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Famous Last Words


Part One - The Hook Brings You Back



Author’s Notes: I’m as surprised as you are. But here we are again. This story is set four years after the final scene in Star Traks: The Vexed Generation “All’s Well That Ends,” which is 19 years after the bulk of the series, and 27 years after the series began, for those who are keeping track.



For Nelson, my father, my hero, and my admiral. For Alan, the father of Star Traks and his own beautiful family, and my best friend. And for Father Time, who is watching over us all.



“The future ain’t what it used to be.”

Yogi Berra



EARTH

THE YEAR 2401

STARDATE 76121



“This is the galaxy. A place of wonder. A place of adventure. A place of unparalleled glory. The stars are your playground. They are your key to discovery. Beyond them, untold adventure awaits…”

The massive dome revealed an array of stars, pinpricks of light moving at light speed, opening up into a vista of stellar phenomena, nebulae, black holes, exploding novae, and more.

The ethereal voice continued. “Space. A vast frontier. These are your voyages. Your mission, to expand your horizons, enhance your intellect, and boldly go where few great explorers have gone…”

Admiral Andy Baxter sat up in his seat, adjusted his tunic, and leaned forward on his knees. “This is a waste of time,” he said.

“This is,” the voice continued. “Space: The Infinite Playground. I’m your host, Jean-Luc Picard. This stellar simulation has been brought to you by a grant from the Hegemnon Foundation, the Ferengi Alliance, and the Smithsonian-Grendlebrax Institute.”

“Ugh, so fake,” Baxter sighed. “Picard Picard Picard. I don’t get the obsession with him. I thought nobody liked him anymore. Make up your mind, Federation!” he shouted at the screen.

“Shhh,” an adolescent girl, apparently there in the amphitheater with her class, said, putting her finger to your lips. “Can you be quiet? We have to write an essay on this later.”

“I’m a walking essay,” Baxter half-whispered back, through clenched teeth. “I’ve been to just as many star systems as that pompus idiot! I’m a Starfleet Admiral for gosh sakes!”

“Sir,” an older man said, leaning forward and touching Baxter’s shoulder. “I don’t know who you are, but will you stop threatening Willamina?”

“Willamina,” Baxter sighed. “Wow, your parents hated you.”

She folded her arms. “At least mine taught me manners, doofus!”

“Takes one to know one!” Baxter shot back.

At that moment, a suited officer approached, gently leaning down. “Admiral, I spoke to my supervisor. It appears you’ve been warned that if you cannot keep your voice down in here, you won’t be allowed to return to the stellar simulator.”

Baxter shoved out of his seat. “I’m going. I’m going.”

“Work on your attitude, bald head!” the girl called after him.

“Picard is bald too!” Baxter said, as the officer gently took his hand and led him out of the amphitheater.

Baxter chewed his lip thoughtfully as he made his way out of the crowded Air, Space, and Subspace Museum and onto the capitol mall. He politely refused a Ferengi who was selling tours of the White House, a charming, if overpriced, restaurant that had once held the seat of one of Earth’s national governments.

With a soft breath, and a final glance at the museum and all its galactic beauty, Baxter pinched the communicator stub in the sleeve of his tunic. “Baxter to Lieutenant Kurg. Please beam me back to the office. Also, contact Kelly and Janice and find out if they’re free for lunch.”

The day didn’t have to be a total waste.



Admiral Baxter was hard to figure out, thought Lt. Eric Kurg as he stood at the door to the admiral’s private office. The other adjutants at the Harry Kim Auxiliary Starfleet Office Building didn’t seem to be having such a hard time connecting with their superiors. Kurg came from a proud heritage: his mother was a warlord in the Ketha province of Kronos, and his father was a prominent cellist from the equally challenging Minnesota region of North America. Both came from hearty stock. Working people who made good. They were concerned about Kurg. He hadn’t commed home as often since this new posting. He’d wanted a starship, but his command skills had been lacking and his piloting wasn’t very sharp. But he was intelligent and organized, so, here he was. Standing at the Admiral’s door.

He tapped the comm.

“Yes,” a voice called.

“I’ve got a communique for you. Noted as high priority.”

“C’mon in.”

The doors parted and Kurg walked in.

“Admiral Baxter,” Kurg said.

“Eric,” Baxter said, leaning up from the sofa and wiping potato chip crumbs off his uniform slacks. A Space Cowboys game was playing on the holo platform positioned on the opposite wall. “Computer. Mute audio. This better be important, son.”

“Incoming comm from Janice Browning.”

“On screen.”

“You’ve got holo controls right there on the chair arm, Admiral,” Kurg pointed out.

“So I do,” Baxter said. “Well, let’s have it then,” he said, and punched a control. The holo image shifted from the Space Cowboys player going in for a tackle to the image of Janice Browning, standing in her kitchen, surrounded by pots, pans, and a few yelling waiters.

“Andy, hey, sorry to do this but…can we make it a tea instead of lunch? I’m kind of slammed here. Kelly said it would be fine for her.”

Baxter stiffened and stood. “I don’t know, Janice. I’ll have to move a few things around…”

“Well, hope it works out. It’s been months! You’d think we weren’t even on the same planet.”

Baxter looked at Kurg. “Well?”

“You have no meetings today.”

Baxter glared. “You’re sure? You checked all the calendars?”

“You only have one calendar. There’s nothing on it. There is that one woman who keeps trying to book a meeting with you, but you keep putting her off…”

Baxter sighed. “Well, my assistant here tells me I’m open.”

“Great, let’s talk then!” Browning said, and her holo image winked off.

Kurg pursed his lips even more. “I take it you wanted me to lie and say you were very busy.”

“It would have been nice. I don’t want Janice to think that I’m sitting here with nothing to do.”

“I will take that under advisement; however, I should inform you that I won’t dishonor myself in order to please you.”

“Well, nobody wants that,” Baxter said. “Hey, lighten up, man. I’m just asking a favor.” He slung an arm around Kurg’s shoulders and led him to the door. “You’re doing great. I mean it.”

“You are about to send me out for more grapefruit juice.”

“You know I am,” Baxter said.

“Do you have any other projects for me?” Kurg asked.

Baxter winked. “As soon as I have one, you’ll be the first to know.”

Kurg looked over at Baxter’s desk. “I could clean up those padds you have laying there.”

“They’re all important. Dossiers. Technical schematics. Ship stuff.”

“You know you can consolidate all of them into one iPadd now. Much more efficient, lighter. Holographic capability and multispectral sensors.”

“Don’t try to sell me on the new technology. I know what I like, Eric,” Baxter said, leading Kurg to the door. “I think you should just focus on finding the freshest grapefruit juice that Guinan’s Grocery has to offer.”

“You have a replicator.”

“Yes, I know. Where do you think I’m getting the rum from?”

“So it’ll be another one of those days then.”

“No. That’s for tonight. I don’t drink on duty. What kind of fool do you think I am?”

“Should I answer that honestly, sir?”

Baxter padded Kurg on the back. “Probably not. I’ll see you later.”

Just then, the comm in the outside office sprang to life. Kurg walked over and checked it. “Sir, it’s Chris Richards for you.”

“Wow, the comm will not stop ringing today.” Baxter shook his head. “Mondays, right?”

“It’s Wednesday.”

“Run along now.”

Baxter watched Kurg go and let the doors closed, then reached over to his panel and punched a control. A holographic version of Chris Richards sprang to life in front of him.

“Andy,” Chris said. “Great to see you. Do I have news for you!”

“You finished that script for the show about a Dominion high school!” he said.

“No, Fun Times at Weyoun High got rejected. No, this is something else entirely. My little side project finally got green lit. Remember? The Klingon fun planet?”

“Rura Partay?” Baxter asked. “They’re actually leasing you their moon?”

“They haven’t done anything with it for decades. It’s a lump of rock. The perfect place for a getaway resort.”

“In Klingon space.”

“First of its kind!”

Baxter nodded. “You really want to get in business with the Klingons again?”

“Yeah, I’ve got to get out of the holovision industry. The people are so…boring and self-interested.”

“You surrounded yourself with boring and self-interested people on the Explorer.”

“They were different.” Richards shrugged. “I liked them.”

“So, Rura Partay,” Baxter said. “Well, that’s great.”

“We launch in six months. You’ll be getting an invite soon.”

Baxter retreated behind his desk, flipping through a stack of padds idly. “Well, you know, work has been crazy. So…many…padds…maybe Kelly can go.”

“She actually RSVPed already,” Richards said.

“Oh?”

Richards’ hologram shifted awkwardly and looked at Baxter for a moment. “Andy, are you…”

Baxter clapped his hands. “Chris, I’d love to chat but I have to be going…”

“Sure, sure. Well, I hope you can make it to our grand opening.”

“I’m probably going to be really booked…”

“It’s six months out and you don’t even know the date yet.”

Baxter sighed. “I’ll talk with Eric when he gets back and see if I can rearrange my schedule.”

Richards nodded. “Okay, well…I’d better go. Trying to reassign my last few projects at the Federation Opticasting Organization. Hey, do you think a series about a super hero who is really good at removing villains’ disguises would be good? I’m thinking of calling him the ‘De-sguiser!’”

“Uh…”

“Got to go.”

And with that, Richards disappeared.



The Tea Type Star was bustling on this particular Wednesday. Baxter liked the wood paneled walls, the smooth music. Very calming. Earth was a booming paradise - it really had everything. One wondered why you’d want to venture off for anything when Earth boasted one of the greatest societies in the galaxy. He was thinking this as he sat across the table from Janice Browning as she sipped her tea and pointed at him with her teacup.

“…and then I had two waiters quit. And on top of that, one of my chefs! Do you know how hard it is to find someone actually willing to cook real food nowadays? It’s a very specialized art. The only guy who seems to appreciate my work is that Ferengi admiral who always comes in asking for tube grubs.”

“People have gotten way too attached to replicators,” Baxter said, sipping his lavender Earl Grey.

“So, I heard you talked to Chris?”

“Does everyone talk behind my back?”

Browning grinned. “Almost exclusively. He said you might not be able to make it to the opening of Rura Partay.”

“You’re going?”

“Well, I was hoping I could catch a ride with you. I don’t have access to a starship.”

“I don’t have the access I once did,” Baxter said gruffly, and sipped his tea. “Wonder where Kelly is?”

“She’s wrapping up a segment for this evening’s report,” Browning said. “She should be here any minute.”

Baxter blew steam from his cup of tea. “Good. That’s good.” He looked around at the bustle of the crowd and listened to the hushed tones of the patrons. “I think she’s going to be able to make it to Chris’ thing.”

“We should all go,” Browning said, and leaned forward. “You should get off Earth. It would be good for you.”

“I don’t see why. I can watch the simulcast on holovision.”

“But this is a big day for Chris.”

Baxter shifted in his seat. “I know.”

Browning sighed and leaned forward, taking Baxter’s hands in hers. “Andy, you’re going to have to take the leap sooner or later. You’ve been on Earth what…four straight years?’

“Almost five,” Baxter said. “But it’s not like I’m counting.”

Browning gave him a patient smile. “I know it’s scary out there. And I know what you faced. Remember? I was there.”

“You tried to save me,” Baxter admitted.

“And you’re still here,” Browning gave a soft chuckle. “No thanks to me.”

Baxter looked up as the door to the quaint tea spot flew open and Kelly Peterman rushed in, flanked by people snapping holopics and asking her questions as she swept through, two Yorkshire terriers in tow, tugging at their leashes. She patiently signed a few autographs and blew everyone kisses. “Hey you guys, sorry I am late!” she said as she approached the table and sat down with a sigh. “What a crazy day.”

Baxter sipped his tea. “Yeah, I know. Wednesdays, right?”

Peterman smiled and called out to the server. “I’ll have a chamomile tea and an ikoberry tort.”

She sat down and looked from Browning to Baxter. “Well, this is really nice.”

“Nice,” Browning said. She looked at Baxter. “So?”

“So are you seeing that therapist I told you about?” Peterman asked.

Baxter blinked. “Wow, we went there fast.”

“I’m worried about you. So is Janice. So is Chris.”

Browning tapped Peterman on the elbow. “I thought we talked about going in easy.”

“Going in easy hasn’t worked, Janice,” Peterman said. “Sometimes you have to cut to the chase with him.”

“Is that what they taught you in the news business?” Baxter harrumphed, folding his arms.

“Look, Andy, I’m worried about you. We all are.”

“Is Admiral Conway worried about me too?”

Browning and Peterman exchanged glances. “I doubt it,” Peterman admitted. “But since when did you care what that guy thought?”

“An Andorian counselor,” Baxter said, and folded his arms. “Sounds like fun, really. But I don’t know if I have time.”

“Liar,” Browning said. “Eric showed me your schedule. You do almost nothing all day. Your desk assignment is a joke. Three ships!”

Peterman pushed back from the table. “Whoa, Janice, I thought we were going in easy!”

“The Courier Project is very important,” Baxter said with a snort. “We ferry admirals to important assignments. Diplomatic envoys. Fact finding missions.”

“Please,” Browning muttered, waving her hands at Baxter. “You let them take the Explorer project from you. And if you had that project back, you’d have a reason to get off your butt and get off planet!”

By the end of that sentence, Browning was fairly screaming, and as she started to notice the customers looking at her, she blushed, and pursed her lips. “Look, Andy…”

“Janice means well,” Peterman said, turning to Baxter and putting her hand on his shoulder. “We know you’re still…grieving.”

“The service was three months ago,” Baxter said quietly.

“And that’s not much time at all,” Browning said. Her eyes welled up. “It’s no wonder you’re…feeling low.”

“I’m feeling fine!” Baxter snapped. “I’m living the life I want to live.”

“I’ve known you for almost thirty years, Andy,” Peterman said. “For a good portion of that, I was your wife. And I know this isn’t the life you want to live. The Andy Baxter I was married to wouldn’t spend his days wasting away on Earth when there is a galaxy out there to explore.”

“Well, you’re not married to him anymore,” Baxter said, and shoved away from the table. “Thanks though, everyone, for the kind thoughts. Tell Chris I said hi, and give him my regrets.”

He pivoted and headed for the exit.

A young woman in her late teens rushed up to him. “Hey, is that Kelly Peterman over there? Is she doing a special news report from the tea shop?’

“I think she’s just trying to enjoy a beverage,” Baxter said. “But you can ask.”

“What’s she like? Is she as cool as she is on holo?”

“Cooler,” Baxter said, giving a warm smile over his shoulder, and he ducked out of the tea shop, heading back to Starfleet Command.



“You’ve got three messages,” Eric said, as Baxter slumped past his work station. “What order would you like them in?”

“How about you just keep them and call them back and tell them whatever they want to hear?” Baxter said.

Kurg got up from his seat and faced Baxter. “Do you wish to fight me?”

Baxter turned. “What?”

“Your tone suggests you want to fight. And while it’s not the most professional thing, to be honest, I’m all for it.”

Baxter sighed. “No. No I don’t want to fight you. I just want…I want to be left alone.”

Lt. Kurg stared at him. “Well, I have good news. All three messages are from the same person.”

“Egads, not her again,” Baxter sighed. “Arwen Spleen?”

“Airyn,” Kurg said. “Airyn Satine.”

Baxter ran a hand through the remaining scraps of his hair. “This woman who keeps trying to meet with me. The El Aurian.”

“The same. She says it’s about your father.”

“Oh, I’m sure it is,” Baxter snapped. “I’ve heard that one before.”

’What should I tell her?”

“Tell her whatever you want. I’m not meeting with her.”

Baxter marched into his office and plopped behind his desk, staring at the padds that lay spread out before him. The Majestic was taking a diplomatic corps to Bajor. The Tempest was carrying a delegation of Federation council members to a conference on Trill, and the Maverick was returning from assignment at Galornden Core after negotiations with the Romulan Free Statebroke down. Again.

Three ships under his command. The Majestic and the Tempest were Olympic-class light duty cruisers, and the Maverick was an old Nova-class refit. None of them needed any input from him to carry out their duties. If anything, he would just get in the way. So he sat, in this cramped office, at Starfleet Command.

He pushed a few of the padds around, pushing past to find the little square piece of blue plastic that was poking out from beneath them. He picked it up and stared at it, blowing his breath out of his nose. Finally, he stood up.

“Eric, I’m going to be gone for the afternoon. Close up if I’m not back by seventeen hundred.”

“It’s my honor to serve,” Eric said, watching him leave with raised eyebrow.



BOSTON, MASS.



The Admiral thumbed the plastic square as he walked down the cobbled street and found the office building. It had been a quick beam-out from San Francisco to Boston. He’d commed ahead, and sure enough, this Andorian counselor had been able to fit him in.

Baxter breathed heavy as he made the trek up the three flights of stairs in the old office building. He found a waiting area with no assistant, and only one office door, which was cracked open.

“Get in here, if you want help,” a female voice bellowed from within.

Baxter poked his head through the door. “Doctor…Dramah?”

The stout Andorian woman with streaks of purple through her white bowl of hair chortled dryly and pushed back from her desk, rising to meet him. “Kelly Peterman has told me much about you. You are a weak and sad man.”

“Well, sounds like you’ve already been briefed,” Baxter said, and then gasped as he looked around the room. Dead animals adorned the wall: Frenalian hawk, Earth deer, Vulcan sehlat, and a particularly large head of Klingon targ.

“Targ,” Baxter said. Well, isn’t that fitting.

“Pardon?’

Baxter sat down on the couch opposite Dramah’s desk. “Nothing. So, look, I don’t even know why I am here.”

Dramah got up and sat on her desk, reaching over to pull an Andorian ch’thix blade from a drawer, which she used to pick at her fingernails. “Sounds like that’s part of the problem.”

“Has Kelly ever been in here?”

“She hasn’t. Why?”

“I suspect she’d…object to the decor.”

“I will have to have her over for some Andorian bile tea and entrail muffins. I would like to see her reaction.”

Baxter blinked. “You would?”

“Kelly Peterman is an insufferable human. She is sad and weak. I would like to see her disappointed, disgusted, disgraced.”

“I’m getting a theme here.”

“My time is valuable. I have many clients. Do you want to proceed with this therapy, or are you too scared to continue?”

Baxter twiddled his thumbs and looked up at her. “You have…many clients?”

“Many. So now, what is it you want from me? I don’t have all fwarking day.”

Baxter steepled his fingers as he watched Dramah pick at her fingernails with the ch’thix. “I want people to leave me alone. Why is everyone always trying to get me to leave the planet?”

“Because humans, like many of us, are a warp capable species. Why would you not leave the planet?”

“I have everything I want right here.”

Her antennae flexed briefly. “Ah, so you’re happy here.”

“Oh, hell no. I just mean…I’m…”

Dramah leaned forward. “You are content.”

“No, not at all. I’m just…”

“Complacent.”

“Yes!” Baxter brightened and stuck a finger in the air. “Complacent! I’m complacent! Why is that such a bad thing?”

“Because if you stop spinning around with the Earth, it will invariably stop spinning around with you.”

“And what does that mean?”

“As a wise Andorian once said, life comes at you fast. Watch out!” And Dramah hurled her blade at Baxter, which zinged by his face, just barely nicking his ear.

“Ouch! If you were trying to avoid hitting me, you failed!” Baxter said, standing up and looking behind him at the ch’thix, which was now buried in the opposite wall.

“I hit exactly what I aimed for,” Dramah said. “First blood has been drawn! Counseling can begin!”

Dramah leaped off the desk and tackled Baxter to the floor. The more he struggled the more strongly the Andorian woman tightened her grip.

“Get off of me!” he demanded.

“Admit your weakness! You are a fool! Sad and weak!” Dramah shouted.

What was Peterman thinking sending him to this crackpot. Was this her idea of a joke?

“STOP IT!” Baxter shouted, driving a knee into Dramah’s stomach and rolling her off him. “C’mon!”

“You are stronger than you look,” Dramah said, rolling onto her knees. “Barely. But I am glad to see some fight left in you. That’s encouraging. It means you won’t necessarily be consigned to a life of misery.”

“Thanks for the pep talk,” Baxter said, dusting his pants off and falling back onto the couch. “So that’s Andorian counseling technique?”

“Strictly speaking, I was trained as an interrogator,” Dramah said, returning to sit on her desk. “But the Federation didn’t need any of those, and since the Andorian Guard wouldn’t have me, I had few choices and had to rethink my career path.”

“All seems logical to me,” Baxter said. “But did you give any thought to demolitions or…wrestling?” he rubbed his ribcage and winced. Something inside him might be broken.

“I’m content to wrestle with people’s inner feelings. Humans are laughably simplistic. Driven by basic appetites, fears, and insecurities.”

Baxter winced and rubbed his shoulder. “That so? Well, tell me more. What’s wrong with me?”

“From what I have gathered, what’s wrong is that you’re not leaving the planet.”

“Why does everyone care about that?” Baxter asked. “Whose business is it if I leave the planet or not?”

“You’re afraid, like most humans. But your fear is paralyzing you. You should do something about that.”

“Why I’m here,” Baxter muttered, and leaned forward on his knees. “Look, I almost died four years ago, okay? I was involved in a…small explosion…in the Bermuda Expanse. And I almost died. Okay, that’s not altogether accurate. I did die.”

Dramah grabbed a padd and began tapping on it. “Died, you say? Now this is getting interesting. Tell me more about this death.”

“Well, to make a long story short, an omnipotent being by the name of Mirk was able to restore me to life. I actually came back from the dead.”

Dramah nodded. “Wow. That’s pretty messed up.”

“So that’s what you’re up against. It’s not your garden variety anxiety. I actually did die.”

“And now you can’t leave the planet.”

“Yeah.”

“Because what killed you was off-planet. So by staying put here, you minimize the risk.”

“Well, if you want to take all the nuance out of it and just boil it down to…”

Dramah reached behind her and flung another ch’thix at Baxter, who ducked just in time for it to sail over his head and graze his forehead.

“Stop!” Baxter said. “Would you stop throwing knives at me?”

“What kind of therapist would I be if I didn’t throw a few knives at you?” Dramah asked. “Look, I want to help you, but this seems like a pretty open and shut case of you finding what little human courage you have and taking a trip off the planet.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

“Then you languish and rot here until you die. Don’t you want to die on your feet, in battle?”

“I have a friend who would absolutely love you,” Baxter muttered. He stared at the ceiling.

“Why?”

“She had a thing with honorable death.”

“Most Andorians do.”

“So did my Dad.”

“Oh, here comes the Daddy issues,” Dramah said, and slapped her thigh. “Let’s hear them.”

Baxter glowered up at her. “My father died three months ago. How about a little freaking compassion!”

Dramah stared a hole into Baxter’s soul, shifting forward on the desk, planting her feet on either side of him, and taking his face into her hand. “Tell me about this brave man. This father of yours. Tell me - did he die well?”

Baxter nodded, his eyes welling. He bit his lip. “He died on his feet. Ac-actually, you’d appreciate this, I guess, given…” he stared up at the Targ carcass on the wall.”He died targ hunting on Kronos. With Chancellor Martok.”

“Name dropping will get you nowhere.” Dramah leaned back and rubbed her chin.”They were up at pak’taR hill, chasing a large pack of wild targ, and they got cornered. Hemmed in. Dad took refuge on top of a boulder and Martok fell down into a wallow.”

“The hunters became the prey.”

“Uh, yeah. And, to hear it from Martok, well, he lost his footing and was trampled by one targ, and the other was about to tear his face off. And my Dad, he…he leapt from his safe spot on the boulder and rained down blows on the targ from above. He wrestled one targ off Martok, then took on the other and…and gave him time to escape.” Baxter swallowed.

Dramah was leaning forward, her elbows on her knees. Her eyes were wide, focused, antennae erect. “Yes, yes…”

“Martok went to get his bat’leth, with every intention of circling back to save my Dad but…but…” Baxter waffled. “It was too late. They had him, and Martok knew it. Martok watched while…”

Dramah nodded. “Yes. Describe it.”

Baxter stood up. “What? Fuck, no!”

Dramah casually leaned back on her desk, then swung around and hopped into her high backed metal chair. “I am impressed. Not by you, certainly, but by your father.”

“Well, doesn’t that make everything all better,” Baxter sniffed, and wiped his eyes.

“The Klingons must have been impressed. His sacrifice was worthy of song and story.”

“Martok’s supposedly working on something but it’s a little…heavy metal for my tastes,” Baxter admitted. “But diplomatic relations with he Klingons haven’t been really good. My Dad was one of the few people from the Federation that Martok would actually speak with. He was hoping his friendship with Martok might do something to help.”

Dramah leaned forward, rapping her leather-clad fingers on the ornately carved, wooden desk. “You can gain strength from this pain, Baxter. Let it in, let it make you stronger. Do notrun from it.”

“I’m not running from anything. If anything, people are running from me. Like my wife.”

Dramah scoffed. “You just ruined the moment. Wife left you. Pedantic nonsense!”

Baxter took a moment to recalibrate. Even though the experience so far felt excruciating,talking to her somehow made him feel better. “It wasn’t really…she didn’t really leave me. It was a mutual thing it was just…you know how sometimes you’re with someone so long, you just can’t imagine being without her. Then suddenly, you can, and it seems like it’ll be okay?”

“I’ve steered clear of romantic entanglements. They are physically and emotionally taxing.” Okay, so maybe she wasn’t that much like J’hana, Baxter thought.

“That’s true. It’s just…Stef went into Starfleet Academy. I stayed in Starfleet. Kelly became a civilian…Raymond got into the diplomatic corps. Raymond spent a lot more time with his mother, and Stef with me…Kelly’s career took off and she had less time to spend at the house and I guess we lost grip of the thing…” He was speaking fast now. “And then, one day, we just decided to formalize the arrangement.” He made a breaking motion with his fists. “Just part ways.”

“Touching, really,” Dramah said. “It would explain why Peterman sent you to me. A final act of revenge. She is insidious.”

“We’re still friends. Things are…a little strange. But we talk often. Maybe even more often than when we were married, oddly.”

Dramah considered everything for a moment, tapped some notes on her iPadd, then looked back up at Baxter. “Is that all that’s wrong with you?”

“Well, things are bad at work. My project was taken over by someone I kind of hate.”

Dramah looked down at her iPadd. “Hold on, I need to look up how to spell ’cliche,” Dramah said. “The human alphabet is annoying.”

“My work’s not satisfying. My Dad died. And my marriage is over. Isn’t that enough?”

“You also died. Don’t forget that - you also died.”

“I died. And my favorite starship blew up. Actually,” Baxter gave a little laugh. “That’s how I died.”

“Delicious,” Dramah said. “It strikes me as interesting, then, that of all your problems, the fact that you actually died seems to be taking a back seat to this other nonsense.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say that.”

“I would.” Dramah folded her arms. “Well.”

Baxter raised an eyebrow. “Well?”

“Goodbye.”

Baxter turned around, as if he expected to see a line of patients behind him. “Goodbye?”

“Yes, I think I have all I need.”

“Wait, what about me?”

Dramah glared at him and walked over, gripping him by his arms and easily lifting him off his feet. “Typical human response. ‘What about me’? What about you? Your choices continue to be your own. My sessions are thirty minutes each. Try to be prompt next time. And don’t be a sh’zatt - no more last-minute appointments, all right?”

“Can you leave me with any…suggestions?”

“I just did,” Dramah said. “I’ll send you a bill. I get paid in latinum. Starfleet insurance doesn’t cover it.” She brought Baxter outside of her suite and to the top of the stairs. “Good day, sir.”

“But…”

“I said good day, sir!” Dramah bellowed, and tossed Baxter unceremoniously down the stairs.

All in all, he felt a little better.



Baxter limped back to his office to find Eric was gone. He’d taken the opportunity to leave early, but Baxter couldn’t blame him for that. He would leave early too, if he considered any of this work. But it had been a long time since his days were filled with work.

He grabbed an iPadd off Eric’s desk and scrolled through, seeing an update from Captain Madera of the Maverick and not much else. He ducked into his office.

And came face to face with a short-statured woman with flowing black hair, deep set dark eyes, and a snug blue jump suit with matching scarf. She smiled, bright-eyed, and plopped into the chair behind his desk.

“Admiral Baxter, you are one hard man to track down,” she said. “You ready to listen to me?”

“Pardon?” Baxter looked at his iPadd, then at her, and frowned. “You’re Aragorn aren’t you?”

“Airyn. Airyn Satine. You should be able to remember my name. I’ve called you like ten times.”

“Eric usually does a good job of screening those.” Baxter plopped into the chair opposite his desk and gave Airyn a non-commital stare. “Wait, how did you get in here? You’d have to outwit like thirty security systems…”

“Eric let me in and said I could wait here.”

“I’ve got to have a talk with that young man,” Baxter said, and looked off into the distance. He returned his gaze to his visitor. “Look, Ms. Satine. You’re wasting your time. There’s nothing I can do to help you. I can’t contribute to your research project, or whatever you’re doing.”

Airyn shook her head. “You’ve got it all wrong, Admiral. I’m not looking for you to help with my research project. The research project is done. And your father helped complete it. And right this minute, forces from across the quadrant are trying to get their hands on it. And as his son, Admiral, you might just hold the key to unlocking that research. So now, do I have your attention? Will you listen to me?”

“You’re an El Aurian. I thought you were a race of listeners.”

Airyn shrugged. “Eh.”



Baxter often took his meals at home. And by took his meals, that meant he shoved a pizza in his mouth while watching holovision.

But when he did dine out, or just stop out for a drink, he liked to go to Scotty’s Bar, adjacent to the Starfleet Command campus. There was a back booth, not that different from the little corner booth he favored on the Explorer, in the Constellation Club.

He took Airyn Satine there, and they ordered a glass of wine for her, and a rum and grapefruit for him.

He took the grapefruit rind and twisted it, watching drops of juice drip into the glass and looking up at Airyn. The bartender brought them some Denebian blood pretzels, and Baxter grabbed a handful and began munching on them.

“All right, I’m listening,” he said.

Airyn Satine sipped her wine. “Terran wine is delightful,” she said, licking her lips and looking at Baxter. “You’re a hard man to track down, sir.”

“You said that,” Baxter said. “So tell me about my Dad’s research.”

“I won’t waste your time telling you things you already know,” Airyn said. “You already know your Dad was stationed at Zendab Five, while serving aboard the Starship Mercury.”

“Yup.”

“You also know that he worked secretly with a scientist, who, by all accounts, seemed to be a total lunatic, name of…”

“Maura Drake,” Baxter said. “I can’t forget that name. Keep going.” He sipped his drink and stared at this woman over it, wondering when she would get to the point.

“Well, Maura Drake had a recipe for human omnipotence, as I gather, and as you know, that was somewhat controversial at the time.”

“Still is, I’d imagine.”

“And here’s where we find ourselves in our story. You see, that recipe, that genetic code, buried in Maura Drake, and for a time, in your sister, Anna. There’s a copy out there. And your Father is the only person who knows where it is.”

Baxter downed the rest of his drink, his eyes never leaving the El Aurian.

“What line of work did you say you were in?”

“I didn’t. I’m an historian.”

“AN historian, huh.”

“That is proper usage,” she grinned. “So here we are. Your father has the key to the missing genome, so I guess that means you do, too.”

“My father’s…gone.”

“I know,” Airyn said. “Sorry about that. But you’re not dead, right?”

Baxter gritted his teeth. “Not at the moment, no.”

“Good, then you’re of some use to me. You have access to a raceabout?”

“For what?”

“To go to Kronos, of course.”

Baxter shook his head. “And why on Earth do you think I’d go to Kronos?”

“To talk to Martok. He was there when your Father died. He would know if…well, you’ve heard the rumor right?”

Baxter folded his arms on top of the table and shoved another pretzel in his mouth. “Let’s pretend I haven’t heard the rumor.”

“Your Father’s last words were a clue. Whatever he said to Martok just before he diedwas a message meant for you. Meant for you to find and secure this genome so that it doesn’t get into the wrong hands.” Airyn wrinkled her nose. “Cool, huh?”

Baxter dug his fingers into the lacquered tabletop. “None of this is cool.”

“Look, I’m sorry about your father. But let’s make sure he didn’t die for nothing, is all I’m saying. He wants you to know where that genome is. You’re the only one who can get to it before…well, almost anyone else gets to it and does who knows what with it. You want to see what a bunch of omnipotent Romulans looks like?”

“Point of fact, no I don’t,” Baxter said. “But let’s just say for a moment you’re right. If my Dad gave Martok a message, why wouldn’t he just comm me and tell me what it is?”

“From what I’ve heard, Martok will only give you the message. And will only give it to you in person.”

“Well, there’s an easy way to get to the bottom of this.” Baxter dusted the pretzel crumbs off his hands and shoved out of the booth. Airyn followed.



“The son of the hero of pak’taR Hill!” the Klingon on the screen, who’s name was Kindar announced, and chortled. “Admiral Baxter, it is an honor to speak with you.”

“Kindar,” Baxter said, as Airyn loomed behind him. “Back off, okay, let me do this,” he whispered, and pushed Airyn back a bit. “Kindar, it does me great honor to speak with you, the…”

“Senior Adjutant to General Martok, retired, of Ketha Province, leader emeritus and man about planet.”

“That’s…that’s special,” Baxter said. “I’d like to speak to Martok, please.”

“I’m afraid that will not be possible.”

“Even for the son of the hero of pak’taR Hill?”

Airyn tapped Baxter on the shoulder. “Tell him about the words. The last words!” she said through clenched teeth.

Baxter pushed Airyn back and turned to the screen. “Kindar, I’m researching the circumstances of Harlan Baxter’s untimely demise. It would help me to know some details surrounding the accident.”

“We’ve sent all that information to Starfleet Command.”

“I’ve read the reports,” Baxter said, and leaned in. “But I know there’s something that you all left out of the reports. My father’s last words.”

“I don’t know anything about that.”

“You don’t? Maybe Martok does.”

“He might, but he wouldn’t discuss it with me.”

Baxter glared at Airyn, then turned back to Kindar. “Kindar, my friend, could you put me through to Martok so we could just establish once and for all if my Dad did have any last words, and if so, what they were?”

“I’m afraid that’s quite impossible. Martok is not available to speak to you, and even if he was, he would not speak about that over subspace. Or to anyone else but the son of the hero of pak’taR Hill.”

“So I have to go there, to Kronos.”

“That is your choice.”

“But you can’t even guarantee I can see Martok when I get there.”

“Quite.”

“And you can’t even guarantee that, even if Martok meets with me, that he can tell me what Dad’s last words were.”

“You may try.”

Baxter felt Airyn nudging him from behind and groaned. “Look. Kindar. I’m…a very busy man. I have many appointments. It’s…inconvenient to get to Kronos. And…you know that we’re in a bit of a cold war right now.”

“That on-again, off-again thing,” Kindar said. “Yes, relations between our people are rather cool. Though your Father’s brave sacrifice did much to bridge that gap.”

“I know they’ve been friends for a while. Which is why I think, if you ask, Martok will probably want to speak with me.”

Kindar looked suddenly a bit fearful. He glanced over his shoulder. “He’s standing right behind me. And he’s telling me in no uncertain terms that he will not speak with you. If you want an audience with Martok, you’ll need to come here.” And with that, Kindar disappeared from the screen.

“I could have saved you some time,” Airyn said, flopping into the chair opposite Baxter’s desk. “I knew that would go that way. Klingons are so predictable!”

“You’re…quickly getting on my nerves.”

“People get used to me eventually.”

Baxter took Airyn by the hand and led her out of his office and to the door of his suite. “Thanks for stopping by. We’ve had our meeting. Good luck with your project…”

“You’re not curious?” Airyn asked. “Just a little?”

“I’ve got…a full plate right now, Ms. Satine,” Baxter said, and gently pushed Airyn out of his suite, turning around and heading back into his office.

He would be there until almost dawn.



Baxter scrolled through sector reports, glassy-eyed. It was oh-five hundred. His body fitfully resisted - it wasn’t used to this sort of treatment. He usually went in around ten hundred and headed home around sixteen hundred. Admirals could pretty much do what they wanted.

But he couldn’t go home. Didn’t want to. The conversation with Dramah haunted him. Plenty of Andorians had called him a coward before. Also non-Andorians. But none with a degree in counseling. And between that and his conversation with Airyn Satine, the day had been a constant reminder of what he’d lost in the last few months. Few years, maybe.

Why had he stopped going to space?

It was four years ago - the Explorer-A returned from its trip to the Bermuda Expanse to return Baxter, Peterman, and Browning to Earth. Chris had returned to his holovision gig. Tilleran to Betazed. And J’hana had returned to society as a free-agent security officer.

At that point, Larkin had just taken command of the Explorer-A. She was still on her shakedown cruise. Baxter had been impressed with the new ship. Delighted to see it in action. But that feeling was fleeting, as he reflected on what had been lost.

The Explorer had exploded.

The original, the site of some of the best memories of his life, just like that, blammo, had disappeared in a beautiful display of light and fire. In space. With him watching. While floating in space. Aimless, helpless.

For a time, he had thought he’d spend the rest of his life - or eternity, or whatever - in idle conversation with Mirk and Hartley, his previous crewmates-turned-godlike. In some sort of middle space between life and death, between corporeal reality and infinity.

But Mirk, in one last act of family, perhaps, had granted Baxter his life back. And just like that, he emerged from a torpedo tube, confused and disheveled, with only a passing memory of what that brief intermezzo had been like.

He tried to talk to Kelly. And she listened. He talked to his Father. He told him to move on. He talked to Janice and Chris. They told him to relax, and take his time getting back to normal. He even talked to Conway, who mostly laughed at him.

He sat at his desk. Continued his work. And little by little, the weeks went by. At first he just made excuses. He had a busy schedule. Other duties to attend to. The Explorer Project launched a new ship, the Rogue, and he didn’t even go to see it launched. People gave him a wide berth, at first, but then his friends started asking questions. He evaded. They retreated. All of them keeping a respectful distance. Even, finally, Kelly.

Having Stef at Starfleet academy helped. They visited often, talked frequently. He and Kelly were already split up by the time they attended her graduation six months later.

Now with Stef gone, he’d retreated even more, and even he couldn’t explain it to anyone. He just didn’t want to leave. Couldn’t face the vacuum of space that had once received him so cooly, and had been filled with the lights of the Explorer’s explosion.

He’d drifted off a bit, with these thoughts spinning through his head, and was stirred awake as his comm channel barked at him.

He reached up and thumbed a control, and a hologram of Lucille Baxter appeared in front of him, hands on hips

“Booty-butt,” she said, with an annoyed grimace. “Surprised I caught you at the office.”

Baxter shoved some padds around on his desk. “Paperwork. What’s going on? How are things on Rava Four?”

“I got an odd call from the Klingon attache. Why are you trying to get an audience with Martok?”

“I had some…questions for him,” Baxter said. “It was nothing.”

“It’s not nothing. You’re thinking about your father.” She draped her arms behind her back.

“Aren’t you?”

“I have a colony to run.”

Baxter scrubbed a hand through what was left of his hair. “You were retired four months ago, and now you have a colony to run. The Baxters love to bury themselves in their work.”

“Look, perhaps you have the luxury of ignoring your responsibilities. I can’t.”

“Your colonists are rebelling against you, aren’t they? Four months and they’ve already mounted an insurrection?”

“They’re not rebelling.” Lucille stiffened. “Well, maybe they are. A little bit.”

“You cut off the supply lines to the protesters, didn’t you?”

“They don’t like my import/export policies, they can live on another colony!”

“Mom, you’re grieving just like I am. We deal with it different ways. Your way is to deprive colonists of resources, which is not cool!”

Lucille folded her arms. “We’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you.”

“We’re talking about Dad. And who knows what he was up to when he was on the Mercury.”

She rolled her eyes. “Not this old thing again. You dealt with all that. Harlan sealed the records. It’s been over for two decades.”

“He had more to say,” Baxter said. “And Martok knows what.”

“You’re delirious. That El Aurian got to you, didn’t she?”

“Satine? How do you know her?”

“She came to talk to me before she went on to bother you. I sent her packing and told her to leave it alone. Clearly she is not too good at following directions.”

“She thinks that Dad’s last words to Martok are a clue as to where the genome is kept. The genetic secret to omnipotence…”

“You’d better be glad I called you on a secured channel.”

“You’re so thoughtful, Mom.”

Lucille put her hands on her hips. “Do not go looking into this, Andy.”

“I wasn’t gonna,” Baxter said, twiddling his thumbs.

“Well, don’t!”

“Mom, I haven’t left Earth in four years.”

“And it’s just as well,” Lucille said, turning away from him and muttering. “It’s not safe out there.”

“You’re out there.”

“Your mom’s command center is a fortress, sweetie, and she’s a decorated officer with some real battlefield experience. The big bad colonists won’t be coming to get me.”

“Give them some concessions at least. Food and water!”

“They’ve got more than enough food and water in their shuttlecraft!”

Baxter bit his lip. “Mom, what the hell are we arguing about?”

Lucille shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m not being fair to the colonists.”

“You should do some soul searching about that,” Baxter admitted.

Lucille looked at him. “Perhaps. But son, don’t…don’t go to Kronos. Go off world if you want. Vacation on Risa. Do some sight-seeing on Vulcan. Go on a food tasting spree on Andor, if you must. But don’t go to Kronos. Okay? For your mother?”

“Sure,” Baxter said. “I wasn’t planning on it anyway.”



The next morning, his Starfleet mug brimming with a dark roast Baxter was ashamed to say was a Conway blend, Baxter trotted across the campus from his building at Starfleet Command. He hadn’t slept. He had, however, opened all of the old Explorer’s records on the incident with Maura Drake, the Zendab outpost, and Harlan Baxter.

Things had been tied up neatly. His mother was right about that. Twenty years ago,Captain Anna Kimmel had been revealed to be Baxer’s half-sister, containing genetic code within her that would be the final piece of Drake’s research, which Harlan Baxter had helped her with, in secret, some decades prior. And she’d seemingly succeeded, briefly transforming herself into a goddess, but ultimately defeated by Mirk and his mysterious powers - the powers of a strange race called the Directors.

Their Section 31 handler, Roddick, would stop at nothing to capture Anna Kimmel and her genetic code, so Kimmel and Baxter’s acquaintance, Ashley Donovan, also an alum of Thirty-one, went into deep hiding. A year later, Drake re-surfaced again, this time helping Alvin Ficker, well-known (at least to Baxter) as Baxter’s nemesis. And she had almost succeeded in taking over Starfleet Command and converting Starfleet Academy into mindless drones with a brain-altering weapon. But again, Baxter and company had stopped them. While Ficker had been taken to Tantalus, Thirty-one had Drake, and who knew where they took her? The point was, she was never heard from again. Within a few days, Baxter had received a visit from Roddick. They had Drake, and all of the secrets she held. There was no longer a need to pursue Anna Kimmel, so she was called to come out of hiding and soon was reunited with Baxter. From then on, no one spoke again of Drake and her plans, or Harlan’s part in them. All was put to bed, and more or less forgotten. Baxter had rarely even thought of Roddick, Drake, or those strange days.

So why now could he think about nothing else? Had Airyn Satine had that much effect on him?

After dawn, he’d realized he’d needed to get out for a bit and stretch his legs. And randomly found himself walking up the steps into Starfleet Security, and made his way to level three, where all the sector chiefs resided.

“Captain Keefler will see you now,” the young ensign said, and ushered him into the office.

Baxter sipped his steaming coffee and brushed into the office. “Mister Keefler. Nice digs.”

The lean man rubbed a hand through his scraggly hair and leapt from his chair. “Capt…Admiral! It’s great to see you, sir. What brings you here?”

“Nothing. Just small talk. Chit-chat really.” Baxter walked over to where Keefler was standing, by a window that had a grand view of the Golden Gate Bridge. “Kronos is still your territory, right?”

Keefler nodded. “Well, yeah. I keep an eye on the Klingon situation.”

“The border. Is it still relatively…porous?”

“I wouldn’t recommend any trips there, if that’s what you mean. There are a few Klingon militia groups causing problems at the border.”

“So you’d need a starship.”

“Preferably.”

“What if I only have a raceabout.”

Keefler leaned in closer. “Sir? You’re talking about taking a raceabout to Kronos? Well, if you ask me, I would say that’s a pretty bad idea.”

“I had a feeling you might, Captain.”

“Why would you even want to do such a thing?” Keefler’s eyebrows shot up as he started to put it together. “Does this have something to do with your Dad?”

“Hm? No. Just asking. Look, do me a favor…I was never here, okay?”

“S-sure,” Keefler said, as Baxter patted him on the shoulder, and turned and walked out of the office.

Once he was gone, Keefler straightened his tunic, sat back, and waved a hand over the holographic control on his desk. “Hadley, get me Starfleet Intelligence, please.”



Back to the office, and to the furrowed brow of Eric, who seemed increasingly judgmental about his movements. Baxter ducked into his office, bypassed Eric, acknowledging him long enough to pick up five more messages from Airyn Satine. She was persistent, he’d give her that.

Baxter waved his hand over the controls at his desk and turned to the hologrid beside him, where Chris Richards suddenly appeared.

“Andy? Hey, man. You change your mind about coming to check out Rura Partay? It’s gonna be a par-tay!”

“Not exactly,” Baxter said. “Hey - if I needed your help getting into Klingon space, could you help me? And keep it off the grid?”

Chris looked around. “Wait, Andy, what are you talking about? I don’t work for the Klingon defense force. I’m a civilian.”

“This connection is secure, Chris. I’m just asking. IF I did want to come to Kronos. Could you help me get safe passage? Could you arrange an escort? You’ve got connections, right?”

Chris gave Andy a blank look, then folded his arms. “Well, yeah. Yeah, I could do it. It won’t necessarily be a fun ride, though. I mean, it’s Kronos, Andy. Even when I worked with the Klingons I didn’t go there. I prefer the rural Klingon planets. Fewer blood feuds.”

“I’m working on something,” Baxter said, “and I need you to keep it quiet, okay…”

“Sure, anything for you, Andy.”

“Good. I’ll be in touch.”



Peterman paced an elliptical orbit around Baxter’s desk, making him somewhat dizzy.

“What are you doing, Andy? This is not what I meant by getting off-planet!”

Browning slumped in his couch. “You realize this is not what we meant by getting off-planet!”

“I’m surrounded. I surrender,” Baxter sighed, leaning back from his desk. He made a mental note to thank Chris for his discretion about the whole thing. He hadn’t waited fifteen minutes before comming Peterman and Browning - perhaps a record.

“What’s gotten into you. Was this that therapist’s idea? I knew that woman had it out for me!”

“Speaking of which, what the hell, Kelly?” Baxter stood up, planting his palms on the desk. “That therapist nearly broke my neck!”

“Which is the least that will happen to you if you take a raceabout into Klingon territory unescorted.”

“Chris is taking care of things.”

