








  Star Traks: The Vexed Generation - Year 3

  Star Traks Nexus

  2023



Disclaimer

Star Trek and all its references are the sole property of Paramount and Viacom Communications. Star Traks, the Secondprize, Waystation, and all their references are the sole property of Alan Decker. That tiny portion left over is ALL MINE! Anthony Butler, Copyright 2023. WARNING: The following contains mildly disturbing language and situations. I’d say it’s comparable to prime time. If Seinfeld doesn’t offend you, you’re probably okay :)



Credits

The Galaxy-class mesh used in modeling the USS Explorer was created by Alexander Klemm (Nightfever). Modifications by Brendan Chris.




Year 3
	The Honeymoon’s Over
	A Relative Problem
	On the Job Hazards
	The Host with the Most
	You Will Be Inventoried
	Nothing to Sneeze At
	The Caped Engineer
	Thicker Than Water
	Sacrifice of Bagels
	Days of Honor
	Tidings of Joy
	The Ford Maneuver
	Birds of a Feather
	Starting from Scratch
	Many Happy Returns
	Just Because You’re Paranoid…
	The Doctor is Out
	The Wrath of Irma
	Generation Gap, Part One
	Generation Gap, Part Two
	Love and War
	Rapid Eye Movement
	Swamped
	The Torn Rubber Sheet”
	Lost and Founder
	Not Without My Dean
	Down to Earth



  
    	
      Title Page
    

    	
      Cover
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




The Honeymoon’s Over



On Stardate 51781, Captain James Stevens of Starfleet and Captain Dwanok of the Klingon Empire departed the starship Aerostar, aboard the runabout Wicomico, on a mission to find and rescue the crews of all the ships that had been hurled into the Delta Quadrant by the Bermuda Expanse and had been taken captive by the villainous Flarn.



Later that year, the Flarn warship that had been assigned to transport the Alpha Quadrant captives was attacked by a Borg cube and carved in half. What happened from that point on was a mystery until the day that Captain Andy Baxter and Counselor Kelly Peterman, recently married, found the Wicomico inexplicably crashed on the planet Xavier Four during their honeymoon voyage. It was a night that they’d remember for a long, long time.



XAVIER FOUR



“Have a lovely trip to the surface,” said Sesil over the Li’l Explorer’s communications system.

“Why are you doing this?” Captain Baxter asked, gripping Counselor Peterman’s shoulders with one hand and tapping the helm console with the other, desparately trying to pull the Li’l Explorer out of its dive. “Why did you fire on us?”

“For fun,” Sesil said. “It will all become clear to you soon enough.”

“I do not like the sound of that, Andy,” Peterman said worriedly.

“Me neither,” Baxter said, glancing at a control panel. “Well, main engines are shot, the structural integrity field is being held together by a string of duranium and we have no shields to speak of. I hope you remember your crash training.”

“Let’s see,” Peterman said thoughtfully. “Put my head between my legs and scream?”

“No, that’s what I’m supposed to do,” Baxter said with a nervous chuckle. “Hmm. I’m still having difficulty getting through that damn suppression field. It’s hard to tell what’s down there.”

“Then what do we do?” Peterman asked gravely.

“I’m going to try and put us down inland near a range of mountains.”

“Just as long as you don’t put us down in one of the mountains, dear.”

“Hey,” Baxter said with pride. “I happen to be a darn good pilot.”

“We’ll see,” Peterman said with fear as the planet’s surface rushed toward them on the crackling viewscreen.

Sweat beaded on Baxter’s forehead as he guided the Li’lExplorer through a mass of billowing clouds. Once the clouds were clear, Baxter saw the taupe mountains take shape on the viewscreen. From what he could tell, this section of Xavier Four was facing away from the sun. Lucky them. Oh, well, Baxter thought, beggars can’t be choosers.

“Hold on, baby!” Baxter cried, pouring every last bit of power the tiny yacht had into the dorsal thrusters.

Peterman shrieked as the diminutive saucer skimmed craggly rock formations, its headlights glancing over them hauntingly. The little vessel bucked up in the air several times as it slammed into the rock formations, until it spun, frisbee-like along the ground, sliding to a halt and almost upturning against a mountainside.

After the initial shock of the crash passed, Baxter pushed wreckage aside, looking down at his wife, who lay curled under him in the clearing smoke.

“You nearly smushed me, Andy,” Peterman said, as Baxter helped her up.

“I threw myself on top of you to shield you from the debris.”

“How noble. More like you fell on me,” Peterman mumbled, looking around the ruined command center. “Well, at least we survived the crash.”

“But that doesn’t mean we’re out of danger,” Baxter said, ripping open a supply cabinet and grabbing two phaser rifles, a tricorder, and two palm beacons. “Those damned cult people will be looking for us. We have to get as far away from the wreckage as we can.”

“But where will we go? We couldn’t get a distress call out, so it may be days before the Explorer even realizes we’re missing.”

“There’s some kind of energy source on this planet, Kelly,” Baxter said, taking off the outer jacket of his off-duty outfit and rolling up his shirtsleeves as he dug in the nearby closet for supplies. “And if we can get access to it we may be able to contact the Explorer.”

“What if we can’t?” Peterman asked, catching a phaser rifle and palm beacon and following Baxter to the emergency escape hatch.

“Well, you wouldn’t look that bad bald, honey,” Baxter replied, yanking a lever and blowing the hatch, just as a few drops of rain began to fall from the sky, smacking him in the forehead. “Great. Rain.”

“Did I mention what a great honeymoon this is?” Peterman asked, as she followed Baxter out of the hatch.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, kicking the Li’l Explorer’s hull and tossing his outer jacket over Peterman as they both fled the wreckage. “Remind me to fire our travel agent.”



USS EXPLORER



Lt. Hartley wrestled Charlie into the Constellation Cafe, calling out to Mirk, “One Nausicaan draft and one dish of Class Three Kibble!”

Mirk smiled as Hartley dragged the dog up to the bar and tied him to the railing. “Who gets what?”

“Do you see me laughing?” Hartley said with growing irritation. “Get my damn order already!”

“Right away,” Mirk said, still smiling.

Hartley took a moment to catch her breath and survey the few people that were gathered in the Cafe. It was late in ship’s night, and Delta Shift had just gone on duty, so there weren’t many people around.

When Hartley turned back to the bar to take her drink, she noticed Commander Conway enter the bar and collapse on a stool with a loud harrumph.

She resisted striking up a conversation with the Commander for as long as she could, but finally simple curiousity overcame her.

The Lieutenant sat the bowl of Kibble Mirk had handed her down in front of Charlie and carried her drink over to the stool next to the one where Conway was sitting. “You look more miserable than usual, if I do say so myself.”

“Go away,” Conway muttered, barking a drink order at Mirk: “Rum. With a dash of coffee.”

Hartley took that as an invitation and took a seat at the stool next to Conway. “Come on, Commander. I’m part of your senior staff now. You can tell me anything. If I was Richards, I know you’d talk to me.”

“No I wouldn’t. I didn’t like him anymore than I like you.”

“I see,” Hartley said, trying to figure out a different tack. “How about this: you tell me what’s wrong or I go belowdecks and start a warp core breach.”

Conway glared sidelong at Hartley. “You really want to know?”

“I have nothing better to do, and besides, I’m about to head off to bed anyway. Hearing about your life may just put me to sleep.”

Conway sighed. “I tried to kiss Lana tonight.”

“Oh. It didn’t go well, I take it?”

The Commander turned around so that Hartley could see the other side of his face. His right eye was engulfed in a black bruise.

“Ouch! Lana has a mean left hook. You really should let the holographic doctor take a look at that!”

“I don’t want to deal with the holographic doctor right now. He’s so smug…so self-righteous.”

“You miss Dr. Browning, don’t you?”

“No!” Conway said quickly. “Make no mistake, I’d rather have a competent doctor than a friendly one. But when I went in to see the doctor for my physical yesterday he said I needed to lose weight.”

“Aww, you poor thing. No wonder Lana didn’t take your advances well. The doctor ruined your self-esteem. I have a good mind to go reprogram him right now!”

“That’s not what screwed things up with Lana. It’s me. I’m just not likable.”

Hartley suddenly drew a blank. What could she say? Conway was right, after all. “Um…that’s just not…not really accurate. You’re a…fine…well, I mean there’s no reason to go and…”

Suddenly the Red Alert klaxon sounded, and Conway’s comm badge chirped pleasantly.

“Larkin to Commander Conway. Please report to the bridge immediately.”

“Come on,” Conway grunted, motioning for Hartley to follow him.

Hartley tossed back her drink and followed Conway out of the Constellation Cafe, sighing inwardly with relief. Thank goodness the ship was in jeopardy. She had come within a hair’s breadth of giving Commander Conway a compliment.



Lt. Commander Larkin quickly took her station as Commander Conway strode toward the center of the bridge and Lt. Hartley took her place at Engineering.

J’hana and Tilleran emptied out of the opposite turbolift and took their customary places at Tactical and Science.

“All right,” J’hana grunted. “What was important enough to get me out of bed?”

“Approximately three minutes ago we recieved a distress call from the Federation Science vessel Rosing in the Bangara system. I set course to intercept at maximum warp as soon as the call came in.”

“Shouldn’t you have contacted me before you changed our course? It’s not like you to stray from regulations, Larkin,” Conway muttered, leaning against the Ops station.

Larkin hit several controls. “I think you will understand when I play the distress call.”

The image of a much smaller bridge filled the viewscreen. At the center of the bridge, the Rosing’s Captain held fast to her command chair. “To any vessel within range, this is Captain Louise Robbins of the Federation starship Rosing. We are being attacked by an unknown vessel! Please assist!”

“Nothing that out of the ordinary, Commander.”

“You have not seen everything, sir,” Larkin said. “This recording was attatched to the Rosing’s distress call.”

Suddenly the image of the Rosing’s bridge switched to an exterior view. What appeared on the screen made Conway cringe. “Lieutenant Ford to the bridge, on the double.”

The large, angular red starship, familiar as the type used by the Children of Universal Starshine, otherwise known as the Starshine Kids, moved closer on the viewscreen, firing some sort of beam directly at the source of the recording. Moments later, the signal ended with a crackle.



The rainfall just got worse as Baxter and Peterman proceeded down a treacherous path between two gargantuan mountains.

Baxter pushed damp hair out of his eyes and used his shirt to wipe rain off the tricorder screen. “According to the tricorder, the energy source is less than a seventy meters this way…just over that mountain.”

Peterman gripped her phaser rifle tighter. “I’m ready.”

“Okay, little miss Federation Marine,” Baxter grinned through the rain, shuddering as thunder cracked through the sky.

“Hey, I can hold my own Captain Courageous,” Peterman said defiantly. “Need I remind you of the time the Maloxians tried to take over the Aerostar? I knocked out quite a few of them. And then there was the time I fought the alternate me in the Bermuda Expanse.” Peterman slung her phaser over her shoulder and made like she was a boxer. “I gave her a left…unh! Then a right…unh! Unh!”

“Okay, okay, I get it,” Baxter said, when suddenly his tricorder began bleeping incessantly. “What the?”

Peterman stopped pretend-boxing and glanced at the tricorder. “What is it, Andy?”

“We just entered that suppression field. Some kind of heavy-duty interferometric pulse is eminating from that power source. It’s….it’s….”

Suddenly the tricorder burst open with a crackle and a shower of sparks. At the same time, both Peterman’s and Baxter’s palm beacons flickered out.

Peterman knocked her beacon against a rock. “What the heck happened to the tricorder? And our beacons?”

“We’ve got a bigger problem,” Baxter said, opening a panel on his phaser rifle. “Let me see your rifle.”

“Why?”

“Just give it to me.” Baxter flipped open the panel on Peterman’s rifle and sighed, tossing it to the ground. “Our weapons are useless. That interferometric pulse knocked out all our EM equipment.”

“F***ing great,” Peterman said.

“Something else worries me even more,” Baxter said, shaking his head suddenly. “There was another signature piggybacked on that interferometric pulse. I couldn’t place it…but it seemed almost…I don’t know… neurological!”

“Maybe that explains the huge headache I have right now,” Peterman said, rubbing her head.

Baxter grabbed Peterman by the arm, dragging her onward. “It doesn’t matter. We have to keep going.”

“Andy…I feel really weird.”

“Me too,” Baxter said. “Hmm hmm hmm hm hm.”

“Andy?”

“Yes, hon?”

“Why are you humming?”

“Hmm? I don’t know.”



“Entering Bangara system,” Lt. Commander Larkin announced.

Conway straightened in his chair. “Take us out of warp, Mr. Ford. J’hana, scan the system. See if you can track down one of those cult ships. And see if you can find the Rosing.”

“Aye, sir.”

Conway moved over to the helm station and put a hand on Ford’s shoulder. “Mr. Ford, what can you tell me? Could that ship still be out there?”

“From what I gathered from the cult newsletter, their ship is capable of entering and exiting subsace fissures at its leisure. It’s a million times better than using a cloaking device.”

“Where the hell did they get a ship like that?” Conway mused, rubbing his chin.

“I have no idea, sir,” Ford said. “I only know that they didn’t build it themselves. Everything they have they’ve stolen.”

“And you used to like these guys?”

“Well, they have a very nice disposition, sir.”

“I’m sure. J’hana?”

“Nothing on the cult ship, sir, but I have a bead on the Rosing. She is heavily damaged. It appears they had to jettison their warp core. They’re functioning on minimal backup power.”

“Pretty violent for people with a ‘nice disposition,’” Conway said. “Hail the Rosing.”

“Channel open.”

“Captain Robbins, this is Commander Conway of the USS Explorer. We’re here to rescue you. Do you have any idea where the ship that attacked you went?”

“We’re getting a response,” J’hana reported. “Audio only.”

“Explorer…this is Captain Robbins. All we know is that the ship disappeared from our scanners shortly after blowing us to bits. Do you know who they are?”

“We have a vague idea,” Conway muttered. “Stand by, Rosing, we’re going to…”

“Commander!” Tilleran called out. “Subspace fissure opening at 032 mark 115. I think that’s our cult ship!”

“Raise shields and arm weapons,” Conway ordered. “Instruct the Rosing that we will protect them.”

“Sir, we may not be able to protect them,” Ford said. “A similar ship took out a Bird of Prey with one shot.”

“I’m aware of that,” Conway snapped. “But the Explorer is no Bird of Prey. J’hana, contact that ship.”

“You’re on, Commander.”

Conway straightened his uniform. “Enemy vessel: this is Commander David Conway of the Federation Starship Explorer. You have attacked a fellow Starfleet vessel. We order you to power down your vessel immediately or we will fire on–”

“Incoming!” Tilleran called out.

Before Conway could scramble to his seat, a blast rocked the Explorer so hard it threw him back into the command chair.

“Shields down to eighty percent,” J’hana announced.”

Conway stumbled to his feet. “Ready quantums and return fire, J’hana!”

“Torpedoes away,” J’hana said, looking up at the viewscreen.

The torpedoes grazed the hull of the cult ship and bounced off, heading back toward the Explorer.

“God damn!” Conway shouted, running around to the tactical panel to check the readings himself. “J’hana, redirect those torpedoes before they hit us!”

“Aye, sir!” J’hana said, hitting a control that sent the torpedoes back toward the cult ship.

Once again, they hit the ship’s hull and bounced back toward the Explorer.

“What on Earth?” Conway asked, scratching his head and moving over to the railing behind the command chairs. “J’hana, disarm those torpedoes and ready the phasers.”

“I would not suggest firing phasers,” Larkin said. “Based on what we have seen so far, I believe phasers will have a similar effect.”

“Then what do you suggest?” Conway asked angrily. “Should we just call them dirty names?”

“I am uncertain as to what effect that would have, sir.”

Lt. Tilleran worked feverishly at her panel. “There has to be a reason that ship keeps deflecting our weapons. Give me a second, Commander.”

Another burst cracked against the Explorer’s hull.

“Shields down to thirty-five percent!” J’hana called out.

“Why do I feel as if we’re being played with?” Conway asked in annoyance.

“Phasers and quantums won’t be effective at any of their normal settings,’ Tilleran announced.”As near as I can tell, the hull of that ship is charged with antigravitons that are capable of repelling normal matter while focusing phased energy away. That makes all our conventional weapons useless.”

“Well, that’s all well and good,” Conway growled as another shot pounded the Explorer. “But how do we go about stopping them?”

“How about a phased graviton beam?” Tilleran posed.

“Phased graviton beam?” Conway asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Sure. All we have to do is route phaser energy through the tractor emitters. That will counteract the effect of the antigravitons that are being emitted by their hull, while–”

“Do it!” Conway commanded.

“On it, sir,” Tilleran said, glancing over to Lt. Hartley. “Megan, I need you to get the forward tractor emitter ready.”

Hartley nodded. “I’m resetting the power conversion ratios now. Just give me a couple minutes.”

Another blast pounded the Explorer.

“Shields are down; damage on several decks,” Lt. Commander Larkin announced. “I am dispatching repair teams.”

“They are coming around for another pass,” J’hana announced.

“Tractor ready,” said Hartley.

Tilleran looked up from her panel. “Ready with graviton beam, Commander!”

Conway gripped the railing that surrounded the command chairs. “Fire!”

The Explorer’s forward tractor emitter flared to life with rapid-fire white energy that crackled toward the cult vessel, causing it to reel back, atmosphere streaming from several gouges in its hull.

“They are badly damaged,” Larkin announced. “Another blast will cripple them completely.”

“Gotcha, you son of a bitch!” Conway said proudly. “J’hana, fire aga–”

Suddenly Lt. Ford’s hands scrambled across the helm console. “No you don’t, sir!”

Energy sizzled across the bridge, as sparks poured from every panel, sending some crewmen scrambling backwards and knocking some to the deck.

The last thing Conway saw as the viewscreen flickered out was the wounded cult ship turning slowly on a wing and heading into another subspace fissure.

For a few moments the bridge was bathed in darkness. Several thuds and thunks later, Larkin enabled the bridge’s emergency lighting, only to reveal Lt. Ford being strangled viciously by Commander Conway.

“You lied to me! You never quit that cult, did you, Ford?!”

“No I didn’t,” Ford said. “But I had good reason to do what I did.”

“And that is?” Conway asked, squeezing Ford’s neck harder.

“The Critics told me so.”

“Who the hell are the Critics?” Conway asked.

“The ones that control the Starshine Cult! They’re the ones who’ve been telling me what to do all along. I can’t disobey them.”

“And why not?”

“Because they told me not to.”

“I’m tired of this doubletalk,” Conway said, letting Ford drop to the deck. “J’hana, take Mr. Ford into custody and put him in the brig.”

J’hana withdrew her phaser and moved over to Ford, dragging him up by his uniform and stabbing the phaser into his back. “Gladly, sir.”

Lt. Hartley stared at Ford with bewilderment as J’hana dragged him into a turbolift.

“Damage report, Lieutenant?” Conway asked, looming in front of Hartley.

“Oh,” Hartley said, returning her attention to her console. “Whatever Lt. Ford did was very thorough. He shorted every circuit from here to the aft phaser emitters. It’ll be at least two days before we can even get engines back.”

“Can we even guess at what he did?”

“If I had to guess,” Tilleran said with a shrug, “I would say that he had set up a cascade overload of all our power circuits. It would have taken quite a while to set up and a lot of work. He didn’t do this on the spur of the moment, that’s for sure.”

“I don’t like this. Tilleran, I want you to search Ford’s quarters and see if you can find any kind of clue about this cult.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Larkin, I want you to break out the emergency subspace transciever and get a message out to Admiral McGrath. Apprise him of everything that’s happened and ask him how we should proceed.”



About half an hour later, Lt. Commander Larkin met up with Commander Conway as he made his way down the corridor to Engineering. Hartley had just gotten the turbolifts back up and running and he was looking forward to taking one down to Engineering so he could see exactly how bad the damage was.

“What’s the word from Admiral McGrath, Larkin?” Conway asked, striding into the turbolift. “Deck Thirty-six.”

Once the turbolift began its descent, Larkin spoke. “Admiral McGrath will be here tomorrow.”

“What?” Conway asked, turning to Larkin. “He’s coming himself? Oh, this can’t be good. That man just can’t stay out of our business.”

“Admiral McGrath is the one who developed the Explorer Program, which was directly responsible for the commissioning of this ship. In a word, his business is our business.”

“Fine, whatever. Did he tell you anything else?”

“Only that he would be bringing a new ship for us.”

“We’re getting a new ship?”

“Apparently.”

Conway took a big breath and let it out slowly. “Wow. Starfleet is really turning them out. Are they just going to scrap this one?”

“Unknown. However, I find that unlikely. The Explorer is only a year old. It may be crippled, but it is far from destroyed.”

“You’ve grown attached to it, you old softie,” Conway said blandly.

“I have done no such thing,” Larkin replied, as the turbolift dropped to a halt and the doors swished open.

“Liar,” Conway muttered, as he passed out of the turbolift.

“I am incapable of lying.”

“That’s another lie,” Conway said. “If I ordered you to lie, you would.”

“That is an entirely different circumstance.”

“Stop pestering her,” Lt. Hartley said, sticking her head out of a nearby access duct. She was stripped down to the tanktop and covered in grime from squirming around Jeffries’ tubes. “Larkin has feelings too.”

The android looked as close to becoming flustered as Conway had ever seen her. “I most certainly do not.”

“Enough,” Conway ordered. “What’s our status, Lieutenant Hartley?”

“The warp core is back up, but we still have millions of connections to restore,” Hartley said, sliding out of the duct and wiping her face with a towel. “With my entire crew it’ll still take more than two days to completely restore the ship.”

“Then I want you to deputize the Science, Security, and Operations departments. I want every crewman that’s not essential elsewhere crawling around the Jeffries’ tubes restoring this ship to working order. If that cult ship comes back, we’re a sitting duck.”

“Understood,” Hartley said. “Ensign Stuart…go do as the Commander says. And if anybody refuses to work, shoot them.”

“Lieutenant…” Conway seethed.

“Set your phaser to stun, Mr. Stuart,” Hartley appended.

“Very good,” Conway said. “Come on, Larkin. We have a wayward crewman to interrogate.”

“I take it my function is to stop you from killing Mr. Ford?”

“Damned right.”



Captain Baxter squinted through the rain and the darkness as he slid past two towers of rock. He tried to shake the confusion that seemed to have seized upon his brain as he made out the huge, twenty-story tall shape that rose into the air about twenty meters away.

“Andy…I feel dizzy…” Peterman said, rubbing her eyes.

“I feel worse than that…” Baxter said. “Do you recognize that shape?”

Peterman narrowed her eyes at the dark mass that seemed to be sheathed in fog. “It looks like crashed ship…half stuck in the ground.”

“Not just any kind of crashed ship,” Baxter said. “I recognize it even in this poor visibility. That’s a Flarn ship.”

“Impossible,” Peterman said. “How do you explain that?”

“I don’t know. How do you explain the Wicomico being crashed here? There’s a connection between this planet and the Delta Quadrant, honey, and we have to find it.”

“Odds are the answers are in that ship. La de da dee daaa…”

“Kelly?” Baxter asked.

“Hmmm?”

“Why is it…” Baxter looked down at his hands. They were shaking. “I feel a…a…a…no! It’s not possible!”

“It is, Andy. As hard as it is to believe…” Peterman said, grabbing him by his shirt and shaking him, her eyes wild with fear.

Baxter looked up into the lightening filled sky and cried out, “I FEEL A SONG CUE COMING ON!”

“Fight it, Andy! Fi-i-iight it,” Peterman asid musically.

“Can’t give in…” Baxter said, stumbling toward the ship in the distance.

Peterman stumbled after Baxter, grabbing his arm. “Here we go!”



(To the tune of: “Over at the Frankenstein Place”) (*All songs from “The Rockey Horror Picture Show”)



PETERMAN: In the creepy darkness,

And the pouring rain,

Down the lane, there’s a wrecked starship!

That may hold the answer to this whole weird trip!



PETERMAN & BAXTER: There’s a light…



CHORUS: Over at the Flarn place!



PETERMAN & BAXTER: There’s a li-i-i-ight…



CHORUS: Bringing us from outer space!



PETERMAN: There’s a light in the starship,

Of everybody’s life…



Peterman and Baxter scurried through the rain toward the humongous airlock at the front of the Flarn ship.

“What’s happening to us?” Baxter asked frantically.

“I don’t know, but you never sounded that good singing in the shower!”

“Really?” Baxter asked, as the airlock sighed open with a crank.

“Really!”

Both Baxter and Peterman froze as they saw the humongous being standing in front of them.

“Dwanok?” Baxter asked, shaking his head in disbelief.

“What do you want?” grunted Dwanok in a bass voice.

“We thought you were lost in the Delta Quadrant looking for the refugees from the Alpha Quadrant,” Baxter said.

“You’re wet,” Dwanok said briskly.

“Yes…” Peterman said. “It’s raining.”

“I think perhaps you’d better come inside,” Dwanok said, turning around and walking away.

Baxter looked at Peterman and shrugged. “What could it hurt?”

Peterman shook her head, following Baxter through the airlock as it slammed shut.

“Dwanok…” Baxter said, looking around the dim hollows of the wrecked Flarn starship. “What kind of place is this…a refugee camp from the Delta Quadrant?”

“Not exactly,” Dwanok said, shaking his head. “However, most of the crews that were sent to the Delta Quadrant from the Alpha Quadrant are here.”

“Ahhhhh!” Peterman shrieked.

Baxter’s head whipped around and he shrieked as well. “Flarn!”

“Oh, come now,” Dwanok said. “She’s a friend.”

“She?” Baxter asked in disbelief. “I didn’t know Flarn had she’s.”

“Her name is Benzra,” Dwanok said, leading the way through the dim companionway. “She was the Lieutenant Lord aboard the Vendregad.”

“The ship that was carrying the Flarn’s human stock?” Baxter asked. “Is that what this is?”

Dwanok spun around toward Baxter. “Don’t you know where we are?”

Baxter gulped. “A Flarn warship?”

“We’re home,” Benzra said, a gleam in her eye.

“Home?” Peterman said. “What do you mean?”

“This is the home of the one true light that we all must step into one day…” Dwanok explained.

Baxter pulled Peterman close to him. “Kelly…we’re right in their den! This must be the home base of the Starshine Cult!”

“Naw!” Benzra said with an emphatic hiss, wrapping her long insectoid legs around a support strut and swinging around it as the music boomed up all around them. “You think?”

“Oh no,” Peterman said, looking to Baxter. “Not again!”

Benzra and Dwanok began dancing around furiously.



(To the tune of: “The Time Warp”)



DWANOK: It’s astounding,

This cult is freaky!

Brainwashing…takes its toll

But listen closely…



BENZRA: Not for very much longer! DWANOK: I’ve got to…

Show you the ropes!

(His voice becomes very high)

I remember…having my mind warped…

Flying…on the Wicomico.

Then the brightness overtook us!



DWANOK AND BENZRA: And the rest is yet to be told! (They open the door to reveal a decadent, almost Victorian room full of bald, robe-wearing freaks of all species.)



STARSHINE KIDS: Let’s do the mind warp again!

Let’s do the mind warp again!



DWANOK: They put a bowl on your head! (Two Starshine Kids place clear fishbowl-like helmets over Peterman and Baxter’s heads, securing them with little metal screws.)



ALL: Then they screw it on ti-i-i-ight!



DWANOK: They fill your mind with ideas!



ALL: And then you feel all ri-i-i-ight! (Peterman and Baxter struggle as the bowls fill with red gas.)



But it’s the noxious gas

That really drives you insa-a-a-ane!



ALL: Let’s do the mind warp again!

Let’s do the mind warp again!



BENZRA: (Dancing around Peterman and Baxter as they struggle) That gassss issss sssso dreamy, Its brainwasssshing freessss me! Sssso you can’t breathe? No, not at all! Let’s vent thosssse contraptionssss, Ssssso you can get crackin’ Well deluded, you’ll have a ball!

(Starshine Kids remove the helmets; Peterman and Baxter stumble around, dazed.)



DWANOK: With a bit of a mind drip,



BENZRA: You’re in for a new trip,



DWANOK: And nothing can ever be as sane.



BENZRA: You’re hooked on a feeling,



DWANOK: (High voice) Like you want to be screaming!



ALL: (Including Baxter and Peterman)

Let’s do the mind warp again!

Let’s do the mind warp again!



(The music stops, and everyone falls down, exausted)



“Kelly,” Baxter muttered, coughing out the last remnants of the red gas. “We have to get out of here…call for reinforcements!”

Peterman was rocking gently, her knees pulled in, softly singing, “Let’s do the mind warp again. Let’s do the mind warp again.”

“Kelly!” Baxter said, weakly shaking the Counselor. When he saw that was having no effect, he slapped her. “Kelly Lynne!”

“Andy?” Peterman blinked. “What the hell is happening?”

“I don’t know,” Baxter said, looking around. “But it looks like these guys are down for the count. Let’s get while the getting is good.”

Baxter grabbed Peterman’s hand and led her toward the door. “But where will we go?” Peterman asked worriedly.

“Anywhere but here would be preferable, hon,” Baxter said, running throgh the doors so fast he bumped into someone.

He looked up at the person he had bumped into and stopped in his tracks, causing Peterman to slam into him.

Staring back at him was a tall, angular, bald Vulcan man in a white lacy robe. His eyebrows looked a little bit too penciled- in for Baxter’s taste. And he couldn’t be sure, but it looked like the man was wearing a light shade of lipstick on top of that.

“Who the hell are you?” Baxter asked.

“The name is Sesil,” said the Vulcan, as the volume of the background music went up a couple of notches.

“Why does this keep happening!” Baxter said, pulling at his hair in frustration.



(To the tune of: “Sweet Transvestite”)



SESIL: How do you do, I

see you’ve met my,

Faithful Klingon man.



He’s just a little brought down,

Because when you arrived,

He thought you were his Andorian.



Don’t get upset

About the brainwashing,

It’s really just a bit of an upperrrrr.



We’re going to warp you some more,

Before you go out the door,

So why don’t you stay for some supper?



I’m just a sweet cult leader,

From super-logical

Vulllllllllcania-uh-huh-huh



BAXTER: I think your cult is insane,

Plus you screwed with our brains,

So could we just defeat you,

And get out of this place?



We’ll just call our starship,

And finish this trip.

We can drop you off at a starbase.



SESIL: So you think we’re unfair?

Well, I don’t care.

By the light of day, I’ll take your will away,

Then take your ship and brainwash your staff.

Cause I’m a sweet cult leader,



DWANOK AND BENZRA: Sweet cult leader!



SESIL: From super logical…



DWANOK AND BENZRA: Vulllllllllcania-uh-huh-huh



(Music stops and room is bathed in a dim red light).



SESIL(looking up toward ceiling): So why don’t we call in our

friends,

And see how all this ends.

I’ll bring on the cause…

…and the symptom.



Baxter looked to Peterman and they both shrugged.

“What’s he mean ‘the cause’?” Peterman asked.

“I’m afraid to find out,” Baxter said, shaking his head.

Suddenly everyone in the room began chanting “Let there be lips! Let their be lips!”

“I don’t feel good about this Andy!” Peterman said, hugging Baxter tight as suddenly the room was drenched in darkness.

And a pair of fiery red lips at least two meters across emerged from the darkness, hungrily smacking together and turning toward Baxter and Peterman.



First Officer’s Log,

Stardate 53001.4. It has been a day since Larkin talked to Admiral McGrath, and still we have not heard from him. My conversation with Mr. Ford last night was far from enlightening. Evidently he has gone into some kind of catotonic state. He just keeps saying the word “lips” over and over again. In other news, Captain Baxter is three days late checking in with us. He must be having some great time.



“Okay, what’s the big emergency…” Dr. Lana Shar said, plunging through the doors to the conference lounge.

Commander Conway was sitting alone on top of the conference table, twiddling his thumbs. “I’m the one that called you here, Lana. There’s no emergency.”

Lana scrubbed a hand over her face. “You just don’t get it, do you, Commander?”

Conway took a deep breath. “Listen, I know I acted like an idiot last night, but you have to understand…I think I love you.”

“You called me all the way up here with some ridiculous story about a planet in this system that’s ecology was slowly breaking down….just to tell me that you THINK you LOVE me?”

Conway smiled weakly. “So…what do you think?”

“Let me rephrase my earlier reply…” Lana seethed, balling up her fist and socking Commander Conway in his remaining good eye with all her might.

The Commander hovered a bit in shock then flew back into the conference table with a thud.

“Does that clarify things for you, Commander?”

“Uhhhhhhhhhhhhhg…”

Lana spun around on a heel and stormed out of the conference room.

Colors flared in front of Conway’s eyes, as multiple twirling images of Lana spun through his head.

“Lanaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa,” he mumbled softly.

