappear in a flash of light.

Conway seemed unimpressed. “Are you guys going to buy something or am I going to have to call security?”

“Fine, Conway, we’re leaving without you,” Baxter finally said.

“You do that,” Conway said, turning to see a woman bring her dog into the department. “Excuse me, madam, you can’t bring that dog in here.” Suddenly, something seemed to click inside Conway’s mind. “That dog…”

The dog was a golden retriever. And much like Charlie on the Aerostar, this dog had fire in its eyes.

The dog ran and jumped the counter, knocking Conway to the ground and gnawing into him.

“Get off me!” he screamed.

“Now do you remember?” Baxter asked, bending over Conway as the dog snarled and attacked.

“Yes, yes, I do. Aerostar…Charlie…you…Peterman…Browning… I remember everything!”

“We’re outta here!” Baxter said. Suddenly, a great hole in reality opened up, through which he Peterman and Browning dragged Conway, along with the dog.

The woman who had brought the dog in shrieked in terror. “Snaxie!!!! What happened to my dog????”

Moments later, the dog suddenly reappeared, looking none the worse for wear.

Meanwhile, Carla peered over the counter. “Is everything under control?” Clemson and Conway were gone. Where the heck did they go? And where were the horses and the three weird riders?

What was going on?

“Excuse me miss…” someone said from the other side of the counter.

Carla stood up and tried to straighten herself out. “Yes, how may I help you?”

The man was thin and older looking, and he had a large scar down one side of his face. “Yes, madam, I was wondering where the movie section was.”

“Back there,” she said, transfixed in his eyes.

“Thank you,” the man said, moving toward the back of the department.

Suddenly two other people walked up, one bald and one older-looking and a little chubby. Carla immediately recognized all three people, but dismissed the idea that they could really be who she thought they were.

The chubby one was holding up an action figure. “Can you believe this? It looks just like me!”

“Right, Jim. You wished you looked that good. If they really wanted to be accurate, they would have made the action figure with a little pot belly.”

“Funny. Well, they could have made yours with some hair.”

“Hey, I’m comfortable with my baldness. Unlike some other people…ahem?” Picard cleared his throat, nuding Kirk in the side.

“Screw you, Jean-luc. This is my real hair and you know it,” the chubby one said, pulling at his hair with all his might.

“Testy, testy. Now where did Tolian go to?”

“B-back there,” Carla said, still in shock.

“Miss!” the man with the scar said, walking back up to Carla’s counter. “I can’t find the tape I want.”

“Sorry.”

“Would you mind terribly looking in the back?”

“There aren’t any more in the back.”

“Are you sure? Perhaps you should check.”

“No, I can’t leave the department unsupervised.”

The man got directly in Carla’s face and looked at her as if he was peering into her soul. “We leave so many things unfinished. They say time is the fire in which we burn. Right now, Carla, my time is running out. Now I need you to find me that video tape.”

Carla seemed extremely shaken. “Right. Well, who will watch the department?”

Suddenly a woman in a huge hat stood up behind the counter adjacent to Carla’s. She was also wearing a blue Wal-Mart vest and a name tag that said “Guinan.”

“Hi, my name is Guinan. I tend the cash register…and I listen.”

Carla ran from the department screaming.

“Great, we’ll never find our video now,” Soran whined.

“Relax, guys, I have a copy right here!” Guinan said, producing a video tape from underneath the counter.

“You know,” Kirk said, “I liked the first six way better.”

“Rubbish,” Picard retorted. “My show ran seven seasons. As I recall, yours ran less than four.”

“Your first season was a little rough, but it got better later,” Guinan said as she plugged the tape in one of the display model VCRs.

“You two are impossible,” Kirk muttered. “I’ll never understand your generation.”



“Where the hell have you guys been?” Richards asked with confusion as Baxter, Conway, Peterman, and Browning appeared on the bridge, looking extremely disoriented.

“Don’t ask. It’s a long story,” Baxter said, heading for his readyroom. “Conway, you have the bridge.”

Commander Conway looked especially disoriented. “Yes, sir.”

“And what’s with that outfit, Commander?” Richards asked.

Conway looked down at his clothes. He was wearing his Starfleet uniform, but he still had the Wal-Mart vest on.

“Shut up and get back down to engineering,” Conway muttered bitterly.



Commander Conway grunted unhappily as he strolled down the corridor toward holodeck two. Captain Baxter had insisted that he see some new sort of program that he had developed, but Conway knew full well that this was just an excuse for some stupid surprise party, and Conway HATED surprise parties.

Suddenly an icy cold hand latched onto his wrist.

“I won’t forget what you did, you son of a bitch,” Lieutenant Hartley said coldly.

“What, the fact that I puked on you, or that I shot you with a phaser?” Conway replied smartly.

“Both. Just wait. You won’t know when, where, or how, but I will have my revenge.”

“Fat chance, Hartley. See you at the party.”

“What party?” Hartley asked innocently.

“You can’t fool me. I know the Captain’s been planning something.”

“Just remember, when you blow out that cake, you better wish for mercy, mister,” Hartley said angrily, stomping back into the transporter room.

Conway shrugged and continued down the corridor. Hartley didn’t scare him.

“Computer, recognize Conway, Commander David Arlen,” Conway announced to the holodeck computer.

“Acknowledged. There is a program already in progress.”

“I’m sure there is computer. Open the doors.”

The doors slid open to reveal the interior of a large building Conway found familiar. Baxter must have thought himself quite the joker. Wal-Mart indeed.

Conway vaguely wondered how the computer had a record of what the interior of a Wal-Mart looked like as he weaved his way past the checkout counters toward Electronics.

“Captain Baxter?”

He found Baxter in the Electronics department, leaning lazily against the cash register, decked out in a Wal-Mart uniform.

“Welcome to Wal-Mart, Commander. Happy Birthday.”

Conway looked around, hands on hips. “Cute, Captain. Real cute. I’m laughing my butt off.”

“I knew you would,” Baxter said, picking up a phone and tapping a few buttons. “Attention shoppers, blue light special in electronics.”

On that cue, the senior staff poured out of the aisles and out from behind rows of hanging clothes.

Lieutenant Larkin appeared behind the other cash register. “Happy Birthday, Commander. Is there something I can ring up for you?”

Conway glared at Baxter. “A big gun.”

“Now, Commander, I thought you’d be grateful for such a thoughtful gift. Hit the music, J’hana.”

J’hana sighed and pushed a button on one of the stereos on display.

R.E.M.’s “It’s the End of the World as We Know it(and I feel fine)” blared throughout the store.

“All very nice, Captain,” Conway sighed, watching as Browning and Richards jumped on the counter and started dancing.

Likewise, Gellar, Fresca, Hartley, and Ford, and Peterman were dancing around, making fools of themselves.

“So is this it? Can I go now?” Conway asked.

“No, not yet,” Baxter said, stepping out from behind the counter. “Wait until you see the piece de resistance!”

“Oh, brother,” Conway sighed.

Baxter knocked three times on a conspicuously large television box. “Come on out!”

The box suddenly ripped open, allowing none other than Rip Taylor to pop out.

The aging comedian laughed heartily, throwing confetti all over the place. “Hey, kids, it’s Uncle Rip! Are you guys ready to party? Let me tell you, this Commander Conway is a happening guy! He just happens to be an idiot! Hee hee!”

Conway looked to Captain Baxter. “Where did you find this guy, sir?”

Baxter laughed. “Oh, we brought him out of the Nexus. You’d be surprised what you’ll find lurking around in there.”

“I can only imagine,” Conway said, laughing along with Baxter. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.

“Checked out the lingerie department yet, Counselor?” Ford asked, nudging Peterman.

“Get away, you scummy freak!” Peterman said, pushing Ford aside.

Richards chuckled a bit as he took a slice of Conway’s cake for Dr. Browning. J’hana was watching Uncle Rip from a safe distance, arms folded.

“What’s the problem, J’hana? Don’t you like Uncle Rip?”

“I was just considering what the Captain will do with him once the party is over.”

Richards shrugged. “There’s an opening in stellar cartography. He can learn.”

“I want my cake!” Browning cried out.

“I’m coming, hon!” Richards said, sitting down next to Doctor Browning and watching her devour the cake.

Lt. Hartley had been working busily at the controls of the holodeck throughout the birthday celebration. Lt. Larkin noticed her peculiar behavior and walked over to see what the problem was.

“Lieutenant, why are you not joining in the festivities?”

“I’m just making a special present for Commander Conway, Lieutenant.”

“I see. How nice of you.”

Hartley snickered. “That’s just the kind of gal I am!”

Commander Conway was just making his way towards the exit. He had grown tiresome of the humorous comedy stylings of Rip Taylor, plus he was exhausted.

“Wait a minute, Commander, I haven’t given you my present yet!” Lt. Hartley said jubilantly.

“Uh-oh.” Conway suddenly became very nervous.

Lt. Hartley pushed a button, and suddenly the holodeck was crawling with hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of little golden retriever puppies, each with the fire of the seventh level of hell in their eyes.

Hartley laughed maniacally as she and the rest of the party goers evacuated the holodeck.

Conway waded through the sea of barking, yipping, snapping, evil puppies, desperately reaching for the exit. Lt. Hartley was standing there at the door, smiling.

“Happy Birthday, Commander,” Hartley said, setting the computer to close and lock the holodeck door.

The door closed with a woosh. Hartley laughed out loud as she heard the thud of Conway’s body hitting the door as he tried to escape.




No Trespassing

Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51318.4. In our continuing search for new power resources, we have come upon a planet near the periphery of Flarn space which may be of use to us. I’m hoping this find will signal a change in the poor luck we’ve had since getting to this miserable quadrant.



“You are looking at the remains of the abandoned Flarn science installation at Gribnar Four,” Lt. Larkin said, pointing at the graphic on the conference room screen.

“And you’re sure that Mirk’s information is correct?” Baxter questioned from the front of the conference table.

“He stakes his reputation on it, sir,” Larkin replied.

“What reputation?” J’hana asked, “The last time we listened to him, the ship became possessed by evil slime.”

“I agree with J’hana,” Conway said. “We should proceed with caution.”

“Let’s not cloud the issue here,” Baxter countered, “according to Commander Richards, the ship is drastically low on fuel, and if Mirk is correct, and this abandoned Flarn science station does contain intact generators…well I don’t see that we have any other choice than to go down and get them.”

“I agree,” Richards said. “It’s a risk we have to take.”

“At any rate,” Baxter continued, “We will arrive at Gribnar Four in approximately thirty minutes. Doctor Browning, what is your estimation of how long our life support resources will hold out?”

Browning had spent the last ten minutes wolfing down scrambled eggs and pancakes. She made no attempt to answer the Captain, which seemed to anger him intensely.

“Doctor Browning, this is a meeting, not a breakfast buffet!”

Browning tried to swallow and respond, but seemed to get something caught up in her throat. Her eyes bulged out and she began to make gasping noises, flapping her arms around wildly.

Baxter covered his face in annoyance. “Someone help her.”

Richards jumped to the Doctor’s side and began administering the Heimlich maneuver. “I gotcha, everything’s going to be fine.”

Finally, there was a loud pop as Browning heaved a large chunk of half digested pancake out of her mouth.

Unfortunately, Lt. Larkin was directly in its path.

The android paused a moment, trying to comprehend this latest event.

“Are you all right, Doctor?” Larkin finally said, wiping the pancake from her face.

Browning looked up at Richards, whose arms were still around her. “I’m just great. Now for some Jell-O!!!!”

Baxter turned to Larkin. “All right, if Dr. Browning is finished, why don’t you take a few people down to the planet and investigate.”



The away team, consisting of Lt. J’hana, Lt. Larkin, Ensign Zachary Ford, and Ensign Ned Clemson from engineering, materialized in a dimly lit room.

Lt. J’hana immediately noticed the smell of fetid, rotting meat.

“What the heck is that smell?” she asked, switching on her wrist beacon.

Larkin had immediately withdrawn her tricorder. “I am reading no life signs in this facility. However, I do read several bodies in the area.”

J’hana’s wrist light scanned around the room, finally arriving at a body.

Larkin approached the mass and scanned it with her tricorder. “It is definitely Flarn, however, as far as I can tell, it has been severely mutilated.”

“By what?” Ford asked nervously, drawing his phaser.

“I am not certain. The readings seem to indicate his cardiac cavity was ripped open and his circulatory organ was removed.”

“Something ripped his heart out,” Ford translated.

“Correct.”

“I say we find the damn generator and get out of here,” J’hana said.

“Aaaah!” Ensign Clemson cried.

Everyone jumped at the sound of the ensign’s cry and turned around to see what the problem was.

They all breathed a sigh of relief to see that the ensign had shrieked due to the fact that he had his wrist beacon on backwards, and when he switched it on, its bright light hit him directly in the face.

“I’m blind, fffffffft, blind!” Clemson muttered, stumbling around.

Ford smacked Clemson on the back of the head with the back of his phaser. “Come on, butthead, let’s get a move on!”

Once Clemson had managed to get his wrist beacon facing the right direction, the away team moved out, led by Lt. Larkin.

“I believe there is a faint power signal coming from this direction. It may be the generator we seek.”

“Then again…” J’hana said, following Larkin, “it may be a giant, venomous beast.”

“What’s the likelihood of that?” Ford asked from the rear of the line, just behind Ensign Clemson.

“Yeah, hukkkkkkkkk.” Clemson giggled.

Larkin stared confusedly at the readings on her tricorder. “Hmmm. Very strange. The tricorder indicates that the power signature should be in this area, but now I am having trouble getting a fix on it.”

“Baxter to Larkin,” Larkin’s comm badge chirped.

“Larkin here, go ahead,” Larkin replied, looking up from her tricorder.

“We just got a call from the Sulani government. It seems they want to thank us for saving that vessel of theirs awhile back. They’re talking a ceremony, a banquet. The whole nine yards.”

“Might it be possible to get them to help us out with our power concerns, Captain?” Larkin asked.

“I don’t know. Just in case, you guys better go ahead and keep snooping around down there. We’ll be back in a few hours.”

“Sir, are you sure that is wise?” Larkin asked. “We are still not sure what the Flarn scientists were working on down here.”

“I’ll ask the Sulani President when we get there. Maybe he’ll be able to shed some light on it. We’ve really got to go, we’re going to be late. Good luck, guys! Bye!”

“Hmm,” Larkin said, returning to her scans.

“This sucks,” Ford said. “I want to be at that banquet.”

“I do not believe that they would just leave us here!” J’hana said, smashing her fist into a wall.

“Lieutenant,” Larkin began, “Nothing will be solved by overreacting. I am sure that the Aerostar will be back for us as soon as they possibly can.”

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Ford said, waving his phaser back and forth in front of him.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” Ensign Clemson whined.

The away team stopped dead in their tracks.

“Very well, Ensign. The tricorder indicates that there is some kind of drainage reservoir ten meters in that direction,” Lieutenant Larkin said, pointing to her left.

Ensign Clemson padded off in the direction that Larkin had indicated, whistling a happy tune.

“Don’t fall in, Ned!” Ford said, laughing.

“Ffft. Funny,” Clemson responded from the other room.

“Man what a loser,” Ford muttered.



Ensign Clemson had been urinating for several minutes. Larkin, J’hana, and Ford sat around idly waiting for him to finish, entertained by the relentless sound of trickling, yawning, burping, coughing, giggling, and whistling.

“Will he ever finish?” Ford asked, checking the power level on his phaser for the fifteenth time.

“Come on, Clemson, MOVE IT!” J’hana growled impatiently.

“Hukkkkk, coming,” Clemson said, the trickling sound suddenly stopping, followed up by the sound of zipping.

“Hmmmm, how strange…” Lt. Larkin said, staring intently at her tricorder. “The odd power readings have returned.”

Ford rolled his eyes. “Whoop-dee-doo!”

Suddenly there was a loud, piercing, almost woman-like scream from the other room. “HUKKKKKKKK, HELPPPPP!”

“What now?” Ford complained.

“Come on!” J’hana shouted, drawing her phaser and pointing her wrist beacon in front of her.

J’hana immediately located Ensign Clemson due to the fact that he was madly waving his wrist beacon about the walls of the large, cavernous, sewerlike room.

Once J’hana had leveled her beacon in his direction, the away team stopped dead in their tracks.

“Holy crap,” Ford said in disbelief.

“Zztann,” J’hana cursed in Andorian.

“Hmmmm,” Larkin noted.

Ensign Clemson was in the clutches of an eight meter tall four armed monster, and it did not look happy.

“Indeed, this explains a lot,” said Larkin. “The Flarn must have been developing some sort of organic killing machine. A Frakenstein monster of sorts.”

“What should we do?” asked J’hana, as the monster toyed with Ensign Clemson’s body like a kitten with a chew toy.

“Get the hell out of here, that’s what,” responded Ford.

“Excellent suggestion,” Larkin replied.

“No. We will destroy it,” J’hana said.

While the away team chatted, Clemson was being ripped limb from limb.

“Aaaaahhhhh! FFFffffffft! Fffffftttttt! Hugkkkkkkkkk!” Clemson screamed.

“As second officer, I do outrank you,” Larkin retorted.

“That may be, but I have a phaser and I’m going to take that alien down whether you like it or not.” J’hana said.

“Help!” Clemson said. The alien was now bouncing him like a basketball.

Ford had turned away from the two arguing Lieutenants to watch the alien kill Ensign Clemson, something he found more entertaining. “Man, that guy just will not die.”

The alien was now running Clemson through a meat grinder. The ensign pulled himself out, hanging over the edge. “Help! Fffffft!!”

“Weapons do not dictate authority, Lieutenant,” Larkin argued.

“I’ll show you what you can do with your authority, Larkin,” J’hana responded.

“Ooo, that had to hurt.” Ford said, watching as the alien stretched and kneaded Clemson’s body.

“I’m this close to beating the crap out of you,” J’hana said, fuming at Larkin.

“I will remind you, Lieutenant, that my body is made up of a composite duranium polyalloy and can be subjected to a great deal of stress before buckling.”

“I’ll subject you to something, you robotic bitch!”

“Would ya look at that,” Ford gasped, astonished at the alien.

“This meaningless conversation will get us nowhere, Lieutenant. I suggest we pool our efforts in helping Ensign Clemson.”

“Woah,” Ford said. “How much punishment can the human body take?”

Suddenly the alien laid Clemson over his knee and cracked him in half.

“That much, I guess.”

Ensign Clemson’s body snapped in two like a dry twig.

“Well, guys, you might as well stop arguing. It’s a moot point. Clemson’s dead,” Ford said flatly, staring at the body of Ensign Clemson.

Larkin stared at the body, then up to the alien who hovered over it. “I tend to agree with your hypothesis, Mr. Ford.”

“ENOUGH!” J’hana shouted, charging at the alien, wildly firing her phaser.

“Lieutenant!” Larkin said sharply. “Come back here!” the android gave up trying to dissuade J’hana and ran to her aid.

“I’ll cover your rear!” Ford shouted, staying as far away from the fray as he possibly could.

Realizing that phasers were having no effect, J’hana lept up on top of the alien, trying to ride it like a cowboy.

“LIEUTENANT!!!” Larkin shouted, unable to get the attention of her subordinate.

The android took careful aim, making sure her phaser was on the correct setting and began firing.

“Watch where you’re firing that thing, Larkin!” J’hana shouted, hanging on for dear life.

The alien reared its hook-shaped head and attempted to buck the tenacious Andorian.

“Woah!!!” J’hana croaked, starting to feel disoriented from all the dizzying movement.

“Of course. Why did I not think of it sooner?” Larkin suddenly said, holstering her phaser.

“What the heck are you doing?” J’hana cried, starting to feel nauseous.

Larkin pulled out her tricorder and began to take thorough readings. “Hmmm. How odd. Exactly as I thought.”

Larkin paced for a moment, a behavior she had picked up through careful observation of many humans, not the least of which her former Captain, Alexander Rydell.

Larkin was stirred from her musings by J’hana’s body flying through the air. The Andorian slammed painfully against a column, sliding down to the ground.

“Are you okay?” Larkin asked, approaching the security officer.

“Yes. I am fi-” J’hana’s eyes suddenly focused on the sparking piece of circuitry that dangled in front of them. Dangling loosely by one wire was one of her antennae.

J’hana just sat there, transfixed on her broken antenna. “Whoops.”

Larkin studied the antenna carefully. “Hmm. It is made up of a polysynthetic fiber that is joined with very complex neurosynaptic circuitry. It is designed to interpret incoming sensory input and relay it directly to your brain.”

“I know that, you stupid robot. And now it’s ruined. Do you know how much trouble my parents went through to get me that false antenna? Do you know how unspeakable it is for an Andorian to be born with one antenna? Can you imagine the dishonor?”

Larkin stopped a moment and seemed to consider the questions. “Indeed, you must have had a very difficult childhood.”

“Yes. It is something I have tried very hard to forget!”

“Hey, guys!” Ford shouted in the distance. “That thing is eyeing you! Get out of there!”

The hulking alien loomed over Larkin and J’hana, looking from one to the other.

“By the hive mother,” J’hana said, staring up from her spot on the floor.

“Do not worry, Lieutenant. I will handle this.” Larkin suddenly rushed the alien and grabbed its leg, pulling with all her might. The alien waved its arms madly, tipping backward.

“Good going, Larkin,” J’hana said, picking herself up, and trying to bend her antenna back to its former shape. She only halfway succeeded; the antenna was still somewhat cockeyed. “Now let’s get the hell out of here.”

“At this juncture I would indeed concur,” Larkin said, breaking into a run.

Larkin and J’hana flew by Ensign Ford, who still seemed somewhat in shock. He soon came to his senses and turned on a heel. “WAIT FOR ME, GUYS!”



Several hours later, Lt. J’hana and Lt. Larkin came to a stop in an alcove. The station’s corridors seemed to stretch for kilometers.

Lt. Larkin studied her tricorder. “The creature is less than one hundred meters away and closing.”

J’hana was exhausted, trying desperately to catch her breath. “How much longer can we run away from that thing?”

“I can continue running at full speed uninterrupted for one point five months before my internal power supply gives out,” Larkin replied.

“Oh, great,” J’hana said, still gasping. “Then you can carry me.”

“We will just have to hold out until the Aerostar returns,” Larkin observed, continuing to run.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51319.1. Well, the banquet was an unprecedented success. Commander Conway was unusually polite and Dr. Browning went through the whole affair without one belch. Afterwards, I had a very interesting meeting with the Sulani President, who tells me the Sulani have indeed studied Gribnar Four. How the heck was I supposed to know that Gribnar Four was where the Flarn attempt to build the perfect killing machine, and that experiment had gone horribly awry? At any rate, we’ve set a course at Warp Nine to return to the base and rescue our crew members, if they’re still alive. Oh, and on a happier note, before leaving, the Sulani President was nice enough to donate us some fuel which just so happens to be compatible with our own. Well, that’s one problem solved, eh?



“We’re gonna die, we are going to DIE!” Ford cried, rocking in a fetal position like a baby.

“Take your death like a man, you weenie human,” J’hana grunted.

They, along with Larkin, had found an air duct to hide in, and they had done so for the last few hours. Even though the creature had not yet found them, something made J’hana think that it was just toying with them.

“Hmmm,” Larkin said, staring at her tricorder.

“I hate it when she says that.” J’hana grumbled.

“To coin a human phrase, ‘nice knowing you’,” Larkin said emotionlessly, watching as the blip representing the alien creature closed in on them.

Ford and J’hana screamed as the alien popped its head up through the air duct, snarling and dripping acid-saliva all over the metal grating of the duct.

“God help us!” Ford cried, when suddenly they felt the familiar dissolving feeling associated with transporting.

The alien’s huge head lunged for them, but it was too late. They were gone, and he was once again, pitifully, alone.

The poor creature let his head down on the air duct’s surface and wept. Back to the endless hours of working on the garden all day by himself.



“Welcome back,” Commander Conway said warmly, as two medtechs dragged Ensign Clemson’s body off the transporter pad and Larkin, Ford, and J’hana stepped down.

“Screw you,” J’hana snarled, limping out of the transporter room and making a bee-line for her quarters.

“What, you didn’t have a good time?” Conway asked, looking from Ford to Larkin.

“We did not find the generators. However, we did find an extremely unfriendly bio-genetically engineered creature.”

“Well, you know what they say, ‘new life, new civilizations…’” Conway said with a grin, leading Larkin and Ford out of the transporter room.

“This new life was anything but civilized,” Larkin corrected.

“Hope you had a nice time at the banquet, Commander,” Ford muttered. “I’m going down to Mirk’s to get a nice strong drink.”

“Commander, do you think the Captain will want to perform the usual ceremony for Ensign Clemson?”

“Undoubtedly,” Conway muttered, stepping into the waiting turbolift. “He feels it helps the crew gel together.”

“Judging by the crew’s response to the last few ceremonies, I find that conclusion erroneous.”

“Tell him that,” Conway muttered as the turbolift doors closed.



“Well, then, without further ado, I will proceed to the next part of the service…” Baxter said, looking out at the audience gathered in the Aerostar’s cargo bay.

The audience made a collective sigh.

“To properly celebrate death, I believe we should celebrate life as well.” There were a couple of moments of silence.

“Here we go again,” Counselor Peterman sighed.

“Up with the music!” Baxter cried, looking to Larkin, who obediently hit the proper controls on the cargo bay’s computer panel.

Suddenly, loud, funky disco music filled the room, as a glittering disco ball descended from the ceiling.

The casket carrying Ensign Clemson’s body began to rise from the floor on a graviton field, turning in time with the disco ball.

“Care to dance, Counselor?” Baxter asked, swaggering over to Peterman and beginning to do the John Travolta move from “Saturday Night Fever.”

“I guess so,” Peterman said, as she was whisked away on the dance floor.

“This is totally irreverent,” J’hana said with a frown. “We have completely destroyed the solemness of this person’s death.”

“Remember who we’re talking about, J’hana!” Richards said. “It wasn’t as if someone important died!”

J’hana finally smiled, hoping no one noticed that she had a sparkling new replacement antenna screwed on top of her head. “I guess you are right. You should have seen him getting killed. It was quite awe-inspiring.”

Richards chuckled. “It must have been quite a sight.”

Ensign Ford stuck his head in between Richards and J’hana. “Almost as great a sight as J’hana’s-”

Suddenly a hand grabbed onto his neck and hoisted him up in the air.

“My what?” J’hana asked, staring up at Ford and clenching her fist around his neck.

“J’hana’s sparkling personality,” Ford said nervously.

J’hana let the panicked Ensign drop. “Yes, well, I am who I am and that’s all who I am.”

“Profound,” Richards noticed, taking Dr. Browning’s hand and whisking her away.

J’hana stared down into Ford’s eyes. “You will tell no one what you saw down on that planet, do you understand, Ford?”

“Y-yes ma’am.”

“Very well. Now then. I believe it is our duty as responsible crew members to break it down and boogie.”

With that, Lt. J’hana grabbed Commander Conway from the sidelines of the dance floor and dragged him into a furious tango that put the other dancers to shame.

Meanwhile, Ensign Clemson’s body was beamed out into space, to join the many other inert and nameless atoms that hung around for absolutely no reason.

And the Aerostar just kept on going.




Penguine Dreams and Stranger Things

Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51400.6. We have been traveling through an expanse of uninhabited space for weeks, with no apparent end in sight. I think the stress of our predicament is finally getting to the crew, and the reality of our plight is starting to sink in. The boredom of the last few weeks hasn’t helped any, either. Personally, I’m keeping myself occupied with a certain Counselor. Tonight is our big dinner date. Wish me luck!



“How could you do that, you big stupid jerk!” Peterman shouted, getting up and throwing her napkin in Captain Baxter’s face.

“Shhhh…Counselor, everyone can hear you,” Baxter whispered. The occupants of the Starlight Lounge had begun to stare.

“I don’t care what any of them think. Thank you for a totally screwed up evening!”

“I’m-” Baxter said, watching Peterman stomp out of the room, the doors closing behind her. “-sorry.”

At least Baxter could appreciate how good she looked in that tight, black velvet dress.

“Great job, there,” Mirk said, approaching Captain Baxter with a towel, wiping off the table. “And I thought Starfleet Captains were supposed to be ladykillers.”

“I’m thinking of one I’d like to kill right now,” Baxter grimaced, standing up. “Your chicken needs work, Mirk.”

“Hey, I do what I can,” Mirk said, shrugging.



LOOK OUT BELOW!



“Come here, Mirk!” Lt. Hartley demanded.

“A bartender’s job is never done,” Mirk sighed, walking up to Hartley’s table. “What do you need?”

“I want some real alchohol. This Ferengi swill is doing nothing for me.”

Mirk looked Hartley up and down, she was draped casually in her chair, facing one of the large viewports. She seemed to be in a severe syntheholic stupor.

“It looks like it’s working fine.”

Hartley stood up combatively, glaring hard at the bartender. She had to cock her head upwards to be able to do so. “Listen, smartypants, I want some hard liquor-now!”

“Okay, okay.” Mirk said, starting to get really annoyed. “But you have to go with me down to the cellar.”

“What’s the matter? Scared?”

“You heard me, Hartley.”

“Fine, whatever it takes, I’m getting drunk!”



The long turbolift ride down to deck thirty-two was starting to get to Lt. Hartley. “So what’s the big deal about deck thirty- two, anyway?”

“Well,” Mirk began, “nobody has ever been down there. I’ve heard stories about that place around the lounge that would curdle milk.”

“If no one’s been down there, how do they know about what’s down there?”

“They don’t, they’re just stories.”

“Exactly.”

“My people have always been supersticious, Lieutenant, and for good reason. When you’re beaten, tortured, and enslaved for generations, you need something to hold on to.”

“That’s stupid.”

“That’s what they said about Judaism and Christianity.”

Hartley thought about that for a moment. “Listen, Mirk, this is a damn cellar, not some religious Mecca.”

“Maybe.”

Hartley just rolled her eyes.

The turbolift came to a soft stop, its doors opening onto a long corridor.

“Here we are,” Mirk said eerily.

“Let’s just get this overwith,” Hartley replied looking around the dimly lit companionway.

Mirk reached the end of the corridor and pressed his palm to the panel beside the door. “Recognize Mirk, bartender, authorization Delta three two nine.”

“Authorization accepted,” the computer said.

As the huge double doors began to part, Hartley felt a cold chill run up her spine. Maybe she could have done without the liquor.

Mirk flipped on his wrist beacon and began scanning around the massive bay.

The bartender’s beacon revealed rows and rows of shelving, carrying all sorts of different supplies. For almost an hour, Mirk and Hartley searched the huge warehouse for the desired liquor.

“Here we go,” Mirk said, his light falling upon a shelf that held rows and rows of bottles. “I knew it was down here somewhere.”

“Let’s just get it and go,” Hartley said with a bit of fright in her voice.

“What the matter, scared?” Mirk said, now starting to delight in the lieutenant’s fear.

“No, I’m just in a hurry.”

“Ha ha ha. All we have to do now is find an antigrav lift to cart all this stuff back with.”

“Okay, go find one. I’ll stay here.”

“Suit yourself. I have the palm beacon,” Mirk said, laughing as he walked away.

Hartley took a seat on one of the shelves, impatiently rapping her fingers on the metal, waiting for Mirk to return.

Suddenly Hartley heard a scream from the darkness.

“Mirk?” she asked, beginning to feel uneasy. No answer.

“Mirk?” Nothing.

Should she go try to find Mirk or make for the exit as fast as she could?

She decided to, for once at least, appeal to her better judgment and try to find the bartender. After all, without him, how could she get back with the liquor?

Hartley cautiously made her way through the darkness, calling Mirk’s name. “Mirk! Mirk! Come on, this isn’t funny!!”

Slowly moving in Mirk’s direction, Hartley came upon an unusual smell. Was that smoke?

Before Hartley could make out exactly what the smell was, the floor suddenly seemed to drop out from under her, causing her to flail wildly through the air.

“Help!” she cried.

“Do not worry Lieutenant, I will catch you,” a familiar voice said.

Suddenly, two flat, seemingly flipper-shaped objects seemed to stop her fall. “What the-” Hartley said, looking up.

“AAAAAAAAAAAHHHH!” Hartley screamed, staring right into the face of a giant penguin. The transporter chief ran as fast as she could, slamming into a wall and falling to the ground.

“Strange,” Lieutenant Larkin said. “I suppose she did not recognize me.”

“No wonder, you look like a freaking penguin,” Mirk said from behind her.

“Perhaps you are right, Mr. Mirk, but this costume is all part of a technique prescribed by Counselor Peterman.”

Mirk looked around the room, taking note of all the Penguin- shaped candles that burned, casting an eerie glow on the room.

“I guess those are prescribed by the Counselor as well?”

“Correct. I am attempting to meditate on the nature of the penguin that is in my soul–if I do in fact have a soul. I believe that penguins play an intricate part in my creation. I assume that is why I am constantly plagued with these strange ‘penguin dreams.’”

“Interesting theory, but how does an android meditate?”

“That is the question that has confounded me. I cannot seem to find that inner light that I am striving for. A crewmate of mine on the Secondprize came from a race that heavily believed in reincarnation. He believed that he could access his past lives, and in some cases, that was not an altogether good thing. Whether good or bad, however, the experieneces were beneficial to him in reaching feelings and emotions he did not know he had. I am attempting to reach the penguin that I am certain lies within me.”

“That’s fascinating. Can I get the heck out of here, now?”

“Huh?” Lt. Hartley said, getting up and scratching her head. “I’m not even drunk yet and already I have a headache.”

“Certainly, Mr. Mirk. The ladder is directly behind you.”

Mirk walked over to Lt. Hartley. “Come on, Lieutenant, it’s time to go.”

“What the heck is going on?”

“We accidently stumbled into Lt. Witzmann’s ‘Zen Room.’”

Hartley looked around at all the candles and penguin posters that lined the room. “This is way too wierd.”

“I agree,” Mirk said. “Let’s go.”

Mirk and Hartley quickly began to climb up the ladder, when suddenly one of the supports snapped, causing the ladder and its occupants to fall backward, right into Lieutenant Larkin.

In the process of falling, the ladder also knocked over one of the many candles in the room.

Unfortunately, the candle ignited the ornate penguin- decorated oriental rug that Larkin was using for her meditation.

“That is unfortunate,” Larkin, said, climbing out from under the ladder.

“How do we get out of here?” Hartley asked, picking herself up.

Mirk glanced over at the barrels that surrounded the room fearfully. “Hey, Larkin, do you know what’s in those containers?”

“I had never thought to check. Why, do you suppose there could be some sort of-”

As if to answer the android’s question, one of the barrels exploded violently.

“We must depart,” Larkin said, watching her wonderful Penguin temple go up in flames.

“I agree!” Hartley shouted, dropping into a fetal position.

In an attempt to control the flames, Larkin quickly ran over to one of the many twisting pipes that lined the bulkhead and ripped it off the wall. Water gushed from it, up into the air.



Meanwhile, Captain Baxter had just awaken. After returning to his quarters after his “incident” with Counselor Peterman, he had decided to collapse on his bed. Still feeling groggy, he stumbled into the bathroom to throw some cold water on his face.

When he activated the water control, there was only a brief buzzing noise. “Hmmm. That’s odd.”

“Warning. Malfunction in environmental conduit thirteen, water pressure critical,” the computer stated calmly.

“So what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Baxter’s question was answered when the sink exploded in a torrent of water that sent him reeling backward into the durable stainless steel towel rack that was bracketed to the bulkhead behind him. Had there been a towel on the rack, the injury to Baxter’s head would have been far less extreme.



Back in the bowels of the ship, the water suddenly stopped flowing before the fire had gone out.

“Sealing environmental conduit thirteen,” the computer said serenely. “Now initiating fire protocols.”

“What does that mean?” Mirk asked.

“The fire will be surrounded by an airtight field until it is put out,” Larkin said.

“Well, what if the fire has taken over the entire room?” Hartley asked fearfully.

“Then the room will be sealed off,” Larkin said matter -of-factly.

“Well, we are in the room!” Hartley said, starting to panic.

“Oh, that is correct, humans and Maloxians require oxygen. I am sorry.” Larkin said.

“SORRY?? SORRY??” Hartley screamed.

“Don’t worry, Megan, everything will be fine,” Mirk said, grabbing her and Larkin.

“You better not be doing this just to get a cheap feel,” Hartley said defiantly.

“Just wait,” Mirk said, starting to try and push himself upward. Nothing happened.

“I can’t breathe!” Hartley gasped.

“Hold on!” Mirk said, wondering why those wonderful flying powers hadn’t kicked in yet.

“What do you plan to do, Mr. Mirk?” Larkin asked. Mirk was wishing she would shut up, it was probably that damn heavy penguin suit that was weighing them down.

“Just think of a happy thought!” A voice said in Mirk’s head.

“What kind of happy thought should I think?” Mirk asked the voice.

“Something that makes you happy, how the hell should I know, I’m just a stupid voice,” the voice replied angrily.

“Oh,” Mirk replied, slowly conjuring a picture in his mind of the lovely Ensign Kessler draped on a giant heart-shaped bed.

Mirk, Hartley, and Larkin suddenly skyrocketed through the opening in the ceiling.

“What the hell?” Hartley screamed.

“Just shut up and hold on,” Mirk said, feeling a little ashamed, but nevertheless aroused.

The three crewmembers flew with accelerating speed through the cargo bay, approaching the door.

“Computer, emergency, open the door now!” Mirk yelled. There was only a buzz. The computer must be malfunctioning.

“COVER YOUR HEADS!” Mirk shouted, as the three crashed right through the door and down the corridor, landing in a heap in the turbolift.

“Deck ten,” Larkin said calmly, looking down at Mirk and Hartley. “I am sorry if my meditations caused you any inconvenience.”

“Don’t mention it,” Hartley said, losing conciousness.



Upon returning to the bar, Mirk went straight to the back room to find the first aid kit. He and Hartley were banged up quite a bit and he hoped that he could find some pain suppressants to help ease the suffering.

As he rooted through the contents of the back room, Mirk stumbled upon several cases of various alchoholic beverages. Funny, he had never thought to check there before.

“Hey, Hartley!” he shouted, carrying out the cases. “I found all the liquor you could ever want!”

Mirk set the cases down on the counter, just in time to encounter a series of beatings from the transporter chief.

“You mean we never had to go down there!” she shouted, pummeling him in the stomach.

“Sorry, here’s a bottle of Aldebran whiskey on the house.”

“Thanks!” Hartley said, grabbing the bottle, uncorking it and tossing the liquid back into her mouth.

“Where did Larkin go, anyway?” Mirk asked.

“Oh,” Hartley said between chugs. “She left. She said she was very sorry for the whole mess.”

“Yeah, I’m sure.” Mirk said, stepping back behind the bar.



GROWING PAINS



Suddenly, one of the doors to the Starlight Lounge wheezed open, revealing an extremely annoyed Doctor Browning.

All eyes were on Doctor Browning as she made her way to the bar and sat down beside Lt. Hartley.

Mirk seemed extremely scared. “Something….to…eat…Doctor?”

“BROCCOLI!” Browning screamed, bursting into tears and putting her head down on the counter.

Mirk patted Brown’s head understandingly. “You just tell Uncle Mirkie what’s wrong, hon.”

“I gained four pounds!” Browning cried.

“That’s not so bad. It’s definitely not fatal.”

“You don’t understand, I don’t ever gain weight! Something is wrong, terribly wrong.” Browning continued to sob.

“Hmmm. I guess that is…um…tragic.”

“Yes, yes it is.”

“Maybe it has something to do with being in the Delta Quadrant?”

“That’s what I suspect. But, it doesn’t matter why! I have to go on a diet now, or I’ll explode or something.”

“I’m sure you won’t explode,” Mirk said comfortingly.

“How do you know? Besides, I had my physical today, and it’s all in the official report, and there is a certain weight requirement for senior officers.”

“Tell that to Scotty,” Mirk laughed.

“ARRRRGH!!” Dr. Browning grunted, slamming a fist down on the bar.



“What a day,” Lt. Commander Richards said, unlocking the door to his quarters. All he wanted to do was sleep. He had spent three hours trying to take care of the fire on deck thirty-two. The fire had blown up ten barrels of brenium, which had caused all sorts of havoc–from buckled bulkheads to a malfunctioning water conduit system. He still had two teams working down there through the night.

Just as Richards hit his sheets, his door beeped.

“Ugggg. Come…” he murmurred.

Richards didn’t even look up to see who it was, he just heard muffled footsteps run to his bed and then felt something jump on top of him.

“Erg!” Richards said. “You’re crushing me!”

“That’s not funny!” Doctor Browning said. “I had my physical today, and found out I gained four pounds!”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I’m not. What am I going to do?”

“Beats me, don’t eat as much,” Richards said, now faced with the dilemma of whether or not to go to sleep.

“Well, I don’t want to go to that extreme. I’m having the chemistry lab do a bunch of research. I swear this to you, Christopher…I will never go hungry again!”

“Honey, I don’t want to scare you,” Richards said, sitting up. “But I’ve heard a LOT of bad things about the Chem lab.”

“I don’t care. If they don’t find a way for me to eat as much as I want to, then, by golly, I’ll find a way–even if it takes me the rest of this century.”

“Well, if that’s how you feel, honey, then I support you one hundred percent.”

“Great,” Browning said, standing up. “Let’s eat.”



The next morning, Doctor Browning stumbled into sickbay, extremely tired. She had tossed and turned the entire night before. Lt. Commander Richards had convinced her to have a light supper–told her that she would feel better if she didn’t pig out on junk food. She did as she was told and was plagued the entire night with nightmare upon nightmare, all in some way involving her being eaten by one of the four major food groups.

“Morning, Doc!” Nurse Bailey said happily.

“Cram it, Brenna,” Browning said, going straight for her office to get a cup of coffee.

Bailey just shrugged and continued her rhytmic oil rubdown of Ensign Ford.

“A little to the left, Nurse,” Ford said, his voice dripping with pleasure.

“Are you sure that the doctor on your last ship prescribed daily morning massages for you?” Bailey asked suspiciously.

“Of course. In her words, it is a matter of life or death.”

“Okay, well, I wouldn’t want you to die, but I don’t see what hot oil rubdowns have to do with life and d–”

“What the heck are you doing, Brenna?” Doctor Browning asked, returning to the main Sickbay area with a steaming cup of hot chocolate.

“I’m giving Ensign Ford his prescribed massage.” Jenkins explained.

Browning was fuming. “You’re pulling that crap with her now, are you?” She glared at the ensign. “Get the heck out of my sickbay, you perverted creep!” Browning followed Ford out the door and yelled down the corridor after him, “And don’t come back until you’re REALLY injured!!!”

The Chief Medical Officer glared at Bailey as she returned to Sickbay. “Don’t let him pull that crap with you, Brenna.”

Bailey just wiped off the medtable and began setting up the diagnostic equipment for the day. “I guess you’re right, doc.”

Browning just shook her head. “Any other cases yesterday that I should know about?”

“Well,” Bailey said. “Captain Baxter was knocked unconcious when a water conduit busted in his quarters, but we were able to patch him up.”

“Good to hear,” Browning said.

Just then, Browning’s communicator beeped. “Lt. Elton to Doctor Browning. We have completed tests on a new serum that is garanteed to return you to your former bouyance.”

“You mean I can eat whatever I want again?” Browning asked.

“That’s right, Doctor.”

“That’s wonderful news, Mr. Elton. I’ll be there in a flash!” Browning said, grabbing her labcoat and heading for the door.

The door parted before she reached it, admitting a badly injured looking Ensign. He was covered in blood and clutching his hand, which was wrapped in cloth.

“Doctor Browning! I was in engineering, and Ensign Sanchez accidently hit me with a phasertorch!”

“Oooo. That looks painful,” Browning said, still moving. “Nurse Bailey will help you.”

“Hi, what’s up?” Bailey asked as the ensign collapsed on the floor, losing conciousness from loss of blood.



“Here we go, Doc,” Lt. Elton said, handing a hypospray to Doctor Browning. “The secret to eternal life….HA HA HA H-oh, wait a minute, wrong hypospray. Here ya go, this is the diet one.” Elton sat the other hypo down, raking it into a drawer and slamming it shut. “That is something…else we’re working on. Anyway, enjoy!”

Browning seemed a little nervous. Did these guys really know what they were doing? Browning decided it was worth the risk to be able to eat regularly again, jamming the hypo into her arm.

“Thanks,” Doctor Browning said, setting the hypospray down and leaving.

“Don’t mention it!” Lt. Elton said mischievously. Once Browning was gone, he turned to one of his assistants. “Ensign Krantz, what did I tell you about leaving our other experiments lying around!” Elton said, slapping the ensign on the back of the head.

“What is going on here?” Lt. Ariel Tilleran, Chief Science Officer, asked, glaring at the two officers.

“Oh, nothing out of the ordinary,” Elton said, smiling broadly.

“Don’t lie to me!” Tilleran said, fuming. “You can’t lie to Betazoids!”

Elton and Krantz stopped laughing. “Oh,” Elton finally said. “Sorry. Well…um…”

“Save it,” Tilleran fumed, stomping back to her office.



Doctor Browning returned to sickbay, feeling extremely strange. She couldn’t quite tell what she was feeling, but she just passsed it off as reaction to the medicine. It was a relatively slow day, except for treating that ensign that had stumbled in earlier. He was in pretty bad shape, seeing as Bailey had accidently given him a huge dose of nitrous oxide instead of the standard dose of blood clotting agents. He laughed himself right into a coma, as a matter of fact.

“I’m leaving now, okay, Doc?” Bailey asked, peering into Dr. Brown’s office.

Browning didn’t even look up. “Sure, go ahead. See you tomorrow. Oh, any improvement in Ensign Dunbar?”

“Oh, the guy I accidently made comatose? He’s still in a coma. But at least he’s smiling.”

“At least,” Browning said, grimacing as Bailey left.

Dr. Browning spent the next hours silently finishing up on medical reports. When her shift ended, she switched off her desk monitor and left sickbay, just as Nurse Luntley came in to take over.



Dr. Browning made her way into Mirk’s place to test out the eating serum.

“How about a big bowl of Mirk’s special chili, Mirk?” Browning asked sitting down at the bar.

“S-sure thing, Doctor.” Mirk said, turning around and activating the replicator.

“What’s your problem, Mirk?” Browning asked, as the bartender shakily sat down her chili.

“Are you trying some new sort of makeup, Doctor?”

“No, why?”

“Well…” Mirk said, reaching below the bar and pulling out a mirror. “Look.”

Dr. Browning jumped back. She was blue.

“What the heck did they do to me?” she asked, stumbling over her chair, backing away from the mirror like it was going to attack her.

Ensign Ford was nearby and noticed the scene. “Oh, poor Doc Browning, Uncle Zack is here to help you,” Ford said, rushing toward Browning with arms outstretched.

When the Ensign tried to put his arms around the Doctor, he bounced off her, slamming up against the bulkhead and falling to the ground.

“What the hell?” Mirk said, astonished.

“This is really confusing!” Browning cried.

Lt. J’hana was just entering the lounge, and stared at Dr. Browning’s new complexion with satisfaction. “I like the new look, Doctor.”

“THIS ISN’T FUNNY!” Browning shouted. She turned to rush out of the lounge, but as soon as her foot hit the deck, it bounced up, sending her up toward the ceiling. Like a rubber ball, she hit the ceiling and bounced back on the floor, then back up to the ceiling. The doctor bounced right out the lounge doors, ricocheting down the long corridor toward the turbolift.

“Look out!” Mirk shouted down the corridor.

J’hana watched the doctor bounce down the corridor with horror. “J’hana to security. I need a team down on deck ten, section one, on the double.” That done, J’hana took off down the corridor.

“Careful, Lieutenant!” Mirk called out after her.

“What happened?” Ensign Ford said, rubbing his head. The rest of the occupants of Mirk’s lounge were expressing a similar sentiment.



Meanwhile, Commander Conway was just leaving the holodeck. “Ahh, nothing like a spin around the Nascar track to get the adrenaline pumping.”

“Look out!” he heard Lieutenant J’hana say. What was her problem? Conway turned to see the ship’s Chief Medical Officer tumbling down the corridor.

“Holy crap!” Conway yelled, diving for the deck.

The doctor touched down inches away from the first officer. Conway got up and caught his breath. “What the hell is going on, J’hana?”

“No time to explain!” J’hana cried, chasing after Browning.



Lt. Larkin was on her way down to engineering when the turbolift stopped on deck ten. The doors parted to reveal Lt. Hartley.

“Hello, Lieutenant,” Hartley said blandly.

Larkin looked past Hartley to see Doctor Browning bouncing toward them. Her massive CPU was not powerful enough to accurately process what was going on. However, her instinct program was set to preserve all human life, which in this case meant pushing Lt. Hartley out of the turbolift and into the bulkhead.

“Hey, what gives?” Hartley cried, picking herself up.

Suddenly Doctor Browning flew past her and into the turbolift, as the doors promptly closed.



When the tubolift finally reached deck twenty-four, Larkin had been pounded almost to a pulp.

“Urp…he..prrrrrrr…zztt…help…” Larkin fizzled.

Doctor Browning carreened out of the turbolift and flew toward the warp core.

“Janice?” Richards asked, looking up from the day’s warp core diagnostics. The doctor was bouncing right towards him and the warp core. She seemed to be changing colors too. At that moment she looked like a decorative fuschia. “Computer! Seal the warp core now! Authorization Richards Omega Three two three!”

Richards dived under the closing door, followed by the rest of the engineering staff. If Doctor Browning accidently hit the dilithium chamber, they’d all be dead.

Browning proceeded to bounce back and forth between the isolation door and the other side of engineering.

“Chris…help…me.! Chemistry…department…did…this…!” Browning managed to get out as she bounced back and forth.

“Those jerks! I told you not to go to them, honey!”

“SHUT…UP…AND…HELP…ME…!” Browning shouted with irritation.

“Right. Richards to Chemistry Department.”

“Elton here. What can I do for you?” Elton’s voice replied over the comm.

“My girlfriend is bouncing all over the place because of you, you bastard. What are you going to do about it?”

“Who?”

“Doctor Browning!”

“Oh. Her. Well, did you ever see the classic earth movie ‘Chitty Chitty Bang Bang’?”

“Yeah, what about it?”

“Well, we were trying to create flubber, and…well…”

“What about the color changing thing?”

“Did you ever see ‘Willie Wonka and the Chocolate Factory?’”

“ARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRGGGGGGGGH!” Richards shouted.



J’hana reached the turbolift, breathless. She met Lt. Hartley there, who looked extremely annoyed.

“What’s going on?” Hartley asked.

“No…time,” J’hana huffed. “Wait a minute… Lieutenant…come with me to the transporter room.”



“And that’s what happened,” J’hana said as she and Hartley approached the transporter room.

“Wierd. So what are we going to do?”

“I want you to locate Dr. Brown’s comm badge and transport her into the buffer.”

“If you say so.”

Hartley manipulated the controls for a few moments. “There, done.”



“What…are…you…going…to…do?” Browning asked, becoming extremely annoyed at the bouncing. She was starting to get a real headache.

“I’m thinking, I’m thinking.” Richards said.

Suddenly, Browning was engulfed in the blue glow of the transporter beam.

“What the…” Richards said. Engineering was once again quiet.



“Now what?” Hartley asked, watching the blinking indicator lights that showed one occupant present in the transporter buffer.

“Gee, I don’t know. Ummm…” J’hana replied.

“Okay, what’s going on?” Lt. Commander Richards said, running into the transporter room.

“Well, we have Doctor Browning in the buffer, all we have to do is fix whatever’s wrong with her,” J’hana said.

“Hmm,” Richards said, looking at the transporter controls. “This could be very tricky.” Richards played around with the controls a bit, until finally a satisfied smile spread across his face. “That should do it.”

Hartley ran her fingers up the panel, energizing the transporter.

Doctor Browning materialized, seeming a little shaken, but none the worse for wear. “Man, do I have a headache.”

“How do you feel?” Richards asked.

“Oh, fine, fine. I think.”

“Well, while you were churning around in the buffer, I think I put your metabolism back to normal, but I’m not sure.”

“I don’t care, I couldn’t possibly think of eating right now,” Browning said. “I’m really nauseous. All I want to do is go to bed.”

Richards’ eyes lit up at that as he helped her off the pad and out of the transporter room.

“I’m game for a drink, how about you, Hartley?” J’hana asked.

“Sure…no one’s going to be transported since we’re not near any planets anyway,” Hartley replied, leaving the transporter room.



CRASH COURSE



Commander Conway considered himself extremely lucky after barely escaping being crushed by Doctor Browning. He shuffled back to his quarters to change out of his Nascar jumpsuit and back into a uniform.

He had almost reached his door when Ensign Fresca burst out of the adjacent turbolift.

“Oh, there you are, Commander!”

“I’m not here,” Conway said, unlocking the door to his quarters.

“This is important. I need you!”

“I don’t care!” Conway shouted, disappearing within his quarters.

“Commander, I want you to teach me how to fly a runabout!”

“Go get Ford to teach you. I’m not interested.” Conway’s muffled voice said from inside the quarters.

“But you’re the best.”

At that, Conway stuck his head out briefly. “So what if I am?”

“Well, I want to learn from the best. Besides, there aren’t many other certified pilots on board to choose from. Ford is in Sickbay…”

“Well, that is good news.”

“…and Captain Baxter’s pilot license is temporarily suspended until he recovers from the concussion he got yesterday.”

“That’s great. The answer is still no.”

“Please, Commander!” Fresca pleaded.

“Okay, okay, stop whining and give me a minute to change into my uniform,” Conway muttered.



Meanwhile, back in the chemistry department, Lt. Elton was busy concocting a new formula.

“Ensign Krantz, will you hand me the–”

Suddenly, Lieutenant Commander Richards burst into the room. “So there you are, you girlfriend-bouncing bastard!”

“Mr. Richards, what can I do–” Elton was interrupted by Richards’ fist.

“How dare you play with my girlfriend’s genetic structure like that! You could have killed her and everyone on this ship.”

“I never touched your girlfriend!”

“I mean Doctor Browning!”

“Oh, her. That was a simple mistake.”

“I’ll give you a mistake you jerk!” Richards said, throwing Elton up against a row of shelves.

“Security!” Elton croaked, tapping his comm badge.

“J’hana here. What do you want?”

“Commander Richards is trying to kill me!”

“I heard what you did. Good for him!”

“Aaaaah!” Elton screamed, as the shelving collapsed down on him.

After all of the commotion, Lt. Tilleran marched out of her office. “Could you all be a little more quiet?”

“Sorry,” Richards said sheepishly. He usually didn’t have outbursts like this.

“Thanks,” she said, storming back into her office.

Suddenly, Lt. Elton rose up from the wreckage of the shelves, glowing brightly. “Ha ha ha. Stupid mortal fool. You do not know what you have done!”

Elton jumped right through the ceiling, laughing all the way.

“My God…” Richards said.

“He really did it,” Ensign Krantz said with disbelief. “Everyone at the Starfleet science division laughed–they didn’t think it was possible. But he really did it.”

“What the hell did he do?” Richards asked.

“He made a formula that would make him the most powerful human being in the galaxy, then went insane.”

Tilleran marched back out of her office. “I thought I told you guys to keep it down!!”

“Well,” Krantz corrected, “they knew the insanity part was possible.”



“Okay. First things first,” Conway said, sitting down at the runabout Washita’s right hand pilot’s chair. “Check all your sensor screens, make sure you have clearance from shuttle bay control, then check all the safety and auxilliary systems…”

Fresca sighed, becoming impatient. “Come on, Commander, I just want to fly!”

Conway grimaced as he activated the panel in front of him. “We’re doing this by the book or not at all. Understood?”

“Got it.”

“Now, begin the preflight check.”

“Uggggh!” Fresca said, pounding the commands in on her panel.

“Very good, now you can activate the thrusters.”

“Finally,” Fresca grumbled, hitting the thruster ignition.

“Runabout Washita, you are cleared for departure. Have a nice run around the block,” Heller announced over the comm.

“Whatever, Mr. Gellar, just open those doors.”

The shuttle doors parted slowly, letting the Washita plunge out into the depths of space.



Lt. Larkin ran over her diagnostic programming one more time while she was watching over the bridge’s night shift. Everything seemed to be in order, but she had to make extra sure, due to the heavy damage she had incurred during what was now dubbed “The Bouncing Browning Incident”.

As always, Lt. Commander Richards had done an exemplery job of fixing her, but he seemed a little hurried this time, saying he had an appointment with someone up in the Chemistry department. Larkin idly wondered why as she checked and rechecked her systems.

It was a quiet night and the bridge was very lightly staffed, with Lt. Gellar at tactical and Ensign Hill at helm.

Larkin noted with curiosity that Ensign Hill had been transferred to the helm position due to fraternization with some of the engineering crew. What a terrible way to end a career. And what with the suspect nature of the helm position, it could possibly be a terrible way to end a life.

“Report, Ensign Hill,” Larkin said as she considered these factors.

“I don’t know. We’re still flying through space. And Commander Conway is giving Ensign Fresca a piloting lesson,” she said, sounding extremely bored. “I don’t know much about helming.”

“Hmm. How interesting.”

“Lieutenant!” Gellar suddenly shouted from tactical.

“What is it, Mister Gellar?” Larkin asked.

“Something really strange is happening down in the Chemistry department. I just picked up a huge energy signature, and it’s heading this way.”

“Go to red alert,” Larkin stated calmly.

The red alert sirens blared as the bridge lighting subdued and was replaced with an eerie red glow.

Suddenly, Lt. Elton from the Chemistry department burst through the floor.

“Can I help you, Lieutenant?” Larkin asked, still calm.

“No!” he shouted with a thunderous voice.

“I’ll get him!” Ensign Hill shouted, rising from her chair.

“No, Ensign, it is too dangerous!” Larkin replied.

Elton merely laughed and grabbed Ensign Hill’s head, energy surging from his hands.

Hill’s head exploded in a hail of blood and brains.

“That is a court martial offense, Lieutenant,” Larkin said sternly as the headless body hit the floor.

“Yeah, well, so is this!” Elton said, grabbing the android, twisting her head around, and slamming her against the wall. Larkin hit the wall and slid to the ground, her eyes spinning as her systems failed one by one.

“Yikes!” Gellar cried, leaping for the turbolift and disappearing behind its doors just before a bolt of lightening from Elton’s fist could connect with him.

“Computer…localize all command functions to the bridge and lock them out under this password,” Elton said, tapping some buttons on the armrest of the command chair. “The Aerostar is mine for the taking!” Elton roared victoriously.



“Now, I want you to bank hard right, then come about and engage at full impulse,” Conway commanded.

Fresca yawned. “This is so boring.”

“Do you want to know the truth, Ensign?” Conway barked, annoyed. “You don’t know the least thing about flying a runabout. You’ve twice now almost hit an asteroid–and once you almost switched off life support and gravity!”

“Jeeze, you jerk, give me a chance.”

“I wouldn’t certify you to save my life.”

“Oh, yeah?” Fresca said defiantly.

Suddenly, through the viewport behind Conway, Fresca noticed the Aerostar turn.

“Commander, where is our ship going?”

“Be quiet. I’ll tell you another thing…”

“Commander!”

Conway turned around just in time to see the Aerostar engage into warp.

“Are you crazy, follow it!!” Conway barked.

“Yes, sir,” Fresca said, engaging the runabout’s engines.



Captain Baxter met Richards and Tilleran on his way down to engineering.

“Just what the hell happened, Chris?” Baxter asked, picking up step with Richards.

“Somehow the Chief Chemist, Lt. Elton, has attained god-like powers and taken total control of the ship.”

“Can we get control back?” Baxter asked.

“He’s locked all command functions out. We have to get up there to get control,” Richards said, looking at the display on the main control panel.

“What about the bridge crew?”

“Larkin is most likely out of commission and the others are probably dead.”

“Hi guys!” Lt. Gellar said proudly, erupting from the turbolift. “I made it out of the bridge alive!”

“Well that’s just dandy,” Baxter said. “But what do we do about the lunatic that’s still up there?”

“I have an idea, sir,” Lt. Tilleran said, approaching the display console. “Lt. Elton was under my command and I feel partially responsible.”

“Don’t feel that way,” Captain Baxter said reassuringly. “Feel completely responsible!”



“We have matched speed with them, Commander. But if they go any faster, we won’t be able to follow. We’re already at our maximum velocity.”

“Great, just great.” Conway griped, getting a cup of coffee out of the replicator. “I wonder where the hell they’re going. Try hailing them.”

“Aye, sir,” Fresca said, pressing some buttons on her panel.

“This is Captain Elton of the Starship Aerostar, how my I help you?”

“Who the hell are you?” Conway barked.

“Who the hell are you?” Elton returned.

“Commander David Conway, First Officer of the Aerostar.”

“You’re fired. Have a nice day.”

Conway seemed a little taken aback. “How dare he fire me. Just who does he think he is?”

“The Captain?” Fresca offered helpfully.

“Well he’s not. Whoever he is, he’s nuts and we’ve got to stop him. See if you can get a tractor on them.”

“At warp? Are you insane?”

“Do it.”

“Okay, Mr. Death Wish,” Fresca said, engaging the tractor beam.

A beam latched onto the Aerostar, as the tiny Washita bore back on the much larger starship.



“Woah,” Richards said, as the Aerostar shook almost impercieveably. He checked the master display. “A runabout has locked a tractor beam onto us.”

“A runabout?” Baxter asked.

“Yeah, Commander Conway was giving Ensign Fresca a flying lesson,” Gellar replied.

“That’s right. What the heck can they do to help us?”

“We’ll see,” Richards said, hopefully.

“Captain, I want to go up there and try to reason with him,” Lt. Tilleran said.

“You are kidding, aren’t you Lieutenant?”

“I never kid,” Tilleran responded, heading for the jefferies tube. “And how dare you accuse me of being incompetent!”

“I didn’t say anything!” Baxter waffled.

“But you thought it!”

Baxter clenched his fist. “Damned Betazoids.”

“Whatever we do, we’d better do it before Mr. Elton decides to turn off life support or something,” Richards suggested.

“Fine. Go, Tilleran. Gellar, you go with her,” Baxter commanded.

“Come on, spanky, you’ve got to be kidding,” Gellar said. “I already escaped that place once…and you want me to go back?”

“I’m not kidding, mister, and DON’T call me ‘spanky’!”

“Ow, I guess I just hit a sore spot.”

“GO!” Baxter shouted.

“Okay, okay, I’m going.”



“Shearing force on the tractor beam is about to tear our hull apart, Commander,” Fresca reported, as sparks showered from panels all around the Washita’s cockpit.

“Keep it on. Start slowing down; see if you can reign it in.”

“That is a Nebula class starship, sir! It has a cruising speed of warp nine point four.”

“Just do it.”

The runabout shook as it began to slow down.

“Tractor beam approaching critical!”

“Keep it on!” Conway shouted, making alterations to the inertial dampening field. “Trust me, Ensign.”

“Not likely, sir.”

Conway saw the Aerostar suddenly come to a dead stop.

“Sir, they’ve stopped!” Fresca cried.

“Damn. They must be trying to shake us off,” Conway replied, grabbing on to a support beam. “Hold on!”

The small runabout overshot the Aerostar, missing it by a fraction of an inch. The tractor beam stretched like a rubber band and jerked the runabout back toward the Aerostar.

“That was close!” Conway gasped.

“Sir, we’re heading back toward the ship!”

“Son of a–!” Conway said, hitting the deck as the Aerostar grew larger and larger on the viewport.



“Incoming!” Richards shouted. “Everyone hold on to something.

Everyone held on for dear life as the runabout clanged against the starship’s hull.

The Aerostar lurched violently as the inertial dampeners made a frantic attempt to stabilize it.



“Stop this insanity, Mr. Elton!” Tilleran shouted, climbing out of the jefferies tube.

“Go away.”

“I’m not going away. I’m your commanding officer, and I demand that you release control of this ship.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then I’ll tell everyone on board about your teddy.”

“NOoooooooooooooooooooooooooooo!” Elton shouted.

“Hit him now, Brian, while he’s weak!”

Gellar withdrew his phaser. “Gladly.”

Lt. Elton fell back against the bulkhead as Gellar shot at him, his phaser on maximum stun.

“Increase power on your phaser, Gellar!” Tilleran shouted.

Gellar did so, and finally Elton was knocked unconcious.

“Whew,” Gellar said, sitting down at the seat normally occupied by Counselor Peterman.

“I’m glad that’s over. Let’s get him down to the brig, quick.”

“What about the command functions?”

“Oh. He passworded them. No problem. Computer, release command lockout. Password: Fluffykins.” Tilleran said. “You’ll find, Mister Gellar, that being a Betazoid is quite helpful sometimes,” Tilleran added, grabbing each of Elton’s arms and dragging the fallen officer into the turbolift.

“Obviously,” Gellar replied, grabbing Elton’s feet.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. The last couple of days have been hell. I guess that tired cliche about being careful of what you wish for has some merit after all. The damage that both Mr. Mirk, Dr. Browning and Mr. Elton have done is being slowly cleaned up. And thanks to Elton, Lt. Larkin is back in the shop. Mr. Richards promises me that she’ll be up and running by tomorrow’s night shift. Note for personal log: Counselor Peterman is still not talking to me.



Commander Conway lurched out of the Washita, cradling his banged up arm.

“Your flying needs a lot of work, Ensign,” he remarked, leaving the shuttle bay. Behind him, crews began to work on the badly banged up runabout.

“Come on, I wasn’t that bad!” Fresca said, chasing after him.

“Oh no? Come on, you and I both know you’re never going to be an ace pilot.”

“Maybe not, but who would you rather have piloting in an emergency? Me or Captain Baxter?”

“Good point.”



“You really think she’s that good?” Baxter asked Conway as he studied the report on his desk.

“Well, let’s just say she’ll do in a pinch. And we do need as many certified pilots as we can get.”

“Okay, fine. I’ll sign the certification.”

“What about the Elton matter?” Conway asked. “How are we punishing him?”

“Well, Dr. Browning and Lt. Tilleran say that he’s completely back to normal. After a little counseling he’ll be fine. I picked a punishment that I think perfectly fits the crime.”



“I guess you got off easy,” Ensign Krantz said, stooping down to help Elton pick the pieces of Ensign Hill’s head up off the bridge carpet.

“Shut up!” Elton screamed. “I hate brain detail. I guess I did kind of get off easy, though. And is it just me, or does Lt. Tilleran have a thing for me?”

“Stranger things, sir,” Ensign Krantz replied. “Stranger things.”



THE DATING GAME



“Good Morning, Captain!” Mirk said as Captain Baxter walked into the Starlight Lounge.

“What’s so good about it?”

“Still depressed about the Counselor?”

“No, I’m having a bad hair day. Of course I am! Does it show?”

Mirk laughed. “Like a bad toupee. What happened anyway?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, Mirk.”

“Why don’t you try me?”

Baxter hopped up on a barstool and leaned forward as Mirk poured him a tall, cool glass of grapefruit juice. “Well, I guess it all started when I asked Counselor Peterman out for dinner the other night…”



“This is so boring,” Counselor Peterman sighed, sitting back in her chair on the bridge and sighing. “There’s nothing to do around here!”

“I know how you feel,” Baxter said, watching the viewscreen with distaste. “You’re going off duty soon, aren’t you, Counselor?” Man, was he sly. She’d never see the date request coming from this angle.

“Yeah, in fifteen minutes. Why?”

“Well, I thought you might join me at Mirk’s for dinner.”

“Just me?”

“It’s no big thing,” Baxter laughed nervously. “Just a quiet meal.”

Peterman smiled. “That sounds good. How about 1900 hours?”

“Sounds perfect. I’ll pick you up at your quarters.”

“Great. Can I have off early to get ready?”

“Sure,” Baxter said, and before he knew it, she was gone. Baxter smiled, mentally patting himself on the back. That Peterman really liked him. As long as he didn’t mess anything up, it was a sure thing.



Baxter showed up at Peterman’s door at 1845, with a huge boquet of flowers and a giant raw porkchop.

Cautiously, he rang the buzzer.

“Come on in,” Petersman’s voice said over the comm.

The doors parted as Baxter stepped forward, and immdiately he spotted Charlie lunging towards him. Thinking fast, Baxter threw the porkchop.

Charlie lunged after the porkchop and began eating.

“I’ll be out in a minute,” Peterman said from the bathroom.

“Okay,” Baxter said, looking around. The room was a bit too feminine for him–covered in pictures of animals from all over

the galaxy and decorated in nothing but pastels.

Baxter wondered idly where Peterman put all her other animals.

While Peterman was getting ready, Baxter searched for a place to put the flowers he had brought. He was extremely proud of the flowers. They were carefully cultivated by the specialists in the arboretum. The specialists called the rare Klingon flower “k’taGh,” and evidently, though beautiful, they killed any creature dumb enough to eat them.

Baxter rifled through Peterman’s cabinets in search of a vase, and was shocked when from out of one cabinet jumped a huge, fluffy black cat. There was one of the animals. And one that signified bad luck at that. Baxter shuddered. He needed nothing but good omens tonight, and here was a black cat crossing his path.

“Did you let Prince out? Good. He needs the exercise.”

The cat piledrived into Baxter, knocking him down and running off with the bouquet of flowers.

“Come back here you little–” Baxter rasped, chasing after the feline.

Prince climbed a bookcase and began gnawing one of the flowers.

“Stop it! No! Bad kitty!” Baxter screamed. But it was too late. Instantly Prince stiffened and gave one last dying meow. Prince rolled off the shelving, its claws raking Baxter’s horrified face as it descended.

“Is that silly cat giving you trouble, Captain?”

“He sure is a handful!” Baxter said, grabbing the flowers up in one hand and the cat’s body in the other. “Listen, Kelly, I..uh, left something back on the bridge. Meet me at Mirk’s, okay?”



Baxter ran as fast as he could to Sickbay, getting strange looks from everyone he passed.

“Let me get this straight,” Dr. Browning began. “You killed Counselor Peterman’s cat with a poisonous Klingon flower?”

“Yeah. It was an accident.”

“I would hope so.”

“Well, can you do something about it?”

“Damn it, Andy! I’m a Doctor, not a vetrinarian.”

“This is serious, Janice.”

“There’s nothing I can do for little Prince. He’s dead as a doornail,” Browning said, gesturing down at the cat’s body on the biobed.

“Well, can we replicate another one?”

“You can’t replicate living animals with the replicators.”

“Oh, yeah. Right.”

“Just tell her the truth, Captain. If she really likes you, she’ll understand.”

“You’re right, Janice. I will. Thanks.”

“No problem. So what do I do with the corpse and the flowers?”

“They’re yours, Janice,” Baxter said, leaving sickbay.

“Gee. Thanks.”



“How could you do that, you big stupid jerk!” Peterman shouted, getting up and throwing her napkin in Captain Baxter’s face.

“Shhhh…Counselor, everyone can hear you,” Baxter whispered. The occupants of the Starlight Lounge had begun to stare.

“I don’t care what any of them think. Thank you for a totally screwed up evening!”

“I’m-” Baxter said, watching Peterman stomp out of the room, the doors closing behind her. “-sorry.”

At least Baxter could appreciate how good she looked in that tight, black velvet dress.

“Great job, there,” Mirk said, approaching Captain Baxter with a towel, wiping off the table. “And I thought Starfleet Captains were supposed to be ladykillers.”

“I’m thinking of one I’d like to kill right now,” Baxter grimaced, standing up. “Your chicken needs work, Mirk.”



“And that’s where you came in,” Baxter said, downing his third glass of grapefruit juice. “I’ve been moping around ever since. I just can’t get her out of my mind.”

“That’s really sad,” Mirk said, looking over Baxter’s shoulder. “If only she was here you might be able to buy her a drink and try to make it up to her.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “If only.”

“Well, there she is…” Mirk pointed at a table in the far corner of the Starlight Lounge. Counselor Peterman was staring into a glass of orange juice and watching the stars fly by.

Mirk slid a glass into Baxter’s hand and smiled. “Here you go, sir. Humans call this a ‘pink squirrel.’ It’s the Counselor’s favorite.”

“Thanks, Mirk,” Baxter said, hopping off his stool.

“That’s what I’m here for,” Mirk replied. “Now go get her, tiger.”

Baxter walked over to Peterman’s table and sat the glass down in front of her. “Hi, Kelly. Here…this is on me. I hear it’s your favorite.”

Peterman glared at the drink. “It’s oh-eight hundred hours, Andy. Why would I drink synthehol fifteen minutes after waking up?”

“Right. It’s morning. That silly Mirk. He still hasn’t quite got the hang of human drinking habits.”

Peterman didn’t look up. “I’ll just stick with my orange juice, thank you very much.”

Baxter floundered, swaying back and forth on his heels. “Nice view, huh?”

Peterman didn’t even turn her head. “Stop trying to make small talk, Captain. I’m not in the mood.”

“Well, we’re one step up from ‘stupid jerk’.”

“Don’t bet on it.”

“Ouch,” Baxter said, wincing. “Listen, Couns…Kelly, I want to try and make things right. I hear Nurse Bailey’s cat just had kittens. I think she might be willing to give you one.”

“That won’t replace Prince.”

“No, nothing will replace Prince. You might say, though, that he’s not really dead as long as we remember him. But really, it’s not like I killed him on purpose.”

“But you did do something pretty stupid,” Peterman said, almost smiling.

“Well that’s not a sin, you know. Ha. Good thing too.”

“In your case, yes,” Peterman remarked.

“May I sit down?”

Peterman sighed. “I guess so.”

Baxter did a little mental victory dance and sat down.



Ensign Ford grimaced as he watched Peterman and Baxter talk amiably. Why was such a beautiful woman wasted on him? He just couldn’t understand.

Just then, Ford watched as Lt. Elton entered the lounge with Lt. Tilleran on his arm.

“Is it just me, Mirk, or is everyone on this ship pairing off like it’s Noah’s ark?”

“Noah’s what?”

“Never mind.”

“You know, Mr. Ford, the desire to breed is a natural instinct. Especially when you’re crammed in a ship that’s stranded far from home.”

“Tell me about it,” Ford replied, eyeing Lt. Hartley. “Hey, Lieutenant, have you driven a Ford lately?”

“No,” Hartley said flatly, pouring her hot cup of coffee right on Ford’s crotch. “And I don’t plan on it.”



PULP AND CIRCUMSTANCE



“How many?” J’hana asked, drawing her phaser and rechecking the settings as her and Lt. Gellar descended toward deck eighteen.

“Three…maybe four.”

“Armed?”

“Not sure.”

“Damn. We should have phaser rifles.”

“No kidding,” Gellar said, withdrawing his tricorder. “We’re almost there.”

“I know. It’s this part of the job that makes me tense.”

“That’s not necessarily a bad thing.”

“I didn’t say it was, human.”

“Right.”

“What time is it, Gellar?” J’hana asked, as they reached the proper door.

“0755.”

“It’s not quite time yet. Let’s wait a couple minutes.”

J’hana and Gellar paced the deck.

“So, I hear Captain Baxter is dating Counselor Peterman,” Gellar said, in an attempt to make smalltalk.

“That is a rumor,” J’hana said, checking the level on her phaser a second time. “They are merely friends.”

“Then what were they doing in Mirk’s this morning?”

“Having breakfast together.”

“Sounds like they’re dating to me,” Gellar replied.

“Oh, so a man and a woman can’t have breakfast together without it meaning something?” J’hana asked, irritated.

“It depends on what you call breakfast. If it’s a muffin, no. Eggs and bacon…that’s a date.”

“What if you eat a bowl of ground up nocturnal Andor zhrarg rats in curdled vorba milk and read security reports. What does that mean?”

“It means the Andorian Security Chief is married to her work.”

“Very good. So, why do humans have this obsession with the relationships of their fellow crewmembers?”

“Hey, I’m just saying it’s a little wierd that they’re always having meals together and hanging out in the holodecks.”

“How do you know what they are doing in the holodecks?” J’hana asked, her eyebrow raised.

“I’m a security officer, Lieutenant. It’s my job to be informed,” Gellar said proudly.

“Good answer. I knew I made you my right hand man for a reason. Whatever the Captain’s relationship with Counselor Peterman, it is none of our business.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“But, I do appreciate the fact that you are well versed in the skills of observation. What is the time now?”

“0800.”

“Okay, let’s do it.” J’hana walked over and hit the door buzzer.

No one answered.

“Computer, override this door. Authorization: J’hana Delta Gamma Five Seven.”

The doors parted with a woosh.

“Alright everybody, hit the decks now!” Gellar shouted, as he and J’hana plunged into the cabin.

“So this is where they’ve been hiding out,” J’hana said, not amused. She was facing four young noncomissioned crewmembers. They were enlisted men, not even academy trained.

“You didn’t think you could hide forever, did you guys?” Gellar asked sternly.

“No, sir,” one of them said.

“I guess this explains what happened to all the beer and pizza.” Gellar stared around the hovel-like quarters with disgust. There was garbage all over the place.

“Well, won’t the Captain be surprised,” J’hana said.

“Please don’t tell the Captain-” one of them said, appearing scared.

“Do you know how important the beer and pizza is to the maintenance of this ship?” J’hana asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

J’hana sat back on the table where one of the crewmembers was seated and took a bite of his pizza. “Mmm mmm, this is good pizza. Let me ask you a question Crewman…”

“Foster.”

“Crewman Foster. What does Captain Baxter look like?”

“Um…”

“I asked you a question. What does Captain Baxter look like?”

“Um…”

“Don’t say ‘um’ again you little bastard!” J’hana said, shoving her phaser up against the crewman’s neck. “Now what does the Captain look like?”

“Um…he’s tall…”

“Go on…”

“A little chubby…”

“Uh-huh,”

“And he’s got dirty blonde hair.”

J’hana peered down at the crewman and narrowed her eyes. “Does Captain Baxter look like a Pakled to you?”

“N-n-no!”

“Then why are you trying to screw him over like a Pakled, Foster? Why would you do that to him?”

“I…um…that is, I…um…um…um…”

J’hana shoved her phaser harder against Foster’s neck. “Say ‘um’ again, Foster! Say it! Say it!”

“Hey…” one of the other crewmembers said.

In one swift, flowing movement, J’hana’s phaser whipped around and blasted that crewman unconcious.”

“I’m sorry,” the Andorian said, turning back to face Foster. “Did I break your concentration?”

“Listen, I’m sorry things got so messed up with the Captain. We got into this thing with the best of intentions. I mean we never meant–”

“FOUND IT!” Gellar shouted, pulling a case from out of one of the small cabinets in the room.

“So you did take it,” J’hana said, staring at one of the yeomen. “Do you what that thing is? One of the Captain’s most prized possessions. He’ll be glad to have it back, I’m sure.”

“You see…we didn’t…” one of the other crewmen said.

J’hana shot him with her phaser without even taking her eyes off the yeoman. “I’m in no mood to screw around, boys. You see, I am the Andorian, and you are imbeciles. And we will walk together to the brig and you will be locked up pending a review by the command staff. Do you hear me?”

“Please, just take the case and leave us alone,” Foster said weakly.

“Sorry,” J’hana said slowly. “It doesn’t work that way, scumbag.” She shot both remaining yeoman with her phaser and then flipped it around, shoving it back into her holster.

“Did that feel good, Lieutenant?” Gellar asked, amused.

“Quite.”

J’hana and Gellar made their way out of the small cabin with the case in tow. “Let’s go get a cup of coffee.”

“Sounds good to me,” Gellar said, opening the case to check its contents as the two stepped into the turbolift. The light glinted off the object inside as the lift ascended. “The Captain sure will be glad to get his lucky horseshoes back.”

“You’re telling me.”




Cat-astrophe



by Alan Decker



Captain’s Personal Log,

Stardate 51405.3. It’s now been five days since I unintentionally caused the premature demise of Counselor Kelly Peterman’s cat, Prince, and Kelly is still holding a grudge about the whole thing. It wasn’t my fault that Prince ate the poisonous Klingon flowers that I had with me. The flowers were supposed to be for Kelly…not that I was trying to kill her. I was trying to start a relationship with her. I thought the flowers were pretty.

Anyway, Prince’s appetite for rare plants cost him his life and almost cost me any chance for a relationship with Kelly. Fortunately, cooler heads have prevailed. Kelly has decided to take one of the kittens that Nurse Bailey’s cat gave birth to recently. However, before Kelly will consider having dinner with me again, she said that I need to develop more compassion for and comradery with the members of the animal kingdom. To that end, she has arranged for me to spend a little quality time with her new feline companion.



Captain Andy Baxter looked at the chronometer on the wall of his quarters, then took another look around to make sure that everything was in order. Counselor Peterman would be arriving any minute, and Baxter wanted to make sure that his quarters were clean and cat proof. The place looked fine. Nothing was out that kitty claws could destroy. A few seconds later, Baxter’s door chime sounded.

“Come in,” Baxter said, straightening his uniform and trying to look calm and nonchalant. Counselor Peterman entered the quarters carrying a small, beige kitten in her arms. “Hello, Kelly.”

“Here we are, Fritz,” Peterman said to the cat without even acknowledging Baxter’s greeting. “This is going to be your home for the next day or so.” She put Fritz down on the carpet. The cat immediately ran over to Baxter’s sofa and began sharpening his claws on the armrest.

“Adorable,” Baxter muttered.

“Yes, he is,” Peterman said. “And I expect you to treat him with the love and respect he deserves, Captain Cat-killer. If anything happens to my sweet little Fritz, you’re going to have a lot more to worry about than just me refusing to have dinner with you. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Baxter said.

“Good.” Peterman turned to leave. “Oh, Andy.”

“Yes.”

“Try to enjoy yourself. Animals really can add a lot to your life,” she said smiling. “I think that you’re going to thank me for this.”

“I can feel Fritz and I bonding already,” Baxter said.

“That wouldn’t just be because he’s attached himself to your trouser leg, would it?”

“What?” Baxter looked down and saw Fritz busily shredding the leg of his uniform. He laughed weakly. “Adorable.”

“Have fun, you two,” Peterman said walking out of Baxter’s quarters.

As soon as Peterman was gone, Fritz dislodged himself from Baxter’s trouser leg and made a mad dash for the door. Upon discovering that the door would not open for him, Fritz sat down and began meowing a loud, pitiful wail that pressed against Baxter’s ear drums like someone trying to trying to clean his ears with an ice pick.

“Oh, don’t be like that, Fritz,” Baxter said, trying to sound calming. “Kelly will be back for you in a couple of days. Until then, you and I are going to have a great time.” Fritz didn’t even look at him. Baxter took a step toward the feline. Suddenly, Fritz turned his head toward Baxter and hissed, baring a set of small, yet sharp teeth.

“I don’t think that Kelly would approve of that,” Baxter said.

Fritz hissed again.

“Fine. I’ve tried to be friendly, but if you want to spend the next several hours by yourself, so be it.” Baxter sat down on his sofa and picked a padd up from the coffee table to do some paperwork.

“Meeeooooow!” Fritz wailed.

Baxter crossed his legs and started reading Commander Richards’ report on the latest engine efficiency readings.

“Meeeeeeoooooooww!”

Baxter crossed his legs the other way and kept reading.

“MEEEEEEEEOOOOOOOOOOOWWWWWWW!”

“That’s it!” Baxter shouted, slamming the padd back down on the table. “I am a Starfleet officer and you are a pet! You will be nice and do what I say.” Baxter got up off the sofa and charged toward Fritz. Fritz hissed violently and backed up against the door.

“Come here, Kitty!” Baxter said angrily. Fritz hissed again. Baxter reached down to grab the cat. Unfortunately, his proximity to the door triggered the door’s opening mechanism.

Seeing that the barrier trapping him in Baxter’s quarters had been removed, Fritz made a break for it, running off down the corridor.

Baxter stood frozen for a moment, overwhelmed by the depths of his own stupidity.

“That cat planned this,” Baxter mumbled. Picturing several new and painful ways to skin a cat, Baxter ran down the hall after the escaped feline.

Very quickly, Baxter realized that Fritz was moving way too quickly for him to catch up. He needed some help before Fritz managed to lose him altogether.

“Baxter to bridge.”

“What?” Commander David Conway’s voice snarled in reply. He sounded tired and surly. Obviously, he hadn’t had his morning ten cups of coffee yet.

“I’ve got a bit of a situation down here,” Baxter said.

“Congratulations,” Conway said. “Bridge out.”

“Wait!” Baxter said seeing that Fritz had completely disappeared from view. “I need help.”

“Fine, but stop being so damn vague. I hate it when you people are vague. ‘Commander, I think you should come over here.’ Oh, really? Why? Why the hell should I come over there? Why can’t you just give me a straight answer?”

“Did I catch you at a bad time?” Baxter said.

“This decade has kind of sucked, but I’m sure things will improve in the next eon or so. Now, what is your problem?”

“There’s a cat on the loose somewhere near my location. I need you to track it for me.”

“You lost Counselor Peterman’s cat already?” Conway said, a hint of laughter seeping into his voice.

“Would you just track the damn cat?” Baxter demanded.

“Hold on….We’ve got him. There is a feline life form two decks below you. It’s headed toward the science labs.”

“How did he get down there?”

“I don’t know. He probably did it while you were wasting time talking to me instead of chasing him.”

“Not now, Conway,” Baxter said. “Keep me informed. Baxter out.” Baxter ran to the nearest turbolift and descended two decks. He spotted Fritz almost as soon as he stepped out of the turbolift. The cat was walking behind a male crewmember who was carrying an armload of equipment. The man entered one of the labs followed by Fritz. Baxter raced forward and entered the lab.

Inside, Baxter saw Lieutenant Kristen Larkin and the other crewmember working at a lab table. Fritz was nowhere in sight.

“Hello, Captain,” Larkin said, greeting Baxter. “I was not aware that you were going to visit our project today.”

“Project?” Baxter said, confused. He still couldn’t see Fritz.

“Yes,” Larkin said. “Doctor Kerridan and I have been working on a way to alert Starfleet to our predicament.”

“Really?” Baxter said, pulling his attention away from the search for Fritz for a few moments. If Larkin had figured out a way to contact Starfleet, the cat was going to have to wait. “So, what’s your idea?”

Larkin opened a storage cabinet at the side of the room and pulled out a four foot cube. The inside of the cube was a mesh of wires and cables.

“This is the prototype for a quantum subharmonic neurological transmitter,” Larkin said.

“Neurological?” Baxter asked.

“Yes,” Doctor Kerridan said. “We’re hoping to use brain waves to create a message signal more powerful than standard subspace messages. That’s why I’m here.”

“Doctor Kerridan’s theory is that the humanoid mind is capable of producing more coherent energy transmissions than just about any technology. So far, his theory has held up in the laboratory,” Larkin said.

“So, how soon until you can do a field test?” Baxter asked.

“We’re ready,” Kerridan said. “The only problem is that we need a target for the message.”

“I don’t understand,” Baxter said.

“Since we are sending brain waves, the message that we send will be received as thoughts and images. But in order for these thoughts and images to be received, they have to be sent by way of the same type of brain waves as the person who is to receive them. In other words, if we were to try to send you a message, we would have to send the message in a pattern similar to that of your brain waves so that you would receive it. Understand?”

“No, but who cares. Who are you planning on sending the message to?”

“I believe that one of my former crewmates on the Secondprize would be our best chance for success,” Larkin said. “They were the closest ship to our position when we were transported to the Delta Quadrant, so they were most likely sent to investigate. This would make them the best candidates for believing that they had received a message from us.”

“Ok. So, who are you going to send it to? Jaroch?”

“Lieutenant Commander Jaroch was my first choice, but I believe that there is a chance that he will simply think that one of his past lives is acting up again. Therefore, I have decided to attempt to send the message to Commander Dillon.”

“Dillon! Why not Captain Rydell?” Baxter said.

“Two years ago, Captain Rydell swapped minds with one of his twentieth century ancestors. This experience left his brain waves patterns altered in such a way that they sometimes fluctuate. I do not feel that our transmitter can compensate for these fluctuations.”

“Got it,” Baxter said. “Well, if you have to…”

“Meow!” The sound of a cat suddenly interrupted the conversation. It was coming from directly behind them, on the lab table. The three officers looked at the table and what was left of the quantum subharmonic neurological transmitter. Fritz was inside the cube climbing around the mesh of wires and ripping them with his claws.

“This could be a slight setback to our experiment,” Larkin said.

“Fritz!” Baxter screamed.

“You knew that cat was in here?” Kerridan said angrily. “Its destroyed weeks of work!”

“Sorry,” Baxter said.

“Captain, it would have been wise for you to keep the cat in your quarters if you were going to visit our lab,” Larkin said.

“I chased it down here,” Baxter said, reaching into the cube to retrieve Fritz. Fritz hissed and slashed Baxter’s hands with his claws.

“Get it out of here!” Kerridan shouted, walking over to the door, which whooshed open quietly.

“Close the door!” Baxter said.

“Get out!”

“The cat is going to escape!”

“Good!” Kerridan shouted. Fritz chose that moment to leap out of the cube and off of the table. A moment later, he was out of the lab. “Run, kitty. Run like the wind!” Kerridan said. Baxter stormed over to the door and stared into Kerridan’s eyes. Kerridan stared right back.

“I don’t like you,” Baxter said slowly.

“Why don’t you take it up with Starfleet Medical?” Kerridan replied. “You could have had a chance if you hadn’t let that ball of fur and claws in here.”

“I don’t like you.”

“Did you miss the witty repartee lecture at the Academy?”

“I don’t like you,” Baxter repeated. He turned and walked out of the lab.

“Come back anytime, friend. Perhaps next time, you can bring a bull and I’ll pull out my china collection.”

“I don’t like you!” Baxter shouted back. Some people just had no respect for authority. This was serious. If he didn’t find that cat before Peterman found out that it had escaped, Peterman would never speak to him again.

“Conway to Baxter,” the first officer’s voice said over Baxter’s commbadge.

“Baxter here. What’s up?”

“Your cat is in a turbolift headed toward deck…five…no, four…could be three…two maybe…oh God. He’s here! The cat’s on the bridge!”

“Stay put! I’m on my way! Baxter out.” Baxter ran to the nearest turbolift. “Bridge.” The turbolift began its ascent, then stopped on deck eight. The doors opened and Counselor Peterman stepped inside.

“Andy!” Peterman said surprised. “What are you doing here? Where’s Fritz?”

“Uh…I just needed to head up to the bridge for a second. I left Fritz in my quarters.”

“Alone? Now, Andy, the deal was that you were going to spend time with Fritz, not leave him alone in a strange place while you go gallivanting around the ship.”

“I am not gallivanting,” Baxter replied, not really sure what the hell gallivanting meant.

“Maybe I should go check on him,” Peterman said.

“No!” Baxter said quickly. “I’ll be back down there in just a minute. He’s fine…really.”

“All right. I’ll take your word for it,” Peterman said. “Deck three.” The turbolift began moving again, quickly arriving at its destination. Peterman stepped out of the turbolift and turned back to say something to Baxter.

“I’ll be right back down there. Don’t worry,” Baxter said, before Peterman could speak. “Trust me.” The turbolift doors closed, separating him from the counselor. A few moments later, the turbolift opened onto the bridge.

Baxter stepped out and saw a furry projectile heading toward him as crewpeople cowered by their stations. On the other side of the bridge, Commander Conway and Lieutenant J’hana, the Aerostar’s Andorian security chief, were aiming phasers at him.

Before Baxter could even register surprise, four sets of claws dug into his chest and stomach as Fritz grabbed him.

“We’ve got the hell-fiend now!” Conway screamed.

“You will hit the Captain, you fool!” J’hana said.

“Well, I don’t see you doing anything, tube- head.”

“Is that an antenna joke?” J’hana demanded, lowering her phaser and turning on Conway.

“What if it was?” Conway said, turning toward J’hana.

Sensing that the immediate danger had passed, Fritz dislodged himself from Baxter and dashed toward the helm console.

“Ford, grab that cat!” Baxter ordered.

“Not a chance,” Ensign Zachary Ford replied from his hiding place underneath the helm console. “Look what happened last time.” He held up his hand revealing three bloody gashes. “That thing’s a monster.”

Fritz leapt up onto the helm console and started hissing and stalking back and forth across the console. The Aerostar suddenly pitched forward and to port as Fritz hit control after control with his paws. Before the inertial dampeners could activate, the entire bridge crew was thrown forward into a heap of bodies to the left of the viewscreen. Fritz, however, kept his position on the helm.

“Oh yeah. This is comfy,” Conway muttered, trapped underneath Baxter.

“If I could free my arm, I would stun you,” J’hana said from underneath two ensigns.

“Stuff it, blue chick.”

“Would you two please shut up and help me get the cat?” Baxter said.

“And get off of my ribs!” Ford gasped.

Baxter pulled himself up and rushed toward the helm. Startled, Fritz leapt onto the command chair, hitting the red alert control. The bridge lights darkened as the red alert klaxon started blaring and the red light bars around the bridge flashed to life.

“Would you stop that?” Baxter shouted, leaping at Fritz. Fritz leapt at the same time, and, using Baxter’s head as a stepping stone, flew toward the viewscreen, digging into it with his claws as soon as he hit.

“This furball is about to be a kitty-burger,” Conway said standing up and aiming his phaser at Fritz.

“Calm down, Conway,” Baxter said. Conway and J’hana kept their phasers trained on Fritz as they walked over to Baxter’s position by the command chair. “Get us back on course, Ford.” Ensign Ford crawled over to the helm and fixed the mess that Fritz had made with the Aerostar’s course. “Now, everybody just stay calm,” Baxter said.

“I’ll be calm when that beast is a fur hat,” Conway said.

Fritz began to growl and hiss angrily, but he remained firmly attached to the viewscreen.

“He is preparing to pounce,” J’hana said.

“Nobody move!” Baxter said.

“I can’t believe this,” Conway said. “A whole bridge full of Starfleet officers is being held at bay by a pissed pussy. This is ridiculous.”

“Meeeeooow!” Fritz wailed. Suddenly, he began sliding down the viewscreen, shredding it with his claws as he went.

“Die, kitty!” Conway screamed, firing his phaser. The beam passed right over Fritz’s head and burned into the circuitry behind the viewscreen. The circuitry sparked in a bright flash, then the entire bridge went dark.

“Good job, Conway,” Baxter said.

“Yes, excellent work,” J’hana said.

“Shut up,” Conway snapped.

Baxter suddenly felt something rubbing against his leg. The emergency lights clicked on, bathing the bridge in a hazy white glow. Baxter looked down and saw Fritz rubbing his head against his trouser leg and purring contentedly. Conway and J’hana looked at Fritz, then glared at Baxter angrily.

“He must be hungry,” Baxter said weakly. He picked the cat up and quickly entered a turbolift. As soon as the turbolift doors closed, shutting Baxter off from the bridge, the turbolift on the other side of the bridge opened and Counselor Peterman stepped out.

“What happened up here?” Peterman asked in shock as she looked at the devastation around her.

“Battle drills,” Conway said.

“Against a very powerful and cunning adversary,” J’hana added.

“Pretty realistic drill,” Peterman commented.

“Very,” Conway and J’hana said.



Twenty-four hours later, Baxter’s door chime sounded. Fritz was sitting on the coffee table finishing off the last bit of his third after- breakfast snack. After the events of the previous day, Baxter had realized that the way to control Fritz was to keep him well-fed. Fritz may have put on a couple of pounds, but at least Peterman would find him happy and safe.

“Come in,” Baxter said, walking toward the door. Peterman walked into the quarters. As soon as Fritz saw her, he abandoned his food and leapt into her arms.

“Oh, thank you, Fritz. I missed you too, darling,” Peterman said, rubbing her nose against Fritz’s side. She looked up at Baxter. “Did you two get along all right?”

“Things were a little shaky at first, but we came to an understanding,” Baxter said.

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“So how about dinner?” Baxter asked hopefully.

“Andy, the point of this was to increase your appreciation for members of other species, not to win you points with me,” Peterman said. Baxter winced inside. He went through all of that with Fritz and it did nothing to help with Kelly. Great.

“I will keep you in mind for a kitty-sitter next time I take an extended leave.”

“Wonderful,” Baxter said, trying to sound enthusiastic.

“See you later, Andy,” Peterman said. She walked out into the hallway with Fritz in her arms. Ensign Ford happened to be walking by at that moment. Spotting Fritz, Ford threw himself against the wall and pressed himself flat against it, cowering in fear. Peterman looked at Ford confused, shrugged, then headed back to her quarters.

Feeling tired and defeated, Captain Baxter plopped down on his sofa to take a nap. Lying down and staring at the ceiling, his mind filled with thoughts of Counselor Peterman. Suddenly, he noticed a bit of dampness on his back. He got up and put his hand on the sofa cushion he had been laying on. It was wet. Cat pee!

“Damn you, Fritz!” Baxter shouted, shaking his fist in the air.



Captain’s Personal Log.

Stardate 51406.8. Well, the beast has returned to its den, but I am no closer to the fair maiden. The bond-with-the-cat-so-that-Kelly-will-fall-in-love-with-me plan seems to have failed miserably. In fact, I may now be stuck cat sitting the little demon sometime in the future. This is not fair.

Otherwise, repairs to the bridge are almost complete. Under threat of extreme pain and suffering, the bridge crew on duty when Fritz attacked have been sworn to secrecy concerning what actually happened to the bridge. Besides, our reputations as officers could be severely hurt if it were to get out that we almost destroyed the bridge trying to catch Fritz. I mean, he’s only a cat.



Feline Officer’s Log.

Operative Codename Fritz recording. Stage One is complete. I have trained the leader of this group of creatures to provide me with food and rest whenever I desire. With the leader under my control, his followers should quickly fall into line. If not, I am sure that I could arrange to visit some other sensitive areas of this vessel. Besides, my claws could use some sharpening. Fritz out.






Leader of the Flock

“Well, Lieutenant, I think we’ve made real progress.” Counselor Peterman said, yawning and eyeing Lt. Daniel Elton as he lay on the couch in her office.

Elton sat up. “Thank you, Counselor, I feel much better now.”

Peterman smiled nervously. “You’re welcome, Lieutenant. Take heart, you’re no more messed up than any of the rest of us.”

“See you next session.” Elton said, whistling a happy tune as he left.

Peterman sank onto her couch and sighed. “Whew, what a wacko!” At that moment, Peterman’s door beeped pleasantly. Did she have another appointment? She called up her appointment list for the day on her terminal.

“Darn,” Peterman said, noticing that she had a session scheduled with Lieutenant Larkin. And, just like an android, Larkin was right on time. Peterman could have set her clock by her.

“Come in,” Peterman said. She idly wondered why an android would even seek counseling.

“Hello, Counselor,” Larkin said flatly, taking a seat on the couch. Peterman had moved back to her desk, grabbing a pad and stylus.

“I am ready to begin.” Larkin stated.

“Go ahead,” Peterman said, “the meter’s running.”

“The…meter?”

“Sorry. Earth colloquialism.”

“Of course. Since our last session, I have done my best to meditate on my penguin nature, and have met with limited success. One might say I have come upon an obstacle in my journey of the soul.”

“Hmmm.” Peterman said. She was doodling a picture of the Aerostar flying around a big flower, zapping bees with its phasers.

Peterman’s musings were interrupted when her kitten, Fritz, hopped up on top of her desk, evading Charlie’s watchful eye.

Larkin continued to talk, endlessly spouting philosophical rubbish. The android did not even notice the probing nose of Charlie as he looked for his prey.

The golden retriever’s head suddenly darted up. He barked loudly, jumping on top of Counselor Peterman’s desk, scattering padds all over the place.

“Charlie, down!” Peterman called out, just as the dog knocked over her hot chocolate.

“Perhaps I should reschedule my appointment, Counselor.” Larkin said, staring at the mess.

Peterman was holding her dog at bay with one hand and her kitten with the other, just as Larkin’s communicator beeped.

“Baxter to Lieutenant Larkin. Report to the bridge immediately.”

Larkin touched her communicator. “Acknowledged. I am sorry, Counselor, we will have to reschedule our appointment for a later date.”

“What a pity,” Peterman said, distracting Charlie with one of his chew toys as Larkin headed out the door.



Captain’s Log

Stardate 51439.3. Isn’t it funny, how just when you think things have reached their all time worst, a beacon of hope reaches out and makes you just want to thank God for being alive? Well, this isn’t exactly like that, but after months in deep space, we’ve finally reached a planet. I am feeling extremely optimistic about it.



“It’s a damn rock,” Lt. J’hana huffed, looking at sensor readings as Lt. Larkin entered the bridge and took her place at ops.

“Let’s not be so hasty,” Baxter said from his command chair.

“Well,” Conway began from his seat next to Baxter, “it looks like miles and miles of ice floes and nonpourous rock. Sounds pretty damn nice to me. As a matter of fact, I may schedule my next vacation there.”

“This must be Crysta,” Mirk said, from the chair to Baxter’s left. “My race has never been out this far, but we’ve heard about this planet in Flarn tales. It is known as one of the most inhospitable planets in the quadrant.”

“Things are looking better and better,” Conway said sarcastically.

“Uggggh.” Baxter groaned. “Will someone please give me some good news?”

“I believe I can, Captain.” Larkin said, looking at her panel. “We are picking up weak life signs emanating from the planet. Sensors cannot pick up much more than that. They seem to be coming from deep within the planet.”

“Are there any entry points that might lead there?” Baxter asked.

Larkin studied her panel. “I am not certain. Interference from a nearby pulsar is affecting sensor readings.”

“I don’t see any other choice.” Baxter said finally. “Mr. Conway, take a team down there and see if you can find those life signs. Where there’s life, there’s food and energy.”

“And death?” Ensign Ford asked helpfully from the helm.

“Shut up, Ford.” Baxter said, turning to Conway. “Well…hop to it!”

Conway seemed disgruntled. “Yes sir. Ford, J’hana, Larkin, you’re with me.”

“Here we go again.” Ford sighed, heading for the turbolift.



“You guys are going to freeze to death,” Lt. Hartley giggled from the transporter console.

“Shut up, Hartley.” Conway grumbled as he shrugged on his all weather gortex away team jacket. “These things are so fucking uncomfortable.”

“Well,” Hartley said, “I have some good news.” She looked at her panel. “It’s a cozy 60 below down there, with a wind chill factor of negative 98.”

“Wonderful,” Ford grunted, fighting with the zipper on his jacket.

“I’d bundle up if I were you,” Hartley said, still smirking.

“Wish you could be there to keep me warm.” Ford added.

J’hana rolled her eyes. “Human scum.”

“Just get on the damn transporter pad, smartaleck,” Hartley said, her smile starting to stiffen. “And have a safe trip.” Hartley added, without much concern in her voice.

Lt. Larkin was already set to go–she didn’t need an away jacket since her external dermal layers would quite adequately protect her from the extreme temperatures. “Are we ready?” Conway asked, impatiently packing away a phaser and tricorder.

“Have fun,” Hartley snickered as she targeted the controls on the transporter console.

“And don’t do anything stupid like sending us 10 klicks away from the life signs,” Conway added.

“Whoops.” Hartley said, re-entering the coordinates. “I would never think of doing such a thing.”

“Just energize, dammit.” Conway grunted.



The away team materialized on a craggy, snow covered mountainside. Lt. Larkin found herself buried up to her hips in snow. Her first observation was the vista that the mountain overlooked. The landscape was a pristine white, the sky a clear, pleasing blue. The plain of ice was completely untouched, beautiful. At least Larkin assumed it was, according to human standards of beauty.

“Okay, the sightseeing portion of our tour is over.” Conway grunted, trying to keep balance on the mountainside, which was more difficult due to the weight of his jacket.

Larkin filed her observations away in a lower priority memory block. The situation at hand was more demanding. As was Commander Conway.

“Well, Larkin, scan already!” Conway said impatiently.

Larkin pulled out her tricorder and made a sweep of the area. “This way, Commander.”

“You heard the lady,” Conway said, following Larkin as she led the way much like a hound dog leading a hunter to his quarry.

“I sure hope we meet some nice people for a change,” Ford muttered, trudging through the deep snow.

“At this point I could care less wether they are nice or not. At least if they are hostile I’ll actually get to shoot someone who is not part of the crew for a change,” J’hana replied.

“Good point.”



Larkin led the away team almost around the entire circumference of the mountain, which the away team had aptly dubbed, “Mount Difficult.”

“We are very close,” Larkin said, stopping.

“Well, I sure as hell don’t see anything,” Conway said, surveying the landscape.

The group had reached a particularly steep part of the mountain’s incline. Ford had stopped walking and seemed intensly interested in the mountainside above them.

J’hana turned around and stared at the ensign. “Why have you stopped, ensign?”

Ford said nothing.

“Well?”

As J’hana approached the point where Ford was standing, her antennae picked up a faint rustling. What the hell was that?

Now J’hana could hear Ford whispering something, but even her extremely acute sense of hearing was not able to make out the words.

“What?” J’hana said, becoming annoyed.

“I said,” Ford whispered. “Avalanche.”

“What?” J’hana repeated.

“AVALANCHE!!!!” Ford yelled, looking up suddenly. “Whoops,” he said sheepishly, as the huge mass of snow moved towards them.

“How odd,” Larkin said, staring at her tricorder.

“What is it?” Conway asked.

“I am detecting a huge shift in landmass directly behind us. I am uncertain as to-”

“RUN LIKE HELL!!!” Ensign Ford shouted, running past Conway and Larkin, followed shortly by Lt. J’hana.

“Wait up!” Conway shouted, heaving his bulky mass through the snow. It was no use; the jacket was too heavy and he was almost hip-deep in snow. He didn’t know how, but somehow Ford and J’hana were able to run on top of the snow. He guessed they were being powered by pure fright. As the tons of snow dropped down on Commander Conway, he briefly wondered why he hadn’t had the same reaction.



Still running, Lt. J’hana briefly glanced back. Conway and Larkin had disappeared beneath the weight of the avalanche. Whoops. She knew this would not look good on her service record, considering that she was, after all, a security officer. She had managed to let the first and second officer die in one blow. Well, maybe they weren’t dead.

“J’hana to Aerostar!” J’hana shouted, tapping her comm badge as she ran.

“Baxter here. Tell me you have some good news.”

“Afraid not. What I have is an avalanche. I need an emergency transport right now.”

J’hana stopped to catch her breath. The ground had leveled now and the massive tundra had seemed to stop chasing them.

Several moments passed before J’hana was able to get a response. “Baxter to J’hana. Lt. Hartley is having trouble locking on to Commander Conway and Lt. Larkin.”

“That may be because they were both consumed in the avalanche.”

“Did we make it?” Ford said, approaching J’hana and collapsing from exhaustion.

“Shut up,” J’hana replied.

“Well, we can’t find them. You two get back up here before you freeze to death. We’ll have to figure out another way to get the others. There’s just too much interference from the pulsar.”

“Understood,” J’hana said, eyeing Ford distastefully. “Energize, Aerostar.”



The dreams had returned. Larkin had not thought it possible, but they had. She was in a small room. Someone was whistling. They were singing that same tune–what was it? And they were listening to music. It was nothing like what the average twenty-fourth century listener would choose. It sounded like cats being mercilessly tortured and killed. Based on that alone, Larkin was able to narrow the era of the music down to the twentieth century.

Next she heard some sort of warbling. Like quacking, but not quite quacking. Almost squawking, but not quite that either.

This was new, yet familiar. What kind of animal made that sort of noise?

“Of course,” Larkin said, opening her eyes and shooting up like a stiff board. “Penguins.”

A small band of scantily clad, spear toting, proto-homonid penguins were grouped expectantly around Lt. Larkin, watching her intently. They backed up a bit, startled by the movement.

“Greetings,” said Lt. Larkin. This was an interesting development.



“Report, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, rising up from his command chair and joining J’hana as she took her post.

“It was pretty ugly down there, Captain. Ensign Ford noticed a huge snow bank, and…well…tried to alert me to its prescence, and when I couldn’t hear, he kind of…well…screamed, ‘avalanche’.”

“That was smart. Where the heck is Ford, anyway?”

“He insisted that he report to sickbay immediately for hot tub treatment for his hypothermia.”

Baxter grimaced. “Sheesh. Lt. Tilleran, I want you to do a full scan of the planet. If you pick up what might be a trace of either Larkin or Conway, have Hartley get a lock on to their position immediately.”

“I knew you were going to say that,” Tilleran grinned from the science station.

“Just do it, you damned smug Betazoid.”

Baxter was silent a moment, trying his best not to think anything else as long as Tilleran was on the bridge. She was really acting like a-

“I am not!” Tilleran shouted.

Baxter’s face grew extremely red. “Just do the freaking scan!” he shouted, running for the sweet solitude of his readyroom.



Lt. Larkin struggled to free herself from the snow bank she had landed in. Looking around, she slowly pieced together what happened. Evidently the weight of the snow pushed her and Commander Conway through several feet of snow and a few sheets of ice. Below the ice was some kind of natural burrow hole that led straight through the rock, which they were lucky enough to slide all the way down, until they reached a vast underground cavern.

The underground world was a marvel of design. Larkin found herself surrounded by wall to wall ice. Light was coming in through the ceiling. That meant that the ceiling above them and the planet’s surface, at least at this location, was just a huge ice floe. Larkin also noticed that trees and plants seemed to poke right out of the ice. Larkin ascertained that she and Conway had unwittingly stumbled onto some kind of hidden underground civilization. And the greatest thing was, it was a civilization of penguins!

The Penguins themselves were similar in dress and appearance to ancient Earth Native Americans. They stood about seven feet tall, with smooth black and white skin and four-pronged flippers. They were wearing animal skin loincloths and toted long, pointed spears.

Larkin looked around for Commander Conway to tell him the good news. He was nowhere to be found. She quickly withdrew her tricorder and scanned. Conway was buried under several feet of snow.

Knowing she was short on time, Larkin withdrew her phaser, took careful aim, set a wide beam and began to melt the snow, thereby freeing Conway.

The snow quickly disappeared, revealing the stiff form of Commander Conway.

Meanwhile, the penguins just observed, warbling quietly amongst themselves.

Larkin studied Conway’s body with the tricorder. “He is in hypothermic shock. He must receive medical care immediately.” The android turned to the penguins that observed her. “Can you speak English? I would suppose not. At any rate, the universal translator appears unfamiliar with your basic, low level form of communication.”

The birds merely continued to warble quietly.

Larkin heaved Conway’s body up onto her shoulders. “I must see your leader.”

Nothing.

Larkin made a flapping motion with one free arm and approximated a squawk.

At this the birds marveled, now squawking loudly, leading the android toward what she hoped was the center of the village.



The Penguins directed Larkin toward an empty straw hut. Larkin idly wondered where on earth they would find straw underground, assuming that the penguins were in fact cut off from the surface. For that matter, how did they find food? No, they must have some other way up to the surface. One thing was for sure, Larkin couldn’t get back to the surface the way her and Conway had come, she would exhaust her phaser and Conway’s before reaching the surface again, assuming either of them could manage the steep incline of the tunnel they had traveled down.

Larkin took stock of Conway’s condition, laying him on a straw bed at the center of the hut. He did not look good. She could build a fire and warm him, but he would need medical attention within forty-eight hours if he was to live.

The android quickly set about building a fire out of spare straw from around the hut. Once she had made a bundle of it, she set the phaser for a short, powerful burst and ignited the small pile. Larkin began working on her tricorder, hoping to find a way to decode the complex language of the penguins she had met.



“Computer…replicate another deck of cards please,” Baxter said, staring at the towering house of cards he had erected on his desk with pride.

A deck of playing cards materialized in the replicator slot with a hum.

Baxter opened up the deck and sat down, trying to figure out where to place the next card. He had attempted this project when he was working in Inventory on the Secondprize, but he had never been able to get the cards placed exactly right. It was time to finally make something of himself. Lt. Baxter may not have been proficient at card stacking, but Captain Baxter sure as hell would be.

Suddenly Baxter’s door chime rang, signaling a visitor.

“Come,” Baxter said, still concentrating on his cards.

“Hey, Andy,” Counselor Peterman said, strolling in and plopping down on Baxter’s couch.

“Sshhh,” Baxter said, his brow wrinkling with concentration.

Peterman stared at the house of cards with wonder, leaning forward. “Wow. That’s quite an achievement, sir.”

“You bet it is. I’ve been working on this for quite some time now.”

“I can see that. Lt. Tilleran wanted me to tell you that she hasn’t had any luck finding Conway and Larkin. She suggests waiting until tomorrow when there will be a scanning window through the interference.”

“Very well. What time is it, anyway?”

“1600 hours.”

“Man, it doesn’t seem like we’ve been waiting that long.”

“Well I for one am pretty tired. I’ve been seeing one nutball after another almost all afternoon.”

“Nutball? Is that a technical term, Counselor?”

“It is if I want it to be.”

“Touché. Listen, how about we catch an early dinner. I’m starved.”

Peterman considered that for a moment. “Sure, why not. Afterwards we could see Ensign Dawson’s flute recital.”

Baxter picked up a card. Ace of Spades. He was having a wonderful day so far. “Sure, I always have loved the flute,” Baxter lied. Oh, well, a little white lie like that wouldn’t hurt.

“Let me just put this last card on,” Baxter said, setting the Ace down on top.

“Wow,” Peterman marveled, staring at the cards. “That’s- that’s–” the Counselor’s nose wrinkled. “Um…”

“No!” Baxter cried, leaping across the room and pushing Peterman onto the couch just as she let out a gargantuan sneeze.

Peterman sniffed slightly, looking up at Baxter who had somehow ended up on top of her. “Jeeze, you could at least buy my dinner first,” she joked.

Baxter stared at the house of cards. Whew! Still in tact. What luck. Baxter stood and straightened his uniform, following Counselor Peterman out the door.



“Ugggggggg.” Commander Conway moaned, lifting his head slightly and looking around. “Where the hell am I?”

Larkin was busy on the other side of the thatched hut, working on her tricorder. “Oh, Commander. You are awake.”

“Damn right I’m awake. Would you mind telling me what happened?”

“We were caught up in an avalanche.”

“I know that much.”

“And rescued by a primitive tribal race of penguins.”

“That I didn’t know,” Conway said, rubbing his head. “So why didn’t we get beamed back to the ship?”

“I would assume that the same interference that prevented the penguins’ cave from being discovered is interfering with the transporter’s scanners.”

“That’s great. So how the heck are we going to get back to the ship?”

“A worthy question. I have not, however, come up with a solution.”

Conway sank his head back into the straw. “Well tell me when you do. And find me some tissues. I can barely breathe through my nose.”

“You may be experiencing early stage pneumonia.”

“That’s nice,” Conway said, turning over and pulling some straw over him.

Suddenly, a member of the penguin tribe stuck his head into the hut and garbled. Larkin had been left alone in the hut virtually all day, and she found it interesting that they had taken so long to pay her and Conway a visit.

“I am attempting to communicate with you, sir,” Larkin said, pointing her tricorder at the penguin and tapping several buttons.

“Honk honk honk!” the penguin said.Well, that wasn’t right.

“Baaaaahhhh!” came next. Larkin continued to adjust the tricorder.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Conway asked, lifting his head again.

Larkin didn’t take her eyes off the tricorder. “I am attempting to adjust the tricorder’s language matrix to decode the penguin’s language.”

“Oh.”

“Bonjour, qui etes vous et ou avez vous originez?” the penguin said, flapping its flippers.

“Hmmm. That is not correct either, but much closer.”

“Ello-hay, oo-hay are-ay oo yay and ere-way id-day oo-yay ome-cay om-fray?” the penguin said, in what seemed to be pig Latin. Or maybe penguin Latin.

“I almost have it,” Larkin said triumphantly.

“Wonderful,” Conway moaned nasally.

“Hello, who are you and where did you come from?” the penguin asked, seeming to become impatient.

Larkin seemed satisfied. “Hello. I am Lieutenant Kristen Larkin of the Starship Aerostar. I come from another quadrant of the galaxy. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

The penguin suddenly dropped to its knees. “Larrin. Larrin! You have come!”

“No, sir, my name is Larkin.”

“Yes, Larrin!” the penguin said, jumping up and running out of the hut with joy, screaming “Larrin” throughout the entire village.

“It appears they have confused me with someone else.”

Conway looked over at her. “I’m happy for them. Now if you don’t find me something to blow my nose on, I’ll confuse your uniform with a tissue.”

“Of course, sir,” Larkin said, pulling the emergency tissue supply out of Conway’s away jacket.

Larkin handed the tissues to Commander Conway. “I wonder who the Penguins think I am?”

Conway blew his nose. Larkin noted that the decibel level of the nose blow was quite a bit above normal. “I dunno. I jus wanna go back to the ship and get in a warm bed. Look wat you did, Larkid, you gabe me a code!”

“As I said before, Commander, you most likely have pneumonia, which is an entirely different phenomenon than the common cold.”

Suddenly, three of the penguin people came in and grabbed Larkin, hoisting her on their shoulders and carrying her out, shouting “Larrin!”

Conway merely rolled over and sighed. “I jus wanna go hobe.”



Larkin was placed on a huge stone throne that seemed to be carved out of a rock face. She now had more of an opportunity to observe the center of the village. Small thatched huts spread out for kilometers in every direction. This civilization of penguins was quite huge.

They surrounded her throne, bowing and softly chanting, “Larrin, Larrin!”

“You obviously have me confused with someone else,” Larkin tried to explain.

“You are Larrin,” the one that had gone to her hut said. “You are Larrin. All praise Larrin!”

“No, no, no, I’m not your god. I am Lieutenant Kristen Larkin.”

“Larrin.”

“Larkin.”

“Larrin!”

If Larkin was human, she would have gotten very annoyed at that point. But, being an android, she maintained her composure.

“I must return to my ship. Can you help me?” Larkin asked one of the penguins.

“Return? But you have just arrived,” the penguin replied.

Larkin began to realize that in order to escape, she would have to play along with the penguins’ charade.

“I have come, dear friends, to wish you well,” Larkin began, effecting her best godlike voice.

The penguins dropped to their knees. One of them said, “The Great Larrin is speaking! What must we do, Great Larrin?”

“First,” Larkin said, keeping the Prime Directive in mind, “You must direct my…disciple…and I to the nearest route to the surface.”

“The surface? You mean the above-place? Why would you want to go there. It is a treacherous place, and the journey there doubly so.”

“It is a necessary rite of passage for my disciple. He must survive in the above-place in order for him to rise to his…higher consciousness.”

“I see. Well, why do we have to help you? You are Larrin– you know all. Can you not find the surface?”

“I…can…find it,” Larkin began, hoping she wasn’t affecting this society too much. “But you must prove to me that you can find it. You see, your people are being tested as well.”

“As you wish, Larrin. We shall leave in the morning, said the penguin chief.

Larkin ran into the hut to tell Commander Conway the good news.

“Commander, the penguins have agreed to show us the way out of here.”

Conway’s face had turned completely blue. It looked to Larkin as if he was getting worse. The tricorder confirmed that much.

“Dat’s good, Lieutenad. Meanwhile, I can’t breed.”

Larkin pressed a small hypospray up to Conway’s arm. “There, Commander, that should help you sleep and decrease the cloggage of your nasal membranes.”

“Thank God,” Conway groaned.

“You’re welcome,” replied Larkin. “Now get some sleep, sir.”



Early the next morning, Lt. Commander Richards stepped out onto the bridge to begin his shift. The Captain had contacted him around 0200 hours, asking him to trade bridge shifts. For some reason he was whispering. Being a good friend, Richards obliged.

“Commander,” Lt. Tilleran said from the science station.

“What is it, Tilleran?” Richards asked, glancing over Tilleran’s shoulder.

“We’re nearing a window in the pulsar interference. I am beginning to pick up a large underground cavern within the planet.”

Richards rubbed his chin. “Hmm. Is that near the region where the avalanche happened?”

“Aye, sir.”

“Then there’s a good chance that Commander Conway and Lt. Larkin are down there.”

“That there is, sir.”

Richards tapped his communicator. “Richards to Baxter. I have some good news.”



Captain Baxter frowned at his friend’s voice coming over the comm system, moving into his bathroom. He didn’t want to wake Counselor Peterman. After all, she was asleep on the couch. She had come back to Baxter’s quarters the before, and they had a drink. He had brought out some of the Bolian Brandy he had saved for a special occasion. And, sadly, it put her right to sleep. All things considered, though, it was still an enjoyable evening since she fell asleep against Baxter’s shoulder.

“Richards to Baxter…are you there?”

“Here. What’s up?” Baxter whispered.

“There’s going to be an opening in the scanning window soon. We have found a cavern below the planet’s surface. We might be able to find our missing people there. However, according to sensors, our transporter will not be able to get through the rock.”

“Any ideas on how to get through?”

“There is a point on the surface where the non-porous rock is fairly thin. I think we can use a tunneling phaser to get through there. We should be able to get a transporter beam through that opening.”

“Hop to it, then. Baxter out.”

Baxter returned to his couch and put his arm around Counselor Peterman, who was softly snoring.

“Thanks for the hot dog, Barney,” Peterman said, snuggling up to him, still sleeping.

Well, it wasn’t perfect, but Baxter still wouldn’t miss this for some stupid old bridge shift. This was the closest he had come to a date in quite a while.



“We are almost there,” the Penguin Chief said solemnly. The group of spear-carrying tribesman had been quiet for nearly an hour now as they made their way through the winding maze of caverns and tunnels. Larkin idly wondered why they would stay underground if they knew the way to the surface. It seemed like every time she mentioned the surface they spoke of it with awe and just a little bit of fright. She wondered why.

Larkin looked back at the sled she was tugging. Commander Conway was tied snugly to the sled and fast asleep. The hypospray had worked.

“You seem calm, Larrin, something I gather is attributable to your wisdom,” the chief said.

“Why would I not be calm?” Larkin asked.

“Well, you will be doing battle with the great Hwangar.”

Larkin stopped a moment. “Hwangar.”

“Yes, your sworn enemy on this plain and beyond. He guards the above place and insures that we are kept within your realm. He is quite powerful.”

Larkin took the chief’s comments as simple tribal superstition. Hwangar indeed.

Several minutes passed, without the chief saying another word. Conway was starting to toss a bit, but that stopped as soon as Larkin plunged another hypospray into his neck. That would keep him comfortable until they were rescued. Hopefully.

“We have reached the place of the great Hwangar,” the Chief finally said, upon reaching a five pronged fork in their path.

“It was a pleasure knowing you, chief. Which one of these tunnels leads out of here?”

“Don’t you know, Larrin?”

“Of course I know. I asked whether or not you knew.”

“The middle one, of course, great Larrin.”

“Thank you. My disciple and I must be leaving now. The rest of the journey is too…perilous for you to make with us.”

“Of course. Thank you for sparing us from encountering Hwangar. And good luck. As if you would need it. Hah.” The chief turned around and left with the rest of the penguins.

“This has been a truly enriching experience,” Larkin noted, dragging Commander Conway through the tunnel. She would miss the Penguins. They seemed almost like a family to her.



“Gellar to Transporter Room. Tunneling phaser is ready,” Lt. Gellar said, tapping a few buttons on the tactical console.

“Great,” Richards responded. “Begin firing and wish us luck.”

“You’ll need it,” Gellar mumbled.

“What was that?”

“Never mind.”



Richards closed the channel and checked his survival jacket. Yep, everything was intact.

“Lt. Tilleran, I want you to set the tricorder to scan for Larkin and Conway’s comm badges. J’hana, I want you ready with your phaser rifle as soon as we materialize, got it?”

J’hana nodded. “Thank you for adding me to the away team. I do feel partially responsible for the situation.”

“You should. Have you got the coordinates, Hartley?”

“Not yet,” Hartley said, flipping through a magazine. “Hey, what do you think about this injector coil? The new ones came out just this year. Nice, huh?” she continued, pointing to a picture in the magazine.

“Who cares. Now get the coordinates from the bridge and prepare to energize.”

“Jeez, always in a hurry. You’d think you were off trying to save someone’s life.”

“Gellar to Transporter Room. We’ve punched through the rock.”

Richards, Tilleran and J’hana took their places on the transporter pad. “Okay…energize!”



Larkin was wondering how much further the trip to the surface would be. Her tricorder apparently couldn’t penetrate the rock, and was for the most part useless. She was beginning to fear for Commander Conway’s life, as well.

Suddenly, the walls of the cave began to shake. Larkin could hear an audible hum. It was unmistakably the Aerostar’s phasers. She guessed that they had found a window in the pulsar’s interference and were using the phaser array to cut through the rock. They must be sending down an away team.

That was quite relieving. Soon they would be safe aboard the Aerostar.

“RUUUUUUUUAAAAAARRRRRRR!” Larkin suddenly heard a loud roar from farther down the twisting tunnel. That didn’t sound like a myth to her. That sounded like an extremely large, extremely angry beast.

Since fear was not part of her program, Larkin simply retrieved her holster and set it on heavy stun. That would certainly be enough to disable whatever beast lay ahead.

In theory.



“What have we done to deserve Larrin’s wrath?” one of the tribesmen said, as the cave rumbled.

“This is not her wrath,” the chief replied, looking up at the surrounding cavern as it shook. “She is doing battle with Hwangar. Rejoice, as the forces of evil shrink away in fear of the great Larrin.”

The flock began to sing and cheer as they headed back to the village.



“RUAAAAAAAAAAAAARRRRRR!” the beast cried, leaping out of the darkness. Larkin found it fortunate that Conway was still asleep, as the sight of the great white rampaging beast would probably cause him to overreact.

Larkin unleashed her phaser on the beast, causing it to stagger back and shake its fluffy white head. It seemed to Larkin almost like a giant mutant polar bear crossed with the abominable snowman. What a curious combination.

The creature lunged forward with its fists and pounded the ground.

Larkin backed off, dragging Conway along with her.

“RUUUUUAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARRRR!” the beast cried out, beatting its chest with fury and giving chase.

“Wha?” Conway said, raising his head and starting to regain conciousness.

“Not now, Commander,” Larkin said, jabbing the hypospray into his arm again.

“Oh,” Conway said, once again slipping back into lazy, dream-filled sleep.



“I found them!” Lt. Tilleran shouted with glee. “Straight ahead about seventy-five meters and closing.”

Richards shivered and tried to pull his jacket closer to him. This was a remarkably beautiful underground world, but it was also colder than Breen in winter. “Wonderful. Let’s find them and get the heck out of here.”

“That’s not all, Commander,” Tilleran added. “It seems there is also a huge heat signature directly behind them. It appears to be chasing them.”

“Damn. I knew this wouldn’t be simple. J’hana, get ready with your phaser rifle and prepare to blow whatever that thing is into next week.”

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” J’hana said, charging up her phaser and digging herself in for a battle.

Richards really wished he hadn’t let Baxter talk him into changing shifts. This was really hard work.



Larkin knew there was a way out of this situation. She just couldn’t quite figure out what that was.

All she did know was that there was a huge creature chasing after her at a blinding speed, and that if she didn’t do something, both she and her commanding officer would be dead.

Suddenly there was a cry from up ahead. “Larkin, DUCK!”

That sounded like Commander Richards. What was he doing down here?

Since Richards was her superior officer above all else, she obeyed him and ducked down.

A hail of phaser fire streaked past Larkin’s head, knocking the beast off its feet.

“Lieutenant! Are you all right?” Richards asked, shouldering his phaser rifle and leaning over the android.

“I am functioning within normal parameters. However, Commander Conway is in need of serious medical attention.”

“Okay. Richards to Aerostar. Beam us directly to Sickbay.”

No response.

“Oops,” Tilleran said, looking at her tricorder.

“Oops? What do you mean ‘oops’?” Richards asked.

“It seems we have lost the scanning window. We can no longer establish contact with the Aerostar.”

“So what the hell do we do now?” J’hana asked.

“Run,” Larkin said, looking at the beast, who seemed to be stirring. “Run very fast.”

The group broke into a run, Larkin still dragging Commander Conway behind her.

“What the heck do you recommend now, Ms. Tilleran?” Richards asked, running as fast as he could.

“You’ve got me strapped.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It means I don’t know. Now leave me alone!”

“What about you, J’hana?” Richards asked, turning to the tactical officer.

“I vote we kill it.”

“Pure genius. How?”

“Good question. Maximum stun seemed to have no effect.”

“What about kill?”

“May I remind you,” Larkin began, taking up the rear, “that this is an exotic life form indigenous to a slowly developing planet. Killing it would be extremely unethical.”

“Kill should suffice,” J’hana said.

“Good. Smoke it, J’hana!” Richards ordered.

“Like a fat cigar, sir,” J’hana said, still running, setting the phaser to its maximum setting, pointing it behind her, and thumbing the trigger.

A huge explosion ensued, throwing everyone forward and bringing the walls of the cavernous tunnel down around the huge beast.

Richards picked his head up out of the snow. “Did we make it?”

Larkin stood, looking around. “It appears we have. We are at the edge of the main concourse of the cavern, near the village. And the creature seems to have been enveloped in the avalanche.”

Richards picked himself up, helping Tilleran to her feet. “Great. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“There is only one problem,” Larkin said, helping J’hana up and checking on Commander Conway. “By destroying that cavern we have blocked our only way out of here. I assume the tunneling phaser dug an entry point in the tunnels?”

“Well, what if it did?” Richards asked.

“Then we’re stuck,” Tilleran answered, cutting Larkin off. “There won’t be another sensor window until tomorrow.”

“Then I suggest we move to the village and wait until the sensor window reopens,” Larkin said.

“Good idea. Let’s get moving,” Richards said, really beginning to miss his warm bed on the Aerostar.



“Bridge to Captain Baxter. Are you awake, sir?”

“Huh?” Baxter said, rubbing his eyes.

“This is Lt. Gellar, sir. We’ve got a small…problem here.”

“What kind of problem?”

“The kind of problem when you lose contact with an away team.”

“Put another senior officer on it.”

“There are no more senior officers. Just you, Dr. Browning and Counselor Peterman. You want me to put one of them on it?”

“No. Definitely not. I’ll be right up. Baxter out.”

Peterman sighed in her sleep and turned over, right on top of Baxter as he lay on the couch.

“Uh. Um,” Baxter said nervously, the breath being pushed out of him. How would he get out from under her without waking her up? She looked so cute in her sleep; he hated the idea of waking her.

Baxter slowly slithered out from underneath Counselor Peterman.

The movement caused her to stir. “More fruit loops, Jimmy? Sure, I’ll take the whole damn box.”

What the heck was she dreaming about?



Larkin quietly built a fire while Commander Richards paced behind her.

“How did I get talked into this? I should be curled up in my bed dreaming right now.”

“I have heard enough of your complaining, human,” J’hana barked.

“Shut up, J’hana. I’m your superior officer and I’ll complain all I want.”

“Fine. Just do it quietly,” the Andorian growled.

Tilleran was studying her tricorder. “Hey, we’re stuck down here. We might as well enjoy it. At least we’re not dying like Commander Conway here.”

“You’ve got a point,” Richards said, almost smiling.

“I must go explain myself to the chief,” Larkin said, tucking Commander Conway’s jacket around him and standing.

“Okay, just make it quick.”



“Why have you returned, Larrin?” the chief asked from his throne, seeming confused. “Please do not tell me you were defeated by Hwangar.”

“Not at all. Hwangar has been vanquished. But along my journey, I found several of my other disciples. They…had not seen this village before and wished to do so.”

“You know you are welcome here for as long as you like.”

“That is good to know. However, we shall be leaving in the morning.”

“That is a pity. We would gain much from your wisdom.”

Larkin considered that. To lead a tribe of penguins. It seemed a good vocation.



“Well?” Richards asked, looking at Larkin as she entered the hut. Tilleran and J’hana were already curled up on the hut’s floor fast asleep.

“I have spoken with the chief. We can stay here tonight. You will be leaving in the morning.”

“What do you mean ‘you’?”

“I will be remaining here to lead the penguin tribe.”

Richards shook his head. “Are you out of your ever-loving mind?”

“I am an android. I do not have a mind to be out of. Technically, I could in fact be out of my positronic brain…”

“Whatever. Why would you stay willingly on this hellhole?”

“Frankly, Commander, I feel they need me.”

“That’s a load of crap. Just because you have a thing for penguins is no reason for you to want to live with them.”

“On the contrary, Commander. It is exactly the reason.”

“Larkin…”

“I have made up my mind sir. Any further conversation on the matter will be useless.”

“Okay, fine. I give up. I’m going to sleep,” Richards said, laying down on the pile of hay near where Tilleran and J’hana had made their beds.

Larkin, not needing sleep, decided to make herself useful. Just in case the plan to get the others out of the cavern did not work, she would have to come up with an alternate one.

The android gathered up the away team’s phasers, along with J’hana’s phaser rifle, and got to work.



Richards awoke to a huge, vicious snarl. “Stop snoring, J’hana,” he said, rolling over. It was then that a huge dollop of drool fell on him, coating his face.

“Ewwww,” he said, shooting up off the hut’s floor. That wasn’t J’hana. Richards looked up and found the source of the drool. “Oh boy.”

The huge snow monster that had chased them before had ripped off the roof of the hut and was staring down at the Aerostarpersonnel like they were a giant TV dinner.

“Uh, Larkin, your pal is back…” Richards said, but Larkin was nowhere to be found.

J’hana and Tilleran had begun to stir. “What the hell is going on?” J’hana asked. She fell silent as she looked up at the raving beast, her question answered.

“Phasers, everybody!” Richards said, diving to a defensive position on the hut’s floor. “Sir…I cannot find the phasers!” J’hana cried. No phasers. The phrase took a moment to sink in. There were no phasers. There was no Larkin. And there was a ten foot tall beast staring down at them like they were dinner. Damn. Richards then remembered that, on top of everything else, it was Tuesday. It was his laundry day, and now that whole schedule was thrown off.



Upon entering the bridge, Baxter realized that almost his entire senior staff had made their way down to that godawful planet. He was now left with Gellar, Ford and Fresca.

None of them were much help. Minor characters were such a pain.

Baxter decided to go and work on his house of cards while he brainstormed on a way to get his crewmembers. Obviously it would do well for them to be rescued before the scanning window came about; the sooner the better. But how would they do it? They had to get in the atmosphere in order to get any kind of reliable readings. And even then, the rock would be a major impediment. But maybe with some better, starship-style sensors, they would be able to pick up a way in there.

But to take the Aerostar down into the atmosphere would be way too risky. There had to be another answer. Something smaller. A shuttle…no…a runabout! That was the answer.

Baxter ran out onto the bridge. “We’re taking a runabout down there and we’re kicking that planet’s butt. I’m tired of being passive about this. We’re going to find those people.”

“Take a pill, there, Cap,” Ford said from the helm.

“Shut up, Ford. Mr. Gellar, Ensign Fresca, you’re with me.” Baxter said, heading for the turbolift.

“What about me?” Ford asked.

“You…have the bridge.” Baxter said, straining to get the words out. He regretted leaving the ship in Ford’s control, but what else could he do?

“Shuttlebay One,” Baxter said, clasping his hands behind his back as the turbolift began to descend. Baxter tapped his communicator. “Doctor Browning, meet me in Shuttlebay One. We’re rescuing Lieutenant Commander Richards and the others.”

“That’s good to hear. I didn’t even know they were lost,” came Browning’s bewildered reply.

“Haven’t you been keeping up on what’s been going on the past two days?”

“Well, of course I have. I mean, you don’t seriously think I was goofing off on the holodeck or something stupid like that this whole time, do you?”

“Of course not. Just meet us in the shuttlebay.”

“Understood. Browning out.”



“Come on, we have to get out of here!” Richards said, running towards the back of the hut, grabbing J’hana and Tilleran by their uniforms and dragging them up. He busted through the back of the hut, bringing the entire thing down.

Tilleran and J’hana were now running behind him as he made his way out of the village. “What about Commander Conway?”

Richards thought a moment. “We can’t drag him and still outrun that thing. Maybe it won’t notice him and it will chase after us instead.”

“That would be nice,” Tilleran said sarcastically.

Richards glanced back in time to see the creature begin to rifle through the contents of the ruined hut. It picked up Commander Conway’s limp body and began to inspect it. Darn. Oh, well. You can’t win them all. And where the heck was Larkin?



Larkin had spent several hours constructing her plan. She had managed to use the away team’s phasers to melt through the snow that blocked off the tunnel to the surface through which her and Conway had arrived. She then used strong plant fibers and wood from surrounding trees to make a semi-sturdy ladder for the crew to climb out on. Larkin surmised that they should be able to make it to the surface in that manner. She would help get Commander Conway up to the surface and then go back to the underground cavern and live out the rest of her days with the penguins. It was a flawless plan. Larkin took stock of her efforts. Now all she had to do was scale the steep tunnel and erect the ladder. She marveled at how well her efforts had come to fruition.

That’s when she heard the commotion in the village. She turned around to see the tribe of penguins running around like chickens with their heads cut off. Near the center of the village she could discern the ten foot tall snow beast, who seemed to be sizing up Commander Conway for snacking purposes.

Larkin broke into a run, toting the phaser rifle she had used to burrow through the tunnel along with her.

She saw Richards, J’hana, and Tilleran running toward her.

“Just where the hell have you been, Larkin?” Richards asked, irritated.

“I have been engineering an escape plan. Allow me to rescue Commander Conway,” Larkin said, then gesturing behind her. “The rest of you must go to the tunnel opening I have cleared and make your way up to the surface. It will not be easy, but it seems preferable to staying here and risking certain d-” Before she could finish, the three crewmen broke for the tunnel. Well, no time for long good-byes. Just as well.



The runabout Wicomico descended toward the planet Crysta at a steady clip.

Captain Baxter had taken up a position behind the two pilot’s chairs, resting his hands on them, drumming the fingers of his left hand on Fresca’s headrest nervously.

“Would you please stop that, sir? You’re making me nervous,” Fresca grunted with irritation.

“Oh. Sorry.”

Gellar was at the other piloting station, handling sensors and weapons. “Sit down, spanky. You won’t accomplish anything by standing there and twiddling your thumbs. We’ve got the situation under control.”

“Don’t call me that!” Baxter shouted, moving to a seat behind Fresca.

He looked to his right, to the seat behind Gellar, where Doctor Browning sat idly playing with her terminal. “Doctor, I want you to be ready to treat severe cases of hypothermia.”

