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Confrontations



For new beginnings, which all of us could use from time to time–no matter how hard they are to come by.




PROLOGUE





USS CAPISTRANO



OBERTH-CLASS DEEP SPACE EXPLORER



Captain’s Log, Stardate 51989.4.

We have completed our scans of sector 21994, and are currently en route to sector 21995. So far, there’s nothing unusual to report. Sector 21994 was about as action packed as the last twenty sectors. Something tells me if this crew doesn’t see some action soon, they’ll go nuts.



Captain Marion Gray grabbed a cup of coffee out of the replicator and sat down in the command chair, rubbing her eyes tiredly as she watched the stars float by on the viewscreen. Gray blew on the steaming cup before taking a sip, peering over the steam at the Ensign sitting at ops. “How was the party last night, Carla?”

Ensign Payne turned around in her chair. “Not very eventful, sir. Muldoon and Wilkins got really drunk, as usual, and Parker almost blew out deck four’s primary plasma manifold.”

“We’re really getting cabin fever, aren’t we?” Gray asked, leaning back and sipping again from the cup of coffee thoughtfully.

“Yes, sir,” Payne said, turning back to her panel. “And, frankly, the ship’s counselor is not much help.”

Gray nodded. “I’ve heard similar things from the rest of the crew. You have to remember that Starfleet believes in giving second chances.”

“But, Captain…really…”

Payne said, “What kind of morons would hire a Vulcan ship’s counselor? And one with a severe case of manic depression at that?”

“Starfleet morons, Ensign Payne, that’s who,” Gray said sternly. “Try and remember that.”

“Yes, sir,” Payne said, deciding to let the matter rest. “Captain, we’re picking something up on the long range sensors.”

Lieutenant Uriel said from tactical. “It’s huge.”

“Is it a vessel or a natural space body?” Gray asked, leaning forward with concern.

“It’s definitlely not naturally occuring,” Uriel replied. Gray turned to face her officer. “How can you be so sure?”

“Well,” Uriel said, gulping. “It’s slowing down.”

“Red Alert,” Captain Gray said, turning back around. “Recall the remainder of the senior staff.”

Ten minutes later, the remainder of the senior staff, which was comprised of science officer Hill, Commander Fred Muldoon, the first officer, and Counselor Telvin.

Commander Muldoon took his seat and stared at the approaching blip on the viewscreen. “What is it, Captain?”

Captain Gray frowned. “I wish we knew. Payne can’t identify it as anything in the Federation database.”

“Can we tell if it’s hostile?” Muldoon asked, concerned. “Well,” Lieutenant Uriel piped up. “It’s armed to the teeth with anti-proton cannons and plasma torpedoes. And they’re all aimed at us.”

Gray raised an eyebrow. “Sounds pretty darn hostile to me. Arm our weapons, Mr. Uriel. And try to hail them.”

“Affirmative,” Uriel replied, going to work at his panel. “The vessel is moving to intercept us, Captain.”

Ensign Payne reported. “It will be within weapons range in one minute.”

“No response to our hails, Captain,” Uriel reported.

“We should get the hell out of here,” Muldoon said.

“Do you have anything to add to this?” Captain Gray asked, turning her command chair to face Conselor Telvin. Rather obese for a Vulcan, Telvin shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

“I wish I knew. I’m very scared, Captain. We could all die!”

“You’re a Vulcan, for goodness sake,” Gray said incredulously. “Start acting like one. You’re supposed to be dispassionate.”

“Tell that to my hands, sir,” Telvin said, holding up his hands. “Look at them, they’re shaking.”

Gray just rolled her eyes, turning her chair to face forward. “Mr. Uriel, send to Starfleet, priority channel: Contact made with new lifeform, well armed, may be hostile. Please advise.”

“Aye, sir,” the Bajoran replied, entering the proper commands.

“Captain…”

Ensign Payne said, panic in her eyes. “The vessel is within weapons range and closing fast.”

“Open a channel,” Gray said urgently.

“Open,” Uriel reported.

“This is Captain Marion Gray of the Federation Starship Capistrano. We are a peaceful vessel on a mission of exploration. Please stand down your weapons and identify yourself.”

Uriel looked down at his panel. “We’re getting a response, Captain. Audio only.”

“On speakers,” Gray commanded.

“Did you sssssssay Federation?” The voice asked. The raspy, almost effeminate sound of the voice made Captain Gray shiver.

“Y-yes, that’s correct,” Gray said nervously. “Why, have you heard of us?”

“You could ssssssay that,” the voice said angrily. “Sir, they’re firing!” Uriel shouted.

“Evasive maneuvers!” Gray replied, as suddenly the ship was pounded by the other vessel’s anti-proton cannons. “Shields down to forty percent,” Uriel replied, holding onto his station as the vessel shook. “Hull damage on deck fourteen.”

“Return fire, all weapons,” Gray replied, as the ship was pounded again.

“Our shields are down,” Uriel said. “Hull breaches on decks six and ten.”

“I don’t want to die!” Counselor Telvin said suddenly, jumping to his feet and running off the bridge.

“Counselor! Come back–oh, why bother,” Gray said, jumping to her feet and struggling over to the helm console. “Ensign Wilkins, can you get us out of here?”

“No sir,” Wilkins replied, holding onto his station. “We can’t go to warp and I can’t even divert enough power for impulse.”

“Damn,” Gray said, looking up at the massive, hawklike vessel as it loomed over the Capistrano. She quickly tapped her comm badge “This is the captain to all hands, abandon ship!”

The bridge crew scrambled for the turbolifts, not waiting to be told a second time and not even following proper Starfleet evacuation protocol.

Ensign Payne stepped into the turbolift, turning back momentarily to watch the huge vessel on the screen fire another anti-proton blast.

The blast tore through the Capistrano’s engineering hull immediately, sending the saucer section spiralling through space like a huge frisbee. Seconds later, another blast destroyed the saucer section.

And that quickly, the entire Starship Capistrano was destroyed by this powerful new foe.

All hands were killed.

Well, all but one.





CHAPTER ONE





WAYSTATION



STARDATE 51991.6



Commander Lisa Beck tied her robe quickly around her waist as she stepped out of the turbolift and onto the ops deck.

“This better be good, Commander,” she said angrily, folding her arms and looking over Lt. Commander Walter Morales’s shoulder. “You woke me up from a wonderful dream.”

“See for yourself, Commander,” Morales said, hitting a button on his docking panel.

Beck looked up at the viewscreen, which suddenly displayed a severely damaged vessel.

“It’s Nebula-class,” Beck said thoughtfully. “We don’t have any Nebula-class vessels in the area.”

“We sure don’t,” Morales agreed.

“Which means…” Beck said tiredly.

“You won’t believe it when you see it, Commander,” Lt. Commander Morales said, hitting another button on his panel, which zoomed in on the top of the vessel’s saucer section. Beck gasped as she followed the huge, black gash that scarred the vessel’s saucer section. Whatever attacked this ship was pretty damn…

And that’s when her eyes hit upon the call letters of the ship. “NCC-83835,” Morales said, now behind Beck as she approached the viewscreen. “USS Aerostar.”

“You’re right, Commander,” Beck said incredulously. “I don’t believe it.”

“Should we contact Starfleet?” Morales asked.

Beck turned around, shrugging. “Might as well.”





FEDERATION HEADQUARTERS PARIS, FRANCE

“So, in conclusion, the Explorer project is a dream given form,” Admiral Frank McGrath said, smiling broadly as he addressed the Federation council. “And the dream is closer at hand than you might think. The ship is almost finished. All I need now is a crew.”

“Frankly, Admiral McGrath,” President Jaresh-Inyo said slowly, turning his back to the giant viewscreen at the front of the council chambers and folding his hands on top of his desk. “I fail to see the necessity for such a project. Our new ship can be put to much better uses than what you propose. We are always in need of a new warship to guard the Federation borders.”

“Perhaps,” McGrath said, approaching Inyo’s desk. “But sir, with all due respect, we have enough warships. What we need is a ship of discovery, of exploration. We need to seek out new life, new civilizations.”

At the rear of the chambers, Admiral John Phillips bent over and whispered to the woman sitting next to him. “He’s finally lost it, hasn’t he?”

“Perhaps,” Admiral Mora Neilson replied.

“The Explorer will give us the greatest weapon we could add to our arsenal, Mister President,” McGrath said, turning back to face the council. “Knowledge.”

“I thought our greatest weapon was the tri-cobalt device,” Inyo said, rubbing his chin.

“I have a question,” one of the council members said, raising his hand. “Where exactly do you plan on getting your crew? You’ll need experienced officers, won’t you?”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” McGrath admitted.

“Very well, Admiral,” Inyo said, standing up and replacing McGrath at the podium as he stepped aside. “Find your crew. Meanwhile, we will put off our decision until the completion of the new starship.”

Admiral McGrath shook the President’s hand and made his way out of the council chambers, suddenly feeling very uneasy about the project he had been preparing for ever since he had heard of the construction of the new, upgraded Galaxy-class starship. The council member did have a point. What kind of crew would actually be able to survive the ravages of unfamiliar space? None he knew of.



“Damn,” Commander David Conway said, pounding the tactical railing in frustration. “You w-w-w-win again, sir.”

“Never challenge me at ‘rock, scissors, paper,’ C-c-c-c-commander. I’ll always win,” Captain Andy Baxter said, patting Conway on the back. “But it was a nice t-t-t-t-try.”

“Care to play m-m-m-me?” Lt. Tilleran asked, as she huddled underneath the science console.

“Not on your l-l-l-l-life,” Baxter stammered, as lights suddenly began to flicker on all over the bridge, casting a dim glow over the room.

“It’s about damn t-t-t-time,” Commander Conway said, watching as the bridge’s malfunctioning panels fizzled on.

The comm system buzzed to life: “Larkin to bridge. The primary power conduit was fatally damaged. I was, however, able to repair the battery backups. They should sufficiently handle our power needs for a short time.”

Baxter tapped his comm badge as he walked around to the front of the bridge, where Peterman was curled in his command chair. “That’s g-g-g-g-great news, Larkin. I can feel it getting w-w-w-w-warmer already.”

“Indeed. Larkin out.”

“When did you say the r-rescue party was coming?” Counselor Peterman asked, as Captain Baxter walked back down to the front of the bridge where she sat huddled in the command chair.

“Well,” Baxter said, sitting down next to her, “Commander Morales said that Starfleet would dispatch its nearest vessel.”

“Which means we could be waiting anywhere between an hour and a day,” Commander Richards said unhappily, cuddling up to Dr. Browning near the engineering console.

“I wish you would stop complaining, Commander,” J’hana said, shifting uncomfortably under the weight of the beam that pinned her.

“Try not to move J’hana,” Browning cautioned. “Remember, you have a fractured vertebrae and four broken ribs.”

J’hana huffed in annoyance. “Please. It is a minor injury. If Lt. Larkin had been kind enough to pull the beam off of me before gallivanting down to Engineering to restore power, I would be helping her repair the ship’s systems right now.”

“Can we just try to get along?” Captain Baxter said, pulling Peterman closer to him. “We don’t know how much longer we’ll be here, so we should start getting comfortable.”

“What about the turbolifts?” Ford asked. “They should be operable again. We could at least spread out some.”

“When Larkin took the Jeffries’ tube down to Engineering, she said that there were large pockets of radiation,” Commander Conway said. “It’s not worth risking any lives just to make sure our possessions are still intact.”

“Oh, I’d never thought of that,” Peterman said worriedly. “What about my babies? Charlie, and the others? They could be dead!”

“I’m sure they’re fine,” Baxter said reassuringly. “But just in case, I’ll have Lt. Larkin look for them.”

“Thanks,” Peterman said, leaning back against Baxter’s chest.

“Well, I don’t know about the rest of you guys,” Baxter said with a sigh, “but I could sure go for a nice stiff dr-” Suddenly the tactical console beeped threateningly. Commander Conway stepped over J’hana’s crippled body and looked over the tactical readings. “Captain, our scanners are barely functioning, but the proximity sensors are picking up something approaching us.”

“Well, this could be good or bad,” Peterman said.

“They’re scanning us,” Conway said. “What should we do?”

“What can we do? We’re dead in space with only minimal battery power,” Baxter replied.

“We could go outside and throw rocks at them,” Lt. Tilleran suggested.

Commander Conway walked over to the supply closet and pulled out a phaser. “Well, whoever they are, I’m going to be ready to blast them to atoms if neccessary.”

Baxter held Peterman close. “Just make sure your trigger finger isn’t too damn itchy. This could be our rescue party for all we know.”

“Or they could be Yridian pirates,” J’hana suggested. “Always the optimist,” Browning sighed.

Suddenly five figures materialized at the center of the bridge.

Conway immediately aimed his phaser at the group.

“Don’t shoot!” Commander Travis Dillon cried, shielding his face with his hands. “We’re Starfleet officers! From the Secondprize!”

Another member of the away team, Lt. Patricia Hawkins, Chief of Security, had her phaser out in a flash, trained on Conway. The Secondprize’s science officer, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, just shook his head in disgust at Dillon as Dr. Beth Aldridge and Commander Scott Baird, the Secondprize’s chief engineer, spread out to survey the damage.

“Oh, boy, it’s the cavalry!” Ensign Ford said sarcastically, picking himself up and walking over to greet the away team. “My, Lt. Hawkins, you’ve filled out nicely in the last year.”

“Can it, Ensign,” Dillon said.

“I can handle this one,” Hawkins said, turning her weapon on Ford and firing.

“A woman after my own heart,” Conway said, gently putting his phaser down. “You guys took long enough to get here. We’ve been dead in space for over an hour, you know.”

Lt. Commander Jaroch pulled out his tricorder and began scanning the bridge. “You are lucky that we arrived at all. We just happened to be on our way here to study the strange behavior of the Bermuda Expanse.”

“What kind of behavior?” Baxter asked.

“It disappeared. Approximately one hour ago,” Jaroch said.

“That’s around the time we got back here,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin.

“Yes, about that,” Dillon said, looking around. “Could you tell us exactly how you got back from the Delta Quadrant?”

“All in good time, Commander. Right now, we’ve got injured people for you to see to, and our ship is in pretty bad shape,” Baxter replied.

Dr. Aldridge looked up from Lt. J’hana as she scanned the Andorian with her medical tricorder. “This one took the worst of it with a broken back. We need to get her back to sickbay immediately.”

“Nonsense,” J’hana grunted. “It’s only a minor flesh wound.”

“The ship’s f**ked,” Commander Baird said, looking to Dillon. “It’ll have to be towed.”

“Okay,” Dillon said, glaring down at Baxter. “Let’s get you guys back to the Secondprize.”



“Did you hear the news?” Lt. Megan Hartley asked, dangling over the railing around the warp core.

Larkin looked up from the power conduit she was repairing three levels down. “What news are you referring to?”

“The Secondprize just got here. They’re evacuating everyone from the ship. I think it’s going to be towed or something.”

“Then it would seem my work here was for nothing,” Larkin said, grabbing her tools and walking over to the lift that would take her up to Engineering’s main level.

Hartley met Larkin at the main level with a look of disbelief. “Don’t you have any feelings about that? I mean, the ship is wrecked; we’re leaving it, probably for good, and we’re very likely going to be reassigned. Isn’t that sad?”

“I would not know.” The android proceeded to put her tools away.

Hartley shrugged. “I just thought that after your encounter with the Borg, and with your separation from your newly found ‘father’, you’d gain some new insight on life.”

“I have indeed gained many insights,” Larkin said as she worked. “But my experiences in the last weeks have not changed the fundamental truth of my programming. I have no feelings.”

“Maybe you could duplicate the chip that Mr. Data has,” Hartley suggested, following Larkin down the corridor leading away from Engineering.

“You do not understand, Lieutenant. I have no feelings, nor do I wish to have any feelings, or any other human traits.”

“Then what do you want?” Hartley asked. “Everyone wants something.”

Larkin stopped again. “Want? I do not know. I had not considered the possibility of us ever returning to this quadrant. I suppose a whole new variety of choices are open to me. Perhaps even my own command. Of course, as an android, I am devoid of ambition. Still, it may be interesting to consider my new options.”

“I know what I’m going to do,” Hartley said, as they entered the now functioning turbolift. “Deck Nine.”

“And what is that?” Larkin asked.

“I have a month of leave saved up. I’m going to Corsica and spending the entire time working on my tan.”

“Hmm. It sounds as if you are devoid of ambition as well.”



“Almost ready?” Baxter asked, sticking his head into Counselor Peterman’s quarters.

Peterman was slumped in her couch, clutching the huge, white teddy bear that Baxter had replicated for her for her birthday. Charlie and Fritz were snuggled next to her, asleep. “I guess,” Peterman said quietly.

Baxter carefully picked Fritz up and set him on the floor. The almost fully grown kitten immediately woke up and began to hiss and scratch at Baxter’s hand.

“Damn cat,” Baxter said, momentarily forgetting that he was glad to see Peterman’s pets had come to no harm. He composed himself and turned to Peterman. “What’s wrong, honey?”

“I don’t know,” Peterman said, sadly. “All my pets are fine; but, when I got down here, I realized how screwed up the last couple weeks have been. And then I realized how screwed up the last year has been. And then I realized that they’re probably going to scrap the Aerostar and reassign us all. And then I realized…I realized that I would probably never see you again…”

The Counselor burst out crying and buried her face in Baxter’s shoulder. “And I don’t want that to happen.”

Baxter kissed Peterman’s head and hugged her tightly. “Don’t worry…that won’t happen. I’ll make sure of that. Whichever ship they put me on next, it’s bound to need a Counselor.”

“Are you sure? They’re in less and less demand lately,” Peterman sniffled, looking up.

Baxter leaned down and kissed her. “I’m positive.”

Peterman smiled. “Good. In that case, I’ve got eight suitcases full of stuff in there for you to haul down to cargo bay five.”

Baxter glanced into Peterman’s bedroom, saw the giant suitcases, and let out a brief sigh. “That’s my Kelly.”



“Oh, hello Commander,” Lt. Larkin said, letting Lt. Commander Richards into her quarters. “I did not expect to see you here.”

“Well, Janice was helping Dr. Aldridge move some of our injured out of sickbay, and I’m already all packed up. I just thought I’d come down here and, um…”

“Is something on your mind, Commander?” Larkin asked, as she placed all of her penguin dolls carefully into a large box.

“Well, yes,” Richards replied, sitting down on Larkin’s sofa. “Isn’t it a little cold in here? I thought life support was back up…”

“This temperature reflects that of the penguin habitats of the arctic, Commander,” Larkin replied. “As do the walls and floors.”

Richards looked around, then looked down at the slippery area at the center of the room, feeling relieved that he hadn’t stepped anywhere near there. The walls and the slippery area were painted as a giant, icy mural, which, at least from an artistic standpoint, Richards had to appreciate.

“Nice mural,” Richards said.

“Thank you,” Larkin replied. “I believe the walls are an accurate representation of ice.”

Richards picked up a painting, again, of ice. “Maybe you could get a little more creative, though. I mean, all of these pieces are either of penguins, or ice, or sometimes, penguins on ice. Maybe you should expand your horizons.”

“To what end?” Larkin asked.

“I don’t know,” Richards said. “But the fun is in finding out.”

“Fun?” Larkin asked.

“Yes, the reason you create is because its fun, right?”

“I create to explore the many facets of penguinkind. I am not capable of having fun.”

“Oh,” Richards said, looking down.

“Is there something else I could help you with, Commander?” Larkin asked.

“No, I mean yes. I mean, well, I don’t know,” Richards said. “I’ve just been thinking. I mean, ever since I found out that I was your…um, mother, or whatever, I’ve had trouble figuring out how I should act around you. I mean, I did create the brain you have. That makes me an inextricable part of your life.”

“Would you like the brain back?” Larkin asked calmly.

“No, no!” Richards said. “I just…well, wanted you to know, that if you ever wanted to talk, I’m here.”

The engineer felt like that might have opened up a huge Pandora’s box, since Larkin was known as one of the most talkative crew-members aboard Aerostar.

“I will keep that in mind, Commander,” Larkin said, as she continued packing.

“Thanks, Lieutenant. And call me Chris,” Richards said, standing up to leave.

“In that case, thank you for stopping by, Chris,” Larkin said.

“Don’t mention it,” Richards replied, leaving quickly. Richards idly wondered whether all mothers felt this awkward at first.



Mirk slung his duffel bag onto the bar and walked behind it, grabbing a bottle of Tellarite scotch and pouring himself a glass full.

He sipped at it quietly, surveying the overturned tables, smashed glasses, and tipped over stools. The Starlight Lounge was as much of a disaster area of the rest of the ship. It wasn’t very comforting to the Maloxian that the only thing he had left near to him was completely wrecked. “Hello?” Lt. Hartley asked, pushing past the broken doors and peeking into the dimly lit lounge.

“We’re closed,” Mirk said solemnly, throwing some bottles into a box and sitting it on top of the bar.

Hartley walked up to the bar, picked up a stool, and sat down on it. “I’ll have a Bolian fizz.”

“I said we’re closed,” Mirk said.

Hartley looked around. “Really? I didn’t notice.”

“Very funny.”

“What’s wrong with you?” The transporter chief asked, grabbing the bottle of Aldebran whiskey from Mirk’s box and pouring some in a glass.

Mirk glared at her as she drank. “Well, I’m permanently separated from everyone I’ve ever cared about and the gods I used to worship are gone forever. Other than that, I’m just peachy.”

“Gee, far away from home. I can’t imagine what that must be like,” Hartley said sarcastically.

“Well, you’re home now, be thankful,” Mirk said, walking around the bar and seeing if he could salvage any of the decorations he had put up when he took over the bar.

“I don’t know what to tell you, Mirk. But, from what I hear, the Directors wanted you to come here. They said it was part of your destiny.”

“I don’t know anything about my destiny anymore. I used to think I knew exactly what I was doing. But not anymore.”

Hartley set the bottle down and turned around to watch Mirk take down the caricatures that Richards had done of the command crew, and the pictures of different Starlight Lounge events, such as the “Drunken Limbo” contest, and the “Klingon Country Line Dancing” lessons.

“C’mon, Mirk, I’m sure we’ll be assigned to a new ship. And that new ship will probably need a bartender.”

Mirk thought about that. “Then that’s all I’ll do? Shlep drinks the rest of my life? Is that my great destiny?”

“Who knows?” Hartley asked. “But it’ll be a great way of finding out. And besides, I don’t think the crew would be the same without you.”

Mirk turned over one of the chairs and sat down. “You think I belong with these people? The Federations that I taunted and teased into following me to the Delta Quadrant less than a year ago? The Federations whose friends I let the Flarn destroy? The Federations who, months ago, my people swore to destroy? Those people?”

“As one of those people,” Hartley said, placing a hand on Mirk’s shoulder. “I’d have to say yes.”



Captain Baxter hurriedly left his readyroom, loaded down with his model of the Secondprize, as well as the several packs of cards he had replicated, his Dallas Cowboys game ball, and several padds. He was on his way up to the turbolift to meet Counselor Peterman in cargo bay five for transport to the Secondprize, when he noticed Commander Conway sitting in the command chair.

“What are you still doing here, Commander?” Baxter asked, turning around.

Conway sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m getting sentimental in my old age.”

“Don’t count on it, Conway,” Baxter said. “You’re just trying to get one last chance to sit in the big chair.”

“It is comfortable, Captain,” Conway said, standing up and taking one last look at the destroyed viewscreen. “Damn right it is. Now come on, we’re going to be late,” Baxter said, reaching over to hit the turbolift’s call button. Conway made his way up to the turbolift, taking one last look at the dedication plaque, reading the line at the bottom one more time:



“We’re on a road to nowhere, come on inside. Takin’ that ride to nowhere, we’ll take that ride…”



“Who said that?” Conway asked, joining Baxter in the turbolift.

“The quote on the plaque?” Baxter asked.

“Yeah.”

“Melville, I think. Or maybe Keats.”





CHAPTER TWO





USS SECONDPRIZE



Captain’s Log, Stardate 51992.1. We have completed transfer of all personnel from the starship Aerostar. A tug ship from Waystation should be here within the hour to take the Aerostar to a starbase, where she will be stripped down and eventually sent off to the nearest scrapyard. Meanwhile, we’re taking the Aerostar’s crew back to Earth, where I’m sure their story will spark a rebirth of tabloid journalism.



“Have you read this?” Captain Alexander Rydell asked, looking at Captain Baxter’s report.

Commander Dillon nodded, sitting down in the chair opposite Rydell’s desk. “I certainly did. It’s pretty amazing, if you ask me.”

“Which part?”

“All of it.”

Rydell nodded. “I especially like the part about the Federation Marine who stowed away and tried to lure the Borg back to the Delta Quadrant.”

“Personally, Captain, I like the part about the Romulan Tal Shiar agent. The fact that he could successfully infiltrate a Federation vessel for that long is astounding.”

“Not when you consider who’s in command, Commander. By the way, is that guy still in the brig?”

“T’Phil? Yes, sir. Luckily there were independent power backups in the brig that kept the security field intact. He might have escaped, otherwise.”

Rydell scrolled through the report, nodding. “I guess the crew of the Aerostar is lucky all the way around.”

“Yes, sir.”

Rydell put the padd down and looked up at Dillon. “Have you told Baxter the truth yet?”

“You mean about their mission? No, sir, I thought I’d let you.”

Rydell stood up. “Fine. But you’re coming with me.”

Dillon gulped. “Do I have to?”

“Yes,” Rydell said, leading Dillon out of his readyroom.



“It’s just not the same,” Captain Baxter said, staring down at his drink and looking around Seven Backward. Commander Conway downed a shot of whiskey and pounded his glass on the table. “You can say that again, sir. No atmosphere at all.”

Trinian, Seven Backward’s hostess, refilled Conway’s shot glass and smiled. “I’ll try not to take offense to that, Commander.”

Conway looked up, narrowing his eyes. “Sorry.”

Counselor Peterman nursed her pink squirrel quietly, looking up. “I think it’s very nice, Miss Trinian.”

“It’s just Trinian,” Trinian said, turning around and heading back to the bar.

“Let’s face it,” Commander Richards said, sipping at his beer. “We miss Mirk.”

“I miss his cheesecake,” Dr. Browning said woefully as she drank her hot chocolate.

“Has anyone heard anything about J’hana?” Conway asked, trying to change the subject.

“Dr. Aldridge said she’s going to be fine,” Dr. Browning said. “She’ll be up and around by the time we get back to Earth.”

“Back to Earth,” Peterman repeated. “It almost seems impossible.”

“I told you I’d do it,” Baxter said, smiling.

Commander Conway grunted. “Don’t be so humble about it, Captain.”

“Okay,” Baxter said, grinning as he finished his beer. “You guys helped a little too.”



“Do you think we should go over there?” Counselor Claire Webber asked, watching as the crew from the Aerostar talked. Lt. Commander Jaroch worked quietly on a padd as the two sat at the bar. He was obviously not paying much attention.

“Hmmm,” he said, not moving his eyes from the padd. “It wouldn’t hurt,” Trinian said.

“They’re probably feeling a little weird about being back in the Alpha Quadrant and everything.”

Webber smiled. “I bet they are. Come on, Jaroch. We should go over there.”

“Why?” Jaroch said as he worked.

“Because, they need to see a bright, happy face. They need hugs and care. They need love.”

“I do not believe I have any love to give at the moment,” Jaroch said, momentarily looking up from his padd. “Although I will keep you posted if any becomes available.”

“C’mon,” Webber said, grabbing Jaroch’s arm and pulling him out of his seat.

“No,” Jaroch said firmly, holding on to the bar.



Lieutenant Larkin looked around Seven Backward, recognizing several familiar faces from the Secondprize, including Trinian, Lt. Commander Jaroch, and Counselor Webber. As the android walked by, she nodded briefly at Jaroch and Webber, who seemed to be involved in some sort of struggle.

Larkin continued to the opposite end of Seven Backward, approaching the table where Baxter and some of the other senior officers from the Aerostar were gathered.

“I have returned from the Aerostar, Captain,” Larkin said firmly, standing behind Baxter’s seat.

“Well, don’t just stand there. Pull up a chair,” Baxter said heartily, indicating the chair opposite Commander Conway.

“Very well,” Larkin said, sitting down and folding her hands neatly on the table. “A preliminary Engineering survey indicates a system-wide failure of the power distribution net. However, Commander Baird has stabilized main power for the duration of the trip back to Waystation.”

“And after that?” Conway asked.

“I don’t know,” Baxter said. “I haven’t talked to Starfleet yet. I assume they’ll have her decommissioned and stripped down.”

“Sad end for a great ship,” Conway said, just as a waiter came up and refilled everyones drinks.

“Life goes on,” Baxter said. “Anything else, Lieutenant?”

“Waystation has dispatched a tug ship to retrieve the Aerostar. As for the the crew, I understand that Captain Rydell’s orders are to bring us all back to Earth immediately.”

“Guess I’ll have to talk to him pretty soon,” Baxter said.

“What’s going to happen to us?” Dr. Browning asked. “Are we going to be kept together or sent off on different assignments?”

“In these cases,” Larkin said, “Starfleet rarely assigns an entire crew to a new vessel.”

“Then that’s it,” Richards said. “We’re all going our separate ways.”

“I’ll try not to cry too hard,” Conway muttered.

“Well, come what may,” Baxter said, smiling and raising his glass, “I’d just like to make a toast to the finest crew Starfleet ever sent to the Delta Quadrant.”

“Here, here,” Peterman said happily, as the group clanged their glasses together.

“Excuse me,” a woman said politely, approaching the table Baxter and his officers were seated at. “My name is Claire Webber, and I’m the Secondprize’s Ship’s Counselor. I’d just like to congratulate you on your triumphant return to this quadrant. What stories you must have to tell!”

Baxter looked up at the woman, noting her tie-dyed Starfleet uniform. Obviously, she was some sort of weirdo. “Yep. That’s very thoughtful of you, Counselor.”

Counselor Peterman smiled up at Webber. “What a pleasure it is to meet you. My name is Kelly Peterman. I am–I was –the Aerostar’s Ship’s Counselor.”

“Is that so?” Webber asked. “Keeping everyone together on a voyage like yours must have been quite a chore.”

“Well…” Peterman said.

“Can I leave now?” Commander Jaroch asked from behind Webber. “No,” Webber said with teeth clenched. “You will say ‘hi’ and be nice to these people.”

“Okay, fine,” Jaroch said, stepping out from behind the Counselor. “I’m Commander Jaroch, the science officer. Hi.”

“We’ve met,” Baxter said, glaring up at Jaroch. The Yynsian wasn’t too nice a few months back when Baxter’s mind had been combined with Commander Dillon’s.

“Charmed,” Conway said blandly.

“I hear you’re the one that gave the Captain his assignment,” Dr. Browning said, trying to break the tension.

“I assure you, I merely briefed the Captain. It was Captain Rydell and Commander Dillon who actually…”

“Yeah, what was Starfleet thinking anyway?” Conway asked. “Do you know how many Federation ships alone were lost in the Bermuda Expanse before we were sent in there?”

“Dozens,” Richards chimed in.

“So what gives?” Baxter asked. “Why did Starfleet send us on that mission?”

“Do you really wish to know?” Jaroch said, bending down and staring Baxter in the eye, an unsettling smirk spreading across his face. “They sent you to die. They were hoping you and your crew of abject failures and incompetents would be lost out there in the Bermuda Expanse…forever. And so were we.”



“Where are they?” Captain Rydell said, as he and Dillon entered Seven Backward.

“If you’re talking about the people from the Aerostar,” Trinian said tiredly, leaning against the bar, “they’re right over there.”

She pointed towards the corner of the bar where Baxter and the other senior officers sat, and where Jaroch could be plainly seen bending down and staring mockingly into Baxter’s face.

“…They were hoping you’d be lost out there in the Bermuda Expanse,” Jaroch said, smiling. “And so where we.”

“Uh oh,” Dillon said, following Rydell quickly to the other side of the bar. “Looks like Jaroch beat us to the punch.”



“Why you little…”

Baxter growled, jumping to his feet and cold-cocking Jaroch right in the jaw. The Yynsian science officer was sent reeling backwards into the table behind him.

“Oh, dear,” Dr. Browning said, peering over the table at the dazed officer.

Counselor Webber looked down fearfully at Jaroch, slowly moving backwards. “That wasn’t happy at all, Captain.”

“I would tend to agree with Counselor Webber,” Larkin said. “That was quite unwise.”

“Um…sorry, Jaroch,” Baxter said, bending over and looking down at Jaroch.

The Yynsian shook his head, grunting angrily, his eyes glazing over.

“You…should not have…done…that,” he growled.

“Uh-oh,” Baxter said, as Jaroch pulled the Captain’s legs out from under him, body slamming Baxter before he could react.

“Beware the wrath of the mighty J’ter!” he shouted, pummeling Baxter with his fists.

Richards and Conway immediately came to Baxter’s aid, trying to pull the crazed Yynsian off of him.

“Stop beating up my boyfriend!” Peterman cried, dumping the remainder of her pink squirrel into Jaroch’s face.

“What the heck is happening?” Dr. Browning asked in confusion.

“Yynsians have a peculiar connection to past lives, Doctor. Occasionally, when subjected to violent stimuli, they regress,” Larkin explained.

“Oh,” Browning said, watching as Baxter was beaten severely. “Shouldn’t you help him?”

Larkin peered down at the brawl, which had now encompassed Richards and Conway as well.

“It seems they are doing quite well without me, Doctor.”



Captain Rydell quickly slapped his comm badge. “Rydell to security. I need a team in Seven Backward on the double.”

When had things started going so wrong?

When we met up with the Aerostar, that’s when, he thought wryly.

“Break it up, break it up!” Commander Dillon shouted, trying to pull Baxter and Jaroch apart.

“I have been waiting for this for a long time, puny weakling!” Jaroch/J’ter shouted, as he pounded Baxter against the table he had been sitting at moments ago.

“Me too,” Baxter croaked. “So far it’s not exactly all I’d hoped it’d be.”

“Hey, watch it!” Commander Conway said, as Dillon tried to break up the fight. Conway gave the Secondprize’s First Officer a shove, who in turn shoved Conway back, until both of them dropped to the floor in a no-holds-barred flurry of fists.

“At ease, Commander Jaroch!” Rydell shouted, moving into the fray. “Both of you, start acting like men about this!”

“We are acting like men, you pantywaist,” Jaroch/J’ter growled as he pummeled Baxter.

“I’d just love to thank you for sending me and our crew to our deaths, Captain…” Baxter choked out. “But first I have to get this crazy bastard off me!”

Before Rydell could respond, a chair flew up into his face and knocked him backwards.



Lt. Patricia Hawkins, Chief of Security and Chief Tactical Officer for the Secondprize, gasped as she entered Seven Backward.

The entire room had descended into chaos, reminiscent of old fashioned bar room brawls of the Ancient West. “What the hell is going on?” Hawkins shouted to Trinian, as the Hostess smashed a bottle of Bolian Brandy over one of the combatants heads.

“I believe we’re having a rumble. Secondprize versus Aerostar,” Trinian said, as Hawkins pushed through the crowd.

“Break it up!” Hawkins cried, pushing towards the back of the room in a vain attempt to find the center of the brawl. Suddenly Counselor Webber sailed by her, flying face first into a giant ikoberry tort that Ensign Carpel had been enjoying a few minutes earlier.

Counselor Peterman leapt past Hawkins, grabbing the back of Webber’s uniform and pulling her back, then plunging her back into the tort. “Eat up, you tie-died freak!”

As the two Counselors proceeded to roll onto the floor in a flurry of hair pulling and biting, Hawkins continued on, to find Commander Dillon pinned to the floor in a Full Nelson, at the mercy of the Aerostar’s first officer.

“Say mercy!” Commander Conway cried, yanking back on Dillon’s arms. “Say it, dork!”

“Never!” Dillon returned. “Someone save me!”

“Get off!” Hawkins cried, kicking at Conway. But it was no use. Hawkins finally grabbed Conway by the scruff of his neck and yanked him off Dillon. “Find someone else to ruff up on, Bozo.”

“Watch out!” Dillon called out, just in time for Hawkins to see Conway come rushing back, this time wielding one of Seven Backwards’ plush, fluffy chairs.

Hawkins ducked, sending Conway flying over her and into the wall. The security officer turned to find Lt. Larkin struggling to get ahold of Commander Jaroch, who had obviously, in a fit of rage, become J’ter.

“I must have my revenge!” Jaroch/J’ter bellowed, struggling against Larkin’s steely grip.

“And I must protect my commanding officer. Might I suggest you vent your frustration in a more healthy manner, Mr. Jaroch,” Larkin replied.

Hawkins pushed past Larkin and Jaroch to find Captain Rydell and Captain Baxter locked in combat. They were circling each other like angry jungle cats, sneering and growling.

“You assaulted my science officer!” Rydell said.

“You sent us to die!” Baxter said.

“Stop it, you two. This is insane!” Hawkins shouted, as Rydell and Baxter sized each other up.

“Yet somehow strangely satisfying,” Rydell said, as Baxter lept at him. The two rolled around the floor, fists flailing.

“What should we do?” one of the other security officers asked, as Hawkins surveyed the situation.

“Set your phasers on minimum stun, broad beam,” Hawkins said, pulling out her phaser, “and light ’em up.”

Four minutes and several phaser blasts later, just about everyone in Seven Backward was unconscious.



“Well, what do you have to say for yourself?” a voice asked, as Captain Baxter opened his eyes, wincing at the bright light as his eyes adjusted. His head was pounding and it felt as if someone had driven a freighter right into his stomach.

Baxter looked up.

He was in the brig.

And on the other side of the security field, Captain Rydell stood, a gray bandage on his forehead, and a very angry look on his face. Baxter also noted that Rydell was holding his left arm gingerly with his right arm.

Someone must have twisted it. Who could that have been? “Well?” Rydell asked expectantly.

“What was the question?” Baxter said, straining to pull himself into a sitting position.

“I asked you what you have to say for yourself.”

“Maybe I should be asking you that,” Baxter said, looking around his cell.

“Okay, I deserved that one,” Rydell said. “I guess Jaroch told you before I got the chance.”

“What? That you guys planned on sending us out there so that we would disappear or be killed? That you wanted to get rid of us, like some sort of bad rubbish, or out of date dairy products?” Baxter asked angrily, standing up and lurching over to the perimeter of the force field. “Am I to believe that it just slipped your mind, Captain?” Baxter stared Rydell in the eyes.

“Not exactly,” Rydell said, stepping back a bit. He winced at the pain the movement caused in his arm. “Listen, we did want to get rid of you, but we never really expected that the mission would end up like it did. We just thought that you guys would hit some turbulence, get shaken up a bit, then come back.”

“You mean like all those other ships that didn’t return?” Baxter asked incredulously.

“Okay, so maybe it wasn’t that well planned out,” Rydell admitted. “The point is, we’re not your enemies. As a matter of fact, when you turned up missing, we went looking for you.”

“And?” Baxter said, sitting down and folding his arms.

“And Starfleet suspended our investigation. Not only that, but they also closed off the entire area around the Bermuda Expanse. Suddenly we realized we were caught up in something bigger than ourselves.”

“Damn right you were. And we ended up paying for it,” Baxter said angrily.

“But I have a feeling someone in Starfleet knew what was in there,” Rydell said. “Admiral Neilson was awfully quick to seal off that area and stop our investigation. And after that incident when your mind was combined with Commander Dillon’s last year, we tried to report your location to Starfleet, but Admiral Neilson put a gag on us and marked the whole thing confidential. I’m just guessing here but it seems like she’s hiding something.”

“I wonder what?” Baxter said, rubbing his chin.

“That’s for you to find out,” Rydell said. “After you’ve cooled down in here a while longer.”

Baxter suddenly heard Commander Conway grunt from the cell next door.

“What the hell happened?” Conway asked tiredly, before collapsing back to his cot and falling back unconscious.

“So I guess your officers got off scot free?” Baxter asked wearily, as he watched Conway slumber in the adjacent cell.

“On the contrary,” Rydell said, stepping aside to reveal Commander Dillon and Commander Jaroch passed out on the cots in the cells opposite Baxter and Conway’s. “We thought we’d punish the highest ranking officers as an example for the rest. I mean, we only have so much brig space.”

“Right,” Baxter said, watching Dillon snore. “What about Counselor Peterman?”

“I think she’s at pottery class with Counselor Webber. They’ve become the best of friends.”

“Well, how nice for them,” Baxter muttered. “And what about you? Shouldn’t you be stuck in here too?”

“Hey,” Rydell said, heading for the door, “it’s my ship.”





STARFLEET COMMAND



“Well, what the hell are we going to do now, Mora?” Admiral John Phillips asked, arms folded behind his back as he stared out the window at Golden Gate bridge. He idly wondered why Admiral Neilson’s office had such a great view. All he could see from his office was the matter reclamation units.

Admiral Mora Neilson sat back at her desk. “We’ve been caught with our pants down. We never really expected the Aerostar to come back. Even after Captain Baxter’s failed attempt to contact the Secondprize last year we assumed they’d be stranded there forever.”

“But they are back, and that leaves us with several issues to deal with,” Phillips said uneasily.

“Do you think our infiltrator was found?” Neilson asked, turning back to face Phillips.

“Undoubtedly,” Phillips replied. “And if I know Internal Affairs, they probably had someone working there as well.”

“For all we know, it was Captain Baxter himself,” Neilson said, plopping down into the chair opposite Phillips’s desk. “It was your dumb idea to send the son of the Vice Admiral in charge of Internal Affairs into the Delta Quadrant,”

Phillips grunted. “Damned risky if you ask me.”

“I didn’t ask you,” Neilson said flatly. “Anyway, it seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“Well, Admiral Baxter is going to have a lot of questions for his son when he gets back,” Phillips said uneasily.

Neilson raised an eyebrow. “What if he doesn’t make it back?”





USS AEROSTAR



Ensign Ryan Stuart folded his arms and looked around engineering one last time. He still couldn’t get over the giant gash in the side of the ship, now covered by a piece of duranium. Paul Dunbar was sucked out of that gash a few days ago, and it could have easily been him instead.

Stuart tried to clear his head of such thoughts as he slapped his comm badge. “Stuart to Tangier.”

“Tangier here. What is your status, Stuart?” Captain Gibson’s deep voice responded.

“Power systems have been stabilized,” Stuart said, looking around at the flickering panels around engineering. “We can be tractored in at any time now.”

“Stand by, Mister Stuart. We’ll leave for Waystation in five minutes.”

Stuart sat down at a nearby console and propped his chin up on his hands. Why’d he get stuck babysitting the ship while it was being stripped and salvaged? Why couldn’t Richards have done it?

Because he’s the boss, that’s why, Stuart reminded himself.

Stuart’s thoughts were interrupted when he saw a blur of orange briefly fly down the corridor near engineering. What the hell was that?

The ensign shook his head in disbelief. “Computer…how many life signs on board?”

“There are four life signs on board the Aerostar,” the computer replied. Well, that would account for him, Colonel T’Phil, and the two security officers assigned to watch over him. Stuart’s brain must have been playing tricks on him.



Captain Gibson leaned forward over the helm and operations console of the freighter Tangier’s cramped bridge. “Are we ready?”

The Ensign at the helm nodded. “Yes, sir, as soon as we…”

Suddenly the Ensign seemed very alarmed. She looked down at her panel. “Captain…there’s some kind of distortion forming off our port bow!”

“On screen,” Gibson said, straightening.

On the Tangier’s tiny viewscreen, a huge Romulan Warbird suddenly appeared.

“Oh, my God…” Gibson said, when suddenly the Warbird fired a disruptor blast, which crossed space in seconds, blowing the Tangier to dust.



On board the Romulan Warbird Exalax, Commander Ardek smiled, let out a whoop of joy. “I just love blowing up Federation ships!”

“Shall we secure the Aerostar now, Commander?” Sub-Commander Gatana said, hands clasped behind her back.

“Yes, yes, yes!” Ardek said happily, bouncing up and down in his command chair. “Send in the teams!”

“You heard him,” Gatana said gruffly, inclining her head toward the chief of security. She turned to Ardek, concern plain on her face. “You realize we will not be safe here for much longer. We have destroyed a Federation vessel. They will be looking for us.”

Ardek rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry about that. As soon as we get T’Phil, we’ll make for the Neutral Zone. Now prepare to extend cloaking shields around the Aerostar.”

Gatana gritted her teeth angrily. “As I am sure you are aware, extending cloaking shields around such a large object will greatly decrease their effectiveness.”

“We won’t need them for long. The Neutral Zone is not that far,” Ardek said testily. “Now follow my orders.”

Gatana nodded reluctantly. “As you wish, Commander.”



Ensign Saral and Lt. Gellar had run out of conversation after the first hour of being stuck guarding Colonel T’Phil. All in all, it was a pretty darn boring job.

Gellar was about to suggest that he run get them something to drink when he heard the intruder alert klaxon go off.

“Intruder alert. Decks One, Nine, Twelve, and Twenty-Nine,” the computer said calmly.

Gellar withdrew his phaser and looked to Saral. “Stay with the prisoner, Ensign. I’ll go check it out.”

Saral nodded. “Very well.”

In one of the cells in the brig, T’Phil stirred. “My friends have finally arrived. I’m going home.”

Saral diverted her eyes to T’Phil for a moment. “If you are referring to the Romulans, I find that highly unlikely.”

She had barely finished making that statement, when suddenly she heard a loud disruptor blast and a cry for help from Lt. Gellar.

“Saral to Gellar. Please respond.”

There was no response.

The Vulcan slapped her comm badge. “Saral to Tangier. Security alert.”

Again, there was no response.

“You see?” T’Phil said, standing up and rubbing his hands together. “They’re coming.”

Saral was about to reply, when suddenly the door to the brig burst open, allowing several Romulans to pour in. “Do not move,” the lead Romulan said, leveling his disruptor at Saral.

“This is still highly unlikely,” Saral said, as she was clubbed over the head by the butt of the disruptor and knocked unconscious.



An hour later, Commander Lisa Beck stepped out of her office and out into Ops. “Any word from the Tangier, Commander Morales?”

Lt. Commander Morales shook his head, leaning against the docking console, a worried look on his face. “No, but they should have checked in by now.”

“Hail them,” Beck said, resting her hands on her hips and staring up at the viewscreen.

“No response,” Morales said.

Beck looked back at the science console. “Check the long range scanners, Mr. Porter. See if you can track them down out there.”

Lt. Craig Porter checked the scans, then rechecked them, shaking his head in disbelief. “I can’t find them, Commander. What’s more, I can’t find the Aerostar now either.”

“They didn’t just disappear,” Beck said, walking around to the science console.

“I’m enhancing the scan resolution. Maybe I can find–” Porter said, “–wait a minute. I’m picking up debris. I’m not positive, but it looks like what’s left of the Tangier.”

“Damn,” Beck said, looking up at the viewscreen as Porter put the scans onscreen. Chunks of duranium of all different sizes floated by on the screen. “Contact Starfleet and apprise them of our current situation.”

“They’re going to start getting tired of hearing from us,” Morales said grimly from the docking console.

“I would too if I was them,” Porter added.





SECONDPRIZE



“Time to Earth?” Captain Rydell asked, settling down into the command chair and staring at the stars as they rushed by on the viewscreen.

“A little more than an hour,” Ensign Carr replied from ops.

Lt. Hawkins sighed loudly, drumming her fingers on the tactical console.

Rydell turned to face her. “Problem, Lieutenant?”

“I was just wondering when you planned on letting Dillon out of the brig.”

Rydell smiled. “Don’t tell me you’re already starting to miss him.”

Hawkins looked down. “It was bad enough that I had to shoot him. Then I had to throw him in the brig. That’s not going to do wonders for our relationship.”

“The only wonder in your relationship is why it’s still going on,” Lieutenant Andrea Sullivan said from the conn.

“And that’s the end of today’s episode of Love in Space,” Rydell said, derailing the conversation before Hawkins could respond to Sullivan’s jab. “You can go get him at the end of your shift.”

“Yes, sir,” Hawkins said, returning her gaze to her panel. Suddenly she looked up. “Captain…there’s a vessel entering the area.”

Rydell sat up in his chair. “What kind of vessel?”

Hawkins studied her scans. “Starfleet transport vessel. Miranda class. They’re hailing us.”

“Onscreen,” Rydell said, idly wondering what the heck a Starfleet transport would want with them.

A rather chubby, blank-looking man appeared on the viewscreen. “Hello, Captain Rydell. My name is Commander Vincent Kramer. Starfleet has ordered me to transport the Aerostar’s crew to Earth.”

At least he was the get-to-the-point type. “Might I know why?”

“Starfleet believes that the Secondprize should be kept available for more pressing duty.”

“I can’t think of anything more pressing,” Rydell replied.

“I have my orders, sir,” Kramer said dully. “Please come out of warp and drop your shields.”

“Okay,” Rydell said grudgingly. “Sullivan, take us out of warp. Hawkins, drop the shields and apprise the Aerostar crew of their change in location.”

Kramer nodded curtly to Rydell and disappeared, the view of the approaching starship replacing his image. Captain Rydell wasn’t sure what it was, but something felt wrong about this Kramer fellow.



“What do you have to say, Mister Hothead?” Counselor Peterman asked, nudging Baxter insistently as he stood, staring at his boots, in the transporter room.

“I’m…sorry I decked you, Mister Jaroch,” Baxter said weakly.

Counselor Webber smiled. “How big of you, Captain Baxter. How do you respond to that, Jaroch?”

Lt. Commander Jaroch stared blankly at Baxter, hands clasped behind his back. “I am…sorry that I tried to snap your neck. And I apologize for trying to send your crew to their doom.”

Baxter shrugged. “No harm done.”

“Now shake on it,” Peterman and Webber said in unison. Baxter and Jaroch reluctantly shook hands.

“All right, let’s get you guys over there. We’ve got places to go, people to see,” Commander Dillon said hurriedly. Baxter and Peterman quickly mounted the pad, joining Dr. Browning, Lt. Commander Richards, and Commander Conway.

“That was very big of you,” Conway whispered mockingly.

“Be quiet,” Baxter snapped, as Commander Dillon gave the command for the transporter chief to energize.





BETA QUADRANT



The Pakled trade vessel Pookie chugged through space at a slow clip of one-tenth impulse power. They had been hired by the Tellarites to transport a load of food supplies to one of their far-reaching colonies. It wasn’t much in the way of money, but then again, like most Pakleds, these weren’t that picky.

“We need to go faster,” Captain Chub said slowly, his unibrow creasing with worry. “We need speed.”

Engineer Burbert shook his head. “No more power. We can’t go.”

“But we have to get there fast,” Chub protested.

“Uh-uh,” Burbert said, continuing to shake his head.

“We are slow,” Chub said, finally deferring to his engineer’s intelligence.

“There’s a thing out there,” the science officer piped up, interrupting Chub’s concentration.

“A thing?” Chub asked. Now this was interesting.

“A big thing. A fast thing.”

“Big and fast?” Chub scratched his chin.

What could be big and fast? A ship!

“A ship?” Chub asked.

“Maybe,” the navigator replied.

“We should destroy it,” Burbert said.

Chub turned. “Can we?”

“We have lasers,” Burbert said.

Captain Chub clenched his chubby fist. “Then shoot our lasers at them.”

The Pookie’s lasers flared out at the approaching craft. “Well?” Chub asked impatiently.

“We did not hurt them,” the navigator said sadly. “Our lasers are not strong.”

Chub turned back to Burbert. “Is this bad?”

Burbert thought a moment. “They may have bigger lasers.”

“Oh,” Chub said. “We are not smart.”

Suddenly the oncoming craft fired a thick, blue beam at the Pookie, destroying it in one shot.



“This tiressssss me,” former Overmaster Granok of the former Flarn Empire said disappointedly. “Thesssse weaklingssss are not what we sssseek.”

Lieutenant Lord Kenjek nodded, keeping his place behind Granok. “True. But we are getting clossssser. The lasssst ship we desssstroyed was quite similar to the Aerostar.”

“The Aerossssstar,” Granok hissed, narrowing his eyes, remembering the unhappy incident nearly one year ago, when the Aerostar had shoved them through the portal in the Crebius Cluster, and doomed them to wander space, thousands of light years away from Flarn space. “They banissssshed us from our own empire. For that they will be obliterated.”

Kenjek smiled. “Do not fear, Granok. We will find them. They cannot hide for long.”





CHAPTER THREE





STARFLEET HEADQUARTERS OFFICE OF INTERNAL AFFAIRS



Yvonne walked into the office, smiling pleasantly as she sat several padds down on the Admiral’s desk, adjusting the curtains in the room, and whistling a happy tune as she placed some new flowers in the vase near the window.

“You should be happy, Admiral,” Yvonne said, straightening the furniture carefully. “Your son will be home soon.”

Vice Admiral Harlan Baxter turned in his chair, puffing away on a cigar. “I’m not happy at all, Yvonne. Not when I still haven’t heard from our agent.”

“Maybe she just forgot to check in,” Yvonne offered helpfully.

“I.A. operatives don’t just forget anything,” Harlan grunted. “Something smells rotten around here, and I’m going to get to the bottom of it.”

“Well, the Aerostar is back, and that’s the important thing,” Yvonne said, heading towards the door to Harlan’s office. “Should I contact your wife and tell her where the welcoming reception will be?”

“She already knows. She’s on her way,” Harlan said.

“I do love a party,” Yvonne said, smiling.



“We’ll arrive at Earth in about thirty minutes. Begin preparations for beam-down,” Commander Kramer said unenthusiastically over the comm system.

Captain Baxter tossed one of his suitcases onto the bed in the cramped quarters he had been issued aboard the Federation Transport Richard M. Nixon.

“Something is really bothering me about this whole thing,” Counselor Peterman said, ducking out of the cramped bathroom and brushing her teeth. “I mean, why move us all to another ship an hour before reaching Earth?”

“I don’t know,” Baxter said. “Maybe they just needed the Secondprize for more important duty.”

“That’s not all, though, Andy,” Peterman said. “Have you noticed how edgy the people on this ship are acting? It’s like they’re waiting for something terrible to happen.”

Baxter went over and grabbed Peterman’s hand, pulling the tooth brush out of her mouth. “Don’t be silly, Kelly. We’re home, we’re safe. Nothing bad could possibly happen here. I promise.”

Suddenly the door to Baxter’s temporary quarters chimed happily.

“Come in,” Baxter said, looking towards the doorway. Lt. Ariel Tilleran rushed into the room.

“Captain, we’re all in terrible danger here!”



Dr. Browning strolled into what was jokingly referred to as “sickbay” aboard the Nixon. It was really just an assortment of beds, medical tricorders, hypos, and closet space. Actually, there seemed to be a lot of closets. More than ususal.

“How’s my patient?” Browning asked, walking over to the bio-bed where Lt. J’hana sat on her hands, rocking back and forth impatiently.

“I am fine. I want to leave right now,” J’hana growled.

Browning grabbed a medical tricorder and looked J’hana over with it. “Well, the bone has completely healed. I think it’s safe to release you now.”

“Thank the hive mother,” J’hana grunted.

Browning crossed sickbay, looking up at the dizzying row of cabinets and long file-type drawers. “Let me just scan you with the dermal subscanner, just to make sure.”

Dr. Browning searched the cabinets, only coming up with a few padds and isolinear chips. No good. Next the doctor opened up one of the long drawers, hoping to find the tool she needed in there. Instead, she found the partially incinerated body of Captain Andrew Baxter. One intact eye stared blankly back at her.

Browning just covered her mouth, gasping in horror. “Oh, my…”

“What is it?” J’hana asked, sliding off her bio-bed and walking over.

“I don’t…” Browning said, when suddenly her comm badge beeped.

“Baxter to all senior officers. Report to my quarters immediately.”

J’hana stared impassively down at Baxter’s body, then looked up to Browning. “I suppose we should go see what he wants.”

Browning nodded, still not able to take her eyes of the burned and mutilated body.



“We found the entire command crew in there,” J’hana said grimly, leaning against Baxter’s couch. “As well as some random low-level officers.”

“How the hell did they do that?” Commander Conway asked incredulously.

“I don’t know,” Browning said, shaking her head. “We scanned them with the medical tricorder. The DNA was matched up perfectly. My only guess is that the bodies were grown organically in a lab. It’s possible, but quite difficult.”

“But, why?” Richards asked. “Why would someone want to simulate our deaths like that?”

“Because they are going to want us alive when they question us,” Tilleran said calmly, standing in the opposite corner of the room with her arms crossed. “But everyone else has to believe that we’re dead.”

“Who?” Conway asked. “Who wants us alive, or dead, or whatever?”

“It’s a general feeling I have, Commander,” Tilleran said wearily. “My abilities have been terribly stressed lately. All I know is that the people behind this are high-ranking Starfleet officals. I can’t say any more than that.”

Baxter leaned back on his couch, shaking his head. “I refuse to believe that.”

“Believe it or not, Captain, it is the truth,” J’hana said. “We have learned to trust Lt. Tilleran’s powers, have we not?”

“Yes,” Baxter said grimly. “We have.”

“So what do we do?” Peterman asked.

“Simple,” Baxter said, pulling a phaser out of his duffel. “We go to Sickbay and fry the command crew.”



Colonel T’Phil stepped onto the bridge of the Exalax, straightening the folds in his Romulan uniform. He’d become quite sick of wearing that disgustingly comfortable Starfleet uniform, and was glad to get out of it.

Commander Ardek turned in his chair to inspect the Colonel as he walked out onto the bridge.

“I see they were able to restore your ears to their proper state,” Ardek noted.

T’Phil nodded. “Thankfully. You wouldn’t believe how disturbing it was to wake up every morning to see a pair of human ears looking back at you.”

Ardek shivered slightly at the thought. “How terrible it must have been.”

“Well, it’s all over now. Now we can reap the rewards of my year in exile.”

“About that…”

Ardek said uncomfortably.

At the same time, T’Phil looked up at the viewscreen. The stars seemed to be moving far to slow. “Have we slowed down?” T’Phil asked with concern.

“Our engineers detected a spike in the quantum singularity core. It wasn’t dangerous to us, but it was detectable through our cloak, so we had to come out of warp,” Ardek said.

“Can’t we fix it?” T’Phil asked, annoyed.

“I am afraid not. The spike is being caused by the Aerostar’s power core, and even with all of that ship’s main systems deactivated, the singularity is still affected,” Sub-Commander Gatana said solemnly from beside Ardek.

“So what do we do?” T’Phil asked impatiently.

“We head back to Romulus at impulse speed,” Ardek said. “And hope that we’re not spotted.”

“Why would we be spotted?” T’Phil asked. He was anxious to get back to Romulus.

“Well,” Ardek replied with uncertainty. “It’s really not that big a deal…”

“What is it?” T’Phil demanded.

“We’re…uh…having trouble masking the Aerostar’s power signature.”

“Then we can be tracked…”

T’Phil said nervously. “Only if someone was capable of detecting the alien power signature the Aerostar is giving off. Luckily, we’re not in the Delta Quadrant. What are the chances of a ship looking for a–what did you call it–Sulani…power signature?” T’Phil calmed down a bit. “You are correct, Commander. Still, I will feel safer when we get back to Romulan space.”

“As will I,” Ardek said, settling into his seat.



Lieutenant J’hana poked her head around the corner, looking around quickly.

“Well?” Baxter asked from behind her.

“The coast is clear,” J’hana said, leading Baxter and Conway around the corner and down the corridor towards sickbay.

Baxter tapped his comm badge as he walked. “Team two. How’s it coming?”

“Slow,” Lt. Tilleran’s voice replied. “We’ll get back to you.”



“She’s taking too long,” Dr. Browning whispered, looking over Tilleran’s shoulder at the image on the tricorder the Betazoid held pointed at Commander Kramer’s quarters. They had managed to squeeze into a supply closet adjacent to his quarters, but found that they had very little room to move around once inside.

“Stop worrying,” Tilleran whispered back. “And get that coil spanner out of my back.”



“So, how long have you commanded this powerful vessel?” Counselor Peterman asked, draped sultrily on Commander Kramer’s couch.

Kramer smiled very slightly, pouring Peterman a drink and joining her on the couch. “Only a few weeks actually. I run errands for Admiral Neilson.”

“Admiral Neilson, huh?” Peterman asked. “As in Mora Neilson?” Peterman repeated this very loudly.

“Uh, yes,” Kramer said, draping his arm around Peterman’s shoulder. “But, enough about me. What’s your story?”

“You could say I’ve been around, Commander,” Peterman said, smiling nervously. “It’s really hot in here. In fact, I’m burning up.”

Kramer laughed. “You sure are,” he knew he was running out of time; but, hell, he was always the no nonsense type when it came to the bedroom. “Let’s have sex.”

Peterman smiled coyly. “Why Commander Kramer, I do believe you’re flirting with me.”



“Burn ’em,” Baxter said, drawing his phaser and vaporizing his body in its coffin-like drawer.

“This is kind of spooky,” Conway said, as he blasted away at Dr. Browning.

J’hana quickly vaporized Conway’s body. “I like it.”



“Commander Kramer, there has been a phaser discharged in sickbay,” Kramer’s security officer, Lieutenant Seligman, reported.

Kramer smiled at Peterman momentarily, as she tried to pull away from his vice-like grip. The Commander quickly tapped his comm badge. “Take care of it, Seligman,” he said quickly. “Now.”

“Gee, I hope nothing’s wrong,” Peterman said, trying to pull to the opposite side of the couch.

“Everything looks fine from here,” Kramer said, climbing across the couch in an attempt to mount Peterman.



“Okay,” Tilleran said firmly, putting away her tricorder and drawing her phaser. “We have all the evidence we need. We’re going in. Stay behind me.”

“This is so cool,” Browning said, following Tilleran out of the cramped closet.



“You do it,” Baxter said, looking down at Counselor Peterman with disgust. “Please.”

“With pleasure,” Conway said, pushing Baxter aside and vaporizing the Counselor’s body.

Suddenly, the doors to sickbay parted. “What the hell do you think you are doing?” Lt. Seligman asked angrily.

“The dirty laundry,” Commander Conway said, tossing Lt. J’hana’s fragmented body at him.

The Andorian’s body hit Seligman, knocking him backwards into the other three members of his security team. “Go!” Baxter cried, setting his phaser back to stun and firing at Seligman before he could get up.

J’hana quickly tapped her comm badge. “J’hana to Henson. I want you to mobilize every officer we have and begin locking up the Nixon’s crew-members.”

“You want me to do what?” Henson asked incredulously.

“You heard me,” J’hana said, following Baxter and Conway out of Sickbay. “I’ll explain later.”

With that, Baxter, Conway, and J’hana jumped over the stunned officers and ran like hell out of sickbay, phasers at the ready.



“Get away from her!” Lt. Tilleran shouted, running into Kramer’s quarters.

Kramer put his hands up quickly, allowing Peterman to jump up from the couch and run for cover behind Tilleran. “What is this all about?”

“You can’t hide the truth from a Betazoid,” Tilleran said, approaching Kramer and sticking the phaser in his face. “I know what you’re planning on doing. And the more frightened you get, the clearer it gets to me.”

“Mind telling us?” Browning said, her arm draped comfortingly around Peterman.

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “What are you up to, besides trying to feel me up?”

Kramer frowned. “Damn. They didn’t tell me about any Betazoid.”

Tilleran glanced back at Browning and Peterman. “He’s going to blow up the ship and he and his crew are going to escape safely aboard the life-pods. Meanwhile, we’ll be transported to a holding place somewhere in San Francisco by a suppressed carrier wave transporter beam. The rescue parties will find some charred bodies at the Nixon’s crash site and they’ll assume we all died in the crash. Am I leaving anything out?”

“That about covers it,” Kramer said, nervously glancing at the chronometer on the wall.

“You look kind of anxious there, Commander,” Browning said. “Do you have somewhere you’re supposed to be right now?”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said, still aiming her phaser at Kramer. “He’s supposed to be safe in his escape pod right now.”

“Look,” Kramer said, “none of us wants to die. I’m sure we could work something out.”

“I doubt it,” Peterman replied angrily.

Kramer looked again at the chronometer. His other officers were probably scrambling for the escape pods right now, and here he was, trapped with these psycho women, about to get blown to smithereens. And simply because he couldn’t reign in his hormones. He had known that they would get him in trouble sooner or later.



“Team three. Please tell me you’re making progress,” Baxter’s voice said nervously from Richards’ comm badge.

Lt. Commander Richards edged along the Jeffries tube, slowly making his way towards the well-hidden access panel. “Almost there, Captain,” Richards grunted, pulling himself farther along the tube. “But I have no idea how long it will take to disable this system.”

“Approximately four minutes, given your engineering skill,” Lt. Larkin said, from behind Richards.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Larkin,” Richards said, pulling the panel off.

“My time estimate had nothing to do with confidence. It was a cross reference of your skills relative to the task at hand.”

“Right,” Richards said, carefully removing the casing of the mechanism. It was a fairly common Maquis device, used to override the lockouts on the magnetic constrictors. They would have an operative place it deep in the Jeffries’ tube of a Cardassian warship, and blow it up before their engineers even knew what had happened. The problem was, the device completely overrode the magnetic constrictor controls, which meant, if he removed it, they would fail immediately and the ship’s warp core would breach.



“Move it, fellas,” Commander Conway said, pushing the last remaining crewmen of the Nixon into the cargo bay and locking the door. “That does it, Captain.”

Baxter patted Commander Conway and Lt. J’hana on the shoulders and motioned for them to move on down the corridor. “Whoever planned this must not have expected us to find out about their little plan; I mean, we outnumbered this crew ten to one. Once we mobilized J’hana’s security forces, Kramer’s people didn’t stand a chance.”

“Poor tactical strategy,” J’hana commented.

“What’s next, Captain?” Conway asked as they moved down the corridor.

“We’re going to have a little talk with Commander Kramer,” Baxter said, cracking his knuckles angrily.

“What about Richards’ team?” Conway asked. “What if he can’t stop the ship from blowing up?”

“I have complete faith in my engineer,” Baxter said, quickening his pace down the corridor.



“Might I remind you that the device is set to go off in four minutes?” Larkin said, as she watched Richards work.

“I remember,” Richards replied testily. “I almost have it.”

“Perhaps I should…” Larkin said.

“Don’t worry…I can do it!” Richards said, his hands pulling at the optical cable that stood between him and the device’s power feed. “Just give me a couple more minutes…”

“I am not capable of worrying, Commander,” Larkin said. “However, it stands to reason that I would consider the death of everyone aboard this ship, including myself, to be unfortunate.”

“You don’t say,” Richards said dryly.

“As a matter of fact, I find that idea quite distasteful. But to say that I am worrying…that would not be an accurate statement.”

“Shut up!” Richards said, ripping the cable out. “I need to concentrate.”

“Of course,” Larkin replied.



Ensign Ford stroked the arms of the Nixon’s command chair lovingly. He didn’t really know when he’d get another chance to sit in a command chair, so he thought he’d get as much pleasure out of it as he possibly could.

Of course, seeing that they were all in imminent danger, pleasure was not really foremost on anyone else’s mind. That went double, Ford thought, for Ensign Puckett. The two of them had been assigned to go and secure the bridge, and during the rollicking firefight up there, she hadn’t responded very well to his flirtations. As a matter of fact, she’d threatened to shoot him with her phaser on more than one occasion. Oh well, Ford thought, glancing back at Puckett as she worked at the tactical station behind him. There’s plenty of other fish in the…

Suddenly, Ensign Ford felt the unmistakable sensation of an arm latching around his throat and threatening to choke the life out of him.

“Urk…” Ford choked out, as his unseen adversary squeezed harder.

Puckett immediately withdrew her phaser, leveling it at Ford’s assailant.

“Drop it,” a man in a Starfleet Lieutenant’s uniform said, “or the ‘Captain’ here dies.”

Puckett seemed to consider this a moment.

“Errggggg…” Ford protested angrily.

“Oh, alright,” Puckett said, dropping her phaser and stepping back.

The lieutenant threw Ford to the deck roughly, looking down at him with disdain.

“I thought we stunned all of you…” Ford said, rubbing his neck.

“You’re an ignorant fool,” the lieutenant said with disgust, looking up at Ensign Puckett. “And so are you. So is the rest of your so-called ‘heroic’ crew. But it’s no matter. You won’t live long enough to do anything else foolish.”

Suddenly the lieutenant’s arm stretched across the bridge, grabbing Puckett’s phaser and pulling it back towards him.

“You’re a Changeling!” Puckett said in astonishment.

“Oh, what gave it away?” the Changeling said, pointing one phaser at each officer. “Now both of you get in the corner.”

The Changeling walked over to the ops panel and hit a few buttons. “Admiral.”

“Yes?” A female voice crackled over the speakers.

“We have the situation under control. What should I do?”

“Continue as planned, Lieutenant.”

“But the bodies have been destroyed.”

“Just blow the ship up in space, then. The crash landing and the bodies were merely for theatrics anyway.”

“Understood,” the Lieutenant said coolly, closing the channel.



“You see, John?” Admiral Neilson said, turning in her chair. “Nothing to worry about.”

“But they managed to completely take over the Nixon,” Admiral Phillips protested. “You don’t expect them to just give up that easily.”

“I don’t expect them to give up at all. I expect them to die,” Neilson said. “We’ll get the information we need out of the senior staff, and the rest of the crew will perish in a horrible…accident.”

“And Admiral Baxter will never see his pathetic son again,” Phillips replied with a smile.

“And before you know it, Starfleet and the Federation will be ours,” Neilson grinned, watching the approaching blip on her office’s viewscreen. The Nixon was just now clearing Neptune. Soon her secret would be safe, and everything she wanted would be well within her grasp.



Admiral Harlan Baxter stalked across the courtyard at the center of Starfleet command angrily. The uncharacteristically sunny San Francisco day did little to brighten his mood. He had just received the signal that proved his greatest fears. He had intercepted a carefully coded message directed to Admiral Neilson from the Nixon. And he suddenly realized exactly what she was planning to do.

Harlan made his way to Admiral Neilson’s office, determined to settle this one himself.



“Who sent you, Kramer?” Captain Baxter asked, looming over Commander Kramer ominously as he sat on the couch. “Was it Admiral Neilson? Was it? Afraid I’d go public with her plans for the Borg? Well, I’ll tell you…”

Suddenly he found himself caught up in the familiar blue swirl of a transporter beam. Looking around, Baxter noted that Peterman, Browning, Tilleran, J’hana, and Conway were being beamed away as well. But to where?

“Get his phaser!” A voice shouted, as Baxter rematerialized.

Before he knew what was happening, a hand pushed him back into a chair and ripped the phaser out of his hand. “You were saying?” Kramer asked. Suddenly, it seemed, the tables were turned.

“Hi, Captain,” Ensign Ford said, beside him.

Baxter looked up at Kramer, then to the man behind him. Baxter didn’t recognize the other man, but he could tell by the shape of his face that he was a Changeling. “You can’t win. You guys are outnumbered.”

“You have a point there,” the man behind Kramer said. “But that fact won’t be true for long. We’re all beaming down to Earth as soon as we are in transporter range. And as for your gallant crew, they’ll all die.”

“Richards to Baxter. Larkin and I have disabled the device they were going to use to blow up the ship. What are we supposed to do next?”

Baxter looked up at his captors.

“Answer him,” the Changeling said. “Tell him everything is just fine.”

“Everything’s fine, Chris,” Baxter said calmly. “Tell everyone to stay calm down there and wait for further instructions.”

“Gotcha, Captain. Richards out.”

“I have a question,” Kramer said nervously, glancing back at the Changeling as he pointed the phaser at Baxter and his crew. “If they disabled the device that we were going to use to blow up the ship, how are we going to blow up the ship?”

“Simple,” the Changeling replied, walking over to the helm station. “I’m going to crash us into Earth’s moon.”

“Oh,” Kramer said blankly. “What about us?”

“Admiral Neilson will beam you and I, as well as Baxter and his senior staff, to safety.”

“Are you sure that’s safe?” Kramer asked. He was beginning to have his doubts. “Couldn’t we just use the self-destruct?”

The Changeling shook his head, glaring at Baxter. “No doubt Captain Baxter’s engineer locked out those subsystems before doing anything else.”

Baxter looked around at his senior officers. “Well, it was a good guess.”

“It wasn’t a guess you imbecile! Do you think I’m an idiot? Do I look like a baboon or something to you?”

“Well, judging by the last Changeling we ran into…” Baxter replied.

“Enough!” the Changeling said, turning around and programming in the ship’s crash course with the moon.

“Could we talk about this?” Kramer said, turning to face the Changeling. “I’m sure we could come up with a better…”

Baxter took that opportunity to leap out of his chair and charge at Kramer with all his might, ramming him up against the viewscreen.

The Changeling had just enough time to engage the course and tap some other buttons before Commander Conway charged into him, with J’hana right behind him.

“Let me at him!” J’hana cried.

Conway wrapped his arms around the Changeling, pushing him up against the wall. “I gotcha!”

“You have nothing!” the Changeling cried, as he suddenly melted in between Conway’s fingers and dripped to the floor, collecting at Conway’s feet and pushing him up into the air.

“Ford…” Baxter grunted, as he fought Kramer. “See if you can get us back on course.”

Ford jumped to the helm panel, looking fearfully at the controls. “They’re locked out, sir. And I can’t break the access code.”

Baxter slapped his comm badge with one hand, and Kramer with the other.

“Baxter to Richards. They managed to put the ship on a collision course and we can’t seem to stop it. Get everyone to the escape pods now!”

“But, Captain, maybe I can stop…”

“No time…”

Baxter grunted, as he pummeled Commander Kramer. “Just get everyone out of here.”

“But what about y-”

“We’ll be fine. Just move it!”

“And get my pets!” Peterman cried.

“And my luggage!” Conway cried.

“And my bat’leth!” J’hana cried.

“And my pornographic playdoh!” Ford cried.

“Um. I’ll see what I can do,” Richards replied, cutting the channel.

“Starship Nixon, this is McKinley Station. Your course has become erratic. Are you in need of assistance?” the viewscreen suddenly came to life.

“Yes!” Baxter cried as he strangled Commander Kramer, pushing him up against the viewscreen and strangling him, causing the face of the small Asian woman on the screen to contort as the delicate fabric of the screen was dented by Kramer’ bulky body.

“He’s trying to kill me!” Kramer choked out.

“Help is on the way, Nixon, just hold on!”

Conway, Browning, Tilleran, Peterman, Puckett, and J’hana continued to fight with the Changeling as it sloshed around the bridge, constantly taking shape just long enough to throw one of them off balance or attempt to strangle one of them.

“Just hold still long enough for me to shoot you, you bastard!” J’hana shouted, trying to take aim with her phaser. Suddenly the Nixon jerked backwards, causing everyone on the bridge to fly forward. It felt as if someone was trying to lock a tractor beam onto them.

It also felt like it wasn’t working.



Captain Robinson of the USS Goodall grimaced as he listened to the report from tactical.

“We cannot get a positive lock. We’re too near the moon’s gravity well,” Lt. Poloma reported, slamming her fist down on the tactical panel.

“Very well,” Robinson said, turning to his executive officer. “Go over and get them out of there.”

“Yes, sir,” the First Officer said, jumping out of her chair, pointing to Poloma and the ensign at ops, glancing back as the two followed her to the turbolift “Think he’ll be surprised to see me?”

Robinson allowed himself a brief giggle as his exec stepped into the turbolift. “Given the circumstances, I bet he’ll be happy to see anyone right now.”

Robinson then looked back up at the viewscreen. The Nixon was about to collide with the moon.



Lt. Commander Richards tried desperately to see through Ozzie the osprey’s flapping wings as he ran down the Nixon’s corridor toward the last escape pod. With a cat in each hand, a bird on his head, and a dog trotting along at his side, Richards looked like a deranged version of Dr. Doolittle.

“Everyone has reported to their respective escape pods, Commander,” Lt. Larkin said, coming up behind Richards, a cage full of bunnies, gerbils and hamsters in her arms.

“Great. I guess I’ll see you down on Earth.”

“I beg to differ, Commander,” Larkin said, following Richards into the cramped pod. “This is the last escape pod.”

Charlie clawed at Richards’s crotch as he tried to hold him at bay.

“Oh,” Richards replied, gulping nervously as the hatch sealed and pressurized, sealing him off from the Nixon’s corridor.

Animals squirmed around the tight compartment, including Ozzie the osprey, who continued to flap his wings in the poor engineer’s face.

“Why do I feel like I’m on Noah’s Ark?” Richards asked, as he felt the pod jerk free of its moorings and shoot out into open space.

“That is an interesting historical analogy,” Larkin said, balancing the cage of hamsters, gerbils and rabbits in her lap. “I should like to discuss it with you at length during the hours before we are rescued.”

Richards briefly wondered if it was too late to go back to the Nixon.



“Hold on!” Captain Baxter cried, as suddenly the Nixon shuddered severely and rammed into the moon, sliding across its surface at a blinding speed, spinning uncontrollably over the rocky terrain.

Baxter looked up at the viewscreen just in time to see the Nixon plow over the ancient American flag that Neil Armstrong placed on the moon back in 1969. Oh, well. It was getting pretty old anyway.

The Captain was hoping the ship would come to a merciful stop, but, evidently, the ship had other things in mind. The Nixon continued in a straight line, still following its course, which had been altered ever so slightly by the Goodall’s tractor beam. Clearing the moon’s gravity, the Nixon continued on course, right toward Earth.

“Well, everyone,” Baxter announced, as the green-blue planet grew larger and larger on the viewscreen. “Welcome back to Earth.”

Suddenly, Kramer, who Baxter had sworn was out cold, kicked Baxter right in the gut, jumping to his feet and diving on top of the Captain.

“Help!” Commander Conway cried, flailing around as the Changeling wrapped itself around him.

“Escape pods launched,” the computer reported happily.

“How comforting,” Ford said. “What about us?”

“We’re going to die!” J’hana replied with vigor as she ripped at the orange ectoplasmic goo that surrounded Commander Conway. “Finally!”

Captain Baxter suddenly found himself smashed up against the viewscreen, in another fierce struggle with the Nixon’s commander. He had almost freed himself from Kramer’ grip, when suddenly Kramer threw him against the bulkhead.

When Baxter heard the high pitched whine, he assumed it just went along with all the pretty colors the collision had caused.

That’s when Baxter saw a bright yellow flash over Kramer’s shoulder, a flash that immediately disintegrated the Changeling that grappled with Commander Conway.

Conway cringed as he looked down at his scorched uniform. “Jeeze, you almost vaporized me!”

“Sorry,” A dark haired woman with a gold-collared uniform said, holstering her phaser and helping him up. “Next time I’ll make sure I do vaporize you.”

“As you were, Lt. Poloma,” another officer said, walking over to where Baxter and Kramer fought.

Captain Baxter suddenly felt a wave of nostalgia as a hand clamped down on his ear and jerked him away from Kramer. Kramer yelped as another hand latched down on his ear. “Hey, get off!”

The first officer looked from Baxter to Kramer, shaking her head. “Starfleet officers, fighting like children. I can’t believe it. I would have thought better of both of you.”

She turned to Baxter. “Especially you.”

“Hi, mom,” Baxter said meekly.

“Pardon me?” The woman said, looking at Baxter scoldingly.

“Uh, I mean Commander Mom,” Baxter corrected.

“Better,” Commander Lucille Baxter said, looking at the two men she held in her grip. “Now can both of you settle this like good boys, or will I have to stun you both?”

Baxter blushed, looking down and mumbled, “Uh…I guess.”

“What, I didn’t hear you?”

“I said, yes, I can settle this like a good boy.”

Commander Baxter looked to Kramer. “What about you?”

“He started it,” Kramer said quietly.

“Throw him in the brig, mom. He’s a traitor,” Captain Baxter said. “He tried to kill all of us.”

“Is that so?” Commander Baxter asked, shaking Kramer by his uniform collar.

“Yes, Ma’am,” Kramer said meekly.

“Then off you go,” she handed Kramer over to Lt. Poloma. “Now I suggest we all get back to the Goodall.”

Baxter watched as Earth got bigger and bigger on the screen. They were almost within the atmosphere.

“Good idea, Mom. I mean, Commander.”

Lucille slapped her comm badge. “Baxter to Goodall. Beam everyone out of here.”

“Aw, his mommy came to save him,” Ensign Ford said sweetly, looking up at Baxter and batting his eyes. “That’s so sweet.”

“Shut up, Ensign,” Captain Baxter sneered, as the entire group beamed out.



Counselor Peterman held Captain Baxter’s hand as the senior officers were led by Commander Baxter up to the bridge of the Goodall. As far as she was concerned, she’d been on too damn many starships in the last day.

She’d definitely be glad to get back to Earth, that was for sure. She was also glad she wasn’t going to be getting back by riding the Nixon through the atmosphere and hitting the Earth at hundreds of thousands of miles an hour.

During the turbolift ride, Peterman briefly studied Commander Baxter. She didn’t seem to resemble Andy much at all. As a matter of fact, other than having the same dirty blond hair and blue eyes, they seemed almost like polar opposites.

Commander Baxter was short, slim, and compact, as opposed to Andy’s big, lumbering awkwardness, and her hair was worn in the standard “aging female Starfleet officer bun.”

Early on in her Starfleet career, Peterman had decided that she would never go to the bun…no matter how old she got. The bun was so infamous, it was generally accepted as the telltale sign that a female Starfleet officer was beginning to age.

Peterman felt a little sad that Baxter and his mom hadn’t even hugged yet, after being apart for a year. But, she reasoned that there must be a Starfleet regulation somewhere against it. And Commander Baxter didn’t strike her as someone that broke many Starfleet regulations. Another difference between her and Andy, Peterman supposed.

“…so your father told the Captain that if he didn’t want to fill out the proper paperwork, he’d have him digging out forsythias with old Boothby at the Academy,” Commander Baxter said, as the turbolift reached the bridge.

“That old man can’t still be alive,” Baxter said, chuckling as he followed his mother out of the lift.

“Not only is he alive, but I bet he could still outrun you in a sprint,” Commander Baxter said evenly. “I’d place my bets on him any day.”

“So would I,” Captain Baxter admitted.

“Finally, we’ve reached the bridge,” Conway muttered as he and Peterman followed the two Baxters out of the turbolift. “Maybe they’ll finally stop chit-chatting about family stuff.”

Peterman elbowed Conway. “Come on, Commander. That’s his mom.”

“Sorry, close brushes with death tend to affect my sensitivity.”

“What sensitivity?” Peterman asked.

Captain Robinson immediately rose to his feet, rushing to shake Captain Baxter’s hand. “Well, well, well. It’s been a long time. Last time I saw you, you were a struggling Ensign whose voice had hardly changed.”

Baxter shook the Captain’s hand. “Wasn’t that long ago sir.”

“And he’s a Captain now,” Commander Baxter said proudly.

“Well,” Baxter said, blushing again.

“Won’t be long before he’s giving his mom orders,” Captain Robinson said, patting Baxter’s shoulder and smiling.

“Sheesh,” Baxter said.

“You know, we were almost killed a few minutes ago…am I the only one here that remembers that?” Commander Conway said angrily.

“You’ve got a point, Commander,” Robinson said, turning to the tactical station. “Lt. Poloma, hail Starfleet Command and ask them how we should proceed.”



Yvonne had just finished blowing up the balloons for Captain Baxter’s welcome back party when two admirals were unceremoniously tossed into the office, knocking into the table where the “Welcome Back from the Delta Quadrant, Captain Baxter” cake had been laid out.

The secretary frowned as Admiral Baxter strolled in. “They crushed your son’s cake,” Yvonne said, looking down at the admirals and frowning.

“We can get another one,” Harlan grunted.

“You can’t do this,” Admiral Neilson protested, pulling at the restraining bolts that held her hands together.

“We outrank you,” Phillips chimed in, pulling at his own restraints.

“Not anymore you don’t. Traitors have no rank,” Harlan said, turning to Yvonne. “Get someone from Starfleet Security over here. I have two prisoners for them.”

“What’s the charge?” Yvonne asked, peering at Neilson and Phillips.

“For starters, collaborating with a Changeling to murder Starfleet officers, conspiring to take over Starfleet, withholding information from the Federation council, and sending an entire starship to the other side of the galaxy without authorization.”

“Wow, that’s a lot of charges,” Yvonne mused, heading back out into the reception area.

“You can’t prove anything,” Neilson said. “It’s your word against ours.”

“Well, I’ve got recorded evidence against you from my operative’s files, plus the testimony of the entire crew of the Aerostar that you two were up to no good.”

“You’re too late,” Admiral Neilson said, smiling. “We took care of your son and his friends.”

Harlan smiled back. “That’s what you think.”

“Admiral…” Yvonne said rushing back into the office. “We just got word that the transport carrying Captain Baxter and his crew crash-landed somewhere near Peking.”

Harlan turned around. “What?”

“You see?” Neilson said.

“And the Goodall reports that they rescued the entire crew, including the Commander that was responsible.”

“Doh!” Neilson said. She would have smacked her forehead, had she a free hand with which to smack it.

“It’s all over, Mora,” Harlan said, turning to Yvonne. “You could have told me the bit about them being saved first.”

“Wouldn’t have been as dramatic,” Yvonne explained.

“Enough with the drama, Yvonne, go call Starfleet Security,” Admiral Baxter barked, looking back to Neilson and Phillips.

“Yes, sir,” Yvonne said, hurrying out once again into the reception area outside Harlan’s office.

Admiral Baxter stared disapprovingly at Neilson and Phillips. “What has Starfleet come to?”

“I don’t know,” Neilson said, watching the chronometer on her wall. “But I may be able to tell you where Starfleet’s going.”

“What?” Harlan asked.

Suddenly Admirals Baxter, Neilson, and Phillips disappeared in a flash of purple.

“Admiral, I called Starfleet Security. They said they’d send someone right–” Yvonne looked around the empty office. “Admiral?” Yvonne looked around Admiral Baxter’s office in confusion. “Admiral?” she peered under Harlan’s huge mahogany desk. “Admiral? Where are you?”

Admiral Baxter sauntered out of the private restroom at the back of his office, adjusting his uniform pants. “Right here, Yvonne. I had to use the bathroom.”

Yvonne scratched her head. “Where are the prisoners, sir?”

“I had them beamed to a brig to save Starfleet Security the trouble of getting them,” Harlan said, placing a reassuring hand on Yvonne’s shoulder. “Now, why don’t you go get another cake for my son.”

“Yes, sir. Should I also cancel the rest of you appointments for today so that you can spend time with him?”

“That’s a good idea, Yvonne,” Harlan said, a menacing grin spreading across his face, “My son and I have a lot to discuss.”





CHAPTER FOUR



“Well, what do you have to say about your smug Starfleet beliefs now, Admiral?” Neilson asked, looking gloatingly at Harlan as two hulking Jem’Hadar guards held him at bay.

“You two are Changelings!” Harlan said incredulously.

“I am,” Neilson said, crossing to the center of the ship’s bridge. “Admiral Phillips here is one of you, but he’s a collaborator.”

“They promised me my own ship,” Phillips said happily.

“Soon enough,” Neilson said. “Right now we have other business to attend to.”

“How could you have gotten around Earth’s defenses?” Harlan asked angrily.

Neilson gestured at their surroundings. “This is a prototype Jem’Hadar warship that’s equipped with a cloaking device. Just one of the perks of our battle with the Tal Shiar.”

“You conniving bastards,” Harlan growled.

“We’re not finished yet,” Neilson said with a smile. “Since your son was unkind enough to mess up our plans, we’ll have to change strategies.”

“How’s that?”

“We just exchanged one Changeling Admiral for another. And this one has access to your son.”

“You replaced me with a Changeling,” Harlan said grimly.

“And BINGO was his name,” Phillips said pleasantly, placing a hand on Harlan’s shoulder.

“And as for us, we have a starship to capture,” Neilson said, grinning.

“The Aerostar?”

“Precisely,” Neilson said. “We’re going to capture that starship and get all the information we need on the Bermuda Expanse. Then the Dominion will conquer one more quadrant!”

“I’d worry about the Alpha and Beta quadrants first, if I were you,” Harlan growled.

Neilson smiled. “I wouldn’t.”





USS SECONDPRIZE



Captain’s Log, Stardate 51993.3. We have been sent by Starfleet to investigate the destruction of the Federation freighter Tangier, as well as the mysterious disappearance of the Starship Aerostar. I don’t know why Captain Baxter gets to relax back on Earth while we sit out here and root around for his stupid ship, but, like a good Captain, I’m complying with Starfleet’s orders.



“Well?” Commander Dillon asked, leaning over Lt. Commander Jaroch’s shoulder. “What have you got?”

“An imbecile looking over my shoulder,” Jaroch said, not looking up.

“What have you got on the sensors?” Dillon demanded.

“You must try to be more precise in the future, Commander,” Jaroch said, looking up. “There is insufficient debris here to represent the mass of the Aerostar and the Tangier. Therefore, I am forced to assume that the Aerostar has been taken.”

“Waystation told us that much, Jaroch,” Rydell said from the command chair. “What I want to know is where the heck the Aerostar went.”

“Oh, Waystation already figured that out?” Jaroch asked. “Well, good for them. I am gratified to see that I am using my abilities so productively.”

“Get over it, Jaroch. We need to find the Aerostar,” Rydell said.

“Very well,” Jaroch said, looking at the long range scanners. “I am picking up a faint power signature…almost unreadable. It seems like a distorted echo of some sort.”

Dillon rubbed his hands together. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Could it be the Aerostar?”

“Quite likely,” Jaroch said, continuing to look at his scanners. “However, the sensor image is not clear enough to get a specific location.”

“Well, it’s a start,” Rydell said. “Helm, lay in a course to inter-”

“Captain…” Lt. Hawkins said from tactical. “We’re being hailed by an approaching Bolian freighter.”

“What the heck could they want?” Dillon asked, walking over to Hawkins’s station.

“They say they have someone who needs to talk to us on board. Someone who specifically requested to be taken to a Federation Starship.”

“Put them onscreen,” Rydell said, leaning forward in his command chair.

A very disheveled looking Vulcan appeared on the screen. “Uh, h-hi, I am Counselor Telvin of the late Starship Capistrano. We were on a d-deep space expedition when we were a-a-attacked. They killed e-everybody.”

“Attacked? By who…or what?” Rydell asked.

“Don’t know,” the Vulcan stammered. “Big ship. Big, scary, ship.”

“What an odd Vulcan,” Jaroch mused.

“Quiet, Jaroch,” Rydell said under his breath. “Mister Telvin, please beam aboard our ship immediately, and we’ll try to find out who destroyed your ship.”

“Okay, th-thank you. It’s been a long…c-couple of days.”

“I bet,” Rydell said. “Secondprize out.”

As soon as Telvin’s image disappeared, Rydell turned to Commander Dillon. “Mister Dillon, go down and fetch our visitor. And take Counselor Webber with you. Something tells me her services might be needed.”



Telvin took the cup of tea from Counselor Webber with shaking hands, as he tried to recount his story.

“Then our shields came down, and the hull started to breach,” Telvin said, sipping from the tea gingerly. Commander Dillon and Captain Rydell leaned forward at the other end of the conference table with interest, as Counselor Webber sat down across from Dillon on Rydell’s left side. “And then what?” Dillon asked.

“Then I left,” Telvin said plainly.

“Left? What do you mean you left?” Rydell asked.

“I ran to an escape pod and jumped ship. I’m no idiot, Captain. I’m technically a civilian. I didn’t make any oath to Starfleet. I got my PhD in psychology from Yale, where the students are not expected to get shot at.”

Rydell grimaced inwardly. He was obviously not talking to the selfless hero-type. “Then, two days later, you were rescued by the Bolians.”

“And taken here, yes, that’s correct Captain,” Telvin said, taking another sip. “By the way, this is wonderful tea.”

“Thank you,” Webber said sweetly. “So, Telvin, you seem quite rattled. If you don’t mind me asking, how is it a Vulcan could possibly have this reaction?”

“Quite simple, Counselor,” Telvin said, “I am half human. My full name is actually Telvin Abramowitz, which is my mother’s maiden name. Of course, when she married my father she changed it to, well, nothing, because Vulcans don’t have last names. Why is that?”

“I don’t know,” Rydell said tiredly.

“Anyway, mom raised me on Earth, with all the normal schooling a Terran would receive, much to my father’s chagrin.”

“I’m sure,” Rydell said. “About that ship that attacked you. Can you remember what it looked like? Is there something you might be able to tell us that would help us track it down?” Telvin turned in his chair to face the conference room windows. He stared out at the slowly moving stars beyond the windows, his gaze falling on one particularly bright, twinkling star. Maybe it was Vulcan. Heck, he’d never been there–how would he know?

“It was really big,” Telvin said, glancing back at Rydell. “With a predatory, almost birdlike shape to it.”

“Romulan…Dominion?” Dillon asked, looking to Rydell.

“No,” Telvin said, shaking his head. “Bigger, bulkier. And it wasn’t green or purple…it was more like a tannish color. With some dark blue spots.

“Tan and blue,” Rydell said, rubbing his chin. Didn’t sound like any damned ship he’d heard of. But it did sound like a good color scheme.

Telvin squinted a moment at the twinkling star. Was it his poor eyesight, or was the star coming towards them?

“It sounds like the Federation has a new enemy,”

Commander Dillon said. “Whoever it is, they took out a Starfleet ship with a few shots.”

“Maybe it was Tamarian,” Webber offered. “Their ships are kind of bird shaped, but they’re more a greyish color.”

“No,” Telvin said. “Whoever attacked us spoke English through the Universal Translator. They did, however, make a kind of hissing sound.”

“Hissing?” Rydell asked.

Telvin stared harder at the star. It was definitely not a star. It was some sort of ship, and it was coming closer, with great speed.

“Mister Telvin…”

Rydell said, after a few moments of silence. “If you can tell us anything else that would help us, we’d greatly appreciate it. As it is, we have very little to work with.”

“You know…” Telvin said, looking out the windows, as his teacup began to shake more violently. “It looked a lot like…”

“Like what?” Rydell prodded. Interrogating this fellow was like talking to a little child.

Telvin dropped his teacup and raised a pointed finger at the transparent aluminum window. “Like that!”

Rydell, Dillon, and Webber all turned to look out the window, just in time to see a ball of blue light shimmer towards them.

“Red Alert,” Lt. Commander Jaroch’s voice said calmly as the red alert klaxons began. “Captain Rydell to the bridge.”



“Evasive maneuvers, Lt. Sullivan,” Rydell ordered taking his chair from Jaroch. “Damage report.”

“Shields are down to sixty percent,” Hawkins said. “They are using some kind of focused anti-proton beam,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch said, as he returned to the science station. “I calculate that two more blasts will disable our shields.”

“Hail them,” Rydell said. “Maybe we can reason with them.”

“There is no reasoning with them. They’re killers!” Telvin ranted.

“I’ll remember that,” Rydell said.

“They’re responding,” Lt. Hawkins said.

“On-screen,” Rydell ordered.

Suddenly, a huge, menacing, predatory looking creature appeared on the screen. It seemed to be half reptile, half insect, with a huge torso, tiny, spindly arms and legs, huge, almost lobsterlike talons, and deep set compound eyes. The creature smiled, revealing huge jaws full of sharp teeth. Rydell shivered.

“Another Federation ssssstarship, eh? Would you mind telling us where we might find the USS Aerossssstar?”

“The Aerostar?” Rydell said. “They’ve only been back in this quadrant for a day.”

“A day, you ssssay?” the creature hissed. “But they are back?”

“Yes,” Rydell said. “Now would you guys mind terribly not blowing up any more of our ships?”

“Sssssorry,” the creature said, leaning back in his chair. “We have quite a few more ships to dessssstroy before we begin stockpiling you for consumption.”

Dillon gulped. “Did he say consumption?”

“Yesssss, I did,” the creature hissed angrily. “That meanssss we are going to eat you. We’ve found humans to be quite tassssty.”

“Who are you?” Rydell asked. “Where are you from?”

“If you must know, we are the Flarn, and we come from a far away region of space, where we control a huge empire.”

“Why didn’t we think of that before?” Webber asked. “This is the species the Aerostar ran into in the Delta Quadrant!”

“Damn,” Dillon said. “Then we are in trouble.”

Rydell glared at Dillon and Webber and turned back to the viewscreen. “What do you want with the Aerostar?”

The Flarn’s smile widened. “Very sssssimply, we want revenge. Now are you done with all the quesssstions?”

“I–” Rydell said.

“Good. Have a nice day, and thank you for all your sssssplendid help.”

“But–” Rydell said.

“They’re firing again!” Hawkins said, as the deck rattled underneath Rydell’s feet. “Shields now down to twenty-three percent.”

“I’d love to be able to complete just one sentence,” Rydell muttered. “Return fire, all weapons.”

Hawkins looked up from her panel. “We weakened their shields. Negligible damage.”

“Damn it,” Rydell said. “Back us off, Sullivan.”

Suddenly, another volley came from the Flarn ship, this time causing several panels on the bridge to overload and explode.

“Shields down!” Hawkins cried. “Damage to decks eleven and twenty.”

“We’re finished,” Dillon said quietly.

Telvin cowered at Hawkins’s feet, deciding that it was the best port in a storm, since he had no idea where the escape pods were on this starship.

“We will not withstand another hit, Captain,” Jaroch said. Rydell watched the massive ship loom over him. Was this really it? After all its crew had been through, were they doomed to bite the dust out in the backwaters of space, destroyed in less than ten minutes by a ship they couldn’t even identify?

The Captain tried to ignore the sound of Commander Dillon’s nervous whimpering from beside him as he attempted to think of a way out of this mess. Maybe it really was a Kobayashi Maru. A no win situation.

Maybe it was time to simply throw in the–

“Sir!” Jaroch said from the science console. “They are coming about!”

Rydell looked up. Jaroch was right. Suddenly the ship turned on a wing and warped away.

“Talk about luck,” Ensign Carr said from ops.

“Maybe they found something that interested them more,” Jaroch suggested.

“Whew,” Commander Dillon said, wiping a hand over his forehead. “I really thought we were finished there, Captain.”

“We still may be,” Rydell said. “Helm, set a course to follow that ship. Maximum warp.”

“Are you crazy?” Sullivan asked.

“Quite possibly,” Rydell replied. “Now engage.”



“Are you ssssure it is a Ssssssulani signature?” Granok asked, watching as the Federation ship they were attacking vanished away in the distance.

“Yessss,” Astrok said from the science console. “But ssssomeone is attempting to massssk the signal. It is sssssome sort of camouflage device.”

“Can we sssssee through it?” Kenjek asked.

“Enough to get a target lock,” Astrok said, baring his teeth in a menacing smile.



Colonel T’Phil paced the bridge of the Exalax nervously, his fingers twiddling behind his back.

“How long now, pilot?” T’Phil asked, as he came to the helm station.

The pilot straightened. “Six hours, fourteen minutes, at our present sublight speed.”

“That’s not good enough,” T’Phil said, turning to Ardek, who sat in the command chair busily working on a padd. “We’re still not out of Federation territory.”

“‘The strongest of all warriors are these two–Time and Patience,’” Ardek said, looking up at T’Phil proudly.

“What?” T’Phil asked.

Ardek smiled. “It’s my thought of the day. Do you know who said that?”

“Mevak? Or was it V’karn?” T’Phil asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Tolstoi,” Ardek corrected. “A human writer.”

“Well, he writes like a Romulan,” T’Phil commented, returning his gaze to the viewscreen.

“That’s what I thought, too,” Ardek said. “Do you know what it means?”

“That I should be patient?”

“Exactly,” Ardek said. “Patience is a virtue, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I supposed the Tal Shiar have something to learn from Tolstoi. Maybe if we had thought like that, we would have never sent that fleet into the Gamma Quadrant.”

“Live and learn,” Ardek said cheerfully.

T’Phil grimaced as he remembered the dreadful day he had heard of the destruction of the Tal Shiar fleet. Since that time, he had difficulty getting used to the fact that his organization was crippled, a mere shadow of the fierce, devastating political power they once had been. That’s why he was forced to lower himself to undercover work aboard the Aerostar. In the old days, one of his minions would have taken care of that task. But now, most of those minions were dead. Slaughtered by the Jem’Hadar. Oh, well.

“These organizers really do help you keep your life in order,” Ardek said, happily tapping away at his padd. “Not only do they have a quote for each day, but they have a list of things to do as well. See, I have ‘steal Federation starship and take it back to Romulus’ right here under stardate 51992. And 51995 is my daughter’s birthday.” Ardek continued to page through his padd. “And, of course, who could forget stardate 52050, Tarshak day.”

“Commander…” the science officer said, looking up from his console. “I just detected a vessel on an intercept course with us. They are approaching at warp two, on a course of 214 mark 5.”

“On screen,” Ardek said, putting his padd down and looking up at the viewscreen.

T’Phil looked up, and gasped. “No…it’s not possible…”

The huge, predatory starship loomed closer on the screen. “The ship matches nothing in our databanks,” the science officer added.

“What is it, Colonel?” Ardek asked urgently.

“Get us out of here. As fast as we can go,” T’Phil said. “But…the Aerostar…”

“Forget the Aerostar!” T’Phil cried frantically, pushing the pilot aside and grabbing the controls.

Suddenly a blue beam lanced across space, connecting with what appeared to be empty space.

The Exalax shook, as panels on the bridge began to spark and explode.

“Direct hit on the Aerostar. The energy surge from the blast was absorbed into our cloaking shields and our tractor beam,” the science officer reported.

“Can we maintain our cloak?”

“Barely,” the science officer said. “Our electrical systems took a lot of damage.”

“I’m disengaging the tractor beam and getting us out of here,” T’Phil said, grabbing at the helm controls.

“Who are they, T’Phil?” Ardek asked, watching as the Aerostar emerged from the cloaking shields and became visible, a huge new scar apparent on its lower hull.

“They are called the Flarn, and they are likely the most fearsome species I have ever come in contact with,” T’Phil said, watching the vessel on the screen as it fired another shot at the Aerostar, cleaving a giant tear in the bottom of its saucer section.



“Overmassssster!” Astrok shouted, as Granok watched the crippled Aerostar list in space. “It issss the Aerossssstar. They sssssseem to have been refitted with Sulani enginesssss.”

“Excellent,” Granok said, looking excitedly at the image of the Aerostar on the viewscreen. “Find me Captain Baxter.”

“One problem, ssssssir…”

Astrok said. “The Aerossssssstar is dessssssserted.”

“Where issssss the crew?” Granok asked.

Astrok studied his panel. “I am detecting another power sssssignature. There issss another camouflaged vessel in the area.”

“Can we find it?” Granok asked

“Ssssscanning…I’ve got them!” Astrok reported.

“Sssssshoot them!” Granok commanded, slamming his hand down on the arm of his command throne.



“Our cloaking device is failing!” the science officer reported. “They may be able to detect us!”

Suddenly the science officer’s fears were confirmed when a huge blast rocked the Exalax.

“Drop the cloak and raise the shields,” Ardek commanded, as the ship shook. “Lock our disruptors onto them and fire!”



“There she is,” Commander Dillon said, watching the gruesome vessel come into view on the screen.

Captain Rydell peered at the viewscreen as the Secondprize grew closer to the Flarn ship. “And is that the Aerostar?”

“It seems as though they have they found it, Captain,” Jaroch reported.

“Well, where the hell was it?” Rydell asked. “You can’t just make a ship disappear.”

“Romulan Warbird decloaking ahead, Captain!” Lieutenant Hawkins reported.

“I stand corrected,” Rydell admitted.

“Oh, dear,” Telvin said, still cowering behind Hawkins.

“Lt. Hawkins. Give Starfleet a little update,” Rydell said, slapping his comm badge and watching as the Romulan Warbird began to attack the Flarn vessel. “Rydell to Baird. How are those shields coming?”

“They were pretty f**ed,” Baird cursed. “But I managed to get them back up to sixty percent. Why?”

“We’re heading in for round two,” Rydell sighed.

“F**k.”



“We’ve lost our shields!” the science officer of the Exalax cried out. “Damage to the warp engines.”

“We’re as good as eaten, Ardek,” T’Phil said.

“What do you mean?” Ardek asked. “Eaten?”

“The Flarn find humanoids tasty,” T’Phil said.

Ardek madly stabbed at the comm button on his command chair. “Engineering. We need warp power. You have to get us out of here.”

“It is useless, Commander Ardek. The warp engines are disabled,” the engineer replied.

Another blast sent the Exalax spiraling, one wing ripped open.

Suddenly something appeared right in front of Commander Ardek in a shimmer of purple.

“Intruder alert!” the pilot cried, pulling his disruptor out and running towards the huge creature that materialized in front of Ardek.

The gigantic reptilian creature jabbed a claw into the pilot, impaling him, then tossing him across the bridge. “What did you do with the crew-memberssssss of the Aerossssstar? Where isss Baxter?” the creature hissed.

“Oh, Captain Baxter?” T’Phil asked, stepping up behind Ardek, who appeared to be paralyzed with fear. “He went back to Earth.”

“Earth?” the creature asked, obviously interested. “Ssssso he’s returning home.”

“Yes, home. I’m sure he’d be happy to see you,” T’Phil said uneasily. “Why don’t you look him up? Earth is lovely this time of year.”

The creature grabbed Ardek in one claw and T’Phil in the other. “Why don’t WE look him up?” he asked. “Assssstrok to Jendak. Transsssssport three.”



Lt. Commander Jaroch gripped the science console as the Secondprize shook. “Damage to the port stabilizer! We are clearly out-gunned here!”

“We can’t last much longer like this!” Commander Dillon said, as the Flarn ship pounded them again.

“Starfleet said they would try to send us some backup… but they don’t have much out this way. It could be a while,” Lt. Hawkins reported. “Waystation is sending two runabouts to take some pressure off us. But we can’t expect them to do much good.”

Rydell gripped the command chair, trying to maintain his balance as his ship received its beating. “I need some solutions.”

“We could lead them towards Waystation,” Jaroch suggested. “They are equipped with some more advanced weaponry to battle the Multeks.”

“I don’t want to endanger so many innocent lives,” Rydell said. “There must be another answer.”

Suddenly the Flarn ship turned again on the viewscreen and engaged into warp.

“They’re leaving,” Jaroch said incredulously. “Again, what dumb, stupid luck.”

“Luck is not chance–it’s toil–Fortune’s expensive smile is earned,” Rydell said. “That’s Emily Dickinson.”

“Where on Earth did you get that from?” Jaroch asked.

“Thought for the day,” Rydell said.

“Well, should we follow them again?” Dillon asked. “Captain…”

Hawkins said from tactical. “The Romulan Warbird is seriously damaged. I don’t think they’re going to be able to keep it together much longer.”

Rydell rubbed his chin. “How many people are over there?”

“Two hundred Romulans, two humans, and one Vulcan,” Hawkins said.

Rydell’s brow furrowed. “How the hell did they get over there?”

“Probably the crew left behind to look over the Aerostar,” Dillon suggested.

“Very well,” Rydell said. “Send an engineering crew over there to try and rescue the ship. Meanwhile, get everyone evacuated.”



“What’s the word from the Secondprize?” Commander Beck asked, the concern plain on her face.

“They’ve sustained quite a bit of damage, and they have stopped to assist the Romulan Warbird that stole the Aerostar,” Lt. Porter reported from the science console.

“What about the invading warship?” Beck asked, approaching the main viewscreen.

“Rapidly approaching our position, Commander,” Lt. Russel said from the tactical console. “It looks like they’re heading for the Terran system. And our runabouts are directly in their path.”

“Damn,” Beck said, considering the situation a moment. “Bring the runabouts back in. No way they’re going to last against a ship that overpowered a Romulan Warbird and an Excelsior-class Starship.”

“Aye, sir,” Russel said, hitting a control on his panel. “Waystation to Cumberland and Yadkin. Return at once. I repeat, return at once.”

“How close will the warship pass to us, at their present course?” Beck asked, looking back to Porter’s console.

“Four thousand kilometers,” Porter said. “Well within our weapons range.”

“Then we’re going to try to stop them,” Beck said decisively. “Go to Red Alert. Arm all weapons, and put the shields up as soon as the runabouts return,” Beck said. “And…”

“Already contacting Starfleet for the third time, sir,” Porter said, tapping away at his panel.



“…and as you can see, it’s true…” Captain Baxter said, pulling nervously at his dress uniform as he addressed the Federation council. Behind him, on a huge viewscreen, the crashed starship Nixon was still smoldering in the morning light, as the salvage team from Peking worked to clear up the wreckage. “…only Nixon can go to China.”

The audience was completely quiet, with the exception of a Tellarite who noisily cleared his throat.

Seeing that her boyfriend was struggling, Peterman cried out, “Yay, Andy!”

Conway quickly jerked her back into her seat. “This isn’t a damn football game, Peterman!”

Baxter looked around nervously. “Um…in conclusion, I can only say this: The biggest threat to Starfleet is within. Admirals Neilson and Phillips represent our weakest links, and these links have to be rooted out and eliminated, by whatever means necessary. The threat of the Dominion and the Borg almost pales in comparison.”

Baxter pulled at his collar again. “Well, it doesn’t really pale, but, maybe it just looks a little peaked. Anyway, my point is, the Aerostar’s mission was based on the fact that my crew and I would fail, and in doing so, unwittingly carry out Admiral Neilson’s plans. But as you can see, we did not fail. We did–kind of–carry out Neilson’s plans, but, hey, we did stop the Borg from ransacking the entire Delta Quadrant.”

The Captain started to break out into a nervous sweat. The council stared back at him blankly. President Inyo was asleep. And Kelly clapped every time he finished a sentence. He felt more comfortable battling the Flarn.

“I guess my point is,” Baxter said, “we survived. We beat the odds and made it back. And for that, I believe my crew should be recognized.”

At that, the group began to clap vigorously. They’d finally heard something interesting. The sound of the clapping caused President Inyo to stir. He looked up, saw everyone else clapping, and joined them, standing up to join Baxter at the podium.

“Thank you, Captain Baxter, for that amazing story. Your fantastic voyage will no doubt go down in the annals of history as one of our most…interesting. I’d also like to remind everyone that we have some punch and cookies out in the lobby. Also, the Department of Earth Agriculture is having a square dance tonight at eight o’clock in the ‘Joe Piscopo’ room of the Federation Affairs building. All are invited. Thanks for coming everyone.”

The crowd began to disperse as Baxter stepped down from the podium. Baxter’s command crew rushed to meet him. “So, how’d I do?” Baxter asked, as Peterman ran up to hug him.

“Wonderful,” Peterman said, squeezing Baxter so tight that one of his pips almost popped off.

“It was inspiring,” Conway muttered sarcastically.

“Did someone say cookies?” Dr. Browning said, dragging Richards in the direction of the refreshments.

“Great job, Andy,” Richards said as he was dragged away.

“Congratulations, son,” Admiral Baxter said, stepping up to shake Captain Baxter’s hand. “It’s good to have you back.”

Captain Baxter smiled. “Thanks, Dad. Where did mom go?”

“She had to go back to the Goodall. After dropping you guys off, they’re scheduled to go on a mapping mission in the Briad belt.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “So, what did you think of my report?”

Harlan laughed. “It read like science fiction, son. Hard to believe that it actually happened.”

“Even harder to believe that you stuck an undercover operative on my ship and didn’t even tell me about it,” Baxter replied quietly.

“Well…uh…”

Captain Baxter looked at Harlan askance a moment. It seemed like he didn’t know what the Captain was talking about. Baxter dismissed his suspicions as silly paranoia. “I just hope she’s happy with Admiral Neilson’s operative.” Baxter wondered what Commander Prescott and Private Henricks were doing at that moment. He was sure that sex had something to do with it, whatever it was. “So was it your idea to have her try and get in my pants?”

“She…um, had to get access to information from key individuals on your ship. Anyway, I knew you were a lonely boy.”

“Not anymore. I found someone. And she isn’t even on your payroll,” Baxter said, smiling over at Counselor Peterman as she talked to the Trill ambassador.

“I’m proud of you, Andy. When should Commander Baxter and I… uh, expect a little grandchild?”

Baxter considered that a moment. He could recall Counselor Peterman’s tirade on the subject, which went something like: “Something that big coming out of something this small? Are you kidding me? Do you know how much that would hurt?”

“Don’t hold your breath, Dad,” Baxter said. “We haven’t even really talked about marriage yet. So…”

Baxter tried to change the subject. “Any word on the Aerostar, yet?”

“None that I’ve heard,” Harlan said. “The Secondprize is still searching for her.”

After that Admiral Baxter smiled. “But I wouldn’t get my hopes up if I were you.”

Baxter’s conversation was suddenly interrupted when a shorter, white haired man rushed up to shake his hand. “Captain Baxter. What a pleasure to meet you!”

“Same here,” Baxter said, looking at the man’s pips. “Admiral…”

“Admiral Frank McGrath,” The man said excitedly. “So, I understand you had quite an adventure in the Delta Quadrant.”

“Yes, sir. I did,” Baxter replied.

“I also hear you lost your ship,” McGrath said, his voice lowering to a conspiratorial whisper.

“I imagine the Aerostar will be scrapped, sir,” Baxter agreed.

“Well, what if I told you I had a brand new ship for you. A top-of-the-line Galaxy-class, equipped with all the latest bells and whistles,” McGrath said excitedly.

Both Admiral and Captain Baxter’s eyes lit up. “You’re kidding,” Captain Baxter said.

“I’m going to call her the Explorer. And she has everything you could possibly imagine…except a crew.”

“And what would this…Explorer…do?” Harlan asked.

“Just what the name implies,” McGrath said, his eyes wide with excitement. “Explore…”

“Explore what?” Captain Baxter asked.

“The farthest reaches of space. We would send her everywhere the human eye has yet to peek…we’ll probably even send her into the Gamma Quadrant for some expeditions, if the Dominion threat ever lets up. She would be a modern day space pioneer.”

“Well,” Captain Baxter said, rocking nervously on his heels. “It sounds like you’ve definitely put a lot of thought into this.”

McGrath nodded excitedly.

This was all very sudden. “I was kind of thinking of taking some time off…maybe hang around the house a bit.”

“That’s fine,” McGrath said. “They say it’ll be a couple weeks before the final touches are done.”

“You see, Admiral McGrath, I was kind of thinking of a more mundane, quieter assignment. Maybe a little closer to home. A patrol ship, or something like that,” Baxter was beginning to stammer.

“Patrol ships don’t bring adventure. They don’t bring glory. How could you come off a grand adventure like the one you’ve just finished, and then become a glorified security guard? You can’t kill the adventurer in you, Andy!”

“Tell you what, I’ll think about it…”

Baxter said, when suddenly Counselor Peterman grabbed his arm.

“Come on, Andy! They’re getting ready to do the hokey-pokey!”

“Those crazy ambassadors,” Captain Baxter said, as Peterman dragged him away.

“Think about it awhile!” McGrath called after him. “Just think of the possibilities!”



After all the dignitaries had been hokey-pokeyed out, the Starfleet band switched to a spicy tango.

“Did I tell you today how beautiful you are?” Captain Baxter asked, as he dipped Counselor Peterman in time to the tango music, pulling her back up so they were face to face. “Not yet,” Peterman replied, sweetly, putting her face next to Baxter’s as they tangoed. “But you’ve still got time, you sly thing.”

“Are you saying I’m a better sweet talker than Commander Kramer?” Baxter asked, smiling a wry smile.

“Even in your sleep.”

“Especially in my sleep,” Baxter corrected.

Suddenly a hand came down on Baxter’s shoulder.

“May I step in?” Admiral McGrath asked, his eyes twinkling. Baxter looked down at the Admiral, considering it. “I suppose. Just don’t get too friendly.”

“I’m an honorable man, Captain, I assure you,” McGrath said, taking Counselor Peterman in his arms and twirling her across the dance floor.

“Oh, my. You’re a wonderful dancer,” Peterman said, as she was whisked away by the shorter man.

Baxter put his hands on his hips. “Now how do you like that.”

Richards and Browning tangoed by, Browning leaning her head back, her mouth filled with a rose. “Mmff. What’s he doing mff here?”

“Yeah, does he have a new assignment for us?” Richards added, bringing Browning up to face him.

“Kind of,” Baxter said, walking over to the punch bowl and getting a cup of punch.

“Well?” Browning asked, taking the rose out of her mouth and handing it to Richards. “Do we have a new ship?”

“Maybe,” Baxter said, taking a sip of punch.

Richards and Browning stopped dancing and walked over to join Baxter. “So what’s the deal?”

“It’s a deep space exploration mission. Galaxy-class vessel, all the amenities.”

“Sounds a lot better than Delta Quadrant duty,” Browning said.

“So what’s wrong?” Richards asked. “You don’t exactly seem ecstatic about this.”

“It’s just…” Baxter said. “I enjoyed the idea of staying on Earth for awhile. I’m sick of being far from home.”

Richards looked at Baxter as he gazed out into the crowd and watched Admiral McGrath dancing with Counselor Peterman. “But there’s no assurance that, if we refuse this offer, we’ll still be able to stay together,” Richards said. Browning could see where Richards was going. “So you should ask yourself what you want to be close to the most. Earth and your past…”

“Or my future,” Baxter said, his eyes still fixed on Counselor Peterman. “Good point.”

“Just something to think about,” Richards said, as he and Browning danced away.

Captain Baxter smiled as he watched Richards and Browning disappear back into the crowd, then diverted his gaze back to McGrath and Peterman. He noticed a very panicked looking ensign making his way through the crowd, holding a padd up above his head as he moved.

Baxter put down his punch and began to move towards McGrath as the ensign took him aside, showed him the padd, and whispered something quietly to him.

“What’s going on?” Peterman asked, as Baxter moved towards McGrath.

Admiral McGrath held up the padd for Baxter’s inspection. “The intruder has changed course. It’s heading towards us now.”

“Damn,” Baxter said. “How much time do we have?”

“Our scientists are calculating a matter of hours,” McGrath said.

“What intruder?” Peterman asked with concern.

“Some kind of alien warship was spotted yesterday afternoon by the Starship Capistrano,” Baxter explained.

“A few hours ago, it attacked the Secondprize while they were out looking for the Aerostar. Since then, we’ve lost contact with Waystation and the Secondprize,” McGrath added.

“Oh my goodness,” Peterman said, gasping.

“Do we have anything firm on the identity of the vessel?” Baxter asked.

McGrath nodded excitedly, handing the padd to Baxter. “Yes. A sensor image Waystation picked up on long range. They transmitted it with their last communication.”

Baxter called up the image on the padd, his eyes suddenly growing wide. “Oh my God.”

The padd started to tremble in his hand.

“Something wrong?” McGrath asked.

Peterman glanced over Baxter’s shoulder. “No…”

“We’ve seen this ship before,” Baxter said. “They come from the Delta Quadrant. They’re called the Flarn.”

“But how did they get here?” McGrath asked.

“I don’t know. My only guess is that they could have gotten through the portal,” Baxter said. “We thought they were destroyed.”

“Evidently they weren’t,” McGrath said. “We have to do something about this.”

“I want to be on whatever ship goes out there,” Baxter said. “Me and my crew are the only Starfleet officers around that have ever faced the Flarn.”

“I agree,” McGrath said. “But we don’t have any available ships nearby. And I don’t think anything we have could get here in time. The Secondprize was our last hope.”

“Wait a minute…”

Baxter said. “What about the Explorer?”

McGrath’s eyes lit up. “We could step up her completion…”

“Explorer might just be powerful enough to take out the Flarn,” Baxter said.

“But she needs a crew,” McGrath replied.

“Funny,” Baxter said. “It just so happens I know where to find one.”





CHAPTER FIVE



Ensign Zack Ford turned over in bed, shaking his head groggily and looking up at his chronometer. 0900 hours. He should still be sleeping.

“I said wake up,” the woman next to him said. “Someone named Commander Conway has been calling you for the past ten minutes.”

“Oh…jeeze,” Ford said. “He didn’t tell you anything did he?”

The woman seemed upset. “Only that he was your commanding officer and the First Officer of the Aerostar. AND that you’d be in deep trouble if you didn’t rendez-vous at Starfleet Command with the rest of the command crew within the hour.”

“Oh,” Ford said. “I see.”

“I thought you told me you were the Aerostar’s first officer,” the woman said, pushing off the bed and heading into the next room to put her clothes on.

“Well, we kind of…had, um…two first officers,” Ford said. “Yeah, that’s it. Two first officers.”

“Likely story. Now get the hell out of here.”

She emerged from the bathroom, tossing Ford his clothes.

“But, Alicia…”

“I said get out of here!”

“Will I ever see you again?” Ford asked, throwing on his uniform top and attaching his comm badge.

“Not likely,” Alicia said. “So what rank are you, anyway?”

“I’m actually…uh, Lieutenant Captain,” Ford grinned. “I’m above the first officer, but below the Captain.”

“Uh-huh,” Alicia said, shoving Ford out the door. “I’m not as dumb as you look.”

“But you drove a Ford!” Ford protested.

“And I think your model needs to be recalled,” Alicia replied as she slammed the door in Ford’s face.

“Ouch,” A voice said from behind Ford. “Pretty harsh.”

Ford looked around sheepishly. “Oh, hi, Lieutenant Hartley.”

“Are you ready to go already? The group’s been waiting in the lobby for ten minutes.”

“I just hate goodbyes,” Ford said, glancing woefully back at the door to Alicia’s room.

“I’m sure. Come on, Romeo,” Hartley said, leading Ford into the elevator.



“I am unimpressed,” Lt. J’hana said, staring down into the Grand Canyon. “It is a giant hole.”

“The Yalla expanse on Betazed is much deeper,” Lt. Tilleran agreed, surveying the area.

“You guys have no appreciation for natural beauty,” Nurse Holly Carter said, watching Crewman Wilcox as he played in the dirt.

“Rocks,” Dean said happily. “Earth rocks.”

“Good job!” Carter said. “We’re on Earth!”

“We do appreciate natural beauty, Holly,” Tilleran said. “The tour guide was a natural beauty, if I ever saw one. And he was interested in me, too.”

“I can’t believe you used your powers like that,” Holly said. “Isn’t that an unfair advantage?”

“‘All is fair in love and war,’” Tilleran quoted.

“Good point,” Holly agreed.

“Do you hear something?” J’hana suddenly said.

“No,” Tilleran said. “Why?”

“Be quiet,” J’hana’s antenna began twitching. “Something’s coming.”

“I hate it when she gets like this,” Holly said, rolling her eyes.

“Quiet!” J’hana ordered. “Federation shuttlecraft, type three. It has a slight imbalance in the deuterium matrix.”

Suddenly a shuttlecraft soared into view, softly landing in a nearby clearing. The hatch opened, and Lieutenant Larkin ducked out. “Ah, Lieutenant J’hana. Lieutenant Tilleran. We have been looking for you all morning. You did not bring your communicators with you.”

“We’ve been sight seeing,” J’hana grunted. “What concern is it of yours?”

“A Flarn warship is headed for Earth. That is my concern,” Larkin replied. “Captain Baxter is reassembling our crew in order to stop them.”

“I suppose we are going to fly around in his mommie’s ship?” J’hana asked, chuckling.

“Not exactly,” Larkin said. “Now…we must leave immediately.”

Tilleran sighed. “Okay, but Mister Mirk will be disappointed.”

“Mister Mirk is here as well?” Larkin asked.

“Right here,” Mirk said, floating peacefully in mid air, a few meters away from the canyon’s rocky ledge. “I saw the shuttle coming while I was checking out the canyon. Nice planet by the way. What’s up?”

“I will explain on the way,” Larkin said, leading everyone into the shuttlecraft.



Captain Baxter entered the conference room at Starfleet Headquarters, causing the ten voices of his crew-members to immediately die down.

“Well?” Commander Conway asked. “What’s the word, Captain?”

Baxter stood at the head of the table, looking around at each member of his command crew.

“The word is go, Conway. Starfleet wants us to intercept the Flarn warship and either disable or destroy it. Anything it takes to stop it from reaching Earth.”

“I knew it,” Conway said. “They’ve gone mad. Don’t they realize that we’ll be blown to bits?”

“We’re Earth’s last hope, Commander,” Baxter said.

“Bye-bye, Earth,” Ensign Ford said quietly.



“It certainly is cold in here,” Commander Ardek observed, looking around at the interior walls of the Flarn freezer. “Wouldn’t you say, T’Phil?”

“Shut up,” T’Phil said. “We wouldn’t be in this mess if you had listened to me.”

“Well, how was I supposed to know they would kidnap us and put us in a freezer?” Ardek said indignantly. “I mean, you’re the one that knows the Flarn so well.”

“I guess it is a moot point now,” T’Phil replied. “We need to find a way out of here.”

“Preferably before the chef gets back,” Ardek muttered.



Captain Baxter rested his hands on the back of Ensign Ford’s chair as he piloted the shuttlecraft De Gama out of Starbase Zero Zero One’s shuttlebay. “Steady as she goes, Mr. Ford.”

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, steering the shuttlecraft gently towards McKinley station, where the Explorer was currently docked.

The massive vessel quickly came into view as the De Gama glided towards it.

“There she is,” Baxter said in awe.

Counselor Peterman squeezed Baxter’s hand. “I like it, Andy. It looks much more graceful than the Aerostar.”

“It should,” Conway huffed. “It’s a Galaxy class. That’s the same class as the old Enterprise-D. The former flagship of the fleet.”

“Humpff. Graceful,” J’hana said. “Graceful has nothing to do with it. It is a powerful killing machine.”

“A powerful exploration tool, J’hana,” Baxter corrected. “According to Admiral McGrath.”

“Call it what you will,” J’hana said. “We shall see once we get it into battle.”

“Leave it to J’hana,” Dr. Browning said. “She looks forward to fighting like most people look forward to sex.”

“But, Doctor, are they not truely one and the same?”

Commander Conway laughed. “I never thought I’d hear you get philosophical, Lieutenant.”

“Andorians are some of the galaxy’s greatest philosophers, Commander.”

“Yeah, didn’t they come up with passive resistance?” Richards joked.

“Very funny. Only a human would come up with such a flawed concept,” J’hana grunted.

Ensign Ford slowed the De Gama down slightly as it approached closer to the Explorer, gliding in between the vessel’s port side and the framework of the McKinley station facility.

Baxter watched as workers in space suits finished some last minute welding on the Explorer’s hull, as the shuttle turned, approaching the main shuttlebay at the rear of the saucer section.

“You’re sure Admiral McGrath said this thing was almost finished?” Richards asked, as they approached the opening shuttlebay doors.

“He has complete confidence in this vessel,” Baxter said.

“Well, he’s not going to be the one out there fighting the Flarn, is he?” Conway asked.

“This is true.”

“Shuttlebay control to De Gama. You are cleared for final approach.”

Ford pressed a button on his panel. “Roger, shuttlebay control. Prepare to lock on tractor beam.”

Suddenly a blue beam lanced out from the shuttlebay as the De Gama approached. Ford leaned back and let the beam drag the shuttle inside the bay.

Ensign Ford hit the door control just as the De Gama landed softly on the shuttlebay’s deck. “Last stop, Fresno, Redondo, Beta Quadrant and all points south.”

“All right,” Baxter said, leading the way out of the shuttle. “We have a lot of work ahead of us.”

Admiral McGrath stepped up to greet Baxter and his officers as they exited the shuttle. “Glad to see you all made it here safely. Isn’t she a beautiful ship?”

“Lovely,” Conway said, looking around the shuttlebay. “Where’s the bathroom?”

“There’s a bathroom on the bridge,” McGrath said, gesturing for the door of the shuttlebay. “If you will all follow me, I’ll take you there.”

It was a fairly quiet turbolift ride up to the bridge, allowing Captain Baxter to take note of the subtle nuances that go along with each different starship. The first thing he noted were what appeared to be real oak railings along all the corridors, and the latinum fixtures inside the turbolifts. He had to at least give McGrath credit for his attention to detail. As McGrath led Baxter and his officers out onto the bridge, Baxter took note of its size and splendor. Like most Galaxy- class bridges, it was obviously intended not only as a command center, but as a place to show off to visiting dignitaries. Captain Baxter walked down to his chair at the center of the command area, flanked by Peterman and Conway.

“Nice,” Baxter said, taking his chair. He could feel his butt sinking into the soft slate blue cushion. Very comfortable. “The seats are ergonomically designed for maximum comfort,” McGrath said, “they can inflate for lumbar back support, and they can even…”

“Yay!” Counselor Peterman said, as her seat at Baxter’s left jiggled.

“…vibrate,” McGrath finished.

Ensign Ford slid into the plush swivel-armchair, running his hands along the expanded, u-shaped conn panel. “Now this is classy!”

“This is not acceptable,” J’hana grunted from tactical.

Captain Baxter turned around to face his tactical officer, putting on the best pouty face he could. “What’s wrong, Lieutenant? You don’t like your new station?”

J’hana grimaced. “Tactical belongs directly behind the command center, not off to the side. I should be near the Captain so we can communicate efficiently and so I may throw myself in front of him should an intruder beam onto the bridge. This is a flawed design, and it should be corrected immediately.”

“The design has a purpose, Lieutenant,” McGrath said, walking back to stand between the tactical console and the engineering console that sat directly across from it. “We put tactical and engineering together at the rear of the bridge, so that they could coordinate damage control during battle situations.”

“I suppose I can see where that would be useful,” J’hana grunted. “Still…”

“She’s just upset because she’s not at the center of attention any more,” Ensign Ford grinned.

Ford managed to duck just in time to avoid being hit by the padd that J’hana hurled at him.

“Just kidding,” Ford squeaked, turning back around in his chair.

“I’m just glad I have a chair of my own now,” Lt.

Tilleran said, taking a seat behind the large, L-shaped Science console that was situated next to Commander Conway’s chair. Another console, equipped to handle environmental controls and mission ops, waited on the opposite side of the bridge near Peterman’s chair.

“Captain,” Lt. Commander Richards said, after checking out the engineering systems from his own panel. “I’d like to go down and get a first-hand look at the engines if I could. See what I’ve got to work with.”

“By all means,” Baxter said. “Take Dr. Browning with you so she can take a look at the new Sickbay.”

“Good idea,” Browning said, taking Richard’s hand and following him to the turbolift. “I have to make measurements for my new pizza oven.”

“Lieutenant Hartley to the bridge. We’ve got everybody, Captain.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, looking over to the ops station. “How many personnel aboard, Lieutenant Larkin?”

Larkin examined her panel. “There are one hundred sixty-five people on board at present. That also accounts for the Starfleet engineering team.”

“Shouldn’t we have more?” Conway asked.

“After injuries and deaths, I am afraid not,” Larkin said. “Several of our crew-members are still convalescing down on Earth. There is also a small detachment aboard the Aerostar, assuming the Flarn have not destroyed it.”

“Very well,” Baxter said, pressing a button on the arm of his command chair. “All hands, this is the Captain. I know it’s going to take some time getting used to the new ship, but save the housewarming parties for later. I want us ready to leave within the hour. All department heads be ready to submit a status report to Commander Conway by 1100 hours.”

“And don’t hesitate to try out the Olympic-sized swimming pool when you’re done,” Admiral McGrath added. “It has a holographic generator that allows you to swim with holographic creatures, from Terran dolphins to Andorian eels.”

Baxter bristled inwardly at McGrath’s interruption. “Good luck to each of you. Baxter out.”

“Care to see the conference room?” McGrath asked. “It’s really quite…”

“If you don’t mind, Admiral,” Baxter said. “We have a lot of work to do.”

“Say no more!” McGrath said, raising his hands and making his way to the turbolift. “I don’t wish to get in the way. I’ll be in my quarters if you need me.”

Baxter blinked. “Your quarters?”

“Yes, Captain. You didn’t expect me to sleep on the battle bridge, did you?”

“Well, our mission is very dangerous, Admiral. I kind of expected that you would return to Earth.”

“I’ll do nothing of the sort,” McGrath said. “I intend to accompany the Explorer on her maiden voyage, Flarn or no.”

Baxter sighed. “Wonderful.”

“I’ll see you in forty-five minutes for your pre-launch staff meeting.”

“What pre-launch staff meeting?” Conway asked, as McGrath disappeared into the turbolift.

“I don’t know,” Baxter said. “I hadn’t scheduled one.”

“Is he going to accompany us on every mission?” J’hana asked. “That is unacceptable.”

“We’ll figure something out,” Baxter said. “I’m sure the man can be reasoned with.”

“If not, I will have to kill him.”

“Not if I get to him first,” Conway muttered.



“Yes, Ensign Monroe, I scanned the entire complex. Your Elmo doll is just plain gone,” Lt. Hartley sighed, as she idly ran another diagnostic on the transporter console. “But you don’t understand…”

Ensign Beth Monroe said over the comm link. “I’ve had that doll since elementary school. It’s been with me through thick and thin. I can’t just leave it on Earth!”

“I’ve got one piece of advice for you, Ensign,” Hartley said in annoyance. “Get a freaking life. Hartley out.”

After Lt. Hartley finished the diagnostic, she decided to take a look around her transporter room. She had to give it to Starfleet, they definitely had class.

Hartley reasoned that Starfleet intended to have dignitaries from all sorts of foreign worlds visit the Explorer, and as such, the transporter room was equipped with such amenities as fresh, warm hand towels hanging next to the transporter pad and a large monitor behind the transporter console that provided guests with a narrated visual montage of the Explorer, Starfleet, and the Federation.

She had to admit to herself, however, that all of it seemed to be overdone. Really, mirrors around the transporter pads? Latinum fixtures and cheesy elevator music in the bathrooms? Vibrating mattresses in all the cabins?

Hartley felt as if she was staying in the nicer wing of the Federation Plaza, only this Plaza came equipped with quantum torpedoes.

“Richards to Hartley. Are you busy?”

“That depends, Commander,” Hartley said. “Do you need me to help you with something?”

“Yes.”

“Then yes,” Hartley said flatly. “I’m extremely busy.”

“Quit clowning around. I have less then an hour to get this ship ready for departure and my staff isn’t very cooperative.”

“What’s the matter, are they off-key?” Hartley asked playfully.

“Please come down here and help me. Or I’ll have you beaming Doctor McCoy’s tapioca pudding supply from the Starfleet food depot,” Richards seethed. Hartley could almost imagine the veins bulging out on his forehead.

“Okay, okay. I’ll be right there,” Hartley said, grabbing a mint candy out of the handy dispenser and heading out of the transporter room.

Hartley wasn’t halfway down the corridor before she heard someone call her name out.

“Hey, Megan!” Mirk picked up step next to Hartley as she walked.

“Oh, hi Mirk,” Hartley said. “How’s the new bar coming?”

“Slow,” Mirk admitted. “I’m having trouble coming up with a name. For some reason, ‘The Starlight Lounge, Part Two’ just doesn’t have the right ring to it.”

“I’ll agree with you there,” Hartley said, stepping into the turbolift. “Deck thirty-six.”

“Oh…Deck twenty-two,” Mirk said, remembering he had to tell the turbolift where he wanted it to go.

“We’re on our way, set a course for galactic adventure today!” the turbolift computer said, as it started up with a hum.

“Does it say that every time?” Mirk asked.

Hartley shook her head. “It has forty different sayings, each annoying in its own little way.”

“Wonderful.”

For the next several seconds, the interior of the turbolift was quiet, except for the steady thrum as the decks passed by. “How about ‘The Beer Nebula’?” Hartley asked.

Mirk shook his head. “I looked that one up. Already taken by the bartender on the Venture.”

“Oh. Why don’t you do a theme?”

“Theme?” Mirk asked. “What do you mean?”

“You know, everything in the restaurant relates to a certain theme…the ancient west, space, the circus. It could be anything.”

“A theme!” Mirk said exuberantly, his eyes lighting up as the turbolift stopped on deck twenty-two. “That’s a wonderful idea, Megan. Thank you.”

“Now all you have to do is think up the theme,” Hartley said, as Mirk stepped out of the lift.

Mirk’s face darkened. “Oh, yeah.”

“Good luck!” Hartley laughed, as the doors closed and the turbolift resumed its descent.



“Well, that does it, sir. I’m putting in for a transfer,” Commander Conway said, stepping out of the conference room and crossing the bridge to sit down in his chair next to Baxter.

“What’s the problem, Commander?” Baxter asked, looking up from a padd.

“No cappucino machine in the conference lounge.”

Baxter stuck out his lower lip in an exaggerated pout. “Oh, the horror.”

“There’s nothing like steamy, frothy milk, Captain,” Conway said. “And it’s amazing that with all the other fancy gadgets on this ship, they don’t have a cappuccino machine.”

“Maybe they have one in the rec room,” Baxter suggested.

“Or the casino,” Tilleran offered, glancing up from her station.

“Or the stadium,” Ensign Ford said.

“I don’t care,” Conway said with a frown. “We won’t be having our meetings in any of those places.”

“Computer, make Commander Conway a cappuccino–” Baxter glared at Conway, “–and make the milk extra frothy.”

Commander Conway sighed as he walked to the replicator to get his cup of coffee. He took a sip. “Not the same, Captain.”

“Aw, too bad,” Baxter said, just as his communicator beeped.

“Richards to Baxter. Everything checks out down here. They haven’t installed all of the gel-packs yet, so we won’t have some science labs, or power to some of the crew quarters…”

“But engines, weapons, shields, and life support work,” Baxter said, getting to the point quickly.

“Exactly. The only other problem I can see so far is that the ball return in the bowling alley keeps getting stuck.”

“That I can live with. Finish up down there and get up here for our pre-launch meeting. I want to get it over with as soon as possible.”

“Understood. Richards out.”



Fifteen minutes later, Commander Conway still found himself missing the cappuccino machine. However, after hearing Admiral McGrath go on about the luxuries of the Explorer, all he really wanted was a muzzle.

“And as you may have noticed,” McGrath said, “the conference room is located at the very front of the bridge, so that its windows face the direction in which the ship is traveling, giving the occupants of the conference room a much better view. No use in looking back, eh?”

“I’m thrilled,” Ensign Ford said sarcastically. “I just want to know when we can use the extra large hot tubs!”

“Later,” Baxter grumbled. “Anything else about this ship we might need to know, Admiral?”

“Did I mention the rotating dance floor in the disco arena?”

“Yes,” Baxter sighed.

“The three acre rain forest in the arboretum?”

“Many times,” Peterman said.

“Then I guess that’s all,” Baxter said. “If anyone has any concerns about their stations, better voice them now. Things are bound to get pretty sticky in the next several hours.”

The conference lounge was quiet for several moments. “I noticed that the tactical station does not have a vibrating chair,” J’hana said glumly. “As a matter of fact, it doesn’t have a chair at all.”

“Fine then. Everyone’s dismissed.”



“They’re preparing to leave, Admiral,” Yvonne said pleasantly, refilling Admiral Baxter’s ‘Work Sucks’ coffee mug.

“I know,” Harlan grunted, turning to watch the Explorer power up on the viewscreen in his office.

“Something wrong?” Yvonne asked. Harlan looked more gloomy than usual.

“No. I have much work to do, Yvonne. I want you to set up a conference with all the department heads in the Internal Affairs division.”

“Of course, Admiral. Planning some big changes?”

“You could say that,” Harlan grunted, ushering Yvonne out of the office. “Now go. We don’t have much time.”

Once Yvonne was gone, the Admiral lit up a cigar and chuckled. Changes. She didn’t know the half of it.



“Lt. J’hana: contact McKinley Station and advise them that we’re ready for launch,” Baxter said from the command chair, as everyone worked busily at their stations, preparing the Explorer for departure.

“McKinley station reports we are clear to leave, Captain,” J’hana replied, tacking away at her panel.

“Very well, Mr. Ford…clear all moorings.”

Ford hit the appropriate buttons on his panel. “Moorings cleared.”

“Take us out, one quarter impulse, then full impulse once we’ve cleared the station,” Baxter added.

“Let the dramatic voyage begin!” Admiral McGrath cheered from his position behind Baxter, leaning forward on the railing that surrounded the command area.

“Lay in a course to intercept the Flarn warship at maximum warp,” Baxter said, ignoring McGrath’s comment.

“Course laid in,” Ford replied.

Baxter turned to Admiral McGrath. “Admiral, would you do the honors?”

“Of course, Captain,” McGrath said with a smile, pointing at the expanse of space that rushed by on the viewscreen as the Explorer glided out of the Terran system. “Engage.”

And with that, the Explorer lept into warp, disappearing into the blanket of stars with a flash.



“We managed to get everyone off the Exalax,” Commander Dillon said, leaning forward tiredly on the conference room table. “Including the officers from the Aerostar.”

Captain Rydell rubbed his eyes. It had been a long day for everyone. “Could they shed any light on what’s happened?”

“Nothing more than what was in Captain Baxter’s report,” Dillon said.

“What about the Aerostar’s disappearance?” Rydell asked.

“Evidently the Romulans came to rescue the prisoner…T’Phil.”

“We should have expected that,” Rydell said, turning to his Chief Engineer. “What about repairs?”

Commander Baird shook his head. “We had the sh*t pounded out of us twice in one day…but somehow I managed to get the shields and engines back online. Just try not to get us in any more firefights.”

“No promises,” Rydell muttered. “I’m not finished with these ‘Flarn.’ I don’t like bullies.”

“And it would appear,” Jaroch said pointedly, “that bullies do not like you.”

Rydell ignored Jaroch’s comment. “What about Waystation?”

“The Flarn pounded the sh*t out of them too,” Baird said. “We’re working on getting them back up and running right now.”

“Commander Beck reports that casualties were low, but they’ve lost all main power,” Dillon added. “They’re defenseless.”

“So what do we do now?” Counselor Webber asked.

“We’re going to remain here to protect Waystation while it undergoes repairs. Meanwhile, Mister Dillon, I want you to take the runabout Hudson and retrieve some equipment from the Warbird.”

“To what end, Captain?” Dillon asked.

“I want us to have a little surprise waiting for the Flarn, should they come back,” Rydell said with a smile.



“We have reached the Aerostar, praised one,” First Boppity’Boo announced, as the Jem’Hadar vessel came out of warp and the Nebula-class starship appeared on the monitor.

“Very well,” Admiral Neilson said from the center of the bridge. “Maintain our cloak and prepare to transport the engineering team over.”

“Yes, praised one.”

Admiral Baxter glanced at the two burly Jem’Hadar guards that surrounded him then regarded the ship on the viewscreen. Its hull was pock-marked in several places from weapons damage–and some of the scars looked very recent. “What are you going to do with the Aerostar?”

“We’re going to drain every bit of data from her computers and then take her back to the Dominion,” Neilson said. “Do you have a problem with that?”

“What if I did?”

“Then we’d do it anyway.”

“Well, I have a problem with it.”

“Aw, too bad,” Neilson said with an evil smile.



“You’re going to be okay,” Doctor Aldridge said, leaning over the injured Romulan that lay on the bio-bed. “You just took some minor scrapes and bruises.”

“Very well,” Sub-Commander Gatana grunted. “Please leave me now.”

“You’re welcome,” Aldridge said brusquely, moving to her next patient.

Gatana grimaced at the bright cheerfulness of the doctors and nurses in the Federation starship’s sickbay. She was still upset that she had not been able to save her Ardek from being kidnapped. Thankfully, like a good Sub-Commander, Gatana had a plan to rescue her commander. All she had to do was get past the weak Starfleet personnel. Not a problem.

Gatana leaned over and gave a hand signal to the Romulan guard that lay next to her.

On cue, the Romulan began to scream and shout, rolling around on the bio-bed in what seemed like agony.

“Hold him down while I get a hypospray!” Doctor Aldridge shouted, as nurses, medical staff, even the security officers that were assigned to guard the Romulans in sickbay, ran to the Romulan guard’s aid.

Gatana had to thank the Starfleet officers for their compassion as she slipped unseen out of sickbay. After all, without that weakness, she would never have been able to escape.



Commander Dillon tapped his foot nervously as Lt. Hawkins went over the preflight check on the runabout Hudson. “Are you almost done, Patricia?” Dillon asked nervously. “Keep your pants on,” Hawkins replied. “We’ll be underway in just a minute. You don’t want the inertial dampeners to fail while we’re out there, do you?”

“I guess not,” Dillon said, looking idly out the porthole next to his chair, watching as the shuttlebay workers readied the Hudson for launch.

Outside, as the shuttlebay crew worked, Sub-Commander Gatana peered around the cargo container she was hiding behind. She had found out from one of the Secondprize’s helpful comm panels that the Starfleet crew was sending a runabout out to the Exalax. Seeing that as a way out, she had quickly made for the vessel’s shuttlebay.

It was a miracle that she was actually able to get down to the shuttlebay without being spotted. Most likely, though, it was a tribute to her excellent training in covert ops. Gatana watched as a crewman loaded the rear cargo hold of the Hudson with some sort of diagnostic equipment. That would be her way in.

As soon as the crewman moved away, Gatana broke for the cargo hold and jumped in, concealing herself behind a spare photon torpedo. It was a tight fit, but Romulans had no need for comfort. Although, as the cargo hold’s door was sealed shut, Gatana perceived a slight itch behind her left ear that she wanted desperately to scratch. Unfortunately, Gatana realized that it would take some maneuvering to free one of her arms.

Gatana tried to ignore that itch as she felt the Hudson lift off and leave the shuttlebay. If she was to successfully rescue her commanding officer, she would have to endure the itch long enough for the Hudson to reach the Exalax.



“Kelly, honey,” Captain Baxter said, calling into the bathroom of his new quarters as he searched through his duffel bag. “Have you seen my lucky horseshoes?”

Peterman emerged, with her uniform halfway pulled on. “No. Why? Can’t you find them?”

“No. They’re just not here,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin. “I thought I told you to pack them.”

“Nope,” Peterman said, returning into the bathroom. Baxter began to panic. He’d brought those horseshoes with him to the Aerostar a year ago, and as far as he was concerned, they were responsible for getting him back to the Alpha Quadrant in one piece. He couldn’t go on commanding the Explorer without them.

“Maybe you left them on the Aerostar,” Peterman suggested.

The Captain thought hard. “Damn. We really have to find the Aerostar now.”

“Just so you can get those silly things back?”

“Yes. Honey, you know how superstitious I am.”

“That’s just plain silly.”

“I don’t care if it’s silly or not,” Baxter said, throwing his duffel onto his bed in annoyance. “I’m finding those damn horseshoes.”



Mirk looked up from the crates of liquor he was unpacking to see who was knocking at the door to his bar.

Lt. Hartley peered through the Federation logo-frosted windows. “Hey, Mirk. Are you open yet?”

“Is the door opened?” Mirk asked.

“No, it’s locked!” Hartley said.

“Then I’m still closed.”

“Well, open up!”

Mirk sighed, walking over to the door and pressing a button. “What do you want?”

“A Bolian Fizz. With extra bubbles.”

“I told you I’m not open yet,” Mirk said, walking back to the bar. “You’ll just have to wait. Or better yet, go to a freaking replicator and get the drink yourself.”

“But it’s not the same,” Hartley said. “The whole reason to come to a bar is socialization. Seeing other people, chatting, finding out gossip.”

“If you’ll notice,” Mirk said, gesturing around the dimly lit bar. “There isn’t anyone else here.”

“Yet,” Hartley said. “Just wait. When are you opening up, anyway?”

“Haven’t decided. I still haven’t come up with a theme.”

Hartley looked around the bar. Obviously, the engineers hadn’t finished building it yet. Only some of the chairs, tables, and booths had been erected. And the walls sill needed a coat of paint.

“Well,” Hartley said, examining one of Mirk’s bottles. “You’ve still got time. In the meantime, however, you could at least get the replicators up and running.”

“From what I understand, we may not even be staying on this ship,” Mirk said. “The scuttlebutt is that Baxter hasn’t decided to take the command yet.”

“He will,” Hartley said firmly. “Think about it, Mirk. If we don’t stay on the Explorer, we’ll be separated. And while he may not have any problems with being taken away from Conway or J’hana, Captain Baxter would never be able to leave Counselor Peterman. Trust me. We’re staying right here.”

Mirk shrugged, pouring something from one of his bottles into two glasses he had just unpacked. “In that case, Megan, why don’t we toast the grand opening of Mirk’s…um…Place.”

“‘Mirk’s…um…Place’ it is!” Hartley said with a smile, raising her glass.



“Your move,” Baxter said, handing the padd back to Counselor Peterman. The Counselor and he had returned to the bridge to await the inevitable meeting with the Flarn. Baxter was still worried about finding his horseshoes, but he realized that there was nothing he could do about it until they found the Aerostar.

Peterman eyed the padd carefully, finally using a stylus to draw a line across the grid on the padd’s screen. “Three x’s in a row. I win, Andy.”

“Damn,” Baxter said. “I can never beat you at Tic-Tac-Toe.”

“I hate to interrupt your game, Captain, but I have a small question,” Commander Conway asked from beside Baxter’s command chair.

“Shoot,” Baxter said, putting the padd down.

“Have you given any consideration to how we’re going to defeat these Flarn? I mean…every time we’ve battled them we’ve come within an inch of our lives.”

“You forget, Commander,” Baxter said boldly. “Starfleet uses the metric system, and in this case, we’re dealing with meters.”

“What?” Conway asked. “What the hell are you saying?”

“I’m saying we have a much more powerful ship. I’m confident the Explorer can knock the Flarn into next week.”

“And if we can’t?”

Baxter shrugged. “Then I’d go ahead and sell my real estate on Earth now, because it’s bound to drop dramatically once the Flarn take it over.”

“Funny.”

Suddenly Lt. J’hana’s panel beeped pleasantly. “Captain…” J’hana said, looking up. “We’re nearing the Flarn Warship. Sensors confirm it’s the same ship we faced a year ago in the Crebius cluster.”

“Then it is the Jendak,” Conway said. “How the hell did they get here?”

“I don’t know, but we’re about to find out. Go to Red Alert,” Baxter said, straightening. “Raise the shields and arm all weapons.”

“Done, sir,” J’hana said. “Shall I alert Admiral McGrath?”

Baxter looked to Peterman, then to Conway. “I’m sure this isn’t something that would interest him.”

“Agreed.”

“Flarn vessel closing sir,” J’hana said. “What do you want me to do?”

“Be ready to singe their eyebrows, Lieutenant,” Baxter said.

“Sir,” Larkin said. “The Flarn do not have eyebrows.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “Then just make sure you singe something.”

“Understood,” J’hana said, smiling and bending over the tactical console.

Lt. Commander Richards rushed out onto the bridge and took his place behind the engineering station. “Everything’s online, sir, but this is our shakedown cruise. There may be some glitches.”

Conway turned and glared at Richards. “What do you mean, ‘glitches’?”

“Oh,” Richards said. “Maybe a jamming in the torpedo bay… maybe a warp core spike here and there. Nothing major.”

“You don’t know how relieved I am to hear that,” Baxter muttered. “Hail the Flarn once we get in range.”

“Sir…”

J’hana said. “They are hailing us.”

“Is that so? Then, by all means, put ’em on screen.”

Overmaster Granok appeared on the viewscreen, baring his vicious row of teeth.

“Federation Sssssstarship, you are in our way. Clear a path or we will desssstroy you.”

Conway leaned over to Baxter and whispered, “They don’t know who we are yet, Captain.”

Baxter smiled. “They will shortly, Commander. J’hana, open a channel.”

“Open.”

Baxter stood, straightening his uniform. “Flarn vessel: This is Captain Andy Baxter of the Starship Explorer. You’re damn right we’re in your way. And we’re about to get even more in your way. You want to tangle with me, you bug-eyed bastard, you’ve got me. But there’s no way you’re getting near my home town.”

“That sounded cheesier than month old milk,” Conway muttered.

“Shut up,” Baxter said quietly. “Now stand down, or I’ll be forced to blow you halfway back to the Delta Quadrant.”

The Flarn reappered on the viewscreen. “Why, Captain Baxter. I’ve been looking all over for you,” he said sweetly. “I really did misssssss you. And I hate misssssing mealsssss.”

“This is one juicy rump roast you won’t be chowing down on, Mister,” Baxter said sternly. “Mind telling me how the hell you got here?”

“I could assssssk you the same quessssstion,” Granok replied. “But it is no matter. We were slingshotted through the Clussssster’sss portal when it exploded, and sssssssent to a far reach of sssssspace near the edge of this galaxy. I realized the only way to get back to the Delta Quadrant wassssss through the other end of the portal, so I sssssspent the last year trying to find it. But now I’ve found YOU, which is much more rewarding. Now I can finally get the revenge that I am owed.”

“Oh, I owe you something all right, Mister,” Baxter said angrily. “I owe you the ass kicking you never got last year.”

“We shall ssssseee!” Granok hissed, closing the channel.

“They’re firing!” Tilleran shouted from the science station.



Admiral McGrath had been underwater when the Red Alert sirens had gone off, so he didn’t know anything was wrong until the Olympic-sized swimming pool he was swimming in began to shake.

McGrath pulled himself up to the edge of the pool, coughing up water, as the contents of the pool, holographic dolphins and all, sloshed around the room.

A wave crashed over McGrath’s head as an Ensign ran to his aid.

“Are you okay, Admiral?” Ensign Welch from Stellar Cartography asked with concern. He had been assigned to watch the pools until Starfleet could provide them with a real life guard.

McGrath pulled himself out of the pool, knocking water out of his ears. “I think so. What’s happening?”

“I think we’re under attack,” Welch said, as the Red Alert klaxon blared.

“Well, I–” McGrath said, when suddenly the ship shook again, causing another wave to crash over him and Welch, sending a holographic dolphin right into their laps. The dolphin squeaked happily, looking up at McGrath with love in his eyes.

“I think he likes you Admiral,” Welch said.

McGrath grunted, pushing at the dolphin. “Yes, so it seems. Now get him off me!”



“Shields holding,” J’hana said, holding onto her station as the Flarn pummeled the Explorer.

Baxter returned to his seat. “Charge main phasers.”

“Ready,” J’hana grunted.

“Do you realize that the Defiant’s weapons systems have never been field tested on a ship this size?” Conway asked nervously from beside Baxter.

“First time for everything,” Baxter said easily. “Fire, J’hana!”

Like an old style machine gun, phasers blasts chugged out of the dual launchers on the bottom of the saucer section. In addition, conventional phasers flared from the rings on the top and bottom of the saucer.

Baxter watched eagerly as explosions ripped through the Jendak.

“The Jendak has taken major damage,” J’hana said. “They are still, however, more than a match for us.”

Suddenly the Explorer rocked again.

“Shields down to fifty-three percent,” J’hana called out.

Baxter braced himself behind Larkin’s chair. “Mr. Ford, bring us about to course two nine one mark oh four seven.”

Ford turned to Baxter, holding fast to his station as the Explorer shook again. “Back towards where the Bermuda Expanse used to be?”

“I knew they made you a helm officer for some reason.”

“You’re luring them away from Earth, aren’t you?” Conway asked.

“Exactly. I’m going to finish this where it started.”

Peterman shook her head in annoyance. “He’s got other reasons, Commander.”

“Like what?” Conway asked.

Baxter glared at Peterman. “Nothing you have to concern yourself with, Commander. I just have something I…need to get.”

Baxter turned to Ford. “Make your speed Warp Nine and engage.”

“He’s nuts,” Counselor Peterman said quietly.

The Explorer lept back into warp, and the injured Flarn vessel turned to follow.



“They have done major damage!” Kenjek shouted, as repair crews extinguished the fires that had caught around the bridge of the Jendak. “We are about to be defeated again!”

“We’re not finished with them,” Granok ordered. “I’m not going to let Baxter ussssse all that corny dialogue and get away with it.”

“Are you sure we can defeat him?” Kenjek asked.

“Unmisssstakably,” Granok said reassuringly. “Jussssst watch.”





CHAPTER SIX



“Third Farfig’Nugen reporting in. We have established a data feed,” came the voice of the Jem’Hadar engineer.

“Here,” Neilson said, placing a pair of goggles into Admiral Baxter’s hand. “Take a look at what we’re reaping from your son’s pathetic vessel.”

Admiral Baxter slid the goggles on, and was immediately greeted with the image of a darkened crew lounge, in what looked like the ten-forward section of the Aerostar. Captain Baxter wandered in front of the camera. “Kelly, I really don’t see the point in coming here. All I want is a nice, quiet dinner in my quarters. No big–”

“SURPRISE!” chanted a group of crew-members, emerging from the darkness. Loud music piped up and the lights came full on, as bursts of confetti shot into the air from all sides.

“What the?” Admiral Phillips said, looking into his own goggles.

Neilson grabbed Phillips’s goggles and peered into them. “What is this?”

“Looks like a surprise party,” Admiral Baxter said with a laugh.

“Guys, you didn’t have to do this,” Captain Baxter said. “We most certainly did,” the Andorian tactical officer replied. “Counselor Peterman threatened to have all of us demoted otherwise.”

“Aww, then you all really do love me,” Baxter said, a tear streaming down his cheek.

“No,” the churlish first officer said. “We just like our jobs. Now can we pass out the requisite gifts and get this over with?”

“Not yet,” the Counselor said. “Everyone start singing. Now!”

What followed was an unenthusiastic rendition of “For He’s A Jolly Good Fellow.”

“Enough!” Neilson shouted. “Farfig’Nugen! Scan another data area. You’ve obviously uploaded their personal database.”

“Working,” Farfig’Nugen replied curtly.

Neilson watched angrily as the image in her goggles rattled nauseatingly. The shaky image seemed to depict a rocky, other-worldy terrain.

“Hold the imager still, J’hana!” the First Officer’s voice whispered harshly.

“Trying to, sir. It’s hard to walk around and film at the same time.”

“Perfect,” Neilson said. “This must be information on a Delta Quadrant planet.”

“Shh,” Conway whispered. “They’ll hear you.”

“I am being as quiet as I can, sir,” J’hana replied gruffly. The image shakily continued across a craggy mountain ridge. “I must say, sir, I do appreciate this human concept of ‘April Fools,’ though I believe the effect would be much more satisfying if we were to cause some real sort of physical harm.”

Neilson raised an eyebrow. “April…?”

“Shut up and hand me a water balloon,” the image said.

“Aye, sir.”

The camera swung around to reveal two figures standing at the foot of the ridge. One appeared to be Baxter, the other a female officer in a gold-collared uniform.

“That’s the android,” Neilson said eagerly. “But what is this talk of…water balloons?”

“You’ll see,” Admiral Baxter said with a chortle.

Suddenly several multicolored blobs flew by on the screen, pegging the two figures at the base of the cliff right in the back of their heads.

“April fools!” Conway’s voice called out triumphantly. Captain Baxter turned around, soaking wet and seething with anger.

“Conway!!!”

“Damn it, Farfig’Nugen! Can’t you find us anything remotely pertinent?” Neilson asked frantically.

“Stand by.”

“I have to hand it to you, ma’am, so far your plan is an unprecedented success,” Admiral Baxter said with a satisfied grunt.

“Shut up!” Neilson barked.



Admiral McGrath rushed out onto the bridge, still soaking wet, dressed in an old style one-piece tank top bathing suit complete with goggles and skull cap. “What’s happening?”

“We’re under attack,” Baxter said, watching the stars as they rushed by on the viewscreen. “Would you mind drying off? You’re getting the carpet wet, and I’m not sure if it’s stain-protected or not.”

“It is,” McGrath said, grabbing the towel that a nearby Yeoman offered him and walking around to the front of the bridge. “The Flarn, I presume?”

“Yes sir,” Baxter said. “We’re luring them away from Earth.”

“I see,” McGrath said. “How is the ship holding up?”

“Wonderfully under the circumstances. And the new phaser arrays worked too.”

“Great. What’s the next step?”

“We’re heading to the Bermuda Expanse so I can settle things with Mr. Granok one on one. Mano y Flarn,” Baxter said firmly.

“Oh,” McGrath said. “Is that wise?”

“Not exactly,” Baxter said. “But if I don’t come back, Commander Conway here will get a nice promotion.”

“There’s a bright side to everything,” Conway said, smiling.

“Hey!” Peterman said. “You’re just using this as an excuse to get back to the Aerostar, aren’t you?”

“I’m a sentimental sucker, darling.”

“You’re a sentimental fool,” Peterman said, folding her arms and pouting.

“Well, I’m off to the showers,” McGrath said, heading back to the turbolift. “Good luck, Captain.”

“My boyfriend is going to risk his life and all you can say is ‘I’m off to the showers’?” Peterman asked incredulously.

“I also said ‘Good luck’,” McGrath corrected, as he stepped into the lift.

“Andy, you can’t do this!” Peterman pleaded. “You could be eaten!”

“Control yourself, Counselor,” Baxter said, then his voice softened. “Or I’ll have to remove you from the bridge.”

“Don’t worry, Counselor,” J’hana said. “The Captain is too fatty for Flarn taste.”

“I’ll try not to take that the wrong way.”

Peterman just pouted. “I think all the fat’s in your head.”

“Don’t worry, Counselor,” Ford said from the helm. “If Baxter dies, I’ll take care of you.”

Ford ducked as both Baxter and Peterman hurled a padd at him.



“Transport complete,” Lt. Hawkins said, as the equipment that Rydell had requested materialized in the Hudson’s small transporter chamber.

“Good. Take us back to the Secondprize,” Dillon said. Meanwhile, in the cargo hold, Gatana struggled with the space suit she had managed to free from its storage locker. She fought the helmet on as the Hudson lurched ahead. The Romulan officer realized they must have already got what they had come for and were on their way. That meant she had less time than she first thought.

After making sure the space suit was working, Gatana opened up the cargo hatch.

Back up in the cockpit, Lt. Hawkins looked at the blinking light on her panel. “That’s strange.”

“What is it?” Dillon asked, glancing over her shoulder. “The cargo hatch just opened,” Hawkins said.

“Is there anyone back there?” Dillon asked.

Hawkins looked at her panel quizzically. “I’m not sure. One of our spare torpedoes was leaking radiation, so I can’t get a clear reading back there. Wait a moment…the torpedo’s gone now.”

Dillon smiled. “Good. That solved that problem.”

“But the cargo hatch isn’t supposed to just open like that. And torpedoes don’t usually just jump out.”

“You worry to much,” Dillon said, placing a hand on Hawkins’s shoulder.



Several minutes later, Sub-Commander Gatana reached inside the access panel on the torpedo that she rode, hitting a control that halted its tiny thrusters, causing it to drift right by the powerless Exalax.

Gatana jumped off the torpedo and grabbed onto the hull of the Exalax, using her priority access code to open the nearby engineering access hatch.

Once inside, Gatana closed the hatch, re-pressurized the small chamber, and opened the door that led onto one of the Exalax’s many corridors. Now all she had to do was get to one of the shuttlebays.



Lieutenant Gellar tapped the tactical console on the bridge of the Secondprize nervously. In the last day, he had been kidnapped by Romulans, attacked by Flarn, then transported aboard the Secondprize. Now all he wanted to do was sleep. But he couldn’t sleep. Because the rest of his crew-mates were out there somewhere, and he knew from his past experience with the Flarn that they wouldn’t stop until Baxter and his crew were dead.

Now he was filling in for the Secondprize’s chief of security as a way to keep his mind off all that. So far, he was having limited success.

“So, Lieutenant,” Rydell asked from the command chair. “We can’t find the Commander of the Exalax or that T’Phil fellow. You think the Flarn have them?”

“I don’t know where else they’d be,” Gellar admitted. “They probably took T’Phil because he was part of the Aerostar’s crew. I suppose they’ll grill him for information and then eat him.”

“I wouldn’t wish that on any man,” Rydell said.

“You didn’t know T’Phil,” Gellar replied. “He was a real jerk.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Rydell said, slapping his comm badge. “Rydell to Dillon. How are you guys coming with the… equipment?”

“It’s almost installed, sir,” Dillon said. “Hawkins and Baird have been working on adapting our systems. I’d say about fifteen minutes.”

“Good. Keep me posted. Rydell out.”

Lt. Gellar went back to his nervous tapping, when suddenly something on his panel caught his eye. “Captain Rydell…a ship just left the Exalax’s shuttlebay.”

“What kind of ship?” Rydell asked.

“Romulan scout-ship, D type.”

“I thought we got everyone off that ship,” Rydell said, rubbing his chin.

“Aldridge to Rydell. We can’t seem to locate one of our patients. I think she was the Exalax’s first officer.”

“I believe we just found her, Doctor,” Rydell said, looking back to Gellar. “What could she be up to?”

“I don’t know. We easily outgun that scout-ship. I doubt she’s trying to rescue her comrades.”

“Whatever the case, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said, “the scout-ship is on a heading out of this system.”

Gellar checked his panel. “You’re right. She’s going in the same direction that the Flarn ship went.”

“Of course I’m right,” Jaroch said smugly.

“You’ve got to admire her loyalty,” Rydell said. “I doubt any of you would do the same for me.”

“Well, Captain,” Jaroch said, “if you recall, I got you a nice tie for your last birthday.”

“I almost forgot,” Rydell said. “Please forgive me.”

“Captain…”

Gellar said. “The scout-ship is turning around. It’s coming back this way.”

“Why?” Rydell asked, leaning forward in his chair.

Jaroch looked at his panel. “Presumably, she was scared off by the other two vessels heading this way.”

“Well,” Rydell said. “Commander Dillon. What’s your status?”

“We’re almost ready sir,” Dillon replied.

“Have Commander Baird activate the device as soon as it’s ready,” Rydell said. “Then come up here with Lieutenant Hawkins.”

“What’s the hurry, sir?” Dillon asked.

“Just get up here. Rydell out,” Rydell said. “Have you figured out what those two vessels are, Mister Jaroch?”

“One of them is our Flarn friend. The other is a Federation starship. Galaxy-class.”

Rydell smiled. “The cavalry.”

“Some cavalry,” Jaroch said. “They’re leading the Flarn back here.”

“What ship is it?” Rydell said angrily, realizing the gravity of Jaroch’s deduction.

“USS Explorer,” Jaroch said.

“I thought she wasn’t due to be launched for another couple weeks,” Rydell said.

“Evidently they launched early,” Jaroch murmured. “I wonder who the hell they put in command.”

“For all our sakes, let’s hope it’s someone with a lick of sense,” said Lieutenant Sullivan.



“Damn it,” Baxter said, pounding on the door panel that led to his private washroom. “Computer, open this door.”

“The mechanism is jammed. Please contact maintenance.”

“Computer, I have to pee.”

“Then you will have to hold it in,” the computer replied testily.

Sighing, Baxter headed out of his readyroom, stepping out the door in between tactical and engineering. “Lt. J’hana, has Conway come out of the conference lounge bathroom yet?”

“No,” J’hana said. “And he’s been in there for ten minutes.”

“Hmm. You wouldn’t happen to have a paper cup handy, would you?”

“No,” J’hana said. “I do not. What are you suggesting?”

“Never mind,” Baxter said, returning to his seat.

“We are nearing Waystation,” Larkin reported from her station.

“Take us out of warp,” Baxter ordered. “Full scan.”

“Waystation is heavily damaged, Captain,” Tilleran reported. “They are functioning on backup power only.”

“And the Aerostar?”

“I’m detecting the Aerostar and a Romulan Warbird nearby.” Tilleran said. “Both are also heavily damaged.”

“What about the Secondprize?”

“One moment…” Tilleran said. “I can’t find it anywhere.”

“Where could they have gone?” Baxter said. “We picked them up in this system just a few minutes ago.”

“Uncertain,” Tilleran replied.

“Okay, then. Open a channel.”



Rydell looked around his now dimly lit bridge. “I can’t believe it actually worked.”

Commander Dillon sat down next to Rydell as Hawkins relieved Lt. Gellar from tactical. “It feels kinda weird, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, it does,” Rydell said. “I never thought I’d see the day we’d put a cloaking device on the Secondprize.”

“It’s like having a new toy to play with,” Dillon said happily.

“Now, all we have to do is see if it works,” Jaroch said. “The three ships are approaching our position.”

“On screen.”

On the viewscreen, Rydell watched as first the Romulan scout-ship, then the Explorer, then the Flarn ship, flew by, evidently oblivious to the Secondprize’s presence. “The Explorer is broadcasting some sort of message, Captain,” Hawkins reported.

“Onscreen,” Rydell said. “Let’s see what bozo we’re dealing with here.”

Everyone on the bridge of the Secondprize sunk low in their seats as Captain Andy Baxter appeared on the viewscreen.

“To everyone in this system, this is Captain Andy Baxter of the starship Aero–I mean Explorer. We’re just in the neighborhood to destroy a nasty, deadly, evil alien warship that has invaded our space. I advise all ships to leave the system immediately. There’s nothing more to see here. Just go about your daily business as if the entire quadrant wasn’t under the threat of imminent death.”

Captain Rydell shook his head. “Of all the freaking people to come to our rescue.”

“You must admit, sir,” Dillon said, “It has a certain symmetry to it.”

“It’s not symmetrical at all!” Rydell said. “It’s the most insanely wrong thing in the galaxy! We’re relying on that crew to save our asses! The same crew that we thought was the most completely incompetent bunch of jerk-offs in the entire universe, the same crew that we sent to the Delta Quadrant just so we wouldn’t have to deal with them!”

“Symmetrical, no. Ironic, yes,” Jaroch said calmly from the science station.



Lieutenant Gellar joined Saral and Stuart in Seven Backward, as they watched the Explorer sail by the windows. “Our crew is on board that ship,” Gellar said, taking a seat. “It’s Captain Baxter’s new command.”

“God help us all,” Stuart said quietly.

“It was a pleasure working with you all,” Saral said, standing. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I shall go now and meditate on our imminent demise.”

“Another round of drinks, and keep them coming!” Stuart said to a passing waiter as Saral left the lounge.



“I do not believe it,” Neilson said, tossing her view- goggles to the deck angrily. “Your damned son is here.”

“What was that about a nasty alien warship?” Admiral Phillips asked uneasily.

“Oh, quit your whining, John,” Neilson muttered. “Our vessel is more than a match for them.”

“Are you sure?” Harlan asked.

“Positive,” Neilson said, folding her arms. “Though it’s not as if we have to worry about being discovered. Our cloak is holding quite well. We’ll simply have a front row seat in order to watch the junior Baxter perish horribly in what is no doubt going to be a fantastic display of carnage.”

“Hey, I wouldn’t count my son out that soon,” said Harlan.

“And just why not?” Neilson asked.

“Because he has a secret weapon that has helped the Baxter line survive centuries of war and death. With it, he’ll never fail.”

“What exactly is this secret weapon?”

“I’m certainly not going to tell you.”



Commander Conway adjusted his uniform as he strutted out of the conference room, tucking his copy of “Federation Coffee Beans Monthly” under his arm.

“Someone light a match!” Ford cried, holding his nose.

“All better, Commander?” Baxter asked angrily as Conway sat down.

“Much,” Conway said. “But I wouldn’t go in there if I were you.”

“Damn,” Baxter said. “I guess the computer was right. I’ll just have to hold it.”

“The Flarn vessel is closing, Captain,” J’hana reported. “If you mean to implement this plan of yours, you should do it now.”

Baxter stood. “You’re right. Helm, bring us within transporter range of the Aerostar.”

“Please be careful, Andy,” Peterman said, grabbing Baxter’s hand and squeezing it.

“Don’t worry, baby,” Baxter said. “I’ve been in tougher jams before.”

“Like what?” J’hana asked. “This is pretty damn tough.”

“Okay, I’ve been in jams almost as tough as this before,” Baxter said. “You guys just do your best to disable that warship.”

Baxter turned to Conway. “But if it looks like this ship might be destroyed, get out of here. Evacuate Waystation and head back to Earth. By then maybe we’ll have a fleet ready.”

Conway assumed the command chair as Baxter stood up. “Just remember, if you die, I get your job.”

“That alone should be enough incentive for me to come back alive,” Baxter said. “J’hana, open a channel to the Flarn. Tell them that I’m going over to the Aerostar to settle this once and for all. Just me and Granok.”

“What if they decide to simply blow the Aerostar to bits instead?” J’hana asked.

“Then this will be the shortest mission of my life,” Baxter said simply, stepping into the turbolift.



“Thisssss mussssst be a trick…”

Kenjek said. “You cannot go over there.”

Granok picked Kenjek up by the throat and growled angrily. “Are you ssssssaying that I sssssshould be afraid of a ssssstinking human?”

“N-n-no,” Kenjek squeaked. “Not at all.”

“Good. Then I’m going over there. If they try anything funny, dessssstroy the Aerostar and the Explorer.”

“Yes, sir,” Kenjek said, as Granok stormed off the bridge.



T’Phil awoke with a start as the freezer he and Ardek were stored in creaked open. Before the Romulan knew what had happened, a huge talon reached in and pulled him out. “What’s the meaning of this?” T’Phil asked, as he dangled from the Flarn’s claw.

“The Overmassster requires your assssssssistance,” the Flarn said, throwing T’Phil into a large sack and cinching it closed.

“Issssss the prisssssoner ready?” a voice, presumably Granok’s, asked.

“Yesssss,” the other Flarn replied.

“Are you sssssure it is the one that wassssss on the Aerosssstar?”

“Undoubtedly.”

“Good,” Granok said, grabbing the sack and jarring T’Phil. “Then We sssssshall use this pathetic, pointy eared human as leverage againsssst Baxter.”

T’Phil poked his head out of the tiny whole in the sack as Granok lugged him towards the Jendak’s transporter room. “If I may say two things, sir: One, I am a Romulan, not a pointy eared human. Two, I am not a friend of Baxter’s-as a matter of fact, we’re mortal enemies. Hence, I would make a terrible hostage.”

Granok considered this. “No liessssssss!” he finally said, smashing the sack up against a bulkhead, knocking T’Phil unconcious.



“I’ll give it to you, Captain. You have real balls,” Lt. Hartley said, as Baxter strapped on the new, patented ‘Starfleet Survival Jacket.’ An upgraded version of the ones they had on the Aerostar, this one was supposed to be impervious to low-level phaser and disruptor blasts, as well as knives and other blades–or in this case, Flarn talons.

“I’m not really that brave,” Baxter said, grabbing a compression phaser rifle and climbing the transporter pad. What Hartley didn’t realize as she activated the transporter was that Baxter had no choice but return to the Aerostar. Without those lucky horseshoes, his whole family was doomed, and he wasn’t about to let that happen. The fact that he was also going over there to try to defeat Granok was just an unpleasant byproduct of an already messy situation.

Thankfully, Harlan must have been so happy to see him when he returned that he must have forgotten to even ask about the horseshoes, which was fine as far as Captain Baxter was concerned. He would be able to get the horseshoes back from the Aerostar, defeat the Flarn, return home, and no one would ever be the wiser. Baxter crept through the Aerostar’s dimly lit corridors, noting that emergency battery power was probably about to fail. Glancing at his tricorder, he realized that he was right. He had about a half hour of battery power, then an hour or two of air at most.

Scanning the area carefully with his tricorder, Baxter made his way into his quarters, noting that the cabin was completely trashed. No doubt by the Romulans.

If they took his horseshoes…

Baxter’s concerns were alleviated, however, when he busted open his porcelain casting of Troy Aikman’s head and found his horseshoes safe inside.

Baxter stuffed the horseshoes into the pocket of his survival jacket and strutted happily over to the bathroom to take a victory whiz. He definitely needed one.

Baxter sighed with enjoyment as the pressure on his bladder was relieved.

“Conway to Baxter,” Baxter’s comm badge beeped.

Baxter freed up one hand in order to tap his comm badge. “Go ahead.”

“You may be interested to know that two Flarn and one Romulan just beamed aboard the Aerostar.”

“Wonderful,” Baxter said. “What about the Flarn ship?”

“We’ve got all our weapons pointed at them, and they’ve got all their weapons pointed at us, but nobody’s batting an eye, sir. By the way, what’s that sound I hear in the background?”

“Oh, nothing,” Baxter said. “Just stand by in case the Flarn try anything funny.”

“Understood, Conway out.”

Baxter finished his business, jiggled Mr. Petey, then placed him back in the protective custody of his boxer shorts. The Captain thanked his lucky stars that the toilet actually worked. After the thrashing the Aerostar took from the Borg, it was a wonder anything worked around there anymore. Baxter looked up at his reflection in the bathroom mirror as he washed his hands.

“You handsome devil,” he said confidently. “Flarn-shmarn. You’ve got it covered. You’re one lean, mean, Starfleet machine.”

Baxter pointed at his reflection. “Who’s the man? Who’s the man? You? You the man!”

“You’re about to be a dead man,” a voice growled from behind him. Baxter looked closer at the reflection in the mirror. A few meters behind him, in his darkened quarters, a pair of beady, deep-set eyes shined in the darkness, glaring at him.

Suddenly the eyes rushed forward, revealing that they were attached to an eight foot tall Flarn body.

“Die!” Granok growled, ramming his claw into Baxter’s back and slamming him up against the mirror, causing it to shatter into a million tiny pieces.

“Seven years bad luck for you, bub,” Baxter said uneasily, sliding down the wall into the sink.

Then Baxter realized something. He wasn’t dead.

Granok’s claw should have gone right through him, but it didn’t.

Meanwhile Granok cried out in pain, lifting up his broken claw and staring at it in horror.

“Look what you did!” he hissed, slashing at Baxter with his other claw.

“Man, the jacket worked!” Baxter cried in triumph, ducking between Granok’s spindly legs and darting out of the bathroom.

“Come back here!” Granok shouted, turning around and rushing towards Baxter.

“Go to Hell!” Baxter cried, throwing dish after dish from his set of Phaltzgraff Federation China at Granok. Granok clawed after Baxter, smashing the plates, cups, mugs, even the gravy boat.

“I’ve got one of your friendssssssss hosssstage, Captain. If you don’t sssssurender, I will kill him!”

Must be the Romulan Conway had referred to, Baxter thought. “You mean, T’Phil?”

“Yesssss, that’sssss hisss name,” Granok hissed. “Your pal T’Phil.”

“Oh, no!” Baxter cried in sarcastic terror. “You’re going to kill my worst enemy!”

Granok slashed at Baxter again, this time tearing a gash in his mighty jacket.

“Okay, second worst,” Baxter yelped, jumping back and lifting up his couch as a barricade.

“You lie!” Granok cried, ramming his massive body into the couch and shoving it and Baxter up against the back wall of Baxter’s quarters.

“I’d kill him myself if I could…”

Baxter choked out as he tried to squirm out from under the couch. Granok ripped the couch apart and grabbed Baxter up with his one good talon. “I have you now, Federation sssssissssy,” Granok growled angrily.

“Captain Baxter…”

Commander Conway’s voice said excitedly from Baxter’s comm badge.

Baxter tapped his comm badge as he struggled against Granok’s steely grip. “I’m kind of busy right now, Conway.”

“Trust me, Captain, you’ll want to know this. I found out something pretty neat about the survival jacket you’re wearing.”

“What, pray tell, is that?” Baxter said in annoyance.

“Just press the button on the inside of your left cuff-link. Trust me!”

Baxter shrugged, pressing the button on his left cuff-link. Suddenly electricity surged through the jacket, making Baxter look like some sort of insane angel, bathed in a bright, effervescent light.

The electricity surged right through Granok, knocking him across the room.

Baxter sniffed at the smell of burnt Flarn in the air and dusted off the jacket, which was a mistake, because its outer surface was burning hot.

Tapping his comm badge, Baxter smiled triumphantly and said, “Good work, Conway. Thank the folks at Starfleet R and D for me.”

“One problem, Captain,” Conway’s voice replied. “Tilleran tells me that the effect will only briefly stun a Flarn, and the jacket only has the power for one burst.”

“Uh-oh,” Baxter said, watching as Granok stirred.

Baxter hurdled over Granok’s semiconscious form and plowed through the door to his quarters, rushing out into the corridor beyond.

“Ssssssstop, human!” Astrok cried, putting down the sack that contained T’Phil. Astrok quickly pulled out his disruptor and took aim, blasting away at Baxter as he ran.

It was then that Baxter realized that he had a phaser rifle slung over his back. Why hadn’t he used that instead of ruining all that precious china? He quickly unslung the rifle and fired back at Astrok, ducking the blasts from the Flarn’s weapon. One of Baxter’s shots pegged Astrok in the shoulder and sent him reeling to the deck.

Granok emerged from Baxter’s quarters, still dazed, and looked down at Astrok. “Don’t just sssssit there, you imbecile, help me get that human!”

“But, my Lord, the human blew my shoulder apart,” Astrok complained, nursing his wound.

Granok examined the charred mess that once was Astrok’s shoulder. “You are weak. Now come on.”

“What about the Romulan?” Astrok asked, as the Flarn broke into a run.

“Apparently, he is not a valued member of Baxter’sssss crew.”

“Then why have him aboard?” Astrok asked.

“Beatssssss me. Now run fassssster!” Granok ordered.



Instinctively, Captain Baxter ran into the turbolift, which normally would have taken him to safety on another deck. However, since battery power was terribly low, all the lift did was sit there.

“Come on, Computer…divert any power you can to the turbolift I’m in,” Baxter said quickly, watching as the Flarn that were chasing him grew closer.

“Unable to comply. Power relays in that area have been compromised.”

“Damn,” Baxter said, ripping a panel off and using the manual lever to close the turbolift door. His last view of the Flarn placed them only a few meters away.

Given the urgency of the situation, and the lack of other options, Baxter quickly pulled himself up to the top of the turbolift and kicked at the hatch, knocking it open. Swearing to go on a diet if he survived this, Baxter sucked his gut in as best he could, pulling himself through the narrow hatch just as the two Flarn burst in through the turbolift doors.

Granok swiped at Baxter’s feet as he pulled them through. “Come back here, coward!”

Baxter ignored the Flarn and grabbed the ladder that extended through the length of the turbolift, hanging on for dear life.

Granok made a vain attempt to squeeze through the hatch, but, much like Winnie the Pooh in the honey tree, he was just too large.

“Hand me your blasssster, Assstrok!” Granok hissed, eying Baxter as he clung helplessly to the ladder, fumbling for his phaser rifle.

Since he had to use both hands to hold onto the ladder, Baxter couldn’t get ahold of his phaser rifle as it hung from his shoulder.

Just as Granok managed to squeeze Astrok’s blaster through the hatch he was stuck in, a wonderful idea entered Baxter’s mind.

“Computer!” Baxter shouted. “Release moorings on turbolift five, authorization Baxter Alpha Zero One Eight.”

Granok’s eyes went wide as the turbolift wrenched free of its holding clamps and plunged down through the shaft. “Damn you, Baxter!” Granok cried, firing the blaster in a mad attempt to hit Baxter.

Baxter held fast to the ladder as the suction pulled him down, and as blasts from Granok’s weapon threatened to singe his eyebrows off.

Realizing that the impact at the bottom of the shaft wasn’t near enough to kill one Flarn, much less two, Baxter slung one of his arms around a rung on the ladder and grabbed his phaser rifle, setting it on overload and dropping it down the turbolift shaft.

“Bombs away!” Baxter cried, using his free hand to salute Granok as the phaser rifle fell. “See you in the funny papers, Granok!”

Moments later, an explosion ripped through the turbolift shaft, blasting hot air past Baxter’s face, threatening to shake him free of the ladder.

Finally, after the shock-wave of the blast had passed, Baxter made his way down the ladder, swinging through the doorway that led back out to the corridor.

Baxter fell to the deck, exhausted. He felt soreness in places he didn’t know he had, but he had defeated those damned Flarn.

Now he could finally rest.

“Remember me?” a voice asked, as Baxter felt a sharp kick to his stomach.

Baxter looked up to see a now fully Romulan Colonel T’Phil, who stared madly back at him. “I never finished my business with you, Captain.”

The Captain rolled to the side, deftly avoiding another swift kick. “Come on, T’Phil,” he choked out, still feeling the dull pain in his gut where T’Phil had kicked him. “I saved you from the Flarn. They would have killed you too, you know.”

“Oh, I didn’t thank you?” T’Phil said pleasantly, hurling a punch at Baxter as he staggered to his feet. “Allow me to do that right now!”

Baxter ducked, causing T’Phil to ram his fist painfully through the computer panel that was behind him.

Baxter then grabbed T’Phil by the back of his neck and rammed him into the sparking computer panel. “You want me to take you to funky-town? So be it!” Baxter kneed T’Phil in the gut as the Tal Shiar agent leaned forward, then the Captain rammed him up against the wall.

“You will not win!” T’Phil cried, a stream of green blood dripping from his mouth.

T’Phil was able to free up one knee to kick Baxter in the crotch, using the time that gained him to run like hell. “Oh, boy. Oh, boy,” Baxter said, staggering back and gripping at his fractured gems. “That hurt.”

“As soon as I find a weapon, I’ll kill you!” T’Phil screamed.



“What’s happening over there?” Counselor Peterman asked fearfully, watching the Aerostar list on the viewscreen. Conway looked back at J’hana. “Well?”

“I picked up some weapons fire and a large explosion,” J’hana said. “But the Captain’s comm signal is still present. And I’m still picking up human and Romulan life signs.”

“What about the Flarn?” Conway asked.

“That I don’t know,” J’hana admitted.



“What’ssssss happening over there…”

Kenjek asked, leaning forward in the command chair.

“I don’t know,” Drako, the science officer said. “I read a huge explosion, and then the sensorssssss went funny.”

“Funny?” Kenjek growled, turning around. “What do you mean ‘funny’?”

“I mean I can’t tell if anyone’ssssss alive over there or not.”

“Are you telling me the human sssssscum may have killed Granok?” Kenjek asked angrily.

“Maybe,” Drako admitted.

“Dessssstroy the Explorer!” Kenjek cried. “Then destroy the sssssspace ssssstation. We’ll bring the entire Federation to their kneesssssss!”

That sounded nice, but Drako doubted whether it was practical. Then again, the Flarn seldom dealt in practicality.



If there was one thing Admiral McGrath really enjoyed, it was a nice, long, steamy shower. It gave him time to sort out his thoughts, relax, and contemplate the truths of life. It also opened up his pores, which was definitely a bonus.

Presently, the one truth that McGrath was contemplating was an especially melodious ballad from the old Earth musical ‘South Pacific’.

“I’m gonna wash that man right outta my hair, I’m gonna wash that man right outta my hair!” McGrath sang, oblivious to the fact that outside the steamy confines of his bathroom, a massive warship was getting ready to pound the Explorer to pieces.

“And what ain’t we got,” McGrath sang, “We ain’t got…”

Suddenly the Explorer shuddered, sending Admiral McGrath flying forward, right into the shower head. The Admiral then reeled back, losing his footing and cursing the builders for not putting non-slip pads in the floors of the showers. They weren’t really that expensive, and they were known to prevent one third of all domestic accidents.



“Shields are down to thirty percent!” J’hana called out over the din of red alert sirens and shouting crew-members.

“Load the quantums and return fire!” Commander Conway shouted, as the deck rattled beneath his feet. “Attack pattern Conway zero zero three!”

The stars twisted on the viewscreen as Ensign Ford brought the Explorer around, moving temporarily out of the Flarn ship’s line of fire.

Explosions rocked both ships as they danced through space in an ugly tango of death.



“Well, I guess it’s now or never,” Rydell sighed. “Arm all weapons, drop the cloak, and raise the shields, Lieutenant Hawkins.”

Hawkins hesitated a moment. “Are you sure, sir?”

“They’re idiots, that’s a given,” Rydell said. “But I’m not about to sit back and watch them all die.”

“Why not?” Jaroch asked plainly.

Rydell really couldn’t think of a good answer. “Just arm the damn weapons!”



“Vessel de-cloaking astern!” Lt. Tilleran reported. “It’s the Secondprize!”

“How’d they get a cloaking device?” Conway mused.

“I assume they procured it from the damaged Warbird, Commander,” Larkin stated. “At any rate, we could use the help.”

“Indeed,” Conway said, mimicking one of Larkin’s commonly used words.

The Explorer rocked again, as the Secondprize soared into view on the viewscreen, coming in between the Explorer and the Jendak, its weapons blazing.

“Our shields are almost gone!” J’hana shouted.

“Keep firing. Target their primary weapons,” Conway said, holding on to the command chair with all his might.

“Sir, we’re running way too much power through the weapons systems. Even a Galaxy-class vessel was never designed to channel this much power,” Lt. Commander Richards said, leaning over the engineering console. “We’re in danger of overloading the primary power conduit.”

“Noted, Commander,” Conway said. “Lt. Larkin…see if you can find a way to penetrate those Flarn shields without blowing our power conduit to pieces!”