“Oh, we talked all about it. Andy, we’re all worried about you.”

Baxter softened. “And I appreciate it. I haven’t even made up my mind.”

Peterman sat on the edge of the desk, facing Baxter. “Oh yes you have. Whatever it is you think you have to do, whatever you think you are after, you’re convinced now that you have to do it.”

“You think you know me so well,” Baxter said with a smile, tapping Peterman’s knee. “Look, you guys wanted me to get out of the house more…”

“Going to Rura Paray is different. It’s an edge world in Klingon space and there will be plenty of Federation presence. J’hana’s firm is providing security. You’re talking about going into the heart of Klingon space by yourself.”

“My dad did it,” Baxter said softly.

“Yeah,” Browning said. “But they like him there. I’m not sure they know what to make of you.”

“I’ll bring Eric with me. He’ll help.”

“This is madness,” Peterman said. “What do you think you’re going to find there?”

“Kelly,” Baxter said, inching forward. “Martok may have heard my Dad’s final words. Might have heard something, a message, meant for me. A message that could be important. Not just for me, but for the whole galaxy.”

Peterman knelt down, taking Baxter’s hands. “Andy, that’s sweet. But it sounds like you’re just hoping to get some kind of closure…artificial closure…instead of doing the hard work that this is gonna take. Look…”

“Kelly,” Baxter said gently. “I already have a therapist, hon.”

Browning leaned her head back. “He’s got ya there, Kelly.”

“You’re out of your mind,” Peterman said, standing and walking to the door. “I’m afraid that in a week I’m going to be doing a story about a Starfleet admiral being held hostage by Klingon militants.”

“You’re just worried that I’ll get more famous than you.”

Peterman sighed. “You’re really doing this?”

“Maybe.”

Browning stood up, walked over to Baxter, and leaned forward, kissing him on the forehead. “Well, if you’re doing it, then for Pete’s sake, be careful, Andy.”

Peterman smiled at him. “Yeah.” She followed Browning out of the office, still looking at Baxter as the doors closed.

Baxter sat at his desk, and for a moment, everything was quiet.

They might be right. This might be stupid. He might be off on some random goose chase, trying to find something out about his father, about genetic research that was 40 years old. This was all put to bed decades ago when they defeated Maura Drake, when Mirk faced her in omnipotent combat, and when the Directors rendered her and Anna Kimmel’s power potential totally neutral.

This was just Baxter’s way of keeping his father’s memory alive just a few minutes longer. That’s all it was.

He sighed and flipped one of his iPadds over, staring at status reports. It was still a few more days till the Maverick reached Earth. Maybe then he could join them for their next assignment. A safe diversion that would keep his mind off all this thing, and get him off-planet, finally, so he could check that off his list and get his friends off his back about it.

That would solve everything. It was the mature thing to do. The adult thing.

His mother would be proud.

He thought about it a moment, rapping his fingers on his desk.

“Baxter to Kurg.”

“Kurg here. Do you need more fresh grapefruit?”

“No. I need you to requisition a raceabout and pack a bag. And call Airyn Satine back.”

“You’re actually going to meet with her?”

“I’m going to do a lot more than that, Kurg.”



Baxter changed from his Admiral’s uniform to the more casual red Starfleet jumpsuit, though he kept his rank pins. Why not? He worked hard for them. He walked out onto the tarmac, a small duffel slung over his shoulder, and found Airyn Satine waiting by the raceabout, sharing an uncomfortable silence with Eric Kurg.

“I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but I do not enjoy Kronos,” Kurg said. “That’s one of the reasons I choose to live on Earth.”

“Ah, well, we can all stand to get out for a bit,” Baxter said. “It’s just a quick run around the block.”

“A little more than around the block,” Kurg muttered as he trudged up the raceabout steps, shouldering his duffel - and Baxter’s.

“I’m surprised,” Airyn said, as they stood outside the runabout. “I’m usually pretty good at reading people, but I admit I had no idea what you would do.”

“I have to admit,” Baxter said. “I even surprised myself.”

“And kind of shocked you invited me along. I figured I had annoyed the shatz out of you.”

“You did. But you made some good points. And I suspect you know more about my father’s background, and Drake’s research than I do.”

Airyn bit her lip. “It’s a good bet.”

“So, like it or not, you’re needed.” He looked from Airyn to Kurg. “We’re a motley crew, but we just might be enough to get the job done.”

“There’s also a reason I wasn’t assigned to a Starship, but we don’t have to get to that now. I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Kurg said, as he stepped in and ducked behind the controls of the raceabout.

Baxter looked up at the raceabout. “The Bluestone. Sounds like a good, solid ship.”

“You Starfleet types and your love affairs with ships. I’ll never get it,” Airyn said, shouldering her satchel and ducking into the cockpit.

“Hard to explain,” Baxter said, and looked around the empty tarmac. It was just now dawn, and the sun was coming up over the San Francisco Bay. He heard the Bluestone’s engines fire up and felt an odd squirming in his stomach that was unfamiliar. He’d served thousands of days in space. But this would be the first time in more than four years.

He steeled himself and marched up the steps and into the cockpit.

“Engines ready,” Kurg said. “Starfleet Command has cleared us for launch.” He glanced over his shoulder at Baxter as Airyn sat down in one of the rearward chairs. “Last chance to turn around, sir.”

“Nope,” Baxter said, and climbed aboard. “No turning back now.”



TO BE CONTINUED…



Part Two - In the Hunt



THE YEAR 2401

STARDATE 76123



“Ground Control to Major Tom.”

The deck plating of the raceabout Bluestone shook imperceptibly as she lifted off.

“Ground Control to Major Tom.”

Baxter stared out the side window as the ship angled up and set off toward the horizon, and clouds quickly gave way to stars.

“Take your protein pills and put your helmet on.”

The Bluestone sailed by the massive, sprawling space dock and Starbase One, and Baxter whispered a countdown. “Ten, nine, eight, seven..”

“Ground Control to Major Tom.”

Airyn Satine watched him from the seat behind him and puzzled at it. “It this really necessary?” she asked looking from Baxter to Kurg, who just gave a “don’t ask me” shrug.

“Commencing countdown, engines on.”

Baxter glanced back at Airyn. “Three, two, one…”

“Check ignition and may God’s love be with you…”

“Liftoff…” Baxter gave a little smile and then glanced at Kurg. “Lieutenant, lay in your course and as soon as we’re clear of the sol system…engage.”

“What’s the point of this ancient space chanty?” Airyn Satine asked as Kurg dutifully plugged in the coordinates and engaged warp engines.

Baxter felt it all. The vibrations of the engines, the final touch of Earth’s gravity as the Bluestone sailed off into open space. And then the microscopic jolt as the ship sped forward into warp, surrounding stars stretching into streaks.

“Eat your heart out, Jean-luc Picard,” Baxter said, and folded his hands on top of the console, looking out the foreward viewports.

“Who?” Kurg asked.

“Study your Starfleet history, Kurg.”

“I’ll add that to my list after I’m done with the dangerous Kronos mission.”

“Good man. Time to Klingon border?”

“At Warp Thirteen, just under two hours.”

He turned back to Airyn, whose question had never been answered. “That little space chanty is an imaginative song about the human experience.”

“I thought it was about drugs,” Kurg said. “All the human songs from that time were about drugs.”

Airyn blinked. “David Boo-wie right?”

“Boh-wie.” Baxter looked over his shoulder. “You familiar with his work?’

“I think I met him at a party once. He seemed cool.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at Airyn. “You have a peculiar sense of humor.”

“Glad you noticed.” Airyn pushed out of her chair. “So I’m going to go into the back and look over my research. Let me know if we get into any trouble at the border.”

“Oh, you’ll know it pretty soon,” Kurg assured her.

Baxter nodded, watching Airyn duck to the back of the craft. “You think…nah.”

“What?” Kurg responded, trying mightily to look over his controls.

“Nothing.” Baxter leaned against the raceabout console and looked at the readouts. It had been a long time since he’d been at he controls of a Starfleet craft - a starship, or raceabout for that matter, and it all felt familiar. And oddly comforting. The blinks and beeps, the chirps of announcement. “She seems nice, though, right?”

“Three days ago you were begging for me to get rid of her at all costs.”

“She knows things,” Baxter said, staring at the aft compartment, as if he could see through it to what Airyn was work on. “I mean she seems knowing. Learned.”

“She is too young for you,” Kurg replied.

“What?” Baxter blinked. “I wasn’t talking about that.”

“Your nostrils flared and your cheeks turned pink. Humans are fairly transparent in this regard.”

“Huh. I wonder how old she is,” he said.

“You could ask.”

“Nah, that seems…untoward.”

“I imagine we’ll have our hands full with the Klingons soon, and it won’t matter.”

Baxter leaned back. “It’s not going to be a problem. We’ll just show up, ask a few questions, and leave.”

“Given what I know of your history, I find that outcome highly unlikely.”

Baxter patted Kurg on the shoulder. “Glad we’re on the same page, Lieutenant.”



“…Bajoran extremists continue to evade border patrols along Starfleet territory near Deep Space Nine. Fermnantz McGillicutty will have a full report in the next hour.

“Meanwhile, on Earth, Federation President Sev Dradar has continued to evade questions about his involvement with a Ferengi mining consortium. Since his inauguration two years ago, Dradar has faced numerous allegations of impropriety due to his connections with Orion Syndicate interests. We’ll have Federation Legal Correspondent Hal R. Sholen on to dig deeper on the President’s complicated business interests in the next half hour.

“But first, the simple kava root. Federation citizens are eating more kava root than ever, and studies show that the simple root, found in abundance on Deneb Three, increases concentration, memory, and libido. Correspondent Sintal is here with an in-depth report. Sintal?”

Kelly Peterman shoved away from the desk and stepped down as the holocam cut to a previously recorded segment.

She found Janice Browning waiting for her backstage.

“Well?” she asked, arms folded. “Did he go?”

“You and I both have the same contacts at Starfleet Command,” Peterman muttered.

Browning stomped her foot. “He went.”

“You were the one who kept insisting he leave Earth.”

“For a VACATION!”

Peterman sighed and led Browning over to a corner. “Calm down. There’s nothing we can do about it now. He’s gone. He made up his own mind. Anyway, it’s not like we’re at war with the Klingons.”

“Right now. That little Ferengi Admiral seems to think that war is a distinct possibility, if relations don’t improve.”

“You guys have been quite chummy.”

“He’s nice. He likes my roasted tube grubs.” Browning bit her lip. “But that’s not the point!”

Peterman walked down a side corridor to her dressing room, where four parakeets, three dogs, and two cats waited patiently for her. “Can you help me feed them?”

“Don’t you have a person for that?”

“Trust my babies to some stranger? Never!”

“Glad your fame hasn’t gone to your head.”

“Oh, it has,” Peterman said, bending over to feed her two collies. “Just in other ways. I mean, I am famous, after all.”

“But you haven’t cut out the people who helped you get there.”

“And how did you help me get here?”

Browning fumbled for words. “I fed you!” She looked down. “And now I’m feeding your pets.”

Peterman and Browning continued working their way through the room, filling bowls, offering pets, and filling water dishes.

“We do have one other option, if we want to really get some answers,” Browning said, sighing and collapsing onto Peterman’s couch.

“No. We’re not calling him.”

“He’d like nothing better than to intercept and apprehend Andy.”

“And that’s what we’re aiming for?” Peterman folded her arms. “No way.”

“He’d probably take us with him so we can watch.”

“I think we should stay our course. We’ll hear from Chris eventually.” Peterman said.

“Do you think there’s anything to this last word stuff? Do you think Harlan Baxter said something to Martok that will reveal the secret to a DNA genome that will unlock human omnipotence?”

“You’re the doctor. You tell me.”

“I think this one is more your department.” She looked around Peterman’s dressing room. “Well, your previous department anyway.”



Airyn Satine ducked back into the cockpit as the Bluestone came out of warp, crossing from Federation space into Klingon space.

“Now crossing the border,” Kurg said.

Baxter looked over at Airyn. “Any new revelations you want to share with us?”

“The research is exactly where and I how I left it. But no, I haven’t had any illuminating discoveries since that bit about your Father’s last words. Which is why I have been working toward this for months.”

“Must be nice to care about your work so much,” Kurg said, and glanced at Baxter.

“What?” Baxter said, pounding the console. “I saw that!”

“I was merely looking in your direction, Admiral. You shouldn’t read too much into that.”

“You don’t know me very well,” Baxter said, as a panel popped on the sensor console. “We’ve been spotted by a patrol ship. B’ranga class Bird of Wrath.

The angular, green, wing-swept ship passed suddenly over view viewport, aligning itself with their trajectory and speed. Baxter marveled at the ship. It was similar in design to old K’tinga class Bird of Prey, but it was larger. The wings were wider set and broader, and the neck of the ship was wider and more angular, ending in a bulbous forward section familiar to Klingon design.

“They’re hailing,” Kurg said.

“On holo,” Baxter said.

A small Klingon man appeared on the console to Baxter’s left. The raceabout’s holo communicator obviously was outfitted to present a smaller image. The Klingon looked kind of funny standing there on the console, almost like an action figure.

“Hey there, guy,” Baxter said.

“Federation starship, I am Captain Toroth of the Vanang. What is your business in Klingon space?”

Baxter stood and straightened his uniform. “I seek an audience with former Chancellor Martok,”

“You are fat.”

Baxter look over his shoulder at Kurg, who just shrugged. Airyn stifled a smile.

“I’m working on it. I’ve…had a desk job for a few years and…hey, that’s not what I called about! Look, Chris Richards sent us. Surely he called ahead.”

Toroth glanced to the side, conferring with an officer off-screen. “Ah, yes. The holo-writer. Days of Honor, and Days of Honor: The Next Day. Impressive.”

“You think?”

“I do not view holo-programs, so no. I was merely toying with you.”

“Look, Captain, I…”

“Have you had any glory in battle?” Toroth interrupted, looking bored.

Baxter thought about that. “Is it really relevant?”

“If you wish to see Chancellor Martok, you’ll need to be worthy of his presence. You must have great battles to your name. To your family name.”

“Well, have you ever heard of the Borg?”

“Of course I have.”

“We fought a Borg cube once, and well, we blew it up. Then later, we faced a Flarn ship. Actually, a few of them, over a year’s time, and then finally one that attacked Earth. Oh, we blew that up too…”

“Ok well…”

“The Starshine Cult - they were this pernicious little group of rogues who were attacking Federation citizens, and a few Klingons, mind you, and turning them into unwitting drones. So we took care of that. Fought a few godlike entities called the Critics. Blew up some Orion pirates. Faced some changelings. I killed a Gorn captain…”

“Fine, stop,” Toroth head up a hand. “You’ve made your point. I suppose you have some records that back up this claim.”

“Just go to Memory Alpha and look up the USS Explorer.”

Toroth glanced at a screen for a moment and then looked up. “Impressive. You battled a literal giant.”

“It stepped on my ship, so we had no choice but to fight back, yeah,” Baxter nodded.

“This is…quite impressive.” He looked up at Baxter. “Surprisingly. I can only imagine your exploits during the Dominion War were equally…”

“No need to get into all that,” Baxter waved a hand dismissively.

Toroth looked up. “Well, given this, we will escort you to Kronos. But you should know…” He leaned in. “No one gets in to see Martok unless they are found worthy.”

“This sounds like it’s going to be a lot of trouble,” Kurg said, looking up at Baxter.

“Shh,” Baxter said. “I am willing to prove I am worthy.”

“Will you fight?”

Baxter looked back at Airyn. “Fight?”

“Sure, you will, go ahead,” Airyn said.

“Oh, um,” he looked back. “Yes. I’ll fight for the chance to talk to Martok.”

“Excellent. I was hoping you’d say that. Follow us. Vanang out.”

“Fight?” Baxter asked, slumping back in his chair.

“Could you write me a reference before you do that?” Kurg asked. “I’m afraid I might not be able to get one later.”

“You’ll be fine,” said Airyn. “I read your history too, Admiral. You’ve tangled with quite a few Klingons in your time.”

“Yeah, but I usually had someone else do the fighting,” Baxter said. “Tell me when we get to Kronos. I’m going lay down for a minute. And do a few calisthenics…”



Baxter stepped into the aft cabin immediately felt a presence in the room with him.

He turned around. “What took you so long?”

“You’ve got to be a little impressed,” Ashley Donovan said, hopping down from the aft bunk and walking toward Baxter, resplendent in her red Starfleet uniform. “I can still get around with some ease, despite lacking the Section Thirty-one cred. It helps to know a few folks at Starfleet Security.”

“Keefler,” Baxter muttered, then shook his head. “Must be hard thriving in an organization with rules.” Baxter said looked her over. “You look the same as when I last saw you twenty years ago, you know.”

“Nice of you to say,” Donovan said, inspecting Baxter. “You…seem fine.”

“Don’t sugar-coat it. I have eaten a lot of pizza and done not much else the last few years.”

“Some toe-touches would help.”

“Or fighting a Klingon,” Baxter said, leaning against the bunk. “So I take it you came all this way to become my personal trainer?”

Donovan gave a light laugh, leaning against the opposite bulkhead. “No, silly, I came to tell you to stop doing this.”

“After all these years, you reach out. Must be important.”

“You could say that. Now stop doing this.”

“You worried I’ll uncover Maura Drake’s old research?”

Donovan shook her head. “I’m worried you’ll stir up a hornet’s nest in Section Thirty-one. There’s already chatter about you in some circles. Circles you want no part of.”

“They believe this research is still out there, too.”

“They held on to Maura Drake all this time for a reason.”

“So let them interrogate her.”

Donovan strode over to the back of the cabin and stared out the aft windows. “They did. A lot, from what I’m told.”

“Maybe she never held the missing piece to begin with. She needed Anna Kimmel to become omnipotent last time. Maybe my Dad held some final piece of the puzzle. Some piece of the puzzle that makes it all fit together.”

“So what if he did? You think he’d tell you about it?” Donovan asked, turning.

Baxter pursed his lips. “That wasn’t nice.”

“I’m not sure if you remember, but nice was never my specialty. The last time we dealt with this project, it was your father’s idea, and he dragged us into a major engagement…untold damages, the universe was almost wiped out, and I had to spend a year on an gross planet in the Sentosian system mining algae.”

“Thanks again for that, by the way.”

“Have you ever been knee-deep in algae? It’s disgusting.” Donovan put her hands on her hips. “Andy, please, don’t do this. Let your father rest peacefully. He deserves that much.”

Baxter folded his arms. “Look, you knew my Dad pretty well. Something tells me he shared stuff with you while you were working together that he didn’t even tell me or Mom.”

Donovan pursed her lips. “That’s a fair assumption.”

“But you’re not family. You’ve no idea what I’m thinking or what I’m going through.”

“I can imagine,” she replied, and stepped closer to Baxter. “Really, I can.”

He looked up. “Maybe you can. But if that’s true, then you know I can’t stop until I find out what he said, and if it means anything.”

“And then what if it does mean something? You go looking for it, in a raceabout, without even a starship to protect you? Andy, it’s not like the old days. You don’t have the Explorer anymore.”

That last bit made Baxter grit his teeth. He turned on Donovan and fixed a glare on her. “You don’t have to remind me.”

Donovan didn’t back away. “Maybe not, but I do have to remind you when you’re in over your head.” She stepped closer and put her hands on Baxter’s shoulders. “Your heart’s in the right place, Andy. You miss your Dad. And this a way to keep a little spark of him alive. But if you think it’ll provide you some sort of closure…” she breathed in deep. “You’re just wrong.”

“One way to find out,” Baxter whispered.

“I’m not Thirty-One anymore. I’m not sure I can save you if you get into a bind.”

“I didn’t ask you to, Ashley,” Baxter said. “Just let me do this. And do me a favor, don’t tell Anna.”

“What, you think we get coffee together and laugh about old times?”

“You spent a year together, I’m sure you got close.”

“I haven’t spoken to Anna in…” She sighed. “Days.”

“You two got close.”

“If you’re asking if I care what happens to Anna, then the answer is yes, I do.” Donovan said. “I care about what happens to you, too.”

“Thanks.” Baxter waited a long beat, staring at Donovan. “So, isn’t it about time you did that disappearing thing you’re so good at?”

“Yeah,” Donovan said. “Look, Andy, just be careful out here, okay?”

“Yeah.” Baxter turned, then glanced back at Donovan. “You know, I half expected you’d be at the service. Starfleet gave him a hero’s honors. The brass and some of his old crewmates from the Southwind and the Mercury gave some incredible tributes. Old stories and recollections. It was…well, guess you had to be there.” Baxter turned and headed back to the cockpit.

“What makes you think I wasn’t there?” Donovan whispered.

Baxter turned, opening his mouth to respond, but of course, Donovan was gone.



Baxter strode into the cockpit, glancing back one more time at the aft cabin. “Report.”

“Entering Kronos orbit,” Kurg said, looking up from his panel. “You okay, sir?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, dropping into the chair next to Kurg.

Airyn looked up from her iPadd. “Were you talking to someone back there? We thought we heard voices.”

“No,” Baxter said, and looked up. “Any other response to our arrival?”

“There is another ship. A small transport ship. It’s…” He checked the registry. “It’s registered to Krinokom’s Entertainment Division?”

“I’ll be damned.”

Kurg looked across his console. “We’re being hailed.”

“On screen,” Baxter said, still reeling a bit from his conversation with Donovan. Chris Richards appeared there, flanked by Klingons in professional attire. Their suits were still metal, but a bit more formal and less ornamental than Klingon battle uniforms. “Chris, you came!”

“I couldn’t let you do this alone, Andy,” Richards said. “And after closing a deal to start construction on Rura Partay, the Krinokom Entertainment Division was able to loan me a ship.” He looked to the woman at his right. “This charming woman is Zelgar.”

“Zelgar, huh?” Baxter smiled.

“Yeah,” Richards said, and straightened. “Now then, should we beam down to see Martok?”

“I don’t even know where I’m going,” Baxter stammered.

Richards and Zelgar exchanged glances. “Former Chancellor Martok is at the Imperial Retreat at Margon Ridge. We’ll send you coordinates.”

“Chris. Thank you,” Baxter said, leaning on the panel. “And…Zelgar, also.”

“Qu’plah!” Chris said, and disappeared from the screen.

“Qu’plah ideed,” Kurg said, and turned around.

Baxter clapped his hands together. “Shall we?”

Airyn had reached into her pack and grabbed a small iPadd mini. “I’ll be taking notes.”

“I had a feeling you would,” Baxter said, and headed to the transporter bay.



The trio materialized on a cliff face. To Baxter’s right was the Klingon Imperial Retreat at Margon Ridge. An impressive property, with sprawling spires that reached up into the dark red sky, seeming to pierce the gathering grey clouds.

To Baxter’s left was as about a 500-meter drop. He shifted his foot and nearly fell off the cliff, but Airyn grabbed his hand and dragged him farther up onto solid ground.

“Nice piece of transporter work,” he gasped, nodding at Airyn once he’d gotten his footing.

“I can’t begin to explain how unfit I am for space duty,” Kurg said, following Baxter up to the gates of the retreat, where Richards was standing with Zelgar.

“You’re doing fine, kid.”

“You almost fell off the cliff there, buddy,” Richards said, reaching out to shake Baxter’s hand.

Baxter dragged Richards into a hug. “Shut up and hug me, you fool,” he whispered.

“Andy, uh,” Richards laughed. “Not in front of the Klingons.”

Baxter pulled back and straightened. “It’s good to see you Chris.”

“It’s…honorable to see you too.”

Zelgar rolled her eyes. “If you are all finished, we should proceed.”

Baxter nodded. “Lead the way.’

Zelgar went up to the gate and pressed a control. It sounded a large, bassoon-like call that rattled through the grounds of the sprawling estate.

“We have been expecting you. You may proceed,” a voice piped up from out of nowhere, ostensibly routed through some kind of communication system.;

The great metal gates yawned open and Baxter and his group meandered through.

“This must be your new attache,” Richards said, looking at Kurg. “Chris Richards.”

“Yeah, the last few, uh, quit,” Baxter said.

“Kurg,” the half-Klingon lieutenant said. “I am not qualified for this.”

“You’ll do fine, then,” Richards said, and picked up step next to Baxter. “I’m not just here for my own entertainment,” he said, hushed. “I, uh, I’m supposed to give you a message from Kelly and Janice.”

“That you’re all worried about me.”

“Well, that’s part of it, yeah,” he said. “But the other half is…since you are doing it, they wanted to say…good luck.”

Baxter grinned and looked at Chris. “That means a lot.”

“Janice also said she hopes you don’t die.”

“That’s nice,” Baxter said. “And a distinct possibility, given Klingon customs. Supposedly I am going to fight someone.”

Zelgar and Richards looked at each other.

  “That should be entertaining,” Zelgar said.



Kindar, Martok’s senior adjutant, met Baxter and his group in the grand receiving hall, which was itself a spectacle of hunting trophies, preserved beasts, blood wine kegs, chalices, and an awe-inpsiring display of show-quality weaponry - swords, knives, daggers, and other instruments of death.

“So, you decided to make this unwise pilgrimage after all,” Kindar said, looking around at the group. “Martok will be impressed.”

“Glad you approve,” Baxter said. “So can we see him?”

“Martok?” Kindar steepled his fingers. “Oh, no, I assure you he’s quite unavailable.”

“What?” Richards asked. “We called ahead and said we were coming. You said you would arrange an audience.”

“Arranging an audience and having an audience are two different things, I’m afraid.”

Richards stepped in front of Baxter. “Listen here, Kindar…this is Andy Baxter. The son of the hero of pak’tak hill.”

“Pak’taR hill,” Baxter corrected.

“Pak’taR, what he said!” Richards said. “Now let us in to see Martok.”

“You are crossing a line, human,” Zelgar said, leaning in to whisper at Richards.

“You are all crossing lines,” Kindar said. “But it does show a certain…refreshing commitment to cause, for humans.”

“Look, I didn’t want to pull this,” Airyn said, stepping forward. “But if I have to, I will. I have a letter from Commandant Worf.”

“You have not spoken to Worf,” Kindar said, folding his arms. “Commandant Worf is on secret training exercises…”

“In the Yelgras system,” Airyn said, handing her iPadd to Kindar. “I believe you’ll find his recommendation in order.”

Baxter leaned toward Airyn. “You’re friends with Worf?”

“Yes. I interviewed him two years ago for a study on Klingon mating rituals.”

“Kurg, remind me to download…”

“Already doing it,” Kurg said, pulling out an iPadd and taking note.

“He’s a neat guy once you get over his lack of a sense of humor.” She shrugged. “Guinan introduced us.”

“Now you’re just name-dropping.”

Airyn smiled. “Guinan, Guinan, Guinan.”

Kindar stared at the group. “Well, this does change things. Martok has a special place in his heart for Worf. The two did great deeds together. Fought many battles.”

“So,” Chris said. “Let us in.”

“I will speak with Martok. Meanwhile, we do have one small detail to attend to.”

“What small…” Baxter had almost forgotten.

“You will have to fight Drang.” Kindar turned on a heel and disappeared down a side corridor.

“Drang,” Baxter said. “What the hell is that?”

“Who,” Richards corrected. “I believe we’ll get to meet him soon.”

“But what about Worf?” He looked at Airyn. “Surely that should help us get in the door!”

“Worf’s recommendation helped,” Airyn said. “But I think you still have to fight someone.”

“Klingons. Always fighting someone or something,” Baxter said, pushing his sleeves up. “Well, I wanna hear my Dad’s last words, so I guess I have to fight someone,” he said, and turned to look at Chris. “How do I look? Fearsome?”

“In a word, no.”

Suddenly the floor made a cranking sound as the Klingon emblem, emblazoned on the floor, split apart and opened. Within, there seemed to be a dark pit.

“Someone here wishes to fight Drang!” a voice bellowed from within the pit.

“No,” Baxter said, leaning over the edge of the newly-appeared pit. “I’m good, actually.”

“If you wish to meet Martok, you’ll come down here and fight Drang!” the voice screamed.

“Just do it,” Airyn said, pushing Baxter toward the pit.

“You fight him!”

“It’s got to be you,” Airyn said and gave him another shove, till his toes were at the edge of the pit.

“Now wait one…!” Baxter raised his finger.

“There’s got to be some other way,” Richards said, looking to his Klingon colleagues.

“Afraid not,” said Zelgar. “And Drang sounds…” she sighed. “Big.”

Kurg swallowed, and looked to Baxter. “Do you see why I didn’t want to come here?”

“I’m beginning to,” Baxter admitted.

“If Baxter wants to see Martok, have him fight me!” Drang bellowed from the bottom of the pit. Baxter didn’t want to know how deep down he was, but he was deep enough down that he couldn’t see him.

Baxter looked down. “Can I have a minute to think about this?”

“No. Fight me!”

“You heard him,” Airyn said.

“If the human is too cowardly to jump, then one of you must push him. Who will do this?” Drang called out.

“I’ve got it!” Airyn said, and gave Baxter a hard shove. “Sorry about this,” she said, as she pushed. “But it’s the only way!”

“You, wait, I…” Baxter stammered, and fell backward, arms pinwheeling.

Richards stepped forward to grab him, but Zelgar dragged him backward.

“You have a lot to learn about Klingons,” Zelgar said. “This explains why so much of the Days of Honor series was trite and insincere.”

“Insult to injury,” Richards muttered as he heard Baxter thump, finally, at the bottom of the pit. “Um, good luck, Andy!” Richards called out hopefully.

“It’s up to him now,” Airyn said, glancing down into the dark pit.

“So it would seem,” Kurg said. “Anyone else wanna go back to the raceabout?”



Even in his prime, Andy Baxter wasn’t much of a fighter. He’d been in a few skirmishes over the years, but his plan was usually to let J’hana get out in front of him and absorb the worst of the blows - something she was really good at. When he did have to get hand-to-hand, he was only ever able to win out of some kind of geeked up rage and adrenaline that could fuel him for short instances. But he was always sore afterwards.

Now, he was not quite in his prime.

He wasn’t sure how far he’d fallen, but it was far enough to seriously jam his tailbone when he hit, and bent his knee awkwardly.

He arched up, looking up to the roof of the pit, where Richards, Kurg, and Airyn looked down with concern. Zelgar seemed indifferent, but that wasn’t surprising. Baxter dusted off his pants.

“Now look, Mister Drang, I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot with you…”

A meaty hand lashed out of the darkness and grabbed Baxter up.

“Urk!” Baxter choked out, his feet dangling.

Drang came forward, revealing himself to be a good three meters tall and packed with muscle. His metal outfit revealed enough of his chest and abs to confirm Baxter’s suspicions that he was the kind of guy who worked out regularly.

Those thoughts passed quickly, however, as Drang shoved him up against the wall of the pit.

“Who wishes to see the great Martok?’

“That’s…me…” Baxter coughed, his feet dangling, gripping at Drang’s massive hand.

“Not until you’ve fought Drang,” Drang said, and dropped Baxter to the floor.

“Urk,” Baxter said, getting on hands and knees and coughing. “Do you think we could do chess or Trivia or something? I haven’t been to the gym in a few years or a decade or so,” Baxter grunted, and lifted himself up.

Drang walked over to the side of the pit and lit a torch, that showed about what Baxter expected: he was standing in a pit. Dirt floor and marbled walls. No way to climb out. There was a cage door of some kind behind Drang, through which, Baxter guessed, was a passageway that would lead him to Martok.

“No games, just fight,” Drang said, and drove an elbow into Baxter’s gut, knocking him back. “Fight me!”

Baxter looked up.

“Don’t just sit there, Baxter, fight him!” Airyn waved. “It’s your only shot!”

“Kurg, take a note,” Baxter coughed, wiping blood from the edge of his mouth and standing. “No more trips to Kronos, no matter how much I beg.”

“Already wrote that down a few hours ago, sir.”

“Great.” Baxter strode forward, straightening his tunic, and took a fighting stance, pushing his arms forward as he faced Drang. “Okay, tough guy, we’ll do it your way.”

Drang reached out, lifted Baxter, and threw him down like a rag doll, flattening him onto the ground.

A flood of color shot through Baxter’s eye sockets.

“Now wait…” Baxter coughed, trying to get up.

Drang didn’t give his opponent a chance, pile-driving down into him, pinning him to the ground.

“Gak!” Baxter struggled, waving his arms and legs.

“Fight, Andy!” Chris Richards called out.

Baxter wrenched his hand free and pointed his fingers, driving them into Drang’s eyes as hard as he could.

“Aurhg!” the giant bellowed, rolling off Baxter long enough that he could roll over and knee him in the stomach.

“You want to fight?” Baxter kicked him in the belly again, then drove an elbow down into his throat. “Let’s fight!”

Drang recovered quickly, draping Baxter over his back and spinning him around.

“No, not this,” Baxter moaned. “Dizzy…”

Drang spun him a few more times and then launched him into the wall.

Baxter fell against the wall and dropped to the ground, dazed. “Leave Earth, they said,” he muttered. “See the galaxy, they said. It’ll be fun.”

Drang advanced toward him, drawing his hand back, it would seem, to deliver the kill shot. Was this what it was like for his father at the end? Cornered, hopeless?

Then, Drang shot his arm forward, toward Baxter, and extended a hand to lift him up.

Baxter blinked, as Drang pulled him to his feet. “Please don’t throw me anymore.”

“It is done,” Drang said. “You fought well.”

Baxter bent over, coughed, choked, then heaved, vomiting on the floor.

“You did great!” Airyn called out.

Baxter looked up, wryly. “Easy for you to say.”

Drang slid his arm around Baxter and led him to the gate. “You will see Martok now.”

“But I didn’t beat you.”

“Not all contests are about winning, Admiral,” Drang said, reaching into a pouch on his hip and pulling out a pair of glasses, which he inexplicably put on. He slipped an iPadd out of the pouch and read from it, carefully. “’Some of the battles we face are those inside us. Those that drive us farther and farther from ourselves. And what we find, is, we were fighting for something greater than we’d imagined all along. We were fighting for our self-worth.’”

“Let me guess…Kahless or someone like that,” Baxter rasped, still catching his breath.

“No, your own great leader, Jean-Luc Picard.”

“Of course,” Baxter muttered, rolling his eyes. “Jean-Luc.”

“You fought, and that was all that was necessary. You overcame great fear when you stepped into the pit.”

“I was pushed in.”

“Nevertheless,” Drang said, and removed his glasses, patting Baxter on the back. “I will bring you to Martok.”

“And what do you do around here, when you’re not…beating people up?” Baxter asked, as Drang opened the gate and they limped through into a tunnel.

“Public relations,” Drang said, patting Baxter on the back. “It is time now.”

He and Baxter walked for a time, in silence, as Baxter took in the fire-lit tunnel that must have run through the depths of stone and rock below the Imperial Retreat. Within the tunnel, statues of slain warriors and Klingon mummification glyphs and other relics abounded, as if this were a storage room for one who hoarded dead warriors.

Baxter was led from there up a spiraling stone staircase and into something of a throne room, adorned with animal skins, horns, and hunting trophies.

“My therapist would love this place,” Baxter told Drang.

“You’re working on self care,” Drang said. “That is most excellent.”

“You are a complex man, Drang. Nobody can put you in a box.”

“If they tried, I would murder them,” Drang said, as he turned toward the center of the throne room.

Kindar led Richards and his Klingon companions, along with Airyn, out of the shadows. They apparently took a somewhat easier route. “You have fought well,” Kindar said.

“I feel fantastic, too,” Baxter said, rubbing his arm. “Thanks for all the hospitality, really. Now, I’m done being beaten up, so if you could just…”

Two bear-strong hands grabbed Baxter by the shoulders, shook him wildly, and spun him about. He swallowed another rising gorge of vomit and gaped. “Who the fuck?”

“My boy, you have traveled far, and you will have the answers you seek!” Martok bellowed, and slapped him hard on the back, pulling him into a hug that nearly cracked his ribs. Pulling him in close, Martok whispered, blood wine on his breath, “Your father fought well. He died with honor. Once he was gone, I held his eyes open and howled at the heavens to announce his arrival at Sto’vo’kor.”

Baxter gently pulled himself out of the embrace. “That was nice of you. Look, I just want to know…”

“Blood wine!” Martok clapped his hands and Drang arrived with a fresh barrel, cracking it open and dishing out several mugs full of the frothy beverage.

“I’m driving,” Kurg said, holding up his hands and backing off.

“It gives me a headache,” Richards said. “So, Chancellor…”

“I am not a Chancellor anymore,” Martok said, grabbing a metal cup and taking a large gulp of wine. “And honorary titles bore me.” He glowered. “This retreat is…far too ornate for a common man such as myself. But alas, the people demand it.” His shoulders fell as he drank more blood wine. “The people demand much.”

Baxter took a cup of wine from Drang and sipped it gingerly. It made his toes vibrate briefly, but shortly after that he began to lose all feeling in his extremities, and given the damage Drang had done to those extremities, he was thankful for that. “So is it true you heard my father’s last words?”

Martok turned away for a moment, drinking solemnly. “It is so.”

“Fantastic,” Baxter said. “So…”

Martok looked up and pointed with his mug at the targ skin that hung on the wall, big melon head still attached. “That’s the beast that took down your father, by the way. An impressive specimen. Large, threatening, and vicious. It was an honor to slay it.”

Baxter looked up at the targ that killed Harlan Baxter and opened his mouth to say something, but words didn’t come.

Airyn stepped up next to him, filling in the silence. “We need to know what Admiral Baxter said to you.” She glanced back at Baxter, and to clarify, added, “I mean the dead one. It could be important.”

Martok turned, his one good eye trained on Baxter. “Your father, like many powerful men, held some dark secrets, didn’t he?”

Baxter was still gaping, and looked at Martok, confused. He was not ready for this conversation, and the words spoken around him seemed to dull, and fade in and out. “Huh? I guess…” Baxter finally said.

“Those of us who have tasted from the cup of victory carry much with us,” Martok said, striding away from Baxter, head low. “From this world, into the next. Heavy is the burden that rests on those who once knew glory.”

“This would be a great story for a new series,” Zelgar whispered to Richards.

“Not now!” Richards snapped, and stood up next to Baxter, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Andy, you don’t have to do this…”

“This is why I came all this way,” Baxter said, stepping forward, facing Martok. “Sir, we need to know what Harlan Baxter’s last words were.”

Martok faced Baxter, squinting at him, his jaw set, determined. “I don’t know about you, but I found most of what the man said unintelligible.”

Baxter swallowed. “It was the cigars. Some people had a tough time understanding him when he was smoking one.”

“Some?” Richards whispered.

Martok nodded. “I tried one. It was…pungent. The taste was abysmal. I retched. The foul thing almost brought me to my knees. It was spectacular.”

“I’ll get you a box,” Baxter said. “Now…please, Chancellor…”

Martok stepped just past Baxter, leaning next to him. He breathed softly, putting a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “His words were often garbled, but the last of his words were clear. I can hear them as clearly now as I did then. He said, ’tell my boy to go fishin.’” And with that, Martok turned, and marched out of the room. In the adjacent room, one could hear the smashing of furniture.

“This incident affected the former Chancellor greatly,” Kindar said. “He thought highly of Admiral Baxter.” Next door, Martok growled and smashed what sounded like an entire China set. “You should go.”

“’Go fishin’?” Baxter said to himself, looking around at the Klingons and others in the room. “Fishin’?”

“What does that mean?” Airyn asked, snatching up her iPadd and tapping away at it.

“It means we should be heading back to Earth,” Kurg said. “I can go ahead and warm up the raceabout.”

Richards gave Baxter’s shoulder a squeeze. “I’m sorry, Andy. I know it’s not what you wanted to hear.”

“Go fishin’,” Baxter said.

Kindar nodded at Drang, who led the way toward the tunnel out of the throne room. “Thank you for visiting Kronos, offworlders. And may your quest yield the results you’re looking for.”

“Go fishin’,” Baxter said, as Kurg led the way back to the Raceabout.



The ride back to Earth was uneventful. Airyn had locked herself in the aft cabin/conference room, poring over her research, trying to make sense of Harlan Baxter’s final statement.

Kurg kept his own counsel at the helm of the Bluestone, busying himself at the controls even though there wasn’t much to do but monitor their course.

Baxter, for his part, laid in one of the bunks, curtain drawn, and stared at the ceiling.

Go fishin.’

After some quick goodbyes, Richards had returned to his ship, which provided escort out of Klingon space.

Did Harlan want his son to spend more time outdoors? Did he want him to appreciate recreation? Learn to appreciate life on the open water?

It didn’t really matter. Whatever he said, there was nothing mysterious about it and certainly nothing that led the way to unlocking Maura Drake’s research.

The last words were both meaningless and comforting. They reminded Baxter of his youth, fishing with his father at their modest cabin on Portico, a quiet vacation world at the edge of Federation space. They were good memories, though Baxter had never quite known what to do with the hook, the rod, or the fish, for that matter.

It was just an excuse to spend time with his Father. And as his father was a rising captain, and soon admiral, that time was few and far between.

At the time of his untimely demise, Harlan knew Baxter had grown apart from Kelly. Stef had taken up a deep space assignment on a familiar vessel. Raymond was pursuing advanced coursework at the Vulcan Science Academy, and Kelly was putting the daily news into an entertaining context for billions of Federation citizens. And Baxter, for his part, had his office, his assignments, and his ever-shrinking portfolio of responsibility.

He was being put out to an early pasture, and even if he did retire, who would he spend his time with now?

Baxter resolved that Harlan was trying to tell him to enjoy his time on Earth, and appreciate family, so he resolved to do just that as soon as he landed back on Earth.

It all became quite clear to Baxter. He had set off to go on this grand adventure, to enlist his friends to help him get involved in a mystery that was less about saving the universe and more about saving himself. The answers were in front of him the whole time.

Baxter was about to get up and ask Kurg how much longer it was to Earth, when the Bluestone shook heavily, nearly rolling him out of his bunk.

Baxter opened the curtain and leaped out, holding himself steady as the Bluestone shook.

“What the hell is happening?” Airyn asked him, bringing up step behind him.

“Probably a gravitational anomaly or something,” Baxter said, ducking into the cockpit. “Kurg, report?”

Kurg stood facing him, flanked on either side by black-clad officers, phaser rifles held to his head.

“We’ve got company?” Kurg asked, shrugging, looking at the officers to his left and right.

“Admiral,” a voice asked from behind Baxter, and he turned to find Roddick waiting behind him. The Section Thirty-one operative looked a little older, but still had the same steel-eyed glare. The same calculation in his eyes. “I thought we had something of a mutual agreement about Doctor Drake’s research.’

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Baxter said.

“Section Thirty-One,” Airyn said. “Cool!” And then one of the officers pointed his phaser at her. “I was hoping we’d run into you guys.”

“Airyn, remind me to talk to you about your hobbies,” Baxter said through gritted teeth. “Roddick, what do you want?”

“The same thing I’ve wanted since day one,” Roddick said. “But I was content to let it rest. It was, after all, an impossible pursuit.”

“Still is,” Baxter said.

Roddick paced closer to Baxter. “Not from what I’ve heard.” He looked over at Airyn. “I’ve enjoyed following your research, El Aurian. Though I disagree with your premise. That Maura Drake hid some ‘missing link’ in her genetic research all those years ago, just waiting for some industrious madman to find it.’”

“Scientists are completists,” Airyn said defiantly. “People tend to be rather maniacal about their research, especially when they’ve discovered something so controversial and misunderstood.”

“Or insane,” Baxter said. “Let’s go with insane.”

“Maura Drake is quite insane,” Roddick said, continuing to pace the cabin. “Trust me. I spent years trying to get what I needed out of her. And she never gave me anything useful.”

Baxter pursed his lips. “Where is she now?”

“Not important,” Roddick shook his head. “She is a dead end.”

“So’s my father,” Baxter said. “He didn’t say anything at the end that would be useful to you.”

Roddick nodded. “That remains to be seen.” He turned away. “But either way, you’d be wise to drop this, as Ashley Donovan has already instructed you.”

“Ashley who?” Airyn asked. Kurg looked up also.

“I…had a conversation with a trusted friend,” Baxter said, turning to Roddick. “You know about Ashley. You haven’t…”

“Oh, we’ll talk eventually. But I’m not a bad man, Captain. You have always misunderstood me.”

Baxter folded his arms. “I’m fast growing tiresome of this, Roddick. Are you going to get to a point anytime soon?”

Roddick faced Baxter squarely. “I believe I’ve been quite clear. Stay out of our affairs.”

“You mean Maura Drake’s and my father’s affairs, don’t you?”

“Your father wanted to protect this research. Wanted to hide it. Well, there’s no better way to hide it than to leave well enough alone.” He stepped closer. “Section Thirty-one has labored for centuries to protect humanity from itself. To stop us from overstepping. From our reach exceeding our grasp. The work of Maura Drake and others threatens to destroy everything we’ve worked for. So you can imagine that someone digging around in this work, trying to dredge it back up, would make me quite nervous.”

“I’m no threat to you, Roddick,” Baxter said.

“We’ll see,” Roddick said, and nodded at his men. Him and the others disappeared in a wink of phased light.

Kurg looked up at Baxter. “What was that all about?”

“The Admiral is hiding some things from us,” Airyn said. “That’s what it means.”

Baxter moved back up to the navigation station and tapped in a course. “We’re going back to Earth.”

“Care to elaborate?” Airyn asked, leaning over his shoulder.

“We’re going home,” Baxter said. “Whatever his motivations, Roddick was right. If Maura Drake’s research was ever unearthed, it could destroy this quadrant. Maybe more.”

Airyn shook Baxter’s chair. “Which is why we need to find it. Isolate it!”

“Or run away from it,” Kurg suggested.

“I’m going to make a full report to Starfleet intelligence,” Baxter said, plunking at controls and leaning back in his seat. “That’s what I should have done to start with.”

Airyn blew her hair out of her face and flopped into the seat behind Baxter. “Starfleet Intelligence couldn’t find their heads if they were attached to their shoulders.”

“Um, they are,” Kurg said. He turned to Baxter. “If I may, Admiral, what are you going to do after you’ve made your report?”

Baxter looked down at his panel and sighed. “I’m going to do exactly what my Dad told me to do.”

“Fish?” Airyn asked, crinkling her nose.

“Yes. Because life is precious, and we shouldn’t worry about things that’ll never happen.”

Airyn turned to stare out the window. “Yeah, because that’s always worked out great.”



“Do you think you got through to him?”

“It is hard to tell. He has a thick head.”

“I always thought it was more of a big head, but I guess thick works too. The question is, are we able to put this ugliness to bed, once and for all?”

“Harlan Baxter’s last words were irrelevant. His son has gone back to Earth, and seems resigned that the words meant nothing.”