Doctor Browning shifted her eyes to him warily and patted the shoulder pack that lay next to her chair. “Do you see this, Captain? It’s my medical kit. I’m fully prepared. You don’t have to worry about–”

Baxter grabbed the pack, ripping open the front panel. He pulled out a soft, oblong yellow object. “Twinkies, Doctor? I’m sorry, I haven’t been keeping up with the latest medical texts, but last time I checked, TWINKIES WERE NOT MEDICAL EQUIPMENT!”

“It’s for sugar supplements,” Browning said indignantly, grabbing the pack and stuffing the twinky back in. “You do your job and I’ll do mine.”

“Yeah, listen to her spanky,” Gellar added.

“Are we there yet?” Baxter said, ignoring the remark.

“Almost,” Gellar said, looking at his instruments. “We should be getting a reading any minute now.”

“Good. Have the phaser modifications been made?”

“Yes sir. The runabout’s phaser array has been replaced with high power compression phaser banks. They should open up a tunnel in the surface, providing we find the right place, that is.”

“Well, Conway and Larkin had to get down there some way, right?”

“Good thinking, sizzlechest.”

“What’s with the nicknames?” Baxter shouted frantically.

“They annoy you.”

“Yes.”

“There ya go. Now shut up so I can scan the planet.”

Baxter banged his head on his terminal. He was ready to give up.



“You must save us, Larrin. Hwangar will destroy this village!” the chief said, running up to the android.

“The matter is under control. Have your people get to a safe place. I will take care of things.”

“Thank you, Larrin. You are funky.”

Larkin cocked her head, confused at this latest adjective. The universal translator must be having more trouble with the penguin’s language than she had previously thought.



Conway was just coming to again when a tremendous feeling of vertigo overcame him. On top of that he had a huge headache and his nose was still stuffed. And the pillow Larkin had given him was extremely hard. It felt so bony…

It wasn’t a pillow. He was laying on the shoulders of some huge, white, furry beast, and it seemed to be carrying him away.

Was he delirious? He lost count of how many times Larkin had jabbed him with that damn hypospray. This was not good. At any rate, he felt like he was about to die. In short, more miserable than he had ever felt in his entire God forsaken life.

“Have no fear, Commander, I will save you,” Larkin shouted bringing her phaser rifle to bear.

Conway just held on tight, praying for the entire experience to end.

Larkin fired the phaser rifle, which merely sputtered at the beast. She surmised that she had exhausted it melting the snow. Larkin saw no alternative. She used her immense strength to uproot a tree. She would have to clobber the creature to death.

Larkin got close to the creature and smacked it from behind, knocking it off its feet. It grunted in pain. She regretted her act, remembering the speech she had given Richards about preserving life. Still, if she did nothing, Commander Conway would certainly die.

“Gurreeugrrr!” the creature cried out. “Arggggghfffffooot!” it continued.

Did she hear it say foot? Larkin pulled out her tricorder and began to play with the controls. Sure enough, the program she had used to decode the penguin language was now attempting to decode the creature’s grunts.

“Mrrrrrrryyyyyy Frrroooooot Hurrrrrrrrrz!”

Larkin continued to adjust the controls.



Commander Conway shook his head. When the monster fell back, he had been thrown several feet clear. He expected the next thing he would see was the welcome sight of Larkin clubbing the evil creature to death. Instead, she seemed to be using the laser scalpel included in her first aid kit on the beast’s foot. Well, she certainly was going about killing him the entirely wrong way, if that was her aim.

“Wad are you dooig?” Conway asked, wincing from the pain in his throat that talking caused.

“I have ascertained the creature’s problem. It has an ingrown toenail.”

“Ouch.”

“Indeed. I have since fixed the toenail. You would be surprised to learn how mild natured the creature actually is. It has told me that it only wished to have someone fix its toenail. It apologized for the mix-up it had inadvertently caused by scaring us and the rest of the penguin tribe.”

“All well ad good, but how are we goig to ged to da ship?”

“I have an escape planned. We must leave now,” Larkin said, picking up Conway’s body like a sack of old potatoes.

“He is a dreadful little man, is he not, Kristen?” the snow creature said, taking up step next to the android.

“He is human, thus his value system can be quite flawed at times.”

“Understandable. Now what can I do to help you?”

“Just make your wishes known to the penguins. Perhaps this will be the dawn of new understanding between you and them.”

“I think it shall, madam.”



“I’ve found them,” Gellar said, indicating a blinking light on his panel.

“Great,” Baxter said, sipping from his cup of hot chocolate and looking over Gellar’s shoulder. “Do we have a way in?”

“Yes, sir, but we’ll have to utilize the tunneling compression phasers.”

“That’s why we have them. Blast away.”

“Yes, sir,” Gellar said, inclining his head toward Fresca, who banked the runabout swiftly and brought it toward the surface.

Baxter steadied his mug, hoping that this would be a smooth ride.



Richards grunted as he plunged a make-shift climbing peg into the tunnel wall, mounting the inclining slope. Mountaineering had always been his worst subject at Starfleet Academy. He had made it almost half way up thus far. He stopped a moment to look back at J’hana and Tilleran. They were keeping a good pace behind him.

“Maybe we could sing a climbing song…” Richards said helpfully.

A stern look from both J’hana and Tilleran told him that would be a bad idea.



“Careful, Fresca,” Baxter said, as they descended towards the tunnel.

“Hey, I know what I’m doing.”

Suddenly, at Fresca’s command, the runabout nosed down into the hole in the ground, its phasers expanding the walls around it in order to give it more room.



Richards shuddered as he heard a thundering noise from up above him. What the heck was that?



“Accelerate our descent, Ensign Fresca,” Baxter said calmly, looking out the Wicomico’s front viewport. “Report, Mr. Gellar.”

“I can’t be sure, Captain, but it seems that our people are very close,” Gellar said, eyeing his instruments carefully.

“How close?” Baxter asked, fighting to steady himself at the angle at which the runabout was diving.

“Um…about twenty meters,” Gellar said calmly.



“What the…” Richards said, as he suddenly saw the huge runabout hurtling down toward him, its searchlights blinding him. Richards turned around on his back and prepared to slide down the tunnel’s slippery incline. “Get out of here! There’s a runabout coming this way!” he said, bracing himself as he flew down the slick surface.

J’hana and Tilleran followed suit, screaming as they flew back down toward the base of the tunnel.



They’re right ahead of us!” Baxter screamed. “We’re going to hit them! Full breaking thrusters!”

“Calm down, spanky!” Gellar said, manipulating the controls quickly.

“Breaking thrusters frozen, Captain! I can’t slow us down!” Fresca cried.

“Brace yourselves, everybody!” Baxter cried out, falling back into his chair and desparately searching for a seatbelt.



“Move, move!” Richards screamed, the friction beginning to actually burn his rear end as he flew down the length of the tunnel.

The three officers tumbled out of the tunnel, falling to the snow. Thinking fast, Richards pushed J’hana and Tilleran’s heads down into the snow and ducked, praying for dear life.

Richards felt a sudden rush of air as the huge runabout soared over him and hit the snow, still sliding, skidding along the slippery surface and fishtailing like an ’86 firebird on a slick highway.



“Inertial dampeners failing! We’re spinning out of control!” Gellar shouted, grabbing a nearby railing for support.

“Tell me something I don’t know!” Baxter retorted.

“Okay, we’re about to hit a village!”

“Thank you!”

“Why did I have to come!” Dr. Browning shouted, digging trenches in the armrests of her chair with her fingernails.

“Get us under control, Fresca!”

“Stop telling me what to do and save us your own damn self, Captain Baxter!” Fresca responded.



“Good news, Chief,” Larkin said, approaching the penguin chief’s throne with Conway on her back and Hwangar behind her.

“You have tamed the mighty Hwangar!” the chief said incredulously.

“In a manner of speaking, yes. He wants you to know that he wishes to do his best to help your people. You must no longer fear traveling to the surface.”

“This is joyous news, indeed, Larrin,” the chief said, stepping down from his throne. “We shall all gather and celebrate this momentous occasion!” The chief began wildly ringing a bell that was next to his throne. “Come one, come all, and celebrate the dawning of a new era of peace!”

The penguins approached from all directions, first timid, then warmly welcoming the gentle snow beast.

“This is quite acceptable,” Larkin said, nodding in approval of the happy outcome of the mission. Suddenly, she heard a rumble. What was that? She suddenly detected the engine signature of a Danube-class runabout.

The runabout plowed into the village, causing penguins to part, running this way and that, as the scout ship barrelled toward the throne, and the unsuspecting chief.

The penguin chief never saw it coming. The runabout slammed into him and finally came to a stop, resting on one of the cavern walls.

The tribe just sat there in shock, staring at the wreckage, utter horror upon their faces.

The door of the runabout creaked open and Captain Baxter peaked his head out. “Hi. Sorry to disturb you guys. My name’s Captain Andy Baxter. Oh…Hi Lt. Larkin. There you are. Come on, we’re getting out of here.”

“Captain…” Larkin said, pointing below Baxter.

The Captain looked down, to see one limp flipper sticking out from underneath the runabout. He could barely hear the chief’s weak voice. “Don’t let it end this way.”

The flipper curled up as the chief let out one last dying wheeze.

“Oh. Sorry about that. Really I am. Come on, Larkin.”

“I am staying here. I belong here. I hereby resign my commission as a Starfleet officer.”

One of the other penguins approached Larkin. “Do you know this man?”

“Yes, he is my commanding off–I mean another disciple.”

“I do not believe you are Larrin. You and your friends killed our chief! Kill her!” The penguin said, sneering.

“Oh, dear,” Larkin said, as the flock began to fold in on her and the runabout.

“Dreadfully sorry about this,” the snow beast said with a look of dismay on his face.

“Do not worry about it,” Larkin replied, ducking away from the attacking flock and running for the door to the runabout, throwing Conway’s limp body inside. “Captain, I have rethought my stay here and wish to rescind my resignation.”

“Fine by me!” Baxter said, pulling Larkin inside the runabout’s cockpit and pounding the door mechanism. “Come on, Fresca, get us out of here!”

Baxter winced as he heard the sound of spears digging into the runabout’s hull. Those rabid penguins were trying to break in! What had he ever done to them? Oh, that’s right. He killed their leader. So what of it?

“Let’s bust a move, Fresca!” Baxter shouted again, underlining the urgency of their escape.

Fresca’s hands moved madly over the controls. “The systems were slightly damaged by our crash, but I think I have rerouted enough power to get us moving. Something’s not right, though.”

“I’ve got it!” Gellar said, pounding a panel with his fist. Suddenly, lights came on all over the cockpit. “That did it. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“That would be wise,” said Larkin.

The runabout shifted in the snow bank a moment, its engines straining, then if fianlly lifted off. The Wicomico turned against the flowing tide of angry penguins. Baxter was careful not to look back. He was sure the sight of penguin guts would seriously sicken him.

Baxter sighed with relief as the runabout picked up speed and the clangs of spears began to lessen in frequency.

“We will reach the tunnel in about forty seconds,” Gellar stated calmly.

Baxter ran over to the transporter. “I don’t want to have to slow down one bit. We have to time the transport so we can beam Richardson and the others up o our way out.”

“That’s assuming we didn’t smush them too,” Fresca mumbled from the pilot’s station.

Baxter ignored her and fired up the transporter. “I’ve got ’em. Energizing.”

Richards, Tilleran, and J’hana materialized on the transporter pad, still dusting themselves off and rubbing their sore rear ends.

“Hey baby!” Dr. Browning shouted, jumping on top of Richards and knocking him back down.

“Erg. My butt hurts,” Richards grunted, trying to lean forward against the pressing attack of Dr. Browning.

“Don’t celebrate yet,” Gellar said as the runabout came to an abrupt stop.

“What now?” Baxter said, moving to the front of the compartment. What he saw did not make him feel optimistic. There had obviously been another avalanche, one which blocked off their exit.

“I would not reccomend trying to tunnel out. We may not have time for such a maneuver,” Larkin said, looking at one of the readouts. “We are currently being pursued.”

“Well, we’ll just have to find another way out,” Baxter said resolutely, taking a chair. “Bring us around, Ensign.”

The runabout turned around slowly, and strangely enough, the field of vision in front of them was blocked by something huge and white.

“Snow bank?” Baxter asked.

“Snow monster,” Tilleran corrected.

“Outside audio speakers, Mr. Gellar,” Baxter commanded, watching for the Lieutenant’s signal. “To the huge beast off our port bow. Please don’t kill us.”

“Dreadfully sorry. It is nothing personal. My new friends just don’t like you.”

“Darn,” Baxter said, as the creature brought its huge fist down on the runabout.

The small ship hit the ground with a thud.

“Auxiliary power!” Baxter shouted, trying desperately to keep in his chair. The cabin grew dark as main power began to fail.

“This never happened to Bugs Bunny!” Dr. Browning shouted, cuddling into Richards’s lap.

“It will probably be a quick death, darling,” Richards said reassuringly.

“Come on you jerk! Is that all you can do?” J’hana cried as the runabout pitched, the beast picking up the small vessel and pitching it.

“I wish I could have gotten to know you fellows better. It is a shame to have to kill you so fast.”

“Hey, I don’t think you’re familiar with Starfleet officers. We don’t die easy, buddy!” Baxter shouted defiantly, grabbing onto a bulkhead.

“Speak for yourself!” Lt. Gellar said, crawling under the flight console and curling into a fetal position. “I’ll take a quick death please, Mr. Creature!”

“I’m sensing hostility,” Tilleran said as she clung to Fresca’s chair.

“Thank you so much for that little piece of advice!” Baxter growled, becoming more and more nauseous.

Larkin had remained quiet throughout the crisis; she was busy working at one of the engineering panels. “Tractor beam set to repulse. Activating now!”

“Good thinking, Lieu-” Baxter said, cut off by the sudden jerk as the runabout was propelled free of the creature. Baxter thought quick, leaping over the tangle of bodies in the smoky cockpit. “Fresca, divert all power to impulse engines and engage!”

“You got it,” Fresca said, manipulating the controls as quickly as she could.

The runabout flailed around in the air a moment and finally righted itself.

“There’s only one option left for us to take,” Baxter cried. “We’ve got to ram her through the ice floe above us.”

Gellar smirked. “Hey, zippy, I’m not as dumb as you look.”

“DO IT, Fresca!” Baxter shouted.

“Okay, okay! Hold on everyone!”

Everybody clutched something solid (in Doctor Browning’s case, it was Lt. Commander Richards), and held on for dear life as the runabout made for the huge cavern’s ceiling, leaving in its wake a flock of screaming, warbling, cursing penguins and an extremely inadequate-feeling snowbeast.

The runabout smashed through the ice, rising to a height of about seventy meters, than nosing back downward.

“We’re going back in!” Richards said with fear as he looked out the window and saw the hole in the ice growing larger as they approached it.

“Not if I can help it!” Fresca said, tapping the controls. “Damn. Helm is not responding.”

Meanwhile, Commander Conway was starting to come around again. He had blacked out sometime during the period when that huge snowbeast was tossing him around and now found himself in a runabout hurtling toward a rapidly approaching hole in the ice. “Hey, guys, what’s going on?”

“Shut up!” Dr. Browning said, jabbing yet another hypospray into Conway’s arm.

“Not again…” Conway said, returning to dreamland.

“Hold on…” Richards said, reaching underneath the helm console. “…there’s the problem!” Richards pulled out a huge wad of opticable. “Try it now!”

Fresca nodded, tapping the helm panel. The runabout nosed upward, coming almost level with the planet’s surface, glancing over a snowbank, and once again becoming airborne.

Once the ship was flying level again, Baxter bent over Richards’ shoulder as he frantically worked the mess of wiring under the helm console. “Do you think we can make it back to the ship?”

Richards looked around the smoky cabin. “Just barely. Life support may start giving out relatively soon, though.”

“Good enough for me. Fresca, get us back to the ship, maximum speed.”

“Aye, sir.”

Baxter turned to Dr. Browning. “What about Commander Conway?”

“He’s reached the final stages of hypothermia. I need to get him to sickbay and warm him up somehow.”

“Well, will he live?”

“No.”

“Really?”

“No, not really. He’ll be fine. But I had you going there for a minute, didn’t I?”

Baxter grimaced. “Ha ha. Stick to being a doctor…”

“I know I know, I’d make a lousy comedian.

Baxter took a moment to heave another sigh of relief as the runabout soared through the atmosphere of the dreaded planet Crysta. He silently cursed himself for ever approving an away mission to this planet. He also resolved that he would never even think of vacationing in Alaska again. Provided he ever got back to Earth.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. The Wicomico made its way back to the ship in one piece after all, and I’m proud to say, so did all of my officers, albeit some of them a little worse for wear. Commander Conway is expected to make a full recovery in the next couple of days and has been ordered to maintain a diet of hot tea and apple juice so as to stabilize his electrolyte levels or some such thing. Anyway, he should be back to active duty soon. I’d also like to include in this log a commendation for Lieutenant Commander Christopher Richards, without whom the failed rescue that came before my successful one would never have been possible. On a personal note, I’d like to thank him for taking over my bridge shift. I owe him big. I promised him he that I would do anything he wanted in return.



“What do you call this place again?” Dr. Browning asked, around the strikingly bizarre environment Richards had cooked up on the holodeck.

“It’s called ‘Dunkin Donuts.’ I have a whole range of restaurants programmed in the holodeck for our dates. Each one more bizarre and surprising.”

Browning leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “That’s so sweet.”

“Anything for you, my little crueller,” Richards said, inwardly cursing himself for using such obscenely cute dialog. Oh, well, Dr. Browning seemed to like it. “How’s that donut?”

“Very interesting. The recipe’s a little different from the one’s I’ve tasted before. Double chocolate was definitely an excellent choice.”

A few moments of silence followed. “So all we do is sit here?” Browning asked.

“On the contrary. Watch this.” Richards turned around in his chair and flung a donut at a nearby window.

“Hey! Stop throwing food, fool!” the waitress called out, running over with a mop.

Browning observed this with amusement. “You throw food around and make the waitress clean it up.”

“Exactly.”

“And that’s fun?”

“That’s fun.”

Browning smiled. “Then by all means, pass the chocolate frosted!”

Dr. Browning grabbed a donut for each hand, hurling one and stuffing the other in her mouth. “Hey,” she said through a mouthful of donut, “weren’t you supposed to work tonight?”

Richards leaned back and smiled. “That’s all been taken care of, hon.”



“I hate engineering duty,” Captain Baxter murmurred, leaning over the guardrail that surrounded the warp core and considering the idea of jumping. “This is so boring.”

Just then, Baxter felt someone tap him on the shoulder. “Hey, Andy, I’ve been looking all over for you.”

It was Counselor Peterman.

“Kelly! I’ve been looking forward to…that is…you know, I uh…”

“Yeah, I know. Hey, thanks for letting me stay in your quarters. You know, some people may have gotten the wrong idea about me spending the night over there. Some people might have even taken advantage of me in my semi-drunken state.”

“Hah. No, nope, uh-uh, not me!” Baxter smiled.

At that moment, Ensign Stuart walked by and patted Baxter on the back. “Good going there, ‘Andy the Annihilator’! Errrr!”

Baxter grimaced as Stuart walked off and called after him. “Hey, why don’t you make yourself useful and patch up a power conduit or something.”

“Jeeze, what was that all about?” Peterman asked.

“Oh, nothing. Hey, I have an idea. Why don’t we go grab a nightcap at Mirk’s. I’m exhausted, and besides, I don’t have to do this. I’m the freaking captain for Pete’s sake.”

“Okay, after you,” Peterman said, extending her arm. Baxter took it, flashing Peterman a debonair smile.

“Yeah, dilithium crystal repairs can be put off until tomorrow.”

With that, Baxter led Peterman to the nearest turbolift and disappeared behind its doors.

Evidently, the dilithium maintenance was not a chore that should have been put off, as alarms began to ring loudly and crewman rushed all over the place, frantically working to avoid a warp core breach.

Ensign Stuart quickly patched the dilithium fracture, thus avoiding the feared breach. Unfortunately, the warp core breach of love that was currently taking place in Captain Baxter’s heart could not be so easily stopped.



NEXT ON STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION



“Dillon’s Brain”



In an attempt to reach the Alpha Quadrant, Captain Baxter’s conciousness is lost. And as the crew begins to try and figure out how to operate a ship whose captain is a braindead vegetable, Captain Baxter wakes up on Earth, in the body of Commander Travis Dillon.




Dillon’s Brain

Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51465.4. Stellar cartography reports that a small planet has been discovered on our route through uncharted space. It reads Class-M and is most probably be inhabited. We have changed course for this planet with high hopes that it may offer us the help in getting home that we so desperately need.



Most of the bridge crew nervously drummed their fingers as the Aerostar streaked through space at warp eight en route to the mysterious planet, one that Mirk swore up and down shouldn’t be there, at least as far as he knew.

Captain Baxter paced at the front of the bridge nervously, hands clasped behind his back. “Are we within hailing range yet?” he asked impatiently.

“In two minutes,” J’hana announced from tactical.

Commander Conway leaned forward in his chair, a cup of coffee cradled in his shaking hands. “This better be the break we’ve been waiting for, Captain. If we don’t get home soon, I’ll go mad.”

“You and me both, Commander,” Baxter said, sitting down and trying to seem his most professional. “At least you don’t have the responsibility of talking to whoever these people are, providing they have communication technology.”

“Or providing they actually exist at all,” Lt. Tilleran said from the science console.

Baxter turned back to the Lieutenant. “A little optimism, please!”

“We are now within hailing range,” J’hana announced.

“Gee, do you think we should hail them?” Conway asked sarcastically.

“Just do it, for Pete’s sake,” Baxter muttered, sitting up straight in his chair and straightening his uniform.

“Open,” J’hana said curtly. She obviously wasn’t thrilled with Conway or Baxter’s tone.

“This is Captain Andy Baxter of the Starship Aer-”

Suddenly the screen was filled with what looked like a cross between one of the keebler elves and the Klingon demon Fek’lar.

“Grinat. Boklo…mopeta,” the little creature spat.

“What the heck?” Conway muttered.

“Hi, this is Capt-” Baxter tried again.

“Shomooowinga….dorooodi, mopusha!” The being cried. He seemed to be getting slightly annoyed.

“Larkin…what does the universal translator make of this?” Baxter asked.

“Uncertain, Captain. The translator seems to be having difficulty deciphering this particular species’ dialect.”

“Just great. So we finally find someone out here, and they just happen to be the only race in the entire universe next to the Tamarians and those penguins that can’t speak Federation Standard,” Conway muttered.

“Essentially, sir,” Larkin replied.

“Sheesh,” Baxter sighed. “This bites.”

“Sheesh! Yaka, sheesh maree, la coda moshi!” The little man’s demeanor seemed to improve.

“What did I say?” Baxter asked.

“Obviously you have pleased him, Captain. Perhaps some of our words are homophonically similar to theirs.”

“Does this help?” Baxter asked.

“Doubtful.”

“Well, I certainly hope we can meet. It seems a fair arrangement,” this response took the entire bridge crew by surprise.

“That is odd,” Larkin said, looking at her panel. “Evidently the universal translator has succeeded in decoding this species’ language.”

“Great,” Baxter said, smiling and standing up. “Hello, my name is Captain Andy-”

“I know, I know. Captain Andy Baxter of the Starship Aerostar. Please don’t repeat yourself.”

“I-”

“Yes, I know, you’ve been out here for months without finding anything and you’re glad to have finally met up with us.”

“Well-” Baxter said.

“And you wish to confer with us to see if perhaps we had something to offer you in trade?”

“Perhaps we-” Baxter continued.

“We will consent to a rendezvous at my position, where we will offer you a technology capable of unlocking the secrets of the human brain or the secrets of space and time itself, in return for a few paltry commodities. Does this seem fair?”

“Um-”

“Excellent. We will speak again when you reach the planet. With you and you only. Is this understood? We find dealing with toadies distasteful, as distasteful as we find your…intercourse.”

“How does he know anything about that?” mused Conway.

“Thank you for-” Baxter responded.

“You’re welcome. Berengatti out.”

The bridge crew sat there, stunned for a moment.

“Was that his name or the name of the planet?” Ensign Ford asked from the helm.

“Good question,” Baxter asked, rubbing his eyes. “Well, I think I did pretty darn well for my first negotiation. I’ll be in my readyroom if somebody needs me.”

Conway seemed speechless for a moment. “We’re either the smartest bunch of morons in the galaxy or the luckiest.”

“Is there a third choice?” Ford asked.



Doctor Phillip Kerridan closed the panel on the huge metal cube that he and Lieutenant Larkin had been working on for the last three months. It was almost ready for a second test attempt. Providing Captain Baxter did not mess things up again. He was becoming a nuisance to Kerridan, and Kerridan didn’t like nuisances, especially when they bore captain’s pips.

“Clean up this work area, Atkinson, and have Lieutenant Larkin and Lieutenant Tilleran report down here as soon as possible.”

Lieutenant Junior Grade Doug Atkinson nodded. “Yes, sir. Do you think this will work?”

“Indubitably. Now get moving. I have to think,” Kerridan said tiredly, retiring to the small office to the rear of the lab.



“The way I see it, Captain, I was well within my rights to knee Lieutenant Elton in the crotch,” Counselor Kelly Peterman said defiantly, stretched out on Baxter’s couch.

Baxter just propped his elbows on his desk and cradled his head in his hands. “Your howler monkey did try to scratch his eyes out, you know. Doctor Browning was barely able to save his vision.”

“So, that was no excuse for him to toss poor Raphael across the room,” Peterman moaned.

“Perhaps not, but still…”

“And Lieutenant J’hana twisted my arm when she dragged me to her office. No doubt she got all sorts of pleasure from doing that.”

“But Kelly, you assaulted a fellow officer…during a counseling session…while he was trying to explain to you his fear of small animals, after your pet monkey tried to blind him for life…don’t you see something…extremely wrong with that?”

“The way I see it, he got what was coming to him.”

“Listen, I don’t know how much longer I can–” Baxter said as he was cut off by the chirp of his communicator.

“Larkin to Baxter. Please report to science lab four. I believe the Subneutrino Neural Transmitter is ready for a trial run.”

“The huh?”

“The brain wave transmitter.”

“Come again?”

“The device we are going to use to contact the Alpha Quadrant.”

“Oh. That. Fantastic, I’ve got to see this,” Baxter said, standing up and walking around his desk.

“But what about me?” Peterman asked, frowning. “You’re not going to fire me, are you?”

“Fire you? Of course not. What would I do with you? A demerit will appear on your permanent record and you’ll be ineligible to participate in the crew’s touch football competition in the spring.”

“Darn. And I was really looking forward to that,” Peterman moaned.

“You should have thought about that before you cracked Mr. Elton’s jewels.” Baxter chuckled as he ducked out of the readyroom.

“Time to Berengatti?” he asked, strolling across the bridge to the turbolift.

“Twenty-two minutes,” replied Ford.

“Why so long?” Baxter asked, pressing the turbolift button.

“Commander Richards called up here a few minutes ago and asked that we reduce our speed to impulse while he does some diagnostics on the reaction chamber,” Commander Conway said.

“Why did he have to do that right now?” Baxter asked in annoyance as the doors opened.

“Don’t ask me. It was on the schedule.”

“Well, tell him to hurry up and finish the diagnostic. The sooner we get to this planet the better.”

“Yes sir.”



“Okay, activate the main power coupling,” Lieutenant Tilleran said, glancing at a tricorder.

“Power is on,” Lieutenant Atkinson said, kneeling next to the cube, which now lit up with many multicolored lights and thrummed quietly.

“No surges so far–the system is stable,” Tilleran reported, checking her tricorder. “As a matter of fact, the power efficiency is incredible. It’s operating at ninety-eight percent.”

“As we expected, Lieutenant,” Larkin stated.

“It had to be efficient,in order to broadcast neural energy over seventy thousand light years,” Kerridan added.

“What’s up?” Captain Baxter asked, strolling into the lab.

Kerridan narrowed his eyes, just barely showing his resentment for the Captain.

“Good news, Captain. The transmitter is functioning,” Lt. Tilleran said. “Now all we need to do is test it out.”

Kerridan looked Baxter up and down. “Yes. We need to find a subject to test it on.”

Baxter looked confused. “I thought we were going to use Commander Dillon?”

Kerridan grumbled impatiently. “Yes, we are. But we need someone on this end to transmit the neural signal to Commander Dillon.”

“Who did you have in mind?” Baxter asked, looking around the room at Larkin, Kerridan, Tilleran, and the two crewmembers that were helping with the project.

“Hmmm…” Kerridan said, narrowing his eyes. “I was thinking you might like to do the honors.”

Baxter stepped back. “Me?”

“It would not be wise to put the Captain at risk,” Larkin finally said. “I would volunteer, if I had any neural waves to transmit.”

Kerridan seemed mildly shocked. “Are you saying that one life is worth any more than another? Surely any real Captain would immediately volunteer for a chance such as this. A chance to be the first person to send the proverbial ‘message in the bottle’ to shore?”

“You’re way out of line, Kerridan,” Baxter grunted.

“Am I?” he looked at the others in the room. “Or am I just being reasonable?”

No one noticed Lieutenant Tilleran briefly clutch at her forehead. “Not again.” She said quietly to herself. Another annoying migraine. The third in three months. Tilleran winced slightly in pain as Baxter and Kerridan continued to argue.

“Are you calling me chicken, Doctor?” Baxter asked angrily.

“You said it, not me.” Kerridan smiled.

“We’ll see who’s chicken you son of a bitch,” Baxter barked. “Get this contraption going, Larkin. We’re doing it.”

“Are you sure this is a good idea, Captain?” Larkin asked.

“No. Just do it. I’ll prove Doctor Smartypants here wrong if it’s the last thing I ever do.”

“Let’s hope it is,” Kerridan said under his breath as Larkin prepared Baxter to use the transmitter.

“The helmet itches a little,” Baxter noted as Larkin adjusted the chin strap.

“I apologize, Captain. This system is what humans might refer to as ‘jury rigged.’”

“No kidding.” Baxter sat in a nearby chair as Lieutenant Atkinson plugged his helmet into the large, pulsating cube.

“Now if you feel any discomfort, Captain, press this control, and the system will immediately shut down. Do not fear, Doctor Kerridan will be monitoring your vital signs every step of the way,” Larkin continued as Baxter was plugged into the machine.

“Why don’t I find that comforting?” Baxter asked, watching the smiling visage of Doctor Kerridan as he adjusted the tricorder.

“Don’t worry, Captain. Everything will be fine,” Kerridan said resolutely. “Hit the switch, Atkinson.”

Lieutenant Atkinson pressed a button on the cube and the thrumming began to increase in loudness.

The lights in the lab flickered slightly as power began to surge through the cube, right along the cord, and directly into Captain Baxter’s head.

“Wow,” Lt. Tilleran said, looking at her tricorder. “His cerebral cortex is absorbing energy exponentially.”

Baxter’s eyes opened wide and his body jerked violently as the energy surged into him.

“Richards to lab four. What the hell are you doing?”

“Stand by, Commander, we are performing a crucial experiment,” Larkin said, watching the readings on the lab wall carefully.

“Well, whatever you’re doing is drawing a hell of a lot of power form the ship’s engines.”

“She said to stand by!” Kerridan shouted, watching with wonder as the machine thrummed.

“But…”

“But nothing!” Kerridan said, stabbing a control on the lab wall that shut off the comm system. Nothing must interfere with this project.

“I don’t like this guy,” Tilleran whispered to Larkin.

“He seems an adequate crewmember to me, Lieutenant,” Larkin replied quietly.

“Jeeze, if you say so,” Tilleran replied.

“His vital signs are stable,” Kerridan said, darting his eyes over to Larkin and Tilleran. He noticed them whispering. “If you don’t count the doubled blood pressure and brain activity.”

Baxter suddenly fell limp and closed his eyes.

“He is still conscious…barely,” Kerridan said, looking from his tricorder to the Captain.

“Can you hear me, Captain?” Larkin asked.

“Yes, I can,” Baxter said, his eyes still closed. “What do you want?”

“Tell me what you see, Captain,” Kerridan asked.

“I see…space. Yeah. I’m definitely in space,” Baxter replied.

Tilleran clutched at her head. “His mind is divided. It’s as if he’s in two places at once.”

“Fascinating,” Larkin commented.

“You’re looking for Commander Travis Dillon. Can you find him?”

“I see an Excelsior-class ship. It’s the Secondprize,” Baxter mumbled offhandedly.

“Wonderful. Is Commander Dillon aboard?” Kerridan asked, moving toward Baxter excitedly.

“No. He’s on the planet below,” Baxter announced.

“Great! What planet is he on?”

“He’s…he’s…”

“Yes…yes?” Kerridan asked excitedly.

“Home,” Baxter said, smiling. His eyes were still closed, but it looked as if Baxter was seeing the most beautiful thing in the world.

“Home?”

“He’s on Earth!” Baxter shouted, now extremely excited. “I see Earth!”

“Incredible,” Tilleran gasped.

“Then go to him. Go to Commander Dillon!”

“I can’t…too far…” Baxter said, becoming upset.

“He can’t take much more of this, Kerridan!” Tilleran said, becoming worried.

“Boost the gain on the transmitter,” Kerridan said to Lieutenant Atkinson.

“Are you crazy?” Tilleran asked. “You could fry his brain–or worse–kill him!”

“Do it, Atkinson,” Kerridan ordered. “It could be our only way home.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Kerridan,” Tilleran replied.

Larkin had been silent all this time. “We must be careful. By running this much extra power through the navigational deflector, we may be in danger of overloading the–”

Suddenly sparks began to spray out of the cube as the lights flickered again and went out.

“–main power grid,” Larkin continued.



Alarms went off all over the Aerostar as main power went out, causing gravity, life support, and other main systems to go offline.

“What the hell is happening?” Commander Conway shouted over the din of alarms as the bridge crew struggled to stay at their stations.

“Main power is offline. We’re having trouble switching over to secondary!” Ensign Fresca said from ops.

Conway suddenly lost his grip on the command chair and spiraled through the air, completely weightless.

“This isn’t very damn funny!” Conway shouted, just before he hit a bulkhead.



“Shunt power to secondary systems!” Richards cried as his crew scrambled throughout engineering, tumbling through the gravity-less air.

“The circuits are fried, sir!” Ensign Paul Sanchez said. “It’s almost like the time when-”

“Shut up, Sanchez, and switch to the manual override!”

“Yes sir!”

“Engage emergency battery power!” Richards said, grabbing for the main status console, just as a dull red light flickered on and panels throughout engineering flickered on.

Richards hit the ground roughly, about half a second before several tools that were floating over him did.

The engineer tried to deflect the tools that flew at his face as Sanchez leaned over him. “Emergency battery power has been established.”



The group in lab four sighed with relief as the red emergency lights came on.

“Power’s back on!” Tilleran said, looking around the room.

“You’re kidding. I never would have guessed,” Kerridan said, pulling himself up off the ground. He had bumped into Lieutenant Atkinson and Ensign Taylor when gravity was lost and then into Larkin, finally landing on the deck rather painfully.

Lt. Tilleran rubbed her side, standing up. “What about the Captain?”

Tilleran, Larkin and Kerridan slowly turned to look at the smoking mess the cube had become. Next to it, Baxter lay sprawled on the ground, about three feet from the helmet, which must have come off when gravity was lost.

“Oh, boy,” Tilleran said with worry.

“What?” Kerridan asked.

Larkin picked a tricorder up off the deck and stared at it.

“He’s not there,” Tilleran said. “I can’t sense anything.”

“The Lieutenant is right, in a sense,” agreed Larkin. “Captain Baxter is brain dead.”

“Gee, I can’t tell a difference,” Ensign Taylor whispered, nudging Lt. Atkinson and laughing.

“Conway to lab four. What the heck happened? And where’s Captain Baxter? We’re almost at Berengatti.”

“We’ll get back to you, Commander,” Tilleran said, staring down at Baxter’s limp body.



Captain Baxter cried out in pain as the energy flooded his brain, until finally, mercifully, it stopped. He had heard voices–many voices–shouting at him. Telling him to find someone. Find Dillon. Why was he supposed to find Travis Dillon? What did they need with him? Who where ‘they’ anyway?

Baxter opened his eyes, hoping to find an answer to one or more of those questions, but found himself in bed, in a dark room.



Baxter inwardly sighed with relief. It was all a bad dream. He was back in bed in his quarters on the Aerostar.

“Computer…lights,” Baxter said. He sat up, waiting for the lights to come on. It took him a few minutes to realize that the voice that had said that…it wasn’t his voice. But he had said it. Baxter was quickly becoming confused.

Suddenly a hand grabbed his shoulder. “Travis…relax. You’re not on the Secondprize. You’re on Earth. Remember? You were just having a bad dream.”

“Huh?” Commander Travis Dillon asked, turning to face Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins. “What are you talking about?”

“You were saying something in your sleep. ‘Find Dillon,’ ‘I’m in space’. Stuff like that.”

“Weird,” Dillon replied, laying back down. “I don’t remember having a dream like that. I just feel really confused.”

“Just go back to sleep, honey,” Hawkins said, putting her arm around Dillon. “Things will look better in the morning.”



Commander Conway banged his head repeatedly on the conference room table. Normal lighting had been re-established along with the rest of the main power grid, although some of the subsystems were still being repaired.

“It’s not as bad as it seems, Commander,” Kerridan said from the other end of the conference table. “Baxter did prove that we could reach the Alpha quadrant with brain waves.”

“Brain waves? I’ll show you what you can do with your brain waves!” J’hana cried, leaping across the table at Kerridan.

Larkin was quick to push her back into her seat. “There is no use for violence now. What is done is done.”

“We are royally screwed,” Ensign Ford added from his seat.

“Yeah, we need Baxter to negotiate with these Berengatti people,” Conway muttered. “Without him, we can’t get the technology that might get us home.”

Peterman had been sobbing this whole time, and finally spoke up. “Don’t any of you care? Andy’s DEAD!”

Dr. Browning put a hand on Peterman’s arm. “That’s not true, Kelly. His body’s still here. His brain is just gone.”

Peterman just sobbed harder. “Thanks a freaking lot.”

“Does anyone have any ideas on how to get him back?” Commander Conway asked.

“Actually,” Tilleran spoke up. “Yes. We can repair the transmitter and I can retrieve Captain Baxter’s consciousness.”

“Are you sure about this?” Larkin asked.

“Pretty sure. I believe we can split the signal into two signals. Like splicing a wire.”

“No, it’s too risky,” Kerridan said. “Any attempt to rescue Captain Baxter could result in further loss of life.”

Peterman rubbed her eyes and looked up. “You sure seem like you’re in a hurry to leave the Captain for dead.”

“I don’t see that we have much of a choice. Would you like the same thing to happen to Lt. Tilleran?”

“No…but…” Peterman said softly.

“I didn’t think so.”

“Kerridan’s right, unfortunately,” Conway said. “I’m not going to risk anyone else on that contraption until we can get the bugs worked out. Maybe you have some ideas, Commander Richards?”

Richards turned his chair toward Conway. All this time he had been staring out the conference lounge’s windows. “Darn right I have some ideas. First of all we fire this Kerridan guy out a torpedo tube. Then we repair that thing and get the Captain back. It wouldn’t have caused that power surge if I hadn’t been doing an engine diagnostic. Someone should have told me about the experiment.”

“I take full responsibility for that,” Larkin said. “It was an oversight on the part of Doctor Kerridan and myself.”

“Well, in any case, we need to see if the Berengatti will settle for me as an arbitrator. I’d hate to lose this chance because of some people’s…” Conway said, turning to face Kerridan. “Incompetence.”

“Commander, I…” Kerridan said.

“If that’s all, you’re all dismissed,” Conway said, standing up and heading for the bridge.

Doctor Browning walked over to Commander Richards’ chair and put a hand on his shoulder as everyone else but Peterman filed out. “I know he was a good friend of yours, Chris. Maybe you should talk to Counselor…”

As if on cue, Peterman lay her head on the conference table and let out a huge sob.

“Maybe not.”



Commander Dillon grunted as he sat up in bed. “Boy, that was one weird dream.”

“Morning, Travis,” Patricia Hawkins said, walking into the bedroom. She had just finished dressing and was busy affixing an earring to one of her ears. “So you remember your dream?”

Dillon scratched his head. “Kind of. I dreamt I was…on the Aerostar.”

“The what?”

“You know, the ship that was sent to explore the Bermuda Expanse a few months back? We haven’t heard from them since then and three of our crewmembers were aboard.”

“Oh, that Aerostar. You’re still thinking about that?” Hawkins knelt down on the bed beside Dillon and put her arms around him. “There’s nothing you can do for them, honey.”

“Are you sure?” Dillon asked, standing up and heading for the shower.

“Positive,” Hawkins said, walking over to her suitcase and trying to find her other earring.

Dillon walked into the bathroom and turned on the shower. He and Patricia had spoiled themselves by staying at the Federation Plaza, just outside of downtown San Francisco. Sure it had cost a few more credits, but it had real showers and beds with sleep induction fields, and a fully equipped antigrav tennis court.

“So do you still want to go to the museum today?” Hawkins asked, digging though her case.

“I guess,” Dillon said, turning to the mirror that was above the bathroom sink. “You need a shave, Travis.” Suddenly something clicked inside Travis Dillon’s brain. Well, maybe snapped is a better word.

“What the hell?” he suddenly shouted.

“Travis?” came Hawkins’ voice from the bedroom.

“Be calm, Andy, just be calm. There’s got to be a logical reason for this. What are you doing here? Who are you? Who am I? What are we doing?” Dillon shouted, running out of the bathroom in nothing but a towel, barreling through the bedroom, careening into the living room and tumbling out the door of the hotel room and out into the corridor of the sixty-seventh floor of the Federation Plaza.

“Where am I? Who am I? Why are we here?” Dillon screamed, running down the hall.

Hawkins chased after him, pulling her high heels off one by one. “Get back here Travis! What the hell has gotten into you?”

Dillon headed straight for the sixty-seventh floor terrace, overlooking the vast and spacious courtyard of the Federation Plaza, hitting the guardrail, flipping over it and tumbling through the air like a spastic acrobat with an inner ear imbalance.

Hawkins hit the guardrail and stopped, watching as her boyfriend plummeted towards the Earth below.

“Hold on, Travis!” she screamed, running back into the corridor and slamming her hand down on one of the comm panels. “Main desk! This is room Patricia Hawkins, room 6720. My boyfriend just took a nose-dive off of the sixty-seventh floor terrace!”

“This is the main desk. Please hold.” Suddenly Hawkins was treated to a sweetly rendered muzak version of The Talking Heads’ “Wild, Wild Life.”

“Arrrggh!” Hawkins cried, smashing her fist into the comm panel.

“Ahem,” a male voice suddenly said from the direction of the terrace. “Do you know this man?”

Hawkins turned to see a man in a custodial uniform, approximately seventy-five years of age and short in stature, with Commander Dillon draped over his shoulder. He was standing on the opposite side of the guardrail. “There I was, washing the windows, minding my business, when all of a sudden this lunatic falls on top of me. Damn lucky, he was. You’re on the sixty-seventh floor, ya know.”

The man heaved Dillon over the guard railing and onto the terrace, sighing. “Sheesh, these Starfleet types are all the same. Put ’em in a sane civilian environment and they go loony.”

“Thanks for your help, Mister…” Hawkins said, lugging Dillon over her shoulder.

“Boothby. Frank Boothby. Come from a long line of senile old custodians, I do. Maybe you know my brother?”

Hawkins didn’t reply; she had already lugged Dillon half way to the hotel room by then.

“Damn starfleet types,” Boothby cursed, hitting the control that sent his hovering window-washing platform back downward.

“Brzzzzt…this is the front desk. How may we help you?” The partially functioning comm panel fizzled.



“How is he?” Peterman sniffed, looking down at Captain Baxter’s still form.

“Exactly the same, I’m afraid,” Doctor Browning said, nibbling on a bagel. “We have him on total life support. The only thing that’s keeping him breathing and keeping his heart beating is the computer. I’m afraid we can’t do anything for him until we get his nuts and bolts back.”

Peterman frowned and knelt down by the Captain’s side, leaning her head against the biobed. “Jeez, Andy, I’m sorry I yelled at you so much. I should have said something sooner–”

“He’s not in a coma, Kelly. There’s no chance he will hear you,” Browning said, patting Peterman on the back. “Now come on, you have to carry on with your job.”

“But–”

“No buts. Kerridan, Richards, Larkin, and Tilleran are trying their hardest to get that cube functioning again. They’ll get the Captain’s brainwaves back. Don’t you even worry about that.”

Peterman sniffled slightly and rubbed her nose. “I guess you’re right. I just feel so helpless. I can’t help but wonder what’s happening to the Captain right now.”

“I’m sure he’s fine. He’s probably just floating around in some sort of neurological limbo.”

Peterman stood up and looked down at Baxter’s still form once again. “I sure hope you’re right.”



“What do you have to say for yourself, Travis? Are you crazy?” Lt. Hawkins asked, extremely perturbed.

Dillon rubbed his eyes and sat up. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Patricia. It’s like there’s someone else floating around in my brain.”

“Yeah, right,” Hawkins said. “You’re just overworked. Which is exactly why Counselor Webber asked you to take this vacation in the first place.”

“I know, I know,” Dillon said. “I guess I’m just letting my imagination get the better of me.”

Hawkins smiled. “There you go. Now why don’t you go back into the bathroom and take a nice, warm bath. And I’ll have room service send us up a wonderful breakfast.”

“Gee, that sounds nice,” Dillon smiled, getting up from the bed and strolling over to the bathroom.

Once Dillon had disappeared behind the bathroom door, Hawkins sighed. “What’s gotten into him?”



Dillon settled into the warm bathtub and sighed with relief. Maybe he had been working too hard the past few months. This was the exact reason that he had been forced to take his leave while the Secondprize was on detached duty in the Terran system. Patricia was right, he just needed to relax.



Baxter settled into the warm bathtub an sighed with relief. Maybe this had just been a terrible dream. He had been under a lot of stress in the past few months, and he had probably just been working so hard he had hallucinated the entire bit about being in someone else’s body. It was almost laughable. Commander Dillon indeed!



Suddenly Dillon shot up in the bathtub. Commander Dillon indeed? Who was thinking that? Not him, that was for sure.

“Who’s there?” Dillon called out.

“Me,” Dillon responded.

“What?” Dillon asked himself.

“I said I’m right here, are you deaf?”

“This is confusing,” Dillon replied, scratching his head.

“That freaking prick. He did this to me. That has to be the explanation,” Dillon said, pounding the side of the tub in anger.

“Who?” Dillon asked, bewildered.

“Commander Dillon?” Dillon asked himself. “Is this really you?”

“Last time I checked,” Dillon replied sheepishly.

“Damn. I guess it worked.”

“What worked?” Dillon asked with exasperation.

“The experiment. A scientist on my ship, along with Lt. Larkin, was working on a device that would transmit a neurological signal to the opposite side of the galaxy, in hopes that someone would know we were out here.”

“And who the heck is ‘we’?”

“The crew of the Aerostar.”

“And that would make you…”

“Captain Baxter,” Dillon said, getting tired of explaining the situation. “My guess is something went incredibly wrong.”

“No kidding.”

“Evidently the transmitter malfunctioned and my consciousness somehow got trapped inside your head.”

“Why me?”

“Because you were the logical choice, according to Larkin.”

“If I ever see that android again, I’ll…”

“Shut up, Commander. We have to figure out a way to get me back into my body. And soon. My ship may depend on it.”

“The sooner the better.”

“Tell me about it. It’s really damp and quiet and lonely in here.”

Dillon grimaced at this. “Shut up. I sure as hell didn’t ask for you to get in my head.”

Hawkins suddenly stuck her head in the door. “Breakfast is here, Travis. Who were you talking to?”

“Mind your own business, Lieutenant; me and the Commander here have some discussing to do,” Dillon replied.

“Shut up, Baxter,” Dillon said.

Hawkins marched into the room. “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?”

“It’s a long story, Patricia.”

“One we don’t have time to tell. Now…” Dillon said, pulling himself out of the tub. “We have to contact the Secondprize. Captain Rydell and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch will know what to do.”

“About what?” Hawkins asked, her head spinning with confusion as Dillon marched out of the bathroom, and grabbed a towel.

“He’ll tell you later,” Dillon shouted from the bathroom.

“You’ve really gone off the deep end, Travis,” Hawkins sighed, following him out of the bathroom.

“Tell HIM that, sweetie,” Dillon said, drying off and pulling on his uniform. “Could you please let me control my own body?”

“If you’d hurry…time is of the essence.”

“I realize that, but I’m fully capable of dressing myself!”

Hawkins watched with wonder as Dillon tried to pull his uniform shirt on, pulling at it and jerking at it, while hopping around the room with his pants hanging around his knees.

“Stop doing that! You’re messing us up.”

“Just let me have that…”

“Give me!”

Dillon seemed to be having a heated debate with himself.

Hawkins had finally had enough. She grabbed Dillon by the front of his shirt and threw him up against the wall. “What…the…hell… is…going…on?” she grunted.

“I’m sharing my brain with Captain Andy Baxter of the Starship Aerostar,” Dillon said.

“At your service,” Dillon said.

“I don’t believe it.” Hawkins let Dillon go.

“Have I ever lied to you before?” Dillon asked.

“Well, no…but…”

“Okay, she understands. Now finish getting dressed. This is no freaking picnic for me, you know.”

“Well, it’s not for me either, now just hold your horses while I zip–”

“Arrrrrrrggggggggghhhhh!” Hawkins yelled. “Why are you doing this?”

“It’s an urgent matter of Starfleet security!” Dillon said.

“Starfleet security my butt! You just want to get back home.”

“Wouldn’t you?”

“Well, I guess.”

“STOP IT!” Hawkins cried. “You are one person. ONE PERSON! You’re talking to YOURSELF. Now stop it before I have you committed.”

Dillon crossed the room and embraced Hawkins, who was now shaking with anger. “I’m sorry honey, I promise I’ll try and have this straightened out as soon as possible.”

“This is all very touching. Now can we get moving?” Dillon added.

“Where are we going?” Hawkins asked, beginning to pack.

“We’re grabbing a transport to Maryland,” Dillon said with finality.

“MARYLAND?” Dillon asked with exasperation.

“Yes. There’s something I have to see to there.”

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

“We’re going to make time,” Dillon said.

“Over my dead–” Dillon replied, when suddenly he was caught unawares by his own fist, which pummeled him in the face and knocked him down. Dillon rolled around on the floor with himself for several minutes, finally coming to a stop near the edge of the bed.

“Okay, I give up. Let’s just get this overwith.”

“That a boy. Now have your girlfriend call us a transport. Chop chop!”

“This is too weird,” Hawkins sighed, sitting down on the bed.

“Just do it, Patricia. Trust me.”

“Well, who are you?”

“Travis Dillon.”

“Andy Baxter.”

Hawkins just covered her face.



Fifteen minutes later, Dillon and Hawkins were standing outside the Federation Plaza waiting for their shuttle. They would have been there sooner, but Dillon had argued himself into changing into some civilian clothes. He had convinced himself that they would be less conspicuous that way.

Once the transport had arrived, Dillon and Hawkins quickly piled in, instructing the pilot to take them to a place called “Salisbury” Maryland.

“Where?”

“I said Salisbury, darn it. Are you deaf?”

The Ferengi shuttle pilot turned around. “What, no ear jokes?” he cackled annoyingly for what seemed like an eternity as the transport lifted off the ground and headed east. “Name’s Gral. Nice to meet you guys. Why would you leave San Francisco for a dump like the Eastern Shore of Maryland? There’s nothing there.”

“Well, Gral, I happen to have some…interests there,” Dillon replied.

“Like family?”

“Sort of.”

“Really? That’s great. Me, I sold my family into slavery two years ago. They’re nothing but trouble, I tell you.”

“Is that so?” Dillon asked. “Don’t you miss them?”

“Like a hole in the head,” Gral cackled again. “Know what I mean?”

“Not really.”



Commander Conway stepped into the lab holding a steaming cup of coffee. He found Lt. Larkin, Lt. Tilleran, and Lt. Commander Richards hard at work on the neurological transmitter.

“I thought I’d find you guys in here. Have you been working through the whole night?”

“Yes, sir,” Richards said, bending over the cube. “We’re going to get this thing fixed come hell or high water.”

“How’s it look?”

“Not good,” Tilleran said, leaning back against a bulkhead and wiping her forehead with exasperation. “This thing was fried pretty good. What’s happening with the Berengatti?”

“They’ve given us a little extension. We have until this afternoon to get the Captain back. Of course, I had to do some talking even to get that arrangement. Do you think you guys will have that thing up by then?”

“I hope so,” Richards said, continuing to work on the device.

“So where’s Kerridan?” Conway asked, looking around the room.

“Don’t know, don’t care,” Tilleran said, bending over and checking some circuits with her tricorder.

“I believe he is in his office,” Larkin said, indicating the room to the rear of the lab.

“I think I’ll pay him a visit,” Conway said.

“I don’t like him, Commander,” Richards muttered, his phasertorch punctuating the remark.



“Should I wait here for you guys?” Gral asked, as Dillon and Hawkins ducked out of the transport.

Dillon thumbed his signature on a padd and handed it back to Gral. “That won’t be necessary.” Gral had really cheated them on the fair, but Baxter didn’t feel that bad. Hey, it was Dillon’s money, right?

“Why do I feel like that guy overcharged us?” Dillon asked.

“Are you talking to me?” Hawkins replied, as the transport took off.

“Of course I’m talking to you, Patricia,” Dillon said, leading Hawkins along a street and down a long driveway.

“That’s a first for the day.”

“I’m sorry. I’m trying my hardest to deal with this situation the best I can. Imagine it from my point of view.”

“I’m trying, Travis, I’m really trying,” Hawkins said, looking around her. “So where are we?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Dillon replied.

“We’re going to my house,” Dillon replied.

“Oh. Your house or Baxter’s house?”

“My house.”

“His house.”

“WHOSE HOUSE?”

“Andy’s!!”

“Mine!”

“Oh.”



Commander Conway stuck his head into Kerridan’s cramped office. “May I come in?”

“Oh…yes…” Kerridan said, switching the terminal on his desk off quickly. “What can I do for you, Commander?”

“For starters, you can give me some answers.”

“What do you mean?”

“Something smells extremely bad around here, Doctor. And I’ll wager it’s you.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh, I think you do. And as soon as we find out what that is, we’ll have you sucking vacuum before you can blink.”

“Your threats don’t scare me, Commander. The worst you can do to me is lock me in the brig, and for that you’d need proof that I’ve done something wrong. And if I’m not mistaken…” Kerridan rifled through the padds that littered his desk. “Umm…no, I don’t see anything like that around here. But I’ll let you know if any turns up.”

Conway reached across the desk and grabbed Kerridan by the collar, pulling him across the desk. “Listen here, Kerridan! I have no great love for the Captain, but you’ve seriously screwed up the chain of command. And I’m going to find out why…”

“Bridge to Conway,” came Lieutenant J’hana’s voice. “The Berengatti want to speak with you. Now.”

“I’ll be right up,” Conway said, setting the Doctor back down in his chair. “We’ll finish this little discussion later.”

“I doubt that,” Kerridan sneered as Conway left. Once he was sure Conway was gone, he switched his viewer back on. “Now, as I was saying…”



“Here we are,” Dillon said, as he and Hawkins reached the large three story house that overlooked a dark, serene lake.

“So this is Baxter’s house?” Hawkins asked.

“Sure is. This property’s been in my family for hundreds of years. The Baxters have always been big on tradition. See that lake back there? That’s Leonard’s Lake. Me and my grandfather used to fish back there all the time. Best perch you’ve ever seen. It’s such a good fishing spot, I programmed it into the holodeck.”

“Cute.”

“Unfortunately, the place passed over my father right to me. He seemed to think that an old house in a small town was no kind of place to raise a family. That’s why he had us move to San Francisco when he became the Vice Admiral of Internal Starfleet affairs.”

“Admiral Baxter is your father?” Hawkins asked. “I’ve met him before. Not a ten on the personality scale, but a nice guy.”

Dillon laughed. “That’s what mom says too.”

Hawkins giggled at that. “You know, Travis, Andy’s kind of a funny guy when you get to know him.”

“You don’t have to have him living in your head.”

“Anyway, Mom’s in starfleet too. She’s the first officer on a science vessel. They don’t see each other a lot, needless to say.”

“So the house is yours,” Hawkins said.

“Sure is.” Dillon placed his palm against the reader at his door.

“Admittance refused,” the computer replied curtly.

“It’s not your palm, stupid,” Dillon said to himself. “It’s mine, remember?”

“Oh,” Dillon said. “Oh yeah. Open door, password ‘Pandora.’”

“Password accepted,” the computer said, opening the door.

“So who’s Pandora?” Hawkins asked.

“Pandora!” Dillon called out. Suddenly a tiny Jack Russell Terrier ran into the room, sliding across the hardwood floors.

She stopped and looked up at Dillon suspiciously, smelling his feet. She turned her head quizzically.

“I guess she doesn’t recognize me,” Dillon said. “Come on, Pandy, it’s me!”

The dog jumped up in the crook of Dillon’s arm, licking his face.

“I missed you, girl,” Dillon said, smiling.

“Stop licking me!” Dillon muttered, trying to set the dog down, but he couldn’t get his arms to work. “Andy, can I please put the dog down now?”

“I guess so,” Dillon said, setting the dog down.

Hawkins picked up Pandora and stroked her lovingly as she followed Dillon into the kitchen. “So you came all the way back here to make sure your dog was okay?”

“That’s part of the reason,” Dillon said, checking a huge bowl labeled “Pandora.” “That’s odd. The bowl is half full. I guess Emily’s been feeding her.”

“Emily?” Hawkins asked.

“Who are you guys?” a voice asked from the top of the stairs that led down into the kitchen.

“It’s me…uh, I mean, it’s Travis. A friend of Andy’s. I’m here to…uh…see him.”

A dark-haired woman of about twenty-six years stepped down to meet Dillon and Hawkins. “You mean you haven’t heard?”

“What ever could you mean?” Dillon asked.

“It’s a long story,” she sighed, looking down at Pandora as she lapped at her water bowl.

“I know,” Dillon said.

The woman, who was apparently named Emily, walked over to the stove and began preparing a pot of tea. “Starfleet won’t tell me much. All I know is that I got a message from Andy saying he was promoted to Captain and given his own ship, and the next thing I know, Starfleet’s telling me his ship has disappeared indefinitely while on some”top secret” mission. Isn’t that weird?”

Dillon sighed. “Extremely.”

“I didn’t get your friend’s name,” Emily said, looking to Hawkins.

“Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins, tactical officer on the Secondprize. This is Commander Travis Dillon. He’s the first officer.”

Dillon smiled. “Yep, that’s me.”

“Emily Arden. Andy’s next door neighbor. So you knew him?”

“I was acquainted with him,” Hawkins said.

“Yeah, he’s been on my mind a lot lately,” Dillon said wryly.

Emily sighed. “Mine too. I’m really worried. I mean, I hear they want to declare the crew of the Aerostar dead. Andy’s father even wanted to get rid of the house and sell the dog. But I wouldn’t let him. I know how much the house and the dog means to Andy. They’re all he really has.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say that…” Dillon said.

“You say they want to declare them dead?” Hawkins asked.

“Yeah, can you believe that?” Emily replied, as the kettle began to whistle.

“I assure you, they aren’t dead,” Dillon asserted.

“That’s what I’d like to believe, too,” Emily said thoughtfully, pouring the tea into a cup. “But it’s hard. Would you guys like some tea?”

“Well, we–” Hawkins said.

“Sure,” Dillon said, sitting down at the kitchen table.

Emily smiled. “Good. No one comes around here much. Andy used to say Salisbury wasn’t a place you’d visit on purpose.”

“He’s a wonderful guy,” Dillon said.

“He sure is,” Emily agreed.

Dillon looked into the steaming cup Emily handed him. Orange Pekoe, Baxter’s favorite. “So…did you receive any other messages from Andy before Starfleet lost contact with him?”

Emily thought a moment. “No. Why do you ask?”

“Just wondering. I just remember Andy mentioning something–er, just before he left, about a note that he had left in the breadbox, just in case he was ever to be lost in the line of duty. You might want to look and see if there’s one there.”

Emily crossed the kitchen to the counter where the breadbox sat. She opened it and, sure enough, inside lie a small padd. “How strange…” Emily said, silently reading the padd.

“Secondprize to Hawkins,” Hawkins’ purse suddenly chirped. Hawkins pulled her comm badge out and tapped it. “Hawkins here. Go ahead, Jaroch.”

“I could not seem to raise Commander Dillon on his badge, so I tried yours. The diplomatic situation on Nestron Three is deteriorating and the Secondprize is being asked to respond immediately.”

“Understood. Have the Federation Plaza send our baggage up to the ship and beam Dillon and I up from this location in two minutes.”

“What are you doing in a degenerate area like Maryland, anyway?”

“It’s a long story, Jaroch. I’ll tell you later.” Hawkins palmed the comm badge carefully and grabbed Dillon’s hand. “Sorry to cut the visit short, but we have to be leaving.”

“Nice to meet you guys,” Emily said quietly as she continued to read the letter.

Dillon petted Pandora once more, kissed her on the head, and sat her down. “I’ll see you again, Pandy, don’t you worry. Nice meeting you, Emily.”

With that, Dillon and Hawkins disappeared in a swirl of blue.

And Emily permitted a tear to roll down her cheek. “Leave it to Andy to wait until he’s disappeared off the face of the galaxy to tell me how he feels about me.”

Pandora sat at Emily’s feet and let out a short whimper.

“Yeah, I know, you miss him too, girl. I’m starting to feel like we’re the only ones, though.”



Jaroch escorted Hawkins and Dillon to the bridge, strolling down the corridor nonchalantly with his hands clasped behind his back. “I trust you two had a nice vacation,” he said, rather curtly.

“Yeah, it was okay,” Dillon replied.

Jaroch raised an eyebrow. “You sound different, Commander. I cannot put my finger on it, but you sound different.”

“Don’t worry about it, Jaroch.”

“I did not say I was worried,” Jaroch replied.

The three stepped into a turbolift, and Jaroch ordered it to the bridge.

The ride to the bridge was for the most part quiet.

“Well,” Jaroch finally said. “Not much has happened while you two were off…doing whatever you two do. It wasn’t as if anyone has missed you.”

Dillon suddenly snapped out of his train of thought. “What?”

“Never mind,” Jaroch said exasperatedly.

“Are you okay, Jaroch?” Hawkins asked.

“Most definitely,” Jaroch replied.

It was then that the turbolift reached the bridge. The doors opened to reveal Captain Alexander Rydell. “There you guys are. I hope you had fun, because the vacation’s over.”

Dillon followed Rydell to the front of the bridge while Hawkins took her place at tactical. “What’s going on?”

“Essentially, Nestron Three is tired of being in the Federation,” Rydell replied.

“Why?” Dillon asked, confused.

“In a word,” Jaroch said, “they think we suck.”

“I see.”

“Lieutenant Sullivan, set a course for the Nestron system, maximum warp,” Rydell said, turning to Dillon. “Seven months ago, we lost the Nestron freighter Corska in the Bermuda Expanse. They say it was incompetence on our part that was responsible. Since then things have worsened, until recently, when the Federation embassy was attacked by Nestron radicals.”

“I could tell them where the freighter is,” Dillon said resolutely.

“What?” Rydell asked.

“Nothing, Captain,” Dillon replied. “Shut up,” he muttered under his breath.

“What?” Rydell asked again.

“I said, I could tell them where the Corska is. I’ve seen it.”

“And how, exactly, have you done that, Commander?” Jaroch asked from the science station.

Dillon stood up and looked around at the bridge crew: Hawkins at tactical, Jaroch at science, Sullivan at the helm, Ensign Tasha Campagnola at ops and Captain Rydell. “Because, my name is Captain Andy Baxter, of the Aerostar, and my ship is stuck, along with the freighter, on the other side of the galaxy, and my consciousness is stuck in this officious martinet’s godforsaken brain, and I’d kill for some suggestions on how to get out of either situation.”

The entire bridge was quiet. “Talk about a conversation stopper,” Hawkins muttered.



“We would like to speak to Captain Baxter,” the Berengatti said with an air of finality.

“He’s…um, indisposed for the moment, sir,” Commander Conway replied, shifting uncomfortably in the command chair.

“I have heard this. We would like to speak to Captain Baxter. If no, no deal, no?”

“Yes. I mean, no,” Conway said. “I mean, give us ten minutes and I promise Captain Baxter will talk to you.”

“I give you seven minutes. Bye.”

“You’ve really done it now, Conway,” Ford said from the helm as the Berengatti disappeared form the viewscreen.

“Shut up,” Conway said. “Conway to Richards. I need a way to trick the Berengatti into thinking that Baxter is talking to them in seven minutes.”

“That’s a tall order, Commander. Usually, I’d suggest using a holographic projection filtered into the subspace transmission, but unfortunately we lost those systems when power went down and I just don’t have the time or the resources for that type of repair job in the time we have.”

“Then I’ll have toget creative,” Conway said, heading for the turbolift. “J’hana, you have the conn.”



“I’ll be damned, he’s right,” Doctor Beth Aldridge said, studying the brainwave analysis as Commander Dillon sat patiently on the biobed. “There’s definitely surplus neurological activity in there.”

“How the heck did this happen?” Rydell asked in disbelief.

“I’d love to explain it, Captain, but we don’t have that kind of time. Now help me and maybe I can help you,” Dillon said.

“Who’s talking now?” Rydell asked, looking from Dillon to Aldridge, then to Jaroch and Hawkins.

“Andy,” Dillon said.

“And Travis,” Dillon said.

“Okay, fine. As soon as we reach Nestron, I’ll have you, Hawkins and Jaroch beam down there to talk to the radicals. Meanwhile, Mister Jaroch, I want you and Commander Baird to work on a way to get Baxter out of Dillon’s head.”

“I’m sure we can put our heads together and come up with something,” Jaroch chuckled.



“Computer, transfer life support control to the bridge and activate life support field,” Dr. Browning said, monitoring the vital signs of Captain Baxter’s body as it sat limply in the command chair. “He’s all set, Commander.”

“This is the stupidist idea you’ve ever had, sir,” Ensign Ford said as Conway finished tying the fishing line around Baxter’s arms.

“Shut up, Ford, and act natural. If they suspect something, you’ll never see your girlfriend back home again.”

“I don’t have a girlfriend back home.”

“Why am I not surprised,” Conway added, wrapping the string that kept Baxter’s head up around the tactical console.

“This is ridiculous,” J’hana said, staring down at Baxter’s limp form, slumped in the command chair like a dummy.

“If you have another suggestion I’d love to hear it,” Conway muttered.

Doctor Browning surveyed Conway’s work approvingly. “Looks lifelike to me.”

“Thank you for that professional opinion, Doctor. You can return to sickbay now.”

Browning giggled. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” she walked behind the tactical station and took up a position next to J’hana. “I promise I won’t get in the way.”

“Fine,” Conway said, taking his seat beside Baxter. “Now Counselor, do you remember what to do?”

“Yes,” Peterman said quietly. “I work the left arm, you work the right arm.”

“Right, and the other string will cause his head to turn to the left, and my string will pull his head to the right. What about you, J’hana?” Conway said, looking up at J’hana.

“I’m in charge of nodding and mouth movement,” J’hana grumbled, looking down at her two strings. “This is so stupid.”

“Shut up and open the channel,” Conway said, suddenly flashing the broadest, fakest smile he could manage, casting his eyes at Peterman and nodding until she did the same.

“This won’t work,” Peterman said through clenched teeth.

“We’ll see.”

The Berengatti flashed up on the screen. “Aaah, there you are Captain. So nice to see you.”

J’hana jerked Baxter’s head up and tugged on the string pulling his mouth open, while Conway spoke. “You too…uh, sir. I’ve been very busy lately.” The speech was somewhat slurred, since Conway was by no means a professional ventriloquist.

“You do not look well, Captain. Perhaps some rest would do you good.”

“I couldn’t agree more. But first, this trade.” Conway strained to keep his face straight, but it was difficult, because Ford kept looking back and making faces at him.

“Then I suggest I beam up to your ship and see it’s wondrous alien technology.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing you haven’t seen before, Mister Berengatti.”

“On the contrary. I insist. I shall bring my own technology with me.”

“Fine, fine,” Conway muttered. “Then by all means, come on up. We’ll beam you aboard immediately.”

“Wonderful. I’m looking forward to–”

Suddenly J’hana dropped the string that kept Baxter’s head up, causing the head to sag. It appeared as if the captain had just nodded off.

J’hana and Dr. Browning scrambled for the string, trying to grab it as it fluttered to the ground.

“Captain, are you okay?” came the Berengatti’s concerned voice.

Conway dropped his string, causing Baxter’s arm to sag, and rushed to Baxter’s side. “Doctor…come down here and look at the Captain.”

Improvising, Browning ran down to the command chair. “Hmmm. Looks like a simple case of exhaustion.” She looked meekly at the Berengatti on the screen. “You know how that is.”

“Of course. I just hope he’s well enough to receive me in ten minutes. I’d hate to have to withhold this wonderful technology just because the Captain is ill. But that’s no excuse for me to consent to giving the technology to anyone lower than the Captain.”

“Damn,” Conway said under his breath, turning from Baxter to face the Berengatti on the viewscreen. “Ha ha, don’t worry, sir, he’ll be perfectly fine. We’ll just run down to the transporter room and beam you aboard.”

“I look forward to meeting your Captain face-to-face,” the Berengatti said, as his face was replaced with the spinning orange orb of Berengatti.

“No problem. We just need to get his brain back,” Conway muttered. “All right, Browning, get the Captain back to sickbay. I have another stupid idea.”



“We have arrived at Nestron Three,” Sullivan announced from the helm.

“Great,” Rydell muttered from the command chair. “Rydell to transporter room. Are you guys ready?”

“As ready as we shall ever be,” Lt. Commander Jaroch’s voice responded.

“Then get down there. And be careful.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Dillon replied.

“Hardee har har,” Rydell said, closing the channel.



As Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins materialized in the Federation Embassy on Nestron Three, the first thing they noticed was the maddening sound of explosions outside.

Dillon looked to Jaroch and Hawkins. “Phasers on stun.”

They both withdrew their phasers, checked the settings, and held them at the ready.

They moved through the quiet halls of the embassy slowly, looking from side to side, but having no luck finding anyone.

“Where’d everyone go?” Dillon asked.

Jaroch looked at his tricorder. “Everyone is being held in a large room up ahead.”

“Then by all means, lead the way,” Dillon ordered.

The group moved through the palace in relative silence.

“Have you figured out a way to get my mind back to it’s rightful place yet, Jaroch?” Dillon asked, breaking the silence.

Jaroch kept his eyes on the tricorder. “Unfortunately, no. However, Commander Baird had a rather interesting idea that involved cutting out the part of your brain that held Baxter’s consciousness and shooting it in the general direction of the Delta Quadrant utilizing the photon torpedo launcher.”

“I’m really laughing on the inside,” Dillon grumbled.

“I on the other hand,” Jaroch said wistfully, “am of the opinion that, in this case, perhaps two heads are almost as good as one. I mean, when you and Baxter put your heads together, you’re almost as smart as the average neandrethal.”

“Knock it off, Jaroch,” Hawkins muttered.

“But I enjoy it so.”

“I said knock it off.”

Jaroch frowned. “If you say so. Ah, we’ve reached the doorway to the chamber we are looking for.”

“It’s about damn time,” Hawkins grumbled.

“After you, Commander,” Jaroch said, stepping away from the door.

“Here goes nothing.” Dillon said took a few steps back and rammed headlong into the door.

“Maybe I was wrong. Two heads aren’t even as good as one,” Jaroch said, turning the handle and opening the door.

“Come on,” Hawkins said, pulling Dillon up.

As soon as they entered the room, a man at the front of the room shouted, “There, the Federation’s lackies! Kill them!”

The crowd surged toward the away team, wielding bats, sticks and batons. Dillon saw the hostages tied up at the other end of the room, along with the Federation ambassador. “We’re from the Federation, alright, but let me assure you guys, we aren’t lackies. We’re here to help. I can tell you where the…”

That’s when a bat collided with Dillon’s head, causing him to fall to the ground.

“Travis!” Hawkins screamed, firing her phaser into the crowd on a wide beam.

“We must get to the hostages!” Jaroch shouted, pushing through the crowd.

“Travis!” Hawkins pushed toward where Dillon lie, cutting through the mob with her phaser.

Jaroch finally reached the hostages. “Relax, ladies and gentleman. Everything is under…” That’s when a similar bat cracked down upon the Yynsian’s head.

For those that don’t know anything about Yynsians, they have a fervent belief in reincarnation and a peculiar connection to their past lives. From time to time, when Lieutenant Commander Jaroch is subjected to physical trauma, one of his more aggressive past lives is brought to bear, name of J’Ter.

J’Ter stood up and raged at the tiny man who had hit him with the bat. “You dare to stain the honor of J’Ter! I will stain the floor with you, puny cretin!” Jaroch/J’Ter screamed, picking the Nestron man up and bodyslamming him. “I shall take all comers! All will fall under J’Ter’s wrath!”

“What was that about not worrying?” One hostage said to another.



“And this is the Bridge, Mister Berengatti,” Captain Baxter said happily, motioning the dwarfish man out of the turbolift and onto the bridge.

“Please, call me Buck,” the Berengatti said, looking over the bridge with satisfaction.

The bridge crew smiled back at him, waving, and saying in unison, “Welcome to the Aerostar!”

“Buck…” Baxter said. “What an interesting name. Is that short for something?”

Buck looked up at him. “Nope, just Buck.”

“Extraordinary,” Baxter replied.

Commander Conway tapped his foot nervously behind the two. “Well, I guess you’ll have to be going now, right Buck? I’ll show you to the transporter room and you can give us that technology.”

“Actually, I really should hurry, as I have to go and prepare my home for coming winter.”

“How interesting!” Baxter said, “Does it get very cold on Berengatti this time of year?”

“Quite,” Buck replied. “In fact, if one is not careful, he could easily freeze!”

At that moment, the entire bridge crew stopped moving. All the lights on the bridge stopped blinking, and even the planet on the viewscreen stopped turning.

“Oh, my,” Buck said. “What has happened?”

Conway was the only person that hadn’t froze, since he was the only person other than Buck that was actually there on the holodeck. “Um, Computer, resume program Conway Theta. No, no…I mean Delta, Conway Delta!!”

It was too late. The bridge disappeared and was replaced by a racing track.

“What devil work is this?” Buck asked, as cars whizzed by him.

“Just some more of our wonderful technology!” Conway said, trying to think of a way to rescue the situation.

“And where is Captain Baxter?”

“Um, Computer, reinitialize character Andy Baxter.”

Baxter reappeared next to Buck. “So, isn’t this a great ship? Great ship? Great ship? Great ship?” he stuttered.

Conway just slapped a hand over his face and sighed. “Computer, end program.” Both Baxter and the racing track was replaced with the orange and black holodeck grid.

“Now. Would you mind telling me what exactly is going on?” Buck asked, his face creasing with annoyance.



Lt. Hawkins looked on with disapproval as J’Ter laid waste to the room full of Nestron radicals. At the same time, she dragged Commander Dillon over to a relatively quiet spot and tried to wake him up.

“Come on, Travis, you have to wake up. Don’t you remember when the Borg ship was attacking us and I passed out? You helped me then, and I’m helping you now. You saved my life. I can save yours.”

Dillon’s eyes fluttered open. “What the heck are you talking about?”

Hawkins just sighed and jerked Dillon to his feet. “Come on, Andy. We have to talk some sense into these people.”

“That’s so sweet, Patricia, the life thing, I mean,” Dillon said.

“We don’t have time for this!” Hawkins said, dragging Dillon to the front of the room.

“You must stop this, J’Ter!” Jaroch said to himself.

“What are we going to do?” Dillon asked himself.

“I will do whatever I want!” J’Ter responded.

“Don’t ask me!” Dillon responded.

“ARRRRRRGGGGGGGHHHH!” Hawkins screamed, not for the first time.

“I didn’t sign on for this…” The leader of the revolt said, taking his megaphone and making for a nearby exit.

“No you don’t!” Hawkins said, picking him off with her phaser. “I’m in no mood to mess around. I’ve got two guys on my hands here with multiple personality problems. One of them is laying waste to a room full of terrorists and the other is obsessing about what to do to stop it. And I’m just about frigging fed up!” Hawkins said, grabbing the unconscious man’s megaphone and shoving it into Dillon’s arms. “You wanted to tell them something, go ahead!”

“Um. Hi!” Dillon said into the megaphone, waving at the raging crowd.

“DIE!” J’Ter screamed, running toward Dillon.

“Sorry, Jaroch,” Hawkins said, firing her phaser at the science officer. He stumbled backward a little, then continued toward her and Dillon. She upped the setting a couple notches and fired again, this time putting the Yynsian on his back. “Now talk, Dillon!” she shouted.

“Okay, okay. You don’t have to get pushy. Listen up, everyone: I’m the Captain of a Federation Starship that was lost just like your precious freighter. I’ve been far from home for months and only because of a freak accident have I been able to visit this quadrant again. Your ship was sucked, like mine, into the Delta Quadrant, by what is basically a collapsed wormhole. Its cargo was probably stolen by a race called the Flarn, and its crew was probably eaten by the same race, unless your people have some unsavory aftertaste that I don’t know about. In short, they’re dead, but at least you can stop searching. And, now, thanks to the accident that brought me here, so can Starfleet.”

Everyone stopped rioting for a moment and looked around the room.

One of the Nestrons spoke up.”Are you telling us the truth?”

“Yes,” Dillon said with exasperation. “Who would make up a story as convoluted as that?”

Another Nestron looked to the first. “He’s got a point, you know.”

While Dillon was talking, Hawkins had taken the liberty of untying the Federation hostages. “Now do all of you guys promise to behave?” she asked the crowd.

One by one, they all mumbled agreement.

“Good,” Hawkins said. “It’s about time.”

Dillon looked to Hawkins. “I think the diplomats can handle the rest. We’re exhausted.”

Hawkins nodded. “Agreed. Hawkins to Secondprize. Three to beam up.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51466.8. The Secondprize has left Nestron Three, with the Ambassador’s assurance that matters are under control. Commander Dillon, and…Captain Baxter, I guess, did an excellent job silencing the raging masses. We’ve alerted Starfleet to the Aerostar’s dilemma, and they’ve promised to look into it. I can only hope now that we will be able to send Baxter back to the Delta Quadrant for his trouble. It’s the very least we can do.



“I still like my idea,” Commander Baird said, as the Secondprize’s senior staff considered the dilemma of returning Baxter to his proper place and returning Commander Dillon’s mind to its former state.

Commander Dillon stood at one end of the conference room, looking at a reading of his brain waves on the conference room screen. “I’d be lying if I said I knew what the heck all this garbage means.”

“It means it would take a miracle to get your mind back in order, you simpleton,” Jaroch said.

“You wanna take this outside, Jaroch?” Dillon asked.

“Wait just one minute, Andy! If he beats the crap out of you, it’s me that’s going to feel it in the morning,” Dillon protested.

“Just shut up and give me one good fist to use, Travis,” Dillon said, glaring at Jaroch.

“My, my, are we upset?” Jaroch asked, feigning concern.

“Yes…we…are,” Dillon said through gritted teeth.

“Then do your best,” Jaroch challenged.

“This isn’t doing any of us any good,” Rydell said from his seat at the front of the table, trying to regain control of the meeting.

“Speak for yourself!” Dillon cried, leaping through the air, but before he could reach Jaroch, he hit the conference table with a thud, grasping at his head and flopping around like a fish out of water.

“What the hell’s happening to him?” Rydell asked.

“Don’t ask me!” Hawkins said, rushing to Dillon’s side.

“He’s in severe neurological trauma,” Doctor Aldridge said, after whipping out her medical tricorder.

“Any insights, Jaroch?” Rydell asked.

“You’ve got me,” Jaroch replied.

Dillon suddenly sat up, rubbing his eyes. “That was really weird.”

Hawkins looked at Dillon. “Can you hear me, Travis? Are you okay? Say something else!”

“He’s gone! He’s gone, Patricia! He’s finally out of my head! Hoo hoo!” Dillon cried, standing up on the conference table and doing a little jig.

Hawkins collapsed back into her chair. “Thank the Great Bird.”

Rydell stood. “I’d like Doctor Aldridge to do a full checkup on the Commander as soon as he’s finished with his little performance; but other that that, I think it’s safe to say we can all go back to our normal lives.”

Sullivan laughed at this. “Normal my butt.”

“You know what I mean.”

Dillon finally stepped off the table, wrapping his arms around Lieutenant Hawkins. As everyone filed out of the conference room, they turned to face the stars as they whizzed by the viewport.

“Are you sure he’s gone, Travis?”

“Yep,” Dillon replied.

“Good, then we can kiss in private,” she said, turning around and facing the Commander, smiling.

Rydell, for his part, made his way across the bridge to the turbolift, the one that would hopefully take him to his quarters, where he could get some much needed rest. “Goodnight, Secondprize. And goodnight, Captain Baxter, wherever you are.”



Captain Baxter shot up in the biobed, scaring the living crap out of Counselor Kelly Peterman.

“He’s awake!” Doctor Browning said, running over to the biobed and checking on Baxter’s readings.

Baxter rubbed his head. “Why does my head hurt so bad?”

“Sorry,” Browning said sheepishly. “I was moving you onto the bed and I kind of dropped you. Twice.”

“It’s okay,” Baxter said, looking to Counselor Peterman, who was still trying to catch her breath. “Sorry I scared you, Kelly.”

Peterman reached forward and hugged him. “It’s okay. We all thought you were dead!”

At that moment, Commander Conway, Lieutenant J’hana and the mysterious Buck entered sickbay.

“Good to see you up and around again, Captain,” Buck said, looking up at Baxter with approval.

“Do I have you to thank for rescuing me?” Baxter asked, trying to rub the disorientation from his eyes. It almost felt weird to be in his own body again.

“But of course, Captain. As soon as I heard of your dilemma, I was only too glad to help. I simply used our expansive knowledge of the human brain to reprogram your wonderful little cube and retrieve your consciousness.”

Baxter slid off the biobed. “Wonderful. Now we can negotiate that trade, right?”

“Trade? Oh, yes, well…I told you that I would give you the secrets of the human brain or those of time and space but NOT both! It seems as though, by saving you, I’ve fulfilled my part of the bargain. Now I believe that you owe me my fair share.”

Conway looked at the little man angrily. “You have to be kidding me! After all we went through to please you, all you could do is rescue our measly Captain? Not send us home?”

“Send you home?” Buck asked. “For heaven’s sakes, do we look like magicians to you? Now I think we’ll start with grains and work our way up to raw building materials.”

“You want your fair share, Mister,” Baxter asked, kneeling down to face the little man eye to eye.

“Please, just call me Buck.”

Baxter looked down for a moment then regained his composure. “Right, Buck, you want your fair share? I’ll give you your fair share. J’hana, escort this little fellow to the transporter room.”

“I don’t understand…” Buck said, looking from Baxter to the menacing J’hana.

“I’m sending you back to your wonderful little planet where you can wonderfully rot away and die as far as I’m concerned, and be glad I don’t blow you out a freaking airlock. Now get off my ship!” Baxter growled, standing back up.

“You’ll regret this, Captain!” the little man cried, as J’hana dragged him out of sickbay.

“Not bloody likely,” Baxter said, stumbling out of sickbay, heading for his quarters.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Well, I guess I should have listened to Buck. It turns out that that wonderful mind knowledge he so easily gave us was just as easily taken away. He somehow was able to wipe every bit of information he had imparted to us from our data banks. Oh, well. We didn’t need his stupid information anyway. I’m also pleased to report that my mind has returned to my body, and all is as it should be. Well, actually, if all was as it should be, then we wouldn’t be in the Delta Quadrant, but I guess you can’t have everything. I should, however, be glad that, throughout this ordeal, I was able to get a fleeting glimpse of my old stomping grounds, and even return to my home, see my dog…see Emily. I felt that it was important that she know how I felt about her although, sadly, I now harbor those feelings for Counselor Peterman instead. Perhaps with her things will be different. Perhaps this time I’ll be smart enough to proclaim my feelings before it’s too late. I can only hope that Emily will take my note’s advice and move on. Over the last few months, if I’ve learned nothing else, I’ve learned that sometimes…you just have to move on.



Captain Baxter leaned back on the couch in Counselor Peterman’s office. “…so I guess I learned that sometimes…you just have to move on.”

Peterman looked from her padd to Baxter and back again. “I guess you’re right. But sometimes you just have to bite the bullet and take risks…”

Baxter leaned forward. “Exactly. I guess I was too late to figure that out with Emily.”

Peterman looked at her padd thoughtfully and made a few notes, which read, “Andy likes this stupid Emily girl and not me.”

“Well, I think we’ve made some progress, Captain, and without me having to knee you in the crotch.”

Baxter laughed. “Yeah, thanks, Kelly. Thanks for listening, and thanks for being there for me.”

“Don’t mention it,” Peterman replied, setting her padd down and getting up to walk Baxter to the door.

“Hey, do you have time to go to lunch with me? Mirk’s making antipasto!”

Peterman smiled. “That sounds great…but I have an important appointment in a few minutes,” she lied.

Baxter stood by the door, across from Peterman. “No problem. Then I guess I’ll see you later.”

“Yeah, later,” Peterman replied.

“Okay,” Baxter said, heading out the door. The door closed, separating him and the Counselor. He almost turned around and went back in to bite the bullet and tell her how he felt, but something stopped him.

“Next time,” Baxter said, heading down the corridor. “Definitely next time.”



NEXT ON STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION



“The Salad of Vengeance, Part One”



Frustrated at the total lack of things to do in the backwaters of the Delta Quadrant, Captain Baxter makes a daring decision to turn the Aerostar around and take it back into Flarn territory. There they find some militant Maloxians, a mysterious Federation ship, and a hell of a lot of trouble. Did somebody say “sweeps week”?




The Salad of Vengeance - Part 1

Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51478.8. We are currently returning to the periphery of Flarn-controlled space at warp nine. There are some among us who doubt this decision, but it was one of necessity. It seemed the farther away from the Flarn nucleus of power we traveled, the fewer friends and more hostile worlds and situations we found. It is my hope that returning to somewhat more familiar waters will increase our chances of returning home. Perhaps the so-called “Directors” will resurface. Maybe the Sulani, the closest thing we have to allies here, will come up with a way of helping us out. In any case, my patience, and the ship’s fuel, is almost at an end.



After completing his log entry, Captain Baxter decided to head off to bed a little early. He wasn’t looking forward to putting the ship at risk by taking it closer to the Flarn empire, but he felt that he had no other choice. Deep space was not a friendly place, and he felt the chance at finding a way home was worth the risk. The plan was simple. Make a bee-line for the Sulani homeworld and try to make friends with that planet’s president. It was probably what he should have done in the first place. Baxter had to remember that one of his shortcomings as a Captain was that he was constantly second-guessing himself. Well, no need to do that anymore. The time for decision and unity had come. That considered, Baxter brushed his teeth and put on his official starfleet emblem pajamas and trotted off to bed.

Baxter had almost fallen asleep when his doorchime rang.

“Come.” Baxter muttered, sitting up and trying to rub the sleep out of his eyes.

His door opened to reveal Mr. Mirk. Baxter could barely make him out through the blinding light from the outside corridor.

“May I come in?” Mirk asked.

“Sure, pull up a chair.” Baxter said, getting up and ordering two cups of coffee from the replicator.

Baxter sat down at his desk and handed one of the cups to Mirk. “What’s on your mind?”

Mirk studied the warm liquid in the cup and thought a moment. “Well, Captain, I was thinking. I can’t stand being outcasted by my people any longer.”

“Haven’t they responded to any of your communiqués?”

“Not one. It’s as if I don’t exist anymore.”

“They are probably trying to keep a low profile. We picked up some subspace traffic a while ago. The Flarn have a huge bounty on your people’s heads. Almost as big as the one they have on us.”

“I know. Well, I have a feeling I’m no longer welcome with them. Do you think we could send a ship to find my people? Maybe I could talk to them and get back in their good graces. I didn’t do what I did to betray them. If I had let Granok have the Alpha and Beta quadrants, the Flarn would have obliterated your Federation, and my people would never have the chance to be free.”

Baxter had begun to nod off. He quickly looked up and tried to concentrate on what Mirk was asking him. “Certainly, Mr. Mirk. Tell the duty officer on the bridge to prepare a runabout and crew for launch in the morning. And before you go, I want to give you some friendly advice: Don’t get your hopes up. If the Flarn haven’t already found them, there’s not much hope for you finding ’em.”

“I know, Captain, but at least I can try.”

“Anything you want, Mr. Mirk. You’ve been invaluable to us. Now…try and get some sleep.”

“Yes sir. Thank you, sir.”

Mirk disappeared back into the corridor, once again blinding Baxter, who stumbled back to his bed, determined to get some sleep.



THE CREBIUS CLUSTER



“Report, Subordinate Cridis.” Jum said solemnly, staring at the tactical readouts.

“We have confirmation from the listening posts. The Aerostar has returned to this sector.”

“Is that so? My son…”

“…is probably aboard, Seeker Jum. What are your orders?”

“I want you to continue our patrol of this sector, and ready the ship for combat. Also, I want you to send a message to Ronan of Starbase Dilus. Tell her to expect the Aerostar and deal with her accordingly.”

“Of course, sir, but to what end?”

“We will lay a trap for the Aerostar. Once they are caught, they will help me retrieve my son and punish him for what he did.”

“Should we not be focusing on the resistance?” Cridis replied. “I mean, I know your son betrayed us, but how can we spend our resources on revenge when so many our counting on our success at the resistance for their survival?”

“Once the Aerostar has been disabled and Mirk has been properly punished, we will use that vessel’s resources to turn our attention to the matter of the Flarn.”

Cridis kneeled before Jum’s command chair and smiled. “You are wise, Seeker. Your will shall be done.”



Mirk was up bright and early the following morning. He threw on some clothes and headed for the shuttlebay, eager to begin his mission. During his months aboard the Aerostar, he hadn’t done much, besides work at the bar. It felt good to do something a little more exciting. Maybe he would even have a chance to see his people again.

Mirk found Ensign Ford and Lt. Hartley in the shuttlebay. Ford was perched on the front of a runabout, leaning back against the front windshield and staring up at the ceiling of the large shuttlebay. Hartley, for her part, was inside, doing a preflight diagnostic. When Mirk entered, she banged on the glass, causing Ford to stir.

“Oh, there you are Mirk. Let’s get this show on the road.” Ford hopped down and ducked inside the small vessel’s cockpit.

Mirk pulled himself in and closed the door behind him. Hartley turned around in her seat and glared angrily at Mirk. “It’s too damned early for this crap. I’m a transporter chief. I should be in the transporter room or engineering or something. Not running around in a fucking runabout.”

Mirk took a seat. “Sorry, Hartley. I guess the duty officer on the bridge figured you were due for some field experience.”

Hartley turned her seat back around and trembled with anger. “I just wonder what jerk up there figured that.”

Ford checked the engineering console in the back and then moved towards the front of the cockpit. “It is a little early, isn’t it, Mirk?”

“I didn’t feel like we had time to waste. In return for you guys getting up so early, though, I brought you something special from the bar.”

“I can’t wait.” Ford said, hopping into the pilot’s seat. “But first, let’s just get this thing launched.”

Hartley pressed a control on the communications console. “This is the runabout Washita, requesting clearance to depart. Come out of warp and open shuttlebay doors.”

“Bridge to Washita, you have clearance. Have fun on your little field trip.” Commander Conway said blandly. He obviously was none to happy to have the morning shift.

“Conway,” Hartley raged. “So it was you who put me on this damned expedition.”

“I love you too, Megan. Bridge out.”

“I…am…going…to…kill…him.” Hartley growled.

“Time enough for that later,” Ford said, activating the vessel’s maneuvering thrusters.

The shuttlebay doors parted slowly as the runabout lifted off the pad and turned toward open space.

“All right, let’s get this trip overwith.” Ford said, engaging the engines. “Get comfy, Mirk. I have a feeling this is going to be a long trip.”



It was no use. Baxter was completely unable to sleep. He figured he might as well go to Mirk’s and have a drink, something to get his system jump- started before his shift.

“Tea. Orange Pekoe. Hot,” Baxter said to Elli, the relief bartender, who quickly filled the order. For some reason, Baxter felt as if something was missing. It was funny. He had actually gotten used to talking to Mirk.

Baxter sipped at his tea, noticing Counselor Peterman sitting at a table on the other side of the lounge, sipping at a cup of hot chocolate.

He walked over to say hello to her. “Hey, Kelly, how’s it-”

“Terrible.” Peterman said, wringing her napkin into a tight ball.

“Oh.” Baxter said, sitting down. “Care to talk about it?”

Peterman seemed to hesitate for a moment, and then just spat it out. “I think I have feelings for one of the crewmembers.”

Baxter could hardly believe it. “Well, that’s…that’s great, Kelly! I bet whoever it is feels exactly the same.”

“That so? Then why is it Ensign Spencer from engineering was seen at the arboretum sniffing freaking flowers with Ensign Fresca?”

“Spen…cer.” Baxter felt his heart crumble as the syllables crawled out of his limp mouth. “That’s…”

“Yeah, Spencer. Who did you think I was infatuated with?”

“I..um…you know, I th-think…” Baxter said, his eyes starting to well up. He suddenly felt very hot. What was he supposed to do now?

Suddenly his communicator beeped. “Conway to Baxter. You’d better get up here. We’ve found something.”

Baxter tried to stand up, and ended up knocking his chair backwards into an unsuspecting ensign. “Acknowledged. I’ll…uh…be right there.”

“Are you okay, Captain?”

“Yeah…yeah.” Baxter said, picking up his chair and dusting off the ensign, who now wore the western omelet she was carrying on her face. “I’ve got to be going. Maybe we can talk about this…um… later.”

Peterman just stared down at her hot chocolate. “Sure thing. Be careful up there.”

Baxter knocked into three other officers and a yeoman before navigating his way out of the lounge.



Baxter’s face had drained to a stark white by the time he had appeared on the bridge. So much for his lucky streak. Things were taking a turn for the worse.

“Captain, you don’t look…” Conway began.

“I’m fine. What did you find?” Baxter said, staring at the viewscreen, not feeling like taking his seat.

“We’ve just received a message from a local space station, name of Dilus. It seems to be an automated advertisement for relief, food, and supplies for weary travelers. It might be a good bet for docking. We sure could use a safe port, and it seems Flarn-free.”

“Change course to the coordinates of the space station. I want you to prepare an investigation.” Baxter said, turning to head for his readyroom.

“But don’t you want to…”

“Hop to it, Conway.”

The first officer seemed a little put off. “Are you even-”

“DO IT!” Baxter said, disappearing into his readyroom.

Conway seemed genuinely shocked. “What’s his problem?”

“Incompetence?” Fresca replied from the helm.



First Officer’s Log,

Stardate 51479.5. We’ve arrived at space station Dilus for some much needed resupply. I have been ordered by Captain Baxter to do a complete investigation of the facilities before we let any other landing parties beam over. He seems to be acting really weird lately.



Commander Conway, Lt. J’hana, and Lt. Larkin materialized in the main lobby of the Dilus space station. Upon their arrival, they were greeted by a tall, smiling dark-haired woman with a long flowing green gown.

“Hello,” the woman began, “My name is Ronan, and I am the commander of Dilus. Welcome to our little oasis. What is ours is yours.”

“Mind if we have a little look around?” Conway asked, surveying the surroundings.

“Not at all. Feel free to sample any of the facilities. If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to page me.”

“I will. Thank you.” Conway said blandly, leading the away team down what appeared to be the station’s main concourse. Once they were safely out of earshot, Conway turned to his operations officer. “Okay, Larkin, I want you to give this place a good once over and make sure there’s nothing out of the ordinary going on here.”

“Should I be looking for anything in particular, sir?”

“Weapons, ambushes, that sort of thing. Be creative, dammit.”

“I am an android, sir, I cannot be cre-”

Conway sighed and rolled his eyes. “Just scan the freaking station and tell me what you find.”

“Aye, sir.”

Continuing down the main concourse, Conway came upon a map of the station, indicating the layout of its many areas of interest.

“I guess it’s true.” Conway said. “Things are the same all over the galaxy. Damn stupid maps. ‘You are here’ my ass. How does this help?”

“Actually,” Larkin began, “this will be very helpful. I believe that we should proceed this way, toward the escalators and past the arcade.” Larkin continued, pointing.

“If you say so.” Conway said, following the android. Why did this place just seem like a huge mall?

“I already hate it here.” J’hana growled, following Conway.

“It could be worse. I mean at least people aren’t trying to kill us.” Conway said.

“Don’t speak so soon.” replied J’hana, laughing.

That sent a chill down Conway’s spine for some reason.



Captain Baxter stared at the tower of cards sitting on his desk. He would have added to it, but he wasn’t really feeling in the mood. Instead, he just gazed at it, woefully, wondering where his luck went wrong with Counselor Peterman.

Baxter was jarred from his thoughts by his door chime.

“Come on in.” Baxter said, without much feeling.

“Hey,” Dr. Browning said, strolling in and staring at Baxter’s house of cards. “Wow, that’s pretty cool. Say, I was wondering when Commander Richards and I could go over to that station and spend some quality time shopping.”

Baxter didn’t take his eyes from the cards. “As soon as Commander Conway comes back from his investigation we’ll start sending over crewmembers. Assuming the station checks out okay, you guys can be on the first landing party.”

“Thanks. Are you okay?”

“Me? Fine.” Baxter remarked unemotionally.

“Alright, it’s just you seem really down.”

“Hah. I’m as happy as a clown.” Baxter said, his chin resting on his desk.

Doctor Browning headed for the door. “Okay. Let me know when we should report to the transporter r-”

“…a Clown with a tent stake stuck in his chest.”

Browning spun around and took a seat in front of Baxter’s desk. “Okay, spit it out, Andy. What’s the problem?”

“It’s nothing, Janice.”

Browning started to get up…

“…that a phaser blast to my head won’t cure.” Baxter continued.

Browning was starting to get annoyed. “Will you stop whimpering and just tell me what the heck is wrong?”

Baxter got up and plopped down on his couch, burying his head into a pillow. “Counselor Peterman likes someone else.”

Browning couldn’t help but smile a little. “That’s too bad. Are you sure about this? I could pass her a note in math class.”

“This isn’t funny, Janice! I thought I was falling in love with her.”

“You thought. So you’re not falling in love with her?”

“Of course I am! But it doesn’t matter now, does it?”

“So who is it?” Browning asked, turning in her chair to face Baxter’s pillow covered head.

“Ensign Spencer from Engineering.”

“I thought he and Ensign Fresca…”

“Yes, well, to Peterman’s chagrin.”

“Ah, I see. This seems like a love trapezoid. Or rhombus, or some other complicated geometric shape.”

Baxter buried his head deeper in his pillows. “This is NOT funny. My heart has been crushed, put through the wringer, diced, frappeed, sliced, and flame-broiled.”

Browning’s stomach began to growl. “Boy, I haven’t had lunch yet.”

“Aren’t you listening to me? I’m aching!”

“I’m a doctor, not a sexual therapist. If you’re feeling so depressed, why don’t you talk to the ships couns…” Browning thought a moment. “Oh, right. Well, does she know how you feel?”

“I can’t believe she wouldn’t have figured it out by now.”

“You’d be surprised, Captain. I suggest you talk to her. Who knows, she might feel the same way about you.”

“Yeah, right.” Came Baxter’s muffled voice.

“Talk to her, Andy. That’s all I can say.” Browning said, heading out the door.



“Well, what have we got, Larkin?” Conway said, leaning over the station’s second floor railing, looking over the promenade.

“The station seems sound, Commander. It is equipped with much in the way of supplies and equipment. However…”

“However?”

“However, it seems as though the station was put together in quite a hurry, and made to be disassembled in a hurry, camouflaged, and moved.”

Conway turned around and considered the facts. “Well, seeing as they’re at the periphery of Flarn territory, that’s probably not such a bad idea. I’m going to give Captain Baxter my recommendation that the ship dock here and we send down away parties immediately.”

“As you wish, Commander.”

Conway looked around. “Where the hell did J’hana go?”



Lt. J’hana had wandered off to inspect the rest of the station while Larkin had inspected the cargo bay. She found it fortified with weapons and supplies, however utilitarian. Something just didn’t feel right, though. It was as if someone had something to hide, but she couldn’t quite figure out what that was. She would have felt better if Lt. Tilleran had been along. At least then they could get an idea of what these people were thinking.

J’hana came upon what appeared to be one of the station’s workers, hunched over a table and working on something. She walked over to see what he was doing.

“Hey, you there…”

The worker began to stand up. Little did J’hana know that he had a disruptor concealed beneath his jacket, ready to burn her to a crisp if she found out what he was working on. If she discovered it, the plans would be ruined.

“Conway to J’hana. Come on…we’re getting out of here.”

“J’hana here.” J’hana replied, touching her communicator. “I’m on my way.” The tactical officer turned on a heel and headed back toward the main concourse and promenade.

The worker’s partner joined him, staring at J’hana as she walked off. “That was close, Brin.” She said, eying the device he was working on.”

“You don’t have to tell me, Danel.” Brin replied, closing the panel on the detonator.



“So the senior staff is invited to a special dinner in their honor at the station’s premier restaurant, ‘The Galaxy’s Edge’.” Conway explained, making an effort see Baxter behind his lumbering house of cards. Between cards, he could discern the captain, sitting with his back to Conway, flipping one card in his hand, staring out the huge viewport that overlooked Space Station Dilus.

“Is that all, Conway?” Baxter asked dryly.

Conway looked at the PADD he was holding. “Well, docking has gone according to plan. Mr. Richards says that the staff has been nothing if not friendly and cooperative.”

“Mmmmm.”

“So, the dinner is at eight o’clock sharp. And, if you don’t object, I’ve set our departure time at 0900 tomorrow morning. Give everyone a chance to sleep in a little.”

“I’ll be there with bells on.” Baxter said blandly. “If that’s all, I’d like to be alone now.”

“Of course, sir.”

Conway was straining to be his most friendly, but it was having no effect. Well, he wasn’t responsible for dealing with his commanding officer’s depression. That was Counselor Peterman’s department. She’d have to help him.



“You know, Ariel, I don’t normally counsel without an appointment.” Peterman said as she poured Lt. Tilleran a cup of ginger tea.

Tilleran took the tea gratefully and sat down across from Peterman on the couch in her quarters. “Thank you, Counselor. I appreciate you seeing me on such a short notice.”

“Think nothing of it. Now what seems to be the problem?”

“Well, I woke up about half an hour ago from the most disturbing dream.”

“Go ahead,” Peterman said, trying to be as encouraging as possible. That was hard since all she could think about was Ensign Spencer.

“I was on board an alien space station, watching two people work on something…a detonator or something like that, I think. Then, the next thing I know, I’m at my station on the bridge. Everything’s fine, when, all of a sudden…things start exploding! Before I know it, I’m in an escape pod, and I can hear Captain Baxter’s voice on the comm, screaming for everyone to abandon the ship. Then there are more explosions, and then I wake up.”

Peterman was staring out the window, not really paying much attention at this point.

“It sounds almost prophetic.” she mused.

“Yes, it does. And that’s what bothers me. Being a Betazoid and all.”

“Well, I don’t think you should concentrate that much on your telepathic powers. Look deeper. Try to find a hidden message in the dream.”

“What kind of hidden message? You mean like, ‘There are people trying to blow up your ship’?”

“No, deeper than that. Are you having problems in your love life?”

“No, I couldn’t be happier with Lt. Elliot. If it wasn’t for him, I don’t know how I’d get through the sorrow of being so far from home. Every woman has to have a strong man to look to for strength.”

The entire time Tilleran was talking, Peterman was folding and pulling at one of her pillows. By the time the science officer was finished, there was stuffing everywhere.

“I’m sure. Well, that’s all the time we have. I have another appointment in five minutes.” Peterman lied. “I think you’re just overreacting about this. Go home to…” Peterman brought the name up as if she was bringing up a load of phlegm, “…your boyfriend.”

Tilleran put her cup of tea down and stood up, seeming slightly confused. “If you say so Counselor. Thank you for the advice.”

Peterman walked Tilleran to the door. “Any time.”

Once Tilleran left, Peterman ran to her bed and jumped under the covers, beckoning for her dog, Charlie to join her.

“Oh, Charlie, what the hell am I going to do? There are almost a hundred men on this ship, how come I can’t find one good one?”

Charlie just licked Peterman’s face in response.

“Okay, Charlie, I’m sorry, one good HUMAN one.”



“All right, Mirk, we’re underway. Show us what great little snack you brought.” Ford said unenthusiastically as he set the ship for autopilot.

Mirk reached into his basket and pulled out a sealed bowl. “Well, I brought one of my special creations, diced larmak salad. The special ingredient is the larmak, a plant that comes from my native planet of Lobstrax. I brought some of it with me to the Aerostar when my ship exploded.”

Hartley tore the lid off the bowl, spooning some of the salad onto a plate. “This better be good, I’m starved.”

Just as Hartley was about to devour one of the plants, root and all, Mirk grabbed it.

“Hold on, the root is just for decoration. They contain a deadly toxin that kills you slowly, over many days. The only antitoxin is the blood of a wild animal that is found in the caves of my planet.”

Mirk broke the root off and handed the rest of the plant to Hartley. “Here ya go. Enjoy.”

Hartley just stared at the plant on her plate. “I think I just lost my appetite. Maybe it was the slow death thing.”

Mirk offered the bowl to Ford. “What about you, Ensign?”

Ford put up a hand. “No thanks, I think I’ll just get something out of the replicator.”

Hartley nodded, still keeping her eye on the bowl of salad. “Count me in. I’ll just have a nice, harmless ham sandwich.”

“Suit yourself, guys,” Mirk said, digging into the bowl with rigor. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

“And you didn’t want to come on this mission.” Ford said to Hartley wryly, turning his attention back to the field of on-rushing stars in the front window.



“Thank you all for coming to ‘The Galaxy’s Edge’ for this very special occasion.” Ronan said, at the front of a long table which seated Captain Baxter, Commander Conway, Lieutenant Larkin, Lieutenant J’hana, Counselor Peterman, Doctor Browning, and Lieutenant Commander Richards. They were all sparkling in their dress uniforms. Commander Conway seemed to be having trouble with the collar on his.

“Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.” Baxter said, without much enthusiasm. Peterman was seated a couple seats down from him, but he didn’t have the heart to look at her tonight. He didn’t want to have to look at her ever again. Now he understood why officers never got involved with the people under them. Just too messy.

“You live, you learn.” Baxter muttered.

“Pardon, Captain?” Larkin said, across the table from him.

“Oh, nothing.”

“I thought I told Yeoman Briggs to open the collar a little bit.” Conway whined, from Baxter’s right. “It’s just too damned tight.”

“Stop whining, human.” J’hana said from across from Conway. “You whine about everything. One wonders how you have time for anything else.”

“I hope we have lobster.” Conway countered. “Then you can watch while I rip the antennae off those suckers with my bare teeth.”

“You little…” J’hana said, lunging.

Larkin, always quick in reflex, jerked the Lieutenant down and held her down with unbreakable android strength. “I suggest you obey standard Federation diplomatic protocol in this matter, Lieutenant, lest I put you on report for insubordination.”

J’hana just growled and stared at her plate.

“Hey,” Doctor Browning called from the other end of the table. “When do we eat?”

Ronan stood, smiling wickedly. “Soon enough, Doctor…soon enough. But first, I would like to make a toast, to the bravest group of travelers that have ever passed this way. I couldn’t imagine living such a desperate and hopeless life.”

“Here, here.” The group said in semi-unison, unenthusiastically. It seemed they were being made painfully aware of the obvious.

“I shall get the food now.” Ronan said, moving off toward the kitchen.

“That was certainly fun.” Conway said sarcastically, laying his napkin in his lap.

“And what the hell kind of fork is this?” Richards said, holding up what looked like a small axe.

“I believe that is a knife.” Larkin said, holding up what looked like a large toothpick. “This is the fork.” She then indicated what looked like a medium sized spoon. “And this is a spoon.”

Baxter lifted his head up for a moment to looked at Larkin. “Sometimes I can’t tell if you’re being sarcastic or not.”

“I assure you, I am not.”

A few moments of silence followed.

“I could sure use a drink.” Peterman said, breaking the silence.

“Here we go!” Ronan said, appearing from the kitchen with two pitchers of dark, red liquid and setting it down on the table. “Help yourselves. It is called Kolad. It has a fruity aperitif and a slightly intoxicating effect.”

“Where’s the food?” Browning asked, holding her quasi-fork and knife with anticipation.

“Right here!” Ronan said gleefully, pressing a control on the wall.

One of the nearby walls lifted up, and out slid a long, waist-high table, covered with food, and complete with a sneeze guard.

“A salad bar?” Conway asked, incredulously.

“No,” Ronan said. “A food table. What is this ‘salad bar’ you speak of?”

“Never mind.”

Browning and Richards grabbed their plates and hopped up to start the line at the bar.

“Hey, Janice.” Richards said, smiling. “Care to see if this sneeze guard works?”

Browning smiled back. “Dare you.”

Richards began to sniff and snarl, boiling sounds of phlegm erupting from his nose. “Here goes!” he said, sneezing all over the sneeze guard.

“I’ll be darned.” Browning said. “It really works.”

Conway came up behind Richards and slapped him upside the head. “We’re at a diplomatic function, Richards, let’s try acting like it.”

Richards straightened and began putting food on his plate. “Yes, sir.”

Conway continued along the serving line with distaste. Nothing but salad as far as the eyes could see. Heaping mounds of it. It did not smell right, aside from the simple fact that it seemed healthy, it really gave him the creeps.

Finally, at the end of the bar, Conway came upon a small selection of meats and cheeses. He picked and prodded at the selection and finally put a few of the less disgusting animal limbs on his plate. Better safe than sorry.

Returning to the table, Conway noticed the rest of the staff, especially Browning and Richards, digging into the salad at the bar.

“Stay away from that stuff guys, I think it’s gone bad.”

“Can it, Conway.” Peterman said, scooping salad onto her plate.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you!” Conway replied, taking his seat and digging in.

One by one, the rest of the senior staff sat down and began to eat and talk.

“Does the meat agree with you, Mr. Conway?” Ronan asked, staring at his plate.

Conway burped and sat back, wishing for a toothpick. “Big surprise, Ronan, it tastes like chicken. Good thing too.”

“Chicken? What is this?” Ronan asked with wonder.

“The most beautiful eatin’ bird in the galaxy.” Conway said, his eyes filled with wonder and just a little sadness.

“Hmmmm. Did you sample our salad?”

Conway began to feel uncomfortable. Ronan’s eyes were boring into him. It was bad enough that she just stood over the group and watched them eat. She seemed downright spooky.

“Uhhh..yeah. It was very good.” he lied.

“I’m glad you enjoyed it.” Ronan said, moving on down along the table.

“Captain,” Lt. Larkin asked, looking across the table at Baxter, “Are you not enjoying your food? You seem distressed.”

“I don’t want to talk about it, Lieutenant.”

“You seem constipated. May I suggest a laxative for your fiber needs?”

“That’s okay.” Baxter said, putting his napkin on the table and standing up. “Thank you for a wonderful dinner, Ronan. You’ve been very gracious.”

Ronan nodded. “You are welcome. Leaving so soon? We have not yet had dessert.”

“No, thank you. I’m a very busy man, as I’m sure you know.”

“Of course.”

“What’s his problem?” Peterman asked, chugging down a glass of Kolad.

“I think it’s girl troubles.” Browning replied through mouthfuls of salad.

Peterman just banged her empty glass on the table. “Hey, get me some more of that Kolad and keep it coming!”



Baxter had decided to try and take a walk along the station’s small, dark promenade, in the hopes of getting the thoughts of Counselor Peterman out of his mind. It didn’t seem to be working. Everything he saw reminded him of her-from the shapely female mannequins at the dress shop to the gorgeous, round, hard melon-like fruit the vendors were selling, to the slightly dented can of unidentifiable meat that somebody had left sitting on one of the benches. Everything.

The Captain came to a stop at a large viewport, watching the Aerostar drift by.

Beyond the Aerostar lay billions upon billions of stars.

How many of those stars would he have to pass before getting home?

Would he ever know?

“Captain!” Richards called out. “There you are. Everybody’s ready to return to the ship.”

Baxter didn’t turn around. “Wonderful. You guys go ahead.”

“What the heck is your problem, anyway, Andy? It’s Peterman, isn’t it?”

Baxter turned to look at the engineer. “Shut up.”

“It is. That’s pathetic. She hasn’t given you any indication whether she likes you or not, yet you act like she’s stomped on your heart.”

“She does kind of like another guy.”

“So what? Like that’s ever stopped you before.”

“Ha ha. I wouldn’t have a chance with a girl like her.”

“You’re the Captain of a starship. Girls pay to be with guys like you.”

“I’m no Captain Kirk. I’m not even a Captain Sulu. I’m not even a Captain Crunch.”

“Stop putting yourself down. Now get those damn ego shields up and go in there and target her engines!”

“Okay, okay. But if she refuses me, I swear I’ll never let you live this down.”

“You can wallow as much as you want after that…I promise.”

Baxter ran off, ready to give himself one more chance.



Conway was tapping his foot impatiently. “I’m sick of waiting for those two. They can find their own way back.” It was a good thing he didn’t see Dr. Browning stick her tongue out at him mockingly. That would have really ticked him off.

“Conway to Aerostar. Five to beam up.”



Baxter ran towards the group just as the transporter beam was engaged, and just as he shouted, “I love you more than anything!”, the group had completely disappeared.

Behind them, an old alien woman with two noses stood smiling, one sharp tooth protruding from her wrinkled mouth. “Thank you sonny. Have you seen my can of meat?”

“Eeew.”

Richards was close on Baxter’s heels. “That time doesn’t count. I call a technical foul.”

Baxter smiled slightly. “Your meat’s back that way, lady.” Then he turned to Richards. “Thanks for trying to cheer me up, for what it’s worth.”

“Hey, that’s what friends are for.” Richards replied.

With that, Baxter tapped his communicator. “Aerostar, two to beam up. Energize.”



Mirk was jarred out of his peaceful nap by a sharp kick from Lt. Hartley.

“Come on, get up already. We’ve reached your planet. We actually made it here in one piece, thanks to Mr. Richards’ alterations to our engines, the Flarn listening posts have mistaken us for a Garibid transport.”

Mirk pulled himself out of the cramped bunk. “That’s good news. I’m going to need you to beam down with me to the planet and help me search for clues as to where my people went.”

Hartley seemed to dread that idea. “Fine. It’s better than staying cramped up here with ‘Friendly Fingers Ford’.”



When Hartley and Mirk appeared on the planet, the first thing Mirk noticed was how empty the island he grew up on seemed.

“This used to be Oka, my home island. We reached the other seventy island-states by boat. They’re located pretty close together, so it’s never a very hard trip.”

Hartley pulled out her tricorder and checked it. “Fascinating. Well, I don’t see any Maloxians here. Let’s go.”

“Hold on a minute, let’s see what we can find around here.”

Hartley sighed. This mission was taking forever.

Mirk led the way to his old hut, deep at the center of the island. It took them twenty minutes to walk there, and by that time, Hartley was exhausted.

“Are we there yet?” Hartley asked, leaning up against a hut.

“Yeah, it’s right here.” Mirk said, indicating the hut.

“Oh. Great.”

Looking inside, Mirk noticed how empty it seemed. His family’s furniture was completely gone, and everything was taken out of his room. So much for finding momentos of his youth.

“There’s something I don’t understand, Mirk.” Hartley asked, looking around the spacious hut.

“What’s that?”

“Your people deal in complicated technologies, systems, and equipment. Then they go home and live in grass huts.”

Mirk sat down in the empty space where his bed used to be. “There’s something you must understand about our people, Lieutenant. We may deal with technologically advanced races, but in the end, all we need, all I need, is a simple grass hut. We’re a simple people.”

Hartley continued to look around. “Obviously. Are you finished?”

Mirk got up and wiped the sand off his butt. “I suppose.”

“Okay, what else do we need to check out?”

“I want to look at our temple. Maybe there’s a clue there as to where everyone else went there.”

Hartley followed Mirk out of the dwelling. “After you.”



Ensign Ford propped his feet up on the helm panel of the Washita and sat back, spreading open the centerfold of his latest (and last) issue of “Klingon Cuties.” He was quite impressed.

“Wow. She can bench three hundred kilograms. What a woman! And she likes to surf!”

Ford continued to flip through the magazine, ignoring the blinking “vessel proximity sensor” that was going off on his panel, along with the beep that accompanied it.

That was probably why he was startled as heck when the comm system came to life.

“Federation runabout: Identify yourself.”

“Who the hell could that be?” Ford asked, putting down the magazine and looking out the window…

…and staring right down the photon torpedo tubes of an Ambassador-class Federation starship.

Ford just stared in awe. “That is definitely a surprise.”



Hartley was cursing herself for not putting on her trailboots before going on this mission. She really loved them; she kind of felt like she was a real hiker when she wore them, despite the fact that her mom always called them “shit kickers.” Well, she wouldn’t have much say in the matter now, would she?

Hartley considered this as she trudged up the steep cliff leading toward the ancient Lobstraxian temple.

“We’re almost there!” Mirk called back.

“Wow, that’s a relief. There better be a snack bar with some drinks up there.”

“Don’t get your hopes up.” Mirk replied, finally reaching the top of the cliff.

When Hartley reached the top of the cliff, she was overcome with a wonderful sense of…boredom. “It’s shaped like a big zucchini, Mirk.”

Mirk stared at the towering temple with reverence. “It is not. It’s beautiful. That purple stone is abundant on an island on the other side of this planet. Every stone was carried from island to island right to this spot.”

“Why didn’t they just put the temple on that island?”

Mirk approached the entrance to the temple. “The reward, my dear Megan, is in the effort.”

Hartley just shrugged, continuing through the entrance after Mirk. “If you say so.”

“If there’s a clue at all, it will be in here.” Mirk said, switching on his wrist beacon. “I guess all the candles went out.”

“No kidding.” Hartley said, scanning the room with her own wrist beacon. “So what are we looking for?”

“Never mind…I found it!” Mirk shouted.

“Found what?”

Mirk proudly lifted up a piece of paper. “This is a scroll of hope. It has a prayer to the Directors written on it. My father evidently wrote a prayer asking for guidance just before he left with everyone else. I wonder what it says.”

“Well…read it!” Hartley cried impatiently.

“Okay okay, here goes: ‘Directors, this is the lowly Seeker Jum. I have written to ask for your help, guidance, and understanding in my mission to turn the Maloxian people from a simple peaceful race into a strong force for rebellion against the Flarn and a powerful source of pride that will serve as an example for the hundreds of other races governed by the Flarn. P.S.- Please help me punish my cursed son for getting us into this mess in the first place.’”

Mirk’s face was a mask of confusion.

“What does all that mean?” Hartley asked.

“I guess I pushed him over the edge.” Mirk said, still amazed. “He always said what we had was not good enough. He said that we were never destined to carry the burden of Flarn greed. He’s started a rebellion.”

“With what? I thought your people had nothing.”

“They have strength in numbers, not to mention all the salvaged equipment from the starship graveyard. It is quite possible that they are attempting to mount a resistance against the Flarn.”

“They won’t stand for that for long.” Hartley replied, feeling a chill when the word “Flarn” was mentioned.

“They may not have a choice.”

Just then, Mirk’s communicator came to life. “Ford to away team. I think you guys better get back up here. Now.”

Hartley seemed irritated. “Just what the hell is the prob-”

“Now.”

“Okay, okay.” Mirk said. “Energize.”

As soon as Mirk appeared back on the runabout, he froze, his eyes glazing over in amazement.

“What is it?” Hartley asked, looking from Mirk to the ship’s front window. “Oh,” she said, answering herself.

Hartley was quite surprised to see the Federation starship sitting there, not a kilometer off their starboard bow.

“Now do you see why I called you guys back here?” Ford asked.

A smile began to spread across Hartley’s face. “It must be the cavalry from the Alpha Quadrant!”

“It isn’t,” Mirk said, still frozen in place. “Get us out of here, Mr. Ford. And put a distress call out to the Aerostar.”

“Why, they’re obviously here to help us-” Ford said, still staring out the window.

“He did it,” Mirk said. “He actually did it.”

“Who?” Hartley asked. “Your father?”

“He’s over there.”

“How do you know?” Hartley asked, becoming more and more confused.

“Just get us out of here, Ford.” Mirk said.

“Okay, okay. I hope you’re right.” Ford replied, bringing the runabout around and engaging its engines.

“Federation runabout, cut your engines and drop your shields. This is the Federation Starship Inspiration. We are here to save you.”

“Don’t believe them, Ford,” Mirk said, running to the engineering console and trying to find a way to boost the tiny ship’s power.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t!”

“How’s that?” Hartley asked, pointing outside the runabout at a twinkling red ball that seemed to be getting closer and closer.

“Shit!” Ford cried, banking the runabout so hard it caused everyone to hit the deck. “That was a photon torpedo!”

The torpedo missed the runabout by a fraction of an inch.

“NOW do you believe me?” Mirk asked.

“Sure, sure.” Ford replied, “What are we going to do?”

“Get that distress call out. And open a channel.”

“Okay. Channel open.”

“Dad, this is Mirk. Don’t do this. There’s another way to find our destiny. We’re not warriors. And we’re not killers. Listen to me!”

Ford, for his part, sent the distress call. “Aerostar. This is the runabout Washita. We’re in distress. We’ve found-”

Another torpedo seared space, causing Hartley to yelp.

“FORD! Look out!”

“Aaaaah!” Ford cried, pulling the runabout into a roll. “Hold on everyone.”

The torpedo glanced along the runabout’s hull, causing it to rock with the explosion.

“Shields down to twenty percent,” the computer chirped.

“We have to get the hell out of here!” Hartley yelled, grabbing on to her chair.

“That’s kind of hard when-”

The third torpedo was a direct hit.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Call it Captain’s prerogative, but I’ve decided to move up our departure time. I have recalled all landing parties and we will be getting underway within the hour. I hope the people of Dilus station don’t find it at all ungrateful that we’re leaving so soon, but I just can’t explain it, I feel the need to get out of here–the sooner the better. I’ve contacted the Sulani captain we rescued several months ago and he said he would help me open a dialogue with their President. Hopefully the Sulani will be able to help us find a way home without getting obliterated by the Flarn.



“We’re ready to get underway, Captain.” Commander Conway said, sticking his head into Baxter’s readyroom.

“Great. Set a course for Sulan. Maximum warp.”

“Aye, sir. If you don’t mind me saying…”

“That will be all.”

Conway was getting a little tired of being interrupted. This little charade had gone on long enough. He decided the only way to get a word in edgewise was to talk as fast as possible and then get the hell out of there. “CaptainIhopeyouarefeelingokayandIwantedyoutoknowifyoueverneedtotalkthatyoucancometomethanksalotI’llbeonthebridgebye.” Conway said quickly, ducking out of the readyroom before Baxter could respond.

“What did you say?” Baxter asked as the doors closed.

Baxter just shrugged when he didn’t get a response, and decided, since it was technically Conway’s shift, that he would go and try to get a few hours sleep before having to begin negotiations with the Sulani government.

Baxter walked out onto the bridge. “You have the conn, Commander Conway, I’ll be sleeping.”

“Okaysleepwelldon’tforgettobrushyourteeth.” Conway replied from the Command chair, enlisting curious looks from the bridge crew.

Baxter paused a moment, shook his head, and continued on to the turbolift.

Once Baxter was off the bridge, Conway noticed everyone looking at him. “Is there a problem?” he barked.

Everyone got quiet.

“I didn’t think so. Now get back to work!”



Try as he might, Baxter could just not go to sleep. He finally decided to get up and go to sickbay. Maybe Doctor Browning had some sleeping medication.

When Baxter arrived in sickbay, he noticed that Browning had a patient on the operating table.

“I didn’t realize you were with a patient,” he said. “I’ll come back later.”

Browning turned around to see who had come in. “Oh, Captain. Stick around. I’m just looking over Peterman’s dog.”

Browning stepped aside to reveal Charlie, laying helpless on the biobed.

Baxter started to back away, but, surprisingly, the dog didn’t jump at him.

“Hello, Captain,” Peterman said sadly from behind him. He must not have seen her as he came in.

“What happened?” Baxter asked.

“That’s what I’m trying to find out. He probably just got hold of something that didn’t agree with his stomach,” Browning said, checking her tricorder.

“Is he going to be okay?” Peterman asked, starting to get teary-eyed.

“I think so.” Browning said, “All the same, I’m going to keep him overnight for observation.”

“Whatever you think will help.”

“It would help if you told me what you’ve fed him lately.”

“Just his usual food supplement, and some scraps from tonight’s dinner.”

“Ho boy,” Browning sighed.

“What’s the problem?” Baxter asked.

“Well,” Browning began, “Charlie’s the second complaint I’ve had associated with tonight’s meal. Chris was complaining of a stomach ache, too.”

“Do you think it was food poisoning?”

Browning shook her head. “It’s too early to tell. I’d suggest putting out a message to the crew telling them to report any signs of sickness to me immediately, no matter how small. We don’t want a full scale epidemic breaking out here.”

Baxter turned to Peterman. “Will you take care of that for me, Counselor?”

Peterman was still staring at her dog. “S-sure. I just hope Charlie will be okay.”

Browning smiled. “I’m sure there’s nothing to be worried about. We’re just being cautious.”

“I understand.” Peterman said. “Hey, Captain, care to join me for a little nightcap at Mirk’s?”

Baxter began to fuss with his uniform. He still hadn’t changed out of his dress uniform and the collar was starting to bother him as much as it had Conway. “I don’t think so, Counselor. Thanks anyway.”

“No problem. Good night, guys.” Peterman said. “And good night, Charlie,” she added, kissing the dog on the nose and strolling out of sickbay.

“Good night,” Baxter said with a low whistle as Peterman walked out.

“Feeling any better?” Browning asked.

“No. Not at all.” Baxter said, his face falling once again. “I can’t get her off my mind, and what’s worse, I can’t sleep.”

“Poor thing. I’ll get you a somnetic inducer to help you sleep. And I’ll see if there are any other girls on board with long dark hair and a lot of pets.”

“NOT FUNNY,” Baxter grumbled.

“I thought it was,” Browning giggled, heading back into the storage room.

She returned shortly with a small blinking object. “Just put this by your bed and you’ll sleep like a baby, guaranteed.”

“Too bad they don’t have one of those to subdue your appetite. Or mine,” Baxter added.

“Ha ha. That wasn’t one of your best attempts, sir, but it’s good to see that you’re slowly getting your sense of humor back.”

“Don’t bet on it. Oh, and keep me up to date on Charlie, will you?”

“Listen, I know how you feel about her, Andy–but I really think it may be time to move on. I mean, before you came in, all she could talk about was Ensign Spencer.”

“Boy, I sure wish he would get sucked out an airlock.”

“Around this ship, you never know, you may get your wish. Now go get some sleep.”

“Thanks, Janice.” Baxter said, turning to leave.

Before he reached the door, she called out to him. “And take two blondes and call me in the morning.”

Baxter chuckled as he headed out the door.



Just before going to bed, Baxter decided to take a long shower, spoiling himself with real water, quite a joy after months of sonic showers. Sound never could quite reach that area right behind his left ear.

After putting on his starfleet emblem pajamas, Baxter pulled back his sheets and got in bed. He was all settled in when the comm panel next to his bed beeped.

“Conway to Baxter. I think you’d better come up here.”

Baxter groaned and sat up. “What is it?”

“Just get up here, sir.”



Due to the urgency in Conway’s voice, Baxter rushed up to the bridge in his pajamas. The entire bridge crew, Conway included, seemed to get no end of joy and laughter out of this–purely at Baxter’s expense.

“Okay, okay, what the hell is so damn urgent?” Baxter asked, the laughter increasing his annoyance at being stirred from bed.

“Play the distress call, J’hana.”

J’hana pressed a button on her panel. “Aerostar. This is the runabout Washita. We’re in distress. We’ve found-zzzzzrt”

“That sounds bad. What cut them off?” baxter asked.

“We’re not sure, sir. But that isn’t why we called you up here. It’s the second distress call.”

“The second one?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Okay, J’hana, play the SECOND distress call for Pete’s sake so I can get to bed.”

J’hana grunted in compliance and tapped a few buttons on her panel.

“To anyone that can hear this message, this is the Federation Starship Inspiration. We have been trapped in this quadrant of the galaxy for almost a year. We have found the wreckage of a runabout that appears to have come from a ship called Aerostar. Evidently, it was destroyed in a Flarn attack. If you’re out there, Aerostar, please respond to this distress call as soon as possible. We are desperate to find another friendly vessel out here.”

Baxter fell into his command chair. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t heard it with my own ears.”

Conway stood next to Baxter with his hands clasped behind his back. “How do you recommend we proceed, sir?”

“Are you kidding? Plot a course for the source of that distress call and engage at maximum warp.”

“What if it’s a trap?” Conway asked.

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Baxter said, turning around and heading for the turbolift. “I’m going back to sleep. Wake me up before we get there.”

“Whatever you say, sir.” Conway said, reclaiming the command chair.

Lt. Tilleran sat at her station quietly as the two officers discussed the ship’s response to the distress call, tempted to speak up about her misgivings, the deceit that she could detect in the voice from the second distress call. She dismissed these feelings, however. Counselor Peterman was right. Her mind was playing tricks on her.



TO BE CONTINUED….






The Salad of Vengeance - Part 2

“Captain!” Conway’s voice cried over the comm system. There was a great clamor throughout Deck Nine of the Starship Aerostar, right outside Baxter’s quarters. It sounded almost like there was a riot going on outside his quarters. What the hell was going on?

“What is it Conway?” Baxter called out, throwing his uniform on.

“We’ve found a wormhole!” The captain could hardly hear the message over the clamor of the red alert klaxon, but he understood it nonetheless.

Baxter couldn’t believe it. They had found a way home.

By the time Baxter had weaved his way through running, screaming people and arrived at the turbolift, he could actually feel the pull of the wormhole’s gravity as it sucked his ship inside.

Baxter exploded out onto the bridge and saw utter chaos.

“Our shields are holding!” J’hana cried out, grabbing on to her tactical console for support.

“Inertial dampeners failing on all decks. We are about to lose our gravitational field.” Larkin stated calmly as usual from ops.

Baxter ran over to Conway, who was grabbing onto Larkin’s chair for support.

“What the hell is happening, Commander?”

“The thing came from out of nowhere. Before we knew it we were sucked in!” Conway replied. “Engines are holding at warp nine just to keep our position.”

“At this rate the ship will be torn apart in thirty minutes.” Larkin added helpfully from ops.

“Any idea where this thing leads?” Baxter asked, dragging himself up the railing to the science console.

“No idea!” Tilleran said, trying to steady herself. “I’m not even sure if it’s in this universe.”

“Great.” Baxter replied, trying to find a relatively stable place to stand. “I need some suggestions.”

“For getting out of here or going through?” Conway replied.

“Um,” was all Baxter could think of to say. “Good question.”

“I need an answer now!” Conway said.

“Richards to Bridge. Warp engines will blow in ten minutes at this rate. Are we going to go forwards or backwards?”

“I don’t know!” Baxter replied. “I need more information, I need more time!”

“You don’t have either.” A voice said from behind him. Who the hell was that? He didn’t recognize it as one of his people.

It was Alexander Rydell, his old Captain. “And, as my first officer might say, an incorrect decision is strictly forbidden by starfleet regulations.”

“Rydell?” Baxter asked, incredulously.

“No. The tooth fairy. Who the hell did you expect?”

“What are you doing here?”

“I’m not really Rydell. I’m a loosely veiled attempt by your subconscious to warn you that if you keep second guessing yourself, you could end up dead.”

“You’re right. I have to make the right decision, no matter what,” Baxter stated. “Ensign Fresca…take us through the wormhole.”

“Wrong decision!” Rydell said, laughing and disappearing in a cloud of smoke.

“It’s too late…she’s gonna blow!” Richards’ voice screamed.

“Boy, you’re stupid.” Conway muttered, as the Aerostar exploded in a bright ball of flame.



Baxter woke up in a cold sweat, breathing heavily, his heart beating a million times a minute.

Beep-eep.

What a terrible dream. What the hell could it mean?

Beep-eep.

Still a little groggy, Baxter didn’t notice the beeping of his door chime right away.

“Come,” Baxter said groggily, falling back onto his soft bed.

“Hi, Andy…sorry to bother you,” Counselor Peterman said, peeking in the doorway.

“Oh. Kelly…come on in,” Baxter said, sitting up and trying to look as composed as he could managed.

Peterman came in and sat down on the edge of his bed. “Did we have a bad dweam?”

“Something like that,” Baxter said, his eyes still half open.

“Well, I think I have just the thing to make you feel better.”

“That so?” Baxter asked groggily.

“Yep,” Peterman replied, jumping on top of Baxter and kissing him passionately, pulling the covers up over both of them.

“Oh, Kelly,” Baxter said, the initial surprise beginning to ebb away, “I love you so much it hurts…”



“That’s quite a nice sentiment, Captain, but I’m sorry to say I don’t feel the same way about you,” came Conway’s sarcastic voice over the comm system.

Baxter shot up in bed, quickly noticing that the ship’s counselor was nowhere to be found. A dream within a dream. How corny.

“Conway.”

“Yes.”

“Oh. Ignore that last remark, Commander. I was…uh…dreaming.”

“No!” Conway replied sarcastically.

“Just get to the point, Conway, I’m in no mood for games.”

“Didn’t sound like that a minute ago, sir. What’s the matter, don’t you still love me?”

“AARRRRRGGGGGHHHH!” Baxter cried.

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry, that was a pretty low blow.”

“Do you have something to report, Mister?”

“Oh, yeah. We’ll be at the coordinates of the Inspiration’s distress call in thirty minutes. I just thought you’d like to know.”

“Thanks a bundle,” Baxter replied. “Hey, Commander?”

“What?”

“You didn’t by chance hear the name I called out in my sleep too, did you?”

“Of course not. But you really should tell Counselor Peterman how you feel about her.”

“Conway…please tell me you were talking to me in the readyroom when I said that.”

“Sorry,” Conway said.

It was then that Baxter heard Fresca’s voice in the background, “I think it’s very sweet.” And then J’hana’s, “Cursed human emotions.”

“Does the entire bridge crew know about this?” Baxter asked, annoyed.

“No, the ensign at the engineering station was in the bathroom at the time. Does that make you feel better?”

Baxter jumped out of bed and went to wash his face. “I’ll be up there in a few minutes. Try to keep this latest little rumor to yourselves.”

“Oh, of course,” Conway said, laughing.



“It was nice knowing you guys,” Hartley said, as the runabout Washita descended toward the surface of Malox like a flaming meteor.

“We’ve lost all engines. I managed to drop the core just in time, but the entire rear section is a twisted wreck,” Ford managed to cry out, as the runabout burned through the atmosphere.

Mirk wrestled with the bulkhead as if it were attacking him, holding on for dear life. “Try to use thrusters to level our descent. We’re coming in too steep.”

“Really?” Ford replied. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Fine time to be a smartass!” Mirk said.

“We’re dead!” Hartley cried, falling back into her chair.

“Maybe I can separate the command pod!” Mirk said, trying to pull himself toward the back of the ship.

“The controls are fused!” Ford shouted over his shoulder.

“Isn’t there a manual override?” Mirk asked, pulling twisted metal back to reveal his planet’s atmosphere, rushing by the ship at hundreds of miles an hour. The entire rear end of the runabout was blown off by that last torpedo.

“I doubt you’ll be able to reach it.” Ford replied.

Mirk looked across what used to be the lounge area of the runabout. It was now just a few sheets of duranium, stretching uselessly toward the sky as the runabout descended.

At the center of what was left of the floor lie a hatch. Underneath that lie a lever. Pulling that would separate the cockpit module manually.

Mirk tried very hard not to curse starfleet engineers for putting the hatch where they had put it, and instead concentrated on a way to actually reach the thing.

Mirk reached out with his hand, but it was at least four meters away…there was just no way he could reach it. No matter how hard he wanted to.

And he wanted to reach it very bad. So bad he could feel it. He could feel it.

Mirk could feel the handle of the hatch as if it were in his hand.

“What the hell?” Mirk said. Must be those blossoming telepathic powers again. Perfect timing.

Mirk concentrated on the hatch with his mind, and it flew open. Then he concentrated on the lever. This was harder–the lever was a much heavier piece of metal that was attached to the entire ship.

“Come on, dammit,” Mirk cursed. Suddenly the lever snapped back. Mirk could hear the magnetic latches breaking. Small explosions went off around the perimeter of the seal that joined the cockpit module with the rest of the runabout. Before he could move, the chunk of twisted metal that used to be the bulk of the Washita was stripped away. It twisted through the air, hurtling toward the ground.

Thankfully, Mirk had grabbed hold of a railing attached to the cockpit module just before the rest of the Washita blew free.

Mirk pulled himself back into the cockpit, pumping another lever that shut the door behind him.

“There’s one problem solved,” Mirk gasped, sitting down and wiping his forehead.

“Great Job, Mirk. Now I can get the ship level. It’s still going to be a rough ride. Everybody get their seatbelts on.”

“I hope this thing has airbags!” Hartley exclaimed, sliding into the seat beside Ford.

Mirk took his place and quickly threw the restraints over himself.

“Okay, everyone, I’ve found us a spot to land in some relatively deep water.”

“Um.” Mirk stated. “That’s not such a good idea, Ford.”

“Well, it sounds a hell of a lot better than hitting rock.”

“Trust me. You don’t know what the water is like on this planet.”

“Let me guess. The water is toxic and it will kill us.”

Mirk thought a moment. “Well, the water won’t kill you.”

Hartley smacked herself on the forehead. “I don’t want to know. It’s just better if you don’t tell me.”

“Well…” Ford said, as the small pod plunged toward the water’s shimmering green surface. “I think we’re all about to find out.”



“Direct hit, Seeker.” Cridis said calmly, looking to Jum for further orders. “As you ordered, we targeted their engines. I do not think they were destroyed.”