“Larkin to Conway.”

“Hurrrrrrrrrrr.”

“Admiral McGrath has arrived and he wishes to speak to you.”

“I’ll…nnnnnnnnd…be right…uh, right there.”

“Are you all right, Commander?”

“No.” Conway leaned forward and rolled off the conference table, slamming into the floor.



“Please hold still,” the holographic doctor said scoldingly, as he ran the tissue regenerator over one of Commander Conway’s two damaged eyes.

“Well, Commander, it is good to see you again,” said Admiral McGrath, crossing from the turbolift doors to the front of the bridge. “What happened to you?”

Conway tried to bat the hologram’s hand away, but every time he did so, the doctor simply remotely reset his imaging forcefields so that the Commander’s hand passed through harmlessly. “I’d rather not get into it. Where’s our new ship?”

“What’s the rush, Commander?”

Conway tried again unsuccessfully to bat away the hologram’s hand.

“With all due respect, Admiral, I want to get underway as soon as I can so that I can track down those cult people and knock them into the next stardate.”

“One thing at a time, Mr. Conway,” Admiral McGrath said, pacing the bridge. He turned back to look at Conway. “Where’s Captain Baxter?”

“On his honeymoon,” Conway muttered. “Now, about the ship…”

“Really? Who did he marry? That Counselor person he was always hanging around?”

“Counselor Peterman, yes, sir, that’s right. Now…the…ship.”

“Have you heard from him? Is he enjoying himself?” McGrath said, strolling around the bridge and examining all the consoles.

“No we haven’t heard from him. No I don’t know if he’s enjoying himself or not, and frankly I just don’t care! I want my ship!”

“Fine, fine,” Admiral McGrath said, turning around and heading back to the command chair. “You can have ‘your’ ship. For Pete’s sake, I’m only trying to have some kind of amicable conversation with you. Baxter may be a little bit erratic, but at least he’s friendly!”

“I’ll be friendly as soon as I’m aboard the new ship. Now, if we can get down to the business of necessary crew transfers and all the other administrative tasks…”

“You’ll only need about fifteen officers, Commander. You’ll find the Escort is a little cramped for space…”

“Hold on a second. Back up. The Escort?”

“Yes, yes, the Escort. The new companion vessel for the Explorer.”

“Companion vessel? I thought we were getting a real starship.”

“Goodness, no. We’re not replacing the Explorer! We’re supplementing her! The Escort is designed to scout out areas far ahead of the Explorer with minimal risk to the crew. She’s designed to be far less conspicuous for those important low-level reconnaisance missions.”

“Oh. Well then, where the hell is it?” Conway said, his already sour mood dropping several notches.

McGrath smiled and slapped his comm badge. “McGrath to Escort. Drop the SR shields.”

Conway watched as a tiny dot came into view on the viewscreen. “Magnify, J’hana.”

The dot suddenly grew larger, revealing a small, grey, curved ship, with bulky wings jutting out from either side, to which twin warp nacelles were mounted.

“It’s actually a refurbished Peregrine-class vessel,” McGrath said, looking on as Conway’s shoulders fell. He’d been hoping McGrath would give him the new ship and let Baxter keep the Explorer. “We took some parts from one of the Defiant-class ships that was damaged during the Dominion conflict and expanded the l iving space by a few decks, but it’s still cramped in there. On the bright side, our engineers were able to give her a ton of weaponry and science equipment. Unfortunately, there isn’t room for much else.”

“So it’s a used ship?”

“Not used. Refurbished! Our test crew found it quite capable. They just have two warnings for you: the acceleration is a bit problematic and it has a way of leaking vital fluids, but hey, I’m sure you’ll shake those bugs out eventually.”

“How is it we weren’t able to see it earlier?”

“Sensor-Reflective forcefields. The hull is as thick as a Klingon’s skull and nearly impossible to see with sensors unless the fields are turned off.”

“Nifty,” Conway said. “So what do we do with it?”

“The Escort will seek out the Starshine Cult’s base and take out every one of its installations with its quantum torpedoes.”

“Hmm…sounds like a far cry from that whole ‘let’s boldly explore’ thing,” Conway muttered.

“Sometimes being bold means defending your territory. We can’t let these yahoos go on assaulting Federation ships. Now, if you’re in such a hurry, why don’t you get a team together and head over to the Escort. You’re leaving within the hour.”

“What about you?” Conway asked. “Lost that zest for exploration?”

“Let’s just say I’d be of better service advising here on the Explorer,” McGrath said, his face becoming serious. “Now get moving, Commander.”

“J’hana, you’re with me,” Conway said, pointing to J’hana, who accompanied him into the turbolift.

The Emergency Medical Hologram watched Commander Conway disappear into the turbolift. “I don’t suppose you have anything to say to me after I expertly healed the damage to both your eyes?”

“I sure do,” Conway said, as the turbolift doors began to close. “Computer, deactivate the EMH.”



<Captain Baxter. How nice to finally get to chat with you, after watching you for such a long time,> the lips said, sporting a vicious looking toothy grin.

“Always glad to meet a fan,” Baxter said, stepping back fearfully from the lips. “What do you want from me?”

<Nothing short of your complete and total dedication to this humble organization. You will all join sooner or later. I’d prefer sooner. You see, I have a lot riding on this.>

“Sorry to disappoint you, Mister, but my wife and I don’t plan on sticking around.”

<You’ll change your tune soon enough,> the lips said curtly. <Dwanok. Benzra. Find these two separate quarters for the night. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.>

“Yes, your poutyness,” Dwanok said, bowing regally at the lips and grabbing Baxter by the arm. Likewise, Benzra grabbed Peterman. They both dragged the unwilling officers to the nearest exit.

“They’ll make a great addition to the family,” Sesil said, clapping his hands together. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

<Yes. They’ll bring us one step closer to victory. Good work, Sesil. You know what to do from here.>

Sesil pulled out a small, grey instrument, pressing a button which caused it to emit a tiny phaser beam. “By all means yes. Yes indeedee.”



“Well,” Lt. Hartley said, strolling out onto the bridge, “shields are back up. Now all I need to do is get the engines and weapons back online. That should only take–” she looked around. “Hey, where is everyone?”

Larkin turned around in the command chair to face the engineer. “Commander Conway and Lt. J’hana took a team over to prepare the Escort for a patrol of the Galactic Rim.”

“The Escort?” Hartley asked, wrinkling her nose. “What the heck is that?”

“Our new companion vessel. It is designed to supplement the Explorer’s normal exploratory duties.”

“In other words, a brand new ship to fix,” Hartley moaned.

“That would be inaccurate. It is a used ship.”

“Even better,” Hartley sighed, heading back into the turbolift.



“I like the readyroom, but where the hell is the bridge?” Conway asked, putting his hands on his hips and looking around.

“I believe this IS the bridge,” J’hana said.

“I was joking,” Conway muttered, heading over to the lone command chair at the center of the Starship Escort’s bridge.

“You should be glad we get a bridge at all. The old Peregrine-class ships usually just had command centers about the size of a runabout cockpit.”

Conway ignored J’hana as he inspected the center seat. “The command chair isn’t even the comfy leather that your butt cheeks sink into like on the Explorer. It’s sticky vinyl!”

“I thought the Federation stopped using vinyl decades ago,” Ensign Madera said, taking a seat at the helm and navigation console at the front of the bridge.

“Parts of this ship were made decades ago, Ensign,” J’hana said, sitting down at the small, L-shaped tactical and communications console to Conway’s right. “It is just as well. We have been spoiled by the facilities aboard the Explorer for far too long.”

“I’d just as soon keep on being spoiled,” Conway said, checking the small lighted panels to either side of his chair. “Where’s Tilleran, anyway? Wasn’t she supposed to come aboard with us?”

“I called her myself,” J’hana said.

“Well, we don’t have time to dilly-dally,” Conway said, slapping his comm badge. “Conway to Tilleran.”

“Tilleran here. How can I help you, sir?”

“We need someone here to man the science station, Lieutenant. Unless you have better things to do, I suggest–”

“Actually, I do have better things to do, sir. I am working on a complex experiment here that may lead to a way of defeating the Starshine Cult.”

“And it’s nothing you can transport to the Escort?”

“I’m afraid not. And, unfortunately, most of my staff has already been tapped to help Lt. Hartley reconstruct the circuit pathways here on the Explorer.”

“Fine. I’ll just find someone else. Conway out.”



Fifteen minutes later, Ensign Howard Sefelt from the Operations department stumbled onto the bridge. “Hey…is this the bridge? Is this where I’m supposed to be?” Sefelt asked, looming over Conway expectantly.

“Yes,” Conway said. “I trust you know how to operate a standard Science/Operations/Auxilliary Engineering and Backup Food Service console?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I can try,” Sefelt said, taking a seat behind the substantial console at Conway’s left and tapping away. “Yep. I’m getting some results here. You know, sir, I feel I should tell you I’m in the middle of extensive therapy with Counselor Peterman.”

“Yes,” Conway said blandly. “I heard. Unfortunately, we have a mission to investigate and attempt to eliminate the threat of the Starshine Kids. Are you up to it, Mr. Sefelt?”

“I think so,” Sefelt said. “I’m just a little bit claustrophobic. It’s kind of cramped in here.”

“I noticed,” Conway said. “Deal with it, Ensign. We’re not here to coddle you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now,” Conway muttered, pushing out of the command chair. “I’ll go check out the readyroom, or readynook, or readycloset. Whatever passes for an office around here. You three get yourselves familiarized with the ship’s systems and give me a full report in ten minutes. I want to leave as soon as the systems checks are finished.”

“Understood,” J’hana said, studying her panel.

“He’s awful brusque,” Sefelt said once Conway had gone.

“What of it?” J’hana demanded.

“Just an observation,” Sefelt said, sinking a bit at his station. Was it just him, or were the walls closing in?



Later that day, Mr. Mirk whistled a happy tune as he scrubbed the last of the dishes from another busy lunch on the Explorer. He thought that his “Targ Gonad Stew Special” had gone over very well, and was ready to add it to his menu on a more permanent basis.

“I’m taking my break now, okay?” Amara asked, tossing her apron up on the bar.

“That’s fine,” Mirk said. “It’s quiet in here right now, anyway.”

“Thanks, Mirk,” Amara said, leaning over and kissing Mirk on the cheek. “You’re wonderful.”

Mirk blushed. Amara really liked him. That gave him such a warm tingly feeling inside. He felt so warm and tingly, in fact, that he accidentally caused a plate to fly out of his hand and embed itself in the transparent aluminum window at the front of the Constellation Cafe.

“Damn powers,” Mirk muttered, walking over and yanking the plate out of the window. Thankfully it didn’t go all the way through and cause the room to loose pressurization like that butcher knife had done last week. “I’ve gotta stop doing that.”

As Mirk walked back to his bar, he heard a rustling from right behind him…

The Maloxian whirled around, taking note that the bar was totally empty.

“Your mind’s playing tricks on you again, Mirkie,” Mirk said with a chuckle.

<No it’s not,> a voice said, as a giant eyeball took shape in front of Mirk.

“Director!” Mirk said, dropping to one knee. “What can I do for you?”

<Oh, for Pete’s sake, get up. We’re friends.>

“We are?”

<Sure.>

“Whew,” Mirk said. “Then I guess you’re just here on a friendly visit?”

<Not exactly. We have some…um, disturbing news to report.>

“You heard bad reviews about the stew!” Mirk said, shocked.

<No, no. As a matter of fact, we’d like to have a bowl ourselves before we leave.>

“Help yourself,” Mirk said. “So what IS the news?”

<Oh,> the eyeball said, hovering over to the bar. The bowl of soup glowed blue and hovered upward, tipping over until it coated the eyeball completely. <Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman have been captured by the Starshine Cult. They’ll be processed and brainwashed and you’ll probably never see them again, that is, unless the Explorer crew gets captured too…say, this soup is really good.> The soup seemed to magically soak into the surface of the eyeball. <Mirk?>

The eyeball turned around, glancing throughout the bar. <Mirk?>



After being neatly tucked into bed by Dwanok, Baxter found it very hard to sleep. He tossed and turned as all sorts of strange images blazed through his mind. He felt like he’d been riding around in a gigantic centerfuge all night. That gas was really doing some groovy things to him, and he felt that if he didn’t escape the Starshine cult soon, he’d lose his mind entirely. So this must have been what they put poor Ford through. Why didn’t he investigate that cult when it first came around? It may have saved everyone a lot of trouble.

“Andy,” a voice said, as a body slid into his bed. “It’s me, Kelly.”

“Kelly. How did you get past the guards?”

A giggle. “I have my ways.”

“I’m glad to see you,” Baxter said, turning toward the voice.

“Good. Then let me shave your head.”

Baxter felt two steely hands grip his wrists and bind them together with polyduranide twine, as the light of a phaser-razor played against a wicked-looking face.

“Fooled you!” Sesil said, and descended upon Baxter’s head with the phaser-razor.

The captain’s screams echoed throughout the grimy corridors of the crashed Flarn starship as dawn broke on Xavier Four.



First Officer’s Log,

Supplemental. So far the search for the Starshine Cult hasn’t turned up anything promising. There is no sign of the ship that attacked the Explorer and the Rosing or any other trace of Ford’s loony friends.



Commander Conway was deeply engrossed in his Tom Clancy book when J’hana’s voice broke his concentration.

“Commander. We are recieving a message from the Explorer.”

“They’re probably just checking up on us. Tell them everything is fine,” Conway said, still focusing on his padd.

After plucking several controls, J’hana interrupted Conway’s reading again. “Sir, Lt. Commander Larkin says that her call is urgent, and that she must talk to you.”

“Oh for Pete’s sake, just put her on the viewscreen so we can be done with it,” Conway muttered, slapping his padd down on the arm of his chair and looking up at the Escort’s tiny viewscreen.

Lt. Commander Larkin blinked onto the screen. It seemed to Conway as if there was an increased amount of activity in the background of the Explorer’s bridge, but he dismissed that notion. “What can I do you for, Commander?”

“Commander,” Larkin said gravely, “I have just finished talking to Mr. Mirk. He informed me that the Starshine Cult has captured Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman.”

“How the hell does he know this?” Conway asked.

“Apparently the Directors told him, sir. He seemed quite unsettled, I might add.”

“Rightly so,” Conway said. “Would you agree a good place to start our search for the Captain and Counselor Peterman may be that planet Mr. Ford ‘reccomended’ to them?”

Larkin nodded. “That was my thinking exactly.”

“Have you spoken to Admiral McGrath?”

“Yes sir. He seemed adamant that we find our lost crewmembers.”

Conway scrubbed a hand over his face. “Very well. How are the repairs to the Explorer coming along?”

“Lt. Hartley’s repairs are almost complete. I estimate that we can be underway within the next two hours.”

“Good. I want you to join us in the Xavier system as soon as you can.”

“Understood. Good luck, Commander. Explorer out.”

“Ensign Madera,” Conway barked, “lay in a course for the Xavier system, then engage at Warp Nine.”

Once Madera set the coordinates and engaged the engines, Conway picked his padd back up and continued reading, this time with renewed determination.



Back on the Explorer, Larkin rose from the command chair and gave a nod in the direction of Lt. Gellar at tactical. “Hold our position and inform me as soon as Lt. Hartley’s repairs are completed. I will be in the science lab checking on Lt. Tilleran’s progress. You have the bridge.”

“Fine by me,” Gellar said, stepping out from behind the tactical console and taking a place at the center seat.

Larkin considered the many complex variables of the whole cult situation as her turbolift descended toward Deck Seventeen. It seemed to her as if there was something missing in her analysis. It did not make sense that Lt. Ford could simply betray his shipmates without any remorse, and it was evident that he was being controlled by some undetectable element. Larkin hoped that between herself and Tilleran, that element would be made clear.

“Status,” Larkin said, stepping into Tilleran’s science lab.

Tilleran was bent over some kind of glowing object, her back to Larkin. “I’ve found out a lot,” the Betazoid said plainly.

“I wish to know about all that you’ve found. It is necessary for us to work together quickly if we are to save the Captain and Counselor Peterman from the Starshine Cult.”

“They’ve already been saved,” Tilleran replied, turning to face Larkin.

“Explain.”

“The cult saved them,” the Betazoid explained. “And they saved me.”

Before the android could react, Tilleran jabbed a finger into her armpit in a swift, elegant motion.

In her last nanoseconds of conciousness, Larkin briefly reflected on the wisdom of telling everyone where her “off” switch was.



<Very good,> the red orb said, hovering beside Tilleran as she dragged Larkin onto the examination table and began mettling with the android’s circuitry. <You have proved just as capable as Mr. Ford, and far more beautiful. Now we require you to take this ship to the Xavier system so that you may destroy it and add your crew to our happy family. Can you do that for me, dear?>

“I don’t see why not,” Tilleran said pleasantly, scratching her head as if she had an unbearable itch.

<Problem?> the orb asked with concern.

“It’s this damn wig. It really itches.”

The orb bobbed several times to approximate a nod. <We understand, but it is a necessity to give the impression that you have retained your former hairstyle for a bit longer.>

“No matter how much I like being bald?” Tilleran asked sadly.

<Don’t worry, Lieutenant. Soon you all shall be bald.> Suddenly the clouds of red inside the orb began to ripple, slowly giving way to reveal the head of Sesil. <And won’t that be a great day?>

“Sure will,” Tilleran said, patting the orb pleasantly. “Have a great day, your Brightness.”

<Same to you.>



“Morning,” Counselor Peterman said, sliding onto a seat at the grimy metal table opposite Captain Baxter.

Baxter looked up and grimaced. “I see he got you too.”

Peterman ran a hand over her bald head. “Yep. The bastard. He came in impersonating you.”

“I know. He did the same thing to me.”

“He impersonated me? What a sick, twisted Vulcan.”

“Tell me about it,” Baxter said, poking a spoon into the white glop that Dwanok had slammed down in front of him earlier. “And this oatmeal they’re feeding everyone is gross.”

“Man I could go for a plate of Mirk’s Ktarrian eggs right about now,” Peterman said, licking her lips and rubbing her hands together.

“I’d settle for a patch of hair. Nothing fancy. Just a little something to keep my head warm.”

“Actually,” Peterman said warmly. “You look kind of sexy bald.”

“Really?” Baxter asked.

“No.”

Suddenly a gigantic gong clanged at the front of the mess hall and Sesil drifted in. Dwanok and Benzra helped him stand on top of one of the tables near Baxter and Peterman.

“Good morning, friends,” Sesil said, gesturing lovingly at the large group gathered in the mess hall. “I trust you all slept well.”

There were scattered cries of “yes, brightness,” and “oh, yes,” and “oh, what a beautiful morning,” all around.

“Excuse me,” Peterman said. “I’m going to try and find some pancakes or something. I’m starving.”

“You can have my oatmeal,” Baxter offered.

“That’s okay,” Peterman replied. She walked up to what looked like a large vault. The thick layer of ice over the metal vault suggested to Peterman that it was a freezer. Peterman shivered. She’d been inside a Flarn freezer once before, and it had not been a pleasant memory.

Peterman strained to swing the heavy door open, peering past the mist that wafted out as the warm and cool air mixed.

“What in the Critics’ name are you doing?” Sesil asked angrily. “Benzra, Dwanok! Stop her before she…”

Suddenly a red light next to the freezer began to pulsate.

Peterman stepped into the freezer. “Okay, where are the pancakes. I’d even settle for some Belgian waffles, or even a few links of sausage, or a–” she felt around and suddenly came across a very familiar shape. “Hand?”

The hand slapped upward, knocking Peterman to the floor of the vault and pushing past her.

“Drats. We’re too late. He’s been awakened,” Sesil said, clicking his tongue.

Baxter rushed over to Peterman’s aid, dragging her out of the vault, all the while staring at the half-frozen figure in awe. “Captain Stevens!”

The captain was still wearing his outdated red and black Starfleet uniform, and he had a large ragged gash along his forehead and a wild look on his face.

“SONG CUE!” he shouted.

“F***,” Baxter muttered as Stevens started dancing around the mess hall.



(To the tune of: “Hot Patootie (Bless My Soul)”)



STEVENS: Whatever happened to Starship Command,

A nice chair and synthale on demand,

It don’t seem the same since that Starshine band

Came into my life–I thought I could escape!

I used to ride with Commander Conway who’d go

And usurp my orders like a thankless shmoe,

Torpedoes were blowing like a light show,

(Looks at Dwanok)then you came along on the

Wicomico…we had a really good tiiiiiime!



Starshine kids bless my soul, you took away my

Starfleet role.

Starshine kids bless my soul, you took away my

Starfleet role.

Starshine kids bless my soul, you took away my

Starfleet role.

Starshine kids bless my soul, you took away my

Starfleet role!



STARSHINE KID: Lovely breakfast! (Sesil chases Stevens around the mess hall in an attempt to catch him, as Peterman and Baxter cower near the vault.)



STEVENS: My head used to swim from the gagh that I smelled,

My hands kind of fumbled with the runabout helm,

I tasted the Starshine gas and it didn’t work well!



And he (looks at Dwanok) whispered in my ear,

tonight we’ll die with honor.

“Get back to the helm,

Put some phasers on,”

James Stevens ordered his last Klingon.

With your transporter you took us away,

It felt pretty good, ’til you messed with my braaaaain!



Starshine kids bless my soul, you took away my

Starfleet role.

Starshine kids bless my soul, you took away my

Starfleet role.

Starshine kids bless my soul, you took away my

Starfleet role.

Starshine kids bless my soul, you took away my

Starfleet role!



Stevens jumped on top of the table and ran like crazy, Sesil in hot pursuit.

“We saved you from the Borg when that Flarn ship was under attack!” Sesil cried. “And this is how you repay us!”

“You didn’t have to give me a partial labotomy!” Stevens called back.

“But we had no choice. Our brainwashing technique had no effect on you!”

“Too bad!” Stevens called back. He was so busy calling back over his shoulder, he didn’t realize he was running right toward Benzra’s waiting claws. When he saw her, he backpedaled fearfully. Unfortunately, he tripped on a puddle of oatmeal and skidded toward her with such speed…

Baxter covered Peterman’s eyes and looked on with disgust as Stevens slid chest-first into Benzra’s claw.

Benzra clucked her tongue and pulled Stevens off, tossing him aside as if he weighed nothing.

“Well,” Sesil said, looking around at the disoriented mass of people. “One from the vaults. Ha ha.”

“I can’t take much more of this,” Peterman moaned, sticking her head into Baxter’s armpit.

“At this rate I’m almost begging for more gas,” Baxter muttered.



“Entering Xavier system,” Ensign Madera announced from the helm.

Conway looked up from his book. “That quick? Wow, this thing doesn’t have much of an acceleration, but once she get’s going…”

“Scanning Xavier Four,” J’hana reported.

“Yes…right. Scan,” Conway said, looking over at J’hana. “What’s it look like down there?”

“I cannot tell,” J’hana replied. “There is a high-energy power suppression field in effect on the planet’s surface. We will have to enter the atmosphere in order to make a more thorough analysis.”

“Fine. I assume this thing is capable of doing that?”

“Affirmative,” J’hana replied. “It can even land if necessary.”

“Peachy,” Conway said. “Madera, take us down.”



Lt. Hartley pulled on her uniform jacket as she hurried out onto the bridge. “Hey, Lt. Commander Larkin, the ship is back up and running. We can leave at any–” the Engineer stopped when she realized that it wasn’t Larkin who was in command of the bridge.

Lt. Tilleran rose from the command chair and smiled. “Hello, Lt. Hartley. What were you saying?”

“I was saying that we’re ready to get underway at any time. Where’s Larkin?”

The Betazoid effected her best frown. “I’m afraid Commander Larkin met with a little accident. She got too close to my thoron field experiment and fried half her neural pathways. It will take some time to fix her.”

“No kidding,” Hartley said, taking her place at the Engineering station. “I’ll check on her as soon as I finish my inflight diagnostics.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Tilleran said. “I have things under control. Why don’t you just stay on the bridge with me?”

“Are you okay, Ariel?”

“Never felt better. How about we get going so that we can help Captain Baxter and the others?”

Hartley checked her panel. “Warp engines are up and running. Everything up to Warp Nine point nine-five is available to the helm.”

“Very good,” Tilleran said, turning to face the front of the bridge. “Ensign Hildebrand, lay in a course for the Xavier system,” she turned back and smiled at Lt. Hartley. “Warp Nine point nine-five.”

“Right,” Hartley said, shaking her head and looking back down at her panel.

Mr. Mirk hurried onto the bridge. “Lt. Commander Larkin… what’s our–”

“Hello, Mr. Mirk,” Tilleran said, standing up. “What can I do for you?”

“Where’s Larkin?”

“She was damaged,” Tilleran said. “Can I help you?”

“I wanted to know if we had left to go rescue Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman yet.”

“We’re already underway,” Tilleran said serenely. “Does that about cover it?”

“S-sure,” Mirk said. He looked back at Lt. Hartley and quickly scrambled up to the back of the bridge to join her at her console. “Lieutenant,” he whispered. “I need you.”

“Glad to hear it, Mirk, but right now I have to–”

Mirk grabbed Hartley’s arm and dragged her toward the conference room. “Now!”

“Hmm,” Tilleran said, rising from the command chair. “That’s odd. Mr. Gellar, take the conn.”

“Wow,” Gellar said as he stepped out from behind the tactical console. “Twice in one day. I sure am a lucky guy.”

“Yes, you are,” Tilleran smiled, cracking her knuckles and ducking into the conference room.



“The sun sure feels good, huh, honey?” Baxter asked, not openening his eyes.

Peterman nodded assent. “Sure does. It’s nice to get out of the hold of that dreary ship.”

“Amen to that,” Baxter replied.

He and Peterman were out on what Sesil had referred to as “the Patio.” Actually, it used to be a Flarn antiproton control center, but when the Borg cut into the Vendregad, that cabin was ventilated to space…and now that the Vendregad was happily imbedded in Xavier Four’s surface, the antiproton control center made a darn fine veranda.

Baxter sat up. “I wonder if there’s any more coconut juice downstairs.’

“Don’t bother looking. You’ll just get more cult spiel from the waiter.”

“You know, if we didn’t have the brainwashing, the killing, and all the singing, this honeymoon wouldn’t be half bad.”

“That’s one way to think about it, dear,” Peterman replied.

While Baxter pondered this, he looked up at the sky. A black dot seemed to dart from cloud to cloud. What could that be, he wondered?

“Ahem,” a voice said from behind him.

“Waiter…yes, get me some more coconut juice please,” Baxter said, not bothering to turn around. “And hold the spiel.”

“Get your own God damned coconut juice, Captain. I’m here to rescue you, not pamper you.”

“Conway?” Baxter asked, turning. What looked back at him was right up there with the wierdness of the Starshine cult. “Commander, what is that on your head?”

“A wig, sir,” Conway said, patting his huge bubble of permed blonde hair. “And sunglasses. It’s the only disguise I could think of.”

“Very convincing.”

“Hey, you’re one to talk about fashion sense, Kojak.”

“Kojak?” Baxter asked. “I see you’ve been brushing up on the classics?”

“I try to be a renaissance man, sir.”

“Good. How about renaissancing us the hell out of here,” Peterman said, leaning up on her elbows and looking up at Conway.

“Wow, they shaved you too,” Conway said, laughing. “Damn, I wish I had an imager right now.”

“How about we just f***ing escape and you can take as many pictures as you want,” Baxter seethed.

“Well, sir, that’s going to be a little difficult.”

“How do you figure?”

“I was beamed down about a kilometer outside the compound,” Conway said, pointing in the distance. “We found a dispersion field that renders all EM devices useless.”

“Yeah, we encountered that too,” Peterman said. “So how did you get here?”

“My own two feet,” Conway said. Then he opened up his stylish retro nehru jacket. “And a harness and about a hundred meters of polyflex repelling cable.”

“I didn’t know you were a climber,” Baxter said in awe. “Your skills amaze me. Now let’s get out of here before Sesil catches on.”

“Great idea,” Conway said. “We’ll have to slide down one by–”

Suddenly a loud gong rang from belowdecks.

Benzra stuck her head up out of the hatch. “Lunch isssss prepared!”

Conway shuddered. “Oh my God. A female Flarn!”

Benzra was out of the hatch and on top of Conway in an instant. “And a new guessssst for ussssss! The bright one will be pleassssssed!”

“Just great,” Baxter muttered.

“Hope you like show tunes,” Peterman mumbled.



Tilleran stormed into the conference room. “And what are you two talking about?”

“N-nothing…” Mirk mumbled, looking to Hartley.

Hartley’s eyes grew wide. “Lieutenant…are you doing something different with your hair?”

“No,” Tilleran said sharply. “Now what are you two conspiring about?”

“Okay, I’ll be honest,” Mirk said. “I’m getting a weird vibe from you.”

“You are, are you?” Tilleran said. “Isn’t that great. Who are you to lecture me on mind-reading?”

“Hey, I’ve got some pretty cool extra-sensory stuff going on,” Mirk said. “It’s possible that–”

“You’re right,” Tilleran said, slamming Mirk’s head into the conference table.

“Hartley to Security–I need help in the conference lounge…it’s Lieutenant Till–”

The Betazoid grabbed Hartley’s hair and dragged her to the floor. The two rolled on the floor for several seconds, clawing at each other like two jungle cats. Hartley managed to get a firm hand-hold on Tilleran’s hair and rip it clear off.

“I knew it!” Hartley said in victory, holding up the dark wig as Tilleran gave her a vicious uppercut and withdrew her pocket phaser.

“It won’t get you anywhere,” Tilleran said, yanking the engineer up by her ponytail in one vicious movement.

Gellar suddenly burst into the room, phaser drawn. “What’s going on in here?”

“Stay right there,” Tilleran barked, shoving the phaser against Hartley’s head. “Or your girlfriend gets it!”

“I AM NOT HIS GIRLFRIEND!” Hartley shouted.



By the time the lunch table had been set in Sesil’s private mess hall, the strange, intoxicating, music-inducing vapor had taken it’s full effect on Commander Conway.

“Here, Commander,” Sesil said, throwing a slab of meat onto Conway’s plate. “Have some more meat.”

“Why thanks,” Conway said. He looked around as he chewed on the meat. Peterman and Baxter looked down at their plates and pushed the food around. Benzra and Dwanok devoured the food hungrily. “So, Mr. Sesil. You’re in the cult business, I understand?”

“Mmm hmm,” Sesil said, taking a seat at the head of the table and taking a large portion of meat for himself. “It’s a great way to meet people.”

“I see you…mmm..uh, collected Mr. Dwanok over there,” Conway said. “Is there any chance you have a Captain James Stevens here too? I’ve been very worried about him.”

Sesil eyed the meat on his fork. “It’s possible that he’s around here…somewhere.”

“How did you do that, anyway?” Baxter asked. “I mean rescue those people from the Delta Quadrant when the Borg attacked?”

“Well, I’m not supposed to talk about it but you guys seem like a good risk,” Sesil said, leaning forward on his elbows conspiratorially. “If you haven’t already guessed, the Critics are quite similar to the god-like entities known as the Directors. I believe you’ve already met them?”

“We’ve dealt with them,” Peterman muttered.

“Well,” Sesil said. “Just as the Directors reside in the Bermuda Expanse, the Critics have a similar nesting place. And that place has much the same properties as the Bermuda Expanse. Shortly after the Critics”recruited” me, they sent me off to the Delta Quadrant to round up what they said were some ‘willing’ humans.”

“‘Willing’ because they were about to be killed by the Borg,” Baxter grumbled.

“Yes, that’s right. And they wouldn’t be missed because our quadrant gave them up for dead years ago,” Sesil said. He seemed to really admire the Critics’ plan. “We wanted to wait until we felt that we were in a position of power before we started much of a stir.”

“I suppose you feel like you’re powerful enough, now?” Peterman asked.

Sesil grinned. “Mmmm, yes, well. We’re getting there. Back to Captain Stevens.” Sesil turned toward Commander Conway. “How do you know him?”

“It’s a long story. No one is really interested in how one man shaped my life.”

“I’m interested,” Sesil said, a little harshly. “And at this point, that’s all that counts.”

“That’s okay,” Conway said, “really. No one hear wants to hear me wax nostalgic.”

“That’s for sure,” Baxter mumbled.

“I INSIST!” Sesil said, stabbing his cutting knife into the wood table and glaring at Conway.

Suddenly the music came on again. Baxter and Peterman rolled their eyes.

Conway’s mouth began to twitch. “Must…sing…”

“Yay!” Sesil said, clapping his hands.



(To the tune of: “Eddie”)



CONWAY: From the day I came aboard,

I was trouble.

I was a thorn in the Captain’s side.



I tried hard to please,

But he never agreed.

I left the ship the day I got bored.