“But you don’t think they meant nothing?”

“That’s a larger question, best left to the professionals, Commander Donovan.”

“Well, I’m out at this point. I just wanted to make sure nothing bad happened to Andy. Don’t think this means we’re gonna work together again like nothing ever happened.”

“After all these years, Ashley, you still have a soft spot for him, don’t you?”

“Roddick, guys like you are just one of many reasons I left Thirty-One. You never gave a damn about personal attachments.”

“So you say,” Roddick said. “Well, suffice to say, Agent Donovan, you are missed.”

“Yeah. Have a good one.”

“Freeze holograms.”

Gul Liam Duvet of the Cardassian New Order sat back in his tall, leather-backed command chair and steepled his fingers, staring at the still holos of Roddick and Ashley Donovan, frozen in contempt for one another. “Now, we’re cooking.”

“You talking to me?” asked the slim Bajoran woman next to him on the bridge of the converted old Dominion warship, which Duvet had dubbed the Eligiar.

He swiveled ever so slightly. “Of course I’m talking to you. We have a monosyllabic Nausicaan at helm and a Yridian with a terrible skin in the engine room. And our Orion weapons officer hasn’t said a word since we left space dock.”

Major Renta Fays looked around. “It is a motley crew you’ve assembled, Duvet.”

“It’s a crew that understands the Cardassian thirst for conquest.” Duvet squeezed his hand into a fist. “Quenching that thirst is what matters most.”

“It’s not because the Cardassian New Order can’t find enough willing Cardassians to staff their fleet?”

“We can debate Cardassian politics at another time,” Duvet snapped. “Everything Cardassia has lost, we will regain.”

Renta folded her arms. “Don’t you guys say that every few years?”

“And we always regain it.”

“And then you lose it again.”

Duvet growled and slammed his fist down on the arm of his command chair. “Great sizzling taspars, why did I recruit you to my battle fleet?”

Renta circled behind Duvet’s chair, draping her hands behind her back. “I was in the right place at the right time.” She smiled. “And you needed someone with my killer instinct.”

Duvet bared his uneven teeth. “And I still do. Now…” he turned to the holo screen at the front of the bridge, which displayed holograms of Roddick and Ashley Donovan, frozen in conversation. “Now what of this intercept?”

“A quest for omnipotence?” Renta lauged. “Yes, sounds perfect for a disillusioned Cardassian.”

Duvet’s eyes widened. “I am disillusioned!”

“Have you read the reports from twenty years ago? It didn’t work. It backfired on Maura Drake, to the tune of her imprisonment in a medical facility, and later abduction by Section Thirty-One.”

“Section Thirty-One,” Duvet said, and stood, circling the two holographic figures on his bridge. “Now there is an elite, secret organization.”

“Cardassia had one of those way back, didn’t they?”

“And they will have it again!”

“Yes, yes,” Renta said. “So you really want to go after this prize?”

“By all means, yes,” Duvet said. “This technology…imagine it…omnipotent Cardassians as far as the eye can see…”

“My forebearers would be especially proud,” Renta muttered. “That said, if we share the technology, we could finally free the Bajorans of the imbecilic adulation they have for the Prophets.”

“See, there’s something in it for everyone,” Duvet said, clapping an enthusiastic hand on Renta’s shoulder. “Shall we?”

Renta nodded. “It won’t be easy. The Section Thirty-One vessel was phase-cloaked, just like us, when they approached the Raceabout.”

“Everyone has phase cloaks now,” Duvet muttered. “It’s not even special anymore.”

Renta turned to a console. “Fortunately for you, I developed some sophisticated tracking technology when I was with my extremist cell.”

“Yes, yes, I’m quite acquainted with your checkered past. Back to the matter at hand…”

Renta brought up a set of coordinates on the viewscreen. “They returned to phased space two minutes ago, here, in sector twenty-one twelve, three sectors away.” As she worked at her panel the screen showed the moving target as the Section 31 ship navigated phased space.

“Pursuit course, Mister Grox,” Duvet said, stepping forward as he approached the viewscreen. “Warp twelve.” He moved behind Renta as she worked at her panel.

“You’re sure you can disable them?”

“That’s what we’ve been preparing for,” snapped Renta. “You didn’t blow our windfall on this refurbished Dominion warship just to keep it in the hangar.”

“No, I didn’t,” Duvet said, and grew pensive. “This vessel will be the first of many that will return Cardassia to its glory.”

“Yeah, yeah, you keep saying,” Renta said. “Could you give me a second?”

Duvet nodded and strolled down to the conn. “Time to intercept?”

“Weapons range in six minutes,” said Grox.

Duvet brought his gloved hands together. “Excellent. Major Renta…”

Renta looked up from her console and nodded. “Weapons, prepare to punch through the shields with an anti-proton beam; get a transporter lock on mister Roddick and prepare to beam him aboard,” Renta said, moving from console to console making preparations.

“You’re worth the years I’ve spent trying to settle your spicy temper, Major,” Duvet said, striding forward on the bridge. “Now, we leap out, and claim our prize. Grox, match course and speed with them and position us right over their nacelles.”

“Must you be so dramatic?” Renta asked, stepping back up behind Duvet.

“The Federation,” Duvet said, putting his hands on his hips, as the Eligiar swooped over the sleek, battleship grey Starfleet vessel. “Who are they kidding?”

“With what?”

“With everything? Smug, self-serving…”

“Anti-proton beam is ready,” Yovern said from his aft station

“Alas,” Duvet clapped his hands together. “It’s time the Cardassians jumped from the frying pan and into the fire! By all means, begin!”

“We’re going to have to figure out a way to calm you down,” Renta said, and looked up on the screen as an anti-proton blast leapt out at the Starfleet ship, blowing it out of phased space, and in the process, blowing off one of its warp nacelles and sending it skidding out of warp.

“Take us out of warp, and follow them,” Duvet ordered.

“We are being hailed,” Glin Sohat said from the communications station.

“Oh, I bet we are,” Duvet said, and snapped a finger. “Let’s see them.”

A holographic version of Roddick appeared in front of Duvet, smoke swirling around him. “Cardassian vessel: you have taken hostile action inside Federation space. Stand down immediately and prepare to be boarded.”

Duvet stepped toward the hologram, stopping just short of Roddick, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “Let’s see. Ah, no, I don’t think so.”

Roddick narrowed his eyes. “Where did you get a Dominion warship?”

“They were on sale after the war with the Federation. You’d be surprised how many were left behind in our space.”

Roddick pursed his lips. “Well, you don’t know who you are dealing with, mister…”

“Duvet. Gul Duvet. Former Chief of Rebok Nor and the Griller of Gavardia.”

Renta shot him a look but he ignored it.

“Mister Duvet - we are a powerful adversary.” Roddick narrowed his eyes at the Cardassian. “And let me be frank for a moment. We are not Starfleet.”

“Oh, I know.”

“So you know we do not adhere to Starfleet norms and Federation values.”

Duvet yawned. “So?”

“So tread carefully, or you might find yourself…”

Duvet pointed back at Yovern. “Beam Mister Roddick aboard and then destroy that ship.”

Roddick opened his mouth to say something else, and then gaped as he suddenly stared to vanish in a swirl of golden sparkles.

His hologram then disappeared, and on the viewscreen, another antiproton blast seared out at the Thirty-One vessel, striking it amidships and blowing it up in a spectacular orb of bright light.

“Hm,” Renta said, as she watched the explosion, which didn’t even cause a tremor on the Eligiar, as it was still phase cloaked. “Satisfying.”

“You’ll find I’ve barely begun to satisfy my appetite,” Duvet said. “Get to work on Mister Roddick. Find out all that he knows.”

“And then?” Renta asked, heading for the aft exit.

Duvet smiled. “Then we become gods.”



TO BE CONTINUED…



Part Three - Gone Fishing



GULF OF MEXICO



Clad in khaki shorts and Starfleet red t-shirt, which read “Admirals Do it with Two Bars,” Andy Baxter kicked his feet up on the aft bulkhead of the mighty vessel, the fishing skiff Southwind, named as such after his father’s first command.

The Southwind, a no-frills, 10-meter fishing boat, was one of the few items he inherited when his Father passed. That and a few trunks of items from Starbase Two-thirty, his last posting, were the sum total of a man who was obsessed with living, not with personal belongings.

Baxter grabbed his rum and grapefruit and sipped. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of his iPadd, which blinked, a sign that he had new messages.

Baxter set his fishing rod down in its holder and eased over, grabbing the iPadd. “Hm let’s see here…” he paged through the messages.

Four messages from Kurg, with random office updates. Nothing important. Just Kurg going out of his way to remind him he still had a job, whether he liked it or not.

Twelve messages from Airyn over the last twelve hours, demanding that he see her again and discuss ‘matters of grave importance to the Federation.’”

“Fool me once,” he said, and downed the rest of his drink.

A message from Stef about her first starship posting. Baxter raised an eyebrow and grinned at that one. One from Raymond about his treatise on the Breen conflicts of the past decade.

And one message each from Browning, Richards, and Peterman, saying they were “just checking in” in three different ways.

Baxter gave a hearty belch as he thumbed through the padd, then, in a fit of pique, flung the padd out into the gulf.

“Time to really unplug,” he said to no one in particular, and leaned forward, reaching for his fishing rod.

Is this what Harlan wanted him to do? It would make sense. The elder Baxter had long believed in taking advantage of life’s simple pleasures. No one worked harder than him, but no one vacationed quite like him, either. Whether stationed on Breen or Pacifica, Earth or Portico. He always found time to fish, laugh, smoke, and play.

“I love you, Dad,” Baxter said, over the gentle roll of the Gulf under his boat. “It’s okay, you don’t have to say anything. Let’s just keep this whole ‘talking to myself’ thing between us.”

Eventually Baxter put the rod back on its holder and leaned back, pulling his Space Cowboys hat down over his eyes and leaning back, enjoying the warmth of the sun.

Until a slender shadow fell over him.

Baxter pulled the hat away and looked up: Ashley Donovan stood over him, hands on her hips. “We need to talk.”

“I think I’ve done enough talking,” Baxter said, pulling his hat back down.

“I warned you, and did you listen? Nope.” Donovan sat down on the bulkhead next to Baxter as the boat rock. “You know I get seasick, don’t you?”

“Then why’d you come out here?”

“Have a good chat with Roddick?” Donovan asked, her lips pursed.

Baxter peered out from under his hat. “What, do you guys compare notes after each time you drop in and try to spook me?”

“Roddick is gone,” Donovan said, and stood. “Poof!” she made an expansive gesture with her hands.

“Isn’t that what you Section Thirty-One people do? You’ve done it to me several times.”

“No,” Donovan said, looking out over the water. “This is a different kind of ‘poof.’ This one leaves wreckage.” She flipped a padd at Baxter. He lifted it up, looking over the report. “A Logan-class frigate destroyed with all hands. Looks like Dominion antiproton cannons.”

Baxter raised a finger, but Donovan cut him off. “Yeah, don’t get me started on why there was Dominion weaponry involved.” Donovan took a breath. “But it wasn’t destroyed with all hands. I can assure you, Roddick wasn’t aboard that ship when it exploded.”

“Then where is he?”

“Probably with whoever blew the ship up,” Donovan replied. “But that’s just speculation.”

“And as a member of Starfleet Intelligence, this is all information you’d be privy to,” Baxter said, sitting up and lifting his hat so he could see Donovan clearly.

“Oh, Starfleet Intelligence doesn’t know anything about this. Section Thirty-One covered up any sign that Roddick’s ship ever even existed.”

“They’re efficient, I’ll give them that.”

Donovan knelt by Baxter. “Section Thirty-One ships are difficult to track, to say the least. Whoever found Roddick is not going to stop there. Chances are they’ll eventually find their way to you.”

“Yeah, and I can tell them to go fishing, if that’s helpful.”

“You’re not following,” Donovan said. “Whoever destroyed Roddick’s ship has Roddick, and is going looking for this omnipotence thing you and your father won’t seem to shut up about!”

“Well, as so many people have told me, it’s a dead end.”

“Roddick didn’t think so.”

Baxter stood, facing Donovan. “Wait. Like five minutes ago, you were telling me to give up on this thing.”

“That’s before someone waltzed up and blew Roddick out of the stars! People are looking for this thing now, and right or wrong, they think it could work, and what’s worse, you’re caught right up in the middle of it!”

“You care about me,” Baxter said, clutching his heart.

Donovan gripped him by the neck and pushed him toward the edge of the boat, nearly pushing him overboard. “I care. About the universe.” She gritted her teeth. “And you should, too. So we need to go find whoever captured Roddick, and stop them from finding whatever it is your Father was hiding!”

“He wasn’t hiding anything,” Baxter gurgled.

“Then it’ll be a short mission.” Donovan let him go and turned around.

Baxter sighed, rubbing his throat. “You’re not going to give up on this one are you.”

Donovan’s only response was a steely glare.

“We’ll need a ship,” Baxter said.

“Shouldn’t be too difficult for a man of means such as yourself.”

“I don’t have the means I once had,” Baxter said. “I don’t exactly have a fleet at my disposal.”

Donovan turned toward him, hands on hips. “Well, what do you have?”

USS MAVERICK

NOVA-CLASS TRANSPORT



Captain Susan Madera strolled down the corridor, nodding at her officers as they passed by. The Maverick was on its way back from Galornden Core, and while the mission wasn’t successful (the Romulans were still assholes) she was comforted that ship and crew performed well, and had said so in her log.

Madera had only been Captain for two years, and in that time, the Maverick had developed a solid reputation, especially considering she wasn’t the strongest or fastest ship in the fleet, and her missions weren’t exactly choice by any standard. Madera was satisfied. Since her days as an ensign some thirty years ago, her friends had told her that she was crazy for picking the assignments she did. Backup helmsperson on the Explorer? Was that really a good choice? She played second harp on an unimpressive vessel, and then moved up the ranks to Lieutenant, becoming lieutenant commander and first officer in a scant seven years. A few years later, a transfer to the Aerostar-A. And then, after only a decade and a half, her own ship, once again under the purview of Admiral Baxter.

Each time, Madera had found a job she liked, crewmates she enjoyed, and a sense of comfort in the mundane and ordinary. Until things started blowing up. Which only served to keep life interesting, right?

But transfer to the Maverick had calmed things down quite a bit. A few angry diplomats from the Romulan Free State were about the most excitement she could get on her current posting, and she wasn’t exactly disappointed about that. Gave her time to focus on practicing with her harp, and other leisurely pursuits.

Speaking of which, Madera considered she might work on the new orchestral arrangements he’d received from her Tholian friend, R’mix, as soon as she’d changed clothes, showered, and settled in.

She didn’t even get to her door when her combadge chirped: “Bridge to Captain Madera.”

“Go ahead, Mister Brock.”

“We’ve got an incoming comm, priority, your eyes only, from Admiral Baxter; he’s aboard a raceabout approaching off our port bow.”

“I’ll take it in my cabin,” Madera sighed, and keyed her way inside. She slumped behind her desk and pushed a control. “Admiral, I’m not due back for another day…”

Baxter’s hologram appeared next to her desk. “Captain, sorry to bother you, uh…”

“Everything okay, Admiral?” Madera leaned forward. There was something in Baxter’s tone, or inflection, or…maybe it was that he was wearing khaki shorts and a red t-shirt.

“Not…exactly. Can we come aboard?”

“We?”

Baxter looked off to his left, then his right. “Yeah, I have a few people with me.”

“Oh, this should be fun,” Madera quipped. “Yeah, I’ll clear you to land in shuttlebay one. There isn’t a shuttlebay two, so, yeah…”



Baxter looked around the relatively cramped conference room at Madera and her First Officer, Commander Jameson Brock.

“So, I guess you’re wondering why we’re here,” Baxter said, leaning his elbows casually against the wood grain table.

“You could say that,” Madera said.

“I was content to stay behind in the office. I have a lot of messages to sort through,” Kurg muttered.

Madera looked from Baxter to Kurg, then turned to Donovan. “Why do you have a Section Thirty-one operative with you?’

Next to Baxter, Donovan pursed her lips. “I’ve been with Starfleet Intelligence for twenty years. I haven’t been working for Thirty-one for a while.”

“I guess that’s a relief. What about these two?” Madera gestured to Baxter’s traveling companions.

“Oh, how silly of me, I should have made some introductions,” Baxter said. “Captain Madera, one of my most trusted officers, who I’ve known since she was an ensign, and, uh, this is…” he gestured at Kurg. “My adjutant, Lieutenant Kurg. You can call him Eric.”

“Why don’t you let her make that choice?” Kurg asked, raising an eyebrow and turning in his seat.

“You know,” Baxter said, looking at Kurg fondly. “I’ve never had an adjutant before I was an Admiral, and now I couldn’t imagine living without him.”

Kurg sank a bit in his chair. “You could try.”

Baxter turned to the woman at his side. “And this is…Airyn Satine, better known as the El Aurian Historian. See what I did there?”

“Nobody calls me that,” Airyn said, smiling warmly. “Charmed, by the way. You’ve got a nice ship here.”

“It’s not nice,” Madera said. “Admiral, it would help to know just what in the two hecks you’re doing here.”

Baxter stood up and leaned on the conference table. “There’s a threat to our galaxy, greater than anything we’ve ever known.”

“Ooh, this is getting nostalgic,” Madera said, leaning forward. “Someone causing an infinite time loop? Parallel universes? Giant pleasure magnet?”

“You’ve had some weird adventures,” Brock said, folding his arms. “Sir, if you could…move the exposition forward?”

Baxter nodded. “Of course. So, as you know, my Father was killed by a wild targ.”

“Oh yes, sir, condolences,” Madera said, and slyly reached for a padd, tapping something on it. “Flowers,” she said, under her breath. “Knew I forgot something. Anyway, go on.”

“Well, remember that whole bit with Doctor Drake and her research?”

Madera nodded. “Vaguely.”

“Well, turns out Airyn here thinks that my Dad had access to the missing pieces of Drake’s research. The key to human omnipotence, as it were.”

“Oh, that,” Madera said, and looked nervously at Brock. “Yeah, that was…bad.”

“Universe almost exploded,” Donovan explained, folding her arms. “Yeah, bad.”

“And so we went to Kronos to figure out what my Dad’s last words were, because we thought there might be a clue in there.”

“Logical,” Madera said, casting her eyes sideways.

“And was there?” Brock asked. “A clue?”

“Oh, no,” Baxter said. “He just said I should go fishing.”

“Which is why you’re dressed like you’re on vacation,” Madera said.

“Exactly,” Baxter said, moving halfway down the conference table toward Madera and sitting on its edge. “So, anyway, long story short…”

“Too late,” Brock said.

“Roddick, remember that Section Thirty-one guy? Well, he was on the trail of this omnipotence thing, when some repurposed old Dominion warship blew his ship up and maybe grabbed him.”

“Definitely grabbed him,” Donovan said.

“So we need to find him,” Madera said. “And hope he leads us to this research?”

“And hope this refit Dominion ship doesn’t blow us up too,” Kurg said, turning to Baxter. “Don’t forget about that part.”

“How could I,” Madera said dryly. She looked at Brock. “Well, you’re my admiral. And I take that kind of thing seriously. She stood up and rested her hands on the conference table.”So where are we going?”

Brock cleared his throat. “Captain, can we talk about this? You know…somewhere they aren’t…at?”

“Nope,” Madera said. “Nope, I wish we could but…” she looked at Baxter, and then trailed off, as if trying to think of a way to finish that sentence. She turned on a heel. “Well, don’t just sit there. Let’s lay in a course.”

Kurg brought up the rear as the group filed out of the conference room. “A course to where? Do we know where we’re going?”

Airyn’s eyes were wide and she clapped her hands together, then put a hand on Kurg’s shoulder as they stepped out of the conference lounge. “The scene of the crime, Eric. The scene of the crime…”



THE ELEGIAR



“Great morning to you!” Gul Duvet announced, clapping his hands together and stepping into the interrogation chambers, a steaming cup of red leaf tea in hand. “It is a brisk day in space. Fine day for an interrogation.”

Major Renta Fays stood there with her hands clasped beside her back, next to the table on which Roddick was strapped. He was covered in bruises, no doubt from the ministrations of Major Renta.

“His pagh is strong,” she said, turning to Duvet. “But it won’t be for long.”

“Excellent.” Duvet sipped his tea and pulled up a stool next to Roddick. He sat and sipped his beverage, eying his prisoner for a long moment. “Has he told you anything useful?”

“No,” Renta said. “He hasn’t even given me his first name. But he will break.”

“It’s better if he breaks sooner than later. I suspect I’m not the only one looking for this fascinating technology.”

“What technology?” Roddick spat in Duvet’s face. “You’re on a wild sehlat chase, Duvet, and the sooner you figure that out, the better.”

“We’ll see about that soon enough,” Duvet said, wiping the spit off his face with the back of his hand. “But I have to say, your famous Terran charm leaves much to be desired.”

“I’ll get him to talk,” Renta said, cracking her knuckles.

“I’m taking over this interrogation,” Duvet snapped. “I’m a Cardassian. This is kind of our thing.”

“But…”

“The Griller of Gavardia will take it from here,” Duvet said firmly. “Return to the bridge and maintain our current course. Make sure our phase cloak is stable and we aren’t being followed.

“You Cardassians are all talk.” Renta sneered at Duvet and turned, filing out the door.

Once he was alone with his captive, Gul Duvet leaned forward. “Hungry?”

“No,” Roddick said, as the doors once again parted and two guards wheeled in a long table, setting it alongside Roddick’s.

“Bringing someone else in here?” Roddick asked, brow furrowed.

“No. I’m just preparing us a little lunch,” Duvet said, and stood, as another guard brought in several trays of food, cooking instruments, and tableware. “You like taspar eggs and Bringloidi ham?”

“I said I’m not hungry.:”

“Well wait until you smell what I’m dealing,” Duvet said, and nodded at one of the guards as they set up an ion grill on the table. Duvet reached for a nearby bowl of taspar eggs and began cracking them on the sizzling ionized surface. “Three eggs or four?”

“I don’t want any eggs,” Roddick shot back.

“Four eggs it is,” Duvet said, as he cracked a third egg on the griddle and as the taspar flesh began to sizzle and pop. “They do have a lovely smell, don’t they?”

“I’m more of a muffin guy,” Roddick admitted.

“Now the ham,” Duvet said, and used some tongs to drag a few pieces of ham onto the griddle. Now it was crackling and snapping as steam rose.

Roddick shook his head. “Look, Duvet, spare yourself some embarrassment and torture someone who might actually give you information. I’m not talking. I’m Section Thirty-one. We don’t break.”

“Oh, you’ll break like these four eggs,” Duvet said, dipping his spatula under the three eggs and sliding them onto a plate. He gestured at Roddick with the plate, putting it nearly right up against his nose. The steam from the eggs flowed into his nostrils.

“Three eggs,” Roddick said.

“Oh, I believe you’re quite mistaken, Mister Roddick,” Duvet said, his voice dripping. “There are four eggs here.”

“Oh, you’re not doing…” Roddick said. “For pete’s, ugh…I mean there are three eggs there.”

“There are four eggs. I know because I prepared them myself, Mister Roddick,” Duvet said, and flipped the scalding eggs over onto Roddick’s face, one over each eye, and another on his forehead, leaving deep, red burns. “Now tell me what you know of this Starfleet weapon and the scientist who created it!”

Roddick arched and twisted against his binds as the eggs seared his flesh. “ARGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”



The Maverick shot through space at maximum warp.

Back in his Admiral’s uniform, Baxter stood on her bridge, which was grey-blue, well carpeted, and functional, looking much like the ships of the era when he was captain. The bridges were larger now, more holographic panels, larger stations, more controls, brighter lighting. Fewer towel racks.

“Time to Zendab system?” he asked, turning to Madera.

Madera leaned forward in the command chair, then glanced at Brock.

Brock folded his arms. “Fifteen minutes. But I still think this is a bad idea.”

“Noted, Jameson,” Madera said, and looked to Baxter. “Any idea what we do when we get there?”

“We beam down to the station,” Baxter said. “And we check things out.”

“Beam down?” Brock asked. “That station has been off-limits to visitors for over twenty-years. Starfleet quarantined it after the whole Explorer incident.”

Madera steepled her fingers. “There are a lot of Explorer incidents. You’ll have to be more specific.”

Brock grimaced. “You know the one I’m talking about.”

“We won’t be there long,” Baxter said.

Madera swung back and forth nervously in her command chair. “To Brock’s point, why do we need to go down there? We have all the data from the Explorer’s visit…”

“And believe me, I’ve pored over it,” Airyn said, leaning over the tactical railing. “The Explorer must have missed something.”

“It’s altogether possible,” Donovan said.

“If we find the key to human omnipotence, can we go home?” Kurg asked, standing next to tactical. Then he muttered. “More like human incompetence, if you ask me.”

“We can go home,” Donovan responded, before Baxter could, “as soon as we destroy whatever it is.”

Madera arched an eyebrow. “And if we can’t destroy it?”

“Then there’s probably not going to be a home to go back to,” Donovan said.

Baxter watched the exchange and shook his head. “We’ll be fine. We always have been.”

“I don’t know if you’ve looked around,” Madera said. “But we don’t quite have the resources we once did.”

“We have enough,” Baxter said. “We have the wisdom of my father.”

“Did you download it before you left?” Airyn asked. “If so, that’s cool.”

“No,” Baxter said, tapping his head. “I have it right up here.”

“Approaching Zendab system,” Ensign Tark said from helm.

Madera stood up and walked up next to Baxter, addressing the Vulcan. “Take us out of warp and head for Zendab Five.” She looked to Brock. “Commander, form an away t–”

Baxter held up a hand. “No. You, me, Airyn, Kurg, and Donovan.”

“Oh, I’m good,” Kurg said.

Baxter glanced back at him. “You’re an attache. You should stay attached.”

“Why?” he said softly, his shoulders falling.

“So you can learn something,” Baxter said with a wry grin.

Madera leaned in close to Baxter. “Me, you, and Donvan I understand. Kurg, even. At least he’s Starfleet. But this El Aurian…how well do you know her, sir? She’s a civilian, and she’s…a little young for you, don’t you think?”

“First, I’m not dating Airyn, so get your mind out of the gutter,” Baxter said. “Second, her age is indeterminate!”

Airyn sidled up next to Madera. “I can be persistent.”

“I have no trouble believing that,” Madera sighed, and walked to the turbolifts. “All right, folks, on me. Brock, you have the bridge.”

“I’ll just file my objections while you’re over there,” Brock said.

Madera, Baxter, Kurg, Airyn, and Donovan filed into the turbolift. “Good idea,” she said, as the doors swung shut.



“Ding!”

“Your Kavarian cream cookies are ready, Mister Roddick,” Duvet said, slipping his potholders on and ducking beneath the table, emerging with a steaming tray of delicious oblong discs. “You’ll find they’re too hot to eat right now, though. Mind if I put them somewhere to let them cool…”

“No! No more hot food!” Roddick shouted as Duvet leaned over him with the tray.

Duvet knew he was getting somewhere when his subject screamed before he actually did anything, paralyzed with fear at the mere thought of another assault.

Duvet set the cookies aside on his cook table and then sat down next to Roddick. “You poor man, you’ve been through so much.”

Roddick stared into Duvet, his eyes going unfocused. “How many cookies are those…a dozen?”

“A baker’s dozen,” Duvet said, clicking his tongue. “I thought your people were precise.”

“It’s a dozen,” Roddick said, but Duvet could tell he now doubted himself.

“You were strong, but your brain is weakened,” Duvet said, touching Roddick’s forehead and leaning close to him. “You’re fully cooked.”

“So hot…turn off…the oven…” Roddick repeated, dazed.

“Now,” Duvet said. “You will give me the location of the weapon. And of…” he consulted his padd. “This Maura Drake.”



The last time Baxter had beamed down to the Zendab Five outpost, the place was a stale, disgusting, wreck.

If possible, it actually looked worse. The darkened control room was coated in dust and crawling with Zendabian spiders. A tree grew straight through the roof of the control room and revealed the green-grey sky outside. A swampy breeze blew in. Zendab wasn’t known as a vacation spot.

“This makes me actually miss Kronos,” Kurg said, looking around.

Airyn withdrew a tricorder and waved it around. “Your people didn’t stay here for long, according to your reports. They found what they were looking for in the backup computer core.”

“Those logs were classified,” Donovan said.

“Yeah, not very well,” Airyn said, and shouldered her way down the corridor. “I think the backup computer core is this way, no?”

“Annoyingly, she’s right,” Donovan huffed, withdrawing her phaser and pushing past.

Baxter gestured for Kurg to follow and headed down the companionway.

“You think Drake actually left behind something of value?” Madera looked around, waving her cufflink sized beacon on the sleeve of her uniform around, bathing the corridor in light.

Donovan shrugged. “Doubtful, but it’s our only lead.”

“And if that ship comes looking for us?” Baxter asked.

“We’ll probably all die,” Donvan said.

“Thanks, glad we could chat,” Baxter said, moving past Donovan as Airyn ducked past a fallen beam and into the backup computer core chamber.

“Wow!” Airyn exclaimed as she stepped into the room.

Baxter and Madera pushed in behind her. “What?”

“This room is filthy!” she looked around the dark and dusty space, hands on hips.

“Attention to detail must be important for historians,” Baxter said.

Donovan approached the computer core and attached her tricorder to it, staring at the slim palm-sized device as readings scrolled across. “Nothing new here.”

“It’s not going to be the computer core itself,” Airyn said. “Admiral Baxter would have left some kind of clue close by, though. He would have known we’d have come here.”

“Excuse me?” Baxter asked.

“Oh, sorry,” Airyn looked up. “The other Admiral Baxter. The dead one.”

Baxter opened his mouth to say something, but was interrupted as Airyn exclaimed.

“Got something!”

“Yeah, it’s dirty, we get it,” Kurg said.

Airyn sprung to her feet, a small nanolinear crisp in the palm of her hand. “It’s tiny, but it’s definitely…something.”

Donovan turned and looked at the crisp, scanning it with her tricorder. “That technology wasn’t in use when the Explorer visited here.”

“Damn right it wasn’t,” Airyn said proudly. “It’s got a biosignature on it…” she looked at Baxter. “One you’ll find familiar.”

Madera looked at Baxter as Donovan turned to him and handed him the crisp.

“It was Harlan’s,” Donovan said.

Baxter stared at the crisp in his hand.

“It’s a holographic file,” Airyn said. “We should plug it into the Maverick’s computer and see what’s on there!”

Madera stepped in front of Airyn, looking at Baxter. “WE won’t be doing anything, Ms. Satine. That message is for the Admiral.” She softened, putting a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “From the Admiral.” She looked at Baxter for guidance, but he just stared at the tiny data module. She slapped her combadge. “Madera to Maverick. We got what we came for. At least I’m pretty sure we did…”



Baxter stood in the cabin on the Maverick and turned the nanolinear crisp over and over in his hand. He had held it closely in his palm the whole way from the transporter chamber to his temporary quarters.

Donovan had ushered Kurg and Airyn, under Airyn’s objections, to the Maverick’s lounge, No Strings Attached. Madera, for her part, headed back to the bridge.

Baxter sighed as he slipped the crisp into the desktop terminal and stood back. “Computer, identify the program on this crisp.”

“The program originated from Admiral Harlan Baxter. It is a holographic message.”

“Can you play the message?’

Baxter steeled himself. “This message requires identify authentication, eyes of Admiral Andrew Baxter only,” he computer replied.

“Well, that’s me,” Baxter said, cracking his knuckles. “Computer, authenticate Admiral Andrew Baxter. Authorization Baxter Alpha Phi Alpha. Play the message.”

“Authenticity confirmed. Playing message,” the computer replied.

Baxter turned toward the holographic display as an image of his father sprung to life in front of him, cigar in his mouth.

“Srn, ths yr dd,” the image said.

Baxter eased back against the desk, looking on. “I know who you are.”

“Ths mprtant,” he said, and pulled the cigar out of his mouth. “More important than an aged mocambo.”

“That’s pretty important,” Baxter said, but could tell the hologram wasn’t responding to him. That would have been a little too much to hope for.

Harlan Baxter’s image paced the small projection area, looking at Baxter. “Spose you wanna know why you are here. Well, I imagine if you’re watchin’ this, I’m dead. So, that’s too bad, but it happens.”

Baxter bit his lip and watched the hologram intently.

“Anyways, I knew you’d come looking for this old research. You were always a curious boy. And I knew you’d figure out there were some loose ends.” The hologram lifted a replica of the crisp Airyn had discovered at the outpost. “I left this little guy in the first place I thought you might look–the Zendab system. Thought I owed it to you to give ya as much information as I could.”

Baxter breathed deep and watched Harlan Baxter speak.

“You know we had research. You know I’m not proud of what we did. It could cause a big ruckus. I didn’t mean for that to happen. Thought I was doing my duty. Protectin’ Starfleet secrets.”

Baxter shook his head. “Yeah, great job you did of that, Dad.”

“I wanted to eliminate the whole thing, so no one would ever come and find it and try and use it against us.” He chuckled. “Guess I did a bad job’a that, huh?”

“Dad…” Baxter took in a deep breath.

“You’ll find everything you need on Valtar Seven. Maura Drake is there, held by Section Thirty-one. They have her, and all the answers. Find her, find her data, destroy it, and try and get out in one piece, if ya can.” The holographic Harlan leveled a gaze at Baxter. “Do it for your old man.”

And with that, the hologram disappeared, and Baxter’s shoulders fell.

A few minutes later, Baxter punched a control on his desk. “Captain Madera, set a course for Valtar Seven. Maximum Warp.”



VALTAR SEVEN



The Elegiar came out of warp and Duvet approached the screen. “Here we are, at last,” he gasped, and pressed his hands together. “Mister Roddick was most accommodating, once I finished grilling him.”

“I call next,” Major Renta said, stepping up next to Duvet and looking at the viewscreen.

“Fine,” Duvet said. “By the way, his first name is Fred, if you’re interested.”

“I’m not.” Renta looked over her shoulder. “Glin Sohat, scan the planet.”

Sohat looked up from her readings. “There’s…nothing there.”

Duvet nodded. “Look harder. Interphasic scan.”

“Section Thirty-one is wily,” Renta said.

“Indeed.”

Sohat punched a few controls. “Reading a phased energy signature below the planet’s surface.”

“Of course you are,” Duvet said, turning toward his command chair and stepping up on his dais. “Now then, I want you to lock on to the source of that interphasic signal.”

“That will take a minute,” Sohat said.

“Take your time,” Renta said. “We’re in no hurry.”

Duvet put his hands on his hips. “Speak for yourself.”

Sohat looked up. “The interphasic signal is coming from a power station buried two hundred kilometers south of the planet’s equator, beneath the floor of its largest and deepest ocean.”

“Sounds about right. That power source must be masking the rest of the outpost. Bring us within weapons range and prepare to destroy that power source. Neutron torpedoes.”

“Arming neutron torpedoes,” Yovern said, studying his station.

“This will no doubt arouse a response from Section Thirty-one,” Renta said, turning toward Duvet. “Are we prepared for that?”

“We will not be here long,” Duvet said, and turned toward the screen. “Well?”

“Torpedoes ready,” Yovern said. “Locked in on the power source.”

Duvet sneered. “Fire!”

The Elegiar angled toward the planet and unleashed two neutron torpedoes, which drilled through the ocean, and into the planet’s crust, causing a huge explosion and sending a fountain of water into the sky.

Duvet watched on the viewscreen. “Captivating. Now…about that Section Thirty-one fortress.”

Renta looked at her screens. “This must be a mistake.” She turned to another panel and brought up scan after scan. She looked up at Duvet. “Nothing. Just a power source. The planet is a barren rock.”

“You’ve scanned every inch of phase space?” Duvet asked, approaching the console and resting his hands on it.

“Do I look like a dumbass?” Renta shot back.

“No need to make this personal,” Duvet said. “I don’t get it. I thought my interrogation was well done. He told me all he knew.”

“Two possibilities,” Renta said. “He fooled you, or as far as he knew, this is where they were holding Drake.”

“Either of those possibilities infuriate me,” Duvet growled.

Renta folded her arms. “Well, given this new development, I say we rob that Orion munitions dump like I was suggesting. Much less trouble than this whole omnipotence thing, and I’ve always wanted to trade blows with the Orion Syndicate.”

“NO!” Duvet snapped. “We will have the secret to omnipotence!”

“Ho boy,” Renta sighed, as Grox’s panel chimed.

Grox turned around. “Gul Duvet, new contact bearing zero-one-five mark three-two zero.”

Duvet looked up. “On screen!”

On the screen, a silver ship with swung-back nacelles shot out of warp and angled into the system gracefully.

“Federation starship. Nova class,” Renta said. “Not much of a threat.”

Duvet rubbed his chin. “What are they doing here?”

“Undoubtedly, they’re trying to get to Doctor Drake, just like we are,” Renta said. “Must be a slew of bad information out there.”

“Indeed,” Duvet said. “One wonders if we should introduce ourselves.”

“I fail to see what good that would do,” Renta said.

“Then you have a limited imagination.” Duvet got up and walked toward the viewscreen as he watched the starship take up orbit of Valtar Seven.



Baxter stumbled out onto the bridge, breathless. “I got here as fast as I could.”

“Fat lot of good it did,” Donovan said, pointing to the viewscreen. “What do you think you’d find here anyway? Another secret lab?”

“Section Thirty-One is holding Maura Drake here,” Baxter said. “Or at least that’s what my Dad’s recording said.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Donovan said, stepping up next to Baxter. “Thirty-One doesn’t even have a base in this system.”

“You haven’t been part of Thirty-One for twenty years,” Baxter said. “They could have built a few new bases since then.”

“I feel like I would have known,” Donovan rubbed her chin. “Something about this doesn’t add up.”

“Well don’t hold us in suspense,” Madera said, turning toward tactical. “Surface readings?”

“Massive neutron torpedo impacts on the surface,” Brock said, looking up from tactical. “But no sign of any outpost. Even if they’d destroyed it, there would be wreckage.”

Madera caught Baxter’s eye as he stepped toward the front of the bridge. “Someone got here before we did.”

“I can see that,” Baxter said. “Do we know who?”

“Looks like a cloaked Dominion battlecruiser based on the phase match,” Donovan said, pushing Brock aside and looking over the scans. “The weapons signature matches the ship that attacked Roddick’s vessel. Definitely a few armament upgrades.”

“Fantastic,” Baxter said. “Are they still in the system?”

Donovan looked over the scans. “No earthly idea, but I hope not. Based on what they’re packing, they’d make short work of us.”

Madera stepped up next to Baxter. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

“No kidding,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin. “Why would my Dad send me here if this wasn’t where they were keeping Doctor Drake?”

Airyn crossed the bridge and stood next to Baxter. “You think I could have a look at that chip?”

Baxter stared at the viewscreen, dumbfounded, and handed the nanolinear crisp over to Airyn. “Yeah, sure.”

“Recommend we get out of here,” Brock said.

“Admiral…” Madera looked at Baxter.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Let’s go.”

Madera nodded and moved toward the helm. “Conn, lay in a course out of this system, maximum…”

“New contact decloaking astern!” Brock called out.

Baxter and Madera turned to the screen just in time to see a Dominion warship reveal itself with a space-bending shimmer.

“Red alert!” Madera called over her shoulder, balling her fists. “Shields and weapons hot!”

Baxter turned to Airyn. “Sit down,” he whispered.

Airyn pushed her way between Baxter and Madera. “Why?”

“Because you’re not gonna like what happens next.”

“Incoming!” Brock shouted.

“Helm, hard to port!” Madera ordered, grabbing the conn seat.

The warship launched twin neutron torpedoes at the Maverick, glancing amidships as Ensign Tark spun the vessel about.

The deck reeled, pitching and knocking Airyn and Baxter to the deck. Baxter grabbed Airyn by the arm holding her up. “Instinct kicks in after a while,” he said wryly. “Damage report?”

Donovan swung behind the engineering console. “Shields down to twenty percent.”

“Return fire! Helm, escape course!” Madera stalked back to the command chair as another blast rocked the Maverick.

Baxter dragged Airyn over to the command chair and pushed her into a seat. He looked up at Brock. “They didn’t have the decency to chat with us first?”

“I’m hailing, but not getting any response,” Brock said, managing a few potshots with the Maverick’s quantum torpedoes. “Returning fire. Glancing blows. Their shields are down to seventy percent.”

“We’ll have to do better than that,” Madera said, tugging her uniform down. “Damage report?”

Donovan gripped the engine console as she watched the Dominion cruiser give chase on the screen. “Shields are gone. The last shot buckled the hull on decks four, nine, and thirteen. Damage control teams responding.”

“Mister Tark, warp speed,” Madera said, looking at Baxter.

Tark looked over his panel. “Warp engines not responding.”

“Welp,” Madera gripped the arms of her command chair as another blast rocked the Maverick. Sparks rained as an aft station exploded, sending a crewmember flailing to the deck.

Donovan ducked as a beam slashed in front of her. “Impacts on saucer section. Massive hull decompressions. Power conduits compromised on several decks, rerouting…” Donovan looked at Baxter. “Well, Admiral, got any bright ideas?”

Baxter looked at the screen. “Open a channel, broad band.”

Brock nodded. “Go.”

“To the enemy vessel currently blowing the crap out of this, this is Starfleet Admiral Andy Baxter: You are here for the same reason we are. To find the secrets of Maura Drake and the Zendab Science Station. Destroying us won’t get you what you want. It won’t get you the secrets you’re looking for. But my father guarded those secrets for five decades, and if anyone knows where to find them, it’s me.”

“Andy, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Donovan asked, looking up from her console as lights flickered throughout the bridge and another blast rocked the ship.

“Engines gone,” Donovan said, punching her panel. “We’re adrift and they’re right on top of us. They have us and they know it.”

“No response,” Brock said. “Another shot will finish us…”

“Prepare to sound general evacuation,” Madera said, pushing out of her chair.

“Keep the channel open,” Baxter said. “Enemy vessel: our shields are down. Beam me aboard. And I’ll give you what you want.”

“Admiral,” Madera said, marching toward him. “Wait just one…”

Suddenly the attack just seemed to stop. Baxter turned toward Donovan and grinned. “Guess I learned a thing or two from my Dad, after all.”

A wisp of golden light appeared around Baxter, about to beam him away.

“No you don’t!” Airyn cried out, and leapt at Baxter, wrapping her arms around him. Baxter looked shocked, and they both disappeared in a cascade of withering light.

Madera swallowed and looked at the viewscreen. “Can we get him back?”

“We don’t have transporters,” Brock said. He looked at his panel. “Or, life support, if you’re interested.”

Donovan marched toward the viewscreen, stood next to Madera. “Captain, you can’t just let them…”

“Not seeing any alternatives right now, Commander,” Madera said, folding her arms. She breathed in deep. “Let’s just hope they decide not to finish us off…”

Donovan and the bridge crew stood and waited as the Dominion cruiser turned on the crackling viewscreen and leapt into warp.

“Guess we got lucky,” Brock muttered.

“Hardly,” Madera said. “Get down to the engine room, commander, and get life support back. Mister Tark, sound a general distress call. Let Starfleet know we…we’re minus an Admiral.”

Donovan stared at the empty space on the screen. “Well. Fuck.”



“You’ve got to give me more than that,” Kelly Peterman said, pulling on her muted navy jacket, the one she used for the serious news reports, as her assistant, Meklor the Formidable, trotted behind her putting the finishing touches on her hair, his six arms jostling around her.

“I don’t have any more,” Rachel, her producer, said, holding in iPadd. “Just an attack on a Starfleet vessel in one of the outer systems. More coming in.”

“Why do I always get the tough assignments,” Peterman quipped, snatching the iPadd and sliding behind her desk as the holocameras swung into place. “Get me as much as you can from Starfleet Intelligence.”

“They’re being tight-lipped,” Rachel said, as Meklor finished the last few touches on her hair.

“Imagine that,” she sighed.

“You’re on in three, two…” Rachel said, and mouthed the last number, stepping away.

Peterman levelly addressed the holocams. “Good evening. We interrupt this regular holocast of Chef Baughb’s Kitchen Miracles to bring you a special report.” She looked down at the iPadd. “According to reports just coming in, a Starfleet vessel was attacked by an unknown ship in the Valtar Systerm, near the edge of Federation space. Now, the identity of the ship is as yet…wait, I have more coming in.” She looked down at the iPadd. “Yes, the ship is the USS Maverick, and it is currently believed to be dead in space and…” she read further silently. Rachel gestured wildly at her, pointing at the holocams.

Peterman looked up from the iPadd. “Back after this,” she said, and pushed out of her chair, running out of the studio.



“I’m afraid the Admiral is tied up at the moment.”

Her nameplate read “Serena,” and she was impossibly young. Which only served to agitate Kelly Peterman further.

Peterman glowered at the youthful adjutant. “You tell him Kelly Peterman is waiting for him.”

“Oh, he knows who you are,” Serena replied. “And so do I. I’ve been reading your books since I was a kid. I LOVED ‘A Case of the Blues: Smart Strategies for Counseling Andorians.’”

Peterman leaned over the desk and smiled politely at the Ensign. “I’m not sure you understand me. I want to speak to the Admiral, right the hell now.”

Serena leaned back a little. “I’m sorry, but he’s a busy man. He’s also quite influential, so lots of people want to see him.”

“Ugh,” Peterman narrowed her eyes. “He makes you say that, doesn’t he?”

“Yes,” Serena whispered.

“I’ve got friends in Starfleet. I can get you a transfer. I know this must be awful.”

“I don’t…”

“How much coffee do you make a day? He makes you brew it, doesn’t he? And I’m sure he’s ever so thankful when you bring it in.”

“You can really get me a transfer?” Serena bit her lip thoughtfully.

“I can find you a place where people treat you like you matter, yeah,” Peterman said. “Just get me in there.”



“…well, let me know if anything changes,” Admiral David Conway said, and tapped a control on his desk, spinning in his chair as he heard the office door whisk open. “Serena, that’s all the appointments for today, I…”

“YOU!” Peterman stalked over to his desk and leaned over it, grabbing him by his tunic and pulling him across the desk.

“You’re not Serena,” Conway said flatly.

“I gave her the rest of the day off,” Peterman snapped. “She’ll be working for Doctor Sefelt at Starfleet Psychology starting tomorrow.”

“And who the hell do you think you are waltzing in and…” Conway pushed Peterman away and backed up against his book shelf, which was adorned with coffee mugs.

“Andy has been kidnapped.”

“Yeah, tell me something I don’t know,” Conway muttered, folding his arms. “What do you expect me to do about it?”

“Send a ship to save him,” Peterman fumed. “You even know why he was kidnapped? Do you care?”