Jum lept out of his command chair. “You don’t think they were destroyed?” Don’t you know?”

“Well. I’m pretty sure they weren’t destroyed.”

“I trust you traced their signal as they fell toward the planet.”

“Kind of.”

Jum’s face became red with rage. “KIND OF?”

“Well, we lost contact with them shortly before they hit the surface. I believe we can narrow down the search parameters to a couple hundred limaks.”

“Fine. I’m going down there to find my son. He will soon realize the error of his ways, accept his punishment, and return to the loving arms of his people.”

“Yes, Seeker. What about the Sstarfleet ship?”

“The Aerostar? When they arrive, you will attempt to disable them, board them, and capture their crew. It should not be difficult, if Ronan’s people were successful.”

“What if I fail, Jum?”

“A device has been planted in their engine room. If they defeat you, you will blow up their ship.”

“Yes, Jum.”

“Now…have a team of our best men meet me in the shuttle bay. We will take care of Mirk. If he is alive, that is.”



It was bad enough that the entire bridge crew had seen Baxter in his pajamas. Now they also had heard him ranting and raving about Counselor Peterman in his sleep. Baxter couldn’t think of one more way to screw up.

When he arrived on the bridge, the entire crew, save Larkin and J’hana, stared at him, large smiles on their faces.

“Good morning, Captain.” Conway said, smiling as well, holding a cup of coffee and staring at the tactical readouts on the panel next to his chair. “I trust you…ha ha…slept well?”

The entire bridge crew broke out into laughter.

“As you were!” Baxter barked, slumping into the command chair.

“Captain,” Fresca said, turning toward him and trying to appear serious, “on behalf of the entire bridge crew, I’d like you to know how much we respect you, despite this incident. As a matter of fact…hee hee..we respect you so much it hurts!!!!!”

The bridge crew once again broke into hysteria.

“STOP IT!” Baxter fumed, storming into his readyroom.



“You have to admit, Captain, it’s pretty funny.” Dr. Browning said over the comm.

“It’s hysterical. Now, what do you have to report?” Baxter replied, staring out at the stars as they flew by his readyroom window.

“Nothing good. I’ve put Charlie into stasis to stop the spread of the toxin that’s in his blood stream.”

“Have you been able to identify the toxin?”

“No, but I scanned Counselor Peterman when she came back in a few minutes ago. She has the toxin in her blood stream as well. I also took a reading of myself. Same thing. Although for some reason, it seems to be traveling faster through Charlie’s system than ours.”

“Do you have an antidote?” Baxter said, becoming concerned.

“No, I can’t begin to come up with an antitoxin without first finding out where the toxin came from.”

“Great. Keep me posted.”

“Sure thing. Browning out.”



Ensign Ryan Stuart whistled a happy tune as he worked on the shield frequency modulator. He was attempting to get the shields up to a more efficient power consumption ratio for Lieutenant Commander Richards. It never hurt to get some extra points with your supervisor.

As if on cue, Richards stuck his head out of his office door. “Hey, Stuart, how are those shields coming?”

“Just fine, sir.” Stuart replied. “Almost done. How’s that stomach ache?”

“Terrible. I think I’m going to puke!” Richards complained, withdrawing back into his office.

Stuart shrugged and continued to work, adjusting the modulation ever so slightly on the main control board. “Hmm. That’s odd. Where the hell is that power consumption coming from? It’s as if someone has tapped directly into the main shield control systems.”

Stuart bent down and removed the shield control access panel. “What in the world?” he said, staring at the blinking control box that was attached to the main shield control conduit. It was definitely not a starfleet design.

He heard some footsteps on the carpet behind him.

“Commander Richards,” he said, not looking back. “There’s some strange box attached to the main shield control, and I have no idea how it got on here. Maybe one of the technicians from Dilus put it here.”

“I think you are right.” a voice said. It wasn’t Richards.

Stuart turned around to see who it was. Hmm. It was a fist, and it seemed bent on knocking the hell out of him. Oh well, who was he to argue?



“Conway to Baxter. You’ll never guess where the signal is coming from.”

“Surprise me.” Baxter said, stacking yet another card on top of his ever-growing house of cards.

“It’s an Ambassador class vessel in the Malox system. Right where all this started.”

“How ironic.” Baxter replied disinterestedly, looking at his house of cards with pride. “How about the wreckage of the Washita? Any survivors?”

“We’re too far away to tell for sure right now. But we’ll be in communication range in five minutes.”

“Understood. I’ll be right out.”

“Okay. I love you. Conway out.”

Baxter pounded his desk with anger, then frantically moved to steady the shaking house of cards before it toppled over.

He would never live this down.



“You clumsy fool, what are we going to do now?” Danel asked impatiently.

“Don’t get short with me, Danel.” Brin replied, “it’s not my fault the starfleet engineer found the shield controller. At least he did not find the bomb.”

“Small comfort. In any case, we’re going to have a hard time hiding now–we just wholloped one of their crewmen.”

“We’re going to be wholloping many more soon,” Brin muttered.

Brin huffed as he pushed Stuart’s unconscious form into the Jefferies tube that they had been hiding in. “Do not worry about that. We should be at the coordinates any minute. Once we arrive, the luck of the Starfleet crew will run out. Just like this pathetic engineer’s.”

“If you say so. I just hope we get a chance to see Mirk.”

“Don’t tell me you still have a thing for him.”

“Well, we were childhood friends.”

“Well, Danel, you’re fifteen now. It’s time to act like an woman, instead of a little girl.”

“Shut up Brin.”

“No, you shut up.”



Once he was sure his house of cards was stable again, Captain Baxter stepped onto the bridge.

“We are in visual range now, Captain.” Larkin stated.

“Okay. Onscreen.”

There was no doubt now. The ship that was on the viewscreen was a Starfleet vessel.

“Magnify.” Baxter said.

Commander Conway stepped closer to the viewscreen so he could see the ship’s name and registry numbers.

“USS Inspiration. Registry NCC-25792. Ambassador Class…” Conway said, almost to himself.

“Commanded by Captain James Stevens. Lost in the Bermuda Expanse on stardate 50103. More than a year ago.” Larkin said, completing Conway’s thought.

“I knew Stevens.” Conway said, returning to his chair. “I served as his Chief of Operations aboard the Garrison several years ago. He was an erratic man to say the least. Some even thought he was insane. Not exactly Starfleet’s finest.”

“Like we are.” Fresca laughed from the helm. “I bet if Pike, Kirk, or Picard had gotten caught up in the Bermuda Expanse, they’d find a way out.”

Baxter turned on Fresca angrily. “Well, I guess I’m just not cool enough to get crippled by radiation, fall off a cliff, get blown up by Romulan Warbirds, or crash my ship into a planet, huh?”

Fresca was silent a moment.

“Hah! I rest my case.” Baxter said triumphantly. “I’m no worse off than any of those guys.”

“But they were more popular with the ladies.”

“Shut up.”

The argument between Fresca and Baxter was interrupted by Lt. J’hana. “Captain. We are now within communication range.”

Baxter turned around and took his command chair. “Very well. Open hailing frequencies.”

“Open.”

“This is Captain Andy Baxter of the Federation Starship Aerostar. We’ve received your distress call. You don’t know how good it is to see a friendly face.”

“We’re receiving a response, sir. Audio only.” J’hana reported.

Baxter looked over at Conway. “That sounds a little suspicious.”

“I don’t know,” Conway replied, “their transmitter could be damaged.”

“Scan the ship, J’hana…what’s their condition?”

“They have a damaged warp core, which is emitting an incredible amount of radiation. The radiation is blocking any further scans.”

“Damn strange.” Baxter said. “Put their response on speakers.”

“This is Inspiration. Thank goodness you are here. We were… um…worried about your runabout. It crashed on the planet below a short while ago.

Baxter’s brow creased with worry. “Damn. Well, we’ll get a team down there to investigate shortly. How about you guys? Do you require assistance?”

While Baxter chatted with the other ship, Tilleran couldn’t help but feel extremely uncomfortable. Something was wrong. The man over on that ship was lying!



Commander Richards’ stomach was really hurting now. He shouldn’t have eaten so much salad. That had to be it.

He decided to try and take his mind off it, leaving his office to go check on Stuart’s progress.

“Hey, Stuart…” Richards said, sticking his head out of his office.

Suddenly, a disruptor beam lanced out from out of nowhere and hit the wall right above Richards’ head.

“Yikes!”

He jumped behind the main diagnostic table, slapping his comm badge.

“Richards to security! Intruder Alert!”



Under half impulse, the Aerostar creeped closer to the Inspiration.

“Do you know what caused the runabout’s destruction?” Baxter asked, fearing the attackers might return.

“I am sorry, we do not. We were in the area when we received their distress call,” responded the creepy voice from the Inspiration.

“I’m really wondering why we haven’t seen you guys around here before.” Conway said suspiciously. Baxter shot him a dirty look.

“We have been all over the sector. Looking for…um…things.”

“I see.” Baxter said.

“Captain!” Tilleran whispered, leaning over her science console. “He’s lying through his teeth.”

“How would you know?” Baxter responded.

“I’m a Betazoid, for Rixx’s sake.”

“Oh, right.”

“Captain, I recommend we go to yellow alert, just in case.” Conway said, adding in a hushed tone, “that doesn’t sound like Captain Stevens over there.”

“Are you still there, Aerostar?”

Baxter tried to maintain his calm. “Yes, Inspiration…we’re experiencing some technical difficulties.”

Baxter turned back toward the tactical console. “J’hana, what are the chances that they’re faking that ruptured warp core?”

“It wouldn’t be hard to fool our sensors, if they knew how to-” J’hana said, cut off by a beeping at her console. “Captain, I’m reading a security alert on Deck Twenty-six. Engineering.”

“Send Mr. Gellar down there to find out what’s going on.” Baxter said, tapping his fingers nervously.

“Captain, I know that’s not Stevens over there,” Conway said. “Something isn’t kosher, sir.”

“I agree. Go to Red Alert and get those shields up.” Baxter said, standing up. “Hey, Inspiration, do you mind telling us who you really are?”

There was silence a moment. “That’s not important. What is important is that you surrender your ship to us immediately.”

“Fat chance. J’hana…”

“Um…” J’hana said, uneasily.

Baxter and Conway both turned back to look at J’hana. “What do you mean ‘um’?” Baxter asked.

“I mean…‘Um, I can’t get the shields up.’”

“Oh.” Baxter replied. He looked towards the viewscreen. The Ambassador-class starship turned toward them, its photon tubes gleaming ominously.

“I’m beginning to get the feeling we’ve been set up.” Conway said.

“J’hana. Those shields…” Baxter said. He could see the photon tubes of the other vessel start to turn bright red.

“Conway to Engineering…what the hell is going on down there!”

“Can’t talk now, sir. BZZZT. Kind of under attack now, sir. BZZZZT.”

“Was that disruptor fire?” Baxter asked.

“It sure as hell wasn’t the doorbell, Captain.” Conway said sarcastically.

“Evasive maneuvers, Ensign Fresca. Back us off!”

The Aerostar shifted into reverse as Inspiration bore down on her.



Dr. Browning had taken a hypo for the pains in her stomach, but that didn’t seem to help much. She was now almost certain that anyone who had eaten at space station Dilus was being attacked by the same toxin. She was going down to Engineering to check on Richards when the Red Alert klaxon began.

Browning rounded the corner into engineering to find Richards crouched behind the main systems table. “What the heck are you doing down–” she said, but was interrupted as Richards grabbed her wrist, jerking her down to the deck just as another disruptor blast seared the air she had previously occupied.

Browning hit the floor next to the engineer. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. There’s someone over on the other side of Engineering shooting at me. And I can’t find Stuart or Spencer.”

“Oh. How’s your stomach?” she asked casually.

“My stomach? Me and you were almost ventilated by a disruptor pistol, and you’re worried about my stomach?”

“Well, it was bothering you, wasn’t it?”

Another blast hit the main systems display unit, sending sparks into the air as the panel exploded.

“You have to get out of here, Janice!” Richards said, trying to find a clear, safe path out of Engineering.

“What are you going to do?”

“I can’t just sit here and do nothing.”

“Baxter to Richards. I need shields, now!”

“Richards here. I’m a little busy right now!”

“Well, you’re about to get a lot busier.”

Just then, Lt. Gellar poked his head around one of the corridors leading into engineering. “Hey guys…” he whispered. “Are you alright?”

Richards stuck his head up from behind the console. “Do we LOOK alright?” He had to duck quickly again as the blast came close to giving him a crew cut.

Gellar thought a moment. “Just hold on. I’ll take care of ’em.”

The security officer lept through the air, hit the ground rolling, and came up in the middle of engineering, spraying phaser fire about the room.

“Careful what you hit out there!” he heard Richards yell from behind the console.

“I need those freaking shields!” Baxter screamed over the comm. He would just have to wait.

Gellar jumped through the air again and landed by Dr. Browning and Commander Richards. “Hi, guys. I don’t think I hit anyone.”

“Well, it was a good effort all the same.” Browning said encouragingly.

“I don’t guess you brought another phaser with you, did you?” Richards asked.

“As a matter of fact, I did.” Gellar said, pulling a small Type I phaser out of his pocket. “Here ya go.”

Richards looked at the tiny phaser. “Gee, thanks. Maybe I can shave him to death.”



“Baxter to Inspiration. I don’t know why you’re doing this, but I assure you, we’re your friends. I’m sure we can work this out.”

“Shut up and power down, before I have to start blowing you apart!”

“Oh, boy, we’re dead.” Conway moaned.

“Richards, where are my shields?” Baxter asked, punching the comm button. What the hell was going on down there?

“Captain!” J’hana shouted, pointing at the viewscreen.

Two photon torpedoes blazed toward them.

Baxter pressed a button, sounding the allcall. “All hands…BRACE FOR IMPACT!”

Conway looked back at J’hana’s panel. “I don’t guess we have those shields up yet, do we?”

The first torpedo hit, blowing a hole in the Aerostar’s saucer section, spraying duranium bits, sending a shudder down the length of the ship’s superstructure.

“Guess not.”

The other torpedo seemed like it was heading toward the bridge.

“To be…or not to be…” Baxter said solemnly, grabbing onto his chair.



Sirens and klaxons began going off in Engineering as the torpedoes hit.

Richards shoved Janice toward the exit corridor. “Janice, you have to get out of here. Quick, I’ll cover you.”

“What the heck am I supposed to do?” Browning asked worriedly.

“Go back to sickbay…and do sickbay kinds of things. We are under attack, you know.”

“Oh, yeah. Okay. I love you.” she said, getting ready to run like hell.

“I love you too. Now go!” Richards said, giving her a push and running across engineering in front of her as she made her escape, trying to find the people that were shooting at him.

Just as Browning lept into an open turbolift, Richards saw an unfamiliar gray-suited figure hop out from behind a wall.

He fired his phaser, knocking the figure to the ground.

Richards kneeled by the unconcious figure, a freckled girl that looked to be in her teens. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw another streak of grey bound past him. “There’s another one, Gellar! Go after him!”

“Right.” Gellar said, jumping out from behind the main systems console.

Richards looked the girl over carefully. She looked quite a bit like Mirk–same age, same slightly freckled Maloxian appearance. Richards idly wondered if she really was Maloxian.

No. That wouldn’t make sense. Why would Maloxians attack the Aerostar?



“We have sustained major hull damage. Hull integrity has been compromised on decks two, eight, eleven, thirteen, twenty…” Larkin announced from ops.

“Return fire!” Baxter screamed, struggling to stay on his feet as the deck rocked under him.

“Firing phasers! Negligible effects on their shields.” J’hana replied.

“Screw the phasers. Load all quantum torpedo launchers and fire a full spread!”

J’hana grunted with pleasure. “Now you’re talking, sir.”

Another torpedo hit. The bridge had erupted into chaos in a matter of minutes.

“Hull breaches on decks two, six, eight, and twelve.” Larkin said from ops, checking her panel. “Erecting force fields to compensate.”

“Oh, boy.” Baxter said, rubbing his head. That last torpedo came dangerously close to the bridge, causing panels and circuit boards all over the room to explode.

“Hold on!” J’hana shouted as two more torpedoes slammed into the ship.

“What are we going to do!” Fresca cried helplessly.

“Blow up the ship and die with honor?” J’hana offered.

“We will not surrender,” Baxter growled, “I’m open to other suggestions.”

“The Crebius Cluster is nearby,” Larkin announced over shouts of crewmen and red alert sirens. “I recommend we attempt to take shelter there. The gravometric disturbances may disrupt the other vessel’s sensors.”

“Fine, engage at full impulse, Fresca.”

The Aerostar lurched around like a wounded bird, barrelling toward the Crebius Cluster at full impulse.



“We’re sinking.” Mirk said calmly, clambering out from underneath the debris that had fallen on top of him during the crash.

Ford struggled with the helm controls. “I thought these things were airtight.”

“Obviously not.” Hartley grumbled, trying to wriggle out from underneath the wreckage.

Water and bubbles floated past the front windshield of the Washita. Under different circumstances, Mirk would have found the whole thing extremely beautiful.

“We have to get those thrusters working before we run out of oxygen.” Hartley commanded.

“I’m working on it.” Ford said, pounding on the controls.

Mirk studied the flickering science panel, trying his best to get a fix on their position. It looked like they were only a few limaks from his home island of Oka. That was good to know. It also seemed like…

“Ford! Get us out of here now!” Mirk suddenly yelled.

“What do you think I’m…”

Suddenly the little pod shook, as Hartley stared on in horror at the huge tentacle that wrapped around the front viewport.

“What the hell is that?” Hartley asked, although she had a feeling she didn’t want to ask.

“That,” Mirk said, “is a hiru. Similar, I believe to Earth’s giant squid.”

Mirk, Hartley, and Ford struggled to maintain their balance as the pod rocked about, strung along by the hiru.

“I’ve got an idea!” Hartley shouted, slithering out from under the beam that was pushing down on her. She picked up a long piece of duranium tubing that lay on the deck at her feet and started beating it against the windshield of the runabout.

“What are you trying to do?” Mirk asked.

“Well, my sister works in a pet shop. The cardinal rule of pet fish is ‘don’t tap on the glass’. It sounds like huge explosions to them.”

Ford continued to wrestle with the controls. “I think it’s actually working. He’s starting to loosen his grip.”

“That’s dandy,” Mirk said, “but how about those engines?”

“Oh.” Ford said, returning his attention to the thrusters. “I’ve managed to reroute power to the auxiliary thrusters.”

“Punch it, already, Ford!” Hartley yelled.

“Pushy, pushy.” Ford said, “You like to take your sweet old time whenever we need to send down an away team.”

“This is not the time to argue!” Mirk exclaimed, looking at the hiru on the scanners. It was coming around for another pass. “That thing is coming back toward us!”

“Well, maybe if you didn’t always hit on me, I’d be more accommodating!” Hartley shouted back at him.

“I can’t help it if I think you’re cute. Maybe you should learn to take a compliment.”

“Maybe you should learn to take a hint!” Hartley screamed.

Mirk gave up and jumped in front of Ford, slammed his fist down on the thruster fire button. “Hold on everyone, we’re getting out of here!”

“So soon?” Hartley asked, falling back into her seat as the tiny pod took off through the water.

“I’m going back to find some weapons. We’re going to need them.” Mirk said roughly, getting off Ford’s lap and walking back to the rear storage compartment.

“Jeeze, what’s his problem?” Ford asked.

“Beats me.”



“Come here, you little…” Lt. Gellar said, trying to run after the gray-suited intruder and keep the phaser trained on him at the same time. That was difficult since the Aerostar felt like a soda machine being slammed into because the customer hadn’t gotten any change.

The grey-suited figure disappeared through a jeffries tube hatch, and Gellar followed, scrambling through the endless maze of winding tunnels.

Gellar found his way out into a small cargo bay. The intruder had taken refuge behind the loading door control console.

Neither immediately noticed Ensign Spencer quietly working on one of the maintenance drones that had broken down.

“Don’t move, or I’ll blow the hatch!” the intruder shouted, pointing his disruptor squarely at Gellar, who in turn had him targeted with his phaser.

“This is a no win situation, buddy. Put your weapon down and surrender!”

“Never!” the boy shouted, firing his weapon and hitting the hatch control.

Gellar hurled himself through the air and grabbed for the ladder that led to the bay’s second level.

The security officer had barely grabbed the ladder when the cargo door began to rise.

“Hey guys, what’s…” Ensign Spencer said, looking up from the workbee he was repairing.

“Spencer!” Gellar called out. But it was too late. The ensign was sucked right out of the cargo bay and into empty space.

Holding his breath as all of the loose tools and barrels spiraled out of the cargo bay along with the oxygen, Gellar took the time to see the ship that was attacking them through the cargo bay. It came around and started firing its phasers. Then, suddenly, the black, starry space outside the ship became purple, twirling energy.



“Captain, sensors detect an emergency depressurization on deck twenty-seven,” Larkin announced. “That is cargo bay ten. I am repressurizing the bay.”

“Is there anyone in there?” Baxter asked, crawling over to. Larkin’s station.

“I am reading two lifeforms.” Larkin replied. “One is Lieutenant Gellar. The other is not registered on our crew manifest.

“Our intruder?” Baxter mused.

“Quite likely. I am also reading a comm badge outside our ship.”

“Outside?” Conway asked, pulling himself up.

“That is correct.” Larkin said, tapping a few more buttons.

On the screen, twisting helplessly through space, was Ensign Spencer.

“Is he…” Baxter asked quietly.

“He is, in a word, dead.” Larkin stated.

“I’ll be damned. Janice was right.” Baxter said to himself, recalling how earlier he’d wished Spencer would be sucked out an airlock. Well, this was a cargo bay door, so he couldn’t feel too responsible for it.

Ensign Fresca sighed and pulled a small padd out of her uniform pocket, tapping some information into it. “Well, I guess he’s out of the picture. He was kind of nice too.”

“What are you talking about, Fresca?” Conway asked.

“Nothing. Are you busy tonight? Suddenly, my social calendar has an opening.”

“Get it together, would you?” Conway said angrily. “We’re under attack, you know!”

“We have entered the Crebius Cluster, if anyone is still interested.” J’hana remarked.

Baxter returned to his command chair. “What about our friends on the Inspiration?”

“They are pursuing us.”

“Well, what’s the next step?” Baxter asked woefully.

“The next step is getting the hell out of here.” Conway said, still looking with disapproval at Fresca.

“I disagree. We have to get those shields up.” Baxter replied, pressing the comm button on his command chair. “Mr. Richards, I hate to ask, but…would it be too much trouble to get our freaking shields up?”

“Working on it, sir.” Richards replied.

“Well please hurry!”

Baxter wondered what could be so pressing that the ship’s shields could wait?



“Well please hurry!”

Richards would have gladly worked on restoring shields, however, he was presently an angry looking female intruder was standing in front of the shield control console. She trained Richards’ phaser on him, her hand shaking nervously.

He hadn’t thought she’d be much of a threat–she couldn’t have been 17 years old. She was a girl. And she had taken him by surprise. Oh, well. He’d never make that mistake again.

“Come on, Miss…whatever you’re name is. I promise I won’t hurt you. I just need to get those shields up.”

“The name’s Danel,” she replied, “and I can’t let you do that. I’m sorry.”

“Danel. Where have I heard that name before?”

“Probably from Mirk.”

“Yeah, that’s it. How do you know Mirk?” Richards asked.

Danel looked down at the shield status. Still down. The device was working. But for some reason, the ship had stopped shaking. The bridge crew must have been coming up with some kind of plan to save them. She wasn’t worried, though. Everything would be fine. She looked back at Richards. “I…grew up with him, as if it’s any business of yours.”

“So you guys are Maloxians.”

“Of course we are.”

“You know, Mirk’s not even here.”

“He’s not?”

“No. He’s down on Malox. He may even be dead.”

Danel thought a moment, consoling herself by the fact that this was just a Starfleet trick. She was so busy consoling herself that she was taken completely off guard by the panel at her feet busting open and knocking her down.

Ensign Stuart hopped up and looked down with satisfaction at the unconscious intruder lying on the ground.

“Hi there, Commander.”

Richards grabbed the phaser. “Good job, Ryan. Now let’s see about getting those shields back up.”



“The last time we were here, we were almost destroyed by the Flarn.” Conway said, looking at the swirling purple mass of the Crebius Cluster on the viewscreen.

“And here we are about to get destroyed again. How nice.” Baxter replied.

“At least there’s some symmetry to it.”

“Here.” J’hana said, handing type II phasers to Baxter and Conway.

“Thanks a bunch.” Baxter said. “Why are you giving us these?”

“Because. If they mean to take over our ship, and our shields are down, then logically…” J’hana waited for Baxter or Conway to finish her statement.

Baxter looked at J’hana blankly. “What?”

Conway snapped his fingers. “Of course, they’re going to send over boarding parties!”

“Yeah, right.” Baxter said, holstering his phaser.

At the same time, blue transporter beams coalesced all around the bridge.

“We’re being boarded!” J’hana shouted, grabbing the first figure that appeared and ramming his head into a nearby bulkhead. “EVERY OFFICER FOR HERSELF!”



The former runabout Washita coasted along the surface of Malox’s slippery green sea.

“Is that thing still after us?” Hartley asked, looking back at Mirk worriedly.

Mirk studied his panel. “The scanners were slightly damaged in the crash, but I think we’re clear.”

“That’s good.” Ford said. “I’ve set a course for the nearest island. This thing was never meant to be a pleasure boat. The thrusters won’t hold out for long in these conditions.

“Just sit right back and you’ll hear a tale, a tale of a fateful trip…” Hartley began.

“Don’t start!” Ford said. He was tired of the Lieutenant’s mouth.

“Shut up. I outrank you.”

“Both of you shut up.” Mirk ordered. “We’re almost to the island.”

“When will we be there?” Hartley asked, turning around to face Mirk.

Suddenly the cockpit jerked as it hit land.

“Now.” Mirk stated matter-of-factly.

Hartley popped the escape hatch and hopped out of the wrecked runabout. “Finally. I never thought I’d be so glad to touch solid ground again.”

Ford jumped out behind her, toting his phaser rifle and a backpack full of rations and supplies. “I just want to get back to the Aerostar. I want this whole miserable mission to be overwith.”

“You can say that again.”

“We’re not done yet.” Mirk said, hopping out of the hatch with two phaser rifles. He threw one to Hartley. “Here, you’re going to need this.”

“Why?” She asked. “What’s so dangerous on this planet?”

“Well, right now, my father,” Mirk said calmly.

As if to punctuate that statement, a rocket flew through the air and connected with the small pod, blowing it up and sending Mirk, Ford, and Hartley flying through the air.



Dr. Browning returned to Sickbay to find Counselor Peterman, Nurse Bailey and Nurse Luntley hard at work. Peterman had been there to check on her dog when all hell broke lose, and now she was helping the injured to some free biobeds.

“What’s happening?” Peterman asked frantically as Browning made her way into the crowded sickbay.

“I don’t know,” Browning replied. “I think we’re being attacked.”

“That’s just great. What about my dog?”

“We’ll worry about the dog later. Right now we need to get everyone here taken care of.”

“Well, that’s just fine, but what about Charl–”

Peterman was interrupted by the whine of a transporter beam, as a boarding party materialized and added attacking Maloxians to the already crowded sickbay.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Doctor Browning shouted, ducking a swinging fist.

Browning ran into her office and punched her communicator. “Browning to Security. I have intruders in Sickbay. I need some help here!”

A group of intruders cornered her in her office.

Thinking fast, Browning set the huge pizza oven that dominated her office on overload and jumped through the Plexiglass window that led out to the waiting room.

Browning ducked behind a couch as her office exploded. Well, so much for that homebaked pizza taste.

Meanwhile, Peterman had managed to grab a couple phasers from a nearby storage cabinet. She tossed one to Bailey. “I’ll hold ’em off, Brenna, you just move the injured people to the operating room in the rear and lock the door.”

Nurse Bailey did as she was told and began lugging people back toward the lab. “This was not in my contract,” she said, smacking her gum loudly.

“Come on, jerks! Let’s fight!” Peterman cried, jumpkicking the first intruder that approached her and begging for more.

This was just what she needed to take her mind off Spencer.



As soon as gravity returned in the cargo bay, Gellar lept on top of the intruder. Actually, he more or less fell on top of him.

In any case, Gellar had knocked the intruder out cold.

After lugging his victim back to Engineering, he found Commander Richards and Ensign Stuart hunched over the shield control panel.

“Well, I have our other intruder,” Gellar said with pride.

Richards didn’t look up from his work. “Great. Lay him over there with the other one, will ya?”

Gellar did as he was told. “Are we still in a battle?”

“I don’t think so.” Richards replied, “I haven’t had time to check with the bridge. We’ve been fighting with these two the last half hour. I haven’t even had time to check on the warp core. For all I know it may be about to explode.”

“That’s comforting,” Gellar said, turning around to look at the pulsing warp core. “It looks fine to me, though.”

“Well, it won’t for long unless we get these shields up.”

Suddenly several beams of light appeared all around engineering, materializing into screaming attackers.

“What the-” Gellar said, as a new intruder lunged for him. Gellar thought quick and grabbed the man’s fist, using his own momentum to pull him over the railing, sending him ten decks down to the bottom of the warp core.

“Hold ’em off, Stuart…I have to get these shields up!” Richards yelled, elbowing one of his attackers into the stomach and bashing the other into a bulkhead.

“Oh, give me the easy job.” Stuart groaned, bringing a fist down on the apex of the fallen man’s neck, knocking him out.

Two more came his way. Good thing he was tri-sector wrestling champ at Starfleet Academy.

Stuart grabbed the two and slammed their heads together, then pushed them back into a bulkhead.

“Hey, Commander, where’s that phaser of yours?” he asked, as three more attackers approached him.

“Take it,” Richards said, throwing the phaser behind him as he worked.

“Thank you,” Stuart said, blowing away three onrushing attackers.

Gellar, on the other hand, wasn’t doing as well. Two of the intruders were trying to dump him over the railing of the warp core.

“I’ve got your back, Lieutenant!” Stuart said, firing the phaser at the two invaders.

They fell over the railing as Gellar righted himself.

He saw one of the attackers coming up behind Stuart.

“Stuart, behind you!” he cried.

Stuart reached behind him and flipped his attacker over his shoulder, smashing him into the deck before him.

“This is getting tiring,” Gellar said, staring at the unconscious bodies all over engineering.

“You’re telling me. We can’t hold out like this for long.”

“We won’t have to.” Richards said, throwing a dented metal box out from the shield access panel and jumping up to his feet. “I just got the shields working again.”

“Thank Goodness,” Stuart sighed, sitting back.

“Security to Lieutenant Gellar. We have a situation in Sickbay. I think you’d better get up there.” the comm system rattled.

“Understood.”

Richards tapped his comm badge. “Richards to bridge. You now have shield control. Enjoy!”

As Gellar turned to leave for Sickbay, Richards put a hand on his shoulder. “Let me go with you. I’ve got a…friend…up in sickbay.”

“Right, Commander.” Gellar replied.

Richards looked to Stuart. “Ryan, you have Engineering. Hold things together.”

“I’ll do my best, considering the situation,” Stuart said worriedly.



Baxter winced as his head was pounded into the viewscreen. The world became a steady gush of pretty flowing colors as he felt brain cells he never knew he had die.

Commander Conway, for his part, jumped on top of the tactical console, beckoning the attackers toward him.

“Arrrrggh, die!” J’hana cried, flying through the air with her ceremonial Andorian knife clutched in her mouth and a phaser in her hand.

The three Maloxians she was aiming for never knew what hit them.

“The Inspiration has continued its phaser attack. As Lt. J’hana is currently busy, I will return fire.” Larkin reported to no one in particular as she tapped away at ops.

Suddenly, her proximity sensors detected someone approaching fast behind her. She casually brought a fist up and caught her assailant in the face.

“I would advise you to attack from a different angle next time. I will anticipate whatever move you make.” Larkin said. It wasn’t gloating, it was a simple statement of fact.

Baxter shook his head, as a phaser hit from J’hana knocked his attacker off his back, and stood up, surveying the chaos that was now his bridge.

The Captain retreated to his readyroom, surprised to see his house of cards still standing. An invader pursued him, smashing him into his desk.

“NO!” Baxter cried, throwing his fist back into the attacker’s face, who fell backward into his couch. That was close. The house of cards teetered dangerously.

Stunned, the attacker got up and shook his head.

Thinking fast, Baxter lept behind his desk and picked up the Starfleet issued “chunk of rock” that seemed to litter every readyroom desk. He had always thought that thing was useless.

“I guess it has a use after all,” Baxter remarked, flinging the rock into his attacker’s face, which was smashed up against the wall.

“Oooo…” Baxter teased. “That’s going to leave a mark.”

Meanwhile, Commander Conway had one of the invaders pushed up against a bulkhead. Another attacker came up from behind him, so Conway clasped his hands together and hit him across the face and then knocked him upside the jaw, in the traditional Starfleet combat style.

Lt. Tilleran ducked under the science console as a body flew her way, disposed of by Lt. J’hana. Another attacker came towards her. “I can sense all those hostile intentions….not good!” she said matter-of-factly, phasering him and knocking him back.

“You fight well, Commander.” J’hana remarked, stabbing her knife into the man Conway was currently strangling.

Conway stared down at the limp body. “Is that a compliment?”

“Merely a fact. Do not get carried away. You use the traditional Starfleet combat style effectively.” J’hana turned to face another attacker, clasping her hands and hitting him in the gut.

“They just keep coming!” Fresca shrieked, cowering behind Lt. Tilleran’s post.

“Oh, grow up, Jenel.” Tilleran huffed, bringing the butt of her phaser down on yet another attacker’s head. “This is Starfleet, not kindergarten.”

Baxter then lept out of his readyroom, carrying a large, bloody rock. “BANZAAAAAAAI!”

“Shelat!” J’hana cursed in amazement, watching Baxter clobber warrior after warrior with his rock. “What has gotten into the Captain?”

“My guess,” Conway said, phasering another attacker. “They went after his tower of cards. He loves that thing.”

“How odd,” J’hana said, swinging her knife and hitting an attacker in the stomach.

“Intriguing. I am detecting a high level of EM activity within the cluster,” Larkin remarked, still keeping her post. An invader jumped on top of her. “This is highly unacceptable. I suggest you remove yourself before I am forced to use deadly force on you.”

“Arrgh!” the attacker grunted, pounding on Larkin’s shoulders.

“This is not productive,” Larkin said, standing up and swinging the man around by his arm. “Be gone.”

The man flew across the bridge, slamming up against the rear wall.

“Nice shot, Larkin,” Conway stated, looking down at the man’s unconscious body.

“Richards to Bridge. You now have shield control. Enjoy.”

“Finally.” J’hana grunted, clearing a body off the tactical console. “Permission to go on the offensive, Captain.”

Baxter rammed a Maloxian into the command chair. “By all means, Lieutenant!”

“Firing all weapons!” J’hana screamed with glee. “Bring us about, Larkin!”



“Their shields are back up, Cridis!” Temin, the second officer, shouted. “And our landing parties are stranded aboard the ship.”I recommend retreat. You must use the device!”

Cridis steadied himself in the command chair of the Inspiration. “I refuse to give up this easy. They have led us to the Crebius Cluster, the sacred residence of our gods and our former gateway to the Alpha Quadrant. We must not back down under the watchful eye of the Directors.”

“Whatever you say, sir.” Temin replied.



“The rocket came from somewhere up on that cliff!” Hartley said, squinting through the sand that covered her face as she stared at her tricorder.

“It was from my father. He’s going to hunt us down.” Mirk said. “Come on, we have to keep moving.”

“Gee, thanks dad!” Ford said sarcastically.

The group made their way through a dense jungle. “This is a small island, but it has dense jungle foliage on its outer perimeters. We should be safe here until the Aerostar finds us.”

“What makes you think they’ll find us?” Hartley said, gripping her phaser tightly and looking around for attackers.

“It could happen,” Mirk replied, pushing through the dense brush.



The bridge was once again relatively quiet. Smoke, sparks, and dead and unconscious bodies littered it.

Lt. Larkin finished scanning one of the fallen attackers with her tricorder. “The tricorder scans are complete. The attackers are without a doubt Maloxian.”

Baxter wiped a hand over his face, feeling suddenly very hot. “The Maloxians? Why the hell would they attack us?”

“Revenge.” Conway muttered. “Because of us, they have been hunted all over the sector by the Flarn.”

Baxter fell into his command chair, exhausted. “Whew…I don’t feel so good.”

“A…little…exertion…and…you…wimp…” J’hana grunted, steadying herself by holding on to her console.

“What’s wrong with you guys?” Conway asked.

“Well,” Baxter began, “I might as well let you know now. Not only were we sabotaged by the folks at Space Station Dilus, but we were also poisoned by them.”

Conway smiled. “That’s funny. I feel fine.”

“It must have been the salad.” J’hana growled

“Damn. I knew it,” Baxter said. “At any rate, we’re going to be dead soon if we don’t find an antidote.”

“I told you guys not to eat that salad,” Conway laughed, sizing up Baxter’s command chair. It would be a perfect fit.

“Shut up, Conway.” Baxter growled, trying to push himself up as the ship shook. “Lt. Larkin, I want you to take over helm and tactical from your station. Get the Inspiration off our backs.”

“We have to combat this…poison.” J’hana gasped.

Larkin turned around in her chair to face the rest of the bridge crew. “If there is an antitoxin, it would stand to reason that it lies on Malox. Perhaps Mr. Mirk…”

“Mirk is dead!” J’hana growled.

“Perhaps, Lieutenant, but there is a chance that Mirk and his team survived. If so, they must be rescued so Mirk can help us find the antidote.”

Baxter wiped his face. Things were getting worse all around. “I agree. Mr. Conway, I want you to take a runabout to Malox. Try to find Mirk and the rest. And see if you can find us an antidote.”

“Now wait just a damn minute!” Conway replied, backing up. “As soon as we leave the shuttlebay, that ship out there will blow us to hell!”

“We’ll cover you.” Baxter grunted, standing up shakily and leaning against his chair. “Now go. That’s an order.”

“Tilleran, Fresca, with me.” Conway barked. “See you in hell, Captain.”

Baxter groaned as Conway started out the turbolift door. “Remember. I love you.”

He could hear Conway curse as the turbolift doors closed.



When Richards and Gellar reached sickbay, they found it relatively quiet.

“Where is everyone?” Gellar asked, looking around.

“Beats me.” Richards replied. “Janice!” he called, looking around fearfully.

“In here, Christopher,” a weak voice replied.

“Conway to Gellar. Assemble a security team and meet me in Shuttlebay One.”

Gellar tapped his comm badge. “Acknowledged. Mr. Richards, I see no reason to stick around here.”

Richards didn’t reply as he pushed through the rubble to get to the source of Doctor Browning’s voice.

He found Dr. Browning draped on a couch in what used to be the waiting room. The Maloxians had done some redecorating.

“Janice…”

Browning’s eyes fluttered open. “Oh, there you are. A little late, aren’t you?”

“Are you okay?” He asked, kneeling beside her.

“Do I look okay? It’s this darn poison. It had to be that salad. You’re probably not feeling so hot yourself.”

“Yeah, as a matter of fact,” Richards replied. “I guess it’s more than a little Mylanta can take care of.”

“We’re dying,” Browning said flatly.

“Hi, everyone,” Peterman said, stumbling in and falling onto the other couch, covering herself with pillows “Everyone’s safely tucked away in the OR. Bailey is telling them a bedtime story. Man, I feel like crap.”

“Well, at least we’ll die together.” Richards said, cuddling Dr. Browning into his arms.

Peterman looked at the two and gagged. “How sappy. Why don’t I have anyone that loves me to die with?”

“Are you blind?” Richards asked.

“Yeah,” Browning added, “There’s someone on this ship who’s crazy about you.”

Peterman looked up from the pillows. “What?”



“Right through here. We’re almost to the caves.” Mirk called out, waving Hartley and Ford forward through the thick brush. “Once we find some shelter, we’ll be safe…at least for a while.”

“Oh, shit,” Ford moaned.

“What is it?” Hartley asked, turning around. Ford was pointing to one of the cliffs that towered above them.

Another missile hit the jungle, sending a blast that knocked the group off their feet.

Mirk picked himself up and looked around. The jungle was in flames, smoke pouring into the sky. The route to the caves was now cut off.

“I want you guys to get back to the runabout and take shelter. I’m going to finish this.”

“What the heck are you going to do?” Hartley yelled, “Make them a martini?”

“Shut up, Hartley. Ford, get her and yourself out of here.”

“Darn right.” Ford said, grabbing Hartley and jerking her through the jungle back toward the beach.

“Put me down! Put me down!” Hartley cried defiantly.

“I love it when you get rough with me,” Ford said wryly.

“Arrrrggh!” Hartley screamed, biting down on Ford’s hand.

Mirk, meanwhile, began to think happy thoughts, lifting off the ground.



“Did we get them, Jum?” one of the military officers asked, looking down into the dense, smoky jungle.

“I don’t know. I can’t see through all the smoke.” Jum replied.

Suddenly, a figure emerged from the thick cloud of smoke and kicked Jum’s lieutenant back, causing the rocket launcher to fly back as well.

It was Mirk.

“Mirk, son, what the hell…” Jum exclaimed.

“No time to explain.” Mirk said. “I can fly now, Dad. Now will you stop this foolishness!”

“This isn’t foolishness. I have to stop the Flarn. But you can join me…”

“I can’t do that. My place is on the Aerostar now. I just want you all to understand.”

“I don’t understand anything about you anymore. You must be a demon. No Maloxian can fly like that.”

Mirk shook his head. “It’s not like that at all. I think the Directors have sent me with a message. Only I’m not sure what that is, yet.”

“You don’t know anything about the Directors!” Jum’s lieutenant cried, firing another rocket directly at Mirk.

“Yikes!” Mirk cried.

Suddenly time stopped.

The rocket was perched right in front of him, barely touching his chest.

“How did that happen?” Mirk asked, still floating there in midair, touching the rocket, looking at Jum and his followers’ shocked faces.

“Your powers are limitless.” a slightly squeaky voice said from behind Mirk. He turned around to find a lanky, awkward looking, slightly older boy in a red starfleet uniform.

“Who the hell are you?” Mirk asked.

“I used to be Wesley Crusher. An ensign on the USS Enterprise.”

“Oh. And I care because…” Mirk said sarcastically.

“Because you and I are kindred spirits.”

“Yeah, right. What do you mean?”

“We are more than just troublesome kids, you and I. We have powers that defy imagination. There are forces at work here that you haven’t realized yet.”

“I’m sure. So why did time stop?”

“You’ll realize all that soon.” Crusher said mysteriously. “It will be a long, hard road for you, kid. All I can say to encourage you is, don’t stop learning. Don’t stop growing. And however misguided he may be, your father loves you.”

“But how do I stop him?” Mirk asked, looking at his father’s unmoving form.

“You can’t. He has to follow his own path. Just like you have to follow yours. You’ll see.”

And just like that, Crusher disappeared.

“Weird.” Mirk said. Then he disappeared.



“What the hell happened to him? Why did you try to kill him?” Jum asked, looking over the cliff in search of his son.

“The demon disappeared. Let him go off and join the Underseekers. He is lost to you, Jum.” Jum’s lieutenant replied.

“Let me decide that, Loros. You almost killed my son!”

“He is a spoiled, demon-possessed brat!”

“But he is still my son.”

“We should stop arguing and try to find those other Starfleet people.”

Jum shrugged. “You are right, Loros. But if you try to kill Mirk without my authorization again, you will be banished from the resistance.”

“As you wish.”

Jum sighed. “Kids today.”



Despite Hartley’s rather sharp teeth, Ford ran like hell out of the burning jungle, toward the remains of the Washita.

Ford threw Hartley behind the runabout and sat down, heaving a deep breath. “Well, that was fun.”

Hartley looked up with anger in her eyes. “What about Mirk? Thanks to you, he’s probably dead. Freaking coward.”

“Hey, he wanted us out of there.”

“If he dies, I’m going to kill him.” Hartley growled.

“Gee, that makes sense.” Mirk said, poking his head around the side of the runabout.

“Mirk!” Hartley exclaimed. “Where did you come from?”

“Long story. Boy am I confused.”

“You’re not the only one.” Ford complained, rubbing his aching head.



“The runabout Potomac has left the shuttlebay.” Larkin reported. “The Inspiration is making a run for it.”

Baxter was slowly losing conciousness. “Bring us around to…uh…”

“Bringing us between the runabout and the Inspiration, sir.”

“Thank you, Larkin,” Baxter groaned.

Baxter could feel the hull of the Aerostar shake as the Inspiration hit it with its phasers.

“Return fire.” Baxter muttered. He looked back at J’hana, who was fluttering in and out of conciousness. Larkin had assumed total control of the ship, in light of the fact that the rest of the bridge crew was either on assignment with Conway or dying.

“Shields are failing, sir.” Larkin stated. “I am diverting emergency life support power to shields and weapons.”

“Thanks.” Baxter said tiredly. He was starting to lose focus. He could almost swear that he was floating around in space now.



“Destroy that runabout before it gets to Malox!” Cridis yelled.

“Impossible, sir. The Aerostar is blocking us.” Temin replied.

“Then destroy them!” Cridis said, clenching his fist with anger.

“As you wish, Cridis.”



Stuart sat alone in engineering twiddling his thumbs as the ship was pounded to a pulp around him. He had put stabilizers on the main power conduits and rerouted power to the cooling system. All he could do now was wait.

Stuart peeked in Richards’ office. He had piled all of the unconscious intruders in there for safe keeping and erected a security field to keep them from escaping. They were all unconscious and not making a peep.

Engineering seemed awfully quiet, except for the pounding sounds of the ship being attacked. And of course, the beeping sound.

What the hell was that beeping sound?

Stuart looked all around Engineering for the source of that beeping. He finally tracked the sound down to the warp core.

The sound was kind of muffled…as if it was coming from inside.

Inside the dilithium crystal chamber! That was it, it had to be!

The dilithium crystal chamber.

“Oh, no.” Stuart said, pulling the door open. His worst fears came true as he looked at the beeping device that was secured firmly to the wall of the chamber.

Two minutes, thirty seconds.



“Stuart to bridge.”

“Larkin here.” Lt. Larkin said, tapping a control on the ops panel. “I am rather busy right now, Ensign.”

“Well, would you mind telling me how to diffuse a bomb?”

“Why would you want to know that?”

“Well, say, um, hypothetically, a bomb was attached to our dilithium crystal chamber. How would you diffuse it?”

“I suppose I would cut its main power source, making sure to eliminate any redundant backup systems in the process.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. You have been most helpful.”

“Do not mention it.” Larkin turned towards Captain Baxter. “Captain, I do not wish to panic you, but I believe there is a bomb attached to our dilithium cr-” She stopped. Baxter couldn’t hear what she was saying, he was sprawled out in his chair, eyes wide open, drool dripping from his mouth.

“Ah, I see you are off-duty now, Captain. Very well.” Larkin said, continuing to attack the Inspiration.



Baxter opened his eyes and yawned. He felt refreshed, like he had just awaken from a peaceful sleep.

He looked around. Hmm. This was unusual. He was floating aimlessly about inside the Crebius Cluster, the green and purple gasses pushing him as gently as the warm waters of the Gulf of Mexico back on Earth.

<Hello there.> A voice said. It seemed somewhat familiar.

Baxter looked up, to find a giant eyeball staring back at him. “Huh?”

<You may be confused as to why we have summoned you,> the eye said calmly.

“Eh?”

<You may remember us as the Directors. If we are not mistaken, at our last encounter, we were about to tell you why you are here in the Delta Quadrant.>

“Oh, yeah, that’s right. Go on.”

<We cannot tell you everything right now. But there are some things you must be made aware of. For instance, your vessel is quite close to being destroyed. This must not happen.>

“Mmmm hmmm.” Baxter said. “What do you expect me to do about it?”

<Stop it, you numbskull.>

“Hey, that’s not very nice!”

<We are sorry. Dealing with corporeal life has that effect on us sometimes. Listen closely, alone, you and your ship might be quite worthless…>

“Of course.”

<…but, in the big picture, you have a very important role, not only in the affairs of this part of space, but in much of the rest of the galaxy as well.>

“Really?”

<You bet. What we really need to tell you, and we can’t stress this enough, is that we don’t think you’re doing that good of a job.>

“Mmm.”

<Please, don’t take this the wrong way–take it as constructive criticism from beings who care. Don’t you think you could…uh…try a little bit harder? You know, put in a little more effort?>

Baxter was starting to feel a little dejected. “What do you mean?”

<Well, to begin with, stop beating yourself up so much. You have such a low self esteem. Whenever someone questions your authority, you back down. Now is that any way to act?>

“Of course not.”

<Okay. Now, we want you to get out there and show the quadrant what you’re made of, got it?>

“Yeah.”

<And stop obsessing over that Peterman girl. Really, isn’t that kind of pathetic? Downright embarrassing is what it is.>

Baxter still didn’t get what was going on, but he nodded at the eyeball anyway. “I’ll keep that in mind. Oh, and do you think you could cure me of this poison while I’m out here?”

<Sorry, You’ll have to find a way around that problem on your own.>

“Thanks anyway. Can I go back to my ship now?”

<Of course. It was a pleasure talking to you. Bye bye then.>

Baxter shot up in his command chair.

Larkin turned around and looked at him. “Aaah. You have finally awakened. I have managed to protect the runabout, but I fear that our ship will be blown up in a matter of minutes. I am not altogether sure what has transpired, but I believe Ensign Stuart is trying to diffuse a bomb that is attached to our warp core.”

“No kidding.” Baxter said. He thought of what the Directors told him. Be strong. Make important decisions and don’t back down. Right.

“Tell him to diffuse that damn bomb. I won’t take no for an answer.” Baxter said sternly.

“Yes, sir.” Larkin replied, slightly confused.



“So what do we do now, Mirk?” Ford asked, lying in the sand behind the runabout, trying to at least get a suntan out of this deal.

“I don’t know.” Mirk said with confusion. “I really don’t know anymore.”

Suddenly there was a rustling noise in the jungle brush, and then several thundering battle cries.

“Look out!” Ford shouted, looking up at the shapes emerging from the brush. “Get your rifles everyone! They’re coming at us!”

“‘Be an entymologist, Megan,’ my mom said,” Hartley moaned, getting up and checking the charge on her phaser rifle. “‘It’s much safer than Starfleet’. Why didn’t I listen???”

“Here they come!” Mirk cried, looking around the side of the runabout.

“You guys stay here. I’ve got things under control.” Ford said, bringing his rifle up to bear and charging out into the open.

“What the hell is he doing?” Hartley asked.

“Getting himself killed, if he isn’t careful.” Mirk said, incredulously.

“Take that!” Ford yelled at the onrushing attackers, firing his rifle into the crowd.

A blaze of phaser fire, and the entire brigade seemed to be blown away.

“Wow, that was cool.” Ford said, staring at his rifle in amazement.

“Uh, Zack!” Hartley said, suddenly covered in a huge shadow.

Ford turned around. “The cavalry!” he yelled, staring at the runabout Potomac as it hovered behind the wreckage of the Washita.

“Are you guys okay?” Commander Conway said through the runabout’s loudspeakers.

“We’re just fine.” Hartley said sarcastically as she stared up at the huge runabout. “How about beaming us up there, dammit!”

“Nice to see you again too, Megan.” Conway laughed as Hartley, Ford, and Mirk disappeared.



Stuart’s fingers shook slightly as he switched on the phaser-cutter. There were three wires, a green, a red, and an orange. Which one should he cut? Why did it always come down to this?

The counter now read forty-five seconds. Great. He had better make a decision quick.

“It’s green or nothing!” Stuart cried, closing his eyes and snipping the wire. The counter continued to count down.

Twenty seconds.

“Okay, it’s red or nothing!” Stuart cried, closing his eyes and snipping the wire. The counter counted down faster.

Six seconds.

“Screw it!” Stuart finally said, snipping the orange wire.

The timer stopped at two seconds.

Stuart sighed and sat down, leaning up against the warp core railing. “Stuart to bridge. Situation under control. These guys know nothing about building bombs.”

“Let’s be glad they don’t, Mister Stuart, or we’d all be dead.” Baxter’s voice croaked weakly.



“Good thing we found you guys.” Conway said blandly through sips of coffee at his seat next to Fresca in the runabout cockpit.

Hartley collapsed into the seat behind Fresca and put her head down on the panel tiredly. It had been a long day.

“We have quite a little situation onboard the Aerostar,” Conley muttered.

“What do you mean?” Mirk asked.

“Your people sabotaged our ship, poisoned the command crew, and attacked us.”

“My father.” Mirk growled angrily.

“What?”

“It’s a long story. What did they poison everyone with?”

“Some kind of salad.” Conway replied.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Ford moaned, leaning up against the runabout’s bulkhead.

Hartley just groaned, not looking up.

“Larmak.” Mirk said with ire. “Mr. Conway…we don’t have much time. You must take us to the mountain on the north end of that island immediately.”

“You can find us an antidote?” Conway asked, surprised.

“Yes, but it won’t be easy to get.”

“Surprise, surprise.” Fresca muttered.

“You heard him, Fresca. Move it!”

The Potomac turned from its course along the green Maloxian ocean and headed toward the mountain.



“Regroup, regroup!” Jum called to his scrambling forces as they ran through the jungle.

“They have defeated us!” Loros cried.

“Not yet. Mirk will find out about the poisoning of his friends. Then he will head for the mountain to find the antidote. We will defeat them there.” Jum said, leading what was left of his men into the caves.



“We disabled your bomb, Inspiration, the battle is over!” Baxter called out over the hailing frequency. “Surrender while you still have the chance.”

The Aerostar shook with another torpedo hit.

“Shields down to thirteen percent. We cannot withstand another hit, sir.” Larkin reported.

“Emergency power. Fire all weapons!” Baxter said, stumbling into his command chair. “I will not back down. I am a good person and I’m worth fighting for!”

Larkin looked back at the Captain. “Have you been listening to those self help tapes again, sir?”

“Shut up and shoot, Larkin!” Baxter cried drunkenly as the toxin continued to attack his nervous system.



“If we ever get through this,” Peterman cried, cradling her head in her hands, “I’ll be good to him. I’ll tell Captain Baxter that I love him too. I’ll do things right. If we only live through this.”

Richards looked around the dimly lit waiting room, hearing the thundering of torpedo hits as they connected with the hull.

“I wouldn’t worry too much about that, Kelly.”

Browning just buried her head in Richards’ arms. “My poor poor pizza oven!”



Mirk, Conway, and Ford appeared in the dark caves, followed by Gellar and two other security officers.

The away team began switching on their wrist beacons, lights bouncing all around the huge cavern.

“Are you sure that animal is around here?” Conway asked suspiciously, glancing around the caves with his beacon.

“This is the only place they live.” Mirk said, leading the party down a narrow path. “The roots grow naturally here, and they evolved a natural immunity to the toxins.”

“Why do monsters always live in caves like this?” Ford whined.

“Don’t worry about the nogath, leave him up to me.” Mirk said bravely as he led the way.

“Mr. Gellar,” Conway said, looking over his shoulder. “I want you and your men ready for anything, be it nogath or Maloxian. Shoot first and ask questions later, got it?”

“Are you sure you didn’t escape from some cheesy twentieth century Earth cop movie?” Gellar asked.

“Shut up and move, Gellar.” Conway replied. Did people really think he sounded that way? Well, at least Earth cops knew a thing or two about coffee.



“Shields have failed.” Larkin reported calmly. “We are about to lose hull integrity.”

Baxter leaned his head back against his chair. Even that small movement hurt. “Do you have any good news?”

“It shall be a quick death sir.”

Baxter swore he could hear J’hana laugh weakly behind him.

“Sir,” Larkin said. “I am reading another vessel outside of the Crebius Cluster.”

“What kind of vessel?” Baxter asked.

“I am not sure. The gravometric disturbances within the cluster are making sensor readings difficult.”

Baxter looked up. “It could be a Flarn or Maloxian ship come to blow us all to hell.”

“Yes, sir.” Larkin replied.

“Or some other ship that just wants to blow us up for the hell of it.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I guess there isn’t much probability that it’s a friendly vessel.”

“Not very likely, sir.”

Baxter leaned up and pushed himself up with everything he had. “Well, we’ll just have to take that chance. If we stay here, we’re dead anyway.”

“Captain, are you sure?”

“Do it, Larkin, full impulse.”

“Aye, sir.” Larkin replied, bringing the ship around.



“They are leaving the Cluster, sir.” Temin reported.

“Well, you idiot, follow them!” Cridis yelled. Things were not going according to plan. Besides that, the Aerostar should have exploded by this time.

The viewscreen showed the rear of the Aerostar as it cleared the cluster. Suddenly, Cridis found his vessel face to face with a big, ugly looking vessel.

It wasn’t Maloxian. That he knew for sure.

“Enemy vessel. This is Captain Herwan of the Sulani Warship Rangar. You are ordered to stand down and withdraw from this sector.”

“Who are they talking to?” Cridis asked, becoming confused.

Suddenly, the Inspiration rocked as a beam from the Rangar connected with its saucer section.

“I would guess they were talking to us.” Temin said helpfully.

“GET US OUT OF HERE!” Cridis screamed with rage.



“The Inspiration is withdrawing.” Larkin noted, glancing at her ops panel.

Baxter stared at the Sulani warship on the viewscreen with wonder. “I’ll be damned.”

“We are receiving a communication from the Sulani vessel, Captain.”

“By all means, put ’em onscreen.”

A familiar Sulani face appeared on the viewscreen. The Sulani looked human for the most part, except, unsurprisingly, for bumpy heads.

“Aerostar. This is Captain Herwan. Captain Baxter, are you okay?”

Baxter walked over to the helm and ops stations and tried to steady himself between them. “Herwan, it’s so good to hear a friendly voice. But how-?”

“Since our last meeting I was promoted to the Sulani Protectorate. This vessel’s mission is to patrol the sectors surrounding Malox in search of encroaching rebels. Our long range sensors picked up your runabout’s distress call, and we came to provide assistance. It seems your own vessel has taken quite a bit of damage.”

“We’ve seen better days.” Baxter said wryly. “Thank you, Herwan. I owe you one.”

“On the contrary, we are even. I believe you saved my science vessel from an energy ribbon some time back?”

“Right. Well, in that case, I’m about to owe you one. Hang around.” Baxter replied.

“Of course. We are at your service.”

“Thank you, Herwan. Lieutenant Larkin, best speed to Malox.” Baxter said, collapsing into his chair. He hoped there would be time to save him and his officers from the dreaded salad.



“There!” Mirk whispered, shining his light on the nogath.

“Oh, man.” Ford said, pounding his head into the rock.

“That’s a nogath?” Conway said incredulously.

Mirk stared at the small, fuzzy creature. “Yeah. You expected maybe a big monster?”

Ford refused to look at the thing. “Yeah, we did, as a matter of fact.”

Conway was becoming annoyed. “Look, Mirk, just grab the thing and let’s get back to the runabout.”

Mirk responded by cornering the animal and trying to grab it. It squeaked with fright as he neared it.

“Come on, Mirk!” Conway said.

“Shhhh!” Mirk whispered, getting nearer. “I almost have it.”

Gellar leaned back against the cave wall. “Boy, I’m sure glad we came to protect you from the big–”

Suddenly a disruptor beam lanced through the air, knocking one of the security officers off the path and into the deep crevasse below.

“We’ve got company!” Gellar said, ducking down and firing his phaser into the darkness. “Puckett, I want you to take a position behind that rock over there and cover me.”

“Suit yourself.” Ensign Puckett said, hiding behind a rock.

“Shit.” Conway said, pulling his phaser out. “You got that damn rat yet?” he asked.

“Hold on!” Mirk cried, pouncing on the nogath. It slipped out from under his hands and ran behind a pair of legs.

Mirk looked up at the legs. They were attached to his father.

“So, the demon crawls around in the dark. Loros was right.”

“I’m not a demon, dad!” Mirk cried. He couldn’t imagine any other teenage kids having discussions like this with their parents.

“I’ve got you, you furry bastard!” Conway said, reaching for the tittering little rodent, losing his balance and falling over the edge of the crevasse. He held on to the edge with all his might.

“Someone help me!” he cried. What a ridiculous situation for a first officer to get into. It just wasn’t fair. As if to make the situation worse, the nogath waddled up and began to bite and gnaw at his fingers.

“I’ve got you, Commander!” Ford yelled, grabbing Conway’s hand, “Boy, you’re heavy!”

“Shut up, Ford, and pull me up!”

More disruptor blasts.

“Everyone move back–they’re advancing!” Gellar shouted, jumping over Ford.

“Come on, Commander,” Ford grunted, pulling on Conway with all his might.

Jum looked down at his son. After all this struggle, he had finally done it. “Well, Mirk, you’re about to learn your lesson for betraying the Directors.”

Jum reached down to grab Mirk, when suddenly he and the other attackers were enveloped by the blue glow of the Inspiration’s transporters.

Mirk ran over and grabbed the Nogath off Conway’s fingers and stabbed his communicator badge. “Fresca: Get me, Ford, and Conway back to the runabout!”



Jum stormed onto the bridge of the Inspiration. “What have you done, Cridis? We are ruined!”

Cridis stood up from the command chair. “I am sorry, Jum. We have lost this round. If we remain here, we will be destroyed.” Cridis indicated the viewscreen. It showed the Aerostar and a Sulani warship approaching the planet.

“I knew we should have destroyed them when we had the chance. Prepare to break orbit and get us out of here!” Jum yelled.

Temin spoke up from his console. “Seeker Jum, we are receiving a message from the Aerostar.”

“I’m sure they’ve called to gloat. Put them onscreen.”

The two ships were replaced by a very haggard looking Captain Baxter. “Inspiration. This is Captain Baxter of the Aerostar. I suggest you withdraw from this sector immediately while I’m in a good mood. We are also being nice enough to transport over all the bodies, dead and alive, of your people. Maybe next time you will be a little nicer to us.”

“Sickbay reports we have received the dead and injured. It does not look good, sir.” Temin reported.

Jum stared disapprovingly at Cridis. “Get us out of here, Temin.”



“What happened, Fresca?” Conway asked, dusting himself off.

“The Inspiration came and beamed their people back to the ship. Now the Aerostar and an unfamiliar vessel are in orbit.”

“Great. See if you can contact them.” Conway replied.

Fresca pressed a few buttons.

“Commander, am I glad to hear from you.” Baxter’s voice said weakly over the speakers. “Please tell us you have an antidote.”

Conway sighed. “Yes, we do. Why, do you want it?”

“Of course I do. Have Mr. Mirk and Lt. Tilleran beam directly to Sickbay with the antidote immediately, then return to the ship. Good work, Commander.”

“Don’t mention it.” Conway muttered, gesturing to Tilleran and Mirk. “Get moving.”

Just before the two stepped on the transporter pad, Gellar and Puckett appeared.

“Took your time getting us up here, huh Fresca?” Gellar asked, rubbing the bruise on his elbow.

“I’ll try my best to make it up to you.” Fresca purred.

“No thank you.” Gellar said, heading toward the back of the runabout.



When Mirk and Tilleran (and the nogath) appeared in sickbay, they found Richards, Browning, and Peterman laid out on biobeds. Debris had been cleared away in order to provide a place for all of them to lie down.

“There you guys are. We’ve been waiting.” Nurse Bailey said, walking out of the office.

“Boy, this place sure is a mess.” Mirk remarked, handing the tittering nogath to Tilleran.

“You should see the rest of the ship.” Tilleran replied. “Nurse, I need a hypospray immediately.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Tilleran cleared some debris off of a workstation and held the little nogath still. “Come on, be still, little guy,” she cooed, holding it down. Bailey handed her a hypospray and she carefully extracted some blood.

“Okay,” Tilleran said. What do we do with this stuff now?”

“Just mix it with a standard antibiotic and inject it into the affected patients.” Mirk said.

Just then, Larkin entered sickbay, J’hana draped over one shoulder and Baxter draped over the other. “I have two more patients for you, Lieutenant. And I am pleased to report that the Sulani vessel has agreed to escort us to the safety of Sulani space.”

“That’s a relief.” Tilleran said, sitting back in her chair and taking a deep, relaxing breath.

Larkin set Baxter and J’hana down on the two biobeds, noting that she had placed Baxter next to Peterman. She thought he would approve.

“If no one else requires my help, I will return to the bridge.” Larkin said, heading for the door.

“We better try this out on an experimental subject first,” Mirk said, holding the hypospray that carried the antidote carefully.

“We can try it on Charlie. He was affected too.” Bailey said, leading Mirk over to the biobed where Charlie still lie in stasis.

“Gee, are you sure you want me to?”

“Errrrr.” he heard Peterman growl from her bed.

Fearing for his life, Mirk plunged the hypospray into Charlie’s neck.

“I took him out of stasis. Lifesigns are slowly returning to normal.” Bailey said, looking at the biobed readout.

“Thank the Directors.” Mirk said, taking the hypospray over to the other patients.

One by one, Mirk administered the antidote to Richards, Browning, Peterman, and finally Baxter.

“Oh, my God, my head hurts.” Richards groaned.

“I’m hungry.” Browning said, turning to face Richards. “I guess I won’t be having pizza.” she whined.

“I’ll build you another oven.” Richards replied soothingly. “And it will be bigger and better than the last one.”

As the antidote began to work, Peterman sighed. It sickened her to see the others so happy. She turned her head away from the direction of Richards and Browning and found Captain Baxter, lying back on the biobed and moaning as Mirk poked the hypospray into him.

Hearing the sigh, Baxter turned his head toward the Counselor.

“Kelly,” he said, weakly.

“Andy…”

“Don’t say anything.” He said, grabbing for her hand. “Just hold my hand.”

She put her hand in his and closed her eyes, falling peacefully asleep for the first time in days.




All the Wong Places

Captain’s Log

Stardate 51509.3. We have been stationed in orbit of Sulan for two weeks now. The Aerostar has undergone substantial repairs after her exhausting firefight with the USS Inspiration and is almost ready to return to duty. Likewise, our crew has taken the repair time for some much needed planetside shoreleave. Well, most of our crew, that is.

I have sent Commander Conway, Lt. Commander Richards, and Lt. Tilleran to a planet in the Garibid system to scrounge up some dilithium crystals for Aerostar’s warp core. I’ve heard Garibid is ugly this time of year, but what can you do?

Meanwhile, I’ve spent the last several days in talks with the Sulani, discussing a treaty that will ensure a safe haven for the Aerostar in Sulani space, as long as we look after their interests during our voyage. The treaty also includes a buffet dinner for my crew for each time we destroy a Furachi warship.



Captain Baxter stepped out onto the balcony and looked over the great horizon of Sulan, a gentle breeze catching his hair, and the faint sent of trees wafting up from the expansive gardens below. The planet was one of the most beautiful he had seen in his Starfleet career. The weather was perfect; it reminded him of springtime on Earth.

“Enjoying the view?” Prime Minister Wujan asked, stepping up behind the Captain. He was an elderly, balding, dark skinned man, with an almost grandfatherly attitude.

Baxter wiped a hand over his face. “It’s gorgeous, Wujan. Wonderful. It almost reminds me of Earth.”

Wujan stroked his beard. “I’d like to see this planet Earth. It sounds wonderful.”

Baxter turned around. “Yes, sir, it is. I hope to get back there some day.”

“I’m sure you will. In the mean time, I appreciate you helping us get this miserable quadrant in order. No one seems to remember who the good guys are anymore.”

“I know, Prime Minister, believe me, I know.” Baxter replied, strolling back into the office. It was plushly decorated, quite cozy. Looking down at Wujan’s desk, Baxter examined the padd that he had just thumbed his consent to. “Is the treaty in order, sir?”

“Quite. Soon, the Aerostar can be on her way.”

“That’s wonderful. Assuming my people can get those crystals.”

“Captain, you’ve been working on this treaty with me for days. Why don’t you indulge yourself in a tour of our city? I’m sure you’ll find us a most hospitable people with a rich culture and an even richer… nightlife.”

Baxter smiled, rapping the padd with his finger. “I may just take you up on that, sir. It’s only fair, since my officers have been enjoying this planet for the last few weeks.”



“This planet bites the big one,” Lt. Hartley muttered, sipping from a large, decorative cup. She was seated at a bar that was situated right beside what was supposed to be one of Sulan’s most beautiful beaches. She was not impressed.

“Another one of these…fizzly things, barkeep.” She said, pounding her empty cup on the bar.

“Right away, ma’am,” the tall, chiseled Sulani replied.

Hartley looked the barkeep up and down as he turned around and poured the drink. Not bad. She might have to get in a little trouble before returning to the Aerostar.

“Hey, Megan.” Ensign Zachary Ford said, sitting down at the bar.”We’re getting together a Volleyball game. Care to join us?”

“Volley-what?” Hartley asked.

“You know, the game from Earth, where you bounce the ball over the net?”

“Oh, yeah, that. Count me out. I burn really easily.”

“That’s what sunblock is for, stupid.” Ford laughed.

“I don’t think so.” Hartley said, returning her eyes to the drink…and the bartender.

“You’ll regret it.”

Hartley stared down into her drink and then looked back at Ford. “Somehow I doubt it. Ta-ta.”

“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t try.” Ford said, padding back off onto the beach.



Nearby, Lt. Larkin emerged from the surf, staring intently at her tricorder.

“Quite fascinating. I have detected over seventeen hundred different species of sea life on this planet in the last hour alone.”

Doctor Browning looked up from the mat she had spread out on the sand and removed the UV blocking goggles that covered her eyes. “Are you going to spend the entire shore leave cataloging species on this planet? Why don’t you take some time to enjoy yourself…maybe you can work on your tan…”

“Doctor, my skin has been set to a standard skin pigmentation and cannot be affected by sunlight,” she stared up at the twin suns that shone down brightly and seemed to consider something. “I could, however, study the effects of binary stars on the average sunbather. I estimate that the chances of skin cancer should be increased by approximately seventeen percent.”

“Jeeze, that’s comforting.” Browning said, lying back down.

Just then, Nurse Luntley ran up, splashing sand in Browning’s face.

Browning spat the sand out and sat up. “What is it, Joan?”

“Me and Stuart found something resembling balls and a net, Doctor.”

“Stuart found something resembling balls?” Browning laughed. “And don’t call me Doctor, we’re on vacation.”

“Right, Ms. Browning.” Luntley said.

“Janice. Now, let’s see if we can get a team together.”

“I’m in!” Ford cried out, running up to join the group. “I used to love Volleyball!”

Larkin looked from Luntley to Ford to Browning. “Volleyball. An Earth sport utilizing a ball, a net, and a…”

“That’s it,” Doctor Browning said, getting up, “and you’re on my team.”

“Hey, that’s not fair!” Ford said. “She’s an android.”

Browning just dragged Larkin by the arm. “And Ensign Luntley’s double jointed. You can have her.”

Luntley smiled.

Ford’s shoulders fell. “Okay, okay, but I get Stuart too!”

“Ooo…I’m shaking with fear.”



“Slow down, Charlie!” Counselor Kelly Peterman cried as she was pulled along the beach by the unceasingly energetic Charlie. He had obviously suffered no long lasting side effects from the poisoning, much to the crew’s chagrin.

“I’m sorry, I’m really really sorry.” Peterman said as the dog led a path over sunbathing Sulani, leaving havoc in his wake.

The dog dragged Peterman over to a bar, finding his target: the lap of Lt. Megan Hartley.

Hartley giggled as Charlie jumped in her face. “Why, hello, Charlie. Keeping busy?”

Peterman dragged herself up to the bar. “I’ll have what she’s having.” Peterman sighed and turned back to Hartley. “No, it’s more like he’s keeping me busy.”

Hartley nodded. “I see. Why aren’t you in the Volleyball game?”

“Volleyball game?” Peterman asked, gratefully taking the drink she was presented with. “What Vol-”

Suddenly, a large, white ball smacked Lieutenant Hartley in the head.

“Oh, that one.”

Hartley got off her stool and picked up the ball. “One moment, Counselor.” she said, through gritted teeth.

“Over here!” Ford said weakly, trying to smile. “I’m serving.”

“No.” Hartley said, approaching the helmsman. “I’m serving.”

She hurled the ball into Ford’s stomach, knocking him to the sand.

“Have a ball,” she grinned, marching back to the bar.

Larkin ducked under the net and examined the helmsman. “Are you all right, Ensign?”

Ford looked up, blinking the sand out of his eyes. “I suppose so.”

“Very well,” Larkin said, picking up the ball. “Then I believe it is my serve.”



GARIBID THREE



The Garibid Planetary Trading center was bustling as usual. Garibid Three was a large planet, with almost no major bodies of water and a warm climate. The Planetary Trading Center was situated in a huge city that was built around an oasis that sat in the center of a vast desert.

Garibid City was densely populated, with huge buildings that reached miles into the cloudy sky. A huge, bright sun filtered through the crowded complex of buildings and the dense atmosphere, making for shady lighting and a unhealthy tanning index.

Four hooded figures pushed through the masses of people, which rivaled Holiday shopping mall crowds.

“Well…?” One of the figures grunted, fussing with the layered, gray, wooley outfit that he was wearing. He looked the most uncomfortable and out of place of the four.

One of them held a tricorder closely to her, scanning carefully. “I can’t find a trace of dilithium anywhere.”

The first figure huffed.”Damn it. I knew that informant had set us up.”

“Wait a minute…” another said, pointing his tricorder in another direction, “I’ve found something.”

“Well, Richards, what the hell is it?” the figure barked, looking around nervously.

“Small dilithium fragments. Just enough to serve our needs, I think, Commander.” the other figure replied.

“Great,” Commander David Conway replied, pulling back his hood. “The sooner we find the dilithium, the sooner I can rip this nose off. It itches like hell.”

“Stop whining,” Lt. Ariel Tilleran said, pulling her hood off, “We’d have a lot more to worry about than itching if we didn’t have these Garibid disguises.”

“Yeah, but they are some ugly people.” Richards said, fingering the large, hooked nose and the pointed chin he wore. In addition to those striking features, the Garibid also had purplish-white mottled skin. They weren’t exactly fit for GQ.

The group moved through the crowded streets and down an alley. “I’ve got it,” Lt. Tilleran said, leading the way.

After squeezing down the tight alleyway, the group finally came upon a door.

“It’s in here.” Tilleran said as she studied the tricorder.

“Well, knock!” Conway demanded, becoming impatient.

Tilleran knocked on the door several times, and it slowly creaked open. A small, wrinkled Garibid answered.

“What do you want?”

“We need some crystals.” Conway grunted, looking the troll-like creature up and down. “Do you have some?”

The little man giggled. “Of course… crystals …yes! This way!”

The group followed the little man through the door.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Tilleran commented to Richards.

The group entered a large, dimly lit room that was filled shouting and loud music.

“Where the hell are we?” Conway whispered.

“If I had to guess,” Tilleran said, looking around. “I would say this is a black market exchange. The people around us are extremely suspicious of each other and even more afraid of capture by the Furachi authorities.”

“Join the club.” Conway muttered.

“Yeah, if we get found out, we’ll be filleted and cooked in a sauce of rich creamery butter.” Richards added.

“Nice imagery. Now let’s get some crystals and hit the road.” Conway replied.

“Here we are. D’jarn will show you everything we have!” the little man tittered, scuttling away.

The three officers were faced with a huge, burly, wart covered Garibid, seated behind a counter that was littered with crystals of all different sizes. Something similar to a cigar protruded from his grungy mouth.

“You want crystals? I got all the crystals you could ever want.”

Conway edged closer to the man and looked from side to side mysteriously. “These are special crystals, they can’t just be found…”

“Right there.” Tilleran pointed, observing the tricorder hidden within the folds of her coat.

“Oh. Those will be fine.” Conway corrected, indicating the crystals.

“You sure? I have some wonderful stuff in the back,” the creature belched, picking the insides of his ear.

“No, no, this will be fine.” Conway said, raking the crystals into a satchel.

The man grabbed Conway and pulled him over the table, jerking him up into the air. “You gotta pay for them, spud.”

“Of-of course we’ll pay. Ahem. Ariel–pay the man.”

Tilleran pulled out a bag of gold pressed latinum. “Here you go. Twenty bars.”

The man shifted Conway under one of his huge arms and examined one of the bars, biting into it. “What the hell is this? This isn’t Furachi currency!”

“It’s better.” Richards said. “It’s a rare…um…metal from far away.”

The huge mound of flesh looked over the bar carefully. “Okay, okay. You’ve convinced me. Just remember I’m doin’ you all a favor.”

“Thank you. Now if you could just-” Conway squeaked, feeling his ribs being crushed by the huge man’s arm.

Suddenly, the door to the trading complex burst open, and two huge Furachi ducked inside, wielding menacing looking guns.

“Everyone ssssstop what you’re doing!” one of them growled. “Thisss is a busssst!”

“Aw, hell,” Conway muttered, squirming out from underneath the huge man’s arm. “We’ve gotta get out of here.”

Chaos ensued as people squirmed to escape from the room.

“You’re telling me.” Richards said, ducking down a corridor.

The Furachi plowed through the crowd of people, moving toward the huge Garibid’s crystal counter.

“What seems to be the problem here? This is a reputable establishment!” the huge man grumbled.

“Sssshut up, fat boy. Thisss essstablishment is an unregissstered organizzzzzation. The Furachi need their cut.”

The small man that had shown Conway and the others in earlier stepped in front of the counter. “I am the proprietor of this establishment. What do you want?”

“I ssssee. Then we will take our cut from you.” The Furachi warrior picked up the little man and began to twist his head.

“There is a misunderstanding…all our paperwork is in order…I-” the man whimpered as the Furachi’s grip tightened.

“Joval…” the other Furachi hissed, “I am picking up human lifesigns…”

Joval released the panicking proprietor. “FEDERATIONSSSSS! It mussst be. If we capture them, the rewardsss will be numerousssssss. Follow those readingssss.”



USS AEROSTAR



The ship was extremely quiet. Hardly anyone was still on board. Most of the engineering team, and a small bridge staff, led by Lt. J’hana were all that remained.

All, that is, except for a bartender named Mirk.

The Starlight Lounge was quieter than it had ever been, save the short lived “Fiesta Night”, and Mirk had begun to feel extremely lonely. If that wasn’t bad enough, he was being constantly haunted by the memories of his father, and what had occurred on Malox. Worse, his former childhood friend Danel was at that moment rotting in the brig, awaiting extradition by Sulani authorities.

He couldn’t stop thinking about her. How could she have taken part in the crippling of the Aerostar, almost destroying her? Why did it seem like the whole of his people were against him? These powers were not his fault–he didn’t ask for them. And as far as helping the Federations, what else could he have done? The Flarn would have killed and eaten them, and continued to enslave his race. At least this way they had a fighting chance to survive. With or without his help.

Mirk stirred as the doors to the Starlight Lounge whooshed open to reveal Lieutenant J’hana.

“Garnash.” she demanded, taking a seat at the bar.

Mirk silently filled the order and sat the frothy drink before the tactical officer.

“Why are you so quiet tonight, little man?” J’hana grumbled, taking a long drag from the drink.

“I don’t want to get into it.”

“It’s that whole, ‘shunned by your people’ thing, isn’t it?”

Mirk polished the bar. “Maybe.”

“Ha. I know the feeling.”

“You mean, the Andorians do not accept you as one of them…because you are a Starfleet officer?”

J’hana laughed. “No, no, they are fine with it. Some even consider it an honor to be a starfleet officer. I meant, I know what it feels like to be shunned by yourpeople.”

Mirk thought a moment. Was that a joke?

J’hana grunted. “You could at least have laughed politely.”

The bartender just continued to polish the bar, effecting a somewhat forced giggle. “I wasn’t sure there for a moment.”

“I am told my humor is an acquired taste.”

“Funny, I’m told the same thing about my lasagna.”

J’hana wrinkled her nose. “How humans could force themselves to eat such gruel…at any rate, they have strong stomachs.”

“Well, I’m told authentic lasagna doesn’t have bones.”

“No matter, it is a disgusting thing. Tell me, Mirk, have you seen her?”

Mirk stared at a glass nonchalantly, looking for imaginary spots. “Her who?”

“The girl, Danel. Commander Richards said she was a friend of yours.”

“What if she was?”

“I just assumed you would want to see her.”

Mirk put the glass down. “So she could call me a demon and try to kill me?”

“How are you sure that she will react this way?”

“Because she’s one of my people. Why would she not?”

“There is only one way to find out.” J’hana took one last swig from her glass and pounded it down on the bar.



Captain Baxter took in a deep breath as he stepped out of the hovertaxi. He loved the smell of the beach. Even if it wasn’t an Earth beach, it was a close approximation.

Baxter wanted to take advantage of being planetside, since it had been months since he had breathed fresh air and not been attacked. It was actually very relaxing.

As he stepped out onto the hot sand, Baxter noticed a quaint looking outdoors bar that sat right on a grassy dune. He was about to walk up and order a drink when he noticed Counselor Peterman sitting there conversing with Lieutenant Hartley.

He couldn’t explain it exactly, but he hadn’t seen her since they had arrived at Sulan, and in that time he had taken a lot of time to think. Up until she had left for shore leave, he was sure that he was desperately in love with her, and that he might even be able to spend the rest of his life with her. But recently, he had begun to have doubts. Perhaps it would be a good idea to explore these doubts before committing anything to the Counselor.

After all, he cared a great deal for her, and did not want to hurt her. One thing was for sure, she seemed to do a complete three hundred sixty degree turn…or was that one-eighty? In any case, she seemed to truly like him. She held his hand through the entire trip to Sulan. Well, in all truth, they spent much of that trip sleeping off the disease the Maloxians were nice enough to infect them with.

Baxter hid himself behind a surfboard-shaped object that was sticking in the sand and decided to try and discern exactly what Peterman and Hartley were talking about. Perhaps that would influence his decision. Peterman kept patting her chest in a loving manner, batting her eyes lovingly. Hartley was just shaking her head in amazement. They must be discussing him!



“Whatever you do, Megan, stay away from the club sandwich here,” Peterman said, indicating her chest, “it gave me indigestion like you wouldn’t believe. I’ve been belching all day.”

“That’s really disgusting.” Hartley admitted, shaking her head.

“If that’s not bad enough, I can’t get this damn bug to stop buzzing around my face,” Peterman added, swatting and batting her eyes as the brightly colored bug orbited her head.

“You think that’s bad, I was stationed at an outpost on a planet near the Cardassian border a couple years back, and I swear, there were bugs at least this big…” Hartley said, indicating the bug’s meter-long size with her hands.

“Wow.”



“Oh my god…” Baxter exclaimed, watching Hartley gesture with her hands. He didn’t even want to imagine what kind of social life that girl had. A meter! This was unbelievable.

“Hey, what are you doing?” A voice asked from behind him. It was Ensign Fresca, dressed in a less than ample bathing suit. Evidently, the years of oppression on Bajor had been quite good to her.

“Uh…nothing. Um, looking for sharks,” Baxter said, turning around and folding his arms casually and leaning lightly against the surfboard analogue.

“Then why are you facing the bar and not the water, handsome?” Fresca stepped closer.

“I’m looking for land sharks,” Baxter said nervously, trying to sound sincere. “And that’s Captain Handsome to you.” Baxter cracked a nervous smile.

Fresca laughed. “That’s funny. And why are you standing on a hot beach, in that hot, sweaty, black uniform?” As she said this, she got within inches of him and began ever so gently opening his uniform with one finger.

“I didn’t plan on staying long…” Baxter said. What the hell was going on?

“Well, you should. I think I could find something to keep you occupied.” With that, she pushed him forward and kissed him ravenously, knocking him into the surfboard and tipping it over with them on top of it.



“My God who is Ensign Fresca getting her hands on now?” Hartley asked idly, sipping at her drink and watching the commotion in the distance.

Peterman wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Is it just me or has that girl’s hormones shifted into overdrive? What a little slut. I wonder what shmuck she’s sticking it to this time?”



Baxter tried to avoid Ensign Fresca’s probing tongue, feeling much like a newborn calf being licked clean by its mother.

“Ensign, this is hardly…”

For some odd reason, everything seemed to suddenly grow dark. Was it dusk already?

Baxter looked up to see that, indeed, the suns had not gone down, and that instead, a large, rather well- built Sulani was standing over him, blocking them out.

“That is my board.” he grunted.

Baxter pushed Fresca off him and stood up, brushing himself off.

“I’m very sorry. This has all been a big mis-”

Without ceremony, the huge Sulani’s fist connected roughly with Baxter’s jaw, sending him reeling backward.



Nearby, Peterman stood up and watched the exchange in horror. “That’s…Captain Baxter!”

Hartley just stirred her drink. “You’ve got to be kidding me. It shouldn’t surprise you, though, the guy’s desperate.”

Peterman ignored the transporter chief and marched off through the sand, dog in tow.

She found a huge Sulani man pounding mercilessly on Captain Baxter’s face.

“Excuse me. Me and my friend have to talk.”

The Sulani didn’t look at Peterman when he addressed her. “Wait your turn.”

“No,” Peterman said plainly, pushing the man off Baxter with unbecoming strength.

Shocked, the man tried to pull himself up, but was pounced and slobbered on by the ever-hyperactive Charlie.

“You….” Peterman hissed, jerking Baxter up by the front of his uniform and shaking him. “How could you…”

“Kelly, honey, it’s not what it looks like, honest.” Baxter moaned, wincing as he tried to blink his swelling left eye.

“Yeah, it is what it looks like. I was trying to get in his pants.” Ensign Fresca said flatly, standing up and dusting herself off. “Do you have a problem with that, Miss Peter-none?”

Peterman dropped Baxter and turned to Fresca. “You two bit little…” The two were on the ground and tearing at each other in seconds.

“Hey…” Baxter said, raising a finger. He couldn’t say more, as the angry Sulani returned for round two and brought his fists down on him once more.



“Ouch,” was all Ensign Ford could say as he watched Baxter take the beating of a lifetime.

“Somebody ought to teach that bully a lesson.” Doctor Browning said, spinning the volleyball on her finger.

“Very well,” Lt. Larkin said, walking over to where the scuffle was taking place.

“This will teach you to knock over my board, you human scum!” The Sulani shouted, pounding Baxter into the sand.

Larkin latched a hand onto the man’s beefy shoulder and hoisted him into the air effortlessly. “That is my commanding officer you are assaulting. Perhaps there is a more…intellectual way to settle your differences.”

“Let me down you freak!” was all the man would say.

“As you wish.” Larkin slammed the man down into the sand, head first.

Larkin then helped Captain Baxter up.

“Thanks, Larkin.” The Captain rubbed his sore head and turned around, to see Counselor Peterman and Ensign Fresca rolling around in the sand in a no holds barred, hair pulling, eye gouging, cat fighting extravaganza.

“Shall I stop them?” Larkin asked helpfully.

“No, no. They’re adults, they can sort it out themselves.” Baxter muttered, “Go back to your game.”

By this time, Browning and Ford had joined the scene.

Doctor Browning examined Baxter’s head. “That looks painful. You ought to have that looked at.”

Baxter touched his swollen cheek gingerly. “Yeah, do you know any good doctors?”

“No.” Browning said flatly. “Let’s get back to the game, everybody. There’s nothing more to see here.”

Baxter turned to look at the Sulani that attacked him. His legs wriggled weakly, sticking up out of the sand. “I’m dreadfully sorry about that board of yours. No harm done though. Let’s call it even.”

“Erg,” was all the Sulani could mutter.

With that, Baxter turned and headed back out toward the street to hail a hovertaxi.

Ensign Fresca dragged herself out of the insanely angry Peterman’s grasp and tried to pull herself up.

“Where the hell did Baxter go?”

Peterman blew her hair out of her eyes, looking around. “Freaking jerk. How could he do that to me?”

The two women looked at each other for a long moment.

Peterman finally broke the silence. “So, want a drink?” she said, gesturing to the bar.

Fresca nodded. “Yeah. Are you buying?”



“Hello?” Mirk asked, peering into the dark brig. It was night shift, and their was no security guard on duty. The room had four cells in it, each one was dark on the inside. Only the glow of the perimeter forcefields around each cell lit the room.

Someone shuffled around inside one of the cells. “Mirk, is that you?” a voice called out. It was a sweet voice that Mirk had not heard in a long time.

“Danel!” Mirk said, walking toward the cell.

“Shhh,” she replied, walking up to the edge of the cell, almost touching the forcefield, “Brin is in the other cell.”

“How did this happen, Danel? Why did you attack our ship?”

“We were sent by Ronan. She was ordered by Jum to stop this ship using any means necessary. We poisoned the crew and sabotaged their shields.”

“I know, but why?”

“Because, we need this vessel for the rebellion.”

Mirk leaned up against the panel near the forcefield. “You could have talked to Captain Baxter. He would have helped you.”

“Jum did not seem to think so. There’s also the matter of you. Jum and the Flarn are fighting over you as if you were a prize. Both of them want revenge on you.”

“But he’s my father.”

“I know. I didn’t say I agreed with him.” Mirk could barely see Danel smile in the dim light.

“Well, then why are you helping him?”

“I agree with the rebellion. Our people have been controlled long enough.”

“But you’re going about it the wrong way. We’re not your enemies.”

“That may be. But to Jum, you are an obstacle. You and the Federations.”

“He has to listen to reason. We’re not the enemy. Why don’t you stay with us, help us defeat the Flarn. Convince my father that we can do that together?”

“Because I can’t turn my back on my people. I’m not as strong as you.”

Mirk faced her. “My life has gotten extremely… complicated… lately. I wish things could be like they used to be.”

“I don’t. Well…most things.” Danel smiled again. “Listen, the Sulani authorities will be coming to get me soon. I don’t know when I’ll see you again. But the odds are the next time you see me it will be in a firefight.”

Mirk stepped closer. “I just hope that we’ll be fighting on the same side.”

“Don’t bet on it.”

Mirk stepped even closer, right up to the perimeter of the field.

“This is what the Directors have decided, Mirk. We have to deal with what we’re given.”

“Then deal with this…” Mirk whispered, moving closer and kissing her, causing the field to spark loudly and throw both of them back.

Mirk picked himself up, shaking off the shock that the field had given him. “Wow.”

Danel sat up, smiling in the dim light. “Boy, you sure no how to knock a girl off her feet.”

Suddenly the light in the next cell came on. Brin sat up and rubbed his head. “Who…”

“Go back to sleep, Brin, it’s just a bad dream.” Mirk said, heading for the door.

“Mirk?” Brin asked, confused.

“No, just an evil demon from hell.” Mirk said, leaving.

“Wow, some demon.” Danel added, laying back down on her bed.



Richards, Conway, and Tilleran burst out of the back door of the Garibid trading center.

Lt. Tilleran held up a tricorder as they headed down a dark alleyway. “We’re being followed.”

“No shit.” Conway muttered, leaping over a sleeping Garibid bum. “What do you suggest we do about it?”

“I’m thinking.”

Suddenly two beams of light soared over the group’s heads.

“Sssstop right there, Ssssstarfleet Sssscum.” A Flarn yelled.

“Think harder!” Richards cried, following Tilleran and Conway around a corner.

Conway slammed his comm badge, still running. “Conway to Rangar, please respond.”

Nothing.

“They won’t be back for us until next week, Commander. We’re going to have to hold out until then.” Tilleran said, occasionally glancing back at their pursuers. “I have activated our starfleet distress beacon. Someone on board the Aerostar will find the beacon and they’ll come get us.”

“Well, what do we do until then?” Conway asked, starting to become short of breath.

“Find some discreet shelter.” Tilleran responded.

“Great idea.”

The group came to a stop at a dead end.

“This is hopeless.” Commander Conway wheezed, trying to catch his breath. “We’ll never find a way out of here.”

“Never say never.” Richards said, yanking a tarp off some huge object.

The tarp pulled away to reveal a huge, black, round, featureless shape that appeared to be a vehicle.

“What the hell is that?” Conway asked.

“According to Sulani records, it is something called a Garibid flyer.”

Richards pressed a button on the side of the vehicle, and a door raised open. “Open Sesame!”

“Okay, everybody in.” Conway said, pushing Lt. Tilleran inside after Richards.

Richards sat down in the driver’s seat, with Tilleran beside him and Conway in the back.

“Do you have any idea how to drive one of these, Richards?” Conway asked impatiently, looking over his shoulder.

“S-sure. How hard can it be?” Richards asked, pressing a bunch of buttons at random. With a hum, the vehicle’s engines began to warm up.

“Sssstop!” They heard a Flarn scream, running into the alleyway, another one coming up behind him.

“Here goes nothing!” Richards cried, pulling on a stick that sent the flyer straight up into the air.

The Flarn looked up at the cruiser as it disappeared above the towering skyscrapers of Garibid.

“Curssssssssed Federationsss.” Joval muttered, after firing of a few futile shots at the vehicle. “Prepare our pursuit vehicle, Omad. We will be dining on Federation sssstew tonight.”

“If you ssssay so, Joval.” Omad replied.

Suddenly a large, menacing Garibid in a dark suit came running out of an adjacent building.

“Who the hell took my flyer?”

Joval grunted and stared down at the man. “They are enemies of the Flarn, and no concern of yoursssss.”

“Damn right they are concerns of mine. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Sandozi, the crime czar of Garibid city. You Flarn don’t scare me. I’m in wit the emperor himself.”

“Sssso it may be, but our jurisssssdiction is of prime concern here.”

“Well, I want my flyer back.”

“Then you will help us retrieve our enemiessss. Mobilize your men now.”

“Wit pleasure. No body messes with Sandozi and gets away with it!” The man grunted, disappearing back into his building.



Captain Baxter returned to the sanctity of his hotel room and took a long shower, trying to forget about Fresca, Peterman, and the huge Sulani barbarian as the warm water ran over his bruised face.

The entire six months they had been in the Delta Quadrant had been a living nightmare. A shocking melange of scary places, people, and things. Why couldn’t he have just stayed on the Secondprize and kept his meaningless job? The Directors where right. He wasn’t trying hard enough. If that wasn’t bad enough, he couldn’t stop second guessing himself either. It was time that he grew a spine and took a stand.

With that thought in mind, Baxter collapsed on the bed in his hotel room and switched on the main viewscreen at the front of the room.

“Welcome to the Sulani Infotainment Net. Please select a program for your enjoyment.”

Baxter looked at the menu on the screen and pressed a button on his night table, selecting “A Galactic Affair.”

The Sulani emblem on the screen was replaced with a young Garibid woman sitting at a desk.

“Hello.” She said, “Welcome to ‘A Galactic Affair’. I’m Silva, sitting in for Dreg, who was killed yesterday due to a contract conflict. In Galactic news today, Flarn Emperor Mordrid announced that the planet Brune Three would be destroyed tomorrow night as an example to all other planetary communities that attempt to switch over to democracy. In other news…”

Baxter marveled at the fear in the woman’s eyes. Just off to the side of the screen, he could see the barrel of a weapon, presumably pointed at her by a Flarn soldier. This entire quadrant was a police state! No wonder the Maloxians were rebelling with such zeal. This was like Eastern Europe, without the beer.

“…apologized for inventing a cure for Novan Four’s planetary plague, saying ‘I didn’t know that the Flarn wanted those people dead.’ He is now in stable condition at Flarn General on Flarn Prime. He is expected to die accidentally within the next day or so. Finally, a little excitement here on Garibid today. Three humans from the Alpha Quadrant were found in a bust at a Garibid black market trading complex. Flarn authorities gave chase and have not yet caught the fugitives. One of the security cameras at the complex was able to obtain these pictures. Anyone knowing of the whereabouts of these three citizens is encouraged by threat of death to turn them in. Now for the weather…”

The three disguised humans on the screen where unmistakably Conway, Richards, and Tilleran. That much was for sure.

“J’hana to Baxter.”

Baxter walked over to his dresser and tapped his communicator. “Baxter here.”

“We’ve just received a distress beacon from our team on Garibid. They’re in trouble, sir.”

“I just found that much out on the news. Ready the Aerostar for immediate departure and recall all personnel.”

“Sir, may I remind you that we are dangerously low on dilithium crystals?”

“Hopefully, we’ll find them on Garibid, along with our officers.”

“Yes sir. J’hana out.”

Baxter began to get dressed. He was beginning to feel like he had worn out his welcome on Sulan anyway.



“You have no defense, Larkin!” Ford cried out as he hit the volleyball, trying to put fear into the android. It didn’t seem to work.

Larkin spiked the ball right in Ford’s face, knocking him at least ten feet back.

Ford sat up, shaking his head. “Okay, okay, you win!”

Doctor Browning just laughed. “Kristen, you are in the wrong profession. You should be a professional athlete.”

“Unfortunately, Doctor, that profession is no longer as lucrative as it was at one time. Although I have always been interested in joining a Parrises Squares team. That is an extremely competitive sport, although it lacks the intellectual stimulation that I de-”

Larkin was interrupted as Ford returned her spike, hitting her in the head. She merely turned to face Ford and picked up the ball. “I believe it is our serve. Therefore that is a foul.”

“Sheesh. I just can’t win!” Ford muttered.

“J’hana to Larkin.”

Larkin reached inside her diving suit and retrieved her communicator. “Larkin here. Go ahead.”

“Our team on Garibid is in trouble. Captain Baxter has ordered all teams to return to the ship. We are to prepare for immediate departure.”

“Vacation’s over.” Ford muttered, tossing the volleyball behind him nonchalantly and walking over to pack up his things.



“Well, it was nice while it lasted.” Hartley muttered, paying the bartender for her drinks and slipping in a little extra, giving him a wink.

“Thank you, ma’am.” The bartender replied.

Likewise, Peterman and Fresca paid off their tabs. “I for one will be glad to get back to the ship. I think I’m getting sunsburn,” Peterman said, picking up Charlie’s leash.

“Listen, Counselor,” Fresca began, as they headed back towards the beamout point, “I understand how you feel about Captain Baxter. He’s not that great, anyway. I’ll keep my distance.”

Peterman dragged Charlie along behind her. “Well, it’s not like he’s any Will Riker or anything, but…I don’t know.He’s a sweet guy, and he’s got a great sense of humor…”

“Well, I’ll take a nice butt over a sense of humor any day.” Fresca replied, gathering her stuff together.

“Amen!” Hartley said, slinging her duffle over her shoulder.



Captain Baxter stepped out onto the bridge, breathing in the recycled air once more with pride. He looked out over the bridge. All of the panels and bulk heads had been repaired and the carpet had been shampooed and cleaned. All was well again.

J’hana stood ready at the tactical station, her hands clasped behind her back. “Almost everyone is back aboard, Captain. We should be able to depart within the hour.”

“Wonderful.” Baxter said, sitting down in his command chair. “The Sulani did a wonderful job with her, didn’t they?”

“They are hard workers, sir. I oversaw their work myself. They did quite a good job.”

“She looks as good as new.”

“That she does, sir.”

“Are they gone yet?” Baxter asked, turning back to face J’hana at her station.

“The Sulani? I kicked them off the ship myself, sir.”

“Good. This is and always will be a Starfleet ship.”

“Yes sir. Shall I contact the President and let him know that we are leaving.”

“Put him on screen. I’ll tell him.” Baxter said, turning back around.

“As you wish, Captain.”

Momentarily, the bluish-white planet of Sulan was replaced with the figure of President Wujan, sitting at his desk with his hands clasped.

“Hello, Captain. I understand that there is a situation brewing on Garibid with your people.”

“That’s correct, Wujan. I’m going back to get them.”

“Very well. We could send the Rangar to assist you…”

Baxter thought a moment. “That won’t be necessary. I think we can handle this one on our own. The added phaser banks and increased weapons power your people installed should make us more than capable of getting in and out of Flarn space.”

“In that case, good luck, Captain.”

Baxter shifted in his chair. “Thanks for everything, Mr. President. Aerostar out.”

That done, Baxter ducked into his readyroom to check to make sure his house of cards was still in order.



The Garibid Flyer soared swiftly over the towering buildings of Garibid, barely noticeable against the night sky.

Inside, Conway was ransacking the vehicle’s rear storage compartment. “There has to be something we can use as a weapon in here.”

Richards, for his part, steered the vehicle uneasily. “I hope I’m doing this right.”

Tilleran checked her tricorder and looked at the instrumentation. “You’re doing fine. The controls are similar to a Federation short distance planetary Flyer. What we need to be concerned with now is finding a place to hide out until the Aerostar can find us.”

“If they can find us. We’re pretty deep in Flarn space.” Richards replied.

“They’ll find us. I have faith in our crew.”

Richards smiled as he operated the craft. “Then you don’t know them well enough.”



Baxter spent the better part of a half hour rearranging the readyroom. His things had been haphazardly spread around during the cleaning and remodeling, but he was happy to see that they had worked around his tower of cards per his orders.

Once his readyroom was back in order, Baxter returned to the bridge.

“All teams have reported back to the ship, and our Maloxian prisoners have been taken into custody by Sulani authorities. We are ready to disembark.” J’hana announced from tactical.

As Baxter assumed the command chair, Lt. Larkin and Ensign Ford entered to take over the ops and helm positions.

“Where’s Peterman?” Baxter asked.

J’hana checked her panel. “She is in her quarters. Shall I summon her?”

Baxter waved his hand. “No, no. If that’s how she wants to play it, that’s fine with me. Larkin, alert the dockmaster that we will be leaving orbit, and prepare to leave orbit under full impulse power.”

“Aye, sir.” Larkin replied. “The dockmaster acknowledges we are clear to leave orbit.”

“Very well. Hit it Mr. Ford.”

Ford pressed a few buttons. The Aerostar glided swiftly out of orbit and flew past the other ships docked nearby at full impulse.

“Set course for Garibid, Warp Eight.”

“Course laid in.” Ford replied.

“Let her rip, Mr. Ford.”



Lt. Tilleran looked out her window as the landscape of the planet below flew by at a blinding speed. “So what the heck do we do now?”

Richards looked at a monitor displaying the vehicle’s sensor readouts. “It looks like we’re being followed. We make a pretty easy targets up here. We should probably fly down into the streets.”

“What do you think, Commander?” Tilleran asked, glancing back into the rear section.

Conway had disappeared in the back section for the last few seconds and hadn’t said a word.

He stuck his head between the two front seats. “You guys won’t believe what’s back here. I’ve found enough firearms to take out a starship.”

“You’re kidding,” Tilleran replied, looking over Conway’s shoulder to confirm what he had said.

“No, and that’s not all. I’ve also found what looks like a load of local currency. I wonder who owned this thing.”

“Sounds like the mob.” Richards observed.

“Yeah, right.” Tilleran replied, scrutinizing the readings on the flyer’s sensors. “We are definitely being followed. One of the craft is Flarn in design, and there are five more similar to this one but differing in size.”

“Maybe the former owners of this thing.” Richards said.

“In any case, I think it’s time we made ourselves scarce.” Conway commanded from the rear.

“Agreed. Hold on.” Richards said, pushing some buttons that sent the tiny craft down toward the planet.



“They are heading toward the sssssssurface roads, Joval.” Omad reported from the controls of the Flarn pursuit vehicle.

“Then we sssshall follow them. Change course to purssssue.” Joval grunted from the passenger seat.

“The Ssssandozi’s are following.”

“Tell them to keep their disssstance. Thisss is a Flarn operation.”

“Aye, ssssir.”



“They’re still on our tails and closing!” Tilleran observed.

Richards jerked the vehicle from side to side as it weaved through the tiny streets of Garibid, sending pedestrians scurrying for their lives. “Hey, Commander, why don’t you see if you can use one of those guns they have back there!”

Conway grabbed a weapon that looked somewhat similar to a bazooka. “Okay, open up the sunroof!”

The Commander stuck his head out of the sunroof and tried to steady his aim on the Flarn flyer.”Hold it still, Richards, I can’t aim this thing.”



“One of the humans is pointing a weapon at usssss!” Omad screamed.

“Vaporizzze him, then!” Joval replied.



Before Omad could make a move, Conway thumbed the trigger of the massive gun, sending a missile right into the Flarn ship and sending him reeling back, out of the sunroof and onto the hood of his stolen flyer.

The Flarn vehicle exploded into flames and spun through the air, hitting a building and finally skidding to a stop.

The other flyers flew through the smoke, still in hot pursuit.

Joval heaved himself out of the wreckage. He looked over at Omad, who had been crushed in the wreckage. He would just have to apprehend the federations on his own.



“Get out of the way, Commander, I can’t see!” Richards shouted as Conway hung on to the hood for dear life.

“You think I meant to do this? HELP ME!!!” Conway shouted back.

Richards made no response, just banking the vehicle severely, barely missing a crowd of people.

“We’re still being followed!” Tilleran called out.

“We have bigger problems than that!” Richards noted, looking in front of him. The huge Garibid Planetary Trade Center spread out before them.

The little flyer smashed through the glass at the entrance of the Center and careened through the lobby, completely ruining the decor.



“Follow them in there, you idiot!” Sandozi screamed from the passenger seat of his limo. “They can’t get away wit our stash!”

“But, Sandozi,” the hood that was driving replied, “They’re headed into the Garibid Trade Center!”

“I don’t care…FOLLOW THEM!”

As Sandozi said this, one of his flyers smashed into the building and exploded in a ball of flame.



Meanwhile, Joval had commandeered a young Garibid kid’s speeder bike.

Far exceeding the bike’s weight and size limit, Joval wound his way through the streets of Garibid City trying to catch up to the caravan of destruction that he had been part of.

Suddenly the communicator on his belt chirped.

“Tamja to Joval. What is your ssssstatus?”

“We have found the black market operation and ssssilenced them, Lord Tamja, but in doing sssso we have also discovered a band of Federations. Omad is dead, and I am now in pursssuit.”

“I want those Federations alive, Joval. You must not fail.”

“I won’t disappoint you, Tamja. Joval out.”

Joval revved the speeder bike’s engine, edging it towards the massive Garibid Trade Complex. There was a huge whole in the glass front of the building and people were running around like humans with their head’s cut off. The Federations must have gone in there.



“We are entering the Garibid system, Captain,” Larkin stated from ops, checking the readings on her panel.

“Great.” Baxter said from the command chair. It almost felt weird without Conway or Peterman at his side. Oh well. “Come out of warp and enter orbit around Garibid.”

“Sir, I’m picking up a vessel already orbiting Garibid. Sensors indicate it is a Flarn Destroyer.”

“Great.” Baxter said. “Hail them.”

“Hailing frequencies open.”

“Flarn destroyer, this is Captain Andrew Baxter of the USS Aerostar. Some of my people are on the surface of the planet you are orbiting and we want them back.”

“Aerosssstar, this is Lord Tamja of the Lobrok. We have disssscovered your people and decided to keep them for ourselves. Could we convince you to join them asss our appetiz–I mean guestsssss?”

“Funny. I don’t think so. We’re getting our people.”

“Like hell.”

“Close the channel,” Baxter muttered. “And go to Red Alert.”

The Red Alert Klaxons began to sound all over the ship as she was readied for battle.

“Captain, sensors indicate that the Flarn destroyer is capable of outmaneuvering us and outgunning us,” Larkin noted from her station.

“Good for them. I want some suggestions on how to get our people off that planet.”



“We still haven’t lost them!” Tilleran said, looking behind her, past the melee of people running for cover, and at the four vehicles chasing them. “The good news is we lost one of them.”

“Great, only four more to go!” Richards replied sarcastically.

“Help me!” Conway barked, starting to lose his grip.

The small flyer made its way up an escalator and into a huge banquet hall.

Within, the CEOs of all major Garibid trading groups were meeting to discuss Flarn cuts into their profits.

That came to a stop as soon as the flyer burst into the room and slid down the table, sending people running for cover.

Commander Conway squealed with fright as plates, food, and the occasional frightened Garibid slammed into him.

Richards pulled the vehicle up, sending it through the ceiling and into what must have been the display room for some of that year’s new Garibid automobile models.

Conway looked up with fear as he saw the stage at the front of the huge showroom loom closer.

“And how is everyone today?” The emcee at the front of the room said with a smile. “Ready to buy buy buy? By the directors!” he screamed as the flyer lunged towards him. The emcee dived off the stage as the flyer disappeared behind the curtains with a whoosh.

Everyone had almost recovered from that shock when four more flyers flew over their heads in pursuit.



“Stuart to bridge.”

Baxter pressed a button on his command chair. “Bridge here. What is it, Ensign? We’re kind of busy right now.”

“I just wanted to remind you that we’re really low on dilithium. If we don’t get some dilithium crystals soon, we’re dead in the water.”

“And we’re as good as goose flambe, yes I understand. Baxter out.” Baxter turned to his tactical officer. “What about those suggestions. J’hana?”

“Well, if we lower our shields long enough for transport, the Flarn are going to come over and pound us.”

Larkin turned around in her chair. “There is, however, another option.”

“I’d sure like to here it.” Baxter said, turning back around.

“In 2368, the transporter chief aboard the Enterprise-D discovered a brief window in a Nebula class starship’s shields. He was able to transport himself through it.”

“Can we apply the same thing with three people?” Baxter asked.

“We will need to have the shields modulated at a slower rate, which will make us more vulnerable to attack. In addition, we will need an extremely adept transporter chief.”

“Saints preserve us.” Baxter moaned, putting his head in his hands.



The Garibid Flyer that contained Tilleran, Conway, and Richards had made it’s way through the innards of the huge trade complex, climbing upwards through twisting cables and piles of storage containers. Richards was steering it toward a light near the top of the cavernous area that he had hoped was an exit.

“Just hold on, Commander, and DON’T MOVE!” Tilleran shouted, poking her head out of the window of the flyer.

“Where the hell do you think I’m going to move to?” Conway replied.



“There they are, right in front of us, Revi!” Sandozi shouted, as his limo climbed upwards. He looked back. Another of his flyers smashed into the wall and clattered down to the floor of the storage room. He now had only one other to aid him.

“Quick, Chochi, hand me your gun, I’ll kill those bastards myself!” Sandozi said to one of his other goons.



“They’re shooting at us!” Tilleran screamed, as bolts of energy hit the flyer, causing parts of it’s rear end to burst into flames.

“That was our engine!” the Betazoid added, looking back at the damaged section. “What the heck are we going to do now?”

Conway held on to the flyer for dear life as it climbed, starting to decelerate, only being pushed forward by its own momentum. “I don’t wanna die! I don’t wanna die!” he moaned.

“Look out!” Richards cried, as Tilleran looked up in horror.

The vehicle came to a perch, at the very top of the trading complex, teetering on the edge of what Tilleran surmised was the loading bay for the showroom.

Conway looked down in utter fright, at the bustling city miles below. “Somebody…do…something!”

Just then the two flyers that were pursuing them came up behind them and overshot them, heading out into open air.

“I’ll take care of this.” Tilleran said, pulling a huge gun out of the back seat. “Hasta la vista!” she cried, pulling the trigger and wounding both limos, causing them to plummet to the ground below.

“Well…” Richards said cautiously. “That solves one of our problems.”

Conway was still looking down, as the flyer teetered precariously at the edge of the loading bay. “Somebody…do…something!”



“Baxter to Transporter Room. Is anyone there?”

Hartley leaned forward and pressed a control. She had just arrived at her post and was annoyed at being bothered already. “Hartley here, what do you want, Captain?”

“Well…are you in a good mood, Lieutenant?”

“I guess so. Why?”

“Well, I’ve got a teeny weeny little favor I need you to do for us, and…”

“Just spit it out!”

“Well…” Just then the ship rocked.

“Are we getting shot at?” Hartley asked with concern.

“Yeah, that’s um…part of our problem. What we need you to do is transport three people up from the planet, through our shields, while we’re moving around trying to avoid being blown up. Are you up to it?”

Hartley thought a moment. “Sure. No problem.”

“Are you sure? We could send Larkin down.”

“I can do it! Listen, I do the same damn thing day in an day out, don’t you think by now I’m used to it?”

“Sure,” Baxter said cautiously, “I just wanted to be sure. I…we have faith in you Lieutenant. Larkin is sending you the coordinates of our people now.”

Hartley closed the channel and collapsed in her chair. “‘No problem.’” she mimicked, “Yeah, right, sure, no freaking problem. They’re all going to die.”



Joval grunted as he pulled himself up the long ladder that led to the landing bay. He could barely make out the flyer perched at the edge of the bay, ready to fall at any moment. He had to capture those three alive.

His thoughts were interrupted by his communicator. “Joval, this is Tamja again. Tell me you’ve captured those three Federations.”

“Almost. Not yet.”

“Well, hurry, their ship is here and we’re trying to destroy it. But if that ship is successful in rescuing their people…”

“I know, I know. Don’t worry. They’re as good as cooked.”

Joval closed the channel and continued to climb.



“Shields down to seventy percent.” J’hana said calmly, holding herself steady against the assault from the Lobrok. “I am returning fire.”

“Mr. Ford, you need to get us out of their line of sight.” Baxter commanded, leaning against Ford’s chair for support.

“What do you suggest, Mr. Know-it-all?” Ford replied, tapping the console madly, banking the huge vessel in a mad attempt to avoid the Lobrok’s fire.

“Take us on the other side of the planet, see if you can put some distance between us.”

“Won’t that make it harder to for Hartley to beam those guys up?”

Baxter thought a moment. “I guess so. Just keep us from getting blown up.”

Ford smirked as he heaved the Aerostar backward into a loop. “Gee, I thought that was your job.”



“Nice day, isn’t it?” Richards remarked as he tried to hold himself still, so as not to tip the flyer over.

“Uh, yeah, beautiful.” Tilleran replied, frozen with fear.

Suddenly there was a massive thud on the rear of the flyer.

“What the hell was that?” Richards asked, looking up. Whatever it was had made its way onto the roof.

As Tilleran pulled her tricorder out and scanned, Richards looked to the hood of the vehicle, just in time to see Conway scream with fright.

Tilleran’s face was a mask of shock. “It’s Flarn.”

“Hartley to Tilleran. Hey, Ariel, how’s it going? I’m going to beam you guys out now!”

“JUST DO IT, MEGAN!!!” Tilleran screamed as she watched beams of energy soar over Conway’s head as Joval shot at him, moving from side to side, causing the vehicle to tip slightly more.

“What’s the hurry? Are you guys in some sort of trouble?”

“JUST ENERGIZE!!!!!” Tilleran and Richards screamed in unison.

At the same time, Joval lunged forward at Conway. “Gotcha!”

“Okay, okay!”

Seconds before Joval was able to grab hold of the Commander, all three humans disappeared in a blue swirl of light.

Joval looked over the edge of the hood with fear as the vehicle tipped even more.

“Oh Ssssssssssssssssshit!” was the last thing he said as he and the flyer plunged downward toward the crowded street below.



“Hartley to Bridge. I got ’em, Captain!”

“You heard her, Ford…PUNCH IT!” Baxter shouted. He was thrown back into his seat as the ship accelerated into warp.

Moments later, Commander Conway stumbled onto the bridge, still in his Garibid costume.

He grabbed Baxter by the front of his uniform and shook him. “Could you have made that ANY CLOSER??”

Baxter pushed him back. “Hey, hey, at ease. Talk to Lieutenant Hartley about that. Anyway, you should be glad we came at all. You owe us all one, especially the young Miss Hartley.”

Conway just huffed and headed back for the turbolift.

“Hope to see you in time for your shift in two hours!” Baxter called out cheerfully.

“Yeah, right!” Conway muttered, heading into the lift.

“Well, I think that went extremely well. I wish all missions could go that smoothly,” Baxter remarked, sitting back down in the command chair.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. I’m pleased to report that the new dilithium crystals that Commander Richards installed are working wonderfully, and we were able to retrieve our away team without a hitch. We are now setting course for the perimeter of Flarn space in search of allies to aid us in the fight for freedom. All systems are functioning normally and it looks like the end of an overall productive day.



Baxter smiled as he placed the last card on top of his tower of cards. It was finally complete. It rose to a height of four feet. He was looking for an imager to capture it’s picture for Starfleet’s record books, when his door chime rang.

“Come.” he said calmy, taking a seat at his desk.

Mirk entered his readyroom, looking a little shaken.

“Were you watching the news?” he asked.

“No, why?” Baxter responded.

“A cloaked vessel attacked the Sulani ship that was transporting Danel and Brin. It was described as green and bird-shaped.”

“Romulan,” Baxter muttered. “There was a ruined Romulan Warbird found in the starship graveyard. If your people repaired it…”

“Then they have cloaking ability now, Captain.”

“Not only that, but they have openly attacked a Sulani vessel, furthering the aggression.”

“Yes. It seems we haven’t seen the last of my people, Captain.”

Baxter frowned, standing up, walking over to the side of his desk where Mirk was standing. “Or your friend Danel.”

Mirk nodded. “Does everyone know about her?”

“Romantic lives seldom stay secret aboard a starship. I found that out the hard way.”

Just then, Counselor Peterman stormed in. “We need to talk.”

“Speak of the devil.” Mirk said, heading for the door.

Once Mirk was gone, Baxter sat on the couch, gesturing for the counselor to sit down as well. She refused, deciding instead to stand right in front of him.

“What do you want, Counselor?” Baxter asked, feigning ignorance.

“What do I want? I want some answers! What were you doing with Ensign Fresca today? And what about us? Are we friends? Are we more? Are we less? Do you love me?”

Baxter thought a moment. “Those are a lot of questions. How much time do I have?”



“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRRRRRRRGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGG G GH!!!!” Peterman screamed, stomping her feet and pounding on Baxter’s desk, then storming out of the room.

Baxter sat on his couch a moment in shock. “Not too long, I guess.” He then stared in horror as his house of cards shook slightly, then tumbled down.

“Crap.”




Hapy to See You

Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51516.7. We have picked up a distress call from an outpost on the edge of Flarn borders. We can only assume this outpost is under Flarn jurisdiction, but I’m hoping that if we help out one of the border worlds, they will be persuaded to aid us in ridding the quadrant of this Flarn menace. We are currently en route to the outpost to give whatever assistance we can.



“Time to the outpost, Lt. Larkin?” Captain Baxter asked, pacing back and forth in front of the viewscreen at the front of the Aerostar’s bridge.

“Nine minutes and four seconds at our present speed of warp 8.4.” Larkin replied.

Baxter came to a stop at Larkin’s station. “Any idea of what we’re dealing with here?”

Larkin stared down at her panel. “Long range scans indicate that the outpost is Flarn in design. It seems to be a small orbital observatory of some sort. Its primary reactor is almost critical.”

“A meltdown, perhaps?” Baxter asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes, sir. Their main reactor operates on a principle similar to fusion, but I do not recognize the materials that are used as reactants.”

“We’ve got to stabilize that reactor.” Baxter said, turning to the center of the bridge, where Commander David Conway sat in his usual chair, sipping from a cup of coffee. “Conway, I want you to take a team over there and fix that reactor.”

Conway sighed, put his cup down and jumped out of his chair. “Gee, why do I always get the fun jobs?”

“Just go, Conway.” Baxter muttered, taking a seat at his chair.

“Fine. Larkin, J’hana, you’re with me.” Conway tapped his communicator as he led the way into the turbolift. “Conway to Richards. Meet me in transporter room one.”

“Acknowledged.” Came Richards’s reply.

Ensign Fresca took a seat at ops and looked over the panel. “We have arrived at the Haricor system, Captain.”

“Wonderful. Mr. Ford, take us out of warp,” Baxter responded. “Scan the station, Fresca, I don’t want to send our people into a gang of angry Flarn.”

“I detect no Flarn life signs, but Larkin was right. That reactor’s going to blow any minute.” Fresca replied.

“Lovely,” Baxter said, covering his face.



“It looks pretty radioactive over there, guys!” Lt. Hartley snickered as Commander Conway, Lt. Commander Richards, Lt. J’hana, and Lt. Larkin entered the transporter room, “I’d hate to see any of you die from radiation poisoning.”

“Bite me.” Conway muttered, taking a place on the transporter padd.

“I’ll see you in hell!” Hartley said sweetly as she energized the transporter.



The away team materialized aboard the spacestation in the midst of a huge melee. The crew was running around madly trying to stabilize the reaction, but it seemed like they had no idea of how to do it.

“This is Captain Andrew Baxter of the Federation Starship Aerostar to the Haricorian Outpost, we are allied with the Sulani government and are here to give you any aid you may need.” Captain Baxter’s voice said over the speakers.

Commander Conway switched on his wrist beacon and walked through the wreckage of the dimly lit station, pushing a couple bodies to the side. “Who’s in charge here?” he called out, hoping for an answer.

A man stuck his head up from underneath a panel. Conway imagined that he was Haricorian, because much like the other inhabitants of the small station, his head was roughly arrow-shaped and his skin had a greenish hue. “I am the supervisor of this outpost. My name is Ven.”

“Hi there, Ven, I’m Commander Conway of the Aerostar. We’re here to help. If you can tell me where your reactor is, we will do our best to fix it.”

Ven indicated a huge dome shaped object at the center of the room.”It’s right over there. This is a Flarn station, and my people are only its custodians, we have no idea how to fix the thing, and there is no Flarn ship nearby to aid us.”

“Thank goodness,” Conway said under his breath. “Larkin, Richards, get over there and see if you can fix that thing.” The First Officer called out.

Larkin examined the reactor with her tricorder. “I was correct. It seems to operate on the basic principle of fusion.”

Richards put his engineering kit down and opened it up, taking out a few tools. “Well, that should make our job a little easier.”

Conway looked at Larkin’s and Richards’ progress, then slapped his comm badge. “Conway to Aerostar. I recommend that we get these people off the station just in case Larkin and Richards aren’t successful.”

“Understood, Commander. We’ll begin transport right away.” Baxter replied.

“Listen up!” Conway called out, standing atop a small console. The many arrow-shaped heads in the room turned to see what he had to say. “This place is going to blow very shortly. We are going to transport you to our vessel where you will be safe. I need you all to gather in a central location and be very calm.” Conway hated talking to these stupid people, they weren’t exactly geniuses, and he didn’t join Starfleet to be a Kindergarten teacher.



“You need to get all those people out of there, Lieutenant.” Baxter’s voice commanded.

Hartley put down her magazine and looked at her panel. “There are forty-five Haricorians over there, sir. If we use the other two transporter rooms and the emergency transporters, as well as the ones in the cargo bays, I think we can get them out in five minutes.”

“Fine. Get moving then.”

Hartley began tapping her panel. “You’re welcome.”



Conway turned back towards Larkin and Richards after watching the Haricorians begin to disappear. “How’s it coming, guys?”

“Not good.” Richards said as he leaned inside the huge mechanism. “The cooling mechanism is damaged, and I can’t seem to find a backup.”

“You mean the Flarn probably considered these people expendable?”

“Yes sir, that’s exactly what I mean. And because of that, we might be expended, too.”

Conway tapped his foot nervously. “Cute. Just fix that damn thing.”



“That’s the last of them, sir.” Hartley said, tapping her badge. “And you better get a freaking security detail down here. I’m up to my pips in aliens.”

“Mr. Gellar is on his way to assist you, Miss Whiny.” Baxter replied.



“How much longer, Larkin?” Conway asked, getting more and more nervous by the second.

Larkin regarded her tricorder then looked up at the reactor. “I would say approximately thirty seconds.”

Conway put his fingers through his hair and pulled on it in frustration. “Are you kidding me! We have to get the hell out of here!”

“Wait, I think I almost have it!” Richards said.

“I don’t care, we’re getting out of here.” Conway said, pulling Richards up with one hand and tapping his comm badge with the other. “Get us out of here, Lieutenant Hartley.”

“What’s the magic word, sweetie?” Hartley said with a giggle.

“NOW!” Conway shouted.

“That’s the one.” Hartley replied.



“The station’s reactor is critical.” Lt. Tilleran noted from the science console. “The station is breaking apart!”

Baxter looked back and nodded. “Understood. Is everyone off there, Fresca?”

“Yes, sir.” Ensign Fresca replied.

“Then back us off, Ensign Ford!” Baxter said.

The Aerostar drifted away from the station as its hull buckled.

“I’m picking up a huge energy buildup, Captain. We have to get out of here!” Tilleran suddenly shouted.

“You heard her, Mr. Ford, Warp one, en-” Baxter said, when suddenly the station exploded with the intensity of a supernova.

The Aerostar tumbled backwards as the shockwave hit.



“That’s funny.” Lt. Hartley said, looking at her panel. The patterns of the four officers were in some sort of flux.

Suddenly Hartley reeled backwards as the deck pitched out from under her. The Red Alert klaxons began to sound as the lighting began to flicker.

“All hands, this is the Captain. We are in the middle of a level six shockwave. Nothing to worry about, just go about your business as if your lives weren’t in grave danger.”

Hartley cursed as she held onto her panel for support. She had to resolve the matter stream soon or Conway, Larkin, J’hana, and Richards would all be lost in the power fluctuations.

The transporter chief quickly made some computations on the panel and tried to re-initialize the stream. The patterns were still in some sort of flux, and she had no idea why. As a last resort, she tried adding an extra linear containment field to the beam.

Finally the patterns stabilized enough that she could resolve the stream and energize the transporter. Hartley pressed a button and watched the beams coalesce on the pad. Something was still wrong. What the hell were those readings?

That’s when the room suddenly seemed to explode in a bright wave of light. Right after that the world went black.



Conway, Richards, Larkin, and J’hana materialized on the transporter pad moments later.

“What the hell was that?” Conway asked, rubbing his head.

“I don’t know. It felt like we were almost lost in the matrix for a minute.” Richards replied, still feeling a little woozy.

Conway was about to curse Lt. Hartley for her ignorance, when he noticed the transporter chief lying limply on the floor. He slapped his comm badge. “Conway to sickbay, medical emergency. I need someone in the transporter room on the double,” He looked down at Hartley. It was kind of funny to see her helplessly unconscious like that. “…well, don’t wear yourself out, sickbay. As a matter of fact, take your time.”

Lt. Larkin looked over the transporter console. “It seems like she was hit by a phased pulse beam.”

“So what the hell does that mean?” Conway asked, still looking down at the unconscious chief.

“It means that the radiation from the reactor explosion interfered with the transporter beam and caused a huge energy dispersal when the beam was energized.”

“So what the hell does that mean?” Conway asked again.

“Do not concern yourself with it, sir.” Larkin said, taking out her tricorder and scanning Lieutenant Hartley. “Hmm. That is strange.”

Richards was busy examining the transporter console. “Well, the system is operating fine now.”

Just then Doctor Browning entered the room. She looked from person to person carefully. “So who’s hurt?”

Conway pointed down at Hartley. “Who the hell do you think?”

Browning thought a moment. “Oh, okay.”

The doctor pulled out a tricorder and scanned Hartley. “That’s really weird.”

“What’s weird?” Conway asked, annoyed. “Will one of you please tell me what’s going on?”

Larkin stared at the readings on her tricorder. “This is not Lieutenant Hartley. At least, not the one from our universe.”



“Meggie, honey, wake up!” A sweet male voice cooed in Hartley’s ear. Her head really hurt, and she felt really strange.

The Lieutenant opened her eyes. She was in sickbay. So who the hell was talking to her?

“Meggie, darling, if you’re hurt, I don’t know what I will do.”

Hartley sat up. “Whoever is saying that better be either really good looking or really quick on his feet.”

The first thing she noticed was that sickbay wasn’t sickbay. Well, it was, but it wasn’t. It was painted in pastel pink, blue, and orange, and it had fluffy throw pillows in every corner. The next thing she noticed was Commander Conway. He was smiling broadly. If that wasn’t strange enough, his uniform was completely different. Instead of black with grey shoulders, it was pink with black shoulders. And the communicator…it was in the shape of a smiley face!

“My sweet Megan, you’re finally awake.” Conway said in a fruity voice.

Hartley just fell back, welcoming unconsciousness.



“So it is Lieutenant Hartley, but it’s not.” Commander Conway asked, looking across Dr. Browning’s desk.

“That’s the long and short of it, Commander.” Browning said, staring down at a huge piece of cake. “Her brain waves are out of phase, and that’s playing havoc with her entire system.”

“Which means…”

“Which means, her readings don’t match up with her readings.”

Conway just shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

Browning tried to swallow a mouthful of cake. “From what Larkin can gather, she was hit by the wave, and her particles were distorted, phased somehow.”

“So what do we do?”

Browning just shook her head. “Hell if I know. We’re going to monitor her until she comes around. Until then, all we can do is wait.”



“She’s coming around again.” A female voice said. “The poor little thing.” The voice was almost cartoony.

Hartley decided to give reality another try. Maybe she was just hallucinating because of her fall.

She sat up and opened her eyes again. This time she saw Commander Conway and Doctor Browning, who was wearing the same outlandish getup Conway had worn, except with baby blue where Conway had pink.

“Could one of you guys tell me what all this is about?” Hartley demanded, her mind starting to clear.

“What do you mean, precious?” Browning asked.

“You guys are dressed so…” Hartley stopped, looking down at her own uniform. It was canary yellow “Oh.”

“Perhaps you should see the Counselor,” Browning said serenely, putting a hand on Hartley’s shoulder.

Conway put Hartley’s hand in his. “I’m sure you just bumped your cute little head. We’ll make it all better, don’t you worry one bit.”

Hartley pushed herself off the biobed and stepped away from Conway and Browning. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“Maybe you should sit down, darling.” Conway said kindly.

“I’ve gotta get out of here.” Hartley said, stepping towards the turbolift.

She backed out into the corridor just to realize it was the same color scheme as sickbay. They wouldn’t have repainted the entire ship just to play a sick practical joke on her. Even Conway wouldn’t go through that much trouble to make her miserable. Or would he?

Hartley’s thoughts were interrupted as she backed into someone.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Lieutenant,” a happy voice chirped. A familiar happy voice.

“Captain Baxter, what the hell is going on?” Hartley asked turning around to find Baxter in the same getup as Browning and Conway. Except that he had the same disgustingly happy yellow outfit that she did, instead of the command pink. If that wasn’t bad enough, his hair was long, and twisted into an ornate ponytail.

“Captain, Meggie? I wish. I’m just a humble little old inventory officer. The Captain said that my job is just as important as everyone else’s, though,” Baxter said wistfully.

“This joke is getting old,” Hartley said, marching down the corridor to find some answers.



Commander Conway didn’t really know why he had stayed behind to monitor Lt. Hartley’s condition, but he figured it was because he liked the idea of being able to call her names and smack her around without her responding.

“You’re nothing but a moody, cranky, evil minded little bitch!” Conway said, plucking her ear with his finger. This was wonderful. He could finally get his revenge.

“What the hell are you doing, Commander?” Doctor Browning asked, stepping out of her office.

“Just checking her reflexes,” Conway said, putting his hands behind his back nonchalantly.

“You are one weird guy,” Browning said, walking back into her office.

Suddenly, Hartley’s eyes fluttered open and she snapped up.

“Finally,” Conway muttered.

Hartley looked at him, squealed with joy and wrapped her arms around him, strangling him in a bear hug.

“Erg,” Conway said as she squeezed him tighter.

Doctor Browning emerged from her office again. “She’s finally awake. And it looks like she’s getting her strength back. She’ll be fine.”



“What’s wrong with her, Brownie?” The alternate Commander Conway asked, frowning. “My feelings are hurt.”

“I’m not sure, Davey-doo, she’s just a little twitterpated right now. You should take her to Counselor Kelly-bell. She’ll know just what to do about that.”

“You’re right, Brownie. I’ll go track her down,” Conway replied, giggling with joy. “You’re so smart.”

Brownie giggled. “I read a lot.”



Hartley’s walk through the twisted, disgustingly cute corridors of the alternate Aerostar had her feeling dizzy once again. What exactly happened to her?

She found a turbolift. She knew exactly where she would have to go to find out what had happened. The bridge. Lt. Larkin would be there and she could explain why everyone was acting so funny.

Hartley stepped into the turbolift.

“Hidilly ho, where do you want to go?” The computer said in a sing-song type of voice.

“The bridge,” Hartley barked in annoyance.

“What’s the magic word?”

“The freaking bridge, now, please.”

“Very good.”

The turbolift went up the shaft with a woosh.

When the doors opened, Hartley felt as though she would faint again.

The bridge was done in happy pastels like the rest of the ship, but if that wasn’t bad enough, the chairs at all the stations were replaced with big, fluffy throw pillows.

“What the-” Hartley said with astonishment.

“Hi there!” Lt. J’hana said happily. There was something seriously wrong with her. Her eyes and mouth were painted like a clown. “I love you,” she said, handing Hartley a flower.

Hartley took the flower. “Yeah, I love you too. Where’s the Captain?” Hartley asked with impatience.

“He’s in his rumpus room. Do you want to see him?” J’hana asked with a twinkle in her eye.

“Later,” Hartley said, walking over to the ops station.

Lt. Larkin was sitting there on a big fluffy pillow, studying the cartoon bubble letters of the readouts.

“Larkin, am I glad to see you. Something terrible has happened to me.”

“Oh, I am so sorry to hear that,” Larkin exclaimed. “I do not know what I could do for you. I could tell you a joke!”

“That’s really…”

Larkin stood up and cleared her throat. “What is a Changeling’s worst nightmare?”

The bridge crew collectively shrugged.

“A blender!” Larkin said with a smile. To Hartley’s horror, Larkin’s eyes and ears then popped out and spun around, along with the communicator on her uniform. “Yuk-uk-uk!” Larkin said in a Popeye voice. Suddenly a small drum set emerged from her chest, along with a pair of drumsticks that slid out from her palms, which she then used to rap against the drums. “Bud-um-bum”

Hartley just rubbed her eyes, unable to believe what she saw. Larkin was nothing but a complex jack-in-the- box. Just as she tapped the doorchime on the readyroom door, she turned to see Larkin’s entire head spin around, to the amusement of the bridge crew.

“Come,” came an unfamiliar voice.

Hartley entered the readyroom. Well, it was more aptly called a rumpus room, and she could see why. All over were bean bag chairs and happy paintings and sculptures. It was disgusting.

The Captain’s chair and desk were replaced by a small swingset. The Captain had his back to Hartley as he swang. “Oh, I’m sorry, I was just looking at the stars. They’re so shiny.”

Hartley was about to say something when the man jumped off the swing and turned to face her. “Oh, Meggie, how nice to see you back from your little accident in one, precious little piece.”

Hartley fainted again, leaving Captain Willy-Nilly Riker extremely confused.



“Will you please explain this to me, Conway?” Baxter asked, looking across his desk at Commander Conway. He was still in the vice-like hugging grip of Lt. Hartley.

“Well, according to Doctor Browning and Lt. Larkin, she had her molecules scrambled by some by-product of the transporter beam, and she switched brains with an alternate version of her in another universe.”

“Ahh, I see. That explains everything.” Baxter looked at Lt. Hartley with disgust.

“Can you speak English?” He asked cautiously, leaning over his desk and peering at her.

“Hey, Lieutenant Antsypants. Are you the Captain now? Where’s Willy-Nilly?”

Baxter looked to Conway. “Do you have any idea what she’s yammering on about?”

“Not a clue, sir.”

Baxter looked at her again. “How…did…you…get…here.” He said slowly.

“Well, I walked with Davey-wavey. I asked him to give me a piggy back ride, but he said no.” she put out her lower lip in sadness.

“I see.” Baxter said, sitting back down. “Well, it seems you are in another universe, Lieutenant. You’ll have to sit tight here until we can figure out a way to get you back where you belong.”

Hartley wasn’t paying attention. She couldn’t seem to keep her free hand off of the model of the Secondprize Baxter had sitting near his couch. His was a special one that made authentic phaser and photon torpedo sounds. He was quite proud of it.

Hartley picked up the model and began flying it around. “This is so cute!”

“Leave that alone!” Baxter said, grabbing the model.

“Are you mad at me?” Hartley asked.

“Yes–No! I’m not. Conway, get her out of here!” Baxter cried with agitation.

“Can I just have J’hana shoot her off me?” Conway pleaded.

“No.” Baxter responded. “Take her back to her quarters and settle her in. We have no idea how long it will be until we can get her back to normal, if we ever can.”

“Fine.” Conway said. “Come on, Lieutenant.”

Conway dragged Hartley out of the room. Just before she disappeared behind the doors, she blew Baxter a kiss. “I love you, Antsy-Wantsy!”

“Sheesh!” Baxter said, putting his model back where it belonged.



“Thank you for finding her, Willy-Nilly.” Davey- Wavey said, placing Hartley on the couch. “I was really worried about my little sweetie-pants.”

“It’s no problem,” Captain Riker replied. “She just came in my rumpus room and fainted. Poor little thing. I hope she’s okay.”

“Me too.” Conway replied, kneeling by the couch and holding Hartley’s hand. “Are you okay, sugarkins?”

Hartley’s eyes fluttered open. “Ugggh. I just had the worst nightmare. I dreamt that…” She looked around. “Oh, boy.” She once again fell unconscious.

“Poor little thing. Maybe you should take her back to your quarters and let her sleep. I’m sure she’ll get better.” Riker said, going back to his swing-set.

Conway picked Hartley up and swung her over his shoulders. “I sure hope you’re right. I’d hate for Counselor Kelly-bell to have to use the mood-stabilizer on her.”

“Well, don’t worry, Davey-wavey, I’m sure it won’t come to that.”

Hartley looked up as Conway dragged her out of the rumpus room. Conway’s quarters? Mood-stabilizer? What the hell?

Hartley was becoming more and more certain that she was definitely not in Kansas anymore.



Conway walked Lt. Hartley back to her quarters, all the while getting sidelong glances from all the crewmembers they passed. He didn’t blame them; she was skipping along, swinging his hand back and forth as she walked, waving and saying hello to all the passersby.

“Okay, here we are.” Conway sighed, coming to a stop at Hartley’s quarters.

“These aren’t our quarters.” Hartley said, smiling up at Conway.

Conway ignored her, “Computer, open this door, authorization Conway Beta 113.”

The door slid open.

“There you are, pleasant dreams.” Conway said, turning to leave.

“Where are you going, silly?” Hartley asked playfully dragging Conway into her quarters.

“Oh, no.” Conway cried as she threw him on her bed with unbecoming strength.

“You’re so cute!” Hartley said, jumping on top of him.

Hartley’s impact pushed all the air out of Conway’s lungs. “Get off!” he wheezed, reaching for the comm button near Hartley’s bed.

Conway reached out for the button but came just short.

“Naughty naughty my little monkey!” she said playfully, throwing him over on his back. “I’m going to hug you and love you and squeeze you till you die!” she chirped.