From then on I was a Captain’s pet,

All I wanted was to earn some respect,

And the Captain’s pips,

And a piece of the Starfleet pie.

Kissing up to Admirals…



BAXTER: He was a low down cheap little scoundrel!



CONWAY (smiling): Brown-nosing whenever I could.



ALL: When Conway shined the Captain’s shoes

Sucking up was all he did.



But he don’t wanna share

The Captain’s chair…



SESIL: What a slime!



PETERMAN: He’ll ladder-climb.



CONWAY: And I did!



BAXTER: Everybody thinks he’s scum,

I very nearly fired him,

I said, “Hey, listen Conway,

stop being such a jerky guy!

But that didn’t stop his cruelty.



CONWAY: Stevens must have been drawn into something,

Because he never replied to me,

Before we left the Flarn.

I wish he wasn’t missing,

So I could give him one more butt-kissing!



ALL: When Stevens joined the Klingon

They went looking for some crews

And never did return.

But when the Starshine Cult came,

Hope came into Conway’s brain,

That he may be around the next turn!



SESIL: What a lie,



PETERMAN: He may have died.



BAXTER: And he did.



Commander Conway stared at Baxter. “What?”

“Uh…what I was trying to say…”

“In a kind of musical way…” Peterman added.

“Look!” Sesil cried with joy, dragging the tablecloth off the table, knocking plates and silverware akimbo, to reveal the partially-carved remains of Captain James Stevens. “How do you like your lunch now!”

Conway stared down at the mutilated corpse. “How did this happen?”

“I impaled him!” Benzra said with glee, leaping across the table at Conway. “And now I will impale you!”

Baxter spit out the food that was in his mouth. “Man, I thought that tasted a little gamey.”

“Here’s gamey for you!” Dwanok said, slamming his head into Baxter’s forehead.

A brawl ensued, and in the midst of it, Peterman pushed through to Sesil, waving a hunk of meat menacingly on the end of her carving knife. “That wasn’t very nice, Mr. Sesil! That was a human being you served to us! What would Emily Post say!”

“Tell it to someone who cares,” Sesil said, looking away.

“I think you do care,” Peterman said, grabbing Sesil’s chin and turning it to face her. “Talk to me, Sesil. Tell me why you’re doing all this. What put you at the center of all this mahem?”

“Don’t push me, girl…” Sesil said warningly.

“From years of psychological analyses and training as Ship’s Counselor, it occurs to me that you may have some family related problems.”

“I do not wish to be analyzed!”

“Too bad!” Peterman said. “Come on, Sesil. Let go of your pain! Tell me…is it your brother? Is it Telvin?”

Sesil stumbled backward. “How did you know about that?”

“I counseled him a few months back,” Peterman said. “And I didn’t put the pieces together until just now. Telvin spoke of a brother named Sesil.”

“It’s a common enough Vulcan name.”

“A Sesil who left Vulcan to become a holoevangelist? The same Sesil who committed terrorist acts on Vulcan and the Federation starbase Waystation?”

“No, no, no, no, no! Stop touching my secret shame, it hurts!” Sesil cried.

Suddenly a pair of huge, red lips appeared behind Sesil. <Have some backbone, you Vulcan moron! Get control of this situation before I appoint someone else in your place!>

“But…Critic…” Sesil said.

Suddenly a red streak of lightening surged out of the lips and into Sesil, which seemed to give him renewed strength. <No buts. Do it!>

Sesil shook with anger and power. “I…feel…a…song…coming… on!”

“Oh crap!” Peterman said, turning to run away.

Sesil chased after her, and the music cued up once again…



(To the tune of: “Planet Shmanet”)



SESIL: I’ll tell you once;

I’ll make you see,

You’d better shut up, Kelly P.!



Your psychobabble is no good to me!

You’d better shut up, Kelly P.!

My brother’s a dweeb, and he’s nothing like me,

You’re as annoying as a bee,

Stinging me with that psychological sting!

I’m gonna make your head ring!



You want to talk? Well listen to me!

You’d better shut up, Kelly P!

The mind-juicer will seduce you!



Suddenly Benzra threw Conway to the ground and pulled a giant lever. Red gas flooded the room. Sesil, Benzra, and Dwanok laughed like banshees. Peterman, Baxter, and Conway all suddenly dropped to the floor, eyes vacant, singing…



ALL: Mind Revision,

Is a nifty feature,

It makes Sesil,

Our fearles leader.

The gas has conquered,

Our Starfleet training.

We’re his slaves now,

Ain’t it frustrating?

Woah, oh, oh, oh, ohhhhhhhh,

At the Starshine,

Mind revision,

Helmet show!

I wanna go…

To the Starshine

Mind revision,

Helmet show!



J’hana cracked her knuckles as she stared at the images taken from the Escort’s sensors. Now Baxter, Peterman, AND Conway were captured, and it was up to HER to get them out of there.

There hadn’t been a peep from the Starshine compound for forty-five minutes, and finally the Andorian was tired of waiting.

“Okay, I’ve waited long enough,” J’hana announced, gripping the command chair. “We’ve tried the Starfleet way. We’ve tried subtlety. Now we do it my way. Ensign Saral, arm the quantums and phasers. Madera, take us on a strafing run and make sure we don’t get too close to that suppression field. We’ll get our people out of that damned Flarn ship one way or another!”



When Mirk regained conciousness, he was sitting at the conference table, his arms tied behind his chair. Across from him, Lt. Hartley, similarly bound, was counting the stars outside the viewport. Next to her, Lt. Gellar pulled at his bonds and mumbled angrily to himself.

“I think youprotest too much. I think you WANT to be my girlfriend again,” Gellar muttered.

“F*** off,” Hartley grumbled, returning to her star-counting.

“I take it we weren’t successful in stopping Lt. Tilleran?” Mirk asked, trying to change the subject.

“Oh, you’re awake. Finally. No, you could say we did a pretty bad job of stopping her. She stunned everyone on the bridge and flooded the rest of the ship with anesthezine.”

“Like that’s going to stop me,” Mirk said. “Did you forget about my powers?”

“No,” Hartley said. “As a matter of fact, I didn’t. It just so happens Tilleran ALSO set the ship on self-destruct. I tried my override and it won’t work. She’s locked us all out of the computer. I think she’s planning on having everyone beamed down to that planet before the ship blows up so they can join the Starshine Cult.”

“I can probably dissolve this rope and get down there to stop it,” Mirk said.

“In two minutes?” Hartley said. “Even your powers aren’t that good.”

“Yikes,” Mirk said. “In that case, it was nice knowing you guys.”

<MIRK!> a voice said angrily.

“What?” Mirk asked, as an eyeball appeared in the conference room. “You guys come to gloat at the failings of my weak little powers?”

<Stop undercutting yourself! Have you even considered that your powers are far greater than you think they are?>

“What do you mean?”

<Hmm…teleportation? Worked once when you were in that alternate universe, didn’t it?>

“Yeah, as a matter of fact it did,” Mirk said, raising an eyebrow.

“If that’s the case,” Hartley said, “how about teleporting down there and using your powers to stop that f***ing breach!”

“Right,” Mirk said, glancing down at the ropes that tied him, which immediately disappeared. Then he put his arms at his sides, looked upward, and concentrated hard.

“Hey, Mirk!” Hartley said, as the Maloxian began to disappear.

“What?” Mirk asked, reappearing.

Hartley wriggled her bound hands. “How about us?”

“Oh, yeah,” Mirk said, glancing at Gellar and Hartley’s wrists. “Good luck stopping Tilleran. See you guys later.”

“Hopefully,” Gellar said, following Hartley out onto the bridge as Mirk finally dissolved.



“And how do we feel now?” Sesil asked, looking over Baxter, Peterman, and Conway as they stood in front of him in drill formation in the mess hall.

“Spaced out,” Baxter said, as his eyes spun around like he was an insane kitty-cat clock.

Sesil steepled his fingers. “Excellent. Benzra…Dwanok! Robes for these fine new recruits!”

“At once,” Dwanok said, disappearing into the coat room.

Sesil marched back and forth in front of Baxter, Peterman and Conway. “It’s so nice to add you guys to our little group. With you as recruits, the Explorer will be easy pickings. And from there…the whole Federation will be within reach!”

“Righty o!” Conway said.

“Hey, Brightness?” Peterman said, cocking her head.

“What, darling?” Sesil asked pleasantly.

“What’s that coming at us?”

Sesil turned around to look out the mess hall’s giant viewport. “Holy Shit! Get down!”

The silver-grey shape hurtled toward the viewport, its weapons blazing.

“We have robessssss,” Benzra said, as a quantum torpedo pounded into the room above, causing he viewport to bust open, sending transparent aluminum showering down on everyone.

“Dwanok…signal the control center. Tell them to warm up the transit beam!”

“At once!” Dwanok said, stabbing a comm panel.

“What’s going on?” Baxter asked.

“We’re taking off!” replied Sesil, as the Flarn warship began to thrum around them. “Benzra…get everyone to an area that’s sealed off and prepare us for spaceflight.”

“Yesssss, brightnesss,” Benzra hissed, as Sesil headed in the opposite direction.

“And where are you going?” Baxter asked.

“To powder my nose! Being drunk on power tends to affect my bladder!”

“I’m so glad we’ve seen the light,” Peterman said in a singsong voice.

“Yeah,” agreed Conway. “It’s really good that our Starfleet training has betrayed us and we’re too weak to control our own minds.” He laughed giddily. “I love it!”

Baxter glanced out the shattered viewport. The Flarn wreckage was slowly dislodging itself from the surface of Xavier Four. They would soon be high in the air. “I love it too! Don’t you just want to die?”

“Yes!” Peterman snapped.

“Please!”

“Let us die!” Conway and Peterman said at the same time.

“Better than having our minds so…well-controlled!” Baxter agreed. “Let’s do it!”

“All right, let’ssss get out of here,” Benzra said, clamping a claw on Baxter’s shoulder. “This compartment will be ventilated to ssssspace sssoon.”

“Can I have one last request?” Baxter asked kindly.

“Go right ahead,” Dwanok said.

“Merciful death for us all!”

Dwanok looked at Benzra and nodded. A sense of shared understanding seemed to pass between them.

“Ssssssounds good,” Benzra said agreeably, grabbing Peterman and Baxter under each arm. “Let’ssssss die.”

“Death it is,” Dwanok said, as he and Conway jumped onto Benzra’s back.

The massive Flarn then sprung off the deck of the Vendregad like a grasshopper, right through the smashed viewport.

“Benzra…Dwanok…why don’t you…” Sesil said, wiping his hands with a towel. “Benzra? Dwanok? Anyone?”



“Explorer has just entered orbit,” Sefelt noted from the Escort’s ops console.

“Good,” J’hana said. “Then they can worry about that big hunk of Flarn ship. We’ve got bigger problems. Madera…take us closer to the surface once the Flarn ship’s EM suppression field is out of range. Sefelt, stand ready on transporters.”



And crawling on the planet’s face,

Some insects called the human race,

Lost in time and lost in space.

And meaning.



“Ow…” Baxter said, twisting around on the open ground where the Starshine compound was just moments earlier. The huge chunk of ship, meanwhile, thrummed its way out of Xavier’s atmosphere. Baxter turned to face his wife. “Honey, are you okay?”

“No,” Peterman replied.

“Is anything broken?”

“Everything’s broken.”

“Join the club,” Conway muttered.

Suddenly a shadow fell over the group of injured ex-cult members.

Baxter looked up and recognized the markings. “A starship. Who could that be?”

“It’s the Escort,” Conway explained as he twisted around in pain. “Our new companion ship.”

“Ha,” Peterman said, as the transporter beam took hold. “Companion ship. What will they think of next?”



“You be nice! Stop acting weird!” Hartley cried, gripping Tilleran in a stranglehold and slamming her up against the command chair. “You’re one of the good guys!”

“Am…NOT!” Tilleran said, looking over to Gellar as he worked feverishly on the tactical console. “You’re efforts are useless, Gellar! You can’t stop the warp core breach!”

“I’m not trying to stop the breach,” Gellar said. “Mirk’s taking care of that. I’m trying to stop you from separating the ship and sending it crashing to the surface of that planet.”

Hartley slammed Tilleran’s head into the railing that surrounded the command chairs. “Now why are you doing this?”

“Mirk to Hartley,” came a voice over the comm system. “No more breach!”

“That’s great, Mirk,” Gellar said. “How did you do it?”

“Funny story actually,” Mirk replied, as Tilleran and Gellar wrestled. “I couldn’t figure out how to stop the breach, then it suddenly started to happen.”

“Yikes,” Gellar said, madly tapping at his panel in an attempt to get ship control back. “How did you fix that?”

“I just used my mind to force the explosion back…it was really cool!”

“That’s a hell of a lot neater than just flying around!” Hartley exclaimed, as Tilleran slammed her head into the arm of the command chair.

“Yeah, I guess my powers are maturing along with the rest of me.”

“Too much information,” Gellar muttered, looking up at the viewscreen. “There. Hey, Megan. I got control ba–woah!”

Hartley and Tilleran both looked up. Part of a Flarn warship sailed out of the atmosphere of Xavier Four.

“Tilleran! This is Sesil!” an angry voice cried over the comm. “You really screwed up! You’re not starshine material! And you and your crewmates can go to hell!”

“Well now, how about that?” Hartley said.

“What should we do?” Gellar asked.

“Blow them out of the stars!” Hartley suggested, pushing Tilleran to the deck and running to join Gellar at tactical.

Tilleran wiped the blood from the corner of her mouth and grinned. “It won’t be that easy to stop the Bright one and his followers.”

“It’s worth a try,” Gellar remarked, stabbing several buttons. “Firing all weapons!”

Phasers and quantum torpedoes lashed out at the red-glowing engines at the base of the half-Flarn warship.

“Heavy damage to their engines,” Hartley said from the science console. “Hit them again!”

“No good!” Gellar said. “They’re opening a subspace fissure. Should we follow them through?”

“Not on your life,” Hartley said. “Our hands are quite full enough with the cult members we have on board. Right, Tilleran?”

“Hmmmph,” Tilleran said, pulling herself into a little ball. “That wasn’t fair. You had a Maloxian on your side.”

Hartley looked up at Gellar and smiled. “Always bet on Mirk.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53002.2. We are heading for the nearest starbase with the Escort in close formation. When we arrive, I’m told the Escort will be soldered or bracketed somehow to the Explorer’s hull so that it can be detached for independent duty at a moment’s notice. I’m not sure how this new ship will work into our mission, but Admiral McGrath assures me it will provide us with new and exciting ways in which to screw up.



“Pass the butter,” Counselor Peterman said over the buzz of conversation that filled the Captain’s Mess. The senior staff felt the need for a good hearty breakfast after the past days’ confusing events. The neural deprogramming therapy that Baxter, Conway, Peterman, Ford, and Tilleran had undergone the night before in Sickbay hadn’t counted as much of a celebration, after all.

“Fake or real?” Baxter asked, indicating the two different containers.

“What do you think?” Peterman replied sweetly.

“Fake it is,” Baxter said, sliding the tray her way.

“It’s soooo good to be back,” Peterman said, spreading fake butter on her bagel and devouring it hungrily.

Baxter looked over at his Chief Engineer. “So, Lt. Hartley, how’s Larkin doing?”

“Very well,” Hartley replied as she buttered her toast and slapped a healthy layer of raspberry jelly on it. “All her neural connections have been restored and I think she’s fit for duty.”

“Good to hear,” Baxter said with a smile. “At any rate, it’s good to see you’re as good at fixing Larkin as Chris was.”

“Yeah, I was wondering. If Chris fixed her and he was her Father, what would that make me? An Aunt, maybe?”

“It would make you nothing,” Conway muttered, staring down at his scrambled eggs.

“Cheer up, Commander,” Lt. Hartley said, nudging Conway with her elbow. “I’m sure Captain Stevens would have wanted you to enjoy your breakfast.”

“Since when are you Miss Chipper?” Conway asked, looking away from his eggs momentarily.

“Do I need a reason?” Hartley asked. “Maybe I’ve just grown wiser with age.”

Conway gripped his butterknife. “Or maybe YOU’VE been brainwashed!”

“Not so fast, slick,” Hartley said. “We can’t go around suspecting each other of being in the Starshine Cult every time we do something odd…like being nice. Right, Ariel?”

Lt. Tilleran nodded, chewing thoughtfully on her bagel. “Yeah. And we’ve instituted daily hair checks for all essential crewmembers.”

“How are those hair plugs, by the way?” Peterman asked. “Mine itch.”

Tilleran ran a hand through the small mat of hair that rested on top of her head in an almost pompadour-like fashion. “I don’t mind the itch as much as I miss having long hair.”

“I know what you mean,” Peterman agreed. “I can’t wait until my real hair grows back.”

“You know, it looks kind of good short,” Baxter remarked.

“Really?” Peterman asked, her expression brightening.

“Well, no,” Baxter said. “Sorry.”

“I can’t wait until my normal hair completely grows back,” Conway said. “This little layer of hair is driving me nuts. There’s barely enough to wash.”

“I like it,” Baxter said. “I’m keeping mine like this.”

“Don’t even think about it,” Peterman said, waving her butter knife menacingly.

“Has anyone seen J’hana this morning?” Hartley asked, looking around the table. “I saw her go into her quarters with Dwanok last night and that was the last I saw of her.”

“They had a lot of catching up to do,” Conway said as he proceeded to shove forkfulls of scrambled eggs into his mouth. “If you know what I mean.”

“I think I get your drift.”

“I imagine J’hana and Dwanok will be spending their morning in Sickbay,” Tilleran said.

“Boy,” Baxter said. “I shudder to think what they’be been doing all night.” He turned to Peterman, a wide grin beginning to form on his face. “I bet they could give us a few pointers, huh?”

“Not on your life,” Peterman said, wiping her mouth and sliding out of her chair, kissing Baxter on the cheek. “And speaking of the mentally divergent, I have an appointment to get to.”

“Ha ha.”

Lt. Ford looked up from his plate, looking around at Tilleran, Baxter, and Conway, and then back up at Peterman. “Not with any of us…”

“No, no, we’re a whole different matter. It’ll take weeks to root out all the nonsense those silly cult people programmed into us. I was talking about our resident miracle worker.”

“Oh. Mr. Mirk,” Baxter said. “Of course. Do you think he’ll be all right?”

“He’s a walking deux aux machina,” Peterman replied. “It’ll take time for him to adjust.”

“Just so long as he doesn’t start running around and solving all our problems,” Baxter grunted.

“Yeah, wouldn’t that be boring,” Conway said, nodding assent.

“I don’t think we have to worry about that,” Peterman said. “Young Mr. Mirk is still having girl trouble after all.”

“No power is going to help him there,” Baxter said, grinning.

“You’re one to talk,” Peterman said with a chuckle as she ducked out of the Captain’s Mess.

As Peterman left, Lt. Commander Larkin walked in and took a seat at the table. “Good morning.” She looked to Hartley. “Thank you for a well-done repair job. Have I missed much?”

“Well…” Baxter said.

Just then, the Flarn Benzra ducked into the door, squirming into a chair between Larkin and Tilleran. “Good morning.”

“Sleep well, Benzra?” Baxter asked, giving the Flarn a nudge.

“Yessss, once I ripped my bed apart and usssssed my digesssstive juicessss to make a nesssssst out of it I ssssslept quite well. Pleassse passsss the ssssscrambled eggsssss.”

“Whatever you say,” Conway said jovially. “Lt. Commander Larkin, meet Dr. Benzra. Our new Chief Medical Officer.”

“Due to a lack of medical officers, Starfleet Command granted Benzra here the field commission of Lieutenant Commander and slapped her with an M.D.,” Baxter explained. “She passed all the tests with flying colors.”

Tilleran patted Benzra’s exoskeleton. “It seems that one six-week Flarn cooking course carries the intellectual equivalent of six years of medical school. I guess it doesn’t make much difference whether you’re cutting up raw humans or cooked ones.”

Benzra patted Larkin on the back with a clang. “Morning, android!”

Larkin looked up at Benzra and cocked her head. “Yes, it certainly is.”



“Something to drink?” Peterman asked, as she settled into her soft, puffy chair, directly adjacent to the fainting couch Mr. Mirk was laying on.

Mirk covered his face and leaned back against the couch, curling into a fetal ball. “That’s okay. I’m quite all right.”

“You don’t look all right,” Peterman said, placing a hand on Mirk’s shoulder. “Maybe if you talk about it you’ll feel better.”

“It’s hard to put into words. It’s just that…ever since I stopped the Explorer from exploding…people have been treating me very strangely. It’s like they’re walking on eggshells.”

“Afraid you’re going to graduate to some kind of higher form of existence…going where the rest of us can only dream about?” Peterman asked, a twinkle of wonder forming in her eye.

“Not exactly,” Mirk replied. “It’s more like they’re expecting it. I feel like I’m almost obliged to suddenly glow white and dissolve from matter into pure conciousness.”

“Hey,” Peterman said, patting Mirk on the shoulder. “To each his own.”

“I suppose you’re right. I just wish people would let me be. So what if my mind can do strange things…I’m still the same old Mirk.”

“Mmm hmm,” Peterman said, turning around to grab another padd from her desk. In her haste, she accidentally knocked over her Betty Boop statue, which promptly smashed into a hundred peices as it slammed against the deck. “Oh damn,” Peterman said, kneeling down to pick up the remnants of her statue. “That’s the second Betty Boop statue in as many years.”

“Why don’t you let me get that,” Mirk said, waving Peterman aside and staring at the debris. It began to glow, rising from the deck and forming back together. He nodded the statue right back onto Peterman’s desk.

Peterman examined the statue with awe. “Wow. That’s better than crazy glue. Your powers really are advancing, Mirk.”

“I know,” Mirk said, shaking his head. “Help me.”



“Morning, Admiral,” Baxter said, as Admiral Frank McGrath shuffled into the Captain’s Mess. “Can we get you some scrapple? Grits?”

“Uh…no thanks,” Admiral McGrath replied. “I just read each of your reports. I’ve lost my appetite.”

“That bad, huh?” Hartley asked.

“And then some,” McGrath said. “These people have been through the equivalent of spending years as POW’s. I feel lucky to have been knocked out by anesthezine the whole time.”

Ford sunk a bit in his chair. “Sorry.”

“We don’t blame you, Lieutenant. You’re as much a victim as the others,” McGrath said comfortingly. “And Benzra and Dwanok’s reports will help us put an end to this Starshine business once and for all. Anyway, we’ve learned to accept that strange things just tend to happen when the Explorer crew is around.”

“Hey, don’t look at us,” Conway said defensively. “It’s not our fault that we attract wierdness.”

Benzra nodded. “Indeed. Thissssss is a gallant crew.”

“I know, I know,” McGrath said, collapsing into a chair at the end of the breakfast table. “I guess there just comes a time when you have to realize things don’t always work out the way you want them to.”

“Welcome to the Explorer, Admiral,” Baxter said with a grin. “Grab a plate.”



NEXT: Baxter thought the nightmare was over when he escaped from the clutches of the Starshine Cult. Turns out the nightmare’s just beginning. Wait until his parents move in! Baxter has “A Relative Problem” on the next Star Traks: The Vexed Generation.




A Relative Problem



First Officer’s Log,

Stardate 53019.6. After undergoing a series of minor upgrades at Deep Space Twelve, we’ve laid in a course to rendez- vous with Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman, who should be winding up their trip to Corsica about now. Considering how diasterous their first honeymoon was, one has to wonder why they’d want to chance another one, but if it means getting them out of my hair for a while, so be it. Meanwhile, I’m still getting used to some of the changes that have taken place aboard ship.



“Getting excited?” Lt. Hartley asked, as she accompanied Conway down the corridor.

“I’ve got goosebumps, can’t you tell?” Conway said sarcastically.

“I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised,” Hartley said. “We’ve actually made the process fairly painless.”

“I’m absolutely giddy,” Conway said. “I’m just sorry I had to spend all our time at Deep Space Twelve in debriefing. I would have enjoyed supervising construction.”

“It was…interesting all right,” Hartley said, stopping as she and Conway reached a large, dull gray door. “This is it.”

In new, shiny letters, a sign on the door read:



USS ESCORT - NX-85392

CAUTION: DECOMPRESSION AREA



“Let’s get on with it,” Conway muttered.

“Whatever you say, boss,” Hartley said, tapping a code into the panel beside the door. With a hiss, the door wheezed open, revealing a long, circular corridor. “Age before beauty,” Hartley said with a grin, gesturing for Conway to enter.

“Har har,” Conway grumbled, shuffling in.

Once they were both inside, Hartley hit another control, causing the door to swing shut.

“This is the part that still has a few bugs in it,” Hartley explained, hitting yet another control.

A wave of vertigo overcame Conway as the corridor began to turn.

“I feel like I’m in a freaking hamster wheel!” Conway said, gripping the smooth wall for purchase as he slid around.

“Listen, Admiral McGrath wanted the thing mounted upside- down so that it would fit attractively on the underside of the saucer section,” Hartley explained. “It was up to us to come up with a feasable way to get between the two ships, and this was the best that we could do.”

Conway pushed himself off the deck and tugged his uniform back into place once the corridor finally stopped spinning. “Ugh. I feel nauseous.”

“It’ll pass. Just think of it this way, sir: There really isn’t an up or a down in space. Direction has no meaning.”

“Tell that to my stomach.”

Hartley led Conway down the corridor to another airlock and tapped in the appropriate code. “See? Relative to the Explorer, you’re upside down right now, but you don’t feel like you’re upside down, do you?”

Conway shook his head.

“That’s because the gravity field on the Escort is independent of the Explorer’s.”

“I went to Starfleet Academy too, you know,” Conway grumbled, heading down the companionway that led to the Escort’s bridge. “I understand the principles of it. I just don’t relish the idea of fifteen officers puking in that amusement park ride of an airlock.”

“Maybe we should give them hyposprays before they go in there,” Hartley mused, as her and Conway passed by a viewport.

“You’ll have to take that up with the new doctor.”

“Oh, fun,” Hartley said. “I have to crane my neck just to look her in the eyes.”

“Inter-species tolerance is all part of Starfleet, Lieutenant. Even if Benzra is part of a race that once tried to obliterate us and is two meters taller than us and shaped like a gigantic bug, we all have to accept her.”

“If you say so.”

“I certain–ugh, hoo boy!”

Conway looked out the viewport, dumbfounded. The view of the underside of the Explorer’s saucer section was disorienting to say the least. The viewport was directly across from a viewport on the Explorer, through which Nurse Holly Carter was laying out Crewman Dean Wilcox’s outfit for the day. Relative to Conway’s position, she was upside down, and that was seriously confusing his nervous system.

Without ceremony, the Commander’s knees turned to jelly and he fell back into the waiting arms of the smaller Lt. Hartley.

“Why, Commander, you’re so dainty and delicate.”

“Shut up,” Conway said, wiping his brow and wriggling free of Hartley’s grasp. “Let’s do that diagnostic and crew assignment review and get the hell out of here.”

“Fine by me,” Hartley said with a grin. “I know you just can’t wait to take another spin in that tunnel!”



“So what did you like best?” Baxter asked, leaning back and propping his feet up on the runabout Algonquin’s control panel. “The singing canyons of the B’saai valley or the floor show with the Orion dancing girls?”

“You know me,” Peterman said, not looking up from her padd. “I love those dancing girls.”

“Yeah. Me too,” Baxter said, smiling. He turned to look over at Peterman, who was leaning over her padd at the console next to him. “So what are you doing over there that’s so important?”

“I’m taking notes for my next appointment with Mr. Mirk,” Peterman said, not looking up.

“What a gal. You haven’t even returned from your second honeymoon yet and you’re already back at work.”

“I’m worried about him, Andy. These powers are too much for someone at his maturity level to take. He really has no idea how to deal with them.” Before Baxter could respond, she put the padd down and turned around in her chair to face him. “I’ve studied everything on the subject. From Wesley Crusher, to that girl that was half Q, to the Belching Starchild of Vanduck Prime.”

“And?” Baxter asked, punching in auto pilot and turning to face Peterman.

“And it all comes back to one immutable truth. Why be a crummy humanoid when you can ride comets and destroy star systems? Eventually, Mirk’s going to have to go out and sow his omnipotent oats.”

“Are you sure he doesn’t need a license to do that?” Baxter asked thoughtfully.

“I doubt it. We just need to train him properly. Make sure he’s ready to take that big step into godhood when it comes.”

“And how the hell are we going to do that?” Baxter asked.

“I don’t know,” Peterman said, returning to her padd. “But I’m going to put everthing I have into figuring that out.”

“I’m glad to see you’re not getting obsessed with this.”

“What?”

“Never mind.”



“So that’s that,” J’hana slurred, slamming her glass on the bar and ordering Elli to pour her another. “Dwanok and I endured seventeen nights of pain and ecstasy and now he’s gone again. This time returning to Earth with Admiral McGrath to be debriefed and work on a way to combat the brainwashing effect.”

“That’s always how it goes,” Mirk said drunkenly from the stool next to her. “Klingon meets girl, Klingon has painful sex with girl, Klingon goes off to find his crew, Klingon is kidnapped by cult, Klingon is rescued from cult, Klingon has painful sex again with girl, Klingon goes off to develop a way to defeat cult. It’s the oldest story in the book.”

“It sucks shafflax,” J’hana grunted. “And what about you? Why are you so depressed?”

“I fear I might be turning omnipotent. BRAAAAAAAAP!”

“I’d take that seriously if it wasn’t followed by a belch,” J’hana scoffed.

“Hey, I stopped the Explorer from blowing up, and I could blow it up just as easily.”

“Oh yeah?” J’hana asked, trying to stab a finger at Mirk’s chest, but succeeding only in stabbing empty air. “Prove it.”

“Okay, I will!”

“Mirk!” Amara said, walking behind the bar and tying her apron on. “What are you doing?”

“I’m about to show this glelch chip exactly how easy it is for me to blow up this ship.”

“Oh no you don’t,” Amara said, grabbing the bottle of Tellarite Tequila from Mirk and placing it back behind the bar. “Do you realize it’s only ten hundred hours? What are you doing getting drunk at ten hundred hours!”

“We’ll get drunk whenever we want to, little lady!” J’hana said. “Right, Mirk?”

“Damn right!” Mirk echoed.

“Why don’t you both get a cup of coffee and go back to your quarters,” Amara suggested. “You’re really annoying the breakfast crowd.”

“Good!” J’hana said, turning to face the rest of the bar. “I hope all of you know what it’s like to be painfully loved then painfully left!”

“That was beautiful,” Mirk sobbed.

“Get out of here!” Amara said. “Before I have to call security!”

“Hey, this is MY bar!” Mirk said. “If you don’t like the way I run it, you don’t have to stick around!”

“Fine, fine,” Amara said, ripping off her apron. “Then it’s all yours! I quit!”

“Fine!” Mirk called, as Amara marched angrily out of the bar. “See you tomorrow?”



“Ah, home sweet starship,” Captain Baxter said, slinging his carry-on bag over his shoulder and stepping out of the Algonquin’s cockpit. “It’s great to be back. I miss that ol’ plasma smell.”

“Welcome aboard, Captain,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, waiting beside the runabout. “May I take your bag?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Baxter said, handing his bag to Larkin as he helped Peterman out of the runabout. “How have things been since we left?”

“All the scheduled upgrades were successfully completed,” Larkin said, slinging Peterman’s five pieces of matched luggage over her shoulder along with Baxter’s.

“Great. What’s next on the docket?” Baxter asked as he, Larkin, and Peterman proceeded down the corridor.

“The starship Hoboken is expected to rendez-vous with us to deliver a group of colonists at approximately twelve hundred hours this afternoon.”

“Pardon?” Baxter asked, stopping. “Did you say the Hoboken? Lydia Cameron’s Hoboken?”

“That is correct.”

Baxter moaned, looking to Peterman. “We rendez-voused with the Hoboken a few months ago when I was pregnant. Lydia gave me all sorts of ribbing about it.”

“Poor baby,” Peterman said wryly.

“I have other news,” Larkin announced.

“Okay,” Baxter sighed. “Out with it.”

“I understand that your parents are aboard the Hoboken. They wish to visit.”

Baxter glared at Larkin as she led him and Peterman into a turbolift. “WHAT?”

“I take it you were not informed of this?”

Baxter shook his head. “Deck Nine.” The turbolift thrummed upward. “No. This is their idea of a surprise. Damn it. Now we’ll have to totally rearrange our schedule.”

“I must admit I am a bit confused,” Larkin said, as the turbolift winded its way through the ship. “I have always considered reunions with family members to be happy occasions. You act as if you do not relish your parents’ visit.”

“Andy’s a bit of a mommy’s boy, Larkin,” Peterman explained, stepping out of the turbolift as its doors swung open. “And he’s just afraid of the way the crew will react to him kissing up to his mother like a spoiled little kid.”