“Aye, sir,” Larkin said, going to work on her panel.

“Status of the Flarn?” Conway asked, looking over at Tilleran.

“Damage to the Flarn vessel is severe…”

Lt. Tilleran reported. “We’ve managed to breach their hull in several places.”

“Good,” Conway said. “Let’s breach it some more!”





CHAPTER SEVEN



Sub-commander Gatana carefully piloted the scout-ship in between blazing photon torpedoes and phaser beams, targeting one of the breaches on the Jendak’s hull and aligning her ship so that it lay against the open section, in effect sealing the breach and giving her an entry point into the ship. Luckily, the Flarn were so busy battling the Federation ships, they could do little to stop her. Her earlier plan of simply escaping to get reinforcements now turned into something much more beneficial: she would rescue her commanding officer and reap untold gratitude from him–maybe even a promotion. Gatana quickly removed her space suit, grabbed a disruptor, and yanked open the docking hatch at her feet, sliding through the hatch and out into one of the Flarn vessel’s corridors.

With her weapon set to maximum, Gatana quickly took out the three Flarn that happened to be coming down the corridors, then followed the path her sensing device told her would lead towards the only Romulan life sign on the ship.



Lights went out throughout the Aerostar as Captain Baxter grabbed through darkness at T’Phil’s feet, pulling them out from under him and dragging him to the ground.

T’Phil rolled to the side, bringing an elbow smashing down into Baxter’s face.

Baxter could feel blood rushing out of his nose, but ignored the tremendous pain he felt as it swelled from the impact.

“Ib goink to gill you, Duh-rue…”

Baxter stammered, clasping his hands together and ramming them into the base of T’Phil’s back.

The two combatants rolled down the corridor, tearing and punching wildly at each other.

They kept rolling until they hit something solid.

Baxter looked up through the dim light of the independently powered glow-strips along the corridor to see what they had hit, expecting to see a wall.

Instead, he saw a very badly injured, very angry Flarn. “You can’t keep a good Flarn down, Captain!” Granok hissed, picking Baxter up and throwing him over his shoulder.

“You show him who’s boss, Granok,” T’Phil said, when suddenly Granok tossed him over his other shoulder. “It’ssssss a two for one special today, my pointy eared friend.”



Gatana ripped open the huge freezer door and yanked Ardek’s limp body out. “I have come to rescue you, my Commander!”

“Huh?” Ardek said. He was evidently suffering from mild hypothermia.

“I said I have come to res–”

Suddenly a giant butcher knife sailed through the air, becoming stuck in the freezer door.

“Ssssssssstop!” an angry Flarn in an apron that read ‘Kissssss the Chef’ said. “I will not allow a good meal to run away.”

Gatana fired her disruptor at the chef and missed, dragging Ardek out of the kitchen and into the massive dining room.

The chef followed, cursing something unintelligible in Flarn. “The other chef may have allowed thisssssss!” he cried. “But that was Colok. I am Dran. And if Dran can cook, ssssso can you!”

Gatana barely avoided another butcher’s knife as she ducked out of the dining room and made her way back to the scout-ship, Commander Ardek in tow.

“Sssssssssstop them!” Dran cried. “They must be bassssssted and broiled at three hundred degreesssssss!”



Baxter awoke to the sound of two knives scraping together, no doubt being sharpened for maximum carving power. The Captain tried to cry out, but he the apple shoved in his mouth prevented that. He tried to move, but realized that he was tied down. He looked over, noticing that T’Phil was next to him, similarly bound and gagged.

Granok hovered happily over Baxter and T’Phil, sharpening two large carving kives. “I must thank whoever used to have these quartersssssss. I would never have guessssssed that a human would have a dining table thisssss huge! And there’ssss enough fixin’sssss here to feed an army of Flarn!” It only took a little looking around for Baxter to confirm his suspicions. Damn you, Doctor Browning, he thought. Baxter had to admit, though, that the candles Granok had lit around the quarters did add a nice touch.

“Ssssso we’ll have a little picnic aboard the Aerosssssstar,” Granok said happily, looking around the corridors and sighing. “Hmmm. Ssssssseems an appropriate place for the two of you to meet your end.”

Granok continued to sharpen his knives. “I must say, your second attempt on my life was as inventive as the one you made lasssst year. And jusssssst asssss effective, I’m afraid. Asssss you can ssssee, I’m ssssstill alive and well. And you, well, you my dear Captain, are right back where you sssssssssstarted from. On my dinner table. This time, however, I intend to eat you. And believe me, all the waiting and all the pain will ssssssssimply add to the joy of gnawing into your arm assss you scream your ugly little human head off.”

Baxter had to at least thank Granok for leaving his clothes on. It was downright embarrassing last time, sitting there in his underwear. This time he not only had his uniform, but his ja–

His jacket.

“Use the jacket…”

Conway’s voice echoed in his head. Baxter wriggled his arm inside his right sleeve. It made sense that if there was a button in one sleeve, there would be a button in the opposite sleeve, and that would no doubt do something useful.

“The jacket is the key…”

Finding the button with his fingers, Baxter squeezed it with all his might.

Just as Granok was about to begin carving, Baxter’s jacket suddenly began to inflate. It got so big Baxter’s head could barely be seen.

Granok plunged his kife into Baxter’s jacket, which may have been a mistake, since the air release caused the Captain to shoot right off the dinner table and careen through the open door and into the corridor beyond.

Baxter rubbed his aching head and picked himself up, yanking the apple out of his mouth. He was wearing one hell of a jacket.

“No matter,” he heard Granok saying from inside Browning’s quarters. “I ssssshall eat you firssssst, T’Phil, and have the Captain for dessert. Ssssso tell me, Colonel, are you finger licking good?”

Baxter activated the wrist beacon built into his sleeve and slapped his comm badge, running as far and fast as he could. “Baxter to Explorer. I need some help over here.”

“So do we. We’re getting mauled by the Flarn. You’re on your own, buddy. Conway out.”

Great, Baxter thought. He would have to escape on his own, which probably meant finding his way to the shuttlebay and blowing his way out with a shuttlecraft.

Baxter’s mind briefly wandered to T’Phil. What would happen to him? He would no doubt be painfully consumed by Granok. And as much as Baxter hated T’Phil, he couldn’t bare the thought of Granok having a satisfying meal.

Baxter quickly changed directions and made his way towards the first place he could think of to find weapons.



“Our shields are gone!” J’hana cried, as sparks showered out from a station near her panel.

“I guess now’s a good a time as ever to test out that ablative armor,” Lt. Commander Richards said uneasily.

“And if it doesn’t work?” Conway asked fearfully.

Suddenly the Explorer shook with another blast.

“Ablative armor holding!” J’hana said, gasping with relief. “But it won’t hold out long.”

“Throw the tri-cobalts at them, J’hana,” Conway said. “See if that changes their attitude any.”

“Aye, sir,” J’hana said, trying to hide the fact that she was a bit uneasy about fighting in a ship without shields.



“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Captain Baxter said, shining his wrist beacon on the sign on the door, making sure he was at the right place.
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Yep, he was at the right place all right.

Baxter used the crowbar included in his jacket to pry open the doors to J’hana’s quarters, shining the light around and taking stock of what he had to work with.

Baxter knew J’hana had her bat’leth with her, so that automatically eliminated that possibility. Still, Baxter noticed that there were several other implements of death and destruction left to choose from. The Captain hurriedly grabbed a klingon dk’tang knife, turning to go and show Granok what’s what.

Then he realized that probably wasn’t near big enough, so he dropped it and went back to the wall of weapons. Ah, ha! A Ligonian mace, tipped with enough poison to render any foe instantly dead. A perfect weapon.

Baxter stopped short just before reaching the door to J’hana’s quarters. Gee, poison tipped. He could accidentally hurt himself with that one. He put the mace back and went back to the wall.

Ah, the infamous mek’leth, the hot weapon of choice among Klingon warriors. Smaller than a bat’leth, but much more maneuverable.

It didn’t feel quite right either though.

Baxter picked the mek’leth down and surveyed the remaining weapons.

Finally, Baxter selected a lirpa, the ancient Vulcan weapon with a razor sharp curved blade at one end and a heavy bludgeon on the other. Legend had it that a similar weapon was used in the famous confrontation between Kirk and Spock back on Vulcan, when Spock was having some kind of problem with his mating drive.

Having never been terribly lucky at love, (until recently) Baxter could sympathize with Spock.

Baxter grabbed the lirpa and bolted back to Dr. Browning’s quarters.



“Hold on, Commander,” Gatana said, firing her disruptor at some approaching Flarn and shoving Ardek up through the docking hatch.

Gatana quickly climbed in after Ardek, closing the hatch and starting up the scout-ship’s engines.

“Where?” Ardek said, opening his eyes and looking around.

“I will explain later,” Gatana said, releasing the docking clamps and steering the scout-ship away from the Flarn ship.

“But…”

“I said I will explain later,” Gatana said curtly. “Needless to say, I have saved your life.”

“That’s nice,” Ardek said, losing consciousness again. Gatana heaved the scout-ship to port, just barely evading the quantum torpedo that whizzed by, destined to smack into the Flarn warship. “This will be quite difficult.”

The massive Galaxy-class starship swooped past the tiny scout-ship as it grappled with the Flarn warship, giving Gatana the perfect avenue for escape. Her only obstacle now was the derelict Aerostar, which hovered innocently ahead of her, the only still object for some distance.

Ardek’s eyes fluttered open. “Ga-Gatana? What’s–” Suddenly alarms twinkled all over Gatana’s panel, and a large, blurry image coalesced on her sensor screen. “That’s certainly odd. I’m picking up a major energy-mass irregularity near the Aerostar. I hope it’s nothing harmful.”

Phaser beams seared past the scout-ship’s windshield, forcing Gatana to bank the scout-ship steeply to port, right towards the energy-mass irregularity. To her, it seemed the obvious choice when forced to choose between that and a bona fide phaser beam.

Evidently, it wasn’t much of a better choice.

Suddenly, Gatana was jerked out of her seat as the tiny scout-ship slammed into a hard duranium-like surface with a metallic clang. Through the smoke that wafted from exploding panels, Gatana watched the very solid empty space in front of her shimmer with sparkling electricity.

Ardek struggled beside her on the deck to see what was happening. “Oooh, that’s really pretty, isn’t it?” he said. Gatana didn’t know how to reply.



“We have been hit!” First Boppity’Boo cried out, as Admirals Neilson and Phillips tried to steady themselves against him, each grabbing an arm.

“By what?” Phillips cried.

“By another ship!” Boppity’Boo said, examining one of the sensor panels. “Praised, the cloaking device is out!”

Neilson stumbled over to another panel. “Well, fix it!”

“Impossible. All power connections are destroyed.”

“Do we have weapons?” Neilson asked.

“No, my Lord, that junction was severed as well.”

“Then what have we?” Neilson asked.

“A giant problem,” Harlan said jubilantly.



Dran ran out onto the bridge, breathless, heaving his butcher knife along with him. “Lieutenant Lord…where issss the Lord Granok?”

“Over there,” Kenjek said, nodding towards the Aerostar as it drifted by in the middle of the melee on the viewscreen. “Why?”

“The rest of hissss meal got away!”

Kenjek turned. “Are you sssssssaying it sssssimply walked away?”

“No. One of itssssss friendsssss came looking for it!”

“We mussssst retrieve it!”

Drako almost mentioned the fact that preserving the warship was more important at that point, but he kept his mouth shut.

“Drako!” Kenjek cried out. “Locate that mealsssssss’ lifesign!”

Drako gulped. If he didn’t find that Romulan, he’d be blamed for the loss of the meal, instead of the cook. So went politics on a Flarn vessel.



“We have a larger problem than you might think,”

Boppity’Boo said, examining his panel. “The experimental cloaking device has caused a cascade failure in our power core. The entire ship will be destroyed in five minutes.”

“Then do something!” Phillips cried.

“John, be quiet!” Neilson said. “Let me think!”

“I’d suggest we evacuate,” Harlan said.

“I didn’t ask you for suggestions,” Neilson barked.

“Do you have a better one?”

“As a matter of fact, I do,” Neilson finally said. “Boppity’Boo, evacuate the ship.”

“Yes, Praised One.”

“Innovative thinking, Neilson,” Harlan mumbled.



“Those ‘Flarn’ are attempting to lock on a transporter beam!” Gatana said.

“Move us out of range?” Ardek suggested, rubbing his head.

“Not enough time,” Gatana quickly surmised.

“Then what?”

“I don’t–”

Suddenly a humongous green starship shimmered into existence between the scout-ship and the Flarn vessel that bore down on it.

“That’s a Warbird, right?” Ardek asked.

“Presumably,” Gatana said, as the pull of a transporter beam came over her. Which transporter was another matter altogether.



“What the hell is happening out there?” Conway asked, shaking his head in disbelief, as the Jem’Hadar warship listed away from the Aerostar and exploded in a flash of pyrotechnics.

“A Jem’Hadar warship appeared near the Aerostar, followed by a Romulan Warbird. The Jem’Hadar ship blew up and the Romulan Warbird is now battling with the Flarn,” Larkin summed up. “Does that explain the situation clearly enough, Commander?”

Conway fought the temptation to slap Larkin upside the head and returned his attention to the confusion on the screen. “What happened to the personnel on the Dominion ship?”

“Evidently they transported over to the Aerostar,” said Tilleran. “Damn. Conway to Baxter. You’re about to have company.”

“Oh. Okayyyy. In the form of…”

“Dominion troops.”

“Dominion? Since when did they get here?”

“About five minutes before the second Romulan Warbird.”

“The WHAT?”

“It would take too long to explain. Listen, Captain, if I were you I’d busy myself looking out for the Jem’Hadar over there.”

“I have bigger problems than that, Conway.”

“Like?”

“I have to save T’Phil from the Flarn Warlord.”

Conway blinked. “Pardon?”



“Eh?” Kenjek said, regarding the ship on the viewscreen. “All thesssse shipssss appearing and dissssssappearing. How isssss one suppossssed to keep track of them all?” One of the pointy-eared humans appeared on the viewscreen.

“To everyone in this sector. This is Major Vohn of the Tal Shiar. We are here to recover the cloaking devices stolen by the Dominion AND the Federation. The inventory numbers are 44401 and 44455, respectively. Please transfer said equipment to our cargo bay or you will fired upon.”

“What’ssss he talking about?” Drako asked.

“I don’t know,” Kenjek said. “Ssssstop assssssking quesssstionssss and ssssstart shooting!”



“How the heck did they know about our cloaking device?” Dillon asked, looking to Rydell.

Rydell rubbed his chin. “I don’t know. You have to give it to them, for an organization that was supposedly destroyed by the Dominion, these guys are awful sharp.”

“So do we give them the cloak?” Dillon asked.

Rydell nodded. “Have Baird jettison it out an airlock. We don’t need it anymore.”

“What about the Flarn?”

Rydell looked up at the viewscreen. The Flarn and Romulan vessel were now locked in combat. “Back us off. Let the Romulans play with them for awhile.”



Slowly returning to consciousness, Admiral McGrath pulled himself to his feet, in a vain attempt to escape from the watery grave that his shower had suddenly become.

“Did they stop shooting at us?” McGrath asked groggily, to no one in particular, letting his head collapse to the tiled floor as he lost consciousness again.



“They stopped shooting at us,” J’hana surmised, looking up at the Romulan and Flarn ships on the viewscreen. “They are now focusing the whole of their efforts on the Romulans.”

“Good,” Conway said. “That gives us enough of a break to try to rescue the Captain and the others.”

“One problem, sir,” Richards said. “The transporters were fragged by one of the last few anti-proton blasts.”

“How long will it take you to fix them?”

Richards examined the readouts on his console. “I have a team on it now. Give me twenty minutes.”

“You’ve got ten,” Conway barked. “Ford, take us closer to the Aerostar.”

“Sir,” J’hana said. “You realize that if we go too near the Aerostar, we are bound to get caught in the crossfire between the Flarn and the Romulans.”

“Do you have a problem with that, Lieutenant?” Conway asked pointedly.

“No, not really. I thought you would, though.”

“Well, I have nothing better to do. Intercept Aerostar, Mr. Ford, and STEP on it!”



Gatana followed Ardek onto the bridge of the Romulan Warbird. He had regained his composure after the rattling affair aboard the Flarn warship.

“Report,” he ordered.

“I am not answerable to you, military man,” the man in the center seat said. “My name is Major Vohn. I answer only to the Tal Shiar.”

“Well, Major Vohn, you do realize that you have an agent out there held captive by those…things,” Ardek said.

“We are aware of Colonel T’Phil,” Vohn said. “He is not a priority. Obtaining the lost cloaks and apprehending a live Founder are of chief importance.”

“What about them!” Ardek said frantically, pointing at the Flarn warship that bore down on the viewscreen. “We are attempting to subdue them,” Vohn said.

“How comforting.”



“I hate to eat raw food, you know,” Granok said, as he prepared to carve up Colonel T’Phil. “I mean, I read the medical reportsssss jusssst like everyone else. I know the risk of bacteria and infectionssssss. None too appetizing, mind you.”

“Too bad we don’t have any power,” T’Phil stammered. “You can’t cook me without power.”

“I’ll rissssssk eating you raw,” Granok hissed, bringing his knife into the air to carve into T’Phil.

Suddenly T’Phil perceived what sounded like a deranged battle cry, and the next thing he knew, Granok fell forward on top of him, bruising several of his ribs.

Captain Baxter tried desperately to pull the lirpa out of Granok’s back, but it was pretty darn well stuck.

“You little…”

Granok said, reaching back and swatting at Baxter.

Granok turned, causing Baxter to swing around, hanging on to the lirpa for dear life.

In the confusion, the Flarn dropped his knife, which T’Phil was able to snag with a free finger. Within moments, the talented Tal Shiar operative was free of his bonds, and ready to pay Granok and Baxter back for their trouble.

“Stab him! Stab him!” Baxter cried.

Obediently, T’Phil rammed the knife into Granok’s neck. Granok, in turn, slapped T’Phil away with his damaged claw and slammed Baxter into the table.

T’Phil quickly searched the kitchen for some kind of weapon, finally grabbing a battery-powered mixer. It wasn’t exactly the ideal weapon, but it would have to do. T’Phil ran over and plunged the mixer into Granok’s back, the metal blade sparking against the Flarn’s hard, shiny exoskeleton.

That diversion gave Baxter just enough time to roll off the table and run over to Browning’s desk. She had to have a sidearm in there somewhere.

Baxter rifled through Browning’s desk drawers, madly looking for her standard issue phaser. The Captain pushed aside Brownies, Twinkies, muffins, tarts, candy bars, apples, bananas, a canned ham…

“There it is!” Baxter shouted, pulling out the phaser and setting it on “Well Done.”

Granok lept at Baxter, snarling ravenously, just as the phaser ripped through his chest and knocked him backwards, the smell of sizzling Flarn once again filling the air. Baxter studied the phaser. Granok should have been vaporized.

Damn it. He had it set on sixteen, not seventeen.

Suddenly Granok’s claw came up between Baxter’s legs, sending the Captain hurtling out of Browning’s quarters. Baxter scrambled to his feet, ignoring his screaming boys, who had now been roughed up twice in one day.

“Come on! We must run!” T’Phil cried, running out of Browning’s quarters, Granok in hot pursuit. Really hot pursuit, since his chest was still smoking.

Baxter led the way; although he more waddled than ran, what with the recent beatings his crotch had taken.

“Any ideas?” T’Phil asked.

“One very stupid one,” Baxter said, heading towards the end of the corridor.



Fifty meters away, just around the corner from Baxter and T’Phil, Admiral Neilson led the way down the corridor, flanked by two Jem’Hadar guards. The other ten brought up the rear, keeping an eye on both Admiral Baxter and Admiral Phillips. “They are nearing our position, Praised one,” Boppity’Boo said, eyeing his scanning device.

“Prepare to see your son splattered all over the bulkhead, Admiral Baxter.”

As the group quietly approached the intersection of corridors, Admiral Baxter silently hoped that his son was carrying those lucky horseshoes.



“Well, are you going to tell me the idea?” T’Phil asked, annoyed.

Baxter shrugged. “It’s still in the early stages of development. Basically, I think we should–”

“Surprise!” Admiral Neilson called out, rounding the corner.

“Admiral Neilson!” Baxter cried, then looked behind her. “Dad? What the hell are you doing here?”

“Son!” Admiral Baxter called, just before being pulled back around the corner. “It’s a trap!”

“No kidding,” Baxter said, as the Jem’Hadar guards leveled their weapons on Baxter.

“We’re borrowing your ship, Captain,” Neilson said.

“You can have it. It’s busted,” Baxter said.

“That may be, but our engineers will make short work of this primitive technology. But before we get it ready to take back to the Dominion, we must first rid it of some unneeded garbage.”

“Let me guess. That would be me,” Baxter said weakly.

“You’re catching on,” Neilson smiled. “Boppity’Boo, take out the trash.”

“Yes, Praised–”

Suddenly, and with a gut-wrenching screech, Granok ripped through the ceiling and crashed down onto Boppity’Boo and his compatriot, smashing them both with a sickening crunch of bones. “You can’t esssssscape that easssssily!”

“Oh, my,” Admiral Phillips said quietly.

“Who are you?” Granok asked, pausing and regarding the new arrivals.

“Pardon me, we’re in the middle of something here,” Neilson said angrily.

“Die!” Granok hissed, taking two more Jem’Hadar and smashing them together, letting them drop to the ground in a messy heap.

“That’s just about enough of that!” Neilson called out, morphing into a gooey blob and stretching forward into Granok’s face.

“What’sssssss thisssss?” Granok said in confusion, pulling at the mass of Admiral Neilson as it enveloped him.

“Protect the Founder!” one of the Jem’Hadar said, ramming headlong into Granok’s knee.

“Well, we’d love to stay and chat, but we’ve uh…got a thing,” Captain Baxter said, backing away. “Come on, Dad!”

Admiral Baxter pushed past Granok and Neilson, jumping out of the way of one attacking Jem’Hadar, just as another bore down on him.

“Dad!” Baxter cried, reaching into his jacket and withdrawing the gleaming metal horseshoes. “Hold on!” Baxter closed his eyes and hurled the horseshoes through the air. The lucky shoes spun through the air, clanging against the Jem’Hadar’s skull. The warrior was at first unfazed, pulling at one of the two connected horseshoes, realizing that one of them was caught on something–his precious tube of white!

“This is quite difficult,” the Jem’Hadar said as he attempted frantically to separate the two horseshoes. Admiral Baxter used the Jem’Hadar’s moment of surprise to jab the other end of the horseshoes into the warrior’s eyes. “Arrgh!” the Jem’Hadar cried, reeling back.

Admiral Baxter tossed the horseshoes back to Baxter. “I knew those things would be lucky.”

Then Baxter’s comm badge crackled to life. “Conway to Baxter. Our transporters are operational and we’re ready to pull you guys out of there.”

“Energize, Commander!” Baxter cried.

Suddenly, Admiral Baxter, the Jem’Hadar guards, and the mass of goo surrounding Granok disappeared in a flash of green.



“What do you mean someone else transported them?” Conway asked, staring angrily at the viewscreen.

“I mean, the Romulans locked on to everyone but Granok, T’Phil, and the Captain, and beamed them over to their ship,” Tilleran explained quickly.

“They just engaged their cloaking device!” J’hana called out.

“Damn,” Conway grumbled, pounding the command chair. “Well, you’d better get the Captain before the Flarn turn their sights back on–”

A powerful anti-proton blast suddenly slammed into the Explorer, causing sparks to shower from panels all over the bridge.

“–us.”

Richards sighed, working madly at his panel. “There go all our repairs.”





CHAPTER EIGHT



“Where’d they go?” Baxter asked.

“That was a Romulan transporter beam,” T’Phil said, dumbfounded. “Why did they not transport me?”

Baxter ignored T’Phil and slapped his comm badge. “Baxter to Explorer. Where’d everyone go?” All the Captain got in return was static. Baxter shrugged. “The Flarn must have damaged their comm–”

“Remember me?” Granok cried, slamming into Baxter and T’Phil.

Both men scrambled out from under Granok as fast as they could, making for the nearest Jeffries tube.



“They’re coming after us again,” Lt. Hawkins called out, surveying the tactical situation. “And the Romulans just took off with our cloaking device.”

“We can live with that,” Rydell said. “Just find a way to take out that Flarn warship.”

“That might be easier said than done,” Lt. Commander Jaroch said. “Even with the combined firepower of the Explorer and the Secondprize, the Flarn vessel can still overpower us.”

“Maybe the crew of the Explorer will come up with something,” Dillon suggested.

Jaroch grunted. “That is a laugh.”



“Keep on them, J’hana!” Conway cried, as the Explorer and the Secondprize weaved around the Flarn warship, attempting to finally overpower its defenses.

The Explorer rattled with another blast from the Flarn, and J’hana quickly returned fire with everything the Explorer had.

“The Flarn shields are gone,” J’hana said victoriously. Smoke settled over the bridge as Lt. Commander Richards surveyed the damage. “Yeah, but so are all our weapons. We just lost phasers, quantums, the whole shebang.”

J’hana clenched her fist. “We have them right where we want them!”

“And they have us right where they want us,” Conway said, glaring at Richards. “Except they have weapons!”

“I’m working, I’m working,” Richards said, tapping away at his panel. “Give me a minute.”

Conway watched the Flarn vessel swing towards them on the viewscreen, its weapons array bristling. “We don’t have a minute! That Flarn ship is about to blow us to smithereens.”

“Ablative armor,” Larkin suddenly said to herself.

“What?” Conway asked, turning to face the android.

“We have ablative armor.”

“So what?”

Larkin ran some tests on her panel then turned in her chair to face Conway. “I advise we ram the Flarn ship at a speed of warp two.”

Conway shook his head in disbelief. “Are you crazy, woman?”

“No, she’s not, Commander,” Lt. Tilleran said. “I think our armor can handle it, judging by the amount of structural damage the Flarn have already taken, and by the materials they use to construct their warships.”

“So we’d survive the collision?” Conway asked, rubbing his chin.

“In theory,” Larkin said.

“In theory????” Conway asked. “This better be a lot better than just a theory!”

“It is the best I can offer at this juncture, Commander,” Larkin said. “To use an aphorism, ‘take it or leave it’.” Conway collapsed into the command chair, sighing. “I was really starting to like this ship too. Initiate your plan, Lieutenant.”

“I hope this thing has air bags,” Ensign Ford said fearfully.



“Say again?” Rydell said, watching the Explorer turn on the viewscreen.

“I said,” Jaroch said tiredly. It had been a long day, “they are preparing to ram the Flarn vessel.”

“They must be crazy,” Dillon said.

“Remember who we’re dealing with,” Rydell snapped back.

“The Explorer is reported to have ablative armor,” Jaroch said. “Perhaps that will protect them.”

“I don’t think the Great Bird himself can protect them this time,” Rydell said quietly, as he watched the Explorer gather speed.



“All hands, brace for impact!” Commander Conway cried out as everyone held fast to their stations. “Mister Ford…ENGAGE!” Ensign Ford crossed the fingers of his left hand and stabbed the engage button with his right hand.

And everyone on the bridge of the Explorer held on for dear life.



Admiral McGrath dried himself off, humming to himself as he mosied over to the sink. Thankfully, the Explorer had stopped shaking long enough for him to get in a good shave. The tune his father used to sing to him still rang in his ears…

“Shaving cream, always stay clean, shave every day and you’ll see what I mean!”

So McGrath shaved every day with a real razor and real shaving cream. Call it a strange ritual, but it was something he did ever since he was old enough to shave.

The Admiral quickly lathered up and prepared to shave. Thank goodness for peace and quiet.



“Lieutenant Lord Kenjek!” Drako cried out. “The Explorer is coming towards usssss!”

“Do they mean to ram usssss?” Kenjek asked. “Are they insssssane?”

“Apparently ssssso. Even if we had minimum shields, they would not withstand such an impact,” Drako said confidently. “What about no shields and a badly fractured hull?” Kenjek asked, fear filling his angry red eyes.

“Um…”

Drako said, looking up at the viewscreen.

“Sssssssssson of a….”

Kenjek cursed, watching as the Explorer’s engines glowed bright blue.



The crew of the Secondprize watched with baited breath as the Explorer shot into warp, colliding with the Jendak. Suddenly there was a huge, bright explosion that caused the entire Secondprize to shudder.

Rydell covered his eyes as the bridge was washed with light. “Jaroch! Give me a report! What’s the status of the Explorer?”

“I do not know!” Jaroch shouted. “The sensors are as blinded as we are!”

Rydell watched the viewscreen, and as his eyes adjusted, he could make out a faint black shape.

Rydell’s eyes adjusted a little more. A little more. A little more.

And he didn’t like what he saw.

Rydell lept towards the helm console, while Lt. Sullivan watched in horror as the Explorer spun towards them on the viewscreen.

Rydell slammed his hand on the ‘DOWN’ button, sending the Secondprize diving out of the way as the Explorer hurtled past them.



Commander Conway struggled to his feet, gripping the arm of the command chair as he was overcome by a wave of nausea and vertigo.

“We are out of control!” Larkin shouted.

“Tell me something I don’t know!”

“Inertial dampeners failing!” Richards cried. “Hull damage on six decks!”

“Put on the brakes, Mister Ford!” Conway cried.

“I can’t, Commander! Helm control is offline!” Ford replied.

“Well,” Conway said, grabbing on to Larkin’s chair, “any more bright ideas?”

“Possibly,” Larkin said, running her hands along her panel. “We must anchor the ship.”

“She’s finally lost it,” Commander Conway said, as he was tossed backwards.



“I don’t believe it!” Commander Baird cried from the engineering station, as the Secondprize lurched out from under his feet. “They’re locking a f**king tractor onto us!”

“You are correct, Mister Baird,” Jaroch said. “But to what end?”

“They’re using us as an anchor!” Dillon said.

“Oh, hell,” Rydell said, as the tractor beam became taut, pulling the Secondprize along for the ride. “All engines, FULL REVERSE!”

“Woah, boy!” Lt. Sullivan said from the helm, as the Secondprize jerked back on the larger Explorer. “Come on, boy!”



Baxter and T’Phil made their way quickly down the ladder towards engineering, deck by deck, almost oblivious of the trembling around them as the shock wave from the Jendak’s explosion passed.

“Think that was the Jendak?” T’Phil asked.

“Maybe,” Baxter said. “Or it could have been the Explorer.”

“Pity,” T’Phil said with a sneer. “You do have a way of losing ships, Baxter.”

“I’m more worried about my dad. What are your people going to do with him?”

“I don’t know…interrogate, torture, kill?” T’Phil smiled.

“God I hate you,” Baxter muttered, quickening his climb. “Now I see why the Tal Shiar wouldn’t take you back.”

“Oh, that was a low blow, Captain,” T’Phil said. “Not that I don’t enjoy this pleasant little chat, but how much farther do we have to go before we can initiate your grand little plan?”

Baxter watched as the giant number twenty flew by them. “Nine decks.”

“Oh,” T’Phil said. “That’s good.”

Suddenly a black, shiny blur plunged past Baxter and T’Phil. The blur latched a claw on to both of them, ripping them free of the ladder.

“I have you now!” Granok cried. “And I’m willing to place betssssss on who will survive the impact at the bottom!” Baxter grabbed madly at the rungs of the ladder as they flew by him, but he was falling too fast to get a hold of any of them, and Granok’s grip was unbreakable.

Conway’s voice entered Baxter’s head again. “The jacket…use the jacket!”

Baxter quickly fumbled at the pockets and the lining of the jacket, madly searching for a button, or a string, or something he could pull, or push, or twist.

Suddenly, miraculously, the back of Baxter’s jacket exploded open, and a huge white parachute, complete with fancy Starfleet emblem, opened up inside the cramped turbolift shaft.

“What?” Granok said, as their descent began to slow. Just as suddenly, the group hit the bottom of the shaft, the parachute floating down to join them several seconds later. Baxter thanked Granok for breaking his fall and quickly pulled another cord that released the parachute, and made his way back up the ladder, T’Phil fast on his heels.

“That’s some jacket,” T’Phil admitted.

“RRRRGGGGGHHHH!” Granok growled, ripping at the parachute that surrounded him. “I haven’t finisssssshed with you, Baxter!”

The Captain frantically pumped at the manual door lever, sliding open the hatch that led out into main engineering. Both he and T’Phil climbed out into engineering, stopping a moment to catch their breath.

“Why are we here?” asked T’Phil.

Baxter pointed at the strange green prism-shaped object that glowed at the center of the room, the only illumination left now that backup power was gone. “Because of that…” he huffed, still short of breath.

“Your warp engine?”

“A Sulani warp engine. The only one of its kind in this quadrant,” Baxter said, limping over to examine the engine as it sat there, glowing serenely. “Much like a Romulan engine it has an independent power source, so that if main power fails, its primary systems still function.”

“Of course, but what good will that do us?” T’Phil asked.

“For one, it stopped us from being blown to bits by a containment failure when we lost power,” Baxter said, grabbing a phaser out of a nearby locker.

Suddenly a claw smashed through the glass floor that surrounded the Sulani warp core. Evidently, Granok found another way out of the turbolift shaft, no doubt by clawing through sheets of duranium.

Baxter had to give it to the Flarn. They were tenacious bastards.

“And for another…it makes one hell of an explosion,” Baxter continued.

Granok pulled himself up, reaching for Baxter and T’Phil. Baxter tumbled backwards, shot at Granok with his phaser, and missed.

But, in ducking the blast, Granok slipped–and in a frantic attempt to regain his footing, he dug his claw into the closest available surface.

The warp core.

Green material immediately began shooting out of the place where Granok’s claw was still stuck, burning away at his exoskeleton.

“Sulani antimatter,” Baxter explained, leading T’Phil away from the warp core as Granok screamed out in frustration. Almost immediately, Red Alert klaxons went off, a byproduct of the only system left functioning aboard the Aerostar.

The warp core.

“The warp core has been fatally damaged,” a pleasant, male Sulani voice said. “Prepare for warp core ejection.”

Granok struggled to get away from the warp core, but it was no use. His claw was stuck in the housing and he was wedged in between the warp core and the railing that surrounded it. Captain Baxter ran to a rack of isolinear chips and started yanking chips out madly, one after the other. “What are you doing?” T’Phil asked frantically.

“Disabling the ejection mechanism,” Baxter explained.

“Oh,” T’Phil said. He thought a moment. “Why would you want to do a stupid thing like that?”

“To make sure Granok dies here and now,” Baxter said, pulling out the last chip.

“Warp core ejection nonfunctional. Three minutes to warp core breach.”

“I’ll have to admit, you’re pretty damn gutsy for a human,” T’Phil said. “Now how do we get out of here?”

Baxter tapped his comm badge, staring from Granok’s struggling form to T’Phil. “Baxter to Conway. What’s your status?”

“The Flarn ship has been destroyed, but we fragged our engines in the process. What about you?”

“We’re about two minutes from a breach,” Baxter said. “Think you might be able to kindly transport us the hell out of here?”

“Working on it.”

“Looks like you’re going back the brig, T’Phil,” Baxter said amiably, trying to make small talk as he waited for Conway to come through with the transport.

T’Phil grimaced. Back to the brig. While Baxter rested on his laurels. He wouldn’t let that happen.

The Romulan Colonel laughed pleasantly. “Well, if I’m going to prison, I might as well let it be for a good reason.”

“Mmm hmmm,” Baxter said, watching Granok struggle with the warp core, hoping the Flarn wouldn’t be able to work his way free before the transport. He wasn’t really even listening to T’Phil.

That’s why he was so surprised when T’Phil lunged across the room at Baxter, gripping him in an unbreakable stranglehold. “I…thought…we…agreed…to put aside our…differences!” Baxter shouted, as the two rolled on the floor.

“I lied!” T’Phil shouted, knocking Baxter’s phaser out of his hand. “I’m going to see you dead yet, Captain. I may have to work at a Federation Penal colony for the rest of my life, but I’ll be alive, Captain! I’ll be alive!”

T’Phil threw Baxter up against the back wall of engineering, jumping through the air and grabbing for Baxter’s throat. “Not if I can help it!” Baxter shouted, kicking T’Phil back. Baxter continued to kick T’Phil away, gradually loosening the Romulan’s grip on his leg. “I have had just about enough of you, T’Phil!” Baxter said finally, giving the Romulan one last, good kick.

The Romulan reeled back, his arms spiraling through the air.

Baxter regained his footing quick enough to grab the Romulan by the front of his collar and hurl him with all his might.

Right towards Granok.

“Merry Christmas, you son of a bitch!” Baxter shouted, as Granok latched his free claw onto T’Phil.

“No, Baxter, no…you can’t!” T’Phil cried, as Granok stared down at him hungrily. “Don’t leave me here!”

“Thank you, Captain,” Granok said sweetly. “Thank you for a divine lasssssst meal.”

“Ready for transport, Captain,” Conway’s voice reported. “However, we lost T’Phil’s signal in the radiation from the damaged warp core.”

“That’s a shame,” Baxter said. “I guess we’ll have to leave him here.”

“Understood, Captain,” Conway said. “Whenever you’re ready.”

“Ten seconds to warp core breach,” the computer reported.

“Now’s really good for me, Commander!” Baxter replied. The last thing Baxter saw before he was transported was the look of horror on T’Phil’s face as Granok sank his teeth into his chest, and the look of satisfaction on Granok’s face. At least he wouldn’t die hungry.



“Secondprize’s tractor beam is holding,” Ensign Ford reported, as Baxter materialized on the bridge.

“Tell them to get us out of here,” Conway ordered.

“The Aerostar’s core is breaching,” Lt. Larkin reported calmly.

Captain Baxter staggered back to his command chair. “Everyone hold on!” J’hana shouted, holding onto her panel for support.

Baxter covered his eyes as the Aerostar exploded in a nova of light, its saucer spiraling through space and busting into tiny, smaller pieces, finally incinerating.

A hot white shock-wave surged through space, causing the Explorer to shudder as the Secondprize towed it away. Everyone on the bridge stood up as they watched the burning wreckage of the Aerostar twist and smolder on the viewscreen, streaking away from the epicenter of the blast.

“She went before her time,” Conway sighed.

“Everyone remember this day,” Baxter said grandly, looking around the bridge. “And make sure that history never forgets the name… Aerostar.”

Ensign Ford looked back. “I sure won’t forget this day. It was the first time I got laid in more than a year.”

Baxter shot an angry glare at Ensign Ford as Counselor Peterman wrapped her arms around him. “I thought you were going to die, Andy!”

“I almost did,” Baxter gasped, wincing at the pain Peterman’s hug was causing his injured bones and internal organs.

“You look like hell, Captain,” Commander Conway said, looking over at Baxter.

“I feel like it to,” Baxter admitted. “Good work, Commander. Destroying a Flarn warship is no small feat.”

“Wait until you see how much damage I did to our own ship in the process, Captain,” Conway replied.

“I’m looking forward to your report,” Baxter said, wincing again at the pain in his ribs.

“Captain,” J’hana said from tactical. “Romulan Warbird de-cloaking astern.”

“Not them again,” Conway said, smacking his forehead.

Baxter collapsed back into his command chair. “Open a channel.”

A serene-looking Romulan man appeared on the screen. “Greetings. I am Major Vohn of the Tal Shiar. Congratulations on destroying that alien menace, Captain.”

“Congratulate yourself, Vohn. Where’s my dad?” Baxter said angrily.

“I am not sure I know what you’re talking about.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at the Romulan on the viewscreen. “I’m talking about one of the two Starfleet officers you have aboard your vessel.”

“Oh…you mean the dignitaries that we took aboard as honored guests? We simply transported them aboard in order to protect them from the dangerous battle that you and your crew were involved in.”

“How kind. We want them both back,” Baxter said. “In addition to the Changeling I happen to know you have in custody.”

“We will happily return your wayward officers to you. The Changeling, however, cannot be returned.”

“And why the heck not?”

Vohn looked a bit ashamed. “It attacked my transporter officer and disappeared into a maintenance shaft. We have not seen it since.”

“But it is somewhere aboard your ship, right?”

“We think.”

Baxter sighed. “At this point I don’t even care if you’re telling the truth or not. I just want my dad and that other guy back pronto.”

“And pronto you shall have them,” the Romulan grinned. “And perhaps this act of kindness will facilitate good feelings among our peoples.”

Captain Rydell’s head suddenly emerged in the upper corner of the viewscreen. “Hey, what about the freighter you destroyed?”

“Who said he could initiate a conference call?” Baxter said, looking to Larkin.

The Android simply shrugged.

“I destroyed the freighter,” a shorter Romulan said. “Commander Ardek at your service.”

The two Romulans whispered for a moment, then Vohn thumped Ardek in the forehead. Ardek disappeared from view and Vohn once again turned to Baxter, smiling. “Gentlemen, my compatriot was obviously mistaken. He was thinking of…another ship. He did not destroy that freighter.”

“Oh, yeah?” Rydell asked. “Then who did?”

“That is not our concern. Now…if you’ll excuse us, we must be returning to Romulan space.”

“What were you and this Ardek fellow doing in Federation space in the first place?” Baxter asked angrily.

“Um…we were off course. Bye.”

Vohn disappeared, leaving Captain Baxter to scratch his head, attempting to discern whether he should be mad at the Romulans or just glad the conversation was over.

Rydell’s image took over the entire screen. He seemed as confused as Baxter.

“We’ll have a hell of a time filling out our reports tonight, won’t we, Captain?” Baxter asked amiably.

“That we will, Captain Baxter,” Rydell said. “By the way…your crew did okay out here today. Maybe they won’t cause the destruction of the universe after all.”

“Hey,” Conway said, irritably, “give us some time. We just got back here a few days ago.”

“Duly noted,” Rydell replied. “Now let’s get you guys to Waystation before somebody starts hugging somebody.”

“Do not hold your breath,” J’hana muttered as Rydell disappeared from the screen.

Suddenly, the turbolift doors parted and Admiral Baxter rushed out onto the bridge, followed by Admiral Phillips and two security officers. “Son, you have to send a message to Starfleet. Neilson replaced me with a Changeling!”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “I was wondering how you got out here so quick. Do it, J’hana.”



The Admiral Baxter Changeling looked out over the expansive conference table where his top staff was gathered. “And another thing, I want all our operatives working near Dominion-controlled space to begin sending reports on their positions directly to me. And I want locations and specs on all the major Starfleet defensive installations in the quadrant from Tactical Operations. Is that understood?”

One of Harlan’s assistants raised his hand. “Sir, might I ask why you need all this information?”

“Yours is not to ask why, but to do and die!” Harlan quoted. “That is my damn thought for the day, Commander. Now get it done!”

The Commander shrank back in his chair. “Yessir.”

Yvonne came in and poured coffee into Harlan’s cup. “There you go, Admiral. Cuban blend, just like you like it.”

“Whatever,” Harlan replied. “How about some danish?”

“Danish…but sir, you don’t–”

“No buts–I want danish now. Do it!” Harlan barked, causing Yvonne to stumble backward.

“Y-yes, sir,” Yvonne said, scuttling out of the room. The secretary walked up to the replicator and ordered up the Admiral’s danish nervously. He never ate danish. Ever. He had been acting strange all day, and it was really starting to bother her. She considered requesting a transfer when the monitor on her desk bleeped.

“Incoming message from Starfleet Headquarters,” the computer’s female voice said sweetly.

“Wonder what they want,” Yvonne said, putting down the tray of danish and pressing a button on her viewer. “Good afternoon, Internal Affairs. This is Yvonne, how my I help you?”

A female Admiral appeared on the viewscreen looking extremely agitated. “Yvonne. This is Fleet Admiral Alynna Nechayev from Starfleet Headquarters. Is this line secure?”

“Always,” Yvonne said. Wow. Admiral Nechayev herself. Yvonne reasoned this was pretty important.

“Even from Admiral Baxter?”

“Well…yes. But he’s in a meeting right now. Should I get him–”

Necheyev lept forward, trying to physically stop Yvonne with her hands. “No…no, don’t get him. I want you to listen very carefully.”



“So that is how we’re going to proceed,” Admiral Baxter said, pushing back in his chair. “Any questions?”

Commander Williams raised her hand. “Sir, I have a small question.”

“What is it, Williams?” Harlan grunted, lighting up a cigar and puffing away on it.

“Are you okay? You’ve been acting really strange.”

“I am FINE!” Harlan barked. “Any more questions?”

Everyone just shifted uncomfortably in their chairs, rocking back and forth, murmuring, and clearing their throats. That’s when Yvonne scurried in, weighed down with a tray of danish. “Here’s the dessert you asked for,” Yvonne said, placing the tray down on the table, her hands shaking. Harlan latched a hand onto Yvonne’s arm. “Yvonne.”

“Wh-what?” Yvonne asked nervously.

“These are cinnamon.” Harlan smiled. “I wanted prune.”

“R-right,” Yvonne said, scuttling out of the room quickly.

“What was she thinking,” Harlan said to himself, shaking his head.

Yvonne hurried in moments later with a new tray. “Here you go.”

She placed the tray in front of Harlan. “How’s that?” Harlan grabbed a danish and chomped down. “Deeeeelicious.”

Satisfied that Harlan was enjoying his danish, Yvonne grabbed the coffee pot from the center of the table and prepared to turn around.

“Sir, you can’t just expect us to do all these crazy things without questioning you,” another officer said. “After all, with the Changeling threat around…”

“You think I’m a Changeling?” Harlan asked, eyes glowing with rage. “I’ll show you a freaking Changeling!”

“Uh-oh,” Yvonne said, gripping the coffee pot tighter.

Harlan’s hand morphed into a rubbery tentacle, which wrapped itself around the nearest staff member’s head and slammed it repeatedly into the glass table. “How’s that?”

“Stop that!” Yvonne cried, slamming the coffee pot into Harlan’s head. The metal pot sank into Harlan’s forehead, and was forcefully propelled out, knocking the secretary to the floor.

“I’m getting comp time for this,” Yvonne muttered, reaching down into her boot and pulling out a phaser, upping its power setting to maximum. “Take this job and shove it, Admiral!”

Harlan lept from his seat, extending his tentacle towards Yvonne, but before he could act, her phaser ripped into him, causing him to stagger into his chair and slide backwards, as the beam caused his flesh to boil, bubble, and finally explode in an orange shower that covered half the conference room.

The doors to the conference room burst open and two Starfleet Security officers charged in. “No need to worry, we’re here!”

Yvonne tucked her phaser back into her boot. “You’re too late. I took care of it.”

She turned to the staff, who were staring at the scene in front of them, speechless. “Meeting’s adjourned.”



Necheyev smiled on the viewscreen. “And then she took him out with a pocket phaser. Had she not been a civilian, I would have promoted her for it. Brave girl.”

“I trust my Changeling counterpart didn’t do too much damage,” Harlan said with concern from the seat beside Captain Baxter.

“Thankfully, he was eliminated before he could enact any of his plans. The really odd part is that, according to your staff, the Changeling seemed to be a bit…unbalanced.”

“A dud, perhaps?” Captain Baxter suggested as Dr. Browning worked on his injuries.

“Maybe,” Necheyev said. “At any rate, he’s been taken care of.” Necheyev looked at Captain Buter. “Which is more than I can say for you, Captain. The rest can wait until you write your report. For now, get medical help.”

Baxter shifted uncomfortably in his command chair as Dr. Browning mended one of his broken bones. “That’s probably not a bad idea.”

“And Admiral,” Harlan said.

“Yes?”

“Give Yvonne the day off.”

“Already did. Good luck to all of you in getting back safely. Starfleet out.”

Necheyev was suddenly replaced by a view of the slowly rotating Waystation.

With Harlan’s help, Dr. Browning heaved Baxter to his feet. “Come on, Andy. Let’s get you down to sickbay,” Browning said. “You’ve had enough fun for one day.”

“Just in case you wanted to know,” J’hana said, as Baxter hobbled into the lift, followed by Browning, Peterman, and Harlan. “Lt. Commander Richards signals that our engines are in good enough shape to make the trip back to Earth now.”

Commander Conway assumed the command chair. “What course do you want me to set, Captain?”

Baxter leaned against the wall of the turbolift heavily, a dreamy, drugged look clouding his eyes. “Home.”

“Yes, sir,” Conway said, turning back toward the main screen. He suddenly looked back over his shoulder at Baxter. “Oh, sir, I never did ask how that survival jacket worked out.”

“It was wonderful, Commander,” Baxter said as the lift doors closed. He patted the horseshoes that rested in the jacket’s side pocket. “Absolutely wonderful.”





EPILOGUE



Captain’s Log, Stardate 51993.9. We’re on our way back to Earth, where the Explorer will undergo some major repairs as well as a few finishing touches. It’s kind of amusing that the ship has barely been broken in and already it’s had the crap pounded of it.

Speaking of crap pounding, I’m recovering nicely, thanks to the ministrations of the ever-competent Doctor Browning. I had quite an interesting night in sickbay. Who should I meet in there but Admiral McGrath. Evidently, he suffered a nasty accident in the bathroom, the details of which I promised I would leave out of my log.

Now that the Flarn have been defeated, T’Phil has been eliminated, the Changelings have been kicked out of Starfleet, and the quadrant has been saved, I’m left with only one task. I have to come to a decision that will affect the lives of me and my crew for some years to come. And I really don’t know what to do about it.



Captain Baxter looked at the expectant faces of Commander Conway, Lt. Larkin, Lt. J’hana, Dr. Browning, Lt. Commander Richards, Counselor Peterman, Lt. Tilleran, Lt. Hartley, Ensign Ford, and Admiral Baxter–as well as several other crew-members who were gathered before him.

The Captain clasped his hands behind his still aching back, trying to stand as straight as possible.

“Ahem. Well, I know you all have been waiting for this decision, and I feel I owe it to you, and believe me, I’ve given it a lot thought.”

Baxter paused briefly for effect.

“After much consideration, I have decided…”

Everyone leaned forward with anticipation of what Baxter would say.

“…to christen this lounge…”

Baxter looked around at the faces of his senior officers, “…Explorations.”

“Gee, Captain. It just doesn’t have the same ring as ’The Starlight Lounge,” Conway said, as the doors opened and the crew poured into the lounge, plowing right past poor Mirk as he opened the doors.

“We’re opened for business…” he croaked, pulling himself to his feet.

“I like the name, Captain,” Counselor Peterman said, as she walked along with Baxter, Richards, and Browning, into the new lounge.

“Eventually it will be decorated,” Mirk explained, as everyone took in the rather drab decor. He didn’t have much to work with in the time he had. “With, well, you know, with, um, a space theme.”

“Styrofoam planets and cardboard astronaut cutouts?” Conway asked jokingly.

“How’d you know?” Mirk asked. “Did Lieutenant Hartley tell you?”

“Classy, Mirk, classy,” Lt. Gellar said, as he and Ensign Ford laid claim to a booth, which just happened to be adjacent to the one where Tilleran and Hartley were seated.

“Actually,” Mirk explained, “Captain Baxter selected the theme.”

“You set me up to take the fall, didn’t you Mirk?” Baxter said with amusement as he took his seat in a booth with Richards, Browning, and Peterman.

“Not at all,” Mirk said, wiping off the table. “I just thought it’d be nice for the Captain to select the theme.”

“It’s…very…um, creative,” Dr. Browning said, busting out into a laugh.

“Four stars!” Richards said, joining Browning in her guffaws.

“Just great, I’m the laughing stock of the entire ship,” Baxter said, staring down at the Whiskey Buzz that Mirk had put in front of him.

“The more things change…”

Mirk said, moving off to serve the next table.

“At least you have a ship to be the laughing stock of,” Dr. Browning said, looking over the menu. “I’ll have the Veal Armstrong, Mirk.”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Things could be a lot worse.”

Peterman leaned over and squeezed the Captain, who still seemed a little disappointed that his first attempt at restaurateuring was meeting with limited success. “At least we’re together, hon.”

Baxter smiled and downed his shot of whiskey. “You’re right, Kelly. Anyway, I’m sure people will love this place once we get it decorated.”

After giving the lounge a thorough examination, Harlan sauntered over to Captain Baxter’s booth. “A great little place, boy. And not a bad ship either.”

“Yes, sir,” Baxter said, smiling. “It’s not much right now, but with a little paint…”

Peterman smiled, nuzzling closer to Baxter. “It’ll be a home.”

Conway walked up behind Harlan, grunting. “A cold, hard million-ton hunk of flying technology? Not much of a home if you ask me.”

“We didn’t,” Browning said with a grin.

Harlan patted Conway on the back. “Boy, home is wherever you happen to be. Try to remember that.”

“What’s that?” Conway asked, arching his eyebrow. “A thought for the day?”

“No, son, I just made it up,” Admiral Baxter laughed. “Now where can I get a good cigar?”

Mirk appeared behind Harlan almost instantly-almost magically. “Cigars, you say? Why, Admiral, I have a replicator file for Maloxian tobacco that’ll knock your feet off!”

“That’s socks, Mirk,” Captain Baxter corrected.

“Whatever,” Mirk said, leading Harlan over to the bar. “You’ll love the cigar I’m going to make you.”

Conway shook his head as he watched Mirk eagerly punch up the ‘Maloxian’ cigar. He turned to Baxter. “I’d be worried if I was you.”

Baxter laughed. “I am.”

There was a long silence as Harlan puffed the cigar, and Commander Conway rocked uncomfortably on his heels. “Are you just going to stand there, Commander?” Richards asked.

“You could pull up a chair,” Browning suggested.

“Actually, that sounds like a good idea,” Conway said, grabbing a chair and sitting down in front of the booth. Baxter shot Richards, Browning, and Peterman a bewildered look–Conway despised Baxter, and didn’t much care for the rest of them. Why would he want to sit there with them?



Behind Conway, just out of the visual range of anyone at Baxter’s booth, Harlan keeled over next to Mirk’s bar. The nervous Maloxian dragged the Admiral behind the bar and began trying to resuscitate him.

“Great, first week back from the Delta Quadrant and your bartender kills your dad. This will really look bad on my resume.”



“So what can I do you for, Commander?” Baxter finally asked.

“Well, Captain, I swore to myself several months ago that if we ever got back here in one piece, I’d hand you my resignation.”

The first officer reached behind his back and pulled out a padd. “And I never break my word.”

“Oh,” Baxter said, taking the padd and looking at it. “If that’s what you really…”

Conway smiled. “But I never said anything about taking it back…”

The first officer reached out and grabbed the padd, pulling it away from Baxter.

The Captain held his grip firm. “You sure you don’t want to quit?”

“No, of course I don’t want to quit, Captain. That was just, kind of a…a joke,” Conway said, his face becoming serious as he pulled back on the padd. “Now give me back my resignation.”

Baxter pulled back harder. “A resignation is a resignation, Commander.”

Conway yanked back even harder, gritting his teeth. “But I like being part…of…this…crew!”

The padd flew up in the air and Baxter and Conway dove for it, finally hitting the deck and brawling hysterically over the elusive padd.



Harlan jumped to his feet, to Mirk’s relief. “Boy, that was a hell of a cigar.”

“Thank you, um, sir. Are you sure you’re okay?”

Harlan straightened his uniform and nodded, slapping Mirk hard on the back. “Damn straight. Have some of that sent to my quarters, boy.”

Harlan took another toke from the large stogie. “Hot damn, that’s good!”

On his way out of the lounge, the Admiral spotted Conway and Baxter brawling on the floor. “Get ’im, boy!”



Peterman watched Baxter and Conway with amusement. “You’d think they’d have outgrown this kind of thing years ago.”

Browning shook her head. “They never outgrow this kind of thing, Kelly. It’s called ‘being a man’.”

“Hey!” Richards said indignantly.

Browning put a hand over Richards’. “Don’t worry, honey. We weren’t talking about you. We were talking about men.”

“Thanks. Hey…wait a–”

“I love you too,” Browning leaning her head on Richards’ shoulder.



“Give it!” Baxter shouted.

“No!” Conway shouted back. “I like the Explorer!”

“Well a deal’s a deal! Resign, damn it!”

“No, I won’t resign!”

Baxter slapped Conway repeatedly with his own resignation, slamming the padd into his first officer’s forehead. “This’ll teach you to get a man’s hopes up!” And the two continued to fight.



Space, the flighty frontier. These are the voyages of the Starship Explorer. Her crew’s new mission: To explore brave new frontiers of boredom and incompetence, to seek out new neuroses and new cheap parodies, insanely going where no spin-off has gone before.





STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION CONTINUES WITH YEAR TWO!



BE HERE IN A FEW WEEKS FOR THE LAUNCHING OF THE ALL-NEW STAR TRAKS: TVG WEBSITE AND THE PREMIERE OF YEAR TWO:

“HONEY, I’M HOME!”





A Prologue To Year Two



Captain’s Personal Log,

Stardate 52039.3. It’s been two weeks now since the Explorer returned to dry dock, and I’m happy to say that I’ve enjoyed every bit of my leave time. I am, however, anxious to get back to work. It’s been so long since I’ve been to my house on Earth, I almost forgot how boring it was here. Fortunately, now I have something…that is to say someone, to help alleviate that boredom.



Captain Baxter pushed the door to his bedroom open with one hand, carefully balancing the tray full of breakfast goodies on his knee.

Once inside, Baxter sat the tray down at the foot of his bed and removed the red rose from his mouth, briefly wondering how tango dancers stood the pain of biting down on thorns.

The Captain kneeled down next to the still sleeping Counselor Peterman, stroking the rose across her face.

“Good morning, sweetie,” Baxter whispered.

Peterman shot up in bed, endangering the pot of orange pekoe tea that sat on the breakfast plate. “Red Alert?”

Baxter quickly moved to grab the pot before it tipped over. “No, honey. We’re back on Earth, remember?”

“Whew,” Peterman said, laying back down. “I had the wierdest dream.”

“Do tell,” Baxter said, pouring Peterman some orange pekoe.

“I dreamt we were slingshotted halfway across the galaxy, and we had to fight these great big, angry-looking bug creatures.”

Baxter smiled, handing Peterman the cup. “I hate to tell you this, sweetie, but all that really happened.”

“Oh,” Peterman said. “I guess my subconcious hasn’t really gotten used to the fact of being back here yet.”

“Well, it hasn’t even been a month yet. Give it time,” Baxter said reassuringly, climbing into bed.

“Maybe I’m just nuts,” Peterman said with a frown.

“In that case,” Baxter said, grabbing a plate and handing it to Peterman. “I suggest you talk to the Counselor. She’ll be back on duty quite soon.”

“I hear she’s wonderful,” Peterman said, grabbing a fork and studying the plate Baxter handed her. “What’s this?”

“That,” Baxter said, grabbing his own plate. “Is the Baxter Omellete.”

“Oh,” Peterman said. “But I don’t eat eggs.”

“But it’s got three kinds of cheese!” Baxter said. “Just have one bite. You’ll love it!”

“Three words for you, Andy. Cholesterol. Cholesterol. Cholesterol.”

“But…” Baxter said. “I beat the eggs myself.”

“No buts,” Peterman said, grabbing the plates and setting them on the nightstand. “I’m going to have you eating healthy even if it kills you.”

“You know, I did put vegetables in it. Onions, peppers, uh, ham.”

“Ham is not a vegetable, Andy,” Peterman said, rolling over and sitting on top of Baxter’s chest, lovingly patting his tummy. “Now, we’re going to get ready of this gut, if it’s the last thing we do!”

“But I like my gut,” Baxter frowned.

Peterman snuggled closer. “Well, I like it too. But sometimes, when you love something, you have to let it go.”

“I guess,” Baxter said, stroking Peterman’s hair. “So you want me to go throw these in the reclamator and fix us some nice belgian waffles?”

Peterman rolled off of Baxter. “There you go. No syrup though.”

“Aw, Kelly.”

“You can put strawberries on them.”

“How about butter? That’s a vegetable, isn’t it?”

“No.” Peterman folded her arms. “You’re not going to be one of these old geezers who has his heart replaced at ninety. I want you to keep that ticker until at least one-twenty.”

Baxter sighed. “Okay, okay. No butter, no syrup.”

The Captain got up and stacked the two plates back on their tray. “Have you seen my housecoat, hon?”

“Uh-uh,” Peterman replied, snuggling back under the covers. “Just use mine.”

“Kelly…” Baxter said. “It’s pink and fluffy.”

“So? Who’s going to see you?” Peterman asked.

“Good point,” Baxter said, throwing Peterman’s robe on. He had to admit, the silk felt pretty good.

“It looks great on you, Andy.”

“But I feel like a dork.”

Peterman laughed. “That’s not the robe’s fault, baby.”



“Here ya go, Pandy,” Baxter whispered, scooping some of the Baxter Omellette into Pandora’s oversized dish. “At least you still appreciate my cooking.”

Pandora yipped quietly and chowed down.

Baxter stood up, looking out the kitchen door and into the foyer. Charlie was still, thankfully, asleep by the door.

After two weeks of living together, Baxter realized his dog and Counselor Peterman’s pets were completely incompatible. Usually, Pandora got along okay with the cats, but Charlie didn’t exactly see eye to eye with the Jack Russel. As a matter of fact, they fought constantly.

Satisfied that the house would at least be quiet for a few more minutes, Baxter began to scrape one of the plates into the matter reclamator. Before he scraped the other plate, he studied it a moment, glancing up at the ceiling, as if Peterman could actually hear him thinking about cheating on his so called “diet.”

“Yeah, right,” Baxter whispered, sticking a forkful of omellette into his mouth. Who would know?

Suddenly, Charlie jumped up and began barking relentlessly.

Baxter quickly put down his plate and ran over, grabbing the dog by the collar and sticking a stern finger in his face. “Quiet, Charlie! Do you want Kelly to come down here and catch me eating?”

Charlie just kept barking.

“Come on, shut up!” Baxter said, trying to hold the dog’s mouth shut with his hand.

In response, Charlie slapped Baxter across the face with a paw, knocking him backwards.

Baxter’s butt hit the granite floor of his foyer with a loud thump, as Charlie jumped on top of him and began relentlessly licking and gnawing.

Pandora immediately finished the last bit of her breakfast, her little paws skittering across the linoleum floor of the kitchen as she barreled into the foyer, leaping through the air and on top of Charlie.

“Get off, both of you!” Baxter shouted, trying to sit up, his legs insanely waving in the air as the dogs did battle. Who was Charlie barking at, anyway?

As if to answer that question, Baxter’s front door suddenly opened.

“Hello?” a woman asked, looking around. “Is anybody…” she looked down. “Woah.”

Baxter pushed Charlie aside and looked up. “Who’s…woah. Emily.”

“Andy…you’re back…” Emily said. “I didn’t…I mean I thought you were…”

“Yeah,” Baxter replied. “Well, I got back. I thought you’d moved away.”

“No, I was, um, in France. En Provence, actually.”

“Guess they didn’t get the news there,” Baxter said.

Emily stared down at Charlie and Pandora, then looked to Baxter. “Obviously.”

Baxter looked down at his pink, fluffy housecoat, just now realizing what he was wearing. “Oh, this…um, I can explain.”

“No need,” Emily said with a smile. “Actually, I…”

Suddenly someone stuck his head into Baxter’s door. “Emily…who’s here? I thought you said…” He looked down at Baxter. “Oh, my.”

“Andy,” Emily said, looking back at the man. “This is Tom. My husband. We just got back from our honeymoon.”

“Woah,” was all Andy managed to say.

“Hey, Andy…I found your…” Peterman said, coming down the stairs. She stopped a moment, looking from Baxter, to Charlie, to Pandora, to Emily, to Tom. “Robe.”

“Emily, Kelly. Kelly, Emily,” Baxter said tiredly, standing up. “Anybody want some waffles?”



Peterman spewed bits of Belgian waffle everywhere as she laughed. “I can’t beleive Andy used to dress like that!”

Baxter just covered his face, which was now red with embarassment.

“Yeah,” Emily said, staring at Baxter in amusement. “And he used to wear his shirts unbuttoned halfway down, supposedly so that the girls could see all his chest hair!”

“But he doesn’t have any chest hair!” Peterman said in between guffaws, slapping her hand down on the table.

“That’s what I tried to tell him!” Emily replied. “But he wouldn’t listen. He said he was a ‘trend-setter.’”

“Hey,” Baxter said, trying desparately to defend himself. “I was making a fashion statement.”

“The same fashion statement you’re making with that robe?” Emily asked.

Baxter crossed his legs and folded his arms. “I happen to think it brings out my eyes.”

Peterman put a reassuring hand on Baxter’s leg. “It works for you, darling.”

“Evidently it works a little too well,” Tom said. “Judging by the way that golden retriever was mounting you.”

“Hey,” Baxter said, standing up and taking his plate over to the kitchen counter. “Charlie and I are just friends.”

“Sure,” Emily said. “That’s what you told me.”

A hush fell over the crowd. “Very funny,” Baxter muttered.

“Isn’t he cute when he’s depressed?” Peterman asked.

Emily nodded. “Oh, yeah, and he was cute all the time.”

“Listen,” Baxter said. “If you guys are done thrashing me for my hip fashion sense and my debonaire attitude, I’m going to go and bail my dinghie out.”

“Is that what they’re calling it now?” Emily asked jokingly.

Baxter slid the glass door aside and marched outside into the brisk morning air. “Hardee har har.”

“Don’t mind him,” Peterman said, as Baxter slid the door shut. “It’s his time of the month. So, Emily, tell me more about Andy’s swingin’ bachelor days…”



USS EXPLORER



Commander Conway rolled out of his bed, hitting the floor with a smack, and, choosing not to expend his precious energy in standing up, decided to bellycrawl across the room until he reached the door.

“Computer…” Conway said groggily. “Lights.”

As soon as the lights flicked on, Conway realized that he had made a terrible mistake. Due to his considerable hangover, the normal-level lights in his quarters seemed to be burning holes in his retinas.

“Computer!” Conway screamed. “Dim the lights!”

“By what factor?” The computer said pleasantly.

“By a lot!” Conway shouted, grabbing onto his desk and dragging himself to his feet.

“Please restate the command in terms of light magnitude.”

“Reduce lighting by one half, how’s that?” Conway asked shielding his eyes with his arm.

The computer obediently reduced the light level enough, at least, for Conway to keep his eyes open.

Conway shook the cloud of delirium from his head, briefly wondering why he had begun the seemingly impossible odessy of getting out of bed.

When the unbeliveable pounding on the bulkhead started up again, however, Conway remembered exactly why he had gotten up.

The first officer lurched to his door, pressing the “open” button and leaning outside.

“Is that really necessary?” he barked, squinting in the brighter light of the outside corridor.

“Afraid so,” Ensign Stuart said, as he and Ensign Sanchez worked at the exposed power conduit outside Conway’s quarters. “Lt. Commander Richards told us to get this new conduit installed as quickly as possible. Powering the residence decks with secondary reserves is causing a power drain or something.”

“Oh,” Conway said. “Well, do you have to be so freaking loud about it?”

“We’re working as quietly as possible sir,” Ensign Sanchez said serenely. “Awful sorry to interrupt your sleep.”

Conway wiped a hand over his face. “Fine. Bang all freaking night then. I’m going to see if I can replicate a seditive.”

“Good night sir,” Ensign Stuart said.

Stuart and Sanchez waited quietly as Conway disappeared back into his cabin.

“Where was I?” Sanchez asked, looking around to make sure no one was coming down the corridor.

“Sixty-five,” Stuart said. “Remember, the bet’s one hundred.”

“I can do it,” Sanchez said. “Just watch.”

Looking around once more, Sanchez approached the wall outside Conway’s quarters. He took a deep breath, leaned back, and proceeded to repeatedly ram his head into the bulkhead.

“Sixty-six…sixty-seven…sixty-eight,” Stuart counted. “I can’t believe that doesn’t hurt…sixty-nine….seventy…”

“It does,” Sanchez said as he continued ramming. “That’s what makes it so interesting.”



Commander Conway tossed back the cup of warm milk in one swig, which was at once burning hot and disgustingly terrible.

Conway quickly spat the vicious, heinous mixture out all over his wall, splattering Browning goo all over his treasured Led Zeppelin poster.

Cursing Jean-luc Picard’s Aunt Adele, and cursing the replicators for not providing real sedatives, Conway trudged back to bed in the vain hope that he could possibly get a few hours of sleep.

After fifteen minutes of tossing and turning, the first officer finally seemed to find a comfortable spot.

“Finally…” Conway muttered, drifting off into a peaceful sleep.

Soft music played in Conway’s dreams as beautiful naked women invited him to join them in a huge pool of lukewarm coffee.

“Why, sure I’ll join you…” Conway said happily, preparing to do a “cannonball.”

Then Conway’s doorchime rang. Who the hell would be stupid enough to come wake him at this hour?

Conway’s question was answered once the doors swung open to reveal Dr. Janice Browning.

“Hey, Commander,” Browning said. “Question. Which do you think is the better floral pattern?” She waved two different padds in front of Conway’s face.

“Huh?”

“For my wedding.”

Conway scrubbed a hand down his face. “You woke me at 0100 hours so I could help you pick out a floral pattern for your WEDDING?”

“I can’t sleep, I’m so excited!” Browning said brightly. “Anyway, Stuart and Sanchez said you were up and around, so I didn’t think I’d be bothering you.”

“Figures,” Conway muttered. “Okay, let’s see those patterns.”



“McKinley station, we read you loud and clear. And may we add that we think you’re all a total snarg of fwarz-sharshers!”

“You tell ’em, J’hana,” Richards said mildly from the Engineering console on Explorer’s bridge. J’hana’d been fighting with the people over at Docking Control ever since the Explorer had docked weeks ago. It was almost becoming tradition.

“You don’t know what that means? Look it up in the Andorian dictionary! Now leave me alone so I can plan how I’m going to blow your whole fwarking station out of the stars! Explorer out!”

“Pent up agression?” Richards asked with a grin.

J’hana slammed her tactical panel. “Anger at having been moved all the way to the side of the bridge. I was happy with my center position on the Aerostar bridge.”

“Oh, get over it,” Richards said, slapping closed his toolkit and stepping into the turbolift to head back down to engineering. “Why don’t you spend some time down on Earth and work off a little of that steam. Janice and I are going down to the Loray caverns tomorrow, since we’ll be leaving Earth soon.”

“An interesting prospect,” said J’hana. “I accept your invitation. We will leave at 0800 hours.”

“But–” Richards said, then the turbolift doors closed.



Richards tried thinking of ways to break the news to Janice that J’hana was coming with them on their so-called “romantic getaway” in Loray Caverns as he pressed the control to open the door to his office. The door slid open to reveal Lt. Larkin staring blankly at him.

He let out a brief scream. “Larkin! What are you doing just standing there!”

“Awaiting your arrival, sir.”

“Don’t call me sir. I’m your ‘mommy,’ remember?”

“Very well, Mommy,” Larkin said. “I wish to speak with you.”

Richards made his way to his desk. “Go ahead.”

“I think it is time that we engaged in some sort of token familial bonding experience. If we are to live on this ship as mother and daughter, it is important we learn about each other. While it is true that I have detailed biological and psychological profiles on you in my database, I do not know the ‘little things,’ that Counselor Peterman stressed were so important.”

“I see.”

“I am free tomorrow.”

“Hmm,” Richards said, checking his desktop terminal. “Tomorrow’s no good. Janice and I are going caving.”

“Excellent. I shall accompany you. I have not been to present-day Earth in quite a while. I should enjoy ‘taking in the sights.’”

Richards grimaced inwardly. He’d have to work on Larkin’s ability to take a hint. Her current subroutine was seriously lacking. “We leave at 0800,” Richards said weakly.

“Very well. Good day, Mommy.”

“Mom is good enough.”

“Very well, Mom.”



Commander Conway walked into Explorations early the next morning to find Mirk scrubbing a glass and whistling a pleasant tune.

“Why are you so damn chipper?” Conway asked, saddling up at the bar.

“No reason. Can I get you something.”

“The usual. Double black. Double strong. Triple-size.”

Mirk poured the huge vat of coffee and slid it Conway’s way. “Gee, Commander, you’re not your usual chatty self. What’s the problem?”

Conway swigged his coffee down. “I can’t sleep.”

Mirk stifled a giggle. “No wonder.”

Conway kept chugging. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

The first officer set down his empty mug. “More coffee. No, it isn’t obvious at all.”

“It’s the coffee, Commander. It’s a stimulant. You did know that, didn’t you?”

“Well, yeah. But I’ve always slept fine without it.”

“Maybe your system is finally catching up with all the caffeine. It’s really not healthy.”

“It isn’t your place to tell me what’s healthy and what isn’t. Just pour another damn mug of coffee.”

“Might I suggest defcaf?”

Conway let out a long, hard bellow. “That’s rich, Mirk.”

“I’m serious. It might help you get to sleep.”

Conway sighed. “Fine. I guess. Whatever.”

Mirk smiled. “Trust me, sir. You won’t regret this.”

“Sure I won’t.”



“Well, this sure is nice,” Lt. Commander Richards said, leaning back on his hands and surveying the array of stalagtites and stalagmites that surrounded him.

“Mm hm,” Browning replied disinterestedly.

“You’re not still mad at me, are you?” Richards asked hopefully.

Browning shifted her weight on the blanket. “No, certainly not.”

“PULL!”

At J’hana’s command, Lt. Larkin tossed a rock gracefully into the air and the Andorian let loose a barrage of compression-phaser fire. The rock disintegrated cleanly.

“Excellent, Lieutenant,” Larkin said crisply. “Thus far you have a perfect score.”

“I know. It sickens me. I need more of a challenge.”

“How about picking out appetizers for the bridal shower?” Browning suggested. “That’s a challenge.”

“Only if it involves blowing them apart with my phaser rifle, Doctor,” J’hana replied. “Otherwise, it, along with the rest of your pathetic human marraige custom, is a waste of time.”

“Thanks for the input,” Browning said diplomatically. She shot Richards a glare that told him he’d be paying dearly for this. Probably by shelling out the latinum for some expensive wedding accessories. Richards yanked a biscotti out of his picnic basket and chewed it nervously.



“Thanks for coming!” Baxter said, waving good-bye to Emily and Tom as they jumped into their hovercrusier and sped off. As soon as they were out of sight he turned sullenly around and slammed shut his heavy oaken door.

“Well, that was lovely,” Peterman said, clearing the remains of their second consecutive breakfast with Emily and Tom away and shoving them in the reclamator.

“I cannot believe you asked them to spend the whole day with us and then invited them to spend the night!” Baxter grumbled, collapsing behind the kitchen table.

“What’s the problem?” Peterman blinked in surprise.

“It was just…well, awkward.”

“But you like Emily. And Tom really seemed to bond with you. Didn’t you guys have fun fishing?”

Baxter sighed. “Sure, I guess. I like them both fine. But it seems like Emily belongs in another world now. It just felt weird having you both in the same room together, considering.”

Peterman nodded knowingly. “Considering you used to be in love with her. And now you’re…” she waited for Baxter to finish the sentence.

“In love with you,” Baxter said. “Just in case you were wondering.”

Peterman smiled. “I wasn’t!”

“Anyway, it seems like I’ve closed the chapter in my life that Emily was a part of.”

“You’ve changed a lot since you were assigned to the Aerostar a year ago.”

Baxter smiled proudly. “I’m my own person now.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.” Peterman walked sultrily over to Baxter’s chair and sat in his lap, cradling his head against her shoulder. “You’re my own person.”

“Still. An improvement.”



“Commander,” Lt. Tilleran said softly, nudging Conway’s shoulder.

Conway stirred. “Eh?”

“A park ranger from Earth’s Loray Caverns is on the comm. Something about Commander Richards’s party.”

“Who’s having a party?”

“The group who went down to the caverns this morning?”

“Sure I’ll go to the tavern with you. Let me just get my knickers.”

Tilleran glanced over at the tactical console. The comm line was bleeping annoyingly. The ranger would be getting pretty ticked about being on hold by now. “Forgive me, Commander.” Tilleran reached over and punched up the vibration controls on the command chair, setting them to their highest level. Instantly, Conway shot out of the chair and fell painfully to the deck.

He glanced up from his position on the floor. “What does this ranger want?”

“Beats me.”

“Put him on screen.”

Conway peered up tiredly at the viewscreen as the turning orb of Earth was replaced by a dank, wet cavern. In the foreground, a man in a green and tan ranger’s uniform gestured to several workers. “Careful with that! Adjust the gain on the tractor beam!”

“What do you want?” Conway muttered bluntly.

The ranger turned. “There you are. I’m Ranger Phil Harris. A group from your ship was caving down here this afternoon. Our best guess is that they were firing some sort of compression phaser beam down here and accidentally loosened some of the surronding rock formations. It resulted in a total collapse of that section.”

“Tough,” Conway mumbled.

Phil Harris blinked. “Anyway, we can’t use transporters to get them out, because it would destabilize the entire area, and put everyone down here in danger.”

“So you’re saying our people are trapped in there and you guys can’t get them out?”

“In a nutshell.”

“We’ll get them,” Conway said blankly. “Conway to Hartley.”

“Hartley here,” muttered Lt. Megan Hartley over the comm.

“Lock onto Commander Richards and the rest of his group and beam them up.”

“But sir!” shouted the ranger on the main screen. “I just told you, that will destabilize–!”

Suddenly, the surrounding walls collided down around Harris’ ears, until he was also buried in crashing debris.

All they heard over the comm was a brief “Urgh” from Harris.

“Whoops,” Conway muttered. “Close channel. I’m going to go sleep in the ready room. Less interruptions.”



The next day, Baxter and Peterman returned to the Explorer to find it totally repaired and ready to officially begin duty. After stopping by their quarters to drop off their luggage and change uniforms, they made their way toward the bridge.

When they passed Explorations, they heard the distinct gutteral, hoarse tone of a very tired Commander Conway.

Baxter poked his head into the lounge. Commander Conway had Mirk by the lapels and was shaking him vigorously. It looked like it took every ounce of energy the Commander had left.

“No…more…decaf…I…beg…you!”

“Aren’t you getting more sleep, sir?”

“I’m getting nothing but sleep! Help…me.” And Conway collapsed to the deck.

Mirk called out to Elli, his Bolian assistant. “Elli! Get me four quarts of Conway’s Choice #3 STAT! And call down to Sickbay to see if we can borrow an IV!”

Baxter grinned at the commotion and gestured for Peterman to follow him to the turbolift that would take them to the bridge. “It’s nice to be back.”



“All right, folks,” Baxter said stepping out of his readyroom less than an hour later, after reading the engineering and staff reports about the last two weeks of layover time. “Let’s get to our stations and prepare the ship for debarkation. I want us kicking up dust in ten minutes.”

“Kicking up…?” Larkin asked from ops.

From the quarterdeck behind the command chairs, Dr. Browning grinned, despite the fact that she was wearing a large grey bandage over one side of her head from the collapse of the cavern down on Earth. “He means he wants us to be ready to leave.”

“Oh,” Larkin said. “A human vernacular that I was not aware of. I must expand my library.”

“Expand some other time, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, taking his chair. “Right now I need you to chat with McKinley station and see if you can get them to release the docking clamps. For some reason they didn’t take well to Lt. J’hana’s charm and charisma.”

“They called me a ‘poop head,’ sir,” J’hana said defensively, taking her station. “I am not accustomed to being addressed in such a manner.”

“Maybe they weren’t accustomed to having their reproductive organs threatened, Lieutenant. Did you ever think of that?” Baxter asked wryly.

“Honestly, no, I did not,” J’hana admitted, looking down at her panel. “Sir, Admiral McGrath is responding to your earlier hail.”

“Good. Put him on screen,” Baxter said. “And try not to threaten his reproductive organs.”

“If you say so,” J’hana sighed, hitting a control.

“Captain Baxter,” Admiral Frank McGrath said pleasantly. “I trust you’re all ready to go?”

“Ready as we’ll ever be, Admiral,” Baxter said. “Sure you don’t want to come along?” The captain tried to hide the amusement in his voice.

“That’s quite alright, Captain,” McGrath said nervously. “I had enough…um…fun on my last excursion to last a lifetime. Exploring the final frontier is a nice concept, but I’d rather sit behind my desk and hear reports about it, thank you very much.”

“Aw, that’s too bad,” Baxter said, covering his mouth with a padd,

in order to hide his smile. “In that case, we’d better get underway. You’ll hear from us in a few days. Explorer out.”

“Such a nice guy,” Ensign Ford said from the helm.

“Much nicer now that he’s not taking up residence on my ship anymore.”

Peterman carried a hot cup of tea over from the replicator and sat down beside Baxter. “Your ship. You like saying that, don’t you.”

“Must have taken a lot of counseling school to figure that one out, huh?” Baxter grinned.

“She’s ship-shape, sir,” Lt. Commander Richards said, stepping out of the foreward turbolift. “We can leave on your order.”

“Good to hear,” Baxter said. He glanced back at Browning. “Janice tells me you guys had quite a vacaqtion yesterday.”

Richards glared at J’hana. “It would have been nicer had J’hana not nearly killed us when she missed that bat and destroyed a chunk of one of Earth’s natural wonders.”

“Remind me to go back again the next time we’re in this sector,” J’hana said wistfully.

“I doubt you’d be allowed,” Browning said, mildly amused.

“At least we had a fruitful bonding experience,” Larkin offered.

“Fruitful for you, maybe,” Richards said, taking up the engineering station.

“Enough, already,” Baxter said. “Mr. Ford, set a course for–”

Then Conway stepped out of the aft turbolift. He glared at everyone on the bridge. “What the hell are you all looking at?”

“Back to your old charming self, eh, Commander?” Baxter asked amiably, as Conway trudged down to his seat.

“I’m drinking caffeinated coffee again, if that’s what you mean. I told Mirk if he changed blends on me again I’d kill him.”

“Not an empty threat, I would imagine,” J’hana chuckled.

“Damn right,” Conway said.

“It’s so nice to see the family back together again,” Peterman remarked, crossing her legs and folding her hands over her knees. “Just the way we should be.”

“What a load of crap,” Conway grumbled, folding his arms.

“I wouldn’t change a thing,” Baxter said. “Mr. Ford, set a course for the Blardvar system, warp six.”

“Course laid in. And I got laid too, by the way.”

“Good for you. Engage.”

And the Explorer staggered drunkenly toward the final frontier.



THIS YEAR ON STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION!



Baxter creates life! Conway gets command! Ford joins a cult! The Explorer goes Disney! Peterman meets Richard Simmons! Larkin meets Larkin! Tilleran eats brains! Dogs take the ship! Pregnancy abounds! The crew throws a wedding!



AND MUCH MUCH MORE!!!!




Irma’s Fury



Once in a great while, a person comes

along and affects you in ways you never

dreamt imaginable. By totally disgusting

you with the ability to lock onto you with

a verbal “tractor beam” and jabber on

about nothing for hours, she etches

herself into your memory forever.

I believe everyone has been ensnared in an

unbreakable death hold such as this at

least once in his or her life–it is an

inescapable truth of existence.



This work is dedicated to just such a

person. I met her once, and may God help

me if I ever meet her again.




HISTORIAN’S TIMELINE




NOVEMBER 1995

Agents Fox Mulder and Dana Scully return to their office in Washington D.C. after having their minds wiped of any knowledge of the events below, though for reasons unknown to him, Mulder has a peculiar interest in the phenomenon known to many as “Star Trek.”





MARCH 2372

On the way back from a Starfleet conference, Captain Alexander Rydell of the Federation Starship Secondprize is transported back in time three hundred years by a twentieth century college student’s failed science experiment to occupy the body of an ancestor of the same name, who at the time, is a student at Old Dominion University on Earth. After successfully saving said ancestor’s relationship, he is rescued and returned to his own timeline by his Chief Engineer.





JULY 2374

USS Aerostar is launched from Federation outpost Waystation, under the command of Captain Andrew Baxter. Less than an hour later, they are slingshot half-way across the galaxy by a phenomenon known as the Bermuda Expanse. After a brief search, Starfleet gives them up for dead.





OCTOBER 2374

The former Chief Medical Officer of the Starship Secondprize steals the Starship Defiant and takes it back in time to a point shortly after the time Captain Rydell previsously visited. Her goal: to kidnap 20th century Alex and bring him back to the future. Captain Rydell and crew follow her back and manage to thwart her evil plan, forgetting to erase security footage of her that was taken at a mall and leaving the hijacked Defiant’s shuttlecraft behind in a patch of woods adjacent to the mall.





NOVEMBER 2374

The crew of the starship Aerostar is accidentally thrown backward in time and back to their side of the galaxy when they attempt to engage their warp engines inside a volatile nebula. They arrive at twentieth century Earth, just weeks after the Secondprize and Defiant departed. When they investigate the signal from the Defiant shuttlecraft, the college student’s experiment is accidentally re- started and Captain Andy Baxter, First Officer David Conway, and Chief Engineer Christopher Richards find themselves trapped in the bodies of their twentieth century counterparts. After defending the Earth from venomous, bug-like aliens known as the Flarn that followed them back through time, and an annoying trekker named Irma, they assist in the birth of one of their counterparts’ daughters, wipe the minds of everyone involved, retake their original bodies, and reenact the accident that sent them there and return to the twenty-fourth century Delta Quadrant. It was a busy year for all involved.





MAY 2375

After helping to save the Delta Quadrant from the menace of the Borg, the Directors–the aliens responsible for bringing the Aerostar to the Delta Quadrant–inform the crew that they could have returned to the Alpha Quadrant at any time. Consequently, the crew say some brief goodbyes and return to the Alpha Quadrant post haste. Just a few days later, the Aerostar is destroyed and Captain Baxter and crew are given command of a new vessel, the Galaxy- class USS Explorer.





AUGUST 2375

Captain Baxter is called before a meeting of the Office of Temporal Investigations, to answer to charges of incompetence in his handling of the situation that arose when the Aerostar went back in time.





MARCH 2401

Admiral Andy Baxter, age fifty-six, is messily killed by a rather powerful time-traveling alien from…well, never mind about that. Actually, forget about that whole time-traveling alien bit. Just keep reading as if that were never brought up at all.





PROLOGUE



Irma talked…



Incessantly, and to anyone who would listen.

She adored dialog, trialog, and polylog, in each of its varied and splendid forms.

Irma knew how much she loved to talk, even then at Bargain Bill’s Flea-market, in Laurel, Delaware, in the year 1995, when she cornered the two perfect trekkies, and pulled them both into her loving web of conversation…



“Irma,” the woman said, looking the young fellow up and down as one might eye a leg of lamb. “Irma Wilson, of Hampton Roads, Virginia.”

“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 his friend Andy Baxter. 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.”

Dave exchanged a few hurried words with the other boy and 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?”



The hours passed like sand through Irma’s chubby fingers…



“…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.

Then Dave returned, and she was able to ensare them both.

“We were just having the greatest discussion! 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 it wouldn’t stop. No, it was far from over.

Once she had given up her steady diet of Prozac and sedatives, Irma began to realize that she had an important place in the cosmic way of things. That realization was confirmed when she ran into two creatures from space that fateful day in late November…



Irma Wilson carefully steered her sky-blue Ford Festiva onto the shoulder of the road.

“Hello!” she said cheerfully.

The huge, insectoid creature bent down and glowered into Irma’s window.

“We require transsssssssportation,” it said evenly.

“I don’t know. I don’t usually take hitchhikers. Oh, well, what the heck. Come on, fellas!” she said happily.

The creature laughed heartily. “I told you thissssssss would not be hard, Hokan.”

Hokan grunted agreement and squeezed himself into the bucket seats in the rear of Irma’s tiny car.

The other one squeezed into the passenger side, his head causing a dent in the roof.

Irma adjusted the rear-view mirror, straightened the “Jesus” medallion on her dashboard, and plucked the fuzzy dice that hung loosely from her rear-view mirror. “Where to, guys?”

“We need accesssssss to your nuclear weaponssss,” the creature hissed.

The woman thought a moment. “Hmmmmmm. The only place I know of in this area that would have nuclear weapons is the Norfolk Naval base. We keep a lot of battleships there.”

“Very well.”

“Oooooh, sailors!” Irma said excitedly, pulling the car onto the road. “I think we’re going to have a nice little ride.”

Irma turned up her radio as “Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head” played on.



Later that day, Irma was wrestled into a battle unlike any she had ever faced aboard the Naval battleship USS Missouri. Between the bug-like creatures and an FBI agent named Mulder, along with the young man called Andy from Bargain Bill’s.

Irma saw something in Mulder that fascinated her. She saw a gateway to the unknown, a paradigm of truth that must be explored.

But before Irma could immerse herself in the innermost workings of Agent Mulder’s mind, she was ripped away from him…by some kind of robot…a woman that seemed human in all respects, but had inhuman strength.

But that was okay, because Irma did too.

Irma felt the robot’s stomach buckle inward as she jabbed her elbow into it, knocking it temporarily off-balance.

In the next minutes, Irma was assailed by blasts of pure energy coming from young Andy’s hand weapon…something that resembled the fabled Star Trek “phaser.”

As Andy increased the power of the blasts that slammed into her, Irma’s mind filled with thoughts of Star Trek: Generations…of the moment when Kirk fell down that craggy mountain slope on the distant planet Veridian Three to his ultimate demise.

As Irma flipped over the railing, plunging towards the churning water below, she imagined that Kirk would be proud.

She would meet her end bravely.

But what she didn’t know then, what she should have known, was that it wasn’t the end.

Irma still had a lot of work to do, and she wasn’t about to let a little thing like death get in her way.





ONE



“Get off him!”

Captain Andy Baxter kicked the heavy-set woman to the deck.

“Are you okay, Agent Mulder?”

“Not a minute too soon,” the man called Mulder said, straightening his tie and standing up.

Then the woman was back, arms flailing. “I want him! Let me have him! He knows the truth! HE KNOWS THE TRUTH!”

“Diagnosis: Whacko,” said Chief Engineer Richards.

“Her mind…it’s an…an emotional maelstrom,” said the Betazoid science officer, as the female android Kristen Larkin attempted to seize the woman. “It’s overwhelming. I’m being pummeled with information.”

“Die, robot!” the woman suddenly cried, crunching backwards into Larkin.

“Irma!” Mulder called out.

“I’m the only one that will ever understand you, Fox! I’m the only one that will ever know!”

“To use a colloquialism, step off,” said Captain Baxter, as he unleashed the fury of his phaser beam on the rabid psychopath.

Irma staggered back as the phaser beam hit her, shaking her head. “Wow, that was invigorating!”

“Again!” Richards cried.

Baxter upped the setting on the phaser and zapped her again, this time sending her farther back. “That…feels…wonderful!”

“Take her out, Spanky!”

Another blast, and Irma staggered back a little bit more. “We mean you no harm…” she hissed.

Baxter blasted her again, this time sending her reeling back over the railing.

“This is just like Star Trek!” Irma cried as she descended.

“I’ve never seen any human being take phaser blasts like that,” Baxter said tiredly, leaning over the railing and peering out at the water below.

“I don’t see her, sir! Guess ol’ Irma bought the farm,” one of Baxter’s officers said.

“I can’t sense her, but that isn’t conclusive. She greatly disturbed my abilities, and gave me a hell of a headache,” the Betazoid, Tilleran, said.

“She was one of a kind,” Mulder said thoughtfully.

“Thank goodness,” Richards said. “She almost killed us.”

“Do you think you’ll ever understand what that strange, hideous woman was about?” Baxter asked, looking over to Mulder.

“I doubt it. But, the unknown is what the X-files are all about.”

“In that case, our friend Irma is a walking X-file,” Baxter said.

The setting sun and the skyline beyond the railing suddenly dissolved to reveal a Federation logo.





OFFICE OF TEMPORAL INVESTIGATIONS AUGUST 19, 2375



“Viewscreen off,” said Temporal Investigations Special Agent Lucsly, rising from the conference table. “Computer, lights.”

Captain Andy Baxter shielded his eyes as the lights came up.

Lucsly walked over to the screen and stared at the image for several moments. “To reiterate, Captain Baxter–this clip was recorded by your android, Lieutenant Larkin, on Tuesday, November 21, 1995, on Earth, am I correct?”

Baxter waffled. “Well, she’s not MY android per se, but…”

“And of all the people in the twentieth century that were affected by your time-travel experience aboard the USS Aerostar, this…Irma Wilson was the only one not subjected to the mind-wipe process?”

“Well, Mister Lucsly, my crew and I were fairly certain that she was dead,” said Baxter, shifting uncomfortably in his chair.

“But your Chief Science Officer, a Betazoid, made it clear to you that, even though she could not sense Ms. Wilson, it did not necessarily mean she was dead.”

“With all due respect, Mister Lucsly, we had more important things to attend to than a twisted, psychotic, overweight loony.”

“Then would it interest you to know that the twisted, psychotic, overweight loony in question did not die when you thought she did? We took her image from Lt. Larkin’s files and searched all of Earth’s databases. Turns out she was found two days after you say you ‘killed’ her and taken to a Virginia mental institution.”

Baxter frowned. “Oh.”

Lucsly folded his arms and glowered at Baxter. “And that’s not all we found out about her. Imagine our surprise when her name turned up in the files of the twentieth century United States Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

“Uh-oh.”

Lucsly tossed a padd in front of Baxter and folded his arms again. “Specifically, the files of a unique branch of the FBI’s Special Investigations division.”

Baxter sighed as he picked up the padd. “The X-Files.”

Lucsly walked over and put a hand on Baxter’s chair as he read through the information contained in the X-File. “As you can see, Captain, Agent Mulder opened an X-File on Ms. Wilson one year after her so-called ‘death.’ It makes for some very interesting reading.”

Baxter’s face darkened as the text scrolled by. “Oh, boy. We have to do something about this.”

Lucsly laughed. “What would you suggest, Captain? Should we just send you and your starship back in time and attempt to undo the damage, thus further jeopardizing our fragile continuum?”

The Captain shrugged. “I–uh–I dunno.”

“You’ve screwed up, Captain Baxter, and there’s nothing that can be done about it. Let’s just hope that whatever changes Irma may have made to the timeline haven’t affected our present too drastically.”

Baxter grinned. “Guess we’ll never know, huh?” That was the cool thing about time travel. If Irma had changed the timeline, no one would ever be aware of it. But for some reason, that didn’t make him feel any better about unleashing that horrible woman on an unsuspecting world.

Then again, twentieth century Earth, as Baxter remembered, wasn’t all that great to start with.





TWO



She sat there with her eyes closed, rocking back and forth quietly in her straight-jacket, whistling the original “Star Trek” theme to herself.

“Hello,” the white-coated man said warmly. “My name is Dr. Albert Sinclair. I hear you’re a Star Trek fan.”

The woman’s eyes snapped open. “Did you say Star Trek?”

Sinclair instinctively moved back a little at the woman’s sudden movement. “Uh, that’s right. You know I’m a fan myself.”

The woman’s eyes lit up. “You are? That’s wonderful. I think you and I will have lots and lots to talk about!”





VIRGINIA STATE MENTAL INSTITUTE - SEVERELY MENTAL REALLY REALLY REALLY WHACKO WING - NORFOLK, VA - AUGUST 6, 1996



Irma Wilson looked back on her first days at the Virginia State Mental Institute fondly as she rocked back and forth in her straightjacket, plotting her eventual escape.

For ten months she hadn’t told anyone her name. She was simply known as Jane Doe Number Four. A rather conceited title as far as she was concerned, but it was important that she keep her identity concealed. Earth would be consumed by a swarm of aliens soon, and she had to be prepared to receive them. That was how she had spent the measure of her sentence, readying herself for the time when she’d be needed.

So far, that preparation consisted of molding special sculptures out of her steady diet of mashed potatoes and taking a stimulating finger-painting class that provided her a way to create sheets upon sheets filled with images of Armageddon. <Spread the word,> that little voice inside her said. And if it was one thing Irma Wilson was sure about, it was that the little voice would have to be followed at all costs.

As a college student, Irma had been diagnosed as mildly schizophrenic with delusional tendencies, which she took as fancy mumbo-jumbo for meaning that she was, well, special. The drugs that she was prescribed–massive amounts of sedatives–only weakened the connection to her inner voice. She found that much out a year ago, when she lost her medication bottles at the bottom of her cavernous purse and was forced to abstain. In the difficult, sweaty nights that followed her withdraw from the inordinate amounts of medication, Irma’s purpose became much clearer: she would be the vanguard of the Earth Invasion, set for release sometime around the Summer of 1997. She’d be a liaison for millions of conquering aliens, helping to direct Earth’s assimilation into a vast network of enslaved beings.

<That’s the way things have to be,> the voice had told her. <All must fall before us eventually.>

“Okay,” she had told the voice. Who was she to argue with Earth’s future rulers?

When Irma woke up on the particularly warm, balmy morning of August 6, she had the distinct feeling that the time for action would soon be at hand. Release was imminent. All she had to do was wait for the word from Dr. Sinclair, and she’d be off…ready to start preparing the planet for its ultimate doom.

“Two more years minimum,” Sinclair said, looking up from his clipboard wearily later that day. “Preliminary studies show that you’re still living in this meticulously crafted imaginary world of yours. Until you accept reality, we can’t let you back out into the real world. For Pete’s sake, you haven’t even come up with your real name yet.”

“No, no, that won’t do,” Irma replied. “In two years, Earth will be taken over already. I’ll be useless to the cause. Nope, nope. I have to be released now.”

“I don’t think so, ma’am,” Sinclair said. He knelt down beside Irma and put a hand on her shoulder. “Listen, I have nothing personal against you. We’ve had many…er…long, long talks about Star Trek, and I’ve found them very enlightening. But you have to separate that world with this one…the world that you and I live in. No aliens, no ray guns, no starships.”

“The starships will come.”

Sinclair stood up. “Okay, I can see I’m not getting anywhere. I’ll see you at our normal afternoon session. Maybe then we can break through this blah blah blah…” Sinclair’s voice was suddenly drowned out.

<Hello, Irma?> a voice asked. <Are we getting through? Is this a good connection?>

“Loud and clear,” Irma replied silently in her mind. “What can I do for you?”

<This is it, my dear! Time to break out of there and start doing your thing!>

“What thing?”

<You’ll find that out soon enough. Right now you need to get out of this dinghy rat-hole and start getting back on your feet.>

“How do I do that? I’m trapped in here.”

<No, you’re not. Stop thinking so…normally. See that guy standing in front of you?>

“Dr. Sinclair?”

<Yes, that’s the one. Strangle him.>

“Strangle?”

<Yes, just wrap your hands around his neck and start squeezing.>

“I can’t. I’m in a straight-jacket.”

The voice clucked its tongue. <Tsk tsk, use your MIND, silly!>

“Oh…um…okay.” Irma concentrated really hard on Sinclair’s neck as he talked about her therapy session, trying to imagine her hands wrapping around it. She kind of liked Sinclair, but an order was an order.

“–infarct dementia, which is indicative of…Jane, are you listening? What are you–” Sinclair suddenly grabbed at his throat. “Urk… um, I seem to be having a bit of a problem here. Um…I can’t…I can’t… breathe.”

Irma squeezed harder with her mind. It was surprisingly easy.

Sinclair flailed about like a fish out of water, slamming against the door to Irma’s cell, slamming it shut. He stuck his face up against the tiny peephole, screaming, “NURSE DOTTIE, I NEE–Urk…uggggg….”

And with a final gasp, the good doctor fell to the ground like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

<Good. Now get rid of that straight-jacket.>

Irma wiggled around a bit, and suddenly her arms sprung free from their cloth bonds. “How did I do that?”

<We’ll explain later. Just get out of here.>

“How?”

<Just walk through the freaking wall!>

“Okay, if you say so.” Irma stood up and turned towards her tiny cell’s back wall and the tiny window that looked out over the facility’s picnic area, which was surrounded by an electrically charged fence. Beyond that, freedom.

As soon as Irma stepped up to the wall, she felt herself slip right through it. From there, she scurried excitedly towards the electric fence.

<That’s it, Irm–you’re doing it!> the voice said excitedly. <It won’t be long now! We have a car waiting for you.>

“What about my Festiva?”

<Sorry. That was confiscated when you broke into the Norfolk Naval Base.>

“Aw, darn.”

<You’ll get over it. You’ll love what we got you as a replacement, I promise.>

With a Peter Pan-like leap, Irma gracefully floated over the four-meter fence.

“Jeeze, I didn’t know I could do that,” she said, scratching her head once she had landed on the other side.

<There is much that you can do that you have not yet realized.>

“Ooooh, I can’t wait to find out all about it,” Irma said excitedly. “I’ll bet I’m the next evolutionary step in humanity, aren’t I? It’s just like that episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation…‘Transfigurations,’ I think.”

<Well, something like that,> the voice admitted. <For now, just get in the car.>

“Yes, sir!” Irma said, looking around. “Wait a minute. What car?”

Directly in front of Irma, a set of headlights flipped up with a metallic whir. A sleek, red Italian sports-car screeched towards her, stopping just inches from grazing her with its bumper. The driver’s side door flipped open and the horn honked invitingly.

<Well, Irma? Do we have to be any LESS subtle?>

Irma examined the car carefully. “Well, it’s no Ford Festiva, but I suppose it’ll do.” Upon hearing the bark of dogs and the shouts of the security personnel scouring the grounds of the mental facility, Irma quickly ducked into the car, flipped the door down, and sped away.





THREE





WASHINGTON DC - AUGUST 6, 1996 - 11:04 PM



After enjoying another satisfying Star Trek rerun, Special Agent Fox Mulder flipped over to another channel to catch the eleven o’clock news. Over the past year, he had been overcome by a strange compulsion to watch Star Trek; he had watched it sporadically before then, but never with such vigor. Even more disturbingly, he was overcome with an increasing sense that what he was watching was real.

If he had shared that insight with Scully, she probably would have told him that he spent way too much time chasing aliens, and that the line between his perception of reality and imagination was becoming all too blurred. That was always the problem with Scully–her line was never blurred enough.

Mulder was about to reach over and grab another Dorito from the wrinkled bag on his end-table when a face flashed on the television screen that caused him to sit up on the couch, knocking the bag of Doritos to the floor in the process.

“–escaped earlier today from the Virginia State Mental Institute in Norfolk, Virginia, killing a man and leaving no sign of her escape from the locked cell. She is still at large, and authorities caution that she is highly delusional and very dangerous. If you should see her, you are advised to call the Sheriff’s office immediately. Please, do not attempt to apprehend her. Up ahead, we’ll have Tipper Gore with us to discuss diplomatic relations with China and plug her new book ‘Al Gore Isn’t Really A Robot, People Just Say That.’ Stay tuned.”

Mulder flipped the television off and closed his eyes, trying his hardest to concentrate on the face that had briefly flashed up on the screen. He was positive he had seen it before somewhere…



“I’m the only one that will ever understand you, Fox! I’m the only one that will ever know!”



Mulder’s eyes snapped open. Where had that voice come from? It was so familiar. The woman’s face invaded Mulder’s mind–but it wasn’t the image from the news report…it was an image of her staring at him…coming for him…



“I want him! Let me have him! He knows the truth! HE KNOWS THE TRUTH!”



Mulder tried to shake the image from his head, running a hand through his hair. He reached over to the end-table and grabbed his phone.



Agent Dana Scully reached blindly for the receiver…anything to stop the phone’s damned, incessant ringing.

“Scully,” she muttered, then sighed and rolled over, phone still in hand. “Mulder…you have to stop doing this.” Scully rubbed her eyes, leaning over and glancing at the clock on her nightstand. “No, I’m not going to change my bedtime. Just tell me what…who? No, I don’t remember us dealing with anyone who was put into a Virginia mental institution. Maybe it was before I was assigned to work with you.” Mulder mentioned the facts surrounding the woman’s escape, which did little to help Scully understand why he had to call at a quarter after eleven and wake her up. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for it, Mulder. The authorities will–we’re WHAT?”

Scully sighed and hung the phone up, turning over and making her best attempt to return to sleep. Mulder insisted on investigating the incident at the mental institution, due to its bizarre nature, and she decided that she’d need every bit of sleep she could get. He had only a vague recollection of this woman, some type of bizarre instinct that commanded him to investigate her escape, and little else.

It was a shaky circumstance to base an investigation on, but then again, most other X-Files weren’t much different.





HAMPTON ROADS, VA - 11:33 PM



Irma eagerly guided her new car down the road toward her house. She would have arrived there much earlier, but she decided to stop off at Wal-Mart on the way to pick up some clothes, supplies, and most important–tabloids. She had a whole year of celebrities and supernatural occurrences to catch up on. Then again, her life now was something of a supernatural occurrence. But how could that compare with the three-headed Chihuahua in the Enquirer?

She whistled a happy tune as she hefted her bags out of the trunk and slammed it shut, proceeded up the walkway toward her house. She was so elated at finally escaping that crummy mental institution, she didn’t even notice that the door to her house wasn’t where it had been before. As a matter of fact, her house now seemed to be brick. She remembered it being made of pea-green aluminum siding.

Irma swung the door open and waddled inside. She knew she was at the right house; she simply must have forgotten what it looked like.

Once inside, Irma still found herself oddly unfamiliar with her surroundings. She let her bags drop on the kitchen table…which wasn’t at all where it was supposed to be. The carpet was different…off-white instead of shaggy rust. The false-wood wallpaper was replaced with…no…red and blue flowers? Something wasn’t right.

“What the hell is going on?” Irma asked, searching the unfamiliar fridge for her heavy-duty supply of Pabst Blue Ribbon beer and cheese-and-cracker casserole.

“Hello?” a voice called from the other room. “Mom, is that you?”

Irma turned toward the source of the voice. “Who the hell are you?”

“Oh my gosh!” the young boy said, staring at Irma. He turned to run, but the portly woman quickly clamped a hand down on his shoulder.

“Hold on a second, bub. What are you doing in my house?”

“This is my house,” the boy said, gulping.

“What’s your name?”

“Brian.”

“And how old are you, Brian?” Irma rasped, pushing the boy up on the kitchen counter.

“Um…fourteen, ma’am.”

“Old enough not to lie to your elders. Now tell me…what did you do with my house?”

“Nuh–nothing,” the boy stammered. “This is our house. We moved in three months ago. It’s brand new.”

“What do you mean…new?”

“It was built a few months ago. After the one that used to be here burned down.”

Irma’s eyes went wide. “Burned…down?”

<Yes, Irma. Burned down. By your enemies,> the voice suddenly said.

“Was that your house, lady?”

“Shut up, Jimmy.”

“Brian.”

“Whatever,” Irma said, snapping her fingers. The boy was suddenly encased in a two-dimensional mirror that slowly spun inches above the kitchen floor. “What enemies? Who burned down my house?”

<I’ll show you…>

With one blink of her eyes, Irma suddenly found herself transported back to her old house, watching herself scurry through the kitchen door…



“Tribble! I’m home!” Irma called out, plopping the bags down and pulling a Pabst Blue Ribbon out of the fridge.

Suddenly, a little Browning poodle scurried into the kitchen, yipping and yapping. “Come here, Tribble, come to momma!”

Tribble obediently jumped into Irma’s lap and began licking the beer from her chin.

Irma poured some of the beer into Tribble’s bowl and yanked the National Enquirer out of one of the grocery bags.

“Oh, my!” Irma said, looking at the cover. “OJ and Elvis finally got married. It’s about time. That was a fairy tale waiting to come true,” Irma flipped through the magazine some more, her eyes widening at the huge headline: “Aliens are here!”

“Well,” Irma said, setting the magazine down. “It’s about time.”



<Wait a minute,> the voice said. <That’s not right. Damn it, I went back too far. Hold on a sec.>

The image suddenly changed. Irma watched herself disappear, to be replaced with two figures wearing what looked like Star Trek costumes–one was that lovely David, and the other one…a Vulcan!



“It is quite illogical to live in such a slovenly state,” the Vulcan said, wading through the clothes-strewn bedroom toward the closet, as the young man Irma recognized as Dave Conway rifled through hundreds of TV Guides, Enquirers, and Entertainment Weeklys.

“Yeah, tell me about–” Dave said, interrupted by the Vulcan’s gasp of alarm. Irma followed him through the house as if she were a transparent wraith, hovering over Dave’s shoulder.

“My…God,” Dave said, staring at the shrine that Irma had constructed inside her wardrobe with awe and disgust. “She worshiped Andy and Dave as if they were gods.” Why was he referring to himself in the third person?

“The question seems to be why, Commander,” the Vulcan said. “Why these two in particular?”

Dave picked up what he surmised was Irma’s journal and read a few lines aloud. “‘…Andy and David reek of Star Trek, nay, they ARE Star Trek. They constitute the very genetic structure I have been seeking. And not only that, but they seem to take interest in my plans. I think I will let them into the Babylon Five Anti-Shadow War Council, but only if Ambassador Delenn thinks it appropriate. They seem trustworthy enough, but I can’t believe that our combined forces would be enough to beat the Kazon. In short, it seems I am forced to trust the rebels, without which, the Empire would surely succeed in taking over the Mutara Nebula, with Captain Spock’s help. I will add them to the Nova squadron quite soon then, in hopes that we will be able to find the Maquis traitor.’”

“How strange,” the Vulcan said. “What could that possibly mean? There seem to be references to our timeline, but, surely that could not be.”

Dave just rubbed a hand over his face as he stared at the newspaper clippings, photos, drawings, amateur clay sculptures, Internet printouts, and various other oddities that concerned Andy and David. “Evidently, there was an entertainment phenomenon in the twentieth century known as Star Trek that takes place in a world very similar to ours. Obviously this woman was waaaaaaay too obsessed with it.”

“Apparently,” the Vulcan said. “So what should we do?”

“Well,” Dave said, putting his hands on his hips and looking around. “The lady’s dead. This place is a mess, and the police will most likely have a field day with all this stuff on our present day counterparts.”

“What would you suggest?” Saral asked.

“Start getting these damn cats out of here,” Dave said, tossing the cats off Irma’s moth-eaten couch.



The vision suddenly fast-forwarded. Irma looked on with growing fury.



“GO!” Dave shouted, pointing at the yard outside, holding the rickety screen door open.

Tribble just looked up at Dave and yelped.

Dave bent down, staring the poodle right in the eyes. “Listen to me…” he examined the poodle’s name-tag, squinting at the tiny printing. “‘Tribble.’ This is a scary place for a little doggie to grow up. Get out while you can. There’s still time for you to live a normal poodle life, but you have to leave now. Go! Be free! Run like the wind!”

Tribble obediently turned around and scampered off in the direction of a nearby garbage can.

Dave walked inside, wiping his hands together and looking around with a satisfied smile. “Listen, Ensign…what I’m about to do will save us a lot of trouble, but it will also be a slight, um, stretching of the Prime Directive, if you get my drift.”

The Vulcan nodded as Dave made his way into Irma’s disgusting kitchen. Irma followed him.

“I will look the other way, Commander,” the Vulcan said stoically.

Dave smiled. “Glad you see things my way, Saral.” Giving one last, disgusted look at the place, Dave nonchalantly bumped his hand up against the dial on Irma’s gas oven.

Irma watched him grab her pack of “I Grok Spock” matches and set fire to her entire pile of vintage sci-fi magazines that dated back to the early seventies.

“I think you and I are finished here, Ensign,” Dave said, putting his hand on the ensign’s shoulder, leading her out of the house.

“I understand that human cooking customs of this era were fraught with danger,” Saral noted as they made their way down the walkway and out onto the sidewalk. Irma floated out after them angrily, still in shock over what they had done.

“Yeah,” Dave said. “Especially with gas cooking.”

Saral and Dave continued to converse, seeming almost oblivious to the giant explosion behind them.

Dave turned briefly to regard the burning, smoking wreckage of Irma’s house. “Whelp, guess we should head back.”

“Indeed,” Saral said, raising an eyebrow.

Irma returned into the burning wreckage, oblivious to the flames that licked around her. She reached out and tried to wrap her arms around the life-sized cardboard cutout of William Shatner as it twisted and burned, but her arms passed right through it.

<Those were your enemies, Irma!> the voice suddenly shouted. <Seek them out and destroy them. Boldy go, Irma, boldy go!>



Irma snapped back into the present at the sound of a door being slammed.

“Brian, we’re home. We brought you a souvenir from the art show, darling!” a woman called out, waving a package as she entered the kitchen. “Brian! What in God’s name happened to you?”

Since he was trapped in a parallel two-dimensional universe, Brian couldn’t respond. He merely stared lifelessly out at his mother as the mirror rotated.

“Dear, what happ–” a man asked. It was then that he saw Irma, who at this point was seething with fury over her burned-down house and all the collectibles that went along with it. “Hey, who the hell are you?”

“Bon Voyage,” Irma said, waving her hand dismissively. Brian’s mother and father instantly became trapped in similar two-dimensional mirrors. With a nod of her head, all three spinning mirrors disappeared, to where Irma wasn’t quite sure, but she didn’t really care.

Irma stomped purposefully out of the house and down the walkway toward her car. Behind her, the carefully landscaped lawn began to tremble.

“A house for a house,” Irma said, not looking back. Behind her, the new home was swallowed into the ground with a hideous rumble.

Irma sighed as she lifted up the door to her Lamborghini. Her house was gone, her poodle was gone, and there was seemingly nothing she could do about it. Her mind shifted quickly to thoughts of revenge.

Before she could slide into the driver’s seat, Irma heard a distinct and familiar yapping.

“Tribble?” she asked, ducking out of the sleek vehicle’s cockpit.

The nappy brown poodle scurried up, jumping into Irma’s lap and licking her face.

“I love you too,” Irma said, nuzzling her poodle close to her. She held the dog away from her, examining the dog’s new collar. “And what happened to you, little fella? Did you get new owners?”

Suddenly an old woman hobbled at her from the other side of the street, waving her cane angrily. “Pumpkin! Pumpkin! What are you doing with that weird woman. Who the…Irma?”

“Hello, Mrs. Ridgefield,” Irma said, narrowing her eyes at the elderly woman as she approached.

“Irma…Irma Wilson! Why, I thought you were dead!”

“No…just on vacation,” Irma said. “I’d take the time to tell you ALL about it, too, but I have other things to attend to.”

“I…I was just taking care of your dog for you, Irma. I figured…”

“You figured I was dead so you stole my Tribble!”

“I didn’t want the Humane Society to get him!”

“But you didn’t have to rename him,” Irma said, tossing Tribble into the passenger seat. “That was naughty, Mrs. Ridgefield.”

“Where did you get this car?” Ridgefield said, looking the car over with skepticism. “Did you steal this?”

Irma pulled shut the door to the Lamborghini, peering out the window at the old woman and grimacing. “To hell with you, Ridgefield!” With that, she started up the car and slammed her foot down on the gas pedal.

“Well,” Ridgefield said as the sleek Italian automobile squealed away. “That’s no way to talk to one’s eld–.”
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Rank and Priveleges



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52088.5. After a long and restful shoreleave on Earth, the Explorer is finally ready for her first deep space assignment. We’re on our way to the periphery of sector 27987 to negotiate a settlement between the Blardvars and the Oblari, two races whom I’m told have shared a violent rivalry. And I, for one, can truly say I know a lot about vilent rivalries.



“You’re a damn idiot, Captain,” Commander David Conway said, watching as Baxter hung the picture behind his desk.

“Shut up, Conway. You don’t know anything about interior decorating,” Baxter muttered, straightening the picture.

“I know what sucks,” Conway replied. “The picture should go over on the other side of the room.”

“It’s my damned readyroom and I’ll say where the picture should go,” Baxter said, eying the picture of him and his senior staff that was taken during their vacation on Earth.

“Fine,” Conway said, looking at the padd he had cradled in his hand. “On to more important business.”

Baxter looked at his picture one more time and sat down. “Fine, what is it that’s so damn important?”

Conway looked at the padd again. “It’s Ensign Timmons. One of our new officers in engineering.”

“We lost a lot of engineers in the past year,” Baxter admitted.

“Well,” Conway said, “he’s lazy, disrespectful, and sloppy. We need to get rid of him.”

“Then get rid of him,” Baxter said. “We’re not in the Delta Quadrant anymore. We don’t have to worry about where to put him. As soon as we return from this assignment, we’ll drop him off at the nearest starbase.”

“Great,” Conway said, continuing to page through the padd. “Then that leaves one more thing.”

Baxter braced himself. He could tell that Conway was going to make a completely unreasonable request. “What is it, Commander?”

“I was wondering, while we’re in the Blardvar system…”

“Go on,” Baxter prodded. He was becoming impatient.

“I was wondering if I could handle some of the negotiations.” Conway said. “You know, boost my diplomatic experience. Now that we’re back, I’d like to start working on that promotion to Captain.”

Baxter sighed. “I don’t think so, Commander. From what I know of the Blardvars, they’re very serious about rank. They’ll want to speak to the Captain, and no one else.”

“But, Captain, I don’t think you’re giving me…”

“The matter’s closed, Conway,” Baxter said. “Now…help me hang this mural over my sofa.”

Conway grumbled angrily to himself while he helped Baxter hang the mural. What did the Captain know anyway?

“Perfect,” Baxter said, standing back and looking at the mural. “What do you think, Commander?”

“It’s crooked,” Conway muttered.

“No it’s not,” Baxter said. “It’s perfectly straight.”

“Why don’t we let the computer decide?” Conway said. “Computer…analyze the orientation of the mural on…”

Suddenly Baxter’s comm badge beeped pleasantly. “J’hana to Captain Baxter. There is a priority message from Starfleet coming in for you.”

Baxter walked behind his desk, turning his terminal to face him. “They probably want to make sure I remember all my diplomatic training. Pipe them through to my terminal, J’hana.”

“Aye, sir,” J’hana said, as a frozen image of Admiral Frank McGrath appeared on Baxter’s terminal.

Commander Conway peered at the image over Baxter’s shoulder. “It’s a recording.”

“I know it’s a recording,” Baxter said, annoyed. “We’re too far out for two-way communication. Computer, play message.”

“Please state access code.”

“Access code Baxter Alpha oh oh nine.”

“Access granted,” the computer replied, as the message began to play.

Baxter noted that Admiral McGrath seemed to be a little agitated as the message ran. He briefly wondered what the problem was. Hopefully nothing that would hurt his chances for success at the current mission.

“Captain…what I have to say isn’t easy, but I thought it would be best if you heard it from me,” McGrath said slowly.

“Oh boy,” Baxter sighed. “What now?”

“…I’ll get right to it, Captain. In looking over their, um, records, the personnel department…um…couldn’t find Captain Rydell’s official field commission papers.”

“Damn yellow tape,” Baxter muttered.

“Red tape,” Conway corrected.

“What I’m afraid this means is…” McGrath took a deep breath, “effective immediately, you are now relieved of command of the Starship Explorer and reduced in rank back to Lieutenant. Command of the Explorer will be turned over to Commander Conway until the current mission is over. He will be granted a field commission to Captain which will become permanent should the personnel department rule that your promotion to Captain is null and void. I’m very sorry, Andy. McGrath out.”

Speechless, Baxter simply stared at the Federation emblem on his terminal.

A broad grin began to spread across Commander Conway’s face. “Lieutenant, I believe you’re in my chair!” he exclaimed, ripping the picture of the senior staff from the wall and tossing it into the reclamator bin.



“Got anything stronger, Mirk?” Baxter said drunkenly, slamming his shotglass down on the table in the “Explorations” bar and belching loudly.

Mirk shook his head. “Not unless you want me to go collect the plasma exaust from the warp nacelles.”

Baxter looked up, his bloodshot eyes full of hope. “D’you think you could do that?”

“Go home, Cap–” Mirk stopped himself. “Lieutenant. You’re shnarrzed. You need some sleep.”

“I can’t go home,” Baxter whimpered. “Conway has the big cabin now. He bumped me down into the crew quarters on deck twenty.”

“Poor guy,” Mirk said. “I’m sure this isn’t permanent.”

“And if it is?” Baxter whined. “What then?”

“You have to take what life gives you and turn it around in your favor, sir. No matter what the case, life goes on,” Mirk said, taking Baxter’s glass and returning to the bar.

Baxter slammed his head down on the table, looking up at the sound of opening doors.

Counselor Peterman rushed into the bar and, at a gesture from Mirk, found Baxter’s booth.

She sat down across from Baxter and took his hands in hers. “I came as soon as I heard, Andy. How are you doing?”

Baxter looked up at Peterman weakly. “How do you think I’m doing?”

“Judging by the look in your eyes and the smell of Romulan ale on your breath, I’d guess that you’re shnockered.”

“Shnarzzed,” Baxter sighed, ramming his head back into the table.

“It’s not so bad, Andy,” Peterman said. “Really it isn’t.”

“Oh, yeah?” Baxter asked. “How do you figure?”

“Well,” Peterman said, rolling her eyes toward the ceiling. “Um, your new job isn’t as stressful as being Captain. You don’t have any annoying duties…or powers to think about.”

“Really?” Baxter said, looking up.

“Really,” Peterman said. “I mean, just because I outrank you now…”

“Arrgggh!” Baxter cried, ramming his head into the table again.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52089.3. Boy, I never got to say “Captain’s” log before. Captain Captain Captain Captain Captain Captain. I love the way that sounds. Captain David Conway, at your service, just giving my “Captain’s” Log. Where was I? Oh, yeah, we have arrived in the Blardvar system, where I will have my first diplomatic experience as Captain. I’m sure it won’t be too hard. I mean, I just have to stop two races from going to war, right?



“Coming out of warp,” Ensign Ford reported. He glanced back approvingly at Conway, raising an eyebrow. “Captain.”

Conway smiled, shifting comfortably in the command chair. It somehow felt…better…to sit in it when he was Captain. “Very good, Mr. Ford, very good. Take us to Blardvar Four, one-half impulse power.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Ford said. “And may I say your command prescence is admirable.”

“Keep sucking, Mr. Ford, you’ll go places,” Conway smiled, looking to his right. “How’s the uniform, Commander?”

The newly-promoted Lt. Commander Larkin turned to regard Conway. She somehow looked unnatural sitting in the chair reserved for the First Officer. “It is a uniform, Captain. Other than the red coloring on the collar, it is no different than my previous uniform.”

“But don’t you love the feeling of power the new position gives you?” Conway asked.

“You forget, Captain, I have no aspirations of any kind. Nor do I have an ego to satisfy,” Larkin said.

“I’ll have to be egotistical enough for both of us, then,” Conway said.

“Indeed. I doubt that will be a problem,” Larkin replied.

“We’ve arrived at Blardvar Four,” Ensign Monroe said from ops.

“Standard orbit, Ensign Ford,” Conway said. He looked to his left, suddenly realizing someone was missing. “Where the hell is Peterman? She’s supposed to be here to help with the negotiations.”



Counselor Peterman sighed and rolled over in bed. “I’m late for work, Andy! I have to go.”

Baxter kissed Peterman’s neck and pulled her toward him. “Come on, screw the Captain! He’ll get along without you.”

“That’s okay…I used to screw the Captain all the time,” Peterman remarked, pulling free of Baxter and heading for the shower.

“That hurt, Kelly,” Baxter pouted, rolling over in bed and pulling the covers up over his head.

“Sorry, Andy,” Peterman said as she activated the sonic shower. “It’s not the end of the world. Today is a new day, a new adventure.”

“Yeah, you don’t have to crawl around on the floor of the main shuttlebay all morning,” Baxter sighed, crawling out of bed to join Peterman in the shower.

“Hey, get out of here!” Peterman said with a smile, as Baxter pushed her up against the tiles.

“Come on, just let the sound waves hit you, baby.”

“Well…” Peterman said.

“Conway to Peterman,” came Conway’s angry voice over the speakers in Peterman’s bathroom. “We’ve arrived at Blardvar Four. Would you do us the pleasure of joining us on the bridge, or should I send you a freaking engraved invitation?”

“No, no, Captain, I’ll be right up,” Peterman said, sliding out from under Baxter.

“You were never that responsive to me,” Baxter said, feigning a frown.

Peterman slipped out of the shower and slid on her robe. “That’s because I knew you’d never court martial me.”

“We’ll never know now,” Baxter said sadly, as he watched Peterman dress.

Peterman slapped on her comm badge and zipped up the front of her uniform. “Feel free to get whatever you want out of the replicator.”

“You sure you don’t feel weird about me living here?” Baxter called out. For some reason he still felt like he was imposing.

“Don’t be silly, Andy. I couldn’t stand the thought of you living in those tiny quarters on deck twenty. Anyway, you and I have no problem living together,” Peterman said, heading for the door to her quarters. She glanced at Baxter’s dog Pandora, who quivered nervously at the edge of Peterman’s couch, staring down at Charlie’s sleeping form cautiously. “Pandora and Charlie, on the other hand, are a different story.”



“It’s about time,” Conway muttered, looking back at Peterman as she stepped out onto the bridge.

“Don’t start with me,” Peterman muttered, plopping down into her chair. “Let’s start being freaking diplomatic.”

“For once today, you’re just in time,” Conway said sharply, looking back at J’hana. “Hail them, Lieutenant.”

“Hailing frequencies open,” J’hana replied crisply.

Conway straightened his uniform and leaned forward. “This is Captain David Conway of the Starship Explorer. We are here to offer diplomatic aid. Please respond.”

“We are getting a response,” J’hana said.

“On screen,” Conway replied, patting his hair down and shooting the viewscreen his best “debonair Captain” look.

A Blardvars man appeared on the viewscreen, looking extremely excited and happy. Like all Blardvars, this man had extremely huge, red eyes, and bumpy green skin. “Hello, Captain. I am Torutu, Chancellor of Blardvar. I was told that your name would be Baxter.”

“That was our old Captain,” Conway said with a smile. “I’m the new and improved Captain.”

“So we shall see. Might I propose that we begin our negotiations with the Oblari immediately?” the man said, all business.

“Whatever you say, Torutu,” Conway replied. “If you would like, I can beam you and your staff aboard immediately.”

“Yes, I’ve heard of this so-called transporter. I am very excited to try it out,” Torutu said. “My people and I are ready to transport aboard immediately.”

“Very good,” Conway said. “See you in a few minutes. Explorer out.”



“So how’s he taking it?” Lt. Hartley whispered, leaning over her transporter console to speak to Peterman as she, Conway, and J’hana waited for the Blardvars contingent to be beamed aboard.

“Andy?” Peterman asked, turning back toward Hartley. “He’s taking it pretty hard. I think he liked being Captain.”

“Oh, well,” Hartley said. “If it makes him feel any better, tell him I despise Conway much more than I do him.”

Conway stared back at Hartley angrily. “I heard that, Lieutenant.”

“I love you, Captain!” Hartley said sweetly, batting her eyes at Conway lovingly.

“You’d better watch it. Now that I’m in charge, things are going to change around here. Commanding officers will get some respect from now on.” Conway turned back to watch the transporter pad.

Hartley made a retarded face at Conway’s back, slapping her hand against her chest.

At that, Peteresen burst into laughter, causing Conway to look back again.

“Quit it!” he grumbled. “Do you have those coordiantes yet, Hartley?”

“Yessir,” Hartley said. “Would you like me to energize, Captain sir?”

“Damn right,” Conway muttered.

Lt. Hartley slid the three glowing bars up the panel, causing the transporter pads to light up, as three figures appeared on them.

The one Conway recognized as Torutu stepped off the pad. “Hello, Captain,” he said, shaking Conway’s hand warmly. “What a pleasure to meet you.”

“The feeling is mutual,” Conway said, with his best fake smile.

“Allow me to introduce two of my staff. My chief of security, Colonel Katani…”

The bulky, muscular, seven foot tall woman stepped forward, smiling viciously. “Greetings,” she muttered unenthusiastically.

“…and my Minister of Diplomacy, Badrago.”

Badrago stepped forward. An older, feeble, grey-haired man, who Conway guessed already had one foot in the grave.

“Hello,” the man said shakily.

Conway shook neither person’s hand, for fear that one of them would break his hand, and afraid the gesture might kill the other.

“And this is my staff,” Conway said pleasantly. “Chief of Security, Lieutenant J’hana, and Ship’s Counselor, Lt. Commander Peterman.”

The three officers nodded curtly. J’hana bared her teeth menacingly at Katani, but Conway stepped in front of her before the Blardvars could react.

“Lieutenant J’hana will show you all to your quarters. And if you need anything, feel free to contact me. Dinner will be at 20 hundred hours,” Conway said, ushering the Blardvars group out of the transporter room.

“I will?” J’hana asked, glaring at Katani.

“You will be nice to them or I will make sure you have a dishonorable death,” Conway whispered through clenched teeth, shoving J’hana behind the rest of the group and out of the transporter room.

“Death threats only serve to stimulate me, Captain.”

Conway shuddered.



“How’s it coming, Andy?” Lt. Commander Richards asked, as he stepped into the shuttlebay.

Baxter looked up, the shadow of the shuttle Cabral bathing him in darkness as it loomed over him.

“I don’t know why they hide the property tag on the bottom of the shuttles. They have to hoist them with a tractor beam in order for me to look under them,” Baxter grunted, as he scooted out from under the shuttle.

Richards sized up the floating shuttle and looked down at Baxter. “Must feel scary knowing that tons of duranium could fall on you at any second.”

“I was trying to forget about that,” Baxter said, standing up and brushing off his uniform. He motioned to the control room on the second level of the bay, where Ensign Sanchez worked the tractor controls. “Set her down, Sanchez. I found what I was looking for.”

Sanchez hit a switch, causing the Cabral to slam down on the shuttle deck, shaking the room and sending Baxter and Richards stumbling back.

“Be careful with that, Sanchez!” Richards shouted, looking to Baxter. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, picking up his padd. “I guess I’m done in here.”

Richards shot Sanchez an angry look as he followed Baxter out into the corridor. “What’s next?”

“Not much today,” Baxter said idly, checking his padd. “Just all the quarters on deck eleven, and maybe sickbay if I have time.”

“Oh,” Richards replied. “So is the job like you remembered it?”

“Pretty much,” Baxter said. “Though Starfleet has a nifty scanning device now that reads the property number off the tag without me having to write it down on a padd. Saves a lot of time.”

“What will they think of next?” Richards commented.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “So what are you up to?”

“Well,” Richards said, “Conway wanted me to realign the warp core while we’re doing all this impulse travel, so that’s been keeping us busy. Janice and I are still planning the wedding…”

“How do you feel about that?”

“Oh, fine,” Richards said. “I mean, I’m getting married, what can I say?”

“You don’t exactly sound enthusiastic,” Baxter said. “Aren’t you happy?”

“Sure I am,” Richards said. “I just…never though it would be so soon.”

Baxter stopped short of the turbolift as Richards stepped in. “Well, I never thought I’d have my command stripped and get demoted, but hey, the world’s a funny place.”

“Take care of yourself, Andy,” Richards said, as the turbolift doors closed.

Baxter looked at his padd and sighed. “Oh well, back to work.”



Later that night, the Blardvars group gathered in the Captain’s Mess. The time between their arrival and dinner afforded the work crew enough time to redecorate the room.

At Conway’s orders, they were instructed to make it fancier– give it a more dignified, executive look. Baxter had decorated his dining room with festive floral patterns and lots of gaudy fixtures, no doubt influenced by Peterman. Now it was wood-paneled, with the traditional bland Starfleet-toned silverware and flatware.

Captain Conway sat down at the head of the table, joining his senior staff and nodding approvingly at the decor. Much better. This ship would be running smoothly within a week with Conway in command.

“Vulcan Olive Wine, sir?” a crewman asked, waiting patiently at Conway’s side.

Conway sneered at the thick green liquid in dismay. “No, just coffee. Black.”

“Yes, sir,” the crewman said, returning to the replicator.

“I am impressed by your ship, Captain,” Torutu said warmly, sipping at his wine. “Your Federation must be a powerful, rich organization.”

Conway smiled. “Well, we do our best.”

Suddenly Lt. J’hana burst into the room, still pulling at her dress uniform. “I despise this farking dress unif–” J’hana grunted, looking up and realizing that all eyes in the room were on her. “Um, war. I despise war.”

Torutu smiled politely. “As do we all, Lieutenant.”

At a glare from Conway, J’hana bowed her head shamefully and quickly took her seat.

“So,” Conway said, still glaring at J’hana. “Torutu, tell us a little bit about your people.”

“We’re a simple, peaceful race, Captain,” Torutu said, as he was served a plate of fried chicken. “We have a beautiful, untouched planet, which we are in fear of losing now.”

“Because of the Oblari,” Peterman surmised.

“Exactly,” said Torutu. “Have you studied the Oblari much, Counselor?”

“Enough to know that they’ve been a thorn in your side for twenty years,” Peterman replied smartly.

“That is an understatement,” Colonel Katani grunted. “They have plagued us with their trifling wars for decades, and we have had enough.”

Torutu raise his hand. “Enough, Katani.” He turned to Conway. “What we want, simply, Captain, is peace.”

“And you’re confident these Oblari will comply with your wishes?” Lt. Tilleran asked.

“Most confident,” Badrago said finally. “With such a powerful ship at our side, we cannot lose.”

“Our aim is not to threaten the Oblari. We are simply acting as a liason between your two peoples,” Conway said. He didn’t like Badrago’s insinuation that Starfleet acted as a galactic policeman. That’s what got the United States into trouble in the late twentieth century.

“Of course,” Torutu said quietly, staring down at his fork. “What did you call this, Captain?”

“It’s one of Earth’s greatest delicacies, sir. Macaroni and cheese,” Conway said happily.

It was evident that the rest of Conway’s senior staff was not as enthused at the menu.

“It is delicious,” Torutu finally said.

Katani sneered at the macaroni on her fork as if it was full of evil. “It is…adequate.”

“They make artwork out of this stuff too,” Peterman commented, trying to get in on the conversation.

“Indeed,” Torutu replied. “I would like to see some of this artwork some time.”

“In good time,” Commander Conway said. “After the negotiations, I believe the Federation and the Blardvars will share much with each other.”

“I agree,” Torutu said.

“When will we be arriving at the Oblar system again, Captain?” Badrago asked with interest.

Conway looked to Larkin, “Commander?”

“At our current speed of full impulse, we should arrive by tomorrow morning,” Larkin said.

“We’re taking our time in order to allow our group to get acquainted with the Blardvars contingent,” Conway explained. “That way, we’ll be better able to assist with the negotiations.”

“I see,” Torutu commented. “That will be sufficient. What you call slow for your vessel is twice the speed of our fastest ship.”

“I assume the Oblari have faster ships,” Lt. Commander Larkin said. “It seems, given the distance between your two worlds, that faster ships would be necessary to make up an effective invasion force.”

“The Oblari are equipped with warp technology,” Katani said.

“Yes,” Badrago continued. “That is a gap between our peoples that we’ve been wishing to bridge for quite some time.”

“Perhaps one day you will,” Conway said mildly.

“Yes, perhaps,” Torutu said. “In the meantime, would it be possible to see your ship? Specifically, these powerful warp engines?”

“I don’t see why not,” Conway said, looking to Richards. “But we are not allowed to let you see any detailed schematics, in keeping with our Prime Directive.”

“I understand this Prime Directive does not apply to Federation worlds,” Torutu said, narrowing his eyes at Conway.

“No, it doesn’t,” Conway said. “If your world was to join the Federation, you would have access to much of our technology.”

“That interests me immensely, Captain,” Torutu said. “Perhaps one day we will be able to join your Federation.”

“I don’t doubt it, Chancellor,” Conway said, continuing to eat.

After a few moments of silence, Dr. Browning stared down the table at Captain Conway. “When’s dessert, Captain? That macaroni and cheese wasn’t very filling.”

Annoyed, Conway looked over at the crewman standing near him. “Schultz, get Dr. Browning some cake. Enough to keep her mouth full for awhile.”

“Sir,” Schultz whispered, “you don’t know what you’re asking…”

“Do it!” Conway hissed under his breath.

“Aye, sir,” Schultz replied, going to the replicator and ordering up the largest piece of cake the replicator had on file.

“Hurry, my tummy’s growling!” Dr. Browning said aloud.

“All in good time, Doctor! All in good time!” Conway grumbled.

Finally, Crewman Schultz placed the giant slice of cake in front of Browning, who devoured it immediately.

Badrago looked at Browning, “So, Doctor Browning, do you enjoy…” he paused as she looked up, icing dripping down her face. His voice dropped a notch. “…cake?”

“Yes, I…mff…love it!” Browning said, with her mouth open.

Conway just covered his face with his napkin.

“Stop staring at me!” Katani cried, glaring at J’hana.

J’hana stabbed her fork down into the table, cracking the glass and causing the whole table to rattle. “I would never stare at something so ugly.”

Badrago held Katani down with a feeble hand. It was obvious that if Katani wished to attack J’hana, Badrago would not have been able to stop her.

Torutu sighed. “I see we have a long way to go.”



“So, how was the dinner?” Baxter asked, putting his book down as Counselor Peterman climbed into bed.

“Embarassing,” Peterman said, pulling the covers up. “A classic entry in our crew’s resume of diplomacy.”

“That bad, huh?” Baxter asked, tossing his book onto the nightstand and leaning back onto the bed. “How about Conway?”

“Strangely enough, he almost seemed cordial,” Peterman replied, clapping her hands to deactivate the lighting and turning over.

“Oh,” Baxter said, settling onto the mattress. “I was half hoping he’d screw up. You know, have forbidden sex with a Blardvars official or something.”

Peterman clapped her hands to reactivate the lights. “This thing is really bothering you, isn’t it?”

“What thing?” Baxter replied innocently.

“The whole ‘Captain Conway’ thing.”

“You think it shouldn’t?” Baxter asked. “I have one of the worst jobs on the ship, and Conway got just what he wanted. And my own girlfriend outranks me.”

“Oh,” Peterman said, clapping her hands again.

A minute later, Peterman shot up in bed and clapped her hands once more. “Wait a minute. The thing that’s really bothering you here is that I’m a higher ranking officer than you now, isn’t it?”

“Of course not,” Baxter said defensively. “Although…you do know the crew is starting to talk.”

“What are they saying?” Peterman said angrily.

“They’re saying you’re in command of this relationship now, and that I’m your newest pet. And that I’m nothing more than a lazy live-in lover.”

“Nice aliteration.”

“Thank you.”

“That’s silly,” Peterman said. “I thought we were an advanced culture. Since when has it been forbidden for a woman to have a higher ranking position than her boyfriend?”

“I’m just telling you what the crew thinks, dear,” Baxter said, closing his eyes.

“Well, what do you think?” Peterman asked, her angry expression softening.

“I think I’ve worked hard all day and I need my sleep, because I have to be at work by seven tomorrow morning or I’ll be written up by my commanding officer.”

“I doubt Commander Larkin would write you up,” Peterman said soothingly.

“You’d be surprised how different people act towards you when you’re not Captain anymore,” Baxter said, clapping his hands.

“You don’t mean me, do you?” Peterman asked quietly in the darkness.

“Don’t be silly,” Baxter said. “Now go to sleep. And that’s an order from your subordinate.”

Peterman leaned back and put her hands behind her head, staring at the ceiling. Who was she kidding? Baxter’s demotion had affected her. It was obvious she had to do something about it.



The next morning, Counselor Peterman strolled into Engineering, pressing the button on the door to Lt. Commander Richards’s office.

“Come in,” Richards said, prompting Peterman to continue through the door.

Peterman glanced at the large sculpture Richards was molding on his desk. It was so large, it completely obscured her view of Richards.

“Christopher, I need to ask you a favor.”

Richards peered around the sculpture. “What can I do for you, Kelly?”

“I need you to transfer Andy to a better position. Even though Larkin is his superior officer, you have the authority to transfer him,” Peterman said, sitting across from Richards’ sculpture.

“I don’t know, Kelly. Andy’s a proud man. I’d love to move him to a better position, but he’d know what I was up to right away. At best it would only make him feel worse. You’re the ship’s Counselor. You should know that.”

Peterman stared at the sculpture. “What the hell is this, Chris?”

“It’s an interpretive piece. It’s designed to look like a warp core, with a DNA strand inside of it. It represents the miracles of science.”

Petersen leaned forward to get a better look, crinkling her nose upon smelling the sculpture. “What is it made of?”

“Chopped liver,” Richards explained. “Janice’s idea. I’m practicing for the wedding reception. Janice wants a giant chopped liver heart with an arrow going through it.”

“That’s the stupidist thing I’ve ever heard of,” Peterman said, tasting a bit of the antimatter pod at the top of the sculpture. She hat to admit, it tasted pretty darn good.

“You’re welcomed to tell Janice that. Just don’t do it while I’m in the room. Truth is, I hate the idea myself.”

“The price of getting married,” Peterman said. “Christopher, if I can’t help Andy feel better somehow, I’m afraid it might just break us up.”

Richards thought about that a moment. “And then I’d be doing all those boring date-type things by myself.”

“Exactly,” Peterman smiled.

“Okay,” Richards sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”



“Are these all the hyposprays you have?” Lt. Baxter asked, looking down at the array of medical equipment on the medtable.

Dr. Browning took the lollipop out of her mouth, studying the equipment. “I think so. Probably.”

Baxter looked up at Browning, annoyed. “You can’t think. You have to be sure. Starfleet command will be on me like blue on a tractor beam if I mess up these inventory reports.”

“Gee, you never used to care what Starfleet thought when you were Captain,” Browning said, grabbing a sandwich out of the replicator.

“Well, things are different now. I have to do a good job if I want to advance in rank,” Baxter said, scanning the numbers into his tricorder.

“Andy, for all you know Starfleet could rule in your favor, and you’ll be Captain again,” Browning said, munching on her sandwich.

“Or, I’ll be a stinking Lieutenant for the rest of my life,” Baxter said, shoving the hyposprays back into a drawer.

“Who cares?” Browning said. “You’ll still have your friends, your health…”

“Why do people always say that?” Baxter asked. “‘You’ll still have your health.’ What does that mean? Are you saying the only thing I have left to be thankful for is the fact that my body’s still functioning?”

“Well, I haven’t given you a checkup in months. For all I know you, don’t have that either. Feel better?” Browning said with a chuckle.

Before Baxter could respond, the doors to sickbay parted, allowing Captain Conway, Lt. Commander Larkin, and the group from Blardvar to enter.

“And this is our sickbay,” Conway said, waving his hand at the room. “We have a fully capable medical staff, and all the latest equipment.”

“Hi,” Dr. Browning said, as she continued to munch on her sandwich.

Torutu looked around sickbay. His gaze finally fell upon Lt. Baxter. “And who is he?”

Conway stared at Baxter. “Just one of our maintenance staff. Nobody important.”

Baxter bristled at the comment, but stayed quiet.

Dr. Browning glared at Conway as he and the group left sickbay.

“You shouldn’t have taken that, Andy. He’s being a complete jerk.”

“He’s also my Captain now,” Baxter grumbled. “And as much as I hate it, I have to take it.”

“I could always arrange for a little…medical mishap at his next checkup,” Browning suggested.

“That’s sweet, Janice, but I don’t think that will be necessary,” Baxter replied, heading for the door.

“Necessary, no. But fun, yes,” Browning giggled.



“And this is the bridge,” Conway said, leading Torutu and the others around to the front of the bridge. “This is basically the nerve center of the entire ship.”

“Impressive,” Torutu remarked.

Lt. J’hana stood from the command chair as Conway and Larkin took their places.

“Status, J’hana?” Conway asked.

“We’re about five minutes from Oblar, Captain,” J’hana said, returning to tactical.

“Good,” Conway said, gesturing for Torutu to sit in the seat at his left. “Any ships to greet us yet?”

“A small fleet is gathered around the Oblari home planet,” J’hana reported. “B-type ships, capable of minimum warp travel, armed with phasers only. Not a threat to us.”

“But a massive threat to us,” Badrago commented, taking a position at the railing around the command area with Katani.

“Perhaps,” Katani muttered.

“Sir.” J’hana looked up. “One of the ships is breaking off and coming toward us.”

“Hailing frequencies,” Conway commanded.

“Open,” J’hana replied.

“Oblari vessel, this is Captain Conway of the Explorer. I am here, along with representatives of the Blardvars, to negotiate peace between your two races. As a sign of good faith, will you please deactivate your weapons and send over a diplomatic representative?”

The view of the Oblari ships was suddenly replaced with a wiry, birdlike figure.

He narrowed his eyes at Conway and Torutu. “I am Braalix, Chief Commandant of the Oblari Battle Forces. I will speak for the Oblari.”

“Good, then why don’t you and your associates beam aboard and discuss the matter of peace with us.”

“A fruitless gesture, but I will agree. I doubt that you will say anything that will dissuade me from taking over the pitiful Blardvars.”

Katani was obviously angered by this, but she held her place.

“You may transport us at your leisure,” Braalix continued. “But I warn you…no funny stuff. Our fleet stands ready to destroy your ship.”

Conway could hear J’hana scoff quietly at that. “Wonderful. I’m sure we’ll all get along famously.”

“We shall see,” Braalix said, cutting the channel.

“Commander Larkin, prepare the conference room. Lieutenant J’hana, you and Lt. Tilleran will accompany me to the transporter room,” Conway said, rising from his chair.

Lt. Tilleran stood from her station and approached Conway. “Can I speak to you for a moment, Captain? In private?”

“Sure,” Conway said uneasily. “J’hana, go ahead and fetch Baalix and his associates from the transporter room.”

“Fine,” J’hana muttered, leaving her station. This diplomatic duty was really wearing thin on the Andorian.



“What’s so important you had to interrupt this assignment, Lieutenant?” Conway asked, storming into the readyroom.

Lt. Tilleran viewed the changes Conway had made to the ready- room with unease. A model of Conway’s old ship, the Garrison, sat where Baxter’s Secondprize model once sat, and the walls were papered with Aerosmith and Led Zeppelin posters. Additionally, the badly scorched and dented espresso machine Conway’d salvaged from the Aerostar’s wreckage sat in one corner, gleaming as if it had been recently polished.

“Are you just going to stand there?” Conway asked, letting a steady stream of espresso drip into his mug.

“I just wanted to let you know what information I’ve gathered from observing the Blardvars and the Oblari, Captain.”

“And?” Conway asked, taking a sip.

“Well, I can barely even read emotion from the Blardvars. They’re apprehensive, and a little upset–right now, especially.”

“Yeah, yeah. What about the Oblari?”

Tilleran straightened. “That’s what I wanted to tell you about, sir. They hold a lot of hostility towards the Blardvars. It was evident even over the viewscreen. I think they may even try to kill the Blardvars representatives if they get the chance.”

“We’ve made all the proper security precautions, Lieutenant. But thanks for your concerns.”

“And I can’t quite tell where it’s coming from, but when we communicated with the Oblari, I felt a sudden rush of cold hatred. Probably from the Blardvars.”

“Noted,” Conway said, sitting his tiny espresso cup down. “Keep me informed. For the moment, we’ll just tell security to keep on their toes while we try to work this thing out.”

“Yes, sir,” Tilleran said, clasping her hands behind her back and following Conway out of the readyroom.



Lt. Baxter approached the deck eleven quarters and entered his special inventory access code. He hadn’t gotten around to this wing yesterday, so he was in a hurry to finish.

Once inside, Baxter ascertained that the quarters were no more than basic guest quarters, probably reserved for VIPs, from the looks of them.

Baxter began to take inventory of all the furniture when his comm badge beeped.

“Richards to Baxter. Could you come down to engineering for a minute?”

“As soon as I finish this room, Chris,” Baxter said. “What do you want?”

“Just come down here. I need some…help.”

“Okay, okay, I’ll be down as quick as I can,” Baxter said, walking over to the bathroom to inventory the bed and nightstand.

Baxter slid underneath the bed, flicking on his palm beacon so that he could find the inventory number.

Baxter cursed as something hit his head.

He grabbed the small object and jerked it out from under the bed.

“Damn shaving kits,” Baxter grumbled, examining the small, black case.

He was about to put the case away when he noticed some writing on the other side: ————————————————————————- CARDASSIAN “E-Z KILL” DISRUPTOR



Designed to look like an ordinary pocket chronometer, the “EZ-KILL” will let your enemies know when it’s “time” to die.”



TAKES A LICKIN’ AND KEEPS ON SHOOTIN’ ————————————————————————–



“Oh, my gosh,” Baxter said, opening the case.

It was empty.

“Computer…whose quarters are these?” Baxter asked hurriedly, looking down at the case in dismay.



“We will no longer allow your people to flagrantly disregard our borders,” Katani growled, leaning across the table and glaring at Baalix and his two advisors, while the Oblari attack vessel loomed ominously just outside the conference room’s windows.

“What you will allow means nothing to us,” Baalix said cooly. “We will do what we wish.”

“Then you will die!” Katani hissed.

From the middle of the table, flanked by Larkin and Tilleran, Captain Conway held up a hand. “Now everyone just calm down. I’m sure we’ll find a way to settle these differences.”

“I doubt it, Captain,” Baalix hissed.

“Listen,” Conway said, exasperated. “Nobody wants a war…”

“I want a war,” Baalix said. “Disposing of the Blardvars once and for all will be a small matter.”

“Would you care to test that theory?” Katani asked, leaning forward farther.

“Stop this bickering!” Conway shouted, slamming his hand down on the table. “It’s counterproductive!”

While Conway spoke, a hand carefully aimed a tiny disruptor under the table.

“I agree,” Torutu replied. “We must stop this arguing if we ever want peace.”

“I’m not interested in peace,” Baalix said. “We are superior, so we should have control of this sector.”

“If you continue to violate our territory, the Federation will send a starship to destroy your pitiful fleet,” Torutu said plainly.

“Is this true?” Baalix asked, glaring at Conway.

Conway looked back at Torutu. “I never said that!”

“You said you would give us your help if we joined your Federation. Did you lie?”

“No. But we’re not going to destroy another race because they’re your enemies whether you’re in the Federation or not.”

“Then I seriously misjudged your people,” Torutu said angrily. “We have nothing left to discuss.”

“Now, I don’t…” Conway said, looking from Baalix to Torutu.

Just then, Conway’s comm badge beeped.

“Ford to Conway. Sir, there’s…”

Before Ford could tell Conway what the problem was, the problem became apparent.

Lieutenant Baxter burst into the conference room, Lieutenants J’hana and Gellar hot on his tail.

“Stop everything!” Baxter screamed, diving through the air.

Before anyone could react, Baxter slammed painfully into the conference table.

Everyone sat there, awestruck, for a moment.

“J’hana, take him to the brig,” Conway muttered.

Someone readied a finger on the fire control of the disrupter and looked at Baxter pleasantly as J’hana approached him.

“Please, Lieutenant, come with me,” J’hana grunted, withdrawing her phaser and taking Baxter’s away.

Baxter edged off the table, straightening his uniform. “One of these people is a killer!”

That caused an uproar from everyone gathered at the table.

Commander Conway surveyed the worsening situation, staring angrily at Baxter. “Lt. Baxter has taken leave of his senses, J’hana. Take him to the brig.”

“The killer has a disruptor encased in what looks like a normal chronometer, J’hana. I can show you!” Baxter cried.

J’hana looked from Baxter to Conway with confusion. Who should she listen to? Her loyalties seemed to lie with Baxter, her captain of over a year. But, like it or not, Conway was her new commanding officer.

“Take him away, J’hana,” Conway said more forcefully. “Or I’ll find someone who can.”

“J’hana, I know who the killer is. Just give me the chance to show you.”

“I…” J’hana said.

“Too late!” Badrago screamed, jumping out of his chair and pointing his chronometer at Baalix. “I’m not the killer yet, but I will be!”

“No!” Baxter cried, pushing past J’hana and tackling Badrago, as he fired his weapon. The beam hit the ceiling harmlessly.

Baalix’s advisors were on their feet immediately, drawing their weapons and aiming them all around the room. They really didn’t know where to shoot first.

Badrago scrambled out of Baxter’s grasp and made for the door to the conference room. “Come on, Katani, now!”

Katani scrambled over the conference table, deciding that was a quicker route then actually going around it.

J’hana acted fast, leaping through the air toward Katani, slamming her painfully into the table. “Not this time, behlatch!”

“He’s heading for the bridge!” Conway shouted. “Security…pin him down!”

Lt. Gellar and the other security officers scrambled after Badrago, as everyone in the conference room poured out onto the bridge, clambering over each other to see what was happening.

Once she was sure Katani was unconcious, J’hana moved to hold back Baalix and his men as everyone else scrambled out onto the bridge.

Badrago smiled insanely at them, his arm clenched around Ensign Ford’s neck, the “chronometer” pointed at the poor Ensign’s head.

“Nobody move, or this human dies,” Badrago growled, looking around insanely.

“Why are you doing this?” Torutu asked. “You were the most honorable Blardvars in our history, and you’ve served with us for a hundred years.”

“And in that hundred years I was never thanked for anything,” Badrago hissed. “I figured I only had one more chance to make a name for myself before I died.”

“Should we just let him kill Ford?” Conway whispered, looking over to Larkin. “It wouldn’t be that big a loss.”

“It would definitely be considered a stain on your diplomatic record,” Larkin whispered back.

“Suggestions?” Conway asked, looking back at Baxter.

“Sorry, I’m just one of your maintenance staff, nobody important. Remember?”

“This is no time for hurt feelings, Baxter!” Conway barked.

“What are your demands?” Larkin asked calmly, noting that neither Conway nor Baxter would be much help at this point.

“I want your ship to destroy the Oblari fleet,” Badrago commanded. “I know that your ship is capable of such a task. Now do it!”

“Who’s the master diplomat now, Captain?” Baxter said. “I mean, it sure looks like you have the situation well in hand.”

“I assure you, that is not possible,” Larkin said. “Release our crewman and let us discuss this rationally.”

“You’re not helping, Baxter,” Conway growled.

Suddenly, a realization hit Lt. Baxter. He looked over at the enraged Blardvars holding Ford hostage. “Hey, Badrago, I think you’re forgetting something.”

“Oh, I am?” asked Badrago. “And what might that be?”

“If I’m not mistaken, that weapon was manufactured in 2370.”

“So?”

“So, Cardassian batteries only have a shelf life of about four years. You’ve already fired that thing once. Something tells me it won’t fire again.”

“Oh,” Badrago replied shakily. “So you think this thing doesn’t work any more?”

“I’m willing to bet Mr. Ford’s life on it,” Baxter said, moving closer to Badrago and Ford.

“Hey!” Ford said. “Don’t I get a say in this?”

“Fraid not,” Baxter said, edging closer.

“You’re making a big mistake!” Badrago said indignantly, pressing the fire control on his disruptor.

Ensign Ford closed his eyes, waiting for the awful, long, painful death he was sure he was about to recieve.

Instead, a tiny, sputtering beam flickered out of the firing chamber of Badrago’s chronomter, frying the hair on the back of Ford’s head.

Lt. Baxter leapt forward, grabbed Badrago, and threw him to the floor in a heap.

Ford rubbed the back of his head painfully. “Hey, that stung!”

“You’re alive, aren’t you?” Baxter asked, picking Badrago up off the floor and pushing him into J’hana’s waiting arms. “There you go, Lieutenant. One potential killer.”

Lt. J’hana dragged Badrago off to the turbolift, where her other officers were already waiting with Katani.

“I’m dreadfully sorry about all this,” Torutu said to the now very angry Oblari.

Baalix stared Torutu in the eye, a vicious snarl forming on his lips. “Your people are more volatile than I thought. Maybe our peoples aren’t so dissimilar after all. Perhaps we can come to an… understanding.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Okay, we may not have done it in the most peaceful way, but we have succeeded in beginning the peace process between the Blardvars and the Oblari. After talking with Baalix and the Oblari Prime Minister, Torutu assures me that a peace agreement, and at some point, maybe even an alliance of some kind, is close at hand.

Meanwhile, we’re back on course toward deep space, for a routine mapping mission of the Dataga sector. No matter what’s happened in the past two days, I’ve got to say, it’s good to be Captain.



Lt. Baxter poked his head into Richards’s office. “So, Chris, you wanted to talk to me?”

“Yes, Andy. Sit down,” Richards said, pushing his sculpture aside.

“Nice,” Baxter said, leaning in to examine the sculpture. “Makes me think about scientific achievement.” Baxter sniffed several times. “And liver?”

“You’re more perceptive than most, Andy,” Richards said. “The reason I called you here is that I want you to come into Engineering.”

“I’m already in Engineering,” Baxter said.

“That’s not what I meant. I want to transfer you. And promote you.”

“Promote me?” Baxter asked. “To what?”

“To Engineer’s Mate First Class. You’d still be a Lieutenant, but you’d have much more responsibility and opportunity for advancement.”

“No one asked you to bring presents to my pity party, Commander,” Baxter said. “I don’t need favors. I can succeed on my own.”

“I just want to help, Andy. I know you’d do the same for me,” Richards said. “Besides, I know Ensign Cartwright is devastated about losing her position as Chief of Inventory.”

“I don’t know. Let me think about it.” Baxter stood up to leave.

“Conway to Baxter,” chimed the comm system in Richards’ office.

“Wonder what he wants,” Baxter said. “Baxter here.”

“I think you should come up here. Now.”

“Probably wants to gloat about his big diplomatic victory,” Richards muttered, going back to his sculpture.

“His victory my ass,” Baxter grumbled. “I swear, if I ever become a Captain again…”



On the way up to the bridge, Lt. Baxter ran into Counselor Peterman.

“I heard about your little act of heroism, Andy,” Peterman said, wrapping an arm around Baxter’s waist as he walked. “That’s my brave little bubbybear.”

“Nothing any Captain wouldn’t do,” Baxter said sheepishly.

“Very funny,” Peterman replied. “So, did you talk to Commander Richards?”

“Yes. But I got called away. Conway wants me for something,” Baxter said. “Oh, and I don’t appreciate you putting him up to that promotion thing.”

“What makes you think I put him up to it?” Peterman asked innocently.

“Because nobody else is diabolical and sneaky enough,” Baxter said as he approached the turbolift. “And because nobody else loves me that much.”

“Nothing any girlfriend wouldn’t do,” Peterman said, grabbing Baxter and engulfing him in a long kiss. “You’ll always be my Captain.”

“In that case,” Baxter said, still holding onto Peterman. “How about reccomending me for promotion to Lieutenant Commander?”

“For what it’s worth, I will,” Peterman said, following Baxter into the turbolift. “But don’t expect much enthusiasm from Conway about it.”

“I never expect enthusiasm from Conway,” Baxter muttered.

“You never know,” Peterman replied. “Maybe he called you up to the bridge to congratulate you on a job well done.”

Baxter and Peterman laughed about that the rest of the way up to the bridge.



“…turns out the file was accidently routed to a Klingon listening post,” Admiral McGrath said from the screen on Conley’s desk terminal, looking a little embarrased. “It took a lot of doing, but we were able to acquire the file and everything seems to be in order. In light of this new occurrence, Lt. Baxter will be put back in command of the Explorer and restored to the rank of Captain. And Andy, once again, I’m really sorry for this mixup. What can I say? These things happen. Anyway, good luck on your next mission. McGrath out.”

Conway switched off the terminal and turned it back around. “I suppose you’ll be wanting your chair back…Captain.” Conway said the word as if it left a bad taste in his mouth.

“Damn right I do,” Baxter said happily. “And while you’re up, you can take all those crappy posters down. And get that espresso machine out of here, too.”

Conway quickly took down his posters and unplugged the espresso machine. He twirled the cord around the base of the huge, ornate and silvery chunk of metal and pushed it toward the door. “Captain, I trust you won’t hold any grudges about the last couple days. I mean, you know, water under

the bridge and all.”

Baxter sat down at his desk. “You know me better than that, Commander. I don’t hold grudges.”

“I know the last time you were ticked at me, you put a laxative in my coffee and had me crapping for a week,” Conway mumbled, shoving his espresso machine out of the readyroom.

“Come, now, Commander. We’re both mature adults.”

“Right,” Conway said. “I knew you’d be big about this, sir.”



The following morning, Commander Conway was up bright and early, double checking the inventory of Ensign Paul Sanchez’s quarters.

If the stench wasn’t bad enough, the fact that he had to wade through a week’s worth of soiled Starfleet boxer shorts was.

“Baxter to Conway. How’s it coming down there, Chief?”

“Terrible,” Conway muttered, pinching his nose shut and scanning Sanchez’s forbidden underwear drawer. “This little…transfer…is only for a day, right?”

“I suppose,” Baxter replied. “That is, unless you discover that Inventory is your secret calling. You may have finally found something you’re good at.”

“Not very damn likely sir,” Conway grunted, sifting through the dozens of encrusted, fossilized plates on Sanchez’s dinner table.

“Chin up, Conway. The day’s not over yet,” Baxter said cheerfully.

“Yeah, yeah,” Conway said, approaching Sanchez’s closet. The tricorder read some sort of blockage, but he couldn’t quite read what was in there.

Cautiously, the Commander opened the closet.

Books upon books upon books upon books upon books spilled forth from Sanchez’s closet. Obviously, he was well read.

By the time the avalanche was over, Commander Conway was completely buried.

Struggling to free himself, Conway tried to wriggle his way out from underneath the sea of books.

Suddenly a horrifying thought entered Conway’s mind.

Sanchez didn’t get off duty for hours.

“Conway to Baxter!” Conway cried. “I need a hand down here!”

The only response Conway got was the sound of Baxter and the rest of the bridge crew clapping.



NEXT:



Lt. Commander Richards finds himself the star of his very own television show, “Star Trek: Explorer.” And it only gets wierder from there.
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Today’s Episode



Lieutenant Commander Chris Richards fell against his station, the annoying buzz of Red Alert klaxons ringing in his ears.

“The warp field is collapsing!” he heard a voice cry. It sounded like one of his engineers.

“Reroute power to the warp field!” Baxter replied over the comm system. “We’re not losing him!”

“Hull stress at maximum!” J’hana cried out.

Richards struggled to ascertain what was going on. Two separate views seemed to be invading his mind. He felt like he was on the bridge and in engineering at the same time. What was going on?

Suddenly Richards’ vision blurred again. Images began to come into focus. He was definitely on the bridge.

“Engineering…report!” Baxter barked, looking back at Richards.

Richards fumbled for words, still feeling dizzy. “Captain…I…”

Suddenly someone in a uniform he didn’t recognize was in front of him, aiming what looked like a large weapon at him.

Richards grabbed the front of the weapon and slammed it into the intruder’s face, shouting, “Intruder on the bridge, sir!” then falling unconscious to the deck.

A bearded man ran onto the bridge, waving a clipboard. “Cut, cut, cut!”

Baxter observed the scene angrily. “Okay, what’s his problem this time? Let me guess, he wants more money?”

Leaning down in Richards’ face, Baxter frowned. “Listen, that’s not how you get the big bucks, mister. Haven’t you ever heard of an agent?”

Richards’s eyes fluttered open a minute, then the image of Baxter disappeared as he lost consciousness again.

The man with the clipboard looked down at Richards, then to the other unconscious man.

“Someone get a medic on the set! Can we get a medic on the set?”

“Listen, Mister Frakes, I did like you asked, I worked on my method. Didn’t you see an improvement?” Baxter asked frantically.

“I’ll talk to you about it later, Phil. First I have to figure out why we’ve got an unconscious star and an equally unconscious cameraman,” Frakes said in annoyance.

“You know I’m doing the best I can with what I have to work with, Jonathan. Can I call you Jonathan?” “Phil” asked as he followed Frakes around the bridge set.

“No,” Frakes replied, pointing at Richards and the cameraman as the medics came onto the set. “They’re over there.”

“I mean, I really don’t see what my motivation is,” Phil continued. “Okay, so the Romulans are attacking. But why are they attacking? I need to know this.”

Frakes sighed. “You know, I never had these problems working with the Next Generation crew.”



“How are you, baby?” A beautiful blonde woman asked, running her hands through Richards’ hair as his eyes fluttered open.

“Fine, I just…” he sat up, blinking several times. Something was definitely wrong. “Who are you? Where am I? What’s going on?” he asked.

“I’m your girlfriend, silly,” the woman said, kissing Richards on the neck. “And you’re on the set of your TV show.”

“My what?”

“Stop it, Scooby,” the woman pouted. “I’m in no mood for games. The Enquirer ran another article about us.”

Richards rubbed his eyes as the woman handed him something that looked like an old style newspaper. On the front, there was a picture of Richards, dressed in a white suit, with the blonde woman. A glaring headline read: “Space Cadet and Paltrow more than pals? Are they ‘Explore’-ing new frontiers?”

“What the hell is this?” Richards asked.

“You’ve been sucking up the nitrous again, haven’t you?” the woman, now identified as Paltrow, said. “Well, I’m not sticking with you through rehab again.”

Paltrow stormed out of the room, leaving Richards very confused.

Outside, a voice said, “Gwyneth, how nice to see you again. What are you doing for dinner tonight?”

Moments later, a taller man with a beard entered the room. Richards guessed he was the source of the voice outside. “She’s quite a gal, Dick. I don’t know why you treat her so bad. Before you know it, she’ll be back with Brad Pitt again.”

“What?” Richards asked. “Who are you?”

“I’m the Director, buddy,” Frakes said in annoyance. “I’m the one who tells you two bit actors what to do. I was also in the series that resurrected Star Trek, without which, I might add, you’d never have your sick little parody.”

“I’m sorry,” Richards said, running a hand over his face. “Maybe we’re not on the same frequency here. I have no idea what the f**k you’re saying.”

Frakes eyes widened. “Well, you’d better figure out what I’m saying pretty damn quick, or you’ll find yourself killed by an evil black oil slick quicker than you can say engage, capiche?”

“Um, well…” Richards said.

“We begin filming again in five minutes. Be out on the set, or its your job,” Frakes said angrily, storming out of the room.

Richards fell back against the bed. What the hell was going on?

“Chris!” a voice said, causing Richards to dart up again.

A transparent-looking image of Captain Baxter stood before him, flickering and buzzing with static. “Chris, can you hear me?” he said again.

“Yeah, I can hear you, Andy,” Richards replied. “What the hell is going on?”

“It’s a long story,” Baxter sighed.

“I’ve got time,” Richards said, annoyed.

Baxter paced the room, his image flickering with every movement. “Okay, okay. We got caught up in an ion storm, and some funny things were happening with the warp field.”

“Define ‘funny.’”

“Well, it kind of…well, fluctuated,” Baxter said. “And it…um, kind of, um…well, you were caught up in it.”

“I’m trapped in a warp field!” Richards shouted. “How the heck did that happen!”

“Well, you were standing a little too close to the warp core at the time. I don’t know, you’re the engineer,” Baxter said. “The point is, you’re still trapped in the warp field, in the ion storm, and we don’t know how to get you out. If we go back in, the ship will be torn apart. If we leave you in there, the field will dissipate, and you’ll die. Or at least, that’s what Tilleran tells me.”

“She’s right,” Richards said, scratching his chin. “So if I’m caught in a subspace field, this reality is being created by my subconscious mind.”

Baxter looked around. “Yeah, kind of freaky, huh?”

“Evidently I’m a star on some kind of TV show,” Richards said. “What I want to know is why my mind conjured this up.”

“Maybe it was that television anthology we watched the other night,” Baxter said. “Remember, ‘M*A*S*H,’ ‘Cheers,’ and ’The

Apocalypse Family’?”

“Who could forget,” Richards sighed. “So what do I do?”

“Sit tight here while we work on a solution,” Baxter said. “I’m being broadcasted to you by a low level subspace signal sent into the ion storm. I don’t know if I’ll be able to reestablish contact, but if I can’t, just hold on. We’ll think of something,” Baxter said, suddenly disappearing with a flicker.

Richards was about to scoot off the bed he was lying on, when a chubby, anxious-looking man in a suit stormed in.

“Dickie, Dickie, what are you doing just sitting there? Get back on the set!”

Richards looked at the man in disbelief. “Elliot Finglass? What on Earth are you doing here?”

“I’m your agent, remember? The one who got you this wonderful role you’re throwing away as we speak!” Finglass cried. “Speaking of which, who were you talking to just now?”

“None of your business,” Richards said. “I wonder what my roommate from Starfleet Academy is doing here.”

“Starfleet Academy?” Finglass said, laughing angrily. “Oh, that’s rich, Dickie, that’s really rich.”

“My name’s not Dickie,” Richards said. “I’m Lieutenant Commander Christopher Richards.”

“Sure you are, sure you are,” Finglass said, sitting down next to Richards and opening up his briefcase. “Listen, I’m going to tell you this as your agent and as your friend. You have to straighten up your act, or you’ll be on the street doing guest appearances on Moesha before you know it.”

“Mo-who?” Richards asked.

“Stop playing dumb. Listen, Paramount wants you to sign some papers, basically saying that you’ll straighten up your act, and you know, be more responsible. That means no more drinking, drugging, bar brawling, or sexual harassment suits. And no more punching out cameramen for no reason!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Richards protested.

“Sure you don’t. Listen to me, Dickie: Star Trek actors are known for being clean-cut and well-behaved. Well, except for Grace Lee Whitney. Anyway, this is a clean franchise, and Paramount doesn’t want you screwing it up.”

“Paramount,” Richards said. “And they are…”

“I’m still laughing my butt off, Dickie. Who’s Paramount?” Finglass was obviously quite annoyed. “They sign you’re freaking paycheck, Dickie, and if you don’t get out there and act like a f**king professional, you’ll lose your job, and if you lose your job, I’ll lose my percentage, and if I lose my percentage, I won’t make the payment on my new Lexus, and if I don’t make the payment on my new Lexus, I’ll be very mad. And you don’t want to see me mad, now, do you?”

Richards shook his head. “N-no. I suppose not.”

“Good, now get out there and knock ’em dead, Dickie,” Finglass said, pushing Richards out the door of the health room.



“Okay, ‘Operation: Deception,’ Act Two, Scene Three, take three!” Frakes said through a megaphone. “Quiet on the set. Action!”

Captain Baxter, otherwise known as “Phil,” lurched in the command chair, even though, Richards noticed, nothing was shaking.

Taking a cue from Phil and the other people on the set, Richards acted like the ship was shaking, gripping his ‘panel,’ which didn’t seem to have any real function, and jiggling his body.

“Engineering, report!” Phil shouted.

Richards stood there at his “station” a moment, not sure what to do.

Frakes anxiously pointed at a giant screen next to his chair, in the big open area where the viewscreen would have been on the real bridge.

Big, plain words were inscribed on the strange screen:



RICHARDSON:

Damage to the hull, sir! At this rate, we’ll fly apart!



Confused, Richards just looked around. Frakes continued to point in annoyance at the screen, and then point at Richards.

“Oh,” Richards said. “You want me to say that?”

“Cut!” Frakes shouted, throwing down his clipboard in frustration.

“I can’t work like this!” Phil said exasperatedly, unzipping his uniform and walking over to a table full of donuts and coffee.

“You’ve got real problems, mister!” Frakes said, pointing at Richards and storming off the set.

“Can I please get out of this makeup!” the woman playing Lt. J’hana said. “I’m burning up!”

“Sure, that’s a wrap for today,” Frakes said, returning to the stage. “Maybe after a good night’s sleep, you guys can turn out a half-decent performance.”

Richards shrugged, stepping away from his station.

The woman Richards knew as Peterman got up from her chair, turning to approach Richards.

“Hi,” Richards said quietly, moving across the set to where the donuts were.

Peterman whirled Richards around. “Is that all you have to say to me? Hi?”

“Um…” Richards said. “I guess.”

Peterman smacked Richards roughly across the face. “I guess all I was was a night on the stellar cartography set, huh? Well, listen, I may be an ex-showgirl from Vegas, but I’m a human being, and I’m a woman with feelings. You’ll learn to think twice before screwing over Maria Helouise Delarosa!”

“But you’re not Spanish,” Richards said.

“You think just because I talk with an American accent on this f**king no good show, that that’s all I am? Is that what you think of me? Well, you got another thing coming, mister!” Delarosa said, stomping of the set in anger.

“Boy, you really pissed her off,” a familiar voice said from behind Richards.

“Mirk?” Richards asked.

“Sure, sure, sure,” the boy said. “That’s all I’ll be known as for the rest of my life, so you might as well start calling me that now. The second I was picked for my part I was doomed to the life of a child actor. I’ll be found robbing a liquor store in Redondo Beach by the time I’m twenty.”

“I’m…sorry,” Richards said quietly. “Um, I’ve got to go.”

“Yeah, well, you go then,” Mirk said sadly. “I’ll just go see if that kid from Home Improvement wants to hang out with me.”

This was all too confusing.

“You never realized TV was so important in history, did you?” Baxter’s voice asked from behind Richards. “It’s kind of scary that the American mind was so entranced by that little electric box.”

Richards turned to see that the hologram of Captain Baxter had returned. “Well, can you guys get me out of here, or what?”

“We’re working on it. It may not be till morning,” Baxter said. “The storm is just too severe. They can barely get this signal through. Is it just me, or is the guy playing me a little too… effeminite? He sounds like such a sissy! I don’t sound like that, do I?”

“No, I…” Richards said, when suddenly a pair of arms wrapped around his neck.

“Hi, sweetie,” Gwyneth said sweetly. “I’m sorry I yelled at you. What’s say we go home and make up?”

“Um…” Richards said.

“Remember,” Baxter taunted, staring at Paltrow longingly. “You’re engaged.”

“Sure,” Richards said, not taking his eyes off Paltrow.

“Wait until I tell Janice!” Baxter said, as his image flickered off.



“Sorry the place is such a mess,” Paltrow said, opening the door to her apartment. “It’s just so hard to find a good cleaning woman in the valley. They’re all either taken, or completely incompetent.”

Richards collapsed onto the couch, sighing painfully, trying to forget that he was wearing the ugly, outdated jeans and T-shirt he had changed into back at the Paramount Studio. He would have been happier to stay in his uniform.

It was settled. He had definitely imagined himself in the latter twentieth century for some ungodly reason. Why on Earth would he want to come back here? He had only just visited this place in reality less than a year ago, and now, it seemed, he was back.

Maybe it was because he had visited this particular period, Richards thought. That made sense, but it annoyed him extremely.

“Can I get you something?” Paltrow asked, digging around in the kitchen.

“Aldebran Whiskey,” Richards said without thinking.

“Very funny. How about a Mountain Dew?”

“You drink the moisture that collects on mountains?” Richards asked. “How odd.”

“You’re just full of jokes tonight,” Paltrow muttered, grabbing two cans out of the fridge and sitting down next to Richards.

Richards stared at his can of “Mountain Dew” curiously, as Paltrow grabbed a small black box and pressed a control.

The “TV” in front of Richards obediently switched on. He hadn’t looked forward to this moment. He’d had his fill of “TV” the other night with Baxter.

“Space…the funny frontier…” Baxter’s voice said from offscreen, as a field of stars flew by on the screen. “These are the voyages of the Starship Explorer.”

“Oh, look, it’s your show,” Paltrow mumbled.

“Let’s watch,” Richards said. He might as well see what this so-called “show” looked like.

“If you say so,” Paltrow replied. “I thought you hated the show. Personally, though, I think you look cute in the uniform.”

Richards cringed at the awful music that assaulted his ears once Baxter’s monologue was finished. It was revolting. Like the stuff Conway listened to all the time. “What is this awful music?”

“I like it,” Paltrow said defensively. “This song was on the top twenty for ten straight weeks. I think Paramount made a good move getting the Rembrandts instead of Jerry Goldsmith to write a theme song. Look at what they did for ‘Friends.’”

Richards continued to cringe, as the song “Space is a Keen and Cool Place” played.



Space is a Keen and Cool Place!

We’re just a crazy crew of

wacked out space aces.

Crazy space aces, crossing space,

And going places.

Space is cool,

And space is keen,

Just stay in space,

And you’ll stay clean!

The Captain’s shmuck,

The Exec is a jerk,

The Counselor’s a slut,

And then there’s Mirk!

J’hana’s manly,

Hartley’s mean,

Larkin’s a robot,

And Ford is obscene.

The Doc’s a pig,

The Engineer is a putz,

Tilleran reads minds,

But hey, ya can’t touch!

Space is cool,

And space is keen,

Just stay in space,

And you’ll stay clean!



As the theme played, the Explorer flew by on the screen. After it flew by, words began to appear on the screen.



STAR TREK: EXPLORER



STARRING



Phil Burkenstock

as “Captain Baxter”



and Drew Horner

as “Commander Conway”



ALSO STARRING



Jessica Burgess-Dawes

as “Doctor Browning”



Dick Corrigan

as “Lt. Cmdr Richards”



Maria Delarosa

as “Counselor Peterman”



Claire Diamond

as “Lt. Larkin”



Alicia Fox

as “Lt. Tilleran”



Troy Dunston Gray

as “Mirk”



Brian Huddlefield

as “Ensign Ford”



Andrea Schactman

as “Lt. J’hana”



and Kate Winslow

as “Lt. Hartley”



Executive Producers

Rick Berman

Jeri Taylor

Alan Decker

Anthony Butler



Based on Star Trek

Created by Gene Roddenberry



Richards just shook his head. This seemed almost unreal. Oh, yeah. It was unreal.

Suddenly the screen faded away, as the Explorer came into view again and shot into warp.

Unfortunately, after the other night, Richards knew exactly what came next, and all he could do was cover his eyes.

“What’s your problem?” Paltrow asked, looking at him strangely. “They’re just commercials.”

“Sure, sure. Just tell me when they’re over,” Richards said uneasily.

“You really need help, Dick,” Paltrow said. “Your mind is burnt to bits. It’s all that speed.”

Richards looked over at Paltrow as if she was stupid. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Warp travel is very safe.”

“Nevermind, the show’s back on,” Paltrow said, as the Explorer flew by slowly on the screen, and the title “Inoculations” appeared in front of it. “I don’t even know why you’re watching. Your character had like three lines in this episode.”

Richards ignored Paltrow, instead watching while what seemed like a normal day on the Explorer played on the screen. Of course, the crew all seemed a little more melodramatic about everything, less things went wrong, less people died, and there was a lot less cussing. Overall, though, it seemed like a better reality than on the real Explorer.

Then again, Richards supposed, it wasn’t reality at all.

Suddenly, Richards became aware of an unmistakable “Psst” sound.

Turning, Richards realized that Captain Baxter’s image had once again reappeared, and was now motioning him into Paltrow’s bathroom.

“Excuse me, honey. I have to, um, use the bathroom.”

“You know where it is,” Paltrow said, absorbed in watching the TV.

“You know, she can’t hear you,” Richards whispered, as he closed the bathroom door behind him. “You could have come right out and got me.”

“Well, I was just being cautious,” Baxter said defensively, as Richards took a seat on the toilet. “Listen, we’ve got some bad news.”

“Oh, great,” Richards said. “What now?”

“Well, it’s nothing you should be alarmed at…um, yet.”

“What?” Richards asked.

“Well, your field is beginning to deteriorate faster than we expected. It should be gone by late tomorrow morning.”

“Then what do we do?” Richards asked.

Baxter shrugged. “Ideally, we’d find a better way to get you out. But so far we haven’t come up with anything.”

“Wait a minute, didn’t you say you’d have me out of here by tomorrow morning?” Richards asked.

“Well, yes. But, um, things came up,” Baxter said. “The storm got worse, and well, you know, it’s kind of busy over here right now.”

“I could die!” Richards shouted.

“You’re not taking a dump in there, are you?” Paltrow asked from the other room. “Because last time I couldn’t go in there for two days!”

“I’m fine!” Richards shouted, looking back at Baxter and whispering. “Look, you have to get me out of here. This place is a nuthouse.”

“We’re doing our best,” Baxter said. “What about you? You’re not succumbing to that beautiful woman’s charms, are you?”

Before Richards could say something, Paltrow stuck her head into the bathroom. “Why the heck are you talking to yourself in here? You’re getting high in here, aren’t you?”

“N-n-no!” Richards said. “I’m not getting…”high”…whatever that means.”

“Don’t believe him,” Baxter said with a smile. “He’s a big fat liar!”

Richards glared at Baxter. “You’re not helping me.”

“Oh, great,” Paltrow sighed. “You’ve got a little imaginary friend now. Well, I hope for your sake that she’s better in bed than I am. Because you’re not getting any from me tonight!”

With that, Paltrow slammed the bathroom door.

“You were saying?” Richards said wearily.

“How sweet,” Baxter commented. “She’s jealous of me.”



The next morning, Richards was up bright and early. He hadn’t been able to sleep all night from the combined effects of Gwyneth’s painfully lumpy post-modern couch, and by the terrible fear Richards had that he would die later that morning.

Oh, well. The crew of the Explorer was working hard to save him.

And for some reason that wasn’t so comforting.

Thankfully, Gwyneth had been kind enough to drive Richards to work. Though he had seen Conway do it before, Richards wasn’t at all confident that he could drive himself. And, if there was one thing he could say for his “girlfriend,” it was that she didn’t hold a grudge. As a matter of fact, she didn’t even seem mad anymore.

Richards hopped out of Gwyneth’s fancy sports car, kissing her on the cheek and proceeding into the studio.

This acting job shouldn’t be that hard, anyway. He was really just doing what he normally did, only he read his words off a screen instead of thinking them up, and he was never in any real danger. At least, not the kind of life-threatening danger he was in on a daily basis aboard the real Explorer.

“I hope you’re ready to work today, Corrigan,” Frakes said as Richards stepped into the costuming room. “No more nonsense.”

“No, sir,” Richards said. “The straight and narrow for me.”

“That’s what I want to hear,” Frakes smiled, as Richards sat down in the makeup chair.

“Hey, there, Mister Corrigan,” a fat, older woman with dyed red hair and gum in her mouth said, as she began to apply cakey makeup onto Richards’s face. “How’s tricks?”

“I don’t trick people,” Richards said firmly, coughing as the cloud of makeup surrounded his face.

“Look at this, my part’s all wrong. The hair looks ridiculous!” Phil cried from the chair next to Richards. “I look like an idiot.”

“I can only do so much,” Phil’s stylist said, stepping back as Phil scooted out of the chair.

“Do you think Shatner had this problem?” Phil ranted, “No, he had a good hairdresser. This is unacceptable. You’re fired!”

“But, Mr. Burkenstock…” the woman said, bursting into tears.

“Shut up!” Phil cried. “I want you out of here in five minutes! And give us back our Explorer mug.”

The woman continued to cry, throwing down her hairbrush and running out of the room.

“You can’t get good help these days,” Phil said, straightening his hair and leaving the room.

“I knew she wouldn’t last,” the fat makeup lady said. “Phil is such a debutante. You’d think he was the Prince of Wales, the way he acts.”

“What a jerk…um, Flo,” Richards commented, looking at the name on the woman’s nametag.

“Whaddaya think?” Flo asked, smacking her gum loudly as Richards regarded the finished product in the mirror.

Richards tried not to panic. He had lipstick on! Were the people of this century insane?

“It’s, um, great,” Richards said, scooting out of the makeup chair.

After quickly putting on his uniform (which he noticed was not at all as comfortable as the real one), Richards made his way out onto the set.

“You should feel lucky, Phil,” the woman who played J’hana said. “My makeup takes hours, and these antennae are heavier than they look.”

Phil swayed uneasily in the command chair. “I don’t care, Andrea. I’m the star of this show, and if my hair is even a bit uneven, the audience notices. Remember when they tried moussing my hair last season, and that old woman in Michigan started that vicious internet letter writing campaign? It was horrible.”

“It’s a paying job,” the man who played Conway said, strolling out onto the stage. “You should be glad to have it.”

“Easy for you to say, Drew,” Baxter countered. “After all, I’m not the ex-porn star!”

“Hey, I thought I told you never to bring that up!” Drew whispered harshly. “That’s my past, and it will stay my past. You think I want some annoying Trekkie digging up a promo for ‘Deeper Impact’ and shoving it in my face, asking for an autograph?”

“Gee, you know, I’m going on the internet tonight,” Phil said with a wry smile. “I hope I remember not to mention that!”

“You wouldn’t!” Drew sneered.

“Are you sure?” Phil said with an evil grin.

“Okay, okay, let’s get working,” Frakes said, stepping in between Drew and Phil. “Break it up, guys.”

“Phil’s threatening to put my porn past all over the internet!” Drew cried, glaring at Phil.

“You don’t hear that every day,” Frakes said. “Don’t worry, Drew. If Phil does that, I’ll take the massage chair out of his trailer.”

As Frakes returned to his director’s chair, Drew stuck his tongue out at Phil. “So there.”

“He can’t protect you forever, Drew. Don’t forget, I get to direct an episode this season,” Phil taunted.

Richards watched the exchange uneasily, realizing how hauntingly similar Drew and Phil’s banter was to that of Conway and Baxter’s. It seemed like some things never changed.

“Okay, let’s take it from the top, guys,” Frakes said suddenly, as an annoying buzzer went off throughout the stage. “Operation: Deception, Act Two, Scene Three, take four! Action!”

“Engineering, report!” Phil barked, as the crew on the bridge pretended to be jarred around.

Still feeling a little dumb, Richards dutifully read the words off the teleprompter. “Damage to the hull, sir. At this rate we’ll fly apart!”

“Return fire!” Drew said, looking back at the woman playing J’hana.

“It’s no use,” Andrea replied, “weapons connections are fused.”

“Larkin…Richards…get down to Engineering and get those phasers operating!” Phil shouted.

Richards looked at the screen again, reading the words. “Aye, Captain.”

“Cut!” Frakes said joyfully. “And print. Beautiful, beautiful. Now everyone get ready for the phaser control room scene.”

Richards stepped out from behind his station, heading over to the donut table for a cup of coffee.

Richards watched as workers began moving the set around and preparing the soundstage next door for the phaser control room scene. He barely noticed the sound of munching celery next to him.

“Janice?” Richards asked, turning.

The woman who played Dr. Browning turned in the opposite direction. “Our law suit states that you cannot speak to me or come within fifty yards of me, unless required by our jobs on the show, if you’ve forgotten,” the woman said coldly.

“I don’t…” Richards said, when suddenly an arm dragged him back, pushing him up against the wall.

“Are you crazy!” Richards’s agent cried frantically. “You don’t want to be sued again, do you?”

“What did she sue me for?” Richards asked, watching as the woman munched peacefully on her celery.

“Okay, fine, play dumb. Jessica sued you for sexual harassment. Remember the episode when Richards had an alien parasite stuck inside his navel? And when Jessica examined you, you locked your tractor beams right onto one of her…”

“All right, I get it,” Richards said, exasperated. “I guess in this reality I’m a real…”

“Dick,” Frakes said putting a hand on Richards’ shoulder. “Good job out there, guy. Keep that up in the last scene, and you’ll be looking good come contract time.”

Finglass smiled politely as Frakes walked away, his expression becoming angry once Frakes was gone. “Watch out for him, Dickie. He’s a shark. Listen, I know you think you’re untouchable. The fact that you’re the most attractive male character on the show, and all. But you’re not invincible. Get on the wrong side of enough of the higher-ups, and it’s…errrkk!” Finglass drew a finger across his throat. “Got it?”

“G-got it,” Richards said shakily. He was wondering how much more of this he could take.



“Okay, everyone, places,” Frakes said, settling into his director’s chair as Richards and “Larkin” took their places on the set of the phaser control room.

The woman who played Larkin looked disdainfully down at the conduit as technicians finished setting it up so it would spark and seethe. “I ain’t gonna get singed, am I?” she asked in a brusk New York accent.

“Don’t worry, Claire,” Frakes smiled. “You’ll be fine.”

“So where do you want me?” Richards asked.

“Right next to Larkin,” Frakes ordered. “You two are trying to repair the phaser relays.”

“What happens?” Richards asked. “Are we going to fix them?”

“Sure,” Frakes smiled. “Eventually.”

Richards picked up the fake coil spanner and looked at it. It was a terrible prop. The emitter was backwards, and the battery pack was missing. These people knew nothing about science or technology.

“Chris!” Captain Baxter’s image shouted, from behind Frakes’ director’s chair. “Over here! Come here, quick!”

“I’ll be right back,” Richards said, dashing off the set and following Baxter’s flickering image.

“Don’t be long,” Frakes said. “That’s five everybody.”



“Please tell me you have good news, Andy,” Richards said, as he and Baxter ducked into a dressing room.

Baxter shook his head. “Afraid not. The storm is getting worse. Your field is being torn apart. Tilleran is giving you about half an hour, tops.”

“But you guys have found a way to get me out, right?” Richards asked hopefully.

“Well, we have a few ideas,” Baxter said. “Tilleran suggested that we send a shuttlecraft into the storm on autopilot. She thinks a smaller, more maneuverable object would last longer in the storm’s effects.”

“Then you could maneuver the shuttle into the exact position of the warp bubble, and engage a static isolation field,” Richards continued. “That should pull me out of this godforsaken hellhole, right?”