With one free hand, Conway tapped his comm badge. “Conway to bridge, security to Lt. Hartley’s quarters…” Hartley leaned down and engulfed him in a sloppy kiss, making Conway long for the attack of Counselor Peterman’s dog, Charlie. Conway dragged himself off the bed and across the floor, feeling as if the very life had been sucked out of him. “I NEED THAT SECURITY NOW!” he shouted.

“Oh, playing hard to get?” Hartley said, crawling after him.

Conway ran across the quarters and tumbled into the bathroom, closing the door and locking it.

He leaned against the door, sighing with relief. He idly wondered what kind of horrid alternate universe this Hartley lived in.



Lt. Hartley shouted and beat on Commander Conway’s shoulders through the entire ride down to his quarters.

“Put me down, you big oaf! Put me down!”

“I know you love me, Meggie. Stop playing around.”

“Whatever.” Hartley said as Conway dragged her into his quarters and placed her softly on the bed. The bed was so deep and soft it almost swallowed her whole. She struggled to right herself among the cushions, but soon gave up.

“Sleep tight, sweetie pie.” He kissed her on the forehead and went into the other room.

“Ewwww.” Hartley spat on her hand and rubbed her forehead. What kind of sick place was this?

Hartley sat there in the dark trying to think of a way out of this situation.

Suddenly she heard a noise in the other room. It sounded as if…no…

To confirm her suspicions, Hartley looked around the corner of the doorway to the bedroom and just stared in amazement and horror. She couldn’t exactly say that she was surprised, though.

Commander Conway sat on a big pillow in front of a huge viewscreen. On it where some sort of chanting, laughing cartoons. Hartley looked on in amazement. What the hell were these people doing to their brains?

“Hi! We’re Yacko, Wacko, and Dot!” the characters on the screen chanted. Conway just giggled insanely.

Hartley just watched the animated creatures jump and giggle on the screen.

“I must be in hell.” Hartley muttered to herself.



Lt. J’hana, Lt. Gellar, and Ensign Puckett arrived at Lt. Hartley’s quarters.

“Okay, guys, phasers drawn. She could have gone insane or something in there.” J’hana said, drawing her phaser. “Computer, open door, authorization J’hana Delta 404.”

The three security officers burst into the room, and laughed uncontrollably. Lt. Hartley had Conway spread out on the couch and was in the process of pulling off his uniform.

“Thank God you guys got here in time, she busted the bathroom door down.” Conway wheezed.

J’hana just laughed. “I’m a security officer, I don’t handle domestic disputes.” she turned to leave.

“NO!!! You CAN’T leave me!!!!” Conway screamed.

J’hana continued to laugh as the security officers followed her out the door.

Seeing an opening to escape, Conway darted for the open door.

“Come on, lovey-dovey!” Hartley yelled, giving chase.

“GANG WAY!” Conway shouted as he barreled down the corridor.



Doctor Browning carried the three-story plate of lime Jell-O out of her office. It was time for her mid- afternoon, pre-post-lunch snack.

Suddenly, Commander Conway burst through the door, knocking her and the Jell-O over. With inhuman agility, he lept over a biobed, with Lt. Hartley in hot pursuit.

He grabbed a hypospray and filled it with a sedative. “Take this you crazy little jerk!” Conway shouted, jabbing the hypospray into Hartley’s neck as she cleared the biobed hurdle and tackled him.

“But…I…love…you…” she said as she lost conciousness.

“Yeah,” Conway sighed, “That’s what they all say.”

Browning picked herself up and scooped up the fallen jello. “You are way out of line, Commander.”

Conway just placed Hartley on a biobed. “You don’t seem to understand, Doctor, she attacked me.”

“I’m sure. That still gives you no right to come in here and disrupt my sickbay and ruin my snack, much less plunge a hypospray into one of my patient’s necks. I’m the Doctor on this ship, mister, and one of only three people capable of relieving you of duty. So I suggest you get the hell out of my sickbay before I jab a hypospray into you that will make your testicles shrink and fall off!” Doctor Browning’s voice had steadily risen throughout the tangent, and by the time she was done, her two nurses and the three other patients in the room were staring at her and Conway.

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry. Jeeze.” Conway said, walking out of sickbay and leaving Lt. Hartley lying on the biobed.

Browning looked down at her jello in disgust and then looked at the rest of sickbay’s occupants. “What are all you guys looking at?”

Nobody interrupted one of Browning’s snacks and got away with it.



After watching something called “Animaniacs”, something else called “Tiny Toons”, and yet another show called “The Best of The Muppets 1980 to 2080,” Lt. Hartley thought she was going to go mad.

Two hours of nonstop giggling, happy music, and syrupy voices were bound to annoy any normal human being, but this universe’s Commander Conway seemed to thrive on it, enjoy it. Something was wrong here, terribly wrong. She would have to find a way to get back.

Suddenly, Hartley saw Conway get up and turn off the viewscreen. She quickly returned to the bed, threw the covers over herself, and proceeded to snore as loudly as possible.

Hartley watched with one eye slightly open as Conway tiptoed in and tucked her covers in as tightly as he could.

“Goodnight my precious lovemuffin, Davey-wavey has to go to work now.” Conway cooed right in her ear.

It was all Hartley could do to stop herself from retching as Conway tiptoed out of the room, ordered a cherry soda at the replicator, and slipped out of the room.

Once she was sure that Conway was gone, Hartley snuck out of the bedroom and tried the door. It was locked, and her security override didn’t seem to work. Her counterpart in this universe probably had a totally different code, or perhaps a similar, cuter one. At any rate, Hartley wasn’t in the mood to play around.

Instead, she decided to check the terminal on Conway’s desk for any information that might tell her what exactly she was up against in this alternate universe.

After righting herself on the huge cushion behind Conway’s desk, Lt. Hartley accessed the data terminal. She grimaced at the disgusting display of multi-colored bubbly letters and colorful cartoon characters that danced on the screen.

“Hiddly ho! You have accessed the United Federation of Fun’s Dum-Diddlyriffic Data Terminal. Please tell us your happy name and what you want.”

“My name is Lieutenant Hart-I mean, Meggie. And I want to access the historical database.” Hartley said through gritted teeth.

“Access granted, Meggie. Have a super day!” The computer replied.

Hartley skimmed through several submenus before she came to the historical text dealing with the federation. Everything seemed much like it was in her own universe. There was Surak, Kirk, Kaden…everything seemed in order. It was then that Hartley came up to a point in history only three years previous that didn’t seem to quite make sense.

The text spoke of a race called the Joegonots. Who the hell were they? Hartley read on and soon found out. Evidently, a ship called the Secondprize had made contact with a planet called Ugilious, and shortly thereafter the entire human race, the entire Federation of Planets, was changed.

Hartley found a clip in the ship’s database that seemed relevant and played it.

The clip showed the President of the Federation addressing a huge crowd.

“It is with great pleasure that I announce the Joegonotization of the entire Federation of Fun. Thanks to Captain Travie Dillon and his crew, we have found the way to true peace, friendship, and love. Mandatory Joegonotization will take place very soon. Soon we will all be happy friends. Won’t that be great?”

Suddenly a phaser beam lanced across the room and hit the President square in the chest.

A woman in a tie-dyed starfleet uniform stepped out from the crowd. “Hello, everyone, I hope you’re all happy today. I just wanted to thank the President for getting the ball rolling. Yes, it’s true, soon we’ll all be happy friends. But first, we must make one adjustment. The Joegonots do not really like us. They aren’t our friends, and they have the power to use their technology to make us unhappy again. We must make sure that won’t happen.”

The room was in an uproar, as people began to rush onto the stage, the woman continued, “Our cute little science officer was nice enough to develop a beam that would cause a quicker, more widespread effect of the happy beam. Let me demonstrate,” she tapped her comm badge, “Lt. Hawkins, hit it.”

Within seconds, the entire room stopped what they were doing and collectively hugged one another.

“That’s good!” The woman said, “Now we can all be friends. But how rude of me not to introduce myself. I am your new leader, Emporer Clairie Webber. I hope we can all be friends.”

The article went on to explain that the Joegonots plan was simple, it just involved making everyone in the Federation think like Joegonots and therefore be happy and friendly, but it backfired horribly. They became happy all right, but shortly thereafter they sent a fleet to Ugilious and blasted the planet to bits. The same fleet took duplicates of the so-called “happy beam” to every Federation world and, before long, the entire Federation was “happy”.

There were reports of scattered rebellion, but the reports weren’t very much in favor of success. As for the rest of the galaxy, they immediately closed off their borders and did whatever they could to stop from becoming “happy” as well. Much like Communism, however, the disease was spreading.

Hartley just looked at the information in horror. The entire Federation hand become little more than space hippies.

There was one thing that didn’t make sense. Whenever she had heard Baxter, Larkin, or Ford talk about their time on the Secondprize, they always referred to a Captain Rydell. But the commander of the Secondprize in this universe seemed to be named Dillon. Perhaps that had something to do with the timeline changing. Perhaps if this Rydell had been in command, the Secondprize wouldn’t have been taken over by the transference ray, and Webber, crazed by happiness, wouldn’t have hatched her scheme to make the entire Federation happy.

Hartley idly wondered whether or not the crew of the Secondprize of her universe was so screwed up. What was she saying? It wasn’t as if the crew of her ship were anything to brag about. Still, they were preferable to the geeks she had to contend with in this universe.

Hartley stirred as she heard the door to Conway’s quarters open.

Hartley walked over to the door, wondering why Conway would be back from his shift so early. However, Commander Conway wasn’t the one at the door.

“Why, hello, Meggie. I hear we’re not happy anymore. Well, you know that just cannot be.” Counselor Kelly-bell Peterman said. “You and I have to have a long talk.”



“Well, I’m sorry about you’re station Mr…” Baxter looked down at the padd he was holding, “…Ven. An investigation is currently underway to determine….”

Ven stood up from the crate he was seated on. He and the rest of his crew were occupying one of Aerostar’s cargo bays until they could be dropped off somewhere. “You don’t understand, Captain. We’re part of a mining outpost. We take in shipments of sclorid on a daily basis. We’ll be killed by the Flarn when they find out we lost the station.”

Baxter put a calming hand on his shoulder. “I’ve been authorized by the Sulani government to give you and your people sanctuary on the Sulani homeworld.”

“Well, that’s a relief. But some of my people are still down on the planet. You must rescue them as well.”

Baxter sighed. “Fine, fine, I’ll send a team down right away. There’s one other thing I wanted to mention. During a transport, one of our people were affected in a strange way by the shock wave from your station’s explosion. Do you know why that may be?”

The old man rubbed his head in concentration. “Hmmm. Sclorid is a very volatile material. It powers our reactors. The explosion could have ripped a small tear in the space-time continuum.”

Baxter sat down wiped a hand over his face. He looked over his shoulder at Lt. Larkin, who stood patiently behind him. “Well?”

“I believe I have an explanation, sir. When the wave hit us, it must have distorted the transporter beam, and when Lieutenant Hartley beamed us back to the Aerostar, a small pocket of the space-time distortion was released. It physically hit her, knocking her down and, in a manner of speaking, screwing up her head.”

Baxter just shook his head. “I’ll be damned. We’re going to have to duplicate the accident in order to get her back. Tell Commander Conway what we’ve learned, and go down to the planet with him and oversee the evacuation of the miners. When that’s done, I want you to get some of that ore. We’re going to have a little fireworks show tonight.” Baxter got up and headed for the door.

“Fireworks?” Ven asked, looking at Larkin with confusion.

“Do not ask, for I am unable to give an adequate response. Good day.”



“Do you really think that’s a good idea, Counselor?” Dr. Browning asked, looking over Hartley’s immobile form on the medtable.

Peterman just stared at the readouts, and then looked at the padd she was holding. “From what you guys have told me, it sounds like she’s a heck of a lot more personable than our Lt. Hartley. I don’t see what putting her back on duty would hurt. Aside from a touch of dizziness, she’s physically okay, right?”

Browning chewed on a pretzel stick thoughtfully. “Well, yeah, I suppose.”

“Great, then excuse me while I go walk my dog and my monkey.”

Browning just rolled her eyes. “I don’t guess you and Andy have been talking a lot lately.”

Peterman paused at the door to sickbay a moment, then turned her head back toward Browning. “I think I’ll be satisfied with my monkey.”



Hartley tried to slide out the door and past the alternate Peterman, but was blocked by two security officers.

“I think you and I need to have a lil chat!” Peterman said sweetly. “In my office.” Momentarily, her voice took on an eerie spookiness.

“All right, all right,” Hartley said, “Just let me get my teddy bear.” Hartley turned back toward the door of Conway’s quarters.

“A wise, happy choice, Lieutenant.” Peterman said.

Hartley suddenly whirled herself around, bringing a fist underneath one security officer’s chin, knocking him to the ground, kicking her leg back and knocking the other one over in the same movement. Peterman lunged toward Hartley in attack, but Hartley had been anticipating this, yanking forward on Peterman’s arm and slamming her into the bulkhead, using her own momentum against her.

That done, Hartley took off down the corridor to find some help.

Peterman lifted her head painfully. “She must be made to feel happy, damn it, she just has to be! Even if I have to kill her to accomplish it!”



Hartley came to a stop at the Starlight lounge. It looked dark inside, so she hoped it would be a safe place to hide.

She entered the lounge to find it even more obnoxiously decorated than it was in her universe. It looked to her like a preschool classroom, with colorful wooden tables and stuffed animals everywhere.

She found a table and hid behind it. She had to find a way out of this mess. Who would have thought she would actually beg to be back with those annoying people on her ship?

Suddenly Hartley was startled by a noise behind the bar.

She picked up a chair and held it over the head. “Who’s over there!”

“I’m happy, I’m happy, I swear!” Mirk exclaimed, standing up and holding his hands up.

Hartley sat the chair down and walked over to the bar. “Mirk, what the hell are you doing back there?”

“The dishes?” he lied. Unlike the always pleasant and flirtatious Mirk of Hartley’s universe, this one seemed dreary and impoverished, wearing a plain, grey uniform.

“Listen, I know you won’t believe me, but I’m not happy. I mean, I’m not even from this universe. I switched brains with my counterpart in this universe. I don’t know how or why I’m here, but I have to get back. And Counselor Peterman seems hell-bent on capturing me.”

Mirk took all the information in and thought a moment. “The people on this ship are insane. When they captured me a few months ago, I thought they were just really cheerful people. Well, they enslaved me and made me work as their bartender when they found out that their stupid ray wouldn’t work on me. All it did was give me one hell of a headache.”

“Why don’t you try and escape?”

“They would never let me escape. They said I’m integral to their overall happiness, whatever that means.”

“I hate this damn ship.” Hartley said, banging her head on the bar.

“You and me, both.” Mirk said. “Listen, I don’t know how you got here, or how you’re going to get back, but, if you find a way…”

“You couldn’t go back. We already have a Mirk in my universe, and I don’t think he’d be to willing to leave.”

“Is he successful there?”

Hartley thought a moment. “Well, I guess that depends on how you define successful. I think he’s…content.”

“Well, it’s nice to know I’m happy in one universe at least. Does this kind of thing happen often on Federation vessels?”

“The alternate universe, space-time thing? All the time. You’d think we’d have a course at the academy on it by-”

Suddenly, the doors to the Lounge burst open and Peterman limped in, flanked by her two security guards.

“You must be happy, Meggie.”

“Never!” Hartley shouted, hurling her barstool at the officers, heading for the other entrance to the Lounge.

“Wait for me!” Mirk called, ducking the security officers’ phaser blasts and following Hartley.



“Hello, Davey-wavey! How are you today?” Lt. Hartley said with a sing-song voice as Commander Conway mounted the transporter pad.

“What the hell is she doing back on duty?” Conway asked Larkin as she took a position on the pad next to him.

“Counselor Peterman feels that she would benefit from being given a task. She must also be present when we detonate the sclorid on the planet’s surface, to reenact the accident that caused this.”

“I can’t wait until the bitchy Hartley is back. I miss her snide remarks.”

Larkin stared at Conway a moment. “Commander, I assure you, you are in the minority.”

“I love you both, have fun on that cute lil planet!” Hartley waved as she hit the transporter controls.

“Yeah right.” Conway huffed as he disappeared.



“Do you know a way out of here?” Hartley asked, pulling her smiley face-shaped communicator badge off and throwing it in a supply closet. Mirk did likewise.

“We may be able to make it to my ship, if we can get the shuttlebay doors open.”

“Your ship? Didn’t it get destroyed?” Hartley said, heading down a corridor.

Mirk followed after. “No. I guess that’s another difference. The Aerostar came to this quadrant in search of new”friends”. They used that damned beam on the Flarn, the Sulani, and most of my people. They have managed to single-handedly take over this quadrant.”

Hartley rounded a corner, coming to a jeffries tube. “We better use this. They can track us in the turbolift. You’re the only one that ray won’t work on?”

“That I know of.” Mirk said, following her down the ladder.

“Well, what would make you different?”

“I don’t know. I think it has something to do with my brain. I think I’m different than the other Maloxians. I feel like I’m on the verge of getting some kind of powers.”

Hartley laughed. “You’ve never had any experience with

…um…flight?”

Mirk thought a moment. “I flew a short range supply ship on Garibid for awhile.”

“That’s not what I meant. Have YOU flown?”

“No. How the hell could I do that?”

“The other Mirk can.”

Mirk seemed extremely annoyed at this. “Wow, that’s fair. I get enslaved, he’s runs the bar and everyone on the ship likes him, plus, he can fly. Why the hell can’t I fly?”

“Do you think the ray might have something to do with that?”

“Could be. If that’s the case, that makes me even madder.”

Hartley continued to descend. “Well, it may also be a key to de-joegonotizing this ship.”

“Pardon?”

“Never mind.”



“That’s it, Captain.” Commander Conway reported, tapping his foot nervously as he looked at the huge cargo container full of sclorid that Lt. Larkin was testing with her tricorder. “All the Haricorians have been beamed up.”

“I know, Commander. Their supervisor can’t seem to give our transporter chief enough compliments. They say she’s one of the nicest people they’ve ever met.” Baxter’s voice responded.

“Great, I guess you’ll want to keep her now.” Conway replied.

There was a moment’s silence. “Well, it’s really tempting. Just think, calling down to the transporter room and hearing a sweet, darling voice answer. It would be such a delight.”

“Just shut up and prepare to do whatever you have to do to get that lunatic off our ship.”

“You’re going to miss her when she’s gone, too, Dave.”

“Yeah, right. Just get the whole thing set up.” Conway muttered, annoyed at even the thought of keeping the nice-Hartley. She was even harder to take than the mean one. At least when someone had a bad attitude, you knew where they stood.



“Peterman to Bridge.”

Captain Willy-nilly pushed a button next to his bean-bag command chair. “Riker here, what is it, snoogums?”

“Well, lovebucket, I’ve got some disturbing news to report.”

“Nothing that comes from your sweet little lips could possibly disturb me.”

“Well, what if I told you that Lt. Megan Hartley is a Class-A Unhappy.”

“Not possible. We haven’t had one of those in months.”

“Well, it’s the truth. We have to stop her.”

“Do whatever you have to, snoogums. I’ll send some more security to help you and we’ll track her with the internal scanners.”

“Thanks, hon. By the way, you were great last night.”

“Well, I’m no Travie Dillon.”

“Don’t even say that, lovebunch. You may not have his looks, but you have a sense of humor and personality that more than make up for that.”

“I love you, snoogums.”

“I love you too, bushy-beard. Peterman out.”

Riker leaned back on his command bag. “Larkie, J’hanabannana, go down there and assist the Counselor.”

“Hoo hoo hee, ha ha ha!” The Andorian said with a smile. “Let’s go make people happy, yuk yuk yuk!” She wobbled over to the turbolift and squeaked the horn that hung on her belt opposite the phaser. “Come on, Larkie!”

Larkin’s head turned around and extended several feet above her body. “I am already a-head of you, B’nana!” Larkin then walked over to the turbolift, her arms and legs wiggling and wobbling the whole time like she was a puppet. “I like to make people happy!”

“Go get ’er, girls!” Riker said with pride.

“Cap’n Willy-nilly?” Conway asked from beside the Captain. “Could I go and help our friends? I feel partially responsible.” Conway began to sob. “If only there was something I could do…”

“It’s okay, Davey-wavey, you can go help arrest your loved one. I know how much it means to you.” Willy-nilly said, patting Davey-wavey on the shoulder. “Just don’t get too attached to her.”

Conway sniffed, wiping away a tear. “Okay, sir.”



“We’ve made it!” Hartley said, ducking out of the Jefferies tube. “Deck 26. The main shuttlebay is just down this corridor.”

“Not so fast, my precious!” Counselor Peterman said, rounding the corridor, her two security guards right behind her. “You’re not going to get away, this time. I’ll make you the happiest little girl in the world.”

“Not if I can help it!” Hartley shouted, diving into an opening door and dragging Mirk through.

“Great.” Hartley said, entering the room. “It seems like holodecks are still holodecks. Computer, seal this room.”

“What’s your bright idea?” Mirk asked, staring at the door with fear.

“You’ll see.” Hartley said with a smile. “Let’s just hope Petermans are still Petermans.”



“Can you get in or not?” Peterman demanded, stomping her foot angrily.

The security guard looked up from the door’s panel. “Counselor Kelly-bell, you don’t sound happy…”

“I am happy, and I should have you stripped of your rank just for accusing me of something like that.” Peterman fumed.

“I understand, Kitty, and I still love you. I managed to bypass the door’s locking mechanism.”

“Super.” Peterman smiled, entering the holodeck. She found herself in a log cabin. “It looks like our resourceful Lieutenant has made us a little holodeck scenario. How nice!” Peterman said happily as the two security officers entered beside her.

“Lt. Hartley should know that she is incapable of bypassing the holodeck safeties…” Peterman said to no one in particular, hoping Hartley and that damn bartender were nearby, and could hear her taunts.

Suddenly, an old woman entered the room, followed by a little boy.

Peterman held up an arm when one of the security officers raised his weapon to fire. “Don’t shoot, they’re just holodeck characters.”

“Well, boy, I guess you know it’s time to become a man.” the old woman said.

“Yeah, but…” the boy responded.

“No buts. He’s gettin’ mighty old.”

What was this all about? Peterman was sure it was just some sort of elaborate distraction. Hartley wouldn’t fool her.

“Okay.” The boy said. He left the room and returned with a dog, one that reminded the Counselor a bit of her own dog, Charlie.She had never seen this holo-movie before.

“Do it, boy.” The old woman said, handing the little boy a double-barreled shotgun.

“Yes, ma.” The boy said with tears in his eyes. “Bye bye, Hank.”

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Peterman screamed, with terror in her eyes, running to push the dog out of the way, but she just went right through it and slammed into a holographic wall.

“BLAM!!”

Peterman didn’t even turn around to see what had happened, the warm spray that hit the back of her neck told her everything she needed to know. She collapsed to the floor and sobbed uncontrollably.

“Get them!” she cried. “Go out there and kill them. No, kill the bartender, and bring me the other one. And TURN THIS DAMN THING OFF!”

“Yes, Counselor.” one of the guards said slowly, as he looked at the scene with horror.



“We did it!” Hartley cried, ducking out of the holodeck. “That should keep her busy a few minutes, hopefully.”

“That was pretty low, Lieutenant.” Mirk said, following Hartley into the shuttlebay.

“I exceed at low. The lower the better. Now get your ship started.”

“On it.” Mirk said, running across the flight deck and climbing the ladder to the entrance hatch.

Hartley climbed up the ladder to the control tower to make an attempt to bypass the shuttle doors. She found the control mechanism and ripped it apart, trying to get around the security protocols, but it was just no use.

Suddenly she heard several phaser blasts.

“What’s going on, Mirk?” Hartley asked, ducking out of the tower. She looked down on the flight deck to see Mirk’s immobile form. Someone had blasted him right off his ship before he could get in.

Hartley grabbed a phaser and a padd from the control tower and ran out onto the balcony around the control tower, spotting the two security officers crouched behind a cargo container.

“Over here, geniuses!” Hartley cried, firing, and hitting one of them square in the chest. The other one ducked behind a shuttlecraft and began shooting at her.

“This better work.” Hartley whispered to herself, tapping a few controls on the padd and jumping right over the railing, free falling the two stories to the flight deck.

After a split second passed, the bay’s tractor beam caught her and flung her to the side, in a preprogrammed trajectory that put her right next to Mirk’s ship.

She took advantage of the security officer’s shock and fired, hitting him dead on, sending him to the deck.

Hartley holstered her phaser, looking at Mirk, who laid on the deck on his back, with his eyes open.

“I would have liked to have flown just once, like you just did.” Mirk gasped, closing his eyes for the last time.

Hartley just looked down at his still form. “What a day,” she sighed.

Suddenly the doors to the shuttlebay opened to reveal Larkin and J’hana.

“Hey, it’s the birthday girl!”

“It’s not my birthday!” Hartley shouted indignantly, diving behind a container.

A robotic hand extended in an almost cartoonish manner across the distance between Larkin and Hartley, knocking the container away like it was nothing and grabbing her, dragging her kicking and screaming towards the comedy duo.

“You will nonetheless receive a wonderful present, Lieutenant.” Larkin said wickedly, her eyes spinning around like a slot machine, coming up twin skulls and crossbones.

“Let me go!” Hartley cried.

B’nana just laughed and squeaked her horn. “Hee hee!” She reached into the pockets of her oversized uniform and pulled out a bag, holding it up to Hartley’s face. “Try some itching powder. Guaranteed to make you itch!”

“Haw haw haw!” Larkin chuckled as her head spun around.

B’hana blew the powder in Hartley’s face. At first the Lieutenant just wrinkled her nose and tried to scratch it, but then, slowly she started to lose conciousness. The last thing she saw before blacking out was Counselor Peterman enter the room with Commander Conway.

“There she is, Commander. She’s been a lot of trouble. We have got to make her happy.”

Conway nodded gravely. “Whatever you need, Counselor.”

“What a day.” Hartley repeated softly as she blacked out.



“Mind telling me what the hell we’re going to do with that stuff, Larkin?” Conway asked, staring down at the container of sclorid.

“Quite simply, Commander,” Larkin began, “We will be reenacting the accident to the best of our ability. This will require us to detonate a quantity of sclorid and then engage the transporter beam nearby. Lieutenant Hartley is standing by in the transporter room to energize the tansporter. In theory, the effect will be the same.”

Conway nodded. “I see. So what are we going to transport?”

Larkin looked at the commander. “They will be transporting us.”

Conway held up a hand. “Wait one damn minute. Bad idea. What if Hartley messes up? Does this Hartley know how to work the transporter as well as the other one? If this doesn’t work, we’ll be blown to bits!”

“That is correct.”

“I did not sign on for this!” Conway shouted, stabbing his communicator. “Conway to Baxter. What the hell are you doing?”

“I’m fixing the space time continuum. The ship’s phasers are targeted on the sclorid and standing by. Lt. J’hana is normally a pretty good shot, but I’d hate for her to miss and fry your ass. Now shut up and get into position.” Conway could hear J’hana laughing in the background. She was really enjoying this.

“I’ll get you, Baxter.” Conway growled, stepping in front of the cargo container.

Larkin joined him. “I suppose you understand how critical timing is in this matter. If the sclorid is detonated a millisecond too soon, we will be blown to…”

“Just shut up,” Conway barked.



When Lt. Hartley opened her eyes, she found her arms and legs strapped into some sort of chair. Looking around, she saw that there was a great, swirling disco- type ball twinkling above her. She then saw Counselor Peterman sitting across from her.

“Oh, you’re up.” Peterman said happily. “That’s good. We’ve brought you back to my office for some therapy. Allow me to explain how the session is going to work. This machine is for those who don’t take right away to the transference effect. It rarely happens, but when it does, we haul this baby out. It is extremely painful, and, to be honest, 99 percent of the time it causes either insanity or death.”

“So I have a one percent chance, is that what you’re saying?” Hartley asked.

“No, not at all. That one percent is insanity followed by a slow, painful death.

“What a relief.” Hartley muttered. “Sounds like a kind of flawed concept.”

“It’s worked so far.” Peterman said happily. “Would you like something to drink?”

“Yeah, I’d like some real Terran Old Crow whiskey.” Hartley said, bargaining that Peterman wouldn’t keep something like that in her office in any universe.

“Well, I’ll see what the bar has. It’ll be hard…our bartender is currently indisposed, oh, but you knew that, didn’t you?”

Hartley growled under her breath as Peterman left the room.

The transporter chief stewed there for a moment, trying to work free of the straps. No good.

The door suddenly opened. Commander Conway stuck his head in the door, looked around, then came inside.

“Honeychops, I just couldn’t stand by and watch her do this.”

“Me neither.” Hartley replied wryly. “How about getting me out of this chair…um…dollbaby.”

Conway undid the straps. “I just want my old Meggie back.”

“You and me both. Listen, I was thinking about Mirk, and…I have an idea.” Hartley said, running around to the back of the machine she was hooked up to.

“What are you going to do, sweetie pie?” Conway asked, looking over her shoulder.

“I’m making some adjustments to Peterman’s device. It’s based on the Joegonot transference ray.”

“So?” Conway asked, confused.

“Well, if I recall, in our universe, the Secondprize’s science officer changed the machine to convert Joegonot brainwaves into human ones. I think I can do something similar.”

“Why would you want to, there aren’t any Joegonots here. We killed them all.”

Hartley just nodded her head, ripping at wires in the machine’s guts and pulling out the machine’s main isolinear board. “Listen…uh, Davey, I need you to call up Mirk’s brainwave record on your terminal.”

“Anything for you, sweetums.” Conway said obediently, running over to the terminal. “How do you know so much about this stuff?”

“I’m a transporter chief.” Hartley said, buried now in wires and circuitboards. “I’m the next best thing to an engineer.”

“Here you go.” Conway said, handing a padd to the Lieutenant.

“Wonderful. Now if this works, you’ll all have Maloxian brainwaves,” Hartley said, tapping some commands into the padd and hooking it’s inputs up to the machine. “Let’s hope it does.”

“Maloxian?” Conway asked.

Suddenly Peterman burst into the room. “What the hell?” She hurled the whiskey bottle she was carrying at Hartley.

Hartley lept across the room, digging her fingernails into Peterman’s face and knocking her into the wall. “Die you psycho bitch from hell!”



“Meggie here. Watcha want, punkin?” the voice echoed over the bridge speakers.

“Well, I just wanted to say goodbye,” Baxter replied. If this works, you’ll be back in your universe, and our grumpy, moody Megan will be back in ours. I just wanted to tell you that you did a wonderful job at your post and if I had my say in things, you’d be promoted to full Lieutenant.”

“Gee, thanks, sweetie pie.”

Baxter just pressed a button, closing the channel. “I’m going to miss that gal.” He was starting to get a little teary-eyed.

He heard a grunt of disapproval from behind him. “Blasted milk of human kindness crap.” J’hana muttered.

“As you were, Lieutenant. Now prepare to activate the phasers.”

“Hartley to Bridge. Cap’n Antney? I just wanted to ask a question. I have to energize the transporter when J’hana sends the signal, right?”

“Right.” Baxter said.

“Well, I just wanted to make sure…which direction do I slide the bars in?”

Baxter just covered his eyes. “Push them up, honey.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s what I thought. Thanks.”

“Still gonna miss her?” J’hana said from tactical.

“I didn’t say she was perfect. Fire the phasers already.” Baxter replied.



Hartley swung Counselor Peterman down, smashing her into her beautiful clear glass coffee table.

“Eat glass, you bitch!” Hartley cried.

Peterman got up and wiped the blood from the side of her mouth. “I see it will take a lot of work to make you happy.” She grabbed Hartley and slammed her head into the desk.

Peterman then turned to Commander Conway. “And what about you. What the are you doing sitting there, dumbass? Hook her up to the machine.”

Conway did as he was told. He had put the cover back on the machine during Peterman and Hartley’s struggle. He hoped Peterman wouldn’t notice. He wondered what the machine would do to them. Whatever it was, it was better than being at the mercy of this psychopathic Counselor. Everyone knew she was the one in control of the ship. That would last approximately one more minute, if Hartley was successful.

Hartley winced at the bump on her head, opening her eyes. “Hey, Peterman, mind explaining to me why you’re so unhappy? I thought you were just like the rest.”

Peterman leaned in close to Hartley’s face. “Well, I’m not, okay? The beam seemed to have a different effect on some people, mostly ship’s counselors, for some odd reason. We all work directly under her highness, Emporer Webber. We’re in charge of making sure everyone is…happy…while we build our empire.”

“You’re insane!” Hartley cried.

“Shut up. I’m the Counselor here, I’ll say who’s insane and who’s not. Hit the beam, Conway!”

Hartley looked up at Conway for a split second. “Thank you.” she whispered.

He winked, and whispered, “No, thank you for helping us…”

“…you crazy bitch! We almost died!” Conway continued, now shouting.

Hartley rubbed her head. “Where am I?”

“Where the hell do you think, on the Aerostar!” Conway railed.

He stepped off the transporter padd, followed by Larkin. “Commander, you do not even know if the experiment was a success.” Larkin stated, pulling out her tricorder.

“I don’t care. Neither of them knows a transporter

from a blender!” Conway ranted, walking over to the

transporter console.

Hartley pulled herself up, still feeling incredibly dizzy. “Oh, my dear Davey-wavey…” she smiled.

“Oh, shit.” Conway grumbled.

“…I’ve missed you’re tirades.” Hartley continued, grabbing him by his uniform and shoving him out the door.

Conway skidded across the corridor and hit the bulkhead, his face registering total shock.

“Baxter to Conway,” came Baxter’s voice over the comm. “Well…..? Did it work?”

Conway rubbed his head. “You could say that, sir.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We are now rendezvousing with the Sulani starship Rangar to deliver our group of Haricorians to the relative safety of Sulani space. Before leaving, we destroyed what was left of the mines. No sense leaving any profit for the Flarn. I’m pleased to report that Lieutenant Hartley has returned to her body, and seems no worse for wear, other than a few scrapes and a little dizziness. I look forward to her report. It should make for some very interesting reading.



Lieutenant Hartley stared into her glass, looking up from time to time at the stars whizzing by the great windows of the Starlight Lounge. An entire crowd had gathered to hear her story. She had to admit, it was a pretty exiting adventure, although at the same time, extremely disturbing.

“So you slammed my head into the desk?” Counselor Peterman asked, amazed.

“Yeah, I gave the other you a beating she’ll not soon forget.”

“Ouch.” Peterman said, touching her forehead gingerly. “Well, it sounds like she deserved it. Scary to think that in some parallel reality I could be like that.”

“It was pretty scary.” Hartley agreed, downing the rest of her drink.

Mirk stood by, as awestruck as anyone. He refilled Hartley’s cup the second she emptied it. “So I actually died?”

“Yes, it’s a shame, too, because you were a really nice guy.”

“I still am!” Mirk said, straightening his silky red jacket and bow tie.

Hartley just laughed. “You guys were nothing alike, trust me.”

“So,” Ford asked, “what do you think happened in that universe?”

“I have no idea. If I was successful, the machine turned Commander Conway and Counselor Peterman, and the other me back to normal, and made them immune to the transference ray’s effects. They’ll have to do the rest.”

Larkin was sitting next to Ford. “I studied your report, Lieutenant, and, in my estimation you did an excellent job of recalibrating the tranference ray.”

Ford shook his head. “An evil Counselor Webber leading the Federation with the Secondprize as it’s flagship, with Commander Dillon in command…it’s almost unthinkable.”

“Evidently, in that universe, Lt. Commander Jaroch was not successful in restoring Captain Rydell to the time stream. With Dillon as Captain, the Secondprize had no

hope of stopping the Joegonots.”

Upon the mentionof the other ship and crew, the crowd began to dissipate, until even Ford and Larkin had gone.

“I’ll never understand it all.” Hartley said, shaking her head and taking back another shot of whiskey.

Mirk stood by the table as she stared out into the stars. “I think I will, some day.” He left the bottle of whiskey and returned to the bar.

Hartley continued to watch the stars a few more moments, finally leaving the lounge and heading straight to bed. After all, she had an appointment with Counselor Peterman the next morning to help her sort the past days’ events out in her head. And for some strange reason, she didn’t want to risk being late and angering her.



NEXT TIME ON STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION:



Will they get together? Won’t they? The persistant Ross and Rachel-ness of Baxter and Peterman’s relationship is about to come to a head, as Baxter investigates a planet full of beautiful women, soon finding that it may not be the paradise he first thought it would be.




Diplomatic Relations

Captain Baxter’s brow furrowed with annoyance as he glanced over Commander Conway’s latest personnel review, leaning back in his chair in the Starlight Lounge and sipping from a glass of grapefruit juice.

As usual, the reports were littered with complaints and whining about the crew’s annoying quirks, from Ensign Fresca’s earring to Lt. J’hana’s little problem with punching and denting bulkheads. Baxter wasn’t interested in petty things like that, as a matter of fact, on this particular morning, he wasn’t interested in anything that didn’t relate directly to the officer sitting in the booth on the other side of the lounge.

Counselor Kelly Peterman sat at the booth, quietly chatting with Doctor Browning over a pile of pancakes. It was no mistake that her back was to him.

Baxter peered at the Counselor over his padd, trying to seem inconspicuous.

“How long is this going to go on, Captain?” Mirk said from behind the Captain. He took a glass of grapefruit juice off his tray and replaced the empty one on Baxter’s table.

Baxter jumped in surprise, then turned his head back to face the bartender. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Mirk.”

Mirk just rolled his eyes. “Would you just be a man and go over and talk to her?”

Baxter put his padd down and sipped from the new glass of juice, savoring the tremendously bitter taste. “There’s nothing to say. We had our differences, and now we’ve gone our separate ways.”

Mirk just looked across the room at Peterman, obviously dissatisfied with that answer. “Gee, it sounds like you’ve ended the relationship before it ever started.”

Baxter stared at the back of Peterman’s head ruefully. “Well, what if I have? That’s my right, isn’t it? Maybe I’m looking for someone else right now.”

“Like Ensign Fresca?”

Baxter shivered. “No. NOT like Ensign Fresca. There are plenty of other females on this ship for me to choose from.”

Mirk laughed. “You’ve fallen for Kelly, whether you want to admit it or not is another thing. But be assured of this, Captain, you won’t settle for anyone else, it’ll just be a waste of time.”

Baxter shot Mirk a sidelong glance. “What do you know about this stuff anyway, Mirk, you’re just a teenager.”

“Males and females on Lobstrax mature emotionally much quicker than humans. We are much more sensible when it comes to relationships, too.” Mirk said proudly.

“Oh, that reminds me, how is your little friend Danel doing?”

“Touche.” Mirk grimaced, taking the tray back to the bar.



“You could at least look at him, Kelly.” Doctor Browning said through a mouthful of pancake.

Peterman poked her fork through her own breakfast. “I could, if I wanted to.”

“I don’t see what the big deal is.” said Browning.

“The big deal?” Peterman replied. “The big deal is that the Captain was sucking face with Ensign Fresca on that beach on Sulan right after I swore to myself I’d found my Prince Charming.”

“Give the guy a break, Kelly, even Fresca admits that she initiated the thing.”

“Yeah, well, he was enjoying it, I could tell.” Peterman said, staring down at her plate. She wasn’t really even that hungry.

Browning chewed thoughtfully. “I think you guys

make a pretty cute couple myself. One of you just has to admit that you’re wrong.”

Peterman frowned. “Well, it sure as hell won’t be me.”

Browning considered that, then looked at Peterman’s plate, which must have had something special on it to garner such intense concentration on the part of the Counselor. “Hey, are you going to eat those pancakes?” Browning asked.

Peterman pushed her plate in Browning’s direction. “You go right ahead, I’m not really that hungry.” With that, the Counselor got up to leave.

It just so happened that that was the exact time that Baxter had decided to get up to leave. He was still looking at his padd as he walked toward the door. Coincidentally, he was right behind Peterman as she made her way for the door.

Completely unaware, Baxter collided with the Counselor, causing her and his padd to fall to the ground, the former making a small thud.

“Whoops,” Baxter said sheepishly. He suddenly realized who he had knocked over. “I’m sorry, Counselor.”

Peterman refused Baxter’s hand and pulled herself up. “You certainly are,” she huffed, trying to straighten her hair. “You should watch where the hell you’re going.”

“Hey, I said I was sorry, what do you want me to do, grovel at your feet?”

“It would be a start,” Peterman said, handing Baxter his padd.

“Very funny.” Baxter said as she headed out the door. “Listen, I don’t know why…”

“Conway to Baxter, we’ve arrived at the Beldana system. Just thought you’d like to know.”

Baxter tapped his comm badge. “Acknowledged, I’ll be right up.”

He turned to Peterman to continue. “I’m…” She had already headed off down the corridor toward her quarters. He raised a finger, opening his mouth to call out to her. He thought better of it and turned on a heel, making his way for the turbolift, in the opposite direction.

Just before rounding the bend, Peterman stopped and turned around, watching Baxter as he headed for the turbolift.

“I…” she whispered, not having the courage to call out after the Captain. “Damn,” she whispered. “Damn him, and damn me,” she turned around and resumed the stroll to her quarters.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51521.4. We have arrived at the planet Beldana Two, where Sulani intelligence tells us we can find a large supply of dilithium. In a not-so-prime-directive-ish move, we are attempting to make some diplomatic ties between them and the Sulani, as they are on the edge of Flarn space and not as susceptible to Flarn influence.



Baxter stepped out of the turbolift. “Standard orbit, Ensign Ford.”

Ford tapped in the commands. “Standard orbit, aye.”

Baxter stopped behind Lt. Larkin’s chair. “What’s the story on the Beldanans, Lieutenant?”

Larkin looked at her panel. “Readings are consistent with the Flarn records. The planet is class M, jungles and forests accounting for seventy percent of their landmass. The planet seems to be occupied by a humanoid population.”

“Do they have compatible subspace radio?” Baxter asked, staring at the planet as it turned serenely on the viewscreen.

“I believe so. Their level of technology would seem to be post-industrial. We should broadcast our hail on a wide EM band, however, to insure that they will receive it.”

“Well, then, let’s see who’s home. Open frequencies, Lieutenant Gellar.”

Lt. Gellar tapped a few buttons on his console, activating the ship’s hailing frequencies.

“Greetings. I’m Captain Andrew Baxter, commander of the starship Aerostar. I am acting as diplomatic emissary for the Sulani government, and have been authorized to open up diplomatic relations with you.”

Baxter paced the bridge for several minutes, waiting for a response. Finally he sat down in his chair dejectedly. “Well, did they receive our signal, or not?”

“Difficult to tell, Captain.” Larkin reported.

“Well, I guess the four day trip to the ass end of space sure did pay off.” Conway grimaced from beside Baxter.

“Shut up, Conway, I’m sure they’ll reply any second now.”

“Yeah, right, and I’m a Tarkalian razorbeast.”

“Aerostar,” A sultry female voice suddenly said over the speakers. “This is Pre-ordinate Valla of Beldana. You say you’re with the Sulani?”

Baxter smiled at Conway, feeling quite pleased with himself. “That’s correct. We’re requesting your help in toppling the Flarn dictatorship.”

“You’ve got to be kidding! The Flarn would never stand by and watch that happen.”

“That’s why we’re trying to usurp their power slowly, from the edges of their borders inward. The Sulani believe that it is possible.”

“Your proposal interests me. I will convene with the ordinate and her council and get back to you.”

“Thank you for your time, Valla.” Baxter said, signaling to Gellar to cut the channel. “You were saying, Mr. Conway?”

“Well, you haven’t really succeeded in anything yet, have you?” Conway asked sourly. “I mean, what if they just try to delay us until a Flarn task force arrives to wipe us off the map?”

Baxter turned back towards Gellar. “I want you to get Richards to boost power to the long range sensors and keep an eye out for any Flarn vessels. We’ll be ready just in case.”

“Aye, sir.” Gellar replied.

“Meanwhile, I’ll be in my readyroom.” Baxter said, heading for the office. “You have the conn, Mr. Conway.”

“I’m overjoyed.” Conway said sarcastically plopping down in the center seat and staring at the planet with distaste. He had to say one thing for pre- ordinate Valla, she sure did have a sweet voice.



Captain Baxter leaned back on his sofa, closing his eyes in a vain attempt to get some rest. He never was a morning person, and couldn’t stand getting up early. Sure, there were advantages, but it seemed as if it was impossible for him to regain total conciousness before noon.

He had almost drifted off to sleep when his door chime rang.

“Come.” Baxter moaned, rubbing his eyes.

Doctor Browning strolled in, ordered a cup of hot chocolate from the replicator and sat at his desk. “We have to talk.”

Baxter just looked over at her, rolled his eyes, and leaned his head back on the sofa. “Have a seat,” he mumbled sarcastically.

“This Peterman thing has got to stop. It’s really getting annoying, Andy.” Browning said, sipping the hot chocolate and thumbing through the various reports on Baxter’s desk.

“And here I thought you were going to ask for more staff in sickbay or something.”

“Everything is fine down in sickbay, Captain. I’m worried about you.”

“Why should you be worried about me? I’m fine. Couldn’t be better.”

“Liar. You hurt like hell. You told me you were in love with that girl, and you still are.” Browning said defiantly, holding up one padd and glancing at it “I didn’t know we had quantum torpedoes.”

“So what?”

“Well, I just thought they were reserved for the battleships.”

“No, I mean, so what if I was, or still am, in love with her? She never knew how I felt. She just thought we were friends.”

“Perish the thought!” Browning said, glancing at Lt. J’hana’s security report. “Wow! Ensign La Posta and Ensign Valdez got in a brawl in Cargo Bay eleven? Jeeze, I thought those two were friends.”

Baxter walked over and grabbed the padd. “Give me that.”

“You’re ignoring the issue here, mister.” Browning said as Baxter took the seat across from his desk.

“And that is…”

“When are you going to swallow your humongous macho pride and talk to her? Why do men have to be so damn stubborn?”

“What about her? She’s being just as stubborn as I am.” Baxter said defensively. “She could talk to me just as easily.”

“True, but you’re the one that wanted her so badly in the first place. What’s wrong? Did you just expect to have a crush on her with no hope of ever winning her love? Does having a commitment scare you that much? It seems like you came just into reach and then stopped trying.”

“You couldn’t be farther from the truth.” Baxter said, standing up and pacing his office nervously.

“Oh, yeah? Then what’s the problem?”

Baxter stopped at the massive viewport that wrapped around the circular area behind his desk. “I…I don’t…”

“Gellar to Baxter, we are receiving a response from the Beldanans.”

“To be continued.” Browning said ruefully, drinking from her mug and leaning back in Baxter’s chair as he left the readyroom.



“We have a visual, sir.” Gellar said from tactical.

“Great. Let’s see what these guys look like.” Baxter said, taking his seat from Conway and attempting to assume the most commanding posture possible. “On screen.”

As soon as the image of Pre-ordinate Valla appeared on the viewscreen, the male occupancy of the bridge let out a collective sigh.

“Shwiing.” Ensign Ford said in a low voice. She was beautiful.

Lt. Larkin turned and looked at Ford quizzically. “‘Schwiing’?” she whispered.

“An old earth colloquialism.” Ford explained.

“Aaah.”

“Pre-ordinate,” Baxter said unsteadily. He was having a hard time not noticing the entrancing beauty of the woman.

“Captain, I must apologize. We are an out of the way planet. We get little in the way of news and even less in the way of visitors. Many of our people have never even seen an alien. I must say, your people are quite…handsome.”

Baxter straightened his uniform. “Well, we try.” He smiled. “Anyway, why don’t we have a meeting to discuss some type of alliance…”

“I have spoken with our Ordinate. She is quite interested in pursuing a dialogue, if nothing else.”

“Wonderful.” Baxter said excitedly. “When do we start?”

“I have been authorized to offer every hospitality of our capital city. Please come down with several of your people and sample every wonderful thing we have to offer.”

“I can’t wait. Send us your coordinates and we will beam down immediately.” Baxter replied.

“As you wish.” Valla said as her image blinked off the screen.

Baxter stood. “I’m going down there myself. Mr. Conway, you have the bridge.”

Conway stood up as well, obviously irate. “Wait just a God damn minute. Let’s see here, if there’s a failing reactor, or huge snow monster, or weird bubbly goo, or a horde of Flarn on the planet, you send me down. But the first chance we get to beam down to a hospitable planet with a beautiful woman, it’s time to send the Captain!” “Exactly, Mr. Conway. This is a diplomatic mission, and as the ranking officer aboard, I am responsible for conducting the negotiations.”

“You’re ranking alright.” Conway muttered.

“I’ll ignore that. Mr. Ford, Mr. Gellar, Lt. Larkin, you guys are with me.”

Baxter led the group into the turbolift and disappeared behind its closing doors.

At the same moment, Dr. Browning stepped out of the readyroom. “Where did everybody go?”

“If I had my say, straight to hell.” Conway mumbled, collapsing in the command chair.



The air was still and warm on the planet of Beldana. Almost warm enough, in fact, to make Pre- ordinate Valla uncomfortable, but not quite. She hurried up her pace as she made her way across the Capital Plaza to the Ordinate Building.

Beldana was a small, quiet, peaceful planet, with little to offer in the way of resources. It was because of that fact that they were, by and large, left alone by the Flarn. Occasionally they would drop by to make sure there were no dissenters, no heavy weaponry. Nothing that would serve as a threat.

But that was what intrigued Valla and the others so much. What good could their people be to any effort against the Flarn? She didn’t see what the planet had to offer.

What worried Valla even more as she climbed the steps to Ordinate Hethla’s office was the stir that would overcome the capital city once its occupants discovered the nature of its visitors. She wasn’t sure if Beldana was ready for change…just yet.

The crew of the Aerostar seemed to be, physiologically, quite similar to the Beldanans, except, of course, that they seemed to lack the blotches of green that the Beldanans had along their faces, necks, and arms. That fact alone, of course, was not what disturbed Valla, so much as the appearance of the Captain and several other crewmembers that Valla discerned on the bridge.

The Pre-ordinate marched right past the secretary and into Hethla’s large, ornate office.

“Hethla, I came as fast as I could. I’m sorry I had to have you summoned from your vacation in the caverns.”

Hethla turned in her chair, twirling a finger in her long, flowing red hair. Secretly, Valla envied her gorgeous hair. Certainly Valla’s own hair was equally as long and beautiful, but it was brown, and brunettes, despite advances within the last few decades, were still considered a minority. Valla was considered an esteemed member of her hairstyle for attaining the post of Pre- ordinate, and hoped to be an inspiration for young brunettes everywhere.

“Well, Valla, this is quite an interesting turn of events.”

“Yes, ma’am, it is. What do you propose we do?”

“Of course we’ll talk to the Captain from the Aerostar.”

Valla took a seat across from Hethla’s desk. “Do you think it’s really true? Do you think that there are actually men aboard that ship?”

“From your report, it would seem that the Captain, among others, is indeed male.”

“It seemed easy enough to grasp with the Flarn. I mean after all, they’re so big and ugly, their sexual status didn’t matter much to us. But these people, they are quite attractive. I am concerned that perhaps our Prime Policy will be in jeopardy.”

Hethla’s face grew stark at that notion. “That must not happen.”

“I don’t see how we can stop it, Ordinate. Are you going to suggest invoking the old law on someone who attempted to defy the Policy?”

“Our laws are what define our being, Valla. If we don’t set boundaries, then our laws will be meaningless, and with them, our very lives.”

“You are correct, Ordinate.” Valla replied, bowing her head.

“I am glad you see it my way. Now let us greet these so-called ‘men’.”



Baxter and his team materialized in a large chamber filled with chairs, with a long conference table at the front. Baxter reasoned that the twelve people sitting at the table made up some sort of council. He also noticed that they were staring at him with a mixture of awe and amazement.

The room was silent for several minutes. How odd it seemed that every panel member was a female, and a gorgeous one at that. Baxter noted that perhaps the equality between males and females on this planet was slightly skewed.

Growing impatient at the long silence, Baxter broke the ice. “Hi there,” he said to no one in particular. “I’m Captain Baxter of the Aerostar. It is nice to meet you all.”

“He seems real…” One of the panel members whispered to another.

“What…?” Baxter asked.

“I assure you, they are all quite real…” A voice said from the rear of the room.

Baxter turned around to see two other women, one of them he recognized as the one he had talked to earlier. “Hello, you must be Pre-ordinate Valla…” he said, smiling and walking towards her.

She seemed entranced as she looked at him, her eyes wide in amazement. She almost took his offered hand, when Hethla stepped between them. “Yes, and I am Ordinate Hethla. On behalf of our people, may I welcome you to Beldana, Captain.”

“Umm…thanks, Madam.” Baxter said.

“And this is our Prime Council,” Hethla said, gesturing to the assembled group. They all nodded nervously, still in awe. Valla couldn’t seem to take her eyes off Baxter.

“Pleasure to meet all of you,” Baxter said. “Let me introduce some of my staff. This is Lieutenant Kristen Larkin, my Chief of Operations and Third in Command, Lieutenant Steven Gellar, Assistant Chief of Security, and Ensign Zachary Ford, Chief Helmsman.”

“Hello.” Hethla said blandly to each officer as they were introduced. “I suggest we get down to business immediately.”

Baxter and his officers were shown to a row of seats at the front of the council chamber and invited to sit down.

“Once we discuss certain…matters, you will be invited to tour our city and sample our hospitality,” Hethla said, her politeness seeming a bit forced.

“I have a question…” Ensign Ford said, raising a hand. Baxter shot him an annoyed look.

“What is it?” asked Hethla, taking a seat at the center of the council. Valla stood by her chair, as if awaiting a command.

“Is your planet filled with nothing but gorgeous women?”

Hethla raised an eyebrow. “Of course. Isn’t yours?”



“I don’t believe it.” Conway said, covering his face as Baxter smiled back at him on the viewscreen. “A planet FULL of beautiful women.”

“Believe it, Mister, this world is like Xanadu. Just leave me here to die.”

Conway gripped the arm of the command chair so hard he almost left a hand print. “Believe me, I’d like nothing more than to do just that.”

“We spent this afternoon discussing the planet’s politics and its place in the Flarn empire. Tonight we’ll be having dinner with the Prime Council. We should be back by tomorrow. WITH a signed treaty of cooperation I might add. Alert the Sulani. Baxter out.”

“I’m overjoyed.” Conway muttered, squeezing harder on the arm of the chair.

“Hmmmph.” J’hana huffed from tactical. “A planet full of women indeed. Any man who knows anything about females should know that it is the equivalent to being dropped in the middle of a herd of angry Klingon Targs.”

“What the hell are you mumbling about?” Conway asked, turning back and glaring at the tactical officer.

“Never mind.” J’hana grumbled. Conway would see. They all would.



Baxter leaned back on the bed he had been provided and sighed with relief. It was quite comfortable. The away team had been given a brief tour of the Ordinate’s palatial home, then been shown to their respective, connecting suites. Baxter removed his dress uniform from its protective wrapping and eyed it with scrutiny. The clothing processor had managed to get the worcestershire sauce off from the last diplomatic function. For that, at least, the Captain was thankful.

Baxter was about to change clothes for that night’s diplomatic dinner when there was a knock at the door.

“Come in.” Baxter called out.

“Am I interrupting?” Lt. Larkin said, poking her head in the door.

“No, not at all.” Baxter put the dress uniform down. “What’s on your mind?”

“I thought I might discuss with you the observations I had made from our encounter with the Beldanans thus far.”

“Fine by me.” Baxter said, sitting down on the enormous, extremely comfortable couch that sat at one end of the room. The sun was just setting, and it casted warm orange rays into the colorfully decorated room. “What have you got?”

Larkin took a position in front of the captain. “This planet is indeed rich in dilithium. As a matter of fact, there is a substantial deposit right below this city.”

Baxter propped his chin up on a hand. “Fascinating.”

“Indeed, there is more. The socio-political structure of this planet is highly dubious. It seems as though at one time the Beldanan society was quite similar to Terran society, but at some point in the their history, the male Beldanans disappeared altogether.”

“Any idea why?”

“No, sir. I have discussed this at length with Valla, and she seems hesitant to go into it. I will investigate the matter tomorrow when we visit the planet’s main library. My hypothesis is that some sort of plague overcame the men of the families and they became extinct.”

“Weird, a particular sex becoming extinct. I wonder how they reproduce?”

“They seem to have found a way to self-inseminate.”

“That’s incredible. They’re like those frogs in the rainforest.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good job, Larkin.”

“Thank you, Captain, I…” Larkin was interrupted by another knock at Baxter’s door.

“Come in…” Baxter asked. Who could it be now?

Valla opened the door and strode inside. She was clothed in a floor-length dress so form-fitting that Baxter imagined it had to be cutting off her circulation. She looked fantastic.

“Hello again, Valla. What brings you here?” Baxter said, approaching the Pre-ordinate.

She stared at him once again in wonder. “I…have been sent to escort you to the dinner. I see you are…busy…”

“No, no, um, uh, Ms. Larkin was just leaving.” Baxter cut his eyes in the android’s direction. “Ahem, isn’t that right, Lieutenant?”

“Pardon me, sir?” Larkin said. “Oh, of course. Yes, I was just on the way out.” Larkin searched her data banks for an appropriate excuse to leave, for evidently the Captain wished to be left alone. “I have a roast in the oven.”

Baxter and Valla both looked on in confusion as the android left.

“She is a remarkable piece of technology, Captain.” Valla said, once the door closed after Larkin.

Baxter stepped a bit closer. “Yes, she is.”

“Your planet must be…extraordinary…” Valla said, stepping even closer.

“Yeah, it is.” Baxter said, his voice now a whisper.”You should see it some time.”

Valla stepped closer. Her toes were now almost touching his. She looked up at him, closing her eyes and turning her head. “I’d like that.”

Baxter leaned forward a few more inches, just enough for his lips to brush up against hers. “Then I’ll have to show you some time.”

They kissed, for what seemed like hours, although it was only five minutes in reality.

“Wow.” Baxter said, stumbling back onto his bed and lying down. “I don’t believe it.”

“It’s been centuries…” Valla said, approaching Baxter and putting one of her knees down on the bed between Baxter’s legs and leaning forward.

“Man, and I thought I had it bad.” Baxter replied shakily.

A voice boomed over the intercom system. “Pre-ordinate Valla, the dinner begins in five minutes. Please escort Captain Baxter down to the dining room.”

That startled Baxter, as he didn’t even know the room had an intercom system.

“We’d better go,” Valla said, straightening her dress and checking her makeup in the mirror.

“Yeah.” Baxter said, still in a daze. “That sounds like a good plan.”



In the Prime Palace’s main dining room, Captain Baxter and his officers were seated at a huge table covered with all sorts of interesting foods.

“Please, enjoy just a few of our planet’s lucious offerings.” Hethla said, at the front of the table. Near her, Valla was seated across from Baxter. The rest of the table was occupied by the members of Baxter’s away team and the members of the Prime Council.

Baxter nervously grabbed something that seemed to approximate an apple off a huge plate and bit down on it, finding it surprisingly delicious–it was more the consistency of a grapefruit than an apple.

“Doctor Browning would have loved this.” Ford snickered, loading his plate up with a handful of something from just about every plate.

Lieutenant Gellar nodded in agreement. “Probably.” He then lowered his voice a notch. “Is it just me, or is the council member across from me checking me out?”

Ford looked up. “Are you kidding? She wants me.” Ford smiled and winked at the woman. “Hey baby, what’s happening?”

“I am curious,” the woman replied. “Do you sleep in a bed, or in a cage, like an animal?”

Ford just looked down at his plate quickly and began to eat.

Gellar nudged the ensign. “What tells me that’s not the first time a lady’s asked you that?”

“Shut up.” Ford said.

“So, Captain,” Hethla began, once she had placed a small pile of food on her plate. “What could our planet possibly have to offer you and the Sulani?”

“You’d be surprised, Ordinate. Your planet is rich in a material called ‘dilithium’. We would like to begin an agreement with you which would include a mining operation to use the dilithium for our ship as well as the Sulani’s ships.”

“How odd that the Flarn had not discovered it.”

“Their engines do not run on dilithium crystals, so I doubt they even know it is here. I guess it’s just plain lucky that they don’t have a need for it.”

“The Flarn need very little here. They simply wish for us to cooperate with them.” The woman that sat across from Lt. Gellar said. “In return, we get protection. Would the Sulani be as quick to offer protection?”

“Of course they would. The Flarn are using fear to control your people. If you did not cooperate with them, they would most likely make you quite uncomfortable.”

“What I think Jeena is trying to say, Captain,” Hethla said, looking angrily over at Jeena, “Is that we are not altogether sure that the Sulani have the resources to protect us from the Flarn, should we anger them.”

“I assure you, Ordinate, the Sulani are a powerful race.”

“If they are so powerful, why did they sit back and watch the Flarn enslave half this quadrant?” Jeena asked, now becoming angry.

“I can’t speak on that, Ma’am. We’ve only been in this quadrant for less than a year.”

“Yes, your magical journey,” Valla began. It was the first thing she had said in fifteen minutes. “Why don’t you tell us about that again, Captain. I’m sure some of the council members would like to hear more.”

“Well,” Baxter said, “I guess there’s not much to say…”

“That’s right, the so-called trip through thousands of light-years of space…” Jeena said, still quite agitated. “Why not distract us with more lies of your origins, then perhaps we will see through your…”

“ENOUGH.” Hethla shouted, pounding her hand on the table.

Baxter sighed; this wasn’t going as well as he had plan–What the hell was that? Suddenly the Captain felt something smooth and cold running up his trouser leg. He looked across the table at Valla. She smiled coyly, licking her lips ever so slightly. It was her bare foot! She was running her toes up and down the inside of his trouser leg erotically, which caused the expected reaction on Baxter’s part.

“How do you like that soup, Captain?” Hethla asked, trying to return the tempo of the conversation to normal.

Baxter’s hand trembled as he held up his fork. “I..I…” his voice wavered…“I love it.”

“Then why don’t you eat it with a spoon? Surely that way you could get more of it in your mouth.” Hethla said, laughing.

“Ye-yeah.” Baxter said weakly, quickly picking up his spoon. Suddenly Valla’s foot thrusted upward, in a maneuver that made Baxter bite his tongue to keep from yelping.

“Oh boy.” Baxter moaned.

“Are you okay, Captain?” Hethla asked, concern plain on her face.

Baxter scooted his chair back and got up, grabbing his napkin. “You’ll have to excuse me, Ordinate, I’m not feeling well.” he choked out, barely able to breathe. “Good night.” He looked at his officers and the council members, then his gaze finally fell upon Valla, who seemed to pout in childlike defeat at Baxter’s departure.

“Very well, Captain. I hope you feel better in time for the tour tomorrow morning.”

Baxter turned to leave. “Oh, I’m sure I will. No doubt it’s just a little…um…stomach thing.”

“Of course.” Hethla said understandingly.

Hethla leaned toward Lt. Larkin as Baxter disappeared up the long, winding staircase. “Is it customary for your people to hold their napkins in front of their genitalia after dinner?” Hethla whispered.

“Not that I am aware of.” Larkin stated, wondering what had come over her Captain.



Baxter stumbled up to his room, craving the solitude that he felt necessary at the moment. This woman was advancing on him like the German army, and, for the first time in his life, he was feeling boxed in by a woman. He thought of Fresca briefly and then amended that. The second time in his life. And then he briefly thought of Peterman…what would he do about Peterman…?

At any rate, this woman was obviously very interested in him, possibly even wanted to have SEX with him. And what was he to do? Obviously this society had survived for almost a millennia without males. What would occur if a male was suddenly re-introduced into the gene pool, so to speak? What social and political consequences would come from such an encounter? Was he ready to tread along that fine line called the Prime Directive? God knew great captains like Kirk, Picard, Sisko, and Rydell did it day after day. For goodness sake, Rydell played hopscotch on that fine line. Should he act any differently?

There was a knock on his door.

“Capt…Andy…” came a muffled voice. “It’s Valla.”

Okay, okay, Baxter thought, what do I do? “One second!” Baxter cried nervously. His ego and id where currently at war, and he couldn’t seem to decide which he liked better at the moment.

“Hethla sent me up here to check on you. To make sure you were okay.”

“Coming!” Baxter called out.

Baxter opened the door, resolving to do the right thing, to give the Prime Directive the respect it deserved and not interfere with this culture.

“Hi there.” Valla said sweetly as Baxter opened the door. She pushed him inside and onto the bed, slamming the door shut behind her. “I’ve been waiting for this for a LONG time.”

“Valla, I don’t think this is the-”

Ooh, sounds like the ego is ahead by a nose.

She grabbed the back of his head and pulled him forward, kissing him ravenously, precluding the chance of further discussion.

And the id hits the home stretch, the ego lagging behind.

“We’re making history here!” Valla shouted with ecstasy.

“Oh, boy.” Baxter sighed as she ripped his dress uniform open with animal like ferocity. There went the hand-stitching.

The id strolled across the finish line, waving at the cheering crowd and accepting its trophy.



Hethla chatted amiably with Lieutenant Larkin as she led the android, along with Gellar and Ford, back to their respective rooms.

“If I may ask, what brought about the extinction of your males, Hethla?” Larkin asked as they passed Baxter’s door.

“Believe me, Lieutenant, it is a very long…” Hethla stopped, hearing a commotion from within Baxter’s room. “Something is wrong.”

Larkin nodded. “I hear it as well. I believe the Captain is in some kind of danger.”

Larkin knocked on the door. “Captain! Are you alright?”

There was no answer.

“Ordinate,” Larkin said gravely, “I think it would be wise in this case to break down the door.”

“Go right ahead.” Hethla said with concern.

With one nod from Larkin, Gellar and Ford had withdrawn their phasers. Then, without further ceremony, Larkin plowed right through the door like a battering ram.

“Captain,” she said, stumbling into the room. “Are you…”

Gellar hit the lights, and immediately considered turning them off.

Captain Baxter was, puffing away on a long, purple cigarrette, wrapped up in sheets. Next to him, Valla appeared extremely nervous.

“Hi.” Baxter said sheepishly, extinguishing his cigarrette and smiling weakly.

Hethla was seething with anger. “I…do not believe it. This is an outrage!!!!!” She was now screaming at the top of her lungs. “Valla, my most trusted advisor, my second in command! You have violated everything our people hold dear. For that you will be punished severely!

“And you, Captain. You have disgraced every precept you have set forth upon visiting this planet. You have made a shambles of our diplomatic relations and destroyed the peace treaty. I hope it was worth it.”

“I…” Baxter said. “Well, it’s not what it seems.”

“Oooh, really smooth recover there, Cap.” Ford snickered. He and Lt. Gellar evidently found this entire thing quite amusing.

“Guards!” Hethla shouted.

“I am sure there is a way that we can…” Lt. Larkin said, trying to salvage the rapidly deteriorating situation.

“There is nothing you can say to help matters, Ms. Larkin. This man has proven the theories of centuries past. He had proven that our foremothers’ decision to eradicate the male gender was correct.”



Counselor Peterman stepped out onto the bridge to be greeted by Commander Conway’s uproarious laughter.

“Let me get this straight, Lieutenant. The Captain has been sentenced to execution at dusk tomorrow night, and the rest of the away team has been imprisoned?”

“That is essentially correct, Commander. How do you wish me to proceed?” Larkin’s voice stated calmly.

“Good question. I think the best thing to do is…”

Suddenly there was a crackle of static.

“Lieutenant….” Conway said into the air. There was no response. He turned back to J’hana. “What the hell happened?”

J’hana shook her head. “Uncertain, Commander. The Beldanans have erected some kind of jamming field around the entire capital city. I cannot open a comm channel or a communicator signal.”

“So we’re essentially cut off.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well how the hell did they do that? I thought they had no where near that kind of technology!”

“Well, you were obviously mistaken.” J’hana said matter-of-factly.

“Then see if you can raise the Ordinate. I’m going to have to discuss this with her.”

Peterman just gasped. “What could Captain Baxter have done to be executed?”

Conway couldn’t seem to stop laughing. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Try me.” P eterman was in no mood for games.

The Commander sipped from his mug of coffee and smiled. “Well, it seems as though Captain Baxter broke an ancient law.”

“What law is that?”

Try as he might, Conway just could not keep a straight face. “Um, hee hee, the law is, ha ha, um, ‘no sex’.” With that he burst out with another string of guffaws.

Peterman sank into her seat. “No sex.”

“Yeah, see, from what Larkin could gather, sex was outlawed several centuries ago on Beldana, when all the men, supposedly a rowdy bunch, were systematically executed somehow. They’ve had centuries of peace and prosperity ever since.”

“He had sex.” Peterman was still amazed. How did she feel? Sad? Disappointed? Depressed? Angry? She knew whatever emotion she felt, it was definitely negative. “So what are you going to do about this?”

Conway stopped laughing a moment. “What am I going to do about it? I’m going to sit on my ass and drink coffee. That’s what I’m going to do. If you have any other suggestions, I’ll be happy to hear them.” With that, Conway was once again overcome with laughter.



Baxter interlaced his fingers with Valla’s, the heavy bars separating their cells dividing the two. They were allowed to put their clothes back on before being taken down to the dungeon to be deloused, photographed, frisked, and locked up.

The only member of the team exempted from this punishment was Lt. Larkin. Hethla had taken a liking to the android, for obvious reasons. Baxter would soon have to test how much loyalty that android had for him.

“Thank you ever so much Captain Hormone.” Lt. Gellar mumbled, sitting on the bench in Baxter’s cell.

In the same cell, Ensign Ford was smacking a tin can along the metal bars. “Freedom, I need freedom!”

“Shut up, Ford.” Baxter barked. He turned to Valla. “I’m so sorry, I had no idea.”

Valla smiled. “It’s okay. It was worth it. I’ll be able to say that I was the first Beldanan in seven hundred years to have sex with a man.”

Gellar looked up. “That explains it perfectly. She was desparate.”

“Old man river just keeps rollin’ along.” Ford moaned woefully, “Tired of livin’, scared of dyin’, old man river just-”

“Stop!” Baxter shouted.

“No, you stop.” Hethla said calmly, entering the cell followed by Lt. Larkin and two bulky guards. “The council has held an emergency meeting. Valla of the House of Sestra will be taken to the prison on Drid Island where she will spend the rest of her life without possibility of parole.” She turned to the cell containing Baxter and his officers as Valla burst into tears. “And the male officers of the Aerostar will be taken from this place at dusk tomorrow and put to death by the testiculator.”

“The what?” Baxter said. Before Hethla could respond, Lt. Larkin reached behind her and grabbed the fronts of the uniforms of the two hefty gauardswomen and hurled them into the opposite wall.

“We must now depart.” Larkin said calmly, drawing her phaser and ripping the heavy doors off both cells. “I suggest we do so with all due speed.”

She turned to Hethla. “I apologize, Ordinate, but I cannot allow you to kill my crewmates.” Before she knew what had happened, Hethla was lying unconscious on the floor due to a point plank phaser stun.

With that, the group fled the dungeon.



“Do you have any idea how to get out of here?” Ford asked as Larkin passed out the phasers that the guards had confiscated.

“As a matter of fact, I took the liberty of memorizing this building’s floor plan, Ensign.”

“You don’t know how much that relieves me.” He said, taking his phaser.

“Baxter to Aerostar.” Baxter said, grabbing his comm badge from Larkin.

“It is useless, Captain. They have erected some kind of force field that prevents beaming and communication from outside the planet.”

“Great.” Baxter said, grabbing his phaser. “In that case, lead the way out of here, Lieutenant.” Baxter grabbed Valla’s arm as they followed Larkin into an air duct.



“I want them found. Do you hear me? I want them found!” Councilwoman Jeena screamed as guards spread out all over the huge palace. “They have violated our most sacred tradition and assaulted our people!” With that, she turned to Hethla, who still lay immobile on the couch in the palace’s lobby.

“I don’t see how I could have been so stupid.” Hethla cursed. “I trusted the android, when she was evidently programmed by a man.”

“The error was understandable, Hethla. Don’t worry, we shall find those men and make them pay for what they have done.”

“Very well.” Hethla sighed, pulling herself up. Her head still hurt a bit from the phaser blast, but other than that she was none the worse for wear. “Have the executioners warm up the testiculator.”



“I can’t just sit here and wait this thing out.” Counselor Peterman said, pushing herself out of her chair and heading for the turbolift.

“What do you think you’re going to do about it, then?” Commander Conway asked from the command chair. “You know I’m not authorizing any away teams down there.”

“I know. I’m just going to feed my animals.” Peterman responded. “I could bring Charlie back with me if you’d like…”

“That won’t be necessary, Counselor.” Conway said blandly. “Get out of here.”

“With pleasure.” Peterman smiled, ducking into the turbolift.

The plan formed in Peterman’s head as she descended toward her quarters on Deck Seven. It was flawless.

“Computer…” Peterman called out as she strided into her quarters, heading toward her bathroom. The computer chirped in readiness. “Call up the subspace communication recording between Captain Baxter and Pre- ordinate Valla.”

“Command Authorization required to access communications files.” the computer responded.

“Peterman Zeta Five One Six.”

“Working.”

Peterman removed her comm badge and tossed it onto the coffee table, pulling her uniform jacket off as well. “Show me a visual of Pre-ordinate Valla.”

Peterman eyed the picture on her desktop viewer carefully. “Perfect. Computer, cross reference this image with the replicator database. I want you to prepare an outfit similar, but not identical to this one and replicate it at my terminal.”

“Working.”

Peterman grabbed the outfit as it appeared and quickly changed. She looked at herself in the mirror approvingly. “Not bad.” she said, flashing herself a catlike smile.

The outfit was slightly more form-fitting and exposed a good deal more skin than her uniform, resembling one of her brightly colored exercise leotards, but with a decorative vest and tiny wraparound skirt on top.

Peterman was so busy admiring herself that she hardly heard the doorchime.

“Who is it?” she asked suspiciously.

“It’s Janice.”

“Come on in.” Peterman said, affixing the earring that went along with the outfit to her ear.

Browning entered the quarters and stared at Peterman quizzically. “And what are you all dressed up for?”

“The stupidest thing I’ve ever done.” Peterman replied, picking up her kitten, Fritz, and stroking him softly.

“Do tell.” Browning said, taking a seat. Charlie, sensing a new visitor in the quarters, immediately set upon the doctor. She made a small “Oof” as he landed in her lap.

“I’m going to rescue the Captain. I’d prefer you not tell Conway.”

“You’re what?” Browning said, trying to stand up, but finding it useless with the huge dog pinning her down. “Are you crazy?”

“I love that man, and I’ll risk anything to save him. I know that now.”

“As I recall, you’ve said this a couple times before.” Browning said, continuing in her attempt to push Charlie off her.

“This time it’s real. I just hope he’s worth this. I don’t want to get hurt again.”

“Mentally or physically?” Browning asked, following Peterman as she headed into her bedroom.

“Both.” Peterman said, grabbing her sidearm out of the drawer in the bathroom, a perfectly sensible place to store a phaser in her opinion. Then she made a path to the living room to retrieve a tricorder.

“Well, if you’re going to insist on risking your neck for those guys, I’m going with you.”

Peterman stopped a moment and stared at the doctor. “This is not your fight.”

“It’s not yours either, but that little fact doesn’t seem to be stopping you.”

Peterman thought for another moment. “Computer, replicate another outfit similar to the previous one, set measurements for Doctor Julie Browning.”

“This sounds like fun.” Browning said with a tinge of gallows humor as she grabbed the outfit and headed for the bathroom.



“This is just great.” Captain Baxter sighed as he squeezed his way through the narrow, long, winding air duct. “It’s a good thing I’m not claustrophobic.”

“Yeah…” Ensign Ford said shakily from behind him. “Same here…hee hee…”

“Move it, spanky!” Gellar called from behind Ford. “We don’t have all day.”

“Shut up, Gellar.” Baxter barked, pushing forward. “We’re going as fast as we can.”

Lieutenant Larkin led the way, with Valla and Baxter behind her. “I believe we are almost there.”

“That’s nice to hear.” Baxter said sarcastically. “Wherever there might be.”

Ignoring the comment, Larkin continued, “According to the maps, we should come out somewhere near the edge of the palace grounds.”

“Does anyone else hear a rushing sound?” Lt. Gellar asked.

“Yeah, it sounds like rushing water…” Baxter said.

“How unfortunate.” Larkin suddenly said, coming to a stop at a metal grate. Beyond that was bright light.

“What is it, Larkin?” Baxter asked.

“We have come to a huge water reservoir. This was not on the maps.”

“That’s because it was built last year.” Valla said with exasperation. “The maps have not been updated yet.”

“That is quite an inefficient process, Pre- ordinate.” Larkin said, kicking the grate out and looking over the edge of the shaft.

“Well…?” Baxter asked impatiently.

“I estimate the drop to the water below to be approximately seventy meters.”

“Ouch.” Gellar said quietly.

“Well, we can’t just sit here.” Ford said, still shaky.

“I say we go back.” Lt. Gellar proposed.

“No, the guards will surely get us then.” Valla said resolutely.

As if to punctuate that statement, beams of energy suddenly collided with the edge of the shaft, causing sparks to shoot into the air.

“We are being fired on.” Larkin observed.

“Thanks for the news bulletin.” Baxter said impatiently. “I say we jump.”

“Are you crazy???” Ford screamed frantically.

Suddenly another blast came, this time from behind Ford.

“Stop where you are!” A voice shouted from the darkness.

“I would concur with the Captain in this instance.” Larkin said calmly.

“Hold on!” Baxter cried as he wrapped his arms around Valla and slid himself out of the shaft and into open air.

“I don’t believe he actually did it!” Gellar exclaimed. “He has brass ones after all.”

“Indeed,” Larkin replied, grabbing Gellar by the uniform and hurling him out of the shaft. “Let us see if you do as well.”

Another blast. This time Larkin targeted the pursuer that was inside the duct and fired with her phaser. She then turned around and squeezed off several more shots, taking out several of the guards that were perched on the opposite side of the reservoir.

“We must now depart, Ensign.” Larkin called out. Ford was curled into a fetal position.

“I don’t wanna die.”

“We all cease to exist eventually, Ensign,” Larkin said as she wrapped an arm around Ford and pulled him out of the air duct with her.

As Ford plunged toward the swirling waters below, he had a hard time finding that sentiment comforting.



“Where the heck are you guys going dressed up like that?” Lieutenant Hartley asked casually as Peterman and Browning strolled into the transporter room.

“Megan, I need a big favor.” Peterman pleaded as Browning took her place on the transporter pad. “I kind of need you to beam us down to the capital city of Beldana, kind of without letting the bridge know about it.”

Hartley considered this. “Are you kind of freaking insane? Conway will bust me down to Chief Mop and Bucket girl.”

“If you don’t help us, Captain Baxter will die and Conway will be Captain. You don’t want that, do you?”

“Heck no. But it’s an awful risk.”

Peterman leaned forward. “Megan, I’m asking you as a friend…

please help us.”

Hartley thought a moment. “You consider me a friend?”

“Yes!” Peterman said with exasperation. “You’re the only one that Charlie doesn’t annoy the hell out of!”

“She’s right,” Browning added.

Hartley tapped a few buttons on her panel. “I’ll put you half a kilometer outside of the palace, just far enough away that you’ll be able to escape detection by their early warning systems.”

“Thanks, Megan, I owe you one.”

“Oh, one more thing,” Hartley added, “Once you rescue the Captain and the rest, you’ll have to either disable the interference field around the capital city or get out of range of its effects in order to get back.”

“Understood,” Peterman said with resolve. “Energize.”

“Wait a minute, we won’t be able to get ba-?” Browning suddenly exclaimed, as she disappeared.

Hartley smiled. “Good luck, guys.”

Several moments later, the comm on Hartley’s panel beeped.

“Bridge to Transporter Room One. We just read an energy surge in the transporter system. Do you know anything about that, Hartley?” Conway’s voice barked.

“I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about,” Hartley said, “Everything’s peachy keen down here.”

“Well, keep your eyes open just the same.”

“Sure thing,” Hartley said sweetly, as she extended her middle finger upward in Conway’s general direction.



“Whose idea was this again?” Captain Baxter cried as he flailed wildly through the melange of rushing water.

“I believe it was yours.” Ensign Ford grunted through clinched teeth.

Baxter tried madly to keep himself afloat as he searched around for the members of his team. He had Valla clutched tightly against him, and was treading water as hard as he could.

“Where’s Larkin?” Ford shouted over the din of rushing water.

“For that matter, where’s Gellar?” Baxter gasped, spitting water out. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”

“You think?”

Larkin suddenly burst out of the water, Lt. Gellar draped over her shoulders. “We must find a way out of here immediately.” Larkin said calmly. “My processors are filling with water.”

“I’m up for suggestions.” Baxter gasped.

Suddenly, Baxter began to feel like he was being sucked downwards. “What now?”

“I believe the drain has been let out.” Larkin replied.

“I feel like I’m in a giant tub!” Ford shouted as he spiraled downward.

Baxter struggled to keep his and Valla’s heads above water as they plunged toward the bottom.

Suddenly, the group clanged loudly against the bottom of the reservoir, flopping around like a bunch of fish out of water.

“Is everyone okay?” Baxter asked, pulling himself to his feet. He squinted as he stared up at the bright afternoon sky, and the edge of the reservoir’s outer wall, at least three hundred feet above his head.

Lt. Larkin wrapped her arms around Lt. Gellar and squeezed a lungful of water out of him.

The security officer coughed and wheezed a moment. “Jeeze, that sure was fun.”

“Any other bright ideas, Captain?” Ford asked.

“There will be no more bright ideas.” Hethla said sternly, from an opening on the far side of the reservoir. She was holding a rifle, flanked by two guards. “The chase is over.”



Counselor Peterman and Doctor Browning weaved their way through the crowded town square, toward what one of the passersby had told them was the Capital building. She seemed a little surprised by Peterman’s ignorance, as a citizen of Beldana, but commented that it was “not unsurprising for a brunette.” Peterman wasn’t sure what to make of that comment.

“Just think, Kelly, a whole world of nothing but women,” Browning whispered.

“Yeah.” Peterman glanced back at the Doctor, “But what do they do for fun here? I mean how do they, you know…”

“I don’t even want to guess.”

“Come on, Janice, you’re a Doctor, that stuff shouldn’t be disgusting to you.”

“All the same, I’d just rather not find out.”



“Go join the rest of your kind, Man-lover.” The guard grunted, throwing Valla into a cell that was located downtown from the palace. Valla knew it well. It was where alleged reformists, “man-lovers” were held until they could be transported to the main holding facility on an island off the main continent. What no one else knew, however, was that she had been secretly helping those same reformists for several years now.

“Pre-ordinate!” a woman shouted with joy as the door slammed behind Valla. “What are you doing here?”

“It’s just Valla now, my friend. I have been arrested for our greatest crime.”

The ten people in the cell suddenly turned toward her. “But how…that crime hasn’t been committed in almost a millennium!”

“Well, things are going to change. I’ve contacted some friends. I can’t say much, but I will tell you that things are soon to change.”

“We are with you, Valla,” the woman said solemnly.



“Place them up on the altar!” Hethla shouted angrily. It was time to put an end to the disturbance caused by these foul men. She had trusted them, trusted that they weren’t as evil as the men of her planet, but she knew now that she was wrong. And now she had the ammunition to show the whole of her planet why they must remain one, single, female race.

Baxter, Gellar and Ford were dragged up onto a raised platform. Lt. Larkin lay beside them, in a deactivated heap.

“Great job, Captain. Thanks to your busy hormones, we’re all about to die.” Ensign Ford muttered.

“As you were, mister.” Baxter grunted, staring straight ahead. He wasn’t sure what he felt like. On one hand, he was afraid of what would happen to Valla. On the other hand, he thought about how much he regretted not seeing Counselor Peterman one more time before he died.

“I wish they’d just get it overwith and kill us.” Gellar moaned, breaking the silence.



“Where the hell is everyone going?” Peterman shouted over the crowd that had slowly swelled around them.

“Good question.” Browning replied, her voice drowned out in the rush of people.

“Haven’t you heard?” One of the women near Peterman said. “They’re killing the alien men today!”

“Oh, man.” Browning said. “The Captain!”

Peterman quickened her pace across the capitol plaza. “I know, I know, come on!”

They soon came to a huge platform, where Hethla stood with a microphone, Jeena at her side.

“Hello everyone, thanks for coming.” Hethla began, her voice booming over the PA system. “As many of you know, yesterday a ship carrying an assault force of alien males arrived here. They tried to take over our government and reassert the male gender. We are putting a stop to that right now.”

Doctor Browning stared in horror as she saw Captain Baxter, Lt. Gellar, and Ensign Ford being blindfolded. “Kelly…we’ve got to hurry!”

Peterman plowed through the crowd and up the long stairway to the stage.

“We must show these encroaching males that we will not let them taint our way of life.” Hethla continued. “We shall show them what lies in store for any man that sets foot on this planet. Ladies, attach the testiculators.”

Three guards approached Baxter, Gellar, and Ford, carrying three strange, claw shaped devices that were attached to long, thick cords. Baxter let out a small squeak of pain as the claw was attached to his crotch. What the hell were they going to do to him?

“Now, let us witness the downfall of man…LONG LIVE WOMANKIND!” Hethla said energetically. The crowd seemed to be loving it.

“Stop!” Counselor Peterman shouted, climbing up towards the podium.

Several guards lunged toward her, but Dr. Browning quickly picked them off with her phaser. Before anyone had time to act, Peterman grabbed the back of Hethla’s head and jammed a phaser up to the side of her face. “We’re all sisters, here!” Hethla exclaimed.

“Then how about we have a little chat, sis?” Peterman growled.

Doctor Browning stepped up and trained her phaser on the Ordinate. “Anybody move and the bossy lady gets it!” She really liked this terrorism stuff. It was much more fun than medicine.

Peterman let go of the back of Hethla’s head and snatched her microphone. “Ladies of Beldana, let me ask you a question. Do you ever wonder what it is like to be loved by a man? To love a man? I assure you, for all their downfalls, it is wonderful. You girls don’t know what you’re missing!”

“They aren’t missing anything. Men are nothing but hormone crazed buffoons with little on their minds but sex.” Hethla replied.

“You’ll shut up if you know what’s good for you!” Browning grumbled, gesturing with her phaser.

“Is that so?” Peterman asked, approaching Captain Baxter.

“Kelly, I…” he whispered.

Peterman winked at him. “Shut up and let me do the talking.” she whispered back, then turning to the audience. “This man has managed to worm his sick little way into my heart and I couldn’t imagine living without him.”

Peterman turned back to Baxter and looked at him, in a way unlike she had ever looked at him before. Their eyes locked, and suddenly time seemed to stop. “I love him. More than I ever imagined.” She leaned forward and kissed him passionately. They stood there ridiculously, kissing in front of the population of almost the entire capital city, and millions of other people via satellite link.

“Go, Kelly!” Browning said, smiling. She stepped backward a bit, not noticing the long cord that was behind her, the same cord that branched out into three separate cords, that each attached to the crotches of Baxter, Gellar, and Ford.

The doctor backed into the wires, her legs becoming ensnared.

Baxter, Gellar, and Ford winced in pain as the cords attached to them pulled taut and yanked their genitals.

The whole group, Peterman included, fell in a messy tangle of arms and legs.

Hethla turned on Peterman and pulled her up by her hair. “Nice try, you brunette bitch! It almost worked. Now you and your male friends are doomed.”

“I don’t think so.” Valla suddenly said from the foot of the steps. She had a laser rifle cradled in her arms. “Don’t move Hethla. I have people planted throughout this crowd and perched in the buildings overhead, all of them loyal to me and ready to blow your head off.”

“This is preposterous!” Hethla gasped. “What is this all about, Valla?”

Valla stepped up toward the stage, her rifle trained on the Ordinate. “It’s about the future, your high and mightiness. We’re not going to be kept in the dark any more. There are a great number of us like me who want the chance to fall in love. We want the chance to have a real family.” Valla was now clearly addressing the whole crowd, having snatched the microphone from where it had fallen on the stage.

“I don’t know how you think you’re going to accomplish that, my dear.” Hethla said cruelly.

“Quite easily.” Valla said, looking in the direction of a large vehicle hovering just behind the crowds. “If you all will please turn your attention to the vehicle behind you.” Valla paused as everyone turned around. “NOW!”

The vehicle opened and fifty Beldanan men streamed out.

“Our foremothers didn’t kill all of them, Hethla. They’ve been hiding on the southern continent for almost a millennium, along with their families. There’s a whole world none of us have known about. Because you hid it from us. You tried to keep us in the dark. You betrayed us. Now it’s time we reintegrated them. Of course, they’re going to get quite a workout for the first few generations, but there are more where they came from.”

The crowd went wild and chaos ensued as hundreds of people shouted in confusion.

“You fool. You’ve set us back hundreds of years. You’ve thrown us into anarchy.” Hethla said bitterly. “You have destroyed our civilization.”

Hethla had turned her attention away from Counselor Peterman. Not Mistake Number One, but a mistake all the same.

The Counselor kicked Hethla’s legs out from under her, sitting up and bringing an elbow down into the Ordinate’s stomach. “That’s for messing up my hair.”

Peterman stood up, kicking Hethla again in the side. “And that’s for attaching a machine to my boyfriend’s crotch.”

Hethla grunted, trying to pull herself up. “You will not… succeed.”

“Did I say you could get up, bitch?” Peterman asked, kicking the Ordinate again, sending her down for the count.

Dr. Browning clicked her tongue with concern as she removed the devices from Baxter, Gellar, and Ford’s crotches. “I don’t know what these things would have done, but it couldn’t have been good.”

Ford stood up gingerly, wincing from the pain the device had caused him just from being clamped on. He looked down at the melee below. “It looks like the political scene here will change dramatically in the next few minutes.”

Valla smiled. “You are correct, Ensign. This is the dawning of a new age.”

Peterman helped Captain Baxter up. “Andy, are you okay?”

Baxter shook his head, even that seemed to cause his crotch pain. “I’m fine. D-did you say boyfriend?”

“Unless you have any more plans with your little friend Valla.”

Baxter looked at Valla. She was being carried out into the crowd of Beldanans, as they cheered, hoisting her up toward the sky. “Uh, no. Somehow I think Valla will have her hands full enough here.” Peterman smiled, pulling Baxter up, into her arms. They embraced and kissed again.

“I’m sorry, Kelly, this has been a really confusing couple of months–”

Peterman pressed a finger to Baxter’s lips. “Shhhh. That’s all in the past. You’re mine now.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We have just left orbit of the planet Beldana. It was quite an…interesting trip to say the least. I think I…learned a lot. For the record, I didn’t really, strictly speaking, break the Prime Directive. I mean, the point is, there’s a new, honorable, well-balanced government on Beldana now, that was…well, mostly the result of an internal struggle. We leave Beldana with the hopes that they will discover some sort of accord in the difficult years ahead. We will also recommend to the Sulani government that they not be added to the anti-Flarn task force, as they have enough problems as it is. I would also like to include a citation for bravery in this log, for Counselor Kelly Peterman and Doctor Janice Browning, who went above and beyond the call of duty to act in the crew’s best interest. Commander Conway’s protest will also be duly filed and ignored. Note for Personal Log: As of this day, stardate 51522, I have officially begun my romantic relationship with Counselor Peterman. Let this announcement be so noted in the ship’s betting pool.



Counselor Peterman nestled closer to Captain Baxter as they listened to Ensign Madera’s dramatic harp rendering of the classic Klingon Ballad “bljeghbe’chugh vaj blHegh,” which, roughly translated, means “Surrender or Die.”

Madera’s emotional rendition was almost enough to make Peterman cry, although, if she had heard the translation of the song’s lyrics, she probably would have been more disgusted than anything else.

“Look how cute they are together, Christopher!” Dr. Browning whispered in Lt. Commander Richards’ ear. “They make a really nice couple.”

Richards just smiled. “I knew they would get together sooner or later. I mean, without my coaching, Baxter would never have had the guts to…”

“Yeah right. It was my advice to both of them that got them together,” Browning responded, raising her voice slightly.

“Yeah, well who won the ships betting pool?”

“Not me.”

“Well, me neither, so I guess neither of us had as much insight into that relationship as we thought.”

Browning thought a moment. “Well, still, if they get married, I get to be maid of honor.”

“Darn, and I was hoping I’d get to do it.” Richards said sarcastically. “I had a dress picked out and everything.”

“Sssshhh!” Lieutenant Hartley suddenly said, turning around in her seat. “Some of us want to hear the music!”

Browning was about to say something else, but thought better of it, deciding instead to quietly get up and grab a snack from the bar.

Mirk polished the bar and smiled gamely at Browning as she grabbed a couple Melkonan Tortes from the nearby plate.

“Hello, Doctor.”

“Hello, Mirk. Wonderful music, isn’t it?” Browning replied.

“Yes, Ma’am. It almost sounds as if love is in the air.”

Browning ignored the bartender’s cryptic reply and returned to her seat.

Meanwhile, Mirk reached under the bar and pulled out a padd. He scrolled through the information, counting out exactly how much he had won in the ship’s Peterman/Baxter betting pool. His intuition had once again served him well.



NEXT ON STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION



While Peterman and Baxter go on their first lovers getaway, J’hana has to contend with an anomalous gas cloud that makes everyone want to kill each other.




Murphy’s Law


USS AEROSTAR


CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS



Candlelight lit the room. Soft music could be heard in the background, coming from hidden speakers. Starlight spilled in through the window, playing over the table set for two. A sumptuous meal was laid out, with wine carefully selected to complement the meat already opened and waiting in the ice bucket. Real wine, not the replicated stuff. “Appropriated” from Mirk’s wine store for just this special occasion. Captain Baxter sat quietly in his chair, gazing across the table, not saying a word, meal forgotten in front of him, wine in hand. Spoiling the romantic mood somewhat were several bunches of brightly coloured balloons bearing the legend “HAPPY BIRTHDAY” tied to strategic locations about the room. It should have been the perfect evening, but for one thing. Baxter was alone. Peterman had missed her own surprise birthday dinner. He had planned it all very carefully, cajoling the computer to reveal the counsellor’s timetable so he could casually ask her to visit his quarters when she had finished seeing to the mental health of the crew. Perhaps he should have been more insistent that she was on time, but he couldn’t exactly say “Make sure you’re at my quarters at 20:00 prompt so you don’t miss your surprise birthday meal.”

Just as he was about to start packing it away there was a chime at the door.

“Come in,” intoned Baxter.

“Oh, Honey, you would not believe the day I’ve had. Ensign Warwick just had to tell me all about her petty sexual problems. You thought you had some problems!” Peterman laughed wearily. “You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve heard today! Can you believe…” She droned on. Baxter tuned her out, nodding politely and looking concerned. “Yogurt! Yes, yogurt! I tell you…” She just kept talking.

“Uh, Isn’t all this supposed to be confidential, darling?”

“Hey, these wackos spend all day telling me about their problems. Who do I tell mine to? And my problem is having to listen to theirs all day long. And if I have to, so do you.”

“Happy birthday, Kelly.”

“You’d never guess that a fine upstanding member of the crew like Crewman Wheatcroft could have a thing for cats, would you? And that nice Phillips in Engineering, you’ll never guess what…”

Baxter smiled and nodded and waited for his girlfriend to wind down.



In Main Engineering there was a frenzy of activity around one of the diagnostic tables. Technicians chatted to each other as they assembled the last part of a complicated device apparently connected to one of the engineering computer terminals at one end and with what appeared to be an aluminum wok covered in flashing lights and wires at the other. In between there were several meters of optic cable with a data PADD spliced in around the half-way point. Chief Engineer Chris Richards and the android Kristen Larkin rounded the corner, discussing the odd contraption.

“So the Enterprise-D had a few problems with this. But you’re not Data.”

“That is correct, I certainly am not Data. However I am not certain that this is a good idea. Using my positronic net to run the ship in the event of a main computer failure could result in damage to the computer, myself or both.” Larkin looked serene as only an android discussing possible death for both herself and everyone around her could.

“I’ve been through the theory many times, and I see no reason for concern. The mistakes made before are easily avoidable if we know what to look out for.”

“Mr Richards, there is never any shortage of new mistakes to make. My experiences aboard the Secondprize and recently the Aerostar have reinforced this view. However, since my desire for self preservation is of course superceded by my desire to safeguard my crewmates I see no other reason to decline. I shall prepare for a trial run. What preparations are needed?”

Richards grinned and started to outline his plan.



Commander Conway looked at the viewscreen. It was the same view of the same stars he’d been watching since he came on-shift several hours ago. He looked over at Tilleran.

“Anything to report?”

“Nope.”

“What, nothing?”

“Hey, I told you, nothing. There is nothing to report. No other ships, no planets, no unusual stars, no spatial distortions, not even a rogue comet.”

“Great. You know, we need a little more action around here.”

Tilleran’s eyes rolled.

“What did you have to say that for?”

“What?”

“You know as well as I do that whenever anyone says that its too quiet or something the Flarn will attack and try to eat us or we’ll get sucked into a quantum singularity, or,” Tilleran shuddered, “Counsellor Peterman might bring Charlie onto the Bridge again.”

As if on cue the rest of the Bridge crew shuddered in unison at that last possibility. Conway couldn’t resist an apprehensive glance at the turbolift doors, which somehow gave the impression of being about to spring open and disgorge a dog-shaped engine of destruction named Charlie.

By the grace of God they remained closed. For now.



J’hana was in Mirk’s bar drinking heavily. Three bottles lay on the bar around her and on the floor beneath her stool and the strains of T’Rash’s Seventh Blood Opera filled the room.

“Come on now, J’hana. I think you’ve had enough Boiling Worm Wine for now.”

“Only three bottles,” replied J’hana nearly evenly.

“Even the Klingons only drink it in thimble-sized glasses.”

“Is it my fault if they can’t hold their drink?”

“Gimme a break, J’hana. If you don’t leave now or at least stop singing then I’ll…”

“Call security?” J’hana grinned lopsidedly at the bartender. Then her tone darkened considerably. “Stop singing? The Governor of W’Nata’P’Tish Province had this opera written for his ninth wedding. When his fiancee was killed in an accident he tried to cancel the wedding, and do you know what happened?” She looked Mirk squarely in the eye. “T’Rash gutted him for denying him the chance to perform his work in public. All Andorians have enjoyed the right to sing in public since that day.”

Mirk decided not to press the issue, and moved on to the next customer. Ensign Ross Cain looked glum.

“What’s with the long face, Ross?”

Cain glared at him, then returned his gaze to the glass in front of him. It briefly crossed Mirk’s mind that he might be interfering, but he quashed that thought.

“Come on, I want to hear about it. Anything to take my mind off J’hana’s singing.”

Cain looked up briefly, then resumed staring at the glass, as though hypnotized by its superior intellect. Without breaking eye contact with the glass he started speaking.

“I served on four ships before the Aerostar. On each one nothing went right. Anything which can go wrong does go wrong. And now I end up on a ship filled with incompetents on the wrong side of the galaxy.”

“I’ve heard many names for that phenomenon. Murphy’s Law is the human one.”

J’hana leaned over and said

“The Klingon version is”Single Tribbles rarely come alone”. But I prefer the Andorian version myself, “You’re going to suffer miserably and then die a horrible death.’ It’s not quite as snappy, but it certainly sounds more impressive.”

Mirk smiled sardonically at the intoxicated Andorian.

“That could tell us volumes about the Andorian racial psyche. You never know, things might start to look up soon.”



Richards looked down at Larkin lying on the diagnostic table.

“Are you ready?”

Larkin nodded, causing the wok to wobble slightly on her head.

“Then I’ll initiate the link. I’m going to start out low, then ramp up to full interface. At first you’ll be dimly aware of the ship analogous to an extra limb, albeit a rather complicated one. Then as the immersion approaches 100% you’ll actually become the ship.”

“Understood. This should be an interesting sensation.”



Conway felt himself vegetate in the command chair. He needed coffee.

“I’ll be back in a minute. Just going to get a coffee. I don’t think the Captain’s going to mind if I just use the replicator in his ready room.”

Tilleran scowled as Conway left the Bridge and headed for the Captain’s personal replicator.



“Okay, you should be aware of most of the ship right now.”

“I can …experience… nearly the entire primary hull now. I apologise for being so vague, but there are no words to adequately describe the experience.”

“Approaching seventy percent interface.”



Baxter had been smiling and nodding for twenty minutes now while he heard every sordid detail about his crew. Finally he decided enough was enough.

“Kelly, darling, I love you but if I hear any more about this obviously certifiable crew I might just have to stun you with a phaser to shut you up. Now, I spent hours preparing this meal. It’s cold now, but it’s the thought that counts. You and I are going to eat this meal and you are going to have a happy birthday and if I hear one more word about personal crises I can live without knowing about I swear to God you’re going to wake up in Sickbay with a phaser headache.”

“…And then he told me all about the time he lost his virginity, to this dirty little toerag he met on a subspace dating sevice, and - sorry, did you say something? Anyway, Mr Byrne said…”

Muttering something obscene about chatty girlfriends Baxter gave up on dinner and started to tidy away the uneaten food. Perhaps a phaser is a bit over the top. Instead he decided to replicate a sedative to get her to shut up. Maybe with her veins filled with Soporifinol she would calm down.



“How does it feel, Larkin?”

“Indescribable.”

“Is that good?”

“I believe so.”

“Going to eighty-five percent.”



Doctor Browning was working in her office, reading a medical paper when the computer informed her it was time for her mid-evening post-dinner snack. Abandoning the pizza she had nearly finished she walked over to the replicator and scrolled through her hand-picked menu, containing over seven hundred entries for this meal alone. She decided she needed something particularly sweet to get her through that dull paper.



“Still stable?”

“It is an odd sensation to be able to perceive myself from all angles simultaneously.”

“Is it safe to proceed?”

“Affirmative.”

“Ninety-five.”



“I know just what you need. It is my own special invention, guaranteed to pick you up,” Mirk told Ensign Cain, punching buttons on the replicator. “A combination of alcohol and synthehol, plus a few herbs unique to this quadrant. Its intoxicating to the extreme but with no hangover.”



“Are you ready for me to increase to full immersion?”

“Affirmative.”

“100% in ten seconds.”

“Acknowledged.”



Conway programmed into the replicator the specifications for Conway’s Special #24 (Ultra-high caffiene version), thought about it, then added extra caffiene.



“Four.

Three.

Two.

One.

Interface now 100%…”



Across the ship four replicators were activated simultaneously. This would normally cause no problem. The computer could handle several hundred simultaneous replicator requests under ordinary circumstances. But at that precise instant computer control was being switched over to Larkin’s android brain. For the tiniest fraction of a microsecond the data got scrambled and was rerouted the wrong way. Poor Larkin suffered the combined effect of one of Conway’s super-strong coffees, Mirk’s alco/synthehol brew, Browning’s sugar- and calorie-laden snack and the 20cc’s of Soporifinol ordered by Baxter. Bombarded with such overwhelming confusion Larkin’s brain screamed and gibbered for an eternity of microseconds before it mercifully shut down.



Alarms screamed as the ship’s bio-neural gelpaks went into shock, causing feedback througout the ship. System after system shorted spectacularly as power was redirected at random. Three crewmen were injured when warp power was channeled into the doors on deck four, causing them to open and close so fast they became a blur. Sparks leapt from console to console on the Bridge as the furious energy sought release. Lights went out to be replaced with the dull red of emergency lighting. The ship shook like a chew toy in Charlie’s mouth. Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over.



Conway crawled out of the Ready Room back to the Bridge. There was a small fire merrily burning a hole in the carpet by the turbolift. Tilleran and Fresca were unconscious on the floor. Ford was sprawled over the conn console, mouth working feebly. Conway could just make out the words “moron Conway” before Ford passed out. Conway climbed wearily to his feet, and kicked Ford until he awoke.

“There’s been an accident.”

“You don’t say, Commander Sherlock. I was wondering why I was knocked out by an electric shock while my console exploded.”

“Don’t worry. They’re designed to explode like that. They can be repaired in a matter of minutes if the overload is dumped through a high-resistance earth. Like you.”

“That’s a nice touch, I’ll compliment the designers on it when we get home.”

Conway tapped his badge.

“Bridge to Engineering, what’s your status?”

There was a crackle and Richards’s voice, somewhat distorted, could be heard over the intercomm.

“Richards here. We’ve ***** another ****** and so we’ve **** a serious ***** here, we need to lock ********* the ***** before we can even ********* but we ********* the ********. And that’s the good news.”

“Thanks. Very informative.”

“Don’t ****** it. Richards out.”

Conway turned to see Ford leering at an unconscious Fresca.

“Don’t even think about it, Ford. She’ll rip your arms off when she wakes up.”



Engineering was a mess. Smoke filled the place, the lights were out and there were crewmen with beacons running about screaming technobabble at each other. Standard procedure. Wrist beacons cut through the darkness and smoke, illuminating the cause of all the chaos. The starboard plasma conduit had been breached in several places. Richards quickly checked Larkin’s body for damage. Good, no external damage. Larkin was mumbling something, sounded like “mouse hosepipe window mind unstraighten potato,” all nonsense. Richards grabbed a wrist beacon and phase inverter and charged into the fray, screaming orders at engineers who were already too busy.



Browning was puzzled. The replicator had never done that before. The lights were out in Sickbay and the diagnostic displays were either out or erratic. The replicator still hadn’t produced her snack. Fortunately she always kept a snack supply in her office desk for emergencies.



Baxter slowly got to his feet. Peterman was on the floor in front of him, obviously badly hurt. She was bleeding and either she had an extra joint in her left arm he’d never noticed before or her arm was broken. After a moment’s debate he decided on the latter. He tapped his commbadge.

“Baxter to Bridge.”

No reply.

“Baxter to Sickbay.”

No reply.

“Baxter to Engineering”

“******** here, Captain. Too ****** to chat. Richards out.”

“Hmmm.” Things sounded serious. “Kelly, darling, we’ve got to get you to Sickbay. Can you hear me? Can you walk?”

It was obvious that she wasn’t going anywhere under her own power anytime soon. The medical courses he’d attended at Starfleet Academy were all insistent that a victim must never be moved. Well, he was the Captain and she was his girlfriend. He had to get her to Sickbay, and couldn’t think of a way to get her there without moving her so he mentally told the first aid instructors to get stuffed, lifted Peterman gently and walked over to the door. He discovered that power to the doors was out when Peterman’s head impacted on the still-closed door. Putting Peterman down he looked about for something to prise the door open with.



J’hana sang, oblivious to the mayhem around her. Mirk climbed out from underneath the counter and surveyed the devastation. Ensign Cain peered at the diminutive Maloxian from under a table and asked

“Is it safe to come out yet?”

“I think the explosions are over for now, yes.”

“No, I asked if it was safe yet.”

“If we are where I think we are, then no. We’re not safe.” J’hana sang on.



Emergency lighting came on just as Baxter forced open the door to Sickbay, thinking that doors should default to open when power was lost.

“Doctor, some help would be appreciated.”

“Just a second. Be there in a tick.”

“Peterman’s bleeding badly here.”

“Okay, okay. You want me to starve. Just so long as I save your girlfriend. Sure thing, Captain.”

Browning looked around on the floor until she found a working tricorder.

“Heavy bleeding. Fractured left arm.” she decreed, spraying crumbs over the prone counsellor.

“Thank you, Doctor. Your observational skills are unmatched. Is there nothing that gets by this woman?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll replicate a hypo of Inaprovaline and a laser cauteriser and she’ll be as good as new.”

Browning sauntered over to the replicator and punched a few buttons. There was a brief hum of replicator activity. Browning reached into the replicator, withdrew what she found there, carried it over to Peterman and pressed it against her neck. There was a distinct lack of hissing sound. Browning took a closer look at the hypo. It wasn’t a hypo. It was a small brass statue of a penguin. The replicator hummed again.



Conway and Ford had managed to revive the rest of the Bridge crew. As Conway had said, the exploded panels were easy to fix. Just swap out the exploded surface for a new one kept in the hidden compartment under the tactical station.

“Damage report,” ordered Conway, feeling smug. Normally it was the Captain who got to ask for a damage report.

“Phasers off-line. Torpedo launchers off-line. Deflector grid off-line. Maneuvering thrusters off-line. Impulse off-line. Warp drive off-line. Sewage and reclam…”

“That’ll do, Tilleran. What’s left?”

“Life-support, auxiliary power, replicator system, structural integrity field and limited transporters.”

“Replicators?” grinned Conway, “Great! I can get a coffee after all.”

So saying he headed back towards the Ready Room replicator, only to find that it was already busy. As he watched another brass penguin materialised and joined the growing pile on the floor.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51540.2 We are stranded in deep space light years from any friendly systems. Impulse engines are out. So is the warp drive. Communications are out too, so we can’t call for a tow from one of our allies. We’re low on emergency power. Replicators all over the ship are churning out penguins. At least things can’t get worse.



Captain Baxter called the conference room to order, vaguely thinking that captains like Picard never had to shout for attention in his own staff meetings.

“So what exactly is the problem, people?” Baxter shouted.

“We’ve lost the starboard plasma conduit,” screamed Richards over the din.

“Why’s that a problem? Its ruptured on a regular basis.” Baxter shouted back.

“Ordinarily we’d replicate a new section. But the replicators aren’t cooperating,” came the reply.

“This is no good,” muttered Baxter. He walked around the table to J’hana and spoke a few words into her ear. J’hana nodded, climbed onto the table, drew her phaser and stunned the bickering officers one by one until the rest shut up.

“Thankyou, J’hana. That wasn’t quite what I had in mind, but it worked,” said Baxter, nodding at J’hana, who looked satisfied.

“Now, as you were saying, Chris?”

“I said, we carry spares of nearly everything else. But plasma conduit is so simple but bulky its better just to replicate it. And we can’t do that while the replicators are just producing penguins.” As if to underline that remark yet another penguin appeared in the materialisation chamber of the replicator in the conference room, causing a mini penguinslide.

Ford looked confused.

“Can’t we do without it?”

He realised it was a stupid question when everyone turned to stare at him oddly.

“Without the plasma conduit the starboard nacelle won’t work, so no.”

“Well, isn’t one nacelle better than none at all?”

Richards sighed.

“Didn’t you cover this at the Academy?”

“Well, probably. But our Engineering teacher was such a babe…”

Richards took a few seconds to thank God he was born male, count to ten and recite three Vulcan calming mantras.

“Each nacelle produces a series of controlled distortion waves in space. These waves push against the waves generated by the other nacelle producing the force which drives the ship forwards.”

“Cool.”

Richards recited three more mantras.

“The defining technical achievement of this millenium, and all you can say is ‘cool’?”

Baxter chose that moment to interrupt.

“Gentlemen, please. The issue at hand is getting us going again. Now, why can’t we get control of the replicators?”

Richards looked sheepish.

“Well, I sort of, you know, wired Larkin into the computer. Picard’s lot did it. I thought we might try it. Only now we can’t get her out.”

“And why didn’t you think to tell us you were about to start playing with our colleauge’s brains and the computer?”

“I thought it would be a nice surprise.” said Richards lamely.

“Well, how about surprising us by getting replicator control back.”

“I’ll get right on it, Captain.”

“Well, just be thankful we’re not under any pressure. You can rebuild that conduit with your bare hands if necessary.”

Baxter sat back in his chair.

“How’re the repairs coming for the rest of the ship?”

J’hana perked up and replied

“Weapons will be online in six hours. That’s quantum launchers and phasers. Deflectors will be back sometime in the next twenty hours. Nine hours if we get access to a working replicator.”

“Good. Now if there’s anything else anyone would like to add..”

“Ah, Captain,” Mirk squirmed as all eyes locked onto him, “What you said about there being no pressure to get it done quickly…”

“I’m not going to like this, am I?”

“Well, according to these star charts we’re directly in the path of a Flarn food convoy. Three freighters and a single warship escort.”

“When do they arrive?”

“Well, navigational sensors aren’t back online yet, so if I have to guess at our position… I’d say five to ten hours until they show up.”

“In that case, gentlemen, we are f***ed. Dismissed.”



Baxter sat behind his desk in his ready room. He considered going down to Engineering to see if he could help, but he realised that he would have caused more damage than he could have repaired. It was his complete faulure at every Engineering exam he’d taken at the Academy that had started him on the Inventory Officer career track. So he fretted in his ready room whilst the rest of the crew fixed his ship. He stared out the window wondering idly when Flarn warships would arrive and whether they’d board and eat them or simply blast them into their component atoms.

Beep-beep.

“Come,” He called, proud that he remembered to drop the ‘in’ like the best Starship captains.

The doors slid open and Richards strode in.

“Ah, Richards. What progress have we made?”

“Well, weapons are back to seventy percent capacity. That’s good if we’re going into battle anytime soon. If the Flarn don’t arrive for another two hours we can maybe push the weapons to eighty-five percent.”

“That sounds suspiciously like good news.”

“I haven’t finished yet.”

“Am I going to like the rest?”

“I doubt it, unless you enjoy hearing that our shields aren’t going to be over fifty percent even if the Flarn don’t arrive for another three hours.”

“Well, that’s better than what I was told at the meeting.”

“If you want more good news I’d better get back to Engineering.”

“Thanks. If you see Commander Conway, send him in, would you?”

Richards nodded and left the room. Baxter idly considered plasma conduits and comatose androids while he waited for Conway. He turned the problem over and over in his mind, hoping something would ‘click’.

Beep-beep.

There was a ‘click’.

Beep-beep.

Baxter reached across his desk and pulled a PADD close.

Beep-beep.

The PADD’s display started to fill with sketches and calculations as Baxter’s idea was fleshed out.

Beep-beep,

Beep-beep,

Beep-beep,

“For f***’s sake, Baxter! Are you going to keep me standing out here all day?”

Baxter looked up, remembering he’d sent for Conway.

“Come. Sorry about that, Commander. I’d offer you a coffee, but…”

He indicated the pile of brass penguins which filled nearly a quarter of the room.

“Enough with the pleasantries, Baxter. Don’t taunt me with offers of coffee. God knows I need one, and for my incompetent commanding officer to dangle it in front of my face in my hour of need… What is it you want, anyway?”

Baxter regarded his first officer, who was obviously suffering from caffeine withdrawl.

“Aren’t you supposed to ask ‘Permission to speak freely, sir?’ before insulting a superior officer?”

“Would you have granted it?”

“No.”

“There you are then. So what is it you want?”

Baxter opened his mouth to answer, stopped, and paused to think. Then, with an apologetic expression he answered

“Uh, um, I can’t remember.”

“You WHAT?” exploded Conway, “You drag me up here, make me wait outside for ages, tease me with the prospect of coffee and you can’t even remember why you wanted to see me? Did Picard ever call Riker into his office and say ‘Sorry, Number One. I can’t for the life of me remember what I wanted to say.’?”

Conway took a second to recite one of the Vulcan mantras Richards had taught him.

“Well, I just got this great idea that could save all our lives before the Flarn get here.”

“You? You haven’t got a clue about engineering. You’ll probably get us all killed with this master plan of yours.”

“Well, that shows what you know. Now get out of here. I’ve got work to do.”



Richards was back in Engineering. The rest of the enginnering staff were busy with minor repairs to the engines. If it wasn’t for the ruptured conduit the Aerostar could go to warp in the next five minutes. Richards was currently poring over the plans for the neural link between the computer and Larkin. Perhaps if he just severed the cable carrying the replicator data… But no, if Larkin was cut out of the computer there would be no way to get control back. Larkin had to voluntarily turn control over to the main computer. He scratched behind his ear with a PADD stylus and turned to the prone Larkin.

“Mr Richards, report to the Captain’s Ready Room.”

Richards swore softly and used the last of his calming mantras.

“On my way, Captain.”



Beep-beep.

“Come.”

“I’m a bit busy, Captain. I hope this is important.”

Baxter grinned at Richards.

“Take a look at this,” he said pushing a PADD across the desk. “I’d like your opinion.”

Richards picked up the PADD and started to scroll through its contents.

“What is this, Captain?”

“What does it look like?”

“It looks like a harebrained scheme to fix the warp engines to me.”

“It occurred to me that the plasma conduits on the shuttlecraft are the same diameter, just different lengths. If we can cut out several lengths of conduit we can patch up the one in Engineering and get out of the way of that Flarn convoy.”

Richards gave Baxter a funny look.

“You came up with this on your own?” Baxter nodded. “The conduits on the shuttles are sealed in. They don’t need to be accessed in general maintennance, so we’ll have to cut them out.”

“We’ll worry about the damage to the shuttles after we’ve escaped certain death at the hands of the Flarn.”

“We’ll need a phaser cutter from stores and some reflex dampers.”

“I’ll meet you in Shuttlebay One in ten minutes with the cutter. With a little luck we’ll get on the move and be out of here before the Flarn show up.”

Richards was about to relpy when the ship shook violently.



Conway leapt out of the command chair and turned to face Tilleran.

“Report!”

“No need to snap, its not my fault!”

“Just give me the damn report.”

“Flarn convoy has dropped out of warp at a distance of 2700km. They’re firing antiproton weapons. Shields are at forty-seven percent.”

Conway tapped his commbadge.

“Conway to Richards. Do we have impulse yet?”

“Half impulse at your command, Commander,” said Richards striding onto the bridge from the Ready Room.

“What are you doing up here? Get down to Engineering and fix those engines!”

Baxter came onto the bridge scowling at Conway.

“I’m afraid he’s going to be a little busy. Mr Richards and I are going down to Shuttlebay One to pull everyones’ asses from the fire. Try to keep my ship in one piece.”

Conway started to protest in fury before realising what he’d just heard. Baxter had just given him command of the ship during battle! It was time for him to show up that incompetent fool Baxter once and for all.

The instant Baxter and Richards left in the turbolift Conway’s face broke out in a manic grin.

“Are phasers charged, J’hana?”

“Charged, locked and ready to fire.”

“Fire at will. Quantum torpedoes only when you can be sure of a hit.”

J’hana’s hands flew over the console as Conway turned to Ford.

“Evasive pattern Mu, Mr Ford.”

“Mu, sir?”

“You know, the one where we jink randomly along the Y and Z axes presenting the minimum profile to the attacker.”

“That’s Beta.”

“Evasive pattern Beta, then. Stupid Greek lettering system.”

The Aerostar rocked once more as a beam of antiprotons impacted with the shields.

“Shields at thirty-four percent,” reported J’hana.

“What’s their condition, J’hana?”

“Their shields are at eighty-nine percent. This will be a glorious death.”

“Thanks for that, J’hana. I feel better already. I hate to admit it, but I hope Baxter’s plan, whatever it is, works.”



Baxter and Richards crouched over a phaser cutter mounted on a tripod. It was cutting a square of bulkhead from the side of the Shuttlecraft Northstar. It was only about a third of the way through its cutting cycle, and Baxter was fretting.

“Come on, come on. Can’t it cut any faster?”

Richards consulted the display on the top of the cutter and compared it to his tricorder readings.

“The antimatter storage pod is right next to the conduit. Cutting faster means we could breach the pod. And I don’t think you want to take a shower in liquid antideuterium.”

Baxter considered this. It was true, an antimatter shower wouldn’t be pleasant. The shuttlecraft’s antimatter containment pod contained nearly two hundred grams of antideuterium, enough to blow a runabout-sized hole right through the Aerostar’s primary hull.

“Cut faster. We can’t wait for the Flarn to board and eat us.”

Richards tapped at the panel on top of the cutter.



Conway sat in the command chair gripping the armrests tightly.

“Our shields?”

“Seventeen percent.”

“Their shields?”

“Seventy-eight percent.”

“S***.”

“Indeed, Commander.”

Conway picked at the armrests, a nervous habit he’d developed since losing his coffee supply.

“Conway to Richards.” He was damned if he was going to speak to Baxter.

“Richards here.”

“How’s it coming down there?”

“Five minutes.”

Conway glanced at J’hana, who shook her head.



Peterman woke up in Sickbay. She felt weak, and her arm hurt.

“Counsellor, you’re awake.”

“Janice. What’s going on?”

“Well, the ship’s blown up, the Flarn are attacking, Larkin’s in a coma, the replicators are spewing out penguins, and I’m just about to have a snack. Would you like some?”

“Where’s Andy?”

“He’s probably on the Bridge.”

“He should be here waiting by my bedside.”

“I think he’s trying to save the ship.”

“He’s a selfish little s***.”



The selfish little s*** was currently wrestling with an out-of-control phaser cutter. Its tripod had been knocked over by the last hit and it was busy carving abstract shapes into the deck.

“Shut this thing down!”

Richards watched as Baxter fought with the device, unsure how to deactivate something which was more than likely to sever any limb he put near it. He couldn’t understand why Baxter was still in one piece.

“I SAID SHUT THIS F***ING THING OFF BEFORE IT CUTS ME IN HALF!”

Richards thought quickly, picked up a heavy fluid spanner and flung it at the machine. There was a crunch, the sound of arcing electricity and a scream from the captain.

After a few seconds Baxter disentangled himself from the smoking machine and staggered over to inspect the side of the shuttle.

“Nearly through. We can probably force it the rest of the way,” Richards told his singed captain.

Baxter and Richards grabbed a still-warm corner of the panel and heaved.



J’hana hit her panel in frustration.

“Phaser power exhausted. Shields gone. Torpedo launchers overheating!”

Conway had nearly picked a hole right through the command chair’s right armrest. He stood up and paced.

“Ford, evade at random. Do whatever you need to. Don’t spare the inertial stabilisers.”

Conway tapped his communicator.

“Conway to Richards. Give me good news.”

“Richards here. We’re extracting the conduit now. Two minutes to get it to Engineering and install it.”

“Well don’t stand there telling me about it! Get to it!”



Richards tapped his communicator.

“One to beam to Engineering with equipment.”

“Comin’ right up, Chris!” came Hartley’s reply over the intercom.

Richards and the length of conduit dissolved in the transporter effect.

Baxter ran for the turbolift, heading to the bridge.



The Aerostar dodged and weaved with grace that belied her size. The even larger Flarn warship didn’t bother to dodge but just blundered forward, shrugging off the underpowered phaser blasts that were all the Aerostar could muster in her defense. The three freighters hung back, unarmed and lightly shielded as they were.



Conway swore loudly as the Flarn warship closed. He was all out of ideas. The hiss of the turbolift doors parting made him look round, to see Baxter arriving to take command.

“Get out of my chair,” Baxter ordered.

“Got any clever ideas, Baxter?”

“Of course. I’m the captain.”

“Then now is a good time to share them.”

“I’m thinking. Don’t rush me.”

The Bridge shook.

“Shields down. Minor damage, deck three,” came J’hana’s report.

“Baxter…” A console exploded in a shower of sparks.

“Um, ah… Transporters! Baxter to Transporter Room One.”

“Hartley here, Captain.”

“Lock onto my commbadge and prepare to beam it and everything within four meters into space between us and the Flarn ship.”

“Interesting way of committing suicide, Captain.”

“Shut up and do it.”

“Locked.”

Baxter plucked the badge from his tunic and ran over to the door to his ready room. The door opened and spilt hundreds of brass penguins onto the Bridge. Fighting against the flow Baxter struggled into the room and threw his badge into the middle of the room.

“Conway, tell Hartley to energise!”

There was a pause, then most of the penguins in the room vanished in a swirl of blue light.

Conway looked annoyed.

“You just wanted to clear your ready room?”

J’hana interrupted:

“They’re firing again!”

Everyone braced for impact and explosive decompressive death. A slight tremor was felt through the hull.

“No damage. The penguins - they’ve absorbed most of the energy!”

“Don’t sound so shocked, J’hana. I planned it all along.”

“Richards to Bridge. Warp power up to factor six at your command.”

Conway nearly collapsed in relief. Baxter sighed and thanked whatever Gods there were for deliverance. J’hana merely scowled at being cheated of her glorious death.

“Ford, warp six. Any direction. Engage.”



On the viewscreen of the Flarn Warship Rentnar the Aerostar turned and streaked off into the distance.

“Follow the Federationsss. Warp nine!” screamed the Captain.

“But Captain,” pleaded an underling, “The freightersssss cannot match our sssspeed.”

“Leave them behind. I want those Federationssss on my plate thisss evening.”

“But Excelency, the freighterssss are carrying cargo for Hissss Majesssssty the Emperor. He will be … disssspleasssed … if they are left unattended.”

The captain’s fury needed release. He settled for gutting his presumptuous underling.



“No signs of pursuit,” reported J’hana.

“Well, we live to fight another day.” Baxter looked over at J’hana “Am I right?” he grinned.

“You are indeed right, Captain.” confirmed J’hana.

“Now, I’m going to Engineering to see what can be done about Larkin. You have the Bridge, Commander. Try not to blow it up again today.”



Larkin was only aware of a floating sensation. The passage of time was irrelevant. She had been floating for an infinite length of time, and also no time at all. She dreamed. She dreamed of brass penguins.



“Are you sure this is really necessary, Chris?”

“Sure. She needs to be enticed out of the coma state. You are a figure of authority in her life. She will respond best to you.”

“And the penguin suit?”

“Positive reinforcement of your authority with an image Larkin is familiar with, comfortable with.”

“Well, lets get this over with.”



Larkin was aware of being called. It was a familiar voice. She was used to obeying that voice. Gradually her positronic net accustomed itself to her body again. Her eyes opened slightly. Images danced before her eyes. There was a penguin calling to her with … her captain’s voice. She was needed. She moved towards wakefulness.



“I feel silly. I’ve been doing this for nearly half an hour. I can only jump about and clap my flippers for so long.”

“C. Cat. Capt. Capt.”

Baxter looked round to see Larkin slowly sitting up. Richards moved over and started fussing over her with a tricorder and positronic probe.

“Captn. I hv dscnected mself fro the ain computer.” She turned to Richards. “I regret to rport that the experiment was a faiure.”

Richards removed the wok from her head and took readings with his tricorder.

Baxter smiled and put a hand on the android’s shoulder.

“Well, Larkin its good to have you back.”

Larkin looked at Baxter and frowned.

“Why are you dressed as a penguin?”

Baxter was about to reply when a commotion at the entrance to Engineering caught his attention.

Peterman was storming across the room, Browning following close behind eating a sandwich.

“There you are. I wake up in Sickbay with a broken arm, blood loss and one mother of a headache, and I hear that you just dumped me in there and left without so much as checking I was okay. If Janice here hadn’t …”

Baxter smiled and nodded.

“Happy birthday, darling.”

Smile and nod.






Clouded Judgement

Captain Baxter approached Counseolor Peterman’s door after carefully examining his hair in the computer panel on the opposite side of the corridor.

“Computer, unlock door. Authorization Baxter Alpha one one zero.”

Baxter stepped into the room and walked back to the bedroom, carefully avoiding the sleeping form of Charlie. He smiled, seeing Peterman curled in a tight ball under a mound of covers, fast asleep. She looked so unbelievably cute sleeping there, it almost gave Baxter a toothache.

“Kelly…” he whispered softly into her ear. “Wake up honey.”

Peterman stirred. “Hmm?”

He softly nudged her shoulder. “Come on, darling.”

Peterman opened her eyes and smiled. “Good morning.”

“There’s my girl.” Baxter sighed.

She sat up, stretched and yawned. “What brings you here?”

“Well, I was just about to go on duty on the bridge, and I thought I might stop by and see you on the way.”

Peterman leaned forward and wrapped her arms around the Captain. “Aww, Andy…”

They had been going out less than three weeks now, and hadn’t done anything spectacular, in Baxter’s opinion. They made a few trips to the holodeck, had several meals in the Starlight Lounge, and in Baxter’s quarters. Nothing out of the ordinary. But, more than ever, Baxter knew that he was in love with Peterman. He wanted nothing to mess this up, as much as the fates had conspired to do just that so far.

The couple’s embrace was interrupted by the beep of Baxter’s comm badge.

“Larkin to Baxter. We have encountered a vessel sir. It appears to be dead in space.”

Baxter sighed. “Can’t Conway take care of this?”

“He went off duty two hours ago, sir. And if I am not mistaken, your shift begins in two minutes.”

“Fine, fine. Scan the ship and have a full report ready by the time I get there.”

“Aye, sir. Larkin out.”

“Sorry, honey, duty calls.” Baxter said, smiling and kissing Peterman on the forehead. “Now you get to sleep.”

Peterman closed her eyes, ready to fall into dreamful sleep, when she suddenly remembered her appointment with Lieutenant J’hana. It was 0758, and the meeting was at 0800.

“Damn.” Peterman cursed, dragging herself out of bed. “So much for a wonderful morning.”



“Put the ship on screen, Lieutenant,” Captain Baxter said to Lt. Gellar as he stepped onto the bridge.

A small vessel appeared on the screen.

“It appears to be a Sulani transport, sir,” Larkin announced from ops. “All of its power systems are offline.”

“A little far off course, isn’t she?” Baxter asked, taking his command chair.

“Apparently it has been adrift for several days without power.”

“Life signs?” Baxter asked.

“I can discern no life signs. Presumably the crew perished after life support was lost.”

“I suppose we should send a team over there.”

“That would be prudent, Captain.” Larkin replied.

“Very well. Take an away team over there and see if you can find out what happened,” Baxter said.

Larkin stood. “Aye, sir.”



Lieutenant J’hana checked the chronometer in Peterman’s office again. 0815. How like a human. Peterman was late, and it didn’t surprise J’hana a bit.

As a matter of fact, it angered her. Why was she here, anyway?

True, Conway had ordered her to meet with the Counselor after the incident where she broke that ensign’s collar bone in four places, but, hey, he had it coming. Let one ensign misfile a report, and the next thing you know there is chaos.

J’hana didn’t feel one bit of remorse. What she did feel was tremendous anger, directed towards Counselor Peterman. Why did she have to visit Peterman anyway? She didn’t need anyone to tell her what was making her so edgy lately.

She knew that much. It was being cramped on this ship with all these unruly humans. It was driving her nuts. If that wasn’t bad enough, with the exception of the little scuffle with the Maloxians, J’hana hadn’t been able to let off steam in any productive ways, like killing people. She really missed the gush of warm blood coming from an open wound that she had inflicted. It wasn’t fair that no one wanted to kill her lately.


	J’hana’s patience had come to an end. She didn’t need any counseling; she wasn’t about to let an undisciplined human tell her what was what. She stood to leave, just as Charlie burst through the door and knocked her over, playfully licking her face.



“Bad dog.” Peterman said, ruefully setting her stack of padds down on her desk and sitting down. “I’m awfully sorry about being so late, Lieutenant, there was an…emergency this morning.”

“I am sure,” J’hana said, pulling herself away from the dog. But Charlie just came back for more, leaping onto her as she took her chair. “Enough!” J’hana shouted, tossing Charlie across the room. “We will have none of that.”

The dog hit the wall with a smack and then jumped back into J’hana’s lap.

“He only likes it more when you play rough with him, J’hana.” Peterman giggled.

“Is that so,” J’hana said through clinched teeth. “We shall see.” J’hana pushed Charlie to the ground and wrapped her hands around his throat. “How do you like me now, dog?” J’hana shouted.

Charlie made a low gurgling sound and extending his tongue to lick J’hana’s hand as she strangled him.

“I think he really likes you, J’hana,” Peterman said, smiling. “Now, let’s get down to business. Come on, Charlie, I have a pupper treat for you.” She offered a long, brown stick of meat to Charlie and he bolted for it, taking it into his paws and devouring it.

“Frankly, Counselor, I do not see why I should be here,” J’hana said.

Peterman looked at a padd. “So Commander Conway suspended you from duty for no reason?”

“Dunston had it coming,” J’hana huffed.

“He only misfiled a security report.”

“Well, he needed to be taught a lesson.”

Peterman sighed. This would be a long day. “Wouldn’t it have been a better lesson to show him where the file should have gone, instead of giving him a roundhouse kick?”

“I imagine he will not make that mistake again.”

“That’s true enough. Then again, thanks to you, he may never be able to do the tango again.”

“Pardon?”

“Never mind. The point is, you went too far. You have to learn some restraint.”

“Why.” J’hana grunted. It was more a statement then a question.

“Because, you can’t just go around beating people up.”

“Why.”

“ARRRRRGGGGGHHH!!!” Peterman let her head on her desk.

“May I leave now?” J’hana finally said.

Peterman looked up. “Sure. We’ll continue this tomorrow. Until then, it is still my judgement that you remain suspended.”

J’hana stood up, when suddenly a little figurine on Peterman’s endtable caught her eye. “This is a most excellent figurine, Counselor.”

Peterman looked surprised. “Why, thank you.”

J’hana suddenly crushed it in her palm, letting the pieces fall. “Whoops. I am sorry. That temper again.”

Peterman just lay her head back down on the desk as J’hana stormed out of the room. This would take some work.



Lieutenant Larkin materialized in the engine room of the Sulani transport. It was her decision, that, since she did not require life support, she would beam down first and reestablish power. She took the small generator she had brought with her and attached it to the emergency power junction, switching it on. As soon as she did, lights and panels came to life all over the room.

“Larkin to transporter room. I have established emergency power. Energize.”

After several moments, Lt. Commander Richards, Lieutenant Gellar, and Doctor Browning appeared next to Larkin.

“Mr. Richards, please attempt to restore main power. Lieutenant Gellar and I will make our way to the bridge and attempt to find a way to access the ship’s logs. Doctor Browning, your services will be required as well.”

Richards nodded. “Gotcha. This may be tricky. I’ve never worked on a Sulani ship before.”

“Well, now’s your chance, buster.” Gellar said as he followed Larkin in the direction of the bridge.

“Smartaleck,” Richards mumbled as he opened up his engineering kit.

Doctor Browning leaned over and kissed Richards on the cheek before she left. “Good luck, dollbaby.”

“I’ll need it,” Richards sighed, looking at the

warp core. “Come on, Doc!” Lt. Gellar shouted from the distance.

“Oh, sorry.” Browning said, running after Gellar and Larkin.



“Holodeck Three is currently in use.” The computer said in its usual monotone. J’hana appreciated the ship’s computer. It was direct and to the point. Amazing a human had programmed it.

“I know it is in use. I wish to enter.”

“State security authorization.”

J’hana grunted. What was Commander Conway doing in there that was so special he had to lock the holodeck? “J’hana Gamma five zero three,” she stated.

The doors suddenly parted, and J’hana stepped forward, immediately assaulted by the noise level.

“What is this place?” J’hana said with wonder as the doors closed behind her and disappeared. J’hana looked around. She seemed to be standing on an asphalt road, in some sort of stadium that was packed with cheering people. This was apparently some sort of Earth sport, though J’hana wasn’t sure which one.

Suddenly a loud voice boomed from out of nowhere.

“Conway almost wiped out there, ladies and gentlemen. Earnhardt is hot on his tail. They’re nearing the last two laps.”

The what?

Suddenly, a blue streak whizzed past J’hana at a tremendous speed, almost knocking her over. What the hell was that?

Before she knew it, a red streak passed her, coming close to ramming into her.

“Commander Conway!” J’hana shouted over the din. “I need to talk to you.”

“Hold on, folks, there seems to be a fan out there on the track. This is unbelievable.”

J’hana recognized the streaks that were whizzing by her. They were combustion-powered Earth vehicles. And they seemed to be driving around in circles. How odd.

J’hana decided that there was only one way to find Conway. “There is an old earth saying. If you can’t beat them, join them.” J’hana said, standing out in the middle of the track. “Stop, in the name of Starfleet Security!” she said to the vehicle that was coming towards her.

It didn’t seem too intent on stopping.

“That fan out there must be insane! She’s standing out in the middle of the track now!”

At the last minute, the car suddenly screeched to a halt, spinning out and stopping right at J’hana’s feet. A man in a helmet got out of the car, stomping his feet in fury.

“And jus what the hell do you think yer doin’, girlie?”

“I must commandeer your vehicle. It is an urgent Starfleet matter.”

“Star-what?”

“Never mind,” J’hana said, pushing him aside.

Kyle Petty removed his helmet, letting his hair cascade down about his shoulders. “You are one hot ticket, I’ll give ya that.”

J’hana looked at him as she slid into the car. “My, you have the look of a warrior,” she was taken aback, slightly.

“Thank, you, I guess.” Petty said sheepishly, stepping off to the side of the track.

“Thank you for the use of your vehicle,” J’hana said, strapping on her seat belt.

Now how the hell was she supposed to work this thing?

“Computer,” J’hana said. “Reconfigure the controls of this vehicle to those of an Andorian Land Cruiser, model eight.”

“Acknowledged.”

J’hana watched as the controls contorted in front of her eyes and changed to the more familiar lever-based controls of her homeworld’s ancient vehicle of choice.

The security officer yanked a lever back and sent the vehicle forward. “Much better.”

The vehicle accelerated quickly, nearing the pack of cars before it.

“Ladies and gentlemen, as we near the home stretch, we seem to have a new driver for Kyle Petty’s car.”

J’hana reached the last car in the pack, looking into the window and trying to see who it was.

She couldn’t tell who was driving because they wore a helmet. “Commander Conway!” she shouted

Nothing. She pulled forward, repeating the procedure until she reached the front of the pack.

“Commander!”

The helmeted figure turned. “J’hana? What the hell are you doing here?”

“I need to talk to you!”

“Can this wait?” Conway asked, steering the vehicle away from J’hana’s.

J’hana pursued him. “No! It is of the utmost importance.”

“Too bad!” Conway shouted.

“I am sorry, Commander.” J’hana said, jerking her vehicle over and ramming it into Conway’s.

The two vehicles skidded off the track, also knocking into another car. All three of them tumbled through the median of the track, finally coming to a stop in a messy heap.

J’hana unhitched her seatbelt and crawled out of the car. Good thing the holodeck safetys seemed to be working properly. Her car had been crushed like a tin can. In a real situation, she most likely would have been killed.

Commander Conway likewise pulled himself out of his car. “Just great, Lieutenant. I almost won that one!”

“I am sorry, Commander, but I do need to talk to you.”

Both of them suddenly heard a groan from the third car that had crashed.

“Ooooohh,” a man said, lying several feet from the car itself.

“Dale!” Conway shouted, running to the man’s side.

“It seems Conway and the mystery driver are okay, but Dale Earnhardt looks injured. An ambulance is making its way onto the field.”

“No, Dale, don’t die!” Conway moaned.

“It’s…okay…David…I want you to…take my car.”