Larkin nodded as the group headed to the door to Baxter and Peterman’s quarters. “Understood.”

“Spoiled little–?” Baxter said angrily, punching a code into the door to his quarters and stepping through as the doors opened. “Kelly, I think you’re exaggerating a bit.”

“Does the phrase, ‘I’ll always be your Booty Butt’ mean anything to you, Captain?” Peterman asked, striking her best “sad little kid” stance.

“You took that out of context,” Baxter said. “Mom is the most professional-acting woman in Starfleet.”

“Until she lets her hair down and starts pinching her son’s cheeks!”

Baxter looked back at Larkin, who’s expression was as placid as ever. “She never did that.”

“Did too,” Peterman said, disappearing back into the bathroom.

“Do me a favor and wipe this whole conversation from your memory, will you, Larkin?” Baxter asked, once he was sure Peterman was out of earshot.

“I will do as you say,” Larkin said. “Especially since there will no doubt be a glut of similar information in the coming days, ‘Booty Butt.’”

“Stop!” Baxter cried. “That’s not funny.”

“My apologies sir. But before I clear my memory of this conversation, please consider that family is a very important factor in the fabric of our society. Take my mother–”

“You mean Richards?” Baxter asked, raising an eyebrow.

“That is correct. My ‘Mommy’ happens to be a man. However, the fact that he is now on the Klingon homeworld has a measurable effect on my systems. I find his input is sorely missed by my data recognition subprotocol.”

“In other words, you want your mommy.”

“In effect, yes.”

“So I should be glad to get this visit with my parents, since your mother is off pounding out scripts for a soap opera on the Klingon Homeworld?”

“That is correct.”

“Larkin?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Clear your memory already.”

“Yes, sir.”



“He loves me.”

BOOM!

“He loves me not.”

BOOM!

“He loves me.”

BOOM!

“He loves me not.”

BOOM!

J’hana stared at the debris on the starship Escort’s viewscreen dully, resting her chin on her hand, which was propped up on the arm of the command chair. “Report.”

Lt. Gellar turned from his place at the L-shaped tactical panel beside J’hana. “All the asteroids were destroyed with one hundred percent accuracy, sir. And I believe we left off with ‘he loves me not.’”

“Very well then. Reset firing controls and find me some more asteroids,” J’hana said, leaning forward.

“Can I ask a personal question?” Gellar asked, as he tapped away at the tactical panel.

“No.”

“Are you lovesick?”

“I said you couldn’t ask. Why do you persist to annoy me, Gellar?”

“Well, you’re visibly disturbed, and this is a fairly routine task. I thought I could help pass the time by making some small talk with you.”

“I could always pass the time ramming your soft human skull into the bulkhead,” J’hana returned.

“Controls are reset, and we’ve reached the new coordinates,” Gellar said, ignoring the remark.

J’hana tapped a few commands into the arm of the command chair. “Lock quantum torpedoes and…fire!”

Small blue ovals blossomed toward different asteroids on the viewscreen.

“He loves me.”

BOOM!

“He loves me not.”

BOOM!

“He loves me!”

BOOM!

“So Dwanok loves you after all,” Gellar said wryly. “Does that help your mood any?”

“No. It does not make him feel any closer to me.”

“You really do love him, don’t you?”

J’hana narrowed her eyes and turned slowly in the command chair to face Lt. Gellar. “Mr. Gellar: I have already given you far more warning than you deserve. I reccomend you cease this course of inquiry immediately or else incur my wrath. Understood?”

“Have it your way,” Gellar said, turning back to his panel.

“Helm,” J’hana barked, facing forward again. “Take us back to the Explorer. Full impulse.”



“Not a bad little ship, huh, Commander?” Captain Baxter asked, staring out the deck eighteen viewport, arms folded, as the Escort made her approach.

“It’s a little cramped, but it will definitely help us get to those hard-to-reach areas,” Conway agreed from beside Baxter. “Get ready. Here’s the disorienting part.”

Baxter raised an eyebrow as he watched the Escort approach the underside of the Explorer, slowly flipping end-over-end and backing, upside-down, into the place directly beneath the viewport, where the now-destroyed Captain’s Yacht used to be stored.

“You must agree,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, on the opposite side of Baxter from Conway, “that is an excellent parking job.”

Baxter could feel a soft thud as the magnetic locks on the underside of the Escort clamped the tiny ship into place. “Explain to me one more time why they had to mount it upside- down?”

“Aesthetic reasons, according to Admiral McGrath,” Conway said.

“I’ll bet the ride through that airlock is a treat.”

“No, it’s not,” Conway muttered, following Baxter and Larkin to the airlock.

J’hana and several other officers emerged from the airlock. The human officers appeared extremely disoriented, but J’hana looked absolutely energized.

“Aaaah, that was certainly invigorating!” J’hana said, joining Baxter and his two senior officers. “I must thank Lt. Hartley for installing the rotating corridor. It is a challenge for the senses.”

“Now I know I’ll hate it,” Baxter grumbled, leading the group into a turbolift.



“Amara…” Mirk said, hitting the call button again. “Come out.”

“I don’t want to talk to you right now,” the Bajoran’s voice said over the comm outside the door to her quarters.

“What’s wrong? Are you mad because I’m becoming omnipotent?”

“No, because you acted like a jerk this morning.”

“Jeeze, I’m sorry,” Mirk said. “It was stupid of me to get drunk with J’hana. But she seemed to be having such a good time. And I’ve been very confused lately.”

“That was no reason to fly off the handle at me. I don’t know what’s happening to you, Mirk. You used to be so nice.”

“I’m still nice! Come on, let me in so we can talk face to face.”

“I don’t know…”

“Fine, don’t let me in,” Mirk said, concentrating on the door to Amara’s quarters. It began to glow bright red and he proceeded to step right through it. “There. Now can we talk?” He stopped short when he realized Amara was soaking wet and wrapped in little more than a towel.

“Mirk!” Amara said, wrapping the towel tighter around her. “I was just getting out of the bath! That’s why I had the door locked!”

“Whoops!” Mirk said sheepishly, covering his eyes.

“You jerk!” she cried, picking a pillow up off her couch and throwing it at the Maloxian. “Is that what you call being nice? Using your powers to break into my quarters!”

“I just wanted to talk to you,” Mirk said, ducking the pillows as they flew at him. “I don’t want you to quit your job at the bar!”

“And why’s that?” Amara asked, throwing another pillow.

Mirk stared at the pillow until it stopped moving, reversed direction, and neatly placed itself back on Amara’s couch. “Because I like you! And I enjoy having you around!”

“I don’t know,” Amara said, folding her arms. “You really ticked me off.”

“I’ll do anything to make it up to you,” Mirk said, dropping onto one knee.

“In that case, how about taking me out to dinner tonight?” Amara asked.

Mirk thought a moment. “We could do that. I know this great little Cafe on Deck Ten…”



“I’ve gotta say, it’s great to be back on the bridge,” Captain Baxter grinned as he stepped onto the bridge of the Explorer. “It’s nice to see everything just the way I…wait a minute!” Baxter stopped short as J’hana, Larkin, and Conway f filed out of the turbolift, slamming into him. “Who redecorated?”

“Admiral McGrath,” Larkin explained. “He wanted the bridge to have a sharper, more engaging atmosphere. Lots of deep earth tones and haunting blacks and just a hint of mauve. Yeoman Briggs worked on the color scheme himself, sir.”

“I can tell. It definitely has that…Briggs feel to it.”

“You don’t like it,” Conway said, mock-pouting.

“No, no, it’s fine,” Baxter said, settling into his reupholstered chair. “It’s just that…well, did you ever notice the way that, almost every year, starships and their crews undergo a bunch of minute changes? The color scheme for instance…”

“And my new chair?” J’hana said, taking a seat on the tiny stool that rested behind the tactical console.

“And my new hairdo?” Tilleran asked from the science station, turning her head to show off her artful french braid.

“And all the new rows of blinking lights in the areas that had no blinking lights before?” Conway chimed in, pointing all around the bridge.

“Yes! That’s it!” Baxter said. “What’s the deal with that?”

“Change is an essential part of life, sir,” Larkin said. “Would you not say that we have all gone through a significant amount of change since we met a scant two years ago?”

“Are you becoming a philosopher, Commander?” Baxter asked warily.

“I do not believe so. But then again, as Socrates said, ‘The unexamined life is not worth living.’”

“How about examining the ops panel,” Conway muttered.

“As you wish.”

“Captain,” J’hana reported, swiveling around in her new chair. “A starship is entering the system. It is the USS Hoboken.”

One of Starfleet’s more utilitarian vessels, built to fight the Borg, or Dominion, or whoever else tried to push the Federation around, the Akira-class Hoboken, with its concave saucer and swept-back warp nacelles, advanced on the viewscreen.

“Here we go,” Baxter moaned. “You might as well open a channel, Lieutenant.”

The view of Hoboken suddenly gave way to the image of Captain Lydia Cameron.

“Captain Baxter,” Cameron said wryly. “Good to see you again. Looks like you’ve lost a little weight.”

“Can we just get down to it, Captain?”

“Certainly.” Cameron stepped aside. “As you may have heard, I have some special guests for you in addition to the colonists.”

Lucille and Harlan Baxter joined Cameron at the center of the bridge, grinning and waving.

“Hi there Booty Butt!” Commander Baxter said cheerfully. Captain Baxter thought it a bit odd that she (a) was in civilian dress, and (b) actually called him “Booty Butt” in front of her fellow officers.

“The trip from Earth has been exteremly entertaining,” Cameron said. “Harlan and Lucille have told me some very interesting stories. I especially enjoyed the one about you wetting your pants…at age what, 14?”

Baxter ignored Cameron’s remark, though the rest of the bridge crew burst into laughter, save Lt. Commander Larkin, who simply mulled the information over with interest.

“Mom, Dad, what’s going on?” Baxter asked skeptically.

“We’ve got great news for you, Andy!” Commander Baxter replied.

Admiral Harlan Baxter grinned, and they both said in unison: “We’re retired!”

“Hope you have room for us on that flying four-star hotel of yours, my boy!” Harlan said jovially.

Baxter scrubbed a hand over his face in disbelief. “J’hana…ready the quantums.”



“What do you mean you’re both retired!” Baxter said, pulling at his hair in frustration and looking on as Lucille set upon straightening up their new quarters and Harlan set upon ordering a whiskey shot out of the replicator.

“What do you think we mean?” Harlan asked, downing the shot quickly. “We quit our jobs. We’re free agents now.”

“I don’t believe it. I thought you both loved your jobs– Mom! Stop rearranging the furniture! It’s fine the way it is!” Baxter said, obviously frustrated.

Lucille looked up from the couch she was singlehandedly trying to push across the room. “Well, if I’d instilled any kind of work ethic in you, you’d be over here helping me move this couch instead of arguing about it! And as for our retirement, consider it revenge for not inviting us to your wedding!”

“Yeah,” Harlan said, “what gives, son? Are we not important in your life anymore?”

“It was kind of short notice,” Baxter waffled. “Plus, we were all the way out in sector 33404. You’d never have been able to get to the wedding in time.”

“If you’d put a little more time into the planning we would have made a point to come!” Lucille said, running over and suddenly hugging Baxter so tightly he almost choked.

“That’s it. I’m ordering blood screenings for both of you as soon as you’re settled in.”

“Afraid your old man has been replaced by a changeling…again?” Harlan asked with a chuckle.

Baxter looked from one parent to another pleadingly. “Okay, so you’re not changelings. But you’re far to young to retire. You guys are only in your sixties! That’s barely middle-aged!”

“Which is why we want to spend this time productively. We want to have fun before we’re too old to really enjoy ourselves!” Lucille explained.

“You know,” Baxter said, trying to adopt a more genial attitude. “Our home back on Earth is just gathering dust. What a shame there’s no one there to occupy it. I know!” Baxter snapped his fingers. “You guys could move in there. Since you’re retired now it would be perfect!”

Once Lucille was satisfied with the placement of the couch, her and Harlan sat down on it, looking for all the world like they’d always been there.

“We didn’t retire so we could muddle away our golden years at some old house on Earth,” Harlan said.

“Just the opposite,” Lucille said. “There we were at the annual Starfleet Command Officers’ Ball last month–the first time we’d been together in almost a year–and we thought to ourselves, ‘How can we go on like this?’”

“Like what?” Baxter asked, sitting down in the chair across from the couch.

“Plugging away at our little jobs, never getting to see one another! Your father spent most of his days in a claustrophobic office and I spent them on a glorified transport ship ferrying dignitaries from solar system to solar system.”

“So we thought,” Harlan said, “‘Why not spend some time with our boy on his starship, exploring the farthest reaches of space, sharing in his adventures.’ We can finally be a family again!”

Baxter grimaced. “Not that I don’t love you guys, but I really don’t think having you all around twenty-four hours a day will be very beneficial to our relationship.”

“You’ll see! Before you know it you’ll be wondering how you got along without us!” Lucille said, jumping to her feet. “Now how about giving us a tour of this ship of yours.”

“Well, it’s not really my ship, so to speak…”

“Come on, boy,” Harlan said, grabbing Baxter by the scruff of his neck and dragging him to the door.

“Jeeze,” Baxter said, trying his best to get out of Harlan’s unbreakable grip. The Captain could already tell this was going to be very hard.



“And this would be the warp core,” Captain Baxter said dully, leaning against the warp core railing.

“Impressive,” Lucille said, taking everything in. Harlan merely smoked his cigar and surveyed the room with a relaxed grin. This really was more Lucille’s area than his.

Lucille ran a finger along the warp core casing. “I can’t be sure, but I think I can feel a little bit of dilithium residue on this chamber! Can someone get me a tricorder?” Lucille asked, glancing back at the handful of engineers that were gathered around the master systems display.

They looked to Captain Baxter and he waved them off. “I’m sure our engineer has it under control. Why don’t we–”

Suddenly Baxter heard the thrum of rocket boots and turned to be greeted by the scowl of Lt. Hartley, hovering in the open space in front of the warp core. “What was that I heard? Was someone talking about my engines?”

“Where’d you come from?” Baxter asked, eying the Lieutenant’s rocket boots with a cocked eyebrow.

“I was doing a test of the warp core’s structural integrity. It’s easier to go up and down on these rocket boots than to use the lift, isn’t it? Now what was this lady saying about my engines?”

“It’s nothing, Lieutenant,” Baxter said dismissively. “Let’s just–”

“Yes, as a matter of fact,” Lucille said. “I think you’ve got a bit of dilithium residue here.”

Baxter covered his eyes. “Oh my God.”

“I think you’re wrong,” Hartley said, folding her arms.

“Get me a tricorder and we’ll find out,” Lucille said, leaning forward menacingly.

“Fine. Stuart! Tricorder!” Hartley barked, not taking her eyes of Lucille.

“H-here you go,” Stuart said, shoving a tricorder into Hartley’s hands and casting Baxter a fearful look. Baxter just shook his head and the ensign was off, putting as much distance between himself and the warp core as possible.

“Listen…” Baxter said.

“Ah ha!” Hartley said, turning the tricorder around for Lucille’s inspection. “Look! Not a molecule of dilithium!”

“That may be,” Lucille said, “but let’s see that chamber. I imagine it’s filthy!” Lucille wrenched open the dilithium chamber, much to Hartley’s chagrin.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Hartley said irritably. “You can’t just come in here and pull open my dilithium chamber!”

“I’ll do whatever I want,” Lucille said defiantly, plucking at some of the controls within the chamber.

“That’s it,” Hartley grumbled, “it’s go time!”

“Dear Lord,” Baxter muttered. “Lieutenant Hartley!”

But it was too late. Hartley shoved Lucille away from the warp core, hurdling over the railing with the aid of her jets.

Unfortunately for Hartley, forty-five years of hand-to-hand training had made Lucille more than a fitting match for the engineer, though the two were more or less the same size.

Lucille planted her feet and thrusted forward, pushing Hartley back toward the warp core before her jets could compensate. Lucille got a little carried away and pushed so hard she flipped over Hartley and fell over the warp core railing. She plummetted down before Hartley could grab her.

“Serves her right,” Hartley said, wiping her hands on her uniform. “Who was that anyway, Captain? A visiting paper pusher from the Federation council?”

“No,” Baxter said distantly. “It was my mother.”

“Whoops,” Hartley said, and did the quickest nosedive Baxter had ever seen.

“Mighty fine operation, son, mighty fine,” said Harlan between puffs of his cigar, as Baxter stared down the warp core shaft, dumbfounded.

“Uggggggg,” Lucille murmurred as Hartley brought the retired officer back up to the Main Engineering level.

“Mom!” Baxter said, helping Hartley heave Lucille onto the deck.

“You have a very long warp core…” Lucille mumbled, and lost conciousness.

“Let’s get her to Sickbay,” Baxter said with a grimace.



“So do I have your promise you’ll stay away from Engineering for the duration of your visit?” Baxter demanded, as Dr. Benzra completed her work on Lucille’s bruised head.

“That’s a long time to stay away from a place! We’ll be here for the rest of our lives, after all,” Lucille said. “Anyway, it’s just an ankle sprain.”

“And a concusssssssssion,” Benzra hissed.

“Oh, big deal,” Lucille said. “The point is I’m okay. It’s nothing our miraculous science can’t correct, am I right, Dr. Benzra?”

“I supposssssssse,” Benzra said, nodding her huge, anvil-like head.

“You’re not helping, Doctor,” Baxter muttered. “Mom, the point is, you can’t go around telling people how to do their jobs. Lt. Hartley may have been out of line pushing you away from the warp core, but she did have a point. You weren’t authorized to go poking into the dilithium crystal chamber!”

“So, you’re going to take your friend’s side over your own mother! That’s just fine,” Lucille’s eyes began to well up with tears.

“Ssssickbay is no place for thissssss…family nonsssssense,” Benzra muttered. “I will be in my cramped office until you ssssstop.”

“Please don’t leave me,” Baxter said quietly, but the Flarn was already gone.

“You just don’t love me!” Lucille said, burying her head in Baxter’s chest.

“Mom, you know that’s not true…stop doing this. You’re making a scene in front of the other patients.”

That was a moot point, however, since the only patient in the room was Ensign Susie Morris, who had been killed in the altercation with the Starshine Kids and hadn’t been properly tagged and placed in stasis because some idiot had accidentally reprogrammed the holographic doctor into a kayak.

“You’re overreacting, Lucille,” Harlan grunted, lifting up the blanket that covered Ensign Morris and immediately replacing it. “Let the boy captain his ship. That’s not why we’re here.”

Lucille wiped her tears away and nodded. “You have a point, Harlan. Now how about we see the rest of this ship?”

“I think you’ve had enough touring for awhile. How about you get settled into your quarters and then maybe tonight we’ll have dinner at Mirk’s.”

“We didn’t come here to hang around our cabin and eat in the crew’s lounge!” Lucille said. “We want some kind of adventure!”

“There’s a holodeck ten doors down from your quarters,” Baxter said, shuffling out of Sickbay. “Now please, just stay out of trouble.”

Lucille smiled. “I’m not making any promises.”

“Well, ready to get back to mettling?” Benzra grumbled, hunching out of her office and looming over Harlan and Lucille.

Harlan still could not get over the Flarn’s appearance. “That’s a damn big doctor,” he mumbled quietly.



“So, J’hana, do you know why you’re here?” Counselor Peterman asked, crossing her legs and regarding J’hana sternly.

J’hana, who kept her normally rigid upright position on Peterman’s fluffy fainting couch, said, “Because I cracked Ensign Sanchez over the head with a phaser rifle?”

“More important than that,” Peterman said, pouring hot tea into a cute flowery cup and offering some to J’hana, who promptly refused, “your self control problem has resurfaced.”

“I was not aware that it had ever submerged,” J’hana said plainly.

Peterman set the pot down and made some notations on her padd. “You’ve shown a marked improvement since the situation six months ago when you killed your brother over Andor.”

“That could not have been helped. He had it coming to him.”

“I know. I read your report. But I have to imagine something like that would have a negative effect on your state of mind.”

“You imagine wrong. I am fine. As a matter of fact, we all had a good laugh about it at the family reunion last month.”

“I see,” Peterman said, putting the padd down. “Then let me hazard a guess…this new feeling of agression that’s come about has something to do with Captain Dwanok.”

J’hana seemed to relax herself by a few micrometers. “Is it that obvious, Counselor?”

Peterman placed a hand on top of J’hana’s. “J’hana, you know that as your Counselor, I’m here for you in times of need. You can tell me anything with the confidence that I’ll keep it to myself and do whatever I can to help. I’m your friend and confidant. Please, tell me where it hurts…”

“Very well,” J’hana said, leaning forward. “My loins are aching for him. I must once again feel the fiery condemnation of the proud Dwanok’s full ninety-nine kilos upon my body.”

“Oh dear,” Peterman said, pulling back a bit.

“You were the one who wanted to know so bad,” J’hana said. “In all truth, Dwanok is the only person I have entered into sexual combat with in the past two years.”

“Well…” Peterman said, her face falling. “I can see where that might be a problem.”

J’hana leaned in closer, her voice becoming hushed. “And I have tried the holodeck. It simply is not the same.”

“Uh-huh…” Peterman said. “That’s very informative J’hana. But I think what we have to do is…”

Suddenly the computer bleeped pleasantly. “Session over. Thank you for coming.”

Peterman sighed inwardly with relief. “Well, I’m very sorry, J’hana, but if seems our session is at an end.”

“I see,” J’hana said. “What about my assault on Sanchez?”

“Happens to the best of us,” Peterman said, ushering J’hana toward the door. “Why don’t you try to unwind on the holodeck…in a nonsexual way, that is. Try something relaxing like…I don’t know…a day at the Bajoran symphony or a night underneath the magical falls of Betazed. Or World War III on Earth.”

“I will consider your suggestions,” J’hana said, bowing to Peterman and heading through the door. She grunted a curt greeting to Captain Baxter as he weaved past her.

“Is it time for our Thursday appointment already?” Peterman asked, checking her calendar. “Great. I could use a pallate cleanser after that. Where do you want to do it today? On the desk? The couch? My chair?”

“No, no, and no,” Baxter said, kissing Peterman on the cheek and taking a seat on the fainting couch. “Today I actually want to use our appointment the way it was intended.”

“You’re kidding,” Peterman said, taking a seat across from Baxter. “You want me to counsel you?”

“Yup. I need it bad.”

Peterman wrinkled her nose. “It’s your parents, isn’t it?”

“Right on target,” Baxter mumbled.

“Well, you’ll have to give me a few minutes to adjust. We haven’t had this kind of relationship for quite some time.”

“Just think of me like any other crewmember, Kelly,” Baxter said.

“I don’t sleep with all the other crewmembers.”

“Luckily.”

“It’s just different,” Peterman said. “I don’t know how I should talk to you.”

“Why don’t you just let me do the talking?” Baxter asked. “That is how it’s done after all, isn’t it?

“That’s one way to go about it,” Peterman agreed. “In that case, why don’t you start telling me how you feel about your parents.”

“What do you mean how I feel about them?” Baxter asked, leaning back. “They’re my mom and dad. I love them.”

“If that’s the case, then why have you been so upset about having to see them?”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “I don’t know. I guess it’s because my father was never around and my mother was around too much. Neither of them were every able to simply act normal around me. So I feel like I can’t act normal around them.”

“That’s perfectly normal, Andy,” Peterman said, patting Baxter on the knee.

“Huh?”

“No family acts ‘normal’ as you say. Everyone is different in the way they rear their children. Speaking of which, you know it won’t be long before we start rearing children of our…”

“You know,” Bulter said, standing up. “I feel a lot better all of a sudden.”

“I’m…uh, glad I could help,” Peterman said, confused.

“As a matter of fact, I’m going to go talk to my parents right now.”

“You know,” Peterman said, leaning onto the fainting couch. “There’s still about twenty minutes left in our session.”

“Hmmm,” said Baxter. “That’s time enough to do it twice.”

“Or maybe even three times,” Peterman giggled, yanking off her uniform jacket.



Once Lucille had rearranged all the furniture in her and Harlan’s quarters and revised the color scheme, she found herself once again wanting for something to do. Harlan had since left her to go fishing on the holodeck, and she was only able to sit on the couch for about fifteen minutes without going completely nuts with boredom.

“I know. The bridge!” Lucille said. “There’s bound to be something going on there.”

Lucille quickly made her way to the nearest turbolift and ordered it to the bridge. She wondered briefly why her son was having such a hard time accepting the prescence of her and Harlan aboard his ship. Certainly he loved them, but it would take time for him to adjust to the idea that they would be there, just five decks down from his quarters, ready to help him and coddle him and nurture him whenever the need arose.

“Can I help you?” a tall, blonde lieutenant asked as Lucille stepped onto the bridge.

“Yes. I’m looking for my son…Captain Baxter?”

The lieutenant tapped some buttons on a panel that was attatched to the railings around the command chairs. “The Captain is in a counseling session now. According to his appointment calendar, he should be back up here in about an hour.”

“Oh,” Lucille said. “Okay. I’ll just call him. Lucille Baxter to Andy Baxter.”

A pause. “What?” came the heavy-breathed response.

“Just wanted to see where you were, honey.”

“I’m in a counseling session!”

“Isn’t the Ship’s Counselor your wife?” Lucille asked with a touch of confusion.

“Yes, she is. What’s your point?”

“Well, I find it very odd that you’d schedule appointments with your wife, that’s all.”

“Well, I don’t find it odd at all. Now please, excuse me. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Okay, okay,” Lucille said. She looked back up at the lieutenant. “Wonder what his problem was?”

“I don’t know ma’am.”

“So,” Lucille said, leaning against the engineering console. “The bridge of the starship. This is where it all goes down.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the lieutenant replied uncomfortably.

“I spent more than thirty years on the bridge of a starship, Mister…”

“Gellar.”

“Mister Gellar, and I can tell you that those were the best years of my life.”

“Then why did you retire?”

Lucille smiled. “Because I realized that it was more important to spend some time with my son, and that I could still have adventures on his ship.”

“Very noble of you, ma’am.”

“I thought so. Well,” Lucille said, looking around the bridge. “I guess I’ll…”

Suddenly the doors to the conference room on the opposite side of the bridge spread open. Conway, Larkin, Tilleran, Hartley, J’hana, and Ford spilled out.

Conway was deep in conversation with Tilleran until he saw Lucille standing at back of the bridge. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Pardon me? I’m Commander Lucille Baxter, retired. Captain Baxter’s mother? Don’t you remember me from the time my ship rescued you all from renegade Starfleet officers when I was first officer of the Goodall?”

“Yes, I do. Now what the hell are you doing here?”

“I just wanted to visit the bridge, Mr. Conway, and as the son of the Captain and a retired Starfleet officer, I have the right to do so!”

“Well, I don’t like it,” Conway said, getting directly in the woman’s face. “You’re gumming up the operation. Why don’t you and your hair bun get the hell off the bridge!”

“You listen here…!” Lucille said angrily.

“Do you want an escort?”

Lucille looked back at Gellar. “Well…” then she remembered the situation. “No! You will hear from Captain Baxter about this, Mister. You can be sure of that!” Lucille grumbled, stepping into the turbolift.

“Oooh, I’m shaking,” Conway muttered sarcastically, ordering a cup of coffee out of the replicator and settling into the command chair.



Mr. Mirk slid past Captain Baxter and offered him a polite greeting as he entered Counselor Peterman’s office. “Good afternoon, Counselor. Are you busy?”

Peterman zipped up her uniform jacket. “Nope. Just finished. I was wondering when you’d come in, Mr. Mirk,” Peterman said, grabbing a pile of padds. “I have made extensive notes on the subject. We can begin any time you feel ready.”

“You’ve made extensive notes on my dating habits?” Mirk asked, scratching his head.

Peterman blinked. “You want to talk to me about dating?”

“Yeah. What did you think I wanted to talk to you about?”

“I don’t know…you’re dramatic increase in powers, maybe?”

“Aw, jeeze. That’s nothing. I can handle that. What I can’t handle is a certain little Bajoran waitress.”

“Amara,” Peterman said, putting the pieces together.

“Yes, exactly,” Mirk said. “Bajoran women have so much…anger.”

“No kidding,” Peterman said. “My roomate at Starfleet Academy was Bajoran and she had a real attitude problem. Do you have time for a little story, Mr. Mirk?”

“Well…”

“Great. I guess I really realized Ro was the wrong roomate for me one evening during my sophomore year at Starfleet Academy…”



Cadet Kelly Peterman looked at her newly curled hair in the mirror and grinned, turning from side to side and looking at the glittery dress she wore with approval. “I like it.”

“It’s frivorlous,” Cadet Ro said from her place on the bottom bunk.

“You have no sense of fun, Laren,” Peterman said, going over to the bunk and kneeling down. “Come on…come to the party with me! We might be able to meet some Seniors!”

Ro pulled away, giving even more attention to her padd. “I don’t think so. I have to study for Monday’s stellar physics test.”

“Lighten up for once, Laren!” Peterman grinned. “You know you want to go!”

“No, I don’t,” Ro said with determination.

“Come on, come on,” Peterman said, tugging on Ro’s arm and tickling her armpit. “You know you wanna go…you know you wanna go!” she said, grinning.

“Let go of me,” Ro commanded angrily.

“Not until you agree to go to the party!”

“I will not! Now let go of me!”

“Nope. You’ll have to make me.”

“You asked for it,” Ro said, grabbing Peterman by the back of the head and slamming it into the hard frame of the bunkbed.



“…needless to say that was the last time I tried to get Ro to be social. They were barely able to completely cover up the huge bump on my forehead! And I missed the party altogether because they made me spend the night in the Infirmary!”

“Uh, Counselor…I thought we were here to talk about me…” Mirk said, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

“Oh, yeah. Right. Amara. Go ahead.”

“Well, J’hana and I got drunk this morning, and I guess we were being a little loud. Amara got sick of it and quit. Then I went to her quarters and tried to make it up to her, and ended up floating through her locked door.”

“That’s not very polite.”

“Anyway, I have a date with her now for dinner tonight.”

Peterman shook her head. “How do you do it, Mirk?”

“Do what?”

“Attract women without even trying!”

“I have been trying with Amara, but I’ve been trying all the wrong things.”

“So you want me to tell you the right things,” Peterman said, tears forming at the corners of her eyes. “Aww…you want dating tips from me!”

She leaned forward and grabbed Mirk in a huge hug.

“That’s so sweet!”

“Counselor…you’re hurting me…” Mirk gasped.



Captain Baxter leaned against the tactical panel, looking down as Lt. J’hana processed her daily report on weapons response times. “I heard about your problem, J’hana.”

“Mmmph,” J’hana said, stabbing at the controls on her panel. “And where did you hear this?”

“Oh, through the grapevine,” Baxter said, walking around the console and putting an arm around the Andorian. “And I want you to know, I care. As your captain and your friend…I’m there for you.”

“Then what do you propose I do,” J’hana said tersely. “Impale myself on my dagger and proclaim my love for Dwanok while I wallow in my own blood?”

“Well, no…” Baxter said. “Actually, I was just going to suggest that you move on and find someone else.”

“Someone…else?” J’hana asked, looking up at Baxter. “Do you know any 100-kilo Klingons?”

“Not…well, not offhand. But maybe you should broaden your search. I’m sure there are tons of acceptable men on this ship.”

“Name one.”

“Well…there’s…” Baxter rubbed his chin. “I don’t know. I’m sure something will come along.”

“And in the meantime?”

“Jeeze, I don’t know J’hana…I’m sure you’ll figure something out. There’s always the holo–”

“No. I already tried that.”

“There you are,” Commander Conway said, stepping out of the executive bathroom with his Tom Clancy book tucked neatly under his arm. “I have a bone to pick with you.”

“Stop right there!” Baxter said, putting a hand up in Conway’s face as the commander approached. “Mom told me all about your run-in with her.”

“And?”

“And I don’t know who annoys me more. You for talking to my mom like she was a cheap Dabo girl or my mother for poking her nose all over this damn ship!” Baxter said, running his fingers through his hair in frustration.

“And I thought I was the one coming apart at the seams,” J’hana said primly, returning to her work at the tactical panel.

“Just don’t let her cross paths with me again, Captain, or so help me I’ll blow her out an airlock.”

“I invite you to try, Commander,” Baxter said angrily, heading for his readyroom. “She already got into a scuffle with Lt. Hartley. And if she held her own with Hartley, you don’t have a prayer.”

Conway raised a finger as Baxter turned away from him. “Now wait just a damn…”

“Science lab to Captain Baxter,” came the voice of Lt. Tilleran.

Baxter stopped in the doorway to his readyroom. “What is it, Tilleran?”

“Your mother is down here messing up a year’s worth of moss research. Get down here before I’m forced to put a containment field around her!”