“I’ve got a vague idea,” Conway said, turning toward his window overlooking San Francisco Bay.

“He’s trying to find out his Father’s last words, his wishes for him…the secrets of which could destroy the quadrant as we know it. Maybe the whole galaxy!”

“Oh, please,” Conway said. “He went off half-cocked, like he always does, and needs someone to rescue him. That’s not my job anymore.”

Peterman balled her fists and made her way around the desk to stand toe to toe with Conway. “Oh no? How about when he saved your ass in the Delta Quadrant?”

Conway swallowed. “That was a team effort.”

“He needs you. After all he did for the Explorer project…”

Conway backed away, pacing around the desk to put some distance between him and Peterman. “You know what I like about serving in Starfleet? The relationships. The friendships you make over the years.”

“What are you going on about?”

“I just love the people. You get to know them, they get to know you, and you create such lasting bonds. Those friendships really do stand the test of time.”

“Oh, I can’t believe this.” Peterman scrubbed a hand over her face.

“Harlan Baxter dies and I don’t get an invite to the service!” Conway snapped.

“You WHAT? You’re mad because we didn’t invite you to Harlan’s service?”

“Everyone who was anyone was there. Picard, Nechayev, Jellico, Harkleflap! Massive networking opportunity!”

Peterman put her hands up. “This is a lot, even for you, Admiral!”

“No, don’t make me out to be the petty one, Peterman,” Conway said. “I tried to stay friends with everyone. But do you reach out to me? Do you ask to see how I’m doing? The toll that four divorces takes on a man?”

Peterman pursed her lips. “I’m sure you’re going through a lot…but…”

“A lot, nothing. And when I finally got the promotion I’d been waiting for, could you all even be the least bit happy for me?”

“You stole the Explorer Project out from under Andy, and you wanted us to congratulate you?’

“He gave it up!” Conway through up his hands. “He’s been slacking for years, and it finally caught up to him. You can’t blame me for capitalizing on it.”

“You stubborn, asinine, petty, piece of Kavarian cow manure!” Peterman snapped. “Lives are at stake, and you make this about your wounded pride.”

Conway gestured for the door. “It’s so nice to know you care,” he said with a police smile. “And it’s been great catching up. Tell your friends I said hello.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

The doors to Conway’s office swung open again, and two gold-uniformed security officers appeared.

“Fellas, please escort Ms. Peterman out of the building.” He smirked at her. “She’s very important, so please show her every courtesy.”

“I thought you’d have grown up a little over the years, Conway,” Peterman muttered. “But you haven’t. You’re actually worse.”

“Thanks,” Conway said. “And…by the way, I love your show.”

“ARGH!” she muttered as the officers gently took her by the arms and pulled her out.

Conway waved Peterman goodbye, and as the doors closed, he sunk into his chair, turning to the padds full of Explorer Project business. He gave a glance at the doors and shook his head, returning to his work.



“Admiral Andrew Jackson Baxter,” Gul Duvet said, draping his hands behind his back and circling Baxter as he and Airyn Satine stood inside a confinement beam at the center of a room. “Named for one of Earth’s most distinguished and famous rulers, if I recall correctly.”

“Not exactly,” Airyn said. “Actually, he was kind of a…”

“Your knowledge of Earth history is impressive,” Baxter cut her off. “But we’re not here to talk about history, are we?”

“Oh, on the contrary, Admiral, we’re absolutely here to talk about history,” Duvet said, clapping his gloved hands together. “MAKING history. For Cardassia.”

“With a low-level admiral and an El Aurian historian?” Airyn asked. “You’ve clearly misjudged your targets.”

“You’re not helping,” Baxter said. “Let me handle this.”

Airyn put her hands up. “Oh, please, do handle it. Do you know how to escape from class nine confinement beams?”

“No. Only classes one through eight, unfortunately,” Baxter huffed.

“Are you finished with the prisoners? Helm wants a course,” Renta said, strolling into the interrogation chamber.

“We’re still working,” Duvet said, his eyes leveled on Baxter. “Admiral, my second-in-command, Major Renta Fays of the Bajoran Retaliation Force.”

Airyn tugged on Baxter’s sleeve. “Bajoran extremists. They’re ruthless.”

“Well, screw you too,” Renta snapped at her.

“Great,” Baxter said, still looking at Duvet. “What do you think we’re going to do for you?”

“You’re going to tell me what I want to know. Where Harlan Baxter hid the research into omnipotence.”

“Harlan Baxter? Never heard of him.”

Duvet stepped closer to the beam, quite close to Baxter’s face. “That’s no way to talk about your father, Admiral. You do know him. And quite well.”

“Can we hurry this along?” Renta asked, stepping up next to Duvet. “We just attacked a Federation starship. So now not only is Section Thirty-One after us, but Starfleet will be, too.”

“We haven’t heard anything from Section Thirty-One,” Duvet snapped. “Suggesting that they’re giving us a wide berth.”

“Is that what that suggests?” Airyn mused.

“And Starfleet can do their worst. I’m not concerned,” Duvet said. He returned his gaze to Baxter. “What I am most concerned with is the location of the research of Doctor Maura Drake.”

“Well, you just answered your own question,” Baxter said with a shrug. “It’s with Doctor Maura Drake.”

Duvet pursed his lips and looked at Renta, then back to Baxter. “She was supposed to be on Valtar Seven. She wasn’t.”

“So you’re just going to give up?” Baxter asked. “What a loser.”

Duvet ground his teeth. “You cannot provoke me that easily. I have ways of getting the answers from you. I’ve cracked tougher nuts, and used them as exquisite garnish!”

“What?” Baxter blinked. “Look, I’m as mystified as you, Duvet,” Baxter said. “Why do you think I risked life and limb going to Valtar? I thought I’d find the answers there, too. We were both made fools of.”

“Had fools made of us,” Airyn corrected, earning a glare from Baxter.

“If that’s true, then by whom?” Duvet rubbed his chin. “Because whoever misled us most certainly has the real key to the research, and simply tried to throw us off the trail.”

“Enough talk!” Renta snapped from behind Duvet. “Let’s blow something up.”

Duvet looked at Baxter. “Oh, we will. But first we will find out what Admiral Baxter knows. And what he’s hiding. Prepare the interrogation kitchen.” And with that, Duvet and Renta left.

Airyn looked at Baxter. “You’ve got a plan for getting us out of this, I assume?”

“Nope,” Baxter said, staring at the door to the brig. “I’m fresh out of plans.”

“Did he say ‘interrogation kitchen?’”

Baxter swallowed. “Yup.”



Admiral Conway strode along the path to his Starfleet Command adjacent apartment and mounted the steps to his command-level suite. His travel mug brimmed with steaming French roast and he sipped at it gingerly as he approached his door.

Janice Browning stood in front of the door.

“Admiral,” she said. “How’s the coffee?”

Conway glared at her. “It’s fine.”

“Sisko’s French Quarter Roast, if I’m not mistaken.”

“What of it?”

Browning stepped closer to Conway, reaching in the satchel that hung at her hip and pulling out a canister and handing it to Conway. “Got you a fresh supply here. You know…friends help each other out. In this case, I know that’s one of your favorite coffee blends. So rich and flavorful.”

“Yeah,” Conway said, inspecting the cannister with raised eyebrow. “So why are you here?”

Browning pursed her lips. “You know why.”

“Are you going to climb across my desk and come at me like Kelly did?” He sniffed. “Unprofessional.”

“No, I’m not going to do that,” Browning said, looking squarely in Conway’s eyes. “I’m going to remind you who your friends really are.”

“Please. You all aren’t my friends. Haven’t been for a long time. If ever.”

“Not the others. You and I.”

“Yeah, we talk all the time.” Conway pushed past Browning and keyed his way into his suite.

Browning followed him in, looking around. She hovered by the entry way, her eyes scanning the room. “We went through a lot together. Relationship mistakes…yours, mine…” she swallowed. “Ours.”

“Drama,” Conway said. “Nothing but drama.” He knelt down to pet Bucky, his Welsh corgi, who toddled out to meet him. Bucky was twenty-three years old, and while he had definitely lost a step or two, and had one or two organs replaced, he was still there lapping at Conway’s cheek every time he came home. “You want to see a friend? Right here, this guy. Bucky. He has never let me down. Never turned his back on me. Him, I can believe in. You, the others…you’ve forgotten about me. And I’m done with the whole lot of you.”

“You’re mad at us, because we’ve all drifted apart. And you’re so mad you’ll risk Andy’s life?”

“Andy has been in a downward spiral for months. It was only a matter of time until it caught up with him.” He shrugged. “He can find his own way out.”

Browning nodded. “And I can’t change your mind?”

Conway turned on Browning and stared out his picture window of the San Francisco Bay. “Nope.”

Browning nodded and moved to the door. “Well, then I guess that’s that.”

Conway stared at her. “You’re not going to try to convince me?”

Brown shrugged. “Would it do any good?”

Conway folded his arms. “Nope.”

“Enjoy your coffee,” Browning said, and drifted toward the door. “A gift from a friend.”

“No strings attached. Yeah right.”

“Yeah,” Browning smiled at him, and slipped out the door. “Right.”



“I can’t believe you went to see him,” Peterman said, jogging to catch up with Browning as they crossed the Starfleet Command presidio.

“You went to see him too,” Browning said.

“Slow down!” Peterman said, chasing Brown over a hill and around a garden of freshly planted petunias. “Why do you have to insist on jogging every day!”

“You could always go with me.”

“Maybe later?” she snapped. “Now, what did Conway tell you?”

Browning sighed. “Nothing helpful.”

“I knew it. Wasted your time.”

“Not exactly,” Browning said, and reached in the satchel that hung at her side. “You’ve got to know how to deal with him. Yelling at him isn’t going to get anything done.”

“So you were nice to him and it still got you nowhere!”

“Wrong again,” she said, and pulled an iPadd out of the satchel, tossing it to Peterman.

Peterman juggled the padd and flipped it over in her hand. “What the hell is this?”

“Coordinates for all of the Explorer Project ships in the quadrant. He’s ordered them on silent running. So no one could do what we’re trying to do right now.”

Peterman scanned the information. “That asshole.” She stopped, prompting Browning to stop and turn around several steps away. “So what good does this do us? They’re on silent running. Our personal comm units aren’t going to be able to reach them.”

“Yeah, but you forget, we have connections,” Browning said, and took off across the grassy quad. “C’mon!”
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“You want me to what?” Commodore Anna Kimmel stared across her desk at Peterman and Browning.

“Do what you do best,” Peterman said. “Contact one of our ships and give them some helpful expository information.”

Kimmel shifted across her desk, leaning on it and looking from Browning to Peterman. “And who’s idea was it to bring me into this?”

“Mine,” Browning said. “Anna, Andy’s in trouble. We thought you’d want to help.”

“I get it,” Kimmel said, and rubbed her temples, leaning forward. “I really do. I lost a father too, you know.”

“Yes, our condolences, um, on that…” Browning said, leaning forward and touching Kimmel’s hand.

Kimmel sighed looking from Peterman to Browning. “You realize this violates about a dozen regulations. Could get me Court Martialed. Conway is a superior officer. He’s ordered his fleet to silent running. For someone in my position to provide alternate mission briefings to a vessel running silent…why, it’s against everything my predecessor held dear…” she looked up at a watercolor painting of Admiral Kathryn Janeway, standing atop a mountain, hands on hips, giving crucial mission instructions to a Captain on a comm screen. “It’s bad exposition.”

Peterman pushed back from the chair. “C’mon, let’s get out of here, Janice.”

“Stop,” Kimmel said. “I have just one question for you.” She leveled her gaze at Peterman.

“What?”

Kimmel’s eyebrow darted up. “Which ship should I contact?”

Browning and Peterman looked at each other.

“You know which one,” Peterman said, a slow smile spreading across her face.



TO BE CONTINUED…
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“Captain’s log,” Andy Baxter began, hanging upside down, shirtless, in the interrogation chamber aboard the Cardassian New Order warship Eligiar. “Stardate…unknown. I’ve been hanging here for a few hours now, and I am doing this to keep myself from losing consciousness. Or going insane.

“Oh, where to begin? Well, I had drinks with an El Aurian woman one day, which led me to try to find out the last words of my Father. Which led me to Kronos, and eventually resulted in a pitched firefight with a Cardassian warship, and to me hanging here, upside down, with all of my blood currently pooling at the top of my skull. So there’s that.

“Everyone wants to know the secret to omnipotence. But I wanna know what exactly is so great about being omnipotent that we have to go through this much trouble? I’m a little pissed at my Dad right now, if I’m being honest. He left behind a sweet fishing boat, loafers that don’t fit my feet, and a massive secret that multiple galactic aggressors are ready to kill for. So that’s what I’m working on right now.”

Baxter sighed. “Nobody seems to know where this secret final ingredient to human omnipotence is, but they all think I’m the key. At least I have that going for me. And now I am being tortured by a Cardassian ex-chef. So I guess that’s it for this log. I’m gonna pass out now.”

Airyn Satine sat, staring at the wall, elbows resting on her knees, as Baxter reeled off his imaginary log.

Still clinging to consciousness, Baxter turned to Airyn. “You know I have a question for you.”

“I’m listening,” Airyn said distantly.

“Why don’t you wear cool hats?”

Airyn blinked. “What?”

“Well, I thought most El Aurians had a kind of flair for style. You know, big, wide hats, snazzy suits. You’re just rocking a sporty jumpsuit.”

Airyn looked down at her simple, purple jumpsuit, and shrugged. “We all don’t wear the big hats. Though, if you bothered to look into El Aurian culture, you’d find there’s a lot more to us than big hats and…”

“Thanks, I get it,” Baxter said, as his eyes rolled back up into his head.

At this point, the blood rushing to Baxter’s head was making him severely dizzy. He’d barely noticed that the doors had swished open. A guard rolled a new occupant into the cell. He wore the trademark black leather of section 31. His eyes were dim, opening and closing, and he was yammering incoherently.

“Yamok sauce is the yellow one, not the brown one. Stop trying to confuse me,” he muttered, curling into a ball in the corner of the cell.

Airyn’s head turned suddenly. “Admiral, we’ve got company…”

“Don’t speak to me of sauces!” Duvet marched in, hands on hips.

Baxter looked from Duvet to their new guest. “Roddick!”

Roddick rolled over and glowered at Baxter. “Don’t…eat…the…roast…duck…” he implored him, and then fell over

Baxter sighed as he dangled. “Good lord, what did they do to you?”

“You. This is all your fault.” Roddick tried to push himself up to standing but collapsed to the deck instead.

“Admiral,” Duvet said, turning his head slightly to look at Baxter, as if the matter with Roddick was of no further consequence. “How are the accommodations? Can I get you a menu? Something to drink?” He blinked. “Sorry, old habits.”

“I have a few suggestions,” Baxter muttered.

Duvet pulled up a chair and sank into it, facing Baxter. “We’ll put those aside for now, Admiral. Because I have a few questions for you. And because I’m the host and you’re the patron, I get to go first.”

“Sure,” Baxter managed. “What did you do to Roddick?”

“I SAID ME FIRST!” Duvet snarled between clenched teeth, then pursed his lips. He leaned in. “I believe we’ve both realized that the breadcrumbs leading us to Valtar were but a red herring. A ruse by Section 31, perhaps, meant to throw us off?” He glanced over at Roddick.

Roddick just glared at him.

Duvet turned back to Baxter, pursing his lips. “Tell me where Maura Drake is being held.”

Baxter smirked. “In your butt?”

Duvet smiled, but ignored Baxter’s response. “Do you know the secrets of her research?”

“Duvet got the genetic sequences from the Explorer’s databanks already,” Airyn said. She glanced at the Cardassian. “I mean, I’m just guessing.”

“Yes, we were able to purchase the Explorer’s data on the Yridian Black Market. None of that was very helpful,” Duvet said, steepling his fingers and peering intently at Baxter. “Our science people, who, let’s be honest, aren’t the best science people, seem to agree that Drake’s research is missing several key genetic sequences. The missing ingredients, as it were.”

Baxter shifted up on his elbows. “Look, I knew an omnipotent guy. It wasn’t that great for him, honestly. You’re not missing anything.”

“Oh, you think this is just for me?” Duvet smiled. “You’re thinking too small. I’m picturing an omnipotent army.” He waved a hand across an invisible horizon. “Imagine it, hundreds of all-powerful Cardassians, and our allies, capturing the alpha quadrant, and remaking it in their image. A new dawn for the Cardassian empire.” Duvet sneered. “The Federation will be cooked.”

“Baxter, listen to me…” Roddick muttered, and rolled over on his back. “This is why we have to destroy the research. You-you’ve got to make sure they destroy the research.”

Baxter licked his lips as he dangled. “Yeah, sure.” He pivoted to Duvet. “So, can we hurry this along before I pass out? I’m seeing, like, crazy shapes, and…”

Duvet clasped his hands. “Of course.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes, but first, we dine,” the Cardassian smiled, and turned and left the room as guards slipped Baxter out of his protective field and dragged him out.

“Have fun,” Roddick moaned, and passed out.

“Welp,” Airyn said, and leaned her head back against the bulkhead.
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“Time to intercept?”

“Fifteen minutes,” Kimmel said, as Peterman paced behind her in the Starfleet Operations Center.

The large room, reminiscent of a Starship’s stellar cartography room, showed an array of blinking Starfleet emblems, amid other icons for allied ships, enemy vessels, and non-aligned worlds. From this vantage point, Kimmel could give crucial plot details to any captain in the quadrant, across dozens of sectors, providing pivotal expository detail to move stories forward.

“Stop pacing. You’re making me nervous,” Browning said, as she finished off yet another foot-long cheesesteak sub. And when I’m nervous, I stress eat!”

“Replicator technology has come a long way in twenty years, but you’re pushing the envelope here,” Kimmel whispered as she watched the expansive holographic screen.

“You’re sure you’ve gotten a fix on the Cardassian warship?”

Kimmel pointed at the screen. “We were able to triangulate their course based upon their last cloak point. Since cloaking technology has become commonplace, we have ways of narrowing down an enemy location. But it’ll still take time, and we’ll have to hope our Gul hasn’t changed course suddenly.”

“That sounds like a lot of ifs.”

“Our newer ships are also equipped with polaron scanning beams. If they get within a sector of the Elegiar’s location, they may be able to isolate her coordinates.”

Peterman bit her lip. “May?”

“You’re the one that asked me for help,” Kimmel said. “So let me help!”

Browning nudged Peterman. “Maybe we should get you something to eat.”

“I can’t eat at a time like this.”

Browning balled up her sandwich wrapper and set it aside. “Yeah. Me either.”



The interrogation kitchen was impressive, Baxter had to admit. It was a slick metallic room with an array of cutlery. Most, Baxter hoped, were used for cooking, but it was hard to be sure. Something delicious was clearly cooking in the oven. A pie perhaps? Baxter licked his lips.

The guards lowered Baxter into a chair and restrained him there with positronic arrest bolts.

Duvet nodded curtly, dismissing the guards, and then slowly circled Baxter. “Welcome. I’ve been preparing for you.”

“Smells great,” Baxter moaned, fighting the restraining field that held him in the interrogation chair. “Pie?”

Duvet squatted to face Baxter. “Yes. Are you hungry?”

“I could eat.”

“It’s a yamok pie.”

“Cardassians really need to expand their menus,” Baxter moaned. “Yamok this, yamok that. Try a nice brown gravy or maybe a light lemon butter sauce?”

“Shut up!” Duvet snapped, grabbing his potholder and slapping Baxter with it. “If you want the pie, you’ll talk.”

“You really want to bribe me with food? Did this work with Roddick?”

“I tried a slightly different tack,” Duvet said. “I thought I’d appeal to your portly countenance.”

“Are you trying to say I’m fat?”

Duvet nodded. “I’m being gentle. You know, the Cardassian uniforms have very little give. A flaw in their design, I suppose.” He walked over to the oven and, as he worked, the smell of yamok pie wafted towards him.

“Smells…um…interesting,” Baxter said. “What is a yamok, anyway?”

“Something you can’t hope to understand,” Duvet said as his teeth clenched. He set the hot pie plate beside Baxter and grabbed a large, serrated knife.

Baxter flinched.

“I’m cutting the pie, relax,” Duvet said, and sliced neatly along several vectors, making six equal slices. “Now, would you like a piece?”

“I mean, I’ll try anything once,” Baxter shrugged.

“Good. Just tell me how many slices you see, Admiral.”

Baxter pursed his lips. “There’s, uh, six.”

“No, Admiral. In fact, there are seven slices,” Duvet said, and lightly lifted one slice out and began to nibble on it. “And they are each delicious beyond your wildest dreams!”

“You monster!” Baxter thrashed in his chair. “At least give me a bite!”

“You can’t possibly appreciate a fresh yamok!” Duvet shouted back. “You ignorant shit! You don’t appreciate fine dining. My restaurant partner, back on Rebok Nor, he knew a thing about how to prepare a good yamok. He would be so disappointed at this unworthy exchange, at your total petulance!” Duvet circled Baxter like a predator as he swallowed the last few bites of pie, wiping his hands off on Baxter’s tunic.

“Go straight to hell!” Baxter said.

“Six more slices to go!” Duvet said, reaching for a second slice.

“You wouldn’t dare!”

“Watch me.”

“THERE ARE FIVE SLICES!” Baxter cried out, bucking his restraints as Duvet ate.

“SIX!”

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”



Back on Earth, Janice Browning shuddered.

“You okay?” Peterman asked, turning to her.

Browning nodded. “Yeah, I just feel like…somewhere, someone’s really hungry.”

Peterman started to respond, then thought better of it and turned to Kimmel. “What do we know about the Elegiar, anyway?”

Kimmel turned to a holographic pedestal and tapped some controls. “I’m glad you asked! Gives me a chance to provide important expository information.” A hologram of a Dominion battleship appeared. “This is a Class Three Dominion Battleship. The, uh, big kind. It’s salvage from the Dominion War.”

“The what?” Peterman asked.

“You know that giant interstellar conflict between the Federation and the Dominion?” Browning asked. “Pogo told me about it.”

“Oh. Right. That war.” Peterman nodded. “Continue.”

“According to data we’ve received from the Maverick, it’s been upgraded with more advanced weaponry, including plasma cannons and neutron torpedoes. Its shields are nearly impenetrable, employing a new sheathing technology that layers one shield network over another, constantly replacing battered shields as they fall.”

“Genius,” Peterman said, rubbing her chin. “So how do we blow it up?”

“The old fashioned way.” Kimmel pointed to the blinking Starfleet icon that was heading fast toward the Eligiar’s last known position. “Assuming our friends are able to find them.”

“Big assumption,” Peterman said.

“I’ll take that bet,” Browning said, and went back to the replicator.



The door to the cell swished back open, startling Airyn and Roddick. A guard hurled Baxter into the cell. He crumpled against the rear wall.

“He gave me nothing,” Duvet sighed. “His plate is clean.”

“What did you do to him?” Airyn asked, kneeling over Baxter and glaring at Duvet.

“Just some food for thought,” Duvet said thoughtfully, staring down at Baxter.

Baxter writhed on the floor, turning back to look at Duvet. “I wouldn’t eat pie with you if you were the last Cardassian baker on Earth, you monster!”

“Oh, don’t be that way,” Duvet said, kneeling by Baxter. He stroked his hair, turning to Airyn. “Seems the man has lost his appetite for conversation?”

“Go straight to hell,” Roddick muttered.

“I’ll be back later,” Duvet said. “Maybe then you’ll be hungry.”

“I don’t know anything!” Baxter shot back.

“Neither do I,” Roddick groaned.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Duvet said, and then he stepped out, letting the heavy cell door swing shut.

Baxter crawled into a corner. “’Come out to Kronos,’ she said, ‘we’ll have a great time.’”

“Well, we did have a great time on Kronos,” Airyn said, sidling next to him.

“I got my ass kicked! And now I’m getting my ass kicked on a Cardassian warship!”

“It’s not my fault.”

“It is entirely, one hundred percent, your fault,” Baxter said. “Why did I let you drag me out here?”

Airyn put her hands on her knees. “Because you know I’m right.”

“If this is what rightness feels like, I always want to be wrong.”

“Well, if we look at your officer record…”

“Low blow,” Baxter muttered.

Airyn turned toward Baxter, and put a hand on his shoulder. “Think of it this way, Andy. If you had not come out here, you’d still be sitting alone in your office, playing holo games, eating Pizza, and scared to death of leaving Earth. Now you’re out here. Living!”

Baxter stared at her. “Everything you just described sounds wonderful.”

“That’s enough out of both of you,” Roddick snapped. “None of it is even a little bit helpful.” Roddick had been watching the exchange with irritated detachment. He was up on his knees, blinking. Trying to find his senses.

Airyn reached into her jacket and thumbed the nanolinear crisp they had gotten from the Zendab station. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

Baxter stared at her. “You still have that thing?”

Roddick’s eyes shifted to the crisp. “And what…is that?”

“It’s scan proof, and they didn’t body search me.”

“Pity, you missed a great time.” Baxter snatched the crisp from her and stared at it. “What good will this thing do? It led us to a dead end.”

“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that.” She snatched it back. “I think this hologram was a misdirection. I think your Father designed it to throw someone like Duvet or Roddick off our trail. I’ve read the files on Maura Drake. She’s insane…and Section Thirty-One has had her for two decades. If she had any vital information, we’d know it already. The data we want is somewhere else.”

“Where else?”

“I think your Dad has already told you.”

Baxter leaned back. “What do you mean?”

“The clue is staring us right in the face. His last words.”

Baxter shrugged. “’Go Fishing’? Yeah, that was real helpful.”

  “Perhaps I can be of some assistance,” Roddick said, and leaned in.

“That’s really not necessary,” Airyn said, looking at Baxter.

“Admiral, he was trying to tell you something. He was trying to steer you to the missing piece of Maura Drake’s research, obviously. And wherever it is, it’s not with Drake.” He grimaced at the notion. “We know that much.”

“So it’s somewhere else,” Baxter said, turning the crisp over and over in his fingers.

Airyn thumped him on the forehead. “The answer is in you, Andy.”

Baxter stood and limped away from her and Roddick. “Haven’t I been tortured enough today?”

“What did Harlan Baxter mean by ‘go fishing’?” Airyn asked.

“I took it literally,” Baxter said.

“Well, where did you and him always go fishing?”

“Lots of places. Earth, Breen.” Baxter scratched his chin. “And…”

“And?”

Baxter’s eyes widened. “Wait. I…” He turned around and grabbed Airyn up, grabbing her hands and tugging her up to face him. “I figured it out!”

“Great,” Roddick said, looking at them both. “So…now we just need to get off this godforsaken ship.”

“And how are we supposed to do that?” asked Airyn.

A slow smile spread across Baxter’s face.



“The problem is you’re adding the sand peas after you’ve made the stew,” Duvet said, strolling down the corridor with Renta Fays. “You’ve got to incorporate them as the stew cooks. So they soften.”

“I’ll try it,” Renta said, as they arrived at the door to Baxter and Airyn’s cell. “So, you finally broke him?”

“I gave them something to chew on.”

“And you’re sure you didn’t give them time to plan their escape?”

“Trust me, Major. Andy Baxter has no means of escaping this ship.” Duvet keyed the door open and saw Baxter, back against the wall, arms folded, sporting the glower of a defeated man.

“Duvet,” Baxter snapped. “I’ve got a little appetizer for you.”

Duvet beamed. “I’m starving.”

“Andy, don’t,” Airyn said, standing in front of Baxter.

Roddick advanced on him. “Baxter, you fool, you’ll destroy the quadrant!”

“Oh, who cares!” Baxter threw his hands up. “My Dad’s gone. Nothing matters anymore! Woe is me!”

“This is gross,” Renta said, and turned to Duvet. “Can I kill him yet?”

“No, I want him to see the pinnacle of his Father’s achievements,” Duvet said, stepping closer to Baxter, lifting his chin. “You have some information for me?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “The man with all the answers is locked on Tantalus Five. He’s a criminal mastermind in his own right, who almost brought the Federation to its knees. He worked with Drake for a time, and she shared all of her secrets with him, before she went mad. Starfleet locked him up, hoping he’d never get out and start her work all over again.”

Duvet nodded. “Does he have a name?”

Baxter nodded. “Hell yeah, he does.”



“Alvin!”

“Captain, call me Captain.” The man stood and gazed out the viewport at the roaming wasteland of Tantalus, hands draped behind his back. He stroked his bushy, incredibly full beard, which was beginning to streak through with shades of grey. “Captain Alvin Ficker.”

“Well, Captain Alvin Ficker, here’s your medication for the day.” The orderly pressed a hypo-tab against Ficker’s shoulder and there was a smooth hiss.

“Do I have any messages today?”

The orderly nodded. “Oh yes. Group Therapy at eleven hundred. Lunch at thirteen hundred. Foosball at fourteen hundred.”

“Cancel the foosball. I have reports I need to work on.” Ficker moved on down the corridor. “I can tell this is going to be a great day in Starfleet!”

The orderly shrugged and moved on as Ficker made his way through the diseased captains wing of Tantalus.

Another bearded gent approached Ficker and shook his arm. “What year is it? I say good man, what year?”

“It’s Twenty-Three Seventy-Four, Captain Bateson,” Ficker said, gently patting the likewise-scruffed gentleman on the shoulder. “Poor, confused man.”

“I hear the blues are calling,” Bateson sighed, and shuffled away, as another man ran up to Ficker and shook his shoulders.

“The Cardassians! They’re coming to destroy us!”

Ficker chuckled. “Oh, Maxwell, you poor fool!” He gently tapped the ersatz captain on the cheek and moved on, collapsing on one of the overstuffed sofas and picking up an iPadd, going through some of his important reports. “Look at this, the Federation Council is deadlocked on a crucial vote again. Imbeciles! Where’s my ship? I want to go.”

“Go? Go where? Which Timeline?” The greying man next to him leaned forward. “Are you Janeway? Where’s my dumpster?”

“Please.” Ficker shifted off the couch and tossed the iPadd on the coffee table. He stretched and strolled through the recreation center, ducking down a hallway. “Busy day! So much to do. So many people to see. So much Starfleet to do!”

Suddenly a pair of extremely strong arms looped around him and dragged him into a side door, into a janitorial closet.

“Hello, you,” Major Renta Fays cooed, forcing Ficker into a headlock.

Duvet leaned over him, pushing a mop handle out of his armpit and lifting Ficker so he could look him in the eyes. “Don’t hurt him, Major. We need him.”

“Oh, I smell a plot,” Ficker giggled. “A plan! Yes! Bring me in!”

“He’s squirming,” Renta said, and grimaced. “And he smells like tapioca. Please, get what you need from him before I’m forced to snap his neck.”

Duvet eased in. “Tell us the secrets of Maura Drake’s research.”

Ficker beamed. “Oh, I know all of those secrets.”

“Splendid! I knew you would.” Duvet said. “Well Ficker, it appears Admiral Baxter was right about you.”

“You mean Harlan Baxter? Oh yes, I know him.” Ficker nodded, calling upon the pleasant memory. “I brainwashed him and used him to take over Starfleet Command.”

“That’s impressive, but I’m afraid Harlan Baxter is no longer with us. I was referring to the other one.”

“What other one?” Ficker blinked. “Wait…”

“Well, Admiral Andy Baxter, of course.”

“Admiral…Admiral…” Ficker pushed Renta away and backed up against the closet door. “Andy…Admiral…Admiral Andy! Admiral, no…”

“Settle,” Duvet held his hands up.

“He…he can’t be an Admiral. He’s an Admiral?”

“Well, yes, but…”

“NOooooooooooooooooooooo! No, then what does that make me! I’m…I’m an Admiral too? Admiral Ficker! I’m admirable. I’m an admirable Admiral man! Ensign…Ensign, find me my uniform! I must get on my ship and fly away, away, awayyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy ohhhh!”

Ficker thumbed the control to open the janitor’s closet and bolted out, tearing off his red pajamas and running naked down the hall, screaming. “Warp engines at full speed. ENGAAAAGE! NO, I HAVE AN EVEN BETTER IDEA. HIT ITTTTTTTTTTTT!”

Duvet peered out of the closet and watched Ficker run away, giggling madly into the embrace of several orderlies, who promptly pumped him full of enough tranq to put him out for the afternoon.

Renta leaned over and watched, looking over Duvet’s shoulder. “It appears we’ve made a gross miscalculation.”



“Signal!” Ensign Sha’al called out from the operations console.

Kimmel dashed over and looked at the readout. “That’s it. Transporter beam at Tantalus Five. Matches the signature of a Dominion Battlecruiser.”

“Cross-referencing.” The Andorian looked up. “Ninety-seven percent likelihood of match.”

Browning and Peterman ran up, looking down at the same readouts Kimmel saw. “What does this mean?”

“We just won the game of hide and seek.” Kimmel tapped Sha’al on the shoulder. “Transmit coordinates to our friends now, Ensign.”

Peterman looked from the coordinates up to the vast holographic space scape in the control center. “And what does THAT mean?”

Kimmel folded her arms and smiled. “Fireworks.”



“It’s been ten minutes,” Airyn said, wrapping her arms around her knees. “You think it worked?”

“By now, Duvet and Renta are probably realizing something’s badly amiss,” Baxter said with a smile.

“And what’s to stop them from coming back up here and blowing us to bits?” Roddick demanded.

Baxter shrugged. “Oh, they’ll be pissed. But I’m wagering that they won’t have the chance to blow us to bits. They’ll have bigger problems on their hands.”

Roddick put up an eyebrow. “You’ve got friends out there looking for us.”

Baxter nodded. “I’m guessing, by now, yeah.”

“And you have reason to believe that they’re close enough to actually pick up the signal from Duvet’s ship, and come rescue us?” Airyn asked.

“Yeah,” Baxter said.

“Why?”

“Because a friend in need is a friend indeed, Ms. Satine,” Baxter said. He looked up and around the dimly-lit cell, tapping his foot. “C’mon. C’mon…” He hadn’t counted on his friends like this in a long time. But he was now. He had to be right about this.

“And if you’re wrong?” asked Roddick.

“Then we’re cooked.”



“Total waste of time,” Duvet said, storming onto the bridge of the Elegiar. “Helm, prepare for departure.”

“I told you we should have killed them,” Renta said, moving to join Duvet beside the command chair. “We can get what we need from Roddick. Or just drop this whole thing and rob the Orion Trade Commission like I wanted to!”

“You have a small mind, Renta, and that will be your undoing.” Duvet turned toward the viewscreen. “Mr. Grox, break orbit. Prepare to…”

“New contact. Coming in at high warp!” Duvet’s tactical officer, Yovern, announced.

Renta snapped around. “Identify!”

“She’s Starfleet.” On the screen, an elongated silver ship with six nacelles emerged from its cloak, neutron torpedo ports glowing green, bearing down on them.

Duvet gritted his teeth. “Don’t worry, Renta. They can’t get a lock on us.”

“They’re painting us with polaron beams,” Yovern reported.

Duvet held his breath and watched on the screen. “Oh.”

Renta clutched the command chair. “Shields!”

The Starfleet ship fired a volley of neutron torpedoes as it circled toward the Elegiar. The torpedoes followed a winding course, seeking the polaron signal, and then hitting home hard.

The Elegiar shook, sending Duvet stumbling to his knees.

“Multiple impacts,” Yovern called out. “Shields weakened. Cloak malfunctioning in six sections.”

“What are you waiting for?” Duvet pounded his fist into his hand. “Fire back!”

“Who is that?” Renta said as plasma cannons rained down on the Elegiar and the Starfleet vessel came circling back.

Yovern’s hands dashed across his panel. “Aurora-class. NCC 87968….dash A? The USS…”



“…Explorer,” Captain Kristen Larkin announced over the comm, hands clasped behind her back, at the center of the Explorer’s bridge, a control center semi-circled with consoles and stations and crew buzzing about. “You are to stand down and return our people to us immediately. We will tow you to a nearby starbase where you will be tried for high crimes and misdemeanors.”

Lieutenant Plato looked up from the tactical console. “I don’t think that they’ll be up for that. And…yep. They aren’t responding.”

“Noted. Tactical report.” Larkin stepped toward the broad viewscreen, watching as Explorer rained blows upon the Elegiar, revealing sections of its hull a few at a time, puncturing its cloak.

Plato looked at his screens. “Multiple direct hits. Their shields are compromised on several levels, but they continue to repair them.”

“Keep working on it.” Larkin moved over to the helm station. “Baxter.”

From the helm, Stephanie Baxter looked over her shoulder at Larkin. “Yeah?”

“Can you stay on top of them?”

“Damned right, I can.”

“Good. And don’t curse. It’s unbecoming.” Larkin nodded at the viewscreen. “Mister Plato, continue the assault until we have a window in the shields to beam through.” She turned to her first officer. “Number One, be prepared to beam over with your team.”

“Captain, can I remind you of something?” Commander Natheena Sparks said, sidling up to Larkin.

“Commander, you’ll find that’s the job of a first officer.”

“We’re still outgunned two to one.”

“I am aware of that.”

“And?”

“And this ship has a way of overcoming the odds.”

“That’s not very androidy of you, sir,” Sparks noted.

Larkin pursed her lips, with only the trace of a smile. “Duly noted.”



Baxter braced himself against the wall of his cell as the Elegiar pitched and shook violently. “Yes!”

Airyn fell back against him and wrenched herself up to her feet. “How do you know the ones who are attacking us are good guys? They could just as well be Orion Free Traders or Tzen’kethi pirates!”

“The enemy of our enemy, Airyn,” Roddick said, steadying himself as the deck rocked.

Airyn glared between Roddick and Baxter. “Is that what humans your age do? Just quote things?”

“Yes,” they said in unison.

Airyn folded her arms. “So what do we do now?”

Baxter grinned. “Be ready.”



“Return fire! Maintain our cloak!” Duvet clung to his chair as the Elegiar rocked under the Explorer’s assault.

“Cloak failing - fifty percent compromised,” Yovern said. “Shields re-sheathing.”

Renta appeared quickly beside Duvet. “They won’t last for long. We should get out of here.”

“They’ll just chase us from here to Beta Edregard,” Duvet said, and staggered forward, bracing his hands on the helm console. “Helm, hard about. Drive right at them. All weapons: turn up the heat!”



“Ensign Baxter! Hard to port!” Larkin called out, watching the shimmering, half-cloaked Elegiar turn around on the screen and come at them.

Ensign Baxter steered the Explorer aside as the Dominion cruiser blasted at them.

“Incoming,” Sparks said, finding a railing and gripping on to it. “Everyone hold on!”

Blasts rocked the Explorer, making the deck quake.

“Shields holding,” Plato said, steadying himself. “But not for long.”

“They are showing us their aft,” Larkin said, pointing at the screen. “Shields are weakest in that quadrant. Ensign Baxter, hard about and bring us within close firing range. Mister Plato, full spread, maximum yield.”

“Aye Captain,” Plato said, and his hands scrambled over the holographic controls.

Sparks and Larkin looked at the screen as neutron torpedoes pummeled the aft section of the Elegiar.

“Shield failure, aft section!” Plato reported. “It’ll be about ninety seconds until they get it back up.”

Lieutenant Commander Colby Mathers looked up from Ops. “I think we’ve got that window we were looking for.”

“Darn right we do,” Sparks said. “Captain?”

“Go,” Larkin said.

Sparks tapped Mathers on the shoulder. “Colby.” She looked aft. “And Plato. With me.”

Plato tapped at his console. “Transporter coordinates locked in.”

Stef turned around in her seat at helm. “I’m coming with you.”

“Ensign,” Sparks snapped.

“You’re certainly not,” Larkin said.

“That’s my Dad over there!”

“And this is your captain over here,” Larkin said, and looked at Sparks. “Commander, go.”

“Energize,” Sparks said, and cast a look at Stef as Plato worked the controls, beaming himself, Sparks, and Mathers off the bridge.



Browning and Peterman stood behind Anna Kimmel as they watched the blinking icons on the massive tactical screen duck and pivot around each other, exchanging fire.

“Explorer did it,” Kimmel said. “Their shields are down.”

Peterman clenched her fist. “Yes. We did it!”

“Oh, you certainly fucking did.”

Admiral Conway strode into the room, flanked by two Starfleet security officers cradling phaser rifles. “Everyone in this room, stop what you’re doing. That’s an order.”

Peterman whirled. “And just what do you think you’re doing?”

“That’s my line,” Conway said. “I’ll deal with you in a second.” He turned to Kimmel. “Commodore, you have any idea what you’ve done?”

Kimmel shrank back a bit. “I have an inkling.”

Conway pointed at the giant screen. “You took one of my ships off assignment and ordered it into an engagement with a hostile vessel. With no exposition and no authorization!”

Kimmel bit her lip. “Darn, I knew I forgot to do something.”

“I’m glad you think this is funny,” Conway said. “Because I have another joke for you: Your Starfleet career.”

“Hey,” Browning said, standing up behind Conway.

“No, no,” Conway said, holding up a hand. “Let me finish. Commodore Kimmel, you’re relieved of duty, indefinitely, pending a full investigation.”

Kimmel wrinkled her nose. “Is that one of those hearing type things? Do I have to wear a dress uniform for it?”

“Idiocy runs in the family,” Conway said, and folded his arms. He looked around from Kimmel, to Browning, to Peterman. “Well, you all just couldn’t leave well enough alone. You had to get involved. And now I have to go in and fix it.”

“And how exactly are you going to do that?” Peterman asked.

“That’s classified,” Conway said. “Commodore Kimmel, you’ll be confined to quarters.” He looked at Browning and Peterman. “And you two are coming with me. Where I can keep an eye on you.”

Kimmel watched Conway led Browning and Peterman out as one of the security officers stayed behind to escort her to her quarters. “Hey, Admiral,” she called after him.

Conway turned. “Yeah?”

“Your zipper was down, like that whole time.”

Conway growled, reached down and adjusted his fly, then marched out of the room.

Kimmel grinned, and looked at the security guard standing next to her. “What? It was all worth it,” she said, and gave a hopeful gaze at the viewscreen. “Just hope it was enough.”





“Hold on,” Baxter said, gripping Airyn’s shoulder. He heard a commotion in the corridor outside his and Airyn’s cell.

The doors suddenly opened and a Cardassian soldier strode in, phaser rifle held high. “Duvet wants you all on the bridge.”

“So we can watch him get his ass kicked?” Airyn asked.

“I thought El Aurians were listeners, not talkers,” Baxter said, as the Cardassian reeled back with his phaser rifle, about to strike Airyn.

“Swarm him!” Roddick cried out, leaping at the Cardassian and tackling him to the ground.

“Was there a plan? Did someone not tell us?” Baxter looked at Airyn.

The Cardassian wrested himself from Roddick’s grip, then reeled back and slammed his rifle against the side of Roddick’s head, knocking him out cold. He then stood up and turned to Baxter and Airyn, leveling his rifle at them. “Any other bright ideas?”

Baxter held up his hands. “Nope, but I’d watch out if I were you.”

The Cardassian stepped forward. “I’m not going to fall for that idiotic…” and then he lurched as a phaser blast slammed into his back, knocking him to the deck.

Behind him, Plato stood, his phaser leveled on the fallen Cardassian, as Sparks and Mathers flanked him. Baxter stared at Plato and grinned, opening his mouth, wordless.

“Admiral,” Sparks said. “Do you not recognize a jailbreak when you see one?”

Baxter’s eyes widened and his throat caught as he tried to respond. “I’m…glad you guys could make it.”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Plato said, reaching out and taking Baxter’s hand and giving him a hug. “Hope you’re okay, Uncle Andy.”

“Let’s catch up later?” Sparks asked, turning down the corridor and firing her phaser as more of Duvet’s troops came at them. “Explorer, five for immediate transport.” She glanced over at Roddick’s insensate form. “Er, six.” She turned to Baxter. “He a friend of yours?”

“Colleague,” Baxter said, shifting a look to Roddick. He turned to Airyn. “Hate to say I told you so, kid.”

“No you don’t.”

“Yeah, who am I kidding? I don’t hate it at all. I told you so!”

Sparks watched the exchange straight-faced. “Ok, we’re done here. Explorer, energize!”



Baxter stumbled as he and the others materialized on the Explorer’s bridge. The vessel shook as Elegiar fired back at it. Plato and Mathers returned to their stations and Sparks stepped up next to Larkin.

Duvet appeared on the viewscreen, clutching the armrests of his command chair. “Explorer, I don’t know who you are, but you won’t get out of here alive. Those are our captives and’d we’ll–”

“Mute,” Larkin said.

“Captain, we’ve got what we came for,” Sparks said.

“And then some,” Baxter said, looking to the android, who fixed a glare on the leather-clad man behind him. “Mister Roddick. A Section Thirty-One operative Duvet captured.”

Plato, who was the only one currently on the ship who was around for their run-in with Roddick, looked on. “Suggest we post a guard on him, Captain.”

Larkin nodded, then stared at Roddick. “Good idea. I am aware of Mister Roddick”

Baxter stepped up to the helm and put his hands on Stef’s shoulders. “Hey, kiddo.”

Stef looked back at him. “Troublemaker.”

“Can we have this argument later?”

She softened. “Yeah.”

Larkin stepped up next to Baxter. “Ensign Baxter, activate cloak and get us out of here. Maximum warp.”

Baxter watched on the screen as the Explorer pivoted and leapt into warp, cloaking as she went.

He looked around at the bridge crew and grinned. “So, what have you guys been up to?”



Admiral Baxter stood in the flag officer’s quarters on the Explorer, fingering the small nanolinear crisp that Airyn had given him and looking up at the stars streaking past the viewport.

“Airyn has been provided with temporary quarters,” Sparks said, standing in the doorway, arms crossed behind her back. “Per your instructions, we provided more…secure facilities for Roddick. He’s in Sickbay getting checked out, with a guard on him.”

“Good,” Baxter said.

Sparks stepped inside the cabin and let the doors close behind her. “So…”

“Yes,” Baxter said, turning the crisp over in his hand.

“How’ve you been?”

“You know, good days and bad,” Baxter said. He turned. “How’s your shakedown cruise as X.O.?”

“Uneventful,” Sparks said, and grinned to herself. “Until recently.”

“First Officer Natheena Sparks,” Baxter said, turning to her. “Has a nice ring to it.”

“You had something to do with that,” Sparks said. “If I recall correctly.”

“Oh, I think my recommendation probably hurt more than it helped, at that point,” Baxter said tightly.

“You believed in me, sir. You and Captain Larkin.”

Baxter looked around. “Well, she’s a good ship.”

Sparks nodded. “She’s got a good name.” She laughed. “Colby couldn’t believe we got the posting, after all these years, feels kinda like coming back home.” She glanced up at the ceiling. “Can’t believe I’d ever think of this place as home. For a while there, I just wanted to be somewhere else. Anywhere else but here.”