“No, you’re going to be okay,” Conway continued to moan.

An EMT hopped out of the ambulance, immediately sizing up the situation. “His spine is broken, and he’s losing blood fast.”

“Damn you, J’hana. Look what you did. You’ve killed Dale Earnhardt,” Conway screamed as Earnhardt turned his head to the side and closed his eyes.

“Who?”

“Get out!” Conway screamed.

“But I wanted to talk to you about my suspension. I need to be put back on duty!”

Conway grimaced. “Not very damn likely now, is it? Now get the hell out of here!”

J’hana grunted with displeasure. “I am sorry, Commander.”

That hadn’t gone quite as planned.



Doctor Browning bent down and frowned at the Sulani corpse. It seemed to almost frown back at her, pinned against the bulkhead by a duranium girder in a manner not unlike Lt. Commander Richards had been several months ago. At least in Richards’s case, the girder hadn’t gone through his chest. Browning shivered.

“What is your assessment, Doctor?” Larkin asked, staring down over the doctor’s shoulder unemotionally.

“He died of intense internal trauma caused by this duranium girder. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“That seems to coincide with my theory. It seems a massive explosion occurred outside the engine room that caused many of the crewmembers to be killed and the ship’s power systems were compromised as a result.”

Browning nodded. “So everyone else died when life support was lost.”

For a moment, Larkin’s brow almost seemed to furrow. “We are still left with the question of how the explosion occurred.”

“Good question.” Browning replied.

“Then I suggest we proceed to the source of the explosion.” Larkin said, leading the way down one of the ship’s cramped corridors.



“There.” Lt. Commander Richards said, as the warp core once again began to thrum.

Fixing the power systems had not been as hard as he had first thought. There had evidently been some kind of explosion, which had compromised the antimatter and matter containment fields. They were not as advanced as the ones used on most Federation starships, and were much more easily disturbed. Emergency containment valves had closed to prevent the antimatter and matter from mixing, causing main warp power to be cut off.

The strange thing was, emergency impulse power should have kicked in at that point, but it seemed as if those conduits had been severed. Richards tried to trace the power conduit to its breaking point, to see if the explosion had damaged that, and indeed it had. An explosion capable of efficiently knocking out both warp and impulse power would have had to have been extremely well planned, not by far accidental.

Even stranger, emergency battery backups had not functioned either. They were kept under an entirely different system and command protocol, and should have been unaffected by the explosion. They were purposely set up that way, in case just such an accident should take place.

After climbing three decks down to the battery chamber, Richards gasped.

“Richards to Browning. I’ve found two more dead bodies.”

“What’s new? They’re all over the ship. The entire crew is dead.”

Turning his head in disgust and covering his mouth with his sleeve, Richards choked out, “Just come down here, Janice, and bring Mr. Gellar.”



Captain Baxter sipped at the cold glass of grapefruit juice and sighed as he reviewed Lt. J’hana’s discipline report.

“You really know how to endear yourself to a guy, don’t you, Lieutenant?”

J’hana stood at the other side of Baxter’s desk in his readyroom, perfectly stoic and unmoving. “No sir, I would not say it is my strong point.”

“At ease, Lieutenant, if you stand any straighter, you’re going to break something.”

J’hana raised an eyebrow. “I prefer to follow protocol, sir. Military protocol happens to matter a great deal to me, however little it means to you.”

“Then if I give you a direct order to sit down, it’s my understanding that you will do that.”

“That is correct, but I do not have to enjoy it,” J’hana said wryly, taking a seat.

“Listen, I know the Commander is a difficult man, believe me, I know. But the fact remains, he is in charge of personnel, and as I understand it, you have not been behaving in an extremely productive manner.”

“I have done my duty, sir.”

“You also broke Ensign Dunston’s collarbone. And I also hear that you hurt Ensign Yang’s feelings last week.”

“She is an incompetent engineer and I told her so.”

“Well, she also happens to have feelings, and you stepped all over them.”

“Cursed human feelings,” J’hana grunted.

Baxter was beginning to get annoyed. “Listen, missy, I happen to have those cursed human feelings you speak so badly of, and I also happen to like them. One of those feelings tell me that you are a good officer. You are efficient, strong, and a really hard worker. You are also foul-tempered, moody, and unpleasant.”

“I suppose you talked to Counselor Peterman.”

“Hell yeah, I talked to Counselor Peterman. You know, she loved that Betty Boop statue.”

“I shall replicate her a new one.”

“That’s not the point. You can’t just go around breaking things whenever you want to. You have to learn to respect people, their feelings, and their possessions.”

“I understand you have…feelings…for Counselor Peterman. Perhaps that clouds your judgement in this matter.”

“Damn right it clouds my judgement, it makes me even madder. J’hana, the bottom line is, you have to start being a little more respective of the crewmen around you, or, as much as I’d hate to do it, you will have to be transferred to a less… attractive…position.”

J’hana gasped. “Not…”

“Inventory.”

The tactical officer stood. “I understand, sir. I will endeavor to make good on my misdoings.”

Baxter leaned back. “Good. Then the first thing you should do is march back down there and apologize to Counselor Peterman. She may even have an idea or two as to how you can be reinstated at your post.”

J’hana turned to leave. “I understand. Thank you, sir.”

“And J’hana…” Baxter added as she headed for the door.

“Yes?”

“Next time you’re out on the Nascar track, try and stay in your own lane,” Baxter chuckled.

“Commander Conway should have turned into the skid. The wreck would have been much less violent if he had.” J’hana added as she disappeared behind the doors.



“This man was cut in half by a phaser torch,” Dr. Browning said in disgust.

“Who could have done that?” Richards replied.

Browning looked from the decapitated corpse to the far wall and pointed. “That guy.”

The Sulani engineer lay on the deck, slumped against the wall. Browning’s eyes suddenly widened as she looked at her tricorder. “He’s alive…barely.”

“You’re kidding.” Lt. Gellar said, looking at the Sulani.

Dr. Browning jumped over to the man and injected him with a hypospray. “Apparently there was a small pocket of air down here when life support was lost. He’s lost a lot of blood and is suffering severe oxygen depravation.”

“Can you revive him?” Richards asked.

Browning bit her lower lip thoughtfully. “I’m not sure. His vital signs are fluctuating rapidly.”

The man suddenly groaned and gurgled painfully. His eyes shot open. “They’re crazy! They’re all crazy!” he screamed, sitting up and trying to stand.

Gellar put his hand on his phaser, but soon saw that the man wasn’t in a position to do any harm.

As quickly as he started ranting and raving, the man once again fell limp.

“We lost him.” Browning said, putting her hand over the man’s eyes.

“Larkin to Richards.” Came the beep of Richards’ communicator. “I have inspected the site of the explosion. It seems to have been caused by one of the crewmembers.”

“We figured that much out.” Richards replied.

“I have also taken the liberty of examining some of the ship’s logs. It seems they were delivering a vaccine to the planet Darson, a small Sulani colony on the edge of Flarn space. They seem to be overrun with some sort of plague.”

“That doesn’t sound good.” Gellar said.

“Indeed, Lieutenant, it is not. Judging by these logs, I am to understand that the colony could be wiped out within the day.”



“So, what do you reccommend, Ms. Larkin?” Baxter asked, leaning forward in his command chair and twiddling his fingers nervously.

“We must take the antidote to Darson, before it is too late.”

“Alright,” Baxter replied, “We’ll recall the away team and make a course to…”

“Captain…” Ensign Fresca said from ops, “I’m picking up some kind of spacial anomaly one point five parsecs from here.”

“Perhaps that was what the Sulani ship had diverted its course to investigate.” Baxter said, rubbing his chin.

“May I suggest we send a runabout to deliver the vaccine to Darson and allow the Aerostar to remain here to investigate this phenomenon? It may shed some light on the deaths of the Sulani crew.” Larkin replied.

“Ensign Fresca, plot a course to Darson. How long would it take a runabout to reach it at maximum warp?” Baxter ordered, standing behind Fresca’s chair.

“At Warp four, the runabout would reach Darson in four point five hours.”

“That would suffice, Captain.” Larkin said.

“Very well.” Baxter replied, turning to Fresca. “Have a runabout prepared for immediate departure. And call Commander Conway to the bridge. I have an idea.”

Fresca tapped in some commands on her panel. “Always a bad sign.”



“So the Captain sent you back here.” Counselor Peterman said with a touch of a smile.

J’hana huffed, sitting low in the couch across from Peterman and glowering. “It was an order. Please, Counselor, I am sorry. I… overreacted. I will do whatever it takes to redeem myself.”

“Someone once said something about good intentions, Lieutenant. I, uh, can’t quite remember what it was, but anyway, good intentions sometimes…turn out bad. Or something.”

J’hana shook her head. “What?”

“Well, my point is, it seems you always go into things with good intentions, and then your temper ends up getting the best of you, like in the holodeck with Commander Conway, and with me earlier today.”

“What’s your point?”

“You have to learn patience, you have to learn how to care for your fellow…”

“Baxter to Peterman.”

Peterman sighed and tapped her comm badge. “I’m kind of busy right now, Andy.”

“Well, it seems we have to send a runabout to take some vaccine to a nearby planet, and, well, I thought…since it doesn’t entail much work, you and I could go, and…well, you know, make a day out of it.”

Peterman’s eyes lit up. “We could take a picnic lunch!”

“Exactly. Our first little day trip.”

J’hana made a quiet gagging noise.

Peterman looked at J’hana a moment, smiling slyly. “I just got a wonderful idea.”



“I don’t feel very good about this.” Richards said, as Lieutenant Larkin continued working on the computer on the bridge of the Sulani transport.

“Do not concern yourself, Commander. We shall take proper safety precautions. This is an excellent opportunity for us to discover exactly why this occurred.”

Dr. Browning leaned over and looked at the body of what she presumed to be the Captain of the ship, slumped in the command chair. “Stabbing. That makes the fourteenth murder victim. I’m starting to think that this wasn’t an accident.”

“Gee, what could have given you that idea?” Lt. Gellar asked sarcastically.

“I definitely don’t feel very good about this.” Richards repeated.



Counselor Peterman closed her small carry-on bag. “That should be all.” She then turned to J’hana, who seemed like she was still in shock. “Okay, J’hana, do you understand everything?”

“I understand that I must really like my job in order to do this.”

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, I think that this is a sign of your progressing humanity.” Peterman said offhandedly, walking over to the replicator.

“I don’t want to have any…humanity.”

“You know what I mean. Now, Charlie’s food is in the replicator. It’s canine supplement number twenty- seven. If he’s really good you can give him a snack later on in the day. Raphael eats a special blend of ants and larvae I came up with. It’s under Peterman meal supplement five-j in the computer.”

J’hana’s face darkened. “Wait a minute. You said nothing about the monkey. It attacked me, as I recall.”

“Come on, J’hana, that’s in the past now. I’m sure you and Raphael and everyone else will get along famously. Fritz eats feline supplement thirty-two and Ozzie eats a combination of sunflower seeds and pecans.”

As if on cue, Ozzie the osprey let out a huge squawk from the other room.

Peterman continued. “All your other instructions are in the computer under Peterman’s Pets One-A.”

“What about the…nogath.”

“Oh, Mongo? You take special care of him. He saved all our lives if you haven’t forgot.”

J’hana looked down at the small, hamster-like creature that scampered around in a cage on Peterman’s endtable. “I assure you, Counselor. I have not.”

Peterman grabbed her carry-on, as well as the picnic basket she had replicated earlier. “Great. Well, I guess that’s it. Wish me a great trip.” She bent down and kissed Charlie on the nose.

J’hana looked on with disgust. “Have…fun.”

Peterman headed out the door, then quickly stuck her head back in. “And don’t forget…today is Fritz’s bath day. He likes lots of bubbles.”

J’hana looked down at Fritz as he played quietly with his ball of yarn. She was about to embark on a nightmare that would put the Khittomer massacre to shame.



Captain Baxter smiled at Counselor Peterman as she climbed inside the cockpit of the runabout.

“Hey, Kelly. Are you sure you can trust J’hana to take care of your pets while you’re away?”

Peterman sat her luggage down and took the seat next to Baxter. “I know she has the heart of an animal lover within her, Andy.”

“The heart of an animal maybe.” Baxter said with concern on his face.

Peterman leaned over and put her arms around the Captain. “Stop worrying. Lt. Hartley is there if J’hana should have any problems, and she knows how to handle my pets. Now, lets get on with that vacation.”

Baxter and Peterman kissed for a long moment, interrupted by a chirp at the comm panel. “Bridge to runabout Potomac, you are cleared for departure.” Came Commander Conway’s gruff voice. “The vaccines have been transported directly to your cargo hold.”

“Thanks, Commander. See you tomorrow.” Baxter said, beginning the takeoff sequence.

“Don’t have too much fun out there…” Conway said wickedly.

“Same to you.” Baxter retorted, as the Potomac glided out of the Aerostar’s shuttlebay, angling away toward her destination and engaging into warp.



“The Potomac has cleared shuttlebay one.” Ensign Fresca announced from ops.

“Very well.” Conway said, heading back towards the command chair. “Lay in a course for the disturbance and engage at half impulse.”

“Aye, sir.” Ensign Ford said from the helm.

Conway turned towards the science station. “Lt. Tilleran, I want every sensor array we have online and studying this thing, understood?”

Tilleran nodded. “Aye, sir. All science departments are standing by. Sensor gains have been set to maximum, we won’t miss a thing.”

“Make sure you don’t.” Conway grimaced, sounding slightly too annoyed.

Tilleran shivered when Conway said that, as if she was just hit with a wave of negative emotion–stronger than average. How odd.



“The Aerostar is heading into the disturbance.” Lt. Gellar noted from one of the panels on the bridge of the Sulani ship.

“Found anything yet, Larkin?” Richards asked, looking over her shoulder.

“The computer core was damaged in the accident. I can only access certain logs.”

“How convenient.” Gellar muttered.

“Indeed. What is even more curious is the absence of ship’s logs from stardate 51590 until now.”

“That was three days ago.” Richards noted.

“Correct. The question remains, what took place in those three days?”

“A lot of killing?” Gellar offered helpfully.

“You have an excellent grasp of the obvious.” Larkin replied as she continued to access the logs. “I believe I have repaired the section of computer memory that holds the last Captain’s log.”

“About time.” Richards said.

“As I recall, you offered no help, Mr. Richards.”

“Just play the log.” Richards said with impatience.

Dr. Browning nudged him. “Be nice.” she whispered.

Larkin hit a control, and as she did so, the dark bridge’s speakers crackled to life.

“…are after me. I have sealed the bridge in hopes of escaping my insane crew. I was able to take out the navigation officer…went crazy…weapons officer still on my side. Engineer Bernan is another story. I think he’s going to…sabotage! I think he’s going to try to destroy this ship!…must stop him…steering us out of the anomaly…has something to do with…WAIT!! STOP!!!!”

What the away team heard next was the muffled noise of explosions and phaser blasts, followed by one more huge explosion.

“…on the bridge…” the recording continued, “lost all power…you took out the warp core didn’t you? We have sick people relying on…no…get away!!!!!!”

The recording promptly ended.

For a moment, the Sulani bridge was silent.

“Contact the Aerostar, Mr. Gellar.” Larkin said gravely.

Gellar pressed a few buttons. “No use, they’ve already entered the phenomenon.”

“We must follow them. They are in grave danger.” Larkin looked to Richards. “Commander, I need you to get this vessel’s engines back online. I also need you to help me devise a means of shielding this vessel from the effects of the disturbance.”

Richards just rubbed his face. “You might as well ask me to pull a rabbit out of my butt.”

“Whatever you think will help, Commander. Now follow me.” Larkin replied.

“What the heck am I supposed to do?” Browning asked.

“Continue to analyze the dead here and help Mr. Gellar.” Larkin added as she and Richards entered the turbolift.

Browning sighed. “Just wonderful. What do you need, Brian?”

Gellar began to set about rewiring the bridge stations. “A paddle.”

“What?”

Gellar looked at her with complete seriousness. “Because we’re up shit creek.”



“Things are not that bad, Megan.” Mirk said idly, while polishing a glass.

Lt. Hartley bent over her drink. “Yeah, well, you’re not seventy thousand light years from home.”

“I don’t think that’s your problem,” Mirk said, putting the glass down and picking up another. “What’s really bothering you?”

“I don’t know. I’ve just noticed in the past couple months what a drought there is of acceptable men on this ship.”

“That’s not true. What about Lt. Atkinson? I thought you two were kind of an item.”

“Yeah, right, we went on one date. Anyway, he makes me nervous. It’s like he’s always trying to hide something.”

“Maybe he is. Aren’t we all?”

“Enough with the cryptic psychologist questions, okay? I don’t need to hear that right now.”

Mirk decided to abandon that angle and try another one. “Well, what about Ensign Ford? He likes you.”

Hartley huffed. “Not on your life. Ford is a superficial egomaniac whose hands are busier than a Galaxy class starship.”

Mirk’s attention had wandered off to the large windows at the front of the room, noticing the strange blue glow that seemed to suddenly surround the ship. “Where are we, anyway?”

Hartley turned around and look out the window. “I’m not sure. I think we’re investigating some vessel we found dead in space.”

“You don’t know what sector we’re in?”

“No idea.”

Mirk thought a moment. “Oh.”

“Anyway, like I was saying, people come in and out of the transporter room, but they never stay long enough for me to really…”

Hartley was interrupted as a chair flew over her head and missed hitting Mirk by a centimeter.

Mirk stuck his head back up. “What the hell was…”

Another chair–this time Mirk caught it right in the face.

Hartley was on her feet in an instant. Evidently the entire rest of the Starlight Lounge had erupted into a giant brawl, with Ensign Dunston from security and Sanchez from Engineering at the center.

“Break it up guys!” Hartley yelled, to no avail. “Hartley to Security, I need a team in the Starlight Lounge on the double!”

Mirk pulled himself up, grabbing a bottle of Aldebran whiskey and bashing it over the head of one of the brawlers, knocking him out cold. “What the hell is going on?” He asked over the din.

Hartley pushed through the crowd, trying to push them apart. “I don’t know! Don’t you have a weapon back there, like all other bartenders?”

Mirk ducked behind the bar again. “I don’t think so. Wait a minute, here’s something.”

The bartender retrieved a large, square, flat object attached to a long handle. He assumed it was left by the last bartender to swat at any flies that might have snuck into the lounge.

Mirk wielded the high tech flyswatter as if it was a Klingon batleth, leaping over the bar and swatting away.

The security team arrived shortly later, but by this time, it seemed like no one cared.

The head of the security team considered this. “This fighting is most illogical.” she finally said.

At a little over a meter and a half, Ensign Saral was probably the shortest Vulcan alive, but nonetheless, she was an intimidating security officer to say the least.

“You must cease and desist in this action immediately.”

No one seemed to be listening.

“I said STOP.”

Lt. Hartley briefly stuck her head out of the tumbling mass of bodies. “Hey, Saral, could you please give me a ha-” But before she was finished, a hand pulled her back in.

“Very well.” Saral looked to the three security officers behind her. “Set phasers to wide beam stun and fire at will.”

Mirk swatted and smacked as he worked his way through the fighting mass of people. “Can’t we all just get along?”

Hartley once again stuck her head out, while pounding someone’s head into a bulkhead. “That wasn’t very damn funny.”

“Are you okay, Megan?” Mirk asked.

“Do I LOOK okay?”

“Well…” Suddenly Ensign Sanchez rammed into Mirk and knocked him into the bar.

“Stop bugging me!” He said wryly, swatting Sanchez with all his might.

Suddenly there was the high pitched whine of phasers, and everything went dark.



Captain Baxter leaned back in his chair and sighed. “That was great.”

“Yeah,” Peterman agreed. “It’s never been that good.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever sucked on something so juicy.”

Peterman smiled. “Well, it is my mother’s recipe. I programmed it into the replicator, because, frankly, the regulation Starfleet fried chicken is way too dry.”

“Amen to that.” Baxter agreed, sucking on a toothpick. “Computer, how much time until we reach Darson?”

“Two point five hours.” The computer replied smartly.

“Well,” Baxter said, turning to Peterman, “That gives us just enough time to snuggle!”

“Yahoo!” Peterman said happily, as Baxter picked her up from her chair and proceeded to carry her back to the rear compartment.

“Incoming subspace message.” The computer announced, just as Baxter headed to the back room.

“Sheesh, not a moment’s peace. Probably Conway calling to check up on us. Computer,” Baxter said, “Switch off subspace receiver.”

“Is that such a good idea, Captain Shmoopee?” Peterman asked, running her finger up and down Baxter’s nose.

“Come on, what could happen?” Baxter asked, placing Peterman down on the bunk gently and crawling in with her.



“The Captain isn’t responding.” Lt. Gellar said uncomfortably.

“Do you think he’s okay?” Browning said, looking down at the Sulani comm panel.

“I don’t know, but, frankly, I’m more scared about us right now.”

Browning shivered. “You and me both.”

Suddenly the comm panel beeped. “Larkin to Gellar. We have repaired the engines and are ready to transfer all engineering controls to the bridge.”

“Acknowledged.”

“Do not activate the engines until we arrive.” Larkin added. “Have you heard from the Captain?”

“Negative.” Gellar replied.

“Then it appears we will have to rescue the Aerostar ourselves.”



“It’s bath time you little furball.” J’hana said with disgust, looking down at Peterman’s kitten, Fritz.

The kitten just looked up at her and mewed innocently.

“You don’t fool me for a minute, you little fhespat. I’ve seen your true colors.” J’hana said, remembering the unfortunate incident in which Fritz had nearly destroyed the bridge.

J’hana walked into Peterman’s bathroom, careful not to disturb the iguana that was sleeping in the sink.

She ran a warm tub and poured the replicated pet shampoo formula into it. “I hope I don’t accidently drown it.” J’hana laughed to herself. “Okay, Fritz, bath time!” J’hana said, walking back into the living room.

J’hana looked around, but couldn’t find Fritz anywhere.

“I do not have time for this, you furry little bastard.” J’hana said, looking under the couch. She saw a small, furry shadow underneath the couch. “Gotcha!” She said, reaching under the couch.

Fritz dug a claw into J’hana’s hand, shrieking.

“Arrrgggh!” J’hana cried, growing more and more angry. “Enough of this!” The officer grabbed the kitten and jerked her out from under the couch.

Meanwhile, the ruckus had attracted Raphael the monkey.

“EEEEEEK!” the monkey cried, jumping onto J’hana’s back.

“Not this again.” J’hana cried, grabbing the monkey and hurling him across the room. “I’ll deal with you later.”

J’hana dragged the kitten into the bathroom, as it shrieked at almost subsonic levels.

She dipped the kitten into the warm tub, with almost too much zeal. “Get nice and clean, kitty.” J’hana muttered, plunging Fritz under again and again.

The kitten just shrieked every time it was dunked, continuing to shriek while underwater, causing a bubbly sound that pleased J’hana to no end.

J’hana was almost ready to pull Fritz out and dry him off, when Charlie suddenly poked his head into the bathroom, emitting a low growl.

“Don’t worry, Charlie, I don’t have to bathe you.” J’hana said, not paying the dog much attention.

The dog continued to growl.

J’hana pulled Fritz’s kicking and screeching form out of the water, her back to Charlie, as he leapt through the air and plowed into her, knocking her into the tub.

“Blurb.” J’hana choked, as Charlie pushed her down under the bubbles.

J’hana wrestled with the retriever, trying to get on top of him, but it was no use. The dog dug into her with teeth and claws, growling and snarling fiercely.

“What the…?” J’hana gasped, as she was dunked under once more.



“What happened?” Mirk asked, wincing as he leaned his head up. He quickly realized that he couldn’t move, that he was under the effects of some sort of restraining field.

He turned his head. He was obviously in sickbay. Lt. Hartley was unconscious in the biobed next to his.

“They’ll be fine, Ensign Saral, I’ll make sure of that.” Mirk heard some voice in the distance say. His vision was still a little cloudy.

“Thank you, Nurse Bailey. I appreciate that. I was worried we used too intense a stun setting.”

“Don’t you worry, you guys just get back to duty.” Bailey replied.

“Very well. Good day.” Mirk heard the sound of doors opening and closing, then saw Bailey lean over him.

“Oh, look who’s awake!” she said happily. “You guys all took quite a little phaser stun. But now I’m here to take care of you.”

“Uggggh. I feel like I’ve been rammed into by a Garibid slag-beast.”

“That’s perfectly natural.” Bailey replied, heading over to check on the other biobeds.

“Lt. Hartley…” Mirk whispered. “Are you okay?”

Hartley sighed. “Jeez, I…”

Mirk looked over. “What’s wrong.”

Hartley suddenly looked back at Mirk, her eyes a flaming red. “YOU WILL DIE.”



“Security reports that the brawl was broken up and the participants sent to sickbay where they will be kept under surveillance.” Ensign Puckett reported from tactical.

“Fine.” Conway replied, sipping from a cup of coffee and reading the report. “I wonder what started the fight?”

“Don’t ask me.” Puckett replied.

“Gee, Puckett…that sounds like insubordination to me.” Conway said with ire, looking back at the tactical station.

“What…”

Conway blinked a moment. “Nothing, just go back to your scans. Science station…report.”

Tilleran pushed several buttons. “The disturbance seems to be a conflux of quasineural energy, but I can’t seem to find the source.”

“Can you hypothesize?”

“It seems almost like the sort of energy that would be given off by humanoid brainwaves, but much more intense.”

“Humanoid?” Conway asked. “Weird. Continue scanning.”



“Get off me!” J’hana screamed, wrestling with Charlie, and now Fritz. “What’s got into you guys?”

Suddenly, J’hana looked into Charlie’s eyes, noticing that they were a bright, glowing red. If she were human, she would say that the pets were possessed, but, it happens that Andorians have no legends referring to satanic possession.

J’hana pulled herself away from the animals and tried to struggle towards the door. She reached for her comm badge, but noticed it must have come off in the struggle.

She ran for the comm panel on Peterman’s desk, but before she could touch it, Charlie lept on top of her and knocked her to the ground.

J’hana beat Charlie off her and struggled to get up, only to be slammed into by a madly squawking osprey.

“Get off me, Ozzie!” J’hana screamed, as the bird picked at her face with its beak.

J’hana ran into the living room, looked around. An entire pack of animals from every corner of the animal kingdom surrounded her, eyes glowing, emitting low growls.

“Shelat.”



“Now, it’s time to operate.” Bailey announced happily, pulling Ensign Dunston off his bed and onto a hover-bed.

“What are you going to do with him?” Mirk asked, his voice tinged with fear. Something was very wrong.

“I’m going to make sure he plays nice.” Bailey replied.

“What?”

Bailey did not reply; she merely dragged Dunston into the operating room.

“I want to push your eyeballs into your skull and crush your head!” Hartley screamed, at no one in particular.



“Who’s my Shmoopie?” Counselor Peterman asked Baxter, tickling him underneath his arms.

“I am!” Baxter said in a childlike voice.

“Right, and what am I?”

“My lil punkinhead?”

“Yes!” Peterman replied, as Baxter lifted up her uniform and blew on her stomach, making a happy “thbbbbbbbt” sound.



“Computer, initiate a security field in front of me, clearance J’hana Gamma five zero three.”

“Acknowledged.”

Suddenly, a blue field buzzed to life in front of the evil pets, as they pushed against it, growling and roaring angrily.

J’hana pulled herself up and made for the door.

Exploding into the corridor outside, J’hana pounded a comm panel. “J’hana to bridge. Counselor Peterman’s pets have gone nuts! I need security on Deck Nine immediately!”

“Hold on, J’hana, don’t get your panties all in a bunch.” Conway replied. “I’m sure…”

There was a long pause.

“Get off my back!” Ensign Ford’s voice screamed. “I’m doing the best I can.”

“I’m going to kill you!” Conway screamed in return.

J’hana pounded the panel again. “This ship has gone insane.”

Trying desperately to think of a plan, J’hana ran down the corridor, in no particular direction.

In the process, J’hana almost ran into Ensign Saral.

“Saral, thank the Hive Mother.” J’hana gasped. “This ship has gone insane.”

“What do you mean?” Saral asked calmly.

“The bridge is in chaos and Counselor Peterman’s pets have turned into evil hounds from hell.”

“That would explain the fisticuffs in the Starlight Lounge.”

“What do you mean?”

“Twelve crewmembers were involved in a tremendous skirmish in the Starlight Lounge. I stunned them all and had them brought to sickbay. I was just going to check on them.”

“I’ll join you.” J’hana said, trying to calm down. “Maybe we can get an explanation out of them.”

“It seems you could use some treatment as well.” Saral said with concern, glancing at J’hana’s cuts and bruises.

“Forget about that.” J’hana said. “I just want to get to the bottom of this.”



“You have to die!” Conway screamed, slamming Ensign Ford into the viewscreen.

“No…YOU have to die!” Ford replied, digging his fingers into Conway’s face.

The two grappled fiercely, falling over the helm console and sending the ship into a dive.

Tilleran and Puckett were thrown over their stations as the ship dove, Puckett knocking into Fresca at ops.

“Come here!” Fresca shouted, grabbing Puckett by her uniform and tossing her into a bulkhead. “Nobody bumps into me!”

If they had stayed on that course, they might have had a chance to escape the disturbance, but unfortunately, Ford reached over and stopped the ship’s descent.

Tilleran ducked for cover as Puckett sailed past her. “What the hell?”

“You’re going down, bitch!” Puckett screamed, her eyes burning red.

Tilleran grasped at her head as the onslaught of terrible emotions hit her. These people had gone insane, but why? And why wasn’t it affecting her?



“This is the…hee hee…Federation runabout Potomac. We’ve brought you the vaccine, hope you guys feel better!” Baxter laughed, as Peterman tickled him. “Stop!” He whispered. “This is official business!”

“Okay, Shmoopie!” Peterman smiled. “I’ll hit the transporter!”

“Thanks, lil punkinhead!” Baxter smiled. “Enjoy the vaccine, guys!” Baxter continued over the comm channel, cutting the communication off and turning in his chair. “Well, that’s done. Let’s get out of here. Computer, set a reciprocal course, at Warp Two. There’s no hurry.” He turned to Peterman and smiled.

“I think we can find a way to pass the extra time.” Peterman laughed, jumping into Baxter’s lap.



J’hana had heard the screaming halfway before she had reached sickbay, and hurried up her pace as her worry increased. There was no doubt now. The ship had gone completely insane.

J’hana pulled out the phaser she had grabbed from a weapons locker on the way down to sickbay and steeled herself next to the door. “Ready Saral?” she asked.

“As always, Lieutenant.” Saral acknowledged.

J’hana nodded and ducked into sickbay.



Immediately the screaming seemed to go up a notch. What the hell was going on?

“Thank God you’re here, J’hana!” Mirk said from one of the biobeds. “Lt. Hartley and Nurse Bailey have lost it!”

“I’ll snap you in two!!!!” Hartley screamed from her bed.

“You watch these guys and free Mirk, Saral…” J’hana said, “I’ll check out the OR.”

Saral nodded. “Be careful.”

J’hana creeped into the OR, phaser at the ready.

“Oh, hi there!” Bailey said, wielding a huge chain saw. “I like this much more than a laser scalpel.”

“Please don’t let her cut me, J’hana!” Dunston cried.

“I don’t even need surgery! I’m not that sick! I’m sorry I misfiled that security report!” J’hana raised her phaser, ignoring the cries of Ensign Dunston. “Put the chainsaw down.” J’hana ordered.

Bailey bent down and put the chainsaw down. “Okey-dokey, no need to get angry.” She came up with a Klingon d’tang knife. “How about this?”

Before J’hana could react, Bailey tossed the knife through the air and pinned her left shoulder to the wall.

“Hey, nice shot, huh?” Bailey giggled.

J’hana winced in pain as she tried to pull the knife free from her shoulder. It was no use; she couldn’t move.

Confident that J’hana had been put out of commission for the time being, Bailey left the operating room, just as Saral came up from behind her, trying to apply the notorious Vulcan neck pinch. However, Bailey was quick to react, sweep kicking the Vulcan’s legs out from under her before her fingers could connect with Bailey’ shoulder. Saral slid down the wall in a heap.

“Stop this insanity!” J’hana cried, still pinned in the OR.

“I’ve only just begun!” Bailey said evilly.

“Oh, hell,” Mirk said. Saral had not had time to free him before getting knocked out.

“Time for your operation, Mirkie!” Bailey said, upturning

a supply cart in search of the perfect operating instrument.



“What the hell are you doing!” Tilleran screamed, as Conway threw Ford into the command chair and lept on top of him, throwing a blinding number of punches.

“I’m making a command decision, Lieutenant. YOU…ARE…OFF… DUTY!” Conway said, picking Ford’s unconscious body up and tossing it against the far wall.

That’s when Fresca came up behind him and caught him in a Full Nelson.

“Get off me, you Bajoran bitch!” he cried, his eyes glowing red.

“Never!” Fresca screamed, dragging Conway backwards and into the viewscreen.

Tilleran leapt over the tactical railing and hit a button on the ops panel that caused the viewscreen to overload and electrocute both of them.

“Whew!” Tilleran said, wiping her head. “That was close.”

“Yeah, now it’s just you and me.” Ensign Puckett said, smiling, as she rammed Tilleran into the crackling viewscreen.



Larkin walked onto the Sulani bridge, followed by Richards. “Mr. Gellar, plot a course into the cloud.”

“Are you nuts? The same thing is going to happen to us!”

“I have come up with a solution to that problem.” Larkin said, picking up Doctor Browning’s medkit. “I will sedate the three of you until this situation has been resolved. I will then go over to the Aerostar and rectify the situation.”

“One problem.” Richards said. “I haven’t been able to get the transporters working.”

“I have a contingency for that as well, Commander. Now, give me your arm.” Larkin said, pulling out a hypospray.



Just as Bailey was about to slice into Mirk with

Dr. Browning’s pizza cutter, she felt a steely grip on her

shoulder.

“Remember me, bitch?” J’hana asked, clutching her shoulder.

“Not you again. I’m not ready to play with you yet.”

“No?” J’hana asked, leaping through the air and knocking into Bailey. “Well, I want a second opinion.”

“You won’t get one!” Bailey roared, slamming the side of the pizza cutter into J’hana’s face.

“Let me up and I’ll help you, J’hana!” Mirk cried.

“Yeah, I’ll help you to die!” Hartley continued.

J’hana struggled up to the field controls. Which one switched off Mirk’s bed? In frustration, she just hit a bunch of buttons.

“Ooo, you shouldn’t have done that!” Lt. Hartley shrieked, rolling off the bed.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Mirk said, free of his own bed. He jumped off the bed and grabbed Hartley. “What’s gotten into you?”

“I’ll tell you what’s gotten into me!” Hartley yelled. “Evil has!”

“Oh no…” Mirk cried, as the ten other officers from the brawl, each freed from their beds, came down on him.

Meanwhile, J’hana continued to struggle with Nurse Bailey.

“Take…two…of…these…and…call…me…in…the… morning!” Bailey yelled, pummeling the security officer with unbecoming strength.

“Never!” J’hana yelled, chasing Bailey into the science lab.

Bailey cackled wickedly. “You’re screwed now! Computer, seal the lab and initiate a decontamination sweep!”

“What the hell are you doing?” J’hana shouted, as a blue field began to slowly sweep across the room, in her direction.

Bailey made for the door. “See you in hell!”

“No!” J’hana grabbed Bailey and threw her to the floor. “You’re coming with me.”

The two rolled on the floor as the sweep got closer and closer.

“This is insane, Bailey!” J’hana grunted, pushing the nurse into a wall.

“Yeah, ain’t it cool?” Bailey replied.

“Computer, unlock that door, authorization J’hana Gamma five three zero!” J’hana cried, making a run for the door.

“No you don’t!” Bailey cried, leaping towards J’hana as the door opened.

“Yes I do!” J’hana replied, meeting the flying nurse with a swift backwards kick that knocked her back into the field.

“AAAAAAHHHHH!” Bailey cried, as she was vaporized with a crackle.

J’hana leapt out of the lab just as the field passed by. “Physician…” she grunted tiredly, “…heal thyself.”



“I love you, Kelly,” Baxter cooed, feeding Counselor Peterman a grape.

Peterman chewed on the grape and smiled. “No, I love YOU!”

“But I love YOU!” Baxter replied.

“No, I love YOU!”

“But I love you more!”

“No, I love YOU more!”

“I love you more!”

“I love YOU more!”



Larkin carefully piloted the Sulani transport into the cloud. She looked over at the sleeping forms of Gellar, Browning, and Richards. She knew they weren’t crazy about being put under sedation for this mission, but Larkin also knew it was not worth the risk of having them affected by whatever this anomaly was.

Larkin brought the vessel to a stop near the Aerostar’s bridge. Next, Larkin activated the Aerostar’s prefix code and lowered her shields.

Checking the stun setting on her phaser, Larkin headed for the airlock.



Lt. Hartley tossed Mirk across the room, into a rack of hyposprays and test tubes.

The rest of the brawlers had escaped into the corridor outside to wreak havoc on the rest of the ship, but Mirk couldn’t really worry about that right now.

Mirk pulled himself up and hurled a DNA scanner at Hartley.

Hartley deflected the projectile and leapt over a biobed to get to Mirk. “Now I’m going to crush your nose!” she cried.

Once again, Mirk heard the familiar whine of a phaser, but this time he was lucky enough not to be hit by it.

Hartley fell back to the floor, unconscious.

Saral holstered her phaser. “This is unacceptable.”

“You’re telling me.” Mirk sighed, standing up.

J’hana stumbled out of the lab.

“Bailey has been taken care of.” J’hana growled. “We have to get to the bridge.”

“Agreed.” Saral said, helping Mirk up. “I suggest we take Jefferies tube number thirty-two, to avoid the inevitable crowd we will confront outside.

“Right.” J’hana said, opening the jefferies tube junction in sickbay and crawling in. “Come on.”



Satisfied that everyone had become quiet again, Ensign Puckett returned to the tactical console.

“Hmm, strange.” She said calmly, looking at the proximity sensors report that a vessel was hovering just forty feet directly above them. “Can’t have that, can we?” Puckett asked herself, hitting the phaser controls.



Larkin left the Sulani transport’s airlock and immediately rolled up her left sleeve and opened a panel on her forearm. Her plan was to use the backup coolant servo that ran through her left forearm as propulsion. It was only there in case the primary one should fail, so she would probably be able to go without it for a short time. She pulled the cable lose and immediately whitish yellow liquid began to sputter out.

The android pointed the cable so that the pressure would propel her towards one of Aerostar’s airlocks, just to the rear of the bridge.

Larkin had almost reached the airlock when she noticed a phaser lance out from the Aerostar’s saucer and connect with the Sulani vessel.

The small vessel listed backward, as its hull was splayed open like a fresh watermelon.

Another blast hit its underside causing it to spin even more.

Larkin hurried up her pace, knowing her time was now cut even shorter.



Lt. Tilleran shook the dizziness from her head and tried to get up.

She looked at Puckett, who seemed to be busy at tactical.

“What are you doing, Puckett?” Tilleran asked, rubbing her head. That same evil was still assaulting her senses, making it difficult to think.

“Never you mind.” Puckett shouted, pulling out a phaser and taking aim at Tilleran. “I didn’t tell you to get up.”

Suddenly a phaser blast hit Puckett in the small of her back, causing her to fall over the tactical railing, on top of Ford in the command chair.

Tilleran pulled herself up. “Larkin…thank God you’re here. This place has gone crazy.”

“I am aware of that.” Larkin said, checking the tactical console. “I am in the process of rectifying the situation.”

“What happened?” Tilleran asked, approaching the tactical station, still rubbing her head.

“I do not have time to go into it now, but suffice it to say, this cloud is at the source.”

“No kidding.”



Alarms and buzzers went off on the Sulani transport as the Aerostar’s phasers cut into it.

The jarring of the ship and the noise of the klaxons was enough to stir Richards from the sedation of the hypospray.

“Oh, no…” he said, pulling back on the controls of the transport, trying to get control of the listing vessel.

Richards looked at the viewscreen. They were still in the cloud. He would be going insane any minute.

“Gotta make myself unconscious again!” Richards shouted, pounding his head against the bulkhead. It was just no use.



“Larkin to Engineering. What has happened to the impulse engines?”

“Stuart here. None of your freaking business. We’re taking over the ship now. Welcome to the revolution.”

“How unfortunate.” Larkin mused. “Computer, flood Engineering with anesthezine gas. Pleasant dreams, Mister Stuart.”

Larkin was at least thankful that Stuart wasn’t smart enough to transfer security control to Engineering.

“We must leave the cloud.” Larkin said.

“Right.” Tilleran said, taking the helm. “What about the engines?”

“I have bypassed Mr. Stuart’s controls and transferred engineering control to tactical.”

“I’m taking us out of here…” Tilleran reported, bringing the ship around.

Larkin scanned the area, trying to pick up the Sulani vessel in the garbled sensor traffic on the sensor scren. Funny, someone seemed to be operating it now.



“Yahoo! It’s a demolition derby!” Richards cried, steering the Sulani ship towards the Aerostar.

He was now feeling the full effects of the cloud.



“The Sulani vessel is coming towards us!” Tilleran shouted.

“I am aware of that.” Larkin said. “Raising shields. Please initiate evasive maneuvers.”

At almost the same instant, the ship rocked as the Sulani vessel rammed into it.

Tilleran tried desperately to hang on to the helm. “Shields holding.”

“We must lower the shields and transport the away team back to the ship. The Sulani vessel is losing hull integrity.”

“Are you crazy?” Tilleran asked.

“I assure you I am not.”

“Ask a silly question…” Tilleran replied.



Richards pulled himself back up to the controls after being thrown back from the Sulani vessel’s impact. “You guys don’t play fair!”

“I’ll show you fair!” Lt. Gellar said, bringing a fist into Richards’s back.

“You get off my boyfriend!” Doctor Browning screamed, leaping onto Gellar’s back.

Suddenly all three of them felt the tug of the Aerostar’s transporter beam.



“Transport successful.” Larkin reported. She had since repaired the viewscreen, just in time for the bridge to be washed with light from the Sulani vessel’s explosion.

“Hold on.” Larkin said as the ship rocked back.

“Inertial dampeners failing. We’ve lost attitude control.” Tilleran said from the helm.

“Freeze!” J’hana shouted, pulling herself out of the jefferies tube access port, leveling her phaser at Tilleran.

“I’m not insane!” Tilleran pleaded, putting her hands up.

The ship shook, as it tumbled out of control from the blast.

“No, Lieutenant, you freeze.” Larkin said coldly, pointing her phaser at J’hana.

“I’m not insane either!” J’hana replied.

“So who is insane?” Mirk asked, following Saral out of the conduit.

“I am!” Commander Conway cried, jumping up and slamming his hand down on the helm control, cackling wickedly.

Everyone, including Larkin, was thrown to the deck as the ship spun out of control.

“We have to get out of here!” J’hana grunted, pulling herself across the deck in Conway’s direction. She fought the sense of vertigo as the ship spun, trying desperately to separate Conway from his death grip on the helm.

For her part, Larkin struggled to get to the phaser she had dropped when the Aerostar had gone into its latest seizure.

“Someone shoot him!” Mirk cried, pressed against the wall.

“Not exactly a novel idea.” Saral noted, pressed up against the wall next to him.

Larkin reached out and grabbed the phaser. “If I am to disable him, Lieutenant, you must move out of my line of fire.”

J’hana grappled with Conway, jerking him back. “Do it! Shoot him! Shoot the bastard!!!!”

Larkin blasted Conway with the highest stun setting the phaser had, not taking any chances.

J’hana and Conway flailed backwards, hitting the deck with a thud. That was enough to give Tilleran a chance to lean up and stab the “All Stop” button on the helm panel and bring the Aerostar to a stop.

Carried by their own inertia, Mirk and Saral hit the deck with two more thuds as the ship suddenly stopped.

“Attitude control regained, inertial dampeners functioning again.” Larkin reported. “Lieutenant Tilleran, take us out of here.”

“With pleasure.” Tilleran sighed, stumbling to her seat.

“Anyone else feel like a drink?” Mirk asked solemnly.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51594.2. Needless to say, the Counselor and I have returned to a different ship than the one we left. All I can say is, “wow.” It’s really a shame we had to find out the power of that cloud the hard way.

The good news is, we have set up warning beacons around the cloud to warn any other ships off. Hopefully, no one else will have to go through the trouble my crew did.

Mirk tells me the cloud was known as “The Inferno” in Maloxian legends–a place where humanoid emotions were burnt away to reveal beastly, animal instincts–much like twentieth century political conventions.

Lieutenant Tilleran has hypothesized that many years ago some nearby race was able to distill their negative emotions into a tangible form, much like Armus of Vagra Two. However, these emotions were in cloud form instead of black oily goo.

It is with great sadness that I state for the record that Nurse Brenna Bailey lost her life yesterday in the performance of her insane duties. She will be missed. Additionally, several supernumeraries were hurt in various scuffles around the ship, but I’m told they’re healing nicely.

And as far as J’hana, Tilleran, Saral, Mirk, and

Larkin, they have all earned awards for valor in their

efforts to save the ship. And did I mention I think I’m falling

in love? Strike that computer. This…probably isn’t the right

time for that.



“Boy, I tell you, I’d sure like to meet the jerks that put that cloud there. I’d have a word or two to say to them.” Ensign Ford muttered, throwing back another shot of whiskey.

“We just have to look for a race of incredibly nice people.” Hartley mused, tapping her glass on the bar in hopes that Mirk would refill it.

Mirk came around to the other side of the bar and filled Hartley’s glass, as well as Ford’s, and one for him.

“I tell you, I’ve never seen the like. It was terrible.” Mirk said.

“I really threatened to poke your eyes in?” Hartley laughed.

“Yeah, and a lot more. I’ve never seen you that mad. It was like PMS to the fourth power.”

“Wow, I would have liked to have seen that.” Ford said smiling.

“No you wouldn’t.” Mirk replied.

“To tell you the truth, I don’t remember anything.” Hartley said, throwing back another shot.

“No one does.” Ford said. “It’s as if we all woke up from a bad dream.”

“Yeah, except for me, Tilleran, J’hana, and Saral.” Mirk said. “Tilleran said we weren’t affected because of our brain waves or something. Turns out even Andorians have a low-level psychic rating.”

“Fascinating.” Hartley muttered. “Well, I’m going to bed.”

“I’ll be right there.” Ford laughed.

“Ha ha.” Hartley said blandly. “You may get your wish and see me go mad again.”

“Ouch.” Ford replied.



Captain Baxter shook his head with disbelief as he looked over the reports of several of his officers. He didn’t know what to do about the raving insanity and carnage that had taken place on his ship in the last day. He decided that no one could be disciplined for the incidents, because they had all gone insane, and the deaths of the eleven crewmembers could not be avoided. He was also glad for once that he didn’t have to report any of this to Starfleet. He idly wondered what they would have to say about it.

“Ready for bed, pookie?” Peterman asked, sticking her head in Baxter’s readyroom.

“Definitely.” Baxter agreed, taking Peterman’s arm and heading out of the readyroom.

He surveyed the bridge before entering the turbolift. A repair crew was busy repairing the damage to the bridge, and the night shift was in place. Lieutenant Larkin was also there, her hands clasped behind her back.

“Repairs are proceeding according to plan, sir. We are ready to get underway now.”

“Excellent. You have the conn, Lieutenant.” Baxter said as he stepped into the turbolift.

On the way down to Baxter’s quarters, Peterman and Baxter ran into Lieutenant J’hana.

“Hello, Captain, Counselor. I would just like to thank the both of you for restoring me to duty.”

“Think nothing of it,” Baxter said, “You deserve it after the ordeal you went through yesterday.”

“You can say that again.” J’hana replied.

“Shouldn’t you be in bed?” Peterman asked with concern.

“Yes, Counselor, but I wanted to check on your pets first. They seem to have settled down, and are none the worse for wear.”

“You did an excellent job taking care of them, J’hana.” Peterman said. “And Fritz has never looked cleaner. Maybe you’d like to pet-sit again sometime?”

“Not on your life, Counselor,” J’hana said firmly, heading to her quarters for a nice long nap.




Out of Time



For everyone in the past, present, and future that made this possible, and for the beautiful fabric of time, which I have kneaded, torn, and destroyed herein. Thanks.


AAB



To “The Crew,” for making my time on this planet interesting.



AJD



“Time is the fire in which we burn.”

Dr. Tolian Soran

2371



“Time is the beauty of the road being long.”

John Popper, Blues Traveler

1994



“Actually time is neutral. It can be used either destructively or constructively.”

Martin Luther King, Jr.

1963





FOREWARD



On Stardate 51546, the crew of the Starship Secondprize followed the hijacked Starship Defiant back through time to the year 1995. Their mission was to stop an insane woman from killing Captain Alexander Rydell’s twentieth century counterpart.

This woman, Rebecca Singer, the Secondprize’s former Chief Medical Officer, had become obsessed with Captain Rydell, vowing to kidnap his ancestor and bring him back to the present.

Singer landed one of the Defiant’s micro-shuttles on Earth, tracking down Rydell’s ancestor, along with the 20th century Travis Dillon and Carl Jaroch, to a place called Norfolk, Virginia. Upon finding out that the twentieth century Alex liked her even less than the twenty-fourth century Rydell, Singer went even more insane and attempted to kill all three ancestors, thus jeopardizing the future of the Secondprize’s respective officers. Luckily, Rydell and Dillon were successful in finding and stopping Singer, who, after a long and perilous chase through a crowded shopping mall, was finally taken into custody, thus preserving the timeline. The twentieth century Alex, Travis, and Carl were taken to the Secondprize, where the day’s adventure was wiped from their memories, and they were returned to their places on Earth. What the crew of the Secondprize did not know, however, was that the Defiant’s shuttle remained in the secluded forest near the mall, and that a security camera had captured the harrowing chase through said mall. If that wasn’t bad enough, memories of the traumatic event still lingered on the periphery of Alex, Travis, and Carl’s subconscious, screaming to be released. And if that isn’t confusing enough, keep reading.





PART I:



THE PREGAME SHOW





IRMA





BARGAIN BILL’S FLEAMARKET SALISBURY, MD SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 4, 1995



10:00 AM



“Thanks again.” David Conway said, giving his customer the correct change and tucking the five dollar bill he had received into the roll of bills that had grown steadily in his pocket as the morning had progressed.

“You know, Dave, I could be working on my Philosophy paper right now.” Andy Baxter said, sitting back behind the table and watching as David meticulously organized his stock of NASCAR memorabilia. He also had some Star Trek merchandise, but the morning’s profit had taught him that the flea market set wasn’t exactly a group that thrived on Trek. As a matter of fact, some didn’t even know what planet they were on.

“Go, then.” Dave said moodily, taking a swig from a steamy Styrofoam cup of coffee. “I sure as hell don’t need you here.”

“You need my truck to haul all this crap out of here later this afternoon.” Andy replied.

“I’m planning on selling everything.” Dave said flatly.

“Well then you’ll need a ride home.”

“I’ll hitch.”

“And be subject to sadists, murderers, and serial killers?” Andy asked. “I think not.”

“Then what do you want from me?” Dave asked.

“I want some excitement.” Andy said, folding his arms. “That’s one thing that obviously isn’t abundant around here.”

“I thought you wanted to work on your Philosophy paper.” Dave said.

“No.” Andy corrected. “That’s what I could be doing right now, not what I want to do right now.”

“Now the great philosophy minor will lecture me all about semantics,” Dave said, rolling his eyes. He turned toward the woman who was eyeing some of his Star Trek figures. “May I help you, ma’am?”

“It’s not semantics at all.” Andy said quietly to himself. “It’s just the way of things.”

“Yes, you can definitely help me.” The woman said, her eyes lighting up as they met with David’s. “I’m looking for some Star Trek items. I just love Star Trek, don’t you?”

“Y-yes,” Dave said, looking the woman up and down, trying to mask his disgust.

“Always a pleasure to meet a fellow Trekkie!” the woman said happily, reaching out to shake Dave’s hand. Initially he tried to pull back from her, but she managed to search out his hand, grab it, and shake it vigorously. “Irma.” The woman said, “Irma Wilson, of Hampton Roads, Virginia.”

Irma Wilson was your average two-hundred pound white female Trekkie, chocolate gobbler and fervent Jerry Springer watcher. The only thing she was missing was an equally fat, drunken husband, who Dave assumed was lurking around somewhere nearby.

“Dave Conway.” Dave said weakly. “Uh, where you looking for anything in particular?”

Irma leaned forward conspiratorially. “I heard they were going to be marketing a new phaser soon.”

Dave leaned back, trying to put some distance between him and the Trekkie. “You mean the one from the movies? Yeah, that one’s due out in the spring.”

“Really!” Irma said excitedly.

“Yeah, um…” Dave said, turning around and glancing over at Andy. He was deeply absorbed in the latest Star Trek novel, some piece of rubbish written by William Shatner. “I’ll tell you what, why don’t you talk to Andy…he’s our resident weapons expert.”

Irma clapped her hands. “Oh, joy!”

Andy looked up. “Were you talking to me, Dave?”

“Yes.” Dave grunted, taking up a position behind Andy. “Help this lady while I go get something out of the car.”

“No.” Andy whispered. “This is your stupid stand.”

Dave turned away from the woman. “Please. Just keep her busy. You like to talk.”

Andy glanced over to Irma then back to Dave. “Not to freaks. No deal.”

Dave moved away from Andy, smiling broadly at Irma. “Andy’ll be right with you. Pleasure to meet ya, ma’am.” With that, Dave was off in a cloud of outdoor Flea Market dirt.

“The car’s locked, Dave!” Andy called out.

“I’ll break in!” Dave shouted back.

Andy turned his attention back to the customer, smiling weakly. “You had a question, Ma’am?”

“Please, call me Irma.” Irma said, batting her eyes. “My, you’re taller than the other guy.”

“Um, I was born that way, Irma.” Andy said. “Now what can I do for you?”

“Do you know the contractors that were rebuilding my bathroom quit on me?” Irma said, suddenly changing the subject quicker than a rat could pass a turd.

“Umm…” Andy said.

“And I paid them up front. Fifteen hundred dollars!”

“You don’t…”

Irma walked around Dave’s table, getting directly in Andy’s face. “And the worst part is, I can’t even find them. They changed the name of the company and moved out of state. I talked to a lawyer, but he didn’t seem to be much help. Do you know a good lawyer?”

Andy tried to move away, but he was caught in this woman’s tractor beam, and he just couldn’t get out. “Oh, well,” the woman said, not waiting for Andy to answer. “I just love lawyers. I was so mad when they canceled LA Law. Arnie was my favorite character. Do you know he was on Star Trek? He played Q. Well, the other Q. What was his name?”

“Q two?” Andy offered.

“No, that’s not even close.” Irma said. “Anyway, back to the contractors…”





THREE HOURS LATER…



After devouring an entire large pizza and checking out some of the other stands, David returned to his own stand, assuming that Irma would be long gone. To his surprise, and horror, however, she was still there, standing, arms at sides, right in Andy’s face, and running her mouth like there was no tomorrow.

And all Andy could do was sit there and listen, his face a mask of complete horror and dismay.

“…so I took him to the vet, and the vet said that the only solution was to either remove Bilbo’s urinary tract, or have him put to sleep. Well, needless to say, I had a hard time deciding what to do. I had Bilbo for ten years at that point, which is a long time for a sheepdog to live, but still…” Irma said, her mouth moving a mile a minute. Dave was about to run away again, when Andy suddenly snapped out of his shock and cried out. “D-dave! There you are. We were just talking about you!”

Dave stopped, turning slowly. “You were?”

“We were?” Irma asked.

“Uh, yeah.” Andy said. “Remember…you wanted to know the price of the Spock doll?”

“Oh,” Irma said. “Yeah. That was like an hour ago!”

“I…um…have a good memory.” Andy said.

“It’s eleven bucks.” Dave said. “Gotta go!”

Andy grabbed the collar of Dave’s shirt and dragged him back. “Not so fast, Conway.”

“We were just having the greatest discussion!” Irma said, glad to see another victim enter her grasp. “We were talking about my dog, Bilbo, and his urinary tract infection. Well, anyway, he really likes cheese, so I used to stick cheese in my pockets to get him to obey me, and well, when we decided to put him to sleep, I stuck a lot of cheese in my pockets…you know, Limburger, sharp cheddar, extra sharp cheddar, mild cheddar, American, Monterey jack…”

“MAKE IT STOP!” Dave cried, raising his head up to the heavens.

But, evidently, the fates weren’t smiling on David or Andy on that day, because Irma just kept on talking. And later on that month, David and Andy would find that Lady Fortuna would go through several such mood swings. And as strange as it seems, this strange, grossly overweight woman, a child of the Television Age, would play a major part in the scheme of time, and in the lives of a valiant crew who would not be born for over three hundred years.





CHAPTER ONE



OLD DOMINION UNIVERSITY NORFOLK, VA



He was running scared. He wasn’t sure why he was running or who he was running from, but he was definitely scared. His surroundings were indistinct, but he could hear lots of voices and see lots of lights. Suddenly, an impenetrable mass of people was in front of him. Panicking, he tried to force his way through. He was about to be caught; he had to get through.



Travis Dillon jolted awake dripping with sweat. He was back in his bedroom at Old Dominion University, and everything seemed quiet. Across the room, he could hear his roommate, Alex Rydell, breathing. Travis looked at the clock. It was six-thirty in the morning. He didn’t plan on getting up for another three hours, but Travis was pretty sure that he wasn’t going to be getting anymore sleep.

Why was he so scared? It was only a dream. He didn’t even see who was chasing him. Why was this bothering him so much? His life was boring. Nothing ever happened to him.



Alex Rydell woke up for the sixteenth straight day with the feeling that something was wrong. He had no idea what, but something was just not right. It had started the morning after he and Travis had spent an entire day at Carl’s apartment playing video games. A whole day playing video games, and for some reason that neither he nor Travis could figure out, they had driven to Carl’s in separate cars even though they came from the same place and were going back to the same place.

That whole day was a little fuzzy, though, which was unusual for Alex. He normally had an excellent memory for events, but all he could remember of that day was going over to Carl’s to watch Spiderman, playing some Mortal Kombat 3, then driving home. The middle of the day just wasn’t there. Since that Saturday, though, Alex had been troubled. Something was just plain wrong, and he had no idea what. Although he had noticed that he had become kind of jumpy around certain women, more specifically, women with long, black hair. What that was or what that meant, he had no clue. Maybe he was developing some new type of phobia. Alex looked over at the clock. Seven o’clock. He didn’t have to be up for class for another two hours. Something else was wrong, though. He looked over at Travis’s bed and was surprised to find it empty. Travis never got up early. Alex crawled out of bed and walked out into the living room. Travis was curled up in a chair reading a book. “What’s up?” Alex asked sleepily.

“Nothing,” Travis said. “I just couldn’t sleep.”

“You couldn’t sleep? That’s new.”

“Yeah well. I’m fine. Go back to sleep.”

“No point. I’m awake now,” Alex said taking a seat on the couch. Travis knew that he was lying. Alex was capable of falling asleep at a moment’s notice. A minor disturbance like this would not even phase him.

“I feel…”

“Weird,” Alex finished.

“Yeah. Exactly. I just have no clue why.”

“Me too.”

“That makes three of us,” Travis said.

“Three?”

“I ran into Carl at lunch on Friday. He hasn’t been feeling right either. It’s nothing physical. He just said that he hasn’t been sleeping well for the last couple of weeks.”

“Me either. It’s probably just stress,” Alex said, not really believing it. “You’re graduating at the end of the semester. We graduate in May. A lot is going on.”

“You’re probably right,” Travis said, not meaning it. “I’m just glad we’re getting a few days off. Thanksgiving break couldn’t have come at a better time.”

“When are you heading home?”

“Tomorrow after sociology,” Travis said. “What about you?”

“Wednesday afternoon probably.”

They sat in silence for a few moments. Travis yawned. “That’s it,” he said, standing up. “I’m going back to sleep if it kills me.”

“That’s the spirit. Sleep awaits.”
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Dangerous Amusements

Captain’s Log

Stardate 51630.5. The Aerostar is currently on its way to rendezvous with the Sulani starship Camro to pick up some much needed supplies, such as dilithium crystals, deuterium, and those foot-long hot dog buns that are so hard to find on this side of the Delta Quadrant. The crew is in fairly good spirits, despite being damned tired out from our latest escapades throughout time and space. That in mind, I have decided to grant the crew shoreleave on a nearby planet while we await the arrival of the Sulani.



Dr. Browning studied her turkey sandwich carefully, as if it held some secret that no one else knew, as if maybe, if she looked at it long enough, it might share that secret with her.

“I admit, I make a good turkey sandwich, but you can only admire it for so long before having to eat it.” Mirk said, looming over her with anticipation.

Browning shook her head and looked up at Mirk, as if he woke her up from a long nap. “Did you say something?”

“Are you okay, doc?” Mirk asked with concern.

“S-sure. I’m fine.” Browning said uneasily. “But if you’d like to help, you could go and get me another Bolian Fizz.”

“Right away, Doctor.” Mirk said, grabbing Browning’s empty glass and scuttling away.

Browning was about to return to her sandwich when Counselor Peterman rushed into the Starlight Lounge, a stack of padds under her arm.

She sat the padds down in a heap on the table and sat, ordering a drink from Mirk.

“Sorry I’m late, Janice.” Peterman said. “I have a personnel review with Commander Conway this afternoon and I’m totally unprepared.”

“Oh.” Browning said, staring back down at her sandwich.

“And I have to get it done before we reach Paladia. Damned if I’m going to be stuck on this ship filling out reports while everyone else is having fun on some exotic new planet. That may be okay for Conway, J’hana, and Larkin, but not me.”

“Hmmm.” Browning said.

Finally, Counselor Peterman noticed that something was wrong with the doctor. “Are you okay, Janice?”

“Yeah. I’ve just been thinking.”

“About what?”

Browning looked up. “Well, about marriage.”

Peterman smiled. “Yeah, you and Richards. That’s really great, Janice. You should be happy!”

“I…am.”

“Well, you don’t sound it.”

“I think I’m happy, I just don’t know. Everything’s been so weird lately, things have happened in such a blur…I’m not prepared.”

“Well, Janice,” Peterman said, as Mirk sat down her drink. “My mom used to say something about life. It went something like…” she seemed thoughtful for a moment. “…‘Life is like looking for a bar of gold-pressed latinum in a pile of horse shit: you just have to hold your nose and dive in.’”

Peterman smiled, as if she’d just imparted some great bit of wisdom.

“I never thought about it that way.” Browning said, after several moments of silence.

“Well it’s time you did.” Peterman replied.

Browning picked up her turkey sandwich and stared at it hungrily, saying, “Just dive in, huh?”

Peterman nodded. “That’s the idea!”

Unceremoniously, Browning shoved the entire sandwich into her mouth.

“How do you feel now, Janice?” Peterman asked.

“Mfffch Btttr.” Browning chomped.



“Come on, Commander!” Baxter said cheerfully, following Conway up the steps, to the upper level of the bridge, as he made his way over to the science console.

“No. I hate amusement parks.” Conway grunted, glancing at the readings on the science console and moving off to the tactical console.

“Come on, they have everything…animals, rides, games, a freak show…”

Conway peered over Lt. Gellar’s shoulder. “I have that right here on the Aerostar, Captain.” He frowned at one of the readouts. “See if you can get a solid power readout on the phaser banks before you go off duty, Mr. Gellar. They’re fluctuating way too much.”

“Yes, sir.” Gellar sighed.

“Did I mention they have exotic dancers down there?” Baxter asked, following Conway to the engineering station.

Conway finally stopped in his path, turning to face Baxter. “Exotic dancers you say?”

“Yeah!”

“No.” He said flatly, poking his finger at Ensign Stockton’s efficiency readings. “We shouldn’t be getting this much plasma flow in the injectors. Go check on the magnetic constrictors before you begin the repairs to the main core.”

“Aye, sir.” Stockton said woefully.

Baxter continued to follow Conway back down to the command area.

“You’re going to miss out on a great time, Commander.” Baxter said, as Conway sat down in the command chair.

“I don’t want to hear it, sir. I spent a wonderful week vacationing on Earth not long ago and I’d just as soon forget about it. What I want to do is spend the next two days in my quarters with a nice book and a cup of coffee. Nothing more, nothing less. Now please stop breathing down my back and let me do my job.”

“Okay, fine, stay here.” Baxter said, heading for the turbolift. “But you’ll be sorry.”

Conway just harrumphed as Baxter disappeared behind the turbolift doors.



When Lieutenant Hartley entered the Starlight Lounge later that afternoon, after coming off duty, she immediately noticed that it was quieter than usual. She surmised that most of the crew were getting ready to beam down to Paladia, which was now less than an hour away. She idly wondered what she would do with her free time on the planet as she ordered a stiff drink and collapsed into one of the booths near the back of the lounge.

“So,” Mirk began, busy polishing a glass behind the bar. “Where are you spending your leave?”

“I don’t know.” Hartley said thoughtfully. “I’ll probably check out the amusement park. It’s supposed to be one of the best rated resorts in the quadrant.”

“This quadrant is half-consumed by a totalitarian dictatorship, Megan.” Mirk said. “We don’t have that many resorts.”

Hartley considered that. “I never thought about that. What about you?”

“I don’t know. I’d like to go down to the planet. But I don’t know what I’d do down there. I’ve never had what you would call a ‘vacation’.”

Hartley stood up and handed Mirk her empty glass. “Well, all the more reason you should have one now. Me and Tilleran and Fresca are going to be going down there on the second away party. It just so happens that we have a couple extra spaces.”

Mirk took Hartley’s glass and began to rinse it out, raising an eyebrow. “Really? That’s awful nice of you, Megan.”

“You know, Mirk, I’m not all that bad.” Hartley said, heading for the doors to the lounge. “Besides, you caught me on a good day. Be at transporter room one at 1500 hours.”

Mirk put the glasses away and tossed his towel onto the rack. “I’ll be there.”



“We will arrive at Paladia in twenty minutes.” Lieutenant Larkin announced over the comm system in Captain Baxter’s quarters.

“Great, Lieutenant.” Baxter said, as he hurried across his quarters, making sure everything was in order before he left. “Say, have you seen Counselor Peterman?”

“I have not, sir. I assume she is still reviewing the month’s personnel reviews with Commander Conway.”

“Typical. She always puts these things off to the last minute. Thanks Larkin.”

“You are welcome Captain. Enjoy your vacation. Larkin out.”



“So I think Ensign Pressbury should be transferred out of the astrophysics department.” Counselor Peterman said, checking the chronometer for the third time. She had her feet propped up on the table in the conference lounge, staring at her padd without much interest.

On the other side of the table, Commander Conway grimaced. “Why on Earth would you do that? Pressbury is a damn good officer. And where would you transfer him?”

“I think he needs a less stressful job. He’s suffering from several neuroses.”

“This is not a daycare center, Counselor Peterman. If Pressbury is having problems, he’ll have to work them out. Besides, Astrophysics isn’t exactly a bridge position or something. He’ll get past his problems.”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “You’re sooo sensitive, Commander. I guess they were wrong when they said you were a total jerk.”

Conway raised an eyebrow. “They who?”

Peterman stood, scooping up her padds. “Never mind. If I’m not mistaken, that’s the end of the review.”

Conway clenched his fist and growled low under his breath. “Fine, Counselor. Have a peachy time down there with your boyfriend.”

Peterman smiled as she left. “I certainly will!”

As Peterman ducked out of the conference room, Conway rubbed his forehead, exasperated. “Good riddance.”



“We’re almost there, Kelly. I was worried you weren’t going to make it!” Baxter said as Peterman stepped into his quarters. He had just finished putting on his off-duty outfit. He hadn’t worn it much since coming aboard the Aerostar, but then again, the amount of times he had worn the colorful shirt and shorts at the few Secondprize functions he had attended was even less.

“Well, I would have been here sooner, had Commander Conway not fought me on every single one of my judgments.” Peterman said as she entered and sized Baxter up. “Nice legs, by the way.”

Baxter blushed self-consciously. “Uh, thanks. Anyway, you know how Conway is, Kath-”

“He needs to get that chip off his shoulder, Andy. Peterman fumed as she walked into the bathroom, making sure her hair looked okay, and that her cleavage was stuffed properly into the sparse wraparound dress she wore.”Personally, I think he’s an officious jerk, and professionally…I think his mood is interfering with his ability to command.”

Baxter grabbed his imager and checked his drawers to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. “I’ll have a talk with him when we get back. But for right now, can we please just relax?”

Peterman crossed the room and embraced the Captain. “Anything you say, big boy!”



“Greetings Commander Conway. My name is Bendren, and I am the proprietor of Goodtimes Village. We have been anxiously awaiting your arrival.” The man said, staring at Commander Conway over the commlink. He was a tall, thin, angular man, which could have been the norm for Paladians, for all Commander Conway knew. Other than that, he looked vaguely human, save the orange-ish tint of his skin.

“Yeah.” Conway said blandly from the command chair. “The feeling is mutual. I assume all the paperwork is in order?”

“Yes, Commander. Your crew’s bill will be credited to the Sulani account. I hope your people have a wonderful time here at Goodtimes Village. I’m sure it will be a memorable occasion.”

“Undoubtedly. If you need us, we’ll be remaining here in orbit.” Conway said.

“I’m counting on that, Commander. Paladia Station out.”



As soon as Bendren closed the channel, he turned to his assault group. “Do all of you understand your jobs?”

Drensen rolled his eyes. “Of course we do, fearless leader. This isn’t exactly rocket science!”

Bendren walked over to the leader of the takeover forces and picked him up by the front of his uniform. “That’s a Nebula class starship up there, you fool!”

“Wh-what’s a Nebula class starship?” Drensen stuttered, panicking.

“I don’t know, but I hear they’re very big. And powerful.” Bendren’s face became twisted in anger. “I do not want you screwing this up. Is that clear, Drensen?”

As soon as he was let go, Drensen straightened his jacket. “Crystal clear, boss. Don’t worry, we know what to do.”

“Be sure you do. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go prepare the park.” Bendren said, marching off.

“Okay everyone, you heard the man. Let’s get ready.” Drensen sighed.



Transporter room one was packed.

“Excuse me, Captain coming through! Captain and girlfriend here! Make a hole! I said MOVE IT!” Baxter shouted through the crowds, as he pushed his way through, followed by Peterman, Richards, and Browning.

Finally reaching the transporter console, Baxter leaned up against it, sighing with relief.

“You’re five minutes late.” Lt. Hartley said angrily. “These guys have been waiting to beam down for five whole minutes! What’s the holdup?”

“I had a meeting with Commander Conway,” Peterman said, trying her best to be diplomatic. “And it, as usual, did not go well.”

“Oh.” Hartley said, disinterestedly. “Well, you guys go ahead and get on the pad.”

“Nice outfit, by the way, Megan.” Peterman said, indicating Hartley’s sporty skirt and blouse.

“Thanks. I got it at Starbase 77 last year and haven’t had the chance to wear it since.”

“Why don’t we open up the other two transporter rooms, Hartley?” Baxter asked, taking his place on the pad. “This is ridiculous.”

Hartley ignored the Captain completely. “And I love the wraparound dress, Kelly. You’ve got to tell me where you got it.”

“A little Ferengi place near the demilitarized zone. I’m surprised you never saw it!”

“I tried to do very little shopping while I was there…”

“Can we get this overwith?” Baxter asked impatiently. “I’m in hurry to go ahead and relax, okay?”

“Oh, yeah. See you guys down there!” Hartley said, energizing the transporter.

“Did you realized that your Heisenberg compensator was loose?” Lt. Tilleran said, emerging from a group of people that had clustered near the transporter pad. She had borrowed a tricorder and examined it in the free time she had while waiting for transport.

Hartley walked around the transporter console, shaking her head and grabbing Tilleran’s tricorder. “I didn’t know that, and frankly, I don’t care right now. We’re going to have fun!”

“But…”

“No buts! On the pad!” Hartley said happily, shoving Tilleran onto the transporter pad.

“Okay, okay.”

Hartley turned around. “Okay, Fresca! We’re ready!”

Ensign Fresca emerged from the supply closet, looking extremely flustered and hot. Several seconds later, Ensign Pressbury from Astrophysics emerged. He had finally found a way to combat his nervousness. A regular dose of noncommittal sex.

“Ready to go!” Fresca said, applying a bit of powder to her nose and shoving her compact into her purse.

“We’ve got one more person.” Hartley said to the Lieutenant that took over her post at the transporter console.

Lieutenant Atkinson nodded. “Any time you’re ready, beautiful.”

Hartley held up a finger, “Watch it, Atkinson!”

That was when Mirk entered, after a hail of commotion, and several utterings of “whoops” and “excuse me” and “sorry about that.” He finally came into view, causing the crowd in transporter room one to collectively bust out laughing.

“What?” Mirk asked, not understanding what everyone was laughing at. He had carefully researched vacation wear in the cultural database. He thought that sandals, Bermuda shorts, and a colorful Hawaiian shirt looked extremely classy, and most closely matched Lobstraxian clothing in design.

“Don’t worry about it, just get on the transporter.” Hartley said.

“Yes, ma’am.” Mirk said, excitedly. “I’ve really prepared for this.”

“Seems like it.” Tilleran noted. “The sunglasses are a nice touch.”

“Yeah, I thought so too.”

“For the Great Bird’s sake, just energize, Lt. Atkinson! And open up the other two transporter rooms for this overflow crowd.” Hartley ordered, as she disappeared in a swirl of blue. Since when had she become the den mother for this bunch?



“That’s it, I want everything perfect for their arrival! Places, everyone, places!” Bendren cried excitedly as his blue-uniformed workers scurryed around like ants, aided by several of the park’s costumed mascots.

The mascots were all dressed as various characters that were Disney-esque in appearance, though not quite.

“When are they supposed to get here?” said one of his assistants, his voice muffled through the seven foot tall bear costume he wore.

“Any second now, Mr. Snuggles. Get into position.”

“Yes, sir.”

That’s when the whine of the transporter beam signaled the first beamdown party’s arrival.

Captain Baxter stepped forward and shook Bendren’s hand. “You must be Mr. Bendren.”

Bendren smiled. “Yes, and I assume you are the Captain Baxter I’ve heard so much about.”

“None other than.” Baxter said proudly. He looked around. “My, what a nice park you have here.”

“Thank you. I hope you enjoy your stay here. All of our attractions are at your disposal. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have much to do.”

“Sure.” Baxter said, turning back to Peterman, Browning, and Richards. “You heard him, guys! Let’s see what they’ve got!”



One by one, groups appeared at the main concourse of Goodtimes Village, until almost all one-hundred seventy- eight of the Aerostar’s crew were scouring the park.

Only a skeleton crew of Commander Conway, Lt. J’hana, Lt. Larkin, and some engineers remained aboard.

And that’s what made it so easy for the assault team to create a blindspot in the Aerostar’s sensor grid and beam into one of the cargo bays.



“Okay, what do we ride first?” Baxter asked, as he, Peterman, Richards, and Browning walked throughout the giant park.

“Good question.” Richards said, looking around. “Hey, did you notice how empty the park is? Where is everyone else?”

“Bendren tells me this is the off-season.” Baxter said.

“Ooooh!” Peterman suddenly exclaimed. “Bumper cars!”

“Wow,” Baxter said, approaching the bumper cars. “I rode one of these things once!”

Browning looked at the small track filled with tiny round cars skeptically. “What in the world is the point of this?”

Baxter smiled. “You have to ram your car into everyone else’s car as much as possible.”

“Sounds like fun to me!” Richards exclaimed, claiming the red car.

Little by little, other members of the Aerostar crew made their way to the bumper cars, until all ten cars had occupants.

“Everybody hold on tight!” A loudspeaker announced, as a siren went off and the cars were started up.

“Yahoo!” Baxter cried, causing his car to lurch forward immediately and plow into Richards’.

“Watch it, pal!” Browning shouted, ramming her blue car right into Baxter’s.

“I’m coming to help you, Andy!” Peterman said, getting her car in gear, when suddenly it was blind-sided by Ensign Ford.

“Hello, Counselor!” He said sheepishly.

“Grrrrrrrrrr.” Peterman growled, spinning her car around and backing up, getting ready to ram Ensign Ford.

“Yeee haaa!” Lt. Gellar cried, slamming into Ensign Ford, before Peterman had a chance.

With Ford out of the way, her car simply rammed into the curb. “That is it!” Peterman cried, turning her car once again and targeting Gellar and Ford.

“Damn.” Lt. Tilleran said, staring down at the controls of her car. “Mine’s not working!” Too late, she was slammed into by Mirk.

“Sorry about that, Lieutenant!”

“No problem!” Tilleran said, sliding underneath the dashboard of the car, opening a panel. “Aaah, here’s the problem.” Tilleran said, adjusting a loose wire.

Tilleran’s car lurched ahead, just in time to cream Ensign Ford.

“Weeeeeeeee!” Baxter cried, slamming into both of them.

Ford spun his car around, circling around to get behind the Captain. “Just give the word sir!” he shouted, heading straight for him.

“No you don’t!” Peterman cried, slamming into Ford.

“Where are the brakes on this thing?” Lt. Hartley cried, flying by both of them and crashing into Captain Baxter.

“Hi, Captain!” Hartley said, backing her car up and setting her sights on Ensign Ford.

She gave a glance to Peterman, Tilleran, and Fresca, who all nodded in agreement.

Before Ford knew what was happening, he was slammed into on all four sides by beautiful women.

“Hey,” he said dizzily. “I’m not complaining.”

“Watch out!” Lt. Commander Richards shouted, slamming into all five of them.

Each in a hurry to join in the pileup, Captain Baxter and Dr. Browning rammed into one another, causing both cars to spin backwards.

“Ahhhh!” Baxter cried as his car spun around, slamming into a wall.

Suddenly everything stopped, leaving an exhausted and beaten crew thankful for the cease fire.

“Who wants to ride again?” Ensign Ford said happily.

“I don’t think so.” Baxter said, pulling himself up and helping Counselor Peterman up. “I’m dizzy enough as it is.”



Bendren watched the group disperse on his viewscreen, steepling his fingers, deep in thought.

“Why didn’t you blow them up while you had the chance, Bendren!” One of the mascots, a huge, pink, fuzzy, nondescript animal said. “You could have killed most of the senior officers right there. What are you waiting for?”

“Silence, Bilbo! I will toy with the crew of the Aerostar first. There is no sense in wasting a good time. Besides, they’re not going anywhere.”

“I say kill them…as soon as possible.” Bilbo said.

“And I say get out there and play with them.” Bendren said, pulling his laser out and pointing it at Bilbo. “Now.”

Bilbo hung his head sadly. “Yes, sir.”



“This line is unbelievable.” Mirk commented. “You’d think that the entire crew was here.”

Lt. Hartley looked ahead as the line for the “Confusionator” rollercoaster. “Sure seems like that.”

“Maybe we should just go to another ride.” Tilleran suggested, as the line continued to move.

“Well, I-” Hartley said, when suddenly a pair of hands covered her eyes.

“Guess who?” A familiar voice said.

Hartley thought a moment. “Let’s see…this person is obnoxious, he reeks of cologne, and he’s about to have his ass beat.”

In one swift moment, Lt. Hartley flipped the person behind her over her head, causing him to land roughly on the ground. “Oh, and look, I was right. It’s Ensign Ford.”

Ford smiled, dusted himself off. “How’d you guess?”

“Get out of here, Ford,” Tilleran said. “The end of the line’s back there.”

“Brian, c’mon!” Ford called to Lt. Gellar, who was standing near the cotton candy machine. “They’re going to let us in here!”

“Pardon me?” Hartley asked. “Do you want to get flipped again?”

“Please, Megan? What are friends for?” Ford asked.

“I’m not your friend.”

Ford put a hand on Hartley’s hip. “Well, then what are you?”

Hartley grabbed Ford’s hand and squeezed it, until a barely audible cracking could be heard. “Your…enemy.”

“Come on…Megan…that…hurts…” Ford wheezed.

“Touch me again and I’ll start BREAKING the bones.” Hartley huffed, turning away from Ford.

Gellar walked up and joined Ford, as Mirk surveyed the situation.

“I thought Starfleet officers were taught diplomacy,” he said incredulously.

Ford nursed his aching hand. “They are,” he said, glaring at Hartley. “Some people are just more diplomatic than others.”

“So are they going to let us cut in line, or what?” Gellar asked.

“Yes…” Ensign Fresca said coyly. “As a matter of fact, Mr. Gellar, you can stand right next to me.” She brushed up against Gellar seductively, looking up and batting her eyes. “I’m sooooo afraid of roller coasters.”

“Is that so?” Gellar said, not knowing what to make of that.

“This better be one damn good roller coaster,” Hartley said, as the group continued to slowly march through the line.



“Hold still, honey!” Baxter said, as he set the imager to take Peterman’s picture. She was sitting in the lap of one of the park’s many mascots, a big, pink, happy looking fluffy…something.

“Hyuk, hyuk! I make your day happy!” Bilbo said, his face twisting in disgust under the mask as he said the words.

“I bet you do,” Baxter said, snapping the picture. “C’mon, Kelly.”

“These will be great!” Peterman said, flipping through the proofs on the imager’s tiny viewscreen. “I especially like the ones Richards took of me and you on the waterslide.”

“I think we broke a couple of rules when we went on that one, hon.” Baxter chuckled, as they proceeded through the park.

“What a beautiful day,” Dr. Browning said, as her and Richards walked through the park, several feet behind Baxter and Peterman.

“Yeah, it is.” Richards said.

“So…we haven’t talked much about the engagement.” Browning said, looking up hopefully at Richards.

“Um…” Richards said. “I thought that was all we talked about anymore.”

“Well, do you want to get married, or not? It’s not a hard question. And it’s one that you asked.”

Richards stopped Dr. Browning in her tracks, grabbing her and holding her tight. “That’s the future, honey…and it will be here soon enough. Let’s enjoy right now while we have the time. You know things won’t stay quiet for long.”

Browning smiled, surprised, as Richards picked her up and turned her around and around. “Okay, Chris, I give! You can put me down now!”



“This better be worth the wait,” Lt. Hartley said, hopping into the two person rollercoaster car and pulling down the harness.

Lt. Tilleran was just about to sit down next to Hartley, when Ford ran ahead of her and hopped into the seat.

“Get out of there, Ford!” Tilleran exclaimed.

Ford suddenly pulled down his own harness. “Darn, the thing’s locked down, and I can’t move. Sorry Lieutenant!”

Tilleran just shrugged, taking the car behind Hartley and Ford.

“Rrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr,” Hartley growled angrily, pushing at the harness; but it was no use, she was stuck. “I’ll get you Ford. You better appreciate the time that I’m strapped in here, because when they let me go…”

Ford shrunk slightly in his seat at that.

Mirk sat down next to Lt. Tilleran, adjusting his own harness. “I have a feeling this is going to be extremely scary.”

“Don’t worry, Mirk,” Tilleran said. “It’s quite safe. That is, if it’s anything like Earth rollercoasters. It’s actually really interesting, the human need to be tossed around. Nothing this sadistic would ever have been thought up by Betazoid engineers.”

“Really?”

“No. But nonetheless, I really enjoy these things.”

“I can’t believe we’re going to be going upside down,” Lt. Gellar said, as he strapped himself down next to Ensign Fresca.

“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of heights, Mister Macho Security Officer,” Fresca said incredulously.

“Of course not,” Gellar said, slightly uncomfortably, as the rollercoaster began to move.

A big, blue, fluffy character, closely resembling the Cookie Monster, shifted a lever that sent the rollercoaster up a sharp incline.

“Bubby to base. Ready to initiate phase one at your command.”

“Stand by, Bubby.” Bendren’s voice replied. “I shall give the word quite soon.”



“Oh, look!” Peterman exclaimed. “A Tunnel of Love! I’ve always wanted to go on one of those!”

Baxter stared at the giant tunnel, as, one by one, empty two-person swan-boats drifted through. “Looks kinda dark in there.”

Peterman jabbed an elbow into Baxter’s stomach. “That’s the point, Andy.”

Baxter blushed. “Oh, yeah. How about it, guys?”

Browning and Richards looked at one another.

“Yeah, why not?” Richards said, taking Browning’s hand and leading her to one of the boats.

Baxter and Peterman hopped into the first boat that came by, and Browning and Richards took the next one.

“This is going to be so fun!” Peterman said, snuggling up against Baxter and hanging her feet over the side of the boat.

“Remind me to put this program on the holodeck.” Baxter said, putting his arm around Peterman as she snuggled closer.

Dr. Browning hugged Richards closer, regarding Baxter and Peterman as they floated slowly several meters ahead of them.

“It’s hard to believe they used to be at each other’s throats.” Browning said. “They’ve come so far.”

“What about us?” Richards asked. “We used to be at each other’s throat’s too.”

“But have we come as far?”

“What do you mean?”

“When I look at them, I see unconditional love. I see a man that will stop at nothing to keep that woman near him…and would do anything…even give his life…to keep her. Now do they see that when they look at us?”

“Probably. But we’re not them,” Richards replied.

“Then what are we?” Browning asked desperately. “I need to know.”

Richards hugged Browning tighter. “I don’t know, Janice. I just don’t know. But I know I love you. And for what it’s worth, I think you love me too.”

Browning leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “Of course I do.”

“Well, maybe Peterman and Baxter are so happy because they don’t stop to ask questions. They love each other so much, nothing else matters. They just…they just…”

“Dive in…” Browning said, distantly.



Commander Conway stood up from the command chair and stretched. “Well, I for one am ready to start my vacation.”

“Of course, Commander. Lieutenant J’hana and I will be able to monitor the bridge adequately if you wish to retire.” Larkin replied from ops.

Conway rubbed a hand over his face, looking at Larkin. “Is that the polite way of saying you guys don’t need me?”

After a brief grunt from J’hana, Larkin shook her head. “Of course not, Commander.”

“You have the conn, Larkin.” Conway said, heading into the turbolift, and shooting a nasty look at J’hana.



Four figures shimmered into appearance in the center of cargo bay eleven, deep in the belly of the Aerostar, near one of its many powerful shield generator junctions. These small sections of the ship were notorious for occasionally producing sensor blindspots during brief periods of time, a glitch that Federation engineers had still not completely taken care of.

“Remember…” Drensen whispered to his crew, as they unpacked and assembled their weapons. “This is a Nebula class starship. Whatever that means.”

Drensen knew very little of starship technology. He was a poor project kid from the lower continent, who knew everything about Paladian technology that he needed to steal cars and mug innocent civilians. He had spent eleven months in the military, but he soon realized that their program was not only severely limited, it was also not very profitable. He joined Bendren with the promise of profit, in return for his adept fighting skills and technical knowhow. But the idea of a starship, that was foreign to him.

The Flarn had promised to leave Paladia alone; it had no real resources to speak of, and in return, the Paladian government agreed that they would never, ever build a starship and go beyond their planet. However, Bendren had something else in mind. He was intent on getting one of these starships and escaping the very limited economic scope of Paladia.

Drensen, however, was just in it for the money.

“All right, everyone, are we clear on the game plan?”

“Could you go over them one more time?” Drensen’s hand to hand combat specialist, Zandrig, said.

“Okay, listen carefully, woman,” Drensen said tiredly. “Bendren was able to get this technical schematic of the Aerostar from the Garibid espionage net…at a pretty penny I might add. The operations center is here…” He indicated the bridge at the top of the ship. “…and main engineering is here…and we are here…” He indicated the bottom of the ship. “Zandrig…you and Vanadar will go and secure the bridge…Rondal and I will take engineering.”

“I’m not a child,” Zandrig said defiantly, flexing her arm muscles underneath her tight leather outfit. “And I’ll fight you right here to prove it.”

“We don’t have time for this…” Rondal, the team’s computer specialist said. “…Bendren gave us fifteen minutes, and, by the looks of it, we have to climb several decks to get to engineering.”

“You, stay out of this…you…intellectual.” Zandrig said, spitting at Rondal’s feet.

“Why, if I weren’t of a superior mind…” Rondal cursed.

“Quit your yapping,” Vanadar, the group’s tactical and munitions specialist said in annoyance. He was a huge, burly, muscular man. “Like the weaky said, we ain’t got a lot of time.”

“All three of you…shut up!” Drensen said, annoyed. “We have a starship to steal. Now let’s get moving.”



“They’re aboard the ship now, Bendren.” Dwayne Deer said. “What should I tell them?”

“Tell them everything is going according to schedule.” Bendren said, turning around in his chair. “And tell all event stations to initiate phase one.”

“Yes, sir.”



“This is so beautiful, Andy!” Counselor Peterman exclaimed, as the swan-boat rocked gently down the tunnel, and pretty pastel colors flashed around her and Baxter. “I’m so glad we came here!”

Baxter leaned forward and kissed Peterman, saying, “I know exactly what you mean.”

Baxter and Peterman were so involved in the kiss that they didn’t realize that the water rising.



“YAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Mirk cried, as the rollercoaster looped and twisted, flying upside down, moving at exceptional speeds and climbing to unbelievable heights.

“Open your eyes, Brian!” Ensign Fresca said, staring at Lt. Gellar, who was pushed back against his seat, with his eyes squeezed shut, a look of total fear on his face.

“That’s quite all right, Ensign. I’m really enjoying the ride like this.”

“WEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!” Ford and Hartley cried out, as the coaster turned and turned.

Ford turned briefly to Hartley. “See, you’re enjoying yourself!”

Hartley cackled hideously. “I am! That’s because I’m imagining what I’m going to do to you as soon as we get off this ride!”

“You’re right, Lieutenant,” Ford said, fearfully. “I don’t want this ride to end.”

And, as if at Ford’s command, the coaster stopped at the track’s highest point…upside down.

Hartley glared angrily at Ford, her hair hanging down insanely around her face.

“Don’t look at me!” Ford protested.

“Please don’t tell me we’ve stopped,” Lt. Gellar said, his eyes still closed.



“That is odd.” Lt. J’hana said, staring at her panel with concern.

Lieutenant Larkin turned around in the command chair to face the tactical officer. “Define odd, Lieutenant.”

“I am getting some interference from the internal sensor array. It’s probably an overload of the shield generators, but I would like to be sure.”

“I shall contact engineering,” Larkin said, pressing a button on her command chair. “Larkin to engineering.”

There was a long pause.

“Larkin to engineering.”

The android looked back at J’hana. “Lieutenant…”

“Already on my way.” J’hana said, drawing her phaser.

“I am sure it is just a failure in the communications system.” Larkin said reassuringly.

“I do not believe in coincidences,” Lt. J’hana said, pressing the turbolift button and waiting patiently for the doors to open.

The doors opened, and J’hana stepped forward, only to be kicked backwards by an unseen, yet quite adequately hard, boot.

Larkin was immediately on her feet. “What is the meaning of-”

Zandrig picked up J’hana’s immobile form and shoved a gun up to her head. “Don’t move, missy, or the blue bitch gets ventilated!”

Larkin stepped back and put her hands into the air. “What are your demands?”

Zandrig smiled wickedly as she stepped down toward the command arena. “Nothing major. Just this ship.”

“I assure you, that will not be possible,” Larkin protested.

“Shut up,” Zandrig replied, taking a seat in the command chair and running her hands up and down the armrests. “Vanadar, secure these two in the supplies closet, and take their badges. They use them for communication.”

With J’hana slung over his back, Vanadar lead Larkin into the closet, shoving them both inside.



“The bridge is secure,” Zandrig’s voice said over the engineering comm system. “I assume you’ve done your part?”

Drensen smiled wickedly, kicking at the bound and gagged Ensign Stockton, who was tied to the railing that surrounded the warp core along with Ensigns Sanchez and Dunbar. “Engineering is also secure. Send Vanadar through the ship to make sure there are no stragglers and then prepare to switch it over to our control.”

“Understood. Zandrig out.”



Peterman rested her head on Captain Baxter’s shoulder, sighing happily. “I love you so much, Andy-” she opened her eyes, looking up.

Baxter turned to look at Peterman. “What is it, Kelly?”

She pointed upwards. “Is it just me, or is the ceiling getting closer?”

“Um…” Baxter said, with concern. “Chris!”

Richards and Browning both looked up.

“What’s happening?” Browning said.

“I don’t know,” Richards replied. “There must be something wrong with the water system.”

“Don’t panic,” Baxter said, looking around, as the clearance between the water’s surface and the ceiling of the tunnel grew smaller and smaller. “There has to be a way out of this.”

Baxter looked to Richards, trying to think of a plan. “Come on, buddy, we have to think of something!”

“I’m thinking, I’m thinking!” Richards replied.

“This is really starting to scare me!” Peterman cried. She could now almost touch the ceiling.

“Okay…” Richards began. “Janice, Kelly, you two curl up in the bottom of the boats. Andy…break the neck off of your swan boat and bring it with you.”

Baxter did as Richards said confusedly. “Where am I going?”

“Follow me!” Richards said, diving into the water.

Baxter shrugged. “I guess he has a plan.” He leaned over and kissed Peterman on the cheek. “I love you baby!”

“Be careful!” Peterman cried, ducking into the bottom of the boat as Baxter jumped into the water.



Commander Conway sat down at his desk, with a steaming mug of coffee and his copy of Tom Clancy’s Russia Still Bothers Me (The last book he wrote, though some say it was actually completed by his wife after his death). Conway had a fascination with the military precision of Clancy’s work, probably stemming from his love of the spy novel as a whole. In Conway’s opinion, the only two good things that came out of the late twentieth century were NASCAR racing, Aerosmith, and the Cold War.

Commander Conway opened the book carefully, savoring the scent of “real” paper. The replicators had almost been perfected to the point where they could produce books that smelled like books, thus completing the entire sensual experience of reading.

While reading the first page, Conway reached over and grabbed his mug, leaning back comfortably in his chair and sighing with contentment.

Unfortunately, the chair had other things on its mind than Conway’s contentment, as it slipped out from under him, sending him, the book, and the coffee flying in the opposite direction.

Conway cursed, pulling himself up and wiping off his uniform.

“Damn,” Conway said, sizing up the giant coffee stain on the front of his uniform, as well as on the book.

Annoyed, Conway pulled off his uniform jacket and tossed into the clothes processor.

“Computer, call up file Clancy Alpha one-one-nine, and replicate another copy of Russia Still Bothers Me.”

“Unable to comply,” the computer responded politely. “Higher replicator functions have been disabled.”

“Why?” Conway asked angrily.

“Engineering is currently running tests on the matter processing system.”

Conway shrugged. “Figures,” He grabbed the book and padded off to the Deck Nine replicator station to have it re-replicated.



“Well this is just wonderful,” Ensign Ford said, beginning to feel a little delirious from all the blood rushing to his head.

“Shut up,” Hartley replied. “I’m tired of listening to your complaining.”

“I guess things could be worse,” Lt. Tilleran said.

“How?” Hartley asked. “How could things get any worse?”

Suddenly, the shoulder harnesses on all six rollercoaster car occupants released, causing the group to slip out of their seats. All six of them quickly grabbed on tightly to the harnesses, hanging on for dear life, hundreds of feet off the ground.

“Well,” Tilleran said calmly, straining to hang on to the harness. “This for starters.”



Commander Conway smelled the once again pure “new book” scent, as he carried the newly replicated book out of the replicator center. He was so busy smelling the book, he never noticed the giant, looming Paladian standing in his way.

Conway bumped into Vanadar’s chest, looking up. “Oh, excuse me.” he said, walking around Vanadar and continuing to walk.

Suddenly, he stopped and turned around. “Hey, who are you?”

“Who are you?” Vanadar asked, folding his arms over his expansive chest.

“Well, I asked you first,” Conway said defiantly. “You sure as hell don’t look like part of our crew.”

“I’m…” Vanadar diverted his eyes, trying to think of a quick excuse. “…the plumber.”

“Oh,” Conway said. “That’s interesting. Maybe I should call the bridge and confirm it.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Vanadar said.

“Oh no?” Conway said, turning for the comm panel on the corridor wall, pressing a button. “Conway to bridge.”

“Bridge here,” a sultry, yet unfamiliar voice said.

“Who the hell are you?” Conway asked angrily.

There was a long pause. During that pause, Conway saw Vanadar leaping up from behind him in the reflective surface of the comm panel.

Thinking fast, Conway ducked, throwing the huge Paladian into the comm panel.

Sparks erupted from the comm panel as Vanadar crashed into it, rolling to the ground and lifting himself up.

“You’ve made me angry now,” he said slowly.

Conway turned around and ran like hell.



Peterman felt around the edges of the boat’s opening, trying to decide if any water was coming in. The boat was now pressed firmly against the ceiling of the tunnel, creating a seal around the edge. Peterman was confident that the tiny compartment she was curled in would not flood in the twenty or so more minutes of oxygen she had left to breathe.

She wondered idly where Chris and Andy had gone. They had been gone for almost five minutes now, and, although she knew Starfleet officers were trained to hold their breath for long periods of time, she also knew that the brain began to die at ten minutes. Oh, well, it wasn’t as if Baxter used his brain much anyway.

Suddenly the little swan boat began to rock vigorously. Peterman held on for dear life as it rocked, not knowing what to expect. Suddenly, the edge of the boat tipped enough to make a opening of a foot or so wide, from which Captain Baxter’s head emerged.

Baxter gasped for air as the tiny compartment flooded with water.

“Found a way out…hold your breath…follow me!” Baxter wheezed as he took in air and grabbed Peterman’s wrist, dragging her out of the boat and down through the water.



“I’m losing my grip!” Lt. Hartley shrieked, hanging on to her shoulder harness.

“Don’t worry, I’ll figure something out,” Mirk said confidently. “My telepathic powers should kick in any minute now.”

“I forgot all about that,” Hartley said. “Why don’t you just fly us out of here?”

“It’s not that easy,” Mirk replied.

“Well, if you’re going to do something, do it already, monkeyboy!” Lt. Gellar shouted.

Mirk squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated hard. “Here goes nothing!”

The rollercoaster cart suddenly broke from it’s track and plummeted towards the planet below, with Mirk, Hartley, Tilleran, Ford, Fresca, and Gellar along for the ride.



Commander Conway flew down the corridor of Deck Nine with Vanadar in hot pursuit, wondering what the hell was going on.

“Come here, weakling!” Vanadar shouted angrily. “I’m going to kill you!”

Conway rounded the corner, ducking into the first door he came to.

“Computer, lock this door, authorization Conway Beta four six zero.”

“Upper level command codes have been disabled,” the computer replied.

“Great.” Conway said, looking around, wondering whose quarters he’d stumbled into. He looked on the desk, gasping in horror as the pieces came together.

Conway shivered as he looked at the picture sitting on the desk, one of Captain Baxter, posing on the beach with a piece of drift wood and holding up a conch shell.

Now how many people would have a picture of Captain Baxter on their desk?

Commander Conway realized his error when an orange blur hit him from behind and knocked him into the wall.

“Get off!” Conway commanded, as Charlie licked him and batted at him with his paws.

Conway struggled through the quarters, trying to evade the golden retriever, tripping, and falling right on top of the sleeping kitten, Fritz.

Fritz shrieked and grabbed onto Conway’s face with his claws.

“AAaaaaaaaah!” Conway shouted, as the cat dug into his face, and as Charlie attached himself to his leg.

Suddenly Counselor Peterman’s door swished open.

“I thought I heard commotion in here,” Vanadar sneered. “The chase is over.”

“Get him, Charlie!” Conway yelled, as Charlie detached himself and charged at Vanadar.

Conway pulled Fritz off his face and threw her at Vanadar, laughing hideously. “You’ll have to excuse these guys, they’re usually so well behaved. They’re just not used to new people.”

As Vanadar grappled with the hellish pets, Conway dove for Peterman’s desk, rifling around for a firearm of some sort. Unfortunately, he found nothing.

“She has to keep a sidearm somewhere!” Conway exclaimed, digging through Peterman’s couch cushions as Vanadar writhed on the floor.

“Help me! For the Great Creator’s mercy, please help me!” Vanadar cried, as Fritz clawed at his face.

It would have greatly behooved Commander Conway to know that Counselor Peterman did in fact have a sidearm, and kept it in her panty drawer (a place she figured was the perfect hiding place for a deadly weapon).

Conway finally found a vase, carefully removed the flowers, and cracked it over Vanadar’s head.

“Thank you,” he said softly as he lost consciousness.

“Stay here and watch him, guys!” Conway said to Peterman’s pets, rushing out of the quarters.



“I have access to the engines, Drensen,” Rondal said proudly. “All control can be routed through this station.”

“You anticipated that I did not trust Zandrig enough to give her control?” Drensen replied, looking at the readouts over Rondal’s shoulder.

“Yes, sir. I don’t trust her either.”

“Excellent. Report our progress to Bendren and…”

“Zandrig to Drensen.”

Drensen pulled out his communicator and pressed a button. “What is it, Zandrig?”

“We have a problem.”

“And what problem is that?” Drensen asked, quickly becoming annoyed.

“One of the Federation officers is not accounted for, and Vanadar hasn’t reported to me in fifteen minutes.”

“Well, find both of them–now!”

“Yes, sir,” Zandrig muttered, obviously angered at having to take the initiative.



One by one, Baxter, Peterman, Richards, and Browning spilled out of the drainage pipe and into the underground Paladian sewage system.

Thinking quickly, Captain Baxter gripped onto an access ladder as the group was carried on through the duct. Peterman grabbed onto Baxter’s leg, and Browning onto Peterman’s, and Richards onto Browning’s, forming a chain of people supported only by Baxter’s grip.

“Pull yourself up, Andy!” Richards cried.

Baxter grunted as he dragged himself up the ladder. “It’s kind of hard with all of you guys hanging on me.”

Finally, exhausted, Baxter collapsed onto the small ledge overlooking one of the auxiliary water ducts, helping Peterman up, who helped Browning and Richards.

The group lay quietly on the ledge for several moments, catching their breath.

“An ingenious bit of rescuing there, guys,” Browning said tiredly.

“Thank you,” Richards said proudly, staring at the terribly mangled goose neck he held. “These things came in handy when we had to pry open that grating.”

“Good thing the duct was wide enough for us to fit through,” Baxter muttered.

“Now what do we do?”

“We try to find the administrator and tell him his tunnel of love ride sucks,” Baxter said, standing up and wringing out his clothes as best as he could.



“Come out, come out, wherever you are!” Zandrig cried as she walked through the corridors of Deck Nine. “You have to be around here somewhere!”

Zandrig regarded the sensor device she had brought along with her. It read a human heat signature directly ahead.

“Come to momma…” she said softly, continuing down the corridor.



In his quarters, and from a safe vantage point behind his couch, Commander Conway examined his tricorder, watching as the Paladian heat signature approached, holding his phaser at the ready.

Suddenly his door whizzed open.

“Where are you, Mr. Federation Man?” Zandrig said seductively.

“Right here!” Conway shouted, jumping up from behind his couch and firing at Zandrig, who promptly dove for the floor, barely escaping the bolt.

“I’ve used bigger men than you as footstools!” Zandrig cried, jumping over the couch and ramming her fist into Conway’s face.

Conway fell back, dropping his phaser.

“Oh, yeah? Well I’ve dated uglier women than you!” Conway retorted, plunging Zandrig’s head into his coffee table.

Zandrig pulled herself up and laughed. “Is that the best you can do?”

She then proceeded to hit Conway with a rapid succession of roundhouse kicks, pushing him back towards the wall.

Conway was jammed up against his replicator as Zandrig hit him with blow after blow.

“Computer…the usual, double hot!” Conway shouted, ducking Zandrig’s kick and reaching into the replicator slot, pulling the mug of coffee out and throwing it in Zandrig’s face.

Zandrig shrieked and clawed at her face as the coffee burned her skin.

Conway stumbled over to his couch and picked up his phaser, trying to shake the dizziness that was brought on by the beating that Zandrig had given him.

“I…don’t…go…down…that easy!” Zandrig gasped, moving towards Conway.

“Back off, bitch!” Conway shouted, firing his phaser and sending Zandrig to the floor, down for the count.



Hartley, Ford, Mirk, Tilleran, Fresca, and Gellar all collectively screamed their heads off as they fell to the ground, sure that they would all messily splatter on the asphalt below.

Then, before they knew what was happening, they hit a soft, forgiving surface, and rolled along it.

Lt. Hartley crawled across the rolling, undulating, fabric, trying in vain to right herself. “Where the hell did this come from?”

“I think it came from me!” Mirk shouted as he rolled along the blue fabric.

“You mean you imagined this thing up?” Ford said, as he rolled by.

“Well, what the hell is it?” Fresca asked in annoyance.

Mirk thought a moment. “If I were to guess, a giant pillow.”

“Well, imagine it away!” Hartley shouted. “I’m getting sick.”

At that moment, the huge pillow disappeared, and the entire group hit the ground roughly.

“Neat trick,” Ford said, rubbing his head.

“We have to talk to the head of this park…” Mirk said. “That ride is definitely not safe.”

“Tell me about it,” Hartley said, still in shock.



“Now Zandrig and Vanadar are missing, Bendren. I think we should abort the mission and cut our losses,” Drensen’s voice said over the comm link. Bendren turned around in his chair, steepling his fingers. “I don’t think so, Drensen. We’ve come too far to be ruined by your incompetence. He’s just one Federation officer. I want him stopped.”

“Whatever you say, Bendren. Drensen out.”

“What else could go wrong?” Bendren lamented, when suddenly his communicator beeped again.

“Bubby to base. The Federations managed to escape from the rollercoaster.”

“Well, stop them!” Bendren screamed, pounding his chair in fury. “Do I have to do this myself?”

“That will not be necessary. I shall see to the apprehension of these puny ones myself.”



It hadn’t been hard to find the ladder that led up through the winding tunnels of Paladia Station’s massive underground sewage system, which, as far as Baxter and Richards had guessed, ran directly underneath Goodtimes Village. The hard part, as the group soon found out, was climbing and navigating through the aforementioned winding tunnels.

“This is getting tiring,” Browning grunted as she climbed.

“I just wish this hellish vacation would end,” Peterman muttered.

Baxter looked down at her as he climbed. “How was I supposed to know things would turn out this way?”

Peterman shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s not your fault, Andy.”

Baxter continued to climb. “No, it is. I chose a crappy vacation.”

“Awwww,” Peterman said. “It’s okay, baby.”

“Can we hold off on the nurturing until we get out of this blasted sewer?” Richards asked with annoyance.



“So what are you going to do?” Rondal asked Drensen, from his place at the master systems display in Engineering.

Drensen walked over to the supplies locker and grabbed a phaser. “I’m going to find that bastard and teach him a lesson. Make sure they do not gain control.”

“Aye sir,” Rondal said as Drensen hurried out of engineering.



The bridge was unusually silent. In the last several months, it had been a place of intense violence, action, and suspense. Since the Aerostar had arrived in the Delta Quadrant, it had been a hotbed of activity. Now it was completely empty, and the only sound around was the occasional bleeping of panels. And the only motion was the slow turn of the greenish planet Paladia on the viewscreen.

Without warning, the stillness was broken, as Lt. Larkin punched her fist through the polyduranide supply closet door, ripping it apart and stepping through, followed by Lieutenant J’hana.

“Where is everybody?” J’hana asked.

Larkin looked around. “An excellent question. I assumed, after not hearing any movement outside the door for so long, that the invaders had left. I see I was correct.”

“Nice of you to share that with me,” J’hana muttered.

“You are welcome. Now, we must hurry if we are to stop these invaders.” Larkin stepped up to the turbolift and pressed the call button. She waited several moments then looked to the tactical officer. “Lieutenant J’hana, try the other turbolift.”

J’hana did so, with the same amount of luck. “They’ve locked us up here.”

“Unfortunate,” Larkin said. “Computer, release command control lockout, authorization Larkin Phi Eta one five.”

“That authorization is invalid.”

J’hana pounded the bulkhead in frustration. “We are trapped up here while they take over the ship!”

Larkin quickly walked over to the science station. “Perhaps not, Lieutenant. We may yet be able to gain control.”

“Well, I’m going down to Engineering to see if I can get control from there,” J’hana said, climbing into a Jefferies tube.

Larkin did not answer; she simply pulled off the access panel underneath the science console and began to pull at the optical cable within.



Commander Conway had been busy tying Zandrig up in his quarters when the communicator that was strapped to her belt buzzed to life.

“If the rebelling Federation officer that’s out there messing up my plans can hear me, this is Drensen, the leader of the occupation force. If you want things to go easy for you, human, you’ll go ahead and turn yourself in to me.”

Conway grabbed the device and pressed a button. “I don’t care who you are, Drensen. Nobody comes on board my ship and just takes over. I took out your friends, and you’re next. You don’t know the meaning of pain until you’ve come face to face with Commander David Conway.”

“Tough words, Commander Conway. Now let’s see if you can back them up.”

Conway grabbed his phaser and pocketed the communicator, rushing out into the corridor.



Mirk, Hartley, Ford, Tilleran, Gellar, and Fresca moved throughout Goodtimes Village with amazement.

“Where did everyone go?” Ford asked. “It’s as if the whole damn crew just up and disappeared.”

“They’re not far,” Tilleran said. “I can still sense them…but I’m not sure…” she shook her head. “I think they’re scared of something, or trapped somewhere nearby. This whole thing isn’t right.”

“Well, maybe we can get some answers from him,” Mirk said, approaching the big pink troll known as Bilbo.

“Hi, my name is Bilbo and I think you are neat!” Bilbo said happily.

“He wants to kill us!” Tilleran said in shock.

“Is that so?” Mirk asked, turning towards Tilleran. He shouldn’t have done that, because, from seemingly out of nowhere, a huge, furry pink hand came up and knocked him upside the head.

Ford and Gellar charged at Bilbo, frantically trying to take down the huge, furry creature.

The character floundered under the Starfleet officers’ attacks, finally throwing them off, causing them to careen through the air and hit the ground roughly.

Lt. Hartley looked up from Mirk’s fallen form angrily. “What the hell do you think you are doing?”

“Come with me,” Bilbo said, with evil in his voice, grabbing Lieutenant Hartley and slinging her over his shoulder, and Tilleran over the other one. He then motioned for two of his coworkers to get the others.



“I think I’ve found the way out of here!” Baxter said, pushing open a heavy vaulted door that led up to what seemed to be a dank subbasement.

At the center of the small room, eerily lit, was what looked like some sort of glass casket, with several lights running along its sides.

Peterman, Richards, and Browning followed Baxter out of the tunnel and into the room, staring down at the casket.

Inside the casket, a very old, very peaceful looking Paladian man rested.

“Who the hell is that?” Peterman asked.

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Baxter replied. “This whole thing rubs me the wrong way.”

“You’re not the only one,” Browning said. “We should get out of-”

Suddenly, a voice called out from the other side of the room.

“Humans! What are you doing down here?”

Baxter found the source of the voice: A seven foot tall piglike creature.

“Who are you?” Baxter asked.

The pig snorted loudly. “I am Hoagie the Boar, and I’m meaner than the average boar. Now come with me!”

“This is ridiculous,” Baxter said, as he held up his hands, and as Hoagie’s rifle was plunged into his back.

“Now move!” Hoagie said cruelly.



Lieutenant Hartley regained consciousness inside a large room that was filled with people…all members of the Aerostar crew. At the front of the room was a large portal, which was guarded by a menacingly crackling forcefield.

“What’s going on?” she asked rubbing her throbbing head.

“They’re taking over the Aerostar.” Ensign Madera said.

“Who?” Hartley asked.

“The Paladians,” Madera replied. “This whole thing was just a ploy to get us away from the Aerostar.”

“You’re kidding!” Hartley replied.

“No, I’m not. They kidnapped me from the Spinning Gravy Boat ride.”

“That’s insane,” Hartley commented, as suddenly the purple forcefield was lowered and four more people were tossed in, by the unfriendly chap that Hartley had identified as Murray the Moose.

The downtrodden ranks of the Aerostar crowded around the new group of prisoners once they had realized who they were.

“Hi, everybody,” Captain Baxter said, semi-cheerfully. “I guess you know by now that we’re all trapped here, and, that, as we speak, the Aerostar is being stolen. I’m open to any escape plans!”

Hartley just covered her face. “How do we get into these things?” she asked herself, as all hopes of rescue began to dwindle to nothing.



Drensen moved slowly throughout Deck Nine, his phaser drawn.

“End this now, Commander.” Drensen said. “End this and let us take over your ship. You must know that you are powerless to stop me.”

“Not!” Commander Conway shouted, diving out one door and into another, firing his phaser.

Drensen ducked, barely avoiding the blast, and followed Conway.

The Paladian briefly wondered where the hell he was as he dove behind a coffee table, just missing yet another blast.

Pulling out his own weapon, Drensen took note of how spartan and warrior-like the quarters seemed. All over the room were knives, swords, armor, and other implements of destruction. What kind of sick, tormented soul lived here?



Commander Conway ducked into the bathroom in Lt. J’hana’s quarters, gasping at the stench of the frothy liquid that filled the tactical officer’s tub.

“In here, sucker!” Conway called, quickly grabbing what he assumed was some sort of warrior bath oil out of J’hana’s bathroom cabinet. He quickly emptied the bottle onto the floor and dove behind the tub.

Drensen stalked into the bathroom. “Where are you, Con-?” Suddenly Drensen slipped, flying backwards and hitting the floor roughly.

Conway rushed to tackle Drensen, but all to quickly, he slipped around as well, noting the fresh, flowery scent of the oil as he fell on his rear end.



“All Aerostar crewmembers have been captured,” Bilbo reported, at Bendren’s side. “Your plan was a success.”

“Yes,” Bendren said with glee. “Now, if only Drensen is successful in stopping the Federation officer on board the Aerostar.”

“Murray the Moose to Drensen,” Bendren’s communicator suddenly beeped.

“What is it?” Bendren asked angrily.

“Captain Baxter is asking to speak with you.”

“Then by all means,” Bendren said happily. “Bring him on up here. Let’s see what he has to say.”



“Hello…” Rondal said, staring at the readouts on his screen carefully. “What’s this? Is someone trying to undo my handiwork?”

Rondal watched with mild amusement as the connections to the engineering control network began to fail one by one.

“Whoever it is will never get through my failsafes…”

Suddenly the final few connections began to fail. “This can’t be! Whoever is doing this knows his stuff, that’s for sure. Oh, well,” Rondal laughed hideously, “all the more fun for me!”

Rondal busily began reconnecting his control network within the Aerostar’s computer core, as his unseen foe continued to break them. He began tapping on the panel more and more urgently as it began to look like he was being outsmarted.

“This just can’t be! This just can’t be!” Rondal shouted, running his fingers through his hair.

That’s when Lt. J’hana busted out of the Jeffries’ tube access hatch, leaping through the air and knocking Rondal off his chair.

“What gives?” Rondal screamed, as J’hana came down on him with flying fists.



Drensen and Conway rolled around on J’hana’s oily floor like wild mud wrestlers, grappling for control of Conway’s fallen weapon.

Drensen finally managed to grab ahold of it, grabbing J’hana’s towel rack with his free hand and pointing the phaser at Conway.

“I guess I win!” Drensen said proudly. “Now stand up, Mister Conway.”

Conway began to stand up, and, without warning, grabbed J’hana’s towel off the rack, loosening Drensen’s grip and sending him reeling backwards into the tub.

Drensen’s screams were drowned out to mere blurbs and bubbles as his head was submerged in the viscous, churning fluid, until finally his body just went limp.

Conway leaned against the tub and sighed, staring at the churning pool of matter, wondering what the hell it was that J’hana put in there.



“Larkin to Engineering. I have regained control of the Aerostar. What is your status, Lieutenant J’hana?”

J’hana grappled with Rondal across Engineering, trying to subdue him, but he was surprisingly tricky for a technocrat.

“Stand by…” J’hana said, as Rondal caught her upside the head with an uppercut, sending her flying back towards the railing around the warp core.

“Can I be of some assistance?” Larkin asked helpfully.

Rondal choked J’hana as he bent her backwards over the railing.

“I think I can take care of myself,” J’hana croaked as Rondal tightened his grip.

“Are you sure, Lieutenant?” Larkin asked with concern.

“Quite,” J’hana replied, planting her free foot between Rondal’s legs and kicking him up and over her.

Rondal shrieked unhappily as he flew over J’hana’s head, plummeting several decks down to the bottom of the warp core.



“Ah, Captain Baxter!” Bendren said gloatingly. “How good it is to see you! You’re just in time to watch me christen my new ship!”

Baxter gave a sidelong glance to the cheery little fairy girl that held him at bay with a rifle. “So this whole thing was a setup?”

“Pretty much,” Bendren admitted. “It took more planning than you might think.”

“I imagine,” Baxter said angrily. “So what do you plan to do with my ship?”

“It’s a secret!” the fairy chirped. “And you’ll never find out!”

“Shut up, Twitterbell, and leave me with the prisoner.”

Twitterbell’s wings drooped as she frowned, turning to leave.

“So who’s the dead guy in the basement?” Baxter asked.

Bendren laughed wickedly. “That, my friend, is Walden Goodtimes, the founder of Goodtimes Village. He’s been in suspended animation for thirty years. An eternity in which we’ve been waiting to get the technology to revive him and escape this worthless planet.”

“You’re a lunatic, Bendren,” Baxter spat.

“Perhaps, but I’ll be a happy lunatic, with a powerful starship and a revived dead guy by my side. Now how many people can say that?”

“Not many,” Baxter admitted.

“Get him back to his cell, Twitterbell. We have work to do,” Bendren ordered.



Commander Conway stepped onto the bridge, after stopping by sickbay to tend to his cuts and scrapes.

He arrived on the bridge to find Lieutenant Larkin hard at work at one of the ODN junctions.

“How’s it going, Lieutenant?” Conway asked, surveying the android’s work.

“I have regained temporary computer control. It will take an engineering team several hours to restore all of the connections. You might call my efforts a ‘jury rig’.”

“Good enough,” Conway replied.

Just then, Lieutenant J’hana emerged from the turbolift, smacking her hands together with satisfaction.

“The two that are alive have been locked up safely in the brig.” J’hana reported. “One of the dead is at the bottom of the warp core, and the other is…” J’hana glared at Conway. “…rotting in my bathtub as we speak.”

“Sorry,” Conway said sheepishly. “What is that stuff, anyway?”

“If you must ask,” J’hana said angrily. “It wasAndorian skin treatment. Now it is ruined, thanks to you.”

Conway laughed. “So you won’t have that special glow anymore?”

J’hana just growled.

Conway’s face straightened as he turned to Lt. Larkin. “What about our people on Paladia. Have you been able to raise them?”

“Negative,” Larkin said. “According to sensors, they are being held in an installation at the center of Goodtimes Village.”

“Well,” Conway said, “I think it’s time we contacted Paladia and found out exactly what’s going on.”



“We can’t just sit here and do nothing!” Lt. Hartley protested. “There must be a way out of here.”

“No, there isn’t…” Captain Baxter said weakly. He was laying across Counselor Peterman’s lap, woefully contemplating his crew’s plight. “The exits are really well guarded. And the security field that’s surrounding us is even stronger than the ones on the Aerostar.”

“So we just sit here and wait to die?” Lt. Tilleran asked. “I don’t like that idea.”

Baxter closed his eyes as Peterman silently rubbed his temples. “Well, until I get a better suggestion, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”



“We will look into it, Commander,” the Chief of the Paladian police said, as he blinked off the viewscreen.

“There’s something wrong down there,” Conway said, returning to the command chair. “And we can’t rely on the Paladian authorities to do anything about it.”

“So it would seem,” Larkin surmised.

“Then the question remains, what are we going to do?” J’hana asked.

“Could we replicate some costumes and beam down there disguised as park mascots?” Conway asked hopefully.

“I am afraid not.” Larkin said. “The replicator subroutines are still unavailable at the moment. However…I do have another idea.”

“I’m all ears…” Conway said, smiling.



“Percival Penguin reporting for duty,” a large, round, penguin-suited character said, standing at the entrance to the jail area.

Murray the Moose looked the penguin up and down carefully. “I haven’t seen you around here before.”

“That is because I am newly hired. I have my papers right here…” The penguin reached behind its back and pulled out a phaser rifle.

“Wha?” The moose asked, as the blast hit him and knocked him to the ground.

“My apologies,” Larkin said, grabbing the moose’s key card and sliding it through the door panel.

Larkin hurried down the hallway to the holding area, encumbered by the bulky costume she had quickly grabbed from her quarters, and the dozen compression phaser rifles she had packed into the lining of the costume.

Upon entering the holding area, Larkin immediately took out the two guards in front of the containment field.

“Who the hell are you?” Captain Baxter asked, standing up, as the rest of the cell’s occupants looked on.

Larkin removed the head of her costume. “It is Lieutenant Larkin, Captain, at your service. We must leave here post haste.”



“What do you mean the Aerostar has been retaken?” Bendren asked in disbelief.

Twitterbell grimaced. “Just what the hell you think I mean, buddy. The Paladian police are on their way. We have to go, now!”

Bendren sighed. “But what about Walden?”

“Leave him!” Twitterbell cried, grabbing Bendren’s arm and dragging him out of the operations center.

Just as Bendren and a swarm of his mascot-henchmen ran out of Goodtimes Village’s control center, a shadow descended over them.

“Not so fast, Bendren,” Commander Conway’s voice said over the comm system of the runabout Wicomico.

Conway maneuvered the runabout right over Bendren’s head. “I have phasers trained on you,” Conway continued. “Don’t move a muscle unless you want to get singed.”

Moments later, Baxter and several of the Aerostar’s security personnel poured out of the main control building, leveling their phaser rifles on the mascots.

“I don’t know about you, Bendren,” Baxter said, aiming his phaser rifle at the Paladian. “But I’m having a damn good time.”



Lieutenant J’hana grumbled quietly to herself as she examined the viewscreen from the Aerostar’s command chair. She was angry that Commander Conway got to take the runabout down to Paladia and secure the amusement park and not her. It was the job of a security officer and that was that.

Suddenly J’hana was stirred from her thoughts by the whooshing of the turbolift doors.

She stood and turned. “Commander, I did not expect you to be back so-”

The Andorian paused when she noticed that it was not Commander Conway or the Captain in the turbolift, but the two Paladians she had put in the brig.

“How the hell did you get out?” J’hana asked angrily. She hated it when prisoners escaped.

Zandrig stepped down to the front of the bridge triumphantly. “That’s not important. What is important is that we will kill you and take your starship with us.”

J’hana looked up at Vanadar as he trained the phaser rifle on her from up near the turbolift doors. “Is that so?”

“You’ve got that right you blue bitch!” Zandrig said with glee.

“Bitch? Are you calling me a bitch?” J’hana asked angrily. Zandrig had just crossed the line. “I was going to let you die painlessly, but now that’s not an option.”

“Oh, so you’re outnumbered two to one, and we have phasers and you don’t, and YOU are going to kill US?” Zandrig tossed back her head and laughed maniacally. “That’s rich. How do you expect to do that?”

“Just watch,” J’hana said, cracking her knuckles.



“Do you smell something?” Captain Baxter asked, as he Conway, and Larkin rode the turbolift up to the bridge to check on J’hana’s status. They’d left the clean-up work to the Paladian authorities, since they were in a hurry to make sure that the Aerostar was safe.

“Smells like smoke,” Conway said. “Do you figure something went wrong?”

“We will see in a moment,” Larkin said, shrugging off the last vestiges of her penguin costume.

A few moments later, the turbolift came gently to a stop and the doors parted with a hiss.

“Dear Lord,” Conway said, surveying the condition of the bridge. The walls and the panels were singed and black, and they were still smoking in some places.

Baxter coughed and tried to see through the smoke as he combed through the burning wreckage of the bridge. “J’hana! Are you in here?”

The door to Baxter’s readyroom fell to the floor with a clatter, allowing J’hana to step out. “I was wondering when you guys would get here. I had to handle these two by myself.”

Commander Conway bent down over the scorched body of Vanadar. “Jesus Christ, J’hana, what did you do?”

“I ordered the computer to overload the plasma conduits surrounding the bridge, then I ran like hell,” J’hana explained, brushing the flakes of ash and burnt debris from her hair. “They never knew what hit them.”

“My bridge,” Baxter said softly, collapsing into his command chair.

“You can’t make a Targosian soufflé without breaking some Dchan eggs, Captain,” J’hana said.

“I’ll have to remember that,” Baxter whimpered, as he lovingly stroked the burnt and twisted arms of his command chair.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51631.2. Thanks to help from the Sulani ship Camro, the Aerostar should be well on her way in several days. The Paladian government assures me that Goodtimes Village will be shut down and Bendren’s surviving men will be taken into custody. In other news, the command crew is still adjusting to the temporary bridge. I have to admit, it couldn’t be in a less convenient place.



Captain Baxter kissed Counselor Peterman on the cheek and slid out of bed. “I have to go on duty now, hon.”

“Hrrrrmmmm…” Peterman sighed, still asleep.

Baxter put on his robe and walked out of his bedroom, ready to go get his ship back up and running.

He crossed his quarters and grabbed a glass of grapefruit juice out of the replicator.

“Good morning, Captain,” Lt. Larkin said. “Repairs to the bridge are almost complete.”

“What a relief,” Baxter sighed, sitting down on his couch next to Commander Conway. “Who’s idea was it to run the main ODN junction right by the Captain’s quarters anyway?”

“A peculiarity of this vessel’s design,” Larkin said. “It seems, in order to add more weaponry and lab facilities, they had to remove the auxiliary bridge center. It is simply a strange irony that the only junction capable of supporting emergency bridge control ran next to your quarters.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, and Richards wouldn’t let us invade engineering,” Baxter said, staring at the stars on the temporary viewscreen placed next to his team portrait of the Dallas Cowboys.

“Correct.”

“I for one can’t wait to get out of here. It smells like a zoo in here!” Commander Conway grunted, shifting uncomfortably on Baxter’s couch as he reviewed the personnel reports.

“Captain…” Ensign Ford reported from the temporary helm console at Baxter’s desk.

Baxter glared at Conway as he answered. “What is it, Ensign?”

“I found the Counselor’s panties. They were under the desk.”

Baxter ran over and grabbed the panties indignantly. “Give me those! She’s been looking for them for days. I just don’t know how on Earth they could have gotten back there.”

Suddenly there was a shriek from the bathroom, and Lt. J’hana emerged, soaking wet.

Baxter looked up at her, amused. “Problem, Lieutenant?”

J’hana wrung her uniform out, her face a mask of anger. “You could say that. I was trying to run a tachyon sweep, and I accidentally turned on the shower.”

“Perhaps we should not have rigged the temporary tactical station in the shower…” Lt. Larkin suggested.

“I think it’s in a fine spot,” Baxter said, pocketing the panties and returning to his seat. “Serves her right for blowing up my bridge.”

“And Captain,” J’hana said, before returning to the bathroom.

“Yes, Lieutenant?”

“I killed your rubber ducky.”



NEXT TIME ON STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION:



The Aerostar is diverted an entire day out of its way to make contact with a distant world, and in doing so, gives the Aerostar crew a chance for some much needed time off. Not that that’s necessarily a good thing.
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All in a Day’s Work

Captain’s Log

Stardate 51707.3. I was awaken this morning by a message from Wujan, the Sulani president, who tells me that there is rumor of a race on the other side of our sector that may be interested in joining the Flarn resistance. I assured him that the Aerostar would gladly visit the out of the way planet to parlay for their membership in our makeshift “Federation.”



“You what?” Commander Conway asked incredulously, glaring at Baxter from his seat next to him at the conference table, during the usual morning staff meeting.

“You heard me.” Baxter said resolutely. “We’re going to go to Barvan Twelve and that’s the end of it.”

“I don’t believe it.” Conway replied. “It’s an entire day out of our way.”

“I don’t care, every planet in the alliance against the Flarn counts. They haven’t struck us hard yet, but when the time comes, we’ll have to be ready.” Baxter said.

Conway folded his arms and sat back in the seat, staring at the stars as they whizzed by the observation lounge’s windows. “That’s ludicrous. We can’t act as the Sulani’s little lapdogs. We have business of our own to tend to.”

Baxter shook his head. “No we don’t. The Sulani have pulled our butts out of the frying pan more than once. Besides, we signed a treaty and we’re going to stick to it.”

“You signed a treaty, I sure as hell didn’t.” Conway said, turning away from Baxter.

“Orange juice?” Doctor Browning asked, breaking up the conversation.

“No.” Conway said.

“Yes.” Baxter said, sticking his tongue out at Conway. “So there.”

Browning poured Baxter’s orange juice, looking over at Conway. “Come on, Commander, we could all use some free time.”

“We have had too much free time as it is.” Lt. J’hana said from the other side of the table. “We are like spoiled children. Every time we have extra time on our hands something terrible happens. We are better off when we are busy.”

Counselor Petersen turned to J’hana from her seat next to Baxter. “I know more than a few people on board who would disagree with you.”

J’hana stared down at her plate, trying to think of a comeback. “These muffins are excellent.” she finally said.

“Thanks.” Browning said, taking her seat. “I made them myself.”

“Wow, Janice.” Baxter exclaimed, munching on a muffin. “You’ve become a regular master chef!”

Browning smiled. Richards nudged her from his place beside her and pinched her cheek. “Yep, she’s been helping us conserve replicator power by cooking stuff herself.”

Baxter stopped chewing a moment. “What ‘stuff’?”

Browning’s smile widened. “Some of the grain samples Lieutenant Larkin had in the hyponics bay.”

“Interesting.” Larkin said, eyeing one of the muffins closely. “I was not aware that cooking unknown extraterrestrial mammal feces was a human custom.”

Baxter suddenly spit the muffin out, rinsing his mouth with the orange juice. “It was a nice thought, Janice.”

Browning looked at the muffins skeptically. “I thought they smelled funny.”

“Could we please get back to business?” Conway asked. “I have a battle simulation to do with Beta shift in fifteen minutes.”

“Okay, okay…does anyone have anything else to report?” Baxter asked.

“I definitely like the muffins, Captain.” J’hana said, still nibbling on a muffin. “They are a meal fit for a warrior.”

Baxter turned to the rest of the staff at the table. “Anybody else?”

“Well, I have a question.” Petersen said.

“What’s that, honeybunches?” Baxter asked.

“Well, let’s say that you made a date with your boyfriend to go horseback riding on the holodeck at fifteen hundred hours, and you forgot that you had a backup of caseloads a mile long to finish, and you’d have to work like a demon in order to keep it, what would you do?”

Baxter glared at Petersen, then his gaze softened. “I’d say you’d better shine up your pentagram and start working, Kell.”

Petersen smiled. “Okay, I’ll try my best.”

Baxter paused a moment, looking around the room. “In that case, if there’s nothing else…” he said, in a vain attempt to close the meeting.

“Captain, I’d like to talk to you…” J’hana said. “In private.”

“Fine. Then everyone else is dismissed.” Baxter said, standing up from the conference table.

The group poured out onto the bridge, going their separate ways for the day.

Lt. Commander Richards stopped Ensign Ford before he took his post at the helm. “I need a favor, Ensign.”

Ford turned to face the Engineer. “Yeah?”

“I need you to help Lt. Tilleran run a diagnostic of the transporter buffers. They’ve been acting up lately and I’m short on people down in Engineering as it is.”

Ford’s eyes lit up. “Which transporter room?”

Richards smiled. “One.”

Ford nodded vigorously. “Great. I get off my shift in twenty minutes.”

“Perfect. I knew you’d be ecstatic.” Richards said, joining a waiting Dr. Browning and heading into the turbolift.

“What was that all about?” Browning asked as the turbolift doors closed.

“Lt. Hartley works in transporter room one.”

“Aahhhhh.” Browning said. “That reminds me. You remember our appointment this afternoon, don’t you?”

Richards nodded. “Of course. What kind of idiot do you think I am?”

“I don’t know.” Browning said. “The kind that forgets appointments?”



Back on the bridge, Commander Conway placed a hand firmly on Ensign Fresca’s shoulder. “You ready?”

Fresca had just vacated the spot at ops for Lt. Larkin, and was slightly startled by the Commander.

“Of course I am.” she lied. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I don’t know. I just know people have a way of getting antsy when they’re about to be promoted.”

“You’re kidding me!” Fresca said, surprised. “Promoted?”

Conway led Fresca to the turbolift on the other side of the bridge. “It depends on how well you do on this battle drill. But I will say it looks good.”

Fresca smiled as the turbolift doors closed. “Jeeze. And I didn’t even have to sleep with you.”



“What’s on your mind, Lieutenant?” Baxter said, sliding into his seat behind his desk and folding his hands on top of a growing pile of unattended padds.

J’hana stood on the other side of Baxter’s desk, as usual, at perfect attention. “I feel it must be brought to your attention that I am nearing my time of Jemlatti’kari.”

Baxter gulped, his stomach suddenly feeling very queasy. “I don’t know, Lieutenant, shouldn’t you talk to Dr. Browning about that?”

J’hana shook her head. “It is not a medical matter.” The tactical officer sat down in one of the chairs opposite Baxter’s desk, still keeping her posture adequately professional. “I have reached a time in my life when Andorians feel it is a time to celebrate the great conquests of existence, and also face individual limitations. Our name for this is the Jemlatti’kari.”

Baxter began to feel better when he realized this didn’t involve blood, cramps, or mood swings. “Oh, in that case, I’m all for it. Jemlatti the day away if you want to. We’re not going to be especially busy.”

J’hana shook her head again. “No, sir. You do not understand. The true Andorian ritual requires a group of peers to compare experiences with. Andorians feel that without a base reference in life, we would lose focus. We must have something with which to measure our success.”

“Well, good luck finding Andorians around here.” Baxter said. “But you’re welcome to conjure some up on the holodeck.”

“It would not be the same. I need real people. In this case, I suppose it would be acceptable to substitute my fellow crewmembers for my peers.”

“Gee, I always thought we were peers.”

“You know what I mean.”

Baxter thought a moment. “This doesn’t involve pain sticks in any way, does it?”

J’hana laughed a hearty laugh. “Of course not. Why would lovemaking enter into the ritual?”

Baxter tried to hide his fear of that question before he responded. “I don’t see any harm in it, then. Feel free to ask any of the crew to compete in the ritual. But if they refuse, try not to be too…insistent.” Baxter trailed off as he remembered some instances where J’hana had been less than subtle.

“Understood, Captain. In that case, the first of the six shall be you.”

Baxter gulped again. “Me?”

“The proper instructions will be given at the time of the ceremony. I will see you in Holodeck Three at nineteen hundred hours sharp.”

With that, J’hana left the readyroom to begin preparations for the Jemlatti’kari.

“But…what if I say no?” Baxter asked, but it was no use, she was already gone.



“I really should have gotten to this sooner.” Lt. Tilleran said, as she worked on the transporter buffer. The entire pad had been disassembled and was strewn all over the transporter room.

“Don’t worry about it.” Lt. Hartley said. “It’s not as if we’re really busy today. We’re flying through uninhabited space.”

“Just as well.” Tilleran said. “I think if we had used that malfunctioning buffer to transport someone, they’d come back as a pile of bubbling goo.”

“Mmmm hmmm.” Hartley said, returning to her magazine.

“Could you hand me the polaron field inducer, Ensign Ford?” Tilleran said, reaching out her hand.

“Sure…” Ford said, looking at Hartley as she read the magazine. He shoved a tool into Tilleran’s hand and walked over to the transporter chief.

“Hi beautiful.” He said sheepishly.

“Go away.” Hartley said, not looking up from her magazine.

“What are you reading there?” Ford asked, trying to start up a conversation.

Hartley looked up, annoyed. “Well, if you must know, I’m reading all last year’s copies of The Federation Frontier. There’s a really great article about magic in here.”

“Magic?” Ford asked.

“Yeah, you know, magic tricks. Like pulling a rabbitt out of a hat?”

“Yeah.” Ford said, thinking a moment. “You like that stuff?”

Hartley continued to read. “Sure do. I remember my dad took me and my sister to a magic show when we were little. I thought the magician was the coolest guy.”

“Really?” Ford said, raising an eyebrow.

Suddenly there was a great eruption of sparks from the transporter pad. Lt. Tilleran got up and walked over to Ford, spinning him around to face her angrily. Her face was blackened from the explosion.

“You gave me a plasma initiator instead of a polaron field inducer. We all could have been killed!”

“Whoops.” Ford said sheepishly.

“Get out of here, and hope I don’t put you on report, you incompetent bastard.” Tilleran said angrily. “I do not require your help.” She then looked to Hartley, then back to Ford. “And no, she could never get into that position.”

“Oh boy…” Ford said, exiting the transporter room while the exiting was good. Oh well, he thought, at least he had an idea of how to spend his free time.



Counselor Peterman collapsed onto the couch in her office, in an attempt to get a few minutes of sleep before her nine o’clock appointment.

Suddenly her doorchime rang annoyingly.

“It can’t be nine already!” Peterman said, feeling extremely aggravated.

She walked to the door and opened it. A man in a blue uniform with a large, gray bandage around his head stood there, smiling broadly.

“Hello,” he said in a childlike voice.

“Who the heck are you?” Peterman asked, ready to let the door slide shut in his face.

“Dean.” He said slowly. “Crewman…Dean…Wilcox.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“Appointment?” Dean asked, seeming confused. “Appointment.” He repeated.

Peterman checked the viewer on her desk, paging through her calendar. “You don’t have an appointment, Crewman Wilcox, which translates into ‘get the hell out of my office’!”

“But I need…”

“Out!” Peterman insisted.

Dean shrugged and headed out the door. “I need.”

“Yeah, that’s what they all say.” Peterman replied angrily, ready to settle into a long day of work.



“Three more Jem’Hadar ships have moved into the system.” Ensign Saral reported from tactical. “Our escape route is cut off.”

“Red alert.” Ensign Fresca said solemnly from the command chair. “All hands to battle stations. Raise the shields and ready all weapons.”

“Aye, sir.” Saral replied.

“Prepare a spread of quantum torpedoes and target the lead ship.” Fresca added.

On the viewscreen, six small, bug shaped Jem’Hadar warships bore down on the Aerostar like jackals attacking a lion carcass.

“Standing by for evasive.” Ensign Madera said from the helm. “Warp power at your command.”

“Don’t anticipate Ensign, I want full impulse.” Fresca said sternly.

Madera turned around in her chair to face Fresca. “Are you kidding me? Those are Jem’Hadar warships! We’re outnumbered six to one!”