“Okay, okay,” Baxter said, turning around again and making for the turbolift. “My mother is making this crew even more unfriendly than before.”

“And that is saying a lot,” J’hana noted.



“Are you mad?” Lucille asked, as Baxter lead her back to her quarters.

“Yes. No. I’m–” he stopped in the middle of the corridor and turned around. “Mom, I love you. That’s not going to change. But if you keep messing around with my officers, one of them is liable to blow you out a torpedo tube!”

“Not if you have anything to say about it,” Lucille said, folding her arms.

Baxter resumed walking. “You seriously overestimate the amount of control I have on my crew.”

“Well, then, that’s something we’ll have to change, then, won’t we?”

Baxter shook his head. “I–”

“Bridge to Captain Baxter. Sir, a Leeramar warship just entered the system,” Commander Conway said over the comm system. “They’re on about something, Captain. I think we’re in their territory yet again.”

“Who are the Leeramar?” Lucille asked.

“Big freaking bullies,” Baxter muttered, turning around and heading for the nearest turbolift. “I have to get to the bridge. Kelly and I will see you tonight.”

“Hold your horses,” Lucille said, following Baxter into the turbolift. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

“Mom!” Baxter said. “Don’t you understand? This is my ship! You can’t just take over!”

“I won’t take over,” Lucille said. “I’ll just observe.”

Baxter’s shoulders sunk. “You promise?”

Lucille smiled. “Promise.”



The first blasts pounded the Explorer as Baxter and Lucille stumbled out of the turbolift.

“Hail them,” Baxter said, walking toward the command chair.

“No response, as usual,” J’hana said. “We cannot let this species continue to push us around.”

“I tend to agree,” Baxter said, as Lucille took the seat normally occupied by Peterman. “However, we’re not exactly in the position to order them around. They outgun us three to one.”

To punctuate that remark, the Explorer rattled again.

“Shields down to thirty-three percent,” Larkin announced. “Hull integrity weakened on several decks.”

“Beef up the shields on those decks,” Conway ordered. “So what do we do? Give up again?”

Baxter thought a moment. Looked over at his mom. She was giving him that “My poor inept son” look. “No. No, we’re standing our ground.”

“Are you crazy?” Conway asked. “With that kind of firepower they’ll destroy us in minutes.”

“Finally,” J’hana said with relief.

Baxter got out of his command chair and walked over to ops. “Lt. Commander Larkin…there has to be something we can do to overpower their shields. Ideas?”

“Uncertain. Their shields are far more highly-powered than our own. Phasers and quantum torpedos have little to no effect on them.”

“What if we could find the right shield modulation to cut straight through to their hull?” Baxter asked.

“Impossible,” Larkin replied. “Their shields operate at a faster modulation than our phasers can compensate for.”

“Tractor beam,” Lucille said, standing up from her chair and walking over to Baxter.

“What?” Baxter asked.

“Lt. Commander Larkin, what is the nearest planet in this system?” Lucille asked, bending over Larkin’s shoulder.

“Delta Gamma Three,” Larkin replied. “Why do you ask?”

Lucille tapped something on Larkin’s panel as the ship took another pounding. “Look at its gravity. Four atmospheres,” Lucille said, bringing an image of the planet up on the viewscreen. “That’s enough to pull in an orbiting starship from close proximity.”

“So you want us to lock onto the warship and drag it into a planet’s atmosphere?” Conway asked incredulously. “That’s…”

“Not bad,” Baxter said. “Is that planet inhabited, Larkin?”

“Negative.”

“Good. Baxter to Hartley, dump all our power into the tractor beam and shields.”

“And you want to do this because…” Hartley replied over the comm.

“Just do it,” Baxter commanded, returning to his command chair. He looked over at Conway. “Look how that Leeramar ship is built, Commander. It’s boxy. All its weight is concentrated around the center. Comparatively, the Explorer is aerodynamic.”

“We’re not going into another atmosphere!” Conway said, slapping his head. “We barely escaped the last time!”

“We won’t get too close,” Lucille said. “Helm, set a course for Delta Gamma Three, full impulse. J’hana…get ready to lock on to–”

“Ahem!” Baxter cleared his throat, looking over at his mother.

“Oh,” Lucille said sheepishly. “Do you want to give the orders?”

“If I may,” Baxter muttered. “J’hana, lock on to the Leeramar warship and fire up the tractor beam.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Helm, engage!”

The Explorer continued to spasm as the Leeramar warship madly fired at it.

“I’m changing the direction of the tractor beam to throw off the warship’s targeting system,” J’hana explained. “It has reduced the warship’s accuracy to sixty percent.”

“Good work,” Baxter said. “Time to Delta Gamma Three?”

“Thirty seconds,” Ford reported from the helm.

“Okay, start taking us down,” Baxter ordered.

“Captain…are you sure this will work?”

Baxter took in a deep breath. “Nope. But at least my mom won’t be disappointed in me.”

“We are entering the atmosphere,” Larkin announced. “Gravitational forces are extreme.”

“Start pulling us up and release the tractor,” Baxter ordered.

The hull of the Explorer groaned as it fought its way out of the planet’s atmosphere, friction burning at the edges of its hull. The Leeramar warship threw its last weapons at it.

“Hull breaches on decks five, thirteen, and twenty-six!” Larkin announced. “A power conduit has exploded on deck twelve!”

“Send out repair teams,” Baxter said.

“Sir, the Leeramar are attempting to lock a tractor on to us,” J’hana reported.

“On screen,” Baxter said.

On the viewscreen, the Leeramar ship was spiralling toward the planet’s surface. Purple energy sputtered out of a port on its aft side, attempting to latch onto Explorer.

“Bet you didn’t think of that,” Conway asked, glaring at Lucille.

“Actually, I did,” Lucille said. “If you recall your atmospheric physics, gravitons don’t work in atmospheres. That tractor beam isn’t locking on to anything.”

Baxter looked at his mom as the Leeramar warship disappeared beneath the clouds, followed by a huge explosion. “That was pretty good, Mom. Sure you don’t want to return to Starfleet?”

“Nope,” Lucille said, standing up. “Getting to order your crew around from time to time is good enough for me.”

“Now look what you’ve done, Baxter,” Conway grumbled.

“One of us may have to kill her,” J’hana said.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53020.5. Dr. Benzra did a great job of cleaning up our casualties, though I’ve gotten several negative comments about her bedside manner from the crew. I think it will take some time for our crew to come to terms with being medically treated by a member of a race of giant, nefarious buglike creatures that tried to destroy our ship and conquer Earth. Go figure.

In other news, my parents show no sign of leaving in the near future and I may have to accept the fact that death to us all is the only way out. On second thought, Computer, you’d better strike that last bit.



“What do you mean we’re stuck in the Delta Quadrant?” said the extremely angry Captain Krig of the Bird of Prey Sahr’gon.

The navigator turned around. “I mean, one minute we were following Bulok into the spatial rift and the next we ended up in the Delta Quadrant.’

“That patak! Where did he go?”

“He landed his ship on a nearby planet.”

“Then get our engines fixed and follow him!”

Peterman and Baxter were curled on the couch in their quarters watching the latest installment of “Days of Honor” on their viewscreen.

Counselor Peterman shoved a handful of popcorn into her mouth and leaned back against Captain Baxter’s chest. “This all seems very familiar.”

“No kidding,” Baxter said, sipping from his glass of grapefruit juice. “I think Chris is taking the phrase ‘write what you know’ a little too literally.”

“It’s scary. I half-expect to see a Counselor Peterok appear any moment.”

“That’s silly,” said Baxter through a mouthful of popcorn. “Klingon ships don’t have counselors.”

“Larkin to Baxter,” came the chirp of the comm.

Baxter rolled his eyes and tapped the button on his endtable. “Go ahead.”

“You have a subspace transmission coming in from the Klingon Homeworld.”

“Speak of the devil,” Baxter said. “Put it through.”

Chris Richards appeared on the viewscreen in place of the Klingon Soap Opera. He was wearing what looked like a sweater made out of brillo pads. The Klingon equivalent of casual wear. “Hey buddy. How’s the captaining business?”

“Same old same old,” Baxter said off-handedly. “We were just watching Days of Honor.”

Richards appeared a little nervous. “Oh. Really. What did you guys think?”

“I got a real feeling of deja vu,” Peterman said.

“Ha ha,” Richards said. “I thought you guys might enjoy seeing our adventures up on the big screen.”

“So I’m supposed to be Captain Krig?” Baxter asked, rasing an eyebrow.

“It’s not a perfect comparison,” Richards said, looking anxious to change the subject. “So…what’s new on the old Explorer?”

“Well,” Baxter said, taking a deep breath. “Kelly and I were kidnapped by the Starhine Cult while on our honeymoon. They shaved us and altered our brains, then Commander Conway came after us in the Escort, which is the new companion vessel that they soldered to our hull, then we took another honeymoon on Corsica. Our new doctor is a female Flarn, the Leeramar tried to destroy us but we managed to toss them into a planet’s gravity well …AND on top of all that my parents retired and came to live with us on the Explorer.”

“Your parents?” Richards asked. “Man, that’s rough. Sorry, buddy. What are you going to do about it?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea. I may just leave them on the next planet we visit.”

“Andy!” Peterman said scoldingly.

“Just kidding. So, how’s work on the Klingon vid series?”

“Hmm…” Richards said. “It’s very interesting. I…uh…”

Suddenly there was another bleep from overhead. “Bridge to the Captain,” said Larkin. “Another subspace transmission has come in for you. From Waystation.”

“Hold on a sec, Chris. I have another call,” Baxter said, pressing the button on his endtable again. Dr. Janice Browning appeared on the screen. In the background, chefs busily moved around a messy kitchen, preparing heaping plates of food.

“Hey guys. What’s up?” Browning said. She was wearing a crooked chef’s hat and an apron that read “Get Some Before I Eat It.”

“Uh, not much,” Baxter said. “We were just talking to Chris.”

“Oh. How is he?”

“Good…good,” Baxter said. “What about the restaurant? How’s it going?”

“I’m finding it a real departure from what I’m used to. Everyone is nice. The customers seem to love the food. I can’t complain. How is your replacement doctor working out?”

“She’s nice. Good credentials, friendly sort. Um, a Flarn.”

“Yikes! That certainly is strange. Listen…can I talk to Kelly a minute?”

“Sure…” Baxter said. “She’ll pick up on the terminal in the bedroom.” After a few more taps on the endtable, Richards appeared back on the screen and Peterman pushed off Baxter and scuttled into the bedroom.

“That was Janice,” Baxter said.

“How is she?” Richards asked mildly from the viewscreen.

“I talked to her for about thirty seconds, Chris. I don’t know.”

“Hmm.”

“So, tell me. Honestly. How are things for you?”

“Well,” Richards said, taking a deep breath. “To tell you the truth, Andy…they’re–”

“Larkin to the Captain.”

“What?” Baxter asked in mild annoyance. “I’m trying to talk to your mommy here!”

“A Klingon warship has just entered the area. It is the IKS Ramada.”

“Klingon, huh?”

“Affirmative. Apparently, it is Captain Dwanok’s new flagship. He wishes to talk with you.”

“How nice for him. Can’t Conway or someone do it?”

“Captain Dwanok seemed very insistant, sir.”

“Fine, fine,” Baxter said, pushing off the couch. “Chris, I’ll contact ou as soon as I can. Hang in there, buddy.”

“Will do. Talk to you later, Andy,” Richards said, reaching off-screen just before his picture winked off the viewer, to be replaced with the Klingon insignia.



Baxter bumped into Lt. J’hana on his way to the transporter room.

“Excited, J’hana?” Baxter asked with a grin.

“In many senses of the word, sir,” J’hana nodded. “I am looking forward to the pain of Dwanok’s bulk.”

“Okay, enough already,” Baxter muttered, ducking into the transporter room. “Energize,” he barked to Ensign Sefelt at the transporter console.

J’hana pushed by Baxter and scrambled up to the transporter pad as Dwanok materialized.

“DWANOK!” J’hana cried, ramming the portly Klingon into the back of the transporter chamber and kissing him ravenously. “How my loins have ached for you!”

“Dwanok,” Baxter said. “Pleasure to see you again. How was your debriefing?”

“Long,” Dwanok grunted, teasing his fingers down J’hana’s antennae and lifting her up toward the ceiling.

“I see you got a new flagship. Vorcha-class, no less.”

Dwanok spun J’hana around effortlessly. “It gets worse. I have been offered a position on the Klingon High Council.”

“How nice for you,” Baxter said, trying to ignore J’hana, who was climbing all around Dwanok, dugging at the metallic strands of his uniform. “Well, I have to be going.”

“Captain,” Dwanok said. “I wanted to speak with you. Frankly, I am troubled.”

Baxter stopped his advance toward the door, turning. Klingons rarely said they were troubled. “Really. What troubles you?”

“This contamination of our culture by…video programs. It is all very disturbing. Klingons belong in battle, not festering on a couch watching soap operas all day. I thought because your former crewmate is on the writing staff of ‘Days of Honor,’ you might be able to do something about it.”

“You’re on the High Council now. I’m sure you’ll be able to do something about the problem. All Chris does is write the shows. You have to go to the producers.”

Dwanok nodded grimly. “And so I shall.”

Baxter lowered his voice. “And, off the record, I’d just as soon Chris came back to this ship myself.”

“Noted, Captain,” Dwanok said, lifting J’hana up in his arms. “Now, if you’ll excuse us. We have…catching up to do.”

“Oh, rapture!” J’hana sang out as Dwanok shouldered her out of the room.

“Wow,” Sefelt said, watching J’hana and Dwanok leave.

“Eyes on your post, Mr. Sefelt,” Baxter grinned, making sure he headed out in the directon opposite from the one J’hana and Dwanok had taken.



Lucille chewed thoughtfully on an asparagus stem. “Well I for one think it strikes a blow for cross-cultural understanding. Slow down and chew your food, Harlan.”

“Mmmmph,” Harlan muttered, shoving in more gagh.

Baxter bristled. “The Federation has plenty of cross- cultural understanding. I’m just worried that J’hana and Dwanok will destroy one of our holodecks in the process of consummating that…understanding.”

“Stay out of other people’s business, Andy, and finish eating that asparagus. You’ve barely touched it.”

Baxter pushed the plate away. “My ship, my plate, my asparagus. If I don’t want to eat it, I don’t have to.” He folded his arms.

“Fine,” Lucille said. “Be that way. But you should think of all the hungry orphans on Bajor. They’d love to have that asparagus.”

Baxter tossed back his grapefruit juice and pushed his chair back. “Then we’ll send ’em some.”

Peterman looked around the group, smiling weakly and trying to think of a way to change the subject. “Hey, if you want, you guys can come back to our quarters and look at the wedding pictures.” The counselor gestured toward the door.

Harlan slammed his drink down. “Great idea!’

“The hundreds upon hundreds of pictures,” Baxter said woefully, following Peterman and his parents out of the lounge. “What fun.”

The group bumped into Mirk and Amara as they were leaving the lounge.

“Evening guys,” Mirk said, wrapping his arm around Amara and following them out of the lounge.

“Hello, Mirk,” Peterman said with a smile. “Did you guys have a nice dinner?”

Mirk grinned. “Oh, yeah.”

Amara smiled and looked up at Mirk lovingly. “It was great.”

“Where to now?” Baxter asked.

“The holodeck,” Mirk said with a wink.

“Let me guess…the beach.” Baxter cast a suspicious glare at Peterman who simply shrugged.

“You got it,” Mirk said.

“Well I know you guys will have a lovely time,” Peterman said.

“What is it with you and the beach?” Baxter whispered as Mirk and Amara strolled away.

“I think it’s nice,” Peterman said. “And if you were a little more romantic you’d probably like it too.”

“Sheesh.”

“So,” Lucille asked, as the group moved toward the turbolift. “When can we expect grandchildren?”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Here we go again.”



Mirk smiled at Amara as he approached the holodeck control panel. “You’ll just love this, Amara. I worked very hard on…wait a minute?”

“What is it?” Amara asked, peering over Mirk’s shoulder.

“Someone’s already in there…and they’re running my program!” Mirk said. “How do you like that. I made a point to reserve this thing for the entire night.”

“Did you now,” Amara said, smiling devilishly.

“Well, we’ll see about this,” Mirk said, pounding on the holodeck door. “Okay, whoever you are, come out of there. I reserved that holodeck fair and square.”

Suddenly two loud, almost animal-like growls echoed within the holodeck. Then two sets of loud feet-thumps hitting sand.

Mirk instinctively pushed Amara away and stood back as the doors to the holodeck opened.

J’hana was wearing some sort of fur dress…or what was left of it, and she was badly bruised.

Dwanok, for his part, hovered behind her, equally bruised, and covered in sand and shells.

“What do you want?” Dwanok bellowed.

“We…uh…reserved this holodeck,” Mirk said quietly.

“FIND ANOTHER ONE!” J’hana cried, stabbing a control on the holodeck arch which caused the doors to swing shut.

“I don’t know about you,” Amara said fearfully. “But I’m suddenly very tired.”

“You and me both. Let’s go,” Mirk took Amara’s arm and began leading her down the corridor.

“Hey…where are we going?” Amara asked.

“My quarters,” Mirk said matter-of-factly.

“No, I mean I really want to sleep.”

“Oh,” Mirk said. “Okay.”

“In my own quarters.”

“Oh.” Mirk looked around a bit. “That’s fine. It was a lovely evening.”

“Yes, it was,” Amara said, turning away. “Have a nice night.”

Mirk watched Amara’s shapely body as she walked away. He could feel the energy building up inside him.

“Damn!” Mirk said, as Ensign Ryan Stuart passed by. Suddenly Stuart glowed purple and flew against the bulkhead.

“Sorry,” Mirk said sheepishly, turning back toward the turbolift. “I better find another holodeck before I cause a hull breach.”

Stuart rubbed his shoulder as Mirk walked away. He didn’t realize the Maloxian’s powers had become so hard to control

He’d better get that shoulder looked at. Give him a chance to meet the new doctor. He’d heard she was a female. Maybe this was his chance to finally meet a charming, compatible woman.

Then again, maybe it wasn’t.



NEXT:



Dr. Browning and Lt. Commander Richards talk a good game. Sure, they’re having fun at they’re respective new jobs. Or are they? Tune in next time to find out exactly what’s going on with our beloved ex-crewmembers in “On the Job Hazards.”






On the Job Hazards



“What are you doing, Denera?”

The burly Klingon male loomed over the sweating, grunting Klingon female. She was holding her face close to a huge flame. At the sound of the male’s voice, she turned.

“I am in love with another,” she said plainly. “I do not know if he returns my affection, so I must commit the ritual of son’telkH to find out.” The male nodded. “Who is this other male?”

“Crewman Flarg.”

“I see. Go about your business.”

“No, no, no!” Chris Richards called out, throwing his script padd down and walking over to the crew lounge set for the Bird of Prey Sahr’gon. “Captain Krig is supposed to be upset over the fact that Counselor Denera is in love with Crewman Flarg.”

“I don’t understand,” Bork, the actor who portrayed Krig, said, scratching his head and staring at his script. “What is my motivation, here? Why do I have these feelings for Denera?”

“You just do. You love her because you are lonely, and she happens to be there.”

“You do not understand Klingon romance,” Bork said. “If Captain Krig wanted Denera, he would kill Crewman Flarg and take her for his own.”

“Listen, Mr. Bork,” Richards said. “I’m paid to write the scripts. You’re paid to read them. It’s that simple. Either read those lines, or I’ll make sure Captain Krig gets sucked into a temporal vortex!”

“How dare you threaten me with temporal vortexes!” Bork cried, pulling out his dk’tang knife. “On your knees, human!”

“I can’t work like this!” Richards said, turning to Petrod, Days of Honor’s director. “Can you talk to him, please?”

Petrod threw up his hands. “I’m tired of dealing with both of you. Unless you have not noticed, we are over-budget and behind schedule with this episode. Either the two of you resolve your problems or we will have to show a re-run this week.”

“We are not doing that,” Richards snapped. It was getting more and more difficult to work with these Klingons. He’d convinced them to give him more input on the show; but they were still slow, stubborn people who had no tolerance for others’ opinions. Although, considering he’d had that strange encounter with the 20th century television industry last year, he realized that the Klingons were pretty much acting the same way.

Richards considered the dangers of bringing the values and traditions of 20th century television to the Klingons, but he figured that the damage had been done before he’d ever stepped into the picture. Starting with the game show, Win or Else!, the Klingon people had set off on a road to damnation: Multimedia entertainment. And, Richards figured, he might as well go along for the ride. What would be the harm?



“Order up!”

“I need three Duck a la Janices and a steak tar-tar!”

“Three ducks and raw meat. Got it.”

“Check the temp on that oven! We’re fluctuating!” Janice Browning, former Chief Medical Officer of the USS Explorer and current Manager of Browning’s On The Rim, ordered as she oversaw operations in the restaurant’s chaotic kitchen. Three days in operation, and the restaurant was already packed to the gills. As Bradley Dillon had told her when he recruited her to be head chef, with her skills, Browning’s couldn’t help but be a success…a huge success.

“What are you doing?” Browning snapped, turning on the prep cook. “That’s way too much basil for Henzeris Goulash!” Her troops were still a bit rough around the edges, but they would gel as a unit soon enough. Under these conditions, they would have to.

“Party of twelve just walked in,” Mandy Jenson, Browning’s Head Waitress, shouted, poking her head into the kitchen.

“Let’s get it in gear, everybody,” Browning said, striding around the kitchen. “We’ve got a lot of hungry people out there!”

Bradley Dillon entered the kitchen, beaming broadly and impeccably dressed in a custom-tailored tuxedo.

“Janice, my dear, you are a marvel,” Bradley said.

“Thanks,” Browning said, hoping that Bradley wouldn’t be there long. Things were crazy enough without Bradley getting in the way.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Bradley asked.

“We’ve got everything under control,” Browning said.

“Of course you do. I had no doubts.”

“Just go out and be charming to the customers.”

“With pleasure,” Bradley said, heading toward the door. “I’ll leave you to it.” Bradley pasted on his best smile and charged out to his adoring public. In some ways, Browning guessed that Bradley could seem like a glory-hungry jerk, but he’d been more than generous in giving her her due. Bradley had gone so far as to put her picture and a short biography in every menu. There could be no doubt as to who the Browning was in Browning’s. Of course, if it failed, Bradley would have no one to blame but her…he’d made sure of that. Sneaky little guy.



Baughb leaned forward on his elbows and gazed out into the empty Mishtak pit, lazily humming along to the beautifully grinding strains of Zntar and the Poisonous Spinefish.

He winced as he felt a hand smack the back of his head, snapping him out of his reverie.

“Stop daydreaming you incompetent fool!” Ih’mad barked. “Explain to me where all our customers are.”

“They are not here,” Baughb said firmly.

Ih’mad smacked Baughb again. “I know that, imbecile. But where are they?”

“Perhaps they are eating at the Starfleet Suites restaurant.”

“Impossible. We took care of that problem weeks ago.”

“Then why is there an advertisement for it on that billboard over there?” Baughb asked, pointing at the blinking sign across the foodcourt. Several different ads cycled by.

Nendegar’s Secret…the Nausicaan masseuse…Dillon’s Pioneer Depot …the Klingon formal wear shop…Browning’s…

“Browning’s?” Ih’mad spat. “What is this? Mr. Dillon has brought in another chef to challenge us. Come, Baughb, we must go and investigate this…‘Browning.’ Perhaps we finally have a worthy opponent.”

“What do you plan on doing?” Baughb asked, trailing Ih’mad through the Food Court.

“Eating dinner.”



Richards soon began to realize that there could be a lot of harm involved in working for the Klingons as he lingered outside the office of Krinok, Producer of Days of Honor, Win or Else!, Modarsha, Fokor and Drubal, Home Destruction, Kronos Death Patrol: Life on the Streets, and the hip new talkshow geared toward the demographic of the young Klingon, Late Night Ascension.

Krinok was also the owner of UKN, the United Klingon Network, which specialized in the production of vid-chip shows like Days of Honor and holovision programs such as Win or Else!

Presently, Krinok was dealing with a contract dispute. The Klingon who portrayed Urkmug, the cheeky youth-next-door on Modarsha, wanted more money.

“More money!” Krinok screamed from inside the office. “You should be glad I pay you what I do. Urkmug might be a popular character, but he can be dispensed with, just like all of you letcherous, dishonorable actors.”

Richards jumped back as the skinny young Klingon smashed through the door to Krinok’s office and rolled to a stop at his feet.

“Are you okay, Janaro?”

“No,” Janaro muttered. “I have been dishonored.”

“DID I DO THAT?” Krinok laughed, hanging at the door to his office. “You had better return to your set and stop acting so childish, or you will find your family slaughtered and your land seized!”

“Yes, yes, Krinok,” Janaro said, backing away.

Krinok chortled again, then glared at Richards. “Human. What are you doing here?”

Richards gulped. He’d come to ask for more creative control over Days of Honor, but obviously this was a bad time. “I just…um…wanted to tell you what a good job I thought you were doing with the network. That special ‘When Targs Attack’ was pure genious.”

“Yes, yes it was,” Krinok said, grinning toothily. “Want to come get a look at my next project, human?”

Chris had been on Kronos working for UKN for over a month now. Hadn’t Krinok learned his name yet? “Sure, I guess.”

Krinok shoved a padd into Richards’s hand. “It is a series about a group of Klingons–friends–who sit around a barrel of blood wine and tell of their conquests in battle. Three would be three males and three females. Of course, a couple of them would have an on again, off again relationship. Two of them would be roomates. One would be a goofy folk singer, one a neurotic chef.”

“Hmm…sounds interesting,” Richards mused. “It’s a good idea. It all depends on what you do with it.”

“I am thinking about calling it Friends Who Gather Around A Barrel of Blood Wine and Tell of Their Conquests in Battle. What do you think?”

“Hmm,” Richards said, rubbing his chin. “How about just ‘Friends’?”

“Ha!” Krinok said, slapping Richards so hard on the back he fell down. “I knew I kept you around for some reason! Ha ha! Now get back to work!”



“Here comes trouble,” Mandy Jenson said softly as two Andorians stepped into the restaurant, surveying it with cold, calculating stares. She rushed over to them, menus in hand. “Two?”

One of the Andorians nodded grimly. “Agreed. Escort us to our table.”

Mandy swallowed hard. “Right this way.”



“So you have to understand, the matter in the Denusian belt is very tenuous,” Bradley said, twirling a piece of Tamarian lobster tail around on a toothpick. Judging by the looks on his business partners’ faces, they were enjoying the appetizers. “I can’t just put that big a portion of my resources toward this project if I can’t be assured a marginal profit.”

One of the well-dressed men at his table cleared his throat. “Mr. Dillon, I belive my associates are…”

Bradley stopped listening as soon as he saw Mandy show Baughb and Ih’mad to a corner table on the other side of the restaurant. What were they doing here? Janice had to be warned.

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” Bradley said, sliding out of his chair and hurrying toward the kitchen.



“Carving laser,” Janice said quickly to one of her assistants.

The assistant placed the laser gently into her hand. She sliced down into the leg.

“Temperature?”

“46.5 Celsius.”

“Darn, that’s too low. Increase power to the thermal generators.”

“Are you sure?”

“The idea is to sear the turkey while it bakes. Now, bump it up to 53, quickly!”

“Yes, Doctor.”

“And don’t call me doctor.”

“Yes, Ms. Browning.”

“Okay, someone get me some garlic STAT!”

Bradley rushed into the room. “Janice, I need to talk to you.”

“Not now, Mr. Dillon. I need to concentrate if you want this turkey done right.”

“We may have a lot bigger problems than that,” Bradley whispered urgently. “The two goons that run Andorian restaurant in the promenade just showed up.”

“What do they want?”

“Dinner, I think.”

“Then let me go out and meet them. This should be interesting.” Janice headed off toward the doors. “Mike, start making precise incisions in the turkey according to my diagram.”

“Yes, Ms. Browning.”

“Janice,” Bradley said, following after Browning. “You don’t know what you’re getting into.”

“Nonsense. I was in Starfleet for eight years. I’ve come in contact with dozens of alien races and visited tons of alien worlds. I can deal with anything. Besides, a good friend of mine is Andorian.”

Browning hurried over to Ih’mad and Bauhgb’s table, plastering on her best smile. Bradley hovered worriedly behind her.

“Hello, hello,” Browning said pleasantly. “Welcome to Browning’s on the Rim. I’m Janice Browning.”

“We have met,” Baughb said firmly. Ih’mad glared at him. Baughb was obviously taken by this human female.

“We have?” Browning questioned, biting her lip.

“Last year. You were here with the Explorer crew. I waited on you.”

“The ribs!” Browning said. “That’s right. They were really good.”

“Yes, they were,” Ih’mad said coldly.

Browning picked up on the vibe. “Well…why don’t I have Mandy bring you some menus to look over, and I’ll run get you some drinks.”

“We desire neither food nor beverages,” Ih’mad said. “We want to serve you. With a warning.”

“Uh…”

Ih’mad stood up, attempting to face Browning down. “Leave this station immediately, or face the same fate as your predecessor.”

“Predecessor?” Browning asked, glancing back at Bradley. He shrugged, but obviously he was keeping something from Browning.

“Consider yourself flummoxed,” Ih’mad seethed, withdrawing a piece of red wax and drawing a huge “X” on the floor beside his table.

“Is that a crayon?” Browning asked with interest.

“ZZZZZZTAT!” Ih’mad cried, turning on a heel and leaving the restaurant in a huff.

“It was lovely meeting you,” Baughb said meekly, following after his boss. All eyes were on the Andorian pair as they left.

“Everyone return to your meals,” Bradley Dillon announced loudly, initiating crowd control. “Everything is all right…right, Janice?”

“Uh-huh,” Browning said, still staring down at the red “X.”



Richards rubbed his bruised ribs as he made his way back to the offices at Days of Honor.

“Well,” asked Dav, one of the other writers. “What did Krinok say?”

“I didn’t get around to asking.”

“Coward.”

“Hey, I didn’t see you jump at the chance to talk to Krinok,” said Richards, sitting down in his hard, unforgiving chair at his blank, sparse metal desk.

“I’m not the one complaining.”

“This sucks,” Richards said, looking at the script on his terminal.

“You mean the script for episode 109?”

Richards shook his head. “This whole setup. It seems like we’re slave labor for Krinok. Write shows, get ratings. There’s no joy here. No feeling of satisfaction or compliments on a job well done. It’s all ratings, ratings, ratings.”

“I would be careful who I say that to, if I were you,” Dav said quietly. “You could find yourself in the same situation as Lardron.”

“You don’t really believe that story, do you, Dav?”

“You do not know Klingons. It is the only sensible explanation.”

Lardron was the writer who Richards had replaced. He had disappeared as soon as Days of Honor’s ratings began to fall. Some say he’d been exiled, some say he’d been killed. Whatever the case, it gave Richards chills.

“Let’s just not think about it, okay,” Richards said. “We have a show to write, let’s go ahead and do it.”

“You know,” Dav said, as Richards busily tapped at his terminal. “If you really are so unhappy here, you could always go back to your comfortable Federation starship.”

“I can’t go back to the Explorer. I left to pursue this successful writing carreer, and whether it is successful or not I have to at least give that impression. I can’t run back to my friends with my tail between my legs.”

“You humans never cease to confuse me. You have no problem being dishonorable, but you are not strong enough to admit when you have been dishonorable.”

“I’m not being dishonorable. I’m just trying to save face.”

“Well, you had better keep your mind on your work,” Dav said gravely. “Or your face may be ripped off.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”



“You have been flummoxed,” J’hana said over the viewscreen in Browning’s spacious quarters within the Starfleet Suites complex. “That is unfortunate.”

Browning fought a brush through her hair as she sat on her bed, legs crossed, a set of padds displaying the Alpha Quadrant’s newest recipes spread before her. “What do you mean ‘unfortunate’?”

“The Andorian restauranteurs have initiated what, in Andorian business terms, might be called a blood feud. Ih’mad will not rest until you have left Waystation in disgrace.”

Browning frowned. “That’s not very nice of him.”

“Andorians are NOT nice!”

“You’re not so bad.”

“I am absolutely not nice. I will forget you even intimated otherwise.”

“Okay, okay, you’re not nice. So what do I do about these guys?”

J’hana shrugged. “You have two choices. Either leave Waystation or die.”

“They wouldn’t kill me…would they?”

J’hana let out a long, deep chortle. “Not only would they kill you, but according to Andorian law, they would receive a government subsidy for doing so.”

“No offense, J’hana, but Andorian society is really screwed up.”

“It is the way we like it.”

“Well,” Browning sighed, throwing her brush down in frustration. “Thanks for all your help.”