Baxter nodded. “Yeah. Um, how is Stef doing? You keeping an eye on her?”

“Constantly,” Sparks laughed. “I don’t remember being quite so insubordinate as an ensign.”

“Nope,” Baxter said. “You usually just hid behind your hair most of the time.”

“That’s why I had it cut short,” Sparks said, pushing back on the bangs of her shoulder-length bob. She drifted over to a chair and sat down. “Stef is doing fine. She’s a natural at the helm. But she…doesn’t know her own limitations. She’s reckless. Questions authority.”

“I did a little bit of that,” Baxter said. “But I wasn’t as smart as her. She gets that part from her mom. She would have made a fine diplomat, like Raymond, working in a safe little embassy.”

“She didn’t want that. She watched her dad growing up.” Sparks said. “She wanted the stars.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Well, Explorer seems to be doing fine.”

“Sir, you need to get the Explorer project back. With all due respect, it’s the only thing you care about.”

“Not sure that’s in the cards,” he said, and smiled. “But I appreciate the help.”

“We’d have been here sooner, if Conway had let us know what was going on.” She grimaced as she said the name.

“He had his reasons, I’m sure,” Baxter said, working his jaw thoughtfully. “Time to intercept with the Maverick?”

“Fifteen minutes,” Sparks said, slapping her thighs and standing up.

“Good,” Baxter said. “I’ll be up on the bridge shortly.” He stared at the nanolinear crisp. “I just want to…review my messages.”



When Baxter walked onto the bridge, he found a hologram of Admiral Dave Conway standing there, hands on hips, glowering at Larkin.

“…got some explaining to do.”

Larkin pursed her lips. “I’m not sure what you mean, Admiral.”

Conway glanced over Larkin’s shoulder. “Oh, and there he is, the man himself.”

“David,” Baxter said, stepping down beside Larkin. “How nice of you to call. I’ve been hoping we could catch up.”

“You’re to stand down and return to Earth immediately,” Conway said, turning his attention to Larkin. He looked to Baxter. “And Fleet Admiral Noth wants to see you in her office as soon as you’re back.”

“Oh, I’m sure she does.”

“You think this is a joke?” Conway said.

“Not at all,” Baxter said. “But I’m interested in why you’re trying to stop us.”

“By all accounts, you started this thing, with your wholly unauthorized ‘investigation,’” he said, making air quotes with his fingers.

“It WAS an investigation. We have research!” Airyn snapped, standing on the other side of Larkin.

“You’re not helping,” Baxter coughed, whispering through his fingers. He looked to Conway. “Admiral, we’ve found hard evidence of the missing piece of Doctor Drake’s research into human omnipotence. My Father has secreted it away so it doesn’t get into the wrong hands.”

“Like the hands of the Section Thirty-one operative you’ve brought aboard the Explorer?” Conway smirked. “Or the former operative you’re going to rescue from the wreckage of the Maverick right now? Or the Cardassian separatist you’ve just engaged in battle?”

“Yes, all of those,” Baxter said. “Dad left me a clue, Dave. He was the only one I trusted with the location of this research, and he trusted me to destroy it before it fell into the wrong hands.”

Conway folded his arms. “You could have gone through proper channels, taken this to Starfleet Security.”

“They’d have laughed at me.”

Conway nodded. “Yeah, you’re probably right, but that’s your own fault.”

Larkin kept her gaze fixed on Conway, silently monitoring the conversation. She glanced at Baxter. “Sir, I believe I’m forced to agree with Admiral Conway. We’ve abandoned chain of command, engaged an enemy combatant, and in doing so, have created an emergency situation that calls for drastic measures.”

Conway nodded. “See, Larkin still has a lick of sense. She gets it.”

Larkin looked at Conway and continued. “And, according to Starfleet Regulations, in cases of emergency, when a flag officer is aboard, Starfleet commanders are obliged to transfer command to said flag officer immediately, until the emergency is resolved.”

“Yes, exactly!” Conway said, and then his mouth gaped. “Wait, what?”

Larkin nodded. “Computer, transfer command of USS Explorer to Admiral Andrew Baxter.”

“Wait, one…” Conway snapped.

Baxter grinned as the computer responded promptly. “Command of USS Explorer has been transferred. Admiral Andrew Baxter now commanding.”

“You heard her,” Baxter said, turning to Conway.

“Now, Baxter, you listen…Larkin, you’re going to be in so much…”

Baxter tugged his tunic down, glaring at the hologram of Conway. “Close channel. Rig for silent running. Ignore all further broadcasts from Starfleet.”

“Deja vu,” Plato said as he tapped at his controls.

Larkin turned to Baxter. “You realize Admiral Conway will come after us.”

“I can’t wait,” Baxter replied, and sat down in the command chair. He felt the armrests, jiggling them a bit. “Wait, is this…not even real leather?”

“It’s an advanced polymer fabric. It breathes better,” Larkin said, sitting down beside him.

“It feels…wierd.” He shifted his rear around on the chair. “Kinda firm but…not.”

Sparks moved to stand in front of Baxter. “Admiral, can we talk about the chair later?”

Baxter pursed his lips. “Your’e right. We should be nearing rendez-vous with the Maverick. Ensign, what was your name again?”

Stef looked over her shoulder. “Funny, dad. We’ll be there in five.”

“Prepare to take us out of warp and decloak.” He looked over his shoulder at Plato. “Stay flexible, Lieutenant. Duvet could come at us at any moment.”

“Not to mention Section Thirty-One or, really, anyone who wants to figure out how to become omnipotent,” Larkin said.

Airyn hunched down next to Baxter. “You have any idea what to do next?”

“We’re going to collect Commander Donovan and Mister Kurg, and render assistance to the Maverick.”

“Well, that’s all well and good, but then what?”

“Then we go fishing,” Baxter said, leaning back in the chair. “And…is this headrest adjustable?”



MAVERICK



“Got any twos?” Madera asked, glancing at her cards as she sat sideways in her command chair, legs kicked over the armrest.

“Go fish,” Commander Brock said.

Madera frowned and took a card from the nearby stack and stared at her hand.

Brock stared over his cards at Madera. “Any reason we’re playing this game in particular?”

“I don’t know, it just suddenly sounded good to me.”

“You all are good with this? Just waiting, like a sitting duck?” Commander Donovan asked, leaning against the tactical railing.

“As opposed to what?” Madera asked. “If you haven’t noticed, we’re dead in space.”

“I don’t know. We could engineer some kind of brilliant…”

“We’re understaffed for that,” Brock said. “This isn’t exactly the Enterprise.”

Donovan let out an exasperated breath. “I hope that’s not the quote on your dedication plaque.”

“’Music gives a soul to the universe, wings to the mind, flight to the imagination, and life to everything,’” Madera said, and glanced up at Donovan. “Plato.”

“Oh,” Donovan said. “Well, that’s actually pretty nice.”

“I know. I picked it out myself when the Maverick was commissioned.”

Eric Kurg stood next to Donovan, shifting foot to foot. “Does anyone need any urgent communications written? Or anything I’m actually qualified to do?”

“No,” Madera said, flipping through her cards and handing a card to Brock. “You’re doing a fantastic job just standing there.”

Just then, an alarm blared at the tactical console. Donovan raced back to it. “New contact decloaking at zero-one-seven mark two-one-two.”

“Nice knowing you all,” Brock muttered, pushing out of his chair and racing to the ops console.

Madera put her cards aside and swung forward in the command chair. “On screen.”

The view screen crackled, one of dozens of systems not functioning properly, and soon revealed a rift in space, from which the USS Explorer emerged, coming to a stop just off their port bow.

“I’ll be,” Madera said.

Donovan stepped forward. “About time.”

“Welp, time to fold,” Madera said, and got out of her chair. “We just got some new cards.”



Commander Sparks and Lieutenant Plato flanked Madera and Donovan as they walked down the corridor, taking in the damaged engineering deck of the Maverick.

“She took a beating,” Plato said, looking around.

“Yeah,” Madera said. “You’ve got engineers to spare?”

Sparks nodded. “Yeah, that won’t be a problem.” She turned to Plato. “Lieutenant, make sure we beam over a damage control unit, replacement power conduits, EMS modules, and anything else Maverick’s engineer asks for.”

“When do we get out of here,” Donovan asked.

“You’re in a hurry to leave us?” Madera laughed. “I’m hurt.”

“No offense,” Donovan asked. “I just know what’s at stake.”

“As soon as we’re certain the Maverick has the resources it needs, we’re gone,” Sparks said.

“Any idea where you’re going next?”

“You’ll have to ask the Captain,” Sparks said. And allowed a small smile. “The Admiral.”

Madera nodded. “He’s got an idea where to go next.”

“So it would seem,” Sparks sighed.

“Did you tell Admiral Baxter I’m good to just stay behind on the Maverick?” Lt. Kurg asked, drawing behind the group as they strode through engineering.

“No chance,” Sparks said. “He said he needs you.”

“Damn it, why?”



Baxter stood on the bridge of the Explorer, flanked by Captain Larkin, watching the USS Maverick drift slightly on the viewscreen, half her running lights out, scorch marks and hull breaches dotting her hull.

Stef pivoted in her seat to face him. “Permission to speak freely, Admiral.”

Baxter looked down at her and gave a small smile. “Granted.”

“I’m glad you finally got back out in space, but…did it have to be this way?”

“Your mother said something similar.” Baxter pursed his lips.

“How is she, anyway?”

“Right now?” Baxter asked. “I think it’s safe to say she’s worried.”

“She still loves you, you know.”

Baxter looked down at Stef. “Hon, I’d love to talk. It’s just…can we possibly catch up later?”

Stef chuckled. “Dad, that’s what you always say.”

“It is?”

“Yeah.” She plucked at her controls.

“My own logs can confirm that, sir,” Larkin nodded.

“Thanks, Captain,” Baxter muttered.

The aft doors swung open and Sparks and Plato strode out, followed, quite reluctantly, by Lieutenant Kurg.

“Maverick is fully equipped, Admiral,” Sparks said, taking up step next to Baxter. “Captain Madera wishes you good luck and godspeed, whatever godspeed means.”

“It means very, very fast,” Baxter said. Behind him, Larkin quietly shook her head.

Baxter returned to the command chair and sat down. “Helm, make ready for departure.”

“Course?” Stef asked, turning around.

Sparks and Larkin looked to Baxter, who eased back in the chair.

“We need some help, folks. We need a scientist who understands Drake’s research as well as Drake did, who knows Drake’s mind better than she knows it herself, since she’s likely quite insane.”

“Any idea where we can find a scientist like that?” Sparks asked.

“Yeah,” Baxter said with a small grin.
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Doctor Ariel Tilleran slept the sleep of a woman at peace. A woman whose career and family life had reached a perfect point of balance. Her room was adorned with certificates of merits and awards for academic distinction, including the prestigious, Distinguished Elbrun Chair for Neurophysics, a field Tilleran had actually invented.

Tilleran rolled over and sighed dreamily, resting her face on her pillow.

And then her eyes bolted open with a start and she shot up in bed.

Facing her, fingers steepled, eyes drilling into her, was a dark blue shadow. Light played across the intruder’s face, casting a sinister pall over it.

“Doctor Tilleran,” a voice rasped. “Has a nice ring to it.”

Craig Porter shot up in bed next to Tilleran. “Who the what now?”

Tilleran quirked a small grin. “Go back to sleep, Craig,” she said, turning and kissing her husband on the cheek. This is all a bad dream.” She turned to her visitor. “Isn’t it?”

“Yes,” the visitor said, standing. “It is all a bad dream. You should go back to sleep immediately. Leave Doctor Tilleran to me.”

“Yes, yes…cuddly squirrels trying to kill me,” Porter sniffed, and rolled face-down.

“Poor guy is really out, not making any sense,” Tilleran said, kissing his forehead and patting his arm. “You rest, Craig. I’ll be back in a…minute.” She turned to her guest and pointed to the bedroom door. “You. Out there.”

Tilleran slid out of bed and grabbed her robe, tying it tightly around her waist and marching outside, leading her guest out into the living room and gently closing the bedroom door behind her.

“Doctor Tilleran.”

“J’hana,” Tilleran said. “That also has a nice ring to it.”

“It is the only name I ever needed,” J’hana said, clad in skimpy black leather, her hair swung behind her in dangerous braids, glinting with light purple, the Andorian sign of reaching a robust age. “What do you think of my uniform?”

Tilleran studied the patch on her arm. “The Rugged Corpse…that’s the name you picked for your security service?”

“It tells a story,” J’hana said. “My marketing firm assures me that’s important. ‘All the security you’ll ever need, or else,’ is our motto.”

“Uh-huh,” Tilleran said, and rubbed the bridge of her nose drearily. “So what brings you here.”

“I assume you’ve been following the news?”

“Oh, Chef Baughb’s new recipe for grilled grantznatz, yes, I’ve been meaning to try…”

“Stop flatzing me around, Imzadi!” J’hana snapped, and pushed Tilleran up against the wall. “Our Captain is in trouble.”

“Our Captain is an Admiral and is fully capable of getting himself OUT of trouble,” Tilleran said, pushing J’hana’s arms down.

“I’ll save that point for another day. Do you know why Cardassian separatists captured him?”

“Yes. I have an inkling. And I know the Explorer swept in and rescued him, too.”

“You’ve got connections at Starfleet Intelligence.”

“Craig still knows a few people in security.”

“So you know they’re trying to piece together Doctor Drake’s research. What we once fought so valiantly to bury is once again about to be unearthed.”

Tilleran ambled into the kitchen and called up some red leaf tea from the replicator. “You always did have a flair for the dramatic, J’hana.”

“That is why I’m here. You know more about Drake’s research than anyone, maybe even Drake herself. If the Cardassians, or Section Thirty-One, or anyone else, for that matter, comes to capture you, they’ll have to go through me.”

Tilleran stared at J’hana over her steaming cup of tea. “That’s thoughtful.”

“I would die for you, Imzadi.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“You seem unconcerned.”

“I’m just happy to sit this one out,” Tilleran said. “It’s been two decades, J’hana. No one is going to care that I was on that mission, or that I did any research into Doctor Drake’s kooky brain science.”

“Perhaps you are correct.”

“Perhaps I am,” Tilleran said. “And you’ll see, you’re just worried over nothing.”

It was then that both Tilleran and J’hana disappeared in a shimmer of blue light.

Craig Porter ambled out of the bedroom, scratching his stomach and yawning. “Hey, can you two keep it down out here? Can I get some breakfast?” He looked around. “Hon?”



Tilleran and J’hana appeared, looking quite put out, in the middle of the Explorer’s bridge.

Baxter spread his arms out wide. “Guys, it’s so good to see you a–”

J’hana leapt, fueled by rage, and tackled Baxter to the ground, reaching for a clasp at her thigh and withdrawing a blade, rearing back to stab Baxter in the eye.

“ZHART! I will kill you if you hurt her!” she howled.

“J’hana, I think these are the good guys,” Tilleran said, looking around the bridge. “Though it’s tough to tell nowadays.” She glanced over at Larkin. “You guys couldn’t have bothered to let me get dressed first?”

Larkin studied the situation with clinical detachment. “Lieutenant Commander Mathers, replicate some clothing for Doctor Tilleran.”

Baxter looked up at J’hana. “And J’hana. It looks like we caught her in her pajamas, too.”

J’hana scoffed. “I am dressed for maximum comfort and lethality.” She reached down to help Baxter up. “Sorry about that, Admiral. I am prepared to kill at a moment’s notice.”

“Yeah, I remember. Just try to kill the right person, J’hana,” Baxter said, brushing his arms off.

“Couldn’t leave us out of this one, huh,” Tilleran said, turning to Baxter.

“More than that, I didn’t want someone else snatching you up,” Baxter said. “Tilleran, we need you. I wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t important.”

“I get that much…” Tilleran looked around. “Let me get dressed. And let’s talk.”



“Our next destination,” Baxter said, at the head of the conference table in a suddenly crowded meeting room. “The Planet Portico.”

Gathered around, some more eager than others to be there, were Larkin, Sparks, and Plato from the Explorer, joined by Tilleran and J’hana, Ashley Donovan, and Airyn Satine. Lieutenant Kurg stood by the door to the conference room, trying desperately to look invisible.

Plato looked at the hologram of the planet that hovered above the conference table. “We’re going on vacation?”

“It’s a timeshare planet,” Donovan said. “One Admiral Baxter frequented quite often,” she said, and looked at Baxter. “The elder one.”

Baxter leaned forward. “My Father had a house there. A time share he kept with several other partners.”

“Not a very secure place to hide a secret that could destroy the universe,” J’hana muttered.

“That’s the genius of it,” Baxter said. “He hid it in the best possible place. In plain sight. In a place only I would only think to look.” He glanced at Airyn. “I just needed…a friend…to jog my memory.”

Airyn Satine looked around at the assembled crew. “Wow, this is cool. It’s like a history book just opened up and vomited all you people out.”

“Nice of you to say,” Tilleran muttered, rubbing her eyes and adjusting the contoured dark blue tunic she was given. “Still, I don’t quite see why I’m here.”

“You know how it all fits together,” Baxter said, and turned to her. “Once we gather the information, which will no doubt be some form of genetic code, we’ll need you to figure out how it fits in to Doctor Drake’s research.”

“Then we will need your help to destroy it,” Donovan said. “Right?”

“Yes, we’ll destroy it,” Baxter said. “So no one can ever use it to, you know, kill everything.”

“I knew destruction would come into play at some point,” J’hana said. “It’ll give me something to do.”

Baxter gave J’hana a sidelong glance, then folded his hands atop the table. “So we’re clear on the game plan. We make best speed to Portico, beam down and find this research, and destroy it once and for all.”

He got a chorus of nods and assents around the table.

“Any questions?”

Sparks raised a hand. “What about the Section Thirty-One guy we have hanging out in our Sickbay?”

Baxter looked at her. “Who? Oh. Right. That guy.” He looked at Donovan. “Guess we should talk to him.”



“So with help from the Explorer, we should be up and running in about twelve hours,” Madera sighed, putting her feet up on the desk in her readyroom and leaning back. “At least enough to put in for Space Dock where we will need a LOT of work.”

Richards’ hologram hovered over Madera’s desk as he took it all in. “But Baxter, he’s okay?”

“Oh, he’s…I think ‘okay’ is asking a lot of him right now. But he’s safe, for now.”

Richards pursed his lips. “I can’t get anyone to respond to my hails. Not Explorer, not Aerostar, and not even Kelly and Janice.”

“I’m sure everyone’s just trying to help. But you know Starfleet. We tend to play it close to the vest.”

Richards nodded. “Yeah. Sometimes it sucks to be on the outside looking in.”

“Want to come back?” Madera smiled. “I could use an engineer.”

“No, I have a new property to run, and…I’m actually growing to understand Klingons a little better, not just as a plot device for my holo scripts.”

“Well, that’s good,” Madera said. She leaned forward and looked over an iPadd. “Say, Chris, I have a lot to do and I’d better…” she was about to cut him off when she caught the look on Richards’ face. It had been a while, and she was never really good at taking social cues anyway. But she could tell Richards needed a distraction. She smiled. “Hey, do you think you could help me out with some trouble I’m having with the warp core injectors?”

“I’m sure your engineers are quite capable,” Richards said.

“Yeah, but they don’t know old ships like the Maverick. You probably have a better idea of what the inside of a Mark III injector looks like.”

“Well, I have fixed a few of those in my time…”

“Hang on, I’ll head down to engineering and transfer your signal down there.”

“If you really think…”

“I insist,” Madera said, with a wink, and closed the channel.



In a secure room in Sickbay, Baxter and Donovan stood behind Doctor Sev Alcott as he scanned Roddick. Outside, two security officers stood with phaser rifles at their sides.

“Well?” Baxter asked, looking up at the chief medical officer.

Alcott was young, half-Tellarite, and oddly-handsome. “He’s been drifting in and out of consciousness since you beamed him aboard.”

“That Cardassian hit him pretty hard,” Baxter mused.

Alcott shrugged. “He’s been through a hell of an ordeal, Admiral. He’s showing the strain of several days in captivity, not to mention that nasty head injury, which we’re treating. But honestly, I think most of the damage is psychological. Counselor Rheem has been speaking with him, but it’ll take time to make a firm diagnosis.”

Donovan leaned over to Baxter. “He’ll be fine. We’re trained to resist torture in Section Thirty-One.”

“Four taspar eggs, two cups’ aldebran flour, a pinch of yamok powder, and mix…” Roddick mumbled, rolling to the side on the medtable, curling into a ball.

“He’s quite disturbed,” Alcott said. “And I think hungry?”

Baxter looked down at Roddick. “I know how he feels.”

Alcott consulted his medical tricorder. “I’ve given him something to calm his nerves, but other than that, all we can do is keep him comfortable.”

“Broil for twenty minutes,” Roddick mumbled. “Season to taste and serve.”

Donovan stepped forward, leaning against Roddick’s medtable. “Roddick. Can you hear me? It’s Donovan. Look…”

Roddick’s eyes blinked. “Don-Donovan?”

“I’m here for you, Roddick,” Donovan said.

“Will you help me with the mincing?” he asked.

“Yeah, whatever,” Donovan replied. “Look, Roddick. You’re safe here. You’re going to stay here. Rest up. And we’ll take care of Doctor Drake’s research once and for all. And when all this mess is over, we’ll return you to Section Thirty-One. Sound good?”

“Muffins are ready,” Roddick said, dazed.

“He’s really out of it,” Alcott said.

“Still,” Donovan said, turning to Baxter. “We should maintain heightened security around him.”

Alcott looked from Baxter to Donovan. “You really think that’s necessary?”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Donovan said. She turned to Baxter. “But I’m still not clear on Thirty-One’s motives. First they say they want this research, then Roddick tells you he’s trying to keep it from getting into the wrong hands.”

“Thirty-One isn’t exactly the right hands,” Baxter said.

“My point exactly,” Donovan said. “Don’t think for a minute Thirty-One is on our side. They’re out for their own self-interest. I can’t trust Roddick any farther than I could throw him.”

“I think you could throw him pretty far.”

“Still…”



Gul Duvet sat aboard the Elegiar and glared at the bridge veiwscreen. It was one of the first things he’d done after salvaging the ship from a Dominion scrapyard. Imagine, a ship without a viewscreen. And those viewing headsets pinched his neck ridges.

He cast a glare at Major Renta. “You haven’t spoken to me in twenty minutes.”

Renta leaned against the port bulkhead. “You embarrassed me back there! Letting us get shot at, making us look weak in front of the crew!”

“It wasn’t my fault!”

Renta folded her arms. “After all these years, I’m beginning to doubt you’re in this for the right reasons.”

“Profit and conquest?”

“Yes! My intentions are pure. What about yours?”

“Oh, Major Renta, I’ve always wanted what’s best for Cardassia, and that means profit and conquest.”

“Then abandon this silly fantasy and let’s kill some people and rob some things.”

“In good time,” Duvet said. “Just think about what who we can kill, and what we can rob, if we were possessed of limitless power…”

“It’ll never happen. It’s just a fantasy, just like those dumb ‘prophets,’” she sighed.

Duvet gripped the arms of his command chair. “We’ll see.”

“So. What now?”

“Now we wait for the Explorer to reveal herself. And then we will know her next move. And then we will serve up a plate of revenge!”

Renta shrugged. “Sounds like a lot of trouble, if you ask me.”



Explorer came out of warp and swung into orbit around Portico.

“Anything on sensors?” Larkin asked, draping her arms behind her back and marching past the tactical console.

Plato shook his head. “No. If there are any other ships out there, they’re running silent.”

Sparks stood up next to Baxter. “We’re secured in orbit, Admiral.”

“Good,” he said. “You, Tilleran, Airyn, and me,” Baxter said. He walked toward the turbolift, as J’hana silently appeared next to him, glowering at him expectantly.

He sighed. “And J’hana.” He looked at her. “We could use some protection.”

“Glad you see it my way,” J’hana asked, and accompanied the group as they filed into the turbolifts.

“Be careful,” Stef called over her shoulder.

“You too,” Baxter said, and looked at Larkin as she stood at the center of the bridge. “Captain, the bridge is yours.”



Baxter, Sparks, Tilleran, J’hana, and Airyn materialized on a sandy beach, with wind lightly whipping at their hair.

Sparks pulled out her tricorder. “No unusual readings.”

“It’s a beach planet,” Baxter said. “What were you expecting to pick up?”

Sparks shrugged. “Big, scary research?”

“It’s not going to be big and scary,” Baxter said. “It’s going to be hidden somehow. I’m just hoping we can find it.” He trudged up a dune toward one of dozens of beach houses that dotted the shoreline. “This is it. This is the one.” He glanced up at the bungalow: a modest, grey, boxy home that sat upon stilts and overlooked the expanse of ocean.

“Portico is like ninety-three percent ocean,” Airyn said. “So these homes are pretty valuable considering there’s only a couple hundred on the whole coast.”

“And all the land on the planet is basically coast,” Tilleran said, as they made their way up the steps of the stilted beach home.

Baxter looked around, keying the entry code into the door to the porch, which was surrounded in a transparent aluminum screen. “I have a weird feeling about this,” he said.

“It’s natural, being back at your Dad’s place,” Sparks said softly.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, walking onto the porch and looking around. “It still feels like someone lives here.” He stepped through the next entrance into the main foyer, and screamed. “AHH!”

J’hana leapt in front of him, withdrawing twin curved blades from behind her back and whirled, like a dervish, slashing this way and that.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” screamed the occupants of the house, as J’hana reached the nearest person, a woman, and grabbed her by the neck, pressing her blade to her throat.

“Make a move and I will eviscerate you,” J’hana snarled.

“I’m sorry…I tracked sand into the house…I know that’s against the time share agreement, but jeeze!” the woman exclaimed.

Baxter looked around. “Oh, no. I forgot…”

Airyn poked her head in between J’hana and Baxter. “Who the hell are these people?”

Baxter sighed, covering his face. “These are the Dorfmans.”

In the small living from sat a family of four. A middle-aged man, two small children, aged around eight and ten, by the look of it. And, ostensibly, the Mom, who J’hana was currently strangling.

The man stepped forward. “Bruce Dorfman. This is my wife Peggy. We sell space insurance.”

“The Dorfmans.” Sparks turned to Baxter. “They sell space insurance.”

“J’hana, let her go,” Tilleran mumbled, covering her face.

“Daddy, are they gonna kill us?” a young girl asked, as J’hana dropped Peggy to the floor.

Bruce Dorfman knelt down. “Not if I have anything to say about it, Astrid. Go take Hunter and go hide in the back room.” He looked up at Baxter. “Now. What’s the meaning of this?”

Baxter shook his head. “Man, Mister Dorfman, I’m so sorry. This is your month isn’t it?”

“Yeah. We have March. Wait, are you one of the Baxters?”

Baxter sighed. “Yeah. I’m one of the Baxters.”

“You have April.”

J’hana gritted her teeth. “Time shares. Vexing and confusing.”

Tilleran turned around and looked outside, rubbing a hand across her face tiredly. “The secret to destroying the galaxy and it’s kept in a damn time share.”

“Well, look,” Baxter said, taking Bruce Dorfman by the shoulder and leading him out onto the porch. “We need the house.”

“Well, the agreement is pretty clear. We have March, you have April. We have the odd months.”

“This is a pretty odd month,” Sparks admitted, standing behind Dorfman and looking around.

Baxter sighed. “Well, something’s come up…”

“Look,” Bruce said. “I know stuff happens. You have to modify the agreement. But that’s why we have agreements. Peggy and I have been planning this trip for months! You know how hard it is to get time off when you sell space insurance?”

Baxter shrugged. “I can only imagine, man.”

“The kids were really looking forward to some time on the beach.”

Airyn Satine stepped between Baxter and Bruce. “Look, guy, we need this house. I’m sure Admiral Baxter here could make it worth your while.”

Bruce glanced back at Peggy who was rubbing her throat as J’hana helped her back to her feet. “I’m listening.”

“What about you get the house the rest of the year. Just let us have the place this week.”

“That’s pretty sweet,” Bruce said.

“Hey, I was going to go fishing here next week,” Baxter said.

“I think you can find somewhere else to fish,” Airyn said between clenched teeth.

“I guess.”

“Still,” Bruce said. “Your Andorian friend roughed my wife up pretty good. That’s…that’s got to be accounted for.”

“You like San Francisco?” Airyn asked.

“Eh, it’s okay.”

“How about a week at the Admiral’s Suite at the Starfleet Arms Hotel in San Francisco.”

“Oh, Bruce, let’s do it!” Peggy said, running up behind Bruce. “We could do the scuba tour of the Klingon Bird of Prey Wreckage.”

“The Bounties of Hope Tour,” Bruce said, rubbing his chin. “The kids have always wanted to see that.”

“And I’ll throw in some Space Cowboys tickets,” Baxter muttered.

“Oh, we’re Romulan Warhawks fans.”

“Of course you are,” Baxter groaned, bracing his hands on his thighs.

“I think we’ve got an agreement in principle,” Airyn said, leading Bruce to the door and waving for Peggy and the kids to join him. “We’ll have Admiral Baxter’s adjutant, Lieutenant Kurg, get in touch with you, and iron out all the details.”

“Kurg loves details,” Baxter said. “I’m sure he’d be happy to fix you up.”

Bruce shrugged. “I guess.”

Airyn pushed him out the door. “Be sure to take your kids with you.”

“Hey, you have any idea which restaurant here is the best?”

“All of them,” Baxter says. “Everything tastes like tuna. You’ll love it” He sighed, looking around. “Well, that’s fifteen minutes of my life I’ll never get back.”

Airyn led him into the house. “Let’s remember why we’re here.”

“That’s still not clear to me.”

Tilleran and Sparks were already scanning the room with their tricorders.

“No odd readings,” Tilleran said. “I’m not even sure what we’re looking for.”

Baxter rifled through the kitchen, checking the cabinets. “Neither am I.”

Airyn perused the living room. “Well, you said your Dad would leave the clue right in front of our faces, right?”

“Well, yeah.” Baxter put his hands on his hips and looked around. “’Go fishing.’” He scanned the room, until he came to the coffee table. He walked over and sifted through a stack of padds–issues of Space Insurance Monthly–then sighed with exasperation. “Nothing.”

J’hana surveyed the kitchen, her antennae twitching. “Stocked with Aldeberan coffee. The man knew quality.”

Baxter moved over to a bookshelf and tugged books off it. “Breen History. Dominion Strategy. The Internal Affairs Mastermind by B’rek.”

“Ooh, that one was good,” Tilleran said as she searched behind a couch.

As Baxter rifled through the books on the third shelf, a little package at the end of the shelf popped out and fell to the floor. He knelt to examine it. “Playing cards.”

J’hana looked over. “Humans bore easily, especially on vacation, which they take too many of.”

“Ease up, J’hana,” Tilleran pursed her lips. “It’s perfectly normal to have a pack of playing cards at a vacation house. For rainy days.”

Baxter opened the pack and flipped the cards over in his hand. “I remember playing cards with him and Mom more than once.”

Airyn moved behind Baxter and looked over his shoulder. “There are fish on the back. Different ones for each suit.”

“Yeah, that’s what we used to play.” He surveyed the fish on the back of each card. “Go Fish.”

Airyn rushed over to him. “Go Fish!” She looked around. “Do I have to spell it out for you people?”

Baxter raised an eyebrow. “You think Dad hid the biggest secret in the Universe on a playing card?”

“It’s as good a lead as any,” Airyn said, and sat next to him.

Tilleran leaned against the kitchen counter. “Did he have a favorite card?”

“Red Snapper,” Baxter said, and flipped through the cards, locating an image of a red snapper, flopping excitedly out of a blue, blue lake. “’Go fish,’” he said thoughtfully.

Sparks, J’hana, and Tilleran came over to see what Baxter was looking at.

Baxter held the card card, inspecting it carefully, as Airyn looked on. “Nothing,” Baxter said, and leaned back on his haunches. “Another dead end.”

Sparks consulted her tricorder. “Not so fast.” She reached down and picked up the snapper card, and flipped it over in her hand, running the tricorder’s sensors over it. “There’s a faint impression on this card. It’s almost undiscernible.”

“But you can discern it?” J’hana asked.

Tilleran nodded, looking at her tricorder. “It’s almost invisible but it’s there. A microimprint of a complex string. Genetic code.” She locked eyes with Baxter. “This is it. Sir, we’ve got to get this back to the Explorer immediately. Before someone else gets their hands on it.”

Baxter took the card from Sparks and held it up to the light. He set his jaw as he stared at it. “We’ve got what we came for. And Duvet’s sectors away. By the time he finds out where we went, we’ll be long gone. And we’ll destroy Maura Drake’s research once and for…”

Bruce Dorfman ducked into the porch, squeezing past Baxter and Sparks and into the living room. “Hey, forgot my sunglasses.” He waved at everyone and darted out. “Sorry about that. Have a good one, guys!”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 76126.6. Admiral Andy Baxter recording. That’s right, Admiral Andy Baxter, commanding the Explorer, just like the Great Bird intended. Feels like old times. Only extremely, totally not.

We’ve returned to the Explorer with Doctor Drake’s top secret research, a parting gift left behind by my Father. I know what to do from here. Destroy it. And then, maybe use the extra day on Portico to catch some fish.



Commander Donovan strode into Roddick’s secure room in Sickbay, which was dimly lit as they were currently observing ship’s night.

Roddick was unconscious, laying on the medtalble. Alcott was standing over Roddick, running scans. He pursed his lips, turning to Donovan. “Commander, I don’t think this will be much of a conversation. I just administered delta sleep, to try and help him sleep. He’s been…moaning, something about Bringloidi potatoes.”

“He has, huh,” Donovan said, standing in the door frame of Roddick’s room as Alcott closed his tricorder and stepped past her toward the door.

She put her hands on her hips and stared at Roddick as he slept. “Well, you and Section Thirty-One can rest soundly. The search for the missing piece of Drake’s research is over. Tilleran has it right now. It’s not going to hurt anyone. I don’t know what Thirty-One is about anymore. Did you want to save it, preserve it, or use it?”

Roddick’s shoulders shifted slightly.

Alcott looked on from the doorway to Sickbay. “You really think he can hear you?”

Donovan raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know.”

Alcott gave one more glance at Roddick, then stepped out of the door as one of the two security officers, Sanders, stepped out to guard the entrance. The other one, Crouch, stayed inside, observing Donovan and Roddick.

“With us preparing to destroy the research,” she continued. “It’s a moot point now, isn’t it?”

Roddick’s breathing caught slightly.

“Isn’t it,” she asked. She pursed her lips.

Roddick rolled over, facing her. “No, Agent Donovan, it’s not moot at all.” He sprang to his feet and advanced, face to face with Donovan.

Donovan slapped her combadge. “Donovan to–”

Roddick gripped Donovan’s hand, twisting it behind her back and shoving her against the wall. “No. No, I think it’s safe to say this conversation is between you and me.”

Ensign Croush leapt forward and charged Roddick, who kicked out, hitting him in the solar plexus. With his free hand, he drove a chop to the base of his neck, causing him to drop limply to the ground, while still pinning Donovan with his other arm.

Donovan glowered back at him, squirming. “You’ve made a fantastic recovery.”

“Like you said, Thirty-One trains us well.”

She narrowed her eyes, assessing Roddick like prey. “What do you think you’re going to accomplish here?”

“Finish. What. I started.” Roddick pushed Donovan up against the wall, tightening his grip. “And no one will stop me.”

“Want. To make. A bet?” Donovan asked, and kicked Roddick hard between the legs, jerking him back. “Security emergency in Sickbay holding!” she shouted.

Moments later, Alcott and Sanders rushed in.

Roddick reached out and grabbed the phaser slung at Donovan’s side, twisting and blasting Alcott in the center of the chest, dropping him, then fired at the other guard, knocking him off his feet.

That gave Donovan all the time she needed to roundhouse kick him to the head, sending her phaser clattering to the ground. She leapt at him, slinging her arms around his neck. “You’re not…going anywhere!”

Roddick whirled, slamming Donovan up against the wall. “You cannot begin to understand how wrong you are. Not everyone in Thirty-one is so limited, so frozen by indecision and analysis. Some of us still want to take action.”

“You’re deluded,” Donovan gasped, kicking free of his grasp and staggering back to her feet.

Roddick glowered at her. “You were a rising star. You could have become Section Chief, if you’d just stayed the course.”

“Regrets, I’ve had a few,” Donovan spat back and launched herself at Roddick, landing a punch to the side of his head, then joining her fists and clobbering him in the midsection, bringing him to his knees.

Donovan squatted, facing him, quickly catching her breath. She pushed hair out of her face and lifted his chin. “You’re…getting slow in your old age, Roddick.”

“And you…forgot about your phaser…” Roddick growled back, shoving the phaser into Donovan’s midsection and firing.

Donovan’s eyes went wide as the phaser struck home and she reeled back, collapsing to the deck.

Roddick cast a glance at her over his shoulder and then ran out of the room.



Baxter, Sparks, and Plato ran down the corridor toward Sickbay, as security officers ran past them.

“What the hell happened?” Baxter asked, looking around.

“Sanders is dead. Two more down and critical,” Plato breathed in between barking orders to his security team. “Donovan and Doctor Alcott.”

Baxter’s face dropped. “Get…get them help,” Baxter said, gripping Plato’s shoulder. He turned to Sparks. “Roddick.”

“The science lab…” Sparks said.

Baxter took off down the corridor.

Sparks looked at Plato. “Well, c’mon!”



Airyn and Tilleran leaned over the innocent-looking playing card, as the nanometric scanner did its work, mapping and analyzing the complex genetic code that had been imprinted on its surface.

“Larkin to all stations, security alert,” the android’s voice came over the comm, as suddenly the science lab was bathed in red light.

Airyn looked at Tilleran. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing good,” Tilleran said, grabbing the card and stuffing it in her vest. She turned toward the door. “Don’t worry though, J’hana’s out there.”

“And that’s a good thing?”

“Oh yeah,” Tilleran said, and then her face went slack. She immediately felt the presence behind her.

“Roddick,” Tilleran said, not turning around.

She could feel his breath on her neck. “Your friend J’hana is quite formidable. Which is why I activated a site to site transport and secured this room with a forcefield.”

“What brings you here?” Airyn asked, playing dumb, looking from Tilleran to Roddick.

“The card,” Roddick whispered, jamming a phaser into Tilleran’s back, his finger resting on a trigger.

Suddenly the door pounded. “Imzadi!” J’hana roared from outside.

“It’ll take her hmm, oh about two minutes to disable the security field. Which gives us time to talk…”



By the time Baxter, Sparks, and Plato, and a horde of security officers arrived at the science lab, J’hana roaring as she lunged against the door, knocked back again and again by the crackling security field, her rage rendering her impervious to pain.

She turned to Baxter. “He’s in there!”

“Roddick,” Baxter said, grinding his teeth.

Sparks surveyed the situation helplessly. “Sparks to bridge. We’re outside the lab but Roddick somehow activated containment fields around it.”

“We’ve been trying to cut power to the security fields,” Larkin replied, “But Roddick has locked us out. He’s scrambled our command codes. It will take time to restore control.”

“Clever guy,” Baxter muttered.

Moments later, Larkin chimed back in. “We’ve restored security control. Another ten seconds…”

Baxter looked over at J’hana. “That won’t be enough time.”

Within seconds, the security field around the lab crackled and dropped, and J’hana punched her way in, smashing the door open.

Baxter stepped through the remnants of the door and peered inside as Plato flanked him.

“Larkin to Science Lab Two. Report.”

Sparks stared up at the ceiling. “We’re okay down here but…” she looked around at the empty lab.

Roddick was gone. And with him, Tilleran and Airyn.

Baxter clenched his fists as J’hana crashed about, smashing the laboratory in impotent rage.

Plato stood alongside Baxter, taking in the scene. “Admiral, what happened here?”

“Roddick happened,” Baxter said. “And he holds all the cards now.”



TO BE CONTINUED…





Part Five - Hook, Line, and Sinker



THE YEAR 2375

STARDATE 52081



“Dad?”

Captain Andy Baxter stood in the doorway to his Father’s office on earth.

“Crmn in,” Harlan snarled, puffing on his cigar and coming around the desk to greet Baxter. “Hrs Xrpr,” he asked, clapping Baxter stiffly on the shoulders.

“She’s good. Explorer’s good. We’re launching in about a week.”

Harlan nodded, pointing at the couch that sat along his office wall, overlooking the presidio at Starfleet Command and shuttles criss-crossing over the Golden Gate bridge. He tugged the cigar out of his mouth. “Ready for yer first mission, boy?”

Baxter sank onto the couch and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Ready as I’ll ever be.” He shook his head. “I don’t know. Conway has been on my case for weeks. He challenges every decision I make. The crew’s uncertain. They’re still a little shaken from the whole Delta Quadrant misadventure. They’re looking to me.”

“Ya defeated the Flarn. And the Borg?” Harlan chuckled. “You got this, son.”

“You really think so?”

Harlan stared at the burning embers of his cigar. “Son, you got the same twenty-six hours in a day that everyone else has. Whatcha going to do with them?”

“You make it sound easy,” Baxter laughed uneasily and shifted on the couch. “Kelly’s been great. She…she believes in me.”

Harlan nodded. “She’s a sweet gal. You like her, huh.”

“Yeah.” Baxter glanced out the window. “Yeah, I do.”

“You wanna be out among the stars, boy,” Harlan said. “I always knew it.”

“It hasn’t gone the way I expected it, Dad.”

“It never does.”

Baxter leaned forward on his elbows. “It was touch and go there for a moment, you know. I thought I was done for.”

“You’re made of stronger stuff than that, boy,” Harlan chuckled. “I was thinking, you know…Starfleet’s a dangerous line of work, and all. There are a few things I should tell you…”

“Conway to Baxter,” Baxter’s combadge chirped. “I need your signature on some requisitions. This idiot inventory clerk won’t take my signature. I guess it takes one to know one.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Acknowledged. I’ll be right up.” He pushed off the couch and leaned forward, as Harlan stood stiffly, Baxter gripped him in a hug. “To be continued, Dad. Just – I love you, okay?”

Harlan grunted softly. “Lrvto, brr.”



THE YEAR 2401

STARDATE 76126



“Clear the way. Move!”

Baxter had to give it to the EMH. She didn’t mess around. Either of them.

He leaned against the bulkhead near Sickbay’s entrance, trying to give the two holograms a wide berth so they could work.

Near him, Sparks and Plato watched silently. J’hana had joined Larkin on the bridge, attempting to track Roddick’s whereabouts.

The EMH, for her part, was a sight to behold. A technical marvel. What had started as a glitchy system had been perfected. Gone were the wry assertions and acerbic attitude of the EMH Mark I. The smug, sneering rants of the EMH Mark II, and the wreckless libido of the EMH Mark III, were nowhere to be found. After Mark III, the worst of the lot, whose ethical subroutines were entirely compromised (and who had an odd fascination with the Alamo and spy novels), a total rehab was needed.

Mark IV was quiet and confident. Efficient and knowledgeable. And wholly without personality of any kind.

And she could replicate herself, which was cool.

So while the first two doctors worked, a third one appeared suddenly in front of Baxter, causing him to stagger back and grip the wall.

“Patient one,” the short, middle-aged female with tight blonde curls said, looking at Baxter. “Close quarters phaser strike to the chest. Aorta was completely bisected. Total aortic repair necessary. Thirty percent chance of recovery.” That was Alcott. Baxter grimaced. Didn’t sound good. “Patient two is another story.” She pointed to the bed where Ashley Donovan lay as the other Mark IV worked diligently at her side. The middle of her uniform was charred and black. “Point blank phaser strike to the lower abdomen. Massive internal hemorrhage. If I had been activated a moment later, she’d be dead already.”

“Computer, increase bedside manner by five percent,” Baxter muttered.

“Unable to comply,” the Mark IV said. “Personality algorithms cannot be modified.”

Baxter sighed. He wondered if the doctor they’d based this one on, who he’d been told had served briefly on Enterprise-D, was this dry. “Go on.”

“Patient Two is to be beamed into the surgical bay for immediate emergency surgery. Replacement organs are being replicated as quickly as possible. She has a fifteen percent chance of recovery.” With that, the third copy of the Mark IV disappeared.

“Thanks,” Baxter said, staring at the deck.

“Andy,” Sparks said, sidling up. “We need to talk.”

“Do we.”

“Yeah.” She took his hand and tugged him off into the corner, as Plato watched the EMH Mark IV work on Alcott. “This is bad. I know. But we have bigger issues. Tilleran and Airyn. Roddick.”

“The next move is his,” Baxter said.

“Is it? Do we know what he’ll do?”

“Be omnipotent, is my guess.” Baxter rubbed a hand over his face.

“And don’t you think we should stop that?”

“Don’t think we can.”

“You really think that’s the case?”

“J’hana and Larkin are on it.”

“You’re in command of the Explorer now, Admiral.”

“Fat lot of good it did.”

“Well, you can do that,” Sparks said. “You can be defeated if you want. But if you’re going to give up, then you need to do the responsible thing and return command to Larkin. So we can go get Tilleran and Airyn and stop Roddick from destroying the Universe.”

“Oh, is that what we should do?”

Sparks pursed her lips.

“You know she’s right, sir,” Plato said softly.

Baxter stared wryly at Sparks. “Weren’t you a cadet, like yesterday?”

“Seems like,” she said with a small smile.

Baxter patted Sparks on the shoulder, and gave one last look at Donovan as she was beamed into the surgical bay. “You’re right, Commander. We have a job to do. Let’s go.”



On the bridge, the tactical console had been smashed in several places.

Larkin calmly stood by the command chair, giving orders, while keeping her arms wrapped around the thrashing J’hana.

“What happened to my panel!” Plato said as he filed in from the aft turbolift, with Baxter and Sparks trailing him.

Larkin raised an eyebrow. “J’hana has reached an…impasse…in her investigation.”

“Find my Imzadi!” J’hana said, kicking, in Larkin’s unbreakable grasp.

“She threw a knife at me,” Stef said from the helm.

“I was aiming at the viewscreen, child,” J’hana muttered.

Baxter approached Larkin and J’hana, hands on hips. “J’hana, stand down. That’s an order.”

“I’m not Starfleet anymore, Admiral!” J’hana said through clenched teeth. “You have no control over me!”

Baxter gave her a patient smile. “I never had any control over you. Less so now. But still, you have to calm down or I’ll remove you from the bridge.”

“You wouldn’t dare!”

“Larkin is stronger than you.”

“Barely!”