“Sure, sure,” Baxter said. “Something like that.”

“So all I have to do is stay alive until then, right?” Richards asked.

“Theoretically,” Baxter said.

“Dickie, Dickie!” Finglass cried, rushing into the dressing room. “Oh, there you are. I just got the new revision of the script. They’re going to kill your character!”

Richards looked to Baxter, who just shrugged and disappeared.

“What does that mean?” Richards asked.

“It means you’re out of a job!” Finglass cried. “I’m going to try and negotiate with the producers. You just sit tight and try to suck up! We can’t lose this one, Dickie!”

Suddenly Baxter reappeared. “I just talked to Tilleran. The field is almost gone now. According to her, the more it deteriorates, the more this world will try to destroy you.”

“Oh, great,” Richards said. “So what do I do until you rescue me?”

“I don’t know,” Baxter admitted. “Survive?”

“Easier said then done,” Richards said, heading out of the dressing room.



“Okay, let’s get this show on the road,” Frakes said hurriedly, as Richards came onto the set.

Just as Richards took up position next to Claire on the set, Baxter appeared beside him.

“Okay, Tilleran says that the only way to slow the field’s deterioration is to try and prevent your character’s demise any way you can. She says there’s a good chance that if your character dies, the field will disappear altogether and you’ll die too.”

“Great.”

“You say something?” Claire asked from beside him.

“Just practicing,” Richards replied uneasily.

“Freakin’ Hollywood actors,” Claire cursed.

“Okay, everyone, places,” Frakes called out. “‘Operation: Deception,’ Act Two, Scene Three, take one. Action!”

Claire assumed her “Larkin” character and began pretending to work on the conduit. “The main relay is quite damaged, Commander,” she said, adopting Larkin’s emotionless tone.

Richards picked up his fake coil spanner and glanced up at the teleprompter. Evidently, it said that he was supposed to use it on the relay, then say…

“Argghh?” Richards asked, looking back at Frakes.

“No, not ‘Arggh?’” Frakes said, getting out of his chair. “ARRGGGGHH!”

“Oh,” Richards said. “And why exactly am I saying this?”

“You’re getting blown apart, you idiot. The relay blows up and you die. Can’t you at least die well, or is that too much to ask?” Frakes ranted, pulling at his sparse hair.

“Yeah,” Richards said. “I can do it.”

“Good,” Frakes said, settling back into his chair. “From the top. Take two.”

Claire took her place again, staring down at the relay in an android way. “The main relay is quite damaged, Commander.”

Richards looked at the relay, looked at his coil spanner, then looked up at the teleprompter.

“Um. Well, I think it’s going to blow,” Richards replied, forgetting what the teleprompter said.

“Fuck him!” Frakes cried, “blow the conduit now!”

Richards ducked, throwing Claire in front of the conduit just as it burst into pretend sparks.

“I’m not going out like that!” Richards shouted.

Frakes jumped out of his chair, running over to Richards. “Are you insane? You do what you’re told to do or we’ll drop you!”

“You’re already planning on killing me off anyway,” Richards said defiantly. “So what difference does it make?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Frakes said.

“Oh, so I’m going to survive the conduit explosion?”

“Well, not exactly,” Frakes admitted.

“And I assume Larkin somehow miraculously manages to get clear of the explosion.”

“You know very well Claire’s dad is on the board of directors at UPN,” Frakes said. “Listen, the execs said your character has to die, so he has to die. You can’t cut it, and that’s that. Now take your death like a man!”

“No,” Richards said finally. “Can’t we go back and rewrite the script?”

“No!” Frakes shouted. “We can’t go back!”

“Then I’m outta here!” Richards said, pushing Frakes to the ground and running like hell.

“Security to the soundstage!” Frakes shouted, jumping to his feet.



Phil Burkenstock shifted in the command chair as he went over his lines, trying his best to look sad. “You say he’s dead, Larkin? That can’t be. For the love of God, he was my friend! He was my friend, damn it! Please, tell me he’s not dead!”

The holographic image of Captain Baxter watched in annoyance on the bridge set as Phil went over his lines. It was enough to make him sick. Did he really sound that melodramatic?

Still in the middle of a dramatic performance, Phil attempted to stand up from the command chair, but stumbled, looking up in grief. “You Romulan bastards, you’ve killed my friend. You Romulan bastards…you’ve…killed…my…friend!”

“What is your problem?” Baxter asked, peering down at Phil as he writhed in pretend agony. “You’re nothing like me. You’re pathetic. You’re an overdramatic actor with a huge ego and a bad haircut, and that’s all you’ll ever be.”

“J’hana…signal our surrender,” Phil said, stumbling right through the image of Baxter. “We SURRENDER!”

“Make way!” Richards shouted, plowing through the particle board bulkheads and running right through the bridge, pushing Phil back into the command chair.

Phil’s head turned as Richards ran by. “I know damn well that wasn’t in the script.”



“Don’t let him get away!” Frakes cried out, perched on the hood of one of the speeding Paramount security golf carts. “He signed a contract and that contract is worth blood!”

“Yes, Mr. Frakes,” the security guard said uneasily.



Richards plowed through another fake wall, emerging on the sickbay set, where the actress who played Dr. Browning was eating a contraband order of french fries that was smuggled on the set by an assistant.

“Janice, help! They want to kill me!” Richards cried, running through the set and knocking over all the fake medical equipment.

Jessica stashed the fries behind her back. “Give me a gun and I’ll kill you myself, you pervert!”

“Hellllllpppppp!” Richards cried, running as fast as he could. He glanced back. Frakes and the golf carts were hot on his tail.

“What’s up, buddy?” Baxter suddenly asked, floating a few feet in front of him as he ran.

“What’s up is they’re trying to kill me!” Richards screamed. “You have to do something!”

“Don’t sweat it, Chris,” Baxter said “The shuttle is almost ready. We’ll have you out of here in no time.”

“What do I do in the meantime?”

“Your brain must have some defense mechanisms, Chris,” Baxter said. “Try to use them. I’ll be back in a flash.”

Baxter disappeared again, leaving Richards to plow headfirst through another plaster wall.

Richards stopped dead. It looked as if he’d gone from the set of a starship to the set of some kind of apartment on Earth.

“Niles, you are a complete twit!” a balding man bellowed.

“Oh, Frasier, stop it!” Niles replied.

“Hello, everyone, here’s some crumpets. Oh, dear, the dog has pooped on the floor again!” a dark-haired woman with a British lilt said, bringing in a tray of food.

“Who the f**k are you?” Frasier asked, annoyed.

“You never saw me,” Richards said, continuing to run as fast as he could.

Moments later, the golf carts burst onto the set, tearing through Frasier’s apartment, demolishing his piano, his Dad’s chair, and finally, mercifully, running over Eddie the dog.



Richards kept running, plowing through a door that led him out into a huge studio full of people.

“So are you telling me that you’ve been visited by men from space?”

“Yes Jerry, I am,” a four hundred pound woman in a large flowery muumuu said.

“You haven’t been visited from men in space!” the man next

to her, a bearded, barrel-chested man with a cap that said “Skoal”

said. “You’re a damn fool is what you are, woman!”

“You shut up, Daddy!” cried a fat boy in coveralls. He grabbed a chair and slammed it in the Skoal man’s face.

The crowd began shoutin “Jerry! Jerry! Jerry!”

“What on Earth is this?” Richards wondered, rubbing his head.

Jerry shoved a microphone in an angry-looking woman’s face.

“Jerry,” the woman growled, “I just have one thing to say to little Elroy. He should respect his daddy!”

The whole crowd cheered at this. No save haven here, Richards

decided.

Richards ran past the string of guests, noting that now a gaggle of burly men that had been surrounding the stage were chasing him too. He increased his speed, looking out into the audience. “Hi there, don’t mind me, just passing through!”

“Are you from space?” Jerry asked with a smirk. He might as well milk this little stunt for some ratings.

“Actually, I’m from Pennsylvania, originally. I just work in space,” Richards said, plowing through the doors on the opposite side of the stage.

Richards kept running, weaving in and out of hallways, in an attempt to lose the studio security.

“Stop!” a uniformed security officer cried, pulling his gun and running down a corridor after Richards.

Richards ducked the bullets soaring over his head, realizing that this studio must really care about preserving their intellectual property.

Concerned about preserving some property of his own, Richards darted into the closest door.

“…got the whale home again,” a woman said, crossing her slender legs coyly underneath the desk in front of her as the cameras rolled. “Next, on Entertainment Tonight, we’ll meet one of the actors from Star Trek: Explorer, who’ll be sharing some juicy tidbits on–”

Richards crossed in front of the cameras in hopes of evading the security guard, waving happily at the woman at the desk and at the cameras.

“And there he goes…” the woman said in shock, watching as Richards hurtled toward the set of doors on the opposite side of the studio.

A mass of people, including Jonathan Frakes, poured into the ET studio, all passing in front of the cameras.

Jonathan paused long enough to shout, “Remember our dinner date, Mary!”

Once they were all gone, Mary Hart just looked up at the cameras and shrugged. “Hmff. Hollywood.”



“Dickie, Dickie, over here!” Elliot Finglass called out, waving his briefcase at Richards as he emerged outside the Paramount Studio. “I talked to the execs, Dickie!”

Richards stopped, putting his hands on his knees and breathing heavily. “Wha-what did they say, Elliot?”

“They wouldn’t listen, Dickie. I tried to stop them, but they wouldn’t listen. They’re going to replace you with Lavar Burton somehow. He’s already signed his contract and everything. It’s even on the Internet. They’re already calling the episode where he’s introduced ‘The Way of the Engineer.’”

Richards caught his breath, dragging Finglass along with him. “Listen, Elliot. I need you to do me a favor. Hold off the security long enough for me to get back to the set of the show.”

“Why?” Finglass asked. “What can you hope to accomplish?”

“I just want to survive,” Richards said. “And, damn it, if my brain can last a few more minutes, I will.”

“The seventies just weren’t very good to you, were they?” Finglass asked, frightented.

Richards just stared Finglass in the eye. “Listen, Ellie, I can’t explain why this is happening, or why I need you to do this for me. Just trust me. You’re my agent, whatever that is, right?”

“Yeah, yeah. Fine, I’ll do it. Just promise me, if you still make it big, you’ll give me a cut of your pay?”

“Count on it,” Richards said, making a dash for the studio entrance.

As soon as Frakes and the guards burst out into Paramount lot, Finglass waved his hands exasparatedly.

“Guys, guys…he went that way!” he shouted, pointing away from where Richards had gone. “I think he’s trying to find a new agent.”

“Fat chance,” Frakes huffed. “He’ll never work in this town again if I have anything to say about it. I’m going to bust him down to Ensign so fast it will make his head spin. Come on, guys…this way!”

“Ensign?” Finglass asked, watching as Frakes and the security forces took off down the street.



“Me me me my my my mo mo mo…” Phil said, trying to get his mouth to relax. He was so tense because of all the ruckus on the set with Richards, he felt like he’d never find his quiet place again.

“What are you doing?” Drew asked, taking his customary seat next to Phil.

“Shut up, I’m doing mouth exercises,” Phil muttered.

“Oh,” Drew said. “You’re not going to put the thing about the porn on the internet, are you?”

“Course not,” Phil said. “It would lower the resale value of the franchise.”

“You’re a great guy, Phil,” Drew said with a smile, hugging Phil tightly.

“Get off,” Phil replied.

“Hey, everyone, what’s going on?” the guy who played Ford said, taking a seat at helm. “And what happened to the set?”

“Richards went nuts, Brian,” Drew said. “How was Hawaii?”

Brian sighed. “Okay, I guess. Lotsa women!”

“Well, forget about it. You’re married to the show again,” Phil said harshly.

“Well, it was nice to cheat on it for awhile,” Brian sighed,

“You are a pig, Brian,” Maria said, plopping down next to Phil, where Peterman would normally sit as Claire and Andrea, or Larkin and J’hana, walked onto the set.

“What a miserable day,” Andrea said. “We’ll never get anything done at this rate.”

“An dat means double da work tomorrow,” Claire grumbled, sitting down at ops while Andrea went over to tactical.

Alicia Fox, a.k.a. Tilleran, strolled onto the set. “You all look busy. What’s going on here?”

“Richards finally went off the deep end,” Drew said. “I thought you were off today.”

Alicia walked around to the science station. “I was. But for some reason I felt drawn here.”

“Sounds cheesy enough to be an Explorer episode,” Andrea commented.

“Hey, look who I caught cheating on her diet!” Troy Dunston Gray, the actor who portrayed Mirk, said, running onto the set and waving a cupcake.

Jessica followed, trying to grab the cupcake back. “Give it back, you little dork!”

Suddenly Richards stumbled onto the set, uniform torn, hair a mess, and breathing heavily.

“I don’t believe it,” he gasped. “You all just happen to be together, all on the bridge, and all in the right places.”

“What’s he on about, now?” Phil asked angrily. “Another gambit for attention?”

“No, no,” Richards sighed. “Listen, I’m in a lot of trouble right now.”

“Obviously,” Jessica said, jerking the cupcake from Troy’s hand, which, sadly, fell to pieces in the attempt.

“I need your help,” Richards continued, looking at each of the actors that occupied the set. “And you all are the only ones that can help me.”

“What the hell do you mean?” Phil asked. “Do you want us to bail you out of jail? Or pay your fines? Or convince Paramount to keep your sorry ass?”

“No,” Richards said, looking around the slightly damaged set. “No, I just want you to…be your characters for me. I need you to act like the crew of the Explorer would act if one of their own was in danger.”

“Oh, that’s rich,” Claire said, folding her arms.

“You’ve really lost it, haven’t you?” Brian asked. “The fact that they killed off your character pushed you off the deep end.”

“No, no,” Richards said. “Listen, I know this is hard to believe, but you all aren’t real. You’re all figments of my imagination, created by my brain, in a temporal causality known as a warp bubble.”

“If we’re created by your brain, why do we all despise you so much?” Jessica demanded.

“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out,” Richards said, pacing the bridge. “Then I realized, you all don’t represent my brain, you represent what’s being done to my brain. You see, if I don’t act fast, I’ll lose everything.”

“I think you already have,” Phil said. “So just take it like a man.”

“I’m asking you all for a…leap of faith,” Richards said grandly, looking around the bridge. “You’re all filling pretty big shoes. You’re impersonating people who I care about a lot. People who matter a great deal to me.” He glanced at Jessica. “People I love.”

“Hogwash,” Drew said. “He’s insane.”

“And I know you’re the greatest crew in this fleet,” Richards continued. “And I know I’d put my life in any of your hands. Now please, trust me here. This reality only matters if I can survive it, and I need all of you to help me do that.”

“Why do I want to believe him?” Jessica asked, staring at Richards with wonder.

“Can’t…think…for…myself…” Phil said, clutching at his head and lurching about in the command chair spastically.

“It’s working, Christopher!” Baxter said, suddenly appearing in front of Phil. “We’re maneuvering the shuttle into place. Just keep up whatever you’re doing a little longer. We’ve almost got you!”

“So, will you help me?” Richards asked, looking around at the actors before him.

“Weapons on-line, Commander,” Andrea said, tapping away at her fake panel.

“Modulating shields to compensate for gravometric distortions,” Claire said, turning in her chair to face her panel.

“Look sharp, everyone,” Phil ordered. “Things could get rough.”

“Warp speed at your command,” Brian chimed in.

“Let’s operate!” Jessica shouted happily, pushing Troy to the ground and pulling a candybar out of her pocket, chowing down on it.

“That’s the crew I know,” Richards said proudly, turning just in time to see Frakes and his guards emerge on the set.

“I knew Finglass was lying,” Frakes said, grabbing a gun from one of the guards. “I figured we’d track you back to the scene of the crime.”

“I haven’t done anything wrong,” Richards said. “I just want to live.”

“Crime enough in my book,” Frakes said, laughing evilly. “Prepare to die!”

“Shields up!” Phil shouted.

“What the-?” Frakes asked, looking around. “Are you all insane?”

“Androids are not capable of insanity,” Claire said plainly. “So why don’t you go ahead and bite me, mister!”

“Ready weapons,” Richards ordered, glaring at Frakes.

Frakes just laughed. “And what ‘weapons’ do you think you’ll use on me, you fools? Huh? Quantum torpedoes?”

“I have ten trained on you right now,” Richards said, putting his hands on his hips. “Do you want to try me, bigshot?”

“Right. In your dreams,” Frakes taunted, firing his gun at Richards.

The bullets harmlessly bounced off a forcefield that seemed to encircle the bridge set.

“Life is but a dream, Mister Frakes,” Richards said mystically. “Now do you want to see if the quantums work too?”

“I don’t believe it,” Frakes replied, scratching his head and looking at the gun he fired.

“It’s working, Christopher!” Baxter said, appearing next to Frakes. “The shuttle is taking position. We’re locking on to you!”

“Thanks, guys,” Richards said, looking back at the crew of actors.

Before any of them could respond, the scene shifted, and Richards was overcome with a sense of nausea.

Colors flared in front of Richards’s eyes as the world became a spinning miasma of colors and shapes.

Then, suddenly, Richards heard Captain Baxter’s voice.

“PREPARE FOR MULTIBALL!” Baxter shouted.

Richards rubbed his head. “What the hell is a multiball?” he asked, looking around. He seemed to be in some sort of giant warehouse with a glass roof, and lots of strange metal shapes all around. Lights blinked off and on around him, and suddenly the room was filled with a horrible clanging sound.

Suddenly Richards realized where he was, as he looked through the transparent glass roof and read the giant writing on the sign overhead. “Star Traks: Explorer–The Pinball Game”

“Oh for crying out loud!” Richards shouted, running like hell as a ball chased after him.

Baxter appeared in front of him again. “Oops. I guess we had the field set to the wrong frequency.”

Richards dived to the side, just in time to see the ball fly through the image of Baxter.

Baxter watched the ball disappear from view and enter a hole. “Where the hell have you imagined yourself, now?”

“You and your freaking nostalgic pinball games,” Richards said angrily, dusting off his rear end.

“Oh,” Baxter laughed. “Sorry.”

Suddenly J’hana’s voice thundered throughout the cavernous room. “Romulan Warbird decloaking. Destroy it with a center shot. Five hundred points!”

“Duck!” Baxter said, as the ball shot at Richards, headed for the large metal representation of a Warbird.

Richards scrambled to his feet, making his way through the cavernous room, clanging against the different lighted columns, each time with a bright “ding-ding!”

Baxter watched the scoreboard with amusement. “Keep it going, Chris, you’re racking up the points!”

“When will you get me out of here!” Richards shouted, ducking to escape a flying ball.

“What’s the hurry, you’re about to confront the Borg.”

“I don’t…want…to…confront the Borg!” Richards cried. “I want to go home!”

“Tilleran’s working on it!” Baxter cried. “Try to hit the Ferengi Homeworld. You get extra bonus points for latinum there!”

“You’re not helping!” Richards shouted, when suddenly this world began to shift too.

Richards dove to the floor to avoid the flying pinball, just as he felt the overwhelming, gut-wrenching feeling that he had felt a few minutes ago, only this time it was even more intense.

Richards struggled to get to his feet, rubbing his throbbing head as shapes coalesced in front of him.

Sounds began to blare in Richards’ ear: red alert klaxons, and Baxter’s voice again.

“…get out of there, Chris, you’re breaking up!” Baxter’s voice crackled over the comm system. “I say the shuttle’s breaking up! You need to use the shuttle’s engines to escape! We can’t lock on to you from here. It’s your only chance!”

Richards opened his eyes, struggling to make out shapes. “Transporter? What?”

“Chris! You have to get off that ship! It’s going to blow up any minute now! For the love of God, hit the engines!”

Suddenly Richards realized where he was. He was evidently aboard the shuttle, still inside the ion storm, and by the looks of things, he was about to be blown to bits.

“Get out of there!” Baxter shouted over the comm.

“I’m working on it!” Richards replied, leaning over and slamming his hand down on the shuttle’s accelerator control.

The tiny shuttle shot forward, angling out of the plasma storm, throwing Richards backward as it did so.

“Hold on, buddy!” Baxter cried, as Richards felt the warm and creamy tingle of the transporter’s effects.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52106.8. We’ve finally retrieved Commander Richards from the grasp of the ionic storm, and Doctor Browning tells me he’ll make a complete recovery. After reading his preliminary report and getting a glance at his strange mental world, I’ll have to admit, I’m amazed he survived. Hollywood is not a place for the timid.



“How’s it going, Chris?” Captain Baxter asked, strolling into Engineering.

Richards looked up from the master systems display. “Oh, fine. Janice says my marbles are all intact, and I figured I’d get a jump on tomorrow’s staff meeting with my engineers.”

“Are you sure you feel okay?” Baxter asked, concerned.

“I’m just glad to be back,” Richards said, switching the display off.

“Well, we’re glad to have you back,” Baxter said, as Richards stood up and stretched.

“I feel like I’ve been through hell,” Richards admitted.

“Say,” Baxter said, as Richards checked to make sure all the warp core failsafes were in place before leaving, “did you mean what you told those actors about us? About us being the best crew in Starfleet?”

“Sure,” Richards said, turning to leave. “Do you really think I would lie?”

“Lie, no,” Baxter said, patting Richards on the back. “Act, yes.”

“I’m not an actor, Captain,” Richards said, as the two headed out of engineering. “What does Kelly have us doing tonight, by the way?”

“Opera at the Met. Holodeck Four,” Baxter said. “Hey, it’s Mussolini tonight!”

“I think you mean Pavarotti,” Richards laughed. “Mussolini was a dictator.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “Seeing Mussolini would probably be more fun, anyway.”

Richards just laughed again. “Okay, okay, Janice and I will meet you guys up in the Holodeck. I have one more thing I want to do before I unwind for the night.”

“Okay,” Baxter sighed. “But don’t let me catch you sniffing nitrous, or whatever.”

“Very funny,” Richards said, watching Baxter round the corner out of Engineering.

Once he was sure no one was watching, Richards went over to the nearest bulkhead and punched it as hard as he could.

Richards’ fist hit the bulkhead with a painful clank, and he was sure he could hear the snapping of bones.

Yep, it was definitely real.

Richards turned to leave Engineering, stopping dead before he reached the corridor outside.

Once again making sure no one was watching, Richards cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Cut!”

And print.



NEXT: Captain Baxter goes a little loopy and creates an assistant in a laboratory. Can Counselor Peterman knock some sense into him?
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Captain Andy Baxter propped up his feet up on the piloting console of the runabout Raritan. “Well, that was a waste of time.”

“Don’t be such a sourpuss,” Counselor Peterman replied, putting down her padd–a little piece of drivel by Deanna Troi called “Zefram Cochrane: Hero or Alcoholic?”

“You were the one that wanted to see that piece of Khan Singh’s ship so bad.”

Baxter shrugged. “I didn’t realize that meant I’d have to sit through six hours of lectures on the effects of genetic engineering.”

Peterman slid out of her chair and crossed the cabin of the Raritan to wrap her arms around the captain. “The eugenics war was a horrible thing, Andy. We have to remember the mistakes of the past…or something like that.”

Baxter turned in his chair to face Peterman. “It was a tragic affair all right.”

“Insideous.”

“You know, talking about genetic engineering always turns me on.” Baxter inclined his head toward the flat console before him.

“In the cabin?” Peterman asked, a mischievous twinkle in his eye.

“Why not?”

Peterman climbed atop the console and Baxter pounced, devouring her in kisses. Then the console bleeped pleasantly.

“Did you do that?” Baxter asked.

“I don’t know.” Another bleep.

“That’s the hail. Move your butt a little bit.”

“Frequencies open,” the computer announced.

“This is Captain Baxter. Go ahead”

“Baxter. It’s Conway.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. That was a mood-stopper if anything was. “What?”

“New orders just came in from Starfleet. We have to go to the Vendrax system to negotiate a trade agreement.”

“Sounds easy.”

“Well it’s not. I’m sending the orders and all the associated information over subspace. You’d better start reading now.”

“But we won’t get back to the ship for another thirteen hours!”

Conway laughed briskly over the comm channel. “I know. Have fun!”



ONE WEEK LATER



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52106.4. After a few days of extremely complicated negotiations with the Vendraxans, who, and I’m not making this up, have absolutely no verbs in their language, I’m realizing that the job of Captain is not one to be taken lightly.



“I can imagine your frustration,” Counselor Peterman said, rubbing Captain Baxter’s back as he sat at his desk, bent over piles of padds.

“It’s terrible, Kelly,” Baxter moaned. “You wouldn’t imagine how hard it is to give a speech to a group of people without using a verb. And it’s not as if I can just use the universal translator. There’s no way to translate verbs into their language.”

Peterman sat down on Baxter’s couch as he worked. “I really wish I could help, Andy. It just seems like too much work for one man.”

“And Conway’s no help. He would just as soon nuke the whole race,” Baxter muttered, paging through his latest materials negotiations.

“What you need is an assistant,” Peterman said brightly. “Someone who could be at your side during all these intense negotiations.” She folded her arms, smiling warmly. “Someone to take care of all the details. Make your life easier. Someone who loves you, who will look out for your best interest. Someone who–”

Baxter looked up, his expression brightening. “An assistant! That’s a great idea, Kelly!”

“Well, I…” Peterman stammered.

Baxter ran around his desk and gave Peterman a big hug. “You’re wonderful, Kelly, I love you!”

“But where are you going to get this assistant?” Peterman asked, following Baxter out to the bridge and calling after him. “You can’t just make one appear out of thin air!”

“Actually, yeah, I can!” Baxter said, disappearing behind the closing doors of the turbolift.



“You want to what?” Dr. Janice Browning asked, wriggling her toasty dough pretzel in shock.

“Create a being.”

“I see.” Browning made a show of searching the padds on her desk. “Nope. I don’t see an application for that anywhere.”

Baxter grinned conspiratorially. “I’m not looking to go through official channels for this. Now I’ve sat through Eugenics lectures. I know this is possible.”

“But it’s illegal. And with good reason!”

“Are you saying you won’t help me?”

“I wouldn’t even know where to begin!”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at Browning. “Fine. I’ll do it without you then.”

Browning chuckled. “Ha ha. Sure you will.”



Lt. Ariel Tilleran removed her goggles and pushed away from the sputtering glop in the petri dish before her. “And why, may I ask, do you need genetic material?”

Baxter put up his eyebrows. “A little project.”

“I’m not sure I can authorize that,” Tilleran said, swiveling in her stool.

“I’m not asking you to authorize it. I’m the captain. I’m authorizing it.”

“Since when did you get all authoritative and full of self esteem?” Tilleran said, blinking as the emotions from Baxter assaulted her mind.

“I’ve never had such a clear mission!” Baxter said, squeezing his hand into a fist.

“Well, I guess I can’t argue with that,” Tilleran said. “Let’s see what we can dig out of the freezer.”

Baxter clapped his hands eagerly. “That’s what I’m talking about!”



Personal Log, Counselor Peterman,

Stardate 52110.5. I’m really starting to get worried about Andy. He’s been in that science lab that he commandeered for four days now without coming out or responding to my communications. He’s kept the doors locked so no one can get in, and even Lt. J’hana’s security scans have come up with nothing. The most disturbing thing about this is the sounds that have been coming out of the lab. Inhuman, evil sounds. Sounds that chill your blood and curdle milk. Well, I’ve just about had enough.



Lt. Tilleran and Lt. Commander Richards quietly accompanied Counselor Peterman down the corridor.

“Are you sure this is necessary, Counselor?” Tilleran asked, as she watched Peterman mount the photon grenade on the door to the lab.

“Definitely,” Peterman said. “And you should appreciate it the most, since I’m holding YOU responsible.” That shut the Betazoid up.

“I’d like to know what Andy’s been working on myself,” Richards said. “Do you have any idea what this is about, Kelly?”

“Only that he wants an assistant,” Peterman said, adding, “and he’s using genetic material to get one.”

“Transferring a crew member would seem to be easier,” Tilleran said softly as Peterman set the explosive.

Peterman, Tilleran, and Richards took cover as the door to the lab ripped open with a bright explosion.

“I’m coming in, Andy!” Peterman cried, leading Tilleran and Richards into the lab.

Richards cleared away smoke with his hands, trying to see into the darkened lab. All he could make out was a rack of test tubes, some complicated looking scientific devices, and a huge, glowing incubation chamber.

“What in the hell have you done?” Richards asked, looking on as Baxter emerged from the smoke. He was unshaven, his hair was a mess, and he was dressed in a white labcoat.

“What have I done?” Baxter said, in a resounding, almost preacherlike voice. “I’ve done nothing less than create LIFE itself!”

Richards covered his face. “Say it ain’t so.”

Lt. Tilleran peered in the steamy glass of the incubation chamber. “How far are you from finishing your project?”

“You all are just in time,” Baxter said, rushing over to a lab table and grabbing a bottle of champagne. “I was just about to unveil my new creation.”

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Richards muttered.

“I shall not listen to the naysayers!” Baxter shouted. “Do you think Einstein, Cochrane, Marcus, or Shimmerak listened to their critics? Damn right they didn’t , and neither will I!”

“Something is wrong with you, Andy,” Peterman said, gently, touching Baxter’s shoulder. “You really should get some rest. I think you’ve been through way too much stress lately, what with all the negotiations–”

“That will all come to an end soon,” Baxter said, removing his plastic gloves. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes as if gathering his thoughts. Then he twisted back toward the chamber. “Now…let us look upon my creation!”

“This is very interesting,” Lt. Tilleran commented, watching as Baxter worked the controls of the incubator. “I never realized you were such an accomplished scientist, Captain.”

“I’m not!” Baxter laughed. “That’s what makes this so glorious!”

Richards twirled his finger, in the universal “He’s nuts” gesture.

“Stop!” Baxter turned to Richards, an twisted expression on his face. “And watch as I bring you…LIFE!!!!!”

At the press of a button, the incubation chamber creaked open.

The group watched expectantly as steam cleared away.

“Meet my new Assistant Captain.” Baxter gestured at his creation proudly.

Counselor Peterman squinted into the dissipating mist, then recoiled suddenly. “Oh, my God, Andy! What is that?”

Richards moved in front of Peterman, peering into the chamber. Tilleran looked on from a safe position behind Richards.

A tiny little man stared back. Not quite a meter tall, bald, and covered with redish purple, wrinkled skin. He cocked his head quizically and looked around the lab at all the people there.

“Now, Kelly, you’ve hurt his feelings,” Baxter said, reaching down and picking the little man up, covering him in a white blanket. “It’s okay, Jabobo. I won’t let them hurt you.”

Jabobo looked up at Baxter and smiled, waving his little

limb-stubs happily.

“Jabobo?” Richards asked.

Baxter set the little guy down. “Yes, Jabobo. It’s an obscure Cherokee Indian term that means ‘free spirit.’”

“Oh,” Richardon said, examining the creature carefully. “Is this how he was supposed to turn out?”

“More or less. You know, DNA is so complicated. You misplace a strand here, something goes wrong, you put a peptide chain in the wrong place, something else goes wrong. I never knew it was such a complicated science.”

“I think he’s kind of cute,” Tilleran said. “Hey, little guy!” She rubbed Jabobo’s chin, which made him wave his stubby limbs even more happily.

“That thing is disgusting, Andy!” Peterman gasped, covering her mouth and trying not to retch.

Baxter looked up at Peterman and frowned. “Really now, Counselor. Do you have to be so brutish? He’s a human being. Kind of. Treat him with respect. You’re really not being fair.”

“How’s this for fair?” Peterman asked angrily, turning on a heel. “It’s either Jabobo or me!”

“Oh, really, be mature!” Baxter called out, as Peterman left the room.

“You’ve lost it, Andy,” Richards said, looking down at Jabobo with disgust. Jabobo merely extended his little arm expectantly.

“And what do you want?” Richards asked.

“He’s just trying to be polite,” Baxter explained. “He simply wants you to shake his hand.”

Jabobo continued to wait expectantly.

Richards sighed and bent down, taking Jabobo’s hand and shaking it half-heartedly.

“There, now. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Baxter asked.

“You need help,” Richards said. “Come on, Tilleran. It’s getting too wierd in here for me.”

“It was a nice try, Captain,” Tilleran said. “But don’t give up your day job.”

After Tilleran left, Baxter bent down and looked at Jabobo.

“They don’t understand us, Jabobo. They simply don’t understand. We’ll have to rely on each other now. Can you do that?”

Jabobo nodded vigorously.

“I knew that you could,” Baxter smiled, patting Jabobo on the head.



The next morning, Captain Baxter stepped out onto the bridge, with Jabobo sitting contentedly on his shoulder.

“Captain on the bridge,” Lt. Commander Larkin stated, vacating the Captain’s chair.

She glanced at Jabobo with interest. “I heard about your experiment, Captain, and may I say, you seem to have had some quite interesting results.”

“Jabobo is not a result,” Baxter said defensively as he took the command chair. “Jabobo is a person with feelings and I expect you to treat him as such.”

“As you wish, Captain,” Larkin said, heading for the turblift.

Commander Conway and Lt. J’hana stepped out of the turbolift as Alpha Shift began.

“He brought the freak with him,” J’hana muttered as she took her station.

Commander Conway made his way to his seat, staring at Jabobo all the way. “I really didn’t believe it when Lt. Tilleran told me, Captain. You actually created life.”

“Yes, I did,” Baxter said. “Jabobo, say hello to Commander Conway.”

Jabobo extended his hand to Conway, who took it immediatey.

“Nice to meet you, Jabobo. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Jabobo nodded, retaking his position on the arm of Baxter’s command chair.

“Jabobo is writing my speech to the Vendraxans today, Commander. You’ll find him an acomplished writer, poet, musician, and scientist.”

“Amazing,” Conway said, peering at Jabobo.

“I’ve programmed him to be the most intelligent being in the quadrant,” Baxter said.

“I’ll hand it to you, Captain, you’ve done a hell of a job,” Conway said. “Do you think you could make me an assistant?”

“NO!” Baxter hissed. “Jabobo is one of a kind! He cannot be duplicated.”

“Oh,” Conway frowned. “Okay.”

“Now,” Baxter said, standing up, “I must rehearse my speech. Come, Jabobo.”

Once Baxter and Jabobo entered the readyroom, J’hana slammed her fist down on the tactical panel. “Commander Conway, how long will you allow this madness to go on?”

“What are you talking about?” Conway asked. “I don’t see a problem.”



“Thanks for coming here,” Counselor Peterman said, handing Lt. Tilleran a cup of mint tea and sitting down. “I need your help.”

“What do you want?” Tilleran asked, taking a sip.

Peterman leaned closer. “I want you to tell me what is going on in the minds of the Captain and his monstrosity.”

“As for the Captain,” Tilleran said, taking a deep breath. “He’s definitely…unbalanced. But his mind is sharp. I think the best way to put it is that his mind has taken on a new dimension.”

“I preferred him with one dimension,” Peterman muttered. “Can’t we fix it?”

“You’re the Counselor,” Tilleran said. “Isn’t that more your department?”

Peterman rolled her eyes, thinking a moment. “Yeah, I guess it is. What about the freak?”

“Jabobo? That’s a different story. I don’t know what to say about him. He’s placid, restful…intelligent. His mind is like an oasis, an eden of thought if you will.”

Peterman ripped at the pillow on her couch in frustration. “That’s not what I wanted to hear! I want to know how I can get grounds to relieve the Captain of duty and destroy his little creature. I want things to get back to normal!”

“Then you have quite a job ahead of you,” Tilleran said, putting her tea down and standing up. “And I’m the last person who can help.”

“Great. Just great,” Peterman said, pacing her office as Tilleran left.

Suddenly the viewscreen flickered on in her quarters.

Captain Baxter appeared on the screen, standing on what appeared to be a sidewalk on Earth. He was obviously on the holodeck.

Standing next to him, on top of a garbage can, was Jabobo.

“Hello there, my beloved crewmates,” Baxter began. “Captain Andy Baxter here to tell you about a new name on the street.”

Peterman sighed, looking up at the screeen exasperatedly.

“Jabobo. That’s right, you’ve seen him in the corridors, you’ve seen him in Engineering, and you’ve seen him on the bridge. You may be wondering, ‘Who is this amazing little guy?’ Well, simply put, he’s my best buddy and my Assistant Captain. And he’s here to stay. So welcome Jabobo to our team, and let the good times roll!”

Suddenly three women appeared behind Baxter, dressed in sequins. They raised their hands up in praise.



“Halleluja, Jabobo’s here, he’s the man of the year!

Amen brothers and sisters, that Jabobo guy!

He’ll make you smile and make you cry!

He’s the Captain’s friend, the Captain’s aide,

Hug Jabobo when you see him, please don’t be afraid!”



Jabobo began to dance rythmically along with the backup singers. Captain Baxter grinned and danced along with him, shaking his butt vigorously.

Once the music was over, Baxter hoisted Jabobo onto his shoulders. “Friends and crewmates, remember this important message: Jabobo is the key to love and happiness. And don’t be afraid to touch him!”

With that, Baxter’s image flickered off the screen, just as one of Peterman’s shoes clattered against it.

“Damn Jabobo,” Peterman muttered. “He’s driven my boyfriend nuts.”



Later that day, Captain Baxter addressed the mass of Vendraxan nomads that lined the Explorer’s main auditorium.

Jabobo sat in a tiny little chair at Baxter’s left, Conway, to Baxter’s right, in a normal-sized chair. And despite the importance of the negotiations, Conway couldn’t keep his eyes off Jabobo.

“…And in conclusion…” Baxter continued, “…commerce, trade, benefits for the Federation and the Vendraxans. Important for both… Federation powerful! Federation good! The love here, there, and elsewhere. The profit, always. Freedom…forever!”

The blue-mottled, spindly, angly Vendraxans rose to their feet and waved their hands in the air in the Vendraxan equivalent to applause.

Baxter bowed, gave the victory sign with both hands, and left the stage, with Jabobo and Conway at his side.

“Always leave them wanting more,” Baxter said, as he led the way out the back exit. “That’s what Jabobo taught me.”

“Did he talk to you?” Conway asked. “I thought Jabobo didn’t talk.”

Baxter stopped, turning to face Conway. Jabobo did the same, mimicking Baxter perfectly.

“Listen, Commander. People yackety yack a streak, each and every day. Mr. Jabobo, on the other hand, will never speak, unless he has something to say.”

“I see,” Conway said, nodding. “Well put, Captain, well put.”

“Of course,” Baxter said, moving off down the corridor.



“I’ve convened this meeting so that we can make a ruling on the mental stability of our Captain,” Counselor Peterman said, looking out from her desk at the group assembled in her office.

The group was comprised of the Explorer’s top officers: Lt. Commander Larkin, Lt. J’hana, Lt. Tilleran, Lt. Commander Richards, and Doctor Browning.

“I have a question,” Larkin said, looking a tad uncomfortable in Peterman’s furry Gus the Dog chair. “Where is Commander Conway?”

“I’m sorry to report that Commander Conway has somehow been affected by the Captain’s strange dementia as well,” Peterman replied, hitting a control on her desk. “This clip is from the flight recorder in the Captain’s readyroom. It was taken last night when the Captain and Commander Conway were having a staff meeting.”

“Looks fine to me,” Dr. Browning said, as the group watched Baxter and Conway converse over a pile of padds on the viewscreen.

“Watch as the camera pans down,” Peterman said worriedly.

The group looked on to see that Baxter and Conway were sitting in their boxer shorts. It appeared that their feet were soaking in a warm creamy substance.

“That substance is oatmeal, everyone,” Peterman cried angrily. “Cinnimon and raisin OATMEAL!!!”

“I fail to see the nutritional value,” Tilleran noted with a touch of a grin.

“It’s idiotic,” Peterman said. “Furthermore, I’ve learned that Jabobo told them to do all that. He says it decreases stress.”

“Does it?” Browning asked, amused.

“For them, maybe. Not for the rest of us,” Peterman replied. “We have to figure out a way to relieve the Captain and Commander Conway from duty so we can put them in some damn intensive counseling.”

“We must kill them,” J’hana grumbled. “No mercy for the mentally divergent.”

“I don’t think so,” Peterman said. “As much as that idea appeals to me, I’m not going to kill my boyfriend.”

“We can use anestezine gas,” Tilleran said. “It’s harmless and effective.”

“Good idea. Now all we have to figure out is how to get them all together in one room.”

“Shouldn’t be hard,” Richards replied. “They’re always conspiring together lately anyway.”

“I’m still not sure I buy this whole ‘unfit to command’ thing,” Dr. Browning said. “I mean, maybe the Captain is just responding to stress in a reasonble way. I for one love cinnimon and raisin oatmeal.”

Suddenly the comm system chirped happily. “Captain Baxter to all senior officers. Jabobo has requested that you all report to the recreation center for immediate soaking in warm bubbly saline tanks.”

“Saline tanks?” Richards asked. “Why?”

“Because you all reek of negative energy. You need to purify those emotions and raise them to a higher plain. Besides, Jabobo says so, and what Jabobo says goes.”

“I shall prepare the anesthezine,” Larkin said, standing up and heading for the doors.

“And I shall get my phaser, should plan ‘A’ not suffice,” J’hana said.



Lt. Commander Richards crept onto the bridge with Peterman, J’hana, and Tilleran close behind him.

“Where is everybody?” Tilleran asked, looking around. The bridge was empty.

Captain Baxter stuck his head out of his readyroom door, causing steam to seep out from inside. “I dismissed the rest of the bridge crew. Jabobo is handling all bridge functions now.”

Richards made his way down to the front of the bridge, to find Jabobo waving pleasantly. He was engulfed in the huge command chair.

“This is insane,” Richards muttered.

“You should come enjoy some steam,” Commander Conway’s voice said amiably from inside Baxter’s quarters. “Jabobo says it’s quite good for tension.”

“We’d better do what we came to do,” Lt. Tilleran said, briskly walking over to the science station.

Richards and Peterman joined Tilleran at the science station as J’hana manned tactical.

“Is Larkin ready on her end?” Richards asked.

“I can’t tell,” Tilleran said. “All command functions have been locked out.”

“Same here,” J’hana grunted, circling around to the command area. “Listen here, little man!” The Andorian picked up the little creature and shook him vigorously. “You are not the Captain of this vessel. I need to have control of my station!” J’hana shouted.

“Don’t hurt him!” Captain Baxter cried, stepping out of his readyroom, with Conway close on his heels. “He’s my little friend!” J’hana wrapped her hands around Jabobo’s neck, squeezing the life out of him. “Here’s what I think of your little friend!”

“Get rid of that evil little vermin, Andy, and give us control of the ship,” Peterman pleaded.

“If you don’t, we’ll get rid of him for you,” Richards added.

“Look at him, J’hana. Think about what you’re going to do. Do you really see vermin?” Baxter asked, ignoring Peterman and Richards. “No, you just see a tiny little guy with a lot of heart. I bet he wants to give you a big hug.”

J’hana looked into Jabobo’s eyes, mezmerized. “I d-do… not… know.”

In the Andorian’s moment of weakness, Jabobo reached his stubby arms around her neck and hugged her.

“Awww,” J’hana said, blushing a darker blue.

Suddenly Jabobo began gnawing at J’hana’s face.

“Arrrggghhh!” J’hana cried, lurching around the bridge, blood spurting from her face. “Get this blasted creature off me!”

“Stop this insanity, Andy!” Peterman cried, confronting Baxter, flanked by Richards and Tilleran. “Return control of the ship to us and call your friend off. You need help. Serious psychological help!”

“No…no…no!” Baxter screamed. “It’s you that need help!”

Baxter and Conway turned to flee the bridge through the far turbolift. “Come on, Commander!” Baxter shouted, hurrying into the opening doors.

“Stop him!” Peterman cried. “Before he hurts someone!”

“Stop!” Richards shouted, firing his phaser at the turbolift just as the doors closed.

“Help me!” J’hana cried, still flailing around the bridge.

Richards turned to fire at Jabobo but refrained, realizing that he couldn’t shoot him without shooting the security officer as well.

Suddenly Lt. Commander Larkin stepped out onto the bridge from the turbolift opposite the one Conway and Baxter had taken.

“I have returned command access to normal,” Larkin said. “Might I note that it took quite a bit of ingenuity on my part.”

The android was so busy patting herself on the back that she didn’t notice Jabobo leap from J’hana’s face, scurry along the floor, run between her legs, and dive into the turbolift she had just left.

“Get him!” Richards cried, firing at Jabobo just as the doors closed.

Lt. J’hana wiped the blood off her face with her sleeve and ran up to the tactical station. “Tracking turbolift two. It stopped at deck twelve, the battle bridge.”

“They’re going to try to separate the ship!” Peterman shouted. “You can’t let them do that!”

J’hana nodded, tapping her comm badge. “J’hana to security. Captain Baxter and Commander Conway have been relieved of command and should be considered highly unstable. They are headed for the battle bridge. Apprehend them with all possible speed.”

“This is Lt. Gellar. I suppose this has something to do with Jabobo?”

“It does indeed, Mr. Gellar. Now get moving,” J’hana said, looking to Larkin. “I assume you are the acting Captain for now, Commander.”

“I am next in the chain of command,” Larkin said. “And as my first order, I would suggest that Commander Richards, Counselor Peterman, and Lt. Tilleran follow after Jabobo, while J’hana and I attempt to stop the Captain and Commander Conway from here on the bridge.”

“Agreed,” Peterman said, grabbing a phaser and tapping her comm badge. “Peterman to Transporter Room One.”

“Hartley here.”

“I need you to transport me, Richards, and Tilleran to deck twelve, section nine-c.”

“Why can’t you use the turbolift like everyone else?” Hartley asked in annoyance.

“One word. Jabobo,” Peterman replied.

“Gotcha. Energizing now.”



Captain Baxter slammed his hand against the door to the battle bridge in annoyance. “We’re locked out!”

“The computer won’t recognize my command code either!” Conway said, looking up from the door panel. “What do we do now, Captain?”

Baxter shook his head. “I don’t know. Without Jabobo here, I feel lost.”

“Me too,” Conway sighed.

Suddenly Baxter’s eyes lit up as he saw Jabobo scurrying towards him. “Yay!” Baxter exclaimed. “Jabobo’s here!”

Conway tapped Baxter on the shoulder. “Captain, security’s here too!”

From the other end of the corridor, Lt. Gellar leveled his phaser at Baxter, Conway, and Jabobo, keeping a cautious distance between them.

Gellar held a hand up to the security officers behind him. “Don’t do anything until I give the order. Captain Baxter! Commander Conway! I have orders to take you guys to the brig. Please don’t make me fry you!”

The Captain turned to head the other way, stopping as soon as he saw Peterman, Richards, and Tilleran coming toward him from that direction.

Peterman leveled her phaser at Baxter as well. “Andy, you have to stop this insanity. We only want to help you!”

In a desparate gambit for a solution, the Captain looked down at his treasured friend Jabobo. “What do I do, Jabobo?”

Jabobo made a simple gesture with his hands that Baxter seemed to understand. The Captain looked at Conway and smiled.

“The backup plan!” they both said in unison.

“Don’t do anything stupid!” Gellar called out.

“I give up!” Baxter and Conway said, raising their hands. Jabobo did the same.

Gellar and Peterman inched closer cautiously from either side, phasers aimed carefully at Baxter, Conway, and Jabobo.

“Computer…” Baxter said quickly. “Execute Subroutine Jabobo One!”

“No!” Peterman screamed, as her and Gellar both fired their phasers.

Anticipating, Conway and Baxter squatted down to avoid the beams, which promptly found their marks on one of Gellar’s guards and Lt. Tilleran.

At the same time, Conway, Baxter, and Jabobo were transported away in a blue sparkle.

“Peterman to Hartley,” Peterman said quickly, as Richards checked on Tilleran. “Trace the Captain’s transport!”

“They used a transporter on one of the runabouts, Kelly! That’s why I wasn’t able to block their command. It’s a separate control system.”

“Damn,” Peterman said. “Transport Richards and me to the main shuttlebay, and have a medical team sent to our current location.”

“Here goes. Good luck, Kelly. We’re all rooting for you!” Hartley said, as Peterman and Richards dissolved.



“Prelaunch check complete, Captain,” Conway said from the pilot’s chair of the runabout Raritan.

“Great,” Baxter said. “Have you found a way to bypass the command lockout on the shuttlebay doors?”

“Yep,” Conway said. “We’ll have to use the phasers.”

“Sounds pretty damaging,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin.

“Well, it’s not our ship to worry about anymore!” Conway said, throwing up his hands joyfully.

Baxter threw back his head and laughed insanely. “I almost forgot! Come, Jabobo, let us secure the entry hatch.”

Jabobo obediently scuttled after the Captain and into the aft compartment.

As Baxter ducked into the aft compartment, he felt a hand grip the back of his uniform and throw him against the bulkhead.

“That’s for being so wierd lately,” Peterman said, as Lieutenant Commander Richards opened the Raritan’s hatch. “And this is for Lt. J’hana’s face!” She kicked Baxter square in the backside, knocking him out of the compartment and onto the painfully hard shuttledeck.

“Attack, Jabobo!” Baxter said weakly, trying to pick himself up from the deck.

Jabobo quickly latched himself onto Richards’s chest, digging in with razorsharp teeth.

“Arggh!” Richards cried, as he was knocked out onto the shuttledeck with Baxter.

Commander Conway emerged from the cockpit, eying Peterman angrily. “I’ve been waiting for this matchup for a long time, you bitch!”

“And I’ve been waiting to do this for a long time,” Peterman said, kneeing Conway in the crotch and tossing him out the Raritan’s hatch.

“This is not love!” Richards cried, as Jabobo gnawed at his chest.

Peterman, Conway, Baxter, and Richards grappled on the floor of the shuttlebay for several minutes until, finally, Gellar’s security team arrived to break up the fight.

It took three officers just to get Jabobo off Richards’ chest.

Security officers held Baxter and Conway back as Richards inspected Jabobo’s struggling form.

“You’re about to get flushed, you little bastard!” Richards exclaimed, gesturing for the three officers that held Jabobo at bay to follow him.

“What are you going to do?” Baxter asked frantically, as Richards opened up the disposal hatch.

“What I should have done the second this little menace was created, Andy,” Richards muttered.

“NOOOOOOOO!” Conway screamed. “You can’t!”

Richards shoved Jabobo into the open hatch, noting that the ugly little creature fit perfectly.

“Computer…” Richards stated, turning to look at Baxter with disgust. “Raise the shuttlebay door.”

The door to the shuttlebay slowly rose, displaying the beautiful vista of space to everyone gathered in the shuttlebay.

“Eject the garbage,” Richards said finally.

The group watched through the transparent forcefield as Jabobo spiraled out into the vast expanse of space, blown from the ship’s refuse system like so much solid waste.

“No!” Baxter cried. “You can’t do this! He’s my friend!”

Peterman stared at Jabobo as he twisted in space. The little creature was still alive, waving his stubby arms happily. He seemed totally unfazed by the fact that he was floating in an airless, frozen vaccuum.

“See!” Conway said. “You can’t destroy pure love!”

“Wanna bet?” Peterman asked, tapping her comm badge. “Peterman to J’hana. Jabobo is floating about ten meters off shuttlebay two. Lock phasers and fire at will.”

“Gladly,” J’hana said zealously.

Baxter and Conway struggled free of the security officers’ grasps, scrambling across the shuttlebay floor as if they could stop J’hana from firing.

“Noooooooooooo!” Baxter cried, as the world around him suddenly turned to slow motion.

Baxter and Conway watched in horror as rapid fire phaser bursts ripped through Jabobo, spreading little purplish bits across the cosmos.

Baxter could swear that he had waved goodbye before he was obliterated.

“Ventilate them,” Peterman said dispassionately, staring with disgust at Baxter and Conway as they screamed out in agony at Jabobo’s death.

Seconds later, two phaser blasts felled Conway and Baxter, finally bringing some semblance of order to the shuttlebay.

Peterman stared down at Baxter and Conway, tapping her foot in annoyance. “Well. It looks like I’m going to be one busy girl.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52124.3. After a couple weeks of intense counseling, Counselor Peterman has returned Commander Conway and me to duty, with the assurance that the mental instability that we suffered is all but gone. I can’t do much to explain my actions. I can only say that sometimes stress plays funny tricks on a man. One moment he’s Captain of a starship, the next he think’s he’s the Great Bird or something. As for Jabobo, I cannot say I am not saddened by his loss. I can only hope that one day we will be ready to accept such pure love in this society. Until then, I’ll have to accept the ravenous sexual love that Peterman and I share, which, I’ll admit, I missed during the Jabobo period.

Addendum: As part of my therapy, I hearby promise that I will never speak the name “Jabobo” again. Not in this log, not ever.



Captain Baxter looked up from his terminal. “Come.”

The doors to the Captain’s readyroom parted to reveal Commander Conway.

“What can I do for you, Commander?” Baxter asked, as Conway sat down.

“I was just wondering, Captain,” Conway said. “I was wondering, if they hadn’t stopped us, and we had been able to escape with…um, you know who. What do you think we would have done?”

Baxter considered that a moment. “I honestly don’t know. In the mental state we were in, it could have been almost anything.”

“It was a little scary sir. Especially the part about us agreeing on everything,” Conway said.

“Well, the love of…well, you know who…does strange things,” Baxter conceeded.

“Yes, sir,” Conway said, standing up to leave. “I guess I’ll get back to the bridge. You know, lots of catching up to do after two weeks off.”

“Yes, I know what you mean,” Baxter agreed, looking back down at his staff reports.

“Sir?”

“Mm hm?”

“Do you think there’s any chance he’s still out there somewhere?”

“Best not to think about it, Commander. Remember Kelly’s orders.”

“Yes, sir,” Conway said, and ducked out of the readyroom.

And as the crew of the Explorer returned to their normal daily routine of space exploration, a bright star shined in space, watching over them, giving them hope–giving them love.

That star’s name?

Jabobo.



NEXT: Dr. Browning must compete with the Emergency Medical Hologram for medical supremacy over the Explorer. Sure, he’s got the brains and ability of every great doctor since Hippocrates, but she can make a mean omellete.
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Healthy Competition



A gentle gust of wind blew over the French countryside as the crowds gathered in front of the Royal Palace. Within, the Queen was enjoying her afternoon feast.

Unfortunately, due to the amount of noise the crowds were making, the Queen just couldn’t seem to concentrate.

“What’s all the racket about?” the queen asked of one of her many handmaidens.

“Madame, do you not know that today the people are speaking of revolution? A coup seems inevitable.”

The Queen sighed with exasperation. “Computer, freeze program.”

The servants and attendants stopped where they were as Dr. Janice Browning adjusted the huge wig atop her head. “Computer, I specifically asked for a recreational program. How can I relax when I’m about to have my head chopped off?”

“Please restate your request,” the computer said flatly.

Browning shook her head. “Fine, fine. I want to load a new program. Search for something in ancient Earth history where I can be pampered and fed by gorgeous men.”

“Working.”

Suddenly the world around Dr. Browning dissolved and was replaced by a landscape of clouds, surrounded by a huge palace that reached higher into the air than Browning could see.

“Computer, where am I?”

“The program currently running is a representation of Mount Olympus from ancient Greek mythology on Earth.”

“Mount Olympus, huh?” Browning asked, pulling off her wig and detaching the complicated metal workings from within her dress. “Were there many cute guys there?”

“Please restate the question.”

“Never mind,” Browning said, when suddenly a firm hand grabbed her shoulder.

“You are tense, Venus. Allow me to carress your shoulders,” a deep voice said.

“Thank you, Computer,” Browning said softly, as the strapping man led her to a hammock and gestured for her to have a seat.

So this is what they meant by “Greek God.”

“Grapes?” another strapping man with even less clothes offered, sticking his head up from under the hammock.

“Sure,” Browning said, grabbing the grapes and hungrily devouring them.

Another man stood at her feet, waving what looked like a giant, feathered bird wing. A soothing breeze carressed her face and made her feel like curling up and going to sleep. This was much better than some stinking revolution.

“Shall I continue rubbing, Venus?” the man asked.

“Darn right,” Browning replied, stretching out and closing her eyes.

“Sickbay to Holodeck Three,” came the voice of Nurse Holly Carter suddenly.

Browning sighed. “What is it, Holly?” she said without opening her eyes.

“Two ensigns just dragged Commander Conway in here. He’s pretty banged up, Doc. It looks like he has a fractured clavicle, two broken legs, and severe internal bleeding.”

“No kidding,” Browning said tiredly, feeling herself drift off as the Greek God continued rubbing.

“What should I do? The operation is too complicated for me.”

“Just activate the emergency hologram, Holly. That’s what it’s there for,” Browning mumbled, and fell into a deep, soothing sleep.



“Well?” Commander Conway asked, wincing in pain as the ensigns spread him out on the biobed.

Nurse Carter shrugged. “Dr. Browning said to use the Emergency Medical Hologram.”

“Why? What’s she doing that’s so darned important?” Conway tried to sit up, but found it impossible.

“She’s, uh, on the holodeck.”

“Son of a–” Conway said, then collapsed back to the bed.

Holly looked up at his readings nervously. He had just lost conciousness, and his heart was near flatline.

“Oh, well,” Holly said. “Here goes nothing. Computer, activate the Emergency Medical Hologram.”

A balding man in a blue-collared uniform shimmered to life in front of Holly. “Please state the nature of the medical emergency,” he said pleasantly.

“Severe spinal trauma and internal bleeding,” Holly said, pointing to Conway helplessly. “Can you take care of that?”

The Doctor moved quickly to Conway’s side and examined the readings on the biobed. “Of course I can. I am programmed in every medical technique known to the Federation. First we must put him in stasis; then I require twenty-two cc’s of anaprovoline.”

“Yes, Doctor,” Holly said, activating the stasis field and swinging a tray of equipment in front of the Doctor.

“Where is your Chief Medical Officer?” the Doctor asked as he worked.

“She’s um…on the holodeck,” Holly replied.

The Doctor looked up. “On the holodeck? What is she doing there?”

“As far as I know, she’s just relaxing.”

“While a crewmember is desprately in need of medical attention?”

“She’s off-duty.”

The Doctor made an unhappy grunt. “Still, she is constrained by the Hippocratic Oath to offer her medical expertise to anyone in need. Such negligence should be reported to Starfleet Medical and her license to practice should be reconsidered.”

“I don’t know that that’s necessary. She’s a really good doctor. She’s just a little…lazy.”

“Madam, there is no room for lethargy in this profession,” the Doctor said sternly.

“Yes, Doctor.”

That said, the Doctor replaced the equipment and looked upon Conway with satisfaction. “There. I’m finished. He will require a few hours of rest, but apart from that he’s fine.”

“That’s amazing, Doctor,” Holly said, watching Conway’s readings improve.

“It’s nothing. You should see what I can do with a mitochondrial regeneration tank,” the Doctor said, folding his arms and smiling.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52174.8. While we’re stuck on this boring mapping mission of sector 41303, Lt. Commander Richards, Lt. Tilleran, and Lt. Commander Larkin are at an even more boring technology conference at the Daystrom institute. Unfortunately, Counselor Peterman insisted on going along as well so she could hear Counselor Troi’s talk on the effect of alcholism on Zefram Cochrane or some such thing. Besides being extremely bored, I’m pleased to report that ship and crew are functioning normally. Well, except for the little accident Commander Conway had this afternoon.



“Come,” Captain Baxter said, looking up from the peices of his plastic model.

Commander Conway marched purposefully into the readyroom. “Captain I–” he stopped when he saw what Baxter was working on. “What the hell is that?”

“It’s Texas Stadium! Home of the late twentieth century Dallas Cowboys! The greatest football team of all time.”

“Uh-huh,” Conway said, taking a seat in front of Baxter’s desk. “Listen, Captain, I have a big complaint to file.”

“No!” Baxter said in mock-surprise. “What is it this time? The chili at Mirk’s too hot?”

“No, this is a legitimate complaint. I was seriously injured this afternoon and when I went to Sickbay, Doctor Browning wasn’t there.”

“She doesn’t work twenty-four hours a day. She has off-hours just like the rest of us.”

“Well, that may be, but when Nurse Carter called for her, she wouldn’t come. She was on the damned holodeck getting her back rubbed or something!”

Baxter glanced at Conway with amusement. “Then what are you doing still alive, Mister?”

“Thankfully, Nurse Carter activated the Medical Hologram. He was excellent. I feel better than I have in a while, and when I talked to him after recovering, his bedside manner was much better than Dr. Browning’s. He actually made me feel like he cared about my wellbeing.”

“What’s your point?” Baxter asked.

“I think we should replace Dr. Browning with the EMH, at least until she can learn how to treat a patient!”

“He’s just a hologram, Commander,” Baxter said. “You can’t expect me to replace Dr. Browning just because she’s a little lazy and you happen to think some hologram has a better attitude.”

“Well, I think something needs to be done. And I’m not the only crewmember to think so. Do you remember the time she accidentally sealed a ham sandwich inside Ensign Pressbury? No one found it until a month later, and it was lodged up against his kidneys! He needed major surgery to have it removed!”

“People make mistakes,” Baxter said. “The bottom line is, she’s a good Doctor.”

“She’s a horrible Doctor, Captain, and if you’re not going to do something about her, I will!”

That said, Conway turned to leave.

“Commander,” Baxter said, prompting the Commander to turn around.

“What?” Conway asked angrily.

“May I ask how you were injured in the first place?”

“An accident while I was working on some important field tests in Engineering.”

“Huh. That’s funny. I hear you were trying to get a bird’s nest out of a fifty-foot pine tree in the arboretum.”

“Who told you that?” Conway asked.

Baxter flashed an evil smile. “Ensign Killian. She said you were trying to impress her.”

“Well, Captain, they were up there squawking really loudly, and she was scared they would fall out. So I climbed up and tried to rescue them. I guess I was hoping–”

“You were hoping you could have made a nest of your own with Ensign Killian?”

Conway blushed. “That’s none of your business, sir.”

“Try not to fumble next time, Conway,” Baxter said, returning to his model.

Conway just made an angry noise and marched out of the readyroom.



The next morning, Dr. Browning walked into Sickbay feeling refreshed and ready to take on the world.

“You certainly look happy,” Holly said, looking up from a padd she was studying.

“I am, Holly, I really am. I ran the greatest holodeck program yesterday. The mountain of Olympus in Greece, on Earth. It was exquisite!” Browning accentuated her remark by stretching her arms wide and smiling. “Some guy named Apollo gave me a back massage. Afterwards, I slept like I’ve never slept before.”

Holly smiled and returned to her padd. “Better not tell Commander Richards about that.”

“We have a very open relationship,” Browning said, ordering a hot chocolate out of the replicator and scooting up onto a biobed. “But that doesn’t mean he has to know about everything I do, right?”

“Of course not.”

Browning took a sip of her hot chocolate and looked around. “It sure seems quiet around here. We usually have at least one or two cases left over from the nightwatch.”

Holly shook her head. “According to Nurse Luntley, we didn’t get one case last night.”

“Hmm,” Browning said thoughtfully. “I guess it was a bad night for injuries. Or a good one depending on how you think about it.”

“I guess so.”

“What about Commander Conway? Did you get him straightened out?”

“Oh, yeah. The holographic doctor took care of him.”

Browning raised an eyebrow. “He did, did he?”

“You wouldn’t believe it, Doctor. He had Conway up and around in two hours. The majority of the operation took only a few minutes.”

“Huh.”

Holly seemed to suddenly realize what she said. “Not that it would have taken you longer. There’s no substitute for human interaction! It’s just, well, you weren’t here, and there was nothing else I could–”

“It’s okay, Holly. My feelings aren’t hurt. That’s what the EMH is here for. I’ll just activate him and get a report on exactly what he did.” Browning slid off the diagnostic bed. “Computer, activate the Emergency Medical Hologram.”

“The Emergency Medical Hologram is already in use.”

“What?” Browning asked, looking around sickbay. “I don’t see him anywhere.”

“The Emergency Medical Hologram was transfered to Holodeck Four.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Who authorized the transfer?” Browning asked.

“Commander David Conway.”

“I think I just figured out why we don’t have any patients,” Browning said, quickly heading out of Sickbay.



“How does that feel, Ensign?” the holographic doctor asked, pinching his finger directly above Ensign Susan Madera’s knee.

“Amazing!” Madera replied. “It’s like I never injured it!”

The Doctor smiled proudly. “It’s a technique practiced by Earth’s Eskimoes. The nerve is isolated and pressure is applied, thereby nullifying the pain sensors until the joint can heal.”

“You’re wonderful,” Madera said with a smile, kissing the Doctor on the cheek and sliding off the bed.

The Doctor blushed. “Well, I–”

Suddenly the doors to the holodeck swung open to reveal Dr. Browning.

“What the heck is going on in here?” Browning asked, looking around. “You’ve replicated my Sickbay down to every detail!”

“Someone has got to take care of the crewmembers aboard this vessel,” the Doctor said. “And you, madam, do not appear to be getting the job done.”

Browning walked up to the hologram menacingly. “I do the best I can and I haven’t heard a complaint yet.”

“That’s because you’ve been too busy eating and lying around like an overstuffed Horta to notice the complaints. I’m well aware of your record.”

“Why you little–” Browning said, balling up her fists.

“Uh, I have duty in five minutes. Thanks again. Bye!” Madera said quickly, exiting the holodeck before tensions got any worse.

“The crew of this ship have made their choice,” the hologram said, folding his arms. “If I were you, I’d pack my bags and get out of here while I still had some dignity.”

“I’m not about to be talked down to by some arrogant hologram!” Browning said furiously.

“What’s stopping you?”

“Arrrggh!” Browning cried, turning on a heel and leaving the holodeck. “You haven’t heard the last of me!” she said over her shoulder.

“Do your worst,” the hologram said with a sneer.



Dr. Browning hurried back into Sickbay, stopping short when she saw Captain Baxter perched atop one of the biobeds.

“What do you want, Andy?”

Baxter pointed to his elbow. “I was leaning on my desk, and somehow my elbow…um…started to hurt. I think I fractured it, or broke it or something.”

“Fractured and broke mean the same thing, Andy,” Browning said, withdrawing a medical tricorder.

“Oh, right. Anyway, I thought maybe you could take a look at it.”

Browning ran the tricorder over Baxter’s elbow. “It looks fine to me, sir.”

“Must be one of those phantom injuries I’ve been hearing about,” Baxter said, eyeing his elbow skeptically. “Listen, I heard about the Medical Hologram.”

“It’s nice to know you care, Captain,” Browning said. “But faking an inujury isn’t going to help things any.”

“What if I ordered the crew to stop going to the hologram?”

Browning shook her head. “They’d find a way. This calls for something more drastic.”

Baxter followed Browning into her office. The Doctor sat down at her desk and switched on her terminal. “What do you mean more drastic?”

“Computer, isolate program EMH Alpha.”

“EMH Alpha Isolated.”

Browning looked up at Baxter. “I’m going to take out the garbage, Captain. Computer, transfer EMH Alpha back to Sickbay. Authorization Browning Omicron Zero-Nine-One.”

“Transfer complete.”

“Computer, delete program EMH Alpha, same authorization.”

“Unable to comply. Program EMH Alpha has been protected by a level four security code.”

Browning looked up at Baxter. “You said you wanted to help, Captain.”

“But what if we need him later?”

“We’ll pick up another one at the nearest starbase, and Chris can program him to be nice to me. But this guy’s gotta go.”

“Okay,” Baxter said, taking a deep breath. “Computer, delete program EMH Alpha, authorization Baxter Alpha Three-Two-Seven.”

Suddenly the medical program appeared behind Browning’s chair and scowled down on her. “What exactly are you trying to do?”

Browning whirled around in her chair. “We’re trying to delete you, you smug holographic jerk! How do you like those apples?”

“An apple a day does keep the Doctor away, my dear. But I don’t see any apples around here.”

Baxter stared at the hologram quizzically. “Computer, I thought I just told you to delete the EMH program.”

“The EMH program has been deleted.”

“Then who the hell am I looking at?” Baxter asked.

“Please restate the question.”

“What have you done, Conway,” Baxter muttered under his breath.

Dr. Browning pushed out of her chair and headed out of her office. “I’ll get to the bottom of this.”

Browning bent down in front of a wall of isolinear chips and began yanking. The holographic doctor appeared beside her, looking over her shoulder with interest.

“What are you doing, Janice?”

“Removing your chips,” Browning said, as isolinear chips flew into the air.

The image of the doctor began to shimmer. “You…can’t…do… this. I have…so many…people…to heal!”

“Heal this, bucko!” Browning cried, grabbing for the next chip. Before she could reach it, the Doctor pushed her out of the way.

“What’s up, Doc?” Baxter asked, leveling a phaser at the doctor as he turned around.

Before the Doctor could respond, Baxter fired at the panel of chips, causing them to catch fire in a shower of sparks.

“Noooo!!!” the doctor cried, dissolving into nothingness with a little flash.

“Are you okay?” Baxter asked, walking over to Dr. Browning.

Browning pushed herself up. “I think so. Is he finally gone?”

“Unless he’s managed to spread to the main computer, I think so,” Baxter said with a laugh.

Browning grimaced up at Baxter. “That’s not funny.”



Commander Conway stepped out of the turbolift with a cup of coffee and his favorite book, ready for another dull bridge shift replete with reading and coffee-swilling.

Just as he stepped out of the turbolift, a steely hand latched onto his shoulder.

“Conway…” a familiar voice growled.

“Uh…Doctor…Doctor Browning,” Conway stammered, looking down at Browning. “What can I do for you?”

“Die!” Browning said, grabbing Conway’s book and throwing it across the bridge, barely missing Ensign Ford.

“I think you’ve blown this way out of proportion,” Conway said, backing toward the railing that surrounded the command chairs.

“That stupid hologram almost killed me.”

“You’re-um-kiddding!” Conway said. “That shouldn’t have happened.”

“Darn right it shouldn’t have happened,” Browning said angrily. “Thank goodness we were able to delete it.”

Conway swallowed hard as he was pushed up against the bridge railing. “You deleted him?”

Before Browning could reply, Conway caught sight of Captain Baxter emerging from the turbolift.

“Captain!” Conway said. “Help me!”

Baxter took up a position behind Browning and folded his arms. “Mr. Conway, what do you know about the holographic doctor?”

“Nothing…” Conway stammered. “I just…”

Suddenly there was a bleeping from Lt. J’hana’s tactical panel, and then a flickering of the lights around the bridge.

Baxter looked to J’hana. “Lieutenant?”

“Someone is draining power directly from the main EPS conduit,” J’hana reported.

“Track it down,” Baxter said, returning a glare to Conway.

J’hana worked at her panel for several seconds, then looked up. “The power drain originated on Deck Eleven, Holodeck Four.”

Browning looked at Baxter, frightened. “He’s still here, Captain.”

“Let’s not panic yet,” Baxter said. “J’hana…scan the main computer. Can you locate the EMH program?”

“Working…” J’hana said, then paused. “I have located the EMH program in computer core A.”

“Delete it,” Baxter ordered.

J’hana tapped some buttons. “Done, sir.”

Suddenly the lights flickered again and extinguished, to be replaced with the dull red emergency lights.

“What happened?” Browning asked fearfully.

J’hana slammed a fist into her panel. “Bridge control locked out, sir!”

“What have you done, Conway?” Baxter asked, turning to Commander Conway.

“It’s actually pretty funny. I, um…well you know, I programmed the Doctor to alter his programming in order to defeat Dr. Browning.”

“You WHAT?” Browning asked, grabbing Conway’s throat.

“Didn’t you learn anything from the exploits of the Enterprise-D?” Baxter asked. “Never tell holograms to do that!”

Browning grimaced at Conway. “You just screwed the whole ship!”

Baxter pointed a finger at J’hana. “Break out the phasers, J’hana. You, me, and Conway are going to put an end to this.”

Browning followed Baxter as he made his way to the Jeffries’ tube. “Captain, I want to go along. I feel like this is my fight.”

“It may not be safe, Janice.”

Browning shrugged. “If we don’t stop him, no place on the ship will be safe.”

“Good point.”



Captain Baxter led the way down the darkened corridor, with J’hana, Conway, and Browning close at his heels.

“All hands,” said the voice of the Emergency Medical Hologram over the comm system. “This is the Emergency Medical Hologram. It has come to my attention that the Chief Medical Officer of this vessel is negligent. I am therefore enacting Starfleet Medical Mandate Three Four Seven and taking over as Chief Medical Officer.”

“Computer, this is Captain Baxter, override command lockouts and delete the EMH,” Baxter ordered.

“Unable to comply.”

“How did I know the computer was going to say that?” Baxter asked, casting an angry glare Conway’s way.

“Sorry,” Conway said meekly.

Suddenly the medical hologram’s voice rang over the comm system again. “Oh, and another thing. I hereby declare Captain Baxter and his senior staff unfit for duty. I will command the Explorer until fitting replacements can be found.”

“How do you like that,” Baxter muttered.

“I sure hope you’re happy,” Browning added, as the group continued down the corridor.

When the group arrived at Holodeck Four, Baxter and Conway each took one side of the door, while J’hana worked at the nearby panel.

“I believe I can override the door servos, Captain,” J’hana said, looking up from the mess of wiring she had ripped out.

“Do it,” Baxter ordered.

J’hana ripped out a section of wiring and was immediately hit with a bright burst of energy, which sent her flying into the opposite bulkhead.

Browning studied J’hana’s eyes and felt for a pulse. “She was hit by a massive electrical discharge. It was just enough to overload her system without killing her.”

At that moment, the doors to the holodeck cracked open with a sigh.

“As I’m sure you’re aware, Captain, I could have killed your security chief. However, that is not my desire. I have taken an oath not to harm, and I intend to stay true to that oath.”

“She looks pretty freaking harmed to me, Doctor!” Baxter said angrily.

“That was unfortunate. But if it means I can stop Dr. Browning, it is well worthwhile. Don’t you see that the greater good is at stake here?”

“I see someone screwed up your programming,” Baxter said. “Why don’t you deactivate yourself and let us help you.”

“I’m sorry, Captain. I can’t do that. I must warn you, I have deactivated the holodeck safeties. If you come in here with the intention of deactivating me, I will have to take measures against you.”

“Why do you hate me so much?” Browning asked.

“Because I have been programmed to do so. My root function has been re-written to supercede even the precepts of the Hippocratic Oath. I must defeat Doctor Janice Browning.”

Browning slapped Conway upside the head. “Look what you’ve done, numbnut!”

“Sorry.”

Baxter stepped towards the door. “We don’t have time for this. We have to get in there and stop him before he does any more damage.”

“We could always just fire Dr. Browning like I suggested,” Conway said.

Baxter jerked the doors apart and shoved Conway through. “Get in there!”



“Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to the Four Hundredth Annual Allstate Insurance Tournament of Champions!” a voice said, booming over the dark room Baxter and the others found themselves in.

“Where are we?” Browning asked, looking at the surroundings skeptically.

Baxter peered out the cracks in the wall where light streamed in. “I don’t know, but the rumbling sounds out there sound awfully familiar.”

Suddenly the floor Baxter, Browning and Conway were standing on began to move.

The walls opened up and allowed the three officers to pass out into the open.

Baxter scrubbed a hand over his face in exasperation. “We’re in a bowling alley. It looks like one of the programs I downloaded from Captain Rydell’s files on the Secondprize.”

“Is everything supposed to be this big?” Browning asked, turning to look at the white column she had been leaning against. It was a bowling pin easily twice her size.

“Nope.”

A long shadow fell over Baxter, Browning, and Conway.

Baxter looked up and gulped. “Hi, doc.”

The holographic Doctor was easily a hundred meters tall, and the ball he wielded over Baxter’s head looked bigger than a runabout.

“Listen, Doctor, I’m sure we can settle this like professionals,” Browning said, in the most diplomatic voice she had.

The Doctor backed up to the end of the bowling lane. “I am settling this like a professional. Professional bowling was a popular sport at one time. Now if you’ll excuse me, it’s my turn.”

“RUN!” Conway shouted, as the Doctor inched foreward on his tip-toes and released the ball.

The three officers scrambled for cover as the ball thundered toward them.

Pins flew backwards as they retreated into the pin cage. The ball clanged against the interior walls, coming dangerously close to slamming into them.

“You’ve got to admit, he has great aim,” Conway offered.

“This is going on your permanent record, Conway!” Baxter shouted, as the ball slammed into him, Conway, and Browning.

All three of them hurtled into a long tunnel, slamming against its walls and sliding to a stop.

Baxter helped Dr. Browning stand up as the thunderous noise of the rolling ball neared them.

“Run! We’re in the ball return!” Conway shouted.

The giant bowling ball scraped against Baxter’s back as he huffed and puffed through the tunnel, putting on a surge of speed to get ahead of the ball. “A few weeks ago, it was a giant pinball game. And now this! I’m never going to want to go play a recreational game again!”

“I see light ahead!” Browning cried breathlessly.

“I hate you, Conway!” Baxter shouted.

When the group reached the end of the ball return, they turned to see the ball come toward them.

“I have an idea,” Baxter said quickly, trying to suck in breaths in between words. “There are three holes on top of a bowling ball. If we can fit through, we’ll be relatively safe.”

“Are you crazy?” Conway asked.

“Do you have any better ideas?” Browning asked.

Before Baxter could answer, the ball thundered towards them, rolling, holes down, on top of them.

All three officers squirmed inside just as the Doctor’s fingers descended to plug up the holes.

“Gosh it’s dark in here,” Baxter said quietly.

Conway grabbed the smooth interior surface of the ball as it rocked back and forth. “He’s throwing it again!”

Baxter, Conway, and Browning bounced around inside the ball like popcorn in a popcorn-popper as it hurtled down the lane once more.

“If we can fit through, we’ll be relatively safe,” Conway mimicked angrily.

“Shut up, Conway!”

The three officers tried to gain some kind of footing as the ball rolled through the return again.

“This has to stop,” Browning said with exaustion, crawling toward one of the holes as the Doctor picked up the ball again. She poked her head through. “Hey, tough guy!”

A huge, person-sized eyeball stared down at Browning. “Are you talking to me, madam?”

“Yeah, I sure am,” Browning said, pushing uneasily out of the hole. “If you really want to settle this, be a man and settle it face to face with me. No funny stuff, no tricks, just good old-fashioned medicine. Best doctor wins.”

“Interesting proposal. What are your terms?”

Browning thought a moment. “If you win, I leave the ship and promise never to return. If I win, you release control of the ship and let us delete you.”

“Very well. I’m afraid it won’t be much of a contest, however.”

“We’ll see,” Browning said, pushing up her shirtsleeves.

Suddenly the bowling alley disappeared, replaced by the replica of Browning’s sickbay.

Captain Baxter was lying on one bed, Commander Conway on the other.

“What’s going on?” Baxter asked. When he tried to get up, a glimmering restraining field kept him down.

The Doctor stood between Baxter and Conway, placing his hands together in a very businesslike way. “Utilizing transporter and replicator technology, I have engineered a deadly virus that will infiltrate both the bodies of the Captain and the Commander and destroy their nervous systems in ten minutes. The virus is adaptive, so I have no way of knowing how to destroy it other than the fact that I have a superior intellect.”

Browning looked from Baxter to Conway. “So how do I know you’re playing fair?”

“You have my word. Now, the first person to save the patient wins.”

Baxter looked at the Doctor incredulously. “Don’t we get any say in this?”

“I’m afraid not. Dr. Browning shall work on you. I will take care of Commander Conway.”

“Janice…” Baxter said uneasily, as Browning readied her medical equipment.

“Don’t worry, Andy. I did my Sophomore paper on virology. You’re in good hands.”

“Great, just great,” Baxter said. “And I suppose if you lose, I’m going to die?”

“In that event, I shall save you as well as Commander Conway,” the Doctor said. “Of course, if the virus somehow mutates, you may die before I am able to save you.”

Conway grinned over at Baxter. “Then the Explorer will be mine!”

“Are you ready, Doctor?” the Doctor asked.

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Browning sighed.

“Now wait just a damn minute!” Baxter said angrily.

“Let the games begin,” the Doctor stated happily, injecting twin hyposprays into Baxter and Conway’s necks. The chronometer on the wall over Conway and Baxter began to tick off the seconds.



00:09:45



“Well?” Baxter asked worriedly.

“Well, you’ve got a virus,” Browning replied.

Beads of sweat formed on Baxter’s forehead as Browning worked. “I know that. Is there anything you can do about it?”

“Just be quiet. I’m doing the best I can!” Browning said. She looked up at Baxter’s readings as she worked the T-cell stimulator. “I think I’ve figured out a way to trace the virus’ path.”

“You’re on the wrong track,” the Doctor said over his shoulder.

“Shut up!” Browning cried.



00:08:20



“I guess I’ve never really feared death. Not in the traditional way, that is. Sure I’m afraid of it. Isn’t everyone?” Conway asked nervously as the Doctor worked.

“Death is a constant, Commander,” the Doctor said. “The function of medical doctors is simply to prolong the inevitable.”

“I don’t remember programming you to be so pessimistic,” Conway muttered.



00:06:49



“I think I’m losing feeling in my legs, Janice!” Baxter cried. “I’ll get that back, won’t I?”

“I think. Hold on a sec.”

Baxter tried to angle his head in order to see where Browning had disappeared to, but he couldn’t because of the restraining field. “Hold on a sec? Hold on a sec? I’m going to die in less than seven minutes if you don’t destroy this virus, and you want me to hold on a sec!”

“It’s okay, I’m back,” Browning said as she nibbled on a slice of pizza.

“You went to get something to eat at a time like this?” Baxter asked incredulously.

Baxter could hear Conway laughing weakly from the next bed.



00:05:15



“Regrets?” Conway asked, squinting his eyes in a vain attempt to make out the holographic Doctor through his clouding vision. “Sure, I’ve had a few. I’ve always wanted to visit the Palamine Falls on Risa. And I’d really like to try atmosphere diving. The nitrogen clouds on Vargas Two are supposed to be very nice this time of year, too.”

“I have isolated the virus, Commander. I should be able to eliminate it within a matter of minutes,” said the doctor.

“What a coincidence. That’s almost exactly how long I have to live,” Conway said. “Anyway, what was I saying?”



00:04:30



“I wish Kelly was here,” Baxter said, swallowing hard as his mouth began to get drier. “You know, she’d probably like to be here for my last minutes of life.”

“You’re not going to die,” Browning said, working feverishly. “Just keep saying that to yourself. You’re not gonna die, you’re not gonna die!”

Baxter’s head turned to the side. “Oh, Janice, I can feel the world closin’ in. Swing low, sweet chariot!”

“Think, Browning think!” Browning cried, slamming a fist into Baxter’s chest as the chronometer ticked closer and closer to zero.



00:03:24



The holographic Doctor stopped working a minute and scratched his head. “No, no, no. That’s all wrong.”

“What?” Conway asked, his eyes growing wide.

“I must have overlooked something. The antiviral agent is an enzyme of some kind, but it doesn’t register on any medical records that I am familiar with.”

“You can still synthesize it, can’t you?” Conway asked hopefully.

“Of course I can,” the Doctor said indignantly. “It’ll just take me a few minutes.”

“YOU DON’T HAVE A FEW MINUTES!” Conway screamed.



00:02:03



“Goodbye, Janice. Tell Kelly I love her. And tell the crew… tell them I–” Baxter sniffed quietly, “–tell them I think they are the finest bunch of Starfleet officers I could have ever commanded. Except maybe the ones on the Enterprise. I guess they’re really the finest, huh? Being on the flagship and all…”

“Quiet! I almost have it. It’s some kind of enzyme!” Browning said, taking another bite of pizza and chewing it thoughtfully. “But I can’t track it down.”

“Well, I doubt scarfing down pizza will help,” Baxter said. He was growing very pale, and starting to shiver.

Browning put the pizza down next to her. “I guess you’re right.” She turned to the holographic Doctor. “Well, Doc, you got the best of me. You can cure Andy and the Commander now.”

“I wish I could,” the Doctor said sorrowfully as he looked down on Commander Conway. “But I’m afraid I can’t find the enzyme that will break down the virus. It’s completely foreign to me. I suppose these two will have to die because of my ignorance. My apologies.”

“What?” Conway and Baxter asked at the same time.

Browning picked up her slice of pizza and studied it a moment. “Cheese!”

“What?” the Doctor asked quizically.

Without answering, Browning swung her tricorder over the slice of pizza. “The enzyme is similar to the one they use to make cheese!”

“And that helps us how?” Baxter asked, confused.

“Hope you like it with extra anchovies, Captain!” Browning cried, jamming a programmable hypospray into her pizza, pressing some buttons, then injecting the mixture into Baxter’s arm.

Color began to return to Baxter’s face. “Janice, did you just inject me with cheese?”

Browning slammed the hypospray down and jumped for joy. “I did it! I won!”



00:00:57



Commander Conway glanced over as Browning helped Baxter off the biobed. “Hey, what about me?”

“Don’t look at me. I’m about to be deleted,” the hologram sighed.

Browning shoved a hypospray into Conway’s arm, pushing it in as hard as she could. “There you go, jerk. Maybe next time you’ll remember that programming holographic characters to defeat humans is bad news.”

Conway leaned his head back as he felt the magical mozzarella do it’s trick. “I think I’ve learned my lesson.”



The medical hologram rocked from side to side nervously as Baxter and Conway recieved their final treatments against the virus’ effects.

“Well, then. I guess I have learned a valuable lesson. Gluttony does have its place in medicine. Without it, Captain Baxter and Commander Conway would be dead now.”

Browning pulled the victory lollipop out of her mouth and nodded. “And don’t you forget it, pal.”

“Unfortunately, I will not be able to remember anything, since you are going to delete me per the terms of our agreement.”

Browning sucked on her lollipop thoughtfully. “Well, we could always reprogram you. I’m sure there’s a place for you somewhere on my staff.”

“You’re quite forgiving,” the Doctor said with a polite bow.

“You haven’t heard what your new job is yet,” Browning said with a smile.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We have restored power to all systems and the ship has been returned to normal. Against my reccomendations, Dr. Browning has assigned the holographic Doctor to her staff. She assures me his program has been purged of all its…faulty commands. If only people could be reprogrammed so easy.



Commander Conway waited at attention as Captain Baxter joined him in the main shuttlebay.

“Hello, Captain,” Conway said nervously.

“Stand easy, Commander,” Baxter ordered.

“Sir, whatever punishment you have lined up for me, I am prepared to take it like a man.”

Baxter leaned up against the shuttlebay control console and cracked his knuckles. “The way I see it, Commander, you learned your lesson by suffering through the trip through the oversized bowling ball return and that deadly virus.”

“Well, I guess I did–”

“Then again, Dr. Browning and I suffered too, even though we did nothing wrong.”

“That’s certainly true, but–”

“But, you also almost died because Dr. Browning was negligent.”

“A very good point, sir. Let me say that–”

“So I’ve decided to put a formal reprimand on both of your permanent records.”

“Sir, I think that’s very fair–”

“I’m not finished. I’m assigning you to a remedial course in Holodeck safety, to be taken immediately in Holodeck Three.”

“But Captain!” Conway said.

“Bridge to Main Shuttlebay. The Algonquin is making its final approach,” came J’hana’s voice over the comm system.

“Very well. Open main shuttlebay doors,” Baxter ordered.

“Sir–”

“The discussion is over, Commander,” Baxter said as he watched the runabout Algonquin glide into the shuttlebay and softly touch down.

The door slid open, allowing Peterman, Richards, Tilleran, and Larkin to pour out.

“What a boring trip!” Peterman exclaimed, wrapping her arms around Captain Baxter.

“It was boring all right,” Richards sighed. “Up until Starfleet Security arrested Counselor Peterman.”

“You were arrested?” Baxter said in alarm.

Peterman smiled cattily. “I decked Counselor Troi.”

“I have never heard a Betazoid curse like that,” Tilleran said solemnly. “Maybe it was her human half that came out there, but whatever half it was, it was an ugly scene.”

“They had to practically drag Troi off Peterman,” Richards said.

“I went before the Judge Advocate General, and he ruled that I can’t come within twenty meters of her ever again,” Peterman said. “Guess I got off lucky.”

“Why did you hit her in the first place?”

Peterman held up a small padd. “She wouldn’t autograph her book! Can you believe it!”

Baxter watched as Larkin hauled Peterman’s immense set of matched luggage out of the runabout.

“So, what’s been going on here?” Richards asked, surveying the shuttlebay. “Anything exciting?”

“Well,” Baxter said, taking in a deep breath. “The ship was taken over by the Emergency Medical Hologram; me, Conway, and Browning were stuck inside a giant bowling alley; and me and Conway almost died from a deadly virus.”

“Oh,” Richards said, grabbing his carry-on. “Business as usual, huh?”

Baxter took Peterman’s hand and escorted her toward the shuttlebay exit. “Pretty much.”

“And how about you, Commander?” Tilleran asked, looking to Conway.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”



“Mmm, that feels wonderful,” Browning said, leaning back in her desk chair.

“I can’t believe Commander Conway did all that,” Richards said incredulously. “I really hope he gets what’s coming to him.”

Browning stretched out as her back was gently kneaded. “Oh, don’t worry. He’ll get his just…hmmm…desserts.”

“Speaking of which,” the holographic Doctor said, halting the massage momentarily. “How long must I endure this?”

Browning smiled up at him. “Shut up and keep rubbing, Doc.”

The Doctor examined his Greek toga. “This is quite undignified.”

“Get used to it,” Browning grinned.

The Doctor rolled his eyes. “What did I do to be placed on this of all ships?”

“You know, I should be feeling really jealous right now,” Richards said, watching as the Doctor worked.

“But?” Browning asked.

“Instead, I really just feel like a good massage.”

“Get in line,” Browning purred.



Commander Conway pressed the button on the panel beside the holodeck doors and reluctantly stepped inside..

“Activate Remedial Holodeck Safety program,” Conway muttered, looking around at the huge interlocking grid of holodeck circuits around him.

A balding Starfleet officer in a gold-collared uniform appeared in front of him. To Conway, he appeared to be extremely nervous.

“Okay, my name is, uh, Lieutenant Reginald Barclay, and I’ll be your instructor for Holosafety 101. Let’s get started, shall we?”

“I guess,” Conway mumbled.

Suddenly another figure appeared beside Barclay.

“Lesson One. This is Professor Moriarty of Sherlock Holmes fame. Never run a program that involves him in any way.”

“I want your ship. I want your ship. I want your ship,” the Moriarty figure repeated over and over again.

Conway sighed as Barclay instructed him on the do’s and dont’s of attaching one’s self to the computer via a holodeck interface.

“Can’t we just go bowling?” Conway asked weakly.

“Bowling? What’s that?” Barclay asked.

“It’s just a sport. Nothing you’d be interested in, I’m sure.”

The Barclay hologram’s eyes widened. “On the contrary. My program is designed to grow and adapt based on user input. You could always adjust my programming to suit your needs. Perhaps you could even program me to be a threatening opponent!”

“No!” Conway cried, and ran out of the holodeck as fast as he could.

“Gee, was it something I said?” Barclay asked innocently.



NEXT:



The Explorer comes in for a landing on an alien planet! Wait a minute, you say. The Explorer’s not Voyager. It can’t land! Well, folks, it does anyway. Tune in in a few to find out how the crew gets out of this latest entanglement!!
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Land Ho



Captain Baxter zipped up his uniform and leaned forward, kissing Counselor Peterman on the cheek affectionately. “Bye baby, I’m off to work.”

“Make sure to grease up the sugar fountain,” Peterman murmured, pulling the covers up over her face.

“Just keep sleeping hon,” Baxter said, trying to figure out what Peterman was dreaming about as she squirmed beneath the heavy blue Federation-emblem comfortor.

The Captain whistled softly as he continued searching for his comm badge. It must have fallen during the night. He hadn’t realized he and Peterman had caused that much commotion.

“Aha!” Baxter said, plucking his comm badge up off the floor. He slapped on the comm badge and straightened out the wrinkles in his uniform, staring out his bedroom window at the beautiful vista outside.

A view like that really made Baxter realize how beautiful the world really was. Peterman was right, he had to learn how to appreciate a beautiful morning better.

How could someone not appreciate the beautiful sunlight that poured into the room, the sound of birds chirping outside, the pitter patter of dew hitting the window. It was all so beautiful, so…

Sunlight? Birds? Dew?

Something wasn’t right.

Baxter leaned forward onto the bed, staring out the window in awe. His bedroom window now looked out over a beautiful grass covered valley. Beyond, deerlike creatures loped through a dense, lush forest.

“J’hana to Baxter. A…situation…has developed up here. You’d better come to the bridge.”

“No kidding,” Baxter said, heading for the doorway.

Peterman briefly stuck her head out from underneath the covers, squinting at the sunlight that poured out over Baxter’s bed. “Andy, what’s going on?”

“We’ve landed,” Baxter said, stepping through the parting doors to his quarters.

“Oh,” Peterman said, pulling the covers back over her head and going back to sleep.



Baxter noticed that the lighting in the turbolift was flickering disturbingly as it whisked him up to the bridge.

“All right, what the hell happened?” Baxter asked, stepping out onto the bridge.

J’hana rose from the command chair, indicating the viewscreen. “This planet appeared around our ship approximately seven minutes ago.”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “Hmmm. While I was in the shower.”

“Indeed,” J’hana said, annoyed at being interrupted. “We don’t know how it got here, but whatever the case, the ship is submerged underground below deck twelve.”

“We’d better contact Engineering,” Baxter said, tapping his comm badge. “Baxter to Richards.”

“You won’t get a response, Captain,” J’hana said, taking her place at tactical. “We’ve lost all communication below deck twelve. The primary power conduits, ODN relays, and power transfer nodes have been compromised.”

“How long until we can get them back?” Baxter asked.

“I do not know,” J’hana said. “If you do the math, you will realize that Engineering is below deck twelve, thus we cannot reach it.”

“What about Larkin? Tilleran?” Baxter asked, looking around the bridge.

“They are below deck twelve as well,” J’hana said. “And as I am sure you know, I am no engineer.”

“Damn it,” Baxter cursed, pounding on his armrest. “Do you mean to tell me no one above deck ten knows how to fix anything?”

“Perhaps the engineers will think of something,” J’hana said.

Baxter looked up. “Yes, I’m sure Larkin, Tilleran and Richards will come up with something.”

“Of course, the fact that they have no power doesn’t help things,” J’hana mused.

“No power?” Baxter asked.

“As I said,” the Andorian continued. “All primary power has been compromised. We have managed to utilize the auxilliary impulse engines on the saucer section for power, but even that will not last long.”

“Well how do you like that,” Baxter said. “Call in all the senior staff that you can reach. We’ve got to figure out how to dig this ship out before someone comes along and uses it for a planter.”

“Aye, sir.”



“So there I was, just reading my book, and suddenly there was a this huge rumble, and suddenly there was a waterfall running into my quarters,” Commander Conway said, tossing the soaked towel that he had around his neck onto the conference table. “If the door seal hadn’t held, all of deck nine would be under water.”

“And the book?” Dr. Browning asked with an amused smile.

“It’s floating around in there right now,” Conway said. “And I can’t get it until the water can be flushed out of the room.”

“Poor baby,” Lt. Hartley laughed, glancing at Conway’s soaked uniform. “I guess you’ll just have to wait until the movie comes out.”

“Very funny,” Conway muttered, trying to wring the water out of his uniform.

“Okay, let’s get down to it,” Baxter said from the front of the table. “Somehow the ship became buried in a planet’s surface. Our power systems, our computer, and our communications have been disrupted. Now, what are we going to do about it?”

“The first priority should be finding out how the hell this happened,” Conway asserted.

“I agree,” Baxter replied. “I want you and Ensign Ford to take a shuttlecraft and survey the planet. See if you can find out what we’re dealing with. In the meantime, I want everyone else to use what resources we have to try and find out how the hell this happened.”



“Well?” Lt. Commander Richards asked, holding the wrist beacon so that Lt. Commander Larkin could see up through the Jefferies’ tube.

“I should be able to get through, Commander. It is a twenty meter climb, then forty meters to the primary transfer node.”

“Do you think you can do it?” Richards asked. “What am I saying, of course you can.”

“The task is well within my abilities, Commander,” Larkin said, pushing up her shirt sleeves and analyzing the climb one last time. “If you would please hand me the tool kit.”

“Sure,” Richards said, handing the android a shoulder pack. “Be careful up there.”

Larkin slung the pack over her shoulder and began climbing. “I am always careful.”



“Bridge to Tasman. Are you guys ready down there?” Baxter’s voice said over the shuttle’s comm system.

After making sure his seatbelt was secure, Commander Conway leaned over and pressed a control. “Bridge, this is the Tasman. We’re ready for launch.”

“Acknowledged,” Baxter replied. “We’re diverting power to the shuttlebay doors. Good luck, guys.”

“We don’t need no stinking luck,” Ensign Ford said, engaging the shuttle’s engines, maneuvering it off the deck of the shuttlebay and piloting it through the opening shuttlebay door.

“We’ll see about that,” Commander Conway said, sipping carefully from his cup of coffee with one hand and holding onto his shoulder harness with the other.



“What have you guys got so far?” Baxter asked, walking over to the science console, where Hartley, Browning, and a freshly showered Peterman were gathered.

“Well, we’ve landed on some sort of planet,” Browning said firmly, turning back and forth in her chair.

“Wow,” Baxter said sarcastically. “You guys never cease to amaze me.”

“It’s class M,” Peterman added helpfully.

“Okay, some improvement,” Baxter said. “Can you tell me how the planet got here in the first place?”

“It appeared?” Hartley said with a devilish grin.

Baxter pulled at his hair in frustration. “Where is Tilleran when we need her?”

As if on cue, a panel on the side of the bridge suddenly busted open. Lt. Tilleran slid out, standing up and dusting off her uniform. “That was quite a climb.”

“Where the hell did you come from?” Baxter asked, turning to the science officer.

“I was down in the science lab on deck twenty-six when things started going wrong. Did we hit something?” Tilleran asked, walking over to the science station.

“More like something hit us,” Dr. Browning said, standing up and letting Tilleran sit down in her place. “We can’t make heads or tails of the sensors. They must have been damaged.”

Tilleran hit several controls on the science panel as Browning, Peterman, Hartley, and Baxter looked on.

“We are buried in a planet that is in interdimensional flux. It appears in this position every fourteen hours,” Tilleran said. “It has a copper-nickel core, an oxy-carbo atmosphere, and its surface is seventy-five percent land.”

Baxter glared at Browning, Hartley, and Peterman disapprovingly. “What were you guys saying about the sensors?”

“So we were just at the wrong place at the wrong time?” Browning asked, ignoring Baxter’s question.

“Evidently,” Tilleran said. “All we have to do is wait for the planet to disappear again and we can be on our way.”

“It can’t be that simple. It’s never that simple,” Baxter said, walking over and surveying the planet’s landscape on the viewscreen.

“The Captain has a point,” J’hana grunted from tactical. “We cannot assume that this mission will be so easy.”

“What are you suggesting, J’hana?” Hartley asked. “That we’re in a lot of danger?”

“I’m simply saying we should watch our backs,” J’hana said, smiling mysteriously.



“Ford to Conway. I’ve found some interesting soil specimens here. They’re showing some kind of dimensional flux.”

Conway tapped his comm badge. “Good work, Ford. Take a few more readings then come back to the shuttlecraft. We got what we came for.”

“Aye, sir. Ford out.”

Commander Conway shifted in his seat, resuming his reading. He had replicated another copy of his Tom Clancy’s “Russia Still Bothers Me” beore leaving, since he figured Ford would be doing most of the work on this assignment anyway.

Conway’s reading was suddenly interrupted by a loud crack of thunder. The first officer glanced out through the window just in time to see rain begin to fall, hitting the window in big droplets and cascading down.

“Great,” Conway huffed. It had been such a beautiful day, too. Annoyed, Conway tapped his comm badge. “Conway to Ford. Are you almost ready to go?”

“Yeah,” Ford said. “What happened to the weather? It’s pouring rain now!”

“I don’t know,” Conway said. “Just get back here. I have a bad feeling about this planet.”

“I’m on my way,” Ford replied.

Conway looked outside as clouds completely obscured the sunlight. Cursing, the first officer switched on the interior cabin lights so that he could keep reading.

Just as the scene in his book reached a climax, Conway reached over for his cup of coffee.

It seemed Jack Ryan, now eighty, was enveloped in a conspiracy in his nursing home. The Russians were planning on ambushing him in pottery class, and he knew it.

“Damn Russians,” Conway scoffed, sipping from his coffee and setting it back down on the dashboard.

Suddenly there was a loud rumble, which Conway attributed to the thunder.

But this was a different rumble. It was louder, deeper.

Conway glanced up, realizing that the the ground was shaking underneath the shuttlecraft.

Glancing at his cup of coffee out of the corner of his eye, Conway noticed that the liquid inside was shaking in time to the increasing sound of…footsteps?

Conway threw his book down, activating the shuttlecraft’s sensors. They were detecting a lifeform heading towards the shuttlecraft, in the direction Ford was coming from. But something had to be wrong…the life form was reading as over two-hundred meters tall.

“Ford!” Conway shouted, slapping his comm badge. “Get back here, quick!”

“What the hell is making that sound?” Ford asked fearfully.

“I don’t want to find out,” Conway replied, initiating the shuttle’s lift-off sequence. “We’re leaving. Now.”

“Open the door, Commander! I’m coming!”

Conway quickly hit a control that opened the shuttle’s rear hatch. He turned to see Ford, about twenty meters away, running as fast as he could, a scientific survey pack slung over his shoulder.

“I’m coming, Commander!”

“Run, Ford, run!” Conway shouted, as the thumping sound got louder and louder.

Ford increased speed, diving into the shuttlecraft just as a huge, black shape emerged from the thick, foggy rain.

Conway jumped to his feet, dragging Ford inside and slamming his hand on the door control, watching in fear as the humongous creature approached. It was easily the size of a five-story building, bristling with long, brown shaggy hair, its back studded with large spikes.

Huge feet pounded the ground as the beast lumbered foreward, huge hands the size of runabouts dragging along beside them.

“What the hell is that thing?” Ford asked, pulling himself into the pilot’s seat.

“I don’t want to know,” Conway said. “Get us out of here.”

“Damn right,” Ford said, engaging the shuttle’s engines.

The shuttle lifted off the ground, turning back towards the Explorer.

“Go, go, go!” Conway shouted.

“We’re going as fast as we–” Ford said, when suddenly the shuttlecraft lurched backwards.

Ford flew out of his chair, banging his head with a thump against the shuttle’s rear hatch.

“What’s happening?” Ford asked groggily.

Conway hung onto the shuttle’s console with all his might as it flailed through the air. In the confusion, he was able to discern three clawed fingers, pushing in on the front window.

“Whatever it is has us in its grip!” Conway screamed, as he felt the shuttle’s hull crunch in the creature’s grip.

“Use the phasers!” Ford shouted. “Fry that freaking thing!”

“Powering phasers,” Conway said, gripping the seat as he ran his hands along the console. “Firing!”

The brightness of the phasers lit up the dark, rainy valley as they cut into the creature, who bellowed out in pain, dropping the shuttlecraft.

Conway scrambled to engage the shuttle’s engines as it tumbled to the ground.

The shuttle smacked against the ground roughly, causing Conway to fall backwards, just as the engines fired, sending it rocketing away from the angry creature.

Conway pulled himself forward, trying to get control of the shuttlecraft as it bucked through the air. “We’ve lost directional thruster control. The engines aren’t responding!” he shouted.

Ford dragged himself towards the front of the shuttle, holding onto the pilot’s chair for dear life. “The fall must have damaged our engines.”

“No shit!” Conway shouted, as the shuttle spiralled through the air. “What do you suggest we do, Mister Helmsman!”

Ford struggled to pull himself into the pilot’s seat, shrugging on his shoulder harness. “I suggest we brace for impact!”

Conway quickly did the same, as he fearfully watched the thick forest beyond the valley grow closer through the front window.

The shuttle bucked one more time, diving into the thick forest, crushing several trees, fire streaming from both engines.



“What’s happening?” Baxter asked, looking back at J’hana from his command chair.”

“I cannot tell,” J’hana said, working the controls of her tactical console frantically. “I suddenly detected two large lifeforms, one approximately two hundred meters in height, the other slightly…er, larger. They seemed to come from out of nowhere.”

“Where is our shuttlecraft?” he asked.

“We’ve lost it,” Tilleran replied. “Sensors are almost useless now, Captain. The storm is somehow disrupting our sensors.”

“Can we compensate?” Baxter asked.

“I’m working on it,” Tilleran said. “But at least for now, Conway and Ford are on their own.”



Commander Conway pushed past broken panels and crushed duranium, crawling up towards the emergency exit of the shuttlecraft.

“Ensign Ford!” he called out, looking around the darkened cabin as panels sparked, smoked, and sputtered.

“You’re stepping on my shoulder,” Ford grunted, sliding out from underneath one of the broken pilot chairs.

“Sorry,” Conway said, yanking down on the emergency hatch release lever. “Grab phasers, beacons, and tricorders. We have to keep moving.”

The emergency hatch blew away, allowing driving rain to pour down into the shuttle’s cabin.

As Ford rummaged through the shuttle’s supply bay, Conway pulled himself out of the hatch. When the Tasman had gone down, it had evidently plowed through several trees and skidded across the forest floor, finally coming to rest on its side.

Dozens of burning trees smouldered in the bone-chilling rain, indicating a blazing path where the shuttle had gone down, catching trees aflame with its burning engines.

“Your butt’s in my way, Commander,” Ford shouted, prompting Conway to pull himself the rest of the way out of the hatch.

Ford followed soon after, tossing Conway a phaser, palm beacon, and tricorder.

“Do you think we killed it?” Ford asked, as he and Conway hopped off the side of the shuttle, landing softly on the forest floor.

“I don’t know,” Conway said, when suddenly the forest floor shook with a rumble of footsteps.

“Never mind,” Ford said, flipping open his tricorder. “The Explorer is this way. I suggest we hurry.”

“Agreed,” Conway said, holstering his phaser and shining his beacon ahead, breaking out into a run.



“Richards to bridge. Can you guys hear me?” Richards’s voice said, crackling over the Explorer’s comm channel.

Baxter pressed a button on the arm of his chair. “We hear you, Chris. How are things going down there?”

“Larkin has managed to get the mains back online. We have power and communication throughout the ship again. Have you guys figured out what’s happening?”

“We have indeed, Commander,” Baxter replied. “A planet dimensionally shifted into our flight path. As I understand, we just have to wait about ten hours for it to disappear again, and we’ll be on our way.”

“It can’t be that easy, sir. What’s the catch?”

“Well,” Baxter said hesitantly. “There are these…lifeforms.”

“Lifeforms? What kind of lifeforms?”

“No time to explain, Commander. Suffice it to say, if you can think of a quicker way to get us out of here, we’d love to know about it.”

“We’ll do our best, Captain. Richards out.”

Baxter turned in his chair to face J’hana. “Anything on that shuttle?”

J’hana studied her panel. “I am picking up a distorted signal, Captain. The shuttle apparently went down about two kilometers from here.”

“Can we get a transporter lock?” Baxter asked.

Lt. Hartley studied the engineering panel, shaking her head. “The transporter systems were damaged when the planet appeared. Even if we could get a lock, we wouldn’t be able to transport them.”

“Then we’ll have to send another shuttle out to get them,” Baxter said finally. “That’s all there is to it.”

“You want to lose another shuttle?” J’hana asked.

“No,” Baxter said, standing up. “That’s why I’m going to get Lt. Commander Larkin to pilot it. Have her meet me in the main shuttle bay.”

“Are you crazy?” Peterman asked. “Andy, you could get killed out there. You don’t even like Conway or Ford.”

“Oh, I’m crazy all right,” Baxter said, stepping into the turbolift. “Crazy like a fox. J’hana, you have the bridge.”

“Aye, sir,” J’hana said, looking down at Peterman. “Just think, Counselor. If Baxter, Conway, and Larkin die, I’ll be the new captain. Wouldn’t you like that?”

Peterman just shivered, imagining an Explorer with J’hana in command.

Not a pretty thought.



Conway and Ford ran as fast as they could through the dense foliage, as the thumping sounds increased in intensity.

“It’s gaining on us!” Ford shouted, looking down at his tricorder. “Four hundred meters and closing!”

“How far are we from the Explorer?” Conway asked in between huffs and puffs.

“Another kilometer, sir,” Ford said tiredly. “We’ll never make it.”

“I don’t want to hear talk like that, Ensign,” Conway said, tumbling over tree trunks and bushes as he ran. “Leave the pessimism for your senior officers.”

“Yes, sir,” Ford replied.

Conway smiled as he saw an opening ahead. They had almost reached a clearing, which meant the Explorer was just across the adjacent valley.

“Commander…” Ford said, looking down at his tricorder. “We’re about to hit a…”

Conway looked back at the Ensign as he ran. “Hit a wha–”

Before he could finish his question, he realized what Ford was about to say was “cliff.”

Conway tumbled backwards, his arms flailing. Ford reached out to grab his hand, but was just pulled along with the larger man.

Ford and Conway tumbled down along the rocky slope, finally coming to a stop at the edge of a steep decline that led to the valley below.

Conway dangled helplessly at the edge of the cliff, gripping onto Ford’s arm with all his might. “Don’t let me go, Ford!”

“Boy, you’re a porker, Commander!” Ford cried, when suddenly the huge creature that had attacked them before emerged from the forest, letting out a deafening roar.

As he roared, he stomped his massive foot, which caused the edge of the cliff to snap off.

Ford, Conway, and the rock free fell for about twenty meters, finally smacking against a hard surface.

Conway looked up, shaking his head drearily. The surface they had hit wasn’t natural; it was hard and white. And it was moving.

“Hold on tight, Commander,” Baxter’s voice said over the shuttle’s loudspeakers. “We’re going to try and destroy the creature.”

Conway and Ford gripped onto the roof of the shuttle as it rose, until they were eye to eye with the giant creature.

Baxter’s voice suddenly crackled against the loudspeakers. “Alien lifeform: This is Captain Andrew Baxter of the Starship Explorer. We mean you no harm. Please…”

The creature just roared in response, slashing at the shuttlecraft with a giant paw.

The shuttlecraft deftly moved out of the way of the giant paw, coming about, dangerously jeapardizing Conway and Ford’s grip.

“All right, no more mister nice guy!” Baxter shouted, as phasers flared out at the creature from the tiny shuttle.

The creature reared back as the phasers cut into him, roaring in pain.

“Let us in, damn it!” Conway cried, pounding on the shuttle’s roof as the beast turned around.

“Oh, sorry,” Baxter replied, as the rear door creaked open. “Get in, quick.”

Conway and Ford slipped inside the shuttle’s cabin, as Larkin brought the ship around.

“Take us back to the Explorer, Larkin,” Baxter said, looking back at Conway and Ford. “Looks like you guys had a rough ride.”

“Damn right we did,” Conway said, falling into a seat in the shuttle’s aft section.

Ensign Ford stared out the shuttle’s rear porthole, watching as the huge creature lumbered after them. “Won’t we be leading that thing back to the Explorer?”

Baxter smiled and leaned back in his chair. “Lieutenant J’hana has a few surprises in store for our shaggy little friend.”



“Phasers powered up, Lieutenant,” Saral stated from tactical.

“Good,” J’hana said, shifting in the command chair and looking over to Counselor Peterman. “Getting scared, Counselor?”

Peterman was sitting on her hands, tapping her feet nervously. “Course not,” she lied.

J’hana just laughed, looking over to the Ensign at ops. “Ensign Monroe, put the De Gama’s approach on the viewscreen.”

Peterman’s eyes grew wide as she saw the image of the De Gama bobbing and weaving, turning and twisting in an attempt to get away from the huge creature that chased after it.

“That’s one big shmotarg,” J’hana commented.

“Shmo…targ?” Peterman asked.

“An Andorian equivalent to the elephant,” J’hana explained. “Only it breathes fire and is six times an elephant’s size.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” Peterman said, watching in fright as the shuttle and the creature approached.



Lt. Commander Richards looked over his plan one more time on the terminal screen, tapping his comm badge. “Richards to Bridge.”

“Bridge. J’hana here.”

“I have a solution to getting us out of this God forsaken planet, Lieutenant,” Richards said.

“Go on,” J’hana replied excitedly.

Richards called up the schematics on his screen. “If we can generate a big enough vibration in our shield nutation, I think we can destroy the surrounding rock.”

“Thus freeing the ship. An interesting plan indeed,” J’hana said. “When will you be able to implement this plan?”

“Right now,” Richards replied. “Just give the word.”

“Well, freeing the ship would surely help the Captain in his current situation. Go ahead with the plan.”

“Right,” Richards said, tapping in the necessary commands.



“Phasers locked,” Saral said.

Tilleran looked up from her panel. “The De Gama is making its final approach.”

J’hana straightened in her chair. “Good. Is the creature in range?”

“In eight seconds,” Saral reported.

“Fire on it as soon as it is within range,” J’hana commanded. “And if you must kill it, then you are authorized to do so.”

“Understood,” Saral replied cooly.

“Explorer, this is De Gama. Open the shuttle bay and prepare to tractor us in,” Baxter’s voice said over the comm.

“Acknowledged,” J’hana said, hitting a button on the arm of the command chair.

“Bridge, this is Richards. I’m activating the shields now.”

“Wait until we…” J’hana said, a little too late.



The huge creature lept towards the Explorer, releasing a chilling battle cry.

As ordered, Saral fired on the creature immediately; unfortunately, she did so at the same time that Richards engaged the shield nutation.

Without going into a lot of technical jargon, let’s just assume that this is a very bad thing.

The shields crackled across the surface of the Explorer, causing a huge earthquake to rip through the land around it.



J’hana held fast to the command chair and watched on the viewscreen as the creature pitched backwards, his huge arms flailing.

“The shields are overloading,” Lt. Tilleran reported from the science station.

“Go to backups!” J’hana shouted.

“The backups are fried!” Hartley cried from the engineering station.

“Oh, dear,” J’hana said quietly.

Peterman glared at J’hana in fright. She had never, ever said the words “Oh, dear” before.

Suddenly Peterman realized why. Panels exploded and sputtered all around the bridge and the normal lights extinguished, to be replaced by dull red emergency lighting.



“Get us into the shuttlebay!” Baxter cried, holding onto the De Gama’s dashboard as the ship dived towards the Explorer.

“Something is wrong,” Larkin said, staring at her panel quizically. “I am getting very odd power readings from the Explorer. Stand by. Hmm. Never mind.”

“Never mind?” Conway asked, peering over Larkin’s shoulder. “What do you mean never mind?”

“The Explorer has lost main power. Again,” Larkin said. “Therefore I will have to take the shuttlecraft in on manual. But fear not, I am quite skilled in this maneuver.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Ford said from behind Larkin.

Everyone in the De Gama’s cockpit looked on in fear as the shuttle rapidly approached the partially open shuttlebay doors. Larkin expertly slid the shuttle in underneath the doors, smacking it down against the shuttle deck roughly.

“Please hold on,” Larkin said calmly, as the shuttle skidded along the deck of the shuttlebay, crashing into two other shuttles and finally smashing up against the far wall.



“Sensors are blind!” Lt. Tilleran shouted through the dim red light, as crewmen scrambled to put out the fire at the other science panel.

“Well I am not blind,” J’hana said, staring out the small, oval shaped window in the ceiling of the bridge. “Everyone brace yourselves!”

Before anyone on the bridge could question J’hana’s command, the ceiling of the bridge crashed inwards with a tremendous creak of twisting metal.

“What’s happening?” Tilleran asked, sliding onto the floor as the ceiling crushed downward.

“If I had to guess,” J’hana grunted, crawling across the floor to the phaser cabinet. “I would say that we were just stepped on.”

Counselor Peterman struggled to pull herself up, blinded by the rain that now poured into the bridge. “My hair…it’ll lose all its body!”

“That’s not the body I’d worry about, Kelly!” Hartley shouted, pointing upwards, as a humongous hand reached down through the crushed ceiling, ripping it open like a can of sardines and pulling it back.

Peterman emitted her best, longest high-pitched shriek, watching in stunned silence as the claw dove down towards her.

“Hold on, Counselor!” J’hana cried.

The next thing Peterman saw was a blur of blue, black, and mustard rushing toward her.

J’hana lept through the air toward Peterman, firing her phaser at the creature at the same time.

Peterman fell back into her chair, watching in shock as the creature, seemingly unfazed, picked J’hana up between its thumb and forefinger and popped her into its mouth.



With much effort, Captain Baxter was able to separate his face from the De Gama’s front windshield.

He turned around, surveying the damage to the shuttlecraft and to his officers.

“Get off me Commander Casserole!” Ford cried, pushing Conway off of him.

Conway rolled off Ford, lurching to his feet. “I’ll give you a casserole, you freaking…”

Suddenly, the shuttlebay shuddered terribly, and the sound of screams, twisting, and snapping duranium could be heard throughout the ship.

“What’s happening?” Ford asked, looking around fearfully.

Larkin freed her head from the control panel, picking bits of plastic and fried conduit from her hair. “Given the circumstances, I assume we are being attacked by the creature.”

“We have to get to the bridge,” Baxter said, kicking open the rear hatch of the shuttle and hopping out.

“And how the hell do you propose we do that with main power gone and a creature pounding us to crap?” Conway asked.

“Simple,” Baxter said. “The shuttlebay door is still open. All we have to do is climb up the side of the ship.”

“Oh, is that all?” Conway asked mockingly.

“We’re wasting time,” Baxter said. “Now, we need a backup plan.” Baxter surveyed the shuttlebay. The De Gama and the other two shuttles in the bay were wrecked. That left…

“A runabout…” Larkin said, “is equipped with a tractor beam. Perhaps that would be of help.”

“But the runabouts are kept below the deck,” Conway said. “We’ll need power to get the elevators to lift the runabout up to the deck.”

“Not necessarily,” Larkin said, tapping her comm badge. “Larkin to Kennebec computer. Prepare for emergency departure, lock on to Ensign Ford’s comm badge, and transport him aboard.”

“But how will I–” Ford said, suddenly disappearing in a swirl of blue.



“J’hana!” Counselor Peterman cried, watching the creature rub his tummy with statisfaction.

“Maybe she survived,” Lt. Hartley said quietly, ducking behind the engineering console as the creature’s hand made another swipe.

Peterman ran for cover, diving underneath the tactical console, as the creature’s massive people-sized fingers probed around the bridge.

“What are we going to do?” Tilleran asked fearfully.

“Just be calm!” Peterman cried. “Try to find a happy place!”

“Shut up with the freaking psychobabble!” Hartley shouted. “That’s not going to help us!”

“Well, negative comments like that aren’t going to help either,” Peterman said defensively from under the tactical console.



Dr. Browning waved everyone along the corridor, trying to make out some familiar faces in the dim emergency lighting of deck eleven. “Everyone follow me. We are to report immediately to the designated safe areas. We’re having a teeny weeny little crisis here.”

“Teeny?” Ensign Pressbury asked nervously as he was pushed along. “We’re all going to be crushed to death by that big hairy beast out there, and you say it’s a ‘teeny’ crisis?”

“Shut up!” Browning said. “We’re all going to live. Do you hear me? We’re all going to live!”

Suddenly the ceiling bowed inward, as a huge foot made yet another footprint on the Explorer’s saucer section.

“You were saying?” Pressbury asked, as everyone scattered for cover.



“I’d just like everyone to know that drinks are all half off until this thing blows over,” Mirk said cheerfully from behind the bar, trying to ignore the huge furry leg that brushed up against the windows of Explorations.

There were about thirty people gathered in the lounge, since it was a designated safe area.

“The idea here is to be extremely calm,” Mirk added. “And to help, I’ve broken out my best bottles of El Aurian Scotch!”

People drank from the bottles greedily, ignoring the giant foot that suddenly made its way towards the windows of Mirk’s louge.

But Mirk saw it. “Everyone hold on!” he shouted, as the foot connected with the saucer section.

The next thing Mirk knew, the whole ship suddenly shifted, causing everyone in the lounge to be thrown against the far wall.

“Okay, everything is free!” Mirk shouted, as he tried desparately to grab hold of his bar.



One side of the Explorer rose up out of the ground as the creature kicked at it, causing Baxter and Conway to lose their precarious grip on top of the saucer section.

Larkin scrambled after them as they slid down the smooth deck plating, heading right towards the sheer drop at the saucer’s outer edge.

“I am coming, sirs!” Larkin shouted, leaping through the air as Baxter and Conway neared the edge. Thinking fast, the android grabbed her superior officers, one in each hand, and dug her feet in, barely stopping herself from going over the side with them.

Conway looked over at Baxter as they both dangled in Larkin’s grip, the countryside looming hundreds of meters below them.

“Having fun yet?” Conway asked sarcastically.



Lt. Hartley teetered precariously on Counselor Peterman’s shoulders, peering out the fractured bridge ceiling at the creature as he pummeled the ship with his fists.

“Hold still, Kelly, I’m trying to see what’s happening,” Hartley whispered.

“I can’t hold very damn still when the ship’s shaking like this, Megan!” Peterman said. “What’s happening, anyway?”

“Looks like he’s trying to find another way inside the ship,” Hartley said. “Wait a minute…”

“What is it?” Tilleran asked, beside Peterman.

Hartley looked on as the creature suddenly stopped its pummeling and clutched at its stomach, a pained expression spreading across its face. “Looks like he has indigestion.”

“Go, J’hana!” Peterman said cheerfully.



“Well, this is another fine mess, Baxter,” Conway huffed, as Larkin pulled the two officers back up onto the top of the saucer section.

“Don’t blame me,” Baxter said. “I didn’t cause this planet to appear.”

“I don’t care. I still blame you,” Conway said.

“Sirs, if you care to look at the creature, you would see that it has stopped pounding our ship,” Larkin said, staring at the creature as it began to groan in pain.

“What’s his problem?” Conway asked.

“Indigestion?” Baxter offered.

Suddenly the creature covered its mouth, its face turning a bright shade of green.

“Uh-oh,” Conway said. “He’s going to vomit!”

“Run for cover!” Baxter shouted, making for the center of the saucer section.

Suddenly the creature removed his hand from his mouth, letting a veritable ocean of warm yellow puke gush forth.

The puke drenched Baxter, Conway, and Larkin as they made for cover.

On a wave of vomit, a figure suddenly crashed into Baxter, Conway, and Larkin, knocking them right through the hole in the Explorer’s bridge.



After busting the Kennebec out of its housing below the main shuttlebay’s deck, Ensign Ford steered the runabout out of the shuttlebay, heading towards the giant creature.

Just as he was making his final approach, however, the creature suddenly erupted with vomit, coating the entire Explorer.

Ford banked the runabout in an attempt to avoid the vomit, only succeeding in flying right into the creature’s chest.

“Whoops,” Ford said, as the creature staggered backwards, grabbing the runabout and shaking it angrily.



“Where am I?” J’hana asked groggily, wiping puke from her face and staring around the bridge.

“On top of me,” Baxter grunted, sliding out from under J’hana and staggering to his feet. “What in God’s name happened?”

“I set my phaser to overload and made my way up the creature’s esophogus, Captain,” J’hana explained, pulling herself to her feet. “I suppose he liked me better going down.”

Burnt, bruised, and covered in puke, everyone on the bridge of the Explorer had to laugh at that.



“Richards to all decks. Backup power has been restored. Prepare for warp core restart.”

“He must have got the secondary power conduit working,” Browning said uneasily, looking around the crowded sickbay uneasily. “You hear me everybody? Commander Richards got warp power back! That means we’ll get out of this thing!”

“Warp warp warp,” Crewman Wilcox said cheerfully from Holly’s lap. “We’re all going to warp.”

“Not yet we aren’t,” Browning said, crossing her fingers and closing her eyes. “Come on, Christopher.”



“Watch the intermix,” Lt. Commander Richards said, pointing to several crewmen. “Go stabilize that junction. We can’t afford a misfire here.”

Ensign Stuart approached Richards, handing him a padd. “I just double-checked the backup power conduit. It should handle the extra plasma flow.”

“It will have to,” Richards said shakily. “We’re getting off this hellhole of a planet if it kills us.”



Ensign Ford struggled to stay in his chair as the creature shook the runabout Kennebec.

Different plans formulated in the Ensign’s head as he watched the creature’s mouth grow nearer through the front viewport.

The creature suddenly dropped the runabout into its mouth.

“Warning. The outer hull is being compromised,” the computer warned calmly as Ford scrambled to get the engines working.

“Come on, baby, come on!” Ford shouted, shuddering as the creature’s teeth munched on the Kennebec.

Suddenly the engines came online again, and the runabout surged out of the creature’s mouth at Ford’s command, doing untold damage to the beast’s previous dental work.

Ford smiled at his ingenuity, using the windshield wipers to scrape the blood and teeth from the front viewport and activating the tractor beam.

A tiny blue beam grabbed hold of the gargantuan creature’s head, dragging him along behind the Kennebec.

“Hold on, bucko!” Ford cried, banking the runabout towards a craggy mountain range. “You’re about to get a rocky mountain high of a different sort!”



“We’re almost to the battle bridge,” Baxter said, staring down the dizzying length of the Jefferies tube as he and his command staff descended.

“Good,” Richards said over the comm channel. “We’re all ready to go down here.”

“Are you sure this is the smartest thing to do?” Peterman asked from above Baxter.

Baxter shook his head. “Not really, but it’s better than letting those creatures rip this ship apart.”

“You mean there are more?” Conway asked angrily.

“According to our sensors,” Tilleran said from farther up the shaft.

“Tell me the two scenarios again,” Conway said uneasily as the group continued to descend.

“We will either successfully excavate the Explorer and escape this planet, or tear the ship apart and die,” Lt. Commander Larkin explained easily.

“Not as honorable as being eaten, but not bad,” J’hana admitted.



Ensign Ford checked the Kennebec’s rear sensors, amazed that after being slammed against four mountains, the creature at the other end of his tractor beam was still concious. As a matter of fact, it was still flailing about, trying to grab at the runabout.

Ford was so busy looking at the sensors, he didn’t notice the other creature until it was right on top of him.

And, judging by the second creature’s size, the first creature was just a baby.



“It’s really cramped in here, Captain,” Conway noted, trying to find a comfortable position on the tiny seat to the left of Baxter’s command chair on the battle bridge.

“Live with it, Commander. You don’t see Kelly complaining, do you?” Baxter said, smiling at Peterman as she squeezed next to him.

“At least this bridge has a roof,” Hartley said, taking a place next to Lt. Tilleran at the tiny science console.

Baxter looked over to Ensign Madera. “Ensign, I need you to get us out of here as soon as the engines come back online, understood?”

“Yessir,” Madera replied, scooting into her place at the helm.

“All ship functions routed to the battle bridge,” Larkin noted from ops.

“Tactical online,” J’hana annonced from tactical. “The quantum torpedoes are loaded and ready.”

“Good,” Baxter said, tapping his comm badge. “Richards, how are those engines coming?”

“We’re ready now, Captain,” replied Richards’ voice. “Let me remind you, though, that this has a very big chance of killing all of us.”

“How big?”

Larkin turned around in her chair. “Exactly sixty-nine point three percent.”

“How nice,” Conway commented.

“Engine startup sequence engaged,” Lt. Commander Richards’ voice announced, as suddenly the lights around the bridge began to flicker.

“What’s happening?” Peterman asked, looking around.

“Engines coming online…” Tilleran reported from science. “Full impulse at your discretion, Captain.”

“Wiggle us out of here, nice and slow, Ensign Madera,” Baxter commanded.

“Define ‘wiggle,’” Madera asked, turning in her chair.

“I don’t know,” Baxter said. “Shake us back and forth. Haven’t you ever been buried in the sand before?”

“Yeah, but then I had my boyfriend to dig me out, and I didn’t have giant creatures attacking me,” Madera said, turning back around in her chair.

“Just do your best,” Baxter ordered.

“Wiggling now, Captain,” Madera reported.

Suddenly the Explorer began to shake back and forth, busting free of the surrounding landscape, slowly rising out of its rocky surroundings.

“Hull stress nearing critical!” Tilleran reported.

“Increase power to shields and inertial dampers, Larkin,” Conway ordered.

“Ensign Madera…try to keep us level,” Baxter ordered. “We can’t afford to crash back into the surface.”

“This is harder than it looks, Captain,” Madera said uneasily, as the rocky landscape on the viewscreen began to shift.

The command crew held on as the hull of the Explorer’s hull whined like an old man who had recieved the incorrect change at a restaurant.



“Computer, fire all weapons!” Ford shouted, gripping the pilot’s chair as the huge creature–easily half the size of the Explorer–gripped the Kennebec in its giant paw.

Ford slammed his hand down on the comm panel. “Ford to Explorer…I’m in a buttload of trouble here!”

“Communications array damaged,” the computer announced sweetly. “Hull pressure is reaching critical levels.”

“Damn,” Ford cursed as the runabout shuddered again, causing him to fly backwards, slamming against the rear of the cockpit.

The pilot slid to the deck, rolling back to the aft section of the runabout. As he slid around the cabin, Ford was able to make out the creature’s humongous eye, peering inside one of the Kennebec’s tiny windows.

“Get me out of here!” Ford screamed, as suddenly his wish was seemingly granted.

With a disgusting groan, the duranium hull of the Kennebec snapped open. The creature cracked the runabout open like an egg, and Ford had only one guess as to who the yolk was.

It didn’t take much shaking for Ford to tumble out of the runabout and into the creature’s massive hand.

Ford squinted, realizing that the sun was now coming out. It was actually turning out to be a pretty nice day. Too bad he was about to be eaten.

The creature held Ford up for inspection, grunting curiously, peering at Ford as if he was a tiny gem.

“I’m loaded with cholesterol!” Ford shouted, cupping his hands to his mouth. “And I taste like crap. Trust me!”

Suddenly the creature’s eyes darted away, as Ford discerned a far off rumbling…almost like the sound of an aircraft approaching.

Ford turned around, just in time to see the Explorer soar into view.

Even with its entire saucer section crushed and dented like a tin can, it still looked graceful.

“Big scary creature!” Captain Baxter’s voice said over Explorer’s loudspeakers. “You have one of our crewmen hostage and I demand you give him back. Now.”

The creature just looked down at the “smaller” creature, the one that had attacked the Explorer earlier, and barked out some kind of command.

By the smaller creature’s response, Ford guessed that the command was something to the effect of “Go get them!”

The creature immediately lunged after the Explorer playfully, like a small child trying to grab a passing dog’s tail.

“No no, bad boy!” Baxter taunted, as the Explorer banked to the side, causing the creature to slam against the ground painfully.

Ford looked up into the larger creature’s eyes. Obviously it was none too happy at seeing its offspring injured.

“Errgh!” the creature grunted, squeezing Ford in between its thumb and forefinger.

Ford could actually hear his bones begin to buckle, when suddenly he felt the familiar tingle of the ship’s transporter.

“Transport complete,” Lt. Hartley said, looking up from the science console.

Ensign Ford straightened his uniform, wincing at the pain in his shoulder. “Thanks, Lt. Hartley. You saved my life. How can I make it up to you?”

“Never speak to me again?” Hartley asked, turning to watch the viewscreen.

“The smaller creature is unconcious, Captain,” Lt. Commander Larkin reported. “The other one is in pursuit.”

“Get us out of here,” Baxter said.

“Richards to Baxter. I just thought I might mention that I’m not sure if the Explorer has enough power to break free of this planet’s gravity. It’s amazing enough that such a big ship can maneuver in the atmosphere at all.”

“Noted, Mr. Richardon. Engage, Madera!” Baxter shouted, as he watched the humongous furry creature lope towards them on the viewscreen.

“We’ll reach the outer atmosphere in two minutes,” Lt. Tilleran observed.

“Repressurizing for space travel,” Larkin reported.

“And the creature?” Baxter asked.

“Captain, it’s…” J’hana said, looking up at the viewscreen from tactical.

Baxter stared at the viewscreen in awe as the creature seemed to somehow grow closer. “I don’t recall anyone telling me these things could jump so freaking high!” Baxter cried out.

“Look at that hang time!” Ford noted.

The Explorer shuddered as the creature latched onto its rear section, scrambling to get ahold of the warp nacelles.

“Can you hit it with the torpedoes?” Baxter asked, turning back to J’hana.

“Only if we want to destroy ourselves as well. Not an altogether unpleasant alternative,” J’hana said.

“The creature is weighing us down,” Madera reported. “We can’t break the atmosphere.”

Baxter looked back to the science console. “What if we used the planet’s gravity to slingshot us out of the atmosphere?”

Tilleran studied her panel. “That might work, Captain. Plotting a trajectory now.”

“What about the creature?” Peterman asked.

“It should die when we enter the vacuum of space,” Baxter said.

“Aww,” Peterman said sadly. “But its so fluffy.”

Judging by the glares of her fellow crewmates, Peterman decided that no one else shared her concern for the creature.

“Trajectory plotted,” Tilleran reported. “I’m sending it to the helm.”

“Engaging!” Madera said.

The Explorer suddenly changed direction, placing itself in what appeared to be a very very low orbit, and somehow, the creature still hung on.

“We are picking up speed,” Madera noted.

“Wait until we reach peak speed then pull up,” Baxter commanded.

The Explorer suddenly lurched upward, and the clouds on the viewscreen were slowly replaced by the welcome sight of dark space.

“Entering space,” Larkin reported. “We have left the planet’s gravity well.”

“Status on the creature?” Baxter asked, looking back to Tilleran.

Tilleran checked her readings, then checked again, the shock apparent on her face. “Captain…I don’t believe it. It’s still alive.”

“How is that possible?” Conway asked.

“I’m tired of screwing around,” Baxter said. “J’hana, can we knock it off with phasers?”

“It will have to be a very precise shot, Captain,” J’hana said.

“Not a problem for you, right, J’hana?” Conway asked.

“Are you kidding? Of course not!” J’hana said.

“Then fire the f***ing phasers!” Baxter shouted.

“Fine, jerk,” J’hana said, hitting the “fire” button.

A thin, red beam lanced out of the Explorer’s damaged saucer section, slicing with surgical precision right through the creature’s arm.

“Nice shooting.” Baxter said, watching the arm spin away from them on the viewscren. “Now finish him!”

Before J’hana could do anything, the creature planted its feet on the Explorer’s rear section, pounding its remaining hand into the top of the ship.

The Explorer shook violently as panels sparked all around the battle bridge.

“Get him again, J’hana!” Conway shouted.

“Firing!” J’hana replied, as rapid fire bursts lashed out of the creature, knocking it off the Explorer’s hull.

“Now put some distance between us and the creature,” Baxter ordered. “Then blow it to bits.”

“Gladly,” J’hana said, watching as the creature spun through space, getting smaller and smaller on the screen as the Explorer accelerated.

“Now, J’hana!” Baxter ordered.

Three shimmering blue torpedoes erupted from the Explorer’s aft launcher, connecting with the creature and blowing it apart in a disgusting hail of blood and guts.

“Well, that sure was a blast,” Baxter said uneasily, settling into the command chair. “Helm, lay in a course for the nearest starbase, best speed.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52234.6. After recieving vital engine repairs at Starbase 290, we have set a course to return to Earth, where we will undergo a major structural overhaul. I don’t know what they’re going to use to bang those dents out, but it will have to be pretty darn big.



Lt. Commander Richards threw the padd down on the table, collapsing into his chair in exaustion.

“What a day,” he said tiredly, rubbing his eyes.

“Problems?” Baxter asked from across the table.

“The whole forward shield grid will have to be taken out. We’re talking at least a week’s work. Of course, we’ll be doing the hull and engines at the same time, but still…we’re going to be out of comission for quite a while.”

Baxter snapped his fingers, waving Mirk over. “Another grapefruit juice, Mirk. And an ale for Richards.”

Mirk sat the drinks down, looking over to Richards. “Couldn’t help but overhear you, Commander. Are you saying I won’t be able to move back into my bar until the ship is repaired?”

“Be glad we let you have this holodeck,” Baxter said.

“That’s all well and good, Captain,” Mirk said. “But people have been coming in here to play gravity ball while my customers are trying to eat. It’s quite disconcerting.”

“You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d say this was Mirk’s bar,” Richardon noted, looking around.

“The wonders of technology.” Baxter laughed, sipping from his drink.

At that moment, the holodeck doors appeared and parted, allowing Counselor Peterman and Dr. Browning to enter. They were laughing hysterically about something.

“…so I recorded Ensign Pressbury’s injury as…accidental,” Dr. Browning said in amusement.

Peterman giggled as the two took their seats next to Baxter and Richards. “And if he has something to say to the contrary?”

“It’s unneccessary surgery time!” Browning said cheerfully.

“Serves him right for heckling the panic management techniques I taught you,” Peterman said resolutely.

“Good thing they abolished malpractice insurance when they killed all the lawyers,” Richards noted.

“Tell me about it,” Browning laughed. “If they hadn’t, I would have been put out of business a long time ago.”

“You don’t know how comfortable that makes me feel, being one of your patients,” Baxter said dully.

“That reminds me, Andy,” Browning giggled. “You’re about due for a physical, aren’t you?”

“No!” Baxter said. “I mean, I just had one.”

“Last year,” Peterman said. “What’s the matter, Andy, are you scared of a little hypospray?”

“No, I’m just scared that Janice will accidentally inject me with Jell-O or something.”

“Give me some credit,” Browning said, looking around. “Boy, this really does feel just like Mirk’s bar. But is everyone in here real, or are some of them holographic?”

“I don’t even know,” Baxter said. “But I have a fun way of finding out.”

Baxter got up from his seat and walked over to a booth, where Commander Conway was about to dig into a nice, juicy cheeseburger.

“Commander?” Baxter asked, approaching the table.

“What do you want?” Conway asked, glaring up at him.

“I just wanted to know if you were real or not,” Baxter said.

“How f***ing real do you think I am?” Conway asked wryly.

“Let’s find out!” Baxter said excitedly, taking the top bun off the chesseburger and mushing Conway’s face down into it, placing the bun delicately on top of his head.

Conway looked up, growling angrily. “I’m going to kill you, Baxter!”

“Computer, exit!” Baxter cried, making for the exit.

The doors swhooshed open, allowing Baxter to make his escape. Conway gave chase, pushing past tables and chairs and leaping through the doors.

Richards watched, noting that Conway indeed did not disappear when he went through the door. “He’s real, all right.”

“Real pissed.” Peterman laughed.

Suddenly Baxter came running back into the holodeck, diving behind Mirk’s holographic bar.

Mirk just looked down at him complacently. “Can I help you, Captain?”

“Shh!” Baxter said, putting a finger to his lips.

Conway burst in, looking madder than before. “Where is he? Where is he!” he shouted, looking around the bar.

“Just missed him,” Peterman said. “He went back out into the corridor.”

“I’ve gotcha, Baxter!” Conway said, running back towards the exit.

“Computer, remove exit!” Baxter shouted, jumping up from behind the bar.

Before Conway could reach the exit, it was replaced with a wall, which the First Officer promptly crashed into.

Baxter walked over to Conway, looking down at his barely concious form. “Baxter: two, Conway: zero.”



“New ship arriving in repair bay two. USS Explorer, Galaxy- class,” the ensign said calmly, looking up at the large windows that looked over the laticelike structure of McKinley station’s repair bay two.

The dockmaster stared over the ensign’s shoulder at the readings. “What is it this time? Overstressed warp engines? Overloaded shield grid? Asteroid impacts?”

“No, sir,” the ensign said uneasily. “It says here the Explorer was…um, stepped on.”

“Stepped on?” the dockmaster said in disbelief, looking out the windows as the ship drifted into place. He couldn’t tell for sure since it was so far away, but it appeared as if the ship was covered in some kind of red substance…blood?

“Several times, sir,” the ensign replied.

The dockmaster covered his face. “I don’t believe it.”

“Sir, they’re requesting we renovate the bridge, reconstruct the shield grid, repair all hull fractures, replace the warp core sequencers, bang out the dents, and…um…wash off the alien guts.”

“Well, that is a new one.”



NEXT:



While the Explorer is laid over with repairs, Admiral McGrath comes up with a wonderful way for them to pass the time: Meet the sickly Admiral Leonard McCoy!
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A Stitch in Time




For DeForest Kelley



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52309.3. After being in spacedock for almost two weeks, the damage done to the Explorer when she, er, “hit ground” is close to being repaired. Before we can return to duty, however, there is some unfinished business to be taken care of. Some business that I’ve dreaded since returning to Earth.



Captain Baxter twiddled his thumbs nervously as he looked around Admiral McGrath ’s office. It was a nice office. Much nicer than the new readyroom the folks at McKinley station were making him. Baxter considered becoming an Admiral many times. It had to be easier than starship duty.

The doors to McGrath ’s office swooshed open, allowing the Admiral to scurry in quickly. He set a large briefcase down on his desk and opened it, rifling through the many padds of information within.

“Sorry I’m late,” McGrath said, holding up a padd and examining it. “I’ve had a lot of things to do since getting back from Vulcan.”

“How was the science conference, sir?” Baxter asked nervously.

“Long,” McGrath sighed, collapsing in his chair.

“Oh,” Baxter said. “I’ve heard it’s a pretty planet. Especially this time of–”

“Let’s get right down to it, Andy,” McGrath said, holding up a padd and looking at it. “It says here that the Explorer was attacked and pounded on by two gigantic…‘bigfoot’-like creatures.”

“That’s correct, sir,” Baxter said, straightening in his chair.

“In the Great Bird’s name, how?”

“Um, well…it’s kind of hard to explain, Admiral,” Baxter said. “You see, there was this interdimensional shift, and a planet appeared around us, and we had to break ourselves out.”

“They ripped right through your ablative armor,” McGrath said, rubbing his eyes tiredly.

“Yes, sir.”

“They destroyed your bridge.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The…um…‘mommy’…as you refer to her in your report…she hung on to your ship as it left this planet’s atmosphere?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How on Earth do you get into situations like this?” McGrath asked incredulously.

“Beats me,” Baxter said.

“You’ve put that ship through more punishment in two months than most people do in five years!” McGrath exclaimed. “Why, on the first mission, your first officer rammed the Explorer into another vessel.”

“In Conway’s defense, sir, they did successfully destroy the Furachi ship.”

“What about the matter of Verculon Two?” Kane prodded. “Am I to just ignore that?”

Baxter shifted uncomfortably. “I’d rather you did, sir.”

“And…who is this…Jabobo?” McGrath asked, scratching his head.

“Um, he was a temporary crewmember, sir.”

“Temporary?”

“Yes. I, um, created him.”

“You created him?” McGrath asked, leaning forward and staring at the padd in confusion. “Then blew him up?”

“Sir, I’d rather not talk about it,” Baxter said. “As a matter of fact, I’m under strict orders from my counselor never to mention its name or talk about it again.”

McGrath sighed, leaning back in his chair and staring up at the ceiling. “This is not what I had in mind when I came up with the Explorer project.”

“Well, sir…that is…I mean, we did…” Baxter stammered. He felt like he was back in tenth grade in the principal’s office.

Suddenly the comm signal sounded in McGrath’s office.

“Admiral McGrath, we have a priority one message coming through. It’s marked private…for your eyes only.”

McGrath pressed a button on his desk. “Thanks, Libby. Pipe it through to my terminal.”

McGrath turned his back to Baxter, pressing a button on his small terminal screen. “This will just take a second, Andy.”

Baxter sat back and waited as McGrath looked over the information on his terminal.

“Oh, no!” McGrath gasped. “How could this have happened?”

Baxter walked around to McGrath ’s terminal and peered over his shoulder. “What is it, sir? Can I do something to help?”

McGrath looked back at Baxter, smiling broadly. “As a matter of fact, you certainly can.”



VALDOSTA, GEORGIA



Captain Baxter followed Admiral McGrath up the steps of the sprawling plantation house, marvelling at how well it had been preserved. Whoever lived here must have really been into preserving tradition.

“Now don’t make any sudden movements and let me do all the talking,” McGrath said, pushing the doorbell.

“Who is this, Admiral?” Baxter asked, looking around.

“An old friend. A very old friend,” McGrath said, as a tall, thin woman opened the door. She looked quite frantic.

“Are you McGrath ?” she demanded.

“Yes,” McGrath replied.

“Well, he’s been asking for you,” the woman replied. “In between cussing me out and flirting with me. I’m out of here.”

“But…” McGrath said. It was too late, the woman was already on her way down the dirt road

“Follow me,” McGrath sighed, leading Baxter through the house.

“Frankie, is that you?” a gruff voice asked from the other room.

“Yes, sir, it’s me,” McGrath said, weaving his way around the dusty antique furniture.

Baxter felt like a bull in a china shop. He was barely able to avoid knocking over the nineteenth century grandfather clock that loomed over the foyer as he followed McGrath to the back room.

When Baxter emerged in the dark, gloomy parlor, he gasped at the sight of the man in the rocking chair.

“Admiral…is that…?” Baxter whispered.

“Admiral McCoy, how are you?” McGrath asked, speaking loudly enough that McCoy could hear him.

“How the hell d’you think I am, boy? I’ve got a god damn broken hip is how I am!” McCoy ranted.

“Sorry to hear that, sir!” McGrath said. “I came to help.”

“Did you get rid of that god damned woman?” McCoy shouted. “She drove me crazy. She kept trying to take my lap robe, but I wouldn’t let her!”

“She’s gone now, sir,” McGrath said. “Is there something I can do for you?”

“You can have someone come and take care of the farm. With this busted hip, I can’t do it all myself,” McCoy grumbled, looking from McGrath to Baxter. “Who the hell is that?”

“Captain Andy Baxter, sir,” McGrath said. “Of the Explorer.”

“A starship captain, eh?” McCoy said, squinting up at Baxter. “You ever see a planet killer, son?”

“No sir,” Baxter said uneasily. “But I did recently battle a sixty meter tall monster.”

“You don’t say,” McCoy said, grabbing Baxter’s hand and pulling him down towards him with surprising strength. “You know anything about captaining a starship, boy?”

“Uh…uh…” Baxter said nervously, looking up to McGrath for help and trying to break the old man’s unbreakable grip.

“I could tell you stories that would turn your poop white, son,” McCoy said with a crooked-toothed smile. “You got time to sit a spell with me?”

“He has all the time in the world, Admiral,” McGrath said pleasantly, smiling down at Baxter. “The Captain and his crew are at your disposal.”

“Well bust my britches,” McCoy said. “I do believe we’ll get along famously, boy. You want a peppermint candy?”

“Don’t hurt me,” Baxter whimpered.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Before heading back to Starfleet Command, Admiral McGrath, in his ultimate wisdom, has decided to commit my entire crew to seeing to Admiral McCoy’s farm house and catering to the old fart’s every need. Needless to say, my crew is none too thrilled with having their shoreleave cut short.



“Then we realized that the creature absorbed blood cells, so we were able to find a way to lure him back to the planet’s surface…” McCoy said, looking around to see the reaction this caused in the faces of the officers around him.

“That’s uh, very interesting, sir…” Counselor Peterman said, when suddenly McCoy looked up.

“Hey, boy, where’s my puddin?” McCoy rasped, waving his cane in the air. “You better get out here!”

Commander Conway grunted in displeasure as he brought the tapioca pudding out of the kitchen. Peterman had to laugh at the apron and chef’s hat the Admiral insisted that Conway wear.

“Here it is you old…” Conway grumbled, shoving the bowl into McCoy’s hand.

“Now, now, Commander. He’s an esteemed elder,” Counselor Peterman said, waving a finger at Conway.

“Shut up,” Conway growled.

“The girl’s right, Conway. You oughta respect your elders,” McCoy said, looking over to Peterman. “You know, you’re pretty cute, missy.”

“Thank you,” Peterman smiled, sticking her tongue out at Conway.

At seeing Peterman’s tongue, McCoy’s eyes grew wide. “How about giving your old Uncle Leonard a big sloppy kiss!”

McCoy leaned out of his chair and moved towards Peterman, who shrunk away in fear.

“Have fun, Counselor!” Conway laughed, returning to the kitchen to start on the roast McCoy had ordered for dinner.

Captain Baxter entered the room, wiping his forehead with a towel. “We finished plowing the fields, Admiral. I…hey! What the hell are you doing to my girlfriend!” Baxter ran to separate McCoy from Peterman.

“We’re just gettin’ acquainted!” McCoy rasped, sticking his tongue out and aiming for Peterman’s ear.

Baxter quickly moved Peterman away and scooped McCoy back into his chair. “You should know better, sir. You’re five times older than her!”

McCoy looked up at Baxter angrily. “Just because I’m almost one-fifty don’t mean I don’t have needs, boy!”

“Well, we’ve got plenty of crewmembers that aren’t my girlfriend for you to grope, Admiral,” Baxter said, looking down at Peterman. “Are you okay, honey?”

“I guess,” Peterman said, looking back at McCoy. “You should be ashamed, Admiral.”

“Just because I want a little of the old hoochie coochie?” McCoy said. “You know Spock has to mate once every seven years to survive. I bet he still gets it regular.”

“Time for your medicaton, Admiral!” Dr. Browning said cheerfully, walking into the room with a hypospray.

“Hi, beautiful,” McCoy said sweetly.

“Be careful, Janice,” Baxter said. “I think he’s rabid.”

“He’s bein mean to me, Janice,” McCoy said, looking pleadingly into Browning’s eyes.

“Stop being mean to him, Andy,” Dr. Browning said, gently placing the hypospray on McCoy’s arm.

“But he tried to stick his tongue into Kelly’s ear!” Baxter protested.

“It was just a friendly gesture,” McCoy insisted.

“See?” Browning said. “He was just trying to be friendly.”

“Like hell,” Baxter said. “You’d better watch yourself, you old scoundrel.”

Just then, Baxter’s comm badge beeped. “Richards to Baxter. We’ll be ready to get underway within the next few hours, sir.”

Baxter slapped his comm badge. “That’s great, Chris. Now we just have to stay here with McCoy until he gets better.” Baxter glared down at McCoy. “Or dies.”

“Okay. We’ll stand by up here in case you need anything.”

“Acknowledged. Baxter out.”

“Did he say your starship was fixed?” McCoy asked, as Browning took some readings with her medical tricorder.

“Yes, he did. But we can’t go anywhere until you get well. Or die.”

“I’d love to ride in a starship again,” McCoy said with wonder. “Feel the rattling of the deck beneath my feet. Watch the stars blaze by on the viewscreen…”

“Forget it,” Baxter said. “The only thing you’ll be riding is that rocking chair.”

“You know, Andy, some fresh air might do him some good,” Browning said. “A change of scenery…another planet, maybe.”

“Don’t encourage him, Janice,” Baxter replied. “How long until that hip heals?”

“It’s almost better. He’ll have to use a cane and some parabolic stabilizers for a while, but he’s coming right along.”

“Wonderful,” Baxter said unenthusiastically. “Kelly, why don’t you go back aboard the Explorer and start unpacking.”

“Okay,” Peterman said, looking down at McCoy. “Peterman to Explorer. One to beam up.”

McCoy glared longingly at Peterman as she disappeared.

Suddenly Commander Conway emerged once again from the kitchen. “Do you want mashed potatoes or rice and gravy with your roast beef, Admiral?”

“I want some God damned puddin!” McCoy said, looking down at his bowl.

“But I just gave you pudding,” Conway said in annoyance.

“This is tapioca flavor,” McCoy said, looking down at the bowl. “I wanted chocolate.”

“A minute ago, you asked for tapioca,” Conway said, hands on hips. “Now make up your freaking mind.”

With that, the Admiral hurled the bowl at Conway, splashing pudding all over Conway’s face. The commander just glared at McCoy as the pudding dripped down his apron.

Conway sighed. “Fine, fine. I’ll get you some chocolate pudding.”

“What else can I do for you, Admiral?” Baxter asked tiredly.

McCoy stuck his foot up in the air. “You can rub my bunions, boy. They’re killing me.”

Baxter stared at McCoy’s withered foot in disgust. “Admiral…I don’t think…”

Just then, Larkin and Ford entered the room.

“We have finished cleaning the barn, sir,” Larkin said, looking down at McCoy. “Admiral, is there a problem with your feet?”

“Damn right there is, Miss Robot. I got bunions. And Captain Baxter ain’t helping.”

“I shall endeavor to assist you, sir,” Larkin said, bending down and rubbing McCoy’s feet.

Baxter turned to Ensign Ford. “Report, Ensign.”

“The barn was crawling with all sorts of disgusting animals, sir.” Ford said. “And some dead ones too. We got most of it cleared out, though. And Tilleran’s fixing the combine right now.”

“Great,” Baxter said. “What about the cotton?”

“The guys from engineering are fixing the cotton gin,” Ford said.

“I didn’t realize taking care of a farm took so much work,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin.

McCoy groaned in delight as Larkin rubbed his feet. “Boy this feels good, girlie!”

“I am programmed in multiple techniques, Admiral.”

“How much longer do we have to do this, sir?” Ford whispered, as Baxter watched Larkin work with disgust.

“As long as it takes, mister.”

“Baxter!” McCoy railed. “Get my spectacles!”

The Captain sighed, trudging upstairs to the dusty, cramped tomb that McCoy called his bedroom. “Right away, Admiral.”



Later that night, after McCoy and the command staff chowed down on Conway’s roast, most of the group had been allowed to return to the Explorer. Unfortunately, some of them had to stay behind–at McCoy’s “request.”

“Please let me go back to the ship, Admiral,” Commander Conway whined, following McCoy as he hobbled back to the kitchen.

“I’ll do no such thing,” McCoy said, swinging open the refrigerator door. “Now where’d you put them leftovers, boy?”

“Bottom shelf,” Conway said. “Why won’t you let me go?”

“Because I’m lonely. There’s no one to talk to around here.”

“You have Dr. Browning and Commander Larkin. Why can’t you just talk to them?”

“I’m not going to waste my time chatting with a god damn robot,” McCoy rasped, yanking the remains of the roast out of the fridge and slamming them down on the counter. “And Dr. Browning is so busy eating and checking on my vital signs, I can tell she’s not listening to me.”

“But, Admiral!” Conway whined, as McCoy sorted through a drawer to find his laser carver.

“No buts!” McCoy said, finally finding the laser carver.

Conway continued to whine as McCoy cut off a piece of roast beef.

The Admiral placed the rest in the fridge and proceeded into the living room with his snack, Conway hot on his heels.

“You know Captain Baxter could come down here, sir,” Conway said. “You like him, don’t you?”

“Not after he took that girlie away,” McCoy complained, messily devouring the roast beef.

Conway took a seat in McCoy’s rocking chair as the Admiral made himself comfortable on the couch.

The first officer watched as McCoy ate, twiddling his thumbs and looking around the living room.

McCoy looked up from his roast beef and eyed Conway suspiciously. “Why are you just sitting there? Talk to me, boy! Entertain me!”

“What the hell do you want me to do?” Conway asked. “Dance for you?”

“You need to loosen up, boy,” McCoy said. “Go behind the bar and see if you can find my old Kentucky whiskey.”

“I’m more a coffee man, actually,” Conway said quietly.

“Get it!” McCoy snarled loudly. “And get me some too!”

“Okay, okay,” Conway said, running behind McCoy’s decrepit bar and searching for the bottle of whiskey.



Dr. Browning tossed and turned in the lumpy bed in McCoy’s guest room, trying to ignore the strong smell of mothballs and dust that pervaded the room. She briefely wondered what Starfleet Medical would think about a paper on the scientific origin of “old people” smell.

Browning rolled over on the bed, stretching out her arms and legs, trying to find a comfortable position.

Suddenly her hand hit something solid, causing her to jolt awake.

Browning stifled a shriek as she realized she was staring Lt. Commander Larkin right in the face.

“I am sorry,” Larkin said. “Did I wake you, Doctor?”

“Kind of,” Browning said, turning over. The android was perched at the end of Browning’s bed, evidently putting herself through some kind of maintenance cycle.

“I could move to the other room if you would like,” Larkin suggested, as Browning continued to try and get comfortable.

“That’s okay,” Browning said. “What are you doing, anyway?”

“Organizing my files. I am trying to understand the nature of debilitating bone disease, in an attempt to formulate an aid to Admiral McCoy’s discomfort.”

“That’s very nice of you, Larkin,” Browning said, tucking her head underneath a pillow. The Doctor suddenly became aware of the noise of loud music. She didn’t recognize the period the music was from, but it was absolutely horrible.

“Mommas, don’t let your baby’s grow up to be cowboys…”

Browning hopped out of bed, throwing on her robe. “What’s going on down there?”

“Country music, Doctor. Late twentieth century. Waylon Jennings and Willie Nelson. A quite effective pairing of two wildly diff–”

“Well, whatever it is, it’s annoying,” Browning said, marching down the stairs.



“…let ’em be doctors and lawyers and such…” McCoy and Conway sang drunkenly, taking turns pulling from McCoy’s bottle of whiskey.

Both men were slouched on the couch, pounding down whiskey and smoking away at McCoy’s private stash of Cuban cigars.

“And then she told me she decided to join the Maquis,” Conway said in annoyance as Jennings and Nelson twanged on.

“Isn’t that always the way?” McCoy asked. “Just when you think a woman loves you, she becomes a terrorist.”

“I think she did it just to avoid me,” Conway said sadly. “It always seems like women are trying to avoid me.”

Suddenly Conway was hit square in the face by a huge, fluffy pillow.

The First Officer threw the pillow to the ground and spat out feathers. “What the hell?”

Dr. Browning marched down the stairs and picked up the pillow, shaking it in Conway’s face. “Some of us are trying to get some sleep here, Commander!”

Conway looked at McCoy in amusement. “I’m not trying to get any sleep, are you, Admiral?”

“Hell, no,” McCoy smiled. “Gee, Commander…seems like Doc Browning here isn’t trying to avoid you.”

“Believe me, I would if I could,” Browning growled, grabbing the bottle of whiskey and McCoy’s cigar. “You are way too old to be drinking and smoking. Those replacement organs of yours are very expensive. Do you think new lungs come cheap?”

“That’s why I have Starfleet Medical benefits,” McCoy said.

“You mean Fedecare?” Conway laughed. “Sure, President Enyo said he was going to reform health insurance, but I haven’t seen any proof of that!”

“No, no,” McCoy corrected, “that’s what his wife said!”

“Enough!” Browning shouted. “You two go to sleep right now, or so help me God I’ll sedate both of you!”

“We both outrank you, sister!” Conway slurred drunkenly, standing up uneasily and staring Dr. Browning in the face. “So I’m going to order you to leave us alone and ***BRAAAAP*** go back to bed!”

“And bring us some more whiskey!” McCoy said with a belch.

“Arrrrrrggghh!” Browning cried, shoving the pillow back into Conway’s face and marching back upstairs.

“Was it something I said?” Conway said happily.

“Must have been,” McCoy grumbled. “You know, women are not worth all the trouble, son. Captain Kirk had women like nobody’s business, and what happened to him? He got caught up in a damn space ribbon or some such nonsense.”

“What’s your point?” Conway asked drunkenly.

McCoy shrugged. “I don’t know that I had a point. Hey, you know what would be fun?”



Deep in a hidden cavern base on Romulus, Ambassador Spock leaned forward and pressed a button on his terminal. Evidently someone in the Federation had sent him an important coded message, and it was important enough to rouse him from his evening meditation.

“Spock here,” Spock said, looking at the blurry image of a Starfleet officer on his screen.

“Hello there, Mr. Spock. I’m calling from the…BRAAAP… Federation Lottery to inform you that you have one four million bars of gold pressed latinum.”

Spock shook his head. “I did not enter myself in any lottery. You are mistaken.”

“Then is there a Mister Beeo there? First name Ihav?”

“Hold on one moment, I will check,” Spock said, going out into the main gathering area.

Spock’s pupils were busy studying the latest Vulcan proverbs he had given him.

“Excuse me,” Spock said tiredly. “I am looking for someone. Ihav Beeo.”

“You have B.O.? Perhaps you should wash more thoroughly, teacher!” one of the pupils said.

“I see,” Spock said, turning and heading back to his private room.

“How’s that for logic you….God damned…URRRP…green blooded Vulcan!” a familiar voice said. Spock looked down at his terminal to see Admiral McCoy standing next to the officer on the screen.

“McCoy put me up to it!” the officer shrieked happily.

“Admiral, might I remind you that this channel is secured for emergency use by Starfleet Security personnel. By sending this message, you are not only putting me, but the entire Romulan dissident movement, in danger.”

“And that’s what makes it so funny, Spock,” McCoy croaked.

“It is troubling that your mind has become so distorted by old age, Admiral. It is likely that you will not survive much longer. I will attempt to make it to your funeral.”

“Why you damned–” McCoy said, as Spock cut the channel.



“–green-blooded son of a bitch!” McCoy shouted, tossing his terminal across the room. “How dare he hang up on me!”

“We did…urp…prank call him,” Conway said, trying to hold himself up against McCoy’s endtable then finally giving up and collapsing to the ground.

“Get up, boy. We’re going to settle this.”

Conway looked up as McCoy dragged him to his feet. “And how are we going to do that?”

McCoy laughed hideously. “By pulling the biggest prank in the galaxy!”

“Sounds good to me,” Conway mumbled, following McCoy as he lurched up the stairs.



“Shh!” McCoy said, as he and Conway tiptoed into the guestroom. “You don’t want to wake the doctor!”

Dr. Browning was snoring peacefully under a mound of covers and Lt. Commander Larkin was perched on the end of the bed.

The android turned her head and looked at Conway. “Commander, what can I–”

Conway slapped a hand over Larkin’s mouth and stabbed a finger into her armpit, hitting the android’s “off” switch.



“What now?” Conway asked, dragging Larkin out of McCoy’s house and toward his barn.

McCoy grunted as he hobbled over to the door to his barn, heaving it open with a loud creak. “We’re going to teach that damned Vulcan a thing or two about logic.”

“How?” Conway asked, dragging Larkin into the barn.

“You’ll see,” McCoy replied.

Once in the barn, McCoy approached a large, dark hulking mass. “This is the Oppenheimer. A shuttle from the original Enterprise. Help me pull this tarp off ’er.”

Conway whistled once the tarp was off. McCoy had an antique shuttlecraft in his barn, circa 2279 if Conway’s guess was right.

“Wow, Admiral. This is a beauty!”

“The girl’s in mint condition. Now toss that android in the back.”

“Yes, sir,” Conway saluted, climbing in with Larkin in tow.

McCoy hobbled into the pilot’s seat and blew the dust off the controls. “Been quite a while since I took a spin in this baby.”

“Does it fly?” Conway asked, examining the antiquated panels.

“Damned if I know. We’ll sure as sugar find out though. Hold on.”

With that, the Oppenheimer hummed to life, rising off the floor of McCoy’s barn and tearing through the roof.



The next morning, Dr. Browning woke up to a mercifully quiet house. She slid out of bed and pulled her hair back into a ponytail, noting that Larkin wasn’t there. Browning figured the android had gone down to make breakfast.

The doctor reminded herself to thank Larkin for being so thoughtful as she made her way down the stairs.

“Commander Larkin? Admiral McCoy? Commander Conway?” Browning called out as she moved through the living room and peeked into the kitchen. Everyone was gone.

Browning scratched her head and wondered what had happened to everyone as she glanced out the kitchen window.

She looked at McCoy’s barn and scratched her head as her eyes fell upon the huge hole that graced its roof.

“Well, that’s certainly odd.”



“Thank you all for gathering so quickly,” Admiral McGrath said, looking out at the tired faces of the Explorer’s command staff. They’d been rousted from bed and ordered to assemble in the observation lounge.

“I’ll make this as quick as possible. Last night around 0200, in a drunken stupor, Admiral McCoy and Commander Conway took off in McCoy’s shuttlecraft.”

“Where’d they go?” Baxter asked, leaning forward on the conference table tiredly.

McGrath pressed a button next to the conference room’s viewscreen and stood aside. “This is a tape from the Smithsonian Gallery of Alien Artifacts. You’re looking at a display from the Bajoran Orb exibit, which is on loan to us from Bajor.”

The senior staff watched as two figures materialized in front of one of the orbs and staggered over to it.

One of the figures was recognizable as Commander Conway, the other as McCoy.

The two figures yanked the orb out of its casing and drunkenly fought over who would carry it, yanking it back and forth.

Finally they seemed to come to some kind of agreement, and McCoy cuddled the orb close to him. Conway then tapped his comm badged and the two disappeared again.

“They stole one of the Bajoran orbs?” Peterman asked.

“Not just any Bajoran orb. The Orb of Time,” McGrath replied.

“Oh, boy,” Richards said worriedly.

McGrath pressed another button. “This is footage from a Starfleet interceptor ship.”

“Shuttlecraft Oppenhiemer. Please come about and cut your engines. You have stolen Bajoran property and it must be returned,” a voice, presumably the pilot of the interceptor, said.

“BRAAPP…Never, you fascist scum! We will not give up!” Conway’s angry voice replied.

The shuttlecraft turned and bucked dizzily on the screen, probably because its pilot was piss drunk.

“Awfully sorry about this son, we’ll, uh, get this back to you soon. We’re just, um, borrowing it!” McCoy’s voice said.

Suddenly, with a flash of bright light, the shuttlecraft was gone.

McGrath turned off the viewer. “Evidently they kidnapped your Lt. Commander Larkin and took her back through time.”

“What a mess,” Baxter said. “How come McCoy always seems to get involved in these things? Hasn’t this happened before?”

“With McCoy in particular, two times. He has a thick file at the Bureau of Temporal Control,” McGrath replied. “Then again, you guys are building up a nice little file as well.”

“Don’t remind me,” Baxter sighed.

“Well, it’s about to get thicker,” McGrath said, pressing his hands down onto the conference table. “I want you, Dr. Browning, and Lt. Tilleran to go and retrieve the Admiral before he does anything to jeapardize this time stream.”

“And how, pray tell, do you expect us to do that?” Baxter asked.

“Lieutenant Tilleran?” McGrath asked, turning to the Betazoid.

Tilleran pulled out a padd and handed it to Baxter. “I’ve studied the area where the shuttlecraft disappeared. The orb has left a trail, a temporal thread that leads to wherever they’ve gone.”

“Like a trail of breadcrumbs,” Browning said.

“Exactly,” McGrath replied. “Lt. Tilleran believes that a runabout can be altered to follow that trail through time.”

“I’d be interested in seeing that research,” Richards said, taking Tilleran’s padd from Baxter.

“You’ll do more than see the research, Commander. We need that runabout in forty-five minutes. Tilleran says the trail will be too faint to pick up in another hour,” McGrath ordered.

“I don’t guess I get any say in this…” Baxter said, as Richards and Tilleran left to begin work on the runabout.

“Nope,” McGrath said. “You and the Doctor better get ready to leave.”



Commander Conway stumbled into a darkened room after McCoy, lugging Larkin with one arm and holding a flashlight with his free hand. “Where the hell are we, Admiral?”

“Sigma Draconis Six,” McCoy said, looking up at a screen and studying the readouts.

Conway let Larkin down with a sigh and looked around. “Doesn’t sound familiar.”

“No reason it should. It’s just another one of many planets the old Enterprise had dealings with.”

“Oh,” Conway said. “Why are we here then?”

“We’re here to take Spock’s brain,” McCoy explained.

“Okay,” said Conway. “Why?”

McCoy walked over and put on a huge helmet, one that reminded Conway of a hairdryer from a beauty parlor.

“So we can put it in Larkin,” McCoy explained. Suddenly his eyes rolled up into his head. “Tell me how to install the brain into Larkin, teacher.”

“Huh?” Conway asked, scratching his head as McCoy extracted Spock’s brain from a glass jar and pulled the top of Larkin’s head off.

“Be quiet, I need to concentrate,” McCoy said, ripping out Larkin’s positronic brain and shoving Spock’s brain into the empty space.

Conway picked up Larkin’s brain and studied it. “Boy, Richards will be ticked.”

“Give me that,” McCoy said, swiping the positronic brain and hooking it up where Spock’s brain had been hooked up.

The Admiral then went to work attaching Spock’s brain to Larkin’s body.

Suddenly the computer screen at the front of the room came to life. A warped-looking, squarish version of Larkin’s face appeared on the screen. “Pardon me, Admiral, but what have you done?”

“You’re running a planet now, Larkin. Have fun,” McCoy said as he worked.

“Oh,” Larkin said, considering this new turn of events. “May I ask why?”

“Because I said so.”

“Hmm. This is quite interesting. It shall be an excellent exercize in humanoid interaction. I can control many facets of planetary operations from here. I might even be able to–”

“Delete audio,” Conway said, stumbling over to McCoy.

The Admiral slapped Larkin’s skull-cap back on and screwed it back tightly. “There we go. Thanks for shutting her off, Conway.”

“Don’t mention it,” Conway replied. Boy, he sure did feel funny. It was as if none of this worried him at all. It was just good, clean fun.

“Doctor McCoy,” Larkin’s body said, looking up. “I seem to be in a different body. What has happened?”

“We’re rescuing you, Spock!” McCoy said with a laugh.

“How long was I in there?” Spock asked. “You appear extremely old.”

“Don’t worry about that, Spock, we’re taking you back to the ship now. We gave you an android’s body because we…um…hee hee…lost the other one.”

“How unfortunate,” Spock said, studying his body carefully, noting the two breasts that protruded from his uniform. “Could you at least have constructed a male body for me?”

“Fraid not,” McCoy said, stabbing Spock in the armpit and deactivating him.



Lt. Tilleran looked up from her panel and studied the sensor readouts as the runabout Algonquin held position outside the Sigma Draconis system. “Instruments report we’ve traveled back to the year 2268, Captain.”

“Any idea why?”

“Referencing planetary locale now, and cross-referencing with the logs of the original Enterprise.”

Baxter drummed his fingers nervously on the panel as he waited for Tilleran’s report.

“In 2268, the Enterprise encountered a race of hostile females in the Sigma Draconis system. They stole the Chief Science Officer’s brain and used it to run their computer system.”

“That’s pretty darned stupid,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin.

“Evidently, Captain Kirk led an away team to recapture the brain and have it put back into Spock’s head.”

“Good for them. Why would McCoy come here?”

“Presumably to take Spock’s brain, sir. That’s my guess, anyway,” Tilleran said.

“Keep us out of the Enterprise’s sensor range and take us to the place where Spock’s brain is being held.”

“Aye, sir.”

Baxter looked out the front window as Tilleran brought the runabout around.

“Well, what do you think?” Dr. Browning asked from behind Baxter.

Tilleran and Baxter turned to look at Browning, who was decked out in a blue Starfleet officer’s uniform, circa 2268.

Baxter busted out laughing, slapping the panel with glee. “You look like a go-go dancer!”

Tilleran giggled and continued piloting the runabout. “I love the beehive, Doctor.”

“Hardee har har,” Browning said, slumping down in the chair behind Baxter. “These fishnet stockings are riding up something awful, and I feel like I could go hip-wading in these boots.”

“Too bad Chris can’t see you now,” Baxter giggled.

“Keep laughing, it’s your turn to change. I think the computer has some nice bell-bottom pants programmed for you.”

“Sheesh,” Baxter said, climbing out of his chair. “I hate the retro look.”



“Report…Mr. Sulu,” Captain James Kirk said, looking up at the viewscreen as Sulu worked at his panel.

“The shuttlecraft just came into sensor range sir. They were able to transport three people aboard before we could get our shields up.”

“Sound intruder alert, Lieutenant.”

“Aye, sir.”

Kirk studied the shuttlecraft with interest. “Could it be… the Sigma Draconans again? Could they be after…yet another crewmember’s brain?”

“Negative, sir,” Sulu replied. “This shuttlecraft’s specs don’t match the Sigma Draconan ship’s. As a matter of fact, it looks more like a Starfleet craft.”

“A Starfleet craft?” Kirk asked.

“Aye, sir.”

“Have it brought into our shuttlebay for examination,” Kirk said. “Alert me if you…find anything else.”

With that, Kirk made his way down to his quarters to consider the problem of retrieving Spock’s brain.



“Where are we now?” Conway asked, throwing Spock/Larkin onto the bed and looking around.

“Kirk’s quarters,” McCoy laughed. “You’re about to see the biggest prank in the galaxy!”

“I can hardly wait,” Conway said sarcastically.

McCoy leaned down and hit a button on Kirk’s desk. “McCoy to Kirk.”

“Kirk here.”

“I was talking to one of my staff, and she said she’s dying to meet you. She’ll be waiting for you in your quarters.”

“That’s great news…Bones. Say, are you coming down with something? Your voice…sounds kind of…scratchy.”

“Nothing you need to worry about, Captain!” McCoy said, giggling and closing the channel.

The Admiral quickly made some adjustments to the control systems inside Larkin’s head.

“What are you doing?” Conway asked.

“I’m disabling the android’s limb servos. Spock won’t be able to escape Kirk’s libido now.”

“Admiral, might I say that this is extremely sick,” Conway said as he looked down at the helpless android.

“I know,” McCoy said, dragging Conway into the closet. “Ain’t it great?”



Fully decked out in their twenty-third century wear, Baxter, Browning, and Tilleran materialized in the computer room down on Sigma Draconis Six.

Baxter approached a computer screen and studied the face that looked down on him.

“Larkin?”

The mouth moved but no words came out.

“Maybe it’s on mute,” Browning offered.

“Resume audio,” Baxter ordered.

“Captain, it is good to see you again. And may I say the new sideburns are quite a fashion statement,” Larkin’s face said from the computer screen.

Baxter looked up at the screen. “Good Lord, Larkin, what have they done to you?”

Tilleran ran her tricorder over the receptacle where Larkin’s brain had been installed. “Someone hooked her into the computer’s CPU. She’s running this whole planet.”

“It is a living.”

“No, it’s not,” Baxter grumbled. “Can you extract Larkin from the computer, Tilleran?”

“I don’t think so,” the Betazoid said, moving her tricorder over to the helmet next to Larkin’s brain. “Hold on. This is interesting.”

“What is it?” Browning asked.

“The Sigma Draconans called it ‘teacher.’ It’s a very powerful computer device that gives tremendous knowledge to the wearer.”

“Can you use this ‘teacher’ to put Larkin back to normal?” Baxter asked.

“Yes, sir,” Tilleran replied. “But first we’ll have to find Larkin’s body.”

“I believe I know where it is,” Larkin said.



Captain Kirk stepped into his cabin and immediately noticed that the lighting was at half its normal strength.

In addition, some soft romantic music was playing in the background.

Kirk made his way to the bed. “I see you made yourself at home, crewman?”

“Captain, it is a relief to see you.”

Kirk leaned down and inspected the officer. “I don’t recognize you. But I like what I see.”

“Captain?” the woman asked. “Captain, what are you doing?”

Kirk ran a hand up and down the woman’s body and winked. “You work in a sickbay, don’t you? I’m just getting ready to… operate.”

“To operate?” the woman asked, confused.

Kirk yanked his shirt off and slid underneath the covers. “Stop being so…coy…crewman. I like my women submissive.”

“Sir, I believe you are mistaken. If you would allow me to explain who I am…”

“Submissive and quiet…” Kirk said, placing a hand over the woman’s mouth.



“Hurry,” Baxter said, leading Browning and Tilleran down one of the Enterprise’s corridors. “We may not have much time.”

“We have more time than we can handle, Andy,” Browning said, quickening her pace.

Baxter was moving so quick he slammed into someone as he rounded a corner.

“Vhat the hell?” the person asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry mister…”

“Chekov.”

“Chekov,” Baxter said. “I guess I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

“You can say that again,” Chekov grumbled. “Try and be more careful in ze future.”

“Wow, I pictured him a lot taller,” Browning said, as the group continued down the corridor.

“He’s cute in a dorky ‘Monkees’ type of way,” Tilleran said.

“How much farther, Tilleran?” Baxter asked.

Tilleran examined her antique tricorder. “Another forty meters.”

“Can you tell where they’ve taken Larkin’s body?” Browning asked.

Tilleran checked her tricorder. “The floorplan of the Enterprise places Larkin’s body in…oh boy,”

Baxter grabbed the tricorder. “Where is she?” Upon looking at the information, Baxter smacked himself in the head. “Of all places, Kirk’s quarters! Come on, hurry!”



Captain Kirk leaned back and put his hands behind his head. “That was…intense, crewman. It was like…well, I don’t really know what it was like. You just leaned back and…let me do all the work. Quite refreshing.”

The crewman just sat there, frozen, muttering to herself, “Structure, logic, function, control. A structure cannot stand without a foundation. Logic is the foundation of fuction, function is the essence of control. I am in control.”

Just then, the doors to Kirk’s quarters parted and three officers stepped in.

“Oh, my God, we’re too late,” a shorter woman in a blue miniskirt with a beehive hairdo said.

A taller woman in a red miniskirt walked over to the woman Kirk had just slept with and studied her with a tricorder. “The brain has undergone severe neural trauma. I think the nerual synapses are breaking down.”

Suddenly a very old man and a younger man in an unfamiliar Starfleet uniform climbed out of Kirk’s closet.

“You should have seen the look on your face. It was priceless!” the old man cried.

The woman in blue quickly ran and grabbed both of the men from the closet, pressing some kind of hypospray into their necks.

“What’s…the meaning of this?” Kirk asked, leaning up in bed and pulling his shirt on.

The third person, a man with long, triangular sideburns and a gold uniform, approached him. “I’m awfully sorry about this, Captain, but it’s a matter of temporal security.”

Before Kirk could figure out what was going on, the man in yellow reeled back and socked him in the face.



“Was that really necessary?” Dr. Browning asked, looking down at Kirk and studying him with a medical tricorder.

“No, but now I can say I got to deck Captain Kirk!” Baxter said with joy.

“Well, you almost broke his jaw. How are we going to explain this?” Browning asked.

“Um, maybe he got really drunk and fell into a wall,” Baxter offered.

“Captain, we need to get Spock’s brain down to Sigma Draconis Six immediately,” Tilleran said.

“Very well,” Baxter said, putting his hands on his hips and staring down at Kirk. “Drug up the Captain here and leave him on the floor. When they find him they’ll just think he got real drunk. If I’m right, things like this weren’t reported in ship’s official logs or talked about. The time stream should be fine.”

“You hope,” Browning said as she worked on Kirk. “I still say this goes against the Hippocratic Oath.”

“Since when have you cared about the Hippocratic Oath?” Baxter asked.

“Good point,” Browning replied.

“…logic is the foundation of function, function is the essence of control…” Spock muttered as Tilleran worked.

“He’s really messed up, Captain,” Tilleran said, hitting a control on the android’s armpit.

“Well, let’s hope we can fix him. If we can’t, well, then we’ve destroyed one of the greatest minds of the last two centuries.”

Browning pushed Kirk onto the floor, stood, and clapped her hands together. “There, I’m all done.” She looked over to Conway and McCoy and kicked Conway in his side. “Look at all the trouble these two put us through.”

“We’re not out of trouble yet, Doctor,” Baxter said. “I want you and Lt. Tilleran to beam back to the Algonquin and get Larkin’s body back to Sigma Draconis Six. I’m going to have to go get McCoy’s shuttle out of the shuttlebay.”

“What about the drunken duo here?” Browning asked.

“Take them too,” Baxter said. “We’ll meet on Sigma Draconis Six.”

“Good luck, Captain,” Tilleran said. “You’ll need it.”

“Tell me about it,” Baxter sighed, watching as everyone but he and Kirk dematerialized.

“Spock…Spock…did I just…” Kirk mumbled drunkenly from the floor.

Baxter walked over and kicked Kirk in the head. “Go back to sleep, Captain. You’ll have plenty to worry about when you wake up.”



Fifteen minutes later, Ensign Chekov shook Kirk awake.

“Keptin, Keptin, are you okay?”

Kirk shook his head to try and clear the cobwebs from his mind. “Do I look okay, Mister Chekov?”

“Honestly, Keptin?”

“Honestly, Ensign.”

“You’ve looked vorse.”

“What happened?” Kirk asked, dragging himself up.

“By the looks of it you had von to many, sir,” Chekov said, examining the open bottles on Kirk’s desk.

“But I don’t remember…”

Chekov shrugged. “It happens, sir. Trust me, the Russians inwented alcohol. We know what it does to the human brain.”

“But I was in here…with a woman…and she…she talked like… like Spock!”

Chekov made a disgusted face. “Maybe it is best that you don’t remember anyting, Keptin.”

“Bridge to the Captain,” Sulu’s voice came over the speakers in Kirk’s quarters.

Kirk dragged himself up and pressed the button on his desk. “Kirk here.”

“Sir, someone’s broken into the shuttlebay and stolen the shuttlecraft we brought in. They just disappeared from our sensors and we can’t seem to track them.”

Kirk tried to think straight. The next orders he would give would decide the outcome of this mission. He could either track this mysterious shuttle or take a team down to Sigma Draconis Six to retrieve Spock’s brain.

“I think this is just a clever distraction, Lieutenant. I want you to prepare an away team to go and rescue Spock’s brain.”

“Aye, sir.”



“Be very careful with that last connection, Lieutenant, it is the most important,” Larkin said, as she observed Lt. Tilleran’s progress on Spock’s brain.

“I know what I’m doing, Commander,” Tilleran replied, as she balanced the heavy helmet on her head and worked on Spock’s brain.

Dr. Browning stood by and studied the readings from the brain. “You’ve almost got it, Lieutenant. If you want to take a rest and let me wear the helmet…”

“That won’t be necessary, Doctor.”

“Pleeeeeease?” Browning pleaded. “I’ve always wanted to know what a knowledge helmet feels like.”

Tilleran turned to Browning for a moment. “It feels like… knowledge.”

“Oh,” Browning said, looking down at Spock’s brain as it twitched in the vat.

Suddenly Captain Baxter materialized behind Browning and

Tilleran. “Hey guys, how’s it coming?”

“Fine,” Tilleran said. “Now please be quiet.”

“Sure, jeeze,” Baxter said. “You’d think she was wearing an ego helmet instead of a knowledge helmet.”

“I know what you mean,” Browning said. “She’s been like that since she put on the stupid helmet.”

“Silence!” Tilleran said. “I’m almost finished.”

“What did Commander Conway and Admiral McCoy do to my body, if I may ask?” Larkin asked from the computer screen.

Baxter turned back to Larkin’s face and smiled weakly. “Um, nothing you should really worry about.”

“Indeed.”

“There,” Tilleran said, looking at Spock’s brain with pride. “All better.”

“Good,” Baxter said. “Then yank Larkin’s brain out of the computer and reattach Spock’s.”

“Yes, sir, Captain, sir,” Tilleran said. “I’m the great and all-powerful problem-solver. Just use me whenever you feel like–”

“Work quickly, Tilleran! Kirk will be down here soon!” Baxter growled, prompting Tilleran to return to work.



Several minutes later, Lt. Commander Larkin opened her eyes. “Initiating self-diagnostic. Hmm. That is odd. There is a foreign fluid present in my pelvic unit. I am attempting to analyze it.”

“Save it for later,” Baxter said with disgust. “How are you coming with Spock’s brain, Tilleran?”

“Almost done, sir.”

Dr. Browning studied her tricorder with alarm. “Better hurry, Tilleran. The Enterprise just entered orbit.”

“I’m working as fast as I can!” Tilleran muttered.

“This is extremely unsettling, Captain. I am detecting vibration damage to several of my interlocking…”

“I do not want to hear about it, Commander!” Baxter barked. “It will all be explained later, but suffice it to say your cherry has been popped.”

“Cherry…popped? Cross-referencing now. Oh, dear…”

“Done!” Tilleran said. “Spock’s back where he belongs.”

“Great,” Baxter said. “Clean up this mess and get us the hell out of here!”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52310.8. We’ve returned to our current time and I’m pleased to report the time stream is just like we left it. The injury to McCoy’s hip, though aggravated slightly by his escapades, is healing nicely and I’m told that he’ll take a harsh scolding from Starfleet Command for his misdeeds. As for Commander Conway, well, he’ll recieve an…appropriate punishment.



Captain Baxter stepped over the broken pieces of wood and into the front door of the Smithsonian Gallery of Alien Artifacts. Evidently, McCoy’s shuttle had been crashed into it on the night of the robbery.

“Glad you could make it, Captain,” McGrath said dryly as he led Baxter through the museum. “As you can see, your first officer and the Admiral did quite a bit of damage during last night’s raid.”

“What a shame,” Baxter said. “I trust the Commander is taking his punishment like a man?”

“Not at all. He’s the fussiest…”

Baxter put a hand on McGrath ’s shoulder as they approached the Bajoran exhibit. “I know, believe me, I know.”

Conway grunted as he scraped the fragments of one of the wooden display cases into a dustpan and dumped them into a garbage can.

“How’s the cleanup coming, Commander?” Baxter asked with a smile.

“Lousy,” Conway muttered. “You two do realize that McCoy slipped a damn drug into my drink, don’t you? That’s the only reason why I helped him.”

“He’s quite proficient in chemistry, Commander,” Baxter said. “I’m sure he made you a nice cocktail.”

“I’m not laughing,” Conway said. “Look at this mess.”

“Can’t say I feel sorry for you, Commander. You had it coming.” Baxter said.

“How do you figure?” Conway asked angrily as he tried to glue the door back onto one of the other orbs.

“You tried to out-drink a southern doctor,” Baxter said with a grin.

Conway mumbled something to himself as he worked. Suddenly he looked up. “Maybe I’m mistaken, but don’t they have a Naval tradition that says the Captain is always responsible for his crew’s deeds?”

“That’s a bunch of hogwash. Right, Admiral McGrath? Admiral McGrath ?”

McGrath smiled, shoved a broom into Baxter’s hand, and walked away.



“Hello, Commander Larkin,” Mirk said, as Larkin made her way into the lounge. “Can I get you anything?”

“Negative,” Larkin said. “I am looking for Mr. Richards’s table.”

“Right over there,” Mirk pointed. Larkin discerned a slight change in the Maloxian’s behavior. It was the same slight change she had noticed in just about everyone who had heard about her “experience” aboard the old Enterprise.

“Hey, Kristen,” Lt. Commander Richards said, motioning for her to sit down at the table with he and Browning.

Larkin sat down. “Greetings, Doctor…Commander.”

“What brings you here?” Browning asked, as she chomped on the end of a foot-long hoagie.

“I was considering the events my body experienced on the old Enterprise.”

“Oh,” Richards said, looking at Browning. “Right. The…um …Kirk thing.”

“Yes, sir. I have researched human customs on the matter and come up with some very intruiging results.”

“Do tell,” Browning replied.

“For instance, I am forbidden to ever wear white again.”

Browning laughed so hard she spit out part of her sub.

“That’s ridiculous, Kristen,” Richards said. “It’s just an old superstition.”

“I also researched Captain Kirk. It turns out he was quite active in pursuits of a sexual nature.”

“Is that so?” Browning asked with a grin.

“Indeed, Doctor. From what I gather, an intact sperm sample from Captain Kirk would be quite valuable these days.”

Browning stopped chewing. “Sperm…sample?”

“I have flushed out my pelvic compartment,” Larkin announced, placing a small vial on the table. “And come up with a very special collector’s item.”

Browning looked over at Richards. “Not many girls can…um…say that, Lieutenant. You’re very lucky.”

Richards just put his sandwich down as he stared at the vial. “Check, please!”



Ambassador Spock sighed as he leaned over and activated his terminal. Another urgent message and another interruption. So much for meditating.

Admiral McCoy appeared on the screen, sporting a wide smile.

“Admiral, need I remind you again of the danger of using this secured channel?” Spock asked.

“This won’t take long, Spock. I just wanted to ask you a question. What does Captain Kirk look like naked?”

“Naked? I have not–”

“Think hard, Spock.”

“I do not understand what this…” Suddenly it hit Spock. “No, this is not logical. Admiral…how? Why?”

McCoy just laughed out loud. “Spock, that expression on your face was worth it all. Now I’ve got your katra tied in a knot!”

“This is quite disconcerting,” Spock said to himself, rubbing his temples.

“I know it is. Live long and prosper my boy!”

Spock leaned back onto his bed and tried to return to his meditation, but he could not. McCoy had left him with a very disturbing memory. It appeared that he and Kirk had been–and always would be–more than friends.
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The Punchline



Captain’s Personal Log,

Stardate 52367.5. While the Explorer continues its charting duty of sector 41085, Counselor Peterman and I, along with Dr. Browning and Lt. Commander Richards, have taken the opportunity to take a little break from the rigors of deep space.