“You heard me!” Fresca ordered. “Prepare attack plan Fresca Alpha Six.”

“The lead ships are firing.” Saral reported calmly.

“But…” Ensign Madera said.

Suddenly the bridge was rocked with several blasts from the Jem’Hadar ships.

“Direct hits on both the port and starboard aft quarters!” Ensign Saral cried out. “Shields down to thirty percent.”

“Return fire!” Fresca shouted. “All weapons!”

“Acknowledged.” Saral replied.

“Helm, hard to port!” Fresca commanded. “Move us out of their line of sight!”

“Aye sir.” Madera said.

More explosions rocket the ship, one of them sending Ensign Rush flying from the operations console.

Madera leaned over and felt Rush’s neck. “He’s dead!” she exclaimed.

“Continue course, Ensign!” Fresca commanded. “We’ll worry about the dead later.”

“More incoming fire!” Saral shouted.

“Divert all power to weapons and shields.” Fresca cried. “Return fire with quantums, dispersal pattern Fresca Mu Thirteen.”

The ship rocked again; this time panels all over the bridge burst into flames, sending showers of sparks all over the place.

“Our shields are down!” Saral cried.

“Get us out of here, Ensign Madera.” Fresca commanded. “Now.”

Madera pounded her panel. “It’s too late. We’ve lost warp power.”

“Fresca to Engineering.” Ensign Fresca said, pressing a button on the command chair. “We need warp power now.”

“It’s no use, Captain. The primary power coupling has been destroyed. I can’t even replicate you a sandwich, much less give you warp power.”

“Very well.” Fresca said dejectedly as the ship continued to rock, pressing another button on the command chair.”All hands to escape pods. Launch the log buoy.”

“Hull breaches all over the ship. Casualty reports indicate half the crew is dead.” Saral said. “What remaining sensors we have indicate that we are being boarded by Jem’Hadar storm troops. We have failed.”

“Damn it.” Fresca said, pounding her hand on the command chair. “We weren’t fast enough.”

Suddenly the viewscreen, still filled with swarming warships, disappeared, to reveal Commander Conway, holding a padd under his arm, clapping sarcastically. “Excellent job, Captain Fresca. If I was a Jem’Hadar warrior, I’d probably snap your neck for being incompetent enough to let me board your ship.”

“Gee, thanks.” Fresca said. “That means a lot to me.”

“Don’t mention it.” Conway said, walking over to Ensign Rush and extending a hand to him. “But I do have to hand it to Ensign Rush here, he did a marvelous job of playing dead.”

“Thank you, sir.” Rush said, pulling himself up and smiling proudly.

“Computer, exit!” Conway said. The holodeck doors suddenly appeared on the side of the bridge. “Everyone is dismissed.” Conway added, making some notations on his padd.

All of the trainees but Fresca left the bridge, which was still bathed in the intermittent red light of red alert.

“Question, Ensign?” Conway asked, turning to look at her.

“Of course I have a question!” Fresca said, her chin cupped in her hands as she leaned forward in the command chair. “Do I get the promotion?”

Conway sat down in his usual chair next to the command chair. “You destroyed this starship and sacrificed its crew to the Jem’Hadar. What do you think?”

Fresca jumped out of the command chair and stormed towards the holodeck exit. “I think this was a huge waste of time.”

“There will be another simulation at fourteen hundred hours. I’d start practicing maneuvers now if I were you!” Conway added as Fresca left the holodeck.



“What you are asking me to do is a direct violation of command protocol, Ensign.” Lieutenant Larkin said, as she watched the viewscreen from the command chair on the real bridge.

“But it’s extremely important.” Ensign Ford complained, obstructing Lt. Larkin’s view of the viewscreen as best he could.

“Satisfying your carnal urges is not one of the primary missions of this starship, Mister Ford.” Larkin replied, turning her head so she could see the screen behind the Ensign.

“Pleeeeeassse!” Ford whined. “It would be an interesting study in human interaction!”

“So you say.” Larkin said, looking down at some readings on the monitor next to the command chair. “Still, the computer core is restricted to science and engineering officers on official ship’s duty.”

“But I can’t get the volume of information I need on my terminal.” Ford replied. “I have to get access to the core!”

Larkin looked up at Ford sternly. “To allow one of the crew so obviously obsessed with ingratiating himself to another of the opposite sex access to our computer core so that he might attain that goal would be a demonstration of unbelievable incompetence on my part, not to mention a betrayal of professional etiquette.”

“So you’ll think about it?” Ford asked hopefully.

“No.” Larkin said finally. “I will not.”



Doctor Browning hummed a nameless tune as she studied her medical report on Lieutenant Henson’s inflamed appendix, when Nurse Carter knocked on her door.

Browning looked up. “What is it, Holly?”

“There’s someone here to see you, Doctor.” Nurse Carter said, seeming somewhat uncomfortable.

“Is it a patient, or a personal visit?” Browning asked. “I’m kind of busy.”

Holly looked confused for a moment. “It’s a patient, Doctor. I think you’d better come out here and see for yourself.”

“All right.” Browning said. “I’ll have to start teaching you how to handle some of these minor cases yourself.”

Doctor Browning felt like eating her words when she strolled out into sickbay and found Crewman Dean Wilcox spread out on one of the biobeds.

“Goodness. I forgot all about him.” Browning said thoughtfully.

“You know this guy?” Holly asked, staring at the readings. “You realize he’s almost completely brain- dead!”

Browning pulled out a medical tricorder and began scanning the crewman. “What do ya know?” she said incredulously. “That’s weird.”

“Hi.” Dean said, his eyes fluttering upwards as he looked around. “I need.”

“You certainly do.” Browning said.

“How do you know him?” Holly asked, leaning over Dean with interest.

“He was injured during our trip through the Bermuda Expanse. I was…kind of busy at the time…and I had to give him some painkillers and release him. Later Lt. Commander Richards told me that he saw him fall down to the bottom of the warp core, but I kind of…um, forgot about him for a while.”

“For a while!” Holly exclaimed. “That was almost nine months ago!”

“Yeah,” Browning said, looking down at Dean. “I guess that’s bad, huh?”

“I don’t know. He actually seems to be alright. Can you hear me Mister Wilcox?” Holly asked.

“Humma.” Dean said proudly. “Humma Humma.”

“He seems to like you, Holly.” Browning said, smiling.

“You think?” Holly asked.

“Sure. It’s slightly less fantastic than the fact that he should be dead right now. It really is an interesting medical study.” Browning studied the tricorder readings. “Goodness. Half his brain is swollen and inflamed, and he has a subdural hematoma the size of a tangerine.”

“This is bizarre.” Holly commented.

“You’re telling me.” Browning replied. “The question is, what do we do with him? He’s obviously not competent enough to return to duty…whatever it is he did.”

“I need.” Dean repeated. “Humma.”

Browning smiled again. “I think he wants you to adopt him.”

“But what would I feed him?” Holly asked.

“Good question,” Browning replied. “But I sure could use a nice juicy tangerine about now. Excuse me.”

With that, the Doctor left Nurse Carter alone with the nearly brain-dead crewmember.



Commander Conway had almost finished his report on Ensign Fresca’s battle drill when Lt. J’hana stepped into the holodeck.

“Hello Commander. I did not think you would be here.”

Conway stood up. “Well, I had the holodeck reserved until ten hundred hours. I thought I’d stick around and fill out my report.”

“How did the trainees do?” J’hana asked with interest.

“Saral did quite well. Fresca, on the other hand… I don’t think she’s ready for promotion. She was way too uncertain disciplining Ensign Madera for her insubordination.”

“She is not in line for promotion to Captain, is she Commander?” J’hana asked. “She should not know everything yet.”

“True.” Conway replied. “What are you here for, anyway?”

“I’m preparing for the Jemlatti’kari.” J’hana said proudly.

“Gee,” Conway said. “Shouldn’t you see Doctor Browning about that?”

J’hana grimaced. “It is not a medical matter. While you are here, however, I would like to ask you to participate.”

It was Conway’s turn to grimace. “I don’t know, Lieutenant…what exactly would I have to do?”

“Recite the proudest moment in your life in front of me and six others.” J’hana replied.

“That doesn’t sound so bad.” Conway said, considering the idea.

“Then I shall put your name down as the second of the six.” J’hana said. “I look forward to seeing you back here at nineteen hundred.” J’hana considered explaining the rest of the ceremony to Conway, but thought better of it, deciding to leave it as a pleasant surprise for he and the other crewmembers involved.



“Are you sure Larkin said this was okay?” Ensign Stuart asked with concern as he unlocked the entrance to the primary computer core for Ensign Ford.

“Positive.” Ford replied. “She’s very interested in my reports from this study.”

“Well, here you go.” Stuart said. “Good luck. And be careful in there. If that thing gets disabled, we’re all goners.”

Ford nodded quickly, ducking into the entrance to the core. “Right, right. Whatever. Thanks a lot, Ryan.”



“So then he said, ‘I’d start practicing my maneuvers now if I were you!’” Fresca said, as she nursed a stiff drink at the bar in the Starlight Lounge.

“Man, that’s tough.” Mirk said, pouring one of the other crewmembers at the bar a drink. “So why aren’t you studying?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, he told you exactly what you should do to get the promotion. Don’t you think it would be a good idea to do that?” Mirk asked.

“I had never thought of that.”

“It makes sense to me.” Mirk replied.

Fresca thought a moment. “Do you think I could actually do it?”

Mirk nodded. “Only one way to find out, right?”

Fresca stood up. “Good point. Thanks Mirk.”

Mirk smiled. “Any time.” Briefly Mirk wished everyone’s problems were that easy to solve.



After returning from the computer core, Ensign Stuart stuck his head into the Chief Engineer’s office. “I’m back, Commander Richards.”

Richards nodded as he stared at the information scrolling past on his viewer. “Great. Let’s see if we can get to that realignment of the dilithium crystals today.”

“Sure thing. Want me to get the attenuators ready?” Stuart asked helpfully.

“Yeah, good idea. I’ll be right out.” Richards said, planning the day’s work. But for some reason, he felt a tugging feeling at the back of his mind, a feeling he had a very important appointment that day. Oh well, if it was that important, he was sure he would remember it.



“So you see my problem.” Ensign Vicky Dawson said, spread out on Counselor Peterman’s couch.

Peterman shook her head, her face a complete mask of confusion. “I’m afraid I don’t, Ensign. I completely lost you after the part about the Dabo table on Deep Space Nine.”

Dawson sighed. “Okay, I guess I can go over it again. It all started when I began serving as a science officer aboard the Lakota. We were on our way to the Cardassian demilitarized zone to look for a Maquis raider that had made an attack on a Pakled cargo ship.”

“Uh huh.” Peterman said.

“And when we found the Maquis raider, there was only crewmember left alive the ship had been hit by a plasma storm near the Badlands.”

“Right.” Peterman said.

“And he was soooo cute.” Dawson continued.

“I think I see where this is heading.” Peterman sighed.

“Wait!” Dawson said, smiling. “You haven’t heard the good part yet.”

“Oh, boy.” Peterman said, shifting in her seat. Her butt was starting to grow numb from the past hour and a half of sitting.



“All right.” Doctor Browning said, looking across the operating table at Nurse Carter. “Close him up, Holly.”

Nurse Carter nodded obediently, attaching Crewman Wilcox’s skullcap to his head and sealing it back up with a cellular fuser. “This sure is messy work!”

Browning looked over at the hematoma she had removed, as it floated serenely in a glass jar. “Tell me about it. We don’t open people up as often as we used to, but when we do, it’s a bloodbath.”

“He’s coming around!” Holly said ecstatically, pulling off her bloodstained gloves.

“Already?” Browning asked, removing her red surgical mask. “That’s astounding!”

“Better.” Dean said happily. “Feel.”

“He feels better!” Browning said joyfully. “He feels better!”

“Better feel!” Dean exclaimed, grabbing at Nurse Carter’s chest.

Holly jumped back. “He certainly is excited about something.”

“Better feel!” Dean said again. “Better feel! Better feel Humma!”

Browning looked at Dean approvingly as Dean began dancing around the operating room. “A darn good job if I do say so myself.”



Ensign Ford hurriedly took a swig from his mug of hot apple cider as he stared at the readouts from the computer core. Information streamed past his eyes, pouring into the optical chip he had stuck in the reader, so that he could read up on the information in his quarters.

It had been about thirty minutes since he had requested the information from the computer, and it was still dumping information. All he could think was how useful this information would be in winning over the love of Lt. Hartley.



“So ever since then, I’ve had this irrational fear of tricorders.” Ensign Pressbury said from the couch in Counselor Peterman’s office. “Is that strange?”

Peterman looked up from a padd, where she had plainly inscribed:



GET ME OUT OF HERE!!!!!!!!!

THIS MAN IS A LUNATIC!!!!



“Not at all.” Peterman said. “Well, that’s all our time for now. Bye bye then.” It was almost thirteen hundred, and she was barely halfway through her caseload, and already she felt emotionally drained. Why did people feel they always had to bring their problems to her?

Ensign Pressbury stood, thanked Peterman vigorously for her help and hurried out of the office. Before the doors could close after him, Doctor Browning squeezed her way in.

“Hi, Kelly. Am I early?”

“By a few minutes, yeah.” Peterman said disinterestedly. “Go ahead and pull up a chair. Or couch. Or whatever.”

“Gee, thanks.” Browning said sarcastically. “What’s put you in such a rotten mood?”

“This whole damn rotten tormented crew, that’s what! Do you know how hard it is to be the ship’s Counselor on a ship that’s been tossed to the other side of the galaxy?”

“Honestly, no.” Browning replied. “But that reminds me. I have a case for you.”

Peterman groaned. “What is it?”

“Well, he’s one of the crewmen from the science department.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And he’s got some…limitations.”

Peterman leaned forward. “What kind of limitations, Janice?” she said tiredly.

“Well, he’s a really nice guy, has a great personality, great outlook on life…he’s…”

“Cut to the chase, Doc.” Peterman said.

Browning sighed. “He’s clinically brain-dead.”

Peterman leaned back in mock surprise. “Is that all?”

“He could still lead a perfectly normal life. He just needs some direction. Nurse Carter has decided to adopt him.”

“Adopt?” Peterman asked. “Is that possible? Is it legal?”

Browning shrugged. “I don’t know. I talked to the captain about it, and he seems to think it’s a better idea than trusting him to take care of himself or taking him out behind the shuttle bay and putting him out of his misery.”

“Good point. But it’s going to take a lot of explaining if we ever get back to the Alpha Quadrant.”

“Well, we’ll have to cross that bridge when we come to…hey, wait a minute!” Browning looked at the chronometer on Peterman’s wall. “It’s thirteen hundred hours. Where the heck is Christopher?”

“I don’t know.” Peterman replied. “I forgot that was what you were here for.”

“Well, all I have to say is Mister Richards better have a darn good reason for not being down here. I mean anything short from the ship’s imminent distruction is-”

Suddenly all the lights went out in Peterman’s office, followed by a sharp siren that seemed to echo throughout the ship, that was accompanied by a stern message from the computer.

“The primary computer core is currently malfunctioning, secondary backup systems have failed. Power has been lost on all decks. Two minutes to warp core breach.”

“You were saying?” Peterman said calmly in the darkness.



“Okay, somebody plugged up one too many hair dryers!” Captain Baxter exclaimed from the command chair. “What gives?”

“If I were to guess, I would say there is a malfunction in the computer core.” Larkin replied.

“No!” Baxter said sarcastically.

“…and I have a definite suspicion as to whose fault this is as well.” Larkin said. “With your permission, I would like to take a Jeffries’ tube town to the computer core.”

“Be my guest.” Baxter said urgently. “You have a minute and a half.”



“Who put out the lights?” Richards asked incredulously, pushing his office doors open and shining a wrist beacon throughout Engineering. His beacon reflected in the eyes of Ensign Stuart.

“Don’t know, sir. We read a power spike from the primary computer core and then everything went dead.”

“Great.” Richards said, shining his beacon at the warp core. “Start locking in the magnetic constrictors, and fast. We have less than a minute and a half before the deuterium and anti-deuterium start getting to know one another, and I don’t want to be around if that happens.”

“Yes sir.” Stuart said, climbing the ladder that led to the upper core. “I’ll get the top.”

“Well,” Richards sighed. “I always liked being on the bottom best, anyway.” With that, the Engineer slid down the same ladder towards the bottom of the core, where the manual lockdown mechanism was.



“Ariel!” Lt. Hartley shouted urgently through the darkness. They had just done a test beaming when power went out, and the last thing Hartley saw before power went out was Tilleran beginning to shimmer onto the pad, but she had no way of knowing whether or not she had finished materializing.

“I’m right here!” Tilleran replied. “That was too damn close for comfort.”

“You’re telling me.” Hartley said. “I thought you were a goner.”

“I wonder whose fault this one is?” Tilleran mused.

Hartley grinded her teeth angrily. “I’ll give you one guess.”



“Ohshitohshitohshit!” Ensign Ford panicked, running from one end of the computer core to the other, each time smacking into the wall painfully. “What the hell am I going to do. Larkin was right, I’m going to blow up the ship!”

Suddenly a steely cold hand clamped down on Ford’s shoulder. He assumed it had to be the hand of death.

“Go ahead and take me, Grim Reaper! I’m ready for ya!” Ford cried.

“I am not the Grim Reaper, Ensign.” Lt. Larkin replied. “However, if you wish to survive you will follow my instructions to the letter.”

“Whatever you say, whatever you say!” Ford cried. “I just don’t want to die!”

“Nor do I.” Larkin replied. “Now, from the distinct smell of burnt apple, I shall assume that you spilled some form of hot apple cider all over the computer core.”

“That’s correct.” Ford said, a little embarrassed. “I knocked the mug right down to the bottom.”

“How unfortunate. You must have fused the primary opticable junction.”

“What can we do?” Ford said, panicking.

“I have exactly thirty meters of isolinear optical cable lining my inner cavity. It is a thirty-two meter drop to the bottom of the computer core. I will lower you, therefore, by the feet. Your job, once you arrive at the bottom of the core, will be to find the manual override switch and rip out its components. Then you will have to use your own tissue as a conductor, in order to power the toggle circuit.”

“That sounds painful.” Ford said.

“I assure you, it will be, but it is much less painful than death.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ford said.

Larkin immediately set upon opening her abdominal compartment and ripping out the necessary length of cable. She would have to spend several hours, no doubt, with Lt. Commander Richards in repairs once this was over. If they survived, that is.



“Okay, on my mark!” Richards shouted, looking up.

Several seconds passed, without a sound from the other side of the warp core.

“ON MY MARK!” Richards cried. “Come on, Ryan!”

Finally, Richards heard a barely audible voice. “Ready up here any time, Commander!”

“NOW!” Richards shouted, throwing the emergency manual cut-off switch that would keep the matter and antimatter contained.



“I think I can feel it, Lieutenant!” Ford shouted, as he dangled precariously, with Larkin’s opticable tied to one of his ankles.

“You know what to do, Ensign!” Larkin shouted. “Time is of the essence.”

“But two minutes already went by. We must be safe from the warp core breach.”

“That is correct. However, there is a large amount of gamma radiation in this sector of space. If you ever wish to have children, you will press your finger into that connection.”

From most women, Ford would have taken that as an empty threat; but in these circumstances, he knew better.

“All right, all right!” Ford shouted, ripping the panel off and shoving his finger into the socket.

Sparks flew as electricity surged into Ensign Ford and lights came on all over the ship.



Forty minutes later, the Engineering team had almost finished repairing the computer core.

“You are the biggest imbecile I’ve ever seen, Ensign Ford.” Lt. Commander Richards said, as he packed up his tools and motioned for his team to follow him out of the core access tube.

“Th-th-th-anks, Commander, can I t-t-t-t-take my finger o-out of this p-p-p-panel n-nnnow?” Ford asked, as the electricity continued to pour into him.

“Oh!” Richards said. “Gee, I forgot about that. You could have taken your finger out of there half an hour ago.”



When power had gone out, Ensign Fresca had been taking a stroll down one of the many winding corridors of Deck Nine, going through the battle simulation in her head. As soon as it had, she had immediately heard a yelp of pain. As soon as lights came back on, she ran in the direction of the cry, only to find Commander Conway lying curled in a fetal position on the

deck in front of his quarters.

Some sort of book hung loosely from one of his hands.

“Problem, Commander?” Fresca asked, laughing and helping Conway up.

“Damn right there was a problem.” Conway wheezed painfully. “I was taking this new copy of the book I was reading into my quarters when the power went off, and I got stuck in between the doors. They almost cut me in half!”

“That’s just terrible.” Fresca said. “Are you ready for that battle simulation now?”

Conway straightened his uniform and examined the book, making sure it was undamaged. “You sure sound excited to take this test.”

“That’s because I know I’ll pass it.”

“We’ll see.” Conway said, laughing. “I’m going to go to sickbay and get my injuries looked at first. See you on the holodeck!”

Fresca felt a chill run down her spine as Conway said that last bit. Oh well, she’d show him.



Lt. Commander Richards had just returned to Engineering to repair Lieutenant Larkin (again) when he got the call on his comm badge.

“Browning to Richards. Where on Earth are you? Did you forget our appointment?”

“No, of course not honey.” Richards replied. “I just had a lot to do, you know, because of the power outage.”

“Well, enough with the excuses. Get up to Counselor Peterman’s office right now.”

Richards looked over at Larkin, who sat serenely on one of the diagnostic tables in Engineering, looking like a scarecrow with all the stuffing taken out, her opticable strewn all over the deck.

“No can do, honey. Lieutenant Larkin is in pretty bad shape. It’ll take me several hours to repair her.”

Larkin stood up, making an effort to cross to the other side of Engineering, her cables constantly getting wrapped up around her arms and legs.

“I assure you, Commander, that is not necessary. I understand the nature of your problems with the Doctor and believe it would be in your best interest to attend this session.”

“There you have it. Now get up here.” Browning said sternly.

“Gee, thanks, Lieutenant Larkin.” Richards said angrily.

“Think nothing of it, Commander.” Larkin replied. She still had not mastered sarcasm.



“So he reads as almost completely brain-dead?” Commander Conway asked, watching Crewman Wilcox play with a hypospray as Nurse Carter ran a scan on his vital signs.

“Yep. He should be a total vegetable. But there’s some kind of intelligence there.”

“Right.” Conway said, eying Crewman Wilcox. “Then what’s he doing eating that hypospray?”

Nurse Carter ran over to Crewman Wilcox and grabbed the hypospray. “No, no, don’t eat! Bad boy! Put it down!”

Dean frowned. “Better feel?”

Holly shook her head. “Not unless you give me the damn hypospray.”

“Humma!” he said happily, handing over the slightly gnawed hypospray.

“Amazing.” Conway said. “Is he potty trained?”

Holly nodded. “I guess so. He seems to know where the bathroom is. What he does in there, that’s anyone’s guess.”

“I see. So are all my bones in one piece or not?” Conway asked.

“Yeah,” Holly said. “You have some bruised ribs, but the pain killer I gave you should take care of that.”

Conway sighed with relief. “That’s good to know. Good luck with your, um, project.”

“Thanks.” Holly said, suddenly distracted by a flying shape behind her as Conway left.

She turned around just in time to be caught in a giant bear hug.

“I need.” Dean said, squeezing her tightly.

“I know, I know.” Holly replied, blushing. “Need me all you want.”



“This better be quick, Ensign.” Lt. Hartley said in annoyance, following Ensign Ford to the entrance to the Starlight Lounge. “I just got off duty and I’m exausted.”

“I assure you, Lieutenant, it will be. As soon as I’m done here, Captain Baxter has me doing ‘disciplinary duty,’ whatever the hell that is, for my little mishap in the computer core.”

“Okay, okay. So what did you want to show me so bad?”

“Follow me.” Ford said, leading Hartley into the Lounge.

The Starlight Lounge was darker than usual; Lt. Hartley could barely see that there were several rows of empty seats and a stage set up at the front of the room.

“What is this?” Hartley asked.

“You’ll see. Take a seat in the front row.” Ford quickly jogged up to the front of the room.

Once on stage, Ford threw on a cape and top hat, making sure both were on straight. “Hit the lights, Brian!” He commanded.

Lt. Gellar hit a switch next to the doors to the lounge, bringing the lights over the stage to full, displaying what Hartley realized were several different implements of magic.

“What the hell is this?” Hartley asked.

“Just watch!” Ford whispered, clearing his throat. “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, this is the moment you’ve all been waiting for.”

Lieutenant Hartley just covered her face. “I don’t believe this.”

“Behold,” Ford said, gesturing to a narrow, six foot long, wooden box. “I will saw my loyal assistant in half.”

Mirk stuck his head out one end of the box. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Ensign Ford?”

“Shut up.” Ford whispered through clenched teeth. “Now, watch, as I defy the laws of physics themselves.”

Ford pulled out a giant saw and laid it in a groove at the center of the box.

“I have a terrible feeling about this.” Mirk said, closing his eyes.

Ford pulled the saw back and forth, smiling wickedly. “Isn’t it amazing, folks? He is unharmed!”

“Actually…” Mirk said. “I have a little bit of a stomach ache.”

“I said shut up!” Ford whispered again. “Look at that! I have cut him entirely in half!”

To emphasize his accomplishment, Ford pulled the two halves of Mirk’s body apart and turned them around and around, displaying how well he had actually cut them.

“Wow, that’s pretty neat.” Mirk said, glancing over at the other side of his body. “How the hell did you do that?”

Lt. Hartley stood up, clapping slowly and sarcastically. “Hit the lights, Brian.”

As soon as the lights came on, she approached the stage. “Wonderful, Ensign. You’re obviously a skilled magician.”

Ford bowed. “Why thank you, Miss Hartley. Does that mean you’ll let me take you on a date?”

“Not if you were David Copperfield.” Hartley said, laughing hysterically. “Sorry, Ensign. It was cute, but I still won’t date you. Bye bye!”

The Lieutenant left the lounge, laughing hysterically all the way down the corridor.

Ford stood there holding his wand, feeling extremely stupid. “David Copperfield?”



“Target the lead ship and prepare to fire all weapons.” Ensign Fresca commanded, leaning forward in the center seat.

“Aye, sir. They will be within weapons range in fifteen seconds.” Saral replied from tactical.

“I really think we should go to warp this time.” Ensign Madera said from the helm.

“And I think you should follow my orders or be relieved of duty.” Fresca said. “Do I make myself clear?”

“Perfectly.” Madera replied. “Which maneuver did you want me to do again?”

“Fresca Alpha Two-one-six.”

“That’s what I thought. Initiating Alpha Two-one- six.”

The stars on the viewscreen changed dramatically as the “Aerostar” turned to face the oncoming Jem’Hadar ships

and headed towards them.

“You’ll have to give it to her, Commander.” Captain Baxter said, watching Fresca over Conway’s shoulder from the observation room behind the viewscreen. “She’s got gumption.”

“Well, let’s see what she does with it.” Conway whispered, leaning forward.

“Fire all weapons!” Fresca commanded, clenching her fists, as the ship began to shake from Jem’Hadar fire. “And engage evasive pattern Fresca Omega Nine!”

“Acknowledged!” Madera replied, as the ship banked, torpedoes and phasers streaming towards the ships on the viewscreen.

“Two ships destroyed, two heavily damaged.” Saral reported. “They are continuing their attack.”

“Is the surprise ready?” Fresca asked, turning towards Saral and winking.

Saral nodded. “But of course, Captain.”

“Very well.” Fresca said, turning around. “Release the surprise!”

Two blue, shimmering tri-cobalt devices came into view on the screen, plunging towards the two undamaged ships.

“The two undamaged ships have been destroyed. The remaining two are no longer a threat.” Saral reported. “Our own shields are stable at forty-nine percent.”

“Very well.” Fresca said. “I think we gave them a fight they won’t soon forget. Set a course to return to the wormhole, Warp Nine.”

“Aye, Captain.” Ensign Madera said proudly. “And good work.”

Suddenly the viewscreen opened up again, allowing Commander Conway and Captain Baxter to exit.

“Excellent job, Ensign.” Baxter said, shaking Fresca’s hand. “And congratulations to the rest of you as well.”

Conway made some notations on his padd and looked around the bridge blankly. “Interesting solution, Ensign Fresca. You realize we don’t have a huge supply of tri- cobalt devices aboard the Aerostar. If you were faced with a similar situation here in the Delta Quadrant, you might have to alter your strategy.”

Fresca nodded. “Perhaps. But the question is…”

Conway tapped a few more notations on his padd. “I still have some considerations to go over before I give you my verdict. You’ll know within the next couple hours. Good job everyone.” The commander turned to leave. “Computer, exit!”

Baxter shrugged, following the Commander. “Don’t look at me, Ensign. It’s his decision.”

Fresca stood at the center of the bridge in confusion. “So what the hell does that mean, ‘You’ll know within the next couple hours’?”

Saral walked around the tactical railing, joining Ensign Madera next to the holodeck exit. “Taken literally, I would guess it means we will be notified within the next two hours.”

“Gee, that makes me feel a lot better.” Fresca said, collapsing into the command chair.



Counselor Peterman banged her head on her desk again and again, something she had done for the last hour that Richards and Browning had been arguing. “Why are you guys doing this to me?”

“What do you mean?” Doctor Browning asked.

“You’re wasting time arguing away the day like two children, when you could be out enjoying life. I have a date with the Captain tonight, and I may not make it because you guys don’t know how to express your love for one another.”

Richards looked at Browning and then to Peterman. “What do you mean?”

Peterman took in a deep breath and tried to contain her anger. “I mean, you guys can’t figure out your feelings, and you take it out on one another. It’s a common problem, actually.”

Browning stared at Richards, amazed. “Oh, my God, she’s right!”

“You know, I think she is.” Richards said. “I just never heard things explained that way!”

Browning stood up and grabbed Richards’s hand. “Thanks a lot for your help, Kelly. I think we can figure out the rest on our own.”

The two left the office giggling and tickling one another, as if they had never been any different.

Peterman just laid her head down on the desk softly. “I have such a headache now.”



“Good boy, good boy, stay boy!” Captain Baxter commanded, trying his best to reign in his horse. When Counselor Peterman hadn’t shown up right away, he really hadn’t worried. He understood the workload she had, and knew that her last case, Browning and Richards, might very well take up the whole afternoon.

So while he waited, Baxter decided to make himself useful, hitching up Kirk and Spock, the two horses he and Peterman had programmed into the holodeck computer.

When Peterman still hadn’t shown up, Baxter decided to take Kirk out for a warm-up lap. Needless to say, he was still having a little difficulty. He had quickly found that the horses on the holodeck were much less apt to do what he wanted than the horse he had rode inside the Nexus Ribbon.

“Woah, Kirk, woah, come on!” Baxter shouted, as Kirk flew through the air towards the barn.

Baxter had barely avoided smashing into the barn when the holodeck doors parted, admitting Counselor Peterman, still in her uniform.

“Freeze program!” Baxter cried, dismounting and running over to the Counselor, hugging her gently.

“Hi, baby.” Peterman said softly.

“Long day, hon?” Baxter asked, still cuddling the Counselor.

“Definitely.” Peterman said. “I’m pooped.”

“Darn.” Baxter said, inwardly glad not to have to demonstrate his unpolished riding skills once again. “I guess we’ll have to ride some other time. I do, however, have an alternate plan.”

“What’s that?” Peterman asked, her expression brightening.

“Computer, load the program for Leonard’s Lake, July fourth, dusk.”

The horse ranch shimmered away, replaced by a beautiful lakeside setting, complete with a picnic dinner, candles, and romantic music.

There was even a slight breeze.

“Oh, this is beautiful, Andy!” Peterman said, kneeling down on the checkered picnic blanket and opening up a bottle of champagne. “I love the way you think.”

Baxter smiled. “It’s not over. Computer, fireworks please.”

The sky suddenly was aglow with fireworks.

“I love you, Andy.” Kelly said, reaching over to kiss the Captain in the multicolored glow of the fireworks.

“I know.” Baxter replied, hugging the Counselor closer.



Ensign Fresca drummed her fingers nervously on the operations panel, anxiously awaiting Commander Conway’s verdict. It had been almost two hours, and she had heard nothing from the Commander.

She didn’t know why she had to be kept in such suspense. What was the big deal, anyway? It was just a crummy promotion to Lieutenant Junior Grade. Who cared if she got it or not? Certainly not her.

Commander Conway stepped quietly off the turbolift and replaced Lt. Tilleran in the command chair, staring at Fresca as she nervously tapped her fingers on the operations panel.

“Operations, status report!” Conway suddenly shouted.

Fresca spun around in her chair, shocked. “What?”

“I asked you for a status report. Is that so hard?”

Fresca turned back to her panel and checked it quickly. “We’re still en route to Barvan Twelve and all systems are functioning normally. Repairs after the power outage have, for the most part, been completed.”

Conway smiled. “Good work, Lieutenant, take the rest of the day off.”

Fresca stood up. “Whatever you say, Commander.” She got all the way to the turbolift before she stopped in her tracks. “Wait a minute…” she turned around. “Did you say Lieutenant?”

Conway nodded. “Yes, I did. Unless you have a problem with getting the promotion?”

“No,” Fresca said, suddenly smiling. “No, not at all. Thank you sir.”

“Don’t thank me. Thank Ensign Madera for not wetting her pants back there. Now go get some rest while I’m still in a generous mood.”

“Yes, sir!” Fresca said, turning around and heading for the turbolift.

“Commander.” Saral said from tactical, “I am picking up a subspace transmission from the Sulani.”

“Put it onscreen.” Conway ordered. “I wonder what they want us to do now.”

Prime Minister Wujan replaced the field of flying stars on the viewscreen, smiling nervously. “Hello, Commander…Conway right?”

“That’s right. What can I do you for, Mister Prime Minister?” Conway asked, just ready to be hit with another request from the Sulani for some small “favor.”

“It’s actually quite funny, Commander. It’s definitely very funny.”

“What are you trying to tell me, Wujan?” Conway asked, preparing himself to get quite annoyed.

“Well, ha ha, you see…um, Barvan Twelve, it turns out, is, um, an uninhabited world. That rumor we heard, well, it was wrong. Evidently someone’s idea of a practical joke. Hee hee.”

“I guess the joke’s on us.” Conway replied.

“Ahem, well, um, yes.” Wujan said. “Obviously you guys will want to head back this way again. Quite sorry for the inconvenience and all. These things do happen!”

Conway shook his head in disbelief. “Oh, don’t mention it, Mister Prime Minister. We really didn’t have much to do anyway.”

“Oh, and give the Captain my regards. Wujan out.”

“Will do.” Conway said, closing the channel. “Ensign Madera, turn us around and take us back towards Sulani space, Warp Six.”

What a wasted day.



Ensign Ford walked slowly down the corridor, like a man on his way to an execution.

He pressed a button at the proper door, and waited patiently.

Moments later, Counselor Peterman opened the door.

“Oh, there you are Ensign Ford.” She said, turning around and gesturing for Ford to follow her into the quarters. “I suppose the Captain talked to you about your punishment?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Ford said solemnly.

“Great. You and the gang will get on famously!”

“The…gang?” Ford asked, when suddenly a golden streak hit him directly at the center of his chest.

“Have a great time. See you in a couple hours.” Peterman said, smiling. “Go easy on him, guys.”

Captain Baxter joined the Counselor outside in the corridor, offering her his arm as they walked to the turbolift that would lead to Deck Twelve.

“I trust Ensign Ford is taking his punishment well?” Baxter asked with amusement.

“I think it’s safe to say that Mister Ford will come out of this with a much better understanding of the nature of responsibility.” Peterman replied.

“Good.” Baxter said, as the two approached the turbolift. “I look forward to hearing his report tomorrow morning.”

Peterman nodded. “Considering how well it worked on J’hana, and now Ford, I think I should write a paper on using pet care as an alternative form of punishment for Starfleet officers.”

“You do that, hon,” Baxter replied, touching the turbolift call button. “And if we ever get back to the Alpha Quadrant, I’ll give it my complete support.” Peterman grinned, totally missing the sarcasm behind Baxter’s remark.

When the turbolift doors opened, Baxter did his best to stifle a laugh. Lt. Larkin stood within the turbolift, her opticable strewn all over the place, patiently waiting for the couple to enter.

“How are the two of you this evening?” Larkin asked, activating conversation mode.

“Fine.” Baxter said. “And…hee hee…you?”

“I have been better.” Larkin said as the turbolift descended. “I am currently on my way to Engineering to have my optical cable re-threaded. Lt. Commander Richards has been…busy all day. From what I understand, he is working on very important repairs.”

Peterman smiled. “I’ll say he is.”

“At any rate,” Larkin continued, “it has been a quite difficult several hours. Many people have become entangled in the cables, and nine times so far I have tripped, despite my best efforts.”

Baxter and Peterman tried their best not to laugh. “That’s just terrible.” Baxter said. “I hope Richards can fix you.”

“I am confident that he can.” Larkin replied, as Peterman and Baxter stepped out at Deck Twelve. “Enjoy the Jemlatti’kari.” The android added, as the doors closed.

“Thanks,” Baxter said, suddenly noticing that part of Larkin’s cable had been caught in the door of the turbolift as it had closed.

Suddenly the cable seemed to get more and more taut, until finally there was an audible snap, causing it to become limp once again.

“Do you think she’s all right?” Peterman asked with concern.

“I’m sure.” Baxter said, once again taking Peterman’s arm. “At any rate, it’s not something Richards won’t be able to fix.”



Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman entered the holodeck to find Commander Conway, Lt. Tilleran, Ensign Saral, and Mirk waiting patiently, surrounded by the usual black and orange holodeck grid.

Baxter looked around. “Where the heck is J’hana?”

“Good question.” Conway replied. “We’ve been here for ten minutes and we haven’t seen her yet.”

Suddenly the holodeck doors parted once again. Lt. J’hana stepped into the holodeck, wearing a tight, sparse leather outfit and smiling broadly.

“Fellow warriors, it is time to begin the Jemlatti’kari.” J’hana said proudly.

J’hana directed the group to form a wide circle at the center of the holodeck, joining hands. J’hana stood at one end of the circle, looking from one participant to the next. “Am I to believe we are all ready?”

There were collective nods around the circle of people.

Mirk leaned over to Lt. Tilleran. “What the heck are we supposed to do here?”

“I don’t know.” Tilleran replied. “We don’t know a lot about Andorian tradition. Just play along.”

“Silence!” J’hana cried, looking upwards. “Computer, load program J’hana Beta Zero-one-six.”

Suddenly a primitive looking, cavelike enclosure materialized around the participants. At the center was a pool of thick, swirling yellow goo.

“So we stand around and chant around the pool of bubbly goo?” Conway asked from his spot next to J’hana. “How predictable.”

“No, Commander.” J’hana laughed. “You must dive in!” With that she gave Conway a shove. The First Officer’s arms flailed as he tried frantically to regain his balance, until he finally plunged into the huge pool, causing a tremendous splash.

Captain Baxter wiped off the goo that had splashed in his face and tasted it. “Hmm.” He said thoughtfully. “Tapioca pudding. My favorite.”

Peterman tasted Baxter’s face as well. “You’re right. Doctor Browning will be quite upset that she wasn’t invited. It’s her favorite too.”

“The substance that is actually used on my planet is deadly to humans, and this is the closest substitute I could find in the replicator database.” J’hana explained, diving in after Conway.

“Last one in is a rotten egg!” Baxter cried, dragging Counselor Peterman in with him.

As the seven crewmembers splashed around, Commander Conway pulled himself up to the edge of the pool, spitting tapioca and grunting. “So when do we get to the part where we talk about our most honorable experience?”

J’hana laughed, dunking Ensign Saral under playfully. “I lied about that part, Commander. The purpose of this ritual is, in fact, to allow Andorians to have fun. Something we are prone to forget about from time to time.”

“I hadn’t noticed that,” Baxter lied, dunking Saral under the tapioca for a few moments and lifting her back up again.

“This is highly illogical.” Ensign Saral said. “I fail to see the benefit in splashing around in tapioca.”

“Back under!” Baxter shouted, dunking Saral again.

Tilleran emerged from the tapioca, eyes closed, shouting “Marco!”

Mirk splashed through the pool. “Polo!”

Tilleran immediately found him, however. (Anyone knows that it’s incredibly stupid to try to play Marco Polo with a Betazoid).

“Wait a minute…” Mirk said, beginning to catch on, but, alas, it was too late. He was immediately dunked by Lt. Tilleran.

Baxter lifted Saral out of the tapioca. “Do you get it now, Ensign?”

Saral nodded. “Yes, Captain. I do.”

As Tilleran and Mirk played “Marco Polo,” Conway just did his best to tread…well, tread tapioca.

“I have to admit, Lieutenant, this is not at all what I expected from an Andorian ritual.”

J’hana laughed merrily as she dunked Peterman. “Wait

until we get to the flame pit!”

“Huh?” Conway asked worriedly. Before he could say

anything else, J’hana dunked him under the tapioca, laughing

hideously.



NEXT TIME ON STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION:



Commander Conway runs into his old Captain, James Stevens, and finds himself pulled along on a quest to save some lost Alpha Quadrant crews from being eaten by the Flarn and J’hana enters into a painful yet rewarding relationship with an extremely obese Klingon in
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Finder’s Keepers

Captain Baxter urged his horse forward in a vain attempt to keep up with Counselor Peterman.

She was easily fifty meters ahead of him, hurdling over streams, tree trunks, and other obstacles, as if they were hardly there.

The Captain, on the other hand, was having slightly more trouble.

“Kelly!” Baxter cried, trying to catch up. “Wait up!”

“If you can’t stand the heat,” Peterman called back, “get out of the…”

Peterman was cut off when her horse stopped dead at a particularly large tree trunk, sending her flying forward over the horse’s head, smacking roughly into the ground several meters ahead.

The horse walked over to her and nudged her, neighing softly.

Baxter jumped off his horse and ran to the Counselor’s aid. “Are you okay, Kelly?”

Peterman grabbed Baxter’s offered hand and pulled herself up. “Yeah, I just injured my pride. And my butt.”

“Very funny.” Baxter said. “What was that you were saying about not being able to stand the heat?”

“You are having way too much fun with this.” Peterman replied. “I could have been killed.”

“I don’t think so.” Baxter said. “That’s why we have holodeck safeties.”

Peterman rubbed her sore rear end, wincing in pain. “Tell that to my butt!”

Baxter was about to deliver a cunning retort to that statement when his comm badge beeped.

“Lieutenant Fresca to Captain Baxter. Please report to the bridge immediately.”

“Acknowledged.” Baxter said, tapping his comm badge in annoyance.

“What the heck could that be?” Peterman asked.

Baxter shook his head. “Around this place? Who knows.” He unstrapped his riding helmet and tossed it to the ground. “Hang around here and practice that jump a couple more times. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Peterman kissed Baxter softly on his cheek as he left. “You’d better be.”

The Captain called for the exit and made his way out into the corridor, leaving Peterman alone to scold her horse.

“You’d better not be such a damn coward next time, Spock!” she said, waving her finger menacingly.



“Nice chaps, Captain.” Lt. Fresca said from the command chair. “They suit you well.”

“Shut up.” Baxter said, as Fresca vacated the seat. “What’s the big emergency?”

Fresca took her place at ops, looking over the panel. “We recieved a distress call a couple minutes ago from a ship just inside Flarn borders.”

“Sulani vessel?” Baxter asked as Commander Conway stepped onto the bridge, making his way to his customary seat.

“No, sir.” Fresca said. “You’ll just love this.”

“I’m sure I will.” Baxter said impatiently. “So where did this call come from if not the Sulani?”

“According to the message and its ID tag, the distress call came from a Klingon Bird of Prey.” Fresca said.

“That’s impossible.” Conway said, looking to Baxter. “It’s an obvious trick.”

“Never say never, Mister Conway.” Baxter said. “As I recall, there were several Klingon vessels in the starship graveyard near Malox.”

“Then we’re being tricked by the Bermuda Expanses. We’re still being tricked, sir.” Conway said.

“Ahem.” Fresca said, trying to get the commanding officers’ attention. “I haven’t even played the message yet.”

“By all means, Lieutenant.” Baxter said. “Let’s hear it.”

Fresca hit a button on her panel, playing the message: “To any friendly vessels, this is Captain James Stevens of the United Federation of Planets. Our vessel is badly damaged and we are in need of help. If the Flarn find us, we will be killed and eaten. We formally request asylum with any government that will take us.”

Commander Conway’s jaw dropped. “Stevens? The captain of the Inspiration?”

“And one of your former commanders, if I’m not mistaken,” Baxter mused.

“Sir, I take back what I said. We have to check this out.”

“Fair enough.” Baxter said. “Ensign Madera, plot a course for the source of that distress call, Warp Nine.”

“Plotted, sir.” Madera replied.

“Engage.” Baxter said, sitting back in his chair and steepling his fingers. “Looks like you’re in for a very weird reunion, Commander.”

“Yeah.” Conway said, getting up from his chair. “I’ll be in my quarters.”



Back in his quarters, Commander Conway sat down at his desk and turned his desktop terminal to face him.

“Computer, access main onboard database and cross reference all articles on the Federation Starship Garrison.” Conway said, getting up to grab a cup of coffee from the replicator.

Conway sipped at the cup of coffee thoughtfully as the computer worked.

“USS Garrison. Excelsior Class.” The computer began, “Registry NCC-68992. Commanded by Captain James Stevens until stardate 44325, when it was destroyed in a severe plasma storm.”

“Stevens always did have a way of losing ships.” Conway said, thinking back to his days aboard the Garrison. The computer continued to list the Garrison’s mundane characteristics as Conway closed his eyes, almost able to hear the creaking of the Garrison’s hull as the storm beat against it…



“We can’t break free!” Lieutenant Guiterrez said from tactical. “The storm is tearing us apart.”

“Modulate the shields!” Stevens shouted. “Helm, all power to forward thrusters. I want warp power, Mr. O’Neil!”

Lieutenant Conway tried his best to maintain his balance at the operations console as Captain Stevens barked out orders to the bridge crew. He’d been in Starfleet for six years, and had never been this scared.

“Our shields are almost down!” Guiterrez shouted, slamming her fist on the tactical console. “The storm will break through our hull in less than nine minutes.”

“Any advice on how to get us out of this mess, Commander Somers?” Stevens said, turning to face his first officer.

The executive officer shook her head. “Without warp power we’re dead in the water.”

The Garrison rocked severely as it was tossed through the plasma storm.

“I want some options!” the Captain cried.

“Captain!” Lt. Conway shouted uneasily from operations. “Couldn’t we create a warp field without going anywhere?”

“What?” Stevens asked. “What would be the point?”

“We could hide inside the warp bubble until the storm dissipates. It might overload the warp engines, but it may give us enough time to avoid the storm.”

“That’s insane, Lieutenant.” Stevens said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully as the ship shook. “I like it. Go down to engineering and implement the plan.”

“Aye, sir.” Conway said, getting up from his station and rushing over to the turbolift…



“Baxter to Conway. We have almost arrived at the coordinates of the distress call.” Captain Baxter’s voice said calmly over the comm system, jolting Conway from his reverie. “Just thought you’d like to know.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you. I’ll be right there.” Conway said, standing up and stretching, trying to shake the memories of the Garrison from his mind. His plan gave the crew just enough time to get to the escape pods before the warp field overloaded the engines and destroyed the ship. He idly remembered Stevens berating him about that loss, rather than consider that Conway saved the crew. He wondered whether or not Stevens was the type of guy to hold a grudge.



Commander Conway walked onto the bridge, noting that the senior bridge staff had now taken their positions for whatever mission lie ahead, and also noting that Baxter had taken the travel time to change out of his riding outfit…thankfully.

“We are almost within sensor range of the vessel, Captain.” Lt. Larkin announced from ops.

“Shall I raise shields?” J’hana asked.

“I don’t think that will be necessary.” Baxter said as Conway took his seat. “But stand by just in case.”

“Aye, sir.” J’hana replied.

“Coming within sensor range now.” Larkin reported.

“Put the vessel onscreen.” Baxter said, leaning forward in his chair. “Let’s see just what we’re dealing with.”

Commander Conway looked on with amazement as the ship appeared on the screen.

“Maximum magnification.” Baxter ordered.

The ship suddenly grew larger on the screen.

“Unmistakably a Bird of Prey, Captain, B’rel Class.” J’hana said, adding, “It is heavily damaged.”

“Life signs?” Conway asked.

“Uncertain.” Larkin replied. “There is life aboard, but the readings are sporadic. It seems they are suffering from a damaged warp core, among other things.”

“What about life support systems?” Baxter asked.

“Minimal.” Larkin said. “If there is life aboard that ship, it shall not last long.”

“Very well.” Baxter said. “Commander Conway…take a team over there and find out exactly what’s going on. Have Doctor Browning and Lieutenant Commander Richards join you in the transporter room.”

“Aye sir.” Conway said, standing up. “J’hana, Larkin, you’re with me.”



The away team materialized on board the wounded Bird of Prey, immediately activating their wrist beacons and withdrawing their phasers.

“Anything on those lifesigns, Larkin?” Conway asked, looking around the corridor, phaser ready.

“Yes, Commander. I have one life sign reading seventy-two meters away in this direction.”

“You heard the lady.” Conway said. “Let’s move. I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to.”

“I’m reading moderate structural damage, Commander. I suggest we watch our step.” Lt. Commander Richards reported.

“Noted, Richards.” Conway said. “Anything else I should know?”

“They could definitely use an air freshener.” Dr. Browning said. “It smells like year old gagh in here.”

“An excellent observation, Doctor.” Larkin said. “According to my tricorder, that is exactly what we are smelling.”

“Unfortunately, year old gagh is even more disgusting than fresh gagh.” J’hana said.

“Gee, J’hana,” Conway said. “I figured you would love gagh.”

“Please, Commander, I do have my limits.” J’hana replied.

“Here we are.” Larkin said, staring at her tricorder as the group arrived at a door. “I believe this is the bridge.”

“Can somebody get this door opened?” Conway asked.

J’hana stepped forward and pushed with all her might. “It is no use, Commander. The locking mechanism is jammed.”

“Allow me.” Larkin said politely, stepping in front of J’hana and pressing ever so gently on the door, sliding it open.

J’hana grunted under her breath. “Thank you, Lieutenant. If you do not mind, I will lead the way.”

“Good idea.” Conway said. “Larkin, follow J’hana. Everyone else, behind me.”

The group moved onto the Klingon bridge slowly, scanning it with their wrist beacons.

“Over here.” J’hana said, pointing at the command chair.

The occupant of the command chair was a huge Klingon, of approximately five-hundred pounds. He sat there motionless, eyes closed, as if he was taking a peaceful afternoon nap.

Doctor Browning holstered her phaser and pulled out her medical tricorder. “He’s suffering from blood loss and oxygen depravation. I think I can revive him if I get him back to sickbay.”

“Fine.” Conway said, looking around the dimly lit bridge. “So where’s Stevens?”

“That is odd.” Larkin said, staring down at her tricorder.

“What?” Conway asked.

“There is a life sign approaching us at high speed. I am also reading a weapon of some sort. Most likely disruptor style.”

“Great.” Conway said. “J’hana, you take one side of the door, I’ll take the other.”

J’hana nodded, standing ready with her phaser. “Ready, Commander.”

A dark shape rushed onto the bridge, screaming an unintelligible battle cry.

Commander Conway fired at the shape with his phaser, sending the figure roughly to the deck.

Lt. Larkin holstered her phaser, then bent down and turned the figure over, shining her wrist beacon into its face.

“A human.” J’hana said, looking down at the figure.

Commander Conway stared down at the still figure in complete dumbfoundment. “Captain Stevens?”

“So it would seem.” Larkin said.



Captain’s log,

Stardate 51780.5. We are towing the Klingon Bird of Prey out of Flarn space at maximum warp, since I sure wouldn’t like to wear out our welcome around there. That ship’s only two occupants have been beamed to sickbay, where Doctor Browning tells me they should make a complete recovery.



Commander Conway made his way down the corridor to sickbay, nodding dissmisively as Lt. Commander Richards gave him his report.

“Once we get back to Sulani space, I think I can have the Bird of Prey back up and running by morning.” Richards said. “Providing we can scrape up some extra duranium to reinforce the hull.”

“Any idea what did that to them?” Conway asked.

“Flarn antiproton cannons, without a doubt, Commander,” Richards replied.

“Their story checks out then.” Conway said, as he rounded the corner to sickbay.

“Why wouldn’t it? That’s a Starfleet officer and a Klingon. What reason could they possibly have to lie to us?”

“None. Yet.” Conway said, stepping into sickbay as Richards continued on his way down to Engineering.

“Both of them are suffering from lack of oxygen, minor cuts and abrasions, and some blood loss.” Doctor Browning said as Conway entered. “And, of course, the human is suffering from a point blank phaser stun, but I was able to patch him up. You know that makes the second Captain that you’ve shot with a phaser, Commander.”

Conway’s eyes darted over to Browning as he looked over his former commander. “That you know of. So are you going to bring them around or not?”

Browning looked over the two patients. “I don’t see why not.”

“Do it then. Now.”

Dr. Browning grabbed a hypospray, inserting a small cartridge into it. “What’s the hurry, Commander? Their ship won’t be going anywhere anytime soon, anyway.”

“Just do it, Doctor.” Conway said.

Browning shrugged and plunged the hypospray into Stevens’ neck. Almost immediately the readings on his monitor went up as his eyes fluttered open.

Stevens looked around, obviously disoriented. “Where the hell am I?”

Commander Conway leaned over. “You’re aboard the Federation starship Aerostar, Captain. You’re safe. Do you remember me?”

Stevens stared at Commander Conway for several moments. “You’ll have to forgive me, I’ve been through a couple of lousy hair days lately. Conway, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir. Commander Conway now.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, sir.” Conway replied again. “Are you feeling strong enough to tell us what exactly happened to you and your friend over there?”

Stevens sat up, shaking his head, trying to clear his mind. “I have to talk to your Captain. There’s a lot going on out here that he should be made aware of.”

“We’ll get you up to see Captain Baxter soon enough, but first…can you tell me how you escaped the Flarn?”

“Well,” Stevens said weakly.

Suddenly there was a huge roar from the bed adjacent to Captain Stevens, as his Klingon friend threw the ensign that was looking over his readings across the room, knocking over a cart full of medical equipment.

“What is this trickery!” the giant Klingon grunted.

Stevens slid off his bed and placed a hand on the Klingon’s shoulder. “It’s okay Dwanok. We’re safe.”

“Are you certain?” Dwanok asked with confusion. “You have said that before.”

Stevens looked to Conway. “I’m pretty sure this time. These people will help us.”

Dwanok looked down at Commander Conway and studied him. “What can this puny Earth man do for me?”

“What’s going on out here?” Dr. Browning asked, rushing out of her office, and picking up the dazed ensign that had been thrown across the room. “This is a sickbay, not a wrestling ring!”

“It’s all under control now, Doctor.” Commander Conway said reassuringly, turning back to face Stevens and Dwanok. “Now, unless there’s any objection, I’m going to take you two up to see the Captain.”

“None here, Commander.” Stevens replied. “And I’ll do my best to keep Dwanok here in check.”



Several minutes later, Captain Baxter had convened a meeting of he, Conway, Larkin, J’hana, Stevens and Dwanok.

“So what do you have to tell us that’s so important, Captain?” Baxter asked, clasping his hands on top of the conference table.

Stevens leaned forward from the other end of the table. “I trust you are familiar with the Flarn, Captain Baxter.”

Baxter nodded. “We’ve had more than a couple run- ins with them, yes.”

“Then you know that they are a merciless people. A barbaric people. A people devoid of compassion as we know it.”

Baxter nodded. “Yes, similar to Jehovah’s witnesses and telemarketers from back on Earth.”

“The point is,” Stevens said tiredly, “the Flarn probably told you that they killed all the humans they found in this quadrant and ate them.”

“That’s right.” Baxter replied.

“Well, what if I told you that there was a prison camp on one of Flarn Prime’s moons where humans and other Alpha Quadrant species were being kept in cold storage before they’re to be eaten.”

Baxter leaned forward even more. “I would be very interested. If it were true.”

“I assure you it is.” Dwanok grunted from beside Stevens. “We were on our way to find it when we were attacked. The pIntoH’s cloaking device had been having some intermittent problems ever since we crossed over from the Bermuda Expanse.”

“If I may ask,” Larkin asked from beside Captain Baxter. “How did the two of you manage to escape the Flarn upon arriving in the Delta Quadrant?”

Stevens looked to Dwanok, as if asking for permission to explain everything. Dwanok nodded gravely.

“You see…” Stevens said. “The Inspiration had been on a routine supply run to Waystation when we picked up a distress call from a Klingon squadron just outside the Bermuda Expanse, and I set a course to investigate.”

“Could have been a trap.” Conway muttered.

Stevens shot the Commander a look. “But it wasn’t. Anyway, when we arrived at the Bermuda Expanse, we couldn’t find a trace of the Klingon vessels, so we went in. You guys probably know what happened after that. We soon figured out we were a long way from home, and tried our best to negotiate with the Flarn, come to some kind of understanding. Well, to make a long story short…”

“Too late.” Baxter muttered under his breath.

“The Flarn had something else in mind. They crippled the Inspiration and two of Dwanok’s ships. I ordered everyone to evacuate the ship and grabbed one of the empty lifeboats.”

“What ever happened to the Captain going down with his ship?” Baxter asked.

“That’s a load of crap,” Stevens said, continuing. “The next thing I knew, I was beamed aboard the pIntoH, where almost all of Dwanok’s crew had been slaughtered.”

“We were able to get the cloaking device operational and make our escape.” Dwanok added. “At the cost of three of my engineering officer’s lives. They died honorably.”

“We’ve spent the last year skirting the Flarn borders, hitting small outposts, gathering supplies, and gathering information…in hopes of finding our crews. And last week, finally, we found something.”

“What exactly did you find?”

Stevens walked over to the viewer at the front of the conference room, pulling an isolinear chip out of his pocket. “May I?”

“Of course.” Baxter nodded.

Stevens slid the chip into a receptacle next to the viewer and activated it.

The Flarn emblem appeared on the screen, followed by the face of a somewhat disheveled looking woman in a red Starfleet uniform.

“Hi there!” The woman said nervously. “My name is Commander Cathy Vansen, and I’m here to tell you that not only am I tasty, but I’m also low in fat and fortified with thirteen natural vitamins, guaranteed to make your exoskeleton strong and shiny.”

“What the hell is this?” Conway asked with disgust.

“Just keep watching.” Stevens said, looking at the viewer.

Now a Flarn loomed over the officer on the viewscreen, a fork and knife at the ready. “It ssssssounds almost too good to be true!”

“I assure you, it’s not.” The woman said. “Come on down to Nardrenghar, Flarn Prime’s fifth moon, and find out for yourself. But come quick–this offer is only good for a limited time!”

The picture of the woman and the Flarn faded out, to be replaced once again with the Flarn symbol, this time paired with the phrase, “Humans, the other pinkish meat,” and in the background, the annoying jingle: “Yummy Yummy Yummy, I’ve got humans in my tummy!”

“Turn it off!” Baxter shouted, covering his face with disgust.

“That was my first officer from the Inspiration.” Stevens

said sadly. “Now she comes with a large soda and your choice

of fried grondal liver or mashed potatoes.”

“My god.” Commander Conway said softly. “It’s even worse than we thought.”

“Captain Stevens, Captain Dwanok, if you’ll excuse us…” Captain Baxter said, still looking a bit peaked.

“Of course.” Stevens said, as two security guards escorted he and Dwanok out of the conference lounge.

“We have to help them.” Commander Conway said, once the group was alone.

“That much is certain, Captain.” Larkin said, “Though the risk would be substantial.”

“It does not matter.” J’hana said solemnly. “We cannot allow the Flarn to make a mockery of the Alpha Quadrant. Humans, Klingons, Andorians, it does not matter the race. Something must be done.”

“I agree.” Baxter said, standing up and walking over to the conference lounge windows. “Baxter to Richards.”

“Richards here.”

“How are the repairs on the Bird of Prey going?”

“Give me another eight hours and she’ll be done, sir.”

“You’ve got four, Baxter out.” Baxter said, continuing to stare out the thick transparent aluminum window.

“Captain,” Commander Conway said from behind him. “I want to go with them.”

“Are you nuts?” Baxter asked, turning around. “You realize they might not come back from this mission?”

“I understand, sir.” Conway said. “Still, I think I owe it to Stevens.”

“For God’s sake, why?” Baxter asked.

“It’s a long story.” Conway sighed.

Baxter thought a moment. “Fine. In that case, take J’hana and Larkin along with you. Unless either of them object to risking their hides?”

J’hana looked to Larkin, then to Baxter. “I have no fear of death.”

“In addition,” Larkin said, “we already know that Flarn do not like the taste of Andorians and androids.”

“I had not thought of that.” J’hana muttered, looking down and twiddling her thumbs thoughtfully. “However, there may still be an honorable death in this.”

“Count on it.” Conway said, leaving the conference room.



An hour later, Commander Conway found Captain Stevens sitting with Captain Dwanok at a table in a far corner of the Starlight Lounge.

“They’re not exactly the brightening up the place,” Mirk said offhandedly as Conway entered the lounge. “The usual?”

Conway nodded. “Put some bourbon in it this time, Mirk.”

Mirk brought the commander’s coffee over as he approached Stevens’ and Dwanok’s table.

“Am I disturbing you two?” Conway asked, taking the drink.

“Not at all.” Stevens said, gesturing to one of the seats. “Sit down.”

Dwanok just grunted.

“I had a question for you, Captain.” Conway said thoughtfully.

“Shoot.” Stevens said, downing his shot in one gulp and pouring another from the bottle he and Dwanok were sharing.

“Do you remember when the Garrison was caught in that plasma storm?”

“Gee, we all almost died, the ship was destroyed…I vaguely remember that.” Stevens said sarcastically. “Why?”

“Well, I kind of…saved the crew…and I was wondering…”

Stevens raised his eyebrows. “You saved the crew?”

“Yeah,” Conway said. “Remember? I created a warp field for the ship to hide in until the storm passed.”

The captain sat back and seemed thoughtful for a moment. “That’s right. Now I remember. That was you?”

“Sure was.” Conway said. “What I was wondering was…”

“Garcon!” Stevens shouted. “Another bottle of that swill you call whiskey for me and my Klingon buddy here!”

Conway gritted his teeth in annoyance. “What I was wondering was…”

Mirk sat another bottle on Stevens’ table. Dwanok looked up at him and grimaced. “I need more than this to get a buzz! Where’s the real booze?”

Conway glared at Dwanok angrily, while addressing Mirk. “Hey, Mirk, why don’t you take Dwanok here over to the bar and give him some of that special Flarn war brew you let me try.”

Mirk smiled. “Yes, sir! Come on, Dwanok, if you’re brave enough.”

Dwanok harrumphed and followed Mirk over to the bar.

“Hard to believe that bartender’s people stole my ship.” Stevens mused, sipping from his drink. “Kind of ironic that those Maloxians took the Inspiration and used it to try to blow you guys out of the stars.

“Yes, sir, I guess it was.”

“Weren’t you going to ask me something?” Stevens asked, pouring another shot.

“I was going to ask you, Captain…” Conway said, annoyed. “If you ever planned on thanking me.”

“For what?”

“For saving your crew!” Conway shouted. “I was a simple lieutenant, and I saved your whole crew! Doesn’t that mean anything?”

Stevens thought a moment. “Well, the ship was a complete loss.”

“You just don’t get it, do you, Captain?”

“What do you want, Commander? A medal? I wouldn’t expect you to do less than your best. And if your best happens to save the ship, then all the better.” Stevens said, taking another drink.

“I guess you never knew just how much the crew talked behind your back, huh?” Conway asked coarsely. “They talked about you constantly.”

Stevens seemed amused. “Oh, they did, did they? What did my valiant crew have to say about me?”

“That you were arrogant, for one, Captain. You never thanked one of us for a job well done. You simply kept on pushing.”

“Your point?”

“They also said you were nuts. You had your readyroom redecorated in vinyl and polyester, and you would sit on the bridge sometimes, gorging on popcorn and making insane little squealing noises! You were a lunatic!”

Stevens stared passively at Conway the entire time he ranted and raved. “Are you finished, Commander?”

Conway took another swig of his coffee. “Yeah, I guess.”

“Good. Now let me ask you a question. Did any of that inhibit my ability to command?”

“Well, no.” Conway replied.

Dwanok returned to the table, stumbling around with a dizzy expression on his face. “I have to hand it to the Flarn. They make a fine war brew. Your bartender friend gave me the recipe. Buaaaaaaaagggggh!”

The Klingon belched directly into Conway’s face, causing his hair to be blown completely out of whack.

“Glad you approve.” Conway said as he bore the brunt of the blast.

“So I hear you want to join us on our little mission.” Stevens said drunkenly, pouring another shot.

“Yes, sir.” Conway said, turning his attention back to the Captain. “If you’ll have me along.”

“You understand there’s no assurance of any of us coming back alive.”

“Yes, sir.” Conway said. “Me and my people are willing to take that risk.”

“I understand the Andorian fights well.” Dwanok interjected, before letting his head hit the table.

“She could also drink you under the table, Dwanok.” Conway said. “And belch twice as loud.”

“I’d be lying if I said we couldn’t use all the help we can get, Conway.” Stevens said. “Just be ready to face the consequences if we get burned on this one.”

Conway nodded. “Of course. But I want you to be ready to thank me if I haul your ass out of the fire this time.”

“I’ll consider it.” Stevens said, taking another drink.



Later that evening, Captain Stevens stumbled onto the bridge of the pIntoH, trying to shake the drunkenness from his head. “I forgot how hard it was to shake a good syntheholic stupor,” the captain mumbled, settling into the command chair.

Lieutenant Larkin stuck her head out from an access panel on the side of the bridge. “If you recall, Captain, synthehol can only make you as drunk as you want to be. If you are that intoxicated, it would seem that, at least subconsciously, you wanted to be.”

“You sure talk a lot, Lieutenant,” Stevens muttered, turning his chair to face the weapons console.

“I had not noticed,” the android replied.

“I sure have,” J’hana said, checking the weapons.

“What’s our status, Lieutenant?” Stevens asked.

“The new quantum torpedoes have all been loaded in the torpedo bay, and the disruptor cannons have been repaired. We should be more than a match for the Flarn perimeter defenses.”

“Then let’s just hope we don’t come up against a warship.”

“I have no fear of that, Captain.” J’hana said. “I have done battle with Flarn warships before.”

“Oh have you? Good. Let’s hope you won’t have to add another notch to your belt.”

“Pardon?” J’hana asked with confusion.

“Never mind.” Stevens said, tapping his comm badge. “Stevens to Dwanok. What’s the status on the engines and the cloak?”

“They are back up and running.” Dwanok replied. “However, I am not altogether sure of the Starfleet engineer’s competence.”

“I assure you, Dwanok, he is quite competent.” J’hana said angrily from the weapons console.

“We shall see, Andorian.” Dwanok replied.

“Are we ready to go, or not?” Commander Conway asked, as the bridge doors parted to allow him in.

“Whenever your Captain gives us the word.” Stevens replied. “Your engineering crew is still offloading some of its equipment.”

“Good.” Conway said. “Lieutenant Larkin, I believe you have some experience at the helm?”

“Of course.” Larkin said, closing up the panel she was working on. “I served as a helm officer for several years aboard the Secondprize.”

“Then you’ll take the conn. Unless Captain Stevens has any objections?”

“Not at all.” Stevens said. “What about you, Commander?”

“What about me?”

“What post are you going to take? I think, ah, yes, it just so happens we have an opening at the operations console!” Stevens said in mock surprise.

“What do you know?” Conway said, sitting down at the console next to tactical. “My Klingon is a little rusty.”

“Well, you’d better sharpen it up quick.” Stevens said, when suddenly Conway’s console began to beep.

“Message coming in from the Aerostar.” Conway said. “It’s Captain Baxter.”

“Put it onscreen.” Stevens ordered.

Captain Baxter appeared on the screen, standing on the Aerostar’s bridge. “We’ll be waiting at the Flarn border, Captain. Let us know if something goes wrong.”

“You aren’t planning on taking the Aerostar in after us if we fail, are you?”

Baxter smiled. “I might.”

“Don’t be stupid, Baxter. That’s a needless risk of life. If we don’t succeed, you’d better leave us for dead.”

“What a pleasant thought.” Baxter replied gamely. “At any rate, good luck, Captain.”

“We don’t need luck.” Conway muttered. “We need a miracle.”

“Thank you, Captain Baxter.” Stevens said, glaring at Conway. “We’ll see you at the border in ten hours. pIntoH out.”



Captain Baxter watched the pIntoH on the viewscreen as it turned on a wing and engaged into warp.

“Proceed to the rendezvous point, Ensign Ford. Warp Six.” Baxter said, returning to his command chair.

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, tapping in the commands and engaging the warp engines. “Do you think they have any hope of rescuing those Alpha Quandrant people?”

Baxter watched the stars streak toward him on the main viewscreen. “Frankly, Mr. Ford, I have no idea.”



“We will arrive at the Flarn border in approximately twenty minutes.” Lt. Larkin announced from the helm.

Stevens turned to face Commander Conway. “Engage the cloak Commander. Let’s find out just how well your Commander Richards repaired the cloaking device.”

“Engaging cloak.” Conway reported. “Rigging for silent running.”

“Take us down to Warp four.” Stevens said, turning back to face the front of the bridge. “From our experience, the Flarn can detect us at speeds above that.”

“Acknowledged.” Larkin said.

“All rightee, then. That gives us approximately four hours until we reach the outer perimeters of Flarn prime.” Stevens said, standing up.

“Four hours, fifteen minutes.” Larkin corrected.

“Right. Either way, I’m going to see if I can shake off this pretend hangover.” Stevens said, partially unzipping his uniform jacket and heading for the bridge exit. “Ship’s on autopilot. You guys should get some sleep too.”

“Sounds good to me.” Conway said, getting up from his station.

“I will monitor the bridge as a safety precaution, as I do not require sleep.” Larkin stated, walking towards the command chair.

“If you say so, Lieutenant.” Conway said, as he and J’hana left the bridge.



Captain Stevens stretched out on the flat, hard, Klingon shelf-bed, trying to find a comfortable position. He had slept aboard this ship long enough, however, to know that it was impossible.

Right when Stevens thought he had found a comfortable spot, his door chime rang.

“Come in.” Stevens muttered, sitting up and rubbing his eyes.

Lieutenant J’hana stood in the doorway. “May I talk to you a moment, Captain?” the Andorian asked.

“I suppose. Come on in.”

J’hana walked inside the small quarters, allowing the door to clang shut behind her. “It is about Commander Conway, sir.”

“What about him? Do you think he’s unfit for duty?”

“Quite the contrary sir. Actually…”

“Spit it out, Lieutenant.”

“Andorians are raised to expect a certain rigidity and authority from their superiors. It has been my experience that human commanders act in a completely different fashion.”

“And your point is?”

“Well, sir, with all due respect…” J’hana said, not sure of how to phrase her statement. “It does not seem that you respect the commander, despite his best attempts to please you.”

“Has he said anything about that to you?”

“Of course not, sir. These are merely my observations. I would, of course, be content to be beaten into submission by my superiors should I make a mistake. Commander Conway, however, may expect praise for a job well done.”

Stevens stood up and poured himself a glass of Klingon blood wine from a pitcher on his bedside table. He offered J’hana a glass, but she refused. “I’ve been a Captain for over thirteen years, Lieutenant. I think I know how to command my subordinates.”

“I would not suggest anything to the contrary.” J’hana said.

“Wouldn’t you? Isn’t that what you’re saying?”

“No, I merely…”

“You’re right, of course.” Stevens said, sitting down and sipping from the wine goblet. “I ride all my officers a little too hard sometimes. Well, rode.”

“And now they are trapped on some moon around Flarn Prime.”

Stevens looked down into the wine goblet and looked back up at J’hana. “Maybe.”

“If they have been consumed by the Flarn, would you savor the idea of them dying without ever knowing that you respected them?”

“Of course not.” Stevens said, looking down again. “They know I respected them.”

“Perhaps.” J’hana said. “But does Commander Conway?”

“So you’re telling me that I should let my people know what I think of them before I lose the chance.”

“You said that, I did not.” J’hana replied. “Is that what you think?”

Stevens put the goblet down. “You would make a damn good ship’s counselor, Lieutenant.”

J’hana made a disgusted face. “Perish the thought, sir.”

“Get some sleep. We’ll be near Flarn Prime in a couple hours.”

“Actually,” J’hana said, smiling as she headed out the door. “I have a date with your friend Dwanok.”



THE FLARN WARSHIP BREKTAG



“Outposssssst Fourteen reported a warp disssssssstortion heading towardsssss our location, Lord Krenek.” Midruk reported, standing beside Krenek’s command chair.

“Isss that sssso?” Krenek asked with interest. “Could it be Dwanok’s ship?”

“Perhapssssss.” Midruk replied. “He would be quite a catch, your hignessssss.”

“He Cssssssertainly would, Midruk. Flarn elite refer to him as ‘The Big Boonung.’ Sssssssee if we can follow thisssss disssstortion.”

“Yessss, your highnesssss.” Midruk replied, barking orders at the helmsman.



Captain Stevens fastened his uniform jacket as he stepped out onto the bridge. He looked around. Commander Conway was already up and at his panel, as were Larkin and J’hana.

“Take us out of warp, Lt. Larkin.”

“Aye, Captain.” Larkin replied. “I have located Nardrenghar on the sensors. We are within three million kilometers.”

“Continue at full impulse. Lt. J’hana, keep your eyes peeled for any Flarn warships that may be following us.”

“Aye, sir.” J’hana said.

“Commander Conway, as soon as the moon comes within scanning range, I want you to check it out. Find us the quickest, cleanest way in.”

“Yes, sir.” Conway replied, checking his panel. “Getting preliminary long range sensor information now.”

“Flarn warship entering the sector at coordinates 261 mark 010.” J’hana announced calmly from tactical. “Their weapons are armed.”

“Red alert.” Stevens said. “Well, this complicates things.”

“Perhaps not.” Larkin said from the helm as the Red Alert sirens blared.

“What do you mean, Lieutenant?”

Larkin turned in her chair. “The Flarn use a passive ion flux scanning system. While advanced by Federation standards, they are not infallible.”

“Go on.” Stevens said with interest.

“I believe it may be possible to create a reflection of the pIntoH’s image on the other side of this system, utilizing the neutrino emission chamber’s reflection capabil-”

“Good enough, Lieutenant. I don’t need to be bothered with technical jargon. Implement your plan.”

“There is one drawback to this plan.” Larkin stated.

“And that is?”

“Once the Flarn realize they have been tricked, they will follow the neutrino trail back to our position.”

“In other words, we’d better drop our team and get the hell out of here.” Stevens replied.

“I would not have used those words, but, essentially, yes.”

“Fine, then. That’s what we’re going to do. As soon as we beam down, I want you and Dwanok to take the ship to the far side of Flarn Prime and wait. We’ll just have to be damn quick bringing the team back up to the ship.”

“Damn quick is right,” snapped Conway from ops.

“Question, Commander?” Stevens asked.

“No, not at all, Captain.” Conway said, suddenly looking down at his panel. “Sir, scanners are picking up a huge installation on Nardrenghar. As a matter of fact, that’s all they’re picking up.”

“Explain.” Stevens said, heading back to Conway’s console.

“Nardrenghar is a barren, rocky moon, sir. The installation is the only thing there. The rest of the moon is covered with volcanoes and dense, volcanic clouds.”

“Not a vacation spot, then.”

“No, sir.”

“What about entry points?” Stevens asked.

“Let’s see.” Conway scrolled through the computer’s overhead maps of the installation. “These maps indicate that there is a massive repair tunnel that leads directly to a huge cellar, approximately three kilometers below the surface.”

“Any life signs in that tunnel?”

“Negative. But the installation’s outer perimeter is swarming with Flarn.”

“Great. They’ll pick us up as soon as we beam in.”

“Exactly. And the transporters won’t be able to put us more than a kilometer below the surface, what with all the volcanic activity and rock.”

“So we’ll have to fight our way down to that cellar.”

“Yes, sir. Assuming that’s where our captives are.” Conway replied. “The sensors can’t penetrate that far into the rock. That cellar could be filled with angry Flarn for all we know.”

“That’s just a risk we’ll have to take.” Stevens said gravely.

“We have reached Nardrenghar, Captain.” Larkin reported from the helm.

“Standard orbit, Lieutenant. Status of the Flarn warship, J’hana?” Stevens said.

“They are circling the system. They must have tracked our warp signature here, but we should be much more difficult to spot at impulse power.”

“Let’s hope we are.” Stevens said. “Larkin, I want you to prepare the diversion, Commander Conway: I want you and J’hana to get ready to beam down.”



“Where are they?” Lord Krenek hissed uncomfortably. “We have circled thisssss ssssystem for ten minutessssss and have found nothing.”

“Perhapsssssss they have…” Midruk said, when suddenly his sensor panel chirped annoyingly. Midruk looked down at the panel. “My Lord, we are picking up a Klingon vessssssssel decloaking near Flarn Five!”

“They are here! The nerve, sssstalking us right to our doorsssstep! Helm, take usssss to Flarn Five immediately, maximum speed!” Krenek screamed. “We ssssshall teach these upssstartssss a lessson for dessssssecrating Flarn home territory!”



“The Flarn vessel is moving to intercept our sensor reflection.”Lieutenant Larkin said over the transporter room’s comm system.

“Good.” Captain Stevens said, holstering his phaser. “Prepare to drop cloak for transport.”

“I have entered the coordinates and set the transporter for automatic decloak and beamout.” J’hana said, walking around the transporter console.

“Places everybody!” Stevens ordered, as he, Conway, and J’hana mounted the transporter pad.

“Wait.” Dwanok said, entering the room, holding a large weapon. “I want you to have this, J’hana.” The massive Klingon shoved the blade into J’hana’s arms, baring his sharp, crooked teeth in a goofy grin. “Last night was…painful.”

“Good. I am glad you enjoyed it as much as I.” J’hana said. “Why are you giving me your batleth?” she asked, cradling the blade in her arms. “It is a Klingon warrior’s most prized possession.”

“I know. It has brought me much honor. I believe it shall do the same for you.”

“Thank you, Dwanok.” J’hana said. “I shall use it well.”

“Quapla!” Dwanok shouted to the group, as the transporter beam engaged.

“What was that all about?” Conway whispered.

“It is none of your concern.” J’hana replied as the group dematerialized.



Stevens, Conway, and J’hana appeared inside a huge, hollow, cavernous tunnel.

“What’s that smell?” Stevens asked.

“It smells like rotten filth and decay.” Conway said, pulling out his tricorder. “I read high levels of methane and carbon dioxide. Barely liveable atmosphere.”

J’hana took in a deep breath and smiled. “Ah, it smells like home!”

“C’mon, let’s move. It won’t be long till the guards get here.” Stevens said, motioning for Conway to move forward. “Lead the way, Commander.”

Conway looked at his tricorder, motioning down the tunnel. “This way.”



“Ready weaponsssss!” Krenek shouted. “I want that Klingon vessssssel completely dissssssabled!”

“Sir!” Midruk shouted. “Ssssssomething’s wrong. The Klingon sssship has dissssssappeared from our sssssscanners.”

“Have they recloaked?”

“Negative. They are jussssst gone.”

“Thisss doessss not make sssssense.” Krenek said angrily. “Where did they go?”

“Sssssir!” The communications officer shouted. “We are receiving a call from Nardrenghar! Three intruders just beamed down there…from a Klingon Bird of Prey.”

“How cunning.” Krenek said. “But not cunning enough. Helm, take usssss to Nardrenghar, besssst sssssspeed!”



“The Flarn vessel is returning.” Larkin said from the helm.

Dwanok sat back in his command chair. “There is nothing to worry about, we have recloaked. Take us to the other side of Flarn Prime.”

“Aye, sir.” Larkin said, bringing the Bird of Prey around.



“How much farther?” Captain Stevens asked, as he Conway, and J’hana continued to run down the extensive tunnel.

“Another kilometer.” Conway wheezed.

“We’ve got company!” J’hana suddenly shouted, as screaming Flarn began to fall from access tunnels overhead.

“Set your phasers to fifteen!” Conway ordered, pulling his phaser out and vaporizing several Flarn. “That’s the lowest setting that hurts the Flarn.”

“Thanks for telling us that so soon!” Stevens shouted, firing his own phaser.

Before the group knew what had happened, a huge regiment of Flarn warriors had set upon them.

J’hana growled angrily, firing her phaser at one Flarn and swinging her batleth around, cutting another towering Flarn in half.

“We’re really outnumbered!” Stevens shouted, continuing to vaporize Flarn.

“Are you afraid, Stevens?” J’hana grunted, cutting into the Flarn in front of her, then swinging back to hit the one behind her.

“Of course not!” Stevens shouted, as a Flarn threw himself at him, hissing angrily.

Inches from Stevens’ face, the Flarn vaporized. Stevens opened his eyes to see Commander Conway blow on his phaser as if it was a smoking gun. “Thank you, Commander.”

“Don’t mention it, Captain.” Conway said, continuing to fight.



“We have reached Nardrenghar, my Lord.” Midruk reported. “No sssssign of the Klingon sssssship.”

Krenek laughed menacingly. “I jusssst realized why they are here. Open a channel.”



“The Flarn vessel is entering the system, sir.” Lt. Larkin reported. “And we are recieving a broad band transmission from them.”

“By all means, play it.” Dwanok said. “Let’s here what these Flarn have to tell us.”

The color drained from Dwanok’s face as he listened to the Flarn Lord’s message.

“By the blood of Kahless!” He shouted. “Lieutenant…call the away team now!”



“We’re almost there!” Commander Conway cried, beating away a Flarn with his bare hands. “Just a few more meters.”

J’hana heaved her batleth up into two more attacking Flarn. “It could not be soon enough.”

“Tiring out, J’hana?” Stevens grunted. “I was just getting warmed up!”

“Shut up.”

“Larkin to Stevens.”

Stevens slapped his comm badge, bringing up his phaser to annihilate another Flarn. “Stand by, Lieutenant. We’re kind of busy right now.”

“But this is important, Captain!”

“Not now, Lieutenant!” Stevens shouted.

“But…”

“We’re here!” Conway said, staring up at a huge metal door. “Setting plasma charge. Everyone get back!” Conway placed a small, round object on the door and everyone, Flarn and Federation alike ran like hell.

There was a huge explosion as the doors (and half the surrounding superstructure) were destroyed.

“If we had firepower that big, why did we not use it when hundreds of Flarn were attacking?” J’hana asked angrily.

“Because then we wouldn’t have anything to blow the door up with, would we?” Stevens asked.

“Good point.”

“Captain!” Larkin’s voice said again. “There is something I have to tell you!”

“What?” Stevens asked, following Conway and J’hana through the smoldering wreckage of the cellar entrance.

Conway looked around the huge cellar and gasped. “What the hell?”

“The human storage facility is empty! They were transported aboard the Flarn warship Brektag yesterday.”

“Oh.” Stevens said, looking at all the rows of empty freezer compartments.

The huge, cavernous cellar was completely empty.



Captain Baxter paced the deck of the Aerostar impatiently, constantly looking up at the viewscreen, as if, any minute, the pIntoH would appear there and his people would call saying they had found the missing Alpha Quadrant crews.

“Time to rendezvous?” Baxter asked nervously.

“Two hours, sixteen minutes.” Lt. Fresca reported from ops. “You’ve still got time before you should start really worrying.”

“Gee, thanks, Fresca.” Baxter said, sitting back down in the command chair.



“We have to get out of here!” Lt. J’hana said, as the Flarn warriors began to filter through the entrance.

“I’d like to know how.” Conway said. “The Flarn have blocked off the tunnel entrance with hundreds of troops, the cellar has no other exits, and the pIntoH can’t beam us out through all this rock.”

Stevens began to fire on the oncoming Flarn. “I guess we really are screwed, then.”



“How wide is that tunnel entrance, Lieutenant?” Dwanok asked, looking over Larkin’s shoulder. “Wide enough to admit a B’rel class Bird of Prey?”

Larkin made some calculations on her panel. “Barely. It seems as though the repair tunnel was designed to allow large equipment to be moved down to the installation’s underground facilities.”

“Good. Rig us for atmospheric entry and begin our descent.”

“I must warn you, however, that the trip through the tunnel will require an extremely adept pilot.”

Dwanok grunted. “Then I guess I should be glad I have you at the helm.”

“Indeed.” Larkin said, steering the pIntoH down towards Nardrenghar’s surface.



“We can’t hold out like this for long.” Stevens cried, as the away team held off the Flarn fire behind a massive generator at the center of the gigantic cellar.

“Tell me something I don’t know.” Conway replied. “Conway to pIntoH, what is your status?”

“Stand by.” Larkin replied. “We are kind of busy right now.”

“I guess it’s our turn to stand by!” J’hana said.

“What irony.” Conway said, firing at the oncoming Flarn.



“Regimentssssss sssssix and sssseven move that way!” The Flarn guard commander cried, motioning his troops into the mouth of the tunnel. “Regiment eight, with me.”

Suddenly the commander heard a loud, piercing noise. He turned just in time to see a gigantic, green, bird-shaped ship appear from out of nowhere and soar towards him and his troops.

Before the commander could order his troops to pull back, a bright blue blazing quantum torpedo emerged from the ship’s “beak”, destroying half the tunnel.



“The tunnel’s superstructure is crumbling.” Lt. Larkin reported, as the tunnel’s walls flew by on the viewscreen. “That makes it decidedly more difficult to maneuver.”

“Perhaps you were right, Lieutenant.” Dwanok admitted. “Maybe we shouldn’t have used the quantum torpedo. Use the disruptors to clear a path.”



“What the hell is that sound?” Captain Stevens asked, watching horrified Flarn warriors come streaming out of the smoke-filled tunnel.

“Whatever it is, it’s heading this way!” J’hana yelled. “Everyone duck!”

Suddenly the pIntoH soared into the room, laying waste with its disruptors.

The ship stopped suddenly, hovering directly in front of Stevens, Conway, and J’hana, it’s searchlight blinding them.

“Hello.” Dwanok’s voice said from the exterior speakers. “Get aboard quickly, comrades. I believe I am in a no parking zone.”

With that, Dwanok let out a hearty laugh that made the away team’s ears ring as they dematerialized, leaving hundreds of dead, wounded, or confused Flarn behind.



“Now how do we turn this thing around?” Dwanok asked, staring at the viewscreen as Stevens, Conway, and J’hana entered the bridge.

“Very carefully.” Larkin replied, gently steering the pIntoH around.

“We have failed.” J’hana muttered, taking her position.

“Don’t sulk yet.” Stevens said, standing next to Dwanok’s command chair. “Wait until we get out of this alive.”

“Take us back up, Larkin.” Dwanok ordered from the command chair. “As fast as you can.”



“The inssssstallation issss in sssssshambles.” Midruk reported from the sensor console. “They report massssssive cassssssualties.”

“It isss not important.” Krenek said. “We sssssssshall have the Big Boonung as a prizzzzze.”

“Yessssss, ssssir.” Midruk replied. “Ssssir, the Klingon vesssssel is returning from the surface.”

“Quickly, Midruk, fire on them before they have a chance to cloak.” Krenek ordered, pounding a fist on his chair.



“Drop shields and engage cloak, Commander!” Stevens shouted, as the pIntoH soared towards open space.

“Aye, s-” Conway said, when there was an alarm at Lt. J’hana’s panel.

“Captain! Incoming fire!”

“Hold on!” Stevens cried, as the ship rocked.

“Hull breach on Deck four!” Conway cried. “Emergency bulkheads dropping. Our primary power supply has been destroyed!”

“Switch to secondaries!”

“We have lost our cloak!” J’hana shouted.

“Raise shields and arm weapons. We’ll have to get our hands dirty now!” Captain Stevens said, as the ship rocked again. “I guess you’ll get a chance to prove yourself after all, Lt. J’hana.”

“I do not need to prove myself.” J’hana said, winking at Dwanok.

The pIntoH angled towards the Brektag, its disruptor cannons blazing.

“Can we go to warp?” Stevens asked, hanging on to Dwanok’s chair for support.

“Negative.” Larkin replied. “All of our power resources are being used for the weapons.”

“Damn.” Stevens said. “Damage to the Flarn ship?”

“Negligible.” J’hana reported. “However, it seems to match the specifications of the ship you faced near the Flarn border.”

“The Brektag. I thought that ship looked familiar.” Dwanok grunted. “This is a fitting rematch.”

“Rematch?” Conway asked. “We’re getting our asses kicked.”

“Silence, human!” Dwanok grunted. “We have not lost yet.”

Suddenly panels seemed to explode all over the bridge.

“We just lost the port stabilizer!” J’hana shouted. “And our shields are down to twenty-eight percent.”

“Blegh’pi chew!” Dwanok cursed, pounding his chair in frustration.

“What did he say?” Conway asked.

“You do not want to know.” J’hana replied.

The ship continued to rock as the Brektag laid into it.

“I guess we’ll get to find those crews after all.” Stevens said. “As a matter of fact, it looks like we’re going to join them…”

The speakers on the bridge crackled to life. “Klingon vesssssssssel: Thissssssss is Krenek of the Brektag. Sssssssurrender your vessssssssel and prepare to be boarded,”

Larkin turned back to face Dwanok. “Captain, the warp core is minutes from going critical!”

“This is it, then, huh?” Conway asked. “We failed.”

“Now that we’re goners, Conway,” Stevens said, turning to face the Commander. “I guess I can take this chance to tell you how much I appreciate…”

J’hana let out a whoop of joy from the weapons console. “Vessel entering the area at 079 mark 181. It’s the Aerostar!”

“What?” Stevens asked incredulously. “I told Baxter not to come here!”

“I am not complaining!” J’hana said as she watched the Aerostar glide into view on the viewscreen, fiercely pounding the Brektag with all the firepower it had.

“Go Aerostar!” Conway shouted.

“By Kahless, I never…” Dwanok said.

“Aerostar to pIntoH.” Baxter’s voice said excitedly. “We’ve damaged the Flarn vessel enough to make them stop firing. Stand by to beam out.”

“You have to give it to him,” Conway said, “he has great timing.”



“We are lissssssting!” Midruk reported. “Thrusssssters are not ressssponding, and the weaponsssss system has been fussssed!”

Krenek grabbed Midruk and threw him across the bridge. He hit the bulkhead with a disgusting snap, crackle, and pop.

“The Aerosssssstar hasssss dissssshonored the Flarn once again. Not only that, but they have deprived me of an expensssssssive meal.” Krenek lamented, watching as the ship listed closer and closer to the Klingon vessel. “It issssss a dark day.”

“Ssssir…” The helmsman said sheepishly, not wishing to suffer Midruk’s fate. “I think the Klingon sssssship’s power core issssss going to…”

“To what?” Krenek asked, watching as the ship grew larger on the viewscreen.

The Brektag hit the pIntoH’s aft section with a soft “clang,” just as it exploded in a bright ball of light, causing the massive Flarn warship to list backwards in the opposite direction, a huge chunk of its hull destroyed.



“They’re badly damaged.” Lieutenant Fresca reported from ops, as the team from the pIntoH materialized on the bridge.

Baxter stared at the ship as it listed on the viewscreen. “Can we get a clear scan? Are there any Alpha Quadrant species’ lifesigns aboard that ship?”

“There’s too much radiation over there to be sure, sir. Let’s just hope they weren’t in the forward section.”

“If they were there at all.” Conway said, taking his seat next to the Captain.

Dwanok stared at the wreckage of his ship as it drifted by on the viewscreen. “I really liked that ship.”

“Now is our chance, Captain!” Stevens said, approaching Baxter. “We can strike now, rescue our people from that ship!”

“We’re not even sure if…”

“Captain!” Lt. Gellar said from tactical. “Five Flarn warships are entering the system. And it doesn’t look like they’re in the mood to chat!”

“We can’t stay here.” Baxter said, returning to his chair. “Get us out of here, Mr. Ford. Warp Nine.”

“But Captain, our people!” Stevens said, staring at the viewscreen. “We-”

“-don’t even know if they’re aboard. And I can’t risk this ship just to find out.” Baxter said. “We’re leaving.”

Stevens sunk into the chair normally occupied by Counselor Peterman. “You’re making a mistake, Captain.”

“I guess we’ll never know.” Baxter said, rising from his chair and heading for his readyroom. “Conway, you have the conn.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51781.3. Despite all my attempts to dissuade them, Captain Stevens and Captain Dwanok insist on continuing on their quest through Flarn space to find their respective crews. I can’t judge the wisdom of their decision, but I can understand it. To that end, I have loaned them the runabout Wicomico, in hopes that they might find what they’re looking for.



“Sir, you realize that this leaves us with only one runabout.” Commander Conway said, as he and Baxter made their way down to the shuttlebay to see Stevens and Dwanok off.

“Would you like to let Stevens and Dwanok go off on this crusade with a little shuttlecraft?” Baxter asked. “They’d be torn apart. At least they have a fighting chance with the runabout.”

“I guess you’re right, Captain.” Conway said. “I just wish Stevens would listen to reason.”

Baxter laughed. “You should know by now that once a Captain decides to do something, he’s almost never going to give up.”

“If it was your crew held prisoner out there, would you do the same?” Conway asked.

“I don’t know.” Baxter said, as they rounded the corner to the shuttlebay entrance. “All I know is, there may be humans, Klingons, Vulcans, Andorians, Romulans, and who knows who else trapped aboard one of those ships, and if Stevens does succeed in rescuing any of them, it would be a huge victory.”

“Well if I didn’t learn anything else on this mission, I learned that you don’t have to have a victory to avoid a loss.”

Baxter nodded. “I’d sure as hell agree with that, whatever it means.”

The two entered the shuttlebay, where the rest of the senior staff, along with Mirk and some other crewmembers were waiting to see Stevens and Dwanok off.

Dwanok looked up at the runabout distastefully. “It is not a Klingon ship, but I suppose it will do.”

J’hana nudged Dwanok playfully. “I assure you it will, Captain. If you listened at all to the tips I gave you last night.”

“I will remember your tips every time I am subjected to a painful flame held over my abdomen!” Dwanok shouted, nudging J’hana back and laughing.

“What in the hell are they talking about?” Ford whispered to Conway.

“Don’t even ask, Ensign.” Conway said, turning to Stevens. “Good luck, Captain. I hope you two find what you are looking for. And if you ever need help, feel free to contact us.”

Stevens shook Conway’s hand. “Thank you Commander. I’ll remember that. Thank you all.” He looked around at the crewmen assembled in the shuttlebay.

All the crewmembers smiled and waved as Stevens and Dwanok ducked inside the Wicomico and activated its engines.

The runabout lifted off the shuttlebay floor and turned around, heading out the slowly opening shuttlebay doors.

Everyone continued to wave as the ship left the bay, waiting until it had engaged into warp and disappeared from sight to disperse.

“I guess I can get to that monthly citation review now.” Conway said, sighing, and staring at the padd he had with him. “As usual, a bunch of…wait a minute!” Conway stared with amazement at the padd.

“What is it, Commander?” Baxter asked, looking over Conway’s shoulder as he stared with disbelief at the entry in the ship’s citation log:



COMMANDER DAVID CONWAY:



STARDATE 44325 AND STARDATE 51780–CITATIONS FOR VALOR ABOVE AND BEYOND THE CALL OF DUTY, EXCEPTIONAL LEADERSHIP SKILLS, AND, MOST OF ALL, THE ABILITY TO DEMONSTRATE TO HIS COMMANDING OFFICER THAT HE IS A COMPLETE HORSE’S ASS.



APPROVED BY: CAPTAIN JAMES STEVENS, STARFLEET.



“I’ll be damned.” Baxter said, smiling. “I’ll have to agree with that last part.”

Conway laughed. “Me too.”



Counselor Peterman caught up with Lieutenant J’hana as she made her way to the turbolift.

“Wait up!” Peterman said, joining J’hana inside the turbolift.

“Deck Twelve.” J’hana grunted, looking to Peterman.

“Oh,” Peterman said. “Um, Deck Nine.”

The two stood in relative silence for several moments.

“Well, Lieutenant.” Peterman said. “I guess yesterday was quite an exciting day for you.”

J’hana grunted with pleasure. “Indeed. I found it… invigorating.”

“I’m sure.” Peterman looked around awkwardly. “So I guess you’re off to bed for a good night’s sleep.”

“Not exactly.” J’hana replied.

“Then what are you doing on Deck Twelve? A trip to the holodeck?”

“Yes.” J’hana said. “If you must know, I am participating in a Klingon holodeck program that Dwanok gave me.”

“Really?” Peterman asked with interest. “And what kind of program is it?”

J’hana thought a moment. “It challenges reflexes, strength, speed, and most of all, pain tolerance.”

“Ah,” Peterman said. “Sounds like fun. Think I could come along? I have nothing better to do.”

The turbolift stopped, the door opening for J’hana to step out. “I do not think so, Counselor. The exercises are of a…personal… nature.”

Peterman frowned. “Oh.”

“Good day, Counselor.” J’hana said, leaving the turbolift.

“Bye.” Peterman said, wondering what J’hana had meant, as the lift resumed.



J’hana stepped into the holodeck, cracking her knuckles and preparing for a workout that would rival the two she had the previous day.

“Computer.” J’hana announced. “Load program Dwanok-x-nine.”

The Holodeck suddenly became a hot, steamy, spartan Klingon dwelling.

Dwanok stepped out from behind a curtain, smiling wickedly. “I am ready for my discipline, Lieutenant.”

J’hana pushed up her shirtsleeves and laughed maniacally, wondering how the Counselor would interpret this particular program.

She would probably be scared out of her wits.



NEXT TIME ON STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION:



Mr. Mirk decides to try the talk show industry and, in doing so, enters unknowingly into a mammoth battle-of-sleaze with Counselor Peterman. Who will be crowned sleaziest of all? Find out next time in



“ALTERNATIVE PROGRAMMING”
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Alternative Programming



by Alan Decker



Mirk, the Maloxian proprietor of the Aerostar’s Starlight Lounge, looked out at his patrons from behind the bar. Even taking into account that this was a Tuesday night, (never his best night for business) this group looked only slightly more active than a group of corpses in advanced stages of decomposition.

He’d feared that this might happen to the Aerostar’s crew. Stranded this far from home with only large expanses of nothingness to look at, they were bound to become lethargic.

Mirk had already tried several ideas to keep the crew’s spirits up. All of them had ended in failure, though. Even the “Captain Baxter Look-a-like Contest” had hit the deck with a resounding thud. The judges, trying to decide between the only two entrants, gave the prize to Counselor Peterman’s dog, Charlie, much to the annoyance of Captain Baxter, who was the other contestant.

Another idea was needed in a hurry if Mirk was going to save the crew from its own loneliness and depression. The only question was, what was that idea?

While Mirk searched his mind for viable ideas, Lieutenant Megan Hartley, the Aerostar’s transporter chief, wandered into the lounge. She plopped down on a bar stool in front of Mirk and rested her head in her hands on the bar.

“Hi,” she said unenthusiastically.

“Hello, Megan. Can I offer you a drink?”

“Sure…fine…whatever,” Hartley muttered.

“Okay,” Mirk said. He hit the random button on his drink replicator and handed Hartley what came out. He wasn’t sure what it was, but the black vapor rising off of it seemed rather ominous.

Hartley didn’t even notice. She just sipped on her straw and stared off into space.

“So, is anything going on?” Mirk asked.

“No.” Sip. Sip. Sip.

“Transport anything exciting lately?”

“No.” Sip. Sip. Sip.

“Did you hear that Commander Conway was seen entering the holodeck with Ensign Fresca?”

“No!” Hartley exclaimed, perking up. “You’re kidding.”

“According to Ensign Ford, Lieutenant Gellar heard from Ensign Rosinthal in Engineering that Nurse Davis saw Conway and Fresca heading into Holodeck Three at about 0300 last night.”

“What program was running?”

“Nobody knows.”

“That’s great. I’ve got to go tell J’hana. Thanks, Mirk.”

Megan drained the last of her drink, jumped off her barstool, and immediately ran sideways into the nearest table. She was unconscious before she even hit the floor. Several crewmembers watched her fall, then turned back unconcerned to their conversations.

Mirk shrugged and put her empty glass in the matter reclamation unit. He’d have to find out what the drink was he gave her. It was obviously very potent. That would have to wait, though. Thanks to Hartley, he had the solution to his problem.

What was the one thing that interested everybody on the ship?

Gossip.

The juicier and less reliable, the better.

There were many plans to be made, but Mirk was sure that he had just found the way to cure the crew’s doldrums.



Captain Andy Baxter stepped out of his shower and started drying himself off. He was about to walk out into his living area when he heard voices.

“Who’s there?” he demanded, quickly wrapping a towel around himself.

“It’s just me,” Counselor Kelly Peterman replied from the other room. “Come in here.”

Baxter walked out into the living area where Peterman was lounging on his sofa, also wearing only a towel.

“Sit down and watch this,” she said, pulling her legs closer to her body so Baxter would have room to sit down.

“What’s going on?” Baxter asked, as he took a seat. On the screen was a tight close up of a woman Baxter recognized, but he couldn’t quite place from where.

“…and then…then, she told me to go back to work,” the woman said, on the verge of tears. Many people gasped from off-screen. The camera switched to a wider shot, showing the woman sitting on a make-shift stage in what looked like one of the Aerostar’s cargo bays.

Finally, Baxter realized who the woman was, it was Ensign Helman from Astrophysics. Mirk walked into view wearing a surprisingly subdued suit and carrying a microphone.

“So this casual brush-off from your superior officer is to blame for your present condition,” Mirk said, putting a reassuring hand on the woman’s shoulder.

“Yes…YES! It’s all Lt. Tilleran’s fault. And now… now I’m an addict. I go into the holodeck and kill an image of her four, sometimes five times a day. I can’t help it!” Hearn let out a loud sob and fell to the stage crying hysterically while the audience applauded and cheered.

“And there you see the frightening results of holomurder,” Mirk said, speaking into the camera. “It starts off as a simple way to blow off steam, but then…this is the result.” He pointed to the quivering form of Ensign Helman on the stage floor.

“What is this?” Baxter said.

“I don’t know,” Peterman replied. “Mirk told me that he had some idea to help crew morale, but I didn’t think it would be something like this.”

“It’s disgusting,” Baxter said.

“Terrible,” Peterman concurred.

“Tomorrow on ‘Mirk,’ crewmembers who fantasize about sex with their commanding officers,” Mirk said just before the screen went black.

“When is this on again?” Baxter asked.



Captain Baxter walked into the Starlight Lounge rubbing his sore rib from where Peterman had punched him. She was definitely not fond of tomorrow’s show topic. In the interest of his crew, his relationship with Peterman, and his physical welfare, Baxter decided to have a little chat with Mirk.

“Welcome, Captain,” Mirk said warmly as Baxter sat down at the bar. “Can I get you something?”

“Pineapple juice,” Baxter said. Mirk got his drink and set it down in front of him in a gaudy, tropical glass.

“Would you like one of those little paper umbrellas with that?”

“No. This will be fine,” Baxter said, taking a drink. “Mirk…”

“Did you see the show today?”

“The end of it,” Baxter said. “Actually, that’s why I came down here. Counselor Peterman and I are concerned that your show is…well…sleaze.”

“Sleaze?”

“Yes, you’re feeding the crew’s baser instincts by exposing people’s inner turmoil.”

“And?”

“It’s wrong.”

“Why?”

“It’s an invasion of privacy.”

“How? They volunteer the information.”

“It’s crude.”

“By whose standards? Today’s audience loved the show, and I’ve got twice as many who want to come back tomorrow,” Mirk said proudly.

“Hey, Mirk, fantastic show. You’ve got one devoted viewer here,” Lieutenant Brian Gellar said as he walked by.

“You aren’t helping,” Baxter snapped. “Go back to your post.”

“My shift’s over,” Gellar said.

“Then get to a table and shut up.” Baxter turned back to Mirk. “Just please try to watch your show’s content.” Baxter got up and headed for the door. He stopped and looked back at Mirk. “Start watching your content after tomorrow’s broadcast…not that I’m interested.”

“Of course not, sir,” Mirk said, smiling as Baxter left.



Baxter couldn’t exactly say that he was surprised when Counselor Peterman stormed into his ready room a week later.

“I thought you told Mirk to watch his content!” Peterman demanded.

“I did,” Baxter said.

“Excuse me. I don’t call ‘I’m Carrying a Flarn Love Child’ watching your content. For that matter, ‘The Engineering Best Body Contest’ was in pretty poor taste, too. And I don’t even want to discuss the ‘Interesting Birth Marks’ episode. Where’s the clean, uplifting stuff?”

“That’s just not what he does,” Baxter said. “But he has this crew more excited than they’ve been in months.”

“Sure, but it’s all vile, obscene, and base. He could be using his show to do so many positive things. He could be building self-esteem, giving helpful tips, and helping the crew face their situation.”

“Kelly, that’s more your department,” Baxter said. Peterman stared at him for a few moments, causing Baxter to wonder if he was about to get hit again. Slowly, a smile spread across her face.

“You know what? You’re right,” she said, leaning across the desk and kissing him. “I’ve got to go. See you later.”



“Good morning, Aerostar,” Counselor Peterman said warmly as she strolled through the arboretum toward the holocam she had programmed to follow her movements. “Today on ‘Wake Up With Kelly,’ we’re going to be discussing the impact of plants on your psychological well being. My guest is Lieutenant Herbert Ross, the officer in charge of the arboretum.” She walked over to Ross, who was busy watering some large flowering plant.

“There you are my happy little stem. Let the water seep, seep down and feed those parched little roots. Soon you’ll be all moisty moisty moist.”



Up in his quarters, Captain Baxter struggled valiantly against his urge to change the channel and watch Mirk instead. This was Kelly’s show. He had to watch and support her, but if this ditz Ross said one more thing about happy little plants, he was going to puke.



Counselor Peterman strolled into the Starlight Lounge feeling that her first broadcast effort had been a complete success. Finally, the crew would have some uplifting entertainment to watch.

She was stunned by the complete lack of acknowledgment that greeted her entrance. Not one crewmember came over to congratulate her or praise her or even criticize her. After a few seconds of searching, she spotted Captain Baxter sitting over by one of the viewports. Peterman quickly retreated over to him to see to her bruised ego.

“Hi, honey,” Baxter said, standing up and giving her a quick kiss. “Great show today. I loved it.”

“Thank you, Andy,” Peterman said, slumping into the chair opposite him. “No one else has said a word to me.”

“I’m sure that the crew appreciated it,” Baxter replied.

Lieutenant Kristen Larkin walked over to the table a few moments later.

“May I have a word with you, Counselor?” Larkin asked.

“Of course. Have a seat, Kristen. What can I do for you?”

“Now that you have started a show of your own, I decided that it would be an interesting to see how the crew reacted to their programming choices.”

“Okay, so what’s that mean?” Baxter asked.

“Well, sir, using computer records of crew locations and viewscreen usage for that time period, I have instituted a system similar to that present in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries to gauge the viewership of television shows.”

“You know how many people watched?” Peterman said, excited. “Tell me.”

“Mister Mirk had a rating of 98.”

“And I…”

“Your rating was one half,” Larkin reported.

“One half!” Peterman shouted. “How the hell did I get a rating of one half?”

“One person was watching, but they switched channels halfway through your show.”

“Andy!”

“I’m sorry, dear,” Baxter said meekly. “It’s just that he kept talking about happy little flowers and happy little leaves and happy little trees and happy little clouds. I couldn’t take it anymore.”

“What was Mirk showing today?”

“I believe the topic was ‘My Partner Cannot Please Me in Bed,’” Larkin said.

“I see.” Peterman got up and headed toward the exit.

“Is she upset, sir?” Larkin asked.

“Larkin, I have a great regard for your intelligence, but that was a really stupid question.”



Peterman paced around her quarters like a caged animal. Fritz, her cat, mimicked her movements, pacing around the sofa while Charlie, Peterman’s dog, sat on the floor watching her intently.

“It’s only the first show,” Peterman said suddenly, turning toward Charlie. “They’ll start watching. They have to. I just need to spice up the topics a bit. Tomorrow will be different.”



“Today on ‘Wake Up With Kelly,’ foods that will spice up your life.”



“Today on ‘Mirk,’ private holodeck fantasies.”



“How’d I do?” Peterman demanded as she charged into Larkin’s spartan quarters unannounced. The android looked up from the penguin sculpture she was working on. Other penguins of all sizes and carved from many different materials stood scattered throughout the quarters in different poses.

“You wish to discuss your ratings, I assume,” Larkin said.

“And you and I definitely need to talk about this obsession of yours.”

“I am an android. I am incapable of obsessing about anything.”

“Right,” Peterman said unconvinced. “Now, give me the rating.”

“You will be pleased. Your ratings doubled.”

“Doubled! That’s great. How much is that?”

“One.”

“One,” Peterman repeated flatly.

“Yes, Counselor.”

“Thanks.” Peterman walked out of the quarters totally demoralized. She ran into Doctor Janice Browning coming down the hallway.

“Kelly, today’s show was great!” Browning said enthusiastically. “Where did you learn to cook like that? You have to have me over for dinner sometime!”

“Sure,” Peterman said, walking on. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go throw myself out an airlock.”

“Is something wrong?”

“No, I always get suicidal when I’m happy. That’s why I prefer to stay miserable all the time.”

“You’re a real pain when you’re depressed.”

“Thank you.”

“Now seriously, what’s wrong?” Browning asked.

“No one except you is watching my show. Andy didn’t even watch today.”

“He couldn’t. I think he was a guest on Mirk’s show today.”

“Oh, he’s a dead man,” Peterman said. “I’m going to make him wish he had never, ever changed that channel.”

“If you could do that to him on the air, you might get some more viewers,” Browning said.

“But that wouldn’t help the crew’s psychological well-being,” Peterman replied.

“So?”

“I’m trying to provide the crew with something wholesome and uplifting.”

“Stop it. You’re making me nauseous.”

“Janice.”

“Look, show business is a dirty business,” Browning said. “If you want people to watch, you’re going to have to show them what they want to see. You don’t have to sink as low as Mirk. And if you stay above Mirk’s level, you’re still providing the crew with something more uplifting to watch.”

“I don’t know…”

“Then you might as well not go on the air tomorrow.”

“Just be better than Mirk, huh?”

“That’s the ticket.”

“So, ‘Better Living Through Animals’ should not be the topic of tomorrow’s show.”

“Definitely not.”

“Okay, but Charlie is going to be very disappointed.”



“Today on ‘Mirk,’ the secret the command crew doesn’t want you to see. Find out from Doctor Phil Kerridan the real reason the Aerostar is in the Delta Quadrant and how it could go home tomorrow.”



“Welcome to ‘Wake Up With Kelly.’ Today we’re going to show you what men and women really want in a lover.”



Peterman strolled into the Starlight Lounge whistling happily and wandering over to Mirk, who was wiping down the bar.

“So, scared yet, pip-squeak?” Peterman said, leaning in close to him.

“Why should I be scared?” Mirk said.

“My show jumped five ratings points today. Larkin just told me.”

“We have ratings points?” Mirk asked, confused. Peterman lunged across the bar and grabbed him by the collar.

“I’m going to kill you, you little dork!”

Four security guards and a few stiff drinks later, Peterman was feeling much better.



“Welcome to ‘Wake Up With Kelly.’ Today we’re going to be talking with Lieutenant Fresca. She’s going to tell us who she’s done it with, where they did it, and how good they were. After that, I’m going to try to help her break her addiction to sex.”



“What happened?” Kelly said, looking disgustedly at the ratings report Lieutenant Larkin handed her. “The show started off so well.”

“Yes, for a while you had a full quarter of the crew watching,” Larkin said. “However, I believe that viewership began to fall of dramatically when you started trying to give Fresca therapy.”

“Oh. So what was Mirk showing today?”

“A competition between sickbay and security. The events were all fairly sexual in nature including a wet T-shirt contest and…”

“I don’t want to know…who won?”

“It was a tie. I believe that Mister Mirk wisely decided that he did not want to get on the bad side of either Lieutenant J’hana or Doctor Browning.”

“So the lesson here is cut the therapy; stick to the sex. Right?”

“Yes.”



“Amazing Sexual Encounters, today on ‘Mirk.’”



“Closet Nymphomaniacs, today on ‘Wake Up With Kelly.’”



“Details of the Astrophysics department orgy. Join us for ‘Mirk’.”



“Crewmembers most revealing and embarrassing home holovideos shown for the first time today on ‘Wake Up With Kelly.’”



“Holodeck hijinks, romantic rendezvous, secret sexual encounters. What really went on during our last shore leave? That and much more, today on ‘Mirk.’”



“What’s Captain Baxter like in bed? I’ll tell you today on ‘Wake Up With Kelly.’”



Counselor Peterman went back to her quarters after the show and collapsed onto her sofa. What had she done? She’d taken the most private, intimate details of her life and broadcast them to the whole crew without any regard for Andy’s feelings or his privacy. How could she have sunk so low?

“Larkin to Peterman,” the android’s voice said over the comm system, interrupting Peterman’s thoughts.

“Peterman here. Go ahead, Kristen.”

“You did not come by my quarters, so I thought I should contact you to tell you today’s ratings.”

“Were they good?” As if it mattered after what she had done to get them.

“Yes. Almost half of the crew was watching.”

“Great. Thanks.”

“If you will excuse my prying, Counselor, you do not sound excited. Does this not please you?”

“Not right now, Kris. Peterman out.”

There wasn’t much lower for Peterman to sink. She had to finish this thing once and for all. After tomorrow’s show, either she or Mirk would be off the air permanently, and she had no intention of losing.



Mirk stepped out onto the stage and was immediately greeted by the excited cheers of the crewmembers making up his audience. He smiled, bowed, and signaled for them all to quiet down. He had a big show in store for them today.

“Today on ‘Mirk,’ we’re going to take a deep, probing look into the sexual history of our command crew as reported in their Starfleet records. Have they really done as many people as they say they’ve done?”

“Who cares?” a voice shouted from the rear of the cargo bay. Counselor Peterman walked forward toward Mirk, followed by her holocam.

“What can I do for you, Counselor?” Mirk asked, amused by the sudden turn of events.

“You. Me. Holodeck Two. Now. We’re going to settle this once and for all. Mano y womano.”

“What do you mean?”

“Are you chicken?” Peterman demanded.

“I just asked a question.”

“Coward! You’re afraid.”

“You think so? Fine. Let’s go,” Mirk said angrily.



Mirk looked at the pit in front of him wondering of Peterman had lost her mind.

“What is this?” he asked.

“Mud wrestling, you moron,” Peterman said. “Winner gets to stay on the air. Now strip, pal!” Peterman ripped off her clothes revealing a tiny, string bikini underneath. That alone should have been worth a couple of ratings points.

“Okay,” Mirk said, taking off his suit. He had on a pair of tacky gold and silver striped boxer shorts.

“Into the mud, pig boy.” Peterman pushed Mirk, sending him flying face-first into the mud pit. She jumped on top of him and started ramming his face into the filth. “Yum. Eat it up, punk.”

Mirk, having had enough, raised up, flipping Peterman off of him. She landed on her back in the mud. Before she could react, Mirk was on top of her. He slammed a large handful of mud into her face, making sure that a large portion got into her mouth. Then, he yanked on her bikini top, snapping it off of her. Swinging the top over his head a few times in victory, he used his other hand to push her head farther and farther down into the muck.

Enraged, Peterman jabbed her knee up into Mirk’s unprotected crotch. He leapt off of her and landed across the ring from her. Peterman got up and regarded her opponent. He seemed hurt, but not nearly as badly as he should be after a shot like that. Damn Maloxian biology.

She just finished cursing his alien anatomy when a mud clod hit her smack in the forehead. Mirk smiled at her from across the ring. The bastard was using her top as a sling. That’s when she remembered she had lost her top. Oh well, so much for modesty now.

“You win, Mirk,” she said, bowing her head.

“What?”

“You win. I never should have tried to fight you like this. Now, look at me. I’ve been totally degraded and humiliated by you.”

“Not totally,” he said, walking over to her.

“Yes, totally. You’ve destroyed me, Mirk. You’ve won. And for that, I am yours. Take me.”

“Kelly, I…”

“…am a complete sucker!” Peterman shouted, lunging at Mirk. She hit him with enough force to knock him back into the mud. Then, she jumped on top of him, wrapped her legs around his neck, and started to squeeze. Mirk flailed around frantically trying to escape, but Peterman held down his arms with hers. He was helpless and losing air quickly. Finally, he collapsed, unconscious. Peterman kept on squeezing, ignoring Mirk’s collapse and the sound of the holodeck doors opening behind her.

“Kelly, stop!” Captain Baxter’s voice shouted. Peterman turned her head and saw Baxter and Doctor Browning.

“I’m going to beat him.”

“You already did, baby,” Baxter said soothingly. “Let him go.”

“I won?”

“You won, Kelly!” Browning said. “You’re killing him!”

“I won. I won! I won!” Peterman jumped up off of Mirk and started prancing around the mud ring.

“See to Mirk, Doctor,” Baxter said.

“Are you kidding? It’s disgusting in there,” Browning said. Deciding not to argue, Baxter jumped into the ring and pushed Mirk’s limp body out onto the floor where Browning set to work. Baxter then took off his grey and black uniform top and put it on Peterman.

“Let’s go back to your quarters, honey,” Baxter said, putting his arm around her.

“I won!” Peterman shouted, throwing Baxter into the mud and diving on top of him. “Let’s go. You and me. Right here. Right now.” She started tugging at Baxter’s red turtleneck.

Sensing that this would be an extremely good time to depart, Browning attached an antigrav unit to Mirk and floated him out of the holodeck before she saw things she really didn’t want to see.



The next day came and went without an episode of ‘Mirk’ or ‘Wake Up With Kelly.’ This was fortunate for the crew since they were still busy talking about the last episode.

Even though the Starlight Lounge was alive with crewmembers talking and laughing, everyone was keeping a respectful distance from Mirk. For his part, Mirk seemed happy and was serving drinks and food with gusto. But no one wanted to ask him if he was all right or if he was going back on the air.

Finally, Ensign Zack Ford had had enough. If no one else was going to talk to Mirk, he would. Casually, he got up from his table and made his way over to the bar, making a pass at every female he encountered along the way just so Mirk wouldn’t get suspicious. Making a quick mental note of the name and quarters number of the one acceptance he got, Ford walked up to the bar.

“How are you doing, Mirk?”

“Fine, Ensign. How about yourself?”

“Just great. So, how are you feeling?”

“Fine. Why?”

“Well, Counselor Peterman did choke the life out of you yesterday,” Ford said deciding bluntness was the way to go.

“Doctor Browning revived me with very little trouble,” Mirk replied, still maintaining his smile.

“Glad to hear it. God, I would have loved to have been in your shoes.”

“What do you mean?”

“Come on. In the mud, with a gorgeous topless woman who has her legs wrapped around your head. That must have been something.”

“Honestly, I don’t remember a lot of it. I went unconscious. Remember?”

“It looked incredible. If I ever got her like that…”

“You’d be in big trouble with me,” Captain Baxter’s voice boomed from behind him. Ford whirled around to face his commanding officer.

“Sir, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any disrespect. I…”

“Shut up and go away,” Baxter ordered.

“Yes, sir,” Ford said, quickly retreating.

“Can I help you, sir?” Mirk asked once Ford was gone.

“Kelly wants to talk to you. She’s in the reading lounge across the hall,” Baxter said. “I’ll cover the bar for you.”

“You?”

“Hey, I did more than just inventory before I became Captain. I worked one year at Starbase 26 doing stuff like this.”

“Okay. It’s all yours,” Mirk said, walking out of the lounge.

“Can I have a Gurleitz, sir?” an ensign asked from the other end of the bar.

“Is it in the replicator?” Baxter asked.

“Uhh… I don’t think so. Mirk makes it for me.”

“Then, no, you can’t have it.” Baxter turned to the replicator and hit the random button. The replicator produced a blood red drink with black smoke pouring out of it. “Here, try this instead. It’s good.”

“What is it?” the ensign asked fearfully.

“I have no idea. Drink up.” The ensign took a long drink and immediately collapsed to the floor. Baxter smiled. He hadn’t lost his touch.



Mirk walked into the reading lounge where Peterman was pacing nervously.

“You wanted to see me, Counselor,” Mirk said hesitantly.

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “Come sit down with me.” He walked over and sat down on the lounge sofa at the opposite end from the one she took. Peterman took a deep breath.

“I owe you a big apology,” she said. “I let myself get way out of hand over this whole ratings thing. I never wanted to hurt you. I’m sorry. You’re free to go back on the air if you want to.”

“That’s okay. I had kind of gotten bored with the whole thing. You can go ahead and do your show.”

“No thank you. I’ve decided that I’m much better at dealing with the crew one on one.”

“So, now we went from two shows to none.”

“Don’t worry,” Peterman said. “I’m sure someone will pick up the slack.”



“The secret life of penguins, today on ‘Larkin.’”



The Aerostar was filled with the collective noise of the entire crew turning off their viewscreens at once.



NEXT TIME ON STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION:



Lt. Larkin gets a lesson in detective work when Q beams her into a convoluted 1970’s discotheque to solve a murder. Even worse, the disco is manned by the Aerostar crew. It’s insane, baby!
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Quandary

Quandary, noun. A state of perplexity; a predicament.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51878.2. We are currently en route to the Varbaran system to investigate a mysterious EM pulse that our long range sensors picked up coming from one of their planets. The pulse was followed shortly by a shockwave, which, according to Lieutenant Larkin, might indicate a global holocaust. But, really, what are the chances of that?



“They’re all dead?” Baxter asked incredulously, looking down at Larkin’s panel as she worked.

“I am afraid so, sir.” Larkin said. “There are no lifesigns on the planet, humanoid or otherwise. Further, it seems all biological life of any kind is gone as well.”

“What do you know?” Baxter said. “That’s remarkable. I mean, in a bad way.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Maybe it was something similar to the crystalline entity.” Commander Conway suggested from behind Baxter. “Sure sounds like its M.O.”

Larkin shook her head. “There are no residual radiation traces from any type of invading phenomena. Whatever caused the planet’s destruction was down on the planet. I would theorize some sort of natural disaster.”

“That destroyed every type of biological life on the planet?” Lt. Tilleran asked from the science console. “I don’t think so.”

“It would seem we have a mystery on our hands.” Lt. Larkin said.

“Yeah.” Conway said. “I say we look into it. What are the living conditions like down there?”

Larkin studied her panel. “There is still a residual layer of atmosphere, and enough oxygen to support life on a small scale. An away team would be permissible, as long as it did not remain on the planet for long.”

“Very well.” Baxter said, returning to his chair. “Assemble a team, Mr. Conway.”

“Right, Captain.” Conway said, heading for the turbolift. “Larkin, J’hana, Tilleran…let’s go.”



“Well, this is just lovely.” Commander Conway said blandly as he braced himself against a cliffside, wind and sand whipping against his face. “Remind me to come here Labor Day weekend.”

Varbara Two was, for the most part, grey sand and dirt, with a multitude of rocky, mountainous terrain. The away team was presently moving along a low cliffside, towards the foot of one of the mountains.

Lt. Larkin struggled to hold up her tricorder against the wind. “I have no explanation for this wind. I am picking up neither cold nor warm fronts.”

Lt. Tilleran looked at her own tricorder. “I don’t understand. I’m not picking up any of the telltale signs of a nuclear or any other kind of explosion. None of that type of radiation at all.”

“This was not caused by a meteor impact, or a massive geological phenomenon, or any other natural disaster that we know of, Commander.” Larkin shouted over the wind. “They are simply gone.”

“The could not have just vanished.” Lt. J’hana said, struggling to move through the heavy wind, grabbing onto the cliffside.

“Oh, I assure you, they could.” A voice said, as a dark figure emerged through the cloud of sand and dirt and approached the away team. He was wearing the uniform of a Starfleet Captain. “And so can you.”

“Who the hell are you?” Conway asked, pulling his phaser out and aiming it at the figure.

Lt. Larkin cocked her head quizzically. “He is a god-like entity known as Q, Commander. And he is extremely dangerous.”

“The one and only!” Q said proudly. “But really! Dangerous? I think not. I have done more for your pathetic race than you will ever know.”

“What the hell do you want with us?” Conway asked.

“Now now, Commander. Such a harsh tone. Not at all professional. I thought all you Starfleet types had a certain amount of class.”

“I’ll give you class, you son of a-” Conway said, rushing for Q.

Q clicked his tongue in annoyance, waving his hand as Conway rushed at him, causing Conway to stop in mid motion.

J’hana growled angrily, firing her phaser at Q, who merely waved a hand again, causing J’hana, and the phaser stream, to stop moving.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you all weren’t happy to see me!”

Tilleran tried to withdraw her phaser, but became frozen as well.

Q looked to Larkin, who was the only member of the away team that had not been frozen. “I assume you have more sense then to try and attack the all powerful Q!”

“Did you destroy this race, Q?” Larkin asked.

“Moi?” Q said. “I am offended that you would think I could do such a thing.”

“You did not answer the question.”

Q’s face became serious. “No, I didn’t destroy this race. But if you are not careful, you might.”

“What is he talking about?” Conway asked through clenched teeth, his entire body completely stiff.

“I do not know.” Larkin said, staring at her tricorder. “If you did not destroy this race, then who did?”

“You’ll have to forgive me.” Q said. “I sometimes forget how stupid you humans are.” He then looked at Larkin. “Ah, but, then again, you aren’t human, are you? Another android, hell bent, I suppose, on becoming a human.”

“No, sir, I am not.” Larkin said calmly. “The human condition does not interest me, at least not as much as the penguin condition.”

“Penguins?” Q said with interest. “Really. Now they are fascinating.”

“You still have not answered my question, Q.”

“Oh, this is just ridiculous. My answer is a simple warning, Lieutenant Larkin.” Suddenly, Q changed into a small woman, still wearing the Starfleet Captain’s uniform. The woman looked to be in her late forties, and wore her hair in a tightly wound bun.

“Get off this planet.” The woman said, in a very chipmunk-like voice, almost as if the woman had been a heavy smoker.

“Captain Janeway? Of the Federation Starship Voyager?” Larkin asked with confusion.

“Just listen to me, Lieutenant. You have to get off this planet.” Janeway then changed back into Q. “Or else.”

Larkin cocked her head again. “I do not understand.”

“You don’t need to understand!” Q said, waving both hands in the air in a dramatic gesture, causing all four away team members to disappear.



“What do you mean we’ve lost contact with them?” Baxter asked, as Lt. Fresca worked at her panel.

“They’re just gone.” Fresca said. “They disappeared. They’re not there. Would you like me to spell it out for you? They’re GONE!”

Baxter stepped back. “Okay, okay, you don’t have to…”

Suddenly all four away team members appeared on the bridge with a flash.

“What the-?” Baxter asked, as J’hana, Tilleran, and Conway stood there, shaking their heads with confusion.

“Q is down on the planet, Captain.” Larkin said, approaching Baxter. “I do not know why, but he has something to do with the demise of that planet’s population.”

“Q?” Baxter asked. “You’ve got to be kidding me. What the hell is he doing down there?”

“I’m trying to stop you from making a huge mistake, Captain.” Q said, turning around in the seat at helm, where Ensign Ford was seconds ago. “Get out of here. Now.”

“I’m not leaving till I get some answers.” Baxter said sternly. “So you might as well stop toying with us, Q.”

“What did you say?” Q asked, snapping his fingers.

Baxter blinked a moment, confused. “I said, take us out of the Varbaran system, Warp Eight.”

“Aye, sir.” Q said, turning around in his chair.

“Captain?” Larkin said, looking at Baxter.

“Did I say that?” Baxter asked. “This is really confusing.”

Suddenly a hand grabbed onto Baxter’s shoulder, spinning him around. It was Q. Ford was now back in his place at the helm, looking extremely confused.

“It is it really that hard, Captain?” Q asked. “Does everything need to be spelled out for you?”

“Yes.” Fresca said from ops.

“Shut up.” Baxter said, looking at Q. “Could we talk, in private?”

“Sure.” Q said, snapping his fingers.

Suddenly the view of stars on the viewscreen completely changed.”Oh, would you look at that…no stars, no planets, not even a single asteroid. It’s all gone, Captain. You’re precious universe, you’re precious human race…everything. The whole thing just vanished without a trace.”

Lt. Tilleran had since taken her place at the science console. “He’s right, Captain. I’m not getting any readings.”

“Of course she’s not. I’ve taken you all to the end of the universe, to prove a very important thing to you.”

“And that would be?” Conway asked angrily.

Q sighed, exasperated. “I do tire of you humans so quickly. One constant in the galaxy is change. Change is forever, it’s eternal. It’s the only thing anyone can be absolutely sure of. And, if you don’t look around you, you’ll miss the change altogether.”

“Stop toying with us, Q.” Baxter shouted. “I’m tired of hearing your…”

Q snapped his fingers. “Shut up.” Suddenly, Baxter’s mouth disappeared, and he was left standing there, looking absolutely foolish, with his finger raised in protest, unable to make a sound at all.

“Gee,” Commander Conway said. “Do you think you could leave him that way?”

“Stop this, Q.” Larkin said sternly. “These games are unnecessary.”

“Oh, really?” Q asked. “Very well. Let’s change the game, then. You’re obviously not as intuitive as the other androids I’ve come in contact with. But, no matter. You’ll figure it out soon enough.”

Q waved his hand again, and the Aerostar was back in orbit around Varbaran Two. “There, all better.”

Suddenly, with another gesture, everyone on the bridge disappeared, except for Larkin and Q.

“What did you do with them, Q?” Larkin asked. “I assure you, killing my crewmates proves nothing to me.”

“Oh, I didn’t kill them. I’ve put them in a safe place for now.” Q looked around. “All of this will be gone in a million years or so. The blink of an eye, as far as I’m concerned. Now, what I have to show you is very important. And I think I’ve come up with a way to show it to you.”

Q waved his hand again, causing Larkin to disappear as well.



Larkin found herself sitting at a table at the mysterious bar, watching as Counselor Peterman strutted out on-stage, wearing a tight, colorful, flowery dress with all sorts and insanely tall platform shoes.

“Welcome, everyone, welcome to ‘The Quandary,’” Q said, dressed in a powder blue leisure suit, standing at the front of the stage. “We have a really groovy show for you tonight. Please welcome, the Crown Princess of Funk, Groovy Kelly Peterman!”

“What is the meaning of this, Q?” Larkin asked, as Q walked out into the audience.

“Just watch, lady.” Q said, winking at Larkin.

“Hey, let’s get groovin!” Peterman shouted, grabbing the microphone and giving a signal to the band.

The counselor suddenly launched into an unbelievable rendition of “Disco Inferno,” complete with unbelievably suggestive poses and gestures. The crowd went wild.

Larkin watched with growing confusion as the Counselor performed, when suddenly a woman behind her cleared her throat.

“Ahem. What’ll you have, lady?” Lt. Fresca asked, dressed in a skimpy waitress uniform.

“Lieutenant.” Larkin said. “What is going on here?”

“Do you want a drink, or not?” Fresca asked, annoyed.

“No, thank you.” Larkin said. “Excuse me, but what is your name?”

“Jenny.” Fresca said, moving on to another table. “Just call me if you change your mind.”

“She’s wonderful, ain’t she.” A man asked from an adjacent table. His eyes were transfixed on Groovy Kelly.

Larkin turned. “Captain?”

Baxter was dressed in a shirt and slacks, with loudly colored suspenders and a bow tie. “Captain? No ma’am, I’m no Captain. I’m a news reporter.”

“News reporter.” Larkin said to herself. “Why are you here?”

“Ain’t it obvious?” Baxter asked, staring up at Peterman. “She’s beautiful.”

“This is quite strange.” Larkin said. “You do not remember a ship called the Aerostar?”

“Aerosol?” Baxter asked. “I heard it hurts the ozone. But that’s probably just a myth.”

“I assure you, it is not.”

“You’re one weird chick, lady.” Baxter said, returning his gaze to Peterman. She had now begun singing a very slow, extremely sexy, rendition of James Taylor’s “You’ve Got a Friend.”

“You just call out my name…” Peterman said softly, rolling around on the stage and kicking her legs into the air. “And…wherever I am…I’ll come running…” It was definitely an interpretive performance.

“So, how do you like the show?” Q asked, taking a seat next to Larkin. “Just picture it, Lieutenant: The year is 1979, disco is nearing its doom, and The Quandary is at the mercy of a violent mob boss. It’s quite operatic.”

“I do not understand. Why are you doing this, Q?” Larkin asked with confusion. “This does not serve any purpose that I am aware of.”

“That’s the point, my dear Lieutenant. You aren’t aware.” With that, Q disappeared, as Peterman launched into “Stayin’ Alive”

“Hey!” A woman said, grabbing Larkin’s shoulder. “The boss doesn’t like it when you talk during the performance.”

Larkin stood up to face the woman. It was J’hana, blue skin, antennae, and all, except for the fact that she was wearing the dark suit most popularly worn by bouncers and other thugs.

“Do I have to rough you up, or what?” J’hana asked angrily.

“I assure you, that will not be necessary.” Larkin said, staring at J’hana. “Who is this ‘boss’ you speak of?”

“You don’t know the boss?” J’hana asked.

Larkin thought a moment, attempting to index the time period. “It is still a bit early for Bruce Springsteen.”

J’hana shook her head. “Boss Marconi don’t like people who don’t know him. Says they’re the most dangerous type.”

“Boss Marconi?” Larkin asked. “I must speak with him.”

“Ain’t no one sees Boss Marconi, lady. Unless he’s a stop on the way to see St. Peter, if you know what I mean.”

“Primitive religious context.” Larkin said. “Interesting.”

Peterman was already into Zepplin’s “Dyermaker” as Larkin finished her conversation with J’hana.

“Just shut up, if you know what’s good for ya. Boss Marconi don’t like troublemakers, and he don’t like bitches who don’t know how to keep their mouths shut.” J’hana said, walking off.

“Oh, oh oh oh oh, you don’t have to go-oh oh oh oh.” Peterman said, leaning towards Baxter seductively.

“You’re a tramp!” A woman shouted from the audience. Peterman stopped singing and looked out into the audience, holding up a hand to see if she could make out the person who had said that.

The woman stood up in the audience, wearing what looked to be a very expensive dress, weighed down with even more expensive jewelry.

“Dr. Browning?” Larkin asked running over to the woman.

“I’m not a doctor.” Browning said, staring at Peterman. “But that bitch will need a doctor when I’m done with her.”

“Sit down, you old slut!” Peterman cried.

“And who might you be?” Larkin asked of Browning, as she continued to glare at Peterman.

“None of your business.” Browning said, sitting down.

A blue finger tapped on Browning’s shoulder angrily. “Excuse me, Ma’am. The boss wants to see you.”

“What do you mean?” Browning asked, pushing J’hana’s finger away. “The boss is done with me. He got what he wanted.”

“I am afraid not.” J’hana said. “Now come with me before this becomes violent.”

Peterman resumed her singing upon seeing J’hana appear, smiling victoriously.

“What does the boss want with Ms. Browning?” Larkin asked, looking up at J’hana.

“You again?” J’hana asked angrily. “What is your problem, anyway, lady?”

“I assure you, I am not the one with the problem.” Larkin replied. “But I would like to know why the boss wants to see Ms. Browning.”

“Who the hell are you?” Browning asked. “And how do you know my maiden name?”

“Well, well, well.” A large man said, walking up to the table. “If it isn’t yesterday’s news.”

“Boss?” J’hana asked, confused. “I thought you told me to take care of this trash.”

Marconi shook his head. “Leave this to me, Jo. Go have a drink at the bar.”

Larkin studied Marconi carefully. He was unmistakably Mr. Mirk, albeit quite a bit heavier.

“If you say so.” J’hana said. “Just whistle if you need me.”

Marconi put a hand on Browning’s shoulder. “So what brings you here, Jan?”

Browning looked up at him with distaste. “I had nothing better to do. Now I’ll thank you to take your hand off my shoulder.”

“No lady of mine gives me orders.” Marconi laughed. “Past, present, or future.”

“You ruined me, Marconi. And I’ll never forgive you for that.” Browning said, her eyes welling up. “All the money in the world couldn’t make up for that.”

“Keep talking, baby, and you’ll be on the street…without all those fancy jewels.” Marconi replied. “And who’s this? One of your little friends?” Marconi said, looking at Larkin.

“I’ve never seen her in my life.” Browning said defiantly.

“I am a friend.” Larkin replied.

“Of who?” Marconi said with interest. “Cause if you’re hanging around with the likes of Jan Marconi, you’re in a bad crowd, honey.”

“She is your wife?” Larkin asked.

“Ex.” Marconi and Browning said in unison.

“Ah.” Larkin said. “And you own this club, Mr. Marconi?”

“Everything you see, hon. I’m very proud of The Quandary.”

“Yeah.” Browning said distastefully. “Donnie here worked very hard robbing and stealing to buy this place.”

Marconi slapped Browning across the face. “You’ll keep yer mouth shut, if you know what’s good for ya.”

Browning held a hand to her face, sneering at Marconi. “Christopher! I’m ready to go. Get my limo.”

Lt. Commander Richards, in a black limo driver’s uniform, walked up and bowed slightly. “Yes, ma’am.” He looked up at Marconi for a split second, narrowing his eyes in disgust. “Right away.”

“Don’t get too drunk tonight, baby.” Marconi said, laughing and walking away.

“Bastard.” Browning said, studying the bump on her face in her compact and covering it up with some powder. “I don’t know what I ever saw in him.”

“This is all very strange.”

“You a space cadet, or something, Missy?” Browning asked.

“I was a Starfleet cadet. I graduated at the top of my class.” Larkin replied.

“Uh-huh.” Browning nodded. “Well, it was nice talking to you…”

“Kristen Larkin.”

“Kristen. But I’ve got to go.” Browning said, following Richards out the door.

Larkin stayed at Browning’s table for the final song of Peterman’s performance. At the end, she curtsied, thanked the crowd, and left the stage.