Baxter sighed. “J’hana, I’m upset too. I know you’re worried about Tilleran. And you’re showing it by, well, smashing things. But that won’t get us anywhere. You want bloody vengeance?’

J’hana’s antennae flexed eagerly. “Oh, so much I can taste it.”

“Then stop fighting us and start helping us.”

J’hana panted, staring from Larkin to Baxter. “Fine!”

Larkin gently set J’hana down.

“I want my knives back.”

“You’ll get them soon enough,” Baxter said, straightening his uniform as he moved to the command chair. “Now, J’hana, I don’t mean to pry, but you and Tilleran still have that Imzadi bond-thingy right?”

“The Imzadi bond lasts a lifetime, yes,” J’hana said, pacing beside Baxter as Larkin kept a watchful eye on her.

“Can you…feel Tilleran?”

“I cannot.”

Larkin draped her arms behind her back and walked up beside Baxter. “Roddick no doubt has activated a telepathic suppression device around Doctor Tilleran.”

“So we have to hope Tilleran finds a way to disable it.”

“Provided she hasn’t been…” Larkin considered her words a few nanoseconds. “Incapacitated.”

Plato worked over what was left of his console. “I can’t get any kind of fix on how Roddick beamed off or where he beamed to.”

“It would have to be a ship,” Sparks said, leaning over Ensign Baxter’s console. “External sensors show nothing though.”

“Ostensibly, he’d be heading for a Section Thirty-One base,” Larkin said.

“Yeah,” Baxter rubbed his chin. “And who would know where I could find one of those?”



The surgical bay buzzed with activity as EMH Mark IV worked and medical assistants swarmed about, taking readings, administering medications, monitoring scans.

Baxter leaned on the biobed, careful to stay out of Mark IV’s way as she bent over the surgical array that enclosed Donovan’s midsection. “Can you wake her?”

“Ill advised,” Mark IV responded.

“But possible.”

“As it is, this patient is unlikely to survive.”

“I’ve seen her beat the odds before.”

“If you order me to wake her, I will, but you won’t like the outcome.”

Baxter reached out and squeezed Donovan’s hand. “If only I’d been more careful, Ashley. If I’d listened to you…” He turned to the EMH, biting his lip. “Wake her.”

In a few seconds, Donovan’s eyes fluttered open. She turned to look at Baxter. “Andy…”

“Shhh,” Baxter said. “You’re in good hands, Ashley. The EMH is working on you. It’s…looking good.”

“Liar,” Ashley said, narrowing her eyes at Baxter.

“She is correct. The prognosis is poor,” one of the Mark IV’s said, hovering behind Baxter. “It’s ill advised to…”

Baxter waved the EMH away. “I only need a minute.”

Donovan blinked. “Roddick.”

Baxter nodded, leaned in. “We have to find him.”

Donovan swallowed. “Surprised me. Didn’t see…”

Baxter gently squeezed her hand. “Ashley, it’s okay. Just…tell me where he may have gone.”

Donovan’s eyes fluttered. Her head rolled back. “Could be anywhere…”

Baxter leaned in. “Ashley…”

“Science station, maybe. Bermuda expanse. Where…this all started…”

Baxter slapped his combadge. “Bridge. Lay in a course for the Bermuda Expanse. Maximum warp.”

“Acknowledged. On our way,” Larkin responded.

“Don’t…you can’t stop Roddick…” Donovan lifted a hand and pressed it to Baxter’s chest. “He’s dangerous, Andy. You need…backup…”

“Yeah, my best backup is on the sidelines right now.” He said, and stood back. “Doctor, put her back under.”

“Wait,” Donovan said, lifting a hand. “Careful…” she sighed. “Asshole.”

Her eyes fluttered and closed.

The EMH continued her work. “If you want your friend to have any chance to live at all, you must leave.”

Baxter retreated and stood by the door of the surgical bay for a moment, looking at Donovan. “Keep me posted, Doc,” he whispered, and left.



“YAGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Duvet pulled his command chair out of its moorings and hurled it at he viewscreen.

“You about done?” Major Renta asked, leaning against a bulkhead, her arms folded. “Or want to destroy more of your ship?”

“We’ve lost everything!” Duvet railed, as his senior staff retreated to the back of the bridge. “We don’t have Baxter. We don’t have the Explorer. And, according to the comm traffic you just intercepted, even THEY don’t have the DNA we need.”

“Yeah, you have to give it to that Roddick.” Renta raised an eyebrow. “He played us the whole time.”

“You think this is funny?” Duvet turned on Renta. “All we went through to get this technology, this secret to omnipotence, just wasted!”

“It’s not a waste just yet,” Renta said. “There’s Maura Drake.”

“Roddick didn’t even know where she was.” Duvet’s shoulders sunk.

“There are others,” Renta said. “If you’d calm down…”

Duvet advanced toward Renta. “You know where we can find the location of Maura Drake.”

“I know a guy who might know where to find her, yes.”

“And where, pray tell, is he?”

Renta smiled. “Hiding in plain sight.”



“…but that’s what they want you to think! There’s no proof that President Dradar has ever even heard of the Ferengi Mining Consortium.”

Seated at a broad marble desk, the commentator turned to camera two, stroking his graying beard. “Let’s get serious for a minute here. In twenty-three sixty-four, Starfleet was nearly taken over by a race of small crawling centipedal organisms that attached themselves to the humanoid brain stem. Don’t believe me? Look it up. Totally happened. Now, quote-unquote journalists like Kelly Peterman are suddenly talking crazy, spreading lies about President Dradar. Coincidence? We’ll be back with an in-depth report, and holos of the time I confronted Peterman in a coffee shop and she kneed me in the groin and her friend threw bagels at me. Worthy Takes will be back after this…”

On a nearby monitor, the holo feed of Roland Worthy shifted to a shot of an aging Ferengi looking over a pristine mountainside. “Do you like mountains? No, me either. That’s why we’re using cutting edge technology to obliterate the cascading buttes of Veridian Three. Because, really, who needs ’em? Here at Quark’s Miles of Mining, we carefully sift and purify all the dolcemite ore you’ll ever–”

Worthy glanced at the monitor and smirked, turning toward his producer. “Tucker, can you call up the holo of my combative interview with Councilor Paris? I want to watch how I rip him to shreds aga–” Worthy saw two figures standing behind Tucker.

One of them, a Cardassian, grabbed Tucker by the shoulders and shoved him face-first into the floor. “Mister Worthy!” he said with a grin.

“Security!” Worthy cried out, his voice going up several octaves.

The other intruder, a Bajoran, strode forward and gripped Worthy by the throat. “Security’s going to be back…after these messages.”

Worthy looked over at the control room next to his set.

Major Renta pushed Worthy to his knees. Duvet knelt to face him, propping his elbow on his knee. “Roland. May I call you Roland?”

“S-sure.”

“Have I got a ‘Worthy Take’ for you, Roland.” Duvet leaned in closer. “You’ve made quite a name for yourself after the business with the Explorer.”

“I’ve been out of the rehab colony for years. I’m legit now!”’

Duvet glanced around. “The Syndicated Orion Network. Yes, totally legitimate.”

Renta twisted Worthy’s arm behind his back. “You made Kira Nerys look like an idiot.”

Worthy winced and opened and closed his mouth several times. “I’m…sorry?”

“No, I liked that,” Renta said. She leaned in close. “I’m just a sociopath. I want to hurt you.”

“Wh-what do you want?” Worthy asked, looking from Duvet to Renta.

“We’re just looking for answers,” Duvet said. “Answers to one of the greatest mysteries in the universe. A final recipe for all time…”

Renta rolled her eyes at that. “And we think you might have the key.”

“Really? I mean, you mean I’m relevant?”

“No, oh hell no,” Duvet said, waving a hand. He thumped a thumb on Worthy’s forehead. “But you may have some information in your brain that is.” He looked up at Renta and nodded.

Renta dragged Worthy backward, his legs flailing, and hurled him onto his desk, then pressed her elbow down into his throat, nearly cutting off his oxygen. “How’s this for news?” she asked. “Start talking.”

Duvet approached the desk, leaning over Worthy. “Tell us where Maura Drake is. Tell us now.”

“I don’t know!”

“Is that so?” Renta asked. “Then why did the Orion Free Trader I bribed tell me you two have been living together since 2396.”

“Leave her alone!” Worthy moaned. “You just don’t understand her. She’s a keen mind! She got hold of a communication terminal while she was imprisoned by Section Thirty-One. She reached out to me. We-we corresponded. She got me like no one else ever has. It was…oh it was magical!”

“This is gross.” He put his hands on his hips. “Nobody wants to hear this inane babbling about idiots and their relationships. Cardassians would never stand for such things.”

Renta shook Worthy’s shoulders. “Ignore him. Focus on me. So…she eventually escaped?”

“They let her go. Section Thirty-One felt like they weren’t going to ever get the answers they wanted. They believed holding on to Drake was worthless.” Worthy swallowed. “Well, all but one of ’em believed that…”

Duvet looked at Renta. “All but one?”



Commander Sparks eased forward, resting her elbows on the conference table, as she looked around the room at the Explorer’s senior staff. “Section Thirty-One has a science department?”

“According to Ashley,” Baxter said, and pointed at the viewscreen, which revealed a schematic of the Bermuda Expanse, and the sprawling Waystation Two which sat nearby. “I went back through the Explorer records at the time. I spoke to Craig Porter, who is really ticked at us by the way, that we kidnaped his wife and then let her get…re-kidnaped, again, by someone worse.” He took a deep breath. “Anyway, from what we can tell, Thirty-One might have established a scientific presence there way back when Donovan and my Father first reopened the investigation into Maura Drake. The Idlewild was likely sent in there to build the station to identify and test Drake’s research. We know they interrogated Mirk and Lieutenant Hartley when they visited the expanse to try to reactivate Mirk’s powers.”

“So is there a station in there or not?” Mathers asked.

“Uncertain,” Baxter said. “If Airyn were here, she’d no doubt remind us that the Idlewild was later taken over by Alvin Ficker. Then Maura Drake and Anna Kimmel wound up on the Explorer.” He sighed. “The other Explorer. Which ended up in a pitched battle with the Orions, who wanted the omnipotence formula for themselves.”

“And instead, no one got it,” Larkin said, seated at the other end of the conference table. “And Drake was taken to a psychiatric facility, and later abducted by Section Thirty-One.”

“So we’re heading back there,” Baxter said. “To the Bermuda Expanse.”

“To find out if Roddick is there?” Sparks asked.

“Isn’t it more likely that they don’t have a base there, and so we won’t find anything,” Plato said. “Or they do have a base there, and it’s impossible for us to find, and so again we won’t find anything?”

“Or we do find something,” J’hana said, her fingers clawing into the table. “And it blows us to pieces.”

“All those things are possible.” Baxter looked down at the table. “Ashley did tell me one more thing. She said…we’d need backup.”

“She is a fool to underestimate us,” J’hana said quickly.

“She’s many things, but she’s no fool,” Baxter said. “I just sent a coded subspace message to Admiral Conway. I told him where we’re going and what we’re going to do. I told him we needed help. I left it in his hands.”

“You sure that was a good idea?” Sparks asked. “Conway kind of hates you.”

Larkin looked up. “How did Admiral Conway respond?”

“I never got a response,” Baxter said. He clasped his hands together. “So I guess we are heading into an unwinnable fight, and all our hopes rest on a critically injured operative, my dead Dad, and an admiral who hates me.”

J’hana growled. “Just like old times.”

Baxter cleared his throat, and glanced at the streaking stars outside the conference room. He looked around at the crew assembled - Plato, Sparks, Larkin, Mathers, and J’hana. “Any questions?”

“Do we have time to stop off at Waystation for a Spaceburger?” Mathers asked.

“Good, then, no questions,” Baxter said.

Larkin gestured for the crew to file out and stayed behind.

“Sir,” she said. “It may be that you are faced with the choice of permitting Roddick access to total human omnipotence, or the destruction of this ship.”

“I’m vaguely aware,” Baxter said. “You have any thoughts on the matter?”

“I believe we’re agreed, sir, that if Roddick does control the secret to human omnipotence, it would be cataclysmic.”

“If it comes to it, Larkin, then yes…we’ll sacrifice the Explorer.” He looked her in the eye with a wry smile. “Again.”

Larkin gave a quick nod. “There is a certain symmetry to it. I’ll be on the bridge.”

As she strode out, Lieutenant Kurg stood in the doorway to the conference room. “Admiral, secure line has been established.”

“Good,” Baxter said. “Send Stef in, please.”

Kurg nodded. “Anything else?”

“Nope. Just strap in.”

“There are straps?”

“It’s an expression,” Baxter said. Kurg just gave him a blank look as he stepped out and Ensign Baxter filed into the conference room.

“So how long till I get invited to these meetings?” she asked, pushing up her uniform sleeves and flopping into the chair next to Baxter.

“A while,” Baxter said.

“You wanted to see me?”

He grinned. “I always want to see you. We have a call to make.” He tapped a control on the conference room table. The conference room’s holographic system fired up, and a hologram of Kelly Peterman appeared at the front of the room.

“Andy!” she exclaimed. “I’ve been looking all over for you!”

“Found me,” Baxter said. “I brought a friend.” He nodded over at Stef, who waved.

“Hi, Mom,” Stef said, giving Baxter a glare. “What are you doing?”

Baxter reached out and touched Stef’s arm and then looked at Peterman. “Kelly, this is a secure channel. If you turn around and show this on the Federation News, I’m gonna be really ticked off.”

“You know me better than that,” Kelly said. She shook her head. “Anyway, I’m not at work. I’m…out.” She glanced offscreen a moment, then back at Baxter. “What’s going on, Andy? I heard you were…”

“We don’t have much time, Kelly. I’m…I’m fine, we’re fine. It’s just…we’re going into… it’s another one of those times.”

Peterman looked down. “You don’t say?” She looked back up at him. “Well. I trust you’ll be careful.”

“You know I won’t.”

“I’m here to watch his back, Mom,” Stef said, and looked at Baxter. “You don’t have to worry.”

“I’m twice as worried, with you there,” Peterman said. “But your father knows that.”

“Call Raymond, Kelly, tell him we said hi. Send him…just tell him we’ll have to get together soon.”

“Tell him yourself.”

“Only time to send one of these,” Baxter said, and leaned forward. “Kelly…”

“I get it,” Peterman said, and huffed. “You’ve got to do what you’ve got to do.”

Baxter smiled. “Well, when you put it that way.”

“Andy…”

“Will you two cut it out,” Stef said, and punched the channel closed. She turned on Baxter. “Stop acting like we’re going to get our asses blown sky high. You’re scaring Mom. And she’s nervous enough about us still being in Starfleet as it is.”

Baxter blinked, staring at the empty space where the Peterman hologram had been. “Stef, I don’t think you get how serious this is.”

“I do get it,” Stef said, and rose. “I’ve gotten it for a long time – longer than you’d think. Which is why I joined Starfleet. Because if you could face the danger, I knew I could do it, too.” She leaned in and kissed Baxter on the forehead, and turned on a heel, and left.

Baxter sat there for a beat and watched the stars. “Into the breach,” he said, to no one.

He then stood up and marched out to the bridge.



Peterman smirked as Stef suddenly closed the channel.

“Well, that was rude,” Browning said, stepping up behind Peterman.

“She’s just like her father,” Peterman said, and shrugged. “At least she has my hair.”

“I’m glad you guys had a chance to talk,” Browning said, putting a hand on Peterman’s shoulder. “But didn’t you want to tell him?”

“So he could just worry more?” Peterman said, turning and walking through a nearby pair of doors and out onto the bridge of the Aerostar-A.

Officers crossed to and fro as Conway sat glowering in the command chair, arms folded.

“You sure I can’t get you a more comfortable seat?” Captain Zachary Ford asked, easing back and forth on his feet next to Conway.

“Nope, I like this one,” Conway said, and sipped thoughtfully on his coffee.

“Thanks for bringing me into this, guys,” Ford said. “Means a lot. And to think all we had going on was a nice boring charting mission in Alpha Centauri.”

Conway ignored Ford and glanced at Peterman. “How was your chat with hubby?” he quipped as Peterman approached him.

“I didn’t let him know where I was, or where we’re going, like you asked,” Peterman said, and glared at Browning. “And because there’s no use in him worrying about us.”

“Good.” He pivoted in the chair toward Peterman. “Just to be clear, I’m not helping him. I’m going to apprehend him.”

“Right after we rescue him,” Browning added.

Conway turned to the viewscreen. “Yeah, we’re all likely as not to get ourselves blown up in doing so,” Conway said. “Go figure. At least we’ve had a long run, right?”

“You think we can take on Section Thirty One?” Peterman asked.

“This isn’t Section Thirty One,” Conway said. “Roddick is going out on his own.”

“And how the hell do you know that?” Peterman asked.



THE YEAR 2376



The shuttle ride was rather quiet, and even, some might say, awkward.

Baxter and Peterman were returning from the planet Vasacan, bringing Harlan and Lucille Baxter back to the Explorer after their brief sojourn planetside. Vasacan was unique in that its green tobacco produced a smoke that was intensely deadly to a very specific genotype. Captain Baxter’s genotype, it had turned out.

“Yer fine,” Harlan mumbled, sitting on the bench as Baxter lay spread out on the insta-gurney, with Peterman hunched over him. “Baxters are made of stern stuff, boy.”

Lucille was at the helm of the shuttle, piloting it toward the Explorer.

“We’re almost home, pooter!” Lucille called out. “That Flarn doctor will get you all sorted out!”

Lieutenant Tilleran and Doctor Benzra were conferring at the rear of the shuttle, determining treatment plans and discussing surgical options.

Baxter reached up and took Harlan’s hand. “Dad, you know, I’m sorry I made you feel like you weren’t welcome on the Explorer. I drove you away…”

“Stop talkin’ about feelings,” Harlan muttered, pulling his hand away. He put a cigar in his mouth and sparked it up.

Benzra reached a claw over and snatched the cigar out of Harlan’s mouth, extinguishing it on the bulkhead. “You fool! That’ssssssssss poisonousssssssss to the Captain!”

“Oh,” Harlan shrugged. “Forgot.”

“I love you, Dad,” Baxter said, his eyes lolling back. “Do you love me?”

Outside the shuttle’s foreward viewport, the Explorer shuttlebay swung into view to welcome them.

“Son,” Harlan said, and glanced up at the viewport as Lucille guided the shuttle in. “Shush, we’re almost home.”



THE YEAR 2401



“Waystation, this is Commodore Mor–ohhh no.” Commodore Walter Morales blanched on the screen as he saw Baxter at the center of Explorer’s bridge. “No no no.”

“Yes yes yes,” Baxter said, striding forward. “Commodore Morales, it’s been too long.”

“It hasn’t been long enough!” Morales said. Behind him, officers busily moved about Waystation’s operations center. The station was massive now: over a dozen interconnected saucers that put Baxter in mind of one of those hamster villages, with the interconnecting tubes. His mind really was wandering today.

“Oh, don’t be that way,” Baxter said with a wave of his hand.

Morales stepped toward the screen. “Admiral Baxter. Your first trip to Waystation, you lost your ship in the Delta Quadrant for a year. Then you came back to Waystation and brought a bloodthirsty Flarn warship with you.”

Baxter raised a finger. “Yeah but that wasn’t really my fa–”

“Stop! THEN, nearly twenty years later, you come back, and bring an enraged Romulan with you who blew up your ship and, if I remember correctly, killed you.”

Baxter fumbled with his fingers. “Yeah, your memory’s pretty good.”

Morales gripped his console and leaned forward. “So before you tell me what wild, fantastical adventure has you arriving at our doorstep, I implore you to consider this: How many of these hair-raising experiences would we have had if you had just woken up that morning and decided to roll over and go back to sleep?”

Larkin stepped forward next to Baxter. “My data on this is incomplete; however, I’d estimate about seventy-six percent of our adventures were avoidable, if you simply had chosen not to participate.”

Baxter gritted his teeth. “Larkin, you’re not helping.”

“Numbers don’t lie, sir.”

“Commodore Morales,” Baxter implored. “I’ve been captured, tortured, and cooked for today. My friends have been kidnaped, including Doctor Tilleran, who, if you’ll recall, is married to Craig Porter.”

“Yes. Craig called ahead. I just…was hoping this was all a nightmare.”

“We’re very real, Mister Morales,” Sparks sighed, standing up next to Baxter. “And we need your help.”

“What do you want from me?”

Baxter smiled thinly. “Well, that’s the good news. Not very much. We just need to get into the Bermuda Expanse for a bit and look around.”

“For what?”

“A Section Thirty-One base.”

“There’s no Section Thirty-One base in there.”

Baxter looked at Larkin and Sparks and then back at the screen. “Well, see, we’re not so sure about that. Section Thirty-One could have cloaked their base. They were operating near here twenty years ago.”

“So by your estimation, they must still be here…”

Baxter pursed his lips. “Commodore…a person I…trust…believes there may be a Section Thirty-One presence in the Bermuda Expanse.”

Morales tapped his foot for a beat as he stared at Baxter. “You know it’s just me here, from the old days, right? Everyone else has moved on…”

“Hey!” an officer behind Morales piped up.

“Sorry, Lieutenant Jeeto. I was talking about the original crew who was here with me.”

“I’m a person, too,” Jeeto, a Bolian, said.

Morales turned around briefly. “Can we not do this right now, Lieutenant? I appreciate you, okay.”

“Thanks, man, that’s all I needed.”

Morales sighed and turned back to Baxter. “I’m a simple guy, Admiral. I have two kids. I have my command. And I’m keeping the seat warm until the next generation comes in here to lead this place.”

“That’s nice,” Sparks said.

Baxter glared at Sparks. “Yes, well, yes, the next generation, that’s great. But can we go into the expanse, or what?”

Morales folded his arms. “If I were to say no, you’d go in anyway, right?”

Baxter exchanged glances around the Explorer bridge. “Well, yeah.”

Morales shook his head. “Admiral, I have it on good authority that there is absolutely no Section Thirty-One presence…”

“Commodore!” Jeeto piped up. “Explosive decompression alert in Saucer Seven!”

Morales spun back around and leaned over Jeeto’s panel. “What are you talking about?”

Baxter spun back toward Plato. “Plato. Split screen. Put Waystation on viewer. Full scan.” He turned to Morales. “Commodore, we’re here to assist if you need…”

“Hold on, Explorer,” Morales snapped. “Jeeto, have them evacuate the saucer and…”

“Saucer evacuation underway!”

Officers hurriedly went about their tasks in the Waystations operations center.

“Anyone else feel bad about this?” Baxter asked. “I mean, I do…”

“Sir, power readings on Waystation’s Saucer Seven are off the chars.” Plato looked up from his panel.

Baxter whirled toward the screen. “Magnify!”

Morales, for his part, looked up from his readouts. “We’ve evacuated the saucer but…now we can’t get any readings on it at all.”

“Explosions in connecting tube seven!” Jeeto called out.

“Lieutenant Plato,” Larkin said calmly, draping her arms behind her back. “Magnify and enhance.”

Baxter stepped forward, putting his hand on the back of Stef’s chair. The image of Waystation’s vast array of connecting saucers zoomed in to the upper-right saucer, and its connecting tube, which exploded with a burst of light. The saucer then detached, spinning off.

“Stef, intercept that saucer and lock on a tractor beam!” Baxter ordered.

“On it,” Stef said, and looked up at the screen as Explorer swung toward Waystation. “Dad, I mean Admiral…the tractor beam can’t lock on. The saucer just put up shields!”

Morales looked confused. “Admiral, that thing is operating under its own power. Our saucers can’t do that…” he looked up. “Oh…oh no…”

Baxter looked at the saucer on the screen, which suddenly stopped spinning. It fixed itself in place. Its hull plating started to fall away like dead scales, revealing a gleaming silver spheroid beneath.

Four nacelles folded out from the spheroid shape, lights flickering on all around the ship, and a pair of dangerous looking photon launchers rose from the top of the saucer. Which turned on the Explorer and advanced toward it.

“Evasive!” Baxter shouted, and hunched forward as the saucer opened fire, lashing into the Explorer with its photons.

“Shields up, arm all weapons,” Larkin crossed the bridge and pointed toward Plato. “Prepare neutron torpedoes, full spread.”

Stef’s hands ran over her panel. “Hold on!” she called out at the Explorer veered and the saucer blew right past it.

“Explorer,” a voice rang out over the bridge suddenly. “This is the Section Thirty-One cruiser Steadfast.”

“There is no cruiser by that name registered,” Larkin said.

“Roddick.” Baxter clenched his fists. “You’re after this thing, but you don’t know what it is. You don’t know what it can do.”

“Oh, I know exactly what it can do. And I have all the pieces I need.”

“Pursuit course, closing speed.” Baxter squeezed Stef’s shoulder. “Plato: open fire. All weapons.”

Sparks turned and leaned over Mather’s console. “Get Morales off the screen. He can’t help us now.”

“Wait, what?” Morales exclaimed, and disappeared for the screen.

The viewscreen was now filled with the Section Thirty-One cruiser, angling away.

“She’s faster than us,” Stef said.

“Warp speed,” Baxter said, pointing to Stef’s panel. “Jump in front of her and turn around. Plato, as soon as we do, fire all weapons!”

“Admiral, the design specs…” Sparks began. “Nevermind. What was I thinking?”

“Go,” Baxter said, patting Stef’s chair.

Explorer leapt in front of the Steadfast and spun around, guns blazing.

“Sorry about your friend,” Roddick’s voice echoed through the bridge.

“Save it,” Baxter said. “Stand down or we’ll blow you out of the fucking stars.”

“I’ve got what I need now. I’ll give your people back once they finish their work. The El Aurian is entertaining. What a talker. And the Betazoid…well, she’s feisty…”

At this point, J’hana had been at the back of the bridge, shaking with impotent rage. She took that moment, however, to leap on the tactical console, shoving Plato away. She looked up, unleashing a hellish barrage on the Steadfast.

Stef followed suit, swinging back around for another pass as Steadfast fired back.

“I will eviscerate you, human!” J’hana roared.

“Minor damage to the Steadfast,” Plato said, squeezing in next to J’hana but giving her a wide enough berth to work. “She’s powering up her warp engines.”

“Paint her with polaron beams,” Larkin said. She turned to Baxter. “We’ll be able to trace…”

“Belay that,” Baxter said, and turned to Mathers. “Colby, when she goes to cloak, which she will, align our phase with theirs. Jump into phased space with them before they go to warp.”

“Their warp wake could tear us to shreds, Admiral,” Mathers said.

“Do it.” Baxter looked at the screen.

“This has been fun,” Roddick’s voice boomed throughout the bridge. “But we have work to do. Don’t follow us. People could get hurt…thanks for playing, though…bye now…”

“Mathers, now!” Baxter called out, and turned to Stef. “Stef, follow them in.”

“Dad, are you sure?”

“Stef…” Baxter looked up at the screen as the Steadfast came about and began to shimmer out of phase.

“We’re locked on to their coordinates and phase variance,” Mathers reported.

“Admiral!” Sparks shouted, reaching out and grabbing Baxter’s arm. “You are clearly not up to speed on close board maneuvers when phase-cloaked!”

“I’ve read things!” Baxter pulled away. “Stef, engage!”

The Explorer pitched about and shot forward, diving into phased space after the Steadfast as she jumped to warp, pulling Explorer with her like an anchor.

The deck reeled out from under Baxter’s feet and he fell forward, slamming into the ops console.

Larkin reached out and pulled him to his feet as the deck shook.

“Structural integrity failing!” Plato called out, turning to the engineering console and calling out. “Fissures forming on six decks.”

“Stay with them!” Baxter ordered.

“Sir, if we continue on this course, our hull will breach, and the Explorer will be destroyed,” Larkin said firmly.

Baxter looked up at the aft engines of the Steadfast on the screen. So close.

“Hull breach on deck twenty-six!” Plato called out.

“Route power to structural integrity field,” Sparks said. “Admiral Baxter…”

Baxter leaned forward, bracing on Mathers’ console. He looked at Stef. “Bring us back into phase and all stop.”

Sparks rolled her eyes. “Thank the Great Bird.”

“This is getting redundant, but, hold on!” Stef said, and steered the Explorer out of phased space.

The Explorer sagged to a stop. Broken consoles fizzled. Lights flickered around the bridge.

Larkin stood next to Baxter. “Damage report,” she said, looking at Baxter.

“We’ll need to reinforce the hull in about twenty places,” Sparks said, stepping up next to Larkin. “I’ll send out engineering teams. It’s gonna be at least eight hours till we get back up to full op.”

Baxter looked back at Larkin. “Stop giving me that look.”

Larkin opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Plato piped up. “Admiral, new contact coming in bearing zero-one-five mark one-two-one.”

“On screen,” Baxter and Larkin said at the same time.

The four-nacelled ship swung into view on the screen, its triangular hull pointed at the Explorer.

“Wow,” Mathers said. “That’s…the Aerostar.”

“Aerostar-A,” Sparks said. “But yeah.”

“Zhart,” J’hana growled.

“My sentiments exactly,” Baxter said.

“Admiral Conway is hailing us,” Plato said.

Baxter bit his lip. “I bet he is.”



Conway stood in the Explorer’s conference lounge, hands behind his back, staring out the window. At the other end of the room, Baxter stood, resting his hands on the back of one of the conference chairs.

“I should throw you in the brig,” Conway muttered.

“My ship,” Baxter said. “My brig. You first.”

“The Explorer is under my jurisdiction.”

Baxter smiled darkly at Conway. “But under my command.”

Conway pursed his lips. “For now.”

“We’re both the same rank, Dave, but I have seniority,” Baxter said.

Conway turned to face Baxter. “I’m under direct orders from Fleet Admiral Noth to bring you in for questioning.”

Baxter blinked. “Noth? Why is she involved in this?”

“Have you ever thought you don’t know everything?” Conway snapped.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Conway shrugged. “I just have my orders.”

Baxter swallowed. “Dave, Roddick is out there. He has the ingredients for a genetic formula that could change the balance of power in the galaxy forever. And chances are he’s not going to use it for humanitarian purposes.”

“That’s why I’m going to stop him,” Conway said, folding his arms. “Starfleet sent an adult to take care of things for you, since you’ve made such a mess here.”

Baxter gritted his teeth, punching the conference table. “You’ve no idea what or who you’re dealing with. They have Tilleran, not to mention, a civilian…”

“Yeah, your ‘friend’ Airyn,” Conway said. “I’ve heard all about it. You about finished?”

“Work with me,” Baxter said, moving around the conference table to stand next to Conway. “Help me find and capture Roddick before he can hurt anyone else. Let’s team up – like the old days.”

Conway looked Baxter up and down thoughtfully, drawing a deep, cleansing breath. “Admiral Andy Baxter, I hearby strip you of command of the USS Explorer, effective immediately.”

Baxter’s eyes went wide. “Now wait one…”

“One more word and I confine you to quarters,” Conway said.

The conference room door wooshed open and Larkin and Sparks stepped through.

“Escort Admiral Baxter to his cabin, please,” Conway told them.

Baxter turned on a heel and walked toward the door.

“Admiral, what do we do?” Sparks asked Baxter.

Baxter glared at Conway for a beat, weighing his options. Finally, he turned toward the door and marched out of the room. “Whatever Conway tells you to,” he called over his shoulder.

Larkin walked up next to Conway. “Admiral.”

“And you,” Conway said. “I’m not even near finished with you.”

Larkin draped her hands behind her back. “Imagine my surprise.”



Baxter sat in the Constellation Club-A, staring out the windows as the stars streaked toward the Explorer-A. She was warping toward Earth, flying in formation with the Aerostar-A. Conway had tasked Larkin and Sparks, along with the Aerostar-A science officer, to work together on a way to track Roddick’s ship, but Baxter wasn’t optimistic.

Baxter sipped his rum and grapefruit and stared at the stars.

“Mind if I join you?”

Baxter looked over his shoulder and saw Kelly Peterman and Janice Browning standing there. Kelly had her trademark pink squirrel, and Janice was carrying a large pizza.

“It’s for the table,” Browning said, before Baxter could make a comment, and plopped down beside him.

“We had a good time out here didn’t we?” Baxter asked, looking at the stars, as if to himself.

Browning exchanged a glance with Peterman.

Peterman pursed her lips. “Well, some of it was good.”

Baxter looked over his shoulder at Browning. “We had some good times, right?”

“The best,” Browning said helpfully.

“It’s all over,” Baxter said, and drained his glass, setting it back on the table and returning his gaze to the stars. “It was great once, but it’s over now.”

“I think you should see that nice therapist when you get back to Earth, hon,” Peterman said, inching forward at the table.

“She was not nice,” Baxter said distantly.

“Look, things change, people change,” Peterman said. “But the best is not behind us.” She pointed out the windows. “It’s out there, up ahead.” She looked at Browning. “For all of us.”

“For all of us, on different paths. This…” he pointed to him, Browning, and Peterman. “Our time together. Damn, I wished I’d appreciated it more.”

“You can spend time with us whenever you want,” Browning said.

“I want things back the way they were.” Baxter leaned forward steepling his fingers and staring out the windows. “You guys. My ship. The old one. Not this…” he looked around. “Replacement model.” He sighed. “I guess I was so nervous about going back to space because I didn’t want to face the fact…” he looked out the windows. “The fact that it would be so different.”

“You can’t just go back in time,” Peterman said.

“Well, you shouldn’t,” Browning interrupted. She pulled her chair up closer to Baxter’s and leaned in. “You’ve got to look at the bright side of things, Andy.”

“There’s a madman out there trying to destroy the universe. He nearly killed my friend. And he may destroy us all by the end of this mess. And Dave Conway just relieved me of duty, and I’m totally powerless to do anything about it.”

“Well, that does about sum it up,” Peterman said.

“It’s nice of you guys to try and cheer me up, but that’s not what I need right now. I’m getting another drink. If you all want to wallow with me, please feel free.” Baxter turned to wave down the bartender, a sallow-faced Lurian, and motioned for another drink. He turned to face Browning and Peterman. “Mak. That guy hasn’t shut up all night.” He sighed. “What the hell are you two doing out here anyway?”

“We were worried about you,” Peterman said.

“Plus Conway dragged us out here because he wanted us where he could keep an eye on us,” Browning said.

“If that isn’t proof you still have people who care about you…” Peterman leaned forward and took Baxter’s hand.

“And we helped Commodore Kimmel alert the Explorer to your whereabouts so that they could rescue you,” Browning said, and looked at Peterman. “Just saying.”

“Larkin never mentioned that,” Baxter said, as Mak brought him another rum and grapefruit. “Though it has been a little busy.” Mak opened his mouth to say something and Baxter waved him off. “Not now, Mak. I’m not in the mood for another Bajoran farmer joke.”

The group sat in silence for a few moments as Baxter stared into his drink.

“I’m sorry about Tilleran,” Peterman said.

“And what’s-her-name,” Browning said, diverting her eyes to Peterman.

“Airyn. Airyn Essa,” Baxter said, and sipped his drink. “The El Aurian Historian.”

“Hey, lookie, it’s an Explorer reunion,” Stephanie Baxter said, plopping down at the table with Plato at her side, a Ressican ale in her hand.

“Who said you could drink?” Baxter glared at her.

“I’m an adult!” Stefanie pouted and dragged up a chair as Plato did the same.

“I feel old,” Browning said, looking around the table. Her eyes met with Plato’s. “I remember when you two were just kids. And now you’re…uhm, what are you now?”

Stef shifted a bit. “We, uh, dated for a bit, but then we decided maybe serving together as a couple would be messy?” she looked to Plato, but shrunk back a bit as she could feel Peterman staring at her questioningly.

Browning grinned at Plato. “Why hello, you.”

Plato inched in and wrapped Browning in a hug. “Mom.”

“Well,” Baxter said. “If we’re all going to die, at least we’ll die together.”

“So, you gonna see that therapist again or what?” Peterman asked.

“You’re in counseling?” asked Stef.

Baxter took another sip. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Peterman smirked. “You’ve GOT to talk about it.”

“That’s what the counselor is for,” Baxter said, and drained his glass. He stood up. “This was nice. We should do this more often, if we survive this catastrophe.”

“I’ve been asked to warn you to stay away from the bridge,” Plato said. Stef glared at him. “I’m not gonna, but I’ve been asked to…”

“I’m not going to do anything,” Baxter sighed. “Nothing I can do.” He got up and headed toward the door. “See you guys in the morning. Maybe I’ll figure out some other way to screw up the universe.”

Peterman glanced at the others at the table and then rose from her seat, following Baxter to the door. Stef went with her, and the pair followed him out into the corridor.

Peterman put a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “Andy, wait.”

Baxter turned. “What?”

“A few weeks ago, you couldn’t leave the planet. You were paralyzed by fear, self-doubt, and anxiety.” She took in a deep breath. “But now look at you. You’ve crossed the stars again, been in firefights, raced against time to try and save the universe. Whatever you were going through, you put it aside, so you could be here…so you could help.”

“Not to mention, this Explorer crew,” Stef added, looking up at Baxter. “Dad, none of them would be here without you. Larkin, Sparks, Colby, Plato, me…we’re all here because at one time or another you believed in us.”

Baxter looked at Peterman and then to Stef, biting his lip thoughtfully. “That’s all great. But what good did it do?”



The Steadfast sailed through cloaked space, forging into the dark.

Airyn Essa and Ariel Tilleran sat at either end of the large black lacquer conference table in the lounge just off the bridge. The room was dim and red alert lighting bathed them, off and on, maddeningly.

“This is nicer than my last cell,” Airyn said, breaking what seemed to Tilleran like hours of silence.

Tilleran raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been imprisoned recently?”

“Earlier today.”

“Twice in one day,” Tilleran said, and shifted forward in her chair. “Things like this are why I left Starfleet.”

“Yes, I know. I read your biography.”

“My mother wrote that,” Tilleran muttered. “It was unauthorized.” Her look softened. “But thanks. I’m flattered.”

“At least we’re not like chained up or anything. Andy was hung upside down last time.”

Tilleran allowed a giggle. “The Admiral must not have liked that. He always hated being imprisoned by villains.” Tilleran eased forward. “So, Ms. Airyn, you know why we’re here?”

Airyn leaned forward. “Why not just explore my mind and find out what I know?”

“You read my biography.” Tilleran steepled her fingers and leaned forward, resting her chin on them. “You know why I’m not going to look into your mind.”

“Still not comfortable with it, huh?”

“It’s…just better if I don’t.” She eased back. “Don’t get me wrong. I pick up on things. Some things just fly into my mind, unbidden. It’s like that for a telepath. But as far as purposeful probing. No, I try to steer clear of that.”

Airyn gave a low hum. “Yes, I can see why.” She inched forward. “What about Roddick? Have you read him?”

Tilleran shook her head. “I can’t read him. He’s suppressing me somehow.” She pursed her lips. “I can’t reach outside this ship either. He must have some sophisticated tech with him.”

“He IS Section Thirty-One.”

“Not anymore,” Roddick said, from the doorway, illuminated in shadow. He stepped forward and strode to the middle of the room, standing between Tilleran and Airyn. “How are you enjoying the voyage so far?”

“I’d like to see a drink menu,” Airyn said.

“We don’t have time for that.” Roddick walked over toward Tilleran and squatted down to face her. “You know what I want, right?”

“I don’t need telepathy to know what you want. And you don’t need telepathy to know there’s no way I’m going to help you.”

“It doesn’t have to be like this,” Roddick said. “What I want is so simple. I want to help humanity.”

“Making people omnipotent will not help humanity,” Airyn said. “It will tear our civilization apart. Humanity isn’t ready for that kind of power.” She glanced at Tilleran. “No offense.”

Tilleran cocked an eyebrow. “None taken. Not human.”

“You have the genetic codes you need,” Airyn said. “So what’s stopping you from getting on with this and becoming omnipotent?”

“No need to rush it,” Tilleran whispered.

“I’ve put the code into our lab computer. Wouldn’t you know, I can’t get a genetic reaction using our equipment.”

“Damn, you don’t say,” Tilleran said.

“You knew that already.”

“I was about to tell the Admiral, before you so rudely interrupted. Our equipment isn’t sophisticated enough.”

“Neither is Section Thirty-One’s, which leads me to believe that they’ve got a lab somewhere just for this purpose.”

“And you don’t know about it?” Airyn asked. “Huh.”

Roddick glared at Airyn. “Clearly there are things Thirty-One has hidden from even me. But something tells me Harlan Baxter knew where to find it.”

“Big leap in logic there,” Airyn snapped.

Roddick leaned against the table, gripping its edges. “Then we will just have to look closer.”

“Why is this so important to you?” Airyn asked. “You don’t seem like the type to want to rule the galaxy.”

Roddick glanced over his shoulder at Airyn. “I could care less about all of that.”

“Yes,” Tilleran said. “This is personal to you.”

Roddick advanced toward her. “You’re right. So. Personal.” He leaned in close. “Which is why I need your help finding this lab.”

“Even if we knew where it was, we sure as hells wouldn’t tell you,” Tilleran said.

“Well, you have one hour to change your mind,” Roddick said. “Or else I’ll have to start using some of this Section Thirty-one tech to pry into your minds.” And with that Roddick turned and bolted out of the room.

“That was uncomfortable,” Airyn muttered. “We can’t let him hurt you - you don’t know anything.”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said. “And neither do you.”

Airyn pursed her lips.

“You don’t know anything either, right?” Tilleran pursed her lips. “Right?”

Airyn covered her mouth.

Tilleran’s eyes widened. “Airyn, what do you know?”

Airyn backed away. “Nothing! Don’t read my mind! Don’t…don’t read my mind!”

Tilleran covered her ears. “Don’t tell me that. You know how hard it is not to read someone’s mind when they tell you not to? It’s like telling a regular person not to think something. It’s like…the thoughts are there, and I just…” Tilleran cocked her head. “Oh. Oh no. Oh, you’re kidding me…” She backed up and against the bulkhead. “Why didn’t you say anything before?”

“It should be obvious. Nobody should have this power, Ariel,” Airyn said. “Not Roddick, not us.”

“But you’ve spent years trying to…”

“Long story,” Airyn sighed.

The doors to the conference room wooshed back open and Roddick filled them, his eyes wide, and knowing. “Telepathic monitors are a funny thing. So sensitive.” He pressed his hand to Tilleran’s forehead. She winced. “I knew if I just gave you some time, you’d do my work for me.” His eyes turned to Airyn. “You knew a lot more than you were letting on, El Aurian.”

Airyn swallowed hard. “I’m…a good listener.”

Roddick turned back for the bridge. “Well, I suspect we should change course. Eh?”



The sun shone on the horizon as dawn broke. Water lapped around the small craft. Cigar smoke wafted from the man at the front of the craft, eased in a swivel chair, casting at the lapping green of the Gulf of Mexico.

“Nttn’ bitin,” he said over his shoulder, as Andy Baxter plopped down next to him, sitting on the bulkhead. He handed his father a cold beer.

“It’s nice just sitting out here,” Baxter said. “Calm.”

“Yep,” Harlan said, and casted his line out again. He set his cigar on the tacklebox next to him and glanced over, sun reflected in his silver shades. “You fishin’?”

“I’m taking a break.”

“Gotta take a break sometimes,” Harlan said.

“You can talk about it, Dad, it’s okay,” Baxter said, and sipped his own beer. “I haven’t been off Earth in three years.” He looked out at the water and the rising sun.

Harlan just nodded his head and cast out again.

“Starfleet’s noticed. They’ve been reassigning missions to other programs in the fleet. There was a new ship, the Highlander. They assigned her to Conway instead of me.”

“Hnnh,” Harlan grunted and pulled on his cigar. “Frgn Crnwy.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “I’m just nervous about going back out there, Dad.” He looked up at the sky. “I’m not sure I can.”

“Y’can,” Harlan said, and puffed his cigar.

“You’re probably disappointed, huh, what with…all I been going through? Maybe I need you…” he sighed. “Maybe I need you to talk some sense into me, Dad.”

Harlan wheeled around and patted Baxter on the knee. He snatched out his cigar. “And let me say this clearly. Y’got plenty sense, boy. You’ll go back out when yer ready.”

“How do you know I’ll be ready.”

Harlan looked around at the peaceful green water lapping the boat. Seagulls circled overhead, softly bleating at each other and diving down to nip at baitfish. “Because you gotta be. One day I’ll need you to succeed where I didn’t.”

“You succeeded at basically everything you’ve ever done,” Baxter said, sinking his elbows onto his knees.

“Son, remind me to take you back to our place on Portico one day, when you’re ready to go back out there,” he breathed deep and puffed on his cigar. “Somethin’ I need t’show ya. Srmth imprt.”

“Like what?”

Harlan chortled and bit on his cigar as he yanked back on his caster. “Fish on!”



Andy Baxter shot up, sweat beading on his face. “D-dad!”

He looked around his quiet cabin. Stars streaked by as Explorer warped back to Earth.

Baxter rolled out of bed and staggered toward the windows, putting his hand on the glass. The answers were out there all this time, among the stars.

Baxter tugged his uniform tunic back on and darted out of the cabin.



“Report!” Conway barked, stalking out of the aft turbolift and tying off the belt on his red Starfleet robe.

“We briefly came out of warp,” Larkin said, leaning over the ops console. “One unauthorized launch. A raceabout.”

Conway narrowed his eyes at the viewscreen. “Who.”

Behind him, Nat Sparks fidgeted, shifting from foot to foot. “Give you a guess?”

Conway turned toward Stef Baxter, who sat at conn, sinking a little lower in her chair. “Who?”

“Why are you looking at me?”

“He scrambled our sensors so I can’t extrapolate his course,” Plato said, tapping at the tactical console.

“So Baxter is just gone, and there’s no way to know where he went?” Conway snapped, looking around at the bridge crew.

Everyone looked at Stef.

She shrugged, smiling weakly. “Well, yeah, I guess so, huh?”



TO BE CONTINUED…



Part Six - Anchors Away



“Love is bigger than us all. The end is not the end at all.”

Willie Nelson



USS EXPLORER



“You are in big trouble, young lady,” Kelly Peterman said, leaning against the conference table, with Browning flanking her.

Stef Baxter looked around. Behind Kelly and Janice, Conway and Larkin stood, looking like disapproving parents. Off by the door, Plato had his arms folded, glaring at her.

“Tell us where you THINK he may have gone,” Conway said.

“I really don’t know,” Stef said, looking out at the stars outside, still points of light, as Explorer had come out of warp. The Aerostar-A hung just a few thousand klicks in the distance. “I mean, he just asked for the raceabout.”

“And you gave it to him,” Larkin said.

Stef shrugged. “Well, yeah.”

Conway turned around, scrubbing a hand over his face. “The kava fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

“You can see why we’re so upset, right?” Peterman asked. “You could have helped him. We could have helped him.”