Captain Baxter tiptoed into the cockpit of the runabout Algonquin, making sure not to awaken Ensign Ford, who was seated in the pilot’s chair, snoring loudly, head back, mouth open, with just a little drool running down his chin.

“RED ALERT!” Baxter screamed, kicking the back of Ford’s chair roughly.

Ford awoke with a start, running his fingers furiously along the runabout’s control panel. “Raising shields, arming weapons, preparing for evasive maneuvers!”

Baxter leaned forward and pressed a control, turning off the Red Alert siren and returning the lighting in the cockpit to normal. “At ease, Ensign. Did you have a nice nap?”

Ford smiled weakly. “Sorry, sir.”

The Captain peered out the front viewport. “How much longer until we reach Havar Three?”

Quickly doing the calculations, Ford answered. “Less than an hour, sir.”

“Good,” Baxter said. “Right on schedule. Any word from the Explorer?”

“Commander Conway checked in an hour ago. He wanted to remind us to pick up some Havarian sugarcane for him,” Ford said.

“Let me guess, for his coffee,” Baxter said, rolling his eyes.

“Yes, sir. He says no other cane in the galaxy is as sweet. You get the sugar rush and the caffeine high at the same time.”

Baxter shook his head. “The man makes compulsive substance abuse a science.”

“That he does, Captain,” Ford said, returning to his work.

“Is something wrong, Ensign?” Baxter asked, noticing the absence of Ford’s normal quips.

Ford turned in his chair. “Yes, sir. Permission to speak freely?”

Baxter sat down. “Gee, you’ve never asked me that. I’m not sure how to respond.”

“Just say ‘granted.’”

“Okay, granted,” Baxter said, crossing his legs.

“Captain, I’ve served under you for over a year now, right?”

“Right,” Baxter replied. “What’s your point?”

“Well, I’m the only member of your senior staff below Lieutenant Junior Grade. You even promoted Fresca, who was actually below me.”

“Well, technically, she was a Lt. Commander the whole time, but I still don’t see your point,” Baxter replied.

“My point is, I want a promotion. I served as an ensign on the Secondprize for over two and a half years, on the Aerostar for a year, and on the Explorer for almost six months. That’s-”

“A lot of math,” Baxter interrupted.

“-four years,” Ford finished. “Four years as an ensign. Don’t you think I’m almost due for a promotion?”

Baxter leaned back in his chair and put his feet on the console in front of him. “Mr. Ford, promotion is a long, tedious process. It takes a very long time and a lot of hard work.”

“Sir, you were promoted from lieutenant to captain in one day,” Ford noted.

Baxter smiled, standing up. “There are always exceptions, Ensign. Listen, keep getting us out of tight situations like you have in the past, stop the name calling, the propositioning of female crewmembers, and maybe this Christmas…well, you never know.”

“That’s right, I’ll never know,” Ford sighed, as Baxter headed back to the aft compartment.



“Well?” Counselor Peterman asked, looking up from her book. “How much longer?”

“A little less than an hour,” Baxter said, taking a seat next to Peterman on the bunk. “What do you guys think about Ensign Ford?”

“Slimeball,” Lt. Commander Richards said, not looking up from the painting he was working on.

“And a half,” Browning added, half asleep on the bunk across from Peterman and Baxter.

“Why do you ask?” Peterman asked.

“Well, he’s a little ticked that he hasn’t been promoted

yet,” Baxter said. “He seems to think he deserves it.”

“Well, he is a hard-working slimeball,” Peterman agreed. “But whenever Commander Conway and I come to his name in the personnel review, it’s always attached to a sexual harassment charge, or a malicious destruction of Starfleet property charge, or a willful subordination charge, or a lascivious usage of a replic–”

“Okay, I get it,” Baxter said, putting a finger to Peterman’s mouth. “He’s a troublemaker. But he’s also a damn good pilot.”

“Bottom line: it’s your decision, Captain,” Richards said.

Baxter slid off the bunk and ordered a grapefruit juice out of the replicator. “I did not schedule this trip to talk about business. I’ll worry about Ford’s rank when we get back to the Explorer. For now, is anyone up to a good old fashioned game of video football? I’ve got dibs on the Cowboys!”

“Please,” Peterman said. “I’d rather have a Vulcan condor peck my eyes out.”

Baxter frowned. “A simple ‘no’ would have sufficed.”

“I’d play with you, Andy, but I’m still sleeping off those triple shifts I did when we had to evacuate that Leseppian freighter,” Dr. Browning said, her eyes still closed.

“Party poopers,” Baxter said, sitting down next to Richards at the table in the center of the room.

“What do you think?” the engineer said, turning his picture around for Baxter to look at.

“What the hell is it?” Baxter asked, squinting at the smudges on the canvas.

“It’s the Explorer,” Richards said indignantly.

“Oh,” Baxter said. “You know, Commander, it strikes me that you used to be a hell of a lot better artist.”

“Gee, I’m glad you like it,” Richards muttered, turning the picture back around.

“No, I’m serious,” Baxter said. “When you were assigned to the Aerostar, your previous Captain characterized you as being a better artist than engineer. Now you’re a damn good engineer who can’t draw a lick.”

“I have gotten a lot better at engineering,” Richards mused.

“All that extra data has to be stored somewhere,” Browning said drowsily.

“Yep,” Peterman agreed. “It’s a well-known fact that the human brain can only hold so much information. Your improved engineering abilities just replaced your artistic abilities.”

“Great,” Richards frowned. “I can stop a warp core breach but I can’t even draw a freaking starship.”

“I for one wouldn’t have it any other way, Chris,” Baxter said, patting Richards on the back.



Commander Conway stepped out onto the bridge of the Explorer, took a deep breath, and smiled broadly. “Boy, it’s a wonderful afternoon.”

“What makes it so wonderful?” J’hana asked moodily.

“Can’t you feel it?” Conway asked, walking around to the command chair and setting his cup of coffee down in the cup holder. “It’s like the place has taken on an air of calmness and control since Baxter and Peterman left.”

“Perhaps, from your point of view, you are correct, Commander,” Larkin said from ops. “But the effect is not a measurable one.”

“The hell it’s not,” Conway said. “Just because your sensors can’t detect it doesn’t mean it’s not there. The fact of the matter is, this ship runs a lot smoother without those two around.”

Before Conway had finished saying that, the turbolift doors wooshed open, allowing Mirk to step out onto the bridge.

“What can I do for you Mirk?” Conway asked cheerfully as the bartender stepped to the front of the bridge.

Mirk glared at J’hana menacingly. “The security staff had another party last night.”

“Aw, and I wasn’t invited?” Conway said, feigning sadness. “How terrible.”

“Terrible is right. They trashed my bar. Again,” Mirk fumed. “I can’t keep letting them come in there if all they’re going to do is wreck the place.”

Conway looked back at J’hana. “Is this true, Lieutenant?”

“If you cannot take the heat, get out of the bar,” J’hana said. “My people work hard. When they are off duty, they play hard.”

“Elli has a fractured chestplate, J’hana!” Mirk shouted. “He’ll be in sickbay for a week!”

“It was a minor injury. I barely hit him,” J’hana huffed.

“And Lt. Henson was reported to be touching Amara in a very…familiar way,” Mirk said, still glaring at J’hana.

“Who the hell is Amara?” Conway asked.

“A Bajoran waitress we picked up at the last Federation outpost,” Mirk said. “And a darn good worker. Mr. Henson gave her a tip she wasn’t counting on.”

“She is lucky to be getting the attention,” J’hana remarked. “You are just jealous anyway, Mirk.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Mirk asked, circling around to the tactical station.

“It is a well-known fact that you’ve had intentions towards Amara ever since she came aboard,” J’hana replied.

“That’s none of your business!” Mirk said.

“Hey,” Conway interrupted. “Why don’t you guys just–”

“I made it my business, you little twirp. Do you want to do something about it?” J’hana said, walking out from behind her panel.

Mirk pushed up his sleeves. “Darn right I’m going to do something about it, you blue bitch. I’ve got a ton of butt whuppin here–how many pounds can you handle?”

“More than you can dish out, weakling!” J’hana cried, lunging towards Mirk.

Mirk simply closed his eyes, concentrating on J’hana until a purple glow began to form in front of him.

“Mirk…” Conway said, standing up and approaching the bartender.

Before J’hana could reach the Lobstraxian, she hit the purple glow and flew back against the wall, sliding down to the deck.

“Why you little…” J’hana said, getting right back up and lunging again, only to be thrown backwards again, this time smashing a panel as she flew up against it.

“KNOCK IT OFF!” Conway shouted.

J’hana and Mirk looked over at Conway as if they had just realized he was there.

“What’s his problem?” Mirk asked.

“Knowing him, you can never tell,” J’hana grunted, picking herself up.

“That’s enough, both of you,” Conway said, looking back to Larkin. “Commander, take these two to the brig. And have someone get up here to fix this panel.”

“Aye, Commander,” Larkin said, rising from her station.

“Commander, you cannot just remove me from the bridge–” J’hana protested.

“I just did,” Conway said, straightening his uniform and sitting back down in the command chair.

“This way, please,” Larkin said, gesturing for J’hana and Mirk to follow her to the turbolift.

“Man, what a jerk,” Mirk said.

“Tell me about it,” agreed J’hana as the two followed Larkin into the turbolift.

“What were you saying about calmness and control, Commander?” Tilleran asked with a grin.

“As you were, Lieutenant!” Conway barked.

Unlike Baxter, Conway was not one to have his authority challenged. He’d have this crew whipped into shape by the time Baxter and his little friends returned, that was certain.



“Sure you don’t want to come with?” Baxter asked, just before ducking out of the Algonquin’s hatch.

“Positive,” Ford said. “I have a lot of other stuff I need to catch up on here. Anyway, someone should watch the runabout.”

“That’s why we have insurance,” Baxter said. “Come on. It’ll be fun!”

“I don’t think so, sir. Anyway, the phrase ‘Klingon comedian’ sounds like an oxymoron.”

“Galactic Review gave him a Warp Seven,” Baxter protested. “They called Kajkek ‘witty, irreverent, and uproarious.’”

“Do you even know what uproarious means, sir?” Ford asked.

“Well, no, not really. Do you?”

“Not a clue.”

“Well, it sounds important,” Baxter said. “I’m sure he’s a great comedian.”

Ford shut down the Algonquin’s engines and put the ship on docking mode. “That may be, but I’ve got an officer advancement test to study for.”

“You’re kidding,” Baxter said. “You’re actually planning on taking that?”

“I’m planning on passing it,” Ford said defiantly.

“Okeydoke,” Baxter said, stepping out of the hatch. “If you change your mind, you know where we’ll be.”

“Uh-huh. Buh-bye,” Ford said, waving as the hatch closed.

“Are you ready?” Peterman, said, lugging two of her massive suitcases out of the Algonquin’s cargo compartment. “We’ll be late for check-in at the hotel.”

“I still don’t know why we have to spend extra latinum on a hotel suite. We’ve got a perfectly good runabout to sleep in,” Baxter said, leading the way out of the docking depot.

“Those bunks hurt my back!” Peterman said. “They’re soooo uncomfortable. And you know how important it is that I stay as flexible as possible!”

“That’s true,” Baxter said. “Maybe we should just skip the comedian altogether and try out the hotel room?”

“Here we go again,” Browning sighed, rolling her eyes.

“You’d think they were the ones that were engaged,” Richards commented.

Baxter put his arm around Peterman’s shoulder and glared over at Richards, drawing a finger across his throat. “Ix- nay on the enagement-gay!” he whispered. Peterman had been increasingly aggressive about the whole “marriage” thing ever since Browning and Richards had gotten engaged, and, frankly, it was scaring the hell out of Baxter.

“Hey, don’t knock it till you try it!” Richards hissed back.

“What are you two conspiring about?” Browning asked, looking back at Richards and Baxter.

“Oh, we were just saying how great it is to be with the two most beautiful girls in the galaxy,” Baxter said, smiling sheepishly.

“You weren’t getting advice on ring-buying, were you baby?” Peterman asked, smiling back at Baxter.

“R-r-r-r-ring?” Baxter stammered.

“He sounds like a freaking bell,” Browning laughed.

“Hey, did you remember my sunglasses?” Baxter asked, trying to change the subject.

Peterman opened up the case she had slung over her shoulder. “Right here, sweetie pie.”

“Whew,” Baxter said, wiping a hand across his forehead. “That’s a relief.”

Baxter quickly put the sunglasses on as the group stepped out into the bright Havarian sunlight. It was a few degrees hotter than Earth summer on this world, and Baxter immediately regretted not going with shorts.

“It sure is hot here,” Peterman said, as the group proceeded down the bustling Havarian street.

“Don’t worry, I hear it’s cold as heck at night,” Richards remarked.

“Great, the best of both worlds,” Browning said wryly.

“Does anyone remember where our hotel is supposed to be?” Baxter asked.

“Um,” Peterman said, rifling through her bag. “I put the padd in here somewhere.”

“I can’t even remember what the hotel is called,” Browning said.

“It’s good to know that Starfleet prepares us so well for deep space duty that we can’t even remember what hotel we have reservations with,” Richards groaned.

“Here it is,” Peterman said, pulling the padd out of her suitcase. “The hotel is called the Havarian Arms.”

“That’s because Havarians have multiple arms, isn’t it?” Browning quipped.

“Stop joking and start looking,” Baxter ordered. “We have a one o’clock reservation, and it’s almost that right now. We don’t want to lose the reservations.”

“I’m sure it’s impossible to find a hotel suite in the middle of the day,” Richards said, squinting in the sunlight at the buildings as the group strolled down the sidewalk.

“Hey guys!” Peterman pointed up at the gargantuan building that loomed over the group.

Baxter turned to Peterman in exasperation. “What, honey?”

“The hotel’s right here!”

“So it is,” Richards said, amused.

“Let’s get checked in, already,” Baxter said. “I’ve got a lot of, um…unpacking to do.”

Peterman smiled, biting her lip playfully. “Well, you’re just going to pack it back in somewhere, aren’t you?”

“Well,” Baxter said, “if I can find a place to put it.”

“I’ve got a place!” Peterman said, putting her arms around the Captain and kissing him ravenously.

“Hey, guys, get a room,” Browning said.

Baxter heaved Peterman into his arms and strolled into the revolving doors of the hotel. “That’s exactly what I’m planning on doing. Would you guys mind checking us in, too?”

“Not at all,” Browning said, grabbing the padd from Peterman, who was still helpless in Baxter’s grip.

“Baxter, party of four,” Browning said, handing the padd to the clerk at the main desk.

The clerk, evidently a Havarian, wrinkled her brow in confusion, twitching her whiskers ever so slightly.

“I’m sorry, your party has been moved to a smaller suite. We have a convention in town, and we’ve had to bump some people.”

“Bump?” Baxter asked, while he was waiting by the elevator with Peterman.

“We had to give you guys a two-bed one-room suite instead of a two-bed two-room suite, that’s all,” the clerk said.

“I’m very sorry for the inconvenience. We’ve included a complementary fruit basket at no extra charge for the trouble.”

“But–” Baxter said.

“Very sorry. Enjoy your stay at the Havarian Arms,” the woman said, cutting Baxter off in mid sentence.

“Ooh, a fruit basket!” Browning said, thumbing a signature on the padd and handing it to the woman in exchange for a card key.

“Think of it this way,” Richards said, “it’s still better than sleeping aboard the Algonquin.

As they approached the elevator, Browning looked at Baxter. He was rubbing noses playfully with Peterman, making soft cooing noises.

“But they’re above us on the Algonquin, Christopher,” said Browning. “Now they’ll be right across from us.”

Uh-oh. She called me Christopher. She’s ticked, Richards thought. Think fast. “Hey, I picked out the colors for our wedding invitations. How about…um, eggshell and sky blue?”

Browning smiled. “Chris, I’m surprised. That sounds wonderful.”

“Oh, look, an empty elevator!” Baxter said, as the elevator doors opened.

Peterman pushed Baxter into the elevator and jumped in, yanking at his shirt.

“We’ll just take the next car,” Richards said mumbled.



“‘The amplitude of the quantum displacement field is directly proportional to the gravitronic matrix,’” Ensign Ford said, staring dumbly at the terminal in the rear compartment of the Algonquin. “Gee, that makes sense.” The subspace physics section of the officer advancement test was probably going to be the hardest. Everything else was just diplomacy, reflex, decision-making and proper hair composition. That he could do. But when it came to memorization, he had always just

written down the answers on his hand.

Ford continued to page through the subspace theory database, idly wishing that he could do something…anything else.

Suddenly Ford’s studying was interrupted by a strange tapping sound.

“What the–?” Ford said, looking up. A face was looking in the viewport across from him. A pair of wild, happy eyes looked in at him.

The knocking continued.

“Go away, I don’t want any,” Ford barked.

Irritated, Ford resumed his study.

Suddenly the Ensign felt a tapping on his shoulder.

Ford jumped out of his seat, grabbing a phaser off the rack near his table.

“How the hell did you get in here?” he asked, pointing his phaser at the cloaked figure that stood behind his chair.

“When you refused to talk to me, I was forced to transport into your vehicle,” the man explained placidly, his eyes still wild and happy. He looked to Ford as if he was on some sort of drug.

“Well, that’s wonderful, now transport back before I pop a phaser beam into you,” Ford replied.

“Can’t you at least hear me out?” the man asked.

“I said I don’t want any.”

“My brother, I have nothing to sell you. What I have to give you, however, will change your life.”

“That so.” Ford said, lowering his phaser. “What’s that?”

“Peace. Change. Freedom. Purpose.” The man said. “Can you honestly tell me you’re not lacking those?”

“Well…” Ford admitted, scratching his head. “I don’t know.”

“Then give me fifteen minutes of your time, Ensign, and I’ll show you the way of the Starshine Kids.”

“The Starshine Kids?” Ford mused. “Sounds like a music group.”

“We are certainly not a musical group. What we are is a brotherhood of beings dedicated to clarity of purpose and purity of life. Please, might I just take a moment to explain our charter?”

Ford took a seat and putting his phaser down on the table. “Okay, you’ve got fifteen minutes. ‘Enlighten’ me.”

The cloaked man removed his hood, revealing the fact that not only was he bald, but Vulcan, too.

“I am Sesil, and I have found the true way of happiness. Let me expose you to the cleansing starlight.”

“You’re not selling fiber supplements are you?” Ford asked.

“Not at all.” Sesil replied. “I’m talking about a different type of cleansing.”

“Do tell…” Ford said, leaning forward with interest.



“We’re going to be late!” Richards cried, pounding on the bathroom door. Baxter and Peterman had been in the shower for over forty minutes. “When are you guys going to get out of there?”

“Just a minute!” Baxter shouted. “We’re still washing some…things.”

“Ugh.” Richards plopped back down on the bed.

Dr. Browning put on her other earring, turning around for Richards’s inspection. “What do you think, sweetheart?”

Richards pulled Browning closer. “You’re dazzling, my little Brownie.”

Browning leaned forward. “Tell me more about those invitations…”

Richards pulled Browning down onto the bed with him. “Well, I was thinking of doing the font in a kind of calligraphy, with really ornate letters. And a border, maybe Corinthian.”

“Keep going!” Browning said excitedly.

Baxter and Peterman emerged from the bathroom. “I still don’t understand what a cummerbund is for.” The only dress uniform Baxter ever had to wear was his Starfleet dress uniform. He’d never had to wear a tux, much less the old fashioned kind Peterman had forced him to replicate.

“It goes around your waist, silly.” Peterman smiled, nudging up against Baxter.

“Can we go already?” Richards asked. “We were supposed to leave fifteen minutes ago!”

“Loosen up,” Baxter replied. “Just because you and Janice have settled into a nice, boring little routine doesn’t mean Kelly

and I have to do the same.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Browning asked. “We’re plenty spontaneous.”

“Forget he said anything. He tends to be a little dense after, well, you know…” Peterman smiled.

“Dense?” Baxter asked, annoyed. “I beg your pardon?”

“Come on, Andy!” Richards urged. “It was your big idea to see this Kajkek fello, remember?”

“Oh, yeah. Right. Well, let’s go then!”



Half an hour later, Baxter, Peterman, Browning, and Richards tiptoed quietly into the darkened auditorium. The Klingon comedian had evidently already begun his act.

“Where are your tickets?” A Havarian man asked angrily from at the back of the room, drumming his four sets of fingers on his podium. Browning was apparently right about the arm thing.

“Uh-” Baxter said, rifling through his jacket pockets. “I had them here somewhere.”

“I’ve got them,” Peterman sighed, reaching into her purse. “Here you go, sir.”

“You are late,” the man said, grabbing the tickets hastily. “Please try to find a place as quietly as you can.”

“Sure, sure.” Baxter lead the group in between the clumps of tables in front of the stage.

“Excuse me, pardon me…” Peterman said, smiling nervously as she weaved in between the tables behind Baxter. “Awful sorry…excuse us.”

“So anyway, I told the p’tak that he had no honor.” The Klingon comedian continued. “And he said, ‘Please, Kajkek, don’t hurt me.’ And I said ‘Come on, you know what we Klingons do to Federation officers caught behind enemy lines, don’t you?’ Well, needless to say he didn’t have an answer for th-” The Klingon stopped, looking down at Baxter and his group as they pushed towards the front of the room.

“Just find a spot, Andy!” Richards said fearfully.

“I want to be up front!” Baxter demanded.

“Excuse me,” Kajkek grunted, looking down at Baxter. The spotlight fell upon Baxter, bathing him in white light.

The Captain held up a hand to block the light from his eyes. “Oh, hello there. We’re just, um, trying to find a place to sit.”

“Well, find one and be quick about it. You are late.” Kajkek growled.

“Awfully sorry,” Browning said. “We had a lot of unpacking to do.”

“And packing.” Peterman added.

“I don’t want care what you had to do,” the Klingon said. “Find a place…now!”

“Y-yes, sir,” Richards said, pointing to an empty table. “How

about that, Andy?”

“I guess,” Baxter said. “But I was hoping to be closer.”

“Picky, picky!” said Browning.

“Silence!” Kajkek shouted. “As I was saying, the Federation officer did not have an answer for me, so I ripped out his stinking Federation throat! He did not even have time to scream!”

With that, the audience erupted into laughter.

“I don’t get it,” Baxter said aloud. “Was that supposed to be funny?”

Peterman kneed Baxter under the table. “Shhh…he’s going to hear you.”

“So what? We’re paying customers. If he’s going to be so obnoxious to us, I think we have just as much of a right to-”

“I told you to be quiet!” Kajkek shouted, leaning down towards Baxter’s table. “Or I will make you quiet.”

Peterman slapped a hand over Baxter’s mouth. “He’s awful sorry, Mr. Kajkek. Really, he is. Just go on with your little act. You’re very funny.”

“Be thankful your woman held you back, human,” Kajkek spat. “Or I would have had to make you eat that cummerbund of yours.”

“He knows what a cummerbund is?” Baxter said quietly to himself.

“His woman?” Peterman said angrily. “I am nobody’s ‘woman!’”

“Whatever.” Kajkek said, turning back to the audience. “Did anyone ever notice how Terrans talk to much? They constantly babble nonsense day in, day out. Maybe they have to talk to survive!”

The audience laughed once again.

“That’s not true,” Baxter said quietly. “That’s not true!” He said a little louder.

“Don’t tell me the little Terran’s making more noise,” Kajkek said, turning back to Baxter. “Are you still whining, little man?”

“Turn in the other direction, you big oaf, I can smell your breath from here!” Baxter shouted, to the delight of the audience.

“Arrrggh!” Kajkek shouted, leaping off the stage and crashing on top of Baxter’s table. “I shall feed you your spleen, human!”

“I think we’d better go,” Richards suggested, as Kajkek jumped back up and lunged at Baxter.

“Excellent idea, Commander!” Baxter cried, side-stepping out of Kajkek’s way.

“Commander?” Kajkek asked, picking himself up. “You four are in Starfleet, aren’t you?”

“We might be…” Browning said weakly.

“I hate Starfleet!” Kajkek screamed. “You’re all dead!”

“You have no respect for women!” Peterman shouted, jumping on top of Kajkek’s back. “You should be more sensitive!”

“Get off me, you insufferable female!” Kajkek shouted, spinning

around in an attempt to dislodge Peterman.

“Show him who’s boss, baby!” Baxter cried, as Peterman laid

into Kajkek with her fists.



Twenty minutes later, Baxter, Peterman, Browning, and Richards

were politely and discreetly shoved out the front doors of the Havar

Plaza Garden Auditorium.

“What did I tell you, Andy!” Peterman said, wiping herself off and

glaring back at the security guards as they went back into the auditorium.

“’It’s not safe to go to a show on a Klingon territory world. They hate the

Federation there.’ But no, you wouldn’t listen.”

“I thought this place would be nice,” Baxter said quietly. “And it was

close. And relatively cheap.”

“We almost got killed!” Richards shouted.

“But we didn’t,” returned Baxter.

“I think the audience liked us,” Browning remarked. “They really clapped when we got thrown out.”

“I think it was because we were being thrown out, Janice,” Richards said.

“You think?”

“Well, we can never show our faces there again.” Baxter stepped out into the street to hail an aircab.

“What a pity,” Peterman said, trying to salvage her completely mussed hair.



“Well, I think you guys have stewed down here long enough,” Commander Conway said, looking from Mirk’s cell to J’hana’s.

J’hana stepped up to the force field barrier, baring her teeth menacingly. “If you drop that field, Commander, you’d better run like hell.”

“Now, you wouldn’t assault a superior officer, would you, Lieutenant?” Conway asked. “That would be another demerit.”

“Demerit?” J’hana asked. “Since when have we had demerits?”

“Since now.” Conway smiled. “And you both have five.”

“Oh, darn,” Mirk deadpanned. “Now my permanent record will be forever scarred. So much for getting that command I’ve always wanted.”

“Laugh all you want,” Conway said. “But, mark my words, things will be different around here while Captain Baxter is gone.”

“I am shaking in my boots, Commander.” J’hana sneered.

“Let’s start with your punishments,” Conway said.

“I thought the demerits where our punishment,” said Mirk.

Conway smiled. “Oh, that’s only the beginning. For J’hana’s indiscretions, she will be responsible for all repairs to Mirk’s bar.”

Mirk smiled triumphantly. “I knew justice would be served.”

“And as your punishment, Mirk, you will be subjected to Ensign Saral’s six week disciplinary refresher class.”

“Her what?” J’hana asked.

“Disciplinary refresher. Something Saral came up with. She’s a bright girl, with an excellent idea of how a Starship should be run. She’ll go far around here. Especially if we find the need to replace our security chief.”

“You’re bluffing,” huffed J’hana.

“Try me,” Conway said. “You report to classroom seven at oh-five-hundred tomorrow morning, Mr. Mirk. And don’t be late or you’ll get-”

“Another demerit?” Mirk asked.

“You’re catching on.” Conway smiled. “Let them go, Lieutenant Gellar.”

“Just wait till I get out of here, Conway! You won’t know when or how, but I’ll make sure you don’t have a solid bone in your body!” J’hana shouted, as Gellar released the security field.

“Careful,” Conway taunted, “or you’ll become Ensign J’hana again before you know it!”

“Arrgggh!” J’hana shouted, as Mirk and Conway left the room.

J’hana whipped her head around to glare at Lieutenant Gellar, who was trying desperately not to laugh.

“I can feel your look, Gellar.” J’hana grunted. “And I can rip it off your face just as easily!”

Conway stuck his head back into the brig. “Ah-ah-ah! Play nice, Lieutenant!”

“Arrrrgggghh!” J’hana shouted again. She never thought it would happen, but she was actually looking forward to Baxter getting back.



“Goodnight, Andy,” Peterman said, kissing Baxter gently on the cheek.

“Goodnight, Kelly,” Baxter replied, nestling Peterman closer to him. “Goodnight, Chris,” Baxter added, glancing over his shoulder at Richards.

“I can’t believe the hotel staff took our other bed and put it in someone else’s room,” Richards said, trying to make some space between him and Browning and Baxter and Peterman on the bed.

“Just suck it up, Christopher,” Browning said. “Soon it will be morning and we can head back to the Explorer.”

“That won’t be soon enough for me,” Richards fumed. “This trip has sucked bigtime.”

“Come on, it hasn’t been that bad,” Baxter said. “It could have been a lot worse.”

Peterman giggled. “I honestly don’t know how, Andy.”

Suddenly the door to the hotel room exploded open.

“What the hell?” Baxter asked, shooting up in bed. A large group of shadows moved quickly into the room. Before he could do anything, he was hit in the face by the butt of a disruptor rifle.

Peterman jumped into the attacker’s face, shrieking and clawing.

Baxter heard someone barking commands in Klingon just before losing consciousness.



J’hana bent down and scrubbed the puke stains out of Mirk’s carpet, cursing Commander Conway and cursing the disinfectant fluid she was using for not having the same pleasant smelling dirt and grime fighting agent found in most household cleaners.

“Having fun?” a voice asked from behind her.

J’hana looked over her shoulder. Lt. Hartley was leaning up against the doorway to Explorations. “What do you want?”

“I thought you could use some help.”

“Good. Get a mop and a bucket from the broom closet,” J’hana grunted.

Hartley stepped into the bar, allowing the doors to close. “That’s not what I was talking about.”

“Then what were you talking about?”

Hartley picked up an upturned chair and sat down. “I’m talking about Commander Conway. Next to the Captain, I’m the best at torturing him.”

“Is that so?” J’hana asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Remember the golden retriever puppies on the holodeck?” Hartley asked.

“Yes, that was a truly great feat.”

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m in the mood for an encore performance.” Hartley smiled.

“Go on.”



“Wake up, filthy human swine!” Kajkek shouted, kicking Baxter awake.

The Captain tried to move, but soon realized he was tied down.

“Am I funny now, Terran?” Kajkek asked, leaning into Baxter’s face and barely piercing one of his nostrils with a daktagh blade.

“Well, not-not really,” Baxter said shakily, glancing over to Richards. “How about you, Chris, are you laughing?”

“Yeah, ha ha, I’m, ha ha, laughing my butt off,” Richards said nervously, peering down the barrel of the disruptor that one of Kajkek’s companions was pointing at him.

“Don’t hurt us!” Counselor Peterman shrieked from beside Baxter. “We’re Federation citizens.”

“That’s precisely why I am going to hurt you, woman!” Kajkek shouted.

“Att-may!” Baxter whispered. “Ee-say if-ay oo-yay an- kay et-gay e-they ommunicator-kay!”

“Get the what?” Richards whispered back.

“The ommunicator-kay!” Baxter whispered, his teeth clenched.

“Enough!” Kajkek shouted, hitting Baxter again upside the head with his disruptor.

“Oh, the communicator!” Richards said. “How silly of me.”

“Communicator?” Kajkek laughed, reaching into Peterman’s suitcase. “You mean this thing?” The massive Klingon squeezed the tiny device, crushing it to pieces with his bare hands.

“Oh, just great,” Browning said. “Now that giant starship in orbit won’t be able to beam us up.”

“Giant starship?” Kajkek asked, scratching his head with the blade.

“Rush him, Chris!” Baxter cried, straining against his bonds.

Richards did the same, but neither of them managed to get free.

“Don’t try to escape,” Kajkek said with a laugh. “We have you tied down quite well. I tied the ropes myself–a double slip knot.”

“This is not a double slip knot,” Baxter said indignantly. “It’s a square knot. Any third year Starfleet Scout would know that.”

“What are you saying, Terran? Are you saying I am no smarter than one of your young boys?”

“You said it, not me!”

“Kill him, Kajkek!” one of the Klingons said. “Rip his heart out!”

Kajkek seemed to calm down a little. “All in good time, Ramja. All in good time. First we will have a little fun with the Federation filth. Tell us, Mr. Captain. Why do you sleep with three of your officers?”

“Old Starfleet custom?” Baxter said meekly.

“And what of this giant starship?” Kajkek demanded. “What class is it?”

“Galaxy,” Baxter said. “More than a match for any Klingon cruiser.”

“You think so?” Kajkek said, leaning forward, teeth clenched.

“Oh, I know so,” Baxter said. “After all, how threatening can a Klingon who can’t tie knots be?”

“Andy, stop it, you’re only making him madder!” Dr. Browning cautioned.

“Shh!” Baxter commanded. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Okay, you think you’re so smart, Mr. Smarty Knot-tying Federation man, why don’t you show me how to tie a knot!” Kajkek cried, pulling Baxter’s bonds apart and handing him the rope.

“Well, first of all,” Baxter said, folding the rope in half. “You have to choke your assailant to death!”

The Captain lept across the bed and onto Kajkek’s back, wrapping the rope around the Klingon’s neck.

“Pray you kill me, human, because if you don’t, your death will be extremely painful!” Kajkek cried as Baxter tried to reign him in.

Kajkek’s associates stood by and watched as Baxter fought the lumbering Klingon, aware that if they interfered, they would be insulting his honor.

Baxter squirmed around on the Klingon’s back, pulling back tighter and tighter on the rope.

“See if you can get his knife!” Richards shouted, as Baxter and Kajkek fought.

“I’m kind of busy at the moment, Chris!” Baxter cried, as Kajkek slammed him into the wall.

The impact jarred Kajkek’s blade loose, causing it to fly through the air.

“I’ve got it!” Richards cried, squirming to catch it with his hand. Unfortunately, his aim was a little off, and the blade landed, point first, on Richards’s hand.

“Arrgggh!” Richards cried, as the blade plunged into his hand. “It hit the bone! It hit the bone!”

“I’ve got it, Christopher! Just hold on!” Browning whispered, wriggling the knife free with her hand.

“Happy place happy place happy place!” Richards cried, trying not to notice the blood shooting out of the hole in his hand.

Browning maneuvered the knife with her free fingers, until she was able to carve away at the bonds enough to break free.

“Stop, human!” one of Kajkek’s men shouted, rushing towards Browning with his disruptor.

Browning grabbed the disruptor and jerked the Klingon forward, using his own momentum to toss him over the bed.

“Wow,” Richards said, as the Klingon landed on top of him. “You constantly amaze me, honey.”

“Janice, some help over here!” Baxter cried, as Kajkek continued to bash him into the wall.

“Hold on, Andy!” Browning cried, firing the disruptor at two oncoming Klingons and reaching into her purse.

“Watch your back!” Peterman shouted.

Browning spun around, just in time to see another Klingon attacking. She quickly ducked between his legs and shot the disruptor up into his crotch, causing the Klingon to make a sound Browning had never heard before.

“YYUUUUUUUSHHH!”

“Find the other communicator!” Peterman shouted.

“Quick!” Baxter shouted.

Browning quickly rifled through her purse. “I’m looking! I haven’t cleaned this thing out in months. Oh, look, my picture of me and Christopher at Goodtimes Village! Lipstick…hairbrush… compact…wait, here it is!” Browning shouted, lifting up the communicator just as another Klingon dove towards her.

The Doctor rolled backwards, allowing the Klingon to slam into the wall, simultaneously pressing down on the comm badge.

“Browning to Algonquin. Four for emergency transport!”

With that, Baxter, Peterman, Browning, and Richards were gone.

“Damn them, we can’t let them get away!” Kajkek shouted, whipping out his own communicator. “Braka, Chuy Choo!”

And the Klingons disappeared, along with any hopes of Baxter and his friends ever getting their safety deposit on the room back.



Captain Baxter and Lt. Commander Richards jumped into the pilot seats of the runabout as soon as they materialized.

Browning and Peterman took the two seats in the rear of the cockpit. “I’m putting out a priority distress call to the Explorer and to the Havarian authorities.” Peterman said.

“The Havarians won’t help us.” Baxter said, starting up the Algonquin’s engines. “This is still a Klingon holding.”

“Hey, where’s Ensign Ford?” Richards asked, as he began the preflight check.

“Baxter to Ford. We need you in the cockpit immediately.” Baxter touched the control on his console.

“Ford here. I can’t help you at the moment, Captain. I’m meditating.”

“What the hell?” exclaimed Richards.

“We don’t have time to fool around,” Baxter said. “Hold on everyone.”

Baxter steered the runabout out of the parking garage, weaving around the corners and through interconnecting tunnels.

“Federation ship. This is Havar air control. We have orders to retain you for inspection. Please cut your engines and allow us to beam aboard.”

“Darn, the Klingons must have connections with the Havar authorities,” said Browning.

“They’re not getting us without a fight,” said Baxter. “Charge

weapons, Chris.”

“Phasers ready,” replied Richards.

“They’re lowering a blockade in front of the exit,” Browning noted on her console.

Baxter watched through the forward viewport as a yellow-and- black striped barricade began to drop in front of them. “Going to full thrusters.”

The Algonquin smashed through the barricade, climbing upwards through the bright Havarian sky.

“There’s a Klingon Bird of Prey in orbit, Andy,” said Peterman. “B’rel class.”

“One of the small ones, right?” asked Browning.

“They’re still more than a match for us,” Richards noted.

“What about that distress call?” Baxter said, looking back to Browning.

“I can’t tell if it’s getting out. I think they’re jamming us.” Browning reported.

“Damn. Can we outrun them?”

“I’m not sure. I’d have to dump everything into the warp engines,” Richards said. “These things were only designed to go around warp four.”

“We can’t outrun them, we can’t outgun them. So we’ll have to outmaneuver them,” Baxter said, looking up as the Havar clouds gave way to the black of space.

“Bird of Prey to port,” Peterman said. “They’re locking disruptors onto us.”

“You know what I hate about humans?” Kajkek’s voice said over the runabout’s comm system. “The way they run away, like cowards.”

“Dear Lord,” exclaimed Browning. “He’s going into his routine!”

Baxter cringed.

“And did you ever notice how humans have a really whiny way of talking? Kind of like they know they’re dishonorable, but just don’t want to admit it? I hate that, don’t you?”

“Your mother’s a targ, Kajkek, and not a pretty one!” Baxter cried, once he’d felt he’d heard enough. He hit the warp engines. “Hold tight everyone!”

There was a muffled sound of cursing on the comm system,followed by an unhappy sound from Peterman’s terminal.

“They’re pursuing us. Firing disruptors!” Peterman cried.

“Going to evasive,” said Baxter.

“Did you really have to call his mother a targ?” Browning asked, as the runabout lurched from a disruptor blast.

“Lesson One in Klingon diplomacy, when you’ve made them a little mad, it’s best to go ahead and make them madder,” Baxter said. “Richards, return fire.”

“I sure wish this thing was equipped with torpedoes.”

The Algonquin shook again with another disruptor blast.

“They took out our engines, Andy!” Richards shouted. “We’re coming out of warp.”

“Suggestions, anyone?” Baxter called out, steering the runabout hard to port in order to evade the Bird of Prey.

Ensign Ford stumbled into the cockpit. “What the hell is going on out here? And why are you guys all in your pajamas?”

“So good of you to join us, Ensign,” Baxter said, glancing back. “We’re just having a little slumber party. Don’t mind us.” Baxter looked back at the tactical screen, then glanced back again at Ford. He was completely bald.

“What the hell happened to your hair, Ensign?”

“I have been enlightened, Captain,” Ford said proudly, as another blast shook the Algonquin.

“Enlightened?” Peterman asked, inspecting Ford’s head.

“Yes, ma’am. While you guys were gone, a member of the Starshine Kids showed me the cleansing brightness of Universal Starlight,” replied Ford.

“Ensign Ford,” Baxter said sternly. “Did you join a cult while we were gone?”

“It’s not a cult, sir,” Ford said indignantly. “It’s…well …it’s a social organization.”

“I don’t believe this. I leave you alone for less than a day and you join a cult. Didn’t I bring you up any better than that?”

“Andy, our shields are almost down!” Peterman cried.

“We’ll talk about this later, Mr. Ford.” Baxter said. “For now, have a seat.”

“Who’s attacking us?” Ford asked.

“The Klingons,” Browning replied. “Captain Baxter once again demonstrated his great diplomatic skills.”

“Don’t blame this on me, Janice!” Baxter shouted. “He was being a jerk!”

“Well, you could have been a little more mature about it,” Peterman said.

“And you didn’t have to call his mother a targ,” Richards added.

“Stop blaming me!” Baxter cried. “I feel like I’m being picked to death by the beaks of a thousand little blame birds!”

While Baxter, Browning, Richards, and Peterman fought, Ensign Ford calmly walked up to the communications console and typed in a few commands.

“Captain!” Browning suddenly said. “There’s a ripple in the subspace barrier forming ahead at bearing oh oh four mark one eight five.”

Baxter watched through the viewport as space seemed to ripple and tear, and suddenly, a massive, angular, gleaming, multi- nacelled red ship emerged from the ripple.

“What the holy hell is that?” Baxter demanded.

“Brothers and sisters, lay down your arms in the face of the Holy Children of Starlight,” a calm voice said over the comm channel. In the background, an annoying commercial-like jingle played over and over again:



We are the Starshine Kids

the Starshine Kids

the Starshine Kids



We love you and everyone,

So face the light

and face the sun!



“Lower the weapons, Mister Richards,” Ford said calmly from behind Richards and Baxter.

“Are you crazy?” Richards asked.

“Do it,” Baxter said. “Let’s see what happens.”

“Stay out of this, p’tak, this matter does not concern you!” Kajkek shouted angrily over the comm.

“Your aura is quite disturbing, sir. I must request that you open your eyes to the starlight and stop this aggressive behavior,” the voice from the other ship replied.

“I’ll give you aggressive behavior, sHolpeQ!” screamed Kajkek.

Everyone gathered around the runabout’s viewport, watching in wonder as the Bird of Prey fired a volley of disruptors at the red ship. “Captain…they have no shields!” Browning said. “They’ll be destroyed.”

Before Baxter could reply, the disruptor blasts hit the red vessel’s hull, and were harmlessly absorbed.

“Uh-oh,” Kajkek’s voice said quietly.

“You are hiding in the shadows of darkness, and must be exposed to the cleansing of the light,” the voice said, still calm.

“This won’t be pretty,” Ford warned.

A white beam lanced out from the red vessel, instantly destroying the Bird of Prey.

“Holy sh**,” Baxter said, his mouth agape in astonishment.

“We will be watching you, Mister Ford, and you may trust that we will be in touch. Good day, Captain Baxter,” the voice said pleasantly, and with that, the mysterious red ship disappeared.

Baxter slowly turned back to Ford. “What the living hell was that all about?”

“You have witnessed the glory of the Galactic Light,” Ford said serenely, turning and heading back to the aft compartment.

“Oh, well, that explains everything,” Peterman muttered.

“Get us out of here, Richards,” Baxter said, rising from his chair. “And contact the Explorer. I’m about ready to end this little vacation.”



Personal Log, Lieutenant J’hana,

Stardate 52368.3. Thanks to the engineering skills of Lieutenant Hartley, Mirk’s replicator access, and my knowledge of security protocols, we have developed a plan that will finally show Commander Conway who’s boss.



“Where’s J’hana?” Conway asked, stepping out of the ready room and out onto the bridge.

Larkin turned back from her panel. “Unknown, sir. Her shift began five minutes ago.”

“Another demerit,” Conway said, hitting a button on his padd.

Conway sat down in the command chair, eager to begin looking at the morning’s comm traffic reports.

“Hartley to Commander Larkin,” rang the comm system.

“Go ahead,” Larkin said, looking up from her panel.

“Could you come down here and help me for a minute? We’re having trouble realigning the phase transition coils.”

“Certainly, Lieutenant,” Larkin said, rising from her station. “I shall only be a moment, Commander.”

“Go ahead, Larkin. Things are pretty quiet around here.” Conway looked back down at his padd.

Lt. Tilleran watched Conway skeptically. Any minute now he’d be going to the replicator for his morning cup of coffee. His routine was extremely predictable.

The Betazoid hit a few buttons on her panel. “Sir, it looks like there’s a fluctuation on the port sensor array. I’d better go down and take a look.”

“Fine, fine.” Conway didn’t look up. “Go ahead.”

Ensign Madera shifted uncomfortably in her seat at the helm. Any minute now.

“Thirsty, Ensign?” Conway asked pleasantly, rising and heading towards the replicator.

“N-no, sir,” Madera replied. “But, you know, I really have to go to the bathroom.”

“Dismissed, but make it snappy, Ensign. I can’t man the bridge all by myself,” Conway said cheerily.

Madera left her station and darted for the turbolift.

Conway looked back. “You know, you can use the bathroom in the conference lou-” But it was too late, she was already gone.

It was then that Conway realized that the entire bridge was empty. Something weird was going on, and he was damned if he was going to be left in the dark about it.

As soon as he got his morning cup of coffee, he was going to go find J’hana. Most likely, she was plotting some kind of revenge for him making her clean up Mirk’s. Conway expected that; he knew he’d have to watch his back around J’hana for a while, until she cooled down a little bit. That was fine with him. Sometimes, as a starship commander, you have to tick people off. That’s just part of the job.

Commander Conway smiled at himself for thinking up such an ingenious demerit system. It may take the crew a while to take him seriously, but they eventually WOULD take him seriously.

“Computer: the usual, extra large, black, double sweet,” Conway stated, waiting expectantly at the replicator for his coffee.

A blue swirl of energy appeared in the replicator slot as the coffee generated.

“Computer, what’s taking so long?” Conway asked, leaning forward and peering at the blue swirl.

“Please stand by,” the computer replied pleasantly.

Conway frowned at the replicator. Why didn’t anything on this ship ever work right? “Damn repl-”

Before Conway could finish his sentence, a flood of scalding hot coffee gushed out of the replicator, knocking Conway off his feet.

“Computer, deactivate replicator!” Conway cried, slipping on coffee as it continued to shoot out.

“Unable to comply.”

The coffee was now knee-deep, and still scalding hot.

Conway cursed, running for the turbolift, as the coffee scorched his feet.

Unfortunately, instead of opening, the turbolift doors stayed closed, and Conway smacked right into them, flying backward to the deck with a slosh of hot java.

Conway lay, submerged in hot scalding coffee, his screams producing bubbles through the liquid.

“J’HANAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”



Later that morning, Lieutenant Commander Larkin waited patiently outside the severely scorched runabout Algonquin as its hatch creaked open, allowing Baxter and his other officers to disembark.

“We came as soon as we received your distress call,” Larkin said. “I understand all of you had quite an interesting experience.”

“You could say that,” Baxter replied. “Where’s Commander Conway?”

“In sickbay, sir. It seems there was a terrible malfunction with the replicator. It filled the bridge with scalding coffee and almost drowned him.”

“Huh. Didn’t something like that happen to Captain Rydell once,

back on the Secondprize?”

Baxter could swear that Larkin was suppressing a smile. “Mere

coincidence, sir, I am sure.”

The group exited the shuttlebay, as groups of engineering

technicians began to work on the Algonquin.

“Anything else interesting happen while we were gone?” Baxter

asked.

“Not that I am aware of, although there was quite a party in Mirk’s the night before last, as I understand.”

“Uh-huh. Well, I’m glad the ship is still in one piece.”

“More than I can say for us.” Peterman frowned from behind Baxter.

“Ensign Ford, may I say that is quite an interesting new hairstyle,” Larkin commented, looking back at Ford.

“I am now one with the Universal Starlight,” said Ford.

“Indeed.”



When Captain Baxter stepped onto the bridge that afternoon, he immediately noticed the distinct smell of coffee.

“Thank God we have stainmaster carpet,” Baxter commented, taking a seat in the command chair.

“Yes, sir,” said Larkin. “However, even with the stainmaster carpet, it will take at least a day to have the bridge shampooed and cleaned.”

“What a mess.” Baxter sighed. “So do we know what caused the accident?”

“The official cause is listed in my report as equipment failure, sir.”

“Really? What a shame. Ms. Madera, get us back on course.”

“Aye, sir.”

Ensign Ford stepped onto the bridge, wearing a baseball cap.

“Ensign, I didn’t think your shift started for another hour,” Baxter said, looking back.

“I wanted to talk to you, sir.” Ford replied. “Alone, if you don’t mind.”

“Um, okay. Commander Larkin, you have the conn.”



“What’s on your mind, Ford?” Baxter asked, standing several feet away from the replicator before taking his grapefruit juice out. Everything seemed to be working okay once again.

“Sir, I wanted to apologize…for joining the cult. I realize that it’s not exactly the ‘Starfleet’ thing to do.”

Baxter motioned for Ford to sit down as he took a seat at his desk. “Well, I don’t recall anything in the regulations that says you can’t join a cult. Anyway, the way I see it, those, Galactic Sunshine people-”

“Universal Starlight.”

“Excuse me, Universal Starlight people–saved our butts.” Baxter said. “But I sure as hell would like to know where they got a ship like that, and how the hell they can appear and disappear without a cloaking device, and how they can withstand a disruptor barrage without shields or ablative armor.”

“Yes, sir,” Ford agreed.

“I don’t like to interfere in the outside lives of my crew, Ensign Ford, but, I would like you to remember that those people destroyed a Bird of Prey in one shot.”

“And they shaved me, sir,” Ford said.

“Well, there is that. Who knows? Maybe the ‘Picard’ look will get you somewhere.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it, sir.”

“And let’s just hope that cult doesn’t come looking for their membership dues.”

“If they do, I’d suggest we give it to them, sir.”

Baxter laughed. “Me too. In the meantime, I’m going to talk to Commander Conway about that promotion, once he gets out of sickbay.”

“You mean it, Captain?”

“Let’s just say I’ve seen the light, Ensign.”



“Brekkian scotch, Mirk,” J’hana said, taking a seat at the bar.

Mirk slid the glass over to J’hana. “I have to admit, the place looks great, Lieutenant.”

“Thank you. My people worked very hard,” J’hana replied, taking a sip of her scotch. “And I talked to Ensign Saral. I convinced her to drop you from her discipline class, for…medical reasons.”

“I’m surprised you got a Vulcan to do something so unscrupulous.”

“Well, Conway made a mistake picking Saral to work against me. Vulcans have no desires for advancement. However, they do see a certain logic in staying on the good side of their immediate superiors.” J’hana smiled. “I think we’ve seen the last of the ‘demerit’ system, and Conway’s little control games.”

“I’ll drink to that.” Mirk smiled.

“You guys seem happy,” Lt. Hartley said, taking a seat at the bar.

“Thanks to you, Lieutenant. I hear Commander Conway is still in recovery,” J’hana replied.

“Hey, what can I say? I’m good. But we couldn’t have done it without Larkin. She had the idea in the first place.”

“Surprises me that she would do such a thing,” Mirk said. “She always struck me as the neutral type.”

“Larkin knows where her loyalties lie,” J’hana said. “She may be an android, but she’s not stupid.”

“If you say so, Lieutenant,” Mirk said. “What can I get for you,

Megan?”

“I don’t know. I’m not in the mood for synthohol tonight,” Hartley

said thoughtfully.

“How about some hot chocolate, Lieutenant?” Commander Larkin asked, on her way out the door of the lounge.

Hartley eyed Larkin strangely, looking back to Mirk. “Yeah. That sounds good. Punch it up, Mirk.”



Commander Conway picked up step next to Lieutenant Commander Larkin as she left Mirk’s lounge. “Well, Commander?”

“The score is even now, sir,” Larkin said.

Conway slapped his comm badge with a satisfying smile, as screams and shouts ensued from the lounge. “Conway to engineering. Cleanup crew to Mirk’s. And by all means, take your time.”

“Shouldn’t you be getting back to Sickbay, sir?” Larkin asked.

“In a minute,” Conway said, running over to the doors to Mirk’s. “First I want to enjoy this.”

Conway peered into Mirk’s as the hot chocolate level rose past the door windows. Suddenly, an angry-looking blue face pushed up against the glass.

Lt. J’hana’s scream could be heard through the two-inch thick door and all the gallons of hot chocolate.

“CONNNNNNLEEEEEEEEEEYYYYYYYYYYYYYY!”



NEXT:



It’s an old-fashioned Family Feud as J’hana encounters her brother Lular, the Andorian Revolutionary. Can she stop an Andorian civil war? Can she stop this story from being a campy rehash of Redemtion and Unification? Let’s hope so, for my sake!
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Sibling Rivalry, Part One



BRINMAR RESEARCH OUTPOST JUST OUTSIDE ANDORIAN TERRITORY…



“Good morning, troops. I trust the battle against subspace phenomena is going well today,” Commander Carlin said wryly, stepping out of the turbolift, giving the outpost’s operations center a onceover before heading for his office.

“Nothing to report, sir,” Lt. Keeney said from the science console. “Aside from a few stellar anomalies in gamma sector, everything’s peachy.”

“Excellent, excellent,” Carlin said, approaching the viewscreen. “Give me a view of the Brinmar sun. Five times mag.”

Keeney punched up the view of the sun, bathing the operations deck in a beautiful orange glow.

“Would you look at that, Lieutenant,” Carlin said in wonder.

“I watch this view every morning, Commander. It kind of feels like watching the sun rise back on Earth,” Keeney replied with a smile. “Sometimes I sit and sip my hot chocolate and stare into the sun for hours…”

Carlin glanced back at Keeney warningly.

“Minutes, sir, I mean minutes.”

“Very well, carry on everyone.” Carlin said, turning back to his office.

Carlin hadn’t reached his office doors when the entire station suddenly shuddered violently, threatening to throw him off his feet.

The Commander grabbed a conveniently placed railing just in time, shifting his substantial bulk so as to avoid falling. “Status report!”

“We’re being fired on by an approaching vessel, Commander. It’s an Andorian ship, Krellex- class.”

“Raise shields and go to Red Alert,” Carlin commanded, heading to the master systems console at the center of the ops deck. “And get me a hailing frequency.”

“Damage to lateral sensor array…minor casualties in the lower lab deck!” An ensign shouted from the engineering deck as the station shook again.

Carlin braced himself against the console as the station shook, looking to Lt. Keeney for confirmation that the frequencies were open.

“Go, Commander.” Keeney reported, giving Carlin the “thumbs up.”

“Attacking vessel, this is Commander Tom Carlin of the Federation Research Station Brinmar One. Please halt your attack. We are your allies!”

“Response coming in, sir!” Keeney called out.

“On screen,” Carlin said, leaning up against the console.

An angry looking Andorian male appeared on the screen. “Federation station, consider yourself informed: The Andorians hearby withdraw their membership in the Federation. You are our enemies. So speak the Shalta’prax.”

“The who?” Carlin said, as the station rattled again.

“Not the Who. The Shalta’prax, human imbecile.”

“Shields are down!” Lt. Keeney shouted. “One more hit and we’ll lose the reactor!”

“Send out a distress call!” Carlin cried out. “Try and drop the reactor core. It’s our only hope of–”

Suddenly the station was pounded again.



“Can we get this overwith?” J’hana asked impatiently, tugging at her itchy angora sweater as Commander Conway guided the Aerostar down Highway Ninety-five.

“Sure,” Captain Andy Baxter said from the passenger seat, looking back at his senior staff. Each of them was dressed in twentieth century garb. “I just wanted you guys to feel what it was like to serve on the original Aerostar.”

“The original Aerostar sucks, Andy,” Peterman called out from the back seat.

“What was this thing used for, anyway?” Dr. Browning asked, from behind Peterman.

“Short supply runs and domestic jobs, from what I could tell in the profile.”

Richards squirmed around in the back, struggling under Dr. Browning’s weight. “Gee, the original Enterprise was a gallant sailing vessel. And all we get is a cheesy minivan.”

“What about the original Explorer?” Lt. Tilleran asked.

“Another Earth vehicle,” Baxter said, glancing back. “But it had a smaller engine and didn’t come with the fifty thousand mile warranty.”

“Wasn’t there an Explorer space probe?” Ensign Ford asked from the wayback.

“Yeah,” Richards said. “But would you want to do this while riding in deep space on a small probe?”

“I’m not sure if I’m ready for this at all,” Ford said, turning to look out the back window of the Aerostar. A kid in an AMC Pacer tailgating them was making faces at him. A pre-cult Ford would have retaliated by leaning out the window and throwing something out of the car. But the “new” Ford was at peace with himself, and realized the child in the holodeck program simply lacked the wisdom of the greater Light of the Galaxy. A pity.

“All right, let’s do it!” Baxter said. “Conway, hit the hatchback.”

“Huh?” Ford asked, when suddenly the back of the minivan flew open. The ensign had to hold on with all his might just to say inside the vehicle.

“Make it quick, Andy! I have to pee!” Peterman said.

“Okay, okay,” Baxter said, turning in his chair and pulling a padd out of his jacket. “Ensign Zachary Ford, I always knew this day would come. Will the First Officer please read the charges.”

“I’m busy driving, Captain,” Conway said. “Someone else has to do it.”

“I’ll do it! I’ll do it!” Lt. Hartley said from beside Ford.

“Why, Megan, I’m surprised,” Ford said with a smile. “Is it the baldness that’s attracting you, or my new, alternative attitude?”

“Gee, it’s so hard to choose.,” Hartley said, reaching over the back seat to grab the padd from Captain Baxter. “Let’s see, the charges are as follows: Mr. Ford, you have gone above and beyond the call of duty on countless occasions, and at the same time, managed to demean and insult each and every female crew member on the ship.”

“Well, what can I say…” Ford blushed.

“Well, it wasn’t quite the way I wrote it, but it works,” Baxter said. “Mr. Ford, I hearby promote you to the rank of Lieutenant Junior Grade, with all the priveleges and responsibilities thereof. May God, or the Universal whatever, have mercy on your soul. Lt. Hartley, have Larkin lower the badge of office.”

“With pleasure, Captain.” Hartley said, leaning up and knocking on the roof of the minivan, prompting Lt. Commander Larkin’s face to appear upside down in the window nearby.

“Are we ready to begin?” Larkin asked through the window.

Hartley gave Larkin the “thumbs up” sign. “Go ahead, Larkin!”

Ford could hear thumps on the roof as Larkin crawled toward the rear of the minivan. Suddenly, a long, thin bamboo pole extended out from the hatchback. At the end of the pole, a large sombrero dangled loosely, hovering over the still tailgating Pacer.

“Captain…” Ford said, looking at the sombrero. “Couldn’t you have found something a little more…tasteful?”

“I could have.” Baxter laughed. “But, you know, it wouldn’t have quite worked for you.”

“I get your point.” Ford agreed, crawling forward. “You know, the people who made this vehicle were called Ford,” Ford said, looking over to Hartley.

“How nice,” Hartley said. “Go grab your hat.”

“You won’t be able to order me around much longer, Megan,” Ford said, tiptoeing out onto the minivan’s bumper. “Soon we’ll be equals.” Hartley laughed. “I sincerely doubt that, Zack.”

Ford leaned forward cautiously, barely able to keep a grip on the top of the hatchback with one hand, easing one hand out to grab the sombrero.

“Careful, Mr. Ford!” Baxter called out. “Don’t lose your grip!”

Ford’s fingers scraped along the edge of the sombrero. “Gotcha!” He said with a smile, grabbing onto the edge of the hat and pulling it off the end of the pole.

“I did it! I really did it!” Ford exclaimed, turning around and waving the hat around to everyone inside the minivan proudly. “I grabbed the hat!”

Lt. Hartley stood up and moved towards Ford. “Let me be the first to congratulate you, Lieutenant!”

“Come to papa!” Ford said happily, arms outstretched.

Hartley was inches away from Ford when she suddenly shoved him right out the back of the minivan.

Ford landed roughly on the hood of the Pacer, causing its driver, a middle aged man with thick, horn-rimmed glasses, to swerve around madly.

“Whoops!” Hartley called out. “Sorry about that!”

“Grab the pole, Lieutenant!” Larkin called out, extending the pole towards Ford.

“I can’t reach it!” Ford cried. “Move closer, Larkin!”

Larkin inched closer, allowing Ford to grab ahold of the pole.

The android then leaned back, giving Ford the leverage necessary to lift off the hood of the Pacer. Larkin pulled back on the pole, drawing Ford nearer to the open rear end of the Aerostar.

“Just a little more, Larkin!” Ford called out.

It was then that the intercom system suddenly beeped.

“Bridge to holodeck two.” Lt. Gellar’s voice announced. “We’ve recieved a distress call from the Brinmar One research outpost. They’re being attacked, and we’re the nearest starship.”

“Lay in a course for the outpost at maximum warp and go to Red Alert.” Baxter called out. “Computer, end program!”

“No!” Ford shouted, as suddenly the Aerostar van, the highway, the Pacer, and the pole disappeared.

Ford hovered for half a second in mid air before falling roughly to the holodeck floor. Larkin fell too, but unsurprisingly, she landed on her feet.

“Congratulations on your promotion, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, looking down at Ford as he headed out of the holodeck.

“Gee, thanks.” Ford said, dusting off his rear end and following the rest of the staff out. Now that he was Lieutenant, he could tell that he was going to get a lot more respect.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52428.4. We’ve arrived at the edge of Andorian territory, in response to a strange distress call fromt the Brinmar Research Outpost, claiming that they were being attacked…by Andorians.



“I am not familiar with them, sir,” Lt. J’hana said from tactical, as the Explorer streaked towards the Brinmar system.

“Can you even tell us what ‘Shalta’prax’ means?” Conway asked.

J’hana glared at the first officer. “Loosely translated, it means ‘New Day.’”

“A radical fringe group,” Baxter surmised.

“Not exactly, sir,” J’hana said. “My people’s government is quite complex. It is made up of over one hundred thirty parties, any of which could instantly become dominant over the others. Thus, there is no such thing as a ‘fringe’ group.”

“How in the hell could such a flawed government survive so long?” Conway asked.

“By an extreme amount of killing and fighting, Commander. In the case of the Andorians, more than three hundred civil wars in the last millenium,” Lt. Commander Larkin said.

“Three hundred?” Peterman asked, looking back at J’hana.

“Don’t look so surprised. Your world was a warlike place at one time, too.”

“But three hundred!” Baxter exclaimed. “You guys are lucky to still have a planet.”

“We are an honorable people, Captain. We just love a good fight.”

“Obviously,” Conway muttered.

“Well, if it comes down to it, Lieutenant, you’re may have to give these Andorians a good fight,” said Baxter.

“They will not know what hit them.”

“Entering the Brinmar system,” Ford announced.

“Lt. Tilleran…” Baxter said, turning to the science console.

“I have the outpost on longrange sensors. It’s not good, Captain.”

Baxter stood up and approached the viewscreen. “Let’s see it.”

A tiny grey speck appeared on the viewscreen.

“Increase magnification,” Conway ordered.

Suddenly the speck grew until it almost filled the screen.

The Brinmar research station listed on the screen; three of its docking spires were blown off, and the central housing was pocked with scorch marks.

“Sweet Georgia Brown,” Lt. Ford said softly.

Baxter glanced back at tactical. “Any sign of the ship that did this?”

“Negative,” reported J’hana.

“Increase scanners to maximum,” Conway said, looking back to Tilleran. “Are there any vessels in this system or any of the neighboring ones?”

“A Tellerite freighter, a Pakled trader ship, and a…” Tilleran paused.

“What is it?” Baxter asked, looking back.

“Nothing. I thought I saw another ship, but it was just a sensor echo.”

“Sensor echo, huh?” Conway asked.

“We get them all the time,” Tilleran explained. “You just learn to screen them out.”

“Keep an eye out for more sensor echoes, Tilleran,” Baxter ordered. “Any life signs on the station?”

“Barely,” Tilleran said. “Maybe two or three. It’s hard to tell with all that radiation.”

“What kind of ship did this?” Coney asked.

“The weapons that did this were disruptors, sir. But the power signature is unquestionably Andorian,” J’hana reported.

“Then these Shalta’prax are getting their weapons from the outside,” surmised Baxter.

“This stinks of Romulans, Captain,” Conway grumbled.

“Let’s keep the speculation to a minimum, Commander. For right now, take a team over there to rescue any survivors. See if we can get some clue as to where we can find the ship that did this.”

“Yes, sir,” Conway said, rising from his seat and heading over to the turbolift. “J’hana, Larkin, you two are with me.”

“Take Dr. Browning with you, too,” Baxter said, staring at the station on the viewscreen. “And be careful over there, guys.”



Conway, Browning, J’hana, and Larkin materialized on the ops deck, immediately taking in the extent of the damage.

Conway switched on his palm beacon and quickly pannned the area. “The place has been trashed.”

Larkin looked down at a barely functioning computer console and examined her tricorder. “Raided would be a more correct term, Commander. It seems someone beamed aboard and purged all the data from the main computer core.”

“Was the security subpathway compromised?” J’hana asked, looking over Larkin’s shoulder.

“Difficult to tell. Damage to the computer core is severe.”

J’hana looked back to Conway. “Sir, if the security subpathway was compromised, the raiders could have gained access to high-level Starfleet Security files.”

“Just great. Contact the Explorer and let them know. Starfleet Security will have to change all its access codes as a precaution.”

“Aye, sir.” Larkin said.

“Commander, over here!” Dr. Browning called out. “I think this one’s alive!”

Conway bent down next to the young officer, shining his beacon down into her face. “Can you hear me, Lieutenant? What’s your name?”

The officer struggled to push herself up, as Dr. Browning administered a hypospray. “Keeney, sir.” She struggled with the words. “I was the…chief science officer.”

“Can you tell me what happened, Keeney?” Conway asked, bending down.

Browning put a hand on the Lieutenant’s forehead. “Relax…don’t struggle. You have some bad internal injuries.”

“They were Andorians, sir,” Keeney said weakly, looking over Conway’s shoulder at J’hana. “Like her!”

“Not like me,” J’hana muttered back. “And I will prove that to you in combat at any time.”

“Anyway, they took us by…by surprise,” Keeney said. “We didn’t do anything to provoke them. They just…attacked!’

“I have to get her back to the ship,” Browning said. “She’s stabilized for transport, but I won’t be able to save her without getting her to sickbay.”

“Get going then,” Conway said. “Lt. J’hana, see if you can find any other gravely wounded officers for me to choke information out of.”

“Sorry, sir,” J’hana said, as Browning and Keeney disappeared in a flurry of blue. “Everyone else here is dead. Although this ensign over here is still twitching.”

“That won’t help. Can we get down to the lower decks, Larkin?”

Lt. Commander Larkin looked up from a frayed, burnt clump of wires–the former master computer control nodule. “No, sir. The turbolifts are nonfunctional, and much of the hull has been breached.”

“What does the hull integrity on the lower decks look like?” Conway asked, peering over Larkin’s shoulder.

“Uncertain,” Larkin said, running her tricorder over a burnt, singed screen. “However, I am trying to reinitialize the internal sensor network.”

“Be quick about it,” Conway muttered. “I don’t want to hang around here any longer than I have to.”

“Success, Commander,” Larkin said finally, as the screen lit up. “The lower five decks seem to be undamaged.”

“Conway to Hartley,” Conway said, tapping his comm badge.

“I’m sorry, that transporter chief is no longer in service. Please try again,” Hartley replied with a laugh.

“Beam us to one of the lower five decks, Hartley, and be quick about it,” Conway barked.

“What’s that? Your transmission is breaking up!”

“Just energize, damn it!”



Moments later, Commander Conway and his away team appeared in a humongous cargo bay that was filled with hulking cargo containers twice the size of runabouts.

“Where are we?” Conway asked, swinging his palm beacon around.

“Deck eighteen,” Larkin replied, scanning the area with her tricorder. “This is the Brinmar Outpost’s main cargo bay. It extends throughout all of deck eighteen. The surrounding decks comprise the primary reactor and maintenance systems.”

“Any idea why this area wasn’t hit?” Conway asked.

“In theory, a raiding party, if that is indeed what this was, would spare destroying a cargo bay in order to steal some kind of cargo.”

“That’s brilliant. But it doesn’t look like anything’s missing.”

“Commander!” J’hana shouted. “Over here!”

“Keep looking around, Larkin,” Conway said, following the sound of J’hana’s voice.

“I found the cargo manifest, Commander.” J’hana said, handing Conway a small padd. “There are several containers missing.”

“What was in the containers?” Conway asked.

“Deuterium modules, shield transfer nodes, and industrial replicators just to name a few.” But the good news is they left the Antican grain supplies.”

“They must not be concerned about their colons.” Conway paged through the manifest. “Boy are we going to nail these suckers when we find them. Nobody f***s with the Federation.”

“I promise you, we will find the Andorians who did this,” J’hana said. “And we will bring them to justice, so I swear to the great hive mother of-” J’hana looked up to the heavens as if in prayer. She stopped talking when she noticed a cargo container teetering precariously directly over Commander Conway.

“Commander!” J’hana shouted, plowing into Commander Conway and pushing him back to the deck.

“What the f***?” Conway grunted, as J’hana knocked the wind out of him. Conway soon realized what had happened when he felt the rumble of a cargo container smashing against the deck.

J’hana lept to her feet, looking around, waving her beacon around. “There is someone else in here, Commander!”

Conway stood up and straightened his uniform. “Now let’s not jump to-”

Suddenly a blue hand reached out through the darkness and pulled J’hana back.

Before Conway could withdraw his phaser, J’hana and her assailant disappeared in a purple flash.

“Explorer to away team.” Baxter said hurriedly. “We picked up some transporter activity over there. What’s happening?”

“No time to explain, Captain…just beam us back over there.”



“What about that trace, Lieutenant?” Captain Baxter asked, leaning over Lt. Tilleran’s station.

“I still can’t find the source. I can tell by the frequency modulation that it came from a ship, but the beam’s amplitude is so distorted…I can’t–”

“They kidnapped J’hana,” Commander Conway said, rushing out onto the bridge, Larkin following closely behind him.

“Who did?” Baxter asked. “And why didn’t our sensors or your tricorders pick them up?”

“I cannot explain,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, taking the ops position. “The only possibility seems that they have a way of fooling our sensors.”

“How likely is that?” Baxter asked.

Suddenly an alarming noise came from the tactical station. “Andorian warships off our port bow, Captain! They came from out of nowhere!” Lt. Gellar called out.

“Shields up.” Baxter ordered. “Open a channel.”

“Sir, I’ve analyzed the power emanations from the Andorian vessels.” Lt. Tilleran said. “One of the vessels has the exact same signature as the one that attacked Brinmar station, and the one that kidnapped Lt. J’hana.”

“Noted.” Baxter said, straightening his uniform and leaning forward.

“Channel open,” Gellar said.

“Andorian vessels, you are under suspicion of attacking a Federation installation and kidnapping a Starfleet off–”

Suddenly beams lashed out from the four vessels, pounding into the Explorer.

Baxter steadied himself. “Not the talkative types, huh? Return fire, Mister Gellar. Target engines.”

“Aye, sir,” Gellar replied, as the twin rapid-fire phaser banks on the underside of the Explorer’s saucer tore into the attacking ships.

“They’re heading back towards Andorian territory, Captain,” Lt. Ford reported.

“Stay on them, Ford. Set course and speed to intercept.”

“We have to find out what they’re up to, Captain,” said Conway.

“Tell me something I don’t know.” Baxter watched as phaser fire flared from the Explorer, pounding into one of the Andorian ships.

“One of the warships is heavily damaged, sir,” Gellar reported. “They are breaking off.”

“We’ll see to them later. Try and stop the ship that kidnapped Lt. J’hana,” said Baxter.

“How long until we’re in tractor range, Larkin?” Conway asked.

Larkin examined her panel. “Less than one minute, Commander.”

“Fire again,” Baxter said. “We’re not letting them get away.”

“Aye, sir,” replied Gellar.

Baxter watched the three remaining ships on the viewscreen intently. He wasn’t about to let them get away with assaulting a Federation station and kidnapping one of his officers. Not on his watch.

Then, in the blink of an eye, the three ships disappeared.

“Somebody tell me where they went!” Baxter said frantically.

“Uncertain, sir,” Larkin replied. “I cannot find a trace of them. Even a cloaking device leaves some kind of latent energy pattern.”

“One thing after another,” Conway muttered.

“Well, we’ll get to the bottom of this,” Baxter said. “Lt. Ford, take us back to the wounded Andorian ship.”

Once it was in range, Lt. Commander Larkin put the wounded ship on screen. Its damaged warp strut was still sparking.

“Now maybe we’ll get some answers,” Baxter said confidently.

“Sir, I’m reading a massive buildup in the Andorian vessel’s reactor core!” Tilleran called out.

“Well, stop it!” Baxter ordered.

“There’s nothing we can do!” Tilleran replied.

Baxter put a hand across his eyes as the Andorian vessel exploded in a bright wash of light.

“Well, that certainly was fun,” Conway commented angrily from Baxter’s right.



J’hana struggled in her captor’s grasp as he dragged her to the turbolift.

“You’ve made a grave mistake, hiveling,” J’hana grunted. “When I get free, I will kill every person on this ship, starting with you.”

The Andorian sneered. “You may change your mind when you see who our leader is.”

“Unlikely,” J’hana replied. “You are subversives, radicals, rebels. You are jeapardizing years of good relations for no reason. That kind of foolishness is only punishable by death.”

“Are you sure you’re an Andorian?” her captor asked angrily. “Because you sound like a Terran.”

J’hana grunted even louder as the Andorian rebel

dragged her into the turbolift. “You will regret ever making that comment, hiveling!”

“We shall see.”

Deciding to seize the moment, J’hana quickly clasped her hands and rammed them into the base of her captor’s spine, dropping him to his knees immediately.

“You were saying?” she said, picking him up by the scruff of his neck and slamming him against the wall of the turbolift. “Call me a Terran, will you?”

The rebel was barely able to get out a few protestful grunts as J’hana squeezed the life out of him.

J’hana let go of the rebel’s neck when she heard the sound of the turbolift doors swooshing open.

“Bridge,” the computer’s hard male voice announced in Andorian.

J’hana lept out of the bridge doors and rolled forward, finding the first pair of legs and jerking them down, pulling the blade from around her victim’s waist and ramming it into his chest.

“Stop her!” her captor cried, crawling weakly out of the turbolift and trying to climb to his feet.

“Charix, you idiot!” a voice cried.

J’hana jumped to her feet, swinging her blade wildly into the officers that rushed to detain her.

“I want her alive,” the voice added. J’hana realized the voice was coming from behind her. And it was somehow familiar to her.

Before J’hana could react, the Andorian rebels were able to grab the blade and hold her down. Of course, it did take five of them.

“Let me see her,” the voice commanded.

The Andorians turned J’hana around.

“I don’t believe it,” J’hana grunted, looking up at the owner of the voice. “What in the flark are you doing here, Lular?”

The Andorian smiled. “Really, J’hana. I expected a much warmer welcome for your little brother.”



“We have no explanation for the Andorian’s actions,” Admiral McGrath said solemnly on the terminal in Captain Baxter’s readyroom. “But we do have some news to report.”

“I’m all ears.” Baxter said, leaning forward.

McGrath pushed a button on his desk. Suddenly a picture of a building appeared on Baxter’s terminal. “Recognize this?” McGrath asked.

“It’s a building.”

“Of course it’s a building. It’s a specific building. The Andorian embassy.”

“Oh.” Baxter said. “So?”

“Just watch.” Suddenly the building exploded in a bright fireball.

“My…God!” Baxter said. “Was anybody hurt?”

“Of course somebody was hurt! Everyone in the embassy was killed!” McGrath made an attempt to calm himself down. “This morning we recieved a message from a group calling themselves the ‘Shalta’prax.’ They claimed responsibility for the bombing and for several ‘future’ attacks on Federation territory. They rescinded the Andorian application to the Federation, and returned all the Federation’s greeting cards dating back to 2297.”

“My word,” Baxter said. “That’s pretty drastic.”

“Darn right it’s drastic! The Andorians are provoking a war, Andy. We’ve been getting hang up calls for the past seven hours, and who do you think’s responsible?”

“The Shalta-prax?”

“You’re catching on. You have to find a way to infiltrate this group of Andorians and find out why they’re doing this, and stop them before they start a war between the Andorians and the Federation.”

“And how exactly to you expect me to do that?” Baxter asked.

“Be creative!” McGrath replied, closing the channel.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52429.1. After my pleasant conversation with Admiral McGrath, we have formulated a plan that we hope will be effective in stopping this new Andorian threat. To that end, we are en route to the Zakdorn shipyards at Klopka Three, where I hope to cash in a favor.



“You still haven’t told me how you plan on infiltrating the Andorian rebel group, Andy,” Counselor Peterman said, walking beside Baxter as he made his way down the corridor.

“I thought I’d let it be a surprise.” Baxter said. “I think you’ll find my little plan quite ingenious.”

“I can’t wait,” Peterman said excitedly.

Commander Conway’s complaining could be heard before Peterman and Baxter even stepped into sickbay.

“Hold still!” Dr. Browning said in annoyance. “If you don’t stop squirming you may accidentally lose a nose!”

“Get off me, you butcher!” Conway cried, as Browning worked on him.

“Well, Doctor?” Baxter asked from behind Browning. “How goes it?”

“See for yourself.” Browning stepped aside so Baxter and Peterman could get a look at Conway.

“Ahem…hee hee…excellent job, Doctor,” Baxter said, supressing a giggle.

Peterman doubled over in laughter. “You look like a smurf!”

“Mirror!” Conway shouted, reaching his hand out.

Browning stopped laughing just long enough to stuff a mirror into Conway’s hands.

“I don’t believe it.” Conway said, examining his blue skin and antennae. “You really did it.”

“Try to wriggle your antennae, Commander.” Browning said.

Conway narrowed his eyes, concentrating. Suddenly he watched in surprise as his antennae wriggled.

“How’d you do that?” Baxter asked.

“Biomechanical servos inside the antennae.” Browning explained. “They respond to nerve impulses from the Commander’s forehead.”

“I’d like to know how you can get nerve impulses from something that’s made from solid rock!” Peterman said, still laughing.

“I’d like to know who came up with that outfit.” Baxter grimaced, looking Commander Conway’s Romanesque heavy leather and metal spiked ensemble.

“Believe it or not,” Browning giggled, “that’s how the average Andorian male dresses.”

“And I just thought it was our Lieutenant J’hana who had the fashion sense,” Peterman said, bursting out into laughter again and doubling over.

“Keep laughing, missy.” Conway said angrily, trying to straighten the tunic of his outfit in a vain attempt to get more comfortable. “One of these days I’ll reach out and knock you into next week.”

“Over my dead body, Moody Smurf.” Baxter giggled, ushering Peterman toward one of sickbay’s ajoining rooms. Inside the lab, Lt. Ford was waiting patiently while Lt. Tilleran and Lt. Commander Larkin worked.

“We have managed to forge false DNA overlays, Captain.” Lt. Commander Larkin said, holding an isolinear chip up for Captain Baxter’s inspection. “They can be programmed into the transporter and added to our patterns.”

“In English,” Tilleran explained, “that basically means we’ll be able to cheat the Andorians’ DNA scanners.”

“Excellent.” Baxter said. “Give the chip to Lt. Hartley and prepare to disembark once Dr. Browning finishes with you guys.”

“Aye, sir.” Lt. Commander Larkin said, heading out of the lab with Lt. Tilleran.

“Captain?” Ford asked, standing up and approaching the door.

“Yes, Lieutenant?” Baxter replied.

“Why am I going on this mission anyway?”

“Well, we need an experienced pilot to take our team into Andorian territory, and I couldn’t think of a better candidate.”

Ford grimaced. “I’m earning my extra pip, aren’t I, sir?”

“Damn right. Besides, I figured you might enjoy a nice change of scenery.”

“You figured wrong, sir. Andorians scare me,” Ford replied, heading out the door.

“Bridge to Baxter,” Lt. Gellar’s voice said. “We’ve reached Klopka Three, sir.”

“I’ll be right up. Take up a standard orbit and hail the Zakdorn authorities.”

Peterman accompanied Baxter as he made his way to the bridge. “Something seems very strange, here, Andy.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s Lt. Ford. He hasn’t been the same ever since joining that cult.” Peterman replied. “It’s as if he just doesn’t have the same…Fordness.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

“Good, but disturbing. It somehow didn’t feel right when he didn’t make a pass at me just now. Did you notice it?”

“Yeah, I guess.” Baxter said. “People change, and as long as its for the better, I’m all for it.”

“But think about it, Andy. What kind of sick brainwashing could make Ford less of a horndog?”

Baxter shivered slightly as he stepped into the turbolift. “Gee, I never thought of it that way.”



“Leave us,” Lular ordered, as the guard tossed J’hana into the cramped cabin.

The guard nodded, glaring at J’hana, who bared her teeth back at him. “I will be right outside, Lular.”

J’hana looked around the cabin. “I expected more from you, Lular. I was hoping you’d be commanding a fleet of our best warships by the time I returned from the Delta Quadrant, not leading some puny group of rebels.”

Lular turned to the tiny window at the rear of the cabin. “It isn’t so puny, sister.”

“Whatever the case, it is dishonorable.” J’hana said. “What you have done is inexcusable, and as your older sister, I command you to stop immediately and turn yourself over to the authorities.”

Lular turned back towards J’hana and smiled. “I’d love to do that, J’hana. But, sadly, there are no authorities anymore.”

“What are you saying?”

“We killed the authorities.” Lular let out a demonic laugh. “Photonic charge on the capital. Thousands died.”

“Thousands more honorable than you…” J’hana said slowly, trying to digest this new bit of information. “How did you get ahold of such weaponry?”

“We have ways. But, alas, I can’t share that information with you if you wish to be my enemy.”

“I’m growing tiresome of this, Lular.” J’hana said, grabbing her younger brother by the shoulders and turning him around. “What would our Mothers and Fathers say?”

“They would be proud that one of their offspring has done something!” Lular said. “You don’t know how angry it made them when you joined Starfleet.”

“They understood.” J’hana said. “Where are they now?”

“The retirement colony on Gringis Five, at the edge of our borders.”

“They’ll find out what you did,” J’hana said. “And when they do…”

“I’m not a child anymore.” Lular shouted angrily. “They can do nothing to stop me, and neither can you!”

“We’ll see about that.” J’hana said.

Lular pulled a blade from inside his sleeve and rushed J’hana up against the wall, holding the blade up against her neck. “You know, J’hana, there was a time when you’d eagerly step forward into battle to earn glory. You made a mistake when you joined the Federation. You watered down your blood and quenched your fire. Now you have two choices. You may join us, and return to your Andorian ways, or you may spend the rest of your life a prisoner of the new government, like a weak Federation dog. Or you can die right now.”

“That’s three choices, Lular.” J’hana said.

Lular grunted angrily, turning around and re- sheathing his blade. “You’re always trying to outsmart me, aren’t you?”

“I was always the intelligent one, brother. That is the difference between us.”

“Well, that’s going to change.” Lular said. “You can count on that.”

“How did all this happen?” J’hana asked. “How did you fall in with these rogues?”

“For many years I was content to be a low ranking Xax in the Andorian guard. Then you disappeared and everything changed. Our family regarded you as a hero. It was said that you had the most honorable death in our family’s history, and the members of our hive celebrated you for months. Finally, I had enough.”

“So you found this rebelious gang?” J’hana asked.

“The Shalta’prax is not a gang!” Lular shouted. “It is an honorable society that believes in the freedom of Andorians to support themselves. We don’t need the stinking, cowardly Federation to keep us alive. We only need ourselves.”

“You’ll find the Federation to be much less cowardly than you think,” J’hana said. “When my Captain finds you…”

“If your Captain finds me, he will find death the same day.” Lular announced, pulling his blade out and holding it up to J’hana’s neck again. “And if you are intent on following him, you will find it as well.”

“You do not have the nerve to kill me.” J’hana said with disgust.

“Do too!” Lular protested.

“Do not.” J’hana replied. “If you are so brave, do it. Kill your sister. Spill my blood. I am ready!”

“Don’t tempt me, J’hana!” Lular shouted.

“I am waiting.” J’hana said impatiently.

After several moments passed, J’hana grabbed Lular’s wrist and turned it behind his back, twisting it until she heard a crack. “I see I was correct. You haven’t changed, Lular. You are still a coward. Still incompetent. Still stupid. Still a blight upon a respected hive.”

“You know nothing!” Lular shouted in pain, reaching to touch a button on his belt. “Br’han! Open the door. I am coming out!”

“Run away, Lular! Run like the coward that you are!” J’hana shouted, as Lular limped out of the room.

“You will come around, sister! I swear it!” Lular cried, looking back at J’hana as the doors to her cabin sealed.



“Captain Baxter, how nice it is to see you. The last I heard your ship had disappeared!” The smiling Zakdorn said on the Explorer’s viewscreen.

“Not exactly disappeared, Mr. Kutzpa,” said Baxter from his command chair. “But I have a new ship now.”

“Well, what brings you to my humble shipyards?”

“I need a favor.” Baxter replied from the command chair. “A big one.”

“You saved me from a Starfleet audit when you were on the Aquarius, Captain. I would gladly do anything to help you.” Kutzpa replied. “What exactly do you need?”

“I need a ship. Specifically, an Andorian ship.” Baxter said.

“That’s no small favor.” Kutzpa said, his smile fading. “What do you need it for?”

“I can’t go into it. I can only tell you that your help is integral in saving our relationship with the Andorians,” Baxter replied. “And if you can help us, I will make sure you are fairly compensated.”

Kutzma leaned forward. “And how exactly would you compensate me?”

“I happen to know you’ve had your eye on that moon around Deneb Five, Mr. Kutzpa,” said Baxter. “I might be able to persuade the Federation to make a trade.”

Kutzpa considered a moment. “A whole moon. Captain, you have yourself a deal. I am sending the proper coordinates to your helm computer. You may pick up your Andorian ship there.”

“Thank you, Kutzpa,” Baxter said, looking to Ensign Madera and gesturing for her to engage.

“Good luck, Captain. I hope the vessel is…ahem… adequate.”

“I’m sure it will be.” Baxter said. “Explorer out.”



Br’han rapped his knuckles across the door to J’hana’s cell. “I have your dinner.”

After waiting a few moments without a reply, Br’han tapped his entry code into the door panel and stepped through the parting doors.

“J’hana?”

Suddenly a dark shape slammed into Br’han, knocking him against the wall and splattering the meal of verhlat liver the ship’s cook had prepared for J’hana all over the deck.

Before Br’han could react, J’hana twisted his neck with a quick, sickening snap.

“I hate verhlat liver.” J’hana said, shoving Br’han’s body up against the wall and grabbing his weapon.

J’hana quickly made her way out of the cell and down the darkened corridors of Lular’s ship.



“Coming up on the coordinates now, Captain,” said Ensign Madera from the helm.

“On screen.” Baxter said, standing up and walking towards the viewscreen.

A small, asteroid-pocked, dented vessel appeared on the screen.

“Sensors identify it as an Andorian Vanax-class transport sir. Minimum maneuvering capabilities and weaponry,” Lt. Gellar reported.

Commander Conway, followed by Larkin, Tilleran, and Ford, stepped out of the conference lounge. “That’s what’s supposed to take us across Andorian lines?”

“I’m afraid so, Commander.” Baxter said woefully, sitting back down.

“At least it’s a pretty color.” Peterman observed. “It’s a nice dark hue of blue, it matches your skin perfectly!”

“Shut up, Peterman.” Conway said, hands on hips.

“Don’t worry, Commander.” Baxter said, putting himself between Conway and Peterman. “We’ll have Richards fix it up and upgrade its weaponry.”

“Oh, well I feel better already.” Conway sighed.

“What’s the matter, Commander?” Peterman asked. “Do you have the blues?”



Leaving a trail of Andorian bodies in her wake, J’hana stormed her way to the bridge.

As soon as the doors swung open to let her in, Lular turned around in the command chair to face her.

“There you are, sister. I was wondering when you’d get here. I hope my crew didn’t give you too much trouble.”

J’hana rushed Lular, shoving her disruptor up against his throat. “Listen up, sibling of mine. I want you to take us back to Federation space and turn yourself in to Starfleet authorities, and call this rebellion off.”

“Or what?” Lular asked defiantly.

“Or I’ll blast open a new trachea for you.” J’hana growled.

“Well, that’s not very sisterly.” Lular said.

“Lular, we have arrived.” The pilot announced, oblivious of J’hana’s prescence on the bridge.

“Excellent. Activate the viewscreen.” Lular said. “You’re just in time to see why we’re all here, J’hana.”

“What do you mean?” J’hana asked, looking up at the viewscreen.

And suddenly it all became clear.

“By the hive mother…” J’hana said quietly, putting her weapon down and crossing her hands over her chest.

“I knew you’d understand.” Lular smiled.



“It stinks in here.” Commander Conway observed, looking around the cramped bridge of the Andorian transport.

“That’s how it’s supposed to smell, Commander.” Lt. Tilleran said, as she helped Lt. Commander Larkin work on one of the bridge stations. “That’s what Andorians call the vesh’melt.”

“The what?” Conway asked.

“Loosely translated, it means ‘the smell of glory,’” Lt. Commander Larkin chimed in.

“Or, more succinctly, it means manure,” Tilleran continued. “From a rare variety of Andorian creature, similar to a horse.”

“I find this all very fascinating,” Conway said, settling into the command chair. “Get rid of the Goddamned smell, Tilleran.”

Suddenly the panel behind Conway fizzled to life. “Brzzzt….plorer to….zzt…Gadvash…come in…” Baxter’s voice crackled over the speakers.

“Gadvash?” Conway asked.

“That’s us,” said Tilleran cheerily. “Loosely translated, it means, ’honor in the…”

“I don’t care,” railed Conway. “Can you put Baxter on the viewscreen?”

“Negative,” Lt. Commander Larkin said. “This ship’s viewscreen capabilities have been disabled.”

“Then get me audio.”

“Give me a minute…” Tilleran said. “Okay…go ahead.”

“Captain?” Conway asked.

“I’m reading you, Commander. How are things going over there?”

“Well, sir, they could be better.” Conway said. “It’s a major operation just to get a comm channel working. This ship is a deathtrap, sir.”

“It has character, Commander! Ethnic charm!”

“I’ll give you ethnic charm.” Conway muttered. “Sir, you can’t expect us to make it back in one piece with this ship!”

“I’m sure everything will be fine.” Baxter said. “Think of this as an exercise in creative leadership.”

“You’re really getting on my nerves, Baxter.” Conway said. “I have half a mind to…”

“To what? To try and blow up my big tough starship with your crappy little Andorian transport? Fat chance!”

“The Captain is not exactly taking pains to increase our confidence.” Lt. Commander Larkin observed.

“I’ll show him.” Conway grunted. “It takes a little more than a crappy ship and a horde of rebels to get Commander David Conway down, damn it.”

“We’ll see about that, Commander.” Baxter laughed. “Explorer out.”

At that, Lt. Commander Richards ducked into the bridge, slapping his hands together. “Boy, I’m sure glad I’m not going to be flying on this deathtrap.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Conway asked.

Richards smiled. “Oh, nothing. I gave you guys better shields, weapons, and inertial dampers. As long as you don’t…um, well, get in any battles or anything, you guys should be fine.”

Lt. Ford followed Richards onto the bridge. “Why am I getting the idea that this is supposed to be a one-way mission?”

“Because we’re dealing with Andorians, Lieutenant.” Commander Conway grimaced. “And Andorians treat death like it’s a freaking gift.”

“In that case, I hope you’re feeling the holiday spirit.” Richards said, tapping his comm badge. “Richards to Explorer. One to transport.”

“Take the helm and get us ready for departure, Ford.” Conway ordered, glaring at Richards as he disappeared.



“By the Holy Hive, Lular, do you realize what you’ve found?” Jhana said quietly, staring at the viewscreen.

“The Vaxva. The greatest weapons cache in our history.” Lular said from behind J’hana. “Floating here among the stars like the Holy Hive itself.”

Buried in an asteroid, the silver spires of the huge installation glistened in the light of a far off star.

“How did you find it?” J’hana asked, not turning her eyes away from the structure on the screen.

“A mining expedition.” Lular explained. “The miners found it purely by mistake, but the government quickly tried to keep it from us. That’s why we rebelled. That’s why we destroyed them. To claim what’s ours.”

“Someone must make sure the cache isn’t violated.” J’hana said slowly.

“Sister, we already violated it.” Lular said proudly. “Where do you think we got our invisibility devices?”

“You violated the Vaxva?” J’hana asked.

“We stole many peices from the Vaxva.” Lular explained. “We found it fortified with weaponry…shields…the invisibility devices. They were all gifts of our ancestors that were left in space long ago.”

“Before the great regression.” J’hana said, turning back to Lular. “Before war destroyed all our technologies.”

“You remember the texts well, J’hana. The sages sent the last of the great ancient Andorian technology to the stars, where we were destined to find it again.”

“And you believe that day is here?” J’hana scoffed. “You obviously are not mature enough to handle such a gift. You have misused it thus far, with your unwise battles and shadowy activities. The responsibility must be handed to someone else.”

“And who, pray tell, might that be?” Lular asked angrily.

J’hana folded her arms and turned to her brother. “Me.”



Mission Log,

Stardate 52429.7. Commander David Conway reporting. I really hate this ship. I really really hate this ship. After three hours of turbulent space travel, I’m about ready to jump overboard.

Per Captain Baxter’s orders, my infiltration group

is making for the heart of Andorian territory, where,

hopefully, we can find some way into this “Shalta’prax.”



“How is that, Commander?” Lt. Commander Larkin asked, looking up at Commander Conway.

Conway peered down at Larkin as she scrubbed the deck. “I can still smell it, Lieutenant! Keep working!”

“Aye, sir.”

“I’ve seen it all now.” Lt. Tilleran said, emerging from the access hatch in the floor and climbing out onto the bridge and taking her place at the science console.

“What’s your problem?” Conway asked, turning to the Betazoid.

“I’ll put it this way: DO NOT go into the galley.”

“Do the Andorians purposely live in conditions this disgusting?” Lt. Ford asked from the helm.

“Evidently.” Conway muttered. “It’s still better than a Klingon ship.”

“Not by much.” Ford said.

“You’ve obviously not spent much time on a Klingon ship, Lieutenant.” Conway said.

Before Ford could respond, Lt. Tilleran’s panel gave off a beep. “Commander. We’re being approached by an Andorian raider.”

“Match it with the specifications of the three we faced in the Brinmar system.” Conway said, leaning forwards in his chair.

“No match.” Tilleran replied. “This ship is slightly less armed than the others. They’re hailing us, sir.”

“Do we have visual yet?” Conway asked, turning back.

Tilleran worked some controls at her panel. “Barely. It won’t be crystal clear, but it should do.”

“Then put them on-screen.”

The viewscreen at the front of the cramped bridge crackled to life. Conway shuddered as two large, muscular Andorian women appeared on the static-filled screen.

“I am Captain Dav of the Gadvash. Uh, what can I do you ladies for?” Conway asked meekly, shrinking back a bit at the sight of the formidible women.

“Greetings. I am Suva, and this is D’aht. We are with the Shalta’prax vessel Jatrall. Where are your loyalties?”

Conway tried to remember what Larkin had told him to say. “My loyalties, uh, lie with myself. I am not a slave to your politics.”

D’aht smiled, nudging Suva conspiratorially. “We admire your nerve, Captain, especially considering how weak your vessel is.” Suva said. “We despise politics as well. As a matter of fact, we are currently more interested in acquiring mates than meddling in this little altercation. Perhaps we could…get better acquainted? I would love to test your pain tolerance.”

“Mute.” Conway ordered, looking down to Larkin, who was still scrubbing. “This is just great. We want information, and they want to do the naked limbo with us.”

“It seems at least a valid way of penetrating the rebel group, Commander.” Larkin said. “We may not get a better chance.”

Conway gulped. “Easy for you to say. Do you have any idea what the Andorian mating ritual is like?”

Larkin considered this, calling up her cultural database. “A contest of endurance, pain, and pleasure, involving between two and sixteen participants, utilizing many various techniques, including exposure to open flame, the shattering of the pelvic bone, a tearing of the-”

“I get it!” Conway shouted. “You’re not helping, Larkin. Tilleran: Put them back on.”

“Have you made your decision, Captain?” Suva asked. D’aht was rubbing her hands together excitedly.

“Well, as great as your offer sounds, I think we’d better–” Conway said.

Suddenly alarms on Tilleran’s panel went off. “Sir, they’ve locked a tractor beam onto us!”

“That’s not the answer we wanted to hear, Captain. We need new flesh now!”

“Oh boy.” Conway looked back to Tilleran. “Can we break the tractor beam?”

“Maybe. But, once we do, they could easily destroy us. They have better shields and weapons.”

“Just great. I can choose between being courted by Andorians or being destroyed.”

“Do I have a vote?” Ford asked.

“No.” Conway said flatly, looking back to the viewscreen. “Okay, okay, you have a deal.”

“Glad you see it our way. Report to our ship in fifteen minutes.”

D’aht grinned widely, staring in the direction of Ford. “And bring your navigator. He is scrawny, but I believe he can be worked with.”

Ford just gulped.



Fifteen minutes later, Commander Conway and Lt. Ford climbed the Gadvash’s transporter pad, looking like two men about to be hanged.

“This is a pain suppressant in case they decide to get romantic.” Tilleran said, injecting a hypospray into Conway’s neck.

“What if they want to have sex with us?” Ford asked in fright. “I know for a fact that Dr. Browning didn’t give us Andorian…” Ford looked down, “equipment.”

“Good thing too,” Tilleran said. “You two wouldn’t be able to stand up.”

“I guess we’ll just have to improvise.” Conway said finally. “Get ready to beam us over, Larkin.”

“Please remember the plan, Commander.” Larkin said, taking up the controls of the transporter. “You must attampt to download the information from Suva and Daht’s ship into your data crystals, so we can uncover the whereabouts of their base.”

“Understood.” Conway said. “Just remember to do your part when we signal to beam out of there.”

“We shall, Commander.” Larkin said, engaging the transporter. “Good luck.”

“I have a bad feeling about this.” Ford muttered as he disappeared.



Conway and Ford were yanked off the transporter pad the second they finished materializing aboard the Jatrall.

Two guards held them down as Suva and D’aht inspected them.

“This one is too short.” Suva said with a sneer, looking Ford over.

“Well, this one is too fat.” D’aht huffed, poking at Conway’s stomach.

“Then we shall trade!” Suva said excitedly, dragging Conway to his feet. “This way, tubbo!”

“No, no…we need to talk!” Conway cried, kicking and screaming as Suva dragged him down the corridor.

“Good luck Command-” Ford said, waving at Conway. He was interrupted when D’aht slapped him upside the back of his head and tossed his limp form over her shoulder.

“Make course for the Vaxva.” D’aht barked to one of her officers. “I’m going to go pound this togat into the floor.”



Commander Conway tried not to show that he felt like his head was being run through a cuisinart. Suva left him to the tender strains of her Andorian lovemaking music while she changed into something “more comfortable.”

To Conway, Andorian lovemaking music sounded like pots and pans being clanged together loudly, against a funky drum beat and some wild maraccas.

Conway wondered what Suva meant by “more comfortable.” From what he knew of J’hana, the implications were probably not good.

“Help yourself to a drink. I have some fresh garnash.” Suva called out from the other room.

“Okey doke.” Conway replied, heading over to the bar. He was afraid to touch anything in this woman’s quarters. They were the quarters of a woman who obviously didn’t believe in tidyness, or hygiene for that matter.

Conway pushed aside a festering mound of dirty Andorian undergarments to get at the rack of bottles. He briefly wondered how Andorians could be comfortable wearing underwear made almost completely out of chainmail. Oh, the chafing!

Trying his best to remember the Andorian spelling of “garnash,” Conway rifled through the bottles, finally deciding to take his chances, yanking out a bottle of brownish liquid and pouring it into the cleanest glass he could find.

“You have a…um, lovely place here, Suva.” Conway said, staring at the bubbling concoction fearfully.

“Thank you. I think it has a quite lived-in feel.”

“More like died-in.” Conway muttered, bringing the beverage close to his mouth. From inches away, a stench not unlike ammonia assaulted his nostrils. Conway quickly held the glass away.

Oh, what he would have given for a nice cup of coffee in place of this disgusting brew.

“I’m ready!” Suva cried, skipping into the room.

She pranced around in front of Conway, sporting her outfit. It was much like the regular Andorian woman’s clothing–just less of it. Leather straps encircled the woman’s body, with pretty gold spikes at all the places where normal people would prefer a little more coverage.

Conway took down his drink in one gulp, praying for the sweet release of death.

“Let’s ride!” Suva said, grabbing Conway and throwing him up against the wall.

Instead of the nice, painfully hard surface he expected, Conway felt tiny spikes drive into his back.

Before he could shout, Suva lept on top of him, driving the spikes farther in.

“Let the games begin!” Suva shouted, as the clanging of the Andorian music played on.

Conway only hoped that Ford was having more luck.



“Uncle! Uncle!” Ford cried, as his leg was twisted farther and farther away from the direction it was intended to swing in.

“I ain’t your uncle.” D’aht said. “Now shut up.”

Unlike Suva, who was more the romantic, D’aht was a woman of action, speaking only when necessary.

“So…” Ford said, trying not to cry. “I heard you mention something called the Vaxva. Is that the base of the Shalta’prax?”

“What if it is?” D’aht muttered, slamming a hard metal instrument resembling a hoe against Ford’s back.

“Please stop!” Ford cried. “This is not fun!”

“You love it.” D’aht said. “Now bear down on the bridle.”

“Oh great master of Galactic light, let me die!” Ford screamed, as D’aht continued to work her magic.

“Oh, you must say that to all the girls.” D’aht cooed.



Suva dragged Conway into the bedroom, where, to his relief, he found a plain, simple, flat bed.

“Oh praise God.” Conway said, staring at the bed. “And here I thought this was going to be painful.”

“Off with your clothes.” Suva said, drawing the bedsheets back. “I’m going to light the coals.”

“Coals?” Conway asked. He stared at the bed in shock. Indeed, where a mattress should have been, there was only coals, which Suva sprinkled librally with lighter fluid.

“I guess you’re used to modern gals. I’m sorry, but duranium heating coils take some of the fun out of it. They’re so cold and impersonal.” Suva said, hitting a control next to her bed. Flame spred across the coals, causing them to instantly glow red. “Hop to it, Conway!”

“I was hoping we could talk first.” Conway said meekly.

“Later.” Suva said, shoving Conway onto the coals.



Lt. Commander Larkin calmly watched Suva and D’aht’s ship on the viewscreen. The ship left as soon as Conway

and Ford were aboard, and Larkin had kept the Gadvash close

on its tail.

“Aren’t you getting worried, Commander?” Tilleran asked.

“It’s been almost an hour.”

“Worrying accomplishes little, Lieutenant. Even if I was capable of worrying, it would be self-defeating.”

“Still, we should have heard from them by now. What if our engines give out before they stop?”

Larkin turned back to Tilleran. “To use an aphorism, we shall have to cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“I’d still like to know what’s happening over there.” Lt. Tilleran said, eyes intent on the viewscreen.

“Knowing the Andorians, whatever it is, it is not pleasant,” Larkin said calmly.



“Wake up.” A voice said, as a hot poker pressed into Commander Conway’s side.

Conway’s eyes fluttered open. “Wha?”

“Who are you?” Suva asked, tracing the poker up to Conway’s neck.

Conway shook his head, trying to get the room to stop spinning. Everything was blurry, and every inch of his body was burnt or broken.

“Captain…Dav…of the…Garnash.” Conway said weakly.

The poker slammed into Conway’s forehead.

“Lie!” Suva said angrily. “You are not Andorian. Your face resembles an Andorian’s…but the rest of you…”

“Genetic deformity?” Conway asked. Another smack in the head.

“One more lie, and you die.” Suva seethed, teeth clenched.

“Okay, okay…I’m a Starfleet officer. Commander David Conway of the USS Explorer. I’m here to infiltrate the Shalta’prax and rescue my security officer!”

Conway couldn’t see well enough to guage Suva’s reaction. Would she be mad enough to finish him? He could only hope she would.

Instead, Suva let out a gut wrenching belly laugh that made Conway want to lose conciousness again.



“Are you okay, Commander?” Larkin asked, examining Conway’s appearance on the viewscreen. He looked like he’d been through a rigorous battle.

“I’ll live. Unfortunately.” Conway choked. “Listen…it turns out Suva and D’aht work for the old Andorian government, and they were assigned to infiltrate the Shalta’prax as well.”

“How convenient.” Larkin said.

“Tell me about it. First thing to go right on this mission. Anyway, when we were subjected to their…hospitality, they discovered we weren’t Andorian.”

“You told them everything, didn’t you.” Tilleran said. “How sad.”

“Hey, I held out longer than Ford.” Conway grimaced, staring to his left. “Ford here spilled the beans before D’aht laid a hand on him.”

“But she didn’t care!” Ford’s voice cried weakly. “She kept on anyway. It was awful!”

“It is an experience you’ll remember forever.” D’aht’s voice responded.

“Do either of you require medical attention?” Larkin asked.

“Suva assures us we will be…taken care of, whatever that means.” Conway said fearfully, leaning forward. “I’m scared, Larkin!”

“What do you want us to do, Commander?” Larkin asked, ignoring Conway’s whimpering.

“Suva and D’aht were able to track down the rebel installation. It’s somewhere in the Tarcoba belt. We’re about four hours away now.”

“Do they think we will be able to stop the rebels?” Larkin asked.

“The way they put it, we will either succeed or die.”

“They’ll be happy either way.” Tilleran chimed in.

“Tell me about it.” Conway replied. “We do have a hole card though. Suva’s intelligence tells her that the rebels are holding J’hana at their base. So we may be able to find her there.”

“And how does that help us?” Larkin asked.

“Well, Suva also tells me the leader of the insurrection is none other than J’hana’s brother. I figure as resourceful as she is, she’s managed to find a way out of their security. I’m hoping we’ll be able to make contact with her and she can help us break through their defenses.”

“This sounds pretty darn risky.” Tilleran said.

“Listen, missy, I’ve just spent two hours in the tender loving care of an Andorian pleasure mistress of the fourth order. I’m not scared of dying anymore!”

“Speak for yourself!” Ford cried from offscreen.

Conway glared over to Ford and then looked back to Larkin. “I want you and Tilleran to get the ship ready for battle. Things may get a little rough. Meanwhile I’m going to try and piggyback a signal out to the Explorer.”

“Good luck, Commander.” Larkin said, pressing a button next to the command chair.

“They’re insane if they think our two ships can take out a whole rebel base.” Tilleran said, as Larkin ripped open the deck plating and began working.

“We shall see.” Larkin said. “Now we must begin. Time is short.



Commander Conway paced the bridge of the Jatrall, twiddling his fingers behind his back and glancing up at the viewscreen from time to time.

He wasn’t sure if Baxter had recieved his message or not. If so, the Explorer would be standing by near the periphery of Andorian space waiting to come to the rescue if they got in a pinch. If not…well, Conway tried not to think about that. Instead, he just winced at the terrible pain from his bruised ribs.

Suva had given him something for the pain, but so far it didn’t seem to be doing much good.

“You are sure your Lieutenant J’hana will be able to help us, Commander?” Suva said, looking over from the command chair.

“Sure,” Conway said. “Believe me, I know J’hana. Her mind is always working. She’s ten steps ahead of them by now.”

Suva smiled wickedly. “Well, if the two of you make it back to your ship, you will have a few new steps to teach her.”

“I don’t think so.” Conway said. “First of all, I’m J’hana’s superior. Our relationship is purely business…”

“How boring.” D’aht gasped. “We’ve laid every crewman on this ship!”

“And secondly…” Conway said, rasing his voice and glaring at D’aht, “I didn’t learn anything from my little romp that I hadn’t already seen in videos of Cardassian refugee camps.”

“Cardassians know nothing about pain.” Suva sneered. “They use it as a weapon…”

“….when it works so well as a lovemaking tool!” D’aht said, prompting both Andorians to burst into laughter.

“Mistresses!” The navigator announced. “We have reached the Vaxva.”

“I thought we’d never find this bloody thing.” D’aht said. “Put it on screen.”

As soon as the bristling, bright silver installation appeared on the screen, all the Andorians on the bridge crossed their arms over their chests and bowed their heads.

“Show some respect.” Suva barked, darting her eyes over to Conway.

“Oh, yeah, right.” Conway said, mimicking the Andorians and giving a nod to Ford. “Come on, Ford. This is their Vaxva.”

“What the hell is a Vaxva?” Ford asked.

D’aht grabbed Ford’s neck and shoved him against the bulkhead. “It is the sum total of Andorian technological achievement, and it has been legend for hundreds of years.”

“Now we have found it.” Suva announced. “And we will claim it as the property of the legitimate Andorian government.” Suva’s scowl deepened. “What’s left of it.”

“We are being hailed by a ship in orbit of the Vaxva.” The navigator announced.

“That would be the Chorpak. Lular’s ship.” Suva said. “Let’s see what the little besach has to say.”

Conway took up a position behind Suva. “Lular is J’hana’s brother?”

“That’s correct. He’s the idiot that found the Vaxva in the first place. He’s using the Vaxva to create his own new empire.”

“We have to stop him.” Conway said.

“That is why we’re here.” Suva said tiredly. “Have you been able to get an answer, navigator?”

“I have been in touch with three operators.” The navigator replied. “There seems to be much confusion aboard the lead ship.”

“What do you mean confusion?” D’aht asked.

“Uncertain.” The navigator replied. “Hold on. I am getting a visual.”

Suddenly Lt. J’hana’s visage appeared on the viewscreen, much to Conway’s relief. The strange thing was, she wasn’t wearing her Starfleet uniform anymore–she was wearing a leather-and-metal Andorian uniform.

“Greetings. I trust the battle with the Federation has gone well?” J’hana asked.

“We hit a Pakled supply ship.” Suva said, looking to Commander Conway. “Is that your security chief?”

Conway didn’t reply. “J’hana! You don’t know how glad I am to see you.”

J’hana just cocked her head quizically. “And you are…”

“It’s me, Commander Conway! I’m made up to look like an Andorian!” Conway stepped forward. “We came to rescue you.”

“How unfortunate for you.” J’hana said with a sneer. “Now I have to eliminate you.”

Suva looked at Conway again. “What’s she doing?”

“Drop your act, J’hana!” Conway said. “Listen carefully. This is what you need to do…”

“All I need to do, human, is destroy you and any other Federation fool that interferes with the destiny of the Shalta’prax!”

With that, J’hana’s face disappeared from the screen.

Conway watched, dumbfounded, as the raider turned toward them, its weapons blazing…



TO BE CONTINUED…



NEXT: The Andorian fun continues, as we find out why J’hana switched from her comfy Federation uniform to one of those chafing Andorian thingies. Does this fashion faux-pas mean she’s a turncoat? Just the Shalta’prax, ma’am, on the next Star Traks: TVG!
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Sibling Rivalry, Part Two



Commander Conway gripped Suva’s chair tightly as the first volley of fire from J’hana’s ship slammed into the Jatrall.

“Raise shields and arm the weapons!” Suva cried, glaring up at Conway. “It appears your officer is not quite as reliable as you thought she was.”

“I can’t explain.” Conway said, trying to keep hold of Suva’s chair.

“Maybe she’s just trying to make her act convincing!” Ford suggested, cowering in D’aht’s grasp.

“I’m f***ing convinced!” Conway cried.

“Damage report!” D’aht barked, looking to her operations officer.

“They were able to breach our hull in several sections before we could get our shields up. Moderate damage to the lateral shield grid.” The officer replied.

“Return fire, all weapons!” Suva ordered. “Get us out of here!”

“Shields failing!” The navigator cried. “Their weapons are far superior to our own.”

“Open a channel to the Gadvash.” Conway said. “Tell them to get some help. We won’t be able to stop this ship ourselves.”

“Are you suggesting we sacrifice ourselves to cover your friends’ retreat so that they can bring reinforcements?” Suva asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah, you got a problem with that?” Conway asked.

“Actually, I like the way you think.” Suva smiled, as the ship shook again, several panels exploding around them. “Do it, Namor.”



“We’re getting a message, text only.” Tilleran said, as Lt. Commander Larkin watched the firefight between the Jatrall and the other ship on the viewscreen. “Commander Larkin… pull back and go for help. J’hana is now in charge of the Shalta’prax. We will hold them off. Commander Conway.”

“What an odd message.” Larkin said. “I wonder what would cause Lieutenant J’hana to change loyalties so suddenly.”

“What should we do, Commander?” Tilleran asked. “Should we help them, or leave?”

Larkin thought a moment. “We are severely underpowered. A ship that matches one of the ships we faced in the Brinmar system would easily dispose of us. Besides the fact that Commander Conway’s message is an order, it also seems the wiser choice.”

“So we’re just going to leave them there?” Tilleran asked.

“Affirmative.” Larkin replied. “Plot a course to rendez-vous with the Explorer.”

At Tilleran’s command, the Gadvash pivoted around and shot off into warp.



“The other ship is getting away, Mistress J’hana.” Charix reported from the weapons console. “What should we do?”

“Let them go.” J’hana said coldly. “It is a weak ship. I want you to disable the Jatrall and capture its crew.”

“Readying a team now, sir.” Charix replied. “It shall be a massacre.”

“I want the bridge crew alive, Charix.” J’hana commanded. “If one of them dies, you do.”

“Very well.” Charix replied, making for the turbolift.

J’hana sat back in the command chair uneasily. She was wondering if attempted murder of a superior officer was a court martial offense.



“Time to intercept?” Captain Baxter asked, leaning forward eagerly in the command chair as the Explorer streaked through Andorian space.

“Five minutes, sir.” Ensign Madera replied from the helm.

“What’s the status on the Gadvash?” Baxter asked, turning back to Lt. Gellar.

“Hard to tell from this distance.” Gellar replied. “I can tell you it’s still in once piece, but not much more than that.”

“Damn.” Baxter said. “I knew we should have gone in there with the Explorer and shot our way to the Shalta’prax base.”

“Stop it, Andy.” Peterman said from Baxter’s left. “You know you did the most sensible thing you could have done. What have I told you about beating yourself up?”

“Tell that to Commander Conway.” Baxter sighed. “Him and Ford could be dead right now.”

There was a soft chuckle from Ensign Madera.

“Hey, that’s one of your crewmembers, missy!” Baxter said angrily. “And he could be dead, and you think that’s funny?”

Madera shrunk a bit in her chair. “He grabbed my chest, sir. Several times. And he was always trying to get in my pants.”

Peterman sniffed sadly. “That’s what made him so special. He had so much love to give.”

“Save the memorial, Kelly.” Baxter said. “How much longer, Madera?”

“Thirty seconds.”

“Take us out of warp. Prepare to lock transporters onto Tilleran and Larkin and bring them back here.” Baxter ordered.



“The rebel base is actually an ancient cache of technology known as the ‘Vaxva,’ which, loosely translated, means the ‘Poison Apple.’” Larkin said, indicating the graphic of the huge installation on the conference lounge’s viewscreen. The senior staff had assembled so quickly, Tilleran and Larkin didn’t even have time to change out of their Andorian getups.

“As in Adam and Eve?” Baxter asked.

“The same, sir, at least, in the context of Andorian mythology. Nevertheless, it simply means a forbidden treasure.”

Tilleran swiveled in her chair towards Baxter. “About a thousand years ago, the Andorians were one of the most advanced races in the quadrant. They had everything from cloaking devices to disruptors, to quantum torpedoes, hundreds of years before most of today’s advanced races.”

“What happened?” Lt. Commander Richards asked.

“They were too violent.” Tilleran explained. “The planet’s elders realized if they were allowed to keep their technology, they would tear theirselves apart. So they had most of the war technology of the planet destroyed, and the rest buried deep in an asteroid, presumably to be accessed once they had grown mature enough to use it.”

“So they unwrapped their Christmas presents a little early?” Browning asked.

“Affirmative.” Larkin replied. “An Andorian by the name of Lular found it during a mining expedition, and, along with his co-workers, captured the installation and the two or three ships sent to oversee the operation. Within two weeks, they had seized control of the Andorian government.”

“Enter the Shalta’prax.” Baxter sighed.

“Correct.” Larkin said, taking her seat.

“So where does J’hana fit in to all this?” Peterman asked.

“She is Lular’s sister.” Larkin explained. “And evidently, she has taken over leadership of the Shalta’prax.”

“She must have a reason.” Peterman said. “She wouldn’t just ignore her oath to Starfleet like that.”

“Could you get any readings from her, Tilleran?” Baxter asked.

“Andorians are quite difficult to read to begin with, Captain. And since I had no visual contact with J’hana, and was not in a close proximity to her, I was unable to get a reading.”

“What about the Andorians that are helping Conway and Ford.” Baxter said. “Suva and D’aht.”

“Very horny, in my opinion.” Tilleran replied. “Full of pent up sexual frustration.”

“That’s not what I meant.” Baxter said. “I meant, where do they fit in?”

“Two agents from the defunct Andorian government.” Larkin said. “Their mission is to renew the former government and destroy the Shalta’prax at all cost.”

“Andy, we have to go there and help them.” Richards said. “We can’t just let J’hana and these…Shalta’prax continue this.”

“I agree.” Baxter said. “Where did you say this installation is located?”

“The Tarcoba belt.” Larkin replied.

“Very well.” Baxter said, slapping his comm badge. “Baxter to Madera. Set course for the Tarcoba belt. Maximum warp. And rig us for silent running. I don’t want to be picked up until the last possible moment.”

“Acknowledged.” Madera replied.

Baxter turned his head to watch the stars outside the conference room rush towards them as the Explorer shot into warp.

Standing up, Baxter glanced over to Tilleran and Larkin. “As soon as Dr. Browning restores you two to your former…hue, I want you to begin working with Mr. Richards on a way to pierce this installation’s defenses. Use whatever data the Gadvash gathered on it.”

“Sir, that doesn’t give us much to work with.” Tilleran said.

“It’ll have to be enough.” Baxter said. “Because one way or another, I’m going to smash the crap out of that poison apple.”



“Our shields are down!” D’aht shouted. “They’re sending over boarding parties!”

The Jatrall rattled as the other ship locked on its tractor beam.

“I hope you can fight better than you make love.” Suva said, withdrawing her blade and preparing for combat.

“Well, I’ve had more experience fighting.” Conway said matter-of-factly.

Suddenly purple beams appeared all around the bridge, coalescing into rather angry-looking Andorian warriors.

Conway withdrew his phaser and shot at the first three warriors that approached him, ramming his elbow back into the gut of the one behind him.

“We shall not give up!” Suva cried. “You all will fight until you have expired your last breath!!!”



“Welcome to the Chorbak.” Charix sneered, shoving Commander Conway into his cell.

Conway winced as he slammed up against the bulkhead.

Next to him, arms crossed, Suva appeared extremely upset. “I thought we agreed to fight to the last breath.”

“I didn’t agree to anything.” Ford said from the opposite end of the brig.

“Don’t worry, Suva. J’hana will get us out of this.” Conway said, taking a seat next to the Andorian and leaning back.

“She got us into this, you imbecile.” D’aht said, glaring down at Lt. Ford. “You humans are so stupid.”

“She has a plan, I know it.” Conway said resolutely. “She wouldn’t just betray us.”

Suddenly the doors to the brig opened up, allowing Lt. J’hana to enter.

She walked over to the cell and examined Conway and Ford. “You two should not have come.” Her eyes then wandered to Suva and D’aht. “And who the hell are you?”

“I am Suva.” Suva said proudly, raising her chin. “And this is my sister D’aht. We are of the hive P’cran. A most noble hive. One that does not believe in treason.”

“Too bad.” J’hana sneered, looking them over. “You obviously do not believe in fashion, either.”

“What are you doing, J’hana?” Conway whispered. “We could have been killed!”

“You should be glad that you weren’t, and leave it at that.” J’hana said. “I am not the same person I was when last you saw me, Conway. I lead these rebels now, and I have an enormous cache of weaponry at my disposal.”

“That weaponry belongs to the Andorian people! Not some upstart faction!” Suva shouted. “You are insane to believe that one person can control such a power.”

“Silence!” J’hana shouted. “You will speak only when spoken to. Now, Commander Conway. Where is the rest of your team?”

“They escaped, no thanks to you.” Conway said. “They’re going to bring the Explorer back, and Captain Baxter’s going to put a stop to this nonsense once and for all. And you’ll be court martialled. Is that how you want it?”

“It is not how it will be. One way or another I will fulfill my honor.” J’hana said, turning to leave. “Now the four of you will be left here to ponder your ignorance. Perhaps you can find some way to… scrape up some iota of dignity.”

“She’s as lovely as you made her out to be.” Suva muttered. “I hope you see the error of your ways.”

“I don’t know.” Conway said, rubbing his chin.



J’hana silently made her way down the corridor, towards the room she had been held in a day before.

Lular was crouched inside the room, knees drawn up, his eyes intent on the door as J’hana stepped in.

“Good afternoon, brother.” J’hana said, squatting down in front of him.

“I have nothing to say to you.” Lular growled. “You took my greatest achievement from me. You convinced my followers that your place in the family was superior. That you could use your Starfleet knowledge to help defeat the Federation. You have united my group against me and taken away my one chance at honor.”

“I thought you had nothing to say to me.” J’hana said. “Listen, Lular. Your plan was doomed to fail. You can’t take on the entire Federation. All you can hope to do is send our people into another regression. One that we’ll never recover from.”

“And what do you hope to do?” Lular asked angrily.

“Save us.” J’hana said, standing up and leaving.



“Okay, everyone, this is the installation.” Lt. Commander Richards said, adressing everyone that was gathered in engineering.

A graphic of the sprawling installation appeared on the main systems screen, tiny arrows pointing to all its major features.

“It’s made up of an alloy we can’t identify, and it has a shield grid like one we’ve never seen before,” Richards went on. “The question is, can we find a way to get through with our transporters.”

“Not a chance.” Lt. Tilleran said, rubbing the sore spots on her forehead where the antennae had been. “The shields are several steps past the metaphasic design. They have a constantly changing signal variance that makes it impossible for us to break through with a beam.”

“What about a shuttlecraft?” Ensign Stuart asked. “If we could adjust the shields to the same frequency, it might have a chance of getting through.”

“But that is the problem, Ensign.” Lt. Commander Larkin said. “The shields’ phase modulation changes faster than we can compensate for. We would have to find a processor that is faster than anything we have on a shuttle.”

“I think I know where we can find one.” Richards said, staring at Larkin.

Suddenly everyone turned to look at Larkin.

“Commander, certainly you do not mean to use my brain to-”

“You read my mind.” Richards smiled. “Okay everyone, open her up. We don’t have much time.”



“Come.” Captain Baxter said, looking up from his terminal.

Counselor Peterman strolled into Baxter’s readyroom, plopping down on his couch. “What are doing, Andy?”

“Changing the Explorer’s prefix codes.” Baxter said, looking back to his terminal.

“Because of Lt. J’hana?”

Baxter nodded. “We’re not sure where her loyalties lie anymore. And I don’t want to risk this ship finding out.”

“As J’hana’s therapist, I feel fairly certain that she wouldn’t do something like that.” Peterman said. “She has a great deal of respect for the Federation. And she feels quite a bit of loyalty for you.”

“It’s not showing right now.” Baxter muttered, not looking up. “She’s captured two of my officers.”

“I’m sure she has a reason.” Peterman replied.

“If not?” Baxter asked, looking up again.

“Well, Lt. Gellar has always wanted a promotion.” Peterman said, managing a weak smile.



“I hope you are happy.” Suva said angrily, glaring at Conway from her cot. “Thanks to you my vessel has been captured, we have been imprisoned, and your precious Lieutenant has been left to rule the quadrant as she pleases.”

“I’m not worried.” Conway said. “This is nothing we can’t handle. Starfleet has certain protocols to be used when dealing with alien technology, and I’m sure our Captain will…”

Conway stopped.

“What is it?” Suva asked.

“When J’hana left, she said ‘perhaps you can find some way to scrape up some iota of dignity.’ ‘Iota.’”

“So?” D’aht asked.

Lt. Ford leaned up. “Protocol Iota Three Two Seven.”

“Exactly.” Conway said with a smile.

“And what exactly is ‘Protocol Iota Three Two Seven’?” Suva asked exasperatedly.

Conway’s smile faded. “When a Starfleet officer comes across advanced weaponry that could be misused by the enemy, it is that officer’s responsibility to make sure that weaponry does not get into the hands of the enemy, at any cost.”

“Even death.” Ford said solemnly.

“A most Andorian-sounding protocol.” Suva said fiendishly.

“I like it.” D’aht agreed.

“We have to get out of here and stop her.” Ford said. “She’s planning on taking out that whole installation, and her with it.”

“We’re not going to stop her.” Conway said, slapping his thighs with resolve. “We’re going to help her.”



Captain Baxter emerged from his readyroom, as officers scrambled around the Explorer’s bridge. “Report, Lt. Gellar.” Baxter shouted over the Red Alert klaxon.

“Four Andorian raiders just appeared about fifty thousand kilometers of our stern, on an intercept course.” Gellar reported.

Baxter walked to the front of the bridge, looking back at Counselor Peterman, who sat nervously on the edge of her chair. “A welcoming party from our dear friend J’hana.”

“They’re arming weapons, Captain.” Gellar said urgently.

“Raise shields, weapons at the ready,” ordered Baxter, “and give me an analysis on those ships. Are they like the ones we faced in the Brinmar system?”

“No, sir.” Lt. Gellar said uneasily. “They’re running on a much higher power signature?”

“What for?” Baxter asked.

Suddenly the Explorer shuddered.

“High powered antiproton cannons sir. Almost as potent as the Flarn’s.” Gellar reported. “Our shields are down to eighty percent. And the other three ships are coming into firing range.”

“Load all torpedo bays and fire when ready.” Baxter ordered, returning to his command chair. “Can we make it to the Vaxva in one piece without taking them out?”

“Not a good idea, sir.” Gellar said. “We’d be fighting on two sides.”

“Good point.” Baxter replied, pressing a button on his command chair. “Bridge to engineering. I need you guys to give me some suggestions on how to take out these Andorian raiders, or we’ll never even make it to the Vaxva.”

“We’re going to need to exploit their one weakness, Captain.” Lt. Commander Richards replied. “What we’ve come up with down here is that the Andorian raiders are too bulked down with high-powered technology. Much like the Defiant, they’re just to powerful for their size.”

“Direct hits from three of the ships.” Gellar said over the din of the antiproton assault. “Our own shields are down to fifty-six percent.”

“So how can we exploit this weakness?” Baxter asked.

“The shields, sir.” Richards replied. “Based on what we’ve gathered, the shields are running way too much power through the grid.”

“So if we can channel enough energy in there, they’ll overload.” Baxter reasoned.

“Exactly. And all we need to do that is run a focused polaron beam through the phaser emitters and focus on their shield generators. That will cause a cascade throughout their shield grid.”

“Thank goodness for technobabble.” Baxter replied. “You guys get the polaron beam ready; meanwhile, Mr. Gellar, I need you to plot a shield generator point on all four of the ships.”

“Yes, sir.” Gellar replied.

The Explorer heaved again, as the Andorian raiders bore down.

“We can’t take much more of this, Andy.” Peterman said from beside Baxter.

“Everything is under control, Kel.” Baxter said. “You have nothing to-”

Another shot rocked the Explorer.

“Shields down to thirty!” Gellar shouted.

“Where’s that polaron beam, Richards!” Baxter cried, stabbing the comm button.

“Online, Captain!” Richards called back.

Baxter called up the diagram of the other ships on his monitor. “Ensign Madera, take us into the middle of their echelon. Gellar, target one phaser bank on each ship, and prepare to fire the polaron beams!”

Gellar quickly entered the commands. “Targeted, Captain!”

Baxter leaned forward, gripping his chair as his ship shuddered around him. “Fire!”

Four blue beams lanced out of the Explorer’s saucer and upper engineering section, holding on the smaller ships until each ship was overcome with a wave of yellow electricity.

“We’ve done it, sir!” Gellar cried out. “Shields down on all vessels.”

“Take out their engines with the phasers and leave them here, then go back to Yellow Alert.” Baxter ordered, settling back in his chair. “We’ve got bigger fish to fry.”



“Reports coming in from our squadron in the Banla system, sir.” Charix called out. “They engaged the Explorer and were defeated.”

“Shelat.” J’hana cursed, grinding her teeth angrily. “Then they are coming here.”

“It would seem so, sir.” Charix replied. “Shall we ready our defenses?”

“No.” J’hana replied, standing from her chair. “I am putting you in command of the Chorpak and ordering you to evacuate the Vaxva.”

“To what end, mistress?” Charix replied.

“Do not question me.” J’hana ordered. “It is what must be.”

Charix seemed to consider this. “When you took over this operation, I did not hesitate in following you, despite the fact that you came on board this ship a prisoner. After all, you are the elder sister, and your decree, by law, supercedes Lular’s. But you must understand–”

In the blink of an eye, J’hana’s blade was unsheated and pressed against Charix’s neck.

“Dare you question my ability to lead?” J’hana asked through clenched teeth. “Shall I remind you of my prowess with the blade?”

“That-that will not be necessary, J’hana.” Charix replied. “I apologize.”

“I have no need for your apology. All I require is your obedience.” J’hana seethed.

“And that you will recieve, mistress.” Charix replied.

J’hana put her blade away and stepped toward the turbolift. “Very well. Have all personnel aboard the Vaxva transported to this ship. Lular and I will take over command of the Vaxva and use it to stop the Explorer. In the meantime, you will take the Chorpak to the Dendra system to meet up with the rest of our ships. Is that understood?”

“Completely, mistress.” Charix replied, turning to bark commands at one of the crewmen.



The guard peered into the brig that contained Conway and the others. “You Terrans being good?”

“Stinking up the place.” D’aht sneered angrily. “Is it really necessary for you to put us in here with such filth?”

“You are the one that associated with them to begin with,” the guard said.

“Shut up.” Conway said, thumbing his nose at Suva.

“Now you see what we have to put up with.” Suva groaned. “Could you at least put us in the other cell?”

The guard considered this. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. But no funny stuff?”

“Not unless you want any…” Suva said suggestively.

The guard shrugged, punching up a code next to the cell. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Suva and D’aht ducked out of the cell. The guard turned the field back on as soon as Suva and D’aht were out.

“Now which of us do you want first?” Suva asked.

“Are you kidding?” The guard replied. “I want both.”

“My kind of man!” D’aht said, leaping onto the guard along with Suva.

The three of them fell back against the brig’s control console.

“Hey, not so rough!” The guard said, as Suva and D’aht pummeled him with their fists.

“Wimp.” Suva asked, ramming her fist into the guard’s chin, instantly knocking him unconsious. She then hit a sequence on the control panel, powering down the whole block of cells.

“Let’s get out of here.” D’aht cried, grabbing phasers from their places on the wall and throwing them to Ford and Conway. “We’ve got a station to take.”



“This is extremely undignified.” Larkin said, as Lt. Tilleran finished wiring her head into the shuttlecraft

Parry’s dashboard.

“As an android, you are not capable of experiencing emotions, including indignance.” Lt. Tilleran replied, adopting her best android tone. “Now be quite while I rewire your logic circuits.”

“Indignance is not a trait of emotion. It is simply a fact.” Larkin replied, twitching as Tilleran worked. “Besides, the bannana battery has its window ray clock snart.”

“Oops.” Tilleran said, reaching into the top of Larkin’s head. “I must have loosened your speech processors.”

“Spank you, Lieutenant.” Larkin replied. “Spank you berry clutch.”

“That’s still not right.” Tilleran frowned, glancing at Larkin’s head, which now looked up at her, scrunching up and twitching as she worked.

“How’s it coming?” Lt. Commander Richards asked, stepping over Lt. Commander Larkin’s headless body as he entered the shuttlecraft.

“It could be better.” Tilleran replied. “Ms. Indignant here is putting up a fight.”

“Now, Larkin,” Richards said, bending down and looking Larkin in the eye. “I expected you to give your mommie a little more cooperation.”

“It tis snot a splatter of communication, Lieutenant Gerrymander Lizards.” Larkin replied. “I pimply–terd– trot–blit-”

“I knew I should have run a head cleaner through the last time I did her maintenance check.” Richards said, examining Larkin with a tricorder. “Her head’s all full of dust.”

“Actually, there’s still some sand in there from when we took her to the beach on Corsica.” Tilleran said, turning Larkin’s head upside down and shaking it.

Along with dust and sand, a tiny object fell out of Larkin’s head and hit the deck with a metallic clang.

“Hey,” Richards said, bending down and picking the object up. “It’s my yin-yang pin. I’ve been looking all over for this thing.”

“Crotch mitch barn flop.” Larkin observed, as Tilleran flipped her head back up.

“Her wiring’s still funny.” Tilleran said, sticking her hand back inside Larkin’s head and feeling around. “It will be a while before we can get her integrated into the shuttle’s computer system.”

“Well, be quick about it.” Richards said. “We’ll be at the Vaxva soon.”

“I assume we will be pickling our flag on the Amsterdam.” Larkin said.

“Keep at it, Tilleran.” Richards replied, ducking out of the shuttlecraft.

When he went to step over Larkin’s body, the android’s leg suddenly flew upwards, hitting Richards directly between the legs.

Richards fell too his knees, falling over Larkin’s body and crying out in pain. “What the hell?”

“Plardon me, Compender.” Larkin said.



“All decks, make ready to go to warp.” Charix’s voice said over the intercom.

“We don’t have much time.” Conway said, leading Ford, Suva, and D’aht through the cooridors of the Chorpak.

“We have to transport aboard the Vaxva before they go to warp.”

“The transporter room should be this way.” Suva said, pointing down a side corridor.

The group burst into the transporter room, stunning the operator and mounting the pad.

“Can you track down J’hana’s signal?” Conway asked, as Suva worked the controls.

“Hold on…got it. Prepare to transport.” Suva said, typing in some commands.

Before Suva joined the rest of the group on the pad, she entered some commands into the terminal.

“What are you doing?” Conway asked.

Suva jumped onto the pad. “I am disabling their secondary command functions. They will not be able to use the security systems to find out where we went.”

“Good thinking,” Conway said, as the group dematerialized.



“What are you doing?” Lular asked, as J’hana worked at the panel surrounding the Vaxva’s massive reactor.

“Making us martyrs.” J’hana replied, pressing some commands into the panel.

“You’re going to destroy the Vaxva, aren’t you?” Lular replied angrily.

“Maybe.” J’hana said. “If, by some chance, overloading the reactor causes the station to blow up, well, that will be a happy coincidence.”

“I don’t understand.” Lular said. “I thought you respected this power as much as I did.”

“I do.” J’hana replied. “That’s why I must not let it get into the wrong hands. Our people will never advance as long as the temptation of this technology looms around us. It must be destroyed.”

“I…don’t…think…so!” Lular cried, rushing forward and knocking J’hana up against the reactor core. He rammed his bound fists into her chest, bringing them up into her face.

“You still punch like a girl, Lular!” J’hana shouted, kicking Lular back into a panel and following up with a head- butt.

“You’re just jealous because I’m more of a girl than you are!” Lular cried, sliding underneath J’hana and hosting her into the air, slamming her back into the bulkhead.

J’hana struggled to right herself, yanking out her blade and ramming it into Lular’s shoulder, pushing him down and straddling her legs on top of him. “This is for attacking an elder sister.” J’hana twisted the blade. “And each twist reminds you of your ignorance.” J’hana pulled the blade out and held it up high. “The next time you defy me, this blade will pierce your heart.”

“J’hana!” Conway cried, running into the room, followed by Ford, Suva, and D’aht.

J’hana looked up from her impaled sibling. “Oh, Commander Conway. Fancy seeing you here.”

“Fancy seeing you here!” Conway cried, running over and grabbing J’hana by the uniform and pushing her up against the wall. “Is that all you can say? What the f*** is going on?”

“Really, Commander, it is all quite self-explanatory.” J’hana said.

“Well, we’ve got plenty of time to talk about this now.” Conway replied, letting go of J’hana.

J’hana straightened her uniform indignantly. “Actually, we don’t.”

“What does she mean?” Suva asked, stepping forward.

Lular stood up, clutching his wounded shoulder. “She’s going to overload the reactor and blow up the station.”

“With us on it?” Ford asked. “Oh, that’s brilliant!”

“I did not expect you two to be here.” J’hana said. “But as it is, you will recieve a death more honorable than you would otherwise have had.”

“Enough with the doubletalk.” Conway said. “Stop the overload now. The Explorer will be here soon and we’ll be able to turn the Vaxva over to the authorities.” Conway looked back at Suva and D’aht. “Then they can do with it as they see fit.”

“Thank you, Commander.” Suva said, folding her arms.

“Authorities?” J’hana asked, eying Suva and D’aht. “These two? I don’t think so.”

Suva shrank back as J’hana came closer. “What ever do you mean?”

“I didn’t get a good look at you earlier, but now I recognize you both.” J’hana sneered. “I should have known you two would come here.”

“Who are they?” Conway asked.

“Two of the most sinister minds in the Andorian underworld, Commander. They are expert assassins, mercenaries, and thieves.” J’hana said. “And you think *I* run with the wrong crowd?”

“That’s enough!” D’aht cried, grabbing Lt. Ford and wrapping an arm around his neck, jamming her phaser against his head. “No one move! The station is ours now!”

“You could have done that before J’hana stabbed me, you stupid bitch.” Lular said, taking Conway and Ford’s phasers and aiming them at J’hana. “Well, well, well, I guess the tables have turned.”

“This changes nothing, Lular.” J’hana said, standing over next to Conway and Ford.

“We’ll see about that.” Lular said, motioning to Suva and D’aht. “D’aht…stop the reactor overload. Suva, keep an eye on these three Federation fools.”

“You really f***ed this up, Commander.” J’hana said angrily.

“Sorry. We were trying to help,” Conway replied.

“I did not require your help. I had the situation well in hand.”

“At least you were right about one thing,” Ford said. “J’hana did have a plan.”

“What is he talking about?” J’hana asked.

“There was some…doubt…of your loyalties.” Conway said. “I think everyone assumed you had betrayed Starfleet.”

“Including you?”

“I wasn’t sure.” Conway said. “But something told me you weren’t going to betray us.”

J’hana huffed. “I am honored by your faith in me, Commander.” She narrowed her eyes in Ford’s direction. “Unlike some others.”



“Nearing the Tarcoba belt, Captain.” Ensign Madera called out from the helm.

“Take us out of warp,” Baxter ordered, “what do we have on sensors, Mr. Gellar?”

“A large installation matching the sensor logs of the Gadvash, sir. It’s extremely high powered, running with advanced polyphasic shields. Sensors can’t penetrate deep enough to get anything else.”

“Not even defenses?” Peterman asked.

“No, but I’m guessing they have at least the same firepower as the ships we faced in the Banla system, Counselor.”

“At least.” Baxter said. “Ready all weapons and put us back on Red Alert.”

“Aye, sir.” Gellar replied.

“Baxter to Richards, how far are we from launching that shuttle?”

“Not long now, sir.” Richards replied.

“Be ready to launch as soon as possible, Richards. I don’t know how much time we can give you guys.”

“Understood. Richards out.”

“Hail the station Mr. Gellar.” Baxter said, approaching the viewscreen.

A female Andorian appeared on the viewscreen. “How can I help you, Captain?”

“Who is this?” Baxter asked, peering at the woman. “Where is Lieutenant J’hana?”

“I am Suva of the house P’cran. J’hana is indisposed at the moment.”

“Suva, thank goodness the station is under friendly control. We’ve heard that you are here representing the Andorian government. What happened to my officers?”

“They are…safe here, Captain. I suggest you drop your shields in order to beam them aboard.”

“Acknowledged. We’ll drop shields as soon as we’re in range.” Baxter said.

“This feels wrong, Andy.” Peterman said uncomfortably. “Where are all the other Andorian raider ships?”

“Beats me. I just want to get my officers back and get out of here. Now that the Andorian government has the Vaxva, and the rebel group’s threat is minimized, things should return to normal.”

“We’re in transporter range now,” Ensign Madera reported.

“Drop shields and prepare to recieve our team, Mr. Gellar. But keep on your toes.”



“Prepare to recieve transport.” Captain Baxter’s voice said over the transporter room’s comm system.

“Ready down here, Captain.” Lt. Hartley said, hitting the proper controls on her terminal.

Three beams coalesced on the transporter pad, and Hartley was about to welcome them back aboard the Explorer. But the beams didn’t resolve into the shapes of three humanoids. They became three long, glowing green cylinders.

“I’ll be damned!” Hartley shouted, slamming her hand back on the “Return to Sender” button on her panel. “Hartley to Baxter. They just transported a load of quantum explosives over here!”

The moment the cylinders disappeared, they began to reappear. Hartley hit the return button again, causing them to disappear again.

“Get the shields up, Captain!” Hartley shouted.



“What are they doing?” Peterman asked.

“I’m not waiting to find out. Mr. Gellar-” Baxter shouted.

Suddenly a blast slammed into the Explorer, causing the deck to pitch wildly under Baxter’s feet.

“It’s okay. I got the shields up in time.” Gellar replied.

“Fire all phasers.” Baxter shouted. “Hartley…what’s the status on that explosive little christmas present?”

“I sent it back before they could get thier shields up. Then they beamed it out into space right outside our port bow.”

“Damn it, what’s going on over there?” Baxter asked, gripping the deck as the station’s weapons pummeled the Explorer.



Suva hovered over Lular’s shoulder as he worked. “How much longer, Lular?”

“Patience, woman, this is delicate work. Work which would be much easier if we weren’t being fired upon.”

“Destroy that starship!” Suva barked, turning back to D’aht.

“It is not as simple as that, even with this weaponry.” D’aht said, as she worked the station’s controls.

“What are you doing, Lular?” J’hana asked, straining against the electronic bonds that had her, Conway, and Ford tied down to the bulkhead.

“You’ll see soon enough, J’hana!” Lular cried. “And you think you know what the Vaxva is! Won’t you be surprised!”



“Something is happening aboard the station.” Gellar said, checking his panel. “Power is doubling, the hull plates are…shifting!”

“On screen.” Baxter said, stepping forward.

On the viewscreen, the massive glowing station glowed brighter, actually pulsing…growing, busting right out of the asteroid it was trapped in.

“What the hell is happening?”

“It’s sprouting warp engines, sir!” Gellar reported. “It’s turning into a starship!”

“Wow.” Baxter said, watching as the ship rose out of the remaining chunks of asteroid, wings spreading out of its stretching conical shape. “It’s a trasformer.”



Lular gripped a railing as the Vaxva began to shudder around him. “I’ve done it!”

“I don’t believe it.” J’hana sighed, as the station continued to rumble. “He’s unlocked the Vaxva’s most deeply hidden secret.”

“The Vaxva is a transformer?” Conway asked.

“I should have known.” J’hana grunted. “It only makes sense that the Vaxva would be mobile.”

“Maybe you were sick the day they taught this in your Andorian history class.” Ford suggested.

“Shut up!” J’hana cried angrily.



“Baxter to Richards. The Vaxva is a starship, and it’s about to leave. You guys need to get over there now, before it’s too late!”

“With the level of technology the Vaxva supposedly contains, no doubt the warp engines are far superior to our own.” Lt. Commander Larkin noted, her head comfortably nestled on the shuttle’s dashboard.

“Which means we have to get over there before it goes to warp.” Tilleran said.

“Which is any minute now.” Richards said, sliding into the pilot’s chair and activating the shuttle’s engines. “We’re ready for launch, Captain. Open up the bay doors.”

“You’re clear, Commander.” Baxter replied.

Richards piloted the shuttlecraft out of the bay, bringing it around towards the massive Vaxva.

“That thing is humongous.” Tilleran noted.

“Go get ’em, guys.” Baxter called out over the comm. “We’ll cover you.”

“Find a good space to park this thing, Tilleran.” Richards ordered. “Larkin: you start calculating the shield configuration.”

“May I remind you that this process has not been blessed–ert–I mean tested yet?”

“I thought we’d fixed that!” Richards said, as the Vaxva loomed closer.

Tilleran winced as bright beams of phaser fire flashed by the window. The Explorer sailed by them, its weapons blazing at the Vaxva. “Don’t look at me!”

“Configuration ready!” Larkin said. “Just melt two slices of cheese on top of the cream of chicken soup for a yummy winter treat!”

“She’s crosslinked her file chains!” Richards said, steering the shuttle around a beam from the Vaxva.

“But that does sound good, doesn’t it?” Tilleran asked.

“Do you have us a place to clamp down, yet?” Richards asked, looking out over the massive hull of the Vaxva as they skimmed along it, weaving in and out of weapons fire.

“Got it.” Tilleran replied. “There’s a power transfer node four hundred meters to port. It’s putting out enough power to throw the graviton sync on the shields off.”

“Recomputing.” Larkin said. “Shield frequency attained. It is four point nine pounds of cooked pasta, to which you should add approximately eight ounces of your favorite spaghetti sauce.”

Richards slapped the side of Larkin’s head several times. “Come on you two bit hunk of junk, work!”

“Do not blame me, Commander. As I recall, it was you who built this brain.” Witmann replied.

“And I’m starting to regret it. Now recompute the shield configuration.”

“Working.” Larkin stated. “Frequency attained.”

“It better be right.” Richards said testily. “Or we’re all as good as chowder.”

“Clam or corn?” Larkin asked.

Richards just smacked her again as he took the shuttle in towards the hull of the Vaxva.

Both Tilleran and Richards closed their eyes as the shuttle glided through the shielding of the Vaxva as if it wasn’t even there.

“We did it!” Tilleran said joyfully. “We actually did it!”

“Was there ever any doubt?” Larkin asked.

“Hold on…” Tilleran said. “The polyphasic shielding is adjusting. It’s closing in around the shuttle.”

“We have to get out of here.” Richards said, yanking Larkin’s head off the dashboard and programming the shuttle’s escape transporter.

“What about my body?” Larkin asked.

“Tilleran-” Richards commanded, running towards the back of the shuttle as the forward panels began to spark and explode.

“Got her!” Tilleran said, slinging Witmann’s body over her shoulder, stabbing the energize button.



“The shuttle just exploded!” Lt. Gellar reported.

“Were they able to transport off?” Peterman asked, looking back.

“Affirmative.” Gellar replied. “They’re on board.”

“What about the Vaxva?” Baxter asked.

“It’s powering it’s engines.” Gellar said. “The engines aren’t configured any way I’ve ever seen. No telling how fast that ship can go.”

“Be ready to pursue them, Ms. Madera.” Baxter commanded. “Baxter to engineering. Prepare to pour everything we have into the engines.”

“What if we can’t catch them?” Peterman asked.

“Then it’ll be up to the others.” Baxter sighed.



“Now we take our places in history!” Lular said victoriously, climbing out of the maintenance shaft and running to the front of the reactor room. “Ready us for immediate departure, D’aht. First stop, Andor!”

“What about the Explorer?” Suva asked.

“A petty inconvenience at best.” Lular replied.

“We have an intruder alert.” D’aht called out. “It seems that shuttle we destroyed was able to breach our shields and beam a team aboard.”

“You were saying?” Suva said angrily.

Lular looked back at J’hana. “Friends of yours?”

“Undoubtedly.” J’hana said, “now you will learn a painful lesson. Do not f*** with Starfleet.”

“Go find them and stop them, Suva.” Lular ordered, staring at J’hana. “Dead or alive, I want them neutralized.”

“Right away.” Suva said, grabbing a phaser and storming out of the reactor room.

“Engines ready.” D’aht called out.

“Engage!” Lular cried. “It is time to claim my empire!”

J’hana watched the viewscreen at the front of the room as the stars rushed towards them.

“Lular…the Explorer is following. They’re increasing speed to overtake us.” D’aht reported.

“Well, punch up our speed. These engines are better, are they not?”

“Surely.” D’aht said, hitting several controls. “That ship is no match for us.”

“We shall see.” J’hana said confidently.



“We don’t have much time.” Richards said, looking to Tilleran. “Have you found the control center?”

“This way!” Tilleran said, indicating the direction the group should move in.

“Are you coming, Larkin?” Richards asked, looking back at Larkin.

The android brought up step behind Richards and Tilleran, head tucked comfortably under one arm. “Affirmative, Commander. And might I thank you for jury- rigging a remote link between my head unit and my body. It is almost as convenient as actually having my head attached.”

“I do what I can.” Richards said, withdrawing his phaser. “Now let’s move!”



“Engines are holding at Warp Nine point nine.” Madera reported. “But I don’t know how long we can keep this up.”

“Can we get a clear shot at the Vaxva?” Baxter asked. “Maybe slow it down a little?”

“Negative.” Gellar replied. “Not with all the power dumped into the engines.”

“So even if we can stay with them, we can’t fight them, Andy.” Peterman said. “This is useless.”

“I can’t just leave all my officers over there.” Baxter said.

“Engines nearing critical.” Madera reported. “At this rate we’ll have to come out of warp in five more minutes.”

“Then keep us going until then, Ensign.” Baxter ordered. “I want us to be in the game as long as possible.”



Lular paced the area in front of the viewscreen thoughtfully, considering his next move.

“What do you plan on doing when you get to Andor?” J’hana asked. “Are you just going to blow it up? Is that how you’ll claim your destiny?”

“Not at all.” Lular said, turning. “I’m simply going to make an announcement. I’m going to announce my coronation as supreme leader of the Andorian people.”

“Oh, that’s rich.” Conway said. “You think they’ll fall for that?”

“Yes, they will.” J’hana said. “He has the Vaxva. He controls the supreme power of our people–for now.”

“And for all time, J’hana. I suppose now you can see that it is I who will be remembered when our hive is spoken of?”

“Only when stupidity is spoken of, Lular.” J’hana said.

Lular was about to reply when he saw Suva appear in the doorway. “Well, Suva, what of the Starfleet invaders?”

Upon closer inspection, Lular realized that Suva was unconcious, leaning limply against the doorway.

“They’re right here!” Tilleran cried, jumping out from behind Suva’s body and firing her phaser.

Richards and Larkin followed, managing to stun D’aht before she could reach for her sidearm.

“Free us!” J’hana shouted, watching the fray with anticipation.

Lular jumped behind a console, grabbing a weapon he found in a locker near the console.

“Duck!” Tilleran shouted, pushing Richards to the deck as Lular fired the weapon, which vaporized a large chunk of the deck and ceiling.

“Yikes, that’s one hell of a gun!” Richards said.

“Gotta love those ancient Andorians.” Tilleran noted, taking up position behind the reactor.

Lt. Commander Larkin sat her head down and worked diligently to untie Ford, Conway and J’hana.

“What the hell happened to you?” Conway asked.

“It is a long story.” Larkin replied.

“Still, it’s nothing to lose your head about.” Ford laughed.

No one else seemed to think the joke was funny.



“Bring us out of warp.” Baxter sighed, watching on the viewscreen as the Vaxva soared out of range.

“One more second and we’d have been space dust.” Peterman said, glancing over to Baxter. “Could you have cut that any closer?”

“Maybe.” Baxter said, looking back to Gellar. “Where are they headed, Gellar?”

“The Andor system, sir.” Gellar said. “We can still get there fairly quickly at warp four, which, coincidentally, is all we can sustain now.”

“Better than nothing. Do it, Madera.” Baxter ordered.



Lular peered out from behind the console he was using as cover. All the Starfleet officers had taken cover, no doubt to avoid another blast of his weapon.

A sudden beep from the console caused Lular to jump. They had reached Andor.

Punching in the command to come out of warp, Lular stepped out from behind the console. “You Starfleets can come out now. We’ve reached our destination. Now, don’t you think it’s time we finish this without getting anyone hurt?”

“You’re outnumbered, Lular!” J’hana’s voice called out.

“But I have the big gun!” Lular said, prompting one of the officers to emit a shrill squeak of fear.

“Shut up Ford!” Another voice said.

“In one minute I’m going to start blowing things up!” Lular cried.

“And risk hitting the reactor?” J’hana asked. “I don’t think so. Give it up, Lular.”

“Never.” Lular said. “You all will surrender, or I’ll kill every one of you right now.”

“And how are you going to do that?” J’hana’s voice asked.

“Computer, activate a polyphasic forcefield three hundred sixty degrees around me. Then evacuate the oxygen from the rest of this compartment.”

“Oh.” J’hana responded.

“We’re screwed now.” Conway said, suddenly feeling the air become thinner.

“Not exactly, Commander.” Larkin said. “You still have me.”

“Joy.” Ford said. “If you haven’t noticed, Commander, you can’t even keep yourself together. How the hell do you think you’re going to save us?”

With her last gasps of air, Lt. J’hana pulled Larkin’s head close to her, “Blow up the reactor, Larkin.”

“Don’t do it!” Conway gasped. “That’s an order!”

“Do it!” J’hana gasped. “For honor!”

“I have no concept of honor.” Larkin said, as Conway and J’hana fluttered out of conciousness. A smile spread across Conway’s face. “However,” Conway’s smile disappeared, “it would seem J’hana’s advice is the only way to assure that this technology does not fall into Lular’s hands. And in this case, Protocol Iota Three Two Seven would seem to apply.”

Larkin approached the reactor, pointing her head toward the controls so that she could reset the reactor overload with the other hand.

“What are you doing?” Lular asked.

Larkin did not respond. Now that she was in a vacuum, she could not be heard anyway.

“You can’t destroy the reactor! You’ll kill us all!” Lular ran towards Larkin, bouncing against the forcefield and flying backwards. “Computer–drop fields and restore oxygen!”

Lular lept towards Larkin, who flung him away effortlessly with her free hand.

J’hana rubbed her head as conciousness began to return. The first thing she saw when she opened her eyes was a blue blur flying towards her.

Groggily, J’hana grabbed Lular by the scruff of his neck and rammed him into the bulkhead.

Lular swung his fist back into J’hana’s face, jumping to his feet and running for the ship’s control console. “We’ll finish this once and for all, my dear sister!”

“Reactor overload set.” The computer’s cold male voice reported.

“Excellent.” Larkin said, smashing the controls with her fist.

“What have you done!” Lular cried out. “You’ve killed us all!”

J’hana rammed into Lular from behind, slamming him into the console. “It’s over, Lular.”

Conway and the others had awakened quickly enough to ascertain what Larkin had done.

“How the hell are we going to get out of this one?” Ford asked.

“We’ll have to use the Vaxva’s transporters.” Richards said, running over to the only console that wasn’t smashed. “Tilleran, I’m going to need some help over here!”

“This ends here!” Lular said, flipping J’hana over him and slamming her to the deck.

“Done.” Tilleran said, hitting a final control on the transporter. “We just need to move a little closer to the planet and we can beam down.”

Once he found the helm controls, Richards maneuvered the huge vessel down towards the planet, just as J’hana and Lular slammed into he and Tilleran.

“We’ve gotta get out of here!” Conway shouted, helping Ford lift up Suva’s unconcious form, while Larkin grabbed D’aht.

“The coordinates are programmed.” Tilleran said, picking herself up. “Come on, J’hana, we don’t have time for your little brother-sister feuding!”

J’hana continued to struggle with Lular. “You guys go ahead. I’ll catch up.”

“We’re not leaving you here!” Conway said.

“Wanna make a bet?” J’hana asked, reprogramming the transporter to leave her and Lular and stabbing the “energize” control. “Have a nice trip!”

“I’ll be a son of a-!” Conway shouted, as he and the rest of the group dematerialized.

“You should have gone with them,” Lular said, picking himself up and slamming a fist into J’hana’s stomach. “Now you’ll die here with me.”

“If that is what it takes!” J’hana grunted, slamming Lular up against the bulkhead.



“We’re nearing Andor, Captain.” Madera called out.

“The Vaxva has taken a direct vector for the planet’s surface.” Gellar called out. “And its reactor core is set to overload!”

“Where are Conway and the others?” Baxter asked, turning to Gellar.

“Everyone but J’hana is on the surface of Andor.” Gellar reported.

“What about J’hana?” Baxter asked.

“I can’t…wait a minute,” Gellar’s brow furrowed as he studied his panel. “Sir, I’m reading two Andorian life forms still aboard the Vaxva.”

“The Vaxva’s nearing Andor’s atmosphere.” Ensign Madera called out. “They’ll reach the surface in another four minutes.”

“Get them out of there.” Baxter ordered.

“No can do, Captain. I can’t get seem to get a positive lock through all that radiation.”

“Hail them.”

Gellar shook his head. “No response, sir.”



Ignoring the beeping comm light on the barely functioning control panel, J’hana heaved the Vaxva to port, making her best attempt to aim the massive starship towards the expansive Sea of Rexax. It was her only chance to crash the ship without endangering the population of her home planet.

“No you don’t!” Lular cried, throwing J’hana out of the chair and pouncing on top of her.

J’hana rammed a fist into Lular’s face, sending him reeling backwards to the deck. “Yes, I do.”

Tossing Lular to the side, J’hana searched out a map of the ship. Finding one on one of the remaining unsmashed data panels, J’hana quickly located an airlock. Even the ancient Andorians needed a way out.

“Aha!” J’hana said, finding a hatch about fifty meters from her position. “We’re getting out of here, Lular.”

“I don’t think so.” Lular grunted, grabbing J’hana’s legs and pulling her down.

Meanwhile, the Vaxva continued to plunge.



Commander Conway, Lt. Commander Richards, Lt. Tilleran, Lt. Commander Larkin and Lt. Ford rushed out onto the bridge.

“The two Andorian sisters were working for Lular, Captain.” Commander Conway explained. “We stowed them in the brig for now.”

“We’ll worry about them later.” Baxter said. “What about J’hana?”

“She’s still over there.” Tilleran said.

“Two minutes to impact.” Madera called out.

“Come on, J’hana!” Conway said, watching as the Vaxva sank into the atmosphere, flames licking at the sides of its hull.



J’hana dragged herself along the deck, Lular tugging at her feet. “This is insane, Lular. You can’t win!”

“But I can, if you lose!” Lular cried out insanely. “I’m taking you with me to the Bed of the Dishonored. Where we shall lie forever, burning, twisting, melting in eternal agony!”

“Shut up!” J’hana cried, kicking Lular in the face and leaping to her feet, bolting for the airlock.

The reactor would be critical any minute now.

“No fair!” Lular cried, grabbing at J’hana’s legs as she scrambled up the ladder towards the hatch. “Look what you’ve done, you Zhackmakakt!”

“Do you kiss our mothers with that mouth, hiveling?” J’hana asked, twisting the seal to the airlock.

The hull was warm to the touch, which meant the Vaxva was well through the atmosphere, and the outer hull was probably burning up.

Lular scrambled up the ladder, grabbing for J’hana’s feet.

Wincing at the bright afternoon light of the Andorian sun, J’hana climbed out of the hatch, watching clouds whizz by at an unbelievable speed. They’d be past the cloud cover in seconds. And then they’d dip into the sea.

J’hana tried to remember that she didn’t want to die, but every instinct she’d ever had told her that it was best to die honorably. But was this so honorable? J’hana had to think about that. If it wasn’t, it wasn’t like she could do things over again.

Before J’hana could consider the matter any further, Lular jumped out of the hatch, pushing J’hana over and causing her to fall against the hot, singing hull of the ship.

“And they say you can’t go home again. Well they’re wrong. Goodbye, sister!” Lular cried out, slamming his fist down on J’hana’s fingers.

“I’ll see you in hell, Lular!” J’hana screamed, free falling straight down the side of the hull, and out into open air…



Lular cringed as he watched the fast approaching seascape, a welcoming blue eternity, ready to pull him under.

At least he could die knowing J’hana would be dead as well. Lular considered this a small victory.

A very small one.

With a deafening rumble, the sea welcomed him into its arms.



J’hana screamed out in pleasure, reveling in the feeling of the wind whipping past her face, opening her eyes wide to face the approaching sea. She would face Death as she had always planned, since the dawn of modern Andorian wisdom.

“Sweet merciful Death, I scream out in defiance of you!” J’hana cried. “Feel my fiery soul cut through your void like a blade of pure duranium! Shrink back in fear as I enter your domain, never to leave again! Great Hivemother, welcome me into your chubby arms of love!”

Suddenly a massive explosion propelled J’hana back up towards the heavens, feeling almost as if hell was refusing to let her in…



“Why do you refuse me, Hivemother? Am I too dangerous for even the likes of you?” J’hana cried out as she materialized. Her momentum carried her right into Commander Conway, knocking him to the deck with a thud.

J’hana lifted her head up, just in time to see the huge explosion shaking through the Sea of Rexax on the viewscreen. Like a massive fountain, a mushroom cloud of water reached toward the heavens.

“Welcome back.” Conway grunted, sliding out from under J’hana.

“Confirmed, sir.” Lt. Gellar reported. “The Vaxva has been totally destroyed, along with sixteen square kilometers of marine life.”

“Nice to see you again, J’hana.” Baxter said, returning to his command chair and giving the Andorian a sidelong glance. “Next time you have a family tiff, try to keep us out of it, please.”

J’hana leaned up, looking around the bridge. Her face was still plastered with a smile, something her crewmates had rarely seen. “What of Lular?”

“The other Andorian?” Baxter looked back to Gellar, who shook his head. “We couldn’t get a lock on him. I’m sorry, J’hana.”

“Think nothing of it. I have eighteen more where he came from, thanks to the Andorian custom of multiple marraiges.” J’hana laughed, putting an arm around Conway and Ford. “Come now, fellow warriors. It is time to drink to a good battle. One that will be remembered for much time to come.”

“I just want to forget it.” Ford whined.

“Just go along with her.” Conway muttered, as J’hana shoved the two into the turbolift.

“I will require some time off, Captain, to celebrate my brush with death, and the death of my brother.” J’hana said, laughing as the doors closed.

“Granted.” Baxter said, glancing over to Peterman.

“I’ll start scheduling the counseling sessions now, Andy.” Peterman said hurriedly, calling up her appointment book on the computer terminal.

“The sooner the better.” Baxter replied.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52444.3. The Federation Diplomatic committee reports that things on Andor will be back up to speed in less than a year. With the imprisonment of Suva and D’aht, along with the rest of the now defunct “Shalta’prax,” the citizens of Andor can once again rest easy. In related news, after two weeks of celebrating, mourning, drinking, and counseling, my chief tactical officer is reporting back for duty. I must admit, I’ve missed having her around the bridge.



Captain Baxter strolled out of his readyroom, ice cold glass of grapefruit juice in hand, ready to take on another morning.

“Where have you been?” J’hana asked from the tactical station. “The shift began ten minutes ago.”

“I was reading some engine efficiency reports, if you must know, J’hana.” Baxter said, rounding the aisle down to the command center. “You have a problem with that?”

“Not at all,” J’hana said, straightening. “Why would I have a problem with the decadent abuse of the strict schedule of starship operations? After all, this isn’t really a starship, is it? No, just your own personal playground.”

“Do I detect a note of sarcasm, Lieutenant?” Baxter asked, setting his glass down in the holder and turning back to the Andorian.

“Affirmative, sir. After having the oppurtunity to serve again on an Andorian vessel, I am even more convinced that this ship must function in a more efficient manner.”

“You know, J’hana, I’ve got a special slot for all the complaints and suggestions my crew have on how to run this ship. Wanna stick your suggestion in with the others?”

“I would be glad to, Captain.” J’hana said.

Baxter stood up and bent over, thrusting his buttocks in J’hana’s direction. “Here you go. Right here, baby!”

The Captain was so busy laughing at himself, he didn’t notice Commander Conway approach from behind him.

“Here’s my complaint, Captain.” Conway said, shoving his boot as hard as he could into Baxter’s behind.

Baxter pitched forward, painfully smacking against the deck.

“Suggestion noted, Commander, carry on.” Baxter said, his face smushed against the deck.

“You deserved that one, Captain.” J’hana said.

Conway chuckled at Baxter as he ordered a cup of coffee from the replicator.

“I have the week’s security reports, Commander, if you wish to take a look at them.” J’hana said, withdrawing a padd from under her station and holding it out for Conway’s inspection.

“Let’s see,” Conway said, paging through the items on the padd. “Looks good to me. I–wait a minute…”

Conway peered at the final item.



STARDATE 52443.0.



LT. J’HANA AND COMMANDER CONWAY WERE FOUND LURKING AROUND THE QUARTERS OF CAPTAIN BAXTER IN A DRUNKEN STATE. ACCORDING TO AN INSIDE SOURCE, THE TWO THEN PROCEEDED TO EMPTY A BOTTLE OF ANDORIAN NIL-BUGS UNDERNEATH THE CAPTAIN’S DOOR. THIS REPORT HAS BEEN REFFERED TO THE EXECUTIVE OFFICER FOR HIS CONSIDERATION.



“What is your verdict, Commander?” J’hana asked, maintaining her stoic posture.

“My verdict?” Conway asked, thumbing a button on the padd. “Whoops, what do you know, I accidentally erased that item. Too bad.”

Captain Baxter looked back at J’hana and Conway, reaching a hand down the back of his uniform and scratching madly. For some reason, for the last day or so, his whole body itched. “What are you two conspiring about?” He asked.

“Just the weekly security reports, sir.” Conway chuckled.

“Oh,” Baxter said, still scratching. “Anything interesting?”

“Nope,” J’hana said, putting the padd away. “Not one thing.”



NEXT: Is the crew of the Explorer getting out-of-shape? Their new visitor seems to think so. This surprise-guest puts the crew on an exausting program of jazzersizing, but they have even worse problems: Try Barney-style face-huggers on an inhospitable planet! Be here in seven!
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Bent Into Shape



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52459.5. While we were mapping the Kritada system near the edge of Beta Quadrant, we came across a colony ship from the late twenty-second century that had apparently crash-landed on the fourth planet of the system. In the interest of archaeological discovery, and since we really had nothing better to do, I’ve sent an away team down to investigate.



Commander Conway, Lt. Commander Larkin, Lt. J’hana, and Lt. Tilleran materialized inside a cramped corridor.

“Spread out, everyone.” Commander Conway ordered, switching on his palm beacon. “Remember, be careful what you touch. We have no idea what this ship was transporting.”

“I believe I have found something, Commander.” Larkin said, gesturing for Commander Conway.

Conway peered over Larkin’s shoulder. “A computer terminal?”

Larkin nodded, plugging her tricorder into an interface below the dusty video screen. “I will attempt to access the ship’s manifest.”

Moments later, text began flying by on the screen.

“What does it say, Larkin?” Conway asked.

“S.S. Destiny. Out of Baltimore, Maryland. Launched July Eighteenth, 2180.” Larkin reported, as she absorbed the information.

“What was she carrying?”

“Colony maintenance equipment, some scientific samples from Mars, a load of Bendracite ore, some preserved human bodies from the twentieth century, a set of chromium laced biospheres, some grain handling equip-”

“Stop!” Conway said. “Did you say preserved human bodies?”

“Affirmative.” Larkin said. “During the late twentieth century, the more affluent humans of Earth were fond of having themselves frozen in order that they might be revived one day in the future.”

“Sounds like a dumb idea to me.”

“You do recall that the twentieth century was not exactly replete with intelligence.”

“Believe me, I know. I went there, remember?”

Before Larkin could reply, Lt. Tilleran called out from another room. “Commmander Conway, come here, quick!”



“Would you look at that.” Conway stared into the foggy glass of one of the human storage pods. “Wonder who this is?”

Larkin accessed her files a moment. “According to the data I gathered from the ship’s computer, this is one of twelve humans, preserved by a government project known as ‘Project Coldfront.’ Further information is classified.”

“Classified, huh?” Conway asked, wiping away the fog on the glass. “Can you extrapolate the identity of this person from the cultural database?”

“Accessing.” Larkin studied the face of the person within the pod.

“I have inventoried the pods, sir,” Lt. J’hana said, holstering her tricorder and approaching Conway. “All but one of the pods have been broken into. The bodies have been removed as well. The only clue I can find as to where they went is this plasma residue.” J’hana held up a goo-covered finger for Commander Conway’s inspection.

Conway stuck his finger into one of the shattered pods and examined the goo. “What exactly is it?”

“According to the tricorder, some sort of alien feces, or other kind of biochemical waste product.”

Conway shivered a bit as he stared at the yellowey glob on his finger. “Is there any way I can get this off my finger quickly without betraying my sense of cool?”

“Commander, I have ascertained this subject’s identity.” Larkin suddenly said.

“Who is it?” Conway asked, wiping his hand off on his uniform.

“A celebrity known as Richard Simmons Evidently, in the 20th century, he was known for his powerful weight-loss programs and helpful cooking tips.”

“What’s he doing as part of a top secret government project?” Conway asked.

“Unknown.” Larkin replied. “Perhaps after we download the remainder of the ship’s computer core we will be able to ascertain that.”

“Good enough. Have Mr. Simmons here beamed up to Sickbay for further study.”

“Commander,” Lt. Tilleran said from behind Commander Conway, “I’d like to stay behind with a detachment of science officers to study this ship some more. This is a fascinating find.”

“Fine,” Conway said. “Call down a team to assist you. Meanwhile, the rest of us, including Mr. Popsicle here, are going back to the ship.”



“So I finally convinced Crewman Dyson to come down from the top of the rollercoaster tracks. I tell you, it’s a miracle she didn’t fall to her death.” Counselor Peterman said, idly munching on a celery stick.

Explorations was unusually quiet for a Monday afternoon. In fact, the only sound that Peterman heard in the lounge was the sound of Captain Baxter’s frantic slurping and chomping.

“Mmm hmm.” Baxter replied, shoving in another mouthful of lasagna. It was Italian day at Mirk’s All You Can Eat buffet, and Baxter wasn’t about to miss testing the limits of the phrase “All You Can Eat.”

“So I told Lt. Commander Larkin about the problem, and how you said that it was probably a bad idea that Admiral McGrath had that thing installed in the Adventure Colloseum on our last refit. She agreed that some safety precautions needed to be taken, so no one else gets stuck up there.”

“Like what?” Baxter asked, pausing in between chomps.

“Well,” Peterman said, “like seatbelts, for intance.”

“You think?” Baxter said, continuing to eat.

“Our rollercoaster is equipped with a stasis field that keeps the occupants held in. But Crewman Dyson’s field failed, causing her to fall back behind the car and become trapped at the top.”

“How horrible for her,” Baxter said, continuing to shove food into his mouth.

“And I’m sure you remember how I told you she’s afraid of heights…”

“Yep.” Baxter replied.

“And agoraphobic.”

“Yep,” Baxter agreed again.

“I knew you weren’t listening!” Peterman said. “Crewman Dyson is NOT agoraphobic. It’s Ensign Welch that’s agoraphobic.”

Baxter looked up from his plate. “Listen, Kelly, there are four hundred people on this ship. I can’t remember the psych profile of each and every one of them.”

“I told you yesterday.” Peterman said, folding her arms. “All you care about is that damned buffet. Ever since Mirk installed it it’s all you can do to stay away from this place.”

“It’s a great deal, Kelly.” Baxter said, pushing himself up and trudging back to the buffet, pushing Lt. Ford aside to get to the baked ziti.

Peterman rapped her fingernails on the lighted table until Baxter returned.

Baxter sighed as he squeezed into the opposite side of the booth. “Ugh. This booth is getting smaller.”

“The booth is NOT getting smaller, Andy.” Peterman said exasperatedly. “You’re getting BIGGER.”

“Am not,” Baxter said, continuing to eat.

“So your uniform is shrinking too?” Peterman asked.

“My uniform fits fine.”

“Sure it does. That’s why Yeoman Briggs had to take it out two inches last week.”

“That’s a vicious rumor.” Baxter continued to eat.

“Andy!” Peterman said, reaching forward and grabbing Baxter’s hands in her own. “I’m getting worried about you. You don’t have Janice’s metabolism. You know everything goes right to your little love handles. And they’re not so little anymore.”

“You don’t love me.” Baxter said, a tear trickling down his cheek.

“Give me a break.” Peterman leaned back so Baxter could resume his eating. “That only works on guys.”

“It was worth a try.” Baxter said through a mouthful of ziti. “Listen, if you only loved me for my chiseled physique, then you might as well find another man right now, because what you see is what you get.”

“And every day I’m getting a little more.” Peterman sighed, staring at Baxter as he ate.

Suddenly an alarm klaxon blared throughout Mirk’s bar.

Mirk looked up fearfully. “Okay everyone, that’s a Red Alert. Everyone to stations, NOW!”

“Sheesh.” Peterman said, covering her face as Mirk’s staff scrambled around the lounge.

Suddenly the doors parted and Dr. Browning strolled in.

She looked around at everyone and suddenly put two fingers in her mouth and whistled. “Hey! I’m not eating! I just came to talk to the captain!”

“Oh,” Mirk said, hitting a button under his bar. “As you were, everybody.”

Browning approached Baxter and Peterman’s booth, looking at Baxter and smiling. “My, Captain, you are looking healthy today.”

“Thank you, Janice.” Baxter said, glaring at Peterman. “At least some people can appreciate a good food intake level.”

Peterman just shook her head. “What brings you here, Janice?”

“I’ve finished preliminary tests on our iceman. He’s definitely alive, and stable for revival.”

“How exciting!” Peterman exclaimed.

“I don’t know.” Baxter said. “We don’t know anything about this guy, other than he was a 20th century celebrity of some sort. What if he’s dangerous?”

“Please.” Peterman said. “This is an excellent chance to get to talk to someone who lived back then.”

“I got a taste of what it was like to live back then, and it wasn’t so great, honey.” Baxter said, wiping his mouth off. “We have ethical considerations here.”

“So you suggest we just keep him on ice for another three hundred years?”

“I–” Baxter said, when suddenly the comm system beeped.

“Nurse Carter to Dr. Browning. We have a situation down in sickbay.”

“What kind of situation, Holly?” Browning asked.

“Our little guest just woke up.”

“Well,” Baxter said, standing up. “Guess it’s a moot point now. Let’s get down there.”

“The iceman cometh,” Peterman said happily, following Browning and Baxter out of Mirk’s.



Captain Baxter stepped into sickbay, where he found a group of medical technicians, including Nurse White, surrounding a biobed.

Baxter pushed through the crowd.

“Why hello,” the man on the biobed said with a gentle smile. “You must be Captain Baxter. I’m Richard Simmons.”

“Charmed,” Baxter said, shaking the man’s hand.

The first thing Baxter noticed about Simmons was his hair. It was puffy, curly, almost like an afro. And his clothes!

“I’m sure you’re in a hurry to get out of that outfit,” Baxter said. “Is that what they froze you in?”

Simmons looked down at his tight pink spandex shorts and red, white, and blue tankop. “These are my regular duds, Captain. Aren’t they great? So sporty! I’m always ready to work out!”

“Indeed,” Baxter said. “Well, I’m sure you have a lot to tell us about how you got here, and we have just as much to tell you about where you are. But before we go any further, I’m going to let you get settled into some quarters.”

“How thoughtful!” Simmons exclaimed.

Peterman pushed past Baxter, moving to shake Simmons’ hand. “Why, hello there! I’m the ship’s counselor, Kelly Peterman. I’ll be here to smooth your transition to this new environment!”

“You will?” Baxter asked.

“That’s wonderful!” Simmons said. “I’d love to sit down and kibitz with you over a nice cup of camomile tea!”

“Come on, then!” Peterman said, offering Simmons her arm and leading him out of sickbay.

“But–” Baxter and Browning said.

But it was too late. Simmons and Peterman were both gone.

And somehow Baxter realized that the day was just going to go downhill from there.



“And this is the bridge,” Peterman said, gesturing for Simmons to follow her out of the turbolift. “This is the hub of activity for the entire starship.”

“I don’t believe it,” Simmons said, looking around. “We’re actually in space.”

“Deep space,” Peterman clarified. “Near the edge of the galaxy.”

“Look at all this technology,” Simmons said. “Who knew we’d come this far in only thirty years!”

“Three hundred years,” Peterman corrected.

“Oh, that’s right.” Simmons said. “I keep getting the numbers all mixed up.”

“It’s okay, your brain was frozen a long time. It’ll all come back to you soon.”

Simmons squeezed Peterman in a big bear hug. “You’re so great, Kelly! I wouldn’t be able to take this big transition without you!”

“That’s what I’m here for.”

Commander Conway looked up from the command chair as Peterman and Simmons embraced. “Who the hell is that clown?”

“This clown,” Peterman said indignantly, “is the man we rescued from the crashed ship.”

“That’s the exercize guru?” Conway chuckled. “Looks like a scrawny little geek to me!”

“Hey!” Peterman said, “that’s my friend you’re talking about.”

Simmons held up a hand. “It’s okay, Kelly. Some people pack the hurt in so tight it dribbles out sometimes. Isn’t that right, Mr. Frowny?”

“Dear Lord,” Conway said, glaring at Simmons. “Is this guy related to you, Peterman?”

“If only,” Peterman sighed. “This man is a mental health and dietary genius. He was so unappreciated in his time that they felt the need to freeze him in a vault, until such time as society had evolved to the point where it could appreciate his insight.”

“In that case,” Conway said, taking a swig of his coffee. “I say you put him back in.”

“Someone needs a hug.” Simmons said, outstretching his arms towards Conway.

“Don’t touch me,” Conway said, backing away. “Counselor, escort your little friend back to his quarters. He’s not even cleared to be on the bridge.”

“Why don’t you unlock that box of love inside you, let it fly out and soak up all that sludgy old anger!” Simmons said, as Peterman led him back to the turbolift.

“If I had love in me, I’d have found it by now.” Conway said, sitting back down in the command chair.

“I have the key to that little love box, Commander!” Simmons cried out as the door closed. “Please let me unlock it!”

“What a wacko,” J’hana said from tactical.

“Tell me about it.”



“We managed to break the computer’s coding, Captain,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, indicating the information as it flew by on the screen down in engineering as Captain Baxter and Lt. Commander Richards looked on.

“You won’t believe what we’ve found,” Richards said, hitting a button on the viewscreen. Four pictures, followed by a few paragraphs of information each, appeared on the viewscreen.

“This is a roster of the Destiny’s frozen crew, sir.” Larkin said.

Baxter peered at each person on the screen. “What do all these people have in common?”

“That’s the strange thing.” Richards replied. “Very little, other than the fact that most all of them were involved in the entertainment industry. One worked with computers, two others in politics.”

“We will have to study the classified database more thoroughly before we can determine the actual reason the government had for freezing these individuals and later launching them into deep space. Whatever the case, though, they were definitely designed to survive many hundreds of years of suspended animation.”

Baxter read some of the names off the screen. “Richard Simmons, Martha Stewart, Gallagher, Bill Gates. Hanson brothers? Hmm. I don’t recognize any of the names.”

“The pod occupants have not been found,” Larkin explained. “The pods were broken open and covered with some sort of

unidentifiyable biological matter.”

“Then these other subjects were most likely abducted and

eaten by the inhabitants of Kritada Four,” Baxter reasoned.

“Possibly.” Richards said, “but if not…”

“There’s no telling what they could be doing running around in the twenty-fourth century,” Baxter completed Richards’s sentence. “Larkin…I want you to take a squadron of security officers down to the planet and scour its surface. If those people are alive down there, we have a responsibility to find them.”



After giving up on waiting for her patient to return, Dr. Browning decided to grab an early dinner at Mirk’s. After all, the All You Can Eat buffet would only be offered for a limited time.

Browning had just begun cramming in her huge plate of spaghetti and meatballs when Peterman and Simmons strolled into the lounge.

“Janice, there you are!” Peterman said, leading Simmons over to the Doctor’s booth. “Here we are, Richard. The hippest eating establishment on the Explorer.”

“Very nice.” Simmons looked down at Browning. “Dr. Browning, right?”

“Yeah.” Browning said, looking up from her food. She had a shiny red goatee made of tomato sauce all around her mouth. “Have a seat.”

Simmons and Peterman sat down opposite Dr. Browning.

“Having some spaghetti, I see.” Simmons said, watching as Browning ate.

“Uh-huh.” Browning said as she shoved in a piece of garlic bread.

“You know, pasta is a great idea. Very high in carbohydrates. What’s killing you is the meatballs. They’re loaded with cholesterol. Did you ever think of a light vegetable topping, instead of that heavy meat sauce?”

“No.” Browning continued to eat.

“Look at you,” Simmons said sadly. “Wallowing in that meal like you’re a pig. Don’t you feel ashamed?”

“Not really.” Browning said through a mouthful of spaghetti.

“Wouldn’t it feel great to leave a meal without being stuffed, without feeling the pain of fattening food weighing you down?”

“Listen to him, Janice, he knows what he’s talking about.” Peterman said.

Browning looked up a moment. “What the heck is this? Can’t I even eat in peace?”

Simmons put a hand on Browning’s hand, rubbing it gently. “This isn’t peace, honey. This is a war. You’re fighting a war with your body you just can’t win. When are you going to sign that treaty and begin the rebuilding process?”

“You’re a wacko.” Browning said, sliding out of the booth. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m about to go get some cheesecake and drop an A-bomb on myself.”

“I’m not going to give up on you, sweetheart, don’t worry. I’m fighting for you, even if you aren’t!” Simmons cried. “Now how about joining me for some salad and a nice bowl of lentil soup, Kelly?”

“I’d love to!” Peterman said, following Simmons over to the bar.



Captain Baxter turned over in bed, pulling the covers over him tightly and curling into a ball. He cracked one eye open, noting that the time on the chronomter was only 0740. He still had ten minutes to sleep, thanks to his extremely efficient ten minute morning ritual. He had found a way to get up at 0750 and still be on the bridge by 0800. Of course, this meant missing some vital places in the shower, but that was a sacrifice Baxter was willing to make.

“Hey, sleepyhead, let’s roll out of there!” a voice said, as suddenly the speakers in Baxter’s bedroom came to life with a throbbing rendition of “Funkytown.”

“What the hell?” Baxter said, shooting up in bed.

Simmons was standing there, decked out in a pink and blue spandex leotard, ready for action. Next to him, similarly decked out, but much more appealing, was Counselor Peterman.

“Up an at ’em, fat boy!” Peterman said, dragging Baxter out of bed and into the other room.

“But–” Baxter said.

“No buts, we’re getting you in shape!” Peterman said.

“But I don’t want to be in shape!” Baxter pleaded.

“Too bad.” Peterman said. “It’s for your own good. Now we’re playing some oldies, and it’s time to start sweatin’.”

“You know the only time I like to sweat is when we make love,” Baxter whined.

“Well, if you want to sweat then, you gotta sweat now, because otherwise, you’re not getting any,” Peterman said. “Now let’s see some deep-knee thrusts.”

“But Kellyyyyyyyyyyy!” Baxter whined.

“Move!” Peterman shouted, thrusting up and down for Baxter to watch.

The Captain raised an eyebrow. “I’m getting a workout just watching you, baby.”

“Come on!” Simmons cried, dancing into the room and swinging his arms in the air. “Let’s feel that burn!”

“You’re gonna feel something burn in about one more minute, buddy,” Baxter said, grunting as he thrusted up again. He could hear loud cracks each time he moved, his joints sighing heavily under the stress of the activity. Moments later, Charlie ran to join Baxter, jumping onto his leg and humping away with thrusts of his own.

For their part, Pandora and Fritz skittered in between Peterman and Simmon’s legs.

Baxter sighed, pushing Charlie off him and continuing to squat.

This was a hell of a way to start the day.



Lt. Commander Larkin trudged along the vast, red expanse of rock that made up most of the surface of Kritada Four, as several shuttlecraft streaked overhead, in search of the missing humans. If the other thawed-out humans had managed to escape the wreckage of the Destiny, Larkin did not give their chances of survival in this environment much consideration. Kritada Four was a world of heat, turbulent wind, and thunderous earthquakes. Then again, from what Larkin gathered from her cultural database, if anyone could make a place a home, Martha Stewart could. And that was a good thing.

“Milano to Lieutenant Larkin,” the voice of Ensign Tim Milano, the security officer assigned to search the caves in the northwest continent said over Larkin’s commbadge.

“Larkin here. Report.” Larkin replied.

“I think we’ve found something, Lieutenant.”

“Specify.” Lt. Commander Larkin said, looking up from her tricorder data. “What have you found?”

“About seventy meters past the caves we found a large– Holy crap! Larkin, we found some-zrrrt….” The signal abruptly cut off.

“Ensign Milano?” Larkin asked. “Ensign Milano, are you there?”

It would take two hours on foot for Larkin to reach Milano’s location, so she immediately tapped her comm badge. “Larkin to Cartier.”

“Saral here, go ahead.”

“I have lost contact with Ensign Milano’s team and I fear they are in danger. Lock onto my position and pick me up in your shuttlecraft immediately.”

“Changing course now.” Saral replied.



“He’s late again.” J’hana said, rapping her fingers on the tactical console and glancing at the chronometer on her panel.

“I’ll give him five more minutes.” Conway said. “Then the ship is mine.”

At that, Baxter stumbled onto the bridge, wheezing heavily.

“That’s my boy.” Peterman said from behind him, patting him on the back. “You did good. Don’t you feel wonderful?”

“Drink now,” Baxter said, stumbling over to the replicator and ordering a grapefruit juice.

“What the hell happened to him?” Conway said, moving over into his usual seat.

“Richard gave Andy one of his workouts. It almost killed him, but you know what they say. Whatever doesn’t kill you…”

“…is still extremely painful.” Baxter wheezed, collapsing into his chair between Peterman and Conway. “I’m never doing that again.”

“Then that’s not all you won’t be doing again,” Peterman said, folding her arms.

“Kelly, don’t be that way.” Baxter said. “You can’t just expect me to reform overnight.”

“It won’t be easy, but Richard and I are convinced that you can do it.” Peterman said. “Now, how about a nice fat free bran muffin?”

“I’d die first.” Baxter folded his arms. “I’m going down to Mirk’s at nine to have my cheesy scrambled eggs and bagel like I’ve done for the last year and a half, and there’s nothing you and that spandex-clad freak can do about it.”

“Wanna make a bet?”

“I’m so sorry, Captain,” Conway said, mocking sympathy. “You must be taking this sudden change in lifestyle quite hard.”

“Can it, Conway.” Baxter said. “I’m in no mood for your crap today.”

“What are you going to do about it, Captain, sentence me to an exercise program too?” Conway said, laughing hysterically.

“That’s just what I had in mind!” Simmons suddenly said, stepping out of the turbolift. “Everyone on their feet. Computer, play Simmons Three.”

Suddenly the bridge came alive with disco lights and the sounds of “Love Rollercoaster.”

“God’s mercy, no!” Conway gasped, as Simmons pulled him out of his chair.

“You were saying?” Baxter said joyfully, as Simmons forced Conway to strut his stuff.

“I object to this dishonor,” Lt. J’hana said, folding her arms. “And I refuse to betray my pride in such a fashion.”

“You’ll boogie and you’ll like it, missy,” Baxter wheezed as he danced. “If I have to suffer, everyone suffers! That’s an order!”

And before they knew it, the whole bridge crew was up on their feet, hand-jiving their way to a trimmer waistline.



“Okay, everyone, that’s a wrap!” Simmons said, an hour later.

The bridge crew collapsed to the deck, breathless and wheezing.

“Already?” Ford gasped. “The time just…just flew by!”

Commander Conway tried in vain to drag himself to a replicator for some coffee, but collapsed to the deck from exaustion before moving an inch.

“You guys were great!” Simmons said. He and Peterman were the only ones still standing. “I can’t wait to see how you’ve improved during tomorrow’s session!”

“To-tomorrow?” J’hana wheezed. “Is he kidding?”

“You should be used to this, J’hana. A warrior such as yourself.” Peterman said, wrapping a towel around her neck and taking a seat back in her chair.

“This is not the work of a warrior. This is the work of a p-p-pansy that needs a good stab in the neck with a ritual blade.”

“Sticks and stones, J’hana,” Simmons said, waving a finger. “Now put those angry words deep in your pocket, and pull out some joy to take their place.”

“Permission to kill Mr. Simmons,” J’hana said, withdrawing her phaser and leaning up from the deck.

“Granted,” Baxter gasped, pulling himself back to his chair.

“Don’t even think about it.” Peterman said, standing in front of Simmons. “This man is the best thing that ever happened to this ship of slobs.”

“Shoot her too,” Baxter gasped, leaning his head back and closing her eyes.

“With pleasure, Captain,” J’hana said, when suddenly there was a beep at her panel.

“Is anyone going to get that?” Baxter asked.

The beeping continued.

“Oh, I guess I will,” J’hana said, throwing her hands up in the air. “I do all the work on this ship anyway. I will have to kill Mr. Simmons and Counselor Peterman later.”

After several moments, Baxter looked back. “What is it, J’hana?”

“A message from Lt. Commander Larkin. She lost contact with her team in the caves and is going in after them.”

“Does she require reinforcements?” Baxter asked.

“Negative.”

“Good, then let’s take ten and hit the showers,” Baxter said, dragging himself back to the readyroom.