“You are quite welcomed. Explorer out.”



Richards pulled his targ-fur jacket closer around him as he shuffled down the Avenue dSagh, toward what had become a customary after-work hangout: Throndar’s.

“Hey everyone,” Richards said, tossing his targ-fur jacket onto a hook and taking a seat at the bar.

“HUMAN!” the crowd bellowed. He may not be loved here on Kronos, but at least he was accepted.

“NuqneH!” bellowed the barkeep. Fat, aging, and hobbled– Throndar was no Mirk.

“Um,” Richards said, glancing at a menu. “I’ll have the usual. Blood wine with a twist of lime and cheese and crackers.”

“Coming up,” the bartender grunted, shuffling off.

On the large screen next to the bar, the latest episode of “Days of Honor” was playing. Sovok was pacing his office, staring down his on-and-off romance, Kasatria. “You must give up this silly obsession with Captain Krig. He is lost forever. I gave up my relationship with Minister Vag, the least you can do is afford me this!”

Richards sunk lower on his stool. If the episode went over poorly, he’d have to get out quick.

“Never,” Kasatria said. “Don’t you see, things just aren’t working out.”

Richards chuckled to himself. Sovok would sort things out soon enough. After going backward in time to meet an ancestor of his and fight against Cardassians, he’d propose to Kasatria, supiciously like the events that led to his proposal to Janice.

Janice, who now owned a restaurant on Waystation. And if the last communiqué from Captain Baxter was any indication, the restaurant was coming along very well. But Richards wasn’t doing too poorly himself. He had a hit show, friends–sort of– and a well-paying job. What more could he ask for?

“Human,” barked a patron of Throndar’s, clamping a hand down on Richards’s shoulder.

Richards looked back reluctantly. “Uh, yeah?”

The Klingon threw his head back and emitted a howling belly laugh. “Excellent episode so far. Care to tell me how it ends?”

“Nah. I’d be gutted and displayed on the front steps of the Great Hall if I let out any secrets.”

“You say that now, human,” the Klingon chortled, “but wait until we get you up on stage at Honorcon ’74. Under those hot lights…after we get some blood wine into you…you will break.”

“Honorees,” muttered Richards as a tankard of blood wine was slammed down in front of him.

“They prefer to be called Honorers,” snarled the bartender.

“Y-yes, I’ll remember that,” Richards said, quietly sipping his drink and avoiding Throndar’s glare.



“Ugh,” Richards said, grasping his stomach and climbing the stairs to his fourth floor studio apartment. The cheese and crackers weren’t sitting well. That probably had something to do with the fact that, to Klingons, cheese was boiled targ liver and crackers were thick slices of targ tusk.

Richards’s apartment was on the bad side of the First City of Kronos, but he could afford to live nowhere else. He earned pretty good money, but you had to be of imperial blood to own anything better than slum in the capitol city of Kronos. Unfortunately, the First City of Klingon government was also the First City of the Klingon filmmaking industry.

“Message waiting,” the computer chirped, as Richards disarmed the heavy duty security system he’d installed and swung his heavy door open.

“Play message,” he said, shoving the door closed and wiping the grime off the viewer with a rag. Kronos seemed to be a place of perpetual grime and dirt.

Captain Baxter appeared on the viewscreen. He was sitting on his couch, and in the foreground, Peterman and Charlie were wrestling around with a tennis ball on the floor.

“Hey, Chris. It’s Anthony. Just wanted to let you know that we finally got that clog out of the plasma injectors. Oh, and Lt. Unlathi finally had their baby. Sprayed juices all over Dr. Benzra. Almost succeeded in pulling her arm off with their tentacle. It was kind of funny. Anyway, Kelly and I miss you. Call us back soon, okay buddy?”

Richards sighed, tapping in the necessary codes on his terminal.

“Why do you want to send this message?” the angry female voice of the Klingon operator said.

“I want to talk to a friend. You know, it’s really none of your business.”

“I’m the KS&C overstars operator and I’ll talk to you however I want. Now do you want to be put through, or shall I send a warrior over to rough you up?”

“Put me through, damn it,” Richards orderd. “Damn Klingon Subspace and Communications Corporation.”

“Welcome, to Bell Galactic,” said a deep, basso voice. “Your call is being put through.”

A slowly rotating Fedreration emblem appeared on the screen, then, finally, the bridge of the starship Explorer. Captain Baxter was shifting from side to side in the command chair as smoke rose in front of him.

By the lighting on the bridge, Richards guessed that the ship was at Red Alert, most likely in combat. “Andy? Hey, it’s Chris.”

“Hi, Chris. I can’t talk long. We’re having another damn skirmish with the Leeramar.”

“The Leeramar,” Richards reminisced. “What jerks.”

“Yep,” Baxter said, leaning back as a piece of the ceiling dropped in front of him. “Another border dispute. So, what’s new with you?”

“Um…a little of this and a little of that. Did you catch this week’s Days of Honor?”

Baxter gripped his chair as the bridge quaked with another hit. “Evasive maneuvers, sequence Baxter Delta Two! Come about and attack their left wing! I haven’t had a chance yet. I will soon, though.”

“Do you want me to get back to you later?” Richards asked.

“Yeah, if you don’t mind,” Baxter said. Beside the captain, Commander Conway crawled back into his chair, a large piece of duranium stuck in his shoulder, spurting blood.

“Hope you’re having fun with your damn soap opera, Richards! Meanwhile, some of us are working for a living!”

“Stand down!” Baxter barked, glaring at Conway.

“Aye, sir,” replied J’hana from her station. “Lowering shields and disarming weapons.”

“I was telling Conway to stand down. Not you, you imbecile! You keep those shields up and keep firing.”

“Fine, whatever,” replied J’hana.

“Okay, then,” Richards said. “Talk to you later. Good luck.”

“Thanks. Bye, Chris.”

More explosions as the bridge clicked off the screen, replaced by the Federation logo.

“Sheesh,” Richards said, kicking at the ground. “Why do they get to have all the fun?”

Just as Richards was about to head to what was laughingly called a bathroom and get ready for bed, his terminal bleeped again.

“Incoming message,” droned the operator’s nasal voice.

Richards tapped a control. “Wonder who that could be?”

Janice Browning appeared on his viewscreen, curled up in bed with a padd. She put the padd down. “There you are, Chris! It took the computer awhile to get through to you.”

“It’s this damn Klingon subspace comm company. They’re jerks.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. How have things been going for you?”

“They couldn’t be better!” Richards lied, smiling broadly. “I’m really enjoying writing this soap opera.”

“That’s good.”

“How is the restaurant business coming?”

“Oh, I love it. I’m meeting all kinds of new people, I’m doing what I enjoy. It couldn’t be better!”

Richards and Browning sat there a moment in silence. Richards fought back the urge to tell Browning how miserable life on Kronos was. “Well…”

“Well, I just wanted to see how you were doing. I miss you.”

“Yeah. I miss you, too. We should get together some time soon.”

“I’ll ask Commander Beck if she expects any transports to be coming in from Klingon space. You could catch a ride…” Browning suggested.

“Yeah, that sounds like a great idea,” Richards agreed. “I know this is costing you a ton of latinum…so I’ll let you go.”

“Okay,” Browning said. “I’ll get back to you about that transport.”

Richards grinned. “I’ll be looking forward to it.” He let his grin fall as Browning blinked off the screen.

“Why am I here again?” Richards asked no one in particular, leaning back in his chair and staring up at the ceilng.



Early the next morning, Browning had decided to go to Waystation’s Chief of Security with her concerns about the Andorians. If anyone could help her, she was certain Lt. Sean Russell would.

“I’m sorry, I can’t do a thing for you,” Russell said reluctantly, leaning back in his chair and flopping his feet onto his desk. “I have to have a reason to bring them in, and drawing a big ‘X’ on your floor isn’t good enough.”

“But they didn’t only vandalize my restauant! They threatened my life!”

“That may well be, Ms. Browning; but, according to Andorian customs, they are well within their rights.”

“What about Starfleet regulations?”

“Starfleet Suites, ironically, is not part of Starfleet. It’s part of this station, and as such falls under my jurisdiction, but I can’t go applying Federation law when Ih’mad and Baughb are following Andorian customs.”

“Are you aware that killing me is also a part of Andorian custom? Will you let them do that, too?”

“Of course not,” Russell said firmly. “Starfleet’s openness to other races’ practices only goes so far.”

“So they can threaten me all they want, but if they kill me, then you step in.”

Russell grinned. “Yep. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

Browning shrugged and hopped out of her chair. “I guess not. I’ll let you know when they kill me.”

“Thanks for stopping by,” Russell said helpfully. “Come again soon!”



“Problems?” Mandy Jenson asked, following Browning back through the doors to the kitchen as she tied her apron on.

“You could say that,” Browning mumbled. “Two Andorians are conspiring to get me off this station, alive or otherwise.”

“Are you going to leave?”

“Are you kidding? I have some pride, you know.”

Mandy frowned, as Browning began quickly and angrily tossing a salad, sending shards of lettuce everywhere. “I didn’t mean…”

“I know, I know. You’re just concerned about me. Well, we’re going to have to press on with business as usual and just try to forget that these Andorians have it out for me.”

Mandy dodged chunks of flying tomato. “You have to do something about it, Ms. Browning.”

“I certainly won’t take the Andorians hijinx lying down, that’s for sure.”

“Then what will you do?”

“I’m not sure yet. We’ll have to wait for them to make the first move. Now get this out to table three…STAT!” Browning shoved the bowl of salad into Mandy’s arms.

“Right, Ms. Browning. Business as usual.” That was easy for Browning to say. She was in the nice, safe kitchen. Mandy was right out there on the front lines.



“Morning, Dav,” Richards said wearily, grabbing a cup of raktageeno out of the replicator and taking off his targ-fur jacket, tossing it over the back of his seat.

“Morning, human,” Dav replied, staring at the terminal screen intently. “I cannot figure out how to proceed. The Sarh’gon is still trapped in the Delta Quadrant and there are Ferengi and human traitors aboard, trying to undermine their efforts. What should happen next?”

Richards adjusted his sweater, reaching a hand back to scratch his shoulder. The damn chain mail was itching again. “I was thinking about that while trying to fall asleep on that damn hard shelf you guys call a bed last night. What if the Sarh’gon returns home?”

“What?” asked Dav. “Are you insane? The audience loves the courageous efforts of Krig and his crew in the galactic wilderness. If you rob them of that, they will kill you.”

“Says who?” Richards said.

“The public opinion polls. Ninety percent of viewers enjoy the episodes that deal with the Delta Quadrant.”

“Well, I think it’s time for the Sahr’gon to return home. It’s time Krig and Kasatria were reunited. It’ll make for great drama.”

“I think it’s a mistake. Klingons want action, not drama.”

“You’re not the senior writer,” Richards said firmly. “We’ll do it my way, and if we have problems down the road, the Sahr’gon will somehow find itself back in the Delta Quadrant.”

“If you were not the senior writer, I would slam you onto your desk and gut you with a pencil,” Dav murmurred.

“I knew you’d come around, you old pussycat,” Richards said, tapping away at his terminal.

This would be one of his most ambitious story arcs. The Sarh’gon’s return to Klingon space would be played out in a three part, sweeps-week style, all-action extravaganza the likes of which the Klingons had never seen.

Krig and crew would go home.

And, as Richards tapped at his terminal, he couldn’t help but envy them.



That evening, after finishing what he decided would be his defining masterwork, Richards marched over to Krinok’s office so the UKN President could read the script himself.

Richards rocked on his heels, watching Krinok read intently. The Klingon’s expression was blank as he scrolled down the padd.

Finally, he put the pad down, picked up a pitcher and filled his mug with blood wine, sipped, and slammed the mug down.

“Well?” Richards asked hopefully.

Krinok shoved the padd into Richards’s hand. “This is worthless. Rewrite it.”

Richards was a bit taken aback. “What don’t you like about it, sir?”

“It is wishy-washy, pedantic. All too human.”

“I am human, sir.”

“The characters in Days of Honor are NOT!” Krinok cried, slamming a fist into his desk. “You portray those Klingons as if they were sniveling humans. Instead of sacrificing their lives for the safety of the Delta Quadrant, they find their way back in a maneuver that is obviously dishonorable and cowardly. If the Klingon populace viewed this chip, we would be put out of business and I would most likely be killed.” Krinok narrowed his eyes. “And you would die as well. Now, rewrite the script.”

Richards picked up the padd, stared at it. “If you say so, sir.”

“I say so. Now be gone from my sight!”



Bradley Dillon straightened his necktie as he strolled into Browning’s, ready for another hurried lunch before his weekly board meeting.

Ducking through the doors to Browning’s, Bradley came face to face with a wall of fire.

“What on Earth–?”

Two huge blasts of white foam sprayed out at Bradley, slowly engulfing the flames and splashing onto his suit.

Mandy and Browning emerged from the smoke, wielding fire extinguishers.

Browning wiped the soot from her face. “Welcome to Browning’s, Mr. Dillon. One for lunch?”



Torn between watching the cleanup crew take care of the mess in the front of Browning’s restaurant and watching Mandy struggle with the foam stains on his latinum laced tie, Bradley sat impatiently at his usual table, rapping his fingers on the wood and tapping his foot.

“This is not good,” he mumbled.

“I almost have the stain out,” said Mandy cheerfully.

“That’s not what I’m concerned about. It’s this ‘burning restaurant’ thing. It tends to be bad for business.”

Lt. Sean Russell approached, clasping shut his tricorder. “A rather large bag of horta poop from the zoo on Level Ten. Set ablaze and stomped out by…” Russell looked down at Mandy’s soiled shoes. “Her.”

“Excellent work, Sherlock,” Bradley muttered. “What are you going to do about it?”

Russell pulled a padd out of his back pocket. “You have a suspect in mind?”

“Are you crazy?” Bradley grunted. “I have two suspects in mind. And they’re both Andorian.”

“And what makes you think this was them?”

Bradley arched an eyebrow. “The constant threats, perhaps?”

Russell shook his head. “Circumstancial. I need more than that to file charges.”

Browning walked up and collapsed into the chair opposite Bradley. “I just got a rather unpleasant message on the station’s Internal Messaging system referring to Horta dung.”

Bradley glared at Russell. “That enough for you?”

Russell shrugged. “It’s a good start. I’ll go examine the message. See if I can find any indication of who sent it.”

“You do that,” Bradley muttered. Once Russell was gone, he turned to Browning. “I’m really sorry about this, Janice. I thought the Andorians would have treated you differently…being that you’re an ex-Starfleet officer and a female.”

“I think it’s time you were honest with me, Mr. Dillon,” Browning said, folding her hands in front of her. “What did happen to your last restaurant manager?”

Bradley leaned back in his chair, rubbed a hand over his face, stared up at the ceiling lights. “Mandy, get me a drink. Something STRONG.”

“Yes, sir,” Mandy said, and scuttled off.

“It was only about a month after the Starfleet Suites opened,” Bradley explained. “I had my new hotel and restaurant and I needed a chef. Gremlak, a Cardassian expatriate with a nack for tuna rolls and grexca pudding, seemed the perfect choice. He was great. Business was booming. We were both a cult success. But once the Andorians found out about him, things quickly began to change. They rigged his door mechanism to hit him with 200 volts of electricity when he pressed it, they dumped gallons of rancid Andorian guava juice on him, they even went so far as to unleash a Circassian razorcat in the restaurant. Needless to say, that was incredibly bad for business.” Mandy sat a triple shot of aged Benzite vodka in front of Bradley and he downed it in one swallow.

“What did he do?” Browning asked, leaning forward with interest.

“Well, like most Cardassians, Gremlak was stubborn. He’d had experience with torture, so this wasn’t anything new. He stayed on, until the very…” Bradley became misty-eyed. “Until…”



Gremlak bowed gently as the two Pakled traders devoured their meals. “I trust all is well, gentelmen?”

“Food good,” one Pakled said.

“Good food,” said the other.

Gremlak grinned. “I’m glad you are enjoying it. Flavian Pizza is one of my specialties. Just make sure you save room for the Bajoran tortes. They’re…” Gremlak put his thumb and forefinger together and kissed them with a flourishing smack. “Magnificent!”

“We eat now,” said one of the Pakleds.

“Yes. Leave,” said the other.

“Right, right. Anyway, you two enjoy.” Gremlak strolled among the tables, nodding and grinning at customers, chatting idly, as he made his way back to the kitchen. Obviously, despite the fact that his people had recently been involved in an ugly war with the Federation, Gremlak was well liked at Gremlak’s On The Rim.

“Good evening, troops,” Gremlak said brightly as he crossed into the kitchen. “How are the evening meals coming, Maria?”

“Fine,” Maria, who was one of Gremlak’s most prized chefs, said, stirring a large bowl of orange glop. “Although this Gorn Cheese Soufflee seems to be reacting a bit strangely.”

“Gorn Cheese Soufflee?” Gremlak asked, walking over to the bowl and studying it. “That wasn’t on the menu. Who told you to make this?”

“It was listed as one of tonight’s specials in the computer. Reccomended by you,” Maria said, tossing a cup of white powder into the mix.

“That’s impossible.” Gremlak grabbed a tricorder from a nearby table and ran it over the bowl. “This stuff is unstable. We’ve been sabotaged!”

Maria eyed the bowl. “Should I throw it out?”

Gremlak shook his head worriedly as the glop began to ooze out of the bowl, growing tremendously in size. “No…you should GET OUT!”

Stamping a nearby control, Gremlak called out, “All hands, this is Gremlak! Evacuate the kitchen! We’re moments away from a soufflee breach. There’s nothing I can do!”

The glop flowed out of the bowl, growing exponentially like rising bread.

Maria waved the corps of chefs out of the kitchen. “Come on, everyone! Move it, move it!”

“Help, I’m stuck!” one of the chef’s, a less-than-bright Bolian cried, as the unstoppable soufflee glop wrestled his legs under. It seemed to have its own personality…a very mean one.

“Derv!” cried Maria, running to save the Bolian.

“I’ll get him,” Gremlak insisted. “You just get out of here.”

“Be careful, Gremlak!” Maria called over her shoulder as she rushed out of the kitchen’s slowly sealing pressure doors.

“Come on,” Gremlak cried, heaving at the Bolian with all his might. Finally, the glop gave up its hold on Derv and Gremlak rushed him out the closing doors, just as they sealed shut in front of him, trapping him inside the kitchen.

“No…no…” Gremlak said softly, as the glop advanced on him…



“It crushed nearly every bone in his body,” Bradley said sadly. “The damage was so severe, in fact, that they had to put Gremlak into a maneuvering chair. Since his voicebox was crushed, they had to install a blinking red light on the chair that would translate his thoughts. One blink for yes, two for no.”

Browning was mesmerized. “This is turning out to be more dangerous than serving on the Explorer.”

“Hey, I warned you there would be risks!” Bradley said.

“Yeah, risks like grease burn. Not the total crushing of all my bones!”

“I’m sure they won’t do that to you. Andorians seldom use an attack method twice.”

“That’s truly comforting,” Browning muttered, slapping her legs and standing up. “Well, I’m not going to just sit here and wait until they attack again.”

Bradley looked up at Browning worriedly. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to go over there and talk to them. I’m sure if I explain that we’re not here to put them out of business and that we can all live on the station together peacefully they will understand.”

“Don’t get your hopes up.”



As he threaded his way through the crowded streets of the First City, Richards considered the problem at hand. It was a question of creative freedom. He had a vision for the noble crew of the Sahr’gon and his other characters. Could he allow Krinok to undermine that? Would he allow himself to be compromised?

Obviously, he couldn’t. A plan began to form in his mind. One that was very dangerous–and not very smart.



The next morning, Richards walked into the offices of Days of Honor and hung up his targ fur jacket.

“Well?” Dav asked, hunched over his desk terminal.

“Krinok loved the story,” Richards replied. “He gave us the go-ahead.”

“I don’t believe it. Krinok is stupider than I took him for.”

“Krinok’s decisions are not yours to question!” Richards barked, trying to sound Klingon. “Now, begin preparing the set, costume, and special effects requirements for the first episode in the story arc.”

Dav growled low as he began his work. He peered over his monitor as Richards flipped on his own terminal and began typing.

“What are you doing?” Dav asked suspiciously.

“That is not your concern!”

Richards continued to type. If Krinok was to give him the budget to produce his masterwork, he would have to think Richards was producing an alternate episode. One that was more to Krinok’s liking.



“Now this is more like it!” Krinok bellowed, slapping Richards hard on the back. Richards slammed into the wall, steadied himself, head spinning.

“G-glad you like it.”

The new script depicted the Sahr’gon obliterating Flarn Prime and the Borg. To do so, half the crew died and many of the other crew were maimed. They then went to Beldana, the all-female planet the Aerostar had once visited, and had a ludicrous amount of sex with that planet’s population.

Kasatria, meanwhile, committed a ritual suicide because she did not love Sovok. Sovok then killed Minister Vag for loving him and took a Klingon Battlecruiser into the Bermuda Expanse to find Krig and kill him, since he blamed Krig for Kasatria’s suicide.

The episode disgusted Richards in its cheapness and predictability, but Krinok seemed to adore it.

“Film this right away,” Krinok said, shoving Richards out the door. “I’ll alert Petrod to give you his full cooperation.”

“That’s okay,” Richards said, as Krinok shoved him out the door. “I can tell Petrod.”

“Initiative!” Krinok said merrily. “I like that. Go on then, human. Soon you too may produce a Klingon video program.”

Not bloody likely, Richards thought, shrugging on his coat and hurrying across the plaza toward his apartment.



Browning marched purposefully into the Andorian restaurant, scanning the seating area that overlooked Starfleet Square Mall in search of her target.

Baughb immediately ran up, a menu in hand. “Ms. Browning! How good to see you! One for dinner?”

“No. I want to talk to Ih’mad,” Browning said impatiently. “This silly feud has got to stop right now.”

“Okay…I’ll go get him,” Baughb said, scuttling into the back room.

Browning found Lt. Russell digging into large plate of zhnargat at a nearby table, and hurried over. “Busy with your investigation?” she asked angrily.

Russell wiped his mouth. “Almost finished, actually. I talked to Ih’mad and Baughb. They’re very sorry about what happened at your restaurant, but they don’t know anything about it. And they gave me a free meal!”

Browning rolled her eyes.

“How was everything?” Baughb asked, approaching Russell’s table.

“Excellent,” Russell said, standing up. “Well, I have to get back to my office. If you see anything else out of the ordinary, Ms. Browning, be sure to report it to me.”

“For all the good it’ll do,” Browning muttered, as Russell walked off.

“You wanted to see me,” Ih’mad asked disinterestedly, hovering behind Browning.

Browning whirled. “This has to stop, Ih’mad.”

“I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Ih’mad replied innocently.

“This little war with me. There’s no reason for it.”

Ih’mad inched closer. “You’re not on a Starship, Ms. Browning. You are on a space station that’s teeming with all sorts of life. You have to learn to live with it, or go.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Browning said defiantly. “Mr. Dillon is a very powerful man. He can see to it…”

“Bradley Dillon is a dzhaat, Ms. Browning. Further, he is not the one who has been flummoxed. If you have any honor in you, you will not go to him for help. You are a worthy adversary. Surely, you can see that this is the way entrepreneurship should be. Two equal opponents battling for superiority. If you really have the stuff to make it out here you will feel the call in your heart as well. The call of the flummoxer.”

“Hmm,” Browning said, biting her lip as she thought. “I’ll have to get back to you on that.”

“Get back to me whenever you want,” Ih’mad called after Browning as she left. “I’ll always be glad to hear from you!”



Richards climbed the steps to his apartment, stuck his palm up to the scanner and plodded through the entrance to his apartment.

Tomorrow, filming began on his new episode of Days of Honor. If it did well, he’d find new acclaim on Kronos. If it did poorly…well, he didn’t want to think about that.

Richards hung his coat on its rack and then turned around. And came face to face with an enormous stomach.

“Oh, f***.”

He looked up at the head that was attached to the stomach.

“Dwanok?”

A meaty hand grabbed his shoulder and slammed him down into a seat.

“I wish to speak with you,” Dwanok rumbled.

“I’m in no position to refuse,” Richards said fearfuly.

Dwanok hefted his bulk about the apartment, his purple robe of office swinging about his large frame.

“I have concerns about your program. And Klingon television in general.”

“Yeah. I know. Captain Baxter talked to me about it. Said I should expect to hear from you. I didn’t expect you to break into my apartment.”

“And I did not expect you to dilute the Klingon soul!” Dwanok leaned down and bellowed, spewing gagh-breath into Richards’s face.

“Sorry. You know, Krinok’s really the one in charge. I just write one show.”

“Yes, I am aware of that. But I figured that you might be able to give me some information that might help me stop this insanity. Before it weakens my people beyond repair.”

“I don’t know what I can do for you, Dwanok.”

Dwanok peered at Richards. “You do not belong here.”

Richards shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “What makes you say that?”

“I can sense it in your demeanor, and in the dribble you churn out. I must warn you, Mr. Richards. There is a foul wind blowing on Kronos. And I mean to wipe it out. You would be wise to quit your job and leave here at once, before you are caught in the crossfire.”

“Even if I wanted to do that, I can’t get out of my contract.”

Dwanok considered that. “That is a pity. Still, I warn you to be careful. When the gagh hits the fan, I cannot ensure your safety.”

“I’ll try to remember that.”

“Good.” Dwanok heaved himself through Richards’s door and rumbled down the steps.

Richards sat there in the dark wondering how the hell Dwanok got past his security system.

Richards didn’t get much sleep that night.



THUDUDUDUDUDUDUDUDUD went the hands of the Naausican maseuse on Commander Lisa Beck’s back.

“Oh, Vrodin, you really know how to loosen up those muscles,” Beck said softly as the Naausican continued to work.

“There you are, Commander Beck! The computer said I’d find you here!”

Beck turned her head at the sound of the familiar voice and immediately winced, both from the realization that it was Janice Browning talking to her and the fact that Vrodin’s hands had just twisted her head so hard it nearly popped off.

“Ms. Browning,” Beck said, rubbing her neck as Vrodin draped her robe around her shoulders and she swung her legs over the side of the massage table. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m having a problem with the two Andorians that run that restaurant in the mall.”

“Madam?” Vrodin asked, waiting patiently.

“That’s enough for today, Vrodin. Could you excuse us?”

Vrodin bared his row of long, jagged teeth. “Certainly, Commander.”

Beck tied off her robe and pushed off the table. “What’s the problem?”

“They flummoxed me, Commander.”

Beck sighed, ducking into the dressing room. “Well, I suppose it was only a matter of time,” her muffled voice called out from inside the room.

“You knew about this?”

“It’s an unfortunate Andorian custom, Ms. Browning. Andorians are very territorial about their business interests. You should have seen what they did to the Sandwhich Star stand. They loaded it into our lower photon tube and had it fired out into space.”

“And you just stand by and let them bully other restauranteurs around?”

Beck stepped out of the dressing room, zipping up the front of her red Starfleet turtleneck. “In these cases, Starfleet preaches understanding, Ms. Browning. They haven’t done any serious harm, yet…”

“What about Gremlak?” Browning demanded.

“Well, we were never able to trace that back to the Andorians. Anyway, what has always worked best with the Andorians is to try to beat them at their own game.”

“So I’m expected to do something destrcutive to their restaurant now?”

Beck nodded. “When on Romulus, you do as the Romulans do.”

Browning scooted up onto the massage table. “This is not at all like I imagined it would be. I thought it would be relaxing…fun. It’s always been my dream to open up a restaurant, and now that I have, it’s turning out to be a lot more work than I thought it would be.”

Beck folded her arms. “Would it suprise you to know that I’ve always wanted my own command?”

“Not really.”

“Well, do you think that commanding this station was what I thought it would be?”

“I couldn’t say. What does this have to do with…”

Beck clapped Browning on the back. “We face new challenges every day, whether that be commanding a space station or a restaurant. The secret is to face those challenges and adapt to them.”

“All right,” Browning said, sliding off the table. “I’ll do that.”

“Glad I could be of help,” Beck said dully, watching Browning scurry off. She idly wondered if she’d just created a monster.



Petrod cracked his knuckles and leaned forward in his director’s chair as he watched the scene unfold.

“The G’dak Expanse is closing,” the Sahr’gon’s science officer cried out.

“Increase speed to lateral thrusters,” the actor portraying Krig replied, moving from side to side as if turbulence was wracking the Sahr’gon bridge.

“We will not make it,” Denera said from her position next to Krig.

“Nonsense. This mission will end in glory. It is our destiny,” Krig replied.

Richards leaned over and whispered to Petrod. “Now is when we add in the computerized graphic of the demon Fekhlar.”

“Right,” Petrod replied.

“It is Fekhlar!” Krig cried, leaning back in his chair. “What have we done to anger you, great overlord of dishonored souls?”

From off the set, a Klingon spoke into a microphone. Though he was wiry and unassuming, his voice boomed. “We have been testing you, Krig. You have passed. We find you honorable, so we are granting you passage back to the Alpha Quadrant.”

“About bloody time,” the navigation officer grunted.

“Cue the electric blast,” Richards ordered.

A surge of electricity crackled through the bridge and the navigator flew backward to the deck.

“Once we add the special effects, it will look like he’s disintegrating,” Richards whispered.

“Do not anger Fekhlar!” the wiry Klingon bellowed.

“We understand. No one else will anger you,” Krig boomed. “Now please, let us go home.”

“As you wish!” replied “Fekhlar.”

“Cue bridge lighting,” Richards ordered.

Strobes flickered throughout the bridge. The “crewmembers” flopped about as if the “ship” really was being rocked.

Richards glanced at one of the technicians. “Lights out!”

Then everything went dark.

“Up on lights three percent.”

Subtle lighting flickered on. Richards followed behind the Klingon operating the vid imager and directed him to close in on Krig and Denera, who were embracing each other tightly.

“Are we back in the Alpha Quadrant, Krig?”

“I do not know,” Krig replied.

Off the set, the wiry Klingon changed voices. “Sahr’gon, this is listening post Morska. Where did you come from? What has happened?”

“That is a long story,” Sovok replied.

“Cut!” Richards said proudly. “And print. Nice job, everyone. That was perfect.”

“I felt uncertain about it,” Bork, the actor who portrayed Krig, said. “Krig and Denera seemed so…cowardly.”

Richards patted the large Klingon on his shoulder. “There’s honor in facing your fears, Mr. Bork.”

“Maybe to humans,” Bork grunted.

Richards considered the wisdom of his recent decision as Bork stomped away.

“Excellent shoot,” Petrod barked, clapping Richards on the back. “But I still cannot believe Krinok sanctioned this.”

“He must’ve had his reasons,” Richards said weakly.

“I am just glad I won’t have to be there during the previews at Honorcon ’74 tomorrow. The audience may get ugly.”

They’ll be ugly to begin with, Richards thought as he slumped into the Director’s chair.

An entire convention. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of ‘Honor’ fans. Was he in over his head?



The next day, Commander Beck walked into the Andorian restaurant for breakfast, sat down at her usual table, and browsed the menu.

“What can I get for you, Commander?” Baughb asked, appearing, as if magically, at Beck’s side.

“I think I’ll have…” Beck began, when suddenly, sticky red fluid began to rain down from the ceiling, splashing before her on the table.

“Someone’s activated the fire suppression system…and reprogrammed it to spurt out something else!” Ih’mad cried, emerging from the kitchen.

Beck ran a finger across the table and licked it. “Ketchup, I think.”

“This Janice Browning is a cunning foe indeed!” Baughb exclaimed.

“Finally, an oppenent worth our attention!” Ih’mad cried with joy.

Beck sighed and stood up, wiping the ketchup off her face with a towel. She was glad Browning took her advice to heart, but why was it she had to be there to witness it?

“Know anywhere else good to eat?” Beck asked, looking from Ih’mad to Baughb.



I’m in over my head, Richards thought, straightening his chainmail tie and peering behind the iron curtain at the crowd that milled in the arena, sipping bloodwine and talking about their obsession with the Days of Honor phenomenon.

Much like at any Klingon gathering, the festivities began the previous night with tubs of blood wine. Twelve hours later, only the most hearty Klingons were able to pose thoughtful questions. The others were either totally unconcious, or in the mood to ask completely inappropriate questions.

Richards was shocked to see some non-Klingon faces in the audience. Some dedicated fans had traveled into what many still considered hostile space just so they could get a glimpse of the stars and writers behind Days of Honor, and maybe get some hot Days of Honor memorabilia.

“You look worried,” Dav said, slapping Richards on the back. He pitched forward into the heavy metal wall he was next to.

Richards turned, rubbed his shoulder, and straightened his chainmail sportcoat. “What, me worry?”

Outside, Janaro, the actor that portrayed the loveable “Urkmug” as well as the host of the day’s festivities, called the audience to order.