“Thank you all for coming to The Quandary, everyone. We’ll see you tomorrow night!” Q said, returning backstage.

Larkin remained at the table as everyone else left the bar, waiting as the busboys and the waiters began putting the chairs up on top of the tables. She was hoping that she could get some clue as to why Q had put her crewmates in this strange world, and what she had to do to get them out.

Larkin had an extensive amount of information in her database about Q, and from what she knew, it always seemed that Q’s puzzles had a very logical solution to them. Her job, she reasoned, was to find that solution. But so far, none of the clues seemed to lead anywhere.

Suddenly Larkin’s thoughts were interrupted by a loud ringing gunshot, followed by a shrill scream from outside the lounge.

Q ran into the room, blood all over his hands. “Someone call an ambulance! There’s been a shooting!”



Larkin found it extremely strange how quickly The Quandary filled back up with people, although, minutes before the shooting it had been empty.

A crowd had formed around the body lying in the lobby, Q at the center.

“Now everyone make room, there’s nothing to see here.” Q said, motioning for everyone to get back.

Peterman stood next to Q, blowing her nose loudly with a handkerchief and looking down at the body. “Who would want to shoot Boss Marconi? He was such a humanitarian!”

A shorter man with a trench coat and hat squeezed through the crowd, holding up his badge.

“Conway.” The man said gruffly. “Detective, NYPD. Who can tell me the story on the stiff?”

“I heard a gunshot and ran out here to see what had happened.” Q said, looking down at Marconi’s blank stare. “I found him lying here in a pool of blood, with this gun next to him.”

Conway dangled the snubnose .38 from a pencil and stared at it, handing it to an officer that stood behind him. “Take this to the lab, Officer Tilleran Have ’em dust it for prints.”

Someone who looked remarkably like Lt. Tilleran took the gun and carefully placed it in a plastic bag. “Right away, sir.”

“I’m looking for suspects.” Conway announced to the crowd. “The NYPD would appreciate any leads you might have.”

“I have a lead or two.” Q said, smiling smugly from beside Conway. “You might want to start with a Mrs. Janice Marconi. She was Marconi’s ex-wife.”

Conway pulled out a notepad and scribbled down the information. “Gotcha. Anything else?”

“Yeah.” Baxter said, pushing through the crowd. “I need a picture of the body for tomorrow’s morning edition.”

“No pictures.” Conway barked, turning to look at the body as EMTs began to load it onto a stretcher and cover it with a blanket.

“Come on, the people have a right to…”

Conway turned to face the taller man, scowling angrily. “I said no pictures, and that’s what I mean. Now you wanna come downtown with me and do this the hard way?”

Baxter backed off. “No, sir. Of course not.”

“Good. Then be a good boy and give me some room to work. Is there anyone else that was close to the deceased?”

“His bodyguard.” Q said idly. “Wherever she is.”

“She?” Conway asked incredulously.

Q shrugged. “Tough lady.”

“Right. Well, until she shows up, she’s going on the suspect list.”

“I have another suspect for you, Detective Conway.” Larkin said, stepping out from behind the crowd of people.

“Who’s the skirt?” Conway asked, looking to Q.

“Oh,” Q said, glaring at Larkin. “She’s a regular.”

“So who do you wanna add to the suspect list, Ma’am?” Conway asked, readying his notepad and pencil.

Larkin pointed directly at Q. “Him. The proprietor of The Quandary. The establishment that Boss Marconi had a grip on.”

“Frank?” Peterman asked between sobs. “Frank Quimby couldn’t hurt a soul if he tried.”

“She’s got a point.” Q said innocently. “I have no idea what the broad is talking about.”

“What were you doing when you discovered the body?” Larkin asked, staring up at Q.

“If you must no, I was in the bathroom.” Q said, leaning in closer and whispering. “Careful, Lieutenant. You may be getting in over your head.”

“Was anyone with you?” Larkin asked.

“Of course not.” Q said indignantly, leaning back. “Am I so strange for using the bathroom in private?”

“No.” Larkin said, looking at Q. “But getting from the bathroom behind the dressing rooms backstage to the lobby would be quite a feat.”

“How did you know I wasn’t using the customer bathrooms in the lobby…” Q said, gesturing at the corridor that lead to the bathrooms.

“Because, if you’ll notice,” Larkin said, directing Conway to the men’s bathroom. “This bathroom is being cleaned.”

Sure enough, an “Out of Order” sign hung loosely from the door.

“Did I hear someone shooting?” the tiny, wizened

housekeeping woman said, ducking her head out of the

bathroom.

“Never mind, Juanita.” Q said, annoyed. “That proves nothing, whoever you are.” Q glared at Larkin. “It is merely circumstantial evidence.”

“Still,” Conway said, looking from Larkin to Q. “I’d like to bring both of you in for questioning.”

“Fine.” Larkin said. “I would be delighted to help.”

“Oh, I bet you would.” Q hissed angrily.



Larkin spent the rest of that night at the forty- first precinct, being attached to a lie detector, fingerprinted, questioned, poked, prodded, and investigated, along with several other witnesses from The Quandary.

After questioning, Larkin was asked to wait out in front while the other witnesses were being interrogated.

She decided to take the extra time to go over her files and see if she could come up with a reasonable solution to this predicament. If all of her files on Q led to one conclusion, that would be that Q creates a universe, then lets the events in that universe unfold as they naturally should. It seemed to Larkin as if controlling every aspect of the scenario would take away some of the omniscient being’s fun.Larkin watched as officers dragged Dr. Browning, or “Mrs. Marconi” into the holding area, after she had been deloused and dressed in a tacky blue prison uniform.

The android was beginning to see that Browning had become the prime suspect. Something told Larkin, however, that Browning had not committed this act.

Larkin immediately discounted the notion that this “inner feeling” was instinct.

“Hard at work trying to figure out ‘whodunit,’ Lieutenant?” Q asked, suddenly appearing next to Larkin on the bench. He was now back in the Starfleet uniform.

“I have a theory or two.” Larkin said, continuing to organize her files.

“You’ll be sorry to learn that Frank Quimby was released on his own recognizance.” Q said, leaning closer to Larkin. “Last I heard, he was on his way to Rio, for a little vacation.”

Larkin looked at Q. “Then I can discount him as a suspect.”

“Very good, Lieutenant. I saw you were moving in the wrong direction, so I gave you a gentle nudge.”

“Am I to assume that Doctor Browning will receive a fair trial?”

“You mean Mrs. Marconi?” Q said. “Of course. As a matter of fact, the trial is tomorrow.”

“I should make sure to attend then.”

Q looked at Larkin, astonished. “I must say, Lieutenant, your stoicism amazes me. I would expect you to have at least a shred of concern for your comrades.”

“If you are referring to Mr. Mirk, I am, in fact, concerned about his well-being. I understand that, if one dies in one of your scenarios, he may well remain dead.”

“But not necessarily.” Q said. “Your friend Mirk is safe…for now. How long he remains that way depends on tomorrow’s verdict. Better brush up on your legal skills!”

“Why would I have to brush up on my legal skills?” Larkin asked.

“Because,” Q said smiling. “You’re going to be handling the defense!”

“Then I do not have the time to chat.” Larkin said, standing up and heading for the exit.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Q asked.

“I have a…” Larkin thought a moment, searching for the correct word. “…hunch.”



Larkin left the police department with the assurance that she would not leave town before the trial was completed.

Of course she would not leave town. Where else could she go?

Larkin returned to The Quandary to find it closed down.

The android attempted, unsuccessfully, to peer into the boarded up windows, hoping to find some shred of evidence to prove the Doctor innocent.

She was about to give up when a man put a hand on her shoulder.

“Do you know the owner of this establishment?” the man asked, as Larkin turned around. He was a shorter, well-dressed man holding a briefcase. A taller, equally well-dressed man stood next to him, also holding a briefcase. Both men wore sunglasses, and bore striking resemblances to two of Larkin’s former crewmates.

Larkin looked from one man to the other in confusion. “I knew of him. He is deceased.”

“That’s too bad.” The taller man said. “We really needed to talk to him.”

“Who are you?” Larkin asked.

“The name’s Rydell.” The shorter man said, looking over to the man who was with him. “And he’s Dillon.”

“We’re with the IRS.” Dillon said proudly.

“Ah.” Larkin said, as she worked out the final pieces of the puzzle in her positronic brain. Rydell and Dillon were the help that she needed. “Then I will require some assistance, gentlemen.”



“Order in the court! I say order in the court!” Judge Zack Ford shouted, banging his gavel. Once the crowd began to quiet, he turned to the witness stand. “Okay, that’s much better. You were saying, madam?”

Megan Hartley, the (former) bartender of The Quandary, turned to look at the jury. “Well, I’d like to think I’m a pretty observant gal. I mean, I can tell when there are bad vibes in the air.”

Q leaned back against the witness stand nonchalantly, leaning his head back to look into Hartley’s eyes. “And, my dear, would you say that there were ‘bad vibes’ between Mr. and Mrs. Marconi the other night?”

“Definitely,” Hartley said.

Q smiled smugly and walked back to his seat, looking over at Larkin, who sat calmly at her table with her hands folded. “Your witness.”

Larkin stood up and strolled to the center of the courtroom. “Ms. Hartley, would you say that Boss Marconi had a relatively good rapport with his employees?”

Hartley thought a moment. “Well, I couldn’t complain…”

“Because he would not let you?”

“Objection!” Q cried. “She is leading the witness, your honor.”

“I’ll allow it.” Ford said. “But consider yourself warned, Ms. Larkin.”

“Yes, your honor.” Larkin said, returning her attention to Hartley. “You were saying, Ms. Hartley?”

“Well, Mr. Marconi was not what you would call a kind man.”

“How so?” Larkin asked.

“He paid us well, don’t get me wrong.” Hartley replied. “But, if he was in a bad mood…you wouldn’t want to get in his way.”

“No further questions.” Larkin said, returning to her seat.

“You may step down, ma’am.” Ford said, gesturing to Hartley. “Prosecution, you may call your next witness.”

Q stood up and placed his hands onto the table in front of him. “Your honor, I would like to call Mrs. Janice Marconi to the stand.”

The bailiffs led Marconi to the stand, took off her handcuffs, and had her sworn in.

As Marconi took her seat, Q approached the stand, looking into her eyes. “Did you kill your ex-husband, Mrs. Marconi?”

Marconi leaned back, crossed her legs, and lit up a cigarette. “Which one?”

“Donald Marconi. Your last ex-husband, if I recall.” Q replied.

“Oh, him. No. I definitely did not kill him.”

“Would you say you liked him, Mrs. Marconi?” Q asked.

At that she laughed. “Hardly, Mr. Prosecutor. But then again, that’s not a sin, is it?”

Q laughed. “No, ma’am. It’s not. Where were you the night before last, around midnight?”

“I was in my limo, on my way home.” Marconi looked up at Judge Ford. “My limo driver already backed me up on that.” She then diverted her gaze to the audience, where Richards sat patiently, smiling at her.

“Ah, the limo driver.” Q said, turning to the jury. “If you recall, Mr. Richards did, in fact, support Mrs. Marconi’s alibi that she left The Quandary, had a late dinner at McDonald’s, and then returned home.”

Marconi nodded. “That’s correct.”

Q turned back towards Marconi with a sinister smile. “One problem with that. The McDonald’s down the street from The Quandary closes at 11:30.”

“Maybe it was Burger King.”

“Or maybe you were lying!” Q shouted.

“Objection!” Larkin said. “Badgering the witness.”

“Sustained.” Ford said, looking at Q sternly.

“My apologies, your honor.” Q said, turning to the jury once again and flashing a charismatic smile. “But the truth hurts. Your witness, Ms. Larkin.”

Larkin stood again and approached the witness stand. “My apologies on the death of your ex-husband, madam.”

“I’ll live.” Marconi said, yawning.

“Not if you are convicted of this murder, I am afraid.” Larkin said. “Would you mind telling me where you really were last night, Mrs. Marconi?”

“What do you mean?” Marconi asked, leaning forward. “I thought you were on my side!” She whispered.

Larkin turned to face the audience. “I do not believe Mrs. Marconi was eating a quarter pounder last night when Mr. Marconi was murdered. However, I also do not believe that she committed the murder.”

“Then where was I, smartaleck?” Marconi asked, taking another puff off her cigarette.

Larkin walked over to her table and picked up a manila envelope. “Tell me, Mrs. Marconi, how many limo drivers do you know that drive with the car parked…” she whipped a picture out of the envelope and threw the envelope to the ground. “…AND in the back seat!”

Marconi stared at the picture agape. It was an overhead view of her and Richards in the midst of groping each other in the back of her limo.

“Darn. I never should have kept that sunroof open.”

“Let me enter this as exhibit ‘C’ for the defense.” Larkin said, handing the picture to Ford, whose eyes widened as he studied it.

In the audience, Andy Baxter gave Larkin the thumbs up. “I always get my headline, don’t I!”

“So you’re the peeping Tom!” Richards shouted across the audience, leaping towards Baxter and putting his hands around his throat. “I’ll kill you!”

“Bailiff!” Ford shouted. “Remove those two men from the courtroom at once.”

The bailiff, who bore an astounding resemblance to Lt. Gellar, grabbed both men by the arms and dragged them out of the courtroom.

“I love you, Janice!” Richards cried, as he was dragged out the door.

“I’m sorry, your honor.” Marconi said, putting out her cigarette on the witness stand’s railing. “I told a little white lie. You see, I didn’t want my relationship with Mr. Richards to be made public. I felt it would ruin my image.”

“Ha!” Peterman said from the audience. “What image?”

“Shut up.” Marconi said, turning to the jury. “I’m a proud woman. I didn’t want it known that I would stoop to…well, shtuping my servants.”

“I have one more question, Mrs. Marconi.” Larkin asked, leaning against the witness stand. “Why did you feel it necessary to keep the last name of a man that disgusted you?”

Marconi laughed, her eyes glistening. “Prestige, my darling woman, prestige!”

“No further questions, your honor.” Larkin said, taking a seat as Marconi was taken away by the bailiff.

Q shot Larkin a smug glance and then looked back to Ford. “The prosecution rests its case, your honor.”

“Well, then,” Ford said. “If there are no further witnesses, I suppose we can-”

Q glared at Larkin, snapping his fingers. Immediately the entire courtroom scene froze. “Very good work, Lt. Larkin. I would not have thought you brave enough to bribe the reporter for his pictures. But you still haven’t solved the case, have you?”

Larkin cocked her head. “I am not finished yet, Q.”

“Oh, well, then by all means!” Q laughed, snapping his fingers again.

“-allow the jury to deliberate on a verdict.”

“Ahem.” Larkin said, standing up. “I have one more witness to call, your honor.”

“You do?” Ford asked. “Oh, you do. Fine. Go ahead.”

Larkin looked at Q, then to Judge Ford. “Your honor, I wish to call Donald Marconi to the stand.”

At that the entire audience once again erupted into melee.

“Order! Order!” Ford cried. “Don’t think I won’t clear this whole courtroom!”

Finally, after several moments, everyone became quiet again.

“Thank you.” Ford said. “Now, forgive me if I’m wrong, but, isn’t Donald Marconi dead?”

Larkin stepped out from around her desk, shaking her head. “No, sir, he is not.”

“This is extremely strange.” Ford said, resting his head on his chin. “Call your witness, Counselor.”

Larkin walked to the back of the courtroom, and disappeared behind the courtroom doors.

“This is preposterous, your honor.” Q said defiantly. “She has obviously lost her mind.”

“We’ll see.” Ford said.

Larkin returned with two bound and gagged figures over her shoulders, laying them out on her desk.

“Your honor,” Larkin announced. “I present Mr. Donald Marconi, and his bodyguard, Ms. Jo Hannah.”

“I don’t believe it.” Q said dumbfoundedly, staring at Larkin and her two companions.

Larkin slung Marconi over her shoulder again and carried him over to the witness stand, placing him gently into a chair.

Next, Larkin carefully removed the gag from Marconi’s mouth. “Now, Mr. Marconi, I assume you will cooperate.”

Marconi lifted up his head disgracefully and looked around. “Yeah, I ain’t got nothin’ else to lose.”

“Now, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, there was a murder committed last night, but it was not Donald Marconi.”

“Who, pray tell, was it then?” Q asked angrily.

“It was Donald Marconi’s retarded brother Lenny.” Larkin announced proudly.

Ford looked down at Marconi, then at Larkin. “I’d like to speak for the entire jury when I say ‘huh’?”

“Please allow me to explain.” Larkin said, looking to the jury. “All his life, Donald Marconi has had to bear the burden of a retarded brother. Ever since the death of their parents, Donald has been forced to keep his brother alive, since he was not competent enough to do anything for himself.”

“Your honor…” Q said, “We aren’t actually expected to believe any of this, are we?”

“Yes.” Ford said sternly. “We are.”

“Finally, Donald Marconi reached his limit.” Larkin continued. “He shot Lenny Marconi in cold blood.”

“He was gettin’ on my nerves.” Marconi said. “He kept askin’ for jello. And I hate jello.” Marconi looked the jury, as if trying to get a little sympathy. “It just squishes around your mouth and slithers down your throat, ya know?”

“He then escaped,” Larkin continued. “With the only woman that ever seemed to understand him.” The android turned and pointed to the angrily struggling form of J’hana. “Ms. Hannah, his bodyguard.”

“I like strong women.” Marconi said, smiling.

“Indeed.” Larkin said, returning his attention to the jury. “As you may recall, ladies and gentlemen, about sixty years ago, the United States government instituted a law forbidding alcohol to be produced, sold, or distributed in any way. Many bars of that period had secret rooms that were used for the distillation of illegal alcohol.”

“Oh, thank you so much for the history lesson, Ms. Larkin, but, what does all this mean?” Q asked, amused.

“I was getting to that.” Larkin said. “The Quandary had one of these such rooms, and that, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, is where Jo Hannah and Donald Marconi planned on hiding out until this whole thing blew over.”

“Circumstantial evidence.” Q said proudly. “You can’t prove any of that.”

Larkin walked over to the desk and picked up another manila envelope, pulling out yet another picture. “Defense exhibit ‘D’, your honor.”

The android held up a picture that plainly showed Q, or “Quimby”, shoving Marconi and Hannah behind a false bookcase in his office.

“I would like to take this opportunity to thank Mr. Baxter for his investigative acumen.” Larkin said, handing the picture to Ford.

Ford put on some glasses and stared at the picture. “I’ll be darned.”

“In conclusion, ladies and gentlemen,” Larkin said, “Donald Marconi is an evil man. He hoped to kill his troublesome brother and rid himself of Janice Browning Marconi at the same time, while consummating his love for his bodyguard.”

J’hana growled more fiercely and struggled at her bonds. She finally managed to spit out her gag. “I loved him! I make no secret of that! He was the greatest man I ever met, and I was glad to be his henchman, I mean henchwoman!”

“Take them both away.” Ford said with disgust, gesturing to bailiff Gellar. “And see that Mrs. Marconi is released.”

“Thank you, your honor.” Larkin said, looking at Q. “I believe I have solved your puzzle, Q.”

Q stood up, staring at the android skeptically. “I just have one question for you, Larkin. How did you figure it all out?”

“After my discussion with you at the police station, I went back to the scene of the crime to try and find a clue to what had really happened. I was about to give up when I was approached by two IRS agents.”

“Damn.” Q said. “I knew I shouldn’t have included them.”

“It occurred to me that one of the biggest problems twentieth century crime bosses had was dealing with taxes. I was able to utilize Mr. Rydell and Mr. Dillon’s resources to study Marconi’s past history. After searching through several false leads, I finally came upon the true Donald Marconi’s birth certificate. And, with it, I found Leonard Marconi’s as well.”

“Ingenious.” Q said, smiling.

“Thank you. After that, it was only a matter of recruiting the help of Mr. Baxter and assuring him that he would be protected should Marconi’s secret be let out. I believe he is currently in the custody of the Witness Protection Program.”

“How clever!” Q exclaimed. “You are brighter than I gave you credit for.”

“I have done as you asked, Q, now please release my friends and end this charade.” Larkin said sternly.

“Oh, the charade may be over, but you still haven’t solved the real puzzle, Lieutenant Larkin.” Q said, snapping his fingers and returning Larkin to the bridge. “But at least now you’re on the right track. After all, you seem to have quite the discriminating intellect.”

Larkin looked around the bridge, which was once again filled with her fellow officers.

Baxter braced himself against the command chair, looking around with confusion. “What the hell just happened?”

“You were all the subject to one of Q’s games.” Larkin said.

“I knew it.” Conway said angrily.

“Where is he now?” Baxter demanded.

“I do not know.” Larkin said, heading over to the science station. “But I believe I now know what has happened to the people of Varbaran Two.”

“And that is?” Conway asked.

“I do not have enough time to go into it.” Larkin said, typing commands into the science station at an amazing speed.

“I feel really weird.” Ford said, staring down at the helm controls. “I feel like I just woke up from a long, really weird dream.”

“There.” Larkin said. “Excuse me.” With that, the android headed to the turbolift and disappeared behind its doors.

“Where the heck is she going?” Conway asked.

“I don’t know.” Baxter said, sitting down. “But I’m going to sit right here until she gets back.”



Larkin materialized once again on Varbaran Two, wearing a personal forcefield armband and carrying a portable phase discriminator.

Q appeared next to her as the wind whipped against her hair.

“Got a hunch?” he asked pleasantly, staring down at the discriminator.

“Not a hunch.” Larkin said, adjusting the modulation on the discriminator. “A theory.”

Suddenly the android began to flicker, finally disappearing, as she phased out of normal space.

Larkin looked around, noting that the planet’s general features had not changed, although now it was lush and alive with vibrant plant life, exotic birds, and chirping animals. It was a veritable paradise.

Larkin put the phase discriminator aside and pulled out her tricorder. “Fascinating.” She said, staring at the readings.

“Pretty neat, huh?” Q asked, appearing next to her again.

“This entire civilization went simultaneously out of phase.” Larkin said, continuing to look at the readings on the tricorder.

“Bingo.” Q said happily, a trophy appearing in his left hand. “You win first prize!”

“Thank you, Q, but I do not require thanks.” Larkin said, tapping a few buttons on her tricorder. “That is odd.”

“What?” Q said, looking over her shoulder.

“There is a huge disturbance building in this area. A breach is forming in the phase continuity.”

“You don’t say!” Q said in mock surprise. “I wonder what could have caused that!”

“I have narrowed down the possibilities to one. The EM fields generated by our transporters, phasers, tricorders, even myself.”

“Right again!” Q said. “You’re eligible for the bonus round!”

“We must leave this planet immediately, or the delicate balance of this newly formed phasic continuity will be destroyed.”

“Really?” Q asked. “Do you think?”

“I am positive.” Larkin said, adjusting the discriminator’s controls again and bringing herself back into normal phase. “Thank you, Q.”

“Don’t mention it!” Q said, as Larkin tapped her communicator.

“Larkin to Aerostar. One to beam up.”

“What’s happening down there, Larkin?” Baxter asked, annoyed.

“I will explain as soon as I arrive, Captain.” Larkin said, as she dematerialized.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We have left Varbaran Two, after leaving a message buoy that will warn all star faring races to stay away from it, at least until its phase modulation or some such thing stabilizes. I have read Lieutenant Larkin’s report on the strange events that she experienced and, so far, none of the crew can recall participating in them, although I must say Counselor Peterman’s singing voice has improved dramatically.



“I guess we owe Q a debt of gratitude.” Baxter said, leaning back on the command chair and closing his log entry. “Without him we could have destroyed that civilization.”

“I still don’t see the correlation between our mission and the mystery Larkin solved for Q.” Peterman said from her seat next to Baxter.

“It is quite simple, Counselor.” Larkin said from ops. “Mr. Marconi was thought to be murdered, much like the Varbaran civilization. It turned out that he was alive, although I suspected Q of killing him.”

“Again like the Varbaran civilization.” Conway said, from Baxter’s other side.

“Exactly.” Larkin said.

“So where does Lenny fit in?” Peterman asked.

“I am not sure.” Larkin said. “It is likely that Lenny represents our side of the multiphasic continuity.”

“Because he was afflicted?” Baxter asked. “I’m insulted.”

“As well you should be, mon Capitane!” Q said, appearing in front of the viewscreen.

“I do not believe it.” J’hana said angrily from tactical.

“What do you want now, Q?” Baxter asked angrily. “Haven’t you tormented us enough for one day?”

“Not even close.” Q said, smiling. “What happened to that debt of gratitude?”

“Thank you.” Baxter muttered. “Now get off my ship.”

“Oh, I assure you, I have every intention of leaving.” Q said, strolling over to the operations console. “After giving a special gift to my intuitive robotic friend.”

Larkin looked up at Q, cocking her head slightly. “Q, if your intention is to make me human…”

“Hah!” Q said. “You androids all think alike. I have something much more interesting in mind for you, my dear.”

With that, Q waved his hand and disappeared.

“What was that all about?” Peterman asked, confused.

“Beats me.” Baxter said, walking over to Larkin and putting a hand on her shoulder. “What happened, Lieutenant?”

Larkin turned her head to look up at Baxter. To his amazement, she now had a beak.

“Erp.” Larkin chirped happily. “Erp erp!”

“I don’t believe it.” Baxter sighed.

The android looked down at her hands, which had now become black, shiny flippers. “Erp! Erp!” she repeated. “Erp! Erp! Erp!”

Suddenly, Q appeared again. “Oops, I almost forgot something!” He snapped his fingers again, and with a flash, the bridge crew was knee deep in tiny, limp, flopping fish. “Have fun!” Q said, disappearing once more.

“Erp! Erp!” Larkin said with glee, leaning down and picking up one of the flopping fish with her beak and swallowing it.

“Of all the…” Conway said, brushing the fish off and getting up from his chair. “Cleanup crew to the bridge…immediately!”

“Eeeeew!” Peterman shrieked, pulling a fish out from inside her uniform top. “This is disgusting!”

“Well, at least Larkin seems happy.” Ford said, regarding one of the fish skeptically.

Larkin continued to chirp, waddling around the bridge and eating the tiny fish happily.

“I sure hope this isn’t permanent.” Baxter said, plopping down into his now wet and slimy chair. “For all our sakes.”

Suddenly there was a loud roar from the conference room.

J’hana withdrew her phaser and walked over to the doors, peeking in.

She turned around, shaking her head in disbelief.

“What is it, J’hana?” Baxter asked, afraid.

“Polar bear.” J’hana said calmly. “I’d stay out of there if I were you, sir.”



NEXT TIME ON STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION:



With Mirk discovering info that may get the Aerostar home and repeated Flarn attacks, the crew begins to suspect that there’s a traitor aboard. Who is cheating who? Will the Aerostar get home? Is Peterman really a brunette? Find out (most of) the answers next time in
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Turned Inside Out

Head Bartender’s Personal Log,

Stardate 51985.5. I am accompanying Lieutenant Gellar and Ensign Taylor on an expedition to the planet Jurin Four just outside the Malox system, where I’ve heard we can find a race of nomads that may know the secrets of the Crebius Cluster. I must admit, it feels strange being this close to my home system again, and the idea of finding a way to access this mysterious cluster and getting my friends from the Aerostar back home sounds almost too good to be true.



Mirk ducked out of the hatch of the shuttlecraft Pathfinder. “Mmm mmm, smells like home cooking!”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Lt. Gellar said with a look of disgust, as he and Ensign Sam Taylor followed Mirk out of the shuttle and into the deep forest where they had landed. “It smells like rigor mortis has set in to me.”

Taylor looked at his tricorder and scanned the huge, three meter long land beast that rotted on the ground near the shuttle. “It has set in, Brian.”

“All the better.” Mirk said, rubbing his hands together. “I’ll break out the grill.”

“I’m not eating this, Mirk!” Gellar called back as Mirk disappeared back into the shuttlecraft.

“With my delicious barbecue sauce, you’d think you were eating a juicy schtik.” Mirk said, as Gellar heard the clanging of pots and pans within the shuttlecraft.

“Steak, Mirk, it’s called steak.” Gellar corrected, shaking his head. Mirk still had a lot to learn about Earth cooking.

“Whatever. Listen, I need you guys to go and pick me some fresh gumva fruit to go along with this. There should be some around here somewhere, if I remember right.”

“Right.” Taylor said, pocketing his tricorder. “Let’s go, Brian.”

“When are we going to start looking for those nomads?” Gellar asked, following Taylor into the brush.

“As soon as we’ve had a decent meal and a good night’s sleep!” Mirk called from within the shuttlecraft.

“I thought this assignment would be fun.” Gellar said, as he searched for the elusive gumva fruit. “You know, a chance to get off the ship. But I seriously don’t think I can eat a rotten…whatever they call that thing.”

“You know Mirk had us land near that thing on purpose.” Taylor said, wrinkling his nose in disgust. “Oh, well. It’s better than being on the Aerostar. At least we know that idiot Baxter won’t get us into some new predicament.”

“What do you mean?” Gellar asked, running his tricorder over some of the trees. He didn’t even really know what a gumva fruit looked like.

“I mean, Baxter is an incompetent oaf. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Gellar thought a moment. “I think he’s done okay with the situation so far. I mean I doubt any captain would be able to find an easy way out of the predicament we’re in.”

Taylor stopped a moment. “What if I told you that there was another way. Someone who actually had a head on his shoulders and that could lead us out of this quadrant. Would you follow him?”

“Are you talking about mutiny, Sam?” Gellar asked with concern.

Taylor continued scanning. “Of course not. I’m just talking hypothetically.”

“Well, hypothetically speaking, I’d say that you better not let anyone else hear you talk like that, or you’re liable to be thrown in the brig.”

Taylor smiled, his back to Gellar. “Of course.”



“Everybody move!” Captain Baxter called out. His men were outnumbered, and the situation looked grim. If they weren’t careful, all could be lost. And he wasn’t about to let that happen.

Tactics and strategies ran through Baxter’s head as he hurled the projectile and ducked.

Lieutenant Commander Richards ran as hard as he could as soon as the projectile was in the air. It soared towards him, and he dove to the ground, clutching the projectile close.

“Woo hoo! Go Chris!” Dr. Janice Browning cried from the sidelines.

“Touchdown.” Lt. Larkin said mildly, making a notation on her padd. “The score is now fourteen to thirteen.”

“Nice moves, hotshot.” Ensign Ford said, helping Richards up.

“Huddle!” Captain Baxter called, motioning to his team members.

Counselor Kelly Peterman sat back in the grass and yawned as Baxter, Richards, Ensign Stuart and Lieutenant Hartley lined up near the endzone. “What are they talking about now, Janice?”

“Beats me,” Browning said, shielding her eyes from the bright Texas sun as she watched the combatants murmur among their separate factions. She cursed Baxter for holding the First Annual Delta Quadrant Touch Football Game in a holographic representation of Texas Stadium. “I just wish we could get out of this heat.”

“It’s not just the heat,” Peterman said, smiling.

“It’s the humidity.” Both women said with a laugh.

“Exactly.” Browning said, watching as the groups moved back into formation. “What are they doing now, Lt. Larkin?”

Larkin was dressed in a customary twentieth century referee’s uniform, standing by Browning and Peterman’s near the Fifty-yard sideline. “According to the rules of the late twentieth century, Captain Baxter has called for a two point conversion.”

“Is that good?” Peterman asked with confusion.

“In this situation, the Captain is opting for a win as opposed to a stalemate. If he had chosen to kick for an extra point, he would have been settling for a tie.”

“Andy, going in for the kill,” Browning said, smiling. “That’s a new one.”

“This sport is way to complicated for me.” Peterman said, resting her arms on her knees. “So many rules and options.”

“Come on, Kelly,” Browning said. “How many times did Andy go horseback riding with you?”

“Point taken.” Peterman said, reaching over into the picnic basket she and Browning had brought and taking an apple out.

“Besides, I bet you’re still ticked that the Captain wouldn’t let you participate because of your little experience with Lt. Henson.” Browning said, reaching over for a banana.

“Oh, the crotch thing?” Peterman laughed. “I’m completely over that.”

“Could we have a little quiet?” Commander Conway shouted, as his defense dug in and prepared for Baxter’s conversion attempt.

“What’s the matter, Conway?” Baxter taunted. “Are you scared? If this was a real game, there would be thousands of people shouting and screaming.”

“This game is real enough for me, Captain.” Conway replied, bending down. “Now hike the goddamn ball.”

“Remember Ford…” Hartley warned, staring across the line at Ensign Ford. “This is two hand touch…not tackle football.”

Ford smiled. “I remember. I’ve already planned where my two hands are going to touch.”

Hartley winked at Ford. “Me too.”

“I’m not scared of you, J’hana.” Richards said, staring the Andorian in the eye.

“You should be, Commander.” J’hana growled. “You should be very scared.”

Richards gulped, as Baxter cried out, “HIKE!”

Conway lept forward, and Baxter dove beneath him in a quarterback sneak, leaping for the endzone.

J’hana saw the move coming and moved to intercept.

Richards quickly grabbed at the tactical officer’s feet, dragging her down. “Not so fast, J’hana!”

Ford, for his part, immediately set a course for Hartley’s chest, and was immediately sent reeling backwards by a furious knee blow to the crotch. Lieutenant Fresca lept on top of Ensign Stuart and began ravenously making out with him.

“Hey, this isn’t in the rulebook!” Stuart protested in between tongue-jams.

“Just consider it a forward tackle,” Fresca said impishly.

Baxter strode proudly into the endzone, spiking the ball and doing a little victory dance. “Can ya feel it, huh? Can you feel it?” He said, making thrusting motions with his crotch.

“Yay, Andy!” Peterman called out, running over and hugging the Captain.

“Give me a break.” Conway said, covering his face.

“We are not yet finished.” J’hana said, frowning as Larkin adjusted the score on her padd. “We can still score in the time remaining.”

Suddenly the holodeck images began to flicker as the entire ship was shaken.

“What the hell was that?” Conway asked, looking around. The ship suddenly shook again.

“Bridge to Holodeck Two. Red Alert. All senior officers report to the bridge.” Lt. Tilleran said over the comm system.

“Damn.” Baxter said, grabbing a towel and heading for the holodeck exit. “And I was just starting to have fun.”

“Someone help me…” Ensign Stuart moaned, still in Fresca’s grip, as everyone else left.

Conway followed Baxter and Peterman out of the holodeck, the rest of the group following after him. “This isn’t over by a long shot, Captain.”

“Ooh, I’m scared!” Baxter said, as he and the other bridge officers piled into the turbolift.



“The Flarn vessel was hiding within the Nodori Nebula, Captain, she took us by surprise.” Lt. Tilleran said, vacating the command chair and heading back to her station as the senior officers filed onto the bridge. She momentarily raised an eyebrow at the group’s strange attire: the football jerseys and Larkin’s referee’s uniform, but quickly decided that there was a logical explanation for the whole thing.

“This is the fifth sneak attack in a month.” Conway said angrily, taking his seat.

“Our shields are down to sixty-five percent.” J’hana reported from tactical.

“They’re coming around for another pass.” Ford said, tapping away at the helm console.

“Evasive maneuvers.” Baxter ordered. “J’hana, return fire… attack pattern theta.”

“Affirmative.” J’hana said, entering the commands into her panel.

The ship shook again.

“Shields are now at fifty percent.” J’hana said. “The Flarn vessel has sustained minor damage.”

“Continuous fire on phasers and photons, Lieutenant.” Baxter ordered. “Try to take out their antiproton weapons cluster.”

“Understood, Captain.” J’hana replied.

“The hits just keep on coming!” Richards said, holding onto the engineering console for support. “If we don’t get out of here, we’ll lose the shields. And that will NOT be good!”

“Noted, Commander.” Baxter said. “Mister Ford, can we outrun them?”

“Not at impulse sir.” Ford said.

“We have to get out of here, Andy.” Peterman said from her seat next to Baxter.

“I agree.” Baxter said. “Chris, can we go to warp?”

Richards shook his head. “Give me a minute.”

The ship shook again.

“Thirty percent!” J’hana barked. “And falling.”

“You don’t have a minute, Commander!” Baxter shouted.

Another blast hit, causing one of the bridge panels to explode.

“Hull damage on decks two and seven.” Larkin reported from her panel.

“The intermix is still unstable, Captain!” Richards said from engineering. “I need more time.”

“Talk to the intermix, sort out its feelings…tell it you like it, and that you appreciate it!” Peterman called out frantically. “Just get us the hell out of here!”

The ship shook again.

“Try to shake them, Ensign Ford.” Baxter commanded. “Be creative.”

“You want me to write them a story?” Ford cried, madly punching at the helm controls. “How freaking creative can I get?”

The ship shook again.

“Shields down to sixteen percent.” J’hana called out.

“Hull breach on deck six.” Larkin said.

“Damage control to Deck Six!” Conway shouted, bracing himself on the tactical railing. “How much longer on the warp drive, Richards?”

“Um…” Richards said, looking down at his panel. “Now! Do it now Mr. Ford!”

“You don’t have to tell me twice!” Ford cried, slamming his hand down on his panel.

The Aerostar shot into warp, just as the Flarn ship was about to bear down on it. The ship immediately changed course to pursue.

“Take us back toward Sulani home territory.” Baxter ordered. “See if that jerk is so willing to take on the whole Sulani fleet.”

“They are pursuing us, Captain.” Larkin reported. “At a speed of Warp Seven.”

“Punch it up to Warp Nine, Ensign.” Baxter commanded.

“Aye, sir.” Ford replied.

“They are matching our speed.” Larkin said. “I would estimate their engine capabilities to be equal to our own.”

“Captain…” Tilleran said from the science console. “There is a convoy of Sulani warships patrolling the Crandab system. That’s not too far from our position.”

“Very well, Mister Ford, change course to the Crandab system, maximum warp.”

“I think we can hold Warp 9.7 for a little while, Captain, but I wouldn’t push the engines too much farther.” Richards reported.

“If they can get us to the Crandab system, I’ll be quite satisfied, Mister Richards.” Baxter said, leaning forward in the command chair. “After that, they can blow up for all I care.”

That earned Baxter some surprised glances from among the bridge crew.

“Well,” Baxter said, looking around. “Maybe not.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51986.4. Upon our arrival in the Crandab system, the Flarn ship broke off its pursuit. Although I am pleased that we escaped this latest attack in one piece, something about the nature of the attack worries me.



“It’s obvious, Captain, there’s a traitor among us!” Commander Conway said, pounding his fist on the table in the conference lounge.

“Let’s not start jumping to…” Baxter said.

J’hana cut him off. “He’s right. We were on secret maneuvers in a system far from the Flarn’s normal patrol routes. Not even the Sulani were aware of what we were doing. Someone is leaking information.”

“But who would betray us to the Flarn…” Peterman said. “I can’t believe anyone on this ship would be so stupid. What would that gain them? They’d be eaten after their usefulness had ended.”

“Maybe someone has betrayed us to another race, and they’re selling the information to the highest bidder…” Tilleran suggested.

“Which just happened to be the Flarn.” Conway said, annoyed. “Any way you look at it, someone’s royally screwing us.”

“I don’t know, Commander. That’s a tough accusation.” Baxter said. “Until I get stronger proof, I can’t…”

“Captain…” Conway protested. “If the Flarn attack us again, we may not be so lucky. They could destroy this ship.”

“I’m aware of that Conway.” Baxter sighed. “Lt. J’hana, I want you to begin an investigation.” Baxter said, adding, “a discreet one.”

“Discretion is my middle name.” J’hana said proudly.

“You don’t even have a last name.” Baxter replied dryly.

“Perhaps not.” J’hana said. “But still, I shall endeavor to be as quiet about my investigations as possible.”

“Okay.” Baxter said. “I guess that’s all. We’ll remain here under the protection of the Sulani warships until our shields and systems have been repaired.”

Everyone stood up and began to file out of the room, just as Baxter added, “Oh, yes, and my team’s victory party is scheduled for 0800 tonight.”

Conway sneered as he left the conference room. “Enjoy it while it lasts, Baxter.”

“Oh, I plan to.” Baxter said, turning to Peterman and taking her hand. “How about some lunch, Counselor?”

“Sounds like fun.” Peterman smiled, following Baxter out of the conference room.



“Morning boys.” Mirk said, looking up and smiling as Taylor and Gellar emerged from the shuttle. He was bent over a campfire and frying up some nondescript pieces of meat. “How about some howarsh bacon?”

Lt. Gellar rubbed his eyes. “If howarsh is what you call that thing we snacked on last night, I think I’ll pass.”

“How about some coffee then?” Mirk asked cheerfully.

“No objections.” Ensign Taylor said, sitting down across the campfire from Mirk.

“You guys ready to put in a day’s work?” Mirk asked, pouring coffee for the two officers and looking at a padd. “I figured we’d start with the underground caves we found just north of here. They expand about four hundred kilometers throughout the southern continent.”

Mirk handed the padd to Ensign Taylor, who looked over the information and nodded. “I agree. The shuttle’s sensors can’t penetrate the rock, and based on this planet’s genomorphology, I’d have to guess that these nomads were underground dwellers.”

“I still don’t understand something.” Gellar said, sipping at his coffee. “I thought the portal inside the Crebius Cluster was destroyed when we sent the Flarn ship through it.”

“It was.” Mirk said, chewing on a piece of howarsh bacon. “But if we find these nomads, the ‘Assistants’ as my people’s legend refers to them, we may find a way to bring back the portal.”

“But what would a bunch of spelunkers know about a space phenomenon?” Gellar asked.

“Spelunkers?” Mirk asked, confused.

“Cave-dwellers.” Taylor said.

“Oh,” Mirk replied. “I don’t know. It’s just a legend.”

“Well, I missed the touch football competition to go on this trip, Mr. Mirk.” Gellar said, standing up and stretching. “It better be more than just a legend.”

“Well, that’s what we’re here to find out.” Mirk said. “Now let’s gear up. There’s a lot of cave out there.”



“Just what the hell are you trying to say, J’hana?” Lt. Megan Hartley asked in annoyance as she worked at the transporter console, updating the biofilter catalogs.

“I inferred nothing, Lieutenant. I was merely noting that, on several occasions, you showed blatant disrespect for Captain Baxter and Commander Conway, as well as a complete disregard for the chain of command.”

“Listen,” Hartley said, her anger growing more intense. “If you want to make a list of the people on this ship that I have showed blatant disrespect for, it would take you forever. And as far as the chain of command goes, there’s one fucking person in my chain of command, and that’s me. Got it?”

J’hana made some notations on her padd. “I see. What about your assignment to the Cardassian DMZ?”

“What about it?”

J’hana looked at the padd, then back to Hartley. “The Cardassian Demilitarized Zone is the home of the Maquis. One might think that such a close proximity to that group might lead to a certain…understanding …of their philosophy.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Hartley said, folding her arms. “And if you have any accusations to make, you better make them, and duck pretty damn quick.”

“I have no accusations, Lieutenant. Simply questions. Now, about the Maquis supply raid on stardate 49545.3. You were the duty officer at outpost 371 at that time, were you not?”

“Listen, Lieutenant.” Hartley said angrily. “I have a lot of work to do. I can’t sit around with you all day and reminisce. I don’t know what this is all about, but I do know that I have acted true to my oath as a Starfleet officer. I may be disrespectful at times, but I get the job done.”

“That remains to be seen.” J’hana said, turning on a heel and leaving the transporter room.

Hartley reached over and hurled a nearby padd at the doors just as they closed behind the Andorian.

“Accuse me of having no respect for my superiors, will you?” Hartley asked defiantly, returning to her work.



“I don’t believe it…” Mirk said, leading the way into the caves and searching around with his wrist beacon.

Ensign Taylor scanned around the area with his tricorder, double checking the readings. “I can say with a good amount of certainty that these caves have been vacant for at least one hundred years.”

“But…” Mirk said. “That’s impossible.”

His phaser drawn, Lt. Gellar reached down and poked at a pile of bones. “Well, old rickety bones over here may disagree with you.”

Taylor pointed his tricorder at the skeleton and examined the readings. “It is at least one hundred seventy-two years old. Definitely Maloxian.”

“One of the Assistants…” Mirk said, bending down and touching the bones.

“Gee, Mirk.” Gellar said, looking around with his wrist beacon. “Maybe you should have come calling on your relatives sooner. Looks like we’re a century too late.”

“I guess we’ll never know the secrets of the Cluster now.” Mirk said woefully. “This trip was all for nothing.”

“Maybe not…” Taylor said, walking off further through the cave.

“Where are you going, Ensign?” Mirk asked, following along.

“I think I’ve found something!” Taylor shouted.

Mirk walked up to the spot where Taylor was standing and shined his beacon on the wall. He gasped as he ran the beam across a huge mural style drawing. It seemed like a diagram of the Crebius Cluster.

“By the Directors…” Mirk said with disbelief. “It’s all here.”

“Can we decipher all that?” Gellar asked, walking up behind Taylor and Mirk.

“Are you kidding?” Mirk asked. “The dialect’s a little old, but for all intents and purposes, it’s Maloxian writing.”

Taylor smiled, looking over the complex hieroglyphics.”This is wonderful. This might actually be our way home.” He quickly handed his tricorder to Mirk. “Continue scanning and deciphering the writing. I need to get something out of the shuttle really quick.”



“I’ve never had any problems with my men, Lieutenant.” Lt. Commander Richards said, leaning back in his chair, playing with the small sculptures on his desk idly as Lt. J’hana questioned him. “As a matter of fact, when they’re on key, they do a pretty damn good job.”

“What about you, Commander?” J’hana asked.

“What do you mean?”

“On Stardate 51265, you and Dr. Browning introduced a harmful new lifeform into the ship’s systems, without using proper precautionary routines.”

“So what are you saying, J’hana?” Richards asked, becoming annoyed. “Are you saying me and Janice infected the ship with that lifeform and risked all our lives on purpose?”

“Both of you did escape aboard a shuttlecraft at the time.” J’hana said, paging through some notes on her padd.

“Listen, J’hana, the captain and I go way back, there’s no way I would betray him.”

“Indeed.” J’hana said, standing up. “Thank you for your time.”

“My pleasure.” Richards said dryly as J’hana left and the doors to his office closed behind her.



“Are you sure they are not monitoring your transmission, Ensign?” The Colonel’s voice crackled over the comm channel as Ensign Taylor hunched over the communications console back on the Pathfinder.

“Positive, Colonel. They’re still inside the caves looking at the hieroglyphics.”

“And you are positive that these cave paintings hold the secrets to the Cluster?” The voice asked sternly.

“Yes, sir.” Taylor replied. “How should I proceed?”

“Return to the caves and secure the others. I shall contact our friends and have them pick you up. After that, we will continue with our plans.”

“What about you, Colonel?” Taylor asked with concern. “When will you join us? You can’t be safe there for much longer.”

“I will be with you soon, don’t worry about that. Just make sure you send the information from the caves. I will handle the rest.”

“Yes, Colonel.” Taylor said solemnly, preparing to close the channel. “And Colonel…” Taylor added.

“Yes, Ensign?”

“Jolan true.” Taylor said proudly. With that, he closed the comm channel.



[For those of you that don’t know, “Jolan true” is a Romulan

salutation–ed.]



“Are you sure about this, Lt. Larkin?” Baxter asked, running out of the turbolift and buttoning his uniform top. He had been napping when the call came.

Larkin vacated the command chair and returned to her post at ops. “Positive, Captain.”

“What’s going on?” Commander Conway asked, hurrying out of the opposite turbolift.

“It seems that an old acquaintance of ours wants to have a little chat.” Baxter replied.

“Who?” Conway asked, sitting down next to Baxter.

“Why don’t you tell him, Lt. Larkin.” Baxter said tiredly.

“Ten minutes ago, we received a cryptic message from the Maloxian Warship Gomar, formerly the Federation Starship Inspiration. It seems that Jum has an urgent matter to discuss with us.”

“He wants to blow our ship apart again?” Conway asked with more than a touch of anger.

“Don’t know.” Baxter said. “But I’m going to meet him face to face to discuss the situation.”

“Is that wise?” Conway asked.

“Don’t know.” Baxter replied. “But there’s only one way to find out.”



“Doc?” Lt. Tilleran asked, poking her head into Dr. Phillip Kerridan’s office.

Kerridan turned off his desktop viewer and looked up angrily. “Doesn’t anyone ever knock on this ship?”

“You should be used to it now, Doctor.” Tilleran said, leaning against the door. “Has Lt. J’hana talked to you yet?”

“No.” Kerridan said, returning to some paperwork that he was doing. “Why?”

“I don’t know.” Tilleran said, her brow creased in confusion. “It just seems like this whole ship is becoming super paranoid. J’hana has everyone on edge, accusing everyone of being a traitor. It won’t be long until we’re all pointing the finger at one another.”

Dr. Kerridan continued to study his papers. “Is that so? Well, I’m too busy to be annoyed by that grotesque Andorian. If you don’t mind…”

Tilleran suddenly dropped to her knees, clutching at her head. “Ouch…” she said, rubbing her temples.

“Something wrong, Lieutenant?” Kerridan asked serenely.

“Yeah, it’s just another one of those annoying headaches.” Tilleran said, standing up.

“Is this something that occurs often?” Kerridan asked.

“Yeah.” Tilleran said, still a little shaky. “It’s been like this off and on since I started serving on the Aerostar.”

“Hmmm.” Kerridan said disinterestedly. “Perhaps you should see Dr. Browning.”

“That may not be such a bad idea, Doctor.” Tilleran said, heading for the door to the laboratory.



Captain Baxter covered his nose as he entered the musty atmosphere of “The Nebula.” His sources told him it was the most disreputable establishment in the Delta Quadrant, consisting, for the most part, of the dregs of the galaxy and the slimy film that was left over when productive citizens were scooped out of the jar.

“Over here, Captain.” Jum said drunkenly from a stool at the bar. “Pull up a chair.”

“I took a huge chance coming here, Jum.” Baxter replied, taking a seat and ordering grapefruit juice. At this request, the rotting mound of flesh that Baxter supposed was the Garibid bartender just made a deep gurgling sound, which Baxter figured was a laugh.

“Good for you, Captain. I hope I don’t disappoint you URRRRRRRP.”

Baxter made a face of disgust, looking around. “I trust you left your troops and that starship of yours at home?”

“You mean that starship of yours?” Jum asked. “Yes, Captain. We are alone, you and I. Which is how leaders should be, no?”

“I’m not here to discuss Machiavellian theory with you, Jum.” Baxter said. “Your people ravaged and almost destroyed my ship, not to mention nearly killing me and many people I care very much about. I’m not your biggest fan.”

“I would be shocked if you were.” Jum replied, taking a drink. “I’m left to wonder where I lost control.”

Baxter shrugged. “If you ask me, it was probably somewhere between wanting to destroy all the humans in the quadrant and wanting to kill your own son.”

“I don’t want my son to die, Captain.” Jum said, turning to stare Baxter right in the eye. “Which is exactly why I contacted you. This has gone beyond my powers.”

“What do you mean?” Baxter asked.

“Many of my people have rebelled against me. They follow Cridis now.”

“You’re kidding.” Baxter said. “Who’s Cridis?”

“He was one of the up and coming Maloxians, next to my boy.” Jum replied.

“What went wrong?”

“He was too zealous, too angry, too thirsty for blood. He was also a very bad speller.”

“What’s your point?” Baxter asked.

“He and many of my troops took our repaired Romulan vessel, not to mention two of the Klingon ones. It’s a wonder that I escaped with the Gomar, and that I have any troops at all that are still loyal.”

“So you’re saying that there’s a bloodthirsty killer with a powerful group of cloaked warships and a mass of supporters running around loose out there?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying, Captain.” Jum replied. “You have to stop him.”

“What would you have me do?” Baxter asked. “He has cloaked ships.”

“But your people have experience chasing cloaked vessels, haven’t they?”

“Sure.” Baxter said. “But our methods aren’t foolproof.”

“Better than our methods, Captain. We have no idea how to detect them. We need you to stop Cridis before he finds my son…before he kills Mirk.”

“Mirk…” Baxter said. “He’s in danger?”

“Cridis hates him.” Jum muttered, “He was always jealous of Mirk.”

“I have to get back to the Aerostar.” Baxter said, rising from the stool. “Listen carefully, Jum…I need you to get your ship and take it to Jurin Four as soon as possible. Wait for us there.”

“Why…what’s on Jurin Four?” Jum asked confusedly.

“With any luck…” Baxter said, heading out the door, “your son. And the answers to a lot of questions.”



“This is amazing…” Mirk said, looking over the tricorder findings. “I have never seen a language so articulate. If this data can be processed by the Aerostar’s computers, we might have a chance of reopening the gateway…”

“And getting home.” Gellar said incredulously. “I don’t believe it.”

“Believe it, Lieutenant.” Ensign Taylor said, walking into the cave and leveling a phaser at Gellar and Mirk.

“What the heck are you doing, Taylor?” Gellar asked, reaching for his phaser.

“What I’ve been ordered to do, Lieutenant. By the man that’s going to get us out of the Delta Quadrant.”

“What are you talking about?” Mirk asked, as Taylor cautiously approached the two.

“You’ll find out soon enough. But suffice it to say, things around here are going to change radically in the next few hours.” Taylor said. “Now give me your phaser, Lt. Gellar.”

“I don’t know what you’ve been told, Ensign.” Gellar said, handing his phaser to Taylor, handle first. “But whatever it is, it’s wrong.”

“I doubt that.” Taylor said confidently.

Mirk stared at Taylor, narrowing his eyes and focusing. Over the months, he had practiced with his psychic powers, and fancied that he had gotten quite good at using them. It was only a matter of…wanting it enough.

Suddenly Taylor’s phaser flew out of his hand and clattered against the cave floor.

“What the?” Taylor asked, but before he knew what had happened, Lt. Gellar rushed him, tackling him into the cave wall.

The two officers grappled for several moments, until finally Gellar flipped Taylor over his shoulder, body slamming him into the cave floor.

“What was that all about?” Mirk asked, looking down at Taylor’s unconscious form.

“I don’t know…” Gellar said, wiping the blood that trickled down his chin from a tiny gash. “But I’d sure as hell like to…”

“Step away from him…” A voice said, as two figures approached Mirk and Gellar.

Mirk peered through the darkness. He could see only silhouettes due to the light filtering in from the cave entrance. But he knew that voice anywhere.

“Cridis?” Mirk asked, amazed. He recognized the figure standing next to Cridis as being Brin, another of his ‘friends’ from Malox. The one that had been on the Aerostar with Danel.

“Aw, you remember your childhood buddy after all.” Cridis said, stepping forward into the light from Mirk’s beacon. “How touching.” The Maloxian held a disruptor rifle up to Mirk’s chest. “Cridis to Terminix. Engage the transporter.”

On that command, Mirk, Gellar, Taylor, Cridis, and Brin all disappeared in a green flash of light.



“I don’t know what to tell you, Lieutenant.” Dr. Browning said, running her medical scanner over Lt. Tilleran. “Your readings are fine, except for a slightly low production of neurotransmitters.”

“So why am I having these headaches?” Tilleran asked, sliding off the biobed.

“I can’t say for sure.” Dr. Browning replied. “Maybe it’s an allergic reaction, or stress, or any number of things.” Browning pushed a hypospray into Tilleran’s neck. “This should take care of the pain. Come back if this continues and I’ll do a more thorough scan.”

“Thank you, Doctor.” Tilleran replied, leaving sickbay, chalking up the strange headaches as a mystery.



“What do you mean Captain Baxter left?” J’hana asked angrily, following Commander Conway down to the command area of the bridge.

“What do you think I mean?” Conway asked. “I mean he left. He went away. Go bye bye.”

“Where did he go?” J’hana asked, as Conway sat down.

“Beats me. He’s meeting at a secret location with Jum.” Conway replied.

“Jum??” J’hana asked, becoming angrier. “As in the Jum that tried to kill us a few months ago?”

“One and the same.” Conway said, sipping coffee and tapping some controls on the arm of the command chair.

“That is unacceptable.” J’hana said, stalking back up to the tactical console.

“Commander…” Larkin said, turning around. “I am picking up a shuttle coming out of warp. It is the Windstar.”

“You can take it up with him, J’hana, as soon as he comes aboard.” Conway said.

“I plan on it.” J’hana said, stomping into the turbolift.



J’hana met Captain Baxter in the shuttlebay, as he ducked out of the Windstar’s hatch and proceeded into the corridor outside the bay.

“Hi, J’hana.” Baxter said distractedly as he made his way down the corridor.

J’hana matched speed with the Captain, looking quite confused. “Captain, you undertook a grave security risk. You should have notified me that you were leaving the ship.”

“Captain’s prerogative.” Baxter said, stepping into the turbolift. “Bridge.”

J’hana followed. “Still, we are currently involved in a very sensitive situation, where few people can be trusted. To simply leave without telling anyone…”

“Is pretty darn smart.” Baxter said, smirking slightly.

J’hana thought a moment. “I had never thought of it that way.”

“Neither had I, but it’s a valid point.” Baxter said, tapping his comm badge. “Baxter to Richards. I need us to get underway as soon as possible.”

“We can leave right now, Captain.” Richards replied. “The shields and engines have been repaired. The other systems that were damaged aren’t a big concern.”

“Fantastic.” Baxter said, as the turbolift door opened and he and J’hana emptied out onto the bridge. “Then prepare the engines for an immediate departure.”

“Yes, sir.” Richards replied.

“Larkin…” Baxter said, taking a seat in the command chair. “Recall all main bridge officers and secure all hands for departure from Sulani space. And try and raise Mirk’s team. They’re in grave danger.” He turned to the helm console. “Ensign Ford, lay in a course for Jurin Four. Maximum Warp.”

“Aye, sir.” Ford replied, tapping the commands in at his panel.



“What can I do you for, Lieutenant?” Lt. Hartley asked disinterestedly without taking her eyes off the padd she was reading, or taking her feet off the transporter console.

Lt. Fresca strolled into the transporter room and leaned against the console. “I hear Lt. J’hana has been asking a lot of questions lately.”

Hartley looked up. “Yeah, she has. Why?”

“I don’t know, I just heard through the grapevine that there was a possibility of a traitor on the ship.”

Hartley nodded, returning to her reading. “Yeah, that’s what I hear too.”

“What a load of bullshit.” Fresca said.

“I’ve heard stranger things.” Hartley replied. “Is that all you came down here for, office gossip?”

“I just thought maybe you knew more than I did.”

“Probably.” Hartley replied dryly. “What’s your point.”

“So you do think there is a traitor on board?” Fresca asked.

Hartley sat up and glared at Fresca. “Don’t you have anything better to do, Jenel?”

“Yes, actually.” Fresca said, walking out of the transporter room.

“How many times to I have to tell them?” Hartley asked herself, continuing her reading, “I just work here.”



“Take us out of warp, Ensign.” Captain Baxter said, standing up and approaching the viewscreen. “Lt. Tilleran…commence scanning.”

“Captain…” Lt. Larkin said.

Baxter turned. “What?”

Suddenly the image on the viewscreen changed, to reveal part of Jurin Four, with a small gray blob in orbit.

“Is that what I think it is…” Conway said, approaching the viewscreen, next to Captain Baxter.

“Magnify.” Baxter said slowly, stepping forward.

“USS Inspiration.” Larkin said calmly from her station.

“It’s heavily damaged, Captain.” Lt. Tilleran reported.

Baxter turned back, raising an eyebrow. “I could have told you that.”

The Inspiration listed quietly in space, one nacelle blown clean off, a jagged tear in its engineering section, and almost half its saucer destroyed.

“I guess we’re a little late.” Conway said quietly.



“Report, Doctor.” Commander Conway said, staring over the mauled and darkened bridge, sipping from a cup of coffee.

Dr. Browning stood up and wiped her bloody hands on her pants. “They’re all dead, Commander. The whole crew has been slaughtered.”

“Damn.” Conway replied, looking around.

“Rrrrrrrrrrrggggggghhh…” There was a low moan from over near the viewscreen, or what was left of it.

Browning pulled out her tricorder. “Whoops, I guess I was wrong.”

The survivor was draped in cloaks and curled in a fetal ball, groaning almost imperceptibly.

Commander Conway stared down at the man as Browning worked on him. “That’s Jum!”

“Who?” Browning said, running the neurostabilizer over the man’s forehead.

“The leader of the Maloxians,” Conway said.

Browning shook her head worriedly. “He won’t be leading anything if we don’t get him back to the ship.”

Conway nodded, tapping his comm badge. “Conway to Aerostar, emergency beamout–two directly to sickbay.”

Moments later, Browning and the unconscious man both disappeared.

Lt. J’hana approached Conway, holstering her phaser. “The ship is a loss. All crew are dead and the vessel is dead in space. It is a wonder life support is functioning at all.”

Conway shook his head. “Wonder who was pissed off enough to do this?”

“Whoever it was knew exactly where to hit a Federation starship, Commander.”



“Yikes!” said Captain Baxter, running into sickbay.

“Get me an isometric stabilizer, Holly. And put him on neurological support.” Browning said, moving quickly across sickbay.

Baxter approached the biobed, looking down at its occupant. “What on Earth happened to him, Doctor?”

Browning worked frantically to get the support frame over the man’s body. “He was hit by a large amount of very heavy debris, from the looks of it. His chances of living aren’t exactly stellar.”

“He’s coming around!” Nurse Carter said, staring at the readings on the biobed.

“Don’t worry about that…just prepare to get him into stasis. He’s got too much internal damage to stay conscious for long.” Browning commanded. “We need to operate on him.”

“Who did this, Jum?” Baxter asked, leaning forward. “Who destroyed your ship, killed your crew?”

Jum’s eyes fluttered open briefly, and he looked into Baxter’s eyes. “It was Cridis, Captain. Cridis betrayed us once again…he… has my son, and your people…he’s going to kill them….” Jum coughed violently, blood trickling out of his mouth. “…and he’s going to kill you…” With that, Jum fell limp once again.

“Do what you can, Doctor.” Baxter said, turning on a heel and exiting sickbay.

“How ironic.” Browning said as she worked, looking down at the unconscious Maloxian. “I’m going to save you after your people poisoned us, tried to blow up our ship, and tried to kill our crew.”

“Forgiveness is devine.” Nurse Carter said, as she crossed sickbay to get Browning’s surgical instruments ready.

“Yeah, right.” Browning muttered. “Darn Hippocratic oath.”



“Lt. Tilleran…” Baxter said, marching onto the bridge. “Prepare the scanners for a full tachyon sweep. I want you to cover this whole system. Lieutenant Larkin, get Conway’s team off the Inspiration, and recall the teams from the planet’s surface as well. Ensign Saral…get our shields up as soon as our teams are back aboard and put us on yellow alert.”

“Captain,” Larkin said, approaching Baxter as he took the command chair. “I have some promising news.”

“I don’t believe it,” Baxter said, idly studying the scans on his armrest panel.

“I took the liberty of analyzing our communications traffic of the last two days, in hopes that it might reveal some subterfuge on the part of our supposed traitor.”

“And?” Baxter asked, looking up from the scans.

“I detected normal communications traffic and routine engine interference, as well as some unfocused subspace static.”

“I’m thrilled. What’s so promising about that?”

“Is it not obvious?” Larkin asked. “I detected unfocused subspace static.”

“Right.” Baxter said, looking back up. “If I remember my subspace physics lessons, that’s absolutely normal.”

“Not for the Crandab system, Captain, which is where we were at the time of the so called static’s appearance.”

“Go on…” Baxter said, leaning forward with slightly more interest.

“The Crandab system has a class three White Dwarf star, one with an unusually low ion signature.”

“Whicm means?”

“Which means there should have been no subspace static of note at that time, Captain. The subspace static I detected was obviously used to mask a secret transmission. Or perhaps several secret transmissions.”

Baxter stood up, patting Larkin on the shoulder. “Is this speculation, Lieutenant?”

“Speculation? No, Captain. It is a deduction based on facts and probability. I estimate that the probability of a masked transmission taking place between the times of 1313 hours and 1320 hours is approximately one in three.”

“Sounds like damn good odds to me.” Baxter said, walking around to the science console. “Lt. Tilleran, I trust you have a way of narrowing down the possibilities of where the subspace static could have come from?”

“I can do better than that, Captain.” Tilleran said proudly, handing Baxter a padd with everything she had discovered about the unusual static so far. “I can filter the static through our sensor matrix and pinpoint the transmission.”

“How long will that take?” Baxter said, looking at the padd.

“Approximately forty minutes, sir.”

“Damn.” Baxter replied.

“Well, if you want it done right.” Tilleran said, shrugging and turning to her panel.

“That ship is a total loss, Captain.” Commander Conway said, as he and Lt. J’hana returned to the bridge. “Nothing even worth salvaging. And it was definitely attacked by someone who knew how to take out a Federation vessel. The hits were made with surgical precision.”

“And Ensign Puckett’s team reported back to me.” J’hana added. “There is no sign of Mirk’s team or their shuttlecraft, and the planet’s cave system has been obliterated by what appears to be the disruptors of a Romulan Warbird.”

“Perfect.” Baxter said, walking over to the supply closet and grabbing a phaser and a tricorder. “I want you two to come with me. We’re going to form three search teams based on Larkin and Tilleran’s new findings and we’re going to find the bastard that’s been handing out information if it’s the last thing we do. J’hana, round up your best security officers. And try to keep this quiet, we don’t want our traitor knowing that we’re on to him.”

“Aye sir.” J’hana replied.

“New findings?” Conway asked, as the group entered the turbolift.

“I’ll explain on the way down.” Baxter said. “Larkin…you have the bridge.”



“We need the reaction variance down to two percent, Mr. Atkinson.” Lt. Commander Richards said, staring up at the warp core. “Four percent is unacceptable.”

“Understood.” Lt. Doug Atkinson replied, pulling out the dilithium chamber and going to work.

Richards returned to his office to catch up on some paperwork as Atkinson worked.

Looking over his shoulder to make sure Richards was gone, Lt. Atkinson pulled a small cylinder out of his pocket and pressed a tiny button. “Colonel, this is the Lieutenant. I am in position. Alert the bird.” Atkinson whispered.

“Acknowledged, Lieutenant, wait for my order.” The Colonel responded quietly.



“So what’s the plan?” Conway asked, as he, Baxter, J’hana, and an armed contingent of security guards proceeded down a corridor on Deck Five.

Baxter handed Conway the padd that Tilleran had given him. “Tilleran has narrowed the source of the transmission to three major sections. The residential areas from Decks Five to Twelve, the Science Labs on Decks Fifteen and Sixteen, and the Engineering decks.”

“Sounds simple enough. We just flush out the area with tricorders and try to find the traitor and his or her transmitter. We should be done by next month.” Conway replied sarcastically.

“Then I guess it’s even more important that we get started immediately. Head down to Engineering. I’ll take the labs…J’hana will handle the residential decks.” Baxter replied, gesturing for several of the security officers to follow him.

“You all heard the Captain.” J’hana said sternly. “Divide yourselves into teams and get moving. And Captain…” J’hana added.

“What?” Baxter asked, stopping in mid stride and turning around.

“If we find the traitor, do you want him or her alive?”

Baxter put a hand over his face. “What do you think, J’hana?”

J’hana thought a moment. “I assume you would want the traitor alive so that you can question him.”

“Very good.” Baxter replied, resuming his stride towards the turbolift.



“We have another transmission taking place…” Lt. Tilleran said, plucking controls at the science station. “I’m trying to pinpoint it…but the signal is scattered across the bandwidth. I don’t know how they’re doing this, Lt. Larkin.”

Larkin turned around in the command chair. “That is what we shall find out. Continue to work, Lieutenant, and keep me updated on your progress.”



Captain Baxter moved down the corridor of Deck Fourteen with a determined stride, flanked by four phaser-bearing security guards.

As he rounded a corner, he nearly bumped into Counselor Peterman and Charlie.

The golden retriever jumped onto Baxter, knocking him backwards off his feet.

The security guards moved forward, their phasers trained on Charlie.

“Just say the word, Captain…” Lt. Henson said excitedly.

“Negative, Henson.” Baxter replied. “Keep your men back.”

Baxter pushed Charlie off him, patted him on his fluffy mane and stood, straightening his uniform tunic. “Hey, Kelly.”

Peterman leaned forward and kissed the Captain on the cheek. “Did he give my wittle baby a boo boo?”

“Um, no.” Baxter said sheepishly, feeling the stares of the security officers behind him. “Um, listen, Kelly. I want you to get back to your quarters right now. It’s not really safe to be out and around at the moment.”

Peterman reigned her retriever in, looking slightly worried. “What’s going on? Are you looking for the traitor?”

“We have a lead.” Baxter said gravely. “I’d just feel a lot better if you’d go and stay in your quarters until this whole thing blows over.”

Peterman leaned forward and placed her hand on Baxter’s chest, looking up into his eyes. “I might get lonely if I’m in there for too long, Captain…” Baxter was about to say something else but Peterman interrupted him, adding, “…but if it makes you feel better to know your little cupcake is safe, I’ll go back to my quarters.”

“Thanks, Kell…I just don’t want anything to…” Peterman put a finger to Baxter’s lips.

“I know. Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

“I…” Baxter said, as Peterman kissed Baxter again and dragged her dog towards the turbolift.

“I love you too, Andy.” Peterman replied, pulling Charlie into the turbolift. He was putting up more fight than usual today.

Once the Counselor had disappeared behind the turbolift doors, Henson extended his lower lip. “Awww, poor thing, did the mean doggie give him a wittle boo boo?”

“Come on.” Baxter said with annoyance, heading down the corridor.



ON THE EDGE OF FLARN SPACE. . .



The massive ship drove through space with a fierce, unstoppable determination, as dark and forboding as the black space that surrounded it.

The ship was quiet, each occupant moving with a united sense of purpose, of feeling. They continued on their course, to the homing device.

They were sent to find the source of the signal that beckoned to them, the signal that had no business beyond the Collective. They could not tell who was sending the signal, only that it was being sent by one that was not from the collective. And by the signature of the device’s signal, they reasoned that it was from their lost contingent. It was immediately necessary that they find this device and return the members of their lost contingent to the Collective, for when a group was lost, the whole suffered.

And that suffering would be ended, at any cost.



J’hana nodded dismissively at Counselor Peterman as they passed each other in the hallway.

“Returning to your quarters, Counselor?” J’hana asked blandly.

“Yeah,” Peterman said, dragging Charlie along with her.

“That is wise.” J’hana said, her antennae twitching slightly. “There is danger in the air today.”

Peterman stopped, momentarily sniffing at the air. “I don’t smell anything.”

“Wait.” J’hana said, continuing to lead her contingent of security officers down the corridor.



“Lieutenant…” Tilleran said from the science console. “I think I’ve figured out why these readings are so difficult to resolve.”

“Explain.” Larkin said, turning to look at the science officer.

“I should have realized it earlier.” Tilleran said. “This comm traffic is housing two completely dissimilar transmissions. One is intermittent, only happening at specific times. The other is constantly being broadcast…almost like some sort of distress call.”

“Have you been able to identify either signal?”

“The second one looks familiar…” Tilleran said with uncertainty. “But I’m just not sure.”

“What about the location of the signals?”

“That’s a little easier.” Tilleran replied. “The constant signal is less difficult to track, now that I know what I’m looking for.” Tilleran studied her panel for a moment. “It’s coming from Deck Twenty-nine. The very bottom of the ship.”

“How odd.” Larkin said, walking over to the science console and looking at the readings on Tilleran’s console. The android stared at the readings and cocked her head a moment. “That is not possible.”

“What do you mean?” Tilleran asked.

“We are in extreme danger.” Larkin said, heading for the turbolift. “You have the bridge.”

“Was it something I said?” Tilleran asked, as Larkin disappeared behind the turbolift doors.



“That is not possible.” Larkin said on the terminal screen, moving away from the flight recorder’s field of view.

Lt. Fresca switched the screen off, standing up and stretching. She’d finally found what she was looking for.

She grabbed a phaser and tricorder and headed out her door, wondering momentarily what she would find on Deck 29. She was hoping it wasn’t what she expected to find.



“He’s going to be fine.” Doctor Browning said, removing her gloves and her mask, and putting Jum on life support. “At least for now.”

“I guess that’s good,” Nurse Carter said, rolling Jum’s antigrav

stretcher back into the main area of sickbay.

Dr. Browning removed her red surgical outfit and threw it into the clothing recycler. “Is there something on your mind, Holly?”

“Yeah, Doctor.” Carter said, placing Jum onto a biobed and putting the antigrav away. “It’s this whole traitor thing. Something just doesn’t sit right with me.”

“What do you mean?” Browning asked, ordering a cup of tea from the replicator.

“Well, wouldn’t Lt. Tilleran be able to detect someone betraying us? I mean, she is a Betazoid, isn’t she?”

“Well,” Browning said, sitting down. “Not if someone was able to…”

Suddenly Browning and Carter looked at each other and shouted, “the headaches!”



“Come on, come on. Computer, increase turbolift to emergency speed.” Lt. Fresca said impatiently, tapping her foot nervously as the turbolift descended to Deck Twenty-nine.

“Turbolift is already traveling at maximum safe velocity.” The computer replied.

“Damn.” Fresca said. She just had to get there before Larkin did. Her entire mission depended on it.



“Browning to Tilleran.”

Tilleran tapped her comm badge quickly. “Go ahead.”

“I think we’ve finally figured out what’s been causing those headaches.”

“There are more important things going on right now, Doctor.” Tilleran said impatiently. “Couldn’t this wait?”

“I don’t think so.” Browning replied. “You have to tell me where you were each time your headaches have occurred.”



“Proximity alert. Approaching lifeform. At three hundred meters and closing.” The computer said quietly.

Private First Class Christopher Henricks put his meal ration down and picked up the small, rectangular grey box that served as his screening from ship’s sensors, his means of finding out what was going on on board the Aerostar, and the security system that would alert him in the unlikely event that he was found. Now that event seemed a little more likely. This had happen a couple times before, but this time it felt different. He knew the crew was searching for a traitor. He reasoned that maybe they thought it was him. That was stupid, though. If anything, Henricks was an incredible patriot.

Private Henricks checked the readings on the computer and put it down quickly, grabbing his phaser rifle and pushing his way out of the small cargo container that had been his home for almost ten months. He had always feared that it might come to this.



Peterman stepped into her quarters, dropping to the deck and embracing the onslaught of pets that rushed toward her expectantly. “I missed you too, babies!”

“I know you guys are hungry!” Peterman said, quickly filling the multitude of little individually named bowls as fast as she could. “Din din is almost ready!”

The animals came running, all nipping at Peterman’s toes, or in the case of Ozzie the osprey, pecking at her hair and sitting on her shoulder.



“Tilleran to Baxter,” came Lt. Tilleran’s frantic voice. “I just talked to Dr. Browning. We’ve figured out who the traitor is.”

“You’re kidding.” Baxter said, looking up from the remains of the now completely ruined plant experiment that Ensign Dawson was doing. Baxter looked at Dawson, who seemed extremely distraught. “Well, hee hee, no transmitter here. Carry on Ensign.”

“Aren’t you curious as to who it is, Captain?” Tilleran asked, after a few moment’s silence.

“Oh, yeah.” Baxter said. “Who?”



“What’s wrong, Charlie? Why won’t you eat?” Peterman asked, looking down at her dog. Charlie just whined and scratched at the carpet with frustration.

Suddenly Charlie sat up, baring his teeth and barking.

Peterman looked down at the golden retriever with disapproval. “That’s no way to behave, Mister. Now what in the heck are you barking at?”

Suddenly Peterman’s howler monkey Raphael flew through the air and jumped onto her back, scratching and clawing.

Charlie jumped up and tried to claw at the monkey, baring his teeth and growling fiercely.

“What the hell?????” Peterman screamed, grappling with the insane monkey.

Peterman threw the monkey off and yanked at Charlie’s chain, trying to put some distance between her and Raphael. “What’s gotten into you, Raphael? I swear, you’ve never acted like this before.”

Charlie kept barking at the monkey, and Peterman’s eyes went wide as it began to turn gold, its fur rippling like water. “Oh, hell…” Peterman said, as the monkey grew and expanded into what looked like a human…but with Raphael’s head!

The shapeshifter crossed her quarters in an instant, grabbing her by the wrists. “Surprise, Counselor!’

“Peterman to J’hana! I need-” Peterman said, as the the monkeyman shoved a hand over her mouth.



“What’s that, Counselor?” J’hana asked, motioning for her team to head back toward Peterman’s quarters. “J’hana to Peterman, respond!” All she heard in response was Charlie’s shrill barking.

The Andorian grimaced, breaking into a run. “Never fear, Counselor. I am coming!”



Lt. Fresca pushed frantically through the opening doors to the bottom deck cargo bay, her phaser at the ready.

“Computer…increase lighting.” Fresca ordered, moving through the darkened cargo bay.

“Unable to comply. Processing error.”

“Damn.” Fresca said, scanning the dark shapes in the bay, suddenly aware that she could be in serious trouble. Whoever was down here was undoubtedly prepared for this confrontation. She however, was not sure that she was.

Suddenly a shadowy figure plunged through the air and landed on top of Fresca, ramming her roughly into the deck.

Private Henricks stood up and turned her over with his boot, shining a flashlight into her face. “That’s enough of–”

He froze.

Lt. Fresca squinted through the light given off by the flashlight.”Christopher?”

Henricks kneeled down, grabbing Fresca’s hand and pulling her towards him. “Jenny?”



Doctor Kerridan moved quickly through his lab, packing up all the items he would require, sure that he would probably not get the chance to return once he was gone.

Kerridan rifled through the closet in the rear of the lab, trying to find the padds that contained the research on the neurotransmitter. He hadn’t thought of bringing them along with him, but moments ago he had realized that the boys back home might like to look at his results.

Kerridan finally found the padds, holding the pile up with satisfaction. “There you are!”

The doctor was startled by a tap on his shoulder.

He whirled around, finding himself face to face with Captain Baxter.

“Captain,” He said, “to what do I owe this…”

“Can it, Kerridan!” Baxter shouted, slamming his fist into Kerridan’s face, knocking him into his closet, causing all the shelving to fall on top of him.

Baxter reached into the closet and pulled Kerridan out, pushing him up against the wall and holding him up by the throat. “You are under arrest, Doctor Kerridan, for treason against Starfleet and against the United Federation of Planets.”

“I hope you have some proof to back that accusation up, Captain.” Kerridan said uneasily.

“Let me worry about that.” Baxter said, dragging Kerridan towards the door to his lab. “You just worry about how you’re going to spend your golden years in our brig.”



Lt. J’hana burst into Peterman’s quarters, phaser drawn.

“So we meet again, Lieutenant!” Jelo said, standing in the middle of Peterman’s wrecked quarters, dressed in a bland, earth-tone outfit. He had the featureless face of a Changeling. “Though you might remember me differently than I am now.”

The man’s head suddenly bubbled, morphing once again into the head of Raphael, the howler monkey that J’hana had done battle with on more than one occasion.

J’hana held her phaser on the monkey, scowling. “You are a shapeshifter!”

The changeling reverted back to his humanoid shape. “How observant!”

“Where is the Counselor?” J’hana asked angrily.

“She’s taking a nap.” Jelo replied, pointing to Peterman’s couch, where she lay unconscious.

J’hana growled angrily and rushed at the changeling, bouncing painfully off a forcefield inches from the being’s face.

“Sorry, I forgot to mention that I surrounded this half of the counselor’s quarters with a forcefield. Dreadfully sorry about that.”

J’hana stood up and tapped her comm badge. “J’hana to Baxter. We have a hostage situation that I think you should be aware of.”



“What are you doing here, honey?” Private Henricks asked, unsure how to proceed.

“I could ask you the same question.” Fresca replied, standing up and straightening her uniform.

“Well, I’m the one with the gun.” Henricks said, nudging Fresca with his phaser rifle.

“You’d never shoot me.”

“Care to find out?”

“Okay,” Fresca sighed. “I’m here looking for you, if you must know.”

“How ironic.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Both of you are under arrest, pending an investigation.” Lt. Larkin said sternly, stepping out of the darkness.

“What the–?” Henricks said, turning around and aiming his phaser at Larkin. “This is just too weird.”

“What do you mean?” Fresca and Larkin asked at the same time.

“It would take too long to…” Henricks said, when suddenly what little lighting was in the cargo bay failed.

“We have lost main power.” Larkin said, looking around.

“No kidding.” Fresca said.

Suddenly Henricks grabbed for Larkin’s arm in the darkness, trying to pull the phaser out of her hand.

With mechanical precision and inhuman strength, Larkin twisted Henricks’s arm, until there was an audible crack. She then pulled the phaser rifle out of his hand and let him drop, crying out in pain, to the deck.

The android then leveled the phaser rifle at Henricks and the phaser at Fresca as auxilliary lighting came on, casting a dim red glow on the cargo bay. “Now…both of you explain yourselves.”

Henricks just clutched at his broken arm. “God damn it, you’re not Kristen! You’re not Kristen! You’re the freakin’ robot!”

“What?” Larkin asked, cocking her head.



“He says his name is Jelo. He’s a changeling.” J’hana added, as Baxter stared angrily at Kerridan, who sat serenely in a chair in his laboratory.

“Is she okay…” Baxter said uneasily, his hands trembling as he held the phaser trained on Kerridan. “Tell me she is okay.”

“She is unconscious, but she is alive.” J’hana replied. “What should I do?”

“I’ll get back to you.” Baxter said, looking down at Kerridan. “What is this all about, Kerridan?”

Kerridan smiled. “First of all, my name is not Phil Kerridan. I am Colonel T’Phil of the Tal Shiar.”

“That’s impossible. The Tal Shiar was obliterated along with the Obsidian Order at the battle of the Omarian Nebula.” Baxter said. “No ship escaped.”

“Ah, but one did.” T’Phil said. “The Terminix. She managed to cloak and make her way back to Romulan space. However, the ship experienced a serious malfunction in the warp core which required them to stop for repairs. Evidently, they stopped in the Bermuda Expanse and were caught up in the same phenomenon that brought us here. Which is exactly what I had hoped. It was my job to find out where it had gone and bring it back. The rest, as you say, is history.”

Baxter leaned forward. “What about the changeling?”

“A rebel from the Dominion who offered to help me find our lost ship.”

“So the real Phil Kerridan and Raphael the monkey are…” Baxter said slowly.

“Dead.” T’Phil said, laughing. “But really, Captain, you don’t expect me to tell you everything right now, do you?”

“Mr. Phaser here says that I do.” Baxter said, jabbing the phaser in T’Phil’s face. “You wouldn’t want to argue with him, would you?” “Under normal circumstances, no.” T’Phil replied. “But these are anything but normal circumstances.” T’Phil stood up, rounding his desk. “You’re not going anywhere.” Baxter said, pushing T’Phil back into his chair.

“On the contrary.” T’Phil said, looking up at the chronometer on his wall. “It is you who will not be going anywhere.”

“What do you-” Baxter said, when suddenly the lights began to flicker.



“We’ve lost main power, and the shields are down!” Ensign Madera said from the ops panel. “Switching to auxiliary systems!”

“Romulan Warbird decloaking off our port bow,” Ensign Saral reported calmly from tactical.

Tilleran stared at the Warbird as it floated ominously on the viewscreen. “Shields,” she said calmly.

“I cannot seem to get them back up, sir.” Saral replid.

“In that case, I’d say we should start kissing our asses goodbye.” Tilleran said.

“Mind if I kissed yours instead?” Ford asked nervously from the helm console.



“Warp power is offline.” The computer said, as Lt. Commander Richards rushed out of his office.



Panels across engineering sizzled as the Aerostar’s systems died out, one by one.

“What’s going on, Atkinson?”

“I’d get moving if I were you.” Atkinson said, smiling. “It’s about to get very cold in here.” Atkinson laughed wickedly as he disappeared in a flash of green.

Richards ran over to the main systems display. He could tell from the readings that the shields were down and all warp power was deactivated. Further, he could tell that the warp core ejection sequence was underway.

“Computer, abort ejection sequence, authorization Richards Theta four four two.” Richards said quickly.

“That authorization is invalid.”

“What the hell is going on?” Richards asked himself.

Suddenly the isolation doors slowly began to fall around the warp core.

“Computer, manual override, end the ejection sequence now.”

“Negative. Ejection sequence is locked in. Please provide the user access code.”

“Code?” Richards asked. He looked over his shoulder, realizing the isolation doors were about to lock him in. He realized what Atkinson was trying to tell him. Once the warp core was dropped, the entire core area would be depressurized and open to space.

Richards dove to the deck and rolled underneath the closing door, pulling himself to his feet just in time to watch the warp core slide out of its housing through the isolation door.

The engineer banged his fist on the door. “Damn. Richards to bridge. We have a problem.”



“Captain, our warp core has been ejected…we are defenseless!” Lt. Tilleran said urgently over the comm system.

Baxter glared at T’Phil. “This is your doing, isn’t it?”

“Once again, my dear Captain, you have figured me out.” T’Phil smiled. “Wish I could stay and chat.” He looked at the chronometer on the wall. “But it’s almost time for me to go.”



“What is the meaning of this!” J’hana shouted as Jelo scooped up Counselor Peterman and slung her over his shoulder. “What do you hope to accomplish?”

“We are going to get home, Lieutenant.” Jelo said, scowling. “And you are not.”

Peterman suddenly began to stir, lifting up her head and looking around. “Where-”

“Hold on, Counselor, help is on the way.” J’hana said, tapping her comm badge. “Ensign Monroe, how long until the field can be dropped?”

“I don’t know, Lieutenant.” Ensign Beth Monroe replied. “The field is not on our main power grid. It would be gone along with warp power if that had been the case. I can’t seem to find its power source.”

J’hana emitted a low growl. “You cannot just kidnap one of our crewmembers and get away with it. We shall stop you.”

“But, my dear, that’s exactly what I plan on doing!” Jelo said, pressing a button on a small cylinder he held in the palm of his hand. “Jelo to Terminix. Engage transporter.”

“Let me go you big mean jerk!” Peterman screamed, pounding on Jelo with all her might. “Let me fucking go!”

“We will get you back, Counselor!” J’hana shouted, as Peterman and Jelo disappeared in the green flash of Romulan transporters.



“She’s gone, Captain.” J’hana muttered. “We did everything we could. I offer to give my life up for my incompetence.”

“Hold that thought.” Baxter said, running his hands through his hair. When did things really start going wrong?

“Well, I must be going, Captain. Really, it has been a pleasure!” T’Phil said happily.

“Over my dead body!” Baxter shouted, pulling out his phaser and firing at T’Phil, just as he began to dissolve in the flicker of the Romulan transporters.

The phaser harmlessly burnt the far wall of the lab.

“Are you okay in there, Captain?” Henson asked, peeking his head into the lab. He had been asked to let Baxter handle the situation alone, but once he heard the phaser fire, he felt like he should see if everything was okay.

Baxter looked down at the empty space where T’Phil had been. “I’m pretty far from okay, Henson. Pretty fucking far.”



THE ROMULAN WARBIRD TERMINIX



“Could you have cut that any closer, Cridis?” T’Phil asked, annoyed, as he stormed onto the bridge.

“My apologies, Colonel. But we have adhered to your schedule.” Cridis said, vacating the command chair.

“That would have been little comfort, had Baxter succeeded in vaporizing me with his phaser.” T’Phil said, pressing a control on the command chair. “T’Phil to Jelo. What is the status on the prisoner?”

“I’m putting her in the brig now.”

“Good. We will have a great bargaining chip, should Baxter be able to follow us.” T’Phil said. “Helm, engage cloak and take us to the Crebius cluster.”

Cridis ran over to the command chair. “Why don’t we just finish the Aerostar off now? Without her shields, she is a sitting duck.”

“Because…” T’Phil said coldly. “I want them to suffer. Let them spend the rest of their miserable lives in the Delta Quadrant.”

“Yes, Colonel.” Cridis said grudgingly, taking the weapons station. “You heard the Colonel, Brin.”

Brin nodded, bringing the Terminix around and engaging their cloak. “Aye, sir.”



Down in the Terminix’s brig, Counselor Peterman banged her head against the wall. “How could I have been so stupid? I should have known that something was wrong the way Charlie always acted around Raphael!”

Mirk laid a reassuring hand on Peterman’s shoulder. “Honestly, Counselor, you couldn’t have known. Anyway, there’s no use crying over spilt mulak.”

Peterman turned around. “Mulak?”

“A Maloxian delicacy, one I’m sure you would…”

“Would you both shut up!” Lt. Gellar shouted. “We’re trapped in this Godforsaken brig while the traitors do who knows what to the Aerostar and we’re helpless to do anything, and all the two of you can do is talk about pets and cocktails!”

“Mulak is not a cocktail, you imbecile.” Mirk said. “It’s more of a warm after dinner beverage.”

“Arrrggggggh!!!!!” Gellar screamed, adding to the dent that Peterman had already created in the wall.



Baxter stood at the front of the conference room, leaning against the conference table for support, as his hurriedly gathered staff waited for him to speak. One seat was noticeably empty.

“I’m going to rely on your accuracy for record keeping, Lt. Larkin,” Baxter said slowly, “and I’m going to ask you to tell me one more time what happened here today.”

Larkin looked at Baxter, cocking her head. “Yes, Captain. At 0600 hours today, Doctor Phillip Kerridan, also known as Colonel T’Phil of the Tal Shiar, along with a changeling known as Jelo and a kidnapped Counselor Peterman, escaped to the Romulan Warbird Terminix, after one of our own rogue officers sabotaged our engines and shields. Further, a Federation Marine by the name of Private Christopher J. Henricks, utilizing a piece of technology taken from a crashed Borg Scout ship, initiated a homing beacon two days ago, a signal which his superiors, a group as yet unknown to us, hoped to use to lure the Borg away from the Alpha Quadrant and back towards their own home quadrant. I have since deactivated the homing beacon, but it would seem that we are too late.”

“What do you mean?” Commander Conway asked.

“Twenty minutes ago, we received a distress call from a Garibid supply vessel in the Trinad system. According to their Captain, they were being attacked by a ‘large, cube-shaped’ vessel with extremely powerful weapons. In short, the Borg are here.”

“Ho boy.” Conway said. “We’re doomed.”

“I am not finished.” Larkin said, looking to the other officers at the table. “I was also informed today by the galley that we are now officially out of bagels.”

“Well,” Baxter said, looking around the table, at Conway, Richards, Browning, J’hana, Larkin, Tilleran, Ford, and Hartley. “It would seem that things could not get worse.”

“We do however have plenty of crullers.” Larkin added quietly.

Baxter glared at the android. “It is all the more important that we act to now unite the forces of the Delta Quadrant together to defeat the Borg. It is, after all, our fault that they’re here.”

“Captain, you’re not suggesting…” Richards said.

“That we fight the Borg? Damn right I am. I want you all to work on formulating a plan to defeat the Borg cube while we reinstall our warp core. Once we’re back up and running, we’re going back to Sulan to rally support against the Borg and drive them away. I also want Lt. Fresca, if that is her

real name, and this marine fellow interrogated. We need to know why he was here and what Fresca has to do with this. Are there any questions?”

“I have a question.” Doctor Browning said. “What about Mirk, Gellar, Taylor, and Peterman? We can’t just let this T’Phil guy take them.”

“We already have, Doctor.” Baxter said sadly, sitting down. “But don’t worry. I promise this to you all. We will get our people back, and we will stop the Borg. I’m not about to let some scrawny Federation marine or some pointy eared Romulan know-it-all finish us after we’ve come this far. We’re not finished. Not by a long shot.”

Baxter looked around at his staff, his face spreading into a weak smile. “This crew may not have looked like much at the beginning. We sure as hell weren’t Starfleet’s finest. But I’ll tell you what, I think we’ve accomplished more over here than another Federation vessel would have in our place. And if there’s a way out of this mess, we’ll find it. Now let’s go to work.”

The group assembled in the conference room slowly began to disperse.

Lt. Larkin grabbed Lt. Commander Richards’s arm as he turned to head out. “Commander, there is someone I think you should meet down in the brig.”

The rest of the staff emptied out of the conference lounge, until only Conway, Browning, and Baxter were left.

Baxter stared out of the viewport as the Jurin system’s star shone through the windows, casting an eerie light over the emergency-lighted conference room.

“We’ll find her, Captain.” Browning said softly, touching Baxter’s shoulder and leaving the conference room.

“Captain…” Conway began, as Baxter continued to look out the viewport. “I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye. But, well, I agree with what you said. And I support you one hundred percent.”

“Thanks.” Baxter said disinterestedly.

“If there’s anything I can do…”

“There isn’t.” Baxter said quickly. “There’s a lot of work to be done, Commander. I suggest we get moving.”

“Yes, sir.” Conway replied quietly. “And sir…”

“What?” Baxter asked, finally looking away from the viewport.

“I think we’ll need that two point conversion now more than ever.”

Baxter nodded, joining Conway in leaving the conference room. “Well said, Commander. Well said.”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .





  
  
  ch024.xhtml
  
  




Process of Elimination - Part 1

Lord Gravan stepped out onto the bridge of the Flarn warship Vendregad feeling hung over and stuffed. As the commander of the vessel charged with transfering the stockpile of Alpha Quadrant prisoners to the holding colony near the edge of Flarn space, Gravan enjoyed certain luxuries. His superiors assured him that, in exchange for his loyalty, it would be acceptable to skim a little off the top if he wished.

He considred fourteen humans to be “a little.” Still, he felt that by number fourteen, he might have been overdoing it, and with the added factor of the Garibid slug wine he had gorged on, he had been pretty much incapacitated for the evening.

“Report, Benzra.” Gravan said, allowing himself to fall peacefully into his command throne. He really would have to get some sort of antacid after the situation on the bridge was settled. That fourteenth human would just not digest.

Benzra stood at attention, looming over Gravan uneasily. “My Lord, we have located the remainssssss of the Garibid ssssssssupply ship Mondakar. She seemsssssss to have been dessssssstroyed.”

“By what?” Gravan asked angrily.

“Unknown.” Benzra replied.

“That’ssssssss no kind of anssssssswer, Benzzzzzra. Give me detailssssss.”

“The distressss call they sssent mentioned a large, cube-ssssssshaped sssship.”

“Have we located thissssss…cube vesssssssel?” Gravan asked.

“Yessss, sir. Bearing 311 mark 069.” Benzra said. “It is traveling quite fasssst. It should be at our position within the hour.”

“Sssssuperb.” Gravan said excitedly. “Ready our weaponsss ssssystems. We ssssshall disposssssse of thisssssss menace possssste hassssste.”

Benzra bowed. “Yesss, ssssir. Sssshould I alert the homeworld?”

“Of courssssse…” Gravan replied. “But only after I exterminate thessssse pathetic invaders.”



FLARN PRIME



“I assure you, Overmaster Krenek, this is a very serious situation.” Prime Minister Wujan said, appearing quite disturbed on the Interim Overmaster’s comm terminal.

The ample Flarn leaned back in his chair and laughed a hearty belly laugh.

“You have to underssssstand the humor in thissssss, Missssster Prime Minisssssster. You’re assssssking the Flarn to ally theirssssselvesssss with the Sulani! Are you insssssane?”

“I assure you, I am not. The threat is imminent and I asssure you it is very real. We will have to combine our forces if we are to be victorious.”

“Ah, yessssss, the infamous Borg invassssssion. I have heard the reportssssss, and I am unimpresssssed. We have a ssssship near the sysssstem where the disssssstressss call originated, Wujan. They will disspatch of thessssse Borg pressssssently.”

“You do not know what you are dealing with, Krenek. Just look at this footage that Captain Baxter gave me…”

Wujan’s face was replaced by a clip of the Battle of Wolf 359, presumably taken from a quickly retreating escape pod.

To Krenek, it just looked like several ships resembling the Aerostar swarming around a giant, black cube and firing on it with everything they had.

“Keep in mind, Wujan, you are talking about the Federation.” Krenek said, once Wujan’s face had returned to the screen. “They are a weak and ssssssimple people. Why sssshould I believe that becausssse they were no match for the Borg, we will not be assssssss well?”

“Krenek, I’m simply saying that you’ll need all the help you can get. We have to fight this menace together. Otherwise this quadrant will be torn apart.”

“I’m ssssssure.” Krenek said dissmissively. “The Flarn Emporer would never conceed to any type of alliance. Thissssss matter will be taken care of by our government and oursssssss alone. Then we will take out our frusssssstration at having to deal with this messssss on the crew of the Aerosssssstar.”

“I really wish you would listen to me, Overmaster. I think we could come to some sort of under-”

Krenek cut the communication, turning around in his seat and looking out over the dark, ornate spires of Flarn Prime’s capital city. How dare they assume that his people would not be able to handle any challenge that these Federations dished out?

The thought of defeat never crossed Krenek’s mind.



Captain Andy Baxter paced back and forth in front of his desk, listening to what Wujan had to say. “…I think we should consolidate the Sulani fleet and aid the Maloxians in building up their own forces.” Wujan said. “You yourself told me that Jum seemed optimistic about raising the support of his people.”

Baxter stopped, rubbing his chin. “For what it’s worth, I guess. In that case, I suggest we send the Aerostar ahead to the Borg’s last known position so that we can assess the exact size and capabilities of their ship and attempt to stop them before they reach inhabited space.”

“You’re making this personal, aren’t you Captain?” Wujan asked with concern. “You want to fly in there with the Aerostar and destroy these things yourself.”

“This is personal,” Baxter replied. “We are responsible for causing this mess, and it is our responsibility to fix it.”

“You had no way of knowing about this stowaway of yours, Captain. Besides, it’s too late to be pointing fingers. The problem has arisen, and it is time to find a way to stop it.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Baxter said. “But still, I’m going to go along with my original plan. My people have experience in dealing with the Borg.” Baxter was being a little vague there, since no one on his ship had actually been at Wolf 359. They had all heard of the Borg, however, and they had access to Starfleet’s Borg database in their computer files.

“If I cannot dissuade you from this course of action, at least let me send two of my ships along with you. You will need all the firepower you can get.”

“Fine, Wujan. Just make sure they’re here within the hour. The sooner we get going the better.”

“Very good. In the meantime, Captain. I suggest you get some sleep. I would guess that’s something you haven’t had much of in the past two days?”

“You’d be right there.” Baxter said tiredly, unzipping his uniform jacket. “I’ll keep you posted on our progress.”

“Pleasant dreams, Captain. Wujan out.”

Baxter changed into his Starfleet emblem pajamas and slipped into bed, trying his best to let the tension of the last couple days slip away. But, hard as he tried, he couldn’t seem to ignore how empty his bed felt without her there.

The Captain folded his hands behind his head and stared up at the blank ceiling, trying to figure out how he was going to get his crew out of this newest plight.

He had almost gotten to sleep when Charlie jumped onto the bed and on top of Baxter, knocking the wind out of him. Baxter leaned up on his elbows and rubbed Charlie’s ears, enlisting a moan of sadness.

“I know, boy. I miss her too.”



“So what are you saying, Larkin?” Lt. Commander Richards asked, staring across the security field at Private Christopher Henricks.

“Private Henricks claims to be your first year roomate at Starfleet Academy, sir.” Larkin said matter-of-factly. “He also claims to be my creator.”

“Impossible.” Richards said, turning around to look at Larkin. “My first year roomate was a guy named Elliot Finglass. We used to call him ‘Stinky.’”

“That’s what you think. Elliot Finglass replaced me after I left. I just made you think he was there all along,” Henricks said, laughing coldly.

“What do you mean?” Richards asked, turning around.

“I was able to reconstruct your neural pathways from the instructions in my Neurology 101 textbook.”

“I’m not buying this,” Richards said.

Dr. Browning stepped forward, looking at Henricks skeptically. “I don’t know, Chris. What he’s saying could be true. I’ll have to look at your brain patterns to be sure, but…”

Richards turned to Larkin. “Wait a minute. You say he created you? How can that be?”

“He says he has proof,” Larkin said.

“What proof?” Richards asked.

“Larkin: activate subroutine zero zero zero omega.” Henricks said, standing up and approaching the doorway of his cell.

Larkin cocked her head. “I am not familiar with that subroutine.”

“No reason you should be. Activate it.”

“That would not be wise.” Larkin replied.

“Go ahead and do it, Larkin.” Richards said, staring at Henricks. “I want to see what happens.”

“But sir, if this is some trick…”

“Just do it, Larkin.” Richards said, standing in front of Dr. Browning. “We have to know if what he’s telling us is true.”

“Very well.” Larkin said, averting her eyes momentarily and cocking her head “Subroutine activated…I…seem…to… be…”

Suddenly, the android dropped to the floor, unconcious, for lack of a better term.

“What the hell…” Richards said, staring at Larkin’s limp body.



Deep inside Lieutenant Kristen Larkin’s positronic brain, past the centers of computation, memory, and limb control, beyond the reach of normal scans, there was a special subconcious thought process that had been set in motion by Private Henricks’s command. On a purely subconcious level, the Lieutenant wondered what was happening to her.

If she had to guess, from experience among humans, she would have to say that she was hallucinating, or dreaming…but that was impossible. Or was it?

Larkin suddenly found herself in a cramped and messy room. She could hear someone whistling happily, and there was an unmistakable smell of sweaty undergarments in the area. This was a memory! But instead of calling up the memory from her database, she was living it!

She knew exactly who was whistling too.

Cadet First class Christopher Henricks looked Larkin up and down with approval. It was then that she noticed she was absolutely naked. She knew how that was a recurring theme in human dreams, but she couldn’t understand why she was naked in this particular dream.

She surmised that this was a memory that her positronic subconcious had locked away in a safe place. And who was she to argue with her subconcious?

“I like it. Man am I good. You can hardly tell she’s an android.” Henricks said with a twinkle of youthful joy in his eye. “I can hardly wait to try you out!”

What could he possibly mean? A second of cross referencing answered that question. The cadet wanted to use poor Larkin as a glorified humping post. It was all coming back to her now! She was made in the image of his ex-girlfriend, and took her namesake from the same. Unfortunately, the real Kristen Larkin had enough pride to look for a more appealing guy. Henricks was definitely a loser.

“Tonight’s the night, tonight’s the night!” chanted the happy cadet.

Larkin tried to remember what happened next. It was as if all of her memories had been locked away for years, and just now the horrible truth was coming out.

“Let’s get started, shall we?” Henricks asked excitedly.

Somehow, although in theory the android should have had no free will, she managed to show a scrap of pride. “Cadet, are you aware that I possess over two million gigabytes of information that can be processed at the rate of one thousand megabytes per second? I can compute the speed of the earth’s rotation by simply looking out the window. I can make twelve different kinds of chicken, I can hear a bee buzzing in a garden three hundred thousand kilometers away. And the first thing you want to do after activating me is…copulate with me?”

“I swiped your brain from my roomate. I could care less what that can do, I’m more interested in what that can do.”

Larkin didn’t need to look where Henricks was pointing.

Well, at least she knew now why she was always falling apart; the person who had assembled her was a complete moron.

She closed her eyes, ready for the onslaught of the hideous human.

Then door to the dorm room burst open.

Henricks turned around, annoyed. “Can’t you see I’m busy here? No, I don’t know where your positronics project is!”

Larkin couldn’t seem to get a clear picture of who else was in the room. She assumed that it was Henricks’ roomate, but she couldn’t make out the boy’s face.

“I want my brain back.” The unidentified boy said. Larkin could almost make out a picture on the boy’s shirt. What could it be?



“What’s happening to her?” Dr. Browning asked in amazement as Larkin lay unconcious on the deck.

Richards shrugged, glaring back at Henricks then opening the top of Larkin’s head and examining her brain. “Hell if I know. It seems like she’s in some kind of feedback loop. She’s getting power to her brain, it’s just not getting to her limbs.” Richards narrowed his eyes as he examined the brain. “Boy, now that I look at this brain…it seems familiar…”



Save the…Save the…

What the heck did that tee-shirt say? If it was possible for Larkin to become frustrated, she was getting there, that was certain.

The image on the boy’s tee-shirt became clearer, as did Larkin’s reccolection of the events.

“You put the brain I made in her, didn’t you?”

Henricks laughed. “Huh huh. So what if I did?”

“It was MY brain. I MADE it. Besides, I thought you said that wasn’t important in a girl anyway.”

“Well, she kept drooling without the brain. I had to do it.”

The other boy lept across the room. “Well then, I’m taking YOUR brain in its place!”

“Oh, no!” Henricks tried to break for the door, but it was too late, the other cadet grabbed him and pushed him across the room.

Larkin narrowed her eyes, staring hard at the other cadet’s shirt. What was that picture?

Save the……….PENGUINS! It was a penguin on the boy’s shirt!

Everything made sense to Larkin now, and her brain worked quickly to choose what she had to do next.

“Kick him in the ’nads, kick him in the ’nads! If there is any of the real Kristen Larkin in you, KICK HIM IN THE ’NADS!” the roomate yelled.

Suddenly, a burst of power surged into the Larkin’s actual limbs. She knew what she had to do.



Richards ran a tricorder over the unconcious android. “I don’t know what he did to her. I…” The tricorder let out a shrill bleep. “Wait a minute…power is off the scale, something’s happening!”

Suddenly, without warning, Larkin’s knee flew up at blinding speed, making contact with Richards’ crotch and sending him flying across the brig and straight into Dr. Browning.

“Bloody hell, why did you do that?” Richards asked, lifting his head up dizzily.

Larkin cocked her head, making the necessary calculations to adjust to the situation. “Forgive me, Commander. I was, for lack of a better term…dreaming.”

Richards got up and waddled over to Larkin. “That really hurt.”

Larkin looked at the engineer with a surprised expression. “I am positive now, it was you. You created my brain. You were Christopher Henricks’ roomate.”

The engineer fell back against a panel. “I honestly don’t remember him. As a matter of fact, I don’t remember what my final project in that positronics class was.”

Larkin’s memory was now intact. “But you did create a brain, Mr. Richards. And when you discovered that your roomate had serrupticiously used it for his own project of…love, you tried to get it back, and Private Henricks did something to wipe your memory of the entire thing, and must have used that as his project instead.”

“Exactly.” Henricks said proudly from inside his cell. “They liked it so much they let my results stand without letting you know about the whole incident. They were really proud of my work.”

Richards helped Dr. Browning up. “Then answer me this…” Browning said, dusting off her uniform and trying to straighten her slightly messed up hair. “What happened to you, Lieutenant?”

Larkin called up the proper files. “I escaped from Cadet Henricks and went on to do several odd jobs around the Terran system, later joining the academy myself and becoming an officer. Previously, my memories began the day after I left Mister Henricks.”

“I don’t believe it.” Richards said, astonished.

“Believe it.” Henricks said proudly.

“So where’s the real Kristen Larkin?” Browning asked.

“Last I heard,” Henricks said, “she was the captain of a small interstellar freighter. If we ever get back, you should look her up, Lieutenant.”

“That would be…interesting.” Larkin said. “That brings us, I believe, to the reason you are here.”

“J’hana already interrogated me.”

Larkin raised an eyebrow. “Yes, and, from what I hear, you told her nothing.”

“Right.”

“You shall, in fact, tell me.”

“Why should I?”

“Because you still love Kristen Larkin.” Larkin replied, earning surprised glares from Browning and Richards.

“No…I don’t. I found a new girlfriend just before I was booted out of Starfleet Academy.”

“Let me guess.” Richards said. “Fratrenization.”

“How did you know?” Henricks asked.

“Just call it a hunch.” Richards replied. “So who is this other girl?”

“Let’s just say she’s nearby.” Henricks said, leaning back and smiling.



In the brig across the hall, Lt. J’hana pounded the bulkhead in frustration.

“You did not answer the question, Lieutenant!” Lt. J’hana cried. “Who sent you? Who are you working for?”

Lt. Fresca folded her arms, sitting peacefully on her cot in the brig. “I’m working for the devil. And I’m going to steal your soul. HA HA HA HA HA!”

“Very funny.” J’hana said, stalking back and forth in front of Fresca’s cell. “Now tell me what you know.”

“Or?”

“Or I will climb in there and gut you with my bare hands!” J’hana shouted.

“Were you this persistent with Mr. Henricks?” Fresca asked peacefully.

“More.” J’hana wheezed angrily, finally sitting down. “Now, where were we?”

“That’s enough, Lieutenant.” Commander Conway said, standing by the doorway to the brig.

“What?” J’hana asked, looking back at Conway. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I’m taking over this interrogation.” Conway said. “Go run a few laps and beat up some people on the holodeck. Or chant, or growl, or whatever.”

J’hana bowed. “As you say, Commander.” The Andorian paused at the doors to the brig. “But if you need some help…disciplining the prisoner, let me know.”

“I think I have the situation well in hand.” Conway said, as J’hana left.

Commander Conway dismissed the ensign at the security console and ordered a cup of coffee. “Something to drink, Lieutenant?” he asked cordially.

Fresca unfolded her arms. “No.”

“Fair enough.” Conway said, sitting down at the console and pulling some information up on the screen. “Where do we begin then?”

“That’s up to you, sir.” Fresca replied, still smiling.

“Very well then. Let’s start with you. Your real name is not Fresca Jenel. Nor are you Bajoran.”

“Oh no?” Fresca asked. “Then what, pray tell, am I?”

Conway paged through the information on the screen. “You’re a Terran, by the name of Jennifer Prescott. You’re actually a Lieutenant Commander, and you work for Starfleet’s Office of Internal Affairs. You have an apartment on Burlingame Avenue right outside San Francisco, and you have a cat named Sebastian and an iguana named Spike. Did I miss anything?”

The officer’s smile dissappeared. “No, that just about covers it.”

Conway stood up, walking around the terminal. “We did a little checking on your background. It was pretty tough, since we didn’t have a Starfleet network to get our information from. We had to rely on what information we had on our ship.”

“But they wouldn’t have allowed that information to be…”

“No, they wouldn’t.” Conway said, smiling. “We had some help from Lieutenant Tilleran.”

Prescott clenched her fists angrily. “The Betazoid.”

“But all she did was help us search your quarters…” Conway said, walking out of the brig.

The Starfleet agent sat there alone a moment, tapping her fingers on the cot nervously.

Conway returned with a small padd in his hand. “This look familiar?”

Prescott buried her head in her hands. “You found

the diary.”

“Yep.” Conway paged through the information. “You really like my eyes?”

“Can we just get on with this?” Prescott said in annoyance.

“This entire time we thought you were just overzealous with your sex drive.” Conway said, setting the padd down and approaching Prescott’s cell. “But now it turns out you came on to me, the Captain, and half the male crew…just so you could find your mark.” Conway picked the padd up again and paged through it. “One PFC Christopher Henricks.”

“And now it turns out he wasn’t the only stowaway.” Prescott said angrily. “How could I have been stupid enough to let a Romulan and a Changeling slip right underneath my nose? I’m the best, Commander.”

“Obviously not.” Conway said, setting the padd back down. “I guess the only question now is, why did Henricks do this? Who gave the order? Why were all of us left in the dark?”

“The android already figured all that out, Commander.” Prescott said in annoyance. “Or haven’t you been paying attention? Christopher was here to seek out any threat to Starfleet security in this system and destroy it using the Borg homing device.”

“Which was taken from the crash site in the Argolis cluster.” Conway said. “Where the Enterprise had rescued a Borg from a downed scout ship.” Conway paused, glaring at Prescott incredulously. “They used the homing device from that ship to call the Borg here?”

“And away from the Federation.”

“Possibly killing millions of innocents.” Conway said angrily. “Including us.”

“But the Alpha Quadrant would be safe.” Prescott said. “Or at least, that’s what Admiral Neilson had hoped.”

“So Internal Affairs sent you in to stop him?”

“Yes sir. What they didn’t bargain on was the destruction of the portal that would bring us home. Starfleet has known about the Bermuda Expanse for a long time.”

“And Admiral Neilson has been working independently of the Federation Council?” Conway asked. “How could that happen?”

“She’s been working independently of Starfleet Command too.” Prescott said.

“So why didn’t you arrest Admiral Neilson to begin with?”

“We needed proof, Commander.” Prescott replied. “We needed to find Private Henricks. Which now, thankfully we have.”

Conway laughed. “A little late, don’t you think?”

“Better late than never.” Prescott said, smiling. “The question is, what do we do from here?”

“I don’t know.” Conway said, shaking his head. “I know the Captain is going to take us into a confrontation with the Borg. And I know we may not survive.”

“I know about the Borg, Commander. I can help you.” Prescott said. “I reported directly to Admiral Hansen during the Borg invasion. As a matter of fact, I was at Wolf 359.”

“You survived Wolf 359?” Conway asked, amazed. That was something he had not dug up in his search.

“Well,” Prescott said sheepishly. “I was on one of the perimieter stations. I am the only member of Hansen’s core task force aboard your ship, however.”

“Good point.” Conway said. “I need to talk to the Captain about this.”

“Better hurry.” Prescott said as Conway left. “From what I hear, we’ll be leaving shortly.”

Conway left the brig hurriedly, briefly wondering how the hell Lt. Commander Prescott knew that.



“I’ll be darned.” Dr. Browning said, staring at Richards’ readings on the biobed. “He was telling the truth. Your neurological readings were definitely blocked.”

“And you’re just now figuring that out? Couldn’t someone have figured that out before now?” Richards asked incredulously.

“Not unless they knew what they were looking for.” Browning said. “So what do we do now, Lt. Larkin?”

Larkin stood between Richards and Browning, considering the situation. “This is indeed a strange situation, Commander.”

“You know, if you created the brain, and Henricks created the body…” Browning said, looking from Richards to Larkin. “That would make him the father and you the…”

“Mother?” Larkin offered helpfully.

“Very funny.” Richards said, jumping off the biobed. “These events don’t change anything. We’re still heading for a battle with the Borg. What’s in the past is in the past. As for Henricks’s crimes,” Richards said, “that’s for J’hana to figure out.”

“Speaking of which,” Larkin said. “I am sorry about what I did to your crotch, Commander.”

“Think nothing of it.” Richards said, not turning his head back as he headed towards the door to sickbay. “I don’t have time to talk about it now though. I have to make sure Engineering is ready for the battle we’re about to have with the Borg ship my former roomate was nice enough to bring here.”

After Richards had left, Larkin looked to Doctor Browning. “I take it Lt. Commander Richards has not fully adapted to our new situation.”

“Well, we’re not Borg, Larkin, we have emotions.” Dr. Browning said, heading for her office. “Well, most of us do, anyway.”



“Flarn Starship Vendregad, surrender to us or be destroyed,” the corus of voices boomed over the Vedregad’s bridge speakers.

“Lissssssten, I don’t know who you are….” Lord Gravan said angrily. “But if you know the Flarn at all, you…”

Suddenly the Vendregad pitched hard to port, throwing Gravan out of his command throne.

“Sssssir!” Benzra cried. “They are activating some sort of cutting beam!”

“Return fire! All weaponsssssss!” Gravan cried, climbing back onto his throne. “Show them that we are not cowardssssssss!”

The Borg cutting beam lanced out again and carved off one of the Flarn vessel’s wing struts.

“Flarn Starship Vendregad. We are Borg. We are here to find our lost hive member. Help us or be destroyed.”

“My asssssss!” Gravan cried. “Throw everything we have at them!”

“Antiproton blasterssssssss having little effect on their shields, sssssssir!” Benzra cried. “Our hull is breached on sssssssseveral levelsssssss. They can cut right through our sssssssssshields!”

“Ssssssend a disssssssstresssss call! We will not be–” Gravan cried, as the cutting beam lashed out again from the lead Borg ship and carved the Vendregad in half.

The two halves of the badly damaged ship spiraled in opposite directions, emitting atmosphere and sputtering wisps of flame.

The Borg ship hurtled through the wreckage of the Vendregad, continuing toward the last known source of the distress call.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51989.6. After interrogating our…guests, Commander Conway and Lt. Larkin have reported back to me with some rather unusual news. Then again, I guess, for us, the unusual is pretty damn usual.



Captain Baxter threw the padd down onto his desk and sat down on the desk, facing Commander Conway and Lieutenant Larkin.

“So let me get this straight.” He wiped a hand down his face, looking down at the floor a moment and then looking back up. “The two that we do have in custody are the good guys?”

Both officers nodded.

“I suppose it would depend on how you define the word ‘good’, Captain.” Larkin said. “They are not, however, Romulans or Changelings.”

“Well, I guess that’s a start.” Baxter said, walking behind his desk and sitting down. “But still, one of them stowed away in the bottom of the ship for nine months and the other one has been lying through her teeth since day one.”

“That about sums it up, Captain.” Conway said. “What do you think we should do?”

Baxter thought a moment. “And you say Lieutenant Fresca, I mean, Lieutenant Commander Prescott, is an expert on the Borg?”

“THE expert on the Borg, at least on this ship.” Conway said. “We could definitely use her skills.”

“What about Private Henricks?” Baxter asked, turning to Larkin.

“I have studied his background, sir.” Larkin said. “In light of the events mentioned in my report, I have decided that it might be a good idea to get to know my…”

“Daddy?” Conway offered helpfully.

“Considering the relationship he wished to have with me, I do not think that term would be accurate.” Larkin said.

“Oh well.” Baxter said. “Incest is best, as they say. Now what do you know about this guy?”

“He has been in the Federation Marine Corps for approximately six years, trained in search and rescue, infiltration, and special operations. His I.Q. level, however, is seriously lacking.”

“Guess you get your brains from the other side of the family.” Conway said helpfully.

“I’m not laughing.” Baxter said, turning back to Larkin. “Can we use him?”

“He has a great deal of tactical information about the Borg. I believe he can be an asset to our crew.”

“And frankly, sir, we need every man we can get.” Conway added.

“Fine.” Baxter said. “Have J’hana put a man on both of them…neither of them pees without us knowing about it. Is that clear?”

“Yes sir.” Conway said, standing up.

“Tilleran to Baxter: the Sulani warships Serat and Drovna have arrived. What should I tell them?”

Baxter stood up, leading Conway and Larkin out of the readyroom. “Tell them we’re about to get underway.”

Baxter stepped out onto the bridge. “Mr. Ford, lay in a course for the last known position of the Borg ship and engage at maximum warp.”

“Aye, sir.” Ford said from the helm.



“This is not what I ordered.” Lt. Hartley said in annoyance, staring down at the bubbly blue drink that fizzled annoyingly beneath her nose.

“Oh, dear, I’m so sorry!” The equally blue Bolian said, whisking the drink away and running to the other side of the bar. “This must be Ensign Dawson’s Tellarite Martini.”

“I ordered a Laughing Vulcan.” Hartley said angrily. “Don’t you remember?”

“You have to excuse me.” The Bolian said. “I am still a bit new at this. I mean, yesterday I was cleaning out the waste reclamators on Deck 27, now I’m serving drinks. This bartending stuff is quite compicated!”

Hartley made a face of disgust. “You did clean your hands after cleaning out those reclamators, didn’t you?”

The Bolian looked down at his hands. “I believe so,” he said.

“Just give me the damn drink, little boy blue.” Hartley said in annoyance.

“Right away!” The Bolian replied cheerfully, running over to the replicator. “And the name’s Elli if you need anything else!”

“I hope I don’t.” Hartley said, grabbing her drink and searching out an empty table.

“Lieutenant.” A gutteral voice suddenly called.

Hartley turned around, to find Lt. J’hana slouched in a booth, a glass hanging loosely from her hand. Her eyes had almost rolled completely backwards, and her antennae hung especially loose.

“Are you okay, Lieutenant J’hana?” Hartley asked with concern, sitting down.

“I am fine.” J’hana said, getting control of her eyes back and leaning across the table to address Hartley. “I wanted to apologize.”

“For what?” Hartley asked.

“For accusing you of being a traitor. I see now that I was wrong.” The Andorian suddenly let out a hideous shriek that caused every head in the Starlight Lounge to turn momentarily. “Pardon me.”

Hartley stuck a finger in her ear and jiggled it around. “I think I was more annoyed by that Andorian belch than your insinuations, J’hana.”

“You are quite forgiving.” J’hana muttered, refilling her glass.

Hartley took the bottle from the tactical officer and sniffed it, pulling her head back. “Romulan Ale? Are you nuts? How much of this stuff have you drank?”

“Enough.” J’hana belched. “Enough to convince me of some grievous errors. Do not fear, though, Lieutenant, I am quite capable of metabolizing this…” J’hana let out another gut wrenching shriek. “…substance.”

“Evidently.” Hartley said, sitting the bottle back down. “Any word on Peterman, Gellar, or Mirk?”

J’hana shook her head drunkenly. “No. We are more concerned with combatting the Borg at this time.”

“Oh.” Hartley said. “So we’re giving up on them?”

J’hana reached across the table and grabbed Hartley by the front of her uniform, pulling the other woman right up into her face. “I am not giving up on anything. Is that clear?”

Hartley nodded quickly.

J’hana released the transporter chief, patting her lovingly on the shoulders, straightening her uniform and smiling. “We will find our lost crew, Lieutenant. You can be sure of that.”

“Are you okay, Lieutenat?” Hartley asked.

J’hana rammed her palm into the side of her head, trying to clear away the blur of dizziness. “Do I look okay?”

“No, as a matter of fact, you…”

“You know,” J’hana interrupted, grabbing the bottle of ale and swigging directly from it. “I saw the Counselor just as she was about to go off to her quarters. Had I stopped her…”

“You can’t think like that, J’hana. Hind sight is twenty-twenty.”

J’hana thought a moment. “Perhaps you are right. Perhaps….” J’hana trailed off for a moment and then seemed to remember what she was saying. “It’s all my fault. I should have been able to break through that field! I should have been able to stop the Changeling from escaping with the Counselor!”

“Listen…” Hartley said.

“No, don’t bother. I let a Romulan, a Changeling, a Starfleet Spy, and a Federation Marine slip past my watchful gaze. And now, because of that, our friends have been taken away. And this crew–this whole quadrant–is in danger.”

“Stop this insanity, J’hana!” Hartley said, slapping the security officer roughly across the face and shaking her. “Do you hear me? Stop beating yourself up! There’s nothing you can do to change the past, that’s why it’s in the past, damn it!”

Hartley stood up, letting J’hana sink back into her seat, looking slightly dazed. Suddenly the transporter chief wondered if she’d just done something really bad.

J’hana pulled herself to her feet. “You have assaulted a superior officer, Lieutenant. You have also challenged the honor of an Andorian warrior of the Ninth Hive. Either offense alone would mean the end of your life as you know it…”

Hartley gulped as J’hana clamped a hand on her shoulder.

“But because you have done both, I shall buy you a drink.” That said, J’hana passed out on the floor.



ROMULAN WARBIRD TERMINIX



“As you can see,” Colonel T’Phil said, at the front of the briefing room, “it’s very simple. We fire a concentrated ionic pulse into the subspace convex region. If we adjust the signal variance to the proper frequency, we should be able to reopen the portal.”

“But it’s all conjectural.” Ensign Taylor said, from his seat at the conference table. “How do we know it’s going to work?”

T’Phil leaned down into Taylor’s face. “We try it, you fool!”

“Of course.” Taylor said, leaning back. “But if you’re wrong…”

“If he is wrong,” Jelo said, sitting silently at the other end of the table. “Then he will be a dead man very shortly.” He had kept his head in the shape of a monkey since arriving from the Aerostar for some reason, and, frankly, it was really bothering Ensign Taylor. The changeling resembled something from an old Earth movie. Planet of the Monkeys or something.

“Are you threatening me, shapeshifter?” T’Phil asked, walking over to where Jelo sat.

“Do I have to keep reminding you how dangerous my people are, Romulan?” Jelo said, annoyed. “Now, if you have a plan, why don’t you implement it already?”

“That was just what we were about to do.” T’Phil pressed a button on his wrist. “T’Phil to bridge. Take us into the Cluster.”

“Are you sure about this, T’Phil?” Cridis asked with uncertainty. “This is a sacred place for my people.”

“You didn’t have a problem violating that sacred place when you took the Inspiration in there after the Aerostar, did you?”

“That was different.”

“Yes, it was.” T’Phil said, cracking a wicked smile. “You’re working for me now.”

“Making course for the Cluster, Colonel.”

“Good.” T’Phil said, looking around the table at Jelo, Ensign Taylor, and Lt. Atkinson. “Be assured, gentleman, I am as much a scientist as a soldier. This will work.”

“It better.” Jelo said, standing up.

T’Phil followed Jelo out of the conference room and onto the bridge, leaving Taylor and Atkinson alone in the briefing room.

“Are you sure this was such a good idea, Doug?” Taylor asked with uncertainty. “Betraying our friends and all just so we could get back home and make a few bars of latinum?”

“The Colonel knows what he’s doing.” Atkinson responded, standing up and heading for the bridge. “Besides, it’s too late to go back now.”



“How’re you doing, Chris?” Baxter asked, leaning over the Master Systems Display in Engineering as Lt. Commander Richards worked on the shield modulation systems.

“Pretty freaking confused, sir.” Richards said, not looking up as he worked at the console.

Baxter sat down at the display table. “The last couple of days certainly have been strange. But it’s nothing we haven’t seen before.”

Richards momentarily looked up at Baxter, who quickly rethought what he had said.

“Okay, maybe we haven’t seen this exact thing before,” Baxter admitted. “But at least it’s nothing we can’t handle…”

Another stare.

“Okay, we’re doomed.” Baxter said, raising his hands in defeat. “Come take me away, Lord. It’s my time!”

“Stop it.” Richards said, getting up and walking over to the warp core.

Baxter followed, trying to ignore the sound of Richards’ staff as they sang. After the last few days’ dark events, their tunes took on a slightly darker tint. Right now they were singing R.E.M.’s “It’s the End of the World as We Know It (And I Feel Fine).”

“I just have one question…” Baxter said, as Richards did a diagnostic on the dilithium crystal chamber. “What was with the penguin tee-shirt?”

“A present from mom.” Richards said offhandedly.

“Isn’t it strange that a simple picture on a shirt would spawn Larkin’s preoccupation with penguins? A psychologist might even say that it was a subconcious manifestation of the truth trying to rise to the concious level.” Baxter said, following Richards around to one of the engineering stations.

“Fascinating.” Richards said, tapping away at the panel.

“Counselor Peterman would agree with me, if she wasn’t locked up in the brig of a Romulan Warbird right now.” Baxter said, his expression darkening a bit. “But you don’t see me letting that get me down!”

“I’m not down.” Richards said, continuing to work at the panel.

“Then what the hell are you?”

“Busy.” Richards said, moving to another panel.

“One Anti-Borg task force reporting as ordered!” Lt. Commander Prescott said happily, as she and Private Henricks were ushered into Engineering by a security officer.

“Hi roomie.” Richards said, not looking up.

“Well, well, well.” Baxter said, looking at Prescott and Henricks. “You two have a lot of work ahead of you. And it should be refreshing to actually get to tell the truth for a change.” Baxter said, heading out of Engineering.

“I look forward to it.” Prescott said, smiling. “Oh, and Captain?”

Baxter stopped a moment. “What?”

“Sorry I had to shove my tongue down your throat.”

“Think nothing of it.” Baxter replied, walking away.

“You did what?” Henricks asked in annoyance.

“It was all part of the job, sweetie.” Prescott replied sweetly.

“I’m sure. Was sex also part of the job?”

Prescott smiled. “As a matter of fact…”

Richards stood, glaring from one crewmember to the other. “Enough, both of you. We have a lot of work to do and not a lot of time.”

Prescott sat down at one of the Engineering stations and began to work. “Fair enough.”

“What am I supposed to do?” Henricks asked, as Prescott and Richards worked on the ship’s tactical systems.

“Stand there and look pretty dollbaby!” Prescott replied.

“Now that I can do.” Henricks said proudly.

Suddenly Lt. Larkin emerged from one of the Jeffries’ tube access ports, straightening her uniform. “I have finished adjusting the shield primary shield power distribution nodes, Commander.”

Richards looked up. “That was quick. Now we have to get the phaser couplings set up for randomized modulation.”

“Aye, sir.” Larkin said, taking a seat next to Prescott and beginning to work.

“He’s mine.” Prescott whispered as Larkin worked.

“Who is yours?”

“You know damn well who. I’ll bet he programmed you to lust after him, didn’t he?”

“If you are referring to Private Henricks, no he did not. As a matter of fact, I find him extremely distasteful.”

“Is that so?” Prescott replied angrily.

“I guess she favors after her mother’s side.” Lt. Commander Richards said from his console.



“What do you mean it disssssssssappeared?” Overmaster Krenek asked angrily, staring down at the cowering image of Lord Jevna of the Crastat on his terminal.

“We have confirmation, Overmasssssster. The Vendregad was lassst ssssseen in the Darsa ssssssssystem. According to our lasssst communication with it, it came into contact with a Borg ship and engaged it. Our salvage vessel has only been able to located a small part of the sssssship and sssssseveral dead.”

“And the human stock?”

“Gone, along with the resssssst of the Vendregad.”

Krenek pounded his desk in frustration. “These Borg are inssssssssideous. They mussssst be sssssstopped.”

“If I may ssssssuggest, Overmassster, perhapssssss it is not ssssuch a bad idea to take Wujan’s offer into consssssideration.”

Krenek narrowed his eyes at the Flarn on his viewscreen. “Never! You will asssssssemble a fleet immediately. We sssshall meet thessssse Borg with the utmossssst force. They ssssssshall rue the day they challenged the mighty Flarn.”

“If you ssssssay sssso, Overmassster.” Jevna said with uncertainty. “Crastat out.”



“Come on, honey, that’s it, you can do it.” Nurse Holly Carter said, gesturing to Crewman Wilcox as he stepped off the turbolift.

“Gimp on the bridge.” Ford said, looking back from the helm.

Captain Baxter turned around in his command chair and stared at Wilcox. “What is this all about, Nurse Carter?”

Carter smiled, patting Wilcox on the back. “It’s all part of Dr. Browning and Counselor Peterman’s program to get Mr. Wilcox readjusted to living in society.”

“But he’s clinically braidead!” Baxter said, watching as Wilcox walked over to the science console.

“Walking.” Wilcox said happily. He was wearing a blue off-duty uniform, and his head was still bandaged, but at least it had stopped oozing.

Carter followed him over to the console. “That doesn’t mean he can’t lead a normal life.”

Wilcox looked down at the readings on the console. “Space.”

“That’s very good, Dean.” Carter said with approval. “We’re in space.”

“Could we do this another time?” Baxter said. “We’re kind of going into battle…”

“No.” Carter replied harshly. “He has to stick to his rehabilitation schedule. Counselor Peterman said that it’s very important for someone of his…special abilities…to have a regimen to stick to.”

“You can’t expect him to operate that science console, Nurse Carter.” Conway said, staring at Wilcox as he worked.

“I don’t see why not.” Carter replied.

“Warp speed.” Wilcox said.

“Right again!” Carter said, clapping her hands. “Very good!”



“What about the Nanites?” Richards asked tiredly, leaning over the master systems console.

“No chance.” Prescott said from the other side of the table. “Due to pressure from several Nanites rights groups, that plan was discontinued.”

“That’s just great.” Richards replied. “What about modifying the weapons arrays to fire bursts similar to a Defiant-class ship?”

“Preliminary simulations indicate that such a power increase would burn out the main phaser relays in three minutes.” Larkin replied from next to Richards.

“It looks like we’re going to have to rely on the quantum torpedoes and tri-cobalt devices.” Prescott said, pulling up some specs on her monitor. “From what we know, the Borg have had little experience with these weapons. We might be able to do a fair amount of damage with them.”

“I agree.” Richards replied. “The only problem is, after our battle with the Inspiration a few months ago, we’re pretty low on quantum torps, and we used one of our ten tri-cobalt devices several months ago, when the ship was taken over by the evil goo.”

“We shall, therefore, be at a great disadvantage.” Larkin said, summing things up. “We should use what little heavy firepower we have sparingly. I suggest we target the Borg’s primary transfer nodes. We can use the Enterprise’s records as a guide.”

“Good idea.” Richards said, pulling up those scans on his panel. “I want you and Prescott to work on that.”

Suddenly the comm system bleeped. “Baxter to Engineering. We’ve detected the Borg on long range. We’ve got less than an hour. Tell me you guys are making some headway.”

“Yes, sir,” Richards replied. “We’ll have some strategies for you momentarily. I’ll keep you posted.”

“Fine. Don’t take too long, though. Baxter out.”

“I suggest Commander Prescott and I work on the tactical simulations and then bring them to the bridge.” Larkin said.

“Okay,” Richards said, standing up. “I’ll get a team working on the phaser couplings.” He gestured to Private Henricks as he made his way to the Jefferies’ tube. “You’re with me, Private.”

“Call me Chris.” Henricks said, ducking into the hatch. “I mean, we were roomates for a year, you know.”

“Sorry, I guess it slipped my mind.” Richards said, making his way up the ladder to the primary phaser control room.



“Come on, Lieutenant. You should have been at your post ten minutes ago.” Lt. Hartley said in annoyance, as she dragged J’hana down the corridor, with one of the tactical officer’s arms slung over her shoulder.

“Firing photons, Captain.” J’hana said drunkenly. “Target destroyed.”

“Snap out of it!” Hartley cried, shaking J’hana roughly. So far, walking her around the ship was doing little to clear her head.

Hartley finally came up to her quarters, dragging J’hana inside quickly; they were already getting strange looks from all the passing crewmembers. The transporter chief threw J’hana down onto the couch and walked up to her replicator.

“Computer. Replicate me the strongest cup of coffee you can come up with. Preferrably one of Commander Conway’s blends.”

“Warning, caffiene content is extremely high. Please use with caution and consult a physician first.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Hartley said. “Just replicate the damn coffee.”

Hartley grabbed the coffee out of the slot and put it up to J’hana’s lips. “Come on, drink up.” Hartley said urgently, pouring the coffee into J’hana’s mouth.

The coffee dribbled out of J’hana’s mouth as she lay there. “It’s a beautiful day in the neighborhood…” The tactical officer mumbled half-conciously.

Hartley continued trying to pour coffee into J’hana’s mouth, at the same time tapping her comm badge. “Hartley to sickbay.”

“Browning here. What is it, Lieutenant?”

“I need you to come to my quarters really quickly. And bring a medkit.”

“All right. But this better be important.” Browning said. “We’re about to fight a Borg ship, you know.”

“Believe me, I know.” Hartley said, watching as J’hana lie drunkenly on her couch.



“Hand me that coil spanner, Private.” Richards said, sticking his hand out of the access panel.

Henricks placed the tool into the Engineer’s hand. “You don’t like me, do you?”

“You messed with my mind, stole my positronic brain, hid aboard this ship for almost a year without letting anyone know, and then lured the Borg to this quadrant in hopes that everything here would be wiped out. What do you think?”

Henricks thought a moment. “I don’t know.”

“Figures.” Richards replied, continuing to work on the phaser controls.



“We are entering the Crebius Cluster now, Colonel.” Cridis reported from the Terminix’s navigation console. “Encountering gravimetric disturbances.”

“Compensate.” T’Phil ordered, leaning back in his command chair and steepling his fingers. “We don’t want any turbulence on this ride.”

“Aye, sir.”

Jelo stood behind T’Phil, hands folded behind his back. “This better work, Colonel.”

“It will.” T’Phil said, rolling his eyes in annoyance. “Don’t you worry about that.”

“We are nearing the subspace convex region.” Cridis reported. “Shall I prepare the ionic pulse?”

“Affirmative.” T’Phil said. “Begin adjusting the signal variance, Mister Taylor.”

Taylor looked up from the science station. “It’s hard to get any kind of reading at all through all this gravimetric interference.”

“Find a way through it.” T’Phil said impatiently. “Now.”

“Sir!” Atkinson said from the Engineering console. “The gravimetric disturbance is increasing!”

“What?” T’Phil asked. “But it shouldn’t…”

“Hull stress has doubled!” Taylor shouted. “We’re being torn apart!”

Suddenly the Terminix began to shake violently, lights flickering all over the bridge.

“It’s a great plan so far, Colonel!” Jelo hissed, as the ship rocked.



Lt. Larkin entered the bridge, followed by Commander Prescott. “Commander Richards is almost finished with his adjustments to the weapons array, sir.” The android said, replacing Ensign Madera at ops.

“Good.” Baxter said. “How about the tactical maneuvers?”

“They have been prepared as you requested, Captain.” Larkin said.

Prescott took a seat next to the Captain, the seat Peterman normally occupied. “I hope it’s enough.”

“It’ll have to be.” Baxter said, trying to hide his annoyance at having the lying infiltrator sitting in Kelly’s seat. He had to remember that she was one of the good guys, no matter how much she had lied to him and his crew.

Larkin briefly glanced back at Crewman Wilcox as he and Nurse Carter worked at the science console. “Am I to assume that Crewman Wilcox has been returned to active duty?”

“No.” Baxter said flatly. “Have the…internal…modifications I asked for been made?”

“Yes, sir.” Larkin replied. “Per your specifications.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear.” Baxter said. “Time until we meet up with the Borg, Mister Ford?”

“Twenty-four minutes.” Ford replied from the helm.

“Hey,” Conway asked, looking back at the empty tactical station. “Has anyone seen J’hana?”

“She was due on the bridge twenty minutes ago.” Larkin said, looking at her panel.

“Baxter to J’hana.” Baxter said quickly.

“Lt. Hartley here. J’hana will be along shortly, Captain.”

“What’s going on, Lieutenant?” Conway asked. “Where’s J’hana?”

“She was just…um…teaching me some tactical maneuvers.” Hartley said nervously.

“Fine.” Baxter said. “Just tell her to get her Andorian ass up here.”



“Well?” Hartley asked impatiently, hovering over Doctor Browning.

“This should bring her back into the world of the living.” Browning said, pressing a hypospray into J’hana’s neck. “The Andorian physiology never ceases to amaze me. That amount of Romulan Ale would have killed a human or a Romulan.”

“Will she be fit for duty?” Hartley asked, as J’hana began to come around.

“I’m not sure.” Browning replied, putting her hypospray away. “Can you hear me, J’hana?”

J’hana blinked several times, sitting up. “I am guilty of actions unbefitting my position. You should kill me now.”

“She sounds fine to me.” Browning said, standing up and heading for the door. “Enough of the death stuff, Lieutenant, just get to the bridge. We’ll be fighting the Borg in less than half an hour.”

J’hana adjusted her uniform, staring at herself momentarily in the mirror. “Thank you both for your help.”

“Don’t mention it.” Hartley said quickly. “Just go!”



“Sidearms have been distributed among the crew, sir.” Commander Conway said, taking his seat next to Baxter. “And they’ve been equipped with modulation devices in order to prevent the Borg from adapting.”