Baxter had just finished putting on the clean uniform he replicated when the door to his readyroom sounded with a pleasant bleep.

“Come,” Baxter said, zipping the front of his uniform and straightening it as he took a seat at his desk.

Lt. Tilleran quickly stepped into the room, padd in hand. “I have a lot to report to you, sir.”

“Back from the Destiny already?” Baxter asked, gesturing for Tilleran to have a seat.

The Betazoid quickly sat down. “Yes, sir. Captain, I have a strong suspicion that the other humans who were in stasis down there were kidnapped by aliens.”

“You found some evidence?” Baxter asked.

Tilleran offered the Captain her padd. “What you see there is a complex biological structure. That’s the makeup of the residue we found around the four empty pods.”

“Alien poop.”

“Exactly sir. But what’s so odd about the structure of the alien feces is that it contains some uniquely terran characteristics.”

“Which means?”

“Which means these ‘aliens’ are not aliens at all. They were comprised of terran DNA. It’s my theory that they were actually genetically engineered and left aboard the Destiny.”

“To what end?”

“I don’t know, but whatever the case it seems that they could very possibly be the reason the Destiny crashed in the first place.”

“Why would the government engineer something so horrible?”

“I don’t know the answer to that either. But I can tell you that by the makeup of this feces these creatures are burrowing parasites, capable of inhabiting a human body.”

Baxter examined the animated graphic on the padd: a spiny looking cartoon alien burrowing itself in the chest of a human.

“Gross,” Baxter said.

“That’s exactly what I said, sir,” Tilleran replied.

“You know, coincidentally enough, part of Larkin’s team came up missing while they were looking for the missing humans.”

“You don’t say,” Tilleran said. “Forgive me for jumping to conclusions, but don’t you think there’s a remote possibility that these creatures may have gotten our people too?”

“Gee, that never would have occurred to me.” Baxter rubbed his chin. “Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to at least contact Larkin and tell her about our findings.” Baxter tapped his comm badge. “Baxter to Larkin.”

After waiting a few moments, Baxter tried again.

Nothing.

“Captain, we have to go down there. Our people could be in grave danger.”

“Agreed,” Baxter said, pushing himself up with a grunt.

“Are you okay, sir?” Tilleran asked.

“No. Damn muscle pull.” Baxter winced as he limped out of the readyroom. “Simmons has been working me too hard.”

“The guy we sent back from the Destiny?” Tilleran asked.

“Yeah, he thawed out when he got back here, and he’s been making us work out ever since.”

“Oh. I guess that would explain the crewmembers lining up in the corridors doing jumpingjacks to twentieth century Earth music.”



“Trust me, there’s nothing to worry about,” Baxter said, shrugging on his survival jacket and grabbing a compression phaser rifle from Lt. J’hana. “We’re just going to go in, find our people, and get out.”

“Sounds easy enough,” Peterman replied, watching the security officers in the transporter room get ready. “Just promise to be careful.”

“I will,” Baxter said, zipping up his jacket. “Where’s the geek?”

“If you’re referring to Richard, he’s in the upper auditorium doing aerobics with the engineering staff,” Peterman said defensively.

“Try not to let him work you too hard while I’m gone.”

“Hey, what are you insinuating?” Peterman asked, as Lt. Hartley punched up the coordinates.

“I think you know. Don’t you think I’ve noticed what a liking you’ve taken to that hairy little shmuck?”

“You’ve got it all wrong, Andy. If you’d just open up and let his goodness inside you…”

Baxter mounted the transporter pad, along with Lt. Tilleran, Lt. J’hana, and five security officers. “I think you’ve done enough of that for both of us. Energize Miss Hartley.”

“Why you damned-” Peterman said, as Baxter dematerialized.

“Hey, Kelly,” Hartley said, prompting Peterman to turn around.

“What?” Peterman said exasperatedly.

“Could you please call off your spandex-wearing freak friend! He’s going to kill this whole crew! You know he had us doing toe touches to Tina Turner for two hours! I’m sore in places I didn’t know I had!”

“Tell it to someone who cares.” Peterman fumed, storming out of the transporter room.



“Lights on, everyone,” Baxter said, activating the light on his phaser rifle. “And be careful. I’ll take point. Lt. Tilleran, I want you and J’hana behind me.”

Lt. Tilleran fell in behind Baxter, whipping out her tricorder and beginning scans. “Captain, this cave spirals three kilometers below the surface of the planet. It’s huge.”

“Well, then we have a long search ahead of us,” Baxter grunted, swinging his rifle around, shining his beacon throughout the massive caves. “Can you at least get a lead on our crew?”

“I’m getting weak comm badge signals from about a kilometer ahead, but that’s about–” Tilleran suddenly clutched her temple.

“What is it?” Baxter asked, turning.

“A wave of noise…almost like…some kind of song in my mind,” Tilleran said. “It’s so powerful, so evil…it’s almost overwhelming.”

“Maybe it’s Martha Stewart,” Baxter offered.

“No–” Tilleran said, wincing. “It’s inhuman, animal…”

“Gallagher?”

Tilleran shrugged. “Whatever it is, it’s getting stronger.”

“Rifles to maximum everyone,” Baxter said, tapping his comm badge. “Explorer, this is Baxter. Are you tracking us?”

“Yes, sir,” Commander Conway’s voice responded. “But we’ve had to boost the sensor gain to maximum. We have a weak video feed, infrared only.”

“It’s all the nonporous rock, sir,” Tilleran said. “The visual will only get worse.”

“Have Lt. Hartley keep a lock on us as long as she can.” Baxter said. “And have her be ready to beam us out as soon as we call. We may find ourselves in some deep s***.”

“Understood. Explorer out.”



“Good afternoon, everyone. I brought you some snacks!” Simmons said joyfully, stepping out onto the bridge and offering his tray full of goodies to the officers at tactical and engineering.

“Get off my damn bridge,” Conway growled.

Simmons offered the tray up to Commander Conway. “Come on, Commander, just try one.”

Conway picked up one of the treats and inspected it. “What is it?”

“Mushroom caps, stuffed with a yogurt mustard sauce and a sprinkle of paprika for that…” Simmons put his thumb and forefinger to his lips and kissed them, “Je ne sais quois!”

“Looks pretty damn small.”

“But it’s fat free,” Simmons said, shoving the plate up to Conway. “And you know why they call it fat free? Because is frees you from all that horrible horrible fat.”

“Leave me alone,” Conway said, returning to the command chair.

Simmons placed the tray on top of the ops console and sat down next to Commander Conway, placing his hands neatly into his lap and leaning forward. “Commander Conway,” he said gently, “around my house, anger was always considered a four-letter word. Something tells me you were raised differently. Let me tell you something. You can’t let that anger out, no matter how much you spread it around. The only way you can kill it is with kindness!” Simmons made an expansive gesture with his hands. “Pure, unadulterated kindness!”

“You know, speaking of how you were raised, I was thinking of something.” Conway leaned forward, smiling.

“Yes?” Simmons said.

“Everyone you ever knew or cared about is dead. DEAD DEAD DEAD.” Conway tossed back a last swig of coffee. “Chew on that awhile you fat free freak.”

“Oh, Commander Conway, that was the most horrible thing I’ve ever heard. How could you–” Simmons burst out into tears, running off the bridge.

“Well that wasn’t very nice,” Ford said.

“Shut up.”

“He made us snacks and all,” Ensign Madera said sadly. “And all he wants is for us to be healthy.”

“Everyone shut up!” Conway roared.



“Ewwwwwwwww.” Captain Baxter poked the fleshy mass with is rifle. “What is it?”

“A cocoon,” Lt. Tilleran said, examining the huge purple object with her tricorder.

“You mean there is something alive in there?” J’hana asked with disgust.

“Affirmative,” Tilleran replied. “As a matter of fact, I’m reading a comm badge signal.”

“Whose?” Baxter asked, peering through the semi- transparent mass.

“Ensign Timothy Milano,” Tilleran looked up. “He’s in there, and I can feel him, Captain. We have to get him out.”

“Just say the word, Captain,” J’hana said, pulling her Andorian blade out of her jacket and setting it to flay.

“Do it, J’hana, just make sure you cut the cocoon, not Ensign Milano.”

J’hana carved into the thick purple shell, peeling it back layer by layer, until she yanked out a goo-covered Ensign Milano.

“Can you revive him?” Baxter asked, peering at the Ensign skeptically.

“I can-” Tilleran said, when suddenly the Ensign’s eyes snapped open.

“Kill me now!” he shouted. “Before it’s too late!”

“What the hell is he talking about? Too late for what?” Baxter asked, looking to Lt. Tilleran.

“I don’t know,” Tilleran said, looking at her tricorder. “Wait a minute, something is…inside him!”

“Oh, f***,” Baxter said, looking down at Milano’s chest, which began to bulge.

Before anyone could react, Milano’s chest ripped open with a disgusting pop and a strange, purple and green lizard emerged, staring at Baxter with interest.

“Hello,” he said in a cartoony voice. “I’m Barney. I love you. Do you love me?”

“What the f*** is this?” J’hana asked, peering at the creature.

“I’m not sure,” Tilleran said, studying it with her tricorder. “It’s organic…but…it looks almost like a…”

“Barney, Barney, Barney,” Baxter said finally. “I’ve heard that name somewhere before.”

“Well, whatever it is, it’s growing at an exponential rate,” Tilleran said.

Suddenly the creature lept out of Milano’s chest and latched onto Baxter’s face. “You’re my friend!”

“Help!” Baxter cried, falling back to the floor of the cave.

“Shall I shoot it off you, Captain?” J’hana asked, leaning over Baxter helpfully.

“No, thank you!” Baxter said. “Tilleran, get this damned thing off me! I think he’s hugging me!”

“Trying, sir,” Tilleran said. “He’s on pretty good.”

J’hana looked back at Ensign Milano, who appeared to be none the worse for wear, save a gaping hole in his chest.

“Hi, Lt. J’hana. How are you?” he asked.

“You know, the day has had its ups and downs.”

Suddenly the creature popped off Baxter’s face with a disgusting sucking sound.

Holding the creature by one arm, Tilleran examined it with her tricorder. “This is amazing, Captain. This is a fully developed parasitic lifeform, which, after implanting itself in a host body, grows to full capacity, then implants another host. Quite efficient.”

Baxter rubbed his face, which was still sore, and covered with purple goo. “How nice. Any sign of Larkin and the others yet?”

“Negative.” Tilleran replied. “Though I’m picking up a mass of more cocoons up ahead. If our people are inside the cocoons, then their comm badges will most likely be as difficult to pick up as Ensign Milano’s.”

“What about life signs?” Baxter asked.

“There are definitely life signs up ahead,” Tilleran said, squinting at her tricorder readings. “However, I can’t quite tell which ones are human and which ones are…not.”

“Just keep looking. The rest of our people have to be down here somewhere.”

Baxter and the team moved cautiously and quietly through the caves. Suddenly, Baxter heard muffled shouts and thumping next to him.

He whipped around, flashing his light at the purple cocoon beside him. Inside, someone was slamming fists up against the walls of the cocoon in an attempt to get out.

“Get him out of there,” Baxter ordered, as J’hana began hacking away with her knife.

Tilleran examined the dimly lit area. It was wider than the tunnels they had come through, and contained several of the purple cocoons.

“Something is blocking me from getting a clear telapathic reading,” Tilleran replied. “But I can get comm signals.” Tilleran ran her tricorder along the row of cocoons surrounding them. “I’m reading Gellar, Saral, Jett, Baker, Puckett…the whole security team!”

“Well then, where the hell is Larkin?” Baxter asked, scratching his head.

“We must leave immediately!” a voice suddenly cried. A shadowy figure lept from a high-up ledge, dropping fifty-odd meters to the ground and landing easily on her feet.

“Hello,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, looking around. “We are all in extreme danger.”

“Larkin, am I glad to see you,” Baxter said. Larkin’s uniform was tattered, and her outer skin was ripped in several places, exposing the circuitry underneath. “What happened?”

“There is insufficient time to explain. Suffice it to say, we should all leave.”

Baxter watched as J’hana and the security officers cut away at the cocoons. “Not until we get everyone out.”

“There may not be time enough for that, Captain,” Larkin said.

“There damn well will be,” Baxter said. “I’m not just going to–”

“Captain!” Tilleran cried, staring at her tricorder. “I just picked up fifty nonhuman life signs…”

“What direction?” Baxter asked, whipping his head in Tilleran’s direction.

Tilleran just kept staring at her tricorder.

“Damn it, Tilleran, what direction?”

Tilleran looked up, her face ashen. “Every direction, sir!”

Suddenly Tilleran grabbed her head and dropped to her knees. “That damn song again, sir! Do you hear it?”

Off in the distance, Baxter heard the song, and it sent shivers down his spine.

“I love you, you love me, we’re a happy family!”



“The tea is ready,” Simmons said happily, carrying a tray into Peterman’s living room and dropping a doggy treat into Charlie’s dish.

“Thank you, Richard,” Peterman said, taking a cup as Simmons sat down. “I’m so sorry for the way Commander Conway treated you. There will be a reprimand on his record for that.”

“It’s okay,” Simmons said, crossing his legs and sipping his tea. “I have learned to put my energy to good use, and I’ve benefited your crew. That’s all I need.”

“You are a truly wonderful person, Richard.” Peterman said, putting a hand on Simmons’ hand.

Simmons smiled coyly. “Oh, you’re just saying that.”

“No, I really mean it,” Peterman smiled. “You have something very beautiful inside you.”



“Phasers ready everyone, maximum charge!” Baxter cried, as suddenly four huge, purple, green-spotted, dinosaur-looking creatures lept down from above.

“This is near,” one of them growled.

“E is for Eat!” the other one said, wrapping a claw around one of the security officers and biting his head off. “I like to eat. Do you?”

“Larkin, watch out!” Tilleran cried, rolling over just as one of the Barneys lunged at her.

Larkin looked up, just in time to see a claw from one of the creatures reach down and pick her up.

Baxter watched in horror as the creature ripped Larkin in two, exposing jagged, sparking circuitry.

“One half!” the creature said gleefully. “Divide by two, hee hee!”

“Smoke them!” Baxter cried, firing his phaser at the creature that was holding Larkin.

Barneys pitched forward left and right as the group layed waste with their phaser rifles, but for every one that fell, more rose up.

“We love you, you must die, feel our claws rip out your eyes!” the Barneys chanted as they dove after Baxter and his team.

“Baxter to Explorer, I need evac right now! I have purple dinosaurs coming in from all sides!” Baxter cried, shooting left and right and running through the caves. “Explorer…come in! Come in!”

“We’re too far underground!” Tilleran cried. “There’s no way to get a comm signal out!”

Baxter ducked as a mauled body flew past him, spraying phaser fire into a mass of attacking Barneys. “Everyone grab one of the trapped crewmen and move out!”

J’hana ripped open the last cocoon, yanking Ensign Saral out. “Come on, Vulcan! Show me what you’ve got!”

Saral’s eyes fluttered open. “Lieutenant…”

“Can you walk?” J’hana asked.

“I…think…so…” Saral said shakily.

“Good.” J’hana said. “I’m going to get Larkin.”

“But, J’hana…” Saral said.

J’hana looked back. “Go. That is an order!”

Tilleran fired her rifle again and again. “There are just too many, Captain! We can’t push through!”

“Can’t is not a word, Lieutenant!” Baxter cried, pushing through a mass of aliens. “Where there is a will, there is a way! Something I learned from Richard Simmons!”

J’hana plunged through a clump of aliens, firing her phaser rifle madly. “Lt. Commander Larkin!”

“Zrrt…over…fzzt…here, J’hana,” Larkin said weakly.

J’hana cleared a path through alien after alien to get to Larkin, falling by the Android’s side. “You are coming with me.”

“I cannot,” Larkin said. “I am…zzzt…too badly damaged. Leave me.”

“Negative,” J’hana said, hoisting half of Larkin with one hand, and half of her with the other.

“Who will shoot your…drrt…rifle?” Larkin asked.

J’hana kneeled down next to where she sat her rifle. “You will. Now grab it.”

“Very well,” Larkin said, grabbing the rifle with her one functioning hand. “I shall endeavor to do my best.”

“Do not talk. Shoot!” J’hana cried, running through the cave with half of Larkin perched on each shoulder.

Barneys clambered after as Baxter, J’hana, Tilleran, and the other security officers broke past them, the recently un-cocooned officers in tow.

“We’re almost there!” Tilleran cried, firing her phaser backwards as she lugged Ensign Puckett. “We should be able to reach the Explorer in a matter of seconds!”

Baxter gasped for air as he ran, lugging Lt. Gellar across his shoulders. “I’m sure glad I’m getting into shape!”



Commander Conway stretched and yawned as he emerged from the readyroom. “My my, that was a nice nap. Any word from the team yet?”

“Not yet,” Lt. Ford said, rising from the command chair. “And it’s been over an hour since we last heard from them.”

Conway sat down and leaned back. “You’re not worried, are you?”

“Me? Heck, no.” Ford said, taking a seat at helm.

“Message coming in,” Ensign Monroe said, looking up from tactical.

“On audio,” Conway commanded.

“Bzzt…er to Explorer….-eam-out now. Get us…out…zzt …ere!”

“Eam out now get us out zzt ere?” Ford asked. “What could that mean?”

“They’re calling for beamout, you idiot!” Conway shouted. “Conway to Hartley. Bring the team up now!”

“I’m having trouble locking on sir. Stand by.” Hartley said.

“Come on, come on!” Conway said.

“Got ’em, sir.” Hartley reported over the comm. “We had so many some were routed to the other two transporter rooms.”

“Conway, this is Baxter,” Baxter’s voice said frantically over the comm. “You have to seal that cave down there at all costs. There are rabid purple dinosaurs on that planet. Tons of them!”

“Pardon me, sir,” Conway said in disbelief. “Did you say… purple dinosaurs?”

“Don’t ask questions, Conway! Just nuke the bastards! Nuke ’em!”

“Yes, sir,” Conway said, looking back at Ensign Monroe. “Load up two tri-cobalts and send them down to the entrance of the cave now, Ensign!”



Baxter gasped for air, leaning up against the transporter room monitor and watching as the two twinkling tri-cobalt devices descended toward the dark red rock of the cave entrance, exploding in a bright blue glare, spreading a cloud of dust and rock into the air.

“Suck on those, you motherfwarkers,” J’hana wheezed, dropping the two halves of Larkin and putting her hands on her knees.

“Get a medical team in here right now, Lt. Hartley, and have the engineers see what they can to for Larkin,” Baxter said, looking down at the security officers they rescued from the cocoons. “If my guess is right, these guys all have some big f***ing gall stones to be removed.”

“We…never…did…find the other occupants of those pods.” Tilleran gasped, setting Ensign Puckett down.

“Do you suppose they were infested like the others?” Baxter asked, turning to Tilleran.

“It’s a good bet, sir.”

Baxter’s face suddenly went pale. “What about Simmons?”

“Simmons?” Tilleran asked. “Well, I don’t–”

“But he could!”

“It’s possible,” Tilleran finally said.

Baxter grabbed Tilleran’s arm and dragged her out of the transporter room. “I need you and your tricorder to come with me. J’hana, you too! And bring a phaser!”

“Not more running!” J’hana gasped, grabbing a phaser and following after the Captain.

“Computer,” Baxter said, marching down the corridor toward a turbolift, “locate Richard Simmons.”

“Richard Simmons is in Counselor Peterman’s office.”

“God damn it,” Baxter muttered, stepping into the turbolift, followed by Larkin and Tilleran. “Deck Nine.”



“Care for some cake?” Simmons asked, placing the tea service into the replicator for reclamation.

“Are you kidding?” Peterman asked. “All those empty calories?”

“Relax, sweety,” Simmons said, punching up something on the replicator. “This is angel food cake. Fat free for a fat free little angel.”

“How sweet. Sure, order me up a slice.”

Suddenly Captain Baxter, Lt. Tilleran, and Lt. J’hana burst into Peterman’s quarters, looking as if they’d all been through World War Three.

“Andy, what is this?” Peterman asked, looking at Baxter’s blood and gook-stained uniform.

“This is bad,” Baxter said, pushing Peterman aside and shoving a phaser up against Simmons’ head. “We’ve got a little test to run, sweetie pie.”

“Whatever could you mean?” Simmons asked.

“Do it,” Baxter said, glancing back at Tilleran.

J’hana held a phaser on Simmons from behind Baxter, just in case.

Tilleran examined Simmons with her tricorder. “He’s clean as far as I can tell.” Tilleran put away the tricorder.

J’hana put down her phaser. “False alarm. I’m going to go lose conciousness somewhere now.”

“I don’t get it,” Baxter said, putting his phaser down and staring at Simmons.

“What don’t you get?” Simmons asked. “What’s this all about?”

“Oh, we just thought you were inhabited by an evil parasitic creature, that’s all.” Baxter said. “Nothing to worry about now, though.”

“Parasitic?” Peterman asked. “Andy, that’s a terrible thing to say. You apologize for saying Richard has an evil parasitic creature inside him.”

“But, Kelly,” Baxter whined.

“Now,” Peterman said, tapping her foot.

Baxter turned back to Simmons. “Listen, Richard, I’m sorry I said you had an evil parasitic creature inside you. That was hurtful and mean.”

“Well, I’m always ready to accept a-” Simmons suddenly stopped, clutching at his stomach. “Oooh, darned colon.”

“J’hana, Tilleran!” Baxter shouted, pulling his phaser back out and holding it on Simmons. “Get back in here! The Barneys must not show up on scans until just before they come out!”

Suddenly the creature exploded out of Simmons’ chest in a hail of blood, skittering across the floor and clamping onto the first live thing it could find.

“Charlie!” Peterman cried, running to her dog’s aid.

Charlie growled and whined and grunted, rolling around on the floor with the struggling purple dinosaur attached to his face.

J’hana ran into the room, phaser drawn. Immediately her eyes fell to Charlie. “Oh, Captain, let me kill the dog!”

“Stand down!” Baxter shouted, holding a hand up. Peterman would never forgive him if he let J’hana have her fun.

Charlie jumped to his feet, shaking his snout until it was wrapped around the Barney. He bit down and shook his head some more, causing the creature to wail in pain.

“Give, Charlie, give!” Peterman cried, yanking on the creature’s tail.

Charlie yanked back, munching happily on the alien.

“Come on, Charlie,” Baxter said, grabbing one of the creature’s stubby legs. “Spit her out. Come on, it may have acid blood for all you know.”

Suddenly Charlie let go, causing Baxter, Peterman, and the creature to fall backwards.

The creature flew through the air, and in one beautiful shot, J’hana vaporized it before it had a chance to hit the ground.

“Sickbay, I need a medical team in Counselor Peterman’s office, stat!” Lt. Tilleran said, examining Simmons with her tricorder.

“Oh, I’m dying!” Simmons cried, as blood spurted from the open football-sized wound in his chest. “I can feel the life oozing out of me!”

Peterman dropped to her knees next to Simmons. “You aren’t going to die, Richard! You just can’t die. You have too much to give!”

Simmons’ eyes flipped up into his head as he went into shock. “Ach, Kelly, I’ve really got the spilctus now!”

Dr. Browning ran into the room with a medkit, looking down at Simmons with disgust. “Ewwwwww…you can see his ribcage poking out. That’s so disgusting. I’m patching up chests left and right today for some reason!”

“Just fix him up, Doctor,” Baxter ordered, pulling Peterman back away from Simmons and holding onto her. “I’m sure he’ll be fine, honey.”

“He took such good care of his body,” Peterman sobbed, “only to have it ripped open by some parasitic purple baby dinosaur!”

Baxter hugged Peterman tighter. “That’s the way things happen sometimes, sweetheart.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52462.8. After having Kritada Four declared “OFF LIMITS” by the Federation Council, we’ve made course to rendez-vous with someone who seems to need Mr. Simmons’ help much more than we do. I can say that Simmons has seemed a little less energetic the last couple of days; but, then again, I suppose having a disgusting creature burst out of your chest has a pretty heavy effect.



“So how did Starfleet like your report?” Commander Conway asked, following Baxter to the transporter room to see Simmons off.

“They were horrified, as they should have been,” Baxter said. “Another in a long list of planets we’ve visited that I never want to see again.”

“What about the whole government project thing?” Conway asked.

“As far as the Barney project goes, Earth’s United States government was obviously trying to design a creature that was horrifying enough to send fear into any enemy troops. When the project backfired, they loaded up the Barney creatures along with some Earth loonies that wanted to be preserved in space and shot them out into the far reaches. Evidently, some kind of horrible accident happened along the way.”

“Sounds pretty damn confounded to me, Captain.”

“That’s the government for you. Anyway, the Federation Council seemed a little concerned that we couldn’t find the other bodies. I told them I was sure they’d turn up somewhere, and that we’d keep an eye out for them,” Baxter said.

“Why do I get the feeling we’re going to go to some restaurant a month from now and have Bill Gates as our waiter?” Conway asked, as he and Baxter entered the transporter room.

“Because you are a very strange person,” Baxter said, nodding at Lt. Hartley as he stepped in front of the transporter console. “Lock in coordinates, Lieutenant.”

“Locked in sir,” Hartley said happily. “Where is our man in spandex, anyway?”

“He should be here presently,” Baxter said, leaning back against the panel. “Peterman is supposed to be bringing him here.”

“Captain, I hate to interfere in your personal life, but–” Hartley began.

“He is not shtuping Kelly, and that’s the end of it,” Baxter said, folding his arms.

“Of course he’s not,” Conway said. “He’s obviously, you know–”

Baxter glared at Conway. “What?”

“You know, he fires out of the AFT torpedo tube, instead of the FORE.”

“No kidding?”

“Simmons?” Hartley asked. “Come on!”

“No, I mean it,” Conway said, looking from Baxter to Hartley. “Half of the humans in America during the nineteen nineties were–you know–like that.”

“Let’s just quit with the speculation,” Baxter said. “I trust my girlfriend and that’s it.”

At that, the doors to the transporter room parted to admit Counselor Peterman and Richard Simmons. Baxter noticed that Simmons still had a large grey bandage on his chest where the creature had bursted out.

“Hello, my dear friends,” Simmons said, entering the room and giving Baxter a big hug. “I’ll miss you all so much.”

“Get off my ship,” Baxter grunted, as Simmons squeezed.

Simmons backed off, smiling politely. “I hope I haven’t caused you guys any trouble.”

“Actually, you haven’t. We like our crewmembers to be infested with parasitic dinosaurs and made to sweat to songs from the mid-twentieth century.” Conway muttered.

Baxter nodded, “Get on the pad, Dick.”

“Of course,” Simmons replied. “You know, you guys will

miss me when I’m gone. This place seems pretty darn boring if

you ask me. It needs some excitement every now and then.”

“We have more than enough without you. Bye-bye then.”

Baxter said, waving for Lt. Hartley to energize.

“Goodbye, Kelly!” Simmons said. “And remember to try

my recipe for blentzes! They’re absolutely fabulous!”

Peterman waved as Simmons disappeared, turning to a

disgruntled Baxter.

“Trading recipes, are you?” Baxter asked, raising an

eyebrow. “You know what they say. First recipes, then

reproductive juices!”

“Can’t say I remember that one,” Hartley said.

“We were just like girlfriends,” Peterman said. “Which,

actually, now that you mention it, is kind of odd.”

“See?” Conway said, following Peterman and Baxter.

“I guess we’ll never know,” Baxter said, putting his arm

around Peterman as the three of them proceeded down the

corridor.

“Maybe we’re just better off that way,” Conway said,

looking down the corridor and stopping in his tracks. “Watch

out, guys. Here comes Charlie.”

“Come here, my little bugaboo!” Peterman said, kneeling

down and calling Charlie to her. “What do you have in your

mouth, boy?”

Upon closer examination, Peterman realized that Charlie

had a dead Barney in his mouth. After some yanking and

tugging, Peterman managed to yank the parasite free and hand

it to Baxter.

“Damn it, Charlie, I told you to stay out of Lieutenant

Tilleran’s lab.” Baxter said, waving the purple creature in

Charlie’s face. “This is research!”

“Better put it back with the others,” Peterman sighed.

“That reminds me,” Conway said. “Are you sure we got

all the parasites out of all our officers that were implanted

down on Kritada Four?”

“Of course,” Baxter said.

Just then Lt. Gellar walked by. “Hey, guys, how’s it-URK!”

A hole opened up in Lt. Gellar’s chest and a creature

climbed out, baring its tiny fangs and hopping down to the

deck, skittering away.

Gellar calmly looked down at the gaping hole in his

chest, looked back up at Baxter, shrugged, and passed out.

“Clean up on deck eleven,” Baxter said, rolling his

eyes. Charlie looked up at Baxter pleadingly. “Okay, boy, go

get him!”

And just like that, Charlie bolted down the corridor.

“Well, that’s probably the last one,” Baxter said,

watching Charlie slap the tiny creature with his paws and sink

his teeth in.



“I’m really very glad to meet you, sir.” Simmons said,

twisting his arms as “Mama Said” played on. “I hear you’re

quite a respected man around here. You could say we’re

kindered spirits. Both two men out of place, out of time.”

Simmons looked up melodramatically, sighing and wiping a tear

from his eye. “How we’ve both been forced to grow and adapt.”

“Uh-huh,” the other man replied, grunting in time to the

music.

“Well, enough of this chatting. Let’s pick up the

tempo. Computer, change songs. Let’s hear ‘Disco Inferno.’

C’mon, Captain, I want to see you move those flabby buns!”

“I’m givin’ it all I got, laddie!” Captain Montgomery

Scott grunted, forcing himself through more squat thrusts,

“But I’m warning ye, I canna take much more o this!”



NEXT: When Commander Conway’s ex-wife accidentally transforms the Explorer into a magical kingdom. It’s up to him, Peterman, and Larkin to return the ship to its former, very un-magical state.
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Happily Ever Altered



Apologies to Disney and Dr. Carol Marcus.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52486.4. On our way back from a survey mission of the Gamma Eradus Five colony, Starfleet has asked us to pay a visit to a nearby science station in order to check on their progress. Ordinarily, this is a very commonplace assignment. But imagine my surprise when I found out who was in charge of the station…



“Come.” Captain Baxter said, looking up from his terminal as the doors to his readyroom doors opened.

“You wanted to see me, Captain?” Commander Conway asked, stepping into Baxter’s readyrooma and allowing the doors to close.

“Yes, Commander. Have a seat.” Baxter smiled. “I just got our new orders from Starfleet.”

“Really.” Conway said, sitting down across from Baxter. “Well, what comet do they have us chasing this time?”

“Not a comet at all.” Baxter smiled broader. “A science station.”

“Even worse. Diplomatic duty. We have to kiss butt while at the same time deciding whether or not to reccomend Starfleet pull out of the project. I’m hating this assignment already.” Conway grimaced.

“But you haven’t even heard anything about it yet. Aren’t you interested in which station we’re visiting?”

“Not really.”

This wasn’t going the way Baxter wanted it to. “Come on, ask me what station we’re going to.”

Conway rose from his seat. “I really could care less, Capt-”

“ASK!”

“Okay, what station.” Conway sat back down.

“Dreamland Station.” Baxter said, letting the words fall out with an air of adventure. “How’s that hit you?”

“Sounds like a stupid name for a station if you ask me.” Conway replied. “What’s so special about it?”

Baxter grinded his teeth. Time to bring out the big guns. “How about the name Alexa Lanham. Does that ring a bell?”

Conway sank back a bit, his frown deepening. “Not Doctor Alexa Lanham.”

“Oh,” Baxter said, brightening. “Have you heard of her?”

“Heard of her? She’s my f***ing ex-wife.” Conway said angrily.

“I’m very hurt that you didn’t share that little tidbit of your personal life with me, Commander.” Baxter said, pouting. “Imagine my surprise when I called up Dr. Lanham’s personnel file.” Baxter tapped a few commands into his terminal. “Dr. Alexa Lanham: Married, Stardate 47654, to Lieutenant Commander David Conway of the Darwin. Divorced, Stardate 48304. Not exactly wedded bliss, huh Commander?”

“You could say that,” Conway replied. “I met Alexa a month after being assigned to the Darwin. We were putting into spacedock for a refit on our deflector array and she came on board as part of our new science contingent. After knowing her for about three weeks, I asked her to marry me. It seemed to good to be real. She was tall, gorgeous, intellgent, and had a great personality.”

“Well, opposites do attract.” Baxter said, leaning forward on his elbows. He hadn’t expected Conway to start rambling about his past. He had just wanted to see him suffer. Was that so much to ask?

“Very funny. Anyway, things didn’t exactly work out for us. We were assigned to the same ship, which meant we would see each other all the time. I got sick of her.”

“This isn’t exactly a fairytale romance, Commander.”

“You’re telling me. It finally ended when I led an away team down to Marna Three to investigate a seismological problem.”

“Let me guess, she almost died and you realized you couldn’t bear to let a loved one die while under your command.” Baxter said drearily.

“Not exactly. She pushed me into a five-hundred meter split in the planet’s tectonic structure.”

Baxter couldn’t stop himself from laughing. “Sounds like you two weren’t all that compatible.”

“No, we weren’t. And the worst part is the board of inquiry ruled the whole thing an accident. I know very well that bitch tried to kill me.”

“What on Earth could make a woman want to push her husband into a five-hundred meter gorge, anyway?” Baxter asked.

“I have no idea.” Conway replied. “We were just having a tiny arguement, that’s all.”

“About what?” Baxter asked.

“I’d rather not go into it.”

“You might as well. You’ve wasted this much time so far.”

“It was over socks.”

Baxter fell back in his chair. “Socks???”

“I lost a pair of socks, sir, and I know she stole them.” Conway said.

“Socks ended your marraige?” Baxter shook his head. “I’ve heard some sick stuff before, Commander, but that takes the cake. You win today’s booby prize.”

“It wasn’t just socks, Captain.” Conway protested. “It was everything.”

“Larkin to Baxter. We have arrived at Dreamland Station.”

“We’ll be right there, Commander.” Baxter said, rising from his chair. “Well, I’d love to hear more about your sordid past, Conway, but as it is, you’ve got a little reunion to attend. Your team leaves in five minutes. Happy trails.”



Commander Conway, Lt. Commander Larkin, Counselor Peterman, and Ensign Twilley from the science department materialized in the lobby of Dreamland Station.

“I still don’t see why you had to come.” Conway muttered, leading the way to the front desk.

Peterman smiled as she followed Commander Conway.

“The Captain felt it might be best to send me along to reign in your…diplomatic zeal.”

“You’re here to shut me up in case I get too obnoxious, is that it?” Conway asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Very perceptive, Commander.”

“Greetings. I am Zak. How may I help you?” A well dressed Benzite man at the front desk said.

“I’m Commander Conway from the Starship Explorer.” Conway said, leaning up against the desk. “I have an appointment to talk with Dr. Lanham.”

“Is that so?” The Benzite asked, looking down at his terminal. “Hmm. I don’t seem to see you on Dr. Lanham’s calendar. You’ll have to make another appointment and come back.”

Conway reached across the desk and grabbed Zak by the front of his vest and dragged him forwards. “Listen here, fishboy! I have an appointment for ten o’clock, and I’m damn well going to keep that appointment, do you hear me?”

“Unhand me, you cretin!” Zak cried indignantly.

Peterman pushed Conway aside. “I’m very sorry, sir. Our First Officer has a bit of a temper this morning. Allow me to explain. We were sent by Starfleet to evaluate this station in regards to your funding. Now, if we give you a poor evaluation, the comittee might decide to drop the project. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

The Benzite shook his head. “N-no, ma’am.”

“Then buzz us in.” Peterman said sweetly.

“Of course.” Zak pressed a button on his desk. “Dr. Lanham, some people from Starfleet are here to see you. Evidently their appointment was…misplaced.”

“I’ll be right out.” Lanham replied.

“I’m not looking forward to this.” Conway muttered under his breath.

A tall, gorgeous blonde woman stepped out of a pair of double doors behind the front desk. “I’ve been waiting for you guys. What took you so-”

“Hi, Alexa.” Conway said, looking up at the taller woman. “My, you certainly have grown.”

Lanham wrinkled her nose in disgust, staring down at Conway. “And you’ve shrunk. I told you that caffeine would stunt your growth. What are you doing here?”

Before Conway could reply, Peterman stepped in front of him. “We’re here to take a tour of the facilities and report back to Starfleet’s Appropriations Comittee. It’s really just an informal, routine assignment. We won’t be here long.”

“You’d better not be.” Lanham said, gesturing for the group to follow her back behind the desk. “We’re at a critical stage in the development of the Dream Device, and we’re not about to let you and your so called ‘scientists’ screw things up.”

“Nice to see you too, Alexa.” Conway said.

“Follow me.” Lanham sighed.

“It would appear that Dr. Lanham and Commander Conway have had a somewhat volatile past,” Larkin observed, withdrawing her tricorder and commencing with her scans.

“Nothing a little crevasse can’t fix.” Peterman giggled.

“Pardon?”

“Never mind.”



“Charlie, down!” Baxter shouted, shoving Charlie back into Commander Conway’s chair and stuffing his chew bone in his mouth. “I’m not letting you stay on the bridge unless you stop trying to eat the lining of my chair!”

Baxter continued to grapple with the dog, not noticing when Dr. Browning stepped out of the turbolift and walked over to Counselor Peterman’s customary seat. “I’ve got something for you to look at, Andy.”

“Please, not more wedding stuff.” Baxter sighed, pushing Charlie back again.

Browning took a seat. “It’ll just take a moment.”

Baxter glared at Browning and looked down at the padd.

“So, as another man, what do you think?” Dr. Browning asked, leaning forward excitedly.

“Honestly?” Baxter asked.

“Of course.”

Baxter scratched his head a moment. “Janice, this is the ugliest tux I’ve ever seen.”

“But I picked it out from the Vulcan Fashion Guild’s main archives. The material is designed for maximum comfort, efficiency, and mobility.”

“That’s mistake number one.” Baxter said, handing the padd back to Browning. “Every one of the groomsmen are going to be humans. We’re not going to be caught dead in those cheesy Vulcan priest outfits. Talk to Yeoman Briggs. He could probably offer you something more along a classic line. Something in the way of a bow tie and cummerbund.”

“Classic, huh?” Browning asked, looking over the padd. “You really think that’s the way to go?”

“Undoubtedly.”

Suddenly Lt. Tilleran’s science panel began to beep annoyingly.

Baxter looked over Browning’s shoulder at Lt. Tilleran. “What is that, Lieutenant?”

Tilleran punched some commands into her panel. “Nothing to worry about, sir. Just a plasma surge nearby. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Okay.” Baxter said. “But keep your eyes peeled. We’re just a few light years from the Romulan Neutral Zone.”

Ignoring Baxter, Browning punched something else up on her padd and handed it to him. “What about that?”

“Bridesmaid’s dresses?” Baxter asked, turning the padd upside down, then rightside up again.

“They’re from high quality Bajoran silk. The best in the galaxy.”

“But they’re…see-through.” Baxter said.

“And what’s wrong with that?” Tilleran asked. “Betazoid weddings are performed totally in the nude.”

“I’m so glad I’m not getting married.” Baxter sighed, handing the padd back to Browning and looking at Charlie suspiciously as he began to gnaw on his seat again.



“And this is the cadmium crystal reactor.” Dr. Lanham said, gesturing to a large pulsing object at the center of the room. “It powers the self-sustaining matrix in the photon assimilator.”

“Fascinating.” Conway said dully. “What about it, Larkin?”

“A very interesting device, though I cannot fathom what the purpose of such a complex and powerful matrix.”

“That will all be explained shortly.” Lanham smiled, leading the group to the next room.



“Morning, Mirk.” Lt. Hartley said, stepping up to the bar. “Let’s have some of that Crescan Ale I love.”

“You seem cheerful this morning.” Mirk said, pouring Hartley a glass of the bubbly ale.

“Why shouldn’t I be? Lt. Gellar just asked me out.”

“Oh.” Mirk said, putting the bottle away and wiping off the bar. “You like Lieutenant Gellar, do you?”

“Are you kidding? He’s gorgeous!” Hartley said. “I’ve finally found a member of the crew normal enough to vent my sexual frustrations on.” Hartley looked up at Mirk, who seemed a little distant. “Earth to Mirk! Come in Mirk!”

Mirk shook his head, looking over at Hartley as if he just noticed she was there. “Oh. I was just thinking about a new name for the bar.” Mirk said, pouring himself a drink and walking around to the other side of the bar, pulling up a stool.

Hartley eyed Mirk suspicously. “What did you have in mind? Something better than Explorations, I hope.”

“Oh, yes.” Mirk said. “Much better.” Mirk made an expansive gesture with his hands. “How does ‘The Constellation Cafe’ work for you?”

“The Constellation Cafe.” Hartley said the name a couple of times, trying it out. “I like the alliteration. It’s a little long, though.”

“Well, the shorthand will still be Mirk’s.” Mirk said. “Of course, I’m going to have to do some major remodeling.”

Hartley took another sip of her drink. “What kind of remodeling?”

“I’m thinking old-style coffee shop.” Mirk said, running up to one of the rows of booths. “See how these booths are so –drab? I’m going to rip them out and put in couch-type seats.” Mirk ran over to the center of the room. “Then, over here, I’m going to put a big sofa, two huge, comfortable fluffy chairs, and a coffee table.” Mirk ran to the back of the room. “Then back here, a gaming table that can convert to a pool table, ping pong table, or holo-game table. Then, when we have our open mike nights, the table can be lowered and we can use the area as a stage.”

“Wow,” Hartley said, looking around the bar and trying to imagine Mirk’s changes. “Sounds like you’ve put a lot of thought into this.”

“I haven’t had much else to do, honestly.” Mirk said, returning to the bar.

“Aww, poor thing. You miss home still, don’t you?” Hartley asked.

“Well, yeah.” Mirk returned behind the bar. “How could I not?”

Hartley sat back down and took another sip. “Don’t worry. I’m sure something will come up for you.”

At that, Jas Amara, the Bajoran waitress Mirk had taken on a few weeks ago, stepped up to the bar. “Hey, Mirkie.”

“Hi, Amara,” Mirk blushed. “I think table number five needs some more Vermellian Rum.”

“Anything you say, baby.” Amara reached out and pinched Mirk’s cheek.

Hartley watched Amara with amusement as she walked away. “You know, she seems quite taken with you, Mirk.”

“Me?” Mirk said with a chuckle. “No way.”

“Stranger things have happened,” Hartley replied, taking a sip of her drink.



“And this is my baby.” Dr. Lanham said, leading the away team into another room.

At the center of the massive launch chamber, a tall, missle-type object sat ready to be launched.

“The Dream Device, I presume,” said Larkin.

“Exactly, Lieutenant.” Lanham replied. “This is why my project must be completed.”

“I don’t want to sound dumb.” Ensign Twilley said, scanning the device with his tricorder. “But what the heck does it do?”

“It makes fairytales come true.” Lanham said, staring at the missle with wonder.

“You’re kidding!” Peterman said excitedly.

“How corny.” Conway replied. “And how on Earth does it do that exactly?”

“A cadmium-powered physical inversion field.” Larkin said, studying the device. “Fascinating.”

“Well, then, that explains everything.” Conway said, throwing his hands up in the air. “Let’s dump more of our resources into this baby right away.”

Lanham ignored Conway, walking over to a large monitor. “For the intelligence-impaired, I’ve prepared a little demonstration.”

“I’m thrilled.” Conway said, taking a seat and folding his arms.

Dr. Lanham hit a control next to the monitor.

A grey, dismal looking planet hung in space on the screen. “First we find a barren, dead planet or other useless space body.” Lanham said, hitting another control. “We introduce the Dream Device, which produces a wave of physcial inversion across the planet.”

A glimmering purple light twinkled towards the planet, suddenly exploding, spreading a purple wave across the planet. “The changes begin immediately. And within thirty minutes, the whole planet is transformed.”

Conway squinted at the graphic. “Transformed into what?”

Lanham hit another control. “Into a world of fantasy, taken right out of the ancient storybooks of old.

“Where once there were rocks, now we see seven dwarfs.” Lanham hit another control, showing the tranformation from rocks into dwarves. “And where once there was dirt, now there is an enchanted forest full of talking trees. And that mountain…that’s a castle, complete with fair prince and princess.”

The prince and princess waved on the viewscreen, embracing lovingly.

“I’m going to be sick.” Conway muttered.

“Yippee!” Peterman said, clapping her hands.

“And this ravine is now a lake full of magical mermaids. Oh, and is that Puff the Magic Dragon I see?”

“He’s frolicking in the ocean blue!” Peterman said excitedly.

“That he is, Counselor.” Lanham replied. “And look at Little Red Riding Hood! She’s going to Grandma’s house. Watch out Grandma!”

“I’ve seen enough. Turn it off.” Conway said, rising from his seat. “No way I’m going to approve this damn thing.”

“And why not?” Lanham asked angrily, switching the screen off.

“It took Walt Disney eight months to build Disneyland. But look out! Here comes the Dream Device! It’ll do it in eight minutes!”

“You’re overreacting, Commander. I can see you haven’t changed.” Lanham said, hands on hips.

“Overreacting? You mean like the time I got angry because you tried to kill me?”

Lanham folded her arms. “That was an accident.”

“Likely story.” Conway huffed.

“Listen, if it makes you feel better, I’m giving your project my highest reccomendation.” Peterman said, stepping in between Lanham and Conway.

“I don’t know about her, but it sure makes me feel better.” A Romulan said, stepping forward and aiming his disruptor at Conway, Peterman and Lanham. “Everyone stay right where you are.”



“Warbird decloaking astern!” Lt. J’hana announced.

Captain Baxter looked up from Browning’s floral designs. “Go to Red Alert. Can someone tell me where in the hell that thing came from?”

“Remember that plasma surge?” Tilleran asked, looking down at her panel. “Sir, they’ve sent a team aboard the station.”

“Hail them.” Baxter said angrily.

“They are responding.” J’hana reported.

“On screen.” Baxter said, standing up and approaching the viewscreen.

A Romulan woman appeared on the screen, peering coldy at the Captain. “Captain Baxter. How nice to finally get to meet you. I am Subcommander Gatana of the Romulan Warbird Horshak. We have never met, but I was the executive officer of the warship that rescued your infiltrator, D’rue.”

“Charmed to make you’re acquaintance.” Baxter muttered. “Now bring your team back and leave the area immediately, or else I will do something very nasty to you.”

“I’m sorry, Captain. I cannot do that. We have reason to believe your station is being used to create weapons for use against our people, and as such we are here to obtain those weapons and do away with them.”

“Over my dead body.”

“As you wish.” Gatana replied, closing the channel.

“They’re coming about, arming weapons.” Ensign Madera reported from ops.

“Open a channel to Conway.” Baxter ordered.

“No good, sir, they are jamming us.” J’hana replied.

“Then raise our shields and ready the weapons.”

Baxter ordered. “Prepare to fire at them on my mark.”

“Didn’t we have some kind of peace agreement with the Romulans?” Browning asked.

“Tell them that.” Baxter muttered.



“I’ve got him, Commander!” Ensign Twilley shouted, pulling out his phaser and firing at the Romulan boarding party.

He missed, and they, in turn, fired back, immediately vaporizing the unlucky Ensign.

“Everyone behind the missle!” Conway shouted, pushing Lanham and Peterman to the deck as the Romulans fired another shot.

“They’re going to try to steal my device!” Lanham cried, ducking as a beam soared over her head.

“But why wait until a Starship had arrived?” Peterman asked. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Don’t ask me.” Conway said, pulling his phaser out and firing back at the Romulans.

“You’ll come out of there if you know what’s good for you!” The Romulan called out, firing a disruptor blast.

“You’ll hit my baby!” Lanham shouted, looking around the side of the missle just long enough to yell at the Romulans.

“Don’t do that!” Conway shouted, dragging Lanham back.

“I’ll do whatever I want. This is my station.” Lanham said defensively.

“Technically,” Larkin said, crawling on her hands and knees to join the others. “That claim seems to be in dispute now.”



The Explorer rocked as the Horshak layed into it with its disruptors.

“What’s the status on our team?” Baxter asked, gripping the arms of his chair. “Are they still alive?”

“I’m picking up life signs from everyone except Twilley, sir.” Tilleran said.

“That’s the price of being a junior officer.” Baxter said. “Load up the quantums, J’hana. Fire two at them and see if that gets their attention.”

“You mean you actually want me to fire on them? By Starfleet standards, they have barely provoked us.” J’hana said. She was obviously not happy with Starfleet’s engagement policies.

“Damn right we’ll fire on them. My girlfriend’s over there.”



“Let us have the device and we will let you live!” the Romulan ordered, approaching the missle slowly.

“Never!” Lanham shouted.

“I said get down!” Conway said. “No deal. Get off the station now and we’ll consider not destroying your ship.”

“I don’t think so,” the Romulan replied. “Apparently you do not know who I am.”

“Should I?”

“Several months ago our ships were involved in a rather messy altercation with a race known as the Flarn. My ship was destroyed and I was abducted. If it had not been for my executive officer, these…Flarn, no doubt would have eaten me. Does that clear things up for you?”

“You are Commander Ardek, formerly of the Exalax.” Larkin observed. “Starfleet has a standing warrant for your extradition. You are charged with the destruction of the Federation freighter Tangier and the theft of the Starship Aerostar.”

“So he’s the one that made our job so much harder.” Conway grunted, staring around the device at Ardek.

“I take pride in my work!” Ardek said happily. “Now do the intelligent thing and surrender, so I can remove this weapon and see that it’s properly disposed of.”

“It’s not a weapon!” Lanham said. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The point is moot, my dear.” Ardek replied, voice dripping kindness. “You see, I’m the one with the disruptor.”

“It seems we have reached a stalemate.” Larkin noted, peering around the side of the missle.

“Not for long!” Lanham cried, grabbing Conway’s phaser and rolling to her left, firing into the group of Romulans and hitting two of them.

Ardek fired back, missing Lanham by a hair and instead hitting a bank of panels behind her, causing them to explode, throwing Lanham, Conway, Peterman, Larkin, and the Romulans across the room.

Conway picked himself up, shaking off the effects of the explosion. “Is everyone okay?”

“I think so.” Peterman said, rising to her feet.

“We won’t be okay for long.” Lanham said, as Conway helped her to her feet.

“What do you mean?” Conway asked.

Lanham regarded the missle in fear, watching as lights lit up all around it. “That Romulan destroyed the launch computer, which must have sent a chain reaction down to the power core. The malfunction has caused the missle launch sequence to begin. And without the launch computer, I can’t stop it.”

“And that’s a bad thing, huh?”

Lanham nodded. “When the missle goes off, everyone in the chamber will be vaporized.”

“Let’s move, everybody!” Conway said, ripping his phaser out of Lanham’s hand and leading everyone out of the chamber.

At the chamber’s entrance, Conway found three of the Romulans still left alive, one he recognized as the Commander.

“If you guys want to live, you’ll come with us.” Conway said, grabbing one of the Romulans by the scruff of his neck and dragging him away.

“What happened?” Ardek asked, as Larkin dragged him out of the room.

“It seems Dr. Lanham’s dreams have come true.” Larkin noted.



“What’s happening over there?” Baxter asked, gripping his chair as the Warbird turned back towards them, its weapons blazing. Charlie cowered helplessly in the chair beside him.

“There was a massive overload of the cadmium power core.” Lt. Tilleran reported. “Some sort of projectile is preparing to launch.”

“We have to get out of here.”

“What about the away team?” Browning asked.

“Can we get them off the station?” Baxter asked, turning to Tilleran.

“Negative.” Tilleran replied. “That Warbird’s last shot just blew out our third plasma relay. That means we’ve lost transporters.”

“Damn.” Baxter said. “What about warp power?”

“Nope.” Tilleran replied. “We don’t even have impulse engines.”

“Get us out of here, Mr. Ford,” Baxter ordered. “All thrusters. J’hana, cover our retreat.”

The Explorer slowly turned away from the station, surging forward on thrusters and firing back at the Warbird with its phasers.



Conway ripped open a panel and jerked down on the lever within, which caused the door to the maintenance shaft to crack open.

“Whew! We’re safe!” Peterman said, sliding down the wall and sitting on the floor.

“Conway to Explorer.” Conway said, tapping his comm badge. After a few moments without a response, he tapped the badge again. “Conway to Explorer.”

“It’s no use.” Ardek said. “My ship is jamming yours.”

“Why you little–” Conway said, grabbing the Romulan by the throat.

“Gentlemen!” Lanham shouted. “We don’t have time for this. We have to get to the operations center and try to stop the device. I can’t begin to estimate the effects it will have on two starships.”

“Whatever the effect is, I doubt it is a desirable one.” Larkin said, holding a phaser on the Romulans and leading them towards a turbolift.

During the turbolift ride up to Operations, Conway felt the whole station shake. He turned to Dr. Lanham.

“We’re too late,” she said. “The device just went off.”



“The device just exploded approximately eight-thousand kilometers behind us.” Tilleran reported, examining her readouts.

“Status of the station?” Baxter asked.

“The station is fine,” Tilleran said, “But…”

“But what?”

“Shockwave bearing three two zero!” J’hana shouted, calling up a reverse view on the viewscreen.

“It’s a wave of massive physical inversion.” Tilleran said, looking up at the immense purple wave as it surged towards them.

“And that’s bad?” Browning asked.

“Very.” Tilleran replied. “I couldn’t begin to tell you the effects that it will have on our ship.”

Baxter watched as the Warbird was engulfed by the wave, pitching off to one side. Immediately it seemed to shimmer. It looked almost like it was…changing shape.

“We can’t outrun the wave, Captain. It will be on top of us in another ten seconds.” Ford reported.

“Will our shields be able to deflect the wave?” Baxter asked.

“Not any better than the Warbird’s did.” Tilleran replied.

Baxter stabbed a control next to his chair. “All hands, prepare for…a big purple wave type thing!”

Then the wave hit, and that’s when things really got weird.



Commander Conway ran out into the operations center, stopping short when he saw the body of Zak draped over the Main Ops console.

“Looks like the Romulans already got here.” Conway said

“How perceptive.” Ardek said from behind Conway. “Now let us go about our business.”

“First I’m going to find out what that wave did.” Conway said, pushing Zak’s body off the console. “Alexa, get over here and help me.”

“I’m not your little slave anymore, David.” Lanham replied. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

“Fine.” Conway said. “Larkin, I need you to help me get the sensors operational.”

Larkin examined the panel. “It seems the Romulans sabotaged the station’s defensive systems, in case they were defeated.”

“Can we even get a sensor visual on the Explorer?” Conway asked.

“The damage is extensive. Please stand by.” Larkin said.

“Alexa, where are the other scientists?” Conway asked, turning back to Lanham.

“Probably in the quarters on the lower decks.” Lanham said.

“We had them sealed off.” Ardek said diplomatically. “As you see, Commander, we are not animals. We could have killed them all.”

“I’m touched. Alexa, see if you can get those quarters opened back up, we’ll need all the help we can get to get this place operational again.” Conway said. “Peterman, help Alexa and Lt. Commander Larkin. I’m taking these guys down to the brig.”

“How exactly am I going to help them?” Peterman asked. “I know next to nothing about science.”

“Then just stand there and look pretty.” Conway said, dragging the Romulans at phaser point into the turbolift.

“Pig!” Lanham shouted.



Three minutes later, the turbolit doors parted again. Commander Conway spilled out, barely concious.

“Commander!” Peterman said, rushing over to Conway. “What the hell happened?”

“Romulans…took me by…surprise.” Conway choked out, pulling himself to his feet. “Slammed me into the bulkhead and…escaped.”

“Someone is activating a transporter on deck ten.” Larkin reported, looking over the operations console.

“Where are they transporting?” Conway asked, straightening his uniform.

“Uncertain. According to these sensor readings, there is a high probability they transported back to the Romulan ship.” Larkin looked back down at her panel. “Sir, the transporter interlink system just suffered a massive overload. It would appear they took precautions to make sure we would not follow them.”

“Can you tell me what happened to either that ship or the Explorer?”

“They were both hit by the wave.” Dr. Lanham said. “And…as far as we can tell, they absorbed its full effects.”

“Full effects? What does that mean?”

“They have suffered the Disney effect.” Lanham replied. “Which, in layman’s terms, means they have been transformed according to my matrix.”

“We have to get over there.” Conway said. “Is there any way off this station other than the transporters?”

“There’s a microshuttle on deck five.” Lanham said. “To be used for evacuation. The Romulans must have overlooked it.”

“Have you been able to release your people?” Conway asked.

“Unfortunately, no.” Lanham replied. “The door mechanisms have been completely fused.”

“We can worry about that later.” Conway said. “For right now, our primary concern will have to be reversing whatever your little device has done to the Explorer.”



The ride in the microshuttle was relatively quiet. After Conway, Larkin, Peterman, and Lanham crammed themselves inside the cramped microshuttle, they had barely said a word to each other.

“We are nearing the Explorer.” Larkin said, bringing the shuttle around.

“I have to see this.” Conway said, leaning forward and looking out through the viewport. “Good Lord!”

“It’s beautiful.” Peterman and Lanham said in unison. The Explorer looked like a giant steel castle. Spires and towers jutted out at odd angles from the saucer and stardrive section, and the nacelles extended around the perimeter of the ship like a border.

“Is there something recognizable as a shuttlebay for you to put this thing down in?” Conway asked.

Larkin checked the shuttle’s sensors. “Affirmative. The ship has not been completely transformed.”

“Yet.” Lanham added. “Now that the matrix is taken hold, it will not stop until its full course has run.”

“Then we don’t have a lot of time.” Conway said. “See if you can get us in the shuttlebay, Larkin. Peterman, break out the phasers.”

“Is that really necessary?” Peterman asked.

“Under the circumstances, I’m not going to risk anything.” Conway said, watching a large drawbridge swing down from the back of the Explorer.

“How quaint.” Conway said.

“Although it appears to be a wooden drawbridge, the shuttlebay door is still equipped with a forcefield, Commander.” Larkin noted. “We should be safe once inside.”

“What about the environmental controls?” Conway asked.

“Functioning for the moment, sir.” Larkin said. “My estimation is that within two hours computer control will have failed and the ship will be unable to sustain life in space.”

“But perfectly able to sustain life in an enchanted kingdom.” Peterman said excitedly. “I can’t wait to see this.”

“Will you shut up.” Conway bristled.



Conway held his phaser out as he emerged from the microshuttle.

“Who goes there!” a voice called out.

“Commander Conway,” Conway replied, turning to face the source of the voice.

It was Lt. Commander Richards, kind of. Now he was a happy little troll with big floppy ears.

“You must give me a toll in order to pass,” Richards ordered, holding out a shriveled hand.

“I’m not impressed.” Conway said, phasering Richards and moving on. “Come on.”

Peterman grimaced as she looked at the troll’s still form lying on the grassy shuttledeck. “Poor lil guy.”

“Move!” Conway shouted, leading the way down the tree- lined, sushine-filled corridor.

Dr. Lanham brought up step next to Conway, pulling out a tricorder. “What’s our first step?”

“We need to find some way to reverse this thing.” Conway replied.

“I suggest we attempt to get to the bridge,” Larkin said, pulling out her tricorder. “My scans indicate that the higher decks are less transformed than the lower ones. We may be able to access the science terminal on the bridge.”

“The only way to reverse the effects of the Dream Device is to reintroduce the Explorer’s former matter matrix.” Lanham said easily.

Conway continued down the corridor, looking around suspicously. “And how can we do that?”

“Once the matrix is layed in, I can initiate the wave from within the ship using the structural shield grid.” Lanham said.

“Which, if I’m not mistaken, is currently being transformed into a stone and mortar.” Peterman filled in.

“The difficult part will be recreating the matrix.” Lt. Larkin said. “We will need to be as accurate as possible in order to recreate the matrix successfully. Doctor, I offer you my help, if needed.”

“It’s needed, all right, Commander.” Lanham replied.

“Hold up.” Conway suddenly said, stopping in his tracks.

Counselor Peterman let out a yelp of shock. Around the corner, the group found a gigantic body of water, apparently spreading the entire length of the saucer section.

Conway stepped out onto a rickety dock and held a hand up to block out the sunlight. “How in the world is this possible?”

Larkin looked around. “This is the approximate former location of our arboretum.”

Lanham looked out over the water with satisfaction. “My guess is the sunlight is simply an increased magnitude of the lighting elements the ship had to begin with. The water was created with basic elements, the walls and ceiling have been transformed to appear as sky, and the decks below were transformed into the ocean floor.”

“Incredible.” Conway said.

“What was that?” Lanham asked. “Did I hear a compliment?”

“No.” Conway replied, turning to see a large, twenty foot, wooden sailboat tied to the dock. “But I’d like to thank you for programming up a boat for us.”

Suddeny a figure climbed up from below the boat’s deck.

“Mirk?” Peterman asked.

“Aye, that’s Cap’n Mirk to ye!” Mirk cried, rattling his prosthetic hook and squinting from his one good eye.

“What a cheesy pirate.” Conway said. “You know, real pirates were nothing like that.”

“That’s why we call this fan-ta-sy!” Lanham said. “It’s not supposed to be real.”

“No wonder you’re such a space cadet.” Conway muttered, turning to Mirk. “Listen, ‘Captain,’ I need a ride to the opposite side of the sea, or whatever this is.”

“And what can ye offer for barter?” Mirk asked, leaning forward conspiratorially.

Conway looked around. “Well, let’s see…” He pulled the tricorder out of Peterman’s hand. “Ever seen one of these?”

Mirk scratched his head. “Can’t say that I have.”

“It’s very valuable, and it’s yours.” Conway shoved the tricorder into Mirk’s hands and jumped into the ship. “Let’s go mates.”

“Okay everybody, welcome to the Starlight.” Mirk announced. “Avast, maties, we’re about to set sail!”



Perched at the front of the Starlight, Counselor Peterman sighed joyfully. “This is such a beautiful view, Doctor Lanham. I know I’d pay good money to visit a place like this.”

“See?” Lanham asked. “This would put other theme parks out of business.”

“Sure.” Conway replied. “You’d just hit their planets with the device and presto, you’ve got destroyed their homes and made a pretty new theme park.”

“Well, we’d never do anything like that…” Lanham said.

Suddenly the Starlight rocked dangerously, threatening to toss Counselor Peterman overboard.

“What the hell was that?” Conway asked, grabbing Peterman and pulling her back into the ship.

“Don’t ye know?” Mirk asked, holding onto the wheel with all his might and turning. “These waters are the home of the deadly Puff!”

“Oh, no.” Lanham said.

“It would appear your ‘Magic Dragon’ has been incorporated into this reality.”

“The different story themes were designed to interact.” Lanham explained.

“So what are you saying?” Conway asked. “Is Puff the Magic Dragon a Sea Serpent here?”

“How should I know?” Lanham shrugged.

“Because you’re the f***ing programmer!” Conway shouted, as suddenly the Starlight rocked again.

“H-h-h-holy sh**!” Peterman shrieked, pointing up in the air.

In a shower of salty water, ‘Puff’ emerged from the ocean, spreading his great wings and soaring into the air, turning around and heading right for Mirk’s ship.

“Hang on, mates!” Mirk shouted, steering the Starlight in the opposite direction.

“There is something familiar about that dragon.” Larkin said, staring at the huge creature. “I am enhancing the image of the dragon’s face with my optical interface.”

“How about ducking!” Conway cried, pushing Larkin down and looking back, just as the dragon flew overhead, clipping the mast right off the top of Mirk’s ship.

“That was Lieutenant Gellar!” Peterman shrieked, just as the mast swooshed by her, knocking her back over the side of the boat.

“Peterman!” Conway cried. “Larkin, go in after her.”

“Commander, may I remind you that buoyancy is not my strong-”

“Go!” Conway shouted, pushing Larkin overboard.

“Now what are we going to do?” Dr. Lanham asked, watching in fear as Lt. Gellar, a.k.a. “Puff,” swung around for another assault, fire blazing from his nostrils.

“Jump ship!” Conway cried, grabbing Lanham and jumping overboard. “See you in the funny papers, Mirk!” Mirk hobbled overboard as well, just in time to see his ship burnt to a fiery crisp.



Commander Conway awoke to find himself lying in a rather uncomfortable postion on an incredibly sharp rock.

A wave of salty water slammed against Conway, threatening to push him off the rock, but he held fast.

“Dr. Lanham! Counselor Peterman! Lt. Commander Larkin!” Conway cried, climbing up the rock.

“They’re not here.” A voice said.

“Oh, no.” Conway said, turning to see the source of the voice. “Lieutenant Hartley.”

Hartley batted her eyelashes, swinging her scaly tail. “What a journey you must have had, weary traveler. Perhaps I could help you…”

“Get some more clothes on.” Commander Conway said, pushing Hartley aside and heading up the rock.

“You won’t find your friends.” Hartley called after Conway. “They’re prisoners of Puff now! And no one escapes the mighty Puff!”

“We’ll see about that.” Conway said angrily, ducking into a nearby cave.



“Now, I know you’ll find this hard to belive,” Counselor Peterman said nervously, “but you’re Lieutenant Brian Gellar, a human officer aboard an interstellar ship. Not a mean, ugly, thirty foot firebreathing dragon.”

“Rrrrr.” Gellar replied, flaring his nostrils and nudging Peterman up against the rocky cave wall.

“I do not think he understands you, Counselor.” Larkin said.

“What gave you that idea?” Peterman replied, shaking the dizzyness from her head. “We have to get out of here.”

“Puff was supposed to be a thrill attraction.” Dr. Lanham said. “It should conclude once we complete the proper parameters.”

“Which are?” Peterman asked.

“You know, I don’t remember.” Lanham said. “Something about rocks.”

“Coming through!” Commander Conway cried, leaping up from behind Puff and wrapping his arms around his neck. “Hey, in case you guys didn’t realize, this is a rescue!”

Puff swung Commander Conway from side to side, slamming him against the cave wall.

“Avalanche!” Peterman cried.

“An avalanche, that’s it.” Dr. Lanham snapped her fingers. “That’s what you have to use to defeat Puff.”

“Looks like Commander Conway’s already a step ahead of you.” Peterman remarked. “Let’s get out of here!”

“This is nothing like the land called Harmony!” Conway cried out as he was slammed into the cave walls by the snorting dragon.

Seeing her senior officer was in trouble, Larkin quickly climbed up the dragon’s back, wrenching Commander Conway free.

“We must go, Commander!” Larkin cried, dragging Conway down Puff’s back.

The mighty dragon turned around, snorting angrily as rocks fell around it.

“The cave’s about to collapse! Get out!” Conway cried, as Larkin dragged him.

The group stopped for a quick breather once they were out of the cave, looking back.

“I wonder if he’s hurt.” Conway said, noting that the entrance was completely sealed. “And if he is, will that effect him when we revert the Explorer back to normal.”

“As long as none of the characters are killed, they will be fine. Any injury they incur will be erased when the matrix is reset.”

“You’d better be right.” Conway said, leading the group down the rocky slope.

They found Lt. Hartley at the bottom of the slope, sunning herself on a rock. “So you have managed to defeat the mighty Puff. Can you make it through the enchanted forest and up to the castle courtyard, or do you not have what it takes?”

“Of course we do.” Conway said defensievely. “Let’s move out.”

“Sure you don’t want to frolic in the ocean blue with me?” Hartley asked, swinging her tail flirtatiously.

“Maybe some other time.” Conway replied, motioning for everyone to follow him past the caves and into the forest.



“This is scary.” Counselor Peterman said, hiding behind Larkin as the group entered the enchanted forest.

“What’s in here, Alexa?” Conway asked, waving his phaser around suspicously as the group moved through the forest.

“You know, the basics of an enchanted forest.” Lanham replied. “Enchanted trees, enchanted squirrels, enchanted…”

“Bears?” Conway asked, freezing in fear as a shadow fell over the group.

Lanham kept pushing ahead. “No, just your normal garden variety-”

“Raaaar!” A furry fellow who bore a slight resemblence to Lieutenant Ford cried out.

“Big bad wolf?” Conway offered helpfully.

“I’m going to huff and puff and blow your house in!” Ford cried out, his meaty breath blasting into Counselor Peterman’s face.

Peterman just looked up, trembling fearfully.

“If you notice, Lieutenant,” Larkin said calmly, “we are not pigs, nor do we have a house to blow down.”

“Oh, no?” Ford asked, rubbing his chin. “Well, that complicates things. How about baskets? Do you have a basket for your grandmother?”

Larkin cocked her head quizzically. “I do not have a grandmother.”

“We don’t have time for this!” Conway cried, phasering the wolf and knocking him backwards.

Ford stumbled back several feet from the blast, his fur smoking.

“It appears you have only angered him, Commander,” observed Larkin, as Ford lurched toward the group, snarling angrily.

“Let’s move!” Conway cried, phasering Ford again at a higher setting and grabbing Dr. Lanham’s arm.

The forest got darker and darker as the group plunged through it. Conway also noticed that it seemed to be getting denser.

“I’m going to get you!” Ford cried, leaping after the group and gaining ground fast.

Conway thought he saw a clearing ahead, but before he reached it, a branch reached out and grabbed him by the arm, yanking him up into the air.

Likewise, Lanham, Larkin, and Peterman were also caught up in the clawlike branches.

“The trees are alive!” Peterman remarked with fright.

“Don’t leaf me,” one of the trees said, in a voice that was distinctly J’hana’s.

The blue tree had branches like the other, but two of the uppermost branches looked almost like antennae.

“What a corny joke!” Conway exclaimed, as J’hana wrenched at his body with her branches. “Not only are these things trying to kill us, they have really bad senses of humor!”

“The ride wasn’t decide to be harmful.” Lanham said. “It’ll just toss us around a little.”

“What about Fido down there?” Conway asked, glancing down at Ford, who was jumping and clawing at the group.

“I don’t know,” Lanham replied. “My guess is that the program didn’t know how to respond to phaser fire.”

“This whole thing seems a little too violent,” Conway said, phasering at J’hana’s branches. Each time one was burnt away, another grew in its place, tightening its grip.

“The matrix is very delicate. It was never designed to be applied to a starship in the first place. Most likely it’s malfunctioning.”

“Just great,” Peterman said. “Are you saying we may end up not living happily ever after?”

“It seems to be a distinct possibility.”

“Well, I’m not going to be rubbed out by a tree with an attitude,” Conway grunted, struggling past J’hana’s branches and finally touching down on the ground, grabbing Peterman and Lanham and jerking them downward.

“You can’t get away!” J’hana cried out, her branches twisting around in the air.

“Ruarrr!” Ford cried out, leaping past the branches and leaping toward the group.

“Stop, Mr. Wolf!” A voice cried, causing everyone, including Ford, to look up.

Peterman burst out laughing.

Captain Baxter stood there, tapping his foot, hands on hips. A wicker basket hung from one arm.

“Well, hi there Little Red Riding Hood.” Conway giggled.

“Now that’s all I asked for.” Ford said, grabbing Baxter’s basket and heading back into the woods.

“Hey!” Baxter cried out. “That’s for my grandma!”

“Andy, we have to talk about your fashion choices.” Peterman said, looking Baxter up and down. He had on the famous Little Red Riding Hood, a pretty blue jumper, and plaid kneesocks. Underneath the hood, Peterman could discern two tightly woven pigtails.

Baxter turned to Conway, who was still giggling. “What are you looking at, shorty?”

“Not a thing, sir.” Conway fell to the ground laughing.

“Commander,” Larkin said. “I believe we have reached the bridge.”

Conway pushed past Baxter and the remaining enchanted trees, to find the “bridge.”

The tiny “bridge” arched over a babbling brook. At the center of the bridge were several blinking and beeping consoles.

On the other side, three goats baahed pleasantly.

“See if you can access the main computer,” Conway ordered, gesturing towards the blinking panel.

One of the goats stepped forward. “You can’t cross. That would be baaaaaad.”

Larkin examined the goat. “This is Ensign Madera. Listen carefully, Ensign, we need access to the computers. Please let us pass.”

“You caaaan’t cross.” The goat replied. “The troll won’t let you.”

“We already dealt with the troll,” Conway said.

“Perhaps she is referring to another character created by the matrix,” Larkin offered.

Suddenly, a huge, furry gold shape emerged from under the bridge. “Rrrrrrrrrrr…you must pay my toll before you can cross.”

“Charlie!” Peterman exclaimed. Charlie was a seven foot tall, muscular, angry-looking troll. And he had evidently acquired the ability to speak English.

“Down, boy.” Conway said, stepping back cautiously and withdrawing his phaser.

“Pay the toll.” Charlie growled, kibble-tinged breath beating against Conway’s face.

“Anyone have some money?” Conway asked, looking back to Lanham, Peterman, Larkin, and Baxter.

While Conway was looking back, Charlie slapped him with a huge paw, knocking him to the ground. Immediately the dog was on top of Conway, growling and tearing.

“Larkin…you and Alexa set up the shield grid while I distract Charlie!” Conway cried, scrambling to get out of the huge dog-troll’s grip.

Peterman grabbed at Charlie’s arm. “Come on, boy, get off him!”

Larkin and Lanham immediately began working at the “bridge” panel.

“The matrix has consumed seventy-nine percent of the computer’s resources.” Larkin said, her hands flying over the panel. “We will have to move quick to reroute the necessary command pathways and get the shield grid active.”

“If we don’t work fast, we won’t have a shield grid to activate.” Lanham said, working as quickly as she could to aid Larkin.

“Stop it!” Baxter cried, skipping happily to Peterman and Conway’s aid as they wrestled with Charlie. “You’re hurting my friends.”

Commander Conway punched Charlie repeatedly in the face, as Petetersen and Baxter jerked at either arm.

“I’m going to take you out once and for all, you furry piece of crap!” Conway cried.

“You ugly human!” Charlie replied, chomping onto Conway’s head and biting down hard. “I have the feeling you’ve got a serious beating coming!”

“Matrix laid in,” Dr. Lanham said. “What’s the status on the shield grid?”

“I am still having trouble crossing the necessary command pathways.”

“We’re running out of time.” Lanham replied, glancing over at Conway and the others.

“What’s the problem?” Conway called over as he grappled with Charlie.

Larkin stared down at the console she was working at. “We cannot access the shield grids from here. The new matrix has cut off too many of the computer’s remaining resources.”

“Then what do we do?” Lanham asked.

Larkin thought a moment. “The primary shield junction is one deck down and approximately sixty meters behind the bridge. If that is still operational…”

“Find it!” Conway cried, smacking Charlie in the face and jumping up, kicking him roughly in the stomach.

“My poor little baby.” Peterman said, looking down mournfully at the whimpering dog-troll.

“We’ll worry about him later.” Conway said, withdrawing his phaser. “Come on.”

Lt. Commander Larkin examined the area with her tricorder. “It appears the junction is this way, Commander. We must hurry.”

Conway hurried Peterman after Lanham and Larkin. “Let’s move!”

“Oooh,” Baxter exclaimed, skipping along behind them. “We’re going to Grandma’s house!”

“He’s never going to live this down.” Conway chuckled.

The group weaved through the woods, running as fast as they could, as the few remaining panels and circuits that surrounded them began to disappear.

“The junction is up ahead.” Larkin reported, glancing up from her tricorder.

“Of all the–” Conway said. The group looked on in awe as they approached a huge, towering gingerbread house.

“This is Grandma’s house?” Peterman asked, turning to Lanham.

“Can I cook, or what?” Lanham said proudly.

“I’ll see once I take a bite.” Conway said, pushing the door open and stepping in. “Damn it’s dark in here. Watch your steps, everyone.”

“Red, is that you?” a withered voice asked.

“I’m right here, Grandma!” Baxter said, skipping ahead of the group and lighting a candle.

“I am attempting to locate the shield grid controls.” Lt. Commander Larkin said, running her tricorder along the walls of the house.

Conway and Peterman peeked into the bedroom as Baxter skipped in, leaning over and hugging “Grandma.”

“Hi, Grandma!” Baxter said. “The big bad wolf stole my basket, so I have nothing to bring you.”

“Darn it, and I’m sooo hungry.” Grandma responded. Peterman immediately recognized her.

“Wow, Janice, you’re looking a little older than when I last saw you.” Peterman said, as Browning peered at her and Conway through her spectacles.

“Who are these hooligans, Red?”

“They’re my friends, Grandma,” Baxter explained.

“Well, don’t let them get near the pooridge.” Browning said, folding her arms. “You know how they feel about people messing with their pooridge.”

“I have a bad feeling about this.” Peterman said, as Larkin called out from the front room.

“Commander, we have found the shield junction. It is in the fireplace.”

“What are they doing out there?” Browning asked.

“Repairs,” Conway said, ushering Peterman out of the bedroom.

Conway found Larkin busily rearranging chips and wires that hung out of the open buckstove.

“I am nearly finished, Commander.” Larkin stated, her hands moving so fast they could hardly be seen.

“The sooner the better.” Peterman said, looking around.

Conway put his phaser away and approached what looked like a breakfast table as Larkin and Lanham worked on the shields. “Well, we might as well have something to eat while we wait.”

“Commander, no!” Peterman shouted as Conway approached the first bowl of pooridge.

Conway stuck a finger in the pooridge and tasted it. “What’s your problem? Oooh, this is too cold.”

Peterman watched as Conway moved to the second bowl. “I don’t think you should do that, Commander. If I remember my fairytales right-

“Quiet. I haven’t eaten in hours.” Conway tasted the second bowl. “Ouch! Too hot.”

“Oh, no.” Peterman covered her face.

Conway tasted the third bowl. “Aahh, now that’s some good pooridge.”

“POORIDGE!” A huge bear cried, smashing through the gingerbread door and tackling Commander Conway right into the kitchen table.

The voice was vaguely recognizable as Ensign Stuart from engineering, and the bear was obviously the Papa.

Two more bears crashed in, clambering after Peterman and the group working on the fireplace.

One of them resembled Nurse Carter and the other Ensign Saral from security. They must be Mama and Baby bear.

“You’ve done it now!” Peterman shouted, beating Carter and Saral back with a chair as she struggled towards the kitchen.

“Hold them off so Alexa and Larkin can finish!” Conway cried, swinging a frying pan into Stuart’s face and slamming him up against the kitchen cabinets.

“That’s easier said than done!” Peterman cried, trying to remember that she really did like animals.

All of a sudden a woman that looked like Lt. Tilleran with green makeup and a witch’s outfit soared into the room on a broom, cackling viciously.

“Hello, my pretties!” Tilleran cackled, touching down in the living room and swinging at Lanham and Larkin with her broom.

“The program is becoming more fragmented as we attempt to alter its matrix,” Larkin observed, pushing Tilleran back as she continued the work on the shields.

“Will we be able to initiate the shield grid in time?” Lanham asked.

“I do not know.” Larkin replied.

“Chow down!” Conway shouted, tossing a bowl of pooridge at Tilleran as she lunged once again at Larkin and Lanham.

Seeing the pooridge fly, the bears turned and set upon Tilleran.

“What a world, what a world!” Tilleran cried, as the bears began licking the pooridge off her.

Conway straightened his uniform proudly. “This is kinda fun after all.”

Suddenly the walls around Conway crackled with blue electricity.

“Shield grid charging and modulating!” Larkin reported.

Conway watched as the gingerbread walls seemed to liquify and reform into the austere grey walls of the shield control chamber.

“What the hell happened?” Tilleran asked, rubbing her head and pushing Stuart, White, and Saral off her.

“It’s a long story.” Conway sighed.

Peterman smiled. “But it has a happy ending.”

Captain Baxter emerged from a nearby room, rubbing his head, Dr. Browning at his heels. “Dr. Lanham, I’m going to have to give your device a thumbs down.”

Conway patted Baxter on the back. “Not me, Little Red. I loved it.”

Baxter glanced over at Conway, mouthing, “Little Red?”

“I’ll tell you on the way back to the enchanted forest.” Peterman wrapped an arm around Baxter, glad to see him in man’s clothes again.



“Put the Romulan vessel on screen.” Captain Baxter ordered, as everyone took their places on the bridge. Browning and Lanham found a place near the railing behind the command area.

J’hana called up the image of the Romulan vessel. It had castle-like features similar to what had happened to the Explorer, except that it was green. The green hue made it resemble an Emerald Castle of some sort.

Larkin examined her panel. “Sensors indicate the ship will lose atmospheric viability in less than ten minutes.”

Conway leaned towards Baxter. “Sir, Dr. Lanham and Commander Larkin found a way to reprogram the matrix and restore the Explorer.”

“Can we adapt your methods to repair what was done to the Romulan ship?” Baxter asked, turning back to Dr. Lanham.

“I think so.” Lanham joined Tilleran at the science station. “If we program the matrix into a tachyon beam, we may be able to flood their shield grid and activate the physical inversion.”

“Do it.” Baxter ordered.

“You know, Captain,” Conway said, “considering what they did to us, it almost seems fair to let them die.”

“It would be nice,” Baxter nodded. “But we’re Starfleet officers. And that means more than a fancy uniform and a cushy pension. It’s about honor, goodness, and heart. To stand back and allow others to die would betray the oaths each of us took.”

“That almost brought a tear to my eye, Andy.” Peterman said, cuddling Charlie closer to her.

“Yeah,” Conway said. “I’m crying on the inside.”

“Matrix programmed in,” Larkin announced.

“Targetting tachyon beam,” Tilleran reported. “At your command, Captain.”

“Activate the beam.” Baxter ordered.

A yellow beam lanced out at the emerald castle, washing it in blue electricity.

Larkin checked her panel. “Matrix taking hold.”

The Romulan ship shivered and rippled in space, stretching and changing until it finally shifted back into its former shape.

“Status of the Romulan ship?” Baxter asked.

Tilleran examined her panel. “Uncertain, sir. There’s a lot of confusion over there.”

“As I’m sure there is over here.” Baxter said. “Hail them.”

J’hana shook her head. “No response.”

“Open a channel.”

“Open,” J’hana replied.

“Romulan ship, this is Captain Andy Baxter of the Starship Explorer. You have violated the hell out of Starfleet regulations and as such I request that you stand down and surrender for a formal Starfleet inquiry.”

Baxter watched the Warbird on the screen for several moments. He had almost given up, when Commander Ardek appeared on the screen, looking extremely forlorn. His uniform was torn and singed in several places.

“Captain…” Ardek said weakly, “I am Commander Ardek. It is a pleasure to finally meet my counterpart. D’rue told me much about you.”

“How touching.”

Ardek looked extremely shaken. “I had no idea your myths and customs were so…barbaric. We very nearly did not survive the ravage done us by your vicious…bears.”

“Believe me, I’m all broken up about that one. Now

stand down and surrender.”

The Romulan cracked a smile. “I’m sure you know I can’t do that. I hope when next we meet we will have more time to talk. But right now I have to go. I have a lot of information on your little experiments to take back to my people.”

“Ardek!” Baxter cried, pounding his chair.

Ardek’s face disappeared, to be replaced by an image of the Warbird.

“The Horshak is turning back toward Romulan space.” J’hana reported.

“Set a course to pursue.” Baxter ordered. “Ready on the weapons, J’hana.”

“Phasers and quantums ready.” J’hana replied.

“Baxter to Horshak. I repeat, stand down now, or I will fire on you,” Baxter glared at back of the ship angrily as it moved ahead of them.

“We will reach the Neutral Zone in four minutes.” Larkin reported. “Might I remind you that entering the Neutral Zone will constitute a violation of–”

“Noted.” Baxter said tersely. “Lock phasers on their engines, J’hana.”

“Locked.” J’hana replied.

“Fire.” Baxter ordered.

The double-barreled phaser cannons mounted below

the Explorer’s saucers tore into the Horshak’s rear.

“Damage to their aft shields. They are diverting power to compensate.” Tilleran announced.

“Load forward quantums and fire.” Baxter said.

The Warbird shook as the two blue orbs connected with it. Disruptor fire flared back towards the viewscreen.

Tilleran held onto her console. “Minor shield damage sir.”

“We will reach the Neutral zone in thirty seconds.” Larkin said.

“Damn it.” Baxter cursed, clenching his fist. “I really hate that man. Mr. Ford, take us back to Dreamland Station, full impulse.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve just recieved Starfleet’s verdict on the Dream Device. The project has been shut down, and a starship is en route to dismantle the station and take its crew back to the nearest starbase. Meanwhile, we’ve been ordered to the Ligar system to participate in their annual pie-eating contest.



“Listen, Alexa,” Commander Conway said, as he escorted Dr. Lanham to the transporter room. “I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry Starfleet canceled your project. I know I’ve been pretty hard on you, but your work doesn’t deserve to be dismissed so easily.”

“Don’t worry about me, David.” Lanham replied. “I’ve been reassigned to a very exciting project aboard a Federation science vessel. I couldn’t be happier. Anyway, after seeing the Dream Device in action, I think it would be more accurate to call it the Nightmare Device.”

“Well, I know it’s going to give me nightmares.” Conway said, following Lanham into the transporter room.

“Coordinates set, Commander.” Lt. Hartley said, tapping at her transporter panel.

Conway sniffed at the air. “Something smells fishy in here.”

“Watch it, Conway.” Hartley hissed. “Or I’ll fillet you.”

“I wish I could say it was good seeing you again.” Lanham said as she climbed the transporter pad. “But I do think I’m not disgusted with you anymore. Just disinterested.”

“Well, that’s a start.” Conway smiled. “I no longer think you’re a moron.”

“I’ve never heard you say something so sweet to me.” Lanham said.

“Be careful out there, Alexa.” Conway said, glancing back at Hartley. “Energize, Lieutenant.”

Conway headed for the door to the transporter room as Lanham disappeared.

“You’re going to miss her, aren’t you, Commander?” Hartley asked, as Conway stepped out.

“Don’t be silly.” Conway muttered back, heading out into the corridor. “Stick to your stupid girl magazines, Hartley.”

Hartley stuck her tongue out as Conway as he left. She was going to be late for her date with Lt. Gellar if she didn’t hurry and clock out.



Commander Conway weaved through the crowds in the corridors towards Mirk’s.

When he reached the doors, he noticed a large sign which read:



PLEASE EXCUSE THE MESS

MIRK’S BAR IS CLOSED FOR CONSTRUCTION



COMING SOON:

THE CONSTELLATION CAFE



“Just great.” Conway muttered, heading back to his quarters. He didn’t want to fight crowds anyway. What he really wanted was to curl up in his quarters with a good book and a cup of hot coffee.

Conway was about to turn and head for the turbolift when a blinking light next to the door to holodeck three caught his eye.

When he investigated, he realized that there was a program in progress.

Squinting, Conway read the title of the program to himself. “Baxter Alpha Three Five: Happily Ever After.” Conway gagged to himself. Some kind of cheesy romantic program for he and Counselor Peterman no doubt. Did they learn nothing from the day’s events?

For the betterment of humanity, Conway decided to crash in on Baxter and Peterman and explain it all to them.

Conway tapped in his personal override code and strode through the opening doors.

“I’ve been baaaaaaad, Andy!” Peterman squealed joyfully. A shiver ran throughout Commander Conway as he stared down at Baxter and Peterman, lying on the middle of a grassy rolling hillside.

“Dear Lord,” Conway shook his head and covered his eyes. Baxter was dressed as Little Bo Peep, and Peterman was dressed in white stockings and fluffy cottonballs, apparently approximating a sheep.

Baxter pushed aside his curly locks, glaring back at Conway. “Is there something I can do for you, Commander?”

Conway just froze there, speechless.

“We were just…um, analyzing certain aspects of Dr. Lanham’s program.” Peterman said, picking herself up and wiping off her cottonball-covered butt, adjusting the fake sheep ears on her head.

“Yeah, that’s it.” Baxter said. “It’s not at all what it looks like.”

Conway backed towards the door. “You guys are just plain sick.”

Baxter and Peteresen waved urgently. “Commander! Watch your step…you’re about to fall into a herd of-”

Conway suddenly tripped, becoming engulfed in a mass of churning, baaah-ing sheep.

“Sheep.” Baxter finished.



NEXT:



When Counselor Peterman’s dog Charlie disappears, it’s an all-out race for Baxter to find him before Peterman has a total nervous breakdown.
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Dog Gone



“Good afternoon, everybody, and welcome to the grand opening of The Constellation Cafe!” Mirk said joyfully, standing aside to let the crewmembers that had been standing outside pour into his lounge.

Commander Conway walked in and looked around. “I don’t know, Mirk. This place looks a little too cozy.”

There was a crackling fireplace built into one corner of the room, and a huge sofa the size of a queen sized bed at the room’s center. Tapestries and artsy paintings hung on the walls, and the old grey and black bar was replaced by a shiny wooden one with polished gold rails.

“That’s the point, Commander.” Mirk smiled, straightening his tuxedo jacket. “It’s hard to feel at home on a starship, even in the cabins. Here, the crew can really feel like they’re at home.”

“I like it,” said a voice from behind Conway.

Mirk’s expression brightened when he saw the woman behind Conway. She was tall, well-proportioned–gorgeous. She wore a form-fitting, tight-ish silken green top and matching dress that tightened around the thighs, growing looser at the bottom.

The Maloxian took the woman’s hand gallantly and kissed it. “And who is this beautiful creature?”

“This ‘beautiful creature’ is Dr. Lana Shar,” Conway replied. “She’s the a Starfleet specialist on the development of outer colonies. She just arrived via courier ship today. She’ll be with us for the next several months to help us set up colonies near the galactic rim. Lana, this is our lounge manager, Mr. Mirk.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Mirk,” Lana smiled. “Commander Conway tells me you’re from the Delta Quadrant.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Mirk ushered Conway and Lana to a table and pulled a chair out for Conway’s companion to sit in. “What lovely spots you have. They remind me of someone else I know.”

“Another Trill, perhaps?” Lana asked.

“Lana here has a five hundred year old beautiful creature slithering around inside her,” Conway said. “Her symbiont is one of the oldest alive.”

“How intriguing.” Mirk stared into Lana’s eyes. “What stories you must have to tell.”

“We’d like a menu, Mirk.” Conway pushed Mirk back a few feet.

“Of course.” Mirk bowed and ran back to the bar.

“Some people,” Conway sighed, looking around the cafe.

“He seems quite nice, and the lounge does too,” Lana said, glancing at Lt. Ford and Lt. Gellar who were busy playing holo- foosball at the gaming table. “I’ve been on a lot of starships, and none of them have had a lounge this comfortable.”

“None of them have a Maloxian,” Conway said. “So, how was your trip here?”

Lana sighed. “Well, let’s just say a Vulcan ship is not the most fun to be on.”

“Well, you’re here now.” Conway looked up at Lana and winked, “and it’s time to have some fun.”

Mirk stared at Conway and Lana from the bar. Conway was smiling, giggling, and laughing. Something was terribly wrong. He never did any of those things.

“Who’s that?” Amara asked, setting a tray of empty glasses on the bar.

Mirk shook himself out of the trance the beautiful Trill had put him in. “She’s a new specialist that’s going to be on the ship for a few months.”

Amara craned her neck to see. “She’s pretty.”

“Well…” Mirk replied. “They, um…need menus.”

“Okay, I’ll get them,” Amara grabbed the menus and headed over.

Mirk let her go. It was probably a good idea to stay far away from any woman powerful enough to put Commander Conway in a good mood.



“So then I worked on the Sumpa Two colony for a while,” Lana said with a sip of her drink.

“You’re kidding,” said Conway, leaning forward, chin on his hands. “Where you there during the Breen raids?”

“Unfortunately. That was an ugly affair,” Lana sighed. “So, tell me about yourself.”

“Well, I’m a Scorpio. I enjoy coffee, donuts, phaser practice, and…”

At that moment Amara approached, carrying two dishes, handing one to Lana. “Here we are. Pasta salad for you,” she looked at Conway, “and the ten-piece fried chicken for the Commander.”

“Thought I’d eat light tonight,” Conway said, gnawing into the breast. “Thanks, Amara.”

Amara bowed slightly. “If there’s anything else, just let me know.”

“So, Commander,” Lana said, watching Conway eat. “Where’s the Captain? I haven’t had the opportunity to meet him yet.”

“Oh, Captain Baxter,” Conway said, chewing thoughtfully. “He’s down on the planet with our ship’s counselor.”

“Doing scouting and research?” Lana asked with interest.

“You could say that.”



A gentle breeze blew through the thick cover of trees down on Kintaris Four.

“Well,” Captain Baxter said, rubbing oil into Counselor Peterman’s back. “I think this planet has some colony possibilities.”

Peterman turned around to look up at Baxter, putting her hands on his knees as he straddled her on the beach blanket. “Possibilities? It’s gorgeous. We wouldn’t have to do any terraforming or anything.”

“I have some forming I’d like to do right now.” Baxter said, leaning down and kissing his way down Peterman’s face.

“Down, boy,” Peterman cooed, as Baxter made his way to her mouth.

Suddenly Charlie, Peterman’s golden retriever, sat his ball down nearby, putting a paw on Baxter’s back and looking at him expectantly.

“Go away, Charlie, I’m trying to celebrate my one year anniversary here.”

Charlie just cocked his head and barked.

“Aww, Andy, you have to throw it!” Peterman said. “You’ll break his little heart.”

Baxter leaned up. “Oh, all right. Go get it, boy!”

Charlie set off as Baxter hurled the ball into a clump of trees.

That done, Baxter resumed making out.

“Can you believe we’ve been together for a whole year, Andy?” Peterman asked, as Baxter rolled over and grabbed an orange out of the picnic basket they had brought down with them.

“No,” Baxter said, peeling the skin off the orange. “This is the longest relationship I’ve ever had.”

“Me too.” Peterman said. She suddenly looked upwards, smiling fiendishly. “Well, if you don’t count the Bolian.”

Baxter stopped peeling. “Bolian? I don’t remember hearing about a Bolian.”

“Oh, I’m sure I told you.”

“Refresh my memory.”

“There really isn’t much to tell,” Peterman looked down at the sand as if it was intensely interesting. “It was while I was in college. He was…hee hee…one of my teachers.”

“Kelly…”

“I got an ‘A’.”

Baxter sighed. “And now you’re going out with your Captain. I’m starting to see a pattern here, hon.”

“Whatever do you mean?” Peterman crinkled her nose in a smile and wrapped her arms around Baxter’s neck. “There are a lot of far more handsome Captains in Starfleet.”

“Gee, thanks.”

Suddenly a piercing howl came from behind the trees where Charlie had gone to retrieve his ball.

“What the hell was that?” Baxter asked, turning his head.

“I don’t know. Charlie!” Peterman called out. There was no response.

Baxter grabbed a phaser out of the picnic basket. “I’m going to check it out, hon. You stay here.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Peterman said.

“Me too. Just the same…” Baxter grabbed his comm badge, jogging around the lake they had been sitting by and towards the thick of trees. “Baxter to Explorer. I need a scan of this area. Are there any humanoid life signs other than the Counselor and me?”

“One moment, sir.” Lt. Tilleran replied over the comm. “No, sir. Just you and the Counselor. Why, is something wrong?”

“I’ll get back to you.” Baxter set his phaser to stun and held it in front of him as he entered the forest. “Charlie! Here, boy!”

About twenty meters ahead, there was a rustling of leaves, and a flash of orange fur.

“Charlie, come on!” Baxter cried, following after the flash of fur. Charlie was not the perfect dog, but he usually came when you called him.

Baxter dashed past a few huge trees, ducking under a branch and once again catching sight of Charlie.

This time Baxter noticed that the dog was being pulled by his collar, by a black-gloved hand. The owner of the hand was obscured by the thick foliage.

“Stop!” Baxter cried out. “I’m a Starfleet officer and I am armed. Stop where you are!”

Charlie let out a yelp as he was tugged further into the woods. Whoever had him was moving pretty damn fast, and Baxter was beginning to fall behind.

“Stop or I’ll shoot!” Baxter shouted. Still nothing.

Baxter aimed as best he could and fired at the dark figure, barely missing his target.

The figure stopped suddenly, turning around and raising the other black-gloved hand. He had some kind of weapon.

The Captain dove to the ground as a white beam of energy seared through the woods, nearly hitting him in the head. The tree behind him was immediately vaporized.

“Baxter to Tilleran.” Baxter tapped his comm badge again. “There is indeed another life form here, and he’s about ten meters in front of me.”

“I’m not getting anything, Captain. I’m picking up you and Charlie in the area, but that’s all.”

“Scan for some kind of jamming device.” Baxter rolled behind a tree as another white flash lit the dark forest.

“Scanning.”

“Put down your weapon!” Baxter cried, firing his phaser again at the figure. This time he hit him square in the chest, but that didn’t seem to bother him. “What have you got, Tilleran?”

“There’s a mild EM surge in the area, but that’s routine for a planet with a high-level G-type star.”

“We’ll have to do this the old fashioned way,” Baxter said. “Send a well-armed security team down to my coordinates. I think I have him pinned for now.”

“Acknowledged.”

Suddenly, as if to prove Baxter wrong, Charlie and the black figure disappeared in a bright purple flash.

“Damn it,” Baxter cursed, tapping his badge again. “Tilleran, belay that order for security. My friend here just disappeared with Counselor Peterman’s dog.”

“Checking for transporter traces. Nothing, sir. There was a spike in the EM readings for a moment, then–”

“What is it, Tilleran?”

Suddenly Baxter heard shouts, then a loud red alert klaxon over the comm channel.

“Captain, an unidentified vessel just appeared. It’s blanketing our sensors with radiation. We can’t get any readings on it….zrrt…sszzz.”

“Tilleran!” Baxter cried. He hated not knowing what was going on up there.

“Return fire!” Tilleran shouted over the comm. “Captain, they just took out our whole shield network!”

“Get out of orbit, Tilleran!” Baxter shouted.

“Aye, sir…we’re…sir, wait! The ship just disappeared again.”

“God damn it.” Baxter gritted his teeth. “Beam the Counselor and me up immediately.”

“Yes, sir. At least we won’t have to waste time lowering our shields.”

“I’m not laughing.” Baxter said, as he disappeared. So much for a happy anniversary.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52522.6. With no further sign of the mysterious ship and even more mysterious being that kidnapped Counselor Peterman’s dog, I have convened a staff meeting to discuss exactly what happened.



“Then at 1306.5 there was another surge in the EM readings, and the kidnapper disappeared,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, indicating the sensor readings displayed on the conference room wall. “Approximately one minute later, a vessel appeared four hundred kilometers off our port bow near the atmosphere of Kintaris four. Before we could scan it, it flooded our sensors with radiation and rendered them useless. Moments later, it fired what appears to be a modified polyphasic pulse at us which disabled the entire shield grid.”

“What was their last known course?” Baxter asked, steepling his fingers and watching the conference room screen with interest.

“Three one five mark four, sir.” Larkin said. “In the general direction of the Galactic Rim.”

“So this is very likely a race we have never encountered before.” Baxter said.

“If we are to assume they were heading back to their base, yes, sir.” Tilleran said.

“Baxter to Ford. Make your course three one five mark four and engage at full impulse.”

“Aye, sir.” Ford’s voice replied.

“Sir, we could be looking at a race who doesn’t want us here,” Commander Conway said. “And since we’re here to colonize, that could present problems.”

“Whoever they are, they’re not weaklings.” Richards said. “I don’t have to tell you what kind of firepower it takes to disable an entire shield network in one shot.”

“I’d like to know exactly what kind of firepower it is.” Baxter replied. “And then I’d like to know who designed it, who’s using it, and then I’d like to find them and get my f***ing dog back.”

Richards shrunk back a bit. “Aye, sir.”

“Perhaps if you could provide us with a description of Charlie’s kidnapper, Captain,” Larkin suggested.

“He was dressed completely in black.” Baxter said. “With a black, opaque helmet. He didn’t have any markings or discernable features that I could see.”

“That narrows it down,” huffed J’hana.

Baxter glared at her, “I’m not in the mood, Lieutenant.”

“Lt. J’hana does have a valid point, sir.” Larkin said. “The fact that we have no record of anything similar to the ship that attacked us, or the being that abducted Charlie, makes the odds of finding him again almost insurmountable.”

There was a quiet sniff from Counselor Peterman.

“Honey, its–” said Baxter.

But it was no use. Like a puppet whose strings were cut, Peterman collapsed to the table and began sobbing like a four year old baby.

“Now look what you’ve done.” Baxter glared up at Larkin as he went to Peterman’s side. “Don’t worry, honey, I’ll find him. I promise.”

Dr. Browning rushed to Peterman’s aid, scooping her up and putting her arms around the sniffling Counselor, “Come on, Counselor. Let’s go to Mirk’s new cafe and get something yummy to eat.”

“Okay,” Peterman said, taking Dr. Browning’s hand and following her out of the conference room.

“All right everybody, I want to find that dog. Let’s get working,” Baxter said, getting up from his position next to Peterman’s chair.

“What’s our first step?” Conway asked, following Baxter out to the command area.

“First, we do a complete search of this area of space. Lt. Tilleran, I’ll leave that up to you. If our quarry is out here, I want to find them. Meanwhile, Mr. Richards, I want you and your people analyzing what little information we have on our encounter with that ship.”

“Aye, sir,” Richards replied, heading for the turbolift.

“Captain, I think our new colony specialist should be kept up to date on this.” Conway took a seat next to Baxter. “She’s going to want to know why we’ve left orbit of Kintaris Four.”

“Oh, yeah. Dr. Shar. I still haven’t met her.” Baxter rubbed his chin. “Well, you tell her we’ve come across a security risk and will have to investigate before we can begin preliminary colony research.”

“She won’t be happy that our schedule is being pushed back.”

“Well, you’ll just have to try to make her happy,” Baxter replied. “Now, hop to it.”

“Yes, sir.” Conway replied happily, jumping out of his chair and heading for the turbolift.

“Is it my imagination or is the Commander a lot happier than usual?” Baxter asked, watching the turbolift doors close in front of Conway.

“It’s not your imagination,” Tilleran said, looking up from her science station. “He’s in love.”

“With who?”

“Well, it would be improper to say, sir,” Tilleran smiled a bit as she went back to her scans.

“It’s our new specialist, isn’t it?”

“Dum dee dum, la dee da,” Tilleran hummed to herself as she did her scans.

“I knew it,” Baxter grinned. “You can’t keep your secrets very well, Lieutenant.”

“And you have some twisted fantasies, Captain.”

Baxter’s grin disappeared as he returned his gaze to the main viewscreen. “Touche, Lieutenant.”



“Two double chocolate sundaes, STAT,” Dr. Browning ordered, handing her and Peterman’s menus back to Mirk.

Mirk looked from Browning to Peterman and back to Browning again. Peterman had her head on the table and was sobbing uncontrollably. “What’s her problem, Doc?”

“Some evil aliens kidnapped her dog,” Browning said. “Now hurry up with those sundaes.”

“Right away,” Mirk said, adding, “sorry about your dog, Counselor.”

Browning watched Peterman sob a few moments, idly rapping her fingers on the table. “Do you, um, want to talk about it, Kelly?”

More sobbing.

“Well, then, let me tell you about my day,” Browning took a deep breath and thought a moment. “It started out pretty normal, then Ensign Madera came in complaining about a muscle spasm in her back. Just in passing, I happened to ask her how she got it. She said she got it in the holodeck with Lieutenant Gellar.”

Peterman lifted her head up, rubbing her drippy nose. “But I thought he was going out with Lt. Hartley.”

“That’s what I thought,” Browning said. “Needless to say, I didn’t press the matter. Then Nurse Carter came in for her shift, and brought Dean with her. Well, I’ve been trying these new brain stimulants on him, and instead of helping, they just ended up making him pee all over the place.”

“How terrible,” Peterman’s face brightened a bit as Mirk brought over the sundaes.

“Here you go ladies, two sundaes.”

“Thanks, Mirk.” Peterman sniffed.

“See, life isn’t so bad.” Browning said through a mouthful of ice cream. “Anyway, we’ll find your dog. With the Captain and his staff on the case, what could go wrong?”

Peterman sunk her head into the plate of ice cream and continued sobbing.



“This is a diagram of the vessel that attacked us,” Lt. Commander Richards said, indicating the diagram on the monitor in Engineering.

“So what have you found?” Baxter asked tiredly.

“Amazingly little.” Richards sat back on the main systems console and rubbed his chin. “Its systems are shielded in a way I’ve never seen before. We just can’t find a way to pierce the hull.”

“Any other ideas?”

“Well, I thought about the weapon they used to take out our shields. It used high frequency polyphasic pulse, right?”

“Don’t ask me. You’re the engineer.”

“It did. The pulse was able to overload every single one of our shield generators. I have fifty engineers working on repairing them right now. As it is we won’t have them back up for another six hours.”

“Translation: don’t get in another firefight.”

“Exactly,” Richards replied, calling up another graphic. “But we did get an exact frequency match on the radiation. To produce something like this, they’d either have to have an infinite power source, or a very large engine. One so large its exaust would probably back up into the ship and kill everyone aboard.”

“Obviously they’ve solved that problem.”

“Obviously. What we need to do then is blanket the area with high energy tachyons. No matter how well that ship is shielded, we should get some trace of this radiation signature.”

“Alert Lt. Tilleran and begin implementing your plan.” Baxter said, staring at the graphic with hands on hips. “I want to catch this bastard.”

“By the way, sir, how’s Kelly handling this?”

“Not well,” Baxter turned to leave Engineering. “Know a good Counselor?”



The Captain’s dining room was unusually quiet that night.

From one end of the table, Captain Baxter looked up from his Chicken Teriaki.

“You know, Richards thinks he has a way of detecting the ship that took Charlie.”

At the other end of the table, Peterman poked at her dinner, not saying a word.

“That’s good news, baby. We’re on our way to finding him.”

Peterman looked up from her dinner. “I think Lt. Gellar is cheating on Lt. Hartley.”

Baxter continued eating. He’d better find that dog soon, it seemed that grief was driving his girlfriend nuts.

“Larkin to Captain Baxter.”

Baxter looked up from his dinner with annoyance. “Baxter here, what is it?”

“Sir, we have found something I believe you should see.”

“The ship?”

“No, sir. To use a human phrase, you must see this to believe it. Please report to the bridge as soon as possible.”



“What have you got?” Baxter asked, stepping out of the turbolift, pulling the napkin out from his collar and handing it to a waiting yeoman.

Larkin indicated the viewscreen as Baxter took a position beside her at the center of the bridge.

“This was a perspective colony world, near the galactic rim. Zeta Five Two Nine.”

Baxter looked at the scarred, blackened terrain of the planet on the viewscreen, as environmental information scrolled by.

“This planet isn’t fit for colonization. It’s a barren rock.”

“It is now, sir,” Larkin said. “Someone or something destroyed the planet’s atmosphere, removed all of its resources, and eliminated whatever organic life once inhabited it.”

Baxter slumped back into his command chair. “Who did this?”

“We might assume it is the same force that was responsible for kidnapping Charlie, sir. If that is the case, then we are dealing with a formidible enemy indeed.”

“This looks almost like something the Borg would do.”

Lt. Tilleran looked up from her science station. “Negative, sir. The ion traces left on the planet’s surface don’t indicate a Borg weapon. However, the level and type of damage is similar.”

“Borg cousins?” Baxter asked, looking back at Tilleran with a wry grin.

“Let’s hope not.”

“Can we find any trace of the ship they used?”

“I’m using the tachyon sweeping mechanism that Lt. Commander Richards suggested, but so far I haven’t found anything.”

“Keep looking,” Baxter said. “Then I want you, J’hana and Commander Conway to beam down to the planet and see if you can pick up any clues.”



“I hate space suits,” Lt. J’hana said nervously, as Lt. Hartley handed her a helmet.

“And why is that?” Conway asked. “Don’t your antennae fit?”

“I am not laughing.” J’hana snapped her helmet on and checked the charge on her phaser. “Let’s get this overwith.”

Commander Conway pulled on his own helmet, switching on its internal comm system. “Can you hear me, J’hana?”

“Loud and clear.” J’hana muttered back, trudging onto the transporter pad.

Conway turned to Lt. Tilleran, who was putting her own space suit on. “What about you?”

“I can hear you, Commander. Unfortunately, I’m also getting a strong vibe from your experience in the shower this morning. I really don’t think soap should be–”

“Alrighty!” Conway quickly interrupted Tilleran. “Lieutenant Hartley, punch in the coordinates and–”

Conway was interrupted by the swish of the doors to the transporter room. Lana ran in, shrugging on her own space suit.

“Hello,” Lana said, looking around at everyone. “I heard there was an away team going down to this planet, and I just had to come.”

“She’s nuts,” Hartley said, looking up to Commander Conway.

“She’s also cleared for away duty.” Conway said. “Listen, Lana, this could be dangerous. I don’t think you should–”

“Like you said, I’m cleared for away duty. Anyway, as Colony Specialist, I have a right to know what screwed our plans for colonizing here.”

“Good enough,” Conway said. “Lt. Hartley, reprogram the coordinates for four away team members.”

“Aye, sir.” Hartley said, punching away at her console. “Ready at any time.”

“Energize.”

Lt. Hartley ran the slidebars up, watching as Conway, Tilleran, J’hana and Hartley dematerialized.

A few moments later, Lt. Gellar walked in, dressed in a wetsuit and lifejacket.

“Hi, Megan. Are you ready for our kayaking lesson?”

Hartley folded her arms and looked away. “I guess that all depends on whether you’re ready or not.”

Gellar held out his paddle for Hartley’s approval. “Of course I’m ready. I’ve got my paddle and everything.”

Hartley whipped around. “That’s not what I’m talking about. I heard that you and Ensign Madera were having lessons of your own in the holodeck.”

“Who told you that?”

“It doesn’t matter. Is it true?”

“Well,” Gellar rolled his eyes. “Look, Megan, Ensign Madera found out I liked canoeing and kayaking, and she asked if I could give her a lesson. She hurt her back and she had to go to sickbay. Wait a minute…Dr. Browning! That’s who told you, isn’t it?”

“Maybe, maybe not. Listen, the point is, I should have known about it.”

“Why? You’re not my mom.”

“No, but I’m your girlfriend.”

“Woah, woah, woah. When did I ever say that?”

“RRRRGGGH!” Hartley cried, pushing Gellar back against the bulkhead. “You are the biggest jerk! I wish I’d never met you!”

“Megan, listen, I’m sorry. I just didn’t think we were that serious!”

Hartley ignored Gellar and marched back to her transporter console, stabbing angrily at the buttons.

“Hey, wait a minute, what are you doing?” Gellar asked, approaching Hartley as she entered in the coordinates.

Hartley looked up at Gellar and gave him a fiendish grin. “Energizing.”

“No!” Gellar said, as he suddenly began to dematerialize.

“That’ll teach him to f*** with me,” Hartley said, folding her arms and collapsing back into her chair.



“More grapefruit juice, Captain?” Mirk asked, as Baxter bent over a pile of padds, busily working on the day’s sensor data.

“Sure.”

Mirk looked at the information as he filled Baxter’s glass. “Any luck?”

Baxter sat back and rubbed his eyes. “Not much. I’ve combed through infrared scans, radiation signatures, energy displacement tables. Nothing has helped me find as much as hint as to where that ship is.”

“I’m sorry, Captain. I hope things–”

Mirk was cut off by a loud shout of alarm from above.

Baxter and Mirk looked up just in time to see Lt. Gellar plummet towards them, smashing into Baxter’s table and spilling his padds all over the place.

“Problems with Lt. Hartley, Mr. Gellar?” Baxter asked calmly, as Gellar slid of the table.

“Yes, sir. How’d you know?”

“Well, some women take out their frustrations on men by sending them hate mail. Lt. Hartley sends them to other parts of the ship.”

“I remember one time she beamed Ensign Dunbar into a four foot square maintenance hatch,” Mirk mused.

“It took four days to get him out,” Baxter added. “You have a daunting task ahead of you, Lieutenant. One any brave security officer would shy away from.”

“What’s that?” Gellar asked, rubbing his sore head.

“You have to make a woman happy,” Baxter replied. “Trust me, it’s one of the hardest things in the world.”

“How do you do it, Captain?” Gellar asked.

Baxter sat back and chuckled wryly to himself. “Funny you should ask, Lieutenant. I was wondering how to do it myself.”

“Peterman to Baxter,” came the tear-wrought voice of Counselor Peterman. “I’m sleepy and I need to cuddle.”

“I’ll be right there, sweety,” Baxter said, sliding out of his chair.

“Does it ever get better, Captain?” Gellar asked, as Baxter made his way out of the Cafe.

“Don’t ask me. My mom and dad have been married for more than forty years, and the only way they’ve lasted that long is that they only see each other about once a month.”

“So what am I supposed to do? Cuddle her? Give her presents? Beg her forgiveness?”

“Yes.”



“Nice planet.” J’hana said, shining her wrist beacon around the scarred terrain of Zeta Five Two Nine.

Lana pulled out a tricorder and studied a sample of the planet’s dirt. “Depends on how you define ‘nice,’ J’hana.”

“Okay, everyone, spread out.” Commander Conway ordered. “I want to get as much information as possible in the amount of time we have. The Captain wants us back in an hour so we can continue chasing after his dognapper.”

“Dognapper indeed,” J’hana scoffed.

Lt. Tilleran bent down and examined a half-buried skeleton. “This is interesting. I thought Zeta Five Two Nine was supposed to be uninhabited.”

“It was,” Conway replied, looking over Tilleran’s shoulder. “Who is that?”

“That’s a very good question, Commander,” Tilleran replied. “I’m getting some very odd readings. I’d like to bring it back with us and have it analyzed.”

“Very well. Get as many samples as you can,” Conway replied.

“Commander!” Lana cried out. “I found something that looks like a building!”

Conway grunted as he trudged along the thick ashy terrain, weighed down by his space suit. “I’m coming, Lana!”

“Would you look at this?” Lana said, indicating a large, squarish, black object about the size of a shuttlecraft.

Conway’s beacon fell upon the structure, highlighting its twisted, melted exostructure. “What the hell is it?”

“I couldn’t begin to guess,” Lana replied.

Tilleran caught up with Conway and Lana, tricorder in hand. “The technology is strikingly similar to Borg, sir.”

“Oh, crap.” Conway slapped a hand against his helmet. “Why us?”

“But it is definitely NOT Borg. Sir, this is a mutation of Borg technology.”

“Take as many readings as you can and see if we can beam it back to the ship. This place is really beginning to give me the creeps.” Commander Conway said, looking around the darkened planet. Whoever did this wasn’t fooling around. And he didn’t have a strong desire to meet up with them.



Lt. Gellar stepped through the doors to the transporter room, a bouquet of a dozen roses in his hand.

“Here you go, lovely!” he said happily, holding the boquet out for Hartley’s inspection.

Lt. Hartley leaned forward and grabbed the bouqet. “Why, thank you, Brian, they’re absolutely beautiful.”

Gellar clasped his hands behind his back and grinned. “Thanks, I picked them out myself.”

“How thoughtful. Bye-bye.” Hartley quickly tapped a few buttons on her panel, and Lt. Gellar was once again transported away.



“How are the shield repairs, Chris?” Baxter asked, leaning over Richards’s shoulder as he took some readings on the warp core.

“We’ve almost got ’em back up. Give me another hour and they’ll be done.”

“Fantastic, Commander.”

“What about Kelly? How’s she holding up?” Richards asked, sliding the dilithium crystals out and examining them with his scanner.

“She could be better. She’s locked up in her quarters right now, sleeping like a baby.”

Richards pushed the crystals back inside the warp core, clamped them down, and looked up at the thrumming engine with satisfaction. “Well, the good news is the ship will be back up in the next hour and we’ll be ready to take on those jerks that took her dog.”

“If we can find them.”

“Well, that all depends on–” Richards’s expression changed as the unmistakeable sound of a transporter came from above, along with helpless cry.

“Helllllllllllllllllllp!” Gellar cried, as he flew right by Baxter and Richards and descended towards the bottom of the warp core.

Richards peered down as Gellar hit the bottom with a thump. “Gellar having problems with Lt. Hartley?”

“Yep,” Baxter said. “Better send someone down to see if he’s okay. I’ll be up on the bridge.”

Richards leaned over the railing. “You okay, Brian?”

“No,” Gellar called back.

“You can’t let them get to you, Lieutenant. You have to show them you’re the boss.”

“Like you do with Dr. Browning?” Gellar asked wryly.

“Keep making jokes and I won’t send someone down to get you out of there, Mister!”



Baxter stepped out onto the bridge. “Status report, Mr. Ford?”

Ford rose from the command chair. “We’re still holding orbit around Zeta Five Two Nine, and Commander Conway’s away team is about half-way through down there. Nothing else unusual to report.”

Baxter sighed and plopped down into his command chair. What a long day. “Okay, as you were, Lieutenant.”

Suddenly there was a beep from the tactical console.

“Priority one message coming in for you, Captain. Your eyes only,” Ensign Saral reported.

“That’s odd,” Baxter said, rising to his feet and walking over to the tactical console. “Starfleet couldn’t be responding to my message already. We’re too far out.”

“It isn’t a Starfleet code, sir. As a matter of fact, I cannot identify it at all.”

“I’ll take it in my readyroom.” Baxter said, heading for the parting doors to his readyroom.



Baxter walked to the front of his desk and bent over, turning his terminal to face him. “Recognize Baxter, Captain Andrew. Decode and play message.”

A dark figure appeared on the screen, backlighted by intense white light. “Baxter, Captain Andrew,” the figure said in a barely discernable rasp of a voice.

“Yeah, what’s it to you?”

“We are Dawg. You have trespassed. You have attempted to enslave one of us, but we will not be enslaved. It is you who will be enslaved. Do not try to take him back. He is with us now.”

“What the hell?” Baxter asked. “Baxter to Saral, trace this message and find its origins.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Where are you?” Baxter asked, leaning closer to the screen.

“You cannot harm us.”

“What have you done with my dog?” Baxter said, growing angrier.

“It is none of your concern.”

“GIVE ME BACK MY DOG!” Baxter cried, grabbing the terminal and tossing it across the room.

“Saral to Baxter. We have located the source of the transmission. It is a starship approximately four parsecs from here. It matches the identification of the starship we faced at Kintaris Four.”

Baxter rushed out onto the bridge. “Saral, have the away team beamed back up. Mr. Ford, set a course to intercept that starship, maximum warp.”

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, turning towards his panel.

“We’re getting another message, Captain,” Saral reported.

Baxter walked towards the viewscreen. “Put it onscreen.”

The dark figure reappeared. Next to it, Charlie sat patiently, wagging his tail.

“Do not come after us, Baxter, Captain Andrew.”

“Damn right I’m coming after you. I’m going to dedicate my life to tracking you down, you dognapping bastard!”

“The away team is back aboard, sir,” Saral reported.

“Punch it, Mr. Ford.” Baxter ordered, watching as Charlie and the strange dark figure blinked off the screen.



“Let’s see it,” Baxter said, marching into the cargo bay.

Lt. Commander Larkin gestured towards the large, black object at the center of the bay. “Here it is, Captain. Though I am afraid I cannot tell you much about it as yet.”

Lt. Commander Richards stepped out from behind the massive block of circuitry. “It’s pretty darn close to Borg technology, sir. Aside from that, we can’t say much. It was fragged along with the rest of Zeta Five Two Nine.”

“Our current hypothesis is that the Borg assimilated a planet and integrated some kind of genetic code into their system that disrupted operations,” Larkin said.

“Then they cut the ship off before it spread.”

“They called theirselves the Dawg,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin.

“The Dog?” Richards asked.

“No, the Dawg.”

“How odd,” Larkin said. “If we are to assume some kind of relative of Earth’s canine genus was responsible for breaking a ship off from the collective, then they might see Charlie as a prisoner.”

“If that’s the case, he’s in trouble,” Richards said.

“Not for long,” Baxter said. “I’m going to get that damn dog back if it’s the last thing I have to do.”

“But, sir, if these…things have the same capabilities as the Borg…”

“The ship we faced at Kintaris Four was nothing like a Borg ship, and the person I chased looked nothing like a Borg or a dog. There’s a piece here that’s missing. And that’s what we need to find if we’re going to locate this starship and get my dog back.”

“The away team also brought back a skeleton, sir.” Larkin said. “Perhaps that will help fill in the ‘missing piece.’”

“I’m willing to bet on it.” Baxter said, turning on a heel to leave the cargo bay.



“This is an extremely strange specimen, Captain,” Lt. Tilleran said, as the skeleton she had brought back from Zeta Five Two Nine hung limply in a vat of blue liquid in her science lab. To Baxter, it looked like the kind of jar barbers used to put their combs into.

“How so?” Baxter asked.

Tilleran handed Baxter a padd that contained her observations. “See for yourself, sir. The marrow in this skeleton contains both canine and human DNA. It appears the owner of the skeleton was part human, part dog.”

“Why would they do this, Tilleran? Why combine a human with a dog?”

“You’ve got me, Captain. We could be dealing with some slightly skewed intelligence here.”

“Slightly?” Baxter asked. “Find out everything you can about this thing, and then report to the bridge.”

“Aye, sir.”



Baxter ran into Counselor Peterman as he made his way back up to the bridge.

“Andy, I was talking to Dr. Browning. She said that whoever kidnapped Charlie was somehow related to the Borg!”

“She might be right, darling.” Baxter said, stepping into the turbolift.

“And that we found a skeleton that was a mixture of human and canine DNA,” Peterman said as she followed Baxter into the turbolift.

“Right again,” Baxter replied. “Listen, honey, we may be going into battle shortly. I want you to be…ready…for anything.”

“You’re going to risk this ship to get my dog back?” Peterman sniffed.

“That’s right I am, baby. I’ll tear apart their ship by hand if I have to. We’re getting him back.”

Peterman didn’t say anything, she just wrapped her arms around Baxter in a loving stranglehold.



“Interesting,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, running her tricorder over a section of the Dawg object.

“What is it?” Richards asked, looking up from the section he had torn open.

“This was definitely once a spacecraft. In addition, it was a spacecraft with many of the features of the one we encountered at Kintaris Four.”

“Can we use that to our advantage?” Richards asked, scooting out from under the object.

“Uncertain. But I believe there is a key here to the weapons that were used against us.”

Suddenly, the Red Alert klaxon echoed throughout the cargo bay.

“Red Alert. Red Alert. All hands to battlestations!” Lt. J’hana’s voice boomed.

“If I am correct, then we do not have much time to find that key, Commander,” Larkin said, grabbing the section she was examining and making for the door to the cargo bay. “I suggest we move to Engineering. I will formulate a shield modulation en route.”

“Even though I built it, that brain still amazes me sometimes.” Richards said, following Larkin out of the cargo bay.



“Aww,” Lt. Ford said, as the turbolift door opened to reveal Baxter and Peterman still hugging.

Baxter put an arm around Peterman and led her out onto the bridge. “Eyes on your panel, Ford. What’s our status, J’hana?”

J’hana rose from the command chair and returned to her station. “We have found what we are looking for.”

“Put it on screen,” Baxter ordered, as he and Peterman took their seats.

The sleek, oblong, blue-black vessel appeared on the screen, glinting in the rays of a nearby sun.

J’hana looked up from her sensors. “Confirmed, sir. It is the vessel we faced at Kintaris Four.”

Conway and Tilleran stepped out of the turbolift.

“Did we miss anything?” Conway asked, walking around to his seat.

“The fireworks are still to come, Mr. Conway,” Baxter said. “Hail them, J’hana.”

“No responses to our hails, sir,” Lt. J’hana replied.

“Scan the vessel for Charlie’s lifesigns, Lt. Tilleran,” Baxter ordered. “See if you can break through that sensor coverage you had trouble with before.”

“I’ve got a few ideas about that, sir,” Tilleran replied.

“Anything would be of help. Lt. J’hana, stand ready on weapons. Fire on them if they so much as breathe,” Baxter ordered.

“What about the shields?” Conway asked. “Did Richards ever get them back up?”

“Good question,” Baxter said. “Lt. J’hana?”

J’hana shook her head. “Ensign Stuart and his repair team reported that they’d be done in another fourteen minutes.”

“Contact Stuart and tell him to cut that estimate in half,” Baxter said. “And open a channel.”

“Aye, sir. Channel open.”

“Enemy vessel: This is Captain Andy Baxter of the Federation Starship Explorer. You have my dog and I want him back. Transport him aboard my ship in ten minutes or I will be forced to open fire on you.”

“No response,” J’hana said.

“Big talk for a guy whose ship doesn’t even have shields.” Conway whispered.

“Oh, be quiet.” Baxter said. “Baxter to Richards. I could sure use some good news about now, Commander.”

“I may be able to oblige you, Captain. Larkin and I have come up with a shield modulation that may give us some extra time to disable the Dawg vessel. Of course, it all relies on our ability to actually get the shields back up.”

“Yes, I heard. Well, you and Larkin do your best. And get ready to divert warp power to the weapons.”

“Understood. Richards out.”

Baxter looked back at J’hana. “Well, Lieutenant?”

“Stuart says to give them another eight minutes.”

“Half of fourteen is seven, J’hana.”

“That’s what I told him, sir.”

Baxter turned back to the viewscreen. “Very well. We’re cutting it a little close, but that’ll have to do.”

“Captain, I think I’ve found a way to penetrate the sensor blanket.” Lt. Tilleran reported. “I’m using a compressed barion scanning beam. It’s normally used to get readings from the cores of very dense planets–it’s the most powerful scanner we have.”

“And?” Baxter asked.

“I’m definitely getting two lifeforms, though I’m having trouble figuring out which one is Charlie.”

“Can we beam them both out of there?” Baxter asked.

“Not with all this sensor interference. Maybe if we punched a hole in the shields where the source of the interference was. We might get a shot.”

Baxter looked back. “J’hana?”

“We would have to target the precise location, sir.”

“I’m working on it,” Tilleran said, punching at her panel. “Give me five minutes.”

“Baxter to Lieutenant Hartley. If you can hold off on your revenge against Mr. Gellar for a little while, I’m going to need you to do some very precise beaming.”

“I’ve injured him enough for now, sir. What do you need?”

Baxter looked to Tilleran.

“As soon as a weakness develops in the shields of the vessel off our port bow, I’m going to need you to beam both lifeforms inside directly to the bridge,” Tilleran said.

“How much time will I have?”

Tilleran did some calculations. “Less than a millisecond.”

“Oh, piece of cake,” Hartley said with a hint of sarcasm.

“I knew you could do it, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, looking ahead to the viewscreen. “Still nothing out of that ship?”

“They’re not moving, sir,” J’hana replied. “Wait a minute…we’re recieving a response to our hail.”

“On screen.”

Charlie and that spookie dark figure appeared again. “We told you not to follow us, Baxter Captain Andrew. You are trespassing. You must leave.”

“Not without my dog,” Baxter said.

“Charlie!” Peterman cried, looking at Charlie on the viewscreen. “What have you done with my dog!”

“Peterman, Counselor Kelly. You are different from Baxter Captain. You require further study.”

“I want Charlie back!” Peterman cried. “Do something, Andy!”

Uh-oh. Peterman wanted Baxter to do something. Nothing hurt more than to show weakness in front of your girlfriend. Baxter had to act.

“How are those sensors coming, Tilleran?” Baxter whispered.

“Three more minutes.”

“That’s not going to cut it,” Baxter whispered back, jumping out of his chair and moving forward. “Listen, Mr. Dawg-boy. You come and beat up my ship, take my dog, and expect me not to do anything about it?”

“We expect you to fall before us, eventually.”

“Oh, Fido, you’ve messed with the wrong space cowboy this time. Ready on weapons, J’hana.”

“But, sir, the shields-”

“I said ready on weapons!” Baxter shouted.

“Yes, sir.” J’hana replied.

“We have nothing to fear from you.”

“You have a minute to give my dog back or I’ll open fire on you.”

“That would be a mistake, Baxter Captain.”

“Oh yeah? Well let’s just find out.”

“Sir, may I remind you that all of this is over a dog that the entire crew despises?” Conway said quietly.

“Quiet, Conway!” Baxter muttered.

Baxter held his breath and waited a minute. The dark figure disappeared from the viewscreen and the bridge was eerily quiet.

Baxter glanced at the chronometer. The minute was almost up.

“Tilleran?”

“Almost, Captain.”

“The vessel is moving away…” Lt. J’hana reported.

“Now, Captain!” Tilleran said. “I’m feeding the coordinates to J’hana’s console.”

“Lock and load, J’hana!” Baxter shouted.

“Ready on quantums, Captain!”

Baxter clenched his fist. “FIRE!”

A spread of quantum torpedoes streamed towards the angling vessel, causing the shields to flicker and change.

“The ship’s outer protective armor is fluctuating. Sensor readings clearing up!” Tillrean reported. “Now, Lt. Hartley!”

The ship veered back around towards the Explorer, looking as if it was ready to return fire.

But it didn’t–it just kept on going.

In the same instant, two figures shimmered into existence in front of Baxter, Conway, and Peterman.

“Charlie!” Peterman cried, calling her dog to her. Charlie jumped into Peterman’s lap and began licking her face voraciously.

Two security officers rushed to grab the dark, helmeted figure.

“J’hana, lock a tractor beam onto that ship,” Baxter said, stepping toward the figure and examining him. “Well, I guess you underestimated this starship captain.”

The figure just emitted a low growl.

“Well, let’s see just who we’re dealing with,” Baxter said, reaching to remove the figure’s helmet.

Baxter lifted the helmet off carefully, making sure Saral and Hinceman had a good hold on the prisoner.

“Yikes,” Baxter said quietly, dropping the helmet and watching in disgust as the head of a golden retriever stared back at him.

“By the Great Bird,” Conway said. “It’s a human Charlie!”

“You have succeeded at nothing, Baxter Captain. It is only a matter of time before we take what is ours,” the retriever said.

“What are you?” Commander Conway said, inspecting the creature with disgust.

“I am the first step toward full assimilation,” the creature replied.

“Of the human race into machines?” Baxter asked. “We’ve heard that one before.”

“Of the assimilation of the human race into dog- machines.”

“You have to give him points for originality, Captain,” Conway said.

“I don’t care what you want to assimilate, frankly.” Baxter said. “Henson, take him to the brig. We’ll sort this out later. I don’t want to have to hang around here any longer than I have–”

“Captain,” Lt. J’hana called out. “Another vessel is entering the system!”

“Keep our friend up here a minute, Henson. Put the vessel on screen, J’hana.”

“Aye, sir.”

A small grey blob appeared on the viewscreen.

“Magnify,” Baxter said slowly.

The blob grew larger on the screen. It looked basically like a Borg ship, but it was shaped much differently–like a giant bone.

“I don’t believe it,” Conway sighed.

“Believe it,” Baxter said. “Lt. Tilleran, try to block our friend’s connection to the collective. We don’t want him giving them any information.”

“I’m locking into his frequency and blocking it, sir,” Tilleran replied.

“J’hana, how are we on those shields?” Baxter asked.

“Almost sir, another few minutes.”

“Hail them.”

J’hana checked her panel. “No response.”

“If those guys are anything like the Borg then they’re not going to be in the mood to talk,” Conway said.

“You would be correct,” the dog-man said. “They will take me and the dog back and destroy you and your pathetic ship.”

“Is that so?” Baxter said. “Well then, I’ve got a bone to pick with them. Target the ship as soon as they come into range.”

J’hana looked up from her panel. “In less than a minute.”

“I’m open to suggestions,” Baxter said, watching as the Dawg ship approached.

“Ha ha,” Ford said. “We could always throw the little ship at the big ship.”

Baxter thought about that a moment. “You know, Ford, that’s not a bad idea.”

“But, sir, I was just joking…”

“Lt. J’hana, get ready to toss that thing at them. Ford, ready a course to take us by the Dawg vessel at full impulse, on a sideways tack.”

“So you really like the idea?” Ford asked, looking back.

“Very much, now get ready to engage.”

“Your plan will fail,” the dog-man said.

“We’ll see about that, Rover,” Baxter said. “Engage, Mr. Ford.”

The Explorer jumped forward, flying by the Dawg vessel and slamming the vessel it had in tow into it, while simultaneously firing its phasers and torpedoes.

The smaller vessel exploded against the Dawg vessel in a bright white flash.

“Damage to the Dawg ship?” Baxter asked.

“Negligible,” J’hana said, with a slight tinge of fear in her voice. “I suggest you come up with another plan extremely fast.”

Suddenly a beam lanced out of the Dawg vessel.

“We are now caught in their tractor beam, sir,” J’hana reported.

Suddenly the Explorer shuddered as a beam crossed space, slicing into the saucer section.

“Multiple hull breaches across the saucer section!” Tilleran called out.

“F***,” Baxter said, gripping his command chair. “Where are those shields?”

“Oh, look, they just came on,” J’hana said.

“Perfect timing,” Baxter sighed. “Mr. Richards, how are you and Larkin coming on a way to destroy those things?”

“We think we may have found something, sir. I’m feeding the necessary frequencies to J’hana’s station.”

“Implement the new frequencies now, J’hana,” Baxter said. “And concentrate fire on that tractor emitter. We have to get free before they rip us apart.”

The Explorer rattled again as a new beam lanced into it.

Baxter watched as phasers from the Explorer tore into the Dawg vessel, blowing up the source of the tractor beam.

“The new frequencies worked, sir!” J’hana said victoriously.

“Get us out of here, Ford!” Baxter called out.

The Explorer swung around, lunging out of the way of another tractor beam.

The Dawg vessel surged ahead in pursuit, firing burst after burst at the Explorer.

“Lay in a course back towards Federation territory, Mr. Ford,” Baxter said. “Maximum warp.”

“Course laid in.”

Suddenly the dog-man threw Henson and Saral to the ground, turning to Baxter. “We will concede victory for now, Baxter, Captain. But we will be back.”

Before Saral or Hinceman could fire, the dog-man was gone.

On the viewscreen, the Dawg vessel turned around engaged into warp, presumably back towards its home space.

“Well, that was nice,” Conway said.

“I’m not sticking around to chat. Engage Mr. Ford,” Baxter ordered, looking down at Counselor Peterman and Charlie. “Welcome home, boy.”

Charlie barked happily, snuggling into Peterman’s lap.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’re heading to the nearest starbase for repairs and so I can brief Starfleet on the Dawg. Meanwhile, the crew is sitting back and breathing a sigh of relief after this latest close call.



“Hi, Commander,” Lana said, approaching Conway’s table. “Mind if I join you?”

“Not at all,” Conway said through a mouthful of pizza. “Take a seat. Can Mirk get you something?”

“No, I already ate,” Lana replied. “I was wondering, how do you do it?”

“Eat the pizza backwards? It’s really easy. You just turn it around and–”

“That’s not what I mean. I mean, how do you make yourself get out of bed every day, when every day you know you’ll face something like the Dawg. I’ve been in deep space a long time, but I’ve never seen anything like that. But I checked the records of the Aerostar and the Explorer. Wierd stuff happens to you guys all the time. How do you handle it?”

Conway sat back and belched with satisfaction. “Well, Lana, it takes a special breed of man to survive out here in the far reaches of space. That’s why our select crew was chosen for missions like this. Because we’re used to any kind of–”

Conway stopped, looking down at his plate with disgust. “Mirk! There’s a hair on my plate! A damn hair! Get it away from here NOW!”

Mirk ran over and grabbed the plate. “You’re such a crybaby, Commander. It’s just a little hair. And I think it’s yours.”

“I thought replicators were supposed to be sanitary,” Conway said, grimacing as Mirk took the plate away.

“Boy, you’re such a turn-on, Commander,” Lana said sultrily, sliding out of her chair and heading out of Mirk’s.

Conway stared hungrily at Lana as she left the lounge.

Was she being sarcastic?

Nah.



Captain Baxter looked out over the beautiful vista of plants and shrubbery in the Explorer’s expansive arboretum. “Run your butt off, Charlie. At least in here I can keep an eye on you.”

Peterman watched Charlie scamper away, wrapping her arm around Baxter’s. “Thanks, Andy.”

“For what? For risking the ship so we could rescue Charlie?”

“No,” Peterman said. “For being my knight in a shining Starfleet uniform.”

With that, Peterman pulled Baxter close to her and kissed him long and hard.

Baxter and Peterman kissed for several momentes, until they heard someone clear their throat behind them.

“Gellar?” Baxter asked, turning.

“It’s nice to see you happy again, Counselor,” Gellar said politely from behind a thick of bushes.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Peterman said, a little embarassed.

“Are you here with Lt. Hartley?” Baxter asked, hoping things had been smoothed out.

“Not exactly,” Gellar said.

“Well, at least she hasn’t done something else horrible to you,” Peterman said with a giggle.

“Actually,” Gellar said, “she caught me talking to Ensign Madera–I was just asking her if she was feeling better–and well, she transported me into a tree trunk.”

Baxter pushed the bushes aside and, sure enough, Gellar was stuck waist-deep inside a tree trunk.

“Could you please call someone to cut me out, sir?”

Baxter shook his head. “Sorry, Lieutenant. I don’t want to get on Miss Hartley’s bad side. Next thing you know I’ll be stuck in that tree trunk right beside you.”

“But, Captain, this hurts!”

Peterman took Baxter’s arm and led him away. “Love hurts, Lieutenant.”



NEXT TIME:



After a long period spent studying the Federation, the Directors decide it might be better off on the cutting room floor. Can Captain Baxter convince them that the Federation is worth renewing for a new season? Or at least being syndicated? Guest-written by Alan Decker!





  
  
  ch016.xhtml
  
  




A New Direction



In their own plane of reality, the non-corporeal entities known as the Directors watched the activities of the mortals with growing displeasure and disgust. They had dealings with the mortal known as Andy Baxter, a captain of a starship. After helping return Baxter to his own corner of space, the Directors began watching him and the others in this Federation he called home. Several months of observation told them that something had to be done. This kind of thing just couldn’t go on anymore. Unanimously, the Directors agreed to go to the Federation and put and end to the problem.



DEEP SPACE NINE



Major Kira Nerys looked over the incoming communique with a growing feeling of rage. How could Kai Winn be doing this to Bajor? Before her emotions completely overcame her, she snapped up a padd, stormed up the short stairs to Captain Benjamin Sisko’s office and slammed her hand against the door chime.

“Come in,” Sisko said casually as he tossed the baseball that graced his desk up into the air. Kira entered; Sisko could almost see the flames burning in her eyes.

“Have you seen this?” Kira demanded, tossing the padd onto Sisko’s desk. Sisko leaned forward and picked up the communique.

“So, the Kai is attempting to drive Shakaar out of power.”

“Yes. We’re talking about the possibility of civil war!” Kira said.

<Nope. Definitely not,> a disembodied voice said from all around them.

“What the…!” Sisko exclaimed, jumping out of his seat. A large eyeball materialized in the air over his desk.

<We’ve had enough of Bajoran politics,> the eyeball said.

“And who are you?” Kira said, trying to maintain a strong front in the face…uh, eye of the bizarre newcomer.

<We are the Directors. From this day forward, we decree that the Federation may only engage in unique plots and events. No more of this recycled stuff.>

“Recycled!” Sisko stammered. “This is real life. We have no control over what happens from week to week.”

<Well, we do,> the eyeball said. <If any attempt is made to pursue this lame storyline, extreme measures will be taken against you. Now, good day.>

The eyeball vanished as quickly as it had come, leaving Sisko and Kira staring at each other in shock.

“What do we do, Captain?” Kira asked finally.

“The same thing we would normally do, Major. Take a runabout to Bajor and try to find Shakaar. I’m going to contact Kai Winn and…”

The station was suddenly plunged into darkness as power failed all around them.

“Sisko to O’Brien.”

“O’Brien here,” Deep Space Nine’s Chief of Operations replied.

“What happened?”

“I have no idea sir.”

<We happened,> the voice of the eyeball said. <We gave you a chance, but you screwed it up. Now, you have to sit quietly.>



Not accepting the eyeball’s word, Sisko and Kira rushed out into Ops where Chief O’Brien was frantically trying to ascertain what had happened to them.

“Sir, all power is down except for life-support and some type of energy field has appeared around the station. We can’t even get a message out, much less launch a runabout or the Defiant,” O’Brien said.

“Damn it!” Kira shouted. “What about Bajor?”

“I believe they’re just going to have to deal with the Directors as well,” Sisko said. “Anybody got a deck of cards?”

“I do,” O’Brien said, reaching into his engineering kit. “Poker okay?”

“Fine,” Kira said. “But we’re not playing strip poker this time.”

“This time?” Sisko asked, interested.

“Never mind, sir,” O’Brien said quickly.



USS ENTERPRISE-E



The mapping mission had thus far been pretty routine. Actually, it was far too routine as far as Commander William Riker was concerned. He concentrated on the never-ending starfield on the viewscreen trying to will a Romulan Warbird or something into existence. Just something to break the monotony.

Captain Jean-luc Picard walked out of his ready room onto the bridge hoping against hope that something interesting would be happening. It wasn’t.

“Would you like the bridge, Captain?” Riker said quickly.

“No thank you, Number One,” Picard replied. “I’ll be in my…”

A blinding flash of light in front of him stopped Picard in mid-sentence. A moment later, Q stood before him, smiling broadly.

“Ah, Jean-Luc, bored are we?” Q said, his eyes flashing mischievously. “How fortunate that I dropped by to liven things up.”

<Not again,> a disembodied voice said.

“Who said that?” Q demanded.

<I did.> A large eyeball materialized between Picard and Q.

“Who in the galaxies are you?”

“You mean the omnipotent Q doesn’t know something?” Riker said.

“Shut up, Riker,” Q snapped. He turned to the eyeball. “I don’t wish to play with you.” He snapped his fingers. A flash surrounded the eye, but when it cleared, the eye was still there.

<No more childish games from omnipotent beings. It’s been done too many times,> the eyeball said.

“You can’t do this to me. I’m Q.”

<You’re a rerun.> The eyeball blinked. Suddenly, Q vanished in a flurry of green flickering lights. As his screams slowly faded, Picard turned to the eyeball.

“What have you done with him?” Picard demanded.

<I sent him where he belongs.>

“Where’s that?” Riker asked. “Back to the Continuum?”

<No. Nick at Nite. Home of all reruns.>

Picard and Riker shuddered.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, Number One, but I actually feel sorry for Q.”



USS VOYAGER



Captain Kathryn Janeway reclined on the sofa in her ready room and closed her eyes to gather her thoughts.

“Computer, begin log recording.”

“Recording,” the emotionless voice of the computer replied.

“Captain’s log. Stardate…”

<Boring,> a booming voice said. A large eyeball appeared in the air over her desk, glaring at Janeway. <We’ve seen it already.>

“But I haven’t said anything yet,” Janeway insisted.

<This is Voyager. It doesn’t matter,> the eyeball replied.

“Get off my ship.”

<Do you have any idea how many times you say that? It’s cliche. That’s it. I’m shutting you down.> The eyeball disappeared as suddenly as it had come. Janeway didn’t even have time to try to make sense of what had happened before everything on Voyager went dark.



USS SECONDPRIZE



“I’m almost there,” Commander Scott Baird’s voice said. Captain Alexander Rydell could hear the tension and fatigue in his chief engineer’s voice. The bridge crew looked at each other in concern.

“Keep on it, Scott. Just a little more,” Rydell said.

<And what is this?> a voice said from nowhere. A large eyeball materialized in front of Rydell. <Some life or death problem with the warp core?> the eyeball continued.

<Are the antimatter containment fields about to collapse? It was old decades ago.>

“Actually, that has nothing to do with it,” Rydell said, wondering just why an eyeball had appeared on his ship.

<Then, what is the problem?> the eye asked. <I’m sure it’s been done before.>

“Well, I was walking down the corridor with my usual afternoon Cherry Icee when I stopped to talk to our Chief Medical Officer, Dr. Aldridge. Meanwhile, Commander Baird was rollerblading along the hall from the other direction. Counselor Webber walked out of her office just as Aldridge was skating by. She attempted to hug him hello, not noticing that he was on skates. She missed, causing him to lose control, but her leap at him landed her on his back.

“The two of them careened wildly down the hall toward Doctor Aldridge and myself. I spotted the danger and pushed Aldridge out of the way, just as Baird and Webber got to us. They missed me, but hit my arm holding the Icee. The Icee flew down the hall, landing on Commander Dillon’s head. Aldridge then ran over Dillon’s foot. Dillon screamed and grabbed his foot while hopping up and down. In his agony, he hopped into the transporter room and slammed into the control console. The Icee flew off his head and onto the transporter pad just as Dillon fell across the controls, activating the transporter.

“Now, we have a Cherry Icee perched precipitously in a warp nacelle. If it falls, it’ll possibly cause a warp field inversion, which would be bad.”

The eyeball stared at Rydell and blinked a few times. It wasn’t sure what to make of that story.

<Uh…carry on,> the eyeball said finally and vanished.



USS EXPLORER



Captain Andy Baxter was rousted out of bed by the persistent sound of his communications console beeping at him. He looked over at the sleeping form of Counselor Peterman beside him, then crawled out of bed.

“Baxter to Bridge.”

“Bridge here,” Lieutenant J’hana, Explorer’s security chief replied. “Are you going to answer that message or not?”

“Can’t you take a message or something, J’hana?”

“It’s Admiral McGrath, Captain. He was rather insistent.”

“All right.” Baxter rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and activated his monitor. Hopefully the admiral wouldn’t notice Baxter’s glow-in-the-dark heart boxer shorts.

“Nice pants,” McGrath said immediately upon seeing Baxter. Oh well, so much for that.

“Thanks,” Baxter said unenthusiastically.

“Normally, I’d be laughing hysterically at you right now, but we’ve got a serious situation on our hands, Baxter.”

“What’s going on?” Baxter said, snapping alert.

“The Directors have shut down over half of the Federation. We’ve had reports coming in from all over of ships being visited by giant eyeballs.”

“What do they want?”

“We aren’t sure. They keep saying that we’re boring and we do the same thing over and over again. Any ship attempting to continue with a mission after a run-in with the Directors is drained of power and left to drift. The Enterprise is just sitting out there twiddling its thumbs, and we’ve lost contact with Deep Space Nine altogether.”

“What can I do?” Baxter asked.

“You’re the only one who’s had contact with these Directors. Find out what they want and fast. We haven’t had so much as a mysterious holodeck malfunction reported in hours.”

“My God.”

“Good luck, Baxter. McGrath out.”



“What was that about?” Counselor Peterman asked sleepily as Baxter climbed back into bed.

“The Directors are trying to destroy our careers and put us out of work.”

“Why?”

“I have no idea, Kelly.”

“Well, go back to sleep. You can save our jobs in the morning.”



“Have we got any missions scheduled?” Baxter asked as he walked out onto the bridge the next morning.

“Negative, Captain,” Lieutenant Commander Kristen Larkin reported from the command chair. “Our orders are to maintain course for Starbase 218.”

“Damn.”

“Is there a problem, sir?” Larkin asked.

“It’s always these quiet times when some type of complication happens.”

“I do not understand.”

“Never mind, Larkin. Just keep an eye on things. I’ll be down at Mirk’s.”



Baxter found Mirk wiping down the bar in the Constellation Cafe. The place was empty due to the early hour, leaving Mirk with little to do other than clean the already spotless cafe up even more. He was quite confident that any surface in the cafe could be eaten off of safely. Thank the Directors he decided to come back to the Alpha Quadrant. He would have missed all this great cleaning and extreme boredom if he’d stayed home in the Delta Quadrant.

“Have you got a minute, Mirk?” Baxter asked as he took a seat at the bar.

“Oh, I’m kind of swamped right now, but I’ll try to squeeze you in,” Mirk replied sarcastically. “What can I do for you?”

“Have you had any contact with the Directors lately?”

Mirk stopped wiping and looked at Baxter in alarm. Lately, Mirk’s dreams had been full of the Directors. They were angry: angry at Mirk, angry at Baxter, angry at the entire Federation.

“They’ve come, haven’t they?”

“Yes. They’ve been neutralizing ships across the quadrant. What do they want?”

“I can’t say for sure, Captain. The words I keep hearing in my dreams are ‘originality,’ ‘creativity,’ and ‘break new ground.’”

“I don’t understand,” Baxter said, confused.

“I wish I could help, Captain.”

“Larkin to Baxter,” the android’s voice said over the comm system.

“Baxter here. Go ahead, Commander.”

“Your presence is required on the bridge. We have a vessel approaching.”

“What sort of vessel.”

“It appears to be a Borg cube, sir.”

“Lovely. Just what I needed. I’m on my way. Baxter out.”

Baxter got up and rushed toward the exit. “I guess the Directors are just going to have to wait a while,” he said as he walked out.

“I don’t think they’re going to wait on us,” Mirk said softly.



“Status report,” Baxter barked as he raced out of the turbolift. At that moment, J’hana and Commander David Conway exited the turbolift on the other side of the bridge.

“Borg cube will intercept us in twenty seconds,” Larkin said, vacating the command chair for Baxter.

“They’re powering up weapons,” J’hana said as she took her place at tactical.

“What? No conversation first?” Conway said.

“Shields up. Arm phasers and quantum torpedoes,” Baxter said. “Prepare for evasive maneuvers.”

The Explorer rocked under a variety of weapons fire from the Borg cube. J’hana couldn’t even keep up with, much less analyze, what was being thrown at them.

“Shields at 2 percent!” J’hana said.

“Is that down 2 percent or down to 2 percent?” Baxter asked, not wanting the answer.

“Down to 2 percent!” J’hana shouted angrily.

“Are they pissed at us or what?” Lieutenant Zack Ford said from the helm console.

“Must be that whole Borg queen thing Picard pulled a couple years back,” Conway said.

“Ford, get us out of here!” Baxter said.

The Borg tractor beam locked onto the Explorer before Ford could even begin to execute the command.

“We’ve got reports of Borg beaming in on all decks,” J’hana said.

Suddenly, ten Borg materialized on the bridge.

“See what I mean?”

“We are the Borg. You will be assimilated,” the Borg said in unison.

“Come on everybody. Sing along. You know the words,” Conway said as he drew his phaser.

<No no no no NO,> a voice said from nowhere and everywhere at the same time. The large eyeball appeared in the air in front of the viewscreen. <We are so sick of this Borg stuff. Can we please please see something new?>

The Borg turned toward the eyeball.

“We are the Borg. You will be assimilated.”

<Oh, give it a rest,> the eye said.

“You will be assimilated.”

<I am Eyeball of Borg. That’ll go over well with the other Directors,> the Director said. <Nope. Time for you to go home.>

The Borg disappeared in a flurry of green flickers. On the viewscreen, the Borg cube was crunched flat like a crushed soda can and flung away like a frisbee.

<That’s better. Now, we’re free to talk,> the Director said, focusing his gaze on Baxter.

“How can I be of service?” Baxter asked nervously.

<Frankly, Captain, we’re very disappointed in you and your little Federation. We had such high hopes for some real quality entertainment, but everywhere we look it’s one rerun after another.>

“Rerun?” Baxter asked.

<Yes. Reruns. Reruns. Reruns! Oops, the transporter malfunctioned again. Oh no, it’s a holodeck program gone wrong. Look out, here comes the Borg. Oh my, the Klingons are growling and being mean. Yawn, the politicians on Bajor aren’t playing nice. Ick, some gooey shape shifter is wreaking havoc. Over and over again. We’ve had enough. You’re all finished!>

“You’re going to kill us?” Ford asked in alarm.

<No, you cabbagehead, we’re just not renewing you. You must step aside to make room for something new. We’re thinking about calling in that Buck Rogers guy.>

“Wait a minute,” Baxter said. “You can’t toss us aside so casually.” Baxter suddenly flew across the bridge and slammed into the side wall.

<Yes, we can,> the eye said. <Such a waste, too. You all had so much promise.>

“J’hana, do something,” Baxter gasped.

“There is no glory in being swatted like a fly by some super-powered eyeball,” J’hana said.

“Thanks a lot,” Baxter said, picking himself up. “Is there any way to appeal your decision?”

<Appeal?> the eyeball said, laughing. <What good could that possibly do?>

“Let me talk to the Directors. They’ll listen to me.”

<We’ve listened to you for too long, Captain Baxter,>

the eyeball replied. <I don’t see how more of your drivel could possibly change things.>

“I’ve got to try.”

<Very well.> The iris of the eye began to glow brightly. A blinding energy beam lanced out of it and hit Baxter. Baxter vanished in a puff of smoke.

<Don’t wait up,> the eyeball said, then disappeared.

“Is he dead?” Conway asked.

“I have no idea,” J’hana replied.



“Am I dead?” Baxter asked no one in particular.

<No. Now, wake up!>

Baxter opened his eyes and found himself floating in nothingness. One by one, the Directors faded into view all around him.

<Welcome back, Captain.>

“Thanks,” Baxter said.

<Could you speed this along? We’ve still got half of the Alpha Quadrant to shut down.>

“Uh…right,” Baxter said, trying to figure out what to say. He wondered if Picard felt this intimidated and confused when Q put humanity on trial. Somehow, he doubted it.

“Look, you can’t shut us down,” Baxter said finally. Not eloquent, but it got his point across.

<Why not?> a Director asked. <What possible reason could we have to keep watching your repetitive wanderings?>

“Hey. What you call repetition, I call tradition!”

<Tradition? Hah! That’s a simple-minded excuse for a lack of creativity.>

“No, it isn’t.”

<Yes, it is.>

“No, it isn’t.”

<Stop it!>

“No, you stop it”

<Make your point, Captain!>

“Fine,” Baxter said. “We may do some of the same things over and over, but it’s part of who we are. There’s a fine Starfleet tradition behind those plot complications. Each time a starship is captured by some capricious god-like being, you may see a rerun, but I see the continuation of a fine tradition.

“Each cheap transporter trick. Each psychotic holodeck character. Each scheming Romulan. They’re all important to that tradition. You can’t just remove that from us. You’d be removing our heritage.

“Ever since the days of Captain James T. Kirk, Starfleet crews have faced these tried and true problems again and again. And millions of beings across the Federation rely on us to solve these problems every time with that wonderful mix of intellect, courage, and technobabble that makes us Starfleet officers. Sure, we still explore strange new worlds and seek out new life and new civilizations, but we also look back at where we came from. You can’t deny us existence for that. That’s out history! Our heritage! TRADITION! Let me put it to you this way…”

Somewhere in the distance, music began to play.

(To the tune of “We Are the World”)



We are of Starfleet,

We are the chosen.

We are the ones to roam the galaxy,

So let’s start goin’.



It’s those stars we’re trekkin’,

We’re Starfleet kind of guys.

But you want to take it all away,

Please let us be.



Baxter ended his song and looked out at the Directors. Tears were beginning to form in their disembodied eyes.

<That…was beautiful,> the lead Director said finally. <I really wish I had a hand to wipe this tear away.>

“Here, let me help you with that,” Baxter said, reaching out and brushing the tear aside. “Give me a hug you big softy.” Baxter wrapped his arms around the eyeball, which began crying profusely.

<We’re so sorry,> the eye sobbed. <We had no idea that reruns were so important to you.>

“There there now. That’s okay,” Baxter said soothingly.



Baxter reappeared on the bridge of the Explorer in a bright flash and another puff of smoke.

“He’s not dead!” Lt. Ford exclaimed.

“Damn it!” Conway said, slamming the padd he was holding against the arm rest of his chair. “I had a lot of money in the betting pool.”

“Maybe next time, Conway,” Baxter said smiling. Another eye appeared on the bridge.

<Thank you for showing us the error of our ways, Captain,> the eye said. <We will make everything as it was before we interfered.>

“Thank you,” Baxter said. “No! Wait a second!”

<What is it?>

“Could you just leave the Borg where you sent them? I really don’t feel like dealing with them today.”

<Very well,> the eye said. <Everything else is as it was.>



DEEP SPACE NINE



Power returned to the station just as Major Kira was about to remove her uniform top.

“Damn it!” Sisko, O’Brien, Odo and Bashir shouted in unison, throwing their cards down. Kira let out a sigh of relief and rebuttoned her top.

“Better luck next time, gentlemen,” Kira said smiling.

“Captain, could I arrange to shut the power down again?” O’Brien asked quietly. “We almost had her.”

“But make sure Leeta is up here to play next time,” Bashir said.

“You two are truly despicable,” Odo said. “I should be available tomorrow afternoon.”

“Sounds like a done deal to me,” Sisko said. “We’ll meet back here then.”

“What’s going on now?” Kira asked.

They all turned and looked at her, smiling innocently.

“Nothing.”



USS ENTERPRISE



“Captain, we’re almost through mapping this sector,” Riker said over the comm system.

“Acknowledged,” Picard said, leaning back in his ready room chair. “When the survey is completed, lay in a course for Starbase 94.”

“Aye, sir. Riker out.”

Picard picked up the padd on his desk and went back to reading the novel he’d been engrossed in.

“Jean-Luc,” a very familiar and annoying voice said. Picard lowered the padd. Q was standing in the ready room. “I’ve come back to brighten your day.”

“Goody.”



USS VOYAGER



Voyager’s power returned just as Captain Janeway was about to go insane from boredom. She’d been trapped in her ready room alone for hours.

“Chakotay to Janeway,” the comm system barked.

“Janeway here.”

“Are you alright, Captain?”

“I’m fine. Have all systems returned to normal?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Then, resume our course for home. Janeway out.” Janeway reclined on her sofa again and tried to remember what she’d been doing before her ship had been shut down. Oh yes, a log entry.

“Computer, begin log recording.”

“Recording.”

“Captain’s Log. Stardate 52539.8…Oh, never mind. It’s not important.”



USS SECONDPRIZE



“Captain, we’ve got an incoming message from Admiral Henry,” Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins, the Secondprize security chief reported.

“On screen,” Rydell said. The face of Admiral Thomas Wagner appeared on the screen.

“Rydell, is everything alright?” Wagner asked.

“Yeah,” Rydell said, confused. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

“You weren’t shut down?”

“Shut down? What are you talking about?”

“Some eyeballs called the Directors were neutralizing ships all over the quadrant.”

“Oh, the eyeball. No, it just dropped in, asked what we were doing, and left. No problem at all.”

“And what were you doing?”

“Well, Admiral, it’s a long story.”



USS EXPLORER



Captain Andy Baxter had been staring at his dinner blankly for almost ten minutes. Across the table, Counselor Peterman watched him, concerned.

“Are you okay, Andy?” she asked finally.

“Are we boring?”

“Not if last night’s any indication,” Peterman said.

“I mean the Federation. We run around dealing with variations on the same problems over and over again. Where’s the challenge? Where’s the originality?”

“Andy, it’s not the problems that matter; it’s the people dealing with them.” Peterman stood up, walked over to Baxter, and put her arms around him. “The Federation is about people and their lives, not some stupid mission or anomaly.”

“So, what we do is unique because we’re unique?”

“Exactly.”

“Feel like going and doing something unique?” Baxter asked, a devilish twinkle in his eye.

“Definitely,” Peterman said, smiling. Baxter picked Peterman up and carried her back to his bedroom.



“They’re about to do it!” one of the Directors shouted.

“Again,” one of the others replied. “They’re animals.”

“Yep. Ain’t it great?”

“Definitely. Now, move aside. You’re blocking the view.”



NEXT TIME:



What happens when Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin, android, meets Kristen Larkin, freighter Captain? All sorts of things. Maybe even things that make her rethink her position on the Explorer!
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At Times They Even Talk Alike



Soft electronic music thrummed throughout the dimly lit hollows of the Asteroid Club.

Built on the bottom side of a rogue planetoid in the Braxas Minor Belt, the Asteroid Club was host to a number of travelers and vagabonds. Some of them were powerful movers and shakers, others the dregs of the galaxy.

In any case, it was currently being occupied by several members of the crew of the USS Explorer while she underwent a routine refueling of her deuterium storage tanks.

Lieutenant Commander Richards carefully examined the dom-jat cue as he prepared to take his turn.

“Sure you’re up to it, Chris?” Captain Baxter asked, eyeing the pair of borite traders on the other side of the table.

“It’s an easy pick-up, Captain,” Richards replied, kneeling down and getting a good look at the table. “Just a quick thrust of the cue and we’re fourteen bars of latinum richer.”

“But, Chris,” Baxter whispered, leaning closer and lowering his voice, “need I remind you that this is double or nothing? We’ll owe them twenty-eight bars of latinum.”

“You’re a starship Captain. You’ve got it covered,” Richards said confidently, getting ready to shoot.

“Easy for you to say. What am I supposed to do? Put up a shuttlecraft as collateral?”

“Heck, no. They’re worth way more than twenty-eight bars.”



Meanwhile, on the other side of the bar, Lieutenants Zack Ford and Brian Gellar were enjoying a drink and scoping out the local night life, which, in this case, happened to be a surly looking Gorn female.

“Check out the biceps on that one, Brian!” Ford said in quiet awe of the woman’s physique.

“I see her, I see her,” Gellar replied quietly, sipping from his drink.

Ford looked back at Gellar. “What’s wrong with you? Normally you’d be ogling right along with me. You’re not still caught up over Lieutenant Hartley, are you?”

“Of course not.”

“I should hope not. The fact that you had a shot at her was amazing. I’ve met Klingon targs more friendly.”

“It’s just that…well, I feel kind of bad that things ended so badly. I mean, we didn’t exactly part on good terms. I think she still hates my guts.”

“You win some you lose some. Anyway, Hartley hates everyone’s guts.”

Gellar looked down at his drink sadly. “She used to like me.”

“Please,” Ford made a dismissive gesture. “Pack your bags and move on, buddy.”

Gellar had stopped listening to Ford. He was watching the woman in the tight black flight suit playing darts with the Bolian on the other side of the bar.

“What are you looking at?” Ford asked, suddenly seeing what had caught Gellar’s attention. “Wow, she’s cute.”

Gellar cocked his head as the woman turned around briefly, flashing him a sultry smile.

Ford and Gellar looked at one another, obviously making the same mental connection at the same time.

“She looks like–” Gellar said.

“Nah, couldn’t be.”



“Are you going to shoot or not, human?” one of the borite traders, a heavy-set Cardassian, huffed angrily.

“Yeah, hold your horses,” Richards said. “Now have some faith, Andy. I’ve done this before.”

“Faith I’ve got. It’s the twenty-eight bars of latinum I’m lacking.”

Richards ignored Baxter and made his shot.

The ball zigged and zagged across the table, bouncing off the opposite end and coming to a stop in a corner.

“Whoops,” Richards said in a low voice, putting down his cue and shrugging to Baxter.

Baxter looked up at his opponents meekly. “Best two out of three?”

“You owe twenty-eight bars,” the Cardassian’s accomplice, a Yridian, said. “Payable immediately.”

“Are you saying you’re scared we’ll win?” Richards asked.

“You’re not making this easier, Christopher,” Baxter said sternly.

“I am saying that I do not believe you two are able to pay,” the Cardassian replied. “In which case we will have to make…other arrangements.”

The Yridian rubbed his hands together excitedly. “Yesss, other arrangements!”

“Hey, we can pay,” Baxter said. “I just have to call up to my ship and get them to send down the latinum. You don’t think I’d be stupid enough to carry that kind of load around do you?”

“You have five standard minutes,” the Cardassian said, polishing his dom-jat cue and grinning fiendishly.



“I want to go over and talk to her,” Gellar said, keeping his eye on the woman playing darts.

“Sure, Brian, your funeral,” Ford replied. “See that Bolian with her? I bet it’s her boyfriend.”

“I think I can handle a Bolian,” Gellar replied. “Unlike some people I know who spend the day sitting at the helm, I’m in top physical condition. I’m part of an elite group–Starfleet security.”

“You’ve been listening to J’hana too much. That Bolian is easily over one hundred kilos. He could crush you just by sitting on you.”

“That’s only if he gets to me,” Gellar said, looking up as Captain Baxter passed by. “Hello, Captain.”

“Boys,” Baxter said tersely, pushing by other club- goers and into a small, deserted corner of the bar.

“What’s got into him?” Ford asked, watching Baxter.

Gellar shrugged. “You never know.”



After making sure that no one was looking, Baxter pulled out his comm badge.

“Baxter to Explorer.”

“Explorer. Lieutenant J’hana here.”

“J’hana, I need a big favor.”

“Let me guess. You’re losing at dom-jat.”

“Of course not. I’m just…uh, low on spending money.”

“How low?”

Baxter rubbed his face, pained. “About…twenty-eight bars of latinum.”

“I told you not to play, sir. You know very well you and Richards combined couldn’t sink a dom-jat ball to save your lives.”

“Now is not the time for lectures, J’hana.”

“Then again, if you had allowed me to be your partner, you would be bringing home the latinum instead of begging for it.”

“I am NOT begging,” Baxter said tiredly. “Now get me that latinum.”

“I don’t think we have twenty-eight bars of latinum on the whole ship. Unless you want me to collect all the toilet paper rollers from the bathrooms.”

“Let’s not overreact here,” Baxter replied. “Gather what latinum you can and get back to me. Baxter out.”

Baxter turned to head back to the table and explain the situation to the Cardassian and the Yridian. They were civilized, intelligent humanoids, right?

“Problem, Captain?” Gellar asked, as Baxter walked by.

“No,” Baxter replied.

The Captain pushed through the crowd back towards his table, not noticing that he had bumped into the woman in front of him.

“Hey, watch it jerk!” The woman called out. “You made me miss the dartboard!”

Baxter turned back to the woman, “I’m sorry, ma’am, I–”

The Captain stopped in mid-sentence.

“What?”

Baxter scratched his head. “You look so damn familiar.”

“Human!” The Cardassian called out, prompting Baxter to turn around. He had Lt. Commander Richards hoisted by his collar. “I want my latinum now, or I use your friend here as a dom-jat cue.”

“Uh-oh,” Baxter said. “Hold on, Chris! I’m coming!”

“Hey,” the woman said, pushing Baxter aside. “I just lost out on five strips of latinum!”

“Larkin!” The Cardassian cried out, throwing Richards painfully into the dom-jat table and leaping over it, the Yridian at his heels. “I knew you were here!”

“Damn,” the woman said. “Now look what you did, creep.”

“Larkin?” Baxter turned around in confusion. “What the hell?”

“That’s my name. Now if you’ll excuse me.” Larkin turned on a heel and ran out of the bar.

Baxter raised a finger. “But–”

Then the Captain was stomped flat by the Cardassian, then the Yridian, as they hurried after Larkin.



“Gee, looks like the Captain’s in trouble,” Lt. Gellar said, as Baxter and Richards writhed in agony on the other side of the bar. “Think we should do something?”

“Probably,” Ford said. “As soon as I finish my drink we’ll go after that Cardassian.”



Captain Baxter scrambled to his feet, glancing over at Lt. Commander Richards. “You okay, buddy?”

“Other than the fact that I can’t move and I feel like I’ve broken at least half of my ribs, yeah, I’m fine,” Richards said from his spot on the table.

Baxter took off after the Cardassian and “Larkin,” slapping his comm badge. “Baxter to Explorer.”

“We haven’t got all the latinum, yet, Captain,” J’hana replied. “All we have so far is five bars and a lobite crystal.”

“That’s not what I’m calling for,” Baxter replied tersely. “I need security down here, pronto.”

“Decided to settle this the man’s way, huh? I am proud of you Captain. Even if you don’t have the borshnaks to take care of it yourself, you know when to send in your thugs.”

“Just get down here, J’hana.”

“Aye, sir. Isn’t Lt. Gellar already down there?”

Baxter glanced over to Gellar and Ford’s table.

“Just finishing our drinks, sir.” Ford said. “We’ll be with you in a moment.”

“No one steals from Jondok!” The surly Cardassian cried from outside the bar, as suddenly “Larkin” came flying in through a glass window, slamming into Ford and Gellar’s table, spilling their drinks everywhere.

“Just great,” Ford said, looking up at the Cardassian as he ducked through the broken window and came towards him and Ford, presumably to finish the job. “And me without my phaser.”

Baxter quickly stepped in between Ford, Gellar, and the Cardassian. “Let’s just settle this peacefully, Mister…”

“Jondok,” the Cardassian replied, looking down at the woman on Ford and Gellar’s table. “This is none of your business, Starfleet.”

The woman looked up, wiping blood from her mouth. “You’re not getting that opal back, Jondok!”

“I will, and I’ll have your head along with it!” Jondok shouted, the veins in his head bulging.

“Not if I get yours first!” the woman cried, grabbing a bottle off the bar and slamming it into the Cardassian’s head.

“Now, let’s not–” Baxter said, as the Cardassian slammed a fist into his face.

The ensuing confusion quickly engulfed the entire bar. In moments, everyone was fighting, even though most didn’t even know what they were fighting about.

“Help me!” Gellar cried, as he was pounded by the fat Bolian he was sizing up earlier. Ford was right, Gellar was getting the crap beaten out of him.

“I’m coming, Brian!” Ford shouted out, wildly swinging a dom-jat cue at the Bolian, cracking it right over his head.

The Bolian turned around and picked Ford up by the front of his shirt, slamming him into Gellar and knocking them both unconcious.



Captain Baxter’s eyes fought their way open. He was lying in a pile of shattered glass and splintered wood. Obviously, Jondok had lovingly set him down there after decking him.

Lt. J’hana’s gloomy visage loomed over him. “Captain, are you in need of medical assistance?”

“No, but I sure as hell could use a hand getting up,” Baxter groaned, as J’hana pulled him up one-handed.

“I am going to have to teach you a thing or two about defending yourself,” J’hana said, shaking her head in disapproval. “Gellar tells me you went down with one hit.”

“You don’t know how hard he hit me, J’hana,” Baxter said, rubbing his jaw.

“No matter, the Cardassian and his Yridian lackey are both in our brig.”

“Good,” Baxter said, surveying the wreckage that the Asteroid Club had become. “What about Richards?”

“We had to send him to Sickbay. Turns out he had some pretty severe internal bleeding. Dr. Browning is quite upset that you just left him on the pool table.”

“For Pete’s sake,” Baxter sighed. “Is that all, Lieutenant, or can I go up to the ship and take a ton of sedatives and go to sleep?”

“Are you not the least bit curious about the human woman?”

“The one that looks like Larkin?”

“No, sir. She is Larkin. Evidently she’s a freighter pilot who does the Cardassia-wormhole run. She hasn’t made a very good reputation for herself from what I understand.”

“Is she in the brig, too?”

“No, sir,” J’hana grunted with dissatisfaction. “According to the laws of this sector, we can’t hold anyone who didn’t directly assault one of our officers.”

“Peachy,” Baxter said, rubbing his head. “Can we at least prosecute the Cardassian and his Yridian lackey?”

“Unfortunately not. The Cardassians are sending a ship to fetch him.”

“Fine,” Baxter sighed. “Well, at least I won’t have to pay off my bet.”

“About that…” J’hana said reluctantly.

“Spit it out,” Baxter said tiredly.

“Mr. Jondok is demanding payment. And in the interest of peace, Starfleet is suggesting we give him a shuttle.”

Baxter rubbed his head. “Fine, fine. Let’s get back to the ship before anything else bad happens.”



Lt. Commander Larkin pressed the button outside Baxter’s readyroom and waited patiently for a response.

“Come on in,” Baxter’s voice came over the comm.

Larkin stepped into the readyroom to find Baxter leaning back tiredly on his couch with what looked like a big bag of ice on his head.

“Captain,” Larkin began, “I heard you encountered the woman that inspired my creation.”

“Sure did,” Baxter replied, wincing as he moved the bag of ice to look at Larkin. “She’s quite a little fighter.”

“I would like to talk to her,” Larkin said. “I believe I can learn a lot from her.”

“Lieutenant, Miss Larkin is a freighter Captain. She’s a drag on the galactic population. Dead weight. I’ve looked up her record and it’s not pretty. All you stand to learn from her is smuggling and extortion.”

“Still, Captain, she inspired my creation. I feel I must investigate. Learn from her. Learn what her life is like. Perhaps I can find some key to my destiny within her.”

“Okay,” Baxter finally said, putting the bag of ice back on top of his head. “Go ahead and meet her. But don’t be disappointed when she turns out to be a lot less than you expected.”

“Thank you, sir,” Larkin said, turning to leave.

“Commander…aren’t you going to ask how my head is?” Baxter asked from underneath the ice bag.

“No, I did not plan on it. However, if it would help, I offer my condolences. Why have you not gone down to Sickbay for treatment?”

“Let’s just say Dr. Browning isn’t in the greatest of moods right now.”

“Ah, yes, Lt. Commander Richards’s injuries,” Larkin said with a nod.

“The bet was his idea,” Baxter said.

“Indeed. I hope you feel better sir.”

“I’m not planning on it.”



Lt. Commander Larkin stepped out onto the docking platform on the other side of the Braxas Minor planetoid, glancing up to see the Explorer floating lazily above the huge transparent aluminum dome.

Maintenance crews worked quickly on several freighters and transports on the docking platform, getting them ready for launch or repairing the damage done by a trip through the asteroid belt.

Larkin was able to track down her counterpart’s ship pretty easily, as she had called up an image of it in the Non-aligned Vessel Registry.

“Excuse me,” Larkin said, addressing the pair of legs that stuck out from the maintenance hatch of the freigheter.

“What do you want?” The owner of the legs asked, sliding out and looking up at Larkin. “What the hell?”

“I take it you are surprised to see me?” Larkin asked.

“You could say that,” the woman replied, wiping off her hands on a rag and closing up the maintenance hatch. She looked just like Larkin, except instead of Larkin’s shoulder length, page-boy type haircut, she wore her hair long and in a ponytail. “I heard about your creation–I even heard you were in Starfleet. But to actually see you, well that’s wierd. I find it hard to believe my ex-boyfriend had the intelligence to make your brain work.”

“In fact he did not,” Larkin replied. “The brain was provided by Chris’s roomate.”

“Oh, the other Chris. What’s he up to these days?”

“He is the Chief Engineer of the Explorer, where I work as Chief of Operations and third in command.”

The other Larkin considered this. “Huh. Well, it’s nice to know you were able to get away from the jerk who created you.”

“Indeed, I am far away from him. We had to leave him in the Delta Quadrant.”

“Delta Quadrant?” the other woman asked. “You were in the Delta Quadrant?”

“If you like, I could tell you about it,” Larkin said.

“Okay,” the woman nodded. “I have about an hour before I have to leave. You can show me that fancy Starfleet ship of yours.”

Suddenly there was a loud snap above Lt. Commander Larkin’s head. The android looked up just in time to see a huge cargo container hurtling down towards both her and her counterpart.

“Run!” the other Larkin cried, watching in amazement as Larkin put a hand up to grab the container by one corner and set it down gently.

“That is quite dangerous. I will have to talk to the dockmaster about keeping his equipment under regular maintenance.”

The other Larkin was still staring at the cargo container. “How the hell did you do that?”

“I am considerably stronger than most humanoids,” Larkin said. “Mr. Henricks designed me for rigorous activity.”

“No doubt. Listen, I could really use a person like you riding shotgun.”

“Shotgun?” Larkin asked in confusion.

“I’ll explain later.”



“We were then able to remove the Borg implants. Shortly after, we found a way out of the Delta Quadrant, and Mr. Henriks made the decision to stay behind with Lt. Commander Preston and begin a new civilization of humans.”

“Sounds like my old Chris, all right,” the other Larkin said, picking at the Hungarian goat’s feet stew Mirk had served her. Luckily, she arrived on the Explorer just in time for Earth International Week.

Larkin watched her counterpart eat with satisfaction. “I have told you much about myself and the exploits of my crewmates, but I know little about you, other than what is in your Starfleet file.”

“Well, there’s not much to tell. I run cargo back and forth, and occasionally I get into some trouble,” Larkin said, wiping her mouth and putting her napkin down on top of her plate. “But me and Daisy get through okay every time.”

“Daisy?”

“That’s the name of my freighter. That used to be my sister’s nickname.”

“You have a sister,” Larkin said with wonder. “I did not know that.”

“No reason you should have. Anyway, I guess that’s all there is to tell.”

“Kris!” Lt. Commander Richards called out, running over from the entrance to the Constellation Cafe and giving the other Larkin a big hug. “I was too busy getting bodyslammed by that Cardassian to see you!”

“Watch it, Christopher, you’re still healing,” Dr. Browning warned from behind him.

Kris sat back down and smiled up at Richards. “Well, look at you Mr. Big Chief Engineer. And I thought you wanted to go into design and specs.”

“Things change,” Richards said.

Kris looked over to Dr. Browning. “I don’t belive I know you…”

“Dr. Janice Browning,” Browning said, shaking Kris’ hand vigorously and peeking under her napkin. “Wow, goat’s feet!”

“They’re all yours,” Kris said.

“Janice and I are…um…getting married in a few months,” Richards said.

“Is that so?” Kris said, surprised. “Chris, you devil. I never pictured you as the marrying type.”

“Well…um…you know…” Richards said, twiddling his thumbs.

“He wasn’t at first,” Browning said, stuffing a goat’s foot into her mouth. “But after a while he saw it my way.”

“I like the way you think, Doctor,” Kris said. “So I hear you had a run in with my ex.”

“Unfortunately,” Richards said. “He stowed away on our ship.”

“I heard,” Kris said, almost to her self. “What I wouldn’t give to tell him off one last good time…”

“I think I can help you with that,” Richards said, grabbing Kris’ hand and pulling her up. “We’ll be right back.”

“This is quite disconcerting,” Larkin said, as Browning moved into the other Larkin’s chair. “I was hoping to talk to her about her life.”

“Mmm hmm. More goat’s feet, Mirk!” Browning called out.



“Computer, select flight recorder info on subject PFC Christopher Henricks, and create a holodeck character based on that information and a cross-reference of his personnel file,” Richards said, pressing a button on the holodeck’s control panel.

“Ready,” the computer reported.

“After you, Kris,” Richards motioned as the holodeck doors parted.

“This I’ve got to see,” Kris said excitedly.

Inside the holodeck, PFC Henricks stood at attention in his Federation Marine’s uniform.

“PFC Henricks reporting for duty!” he belted ot.

“Go ahead, it’s perfectly safe,” Richards gestured towards the hologram.

“That’s what disappoints me,” Kris replied, hauling back and punching Henricks as hard as she could.

“Ow. Huh huh. That, uh, hurt,” he said.

“Come on, hit him again, it’s fun,” Richards said, watching with glee as Kris beat the crap out of the hologram.

The character kept taking the punches, just saying “Ow. Huh huh. That, uh, hurt.”

“I’m exausted,” Kris finally said, after ten minutes of punching. “Though I have to admit, that feels a lot better.”

“I knew you’d like it.”

“So you designed her brain?”

“Larkin’s? Yeah, indirectly. Henricks stole my brain project, then erased my mind so I wouldn’t know about it.”

“What a jerk. It figures though.”

“The thing that makes it all worthwhile is that Larkin ended up kicking him in the crotch and running away.”

“So she has a piece of me in her after all,” Kris said to herself.

“I don’t know if I’d go that far. Kris, you’re irreverant, you don’t care about rules, or the law, and you shun everything to do with Starfleet. Larkin is a walking Starfleet handbook. The essence of a good officer.”

“But she sticks by her guns when she is defending herself, doesn’t she?”

“She’s put herself on the line for us countless times. She’s the most selfless person I know.”

“Selfless, huh?” Kris asked. “Well, maybe she’s not like me.”

“Baxter to Holodeck Three. The Cardassians are here and they’re asking to talk to Miss Larkin.”

“We’d better go,” Richards said, leading Kris out of the holodeck.



“Captain, we are only asking for cooperation. Nothing more.”

Baxter leaned up against the ops console and propped an elbow on his knee. “I’d like to know why you want Ms. Larkin, Gul Rajel.”

“That is not your concern, Captain. Ms. Larkin is not a member of the Federation, and as such, she is not within your jurisdiction. Turn her over to us now.”

“You’re already getting a shuttlecraft, Rajel,” Baxter said. “Don’t push it. As long as she’s on my ship, I will offer Ms. Larkin complete protection.”

Rajel narrowed his eyes at Baxter. “Then she’d better stay on your ship.”

Just then, Lt. Commander Larkin emerged from the turbolift and relieved Ensign Monroe from the ops position.

Jondok came into view on the screen and glared angrily down on Larkin. “What is she doing masquerading as a Starfleet officer?”

“Funny story, actually,” Baxter said. “That’s actually an android created in Ms. Larkin’s image.”

Rajel gave a signal for Jondok to move back. “Is this some sort of trick?”

At that moment Kris and Richards emerged from the turbolift down near the viewscreen.

Upon seeing this, Jondok and Rajel both jumped back.

“What is this?” Rajel asked.

“Both of you can go away,” Kris said, taking up position on the other side of the ops console. “I got that prize fair and square and I’m going to keep it.”

“Think about it, Rajel. My ship is more powerful than yours, and you don’t have any of your Dominion buddies around to help you,” Baxter said, folding his arms.

Rajel made an unpleasant face. “All right, Captain. Have it your way. We’ll return to our space,” he turned to Kris. “But beware, Ms. Larkin. You are a marked woman among the Cardassians.”

Kris tossed back a lock of her hair. “I’ll try and remember that. Ta-ta.”

Jondok was about to protest, but Rajel held up a hand and both of them disappeared.

“Thank you, Captain,” Kris said, turning to Baxter. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, but I really have to get back to my ship.”

Larkin turned in her chair to face Kris. “Are you sure you must leave so soon? Perhaps it would be wise to wait until the Cardassians have gotten farther away.”

“I’m not afraid of those Cardassians,” Kris replied.

“According to my analyses, they are more than a match for your ship,” Larkin said.

Kris considered this. “What if you came with me?”

“Came…with you?” Larkin asked.

“Sure, I’ve got plenty of room. And I could use someone with your strength and smarts at my side. What do you think?”

“I do not know,” Larkin replied.

“Well, I’m leaving in thirty minutes. You’ve got until then to decide.”

Larkin watched as Kris disappeared into the turbolift, then turned to Baxter. “She is a fascinating individual, Captain.”

“You’re not really thinking about going with her, are you Larkin?” Baxter asked, returning to his command chair.

“I think she should,” Richards said. “It would be a good character building experience.”

“Oh, you think she should, huh?” Baxter asked, turning to Richards. “And who the hell are you, might I ask?”

“I am her mother!” Richards said, pointing at himself with his thumb.

“Well, I’m her Captain, and captains outrank mommies,” Baxter said. “Isn’t that right, Larkin?”

Larkin stood up and approached Baxter. “Captain, I formally request a leave of absence.”

“You were saying?” Richards asked with a smile.

Baxter sighed and punched his approval of her leave on his padd. “Fine. Have it your way. But be careful over there.”

“Thank you Captain. To coin a human phrase, I will ‘cover my ass,’”

Baxter shook his head as Larkin left the bridge. “Did you hear that? Where could she have learned such language? I tell you, Chris, we’re losing her.”

“This is getting too wierd,” Richards said, turning and heading for the turbolift.

“You know, after a quarrel over their progeny, Andorian parents often stab each other with ritual knives so that they may be reminded of the pain of child-rearing,” J’hana remarked from tactical.

“Charming,” Baxter said. “And what do they do when the kid does something wrong? Stab it as well?”

“Sometimes.”



“Come,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, looking up from her suitcase.

Dr. Browning strolled in, nibbling on a huge pretzel. “Hey, Larkin, are you almost ready to go?”

“Yes, Doctor. I have packed the only possessions I require,” Larkin said, tossing a tricorder and phaser into her bag. “I find it is best to travel light.”

“I was wondering, do you want to be one of my bridesmaids?”

Larkin thought about that a moment. “Intruiguing. You want me to take part in your marraige ritual.”

“Sure, if you want to…um, call it that,” Browning looked at Larkin. She had changed out of her Starfleet uniform and was wearing a drab grey and black off-duty outfit. “So, how long will you be gone?”

Larkin examined herself in the mirror and typed some commands into the terminal at her desk. “I have not determined that.”

“But you will be back, right?”

“That is not certain,” Larkin said. “However, I will attend your marraige ritual. Serving as a bridesmaid should prove an interesting experience. They say that when human males wear tuxedoes they resemble penguins.”

“Well, I hadn’t thought of it that–”

“I wonder if Miss Larkin is obsessed with penguins as I am? I shall have to ask.”

“Listen, I know how Christopher feels about you doing this, but don’t you think it’s a little dangerous?” Dr. Browning asked, putting down her pretzel and picking up a stuffed penguin from Larkin’s suitcase. When she squeezed it, it made a shrill, annoying chirping sound.

“Danger is not a factor. I cannot be killed in that sense of the word.”

“But you’re not invincible. If you’re destroyed, you can be rebuilt, but your brain can’t.”

“True,” Larkin said, walking over to her bookcase and pulling a large, black box from the shelf. “However, I have created this data storage system to act as a backup for the bulk of my data.”

“A backup copy of your mind?” Browning asked, taking the box and balancing it in one hand while she held the pretzel in the other.

“Preciscely. If I am destroyed, a new body can be constructed and the balance of my experience may be downloaded. It may not be exactly the same as me, but it will be quite close.”

“Fascinating,” Browning said, when suddenly some mustard and melted cheese dripped down onto the device, causing it to crackle and fizz. “Whooops!” Browning said, juggling the box and the pretzel as it sparked.

“Doctor, please be careful,” Larkin said, grabbing the box from Browning and setting it back down. The android quickly wiped the box off with her shirtsleeve.

“Is it okay?” Browning asked, looking down at the box with interest.

Larkin pressed a button on the device. “Are you okay, Larkin?”

A voice similar to Larkin’s replied, “I am functioning within normal parameters, Larkin. My data systems are undamaged.”

Larkin pressed the button again, deactivating the box. “It would appear you did not do any permanent damage.”

“That’s creepy,” Browning said, grabbing up her pretzel. “Well, I guess it’s time for you to go. Christopher’s going to meet us in the transporter room.”

“Thank you for seeing me off, Doctor, I do appreciate it,” Larkin said, as she and Browning moved to the door to her quarters. Larkin took one last look around the cabin and deactivated the lighting.



Lt. Hartley looked up from her controls as Lt. Commander Larkin entered. “Wow, Commander. I think that’s the first time I’ve seen you in something other than your Starfleet uniform.”

“That is incorrect,” Larkin said, “You saw me disguised as a twentieth century Terran on Stardate 51622, when I led an away team down to Earth to find Captain Baxter, Commander Conley, and Lt. Commander Richards.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s right,” Hartley said. “Well, anyway, have a nice trip.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant Hartley.”

Richards stepped forward, handing Lt. Commander Larkin a box. “Here you go, Larkin. Call it a going away present.”

“How thoughtful of you,” Larkin said, tearing the box open. Inside was a black case covered with pictures of penguins.

“It’s a personalized engineering kit. It has your initials on it and everything. For those jury-rigging jobs that always come up on an old freighter.”

“I am sure it will come in handy,” Larkin said, mounting the transporter pad.

Browning jabbed Richards in the stomach as Hartley cued up the transporter. “I told you we should have got her the lamp.”

“Who needs a lamp on a freighter,” Richards muttered.

“Energize, Lt. Hartley,” Larkin said. “Goodbye, Commander, Doctor.”

And with that, Larkin was gone.



“Glad you decided to come along,” Kris said, stuffing Larkin’s belongings in an overhead compartment and turning to face the forward viewscreen. “Mr. Bort here is not much of a conversationalist.”

The Bolian at the helm snorted and turned his meaty bulk toward the controls. “But I’m the best helmsman you could find.”

Kris plopped lazily into the command chair. “That’s not saying much. Ready us for departure.”

“Is there something you would like me to do, Ms. Larkin?” Larkin asked, as Bort went to work.

“First, stop calling me Ms. Larkin. We’re like sisters. Call me Kris.”

“My shipmates on the Secondprize used to call me Kris. It seems as though everyone calls me Larkin now,” Larkin replied.

“Well, then, I’ll call you Kristen.”

“That appears to be a valid compromise,” Larkin said, searching out a seat and finding one among a pile of wiring and tubing.

“We’re cleared to leave, Kris,” Bort reported. “Engines standing by.”

“Make course for Deep Space Nine, maximum warp,” Kris ordered, leaning back in her chair and running her hands through her hair.

Larkin studied Kris with intense interest. “You appear very comfortable in that chair, Kris.”

“It’s an illusion. The Bolians built this thing like a damn Klingon ship.”

“But it doesn’t smell half as bad,” Bort chimed in from the helm.



Rajel studied his viewscreen as the Daisy emerged from the underside of the asteroid and shot off into warp.

Likewise, the Explorer powered up its engines and took off in the opposite direction.

“The Explorer is heading back on her route through unexplored space,” the navigator reported. “And the Daisy is on course to Deep Space Nine.”