“Thanks for coming, everyone!” Urkmug said, looking out over the huge crowd. “I have a few announcements to make before we get into the main part of the program. First, I’d like to thank you all for coming. Second, I’ve been told that there is a Bird-of- Prey in orbit with the registration NKC 44300 that has a malfunctioning antimatter regulator. That could lead to warp core breach, so if you are the owner, please take care of that as soon as you can. Also, make sure to stay for the magic of Jurok and Nordas later today. And, throughout the day we’ll be having the dealer tables, the Days of Honor trivia contest, and special guests, including Bork, better known as ‘Captain Krig.’ And in a little while, you’ll get to see some sneak previews of upcoming episodes of Days of Honor. So sit tight and enjoy your blood wine! It promises to be a…Day of Honor!!”

Janaro hurried off stage and ducked behind the curtain.

“How does the crowd look?” Richards asked worriedly.

“Drunk,” Janaro muttered. “You have your work cut out for you, human.”

“Great.”



Throughout the day, Richards moved through the crowd, shaking hands, speaking to fans, visiting the dealers’ booths and signing collectibles.

“There you go, little guy,” Richards said, patting a burgeoning little Klingon warrior on the head and handing him the “Tickle Me Sovok” doll he had just signed.

He scanned the crowd. It seemed a little silly to him, but he was disappointed that none of the Explorer crew showed up. Especially since they had that new companion ship, it seemed to Richards it should be easy for one or two of his friends to break free from their busy workday to visit him on Kronos. Especially at such a big event as the Honorcon.

Then again, Richards remembered how hard it was to get away from starship duty. People tended to stick together for the most part on those ships. The Explorer was their home, the crew their family. Why would they want to travel to Kronos? Why would he?

“Richards!” Dwanok cried, slapping him so hard on the back he fell on the ground, right into a fallen blood-pie.

Wiping blood pie off his face, Richards picked himself up and glanced up at Dwanok’s looming visage. “What are you doing here?”

“The council has adjourned to discuss the matter of Klingon entertainment. If my motion is successful, you will soon be out of a job. As my vote has already been entered, I wished to be here to personally oversee the dismantling of this…industry firsthand.”

“That’s mighty thoughtful of you, Dwanok.”

“I am sorry it had to happen this way. But I suspect you wish it so as well?”

“Between you and me, Dwanok…” Richards said, as suddenly Janaro grabbed his arm and dragged him through the crowd.

“Come on, human. It is time for you to introduce the previews.”

“Oh, man,” Richards muttered. Judgment day. At least Dwanok was here to back him up if things got rough. The Aerostar saved him from the Flarn. Surely that meant he would save a former crewmember.

Then again, looking at the size of the crowd as he climbed the steps up to the stage, Richards decided that even the massive Dwanok was not a match for them all.

Richards fumbled for his notes as he stepped up to the podium. The giant viewscreen was being lowered behind him like an ancient guillotine.

“Good afternoon,” Richards said to the crowd, clearing his throat.

“HUMAN!!!” the crowd bellowed.

“Yes, well, let’s get right down to it.” Richards pressed a control, and the opening graphics for the soap opera played across the viewscreen.

Cheers across the auditorium.

As the credits played, Richards began to read from his cards. “As many of you know, Days of Honor has become the story of a search for purpose. We’ve followed the wayward crew of the Sahr’gon as it battled through the Delta Quadrant, coming against the worst of odds.”

More cheers.

The credits disappeared, replaced by the giant words:

“Now,” Richards said grandly. “The Sahr’gon gets to go home.”

As the Sahr’gon did battle with Flarn warships on the screen, Richards narrated: “Faced with the prospect of returning to the phenomenon that brought them to the Delta Quadrant in the first place, Krig takes his crew through the swelling Flarn fleets and makes a run for the expanse, leaving them to the mercy of the villainous Borg. What will happen to the Flarn? What will happen to the Borg? Will the Sahr’gon make it home in one piece? Find out, next week, in an all new episode of DAYS OF HONOR!”

Richards shook a fist in the air to accentuate the last few words, screaming out into the audience.

The crowd hushed.

Emotionless faces blinked back at him.

“Well?” Richards asked, looking back at the previews. “Any quest–”

He was cut off when a batleth swung through the air, piercing the viewscreen about six inches from his face. He turned to stare at the batleth, his eyes wide with fear.

“How do you skin a human?” one voice called from the audience.

“Dishonorable p’tak!”

“Make a shambles of Klingon honor, will you?”

“DIIIIIIIIIIIEE!”

The crowd rumbled. Richards turned back around to face the crowd slowly, dreading what he knew he would see.

Honorees scrambled up toward the stage, screaming sundry battlecries.

“I had nothing to do with this! It’s all his fault!” Dav called out, diving behind the curtain.

“I did not do that!” Janaro screamed, following suit.

“Crap,” Richards muttered, ripping the batleth out of the screen and diving from the stage.

He’d seen J’hana use one of these things on several occasions. It didn’t look hard. All he had to do was grab it at both ends and slash like crazy.

And that’s what he did, screaming, through the crowded arena.

Relying on his Starfleet battle training to guide him, Richards deftly weaved around overweight, geeky diving Klingons.

Disruptor blasts seared the air. Klingons screamed. Richards heard one Klingon shouting his name.

“Mr. Richards! Come with me!”

Dwanok. Firing his disruptor pistol into the crowd. Across a sea of rampaging Klingons.

“I can’t–” Richards cried, as two meaty hands grabbed him.

“Krinok wants you, NOW!” one of the two warriors that had him in custody cried.

Richards struggled against the two burly Klingons without much luck. As he was dragged toward the door, the young Klingon whose doll he had signed spotted him.

“Dishonorable p’tak!” the youngster spat, shoving his Warmates “Days of Honor” Daktagh knife into Richards’s thigh.



“Can you please help me with this?” Richards asked, tentatively touching the area where the kid had stabbed him. Someone had been nice enough to rip the knife out and give him a cloth to stop the bleeding. For a child’s toy, its pain-inflicting capacity was amazingly real.

“In good time,” Krinok growled, staring across his massive desk at Richards. “I don’t understand it. You had everything. Respect. Money. Some power. Fame. Why did you want to throw it all away?”

“I wanted to preserve my creativity, sir,” Richards said meekly.

“Ha ha. And where has it gotten you? Sitting before me, your life in jeapardy. A five-inch knife wound in your thigh? I hope this has taught you a lesson.”

Richards shrugged. “I don’t know what that lesson would be.”

“You’ll learn soon enough.”

“Are you going to kill me?”

“Not yet.” Krinok steepled his fingers, leaning forward at his desk. “No. The people are hungry for more of your stories. And Dav is not half the writer you are. We still need you. But what you have done today will not be forgotten. Your life before this day is a memory, human. You are a prisoner, property of the United Klingon Network and its subsidiaries. You will write exactly what we tell you for as long as we wish, or you will die.”

Richards winced. “What about when the series ends?”

“Then you will die.”

“So this is pretty much a no-win scenario.”

“You are perceptive–for a human.”

“Okay,” Richards said, leaning out of the chair. “I’ll just get back to my apartment and see if I can find some antiseptic.”

“I don’t think so,” Krinok said, circling his desk and laying powerful hands on Richards’s shoulders. “We must keep an eye on you. Be assured that you are not contacting your Starfleet friends. No doubt they would try to rescue you. Stop you from serving UKN and its subsidiaries. We cannot let that happen.”

“That’s very understandable.”

“You will be assigned to one of the UKN detention cells, along with all the other talent that has given us trouble in the past. Garv will show you the way.”

“Right,” Richards said, shuffling toward the door. “Can I ask you one question?”

“Of course.”

“What happened to the motion in the high council? The one made by Dwanok to disband UKN?”

“Turned down, I’m afraid. Good day, Mr Richards. See you bright and early tomorrow at the office.”



“It’s been too quiet around here,” Bradley Dillon said, pacing Browning’s kitchen the next evening. “What did you say to those Andorians?”

“Oh, it’s safe to say we have an understanding,” Browning said, stirring a vat of Petrarkan pea soup with zeal.

“Good to hear,” Bradley said. “Well, I have some clients to entertain. If you’ll excuse me…”

“Go right ahead,” Browning grinned, keeping her smile plastered on as Bradley left.

Once Bradley was gone, Browning called over her shoulder, “Okay, Mandy. You can come out now!”

Mandy emerged from the storeroom, a growling Klingon targ in tow. “Whew, that was close.”

“Yeah. Now, we should thank Ih’mad and Baugb for their little gift here.” Browning waved a dripping spoon at the targ.

“Any ideas?”

Browning grinned. “Several.”



“Human! You have a visitor.”

Richards leaned up on his shelf and arched his back, wincing as it cracked. At least someone had been nice enough to dress his thigh wound. A few more days and the pain would probably be only a bit less than excruciating.

Dwanok squeezed through the door to Richards’s cell, barking for the guard to leave.

The hefty Klingon slammed the door behind him and glowered down at Richards. “You acted quite honorably yesterday, Mr. Richards.”

“Thanks. For what good it did me.”

“Listen closely. I do not have much time. As you may know by now, the motion to end Klingon video programs has been turned down. But that does not mean you have to stay here and suffer. I have already spoken to the council on your behalf. If you wish, I will contact the Explorer. I am sure they would petition the High Council…enact some sort of rescue…”

“No,” Richards said quickly. “I have to get out of this myself.”

“But why work alone, when you have friends that would help?”

“It’s hard to explain. It’s kind of like Klingon honor, Dwanok. I feel like I just have to do this myself.”

“I understand. In that case, I will leave you.”

Dwanok turned to go.

“Dwanok?”

“Yes, Mr. Richards?”

“Please, don’t tell anyone about this.”

“You have my word. Goodbye.”

Richards shuddered as Dwanok slammed the door. He heard grumblings in Klingon and an electronic key inititating the forcefield around his door.

“Well,” he muttered. “So much for creative freedom.”

“Inmate 44073. You have a communique,” came a rigid voice that permeated the prison complex.

“Probably Krinok calling to remind me that I’m his property again,” Richards mumbled. He switched on the viewscreen, which was about the only feature beside grime in his dim cell.

He pressed a button, and Janice Browning flashed on the screen, standing in a kitchen, her smock smeared with food stains. “Chris? Where are you? I paged your apartment and they routed my call to some complex owned by the United Klingon Network.”

“Oh. I’m living here now. Rent’s cheaper,” Richards said weakly. “What do you want?”

“I talked to Commander Beck. There’s a transport leaving Kronos next week. Its captain said he’d be glad to give you passage…”

“Sorry, Janice. I can’t go. I’m…very busy right now.”

“Oh, okay. Maybe some other time?”

“Yeah. Right. Some other time.” Richards forced a smile. “Well, better get going.”

“Okay. Is there something wrong, Chris?”

“Nope, not at all. I couldn’t be happier.” Richards switched off the viewer and collapsed onto his cot. How did he get himself into things like this?

There was only one thing he could do: Keep writing Days of Honor and hope for a chance to escape before the show gets canceled. His only other hope for life was that Days of Honor got so popular that it turned into a franchise that spawned enough spinoffs to keep him alive for decades. But then again, how likely was that?



NEXT:



Commander Conway has been pining for the Explorer’s Trill Colony Specialist for several months now. When Dr. Shar’s tour of duty is complete, will he make one final play for her affections or choke? And will she survive her final day on the Explorer? Find out in “The Host With the Most” in one week!




The Host with the Most



Commander Conway sighed deeply and proceeded through the doors to Transporter Room Three.

“Morning, Commander,” Dr. Lana Shar said brightly, packing her tricorder and phaser and adjusting her hair in one of the mirrors that circled the transporter pad. “Ready to go?”

“I guess,” Conway murmurred unenthusiastically.

“What’s the matter?” J’hana asked, slapping Conway hard on the back as she mounted the pad. “Aren’t we a happy Commander today?”

Conway grabbed a phaser and tricorder from the transporter operator and glared at J’hana. “You know damned well what’s wrong.” He turned to Lana and regarded her softly. “This isn’t just any other planetary survey.”

“You can say that again,” Lana said. “This is my last planetary survey. That fellowship at the Daystrom institute couldn’t have come at a better time. My residency on the Explorer is almost up, after all.”

Conway’s shoulders fell. “Let’s just get this overwith.”

“You old softie,” J’hana said with a toothy grin.

“I for one will not forget your scientific contributions to this ship, Doctor,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, following Conway onto the transporter pad. “They will be missed.”

“And I won’t?” Lana asked.

“By some, perhaps, but I am not capable of that emotion.”

“Shut up, Larkin,” Conway barked.

“Aye, sir.”

“Ensign Monroe,” J’hana said, still stifling a laugh. “Energize.”



“This place is gorgeous, isn’t it?” Lana asked, putting her tricorder in its holster as she strolled through the leafy blue thickness of Zebdron Four’s jungle. “A perfect planet on which to end my days of planetary surveying.”

“If you say so,” Conway said, staring down at his own tricorder. “Oxygen is seven percent over normal.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Lana said. “This place is perfect, Commander. I could even imagine starting a family here.”

Conway looked up. “You could?”

Lana looked at Conway and smiled. “Sure. If it was with the right person.”

Conway stepped closer. “Like who?”

Taking a deep breath, Lana turned around and walked several paces away. “Commander, in my line of work, it is necessary to posesss a modicum of detachment.”

“I can understand that,” Conway said reasonably.

“However…”

Conway’s eyebrows rose. “However?”

“However, since this is my last day aboard the Explorer, I feel it only fair to be honest with you. Commander–David…I think I have fallen in love with you.”

A few moments of silence passed as a breeze blew through the beautiful Zebdronian trees.

“What?” Conway asked, shaking his head in disbelief. “WHAT?”

Lana turned around and stepped toward Conway. “I could not tell you how I felt while we still worked together. It would have been…improper.”

“But, Lana…now that you’re leaving the ship…what…what… what…”

“I will postpone my arrival time at the Daystrom Institute,” Lana said, pulling Conway’s head toward her. “Now shut up and kiss me.”

Lana enveloped Conway in a long kiss. The Commander wagged his arms around like a distressed monkey, finally throwing them around Lana and lifting her up.

“J’hana to Conway,” came the rushed and breathless voice of Lt. J’hana over the commander’s combadge.

“J’hana to Conway.”

“COMMANDER!”

Conway set Lana down and stared at her googily-eyed. “What, J’hana?”

“Lt. Commander Larkin and I just had a rather unsavory run-in with some type of huge native airborn lifeform. Larkin’s arm was nearly ripped off and it slammed me into a rock face.”

“I have other things to deal with right now,” Conway said, grinning at Lana. “It can wait.”

“But Commander…”

“It can wait!” Conway said, tapping his combadge to sever the communication.

“Now,” Conway said, pulling Lana toward him. “Where were we?”

Suddenly a large shadow fell over Conway and Lana; a piercing squawk sent a shiver down the commander’s spine.

“Lana, behind me!” Conway spun around, fumbling for his phaser as he pushed Lana behind him. “Come get me you f***ing bird!” he cried, lifting his phaser with a trembling hand as the huge, black creature dove toward him.

Before Conway could thumb the firing control, however, the bird knocked him aside effortlessly with one claw and grabbed Lana with the other.

Conway scrambled to his feet, firing madly at the bird as it soared off into the sky. It wove effortlessly away from each phaser beam. “Come back here you damned crow from hell! Give her back to me!”

The bird just shrieked again and circled above Conway.

“Commander!! HELLLLLLP!” Lana cried from high above.

Conway shielded his eyes from the sun as he stared up at the circling bird. “Listen here, you! That woman you have there loves me! That makes her rarer than anything in the galaxy! Two other people came here with me, either of which would be delicious. Take them! They don’t love me!”

Another shrill squawk.

“Damn it!” Conway cried. “Drop her now!”

Obediently, the bird dropped Lana.

“Wait, no, I didn’t mean that!” Conway said. “Not now! You have to come down here before you drop her! Swoop down and pick her back up!”

Another squawk and the bird was gone.

“Oh man,” Conway said, looking up as Lana plummetted down toward him. He ran back and forth, arms outstretched, as Lana fell. “I’ll catch you, darling! Just fall in my arms! Guide yourself right into my loving arms, sweet-heart!”

Squinting in the bright sunlight, Conway could make out the fast approaching shape of Lana dropping toward him like a rock.

Then she slammed into his head and he blacked out.



In what seemed like an instant later, Conway’s eyes fluttered open and he found himself staring right into the huge, gruesome face of a Flarn.

Conway shrieked like a little girl, backing away in his biobed. It took him a moment to remember that that evil, toothy, pointed, hard and shiny black face belonged to the Explorer’s Chief Medical Officer.

“Ah. You are awake,” Dr. Benzra said, hunching over Conway. “You took a nassssty bump on the head there, Commander.”

“Lana…” Conway muttered, rubbing his head. “Lana…is she okay?”

“Hmmm? Ssssure, I ssssupossse she isss. But the woman who wasssss with you…ssssshe’s dead.”

“LANA!” Conway cried, jumping off the biobed and rushing over to the other biobed, where Lana’s shapely outline was covered in a white shroud.

“Oh…that’s Lana? Sssssorry. I sssstill don’t know everyone’s namessss,” Benzra said, hovering behind Conway. “Yessss, ssssshe is as dead as they come. Fractured ssssssspinal cord, I am afraid. Sssssoo, how should I dissspose of her? Hmmm? Vaporizzzation? Blow her out an airlock? What’sssss the protocol around here?”

“Where’s the symbiont?” Conway cried, turning around and grabbing Benzra’s exoskeleton. He pulled the huge Flarn down toward him. “Where’s the f***ing symbiont?”

“Ssssssymbiont?” Benzra asked in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“She has a 500-year old slug living inside her! It may not be dead yet! It has to be transferred into a new host!”

“Mmm hmmm,” Benzra said, running a medical tricorder over Lana’s body again. “Oh, that? I was wondering what that wasssss. Here I thought it wassssss a sssssssecond sssssssspleen.”

“Take it out, Doctor! You have to take it out and put it into stasis!”

“Fine, fine,” Benzra mumbled, grabbing a phaser scalpel off a nearby tray and pulling open the shroud.

Conway watched as Benzra worked, shivering at the wide-eyed look that was frozen on Lana’s face. Poor Lana. Conway’s only hope for love now was that the symbiont still carried her feelings for him. If it was still alive.

“There,” Benzra said, yanking the symbiont out. “Yep, it’sssssss ssstill alive. Let’ssss find a vat of warm and bubbly for thisss thing, ssshall we?”

“Yes, yes, yes!” Conway said, following Benzra to the other side of sickbay and staring with concern at the slug the Flarn carried.

“Yess, you’ll love thissss,” Benzra said to the symbiont, plopping it into a vat of blue liquid she found nearby. “Full of nutrientsssss! Ssssuck it up!”

Conway stared at the slug as it wriggled in the vat. “Shar! Shar, I still love you! This is just a small bump in the road!” The symbiont wiggled a bit, causing Conway to smile. “That’s my slug.”

“Now what about thissss body?” Benzra said, angling her head toward the carved-open Trill on the biobed.

“Stick her in a drawer,” Conway said, still staring at the symbiont.

Captain Baxter rushed into the room. “Commander…I heard the news. I’m very sorry.”

“It’s okay, Captain,” Conway said, pointing to the vat. “We saved the symbiont!”

“Good to hear. Baxter to bridge. Lay in a course for the Trill system. Maximum warp.”

“Acknowledged,” Larkin said over the comm.

“How long will it take us to get there, Larkin?” Conway asked, not taking his eyes off the vat.

“Approximately sixty hours,” the android replied without missing a beat.

“Captain, that’s too long!” Conway said. “The symbiont will die if it’s not put into another body in under forty-eight hours!”

Baxter raised an eyebrow. “Do you have an alternate suggestion, Mr. Conway?”

“Actually,” Conway said, patting the symbiont lovingly. “I do.”



Personal Log, Commander David Conway,

Stardate 53192.7. I’ve spent all afternoon with Lana’s symbiont, and though I realize it can’t talk, I somehow know it senses me and still loves me. We went to the holodeck and saw one of Captain Baxter’s football programs, then we played my NASCAR program…I let it sit in the passenger seat! Some fluid sloshed out of the container but other than that I know Shar had a good time. I can’t wait until Shar gets a new body. There’s something creepy about being in love with a squirmy slug.



Commander Conway strolled down the corridor with the vat tucked under his arm, nodding happily to the officers that passed him.

“Commander Conway,” Lt. Hartley said, nodding at Conway and then in the direction of the vat. “Dr. Shar.”

“Good afternoon, Megan,” Conway said. “And how are you today?”

Hartley wore a pasted-on smile. “Just fine. And how’s the…”

“Symbiont?”

“Yeah…uh, Shar.”

“It’s just great, Lieutenant. It’s going to the bridge with me right now.”

“That’s nice to know,” Hartley said. “I’m glad to see being loved has had such a pleasing effect on you.”

“What can I say?” Conway shrugged as he stepped into the turbolift. “I love life!”

Ensign Stuart walked up to Lt. Hartley as the turbolift doors closed in front of Commander Conway.

“I don’t know what scares me more, Ryan. The slug, or Conway’s attitude.”

“No question,” Stuart said, as he and Hartley moved off toward Engineering. “Conway’s attitude.”



Commander Conway smiled up at Counselor Peterman from the command chair as she and a leashed-up Charlie stepped out of the Captain’s readyroom.

“Hi, Commander,” Peterman said. “Captain Baxter wants to see you for a mo–”

“Counselor!” Conway said, grabbing Peterman in a bear hug once she’d walked around to the front of the bridge. “You look especially radiant today!” Then the commander did something which frightened Peterman down to her very core. He kneeled down and patted Charlie on the head. “That’s a good boy! Good boy!”

Taking the affection as a go-ahead signal, Charlie jumped onto Conway, knocking him onto the deck.

Conway jumped up and straightened his uniform. “You rascal, you.” And he patted the golden retriever again.

“We really need to set up an appointment,” Peterman said, pulling Charlie toward her chair.

“Whatever you say, Counselor. You do know best!”

Conway circled back to the upper level of the bridge and popped his head into the readyroom. “You wanted to see me, Captain?”

“Yes,” Baxter said, stepping out from behind his desk. “I talked to Kelly and Dr. Benzra about the symbiont transfer. They both feel like it’s safe to proceed with the operation…but if problems arise, Benzra is under orders to stop the operation immediately. Is that understood?”

“Of course, Captain,” Conway said. “That’s a wise decision.”

“And Commander?” Baxter said, as Conway turned around.

“Yes?”

“Stop being so freaking nice! You’re scaring the crew!”

“I gotta be me!” Conway sang, whirling around and heading out of the readyroom.

“But this isn’t you!” Baxter cried after him, poking his head out of the readyroom door.

“STOP THAT YOU F***ING MUTT!” Conway suddenly cried, hopping the railing around the command chairs and springing toward Charlie.

Charlie was lapping up the liquid from Shar’s vat, which was resting peacefully in Conway’s chair. When he heard Conway’s voice, Charlie looked up and barked pleasantly at him.

Conway shoved the dog away and grabbed the vat. “Are you crazy, Peterman? Do you want this symbiont to die?”

“I’m sorry!” Peterman said. “I turned my head to talk to Tilleran for one minute and he went for the vat! He must like those nutrients!”

“Well he can’t have them!” Conway growled, glaring down at Charlie. “These nutrients are for Shar…and now they may have saliva in them!”

“Jeeze, I’m sure she–it’s–okay,” Peterman said, as Conway ran for the turbolift.

“We’ll just have to see,” Conway muttered, as the lift doors closed.

Peterman looked up at Baxter, who was standing in the doorway to his readyroom watching the whole exchange.

Baxter shrugged. “At least we got to see the old Conway again for a brief moment.”

Peterman collapsed into her chair and pulled Charlie into her lap. “I for one would prefer the new Conway.”



“You sure are quiet tonight,” Commander Conway said, pushing a forkful of Mirk’s famous Maloxian mint quiche into his mouth. “Aren’t you happy that Charlie’s saliva didn’t hurt you?”

The symbiont merely sloshed around in the jar across from Conway.

“Well, yes, I suppose being dislodged from your host must have something to do with it.” Conway chewed thoughtfully. “But it certainly would be nice to talk to you.” Conway’s eyes wandered around the Constellation Cafe. He saw Tilleran. “Wait one minute. I have an idea.”

Lt. Tilleran, Lt. Hartley, Lt. Ford, and Lt. Gellar were all squeezed into a booth on the far side of the lounge talking and sharing a round of drinks.

“Don’t move,” Conway said, patting the symbiont lovingly and racing across the lounge. “Hey, Tilleran!”

Tilleran looked up as Conway approached the booth. “What can I do for–” The Betazoid’s nose wrinkled as she picked up on Conway’s thoughts. “Oh, my. That’s very strange. I don’t know.”

“Please!”

“What does he want, Ariel?” Hartley asked, looking at Conway askance.

“He wants me to use my body as a conduit for the symbiont to speak through,” Tilleran said, looking past Conway at the wiggling symbiont on the far side of the lounge.

“Sounds like a bad pickup line,” Ford grinned, giving Lt. Gellar a high five.

“Pretty bad, Commander,” Gellar said with a chuckle.

“This isn’t funny,” Conway said, kneeling down in front of Tilleran. “The last time it spoke to me it told me it loved me. And now I don’t know what it’s thinking. Please…just for a minute. I need you to channel her. Can it be done?”

Tilleran put down her drink and sighed. “I suppose. But just for a minute. I don’t want my mind to be filled with love for you for any longer than absolutely necessary.”

“It might kill you to have love for the Commander,” Hartley chuckled.

“Hey, we could all use a little more love around here,” Conway said, pointing at Hartley accusingly.

Ford shrugged. “I’m game!”

Hartley chuckled long and hard, then dumped her drink in Ford’s crotch and called for another.



Conway drummed his fingers on the table expectantly as Tilleran placed her hands on the symbiont.

“Well?”

Tilleran closed her eyes. “This is a very complex being. It’s thought processes are nowhere near like humanoids. It’s taking me time to adapt.”

“Well hurry,” Conway said, “I’m getting antsy.”

“Anything else?” Mirk asked, hovering behind Conway.

“Another cup of coffee and some cheesecake,” Conway said, not taking his eyes off the symbiont.

“So Lt. Tilleran’s going to read that thing’s mind?” Mirk asked.

“Yep,” Conway said. “It loves me.”

Mirk nodded. “You’re in for a treat when that thing gets a new body. Trills make great lovers.”

“Not like you have much to compare it to,” Conway barked over his shoulder. “Now get my dessert.”

“Right away,” Mirk said, keeping an eye on the symbiont as he went behind the bar.

“What’s taking so long?” Conway asked, turning back to Tilleran.

“He’s right, you know,” Tilleran said, her voice suddenly sounding light an airy.

“Who’s right? About what?”

“Trills. The greatest lovers in the galaxy.”

“Lana?”

“Not anymore. Just Shar now,” Tilleran said brightly. She touched Conway’s face. “How I’ve missed looking at you, Commander.”

Now a crowd had begun to gather behind Tilleran as she channeled the symbiont.

“I need my imager,” Hartley said. “What are the chances of this happening again?”

“This is better than that band Mirk had in here,” Gellar agreed.

Conway grabbed Tilleran’s hands. “And how I’ve missed hearing your…well, any voice.”

Tilleran pulled the sybiont out of its vat and tucked it under her arm. “Come on, Commander. Dance with me.”

“Are you sure it’s okay for you to be out of the jar?”

“For a moment,” Tilleran said, as Conway took her in his arms and twirled her around the tables in the restaurant. “For just a moment.”

“Some music, Mirk!” Conway ordered.

“Right away,” Mirk said, running over to the old fashioned juke box beside his bar and punching some random numbers.

Something by one of Conway’s favorite performers suddenly came on throughout the bar.

“Oh, my love, my darling, I hunger for your touch…” Conway cooed as he spun Tilleran around and dipped her.

When he brought her back up, her dark eyes were wild with love, and she pushed him forward into a table, kissing him ravenously.

In the commotion, the slippery symbiont was squeezed out from the Betazoid’s armpit and propelled into the transparent aluminum window behind her.

“Ewwwww!” Tilleran said, stumbling back to the deck and wiping her mouth. “Ew ew ew ew ewwwwwww!”

Conway stumbled over Tilleran and picked up the symbiont as if it were a fumbled football, charging for its vat and dunking it in.

“Sorry, honey,” Conway cooed, cradling the vat in his arms.

“Okay, okay, the floor show’s over,” Mirk said. “Everyone back to your tables.”



Conway stared up at the chronometer on the wall of Sickbay, tapping his foot nervously. “Come on, Benzra! What’s the hold up?”

Benzra ducked out of the adjacent operating room, removing her tent-sized operating smock. “It isssss not good. The symbiontssss nervoussss syssstem has been far too josssstled around today. What have you been doing with it?”

“Nothing…just a little–hey! What are you implying?” Conway asked angrily.

“Oh, nothing. It issss no matter. Whatever the cassse, the ssssymbiont musssst be placed into a new host within forty minutes. If you had taken better care of it we could have waited a couple more hourssss, but…”

“Say no more,” Conway said, ripping open his uniform jacket. “Stick it in me! Stick it in me now before it’s too late!”

“Are you sssssure you want to go through with thissss?” Benzra asked. “According to the recordssss I have read, human nervoussss ssssystemsss do not react well to ssssymbionts.”

“You don’t understand, Benzra,” Conway said, staring up into the Flarn’s gaping maw. “I love this symbiont. I’ll give it my life if necessary.”

“Fine by me,” Benzra sighed, tying the surgical smock back around her waist and taking Conway by the hand. “Let’sss get you on the griddle…I mean table.”



Baxter hurried into Sickbay, where he found Peterman and Tilleran already waiting on two empty biobeds. “What’s the word?”

“Apparently Lt. Tilleran here had an out-of-symbiont experience with Shar. It took over her mind.”

“I had to kiss Commander Conway,” Tilleran said, rubbing her hand over her tongue repeatedly.

“Yikes,” Baxter said, turning to Peterman. “So…have you heard anything?”

Peterman shook her head. “Some screams. A couple growls– but I think that was Benzra.”

“Mm hm,” Baxter said. “She’s a go-getter. Impressions, Tilleran?”

“Commander Conway is a horrible kisser!” The Betazoid walked over to a replicator and ordered a glass of orange juice. “All tongue-jabs and slobber! No style at all!”

“I mean telepathic impressions!” Baxter said with exasperation. “Can you get a feel of what’s going on in there?”

At that moment, the group heard the loud, high-pitched squeal of a heavy-duty phaser saw.

Tilleran looked in the direction of the operating room and took a long swig of orange juice.

“Well?”

Tilleran looked back at Baxter. “Confusion. Pain….umm… arousal?”

Peterman slapped her legs and slid off the biobed. “Well, I’m sure Benzra knows what she’s doing. I just hope Commander Conway was informed about what he’s getting himself into.”

“He read up on that Will Riker thing,” Baxter said. “Apparently all he had to say about it is that he’d never wear a glittery blue outfit.”

“I saw the picture,” Peterman said. “I thought it looked fantastic.”

“Hey,” Baxter said, turning around and grabbing a phaser scalpel off a nearby table. “Watch it, or I may have to remove something.”

Peterman leaned back on the biobed. “I invite you to try, Doc!”

“Hey!” Tilleran said. “Someone else is in the room!”

“Oh,” Baxter said, shelving the instrument. “Right. Sorry.”

Suddenly the doors to the OR sighed open and Benzra squeezed out, ripping the oversized gloves off her claws.

“Well?” Baxter asked, craning his neck to look up at the huge Flarn.

Benzra smiled toothily. “Just like sssssstuffing a pimento into a fluhga fruit.”

“What does that mean?” Peterman asked, looking to Tilleran, who just shrugged. “Does that mean the operation was a success?”

Baxter pushed past the Flarn and into the OR. “Commander Conway?”

Dressed in a blue surgery smock, Conway leaned up slowly and swung his legs off the bed. “You’re half right.”

Peterman ran in behind Baxter, nearly bumping into him. Tilleran squeeezed in too.

“Dr. Shar?” Peterman asked.

Conway smiled softly and shook his head. “Commandoctor Sharway.”



Baxter rubbed his eyes and leaned forward on the conference table. The senior staff, minus Conway, was gathered for the daily meeting. “The thing is, I don’t even think there’s such a title as ‘commandoctor.’”

“There is not,” Larkin said from the other side of the table. “That is to say, not in Starfleet.”

J’hana shifted in her chair to Larkin’s left. “Perhaps, but as I understand it, that is what he wishes to be called now.”

“And what would that make him?” Ford asked. “First Colony Specialist Officer?”