“Let’s hope we don’t have to get that close.” Baxter said, as Lt. Commander Richards and Private Henricks stepped out onto the bridge.

“The modifications to the ship are done, sir.” Richards said, swinging behind the engineering station. “We’re squeezing as much juice as we can out of the weapons and shields. If we survive this, we’ll need a complete overhaul of the power systems.”

“Small price to pay for victory if you ask me.” Conway said, taking his seat.

“You’re telling me.” Baxter said, tapping a button on the arm of his command chair. “All hands, this is the Captain. As I’m sure you’re all aware, we are about to enter a very hostile situation. All hands are to report immediately to battlestations. And if I don’t get the chance to say it later, I want you all to know it’s been an honor serving as your Captain. Baxter out.”

“I’m touched.” Conway said sarcastically.

Baxter ignored his first officer, turning around toward the science console. “Nurse Carter, if you would be so kind as to remove Crewman Wilcox from the bridge and return to your duty station…”

“Sure. Come on, baby! The Borg are coming.” Carter said, taking Wilcox’s hand.

“Borg?” Wilcox asked inquisitively.

“That’s right, the Borg are about to kick our butts. Let’s get going!” Carter said happily.

“Bjorn Borg? Ernest Borgnine?” Wilcox said, following Nurse Carter into the turbolift. She had been showing him old Earth TV recordings while she was at work, to keep him occupied. Most of what he watched was suitable for someone of his mentality. He especially liked C.H.I.P.S.

“Not quite.” Carter said, just as Lt. Tilleran emerged from the opposite turbolift.

“I just finished analyzing the Borg homing device, Captain.” Tilleran said.

“And what did you find?” Baxter asked.

“Nothing more than Starfleet R and D did, I’m afraid.” Tilleran said, taking her position at the science console. “If we had more time, we might be able to adapt the signal bandwidth modulator to break through the Borg shields, but as it is, it’s little more than a paper weight.”

“Just great.” Baxter said.

“Maybe Dean can take a look at it.” Nurse Carter said, standing by the turbolift doors with Crewman Wilcox.

“Are you still here?” Conway asked, turning back.

“I’m waiting for the lift.”

“Let Mister Wilcox go to town, Miss Carter, and if he is able to figure something out that Lt. Tilleran and Starfleet R and D hasn’t, I’ll eat my comm badge.” Baxter said.

“It’s a bet.” Carter said, yanking Wilcox into the opening turbolift, just as Lt. J’hana stepped out.

“Sorry I am so late, Captain.” J’hana said, stumbling to take her post. She definitely looked a little peaked.

“You can explain later.” Baxter said. “Provided we survive this confrontation.”

“Are you okay, J’hana?” Tilleran asked, looking over from her station.

“I am fine.” J’hana said uneasily, taking a phaser and holster from the weapons locker and strapping it on. “I shall be able to perform my duties adequately.”



“What’s happening?” Lt. Gellar asked, as he felt the deck below him rattle.

Mirk looked around, feeling the bulkhead, concentrating with all his might. “We’re in the Cluster!”

“They’re going to try and take us home!” Peterman said. “Is it possible?”

“I don’t know…” Mirk said, as the rocking grew more intense. “But something is wrong…”

“Could you be more specific?” Gellar asked worriedly.

“Um…” Mirk said uncertainly.

Suddenly the panel across from their cell exploded, sending the Lobstraxian guard that was watching over them flying forward.

With a sharp crackle, the security field around the group dissipated.

“Well, let’s not just sit here,” Gellar said. “Let’s get the hell out of here!”

“Agreed.” Mirk said, running out of the brig and grabbing the fallen guard’s weapon.

Gellar grabbed two disruptors out of the cabinet near the guard’s desk and tossed one to Counselor Peterman. “Here, Counselor. I trust you know how to use one of these?”

“How hard can it be?” Peterman said, eying the weapon carefully.

“Come on!” Mirk shouted, rushing out into the corridor. “We have to go now!”

“Where are we going?” Peterman asked, following Gellar

and Mirk out of the brig.

“Good question.” Mirk called back.



“We will reach the Borg vessel in approximately two minutes.” J’hana said from tactical, still feeling a bit shaky.

“Raise shields and go to Red Alert.” Baxter said, straightening in his command chair. “Arm all weapons.”

“Tri-cobalt and quantum warheads at your discretion, Captain.” J’hana said. “As well as conventional phasers and photon torpedoes.”

“Tactical maneuvers ready, sir.” Commander Prescott said, checking the panel near her seat. “Weapons modulators online.”

“I have the Borg schematics loaded on my terminal, Captain.” Lt. Tilleran reported. “Defense countermeasures are ready.”

“Shields up and ready for modulation.” Richards said. “Engines are at optimum output level.”

“Damage repair crews standing by on all decks.” Commander Conway said.

“Sickbay reports all is ready.” Larkin said from ops. “All nonessential personnel have been evacuated to safe areas.”

“Uh, I’m standing here next to Lt. Commander Richards.” Henricks said, seeming embarrassed at not having an important job. “Um, that’s about it.”

Baxter looked back at J’hana. “Time?”

“Forty seconds sir.” J’hana said quickly, leaning forward with anticipation. The caffiene was starting to kick in. And however late, it would indeed make its presence noticed.



Mirk, Gellar, and Peterman ran through the dimly lit corridors of the Romulan Warbird, pushing by panicked Maloxians as the ship rocked.

Mirk could hear the hull beginning to creak as the ship moved through the cluster, sounding almost like a primitive wooden sailing vessel that was being torn apart in a storm.

“We have to try and make our way towards the shuttle bay. It’s the only way out of here!” Gellar shouted.

The group approached a turn in the corridor, when suddenly the floor above them came crashing down, blocking off their route.



“What’s happening? Someone give me a report!” T’Phil called out as one by one the bridge panels exploded in a shower of sparks.

Lt. Atkinson held fast to his station. “The gravimetric pressure is ripping the ship apart! We can’t stay here!”

“Adjust the shield modulation to break through the spatial conflux!” T’Phil shouted.

“The spatial conflux isn’t there,” Taylor replied. “Our ionic

pulse isn’t working!”

“What?” T’Phil asked. “That isn’t possible.”

Jelo steadied himself on T’Phil’s chair. “You heard him, Colonel. This mission has failed. Pull us out of here before it is too late!”

“I won’t argue with you, Changeling.” T’Phil said, standing up and stumbling over to Cridis’ station. “Can we get out of here, Cridis?”

“I can’t seem to get the engines to respond!” Cridis shouted. “We’re dead in the water!”

T’Phil turned toward the engineering station. “Of course! The engines! Lt. Atkinson…deactivate the warp engines and lower the shields. Our quantum singularity power source must be causing the gravitons to become unstable and resonate off our shields!”

“It’s worth a try.” Atkinson said, tapping the commands into his panel. “I’m shutting everything but the batteries down.”

Suddenly the ship stopped shaking, and the bridge became deathly quiet.

“Well?” T’Phil asked impatiently.

“Graviton fluctuations have been reduced to sustainable levels.” Taylor reported. “Hull stress has dropped back to normal.”

“Excellent idea.” Jelo said, walking around to face T’Phil. “Now we’re stuck here.”

“Quit your complaining.” T’Phil muttered. “At least we’re alive. Taylor…I want you and Mr. Atkinson to work on a method of opening the portal and getting us through without the warp engines.”

“Aye, sir.” Taylor said. “What about the lower decks? They were damaged during the graviton fluctuation and some of the people down there are cut off.”

“We’ll worry about that later.” T’Phil said in annoyance. “Just find a way to get us through that damned portal.”



“It’s no use.” Lt. Gellar said, as he and Mirk pushed against the crushed bulkhead. “We can’t move it!”

“Then we’re stuck down here?” Peterman said, beginning to panic.

“I don’t–” Mirk said, when suddenly he heard a panicked cry.

He bent down to a half-meter sized opening in the fallen bulkdead, peering in.

“Help!” The voice cried. “I’m stuck!”

“Danel?” Mirk asked in amazement. “Is that you?”

“Mirk?” The voice asked. “Mirk, is it really you?”

“I think we’ve established that you two are who you say you are.” Gellar said, annoyed.

“What are you doing here?” Mirk asked.

“Being crushed by a fallen bulkhead right now!” Danel said urgently.

“Don’t move!” Mirk cried, attempting to squirm through the small hole.

“I wasn’t planning on going anywhere.” Danel said. “Just hurry!”

Mirk squeezed through the hole, finding himself stuck halfway through.

On the other side of the bulkhead, he saw what he assumed where Danel’s legs sticking out of an open doorframe, where, presumably, another section of celing had collapsed.

“Danel?” Mirk asked.

“Help!” Danel replied, wriggling her legs.

The ship continued to shake, lights flickering and panels exploding. Mirk continued to try and squirm his way through, when suddenly he saw an approaching group of Maloxians, their weapons drawn.

“There are the prisoners!” a Maloxian shouted.

“Damn.” Mirk said, fumbling for his disruptor. It was lying next to his hand, which was still stuck in the hole.

“Need help, Mirk?” Lt. Gellar asked helpfully from the other side of the bulkhead.

“Yes!” Mirk shouted. “Push me through! Quickly!”

“Whatever you say.” Gellar said with amusement, when suddenly Mirk felt a foot impact roughly against his buttocks.

The bartender shot through the hole, disruptor and all, sliding across the deck.

“Get him!” a Maloxian cried.

Mirk lifted his disruptor and fired, rolling to the side to avoid return fire.

“Mirk!” Danel cried. “What’s happening?”

“Hold on!” Mirk said, firing his disruptor again, causing two more of the approaching Maloxians to fall.

Suddenly there was a great explosion, causing the bulkhead Mirk had squirmed out of to fly forward, knocking him down and smashing into his assailants.

Lt. Gellar and Counselor Peterman climbed over the rubble toward Mirk.

“I set the disruptor to overload.” Gellar said proudly.

“Thanks…” Mirk gasped, the wind knocked out of him.

“Don’t mention it.” Gellar replied.

“Someone get me out of here!” Danel cried.

“Oh, yeah. Hold on,” Mirk said sheepishly.



“That’s one damn big ship.” Ensign Ford said with a low whistle from the helm station.

“Federation starship. We have determined that you are carrying the homing device that summoned us here. Surrender your vessel and relinquish the device or you will be destroyed.” The chorus of Borg voices said ominously.

“Um,” Baxter replied, staring at the ship on the viewscreen. “Can’t we talk about this?”

A green beam lashed out of the Borg vessel, impacting against the Aerostar’s shields.

J’hana steadied herself at her station. “Shields holding. Minimal hull damage.”

“I guess that’s a ‘no.’” Commander Conway said, looking to Baxter.

“I agree,” Baxter replied. “Return the favor, J’hana. All weapons. Helm, attack pattern Theta.”

The Aerostar soared toward the Borg vessel, torpedoes and phasers streaming from its saucer and weapons clusters. The Sulani ships that flanked it fanned out and began their assault as well.

“Two percent damage to the Borg ship’s superstructure.” Larkin said from ops. “A negligible strike.”

“Bring us around, Mr. Ford. Hit them again, J’hana. Target the main power nodes, and advise the Sulani to do the same.”

“Acknowledged.” J’hana said, typing the commands into her panel.

The Aerostar rose over the Borg ship, phaser fire raining down from its dorsal sections and impacting on the surface of the cube-shaped vessel.

“Sulani vessel Serat has taken major damage. Their shields are at thirteen percent.” Tilleran said from the science console.

The Aerostar shook again as the Borg’s fire increased.

“Shields down to sixty percent.” J’hana reported.

“Tell the Drovna to cover the Serat. We’re going to go in for the kill.” Baxter said, leaning forward in his command chair. “Send in the big boys, J’hana.”

“Tri-cobalt devices loaded and ready, Captain.” J’hana replied. “Main power nodes targeted.”

“Fire!” Baxter shouted.

The Aerostar drove straight toward the Borg vessel, four twinkling blue tri-cobalt devices streaming out of their launchers and impacting on the surface of the cube ship.

The devices exploded, blowing a large sized chunk off the Borg ship’s hull.

“We damaged thirteen percent of the Borg’s outer hull. Their main power transfer node is also inoperative,” Tilleran said from the science console.

“Gotcha you son of a bitch!” Baxter shouted, clenching his fist. “Fire again!”

Four more tri-cobalt devices streaked towards the Borg ship, blowing up another chunk.

“Surface damage now at twenty percent.” Tilleran said. “We’re doing it!”

Suddenly the Aerostar’s power levels seemed to flicker, and the ship began to convulse violently.

“What’s going on?” Baxter asked in panic.

“The Borg have locked on their tractor beam.”

“You were saying, Tilleran?” Conway said angrily as Aerostar was pulled towards the Borg vessel.



“Pull her out, Counselor!” Mirk grunted, as he and Lt. Gellar lifted up the bulkhead.

“Why do I always get the hard job?” Peterman asked, grabbing Danel’s legs and pulling her out of the doorway.

As soon as Danel was out, Mirk and Gellar let the bulkhead drop with sighs of relief.

“Why are you here, Danel?” Mirk asked. “Did they kidnap you too?”

“Yes,” Danel gasped as Mirk helped her up. “They knew how you felt about me…how we felt about each other. They knew they could get you to do their bidding if they had me.”

“What is it they want me to do?” Mirk asked.

“I don’t know…” Danel replied, when suddenly disruptor blasts sizzled through the air over the group’s heads.

“We have to get out of here!” Gellar cried, firing back at the group of Maloxians that closed in on them.

“The turbolift!” Mirk shouted, putting his arm around Danel and helping her limp away, leading the group down the corridor as Lt. Gellar fired at their pursuers.

Mirk slammed his hand on the turbolift access panel, and within seconds the door opened to let the group inside.

Disruptor blasts could be heard hitting the outer doors of the lift just as the doors closed.

“Main shuttlebay.” Mirk gasped.

“Whew!” Counselor Peterman said, wiping her forehead. “We’re safe.”

Suddenly there was a sound of grinding metal as the turbolift worked free of its housing and plummetted down towards the bottom of the ship.



“The tractor beam is draining our shields. They’re now at forty-five percent and falling!” Richards shouted.

“Modulate the shields!” Commander Prescott said, trying to climb back into her seat.

“Modulation is having no effect!” J’hana cried. “They must have anticipated that response.”

“Load the quantum torpedoes and fire a full spread.” Baxter said, crawling over to the tactical console as the ship rattled. “See if they anticipate that fucking response.”

“Aye, sir.” J’hana said, entering the commands. “Targetting tractor emitter and firing.” The Andorian looked up at the screen as the torpedoes collided with the source of the tractor beam.

“Borg tractor beam destroyed!” Lt. Tilleran called out.

“Pull us back, Mr. Ford!” Baxter shouted. “Full impulse.”

The ship continued to shake violently, throwing bridge officers off their feet as they worked frantically at their stations.

“The Borg are hitting us with ionized plasma charges, Captain.” Larkin reported from ops. “One more hit will knock out our…”

Suddenly the ship rocked again.

“Shields.” Larkin finished.

“You know what happens next.” Commander Prescott said solemnly, looking back at Baxter and J’hana.

“Intruder alert, Captain.” J’hana looked down at her panel. “We are being boarded.”

“Sending out security teams.” Commander Conway said.

Suddenly six Borg shimmered into existence on the bridge, right in front of Commander Conway.

The First Officer rolled out of his chair and withdrew his phaser, firing on the group with repeated shots. “Intruders on the bridge Captain!”

“I can see that!” Baxter cried, pulling out his phaser and firing. “Hit ’em with the surprise, J’hana.”

“Acknowledged.” J’hana replied.

Suddenly a shimmering blue field appeared around the Borg.

One of the Borg soldiers stepped towards it, and was thrown back.

“Containment field established.” J’hana said proudly.

“Good.” Baxter said. “Get us out of firing range, Mr. Ford.” Baxter said, walking around to where the Borg stood, emotionlessly staring around the bridge, examining the field that pinned them in.

“Didn’t expect that, did you, you smug bastards?” Baxter asked, smiling.

“What we expect is irrelevant.” One of the Borg said. “You will surrender the device to us and tell us where our hive-member can be found.”

“We don’t have any of your little friends, but you’re welcomed to take the…”

“This is not up for debate.” The Borg interrupted.

“Captain!” J’hana shouted. “Look out!”

One of the Borg was holding up his arm appendage to the field, which suddenly and quite disturbingly disappeared.

“What, J’hana?” Baxter said, turning around in annoyance.

Before J’hana could reply, the Borg Baxter had been talking to reached out and grabbed him by the throat, lifting him off the floor.

“Urk.” Baxter croaked as the Borg tightened his grip.

“Captain!” Larkin said, getting up from her station and ramming her clasped hands into the base of the Borg’s spine.

The Borg dropped Baxter to the floor and flicked Larkin away as if she were a rag doll.

“Die!” J’hana cried out, leaping over the tactical railing and jumping onto the Borg’s back.

“Let’s kick their asses!” Henricks cried, grabbing his phaser rifle and firing into the mass of Borg.

Two Borg dropped to the floor as Henricks fired, but when he hit the third, a force field appeared over the area he fired on.

“They’ve adapted to the new phaser frequencies!” Lt. Commander Prescott shouted, jumping towards the nearest Borg and ramming into him with her shoulder, knocking him to the ground and punching him repeatedly.

“You’ve got to love her!” Henricks said proudly, jumping into the heat of combat.



“See, Dean, it’s square!” Nurse Carter said, pointing to the Borg homing device. She pointed to her comm badge. “This is a circle. And this is a triangle. See…tri…an…gle.”

“Tri…an…gle.” Dean said happily. “Square.” He pointed to the Borg homing device. “Like square.”

“Well, it’s hip to be square.” Nurse Carter said, smiling. She’d been so busy teaching Dean she had hardly noticed the sounds of the ship being pounded by the Borg and the Red Alert sirens blaring.

“Intruder Alert. We are being boarded.” J’hana’s voice said over the comm system.

“Jeeze, that sounds bad.” Carter said, when suddenly three green transporter beams appeared in the science lab, forming into Borg soldiers.

Carter grabbed Wilcox’s arm and dragged him towards the door. “Bad people, Dean! They’re the Borg! We have to run away!”

“Bad?” Dean asked, grabbing the Borg device and sneering at the Borg as Carter dragged him away. “Bad Bjorn Borg!”

The Borg chased after Carter and Wilcox, grabbing Carter by the shoulder before she could reach the door and tossing her into the nearest bulkhead.

Wilcox looked down at Carter’s unconcious form. “Hurt Humma. Need Humma. Love Humma.”

“You will surrender the device, human.” One of the Borg said menacingly.

“No.” Dean said, sounding like a selfish child. “Mine. Can’t have.”

“You will surrender the device.” The Borg repeated in the exact same tone. “Now.”

“No.” Dean repeated, laughing. “Mine mine mine!”

“Then you will come with us.” The Borg said, latching his arm onto Dean’s wrist.

“Stop it stop it!” Wilcox said, as he and the other Borg began to dematerialize. “No fair!”



Lt. Larkin swung the Borg soldier around by his legs and tossed him effortlessly into another Borg, causing them both to fall to the deck in a tangle of arms and legs.

Suddenly more Borg materialized in place of the fallen Borg and continued to attack the bridge staff.

“Surrender our hive-brother!” One Borg said, shoving Baxter up against the viewscreen.

“I don’t know what the hell you are talking about!” Baxter replied. “Honest!”

“Honesty is irrelevant.” The Borg said, tossing Baxter aside.

“Look out, J’hana!” Tilleran said, a Borg that was advancing on J’hana. Luckily they hadn’t adapted yet to her phaser frequencies yet.

“I am indebted to you, Lieutenant.” J’hana said, unsheathing her Andorian blade and ramming it into the Borg’s chest. “See how you adapt to this, you mechanical freak!”

“Don’t mention it!” Tilleran said, ducking to avoid a blast from one of the Borg’s armatures.

Ensign Ford lept to the deck, narrowly avoiding another Borg thrown by Lt. Larkin. “Watch where you’re throwing those guys!” Ford shouted. “You almost hit me with that one.”

“My apologies, Ensign.” Larkin replied, ramming one of the Borg into a bulkhead.

Private Henricks rammed the butt of his phaser rifle into the skull of one of the Borg that was attacking Commander Prescott, crushing his forehead and causing his systems to fizzle out noisily.

“I had him right where I wanted him, you jerk!” Prescott cried, roundhouse kicking another attacking Borg. “And you had to mess me up!”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!” Henricks shouted, swinging his phaser rifle into another Borg and sending him flying through the air.

“I love you!” Prescott cried passionately, wrapping her arms around Private Henricks.

“I love you more!” Henricks replied, enveloping her in a sloppy kiss.

“The foreplay can wait!” Commander Conway shouted, firing his phaser at a Borg that was advancing on Prescott and Henricks.

“Very well.” The Borg who had originally been talking to Baxter said. “If you will not show us to our comrade, we shall take one of yours in his place.”

The Borg clamped his hand down on the nearest person’s shoulder, dragging him towards the center of the bridge.

“What the-” Private Henricks said, as he was pulled backwards.

“Christopher!” Prescott called out, as Henricks, his captor, and the remaining Borg disappeared in a flash of green.

“Damn.” Baxter said, jumping back into the command chair. “Status report.”

“The shields are gone and warp power is fluctuating.” Richards called out from the Engineering console.

“We have to get him back, Captain!” Prescott said frantically, running back to her seat and checking the console beside it.

“The Borg vessel is coming back toward us.” Larkin said, sliding back into her chair at ops.

“Gun it, Mr. Ford!” Baxter shouted.

“Aye sir.” Ford replied, bringing the Aerostar around and engaging the impulse engines.

“Status of the Sulani vessels?” Conway asked.

“The Serat has been destroyed, and the Drovna has been heavily damaged.” Larkin replied.

“Then I guess it’s up to us.” Baxter said. “Toss the remaining tri-cobalt device and the last of the quantums at them, Lt. J’hana.”

The projectiles hurtled towards the Borg vessel on the screen, and bounced off their shields harmlessly.

“They must have adapted!” Tilleran said.

“Damn.” Baxter cursed. “Hit them with the remodulated phasers. That’s all we have left.”

“It is no use, Captain!” J’hana said. “We cannot penetrate their shields!”

“INCOMING!” Tilleran shouted.

The Aerostar shook as a green ball of light emerged from the Borg ship and exploded against the engineering section.

“Massive hull breaches on Decks Twenty-six to Twenty- nine!” Richards cried. “The warp core has been heavily damaged! We’re going to lose containment, Captain!”

“Drop the core then, damn it!” Baxter cried.

“I’m trying, but we’ve lost subprocessors all over the saucer section!” Richards replied.

“I am creating a new command pathway, Commander. One moment!” Larkin said, her hands flying across the ops console.

“Hurry, Larkin!” Conway barked, as the ship rocked.

“Captain!” Tilleran shouted. “The Borg have engaged their cutting beam!”

“Oh, hell,” Baxter said, as the beam lashed out from the cube ship on the screen.

The Borg cutting beam sliced along the side of the Aerostar, opening up a gash along the lower saucer section and slicing right through the port warp nacelle pylon.

“We’ve lost the port nacelle!” Richards cried, as the nacelle floated aimlessly by on the viewscreen, suddenly exploding as the antimatter left within it combined with the leftover matter.

“What about the core?” Commander Conway asked, as the ship continued to spasm.

“We have less than thirty seconds!” Richards replied.

“That should suffice.” Larkin said, her hands working across her panel so fast that they could barely be seen.

The Borg beam lashed out again, this time carving a massive trench in the saucer section, leading from the outer edge directly toward the bridge.

“The cutting beam is heading right toward us!” Tilleran cried.

“Evasive action, Mr. Ford. Use whatever we have left!” Baxter barked.

“I don’t have a lot to work with here!” Ford replied, tapping at his panel.

The Aerostar turned slowly, sparks showering from where the port nacelle was once attached.

“Warp core successfully jettisoned.” Larkin said, as the warp core slid out of the damaged lower hull, spinning through space.

“Hold on!” Richards cried.

The warp core suddenly exploded, accompanied by a bright shockwave that bathed the bridge in light, causing the Aerostar to pitch forward, just as the Borg cutting beam was about to carve into the bridge.

Then everything went dark.



TO BE CONTINUED…
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Process of Elimination - Part 2

Then everything went dark.

Captain Andy Baxter opened his eyes, trying to shield them from the light that shined down into them.

“Over here, Seeker!” A voice said, as the weight of the sheet of duranium that had fallen on Captain Baxter was lifted.

“Captain!” a voice cried out. Baxter’s eyes began to adjust as he pulled himself out of the command chair.

“Jum?” Baxter asked, trying to clear the dust and grime from his face.

Jum walked around the tactical railing over to Baxter’s position. “It seems as though our roles are reversed.”

Baxter looked around at his ruined bridge. Maloxians were helping some of his officers onto stretchers. “How on Earth did you get here?” he asked.

“We came as soon as we could muster up a fleet.” Jum said, smiling. “Turns out I had more support among my people than I had thought. We chased the Borg out of this system before they had a chance to finish you off.”

One of the Maloxians helped Lt. Commander Prescott to her feet. “You didn’t chase them anywhere,” she said. “They could have destroyed us all had we interested them enough.”

“Still.” Jum said. “The point is, you’re safe.”

“For the moment.” Prescott said coldly.

“Do you know where they went?” Baxter asked wearily.

Jum turned to Baxter. “The last we saw, they were heading for the Flarn system.”



FLARN PRIME



“We are about thirty minutes from the Borg vessel’sssssss position, Emperor.” Interim Overmaster Krenek said on the viewscreen in Emperor Mordrid’s private chamber.

“Need I remind you how important it isssss that you desssssstroy thissss pessssst, Krenek?” Mordrid asked, shifting his mighty bulk in his throne and scratching at the knob on his royal staff nervously with one claw.

“Of courssssse not, Emperor. We ssssshall not fail to protect the Empire.”

“Ssssee that you do not, Krenek.” Mordrid growled. “I will not lose a millenia-old Empire during my adminissssssssstration. Do you undersssssstand?”

“Abssssssolutely.” Krenek said. “Trussssst that I will dissssposse of thisssssss menace.”

Mordrid grunted in approval. “When I picked you to sssssserve as Interim Overmasssssster until we find a replacement for Granok, I put my absssssolute trusssst in you. Sssssee that it isss not missssplaced.”

“Undersssssstood. Crastat out.” Krenek said, his image disappearing from the screen.

Emperor Mordrid leaned over and hit a button on his terminal, switching it over to ‘A Galactic Affair.’

“And, tonight, as part of our ‘Eye on the Empire’ series,

we take a look at the powerful invader that is at this moment moving into the system.” The news reporter said. “The Federations call them Borg, and so far they have destroyed a Garibid vessel, a powerful Flarn warship, and even the Federation vessel Aerostar. Is this threat too great for even the mighty Flarn? We polled people outside the Garibid Trade Center with that question today, and this is what they had to say…

“’It’s all over man. Judgment day. Kiss your butts goodbye, everyone!” One overzealous Garibid said.

Mordrid brought his huge claw down on the terminal, smashing it to pieces.



Doctor Janice Browning slid underneath the fallen shelves, tipped over diagnostic equipment, and ruined bulkheads, pulling out her tricorder and scanning her patient.

“Say something to me, Holly, come on!” she said, pulling out a hypospray. “I can’t lose my best nurse…not now!”

Nurse Holly Carter’s eyes fluttered open. “Dean?”

“Not even close.” Browning replied, injecting the hypospray into Carter’s neck. “C’mon with me, kiddo. You’re okay.”

“Where’s Dean? The Borg…they took him!”

Browning helped Holly stand up while Engineering crewmen and Maloxian soldiers cleared some of the debris from the science lab. “Oh, dear. That is bad. Well, don’t worry. We’ll get him back.”

“He wouldn’t give up that homing device. I should never have let him play with it…they probably killed him to get it!” Carter said as her and Browning left the science lab.

“Don’t blame yourself, Holly. There was nothing you could have done,” Browning said, leading Carter down the corridor. “Right now, though, there are injured crewmembers that need us. And I need my head nurse by my side.”



“My name is Christopher J. Henricks, my rank is Private First Class, and my serial number is 045-21-332. What do you want with me, you robotic bastards?” Henricks asked defiantly, looking out over the interior of the vast Borg ship. Huge screens all around him displayed colorful areas of space, ships, and planets.

“Christopher J. Henricks, Private First Class, 045- 21-332. You will speak for the Borg in all matters involving the humanoids of this quadrant. You will help us find our missing hive member, and you will hand over the secrets of the Federation and the Starship USS Aerostar.” The Borg collective said.

“Says who?” Henricks asked, looking angrily at the Borg soldiers that flanked him.

“Says the Borg.”



USS NANTUCKET



“So this is your new flagship?” Baxter asked, stepping out onto the Nantucket’s bridge.

Jum turned in the command chair to face Baxter. “Yes, Captain. Do you like it? We salvaged it from the starship graveyard, along with fourteen-odd other ships from your quadrant. This one has some stains on the upholstery and doesn’t get very many light years to the dilithium crystal, but I have to say I like the Captain’s chair.”

“It still boggles my mind how many ships were sucked into the Bermuda Expanse.” Baxter said, sitting down beside Jum.

“Well, your quadrant’s loss is our gain, Captain. And right now, we need every ship we can get.” Jum said, gesturing around. “And call me sentimental, but I really wanted another Federation ship. They’re so much more stylish than the Ferengi, Klingon, and Romulan starships.”

“That’s why everyone loves the Federation.” Baxter said sarcastically. “Now, why did you call me over here?”

“We’re receiving a subspace transmission from Sulan for you, from Wujan.” Jum replied.

“Oh, really?” Baxter asked. “Is there somewhere I can take it in private?”

“The Captain’s readyroom is back there.” Jum said, pointing at a door behind the command area.

“Thanks.” Baxter said, heading for the readyroom.



“Captain,” Wujan said on the terminal with worry on his face. “What a relief it is to see you. We weren’t exactly sure if anything or anyone would survive your battle with the Borg.”

Baxter looked down at the terminal, distracted for a moment, since he had been busy looking at the readyroom decor chosen by the Nantucket’s former Captain. It seemed as if he was a genuine fan of the old music group, “The Monkees.” How strange.

“We barely made it, Mister Prime Minister, though I’m sorry to say, your two starships did not.”

“A shame.” Wujan said gravely. “But we must press on. I just received an alarming report from the Flarn homeworld. It seems the Borg are advancing on their territory with ferocity. Their fleet of warships is doing little to slow them down.”

“So you’re going to go to their aid, after all they’ve done to this quadrant?” Baxter replied in amazement.

“I see little choice. If they assimilate the Flarn homeworld, we will doubtless be next. Jum seems to agree.”

Baxter nodded. “I see. What do you want me to do?”

“Whatever you think will help, Captain. We have been working on some new technologies here. Some that, once tested on your vessel, may be useful in defeating the Borg.”

“Do we have enough time to repair the Aerostar?” Baxter asked. “She’s pretty banged up.”

“We have a team of good engineers. As do you. It can be done. In the meantime our entire fleet, along with Jum’s, will go to the Flarn system to render whatever assistance we can.”

Baxter stood up, straightening his uniform. “I understand, Wujan. I’ll oversee the Aerostar’s repair personally.”

Wujan shook his head. “No you won’t. If I’m not mistaken, you have other matters to attend to.”

Baxter sat back down again. “What are you talking about?”

“We’ve lost contact with the Romulan vessel that attacked Jum’s vessel and kidnapped your officers. We think that something has happened to them in the Crebius cluster.”

Baxter’s eyes went wide. “Perhaps they made it home…”

“Perhaps, Captain. If so, I think you should investigate.”

“But the Borg offensive…”

“Has a slim chance of success at best. If that Romulan vessel has found the way back to the Alpha Quadrant, perhaps you can go back and get help. A few people won’t help this war, but if you are successful in returning to the Alpha Quadrant you might be able to bring back help.”

“We’re grasping at straws here, Wujan.” Baxter said, picking up a Mike Nezmith doll and idly twisting its head around.

“I know, Captain. But that is what this conflict has come to.”

Baxter put the doll down and stood up. “I can’t say I disagree. I’ll leave for the Crebius Cluster as soon as I can.”

“Good luck, Andy. And be careful.”

“Thank you, Wujan.” Baxter said, turning off the viewer and leaving the conference room.



CREBIUS CLUSTER



“Everybody hold on!” Mirk cried out as the turbolift plunged downward, throwing Gellar, Peterman, Danel, and himself upward.

“You can use your powers to stop this thing from falling, right?” Gellar said fearfully. “Right?”

“I think so.” Mirk said, closing his eyes and concentrating.

“You think so?” Peterman cried. “Oh, well, then, I for one feel much better about this whole thing.”

“I don’t need your sarcasm right now!” Mirk shouted, as the turbolift continued to plummet.

“If you’re going to do something, Mirk,” Danel said, her eyes growing wide with fear. “You’d better do it n–”

Suddenly the lift stopped dead, throwing everyone to the floor. At the same time, there was a blinding flash of white light.

“Ouch.” Gellar said, trying to peel his face away from the floor.

“What happened?” Peterman said, rubbing her head.

“Mirk, you saved us…” Danel said, looking around. “Mirk?”

The Maloxian bartender was nowhere to be found.



Monstrous Flarn warships swarmed around the even more monstrous Borg vessel, weaving in and out of its flight path, weapons streaming, in an attempt to slow it down.

“What is your statusssssss, Krenek?” Mordrid asked, his image beginning to break up on the Crastat’s viewscreen.

“We are losssssing!” Krenek shouted, as the ship rattled from the Borg vessel’s fire. “Thesssse Borg are unsssstoppable!”

“We jussssst lossssst three more vessels!” Lord Jevna cried out, trying to balance himself in the command throne. “We can’t hold our posssition for long!”

“It’ssss usssselesss!” Krenek cried. “We cannot hold them for long, Mordrid…evacuate Flarn Prime…before the Empire is lost!”

“NEVER!” Mordrid shouted. “You all are Flarn. Ssssstart acting like it!”

“With all due resssspect,” Krenek said, as the ship continued to shake. “I’d jusst as sssoon be a live Lobsssstraxian than a dead Flarn!”

Mordrid looked off to the side a moment and nodded. “Lisssten, Krenek, our sssstrategists here think they have a way to defeat thesssse Borg.”

“I’m lissssstening!” Krenek cried, holding on to his command chair.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51990.6. We are being towed back to Sulani space by one of Jum’s ships, where the Aerostar will undergo extensive and quite hurried repairs, in hopes that we can add her to the Borg offensive. In the meantime, I am meeting with my senior officers in what’s left of the conference lounge to discuss our next steps.



“They hit us pretty hard.” Lt. Commander Richards said, pointing to the destroyed sections of the Aerostar on the viewscreen in the conference room. “They cut the port nacelle right off and severely damaged the starboard one. The heaviest hull damage was in the lower Engineering decks and on scattered areas on our upper and lower saucer where the cutting beam hit.”

Captain Baxter cleared some debris from his chair and sat down. “How about casualties?”

“Janice estimates at least seventeen dead as of this moment, but there are some parts of the ship that we still can’t get to because of all the damage. I know we lost Gordy and Dunbar when Engineering was hit,” Richards continued.

“You’re forgetting Henricks and Wilcox, Commander.” Lt. Commander Prescott said warily, wiping the soot from the conference table and leaning forward. “We can’t do anything about the dead, but we sure as hell can do something about them.”

“Do you suggest we fly up to the Borg ship and ask if they would pretty please with sugar on top give us our shipmates back?” Conway asked.

“Why not?” Baxter asked, turning around to face Conway ant Prescott. “It worked for the crew of the Enterprise when Picard was kidnapped, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Yeah,” Conway said. “But that doesn’t mean it will work for us.”

“There’s only one way to find out.” Baxter said, looking to Conway. “I want you to go along with Jum and the fleet and intercept the Borg vessel. From there we can dispatch a team to recover our lost men.”

“You can’t be serious, Captain.” Conway said. “Haven’t we learned anything from Wolf 359?”

“Hopefully.” Prescott said. “Whatever the case, I’m going too.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Baxter said, turning to look at the other officers at the table. “I want you, Richards, and Larkin to go along with Commander Conway. It will be your job to penetrate the Borg defense field and rescue our officers.”

“Do you really think we have a shot at winning this thing, Andy?” Richards asked.

“Stranger things have happened.”

“And what, may I ask, will you be doing while we’re out getting carved up by the Borg?” Commander Conway asked angrily.

“I’m taking a team to the Crebius Cluster, in hopes of finding the Terminix and finding a way back to the Alpha Quadrant.”

“Sounds pretty damned contrived to me, sir.” Conway said, leaning back in his chair. “As a matter of fact, it sounds like this whole damn scheme is going to backfire on–”

Suddenly there was a loud snap, and Commander Conway fell backwards as the chair he was sitting in collapsed.

“Okay then,” Baxter said, clapping his hands together and standing up. “If there are no other objections, lets get moving.”



“We will not ask you again.” The Borg soldier said slowly. “Give us the device.”

“No give.” Crewman Wilcox said, shaking his head. “Mine.”

“We are Borg. We are superior. You will give us the device.”

“Dean superior. Dean know.” Wilcox replied. “Borgnine never get square.”

The Borg soldier moved forward. “Why must you resist? Certainly you can see that we only seek to improve the quality of life for all species.”

“Species.” Dean repeated. “My species.”

“Yes, your species.”

“Human.”

“Yes.” The Borg said, growing impatient. “Now hand over the square.”

“This square?” Wilcox asked, holding the square out.

“Yes.” The Borg said with anticipation, moving forward. “That square.”

“No.”



“I don’t care if the power systems need to be retrofitted, I need those multiphasic scanners.” Baxter said, motioning to the small engineering crew as they prepared the runabout Pocomoke.

“Captain…” Lt. Commander Richards said, entering the shuttlebay with Dr. Browning at his side. “Are you sure this trip is a good idea?”

“No. As a matter of fact, I’m pretty sure it’s not.” Baxter said, trying to drown out the engineering crew’s rendition of Janis Joplin’s “Me and Bobby McGee.”

“This is a macho guy thing, isn’t it?” Browning asked, staring at the Pocomoke. “The Pocomoke here is just an extension of your genetalia.”

“Except mine don’t come with warp engines.” Baxter said, smiling as he called up the ship’s manifest on one of the shuttlebay’s few functioning terminals.

“This is no time for jokes,” Richards said.

“You shouldn’t lecture me on risking my life.” Baxter said, climbing into the runabout’s cockpit. “You’re going to fight the Borg. A Romulan ship and a spatial anomaly are child’s play in comparison.” Richards and Browning followed Baxter in,

looking over his shoulder as he did his preflight check.

“I never really considered that.” Richards said.

“Don’t chicken out now, lover.” Browning said, looking up at Richards. “There’s too much testosterone in the air.”

“Contrary to popular belief,” Baxter said, tapping at the panel quickly. “I don’t think any of us want to die.”

“We’re all set, Captain.” Lt. Tilleran said, entering the cockpit from the aft section.

“Good.” Baxter said. “Where are the others?”

Suddenly there was a yelp from beside the cockpit entrance where Dr. Browning was standing. The Doctor spun around, looking to see who had poked her.

“You are blocking the entrance, Doctor.” J’hana said, sliding her batleth into its sheath behind her. “Please step aside.”

Browning moved aside, rubbing her butt painfully. “You could have said excuse me.”

“But where would the fun in that be?” J’hana said. Ensigns Ford and Saral climbed in after her, weighed down with phaser rifles.

“Think you brought enough firepower?” Richards asked.

“Hardly.” J’hana said, heading towards the aft section. “It always pays to be prepared. That’s the slogan of the Andorian Space Corps, you know.”

Baxter laughed, standing up. “It’s also happens to be the motto of Earth’s Boy Scouts, but I’m sure as hell not going to tell her that.”

Browning and Richards laughed. “Me neither.” Richards said. “You guys better go.” Baxter said, extending his hand for Richards to shake. “Good luck to both of you.”

Richards pulled Baxter into a forced hug, in which Dr. Browning quickly joined.

“Stay safe, buddy.” Richards said.

“You too, pal.” Baxter said.

“I’m hungry.” Browning said.

“Where are those damn photon torpedoes already?” J’hana called out from the aft compartment, ruining the moment.

“I’ll go check.” Richards said, grabbing Browning’s hand and leading her out of the cockpit. “I’ll see you soon, Captain.”

“Undoubtedly.” Baxter said, as the cockpit doors closed.



“Okay,” The Borg soldier said with exasperation, trying his best to maintain the ominous sense of scariness that the Borg were known for. “One more time. Give us the damn device.”

“Pretty please?” Wilcox said sweetly.

“Pretty please.” The Borg repeated.

“With sugar on top?”

The Borg rolled his eyes. “With sugar on top.”

“And a cherry?”

“And a cherry.”

“No.”

The Borg clenched his fists in anger, when suddenly the collective posed an interesting new strategy to him.

“Crewman Wilcox. We believe we see a triangle over there behind you.” The Borg said, pointing.

Wilcox turned his head. “Where?”

The Borg took that opportunity to bop the human over the head with his armature and grab the device.

“It is done.”

“It is no matter.” A voice said from outside the interrogation chamber. “We know all we need to know to defeat the crew of the late starship Aerostar and take over this quadrant. The device is inconsequential now. Huh-huh.”

“As you say, Beevus of Borg.” The Borg soldier, also known as twenty-two thousand three hundred and thirty-three of thirty thousand said solemnly, handing the device to the other Borg as he entered the room.

Beevus of Borg, once known as Private Christopher J. Henricks, took the device and examined it. “We now know that there is no lost Borg hive member here, and that we have been lured here under false pretenses. However, the Flarn will soon buckle under our pressure, and then we will add their biological and technological distinctiveness to our own. Heh-heh.”



“Where the hell did he go?” Jelo asked angrily, looking around the dimly lit bridge of the Terminix. The last thing the changeling had seen was a blinding flash of light, and now Colonel T’Phil was conveniently gone.

“Beats me,” Cridis said, pulling himself up to the helm console. “But I know we’re not where we were a few minutes ago.”

“We made it then…” Jelo said, looking at the static filled viewscreen. “We made it back…”

“Not exactly…” Ensign Taylor said from the science console.

Jelo whipped his head around. “Where the hell are we then?”

Taylor shook his head, rechecking his readings for a third time. “In a word…nowhere.”



“Thissss doessss not ssssound sssafe.” Jevna said, as Krenek walked around to the science console.

“It isss not.” Krenek said silently, looking at the readouts on the screen. “But it may be necesssssssary.”

“But will it be worth it to desssstroy an entire inhabited planet, and possssibly the bulk of our fleet?”

Krenek nodded. “Yesssssss, if it meansssss ssssaving the empire. Helm, direct the fleet to Flarn Five, and open a channel to the duridium reactor command center there.”

“Yesssss, Overmasssster,” the helmsman said.

“Do you think desssstroying that reactor will take out the Borg vesssel?” Jevna asked, as he and Krenek looked at the schematics of the reactor core and the planet Flarn Five itself.

“I do not know, but Mordrid’s advisorsssss seemed optimissssstic.” Krenek replied.

“That may be, but it issssss not they who are putting their thorax’sss on the line.” Jevna said fearfully.

“Ssssssilence!” Krenek hissed. “The decisssion hasss been made. Now break the newssss to the poor sssssshmucksss on Flarn Five.”



First Officer’s Log,

Supplemental. We have reached Sulan, where I’m told the Aerostar will receive a somewhat hasty but nonetheless comprehensive overhaul. All I can say is that they’d better have some freaking geniuses working on her. It’ll take a miracle to make that bird fly again. After packing a few necessities for the trip ahead, I’m ready to turn the Aerostar, what’s left of her, over to her new…temporary Captain.



“What does this button do?” Dr. Browning asked, as she rubbed her hands up and down the plush, albeit somewhat charred, upholstery of the command chair.

Conway bent down, slapping the doctor’s hand away from the button. “That’s the Red Alert Button.”

“Oh.” Browning said. “So I shouldn’t push that unless there’s like, a big emergency?”

Conway picked up his shoulder pack and checked it to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. “Right. But you won’t need to worry. There won’t be any big emergencies. We just need a senior officer to oversee the bridge in case something does happen, and, frankly, you’re the highest ranking officer we have left around here.”

“What about all the injured people left in sickbay?” Browning asked.

Conway thought a moment. “Oh. Well, Nurse Carter can take care of them.”

“Good point.” Browning said happily, leaning back in her chair. “I’m Captain! Yay!”

“Don’t get used to it.” Conway said blandly, heading for the turbolift. “And don’t do anything stupid!”

“Come on, Commander, give me some credit.”

“Not likely.” Conway said, stepping through the turbolift doors and suddenly realizing that there was no turbolift waiting on the other side.

Browning heard Conway yelp in surprise, and as soon as she turned around, he was gone, and the lift doors had closed again.

Browning walked over to the doors and pressed the button. They opened, revealing Lt. Commander Richards. “I finally got this shaft cleared. It was a mess. But now the computer is telling me there’s another blockage on this deck.”

Dr. Browning made a disgusted face and gulped. “Christopher, I think that blockage is Commander Conway.”

Richards sighed, turning around. “Great. Computer, lower this turbolift one meter and open the doors, command override Richards Sigma two five nine.”

“Working,” said the computer.

The turbolift doors suddenly opened, allowing Commander Conway to stumble out.

“Are you okay?” Dr. Browning asked, concerned.

Conway picked himself up with a grunt. “You could have at least let me know that you were working on the turbolift, Richards!” he said, looking at the engineer in annoyance.

“Well, I’ll say one thing for you, Commander, you’re durable.” Browning said with a laugh.

“That damn thing almost crushed me.” Conway said, feeling himself all over to make sure that nothing was broken. “I could have been killed.”

“The night is still young.” Richards said, packing away his engineering tools.

“Nantucket to Aerostar.” A voice said over the comm system.

Conway walked timidly over to the tactical console, still fearing that he might have injured something. “Conway here. Go ahead, Jum.”

“The fleet has been assembled. Are you and your team ready for transport?”

“We’ll be over shortly.” Conway said. “Have your transporter room prepare for our arrival. Aerostar out.” Conway turned to Richards. “It’s time to go, elevator boy.”

“Okay, just let me say goodbye to Janice.” Richards said.

Conway nodded. “Okay, go ahead.”

Browning and Richards stared at the First Officer a moment. Finally, Richards cleared his throat.

“Oh,” Conway said, smiling nervously. “You guys want to be alone? Fine, I’ll just wait in the turbolift.”

Richards rolled his eyes. “Computer, reset turbolift to normal specifications.”

Conway approached the turbolift doors closely, timidly putting one foot down on the floor of the lift as the doors opened, looking back towards Browning and Richards. “It’s safe now, right?”

“Yes.” Richards said exasparatedly.

Conway stepped in and tugged on his uniform top indignantly. “Yeah, I knew that.”

As the lift doors closed, Richards took Browning into an embrace, hugging her tightly.

“Be careful, Christopher.” Browning said, hugging him tighter.

“You too, Captain.” Richards said, smiling.

“And bring me back a souvenir!” Browning said, as Richards bent down to grab his engineering kit.

“I’ll bring you a whole Borg to dissect, honey.” he said, stepping up to the turbolift doors.

“A tee-shirt would be fine,” Browning said, as Richards stepped into the lift with an annoyed Conway.



<Hey, look alive now. We have a lot to talk about,> The giant eyeball said, as it floated in the great expanse of the Crebius Cluster like a grape floating in purple Jell-O.

Mirk looked up. “Do I know you?”

<Let’s just say we’re acquaintances of your Captain’s. Now where is he?>

“Captain Baxter?” Mirk asked. “I have no idea. Where am I?”

<We’ll ask the questions here, bucko. Now, who the heck is this Jervat turd?>

A figure suddenly appeared in the purple expanse that Mirk floated in.

“Colonel T’Phil?” Mirk asked with disbelief.

<So you do know him. What was he doing with that ship of his? Concentrated ionic pulse indeed.>

“He was trying to get back to the Alpha quadrant.” Mirk said, rubbing his eyes. “Am I dead?”

<No, but you’re getting warmer. So, he was trying to get back to the Alpha Quadrant. I guess he thought he was pretty darn smart.>

Mirk shook his head, trying to clear his mind and organize his thoughts. “Wait a minute…you’re not the Directors, are you?”

<We sure as hell aren’t Shirley Temple.>

“Wow,” Mirk said, suddenly becoming very excited. “You don’t know how long I’ve been wanting to meet you.”

<Uh-huh. So where’s Baxter?>

“I told you, I don’t know.” Mirk said. “You guys are the Directors. Shouldn’t you know?”

<We do know where Baxter is. Let’s rephrase the question: Why isn’t Baxter here?>

“I couldn’t tell you that. Boy, do I have a lot of questions for you.”

<Indeed. We’ll try to answer as many as we can, but first, this T’Phil fellow…>

“What about him?”

<Well, is he a nice guy?>

“Definitely not.” Mirk replied.

The eyeball considered this a moment. <Uh-huh. Well, what should we do to him?>

“A painful death would be great.” Mirk said, smiling as T’Phil hung there limply in space.

<Very funny. Seriously, though. We have to do something about this ship of his. It’s in storage right now, but, frankly, it’s taking up a lot of space. And we’re in the middle of renovations as it is.>

“I really don’t know what to tell you.”

<Fair enough. We’ll send you back then, for the moment. Oh, and be careful with those powers, okay?>

“You gave me these powers, didn’t you?” Mirk asked with wonder. “I knew it.”

<We’ll talk later,> the eyeball said, as Mirk suddenly disappeared.



Commander Conway walked out onto the bridge of the Nantucket, cup of coffee in hand. The replicators had evidently been altered to produce only Maloxian cuisine, which was unfortunate, since Conway hated Maloxian coffee. It was too sweet, nutty and fruity. And right now, there weren’t any moments in Conway’s life he felt like celebrating.

“Conway,” a voice said, as the command chair turned to face the Commander.

Conway’s face twisted in disgust. “Ronan.”

Ronan smiled. “None other than. I hope you’re enjoying that coffee, Commander. May I get you something to eat to go along with it?” she snickered.

“I don’t think so. Because of you I’ll never eat salad again. Not that I did anyway,” Conway said. “Now where’s Jum?”

“In the readyroom.” Ronan said, sighing and turning the chair back to face the viewscreen. “It’s really a pity we didn’t defeat you when we had the chance. Maybe we could have prevented this whole ‘Borg’ thing from happening.”

“I guess you’ll never know.” Conway said, walking over to the readyroom doors and pressing the call button.

“Come.” Jum said from within.

Conway strolled into the readyroom and looked around. “Wow, who’s the Monkees fan?”

“The who?” Jum asked.

“No, the Monkees.” Conway replied.

“What?” Jum returned.

“Never mind.” Conway said, sitting down. “So you’ve got Ronan working with you?”

“Many of our people follow her and trust her. I needed her.”

“But she doesn’t sound quite as ready to work for the same cause as you do.” Conway said.

“Well,” Jum replied. “She did try to kill you. That has a way of sticking with a person. I believe everyone deserves a second chance, though. Give her time.”

“That’s one thing we don’t have in abundance, Jum.” Conway said. “But my team is aboard and ready to help, assuming your friend Ronan doesn’t decide to make them dinner.”

Jum shook his head. “I assure you, Commander, your team is quite safe here aboard the Nantucket.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Conway said, when suddenly the comm system chirped pleasantly.

“Ronan to Jum. The fleet is cleared for departure. We are assigned to follow the lead vessel, the Rangar.”

“Herwan’s ship.” Conway said.

“Yes,” Jum said, standing up. “It was the idea of your Captain and of Wujan that each Maloxian ship would be paired with a Sulani vessel…for safety reasons.”

Conway followed Jum out onto the bridge. “I can just feel the trust around here.”

“Funny, I can’t.” Jum said, taking the command chair as Ronan vacated it. “Ronan, put the fleet on screen.”

Conway watched as the fleet appeared onscreen. “Good Lord, how many Sulani ships are there out there?”

“All of them, I think.” Jum said. “In addition to our own fleet. We scraped everything we could out of the starship graveyard. Ferengi, Vulcan, Breen, Yridian. We didn’t care. As long as it could go warp speed and fire those…phasers…you guys are so fond of.”

“Sounds promising.” Conway said. “How many ships are out there total?”

Jum looked to Ronan, who looked down at the tactical panel. “Eighty-seven, give or take.”

Conway let out a low whistle.

“Ronan,” Jum commanded. “Send a signal to the Rangar. We’re ready for departure.”

“The Rangar acknowledges.” Ronan said. “They are about to go to warp…”

“Helm, set course and speed to follow.” Jum said. “And engage.”

And with that, the entire fleet of eighty-seven ships (give or take) fired up their warp engines and took off into space.



“Hi there, Captain.” Counselor Peterman said, spread out on the ham and cheese sandwich seductively as it floated out in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico.

“Kelly?” Baxter asked, suddenly realizing that he was drowning.

“Come on, Andy! There’s room enough on this sandwich for both of us!”

Baxter struggled through the swelling waves, trying to grab hold of a piece of lettuce.

“Hurry!” Peterman cried.

“I’m trying, honey!” Baxter said, yanking at the lettuce. He looked back momentarily to see why Peterman was so insistent on himhurrying.

There was a whole school (or was it herd, or pack?) of sharks heading toward him.

“Help me!” Baxter said, pulling harder, when suddenly the piece of lettuce, slick with mayonnaise, slid out of the sandwich.

“Here!” Peterman cried, kneeling down and giving Baxter her hand. “Come on, hurry!”

Baxter struggled to get up and finally pulled himself on top of the piece of whole wheat bread, rolling over and sighing with relief. “Thanks, Kelly.”

Peterman leaned down and kissed him. “Don’t mention it.”

Baxter leaned up to see if the sharks were still pursuing him, and, sure enough, they were, except these were no ordinary sharks. They were cyborg sharks, with mechanical fins and eyes attached to them, and tubes coming out at odd places. And they were ghostly pale.

“Just when you thought it was safe to have a ham sandwich.” Peterman said, staring out at the sharks.

“What the hell does all this mean?” Baxter asked, trying to steady himself on the giant sandwich.

“You tell me,” a familiar voice said. Baxter turned around, to find Captain Alexander Rydell standing on the sandwich with him.

“Not you again.” Baxter sighed. “I thought I finally got rid of you.”

“You can’t get rid of your inner voice, Captain.” Rydell said. “You have to accept that.”

“So what do you mean ‘you tell me.’? I’m sitting on a ham sandwich with my girlfriend, and I’m surrounded by a school of angry Borg sharks. What the hell am I supposed to tell you?”

“I don’t know.” Rydell said mysteriously. “Although personally I’m more of a roast beef man.”

“This doesn’t make any sense.” Baxter said, when suddenly the sharks began to gnaw away at the sandwich.

Rydell laughed. “It’s not supposed to. Just like life.” With that, the apparition was gone.

Baxter clutched Counselor Peterman close to him as the sharks continued to eat around the sandwich, coming closer and closer to them.

“Just hold on to me, Kelly. Everything will be okay!”

“Yeah, right, we’re about to be eaten!” Peterman cried.

“Don’t worry, this is my dream.” Baxter said. “I can do whatever I want, right?”

“Well, then think up something to fight the sharks with!”

Baxter closed his eyes and concentrated as hard as he could. “I’m thinking, I’m thinking. Sharks…sharks…sharks…”

Suddenly four people in leather jackets emerged from the gulf, wielding bats.

“We are the Jets!” they sang. “We’re gonna get ’em. They want to eat Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman, but we won’t let ’em!”

“What a messy rhyme.” Peterman said, as the gang beat mercilessly on the sharks.

“Well,” Baxter replied. “I can’t remember how the rest of the song goes.”

“Boy, boy, silly boy, be cool boy!” one of the Jets said.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” Baxter and Peterman screamed, when suddenly Baxter felt a hand slap against his face…



…Captain Baxter shot up in his bunk, banging his head on the roof of the small space.

“Goddamn runabout bunks.” Baxter cursed, when suddenly he realized what woke him up. Ensign Ford was snoring noisily in the bunk above him, and, in his sleep, his hand had fallen down into Baxter’s face.

“Stop snoring!” Baxter shouted.

The snoring continued.

Finally, Baxter grabbed Ford’s hand and dragged him out of his bunk and onto the floor. “Time to wake up, Ensign!”

Ford blinked his eyes in confusion. “What happened?”

“You were snoring.”

“Sorry.” Ford said sheepishly, rubbing his aching rear end. “Did you have to wake me up? I was having a great dream.”

“I don’t want to know about it.” Baxter said, heading out into the front compartment.

“Ah, you are up.” J’hana said from the Pocomoke’s sensor console. “We have almost reached the Crebius Cluster.”

“That’s good.” Baxter said, walking to the front of the runabout and staring out the windows as Ensign Saral and Lt. Tilleran operated the controls. “Start scanning for any telltale signs of a cloaking device.”

“You realize that the gravometric distortions within the cluster aren’t going to make that very easy,” Tilleran said.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, yawning. “Just do your best.”

“Would you like some lunch, Captain?” J’hana said, looking up at Baxter.

“No thanks.” Baxter said, rubbing his stomach. “I don’t have much of an appetite right now. I’ll be in the back if you guys need me.”

Baxter took one last look out the window as the Crebius Cluster came into view and then he turned around and headed back towards the aft section.

“Hey, Ensign Ford.” Baxter said, stretching and yawning again as he walked back into the bunk area. “Why don’t you…”



“…do a diagnostic on the scanning equipment.” Baxter said, looking around. “Ensign Ford?”

But Ford wasn’t there. As a matter of fact, nothing much at all was there, except a huge expanse of gelatinous purple cloud.

<There you are. We’ve been looking all over for you.>

“Hello?” Baxter asked, looking around. <Behind you,> the voice said exasperatedly.

Baxter turned around, to be greeted by the now familiar giant eyeball he had encountered twice before. “Oh, hi.” He said sheepishly.

<Is that all you have to say? ‘Oh, hi’? No, ‘Gee, I’m sorry I haven’t stayed in touch,’ or ‘Whoops, sorry I let an insane Romulan try and break through the portal.’ Well doesn’t that just beat all.>

“But…” Baxter said.

<No buts. Now listen carefully. We don’t have much time. Correction…you don’t have much time.>

“But…”

<We said no buts. Now, we’re holding the Romulan ship, as you call it, in a pocket of non-space just on the other side of our universe. I assume you came here looking for that ship, and your…little friends?>

“Uh, yeah, actually…” Baxter said.

<Good. Well, you can have them. Get them out of our sight as soon as you can.>

“We were trying to…” Baxter replied.

<We’ll even give you a head start. Now get moving!>



“Have we found anything yet?” Ensign Ford said, walking out into the forward compartment and zipping up the front of his uniform.

“No.” J’hana grunted. “Lt. Tilleran has found nothing.”

“Of course, that doesn’t mean that there isn’t anything there.” Tilleran said from beside J’hana. “They may be cloaked.”

“Then why don’t we go in, get a closer look?” Ford asked.

“Excellent idea.” J’hana said. “However, the Captain must give the order, and I assumed he would prefer we wait until he was done with the sensor diagnostics in the aft compartment.”

“What do you mean?” Ford said. “I thought he was up here.”

“J’hana to Baxter.” J’hana said, turning in her chair. There was no response. J’hana turned to Tilleran.

“Lieutenant, reset scanners to detect Captain Baxter’s comm badge and life signs. We are going into the Cluster.”

“Acknowledged.” Tilleran said, as J’hana steered the runabout into the cluster.

Ford took a seat behind J’hana’s chair, next to Ensign Saral. “So, Ensign. What’s your sign?”

“Vulcans do not have an analog for the Zodiac system, Ensign.” Saral said, as she worked at her station.

“Too bad.” Ford said, glancing at the sensors on one of the panels near his chair. “Myself, I’m a Capricorn. You should know, Ensign, that we Capricorns are a fiery sort.”

Saral looked up momentarily. “Is that so?”

“Oh, yeah.” Ford said. “I mean, we’re unstoppable, if you know what I mean.”

“Indeed.” Saral said, returning her attention to her panel. She raised an eyebrow. “Strange. Lieutenant J’hana, I am picking up a surge in neutrino emissions twenty kilometers off our starboard bow.”

J’hana glanced over at Tilleran. “Well?”

Tilleran glanced at the readings on her panel. “I can’t be sure. There’s just too much gravometric interference.”

“Damn.” J’hana replied.

“You wouldn’t believe how much stamina a man like me has. I can go for-” Ford said, suddenly looking out the front viewport. “J’hana!”

J’hana looked up, just in time to see a Romulan Warbird appear, seemingly from out of nowhere.

“I guess we found what we were looking for.” Ford said nervously.

“That’s not all.” Tilleran said. “I’m picking up the Captain’s comm signal inside the Warbird.”

“Their shields are down.” Saral reported from her station. “And their engines are inoperative. They appear to be drifting.”

“I wonder what happened to them?” Ford asked.

“It appears the Crebius Cluster happened to them.” J’hana replied, bringing the runabout in closer. “Ensign Saral, lock transporters onto the Captain’s signal and prepare to beam us over there.”



Captain Baxter was about to come up with a witty comeback to the eyeball’s remarks, when suddenly he found himself in a dark corridor, aboard what he supposed was the Terminix.

He was about to try and contact the runabout when he heard shuffling down the corridor. Not about to be ambushed, Baxter quickly withdrew his phaser and leaned back against the bulkhead, trying to shield himself from view.

Baxter remained this way for almost a minute, finally peeking around the corridor to see if whoever he heard was still there.

That’s when a fist came flying right into his face, sending him reeling backwards.

Lt. Gellar peeked around the corner. “Sneak up on me will ya, you Maloxian…uh-oh.” He quickly offered Captain Baxter his hand. “Where did you come from, Captain?”

“A runabout.” Baxter said, wiping the blood from his mouth. “You know that really hurt, Lieutenant.”

“That’s why I’m a security officer, Captain.” Gellar said proudly.

“Right.” Baxter said. “Where is the rest of your team? Mirk…Taylor?”

“Mirk disappeared about an hour ago. And Taylor is one of the traitors.”

“Damn.” Baxter said, his eyes becoming desperate. “And the Counselor?”

Gellar shook his head. “We were trying to find the shuttlebay after Mirk disappeared, and we were attacked by a contingent of Maloxian guards. They grabbed Peterman and Danel, then transported to who knows where.”

Baxter rubbed a hand over his face. “I would assume they were taken to the bridge. Wait a minute. Did you say Danel? Mirk’s female friend?”

“Yes, sir.” Gellar nodded. “She’s here as well.”

“Well, we’re not leaving without the others.” Baxter said, waving Gellar down the corridor.

“So what are we going to do?” Gellar said, following. “Just march right onto the bridge and ask them to please give us our people back?”

“That’s the second time someone has asked me that today. And I’ll give you the same answer. Yes.” Baxter said, proceeding down the corridor.



“Well, well, well.” Colonel T’Phil said, as Peterman and Danel were placed before him. “Aren’t you two a pretty little sight?”

“Where’s Mirk?” Danel asked angrily. “What have you done with him?”

“Oh, I have no idea where that little pissant is.” T’Phil said. “But I did have a quite fascinating discussion with the Directors, as his people call them.”

“Do we look like we care?” Peterman asked, when suddenly she felt a disruptor rifle crack against the back of her head.

“Gentle, gentle, Cridis. Human females break easily.”

“Wanna try me?” Peterman asked defiantly.

“All in good time.” T’Phil said, steepling his fingers. “Our sensors just picked up a Federation runabout moving toward us. They seem to have sent over a boarding party.”

“And we are doing nothing?” Jelo said, storming up to the command chair angrily. “How can they simply be allowed to board this ship?” “Quite simply,” T’Phil said, annoyed. “Our shields are down, our engines are inoperative, and our weapons are almost useless. But do not worry. The bridge is quite secure.”

“We’ll see.” Peterman said.



“His signal is getting very close.” Lt. Tilleran said, as J’hana, Tilleran, Ford, and Saral moved quickly through the Warbird’s corridors.

“How close?” J’hana asked, her fingers tensing around the grip of her phaser.

Suddenly Ford was pulled around the corner of the corridor, as a disruptor was jammed painfully into the side of his head.

“Whoops.” Gellar said, releasing the Ensign quickly.

“You have to stop doing that.” Baxter said. “Well, it took you guys long enough to find me.”

“Do not press your luck, Captain.” J’hana said, holstering her phaser. “What happened?”

Baxter sighed. “It would take too long to explain. And as far as luck goes, I think that ran out along time ago. Now let’s move.”

“Where are we going?” Ford asked, bringing up step next to Gellar.

“To kick some ass.” Gellar said.



“We are entering the Flarn system.” Ronan said, looking at her panel. “All ships coming out of Warp.”

“Red alert.” Jum said, leaning forward in the command chair. “Raise the shields and arm the weapons.”

Commander Conway looked down at the panel next to his chair. “Well, there’s no welcoming party, Flarn or otherwise.”

“I did not expect one.” Jum said gravely. “The Flarn have enough problems right now.”

“I am detecting a huge amount of debris.” Ronan reported.

“Enough for a fleet?” Conway asked.

“Yes.” Ronan replied, looking back down at her panel. “Wait…I’m picking up something else. A massive energy displacement near Flarn Five. Correction…where Flarn Five used to be.”

“What?” Conway asked, looking back.

“That planet has been destroyed.”

“By the Borg?” Jum asked.

“Negative.” Ronan replied. “It looks like they overloaded a duridium reactor that was directly attached the the planet’s core. Probably a strategy to defeat the Borg.”

“Sounds like it didn’t work so well.” Conway said. “Unless there happens to be some Borg debris in there somewhere.”

“Negative.” Ronan said. “As a matter of fact, I’m picking up a Borg energy signature in orbit of Flarn Prime, and-” Ronan looked at her panel again. “Wait…one of the Flarn vessels is still functioning.”

Jum leaned forward more in the command chair. “Hail them.”

“They are responding.” Ronan said. “Their primary power core is heavily damaged, however. The ship will not last much longer.”

“On screen.” Jum ordered.

A ruined Flarn bridge appeared on the screen. All of the Flarn on the bridge appeared unconscious or dead, save the one in the command chair, who leaned his head forward weakly, supporting himself on his one good talon.

“Ssssso…your united fleet hasssss arrived.”

“What happened here?” Jum asked.

“What doesssss it look like?” the Flarn said, annoyed. “We failed. And now the empire…along with this whole quadrant…isssss doomed.”

“Maybe not.” Commander Conway said. “We’re working on a way to destroy the Borg.”

“I’m ssssssure.” The Flarn said, letting out a strained chuckle. “Good luck.”

“Who are you, anyway?” Conway asked.

“I am Krenek, Interim Overmassssster of the late Flarn Empire.” The Flarn said, revealing his shining teeth in a nasty smile. “And I’d just like to say…it wasssss fun while it lassssted…”

“Seeker…” Ronan said, when suddenly the picture of Krenek was replaced with a picture of the badly damaged Flarn warship, which promptly exploded in a huge ball of light.

The Nantucket rocked slightly as the shockwave passed.

“Proceed to Flarn Prime.” Jum said urgently.



“Having fun?” Lt. Hartley asked, strolling onto the bridge.

Dr. Browning grabbed the tactical railing, in a mad attempt to stop the Captain’s chair from spinning. “Uh…” she said dizzily. “I was doing a diagnostic on the…um…inertial dampers.”

“Right.” Hartley said, leaning on the tactical console. “Face it. You’re bored.”

Browning shrugged. “Yeah, I guess I am. There’s not a lot to do up here while the ship is being repaired.”

“Guess that’s why everyone else left to go fight the Borg and Colonel T’Phil. There’s nothing exciting happening here.”

“I for one am utterly fine with that.” Browning said, ordering a cup of hot chocolate, with extra marshmallows.

Hartley watched Dr. Browning quizzically. “You think Baxter will find us a way home?”

Browning sipped her hot chocolate and flashed Hartley a whimsical smile. “I have a feeling that somehow, along this journey, we’ll find a way home.”

“Yeah, yeah, who says an ant can’t move a rubber tree plant, I know.” Hartley said. “You can stick all that optimistic bullshit right up the warp plasma exhaust.”

“Speaking of which,” Browning said, sitting back down in the command chair. “How are the repairs coming?”

“Slow.” Hartley said. “I just came from Engineering. They just installed the new warp core, but they’re having trouble adapting the Sulani systems to ours.”

“We have a new warp core?” Browning asked in amazement.

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “Our old one was blown up along with one of our warp nacelles and half the power couplings from here to engineering.”

“Sheesh, that is bad.” Browning said. “When are the repairs supposed to be done?”

Hartley raised an eyebrow. “You sure don’t know much for an acting Captain.”

“I’ve been dizzy…I mean busy.” Browning said. “Now how long?”

“Several hours at least. And that’s a bare minimum. We’ll have the new engines and weapons, but the hull damage will still be significant.”

“Wonder how long Conway’s team can hold off the Borg until we arrive?” Browning asked, rubbing her chin.

“I hate to tell you this, Doc,” Hartley said, heading for the turbolift. “But I don’t think we’d make a hell of a lot of difference either way.”

“Yeah, well I’ll bet that’s what the grasshopper said.” Browning replied.

“It was an ant.” Hartley said, as the lift doors closed.

“Well, what do ants know anyway.” Browning said quietly, sipping at her hot chocolate.



“So you’re just going to barge in there and ask them if they will please give us our people back?” J’hana asked as she and Baxter and the rest of the team proceeded along the ruined corridor.

Baxter rolled his eyes. “I’m not even going to dignify that with an answer.”

“You realize, of course, that it will be a rollicking firefight through thirty decks all the way up there.” J’hana said.

“Yes, I do.” Baxter replied.

J’hana smiled. “Good. Just wanted to make sure we were both on the same wavelength.”

“Why don’t we just use the runabout’s transporter?” Lt. Gellar asked.

“The bridge is shielded.” Tilleran replied. “The Warbird’s outer shields are inoperative, but the internal ones are still working.”

“Exactly.” Baxter said.

“Then how the hell are we going to get to the bridge?” Ford asked.

“Simple.” Baxter replied. “We’re going to use our charm.”



FLARN PRIME



Emperor Mordrid took one last look at his huge Imperial Place as Flarn One, his Imperial Shuttle, took off, en route to a special bunker created for just such an eventuality.

Mordrid watched as a Borg cutting beam lashed out of the sky and laid waste to the palace.

The (former) Emperor sighed as the intricate spires and towers crumbled and exploded in a cloud of billowing smoke.

“Emperor…we jusssssst received word…” Drak, his aide, said hurriedly, approaching Mordrid’s seat on the spacious Flarn Sky Cruiser. “The Ssssssulani and Lobssssstraxian fleet hassss entered thisssss ssssystem. They will be here within the hour.”

Mordrid grunted in satisfaction. “Good. They can die with ussss.”

“Is it not posssssssible that they may save us?” Drak asked.

Mordrid narrowed his compound eyes and smiled. “That would be ironic, don’t you think?”

“Indeed it would, Emperor.” Drak replied.



“We’re almost there guys,” Commander Conway said, sticking his head into the Nantucket’s conference lounge, where Richards, Prescott, and Larkin had set up a temporary workshop.

Richards looked up from his work, which, at the moment, happened to be Larkin’s head. “Good. We’re almost ready here.”

“What the hell are you doing?” Conway asked, surveying Larkin’s head as it sat serenely on the conference table.

“Lieutenant Larkin here is going to invade the Borg’s central net and take over its command structure,” Lt. Commander Prescott said, leaning against the table. “All we have to do is find a Borg to plug her into and we’re in.”

“But I thought Lt. Commander Data tried that when the Borg invaded the Alpha Quadrant seven years ago,” Conway said. “Won’t the pathways be protected?”

“We have prepared for that eventuality.” Larkin said as Richards rooted around in her head. “I have developed a subroutine that should break through the Borg’s defensive programs.”

“Is there any way to know if it will?” Conway asked.

“Not until we get there and try it out.” Richards said.

“Lovely.” Conway replied dryly.

“Jum to Conway. You and your team better get out here,” came Jum’s voice over the comm system.

Conway tapped his comm badge. “Acknowledged. We’ll be right out.” He looked up at Larkin again before leaving the conference room. “And for Pete’s sake, get her head back on.”



Richards, Larkin and Prescott stepped out onto the Nantucket’s bridge just as a hideious face appeared on the viewscreen.

“Federation Starship Nantucket. You will power down your engines and surrender. Resistance is futile,” the Borg that once was Private Christopher Henricks said.

“Oh my God.” Prescott said uneasily.

“You should have expected this, Commander.” Larkin said, staring at the viewscreen. “This outcome is logical, according to what we know of the Borg.”

“That doesn’t make it any easier to take, Larkin.” Prescott said softly.

“What do we tell them?” Jum asked uncertainly.

“We tell them to go to hell.” Richards said, grabbing his engineering kit and holstering his phaser and tricorder. “We’re going over there.”

Jum looked up to Ronan. “You heard them. Signal the fleet to begin their attack.”

“I repeat: Power down your engines and surrender.” Henricks repeated on the screen.

“Don’t do this, Christopher!” Lt. Commander Prescott protested, as she prepared to leave.

“Private Henricks no longer exists. There is only Beevus of Borg now. Huh-huh.”

“Sounds almost the same to me.” Conway muttered, inclining his head towards Richards’s team. “Proceed as planned, Commander.”

“Yes, sir.” Richards said, leading Prescott and Larkin to the turbolift.

“Power down your engines now or you will all be destroyed.” Beevus ordered once again.

“Listen here, Private,” Commander Conway said angrily. “You should already know this by now: we humans don’t die easily.”

“That may be so,” Beevus said hauntingly. “But you will die.”



TO BE CONTINUED…
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Process of Elimination - Part 3

THE ROMULAN WARBIRD TERMINIX



“Hi there.” Captain Andy Baxter said, smiling broadly and offering his hand to the Maloxian security officer.

“Stay back…and put your hands up!” The officer replied, causing Baxter to step back a bit.

Baxter raised his hands. “It’s okay, we don’t want to hurt you.”

“Speak for yourself.” J’hana muttered from behind him.

“You’re turning yourselves in?” the confused Maloxian asked.

“Exactly.” Baxter said, smiling more broadly. “I’d like to talk to Colonel T’Phil.”

“And that you will.” The guard said, ordering two other guards to retrieve the phasers, tricorders, and comm badges of Baxter, J’hana, Tilleran, Ford, Saral, and Gellar. He also took J’hana’s batleth, after a bit of coaxing. “Come with us.”

“See?” Baxter said, winking at J’hana. “My plan is foolproof.”

“I must admit,” J’hana sighed, whispering, “You are a genius, Captain.”



Lt. Commander Prescott piloted the shuttlecraft Nezmith out of the Nantucket’s shuttlebay, jerking it immediately to starboard in order to avoid a Borg cutting beam.

“So far so good.” Richards said uneasily from between Prescott and Larkin’s chairs.

Richards glanced out the front window, gasping at the immense firefight going on outside. Ships of all types pounded on the Borg ship, overwhelming its defenses.

“We will reach the perimeter of the Borg ship’s shields in thirteen seconds.” Larkin reported, as the tiny shuttlecraft weaved about, just barely evading the cutting beam. “I am modulating our shields so we can pass through the shield perimeter.”

Richards checked his kit one more time and slung it over his shoulder, next checking the modulator on his phaser and holstering it. “Make it quick, Larkin.”

“I am working at peak capacity, Commander.” Larkin said.

“Hold on!” Commander Prescott cried suddenly, sending the shuttle into a climb just in time to avoid the exploding Ferengi Marauder that hurtled towards them.

“See if you can cut that closer next time, Commander.” Richards said wryly, holding onto Larkin’s chair for support.

“I’ll do my best.” Prescott said, smiling.

“We have reached the Borg defense field.” Larkin reported, her hands dancing across her panel. “Our shield modulation is having no effect.”

“Try another one!” Richards ordered.

“Acknowledged.” Larkin said, looking at the readings on her panel. “Sir, the Borg seem to be modulating their shields to compensate for our changes.”

“Damn.” Prescott said, “They knew we would try this. They have all of Chris’ memories.”

“Never thought of that.” Richards said, rubbing his chin. “We’ll just have to do the unpredictable, then.” With that, the engineer ran toward the back of the shuttle and began yanking out isolinear chips.

“Mind telling me what you’re up to?” Prescott asked nervously.

“I’m creating a disruptive static field around our warp nacelles.” Richards replied, matter-of-factly.

“Oh.” Prescott said. “Great.”

“Alright…try it now!” Richards cried.

Commander Prescott gunned the engines, sending the tiny shuttlecraft through the field and hurtling towards the Borg ship.

“What now?” Prescott asked fearfully.

Richards climbed up towards front of the shuttlecraft. “Put on the brakes!”

The Nezmith came to an abrupt stop, right next to the hull of the massive Borg ship.

“Excellent work, Commander.” Larkin said, getting up from her panel and walking over to the transporter console. “We have successfully penetrated the defense field.”

“Now if we can only rely on this shuttle’s transporter system to get us over there.” Prescott said, checking her phaser and holstering it.

“We should have no problems.” Richards said, as Larkin programmed in the coordinates. “I think.”

“You think?” Prescott asked, as the group dissolved.



“Get in there.” The Maloxian guard said, pushing Baxter and the rest of his team onto the bridge.

T’Phil turned in his chair. “Well, well, well. Now this is a surprise.”

Counselor Peterman tried to pull herself away from the guards that held her and Danel. “Andy!”

Baxter picked himself up off the deck, brushing off his uniform. “Fancy meeting you here, T’Phil!”

“The pleasure is all mine.” T’Phil said wickedly. “I suspect you came to save this little flower?” The Romulan indicated Counselor Peterman.

“Actually,” Baxter said. “I came here to give you an ass whupping that you won’t soon forget.” He leaned his elbow up against the bulkhead casually. “See, I figure I owe you one.”

“Is that so?” T’Phil asked.

Jelo stepped forward, eyeing Baxter’s group angrily. “You should kill all of them now, T’Phil. We have no use for them.”

“Shut up.” T’Phil said through clenched teeth. “Now, if I’m not mistaken, Captain, you have a lot of information on the Federation stored in that little runabout you have parked outside our ship.”

“I might.” Baxter said, folding his arms. “You wouldn’t be interested, would you?”

“I might.” T’Phil replied, turning to look at the guard holding Counselor Peterman. “Danid, perhaps the Counselor would like a perm.”

Danid gave the Romulan a quizzical look. “A what?”

“A perm. As in a permanent…headache.” T’Phil said coldly.

Danid smiled, laughing. “I see what you’re saying.” The Maloxian yanked at Peterman’s hair, causing her to screech.

“Stop it, you big jerk!” Peterman shrieked.

Baxter didn’t even flinch. “I suppose I could give you the codes. But then I’d have to destroy this entire vessel. And you wouldn’t want me to do that, would you?”

“I’ll risk it.” T’Phil said eagerly. “Now transfer that information.”

“We don’t have time for this…” Jelo said angrily.



Mirk tried to reach back and scratch the itch on his left shoulder blade, but it was no use. After the Directors returned him to the Terminix, he had managed to squirm his way into the ventilation system and find the bridge. Now he was stuck in that cramped little area, and he couldn’t do a thing but watch as Peterman, Baxter, and the rest of his friends were toyed with by that evil shmuck T’Phil.

The Maloxian bartender shifted positions, in a vain attempt to get a better view out of the tiny vent.



“I’ll be the judge of what we have time for and what we do not.” T’Phil replied. “Now, the codes, if you please, Captain.”

Baxter stretched his arms and yawned. “I’ll give you the codes, Colonel. It doesn’t really matter to me who gets the credit. As long as I get home, I could care less.”

“You’re a man after my own heart after all…” T’Phil snickered. “Taylor, patch in a signal to the runabout’s computer.”

“Y-yes, sir.” Taylor said, glancing at Baxter over his shoulder.

“Here…I’ll show young Mister Taylor here exactly how to get the information.” Baxter said, walking over to the science console.

Danid shoved his weapon up against Peterman’s head. “No funny stuff, Captain Buttmunch.”

“Right.” Baxter said, staring angrily at Taylor. “It sure is nice to see you again, Ensign. The guys back home were worried about you. I mean, you were the life of the party, after all.”

“What are you trying to say?” Taylor replied.

“Well, just that you liked to swing both ways from time to time,” Baxter cast a glance back at T’Phil. “If ya get my drift.”

T’Phil smirked at Taylor. “Really, Ensign, I’m terribly surprised.”

“And Lt. Atkinson over there wets his bed,” Peterman said with a laugh. “And Taylor lusts after his mom.” That remark earned a quick smack upside the head by Danid’s disruptor.

“That’s enough out of you, girl.”

“Watch it, buddy,” Peterman said scoldingly. “My boyfriend’s here to save me now.”

“I’d like to see him try.” Danid chuckled.

“You will.” Peterman said confidently.

Meanwhile, Captain Baxter tapped his code into the science console. “Baxter to Pocomoke. Computer. Access the computer core and transfer all classified Federation information to this vessel’s computer core, authorization Baxter Alpha one one zero.”

“Please state security codeword.”

Baxter looked around the bridge sheepishly.

“Go ahead, Captain.” T’Phil said with anticipation.

Baxter sighed. “Oh, all right. Computer, enter security code…‘honeybunny.’”

“How cute.” T’Phil said, steepling his fingers.

“Transfer in progress.” The Pocomoke’s computer replied.

“Quite nice, Captain.” T’Phil said, walking over and putting a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “Almost makes me wish we could have been friends. I suspect that there is a lot I could learn from you.”

“There sure is.” Baxter smiled. “Now, the question is, do you want the really, really, really secret stuff?”

“You mean there’s more?” T’Phil said with glee.

Baxter nodded. “You bet. It’s kept within a nested subcommand processor that only me and a few select officers know about.”

“Captain, you can’t be serious!” J’hana shouted. “Not the Power Node!”

“The one and only, J’hana.” Baxter said.

“Captain, you know that giving the secrets of the Power Node over to an enemy force is one of Starfleet’s greatest offenses,” Lt. Tilleran said gravely.

“Stand down, Lieutenant.” Baxter barked. “I’ve made up my mind.”

“Power Node?” Peterman said quietly to herself. “What the hell is a Power Node?”

“Just a word from me, Colonel, and that information is yours as well.” Baxter said enthusiastically.

“Sounds intriguing.” T’Phil said. “You certainly know the way into an old spy’s heart.”

Baxter shrugged. “What can I say. Baxter to Pocomoke. Computer…access program Charlie-six-six-six.”

“Working.” The computer responded.

“Six-six-six?” T’Phil asked with amusement. “Ingenious.”

Baxter looked at Taylor’s science console, then turned back to Colonel T’Phil. “Here it comes, T’Phil.”

“Sir…” Cridis suddenly said from the tactical console.

“We’re picking up some activity from the Pocomoke.”

T’Phil turned to look at the Maloxian. “What kind of activity?”

“This kind!” Baxter shouted, ramming his elbow into T’Phil’s stomach and bringing his fist up into the Romulan’s face. “Now, J’hana!”

“I’m on it, Captain!” J’hana said, grabbing the nearest guard’s weapon and using it to flip him over her shoulder, then bringing it up and firing at the guard that held Counselor Peterman, causing him to fly back against the wall.

“Hold on everyone!” Baxter shouted, when suddenly the Pocomoke collided with the Terminix’s bridge, causing both vessels to list back in opposite directions, and in the process, causing the ventilation shaft Mirk was hiding in to spilt open, spilling the bartender out onto a very surprised Cridis.

Chaos ensued on the damaged bridge, as T’Phil pulled himself up, ramming his fist into Baxter’s stomach, bringing him down to his knees. The two men proceeded to roll about on the floor, grappling at each other in a mad attempt to kill one another.

“I’ve got a score to settle with you, spanky!” Gellar cried out, leaping across the bridge and ramming his shoulder into Ensign Taylor’s face, causing him to be mashed against the science console.

“Where did you come from, devil-boy?” Cridis asked, as he grabbed Mirk by the front of his now charred blazer.

“I came from hell, you two bit good for nothing, perpetrating, half assed, poor excuse for a freighter pilot!” Mirk shouted, butting Cridis with his forehead, sending the Maloxian reeling back into the viewscreen. “And now its time to show you some serious satanic wrath.”

Mirk clasped his hands together and rammed them into Cridis’ face, then brought them down on his back.

“You were the worst Domjat player I ever met, you traitorous bastard!” Lt. Gellar cried out, ramming Ensign Taylor’s head into the ruined science console. “And worse than that, you have a thing for your mom!”

“I do not! Peterman lied!” Taylor protested.

“This is for hurting me!” Peterman cried, kicking Danid roughly in the crotch. “And this is for being ugly! And this is for being rude!”

“I’ll kill you this time, Andorian!” Jelo cried, as his arm extended across the bridge to wrap around J’hana’s throat.

“Never!” J’hana croaked, grabbing her betleth from where one of the guard’s had dropped it and slicing through Jelo’s arm.

She took that moment of confusion to fire at him, but the changeling merely made a hole in his chest where she fired.

“You can’t kill me!” he said, as suddenly his dismembered arm flew back to join his body, which immediately expanded towards the ceiling and slingshotted itself into the open ventilation tube.

“I am not finished with you!” J’hana cried, firing her disruptor at him as he disappeared.

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Tilleran was busy trying to contact the badly damaged Pocomoke, in order to transport the team to safety. “Captain,” Tilleran said. “The Pocomoke is severely damaged–I can’t seem to engage its transporters.”

Baxter stopped punching T’Phil long enough to look up. “Then try to access the Terminix’s transporters so you can do a site-to-site. Try to get us to a safe location.”

“Good idea, Captain.” Tilleran replied, as suddenly a guard lept at her.

Before the Betazoid could react, a hand grabbed onto her attacker’s neck and squeezed, sending him crashing to the deck, unconcious.

“Continue working, Lieutenant,” Ensign Saral said. “I will take care of any attackers.”

“Thanks, Saral.” Tilleran said, continuing to try to route power to the transporter.

“You punch like a girl, Taylor!” Gellar cried, slamming Ensign Taylor up against the wall. “And you smell like one too! Ha ha!”

Lt. Atkinson lept towards J’hana, which was probably, upon further consideration, a big mistake.

J’hana grabbed the former engineering officer by his hair and slung him across the bridge. “Betray your oath to Starfleet, will you, you filthy scoundrel!”

Mirk rammed Cridis’ head into a panel repeatedly until he fell limp. “Call me a demon boy, will you, punk?” he asked, kicking the unconcious Maloxian.

Danel ran over to Mirk and gave him a big hug. “We’re saved, Mirk!”

“Not quite yet, Danel,” Mirk said, holding Danel close to him and looking around the bridge at all of the damage he and Baxter and the rest of the Starfleet crew had caused. For some reason, that amount of damage made him proud to be a part of that crew.

Captain Baxter threw T’Phil’s half conscious form to the deck and ran over to Counselor Peterman, who was still beating the living heck out of Danid.

“Kelly!” he cried, pulling her close to him.

Peterman slung her arms around Baxter’s neck, burying her face in his chest. “It’s about time you got here, Andy!”

“Sorry, honey, I came as fast as I could.” Baxter said, calling over his shoulder to Tilleran. “How is that transporter coming, Lieutenant?”

Tilleran entered a few more quick commands. “We’re ready now, Captain.”

“Then do it.” Baxter said, clearing strands of hair out of Peterman’s face and staring into her eyes.

At Tilleran’s command, she, Mirk, Danel, Gellar, Ford, J’hana, Saral, Baxter, and Peterman began to dissolve in a green shimmer.

“Not so fast!” T’Phil cried, lunging towards Baxter and grabbing his ankles as he disappeared. “I’m not finished with you!”

And suddenly, the bridge was a lot emptier, and a lot quieter.

“Get off me, you bumbling oaf!” Cridis shouted, as Brin struggled to help him. “We have to find out where they went!”

Lt. Atkinson pulled himself up, rubbing his aching head and staring at the engineering console. “We’ve got bigger problems than that, right now, Cridis.”

“What do you mean?” Cridis asked angrily.

“Well, it looks like the collision with the runabout caused a power feedback loop to occur, causing a buildup in the quantum singularity core.”

“And what the hell does that mean?”

Ensign Taylor climbed to his feet and looked at the readings. “It means this ship’s about to blow up, you fool!”



FLARN PRIME



Beams lashed out from the Borg vessel, cutting deeply into the surface of Flarn Prime, destroying hundreds of square kilometers of the huge planet in minutes.

Five kilometers below the planet’s surface, in a cramped bunker, Emperor Mordrid stared at the report on his terminal screen in dismay.

“This is Silva again, live with an on-location report from Flarn space.” The Garibid newswoman said. “Well, sort of on-location. We’re in the Flarn system, but our pilot has been instructed to keep well away from the combat area. From our long range scans, it appears that most of the inhabited worlds of this system have been obliterated, and, as we speak, the Borg vessel is carving up Flarn Prime like a big roasted hordat.”

“Thisssssss isss unbearable.” Mordrid said, covering his face with his claw.

“The most amazing thing about this conflict, however, is probably the fact that a huge fleet of Maloxian and Sulani starships are engaging this Borg vessel, in a somewhat ironic attempt to rescue the Flarn from certain demise.”

“It’ssssss not that ironic.” Mordrid replied, shutting off the terminal. “Any worthwhile newssss, Drak?”

Drak shook his head. “No, sssssir, as far asss we can tell, the fleet is not having much luck.”

“How unfortunate for ussssss.” Mordrid said woefully.



The Sulani and Maloxian ships darted around the massive Borg vessel like insects, trying in to somehow stop the giant juggernaut from tearing apart the Flarn homeworld.

“Divert more power to shields!” Commander Conway shouted, grabbing onto the tactical railing for support as the Nantucket took its beating from the Borg.

“We don’t have any more power to divert!” Ronan replied.

“I’m fresh out of ideas, Commander.” Jum said, trying desperately to hold on to the command chair.

Commander Conway tried to bring himself around the front of the bridge as the Nantucket was pounded. “We definitely won’t hold out long at this rate.”

“Over twenty percent of the fleet has been obliterated, Seeker.” Ronan said. “Perhaps we should consider pulling back…consolidating our forces.”

“No.” Jum said. “We’ve got to make our stand here. If Conway’s people don’t succeed, we’re all doomed.”

“In that case.” Ronan said wryly. “We’re all doomed.”



“We’ve got company!” Commander Prescott shouted, firing her phaser at the mass of Borg that attacked them.

“The main data control relay is this way…” Larkin indicated, heaving a Borg over her shoulder as she looked at her tricorder.

“Then let’s get moving.” Richards said. “I have a feeling our welcome won’t get any warmer.”



“They’ve come for you and your friend.” The hive mind said, as Beevus of Borg watched the away team’s progress on a huge projection screen. “Do they pose a threat?”

“No.” Beevus said coldly. “They are attempting the same maneuver that Lt. Commander Data and Lieutenant Worf of the Enterprise attempted on Stardate 43993. Little do they know that the Borg have since updated their data transfer systems. The primitive android will not succeed in breaching our programming. Private Henricks built that android. Therefore, we know its capabilities. It is not a threat, nor are the others.”

“But is it not true that one of those humans was a former consort of Private Henricks?”

Beevus thought a moment. “That is not relevant.”

“Your transformation is not complete. Is it possible that Private Henricks’ feelings might interfere with your performance?”

“Negative.” Beevus replied. “Those feelings no longer exist.”

“Excellent. Then proceed to their position and kill them all.”



Lt. Hartley leaned over the railing around the new warp core and nodded approvingly. It was unlike the old warp core in that it was prism shaped, as opposed to cylindrical, and it was bright blue, thrumming with pretty, bright green lights as the matter and antimatter pumped through it.

“Well, it looks good,” she said, turning back to Ensign Stuart. “But does it work?”

“We’ll know as soon as we enter warp.” Stuart said. “We didn’t have time to test it or anything. I’ll tell you though, those Sulani sure are efficient workers. This kind of job would have taken our staff four days at least.”

“Well, the Sulani don’t sing.” Hartley said, walking over to the main systems display and looking at a schematic of the new warp nacelles. “What about these new nacelles? I mean, are you sure they’ll work?”

“Nope.” Stuart said, tapping some commands into the panel. “For all we know they’ll shear right off as soon as we go to warp.”

“How nice.” Hartley replied. She didn’t think the new nacelles quite matched the ship–they extended out like wings from the engineering section and were almost canoe-shaped, making the Aerostar look more like a big pontoon boat than anything else. “So, in other words, we’re flying on a nacelle and a prayer.”

“You could say that.” Stuart said. “I just hope these things don’t tear the ship apart.”

“But let me guess, you didn’t do any tests.”

“The Captain wanted us to be finished as soon as possible, and this is as soon as possible.”

Hartley looked around the scarred walls and decks of Engineering, feeling an inward shiver at the fact that yesterday, this entire compartment was ventilated into space by a Borg cutting beam. She noted the huge chunk of duranium that dominated the other side of engineering; it had been quickly welded to the ship’s superstructure like a huge band-aid. And this was supposed to be the ship that was going to defeat the Borg. Yeah, right.

“Browning to Hartley,” came Browning’s voice over the come system.

Hartley continued to stare skeptically at the new warp core as it thrummed noisily. “Yeah?”

“We’re short on people up here. I was wondering if you could come up and fill in at tactical.”

“It’s been a while since I worked at tactical, Doctor.” Hartley said uncertainly.

“Well, I’ve never been a Captain, so you’re one up on me.”

“True.” Hartley replied. “I’ll be right up.” She nodded at Stuart. “Keep her together down here, Ryan.”

“That’ll be a full time job in itself,” Stuart replied.



“They are nearing your position.” The hive mind said, as twenty-two thousand three hundred and thirty- three of thirty thousand worked on Borgifying Crewman Wilcox.

Twenty-two thousand three hundred and thirty-three of thirty thousand looked up. “And we are not inhibiting their progress?”

“Beevus is on his way to aid you. He insures us that this team is not a threat to us.”

“And we trust him?”

“Trust is irrelevant. He is a Borg now. What of Crewman Wilcox?”

“There are problems.” Twenty-two thousand three hundred and thirty-three of thirty thousand replied, looking down at Wilcox as he lay on the table.

“What kind of problems?”

“Well, for one thing, he is braindead.”

“That is not possible. Your readings are faulty.”

“We will try again. But we cannot link a mind to the hive if that mind does not function.”

“He would not be alive if it did not function.”

“Of course, we are correct.”

“Yes, we are.” The hive mind said. “Now get to work.”

Twenty-two thousand three hundred and thirty-three of thirty thousand continued trying to hook Wilcox up to the Borg hive mind, wondering what would happen if they tried to access a brain that was void of knowledge and completely non-functional. Something bad, no doubt.



“Where are we going?” Peterman asked, as Baxter dragged her through the corridors of the Terminix.

“I beamed us to an area near the shuttlebay.” Tilleran replied. “Which seemed like a good idea at the time, since the Captain’s plan had the anticipated effect.”

“What effect?” Peterman asked nervously.

“Well,” Baxter said, “I…”

“The ship’s about to blow up.” Ford said sarcastically. “Yay, Captain.”

“Hey, I didn’t hear you piping up with suggestions.” Baxter replied.

“You all should shut up. At least you do not have to carry this unconscious Romulan.” J’hana grunted, shifting T’Phil’s weight on her shoulders.

“Well, no one said you had to kick him in the head.” Gellar said.

“Would you rather we left him conscious?” Saral asked.

“I would rather have vaporized him.” J’hana grunted.

“A quick death is too good for that son of a bitch.” Baxter said, rounding the corner and leading everyone into the shuttlebay. “We’ll take care of him when we get back to the Aerostar.”

The team quickly filed into the open hatch of a waiting Romulan scout ship.

“You were right, J’hana.” Baxter said, as he sealed off the hatch. “T’Phil had an escape vessel waiting, just in case his plan didn’t pan out.”

J’hana heaved T’Phil off her shoulders and onto the deck. “What can I say? I know scum.”

“I trust you know how to fly one of these things, Mr. Ford?” Mirk asked, as Ford slid in behind the pilot’s console.

“Um, well, I flew some simulations.” Ford replied uneasily, looking at the controls.

“You don’t know how much better that makes me feel.” Gellar said, sliding into the chair next to Ford.

“Whatever the case…” Tilleran said hurriedly. “You’d better get us out of here quick. These sensor readings indicate the ship will blow up any minute.”

“I’m trying, I’m trying.” Ford said. “Get the doors open, Gellar.”

“Um…doors.” Gellar said with uncertainty, looking at the panels around him. “What would that look like in Romulan?”

“Like that, Lieutenant.” Saral said, pressing down on one of the buttons at Gellar’s station. She then turned to where Ford was seated. “And those are the thruster controls.”

“Oh,” Ford said, hitting the control and sending the scout ship soaring out of the shuttlebay. “I knew that.”



“Doesn’t anyone know anything about Romulan ships?” Cridis asked frantically, as Atkinson and Taylor worked at the engineering panel.

“Only enough to know that this one’s about to blow up.” Taylor said. “Kiss your butt goodbye, Cridis.”

“No…” Cridis said. “It can’t end this way. Mirk will not win…Baxter won’t succeed. We won’t die!”

Lt. Atkinson stared down uneasily at the engine readings. “I can say with certainty that one of those statements is pretty darn false…” “Oh boy…” Ensign Taylor said, as parts of the ship suddenly exploded, in a chain reaction that sent it reeling forward, tumbling through the Crebius Cluster and breaking apart. “I want my mommy!”

“We know you do!” Cridis and Atkinson said in unison as the bridge exploded.



The Romulan scout ship soared out of the Crebius cluster, just as the Terminix blew apart, barely escaping the shock wave.

“Bye bye, Cridis.” Mirk said happily, pulling Danel into his lap. “And hello Danel.”

“Take us back to Sulan, Ensign Ford.” Baxter said, his arm around Counselor Peterman. “Maximum Warp.”

“Yes sir.” Ford said.

“Is that where the Aerostar is?” Peterman asked.

J’hana looked at Baxter expectantly. “You might as well tell her, Captain.”

“Well?”

Baxter sighed. “Kelly, there are a few things I need to tell you…and Mirk and Mister Gellar for that matter. A lot has happened since you guys were kidnapped. A whole lot.”



“Okay.” Dr. Browning sighed. “I guess we’d better get going.”

“Do we have to?” Ensign Madera asked fearfully from the helm. “I mean, we don’t know what these new engines and new systems will do. We could all die.”

Lt. Hartley laughed wickedly from tactical. “We could all die anyway. It’s just a matter of when and how.”

“Right.” Browning said. “Let’s just give them a try, Ensign Madera. Maybe just full impulse to start with.”

Hartley rolled her eyes. “We don’t have time for this!”

“Well, we won’t do much good if the ship breaks apart before we get there.” Browning said defensively. “Now lay in a course for Flarn Prime, full impulse.”

“Okay…” Madera said uneasily, hitting a button.

The Sulani engines made a soft chugging sound as the Aerostar lurched forward.

“Are you sure this is safe?” Browning asked, as the ship chugged along.

“I’m sure this is normal for Sulani engines.” Hartley replied. “We’re just breaking them in right now.”

“Should we go to warp?” Browning asked, rapping her fingers along the armrests.

“Yes alrady!” Hartley said impatiently. “The engines will work fine, trust me.”

“Okay, okay.” Browning said. “Increase our speed to warp seven, Miss Madera.”

Madera crossed her fingers and shut her eyes. “Okay…here goes nothing…!”

The Aerostar’s engines began making a new sound, this time almost like the high pitched squeal of a pig, and suddenly it stretched forward, blazing through space and disappearing in a flash of light.

“They did it!” Hartley shouted, hanging onto the tactical console for dear life. “They really did it!”

Dr. Browning tried in vain to lift her head up, which was now plastered against the headrest. “Yeah, but aren’t we supposed to have inertial dampers or something?”

“They’re not quite as good as the old ones.” Ensign Dawson said from ops. “I’m trying to increase them, but they won’t budge.”

“So we have to ride like this the whole way.” Browning said. “I can’t move.”

“Just think of it as being on one of those rides at the amusement park that uses centrifugal force.” Hartley said reassuringly as she dug her nails into the tactical console. “It’s fun!”

“Tell that to my stomach!” Browning shouted. She could feel the hot chocolate and marshmallows rising.



“Hello there!” Lt. Commander Prescott said pleasantly, knocking Twenty-two thousand three hundred and thirty-three of thirty thousand to the ground with one shot of her remodulated phaser.

Lt. Commander Richards walked over to where Crewman Wilcox lie and opened up his engineering kit. “What do we have here?”

“Borgnine?” Wilcox asked. “Borgten? Borgeleven?”

“Just be quiet, Dean. This will all be over soon.” Richards said, running an instrument over the crewman. “Hopefully.”

Larkin scanned the area with her tricorder. “I am attempting to find the primary data access node.”

“It is over there.” Beevus of Borg said, pointing to the far side of the room. “But you will not reach it. Huh-huh. You will all be destroyed.”

Lt. Commander Prescott turned around, staring up into Beevus’ eyes. “You wouldn’t kill me, Christopher! You love me!”

“Christopher Henricks no longer exists. There is only Beevus. And he has no feelings for you.”

“I won’t accept that.” Prescott replied.

“You must. Huh-huh.”

“Thank you for your assistance, Beevus.” Larkin said, inserting the optical cable jack into her forehead and plugging it into the data node. “This will expedite our mission.”

“My job is not to expedite your mission. I have been assigned to kill you all.” Beevus said, pushing Prescott aside and approaching Larkin.

“No you don’t, old buddy!” Richards said, lunging toward Beevus and knocking him backward. Beevus momentarily lost his balance, then tossed Richards across the room, right on top of Wilcox.

“Who?” Wilcox asked.

As he rolled off the operating table, Richards accidentally brushed up against a control. With a shril **bleep***, the data processing device that twenty-two thousand three hundred and thirty-three of thirty thousand had plugged up to Wilcox’s head hummed to life.

The science officer shot up in the bed as the Borg hive mind attempted to connect with his mind.

“Who-he-ho-ha-what-oo-oh-ouch-me-mi-mo-woah-uh-oh-” Wilcox said, rolling around the room, the cord still attached to his neck.

“What’s happening to him?” Prescott asked, horrified.

Larkin cocked her head as her mind joined with the Borg hivemind. “Uncertain. Accessing. Accessing. Accessing.”

“You must stop…” Beevus said, approaching Larkin. Suddenly he stopped. “You must stop…listen…what’s that sound…everybody… look…what’s going down?”

“What the hell is happening?” Prescott asked, looking at Beevus as his eyes glazed over. “Chris? Can you hear me?”

“Me my mo, fee fi fo, fee fi fum, I smell the blood of an Englishman!” Beevus said, confused.

“Something is wrong with the Borg hivemenind,” Larkin said. “Stand by.”

Meanwhile, Crewman Wilcox writhed on the ground. “Beeboppaloo booppa I boppa you boppa me boppa boo boppa bee bopppa boo!”



“Ssssir!” Drak cried, running into Mordrid’s chamber. “The Borg have stopped firing…they’re jussssst ssssitting there!”

“Impossssssible.” Mordrid said, switching on his viewer to confirm what his adjutant had said. “I’ll be a sssssson of a….”



“They’ve what?” Jum asked, turning around incredulously.

“I said…” Ronan said with annoyance. “They’ve stopped firing.”

Conway watched the Borg ship on the viewscreen. “I don’t believe it…”



“Listen to me, Christopher, you have to fight your way out of there! Somewhere in there is the Chris Henricks I know and love!” Prescott screamed, shaking Beevus with all her might.

“Somewhere, out there, love will see us through…” Henricks mumbled.

“They must be having a bad reaction to Wilcox’s damaged brain.” Richards said, looking down at Wilcox as he spasmed on the floor. “It’s disrupting their whole network!”

“I believe you are right, Commander.” Larkin said, as she continued to access the information. “His mind is a defiance of all laws of science and nature, and as such, they are causing the Borg mainframe to malfunction.”

“Can we use this to our advantage?” Richards asked, as Dean continued to flail around on the floor.

“I believe so.” Larkin replied. “Stand by.”



“SHUT HIM OFF! SHUT HIM OFF!” The Borg hive mind cried as Dean spread throughout their consciousness. “HURRY!”

But Beevus of Borg wasn’t responding, and, as time continued to pass, fewer and fewer of the Borg were responding. They were filled with ghastly, haunting images of human decay and ignorance, and, as such, they seemed to be reverting to a mindless, childlike, Deanlike state.

“There must be a way to combat this repulsive occurrence,” the hivemind called out in anguish, accessing the greater hivemind.

“There is…” the greater hivemind replied. “We must, to use a human aphorism, nip this in the bud.”

“NOOOO!!!!” The hivemind cried, as it was cut off from the rest of the Borg consciousness. Suddenly, Dean had overwhelmed them.

“Humma?” The Borg hivemind asked happily. “Humma humma?”



“Christopher!” Prescott cried, as Henricks fell limp.

“Spam.” Henricks mumbled, falling into Prescott’s arms.

“He must be starving.” Richards said, looking at Henricks.

“Perhaps.” Larkin said, disengaging herself from the Borg access panel. “But if I may suggest, according to what I know of the Borg hivemind, I believe the word ‘Spam’ may have been used to signify a giant explosion.”

“What?” Prescott said, trying to shift Henricks’s weight as he lay on her. “What are you saying Larkin?”

“She’s saying we’d better get the hell out of here!” Richards said, ripping the optical cable out of Dean’s neck and slinging him over his shoulder. “Come on, fella. We’re getting out of here.”

“Humma?” Dean asked confusedly.

“You bet.” Richards replied, tapping his comm badge. “Richards to Nantucket. Get us out of here!”



“What do you mean they’re gone?” Baxter asked incredulously, staring at Wujan on the Romulan scout ship’s tiny viewscreen.

“I mean just that. We completed repairs and sent them on their way.”

“This I’ve got to see.” Ford said. “You can’t repair a ship that badly damaged in less than a day.”

“We’ll see.” Baxter said. “Where did they go?”

“To the sight of our last stand.” Wujan said. “Flarn Prime.”

“Great.” Baxter said, switching off the viewer. “Mr. Ford, take us to Flarn Prime as fast as you can.”

“I still can’t believe it. The nerve of him bringing the Borg here.” Peterman said, crossing her arms. “That was really insensitive.”

“I’m sure sensitivity was foremost on the man’s mind.” Baxter said, returning to sit next to Peterman.

“I still can’t believe the Aerostar was almost destroyed.” Gellar said incredulously. “I mean, it must have been really cool to watch the nacelle getting blown off.”

“Oh, yeah,” Baxter deadpanned. “It was really cool.”

“I just hope the repairs went all right.” Peterman said worriedly.



“That can’t be the sound this thing is supposed to make!” Dr. Browning shouted, over the deafenining chugging of the Aerostar’s new engines.

“At least they work, Doc.” Lt. Hartley said.

“I’m getting a headache.” Ensign Madera said in annoyance.

“Just keep driving, Ensign. We should be there soon.” Browning said, watching the stars as they rushed by on the viewscreen.



“Richards to Nantucket. Get us out of here!”

Parts of the immense Borg vessel began exploding, as it descended through Flarn Prime’s atmosphere, its engines failing.

“Get them out of there!” Commander Conway cried.

“It’s no use!” Ronan replied. “The transporters just aren’t working. I guess the human scum will die!”

Conway walked over to the tactical panel. “What are you talking about?”

“See for yourself…” Ronan said, smiling.

Conway looked down at the panel. “You sabotaged these systems, didn’t you, you Maloxian bitch?”

“Now, now, Commander, our people are cooperating, aren’t they?” Jum asked.

“No, they’re not.” Ronan said, pulling out her phaser and shooting Jum square in the chest.

Conway knocked the disruptor away from Ronan and slugged her with a vicious right punch, causing her to fall to the deck with a thud.

“Damn that felt good!” he said as he went to work at the tactical console, desperately trying to get the transporters operational.



“We represent the lollypop guild, the lollypop guild, the lollypop guild…” The Borg chanted as Richards and his team ran through the exploding Borg ship.

“We’re trying to get a transporter lock on you guys,” Commander Conley said over the crackling comm channel.

“Now would be a good time, Commander!” Lt. Commander Richards cried, dragging Crewman Wilcox behind him.

“There’s a wee problem there, Richards. It seems one of Jum’s people didn’t like the idea of helping us out, and well, um…”

“Great. Just great.” Lt. Commander Prescott shouted, lugging Henricks behind her. “What are we going to do now?”

“After evaluating the situation, I believe the proper human response would be to lose all bladder control and panic.” Larkin said calmly, bringing up the rear.

“Done and done.” Richards replied.



“Entering the Flarn system.” Madera reported.

“What?” Browning asked over the noise.

“I said we’re entering the system!” Madera shouted.

“Oh.” Browning said. “Take us out of warp!”

Suddenly everyone fell forward as the Aerostar slowed.

“Doctor…” Lt. Hartley said, pulling herself to her feet and looking at the tactical console. “This system is in ruins, and half the Sulani and Maloxian fleet has been destroyed!”

“Oh, no!” Browning cried.

“And the Borg ship is blowing apart and crashing into Flarn Prime!”

“Yay!”

“But Richards’ team is on board!”

“Oh, no!”

“And I’m going to try and beam them out!”

“Oh.” Browning said. “I guess that’s good.”

“Don’t sound so enthusiastic.” Hartley said, as her hands danced across the tactical console and Flarn Prime came into view.

“Just please, please, Megan, please don’t mess up! My boyfriend’s life depends on it.”

Hartley folded her arms. “What, you doubt my abilities?”

Browning pounded her fists on the command chair. “Darn it, Megan, just do it! Bring them over here now!”

“All you had to do was say please!” Hartley said, as suddenly Richards, Prescott, Larkin, Henricks, and Crewman Wilcox appeared on the bridge.

Doctor Browning ran over to Richards and cradled him in her arms. “We saved you, honey! We saved you! You’re safe, safe from those evil Borg!”

“You’re crushing me!” Richards gasped.

“Why can’t you treat me like that, Chris?” Commander Prescott asked her unconscious Borgified ex- boyfriend, nudging him playfully as he lay motionless on the deck.



“Come and knock on our door, we’ve been waiting for you…” The Borg chanted, as their immense starship sunk through Flarn Prime’s atmosphere.



“Ssssir, the Borg sssship hassss indeed been defeated.” Drak said, peeking his head inside Mordrid’s chambers.

“That’sssss excellent newssssss, Drak old boy.” Mordrid said. “Today we will celebrate the desssssstruction of thosssse pitiful Borg. Then we’ll eat those Sulani and humanssssss for the favor!”

Drak twiddled his claws idly. “Um, there’ssss ssssssssomething else I should tell you, ssssssssssir.”

“What issss it?” Mordrid asked, wrapping his huge arm around Drak. “Why ssssso glum?”

“Well, Emperor, that Borg ssssssssship I wasss telling you about?”

“Yessssss?”

“Well, it’s kind of crasssshing into the planet.”

“Oh, my.”

“And not jussssst any old random ssssssssspot on the planet either.”

“Oh, no.”

“It’sssss crassssshing right here.”

“Oh, ssssssssssssssssssshit!” Mordrid said, squeezing Drak’s shoulder until he was crushing it.

“Sssorry, ssssir.” Drak said meekly, as the Borg ship plunged through the thick crust of Flarn Prime and smashed through Emporer Mordrid’s bunker.



“What happened?” Ronan asked, lifting her head up dizzily.

“To coin a human phrase,” Jum said, standing over her. “You’ve been busted up.”

“And the humans?” Ronan asked, pulling herself to her feet.

“The Aerostar arrived and they were transported safely aboard.”

“I see.” Ronan said softly. “You know those Federations are scum, Jum. You know what I did was right.”

“I know that you’ll be spending the rest of your life in the Gesin mines of Argon Six, Ronan.” Jum said, inclining his head toward the Maloxian guards, who dragged Ronan into the turbolift.

“You’ll regret this, Seeker. You’ll see I’m right. You and your demon son!”

“Dreadfully sorry about that, Commander.” Jum said, rubbing his eyes tiredly. He still felt a little weak from Ronan’s phaser stun.

“Don’t mention it, Jum.” Conway said. “Now, I think it’s time you were reunited with that demon son of yours.”

“Yes,” Jum said, smiling. “I think it is.”



Acting Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’re holding position near Flarn Prime in order to render assistance to both the Flarn and the Sulani and Maloxian fleet. Captain Herwan assures me that we should be able to get underway within the next few hours.



“Well?” Dr. Browning asked, as she hit a button on the arm of the command chair that closed the log.

“Sounded very professional, if you ask me.” Lt. Hartley said. “I especially like the way you said, ‘supplemental.’”

“Yeah, me too.” Browning said, giggling.

Commander Conway stepped out of the turbolift and lead Jum onto the bridge. He had to admit–it felt good to be back. But he couldn’t help but be annoyed by the sounds the new engines were making. Those sounds couldn’t be right, could they?

“Report, Lieutenant,” Conway said, hovering over Hartley’s shoulder at tactical.

“The Borg ship is gone, and we haven’t heard anything from Captain Baxter’s team,” Lt. Hartley replied. “For all we know they could have all been killed.”

“Don’t be so optimistic.” Conway muttered, leading Jum over to the command area.

“Hello, Commander.” Dr. Browning said, looking up happily. “Did you have fun fighting the Borg?”

“Tons.” Conway said, glaring down at the Doctor. “Now get out of my chair.”

“My, my.” Browning said. “You’d never tell that to Captain Baxter.”

“Captain Baxter isn’t here.” Conway said, as Jum took Counselor Peterman’s usual seat to Browning’s left and watched the exchange between the Doctor and the First Officer with delight.

“You’re right. But Cap’n Browning is here. Now avast, ye scurvy scallywag.” Browning said, scrunching up her face in a piratish sneer.

“Listen,” Conway said, putting a menacing hand on the command chair. “I’ve spent half the day being pummeled by the Borg, and the last week wasn’t much better. Now if you don’t mind, pretty please, with sugar on top, get out of my fucking chair.”

“Why, Commander, are you relieving me of command?” Browning asked, fluttering her eyes.

“Yes.” Conway said, through gritted teeth. “Now get back down to sickbay and…sutre something.”

Browning was about to throw Conway another witty comeback when Lt. Hartley’s console beeped.

“Uh, one of you guys…there’s a Romulan vessel heading this way…at maximum warp. They’ll be within weapons range in about two minutes.” Hartley said.

Browning jumped out of the command chair hurriedly and hopped into the one next to it, where Conway usually sat. “Chair’s all yours, Commander.”

“Gee, thanks.” Conway said, sitting down. “Is it the Warbird we faced near Jurin Four?”

“Negative…” Hartley said, looking at the sensor scans. “It’s a light scout vessel. D type.”

“Go to Red Alert.” Commander Conway said, leaning back in the chair. “Get the shields up.”

“Aye, Commander.” Hartley replied.

“What if it’s Captain Baxter and my son?” Jum asked, leaning towards Conway. “Surely we’re not going to fire on them?”

“We’ll know if that ship is friendly or not in about sixty seconds.” Conway said, staring at the ship as it approached on the viewscreen.

Another beep from tactical. “They’re hailing us, Commander.” Hartley reported.

“Or sooner.” Conway corrected. “Put ’em onscreen.”

The approaching scout ship was suddenly replaced by, well, by blackness.

“What the hell are we seeing, Lieutenant?” Conway asked, standing up and approaching the viewscreen.

“Not sure, sir. We’re getting a clear signal, though.” Hartley replied.

“Well,” Conway said, taking a deep breath. “I…”

Suddenly the picture shifted, and a large hand flew by on the screen, which suddenly became filled with Captain Baxter’s face.

“Move it, Mr. Gellar. You’re standing in front of the transmitter.” Baxter suddenly looked up. “Oh, hi, guys! We’re back. What’s going on?”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51991.2. After helping repair some of the damaged Sulani and Maloxian ships, we’re heading back to the Sulani system to muster up a salvage operation, although it seems, by the sound of our engines, that we’re the ones that are going to need salvaging. Anyway, it will no doubt take the Delta Quadrant quite a while to recover from this crisis, but on the bright side, the Flarn Empire is deader than disco, and Flarn Prime just got a huge facelift. Hee hee.Ooh, Computer, better strike that last remark.



“…and until I can get us to a spacedock, I’m afraid we’ll just have to live with the noise.” Lt. Commander Richards said firmly, addressing the rest of the officers gathered around the conference table. “From what I can tell, whatever bozo installed the new warp core didn’t properly align it to our inertial hull matrix.”

“A small price to pay, considering this ship saved you and the others.” J’hana muttered from across the table.

“Ya got me there, J’hana.” Richards admitted.

“I wish we had not missed all the action.” J’hana continued. “It seems unfair that we had to go off and rescue Counselor Peterman and the others, when there was a truly awesome battle to be fought.”

“Hey!” Peterman said, from her seat beside Baxter. “I for one am damn glad you guys missed out on the action.”

“Me too.” Baxter said, putting his hand on top of Peterman’s and turning to look at the officers gathered around the conference table. “I just wanted to take this chance to tell you all how proud I am of you. I told you at the beginning of this ordeal that we would overcome the odds, and we did. I want each and every one of you to know that I’m placing a Starfleet citation for honor in each of your records. You’ve all performed above and beyond the call of duty.”

“Does this mean we all get promotions?” Ensign Ford asked hopefully.

“No.” Baxter replied flatly. “However, according to the rulebook, you all will receive a week’s paid vacation on Risa.”

“Yay.” Lt. Hartley said sarcastically. “I’d like to know how the hell we’re going to get there.”

“What about the Crebius Cluster, Captain?” Lt. Larkin asked. “You never told us whether or not you found a way back to the Alpha Quadrant during your mission in there.”

Baxter shook his head. “To be honest, Lieutenant, I don’t know what I found in there. All I do know, is…”

“Gellar to conference lounge. Captain Baxter, we’re getting a priority one message from Sulan. The Prime Minister says its very important that he talks to you.”

Baxter sighed and stood up, walking over to the viewer at the front of the lounge. Thankfully, it was one of the things not destroyed in the fight with the Borg. “Pipe it in here, Mister Gellar.”

“Captain, thank the Directors we were able to track you down.” Wujan said hurriedly on the viewscreen.

Baxter rubbed his eyes tiredly. “What’s the crisis today, Wujan?”

“I don’t know if you’d call it a crisis or not, Captain, but we sent a patrol vessel to the Crebius Cluster to recover the wreckage of the Romulan Warbird you destroyed, and well…”

“Spit it out, Wujan…” Conway said impatiently, earning an angry glare from Baxter.

Baxter turned back to face the Sulani Prime Minister. “Go on…”

“Well, the cluster…is kind of…collapsing.”

“Oh boy.” Baxter said, resting a hand against the bulkhead. “How fast?”

“About thirteen centrads per hour.”

Baxter looked to Larkin, who quickly did the calculations.

“At that rate, the phenomenon will be totally gone within forty-five minutes.”

“Baxter to bridge.” Baxter said, quickly tapping his comm badge. “Lay in a course for the Crebius Cluster. Maximum warp. And I mean MAXIMUM.”

“Acknowledged.” Lt. Gellar replied.

Suddenly the chugging sound of the engines increased drastically, accompanied by a disturbing rattling.

Baxter looked back up at Wujan. “Thank you, Wujan. For everything.”

“Then you believe that you can still make it home? That the Directors would allow you passage after denying it to you all this time?” Wujan asked with concern.

“I don’t know.” Baxter said, standing up. “But there’s only one way to find out.”

“I understand.” Wujan replied. “If you succeed, I wish you well on your journey.”

“Thank you, Wujan.” Baxter said, pressing a button

that closed the channel.

“All right, everyone. To your stations.” Commander Conway barked, rising from his seat and leading the senior staff out onto the bridge.

Captain Baxter remained a few moments, staring outside the conference room windows as the stars streaked by.

Counselor Peterman put a hand on his shoulder. “What is it, Andy?”

“‘We don’t have much time…’” Baxter repeated, almost to himself. “‘Correction. You don’t have much time.’ Damn it, Kelly,” Baxter said, turning to face the Counselor. “I should have realized what they were trying to tell me!”

“Who?” Peterman said with confusion, following Baxter as he rushed out onto the bridge.

“The giant eyeball!” Baxter shouted. “Who else?”

“We need to have a little chat sometime soon,” Peterman said worriedly, hurrying onto the bridge and taking a seat beside Baxter’s command chair.



Jum looked around the Starlight Lounge with wonder. “This is all yours, son?”

Mirk patted the bar lovingly. After all, it was his bar, wasn’t it? “Yep, Dad. It’s all mine. I’m the head bartender and proprietor.”

“You’ve done quite nice for yourself, then.” Jum said, taking a seat at the bar as Mirk relieved the Bolian bartender from his duties.

“I try.” Mirk said, smiling as he served up a drink for his father. “You didn’t do a bad job yourself. Raising a fleet, fighting us, Colonel T’Phil, and the Borg. You’re a regular war hero.”

Jum looked down into his drink. “But we’re not a warlike people, son.”

“Not if we don’t want to be.” Mirk said. “Remember what you always told me? The Maloxians would always adapt, always serve the purpose at hand.”

“Just like the Borg.” Jum said sadly.

“No, not like the Borg.” Mirk replied. “We’re people, Dad. We feel, and think. We’ve been scavengers, slaves, and soldiers. Now maybe its time we were something more.”

“Sounds like your running for office, son.” Jum said, looking up at Mirk.

“No, but maybe you should.” Mirk said, suddenly distracted by the figure that just entered the lounge. And what a figure it was.

“Mirk!” Danel said, running over to the bar and sitting down next to Jum. “I knew I’d find you here. So you really do have your own bar!”

“Yep.” Mirk said, serving up a drink for Danel.

“Listen.” Danel said, running her finger along the rim of the glass thoughtfully. “I wanted…well, I wanted to thank you for saving me.”

“I didn’t really save you,” Mirk said sheepishly. “I just fell on top of Cridis. It was really…”

Suddenly Danel lept across the bar and engulfed Mirk in a long, passionate, kiss.

“Well, it’s been nice, but I’d better go…” Jum said quickly, sliding off the barstool.

Suddenly Mirk’s comm badge beeped. “Baxter to Mirk. You’d better come up to the bridge. And bring Jum and Danel with you.”



“He’s going to be fine, Jennifer.” Dr. Browning said, as she ran the medical scanner over Private Henricks. “I’ve removed the Borg implants and repaired the damage they did to his nervous system. He’ll be perfectly fine within the next couple days.”

Lt. Commander Prescott leaned forward, peering into Henricks’s closed eyes as he lay on the biobed. “When will he be able to talk?”

“I can bring him around right now if you like.” Browning said, preparing a hypospray. “But I’d rather he didn’t run any marathons quite yet.”

“Thank you, Doctor.” Prescott said, as Browning injected the hypospray into Henricks’s neck.

“Don’t mention it.” Browning replied, turning to check on her other patient as Henricks began to come around. “And how are we feeling today?” Browning asked, as Crewman Wilcox played happily with a Rubix cube.

“It’s as if nothing ever happened to him, Doc.” Nurse Carter said from beside Wilcox. “The only symptom of his encounter with the Borg that I can find is that he has taken a real liking to Rubix cubes.”

“He doesn’t even realize that he saved us all.” Browning said with wonder.

“If he did, I don’t think he’d care.” Carter said, playfully tickling Wilcox’s nose.

“Love humma!” Dean said happily.

“Baxter to Browning. You and Commander Prescott better come up here.”

Browning shrugged. “Okay, we’ll be right up.”



“We are entering the Sulan system.” Lt. Larkin reported from ops, just as Mirk, Jum, and Danel emptied out onto the bridge from the turbolift next to the viewscreen.

At about the same time, Dr. Browning and Lt. Commander Prescott helped Private Henricks off the turbolift at the rear of the bridge.

“I said I’ll be fine!” Henricks protested, as he stepped off the turbolift. “Never been better.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” Prescott said playfully.

“What’s all this about, Captain?” Dr. Browning asked, taking up a position next to Richards at the engineering console.

Captain Baxter simply stood up and walked to the front of the bridge, so that he could address everyone. “As many of you already know, the Crebius Cluster is collapsing. After a recent talk with the entities that reside there, known by many races in this quadrant as ‘The Directors’, I believe that there may be a way for us to use the phenomenon to get back home, despite the fact that the portal was destroyed nearly a year ago. If I’m right, then we don’t have much time to get back home.”

“We should go to the Crebius Cluster as soon as possible, then,” Mirk said urgently.

“WE aren’t going to do anything, Mr. Mirk.” Baxter said, returning to his chair. “You belong with your people.”

“But, Captain, you’ll need a guide to get you through the portal.” Mirk protested. “Besides, when I’m done helping you get back, I can use the other portal in your quadrant to get back here.”

“There’s no guarantee that the Bermuda Expanse’s portal won’t collapse just like the Crebius Cluster.” Lt. Tilleran said from the science station. “You may be stranded in the Alpha Quadrant.”

“Oh.” Mirk said quietly.

“We’re prepared to beam the three of you to Sulan before heading for the Crebius Cluster, but we don’t have much time. You’ll need to say your good-byes quickly, Mr. Mirk.”

Mirk thought a moment. It all seemed to come down to this. He prepared to say his good-byes.

He turned to Jum and hugged him tightly. “Goodbye, Dad.”

“But, son…” Jum said. “You can’t go…”

“Yes, I can, Dad.” Mirk protested. “I have to. Don’t you see, you have a destiny here. You’re going to lead our people to glory. But that’s not my destiny. I have to help these people get back to their quadrant. I think the answers to a lot of questions lie over there. And I’ll never know if I don’t go with them.”

“But, Mirk, what if I never see you again?” Danel said tearfully.

Mirk brushed Danel’s hair back gently and kissed her. “You will. I promise.” He said finally. “I’ll be back before you guys even realize I’m gone.”

“Mirk, you realize you’ll be our people’s only representative over there.” Jum said worriedly. “You’ll have to make a good impression.”

“I will, Dad.” Mirk said. “You have my word.”

“Then that’s all I need. Come Danel.”

“Are you guys almost through?” Baxter asked. “We’ve kind of got a flight to catch.”

Mirk quickly hugged Jum and Danel, then turned to the Captain and nodded. “Yes, sir. We’re done.”

“Good, then, without further-” Baxter said, about to give the order for Jum and Danel to be transported.

“Wait.” Commander Prescott said uncertainly, looking to Henricks, then back to Baxter. “Transport us too.”

“What the hell are you saying?” Henricks asked, turning toward Prescott.

“Think about it, Chris.” Prescott said. “You infiltrated a Federation Starship, whether under orders from a high up Admiral or not, and you’ll serve at least ten years in a penal colony for it. Let’s face it, we could never be together in the Alpha Quadrant. We’re leading two very different lives over there.”

“She’s got a point, Captain.” Conway chimed in. “Starfleet doesn’t like Federation Marines to begin with. The only way they could ever be together is if they stayed here.”

“We could begin a new human civilization here.” Prescott said, smiling and looking into Henricks’ eyes.

“Well, when you put it that way…” Henricks replied. “Transport us to Sulan, too.”

“Okay,” Baxter said, taking a deep breath. “You guys can go. Lt. Larkin, how much time now until the Cluster is gone?”

“I would estimate twenty minutes until it grows too small to admit the Aerostar.” Larkin reported.

“What about the Wicomico, Lt. J’hana?” Baxter asked, approaching tactical. “Any word from Stevens or Dwanok?”

“Negative.” J’hana replied. “I cannot locate the Wicomico, or either of its crewmembers.”

“Maybe we’ll find them.” Henricks said.

“I feel a spin-off coming on.” Conway sighed, rubbing his head.

“Don’t even joke about that.” Baxter said, returning his gaze to Prescott and Henricks. “Okay, guys. I’ll tell Starfleet that you both are officially Missing in Action. Consider it a favor for helping us defeat the Borg.”

“We’re even.” Prescott said, shaking Baxter’s hand. “Oh, and sorry again for ramming my tongue in your mouth.”

“I wish you’d stop bringing that up.” Henricks said angrily.

“Oh, stop your whining.” Prescott said.

Richards and Browning quickly walked over to say their good-byes.

“Well, you messed with my brain and stole one of my creations, but I’ll never see you again, so I don’t feel all that bitter.” Richards said, shaking Henricks’s hand vigorously.

“Uh, likewise.” Henricks replied.

“Um, it was a pleasure being lied to.” Browning said, hugging Lt. Commander Prescott. “Whenever I see a bitchy Bajoran female, I’ll think of you.”

“You don’t know how much that means to me.” Prescott replied, turning quickly to address the rest of the bridge crew. “It was a pleasure lying to you all.”

“It was nothing.” Conway said blandly. “Just try to remember all the tactics I taught you.”

Prescott laughed. “I already knew half of them.”

“Okay, okay.” Baxter said. “It’s time we wrapped this up. Time’s a wastin’.”

“Goodbye, Private Henricks.” Larkin said from ops. “I will always think of you as the Father I never had. Thank you for giving me life.”

“Well, perversion is the mother of invention.” Henricks admitted.

“Okay, Lt. J’hana.” Baxter said, walking over and regarding Jum, Danel, Henricks, and Prescott. “Have Lt. Hartley beam them directly from here to Wujan’s palace.”

“Understood.” J’hana said, tapping her comm badge.

Baxter quickly shook the hand of each of the departing visitors. “May each of you find what you’re looking for. Okay, J’hana. Get them out of here.”

And as quickly as that, (okay, so it wasn’t that quick) Jum, Danel, Henricks, and Prescott began to disappear.

“I really wish I could have made out with you!” Ensign Ford shouted at Commander Prescott as she dissolved.

Fortunately for Ford, Prescott had completely disappeared before she had realized what he said.

“May I, Captain?” Larkin said, standing up and approaching Ensign Ford.

“By all means, Lieutenant.” Baxter said, returning to the command chair.

Without further ado, Lt. Larkin slapped Ford upside the head.

“Okay now, let’s haul ass.” Baxter said. “Don’t make me beg, Mister Ford!”

“Yes, sir.” Ford said dejectedly, engaging the warp engines.



<Wat took you so long?> The eyeball asked, floating aimlessly at the front of the Aerostar’s bridge.

“Traffic.” Baxter said from the command chair. He was the only crewmember on the bridge, with the exception of Mirk, that wasn’t at all alarmed at the appearance of the eyeball as the ship entered the rapidly shrinking cluster.

<Likely story. I guess you want to be transported back to your little quadrant now, don’t you?>

“Damn right.” Baxter said. “Our work is done here, as far as I’m concerned. Now would you please send us back?” <What do you mean, ‘send us back’? We’ve never tried to stop you.>

“Bull shit!” Baxter said angrily.

“Careful,” Mirk whispered, from beside J’hana at tactical. “You’re talking to gods, you know.”

“I know very damn well who I’m talking to, Mirk.” Baxter said, returning his gaze to the eyeball. “If we could go back at any time, what was with all this ‘fulfill your destiny’ crap? Didn’t we have to do something special before leaving here? Weren’t we supposed to be part of some ‘grander scheme’?”

<Not really, but it was a pleasant thought, wasn’t it?>

“Errrrrgggh!” Baxter grunted, squeezing the armrests of his command chair angrily. “I don’t believe it! We’ve been stuck here all year for absolutely no reason!”

“Be calm, Andy.” Peterman said reassuringly. “Count to ten!”

“So you mean we could have gone back to the Alpha Quadrant at any time.” Commander Conway said in disbelief. “Is that what you’re trying to tell us?”

<Exactly. It’s just like…oh, what’s that story you all used to love so much?>

“I believe they are referring to ‘The Wizard of Oz.’” Larkin said. “Fascinating.”

<Yes, that’s the one!>

“So we just click our heels together?” Dr. Browning asked incredulously. “And that’s it?”

<Yep. But you’d better hurry. We’re, um, moving. And we’ll be gone in…um…>

“Three minutes.” Larkin offered helpfully.

<Yes, what she said.>

“And you guys won’t give us any clue as to where you came from? Or where you’re going? Or who you are, what you are?” Richards asked.

<Not yet. But don’t worry, you haven’t seen the last of us. Right, Mirk?>

“Who, me?” Mirk said, looking around. “What are you talking about?”

<Oh, you’ll find out. But you’ll have to excuse us for finding a little irony in this.>

“I’m getting the feeling we’re being jerked around,” Conway said.

“I think we’ve been jerked around since day one,” Baxter muttered angrily.

<Aw, now Captain, let’s not have any hard feelings. I’d like to think you all had a wonderful time here in the Delta Quadrant.>

“Like hell we have!” Ford said.

<You be quiet, or I’ll tell them all about the biomemetic gel incident!> the eye said threateningly.

“I can’t believe you know about that!” Ford exclaimed. “You must really be gods!” <Yes, we certainly are. Now get out of here, before it’s too late.>

“Okay, okay.” Baxter said. “Mister Ford…set a course for, um…”

The eyeball rolled itself and sighed in annoyance. <Two-two-four mark five.>

“What the eyeball said.” Baxter said.

“Aye aye, sir.” Ford said, punching the commands into his panel.

<Now repeat it over and over again, guys!> The eyeball said with glee.

“No…” Baxter said, growing very fearful.

<Yes. Quickly now.>

“I believe the expression is, ‘there is no place like home’, sir.” Larkin offered helpfully.

“You heard the eyeball, guys.” Baxter said, leading the bridge crew in a loud, enthusiastic chant of “There’s no place like home!”

<We’ll see you all, as they say, in the funny papers!> The eyeball said, disappearing with a bright flash.

“Engage, Mister Ford!” Baxter shouted, in the midst of the chanting.

“There’s no place like home, yes sir, there’s no place like home, there’s no place like home!” Ford said, tapping in the commands.

The Aerostar’s new engines surged and chugged and thrummed as it shot into warp, tearing through the shrinking Crebius cluster.

Captain Baxter looked around fearfully as lights dimmed all around the bridge and the ship shook violently. The Captain was immediately put in mind of the feeling of being on an oceangoing vessel traveling at high speeds through a tropical storm.

“We’ve breached normal space!” Lt. Tilleran shouted from the science console. “We’re traveling through some kind of subspace conduit!”

“Put it onscreen!” Baxter shouted over the chugging of the Sulani engines.

The screen suddenly became filled with a bright blue and white sparkling tunnel, through which Baxter assumed the Aerostar was now traveling.

“What’s the status on the engines, Richards?” Conway asked, as he tried to hold onto his chair.

“The new engines are fine, but hull stress is off the scale. We’re about to be torn apart.”

“This is Captain Baxter to all hands.” Baxter said, pressing a control on his armrest. “We’ve encountered some slight…turbulence. You’re all asked to report to your assigned escape pods as a safety precaution, just in case we happen to break apart or blow up or something.”

“Slight turbulence?” Conway asked incredulously.

“Shut up.” Baxter replied.

“The hull stress is increasing.” Lt. Larkin reported. “Microfractures are forming all over the hull.”

“Increase power to the shields and the structural integrity field.” Commander Conway ordered. “That should compensate.”

“I’m doing my best, Commander.” Richards said. “But everything is dumped into the engines right now.”

“We are going to break apart!” J’hana shouted over the din. “What is the use in returning to the Alpha Quadrant if we are dead!”

“Good question.” Peterman said, grabbing Baxter’s hand and squeezing it. “We’re not going to die, are we Andy?”

“Couldn’t tell you, honey. Ask the eyeball.” Baxter said, pulling Peterman closer as the ship convulsed. “So are we going to die?” Counselor Peterman asked the eyeball. “Is this how it’s going to end for us?” As if on cue, the eyeball reappeared on the bridge. <Oh, it’s not over for your crew,> the eyeball said mystically. <Not by a long shot. As a matter of fact…you’ve barely begun!>

And with that, the eyeball was gone again.

“Hull stress at maximum tolerable levels!” Richards shouted, trying to work his console and hold on to Dr. Browning at the same time. “We’re going to break apart any minute!”

“We are losing life support!” Larkin said.

“The phenomenon is increasing in its intensity!” Lt. Tilleran shouted.

“Our shields are failing!” J’hana called out.

“Helm control is offline!” Ford cried.

“We’re going to break apart, Captain!” Conway shouted. “See you in hell, right?”

Baxter ignored Conway and wrapped his arm tighter around Peterman.

“I love you, Andy.” Peterman whispered, nestling against Baxter’s chest.

“I love you, too.” Baxter said quietly, staring at the viewscreen as a dark patch at the end of the tunnel grew nearer and nearer.

Then, suddenly, panels blew up all around the bridge, sending sparks shooting everywhere.

The Aerostar gave off one last, huge, deafening, earth shaking rattle, just as the viewscreen exploded in another shower of sparks.

And then everything went dark.



“That’s odd,” Lt. Thomas Eugene Paris said, checking his console again before he said anything.

After all, what he saw was impossible.

“Is something wrong, Lieutenant?” Commander Chakotay asked, approaching Paris’ station.

“I don’t know,” Paris said, his brow creasing in confusion.

“Explain,” Captain Kathryn Janeway said, getting up from her chair and joining Chakotay.

Paris shook his head in disbelief. “It appeared, for a moment, that I picked up a Starfleet warp signature, Captain.”

Janeway looked back to Lt. Commander Tuvok, as if to ask for confirmation.

“I am uncertain, Captain.” Tuvok said, reexamining the readings on his panel. “We did detect a sudden increase in neutrino emissions in a neighboring star system, followed by what appeared to be a warp eddy.”

“A warp eddy?” Janeway said, rubbing her chin.

“Any vessel with warp capabilities would leave a similar trace.” Chakotay said, looking over Paris’ shoulder.

“That may be,” Paris said, “but this signature had a modulation unlike any we’ve seen in the Delta Quadrant. It was the exact modulation of a Nebula class starship.”

“Maybe its a rescue effort…” Ensign Kim offered from ops.

“Don’t celebrate yet, Mr. Kim.” Janeway said, returning to her chair. “Janeway to Neelix.”

“Neelix here. What can I do for you, Captain?”

“What do you know about the nei