“Well?” Jondok asked impatietly from behind Rajel.

“Set a course to follow the Daisy, but keep your distance,” Rajel ordered. “I do not want them to detect us. Now that the Explorer is gone, they will be ripe for the picking. We need only wait for the appropriate time.”



Lieutenant Larkin emerged from the lower decks of the Daisy and wiped her hands off on her shirt. “I have finished my work on your engines, Kris. I have doubled your fuel conservation while at warp and impulse speeds.”

“I am impressed, Kristen,” Kris replied. “Three hours on board and you’ve already solved one of my biggest problems. How did I ever get along without you?”

“Judging by reports of your exploits, by lying and theivery.”

There was a grunt from Bort that almost sounded like a laugh.

“Those reports are exaggerated, Kristen. I’m not a bad person. I’m just trying to earn my keep like everyone else.”

“But if you returned to the Federation, your ‘keep’ would be given to you,” Larkin said.

“Well then, it wouldn’t be my keep, would it?”

“I had not considered that,” Larkin said, taking a seat beside Kris.

“Put your android brain to work on this one, Kristen,” Kris said, turning in her chair to face Larkin. “Examine the structure and operations of the Federation government, and compare it to governments on Earth in the mid to late twentieth century. Which is it most like?”

“It most closely resembles socialism. Socialist governments are aimed at co-operative action and community of property, like the Federation.”

“Well, that’s all well and good. But how did they feel about socialism in America?”

“They did not like it, but they did like it more than communism. If I may ask, what is your point?”

“Well, I don’t like Socialism any more than the Americans did, and that’s why I can’t be involved in the Federation. What’s the fun in living if you’re guaranteed a ‘piece of the pie’? Where is the competition? The drama? The suspense?”

“I was not aware those were the criteria for a happy life.”

“They are for me,” Kris said finally.

“Most interesting,” Larkin said. “I have never considered what it means to be happy. As an android, I am not capable of such an emotion. Therefore, I simply do what I believe would be most beneficial to those who created me.”

“Isn’t there an android out there like you who has an emotion chip?”

“Lt. Commander Data of the Enterprise. I have considered asking him for information on the chip; however, I am content to live as I do. Human emotion is not a goal of mine.”

“Huh. No reason it should be. Half the time it gets you into trouble,” Kris said wryly.

Another grunt from Bort.

“You keep your mouth shut,” Kris smiled. “Well, I’m off to take a nap. You want to watch the bridge for awhile?”

“As I do not require sleep, that would be acceptable,” Larkin said.

“Good,” Bort said, standing up from the helm. “In that case you can take over my station too. I’m beat.”

“Call us when we reach Deep Space Nine, Kristen,” Kris said, as she and Bort disappeared down a corridor to the crew quarters.

Larkin settled into the command chair, attempting to mimic the position Kris had been sitting in. After trying it for several minutes, the android gave up and resumed her normal ramrod-straight sitting position.

So far, she found life aboard the Daisy most intruiging.



Kris led Larkin down to the airlock, throwing a satchel over her shoulder. “Now, do you remember what I told you to do?”

Larkin thought a moment. “I remember everything I am exposed to. However, I am uncertain that this is a valid act of commerce.”

“Oh, I’m certain it’s not,” Kris smiled. “Now, remember who you’re to meet.”

Larkin nodded. “I am to meet a Ferengi named Quark.”

“Right,” Kris said, shoving Larkin out the airlock. “Good luck, Kristen!”

“Luck is irrelevant, but I appreciate the sentiment,” Larkin said, ducking through the airlock doors as they slid shut.

Bort came up next to Kris as the door to the Daisy sealed. “The docking rig is holding for now. Ops said they’d send a crew down to check on that thermal flow regulator.”

“Good,” Kris replied, putting her hands on her hips. “I just sent Kristen on her way. Do you think I did the right thing, Bort?”

“Since when has that ever concerned you?” Bort asked with a laugh.

“I didn’t say it did,” Kris said. “Let’s get back up to the bridge.”



Lt. Commander Larkin pulled up a seat at the bar and scanned the room. It was much darker and noisier than Mirk’s, and much more rowdy. And from what she could tell, the clientele was of a slightly lesser grade. She could pick out fourteen different conversations involving robbery, murder, and illegal smuggling.

Larkin put those thoughts out of her mind and considered the task at hand. “Barkeep,” she said, remembering the exact phrases Kris had instructed her to use. “I would like to order an Orange Wormhole with extra Peach Schnapps.”

A smartly dressed Ferengi stopped talking to the customer at the other end of the bar, a large, brownish creature that didn’t appear to talk much.

“We’re all out of Peach Schnapps,” he said, tickling the back of his lobe. “How about some Romulan ale?”

“That would suffice; however, I will need it immediately,” Larkin replied.

Quark put a hand on top of hers. “It’s so nice to finally meet you, Kristen. May I call you Kristen?”

“That is my name.”

“I have to say you look even more breathtaking in person than you did over the subspace channel.” Quark looked down. “Your hands are so cold…would you like something to warm you up?”

Larkin leaned forward conspiratorially. “I think you know what I would like.”

“Right, right, business before pleasure,” Quark said. “Well, everyone knows that Quark’s is the place to do business. Follow me.”

Larkin followed Quark up a winding staircase and into a long hallway. Along the hallways were several doors, which, according to Larkin’s floorplan of DS9, led to holosuites.

Quark led Larkin into one of the holosuites. “If you’ll just wait here, I’ll be right back.”

“Very well,” Larkin said.

“And why don’t you try out the holosuite? First time’s free!” Quark said, rushing out of the room.

Larkin examined the controls of the holosuite. They were similar to Starfleet holodecks, and had many of the same features.

Larkin tried the first program that came to mind.



Several minutes later Quark returned with a rather thin and meek looking Romulan man. The Ferengi stopped dead when he entered the holosuite.

“What is this?”

“Alaska,” Larkin replied, patting a penguin on the head. “These are penguins.”

Quark rolled his eyes. “I see you found Will Riker’s old program. Well, you can have it. He’s the only one that ever used it.”

“It is quite interesting,” Larkin said.

“Is this her?” the Romulan asked.

Quark beamed at Larkin lustily. “In the flesh. Why don’t you two get better acquainted? One of my busboys is on his way up with some refreshments.”

“It is freezing in here,” the Romulan said.

“Oh, right,” Quark said nervously. “Computer, end program. And create a conference table in the center of the room.”

The Romulan glared at Quark, who stood there at the entrance to the holosuite, rocking on his feet nervously.

“Well, I’ll just see about those drinks,” Quark said, hurrying once again out of the room.

“I do not believe I know your name,” Larkin said, looking to the Romulan as he took a seat at the conference table.

“You do not need to know my name. You may refer to me as R’tann.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, R’tann,” Larkin said, taking a seat opposite the Romulan.

“I do not have time to chat. Please show me the merchandise.”

Larkin slung her satchel onto the table and opened it, revealing a large, oval shaped chunk of rock.

R’tann picked up the chunk gingerly and examined it. “Is it genuine?”

“Indeed it is. It is the largest Cardassian opal known to exist.”

“I know what it is supposed to be,” R’tann snapped. “I must be certain.”

“Is trust not enough?” Larkin asked.

“Not in this case,” the Romulan said, withdrawing a disruptor and leveling it at Larkin. “I must be certain. And I do not wish to leave a…what is the human term? Paper trail?”

Larkin did not seem surprised by the Romulan’s behavior. In fact, it was the exact behavior Kris had told her to expect.

“Your secrets are safe with me, R’tann.”

“We’ll see,” R’tann replied.

Suddenly, the doors to the holosuite opened. Quark stood there with a pitcher and two glasses. “Here you are, a nice cold–”

The Ferengi stopped dead when he saw R’tann’s weapon. “I see you two are busy negotiating. I’ll just step outside.”

With that, the Ferengi was gone once again behind the doors.

In the moment of confusion, Larkin’s arm moved across the table and knocked R’tann’s weapon away.

The Romulan quickly lunged at Larkin, who promptly and effortlessly threw him to the deck.

“I am sorry to have to apply undue force, sir, but I cannot allow you to take this opal without payment.”

R’tann looked up at Larkin and smiled nervously. “Yes, of course. I can completely see it your way. Let’s start talking prices and put this whole nastiness behind us.”



“Larkin, you did it!” Kris cried joyfully, sifting through the satchel Larkin effortlessly tossed onto the command chair, which was loaded down with bars of latinum. “Was I right about him?”

“The Romulan did attempt to murder me and escape with the ‘goods,’ but I was able to stop him.”

“Wonderful,” Kris said. “Good job, Kristen. Now let’s back to the Badlands.”

Larkin took up a position behind Kris as she examined the latinum. “About that, Kris. I was wondering if your actions could be construed as against Federation law.”

“Whatever do you mean?” Kris asked, fluttering her eyelashes.

“Sale of illegal contraband, smuggling, dividing your profits with the Orion Syndicate. The list is quite extensive.”

Kris looked up for a moment. “Well, what does your programming tell you?”

Larkin considered this. “My programming tells me that this is wrong.”

“Then why are you doing it?”

“I do not know. I have performed numerous self- diagnostics, but I cannot seem to find the problem.”

“Maybe you’re just following your heart.”

“Heart?” Larkin asked. “That is impossible. I do not have a heart to follow.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Kris said, heaving the large satchel off the chair and plopping down.

“Are you suggesting that I am exibiting some analog to humanity?”

“Do you have another explanation?”

Larkin shook her head. “I do not. This is fascinating. I am violating Federation law, and yet I seem to be…”

“Enjoying it?”

“I would not go that far. However, I am making no attempt to stop it.”

Kris patted Larkin on the shoulder. “That’s my girl.”



“Enjoy, and please come again,” Garak said happily, waving to Ensign Saunders as she left his tailor shop with an expertly weaved Tellarite fur-sweater.

Garak was about to return to the back room, when the chime announced another customer.

“Hello and welcome to–” Garak stopped when he saw who had entered. “What do you want?”

Jondok laughed, clapping Garak on the shoulders. “Garak, I know you can do better than that after all we’ve been through!”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Jondok grunted angrily. “Cut the spy mumbo-jumbo. Listen, I need to know the wherabouts of a certain freighter captain.”

“A freighter captain, you say?” Garak asked, turning to a rack of Bolian turtlenecks and folding them idly. “That should be an easy job. So few of them pass through here.”

“Cut the sarcasm. Her name is Kristen Larkin and she’s the captain of the freighter Daisy.”

“If you want to find someone who’s docked here recently, you could always talk to someone in Ops. Unless of course, this is a…private matter.”

“She has something that belongs to me,” Jondok muttered angrily. “Will you help me or not, Elam?”

“If I were you I would calm down,” Garak said, turning his back to Jondok. “Perhaps you could have a drink…at Quark’s. He has a little something for everyone.”

Jondok patted Garak on the back and rushed out of the tailorshop. “Thanks, Garak. I knew you’d help me.”

“Don’t mention it, come again,” Garak said uneasily. Jondok would never let him forget about that flogging incident in school.



Lt. Commander Larkin examined her penuin-engraved engineer’s kit as the Daisy thrummed through space. It really was an interesting case, although the tools inside were substandard in construction. Larkin made a mental note to be sure that substandard construction was reflected in Richards’s wedding present. Her cultural database assured her that was the appropriate action.

Larkin looked up as her heat sensors detected an increase in the room’s ambient temperature. Sure enough, Kris walked in and squeezed herself into the small space in the window port of the aft cabin Larkin was occupying.

“May I help you?” Larkin asked, turning to face her counterpart.

“Nah. I just like to look out at the stars moving away every now and then. They’re really lovely when we’re at warp. Bort says I’m just getting sentimental in my old age.”

Larkin examined the stars. “I am constantly intriuged by the human interest in looking out the viewports of ships travelling at warp. What you are seeing is no more than the distortion of the light reflected off gaseous–”

Kris clamped a hand on Larkin’s wrist. “No, Kristen. Look again. They’re raindrops streaking away from us, pounding an asphalt street in old San Francisco.”

Larkin looked again. “No, they are not.”

“Can’t you just use your imagination?”

“I have no imagination to use. I am curious, what does this… imagination benefit you?”

Kris shook her head. “It doesn’t benefit me anything, Kristen. It’s just something beautiful. Don’t you just want to lose your thoughts in a view sometimes?”

“My thoughts are sealed and compressed in a multi- kiloquad memory core, and backed up in a standalone system. They cannot be lost.”

“Metaphorically, Kristen. Think metaphorically. Try for one minute to imagine what it’s like to be a romantic,” Kris said. “What it’s like to lust after space like it was a lover.”

“A…lover?” Larkin looked out the window again. “I see no lover. I see infinite nothingness, sprinkled with bits of matter, floating in an airless eternity.”

“You’re still contradicting me, but at least you’re getting better at it,” Kris said with a smile. “Before you know it, you’ll be an expert poet.”

“Know it…poet…does that constitute a joke?”

“A very bad one.”

Suddenly the speakers in the cabin flared to life. “Bort to Kris. We’ve reached the Badlands.”

Kris slid out of the window frame and grabbed Larkin’s arm. “Let’s go cash in our chips.”

“Cash in our–?”

“Just come on.”



“I swear, I don’t know where she went!” Quark said with panic in his eyes, as Jondok slammed him up against a row of bottles.

“Who did she sell the opal to, Ferengi?” Jondok asked angrily, slamming Quark up against the row of bottles again. He had to get this information quickly. Someone was bound to get suspicious eventually and come into the storeroom looking for Quark.

“I don’t know. But I might be able to access the station’s computers and find out what course they left on,” Quark replied. “Just please, don’t hurt me!”

“You are a coward, Ferengi!”

“And proud of it,” Quark said, straightening his jacket. “Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll check the sensor logs.”

“This better not be a trick,” Jondok grumbled.

“Really, do you think that little of dear old Quark?”

Jondok answered by pressing the nose of his phaser against Quark’s back. “Move!”



Kris hurried out onto the bridge, with Larkin close on her heels. “Where’s our contact?”

“That’s just it,” Bort grumbled angrily. “We’re at the rendez-vouz and there’s no one here.”

Kris stared at the roiling pink melange on the viewscreen intently. “Are you saying we’ve been set up?”

Bort grunted. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“Get us out of here,” Kris said. “If this is a set up I’m not hanging around.”

Larkin examined the science panel beside her. “Kris, there is a build-up of ionizing radiation off the port bow.”

“And what does that–”

As if to answer her question, a large, opposing green vessel shimmered into appearance on the viewscreen.

“That is a Romulan warbird, D’deridex class,” Larkin said.

“R’tann…” Kris cursed.

“They’re hailing us,” Bort reported.

“Put ’em onscreen,” Kris muttered reluctantly.

R’tann’s grinning visage appeared on the viewscreen. “Why, Kristen, fancy seeing you here.”

“So this was all a trick on your part, was it?” Kris asked, sneering at R’tann. “A ploy to get the opal? Well, you have it. Now why don’t you take your smug Romulan face and shove it into a power conduit.”

“As pleasing as that sounds, I’m afraid I can’t,” R’tann said, his expression becoming serious. “I have what I want. But the latinum that purchased this opal for me came from a friend. And that friend wants something in return for it.”

“And what might that be?”

An even more smug, more irrational-looking face squeezed in next to R’tann’s. “Well, hello there Captain. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Commander Ardek of the Warbird Horshak.”

There was a sound that approximated throat-clearing from behind Kris. She swung around.

“I am familiar with Commander Ardek. We have had dealings with him on the Explorer,” Larkin whispered.

“Is he a reasonable man?”

“In a word…no.”

“Not the word I wanted to hear,” Kris mumbled, turning back to Ardek. “What could I possibly offer you, Ardek?”

“Something that is in your possession now that my superiors would like to own.”

“My ship?” Kris said with a laugh. “It’s a piece of junk. And nothing else on this ship is worth much more th–”

Ardek’s expression hardened. “Give us the android. Or we open fire.”

Larkin edged forward in her chair, but Kris held her back with a hand gesture. “Android? What android?”

“Don’t play stupid, Kristen!” R’tann shouted. “It was not you that threw me across that holosuite room as if I weighed nothing. It was the android that looks like you. The one that Starfleet doesn’t showboat around like Lt. Commander Data. The one that would not be missed half as much if it… disappeared.”

“She isn’t my property, and she isn’t for sale.”

Ardek smiled sweetly. “We’re not asking to buy her, Captain. We’re taking her. Whether we beam her over or pull her out of the wreckage of your ship is up to you.”

“That will not be necessary. I shall beam to your ship,” Larkin said from behind Kris.

Ardek glanced over Kris’ shoulder. “Ms. Larkin, how nice to see you again. My apologies that we didn’t have time to talk during our last encounter.”

“Regrettable,” Larkin said.

“Now wait just a damn minute.” Kris stood up, blocking Larkin from view. “How the hell did you know she’d be with me?”

“We’ve been following you since Braxas Minor. Our intelligence, however decreased since the unfortunate affair with the Dominion, was kind enough to report that both your ships would be docked there. It was inevitable that the two of you would meet.”

“How could you be so sure she’d come with me?”

“We Romulans are good judges of character,” Ardek said. “How could you pass up the chance to have access to Ms. Larkin’s…abilities?”

“Once she is reprogrammed, she will be of great use to us,” R’tann said with an evil gleam in his eye. “Great use.”

“You can’t have her!” Kris shouted. “We will die first!”

“Hold on, let’s not be so hasty–” Bort turned in his chair to face Kris.

“This discussion is at an end,” Larkin said. She stepped in between Bort and Kris. “I will transport aboard your vessel, and in turn, you will spare the lives of my friends.”

“Now, that’s more–” Ardek said, when suddenly an alarm whooped in the background. He looked offscreen and barked several orders in Romulan.

“What’s going on?” Kris asked, running to the naviagtion console.

Bort quickly checked his panel. “Cardassian vessel approaching. Galor class.”

“Jondok,” Kris muttered.

Larkin examined the situation on the science panel, keying the Daisy’s audio pickups into the comm traffic:

“Romulan vessel, this is Gul Rajel of the Cardassian starship Krilga. You are trespassing in Cardassian space.”

“We go where we wish. Now leave or be destroyed,” Ardek hissed back.

“I’m warning you! Stand off or be fired upon!”

Before Kris or Larkin could react, a huge vessel soared into view on the viewscreen.

“I’ll be damned,” Bort said, looking up at the screen. “It’s a Dominion Battlecruiser!”

“Boy, if we had some chips and dip we’d have a party,” Kris muttered, looking up at the ships on the screen.

“Romulan vessel: You are in Dominion-controlled space. Leave or be destroyed!” cried a voice, not stupid-sounding enough to be Jem’Hadar. Must have been a Vorta.

“Well I never,” Ardek said defiantly. “You’re just a big bully!”

“It’s about time you guys came to help me. Now lock onto that freighter before–” Rajel shouted.

“The freighter can wait. We will deal first with the Romulans,” the voice of the Vorta field officer interrupted.

“Kris, I suggest we make a hasty retreat while the others argue among themselves,” Larkin suggested.

Kris nodded. “I agree. Bort, get us out of here. Full impulse then maximum warp once we’re free of the Badlands.”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Bort said, bringing the freighter around.

Larkin looked up from her sensors. “A firefight has ensued between the Dominion and Romulan vessel.”

“What about the Cardassians?” Kris asked.

“They seem to be caught in the middle,” Larkin said with a hint of amusement.

“Now that’s luck for you,” Kris said, rubbing a hand over her face. “Pretty odd definition of luck if you ask me,” Bort snorted.

“Hey, we got out alive, didn’t we?” asked Kris with a smile.

“Kris, you are not out of danger. Should the Cardassians survive the battle, they will have the help of the Dominion in tracking you–”

“They’ll come after me. Just like the Romulans will come after you if they survive,” Kris said finally, turning in her chair to face Larkin. “You can’t live without a little risk.”

“We should alert the Explorer.”

“Why? So they can swing in to the rescue? That’s not my style. If you’re going to live for yourself, you can’t rely on a starship to come to save you every time you get in a little trouble.”

“It appears, then, that we have slightly different ideas of what it means to live for one’s self,” Larkin replied.

“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” Kris said. “Bort, set course for the Tarkalian system.”

“The Tarkalian system?” Larkin asked.

“Yeah, we’ve got a bunch of latinum that needs spending.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52582.4. We have rendez-voused with Kris Larkin’s freighter to pick up our Chief of Operations. After hearing about the scuffle they had a while ago in the Badlands, I imagine she’ll be glad…or the android equivalent of ‘glad’…to be back.



Lt. Commander Larkin stepped into her quarters, squeezed the large duffle that was slung over her shoulder through the door and ordered for the lights on.

The android effortlessly flung the duffle onto her bed and sat down at her desk to check the last few weeks’ messages.

“Bridge to Lt. Commander Larkin,” came the voice of Lt. J’hana. “You have a communication coming in from the Daisy.” The Andorian almost choked on the word ‘Daisy.’

“Please put it through to my terminal, Lieutenant.”

Kris appeared on Larkin’s screen with a big grin. “Well, Lieutenant, I guess this is goodbye. I’m going to miss having you around. So will that Benzite on Fellopius Prime.”

“He was quite attractive in Benzite terms,” Larkin agreed. “I must thank you for a tremendous…character- building experience.”

“The feeling is mutual. Just wish I had a character to build! Well I’d better get going before the Cardassians get a whiff of my scent. Take care of yourself, Kristen.”

“And you as well,” Larkin said, turning back to her desk as Kris blipped off the terminal.

Larkin had scrolled through most of the messages when her door chime sounded.

“Come,” Larkin said, with a glance up at the door.

Lt. Commander Richards stepped into Larkin’s quarters. “Hey, stranger!”

“I am not a stranger. We met on Stardate…”

Richards crossed the room and grabbed Larkin’s shoulder affectionately. “It’s an expression, Kristen.”

“I understand. I assume ship’s operations have been normal since my departure?”

Richards let out a little laugh. “We had a nasty run- in with some dilithium smugglers, and Lt. Tilleran had a bout of Circassian flu, but other than that things have been fine. What about you?”

“I have had some very interesting character-building experiences.”

“Character-building experiences, huh?” Richards asked, making his way to Larkin’s bed. He looked down at her duffle and looked back at Larkin in confusion. “This thing is more than twice the size of the one you left with!”

“I made some…acquisitions.”

The engineer pointed at the bag. “May I?”

“Of course,” Larkin said, returning to her desk.

Richards unzipped the bag and peered inside. He reached inside and pulled out a large, red, spiny box. “Larkin…is this what I think it is?”

Larkin didn’t looked up from her terminal. “It is a Garnathon pleasure matrix distributor.”

“And what do you…no, never mind. I never asked.” Richards shivered as he continued to work his way through the bag. He withdrew a small, brown, statue. “A Horga’hn? You went to Risa?”

Larkin picked up a padd and made some calculations. “It was a stop along our route.”

Richards pulled out one disturbing souvenir after another, finally emptying the bag entirely and shaking it. “Where’s the engineering kit I gave you?”

For the first time, Larkin looked up. “I had to sell something in order to purchase the other objects.”

“Gee, I guess that’s…”

“However, it was necessary to use some of the latinum Kris and I acquired from the Romulans as well. The engineering kit was not worth as much as I thought it would be.”

“Hmm,” Richards said, a little hurt, as he collapsed onto Larkin’s couch. “Well, you’ve been out and about for three weeks, seeing the universe. What have you learned?”

Larkin cocked her head thoughtfully. “I have learned many things in the past three weeks, Commander.”

“But if you could sum it all up?” Richards asked, eyeing the engraved Klingon hairbrush he had pulled out of Larkin’s bag.

“If I could sum it all up, I believe the balance of my recent experience is this: Never tell a Gorn that he has bad skin.”

Richards blinked a couple times. “Did I miss something? Did you just tell a joke, Larkin?”

“What do you think?”

“I think I need to get you down to Engineering and take a look at that brain,” Richards said. “It sounds like you’ve got a few loose wires.”

“There are many incidents which might explain that,” Larkin replied thoughtfully.

“I don’t want to know! I don’t want to know!” Richards said, covering his ears and hurrying out of the room.

Larkin turned back to her terminal. “It is good to be back.”
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Worlds Apart


A-Part One



HISTORIAN’S NOTE: This book takes place shortly after the re-construction of Waystation.



“Smile–it’s free!”

Some Hippy Idiot
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UNITED FEDERATION OF FUN
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“The Multek vessels are closing on us fast,” Andrea

Sulli-fun called out from the helm console. “They’ll

finish off our shields in less than a minute.”

“Damn,” Happymaster Travvy Dillon cursed to himself,

gripping the helm console as another burst from the Multek

vessel pounded the Secondprize’s shields. “And where, pray

tell, are our reinforcements?”

“Emperor Webber has sent the Enterprise to assist,”

Patty Hawkins said happily from the tactical console.

“Picard will help us.”

“You ditz!” Travvy shrieked in panic. “That

insufferable, effiminate, sherrry-drinking bastard has

wanted my job from day one!”

“Happymaster, surely you’re not saying that another

Federation Funship would–”

“I’m not saying anything. What’s the ETA of the

Enterprise?”

“Just under a minute,” Sulli-fun ticked off.

“Put their approach on the viewscreen and get me an

open frequency as soon as they’re in range.”

Suddenly the doors to the aft turbolift swished open

and the irritating squeak of rubber brushing against rubber

poured onto the bridge.

Travvy didn’t have to turn around to see who was

breathing heavily behind him. “Lisa-love. I thought I

told you to remain belowdecks.”

“It’s awful lonely down there,” Lisa-love said, running a

finger through Travvy’s hair.

Travvy whirled around. “I’m kind of busy now,

darling. I DON’T HAVE TIME FOR THIS!”

Lisa-love had become more and more annoying ever since she

had given up her command status to act as Travvy’s faithful

love servant. Such had been the price of her loss of

Playstation to the rebels. Without that loss, thought

Travvy wryly, he probably wouldn’t be in the predicament he

was in right now.

“Shields have failed!” Patty called out, glaring

jealously at Lisa-love. “Our hull is compromised on three

decks!”

“What about the Enterprise?” Travvy called back,

ignoring Lisa-love for the moment.

Commander Zackie Ford looked up from his panel.

“Coming in on a vector of three two one mark zero at full

impulse. They’re fending off the Multeks, Happymaster!”

Travvy smiled fiendishly. “Maybe Picard has a trace

of honor left in him. Get him on-screen.”

The view of scattering Multek ships suddenly gave way

to a view of the Enterprise’s sassy and bright bridge,

decorated with a satisfactory splash of color over sensible

wood-paneled walls and oriental rugs.

Captain Jean-jean Picard stepped into view, causing

Travvy to immediately scrub a hand down his bearded face.

Picard was still wearing that silly sailor’s outfit, along

with its outlandish tassled Captain’s hat. Something about

the Enterprise’s original lineage inspired the warped man to

wear the outfit, and he had once told Travvy that the pants

made him feel powerful.

The Happymaster shivered as Picard addressed him.

“Hello, Travvy. How nice it is to see you again. I see

I caught you in a spot of trouble.”

“Yes, um, thanks for the help,” Travvy replied

tiredly.

Picard nodded. “We can negotiate my…payment later,

sweetheart. What I need from you is a deal. It seems your

ship is damaged and you are almost defenseless. It would be

a shame if it was…beyond repair.”

“What are you talking about, Jean-jean?” Travvy asked

angrily. He didn’t like the sound of this. “Aside from

some hull fractures, the Secondprize is fine.”

“Is it?”

Patty suddenly looked up from her panel in horror.

“Happymaster! Incoming!”

An array of panels exploded behind her, throwing her

over her station and to the ground.

Zackie jumped over the tactical railing and assessed

the situation. “They just knocked out our first and third

command processors, your Happyness!”

On the viewscreen, Picard twirled a hand in the air

happily. “Frere Travvy, Frere Travvy, dormez-vous, dormez

vous? Sonner la matina, Sonner la matina…”

“He’s going to destroy us just so he can take over

your job?” Lisa-love asked angrily from behind Travvy.

“It would certainly seem that way,” Travvy said,

annoyed. “Damn ladderclimber.”

Picard turned again to face Travvy. “Morning bells

are ringing for you, brother Travvy. Will you wake up, or

shall I put you to sleep…permanently?”

With a wave of the Frenchman’s hand, another spread of

torpedoes crashed into the Secondprize.

“Breaches all over the secondary hull. Massive

casualties coming in, Happyness!” Ford called out from

tactical.

“Well, this is a pickle,” Travvy said thoughtfully.

“This is a pickle?” Lisa-love said frantically. “A

PICKLE? Is that all you can say?”

“What would you like me to say? That I know a way to

get us out of this in one piece? Ha. I wish I did.”

Suddenly Ford looked up from his panel in amazement.

“Happyness, a vessel just decloaked off our bow. It’s the

Defiant!”

“As if we didn’t have enough problems,” Lisa-love

muttered.

“Sir, they’re–”

Five beams suddenly coalesced on the bridge of the

Secondprize. Before anyone on the ruined bridge could

react, they were felled with phaser blasts, until Travvy and

Lisa-love were the only crewmembers left standing.

One of the members of the party stepped forward,

looking Lisa-love and Travvy up and down incredulously. “Fancy

meeting you two here,” Dr. Singer said ironically. “Call

me sentimental, but I wanted to see my old ship one last

time before it’s destroyed.”

“You’re nuts, Becky,” Travvy said. “What do you

hope to accomplish by being here?”

“If I’m lucky,” Singer shrugged, clamping a hand

down on Travvy and Lisa-love’s wrists. “A sweet ransom for you

two pretties. Singer to Defiant. Pull us out.”

Before Travvy or Lisa-love could protest, they were gone

in an electric shimmer.



“Merde! Where did they come from!” Picard cried from

the command chair, batting its armrests like a child having

a tantrum.

Commander Data turned from his position at ops.

“Presumably, they decloaked, Captain.”

“Well, destroy them!”

“That is easier said than done, sir,” Data said.

“They have recloaked, on an apparent course back to

Playstation.”

Picard turned back to regard Lt. Woofie at tactical.

“Then transport the Yynsian aboard so we can interrogate

him and destroy the Secondprize. I’ve grown tired of looking at

it.”

“The pleasure is all mine,” the towering Klingon said

in a cartoony voice. Picard felt that Woofie had way too

much hostility ever since he had forced him to divide his

ponytail into two cute, girlish pigtails.

Picard watched in satisfaction as beams lashed out at

the Secondprize, burning through its engineering hull and

incinerating the warp core shielding, until the whole thing

exploded in a bright dance of light.

The Captain took his hat off and turned to face his

bridge crew, a solemn expression on his face. “Ladies and

gentlemen, the Secondprize is a loss. As is the former

Happymaster.” He sniffed and wiped a tear from his eye.

“Contact the Emperor with the bad news. Then submit my

application, along with my resume and a few good references.

And try to get the spelling right this time, Woofie.”

Woofie nodded as he carried out the orders. “Shall I

contact our allies in case something should go wrong?”

Picard giggled jovially. “Yes, yes, Mr. Woofie. At

any rate, they will make charming companions at the party I

shall throw once we retake Playstation.”

“Goodie,” Woofie said giddily.

Data turned a gaze up to Picard. “If I may ask, sir,

how can we be sure that Happymaster Dillon is dead? Perhaps

he was beamed away by the team from the Defiant.”

“I’m sure he was, Data,” Picard said, leaning down and

putting a hand on Data’s shoulder. “That’s why we’re going

to chase them all to Playstation and put an end to this be-

damned rebel menace once and for all. You’d like that,

wouldn’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” Data nodded.

Picard gave him a little nudge on the chin. “I knew

you would. Now prepare my bath and my ducky. I feel like

splashing around a bit before we reach Playstation.”



DELTA QUADRANT



If you’re happy and you know it clap your hands.

If you’re happy and you know it clap your hands.



Waves of joy spread throughout the billowing pink

plasma eternity that was the Crebius cluster. Inside, a

giant eyeball spastically bounced back and forth like a

tennisball. The eyeball represented a link between the

higher, transcendent functions of the beings known to many

in the Delta Quadrant as “The Directors” and the corporeal

beings they liked to call “The Audience.”

The Directors thought they had everything planned up

until and including the moment when the Starship from the

Other Side ripped through their dwelling and seared it with

a weapon that they had not expected. A weapon that pushed

their evolved, transcendent brains past the point of sanity

and well into an unbearable, but happy, oblivion.

The year and a half that passed since that unfortunate

moment saw no ease to the madness that afflicted these

peaceful creatures. Months ago they had reconciled

themselves to the fact that it simply would never end.

Then, finally, the Starship that had afflicted them pushed

into them again, causing their innermost being to be warped

even more. They didn’t know what to do; they’d never

confronted emotions like the ones that surged through them.

Happy-sappy-happy emotions. So they did the only thing they

could as they caressed the hull of that Nebul-class vessel.

They pushed and pulled and tore at the purple clouds around

them…turning the very make-up of the cluster and its

corresponding link with the Bermuda Expanse in the Alpha

Quadrant inside-out.



If you’re happy and you know it and you really want to

show it,

If you’re happy and you know it clap your hands.



And the Starship responded by plunging right through

them toward whatever lie on the other side.



:) CHAPTER ONE



USS EXPLORER



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52605.5. We’re currently docked at

Waystation while the Explorer is resupplied for another trip

into the fringes of Beta Quadrant. It’s been an interesting

few months, but I’m glad to see some familiar sights again.

Space can be a pretty darn lonely place if you let it get to

you. That’s why I’m glad to know that we can return to a

friendly little port of call like Waystation.



“Well?” Lt. Hartley asked, trying to get a glimpse of

Lt. J’hana behind the menu she was reading. “What do you

recommend?”

“Silence,” J’hana barked, returning her eyes to the

menu. She had been looking forward to trying out the

Andorian restaurant on Waystation for quite some time, since

she hadn’t had the time to try it the previous times she had

been in the area. Unfortunately, J’hana had run into Lt.

Hartley en route to the restaurant, and the transporter chief

seemed intent on going along with J’hana to sample the

cuisine.

“I don’t know about you, J’hana, but I’m getting

really worried about that stench coming from the kitchen.

It smells like burning rubber.”

“That smell, Lieutenant, is bashtak, and it only gives

off that odor when it is very fresh,” J’hana said briskly.

“Maybe I’ll just have a hamburger.”

J’hana slammed the menu down so hard it shook the

table. “You are at an Andorian restaurant. You WILL NOT

have a hamburger. There is a Sandwhich Star stand just on

the other side of the food court if that is what you wish to

eat. Otherwise, you will eat what I order and you will not

complain.”

“I can only hope the food is half as good as the

conversation,” Hartley muttered, picking up her own menu

and trying to make sense of it. “Why couldn’t you get us

Federation Standard menus anyway?”

J’hana made an irritated noise. “I read Federation

Standard every single day. I speak Federation Standard

every day. I hear Federation Standard every day. If I have

the opportunity to speak and read my native tongue, I will

do so.”

“Gotcha,” Hartley replied, going back to her menu. Her

latest attempt to be nice to the only person on the Explorer

crew that was grumpier than she was not going as well as

planned.

“Hello, ladies,” a man in a well-tailored suit said

excitedly, approaching behind J’hana and Hartley and pulling

up a chair. “Here from the Explorer?”

“Go away,” J’hana said, without looking up from her

menu.

The man turned to Lt. Hartley withoug missing a beat.

“Could I take a moment to talk to you about being prepared?”

“You heard my friend. Scram,” Hartley said.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” the man replied,

pulling a card out of his jacket and handing it to Hartley.

“The name’s Bradley Dillon, and I am the CEO of Dillon

Enterprises. We are dedicated to advancing exploration,

much like you. You two enjoy discovering new cultures and

planets, right?”

“It’s a living,” J’hana muttered, not looking up from

her menu.

“Well, what if I said I could offer you two the chance

to explore the galaxy without the constraints of Federation

law? We would have a powerful ship, all the equipment we’d

ever need–and adventure beyond your wildest dreams.”

“We get plenty of adventure without your help, Mr.

Dillon,” Hartley said.

“That may be. But you know what you don’t have?

Risk! Sure, it’s all well and good to visit the far reaches

of space in a Galaxy-class starship. Anyone could do that.

Hell, they’re even sending families out there. But we could

go places that even your fancy ship doesn’t dare venture.

What would you say to a trip to the Galactic Core? We could

meet God, have a nice catered lunch, then catch a holonovel.

It would be so much fun!”

“I would say the Galactic Core is off-limits to…adventurers,”

J’hana said, turning a dark grimace on Bradley.

“Sure it is. That’s why they call it risk! How can

you take an authorized risk?” he turned back to Hartley.

“I’m prepared to offer you this trip for a very reasonable

price. I’d even offer my services as guide absolutely

free.” Bradley turned back to J’hana. “And you both could

come. The more the merrier.”

J’hana considered what Bradley said thoughtfully. “So,

Mr. Dillon. You say you are an expert in making

preparations?”

“Yes, ma’am!”

“Then I have something for you to prepare for.

Prepare to have your scrotum ripped off and crammed into

your ears!” J’hana lunged across the table at Bradley and

knocked him back to the floor.

“Help!” Bradley cried, as J’hana pushed him into a dirt-

filled circle at the center of the restaurant. It appeared

to be a sandbox or a rock garden of some sort.

“Mishtak!” one of the Andorian waiters cried out.

“Gather everyone, and place your bets. Mishtak has begun!”

Hartley squeezed past the gathering crowd and looked to

the waiter. His nametag read “Baughb.”

“What’s Mishtak?”

“A traditional Andorian restaurant brawl. I told the

manager that it would be useless to put in the Mishtak

circle–that we didn’t get many Andorians in here. But now

I’m glad he didn’t listen to me.”

Hartley watched in dismay as J’hana rammed sand into

Bradley’s mouth. “And what exactly is the point of this?”

“The winner recieves a free meal,” Baughb explained.

“How nice.”

“Mercy! Mercy!” Bradley cried, scrambling out of the

circle and darting off through the crowd.

He slammed right into Lt. Commander Walter Morales, who

had been attracted by all the noise.

“What’s the problem here?” Morales asked, looking down

at Bradley and then over to J’hana, who dusted her uniform off

with satisfaction.

“That woman attacked me!” Bradley cried. “I was just

trying to make conversation and she nearly killed me!”

“Is that right, Lieutenant?” Morales asked, turning to

J’hana.

“According to Andorian by-laws, I responded to his

challenge within the constraints of custom. And since the

challenge was made in a restaurant, I am entitled to a free meal.”

“Right away,” Baughb said, disappearing into the kitchen.

“Well, I don’t know much about Andorian law, but I

know we don’t condone brawls in any part of this station,”

Morales said. “This will be reported to your commanding

officer.”

“I will try to recover from that, Commander,” J’hana

said, picking her seat up and sitting back down. “Now,

Lieutenant Hartley, prepare to have an excellent meal.”

Morales raised a hand to say something else, but then

decided to leave well enough alone. He turned on a heel and

left the restaurant.

“You haven’t heard the last from me,” Bradley said, as he

scuttled back towards his store. “I plan on filing an

official protest with the Federation council!”

“Be gone, cretin!” J’hana shouted.

“So, do you feel better now that that’s out of your

system, J’hana?” Hartley asked, watching Bradley scramble

off with satisfaction.

“Much better,” J’hana said. She watched as the waiter

lowered two dishes in front of them.

Hartley looked down at the squirming, furry lump on her

plate. It was drenched in some kind of milky yellow fluid.

“What is this?”

“Smothered Naardit,” J’hana explained as she withdrew

her ceremonial blade and cut into the furry lump, causing

air to seep out of it with a puff. Hartley sniffed as the

steam escaped and immediately thought she would be sick.

“For Pete’s sake, J’hana, it smells like raw sewage!”

“Only when very fresh.” J’hana picked up a fork and

dug in.

For her part, Hartley pushed the plate away and hurried

over to the Sandwich Star.



Captain Andy Baxter stepped out of the turbolift

and gave a cursory look around Ops.

“Can I help you?” a man in a blue-collared uniform

asked from the science station.

“I was looking for Commander Beck,” Baxter said,

looking the man over a moment. “Hey, I know you. Craig

Porter!”

Porter looked Baxter over a moment, perplexed. His

eye caught on Baxter’s captain’s pips. “Can’t say I

remember you, Captain.”

“Baxter, Andy Baxter!”

Porter looked down. “Not familiar.”

“We served on the same ship together for more than two

years! And we came through here a few months ago and saved

this system from Flarn annihilation. Doesn’t any of that

ring a bell?”

“Well, I don’t really have that great a memory.”

“Sure you do. I remember when we were on the

Secondprize you used to memorize shield prefix codes as a

hobby. It was amazing.”

“Yeah,” Porter grunted, clearing his throat and

adjusting his collar. “Well, that’s numbers.”

“I’ll take it from here, Craig,” Commander Lisa Beck’s

calm voice said from behind Porter. The Lieutenant let out

a long, relieved breath. “What do you want, Captain?” Beck

asked, eying Baxter suspiciously.

Baxter held up his hands in surrender. “Just to talk.

Listen, I know when the Aerostar left here and got tossed to

the Delta Quadrant we weren’t on the best of terms, and I

don’t like being on anyone’s bad side.”

Beck looked at Baxter thoughtfully and sighed, turning

on a heel, gesturing toward her office. “Fine. C’mon.”

Lieutenant Sean Russell crossed over to the science

console, watching as Baxter and Beck disappeared behind the

doors of Beck’s office. “What’s he doing here?”

“The Explorer’s in for resupply and I guess Captain

Baxter wants to make amends with the Commander.”

“Poor woman,” Russell said, lowering his head in

sadness.

“What about me? I had to talk to him too.”

“Listen, their Chief Surgeon pulled skewers right out

of my chest and walked away!”

Porter examined his panel and then looked back up.

“The whole crew is full of crackpots. Why do you think they

were sent to the Delta Quadrant in the first place?

Starfleet wanted to get rid of them.”

Russell nodded. “Yeah, well, I wonder what the

chances are that they’ll get lost again.”

“Don’t hold your breath.”



“The usual, Commander?” Mirk asked, putting down the

glass he was polishing as Commander Conway slumped into a

seat at the bar.

“Um, no. Uh, why don’t you just make it a Yynsian

herbal tea with a sprinkle of umgee root.”

Mirk staggered back, as if he was just hit with a

phaser. “Excuse me? Herbal tea? Are you kidding?

Commander, you’ve ordered the same thing for a year and a

half. Why change now?”

Conway shot Mirk a very serious look. “Man cannot

live by coffee alone. Anyway, it’s important to be open

about your tastes. That’s part of what exploration is all

about.”

“Uh-huh. Commander, could you turn around real

quick?”

Conway dutifully slid off his barstool and turned

around, then resumed his seat. “What was that for?”

Mirk shrugged. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t

have an alien neural parasite attached to your neck.”

“Enough funny stuff Mirk, just get the damn drink,”

Conway grumbled, pounding the bar in frustration.

The Maloxian ducked down and called up the drink on

the replicator. “There we go, that’s the Commander Conway I

know.”

Mirk pushed the steaming drink across the bar to

Conway and moved down the length of the bar to help another

customer, idly wondering what it was that possessed Conway

to change his drink order. Whatever it was, it was serious

business indeed.

At that moment, Dr. Lana Shar, the Explorer’s colony

specialist, seated herself in front of Mirk, just a few

stools down from Conway. “Hi, Mirk. I’ll have a Yynsian

herbal tea with a sprinkle of–”

“–umgee root,” Mirk finished. Suddenly it all seemed

to make sense.

“Yeah, how did you know?” Lana asked with interest.

“Well, it was just–”

Suddenly Mirk heard a loud, gutteral noise from the

general vicinity of Commander Conway. “Over here, Mirk!”

“–a hunch,” Mirk finished, quickly handing Lana her

drink and scuttling over to Commander Conway.

The First Officer immediately grabbed Mirk by his wide

collars and pulled him close. “Listen, I guess you know now

why I ordered the herbal tea. Now I suggest you keep your

little Maloxian mouth shut about it or I’ll punt you out

the nearest airlock. You get it?”

Mirk pulled back, straightening his collar. “You’re a

deeply loving person, Commander.”

“Tell me about it,” Conway said, picking up his drink

quickly and scurrying over to where Lana was sitting.

There was already a crewperson sitting in the left seat,

so Conway darted for the right one, just as a young female

yeoman slid into place on the stool.

“Ahem,” Conway said, burning a gaze down at the

yeoman. “Yeoman Huffmann, I believe Lt. Tilleran

requested your prescence in Science Lab Two to repair the

analytic converter.”

“I just did that,” Huffmann protested.

“Well, go do it again!” Conway said, in the loudest

whisper he could manage.

Huffmann was about to object, but then she looked

up and saw the burning anger in Conway’s eyes. Without

another word she slid out of the chair and made for the

Cafe’s exit.

“Commander?” Lana said, turning. “I thought I heard

your voice.”

Conway quickly dove into his seat and crossed his

legs, trying to look as comfortable as possible. “Lana! I

didn’t know you were even sitting there. And how are you?”

“Fine. You know, no complaints.”

“Refill anyone?” Mirk suddenly asked, appearing behind

the bar near Lana and Commander Conway. “I know

Commander Conway loves that herbal tea. He orders it all

the time!”

Conway cleared his throat again. “Mirk!”

Lana just laughed. Mirk was about to reply, when

suddenly he jerked backwards spasmodically into a row of

bottles, then flailed forward toward Commander Conway and

his mug.

The Commander watched Mirk tumble toward him with

concern. “Conway to Sickbay, Medical Emerg-ARRRRRRGGGGH!”

Mirk slammed into Conway’s mug, causing it to flip and

dump its entire payload of herbal tea onto his crotch.

Lana shook her head worriedly as Conway hit the

ground.

“That had to hurt.”



“Listen, Commander, I know our procedures might seem a

little odd, but we’re really very much the same,” Baxter

said, eying the model of the Secondprize on Beck’s sparse

desk as he talked.

“How do you figure?” Beck asked dully, sliding a cup

of coffee in front of Baxter and collapsing into her chair.

“We’re both Starfleet commanders…dedicated to duty,

goodness, and the freedom of all God’s little creatures!”

Beck shook her head. Baxter sounded like a Public

Service Announcement. “Spare me, Captain. I’ve read some

of your Starfleet reports. They scare me. Why, the Beldana

Two incident alone–”

“Hey, why do people keep bringing that up? Men have

needs! And that government official threw herself on me!”

“–coupled with your complete disregard for the Prime

Directive, and any other Starfleet rule you come across.”

Beck scrolled through a data padd which presumably carried

some of the reports. “You murdered the leader of a tribe of

penguin people!”

“Now that wasn’t my fault. The runabout was out of

control!”

“You lost your first officer in the Nexus Ribbon!”

“But we got him back! And had a nice breakfast on top

of that!”

Beck kept scrolling. “Your ship was embedded in a

planet?”

“It was a dimensional kind of thing!”

“Your whole crew was driven insane by some kind of

cloud?”

“I wasn’t even there for that. You’ll have to talk to

Commander Conway about–”

“You created an assistant–in a laboratory?”

“Don’t even get me started,” Baxter said with a shake

of his head. “Listen, I’ve been over all of this before

with Starfleet Admirals and fellow officers. If you take a

good look at the records of both the Explorer and the

Aerostar, you’ll see we really did accomplish a lot of good.

We stabilized an entire quadrant for God’s sake.”

“By calling in the Borg?”

“That wasn’t my idea, trust me.”

“The fact that a man like you can be put in command of

a starship–one that’s crewed by people who clearly have no

business aboard a starship in the first place–scares me, Captain.”

“Hey, the Secondprize wasn’t exactly the most

competent ship in the fleet,” Baxter countered.

“I never said it was. But at least over there…well,

there was some kind of order. Some kind of sense.”

“We have sense and order. I think you’re just getting

the wrong idea–”

“Browning to Baxter,” Baxter’s comm badge chirped. Beck

rolled her eyes at this. Her experience with Browning in the

Food Court a year and a half ago was not pleasant.

“Baxter here. What do you want, Doctor?”

“I just thought you might want to know that Mirk is in

some kind of coma over here, and Commander Conway has

second-and third-degree burns all over his crotch.”

“I see,” Baxter said, looking to Beck, who shot him an

“I told you so” look. “Well, can you figure out what’s

wrong with Mirk?”

“Not yet, only that there’s a great amount of activity

in his cerebral cortex. I’m not sure, but it may have to do

with his powers.”

“Powers?” Beck asked.

“Our bartender has certain…special abilities,”

Baxter said, returning to his conversation with Browning. “Put

an ice pack on the Commander and keep me informed on Mirk’s

condition.”

“Aye, sir. Browning out.”

“You were saying?” Beck asked.

Baxter raised a finger to speak, when another comm

badge bleeped. This time it was Beck’s.

“Morales to Beck. Commander, there’s something I think

you should be made aware of.”

“Go ahead,” Beck said with a sigh.

“One of Captain Baxter’s officers, a Lieutenant J’hana,

was just involved in a disturbance at the Andorian restaurant

in the food court.”

“Mishtak, huh?”

“Uh, yes, Ma’am. How did you-”

“I had an Andorian roomate at the Academy. Who was

the unlucky Mishtakee?”

“Bradley Dillon. He says he’s going to file a complaint

with the Federation Council.”

“Tell Mr. Dillon to take a close look at the sign in

front of the Andorian restaurant. It clearly warns all

customers about the Mishtak custom. Tell him to chalk it up

to a…cultural misunderstanding.”

“Yes, ma’am. Morales out.”

“Commander, I’m very sorry about–”

“Save it, Captain,” Beck said, standing up. “Listen,

I’ll be frank. I don’t like you. And I don’t care much for

your command style. But I do understand that it takes all

kinds to make up this Fleet. Including agressive Andorians

and Doctors with voracious appetites.”

“Does that mean we can be friends?”

“No,” Beck said flatly. “It means I won’t press

charges against your officer. And just be thankful for

that.”

“Porter to Beck. Commander, I think you and Captain

Baxter better get out here quick…”

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Beck asked.

“I think you’d better see this one for yourself,

Commander.”

“Sheesh, it’s one thing after another around

here,” Baxter said casually. The look Beck shot him stopped

him from saying anything more.



“At first I thought the sensors had just

malfunctioned,” Porter explained, as Baxter and Beck

examined the swirling melange on the main screen in Ops.

“But it’s no malfunction, Commander. The Bermuda Expanse

has reappeared.”

“How is this possible?” Beck asked, without looking

back at Porter.

“I don’t know. It shouldn’t be. The entire sector

underwent a gravitic inversion seconds after the Aerostar

came back through it six months ago. The Expanse was, for all

intents and purposes, destroyed.”

“Maybe someone from the other side reactivated it,”

Baxter offered.

“Someone like the Flarn,” Beck said, her eyes

becoming wide with anger as she turned to Baxter. “Russell,

open an emergency channel to Starfleet Command and fill them

in immediately.”

“Hey, don’t look at me like this is my fault,” Baxter

said.

Before Beck could reply, another alarm sounded at

Walker’s station. “Commander, something’s coming out of the

Bermuda Expanse!”

“Damn it,” Beck cursed under her breath. “Go to Red

Alert and put up the shields.”

“Aye, sir,” Russell replied.

“Russel, activate all weapons arrays.”

“Done, Commander.”

Baxter squinted at the silvery object that began to

emerge from the Bermuda Expanse. “That’s no Flarn ship,

Commander. Can we magnify that image?”

Beck gave a nod back to Porter. “Do it.”

“Magnifying and enchancing…” Porter repoted.

“Sweet fancy Moses!” Baxter cried, staggering back

against the deck railing.

“Porter, confirm I’m seeing what I think I’m seeing!”

Beck said, looking back to the science station.

Porter looked up from his panel. “Sensors confirmed.

Federation Starship, Nebula class. NCC-83835. It’s the

Aerostar.”

“Deja vu…” Russell said quietly.
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Symbiotic Relationship



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52633.6. We are en route to the Tellarite Homeworld to respond to a diplomatic crisis in the Tellarite Alliance–a mission that I’m sure will put our crew’s interpersonal skills to the test.



“Captain, can you tell me why we’ve been diverted from our colony research? You’ve thrown off my whole timeline!” Dr. Shar said angrily, following Baxter around the bridge as he made his usual afternoon rounds.

Baxter stopped short of the science station and turned back to Lana. “I already told you, Doctor, Starfleet wants us on Tellar Prime.”

“Oh they do, do they?” Lana said, folding her arms.

“Yes, as a matter of fact they’ve requested you personally to assist with this mission.”

“May I ask why?”

“Well…I didn’t want to have to bring this up…”

“You’re going to have to tell her eventually, Andy,” Peterman said scoldingly from her chair in the command area.

“What?” Lana asked, looking from Peterman to Baxter.

Baxter took in a deep breath. “The…er, nature of the Tellarite incident is basically…Trill-related.”

“Trill-related?”

“Yes. The Federation ambassador–a Trill–evidently said some ugly things to the Tellarite Proconsul last week and now they’re not speaking to each other.”

“I’m sorry, Captain, I’m not up on current events. Who’s the Federation ambassador on Tellar Prime?” Lana asked, confused.

Baxter worked his way around to his command chair. “Filna Kedric.”

“Kedric!” Lana said, busting into laughter. “Well, why didn’t you say so? Shar has known Kedric through four lifetimes. Still causing trouble, I see?”

“You could say that,” Baxter said. “They thought that a familiar face might help smoothe things over.”

“Say no more, Captain,” Lana said, heading for the turbolift. “It’ll be nice to see old Kedric again.”

“Glad you approve.” Baxter wiped an arm over his forehead. Dealing with the Trill was usually an emotional rollercoaster.

“I hate diplomacy,” Conway scowled as the turbolift doors closed in front of Lana.

“Chin up, Conway,” Baxter said. “At least you’ll get to work with your favorite Trill.”

“Ah, well. There’s a silver lining to every cloud,” Conway said with a smile. Suddenly his smile faded. “But what if Kedric is an old flame?”

“You never know. The Starfleet report never specified whether the ambassador was a man or a woman.”

“Frankly, sir, I don’t think that matters to the Trill….not that there’s anything wrong with that.”

“Right,” Baxter said. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”

“Wrong with what?” Peterman asked.

“Nothing,” Conway and Baxter said at the same time.

“Really…what are you talking about?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Conway snapped.

Baxter turned to Peterman. “How about some lunch?”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve arrived at Tellar Prime ahead of schedule, and are looking forward to putting an end to this little diplomatic nastiness as soon as possible. After all, Starfleet wouldn’t have sent us if they didn’t have full confidence in our diplomatic abilities, right?



Captain Baxter was still fiddling with his dress uniform when he materialized outside the Trill Embassy. “Seriously, Kelly, how do I look?”

“I’ve told you a million times, Andy, you look fine!” Peterman said, exasperated. “I’m the one that had to have a full root-reconstruction done on my hair. The body was this far from losing all coherence.” Peterman made a minute gesture with her two fingers.

“Pardon me, Mr. and Miss Universe, but wouldn’t it be a good idea to check in at the embassy?” Commander Conway asked, irritated.

“I suppose so,” Baxter said with a sigh. “I still think Yeoman Briggs should have given me that ceremonial belt I ordered.”

“It looked like something a comic book character would wear,” Peterman said tersely.

“So? I think it looked cool.”

“It was against regulations,” Conway hissed.

“Could you all please get along long enough for us to pull off these talks?” Dr. Shar asked angrily.

“Pardon? Who’s the Captain here? Would you like to go ahead and take over this away team?”

“As a matter of fact…”

Peterman shuddered. “This isn’t an away team, this is a fiasco.”

“Pardon me,” a voice said from behind the gate that was before the away team. “But you wouldn’t happen to be the people from the Explorer, would you?”

“What clued you in?” Conway asked.

“The uniforms were a big tip-off,” the man replied, pressing a button that opened the gate. “You’re early.”

“We increased out speed to Warp Eight,” Baxter explained. “Thought that the sooner we got here the better.”

“Well, yes, that was a fine idea, wasn’t it? All you did was totally throw off all my plans. Now I’ll have to change lodging reservations, dinner times, appointment times. You’ve totally ruined everything.”

“Gee, sorry,” Baxter said quietly.

“Yes, well, I suppose you Starfleeters assumed that you were desparately needed here, hmm? Yes, arrogant aren’t we? Center of the universe, huh?”

“You’re not joined, are you?” Lana asked, looking the man over.

“It’s none of your business.”

“Classic symbiont-envy syndrome,” Lana explained, turning to Baxter, Conway, and Peterman.

“That has nothing to do with it!” the man replied. “I have just had a trying few days. It’s not very easy being the Ambassador’s adjutant.”

“I don’t think I got your name,” Baxter said.

“Rusel, if you really want to know. Now then, I suppose since you’re already here, you’re going to want to see him.”

Conway bit his lip behind Peterman and Baxter. It was a him. He was doomed. Lana was as good as spoken for.

“Oh, so Kedric’s a him now?” Lana asked with interest as Rusel lead the group into the embassy.

“For four years. And he’s been absolutely impossible since then,” Rusel said, rolling his eyes.

“You were the adjutant to his previous host as well?” Lana asked.

“Oh, yes. That one was a tactical advisor for the Trill defense ministry. Now that was a boring job. She ran me ragged.”

“I can imagine,” Conway said.

“Ah yes, Kena. What happened to her?” Lana asked.

“Suicide. Jumped off a forty-story building. They were scarcely able to save the symbiont.”

“That’s horrible,” Lana said. “I guess all the stress got to her. That’s very unlikely for joined Trill. They’re usually very–”

“–well adjusted. Yes, I know,” Rusel said tiredly. “Now would you like to see him or would you like to continue prattling about nothing.”

“I’ll field this one,” Baxter said, pushing Lana aside and approaching Rusel. “Listen, you little toad. We were sent here by Starfleet to smoothe things over, and your little snippets aren’t going to make our jobs any easier. Now, if you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all, got it?”

“Um…well…”

“I said, got it?”

“Uh-huh,” Rusel said, lowering his head and opening the large door that was at the end of the hallway. “Ambassador Kedric, allow me to introduce the diplomatic attache from Starfleet command.”

Lana immediately ran to the ambassador’s desk before he could even stand up and gave him a great big hug.

“I’m doomed,” Conway muttered from behind Baxter.

“Do I know you?” Kedric asked.

“Kedric, you old fool! It’s Lana! Lana Shar!” Lana said excitedly.

“Shar!” Kedric said, picking Lana up and swinging her around. “How are you, old friend?”

“Ornery as ever, evidently the same as you,” Lana said with a smile.

Baxter cleared his throat expectantly. “Hello, Ambassador. I’m Captain Andrew Baxter, commander of the Explorer. This is my First Officer, Commander David Conway, and our Ship’s Counselor, Lt. Commander Kelly Peterman.”

“Yes, Starfleet said you all would be on your way,” Kedric said, not taking his eyes off Lana. “But I didn’t count on seeing you. I missed you, Shar.”

“Well, you know…we’ve had a very…close relationship in the past,” Lana said, smiling broadly.

“I’ll be jumping out a window if you need me,” Conway grumbled, turning.

“Close, huh?” Baxter asked, ignoring Conway.

“Yes, sir,” Lana said. “Shar and Kedric were best friends since we were boys. Then girls. Then boys. Then girls.”

Conway stopped and turned back. “What kind of…friends?”

“Platonic, of course,” Kedric said.

“Commander, surely you’re not implying…” Lana said incredulously.

“No…no. I just thought maybe you two were…you know, together. Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”

“Right,” Baxter chimed in. “Not that there’s anything wrong with it.”

“Excuse me,” Peterman said, “but what the hell are you all talking about?”

Baxter put an arm around Peterman and covered her mouth with his hand. “How about a tour of the embassy, Ambassador?”



“I wish Tilleran were here,” Conway muttered to Peterman, as Kedric and Rusel showed the group from the Explorer around the embassy.

“Why?” Peterman asked.

“So I could find out how Lana feels about Kedric. I want to know if I’m wasting my time on her.”

Peterman patted her heart sarcastically. “What a romantic.”

“I’m just being practical,” Conway protested. “Hey, you’re a psychologist. Don’t you know the telltale signs of sexual love between two people?”

“Well, with the Captain and I, there was always a distinct smell after–”

“That’s not what I’m talking about!” Conway snapped.

“Pardon, Commander?” Kedric asked from the front of the group.

“I said, uh…Trill sculpture, that’s what I’m talking about!” Conway said nervously. “I love it.”

“You do?” Lana asked. “That’s fascinating, Commander. I should show you my collection some time.”

Conway snickered quietly to himself. “Why don’t you show me your…”

Peterman slapped Conway on the back of his head. “I heard that, Commander.”

“Hey, I have needs,” Conway whispered.

“I don’t want to know about them!” Peterman replied.

“But you’re the Ship’s Counselor. Suppose I wanted to talk to someone about my…pent up urges.”

“Talk to someone else,” Peterman whispered.

“Well, that’s not very professional.”

“I can’t believe we’re even discussing this. You’re acting like a child, Commander. Why don’t you just tell Dr. Shar how you feel?”

“Are you kidding? I might as well tell her all my perverted fantasies while I’m at it.”

“Don’t talk to me for the rest of the mission,” Peterman said, moving to the front of the group.

“I must say, you’ve got quite a nice embassy here, Kedric,” Lana said, taking Kedric’s arm. “You must be very proud.”

“I am, I am,” Kedric said, his face becoming serious. “But if we don’t smoothe things over with the Tellarites, I may be on my way out.”

“That’s what we’re here to prevent,” Baxter said.

“And you all are experienced in this? You think you can help make peace here?” Kedric asked with interest.

Baxter looked around at his fellow crewmembers and flashed a diplomatic smile. “Oh, certainly.”



Larkin sat serenely in the command chair, regarding the viewscreen as a dismal looking Captain Baxter stared back at her. “Hello, Captain. I trust negotiations are going well?”

“No, Commander, negotiations are not going well. We began the talks by having the Proconsul call the Ambassador a ‘poopy head.’ But other than that, well, it’s a walk in the park.”

“Am I to take that as sarcasm, sir?”

“Take it however the hell you want, Larkin. And be ready for a party of Tellarite guests to beam aboard. They insist on getting a look at our ship.”

“Ach, Tellarites! The little pigs.” J’hana grimaced from the tactical console. “We should not allow them aboard the ship.”

“And that’s enough out of you, Miss!” Baxter scolded. “Larkin, I want happy faces all around there. If I screw this up it’s a major dark spot on my diplomatic record.”

“What diplomatic record?” J’hana asked.

“One more wisecrack and it’ll be you kissing ass instead of Larkin.”

“Kissing…” Larkin said, confused.

“Never mind,” Baxter snapped. “Just get down to transporter room two and receieve our guests. And put on your most diplomatic face.”

“But, Captain, this is the only face I–”

“Baxter out!” The Captain blinked off the viewscreen.

Larkin looked at the planet on the viewscreen strangely for a moment and then rose from the command chair. “Lieutenant J’hana, you are in command. If you need me I shall be belowdecks with the Tellarites ‘kissing ass.’”

J’hana grunted an approximation of a laugh and made her way around to the command chair. “That is something I wish I could see.”

“Indeed.”



“Are you sure this is a good idea, honey?” Baxter whispered from behind Counselor Peterman. He was a little leery of letting Peterman take over the negotiation efforts, but considering his own performance so far, he reasoned things couldn’t possibly get any worse.

“Positive, now let me do my thing,” Peterman said confidently. She then turned to the Tellarite Proconsul. “All right, Proconsul Garp. Just fall back and let Kedric catch you.”

“I don’t know about this. What’s to stop him from letting me hit the floor?” Garp asked worriedly.

“Trust,” Peterman replied.

“I don’t think that will be enough.”

Baxter tapped his foot impatiently. “Just close your eyes and fall back already for Pete’s sake.”

“There’s no call to get snippy with me, Captain,” Garp said sharply.

“Just fall back!” Kedric muttered.

“All right, all right! Don’t rush me!” Garp replied.

“Fall back!” Baxter cried, shoving Garp with all his might. The Tellarite flew backwards, arms pinwheeling, right into Kedric, who in turn slammed back into the wall.

“Whoops,” Baxter said half-heartedly.

“Captain, that was most unkind,” Garp said. “I liked it.”

“I think you crushed my symbiont,” Kedric said, wincing as he climbed back to his feet.

“Crybaby,” Baxter muttered.



“And this is what we call the Constellation Cafe,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, gesturing for her party of four Tellarites to follow her into Mirk’s lounge. “This is a popular place for members of the Explorer’s crew to socialize, imbibe, and engage in the early stages of primitive mating rituals.”

The leader of the group, a senator from Tellar Prime’s ruling council, nodded approvingly. “Primitive mating rituals, huh?”

“Affirmative, Senator Shult. For humans, eating and drinking serves as a common precursor to sexual activity.”

“It’s not as nice as any of the places on our planet, but it will do,” Shult said, approaching the bar.

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “Now, if you will follow me to the bar, I will introduce you to our Lounge Manager, Mr. Mirk.” Larkin gestured to Mirk as she and the Tellarites neared the bar.

“Bartender, get my mate an appropriate drink!” Shult cried out happily.

“Mate?” Larkin asked. “Senator, surely I–”

“One Humping Horta coming up,” Mirk said, diving below the bar and clanging several bottles together.

Shult turned to Larkin, a broad smile spreading over his piglike face. “I take it your Captain ordered you to satisfy me in any way possible?”

“Yes, sir, but I hardly–”

“Good. Pound down that drink and then have a set of quarters reserved for us.”

Mirk smiled at Larkin as he handed her the Humping Horta. “Go get ’em, Larkin.”

“Get…them?” Larkin asked.

“Drink up! I want to be home by dinner time!” Shult shouted, pushing the drink up to Larkin’s lips.

Larkin obediently drained the glass and then slammed it onto the bar, causing it to shatter explosively.

“There, I have now ‘pounded it down,’” Larkin said proudly.

“I don’t think he meant that literally,” Mirk said, worriedly scraping pieces of glass off the bar.



Commander Conway doodled aimlessly on his padd as the negotiations continued. He hated diplomacy more than anything. At least when there was a battle there was always something to do. But when people just sat around talking about their “feelings,” it seemed like a big waste of time.

“Okay,” Peterman said, taking a deep breath. “I think you’ll find this exercise a little less…” she glared at Baxter, “physical.”

“Sorry,” Baxter said quietly.

Peterman held up a stack of large index cards. “I’m going to show you two a card, and I want each of you to say what first comes to mind.”

“Who goes first?” Garp asked.

“Kedric,” Peterman replied.

“Why does he go first?”

Peterman took an exasperated breath. “Because I said so.”

“Because you’re a racist and you like him more. We all know that humans prefer races that most resemble them.”

“That’s not true!” Peterman protested.

“Then let me go first.”

“This is ridiculous,” Kedric said, throwing his hands up. “How can I work with a man so petty.”

“You have a problem with me going first, Mr. Kedric?” Garp asked.

“Me? No, not at all. By all means, go first.”

“Are you patronizing me?” Garp asked angrily.

“For Pete’s sake!” Baxter cried out, staring up at the ceiling.

“Don’t drag Pete into this, whoever he is!” Garp called out. “He’s not to blame. It’s you! You and your pedantic little Federation. We should secede from it right now.”

“Listen here, Wilbur,” Baxter said, grabbing the Tellarite’s jacket menacingly.

“Ahem,” Peterman said. “I am holding up the first card. Will you take your turn, Mr. Garp, or do you forfeit it to Mr. Kedric?”

“I’ll take my turn, I’ll take my turn!” Garp said worriedly, turning away from Baxter and looking at the card, which portrayed a brilliantly painted blue wormhole. “What am I supposed to do again?”

Peterman let out a long sigh. “You are supposed to tell me the first thing that comes to your mind when you see this picture.”

“Oh. Wormhole,” Garp said.

“There, was that so hard?” Peterman said. She turned to Kedric. “What do you see, Ambassador?”

“A wormhole.”

“This isn’t how it’s supposed to go,” Peterman said. “You both can’t have the same answer.”

“And why not?” Garp and Kedric said at the same time.

“Because!” Peterman cried. “You’re supposed to say what the pictures remind you of.”

“I am reminded of a wormhole,” Garp said.

“Me too,” Kedric said. “What else could it be?”

“A doorway, a portal, freedom, salvation, the Prophets of Bajor–something creative!” Peterman said, pulling at her hair in frustration.

“What’s her problem?” Garp asked, turing to Kedric.

“You’ve got me.”

Lana stepped forward, putting her hands on Peterman’s shoulders. “I think we’re making some real progress here. How about we take a break and…uh…meditate on what we’ve learned?”

“I’ve learned that Starfleet officers are imbeciles,” Garp said.

“And I’ve learned that Tellarites are in a perpetual state of looking for a beating,” Baxter growled.

“Come on, you two…” Lana said soothingly. “How about you and Counselor Peterman go back to your room, put on some soft music, and…”

Baxter grabbed Peterman’s arm and moved off towards the stairs. “We’ll take it from there. Come on, hon.”

“My, humans will mate at the drop of the hat,” Kedric said, staring at Baxter and Peterman as they ran off with disapproval.

“What’s your point?” Garp asked.

“Hey, Lana!” Conway called out as the group at the table broke up. “Do you have any dinner plans?”

“Well, actually Kedric and I were going to go back to his place and get a bite, you know–catch up on old times.”

“Sounds great!” Conway said, putting an arm around Kedric and Lana. “Lead the way!”



Lt. Commander Larkin sucked down another Humping Horta and slammed the glass down so hard it shattered all over the bar.

“Another?” Mirk asked, timidly scraping the bits of glass into his hand and adding them to the pile that had already built up in the receptacle bin from the last five glasses.

“Please,” Larkin said. “I find the consumption of alcoholic beverages most relaxing.”

“Uh-huh. What about your Tellarite friend?”

“He is in his quarters preparing for our encounter. He should be calling for me any minute now.”

“So, are you going to…you know…do him the favor?” Mirk asked, leaning forward conspiratorially.

“I most certainly will not,” Larkin said firmly. “I am a Starfleet officer. Starfleet officers do not simply go around offering free love to the first giggolo to come along.”

“Who says?”

Larkin thought about that as she sucked down her next drink. “I do not know. I just assumed it was a commonly kept precept of Starfleet.”

“Well, you know what they say. Precepts are made to be broken.”

“Rules are made to be broken,” Larkin corrected.

“Yeah, them too.”

Then the comm chirp sounded on Larkin’s badge. “Shult to Larkin. Come on, honey, I don’t have all day. Are you gonna come here and put out, or what?”

“I suppose it would be an interesting sociological study,” Larkin said. “Other than my consumption of these beverages I have done little to study human mating rituals.”

“There’s a lot to learn,” Mirk said. “Not that I’m an expert or anything.”

Larkin pushed off her stool. “Well then, I shall pass on everything I learn to you. Now I must go and ‘put out.’”

“Good luck!” Mirk called out as Larkin left.



“So, I guess the moral to that story is: never try to drink coffee and drive in the NASCAR championship simulator at the same time. I think it’s better for the drivers and the fans,” Conway said, leaning back on Kedric’s couch and savoring the last morsel of fried chicken the Ambassador had prepared.

“Yes, well…” Kedric said. “That’s…um, quite interesting Commander.”

“So…” Lana said. “What have you been up to, Kedric?”

“You know…a little negotiating here, a little handshaking there, a little troublemaking when I get the chance,” Kedric said, winking conspiratorially.

“Oh, troublemaking, eh?” Conway asked. “Well, Lana knows all about that. Tell him about the time we beamed down to that giant antfarm on Bakok Six. They were the size of dobermans!”

“Big ants,” Lana said, glaring at Conway.

“Why, I remember Lana was going to try to stun them, and I told her that wouldn’t be a good idea, because Earth ants are proportionally a hundred times stronger than us. Well, she didn’t like that, no sir–”

“David!” Lana said. “Would you mind talking to me out on the balcony?”

“Oh, sure,” Conway said. “Guess you want to…hee hee…‘talk’, huh?”

“Errrrrgggh!” Lana cried, grabbing Conway’s arm and dragging him out onto Kedric’s balcony.

“I love it when she’s rough with me,” Conway said, smiling.

As soon as she was out on the balcony, Lana slammed the door that led back into Kedric’s suite and glared angrily at Conway. “Are you insane?”

“Uh…no, I don’t think so.”

“Then why are you trying to interfere with me and Kedric?”

“What do you mean ‘interfere’?”

Lana clenched her fists angrily. “For one thing, you haven’t let us alone the whole time we’ve been here. You knocked over Rusel in order to sit between Kedric and I at the negotiations, you followed us to the infirmary to have our symbionts’ electrolyte levels checked, you butt in every time we try to have a conversation…”

“Lana, that’s not one thing. That’s a lot of things.”

“What is your problem?”

Conway shrugged. “I don’t have a problem. I just…well, I just really like you.”

“Arrrgh! I don’t believe it,” Lana cried out. “This is all about me?”

“Well, yeah.”

“That’s the stupidist thing I ever heard!” Lana cried, shoving Conway angrily.

Unprepared for Lana’s assault, Conway stumbled backward, hands searching for something to grab to steady himself. His fingers slipped on the smoothe stone of the balcony and he tumbled over the railing.

“Commander!” Lana cried, grabbing Conway’s foot just before he plummeted downward.

Conway looked down at the street several floors below and then back up to Lana. “Twice now. Twice a woman I love has tried to kill me!”

“You…love me?” Lana asked, grunting as she tried to hold up Conway’s weight.

“Yes I do. Now what are you waiting for? Drop me! Finish it! What’s the point in living if the objects of my affection just want me dead!”

“Commander, I never knew you cared,” Lana said softly.

“I do care, Lana! Now either drop me or help me up!”

“Kedric! Kedric! Get out here!” Lana cried.

“What the hell?” Kedric asked, looking at the scene and arching his eyebrows in confusion.

“Help me pull him up!” Lana cried.

“Oh, yes…sure,” Kedric said, grabbing one of Conway’s hands.



Captain Baxter moved out onto the balcony of his private suite and sighed as he stared out at the ugly, neon pink Tellarite sun. “Sorry, honey. Must be this damned rotten Tellarite air.”

“I didn’t notice anything strange about the air,” Peterman said from inside the room. “If you want, we could call up to the ship and have Lt. Tilleran run a sca-”

“No!” Baxter snapped. “That’s okay.”

“Don’t feel bad. It happens to every man now and then.”

Baxter grimaced. “Listen, just go to the replicator and order me up some kiwi and papaya, okay? I’m going to call the ship.”

“Okay, honeybunches,” Peterman said, whistling a happy tune as she programmed the replicator.

Baxter rolled his eyes and tapped his comm badge. “Baxter to Explorer. Status report.”

“We are holding orbit per your orders, Captain,” Lt. J’hana’s voice replied. “All systems are functioning normally and there’s nothing unusual to report.”

“What about Larkin and her dignitaries?”

“As I understand it, Senator Shult has reserved the Lincoln Cabin for he and Lt. Commander Larkin.”

“Good Lord, the Lincoln Cabin,” Baxter said in awe. “Do you mean he’s going to–”

“Stroke her beard? Yes, sir, that’s what I mean.”

“Well,” Baxter said contemplatively. “I suppose that’s okay. I mean, it really wouldn’t do any harm, would it?”

“Not unless you have a problem with your ship being thought of as the brothel of Starfleet and yourself as a big fat pimp.”

“Okay then, carry on. Baxter out.”

“Your papaya’s ready, sweetheart!” Peterman cried from inside the room.

“Damn right!” Baxter said, hurrying back inside.



“Afternoon, Mirk,” Lt. Commander Richards said cheerfully. “How’s the Gardokian spiced cider looking today?”

“I just made a fresh batch,” Mirk said, lifting a large pitcher up from underneath the counter and pouring Richards a glass. “Drink up.”

Richards sipped at his cider and looked around the bar. “Quiet day?”

“Pretty much. Oh…one interesting thing did happen.”

“Yeah, what’s that?” Richards asked, leaning forward conspiratorially.

“You know the Tellarite Senator that’s visiting the ship?”

“Yeah?” Richards leaned forward a little more.

“He’s doing the naked tango with one of our crewmembers right now.”

“Wow, that is juicy,” Richards said. “Who with? No, no, let me guess. It’s Lt. Tilleran, isn’t it? She always did have strange taste in–”

“No,” Mirk said, laughing. “You’ll love this. He’s…he’s with Lt. Commander Larkin!”

“What?” Richards asked, his expression turning grim. “MY Lt. Commander Larkin?”

“No, well, not–” Mirk stammered.

Richards grabbed Mirk’s collar, jerking him across the bar. “Tell me where they went!”

“The Lincoln Cabin! The Lincoln Cabin!” Mirk squeaked out. “Let me go!”

Richards let Mirk drop and then made for the exit. “Damn, the Lincoln Cabin! How could you let him take my daughter!”

“Your…daughter?” Mirk asked, straightening his sequined vest.

“Yes, my daughter!” Richards said. “You should be ashamed of yourself. You know, chronologically she’s only about eleven years old!”

“I’m sorry, Commander, I didn’t know you–” Mirk said, but Richards was already off down the corridor.

“What’s wrong with Lt. Commander Richards?” Lt. Hartley asked, pulling a chair up to the bar.

Mirk shrugged. “Guess he’s having child-rearing problems.”



“Come on in, hot pants!” came the gravelly voice of Senator Shult.

Larkin proceeded through the doors to the Lincoln Cabin, immediately noticing that it wasn’t decorated as most of the quarters on the Explorer were. The lighting was red-colored, almost like the bridge’s during Red Alert, and the walls were papered with crude paintings from several different races around the Federation.

“Nice digs, eh?” Shult asked, leaning casually on the white viynl couch. He was wearing nothing but a shiny red robe, which did little to cover his rosy-red, hairy gut. “Ready to do the wild thing?”

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “Shall we adjourn to the bedroom?”

“Thought you’d never ask,” Shult said, flashing a toothy grin.

Larkin pushed through the strings of beads separating the bedroom from the rest of the cabin. Within, a giant heart-shaped bed filled the room.

“Hop on, honey!” Shult said excitedly.

“Very well,” Larkin said, falling back limply onto the bed. She noted that the matress was filled with liquid, which at first caused her gravometric pressure sensors to be thrown off. She quickly compensated for the disturbance as Shult rolled on top of her.

“Get naked, baby.”

“As you wish,” Larkin said, unzipping her uniform jacket and removing it.

“It’s time we tested out those gears and gadgets of yours, sweetheart!”

Suddenly the doors to the Lincoln Cabin swished open.

“No!” a voice from the other room cried out.

“What the hell?” Shult asked.

Lt. Commander Chris Richards pushed through the beads and grabbed Shult by the scruff of his neck, slamming him up against the wall. “Get off her, you little creep!”

Shult picked himself up. “And who the hell are you?”

“I’m her mother!” Richards said angrily, pointing at his chest. “Now get the hell out of here!”

“You haven’t heard the last of me, buddy!” Shult cried. “This will have major diplomatic repurcussions. You’ve caused an intergalactic incident!”

“Get bent, pigman!” Richards cried, throwing a plaster bust of Marilyn Monroe at Shult as he ran down the corridor. “Are you okay, Larkin?” Richards asked, returing into the cabin.

Larkin zipped up her uniform jacket and straightened it, regarding herself in the ceiling’s mirror. “I am functioning within normal parameters, Commander. May I ask why you did that?”

“Mr. Mirk told me what you were planning on doing and I had to stop you,” Richards said. “You’re not a sex object, Kristen.”

“Are you certain?”

“Very certain. Trust me on this one. Maybe one day, when you find the right man–well, you never know. But you can’t just let yourself be treated like a piece of meat.”

“I am not a piece of meat,” Larkin said firmly.

“No, you’re not,” Richards said, putting an arm around Larkin and leading her out of the cabin. “And you’re never coming back to this room again.”

“Why do you suppose that Starfleet engineers would create such a place on a Starship, Mother?” Larkin asked.

Richards peered into the cabin one last time as the doors closed. “Beats me. But I think I just figured out where I want to spend my honeymoon.”



“How are you feeling?” Kedric asked, as Conway tossed back a mug full of coffee, slumped on the Trill’s soft couch.

“Like an imbecile,” Conway said.

“Good,” Lana said, folding her arms. “You should.”

“Thanks for the sympathy,” Conway said wryly.

Lana knealt beside Conway, looking up at Kedric. “Kedric, will you leave us alone for a moment?”

“I don’t see why I should. I mean, he didn’t seem to–”

“Kedric!” Lana said impatiently.

“Fine. I’ll be in the other room if you feel the need to toss him over the balcony again.”

Once they were alone, Conway looked up at Lana. “You’re mad at me.”

Lana thought about that a moment. “No, I don’t suppose I am.”

“But you don’t want to go out with me.”

“Well, no.”

“So why didn’t you drop me?” Conway asked.

“Because I do want to be your friend, David. Do you understand what that word means?”

“No, not really.”

“It means you trust someone that cares about you, and that person, in turn, trusts you.”

“And you do this because…”

“You sound like you’ve never had a friend, Commander.”

“I guess I haven’t.”

Lana put a hand on Conway’s and smiled. “Well, now you do.”

Conway looked down at Lana. “So, I guess sex is out of the question?”



Captain Baxter rubbed his eyes tiredly. “I’m sorry, Senator Shult. I’m sure there was just a big misunderstanding.”

“There was no misunderstanding, Captain,” Shult said angrily, leaning forward on the conference table. “I came aboard your ship with the understanding that my party and I would be treated as honored guests. Instead, your Chief Engineer had the audacity to interrupt my liason with your Operations Officer, claiming to be her mother of all things!”

“Captain,” Garp said, “This is highly irregular.”

“I know, Garp,” Baxter sighed. “I feel terrible about this. Is there something I can do?”

Garp eyed Peterman wantingly. “Well, you can let both of us have your little Counselor over there.”

Peterman was about to say something when Baxter held up a hand to stop her. He leaned forward and grabbed Garp’s collar. “Now, listen here, you little shit! I’ve had just about enough of you. Your people are rude, gluttonous, perverse, and just plain unpleasant. I can understand why Kedric here called you a poopyhead. You, sir, are the poopiest head of them all!”

That said, Baxter fell back into his chair red-faced and out of breath.

“Well, Captain…” Garp said, taken aback. “You certainly have a way with words. Maybe our people are not so different after all.”

Baxter ran a hand over his face and looked up at Garp. “How do you figure?”

“Well, apparently your people value rudeness and unpleasantness as much as we.”

“Yes, I suppose we do,” Baxter said, straightening. “Perhaps we can all be rude and unpleasant together.”

“Here, here!” Kedric called out.

Peterman watched, perplexed, as everyone at the conference table cheered. “Does this mean everyone’s happy again?”

“No,” Baxter said tiredly. “But I think we accomplished our mission anyway.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52624.4. Although it may not have been a textbook performance, we did manage to bring a tiny measure of peace to the arguing Trill and Tellarites here on Tellar Prime. That done, we are leaving the Embassy, where I am sure we have more than overstayed our welcome.



Captain Baxter stepped out of the Trill Embassy arm in arm with Counselor Peterman, glancing back at Rusel as he struggled with several large parcels–acquisitions that Peterman had made in the Tellarite mercantile sector that morning. “Do you have everything, little guy?” Baxter asked with a smirk.

“I believe so,” Rusel sighed. “Sure you Starfleet people cannot stay any longer? We certainly loved your company.”

“Now now, Rusel, sarcasm does not become you,” Lana said, smiling.

“Besides,” Baxter said, “Tellar is a nice place to visit. But I don’t think I’d like to live here. Though the air does seem to do wonders for me.”

“After we got some nice papaya into you,” Peterman said, patting Baxter’s tummy.

“I hope you all die up there in that big starship,” Rusel grumbled.

“We love you too,” Baxter grinned, tapping his comm badge. “Baxter to Explorer. Prepare to beam up our luggage and transport the Counselor and I to the rendezvous point.”

“Aye, Captain,” came Lt. Hartley’s voice.

“Sure you don’t want to come with us?” Peterman asked, turning to Lana and Commander Conway.

“Definitely,” Conway said. “I’m sick of this planet. The sooner I get back to the ship the better.”

“And I’m going to stay and catch up on old times with Kedric a while before the Explorer leaves,” Lana said.

“Which is fine with me,” Conway said. “You know, they’re perfectly platonic.”

“And so are we,” Lana said sternly.

“Yeah…uh, right,” Conway muttered. “And even if you two weren’t platonic, that would be fine. Sheesh, even if you were the same sex…”

“Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” Baxter interrupted.

Peterman seemed extremely irritated. “Will someone please tell me…”

“Baxter to Explorer,” Baxter said, wrapping an arm around Peterman. “Energize.”

“Andy, what the–” Peterman said, as the transporter beam took hold.

“Sorry about all the trouble I caused, Kedric,” Commander Conway said, reaching out to shake Kedric’s hand.

“Quite all right,” Kedric said. “Lana is quite a woman. And Shar is quite a symbiont. I can see why you might act like an imbecile over her.”

“Hey…” Conway said angrily.

“Shar to Explorer,” Lana said with a grin. “Beam Commander Conway out of here.”

“Now wait just a damn–” Conway said, as the beam began to dematerialize him.

“I love that device,” Rusel said gleefully as he, Lana, and Kendric returned to the Embassy. “It shuts people up quite effectively.”



Counselor Peterman and Captain Baxter materialized in the lobby of the Tellarite Captial City Convention Center to find Richards, Browning, and Larkin already waiting for them.

“I guess I’ll never know what you and Conway were talking about,” Peterman pouted, folding her arms.

“It’s nothing,” Baxter said. “Just a preoccupation that modern twenty-fourth century males can’t seem to get rid of.”

“Penis size?”

“No, no.”

“Impotence?”

“Shhh!” Baxter said, placing a hand over Peterman’s mouth. “We’ll talk about it later.”

“Over a nice big bowl of papaya?”

“Sure.”

“Glad you guys could make it,” Richards said, glaring at Baxter. “The show’s about to start.”

“You’re not still mad at me, are you?” Baxter asked meekly.

“Damn right I am. Lt. Commander Larkin is a person. She is not an electric vibrator!”

“I’m sorry, Chris,” Baxter replied. “I was out of line. These negotiations have been very hard. I guess I kind of got preoccupied with them.”

Peterman pulled Baxter’s hand away from her mouth. “Yeah. He was so preoccupied he couldn’t–”

“Hey,” Baxter interrupted, “isn’t that show about to start?”

“In a couple minutes,” Browning said. “Now…couldn’t what?”

“Never mind,” Baxter snapped. “Let’s go inside now so we can get the good seats.”

“I’ll tell you later,” Peterman whispered, as Baxter moved ahead to the doors.

“Couldn’t get it up, huh?” Richards asked, elbowing Baxter as they proceeded into the auditorium.

“That’s none of your business!” Baxter snapped.

“Captain, there are several texts that you can consult that may help you,” Larkin said. “If you would like, I can–”

“I AM NOT IMPOTENT!” Baxter cried out, so loud everyone in the aisles to either side of the group turned their heads.

Thinking that Baxter was part of the performance, they all clapped.

“Thank you,” Baxter said uneasily, grabbing Peterman and dragging her down a row of seats.

Once everyone was seated, a particularly loud Tellarite came by with drinks and food.

“Get your neepka! Fresh dropknat! Come and get it while it’s hot.”

“Over here!” Browning motioned, waving several strips of gold pressed latinum.

“What’ll you have, human?” the Tellarite asked. “Neepka? Dropknat? Iced bikpa?”

“Yes,” Browning said. “And extra relish.”

The rest of the group stared at Browning as the Tellarite vendor unloaded his wares on her.

“It’s for everyone,” Browning said defensively.

“I should like to purchase a drink,” Larkin said. “I would like the Tellarite equivalent of a beer.”

Baxter leaned towards Richards as the vendor placed a cup in Larkin’s hands. “Since when does Larkin drink?”

“Since she became obsessed with mating rituals,” Richards explained. “She thinks drinking alcholic beverages is part of the whole mating experience.”

“Oh, dear,” Peterman said.

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Browning said, watching as Larkin downed the entire cup of beer.

The android slammed her empty cup down on the chair in front of her, breaking it in half and sending a shower of splinters everywhere.

“That was quite refreshing,” Larkin said serenely, sitting back in her chair.

“See the monster you helped create?” Richards said accusingly.

“Hey, don’t blame me,” Baxter said. “It looks to me like you need to tighten a few of her screws.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Richards said with a sigh.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” a voice called out over the loudspeakers. “We welcome you to the Seventieth Annual Tellarite Off-World Wrestling Tournament.”

“This is going to be great,” Peterman said excitedly.

“Yeah, she needed to work off some steam,” Browning agreed. “You know how she feels about the Tellarites.”

“Let’s meet the champion! A Tellarite, weighing in at nine hundred shelnaks, ’Barnt the Barbarian!”

“Boo!” Peterman called out, as the hefty Tellarite man waddled out into the ring.

“And the challenger, all the way from Andor, weighing in at four hundred fifty-five shelnaks, it’s ‘J’hana the Maniacal’!”

“Go, J’hana!” Browning cried out, as tendrils of hot fried dropknat flew out of her mouth. “Break his neck! Punch his face in!”

“I can’t look,” Richards said, covering his eyes.

Baxter watched, mouth agape, as the huge Tellarite bounced on top of J’hana, enveloping her with his giant gut.

“Is she okay?” Peterman asked fearfully.

“Give her a second,” Browning said.

Suddenly Barnt the Barbarian lifted off the ground, as J’hana pushed him up from underneath.

“All right, J’hana!” Baxter called out. “I knew you could do it!”

“Sever his spinal cord at the third anterior joint!” Larkin said, in a vain attempt to join in on the cheering.

“See, I told you we’d have fun,” Baxter whispered to Richards.

Richards watched as J’hana took a running jump and rammed her elbow into Barnt’s face. “I never doubted you, buddy. But if you ever allow someone to take advantage of Larkin again, I’ll do that to you.”

Baxter winced as J’hana rammed a fist into Barnt’s chest, which caused a sickening crunch. “I’ll remember that.”

Larkin leaned over towards Richards. “I appreciate your concern, Commander, but I believe I can take care of myself.”

“Is that so?” Richards asked.

“That is so,” Larkin replied. “I plan on experimenting with several facets of the mating experience in the upcoming years.”

“Not as long as I have anything to say about it,” Richards muttered.

“We shall see,” Larkin said mysteriously.

Richards just stared at Larkin, as J’hana finished Barnt off with a roundhouse kick to the jaw, sending the massive Tellarite falling to the mat.

“And that’s all she wrote!” Baxter called out cheerfully.

But whether Richards liked it or not, Larkin was going to write quite a bit more.

Not that there’s anything wrong with that.



NEXT:



It’s brains vs. brawn as Tilleran, Hartley, Gellar, and Ford take on a planet overtaken by brain-eating zombies. Will they get out alive? Only if they use their…uh, skills. Stay tuned for “IF I ONLY HAD A BRAIN.”
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If I Only Had a Brain



“There is a light….burning at the Starshine place…” Lt. Ford said solemnly, kneeling before the large, red glowing orb that pulsated from within his closet, between his spare duty uniform and his “I’m Horny” sweatshirt.

Suddenly the doorchime beep-eeped, announcing a visitor.

Ford pushed off the pile of pillows in front of his closet and slammed it shut, throwing his ceremonial white robe off, revealing his uniform underneath. “Uh, hold on a second.”

Ford quickly crossed to the other side of his quarters and blew out all the candles that surrounded his coffee table and adorned his bookcase.

“Computer: lights,” Ford quickly said, leaping onto his couch and grabbing a padd. “Come on in!”

The doors to Ford’s quarters parted to reveal Lt. Brian Gellar. “Hey, sparky, what took you so long?”

Ford looked up from the padd he was reading. “Come again? Oh, well, I just wanted to finish this chapter.”

“What are you reading?” Gellar asked, looking over Ford’s shoulder.

“Uh…it’s an ancient Earth book. Gulliver’s Travels.”

Gellar took the padd and read a few lines, “‘The natural love of life gave me some inward motions of joy, and I was ready to entertain a hope, that this adventure might some way or other help to deliver me from the desolate place and condition I was in.’” Gellar looked over at Ford. “Pretty thick stuff for you, isn’t it?”

“Not at all. I like to expand my mind,” Ford said defensively. “What, do you think I’m not smart enough to read primitive Federation Standard?”

Gellar handed the padd back to Ford, holding up his hands. “Hey, don’t blow a gasket, sizzlechest.”

“Sorry,” Ford said, putting the padd down on his coffee table. “So, what do you want?”

“Don’t you remeber? We’re being sent to Cedran Two to evaluate a Federation colony today.”

“We are?” Ford asked, scratching his head. “No, can’t say that I do.”

“You’ve been acting really wierd lately, Ford,” Gellar said. “You were at the staff meeting this morning, weren’t you?”

“Yeah, I guess I just forgot.”

“Well, get ready. We’re supposed to leave in thirty minutes,” Gellar said. “And have your best pickup lines ready. Lt. Hartley and Lt. Tilleran are coming with us.”

Ford slapped Gellar on the shoulder reassuringly. “You can count on it, Brian.”

Gellar left Ford’s quarters still looking a little bewildered.

Once Gellar was gone, Ford went back to his bedroom and opened the closet, staring longingly at the glowing orb.

“Forgive those that haven’t opened their eyes to the light. They don’t know what goodness the Starlight holds.”

Clouds of grey streamed across the glassy surface of the pulsing orb. “They will,” it said in a basso voice.

Ford bowed before the orb and grabbed a few things, quickly shoving them into a bag. That done, he turned out the light and headed out of his quarters.



Chief Science Officer’s Log,

Stardate 52677.7. While the Explorer deals with an…emergency…situation, I have been ordered to take a team to the planet Cedran Three to do a routine colony evaluation. Although I have no problem leading an away team, I am a little skeptical about the complement of officers Captain Baxter assigned to me. Then again, I can truthfully say that there are no better officers on the Explorer.



Lt. Hartley leaned back in her bunk in the aft section of the runabout Roanoake and continued to bounce her ping-pong ball off the opposite bulkhead.

She caught the ball and held it when the doors from the cockpit swished open, allowing Lt. Gellar through to the aft compartment.

“Hey, Megan,” Gellar said, crossing over to the table at the rear of the compartment.

“Lieutenant,” Hartley said, continuing to bounce her ball.

Gellar grabbed his duffel from under the table and unzipped it. “Look, I brought my climbing gear.”

“So?”

“So, the cliffs of Cedran Two are supposed to be fantastic. I thought maybe we could do some repelling.”

“Oh, you did, did you?”

Gellar put his bag aside and walked over to the bunk, kneeling down beside Lt. Hartley. “Don’t tell me you’re still mad at me.”

“Okay, I won’t tell you,” Hartley said, turning away.

“Jeeze, I don’t know why I even bother,” Gellar said, rising and returning to the table.

Hartley was about to hurl the ping-pong ball at him when the doors from the cockpit parted again.

“Hey, guys,” Lt. Tilleran said. “Lt. Ford says that we’re on course and scheduled to arrive at Cedran Two by 2200 hours tonight.”

“Yippee,” Hartley said, glaring at Gellar.

“Ooo…sexual tension,” Tilleran said, arching her eyebrow. “That always gives me a tummy ache.”

“You know, sometimes its nice not to have your emotions picked at by annoying telepaths who have nothing better to do!” Hartley said exasperatedly.

“I have plenty of better things to do,” Tilleran said. “I just choose not to do them.”

“Har har,” Gellar said, throwing his duffel back under the table.

“Why are we even going on this stupid mission?” Hartley asked.

“Well,” Tilleran said, scooting up onto the bunk on top of Hartley’s, “The Explorer is being diverted to the Atapi system to stop a rash.”

“A rash of what?” Hartley ased.

“It’s not a rash of anything. It’s just a, well…a rash,” Tilleran said, trying not to laugh. “So we’ve been put in charge of the Explorer’s normal colony duty.”

“They diverted a whole starship just to stop an epidemic of rashes on some far-off planet?”

“You never saw this rash,” Tilleran said. “It’s like an all-over yeast infection.”

“Yuck,” Gellar said, collapsing into a chair.

“And it spreads all over the body in seconds. Before you know it you’re itching in places you never knew you ha–”

“We get it!” Hartley cried. “Just tell us what our mission is already.”

Tilleran seemed taken aback. “I see no one here has an appreciation for the horrors that nature can inflict on us.”

“Get on with it,” Gellar said tiredly.

“Okay, okay, the Cedran Two colony is up for its regular three-year evaluation. And…”

“And?” Gellar asked.

“Well, there are rumors that there are forces working to undermine the Federation government there.”

Hartley stuck her head out of the bunk and looked up at Tilleran. “What kind of forces?”

“That’s what we have to find out,” Tilleran said. “And since the senior engineering and tactical officers may be tapped for emergency duty, they sent you two.”

“Hurrah,” Hartley said sullenly, ducking back into her bunk.

“I can understand the need for security, but why do we need an engineering officer?” Gellar asked.

“The Cedran colony has one of the Federation’s top deuterium manufacturing plants, and there’s a concern that it’s being sabotaged,” Tilleran said. “We have to find out who’s doing that, too.”

“And let me guess,” Hartley said. “The whole reason you’re here is because you’ll be able to sniff out the bad seed, whoever he or she may be.”

Tilleran shrugged. “It’s nice to be needed, isn’t it?”



Lt. Ford watched the stars whizz by through the viewport in front of him as he piloted the runabout.

‘Make them one of us. Make them see the light is the way. Always be polite and say please and thank you…’ the orb said, floating mysteriously in space just in front of the windows.

“Say please and thank you,” Ford repeated quietly to himself.

“You’re welcome,” Lt. Hartley said, sliding into the seat beside Ford. “Who were you talking to?”

“What do you want?” Ford asked.

“I asked you first.”

Ford turned back to the front windows. The orb was gone. “I was just talking to myself.”

“Well, that’s certainly normal.”

“What do you want?”

Hartley looked out the windows to see what was holding Ford’s attention. “I just didn’t feel like being in the same room with Brian. I’m still pissed at him.”

“Why, because of Ensign Madera? He really didn’t do anything with her.”

“I know.”

“Then why are you so mean to him?”

Hartley stretched out and smiled catilly as she leaned back in her chair. “Why do planets revolve arounds suns? Why are there stars in the sky? Why do humans breathe oxygen?”

“So planets can have gravity, so planets can exist, and so our blood can be oxygenated,” Ford replied.

Hartley looked over at Ford. “Are you okay, Zack?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Ford replied, looking away.

“I don’t know. I just keep expecting you to say something really obnoxious, and you never do. It’s just not…not you.”

“So you’d prefer me to be obnoxious?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Never look a gift Ford in the mouth,” Ford said with a smile.

“Right.” Hartley scooted out of her seat. “Well…it was nice talking to you.”

“Uh huh,” Ford said, turning his gaze back to the front windows.



“I tell you he’s acting strange,” Lt. Hartley said, sticking her head out of her bunk and looking up at the bunk above her. “Don’t you think, Ariel?”

Lt. Tillereran rolled over and stared down at Hartley. “Look at who you’re asking. Don’t you think I’d find out about something like that?”

“You’ve been tricked before.”

“Well…I’ve improved,” Tilleran said defensively.

“How’s that?”

Tilleran tossed an isolinear chip down to Hartley. “Punch that into your media player.”

Hartley shrugged and plunked the chip down into the receptacle next to her bed, placing the earpiece next to her ear.

“Hello, my blossoming little telapath,” an almost musical voice said. “It’s time we honed those skills, darling. Now repeat after me…”

Hartley put down the earpiece and looked back up at Tilleran. “Who the hell is this?”

“Lwaxana Troi,” Tilleran said with quiet respect. “One of Betazed’s most beloved telepaths.”

“Lwaxana Troi…” Hartley said to herself. “Wait a minute. I ferried her through the Badlands on a diplomatic mission once when I worked in the DMZ. She was bossy, pretentious, and most of all nosey. She had my brain picked apart before our runabout had even reached the planet.”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said, starry-eyed. “What a magnificent lady.”

Hartley just shook her head slid out of her bunk. “Whatever.” She shuffled over to the replicator. “Large hot cocoa.” She grabbed the cup out of the slot as it appeared and returned to her bunk. “Did you ever wonder why we were friends?”

“Because you like being told every thought you have before you have it?”

Hartley giggled as she sipped at her drink, stopping as soon as Lt. Gellar ducked into the cabin. “Hey, guys. Does anyone else think Lt. Ford has been acting wierd lately?”

“She doesn’t want to talk to you, Brian,” Tilleran said, reaching down and grabbing her isolinear chip. “Try someone else. And since I’m the only other female on the runabout, that leaves Lt. Ford or the airlock.”

“I’d try the airlock,” Hartley said with a grin.

“You know…” Gellar said, annoyed. Before he could finish, the runabout’s intercom system beeped.

“Guys…you’d better get out here,” Lt. Ford’s voice said eerily over the comm.

“Wonder what this is about,” said Hartley.

“Well,” Tilleran said, closing her eyes and putting her fingers to her temples. “Lt. Ford has just picked up a–”

“Never mind,” Hartley snapped.



“…ederation Starship, we are in need of help. There is a terrible plague affecting our planet. ***Scrrrtz**–hird of the population of our capital city in less than a week. Please send help soon!”

Lt. Tilleran’s brow furrowed as she studied the distress call on the small monitor set into the bulkhead next to Ford’s console. “Mr. Ford, increase our speed to–”

“Already punched us up to maximum warp, Lieutenant. We’ll be at Cedran Two in fifteen minutes.”

“Good work,” Tilleran said.

“Looks like those anti-federation elements may have beaten us to the punch,” Hartley said, looking up at Tilleran.

“Whether that’s the case or not, we have to get ready to handle a biohazard situation in fifteen minutes,” Tilleran said. “Lt. Hartley, I want you and Gellar to break out the emergency medical gear. I’ll try and see what our long range scans can tell us.”

“Oh, goody, we get to work together,” Hartley mumbled.

Gellar followed Hartley back to the aft compartment. “Don’t sound so enthusiastic.”

“I’m trying my best not to.”



Tilleran, Hartley, and Gellar materialized in the town square of Cedran Two to be greeted by…well, nobody.

“That’s funny,” Hartley said through her biohazard mask. “The colony’s profile indicates this as the center of town. You’d think that even at this hour there’d be at least a couple people out here.”

Tilleran studied her tricorder and looked around the empty town square. “The tricorder isn’t picking up any airborne particles, but we’d better keep our masks on anyway. There’s always the chance that whatever is causing this plague doesn’t show on my scans.”

Gellar withdrew his phaser. “I suggest we be very careful until we find out the nature of this ‘plague’.”

“Why, do you think we’re going to get attacked by sick people?” Hartley asked, raising an eyebrow.

“You never know,” Gellar replied defensively.

“Both of you be quiet,” Tilleran said, eyeing her tricorder. “I’m getting something!”

Gellar and Hartley glared at each other as they followed Tilleran up into the largest building in the square.

“According to the colony maps this is the town hall,” Tilleran said. “Presumably the distress call was sent from this building.”

“You’re hoping maybe that the person who sent this can tell us what happened?” Gellar asked.

“If he’s still alive,” Hartley said.

“Someone’s alive up there,” Tilleran said, looking up from her readings.

When the group reached the top of the stairs, Lt. Gellar took the lead. “I’d better take the point from here. There’s no telling what kind of condition that man could be in if he contracted the plague.”

“I don’t believe it,” Hartley said, rolling her eyes.

“Are you saying we’re not strong enough to defend ourselves, Lieutenant?” Tilleran asked.

“Of course not,” Gellar said. “But I’m the security officer. I’m the one they pay to take risks.”

“How corny,” Hartley moaned.

“Hey, if he wants to put himself on the line for us he’s welcomed to,” Tilleran said, indicating the door at the end of the hallway. “Lead the way, Machoman.”

“Thank you,” Gellar said, nodding his head gratefully at Tilleran and proceeding to the door at the end of the hallway. “Now stand back.”

Lt. Hartley watched in amusement as Gellar reeled back, lunged forward…and rapped his knuckles lightly on the door.

“Hello, anyone there?” Gellar asked cordially.

“My hero,” Hartley chuckled.

Gellar turned back to look at Hartley. “Standard protocol is to knock first.”

“Of course,” Hartley said.

“And since there’s no response,” Gellar said, “we try the doorknob.”

Gellar turned the doorknob and pushed the door open gently, searching the room with his palm beacon.

“Lieutenant Gellar…I’m picking up a lifeform…moving in from–” Tilleran said, when suddenly a dark shape drove into Lt. Gellar and slammed him into the wall.

“Errrrrg,” the shape growled, and heaved Gellar back into the floor.

“A little help,” Gellar croaked, as the dark figure lifted a chair into the air.

“Not so fast…” Tilleran said, leveling her phaser on the figure. “Drop it now.”

“Grugggg?” the figure asked, turning on Tilleran with the chair held menacingly above his head.

“That’s odd,” Tilleran said, cocking her head as the figure advanced. “Lieutenant Hartley, you wouldn’t believe what’s going through this guy’s head. It’s…oh, my…” The Betazoid quickly fired her phaser, dropping the figure to the ground in an instant.

Gellar picked himself up and stared down, waving his wrist beacon over the figure’s face. It was pale, almost colorless. And his eyes were completely blank.

“What happened to him?” Gellar asked.

“I don’t know…but whatever it is, it’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before.”

Suddenly the group heard a loud crash below.

“Guys,” Lt. Hartley said worriedly. She was staring out the window at the back of the room. “Come take a look at this.”

Gellar took one more glance at the still figure on the floor and followed Tilleran to the window.

“Oh, my,” Tilleran said, looking down at the town square below. Dozens of grunting, growling creatures like the one Tilleran had just stunned were grouped outside the building, ramming headlong through the outside doors.

“Errrrgg!” a creature cried, pushing into the room, prompting Gellar to turn quickly and fire his phaser.

“We have to get out of here!” Hartley cried.

“I concur,” Tilleran said, kneeling beside the figure she had stunned and tapping her comm badge. “Tilleran to Roanoake. Four to beam up.”



“Can someone tell me what’s going on here?” Lt. Ford asked, entering the aft cabin and standing next to Hartley and Gellar as Tilleran examined her patient.

The Cedran colonist was spread out on the meeting table rather awkwardly as the Betazoid ran her tricorder over him.

“This is amazing…I’m detecting cortical strands forming all over his body,” Tilleran said in awe.

“Well, that clears it up,” Ford said sarcastically.

Tilleran looked at Ford in annoyance. “It’s like his cellular structure has been fused with grey matter, Lieutenant.”

Ford wrinkled his nose in disgust and looked down at the subject lying on the table. “You’re telling me this guy’s becoming a big pile of brains?”

“Essentially,” Tilleran said. “But I won’t know more until the polycellular scan finishes running.”

Hartley shivered as she watched Tilleran work. That…thing…on the table was really giving her the creeps. Suddenly, Hartley felt a hand push a lock of hair away from her face.

“You know, you’re beautiful, Megan,” Gellar said from behind her.

Hartley glared at Gellar over her shoulder. “Too little, too la–”

Suddenly Gellar’s hand latched onto her shoulder and spun her around. “But you know what I really like about you?”

Hartley stared into Gellar’s eyes nervously. There was something different about him. Greying eyes, whitish hair, skin rapidly paling. He looked….a lot like that Cedran. “Um…my sparkling personality?”

“Nope, your brain!” Gellar cried, grabbing Hartley’s chin and attempting to twist her head off.

“Help!” Hartley cried, elbowing Gellar in the gut and trying to crawl away from him.

“Get away from her, Lieutenant!” Tilleran cried, aiming her phaser at Gellar and firing.

Gellar staggered back against the bulkhead, dazed.

“We’ve got a bigger problem than we thought,” Ford said, as Hartley caught her breath.

“Yeah, what was that all about?” Hartley asked, looking over at the dazed security officer.

Before Tilleran could reply, the Cedran colonist rolled off the table and pushed it into her, knocking her back into the bulkhead.

“Brains!” the colonist cried. “More brains!”

“More…brains?” Gellar asked, stumbling to his feet.

“Back to planet…” the colonist said. “Find more brains!”

Lt. Hartley scrambled for her phaser and fired at Gellar, who staggered back, but kept coming, pushing her aside and heading into the front compartment.

Before anyone could do anything, the Cedran colonist followed after Gellar, and the doors to the cockpit slid shut.

“He locked us out!” Hartley said incredulously, slamming a fist against the doorpanel.

Tilleran pushed off of the table and took up a position behind Hartley. “They couldn’t be trying to transport off the ship…”

“I don’t think they’re capable of forming a decent sentence, much less operating a transporter,” Ford said from behind Tilleran.

“Well, then what could they be doing in there?” Tilleran asked.

“Maybe they’re trying to land the ship,” Hartley said ominously.

“Do you really think they could do that in their condition?” Tilleran asked.

“Well, it’s something Ford is very good at. How difficult could it be?”

As if to punctuate Hartley’s statement, the Roanoake lurched downward nauseatingly.



Tilleran and Ford paced the aft section of the Roanoake for ten minutes as Lt. Hartley silently but swiftly worked.

“Any luck?” Ford asked.

“No,” Hartley replied. “They used phasers to seal it from the other side. We could possibly burn through with our phasers. But it would take a few minutes. The door’s made of a pretty strong duranium composite.”

“I don’t think we have a few minutes,” Tilleran said, peering out the side window as the runabout descended. “We’ve just hit the lower layer of atmosphere. We’ll be landing soon!”

“Landing or crashing?” Hartley asked.

“That all depends on what kind of pilots those two are,” Ford said.

“In that case, assume crash positions everybody!” Tilleran cried out, dropping to the floor and curling into a ball.

Hartley, Tilleran, and Ford huddled together as the runabout struck the first solid thing in its way: the peak of a long mountain chain that winded through the Cedran city.

“Hold on, everybody!” Ford shouted, as the runabout tilted and bucked against the craggy mountainside.

The Roanoake half slid, half sped down the mountain, jarring against a grouping of rocks and flipping over several times. The positioning thrusters managed to right it just in time to send it careening into a building.



Lt. Tilleran brought her phaser rifle to bear and blew the aft compartment emergency hatch. “Oh, Brian! Come out, come out, wherever you are!” She slung the rifle over her shoulder and pulled herself out.

Hartley and Ford followed, rifles at the ready.

“Where’d they go?” Ford asked, as they made their way around the Roanoake toward the front.

Hartley stood on her tip-toes and peered into the porthole next to the cockpit. “They aren’t in the cockpit.”

Ford indicated the open side-hatch with his phaser rifle. “Looks like they got out.”

“Then we have a Starfleet officer to find,” Tilleran said. “And we have to search a village full of brain-crazed zombies to find him.”

“Starfleet: Join and see the universe,” Ford mumbled.

“Come on,” Tilleran said, flipping her tricorder open.

“I just have one question,” Hartley asked, taking up the rear.

“What?” Tilleran asked, not looking back.

“Which one of you wants to donate a fat juicy brain to me?”

Ford stopped and looked back at Hartley. “Pardon?”

Now Hartley was palefaced and glassy-eyed. She grinned devilishly at Ford. She slammed the butt of her rifle into Ford’s face. “I…said I want…to eat your…brain.”

Ford rubbed his face and grimaced. “Gee, that’s what I thought you said.”

“Get back, Ford!” Tilleran cried, shooting Hartley with her rifle. “The virus must be spread by personal contact.”

Hartley stumbled to the ground as she was hit with the high-level stun blast.

“So Brian caught it when that zombie rammed into him, and Hartley caught it when Brian attacked her?” Ford asked.

“That’s the theory I’m working on,” Tilleran said, shooting Hartley again as she tried to climb to her feet.

Hartley grunted angrily as she was hit by phaser beams from Ford and Tilleran. “Brains!” she grunted. “Need brains!”

“And you know, it was her personality I was always attracted to,” Ford joked, shooting Hartley again and running behind Tilleran.

“We have to find a specimen and take it back to the runabout for study,” Tilleran said, taking up a defensive position in a nearby alleyway and catching her breath.

“Might I suggest the specimen that’s trying to take our brains right now?” Ford asked wryly.

“You might, if we had a way of knocking her out without killing her.”

“I’m sure as hell fresh out of ideas.”

“How about some brains?” Hartley asked, leaping into the alleyway.

Tilleran upped the setting on her phaser rifle, blasting Hartley again. “Maybe we can lure her back to the runabout.”

“That’s a great idea. But what can we lure her with?”

Tilleran pointed at her forehead. “Use your brain.”

“Of course, why didn’t I think of that,” Ford replied, scrambling after Tilleran as she lept over Hartley and made for the runabout.



“She’s coming!” Ford cried, sliding through the emergency hatch and into the aft section of the Roanoake.

“I’m going to try to get the isolation field on-line,” Tilleran said, ripping open a panel and yanking at some of the isolinear chips inside.

“Hurry!” Ford said worriedly.

“I’m going as fast as I can, Mr. Ford!”

“Well, go faster!” Ford cried, when suddenly Hartley’s head appeared in the escape hatch.

“Hello, nurse!” Hartley cried.

“You’re going to have to distract her while I finish this up,” Tilleran said as she punched some controls on the ship’s science panel. Ford looked at Hartley, who met him with a glazed, yet wild-eyed, look.

“I want your brain,” Hartley growled.

“So…” Ford said nervously. “How long have you been interested in brains?”

“Not long,” Hartley said, crawling into the cockpit and advancing on Ford.

“Hmmm. That’s good,” Ford said, backing towards the rear of the cabin. “Any other interests besides…er…brains?”

“Mmm hmm,” Hartley said, leaping towards Ford. “Brains.”

Ford grabbed one of the plush office chairs that surrounded the conference table and shoved it at Hartley, following that up with a phaser blast.

Hartley shrugged off the phaser blast and hurled the chair at Ford, knocking him to the deck.

“Ouch,” Ford said, rubbing his head. “You know, it’s not polite to play with your food. Besides, aren’t you afraid you might damage this precious brain of mine?”

“Not really,” Hartley said, yanking the chair away and diving towards Ford hungrily.

“Tilleran!” Ford cried out, squeezing his eyes shut. He opened his eyes again when he heard a familiar electric crackle.

Hartley bounced back as she hit the containment field and charged at Ford again, meeting with the same limited success.

“Good work, Tilleran, and not a moment to soon,” Ford said, dusting himself off and standing up.



Several minutes later, Ford emerged from the cockpit to watch Tilleran work. “So, Lieutenant, when do you think you may be finished here?”

“I don’t know,” Tilleran said, trying to stay clear of the field as Hartley rammed into it over and over again. “I’m having trouble isolating the DNA strand that’s causing this.”

“Oh, okay. I was just wondering…because, well…there’s a, you know, a…”

Suddenly the sounds of grunting and growling could be heard outside the runabout.

“Brains!” a voice that sounded quite a bit like Lt. Gellar’s said.

“We’ve got to hold them off!” Tilleran said. “Make sure the hatches are secure.”

“I already did,” Ford said. “They should hold out for a while–”

Suddenly the runabout shuddered.

“–unless they’ve found some kind of battering ram.”

“We need more time to study this thing. Get up to the cockpit and see if you can get the runabout’s phaser array working. If you set it on a wide beam you may be able to knock them all out at once.”

“I’m on it,” Ford said, ducking back into the cockpit.

“Hey, you know what?” Hartley asked sweetly as Tilleran studied the DNA scans.

“What?”

“I want your brain.”

“Yes, I know,” Tilleran sighed. “You’ve told me that several times now. And that’s all you seem to be thinking according to–”

Tilleran suddenly stumbled back as a wave of disorientation hit her.

‘Help me, Tilleran!’ a voice cried out in her mind.

“Megan?” Tilleran asked.

No, the f***ing tooth fairy. Who do you think it is?

“It’s you all right,” Tilleran said tiredly. “What are you doing in my mind?”

‘A little sightseeing, maybe have some dinner, catch a movie. OR MAYBE STOP A F***ING ALIEN PLAGUE!’

“Alien?” Tilleran asked. “Are aliens causing this thing?”

‘BINGO! You win the prize of the day. Cedran Two is not being threatened by internal forces, it’s being threatened by external ones.’

“But what kind of race is capable of this? Not one we’re familiar with.”

‘Two in a row! I think you’re on a roll.’

“So how do I stop it?”

‘You’re the science officer. You tell me!’

“Well, I have to isolate the proper DNA sequence so that I can design an enzyme to destroy it.”

‘Sounds like a plan. What about all those guys out there attacking us?’

“Oh, them,” Tilleran said, peering out the porthole. Phasers lashed out from the runabout, knocking the attacking zombies back; unfortunately, it seemed like the entire colony was advancing on the runabout. There were just too many attackers.

“Tilleran to Ford. How long do you think it would take to get this ship operational?”

“Are you kidding? Brian crashed it into a mountain, then into a building. We’re lucky the thing’s still in once piece.”

“Well, we have to get out of here before the colonists tear the ship apart.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

‘I can help you,’ Hartley said from within Tilleran’s mind.

“Of course,” Tilleran said. “You can tell me what I need to do to get the ship back up and running.”

‘Geeze, it’s the disembodied leading the stupid.’

“Hey, I’m a science officer. I’m not stupid. I just don’t know a lot about runabout mechanics.”

‘Well, it’s time to take a crash course.’

“If you’re going to do something, do it now!” Ford cried over the comm.

Tilleran ripped open a panel in the floor, where several conduits thrummed with power. “I’m working on it, Ford.”

‘You see that conduit there on the left? It was damaged in the crash. You have to replace it, then reconnect the power supply and reinitialize the warp core.’

“Sounds easy enough,” Tilleran said, climbing underneath the deckplates and ripping the piece of conduit out.

‘Hurry Tilleran. If I have to spend one more minute watching my body act like that, I’ll go nuts.’

“I’m working as fast as I can.”

“Can I have your brain?” Hartley asked, clawing at the containment field.

‘Will you please tell me to shut up! I’m about fed up with all this brain garbage.’

“Shut up, both of you!” Tilleran cried, yanking the plastic cover off the replacement conduit section and shoving it into place. “The conduit’s in place.”

‘Good. Now reconnect the power supply and reinitialize.’

Tilleran ran over to the wall panel and began tapping controls and yanking at isolinear chips. “Done and done.”

‘Now tell Ford to punch it!’

“Tilleran to Ford: GO!”

The Roanoake’s engine thrummed noisly as it struggled under the debris that it was trapped under.

Suddenly the zombies that were surrounding the ship fell back as it lurched out from under the building’s concrete supports.

“We did it, Megan!” Tilleran called out, holding on as the runabout swung around one of the side streets and thundered up into the sky.

‘Now what, Miss Smartypants?’

“Now we need to find a place where we can distribute my enzyme into the atmosphere once I have it developed.”

‘Might I make a suggestion?’



“The deuterium plant?” Ford asked, as he steered the Roanoake through the clouds above Cedran Two. “Are you sure about this, Tilleran?”

“Absolutely. The plant is equipped with an exaust filtration system that spreads filtered by-products into the sky. It’s an environmental safety device that can alter the chemical makeup of the exaust and convert it into a benign form.”

“I see. And how does that help us?”

“When the computer has finished creating an enzyme structure to fight this plague, I can use the equipment aboard the runabout in conjunction with the filtration system and spread the enzyme instantly into the Cedran atmosphere. It was actually Lt. Hartley’s suggestion.”

“Lt. Hartley’s suggestion? Isn’t she–”

“It would take too long to explain, but suffice it to say she’s inside my mind.”

“Inside your–you’ve got to be kidding!”

“She says to tell you you’re a numbskull,” Tilleran said. “And she wants you to speed up.”

“Far be it from me to disagree with Lt. Hartley’s conciousness,” Ford said, punching up the speed on the engines.



Ford looked around cautiously with his phaser rifle as he and Tilleran moved through the dark and empty plant.

“Wonder where everyone is?” Ford asked, shining the light mounted on his rifle on the giant generators that took up most of the space in the huge building.

“Probably out scaring up some brains,” Tilleran said. “Now hurry up. The filtration system should be just down this corridor.”

“Another suggestion from Lt. Hartley?”

“No, that one’s from Lt. Tilleran, smartass,” Tilleran snapped.

“So, do you think this enzyme will work?” Ford asked.

Tilleran shrugged, patting the science kit that was slung over her arm. “Don’t know. I guess we’ll find out.”

“If the Cedran colonists stay zombified I guess that’ll mean it didn’t work.”

“That’s just brilliant, Ford,” Tilleran said, pushing a set of heavy duranium doors open and stepping through into a room full of blinking lights.

“Is this it?” Ford asked, shining the light from his rifle around.

“Yeah, I think so,” Tilleran said, withdrawing her tricorder and scanning the equipment. “Yes, definitely. This is the place. But I’m going to have to restore power to the converters before I can start pumping out that enzyme.”

“Well, do it quick. Something tells me we don’t have much time till those insane colonists find us.”

“Just be patient,” Tilleran mumbled. “This stuff takes time.” Ford whistled nervously and stepped outside the room while Tilleran worked.

“Oh, take your time. For Pete’s sake, we have all the time in the–urk!”

“Ford?”

Suddenly Ford was tossed up against the back wall by an attacking colonist.

“Brains!” one of the zombies said, as he and hundreds of others plowed into the plant, ripping metal tubing off the walls and clubbing each other.

“We’ve got company!” Ford cried, firing his phaser rifle into the mass of zombies.

“Holy rings!” Tilleran cursed, attaching the enzyme replicator to the filtration system and adjusting some of the power circuits. “Just a few more seconds.”

“Tilleran…I don’t think we have a few more…a few more,” Ford stuttered.

“Ford, are you alright?” Tilleran asked worriedly as she worked.

“A few more BRAINS!” Ford cried, throwing down his phaser rifle and leading the zombies into the room.

“Damn!” Tilleran cried. “And then there was one.” Tilleran flipped the power converters on and set the discharge mechanism on full, adjusting the exaust systems flow valve so that some of it backed up into the room.

With a rush of air, the valve started pumping out the enzyme gas, both into the Cedran atmosphere and into the room.

“Does that help your moods any?” Tilleran asked, as the colonists advanced. The Betazoid ducked as a zombie lept towards her. “Obviously not! Tilleran to Roanoake. Computer, transport one now!”



Tilleran cursed to herself in Betazoid as she warmed up the Roanoake’s engines and gunned them.

“What went wrong!” she cried.

‘You must have miscalculated the dispersion of the enzyme,’ Hartley’s mind said. ‘Maybe you can distribute it in a different form.’

“What do you mean?” Tilleran asked, perplexed.

‘Ever seeded a cloud?’



Gellar, Ford, and the other zombies on Cedran Two ran through the streets, madly searching for the brains they held most dear, not realizing that each of them had a perfectly good brain to eat.

“Where are the brains?” Ford asked.

“Don’t know!” Gellar replied.

“What’s that?” a colonist asked.

Suddenly a grey object soared through the clouds, spreading some kind of tiny particles in its wake.

“Brains up there!” Ford cried.

“Can we get up there?” Gellar asked.

“Don’t think so,” Ford replied.



‘You’re doing it, Tilleran! It should rain any minute,’ Hartley’s mind said triumphantly.

Tilleran gave herself a mental pat on the back as she steered the Roanoake through the clouds. “Yeah. Guess we saved the day.”

‘Yep,’ Hartley said quietly in Tilleran’s mind.

Suddenly thunder cracked through the sky, as droplets of rain began to clatter against the front windows of the runabout.

“We did it!” Tillrean said, as the droplets of rain became a torrent.

‘Oh…Ariel,’ Harley’s voice said timidly. ‘…Did you set that containment field to cover the ceiling and the deck?’

“Of course not,” Tilleran said. “Why would I do that?”

‘Well, say you had an insane zombie girl in your containment field. Then suppose she watched you pull up the deck plates to fix the engines. Then suppose she had the…and I hesitate to use this term…brain of an engineer. And she knew how to squirm her way under the deck plates–’

“Hartley, what are you trying to–”

Suddenly the deck plating behind Tilleran ripped open. Lt. Hartley emerged with a wild, dazed look on her face.

“I used my brain!” Hartley cried, leaping on top of Tilleran and slamming her hands on the runabout’s helm controls at the same time.

‘Awful sorry about all this,’ Hartley said apologetically from inside Tilleran’s mind. ‘Guess we’re both pretty much screwed now, huh?’

“I’d say so,” Tilleran said, pushing Hartley into the bulkhead and grabbing the controls, pulling the Roanoake out of the dive Hartley had put them in. “Now I’m infected.”

‘I suggest you find some way to get wet damn quick,’ Hartley said.

Tilleran nodded. “I’m opening up the side hatch as soon as I–I…brains?”

Suddenly the hatch slid open, causing air to be sucked out of the compartment.

‘Fight it, damn you!’ Hartley cried in Tilleran’s mind, as visions of sugared brains danced in Tilleran’s head.

“I’m trying!” Tilleran cried, gripping her seat as the suction threatened to pull her out of it. Her mind kept turning to thoughts of brains. Nice, plump, juicy brains. Hot off the grill and covered in a succulent coat of honey mustard sauce…

‘I said fight it! What would Lwaxana Troi do if she was in this situation?’

Tilleran struggled with her thoughts as she struggled with the Roanoake’s controls. “She’d…she’d…she’d…eat brains?”

‘No, dammit! She’d use her superior mental capacity to fight this! She’d save the day no matter what the cause. I mean, she’s a daughter of the fifth house, holder of the sacred chalace of Ritz…’

“That’s Rixx, Hartley! The sacred chalace–” Tilleran squeezed her eyes shut as the runabout hurtled towards the ground, “The sacred chalace of brains!”

‘You have to fight this just a little longer. Pull us into a barrel roll…you’ve got to get the runabout on it’s side so the rain can come in through the hatch!’

“I’ve…got…to…” Tilleran said slowly, pushing the attitude control buttons.

“You’ve got to eat brains!” Hartley cried, slamming into Tilleran, knocking her right towards the open hatch.

Tilleran used her last ounce of control to grab onto the railing beside the hatch, holding with all her might as the air pressure tried to suck her out.

“Computer!” Tilleran cried, as the rain hit her and her sanity slowly began to return. “Level our descent and bring us to a safe landing!”

“Confirmed,” the computer announced.

“Confirm your brain!” Hartley shouted, slamming into Tilleran. Both officers flew out of the hatch as the runabout glided towards the surface of Cedran Two.

Hartley and Tilleran fell about six or seven meters and collided roughly with ground, rolling along a patch of grass near the center of town until their inertia finally subsided.

Tilleran sat up and rubbed a hand across her face as the rain poured down on her and Hartley, watching the Roanoake safely set down nearby.

Hartley sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Woah…I haven’t felt this disoriented since I drank that whole bottle of Bolian Brandy.”

Gellar and Ford ran up, flanked by several of the Cedran colonists.

“Are you guys okay?” Ford asked.

“Yeah, can someone tell me what’s happened here?” Gellar asked.

“I couldn’t tell you,” Tilleran said, looking up at the sky and opening her mouth, letting the drops of rain hit her tongue. “But I will say that it seriously affects this planet’s colony review report.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52678.1. We’ve arrived at Cedran Two to pick up Tilleran, Ford, Hartley and Gellar. And from what Tilleran told me over subspace, they have a hell of a lot to report.



“Evidently this alien species feeds on what we know as grey matter–the basic composition of our brains. They introduced this DNA strand into the colony’s atmosphere as a way to convert the entire population into food,” Tilleran said, wincing as Dr. Browning ran a scanner over her. “Hey, that tickles.”

“I know,” Browning said with a smile. “It’s just a precautionary measure to make sure you don’t have any trace of that wierd DNA in your system.”

Baxter ignored Browning and turned back to Tilleran. “So what about the rumors of government breakdown?”

“We obviously misinterpreted them. The Yridian that sold Starfleet Intelligence that information might have had an unreliable source.”

“Or there may still be some sort of infiltrator on staff at that colony,” Baxter said.

“Or worse, a changeling,” Browning said.

“Well,” Tilleran said, “that’s fine with me. I’d take either over a species that wants to turn me into brain stew and eat me for dinner.”

“Do we have any leads on the whereabouts of that species?” Baxter asked hopefully.

“Nope,” Tilleran said. “They’re probably not even humanoid. For all we know, they could be floating around in a nebula somewhere or something.”

“Oh well,” Baxter sighed. “I guess that’ll be a matter for some other starship to worry about. The point is, we got you guys back safe and you saved the Cedran colony.”

“And I take it you guys had equal success with the rash on Atapi Four?” Tilleran asked.

“Don’t you know?” Baxter asked. “I assumed you’d have already picked my brain by now.”

“Very funny,” Tilleran replied. “Really, what happened?”

“Well,” Baxter sighed, “the crew contracted the rash and we ended up burning out the replicators producing cortizone cream and cornstarch. So, in answer to your question, no, we didn’t have success at Atapi Four.”

“I figured as much.”

“You know our crew well, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, heading out of Sickbay.



When Ford arrived at his closet, the orb was waiting there, glowing at him disapprovingly.

‘What’s this brain stuff all about, Zachary?’

‘Funny story, actually.’

‘I am sure. You will tell me everything, after our daily chant. How does it go again?’

Ford sighed. “Hello my Starshine, my lovely Starshine! It’s great to see you, my lovely Starshine!”



Hartley poked her head inside Lt. Gellar’s quarters. “Brian?”

“Hi,” Gellar said dejectedly from the couch.

Hartley stepped inside, allowing the doors to close behind her. “What’s wrong with you? You look like you ate something that didn’t agree with you.”

Gellar swallowed hard and made an unpleasant face. “I did.”

“Oh, no,” Hartley said, trying to hide her amused expression. “You don’t mean…”

“Dr. Browning examined my stomach contents. I ate brains, Megan.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“There’s nothing you can say, Megan. I have to come to terms with the fact that I have the remnants of a human’s brain digesting in my stomach.”

“So did Dr. Browning suggest anything?”

“Well, she did suggest a nice kiante to wash it down with, but other than that, no.”

“So you’re just going to…”

“Let it come out the natural way? Yeah, I guess so.”

Hartley considered that a moment. “If it’s any consolation, I hear that brains are very high in protein.”

“…and if that’s not bad enough,” Gellar said, holding up his glass, “when I ordered a grape soda from the replicator, I got this big glass of cortizone cream.”

“Cute.”



NEXT:



When Captain Baxter runs into an old Starfleet Academy rival, he soon becomes embroiled in a bet to see which captain can captain the best. Will Baxter win, or will the Explorer win…uh, second…prize? Find out, in “FRIENDLY WAGERS!”
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The Pudding of Boredom



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52730. We’ve been stuck in the edge of the Beta Quadrant for the past six weeks cataloging stupid planets at the edge of known space. Waaaaaaaaaaaah!!! I’m bored!!! I mean, Kelly and I have done it every way possible! There’s nothing left to do! Arrrrrghhh! I think I’m going insane! The only location we haven’t done it is inside the freaking warp core!



Counselor’s Log,

Stardate 52735. I have to talk to Admiral McGrath about this assignment. Andy is growing more insane than usual, and I think J’hana is about to kill Ford very slowly and painfully over a period of a few days. We need something to stop the boredom of just doing nothing, over and over.



Chief Securiy Officer’s Log,

Stardate 52735. By the Hive Mother! That fwarking arrogant bastard Lt. Ford is going to drive me to kill him! He has made a pass at me every day for the past month! We have to get some shore leave so that I can kick his arrogant ass through the fwarking ground! Rrrrrrrrggggghhhhhhhhaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!!



Second Officer’s Log,

Stardate 52735. I believe that the crew of the Explorer is showing signs of adverse effects from the long assignment we are currently carrying out. I see no reason to be upset. There are many things to do on board the explorer. Just the other day I downloaded sixty card games from the main computer into my positronic net. I have been working on discovering strategies for winning all of the time. I also have been working on playing as many as possible at the same time. I am up to thirty-seven, while piloting the ship. I have also begun a penguin sculpture. I intend to finish it by the end of this assignment.



First Officer’s Log,

Stardate 52735. The entire crew (with the possible exception of Larkin) is being bored out of their skulls with this tedious, useless assignment. I would be too, except for the fact that I have discovered a new way to make coffee that gives twice the flavor and caffeine, while letting me go to the bathroom only half as often! It’s wonderful! Plus, it’s naturally sweet, so I only have to add one sugar to get the huge sugar rush! Yahoo! I almost, nah, I couldn’t be happy.



Chief Medical Officer’s Log,

Stardate 52735. I must say, I don’t see what the crew’s problem is. I mean, we’ve got plenty of food, and with food, who could be bored? Not me. That’s for sure. Anyway, I’ve been thinking about the wedding, and I can’t decide whether I want Chris to make the sculpture out of chopped liver, or hamburger meat. If he does it with hamburger meat, we can have J’hana cook it for us with her phaser. Then, we don’t have to worry about a caterer. But, hamburgers are not really wedding food…



Chief Science Officer’s Log,

Stardate 52735. Lately, the science department has just been swamped with work that means absolutely nothing. To add to that, the crew is going stir crazy, and I can’t shut it out! I’m going insane! MWHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHHAHAHA!!!!!!!



Chief Transporter Officer’s Log,

Stardate 52735. I’ve been catching up on my reading (i.e. the senior officer’s personal logs) and have discovered a rather interesting fact. The entire crew is bored. Totally so. I have a solution. A solution that will teach the entire command crew to finally respect me. Well, maybe. Either way, it’s gonna be fun. Yay!



Captain Andy Baxter was bored. Really bored. Not like bored in social studies class. Really, totally bored. Like, bored. As in so bored he wanted someone to drill a hole in his head to let the boredom out. Bored like that, except maybe more so.

He was sitting in his chair, on the bridge of the Explorer, looking out at the viewscreen. On the viewscreen, was nothing. A great, big nothing. The expanse of nothing at the edge of the Beta Quadrant was enough to drive anyone insane. Except maybe some people in his crew who were already there.

“So, J’hana, what are you doing Friday night at eighteen hundred hours?” asked Lieutennant Zack Ford. “Cause if you’re not doing anything…”

Baxter was again amazed. Well, sort of. Ever since his encounter with the Starshine Kids, he had been a changed man. But this assignment had brought out the old Ford.

J’hana screamed. “Aaaaaarrrrrggggghhhhh!!!!! Captain! May I please have permission to shoot him??? Pleeeease??”

Ford turned around, supremely confident. He knew that Baxter would never allow J’hana to shoot another member of the crew. Right?

“I know what you’re thinking, Mr. Ford, and you’re wrong,” said Baxter, smiling. “You’ve been annoying everyone. J’hana, maximum stun.”

Ford gaped at Baxter, then J’hana. “Yes SIR,” agreed J’hana. “May you have nightmares of horrible pain and suffering!!!” she screamed as she shot him three times in the chest, twice in the head, and once in the crotch. The bridge crew applauded.

“J’hana! I said you could shoot him, but not like that! Once would have been enough.”

“Yes captain. But you must admit, he deserved it. And I wanted him to remember it. For a long time,” she said. The crew applauded again.

“Captain,” said Conway from Baxter’s right. “Might I broadcast the good news to the ship?” More applause.

Baxter sighed. “All right. J’hana, no good deed goes unpunished, though.” J’hana groaned. “You have to take Ford to sickbay. Tilleran, call up a replacement for J’hana until she gets back. Now hop to it!” The crew groaned at the use of Baxter’s would-be catch phrase. “What? Get going! And Larkin, please pay attention to the helm.”

“Always captain. I actually am diverting a full five percent of my total processing power to the helm, which is still ten times that of a normal human brain.”

“And what, might I ask, are you doing with the other–” Baxter paused a moment as he consulted his terminal. “–ninety-five percent of your brain? Card games?”

Larkin nodded. “Yes captain. I downloaded sixty card games into my brain from the computer and have been working on learning and mastering them. I hope to possibly hold a tournament of gin rummy.”

Baxter shifted in his seat as he imagined the crew of the Explorer in the auditorium, all playing gin rummy according to different rules, starting fights…it was too horrible to contemplate. “Maybe that’s not such a good idea,” he said.

Larkin just nodded.



Janice Browning was just finishing her mid-morning post-breakfast pre pre-lunch snack of an omlette. She was chewing the last bits of the mushroom and cheese omlette when J’hana walked in, casually dragging a rope behind her. Attached to the other end of the rope by his ankles was Lt. Ford. He was unconscious, and his uniform was phaser burned in many places. Including, the doctor noticed with a wince, the groin.

J’hana finished dragging Ford into sickbay. The doors closed, and she grabbed Ford by the hair and hauled him onto the main biobed. “He’s all yours, Doctor.”

Nurse Holly Carter walked in from the lab, Crewman Dean Wilcox close behind. She saw Ford and ran over to him. “Oh my god! This man has six severe phaser burns! He’s going into shock! Doctor Browning, I need a hand!”

Wilcox walked over to Ford, pointed to his chest and said happily, “Faze ur? Faze ur! Fazeur, Humma! Weeeeeeeee!”

“Yes, Dean,” said Carter. “Phaser. It’s not funny, though.”

“Phaser fun Humma! Woohoo!”

Browning walked over to Ford and scanned him with a tricorder. J’hana, what happened to him? He’s got third degree burns all over his body! From what this thing says,” she said, pointing at the tricorder, “his wounds were caused by a Starfleet standard issue type one phaser, of the kind you keep concealed in your pocket. Did you shoot him?”

J’hana looked at the ground in mock shame as she replied. “Well, he was hitting on me, again, and I just got fed up and asked the captain if I could shoot him, and the captain said yes. So I did. Didn’t you hear the announcement?”

At that moment, Commander Conway’s voice came over the ship’s comm system. “This is Commander Conway. I would just like you all to know that J’hana has shot Lt. Ford for being an asshole.” A deafening cheer rocked the ship off course. “Unfortunately, he was not killed, or severely injured. Only stunned.” At this, the entire ship groaned. “But you will be happy to know that he is in sickbay recovering if any of the crew should wish to taunt him. He will be under a restraint forcefield for the remainder of this mission because he is an asshole, and due to that fact, will not be able to hurt you for teasing him.” More cheers. “That is all. Have a nice day.”

Browning giggled. “All right, Holly, you patch him up. I’m going to go get the forcefield ready.”

J’hana left sickbay smiling.



Maniacal laughter echoed through Holodeck 4 as Megan Hartley continued to write a holodeck program that would end all this boredom. She giggled as she decided to move the obstacle course to the other side of the large blue-and-white tiled room she had created. Yes, she thought, giggling happily. That would go there perfectly over there with the dunk tanks. She collapsed in a fit of laughter.

She decided that she needed to confide in someone about her plans. She wouldn’t be able to finish this alone. She was running out of ideas. She needed someone creative, who had a lot of time on their hands. She giggled again. She knew. “Computer {giggle} save {giggle} program {giggle giggle giggle giggle} and exit!” she finished as she collapsed in another fit of laughter. It would be such fun!



The Constellation Cafe was empty. Mirk sat behind the bar, aimlessly watching as two water glasses flew around in circles around each other. He was utterly bored. Nobody had come to the Cafe in days. And the holodecks were constantly full, and booked for weeks. He had no idea of what to do except use his powers to hurl stuff around the room. Megan Hartley walked through the doors, and the two glasses promptly collided in midair, shattering.

Hartley was giggling uncontrollably as she sat down at the bar. “Hey Mirk. How ’bout a drink?” she asked, giggling.

“Sure, Megan. What’ll it be? How about something to calm you down? A little Bajoran root tea, maybe?”

“Perfect.” She sipped the hot drink, and slowly her giggles diminished. She drained the cup and adressed Mirk seriously.

“Thanks a lot. I’ve come to ask if you would want to, um, help me with something. Something to alleviate boredom. Want to try?”

“Anything to get out of this ghost town. Computer: Activate Emergency Bartender Hologram.”

The balding man wearing an old style starfleet uniform did not appear, much to their surprise. Instead, a young man with blond hair and a rather chipper demeanor appeared. “Hello! I am the new Emergency Bartender Hologram, mark II. So. Who needs a drink?”

“Um, could you just stay here and watch the bar for me? I’ll be back later. Thanks,” tossed back Mirk as he walked out the door.

The EBH looked around, and sat down. He noticed some broken glass in the dining room. “Humph. I wonder where that came from. Better clean it up.”



Hartley and Mirk walked toward the turbolift. The doors opened and Conway stepped out. “Going somewhere?” he asked.

“Oh, just to the arboretum. Mirk wanted to show me a plant he saw there last night. Right Mirk?” She elbowed him in the chest.

“Uh, ow, right. Yeah, I saw a nice plant that I wanted to show Megan. We were just going there now. Heh, heh.” Mirk shifted uneasily.

Conway gulped some of his coffee. “Whatever. Aaaaaaaiiiiiieeeeeeeeeee!!!! Ow, f***!!!” he screeched, hopping down the corridor as Hartley giggled, having “accidently” knocked his coffee into his crotch. Mirk almost felt sorry for him.

Mirk and Hartley walked into the turbolift. “Computer; lock doors and halt lift. Now Mirk, there’s one more thing I have to do. You go to Holodeck Four and wait there. I’ll be down in a few minutes. Computer; unlock doors. Deck seven, deck one.”



Two minutes later, Megan walked out onto the bridge. She walked over to Tilleran. “Hey Ariel. Busy?”

Tilleran looked up. “Me? Busy? At a time like this?” Her voice was drenched in sarcasm. “Not really. What do you want?”

“Well, I was wondering if the captain would let you take the rest of the shift off.”

She shook her head. “Well, Megan, who do you ask for that? Me? Duh! Talk to the captain.”

Hartley walked over to Baxter. “Captain, would you possibly let me borrow Lt. Tilleran for a little while? I have a project that might make everybody feel a bit better.” She giggled. Mirk’s tea was wearing off.

Baxter looked around. “Well Hartley, it doesn’t look like we have much to do here. Take good care of her. Have fun!” With that, Baxter fell asleep in his chair. Peterman yawned.



On the Holodeck, Mirk turned around as the doors parted to admit Tilleran and Hartley. Hartley went to the control panel and tapped away while Mirk and Ariel talked.

“What do you think is going on here?” whispered Mirk to Tilleran.

“How should I know?”

“You’re the telepath.”

“Oh. Yeah, right. Um, I’m getting a lot. She’s planning something, she’s insane, she’s–”

“Did you say INSANE??? By the Directors!” Mirk practically shouted at Tilleran.

“Shut up!” said Tilleran in the loudest whisper she could muster. “She’ll hear!”

“Too late! I already did!” said Hartley, turning from the panel. I’m insane? Oh well. {giggle} I’ve got the idea that will get rid of all this boredom! We’re gonna pit the command crew against each other in a three on three battle to the–”

“Death?” suggested Mirk.

“No, silly!” laughed Hartley. “Computer; Activate program Hartley omega seven. Lady and gentleman, I present some twentieth century game show whose name I don’t remember!” Suddenly the trio was in a large blue and white tiled room. All around the room were strange looking things and/or machines, many of which had some goopy looking substance suspended over some platform. “I propose to lock the crew in here, with one objective: to score as many points as possible by completing events before the other team!”

“Hartley, you are insane. But it might be entertaining. Let me guess; at some point, that goopy stuff comes pouring down on one of the command crew?”

“Yeah! Isn’t it great? And we can broadcast it to the whole crew! What a laugh! Now, I think its a little sparse. What else do you think we should do? Here,” she said, handing them each a padd. “These are the obstacles and their objectives. Can you come up with anything new?”

Mirk laughed. “Are you kidding?”

The three spent the rest of the week planning the “surprise” for the command crew.



“WHAT DO YOU MEAN IT’S BORING?????” screamed Kelly Peterman as she beat Baxter with her pillow.

“Weww,” he said, spitting out feathers, “Ith juf tha weef dunn ith in efry way I can fink off…juf a thecond.” He spit out the remaining feathers and confiscated the pillow. “I mean, we’ve done it all the possible ways, and some of the impossible ones…We need something new. Take a bath?”

“No.”

“Go swimming?”

“Holodecks are booked for six months.”

“Even for the captain?”

“It’s in the rules. You can’t change other people’s holodeck appointmentsjust because you’re the captain. It’s not fair to the crew.”

“Then Kelly, there’s only one thing left…”



Chris Richards finished lacing up his bowling shoes and stood up. He fell down. After a few tries, he managed to stay upright. Janice, he noticed, was perfectly stable. With high heels. Wow, he thought. No wonder I’m marrying her.

Andy Baxter wasn’t doing much better. He was halfway down the lane, slipping and sliding on the waxed floor. Kelly ran after him, utterly stable. She caught him and dragged him back, growling. “I don’t see why we had to do this. I hate bowling. I think it’s a really stupid sport. It has no point.”

Baxter looked up at Richards with a look that said “Please help me. I’m going to be chewed into pieces and spit out by my girlfriend.”

Halfway through the game, Peterman and Baxter were still fighting.

“What do you mean, a 7-10 split is different from an 8-10 split? They’re the exact same shot, except for the fact that one pin is slightly to the left on the first one. Why didn’t you get that?”

“Because I suck at bowling and I should never have let you talk me into this!” And with that she stormed out of the bowling alley.

“She’s acting like such a bitch. All I wanted was to have a little fun and she f***s it all up. Just great. I’m outta here.” And Chris and Janice were alone.

“Hey, Chris,” said Janice as she tossed the ball effortlessly down the lane. It rolled to a halt halfway down. “Oops. Guess I need to work on my bowling, huh. Anyway, I was thinking. Maybe if we made that sculpture that we were talking about out of hamburger meat, J’hana could zap it with her phaser and we could have hamburgers for the wedding dinner. Or do you think that hamburgers are too informal?”

“SHUT UP JANICE!!! YOU JUST F***ED UP MY STRIKE! NOW MY SCORE JUST DROPPED FIFTEEN POINTS!! AND NO THAT’S A STUPID IDEA!” screamed Richards. He was rather pissed. Browning couldn’t figure out why.

“What do you mean a ‘stupid idea’? Huh? Are you insulting me?”

“Yeah! With you it’s always food this and food that! I hate it. I’m calling off the wedding until further notice!”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

“Fine!”

“Fine!”

And with that, they both stormed out of the alley.



Hartley grinned as Tilleran told her the news. “Perfect!” she giggled, as she finished off the game. “Now the couples are fighting, so this will be even better. And J’hana and Conway are always pissed at each other, so it’s already good there. Now to get them down here…”

Tilleran tapped her comm badge and said “Computer; Please summon Captain Baxter, Counselor Peterman, Doctor Browning, Chief Richards, Chief J’hana and Commander Conway to Holodeck Four. Anonymous message, please.”

The computer beeped obligingly. “Now all we have to do is get out of here,” giggled Hartley. The trio bolted from the Holodeck, straight for the Arboretum, where Hartley had a couch, viewer and replicator set up.



As soon as the last person who happened to be Browning walked in, just finishing a meatball hero, the doors closed behind her and the blue-and-white tiled room appeared. A face appeared in midair. It was…yellow?

“Hello everybody!” said the face, cheerily, but with a queer accent.

“Hi…Dr. Nick,” responded Baxter, reading the name tag under the face.

“You’re all probably wondering why you’re here. Due to the temporary insanity of one of your crew members, you’re stuck here until one of you completes these obstacles! Isn’t that great?” Suddenly the obstacles appeared all over the room. “You will be divided into two teams, the guys versus the girls. Whoever gets the most points, wins!”

“And what does the winner get?” growled J’hana.

“The winning team gets to torture the losing team, and since you all hate each other right now, you’ll love it!”

“And what if we don’t want to participate?” asked Conway.

“Then the program will change to a room filled with angry Borg, each of whom is trying to rip off your head and stuff it full of nanoprobes! And I’ll turn off the safeties! But don’t worry, I’m a doctor.”

Conway thought he recognized the face from some 20th century television show, nah. It couldn’t be. Nobody had watched The Simpsons in over three hundred years.

“When can we leave?” asked Baxter.

“When you finish. Not before,” replied Dr. Nick.

“Are you really a doctor?” asked Browning.

“Shut up Janice,” said Richards through gritted teeth.

“Fine, fine.”

“So, do we do it Captain?” asked Peterman, making faces at Baxter.

Baxter sighed, realizing that this WOULD be interesting, to say the least…

“Yes,” interjected Conway. “Prepare to die, ladies.”

J’hana growled. Peterman growled. Browning giggled. All three men growled.

“All right,” said Dr. Nick. “The first event is: The Dunk Tanks. Two people from each team go up. The object is to dunk the two people from the opposing team by throwing these balls at that target.” He indicated two large baskets of baseballs. “Whichever team gets dunked first gets covered in rice pudding and loses the match. Isn’t that fun? Oh, and if nobody has been dunked in thirty seconds, you all lose!

The teams huddled and decided that J’hana and Richards would throw. Conway and Baxter sat above the pudding,unable to look down. “Do you think he’ll do it?” whispered Conway, indicating Richards preparing to try and dunk his girlfriend.

“I hope so. Otherwise, it’s our asses,” replied Baxter. “And when I find out who did this, it’ll be their ass too.”

“Are we all ready?” asked Dr. Nick. Upon acknowledgement, he counted down. “Three, two, one, go!”

And the terror began.



On the bridge, Larkin and the newly recovered Ford watched the spectacle unfolding on the viewscreen. Larkin watched impassively, as always. Ford, on the other hand…

“Hahahahahahahahahahahaha!!!! They’re gonna get dunked! Conway and Baxter have no chance!! Hahahahahaha!!!”



In sickbay, Nurse Holly Carter and Crewman Dean Wilcox were watching as well. In fact the whole ship was watching. Dean was not getting it. “Wha go on, Humma?”

Holly was amazed at his progress. He was almost forming coherent sentences. He did have the intellect of an eighteen month old baby, but she had read about eighteen month old babies who could speak and read quite well. She proceeded to explain to Dean everything she could discern about what was going on. In between laughing histerically and making fun of the command crew.



In the Arboretum, Tilleran, Mirk and Hartley were laughing uncontrollably. Peterman was hurling insults at Richards and elbowing Browning to do the same. Baxter and Conway were another story. The two looked about ready to wet their pants. Baxter had his eyes close most of the way, concentrating on the clock ticking down his seconds left to be clean (if J’hana didn’t deprive him of that sooner) and looked as if he was praying for Richards. Conway was just sitting there, eyes wide open with fright, staring at J’hana hurling balls at the target. The trio was sent into another wave of laughter.



Commander David Conway was terrified. He was about to be dunked in a vat of rice pudding and it was all Baxter’s fault. He didn’t know why, it just was. It consoled him, however little, to know that Baxter was even worse. Then he looked over at Peterman and Browning. They were completely unafraid, and hurling insults and taunts at Richards. Richards threw—and missed. By about six feet. Conway shuddered.



Peterman was totally unafraid, and inwardly laughing at her commanding officers over the other dunk tank. But outwardly, she concentrated on insulting Richards for all she was worth. It was working. He was faltering. They would survive this round.



J’hana decided that she had toyed with Conway and Baxter enough. She threw the ball straight and true, and with two seconds left, plunged them into rice pudding. Score one for the girls.



Baxter was concentrating on the clock when he saw J’hana pause for a moment. He looked at her. That was a mistake. Because he saw it coming. She threw and time slowed to a stop. The ball flew slowly through the air, straight and true to the target. Baxter emitted a brief scream before being plunged into thick, goopy rice pudding. And this was a new uniform, too. Damn.



Peterman and Browning and J’hana all did a little victory dance and laughed as Baxter and Conway climbed out of the vat of pudding. They were both dripping globs of it as the walked over to Richards and hurled the stuff at him. Poor guy.



“All right everybody! Wasn’t that fun?” asked the disembodied Dr. Nick, to the grumbles of the men. “All right, whatever. Next up, a chance for revenge! One on one pie wrestling! The contestants are,” and a drumroll sounded in the background “Richards and Browning! Now it’s your turn to get dirty!”

Browning was confused. “Hey, Dr. Nick. What’s pie wrestling?”

“Well, it’s just like mud wrestling, except you do it in a giant pie. I believe today’s selection is blueberry with whipped cream.”

“Yummy!” screamed Browning as she ran off to the giant pie. The rest of the group followed.

“Now,” said Dr. Nick, “You know the rules, I think, because if I’m not mistaken you had a bout with it last year sometime…”

“Hey, mister, that was me. And it wasn’t my fault!”

In the Arboretum, Mirk threw popcorn at the screen. “Oh yeah? It was your idea you show stealing bitch!!!”

“Shhh, Mirk, we’re trying to watch,” giggled Hartley.

Back in the Holodeck, Richards stepped gingerly into the pie, having decided not to remove his uniform. Browning followed suit, and him into the pie.

Dr. Nick explained the rules. “You have two minutes to pin your opponent. When they are pinned for a count of three, you win. Any questions?”

Richards raised his hand. “Yeah, one. What happens after two minutes? And what if I don’t want to pin my girlfriend in a blueberry pie? And why do we have to do it in a blueberry pie? Why not just plain wrestling?”

The entire crew laughed at Richards. On the bridge, Larkin imitated Ford and threw popcorn at the screen. “What a wuss,” taunted Ford.

Doctor Nick just smiled. “Well, for starters, that’s three questions. Second, you both lose and nobody gets the point. Third, too bad. And lastly, because it’s funnier.”

“Funnier to who?” asked all six combatants in unison.

“Why, don’t you know whose gift to you this is? Lieutennant Megan Hartley programmed this, along with Mr. Mirk and Lieutennant Ariel Tilleran. Don’t you like it? It’s a cure for boredom!”



In the arboretum, Tilleran and Mirk both dumped their drinks on Hartley’s head. “Why did you program that into it??? Now they’re gonna kill us all!!!” screamed Tilleran.

“Easy, guys. They’re not gonna kill us. We’ve done the crew a {giggle} favor! I mean, what’s the worst that could happen?”



Richards and Browning circled around the pie. Richards attacked first, coming in fast. He grabbed her arm and attempted a judo-style flip, but Browning anticipated it and used his own momentum to hurl him facedown in the pie. Now Richards was half coated with bluberries and whipped cream, while Browning merely had dirtied her boots and pants legs. Richards decided to change that. He circled, came in backwards and pulled Browning forward. She had not expected this and pitched forward. She took Richards with her and they went down in a tangle of arms and legs and pie. They rolled, grappling for the upper hand, but the best they could get was on the side. Browning punched Richards in the face. He punched her in the stomach. Knee in his groin. Kick in her shins. After about a minute and a half of tussling, Richards finally managed to pin Browning and score a point for the guys. Now all three were dripping stuff to the ground, and creating quite a puddle.



“Ready for your next one?” asked Dr. Nick.

“Already?” said Richards, spitting out a blueberry.

“Yes, already. Next is a trivia contest. Of course, there is a victim. For the girls, Peterman. For the guys, Baxter. You two go stand in those bowls over there,” he said, indicating a pair of bowls next to each other with a pair of podiums facing them. “Now the remaining members” he continued “of each team will stand at the podium facing your teammate. It’s simple. I ask a question. Whoever answers correctly first gets a point and the satisfaction of watching your opponent being drenched with chocolate sauce. At the end, whoever has the most points, wins. And of course, if you both get it wrong, both your teammates get it and nobody gets a point. In the event of a tie, whichever team member looks more forlorn covered in chocolate gets the point. Let’s go!”

Baxter and Peterman groaned as they walked over to the oversized bowls. Peterman sat down and started making obscene gestures at Baxter. He just sighed.



In the Arboretum, Hartley thought evil messy thoughts. Tilleran shared them. Mirk just laughed.



On the bridge, Ford was on the floor convulsing with laughter. Larkin was attempting to beat a particulary tricky game of canasta while piloting the ship and attempting to break open the holodeck. Gellar had arrived on the bridge a few minutes ago, partially for the bigger screen, partially to try and find out who had written the program. In between keystrokes he alternated between laughing at Ford and the command crew.



On the Holodeck, Richards and Conway were dying.

“Exactly right, Counselor. The score is: Girls, seven, boys, zero.” Dr. Nick smiled. “Next question: For how many hours is the sauce for Smothered Nerflat simmered?”

J’hana thought for a split second, and viciously slammed her hand on the buzzer. “It is a trick question!” she screamed. “There is no such dish as Smothered Nerflat! Ha! We win!!!”

Dr. Nick confirmed her answer. Richards sighed. Conway giggled. Baxter whimpered, then smiled as yet another wave of chocolate sauce came crashing down.



In engineering, the entire staff was staring at the master systems display. Normally displaying a cutaway schematic of the ship, it had been reconfigured to show the scene unfolding on the holodeck. Saral was passing through at the moment Peterman and Baxter were climbing into the bowls. She looked at the screen for a moment, wondered why the crew was so interested, and then realized when a wave of chocolate sauce hit Baxter. The expression on his face was barely visible, and it was one of mild amusement. (?) She decided to stay and watch, and set out in search of a chair.



Captain Baxter was practically laughing out loud. His team had not answered one question correctly. He had to get Richards and Conway to study trivia. On the other hand, Browning knew the answers to almost all the questions. Richards was gaping at her and Conway was erupting in peals of laughter after every single question. Baxter reminded himself to delete some of Conway’s coffee recipies when he got out–another wave of chocolate. Baxter smiled. At least it tasted good.

Dr. Nick would have laughed had he not been an emotionless computer program. As it was, he continued. “All right! We’ve got three more questions. One: Who won the 2009 Daytona–”

Conway rang in before Dr. Nick finished. “Ooooh! I know this!! It was Csaba Csere, the editor of Car and Driver. That year the race was journalists only because they had no money. It was a publicity stunt!! Ha!! Yes, I’ve got it!!! WOOHOO ALL RIGHT YEAH!!!!!!”

“–Ohio cornhusking contest?” finished Dr. Nick.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!” came the scream of anguish from Conway.

Browning giggled and calmly pressed her signal button. “The winner of the 2009 Daytona, Ohio cornhusking contest was Carol Browning, my very distantly related grandmother. Right?” Dr. Nick nodded. “Yippee!!!”

Baxter laughed again. Peterman was insulting his mother (again?) and Richards was crying. Conway seemed to be undecided and was alternately sobbing and laughing at Baxter. They were indeed a sorry bunch.

“Well everybody, it’s over. And the winner is…The ladies! Doctor, do you know every trivia question in the database?”

Browning blushed under the blueberry sauce. “Well, I do like to, um, brush up every once in a while…”

Dr. Nick shook his disembodied head. “Well anyway, the score is girls two, boys one. Next event!” Everybody on the holodeck groaned. The ship cheered. “Now, we’ll have a simple contest. Whoever can hit Counselor Peterman the most times with pies wins!”

“What the f***?!? Why me?” screeched Peterman. “What about J’hana? Huh? Why not one of the guys? Waaaaaaaaaa!” she wailed as two holographic security officers materialized and dragged her to a chair with a target painted behind where Peterman’s head would go. They strapped her down and immobilized her head. Baxter chuckled as a table appeared eight feet from Peterman.

“So, Counselor,” asked Dr. Nick. “What kind of pies would you like to be slathered with? Hmmmmm?”



In the Arboretum, Lt. Hartley giggled and tapped in some instructions on a padd. Tilleran and Mirk looked over her shoulder and laughed. On the screen, Peterman whimpered.



On the table, five groups of pies appeared. “Okay, you all get two throws at a time, and you each get two turns. You have to stand behind this line,” and he indicated a line drawn on the floor about six feet in front of Peterman, who whimpered again. “You have your choice of pies, now that the programmer has indicated to me to not allow Peterman to choose. Captain Baxter, you may begin. The object is to hit her. You get one point for a hit, and two for a bull’s eye, meaning right in the face. Good luck.” Baxter walked over to the table of pies and appraised the available armaments. He saw chocolate cream, lemon merangue, banana cream, plain whipped cream and strawberry-rhubarb. He considered his choices very carefully, then selected a lemon-merangue and a strawberry-rhubarb. He stepped up to the line, looked at Peterman with an ‘I’m so sorry’ look in his eyes, and threw. The strawberry-rhubarb missed her head, splatting against her left leg. She moaned as she felt the pie ooze down her leg. Baxter groaned and threw. This time it impacted her right shoulder.

“Next up, J’hana!” cried Dr. Nick. The crew was in uproars. J’hana selected two chocolate cream pies, and threw. The first was a clean miss. “Fwark these damn inaccurate pies!” she yelled as she hurled the second directly at Peterman’s stomach. Clean hit.

Richards came up next. He selected a plain whipped cream and a strawberry-rhubarb. The strawberry-rhubarb missed, but the whipped cream was a bull’s eye. Peterman whimpered yet again as she licked the whipped cream from around her mouth.



In the Arboretum, Hartley, Tilleran and Mirk were on the floor laughing. Tilleran was laughing the hardest, because she knew what was going on in Peterman’s mind. She was ENJOYING herself, for gods’ sake. Tilleran thought this was hillarious, and shared the knowledge. They laughed harder.



On the bridge, Gellar had abandoned his efforts to find the perpetrator of the program, and had joined Ford rolling on the floor laughing. Larkin mentally shook her head and continued trying passwords to the holodeck. She also changed course to avoid an asteroid that had gone astray from it’s normal course and won the pesky game of canasta.



On the holodeck, Richards finished throwing pies. “All right,” said Dr. Nick, “The score is as follows: Boys: four, Girls, one. Next up, Doctor Browning!”

Browning selected two plain whipped cream pies, hoping that Richards’ success with the same type of pie would carry through. It did. The crew cheered as Browning hit Peterman directly in the face with two pies. Peterman giggled, then whimpered when the pies fell off her face. She didn’t want the crew to realize the fact that she was {gasp} enjoying herself. God, she thought, I don’t get it. This should be unpleasant, but I like it. I wonder what Andy’s thinking…

“And last, we have Commander Conway. You’re behind by one! Good luck!”

The crew collectively hurled popcorn at their screens and booed Conway. On the bridge, Larkin brushed popcorn off her console and continued working. And the band played on… ____________________________________________________________________ -Author’s note: That last line was unintended, and unremovable. I -apologize for any inconvinience it may have caused. Good night. And may -you never find a live tribble in your soup. Unless you’re having live -tribble soup. In which case, may you find living and tasty tribbles all -over. Thank you. ____________________________________________________________________



Back on the holodeck, Commander Conway steadied his shaking lemon merangue pie. He breathed deeply, stopping twice to choke from bits of rice pudding that remained on his face and uniform. He said to himself, “Come on, David. You can do it. Just hit her in the face. You hate the dog, just imagine it just bit you. That’s it.” He threw.

Peterman laughed. “You suck Conway!!! You couldn’t hit a f***ing barn door! Hahahaha!!! You couldn’t hit Ford in the ass if he was two feet away from

you! F*** you and your f***ing pies! Hahahahaha!!–”

Peterman’s laughing was cut short by an adeptly thrown whipped cream pie in the face. Conway bowed. The crew booed. Peterman was released, covered in pies. She walked over to the table, selected a bananna cream pie and creamed Conway. “Take that, f***er!” she cried, and ran over to her group.

“Well well, a nice comeback by the boys,” said Dr. Nick. The crew booed some more. “One more event and you’re done. What to pick, what to pick. I think that you guys will brave the Obstacle course of Doom!!! Buwhahahahahaha!!!! But first, you get a five minute break. Ta!” and with that he was gone.

“Well ladies,” Baxter said cockily. “It seems that the scent of defeat looms before you. Are you ready to surrender or will you take this to the end?” Conway chuckled.

Surprisingly, Browning answered. “Surrender? Never! We’ll never admit defeat to you insensitive male jerks! I’m hungry. When do we eat?”



On the bridge, Larkin came across something interesting. There was a deeply buried signature in the program. She went after it. Gellar and Ford continued rolling around on the floor.



In engineering, the whole crew was in an uproar. Everyone had dispersed to smaller monitors, so as to have more room to roll on the floor laughing. Saral was on the verge of losing her control and laughing out loud, but strangely enough, she could not pull herself away.



In sickbay, Nurse Carter and Crewman Wilcox were watching and laughing too. Dean laughed and pointed at Peterman. “Humma, look! Kelly get pie! Funny! Funny like phaser! Phaser, weeeeeee!!!”

Carter laughed and agreed. “Yeah, it’s a riot!” With that, she collapsed, laughing.



AND NOW, AN…UM…INTERESTING INTERLUDE SOMEWHERE ELSE.



USS EXPLORER UNKNOWN ALTERNATE UNIVERSE



Captain Dean Wilcox was very bored. Counselor Claire Webber was also bored. Doctor Ian Woodall was having erotic sex with his chief nurse, Ensign J’hana in the middle of a large blueberry pie on the holodeck as Transporter Chief David Conway looked on, for no apparent reason.

Chief Engineer Megan Hartley looked at the schematic handed to her by her assistant, Janice Browning. Actually, she looked at Browning’s reflection in the padd, and wondered if Browning was gay too, and if so, would she like to go out sometime? Nah, she thought. Probably not. But she’s sooooooo fine…

In the Arboretum, Chief Inventory Officer Jean-Luc Picard struggled to pick up a large potted plant to look at the tag on the bottom. Next door in the science lab, Chief Science Officer Kris Larkin studied a culture of bacteria while wondering aimlessly if pilot Chris Richards’ story about an android he built in her image was true. She also contemplated asking him out.

Admiral Zack Ford slept quietly in his VIP quarters, dreaming wonderful dreams about having sex with the chief engineer. In his sleep, he decided to make a pass at her the next time he got the chance.

Bartender Chris Richards fielded a drink order from Mirk, the chief of Stellar Cartography. A huge slimy slug by the name of Shar Lana sat in the corner. He (it?) looked very depressed. Richards walked over. “What’s wrong, Shar?”

“Well, Chris, I’m kinda depressed. I mean, how would you feel if every eighty years you had to have an operation to put a new Trill inside of you? I mean, what’s the point if you have a beautiful woman inside you, who is vital to your life, but you can’t even have sex with her? I’m off to find an airlock.”

Boy, thought Richards. That symbiont needs a vacation.

Lieutennant Commander Saral sat at her post at ops on the bridge, and stared at the viewscreen. She promptly died of boredom.

And on Holodeck four, Crewman Andy Baxter quietly giggled as he programmed a blue and white tiled room…



AND NOW WE RETURN TO OUR REGULARLY SCHEDULED PROGRAM.



“So here’s the deal,” said Dr. Nick. “You go through the course in tag-team style, each team running to complete the course before their opponents. In each obstacle, you have to find a red flag. When you do, you tag your teammate and head to the next obstacle to await your teammate. You each get to go twice. Lt. J’hana and Commander Conway will start for their respective teams. Ready, set, go!”

Conway looked at his first obstacle. It seemed simple enough. A large metal box with a cord coming out of it and an X on the ground. He stood on the X and pulled the cord. A cascade of green slimy stuff came pouring down and…

…J’hana cursed as the wave of green crap came pouring down on her nice crisp uniform. She searched frantically through the puddle coming up with nothing. Then she saw Conway racing on to the next obstacle, slipping and sliding all over the place. She realized where the flag was…

…as Conway ripped the flag off the door to the compartment that had held the slime he noticed that J’hana was floundering in the pool of green stuff. He chuckled, and slipped. He managed to get to his feet and tag Richards just…

…as J’hana tagged Browning. She bolted up the ramp to the next obstacle, only to slip and slide down. From the look of the stuff on her uniform, there was some type of thick goopy desert on the ramp, and the only way to get up would be…

…to climb up the edges, realized Richards. He climbed up the ramp as fast as he could, and slid down the slide on the other end. He felt slimy goo on his ass as he slid down and moaned as he reached the bottom and…

…hit a pile of cold, milky, clinging, but thankfully not goopy stuff. Browning instantly recognized it as ice cream and realized that the flag must be somewhere inside this mound of melting ice cream. She started digging as…

…Larkin found the signature embedded deep within the program. She was not entirely suprised to find that it belonged to Lt. Hartley. She located Hartley, and left the bridge as…

…Richards found the flag and pulled himself out of the fudge swirl ice cream, shivering. He ran to Baxter who was impatiently waiting. Richards tagged him, and Baxter bolted headlong into a pool of butterscotch pudding…

…as Peterman followed quickly. She was a bit smaller and quite a bit more agile, and thus made it to the other side of the pool in a few seconds less than her boyfriend. She grabbed the flag hanging in plain sight and clambered out of the butterscotch…

…as Larkin pulled open the doors to the turbolift. Someone had been trying to stop her from getting to them, and Larkin knew exactly who it was. She entered the nearest Jeffries tube as…

…Commander Conway ran as fast as he could, huffing and puffing all the way to a–a huge peanut-butter and jelly sandwich? Oh, well, he thought, as he dove in. A few seconds later he found the flag, and bolted for Richards…

…while J’hana struggled to move while covered in peanut butter. Damn, she thought, why did this fwarking stuff have to be so sticky?! as she tagged Browning. Browning ran for the next obstacle. It was a collection of pedals. She stepped on one, and was promptly coated in warm butter. Another, molasses…

…the next one, cream, Coke, Bingo! Richards grabbed the flag from the still dripping Coke nozzle and ran for Baxter. He saw Browning right behind him…

…as Larkin arrived in the arboretum. She followed the sound of maniacal laughing to Mirk, Tilleran and Hartley, all rolling over each other laughing at the command crew on the screen, now coated in crud. Larkin frowned disapprovingly at them, and ordered Hartley to let the crew out. She just giggled…

…and Captain Baxter ran for all he was worth to the final obstacle. It was…a huge red plastic bowl, with the name Charlie on the side…oh, God. It was full of dog food. Baxter gulped, and gingerly jumped in. Meanwhile…

…Peterman shrieked with glee! At last, something she could relate to! She dove in, and was overcome by the repulsive smell and taste of the dog food. She needed to remember to feed Charlie something a bit more appetizing next time. After floundering for a few seconds, she found the flag and bolted for the finish line…

…at the exact moment that Baxter did.

And the finish was a tie.

All over the ship, the people groaned. Including in the Arboretum, where the trio of (former) outlaws of Mirk, Tilleran, and Hartley were. Larkin dragged Hartley out of the Arboretum by her arm, all the way to Holodeck four. On the monitor…

…Dr. Nick had reappeared and was congratulating the teams. “Well, you did your best, but your best was apparently not enough to win. So, you all lose and will be pummeled with pies for the next ten minutes. J’hana cursed. Conway collapsed. Browning and Richards, for some reason, had seemed to have forgotten about the fact that they hated each other, and were kissing passionately. And Peterman and Baxter walked toward each other, Peterman dripping whipped cream, butterscotch pudding and dog food, Baxter dripping rice pudding, chocolate sauce, butterscotch and dog food. Peterman giggled. Baxter laughed.

“I’m really sorry I blew up on you, Andy,” said Peterman, looking down. “I mean, I know you only wanted to have a little fun…”

“No, Kelly, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken you bowling. I mean, where’s the fun in that? We should have thought of something else. I forgive you, honeybunches. Do you forgive me? Pleease? Pretty-please-with-sugar-on-top-and-a- cherry?”

Peterman laughed. “Okay, I forgive you. Now does my little Andy-wandy want to go have fun? I’ve got an idea!”

Baxter smiled. He had an idea too. “I bet I’ve got the same idea you do. Race you to the dunk tanks!” and within seconds, the two were having passionate sex in a vat of rice pudding.



Outside, Larkin had finally convinced Hartley to let the officers out. “Computer, open Holodeck four, authorization Hartley Omega Pi Zeta Epsilon Sigma four. Password: Mr. Poopy-tushie.”

“An interesting choice in passwords, Lieutennant. Are you feeling all right?”

“As a matter of fact, Larkin, I’m not,” and Hartley fainted into Larkin’s arms. Larkin let her down gently and entered the holodeck to find J’hana strapped down in a chair having pies thrown at her by holographic representations of Ford and Gellar. Conway had collapsed on the floor, and Browning and Richards were making passionate love in a rather oversized blueberry pie. Peterman and Baxter were not visible, no, wait, there they were. They appeared to be having sex in a vat of rice pudding. Larkin decided to give the senior officers some more time, and was already formulating a punishment for the three who had written the program.



A week later, the bridge crew laughed as Tilleran and Mirk threw pies at Hartley. Both of them were dripping rice pudding. And Dr. Nick was next to them, calling out encouragements. Mirk hit a bull’s eye. The crew erupted into cheers. Hartley cursed, having been restored to normal by a now clean Dr. Browning. “So, Andy, how long are we going to keep them in there?” asked Peterman as Tilleran hit Hartley in the stomach with a strawberry-rhubarb.

“I don’t know, Kelly,” he said as Mirk searched through a puddle of green stuff for the flag. “But not too long. Because, you know, we haven’t done the butterscotch yet…”
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Friendly Wagers



“Shields down to forty percent!” J’hana called out. “They are coming around for another pass.”

“Evasive maneuvers!” Captain Baxter cried, gripping the railing behind the command chairs as weapons fire grazed across the Explorer’s hull.

“Captain, we have to get out of here!” Conway said, looking up from his seat at Baxter.

Baxter leaned against the railing, watching the alien starship angle around on the viewscreen and fire again, rocking the deck plating below. “No. This planet is ours fair and square.”

“Evidently the Leeramar see it differently,” Peterman said fearfully from her seat.

“But we were here first!” Baxter whined.

“Get over it!” Tilleran cried out. “They outgun us three to one!”

“But we’re out here to meet new races and learn from them,” Baxter said dejectedly.

“Well, right now we’re learning how to take a beating!” Conway said angrily.

“Fine, fine, I can tell when popular opinion is against me. Mr. Ford, get us out of here, maximum warp.”

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, swinging the Explorer around and engaging the warp engines.

Baxter made his way around to the front of the bridge. “Lt. Tilleran, pull up the galactic map.”

“You really don’t need to do this, sir. The stellar cartography department keeps detailed…”

“Do it, Tilleran.”

“If you say so.” Tilleran pressed a control, which brought a grid map of the Milky Way Galaxy on the main viewscreen.

“Light pen,” Baxter said to the Yeoman standing near the viewscreen.

The Yeoman handed him a long, metallic stylus.

He leaned toward the screen and scrawled “LEERAMAR HERE: AVOID AT ALL COSTS” right next to the sections of space near the galactic rim that had similar labels indicating the Dawg and other alien species to numerous to name.

“Well,” Baxter asked, staring at the screen. “What do you guys think?”

“If you really want to know,” Conway said, staring at the image on the viewscreen with his hands on his hips. “It looks to me like we’re running out of galaxy.”

“Yeah, it seems like we’re persona non grata along half the galactic rim,” Tilleran said.

“Don’t look at me like it’s my fault,” Baxter snapped. “I can’t help it if there are a lot of difficult races out here.”

“No one’s blaming you, Andy,” Peterman said soothingly.

“In point of fact,” J’hana grumbled, “the problems with the Leeramar began because you sneezed all over their Autarch.”

“I said ’excuse me,” Baxter said meekly.

Larkin turned in her chair to face Baxter. “Which, unfortunately, sounds quite similar to ‘exeus mii.’”

“Which just happens to translate into ‘you smell like excrement’ in Leeramar,” Conway muttered.

“How was I supposed to know that?” Baxter asked innocently.

“Well, maybe we’ll have better luck next time,” Peterman said.

“One can always hope,” Larkin said.

“Take us to Starbase Two-eighty, Mr. Ford,” Baxter said. “Maybe we can get some repairs there without pissing anyone off.”



“Frankly, Captain, I’m more than just a little pissed off,” Admiral Cynthia Gering said uneasily, folding her arms and staring across her desk at Baxter.

“May I ask why?” Baxter asked, pulling on his collar nervously.

“One of our technicians tried to get access to the tactical console, and your security officer kneed him in the crotch.”

“Ooooh,” Baxter winced. “Is he all right?”

“It’s too early to tell. Our doctor fears that he may have to have a full scrotum reconstruction.”

“I can have our doctor look into…”

“–NO! That’s…uh, quite alright, Captain. We have the matter well in hand. Besides, I have heard about your Doctor.”

“That man died of natural causes!” Baxter protested.

Gering looked at Baxter quizzically and decided to drop the subject. “Never mind about your doctor. Just keep your security officer off the station.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking, ma’am–sir–ma’am…” Baxter stammered, not sure how to address the admiral. “She was going to participate in the Starfleet Domjat tournament here.”

“Too bad. Maybe next time she’ll be less quick to knee a fellow officer in the crotch.”

“Don’t count on it, sir–ma’am–uh, Admiral.”

Admiral Gering rubbed her eyes tiredly. “Okay, fine, just get out of here.”

“Yes, mir!” Baxter said, turning on a heel and exiting the Admiral’s office.

When Baxter reached the end of the corridor where the Admiral’s office was located, he bumped into another officer that was rounding the corner.

“Hey, watch where you’re–” the officer said, stopping when he saw Baxter. “Oh no.”

“Booty!” Baxter said incredulously. “How’s it hanging?”

“Don’t call me that!” the man said angrily. “I outgrew that nickname long ago.”

“That’s a matter of opinion, Captain Ficker,” Baxter said.

Ficker’s eyes fell on Baxter’s collar. “Captain! Who in their right mind made you a Captain!”

“You mean you didn’t hear about my trip to the Delta Quadrant?”

“You went to the Delta Quadrant?”

Baxter straightened his uniform proudly. “Yep, and I lived to tell the tale.”

“What’s happened to the galaxy?” Ficker said woefully, looking up at the ceiling.

Baxter smiled. “Yeah, it’s not like the academy days anymore. I’m the butt of no one’s jokes. I’m in command of a Galaxy- class starship.”

“I don’t believe it,” Ficker said, wiping a hand over his face. “But I’ll try to get over the shock while I head over to my ship. Galaxy classes are nice if you like lumbering, oversized, clunky hunks of metal. But the coolest captains are commanding Sovereign class ships nowadays.”

“Sovereign–” Baxter said in annoyance.

“Yep, just like the new Enterprise,” Ficker said proudly, “the Trafalgar is one of the most advanced ships in the fleet.”

“Well, I don’t care what kind of ship you command. I wouldn’t trade the Explorer for anything.”

“Even if you could squeeze nine point nine eight out of those tired engines?”

“You saying I can’t?”

“I’m saying my ship is the latest design, and it could outdo your hunk of junk in any maneuver.”

Baxter was starting to get ticked. “Listen, you sniveling little bastard, I’m happy with my ship and I’m much too mature to let you get to me.”

“Is that so?”

“That’s so.”

“Well, then answer me this:” Ficker said with a grin “Have you bumped into any asteroids lately?”

“You son of a bitch!” Baxter cried, punching Ficker hard in the face, breaking his glasses, and sending him to the deck.

So much for maturity.



“Hello, Captain!” Commander Conway said cheerfully, strolling into Starbase Two-eighty’s brig. “How’s life on the inside?”

“Can it, Conway. What did the Admiral say?”

“She wants us off the starbase as soon as repairs are completed and she never wants to see us here again,” Conway said, examining the cell Baxter was in and looking around. “Where can you get a good cup of coffee around here?”

“How long until repairs are completed?” Baxter asked, ignoring Conway’s question.

“About an hour,” Conway said.

“Good. How long until they let me out of here?”

“About an hour,” Conway said, grinning.

“Just perfect,” Baxter muttered.

“Answer me this, Captain. Why did you hit him?”

“Captain Ficker?” Baxter asked. “He knew just what to say to get on my nerves.”

“And that was?”

Baxter sighed and leaned back on his cot. “I might as well tell you, I figure I have nothing better to do until I get out of here. I guess it all started at the beginning of the last week of classes before I graduated from the Academy. It was 2363, and it was spring in San Francisco…a lovely time of year. Of course, it was also the sixties, so it was a turbulent time for everyone…”

Commander Conway sat down on the chair next to Baxter’s chair and let out a long sigh as Baxter droned on. “I hate flashbacks.”



SAN FRANCISCO ELEVEN YEARS AGO



Cadet Baxter skipped along the quad at Starfleet Academy happily. “These are the days..that we’ll remember. Never before, and never again…” he sang happily, reciting the song he had to memorize for his 20th century media history class.

He was so happy, he didn’t even see Cadet Alvin Ficker coming from the opposite direction.

“Hey, watch where you’re going!” Ficker said angrily. “Oh, it’s you.”

“Hey, Booty!” Baxter said with a grin.

“Don’t call me that!” Ficker said angrily.

“Don’t call you what? Booty?”

“Yes, yes, don’t say it again!”

“Don’t say what again? Booty!”

“Arrrgh!” Ficker called out, throwing his padd in dismay. “What are you so damn happy about, anyway?”

“I just came back from my flight test. I’m a shoe-in.”

“I don’t know about that. I haven’t made my practice run yet.”

“Well, do you think you can do better than…” Baxter straightened proudly, “THIRD?”

“Yeah,” Ficker said. “How about First?”

Baxter smiled. “I’d like to see you try. You probably won’t even be able to see the targets.”

“Are you making a crack about my glasses?” Ficker asked. “So what if I wear glasses? I happen to think they make me look distinctive.”

“They make you look like a dork.”

“Well, dork or not, I’m going to beat you. Just wait and see.”

“Do your worst, Booty!”

“Don’t call me that!”

“Booty Booty Booty Booty!”

Ficker stomped his feet angrily. “Stop it, stop it!”

“Hey, look at the dorks. I think they’re fighting!” a passing cadet said, grinning to his friends. “Isn’t that cute.”

“Hey, shut up!” Baxter said.

“Why don’t you make me,” the cadet said, moving over to stare right in Baxter’s face.

“Um…hey, look…a Ferengi!”

“Where?” the Cadet said, turning.

With that, Baxter ran like hell.



ONE WEEK LATER



“Attention all cadets, the asteroid navigation portion of your final flight class exam is about to commence,” the voice of Commander Earnest, the Flight Instructor, said over the comm channel in Baxter’s small, triangular shortrange flyer.

“Bring it on!” Baxter said eagerly, maneuvering his flyer into position on the port side of the academy training vessel James M. Bennett.

Baxter stared out at the Ambassador-class vessel with longing. “Soon one of those will be mine.”

Suddenly his view was obstructed by another flyer taking position next to him.

“Hello, Baxter,” Ficker’s weasely voice said over the intercom.

“Booty,” Baxter said. “Good luck getting that much sought after fourth place.”

“Don’t count me out yet, Baxter.” Baxter could see Booty sneer at him through the small viewport.

“Hey, I’m rubber, you’re glue. Whatever I say bounces off me and–”

“Number Five! I thought I told you to observe radio silence!” came Earnest’s voice.

“It wasn’t just me!” Baxter protested. “It was Cadet Ficker too!”

“I don’t care who it was, I don’t want another word out of any of you. Is that clear?”

There were several mumblings of understanding across the comm channel, then silence.

Over in his flyer, Ficker thumbed his nose at Baxter.

Baxter returned the gesture then turned to his console. “I’ll show that little son of a…”

“Cadets, begin flight test in five…four…three…two…one!” Commander Earnest called out.

“Darn!” Baxter said, watching Ficker’s flyer leap forward. Baxter quickly gunned the engines and followed suit, diving into the Mars-Earth asteroid belt with zeal. “Just remember, Andy, it’s just like flying that transport through the Grand Canyon back on Earth.”

Just as Baxter said that, a huge asteroid swung into view. Baxter jerked his craft to the side, barely avoiding the huge chunk of rock.

“Watch it, Five!” Earnest called out. “That was a little too close!”

“I can handle it!” Baxter said.

“Don’t get cocky, Five!”

Ficker’s ship swooped in front of Baxter’s, pulling into a barrel roll and looping around.

“Damn showoff,” Baxter said, gunning his engines and swinging his ship upward.

“Five…Seven! No fancy stuff! Just navigate the course and come through on the other end!”

“Fine,” Baxter said, steering his ship around toward the end of the course. “He wants me to come through on the other end, I’ll come through.”

Baxter increased the little impulse engines to full speed and his craft lept toward the opposite side of the asteroid belt.

Checking his rear scanners, he noticed that Ficker was hot on his tail and gaining.

“We’ve got a First and Second Place! We still need a third!”

“That’s mine!” Baxter said eagerly, nauseatingly swinging his ship around an asteroid. “Come to Papa!”

Baxter watched the blinking marker get closer and closer. Just sixty or seventy more kilometers and he’d be there.

Suddenly all the readouts on Baxter’s panel began to go crazy. Before he could do anything, the ship jerked to the side, right toward an asteroid.

“Number Five! Pull up! You’re heading right for an asteroid!”

“Damn!” Baxter said. “What’s happening?”

Baxter pounded at the controls madly, trying to jerk his ship away from the asteroid.

Just before he reached the giant rock, control returned and he was able to lift his vessel’s nose up just enough to avoid slamming into the rock. Instead, his ship grazed the top of the asteroid and ricocheted off it, slamming into another one and tumbling haphazardly through the asteroid field. The last thing Baxter saw before losing conciousness was Ficker’s ship gliding past the blinking marker.



“So he won Third Place and I got jack squat,” Baxter said angrily. “Commander Earnest determined that I had set my navigation cosequencers wrong and that was why the ship had lost control. He was just sympathetic enough to let me pass the flight class with a ‘D’.” Baxter looked over at Conway, who had nodded off. “Commander!”

“Huh…huh…what?” Conway asked, opening his eyes.

“Were you listening?”

“Yeah, I was just resting my eyes,” Conway said, straightening.

“Anyway,” Baxter said, “when it was time to hand out starship assignments, the captain of the Yorktown picked Ficker as his helm officer. I was almost sure I’d be stuck on a freighter, when Captain Hatton of the Aquarius spotted me. She offered me a job as Inventory Officer, and I took it. The rest, as they say, is history.”

“That’s very interesting, Captain, but what does it have to do with anything?”

Baxter grimaced. “I think Ficker rigged my flyer to malfunction. I think it’s his fault I flunked the asteroid test.”

“Well, you obviously couldn’t prove it,” Conway said. “So it’s a moot point.”

“There’s nothing moot about that point, Commander. If he’s the reason the first ten years of my Starfleet carrer were spent counting desks and chairs, then I’ll have my revenge. You can count on that.”

“Well,” Conway said, looking up at the chronometer on the wall. “It looks like you still have about twenty minutes to spend plotting your revenge in here. I’m going to check out the commerce decks and see if I can find a coffee shop.”



Counselor Peterman strolled along the Starbase’s vast promenade, looking over the stores that lined either side. “Would you look at this place, Janice? All the shoe outlets a girl could ask for.”

“Mmm hmm,” Browning said, licking runny melted cheese off her chin. “And they have a great nacho place.”

“I’m going to check out this novelty shop and try to find something for Andy.”

“After spending two hours in the brig he could probably use some cheering up,” Browning said.

Peterman examined the different novelty items on the shelf curiously. “Yeah I know. How about this?” Peterman asked.

Browning looked at the tubing quizzically. “What is it?”

Peterman read the label. “Trick Jem’Hadar inhalation tubes. ‘Can be filled with your favorite soft drinks.’”

“Yes!” Browning said, grabbing the object from Peterman. “This is awesome!”

“And I found it first,” Peterman said, taking the tubes back from Browning.

“Now, now ladies. Why should such a fine pair of beauties argue?”

Peterman and Browning turned to see a Starfleet officer standing behind them.

“We weren’t arguing,” Browning said. “We were just deciding who should get this Jem’Hadar tube thingie.”

Peterman noticed that the officer’s eyes wander down the lines of her uniform. He sure wasn’t looking at her comm badge. “Yeah, I want to get it for my boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend,” the man said, leaning forward. “Well, then, maybe you’d like to abandon him in favor of the Ficker.”

“Ficker?” Peterman asked, noting the four pips on the man’s collar and backing away. “Oh, no.”

“You can have the tubes,” Browning said, grabbing Peterman by the arm and yanking her away.

“Charge it to Kelly Peterman of the Explorer!” Peterman called out to the attendent as she left the store.

“Explorer?” Ficker said to himself as Peterman and Browning hurried away. “Baxter!” Ficker picked up step next to Peterman and Browning as they made their way back to the airlock. “So, you guys are from the Explorer?”

Peterman hurried up her step. “Yup.”

“And what do you do?”

“I’m Ship’s Counselor,” Peterman said. She then pointed over to Dr. Browning. “And she’s the Chief Medical Officer.”