“He didn’t want anyone else getting hurt,” Stef said.

“It’s not his choice,” Conway said. “And it’s not yours.” He pursed his lips. “There’s a chain of command on a starship for a reason.”

Larkin leveled her gaze on Stef. “Ensign Baxter is still learning that. Obviously.”

“I’m sorry,” Stef said. “He’s my father! And he’s an Admiral. He gave me an order. What would you expect me to do?”

“Tell one of us,” Peterman said. “So we could have talked him out of it!”

“Jeeze, it’s like you people don’t know my Dad at all,” Stef snapped, looking around the table at the assembled group. “He hates to be reasoned with.”

Browning gave a small smile. “She’s right about that.”

“I’m finished with this,” Conway said. “Ensign, you’re confined to quarters for the rest of this mission pending a formal review by internal affairs.” He glanced at Larkin. “You and Plato are with me. We’re going to find Baxter before he does something even more stupid than he’s already done.” He glanced at Peterman and Browning. “You two, go belowdecks and try to stay out of my way.”



PORTICO



The sun was setting, sending an eerie light into Baxter’s timeshare home. He looked around at the seashell curtains, wood paneling.

The runabout Wallenpaupak rested on the beach. The place was quiet, with the Dorfmans all packed and gone. The island was calm. It was off-season on Portico, lending an almost ghost town feel to the place.

Baxter walked toward the couch, sat down, and studied the few framed pictures on the end table. He pushed aside a picture of the Dorfmans all dressed like Klingons at some kind of theme park, and pulled out another picture. It was him and his Dad at the foot of his boat, the Southwind, holding aloft their catch of the day, a three-foot Crelfish.

Baxter studied the picture thoughtfully and looked around. “I’m here, Dad. So now what?”

Suddenly a transporter signature resolved next to Baxter, revealing Roddick, armed with a phaser, which was pointed directly at Baxter’s temple.

“Oh, good. You’re here!” he announced.

Baxter turned. “Roddick. Wait, is this supposed to be your month?”

Roddick looked at Baxter quizzically. “Your friend Airyn knows more than she let on.”

“Where is she?”

“On my ship. Safe for now, along with Tilleran,” Roddick said. “I’m not interested in hurting anyone, Baxter.”

“Then why are you here?”

“To unlock the secret of human potential,” Roddick said. “Want to help?”

“Hell, no.” Baxter stood up. “You really think you’re going to find the secret to omnipotence in my Dad’s timeshare beach house?”

“I’m certain of it,” Roddick said, and held up a penlike device, a micro tricorder. “This has the necessary DNA strands encoded on it. All I need is a proper lab to activate them.”

“Yeah, did you check in the bathroom,” Baxter said. “Or maybe up your butt?”

“I wish I had the time to continue with this pleasant discourse,” Roddick said. “But I have important work to do.” He slapped his combadge. “Computer, initiate verteron particle field. Attenuate according to this code.” He punched a control on the tricorder, which hummed lightly as it transmitted the code.

Baxter stared at Roddick blankly, looking around as a low pulsing sound gently shook the cabin.

“You were wondering how the secret to omnipotence could be in a place like this?” Roddick asked. “It was genius. Your father, and his Section Thirty-one compatriots, wanted to hide this power in an unlikely place. Where no one would think to look for it. Once I knew the location, all I had to do is use the Steadfast’s scanners to look for any anomalous readings. It was so faint, so hard to detect, but it was there.”

Suddenly the room flashed blue and black.

“A pocket in space,” Roddick said, as the hum grew. “Activated by a simple verteron inversion field.”

“Sure, well, of course. Verterons,” Baxter shrugged. “What do you think is going to happen here, Roddick? You think my retired father built an underground lair under his beach house?”

“Not underground,” Roddick gestured widely. “Right here.”

Baxter looked around as the house shimmered and waved blue and green, energy crackling around him. The air popped with an odd ozone scent. Waves of energy crashed over him and Roddick.

Then everything changed.



“And I think I’ve…yep…” Tilleran reached inside the companel and twisted, and with a little computerized pop, the conference room door slid open. With that, her and Airyn stormed out onto the bridge.

“All right, Roddick, the jig is…” Airyn announced. Her shoulders fell as she realized the bridge was empty. “Well of course. He’s beamed down already.”

Tilleran stared at the viewscreen. Portico spun below. “You really think he’s accessing a secret lab down there?”

Airyn nodded and sat down at one of the bridge consoles. “I know he is.”

“And we can’t do anything to stop him.”

“Well, maybe not anything.” Airyn looked over the controls. “We’re locked out of most of the main systems.”

“That’s to be expected,” Tilleran said. “It’s Section Thirty-One. They probably don’t want just anyone playing around with their equipment.”

“No way we’re getting access to their subspace array, then.” Airyn stared at the console screens thoughtfully. Then she looked at Tilleran. “But we might be able to use…your…subspace array.”

“You think my telepathy reaches across sectors?”

“Doesn’t it?”

“No,” Tilleran said. “Probably not. But it’s a moot point, the telepathic suppressor…”

“Is powered by the ship’s systems.”

Tilleran sighed. “I don’t like where you’re going with this.”

“We power down the ship, we power down the suppressor.”

“And everything else, too. Including life support.”

“Do you have any other bright ideas?”

“Not at the moment.”



Duvet peered across the kitchen table at the woman in the green, flowered dress. He lifted the Kovarian tea to his lips and blew at the steam, then gave it a good, long sip.

“How’s the tea?” the woman opposite him asked.

“Splendid,” Duvet said, and narrowed his eyes. “Lovely place you have here.”

“It’s an asteroid,” Renta Fays said, standing behind Duvet, her arms crossed and her patience almost at an end.

“But it’s our asteroid,” Roland Worthy said, pulling up a chair next to Maura Drake and putting a hand on hers. “Isn’t that right, honey?”

“It wasn’t being used anymore. So why not?”

“It’s nice,” Duvet said. “Was this always a domicile?”

“No comment,” Drake said, and gave a furtive little laugh as she sipped her tea and leaned her head on Worthy’s shoulder.

The kitchen was surprisingly well appointed. Flowers everywhere. New, gleaming cabinets. A little sign hanging over the window that read “Love Happens Here.”

Duvet looked over his shoulder. Another sign read “As Long As We’ve Got Each Other.”

“Interesting signage.”

“We call it home,” Worthy said.

“I’ll be waiting on the ship,” Renta muttered and turned on a heel.

Duvet stuck up a hand. “Wait.” He looked at Drake, pursing his lips. “We have good reason to be here.”

“Roland told me,” Drake said. She hummed. “To think. Harlan Baxter wants to meet up with me!”

“Yes. He’s dying to see you,” Renta said flatly.

Worthy blanched. “Yes. Rumors of his demise were…exaggerated,” he said, fumbling with his fingers. He looked up nervously at Duvet. He knew Renta had a phaser up her sleeve, and would vaporize him if he didn’t go along with this stunt. His shoulders sunk. “I know how you feel about him, darling. And I know you two have unfinished business.”

“Yes, business,” Drake said, and put her hands on Worthy’s shoulders. “It’s only business with Harlan and me now. You’re my lover. My big brawny lump of man.”

Duvet’s stomach turned. He sipped his tea. “So will you help us reunite you and the good Admiral Baxter?”

“Oh yes,” Drake said. “I knew he was still passionate about this work. I knew he’d come back to me sometime. To finish it!” She clapped her hands. “Imagine it. The immense power!”

Duvet steepled his fingers. “Oh. I’ve done nothing but imagine it.”

Renta frowned. “And you know where this immense power is?”

Maura Drake nodded and punched herself several times in the side of her head. “Right in here. Right where we always planned. A little vacation spot. A little fishing, a little flirting…”

Renta turned to Duvet. “This is unbearable.”

Gul Duvet stood up, leaned toward Drake. “You will take us there. You will help us get in and access this immense power.”

“Yes. Then I will have Harlan Baxter!” Drake clapped.

“Um, yeah, sure,” Duvet said, and turned.

“So come on…your Admiral awaits…” Renta said. “Let’s get out of here before I throw up or something.”

“Indeed.” Duvet glanced over his shoulder. “Oh. I saw what looked like a holodeck on the way to this room. Is it operational?”

“Very much so,” Drake said. She giggled and looked at Roland. “We use it…recreationally.”

Renta leaned over Duvet’s shoulder. “When we’re done with this mission can I please come back here and vaporize this place?” she hissed under her breath.

“If I don’t get to it first,” Duvet said, and clapped his hands. “Now then, let’s get cooking!”

Worthy gave Renta a questioning glance.

“He means, let’s get out of here,” she sighed.



Airyn helped Tilleran climb down out of the Jefferies tube. The Steadfast’s engineering room looked like most Starfleet engine rooms. Panels, circuitry, and of course, a warp core, thrumming at the end of the chamber.

Tilleran stared at the warp core. “I haven’t studied my engineering specs in a while. Much less those of Section Thirty-One ships.”

“Yeah but it’s just an engine, like any other. Thing’s gotta have an alternator, right?”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said, and wandered back to the anteroom looking over the warp core chamber. She opened a cabinet, revealing a row of wires and nanolinear crisps. “I’m gonna regret this, aren’t I?”

“That’s the spirit,” Airyn said, and started yanking crisps out of their slots. Within moment, the lights around the room flickered and the warp core thrummed to a stop.

Plunged into darkness, Tilleran looked around. “That worked.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “I think the suppressor is offline. I can feel some beings down on the planet.”

“Reach farther,” Airyn said, reaching out and gripping Tilleran’s hands.

“Why are you doing that?”

“I figured it would make your telepathy stronger.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Tilleran sighed. “Okay here goes nothing.” She squeezed her eyes shut, reaching out through the ether, focusing all her powers.

“Oh I just had a bad thought.”

Tilleran blinked. “What? You know, this does take a bit of concentration.”

“Well, isn’t it possible what we just did will cause a warp core breach?”

“Probably not. Anyway, shut up so I can do this.”



EXPLORER



“Well?” Peterman leaned on the desk in the readyroom. “Are you just going to sit there and do nothing?”

“We’re doing…things.” Conway eased forward and stood up, eye to eye with Peterman. “We’re scanning the adjacent sectors. We’re compiling information.”

“Well, while we’re compiling, Andy’s out there, and in trouble, and needs us!”

“It wasn’t my idea for him to go off half-cocked. You can thank your daughter for that.”

Browning leaned against the back wall of the readyroom, looking pensive. “Do you think this omnipotence thing is real?”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.” Conway shrugged.

“Let’s get out of here,” Peterman said, gently snagging Browning’s arm. “Find someone who can actually help.”

Conway watched them go, just as Larkin and Sparks slipped past them into the readyroom.

“He’s all yours,” Peterman snapped at Larkin.

“This is my readyroom, in point of fact,” Larkin said, to no one in particular.

Sparks tossed an iPadd in front of Conway. “We took this unexpected downtime to finalize repairs. Both Explorer and Aerostar are back up and running.”

“Surprisingly efficient,” Conway said, reviewing the contents of the padd.

“J’hana and I have been working on a way to trace the Steadfast,” Sparks continued.

“You snapped her out of her angry funk?”

“I…appealed to her sense of revenge,” Sparks said. “The sooner we find Roddick, the sooner she can eviscerate him.”

Conway snatched the iPadd and reviewed it. “Well then, time to see if we can find a needled in a haystack.” He pushed past Sparks and Larkin and headed out to the bridge, where Peterman and Browning hovered over tactical with Plato.

J’hana paced the quarterdeck beside tactical. After Plato had finished repairing the console, he’d informed J’hana she was no longer allowed near it. After casting a few threats and Andorian curses, she’d taken up her position on the aft deck, watching and waiting.

“Anything?” Conway asked, looking to Plato.

“No Steadfast. And no Wallenpaupak. My guess is Baxter covered his trail.”

“Stef probably had to help him,” Peterman muttered. “He could never remember the difference between ‘source’ and ‘input.’”

“Of course,” Conway said. “So there’s no way to rescue him.”

“He was trying to make sure we didn’t get hurt,” Peterman said.

“Dumb.” Conway sighed, looking around. “Well, can someone get me a coffee while we wait?”

“Wait,” J’hana said, and stepped forward.

“I don’t want to wait. Clearly you forgot about my relationship with coffee.”

“No,” J’hana said. Her antennae twitched, ever so slightly. “I mean. Wait. Everyone be quiet!”

Peterman turned to J’hana, walking up and putting a hand on her shoulder. “J’hana, I know you’re going through a hard time, but remember how we talked about you yelling on the bridge…”

“I feel her.” J’hana’s antennae continued to twitch.

“She’s got that look again,” Browning said, looking at Peterman. “Remember when they would play footsy under the conference room table?”

J’hana breathed, her voice lowering. “Imzadi…”

“Can we ask her to do this in private?” Sparks whispered to Larkin, who simply shook her head.

Conway fixed his gaze on J’hana. “Coordinates?”

“She’s back on Portico,” J’hana said distantly, antennae twitching. “The Steadfast is there. Roddick. Baxter.” J’hana looked at the conn officer. “Change course. Now!”

Conway nodded at Ensign Tom Hatch at the helm. “You heard her. Maximum warp. Go.”

J’hana cracked her knuckles, her antennae wavering. “We’re coming, Imzadi.”



THE YEAR 2382

STARDATE 59009



Harlan Baxter eased back and took a puff of his cigar as he looked out over the placid waters of the planet Portico.

“Anythin’ bitin’?” he asked, angling over to his companion.

Ashley Donovan huffed, pulling her hair back into a messy ponytail as she wrestled with her rod. “No. It’s been three hours. You asked me the same thing two hours ago and I still said no.”

“Giv’t time,” Harlan chuckled and puffed on his cigar.

“Admiral, can I ask you a question?”

“G’head.”

“You realize I was in the Sentosian system for a year, protecting Anna Kimmel from Section Thirty-One.”

“Thanks fer that,” Harlan said, and huffed as he tugged another fish into the boat – a two-foot Portican panfish, genetically engineered for smoky flavor. He tossed it into the live well behind Ashley.

“You do that like it’s nothing.”

“The cigar attracts ’em.”

“Anyway, I was saying…I’ve just now gotten back to my old life. I’m trying to figure out how to fit into Starfleet Intelligence. Going legit, as it were, and…”

“Yer welcome,” Harlan huffed and tugged on his line a bit.

“But I’d just like to know…why would you bring me out to this backwater planet to spend all day in a boat. I mean, haven’t I suffered enough?”

“Fishin’s important,” Harlan said, and gestured out over the placid sea. “Everything you need is right here.”

“I’m Starfleet Intelligence,” Donovan responded. “I need information. I need to know…”

Harlan took the cigar out of his mouth. “You’ll know it all, when you need to.”

“We’ve never talked about it.”

Harlan looked out over the ebbing water that lapped against their 26-foot cruiser. “Never needed to.”

“Maura Drake’s research.”

“Thirty-one has Drake.”

“So it’s over. There’s no…loose threads…”

Harlan stared over his sunglasses at Donovan, putting his rod down. “Do I look like a man who leaves loose threads?”

“No, I just–”

“It’s all right here, Commander,” Harlan said, and grabbed his rod and reel, drawing it up and casting it back out into the liquid abyss. “Now relax and focus on yer casting and line depth. Yer doing it all wrong.”

“You wouldn’t have brought me out here just to go fishing.” Donovan waved a finger at him. “You’re trying to tell me something.”

“Sometimes a fish is just a fish,” Harlan said, and popped his cigar back into his mouth. “Now g’fishin!”



THE YEAR 2401

STARDATE 76127

USS EXPLORER-A



Ashley Donovan’s eyes shot wide open. “Holy shit!”

She made a move to get up, but found her body wouldn’t cooperate. She lurched forward and rolled off the biobed, slamming to the ground on hands and knees. The EMH Mark V materialized beside her. “What is the nature of the…” she looked down and grimaced. “Oh, you again.”

Donovan grunted in pain and leapt to her feet. “Bridge.” She looked around. “I need to get to the bridge. Baxter…” She raced for the door and then collapsed against the wall. “Oh god. Internal organs. Shifting.”

“You’re healing,” the EMH said, and put a hand on her shoulder. “You are in no condition to…”

“Deactivate EMH!” Donovan snapped, and ducked out of Sickbay, limping to the turbolift.



“Mister Plato, contact Starfleet for further advice on what to–” Conway was cut off as the aft turbolift whisked open.

“Where’s Baxter?” Ashley Donovan demanded as she stalked onto the bridge.

The EMH appeared in front of her. “You need to get back to bed.”

“Computer, deactivate EMH and permanently disable access to her program,” Donovan said.

“Now wait one…” the EMH said, and disappeared.

Browning glanced at Plato. “Should she be able to do that?”

“Nope,” said Plato.

“Go fish meant more than just cards!” Donovan said, stepping down to the front of the bridge. “Everything we’ve been looking for was under our noses the whole time. Well…maybe a little farther under than that.”

“Portico,” Conway said. “Yeah. We already know. You’re like two hours behind us.”

Donovan looked around. “Where’s Andy? Where’s Roddick?”

Conway sighed and folded his arms. “Guess where we’re going?”

Larkin stepped next to Donovan. “Perhaps you should sit down.”

Donovan worked her way around to the science console. “I…I was in this kind of haze…”

“They call it a ‘coma,’” Browning said helpfully.

“Andy needs our help.” Donovan sat down at the science console and started tapping.

“You should be recovering,” Larkin said.

“I’m fine,” Donovan said. “But none of us will be fine if we let Roddick get what he wants. He tried to kill me for it. He’ll kill Andy for it. And anyone else who gets in his way.”

J’hana growled at the viewscreen, her antennae curling vengefully. “Then. Let’s. Get. In. His. Way.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Donovan said. “I’m gong collapse now if that’s okay with everyone,” she said, and dropped to the deck.



PORTICO



After a disorienting phase shift, the Baxter family beach home sparkle-faded into a gleaming silver-and-white laboratory, complete with pretty blinking consoles, advanced sensory devices, and screens showing undecipherable research data. Tilleran or Sparks would have a field day with this, Baxter thought wryly.

“Nice place you have here, Baxter,” Roddick said with a low whistle as he looked around. “A gift from Section Thirty-One, you think?”

“Dad wasn’t with Section Thirty-One.”

“He worked with us,” Roddick said, advancing through the lab, checking consoles, opening storage cabinets. “Don’t be naive.”

“A temporary deal,” Baxter said. “To save the universe.”

“And look what his efforts yielded,” Roddick said, and alighted upon a control panel. “Ah!” he punched a series of controls and the panel came alive. As did the hundreds of other panels throughout the room, glowing with pervasive, blue, holographic light.

“Pretty,” Baxter said.

“Oh, this is just the warm-up act,” Roddick said, and thumbed another control. The blank, white wall in front of them suddenly split open, retracting to reveal a glass room that was filled with cycling, pulsating light. He withdrew his microcorder and inserted it into a slot beside the main control console. It beeped excitedly as the DNA data downloaded. “The main event is yet to come.” He advanced on the room and put his hands on the glass. “This is where it all happens, Baxter.”

“Why would you do this,” Baxter said softly, to himself. He blinked away his thoughts and set his eyes on Roddick. “Having trouble finding a door, Roddick?”

Roddick momentarily grunted as he pushed against the transparent aluminum wall. “A short interlude during which you can contemplate WHY you insist on refusing the gift of limitless power.”

“Because it’s insane,” Baxter said. “That’s not a good enough reason?”

“Computer!” Roddick called out. “Open laboratory bay.”

“Access key required,” the computer responded.

Roddick smiled. “Is it now?”

Baxter grinned. “Oh well,” he huffed, and reached down to his pantleg to fumble for the nanolinear chip. His eyes widened as he realized it wasn’t where he’d left it.

Roddick held up in his hand. The tiny chip glinted in the harsh light of the lab. “You looking for this?”

Baxter’s mouth opened. “Nice trick. Can you make a quarter appear from behind my ear, too?”

Roddick moved over to the console. “Your father was an old fashioned man. A physical key. How quaint.” He searched the console for a slot. “Oh…there you are. Just a…”

And Baxter crossed the room in moments, throwing himself at Roddick and shoving an elbow against his neck, pinning him to the wall. The crisp clattered to the floor with a tiny pop.

“No. Fucking. Way,” Baxter grunted, forcing his elbow against Roddick’s throat with all his might.

Roddick ducked, slipping out from under Baxter and then cracked back with his foot, kicking Baxter in the gut.

Roddick leapt to the floor. Baxter leapt on him. The Admiral was no match for his opponent in terms of fighting skills, but he was twice his weight.

Roddick collapsed with an “Oof!” pushing back against Baxter. “You’re…not…going…to make…this easy…are you?”

“I’m not,” Baxter grunted, slinging an arm around Roddick’s neck, holding on, trying to choke him out. Then the last thing Baxter saw was Roddick’s elbow coming back under his chin, and then a fist to the side of his head. And darkness.



“Come,” Stef Baxter said, staring at the ceiling in her cabin, arms folded behind her head.

Lt. Eric Kurg strode in. “Am I bothering you?”

“Oh, hey, Eric,” Stef said, pulling a pillow close to her and hugging it. “No, I don’t think it’s possible for me to be more bothered.” Kurg had been a fixture the last few years, hovering around every time she visited her Father, accompanying him to her academy events. She appreciated the way Kurg looked after Baxter, even when at times he wasn’t necessarily much fun to be around.

“Thought you’d want to know, we’ve changed course.” Kurg pulled up a chair next to Stef. “Your Father’s on Portico.”

Stef leaned up. “Really?”

“Roddick is there, too.”

“Shit. I’ve got to get to the bridge.”

Kurg held up a hand. “You think that’s wise? I think they’re still pretty ticked at you.”

“Eric, I’ve got to. It’s my Dad.”

Kurg nodded. “I know. But clearly you’ve noticed, over time, your Dad has this way…of surviving. Even when he does some really…”

“Dumb things?”

“I wouldn’t have said that.”

“You were thinking it,” Stef smiled. “And you’re right. But I can’t just sit in here and wait.”

Suddenly the door chimed again. “Yeah?” Stef called.

The doors swung open. Commander Sparks strode through. “You have a moment, Ensign?”

Stef stood up. “Yeah, of course, Commander.”

Sparks looked at Kurg.

Kurg got the message. “I’ll be, uh, up on the bridge. Seeing if I can lend a hand…”

As Kurg left, Sparks turned to Stef. “You’ve heard we’re going to go try and rescue your Dad.”

“Yeah,” Stef nodded.

“If I were you, I wouldn’t want to be on the sidelines for this,” Sparks said.

“I don’t.”

Sparks looked at Stef thoughtfully. “I understand why you did what you did. If Admiral Baxter had come to me, I’d have probably done the same thing.” She smirked. “But having the extra pips helps. You’re an ensign, Baxter. You’ve got to learn how to follow the chain of command. No matter how annoying it is.”

“Is that how you were trained?”

“I got a lot of my training from your father, so…no,” Sparks smiled. “And it doesn’t help that you have inherited your Dad’s knack for not knowing how far in over your head you are at any given moment. It served him well over the years. It can serve you well, too, with some time.”

Stef chewed her lip thoughtfully. “So I’m not fired?”

Sparks chuckled. “No, ensign, you’re not fired. But I need you to give me your word. You promise me you’ll fly straight, and I’ll make sure you get back on the bridge.”

Stef blinked. “Anything. Yes. I promise!”

“It’ll piss Admiral Conway off, which alone is worth the effort.” She gave a wry smile. “C’mon, Ensign.”

“You did mean ‘fly straight’ just for this mission, right?”

Sparks smiled and shook her head. “Yeah, just for this mission.”

With that the pair took off toward the bridge.



“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Conway said, as Sparks and Stef Baxter stood in front of him on the bridge.

“She knows what she did was wrong,” Peterman said, as Conway silenced her with a glare. Browning touched Peterman’s arm, giving her a little head shake.

“She’s a Starfleet officer and she wants to be at her station,” Sparks said. “And, Admiral. It’s her father down there.”

Conway glowered at her. “All the more reason she should be belowdecks.”

Sparks quirked a grin. “She also happens to be the best pilot we have.”

“Forget about it,” Conway snapped, waving them both away.

“Take your station, ensign,” Larkin said smoothly, stepping next to Conway.

“Did you forget where you fall in the pecking order?” Conway snapped, turning to Larkin.

“It’s still my ship, Admiral. Unless you wish to relieve me of duty?”

Conway looked from Larkin to Sparks, and then leveled a gaze at Stef. “You so much as twitch and I’ll put you in the brig, Ensign.”

Stef gave a grin. “So that’s a yes?”

Conway huffed. Sparks nodded at her.

“You are growing soft in your old age, sir,” Larkin nodded, sitting beside Conway as Stef relieved Ensign Hatch at helm.

“You know what’s annoying?” Conway asked. “We’ve all gotten older, but you look exactly the frigging same.”

Larkin raised an eyebrow. “Oh? I had not noticed.”

“Two minutes to Portico,” Stef said, looking up from the helm console. “Captain, we’re really pushing the hell out of the engines.”

“It’ll be fine, Ensign,” Sparks said, crossing the bridge. “Steady as she goes.”

In the corner of the bridge, Eric Kurg stood, like a soldier with no post.

Peterman drifted over to him. “You’ve been pretty quiet.”

“I’ve got nothing to do,” Kurg said. “There are probably tons of messages piling up for Admiral Baxter. I should…”

“You’re worried about him.”

“I…I’d have to get another job. Get used to a whole other Admiral,” Kurg said. “That would be…a pain.”

Peterman patted him on the back, smiling warmly. “Your secret’s safe with me, Lieutenant.”

“I’m sure you’re worried about him, too,” Kurg said tightly.

“Nah,” Peterman said, smiling tightly. “It’ll all be fine.”

Browning stepped out of the aft conference room doors. “I sent a coded message to Kimmel. She’s…she said she’ll never forgive us if we don’t send her brother back in one piece.”

“Working on it,” Conway muttered.

“I’ve got to talk to Raymond,” Peterman muttered.

Stef looked back at her. “Can’t we just tell him when this is all over?”

“Would you want me to do that to you?” Peterman smirked.

“Good point,” Stef said, and stared ahead at the screen.

Sparks walked over to the command area and sat down. “Any word on Starfleet reinforcements?”

“They don’t have anyone else in this sector,” Conway said. “Anyway we don’t know what we’re dealing with yet. One ship…”

“A Section Thirty-one ship.” Donovan slumped in a chair at sciences, staring at readouts. Browning had, over her own objections, given her a mild stimulant to keep her conscious for the proceedings, but was since then keeping a close eye on her from the aft deck. “Admiral, we’re clearly outmatched.”

J’hana cracked her knuckles, glowering at tactical. “I’ve never been outmatched.”

“Arriving at Portico,” Stef announced. “Coming out of warp.”

“Securing all stations,” Mathers said, tapping at his panel. “Sensors on maximum.”

“Standard orbit Ensign,” Larkin said, looking down at Stef as she guided the Explorer into orbit.

“Got something,” Donovan snapped, looking at the viewscreen. “Sensor contact bearing zero three one mark one one three. She’s got sensor-reflective armor but she’s right there in orbit. Hanging over Baxter’s island house.”

“Well now.” Conway put hands on his hips. “Can we beam over?”

Plato looked over his console. “Easily. The ship is totally powered down. Engines, shields, weapons…even life support…all down.”

“Life signs?” J’hana snapped.

“Two, but faint,” Plato said.

J’hana froze Conway with a look. Fury rose in her eyes.

“Let’s go,” Conway said, clapping his hands together. He stood and strode toward the turbolift.

Donovan winced as she eased out of her seat. “On…my…way…”

Browning broke in. “Nobody asked me, but can I say that, medically, that would be a bad idea.” She turned to Conway. “Half of her insides are still not where they’re supposed to be.” She averted her eyes as Donovan glared at her. “Just saying.”

“You’ll stay on the bridge,” Conway said. “Along with our civilian bystanders,” he said, aiming a glare at Browning and Peterman.

“Now just you wait one…” Peterman raised a finger.

Conway turned on her. “You want us to save your husband or not?”

“You’re not capable of that,” Peterman said flatly. Conway opened his mouth to object, but Peterman pressed on. “I’m his wife. Was his wife. And his therapist. David, I know him better than anyone. While you’re all trying to save the galaxy, someone needs to be there to save Andy. That’s gonna be me.” She looked on expectantly, biting her lip as the bridge suddenly drifted into silence, except for the agitated beeping of consoles.

Conway pressed his lips together, his brows knit in the only response he was comfortable with. “Fine,” he said, and pointed around the bridge. “Larkin. J’hana. You’re with us. Let’s get over there and see what’s what…”

“Déjà vu,” Browning said softly, looking on as Peterman picked up step next to Conway, Larkin and J’hana.

“Hell of an away team,” said Sparks, folding her arms as the group filed into the lift

“Sparks, you have the bridge,” Conway said. “Try not to screw up.”

Stef turned in her chair to face the turbolift. “Mom,” she said. “Be careful over there.”

Peterman smiled at her and nodded as the lift doors closed.



THE YEAR 2380

STARDATE 56902

EARTH



David Conway had just taken the biggest leap of his life. Literally.

The fall down the hill had twisted his knee and scraped his shoulder. But more than that, he emerged at the bottom of the hill as a married man.

It had been Alexa Lanham’s idea. Begin their life together as Conway had ended his last relationship. Just a roll down the old hill.

With Alexa’s help, Conway climbed back up to join his wedding guests. He held Alexa a long time. Kissed her.

Then he ventured over to the bar for a drink. There at the bar, Admiral Harlan Baxter, extended a frothy mug to Conway. “Coffee stout,” the Admiral said.

“Thanks, I guess?” Conway asked, and took the glass, and sipped. He turned and looked at the guess milling about. Most of them Alexa’s friends. He had few friends, and some of those were currently lost back in time.

“Just take care of ’er.”

“The Aerostar, or Alexa?”

Harlan grinned and puffed his cigar.

Conway leaned his elbows against the bar. “Sir, you mind if I ask – but do you think they’ll find Baxter, Peterman, Browning, Richards, President Dillon…Steffie…you think they’ll find any of them again?”

“Man’s gotta have hope,” Harlan said.

Conway stared into his drink. “Why?”

“Because the universe is vast. Big. Full of possibility, son.”

“Thanks for being here…for the ceremony.”

“I’s here anyway,” Harlan said, clapping Conway on his bum shoulder. With a guffaw, he strode off into the sunlit evening.

And Conway took a long drag on his drink and wondered if he’d ever see his friends again.

Friends. Huh. Who’d have thought?



Conway shook the cobwebs from his brain as he rematerialized aboard the Steadfast. Funny how one’s mind would drift sometimes, during transport. He steeled himself, raising his phaser. “Larkin: Scans.”

Captain Larkin swung her wrist beacon around the dimly lit vessel. “Main power totally offline, as are the backups.” She reached into her side pack and pulled out a small, flat rectangle. She reached one of the bridge power junctions and slapped the device against it. It hummed to life. “This generator will provide emergency power to key systems for a short time.”

“I don’t like it,” J’hana said, propping her foot up on a console and raising her phaser rifle. “There is no one here for me to shoot.”

Peterman gently patted her on the back. “Don’t worry, J’hana. I’m sure you’ll get to beat someone up by the time this is all over.”

“I don’t ask for much. Rescue my Imzadi. Rain blows upon the wicked. These are simple demands.”

Peterman sighed. “So what else do we do on these away teams? Honestly, I forget.”

Larkin crossed behind Conway, ignoring Peterman’s question. “Life signs in the engine room, ten decks down.”

Conway grimaced. “Larkin, access the Jefferies’ hatch. I’m assuming lifts are down, too.”

“Correct. We do not have enough emergency power to operate the lifts,” Larkin said, and moved over to the aft of the control center, prying open a hatch.

“We descend,” J’hana announced, bringing up the rear.

Conway grunted as he leaned down and climbed into the hatch after Larkin and J’hana.

Peterman brought up the rear. “Yeah, seems like.”



Natheena Sparks stood in the ready room, staring out the oblong window that looked out on the turning orb of Portico. There was a time her hair was long enough that she could pull it over her face, hiding behind curtains of it. She would do that during desperate times, when the world was too much, and her anxiety ruled her. It gave her a sense of peace and serenity when her world was chaotic and unpredictable. On the original Explorer, Cadet Sparks hid behind that swath of hair on more than one occasion.

Now, her shoulder-length cut with a sweep of bangs made that impossible. Sparks thought about that as she stared out the window. She placed a hand on the window and watched it tremble. “Stop it, Nat,” she urged herself. “You’ve got this.”

She was never meant to be a command officer. She was happy with a science posting on the USS Stockholm. She’d plotted a course to research work, outer sector exploration. Xenobiology.

Then Andy Baxter called her. Asked her to serve on the new Explorer. He promised her adventure. The unpredictable. All the things that scared young Natheena Sparks. And still, for some reason, she’d said yes.

And now here she was, maybe at the end of the galaxy, in command.

The knot in her stomach told her she couldn’t do this. The trembling in her hands wouldn’t stop, so she’d had to ball her fists.

The door chime rang.

Lt. Plato appeared, framed in the doorway. “Commander?”

Sparks looked over her shoulder. “What is it, Plato?’

He watched her for a beat. “Everything all right?”

“Yep,” she said crisply, and turned. As they looked at each other, words passed between them silently. Words that didn’t need to be said.

Plato straightened. “Well. We finished scans of the planet. Some interesting readings I think you should see.”

Sparks nodded and crossed the room, putting a hand on Plato’s shoulder. “I’m ready, Lieutenant. Lead the way.”



The Explorer bridge was eerily silent as Sparks and Plato stepped out of the readyroom and crossed up to the aft stations to look over planetary scans.

Lt. Mathers leaned over toward the helm console. “You okay, Stef?”

“What?” Stef Baxter was nervously tapping her panel and only then looked down to see she’d almost accidentally ejected the warp core. “What? Oh, yeah. I’m fine.”

“Cool, cool. Um. Can you keep an eye on my station? I have to go to the bathroom.”

Stef sighed. Mathers was a nice guy but his mind would tend to wander now and again. She pointed to the ensign standing easy at the back of the bridge, gazing around.

“See, Ensign Talmadge over there? He’ll take over for you. That’s why those people stand around, for times like this.”

“Yeah, right, what was I thinking,” Mathers said, and eased away from his panel.

As soon as Talmadge saw Mathers leave, he jogged down and took a seat at Ops.

“Nicely done,” Stef said with a nod, as Browning made her way over to her.

“You doing okay?” she asked, a hand on Stef’s shoulder.

“Yes,” she snapped. “Why does everyone keep asking me that?”

“I don’t know. It just…” Browning shrugged. “I don’t know, honestly. Kind of dumb, huh?”

“Hey, Aunt Janice?”

Browning turned around. “Yeah?”

“Is this what you guys were doing all those times Mom and Dad would disappear from our quarters for hours at a time?”

Browning grinned as she remembered. “Something like this, yes.”

“It’s actually kinda boring. The waiting.”

“You learn to cherish the boring parts,” Browning said, and turned back toward the command area.

At the same time, Donovan was pointing at the readings on the large master console at the back of the bridge. Plato and Sparks looked it over. “We finally isolated the strange readings from Baxter’s house.”

Sparks narrowed her eyes at the information that scrolled across the holographic display. “Veteron particles.”

“Something hidden on the planet,” Plato said. “A space pocket.”

Sparks nodded and looked at Donovan. “Can we break in?’

Donovan turned and swung behind the science station. She moved her hand across the holographic controls. “Trying. This one is new to me.”

“Great.” Sparks turned toward the viewscreen. “So I guess we just have to wai–.”

Suddenly a great crash shook the Explorer.

“Contact bearing oh two four mark one, decloaking astern!” Plato shouted out, retaking his console as blasts rocked against Explorer.

Sparks steadied herself as the Explorer pitched, falling against the command chair. “Shields up, return fire!”

“Sheaths compromised on six decks,” Plato called out. “She just appeared and hit us with everything!”

“Aerostar is moving in between her and us,” Stef called out. “Evasive?”

“As evasive as you can, and someone get us a look. On screen!” Sparks said, staggering toward the front of the bridge.

On the screen, a Dominion battlecruiser revealed itself, darting around the Aerostar-A and circling toward the Steadfast.

“Company,” Stef said with a quiet breath.

“We’ve got to contact the Steadfast, warn them…” Browning said, leaning on the tactical console.

“What do you think I’ve been trying to do?” Donovan shot back. “The battlecruiser is jamming comms.”

“Coming around for another pass,” Mathers said, looking up.

“They’re scanning the surface,” Donovan announced.

“Maybe they’ll have more luck than we did,” Sparks said.

Browning let out a low breath. “Hope not.”



“The battle is joined!” Duvet howled, gripping his command chair. “Turn up the heat and broil them!”

Renta Fays stood next to him, her arms crossed, visibly blanching. “I hope you know what you’re doing. I still think this is a waste of time.”

“Look,” he turned. “I didn’t spend the last week in mental asylums and network newsrooms just to be stopped now. I will have the secret ingredients to unlimited power!” he pounded the arm of his chair.

Roland Worthy piped up from an aft station. “We actually feature more opinion content than network news. I can see why you’re confused though as we do use a news style banner for our primetime broadcast…”

“SHUT UP!” Renta snapped at him.

Next to Worthy, Maura Drake threw her arms around her beloved. “My dear Harlan is so close! I can feel his glorious presence! Him and me and my fabulous research, together again!” she twirled in her flowery dress and collapsed against Worthy’s chest.

“Clam down sweetie,” Worthy said softly, stroking Drake’s hair. “We’re almost there.”

“Scans showing nothing,” Sohat said. The Cardassian grimaced as Renta looked over her shoulder.

“See. Nothing!” Renta snapped.

“To your pathetic, normal eyes, it’s nothing,” Drake said, and scurried over to an auxiliary panel. She tapped away at controls. “Harlan and I always said we’d build this laboratory together. And when we did, it would be hidden…in plain sight!”

Renta cast a look at Worthy. “Look, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you could do better, man.”

“She is…inventive…” Worthy said, and trailed off, seemingly alone with his thoughts.

Sohat looked up from her terminal. “Doctor Drake has reconfigured our sensors. We’re getting new readings. There is a structure on the planet outside phased space.”

Duvet beamed. “I knew it. Maura, can you get us in there?”

“Oh, I can get us all the way in,” Drake cooed, and smiled back at Worthy, who just swallowed hard.

“Time for the main course,” Duvet said, rubbing his hands together.



THE YEAR 2375

STARDATE 51994

MCKINLEY STATION



“You got a minute for me?” Harlan Baxter stood in the door to the shuttlebay as Counselor Kelly Peterman stood on the deck, looking out at the expanse of McKinley station that spread just outside the Explorer’s bay doors as she put in for repairs. She’d come down to the shuttlebay to stretch her legs and catch the view of Earth from this vantage point, which Lt. Hartley had recommended.

“For you, Admiral, absolutely,” Peterman said, turning on a heel to face the elder Baxter. The Explorer had just returned from a firefight with a Flarn vessel that had attacked the Alpha Quadrant, one last loose end from their adventure in the Delta Quadrant. Now they were about to refit the newly built USS Explorer and set out on a whole new adventure. Peterman took a deep breath. “I’m getting ready to beam down with Andy. He’s going to show me around his house and his home town.”

“About the house,” Harlan said, and put a cigar in his mouth, chewing it thoughtfully. “Rsts rn me some stuf there.”

“And how about you? Replaced by a changeling, defeating a galactic conspiracy, and reuniting with your son…you must be overwhelmed.”

“W’joy, Crnsr, w’joy,” Harlan said, patting Peterman on the shoulder. He took his cigar out and pointed it at her. “You know, you make him happy.”

“Andy? Oh, I don’t know. It’s still very new. And you know, when two people are stuck in a stressful situation for a year, I’m sure it draws them together. I’m – I guess I am just glad I found him. Looking forward to what the future holds.”

“It’s a Starfleet family. Lucille and I made it work somehow.”

“Oh, I can’t wait to get to know her better too,” Peterman said.

“Take your time,” Harlan said. “My dear, we have all the time in the world. Get to know Andy. Figure out how things work here in the Alpha Quadrant. Explore your life together.” He waved around the newly minted ship, which had already taken its share of hits. “You’ve got the perfect place to do it.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said, looking around. She looked out of the corner of her eye at Harlan. What was he trying to tell her?

Harlan winked at her. “How about we find our way to that transporter room?”

“Sounds like a fine idea, sir.” Peterman extended her arm and Harlan took it and the two stepped out of the shuttlebay.



“Eeyahhhhhhhhhhhh!”

Peterman stirred from her thoughts as she heard an animal growl from J’hana, stalking in front of her as the group advanced down the dim corridor.

“I am invigorated!” she announced.

Larkin had her tricorder out, scanning. “The last four years have been…uneventful, I assume?”

“I am profoundly bored,” J’hana said. “I want to kill things.”

Conway stared at the dim corridor ahead. “Am I the only one who’s liked the fact that we haven’t been fighting for our lives on a weekly basis?”

“A certain predictability can be appreciated from time to time,” Larkin observed. She looked at her scanner. “Contact coming from outside the ship…” she steeled herself. “Hold on!”

A blast rocked the steadfast and Conway tripped forward.

J’hana gripped his arm to stop his fall and faced him. “This ship has ablative armor. Even at emergency power it will withstand an attack. For a few moments.”

“We’ve got to get off the ship,” Peterman noted.

“Not before we find my Imzadi,” J’hana said, and forged ahead.

“Larkin to Explorer,” Larkin called out. She shook her head. “It appears our communications are being jammed.”

“Can you clear it?’ Conway asked.

“Unlikely,” Larkin said, checking her tricorder, as they approached a door. Larkin reached out to access the conduit inside and unlock the door, but J’hana was already on it, growling and forcing her fingers between the doors, shoving them apart.

“Let her break a few things,” Peterman said. “It’s good for her.”

Conway rolled her eyes. “Just don’t break anything we need, okay?”

They strode into the engine compartment, scanning carefully.

There, seated against the master systems display, were Tilleran and Airyn. They slumped forward, breathless.

“It’s about time,” Tilleran mumbled, as J’hana crossed the room and pulled her into hug. “You got my long distance call…”

“I will always answer your call,” J’hana huffed, hugging back stiffly.

Larkin waved a tricorder over Tilleran and Airyn. “They are suffering the effects of oxygen depletion. You all will begin to as well, if we don’t restore power or get off this ship.”

“More importantly, who’s shooting at us?” Airyn asked.

“Not sure,” Conway said. “But I’m for abandoning ship.”

“The emergency transporter bay is nearby,” Larkin said. “I believe I can interface with the ship’s computer.”

“A Section Thirty-one computer?” Peterman asked.

“All computers are about the same,” Larkin said.

The ship rocked again.

“Not to be hasty,” Tilleran said. “But I think we should get the hell out of here.”



“Get us something on sensors,” Sparks said, crossing the bridge as the Elegiar raged at them, exchanging fire with the Explorer and Aerostar at once, driving a wedge between them and the Steadfast.

The bridge rocked. Donovan gripped her panel. “Nothing doing. And we’ve barely been able to penetrate their shields.”

“Then it’s up to the away team,” Sparks said, looking at the screen. “We just have to hold together a while longer…”

“And what are the chances of that?” Stef asked.

“Your Mom and Dad are down there, Stef,” Browning said, clutching the tactical console and sharing a look with Plato. “Believe in them.”



Baxter’s eyes fluttered open. He looked up to see Roddick fussing over one of the many smooth, flat computer consoles encircling the chamber.

One moment, Baxter and Roddick were wrestling each other for the nano crisp. The key to the chamber, in which, Baxter guessed, Roddick would seek and find his ultimate goal: Total omnipotence.

Then the crisp had clattered and skittered along the floor. The two men grunted and reached for it, falling over each other.

And then blackness. Roddick had knocked him unconscious.

Baxter climbed to his feet, unsteady and woozy. “Roddick…stop. You can’t do this.”

Roddick looked up. He was a blur as Baxter’s vision sorted itself out. He was leaning over the master console, inserting the chip. “Oh, I can and I will. I’ll get back everything I lost.”

“What did you lose?”

“I…” Roddick faltered as alert klaxons rang throughout the lab. “Proximity sensors. Damn it. We’ve got company.”

“Four for dinenr,” Gul Duvet announced, striding up to the pair. Behind him, Renta Fays leveled a phaser at him and Roddick, as Roland Worthy cowered behind them and Maura Drake set about the room, looking over the systems consoles.

“Oh fuck, not you again,” Baxter grunted at Duvet, then looked at Drake and Worthy. “And you. And you.”

“No more cooking,” Roddick said distantly, blinking at Duvet, momentarily frozen.

Baxter stood and straightened his tunic. His eyes caught Worthy and Drake. “What are you two doing here other than ruining an already bad day?”

“Baxter,” Worthy said, standing behind Duvet. “We meet again. Finally, the two tables have turned against each other!”

“For pete’s sake,” Baxter said. “Only you would pick the dumbest, most ridiculous person to team up with, and show up at the worst damned possible time!”

“Admiral,” Duvet said gently, stepping toward Baxter. “I’m gratified to see you again. I’m glad you can be part of this momentous day.”

“I am so, so tired of this,” Baxter grunted, putting his hands down on his knees.

“We can gut this room and sell this stuff for a load of latinum,” Renta said, looking around.

“Sell it? Why would we do that when we can use it!” Drake said. She looked at Duvet. “Me, you, and Harlan!”

Baxter looked up. “What the hell is she going on about?”

“Nevermind,” Duvet said quickly. He waved Baxter and Roddick into a corner pointing his phaser at them. “You both should just stand back. Let this moment simmer.”

“No,” Roddick said, his eyes darting around the room.

“Yes,” Duvet said, as Drake moved over to the master systems console, hands dancing across the interactive panels. “Yes. Yes. Yes. It’s all coming. DINNER IS READY!”

“Sorry to be a bug,” Worthy said, stepping up behind Duvet. “But could I get an exclusive after this? You would really give my show the ratings spike it needs!”

“Shut up,” Duvet said, and turned to Drake. “Well?”

“The system is working. It’s all here, just as I’d hoped. Just as we’d planned!” As she worked, she glanced over at Duvet. “Could you go find Harlan? I’d love to catch up with him and see how he’s been doing!”

Baxter watched the scene unfold and rubbed his aching joints. He had been beaten up a lot over the last few days. But that was the least of his problems.

As Drake worked at the science console, and the lab chamber started to hum with blue light, she turned and gave Baxter a wink. “Hey, guy. How’s your dad?” As she spoke, the transparent doors to the chamber whisked open with a puff of stale air.