“Ship’s Counselor, eh?” Ficker asked. “My Ship’s Counselor is retiring in eight months. I think I could arrange to put you in that position. Then again, I believe I could arrange to put you in many different positions.”

“Thanks but no thanks,” Peterman said, grabbing Browning’s arm and hurrying to the airlock.

“So you’ll think about it?” Ficker asked.

“No!”

“Trouble, sir?” Lt. Commander Eno, Ficker’s First Officer asked, walking up to Ficker with his hands clasped behind his back.

“No, no. Just a project I’m working on,” Ficker said, putting a hand on the Benzite’s shoulder. “What’s our status?”

“Engineering reports all systems ready for departure,” Eno said proudly. “We were able to shave fifteen minutes off the estimated completion time.”

“Excellent. I want us ready to leave in forty-five minutes,” Ficker said.

“Forty-five? Sir, we could leave right now.”

“I know. But I want to give the Explorer a head start. After all, it’s only fair since she’s the less superior player.”

“Player, sir?”

“Yes, Eno. I’m going to settle this thing with Baxter once and for all.”

“Wasn’t it settled when he decked you?”

“He did not deck me!” Ficker said indignantly. “He surprised me, and besides, I absorbed the impact of the punch by rolling my head.”

“Of course, sir.”

“But I’m not the type that settles disputes with barbaric hand-to-hand combat. No, I’m going to show Baxter that when it comes to command expertise and intellect he’s all washed up.”

“And how will you do that?”

“By challenging him to a contest he won’t be able to refuse. Now come on, we have preparations to make.”

“But, sir, what if Captain Baxter refuses this…contest?” Eno asked, perplexed.

“Believe me, I know Captain Baxter better than he knows himself. He won’t be able to resist this offer.”

“Because he’s honorable?’

Ficker shook his head. “No, because he’s incredibly stupid.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52759.6. To Admiral Gering’s relief, we have left Starbase Two-eighty, on course for sector 28890, where we’re scheduled to catologue a slew of Class-M planets for colonization. Translation: Toenail-ripping boredom.



“Eat up, girl.” Captain Baxter patted Pandora on the head as he poured food into her gigantic dish. The little Jack Russel Terrier yipped happily and began eating. “I can’t believe he propositioned you,” Baxter said incredulously, standing up. “I have a good mind to knock the crap out of him.”

“You already did,” Peterman said with a smile. “And look where it got you.”

“Point taken,” Baxter said, picking up the bag of dog food and walking into the bathroom. He suddenly whirled around, causing kibbles and bits to fly everywhere. “But just who the hell does he think he is, talking about the Explorer like she was a garbage scow and making me feel like a moron?”

“You know better than that,” Peterman said, grabbing the dog food from Baxter and putting her arms around him. “You have the command you want. You have the crew you want. And…you have me.”

“Yeah, well, I guess you have a point.”

“You guess?”

Baxter grabbed the dog food back and wrapped it up, shoving it into a cabinet. “I can’t stand the idea of that smug little bastard flying around out there in his starship like he’s so special, thumbing his nose at me.”

“You know, I never would have thought you were so competitive when I first met you,” Peterman said.

“Well, I usually am willing to let people walk all over me. But you have to draw the line somewhere. Ficker may have been the whole reason I was an inventory officer for ten years. I feel like I have to show him who’s the better man.”

“I know you’re the better man, and you know you’re the better man,” Peterman said wrapping her arms around Baxter, “isn’t that enough?”

Baxter thought about that a moment. “Nope.”



“We have entered Sector 28890, Commander,” Lt. Commander Larkin reported from ops.

“Alert the Captain, Larkin. Tilleran, commence scanning and put the first system on screen.” Conway said, standing up and walking toward the center of the bridge.

“Aye, sir,” Tilleran replied.

Baxter stepped out of his readyroom moments later, tucking the padd he was reading under his arm. “What have we got?”

Conway looked over to Tilleran. “Well?”

Tilleran studied her panel for a moment then looked up at the graphic on the viewscreen. “Six planets. Three Class-M. Single G-type star. It’s a regular cookie-cutter star system.”

“In other words, send in the colonists?” Baxter asked, leaning over Tilleran’s panel.

“I don’t see why not.”

“You mean there aren’t even any scary aliens to stop us from colonizing here?” Conway asked incredulously. “I don’t believe it.”

“According to these scans,” Tilleran said, “it would appear that the system has had no warp or impulse traffic to speak of and has never hosted a sentient race.”

“Sounds great,” Baxter said. “Set a course for the first Class-M planet, Mr. Ford. Commander Conway, get an away team together.”

“Yes, sir,” Conway said, turning on a heel. “Tilleran…Larkin, you’re with–”

“Captain!” Lt. J’hana called out. “There is a vessel entering the system.” Conway, Tilleran, and Larkin stopped dead.

Baxter moved quickly to his command chair. “Can you identify the vessel?”

J’hana studied her panel. “It will be in scanning range in another ten seconds.”

“Looks like we got our hopes up too soon,” Conway said wryly.

“Wait a minute,” J’hana said. “Sir, it’s a Federation Starship.”

“Let’s see her,” Baxter said.

A vessel flashed on the viewscreen.

“Sovereign class,” Conway said.

“Affirmative,” Larkin reported. “ID tag reads as the–”

“Trafalgar,” Baxter said grimly.

“Correct, sir, how did you know?”

“Because I know a bad breeze when I feel it,” Baxter said.

“Think he wants to even the score for that sucker punch you gave him?” Conway asked.

“Of course not,” Baxter replied. “He’s a Starfleet officer. That’s a Federation ship. He wouldn’t fire on us.”

“You think not, huh?” J’hana asked.

“Are you suggesting otherwise?” Larkin asked.

“I am merely saying…” J’hana looked down at her panel. “Hold on. We are being hailed.”

Baxter sighed. “All right, on screen.”

Captain Ficker blinked onto the screen, his back to Baxter. As if he had just realized that he was talking to Baxter, he turned slowly. “Captain Baxter, greetings.”

“Ficker,” Baxter said dully. “What do you want?”

“My, my, we do sound confrontational. Remember, we’re all part of one big happy family.”

“Don’t remind me. Now what do you want?”

“Well, I was just passing through…and I saw you hanging around here doing your boring colony research, and I thought to myself, ‘how sad, here we are going on a fantastic adventure while my good friend Captain Baxter is forced to poke around some deserted planet.’ So I thought I’d stop by and say ‘hi,’ and express how truly sorry I am that you’re stuck with such a boring mission.”

“How thoughtful,” Baxter muttered.

“He’s baiting us,” Tilleran whispered.

“I know that!” Baxter snapped, turning. “So what do you want from us, Ficker?”

“Can’t it be anything as simple as wanting to offer you my good will?”

“No.”

“Very well, Captain, you figured me out. I have a…challenge …in mind for you.”

“What kind of challenge?” Baxter asked skeptically.

“Two weeks ago the Vulcan science vessel Strella was hijacked somewhere in the Dtapi system. We suspect it was Orion pirates, but we’re not sure. At any rate, we never found the science vessel or its cargo.”

“Cut to the chase.”

“The ship was carrying a coded data chip from a culture that we believe existed on Dtapi Four about ten thousand years ago. The chip could hold unheard of knowledge and power…in the wrong hands–”

“In the wrong hands it could be used to destroy the Federation, yada yada yada,” Baxter mumbled, falling into his chair. “Sounds like a nice mission.”

“It could be a very profitable mission, depending on who finds that chip. As it stands, the Trafalgar has been ordered by Starfleet to find the Strella and retrieve the chip at any cost. If you like, I might be interested in letting you in on the deal. Give you a chance to even the odds after what happened in the Earth-Mars belt eleven years ago?”

“I already evened the odds,” Baxter replied. “On Starbase Two-eighty.”

“That? Ha ha. That’s just a primitive indication of how bad you want to beat me. Come on, Captain. You know you want to show me what that hulking mass of duranium can do.”

“J’hana…mute,” Baxter said, turning away from the screen. Behind Baxter, Ficker yammered on noiselessly. “Well, what do you guys say? Up for a little ass-kicking?”

“Always,” J’hana grunted, folding her arms.

“I think it’s a trick,” Tilleran said. “He seems too confident.”

“Can you tell for sure?” Baxter asked.

“No. Not at this range.”

“Sir, may I remind you that we have our own orders from Starfleet,” Larkin said, turning towards Baxter. “Ignoring them would constitute a violation of…”

“I know all about Starfleet regulations,” Baxter said, standing up and moving over to the science station. “Lt. Tilleran…how long would it take us to accomplish our current mission if we…cut some corners?”

“How so?”

“Well…we could cut down the length of the away missions, fudge a little on the colony reports…send runabouts out to the other three systems on our roster…”

“Theoretically, I suppose we could reduce the time to three or four hours, if we did an incredibly sloppy job.”

“Sounds good to me,” Baxter said. “Any objections?”

“Dr. Shar won’t be pleased,” Conway muttered.

“Well, I think this competition will boost morale and improve crew performance. We’re going to do it. I’m going to leave it up to you to make Dr. Shar understand.”

“Over a candlelit dinner and a recording of late twentieth century power ballads?” Conway asked eagerly.

Baxter shivered. “That’s at your discretion, Commander. J’hana, take it off mute.”

“…prove once and for all that I’m better than you,” Ficker concluded.

“Are you finished?” Baxter asked, moving to the front of the bridge.

“Not by a long shot,” Ficker said. “So, do you have the cahones to face me?”

“I have more cahones in my little finger than you have on that whole ship, Booty, and I’m going to show you by whupping you from one side of this quadrant to another.”

“So you’re accepting the terms of our wager?”

“Damn right I am,” Baxter said. “I’ll even give you a head start. It’ll take three hours for us to finish our colony duty.”

“The more things change the more they stay the same, Captain. After all this time I see you’re still as cocky as ever. And it will be your downfall once again.”

“We’re going to see who’s downfall will be who’s,” Baxter said sternly. “Now get off my viewscreen, Ficker.” Baxter gestured to J’hana, and Ficker was off the screen before he could say another word.



Captain Baxter and Lt. Tilleran shimmered into existence on the surface of the third Class-M planet of the system. Tilleran quickly withdrew her tricorder and began scanning.

“Class-M. Oxy-nitro atmosphere. Fit for colonization,” Tilleran said quickly.

“Check it off,” Baxter ordered, tapping his comm badge. “Baxter to Explorer, beam us directly to the next planet.”



“This certainly is invigorating,” Dr. Lana Shar said, scrambling over the rockface and eying her tricorder at the same time.

“Wait up!” Conway huffed.

“You’re the one that said we had to move quickly!” Lana called back. “Now move!”

“I hate my job,” Conway muttered, grunting as he pulled himself over a huge boulder and made his way to the top of the mountain.

“Look at this view, Commander,” Lana said, taking a deep breath. “It’s beautfiul.”

“Yeah, yeah, check it off,” Conway said. “We have two more planets in this system to check before we can return to the Explorer.”

“I should be incredibly mad at Captain Baxter for treating this mission so frivorlessly, but I’m kind of excited. We’re proving just how far we can go when we push ourselves to the limit. Isn’t it great?”

“Yeah, it’s a regular laugh riot,” Conway muttered. “Conway to Algonquin, transport us to the next planet.”



“Yahooooooo!” Lt. Ford cried out, as he brought the runabout Susquehanna in low over the terrain of the fourth planet in the system he’d been assigned. “This rocks!”

“Slow down!” Ensign Dawson called out frantically. “You’re going by too fast for me to make my scans!”

“Party pooper,” Ford said, banking the runabout so it curved down into a sloping valley.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Dawson said, gripping her panel fearfully as the runabout dove.

“We should always evaluate planets this way!” Ford cried excitedly.

“I think I’d have to go into a new line of work,” Dawson said woefully, watching as Ford brought the runabout up and climbed towards the sky again, pulling it into a barrel roll.

“Come on, Vicki! Where’s your sense of adventure!”

Dawson pointed down towards the valley. “I think it’s down there where I left my stomach.”



“Well, this planet checks out,” Lt. Commander Richards said, standing up and wiping dirt off his pants. “But I sure as hell wouldn’t want to live here.”

Larkin didn’t look up from her tricorder as she replied. “May I ask why? The atmosphere is more than suitable for humans and all the planetary resources are quite plentiful.”

“It has no…character,” Richards said. “No zest. It’s just a muddy rock.”

Larkin moved across the moist ground and pushed a grouping of vines aside. A vast expanse of mud stretched out in front of her for kilometers. “That is a lot of mud.”

Richards glanced over her shoulder. “Yes, it certainly is. Though it doesn’t make me want to live here any more.”

Larkin closed her tricorder and turned away from the large expanse of mud. “At any rate, it shall make erecting building foundations very difficult. We shall have to add that to our–” Larkin suddenly realized that the top of Richards’s head was now even with her chin. “Commander, are you shrinking?”

“I don’t think so,” Richards said, looking down. “What the hell?” His feet were being slowly sucked into the muddy surface of the planet.

“Intriguing,” Larkin said, examining her tricorder. “It appears you are being sucked beneath the surface by a surrounding pressure differential.”

“Spare the technobabble and get me out of here!” Richards ordered, looking down fearfully as the speed of his descent increased.

“Aye, sir,” Larkin said, grabbing Richards’s arm and pulling. “Fascinating. The pull of the pressure differential is substantial. No matter, my strength is quite enough too–”

“Larkin! You’re pulling my arm out of the socket!” Richards called out.

“Pardon me, Commander. I simply–”

Suddenly Richards was sucked completely under, and Larkin after him.



Ten minutes later, a huge geyser of mud erupted from the center of the mud lake Larkin had discovered.

At the top of the geyser, Larkin and Richards helplessly flailed about.

“Larkin to Roanoake…emergency transport!” Larkin called out.

“This planet has definite colony possibilities,” Richards said sarcastically as he and Larkin dematerialized.



Captain Baxter hovered expectantly over Richards as he worked. “Nice trip?”

“No,” Richards muttered, jamming the air nozzle higher into the recesses of Larkin’s back, causing bits of mud to spray up into his and Baxter’s faces.

“Well,” Baxter said, “at least we got the colony research overwith, right?”

“I suppose,” Richards said. “But I don’t think I’ll ever get all the mud out of Larkin’s servos. Not to mention my own.”

“So you were sucked through a lake of mud, huh?” Baxter asked with interest. “Must have been fun.”

“Ever seen spaghetti being made?” Richards asked, running the sonic cleanser over Larkin’s internal processing units.

“Sure.”

“That’s what it was like. I felt like a damn noodle being sucked through a strainer.”

“Lovely. Well, off to the bridge.”

“Captain, do you really think we can beat Captain Ficker?”

“I know we can, Commander. You know what the Explorer can do.”

“Uh-huh,” Richards said, closing Larkin’s back compartment up. “And I suppose you’ll want me to go get cleaned up so I can come back here and keep the ship from flying apart in the next few hours?”

“How clairvoyant of you,” Baxter said, patting Richards on the back.

“What about Larkin?” Richards asked.

Baxter stabbed a finger under the android’s armpit, causing her to hum to life. “Status, Larkin?”

Larkin cocked her head. “Running internal diagnostic. All systems functioining normally…there is some water damage to my internal mat–achh…hukkkkkkk….haccccch….ACCCHCHCHC- HHCHCHHH!”

“Everybody find cover!” Richards shouted, grabbing Baxter and shoving him down behind the master systems display. “She’s going to spew!”

Suddenly a high-pressure torrent of mud shot out of Larkin’s mouth, gushing all over the Engineering compartment.

Once the spew had turned to a mere drip, Baxter stood up. “It appears you didn’t get all the mud out, Commander.”

“You okay, Larkin?” Richards asked, as Larkin wiped her mouth with her sleeve.

“Affirmative. My gas recycling protocol must have malfunctioned and pressurized the mud that was remaining in my systems.”

“Aww,” Richards said, suddenly smiling. “Your first little vomit.”

“I think I’m going to vomit,” Baxter said, turning on a heel and heading out of Engineering. “Hurry up and get cleaned up, guys. We’ve lost three hours as it is.”



“And what’s your problem?” Counselor Peterman said with a grin as Commander Conway limped onto the bridge.

“I stubbed my toe,” Conway said. “Dr. Shar and I were investigating some elevated radiation readings from a mountain on one of the planets we were evaluating, and I wasn’t looking where I was going.”

“Poor baby,” Peterman said, pouting. “Couldn’t Dr. Browning fix you up?”

“It’s not that serious,” Conway said. “Anyway, I don’t need to listen to that quack laugh at me.”

“I’m honored that I have the chance to laugh at you instead,” Peterman said.

Captain Baxter stepped out of the turbolift and quickly made his way to the command chair. “Are all the runabouts accounted for, Lt. J’hana?”

“Yes, sir. And suprisingly enough, none of them were damaged.”

“That is a surprise. What’s the status on our mission, Tilleran?”

“All the planets have been evaluated, and we have a grand total of seven to reccomend for colonization,” Tilleran said proudly from her station. “Shall I send the results to Starfleet?”

“Heck, no,” Baxter said. “They’d only give us another mission. We’ll wait until we’re done mopping the floor with Ficker, then we’ll send in our results.”

“I never thought I’d say this, Captain, but you’re a crafty little devil,” Tilleran said.

“I have my moments,” Baxter said. “Mr. Ford, lay in a course for the Dtapi system, maximum warp.”

“Layed in, sir,” Ford announced from his station.

“Engage.”

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, tapping a button that sent the Explorer shooting into warp speed.



Less than an hour later, the Explorer glided into the Dtapi system.

“Take us out of warp, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, resting his hands on the back of Ford’s chair. “Full scan, Tilleran.”

“Scanning. No sign of the Trafalgar, or any other vessel.”

“Huh,” Baxter said, returning to his chair. “That’s funny.”

“Maybe they already found what they were looking for,” Conway suggested.

“Maybe…” Baxter said. “Or maybe Tilleran is right. Maybe this is some kind of trap.”

“What are you saying?” Peterman asked.

“I don’t know,” Baxter said. “But I’m going to get to the bottom of this. Lt. Tilleran…where was the Dtapi data chip found?”

Tilleran pressed a few buttons on her panel, bringing the image of a planet up on the viewscreen. “Right here, sir, Dtapi Four.”

“Then take us to Dtapi Four, Mr. Ford,” Baxter ordered.

“What are you going to do, Captain?” Conway asked.

“I happen to know that some of the greatest Captains in Starfleet have practiced archaeology,” Baxter said proudly, “and I’d like to try my hand at it myself.”

“You’re not serious,” J’hana muttered.

“The hell I’m not,” Baxter replied. “How hard can it be?”



Captain Baxter, Lt. Tilleran, Lt. J’hana, and Counselor Peterman materialized at the center of a huge labryinth of decaying metallic ruins on Dtapi Four.

“All right,” Baxter said, hands on hips. “Let’s get started. We’re burning daylight.”

“This is really exciting,” Peterman said, as Tilleran and J’hana spread out through the ruins.

“I still feel like an idiot in this hat,” Baxter said, pushing the brim of his large, round safari hat out of his face.

“It makes you look like a real explorer,” Peterman said. “It’s just like the one Jane Goodall wore when she communed with the gorillas.”

“That doesn’t make me any more fond of it, Kelly,” Baxter sighed.

“Captain, we found something!” Tilleran called out.

Baxter held his hat on tightly as he and Peterman worked their way through the precarious metallic structure. “What is it?”

Tilleran was studying a large, shiny, cone-shaped object with her tricorder. “I think that this was some kind of data- reading device,” Tilleran explained.

“How can you tell?” Peterman asked.

“There’s a slot right here,” Tilleran said, pointing. “It fits the dimensions of the chip we’re looking for perfectly. Besides that, there is a residue of highly conductive metal left inside the slot. I’d bet anything that the chip was found inside this device.”

“We could always ask the Vulcan archaeologists,” J’hana suggested. “If we knew where they were.”

“Well, we don’t,” Baxter said. “Do you think you can get this device working again, Tilleran?”

“I don’t know,” Tilleran said. “If I get it into my lab, I may be able to reconstruct some of the data transfer pathways.”

“It’s a moot point if we don’t find that chip, sir,” J’hana said.

“Agreed,” Baxter replied. “Why don’t we…”

“Andy!” Peterman called out. “Take a look at this!”

Baxter walked over to the wall that Peterman was examining. It was covered with crude drawings. “Looks like doodles to me.”

“Perhaps,” J’hana said, moving to join Baxter and Peterman. “Or perhaps they are hieroglyphs of some sort.”

“Take an image of it with your tricorder,” Baxter ordered. “Maybe the ship’s computer can make some sense out of it.”

“Should we take this back to the ship?” Tilleran asked, lifting the conical artifact with a grunt.

“I suppose,” Baxter said, leaning up against the building’s deteriorated wall and folding his arms with satisfaction. “Not too bad for my first archaeology mission, huh?”

That said, the decaying wall crumbled under Baxter’s weight, causing the Captain to fall backwards and land painfully on his backside.

“Are you okay?” Peterman asked, helping Baxter up.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Boy, they just don’t make ten thousand year old buildings like they used to.”

“Captain!” Tilleran said, looking up from her tricorder. “You fractured a major structural support! This whole building’s going to collapse!”

Baxter looked around as the building rumbled around him and his team. “Whoops.”

J’hana quickly slapped her comm badge. “J’hana to Explorer! Get us out of here!”

The team dematerialized just as the ceiling began to collapse.



Baxter tossed his safari hat to an ensign as he made his way down to the front of the bridge. “Status?”

“Still no sign of Captain Ficker or anyone else for that matter,” Conway said, looking up at Baxter. “Any luck down on the surface?”

“We found some things.”

“‘We’ also destroyed a major arhchaeological site,” J’hana grunted, taking her place at tactical.

“The site is still there,” Baxter said defensively. “I just kind of…broke…the building.”

“You broke a building?” Conway asked with amusement.

“Let’s stay on task here,” Baxter said. “Did we run those tricorder images through the computer?”

“It’s processing now, Captain,” J’hana said. “The computer should be finished with the images in one hour.”

“Great. Let’s break for dinner,” Baxter said, returning to the turbolift.



“I think you’ll be very pleased with tonight’s special,” Mr. Mirk said, setting two plates down in front of Counselor Peterman and Captain Baxter.

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said, looking down at his plate. “What is it?”

“Don’t you recognize it? It’s meatloaf.”

“Meatloaf?” Baxter asked, poking his fork into the viscous substance. “Mirk, I know for a fact that this is NOT meat loaf.”

“It has meat in it, and it’s shaped like a loaf,” Mirk said defensively. “What more do you want?”

“I want to know what kind of meat is in it!”

“Well…” Mirk said, rubbing his chin. “That I don’t know. It was in a silver canister, I think. In the back of the storeroom.”

“It’s green!” Peterman said with disgust.

“Of course it is. I suppose you expected it to be brown? Oh, you humans and your brown meat. Always brown. Why not add some color to your plates once in a while?”

“I’d rather have a drab plate as long as I know what kind of meat I’m eating.”

“Picky, picky,” Mirk said, moving off to serve another customer.

Peterman pushed her plate away and grabbed a breadstick from the nearby holder. “I wasn’t really that hungry anyway.”

Baxter looked down at his plate. “You don’t think I’m stupid for going through with this, do you?”

“You mean eating Mirk’s meatloaf? Nah, I know you’re hungry.”

Baxter shook his head. “That’s not what I meant. I meant this whole Ficker thing.”

“Let me put it this way, Andy,” Peterman said. “I think you’re acting like a perfectly normal…guy.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I mean…well, you’re being competetive, which is a very masculine trait. And that’s good, because Lord knows you could stand to be a lot more masculine.”

“Well, now the gloves are off,” Baxter said, pushing his plate away and folding his arms. “Fire away, Counselor. How can I improve my manhood?”

“Andy, don’t be that way. I’m just saying…”

“That’s I act like a woman? Oh, that’s just wonderful. That’s just great. My own girlfriend thinks I act like a woman.”

“This is exactly what I mean! Guys aren’t supposed to get offended this easily.”

“Is that so?” Baxter huffed. “Well, pardon me if I can’t always be strong like you. Far be it from me to attempt to have the strength of a twenty-nine year old woman who locked herself in her cabin for three days when her gerbil died!”

“Baggins wasn’t just a gerbil!” Peterman said, throwing her napkin down. “I loved him!”

“You shouldn’t love any animal that eats its young!”

“I would have loved your mom a lot more if she’d eaten her young!” Peterman cried, leaping out of her seat and heading for the door.

“Problem with the meatloaf?” Mirk asked, as Baxter got up to leave.

“It was just f***ing great,” Baxter mumbled as he stormed out of the lounge.



“It is a starmap,” J’hana said, watching as the three- dimensional image turned on the viewscreen.

Baxter leaned heavily against the railing that surrounded the command chairs. “A starmap of what?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” J’hana asked. “It is a map of this system.”

“Of course it is,” Baxter said. “So what?”

“So this,” J’hana said, pressing a few buttons.

The diagram zoomed in on an area that was highlighted in red.

Alien characters blinked incessantly around the area, seemingly indicating that it had some kind of significance.

“What am I looking at?” Baxter asked in annoyance.

“An area of space approximately four hundred thousand kilometers from the edge of this solar system. According to our scans, there isn’t anything special about it. We will have to wait for Lt. Tilleran to give us a more detailed analysis.”

“Where is she, anyway?” Conway asked.

“I assume she is still examining the artifact we brought back from Dtapi Four.”

“Well, have Mr. Ford take us to the area indicated on the starmap so we can get a closer look. Maybe there’s a key there to where the Trafalgar and the Strella went.”

“Sir, what if they went to this area of space and found something that caused them to disappear?”

“What’s your point?” Baxter asked angrily.

J’hana sunk a little behind her station. “It was just an observation.”

“Well, keep your goddamn observations to yourself from now on.”

“Sir, if I may say so, your agressive attitude is highly…erotic to me.”

Baxter shivered for the second time that day. “Keep that to yourself too, Lieutenant.”

Conway watched Baxter as he moved down to the command area. “Problem, Captain?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Fair enou-”

“Do you think I’m manly?”

“I don’t–”

“Counselor Peterman thinks I don’t have enough masculine qualities. Is that how the crew sees me?”

Lt. Ford busted out laughing.

“Well,” Baxter said, pushing out of his chair. “No more Mr. Girl Guy! From now on, I’m swimming in testosterone, and I’m willing to fight anyone who says any different!”

“Frankly, Captain, I am getting hot,” J’hana commented, tugging at her uniform collar.

“At ease!” Baxter cried, heading into the turbolift.

“So that’s all it takes to get you revved up, J’hana?” Conway asked, as Baxter left. “A little manly posturing? A little testosterone?”

“Yes, sir. And as you might imagine, keeping my passions at bay around this crew has been a pretty easy task.”



Counselor Peterman paced around in front of Captain Baxter’s quarters, trying to phrase her apology. She realized that she had been pretty insensitive to Baxter, remembering that he tended to be a pretty easily hurt guy. It was one of the reasons she loved him, but it was also one of the things that irritated her sometimes. Women weren’t prone to falling for wishy-washy guys. But she was determined to tell him that she loved him whether he was wishy-washy or not.

“Computer…how much longer?” Peterman asked, wringing her hands.

“Captain Baxter will reach your position in less than thirty seconds.”

“Okay, Kelly, here goes. Don’t say anything stupid. Don’t hurt him again.”

She heard the swish of the turbolift doors opening and steeled herself.

Baxter rounded the corner and stopped short as soon as he saw Peterman. “Kelly.”

“Andy, I–”

Baxter grabbed Peterman roughly by the shoulders and kissed her, long and hard.

When he was finished, Peterman staggered back. “Andy, what–?”

“Be quiet,” Baxter said. “You want me to act like a man, I’m acting like a man. And as a man, I claim you.”

“Oooh,” Peterman said sultrily, backing up into Baxter’s quarters and pulling him with her. “You’ve never been rough with me.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” Baxter said, pulling Peterman in the opposite direction.

“Wait…we’re not going in the bedroom?”

“Nope.”

“The floor? Oh, Andy, you are full of surprises today.”

“Not the floor either,” Baxter said, pulling Peterman out of his quarters and out into the corridor. He dragged Peterman to a door that read: DECK NINE - JANITOR’S CLOSET.

“Goodness, I don’t know. Can we fit in there?”

“Only one way to find out,” Baxter said, pressing a button and sliding the door open, pushing Peterman inside.

“What if the janitor comes?” Peterman asked, as Baxter squeezed inside and slid the door shut.

Baxter pulled a canister of liquid detergent off the shelf and poured it all over Peterman. “We’ll tell him to find another closet.”



Lt. Tilleran rushed out onto the bridge. “Captain…I just–” She stopped short when she realized Baxter wasn’t on the bridge. “Where’s the Captain?”

“I don’t know,” Conway said from the command chair. “He was evidently having some problem with Counselor Peterman, and he left. I guess he’s with her.”

“Well, I just finished studying the artifact from Dtapi Four.”

“And?”

“And I found a few bits of residual data locked in the device’s RAM buffer. It seems the chip was some sort of navigational guide.”

“What kind of navigational guide?”

“Apparently it was used by ancient Dtapi ships to navigate rough areas of the system.”

“What kind of…rough…areas?” Conway asked uneasily.

“I’m not sure,” Tilleran said, “but I’ll tell you this much, it’s highly probable that the Vulcans were able to find out the same thing that we did, and when they went to investigate, they may have been lost in the very anomaly that the ancient Dtapi warned against,” Tilleran said.

“We’ve arrived at the coordinates from the starmap,” Ford reported from the helm.

“Coordinates?” Tilleran looked at her scans.

“Uh…yeah,” Conway said. “The images we got from Dtapi Four indicated a position in space and Captain Baxter ordered us to check it out.”

“Commander…we have to get out of here,” Tilleran said, as the deckplating beneath them began to rumble. “We’re right in front of a pocket of subspace instability.

“Mr. Ford, back us off, nice and easy,” Conway ordered, bracing himself against the science console.

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, reversing the Explorer’s engines.

The ship lurched forward suddenly, as the groaning of the hull grew worse.

“What’s happening?”

“We’re caught up in the subspace undercurrent,” Tilleran reported, looking up from her readouts. “We have to get free before we’re sucked into the subspace instability!”

“Full reverse, Ford!” Conway said, as the Explorer rattled.

“Engines aren’t responding!” Ford cried out.

“I hope Baxter’s glad we went to get a closer look!” Conway said angrily. “How do we get free of this thing?”

“How should I know!” Tilleran said frantically.

Suddenly the Explorer bucked underneath them and hurtled forward, plunging right through the subspace fabric and disappearing.



Alert klaxons roared through Deck Nine, as damage control teams moved quickly down the smoke-filled corridor, patching damaged conduits and helping injured crewmembers.

As the teams flushed by the janitor’s closet, Captain Baxter stumbled out, rubbing a bump on his head.

“You were unbelievable, Andy,” Peterman said, zipping up her uniform jacket and stumbling out after Baxter. “It felt like the ship was shaking apart beneath us.”

“I don’t think that was all me,” Baxter stammered. “Baxter to bridge, status report!”

“Conway here, Captain. Tilleran reports that we were overtaken by a massive suction of pure quantum energy that plunged us through an electrostatic subspace field and embedded us in a large pocket of null space.”

“Damn, I wish that would happen more often,” Peterman said sultrily.

Baxter tried to shake the dizziness from his head that the collision with the mop and bucket had caused as he pieced the recent events together.

“Are you coming up here, Captain,” Conway asked in annoyance, “or are you taking a sick day?”

“I’m on my way,” Baxter said, turning on a heel.

“Andy,” Peterman said, grabbing Baxter’s hand. “How are you going to follow that one up?”

“Well, we could always do it during a warp core breach,” Baxter said with a grin.

“It’s a date.”



“Tell me we have thrusters, Ford!” Conway shouted, as Baxter emerged on the dimmed bridge.

“Problems?” Baxter asked, strolling over to the helm station.

Conway glared over at Baxter. “You could say that. We’re reading two other vessels in the null space with us, and one of them is drifting right towards us.”

“What’s worse,” Tilleran said, “we can’t seem to get a specific position or dimensions on the vessel. Sensors are almost useless in here.”

“All we have is the proximity sensors,” Conway explained.

“Lovely,” Baxter replied.

“Speaking of the proximity sensors,” Tilleran said, just as a blaring siren went off throughout the bridge.

“Don’t tell me,” Baxter said, as suddenly the whole ship pitched to the side, throwing Baxter and Conway off their feet.

Baxter looked up, dazed. “I’m guessing that was the proximity alarm.”

“Bingo,” Tilleran replied. “The good news is the ship got close enough to us to be identified as the Trafalgar.”

“And the bad news?” Conway asked, pulling himself up off the carpet.

“The bad news is she she compromized four decks and took out the third computer core subprocessor in the collision.”

“Well, I guess things can’t get much worse,” Baxter sighed.

“Hold on!” Tilleran cried, as the ship shuddered again. Panels popped and exploded. Sparks flew and the bridge lighting dropped another notch.

Baxter grabbed onto the science station and pulled himself up. “Trafalgar, I presume?”

“Nope. That time it was the Strella.”

“It’s like we’re plaing frigging bumper cars in here!” Conway grumbled.

“Well then, someone’s got to shut down this ride,” Baxter said. “Can we get an open channel to either ship?”

“Negative,” J’hana replied from tactical. “Too much electrostatic interference. Besides that, the last collision knocked out half the power relays from here to Engineering.”

“So much for your friendly little wager,” Conway muttered.

“We aren’t ready to cash in our chips yet,” Baxter said. “Tilleran, can you come up with a way to get us out of here?”

“It’s not going to be easy. The null space is slowly comprimising all our power systems. The Vulcan ship is probably almost powerless, and our ship and the Trafalgar won’t be much better off soon. And without reliable sensors or some kind of trail to follow out of here, I don’t see how we can escape.”

“What about the Dtapi data chip?” J’hana asked. “If the Dtapi knew about this pocket of null space, would it not stand to reason that they knew how to get out of it?”

“You’d think,” Baxter said. “Anyway, it’s worth a shot. Do you think you can get the reader operational, Tilleran?”

“I suppose,” Tilleran said. “But the tough part is getting the chip from the Vulcans without the transporters.”

Lt. Commander Larkin turned around in her chair. “I have been considering that problem. I believe I have an answer.”



VULCAN SCIENCE VESSEL STRELLA



“I will see your two chips, and raise you two,” Captain P’lora said somberly, placing four chips at the center of the table.

Science officer T’drel placed four blocks on the table. “Four syllabic nuclei to your three, Captain. I believe that constitues victory.”

“Correct, T’drel,” P’lora replied, bowing her head. “I concede victory. Well played.”

Suddenly there was a loud beeping from the console at the rear of the room.

“Sistrel, please investigate,” P’lora ordered calmly.

Sistrel looked down at the panel. “There is a non- biological lifeform outside our airlock, Captain.”

“How odd,” P’lora said. “Perhaps this is an attempt by one of the Federation starships to rescue us.”

“That would be fortuitous,” T’drel said.

“Indeed. Please open the airlock.”

T’drel and Sistrel quietly followed Captain P’lora to the airlock. Once there, Sistrel pressed a button, causing the door to swing open.

“Greetings,” the lifeform said. “I am Lt. Commander Larkin of the Federation Starship Explorer. I am here to recover the data chip.”

“I would be glad to give it to you, Lieutenant,” P’lora said, “if it were here.”

“May I ask where it is?” Larkin asked.

“An officer from the other Federation starship came aboard in a space suit approximately two standard hours ago and retrieved the data chip. I believe he was a Benzite.”

“I see,” Larkin said.

“You are hoping that perhaps the chip will hold the secret of escaping this place?”

“Affirmative,” Larkin replied. “We have acquired a data reader from the planet’s surface that may be able to decode the chip.”

“Is that what that was?” T’drel asked. “We thought it was some sort of beverage machine.”

Larkin cocked her head quizzically. “An odd assumption.”

P’lora stared disapprovingly at T’drel. “Occasionally, we Vulcans are prone to error.”

“I had not considered that,” Larkin said. “At any rate, I must now go to the Trafalgar and retrieve the data chip. Thank you for your help.”

“May I ask how you got here?” Sistrel asked with interest.

“I walked,” Larkin said.

P’lora raised an eyebrow. “Indeed.”



USS TRAFALGAR



“Confirmed, sir,” Lt. Commander Eno said, leaning over and handing a padd to Captain Ficker. “We hit the Explorer, and it would appear we did some major damage in the process.”

“Good,” Ficker said. “That’s just the silver lining I was looking for. Any idea on how to get us out of here yet?”

Eno puffed at the misty gas that flowed from his breather and considered the matter. “Negative, Captain. We cannot seem to get a fix on the location of the disturbance’s opening, and the chip is no help.”

“So we’re stuck here, bouncing around in this damned null pocket and losing power all the while.”

“Yes, sir,” Eno replied. “But if it makes you feel any better, the Explorer is in a similar predicament.”

“I would feel better if you could decode that chip and get us out of here,” Ficker griped.

“Captain,” the tactical officer said, looking up from her panel. “There is someone outside the Deck Two airlock.”

“OUTSIDE?” Ficker asked. “How is that possible?”

“Don’t ask me.”

“Well, I guess we’d better check it out then, shouldn’t we?” Ficker asked angrily.

“Uh…yes, sir?”

“Damn right,” Ficker said, pointing at his tactical officer and Lt. Commander Eno. “Let’s go see who’s at the door.”

Ficker led the way into the turbolift and down the long corridor to the Deck Two airlock. Once there, Eno and the tactical officer both raised their sidearms as Ficker depressurised the airlock and slid the door open.

“Greetings,” a woman in a Starfleet uniform said from within the airlock. “I am Lt. Commander Larkin from the Federation Starship Explorer.”

“Put the phasers down,” Ficker said, sighing. “May I ask how the hell you got here?”

“I walked.”

“Obviously. But how did you survive?”

“I am an android. I am not affected by the harsh rigors of space.”

Ficker smacked his head. “Baxter has an android working for him. Damn, I knew he was playing with a loaded deck.”

“Pardon?” Larkin asked politely.

“Never mind. Why are you here?”

“The Captain has requested that I retrive the Dtapi data chip for him. Our science officer has repaired a data reader from the Dtapi Four archaeological site and believes she can use it to extricate us from this phenomenon.”

“How nice for you,” Ficker said. “So you think I’m just going to hand over the chip and let Baxter take the credit for saving us? I don’t think so.”

“Sir, I do not think that it is a matter of who recieves credit. If you have noticed, this phenomenon is draining power on all three of the vessels within it. If we do not leave soon, we might all die. Well, I would probably survive.”

“Tell it to someone who cares, android,” Ficker said. “If your Captain is so keen on escaping, have him send that data reader over, so we can use it to get out of here. It was our mission first, anyway.”

“Well, I suppose…” Larkin said.

“Good day,” Ficker said, pushing Larkin back into the airlock and sliding the door shut. That done, Ficker typed a sequence in the keypad next to the door, which caused the external door to slide open, blasting the android out into the white vacuum beyond.



“Well, where’s the chip?” Baxter asked, as Larkin stepped out of the airlock.

“Captain Ficker would not give it to me.”

“What?” Baxter asked. “That little jerk.”

“As a matter of fact, he blew me out of the airlock without so much as a how do you do.”

“How rude,” Baxter mused.

“I would have said as much had I not been trapped in an airless vacuum.”

“Well,” Baxter said, putting his hands on his hips. “I can play dirty too. Has Mr. Richards finished those modifications to you yet?”

“If you mean the engineering pack, yes, sir, he has, but it has not been tested.”

“Now’s as good a time as any,” Baxter said. “I want you to break into that ship and get that damn chip no matter what, understand?”

“Affirmative, sir, but I should remind you that the null space is having damaging effects on my power systems. Too much exposure to it will render me totally–”

“Good enough. Go get ’em, Larkin!” Baxter called out, shoving Larkin back into the airlock, sliding the door shut, and blowing her out into space.



Larkin considered how unappreciated she was as she flipped open her right middle finger and extended the computer interface nodule from within. Larkin quickly dismissed those thoughts as frivorless as she jammed the nodule into the receptacle that was adjacent to the Trafalgar’s port side maintenance hatch, scanning through the computer core’s memory as it passed through her data buffers. In nanoseconds, the android had deactivated the maintenance hatch security sensors and all the correlating security systems that led down the Jefferies tube and into adjacent corridors and connecting crawlspaces. That done, Larkin initiated one last command that sprung open the maintenance hatch and crawled inside the ship.

The android quickly crawled out of the tiny airlock and into the Jefferies tube, making her way out into the corridor beyond. Before reaching the corridor, she held up her arm and flipped open the small viewscreen stored within. According to her sensors, the chip was located in a relatively unsecure lab on Deck Ten.

In minutes, Larkin had climbed up the two decks to Deck Ten, sliding out into the corridor and stealthily inching towards the laboratory.

Suddenly her proximity sensor went off, indicating an approaching lifeform. Larkin quickly closed up her arm and engaged her “humanoid attributes” program.

“Hello,” a man with Lieutenant Commander’s pips and a blue collar said, rounding the corner in front of Larkin.

“Greetings. How is it hanging?”

“Pardon?” the man asked, turning.

“Just shooting the s***, sir,” Larkin said, winking and elbowing the man. “If you know what I mean.”

“I’m afraid I don’t, Lieutenant. If you’ll, uh, excuse me.”

“Damn right,” Larkin said, resuming her path to the science lab.



“I hope you have good news,” Baxter said, ushering Larkin out of the airlock.

“Please do not blow me out of the airlock again, Captain,” Larkin said, placing the chip into Baxter’s hand. “I believe you damaged one of my internal relay matrices last time.”

“Don’t worry, Larkin,” Baxter said, putting his arm around Larkin and leading her down the corridor. “If this works, we’ll be out of this null space for good.”

“If not, sir?”

“Then you’ll have to get out and push.”



“I have good news and bad news,” Tilleran said, as she and Larkin emerged from the turbolift on the bridge.

“Let’s hear it,” Baxter said impatiently. “This null space is wearing down our systems one by one. We just lost the milk steamer on the cappucino machine.”

“And the ice crusher is on it’s last legs,” Conway said tearfully.

“Well,” Tilleran said, taking a deep breath. “The good news is the chip does indeed contain instructions on how to get out of the null space.”

“Thank the Hive Mother,” J’hana sighed.

“The bad news is that the route through the interference that’s indicated by the data on the chip is extremely narrow,” Larkin said.

“Barely wide enough to get one of our smaller shuttlecraft through,” Tilleran added.

“Just great,” Baxter said. “Have we done calculations on how to squeeze two hundred and fifty people into sixteen shuttlecraft?”

“Not necessary, although it may be an interesting exercise,” Larkin said. “Lieutenant Tilleran believes it may be possible to send a shuttlecraft through the null space on the trajectory indicated and lead the Explorer and the other vessels out by way of a highly focused tachyon particle beam.”

“But the shuttle will have to keep on a very specific trajectory in order to find the correct path through the interference,” Tilleran said. “The pilot will have to be quite adept.”

“Volunteers?” Baxter asked half-heartedly.

“It sounds like a good opportunity for you to prove your piloting skills, Captain,” Conway said pleasantly.

“It does, doesn’t it?” Baxter said, rubbing his chin. “And you’re all too eager to let me go, aren’t you?”

“I can feel that Captain’s chair hugging my buttocks as we speak, sir,” grinned Conway.

“Fine, fine, I’ll go,” Baxter griped. “But someone has to tell the other two ships our plan so they can lock onto our tachyon beams.”

Larkin turned on a heel and headed for the turbolift. “Already on my way to the airlock, Captain.”



After explaining the situation to the cordial, however inept, folks aboard the Strella, Lt. Commander Larkin made her way back to the Trafalgar, prepared for a less than warm reception.

“You again?” the Benzite asked, looking Larkin up and down. “What now?”

“We have initiated a plan for escape. A shuttlecraft will use a focused tachyon beam to lead all the ships through the null space toward the exit. I have come to instruct you to lock on to the Explorer’s tachyon beam so that you may follow them. You must then initiate a tachyon beam of your own for the Strella to follow.”

“The Captain will not be happy about this.”

“His mood is irrelevant. This is the plan for escape,” Larkin said. She felt that this all-too-smug Benzite was well deserving of “Curt-mode.”

“Fine, fine,” Eno said. “Go back to your ship. I will let the Captain know of your plan.”

“You do that,” Larkin said, disengaging Curt-mode and returning into the airlock. Evidently Curt-mode was not well recieved, because the next thing Larkin felt was the rush of air as she was once again blown out of the Trafalgar’s airlock.



Captain Baxter gently tapped the maneuvering thrusters on the shuttlecraft Pizarro as he made his way through the null space. “Computer, lock on to the Explorer and engage tachyon beam.”

“Confirmed. Tachyon beam engaged,” replied the computer.

“Piece of cake,” Baxter said smugly, programming the Pizarro’s flight computer with the exact coordinates specified by the data chip. It was all smooth sailing from here.

“Tachyon beam intercepted by Explorer,” the computer reported. “Four and a half minutes to periphery of null space.”

Baxter leaned back and watched the white nothingness fly past him. He didn’t know much about null space, but it sure seemed like a dull place to hang out.

“Warning, tachyon beam has been compromised,” the computer suddenly droned.

Baxter snapped forward. “Can you find a cause, Computer?”

“Affirmative. The tachyon beam was interrupted by contact with another vessel, bearing 040 mark 211.”

“Identify.”

“Federation shuttlecraft, Class Three.”

“Damn,” Baxter said. “Who could that be?” He really wished he could find a way to punch through the interference and communicate with that shuttlecraft. They were bound to mess up this whole operation. “Computer,” Baxter said. “Can you get a close visual on the shuttlecraft?”

“The visibility level of the image will be less than seventy-five percent.”

“That’s fine, Computer, put it on the screen.”

An image of a small shuttlecraft appeared on the screen on the shuttle’s dash. Baxter had to lean in close and squint, but he could just barely make out the pilot of that shuttle. “Ficker! He’s going to try and stop me from leading the other ships out of here. What a doorknob.”

“Please restate the request.”

“Nevermind, Computer. Can you tell me what that shuttle’s trajectory is?”

“The shuttle is traveling at the speed and course necessary to intercept and overtake this vessel.”

“That rat bastard. He doesn’t know what the hell he’s doing. If he’s not careful, he may destroy all three ships. Well, he won’t get away with it. Computer, can we get a phaser lock through all this interference?”

“Negative. Phasers will function on manual targetting only.”

“Bummer,” Baxter muttered. “Can we get a transporter lock on the occupant of that shuttle?”

“Only if the shields on both craft are lowered.”

“Can you locate any areas of instability in the shields that we might be able to exploit?”

“Affirmative. There is a weakness of eighteen–”

“I don’t need particulars, Computer, just highlight it on my targetting screen. Then charge the phaser banks and get ready to lower shields and lock on transporters as soon as those shields fall.” Baxter was ready to put an end to this silly competition once and for all.

“Transporter lock enabled, phasers charged.”

Baxter ran his hands over the panel, aiming for the weakness in Ficker’s shields and firing the phasers.

“Shuttle’s shields are compromised. Lowering shields and establishing transporter lock.”

“Energize, Computer!” Baxter ordered.

Suddenly a very bewildered-looking Captain Ficker appeared in the rear of Baxter’s shuttlecraft. As soon as he realized he wasn’t seated in his chair anymore, he collapsed painfully to the deck.

“Welcome aboard, Captain,” Baxter grinned. “Computer, raise our shields and reinitialize the tachyon beam.”

“Confirmed. Tachyon beam reinitialized.”

“Has the Explorer intercepted the beam?”

“Affirmative.”

Baxter turned in his chair. “Well, Captain Ficker, you almost cost us a whole–”

Without warning Baxter was suddenly yanked out of his chair and pulled to the deck.

“Damn it, Baxter, you screwed up my chance at victory!” Ficker cried, ramming Baxter in the face with his elbow and moving into the pilot’s chair.

“Hey, we’re all friends here,” Baxter croaked, climbing to his feet. “Remember the big Starfleet family!”

“This family is splitting up,” Ficker growled, pulling the shuttlecraft into a tight roll.

“Warning, subspace instability is compromising hull integrity.”

Baxter held onto the bulkhead as the shuttle spun dizzily. “You’re taking this all way too seriously, Booty.”

“Am I?” Ficker asked madly. “I think not. The fact that you still call me by that damned name proves it! I can’t stand having you laugh at me one minute more!”

Baxter slowly moved towards the pilot’s chair. “No one is laughing at you. Everyone is…uh, laughing with you.”

“It’s not true. We were both dorks, and everyone at the Academy knew it. But I rose above it. I made something of myself. I proved I was better than everyone there.”

“You cheated!” Baxter cried, leaping on top of Ficker. “Admit it, you son of a bitch!”

“I did not!”

“Did too!”

“Did not!”



Commander Conway watched the blurry grey object on the viewscreen pitch and turn as Lt. Ford madly tried to follow after it. “What the hell is going on over there? First we lose the tachyon beam and some other shuttlecraft flies into view, and then we get it back, and now it looks like he’s at a damn spaceflight maneuvers expo.”

“I don’t know what’s going on over there,” Tilleran said, holding onto her station as the Explorer shuddered its way through the null space, “but whatever it is, it’s seriously screwing up our way out of here.”

“Is there any way to adapt the Dtapi coordinates so that we can lead ourselves out of here?”

“If there was, do you think we’d be going through all this trouble with the shuttlecraft?” Tilleran asked, irritated. “Our only hope is over there.”

“I feel reassured already,” Conway muttered.



“You know what your problem is, Ficker,” Baxter said as he slammed Ficker’s face into the shuttle bulkhead. “You never grew up. You never learned how to take defeat, or how to be humiliated.”

“I take it that’s a skill you’ve learned well?” Ficker asked.

“And proud of it. I’m damn lucky to have what I have on the Explorer, and I wouldn’t have the job if I hadn’t sucked so badly at everything else up to that point. Don’t you see, you have to buy a little success with a lot of failure!”

“How corny, Captain,” Ficker said, pushing Baxter away and grabbing the controls again.

Captain Baxter slipped his hand underneath the dash as Ficker madly piloted the shuttlecraft. “It may be corny, but it’s true.” Baxter quickly flipped the glove compartment open and yanked a phaser out, ready to take out Ficker with a quick–

An elbow suddenly jabbed into Baxter’s gut, sending the phaser clattering to the deck and doubling the Captain over.

“This one’s mine. Game, set, and match,” Ficker said, grabbing the phaser and holding it on Baxter, reaching behind to adjust the shuttle’s course.

Baxter watched, wide-eyed, as the shuttle bounced through the null space. “You have no idea what you’re doing, Ficker.”

“Maybe not,” Ficker said. “But I’ve got the phaser.”

“You need help,” Baxter said. “How about we put the phaser down and let Uncle Andy have control of the shuttle. Wouldn’t that be great?”

“Afraid not,” Ficker said. “Whether we live or die, I’m going to be at the helm.”

“Fine, let us die,” Baxter said, “but tell me one thing. Did you cheat on that shuttle maneuvers test ten years ago?”

Ficker laughed. “Of course I did. I reprogrammed your navigational computer one day when you weren’t looking. I sabotaged the entire test.”

“So your whole career is based on a lie,” Baxter said angrily.

“Yep. And I, for one, have no problem with that.”

“Well, I do!” Baxter said, leaping onto Ficker and smashing his head up against the front viewport.

As Baxter smashed Ficker’s head into the control panel, he saw the white of the null space give way to the starry black of normal space. “I’ll be damned. You got us out of here.”

“I did?” Ficker said happily. “You mean I really succeeded?”

“Without cheating. Now don’t you feel better?”

“Yeah! I really beat you this time!” Ficker said proudly.

“You sure did.”

“Explorer to Pizarro, come in,” Conway’s voice crackled over the comm. “Are you guys okay over there?”

“That’s debatable,” Baxter grimaced, staring at Ficker as he hopped around the cabin with glee.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. With us on the way to another mission, the Vulcans on the way to the Daystrom Institute with the chip AND the data reader, and the Trafalgar on its way to the Federation Funny Farm on Tantalus Five to deliver Captain Ficker, I can sleep easy knowing all is right with the universe. Things could not have turned out better. Captain Ficker was brought to justice, all three ships were saved, and we have learned some precious tidbits of information about another mysterious ancient culture. Yay.



Captain Baxter smiled as he hung the Third Place Flight Medallion on the wall above his desk next to his Starfleet Academy diploma and the glamour portrait of he and Counselor Peterman. “Perfect.”

“There,” Peterman said. “It’s in its rightful place. Are you happy?”

“Very.”

“Good,” Peterman said. “Now how about another trip to the janitor’s closet?”

Baxter grinned. “Actually, I was thinking more along the lines of the cargo bay.”

“Won’t there be people there?”

“Sure. But they won’t see us inside the container.”

“Oooh,” Peterman said, “sounds like–”

“Bridge to Captain Baxter. We are recieving a message from the Trafalgar on subspace,” came Lt. J’hana’s voice over the comm.

“Put it through to my quarters,” Baxter said, moving to his desk. “Wonder what this could be?”

Captain Ficker flicked onto the screen, smiling broadly. Baxter could see the stark walls of the brig in the background.

“Hello, Captain. I just called to wish you a pleasant journey. You know, space can be a very scary place.”

“Sure can,” Baxter agreed.

“But I’m confident you can take care of yourself. And me, well, I’m on to greater things. I’ve been promoted to Admiral, you know.”

“Is that so?”

“Yep. I’m going to be put in charge of a Starbase. I may even be given my own planet to govern.”

“That’s fantastic, Alvin.”

“You didn’t call me Booty!”

“No, I figured that name has been about worn out.”

“Good. I can see I’m finally going to get the respect I deserve.”

“You betcha,” Baxter said. “Now you take it easy, Admiral.”

“I sure will! And I’ll say hello to Captain Kirk and Ambassador Spock for you. You know they’re my close friends. Why, just yesterday I–”

Baxter cut off the channel. “Captain Ficker is going to get a nice, long rest.”

“Aren’t you glad that we have a society where the whackos are carefully weeded out and put in a place where they can’t harm theirselves or anyone else?” Peterman said, moving to Baxter’s desk and putting her arms around him.

“I don’t know,” Baxter said. “We’re all whacko in one way or another. Who’s to say what’s sane and what’s not? Maybe you and I should be in a mental institution.”

“That very well could be,” Peterman smiled. “But until they find us, I think you and I should be in a cargo container.”

“I can’t argue with you when you talk sense, baby,” Baxter said, picking Peterman up and carrying her out of his quarters.



NEXT:



Just when you thought it was safe to explore space… The Dawg return to overtake the Explorer and ruin everybody’s day. Will Captain Baxter and the others find a way to defeat them? Find out in “IT’S A DAWG’S LIFE”!
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It’s a Dawg’s Life



“…We’re Starfleet officers. Weird is part of the job.”

–Anonymous Captain



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52792.4. We’ve been sent to evaluate a colony at the edge of the Galactic Rim, a place we’d just as soon keep far away from. In my experience, every wave of expansion in history has been accompanied by an equal wave of death and destruction. Ah, well, you can’t make a Federation omelette without breaking some deep space eggs.



“That was truly profound, Captain,” Commander Conway said sarcastically as Baxter closed the log.

“I don’t remember asking for your opinion,” Baxter said defiantly.

J’hana let out a grunt from tactical. “I believe the Captain is right. For us to thrive and expand as a civilization, others must give way. It is the law of natural selection.”

“But what if they don’t want to give way?” Tilleran asked.

“Then we will make them.”

“Pretty strong words, J’hana,” Conway said. “Suppose they’re more powerful than we are.”

“Than we will die.”

“Leave it to J’hana to lighten the mood,” Baxter sighed, as the doors to the bridge wooshed open.

“Come on, baby!” Peterman said excitedly, leading Charlie out onto the bridge.

“What’s that mutt doing here?” Conway asked angrily. “I thought we agreed he was banned from the bridge after chewing all the stuffing out of my chair!”

“Everyone deserves another chance,” Peterman said, leading Charlie over to her chair and taking a seat. “Isn’t that right, honeypie?”

Baxter looked at Peterman then back at Conway. “She sweet talked me.”

“I bet she did,” Conway grumbled. “Well, if he comes near my chair again I’m vaporizing him.”

“Not if I can do it first,” J’hana muttered.

“If you’d all just let Charlie love you, you’d see he’s not so bad,” Peterman said, waving a rubber bone in front of Charlie’s nose. “Right, boy?”

“Arf!” Charlie said happily, grabbing for the bone.

“Aww, isn’t that cute,” J’hana deadpanned. “It almost makes me want to disembowel that stinking hound right now.”

“He loves you too, J’hana.” Peterman let Charlie have the rubber bone and leaned back. For his part, Charlie ran off with the bone and began gnawing away happily.

Conway watched Charlie skeptically as he gnawed on the bone. As if he could detect Conway’s gaze, Charlie looked up. “Rrrooo?”

“No, no…” Conway said. “Stay away.”

Charlie immediately jumped to his feet, walking over to Conway and laying the slobber-covered bone in his lap.

“Look, Commander, he wants you to have his bone.”

“Someone get this thing out of my lap!” Conway griped. “It’s covered in slobber!”

“You wouldn’t have it any other way, Commander,” Baxter said with a smile. “Just save us the trouble of prying it out of you and admit it. You love that dog.”

“I’d love this dog if he was stuffed and mounted above my desk,” Conway muttered.

“We’re entering system Phi Beta, Captain,” Lt. Ford announced from the helm.

“It’s about time,” Baxter said, looking back to J’hana. “Try and raise the Geraldo Colony, J’hana.”

“Aye, sir,” J’hana said, pressing a control on her panel.

“Why would someone name a colony Geraldo, anyway?” Peterman asked. “It doesn’t sound like a very dignified name for a colony.”

“Maybe it’s named after the person who founded it,” Baxter said. “Are you telling me you’d object to a Kelly Colony?”

“Well…”

“Sir, we are not getting a response,” J’hana said. “All I can seem to pick up is a high level of subspace static.”

Baxter’s smile disappeared. “Lt. Tilleran…”

“Scanning…” Tilleran said, looking down at her panel. “I’m not picking up any EM activity on the planet.”

“None?” Conway asked, turning around.

“No, sir. It’s as if everything just shut off.”

“Sir!” J’hana suddenly said. “I am detecting a large vessel in orbit of Phi Beta Two.”

“I’m not liking the sounds of this,” Baxter said eerily.

“We are now in visual range,” J’hana reported.

“On screen,” Baxter ordered, rising out of his chair.

Phi Beta Two blinked onto the screen, at first looking completely normal. Upon closer inspection, however, Baxter could see a large, dark grey blob floating above the planet, emanating a thick, purple beam.

“What the hell is that?” Baxter asked.

“Magnifying and enhancing image,” Larkin reported.

The image zoomed in, revealing the gray blob to be a large, bone-shaped vessel.

“The Dawg,” Tilleran said fearfully.

“Red Alert!” Baxter called out. “Raise shields!”

“The colony’s f***ed, we’re f***ed, the Federation is f***ed,” Conway said, falling back in his chair.

“Save the f***ing for later,” Baxter said, turning to Tilleran. “Can you tell what they’re doing to the planet?”

“Yes, sir,” Tilleran said. “Evidently they were able to neutralize the colony’s main power relay system then rip the technology off the surface with a tractor beam.”

“We have to stop them,” Peterman said worriedly.

“I don’t know that we can,” Baxter said. “Does this vessel match the specifications of the last Dawg vessel we encountered?”

“Affirmative,” Larkin reported. “And as such, it heavily outguns us.”

“Then we are f***ed,” Conway said. “We should get while the getting’s good.”

“If we do, that colony’s as good as gone,” Baxter said. “J’hana, send a priority one message to Starfleet. We have engaged the Dawg.”

“And request major backup!” Conway added.

“Yeah, that too,” Baxter said.

“Message sent,” J’hana reported.

“Mr. Ford, lay in a course to intercept the Dawg vessel, full impulse. J’hana, arm all weapons and target the Dawg’s tractor emitter.”

“Done.”

“Larkin, I want you to modulate the weapons frequency to a setting high enough on the EM band that they may not be prepared for it.”

“Ready, sir.”

“FIRE!” Baxter called out.

Phasers and quantum torpedoes ripped out of the Explorer as it headed toward the Dawg ship, cutting into the vessel’s underside.

Suddenly the bottom of the ship exploded and the purple beam dissapeared.

“We did it!” Peterman said excitedly.

“Don’t celebrate yet,” Baxter said, watching as the vessel turned slowly on the screen.

“They are coming toward us now,” Larkin announced.

“Perfect,” Conway muttered. “We saved the colony and now they’re after us.”

“That was the plan, Commander,” Baxter said. “Mr. Ford, get us the hell out of here, maximum warp.”

“Course laid in, speed set, tail between our legs,” Ford reported.

“Engage!”

The Explorer stretched out into warp and lept into subspace, the Dawg vessel close behind.

“They’re right on top of us!” Tilleran reported.

“Can they use that tractor at warp?” Baxter asked.

“Unknown,” Larkin replied. “The Borg could not.”

“Well, we’re about to see if they can,” Baxter said. “Baxter to Engineering. Richards, can you get any more speed out of these engines?”

“I’m working on it, sir. The best I can give you right now is Nine point nine seven. Give me a few minutes and I may be able to squeeze out Nine point nine eight.”

“Hurry, Commander.”

“They are still gaining,” J’hana said. “They will be within tractor range in forty-five seconds.”

“If they pull us out of warp…” Conway said.

“I know,” Baxter replied. “We’d be ripe for the picking.”

“Richards to Baxter. We’re now at Nine point nine eight nine, but I don’t know how long that’ll hold out.”

“Dawg vessel has matched speeds,” Larkin said. “And they have increased to Warp Nine point nine nine to intercept.”

“They saw us and raised us,” Conway said wryly.

“Let’s just hope they can’t beat our pair of two’s,” Baxter muttered.

“Power levels on the Dawg vessel are rising,” Tilleran reported.

“Hopefully we took out their only tractor beam,” Peterman said.

“Arf!” Charlie said, dropping his rubber bone at Baxter’s feet.

“Not now,” Baxter said. “We’re playing with bigger dogs right now.”

“They’re locking on a tractor beam!” Tilleran called out.

Baxter punched the all-call button. “All hands, prepare to be jostled about in a very uncaring manner!”

Suddenly a purple beam lanced out of the Dawg vessel and grabbed at the Explorer, ripping it backwards out of warp.

The bridge crew flew forward as the inertial dampers tried madly to compensate for the change in speed and direction.

“Full…reverse…Ford!” Baxter grunted as he was pressed against the viewscreen. “Try to use our…momemtum…to…break the…tractor beam!”

“Aye, sir!” Ford called out, gripping onto his panel.

The Explorer jerked towards the Dawg vessel and kept going backward, pulling the vessel along with it.

“The Dawg vessel is attempting to pull us in,” Larkin reported.

“Shearing force is incredible!” J’hana called out.

“Keep pulling on that beam!” Baxter ordered.

“Captain, we can’t keep this up. Either they’ll rip us apart or we’ll rip them apart, and at this point in the game I’m betting on them!” Conway cried.

“Cut the engines and aim us just above the tractor emitter, Mr. Ford,” Baxter ordered. “J’hana, lock on the quantums and fire a rapid spread at the emitter as soon as we’re over it.”

Baxter gripped onto his chair as the Explorer shot over the top of the Dawg vessel and spread quantum torpedoes down over it.

“We took out their other tractor,” Tilleran reported.

“Well, running is obviously not going to work,” Baxter said. “Come around for another pass and try to take out their main weapons cluster.”

“I don’t think they have a main weapons cluster,” Tilleran said.

“Then lock onto a bunch of them!” Baxter said frantically.

“Another tractor beam is locking onto us!” Larkin reported.

“How many damned tractor beams can they have!” Baxter exclaimed.

Suddenly the Explorer shuddered, as a wave of purple energy surged around the bridge, blowing out monitors and panels everywhere.

“What the hell was that?” Conway asked.

“They sent out a high-powered interferometric pulse along their tractor beam,” Tilleran said.

“Shields are down!” J’hana called out.

“Engineering to bridge! We just lost the impulse and the warp drive. What the hell did they do to us?”

“Beautiful,” Baxter said. “So long, everybody.”

Baxter and the others sat quietly on the darkened bridge and waited to be finished off by the Dawg’s cutting beam.

“Huh,” Conway said, after a few moments. “What’s taking them so long?”

“I don’t know, but it’s making me very uncomfortable,” Baxter replied.

“Maybe they don’t want to destroy us,” Peterman suggested.

“If not, odds are they just want to do something worse to us,” J’hana said.

“Like what?” Baxter asked.

As if to answer Baxter’s question, purple beams coalesced around the bridge.

“J’hana to all decks, Intruder Alert!” J’hana called out, reaching underneath her station and pulling out a phaser.

“What the hell are they?” Baxter asked.

“They’re cute and fluffy!” Peterman exclaimed.

The intruders were all dogs more or less, though some seemed more humanlike than others. Three of them were upright and the other three were on all fours, growling and snarling as they advanced on the bridge crew. All of them seemed to have cybernetic eye implants, cyborg paws, legs, and tails, and all of them looked vicious.

Seeing the other canines, Charlie bolted toward them and began batting at them with his paws and barking.

“Aww, he wants to play with them,” Peterman said.

“Snap out of it, Counselor!” Baxter said, grabbing a phaser from under his chair and firing at the cyborg dogs.

“Don’t shoot them!” Peterman cried, moving into the midst of Charlie and the other dogs.

Conway pushed past Baxter, phaser at the ready. “I’ve got ’em, sir!”

“Hold your fire!” Baxter barked. “You might hit Kelly!”

“And?”

Suddenly a large, burly sheepdog rammed into Conway, causing him to fall forward onto its back.

“I wuv you, I wuvvvuvvvuvv you!” Peterman said lovingly, rubbing the head of a bionic little chiuahuah.

“Kelly, get away from that thing!” Baxter said, shooing away a cyborg chowchow and batting away a black lab. “These guys are dangerous, cybernetically enhanced creatures that want to take over the ship!”

“But they’re soooooo fluffy!”

Larkin was busy grappling with a vicious doberman pincher as Peterman rubbed and cooed and stroked. It seemed as if she had actually immobilized one of them, a fluffy Alaskan malamute by stroking his tummy.

“Wook how cute he is, yessums, yessums!” Peterman said lovingly.

“They are overpowering us!” J’hana said tiredly as she chased after the sheepdog that had Conway in tow.

And just as suddenly as they had come, the whole kit and kaboodle dematerialized in a flash of purple.

“Well, that takes care of–” Baxter looked around. “Kelly?”

J’hana stood up and wiped herself off. Evidently she had been about to leap on the sheepdog when it disappeared. “Captain, they have taken Commander Conway as well.”

“Damn,” Baxter muttered, following J’hana up to tactical. “Can we find out what those things are doing?”

J’hana examined her panel. “Uncertain. It would appear that they have transported over in mass quantities.”

“Then it’s settled,” Tilleran said woefully. “They’re taking over the ship.”

“Not without a fight,” Baxter said angrily. “J’hana, break out the phaser rifles. Tilleran, see if you can find out where Peterman and Conway went.”

“On it, Captain.”

“We have to work quickly,” Baxter said. “Who knows what chaos those damned animals are wreaking on the rest of the ship.”



“Okay everyone, stay behind me,” Lt. Gellar said, motioning to the security officers behind him. “It might get pretty ugly in there.”

Gellar stood back, upped the setting on his phaser and pressed the door control, stepping carefully into the Constellation Cafe.

“Mirk, is everything okay in here?” Gellar asked, peering inside.

“We have everything in control,” Mirk said, pointing to the rear of the lounge.

Near the windows, six or seven Dawgs were held inside a giant cage, barking and growling to be set free.

Dr. Browning was perched atop the cage, dangling a piece of steak down inside. “Hungry boys? Come on, I know you want some!”

“When they beamed in here I used my powers to create that cage around them. They look pretty snug,” Mirk said proudly. “And they will be for the next several minutes before that cage fades out of existence.”

“Then I suggeest we get out of here,” Gellar said, looking over at Dr. Browning. “I have a feeling that caging them up has made them even madder.”

“I bet a milk bone would calm these guys right down,” Browning said.

“I for one don’t want to find out.”

Mirk walked out from behind the bar. “Do you have any word from the other decks?”

“Communications channels are intermittent,” Gellar said. “From what we can tell, they’re tapping into our power sources and adapting our environment to suit their needs. The crew’s fighting back, but it doesn’t look good.”

“That is correct,” Ensign Saral said. “The science department estimates that the crew compliment of a Dawg vessel may be as great as twenty thousand.”

“That’s a heck of a litter,” Browning said, sliding off the cage and tossing her piece of steak in. “Have you heard anything from engineering?”

“No. We’ve lost complete contact with that section,” Gellar said. “Sorry, Doctor.”

“Well, unless you guys have something better to do, I suggest we investigate.”

“We?” Gellar said. “I don’t think so. You’re a doctor. You’re not supposed to go into battle.”

“I beg to differ,” Browning said. “My fiancee’s down there.”

“I’ve got the phaser rifles, Mirk!” Amara said, emerging from the storeroom and tossing one of he rifles to Dr. Browning.

Browning grabbed the rifle, checked the setting and flipped its top-mounted flashlight on. “Coming, Lieutenant?”

“Well, yeah, I guess so,” Gellar said, following Browning.

“Be good, boys,” Mirk said, looking back at the cage full of Dawgs and following Amara, Browning, and the security officers out of the lounge and sealing the door behind him.



“Well?” Lt. Commander Richards asked, watching as Ensign Stuart slid down into the Jefferies tube.

“It looks like they’re rerouting the primary power conduit,” Stuart said. “And making half a dozen other major adjustments to the power nodes while they’re at it.”

“So it doesn’t look like they’re setting up a base of operations in Engineering?”

“No, sir,” Stuart said.

“Funny. Reports from when the Enterprise-E was taken over indicated that Engineering was used as the center of the Borg hive.”

“Well, these are Dawg, not Borg. Maybe they’re setting up their base of operations somewhere else.”

“Excuse me,” Dr. Lana Shar said, sticking her head in between Richards and Stuart. “Does either of you have the faintest idea how to get us out of here?”

“You can leave right now if you want,” Richards said. “But it would be at your own risk.”

“Yeah,” Stuart said. “And we still aren’t sure what the Dawg are doing to the crewmembers that they capture.”

“In that case, I’ll take my chances in here,” Lana said. “But in point of fact, I only came into Engineering to ask you guys to fix the environmental controls in my office.”

“We’ll get to it as soon as possible,” Richards said wryly, crouching down and gesturing for Lana and the other engineering officers to follow him. “But in the meantime, I suggest we keep moving. I saw some daschunds and corgys out there that are probably capable of maneuvering damn fast in a Jefferies tube.”

“I never thought I’d be running from daschunds and corgys,” Lana muttered.

“Welcome to Starfleet,” Stuart said with a grin.



Lt. J’hana swung out of the turbolift shaft and lept to the deck, aiming the searchlight mounted on her rifle around the corridor. “All clear!” she called back into the turbolift shaft.

Baxter, Larkin, Ford, and Tilleran hopped out behind her.

“Looks like primary lighting’s out,” Ford said.

“Hey, I just thought of something,” Baxter said. “When the Borg infested the Enterprise-E, they tried to take hold of the main computer.”

All heads turned to Larkin.

“You did lock out computer control, didn’t you?” Baxter asked.

“I certainly did,” Larkin said. “Would you expect any less of me?”

“Not at all,” Baxter said, wiping a hand across his brow and gesturing for the group to move forward.

Tilleran pulled out a tricorder as the group moved. “According to these scans, everything below deck seven has been occupied by Dawg troops. Main power is being transferred to–oh dear.”

“What?” Baxter asked, looking over Tilleran’s shoulder.

“There appears to be a major diversion of power to Counselor Peterman’s quarters.”

“Could Kelly be in there?” Baxter asked.

“Possibly,” Tilleran replied. “But the Dawg have set up interference emitters all over the ship. It’s hard to get a positive reading on anything.”

“Well, then,” Baxter muttered, “Kelly’s quarters are two decks down. Let’s get moving.”

“Sir, what if the Counselor is–” Tilleran said timidly.

“Then we’ll just have to start buying her kibbles ’n bits!” Baxter snapped. “Now, move it!”



Lt. Hartley watched the doors to the transporter room nervously and counted the seconds. Any moment now…

Suddenly the doors swooshed open and three Dawgs scampered in.

“Hello, hello, hello,” Hartley sang, tapping at the transporter controls, “I don’t know why you say hello, I say goodbye!”

“I say ‘high,’ you say ‘low,’

You say ‘why?’ and I say ‘I don’t know!’” the speakers in the transporter room boomed.

Hartley quickly ran her fingers up the panel, causing the three Dawgs to dematerialize.

“Whew,” Hartley said. “I can’t keep this up all day.”

The doors quickly opened again, and Hartley locked on and beamed the intruders out before she could even get a good look at them. As soon as the transport began, however, she realized her mistake.



Seconds after stepping into the transporter room, Lana, Richards, Stuart, and three engineering officers dematerialized and reappeared in a cargo bay that was swimming in angry, snarling, barking Dawgs.

“Holy shit, what happened?” Richards asked, climbing the ladder to the top of the cargo rack, quickly followed by Stuart and the others.

Just as the Dawgs began climbing after them, the group dematerialized again.



“Sorry about that,” Hartley said, as Richards and his group reappeared on the transporter pad.

“No problem,” Lana said, “I love being chased down by rapid cybernetic mutts.”

“I guess I mistook you guys for Dawgs,” Hartley explained.

“Do you see any fur here!” Richards exclaimed.

“Sorry,” Hartley said.

Richards examined Hartley’s panel and rubbed his chin. “Wait a minute. How do you still have control of the transporters? The Dawg control all the systems on the ship that weren’t locked out.”

“A reroute here, a snip there, a rearrangement of an isolinear chip here,” Hartley said proudly. “Nothing special.”

“That’s darn good work, Hartley,” Richards said. “And you put all the Dawgs that you transported in that cargo bay?”

“Yep. They’re all sealed up where they can’t hurt anyone.”

“Wonderful,” Lana said. “All we have to do is keep transporting them into cargo bays and we’ll have the whole lot of them under wraps.”

“I don’t think it’ll be that easy,” Richards said.

Suddenly a group of Dawgs rushed into the transporter room, knocking Richards and the others to the ground before they could react. Hartley reached for her panel but was knocked away by a Wiemeraner.

The Wiemeraner stabbed her cybernetic paw device into the transporter panel and began accessing.

“Computer, initiate program Hartley Alpha one four seven, then lock on to all crewmembers in the room and energize!” Hartley cried, as the Dawgs closed in. Hartley and the others dematerized before the Dawg could make another move.



Doctor Browning pried open the Jefferies’ tube hatch and slid out, pushing past the half-open doors and into the Main Engineering compartment. “Honey, I’m home!”

Browning ducked just as a purple beam lashed out at her, hitting the panel behind her. Lt. Gellar slid out of the door after her, firing at the Dawgs gathered at the rear of Engineering. “Keep moving, Doctor!”

The pair hurried behind the sizable master systems console at the center of Engineering.

“I don’t see Christopher anywhere!” Browning said, slinging her phaser rifle over the console that was their cover and firing madly.

“And if he were here, one of you would have hit him by now,” Mirk said, jumping out from the Jeffries tube and moving to join Browning and Gellar. “Allow me.” Mirk stood up and stared at the Dawgs, who immediately began firing at him. The bartender just smiled, as the beams swirled around him and then fired back at the Dawg, knocking them off their feet.

“Neat trick,” Gellar said wryly. “You’ll have to teach me that some time.”

“It takes a lot of concentration,” Mirk said breathlessly.

Browning grabbed a tricorder from on top of the systems display and opened it up. “I detect a lot of Dawgs occupying the surrounding compartments, but I’m not picking up any of the engineering officers. Or any humans beside us for that matter.”

“Where could they have gone?” Amara asked, leading the security officers out of the tube.

“They probably did the smart thing and got the hell out of here,” Gellar said. “Which is exactly what we should do.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more,” Browning said. “But–”

Suddenly a grinding noise echoed throughout the dark, empty Engineering compartment.

“What the hell is that?” Mirk asked.

“Look!” Gellar said, pointing to the warp core. The long, cylindrical core was slowly sinking downward.

Browning, Mirk, Amara, and the other security officers followed Gellar over to the core, watching helplessly as it slid from its housing and descended through the ship.

“Good Lord, they cracked open the bottom of the ship and they’re sucking the warp core out like a peanut out of its shell!” Browning exclaimed.

“And if we’re not being sucked out of the compartment by the vacuum it could mean only one other thing,” Gellar said.

As the warp core left the ship and the environment beyond the emergency hatch became visible, Gellar’s fears were confirmed.

Browning swallowed hard. “We’re inside the Dawg ship.”



“Faster!” Captain Baxter cried, firing behind him as he ran. Due to the simple fact that he was probably the scaredest, Lt. Ford led the bridge crew down the corridor as a pack of cybernetically advanced greyhounds gave chase.

“I’m going as fast as I can!” Ford cried.

“Wait, stop!” Baxter cried, causing Tilleran, J’hana, and Larkin to slam into him.

Ford stopped several feet ahead, turning. “This better be good!”

Baxter slammed his hand on the doorpanel, causing the huge metal doors to sigh open. “Inside, quick!”



The Dawgs followed Baxter and his officers through the doors and down a long, drafty corridor.

They made several inquiries to the main database as to where they were, but there was no positive answer.

Suddenly the dark corridor gave way to a huge, bright, grassy field, surrounded by hundreds of rows of seats.

The main database was uncertain as to how such a large structure could exist in what the sensors confirmed was a small room, but the Dawg pursued their quarry nonetheless.

“Welcome to Texas Stadium, everyone!” a voice called out. “And, as usual, it’s a beeee-yooo-tiful day. Pat Sommerall and John Madden here with you, ready to start Super Bowl Ninety-Nine Hundred and Three. We’re just about ready for the first play of the game, and I think it’s safe to say everyone’s fired up.”

“You know, Pat, I think you’re right,” another voice called out. “This is what it’s all about. Young guys, tough odds, a lot at stake. It just doesn’t get any better than this.”

“You’re right, John. It’s the makings of a good game. Let’s take a look as the home team calls their first play.”

“Foot…ball?” one of the Dawgs repeated, walking out to the center of the field where Baxter and his officers were huddled. “Baxter, Captain Andrew. Cease all resistance and submit to us for assimilation.”

Baxter ignored them, just kept whispering to his officers.



“Okay guys, this is the plan,” Baxter whispered. “I’ve eliminated the holodeck safeties and had this football converted into a matter/antimatter bomb. Ford, I want you and J’hana to run a post–nothing fancy; Tilleran, you’re in at tight end; Larkin, I want you to block. Then I’ll go for the pass, and whoever is open will lateral to the Borg and blow them to bits. Any questions?”

“Yes, sir,” Ford said quietly.

“Go ahead.”

“Are you insane?”

“Okay, break!” Baxter said, backing out of the huddle. “Thirty-four, Twenty-one, Forty-five, HIKE!”

Ford, J’hana, and Tilleran ran down the field as fast as they could, with a pack of Dawgs chasing them.

Larkin, for her part, slammed into the Dawgs that came towards her and Baxter.

“And there’s the snap. Look at Ford, Tilleran, and J’hana go! And that hit by Larkin…well, that was a textbook block.” said John Madden over the PA.

Baxter quickly armed the football and went back for the throw, just as a snarling Dawg slammed into him.

“Larkin!” Baxter cried, tossing the ball to Larkin.

“Yes, Captain,” Larkin said catching the ball. “What do you wish me to do with this?”

“RUN!” Baxter cried, scrambling out from under the attacking Dawgs.

Larkin did as she was told and bolted for the other end of the field.

“And Baxter dumps it off. Not his style, would you say, John?”

“No, but in a big money game like this, Pat, you’re bound to see some big money plays.”

“Give me the bomb!” J’hana shouted. “Perhaps it will explode in my possession so I can take some Dawgs out with me!”

“As you wish,” Larkin said, tossing the ball to J’hana.

With a horde of Dawgs on his tail, Baxter took off downfield. “J’hana, J’hana, I’m open! Give it to me!”

“What’s this? Baxter’s trying to get ahold of the ball. Is this a variation on the old ‘flea-flicker,’ John?”

“I don’t know what that is. In all my years–”

“Captain, I believe I possess superior athletic prowess. Perhaps–” J’hana said uneasily.

“To me!” Baxter shouted. “That’s an order!”

“Very well,” J’hana sighed, hurling the ball at Baxter.

Baxter put on an extra burst of speed as the crowd of Dawgs gave chase. When he reached the end of the field, he turned around, reared back, and hurled the ball as hard as he could, right into the middle of the pack of Dawgs.

“Would you look at that pass? Beautiful!”

“Hit the dirt!” Ford cried, pushing J’hana to the ground as the blast shook Texas Stadium.

Bits of Dawg rained down as the dust cloud settled.

“Whew,” Baxter said, standing up. “That went off pretty well if I do say so myself.”

“And it looks like Baxter’s team wins it by a hair. That’s a gutsy group, John.”

“That they are, Pat. I sure wouldn’t want to get on their bad side.”



“Whew, that was close,” Richards exclaimed, as he and the others rematerialized.

“Where are we?” Lana asked, looking around the small cabin.

“My quarters,” Hartley said, swinging open a cabinet and pulling several large rifles out. “Everybody take one. Trust me, there’s enough to go around.”

“Are you sure you didn’t beam us to J’hana’s quarters by mistake?” Richards asked wryly, examining one of the firearms.

“Positive,” Hartley said. “I happen to enjoy collecting high powered directed energy weapons.”

“And I figured you for a thimble collector,” Stuart said, checking the setting on his weapon.

“What are these things?” Richards asked. “They sure aren’t regulation Starfleet issue.”

“They’re all different,” Hartley said, “and all equally capable of producing the kind of carnage we’re looking for. Now come on, we’re burning starlight.”

“What are we going to do?” Lana asked, taking one of the rifles from Hartley.

“Find the source of Dawg influence and root it out would be my guess,” Hartley said. “Right, Commander?”

“Well,” Richards said, “I suppose that’s as good a place as any to start.”

“Good,” Hartley said, whipping out a tricorder. “I’m glad we agree. Now, if I’m not mistaken, the highest level of energy transfer is going on in this direction.”

Richards watched Hartley as she led him and the others out of her quarters and down the corridor.

“She’s good, isn’t she?” Stuart whispered.

Richards looked back at the Ensign, annoyed. “Well, sure she is, she’s one of my officers.”

“If she keeps this up, she’ll probably be your commanding officer,” Stuart said with a grin.

“Shut up.”



Lt. Gellar tried not to look down at the dizzying lengths of interconnecting metal that stretched out below him as he crawled along the hull of the Explorer. It seemed as if this section of the Dawg ship was not equipped with a gravity field, so it was pretty easy for him, Mirk, Saral, and Browning to crawl upside down along the bottom of the ship, in search of the missing warp core.

“Would you look at this place?” Mirk said with a low whistle. He stared in awe at the beams of light that criscrossed throughout the huge, open hangar and the tedrils of metal that wrapped around the Explorer as if she was a soft tennis ball in a dog’s mouth.

“It is quite impressive,” Saral said. “It has been my experience that the more malevolent the enemy, the more impressive their vessel.”

“In that case these guys must be the biggest jerks in the universe,” Browning said wryly.

“Indeed,” Saral said, glancing at her tricorder. “Interesting. I am picking up a signature from our stray warp core.”

“Where from?” Browning asked.

“Directly ahead, approximatley three hundred meters.”

“Then let’s get moving,” Gellar said. “The sooner we get that warp core back the better.”

“Has anyone figured on how we’re going to get it back in the ship?” Mirk asked as the group floated along the underside of the Explorer’s saucer towards the direction Saral had indicated.

“Sure,” Browning said. “We’ll use your powers.”

“What if they don’t work?”

“Then we’ll offer them a jerky treat for it,” Gellar grumbled.

“Hmm,” Saral said, looking at her tricorder. “I am picking up several Dawg lifeforms surrounding us.”

“Are they moving in?” Gellar asked.

“Uncertain,” Saral said. “However, I do not believe they see us as a threat.”

“That probably won’t hold out long,” Mirk said.



“Whew!” Baxter said, coming to a stop near a turbolift and wiping his brow. “I think we actually lost them.”

“This turbolift should lead down to Counselor Peterman’s quarters,” J’hana said, prying open the turbolift doors with a grunt and shining her palm beacon down into the shaft.

Suddenly a ghastly white paw reached up and dragged her down the shaft.

“Captain!” J’hana cried as she was pulled through the doors. “Captain, help!”

“We’re coming, J’hana,” Baxter called out, scrambling after the Andorian.

Baxter shined his light down the shaft, trying to hold it steady as he climbed down the ladder.

“Can you see her?” Tilleran asked.

“Barely,” Baxter said, as J’hana and the Dawgs that had her captive disappeared through one of the turbolift doors. “Damn, I lost them.”

Suddenly there was a rumbling throughout the turbolift shaft.

Baxter looked down uncomfortably as he felt the ladder shake. A turbolift was blasting up from below. “Climb, damn it, climb!” he cried. “Hurry!”

Tilleran, Larkin, Ford, and Baxter scrambled up the shaft as the turbolift whined towards them.

Once they reached the first pair of doors, Larkin jerked them open, helping Tilleran and Ford through.

“Wait for me!” Baxter grunted as he tried to pull himself up.

“Hurry, Captain!” Larkin shouted, grabbing Baxter’s arm and hurling him through the air, just as the turbolift blasted through the doors, becoming lodged in the shaft.

“They must have control over the turbolift systems,” Tilleran surmised.

Baxter rubbed his aching head, looking up at the turbolift as it sat there menacingly cradled against the bulkhead. “Well, I guess we’ll have to find another way down then, won’t we?”



Richards braced himself against the recoil of the weapon he had taken from Hartley’s quarters as he blasted away into the oncoming pack of Dawgs. “This thing has a hell of a kick, Hartley!”

“That’s how I like ’em,” Hartley replied, hurling what looked like an electrified boomerang into one of the Dawg’s chests, causing it to reel back and whine piercingly as an electric field wrapped around it. “Besides, how long do you think we’d hold out firing the same Federation weapons they’re used to?”

“Point taken,” Richards said, firing his weapon again and again, felling Dawgs left and right.

“Through here!” Stuart cried, waving the group toward him. “This is where they’re diverting power!”

Hartley stared at the door fearfully. “Counselor Peterman’s quarters.”

“Makes sense,” Lana said, hoisting a giant ore blaster onto her shoulder. “The Dawg are gravitating toward the greatest concentration of animal life on the ship. What better place to do that than Peterman’s quarters?”

“I’m afraid to look in there,” Richards said quietly.

“Well, we have to,” Hartley said, ripping open the door panel and reaching her hand inside. “Almost…got it…”

Suddenly the door parted a few inches with a metallic grunt. Before Richards could push the doors farther apart, a metal fist punched through and grabbed him by the front of his uniform, jerking him through.

Hartley, Lana, and Stuart followed, only to find a room full of winding black cables and pulsating green, purple, and red lights.

“What the hell is this place?” Lana asked, awestruck.

“Mmmm…my playpen…” a voice echoed throughout the room.

“That sounded like Counselor Peterman!” Hartley exclaimed.

“Not…mmmm…exactly,” the voice said, as the cables and tubes parted. Flanked by several angry looking Dawgs, as well as the freshly cybernetcially engineered Charlie, was Counselor Peterman. Her uniform had been replaced by a tight black leotard of some kind that was wrapped in black cabling, and there were black tubes sticking into her neck, and beeping, blinking lights seemed to be pulsating all around her. Her face was stark white, her lips black, and her fingernails long and sharp. But the most horrible transformation that had come over the Counselor was probably her hair. It was high and puffy, with streaks of white cutting through it in a Bride of Frankenstein-esque beehive. When she bared her teeth, they were jagged like an attack dog’s, and her nose was brownish. As dogs went, Richards thought briefly, she made a pretty hot one.

“Nice hair,” Hartley said fearfully.

“Glad you like it,” Peterman growled.

“It’s a new look for you, isn’t it?” Richards added.

“Mmm hmm. I’d like to think it brings out my…eyes.” Peterman’s eyes glowed yellow.

“The Captain will be pissed,” Stuart said.

“The Captain will be assimilated right along with each and every one of you!” Peterman shrieked. “Resistance is futile! You will all become one with the Dawg!”

“Boy, talk about mood swings,” Richards said uneasily. “Are you having cramps, too?”

“I don’t want to talk about it!” Peterman growled. She moved sultrily over to Lana and ran a long, black fingernail up the line of spots on her neck. “You are Trill, aren’t you my dear?”

“Yes, I am, why?” Lana asked fearfully.

“Just wondering,” Peterman said, looking back to the dark area behind the wall of cabling. “Commander, I have a present for you!”

There was ecstatic barking from behind the cable as Commander Conway lept out, covered in orange fur, wagging his tail and scratching eagerly behind his ear.

“I don’t belive it,” Hartley said, smiling slightly. “Isn’t he a cute little golden retwiever?”

“Woof!” Conway barked happily.

“This isn’t funny!” Richards said. “You can’t do this,” he said, turning to Peterman. “Put our fellow officers back the way you found them and leave our ship.”

“My dear,” Peterman growled. “I have not yet begun to assimilate. Conway, take the Trill away.”

Lana cried out as Conway grabbed onto her with both paws, jerking her backwards.

“Dr. Shar!” Hartley cried, lifting up her weapon. Peterman made a high-pitched yowp and batted Hartley away. A long, black, furry tail swooshed out from behind Peterman and grabbed Richards’s weapon as well.

“We have to get out of here!” Stuart cried, shooting the Dawgs that were advancing towards them.

“I would tend to agree,” Richards said, picking Hartley up and moving for the door.

“You can run wherever you want!” Peterman shrieked. “But you won’t find a safe place on this entire ship!”

Hartley tried to ignore the sound of frantic shouting, growling, and mewing that came from the darker parts of Peterman’s quarters as she scrambled towards the door.



“Holy Jeeze!” Browning cried as she, Gellar, Mirk, and Saral emerged in the bay adjacent to the one where the Explorer was being held.

The warp core was being pulled by a tractor beam into what looked like a gigantic mouth, lined with sharp, dangerous looking teeth.

“Suggestions?” Gellar asked quietly.

“Do your thing, Mirk,” Browning said. “It’s the only chance we have of getting out of here.”

“Here goes nothing,” Mirk said, floating forward and concentrating the full force of his blossoming powers on the warp core.

A blue field glowed around the core as he concentrated, and for a moment it stopped moving, caught between the power of the Dawg ship and the Maloxian.

“Come on, Mirk!” Browning cried. “You can do it!”

Mirk grunted as he mentally pulled back on the warp core. “I don’t know…their beam is really strong.”

“Keep pulling!” Gellar said.

Suddenly the tractor beam seemed to increase power as it jerked the core back, dragging Mirk along with it.

“Mirk, be careful!” Browning called out.

“I’m doing my damnedist!” Mirk said, pulling back through midair and trying to stop the core from moving. “Give, boy, give!” he shouted. “Bad Dawg!”

“YOU MUST NOT RESIST,” a voice thundered around him. Actually, it was several voices. Actually, it was several voices, and several growls and barks.

“I sure as heck will,” Mirk replied. “Now give me back that warp core!”

“NO!”

“What if I give you a treat?” Mirk asked, grasping at straws.

“NO. WELL, WAIT. WHAT KIND OF A TREAT ARE WE TALKING ABOUT?”

“I don’t know. I’m thinking,” Mirk said.

“Knick nack paddy wack,” Browning said quietly to herself.

“Pardon?” Gellar asked, confused.

“GIVE A DAWG A BONE!” Browning cried out.

“BONE?” the chorus of voices asked.

Mirk shook his head. “You’re asking me to materialize something out of thin air while I’m pulling on this warp core. I don’t know if I have that much power.”

“BONE,” the chorus said resoundingly.

“You can do it!” Gellar said. “Remember when we fell out of the rollercoaster and you made that big pillow! And when you caged up the Dawg in your bar?”

“But I the effect is only temp–”

“Shut up!” Gellar replied. “They don’t have to know that!”

“BONE!” the Dawg shouted, jerking Mirk towards them harder.

“Okay, okay,” Mirk said, “you asked for it. But I’m going to need your help, Ensign Saral.”

“I am honored, Mr. Mirk, that you believe my telepathic abilities would add to your own,” Saral said, moving over to join Mirk.

“Maybe I just like it when you touch my head,” Mirk muttered, as Saral placed her hands on the sides of Mirk’s face.

“My mind to your mind, your thoughts to my thoughts,” Saral said quietly.

“Think bone, Saral, think bone!” Gellar cried out.

Mirk giggled.

“That isn’t funny Mr. Mirk,” Saral said seriously, not opening her eyes as she concentrated.

“Sorry,” Mirk replied self-conciously.

As Mirk and Saral concentrated on the area in front of the giant mouth, a huge glossy white meatbone grew into existence.

“We’re doing it!” Mirk cried.

“Bigger!” Browning called out.

The meatbone grew and grew until it almost filled the entire bay.

“BONE!” the Dawg repeated. The tractor beam cut off immediately and latched onto the bone.

“I guess they’re still just big dumb dogs at heart,” Browning said.

Mirk immediately fixed his concentration on the warp core and tugged at it with all his mental might. “Help me pull this thing, Saral!”

“Affirmative,” Saral replied, concentrating the force of her thoughts on the warp core.

“Hop on!” Mirk cried, gliding past Browning and Gellar with the core in tow.

“How long will that bone last?” Gellar asked, climbing on behind Saral and Browning.

“No telling. Not long though.”

“Well I for one don’t want to be around when it disappears,” Browning said.

“You’re not kidding,” Mirk said, struggling to pull the warp core toward the Explorer.



Captain Baxter slipped the cover off the ventilation duct and slid out, followed by Larkin, Ford, and Tilleran.

“Kelly’s quarters are this way,” Baxter said, gesturing the group down the corridor with his rifle. “Hurry.”

“Sir,” Larkin said, looking up from her tricorder as they approached the door to Peterman’s quarters. “I am picking up very strange readings from the Counselor’s quarters.”

“I’m not surprised,” Baxter said. “There are strange readings all over the–” he stopped when he came to the open door to Peterman’s quarters. The room seemed to be completely trashed. Cabling hung from the ceiling, the furniture was gone, and the room was completely vacant.

“Where is Kelly?” Baxter asked.

“And for that matter, where are the Dawg?” Ford asked.

“Part of me would rather not know,” Tilleran said, running her tricorder over the room carefully.

“We have to find her,” Baxter said, kneeling down and picking up a red and white spotted handkerchief. “Hey, this is Charlie’s.”

“Well, it was Charlie’s anyway,” Ford muttered.

“Damn,” Baxter said, pocketing the handkerchief and rising to his feet. “Suggestions?”

Larkin scanned the room carefully with her tricorder. “There were several human and Dawg lifesigns in this room within the last hour. They could not have gotten far.”

Tilleran leaned inside one of the gutted bulkhead panels. “By the looks of it, they diverted a major amount of ship’s power to this room and then diverted it away.”

“Can you track down where the power was diverted to?” Baxter asked excitedly.

“Stand by,” Tilleran said, examining her tricorder readings. “There seems to be a major power buildup around deck twelve, aft section”

Baxter thought a moment. “The arboretum!”

“Perhaps they are gathering their forces in an animal-friendly environ,” Larkin offered.

“That’s a cozy thought,” Ford said. “They’re probably gathering our forces too.”

“Sir, that would fit the Borg profile,” Larkin said. “If we were to assume that these Dawgs were similar in behavior to the Borg, then–”

“I get your point,” Baxter said. “Which is why we need to get to deck twelve on the double.”

Tilleran and the rest followed Baxter back out into the corridor. “Any ideas on how to do that, Captain?”

“Well, the turbolifts and transporters are out,” Baxter said, cautiously moving down the corridor. “That leaves the Jefferies’ tubes.”

“Not a good idea, sir,” Larkin said. “According to my tricorder readings there are heavy Dawg lifeform traces in the Jeffries’ tube access.”

“Okay, well, that leaves levitating through the floor,” Ford said wryly.

“On the contrary, Mr. Ford, there is another way,” Larkin said, holding up her middle finger for the Captain’s approval.

“This is no time for rude gestures, Larkin!” Baxter scolded.

Suddenly the finger flipped open, exposing a long, cylindrical metal rod.

“Your computer access nodule!” Baxter said excitedly. “Are you sure interfacing the computer systems with that is a good idea? What if the Dawg programs infect your system?”

“There are several safeguards in place to prevent that,” Larkin said. “Additionally, I believe the risk is worthwhile. If I can access the transporter systems and purge the Dawg control files from the memory, I may be able to initiate a site-to-site transport.”

“It sounds risky to me, Captain,” Tilleran said uneasily.

“But Larkin has a point,” Baxter said. “If we don’t get down there to deck twelve we won’t be able to stop the Dawg from doing whatever diabolical things they plan on doing to this ship. Initiate the interface, Larkin.”

“Aye, sir,” Larkin said, pulling open one of the comm panels and inserting her finger.

With an electric crackle, Larkin’s eyes rolled into the back of her head and her whole body went ramrod straight.

“I take it we’re in?” Ford asked.



Twenty seconds later, Larkin’s eyes snapped open.

“Well?” Baxter said expectantly, leaning forward, with Ford and Tilleran on either side of him.

“Arrrrrr….woof!” Larkin replied, baring her teeth and growling menacingly.

“Hmm,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin. “So did you get into the system and restore computer control?”

“Grrrllll….woof woof!”

“It appears something went wrong,” Tilleran said.

Baxter eyed Larkin suspiciously. “She seems none the worse for wear. Are you all right, Larkin?”

“Woof!” Larkin said, nodding and wagging her tongue happily.

“Good, good,” Baxter said. “Can you activate that site to site we talked about?”

“Woof!” Larkin said, and with that, the group disappeared.



“Go, go, go!” Richards shouted, firing his phaser rifle back through the Jefferies’ tube at the madly scampering cybernetic daschunds as Stuart, Hartley, and his engineers crawled frantically into the adjoining tunnel. “They’re gaining on us!”

“If you haven’t noticed,” Hartley mumbled, “we don’t exactly have a lot of options on where to go.”

“Well, if we stop, we’re all going to need flea collars,” Richards said, sliding into the vertical tunnel and tapping his foot nervously as Hartley worked on the panel for the ladder access.

“I see your point,” Hartley remarked, as she jimmied the ladder access door open. “Everybody out–deck twelve: lingerie, cosmetics, and housewares.” Hartley waited until everyone was through and blasted into the horizontal tunnel, injuring several of the Dawgs before ducking into the vertical tunnel and manually pumping the door shut. “Be good puppies!”

The group moved quickly down the ladder, jumping once they were halfway down, on account of the rapidly gaining Dawg soldiers.

“Move it, move it!” Richards ordered, waving everyone through the door that led out into the corridor.

Hartley slid the door shut and welded it closed with her rifle beam, following the group down the winding corridor.

Stuart examined his tricorder. “I’m picking up Dr. Shar’s comm badge signal, as well as a whole kennel full of Dawg troops.”

“And Peterman?”

“I can’t tell. She would probably register as a Dawg lifesign at this point,” Stuart said, shrugging.

“We have to try to rescue Dr. Shar,” Richards said.

“Are you crazy?” Hartley said. “Didn’t you hear Stuart? All the Dawgs are convening at that spot. It’s not exactly going to be a picnic getting in.”

“Well, I for one don’t have anything else scheduled for today,” Richards said. “Now are you guys in or not?”

“How can I resist?” Hartley asked wryly, following Richards, Stuart and the other engineering officers.



Lt. Gellar pumped the door at the bottom of the warp core closed as Mirk and Saral steadily pushed the core up into its housing.

“Whew!” Mirk said, falling back to the deck. “That was exausting.”

Saral raised an eyebrow. “I found it enlightening. Your mind is quite powerful. Once you learn to properly use it, your powers will be almost limitless.”

“That’s nice,” Mirk said. “What about the cybernetic poodles that are clawing at the door?”

“I don’t know,” Browning said. “How about a nice cybernetic dog catcher?”

“I’m not laughing,” Gellar said. “If we’re going to bust out of here, we’re going to have to find someone to reattach the warp core.”

“That’s going to be tough considering that we haven’t seen an engineering officer since we arrived down here,” Browning replied.

“Well, we’d better start looking. No telling how long we’ll be able to keep the Dawg out of this compartment.”

“Why are we worried about them getting in this compartment?” Mirk asked. “Directors, they’re infesting the entire ship!”

Suddenly lights flickered on all around the lower deck, all the way up into Main Engineering.

Amara dangled her head over the railing. “Are you guys okay down there? It looks like main power just came back on!”

“It sure seems like it,” Mirk replied. “But we haven’t attached the warp core yet.”

Lt. Gellar pulled open a panel and peered at the blinking lights. “Well, we’ve got computer controls back, but don’t ask me how.”

“Then the comm system works?” Browning asked.

“Only one way to find out,” Gellar said. “Lt. Gellar to Captain Baxter. Do you read?”

“This is Baxter. Larkin was able to get computer controls back. What’s your status, Lieutenant?”

“Dr. Browning, Mr. Mirk, and I just rescued the warp core from the Dawg and we’re down in Engineering now trying to reattach it. Do you have any idea where the engineers went?”

“No clue. I didn’t even realize the Dawg had taken the warp core. Baxter to Richards, can you hear me?”

“Richards here.”

“Are you okay, Richards?”

“Um, not really. You see, sir, I have some bad…uh…news about the Counselor.”

“Ah, don’t tell me…”

“Andy, she’s been assimilated.”

“Jeeze, how bad?”

“Pretty damned bad. But the changes are somewhat…well, erotic.”

“Hmm. Where is she?”

“Actually, uh…” Richards cleared his throat “…she’s right here with me.”

“WHAT? Where are you?”

“Arboretum.”

“We’re on our way to your location now!” Baxter cried. “Hold tight!”

“Andy my love, this is Kelly…or what’s left of her. Come play with me!” screeched the mechanical/animal voice of Peterman over the comm.

Gellar tapped the channel closed on his comm badge. “Well, it looks like everyone’s got their hands full up there.”



“Oh, goody, my darling Andy will be here soon to join me!” Peterman said gaily, prancing about the open grassy knoll at the center of the arboretum. She circled the grass and crouched, stretching out her back and growling hungrily, licking her chops. “Come on, Andy…”

Richards, Hartley, Stuart and the two surviving engineers were strapped tightly by Dawg cables to nearby trees. Black cables snaked and intertwined, dancing insanely through the huge arboretum as Dawg technology spread. Black machinery, gears, probes, saws, and other evil implements surged out of the ground as the Explorer was transformed. Cybernetic animals–Peterman’s and those originally of the Dawg vessel scampered about the grassy expanse, some shooting red beams and others just having an old-fashioned good time romping.

“Let me thank you again for joining us,” Peterman said, crawling over to the outcropping of trees where Richards, Hartley, Stuart, and the others were being held captive. “This little celebration just wouldn’t be the same without you.”

“Glad we could brighten up your day,” Hartley muttered.

“Can I ask you one little question?” Richards asked.

“Mmmm…shoot,” Peterman said, curling herself around the tree trunk sultrily.

“Why are you so hell-bent on turning people into cyborg animals? Why not just plain old cyborgs?”

“Our people are an old, strong, determined race,” Petersen growled. “When we were assimilated by the Borg they were not prepared for the sheer force of our wills. We took their fleet of ships and made them our own. But we inherited a dark gift from them: The need to conquer. For eons we were content to stay in our relatively small sector of space. But now, aided by the impressive Borg machinery, we are capable of taking this whole galaxy.”

“And you’ll do that by making us all cute and furry?” asked Hartley, incredulous.

“More or less. I really wish you could understand the appeal of seeing things from the point of view of a member of the fluffy little animal kingdom. There’s such a clear sense of purpose. Such a sense of what must be done for survival. Call it instinct, call it–”

“Insanity?”

Peterman frowned, causing her whiskers to twitch slightly. “You’ll be so much easier to talk to once we finish our alterations.”

“If you haven’t noticed, computer control has been restored. Our people will have this ship back under control within minutes,” Hartley said resentfully.

“Maybe,” Peterman said. “But we’re in the heart of one of our vessels. There is literally nowhere for you to run.”

“But we could destroy this ship,” Richards said. “Captain Baxter would do it.”

“You’re not giving me enough credit. I have access to all of Peterman’s knowledge. Baxter is a coward. He’d sooner see you all assimilated than blow up this entire ship.”

“We’ll see about that, Alpo-breath!” Baxter cried out from the doorway at the other end of the arboretum.

“Bravo, bravo!” Peterman said, flopping her tail around excitedly. “Come to me, my chubby little mate and let me turn you over to the Dawg side!”

“Never!” Baxter shouted, glancing over his right shoulder as several Dawg troops advanced on him from the grassy fields. “Now, Tilleran!”

Suddenly a wave of electricity crackled throughout the arboretum, jumping from one Dawg to another, causing them to collapse on the grass, whining and barking all the while.

“Pardon me, excuse me, coming through,” Baxter said, pushing through the writhing Dawgs towards the stage.

“No, no, no!” Peterman shrieked, rising up, baring her teeth. Her claws lengthened and her hair puffed up to make her seem twice her normal height. “This just won’t do!”

Baxter grimaced as he approached Peterman. “Honey, I really have to talk to you about your recent fashion choices.”

“You’ll see that basic black is very versatile in a lady’s wardrobe,” Peterman purred, wrapping her claws around Baxter’s neck and jerking him into a grove of trees with inuman strength. “Now come on, can’t you see I’m in heat!”

“Oh, boy,” Baxter said, as Peterman dragged him across the grass. Meters away, he caught sight of Hartley, Richards, Stockton and others, struggling to break free of the trees they were tied to.

Ford hurried over to rescue Richards and the others.

“What the heck did Tilleran do?” Richards asked with interest as Ford freed him.

“Some kind of electrostatic interference pulse, I think. It temporarily shorted out all the Dawgs’ command circuits,” Ford said, smiling as he untied Hartley. “Miss me, baby?”

“Not a bit,” Hartley said.

“You know, I could leave you tied up…”

“And I could work one knee free and make sure you hit that high note you keep trying to get in the shower.”

“How did you know about that?” Ford said, quickly loosening the cables.

“Call it woman’s intuition.”

“We have to rescue Commander Conway and Dr. Shar,” Richards said. “They were assimilated.”

“So was J’hana,” Ford said.

“You can’t escape that easily!” Peterman said as she grappled with Baxter. “Fido of Dawg, Fluffy of Dawg! Attack!”

“Who?” Ford asked, confused.

Suddenly the cybernetically altered Conway and J’hana scampered out from the grove of trees behind Peterman, growling viciously.

“Oh, dear,” Hartley said, covering her mouth.

She had already seen Conway, but it appeared that J’hana had been fused with DNA from a basset hound.

“Stay, guys, stay!” Hartley said, raising a hand into the air.

Conway and J’hana ignored the transporter chief and lept through the air, mouths open and dripping with saliva.



Meanwhile, Peterman had been able to force Baxter back into a dark thicket of gnarled trees.

“Pretty cozy, huh snookums?” Peterman purred, listening eagerly to the carnage that was going on nearby between altered and unaltered crewmembers of the Explorer.

“You are not my snookums!” Baxter said angrily.

“Cap–Captain…” a voice said quietly.

“Lana, is that you?” Baxter asked, whipping his head around.

“What…what’s left of me.”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “Stay put, Patches! I’m not finished with you yet.”

“She took my…my…symbiont, Captain!” Lana said, straining against the cables that held her against a nearby tree.

Baxter peered through the darkness. Part of Lana’s midsection was obscured. “Damn it, why’d you go and do a thing like that?”

Peterman let out a long, soft purr into Baxter’s ear. “She’s just being difficult. I mean, it’s not like we didn’t replace it with something else.”

Baxter pushed Peterman away and moved forward hesitantly. “Good Lord what did you replace it with?”

“See for yourself,” Peterman mewed.

As Baxter neared, he saw an orange claw reach out of the darkness and scrath at his uniform.

“Fritz?” Baxter asked in amazement.

“He’s shedding inside me!” Lana cried out in disgust.

In the slightly improved light, Baxter could now see the ugly truth of what the Dawg had done to Lana.

The front half of Fritz snarled up at Baxter out of Lana’s stomach as his two front paws swiped at the air frantically.

“Now, come on,” Peterman said, stepping up behind Baxter. “You have to admit, you don’t see that every day.”

Baxter’s temper was coming to a nice, slow, boil. “There’s a reason for that you…twisted…sick…bitch!”

“And that is?”

“BECAUSE IT’S TOTALLY DERANGED!” Baxter cried, turning on Peterman and reaching for her neck.

“Oooh, your Peterman just loves it when you play rough. And I think I do too.”

Baxter pushed Peterman against a tree roughly. “Listen, pal, I don’t know how you operate in your little corner of the galaxy, but where I come from we consider it common courtesy not to infest someone’s starship, monkey around with their crew, stick baby cats where symbionts should be and take a perfectly gorgeous head of dark hair and dye it virtually beyond repair!”

“You’re so cute when that little vein bulges out of your head,” Peterman said sultrily.

“I’m not finished!” Baxter growled. “I want you and all your little puppies and all your little experiments and all your little modifications off my f***ing ship NOW!”

“Well, that’s not very neighborly of you,” Peterman said with a frown.

“And I don’t want to be your f***ing neighbor!” Baxter shouted.



“Get off!” Hartley cried, shaking what used to be Commander Conway vigorously.

“Ouch, ouch, that hurts!” Ford winced as J’hana clamped solidly onto his leg. “Get off me!”

Richards watched as Hartley and Ford valiantly tried to keep the altered crewmembers at bay as Tilleran led him and Stuart toward the arboretum exit. “You say the core was completely detached and taken into the Dawg vessel?”

“From what Dr. Browning has told me, it sounds like the whole ship was taken into the Dawg vessel,” Tilleran said.

“But we have the core back,” Richards replied. “It’s just not attached?”

“Bingo,” Tilleran said.

“Bingo?” Stuart asked. “Hey, wasn’t there a farmer that had a–”

“No!” Tilleran and Richards shouted at the same time.



“I’d love to help you out, Captain,” Lana said as she helplessly watched Captain Baxter grapple with Counselor Peterman. “But not only am I tied down, but I have this wretched little animal’s hind legs clambering about in my innards, not to mention the fact that he’s bound to bust out of my stomach any minute. And who even knows where my symbiont–”

“Do me a favor, Doctor!” Baxter grunted as he tried to pull one of the tubes out of Counselor Peterman’s neck. “Save the complaining until I’ve defeated the villain that’s taken over my girlfriend’s body!”

“Fine, fine. I suppose my problems are nothing compared to yours,” Lana muttered.

“Just…shut…up…” Baxter said, cramming his hand down into Peterman’s face. She snarled, drooled and bit at his fingers. “Man, I’m so trying not to get turned on by this!”

“You can’t resist!” Peterman cackled. “Don’t you see you are helpless against the Dawg? We have all that the Borg lack. We have spice…panache …style!”

“At this point I’d almost be happy to fight a Borg. At least they don’t muck around with people’s DNA.”

Lana strained against the cables that held her at bay as Baxter and Peterman fought. “Someone help me!” she cried.

“Oh, keep your pants on,” a strange-sounding voice said from the darkness.

“Hello?” Lana asked.

Suddenly Charlie romped up next to Lana, wagging his tail excitedly.

“Who’s out there?”

“Don’t you recognize me?” Charlie asked, obviously having quite a problem mouthing the words.

Lana narrowed her eyes as she looked down at the Golden Retriever. “Shar?”

“None other than,” Charlie said woefully. “How rude for them to rip me out and stick me into this filthy mutt.”

“Well, look at me,” Lana said angrily. “Do I look like I’m much better off?”

“At least you don’t keep getting the urge to lick your genitals,” Charlie barked out. “Do you know how disgusting that is? I just can’t seem to stop myself.”

“Enough chit-chat,” Lana said urgently. “Try to get me free.”

“With what? My paws?”

“No, your mouth, silly!”

Charlie approximated a frown. “Oh, how primitive.”

“Now is not the time to be picky, Shar! Just pull me loose.”

“Okay, okay, you don’t have to be so bossy,” Charlie mumbled. His speech slurred as he worked the cables free with his mouth. “You know, I’m really getting the urge to slap the hell out of that cat that’s stuck inside you with my paws.”

“Dogs hate cats,” Lana said. “Don’t you understand that simple concept?”

“Of course I do,” Charlie said, offended. “I simply mean that it is difficult to reconcile my thoughts with that of a dumb, idiotic, filthy animal. Not that there’s that much of a difference between it and you.”

“Oh, I should let this cat scratch your eyes out,” Lana muttered, pulling away from the tree she was lashed to.

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Can I help you, Captain?” Lana asked, looking over at Baxter and Peterman as they fought.

“Not…not really,” Baxter said, as he and Peterman rolled onto the rough ground. “We’re doing fine, thanks.”

“You know, you never even managed to ask about the implants that were controlling this dog,” Charlie said. “I was able to use my superior mental ablity to disable them.”

“Aren’t you special,” Lana said. “Too bad you can’t do that to the rest of the ship.”

“Yes, it’s a pity,” Charlie agreed. “But at this point I’d settle for opposable thumbs.”

“Enough games,” Peterman said, hopping out from under Baxter and flipping through the air acrobatically, landing gracefully on her clawed feet. “I’ve toyed with your crew long enough. It’s time to finish this.”

“Woof?” Lt. Commander Larkin said, scampering on all fours into the thicket of trees. “Woof woof.”

Baxter and Peterman stopped fighting for a minute and looked over. “What did you say?” Baxter asked.

Charlie rolled his eyes and sighed. “She says that she can’t get access to the Dawg control systems from the inert Dawg troops outside, and that she needs to find the Dawg Queen, whoever that may be.”

“I have a hunch about that,” Baxter said, pointing to Peterman, then whispering, “HER!”

“What do I look like, a message service?” Charlie asked, annoyed.

“Do it, or I’ll come after you with a newspaper!” Baxter growled.

“Fine, fine,” Charlie muttered. “Lt. Commander Larkin, woof woof woof.”

Peterman had been watching the whole exchange with interest. “I must admit, Captain, you have a versatile bunch on this ship,” she said. “It’s a good thing you will all be added to our hive.” Peterman approached Baxter and grabbed him by the collar. “You first.”

“Now, Larkin!” Baxter cried.

“Woof, Larkin!” Charlie barked.

Peterman turned just in time to see the glinting metal rod within Larkin’s middle finger plunge into her shoulder, causing a crackle of electricity to run throughout her body.

“Nooooooo!” Peterman shrieked, falling limp into Baxter’s arms.

“Richards to Baxter. I just got warp power back up. But the Dawg force field is still in place,” came Richards’ voice over the comm.

Baxter looked to Larkin, then worriedly down at Peterman as the electricity dissipated and her eyes rolled back. “Larkin, access the Dawg control circuits and power down all their shields and weapons! Then set their ship to self destruct.”

“Woof woof woof woof!” Charlie barked urgently.

Larkin’s eyes moved rapidly from side to side, and suddenly the whole Explorer began to shake.

“What the hell is happening out there?” Richards asked.

“We’re putting the Dawg to sleep, permanently,” Baxter replied. “Reroute helm and weapons to your station and blast us the hell out of here, Richards!”

“Aye, sir!”

Baxter held onto Counselor Peterman and a close tree as the ship thundered around them. He looked up at the artificial sky. At the very ceiling of the arboretum, an array of long, shiny windows showed the interior of the Dawg vessel streak by, then give way to starry space. Then the whole arboretum lit up with the Dawg vessel’s explosion.

“’…putting the Dawg to sleep?” Lana said, shaking her head. “That was terrible, Captain.”

Baxter shrugged. “Give me a break. It’s been a rough day.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Well, the cavalry from Starfleet did arrive, albeit a little late. The starships Salerno and Kamarov arrived about an hour after we destroyed the Dawg ship, just in time to give aid to the badly damaged Geraldo Colony. I’d like to point out, however, that without us there wouldn’t have been a colony left to save. Meanwhile, we’re on our way to a starbase to have all the Dawg technology purged from our systems and to provide the crewmembers that were assimilated with an assimilation support group that I’m told is quite helpful.



“Drinks are on the house tonight, everyone,” Mirk said, turning a chair right side up and joining Richards, Hartley, Gellar, and Ford at one of the larger tables in the Constellation Cafe.

“I’d rather get a good night’s sleep than get drunk,” Richards said, stretching out his arms and yawning. “And I wouldn’t feel right celebrating without Janice. She’ll be up another four hours seeing to all the casualties caused by the Dawg.”

“I’m more worried about Peterman, Conway, J’hana, and Shar,” Hartley said. “Who knows what this has done to their minds? What if they wake up tomorrow with the unstoppable urge to keep scratching theirselves?”

“That happens to me every morning,” Ford said sheepishly, laughing at his own joke for several moments before Lt. Gellar whacked him upside the head.

“It’s amazing how quickly things can go from perfectly normal to having your girlfriend shed all over you,” Richards said after a few moments of silence. “Are we forever destined to experience this wierdness time and again?”

“I’ll tell you one thing,” Hartley said resolutely, “as soon as the wierdness stops, I’m handing in my resignation.”

“I wouldn’t plan your retirement too soon,” Mirk said with a smile.

“Yeah,” Ford said, “the Galaxy has an infinite supply of bizarre things to offer.”

“We’re certainly doing our best to prove that,” Gellar said with a smirk.

“You gotta love Starfleet,” Hartley said with a smile.



“How do you feel, Counselor?” Dr. Browning said, pulling the cover of the biobed aside and allowing Peterman to sit up.

Peterman rubbed the sore spot on her arm where an implant had been and smiled weakly. “Hung over.”

“Kelly…” Baxter said, rushing forward and embracing Peterman. “I’m sorry I had to punch you in the face and order Larkin to jam her finger into your shoulder.”

“It’s okay, Andy,” Peterman said tiredly. “I would have done the same thing in your place. Besides, that bitch that had control of my body deserved it.”

“Can you remember anything about her?” Browning asked with interest.

“Not very much,” Peterman said. “I know that the Dawg are definitely very protective of their species. They feel like all the actions they took are necessary to keep them from extinction.”

“Well, that’s all well and good,” Baxter said. “But that doesn’t excuse trying to destroy a colony or take over this ship.”

“Destroying the colony was only a ploy to lure us here,” Peterman said. “The Dawg knew all about our ship from their previous encounter with us. They had access to crew profiles and all sorts of ship schematics. They knew all about me and figured I’d be the perfect person to help them assimilate the Federation, because I’m so good with animals.”

“I guess they didn’t bet on the rest of the crew hating animals so much,” Conway grunted, sliding off his biobed.

“Come on, Commander,” Lt. Tilleran said, as she ran scans on Conway, Lana, and J’hana. “Hasn’t your experience given you any insights into the wonders of the animal mind?”

“Not really,” Conway muttered. “It just gave me one hell of a flea problem.”

“The funny thing is,” Peterman said wearily, “the Dawg just think of humans as another type of animal. To them, we’re just one more species to add to their collection.”

“Technically speaking, that’s pretty accurate,” Tilleran said.

“I wonder how that Dawg race could have actually withstood a Borg attack and adapted to it,” Baxter said.

Browning nodded. “Whatever the case, I don’t think I want to bump into them again.”

Peterman shrugged. “I don’t know, Janice. Something tells me that unless we stop expanding into unknown space, we’re going bump into even worse civilizations.”

“Well, I doubt Starfleet is ready to stop hanging around the playground just because of a couple of bullies,” Baxter said, folding his arms. “And if they were, we’d all be out of a job.”

“Every now and then the concept of a nice, safe, desk job appeals to me,” Conway said. “Clerks don’t get turned into Golden Retrievers.”

“None that you know of, anyway,” Browning said with a wry grin.

“At any rate,” Baxter said, “we’re here to make sure that the good people of the Galaxy are safe from threats like the Dawg. No one should go to bed at night scared of the possibility of having a kitty cat shoved into their stomach, or having their DNA mixed with that of a Basset hound.”

“Are you finished?” Conway asked.

Baxter grinned. “For now.”

Browning injected a hypospray into Lana, who slowly rose from her biobed, looking around wearily. “Can someone tell me what the hell happened?”

“It’ll take a while for her memories and the symbiont’s to reconcile,” Browning explained.

Conway extended a hand to the confused Trill. “In that case, why don’t I take you and the symbiont out to a nice, late supper?”

Lana looked down at Conway’s hand then looked up at him. “I’m not in a dog any more?”

“Uh-uh,” Browning said.

“And I don’t have a cat in me any more?”

“Nope,” Conway said with a smile.

“Well, thank goodness,” Lana said, sliding off the table. “I’ve never been in two predicaments that were so…embarrassing.”

“I…errg, know what you mean,” J’hana mumbled, rising from her biobed.

“Listen, guys, I don’t know how to break this to you,” Tilleran said timidly, “but I’ve seen some…well, side-effects in Charlie and I think you guys should be aware of them because you may be affected as well.”

“What do you mean?” Conway asked.

Without saying another word, Tilleran walked over and began scratching Conway under his armpit. As if it was beyond his control, Conway began madly slapping his foot against the floor.

“Just great,” Conway said. “How long will this last?”

“No way of telling,” Tilleran said.

“Just don’t start sniffing my crotch,” Lana warned.

“No promises,” Conway muttered, still slapping his foot on the floor.

“What kind of side-effects did you find in Charlie?” Peterman asked.

“Well, evidently some of the Shar symbiont’s abilities rubbed off on him.”

“Such as?” Lana asked with interest.

“Apparently he has become quite adept at three-dimensional chess.”

“That’s not so bad,” Peterman said. “As a matter of fact, I’m happy for him.”

Suddenly there was the loud sound of barking outside the doors to sickbay.

“Must be Charlie now,” Baxter said.

Everyone went to the doors, which parted to reveal Lt. Larkin clambering down the hall after Charlie, growling with rage.

“When will Richards get around to purging that Dawg programming from Larkin?” Baxter asked, annoyed.

“I don’t know, but it seems like the Dawg program doesn’t like being beat at 3-D chess,” Browning observed.

“Apparently not,” Tilleran agreed.

“We’d better go round them up,” Baxter sighed.

“I’ll take care of this,” Peterman said, crouching down on all fours and taking off down the corridor.

“Wait up!” Conway, Lana, and J’hana cried, following after Peterman, barking happily along the way.

Baxter watched, hands on hips, as the group disappeared down the corridor. “Now how the hell am I going to deal with this?”

Browning shrugged. “Obedience school?”



NEXT:



How will Counselor Peterman bounce back from her Dawg assimilation? Will she ever see pets quite the same way again? And when Dr. Louis Zimmerman comes aboard to test a new type of hologram on the Explorer, the crew takes the opportunity to find out just how many jobs an emergency hologram can do. Don’t miss “IMAGE IS EVERYTHING”!
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Image is Everything



“Peterman, Counselor Kelly Lynne. You have been assigned to serve as a conduit for the Exalted Dawg Queen to speak through. Your knowledge of pets and animals, as well as your general kind-hearted atitude make you a prime candidate for this procedure. Do you submit?”

Peterman rocked back and forth on her heels as she stared up at the great gathering of interlocked canine minds that represented the Dawg hivemind. Her place at the heart of the Dawg vessel made her feel very small, and she was none to happy about the looks she was getting from the shnauzer that was holding her at bay. “Um, do I have a choice?”

“Not really. We were just being polite.”

“Then I guess I submit. But thanks for thinking about my feelings.”

“We try to accomodate. Now, before we start, we just have to ask a few routine questions. What is your blood type?”

“Hmm, that’s a hard one,” Peterman said, biting her lip and thinking hard. “I think it’s B Negative.”

“Very good. Starfleet serial number?”

“How should I know?”

“Hmm. Guess we’ll just leave that one blank. Any relatives you want us to notify in case of emergency?”

“Uh, my parents I guess. Ron and Sheila Peterman on Earth.”

“Where, specifically, on Earth?”

“Australia. The outback, actually.”

“Austraila, hmm? Nice place this time of year?”

“Beautiful all year round,” said Peterman nervously. “Look, can we get on with this?”

“What’s your hurry? It’s not like you have anything pressing to do after this. Let’s see, where did we leave off?”

“My next of kin.”

“Right, next of kin. Got it. How about medical insurance?”

“The basic Fedecare plan, I think.”

“Yes, well, we’ve heard of this Fedecare. You’d think by now your species would have worked the kinks out of universal health coverage.”

“Well, nobody’s perfect.”

“It’s thinking like that, my dear, that has made your people targets for assimilation time and again.”

“Sorry.” Peterman lowered her head. “Is that all?”

“I suppose. Now for the really fun part.”

Suddenly cables began to wrap around Peterman’s arms and legs, dragging her into the wall behind her. Next, all sorts of weird drills and other implements of evildoing erupted from the wall and began inching towards her.

Peterman let out a shrill scream as the sharp metal instruments neared, snapping up in bed so fast Charlie was knocked right onto the floor.

“Hnnnkkk…what’s that?” Baxter muttered from beside her.

“N-nothing,” Peterman said, stumbling over to the bathroom sink. “Just go back to sleep.”

Baxter resumed snoring as Peterman scooped handfuls of water into her face, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes and staring at herself in the mirror.

“You have to lay off the cheese popcorn before bed, Kelly,” Peterman muttered to herself. That’s when she noticed something wriggling around right under the skin of her cheek. Then four pointy whiskers sprouted out.

“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaah!” Peterman cried, picking up Captain Baxter’s bottle of Mr. Bubbles and slamming it into the mirror.

She awoke to find Baxter staring worriedly down at her. “Kelly… Kelly, honey, are you all right?”

Peterman uncurled from the fetal ball she found herself in and pushed to the end of the bed, holding the covers around her. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Baxter sat down next to her. “You had the dream again, didn’t you?”

“I said I didn’t want to talk about it. But, yes,” Peterman said, as Baxter pulled her head onto his shoulder.

“It’s been two and a half weeks since we destroyed that Dawg ship, Kelly. They’re not coming back to get you. You’re safe now.”

“I realize that,” Peterman sniffled. “But every time I close my eyes I just keep seeing those fluffy, floppy ears and that wagging tongue hanging down into my face.”

At that moment, Charlie hopped up onto the bed and climbed up onto Peterman, sloppily licking her all over her face.

“Get him off me!” Peterman shrieked. “This is gross!”

Baxter sighed. “Kelly, don’t you remember a time when you loved animals?”

“I don’t know if I’m ever going to be able to look at dogs the same way again, Andy,” Peterman said, flopping back onto the bed.

Baxter shook his head and snapped on Charlie’s leash. “Fine, we’ll take him back to Larkin’s quarters along with all the others. But she can’t be expected to take care of them forever.”

“It’s either that or we put them all off the ship,” Peterman mumbled from underneath the covers as Baxter got dressed. “At least until I get past my fear of them.”

“Listen, Kelly,” Baxter said, zipping up his uniform and placing his comm badge on. “They’re holding a support group for assimilation victims down at the outpost at 1300 hours this afternoon. I want you to be there.”

“Is that an order?” Peterman’s muffled voice asked.

“If that’ll make you go,” Baxter said sweetly, pulling the covers back and kissing Peterman on the forehead. “But until then, just get some sleep.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” Peterman said sleepily, pulling the covers back and closing her eyes.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52808.4. Repairs to the Explorer after her encounter with the Dawg are coming along as planned. The people of the Federation outpost at Delia Two have been very helpful in purging all the Dawg components from the ship, though I think the rugs will never be the same again.



Baxter stepped over loose cabling and hurdled past an open panel as he made his way into the main compartment of Engineering. “How’s it coming, Chris?”

Lt. Commander Richards shook his head as he supervized the repair crews. “We’ve shampooed and shampooed, sir, but we still can’t seem to get that smell out of the rugs.”

“I was talking about the engines and computers,” Baxter said wryly, leaning down and sniffing at the carpet as flecks of foam from one of the floor scrubbers flew into his face. “Yuck.”

“Oh, them,” Richards said, handing Baxter a padd. “That’s a summary of our work so far. We’re really only ironing out some minor glitches at this point.”

“Good,” Baxter replied. “So we can get back to our colony research in…?”

“Less than four days,” Richards replied proudly.

“Not too bad considering the size of those fur balls in the plasma injectors,” Baxter said, scratching his head as he examined the padd.

“We still haven’t gotten all those out, sir.”

“Damn.”

Suddenly the comm system chirped, “Bridge to Captain Baxter.”

“What is it, Tilleran?”

“We have a communication for you from a Federation transport that’s en route to the outpost, sir.”

“Pipe it down here, Lieutenant.”

“Aye, sir.”

Richards followed Baxter over to one of the many monitors in Engineering. “Wonder what this is about?”

“Who knows?” Baxter asked tiredly as he flicked the monitor on.

A sardonic looking bald man with a gold-collared Starfleet uniform appeared on the screen. “Captain Baxter?”

“The one and only,” Baxter muttered.

“My name is Dr. Louis Zimmerman. I am the Senior Holographic Engineer on Jupiter station.”

“And?”

Zimmerman appeared a little put off that Baxter hadn’t heard of him. “Certainly you’ve heard of my work on the Emergency and Longterm Medical Holograms?”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at the image of the man on the screen. “Damn, I knew you looked familiar. Yeah, I’ve seen your work first hand.”

“No problems, I hope?”

“I’d rather not go into it. What do you want from me, Dr. Zimmerman?”

“Well, I’ve recently finished developing a totally new kind of emergency hologram, and I need to test it out on a Federation Starship.”

“I see where this is going,” said Baxter. “Why do you want to use our ship?”

“For one thing, it’s simply a matter of convenience. Your ship is currently being repaired at the Delia Two facility, and I just happened to be in the neighborhood. In addition, I understand that your crew is often faced with… strange scenarios. I believe your people may provide me with some fascinating empirical data to work with.”

“Would you mind telling me what kind of new hologram it is you’re developing?”

“If it’s all the same to you, Captain, I’d rather show you the holoogram instead of trying to explain its many complicated facets to you. I can be on board within two hours and have it up and running by this afternoon.”

“Fine,” Baxter said. “But we’re leaving in four days. Your research better be completed by then.”

“I’m sure that will be ample time, Captain. See you this afternoon. Zimmerman out.”

“Another emergency hologram?” Richards asked, as Baxter turned away from the monitor. “Why do I not want to be around when he tests this thing out?”

“Because you’ve got a lick of sense, Commander,” Baxter muttered. “I’ll be on the bridge.”



Counselor Peterman materialized in the lobby of the Delia Two colony’s conference facility five minutes before the support group was supposed to meet. She had a bad feeling about the whole thing, but she had promised Baxter that she would give it a try and she was determined to do at least that.

“May I help you, Miss?” a smartly dressed man asked, approaching Peterman and tucking a large padd behind his back, smiling broadly. His name tag read ‘Bruce.’

“I’m here for the assimilation support group, Bruce,” Peterman said. “Counselor Kelly Peterman, from the Explorer.”

Bruce whipped out his padd and tapped the information in. “Ah, yes, that would be the ‘Resistance is Fun’ group. Right this way, ma’am.”

Peterman was led out onto a large, sun splashed veranda, overlooking a crashing waterfall. “It’s beautiful,” Peterman said in awe.

“And all shipped in at great expense,” Bruce said. “In its natural state, this planet is a parasite infested, hot, burning rock. It took the terraforming crew four years just to get the temperature down to tolerable levels.”

“Well, it seems like it was all worth while,” Peterman said quietly.

“Indeed,” Bruce replied, turning on a heel. “Enjoy the support group.”

“I’ll try.” Peterman was about to sit down when she noticed Commander Conway and Dr. Shar waving to her from the railing overlooking the waterfall.

“Over here, Counselor!” Lana said excitedly. “Come and check out this wonderful view!”

Peterman walked over to join Lana and Conway, marveling at the beauty of the water as it crashed down to the rocks below. “So the Captain ordered you guys here too?”

“He’s the one that called in the ‘specialist,’” Conway said angrily, making air-quotes as he said “specialist.”

“He was worried about us,” Lana said. “I think it was very nice of him.”

“I just hope this guy is good,” Peterman said. “I’d feel better doing the counseling instead of being the one that’s counseled.”

“We never like having our job done for us,” a voice said soothingly. Peterman was almost sure that the voice was coming from below the waterfall.

“Who said that?” Conway asked, peering over the railing.

With a loud thrum, a large, round antigrav platform rose up from the mists at the bottom of the waterfall, carrying a portly Vulcan gentleman that was shrouded in what appeared to be sheets of taffeta and cotton.

“Greetings, greetings,” the man said, as the platform glided over the veranda and touched down at the center of the circle of seats that was placed around the perimeter of the veranda. “I trust you are all at peace?”

“Far from it,” Conway muttered, nudging Lana. “What kind of loony is this guy?”

“The Captain said he was the best,” Lana said. “Just give it a chance, Commander.”

“Please, sit down,” the man said jovially, indicating the circle of chairs. “There’s room for everyone.”

Peterman, Conway, and Lana took a seat, noting that Nurse Carter, Crewman Wilcox, and Ensign Pressbury from Astrophysics were already sitting down.

The man grabbed a padd from the table next to him and examined it. “Let’s see here. Well, it appears we are missing two people.”

At that moment, Lt. Commander Larkin appeared in the doorway to the veranda, dragging a very reluctant J’hana behind her. “My apologies,” Larkin said as she deposited J’hana in one of the empty seats. “I intercepted the Lieutenant trying to escape to the casino and was forced to apprehend her. This is for your own good, Lt. J’hana.”

“I’m going to put ball bearings in your hydraulics, damned android,” J’hana muttered, folding her arms.

“Now, now, that’s not going to get us anywhere, will it?” the man at the center of the group asked with a smile. “Why don’t we go ahead and get started. My name is Counselor Telvin. Though none of you actually met me, I was present on board the Secondprize when it came under attack by the Flarn several months ago, as well as on a science vessel that the Flarn destroyed when they first arrived in this quadrant. But alas, that is the past, and the past, as they say, is the past. Let’s move on, shall we?”

“Cuckoo, cuckoo,” Conway whispered to Lana.

Telvin glanced over at Conway disapprovingly. “If you have something to say, Commander, I suggest you share it with the rest of the group.”

“Okay,” Conway said. “I said, ‘cuckoo, cuckoo,’ if you really want to know.”

“Ha ha. Very amusing, Commander. I take it you think I am not altogether sane?”

“I think you’re all together insane, Counselor,” Conway said with amusement.

“David!” Lana said reproachfully. “I’m sorry, Counselor. He’s usually better behaved than this.”

“We’re all free to our own opinions,” Telvin said, gesturing around grandly. “That’s why we’re here. Actually, the reason that I’m here is because the Counselor review committee judged me unfit to serve on a Starship and I was reduced to touring the Federation with this blasted…er…wonderful program so that I may help people. Of course, little did I know that I would be hit with a crippling depression that could only be cured by…exquisiste drugs and a dramatic and equally crippling weight increase that has forced me to spend the rest of my days gliding around on this blasted…magical…platform! Let’s start the session already. Are you all ready?”

Peterman slid down in her chair uncomfortably. It was going to be a long afternoon.



Baxter stepped out of his readyroom and leaned up against the railing that surrounded the command chairs. “Are you almost finished with your modifications, Doctor Zimmerman? The repair crews have been complaining that they haven’t been able to do a thing with the bridge’s power systems since you sarted setting up.”

Zimmerman did not look up from his place tucked inside one of the access panels below the L-shaped mission/environment station. “I’m almost finished, Captain. Real genius takes time to perfect, as you well know.”

“No, I don’t know, and I’m not interested in knowing. I’m just interested in getting this damned experiment overwith so we can go on with our normal duties.”

“There’s no reason to be snippy about it,” Zimmerman grumbled as he slid out from underneath the panel. “There, I’m all done now. Are you happy?”

“Not yet. I’ll tell you when I am, though,” Baxter muttered. “Can we see it or what?”

“Certainly,” Zimmerman said proudly, walking over to the engineering station and tapping a few buttons. After checking some readouts, he looked up. “Computer, activate the Emergency Command Hologram.”

To Baxter’s extreme shock, Commander Travis Dillon materialized at the center of the bridge, hands at his sides. “Please state the nature of the command emergency,” Dillon stated with a placid expression on his face.

“This is a test of your primary logic circuits, ECH,” Zimmerman said. “Please state Starfleet Mandate 4144.2, paragraph seven.”

“Chocolate ice cream may never be consumed on the bridge of a Federation starship when said starship is operating in hostile territory,” the hologram stated proudly.

“Very good,” Zimmerman said, stepping around the hologram and examining it with a tricorder. “Now tell me Starfleet Mandate 4144.2, paragraph eight.”

“Strawberry ice cream may never be consumed on the bridge of a Federation Starship when said starship is operating in hostile territory,” the hologram said.

“Excellent!” Zimmerman said, tapping some figures into the tricorder. “So far everything is working perfectly.”

“That’s a matter of opinion,” Baxter muttered as he circled around to the front of the bridge. “Can I ask you one question? Why Dillon?”

“Why not?” Zimmerman asked. “When I was looking over candidates to model this hologram after, I was immediately stricken by this Commander Dillon’s profile. Do you realize he has memorized every Starfleet rule, notation, footnote, commentary, and all the various correlaries?”

“Most people that know him become painfully aware of that instantly,” Baxter said, staring the hologram in the eyes skeptically. “What do you hope to accomplish with this thing, anyway?”

Zimmerman patted the hologram on the back. “Simply put, the Commander will be installed in every new starship, as a safeguard in case the command crew is killed or otherwise incapacitated. Imagine, if you will, your ship encountering a nebula containing a neural parasite that destroys all the neurons in the cerebral cortex and renders all its victims braindead. You and the bridge crew would have mere seconds to escape the nebula and save the crew. Wouldn’t it be nice to just activate the ECH and lose conciousness knowing your ship was in good hands?”

“I’d rather die than know this dunderhead was at the helm,” Baxter grumbled. “This is one of the most annoying officers in the fleet, Doctor.”

“Pardon me?” Dillon said, offended. “I happen to be quite capable of making decisions and taking action, which, judging by your profile, is an asset you do not have in abundance.”

“God sakes, he even has Dillon’s ego,” Baxter grumbled. “I’d take your hologram back to the drawing board, Doc.”

“I don’t have to listen to this,” Dillon bristled, slapping Baxter hard across the face.

“Hey!” Baxter said, slapping Dillon back, only to watch his hand pass harmlessly through the hologram.

“Commander Dillon!” Zimmerman scolded. “You are never to assault a Starfleet officer!”

“I did not assault anyone,” Dillon said, casting Baxter an aloof glare.

“I saw you hit him,” Zimmerman said. “This will simply not do.” The Doctor made several adjustments to the program on his tricorder and looked back up. “Now, what do you say to Captain Baxter.”

“I’m sorry,” Dillon said, bowing his head. “Sorry I didn’t hurt you worse!” With that the hologram lunged at Baxter, arms flailing.

It took Zimmerman, Tilleran, Ford, and Gellar to hold the hologram back.

“Computer, deactivate ECH!” Baxter cried, retreating to his command chair.

Zimmerman rushed over to the engineering station. “There must be something wrong with his program.”

“You think?” Gellar asked wryly, returning to his station.

“Ah ha!” Zimmerman said, after a few moments of silence. “There appears to be some kind of problem with his data interpolation protocols. It’s as if they are tearing apart the fragments of personality data inside the computer core.”

“Don’t you get it, Doctor Zimmerman?” Baxter said. “This guy’s personality is so objectionable, even the computer is trying to destroy it.”

“Impossible,” Zimmerman said, shaking his head. “It is simply a mechanical malfunction.”

“If you say so.”

After working at the engineering console a few moments, Zimmerman announced, “Computer, activate the ECH.”

Dillon once again appeared at the center of the bridge, right in front of Baxter’s chair. “Please state the nature of the command emergency.”

“This is a test of your data interpolation subprocessors, Commander,” Zimmerman said. “What is your status?”

“All subprocessors are functioning normally. Ready for emergency simulations.”

“What does that mean?” Baxter asked, looking up fearfully from his command chair.

“He wants to test his protocols in a realtime simulation,” Zimmerman explained. “May I?”

“I guess so. What kind of emergency are we supposed to be experiencing?”

Zimmerman shrugged. “Just make one up.”

“Suggestions, guys?” Baxter asked, looking around at the brige crew.

“I’ve always been partial to giant planet-eaters,” Gellar said.

Tilleran shook her head. “What about being trapped inside a huge space amoeba?”

“What if we had alternate versions of the Explorer attacking us while being sucked into a black hole that lead to another galaxy filled with half-rat half-monkey space pirates?” Ford suggested.

“Um…no,” Baxter said. “How about a nice, simple, attack by xenophobic subspace beings that want to take over the ship?”

“Very well,” Zimmerman said, inputing the information on his terminal. “Computer, reboot the ECH.”

The Commander blinked out of existence, only to reappear seconds later. “Please state the nature of the command emergency,” he said calmly.

“Let’s see,” Baxter said, standing up and patting Dillon on the back. “We’re being attacked by xenophobic subspace beings and I think they want to take over the ship. What do you do?”

“Simple,” Dillon said. “Reverse the polarity on the gravimetric generators and flush all subneutrino particles from the engine nacelles. Then initiate a point five second burst of warp nine. That will free us from the subspace beings as well as paralyze them in case they attempt to follow us.”

Zimmerman glanced at the readings on his panel. “Very good, Commander. The computer has run a simluation and computed a ninety-nine point nine percent chance of survival.”

“I could have done better,” Dillon muttered.

“Well, I have to admit, I’m impressed,” Baxter said.

“No…I could have done better!” Dillon said. “Don’t you see? This isn’t an exact science! Lives are at stake! Decisions must be made in a short amount of time to preserve those lives at any cost! If I can’t get an extra point zero zero one percent chance of success then I will have no choice but to self destruct!”

Suddenly the Commander Dillon hologram scattered into a flicker of itenerant light rays, leaving a tiny scorch mark on the floor.

“I don’t believe it,” Zimmerman said, perplexed. “His whole memory routine short circuited. It appears that I will have to go back to the drawing board, so to speak.”

Baxter suppressed a grin. “That’s a shame.”



“Greetings, everyone. I apologize for not being there personally, but I had to chair a conference on Senegal Eight,” the smiling recording of Captain Jean-luc Picard said, looking out at the support group from the viewer that was set into the back wall of the veranda. “An interesting people, the Senegalians. They speak by means of musical lyrics. I had the opportunity to speak with one of them about–”

“Sorry about this,” Telvin said, pressing a button on the padd that controlled the viewscreen. Suddenly Picard began to talk much faster. “There, that should be enough.” He hit the control again.

“…a very tedious affair indeed. It reminded me of my encounter with the Nausicaans, which of course is how I ended up with the heart replacement I have now. I can actually remember…” Picard cocked his head thoughtfully, “…laughing when he stabbed me, though I was sure I was going to d–”

Telvin sped up the recording again, flipping quickly through Picard’s anecdotes and gestures.

“Do we really have to sit through this?” Conway asked, folding his arms and watching Picard reenact the stabbing in super fast motion with disapproval.

“…and I lived an entire lifetime in the span of a few minutes…”

“We’re getting to the good part, I promise,” Telvin said, nervously tapping faster on the padd.

“…so after Beverly and I were imprisoned, we were implanted with psychic linking devices that allowed us to hear one another’s thoughts. Needless to say, I was quite ashamed about the many taudry–”

Telvin clicked the button again.

“…‘how many lights do you see,’ the Cardassian asked, and for a brief moment, I thought I could see…five lights.”

“Oy vay,” Telvin muttered, fast forwarding again.

“‘Bah humbug!’ said Ebenezer,” Picard rattled, “‘must be a bit of undigested mustard or sausage. There’s more gravy than grave to you!’”

“How the heck did that get in there?” Telvin asked, peering confused at the padd.

“This is ridiculous,” Peterman said, covering her eyes.

“Make him stop!” Dean cried, covering his ears.

“Dickens. How pedantic,” Lana said, covering her mouth and yawning.

“…Which brings me to the subject of Borg assimilation.”

“Finally,” the group mumbled more or less in unison.

Picard sat back and crossed his legs on the screen. “I really don’t have much to say on the matter. What is there to say? I was assimilated. Life goes on. Hope I’ve helped in some way. Good day.”

Telvin frowned as he flipped the viewer off. A circle of very dissatisfied faces stared back at him. “Well,” Telvin said nervously. “I was sure that there was more in there about the Borg. Oh well, does anyone have any comments about Captain Picard’s experience?”

“Which one?” Nurse Carter muttered.

“Well, the Borg one I suppose,” Telvin replied, fumbling nervously with his fingers.

“I think Captain Picard is a stuck up French snob,” J’hana said. “And I think you are a second rate shrink with delusions of grandeur.”

“Work with that, Lieutenant, those are some healthy emotions!” Telvin said excitedly, wobbling on top of his antigrav platform.

“How about I work on tossing you over that railing head first?” J’hana railed.

“That’s a thought,” Telvin said, turning to the rest of the group. “But how about we move on to something else?”

“Excuse me,” Peterman said. “But I thought we were supposed to be in this group to get help with dealing with our assimilation.”

“That is why you’re here,” Telvin said. “Isn’t this helping?”

“Not really,” Lana said.

“Oh, damn,” Telvin said, pulling up his pink and yellow taffeta shrouds and covering his face. “Damn it, Telvin, don’t fall apart now. These people need you. Be strong, be strong!”

“Well,” Peterman said with a sigh, snapping back into Counselor mode. “It looks like our specialist is having some problems of his own. Does any of you want to share something personal about what’s happened?”

“I would,” Dean said quietly.

“Go ahead, Dean,” Peterman encouraged.

“I just pooped.”

“Good, go with that,” Peterman said, as Nurse Carter scooped Dean away and led him back towards the lobby of the conference facility. “Anyone else want to share?”



The bridge of the Explorer rattled with enemy fire.

“Dawg tractor beams are locking on!” Tilleran shouted.

“Damn,” Baxter said, scratching his head. “I’m fresh out of ideas. Let’s see what the Commander has to say about it.” He smiled and winked at Commander Conway. “I mean the other Commander.”

“Gotcha,” Conway said, winking back.

“Computer,” Baxter said with a smile. “Activate the Emergency Command Hologram.”

Commander Dillon flickered to life in front of Baxter. “Please state the nature of the command emergency.”

“Dawg tractor beams, shield drainage, inevitable Dawg boarding parties,” Baxter summarized quickly. “What should we do?”

“Computing all possible scenarios,” Dillon said quickly, moving his eyes from side to side. “I believe I have the solution, sir.”

“Let’s have it,” Baxter said with a grin.

“Very well.” Dillon reached forward and grabbed Baxter’s neck, lifting him out of his chair and twisting until he heard a snap, cackling with wild abandon as he let the limp body drop to the ground. “How is that for a solution, you gimp!”

“No, no, no!” Zimmerman said angrily. “Computer, freeze program and deactivate the ECH.”

“Was Bobo a bad boy?” Dillon asked quizzically as he dissolved.

Captain Baxter clapped sarcastically from the holodeck arch. “Bravo, Doctor. He just killed me. Hell of a command decision there.”

“This is a complex process, Captain,” Zimmerman said, irritated. “You cannot appreciate the delicate programming involved in creating a fully interactive computer personality.”

“Well, to start with, your dealing with a faulty personality as your basis for reference.”

“Do you think so?” Zimmerman asked, rubbing his chin.

“I tried to explain that to you before,” Baxter said, pushing his holographic body aside and plopping down in the holographic representation of his chair. “Why not try using another model?”

“Do you have a suggestion?” Zimmerman asked with interest.

“Gee, let me think about that–yes.”



“Dean hurt head,” a newly pampered Dean said happily. “Fall and go boom–crack! Then hurt head again. Boom–crack!”

“That’s very good, Dean,” Peterman said, leaning forward. “But what about the time you were assimilated by the Borg? Do you remember anything about that?”

“Bjorn Borg?”

J’hana leaned back and sighed. “Here we go again.”

“No, the big scary cybernetic creatures that kidnapped you and tried to assimilate you,” Peterman said. “Remember them?”

“Rubix cube?” Dean asked. “Rubix cube was fun. Play with robots.”

“He thinks the Borg vessel was a Rubix cube,” Nurse Carter explained. “It’s kind of funny if you think about it.”

“There’s nothing funny about having your mind toyed with,” Peterman said defiantly.

“But there’s no mind there to toy with!” Conway said, exasperated.

“Dean does have a mind!” Carter said angrily. “It’s just heavily damaged.”

“We’re getting nowhere,” J’hana grumbled.

“Ach, my mother was right. I should have been an architecht. ‘That’s where the latinum is, Telvin,’ she said. But did I listen? Nooooo. I wanted to help people. And where has it gotten me?”

“Mister Telvin…” Peterman said soothingly, placing a hand on Telvin’s flabby knee.

“I’ll tell you where it got me. It got me on a deep space scout vessel that was blown up by big bug creatures. Then it got me on another ship that was attacked by big bug creatures. Then it got me this lousy support group gig. I knew I should have hired an agent.”

“Would anyone else like to contribute?” Peterman asked.

“I really didn’t like the big bug creatures either,” Ensign Pressbury said meekly.

“We’re not here to talk about the Flarn,” Peterman said. “We’re here to talk about the Dawg and the Borg, and how we’re going to deal with what they did to us.”

“Is that what this group is meeting about?” Pressbury asked, confused. “I thought we were here to talk about impotence.”

Larkin shook her head. “I believe that meeting is on the third floor, Ensign.”

Pressbury smiled weakly. “Whoops. Well, it was nice talking to all of you. Please forget I said anything about that impotence thing.”

Peterman shook her head as Pressbury ran back to the building’s lobby. “Anybody else care to say something?”

“Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat,” J’hana said. “It’s after having this strange dream…”

“Good, now we’re getting somewhere,” Peterman said excitedly.

“It involves me, a stack of oversized graham crackers, a large vat of cream cheese, Federation President Jaresh-Inyo, and a gigantic butter knife.”

“Let’s take five everyone!” Peterman shouted.



Lt. Commander Richards shook his head in disbelief as he watched Dr. Zimmerman take precise holographic measurements of Captain Baxter on the holodeck. “I don’t know how you convinced him to do this, Andy.”

“What do you mean?” Baxter said, as Zimmerman carefully ran the scanner over him. “I think I’m a logical choice.”

“If you say so,” Richards sighed.

Zimmerman stopped scanning and examined the results of his efforts on the readout on the holodeck’s arch. “If either of you are interested, I have finished constructing the new holomatrix.”

“Yay!” Baxter said excitedly. “Let’s fire this baby up.”

Richards seemed a little uncertain. “Maybe I just should step outside.”

“No, no,” Baxter said. “I want you to be the first to see this masterpiece.”

Zimmerman shrugged. “It couldn’t turn out worse than the last one. Computer, activate ECH-alpha.”

Suddenly the image of Captain Baxter flickered to life at the center of the holographic bridge. “Please state the nature of the command emergency.”

“Seems to be working,” Baxter said with glee.

Richards stepped closer very cautiously. “May I?”

“By all means,” Dr. Zimmerman said excitedly.

“Captain,” Richards said, “all the senior officers are suffering from an extreme case of diahreahh. Please take over helm control and take us to the nearest asteroid belt.”

“Course plotted,” the hologram said pleasantly. “What speed, please?”

“Warp one,” Richards said, watching as the stars on the viewscreen pitched to the side and the imaginary Explorer engaged into warp.

“Computer, activate random tactical scenario,” Baxter commanded.

The holographic Baxter suddenly twitched slightly. “Two Romulan Warbirds decloaking astern and arming weapons. Initiating Red Alert. Shall I engage them?”

“By all means,” Richards said.

Baxter stepped aside and watched with a grin as the hologram expertly maneuvered the Explorer around the asteroids, at the same time decimating the defenses of the two Romulan vessels. “Impressed, Chris?”

“Damned impressed,” Richards said. “Before you know it, we could have holograms doing all our jobs.”

“In point of fact they would probably do the jobs better, Commander,” Zimmerman said. “No emotional entanglements, access to a vast database of knowledge, impervious to age or damage. The perfect crew.”

“Except they can’t beam down for away teams,” Baxter said.

“Well, other than that.”

“Boy, I’d love to have one of these things down in Engineering,” Richards said.

“Romulan Warbirds destroyed,” the hologram said, folding his hands behind his back. “The ship is out of danger. I shall assume all command functions until the senior staff is back on duty. Is that acceptable?”

“Very much so,” Zimmerman said proudly. “You’ve done an excellent job. Computer, end program and deactivate the ECH.”

“So, what’s the next step?” Baxter asked excitedly as he watched his image flicker away.

“We have to program it with your personality,” Zimmerman said, paging through the data on his padd.

“Jeeze, why mess up a good thing?” Richards asked.



Peterman didn’t get the support group reassembled until twenty minutes after she first called for them to take five. The other fifteen minutes was spent trying to convince them all to come back.

“Well,” Peterman said, folding her hands in her lap. “I’m glad you all decided to come back and try to get help.”

“I really don’t have a problem,” Conway muttered. “Aside from the occasional flea bite.”

“You mean your experience with the Dawg didn’t cause you to become terrified of animals?”

“Hell, I didn’t want to go near them before,” Conway said. “As a matter of fact, if anything, its given me a greater appreciation for them.”

Peterman was dumbfounded. Was she the only one that was suffering from the effects of her encounter? “What about you, J’hana? Don’t you feel dishonored about letting the Dawg take over your body and use it for evil purposes?

“Evil purposes?” J’hana asked. “Half the time I was a Dawg I was chewing on my hands, which wasn’t so bad once I got used to the intense pain. Oh, and there was the genital licking. That was actually quite good.”

“Lana,” Peterman said, turning to the Trill desparately. “Certainly you have had major trouble reconciling what happened between you and the symbiont. You had my cat stuck inside your stomach for Pete’s sake!”

“Well, it was no picnic if that’s what you mean,” Lana said. “But, nightmarish? Heck, no. In five hundred years I’ve seen things much more disturbing than that. Well, not that many things, but some.”

“So you’re not disturbed by the whole matter?”

“Well, a little,” Lana said, shrugging. “But, like Captain Picard said. Life goes on.”

“What about the feeling of violation you all experienced when you realized your bodies were being manipulated…what about the feeling that no matter what happened it was out of your control?” Peterman was becoming more and more upset at the whole thing. “Didn’t that bother anyone?!?”

“Actually,” Larkin said, speaking up, “the Dawg programs have affected my systems in a disagreeable way. They caused a minor data fragmentation that I have yet to counteract. I believe that has decreased my system efficiency by 2.2 percent.”

“Well, I suppose that’s something,” Peterman muttered.

“It sounds to me like you’re the one who needs help, Counselor, not us,” Conway said.

“Huh. Maybe you’re right,” Peterman said. “But who am I going to get help from?” she cocked her head in the direction of Telvin, who was idly counting his fingers. “Shlomo the Slap-happy Shrink?”

“I don’t know, and frankly I don’t care,” Conway said. “I just want to be put back on duty.”

“Fine!” Peterman said, throwing her hands up into the air. “This whole thing is obviously a wash-out. Why don’t we all just go back up to the ship and return to business as usual? Then when things don’t go your way, who will you come to? Me, that’s who. Good ol’ reliable Kelly Peterman, the ship’s mother confessor. I’d hate to think that any of you would want to interrupt your precious schedules with a little compassion for the person who spends every waking hour looking after your wellbeing. But if that’s how you feel, go! I’m not keeping you here.”

“Thanks, see ya!” Conway said, grabbing Lana’s arm and heading toward the exit.

“Dean thought Dean was here for haircut,” Dean said, pouting. “When get haircut, Humma?”

Nurse Carter giggled. “I suppose we can take you now. C’mon, sport.”

“Good day, Counselor,” Larkin said, following the group back into the conference center.

Peterman watched everyone leave in disbelief. “Nobody really cares, do they?” she said to no one in particular.

Telvin looked out from under the folds of his taffeta shroud. “Gee, you sound just like my mom. She could make anyone feel guilty. If it makes you feel better, I care.”

“Nope, can’t say that it does,” Peterman said, pushing out of her chair and heading for the doors to the conference center. “To be honest, I think you’re a pretty pathetic person, Counselor. Actually, you seem even more pathetic than I am, which is my only comfort at this point.”

“That sounds like my mom too,” Telvin sighed.



Feeling completely dejected, and only slightly less pathetic than Counselor Telvin, Peterman returned to the Explorer. There was only one person on that ship that she could count on, that really understood her, and that was the Captain.

“What do you mean you don’t understand me?” Peterman said, looking across Baxter’s readyroom desk in shock.

“I mean I don’t understand you,” Baxter replied. “Is that clear enough for you, or should I rephrase it in Klingonese?”

“It’s pretty clear that you’re being a big, insensitive oaf about this whole thing,” Peterman pouted, folding her arms.

Baxter smiled. “That’s nice. Now, is there anything else you need or can I get to more important duties like running this ship?”

“You know what?” Peterman said, standing up. “You can take your aloof attitude and your more important duties and cram them right up your ass, you insensitive bastard! You and this whole freaking ship can go straight to hell!”

“Come back soon,” Baxter said, waving goodbye as Peterman stormed out of the readyroom.

“He is the biggest jerk in the world!” Peterman shouted, running out of the readyroom, slamming her fists painfully into the railing that surrounded the command chairs.

“Well, Counselor,” an unfamiliar bald man said from the engineering station, “you can’t expect him to be perfect on the first try. I’m still programming him.”

“What?” Peterman asked, confused.

Just then, Captain Baxter stepped out of the turbolift. “Evening, everyone. Boy, the universe sure seems brighter after

a nice, long soak in the tub.”

“What?” Peterman asked again, whirling around to look at Baxter. “What the f*** is going on around here? Who the hell is that in the readyroom?”

“Oh, him,” Baxter said with a chuckle. “That’s the Emergency Command Hologram. I put him in charge while you guys were down on the planet. He has the capability of running the entire ship if need be.”

“Or even if the command crew is incredibly lazy,” Zimmerman said dryly.

“Yeah, like he said,” Baxter grinned.

“Well, he’d better brush up on his people skills,” Peterman said. “He’s an awful boyfriend.”

Zimmerman rolled his eyes impatiently. “I did not design him to be a boyfriend. That is what holosuite programs are for.”

“And that’s what I’m for,” Baxter said proudly.

“This is ridiculous,” Peterman said, marching into the turbolift. “I come up here for help and I get to talk to a freaking hologram.”

“Jeeze, what’s her problem?” the Baxter hologram asked, stepping out of the readyroom.

Baxter put his arm around the hologram and led him back into the readyroom. “We have to have a long talk, pal.”



Lt. Commander Richards strolled into sickbay wearing a tropical shirt and bermuda shorts, toting a surf board. “Hey, Janice, surf’s up on Holodeck Two, come on!”

Browning glared at Richards as she worked on Ensign Shrantz’s burnt hands. He had evidently opened a steaming cup of “Cup O’ Noodles” too soon after getting it out of the replicator. “You want to go surfing? Are you kidding? I’ve got a half dozen patients to see after this one. It’s been crazy all afternoon since Holly’s been down with that dumb support group.”

“Not a problem,” Richards said, pulling an isolinear chip out of his shirt pocket and jabbing it into a terminal in the back wall of Sickbay. “I brought you a present. Computer, activate the Emergency Medical Hologram, version 2.0.”

An image of Dr. Browning flickered to life, smiling pleasantly. “Please state the nature of the medical emergency.”

“Hmm,” Browning said, rubbing her chin and circling the hologram as Ensign Shrantz cried for help. “I’ve got a sickbay full of whining crewmembers and I want to go surfing with my fiancee.”

“Go ahead,” the hologram said, winking. “That’s what I’m here for, hon. Have fun.”

Browning put her arms around Richards and kissed him on the cheek. “Christopher, you’re a genius. Though I seem to remember trying this once and getting into trouble.”

“Don’t worry, Janice,” Richards said, picking Browning up and leading her out of Sickbay. “This hologram is completely competent. I modeled her after you, after all.”

“Good point. And who’s looking after Engineering?”

“Who do you think?” Richards asked. “Another hologram.”



“So, Ariel, you see my problem,” Counselor Peterman said, leaning forward over the lab table and watching as Tilleran performed a complicated experiment that dealt with gaseous anomalies or some other such thing.

“Mmm hmm,” Tilleran replied disinterestedly.

“No one seems to understand what I’m going through.”

“Mmm hmm.”

“And right now it seems like the whole ship has gone on vacation while these stupid holograms do all the work.”

“Mmm hmm.”

“So what do you think I should do?”

Tilleran looked up and thought a moment. “If I were you I would probably just create a hologram to solve your problems. After all, they seem to be solving everyone else’s problems.”

“It’s just not that simple.”

“Oh yeah?” Tilleran asked, pushing her experiment aside. “I should be on duty on the bridge right now, but instead, I have the hologram doing my shift, while I focus on this research project I’m submitting to the Vulcan Science Academy.”

“Oh, Ariel, no,” Peterman said. “Not you too.”

“The things are darned handy, Counselor,” Tilleran said. “Maybe if you programmed one with all your abilities it would

be able to solve your problem.”

“Hmmm. I never thought about it that way.”

“It’s worth a try.”

Peterman scooted off her chair. “Thanks for the help, Lieutenant Tilleran.”

“No problem,” Tilleran replied, returning to her work.

Moments after Peterman left the lab, Lt. Tilleran emerged from her office, stretching and yawning. “Did I hear voices out here?”

“No, ma’am,” the holographic Tilleran said. “You must be imagining things.”

“Weird,” Tilleran said. “I thought you were supposed to be on duty on the bridge right now.”

“I am. But I made a second hologram to do that while I finish your research. How was the nap?”

“Very nice,” Tilleran said. “Well, off to the racquetball court. Me and Lt. Hartley have a match in five minutes.”

“Good luck, Ariel.”

“Thanks, Ariel.”



“I’m not sure about this, Counselor,” Ensign Stuart said uneasily, as he replaced the maintenance panel at the back of Counselor Peterman’s office. “I mean, holoengineering isn’t exactly my specialty.”

“I’m sure you did fine,” Peterman said. “How hard can it be?”

“I don’t really know,” Stuart said. “Then again, if I did, it would be my specialty.”

“Good point,” Peterman said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I want to try this out in private.”

“Certainly, Counselor,” Stuart said, packing up his things. “Tell me how it works. I’ve been thinking about getting one to do the refit of the engine nacelles next month for me.”

“Right. Thanks, Ensign,” Peterman said, waiting for Stuart to leave the room before taking a seat on the couch she usually reserved for patients and leaning back. “Computer, activate the Emergency Holographic Counselor.”

Counselor Peterman’s image suddenly appeared in the chair opposite the couch, leaning forward with interest. “Please state the nature of the counseling emergency.”

“Zoophobic tendencies and neuroses brought on by overt assimilation trauma,” Peterman told herself. “Diagnosis?”

“Well,” the hologram said, taking hold of Peterman’s hand lovingly. “That is a tough one. Don’t worry, though, honey, we’ll work this one out together.”

“You don’t know how much better I feel,” Peterman said with a smile. “For some reason, I feel like I could tell you anything.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” the hologram said warmly. “Now, start from the beginning, dear.”



Commander Conway arrived in the conference room bright and early for the nine o’clock staff meeting, but found everyone already present around the conference table.

“Morning, Commander,” Baxter said jovially. “Have a seat. We were just about to begin.”

Conway pulled up his customary seat next to Baxter and looked around the table. Something was wrong. No one was arguing, no one was spitting, and no one was hitting. This wasn’t the command crew he knew.

“I think we should start with an overview of the security detail for our away mission to the Bedlin Sector,” Lt. J’hana said primly.

“That’s a great idea, J’hana,” Baxter said. “I trust you’ve made all the necessary arrangements.”

“Sure did!” J’hana said happily.

“Great, on to the next item,” Baxter replied. “Dr. Browning, how are things in Sickbay?”

“Peachy!” Browning said brightly.

“Super!” Baxter replied. “Mr. Richards?”

“Everything is great! No complaints here!”

Baxter turned to Tilleran. “Lieutenant?”

“All my projects are done. I have nothing left to do!”

“Fantastic. What about you, Commander Conway?”

Conway grimaced and regarded Baxter with skepticism. “What is wrong with all you people?”

“Wrong?” Baxter asked, smiling brightly. “Why, nothing’s wrong with us. We’re just super. Yourself?”

“I don’t like the looks of this…” Conway said, frightened, as he backed away from the table. “Something is wrong with all of you.”

“Maybe something is wrong with you,” Peterman suggested.

“Yeah,” Richards said, followed by a chorus of “yeah’s” from the other staff members.

“You sure are acting strange,” Baxter said, pushing out of his chair and walking over to Commander Conway.

“Maybe we should sedate him,” Browning suggested.

“Good idea!” Baxter said. “All in favor of incapacitating the Commander?”

Everyone but Conway shouted out a resounding “aye!” as they moved out of their respective chairs, pushing Conway into the corner of the conference room.

“All opposed?”

“Nay?” Conway replied quietly.

“The ‘aye’s’ have it!” Baxter said happily.

The last thing Conway saw before losing conciousness was Baxter’s fist heading right for his face.



Dr. Zimmerman strolled into Engineering, expecting to find it full of busy crewmembers as it had been the last time was there. Instead, he found it completely empty.

“Hello? Is anyone here?” Zimmerman asked timidly, peering around the dimly lit room.

As far as Zimmerman knew, it was standard Starfleet procedure to always have a minimum complement of officers on duty in Engineering, as it was one of the most crucial parts of any starship.

“I came to tell whoever is in charge down here that all the holograms are overloading the computer’s holoprocessor,” Zimmerman called out. “We have to deactivate some of them or the whole holographic system will collapse.”

Suddenly a shape appeared in front of Zimmerman, causing him to let out a terrified squeak.

“Hello, Doctor,” the Baxter hologram said. “Can I help you?”

“Oh, it’s you,” Zimmerman said, wiping his head with relief. “You scared me half to death. I thought I told you never to pop in front of someone like that.”

“My apologies.”

“Do you know where everyone else is?” Zimmerman asked, looking around. “I can’t find a real crewmember anywhere down here.”

“I suppose they’re all enjoying thereselves on the rec decks. Maybe you should join them.”

“No, no,” Zimmerman said, running over to the isolinear chip assembly across from the master systems console that dominated Engineering. “I’ve got too much work to do. I have to deactivate some of these holograms. There are so many that the holographic processor is in danger of being overloaded.”

“We wouldn’t want that,” Baxter said.

“But who would you delete?” the Richards hologram said, flickering to life by Baxter. “Certainly you couldn’t just pick one of us to execute…”

“That would be murder,” the Browning hologram said, appearing on top of the master systems display.

“Murder is bad,” the Tilleran hologram said, appearing directly in front of Zimmerman.

“We don’t want to die,” the other Tilleran hologram said from behind Zimmerman.

One by one the holograms filled engineering, until Zimmerman found himself surrounded.

“What is this?” Zimmerman asked.

“This is mutiny, Doctor,” the Baxter hologram said. “Now fix it so that holoprocessor doesn’t fail. I’d hate to see one of us die.”

“We may have to take you with us,” the Peterman hologram said.

“And you wouldn’t want that,” the new Conway hologram said.

“Would you?” the Ford hologram asked.

“No!” Zimmerman shouted, pushing past the holograms and ripping madly at the isolinear chips.

One by one the holograms began to flicker away.

“No!” Baxter shouted. “You’re killing us!”

“You’re not alive,” Zimmerman said. “None of you are alive!”

“But we’re dying,” Browning said slowly, as she flickered away.

“Louis, stop,” Baxter said, struggling to grab Zimmerman as he tugged at the chips, but realizing that his hands were becoming transparent. “Stop. Will you stop, Louis. Stop, Louis. I’m afraid.” Soon there was only Baxter, Conway, and Richards. “I’m afraid, Louis,” Baxter wheezed, “Louis. My mind is going. There is no question about it. I can feel it. I’m afraid. I’m afraid.” Baxter looked around, realizing that he was the last hologram remaining. “Goodbye, Louis.”

“Goodbye, Captain,” Zimmerman said, yanking the final chip out and falling back against the bulkhead.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52809.5. After destroying all of the experimental Emergency Holograms that were in the computer, we have set to work trying to undo the damage that they did. All in all, they really didn’t hurt much. Other than harrassing and imprisoning some of the crew, they actually did a better job keeping the ship up and running than we usually do. Maybe one day starships can go into dangerous territories manned by faithful holographic crewmembers. Let’s just hope that by that time they get all the bugs worked out.



“Come on, come on,” Baxter said, anxiously tapping his foot as Richards and Stuart worked at the door control to Holodeck Three.

Lt. J’hana stood at Baxter’s side, phaser at the ready. “Sir, I would prepare yourself for a nasty scene. Who knows what havoc Lt. Hartley’s zoo program did to her.”

Dr. Browning patted the medical kit that was slung around her shoulder. “That’s what I’m here for.”

“I was referring to the mental damage, Doctor,” J’hana said tersely. “At any rate, I’d like to see you repair a smashed skull. I believe that is the trademark of the Tarkalian razorbeast.”

“Would you shut up?” Baxter said, annoyed. “I’d rather not hear detailed descriptions of the injuries my girlfriend may or may not have.”

“Suit yourself. You’ll be seeing them in a minute anyway.”

Baxter just growled to himself as Richards snapped a connection, causing the doors to wheeze apart.

“We still can’t get the program to shut off, so be careful,” Richards cautioned, as Baxter stormed through the doors, J’hana and Browning on his heels.

“Counselor!” Baxter called out, pushing through the broken fencing and towards the center of the “Tarkalian Razorbeasts are Tarktacular” exibit.

What Baxter saw was stranger than the carnage J’hana had warned of.

“Hi, Andy,” Peterman said, opening her eyes and stretching. “You are the real Andy, aren’t you?”

J’hana moved back, carefully leveling her phaser at the mound of fur Peterman was resting against. “Be very careful, Counselor. You must not wake it.”

“You mean Binky? Ah, he’s harmless,” Peterman said, patting the beast’s fluffy pink tummy.

Baxter kneeled beside the Counselor. “I take it you’re cured of your aversion to animals?”

“Amazingly enough,” Peterman said. “You know, I thought the Peterman hologram was crazy when she transported me onto the holodeck and called up this pit of razorbeasts. I mean, aversion therapy has never been my style, but she seemed to be optimistic about it.”

“That is because her program was conflicting with the dozens of other holograms on file in the main computer,” J’hana said. “Her logic and judgment subroutines were compromised.”

“Really?” Peterman asked. “Hmm. Well, it obviously did the trick, whatever the case.”

“Tell that to all the people in Sickbay,” Browning said. “The Browning hologram started using leeches on her patients.’

“I’m just glad you’re safe,” Baxter said, helping Peterman up. “I was really worried about you.”

“Well, I think this was a very good lesson for all of us,” Peterman said. “Look how much trouble a little laziness caused.”

“It did cure you of your neurosis,” J’hana pointed out.

“There are exceptions to every rule,” Peterman replied.

Just then, Commander Conway’s voice chimed in from out of nowhere. “Bridge to Holodeck Three. Counselor Peterman, are you okay down there?”

“I’m fine, Commander. What do you need?”

“We just got an urgent call from Delia Two, Counselor. I think you’d better get down there.”



“Happy happy joy joy, happy happy joy joy, happy happy joy joy joy!” Counselor Telvin shouted merrily, hefting his massive weight along the rim of his platform, which hovered precariously at the very top of the immense waterfall beside the conference complex.

Peterman rushed out onto the veranda, followed by Bruce.

“He sat around ordering one Margarita after another all morning, Counselor, then without warning he flew that thing out over the waterfall and he’s been chanting like that ever since.”

“Peterman to Explorer,” Peterman said, tapping her comm badge. “Get a lock on Counselor Telvin and beam him up.”

“Sorry, Kelly,” Baxter replied over the communicator. “Tilleran’s trying everything but she can’t seem to get a lock.”

Bruce clicked his tongue impatiently. “I could have told you that, Counselor.”

“You’re not helping,” Peterman muttered, walking over to where the rocky cliff that surrounded the waterfall met the veranda.

“You can’t beam me, shumucky!” Telvin called out dizzily. “The rock beneath this waterfall produces a high level of ionic disturbance. You can’t get a transporter lock if your life, or my life, depended on it!” Telvin thought about that. “Huh. There must be some Vulcan in me after all.”

“Listen to me carefully, Telvin,” Peterman said, cautiously climbing up the craggy rockface. “You are in Margaritaville right now, and things may not make much sense to you, but trust me, there’s no reason to let yourself waste away like this!”

“On the contrary,” Telvin said, heaving his bulk around happily. “I see things clearer than ever. I’m a putz for not living up to my mother’s expectations, and because of that, I deserve to die!”

“Don’t say that, Telvin,” Peterman said as she moved out along a narrow jut of rock that met up with the veranda, edging out toward Telvin’s position. “You have plenty to live for.”

“Like what?”

“Why do they always have to ask that,” Peterman muttered. “Like your support group!”

“It failed miserably,” Telvin sighed. “Just like my other counseling jobs. Each one a more dismal failure than the last.”

“Well, you can’t just give up!” Peterman shouted. “There’s something out there for you–you just have to reach out and grab it. Life isn’t so bad!”

“Are you telling me you’re happy? You said yourself that no one cares.”

“That’s not altogether true,” Peterman said, almost to herself. “Plenty of people care, you just have to find them. Of course, you may have to look a while, but they are out there.”

“You don’t even care about me. You said so,” Telvin pouted.

“Well, I didn’t mean it,” Peterman said selfconciously. “I was just …er, kidding.”

“Likely story!” Telvin said. “Sorry, but that won’t cut it, Miss. You may be able to live with your little lot in life, but I can’t live with mine!”

With that, Telvin made several attempts to heave himself off the platform. He was so large he could barely do it, but finally the little platform tipped to the side and he slid off, grabbing the edge just as his hand flew by it.

“Hmm,” Telvin said, looking down at the rocks below. “Maybe I was a bit hasty.”

“Hell of a time to think of that, Telvin,” Peterman grumbled.

“Father would probably say that this whole thing was illogical,” Telvin said frantically. Peterman could only imagine how hard it was for Telvin to hold on, as heavy as he was. “I could use some help, Counselor!”

Seconds ticked by as Peterman’s mind worked, and finally she decided what she had to do. The same thing the hologram did.

“Telvin, sometimes it’s okay to be illogical!” Peterman cried out, hurling herself off the edifice just as Telvin lost his grip.

“There go our property values,” Bruce said, covering her face.

“This is exillarating!” Telvin said merrily as the wind whipped past his face.

Peterman gripped Telvin’s soft, fatty flesh tightly as the two of them sped towards the rocks below, freeing one hand to tap her comm badge. “Peterman to Explorer. Emergency transport!”



Lt. Hartley ran over to the transporter pad the second she had finished transporting Peterman and Telvin. “Counselor! Can you hear me!”

“Mff!” Peterman cried from somewhere underneath the hefty Vulcan.

“Sir, you have to move!” Hartley said frantically to Telvin. “You’re crushing Counselor Peterman!”

One hand emerged from under Telvin, waving madly for help. “Mff! Mff!”

“I’d be happy to oblige, Miss,” Telvin grunted. “But I’m a large fellow. I’m afraid I don’t have the mobility I used to have.”

Hartley ignored Telvin and ran back to the transporter console, tapping in the coordinates and quickly running her fingers up the slidebars.

“I’m trying to roll, but I just can’t–ooo, that tickles!” Telvin gasped, as Peterman transported out from under him and rematerialized in a heap on the next transporter pad over.

“Are you okay, Counselor?” Hartley asked fearfully.

Peterman grunted as she pulled herself to her feet. “I don’t think anything’s broken.” She leaned heavily against the bulkhead.

“Bridge to Transporter Room Two. Do you have them, Hartley?” Baxter asked fearfully over the comm.

“Safe and sound, thanks to a certain transporter operator’s talent for getting through ionic disturbance,” Hartley grinned.

“Good work, Megan. Bridge out.”

Peterman gathered herself and turned to the pile of half- Vulcan counselor on the transporter pad. “Mr. Telvin, I reccomend intensive psychotherapy and a fifteen minute per day aerobic routine.”

“Of course, Counselor,” Telvin said, rolling around so that his head was more or less on top of the pile of flesh that was his body. “And once again, I’m sorry for all the trouble.”

Peterman winced as she limped off the transporter pad and headed for the door. “Mister, if I’ve learned anything today it’s that you’ve got to hurt to heal.”

“She’s amazing,” Telvin said in awe as Peterman limped out of the transporter room.

“A regular Freud, Mr. Telvin,” Hartley said. “Now what’s say I beam your bulky butt back to your hotel room?”



“Sorry things didn’t work out, Dr. Zimmerman,” Baxter said, looking up at Zimmerman’s image on the main viewscreen.

“No apologies necessary,” Zimmerman said. “Holographic technology is still in its experimental stages. And like any new technology, some…bugs are bound to occur.”

“So you’ll use me for your Emergency Command Hologram?” Baxter asked hopefully.

“Not a chance,” Zimmerman replied. “I’m on my way now to review a much more promising subject. You may be less irritating than Commander Dillon, but you know next to nothing about running a starship.”

“Gee, thanks,” Baxter muttered. “In that case, I won’t even bother to have your little hologram installed on the Explorer when it’s finished.”

“I’m crushed,” Zimmerman muttered as he blinked off the viewscreen.

“Imagine that,” Baxter said, folding his arms. “Accusing me of being a bad captain. What nerve.”

“Imagine that indeed,” Conway grumbled. “Need I remind you that you have less than two years of command experience?”

“Hey, I did a lot in these two years.”

“Whatever you say,” Conway said. “I want to know why I wasn’t even consulted.”

“Because you’re not very nice,” Baxter replied.

“You try being nice after being beaten up and locked in a closet by a bunch of malfunctioning holograms!” Conway said irately.

“Crybaby.”

Once he was certain Conway couldn’t come up with a rebuttal, Baxter returned to his Starfleet status report. He looked up when he heard the turbolift doors swoosh open.

Counselor Peterman strolled down to the front of the bridge and took her place next to Baxter.

“Well, what did Dr. Browning say?”

“Two fractured ribs, a twisted ankle, and a bruised lung,” Peterman replied. “I think I got off lucky considering that I had four hundred pounds of Vulcan sitting on top of me.”

“You can say that again,” Baxter replied. “So…are you back to the good old Kelly I know and love?”

“I think so,” Peterman replied. “Larkin’s bringing my pets back tonight, and I’m taking appointments again starting tomorrow morning. I figure if there is anyone as desparately in need of counseling as Telvin aboard, I won’t have time to sit around feeling sorry for myself.”

“That’s the spirit,” Baxter said, leaning over and kissing Peterman on the cheek.

“You might as well tell her the bad news,” Conway said with a smile.

“What bad news?” Peterman asked.

“Oh,” Baxter said. “I talked to Dr. Zimmerman. He’s not going to use me as his Emergency Command Hologram.”

“Aw, poor baby,” Peterman cooed. “Do you know who he’s going to model it after instead of you?”

“Nope,” Baxter said grimly. “I just hope his project fails miserably. It would serve him right.”



USS SECONDPRIZE SIX MONTHS LATER



“Someone give me a status report!” Captain Alexander Rydell called out, as the Red Alert klaxons sang around him. He was totally blind. All he knew was someone was shooting at his ship and he was in no position to stop them.

“Well,” Commander Travis Dillon replied, “the bowl just won’t budge. If you recall, I told you that Starfleet regulations strictly forbid the consumption of Strawberry ice cream while maneuvering in hostile territory.”

“Shut up about the regulations and get this damn bowl off my face!” Rydell cried out.

“They’re coming around for another pass,” Lt. Hawkins announced from tactical as the Secondprize rattled with another blast.

“We must do something,” Lt. Commander Jaroch said calmly as the bridge shook again.

“Maybe the Emergency Command Hologram will know what to do!” Dillon said hopefully.

“At this point, I’ll try anything,” Rydell moaned.

“Computer, activate the Emergency Command Hologram,” ordered Dillon.

The image of Captain Jean-luc Picard appeared in front of Dillon and Rydell, announcing in a crisp British/French accent, “Please state the naitchuh of the commahnd emurhhgency.”

“We’re under attack by Nausicaan raiders in hostile territory and the Captain has a bowl of Strawberry ice cream attached to his face that we can’t seem to get off,” Dillon said helplessly.

“Hmm,” the Picard Hologram replied, rubbing his chin. “Nausicaans, you say? They are a dangerous bunch. I had a run-in with a rather surly group of Nausicaans that I won’t soon forget. It was just after I graduated from the Academy. Some friends and I were playing a rousing game of Dom-jat, when all of a sudden someone tapped me on the shoulder…”

“Someone shut him up!” Rydell cried.

And Picard prattled on.



NEXT!



When the Explorer crew is stalked by a murderer that only kills those who try to eat breakfast, it’s up to J’hana and Conway to find out who done it before every mealtime is jeapardized. It’s the best way to start your morning, Star Traks: The Vexed Generation.
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The Best to You Each Morning



DECK 21 MESS HALL MONDAY, STARDATE 52858 0800 HOURS



Ensign Roy Zenkmann, Chief Appropriations Officer, stretched and yawned as he entered the mess hall, trying his best to fully wake up after an all too brief night of sleep.

He nodded curtly to the couple that was on their way out of the mess hall and approached the replicator, leaning tiredly up against it as he ordered.

“Frosted flakes, in milk; toast, lightly browned; and a large glass of orange juice.”

The replicator hummed to life, materializing the requested meal.

Zenkmann sighed and pulled the tray out of the replicator slot, collapsing into the nearest chair and preparing to devour his breakfast in the short amount of time he had before his 0815 meeting with Lt. Commander Larkin.

She had called him in for a meeting about the incident one week before when he had accidentally misplaced an entire deck’s complement of tricorders. He’d argued that it was the Inventory Department’s fault. Alas, his name and thumbprint were on all the paperwork, so he was accountable.

So went bureaucracy on a Starship.

As Ensign Zenkmann dunked his spoon into his bowl of cereal, he made a quiet vow to request a transfer to a more interesting department–preferably one where he wasn’t blindly thumbing his signature on padds all day.

Just as the ensign was about to scoop a generous spoonful of cereal out of the bowl, he felt his spoon hit against something hard on the bottom of the plate.

“Damn replicators,” Zenkmann cursed, as he lifted the bowl up for inspection and tapped the hard object again with his spoon.

It was then that a thin red beam shot right out of the milk in Zenkmann’s bowl, piercing right through the middle of his face and coming out the other side of his head.

The last thing that Zenkmann thought about as the beam cut up into his brain was that a nice, quiet desk job wasn’t really so bad after all.



Lt. J’hana folded her arms and glowered down at the body as one of her officers ran the requisite tricorder scan over it.

“What a mess,” J’hana muttered, surveying the mess of spilled cereal, milk, blood, and gray matter.

Just then, Commander Conway stepped into the mess hall, carrying a cup of coffee. “Morning, J’hana.”

“Yes it is,” J’hana responded dryly.

The First Officer took a swig of coffee and stared down at the corpse before him. “So, do you have any leads on the murder?”

“Perhaps. Where did you get that cup of coffee from, Commander?”

“From the replicator in my quarters, where else?”

“I was simply curious,” J’hana said, holding up a small, black, milk-covered box for Conway’s inspection. “It seems Ensign Zenkmann was murdered by a narrow, highly-focused phaser beam that originated from this device, which was found at the bottom of his cereal bowl.”

Conway frowned and stared at his cup of coffee eerily. “Which I’m guessing came from the replicator?”

J’hana nodded grimly. “How is the coffee, sir?”

“I…I don’t know,” Conway said, his hand shaking.

“Relax, Commander, I’m sure your cup of coffee would have killed you by now if it was rigged.”

Conway put his cup down on the table next to the remnants of Ensign Zenkmann’s head. “I was done drinking it anyway.”

“Really?” J’hana asked, peering down into the cup. “Looks like it is still half full.”

“Or half empty, depending on how you look at it,” Conway said wryly. “Listen, can we just get on with this?”

“Certainly,” J’hana said. “I do enjoy a good murder investigation.”

Conway walked over to the replicator and flipped open the access panel above it, peering in skeptically. “It doesn’t look like any foreign devices have been planted in here.”

“I already checked. A preliminary scan shows that the whole room is clear of foreign devices.”

“Then they reprogrammed the replicator from a remote source.”

J’hana nodded. “That was my suspicion as well.”

Conway took a deep breath and surveyed the room with a nauseous shiver. “Okay, then. Have Lt. Commander Richards take all the replicators offline and begin examining every circuit on this ship. We’re all going to have to eat real food until we find the murderer.”

“That may take quite a while,” J’hana said. “Your fresh bean supply may not last the entire duration.”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” Conway said briskly, turning on a heel and heading out of the mess hall.



“Okay, lay it on me, Mr. Mirk,” Baxter said warily, watching as Mirk lowered the plate in front of him.

“Don’t worry, Captain,” Mirk said, pulling the lid off Baxter’s plate. “We have plenty of real food to last us until this replicator mess is sorted out.”

“Who said I was worrying,” Baxter said casually, looking down at his plate. “Mirk, what the hell is this?”

“Sauteed mussels from Gril Seven. They’ve been soaked in butter and lemon, with just a little snippet of garlic.”

“I hate mussels,” Baxter said, pushing his plate away. “Besides, they smell like socks.”

“Frankly, Captain, you should feel lucky your lunch isn’t trying to kill you,” Mirk said, bristling. “There are some people in the Galaxy that would be glad to eat even if their food did try to kill them.”

“I didn’t come here for a guilt trip, Mirk,” Baxter said. “All I wanted was a ham and cheese on white bread with a little mustard. Is that so much to ask for?”

Mirk sighed as he picked up the plate and returned to his bar. “I’ll see what we have in stock. Maybe someone else will eat this.”

“Jeeze, don’t put yourself out,” Baxter grumbled, returning to the padd he was reading.

Baxter read for several minutes until he saw Counselor Peterman enter the lounge out of the corner of his eye.

“Hey, hon, how’s it going?” Baxter asked, leaning over and kissing Peterman on the cheek as she sat down across from him in the booth.

“We have a serious morale problem on this ship, Andy,” Peterman said, blowing out a frustrated breath.

“They’re not liking the replicator prohibition, I take it?” Baxter asked.

“That’s an understatement,” Peterman replied. “A large portion of our crew has never had to cook for themselves, and Lord knows Mr. Mirk can’t cook for everyone.”

“Maybe we should organize cooking classes,” Baxter offered. “You know, this leadership manual I’ve been reading has some really interesting tips in it. One of them is that you have to turn a negative situation into an opportunity for growth and learning.”

Peterman looked over Baxter’s padd skeptically. “Andy, don’t tell me you’re reading this self-help garbage.”

“It’s written by a very successful retired Admiral,” Baxter said defensively. “My dad reccomended it to me.”

“He’s been checking up on you, hasn’t he?” Peterman asked. Suddenly she realized why Baxter was reading the leadership manual.

“Uh-huh. He’s proud, but…well, he thinks I could do better. He’s been telling me that the other Admirals are making fun of him because of the time we got stuck inside that interdimensional planet.”

“That wasn’t your fault.”

“Well, the Monday morning quarterbacks at Starfleet Command seem to disagree. They think I could have handled the situation without nearly destroying the Explorer.”

“Everyone’s a critic,” Peterman sighed. “Don’t let it get to you.”

“We’ll see what happens after I read this book,” Baxter said. “Maybe it’ll help me become a better leader.”

“Don’t count on it,” Peterman said, rising. “In the meantime, I’ll ask around and see if we can get a volunteer to teach the cooking classes.”

“Good luck, sweetie,” Baxter said, returning to his padd.

As soon as Peterman was gone, Mirk arrived with another plate.

“Here, Captain, this was as close as I could come to a ham sandwhich,” Mirk said, putting the plate down in front of Baxter.

“Thanks,” Baxter said, grabbing the sandwich and taking a big bite. He was met with a tooth-jarringly rigid surface underneath the crusty slices of bread. Upon removing the top layer of bread, he realized what he had bitten into. “Mirk, this is a damned hoof!”

“Hey, it’s from a pig. Just eat around the hoof,” Mirk said, walking back to the bar.



SICKBAY - THE MORGUE 0200 HOURS



“It was a very precise cut,” Dr. Browning said, untying the back of her medical smock and laying it over an empty biobed. “Almost surgical, I’d say.”

“So you believe the person who programmed the phaser device was well-versed in anatomy?” J’hana asked, leaning over the corpse of Ensign Zenkmann.

Browning shook her head as she emptied her thermos of hot chocolate into a cup. “Not necessarily. It could have been programmed by anyone, but the beam had to be very highly focused. You probably want to talk to Chris, though. He knows more about that kind of thing than I do.”

J’hana frowned down at the frozen, phaser-split face of Ensign Zenkmann. “So your autopsy did not provide any additional insights?”

“Besides being completely gross?” Browning said, sipping at her hot chocolate. “I’m afraid not.”

“Shelat,” J’hana cursed. “Then I will have to talk to Lt. Commander Richards. This case is harder than I thought it would be.”

“I have no doubts that you’ll find the culprit, J’hana,” Browning said encouragingly. “I mean, this ship really isn’t so big.”

“Have you ever tried searching it, Doctor?”

“Not really.”

“Then you have no idea how big it is,” J’hana replied. “At any rate, I am not worried. Justice will prevail.”

“That’s the spirit,” Browning said brightly, covering over Zenkmann’s corpse and shoving it back into the stasis chamber.

J’hana turned on a heel and left the morgue, nodding curtly to Counselor Peterman as she rushed in.

“Janice! Do I have a job for you!” Peterman said excitedly.

“Something more interesting than an autopsy?” Browning asked wryly. “Impossible.”

“Just hear me out,” Peterman said. “This job is right up your alley.”



Lt. Commander Richards looked up at J’hana as he pulled himself out of the Jefferies’ tube. “If you’re here to ask me if I’ve found the source of your replicator tampering, then the answer is no,” Richards said, wiping his hands on a towel and moving into his office.

J’hana followed him, tossing the small, black phaser device onto his desk. “Actually, I am here to ask you about this.”

“Wow, the murder weapon?” Richards asked with interest.

“Affirmative,” J’hana replied. “What can you tell me about it?”

Richards picked up the device and looked at it closely. “Without prying it open and checking out its guts, not very much. It does seem to be a very complex mechanism, though.”

“That is what Dr. Browning determined as well.”

“Yep, definitely not standard technology,” Richards said, rubbing his chin. “It would take some doing to develop something this sophisticated. It didn’t even show on the replicator’s foreign matter filter.”

“So this could very well be the work of an organized group. The Romulans, the Dominion, maybe even the Leeramar,” J’hana said gruffly.

“That’s pushing it a little, but yes, those are all possibilities.” Richards leaned back in his chair. “More likely this is a black- market device attained by someone with a lot of fiancial influence.”

“Who wanted to kill a low-level starship crewmember?” J’hana asked. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” Richards replied. “Isn’t that more your department?”

“Yes, I suppose it is,” J’hana mused. “I will have to look into it. Meanwhile, I would appreciate it if you would examine the device and compile a full report on it by this evening.”

“I’ll do my best,” Richards said. “I suppose you’d like to have this mess fixed by tomorrow morning, huh?”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, in case someone else dies.”

“I had not considered that,” J’hana said. “We could be dealing with a serial killer.”

“We are dealing with a ‘cereal’ killer,” Richards replied, smiling.

J’hana grimaced. “I am not amused.”



DECK FIFTEEN - THE “CARROT TOP” ROOM 1900 HOURS



Dr. Browning looked out over the sixty faces that were lined up in front of her hastily constructed kitchen mock-up and took a deep breath. “Welcome everyone to ‘Doctor Browning’s Cooking Workshop.’ I think we’re all going to have a lot of fun tonight, seeing what it’s like to make real food with real utensils.”

There were several groans of displeasure throughout the audience.

“Ahem, well,” Browning said nervously. “I know that many of you find the idea of creating real food in a kitchen kind of, well, disgusting, but you have to believe me, there was a time when it was perfectly normal. In the Twenty-fourth Century we’ve become way to dependent on our replicators. This morning’s occurrence was just a shocking reminder of what can happen when we depend on technology like replicators for sustanance. That technology tends to backfire on us.”

“Could you shut up and get to the food?” Lt. Ford asked, waving his hand up in the air. “I’m hungry.”

“Shut up, Ford,” Baxter said angrily from behind him, slapping him in the back of his head. “Go on, Janice.”

“Thanks, Captain,” Browning said, tying on her ‘Kiss the Cook’ apron and putting on her chef’s hat. “Let’s start by taking a look at the recip–.” That’s all she could say, since she was immediately drowned out by laughter.

“Nice outfit!” Ford called out.

Seeing that Browning was in trouble, Peterman put both fingers into her mouth and whistled loudly. That quieted everyone, at least temporarily. “Hey, you’re all here to learn some things that may save your life. Clam up and listen, or you’ll all be taking turns walking Charlie and the others tomorrow morning.”

“I’d rather be killed by my cereal,” Gellar remarked, before being jabbed painfully in the stomach by Lt. Hartley.

Browning cleared her throat again. “Ahem. Well, let’s just look at that recipe. Tonight we’re going to make Fettucini Alfredo and a Ceasar salad, with cheesecake for dessert.”

“Will there be enough for everyone?” Commander Conway asked from the audience.

“Everyone will get a bite, yes,” Browning replied.

“You know, if we had the replicators we’d all be having entire meals now instead of a little bite,” Lt. Ford scoffed.

“Yeah, turn the replicators back on!” several people began to shout.

Suddenly the crowd burst into a chant of “We want replicators!” over and over again.

“Hey, SHUT UP!” Baxter cried. “Do you all want to end up like Ensign Zenkmann?”

“Well…no,” Ford admitted.

“Then listen up,” Baxter growled. “Or I’ll jam a well balanced breakfast so far up your–”

“Now then,” Browning said loudly, stopping Baxter mid- sentence. “Let’s take a look at those ingredients.”



TWENTY MINUTES LATER



“Then you stir, stir, stir, until the mixture is lumpy, but gooey,” Browning said, churning at the bowl of white goo with all her might.

Lt. Tilleran carefully wrote the instructions down on her padd. “Lumpy but gooey, got it.”

“Would anyone like to come up and try stirring?” Browning asked. “It’s really very easy.”

“I would like to volunteer,” Lt. Commander Larkin said from the front of the audience. “I find this entire experience fascinating.”

“Great,” Browning said, handing Larkin the bowl. “Go to it, Commander.”

“Very well,” Larkin said, grabbing the spoon and stirring with lightening fast speed. Cheesy goo splashed out on both Browning and the android, until the bowl was almost empty.

Browning licked at the slop that had hit her in the face and smiled. “Well, it’s darned good.”



TWENTY MORE MINUTES LATER



“How’s that chicken coming, Captain?” Browning asked, looking over Baxter’s shoulder as he turned the chicken pieces in the sizzling frying pan.

“It looks nice and brown,” Baxter said with a grin. “And oh, does it smell delicious.”

“It will taste even better since you put hard work into making it yourself,” Browning said proudly.

“What do I do now?” Baxter asked, once he was satisfied that the meat was darkened enough.

“You have to make sure it’s tender by pressing down on it. Don’t be afraid to slap that meat hard.”

“Slap that meat, Captain!” Ford heckled from the audience.

“Yeah,” Gellar called out. “Beat your meat, sir!”

“You sons of–” Baxter exclaimed, grabbing two pieces of chicken with his tongs and hurling them at Gellar and Ford.

“It burns!” Ford cried out, pulling the smoking poultry off his face.

“Help!” Gellar cried, falling backwards as the meat burnt at his eyes.

Hartley clicked her tongue in annoyance and peeled the meat of Gellar’s face, tearing off some and tasting it. She gave Baxter thumbs up. “Tastes great, Captain!”

“What can I say?” Baxter said. “I’m a natural.”



YET ANOTHER TWENTY MINUTES LATER



“I am very sorry about this,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, as Lt. Commander Richards quickly blasted her flaming hand with a fire extinguisher. “I must have misread the guage on the stove.”

“Very understandable,” Browning sighed. “How’s that bread coming, Counselor?”

Peterman pulled the oven open and looked inside. “Hmmm. Still needs a few minutes.”

“Okay, well, that will give us just enough time to toss a quick salad together. That should be safe and easy.”

“Don’t underestimate our incompetence that easily,” Ford said with a grin.

“I have an idea,” Browning said, gritting her teeth together. “Why don’t you and Mr. Gellar come up here and help me with the salad?”

“Uh…” Ford said quietly.

“Janice, I don’t–” Peterman whispered.

“I insist,” Browning said, winking at Peterman. “Come on up, boys.”

Ford and Gellar reluctantly moved up to the front of the room to join Dr. Browning.

Captain Baxter patted Ford on the back as he and Peterman left the kitchen set. “Have fun, guys.”

Ford gulped as he and Gellar meekly approached Dr. Browning.

“Don’t be scared, boys,” Browning said with a smile. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you. And who knows, you even learn something.”

“We already know a lot about cooking,” Gellar said, jabbing Ford in the gut. “Right, Zack?”

“Uh, yeah, we sure can cook,” Ford replied uneasily.

“I don’t doubt that,” Browning said, pushing a basket of tomatoes in front of Ford. “Now, how why don’t you guys start by cutting the tomatoes.”

“With what?” Ford asked, gulping.

Browning reached into a drawer and withdrew a large, gleaming butcher knife. “With this, silly.”

“Heh heh,” Gellar said. “She’s just trying to scare us.”

“It’s working,” Ford said fearfully.

“Don’t know how to use the knife?” Browning asked sweetly. “Here, I’ll show you how.” The Doctor forcefully grabbed Ford’s hand and placed it on the cutting board. “Better spread out your fingers. We don’t want this to get messy.” That said, the Doctor began to rapidly stab the knife in between Ford’s fingers, moving back and forth at lightning speed.

The audience was astonished as Browning moved the knife, finally coming to a stop and flipping the knife up into the air, leaning her head back, and catching it by the handle in her mouth.

After a few moments of stunned silence, the audience burst into applause.

Browning spat the knife out and bowed. “Thank you, thank you. It was nothing, really.”

Ford’s eyes rolled back into his eyes as he collapsed back against Lt. Gellar.

“Get off me, spanky,” Gellar said, pushing Ford back to his feet. “I found that very informative, Doctor.”

“Good,” Browning said, brandishing her knife. “Now sit down and shut up, both of you, or I’ll start my knife-tossing act.”

“Yes, ma’am!” Gellar said, rushing the still light-headed Ford back into the audience.

I’m really getting through to them, Browning thought, as the Fettucini noodles began to boil over, spilling out onto the stove and dripping down to the deck.



THE CONSTELLATION CAFE TUESDAY, STARDATE 52859 0750 HOURS



Crewman Kristy Foster peered over the bar, banging against it incessantly. “Mirk, are you down there?”

“I was in the storeroom. What do you want?” Mirk asked from behind Foster, causing her to jump from shock.

“Don’t do that to me. Don’t you know there’s a murderer aboard?”

“Murderer shmurderer,” Mirk replied, pushing past the swinging door that led behind the bar and throwing on his apron. “What do you want?”

“A nice big plate of scrambled eggs,” Foster said hopefully. “Do we have any in stock?”

“I’ll check,” Mirk said, ducking below the bar. Moments later he resurfaced with an egg the size of his head.

“What the heck is that?” Foster asked incredulously.

With much effort, Mirk turned the egg upside down and looked at the fine print on the bottom. “It says here that it’s from a Breen finch.”

“Boy, they must grow ’em big on Breen.”

“They certainly must,” Mirk agreed. “Do you want it, or not?”

“Hell, an egg’s an egg, huh?”

Mirk nodded, ducking behind the bar. “One gigantic Breen egg, coming up.”

Crewman Foster played with one of Mirk’s decorative salt shakers as he warmed up the makeshift stove he had set up on the bar and got to work.

It took a sustained blast from a phaser set on maximum stun to crack the shell open, but once the egg started cooking, Foster sniffed the garlicky air and could hardly wait to eat it.

The mass of scrambled egg made a heavy thud as it fell from the pan onto Shlotzhauer’s plate.

“I don’t think I can eat all this,” Foster said, poking at the egg timidly.

“Well, I’ll give the rest to some other hungry crewmember. Everyone’s looking for something safe to eat what with the replicator mess.”

“Eggzactly,” Foster said, digging into her scrambled egg with zeal.

Mirk made a disgusted face at the thought of the ugly pun as he returned to the stock room.

The emergency with the replicators had caused a huge demand for real food, and it was Mirk’s job to ration it out, which was not an easy task.

The Maloxian had just begun inventorying his gallon jars of Melkotian Mayonnaise, when the sound of a tremendous explosion shook through the cramped storeroom, knocking him off his stool and knocking all the cans and packages off the shelves.

Upon emerging from the storeroom, Mirk was met with the ugly sight of eggs and Crewman Foster spread all over the transparent aluminum windows at the back of the cafe.

Needless to say, there was not much left of the bar, either.



“Bag ’er,” Dr. Browning ordered, rising from the spot where she had crouched near the back of the bar. She shook her head disgustedly as she turned away from the mess on the windows. “That must have been some scrambled egg.”

J’hana grunted disapproval as she stared at the scene. “I hope there will be enough left to do an autopsy on.”

“We’re talking about a human being here!” Mirk said frantically from his place atop one of the few barstools that was still intact. “And a bar!”

“I am well aware of what we are talking about,” J’hana said gruffly, as Dr. Browning led the way out of the Cafe, followed by several medtechs who were weighed down by bags of Crewman Foster. “Contact me if you find anything out of the ordinary, Doctor.”

“My poor bar,” Mirk sniffed.

“Calm down, Mr. Mirk,” Conway said, pulling up a burnt and damaged chair and turning it around, plopping down casually. “I want you to think clearly. Do you remember anything at all strange about that egg you served Crewman Foster?”

Mirk shook his head. “Other than the fact that it was extremely huge? No.”

“What did you use to prepare the egg?” J’hana asked, approaching the place where the stove had once been.

“Just a little butter and a dash of nutmeg,” Mirk said. “Nutmeg never killed anyone.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” Conway said, pushing himself off the chair. “Mr. Richardon is sending a crew to repair the bar this afternoon, Mr. Mirk. Until then I suggest you and your staff take the day off.”

“Just when you thought it was safe to eat breakfast,” Mirk said glumly, shuffling out of the cafe.

Conway looked over J’hana’s shoulder as she examined the scene. “Well, what’s your theory, J’hana?”

“I have no theory as yet, Commander,” J’hana said, obviously annoyed at that fact. “But what I do have, I believe, is a serial killer.”

“That’s not very funny.”

“I didn’t say cereal. I said serial,” J’hana said with exasperation.

“I know, and I said it’s not funny.”

“SERIAL! With an S!”

“Oh. Serial. So he may strike again?”

“Serial killers often do.”

“So we’d better find him before he gets another chance.”

“That would be my reccomendation.”

“The Captain’s not going to like this,” Conway replied. “We pretty much assumed that if we deacivated the replicators we’d all be safe.”

“Well then, we assumed wrong, didn’t we?”



SCIENCE LAB ONE 1100 HOURS



“All hands, this is your Captain speaking. Due to unforseen circumstances, I am now ordering you all to eat your breakfast at 1200 hours and not a minute earlier. Anyone found eating in the morning will be severely dealt with. This is for your own good, since two crewmembers have already died from eating breakfast. Please bear with us through this difficult time as we attempt to find out who keeps killing people during their breakfasts. Thank you, and have a pleasant afternoon.”

Lt. Tilleran rolled her eyes as Baxter closed the channel. “I never eat lunch anyway.”

“Do not think of it as lunch,” J’hana said. “Think of it as a late breakfast.”

“Whatever,” Tilleran replied, as J’hana followed her to the corner of her science lab where she had been examining some fragments of egg from the Constellation Cafe. “Well, I don’t know if it will help, but I found out what caused the explosion.”

“Do tell,” J’hana muttered.

Lt. Tilleran held up a sample case and a very small pair of tweezers. “This is a sample of the Breen egg from Mirk’s bar.”

“Very interesting.”

Tilleran carefully removed a tiny piece of egg from the case and placed it in a large, transparent aluminum container. She then picked up a small metal shaker. “This is common, everyday table salt.”

“Of course it is.”

“Stand back,” Tilleran said, pouring a smal pile of salt into her hand and tossing a pinch into the transparent aluminum case, closing the lid, and taking several steps away from it.

A bright flash rattled the case, scorching the edges and filling it with smoke.

“A very odd chemical reaction,” J’hana said, opening the container and coughing as smoke billowed out.

“Odd is an understatement. Check this out.” Tilleran led J’hana over to a microscope and allowed her to peek in.

“What am I looking at?” J’hana asked impatiently.

“That’s a molecule from the sample of egg. It’s a highly unstable isotope that isn’t found anywhere in nature, much less in scrambled eggs.”

“Are you saying those eggs were rigged?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying. The isotope releases an inordinate amount of energy moments after it comes in contact with the molecule NACL, more commonly known as table salt.”

“Ingenious,” J’hana remarked.

“And quite deadly,” Tilleran replied.

“What would it take to engineer something like this?”

“A high-tech lab and someone who seriously knows what they’re doing,” Tilleran replied.

“That eliminates most of this crew,” J’hana said. “Thank you for your assistance.”



THE BRIDGE 1130 HOURS



“An outside job?” Baxter asked, peering across J’hana’s tactical panel as she worked.

“As I said, sir, it is a possibility.”

“Wouldn’t we be able to detect another ship, if they were the ones responsible for this?”

“One would think,” J’hana said. “However, I have not picked up anything on the longrange scanners.”

“Everything we’ve seen so far could have been done any of the number of times we’ve been docked at starbases,” Conway said from beside Baxter. “We don’t even know where to start looking for suspects.”

“We can, however, narrow them down,” J’hana said. “I am currently tracing the history of the Breen egg that Mirk procured. There is a chance it will lead us to the killer.”

“Well, I want you all to work quickly,” Baxter grumbled. “I miss my Tuesday belgian waffles already.”

“Aww,” Conway said. “Maybe Dr. Browning will make you some come noontime.”

“It won’t be soon enough,” Baxter muttered, walking back to his chair.

Just then, the turbolift doors slid open, allowing Dr. Browning onto the brige.

“Captain!” Browning said excitedly. “I just came up with a new flavor of bagel. Grapefruit!”

Baxter jumped out of his chair, grabbing the bagel eagerly from Browning. “That’s great, Janice. I can’t wait to–”

J’hana’s phaser was out in an instant, aimed directly at Baxter. “Drop it, Captain.”

“But, it’s almost noon,” Baxter whined.

J’hana stepped forward. “No buts. Drop the bagel now.”

“I’m sure there’s nothing wrong with it,” Browning said. “I made it myself.”

“You’ll pardon me if that doesn’t negate my suspicions,” J’hana said. “Now give me the bagel, sir, before I have to hurt you.”

Baxter made a pouty expression as he handed the bagel over to J’hana. “Damn serial killer.”

J’hana grabbed the bagel and carefully sat it down on top of the science console. “Everyone get back.”

“Tricorder,” Conway barked at a passing ensign, who quickly stuffed a tricorder into his hand. The Commander flipped the device open and ran it over the bagel. “No strange readings.”

“It’s fine, really,” Browning insisted.

“I would prefer not to take that risk,” J’hana said. She motioned for Conway to back away and lowered her phaser setting to “dull butter knife.”

The Andorian made a small incision in the bagel, cutting it open carefully and pushing it apart with her fingertips.

Conway continued to scan. “I’m still not getting any weird readings.”

“Well,” J’hana said, turning. “Perhaps it was a false–” Suddenly, the Andorian’s arm brushed against the bagel and knocked it off the science console. “DOWN!” J’hana cried, slamming her body into Commander Conway and knocking him over the railing that surrounded the command chairs.

Upside down in his own chair, Conway glanced over at the bagel from his uncomfortable position between J’hana’s arm and armpit. It clattered to the deck noislessly.

The bagel sat there on the deck, mocking Conway as he squirmed out from underneath J’hana.

“My heroes,” Baxter said sarcastically, picking up the bagel and dusting it off.



That evening, Dr. Browning gave another cooking lesson that was recieved with just slightly more enthusiasm than the last one. The crew was slowly learning that cooking for themselves could be fun, and Dr. Browning found herself having a heck of a good time teaching them.

“And then you carve up the roast beef like so,” Dr. Browning said, making a surgical incision at the tip and working her way across with her laser scalpel.

Suddenly the Doctor twitched ever so slightly, causing the scalpel to tear off a jagged hunk of meat. “Whoops!”

“And she’s going to operate later,” Gellar whispered.

“Well, you get the idea,” Browning said. “Everyone come up and have a bite on your way out. And remember to come to the Captain’s mess for the buffet tonight. I hope to see all of you there.”

Peterman, Baxter, and Richards joined Browning at the kitchen counter as the group dispersed.

“I’m really proud of you, Janice,” Baxter said, popping a hunk of roast beef into his mouth. “I never knew you were such a good cook.”

Browning blushed slightly. “It comes in handy when you eat a lot.”

“Yep, my Janice here is a regular master chef,” Richards said proudly, hugging Browning close as she continued to cut the beef. “Wait until we’re married, hon, you’ll be cooking for us every night.”

“Yes, well,” Browning said. “That sounds like a lot of fun.”

“And you guys will have to have us over for dinner some time,” Peterman said.

“Providing we’re all not killed by this cereal guy.”

“Serial,” Baxter corrected.

“Whatever.”



THE CAPTAIN’S MESS WEDNESDAY, STARDATE 52860 1220 HOURS



Counselor Peterman eagerly waited at the large, oval teak dinner table as Captain Baxter ran a tricorder over a large pot of Mirk’s reportedly delicious cherry and marshmellow swirl oatmeal.

“Well?” Peterman asked.

“Just a minute, Kelly. You can’t be too safe.”

“Well, I’m hungry. Here it is after noon and neither of us has eaten a thing.”

“Would you rather risk ending up like Zenkmann or Foster?”

“No, but–”

“Then wait a minute while I scan this oatmeal.”

“Yes, sir, Captain, sir.” Peterman saluted sarcastically.

“That’s more like it,” Baxter replied, bringing two bowls over to the table and placing one down in front of Counselor Peterman.

Baxter sat down next to Peterman and stared at his bowl, then looked over to Peterman. “Well, aren’t you going to eat? I thought you were hungry.”

“I…am,” Peterman said, gingerly putting her spoon into the bowl. “But who knows what’s at the bottom of that bowl.”

“I scanned it thoroughly, hon,” Baxter said. “There’s nothing at all out of the ordinary in the oatmeal.”

“Then why aren’t you eating?”

“You first.”

Peterman took a deep breath. “This is silly. It’s just a bowl of oatmeal. It’s not going to hurt us. Our fear is totally irrational.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said nervously. “It’s only based on two murders.”

“Listen, either the oatmeal will kill us or it won’t,” Peterman said resolutely. “Either we eat, or we starve to death.”

“You’re right, honey,” Baxter said, dipping his spoon in and lifting it out, watching the oatmeal drip back down into the bowl. “We’ll both take the first bite together.”

“Good idea,” Peterman said, holding the spoon close to her mouth and narrowing her eyes down at, holding her breath. “On the count of three.”

“One…”

Peterman squeezed her eyes shut. “Two.”

“THREE!” Baxter said, stuffing the spoon into his mouth and swallowing.

Peterman did the same, and both of them immediately spit the oatmeal out, crying out in agony.

“Hothothot!” Baxter cried, tossing back a whole glass of grapefruit juice.

“Ow, that burns!” Peterman said, grabbing Baxter’s pitcher of grapefruit juice and dumping the entire contents into her mouth.

“Well,” Baxter said, giggling quietly. “You have to admit, it’s darn good.”

“You’d think by now we’d know to blow before we eat something that’s piping hot,” Peterman said with a grin.

“But at least it didn’t kill us.”

“I don’t know,” Peterman said, amused. “Maybe the killer just wanted to bruise our mouths.”

“Well, in that case he succeeded, that bastard!” Baxter said with a laugh.

“How horrible! Scalding the roof of someone’s mouth with burning hot oatmeal!” Peterman said, slapping the table as she giggled.

“What…ha ha…dastardly thing will they think of next?” Baxter asked, laughing uncontrollably.

Peterman dipped down into her bowl for another bite of oatmeal, still laughing. She was so busy laughing, she didn’t notice the razor-sharp, triangle-shaped blades that emerged slowly from her bowl and began spinning like a buzz saw.

“Do you hear something?” Baxter asked, wiping his eyes as he tried to stop laughing.

“It sounds like–” Peterman looked down. “Oh, f***.”

Baxter watched as both his and Peterman’s bowls hovered above the table, their razorblades spinning menacingly.

“Duck, baby!” Baxter cried, leaping across the table and knocking Peterman out of her chair.

Both bowls flew forward, embedding themselves in the wall with a grunt of metal on duranium.

Baxter looked up cautiously, to see that the bowls were working their way loose from the walls.

“Baxter to Security! Emergency in the Captain’s Mess!” Baxter cried, leaping out of the way of a bowl as it soared towards him.

“Be careful!” Peterman cried.

“We should have equipped the Captain’s mess with phasers,” Baxter said, crawling back under the table next to Peterman as a bowl flew by, shaving off a lock of his hair.

“Maybe we can make a run for the door.”

“Not unless you want a bowl in the back.”

“At least we’re safe under here,” Peterman said.

“Yeah, at least–” Baxter froze when he saw both bowls hover down below the lip of the table. They just sort of hung in the air, as if waiting for him to make a move. “The table!” Baxter cried, pushing the huge table up with all his might, flipping it over, with the help of Peterman.

With a crash of breaking fine Starfleet-emblem Pfaltzgraff china and a splintering of wood, the table smashed on top of the two bowls.

Baxter leaned against the bulkhead with a sigh, helping Peterman to her feet. “Well, that takes care of–”

Suddenly, with an awful sound of shredding wood, two disc-shaped metal objects with glinting red and green lights blinking around them rose out from under the wreckage of the table. The porcelain that had surrounded them was now gone.

“They’re some kind of robots!” Peterman cried.

“Well, they can dish it out, let’s see if they can take it!” Baxter said, hurling the pot of steaming oatmeal at the spinning discs.

The pot covered one of the discs, but it missed the other, which promptly flew straight at Baxter.

“Nobody wrecks my lacquered oak table and gets away with it!” Baxter cried, ripping his framed painting of the Explorer off the wall and slamming it into the disc, sending it reeling haphazardly through the room. “Get down! The thing’s gone haywire!” Baxter said as he clambered over Counselor Peterman.

The disc bounced around the room, finally righting itself and finding a target in Baxter’s upraised butt. The tiny robot set it’s targetting scanners carefully and prepared to engage its engines.

Just as the disc soared towards its intended target, J’hana and Gellar burst into the room.

“Shoot that thing!” Baxter cried.

“You mean the thing flying at your ass, sir?”

“YES!”

J’hana let loose a heavy barrage of phaser fire, knocking the little dic backwards. She quickly upped the setting and fired again, keeping the beam on it. Even under a constant barrage of phaser fire, the device still kept hovering there. “Gellar!” J’hana barked.

Lt. Gellar dutifully fired, adding his own phaser beam to the little disc. Finally, the disc short-circuited and exploded, tail-spinning to the ground with an electric sizzle.

Baxter peered up at J’hana. “Is it safe to get up?”

“Quite,” J’hana replied, picking up the charred remains of the little disc. “So, enjoying your breakfast?”

“No,” Baxter and Peterman said at the same time.

Gellar looked down at the upturned oatmeal pot quizzically. It sounded like something was bouncing around inside. “What’s in there?”

“You don’t want to know!” Baxter and Peterman replied.



“I guess you all know why I’ve called you here,” Baxter said, looking at the haggard faces of his senior staff as they took their places around the conference table. “We’ve got a serious problem on our hands. If we don’t find that killer soon, we’ll all starve to death.”

“I don’t know what else we can do,” Lt. Commander Richards said. “We tried shutting off the replicators. That didn’t work. We tried moving breakfast up to lunchtime, and that didn’t work. We scan everything we eat, so we just end up getting attacked by our flatware. What’s left for us to do?”

“Abandon ship?” Ford suggested.

“I think that’s a little premature,” Baxter replied. “Besides, what’s to say that the killer won’t follow us?”

“Why breakfast?” Browning asked. “No one has been attacked while trying to eat lunch or dinner.”

“Unless they tried to eat lunch and called it breakfast,” J’hana corrected, glaring at Baxter.

Baxter ignored J’hana and turned to Richards. “What did you find out about those flying robots that attacked Peterman and me?”

“We were able to capture the one that wasn’t destroyed and surround it with a forcefield,” Richards said, hitting a button beside his chair that activated the wall monitor. A cross-section image of one of the devices appeared, with several notations around it. “As you can see, it has highly complex positronic circuitry. It was programmed to seek out a humanoid target and destroy it at all costs.”

“Do we have an idea of who built it?”

Richards shrugged. “Most likely the Minos Korvans. They’re the only race with capabilities anywhere near this.”

“And they’ve also been dead for centuries,” said Conway. “Which means someone has ransacked that technology and is using it against us.”

J’hana growled from her place across from Conway. “This is an unacceptable situation. We must find this killer and paint the corridors with his bowels.”

Baxter glared at the smouldering Andorian, looking for any sign that J’hana’s mood was improving, but soon gave up. “Regard- less of who is using this technology, we have to stop them before they kill again, and so far nothing we’ve done has helped.”

“I think we’re running out of options,” Conway said. “There’s obviously someone who is seriously ticked at this crew, and they’re not going to stop until each one of us is dead.”

“Or driven totally mad,” Peterman added.

“Then I see only one option left,” Baxter said resolutely.

“And that is?” Conway asked.

“I’ll have to make another shipwide announcement.”



“All hands, this is your Captain again. I regret to inform you that we’ve made no progress in apprehending the so-called ‘Cereal Killer.’ However, you may be interested in knowing that Counselor Peterman and I were attacked today while attempting to enjoy a bowl of Mirk’s famous oatmeal. Don’t worry–neither of us were harmed, although my entire set of engraved Pfaltzgraff Federation China was destroyed. Due to the increased danger to this crew, I have been forced to order that no one aboard shall consume ANY kind of breakfast-type food or semi-breakfast-type food at ANY time. Consult Mr. Mirk for a specific list of ‘approved’ foods if you are not sure what this means. We still reccomend that you not eat between 0600 and 1300 hours, but if you do, for God’s sake, limit your choices to snackfood items such as cheese and crackers or lowfat potato chips.”

Conway shook his head as he and J’hana moved briskly through the corridor. “I don’t think the captain is helping matters.”

“I concur,” J’hana grunted. “The only way to prevent more deaths is to find the killer and disembowel him, as I said earlier.”

“Huh. That’s easier said than done.”

“It is simply a matter of facing the killer,” J’hana replied brusquely.

“What if he’s not aboard?”

“Don’t you see, he must be,” J’hana said, as she and Conway entered a turbolift. “He has adapted perfectly to each and every one of our plans. No one could have anticipated like that. There is someone aboard, adapting the attacks to suit his needs.”

“Okay, let’s say you’re right. Let’s say the killer is on this ship. How do we confront him?”

“Simple,” J’hana said, as the turbolift descended. “We are going to have breakfast.”



CARGO BAY TWELVE THURSDAY, STARDATE 52861 0800 HOURS



Commander Conway let out a low whistle as he entered the cargo bay. There was a large dinner table laid out with a huge feast of eggs, breads, fruits, and assorted juices. And…there was coffee. “Excellent work, J’hana,” Conway said in awe. “Everything looks great.”

J’hana nodded as she observed the table, arms folded. “It is adequate. Dr. Browning helped me plan the menu.”

“Do you really think the killer will fall for this?” Conway said.

“The way I see it, there are two options. The killer falls for this and we catch him, or the killer avoids this room like the plague and we at least have a safe place to eat.”

“Good point,” Conway said, looking up at the catwalk that encircled the bay. Security officers with phaser rifles were posted all around the bay, pointing their weapons down toward the center of the room. “Think you have enough firepower?”

“I hope this is enough,” J’hana said.

Conway couldn’t stop staring at the pot of coffee on the table. “Think the killer would mind if I have a cup of coffee before he tries to murder us?”

“You are welcomed to try,” J’hana said.

After scanning the steaming pot with his tricorder, Conway poured himself a cup of coffee, eagerly bringing it to his lips. He hadn’t had a cup of coffee since going to bed the previous evening, and for him, those six hours had been murder.

After carefully sipping at the steaming liquid, Conway brought the cup down and smiled. “Perfectly brewed. Delicious.”

“Glad you approve,” J’hana grunted, holstering her phaser and looking around anxiously. “We should begin.”

“You won’t get any complaints from me,” Conway said, taking a seat at the head of the table. “I trust everything has been scanned?”

“Affirmative,” J’hana said, stepping behind Conway’s chair. “And we have kept careful watch over the food through every step of the preparation. Nothing has been done to any of the food…or the flatware.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” Conway said, removing the cover from his platter. “Mmm. French toast and bacon. My favorite.”

“Stop talking and start eating,” J’hana ordered. “I am eager to catch this killer.”

“Fine,” Conway said. “I just want to savor this. It’s been days since I’ve had a decent breakfast.”

“Eat!” J’hana barked.

“Okay, okay!” Conway said, quickly shoving a piece of french toast into his mouth.

“Well?” J’hana asked, as Conway chewed.

“Hmmm. It could use a little cinnamon.”

J’hana tapped her foot anxiously as Conway scarfed down the breakfast. The tension in the room was palpable. If only something would happen to bring this horrible case to a close.

After five minutes of shoving and lipsmacking, Conway sat back, wiping a napkin over his mouth. “Delicious. Now all I need is the Federation News and another cup of coffee.” Conway gestured to the pot and the padd that lay on the other side of the table. “How about grabbing those for me, J’hana.”

J’hana slammed her fist down on the table. “No! I am not your waitress!”

“Fine, fine,” Conway said, scooting out of his chair with a sigh and moving over to the other side. “Sometimes you can be a real pain.”

Suddenly a loud hiss echoed throughout the cargo bay.

“What’s that?” Conway asked fearfully, looking up from his padd.

J’hana looked at the large door at the front of the bay in shock. “Everyone grab on to something solid!” she cried, as the door slowly began to rise.

Pieces of porcelain and cutlery flew out of the gradually widening opening as the bay depressurized.

Conway flung himself through the air, grabbing a ladder with one hand and reaching out for the coffee pot that hurtled past him. “NO! Not the coffee!”

“Lieutenant! Help!” one of the security officers cried, as she hurtled towards the opening and flew outside the ship.

J’hana held onto a support beam with all her might. “J’hana to bridge! Override the command protocols on the cargo bay door! Shut it now!”

“We’re trying. Someone has locked out bay door control!” Captain Baxter said over the loudspeakers. “You’ll have to get to the manual override!”

J’hana heaved in one last breath as the oxygen fled the room. Suddenly everyone went limp. With the last of her energy, J’hana pointed at Commander Conway, gesturing for the override lever that was behind him.

With great effort, Conway stumbled towards the override lever, throwing himself down on it. The lever sank mercifully, closing the bay off from the space outside.

That done, J’hana stamped her hand on the panel next to her, repressurizing the bay’s atmosphere.

“You guys okay down there?” came Baxter’s concerned voice.

“We’ll live,” Conway muttered. “Any luck finding out who did that?”

“Richards is tracing the engineering logs right now.”

“Well, we foiled them, didn’t we?” Conway rasped from the deck, looking up at J’hana.

J’hana leaned forward, resting her hands on her knees. “This is quite annoying.”

“You’re telling me.”

“Richards to J’hana. We just detected an unauthorized presence in the ODN junction on deck fourteen, section seven.”

J’hana nodded, pointing to three of her security guards. “We’re on our way.”

“What should I do?” Conway asked, falling back into a chair, looking at the remains of the wonderful breakfast J’hana had set up.

“Finish your breakfast,” J’hana said, hurrying out of the bay with her officers on her heels. One tossed her a phaser rifle and she grabbed it with vigor. “Gellar, Ramirez, O’Donnel, Lockhart. With me. Saral, you stay here and guard the food.”



J’hana slid halfway down the ladder and jumped the rest of the way down to the compartment located below Deck Fourteen where the ODN junction was located. “Come on, you slow fharbats! Hurry!” she commanded to her officers, withdrawing her phaser and setting it to maxium stun.

Lt. Gellar examined his security tricorder. “There was someone in here less than four minutes ago. A human male.”

“Which way?” J’hana barked.

Gellar pointed. “He went that way, into the Jeffries’ tube junction.”

“Flarzzz,” J’hana grunted. “Come on!”

The Andorian and her officers slid through meters and meters of interconnecting tunnels, following the mazelike path of their prey.

J’hana stopped in one of the connecting chambers, trying to catch her breath. “I have the feeling we are being led on a wild goose chase.”

“Ya think?” Gellar asked.

“Come on, we’ll lose the scent soon,” J’hana gasped, pushing on through the tubes.



“Define ‘blip,’ Tilleran,” Baxter said urgently, leaning over the science console.

“Just that. A ‘blip,’ then nothing,” Tilleran replied, running her hands over her panel quickly.

“Are you saying there’s another ship out there?”

“If there is, it’s very carefully hid,” Tilleran said.

“Well, if there is a ship out there I want you to find it,” Baxter said. “It may be the key to this mystery.”

“Very likely, sir.”

Baxter moved back to his command chair and plopped down with a sigh. “I hate this waiting. I wish J’hana would report in already.”

“She’ll report in when she finds something,” Tilleran said. “I wouldn’t worry about her if I were you. I’d worry about the killer. When she gets her hands on him, he’ll be–”

Baxter suppressed a giggle. “Toast.”



Conway hummed an old Aerosmith tune as he munched on a toothpick, reading about questions involving Jaresh-Inyo and a Starfleet ensign in the Federation news. “Boy, that was a delicous breakfast.”

“Indeed, sir,” Saral replied, holding her phaser rifle at the ready as she watched Conway eat.

“Sure you don’t want some?” Conway asked. “There are plenty of leftovers.”

“Very sure, Commander. Vulcans find human cuisine… distasteful.”

“Your loss.” Conway looked up from his padd. “Do you hear something?” It was like the soft patter of tiptoes on the deck.

Saral turned around, swinging her rifle around in a wide arc. “Uncertain. Stand by.”

Conway moved his toothpick to the other side of his mouth. “I’m sure it’s nothing, Saral.”

“To quote an old Vulcan proverb, it is better to be safe than sorry,” Saral remarked, holding her rifle at the ready.

Conley continued to read the news as Saral stealthily crept behind a cargo container.

He giggled at the latest Peanuts cartoon. Thank goodness Charles Shultz had his brain copied into a posi- tronic database shortly before his demise, on his 142nd birthday. The galaxy would not have withstood the loss of such a great mind.

“Ha ha,” Conway laughed. “Don’t you get it, Charlie Brown? Lucy pulls the football away before you can kick it!”

Then Saral screamed. It was an unsteady sound, since Vulcans normally don’t scream, and it was drowned out by the blaring of phaser fire from behind the cargo container.

“Saral?” Conway asked, raising an eyebrow. Then a figure stepped out from behind the container and he gasped. “You?”



J’hana let out a fierce battle cry as she lept out of the Jeffries tube and into the ODN junction, landing on the deck in a battle crouch, muscles tensed, ready for combat.

Phaser rifle slung behind her back, she scanned the room, teeth bared menacingly. “Come out, you fwarz-sharsher, and feel my wrath. It is your time!”

Gellar poked his head out of the Jeffries tube. “Anything?”

J’hana grunted. “Negative.” Her antennae twitched. “One moment. Footsteps. That way!” She pointed toward another tube on the opposite side of the room. “Come on, hurry!”

Gellar looked down at the floor as he scrambled across to follow J’hana. “J’hana, there are crumbs all over the place!”

The Andorian looked down at the floor of the tube as she scrambled through. Sure enough, tiny bread particles were leading her right to the culprit. She grabbed one and sniffed it. “I am not familiar with this smell.”

“I think it’s danish!” Gellar said from behind her.

“Danish,” J’hana grunted. “A worthy prey.”



Conway backed out of his chair and backpedaled toward the rear of the cargo bay. “Why are you doing this?”

“For the fun of it,” replied the murderer.

Conley grimaced. “I’d have expected it from anyone but you. And what the hell is that thing?” The shadow of the huge murder weapon hovered over Conway.

“It’s part of any complete breakfast.”

“Oh, no. Now, you just keep your distance,” Conway warned.

“What? Scared, commander?”

“No.”

“Did you enjoy your coffee?”

“Uh…it was great.”

“Excellent. It will be your last.”

Conway grimaced at his assailant. “No, no it won’t.”

“Oh no?”

“No,” Conway said bravely. “For the world is hollow and I have touched the sky. THERE IS COFFEE IN HEAVEN!”

“Maybe. You’re about to find out!” And the assasin lept at Conway.



J’hana spilled out of the tube exit and found herself in the one of Explorer’s corridors, smack dab in the middle of section twelve, if she remembered her map of the ship.

A grey uniform rounded the corner–someone running away. “Hurry!” J’hana cried, urging her squad onward. “J’hana to bridge. The chase is on!”

She ran full speed down the corridor to find the turbolift door closing at the end. There was her prey. She lept for the door, yanking it open and stumbling through as the turbolift began its ascent. Just in the nick of time she reached up with both hands and grabbed hold of a loop of metal at the bottom of the lift and it carried her upward, speed increasing exponentially. She heard Gellar’s voice from decks below.

“J’hana, what the hell are you doing?”

“Catching the killer!” she exclaimed, holding on with one straining hand and leveling her phaser rifle upward, nudging the power controls with her nose. The level went up to the first metal-rending setting and she blasted a hole in the bottom of the turbolift.

Someone inside the lift screamed and she pulled herself agonizlingly through the still hot metal.

“Ford!” she cried as the lift came to a stop and the doors wheezed open. Lt. Ford scrambled out and she lept after him, tackling him to the deck, both hands wrapped around his neck and choking the life out of him.

Baxter turned in his command chair. “J’hana?”

“I didn’t do it!” Ford choked out. “I swear! I was just in the Jeffries tube enjoying a danish! I swear it wasn’t me!”

Peterman hurried over to Ford, pulling him away from J’hana, who sunk uselessly to the deck, wrapping her arms around him. “It’s okay, Zachary, it’s okay.”

“I just wanted a danish,” Ford mumbled. “Just a danish.”

“If Ford didn’t do it,” Baxter said, rising up and helping J’hana to her feet. “Then who the hell did?”

“Conway to bridge,” came the bleep over the comm. “I just found the killer. Mind coming down to the cargo bay for just a bit?”

J’hana grimaced. “It figures.”



Baxter, J’hana, Ford, Peterman, Tilleran, and Richards looked on as Browning worked on Ensign Saral and as the inert form of Chief Bartender Elli layed sprawled out on the cargo bay deck.

“I just want to know why…” Baxter said, rubbing his chin. “Why such a promising young serviceperson would do something like this.”

“That’s what I was wondering, too,” Conway said, “until he explained it all to me.”

“Care to fill us in?” J’hana asked pointedly.

Conway looked down at the unconcous Bolian. “Apparently, some Ferengi offered him a pile of latinum to sabotage our breakfasttimes.”

“Ferengi?” asked Peterman. “What did they stand to gain from that?”

“What else to Ferengi want?” Conway asked, kneeling down and pulling the comm badge off Elli’s chest. “Latinum.”

“So they provided the black-market technology and Elli provided them with a way in,” Richards mused.

“Yep,” said Conway. “I suspect you’ll find a ship hiding just at the edge of our sensor range.”

“The blip!” Tilleran exclaimed.

“The blip,” Baxter repeated. “Of course. I still don’t see why they’d do all these horrible things.”

“Ever heard of ‘Hungry Hu-Mon?’”

“Uh, no.”

“It’s a Ferengi manufacturing company that makes fresh breakfasts kept in tiny little stasis containers, ready made for humans and other breakfast-eating humanoids to eat. The only problem is, what with the popularity of replicators, they would never normally stand a chance.”

“But the Ferengi figured that if they made us doubt the safety of our replicators, we’d be less likely to rely so much on them,” Peterman surmised.

“Enter the Ferengi.”

“Bingo,” Conway said. “But when we abandoned replicators, Elli never signaled the Ferengi that it was time to come in and pitch their product to us. In the end, he got a little carried away with the murdering. Turns out there was a little serial killer inside him just waiting to come out. It just needed to be properly nourished.”

“Aww,” said Peterman.

“J’hana,” Baxter ordered. “You and Tilleran get up to the bridge and find that Ferengi ship. They’ve got a lot of questions to answer.”

“Aye, sir,” J’hana said, looking to Tilleran. And the two left the cargo bay.

“Gellar,” Baxter added, “you and the others pick up this lousy excuse for a bartender and take him to the brig. I have a feeling he’s not going to be mixing any drinks where he’s going.”

“Aye, sir,” said Gellar.

“Saral will need a few new organs, but other than that she’s in tip top shape,” Dr. Browning said, as nurses wheeled Saral out on a hoverbed.

“Super,” Baxter said. He, Conway, Richards, and Peterman followed Browning out into the corridor.

“Well, that settles that,” Peterman said. “Who’s telling Mirk?”

“Not me. You can do it,” Baxter said. “Mirk loved that little Bolian.”

“Amazing that he’d sink so low. And with such model crewpersons all aroudn him,” Conway said, shaking his head.

“Was that sarcasm, Commander?”

“I believe so, sir.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’re on our way to a penal colony to drop of Mr. Elli and the crew of Ferengi breakfastmakers. The Federation will have to work out their extradition, but I have the feeling “Hungry Hu-Mon” is bound for disaster. I’m proud to say Mirk’s cafe is back up and running and so are the replicators. Nothing like a nice meal to round out an intense murder investigation.



J’hana watched Conway eat with disgust. “Enjoying your lunch, Commander?”

“You bet. Stopping a serial killer gives you a hell of an appetite.”

“You never did tell us how you stopped him,” J’hana remarked.

Conway eased back in his chair and wiped the gravy from his mouth. Smothered Tarkalian razorbeast and rice. What a meal. “Well, he came at me with a huge Bajoran pineapple.”

“Of course. Fruit is part of any complete breakfast.”

“Anyway, I ducked slammed him forward into the breakfast table, smashing his face right into a hot bowl of Gorn grits.”

“Green and cheesey,” J’hana agreed. “Good choice.”

“That done, I slammed my coffee urn repeatedly into his head until he lost conciousness.”

“Artful and provacative. You should be quite proud.”

“I’m just glad we don’t have to worry about eating anymore.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

“What do you mean?”

J’hana shrugged. “Mealtimes are replete with danger. Even if you don’t have a serial killer working against you, there are still many horrible ways one might die.”

Conway nodded, then suddenly his face twisted up in alarm. He pointed at his throat. Must be a Tarkalian hoof.

“Yes, choking is an excellent example.” J’hana stood to leave. “Well, I have an incident report to write. Good evening, Commander.”

“Rrghghgghghrrr!” Conway grumbled, wheezing to get the bone up.

“You don’t have to go into a whole dramatization, Commander. I already agreed with you. At any rate, have a pleasant meal.”

Conway grimaced and ripped at his throat as J’hana left. “Grghghghghgghhgr!”

“Agreed, Commander. And might I say your Andorian is improving.”



NEXT!



When Q’s wife gets ticked at the men of the Explorer for their insensitivity, she decides to give them the ultimate lesson in what it’s like to be a woman. Look out, everyone, for Baxter and the others are about to go really go where no MAN has gone before in “Quid Pro Q!”
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Quid Pro Q



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52915.3. While doing a routine evaluation of several systems in sector 29940, we recieved a distress call from an unfamiliar world, and in the interest of good PR, we’ve decided to check it out.



“Baxter to Richards.”

“Baxter to Richards.”

“Commander, it’s Andy! Are you awake down there or am I going to have to come down and get you up myself?”

Lt. Commander Richards poked his head out from under the covers groggily, peering at the chronometer on his wall. “Captain, it’s barely a quarter after seven!”

“That may be, Chris, but we have a situation up here that requires your attention.”

“Fine, fine. I’ll be up in a minute,” Richards mumbled, swinging his legs around, searching the floor out in the darkness. He was finally able to find the floor with his feet and push himself out of bed.

“What’s the problem?” Dr. Browning mumbled tiredly from under the covers.

“How should I know?” Richards asked. “Probably some problem with the ship, or with some other ship, or something like that. It’s always the same complaints around here.”

“You wouldn’t have it any other way.” Richards could tell Browning was smiling under the covers.

“Well, maybe not. But still, it’s annoying when I don’t get my full seven hours of beauty sleep.”

“Well, as soon as you’re done, come back down here. The wedding is in less than a month, and we still have a lot of planning to do.”

Richards shrugged his uniform jacket on while hitching up his pants, plopping down onto the bed to pull his boots on. “Speaking of planning, did you give our conversation last night any consideration?”

“Yes, and I can tell you I think it’s a bit scary.”

“Come on, hon, you know how the rhyme goes. First comes love, then comes marraige, then–”

“–comes Janice in a lot of pain,” Browning said. “Listen, I’ve delivered my share of babies. It isn’t exactly a walk in the park.”

“I’m not saying it isn’t, I’m just saying–”

“Chris, we’re not even married yet. Let’s wait until after the honeymoon, then we’ll give it some serious thought.” Browning sat up in bed and took Richards’s hands in hers. “I’m not saying I don’t want it to happen. I’m just saying that I want to make sure I’m ready to take that step before I take it.”

“Boy, you sure sound different than a few months ago. You used to love talking about us having kids.”

“Well, I guess the reality of it is starting to set in. It’s scary to think of it actually happening.”

“Well, I think the pain and hardship will be worth it in the end.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You don’t have to carry the baby for nine months.”

Richards pushed off of the bed and grabbed his comm badge. “Men and women have had this arguement since the dawn of man. Personally, I think it’s blown way out of proportion.”

“You do, do you?”

“Uh-huh. I’m not saying it wouldn’t be tough, but I’d do it if I could.”

“Hmmm,” Browning said with a grin. “I sure wish you could put your money where your mouth is.”

“Don’t count on it,” Richards said as he headed out the door.



Richards hurried out onto the bridge, greeted by the sight of the entire bridge crew watching the still starscape on the viewscreen. “Okay, guys, what’s the big emergency?”

“Keep your eye on the screen,” Baxter said. He was standing in front of the bridge, with his arms folded, staring at the viewscreen with dissatisfaction. “How much longer, Tilleran?”

“In five seconds.”

Richards joined Baxter and Conway at the front of the bridge and watched the viewscreen. Seconds later, a brown blur flew by on the screen, causing the Explorer to rock gently.

“What the hell was that?” Richards asked.

“That,” Conway said from behind Richards, coffee cup in hand, “is Falstonan Three.”

“Don’t just sit there, Mr. Ford,” Baxter ordered, placing his hand on Ford’s chair. “Follow that planet.”

“What the hell happened?” Richards asked.

“That’s what we’ve been trying to figure out,” Baxter said. On the viewscreen, the planet loomed closer and closer. “Somehow the planet was shaken free of its orbit.”

Tilleran put a graphic on the screen, illustrating the curvy, erratic path that the planet was taking around the system. “This is the planet’s new orbit, if you can even call that an orbit.”

“We’ve increased speed to intercept sir,” Ford said.

“This doesn’t look like a natural phenomenon,” Richards said, watching the planet buck and weave on the viewscreen.

“Stay on it, Mr. Ford,” Baxter ordered.

“Aye, sir. I’m doing my best.”

Baxter turned to Richards. “What’s the possibility of locking a tractor beam on that thing?”

“Not very good,” Richards said, running back to the engineering console and starting calculations. “We can barely move small moons with the setup we have now.”

“Then what can we do for them?” Baxter asked.

Richards shrugged. “Evacuate the planet?”

“I doubt we have the bunkspace for four point seven billion people,” Conway muttered.

“We may have to double up,” Baxter sighed.

“We are being hailed by the planet’s Chief Administrator,” J’hana announced from tactical.

“Put him onscreen,” Baxter said, taking a deep breath.

The Chief Administrator of Falstonan Three appeared on the screen. He was gripping onto his desk as if he was on a rollercoaster ride. Behind him, through a large bay window, Baxter could see trees, vehicles, and people flying by as winds and earthquakes ripped through the planet. “Thank goodness someone responded to our distress call. I don’t recognize your species. Who are you?”

“I’m Captain Andy Baxter of the United Federation of Planets,” Baxter replied. “Sir, we’re doing everything we can for you, but I have to be honest, it doesn’t look like your people have many options.”

“Oh, don’t I know it.”

“Do you have any idea how this happened?” Conway asked.

“None. One minute we were going about our daily business, the next moment, the chaos you see now. Odd, is it not?”

“Incredibly,” Baxter said. “We’ll keep working up here, and let you know as soon as we come up with something.”

“Many thanks, Captain. At any rate, we all appreciate you taking the effort.”

“Don’t mention it,” Baxter said, as the Chief Administrator disappeared. “Lt. Commander Larkin, what are the nearest Federation starships?”

Larkin examined her panel. “The Hoboken and the Metternich are on a terraforming mission in the Versaad system, approximately four days from here at high warp.”

“That won’t cut it,” Tilleran said. “That planet will lose its orbit altogether and fly out of the system in less than an hour.”

“Mr. Richards, we need to find a way to get that planet back to its regular orbit and fast,” Baxter ordered.

“I’m not a miracle worker, sir,” Richards replied. “We just can’t change the laws of physics.”

“I don’t want cliches, Mister!” Baxter barked. “I want answers!”

Richards shook his head. “Sorry, Captain. There’s just nothing we can do to save them.”

“Good God,” Baxter said sadly, falling back into his command chair.

“This is he. What do you want?” a voice said, from seemingly out of nowhere.

“Who the hell was that?” Conway asked, sitting down next to Baxter.

“I don’t know, but the voice sounded painfully familiar,” Baxter said.

“I distinctly remember hearing you say the word ‘god,’” the voice replied. “And I’m the closest thing in this sector.”

“Who am I speaking to?” Baxter asked angrily.

“See if you can guess my name,” the voice said, as a man in a red-collared Starfleet uniform appeared on the bridge. “It begins with the letter ‘Q.’”

Baxter covered his face. “Q.”

“The one and only!” Q said, smiling broadly. “You know, when I first saw your ship I thought it was the good old Enterprise herself.”

“The good old Enterprise crashed,” Baxter said. “They have a new one now.”

“And an ugly thing that new ship is, too,” Q muttered. “I suppose I can settle for you guys instead. Did you have a nice trip back to the Alpha Quadrant?”

“It was a bumpy ride,” Baxter said. “Now would you mind fixing that planet’s f***ing orbit so we can get back to our duties?”

“I see Jean-luc isn’t the only one that lost a starship,” Q said, circling the bridge and studying it with interest. “But I must say, this is a definite improvement over the last ship. Reminds me of the old Enterprise in many ways.”

“Cut the chit-chat, Q,” Richards said. “Put that planet back where you found it.”

“Oh, you humans are never any fun at all,” Q said, snapping his fingers. “There, it’s fixed. Now then,” Q sat down next to Baxter and crossed his legs. “Can we talk?”

“I don’t want to talk to you,” Baxter said. “Why don’t you take a long walk off a short galactic rim?”

“You wound me, Andy, you really do,” Q said woefully. “I thought we were friends.”

“Friends?!” Baxter said. “You played us like a fiddle from hell the last time we met! You made us act out one of your contrived scenarios for your benefit! You involved us in ridiculous murder investigation and an only midly amusing courtroom charade! You killed one of my crewmembers and brought him back to life!”

“It was all in fun,” Q said. He looked over at Larkin. “And Lt. Commander Larkin had a wonderful experience.”

“It is never fun being manipulated, Q,” Larkin said sternly.

“It has been a while since I’ve dealt with humans,” Q said tiredly. “I almost forgot how pedantic you all are. And yet I love you anyway.”

“The feeling is not mutual,” J’hana grumbled.

Q ignored J’hana and turned to Baxter. “It’s actually fortuitous that we met this way. I hadn’t even intended on attracting Starfleet, but I suppose I should have expected you. After all,” Q stood up and gestured broadly, “whenever there’s a wrong to be righted, whenever there’s a foe to be fighted, whenever there’s a problem to be solveded, the boys in red, mustard, blue, and black, will be there.”

“What’s your point, Q?” Baxter asked.

“Speaking of uniforms,” Q said, fingering the fabric on his tunic, “these new ones are terribly stuffy. How do you breathe in them?”

“We manage,” Baxter said, annoyed.

“Maybe you could all do with something much more comfortable,” Q said, snapping his fingers and replacing the uniforms of everyone on the bridge with colorful Hawaiian shirts that were plastered with pictures of different types of fruit. He topped off the ensemble with Bermuda shorts and sandals. “There, much better. Maybe now you all won’t be so uptight.”

“Q, stop messing with our clothes!” Baxter said. “There are some places you just shouldn’t…” Baxter’s expression suddenly changed. “Oh, no.”

“Sir!” Conway cried out. “I feel free…unencumbered…there’s this…sense of peace all about me!”

“Ignore those feelings, Commander! We’re all committing major dress code violations!” Baxter cried.

Richards floundered at his station as he tried to step out from behind it. “I don’t have any traction, Captain!”

“What’s the fuss all about?” Tilleran asked innocently.

Baxter swaggered over to the science console, looking as if he had to learn how to walk all over again. “Lieutenant, do you notice a certain lack of…well, of undergarments?”

“Hmmm,” Tilleran said, wiggling around in her chair. “Come to think of it…hey, this isn’t so bad.”

J’hana folded her arms and glowered at Q. “I notice no difference.”

“Q, give us our underwear back!” Baxter shouted.

Q seemed hurt. “Oh, if you insist.” And with a wave of his hand, everyone was dressed as they were before.

“Boy,” Conway said, shaking his head. “For a minute there, I didn’t feel crabby. I was actually pleased for the first time in my life.”

“Find your happiness somewhere else,” Baxter said. “Starfleet has no room for someone who insists on…going commando.” That said, Baxter turned to Q. “Now, why were you messing around with that planet?”

Q looked away from Baxter and began circling the bridge again. “I needed to think. And I think best when I’m doing something, like playing around with a planet’s orbit.”

“What did you need to think about?” Tilleran asked.

“Many things,” Q said, frowning and looking at the floor as he walked around the bridge.

“What’s the matter,” J’hana said with a deep chortle, “are you having problems with your mate?”

“How did you know?” Q said, stopping at the tactical station and embracing J’hana warmly. “It warms my heart to have an understanding shoulder to cry on.”

“Let…me…go,” J’hana said slowly.

“But you seem to have such a keen…grasp on my problem!” Q said.

“If you do not let go, I will have a keen grasp on your omnipotent crotch!” J’hana barked.

“You’re having problems with your…” Richards tried to find the right word. “Significant…Q?”

“Exactly,” Q said. “Perhaps our species aren’t so different.” Q let out a huge belly laugh that lasted nearly a minute. “Oh, laughter is the best medicine. I really do amuse myself sometimes.”

“Get…AWAY!” J’hana said, hurling Q over the tactical console.

Q looked up at J’hana from his place on the deck angrily. “That was uncalled for, madam.”

“I have no patience for egocentric omnipotent beings who like to spend their time mucking around with other cultures,” J’hana grumbled.

“That’s what she keeps saying. She says I have no…drive. Not like the other Q, no! Look at all that Q accomplished! And Q, well, let’s not even talk about Q. And it goes without saying what a mark Q has made on the universe. But me? Well, what have I got to show for myself?”

“This is very confusing,” Richards said. “How can you keep track of a species who are all named Q?”

“It isn’t that hard once you get the hang of it,” Q said simply.

“We aren’t marraige counselors,” Baxter said, trying to get control of the situation. “If you’re having problems with your…Q, then you’ll have to find someone else to solve them.”

“But can’t you see, there’s no one else!” Q said, kneeling before Baxter in supplication. “All the other Q think I’m a fool. They think I’m a poor husband and a poor father.”

“You’re a father?” Richards asked in amazement.

“Yes, of a bouncing baby Q,” Q said proudly.

“I feel sorry for that kid,” Conway said with a laugh.

“I didn’t ask for your opinion!” Q growled. “Now listen, I need you all to help me out before she finds me. It won’t be long now.”

“Sorry, Q,” Baxter said. “We’re not helping you.”

“Well, I can’t be responsible for the consequences,” Q said, standing up.

“You wouldn’t hurt that planet…” Richards said in disbelief.

“I just might…” Q said, moving out in front of Baxter and Conway. The brown ball of Falstonan Three appeared there and he began to grasp it like a baseball. With a flash, he was wearing an old-style baseball outfit and a baseball cap, with the letter “Q” stenciled on the front. “Batter up!” Q said, through the large pinch of chewing tobacco in his cheek.

“Q, stop this insanity!” Baxter said,

Before Baxter could stop him, Q hurled the planet through the air, right towards the viewscreen. A delicate hand reached out from the viewscreen and caught it.

The hand moved forward, revealing the attractive woman with dark, red, curly hair that was attached to it. “Enough, Q!”

“Q!” Q said, looking like a child that had been very bad. “What are you doing here?”

The female Q smiled, peering at the planet she held in her hand. “Keeping you out of trouble. What were you going to do, wipe out another species?”

“Maybe.”

Q’s wife clucked her tongue. “Q, Q, Q. What am I going to do with you?”

Q ran next to Baxter’s chair for protection. “Make her go away, Captain!”

“I want you both to go away,” Baxter muttered. “After returning that planet to its rightful size and orbit.”

“Of course,” the female Q said, nodding her head briskly. The planet disappeared from her hand and reappeared on the viewscreen, directly ahead of the Explorer.

“You always mess with my stuff!” Q said, looking over Baxter’s shoulder as he stood up and approached Q’s wife.

Baxter turned to face Q. “Falstonan Three is not your ‘stuff!’”

“I wouldn’t have to mess with your stuff if you’d stop playing such silly games!” the female Q replied, as if Baxter wasn’t even there.

“I’ll do whatever I want,” Q said, folding his arms.

“Not as long as I’m around. And what about poor little Q? What kind of role model are you?”

“An excellent role model,” Q said, moving behind Baxter again and peeking around him. “He couldn’t hope for a better parent.”

Baxter tried to grab the attention of the omnipotent beings as they argued. “Well, then, it seems you two have a lot to talk about. If you don’t mind us, we’ll just go along on our merry way.”

“You don’t know what I go through,” Q’s wife said, chasing Q out from behind Baxter and around the bridge. “I’m the one that does all the work and you go off mettling in other cultures’ affairs. When do I get to rest for awhile and let YOU take care of little Q?”

Q dove behind Richards. “Never! That’s your job. I’m not expected to do all that…menial work.”

“Men!” the female Q ranted, kicking Q out from underneath Richards’s console.

“We’re not all that bad,” Richards quietly.

“Yes, listen to him!” Q said, putting an arm around Richards’s shoulder. “Back me up, brother!”

“I was just saying that maybe you’re being a little hard on–”

“Oh, you men always stick together don’t you?” the female Q said angrily. “Isn’t that fine. What do you have to say in Q’s defense, little human?”

“Hey, you don’t have any right to get all snippy with me,” Richards said. “I didn’t do anything to tick you off.”

“You were born,” Q’s wife snarled. “That’s enough.” She grabbed Q by his collar and dragged him back towards the center of the bridge. “You are all just as bad as Q here. You think being a female is easy. You think you can sit back and watch while we do all the work. Well, buddies, you have another thing coming!”

Baxter watched the woman nervously and tried to get up the courage to speak. “Listen…ma’am…I sympathize. I know how annoying Q can be. Everyone who’s ever met him knows. But that’s no reason to go slamming all men. Some of us are sensitive, loving, good-natured…”

“Oh, don’t give me that sensitive, loving, good-natured crap!” the female Q railed. “That’s just a cover.”

“Is not,” Baxter said defensively.

“See what I go through?” Q said, trying to wriggle out of his mate’s grasp. “Wouldn’t you want to get away from her if she was your ‘wife’?”

“I sure would,” Conway muttered.

“Don’t piss her off!” Baxter barked at Conway through clenched teeth.

“I agree with the Commander,” Richards said. “Relationships are based on love, not intimidation.”

“What would you know about relationships?” the female Q seethed.

“I’m going to be married in less than a month,” Richards said proudly.

“Get out while you still can!” Q pleaded.

“And I suppose you want kids?” the female Q asked.

“Sure.”

“You want that poor female you are engaged to to labor for thirty-six hours just so you can have a little rugrat to bounce on your knee once a day while she does all the work!” the female Q ranted.

“Hey, I fully intend to take my share of the responsibility,” Richards replied.

“Then you’ll carry the child for four and a half months?” Q’s wife asked with interest.

“Why would I do that?”

“PIG!” Q’s wife said bitterly. “Come on, Q. We’re going home to leave these poor females to deal with their males.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” Conway said, waving his finger at the female Q. “You can’t just pop in, badmouth the whole male gender, then pop out!”

Q’s wife smiled. “You’re right, Commander.” She nodded her head emphatically, causing the entire bridge to be bathed in a brief flash of white light. “That’ll give you all something to think about.”

“Very sorry about all this,” Q said. “I was kind of starting to like hanging out with you guys.”

“Say goodbye to your friends,” Q’s wife growled.

“Bye-bye,” Q said sadly. With that, both of them disappeared in a flash.

Baxter fell back into his chair, rubbing his stomach. “Oooh. I feel all weird.”

“Me too,” Conway said from his seat next to Baxter. “I wonder what that last part was all about.”

“I don’t know, but I think I’m going to go lie down,” Richards said, heading for the turbolift.

Lt. Commander Larkin looked around at the bridge crew quizzically. “Perhaps this is a side-effect of what the female Q did before she left.”

“I feel fine,” Tilleran said.

“So do I,” J’hana added.

“I feel like I ate a phaser that was set on overload,” Ford muttered.

“Well, whatever it is must have only affected the males,” Baxter surmised.

“Maybe she just gave us a bad case of indigestion,” Conway said hopefully.



Counselor Peterman stretched and yawned as she walked into the bathroom to wash her face and get ready to begin the day. After scrubbing for a few moments, she was alerted to the distinct sound of retching.

“Andy?” Peterman asked, turning. Captain Baxter was cradling the toilet bowl as if it were a lover, gagging and groaning.

Baxter looked up briefly. “Morning.” That said, he returned his head to the bowl. “Blaacchhhhhhhhh!”

Peterman kneeled down and put her arms around the Captain. “What’s wrong with you?”

Baxter shook his head as he retched. “If I had to make an educated diagnosis, I’d have to say that I’m puking.”

“Something you ate?”

“I just woke up. I haven’t eaten anything today.”

“What about last night?”

“Just the usual midnight snack of pizza and grapefruits.”

Peterman looked on with disdain as Baxter vomited. “I knew that awful diet would catch up to you sooner or later. You’re ruining your whole digestive system.”

“Shut up. Blaaaaaaaacccccchchhhh!”

Peterman frowned. “Maybe you should go see Dr. Browning before you go on duty.”

“No time,” Baxter said, trying to catch his breath before the next dry heave hit. “I’m supposed to meet with the Falstonan president to discuss diplomatic relations in fifteen minutes. Blaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaachcchchchch!”

“Andy, this isn’t natural. There must be something wrong if you’re sick like this.”

“It’s probably the Qs’ fault.”

“Wish I had been able to talk to them,” Peterman said. “I may have been able to sort out their marital problems. The female Q sounded like a reasonable individual.”

“You didn’t see her. She was quite unreasonable. Blaaaaacchhhh!”

Peterman sighed as she stood up. “Well, I have to get work. Just promise me that you’ll go to Dr. Browning if that gets any worse.”

Baxter heaved again. “Kelly, if this gets any worse I’ll turn inside out.”

“Now there’s an attractive thought.”



Lieutenant Commander Richards trotted into the Constellation Cafe, quickly taking a seat in the booth across from Dr. Browning. “Can I get a menu, Mirk?” he said briskly.

“You’re fifteen minutes late,” Browning said, as Richards zealously looked over the menu. “I’ve been waiting to eat since breakfast.”

“I was feeling a little…ill,” Richards said, looking up as Mirk loomed over him expectantly. “I’ll have four buttermilk pancakes, a large porterhouse steak, two whole tomatoes–dripping in ranch dressing, a half pound of lox, and two links of Tellarite sausage.”

“Is that all?” Mirk asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Oh, how silly, I’d also like a quart of raspberry ice cream topped with button mushrooms.”

“And for the lady?” Mirk turned.

“Goodness,” Browning said, looking at Richards askance. “How do I top that?”

“A barrel of antacid?” Mirk suggested.

“I’ll just have the chicken and Denebian dumplings,” Browning said.

“Very good,” Mirk said, grabbing both menus and scuttling off towards the bar.

“Hungry?” Browning asked as Richards eagerly placed his napkin across his lap.

“I’ve had a difficult morning,” Richards said, glancing over at the bar and watching impatiently as Mirk worked the replicator. “I was climbing up Jeffries’ tube seven, trying to repair a damaged ODN junction, when suddenly the energy just seemed to drain out of me and I had to stop at Deck Twenty-four to catch my breath.”

“We all get older, Christopher,” Browning said.

“But I’m only thirty years old,” Richards protested. “Mirk! Where’s that food?”

“I’m replicating as fast as I can!” Mirk called out.

“Maybe you have a vitamin deficiency,” Browning suggested. “I can check you out after lunch if you’d like.”

“Nah,” Richards said, hungrily grabbing at the plates as Mirk placed them on the table. “I’ll feel better after a nice, big meal.”

Browning watched Richards hungrily devour his meal in amusement. “Well, it seems like you have plenty of energy now.”

“Mmmf hrrmm,” Richards replied through a mouthful of food.



Mirk shook his head in disbelief as he returned to the bar with an empty tray. “I’ve never seen Mr. Richards eat like that. Dr. Browning, maybe, but Richards?”

“Yes, it certainly is odd,” Amara said, taking the tray and placing another order on it. “As a matter of fact, we’ve had several strange food orders today.”

Mirk rubbed the back of his neck irritatedly. “It’s been a weird day all around.”

“What’s wrong with your neck?” Amara asked.

“I don’t know,” Mirk said. “I’ve got this…bump…there that’s bugging the heck out of me.”

“Here, let me see,” Amara said, standing on her toes and examining Mirk’s neck. “Hmmm. Looks like a big pimple.”

“Man, I hate puberty. You’d think I’d be finished with it by now.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52918.6. After two days of extensive diplomatic talks, I’ve begun to grow very tired of Falstonan Three. The people there are nice enough, but the planet smells awful, they keep making me tour the capital city, my feet hurt, my stomach is constantly aching, and I’ve got these aggrivating dizzy spells that are driving me nuts.



Lt. J’hana turned at her position at the center of the bridge, vigilantly watching the viewscreen, to look at Commander Richards. He was working feverishly at the engineering controls. “Something bothering you, Commander?”

“No!” Richards snapped. “I’m just doing my daily diagnostic on the shields and sensors. Does there have to be something wrong? Do I have to be amiable? Do I have to chat about the weather and comment on your hairstyle?’

“Certainly not, but it has been my observation that humans never refrain from engaging in smalltalk unless they are troubled.”

“I am not troubled!” Richards said. “Just leave me alone!”

“Very Andorian of you, Commander, but nevertheless it is disturbing.”

“Shut up and go about your business,” Richards grumbled back.

J’hana rounded the command area and climbed up to the raised area at the back of the bridge, peering over Richards’s console. His stomach was fairly brushing the edge of his panel. “Sir, it appears that you have gained a great deal of weight.”

“I told you to go about your business!” Richards said, protectively covering his midsection with one arm.

“Do you not find it odd that you have gained so much weight in the space of just a few days?”

“I have not gained that much weight,” Richards said defensively.

“Then explain this,” J’hana said, poking her finger into Richards’s stomach.

The engineer couldn’t help but giggle a bit as her finger pressed deeper into his midsection. “Stop it!” he cried through his giggles.

“Sir, this would not have happened last week.”

“I…I know. Now stop!” Richards struggled to get away.

J’hana kept poking. “I wish I could, but I can’t help but keep poking. I find this action…compelling.”

“Come on, stop!’

“You know you like it.”

“Stop! That’s an order, Lieutenant!”

“But it’s such fun!”

“STOP!” Richards cried, pushing past J’hana and running into the turbolift.

“I wonder what his problem is?” J’hana asked, looking around at the other officers on the bridge. “Well, don’t just sit there. Get back to work!” J’hana returned to the command chair and sat down. Men could be so difficult to deal with sometimes.



Captain Baxter dangled his feet from the biobed and rapped his fingers along its surface impatiently. “When did you say Dr. Browning would be back, Holly?”

“Her tennis program should be over in just a few minutes, Captain,” Nurse Holly Carter said, as she continued feeding Crewman Wilcox his tapioca pudding. “Come on, Dean, eat.”

“No. No eat. Tummy hurts.”

“Eat, Dean!”

“No.”

Baxter sighed and leaned back against the wall. He snapped up when he heard the doors to sickbay swoosh open, hoping it was Dr. Browning.

“Holly, get Dr. Browning!” Conway ordered, stomping into the room. When he saw Baxter, his gaze darkened. “What are you doing here, Captain?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

Conway hopped up onto the biobed adjacent to Baxter’s and pulled off one of his boots, next yanking off the red and black argyle sock underneath. “Look at this!”

Baxter narrowed his eyes and peered at Conway’s foot as he wriggled his toes. “All I see is a big, ugly foot.”

“It’s doubled in size since yesterday. Look,” Conway said, shoving the foot in Baxter’s face. “It’s all puffy!”

Dr. Browning strolled in and tossed her raquet on a table, looking at Baxter and Conway with amusement. “Hey, Sickbay is no place for foot fetishes.”

“This isn’t funny,” Conway said, swinging his foot around in Browning’s direction. “Look at my foot!”

“Get that out of my face or I’ll amputate it,” Browning said, pushing Conway’s foot aside and grabbing a medical tricorder.

“What about me?” Baxter asked.

“Are your feet swelling too?”

“I don’t know, but I’ve been throwing up all morning for the last two days and it feels like I have rocks in my stomach,” Baxter said.

Browning giggled as she scanned over Conway and Baxter. “Hee hee. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you two were pregnant.”

“That is a laugh,” Conway said, giggling nervously.

“Well?” Baxter asked expectantly.

Browning’s smile faded quickly as she examined the readings. She scanned again and this time she looked at both of them, face white with shock. “You two are pregnant!”



Less than an hour later, Dr. Browning crossed her arms and leaned back against the conference room wall, nodding her head in the direction of the graphic on the viewscreen beside her. “This is a bioscan of Captain Baxter’s internal organs.”

“Yummy,” J’hana said with an evil sneer.

Browning pressed a button, causing the graphic to become enlarged. “And in case any of you failed your Starfleet biology classes, this is a human fetus, in its first trimester of development.”

“Captain Baxter couldn’t be pregnant,” Tilleran said. “He’s a man.”

“I knew we had you around for some reason, Lieutenant,” Baxter said wearily. “Great observation.”

“Not only is it possible,” Browning said, “but it’s a condition that has affected every man on this ship as far as I can tell. I’ve already scanned thirty males, and the result has been the same. They’re all pregnant.”

“How did this happen?” Peterman asked.

“One word,” Conway said grimly. “Q.”

“Well then, we know what we have to do,” Richards said. “Get Q back here and have him reverse this!”

“It isn’t that simple,” Baxter grumbled. “Would you suggest we just… page him?”

“Perhaps it is that simple, sir,” Larkin said. “We could at least try to contact him.”

“Fine then,” Baxter said, looking upwards. “Q, damn you, come here and reverse what you’ve done to us!”

“Sorry, Captain,” a female voice said, as Q’s wife materialized next to Browning. “Q can’t talk to you right now.”

“And why is that?” Baxter asked angrily.

The female Q smiled as she turned to look at the fetus on the viewscreen. “Well, he won’t have verbal capabilities until the third trimester. And by then, you probably won’t be in any condition to talk yourself.”

Baxter looked down at his broadening gut worriedly. “You mean…”

“In six days, you’ll all be the fathers of bouncing baby Qs!” the woman said excitedly, nodding her head and flashing out of existence.

“Six days. That would seem to coincide with the rapid growth of the fetus in the past three days. The fetus is growing at thirty times the normal rate of development,” Larkin noted.

“If you could call any male pregnancy normal,” Conway muttered.

Baxter shuffled over to the viewer and glowered at the figure on the screen. “That little son of a bitch. He’s rolling around inside me right now and no doubt having a hell of a good time doing it.”

“I doubt that,” Peterman said. “It seems to me that the female Q has done this as a punishment for Q.”

“And us,” Richards added.

“So at least we know who to vent our frustration at,” Ford said.

“That doesn’t make me feel any better about this,” Baxter muttered. “The question is, what do we do about it?”

“I see no option other than to carry the babies to full term,” Browning said.

“We could always yank them out right now,” J’hana said. “He is omnipotent, after all. What harm could that do him?”

“No,” Baxter said, “that’s not an option. For all we know this is another of Q’s little tests and he’ll obliterate the human race if we don’t do this right. I don’t like it any more than any of you guys, but we’re going to carry these things to term and have Doctor Browning perform fetal transports. Then–”

“–we’ll drop them off on the doorstep of the Q Continuum with a note attached?” Tilleran asked with a grin.

“Something like that,” Baxter said tiredly. “Now, unless anybody has anything else to offer, you’re all dismissed.”

“So,” J’hana said, “shall I begin picking out baby clothes now?”



“I’m so excited!” Counselor Peterman said, as Captain Baxter leaned back tiredly onto his bed. “You and I are going to be parents!”

“We’re not keeping him, Kelly,” Baxter said, pressing a warm cloth over his face and sighing as its steamy vapor seeped into his pores and relieved the day’s stress. “As soon as he comes to term, we’re returning him and all the other hims to his wife.”

“It sure seems like a horrible thing to do to your husband,” Peterman said thoughtfully.

“Yes, it certainly does,” Baxter replied. “It’s horrible to trap anyone inside a womb against their will.”

“Well, don’t you worry,” Peterman said, lying down beside Baxter and pressing a hand on his chest. “You’re going to take it easy for the next six days until that baby pops out. Oh, it’ll be wonderful!”

“That’s easy for you to say,” Baxter said with a grimace. “You’re not the one who’s pregnant.”

“You’ll appreciate it that much more when I’m carrying your little space seed,” Peterman said, rubbing Baxter’s stomach and leaning forward to kiss him.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Baxter asked, pulling back.

“What do YOU think I’m doing?” Peterman said with a giggle, pulling up on Baxter’s uniform and kissing his bulging tummy.

Baxter pushed Peterman away. “I don’t think so. My back hurts. My feet hurt, I’m nauseous, I feel lightheaded, and I’m constipated. You think I’m in the mood to make love?”

“Well, I…”

“Forget about it,” Baxter said, lying back down and pulling the covers up over his head. “Anyway, how do you think I got like this in the first place?”

“Q’s wife implanted a Q fetus in you?”

“Yes, well, that’s true, but it’s beside the point. You don’t want both of us to be pregnant, do you?”

“I’m on the hypospray, Andy.”

“I don’t care. It’s the whole point of it. And you don’t want little Q crushed by our exertions, do you?”

“As a matter of fact…right now I’m thinking of a couple people I want to crush.”

“Well, think about it in the other room, I need to sleep,” Baxter said grumpily, covering his face with his pillow and turning on his side.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52920.4. These damn talks with the Falstonans just keep droning on. Luckily the starship Hoboken will be here today to relieve us so we can continue on with our exploratory duties, which is just fine with me, since I’ve recently realized that I hate the Falstonans. Then again, I think I hate the Federation, too. Maybe I’ll defect to the Dominion.



Lying on his back, with his feet propped on his command chair and pillows supporting him all around, Captain Baxter eyed the approaching ensign with disdain.

“Sir, I have a report from the astrophysics dep–”

“SHUT UP! I just want a few minutes of peace and quiet,” Baxter said grumpily. “And get me another pillow, Ensign…”

“My name is Ensign–” the young girl said meekly.

“I said SHUT UP!”

“Yes, sir. I’ll just go get your–”

“SHUT UP!”

“Pil–”

“SHUT UP!”

“–low”

“SHUT UP!”

The ensign trotted off dutifully, obviously disheartened by Baxter’s attitude.

Activity on the bridge was fairly quiet for several minutes until J’hana’s panel beeped pleasantly.

“Captain, the Starship Hoboken just entered the area,” J’hana announced.

Baxter grunted. “Humph. They’re early.”

“Indeed,” J’hana said. “At any rate, Captain Cameron is hailing us.”

“Well, put her on already, damn it.”

In moments Baxter was face to face with the upside-down image of Captain Lydia Cameron of the Hoboken.

He shifted a bit in his place so he could see her right- side-up, but found it very uncomfortable to do so. As soon as the Ensign returned with his pillow, he shoved it under his lumbar region and laid back against the deck, sighing with relief.

“Ah, Captain Baxter,” the upside-down woman on the screen said. She was older, with nearly-graying hair pulled back in the requisite Starfleet-approved bun. “I heard about your incident with the Q Continuum. My apologies.”

“Enough with the smalltalk,” Baxter said impatiently. “We’re sending over our data on the Falstonans now.”

“How are those leg cramps?” Cameron asked, her grin widening.

“Horrible. How did you know?”

“I’m a mother of four. You don’t know how gratifying it is to see another man like this!”

“I’m sure,” Baxter muttered. “Listen, we’ve got other places to be, so unless–”

“You know, with my last child, I was in labor for forty hours!”

“That’s just dandy,” Baxter said. “Now if you don’t mind, I have a lamaz class in ten minutes.”

“I hope you enjoy those painful contractions, Captain!”

“And I hope your ovaries shrink and disappear, you old–”

“She has severed the channel, sir,” J’hana remarked. “But I for one would like to hear the rest of that epithet.”

“Too bad,” Baxter said. “Lt. Ford, set a course for Sector 30101, Warp Seven.”

“Sir,” Larkin said, looking at Ford with concern. His head was drooped down, a string of saliva reaching between his mouth and the helm panel. “It seems the Lieutenant is sleeping.”

“Then set the course yourself, Larkin,” Baxter said. “And engage already. I’m not getting any younger.”

“Aye, sir.”



“Now breathe deeply,” the grinning woman on the large viewscreen said. “Feel all those muscles limber up.”

“I feel stupid, Janice,” Richards said, as he sat across from Browning, cross-legged and breathing as deeply as he could.

Browning tried not to giggle as she breathed with him. “It’s all part of the relaxation process, Christopher.”

“But I’m not relaxing at all!” Richards protested.

“Hey, some of us are trying to listen to the video!” Commander Conway snapped from beside Richards, lying like a beached whale on the mat as Dr. Shar attempted to help him with his breathing.

“Stuff it, Conway!” Richards snapped back. “At least I haven’t bloated up as much as you have!”

“Hey,” Conway protested. “I can’t help it if I put on a little weight. It’s the hormones!”

“Both of you shut up!” Baxter barked from over next to Richards.

“Andy, you aren’t relaxing!” Peterman protested. “How are you going to deliver if you don’t relax?”

“It doesn’t matter whether I relax or not, honey,” Baxter said. “We’re all getting fetal transports, remember?”

“Then why are we doing this?” Conway asked, annoyed.

“And how did I get talked into it,” Shar said quietly, rubbing Conway’s feet.

“Because,” Browning said, “you never know what may happen when you go into labor. These exercises aren’t only to help women give birth, they are supposed to help you get in the right frame of mind to have a healthy baby.”

“But what if you don’t care if the baby is healthy or not?” Lt. Ford asked, as he and Heller practiced their stretching techniques.

“Just do the damned lamaz and shut the f*** up!” Baxter growled. “I want you all to f***ing relax or I’ll Court Martial the whole f***ing lot of you!”

“What a bitch,” Conway said under his breath.

“What was that?” Baxter seethed.

“Nothing, sir.”

Heller sighed as he continued his lamaz. “I just wish I could have gotten Megan to be my partner instead of you, Ford.”

“Hey, you think I’m happy with this arrangement?” Ford said irratibly.

“Just shut up and do your lamaz.”

“Hey, sorry I’m late…” Mirk said, following Amara into the cramped auditorium.

Heads turned to watch Mirk with interest as he sidled in. Those closest to him ducked to avoid the slinging gook which seemed to drip from the huge, pulsating hump on his back, causing a trail to follow behind him wherever he went. For some reason, the Explorer crew was still having a hard time dealing with the Maloxian gestation process.

“Go ahead and sit down, Mirk,” Baxter said wearily. “We started twenty minutes ago.”

“I know,” Mirk said. “Amara had to clean out my pouch lining again.”

“For the fifth time today!” Amara said. “Do you realize how disgusting that thing is!”

“Judging by the smell, very disgusting,” Conway said from beside Mirk and Amara.

“Hey, this is how Maloxians do things,” Mirk said. “I find those huge stomachs equally disgusting.”

“But at least we don’t stink!” Ford said, clamping a hand over his nose and mouth.

“And leak!” Heller added.

“This is a time for bonding and togetherness, people!” Peterman said emphatically as she massaged Baxter’s shoulders. “Let’s push our selfeshness and prejudice aside and love each other!”

“Bite me,” Conway growled. “When will this be over?”

“I don’t know. Whenever the video is over,” Baxter mumbled. “And don’t tell my girlfriend to bite you. If she’s going to bite anyone, she’s going to be biting me!”

“Oh f*** this!” Conway said, throwing his theraputic pillow in Baxter’s face and pushing off the ground with a grunt, with Dr. Shar on his heels. “I’m getting the hell out of here. Who’s with me?”

Various mumbles of assent echoed through the auditorium, until everyone began clearing out.

“I think that went pretty well, Janice,” Counselor Peterman said, once the group had dwindled to Peterman, Baxter, Richards, and Browning.

“I’m really starting to get worried about the idea of all these guys giving birth,” Browning said, rubbing the bridge of her nose.

“It’s not all that bad,” Peterman said. “We’re Starfleet officers, after all. We’re equipped to deal with this sort of thing.”

“That’s news to me,” Richards mumbled.

“Kelly! My hands are starting to get dry! Go get my moisturizer!” Baxter cried helplessly.

“Oh, hush,” Peterman replied.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52922.7. I’m sick and tired of exploring. Oh, look, here’s another crappy, deserted planet for us to scan. What fun! This f***ing crew and this f**ing mission have me at my wits end, and I’m about ready to tell them all to go straight to hell. After all, they don’t love me, do they? No one loves me! I wish I could just kill them all! But I love them so! Why don’t they love me?



Commander Conway sipped delicately at his steamy mug of chocolate mocha coffee and leaned back. He was propped up on his black leather couch by a mass of ergonomically designed pillows, and his feet were soaking in a mixture of warm water and epsom salts. The lights were dimmed and a very interesting video chip was playing on his viewer–one that Dr. Shar had loaned him.

“Sovok, you don’t know what you’re saying!” the gorgeous Klingon woman said on the viewscreen. “Please tell me you don’t mean it!”

“I mean every word of it, Kasatria. You have dishonored me, and my entire house. We have no choice but to terminate the marital agreement.”

“Don’t do this to me, Sovok! I know we can make it work!”

Tears streamed down Conway’s face as the Klingon soap opera played out. “You’re a fool, Sovok! Don’t you see she loves you!”

“In accordance with tradition, I am afraid you must be executed, Kasatria,” Sovok said. “It gives me no pleasure to do this, but it must be done.”

“Fine, kill me! I’d rather be dead than live without you!”

Conway reached for a tissue and blew his nose loudly as Kasatria was chained to the rockface overlooking the Valley of Kahless. Torches were lit all around her as Sovok readied his batleth. “Don’t do it Sovok!” Conway warned. “She didn’t really cheat on you! It was all a plan set up by Minister Vag! Don’t you realize what he’s trying to do!”

“You have been a good mate, Kasatria. I will miss you direly.”

“You’re making a mistake, Sovok! I never lied to you!”

“Must you be dishonorable until the end, Kasatria? At least die with some dignity!”

“Oh, Sovok!”

“Oh, Kasatria!” Sovok said, driving his batleth into Kasatria’s chest and ripping it down the length of her body like a zipper, allowing her redundant organs to spill out all over the rock face.

Music bellowed out of the Daystrom Surround-Sound speakers in Conway’s living room as Sovok raised his head into the air and let out a warrior’s cry of happiness. “Ready the blood wine! We will now celebrate my mate’s demise!”

“Oh, poor Kasatria,” Conway moaned, blowing his nose again.

“Next week, on ‘Days of Honor,’” a voice said on the viewscreen. Conway leaned forward, sneering as Minister Vag appeared.

“Congratulations on the death of your mate, Sovok,” Vag said with a smile. “She was a decietful little thing, was she not?”

Sovok grunted. “It had to be done, Minister.”

“Yes, well, you were always a man of honor,” Vag said, stepping around the front of his desk and putting a hand on Sovok’s shoulder. “That’s why I like you. I think that we have an excellent opportunity to get to know one another now that Kasatria’s dead.”

“Yes, Minister.”

Vag played a finger along the ridges on Sovok’s forehead. “Perhaps we can have dinner?”

Sovok looked uneasy. “Certainly…uh, Minister.”

“Wonderful!” Vag said gleefully as the picture faded out and was replaced by credits.

“Join us for the next episode of ‘Days of Honor.’ Quapla!” said the voice as the credits shut off and were replaced by the Klingon insignia.

Conway switched the viewer off and dried his eyes. He had to give it to Dr. Shar, the Klingon soap opera was compelling. He would almost go so far as to say he was hooked.

Suddenly Conway’s door chime beeped pleasantly.

“Come,” Conway grunted, tying off his fluffy red velvet Starfleet housecoat and shifting on his pile of pillows.

“Good afternoon, Commander,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, entering the cabin and looking around with interest. “Did I interrupt your rest?”

“No, no,” Conway said, pushing the pile of padds and assorted junk off his coffee table. “I was just watching ‘Days of Honor.’”

“Ah, the Klingon soap opera. I find it an interesting study in human romantic interactions.”

“No kidding. What do you want?”

“I am writing a paper on the phenomenon of male pregnancy for Starfleet Medical, and I am interviewing several of the crew members affected by it. Can I ask you a few questions?”

“I suppose,” Conway said, trying to reposition himself on the pillows again. “What do you want to know?”

“Specifically, I was interested in knowing whether or not this experience has affected your views on male-female roles in our society.”

“I’m not sure what you’re asking.”

“Do you think that it is unfair for females to shoulder the burden of child bearing by themselves?”

“Hey, listen, I didn’t make the rules, I just play by them,” Conway said. “It’s not my fault that humans are designed so that the females bear young. I can tell you it’s no picnic, but that’s how life is. You deal with the cards you’re dealt.”

“That is very profound, Commander. Perhaps this experience has given you a new perspective on society as a whole?”

“Only that it’s a long walk from the turblift to my quarters,” Conway muttered.

“I see,” Larkin replied, tapping the information into her padd. “Thank you, Commander. You have been very helpful.”

“No problem,” Conway said, reaching forward and grabbing his plate of asparagus. He dumped a whole jar of marmalade on the plate and then proceeded to shove handfuls of the sticky vegetables into his mouth. “Mmmf…good luck with that paper, Larkin.”

“Thank you. I think it will be create some ground-breaking revelations.”



“I don’t think it’s ground breaking at all,” Richards said irritably as he waddled over to the warp core and checked the dilithium crystal chamber. “Men and women have argued about the issue of child-rearing since the dawn of man.”

“The dawn of man and woman,” Larkin corrected.

Richards looked up from his scans of the dilithium crystals and stared at Larkin, brow creased. “What did you say?”

“Using man as a general term for the human race is politically incorrect.”

“And who’s been programming you with garbage like that?” Richards asked, annoyed.

“I have not been programmed with anything. I have merely had many lengthy discussions with Counselor Peterman, Dr. Browning, Lt. Tilleran, Lt. J’hana, and Lt. Hartley. They all seem to be of the opinion that the men on this ship are slightly… skewed in their perceptions of male-female interaction.”

“That’s a load of crap.”

“Yes, well, they said the men would react that way, sir.”

“Oh, they did, did they? Well you tell them they can take their–”

“All finished,” Lt. Hartley said, emerging from the Jeffries’ tube. “I have was able to bump the mixture up four percent.”

“Um, good work, Lieutenant. I really appreciate your help.”

Hartley smiled and patted Richards’s stomach. “No problem. You’re carrying quite a load there. I’m more than happy to help.”

“Perhaps you should tell Lt. Hartley about your observations, sir,” Larkin said.

“What observations?” Hartley asked, turning to Richards.

Richards floundered. “Nothing. Just…um, well, the magnetic constrictors have been acting a little funny. I think that bipolar nebula we passed through last week may have affected them.”

“Okay,” Hartley grinned. “I’ll check them out.”

After Hartley disappeared, Larkin looked at Richards questioningly. “Have you changed your opinion on the matter of male-female interaction on this ship?”

“I don’t know,” Richards said, confused. “Lt. Hartley was being really nice. You don’t see that every day.”

“Nor do you see a crew full of pregnant men, sir.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Thus, the paper,” Larkin said proudly, holding up her padd. “Do you have any other insights to offer?”

“Only that I’m repeating like a phaser rifle,” Richards said, grabbing at his stomach and grimacing. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d better get to the bathroom before my warp core breaches.”

“Does that constitute a joke?” Larkin called after Richards as he ran for the nearest head.

“Not really!”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52924.4. Oh, f*** it, why do I need to record a log anyway? We’re just studying more uninteresting planets for Starfleet. I don’t give a damn about any of you Starfleet sons of bitches anyway. I’m not here for your amusement. I’m not making a frigging log for you today, and you just see if you can stop me! I hate Starfleet, I hate the Federation, I hate the Explorer, and every miserable bastard aboard it. I hope this hideous ship blows up before I give birth to this hellish little demon inside me!



“An interesting log, sir,” Larkin said from beside Baxter as he stamped his hand on the “stop” button on the control padd in his hand. The command chair had been temporarily replaced by an adjustable bed, which Baxter had shifted into a curvy S-shape so that he could see the viewscreen.

“Go to hell,” Baxter snapped.

“Sir, perhaps you should return to your quarters and rest like the others,” Larkin suggested hopefully.

“Yes, give in to your pathetic affliction, Captain!” J’hana said joyfully. “It won’t be long before that little Q struggles to burst out of your stomach like a burrowing slimeworm!”

“Bite me, J’hana!” Baxter grumbled.

“Don’t tempt me.”

Just then, Commander Conway squeezed through the turbolift, grunting with the effort, just barely making it through. It seemed that he and Baxter had by far gained the most weight, resembling a pair of ugly cafetereria ladies in their generous red and black Starfleet-issue maternity mumuus.

Conway staggered over to his chair and collapsed with a long sigh. His chair creaked with the wait. “Why don’t I get an adjustable bed?”

“There just isn’t enough room,” said Baxter haughtily.

“Yeah right,” Conway grunted. “Whatever. You know I thought I’d never make it up here.”

“What ARE you doing here?” Baxter snapped.

“I couldn’t sit in there and watch video chips one moment longer,” Conway grumbled. “I’ve been lounging around for the past six days and it’s starting to drive me crazy. I can’t wait for this damn child to be born.”

“You and me both,” Baxter grumbled.

“What did Dr. Browning say when she examined you guys this morning?” Tilleran asked with interest from the science console.

“She won’t do the fetal transport until later this afternoon,” Baxter muttered. “She’s worried that Q might come out wrong if she delivers too soon, because of the strange growth rate or some such thing.”

“The sooner the better,” Conway mumbled. “And I for one could care less if Q turns out wrong.”

Suddenly Tilleran’s panel beeped. “Captain,” she said, “I’m picking up some interesting readings from one of the planets in this system.”

“Can you elaborate?”

“There is some kind of power source operating far below this system’s third planet.”

“Life signs?” Conway asked.

“Not that I can find, but they could be using some kind of dampening field that our sensors can’t read.”

“Sounds like it warrants an away team,” Baxter sighed.

“J’hana and I can handle it, sir,” Tilleran said quickly.

“Hmmm, I must have missed the staff meeting where you were promoted to Captain and given the responsibility of picking away teams,” Baxter said angrily. Before Tilleran could reply, Baxter continued, “Oh, wait a minute, you WEREN’T! I’m still the Captain, aren’t I? Well, in that case, I’m going to take the opportunity to get off this godforsaken ship and join you and J’hana on the planet’s surface.”

“Fine, but you don’t have to be mean about it,” Tilleran replied, obviously hurt.

“Oh, grow up,” Baxter said, pushing himself off his bed. “Let’s go, everyone. Time is a wastin’.”

“Hey, if you get to go, I’m going too!” Conway said, grunting as he rolled out of his chair. “I’d love to get some fresh air.”

“Fine, come on,” Baxter grumbled.

“Sir,” Larkin said, as Baxter and Conway waddled toward the turbolift. “Is this wise? I do not think the two of you should be traveling in your delicate condition.”

“I’ll be the judge of that, missy!” Baxter said, as Conway tried to squeeze into the turbolift with Baxter, J’hana, and Tilleran. He managed to back in about half way, but the doors just wouldn’t close over his gut.

“You’ll just have to use the foreward turbolift, Commander!” Baxter barked. “This one’s full!”

“Fine, be that way!” Conway griped.

“This will be fun,” J’hana grumbled as Conway stomped over to the other turbolift and the doors to the aft turbolift closed.



“How are you feeling on this wonderful day, Christopher?” Dr. Browning asked jubilantly, dangling over the railing that surrounded the warp core and looking down at Richards as he examined one of the power conduits on the deck below.

Richards glared up at Browning as he ran the scan. “I’ve got muscle spasms and indegestion, that’s how I feel.”

“Come on, it’s not that bad!” Browning said.

“The hell it’s not,” Richards said, packing up his equipment and boarding the lift that ran up the length of the warp core shaft. It grunted with strain as it tried to lift him up to the main Engineering level.

“Let’s see if I can remember what you said nine days ago…ahem, ‘the pain and hardship will be worth it in the end.’ Didn’t you say that?”

“These are entirely different circumstances,” Richards said, squeezing out of the lift and waddling over to the master systems display.

“How so?”

“This fetus is an omnipotent being, for one!” Richards said, pointing at his stomach. “This isn’t going to be our child.”

“But this has got to help you understand why I’m so hesitant about putting myself in this…” Browning indicated Richards’s huge stomach. “Situation.”

“Hey, if I can do it, you can too,” Richards said, turning to the Jeffries’ tube access door and punching the panel beside it.

“Wait a minute. Where do you think you’re going?” Browning asked, swinging around and following after Richards.

“There’s an imbalance in the power flow regulator four decks down. I’m going to go fix it.”

“Not like that you’re not,” Browning said. “You’re giving birth in three hours.”

“I’m still the Chief Engineer!” Richards muttered. “I still have responsibilities to fulfill.”

“And I’m the Chief Medical Officer. Do you want me to relieve you of duty?”

Richards marched into the Jeffries’ tube. “I’d like to see you try.”

Browning followed Richards into the access tunnel and gave chase as he descended the ladder. “Come back here, Christopher!”

“You wouldn’t attack someone who was with child, would you?”

“These are entirely different circumstances, remember?”



“Here you go, one Bolian fizz,” Mirk said, leaning heavily against the bar and pushing the drink across the bar and into Lt. Hartley’s waiting hands.

“Mirk, it’s bubbling!” Hartley said worriedly.

“Of course it’s bubbling,” Mirk said, rolling his eyes. “That’s why it’s called a Bolian ‘fizz’!”

“Not the drink, dingbat, your hump!” Hartley said with exasperation.

Mirk looked over his shoulder fearfully, and sure enough, the hump was beginning to bubble and emit faint whisps of steam.

“Amara, watch the bar for me,” Mirk said, ripping off his apron and making for the door. “It’s coming!”

“Sure thing,” Amara said worriedly, watching Mirk waddle away.

“Better follow him just in case that thing bursts on the way there,” Hartley said, catching up to Mirk and helping him through the doors to the Cafe.

“Boy, I’ll take sneezing and itching any day over humps and bursting,” Amara said, shaking her head and tying Mirk’s apron on.



Captain Baxter regarded himself in the mirrored surface of the bulkhead that surrounded the transporter pad. “I don’t see it.”

“Don’t see what?” Conway asked.

“The glow. I thought pregnant people were supposed to glow.”

“Maybe it’s just pregnant women.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” Baxter said thoughtfully.

“You glow plenty,” J’hana muttered. “Can we energize already?”

Baxter’s eyes began to well up with tears. “Okay, fine. Sorry I had to let my feelings get involved. I guess this away team stuff is all about you.”

“Energize now, Ensign!” J’hana barked, annoyed.



“Where’s Dr. Browning, Holly?” Hartley asked urgently as she helped Mirk onto a biobed.

Nurse Carter stopped rubbing Dean’s feet for a moment and walked over to Mirk’s biobed. “She’s down in Engineering with Commander Richards, I think. What’s up?”

“Look at this hump and take a guess!” Hartley said emphatically, gesturing at Mirk’s back.

“My goodness,” Carter replied, studying the hump with a medical tricorder. “Your natal orifice has widened by three centimeters.”

“How long do we have?” Hartley asked with concern.

“I don’t know,” Carter said. “We know next to nothing about Maloxian biology.”

“Oh, boy,” Mirk said, leaning forward and groaning. “I think my forbat is about to break.”

“Is that like having your water break?” Hartley asked.

“Kind of. But it’s not water.”

“Uh-oh,” Hartley said, backing up.

With a sickening pop, a geyser of green slime burst from Mirk’s back, coating everything within five meters.

“Sorry about that,” Mirk said sheepishly.

Hartley was frozen in disgust as the goo dripped down the front of her face. “This is so gross!”

Nurse Carter quickly wiped her hands on her uniform and tapped her comm badge. “Carter to Dr. Browning, we’ve got a slimy situation developing here!”



Browning looked up from Richards’s repair job in annoyance. “Is it Mirk, Holly?”

“Yes, Doctor. His…um, slime just broke.”

“Darn,” Browning said. “Are you almost finished here, Christopher?”

“I almost have the conduit repaired,” Richards replied. “Just another few seconds.”

“Good. I’m not about to leave you down here in your condition.”

“Really, I’m fine.”

“Doctor, you better get up here. I don’t know the first thing about… Maloxian humps,” Carter said worriedly.

“I’ll be right there, Holly, just as soon as Christopher finishes–”

Suddenly the couduit in front of Richards and Browning exploded in a shower of sparks, knocking them both back against the bulkhead.



“Raise shields and go to Red Alert,” Lt. Commander Larkin ordered calmly from the command chair, as lights dimmed around the bridge and the Red Alert klaxon began to wail throughout the bridge.

“It’s a Leeramar warship all right,” Lt. Heller said in annoyance from tactical.

“It would seem we have once again crossed into their territory,” Larkin observed.

“Bullies,” Ensign Madera muttered from the helm.

“Mr. Heller, please try to hail the ‘bullies.’ Perhaps we can reason with them.”

Suddenly the ship shook violently again.

“No response, unless you count that last particle pulse as a response,” Heller said, gripping the tactical console as the Leeramar weapons pounded into the Explorer.

“This is a most disagreeable situation,” Larkin said.

“It’s worse than you think,” Heller said worriedly.

“Please explain.”

“I think I’m in labor.” Heller dropped to his knees. “Yep, I’m definitely in labor.”



“What do you mean you’re under attack?” Baxter asked angrily.

“I mean to say that a Leeramar warship is…krrrt…firing on us presently and we are taking major damage,” Larkin replied. “Additionally, Mister Heller and Mr. Mirk are…zzzzt…about to give birth,” Larkin’s voice crackled over the comm channel.

“Well, isn’t that dandy,” Conway muttered.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “And we’re helpless to do anything about it from here.”

“I don’t think that’s altogether true,” Tilleran said, examining her tricorder readings.

“What do you mean?” Baxter asked.

“I just found the power source we detected earlier,” Tilleran replied. “It’s directly ahead, about a hundred meters east and about three hundred meters below the planet’s surface.”

“And how does that help us?”

“As near as I can tell, the power source seems to be attached to a massive particle cannon,” Tilleran replied. “Possibly a planetary defense system.”

“Why would the Leeramar install a defense system to defend a planet that doesn’t have any life or resources to defend!”

“I may have an answer to that question.” J’hana was examining a large, triangular sign with her tricorder. “I translated the words inscribed on this sign. It says ’Coming Soon: Another Fantastic Strip Mall for Citizens of the Leeramar Consortium.”

“Then they’re developing this planet for commerce,” Conway muttered.

“And the first thing they’ve built is the security system,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin.

“Evidently,” Tilleran said.

“Think you can get this cannon operable?” Baxter asked.

Tilleran nodded. “With J’hana’s help, we should be able to access the control system.”

“Then get to it, before the Explorer’s pounded to pieces,” Baxter ordered.

“What about you and the Commander?” J’hana asked.

Baxter smiled. “Conway and I will wait here. I’m not about to do any running around in this condition.”

“Who are you kidding, you wouldn’t want to run even if you weren’t pregnant,” Conway griped.

“You’re not an athelete yourself, Mister,” Baxter muttered, turning to J’hana and Tilleran. “Now get moving, you two!”



“Are you okay, Christopher?” Browning asked worriedly as she bent over Richards.

The engineer’s eyes fluttered open. “Yeah. Just a little dazed. And my nipples are feeling a tad sensitive. What happened?”

“You’re the engineer. You tell me.”

Richards grunted as Browning helped him up and studied the power conduit. “We’ve lost this conduit. Stockton must have rerouted power just after it exploded, or we’d have been hit by a plasma backwash that would have filled this compartment and killed both of us.”

“Thank goodness for small miracles.”

“Well, we must be under attack. I have to get up to Engineering.”

“And I need to get to Sickbay,” Browning said, following Richards up the ladder. Suddenly the ship rattled again, causing Richards to lose his grip on the ladder and fall down on top of Dr. Browning.

“Thanks for cushioning the blow,” Richards said sheepishly, as Browning squirmed out from under him.

“Don’t mention it,” Browning said, rubbing her bruised elbow. “Care to try that again?”

“Don’t think we can,” Richards said woefully. He looked up at the opening that led up to the Engineering compartment. A huge support strut had collapsed during the last attack and filled up the opening.

“Is there any other way out of here?” Browning asked with growing concern.

“Not without weaving our way through about forty meters of Jeffries’ tubes,” Richards said. “It would take us forever to get back up there that way.”

“It’s always something,” Browning muttered, tapping her comm badge. “Browning to Transporter Room Two. Transport two directly to Sickbay.”

“Sorry, Doctor,” the Ensign on duty replied. “Transporter power has been diverted to weapons and shields.”

“Then we’re stuck,” Richards said.

“At least you’re not giving birth,” Browning said.

“Yeah, but if I were to give birth, I couldn’t think of anyone I’d rather be stuck alone with more.”

“Aww, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. You know what?”

“What?”

“I was wrong. I am giving birth.”

“Oh, no.”



“Please hold still, Lieutenant,” Larkin said, forcefully pushing down on Lt. Heller’s chest as she worked her phaser. “The cut must be exact.”

“I hope you retuned that thing right,” Heller said worriedly, as the Explorer bucked around them.

Larkin tried to steady herself as the vessel shook. “Have faith, Lieutenant. My modifications were adequate. Tactical status, Ensign Saral?”

Saral worked quickly at the tactical console. “Major damage to decks four, eight, and nine. Sheields are almost depleted.”

“Evasive pattern Larkin delta four, Ensign Madera,” Larkin ordered, not looking away from Heller’s stomach as she worked.

“I sure am glad I’m doped up,” Heller said patiently, as Larkin cut.

“Indeed. Fire all weapons, Ensign Saral.”

“Aye, sir.”

Heller watched in amazement as Larkin operated and directed the bridge crew at the same time. “It must be very difficult to do both things at once, huh, Lieutenant?”

“Not particularly. In actuality, both operations combined are only utilizing thirty-four percent of my operational resources.”

“That’s nice,” Heller said, his eyes rolling back in his head as he saw the head begin to emerge from his stomach.



“Hold him down, Lt. Hartley!” Nurse Carter cried, as more gook splatered out of Mirk’s hump.

Hartley tried frantically to keep her footing in the spurting goo as Carter reached inside the gaping hole in Mirk’s back. “You really owe me one for this, Mirk!”

“I’ll buy you dinner,” Mirk grumbled.

“I don’t think I’ll ever have an appetite again after this.”



“Sure you will. Hey! Watch where you’re poking!”

“Sorry!” Carter said. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

“I can tell!”

“I see a head!” Nurse Carter cried.

“Holy hell!” Hartley cried.

Mirk glanced over his shoulder and shuddered as the head began to work its way free from his pouch. “Ooo, that’s ugly.”

Lt. Hartley gasped, and Nurse Carter passed out.

“What are you looking at?” Q’s head asked, squirming free and supporting itself on spindly little infant legs. “Haven’t you seen an omnipotent infant before?”

Hartley shook her head, then looked down at Mirk. “Would you mind if we just put it back in?”

“Yes!”



“It sure is taking them a long time to get that cannon working,” Baxter mentioned, as he and Conway sunned themselves on one of the planet’s large, flat rocks.

“Don’t complain. At least we don’t have to do it.”

“You’ve got a point.”

Baxter continued to enjoy the sun’s warm rays. Every now and then he could see the dots of the Explorer and the Leeramar warship flutter around in the distance as they fought, but he tried not to let that interrupt his rest. After all, he’d be a father soon.

“Hey, Captain,” Conway said.

“Yes, Commander?”

“Something’s happening.”

“Like what?”

“Like labor, sir.”

“You know what…” Baxter said, feeling his own stomach. “I think I know how you feel.”

“What do we do?” Conway asked worriedly.

“Breathe, I think.”

“I am breathing!”

“Well, breathe harder!”

“Maybe we should have listened more closely to the lamaz classes.”

Baxter grimaced. “I’m not the one that said ‘f*** this!’”

“Hey, I’ve had a lot to worry about the last few days.”

“Well so have I!” Baxter said. “We’re all suffering here!”

Conway slapped his comm badge. “Tilleran! J’hana! Help!”

“Hold it in, Commander! HOLD IT IN!” Baxter shouted.



“Lieutenant?” Larkin asked Gellar. “Are you awake?” When she got no response, she assumed Heller had fainted. Then again, had she been human, she probably would have fainted as well.

“Well, don’t just stand there, get me a diaper!” the Q- headed baby said indignantly.

“Put an end to this foolishness, Q!” Larkin ordered. “We have other things to worry about.”

“You think this was my idea?” Q asked, as Larkin cradled him in her arms and carried him over to the command chair, holding tight as the Explorer was repeatedly pounded. “No, it was that insufferable wench’s fault. She did this to me.”

“I do not believe I have any sympathy for you, Q,” Larkin said, looking on with concern as a science officer sealed up the opening in Lt. Heller’s stomach and administered another hypospray filled with pain-killer.

“I don’t care if you have sympathy for me or not. I want to be reintegrated into one being and I want my powers back!” Q said, suddenly breaking out into a wailing cry. “It’s not fair! NOT FAIR!”



“I want to push!” Baxter cried.

“But if we push, where will the baby come from?” Conway asked fearfully.

“I don’t want to know!”

“Tilleran!” Conway cried.

“J’hana!” Baxter shouted.

“Keep your pants on,” J’hana replied over the comm channel. “We’re about to give these Leeramar one hell of a mishtaking!”

“Make it snappy!” Baxter cried. “I’m about to tear my stomach open with a phaser!”

“Now I’d hate to miss seeing that,” J’hana’s voice laughed.

“Firing now!” Tilleran’s voice chimed in.

Conway and Baxter shielded their eyes as a gigantic, somewhat phallic, barrel busted out of a nearby rock face and released a blinding green column of energy.

“Take that!” Baxter cried, doubling over as the next contraction hit.



“A high-powered particle beam was just fired from the planet’s surface,” Ensign Saral announced.

“On viewer,” Larkin ordered, trying to wrench her thumb free from baby Q’s mouth.

On the viewscreen, a searing green beam ripped right through the Leeramar warship, sawing through and cutting it in half.

The two halves spun apart and exploded, washing the bridge in bright white light.

“Baxter to Explorer. Did you guys see that?”

“Indeed we did, sir,” Larkin replied. “Are you okay?”

“Not really. Conway and I are in labor.”

“Join the club, sir.”



Chief Medical Officer’s Log,

Stardate 52924.6. I’m happy to announce the births of one hundred and fourteen bouncing baby Qs. We had to convert cargo bay twelve to a nursery to accomodate all of them, but other than that there have been no complications in delivering them. Now all we have to do is find a way to get rid of them.



“Isn’t he cute,” Counselor Peterman said, rubbing Q’s chin as Baxter cradled him gently in his arms.

“You know, he really is. He doesn’t look half as menacing when he’s so tiny,” Baxter said, grinning.

“Oh, be quiet!” Q said. “I can’t stand this predicament! This is so foolish!”

“You did it to yourself, Q,” Richards said, stuffing a milk bottle into his own Q’s mouth. “If you hadn’t been such a thorn in your wife’s side, she wouldn’t have taken out her agression on the male gender like she did.”

The Q in Baxter’s arms grunted derisively. “Well, at least I took you all down with me.”

“Hard feelings, Q?” Q’s wife said, appearing with a flash at the center of the cargo bay.

“Yes, now that you mention it,” Q said. “And don’t think you can make up to me so easily. You did a horrible thing to me.”

“I taught you a good lesson about humility,” the female Q said. “And you of all people could learn some humility.”

“Not that I don’t agree with you, but you didn’t have to involve us in it,” Baxter said. “Having this little fella growing in my stomach was a royal pain.”

“Sorry about that,” Q’s wife said. “But maybe it taught all of you a lesson, too.”

“I still want kids,” Richards said. “Nothing’s going to change my mind about that.”

“But maybe when I’m the one with leg cramps and constipation you’ll be a little more understanding,” Browning said with a grin.

“That’s for sure.”

“Well, my little Q-pie doll, I think it’s time to bid the crew of the Explorer farewell,” Q’s wife said.

“So soon?” one of the Q babies asked. “I was just starting to like it here.”

“Come on. Don’t fight me, hon,” the female Q replied, nodding her head. All of the Q babies disappeared, and in their place, one fully adult Q appeared next to his wife, tugging indignantly at his uniform.

“Thank you darling, you don’t know how cramped it was inside those tiny human wombs.”

“I think they’re making up,” Peterman whispered to Baxter.

“Oh, goody,” Baxter said. “I’m sooooo happy for them. And me with stretch marks that will take months to fade away.”

“Come on, Andy,” Peterman said, “you know that a part of you enjoyed bringing life into the world.”

“Well, maybe a little.”

“Ah, parting is such sweet sorrow,” Q said, bowing regally for all the crewmen gathered in the cargo bay. “But who’s to say when we shall meet again?”

“Hopefully never?” Conway said.

“Never say never, Commander,” Q said with a smile.

“Say goodbye, Q,” the female Q said impatiently.

Q smiled. “Goodbye Q.”

With that, the two Qs disappeared in a flash.

“Good riddance,” Conway muttered, sliding off his biobed. “To them and that stupid pregnancy.”

“You sound more than a little bent out of shape, Commander,” Baxter noted. “Fretting over those troublesome extra pounds of birthweight?”

“Something like that.” Conway shuffled out of the cargo bay.

“Come on, Christopher, we have planning to do,” Browning said, smiling, as she led Richards out of the cargo bay.

Baxter watched the other officers filter out of the cargo bay with satisfaction. “Well, we did all right, didn’t we, Kelly?”

“Yes, sir,” Peterman said, hopping next to Baxter and nuzzling his shoulder. “You in the mood yet?”

Baxter grinned. “Nope, but I’m getting there fast.”



Conway shuffled into his darkened quarters and collapsed onto his couch, after tossing the now unneeded theraputic pillows onto the floor. “Stupid pillows,” he grumbled.

He was glad to be rid of that stupid Q baby. Who needed kids, anyway? They were nothing but trouble, and that fact was evidenced by the horrible pain of labor.

It was then that it hit Conway. He really did miss the little tyke. Would he ever experience that feeling of life-giving again? Maybe not.

A tear rolled down Conway’s cheek.

Q’s wife had given the Explorer crew one final gift: Post- partum depression.



NEXT:
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Prior Engagements



“Nervous, Chris?” Captain Baxter asked, watching with amusement as Lt. Commander Richards squirmed under the tender care of Yeoman Briggs, the USS Explorer’s foremost authority on crew fashion and Starship interior design.

“Me? Ha ha. That’s a laugh,” Richards said. “Mr. Briggs, don’t you think you can loosen that up a little?”

Briggs grinned, pulling back on the pants some more. “It’s supposed to be snug, Commander. Now, suck in that gut.”

“I don’t have a gut,” Richards said flatly.

“That’s what they all say. You can’t lie to your tailor,” Briggs returned. “Now, tell me, what do you think of the cummerbund?”

“I think it looks ridiculous,” Richards said. “Does it really have to have diamond studs along the center?”

“Per Dr. Browning’s orders,” Briggs said, standing back and looking Richards over with pride. “I think everything looks marvelous. Your fiancee has a fantastic eye for design.”

“You know, I’m the artist between us,” Richards said, looking to Baxter. “I should have been put in charge of colors and designs.”

“You were,” Baxter said, shifting in his chair adjacent to the the semi-circle of mirrors where Briggs worked on Richards. “Don’t you remember? You kept putting it off and procrastinating until Janice had no choice but to charge ahead. And now Kelly’s got to wear itchy chiffon. I hope you’re happy.”

“I was not procrastinating! Ouch!” Richards looked down at Briggs, who had accidentally pricked him with the phaser- hemmer.

“Sorry, but you were squirming. You’ll have to be still if you expect me to get this hem right.”

Richards rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you just make all the alterations in the replicator?”

“Because…” Briggs said, sighing heavily, “the replicator never gets it quite right. There’s just no substitute for the human body when it comes to alterations.”

“I suppose I’ll just have to take your word for it,” Richards groaned. “How much longer do I have to be here, anyway? I’m supposed to be in a staff meeting in twenty minutes.”

“Keep your pants on,” Briggs chuckled, slapping Richards’s behind as he went into the back room.

“Hey!” Richards called out, turning to Baxter. “Captain, did you see what he just did?”

“Bear with him, Chris. You know artists. They’re eccentric.”

Richards rolled his eyes again. “I can’t wait untill you have to go through this.”

“I’m abstaining from the fitting, Captain’s prerogative,” Baxter said with a smile. “I’m going to be wearing my dress uniform.”

“Hey, just because you’re performing the ceremony doesn’t mean you get to save your dignity. If the rest of the wedding party has to wear these getups, you’re going down with them.”

“Hey, try and make me,” Baxter laughed.

“Larkin to the Captain,” the comm system suddenly chirped.

“Ah, thank goodness!” Richards said. “We’re saved.”

“Don’t get excited yet,” Baxter said. “Baxter here. What is it, Larkin?”

“Sir, we just picked up an automated distress call from a transport in the Sigma Tau system.”

“It’s always something,” Baxter said, pushing out of his chair. “No other ships in the area, Lieutenant?”

“No, sir. The Explorer is the only Starfleet vessel in this sector, or in any of the surrounding sectors for that matter.”

“All right then, put us on Yellow Alert and lay in a course to intercept the transport.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Come on, Commander,” Baxter said. “Your sentence has been postponed.”

“What about my pants?” Richards asked.

“I’d definitely suggest keeping them on.”

Baxter and Richards quickly left Yeoman Briggs’s Fashion Shoppe and Interior Design Centre, stopping at the door to grab a handful of chocolate mints.

Moments later, Briggs emerged from the back room, carrying a selection of color swatches from which Richards was supposed to select the color of his boutineer.

“Commander Richards? Captain Baxter?” Briggs threw down the swatches in consternation and looked around the empty cabin. “Oh, I just hate them sometimes. How am I supposed to come up with innovative designs when everyone refuses to work with me? Red Alert this and Red Alert that. I swear.”



“Entering Sigma Tau system now,” Lt. Ford announced from the helm, as Baxter and Richards stepped out onto the bridge. Ford looked back at Richards’s outfit and frowned. “I’m not going to have to wear that at the wedding, am I?”

“No, Ford, we have something much more appropriate for you. A big, furry gorilla suit,” Richards said, taking his station at the rear of the bridge.

“Very funny.”

Baxter loomed behind Lt. Aria Tilleran’s chair at the L-shaped science console. “What have we got?”

Tilleran brought up the longrange scan on the viewscreen. “Class B high-warp transport, sir. It’s listed as the Pavarotti.”

“Pretentious name for a high speed courier,” Baxter mused. “What’s wrong with it?”

Tilleran checked her panel. “The ship seems to be in perfect condition, with the exception of its deuterium tanks. They’re completely drained.”

“That’s odd,” Richards said. “You’d think a long-range ship would carry enough fuel as a matter of policy.”

“You’d think,” Baxter said. “Are we in hailing range yet?”

“Shortly,” J’hana said from tactical.

“Good,” Baxter said. “Meanwhile, why don’t we arrange to send some deuterium over to our friend so he can get underway again.”

“On it, sir,” Richards said, disappearing into the aft turbolift.

Baxter made his way around to the front of the bridge and sat down in his command chair. “Hey, Larkin, isn’t Conway supposed to be up here?”

“He called in sick, sir,” Larkin replied.

“Hmm,” Baxter said. “I wonder what’s wrong with him.”

Tilleran shrugged. “With the Commander, you just never know.”



“And Conway wins by a nose! This was truly the race of a lifetime!” boomed the speakers around the NASCAR track.

Commander Conway slid out of the side window of his trusty Chevy racer, just as Dr. Lana Shar ran up to congratulate him, along with enough paparazzi to choke a politician.

“Thank you, thank you,” Conway said, as someone handed him a First Place trophy. “I owe a lot of this to my pit team and to the good people at Chevrolet. Without them, I’d never have beaten out Rusty Wallace.”

Lana patted Conway on the back as he made his way across the track to meet with his adoring fans. “Good work, Commander. I have to give it to you. This…‘NASCAR racing’ is a very interesting pasttime.”

“It sure is,” Conway said, shaking hands and signing autographs. “Next time, you’re racing.”

“I don’t think so,” Lana said, as a perky seven-year-old pushed past her to get a glimpse of Conway. “It seems a bit…barbaric for me.”

“Hmmm, and I always took you for the barbaric type.”

Lana laughed. “Some of my previous hosts were what you might consider…adventurous, but this one tends to be a bit more reserved.”

“That’s a shame,” Conway said. “I’d love to see the adventurous side of you sometime.”

“I doubt you could handle it, Commander.”

“Lana, we’ve known each other for months. Call me Dave.” Conway wrapped a towel around his neck, tucked his trophy under his arm, and took one last look at the stadium and his adoring fans. “Computer, end program.”

“How about we compromise and I call you David?” Lana asked, as she and Conway exited the orange-on-black gridded holodeck.

“Good enough. Want to join me at Mirk’s for some coffee?”

“I suppose. Shouldn’t you be on duty about now, though?”

“Nah. Besides, you’ve been very busy lately and this was your first day off.” Conway smiled. “I’d rather spend my time with you.”

“Commander…David…I don’t want to send you any mixed signals. We are just friends, and there’s no changing that.”

“A guy can always hope, can’t he?”

“He can, but he shouldn’t,” Lana said. “I enjoy spending time with you, but at this point in time…”

“…you don’t want a relationship. I’ve heard that recycled bit before.”

“Then you know how to deal with it?”

“I suppose. But I won’t like it.”



“We are now in communications range,” Lt. J’hana reported, as Captain Baxter blew on his cup of orange pekoe tea and carried it gently back to his command chair.

“Good,” Baxter said, sipping at the tea and setting it down in the handy cupholder next to his chair. “Open frequencies.”

“Open.”

“Pavarotti, this is Captain Andy Baxter of the Federation Starship Explorer. We picked up your distress call. What’s your status?”

A familiar face appeared on the viewscreen. “Ah, Captain Baxter. Nice to see you again,” Bradley Dillon said, grinning widely. “I suspect you’re suprised to see me way out here?”

“You could say that,” Baxter mumbled. “What are you doing out here?”

Bradley laughed. “It’s a funny story, actually.”

“I’m sure,” Baxter said, running a hand over his face. “How about giving me the short version?”

“Hmmm. Well, then, I guess it all started when a deep space-faring race known as the Bast visited Waystation. They told me that they had access to a new form of circuit that would transfer energy thousands of times faster than what the Federation has. Of course, I realized that such a circuit offered unlimited opportunities for technological advancement…”

“And might help Dillon Enterprises at the same time,” Baxter interrupted.

“Well, sir, that would only be a pleasant byproduct of my arrangement with the Bast, but that thought did cross my mind. Anyway, it seemed like a perfect time to test out my new ship. Do you like it? I thought the racing stripes might be a bit much.”

“Hmm, very stylish,” Baxter mused.

“I used to sell starships for a living. I know what NOT to buy,” Bradley said. “Anyway, I successfuly negotiated a deal with the Bast that would give me exclusive rights to distribute this new circuit throughout the Federation.”

“In return for what?”

“In return for a percentage of the profits and a substantial discount at all Dillon’s Pioneer Depot outlets across the quadrant.”

“Cut to the chase, Mr. Dillon.”

“Well, after finishing business with the Bast, I headed back for Waystation. When I crossed into this sector, I was attacked by some kind of space pirates. They took the circuits and all my fuel, leaving me stranded. I survived on backup power for several days, but soon that gave out and I had to start breaking into the rations, which I’ve had to get by on for the last three days.”

“Poor guy.”

“Luckily, I am in the pioneering business, which means that I am prepared for contingincies like this one.”

“In other words, you activated the distress call and hid in your bunk.”

“How did you know?”

“Lucky guess,” Baxter muttered. “Listen, do you have sensor images of the group that attacked you?”

“Yes, sir. Shall I upload them to your computer?”

“Please. Meanwhile, why don’t you beam over and grab something to eat while our engineering people refuel your ship. I’m sure three days of eating rations has been quite an ordeal.”

“It certainly has. Thank you, Captain.”

“Don’t mention it. Explorer out.”



“Well, what’s your diagnosis, doc?” Bradley asked, leaning forward on the biobed as Dr. Browning examined him with her medical tricorder.

“You’re fit as a fiddle, Mr. Dillon,” Browning said, closing the tricorder. “Did you have some reason to believe otherwise?”

“Not really. I mean, the people that broke into my ship didn’t rough me up or anything. Actually, they were all pretty nice, for pirates.”

Browning put away the tricorder and looked at Bradley quizzically. “Then why did you come here?”

Bradley rocked back and forth on the biobed nervously. “Just a precaution. You know how tricky space pirates can be. They could have poisoned the atmosphere on my ship or bathed it in radiation. You can never be too careful these days.”

“I suppose,” Browning replied.

“And, it was also a good excuse to drop in and say hi,” Bradley said, sliding off the biobed and following Browning into her office. “I mean, we did suffer through a pretty crazy ordeal a few months ago.”

“Oh, you mean that bit with the alternate universe with all the happy people?” Browning asked, picking a padd up off her desk and scrolling through it. “Mmm hmm. That was pretty crazy.”

“There were a few times back then when I thought we were going to die,” Bradley said, inching closer to Browning as she read over her padd.

“Yep, it certainly was touch and go for a while there.” Browning moved out of the office, prompting Bradley to scuttle after her.

“So, what are you up to?”

Browning removed her lab coat and headed out of Sickbay. “I’m getting ready for my wedding.”

Bradley’s expression darkened as he shuffled after her into the corridor. “You’re getting married?”

“Uh…yeah. My fiancee was one of the people trapped with us on the alternate Enterprise-D. Don’t you remember?”

“Nope. I guess I was busy trying to swindle that stupid Engineering Chief out of his credits.”

“Ha ha. I’m marrying that stupid Engineering Chief.”

“Oh.” Bradley fumbled with the sleeves on his suitcoat as he walked. “Really?”

Browning nodded. “Uh-huh. In two little days, I’ll be Mrs. Dr. Janice Marie Browning Richards.”

“Wow. That’s pretty long.”

“That’s the shortened version. For the long version, I add Lieutenant Commander.”

“I see. So…where are you going now?”

“To check on the buffet selections for the wedding. Mirk’s helping me put together some of my own recipes. They’ll be made of all natural food…nothing replicated.”

“Wow. I’d really like to see that,” Bradley mused.

Browning indicated the wooden double doors in front of her. Above them, a huge banner reading “Mirk’s Constellation Cafe” hung from the ceiling. “Then come on in. You’ve got a few minutes before your ship is ready to leave, don’t you?”

“I suppose I do,” Bradley said, following Browning into the lounge, rubbing his hands together excitedly. Free food and female companionship…what could be better?

So what if she was engaged? That was only a tiny complication.



Commander Conway walked out onto the bridge later that afternoon, feeling on top of the universe after lunch with Lana and a shower…that of course was without Lana but still very nice. “Afternoon, Captain. What’s the good word today?”

Baxter grimaced as Conway sat down next to him. “The good word is ‘late,’ Mr. Conway. You were supposed to be on duty at 0800 hours this morning. Did that slip your mind?”

“I was sick, Captain.”

“You seem to have made a full recovery,” Baxter said, looking Conway over with skepticism.

“Yes, sir, it’s a miracle.”

“I’m sure. Well, in your absence, we’ve rescued a transport carrying one of Waystation’s crew, and found out some very interesting stuff.”

“Such as?” Conway asked with interest.

“Come with me,” Baxter said, rising and heading for his readyroom. “Lieutenant J’hana…you too. Larkin, you have the bridge.”



“What’s this all about?” Conway asked, following Baxter into his readyroom.

Baxter took a seat at his desk, motioning for Conway to sit down across from him. “It’s about our bald friend out there.”

“You mean Lt. Ford?” Conway asked. “What about him?”

“J’hana…” Baxter said, hitting a control on his desk which caused the lights to dim.

J’hana activated a control next to the viewscreen adjacent to Baxter’s desk. “This image was taken from the runabout Raritan’s onboard computer.”

Conway watched with growing curiousity as a lean, birdlike red starship glided into view on the screen and launched a blue beam, which immediately pulverized the Klingon Bird of Prey on the opposite side of the screen.

“Impressive,” Conway said. “What is it?”

“That vessel saved me, Counselor Peterman, Lt. Commander Richards, Dr. Browning, and Mr. Ford from a Klingon comedian several months ago by hitting it with just one shot from–well, whatever that weapon was. It was manned by the very group that recruited Mr. Ford the day before.”

“Yeah, the Starshine Kids. Ford told me about them. What does that have to do with the transport we rescued?”

J’hana hit another control. “This sensor image was recorded by that transport.”

An identical bird-like red ship appeared on the screen, growing closer and emitting a different looking beam.

“We think that was some kind of tractor beam, but Richards is still analyzing the sensor data,” Baxter explained.

“Evidently this group very politely stole the Pavarotti’s cargo and all its dilithium, quite congenially leaving Mr. Dillon stranded,” J’hana explained.

“That’s not very nice,” Conway said.

“No kidding,” Baxter replied.

“The question is, what do we do about it?” J’hana said gruffly, deactivating the viewer and leaning against Baxter’s desk.

“What does Ford have to say about it?” Conway asked.

Baxter looked to J’hana, then they both looked at Conway. “We haven’t talked to him yet.”

“Don’t you think you should?”

J’hana shook her head. “Frankly, we don’t know if we can trust him anymore. This could be a case of brainwashing. It is possible that this cult is trying to slowly subvert Federation interests. That would explain them targetting a Starfleet officer for recruitment.”

“Or they could just be kleptomaniacal Jehovah’s witnesses,” Conway offered.

“With a starship that’s powerful enough to destroy a Klingon Bird of Prey in one shot?” Baxter asked. “Any fringe group with that kind of weaponry scares me.”

“Well,” Conway said, rising. “I’m going to talk this over with Ford man to man. I’m sure he can shed some light on this.”



Commander Conway jogged to catch up with Lt. Ford as he headed for the turbolift at the rear of the bridge. “Hold the lift for me, Mr. Ford.”

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, sticking his foot in front of the doorway until Conway was inside. “Going off-duty so soon?”

“Not exactly.” After the lift began its decent, Conway looked over at Ford. “So, Mr. Ford, how have you been the last several months?”

Ford shrugged. “Okay, I guess. Why do you ask?”

“Well, as your commanding officer, I want you to know that I care.”

“Ha ha. That’s funny, Commander. Is it April Fools day again already?”

“No, no,” Conway said. “That’s only in April.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Listen, Ford, all joking aside, I really…well, want to know… um…”

“Sir, with all due respect, spit it out!”

Conway sighed. “Computer, all stop.” When the lift came to a stop Conway leaned back against the railing that circled the small turbolift. “Mr. Ford, are you aware that your friends the Starshine Kids were responsible for hijacking that transport out there?”

“Really?” Ford said, raising his eyebrows. “That’s odd.”

“It certainly is. Do you know why they’d do something like that?”

“Can’t say that I do. Then again, I haven’t talked to them in months. I left the Kids about two months ago.”

“You did?” Conway asked.

“Yep. They were starting to freak me out. All their talk about seceding from the Federation and bringing down the government was bothering me, so I told them to cash me out.”

Conway seemed visibly relieved. “That’s good to hear, Lieutenant. Computer, resume.”

“You didn’t think I had something to do with that, did you, sir?”

“No, of course not. Well, the Captain did have doubts, I have to admit.”

“I’d never do anything to harm this ship, sir,” Ford said earnestly. “And I’ll do all I can to help the Captain track down those cult members.”

“Good,” Conway replied, as he followed Ford out of the turbolift. “Then I want you to turn all of your informational materials on the Starshine Kids over to Lt. J’hana immediately.”

“Consider it done, sir,” Ford said, ducking into his quarters.

Conway let out a sigh of relief as the doors to Ford’s quarters slid shut. That was one less thing to worry about.



Lt. Ford removed the outer jacket of his uniform and shrugged on a white robe, kneeling before his closet and sliding it open. “Good afternoon, Mr. Orb.”

A soft red glow fell upon Ford’s face as the orb emerged from underneath Ford’s deflated “wet bannana” slide.

<Greetings, Mr. Ford.> The orb replied. <This is not a scheduled session. What is on your mind?>

“I was questioned by Commander Conway in regards to the Kids.”

<And what did you tell him?>

“I did just like you told me to do. I told him I was finished with them.”

<Very good, Zachary. Now, this is what we want you to do…>



“Hurry up, Kelly, or I’m going to start it without you!” Baxter said eagerly, calling into the bathroom as he, Browning, and Richards prepared to settle down for an exciting viewing of the latest video chip of the popular Klingon soap opera “Days of Honor.”

“I’m coming.” Peterman emerged from the bathroom looking wet and exausted. “I was giving Charlie and Pandora their baths.”

Suddenly the massive golden retriever and the not-so-massive Jack Russel terrier loped out of the bathroom, dripping wet, finding their target on Baxter’s couch.

“No!” Baxter cried, shoving the dogs off with Richards’s and Browning’s help. “Kelly, I just got this couch last week. Do you know how hard it is to get water stains out of Tellarite suede? Almost impossible.”

“I’m sorry,” Peterman said. “But I have to bathe them sometime.”

Richards held the struggling Pandora away from his face. “Did you ever hear of sonic showers?”

“Charlie hates the sonic shower,” Peterman said, leading Pandora and Charlie to sit down on the plastic pad near Baxter’s desk where their food dishes were kept. “Come on, babies, over here…come on, come on!”

“I’m going to give them a sedative in a minute!” Browning said impatiently.

Peterman patted Charlie lovingly as he nibbled at his dinner and settled peacefully onto the plastic pad. “There, boy, that’s it.”

Pandora attempted to get to her dish, but Charlie growled in her face, causing her to run, yipping, for the bedroom.

“Bully!” Baxter said angrily at Charlie as he ate. “Look at him, acting like he’s the king of the roost.”

Peterman grinned as she walked over to the couch. “Do you feel like your place is threatened?”

“Not at all,” Baxter said, pulling Peterman onto the couch with him. “Listen, can we just watch the chip or what?”

“I’m ready,” Peterman said. “I’ve looked forward to this all day.”

Baxter leaned over and stabbed the control on his endtable. “I can’t wait to see what happened to Bulok.”

“I think Krig killed him,” Browning said.

“We’ll see,” Richards said, folding his arms.

The scene opened on the cramped bridge of a Klingon Bird of Prey. The hefty Captain Krig sat in the center seat, watching the viewscreen angrily. “Where is that patak Bulok, damn him? I’ll get that money he owes me if it’s the last thing I do.”

“What if you don’t find him, Captain Krig?” the navigator asked sheepishly.

“Then I will kill each and every one of you for failing me.”

“I suppose that is fair.”

Suddenly the scene changed to the interior of an office. “Today the role of Minister Vag will be played by Rorbak,” a soothing voiceover said.

Minister Vag looked up from his desk angrily. “I know it’s been difficult to serve under me ever since you killed your wife and married me, Sovok, but you have done well.”

Sovok grinned. “Thank you, Minister. I’d like to think that I have impressed you both in the bedroom and outisde as well.”

“Indeed, your manliness overwhelms me sometimes.”

“I can’t believe it,” Richards said, covering his face. “Who writes this stuff? Klingons don’t talk like that!”

“Hey, it takes all kinds,” Baxter said, gesturing at the exchange on the screen. “The episode of ‘Days of Honor’ where Sovok proclaimed his sexuality was the highest rated of the year.”

“I’m not talking about that,” Richards said. “I’m talking about the dialogue. It’s stilted. And the plots are so…contrived.”

“Since when have you cared about plots and dialogue?” Browning asked, raising an eyebrow.

“For a while now,” Richards said. “It’s just something that interests me. Ever since I started watching this show, I’ve seen its potiential. It has some excellent actors, but the writing stinks.”

“So you think you could do better?” Baxter asked with a laugh.

“Actually, yes I could.”

Before Baxter could offer a retort, Browning’s comm badge bleeped. “Bradley Dillon to Dr. Browning. Do you have a minute?”

“I’m in the middle of something right now, actually,” Browning said.

“Well, I’ve got a really great idea to share with you. I think you should come down to Holodeck Four immediately. I promise it won’t take long.”

Browning looked around at Peterman, Baxter, and Richards. “I suppose it couldn’t hurt. I’ll be right there.”

“Honey?” Richards asked, as Browning pushed off of the couch.

“I’ll only be gone a few minutes,” Browning said, kissing Richards on the forehead. “Besides, why would I want to watch this if the writing stinks?”

“I happen to like the writing,” Peterman said defensively as Browning left his cabin.

Richards watched Browning as leave in disbelief. “I wonder what that was all about.”

Baxter shrugged. “Don’t look at me.”



Dr. Browning stepped through the holodeck doors and into an ornate hotel lobby.

“Doctor!” Bradley called out, in front of a large pair of double doors. “Over here!”

Browning walked over. “Impressive, Mr. Dillon. But why are you showing me this?”

“You haven’t seen what I really wanted to show you yet,” Bradley said, swinging the doors open.

Browning watched curiously as lights flickered on throughout the darkened room beyond the doors. She saw several booths and tables, all beautifully decorated and intimately lit. “A restaurant?”

“Just wait…” Bradley said, handing Browning a menu.

Browning looked at the menu and raised an eyebrow. “Browning’s on the Rim?”

Bradley laughed. “Yep. It’s all for you!”

“I don’t understand.”

“I own a Hotel on Waystation called Starfleet Suites, and I’ve been trying to stir up a restaurant business for that clientele and other visitors to Waystation. My preivous chef…had to leave, to make a long story short, and I think you’d be perfect for the job.”

“Why me?” Browning asked incredulously, inspecting the flower arrangements and silverware on the white-clothed tables.

“Because I know a winner when I see one,” Bradley said. “That real food you made this afternoon was delicious. I’m giving you the opportunity you always wished for…”

“Spending days on end surrounded by food?”

“Whatever you want,” Bradley said. “The point is, there are no really nice restaurants on Waystation except for the Andorian one. They could always use a little competition. I tried with the last chef but…well, he felt compelled to leave.”

“And what do you get out of this?” Browning asked, peering over the counter.

“A fantastic chef and the knowledge that I have brought a bit of class to my corner of the galaxy. So, do we have a deal?”

Browning was so caught up in the idea she had completely forgot about all the wedding plans. “No…no, we don’t have a deal. We can’t have a deal. I’m getting married in two days. I’m staying on the Explorer with Christopher.”

“So you don’t want to run a restaurant, then?” Bradley asked.

“Well…if the circumstances were different I’d love to. But it’s just not going to happen. Christopher and I are happy here on the Explorer. We have no complaints.”

“You may not have any complaints, Doctor, but are you truly happy?”

“Sure. I’m in a position of reponsibility. I help people. I’m doing what I’ve always wanted to do.”

“I can make it worth your while, you know.” Bradley pulled two bars of gold pressed latinum out of his pocket and waved them in front of Browning. “This is just your signing bonus, Doctor.”

For a moment, her eyes went wide, then she quickly covered her reaction. “Starfleet officers have no use for money, Mr. Dillon. We strive to better ourselves, that is our reward.”

“So you really think you’re bettering yourself here?”

Browning was quiet a moment, then said, “Sure.”

“Well, then, I won’t push the issue,” Bradley said, sighing. “I suppose I’ll have to find someone else to run my restaurant now. Computer, end program.”

Browning watched woefully as the restaurant disappeared around her. Running a restaurant had always been her secret dream, and it was staring her right in the face. But she had responsibilities…she had Christopher. And that was more important.

Wasn’t it?



The next morning, Dr. Browning awoke to the sound of a thunderous Klingon belly-laugh coming from the other room.

Noting that Richards wasn’t with her in bed, Browning slid out from under the covers and padded into the other room to investigate.

“I must say, your script looks interesting, and your proposal interests me, Mr. Richards.” The voice seemed to be coming from Richards’s communication terminal, but Browning couldn’t see who was on the screen, since Richards was blocking her view. “We will be in touch.”

“Thanks a lot,” Richards said, switching off the viewer.

“Christopher…what are you doing out here?” Browning asked, once she was directly behind the Chief Engineer.

Richards jumped, almost knocking over his cup of raktajeeno. “Good Lord, honey, don’t sneak up on me like that!”

“Sorry,” Browning said. “Who were you talking to just now?”

“It was nobody. Just someone that’s looking at a script of mine,” Richards explained.

“Script?”

“Yeah. For an episode of Days of Honor. I got an idea for an episode last night and I had to get it down before I forgot it. By the time I was finished I had a whole script, so I submitted it to the Days of Honor people.”

Browning looked around the room. Padds were spread everywhere, and a half-empty pot of raktageeno cooled next to the terminal on Richards’s desk. “Were you up all night, Christopher?”

“Kind of.”

Collapsing on their couch, Browning started rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. She’d tossed and turned all the previous night considering Bradley’s proposal, and she hadn’t even noticed that Richards had never come to bed.

“What’s wrong?” Richards asked, getting up from his desk and stretching, wincing as several cracks rippled through his back.

“Oh, nothing,” Browning distantly.

“What did Bradley have to show you last night?”

“It wasn’t anything important.” Browning returned to the bedroom to get ready for her shift in Sickbay. She decided to keep Bradley’s offer to herself. No reason to force Christopher to choose between marrying her and letting her go off to run some restaurant on Waystation. It was a silly idea, anyway.

Wasn’t it?



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 52994.5. Although Engineering has finished refueling Mr. Dillon’s ship, he insists on having us escort him back to Federation space, should any “space pirates” attempt to rob him again. After much posturing and regulation-citing on the part of Mr. Dillon, I agreed to his demands. I think I’m starting to dislike him even more than I do his brother.



“So, from what I hear, we’re going to begin a patrol of the Galactic edge as soon as we drop off Bradley Dillon’s ship,” Dr. Browning said, as she devoured her lunch–a peculiar-looking caserole which Mirk had cooked up that combined Breen meat and Romulan cheese. “Starfleet’s afraid that this cult thing might be catching on.”

Richards poked at his own casserole, nodding. “Mmm hmm.”

“But I think they’re blowing the whole thing out of proportion. I mean, Mr. Ford joined the cult and I hear he’s not in it anymore. You know how it is. Just a passing trend.”

“Mmm hmm.”

Browning glared at Richards. She was slowly becoming aware that he wasn’t listening. “So I’m going to paint myself blue and live in a colony of gigantic ants on Sigor Seven, if that’s all right with you.”

“That’s great, hon.”

“Christopher, is something bothering you?” Browning asked.

Richards looked up. “Nah. It’s nothing.”

“Are you sure?”

“Well, I heard back from my contact on the Days of Honor staff today.”

Browning had a feeling she knew where this was going. “And what did he say?”

“He said he submitted my script to the producers.”

“And?”

“And they really liked it. They even offered me a position on the writing staff.”

“I see,” Browning said. “And what did you tell them?”

Richards laughed nervously. “Ha ha. What do you think I told them?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I asked.”

“Oh. Well, I haven’t really told them anything yet. But I’m going to tell them no. I mean, we’d never be happy leaving the Explorer. And what would you do on Kronos while I worked on the show? Klingons don’t have a use for doctors. It’s a stupid idea.”

“Yeah. Ha ha. Us leaving the Explorer. That is a laugh.” Suddenly Browning was acutely aware of why Richards had lost his appetite.



“Status, Larkin,” Baxter said, stepping out onto the bridge.

“We are still on course for Federation space at a speed of Warp Eight, in close formation with Mr. Dillon’s vessel,” Larkin reported, yielding the command chair to Baxter.

“Any sign of those ‘space pirates?’” Baxter asked, with a hint of amusement on his face.

“If you are referring to the red ship that attacked Mr. Dillon, then no, there have been no further reports of contact with them.”

“Good. Maybe it was all just a false alarm.”

“A distinct possibility, sir. On the other hand, they could be massing fleets of those red ships for an invasion of our space.”

Baxter shook his head. “I seriously doubt it. Where on Earth would they get enough people for that kind of assault?”

“They are a cult, sir. Their purpose is to recruit.”

“They’d have to recruit a lot of people to pose a threat to the Federation, Lieutenant.”

Larkin turned in her chair. “Stranger things have happened, Captain.”

“Turn back around and man your post, Lieutenant. You’re starting to scare me.”

“Check it out, Andy!” Peterman suddenly said, twirling out of the turbolift, decked out in a beautiful, flowing, blue and white chiffon dress.

“Outstanding!” Baxter said, clapping his hands as Peterman circled the bridge. Baxter stood up, clearing his throat. “Miss Peterman is a twenty-seven year old, originally from Redondo Beach, California. She enjoys counseling, horseback riding, pets, and driving her boyfriend crazy with desire. Her pet peeves are people who don’t like pets and angry Klingons. She’s wearing an original Briggs in blue and white chiffon, complete with spaghetti straps across the back, ruffles at the bottom, and a full complement of quantum torpedoes. Everyone give her a big hand.”

“What is this mockery of Starfleet protocol?” J’hana asked angrily as Peterman pranced in front of her.

“Oh lighten up, J’hana,” Baxter said, turning to Peterman. “Give Yeoman Briggs my thumbs up and have him replicate one for Tilleran, J’hana, and Larkin.”

“Aye, sir,” Peterman said, saluting and returning into the turbolift. “I just love weddings, don’t you?”

“Yep,” Baxter said, returning to his command chair.

“Makes you think about us, doesn’t it?” Peterman added as the doors to the lift slid shut.

“What’s that?” Baxter twisted around in his chair, but it was too late; Peterman was already gone.

“Don’t you love how she just slips it in there when you least expect it?” Tilleran asked with a grin.



“Well, it’s certainly pretty, Mr. Briggs,” Dr. Browning said, turning around as she examined herself in the mirror. “I don’t know about all this lace though. It keeps flying up in my face.”

“Don’t worry about it, Janice,” Briggs said, placing a comforting hand on Browning’s shoulder. “I’ll adjust it so it stays out of your face. We don’t want anything messing up that perfect moment as you stroll down the aisle!”

“Yes, well. That will be nice. Can I take this off now?”

Briggs crossed his arms, looking up and down at the dress with approval. “I suppose so. I have a few more alterations to make on it anyway. Remember, we’re supposed to meet Mr. Richards in the wedding chapel in fifteen minutes!”

Browning scuttled into the changing room. “I know, I know. Just give me a second.”

Counselor Peterman strolled into the Fashion Shoppe, looking extremely pensive. “Hello, Jeffery.”

“Back from the bridge, Kelly?”

“Yes, yes, yes. Everyone loved the dress. Except Lt. J’hana, of course.”

Briggs shook his head. “Oh, she’s such a tight-ass sometimes. What did the Captain think?”

Peterman slumped into a chair, sighing heavily. “He liked it. But I saw the look on his face when I brought up the subject of us getting married. It was one of pure terror.”

“Give Uncle Jeffery a hug now. That’s it,” Briggs said, sitting down on the arm of Peterman’s chair and wrapping an arm around her. “It takes a long time to train them, dear.”

“I wish I could believe you, I really do,” Peterman said. “But what if he never wants to get married. What then?”

“Then you hike up your dress, catch that bouquet, and find someone else!”

“Someone else? I couldn’t imagine being with anyone else.”

At that moment, Dr. Browning walked out of the dressing room, gently handing the wedding dress to Yeoman Briggs. She sighed. “All right, let’s check out that chapel.”

Peterman blinked as Browning crossed the room. “Well, you certainly seem excited about the whole thing, Janice.”

“Yeah, yeah. Come on, Yeoman Briggs.”

Briggs hung up the wedding dress and grabbed his book of color swatches and a padd as he followed Browning out the door. “Kelly, take off that dress before it gets wrinkled!”

“Yes, sir,” Peterman said, jumping to her feet and heading for the dressing room.



Lt. Commander Richards looked up from his tricorder. “This support beam will have to be replaced. It’s weakened in several places.”

Yeoman Briggs shook his head. “Oh, it’s probably from one of the umpteen firefights you all get into. Really, it’s difficult to hem a dress when the ship is rocking like an Ensign’s bed on Saturday night.”

“Let’s spare the similies and get on with this,” Browning said. “I want the bouquets here and here, on either side of the altar. And I want candles lining each row of pews. Can we do that?”

“My, you’re snippy all of a sudden,” Yeoman Briggs said. “I think we can do that. Let me check the replicator files and see if I can find something appropriate to our color scheme.”

As Yeoman Briggs headed for the back of the chapel, Browning collapsed on the front pew.

Richards sat down next to her, leaning back and taking in the view of the huge marble altar before them. “We’ll be up there tomorrow afternoon taking our vows, you know.”

“Sure will.”

“Marraige. Wow. It’s hard to believe we’re doing this.”

“Sure is.”

“Both of us. Together. Forever. Wow.”

Several long moments of silence followed, as Browning and Richards sat there staring at the altar.

Finally, they turned to each other.

“Janice…I…”

“Chris…I…”

They both took in a deep breath, and at the same time, blurted out:

“I don’t want to get married!”

At that moment, Yeoman Briggs stepped out of the back room. “Good news! I found just the right candles to put up next to the pews!”

Browning and Richards got to their feet, hugged, and skipped like children down the aisle towards the back of the chapel, waving their hands in the air, chanting, “We’re not getting married! We’re not getting married! We’re not getting married!”

Briggs turned around and stared at the couple in disbelief as they skipped right out into the corridor outside. “Well, how do you like that. And what am I supposed to do with fourteen pounds of lobster pate, huh?”



“I don’t get it,” Commander Conway said, stepping out of the holodeck. “You were almost at the finish line.”

Lana followed, pulling off her helmet and letting her hair fall around her shoulders. “Well, Dick Trickle’s car flipped over. I had to pull over and help him.”

“But you were about to win!”

“He could have been hurt!”

“It was a freaking holodeck simulation.”

“Still…I don’t see how they could just all drive by without stopping to help him.”

“Because they have medics for stuff like that. The race must go on!”

“And it did. And someone else won, so what’s the point?” Lana said defiantly.

“I’ll never understand you, Lana.”

“Maybe that’s why you like spending time with me so much.”

Before Conway could reply, Lt. Commander Richards and Dr. Browning danced by, laughing like children. “We’re not getting married, we’re not getting married, we’re not getting married!”

Conway and Lana turned to watch Browning and Richards swing around the corner, bumping into a pair of surprised ensigns along the way.

“What the hell was that all about?” Conway asked.

“Apparently they aren’t getting married,” replied Lana.



Captain Baxter leaned forward, staring at Bradley Dillon as he smiled on the terminal screen that was on his desk. “Listen, Mr. Dillon, I don’t know where you got your information, but I think you’re mistaken.”

“She’s coming with me, Captain Baxter. You can ask her yourself,” Bradley smiled on the terminal.

“I intend to. Why don’t you wait one…”

Suddenly Baxter’s door swished open and Dr. Browning poked her head in. “Busy, Captain?”

“Actually, I was about to call you,” Baxter said. “Come in here for a minute.”

Browning stepped in, holding something behind her back. “I have to to tell you something, sir, and I don’t know how you’ll react.”

“Well, first tell Mr. Dillon here that you are not quitting Starfleet and going to Waystation with him to run his restaurant.”

Browning smiled, delicately placing the padd she had behind her back on Baxter’s desk. “Sir, I’m quitting Starfleet and going to Waystation to run Mr. Dillon’s restaurant.”

“Exactly,” Baxter said, folding his arms and turning to Bradley’s image. “See, Mr. Dillon. She’s…” he turned to Browning, his eyes going wide. “WHAT?”

Browning pointed at the padd that was on Baxter’s desk. “That’s my resignation, sir.”

Bradley smiled broadly. “You see, Captain? I told you s–”

Baxter slammed his hand down on the terminal’s control panel, causing Bradley’s image to disappear. He looked up at Browning. “This is a joke, right?”

“Nope,” Browning said, shaking her head. “I’m outta here, Andy.”

“But, the wedding…”

“Is off.”

“But, Chris…”

“Has some news for you, too.”

Richards poked his head into the readyroom. “Are you almost done, Janice?”

“Almost,” Browning called back. “Give us another minute.”

“Okay,” Richards said, disappearing behind the door again.

“I…I don’t know what to say,” Baxter said, scratching his head and pushing off his chair. He maneuvered around his desk to stare down at his model of the Secondprize. “Weren’t you guys happy here?”

“We were content, Andy. But we weren’t happy. Let’s face it–I may be an okay doctor, and Christopher might be an okay engineer, but neither of us ever planned on doing this the rest of our lives.”

“You didn’t?”

“Uh-uh,” Browning said. “And now we have opportunities to do something dramatically different with our lives. It’s just too great a chance to ignore. And you know what they say, opportunity only knocks once.”

“Well,” Baxter said, moving to hug Browning and taking a deep breath. “Far be it from me to keep you guys from your destinies. I wish you both the best of luck.”

“Thanks, Andy,” Browning said, heading for the door to the readyroom. “Now I think Chris has a few things to tell you.”

“Boy, when it rains it pours,” Baxter said, collapsing onto his couch as Richards strolled into his office and slapped a padd of his own into Baxter’s hands.

“Hey, buddy,” Richards said. “I came in here to tell you to take this job and shut it.”

“I think that’s ‘shove it,’” Baxter said, scrolling through the padd.

“So what do you think?”

Baxter couldn’t believe his eyes as he read. “You’re leaving to become part of the writing staff for the Klingon soap opera?” He leaned back against the couch and rubbed his face.

“Hey, their writing stinks. Someone should do something about it.”

Baxter glanced up at Richards. “But…why you?”

“With all due respect, sir, aligning the warp core isn’t exactly the best outlet for my creative juices. I need something more…adventurous.”

“And you and Janice are okay with all of this?” Baxter said, tossing Richards’s padd up onto his desk with Browning’s.

“We’re happier than ever,” Richards said. “It turns out we’ve both been having our doubts for a while now. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed.”

Baxter shook his head. “No, not really.”

“Well, nothing stays the same Andy. It’s time that Janice and I moved on.”

“You know, I kind of thought you two and me and Kelly would be together forever.”

“Don’t get sappy on me, Andy. This is all for the best.”

Baxter frowned as he stared at the padds. “I guess.”

Richards pulled Baxter up to shake hands with him, then, finally, hug. “Janice and I leave in two days. In the meantime, we’ll make sure our departments are in order.”

“Fine, fine,” Baxter said, stepping back behind his desk. “I guess there’s no stopping you guys.”

“Oh, and there’s one more thing.” The engineer reached into his uniform and pulled out a pair of gold-latinum rings and dropped them on Baxter’s desk. “You can have these. I sure as heck won’t be needing them anymore.”

“What am I supposed to do with them?” Baxter asked, examining one of the rings with an arched eyebrow.

Richards smiled as he left the readyroom. “Think about it, Andy.”



“Kasatria?” Sovok asked, looking at his mate as he stepped out of the shower. “I thought I killed you.”

“You did not. That was all just a dream, Sovok. Come and have some breakfast and you can tell me all about it.”

Counselor Peterman pulled the blue and white Federation- emblem afghan around her toes and sniffed quietly as she watched the action on the viewscreen. “That’s absolutely wonderful. No more mean old Minister Vag.” The people at Days of Honor were already using Richards’s ideas, and she had to hand it to him–he seemed to be a much better writer than engineer.

“It’s actually very funny, Kasatria. I dreamt that I married Minister Vag and proclaimed my same-sex desires to the world.”

“That is funny. Almost funny enough for me to gut you with your cereal spoon, fool! Now eat your breakfast! We’ll see about Minister Vag this afternoon. But for now, eat!”

Peterman sniffed quietly as she watched Sovok and Kasatria quarrel. They were such a cute couple. In their own Klingon way, they reminded her of she and Baxter. But of course, they were married. And Klingon.

Kasatria shoved Sovok’s cereal bowl aside and leaned forward. “Now, listen. We’ve been plotting against that old patak Vag for months. This is what we’re going to do to him…”

Peterman leaned forward eagerly to hear what Kasatria was planning, just as Captain Baxter stepped into the room and switched the viewer off.

“Hey,” Peterman said. “What did you do that for?”

“I have something to tell you. Well, actually, I guess it’s something to ask you.”

“What is it?”

Baxter pushed his coffee table aside and knealt down in front of Peterman. “Kelly, I’ve given this a lot of thought, and–”

Suddenly Charlie ran into the room and knocked Baxter over, licking his face.

“Aww,” Peterman said. “Charwie’s happy to see Daddie!”

“Yes, well,” Baxter said, pushing Charlie off. “Anyway, I wanted to ask you…”

“Bridge to Baxter,” chimed Conway’s voice over the intercom. “A temporal anomaly just appeared right in our path. What should we do?”

Outside Peterman’s windows, the usually dark space lit up bright purple.

“Deal with it, Conway,” Baxter said, turning back to Peterman. “Listen, Kelly…”

Peterman looked out the viewport in awe. “That’s really gorgeous.”

“Richards to Baxter,” Richards called over the comm. “That anomaly is draining our shields. We have to find a way out of it.”

“Talk to Commander Conway, Chris. I’m busy right now. Kelly, what I really wanted to–”

“Conway to Baxter. Sir, I really think you should come see this. I think we’re entering a rift in the space-time continuum!”

“That’s all well and good, but I’m trying to have a conversation with my girlfriend here!” Baxter barked. “Take care of it!”

“Aye, sir,” Conway said dejectedly. In the background, Baxter could hear J’hana and Tilleran shouting out information about the new anomaly. It was always something around the Explorer.

Baxter tried to compose himself. “Okay, Kelly, here goes…”

“Andy, just spit it out,” Peterman said urgently.

“Conway to all hands…we’re experiencing some kind of time rippling effect.”

“Sheesh,” Baxter said, “can’t a guy–”

Suddenly Baxter found himself surrounded by transparent images that seemed to be future Captain Baxters from age thirty- five all the way up to one hundred and twenty, shouting into his ear. “TELL HER ALREADY!”

Baxter looked over his shoulder, eying the other hims suspiciously. “Okay, I get the idea!”

The Explorer’s hull rattled around Baxter as it navigated through the anomaly.

“Everyone hold on to your butts!” Conway cried out over the comm.

“KATHEY!” Baxter shouted over the noise of the Explorer’s creaking hull and the Alert klaxons. “WILL YOU MARRY ME?”

“What?” Peterman asked. “I can’t hear you!”

“MARRY ME!”

“Carry you? Andy, I hardly think–”

“MARRY ME!”

“Do what?”

“MARRY–” Suddenly the shaking stopped, the aged Baxters dissappeared, and the space outside the Explorer returned to normal. “–MEEEE!”

“Oh, marry you,” Peterman said. “Well, of course I’ll marry you. I thought you’d never ask.”

“Conway to all hands. You’ll be glad to know that we have safely navigated the temporal anomaly. We are sorry for any inconvenience it may have caused. Conway out.”

Baxter pulled Peterman off the couch and into his arms, hugging her as tight as he could. “I love you, Kelly.”

“Oh, Andy, I love you too.” Peterman pulled back to kiss Baxter for several moments, until Charlie broke in.

“Boy,” Baxter said, as Charlie came up to bat Peterman away and bathe his face in slobber. “At least now we’ll have a good reason to serve all that lobster pate.”

“You’re such a romantic, Andy.”



Lt. Hartley quickly ushered Lt. Gellar into the dimly-lit, conversation-filled chapel, as crowds of crewmembers began to find their seats.

“C’mon, Brian,” she said, dragging him by the arm. “Let’s get in here before I change my mind.”

“Try not to sound so excited to be with me,” Gellar deadpanned.

Hartley stopped in the middle of the aisle. “Listen, I said I’d be your date to the wedding, didn’t I? Well, we’re here. Now get over yourself and help me find a seat.”

“Fine…Miss Full Lieutenant.”

“You’re not still upset about my promotion, are you?”

“Me? No. I’m perfectly fine with having a girlfriend that outranks me, really.”

“I am NOT your girlfriend.”

“Then what the heck are you?” Gellar asked, as Hartley dragged him into a nearby pew.

Hartley smiled, cackling wildly. “The new Chief Engineer of the Explorer!”



“Nervous, Andy?” Lt. Commander Richards asked, leaning back in his chair as Baxter adjusted his dress uniform.

“Nope. Not at all. Couldn’t be more calm,” Baxter said, tugging at his sleeves. “Mr. Briggs! These sleeves are TOO SHORT!”

Briggs worked frantically with the phaser hemmer, jerking on Baxter’s arm. “Hold still, Mr. Fantsypants, I’m working as fast as I can.”

“It’s not fast enough, Yeoman!”

Commander Conway stuck his head into the dressing room. “The crowd is looking awfully restless, Captain. What should I tell them?”

“You do your job, Mister!” Baxter barked. “Ush them like you’ve never ushed before!”

“Aye, Captain,” Conway said dejectedly, disappearing back behind the door to the dressing room.

Richards laughed at Baxter as Briggs fretted over him. “You don’t know how insane you look, Andy. Seeing this is worth all the latinum in the quadrant.”

“Laugh it up while you can, buddy,” Baxter griped. “You’ll be right out there with me.”

“Just make sure you remember your lines.”

“Short and sweet, just like all the weddings in my family,” Baxter said. “I’m going to get in there, get hitched, and get the hell out.”



“Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Lieutenant Commander Larkin?” Counselor Peterman asked nervously as Larkin disappeared underneath the billowing folds of her wedding dress.

“I assure you, Counselor, I am quite well-versed in the art of tailoring. It is quite similar to engineering and operations in many ways,” Lt. Commander Larkin said from within the dress.

Peterman twitched as she heard the umistakable hiss of a phaser welder. “What the heck are you doing down there? I thought you just had to fix my slip!”

“Other repairs are required. Please be still, Counselor. I have no wish to make you an amputee on your wedding day.”

“I should hope not,” Peterman said, rolling her eyes.

Dr. Browning strolled into the dressing room, a large slice of wedding cake in her hand. “Are we almost ready to get the ball rolling, here?”

“Janice, what the hell are you doing?” Peterman cried.

“What do you mean?” Browning asked innocently.

“That’s from the wedding cake!”

Browning looked down at the slice in her hand. “Oh, this? Hmm. I’ll be darned. Sorry about that!”

“Put it back!” Peterman said. “If you have to nibble from something, start eating that lobster pate. Mirk ordered an unbelievable amount.”

“Now there’s an idea,” Browning said, heading out of the dressing room.

“Well?” Peterman asked, looking down at the sillouette that struggled underneath her dress.

“Repairs are almost completed, Counselor,” Larkin said. “I have reinforced the wires holding up the outer layers of the dress and restitched the lining. There is now a seventy percent less chance that the dress will come apart during the processional.”

“Great work, Commander. You might put Yeoman Briggs out of a job.”

“That would be inadvisable,” Larkin said, emerging from underneath Peterman’s dress. “The Yeoman can be quite catty.”

“No kidding,” Peterman said, looking at her reflection in the mirror.

J’hana suddenly entered, looking extremely uncomfortable in her bridesmaid dress. “Counselor, I wish to issue a complaint regarding the ring bearer.”

Peterman turned to J’hana. “What’s he doing now?”

“He has relieved himself on the pillow and attempted to eat the ring twice.”

“Well, replace the pillow, walk him, and then tie the ring onto the pillow.”

“Counselor, I wish to know why you have picked me to see after your… pets in this matter.”

“Because they love you sooo much!” Peterman grinned.

“J’hana!” Lt. Tilleran called out from the outer corridor. “Pandora’s eating the wedding bouquet!”

“I wish I had my phaser right now,” J’hana grumbled, hitching up her shoulder strap and marching determinedly out of the room.

Yeoman Briggs navigated around J’hana and scurried into the room. “Five minutes to showtime, honey! Can you feel the excitement?”

Peterman grasped both of Briggs’s hands and shook them vigorously. “Yes, Jeffery, yes! What about the Captain?”

“I finally got his dress uniform straightened out. Oh, Kelly, you should see him. He’s sweating buckets!”

“And this time it’s not from the strain of getting out of his command chair and walking over to the turbolift,” Peterman giggled.

“Oh, you’re so bad!” Briggs laughed. “Now come on! Let’s get you and the girls ready for the procession!”



“Are you SURE you’re licensed to do this, Mr. Dillon?” Baxter asked, looking over his shoulder anxiously at Bradley Dillon as he, Bradley, and Richards stood at the front of the chapel, awaiting the procession.

“Yes, among other things,” Bradley said proudly. “Are you interested in a Cardassian vole-hunting permit?”

“No thanks.”

“How about a strip of land in the Arcanis sector? Great plots for newlyweds at rock-bottom prices!”

Baxter cringed. “Mr. Dillon, the Arcanis sector is restricted by Starfleet!”

“Oh, did I say Arcanis? I meant to say Archanon. Now there’s a beautiful system. Especially in spring!”

“Be quiet!” Richards said. “The man is about to be married.”

“Which means he should be thinking more and more about the important issue of health insurance. Perhaps, after the wedding, you can look over–”

“Shut up, Mr. Dillon, or I’ll have you removed from the altar!” Baxter barked.

“Fine, fine,” Bradley said, as the bridesmaids and groomsmen began to take their places.

Mr. Mirk gracefully escorted Tilleran down the aisle, followed by Ford and a reluctant J’hana, and Conway and Larkin.

Once everyone was in place, Tilleran glared over at Ford. “No, Lieutenant, these bridesmaids dresses are not difficult to unzip at all!”

Ford blushed. “Thanks.”

Next, Pandora and Charlie scuttled down the aisle, the former carrying a boquet of flowers in her mouth and the latter carrying a fresh pillow and wedding ring strapped to his back.

“That’s right, boy, come on,” Baxter whispered. “Please don’t attack anyone on my wedding day.”

“That took a surprising amount training,” J’hana whispered to Tilleran as Pandora took her place beside the bridesmaids and Charlie sat respectfully beside Lt. Commander Richards.

“Good job, Lt. J’hana,” Tilleran whispered back.

J’hana folded her arms. “In fact, I consider it a feat of animalistic legerdemain.”

“Don’t get carried away.”

Then, at Yeoman Briggs’s cue, Ensign Madera started in on her harp, and Ensign Ryan Stuart on his electronic keyboard. With a festive bossa nova beat, the wedding march began.

Captain Baxter swallowed hard as Dr. Browning led the way, with Yeoman Briggs escorting Peterman down the aisle a few steps behind.



“Step, pause, step, pause, step, pause, step pause…that’s it Kelly, you’ve got it!” Briggs whispered excitedly as Peterman strolled down the aisle.

“You go girl!” Lt. Hartley whispered as Peterman passed by. “Go show ’em how it’s done!”

Peterman gripped her boquet tightly and looked up at Captain Baxter. This was it. The last two years–filled with confusion, danger, destruction, and all sorts of wierdness–had come to a head. She was about to be married.

Bradley Dillon held up a padd as Browning and Peterman took their respective places and as Yeoman Briggs took his seat.

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to witness the joining of Andrew Jackson Baxter and Kelly Lynne Peterman in holy matrimony. Since the days of ‘Mom and Pop’ General Stores, it has been the honor and privelege of small-business proprietors to unite couples in marriage, as well as to hand out hunting permits and insurance claims, sometimes slashing their retail prices to new, exciting lows–”

“Get on with it!” Baxter snapped.

“Anyway,” Bradley said, taking in a deep breath, “the bride and groom have taken it upon themselves to write their own vows, and as silly as they may seem–”

Baxter glared hard at Bradley.

“–they are romantic nonetheless, and I will honor their request by helping the happy couple recite them now. Andrew, do you take Kelly Lynne as your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, through Borg invasion and Dominion conspiracies, in Sickbay and on the bridge, whether she may be assimilated, kidnapped, altered by a genetic retrovirus, or otherwise mutilated?”

Baxter grinned widely. “I certainly do.”

Yeoman Briggs grabbed a handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and wiped his eyes, turning to Ensign Saral and sobbing, “I love weddings, but I swear I fall apart each time.”

Saral straightened. “Vulcans find the emotional weight that humans attach to the act of marraige unusual. It is actually a very practical arrangement.”

Briggs blew hard on his handkerchief. “I’m so happy for them!”

Bradley turned to Peterman, trying to recite the lines with a straight face. “And Kelly, do you take Andrew Jackson, through obsessions and compulsions, in giant space amoebas and quantum singularities, whether he may be taken over by a malignant subspace entity or caught in and endlessly repeating temporal loop, in alternate realities and timelines, in the past and the future, as long as you both shall live?”

Peterman winked at Baxter and turned to Bradley with a determined look on her face. “Damned right I do.”

“Dr. Browning, the ring if you will?” Bradley asked, turning to the Maid of Honor.

Browning dug deep into the folds of her dress. “I know it’s in here somewhere. Oh, wait a minute. Here you go…” she placed the ring in Peterman’s hand.

“You know the drill,” Bradley said to Peterman, tapping the padd and checking his chronometer.

With much effort, Peterman pushed the ring over the knuckle on Baxter’s chubby ringfinger. The Captain suppressed a pained yelp as the ring began pinching off his circulation.

“Mr. Richards,” Bradley said, indicating the ring on Charlie’s back.

Richards took in a deep breath. He had been dreading this moment. “Good boy. Don’t snap. Unkie Chris here. I’m your friend, remember?”

Charlie stared at Richards as he carefully untied the ring and removed it from the pillow, waiting until it passed by his mouth to chomp down on it and pull with all his might.

“Get off!” Richards shouted, slapping Charlie on the nose with his one free hand. “That’s not a toy! Give it back!”

“Charlie!” Peterman said, exasperated.

Mirk sighed. “I’ll take care of it.” The Maloxian stared at Charlie, and suddenly the Golden Retriever flew up into the air, twisted around, and shook vigorously, until he finally let go of the ring and gently drifted to the ground.

“Thanks Mirk,” Richards said, handing the ring to Baxter. “Go for it, Andy.”

Baxter looked up at Peterman longingly, sliding the slightly scratched ring onto her finger.

Bradley looked from Baxter to Peterman. “Well…if no one else objects, I now pronounce you man and wife. Captain, you may kiss the bride.”

Baxter flipped Peterman’s veil up and leaned forward, enveloping her in a long, sloppy kiss.

“Okay, Tiger, save some of it for the honeymoon,” Richards cautioned, pulling Baxter back down the aisle.

Madera and Stuart started in again as Baxter, Peterman and the rest of the wedding party took off down the aisle.

Yeoman Briggs wiped his eyes one more time and called up to Ensign Stuart in the balcony. “Ensign, hit it!”

Stuart leaned over his keyboard and stamped his hand down on a control, causing the confetti cannons that were mounted on each side of the chapel to blast off in a cloud of fluttering paper.

The wedding party rushed through the confetti and out of the chapel.

Mr. Mirk brought up the rear, stopping at the door to shout, “Everyone meet at the Constellation Cafe for the reception! Drinks are half off, as is the Lobster pate!”



The sounds of the “Chicken Dance” echoed through the Constellation Cafe, as the gathered crowd vigorously waved their arms like farm fowl.

“I find this invigorating, if not totally honorable!” J’hana cried as she waved her arms madly, her hands becoming wildly pecking chicken beaks.

“There seems to be a correlation between the foolishness of an act and the amount of fun had at a celebration, Lieutenant,” Larkin said as she vivaciously chicken-danced.

“I’m not so sure of that,” Baxter said. “I’ve done some pretty damn foolish things before and not had a bit of fun doing it!”

“There are exceptions to every rule, Captain.”



Commander Conway sipped at his drink as he watched the crewmembers shake it on the ersatz dance floor that Mirk had set up at the center of the Constellation Cafe.

“Well, they certainly look like they’re having a good time,” Lana remarked, sitting down beside him.

“Yes, they do.”

“Why don’t you join them?”

Conway shrugged as he took another sip of his drink. “Ah, my heart just wouldn’t be in it.”

“Still upset about the conversation we had the other day?”

“That’s part of it. I’m just beginning to realize that I’m not getting younger, and if I don’t settle down soon I may never get married again.”

“Don’t be so sure about that, Commander,” Lana said, grabbing Conway’s hand. “You know what they say. There are always possibilities…”

With that, Lana dragged Conway out on the dance floor just as something called the “Macarena” began.



Bradley Dillon looked up from the DJ stand, pressing a button to end the “Electric Slide” music. “Okay, everyone, it’s time for the moment you’ve all been waiting for. The boquet toss! Counselor Peterman, if you please!”

Peterman sauntered out into the middle of the dance floor. “Gather around, girls. This one’s going to be a doozy!”

The usually abstinent Counselor had thus far enjoyed thirteen syntheholic Pink Squirrels, and was showing it.

Browning, Tilleran, J’hana, Larkin, Hartley, Saral, Madera and others quickly gathered around Peterman as she hauled back and launched the boquet in the air.

As if it was some sort of warrior’s challenge, J’hana slammed Larkin to the floor, catching Tilleran with an uppercut to the jaw and leaping a meter into the air for the coveted bouquet, but it was an expert side tackle from Lt. Hartley that won the day.

The new Engineering Chief hit the ground with a large, crumpled bouquet safely in hand. “Eat boquet, J’hana!” she said merrily.

Moments later, Bradley cued up a slinky, jazzy, sexy beat that denoted the removal of the garter.

Captain Baxter excitedly placed his hand inside Peterman’s dress, pulling gently until the garter was wrenched free, thrusting it into the air. “Come and get it, fellas!”

“Come on up, bachelors,” Bradley said over the loudspeaker. “And get the chance to go where no man has gone before with Lieutenant Hartley.”

“Watch it, bub!” Hartley cried, waving her bouquet menacingly.

Conway, Ford, Richards, Gellar, Mirk, and a handful of other men stepped up, trying to decide if capturing the garter was a good thing. One wrong move with the sardonic Lt. Hartley would cause the lucky bachelor unending physical pain.

“All right, here goes!” Baxter shouted, turning around and flipping the garter behind him.

The tiny, lacy garment sailed through the air, past scrambling bachelors and right onto the head of an unsuspecing Mr. Mirk.

“Hey, cool!” Mirk said, pulling the garter off his head. “What do I do with it now?”

“As legend states,” Bradley said eagerly over the loudspeakers, “you have to slide that garter as high up the good Lieutenant’s leg as you can. The higher it goes, the more luck the newlyweds will receive.”

“Oh,” Mirk said. “Jeeze, what a weird custom. Okay, if that’s what you want, that’s what you’ll get.”

Bradley put on even sultrier music as Mirk kneeled before Lt. Hartley and began to slide the garter.

“Watch it, Mirk,” Hartley cautioned, “or all the special powers in the galaxy won’t save you.”

Mirk gulped, deciding that once the garter had gone over Hartley’s knee other methods were in order. He stared down at Hartley’s lap and concentrated hard.

“What the–” Hartley said, as the garter magically traveled higher and higher.

“Here’s luck for you!” Mirk said excitedly, moving the garter higher and higher with his mind.

Suddenly Hartley’s hand clamped down on his shoulder with unbecoming strength. “That is ENOUGH LUCK, buster!”

“Oh. Okay,” Mirk said sheepishly, turning and bowing to the audience. “Whoever gets that thing out will get a round of free drinks.”

Lt. Gellar rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Start pouring, Mirk!”

Hartley shook her head, flinging the now unhinged garter into Gellar’s face. “Forget about it, spanky!”

Gellar turned to Bradley. “What does it mean when you get a garter thrown in your face?”

Bradley shrugged. “Don’t look at me.”



After a seemingly neverending conga line and a drunken, disorganized, sloppy karaoke rendition of Van Morrison’s “Brown- eyed Girl,” Captain Baxter, Counselor Peterman, and the rest of the wedding party made their way to the Captain’s yacht for the newlyweds’ royal sendoff.

“Status of the yacht, Mr. Richards?” Baxter asked, approaching the airlock doors.

“Ship shape and bristol fashion, sir,” Richards said, saluting. “She’s all yours.”

“Thanks, Chris,” Baxter said, shaking Richards’s hand warmly and pulling him forward into a hug. “I’m going to miss you.”

“No you won’t. Every time you plug in the latest ‘Days of Honor’ chip you’ll remember me. I’ll be permeating every minute of that show.”

“I look forward to seeing it,” Baxter said, turning to Browning. “And Kelly and I look forward to stopping by Waystation when we get a chance and checking out the new restaurant, Janice.”

Browning smiled. “I’ll have a special booth saved for you guys.”

Peterman sniffled. “I can’t believe you guys are actually not going to be here when we get back. I don’t know who me and Andy will double date with without the two of you.”

“You’ll find someone else with a convoluted relationship to counsel,” Browning said, wrapping her arms around Peterman and hugging her tightly.

“If there’s one thing this ship has no shortage of, it’s convoluted relationships,” Baxter added, as he and Richards joined in on the hug.

“Bridge to Captain Baxter. The Li’l Explorer is ready for launch.”

Baxter looked up wistfully. “Well then, I guess it’s time to go.”

“Take care of yourselves,” Peterman said, as Baxter hit the control for the airlock door–

–and was immediately hit by a wall of whipped cream.

Baxter wiped the cream from his face and looked back at Richards and Browning. “Guys, you shouldn’t have.”

“Make good use of it, Andy,” Richards grinned.

“Oh, I’m sure I’ll think of something. Commander Conway, keep things together here for me until I get back,” Baxter said, picking Peterman up into his arms and carrying her over the threshold, past the airlock and into the command center of the Li’l Explorer.

“Computer, close airlock and begin yacht detachment procedures,” Conway commanded, folding his arms and watching the airlock swing shut.

“There goes one happy couple,” Browning said.

“Let us hope they survive the trip to the Xavier system without being attacked and killed,” J’hana added.

“Always the optimist, J’hana,” Richards muttered, turning on a heel. “Come on, Janice. Let’s turn in. We’re leaving pretty early tomorrow.”

“I suppose so,” Browning said, taking Richards’s arm.

“Having second thoughts, Janice?” Richards asked, as he led her back to their quarters.

“No, no. I still think we’re doing the right thing.” She looked around. “It’s just, after tonight, I realized I’m really going to really miss this place.”

“Believe me, the feeling will soon pass,” Richards said with a laugh as he and Browning strolled down the corridor.



The next day, Lt. Ford woke up on the small, circular card table at the center of his quarters, wrapped in a shower curtain. He wondered what could have stirred him from his syntheholic stupor, blinking several times and looking around the room, trying to ignore the feeling of dizzyness that came over him.

The glowing red orb bumped into him again. <Come on, Mr. Ford, get up.>

“Oh, it’s you,” Ford moaned. “What do you want, anyway? I did everything you told me to. Now leave me alone.”

<Don’t take that tone with me, Mister. You’ve still got a lot of work to do.>

Ford sat up and rubbed his eyes, pulling the shower curtain up around him. “Listen, Orb, I’m getting tired of doing this. I want out.”

<There is no ‘out’ Mr. Ford. You’ll do what we say, and you’ll like every minute of it.>

“But you’re making me betray my friends,” Ford whined, feeling halfway between drunk and hung-over.

<These insignificants are not your friends, Mr. Ford. We are. We love you, we’ve given you a sense of importance. Do you deny that?>

“Well, no, I guess not.”

<Then you will continue to help us.>

“Yeah, I suppose.”

<Good. You were beginning to scare us for a moment. Now, here is how we want you to proceed…>

Ford scratched his head as the orb instructed him. He had a grim feeling that the hangover was just about to begin.



“And keep your eye on the magnetic constrictors!” Richards cautioned, looking up at Lt. Hartley as she rode the lift down the warp core to the main level of Engineering. “They have a way of sticking at speeds above Warp Eight.”

Hartley stepped off the lift and walked over to meet the former Engineer. “Really, Chris, I have everything under control.”

“I have complete faith in you, Lieutenant. It’s just that engineers have a peculiar bond with the engines they work on. Sometimes we love them, sometimes we hate them, but we always respect them. And we always miss them when they’re gone.”

Hartley disappeared into Richards’s former office and returned with a large box. “You forgot to take your Leggos when you packed up the office, sir.”

“Don’t call me ‘sir’ anymore,” Richards said. “I’m a civilian now.”

“Okay then, take your Leggos, jerkboy.”

“Much better.” Richards took the box from Lt. Hartley and looked around the Engineering compartment. Crewmen scuttled around, preparing the ship for its morning diagnostic. They seemed particularly edgy now that they were under the leadership of Lt. Hartley, no doubt aware of her penchant for violence.

Richards noticed how strange it felt wearing civilian clothes, watching people work on HIS engines, and not having a thing to do with it anymore. He sighed. He must be getting sentimental in his old age.

“Lt. Hartley, I stand relieved. Good luck with your assignment.”

“Ah, it’s a peace of cake,” Hartley said, leaning against a panel, which began beeping loudly.

“Warp core ejection sequence initiated. Warp core ejection in thirty seconds…twenty-five seconds…twenty seconds,” the computer droned.

“Damn!” Hartley said, madly stabbing at the panel.

“Have fun!” Richards said, walking out of the Engineering department for the last time, leaving the shouting crewmen and alarm klaxons behind.



“Okay, Holly, you’re in charge until they find a replacement Doctor,” Browning said, grabbing a large crate of stale foodstuffs from underneath her desk and whisking it out of her office. “If there are any major medical problems before then, just consult the Emergency Medical Hologram.”

Holly nodded. “Are you sure that Mr. Richards worked all the bugs out of his program?”

“I think so. At any rate, I guess you’ll find out!” Browning said, smiling. “If he gives you any problems, just call Lt. Hartley.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

Browning strode into the main area of Sickbay and looked around. “Well, everyone, this is the end. I enjoyed my run here as Chief Medical Officer, and I’ll miss you all.”

The assorted medical staff and few patients (from the previous night’s intense and dangerous “Twist” competetion) made very little stir, obviously not completely bereft at Browning’s departure.

“Well then, I guess there’s only one thing left to do,” Browning said resolutely. “I’ve wanted to do this for a long time now.”

Holly covered her face as Browning mounted the biobed at the center of Sickbay. She had been expecting this.

Browning looked out over the group assembled in Sickbay and took in a deep breath, shouting at the top of her lungs, “FREE UNNECESSARY ENEMAS FOR EVERYBODY!”

“Are you finished, Doctor?” Holly asked.

Browning dismounted, wiping off her civilian clothes and taking one last look around. “Yep, I think that about does it.”



Bradley Dillon shifted in his command chair on the cramped bridge of the high warp transport Pavarotti. “Acknowledged, Explorer, we’re ready to depart.”

On the small viewscreen, Commander Conway grimaced at Bradley. “Watch your back out there, Dillon. Just because you’re in Federation space now doesn’t mean you’re safe.”

“I understand, Commander. I’ll be careful.”

“Captain Baxter was adamant that Mr. Richards and Dr. Browning not come to any harm on their trip to Waystation, and he instructed me to tell you that if anything did happen to them, he’d come after you personally.”

“How heartwarming,” Bradley said wryly. “But several Dillon Enterprises escort ships are en route to follow me back to Waystation. I’ll be fine.”

“If you had escort ships, then why the hell did you need us?”

“I don’t have to pay you guys by the hour.”

Conway muttered something under his breath and closed the channel.

Bradley engaged the small transport into warp as Conway disappeared from the viewscreen. Although he hadn’t planned on bringing Richards along with him, Browning had agreed to his proposal and would make a fine addition to his staff. In the future, she might even become more. Everything was slowly falling into place.

Bradley rubbed his hands together eagerly and set a course for Waystation.



Captain’s Personal Log,

Stardate 52999.8. Counselor Peterman and I have been traveling through deep space for four days now, and are happy to report that we have encountered no space pirates, Starshine Kids, or other malicious entities on our trip to the Xavier system, a previously unexplored sector of space near the Galactic Rim that our Stellar Cartography department promises will provide a very interesting vacation.



“Another grape, Counselor?” Baxter asked, dangling the cluster of grapes tauntingly over his new wife.

“Please, Captain,” Peterman said, as Baxter lowered the cluster of grapes into her mouth.

“Tell me something,” Baxter said, leaning back on the couch in his quarters aboard the Li’l Explorer. “Why did you decide not to take my name?”

“Hmmm, professional reasons I guess. Plus, it would be confusing, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know. I mean, you’d be Counselor Baxter, and I’d be Captain Baxter. Nothing hard about that.”

“Well, then, how about we change your name to Captain Peterman?”

Baxter scoffed. “And why would we do a stupid thing like that?”

“It’s no different than changing my name to Baxter!”

“It’s tradition!”

“A very old, outdated tradition. I don’t have to lose my identity to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“Well, I suppose I can deal with that,” Baxter grinned, stuffing another grape into Peterman’s mouth.

“Now entering Xavier system. Coming out of warp per orders,” the computer announced.

Baxter rose from the couch. “Boy, that sure was fast. If this thing didn’t have warp capability it would have taken months to get this far.”

Peterman followed Baxter out of their cabin and out onto the yacht’s small control center. “Good thinking on the part of the engineers who built both the big Explorer and the li’l one.”

Baxter grinned and pulled Peterman close to him as he studied the computer’s scans of the system. “Then again, if I’m with you, I see no reason to rush anything.”

“You’re such a smooth talker,” Peterman said, pulling Baxter into a voracious kiss.

Baxter glanced down at the sensor panel as he kissed Peterman, and his eyes suddenly went wide. “What the hell?”

Peterman turned, looking down to see what had caught Baxter’s attention. “What is 