“Doctor Drake,” Baxter said, lowering his voice, looking at the chamber. “You’ve got to listen to reason. This man will destroy the universe,” he said, pointing at Duvet. He looked at Roddick, whose face was creased with panic and worry. “Also probably that guy. You’ve got to stand down. Give me the nanolinear crisp.”

Drake shook her head and plunked at the controls. “And why on Earth would I do that?”

Baxter folded his arms. “So Harlan Baxter can rest in peace knowing this place isn’t a threat anymore.”

Drake’s eye twitched. She looked at Baxter. “What are you talking about? Harlan’s alive.” She looked around her. “Right?”

“Oh no,” Duvet said, sliding between Baxter and Drake. “Doctor, don’t listen to him. He’s trying to confuse you.”

“You don’t know,” Baxter said, as Renta Fays grabbed his arms and pulled them behind him, dragging him back to the corner of the room, with Roddick. “Oh, Doctor, you don’t know…Harlan…is gone.” He pursed his lips making a quick calculation. “His last wishes were to destroy this research.”

Drake stopped, her hands hovering over the controls. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Baxter squirmed out of Renta’s grasp and turned to face her. He glared at Duvet. “You haven’t told her. Maura, Harlan Baxter is…” he worked his jaw a bit. “Dead.”

She narrowed her eyes at Duvet. “Is this true?””

Gul Duvet gritted his teeth. “Don’t listen to him! It’s all just lies. Federation lies!”

“If he’s not dead, then where is he?” Baxter asked, pressing on. “Doctor Drake, think about it. You’re insane but you’re not stupid.”

“You sure about that?” Renta asked.

“But we were meant to be together,” Drake said thoughtfully, looking down. “An omnipotent king and queen.”

“Sucks not to get what you want,” Baxter snapped, and pushed toward Drake. “Harlan Baxter is gone. And I’m here to destroy the last of this research – the research you two built together – to save mankind. Isn’t that what he would have wanted?”

“No!” Drake turned. “He’d want us to be together and happy!”

“He’d have to be here to want that,” Baxter said. “I’m sorry to be the one to break the news to you. Believe me. I’m still trying to wrap my mind around it.”

Fire ignited in Drake’s eyes as she spun on Duvet. “LIAR!” she leapt on him, kneeing him in the stomach.

“Urk! Help me!” Duvet growled, holding Drake’s arms and trying to wrestle her off.

Renta Fays stepped in, and Roland Worthy, too. It wasn’t clear who was attacking whom, or who was doing the shoving, but no one looked happy.

Roddick leaned over to Baxter, watching the exchange. “You want to get out of here?” he whispered.

“More than ever,” Baxter said.

“We may disagree over what to do with this research, but one thing is certain, Duvet shouldn’t have it,” Roddick said.

“Yeah, I’m with you on that much.”

“GO!” Roddick cried out, pushing Baxter toward Duvet and the others.

Baxter charged in, and instinctively went for Roland Worthy. He landed an elbow in Worthy’s back, swept his leg out from under him, and drove him into the floor.

“My Ro-Ro!” Drake cried out and twisted toward Baxter, clawing for his face.

Baxter winced and gripped for Drake’s wrists, as Renta hauled Duvet out of the fray, backing him against a wall.

She fired her phaser into the air, as sparks showered the room.

“Everyone cool it,” she snapped.

“And who are you to go around giving orders!” Drake snapped, up on her knees, a wild look on her face.

Renta fired a phaser blast at Drake, sending her flopping to the floor.

Worthy smiled weakly next to Drake. “You proved your point. I’m not going to give you any troub–”

“Shut up,” Renta said, and blasted him square in the chest. He fell over on top of Drake.

“You can’t get good help these days,” Duvet said, rubbing his hands together and turning toward the master console. He looked into the chamber which hummed with a pleasing blue light. “Now, who knows how to use this thing?”

Roddick was already there, tapping at the controls. Baxter sighed, crouched next to the insensate Worthy and Drake. Of course, like a good Section 31 officer, he used Baxter as a diversion so he could get control of the situation. Just one more in a lifetime of miscalculations. Baxter settled on the decision that everything that had happened at this point was his fault. A nice, comforting thought, just in time for the end of days.

A smile spread across Roddick’s face as the chamber hummed with more and more power. The deck plating trembled.

Renta aimed her phaser at Roddick. “Step away from that thing. Whatever it is.”

Roddick looked at Renta. Then at the chamber. He sprung over the control console and stuck the landing, dashing into the chamber. Renta fired, but her blast sailed past Roddick. She shot again, hitting him in the arm, causing him to twist around…right into the chamber.

Roddick smiled broadly as he slammed his hand down on the console inside the chamber, and the doors wooshed closed.



Sparks balled her fists, steeling herself against the knot of dread in her gut as the Dominion cruiser veered on the screen, angling toward them.

“She’s figured out the Steadfast is abandoned,” Donovan said. “She’s going to focus everything on us and the Aerostar-A.”

“Any way we can get a message to the ’A,” Sparks asked, glancing over her shoulder at Plato.

“Negative.” Plato looked up. “Still jammed. No comms with the surface or with the Aerostar.”

“They’re taking a pounding,” Donovan said, wheeling around at her console. “The Prometheus class was a beauty in her day, but she can’t match up against today’s weapons. Her shields and substructure are weaker than ours. She won’t last…” She looked. “More than a few minutes at this rate?”

“Put us between the ’A and the Dominion ship,” Sparks said, moving toward the helm. She rested her hand on Stef’s chair. “Port shields are stronger. Show ’em our port side.”

A neutron torpedo slammed into the Explorer as she dove in front of the Aerostar. A console exploded, sending a shower of sparks across the bridge.

“Shields buckled on six decks. Hull rupture on deck nine!” Mathers reported. “I’m good, though. I’m doing fine.”

Sparks gripped the helm chair. “Hold course, Stef. Plato: Return fire!”

On the screen, the Explorer lashed out, twin torpedo banks firing.

Still the battlecruiser came.

Stef looked over her shoulder. “The cloak.”

“We’re not going to run and hide,” Sparks said with a chiding glare.

“No,” Stef said. “Not what I was talking about. But I do have an idea…”



On the bridge of the Eligiar, Sohat clapped his hands together eagerly. This was his chance to prove himself. With Duvet and Renta on the surface and only marginal chances of success, he could show that he could do just as good a job leading the Eligiar. By the end of the day, the New Order could be his to lead, with all the perks that came with it. Like larger quarters!

He winced as the deck shook, Explorer returning fire.

“We cannot take both ships,” Yovern, said from tactical. “If we can get past the Explorer, we can destroy the Aerostar and even the odds.”

“She’s not going to make that easy,” Sohat surmised.

Yovern blinked as he looked over his console. “Glin, the Explorer!”

Sohat looked up as the Explorer rippled and disappeared. “She’s cloaking. Cowards!” He clenched his fist. “Helm, press forward. Attack the Aerostar-A with everything we’ve got!”

The Elegiar bounded toward the Aerostaras it turned toward them on the screen.

“Closing on the Aerostar,” Yovern called out. “She’s coming about, torpedoes armed! At this distance…”

“Fools! They’re no match for us. Match speed and close the distance! All weapons!”

Elegiar and Aerostar roared toward each other, seemingly set on mutual destruction.

And then, in a second, Explorer-A shimmered back into view, driving up through the narrow space between the two ships, its phase cloak rippling as it cut a perpendicular path between the two vessels. And then with another cascade of cloaking energy, both ships disappeared.

“Sensors, find them!”



“Explorer has us in a tractor beam!” Lt. Commander Creed called out from tactical.

Captain Ford steeled himself as the Aerostar-A bridge shook hard. The bridge crew scurried about, patching a blown console and sealing a torn bulkhead. Smoke rose from the sparking panels at his left and right..

“Nice of her,” Ford ducked down and hung on to the helm officer’s chair. “Ensign Steele, keep us in tight should Explorer’s tractor give out.” He grimaced. “I sure hope they’ve got an experienced pilot over there…”



“Find me those ships!” Sohat growled, clinging to the command chair as the Elegiar pitched around. “Scan subspace layers and try to lock on to their neutrino signature!”

“Nothing on scanners, but sir, the Steadfast!”

Sohat looked up and watched as the Steadfast suddenly vanished from view, with that telltale cloaking ripple.

“Did she just cloak two other ships?” Sohat gasped. “No matter. She can’t tractor them both.”

“Actually,” Yovern raised a finger. “The Aurora-class starship is known to have two tractor beams.”

“That’s information that would have been useful FIVE MINUTES AGO!” Sohat snapped, and then looked at the screen, and the blank field of stars on it.

“Maybe they’re retreating,” Yovern offered.

“Maybe,” Sohat said, standing up and stepping toward the viewscreen.

Suddenly the Explorer emerged from its phase cloak, screaming right toward them, Aerostar-A and Steadfast in tow just below her.

Sohat gripped his chair. “By Garak’s blade! Reverse course! Maximum speed!”

Explorer flew toward them, and at the last moment, she pulled up, along with the Aerostar-A.

But not the Steadfast.

The Steadfast flew right at them.

“Oh no,” Sohat said in a small voice, just before his bridge erupted into fireworks and the deck flew out from under him.



Stef Baxter gripped the holographic controls, pitching the Explorer downward as Steadfast crashed into the Elegiar, sending both ships pitching apart.

“Major collision! Battlecruiser damaged on twenty decks,” Plato called out with a whoop. “Shields compromised in ten sectors.

Mathers studied his controls. “It also looks like everyone on the bridge is going to be nauseated and headachy for at least a few days.”

Browning crossed toward the front of the bridge. “Holy cow, Stef! What possessed you to do that?”

“It pains me to admit it, but I’m impressed,” Donovan said wryly, staring at the viewscreen.

Sparks grinned despite herself as she leaned forward in the command chair, propping her elbows on her knees. “Nicely done, Ensign Baxter.”

“Just trusted my instincts,” Stef said, looking back at her and sharing a smile with Browning.

“Your parents would be proud, Stef,” Browning said, grabbing for a bulkhead and looking back at Plato with a grin.

Sparks allowed a small smile at Browning and then turned to the viewscreen. “Eyes front, people. We’re not done. Plato – give them everything we’ve got. Let’s make sure that history never forgets the name…Explorer.”

“Aye,” Mathers said.

“Yes,” Sparks said, earning a confused glance from Mathers. “Explorer-A.”



Baxter ran at the chamber, pounding his fists on it. “Damn it!”

It was too late. Roddick was already inside, and the chamber was locked.

Renta fired several blasts at the chamber, but to no effect.

Baxter turned on her. “Things in here don’t react too well to phasers, Renta.”

Duvet stalked toward the chamber. “Get him out of there. That power is mine!”

“You silly, small, weak, fool,” Roddick said evenly, stepping toward the transparent wall, face to face with Duvet and Baxter. “You think this is about power. To control people. To dominate galaxies.” His body was encircled in swirling blue light.

“Well, now this is bad,” Baxter said, looking from Duvet to Roddick.

“Well, what else could this thing be for besides galactic domination?” Duvet asked, annoyed.

Roddick spread his arms wide. “It could be for love.”

Duvet rose an eyebrow, confused. Before he could ask any more questions, the drone of transporter beams filled the room.

Renta Fays turned, bringing her phaser to bear on the new arrivals. She didn’t even have time to make a sound as J’hana launched into her, crushing her to the ground, dropping an elbow on her windpipe.

“I will have bloody satisfaction you gorgeous Bajoran vharxa!” J’hana growled, wrapping her hands around Renta’s neck and wrestling her into a headlock.

“Carry on,” Conway said, stepping past J’hana.

Larkin, Tilleran, Peterman, and Airyn followed him.

Duvet turned and advanced toward them. “Federation imbeciles! You are ruining literally EVERYTHING!”

Captain Larkin calmly advanced on Duvet, grabbed him by the throat, and lifted him off his feet.

“You have been exceedingly annoying,” she said, and flung him into the wall. He dropped, out cold.

“Admiral,” Larkin said, nodding at Baxter.

“Andy,” Peterman said, stepping toward Baxter, reaching out to touch his arm.

“So, what’s going on here?” Conway asked, looking around.

Baxter sighed, backing up a few steps. He looked at Roddick, who was standing in the chamber, encased in glowing blue light. “Total disaster, but what else is new?”

Airyn studied the chamber, taking it all in. “Then it does exist.”

Baxter looked at Airyn, his eyes light years away. “Hey. You knew about this?”

Roddick grinned at Baxter. “Admiral, you misunderstand me. I’ve given myself this beautiful gift for a very noble reason.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, pushing forward as Conway and Peterman flanked him. Tilleran and Larkin dashed over to the systems console. “And what’s that?”

Roddick stepped toward the transparent partition. Nose to nose with Baxter. “Recall our conversation, of some years ago. I told you that I understood you better than you think. Because I have a sister, too.”

“Wow, how can you do that? Like remember conversations from so many years ago.” Baxter rubbed his chin. “I can’t remember what I had for lunch last week.”

“Ham sandwich,” Peterman said as if by instinct. “Herman’s Cafe in Alameda.”

Roddick continued. “My sister’s name is Hannah. She…was two years younger than me. We grew up on a violent planet. Left home at a young age. We were inseparable.”

“Oh, here we go,” Peterman sighed, rubbing the bridge of her nose.

Conway stepped back as he watched the exchange. Behind him, J’hana slung the limp form of Renta Fays over a console and walked over to join them. “Conway to Explorer,” he said. Nothing but static. He waved to Larkin. “Kristen – access the lab computer. Get into this system and stop…whatever is happening.”

Larkin nodded and moved over to the master console, nudging past Tilleran, who looked on, her jaw working nervously. Larkin pressed her palm down on the console interface. “This system is not unlike that of the Steadfast. Accessing. There is a sophisticated firewall in place.”

“You can get past it,” Airyn whispered, stepping up behind her. “You’ve got to.”

“Get away from there,” Roddick said, his eyes darting over to Larkin.

“I’ll bite, Roddick,” Baxter said, trying to get Roddick’s attention. “What happened with Hannah?”

“The android doesn’t know how this system works,” Roddick pleaded. “She could destroy this whole lab. And everything I’ve worked for.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Conway said, cracking his knuckles.

“What happened with Hannah,” Peterman pressed, looking to Baxter.

Roddick turned. “She…she didn’t know about my work. She wouldn’t have understood. She was a peacemaker. A terraformer. She…shaped worlds. She didn’t understand that people like me were necessary to keep balance in the Federation. To keep the peace.”

Larkin blinked and stared ahead as she accessed the computer console. “Roddick’s body is in the grasp of a genetic actuation field. His genetic structure is being rewritten on the microcellular level.”

“That’s bad,” Airyn said helpfully.

Tilleran stepped up behind Larkin. “This is a much more sophisticated version of the approach Doctor Drake was using back on the Explorer, twenty years ago. Section Thirty-one must’ve perfected it.”

“You don’t say,” Conway muttered.

Larkin looked up. “I cannot shut down the system at this point. I am uncertain as to what will happen to Mister Roddick once the process completes. But we should know in…” she cocked her head. “Approximately four minutes.”

“We’ve got to start looking for a way to shut it down,” Airyn said, locking eyes with Tilleran.

“Smash everything?” J’hana offered.

“Not now, Imzadi,” Tilleran snapped.

Conway looked over his shoulder at Larkin and the others, then back at Roddick.

“So you told her?” Baxter pressed on. His eyes were glued to Roddick. Like they were only the two people in the room. Peterman stood behind him and squeezed his shoulder.

“After my conversation with you, in fact,” Roddick nodded. “I went to Balthazar Two, where Hannah lived. I confessed it all. Every dark deed. Every lie. I told her about everyone who was hurt because of me, and my role in Thirty-One. I knew, if she loved me, she’d understand.”

Peterman stepped closer. “Let me guess. She didn’t.”

Roddick laughed; a high, nervous laugh. “Quite right. She was furious. She…she wouldn’t listen. She disowned me. Changed her name. Left the quadrant. That…that was the last time I spoke to her. Almost nineteen years ago.”

Baxter blinked, resting his hand on the bulkhead. “So you did all this just to reunite with your sister?”

“A private security agency would have been much easier,” J’hana offered.

Airyn moved to join Baxter. “We have to turn this thing off, Admiral. It has to be stopped.”

“Impossible,” Roddick droned, his hand against the wall. “I can feel it starting. The power. Immeasurable. Reaching out across space. Across time. Bending it to my will.” He looked at Baxter. “What would you do, Admiral? With unlimited power?”

“Every time humanity has been given power, we’ve done some truly terrible things with it,” Baxter said, placing his hand against the wall separating him from Roddick. “What makes you think this time it will be different?”

“Because this time,” Roddick said, locking eyes with Baxter. “It’s me.”

“Well,” Conway said, hands on hips. “We’re fucked.”

“Hold on,” Larkin said, holding up her free hand. The other was still pressed against the console, as she accessed gigaquads of data. “I’ve found a program deep in the lab’s subsystems. It is some sort of interactive control.”

“Let’s hope you found an off switch,” Tilleran said, looking over Larkin’s shoulder.

“Not as such,” Larkin said. “It’s a holo program.”

Baxter looked at her. He knew exactly what that program was. He pursed his lips. “Activate it.”

Conway looked over at Larkin and gave a small nod. “You heard him. Do it.”

“Andy,” Peterman said softly as the hologram whirled into existence in front of them.

He stood right in front of Baxter. Kind eyes. Knit brow. That easy smile as he withdrew the cigar from his mouth. A puff of smoke swirled around him.

“Son,” Harlan Baxter said. He didn’t look angry. He didn’t look worried. He just looked levelly at Andy Baxter and said, “What do you wanna do?”

Baxter’s mouth opened and closed.

“Shut it down!” Airyn called, pushing past Tilleran. J’hana grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back.

“Sudden movements are a bad idea right now,” J’hana snapped, pushing Airyn back.

The Harlan hologram did not acknowledge Airyn’s presence.

“Yeah, what she said,” Conway said, stalking toward the Harlan hologram and glancing worriedly at Roddick. “Stop this thing!”

Larkin’s eyes were distant as she continued to access the lab computer. “The program seems to be keyed to respond only to Admiral Baxter’s commands. Roddick’s transformation will be complete in…two minutes, fifteen seconds.”

Harlan simply pivoted toward Baxter. “Son?”

“You want me to do it, don’t you,” Baxter said. “All this…it was for me.”

“I left this behind for you to clean up because I believed you were the only one who could.” Harlan stepped toward Baxter. “It was my greatest mistake. Trusting Drake. Trusting Thirty-one. And I knew it had to be destroyed.”

“Then why not simply destroy it yourself?” Conway asked, shouldering up next to Baxter.

“Answer him,” Baxter demanded.

“I wasn’t strong enough,” Harlan said. “I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Because I thought of all the good it could do, in the right hands. That’s what makes it so dangerous.”

“Ninety seconds,” Larkin said evenly.

“You’ve got to do it, Andy.” Peterman reached out and squeezed his hand. Baxter pulled his hand away. “Shut down the program!”

“Well if you’re not strong enough, what hope do I have?” Baxter begged, stepping closer to the Harlan hologram, pushing past Conway and Peterman.

Harlan pursed his lips. “All a parent wants is to see their kid do better.”

Baxter grit his teeth.

“You heard him,” Airyn said.

Conway’s eyes pivoted to Baxter. “Andy….”

Baxter looked past Harlan and at Roddick, who simply watched this exchange with mute amusement. “You have anything to add to this?”

“I think you know what to do,” Roddick said. “Just think…you could come in here, too…”

“Andy Baxter’s not going to be broken that easily,” Peterman said firmly. “You can’t tempt him with…”

“I’ve been watching you your entire career,” Roddick said, nose pressed to the transparent wall. “You could have the Explorer back. Your Explorer. With your crew.” He looked around. “Not this version.” He gestured at the group in the lab. “Older, detached, and spread among the stars. Imagine if your ship sailed again. Your crew. In your prime. Forever. You’d even have all your hair back.”

Baxter’s fists balled. “Tempting,” he said.

Conway whirled on him. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me! We’re not endangering the galaxy for a baldness cure!”

“And that’s not all,” Roddick roared, his voice now filling the room as power continued to thrum through his body. “You can have him back. Not a hologram. Not a facsimile. You could bring Harlan Baxter back.”

Baxter’s eyes filled.

“Thirty seconds,” Larkin said.

“Andy, please, listen to me!” Peterman tugged at Baxter’s arm. “Tell him to turn it off!”

Harlan looked at Baxter, puffing away at his cigar. “Rrtgggnd, bry?”

“Open the door,” Baxter whispered.

Harlan nodded, and stepped aside. The door to the chamber whisked open.

“Yes,” Roddick said. “Join me. You’ll see I won’t mind sharing the power. Or the credit!”

Conway reached for Baxter, but Baxter shoved him aside, stepping in. Peterman moved toward him.

“J’hana, a hand please,” Conway said, stepping toward the chamber.

J’hana, Peterman, and Conway moved toward the entrance in unison.

“Close door,” Baxter said simply as the blue light encircled him too. The door closed quickly, separating him from the others.

Conway pounded on the door. “What are you doing!”

Peterman looked on and bit her lip. “Andy!”

The Harlan hologram blinked off and then reappeared inside the chamber, regarding the situation with detached curiosity. “Just wait,” he said, and chomped down on his cigar.

“Thirty seconds,” Larkin said.

Peterman pressed her face against the transparent wall, pounding on it. “Andy, please, listen to me! If you’ve never listened to me before, do it now! I know things haven’t been perfect between us, but you know I love you and know you better than anyone in the galaxy. Unlimited power is too high a price to have your old life back. It’s too high a price to have your dad back. It’s too…”

Roddick turned to her and flicked his finger. Peterman went flying, arms pinwheeling, and slammed into a wall. Tilleran raced to her side as she slumped, dizzily.

“Kelly…” Baxter said softly, as blue energies swirled around him.

Conway looked over at Peterman, as Tilleran ran a tricorder over her, then snapped back to Roddick and Baxter. “Is this what you wanted, Baxter!” he snapped.

“Kelly,” Baxter said again, the name sounding distant. Like that name, that person, was from a different life. He slowly turned on Roddick. “Thanks, Roddick,” he said. “For pointing me in the right direction.”

“Are you crazy!” Conway shouted, pounding on the transparent wall. “Baxter!”

Roddick gave a slow, subtle laugh, as he took all this in. “I thought you’d come around to my way of thinking, Andy. You know, from here, the sky’s the lim –”

Roddick was cut off as Baxter grabbed him by his neck and shoved him against the wall, pinning him, eyes burning through him.

“DAD, SHUT IT DOWN!” Baxter growled, and slammed Roddick back against the wall.

“NO!” Roddick snapped, twisting in Baxter’s grasp.

Harlan gave a gentle nod, and the surge of blue light and crescendo of limitless power just simply stopped.

Roddick sagged out of Baxter’s grasp, drifting to the floor, tears streaming down his face. He looked at his hands. “NO! What did you do!? I was almost there. I could feel it.”

“You’ll feel it, all right,” Baxter said, and turned around. “Door,” he said softly. And he walked through. He chucked a thumb over his shoulder. “J’hana?”

J’hana gave a curt nod. “With pleasure.”

And with that she stepped past Baxter into the chamber, slinging Roddick into her arms and carrying him out into the lab.

“Is there a sound proof room somewhere nearby?” J’hana asked.

Larkin nodded. “Down the hall. To the left.”

“Be right back,” J’hana said, and swiftly carried Roddick out of the room.

Baxter raced over to Peterman’s side and knelt beside her. “Honey, you okay?”

“She’s got a mild concussion, but she’ll be okay,” Tilleran said, next to him.

Peterman’s eyes fluttered. “That’s my guy,” she whispered.

“I was just doing it for love,” Roddick sighed, in broken resignation.

“Yeah, tell that to the magistrate,” J’hana growled.

“I’ll make sure she doesn’t violate the Seldonis convention,” Tilleran said, and followed J’hana briskly out of the room.

Airyn walked over to Baxter, putting her hand on his shoulder. “Andy, I mean, Admiral, are you all right?”

Baxter’s gaze was firmly on Peterman. He didn’t answer.

“Son.”

Baxter turned and looked at Harlan.

“Sparks to away team,” a voice broke in over comms. “We’ve disabled Duvet’s ship and have been able to break through their jamming. Everyone okay down there?”

“Stand by, Explorer,” Conway said. He tapped Airyn on the shoulder and pointed to the door. Larkin observed this, cocking her head curiously. “C’mon,” Conway said, putting a hand on Larkin’s shoulder, gently ushering her and Airyn to the door. He stopped at the door for a moment. “I never doubted you for a minute, Andy,” he said. “Sparks, beam us back to the ship.” He looked at Baxter again. “All but Baxter.”

“Sir?”

“Just do it,” Conway said, kneeling beside Peterman and gently lifting her up.

“Thanks,” Baxter said, reaching out to touch Peterman’s hand as she and the others were beamed away.

That left Baxter in an empty room, staring at a holographic Harlan Baxter, whose face betrayed no emotion whatsoever.

The two stood there in silence, alone, and Baxter wasn’t sure what to say. He had so much he wanted to say. “Dad, I…”

Harlan looked around. “Seems like ya made the right choice.”

“There was a choice?” Baxter asked, with a weak smile.

“There always is.”

Baxter nodded. “You really knew I would do the right thing?”

“I trust you more than you know, boy,” Harlan said, and put a hand on Baxter’s shoulder.

“I never got to say goodbye,” Baxter said.

“And you never will,” Harlan said. “That’s life its own self. It ain’t easy, and it ain’t right.” He waved his cigar around, taking in the lab, and its surroundings. “And no scientific parlor trick is gonna make it right.” He patted Baxter on the chest. “You just got to do your best. Press on. Be better than me. And your kids, maybe they’ll surprise you, like you did me.”

“Dad, I love you…”

“You keep going, son,” Harlan said. “Life ain’t over for you. ‘This ain’t something you get over. It’s just something you get through.’”

Baxter’s mouth moved. He tried to speak, but couldn’t form the words.

“And this hologram ain’t me. Just a computer projection. In a lab that should never again see the light of day.”

“Dad…”

“You got five minutes, son.”

Baxter’s mouth opened and closed. “Five minutes…?”

“Self-destruct enabled,” the computer’s voice suddenly intoned. “T-minus five minutes.”

“No…” Baxter glanced up. “Baxter to Explorer. Isolate the hologram in front of me and transfer it to the ship’s computer!”

“It don’t work like that, son,” Harlan said. “Everything has to end sometime.”

“Admiral, this is Sparks. We can’t seem to isolate the program. But our sensors are showing that whole lab is about to blow sky high. Recommending immediate evac.”

“Stand by Explorer!” Baxter shouted, staring at Harlan. “Dad, why?”

The Harlan hologram just stood there, as Baxter hugged him, his shoulders shaking. “Explorer…stand by,” he pleaded. “Just…stand by.”

Four minutes and twenty-three seconds later, the lab, and everything in it, exploded in a violent white flash, reduced to cinders.



The door chime rang three times before Baxter heard it.

“Come in,” he said, staring out the windows at the stars streaking by.

Peterman stood in the doorway. “Got a minute?”

“If you ask me if I’m okay, I swear I’ll jump out the nearest airlock,” Baxter muttered, sipping his whiskey grapefruit.

“You know me better than that,” Peterman said, and stepped in, plopping down into the chair across from Baxter’s couch. “We left Portico.” She glanced up at the streaking stars. “But I guess you figured out that much.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “You okay?”

Peterman nodded. “Yeah. They got the EMH back online and she fixed me up. Alcott’s still recovering. The EMH…has some anger issues.”

“Guess Conway will have a hell of a report to write to Starfleet,” Baxter said, and gave a low chuckle. “Better him than me.”

Peterman nodded. “The good news is that, since the lab wasn’t in phase with normal space, the explosion didn’t destroy any valuable beachfront property. Your timeshare is safe.”

“I’m relieved beyond measure.” Baxter leaned back on the couch and stared up at the ceiling.

“We can talk as much or as little as you want about what happened down there.”

“What’s left to talk about?” Baxter asked.

“Andy, you had an impossible choice.”

“It shouldn’t have been so impossible. It should have been easier.” He leveled a gaze at Peterman. “I could have destroyed the galaxy. And that’s surprising. Because I kind of like it.”

Peterman smiled. “It doesn’t matter that you struggled with it. Anyone would struggle with limitless power. But you made the right call in the end.”

“You know, when I walked into that chamber…” Baxter began, looking at Peterman as if she’d just shown up, from out of nowhere. “I…”

Peterman eased in, eyes connecting with Baxter’s. “You did the right thing.”

“Maybe, but only because you were there,” Baxter said, and leaned forward, staring down between his knees.

After a beat, Baxter looked up at Peterman. “He’s gone,” he said softly.

“Yeah, he is,” Peterman said, and got up from her chair and sat down next to Baxter on the couch.

“Guess I didn’t really face that until now. I’ve been…hiding.”

Peterman nodded. “That’s okay. Sometimes you have to do that.” She sighed. “Sometimes you have to come to things in your own time.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said.

She took a deep breath. “I visited Roddick this morning. I’m actually relieved I’m not a counselor anymore. I think I’d be out of my depth with him.”

“We should try to find Hannah,” Baxter said. “Family is important at times like this.”

“Doesn’t sound like they’re family anymore, from what I heard,” Peterman said.

Baxter reached out and squeezed Peterman’s hand. “Family is forever, Kelly.”

Peterman smiled, and tugged Baxter against her chest, holding him. “You’re damned right it is.”



Commander Sparks nodded at passing crewmembers as she made her way along Deck Nine toward the foreward lift. She passed by Admiral Baxter’s executive cabin and saw Commander Donovan standing there, staring at the door.

“You need something, Commander?” Sparks asked helpfully, looking over her shoulder.

“Me?” Donovan asked. “Nope. I’m good.”

“I’m heading up to a staff meeting. Got a lot to sort out from all this.” Sparks gave a nod toward the lift. “You want to join us?”

“Nope,” Donovan said. She gave Sparks a small smile. “Meetings aren’t really my thing. Neither are goodbyes, really.”

Sparks nodded. “Let me guess. I’m going to walk down that corridor, and when I turn around, you’ll be gone, right?”

Donovan nodded. “Tough habit to break.”

Sparks took a beat. “Well, thank you Commander Donovan. It’s been a pleasure working with you.”

Donovan gave a curt nod as Sparks turned and walked off.

Sparks laughed to herself as she stepped onto the lift and turned around to face the corridor. Sure enough, Donovan was gone.



“…we’ll put in for Earth. Both ships will need to make repairs before returning to service,” Conway sighed and tossed an iPadd onto the conference table. “We’ll transfer Mister Roddick to the USS Potemkin, where he’ll be taken to Tantalus for a nice, long rest.”

“Let me guess,” Sparks said. “All the rest of it is gonna be nice and classified.”

“Deeply classified,” Conway said. “Yes.” He looked around the conference table at Larkin, Sparks, Mathers, Plato, Tilleran, and J’hana. “And that goes for all of you.” He looked over at Tilleran and J’hana. “Even those of you not in Starfleet anymore.”

“I will want to forget about this as soon as possible, so that’s fine,” Tilleran said.

“Indeed,” J’hana said. “And before I forget,” she slid an iPadd across the table at Conway. “That’s a bill from The Rugged Corpse, for my services.”

Conway huffed. “I’ll make sure and get this to accounts receivable right away.”

“Is there anything further, Admiral?” Larkin asked, leaning forward.

“Nope,” Conway said, shifting away from the table. “I think that about does it.”

“Good,” she said, and looked around. “You’re all dismissed.”

The group got up and filed for the door.

As Conway turned to leave, Larkin hung by him, taking his arm. “Admiral, I thought you’d like to know…”

After a pause, Conway blinked, looking at Larkin. “What?”

She cocked her head. “Nothing. It is nothing. Please disregard this conversation.”

Conway pursed his lips. “Hmph. Already done.”



TWO WEEKS LATER

RURA PENTHE



The blue-black sky was lit with natural shocks of winter lightening, joined by the occasional bursting fireworks as partygoers sang and danced through the evening.

“More blood wine?” Chris Richards asked, sidling up to Janice Browning as she looked up at the mingling lights in the winter sky.

“No, no, I’ve got an early transport in the morning,” Browning said, putting up a hand. “Two bottles is my limit.” She looked around, kicking the heating unit by her feet. “Leave it to the Klingons to plan an outdoor event on a planet where the temperature is never over freezing.” She chuckled. “Though the blood wine does help.”

Richards looked around at the milling guests. Klingons, Starfleet, and other assorted Federation representatives. He shrugged. “Funny thing, huh? A couple months ago it seemed like maybe the Federation and Klingons would be at each other’s throats again. I mean, trust me, living where I do, I can tell you, the Klingons were on a war footing.”

“Yeah,” Browning said. “Then Martok reopened their borders, and everything seemed to change.”

“And suddenly my new Klingon resort became the host site for a historic treaty signing.”

“Yeah,” Browning said. “I think it’s ‘an historic.’”

“Wonder what changed Martok’s mind,” Richards asked, swigging from his silver chalice of blood wine.

“I think I have some idea,” Browning said with a wry smile. Her eyes glistened for a moment. “People are capable of amazing things.”

“What people?” Richards asked blankly.

“Absent friends,” Browning whispered, and sipped her drink. “They can surprise you.”

“We need more gagh!” Drang said, lumbering past Richards. “Half of it slithered away into the air filtration system!”

“Damn,” Richards said. He grinned at Browning. “If you’ll, uh, excuse me?”

“We’ve got all the time in the world,” Browning said, and leaned over, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

At that time, Peterman sidled up. “What was all that about?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Browning said, and sighed. “How you doing?”

“Nauseated,” Peterman said, clutching her stomach. “I forgot what blood wine does to my stomach.”

“I’ve got a hypo for that,” Browning said. “It’s in my bag, under the brownies, next to the Stromboli.”

Peterman grinned. “Perfect.” She looked around. “Have you seen…?”

“Nope,” Browning said. She shrugged. “It’s kind of soon, you know?”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “I was hoping.”

“Hello party people!” Stef Baxter said, swinging a Klingon sash around as she danced by. “The Klingon ambassador is a hell of a dancer!”

“He’s also more than twice your age!”

Stef laughed and dangled her blood wine chalice at Peterman. “You just hate when I have fun.”

“You are not allowed to date the Klingon ambassador, honey,” Peterman sighed.

“He asked me about you. When I said you used to be a Starfleet counselor he got a weird look on his face.”

“I think his son is in the diplomatic corps,” Browning said helpfully. “Maybe try dating him.”

“Nah,” Stef tugged at her long, brown hair as she mulled her options. “Maybe the Ferengi Admiral?”

“No admirals!” Peterman snapped, louder than she meant to.

“Speaking of the diplomatic corps,” Browning said, gesturing behind Peterman.

Raymond Baxter walked up, with a wave of jet black hair, a pressed Bringloidi suit, and Peterman’s curious, inquisitive eyes. “Folks, could you keep it down? You’re embarrassing me.”

“Adjutant to the chief of interplanetary affairs,” Peterman beamed. “I’m so proud of my boy!”

Raymond narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, and I got there in spite of your expose on the Dradar administration.”

“The truth hurts,” Peterman said, patting Raymond on the cheek.

“Kurg!” Stef exclaimed, turning as a pair of transporter beams whirled a few meters off.

Peterman’s eyebrows shot up. “Kurg?”

“Andy!” Browning exclaimed, as Baxter walked up, a bottle of blood wine in hand, and surveyed the scene.

“Two to beam down,” Baxter said, and pulled Browning into a hug.

“We thought you weren’t coming,” Peterman said, looking at Baxter askance.

“You never RSVPed,” Raymond pointed out.

Baxter looked at Kurg. “Didn’t I?”

Kurg frowned. “I provided daily reminders.”

“Oh, that’s right, you did,” Baxter nodded.

“You’ve missed a lot,” Browning said. “Tilleran came because she has friends in the Klingon science ministry, but she didn’t know J’hana’s firm was providing security. But she came by herself. No Craig Porter!”

“Spicy,” Baxter said.

“That could mean anything,” Peterman said.

“Dance with me, Kurgy!” Stef grinned, tugging Kurg out onto the dance floor.

Kurg looked to Baxter. “I..have duties.”

“Go,” Baxter said. “Be young. Have fun.”

“Thanks, Admiral!” Kurg called out as Stef dragged him into the night.

“Did someone ask for an Admiral?” a thickly built man with a dusky grey beard asked, nudging in between Peterman and Baxter.

“No?” Baxter said.

The man grinned, looking from Baxter to Peterman. “Riker.”

Peterman looked at Baxter. “I’m…sorry…”

“Will Riker?”

Behind him, a woman stood, a dark look on her face. “Forget about it, Will.”

The man turned from Baxter to Peterman. “USS Enterprise. Titan. The Romulan Accords? The Venus Compact!”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “Oh, you worked with Picard, maybe?”

“We know you,” Riker explained, looking at the two of them. “You two had dinner with us on the Titan. Remember?”

“I’m sorry, man, it’s a big galaxy,” Baxter said, and patted Riker on the shoulder.

“C’mon,” the woman behind Riker said, as he shuffled off, looking defeated. “You’ll always be number one to me.”

“Who was that guy?” Baxter asked.

Peterman shrugged and looked down at the bottle Baxter cradled. “A bottle of blood wine? Did you really think we needed one more of those at this event?”

“Kurg suggested I bring it,” Baxter said, shrugging and putting the bottle on the table. Peterman and Brown both gave him a look. “Okay. Kurg suggested I bring anything but blood wine. I’m…not good at these things.”

“We’re just glad you’re here,” Browning said.

“You still in counseling?” Peterman asked, and Browning elbowed her in the ribcage. “I mean you doing ok?”

Baxter sighed and looked around. “Yes, I’m still in counseling. And no, I’m not really okay.” He gave himself a wry smile. “But I’m good with that.”



Captain Madera and Captain Ford shared a corner of the outdoor venue, sipping bloodwine and looking on.

“How’s the Aerostar holding up?” Madera asked as she watched Commander Brian Gellar breakdance on the dance floor, even though the Klingon opera really did nothing to match his rhythm.

“Fine,” Ford said, sipping from his cup. “Repairs complete, and all systems go. How about the Maverick?”

“Oh, still in spacedock. She took a vicious pounding.”

“And yet we’re still kicking,” Ford said, and clinked his glass against Madera’s.

“Hell yeah,” Madera said. “Who knew we would both become captains someday?”

“Yeah, straight from the helm to the conn!” Ford said.

“I thought the helm was the conn,” Madera said thoughtfully.

“Yeah, that always confused me too,” Ford nodded.

The two sat in silence and sipped their drinks.

“So…” Ford said. “Have you…”

“No,” Madera said, pressing a finger to Ford’s lips. “Just no.”



Richards came over to join Tilleran and J’hana as the Andorian shoved a fistful of gagh into her mouth. “You two having fun?”

“I forgot how much J’hana likes Klingon food,” Tilleran said, her eyes darting over to J’hana.

“Free food was part of the deal,” J’hana said. Richards had contracted with the Rugged Corpse for security services for this event, which she was all too happy to provide.

“How are you going to chase down an attacker if you’re full of gagh?” Richards asked, eyes wrinkled with amusement.

J’hana looked up at him blankly. “Try me.”

Richards tapped idly on the table. “Right. Well…”

Just then he saw Conway and Larkin walk by, looking stiff and out of place.

“Enjoying yourselves?” he asked, picking up step next to him.

“It will be a brief stay,” Larkin said. “The Explorer is needed in the Ariadne Sector. Strange energy readings, it seems.”

“Always a new adventure,” Richards said.

Conway looked around. “A lot of familiar faces around here. Thanks for the invite, by the way,” he said, and looked away, as if preoccupied with something in the starlit sky.

“I didn’t…”

Browning came up from behind and threw her arm around Richards’, giving him a streak. “Hey, Chris, let’s dance!”

Richards sighed. “Well, if we must…”

Conway chuckled at that. “Well, would you look at that,” he asked, surveying the crowd.

“At what?” Larkin asked blankly.

“Nothing,” Conway said, and patted Larkin on the shoulder. He smiled as he watched the old crewmembers casting about. “Nothing. Just look.”



“She’s tough, and holds up well in a firefight,” Sparks said, standing next to Peterman as she kept her eyes glued to Stef and Kurg on the dance floor.

“Yeah, maybe,” Peterman said. “But she still doesn’t feel like the old Explorer, does she?”

“I was talking about Stephanie,” Sparks laughed. “You’ve got a lot to be proud of.”

“Starfleet was never my idea for her. She’s made her own way.”

“And that’s what you should be proud of,” Sparks said. “We seldom end up where we think we will. But when we do, we need…” she sipped her drink thoughtfully. “We need all those things we were taught along the way.”

Peterman chewed her lip. “Thanks, Commander.”

Sparks grinned. “Don’t mention it.”

Plato sidled up to Sparks. “Commander,” he said. “Explorer will be ready to depart in an hour.”

“Oh, I think we can push that off a few hours. The crew deserves a little shoreleave,” Sparks said. “I’ll talk to Larkin.”

Plato shifted from foot to foot. “Well, in that case, you want to dance?”

“Young man, I am your commanding officer,” Sparks said, fanning herself in mock offense.

“Oh really? I forgot,” Plato chuckled.

Sparks looked at Peterman, as if for permission.

Peterman laughed. “You two have fun. I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

And as she watched Plato gallantly bow at Sparks and then twirl her off into the night, she bit her lip thoughtfully, then set off to find Baxter.

One dance wouldn’t hurt.



The music roared on late into the night. J’hana fought Drang on the dance floor. Tilleran and Plato waxed on about Changeling metaphysics. Browning ate her Stromboli. Baxter spun Peterman one too many times, causing her to thow up on the Vulcan attache. The Klingon ambassador and that bearded guy got into an argument about a prior romantic entanglement. The Ferengi Admiral hollered as he beat his friend from the Federation News Service at dom-jat.

Baxter soaked it all in. He could’ve been better. But that was life its own self.

As the night music thrummed on, and lights filled the sky, he snuck off and made his way to an overlook–a promontory point that overlooked the vast white of Rura Penthe, and the dance of natural light across the heavens.

“G’night, Dad, wherever you are,” he said, and gave a little toast with his chalice, as he leaned against the rock.

“You know, he would never shut up about you,” a voice said from beside Baxter.

He turned, eyebrow arched. “Airyn?”

“Want something from the bar?” Airyn asked, leaning her arms against the ridge of rock and looking out over the smooth ice below.

“No, I’m good,” Baxter said. “I’m…I’m fine.” He glanced at her. “And you?”

“Been busy. Writing a hell of a book. Gonna be a thousand pages when I’m done.” She looked out at the night sky. “I’m going to tell this story.”

“You mean…” Baxter said, quickly putting together what Airyn meant. “Isn’t all that, um, classified?” Baxter asked.

“Nobody told me. Or my publisher. So…” Airyn smiled.

Baxter mulled that as he sipped his wine, deciding to leave it alone. “I can’t imagine writing that much. I’d have to be in love with the topic.”

“Someone has to know what this was all for,” Airyn said, looking out over the promontory point, into the Klingon wasteland. “What was at stake. Why it matters. I want to tell the whole universe.”

Baxter nodded. “You sure you’re from a race of listeners?”

She grinned. “How do you think I know all the things I know?”

Baxter sighed and sipped from his drink. “I guess that’s what makes you a great historian.”

“I haven’t always been a historian,” Airyn said, and finished her drink. She looked at Baxter, gave his arm a squeeze.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. He blinked, looking up from his drink. He looked out at the vast wasteland, his wheels turning. “Wait. What do you mean my father wouldn’t shut up about me? How do you…” He turned to speak to Airyn, but just as quickly as she’d appeared, she was gone.

“Well,” Baxter said, and finished his drink. “Maybe some things are better left to the imagination.”

Baxter headed back toward the party.

He wanted to spend a little more time with his friends.



FIFTY-SIX YEARS AGO

U.S.S. SOUTHWIND



The Southern Reach was quiet, as most ship’s lounges where during moments of tension.

And this was definitely that. The Jarada were on the warpath and it seemed like no one was safe.

They’d just come down off Red Alert. Survived a hell of a firefight, from what some of the crew were saying.

The El Aurian polished the bar, keeping it gleaming bright and ready for the next officer to come up and speak about their fortunes.

The doors opened, and Captain Harlan Baxter strode in. “Airyn!” he boomed.

Airyn gave him a grin. “Captain! A whiskey?” she asked, and was shocked to see him smiling broadly, almost in spite of himself.

“A double,” he said, and sat, nervously tapping his hands on the bar.

“Sounds like you’ve got something to celebrate.” Airyn reached under the bar and punched a few controls. Seconds later, she produced a whiskey, neat, just like the captain liked. She slid it in front of him.

“Strange. We just narrowly escaped a Jarada strike force and I can’t stop smiling.”

Airyn leaned forward on her elbows. “Do tell.”

“Remember Lucille and I had that shoreleave a few weeks back? On Portico?”

“Nice planet,” Airyn said.

“It’s beautiful. We…uh, well, I just got a comm from Lucille and she’s…we’re gonna have a kid.” Harlan smiled to himself. “A boy.”

Airyn gave Harlan a bright smile, reaching forward and patting him on the arm. “Well done, sir.”

Harlan sipped his drink. “I’ve been walking around this ship with the best feeling.” His smile faded for a few moments as he studied the surface of the bar. “Feeling like maybe this galaxy’s worth saving for the next generation.”

“You ever had a doubt?” Airyn asked.

Harlan nodded. “Sometimes. I’ve seen a lot.”

“Cheers to that,” Airyn said. “Hey…” she reached under the bar and called something up on the replicator. “One of the engineers was in here the other day. He told me about an Earth custom I’d never heard of.”

Harlan raised an eyebrow as Airyn withdrew the item from the replicator slot. “Is that…a cigar?”

“It ain’t a photon torpedo,” Airyn said, handing him the cigar. She rifled under the bar for a moment. “Wait, I think I have a…I do!” she produced a small lighter and slid it across the bar to Harlan.

Harlan smiled and sparked the cigar up, taking a couple of puffs. “Well, now, that’s…something.” He coughed slightly and looked up at Airyn as he puffed away. “Y’think we could talk about sump’n?”

“Sure,” Airyn said, and moved around the bar to sit down next to Harlan. “I’ve got plenty of time.”

Harlan looked up at her. “I’ve done something, in my previous posting. I’m not proud of it. And…it could cause problems, sometime down the road.” He took a deep breath. “You don’t want to hear all this. And I could get court martialed for even telling you.”

“I’m listening,” Airyn said warmly, and leaned in.



THE END.
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