“Enough with the name-mixing,” Baxter snapped. “He’s only going to have that symbiont inside him for another thirteen hours anyway.”

“Which is all for the besssst,” Benzra said, swiveling in the specially made Flarn-contoured chair Lt. Hartley had constructed for her. “His sysssstem isss not reconciling itssssself with the sssssymbiont very well.”

“But Commander Riker was able to survive with a symbiont inside him for several days, wasn’t he?” Hartley asked.

“Commander Riker wassss in good health,” Benzra said. “Commander Conway’sssss body hassss been subjected to massssssive amountssss of caffiene and cholessssssterol. If I wassssss a food insssssspector back on Flarn Prime, he would be labeled unhealthy, ground up, and fed to the cattle.”

“Lovely imagery,” Baxter said. “But suffice it to say that Conway will survive the next thirteen hours until we reach Trill.”

“Indeed he will,” Benzra said. “Though the ssssssymbiont may have an irreprable caffeine addiction.”

“Well,” Baxter said. “That’s just a chance we’ll have to take.”

“I just hope the symbiont teaches him how to be a better kisser,” Tilleran muttered.

“Are you still caught up on that?” Hartley asked, turning toward the Betazoid. “I mean, you didn’t have to–”

“Good afternoon, everyone,” a mellow voice said from the conference room’s doorway.

“Commandoctor Sharway,” Baxter said. “Glad you could make it to the staff meeting. Grab a seat.”

Baxter studied Sharway’s attire carefully as he strolled into the conference room. Evidently he had acquired Shar’s ability to put together a good power suit, yet kept the outfit within traditional Starfleet lines.

Sharway smoothed the black, grey-shouldered suede sportcoat and pulled down on the sporty red tunic underneath. “Yes, about that. Shall I take Commander Conway’s seat or Doctor Shar’s?”

“Just sit down!” Baxter ordered.

“Oh, Captain, don’t be that way,” Sharway said, placing a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “Taking out your anger on your insubordinates simply is not the way to handle things.”

“Since when are you qualified to tell me how I should take my anger out?” Baxter asked, looking Sharway in his placid eyes.

Sharway made an expansive gesture with his hands. “Since I gained the five-hundred years of knowledge locked within the symbiont that squirms within me, Captain.”

“He’s lost it,” Hartley muttered.

“Small thing,” Sharway said, turning. “Why do you harbor such ill feelings toward me? You and Shar always got along admirably.”

“But this isn’t Shar’s personality,” Tilleran said. She turned to Baxter. “A Trill host is able to reconcile the two personalities and make the transition seamless.” She looked at Sharway with some disdain. “But the Commander’s relatively weak mind and personality–if you can even call it that–is not at all prepared to handle the level of intelligence and knowledge that is being dumped into it. We’re not just talking about an issue of physical health, here. We’re talking mental health too.”

“I’ll start clearing out my calendar,” Peterman said, grabbing a padd.

“I assure you, I feel fine!” Sharway said, smiling. “I’d like to ram Lt. Hartley’s head into the table and snap Lt. Tilleran’s neck, but other than that I am wonderful.”

“Sounds like he’s got it under control,” Baxter said, standing up. “Let’s go ahead and break for now.”



Sharway put his hands on his hips and examined Commander Conway’s office. How had he never seen before that this was a nasty, horrible place. Not inviting at all.

The walls were plastered with posters of some kind of musical combo called “KISS” and padds were piled up all over the place. A huge espresso machine, dented and charred–evidently salvaged from the wreckage of the USS Aerostar–dominated the small office. There were no plants, no uplifting pictures, no artifacts of note. The office was dead space and there had to be something done about it.

Suddenly the door chime rang and Sharway obediently answered it. “Yes, how may I help you?”

“It’s, uh, Lieutenant Hartley.”

“Come in, come in,” Sharway said, ripping down the KISS posters and shoving the padds off his couch. “Please, make yourself welcome.”

“Welcome…in your office?” Hartley asked, strolling in and sitting down. “That’s a new one.”

“I know I’ve been unfair to you in the past,” Sharway said, scooting up onto his desk and facing Hartley. “I’d like to rectify that now.”

“Sir, you threatened to slam my head into a table about fifteen minutes ago.”

“Well, that was still the past, no matter how recent,” Sharway said. “How about we start with a clean slate, Lieutenant.”

Hartley laughed. “That’s fine with me.”

Sharway pointed toward the espresso machine. “Some sort of coffee beverage for you? I never touch the stuff, but you’re welcome to–”

“No, that’s all right,” Hartley said. “Actually, I was just wondering about the new duty rosters for the Engineering department.”

“Yes, duty rosters,” Sharway said, digging through the pile of padds in the corner. “They’re around here somewhere, I’m sure of it.”

“I just wanted to know your feelings on Ensign Welch in Impuse Engineering. As far as I’m concerned, he’s dead weight. Everyone in that department seems to think he’s an arrogant windbag.”

Sharway stopped rooting through the padds. “Yes, someone said that about a wrinkled symbiont named Shar once. It was the symbiont review committee. That was four hundred ninety years ago, Lieutenant. Look where I am now.”

“Uh-huh,” Hartley said thoughtfully. “So what are you saying?”

“I’m saying you have to give beings a chance. A being can go through a lot of growth in five hundred years.”

“Right. Well, I don’t have that long. What are we going to do about Welch right now?”

“Time will tell, my dear. Time will tell.”

Hartley pushed off the couch and headed for the door. “No offense, Commandoctor, but I liked you a lot better when you were impulsive and autocratic. At least then you got things accomplished.”

“You are of course entitled to your opinion,” Sharway said. “Have a pleasant day.”

“Yeah, right,” Hartley said, heading out of the office.

“Wonderful woman,” Sharway said thoughtfully as the computer chirped:

“Commandoctor Sharway. This is a Computer Generated Reminder. You have an appointment with Counselor Peterman in five minutes.”

“Oh, how could I have forgotten,” Sharway said. “The office can be cleaned up after that.”

As Sharway moved out of the office, he ran into Lucille and Harlan, Captain Baxter’s parents.

“Commander Conway,” Harlan said heartily, extending a hand toward Sharway.

“Haven’t either of you heard?” Sharway asked. “I have joined with the late Doctor Shar’s symbiont to become Commandoctor Sharway.”

Lucille raised an eyebrow. “Yes, of course. How insensitive of us.” She nudged Harlan with her elbow. “He wants to be called Commandoctor Sharway, Harlan. Call him that.”

“Mmmph, right. Sharway,” Harlan said. “Joined, huh? Kids today. All sorts of strange practices.”

“He’s in love with that symbiont, Harlan,” Lucille said sharply. “It’s a sweet romantic thing he’s doing.”

“Love? That makes it even sicker, Lucille. Just to think– that slimy thing is slipping around between his spleen and his appendix. It just isn’t natural to have your loved one stuck inside you.”

“Shut up,” Lucille said, slapping Harlan on the back. “We wish both of you the best.”

“Thanks,” Sharway said. “We’re on our way to a psychotherapy session right now.”

“Good for you,” Lucille said. “Come on, Harlan.”

“Hmmph. Psychotherapy. You know son,” Harlan muttered through cigar smoke, “sometimes a symbiont is just a symbiont.”



Peterman poured tea into Sharway’s cup and sat down across from him, placing the pot on an end table. “I must admit, uh, Commandoctor, Yynsian herbal tea with a sprinkle of umgee root is a rare request around here.”

“It is an aquired taste,” Sharway said. “Ha ha. I, that is Commander Conway, tried to drink it for awhile after he realized that Lana enjoyed it. He gave up soon after he decided that the beverage was absolutely awful.”

“And now?”

“I enjoy it. That is, Commandoctor Sharway enjoys it. Not as much as Lana did, but we have to make due with what we’ve got.”

“We,” Peteresen said to herself. “That’s a funny way of putting it.”

“Yes,” Sharway said, smiling. “I find myself of two minds about things lately.”

“About that,” Peterman said, grabbing a padd and making some notes. “I think that’s what some of the crew are concerned about. How your brain is dealing with the unity of the two minds.”

“I assure you my brain is loving every minute of it.” Sharway crossed his legs. “I’ve never been more at peace.”

“That’s all well and good, Commandoctor. But what about the repurcussions for Commander Conway after the separation?”

Sharway gripped his fingers deep into the leather of Peterman’s fainting couch. “We…I…do not like thinking of that.”

“And why is that?” Peterman asked, biting on the stylus she was using to write on her padd.

“Because I love us. I mean, we love each other. I mean, we love I.”

“You enjoy the union of your souls,” Peterman said, her eyes filling with wonder. “That’s very romantic.”

“Yes,” Sharway said. “I believe it is. I feel we were meant to be together like this. How many couples can enjoy a joining this…close?”

“Not many, to be sure,” Peterman said. “You and Shar have a very rare opportunity, but you have to keep in mind that it cannot last forever. Not without killing Commander Conway.”

“Shar is aware of that, no matter how much Commander Conway may protest,” Sharway said. “Shar is quite old and wise. Shar realizes what must be done. But let me reiterate–Conway ain’t happy!”

It appeared as if Sharway was having a conversation with himself.

“I know the separation will be difficult,” Peterman said. “But just think, soon Shar will have a new host and the two of you will be together again.”

“Yes,” Sharway said. “Part of me is worried that the host will be a man.”

“Gee,” Peterman said. “I wonder which part that is.”

“The very conservative part,” Sharway assured. “It will be all right, however. One way or another, things will work for the best.”

“I’m sure,” Peterman said, making more notes. “Can I ask you something …off the record?”

“Sure,” Sharway said.

Peterman leaned forward. “You didn’t really mind when Charlie drank out of your, I mean Shar’s, vat, did you?”

“Not at all,” Sharway said. “You must recall that Shar actually spent some time inside Charlie, or shall we say, Sharlie.” Sharway laughed at that a moment then resumed. “You’ll find I know more about your dog than you do.”

“Really?” Peterman asked. “What do you mean?”

“Well, for one, he is thoroughly unhappy with your relationship with Captain Baxter.”

“You’re kidding! But he loves the Captain!”

“I didn’t say he did not love the Captain. He simply thinks that it’s ethically wrong to be married to the Captain of the ship on which you work.”

“Wow. Really?” Peterman wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t realize Charlie had such deep thoughts.”

“Just because he does not talk does not mean he has nothing to say,” Sharway said.

Peterman leaned in closer. “Well, what else does Charlie think about?”

“Hmmm,” Sharway said, rubbing his chin. “There’s the whole issue of your hair. He was much happier with…”

“Baxter to Sharway,” chirped the comm system.

“Sharway here.”

“A Trill vessel just came into hailing range. They say they’ve been dispatched with an emergency host for Shar. They’re ready to perform the transplant immediately.”

Sharway’s face fell. “Goodness. I thought I would have more time…”

“It’s okay, David,” Peterman said, placing a hand on Sharway’s. “We’ll get through this together. Andy, have the personnel from the Trill vessel meet Sharway and me in Sickbay.”

“Understood.”

“Are you sure about this?” Sharway asked. “Can’t we have just a little more time together?”

Peterman wrapped an arm around Sharway as she led him toward the turbolift. “No, that wouldn’t be wise, David. The sooner you break this bond the easier it will be to do it.”

“But I feel complete as Sharway. If I become Conway again I’ll only feel like half a man.”

Peterman shrugged as she and Sharway pushed into the turbolift. “Well, maybe that’s how things were meant to be.”



Six Trill in black labcoats were gathered around Sickbay’s central biobed as Sharway and Peterman stepped in.

“Which of you hosts the symbiont?” one of the Trill said, stepping forward.

“Me,” Sharway said.

“Very good,” the lead Trill replied. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Doctor Fedra Grem of the Trill symbiont board. These are my associates,” the man gestured to the five Trill behind him.

“Grem?” Sharway asked. “Impossible. I know Grem. He’s shorter…and balder!”

“Maybe he just had plastic surgery,” Peterman said diplomatically.

“Yes, indeed,” Grem smiled. “Plastic surgery.” Then he waved his and one of the other Trill lept forward and cracked his elbow upside Peterman’s head, knocking her flat to the deck.

“Symbiont snatchers,” Sharway said with disdain, taking a battle stance. “I should have known. Sharway to J’hana–security alert in Sickbay!”

“They won’t get here in time,” Grem said, as the other Trill descended on Sharway, pummeling him with their fists. “Don’t damage the symbiont, boys. We need it alive. It’s one of the oldest ones around and should bring a handsome price.”

“You lousy excuse for a Trill!” Sharway spat, fighting his way out from under his attackers. “Stealing symbionts so you can sell them to the highest bidder!”

“You talk a good game, human, but that will end when we rip that symbiont out of you. Grem to Baspita, prepare for transport.”

“Negative, sir,” came a reply from the Trill ship. “The Explorer has put up her shields.”

“I don’t have time for this petty brinksmanship,” Grem said, snatching the combadge off Sharway’s uniform and fingering it. “Bridge.”

“Bridge here. What do you want?” Baxter’s voice asked.

“This is the leader of the Trill party that has come aboard your ship. We demand that you lower your shields immediately or we will kill your crewman.”

“Sharway?” asked Baxter.

“I’m here, sir,” Sharway said. “Don’t let them take the symbiont. I would rather die.”

“Listen up, you spotted son of a bitch. We’re not going to let you go that easy,” Baxter called over the comm system.

“Then your crewmember will die,” Grem said gravely. “Melba, Kral…drag the human into this vessel’s operating room. We will be forced to remove the symbiont here. Without anesthesia.”

“Don’t be hasty, Grem. Maybe we can come to some sort of compromise!” Baxter said desparately.

“The only compromise we will make,” Grem said, as the Trill tossed Sharway on top of the surgical table and activated the restraining field, “is letting this human live while we take the symbiont.”

“I don’t like that one bit,” replied Baxter.

“You don’t have to like it. You just have to obey,” Grem said sharply. “Now lower those shields or I start cutting.”

Suddenly Sharway heard a raspy voice coming from the main area of Sickbay. “Hello? I’m here to ssssssupervise the sssssymbiont transssfer. Commandoctor Sharway?”

“BENZRA!” Sharway cried. “I’m in the OR! They’re trying to kidnap the symbiont!”

“You think your weak medical praticioner can stop us?” Grem said with a laugh. “Please. Melba…you and Frana go take care of the good doctor.”

“Yes, sir,” the two Trill said, heading out of the OR.

And almost as fast, Sharway heard a bone-chilling growl, and the two Trill flew back into the OR, slamming into the far wall with a spine-snapping crack. The impact caused the restraining field system to short circuit, and Sharway suddenly found himself free to move.

“What the–” Grem said, turning toward the door.

“The operation isssssss over!” Benzra shouted, impaling one of the other Trill with her claw and knocking two across the operating room with the other claw.

“Merciful symbionts!” Grem cried, running for the door to the OR.

“Not ssssso fassssst,” Benzra said, wrapping a claw around him and slamming him against the floor until he stopped squirming.

Once she was sure the final Trill was dead, Benzra stood and placed her claws on her thoracic section, admiring the carnage in the OR. “That’ssss how the Flarn operate.” Then Benzra looked around. “Right, Sssssharley? Sssssharley?”



“Tractor that Trill ship, Mr. Gellar,” Baxter said, clasping his hands behind his back and staring at the ship on the viewscreen as a blue beam latched onto it. “Baxter to Sickbay. What is your status, Benzra?”

“J’hana and her security team just arrived and my ssssstatussss issss fine,” Benzra’s voice replied. “But your Counsssselor Peterman is unconciousssss, the Trill are dead, and Sssssharley is gone.”

“Gone?” Baxter asked. “Gone where?”

“I do not know.”

“Computer,” Baxter called. “Locate Commandoctor Sharway.”

“Commandoctor Sharway is in the USS Escort airlock.”

“Damn,” Baxter said, rushing to the ops console. “Larkin, lock out all access to the Escort. Clamp it down!”

Larkin’s hands flew across the ops panel. “Not possible, sir. Commandoctor Sharway has been quite effective in disabling the control protocols leading to the Escort.”

“Lt. J’hana,” Baxter called over the comm. “Sharway is on the Escort. Intercept him.”

“Already on my way,” J’hana’s voice replied.

“Baxter to Sharway. Stand down, Commandoctor. I don’t know what you’ve got planned but you’re obviously delusional.”

“I’m not delusional Captain!” Sharway said wildly over the comm. “I’m just doing what I should have done in the beginning! I’m getting away from that ship. As long as we’re there, Shar and Conway can never be together!”

“It has nothing to do with being here,” Baxter said. “You’ll die in a couple hours if we don’t get Shar out of you.”

“We’ll see. Goodbye, Captain.”

“I do not believe the shields will stop him,” Larkin said. “After all, Commander Conway is aware of the Explorer’s shield modulation.”

“Gellar! Change our modulation now!” Baxter ordered.

Before Gellar could move his hands toward the shield controls, Baxter watched the Escort sail by on the viewscreen.

“Escort away,” Larkin reported.

“Lock one of our other tractors on it,” Baxter said.

“It is too late. The Escort just went into warp,” Larkin reported.

Baxter scrubbed a hand over his face as he watched the Escort streak away on the screen. “Gellar, beam a secuity team to over to the Trill vessel and release it. Mr. Ford, plot a pursuit course. Set speed to overtake.”

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, touching a panel to activate the warp engines.

A loud thrum sounded throughout the bridge, then a cranking sound reminiscent of an old gas-powered truck stalling.

“Hartley to bridge. Who just shut down the warp core?”

“Sharway,” Baxter murmurred, clenching his fist. “I need those engines back, Lieutenant.”

“I’ll get on it. But it’ll take a while. Sharway did a complete shutdown and locked out the restart sequence with some sort of personal access code. It’ll take me a while to get around it.”

“Well do it as quick as you can. Bridge out,” Baxter said, turning toward tactical. “Mr. Gellar, contact the Trill homeworld. Maybe they can help us.”

“They’re not going to be happy about us losing a symbiont.”

“Hey, it wasn’t like we did it on purpose,” Baxter muttered as he sat down in the command chair.



“Confirm that, computer,” Sharway said, gripping the arms of the command chair at the center of the Escort’s cramped bridge.

“Longrange sensors detect no ships in pursuit,” the computer replied.

“Good,” Sharway grinned. “Then maintain course and alert me when we’ve arrived.”

“Affirmative.”

Sharway looked at the stars streaking toward him on the Escort’s tiny viewscreen. They were beautiful. And all the more so since he had joined with Shar.

Shar truly did complete him. His life before this had been nothing but a prologue to this. Now that he was joined to Shar there was no taking that away from him. Conway and Shar would be together forever.

But somewhere in the back of Sharway’s mind, there was a nagging sensation that this was wrong. That by escaping those that cared about him, he was condemning Shar and Conway to death. But who cared? A few hours together were worth more than years apart.

Right?



Captain Baxter stared at the smashed bodies of the Trill criminals as Benzra shoved them into stasis drawers.

“Nice work, Benzra,” he said, as she slammed the last drawer with a clang. “But in the future, you should know that it’s Starfleet policy to stun criminals–not smash their bones and internal organs to a pulp.”

“I have heard of your ineffective justice ssssssssystem. It is but a joke.”

“Perhaps, but it’s a democratically voted-upon joke and we’re going to laugh right along with the rest of the Federation, get it?”

“I ssssuppose,” Benzra said. “Ssssstun it is. Although it will not be as fun.”

“Hmph,” Baxter said. “I suppoe you’ll want to eat the bodies too?”

“Me?” Benzra said with a laugh. “I’m not a humanitarian, Captain.”

“Huh?”

“I do not eat humans, or humanoids, for that matter,” Benzra explained, as if she had explained this several times. “I find your muscle stringy and tough, your skin fatty and tasteless.”

“Well maybe you’ve just never eaten the right humanoid,” Baxter said defensively. “How can you make broad accusations about a whole species?”

“Becaussssse I wisssssh to.”

“Hmm,” Baxter said, “I guess that’s a relief in a way. Mirk was afraid he’d have to learn how to prepare barbecued leg of human.”

“Barbecued?” Benzra said, throwing her head back in laughter. “Your people know sssssssso little about food preparation.”

“Okay,” Baxter said with exasperation, “so why did you learn to cook humans anyway?”

“Becaussssse,” Benzra said with equal exasperation, “Flarn ressssstaurants do not hire humanitarians.”

“Gotcha.”

Peterman limped into the morgue, rubbing her head. “Ow. I think I need more painkiller, Benzra.”

“Weakling,” Benzra scoffed. “Work through the pain. It will only make you stronger.”

“I miss Dr. Browning,” Peterman pouted. “Screw it, I’ll get the stuff myself. I’m a Counselor. I can write my own perscriptions.”

“Speaking of perscriptions,” Baxter said, following Peterman back into the main area of Sickbay. “Have you been able to determine the problem with Sharway?”

“It’s easy enough to figure out,” Peterman said as she jammed a cartridge into a hypospray and pressed the instrument into her arm. “Sharway has lost the thread of sanity that was keeping his two personalities together. He’s confused, delusional, warped, and has lost all judgment.”

“So the Conway personality took over.”

“Not exactly. More like both personalities just went cuckoo.”

“Please, don’t overwhelm me with technical jargon,” Baxter muttered sarcastically.

“Bottom line, we need to find Sharway and take out that symbiont before both of them lose their minds completely…or die.”

“Agreed, but it’ll still be hours before the warp core can be reinitiated.”

Peterman rubbed her head. “So what do we do?”

“We’ve contacted the Trill government. They’re sending a ship to pick us up and hunt down Sharway. They’ll have qualified doctors and a new host aboard, too.”

“Great,” Peterman said, following Baxter out of Sickbay. “But how about we make sure these Trill are good guys before we let down our shields?”

“Good idea.”



“Atmospheric entry sequence begun,” the computer ticked off as the Escort rumbled through the hazy orange atmosphere of Grasus, the fourth and largest moon around Trill Six.

“What is this place?” Sharway asked himself, squinting through the haze that flew by on the viewscreen. Great jutting rock formations became clear as the Escort made its approach.

“My birthplace,” Sharway replied to himself.

“But I thought all the symbionts were born on Trill,” Sharway said.

“That is incorrect. Symbionts can be found throughout the Trill system. There is a small colony of them here.”

“Are you sure this is a good place to hide?” Sharway asked himself.

“It is the only place to hide. I must return to the pools so I can reconnointer. There is something wrong with us and it must be corrected.”

“But I thought we were going to escape–and be together forever.”

“Soon. But first, we must return to the pool and merge minds with the other symbionts. It is the only way to stabilize our connection. You don’t want us to die prematurely, do you?”

“No, no. That would be bad.”

“I knew you’d understand, sweetie.”

“I love you,” Sharway told himself.

“I love you too,” Sharway replied warmly.



Captain Baxter paced the bridge of the Trill vessel Korina impatiently. “Anything, Tilleran?”

Tilleran looked up from the science station she was sharing with one of the Trill crewmembers. “Negative, sir. No sign of the Escort’s ion trail.”

“It had to leave some kind of trail,” Peterman said, looking back to Tilleran from her position next to Baxter at the front of the bridge.

“Not if he masked it,” Baxter said. “Remember, you’re dealing with someone that has Commander Conway’s starship knowledge and Dr. Shar’s intelligence.”

“And enough insanity for both,” Peterman muttered. “There has to be some way to find them.”

“I’m trying every scan that I can think of,” Tilleran said.

“What about warp eddies?” Ressek, the Trill ship’s commander said. “Your ship had to leave some sort of warp eddy.”

“That’s a good point,” Tilleran said. “I’m scanning subspace now.”

“What luck that of all ships for Sharway to steal, he had to get his hands on one with sensor-reflective screening,” Peterman muttered.

“It’s not infallible, Counselor,” Baxter said. “Don’t you worry. We’ll find Sharway.”

“Hold on,” Tilleran said. “I have something. A warp eddy in the direction of the Trill system. It’s the right size to be from the Escort.”

“Why would they go there?” Baxter said.

“Perhaps Shar still has some control,” Ressek said. “It could be directing Conway to help us find him.”

“Let’s hope,” Baxter mumbled. “For both their sakes. At any rate, you better take us into Trill space, Captain Ressek. Tilleran, get ready to scan every planet in the system for humanoid lifesigns.”

“Aye, sir,” Tilleran reported, going to work on the science station.



“Ooooh, that feels good,” Sharway said, slipping into the milky-white liquid as slimy symbionts bobbed and weaved around him. Blue electric waves surged through the pool, sending good vibrations throughout his nervous system.

“You’re disturbed,” a voice said inside Sharway’s mind.

“This human has corrupted your judgment,” said another voice. “This joining must be severed.”

“But I love him,” Shar said inside the joined mind.

“Love is inconsequential. If you both wish to survive, you must terminate this joining immediately,” said yet another voice.

Sharway sloshed around in the milky pool. “Hold on a second! You’re trying to split us up!”

“You’re deluded, Mr. Conway. You two cannot stay together!”

“Who are you to tell me what to do!” Sharway said angrily. “And why do I feel like I’m meeting the parents????”

“We ARE Shar’s family. We care about Shar’s wellbeing and this act is a direct violation o that wellbeing.”

“What does that mean?” fSharway asked.

“It means you must let Shar go. If not for your own good, for Shar’s.”

“But what will I do without Shar?”

A thoughtful pause. “Let us put it in terms you can understand, Mr. Conway. If you truly ‘love’ Shar…how can you carry on a relationship with it while it is inside your body.”

“I figured we’d think of something eventually.”

“Do you think you’ll be satisfied with…that kind of arrangement?” one of the voices said in disgust. “We are aware that men must do that from time to time…but we percieve that you would do it to excess. And again, you would be placing the symbiont into jeapardy no doubt with your twisted plans.”

“How do you know what I’m planning?” Sharway asked.

“Because we are inside your mind,” said a voice impatiently. “You have to let Shar go. It will be placed into a new host. If circumstances permit, you may have a relationship with that being. But this…this perverted arrangement must end.”

Sharway sighed as he slid down into the swirling fluid. “Why should I let slimy little slugs tell me what to do?”

Another bright flash of electricity surged through the pool –but this one hurt!

“Ow!” Sharway said. “What are you–OW! Hey!”

“Do as we say! Or we will be forced to take more extreme measures!”

Sharway struggled through the white liquid as surge after surge jolted his system. “Fine, fine–just stop! STOP! Ow ow ow ow ow ow!”



Lt. Tilleran led the way toward the cavern, staring down at her tricorder, as Baxter and Peterman and a team from the Trill vessel followed behind.

“Well?” Baxter asked.

“I have a bead on Sharway’s whereabouts. He’s definitely in the cavern up ahead…and moving this way!”

Baxter withdrew his phaser and set it to low stun. “He may be getting ready to attack.”

“Do what you must to your officer, Baxter,” Ressek said, “just don’t harm the symbiont.”

“I’ll aim for the head,” Baxter muttered.

“Andy!” Peterman cried.

Suddenly everyone looked toward the cavern as Sharway came screaming out of it, electric blue bolts licking at his backside.

“Get off! Get off!” he cried.

“Commandoctor!” Baxter shouted, leveling his phaser at Sharway. “Stop right there and put up your hands!”

Sharway obediently threw his hands up, running to hide behind Peterman. “Those symbionts have a nasty temper!”

“They were probably angered by your irrational behavior,” Ressek said, grabbing Sharway by the arm. “As they should be. You and Shar have both been most annoying today.”

“Sorry,” Sharway muttered.

“Ressek to Korina. Transport us all directly to the medical bay.”



Counselor Peterman tapped her foot nervously as she and Baxter waited on the couch outside the operating room aboard the Trill vessel.

“Kelly!” Baxter said, putting a hand on Peterman’s knee. “Enough. You’re making me nervous.”

“I can’t help it, Andy,” Peterman said. “I’m worried about Commander Conway and Dr. Shar.”

“They’ll both be fine.”

“But what kind of host will Shar get? What if it’s a man?”

“Ha,” Baxter said. “That would be funny.”

“Not to Conway,” Peterman said. “He may not be my favorite person, but as Counselor I have to think about his feelings.”

“I’m sure everything will work out for the best,” said Baxter patronizingly.

Before Peterman could reply, one of the Trill assistants wheeled Conway out of the OR on an antigrav lift.

“Commander?” Baxter asked, rising to his feet.

“Ugggh,” Conway groaned, turning his head to the side and pulling the covers up to cover his face. “I feel like I just passed a kidney stone.”

“No,” Peterman said, “the symbiont was much bigger.”

“I hope you’re feeling better, Commander,” Baxter said, hovering over the antigrav lift. He was trying to be sensitive about the situation. “Have you seen the new host yet?”

“Not yet,” Conway said weakly, pulling the covers down again as the assistant disappeared into the corridor beyond the medical bay.

“I’m sure whoever it is will be a wonderful person,” Peterman said.

Just then, the doors to the medical bay wheezed open and the assistant strolled back in. “Come on. The doctors are waiting,” he called, to someone outside.

“Okay, okay,” a voice said. Conway’s head darted up. It was a FEMALE voice!

Conway, Baxter, and Peterman looked on as the new host squeezed through the doors to the medical bay.

“Sweet fancy Moses!” Conway cried. “She’s a whopper!”

“Commander!” Peterman said scoldingly.

“Come on, Tyra,” the Trill assistant said. “Let’s move.”

The mammoth Trill woman waddled past Conway’s antigrav lift and stared down at him reproachfully. “You know, before the Trill joining doctrines were rewritten to be more libral, I never would have gotten this opportunity.”

“That’s because of the Sisko incident five years ago,” Peterman whispered to Baxter. “He found that the selection process for Trill hosts was much to strict.”

“Now the Trill symbiont committee is an equal-opportunity recruiter,” Tyra said, chucking a thumb at her expansive chest. “I’m great for PR.”

“You’d be even better as a cargo freighter,” Conway muttered. “You’re about the size of one!”

“Jerk,” Tyra barked, jamming a huge, pawlike fist into Conway’s stomach.

“Ow! My surgery scars!” Conway cried, doubling over in pain.

“Serves you right,” Tyra tossed over her shoulder as she sqeezed into the OR.

“Well,” Peterman said. “So much for loving what’s inside a person.”

“Are you that superficial, Commander?” Baxter asked.

“Did you see her?” Conway asked. “She could crush me!”

Peterman grabbed Conway by his medical gown and jerked him toward her. “Listen, Commander. You almost died to be with that symbiont. When Tyra joins with Shar she will have the same personality that you risked your career and your life to be with. You will not just leave her because she’s too fat! Get a grip, Mister!”

“Ow!” Conway said, as Peterman released him and his head snapped back down onto the antigrav table.

“Come on, Andy,” Peterman said, grabbing Baxter’s arm. “I know Andy would love me no matter what I looked like. Right, baby?”

Baxter smiled weakly at Conway as Peterman dragged him out of the medical bay. “Sure. Sure. No doubt.”



Two hours later, Conway was pacing the Escort’s mess hall. He’d been released shortly after Peterman and Baxter stormed out of the medical bay, and forced to spend the last hour and forty- five minutes contemplating his relationship with Shar aboard the Escort.

Peterman was right. Conway had risked far too much to be with Shar just to let something as superficial as her appearance affect things. As soon as Tyra came aboard, Conway would apologize to her and hopefully that would smoothe things over. It would take her awhile for her to get used to him, and he likewise, but having Shar inside her would greatly help the process along.

Conway felt the need to pat himself on the back. He’d shock everyone by showing them that he wasn’t as superficial as they thought. He’d still be the same lovestruck fool he’d been for the past two days, and Tyra Shar would be his forever.

“Bridge to Conway,” came Baxter’s voice over the mess hall’s comm system.

“Yes, Captain?” Conway asked hopefully.

“Tyra has just been transported aboard. She wants to talk to you immediately.”

“Have her meet me in the mess hall, sir. I’m ready for her.”

“You’ve decided to carry on with he relationship?”

“Absolutely. Let the fat be damned.”

“Good going, Commander. Kelly will be proud. Bridge out.”

Conway rubbed his hands together eagerly. How should he put this?

Suddenly the doors to the mess hall swung open and Tyra shoved herself in.

“Commander,” Tyra said dully.

“Shar!” Conway said, throwing his arms around the Trill and squeezing her tightly. “I know I said some horrible things to you before you were joined to Shar, Tyra, but that’s all behind us. I want to carry on our relationship if you’ll have me.”

Tyra gently pushed Conway off her. “I’m afraid not, David.”

“What?” Conway asked blankly. “But we were meant for each other! It’s not the fat jokes, is it?”

“No. I was angered by that before the joining, but now I’ve learned to be more patient about such things,” Tyra said. “And Shar has convinced me to go on a diet.”

“Then what is it?” Conway asked, his eyes welling up with tears.

Tyra took a deep breath. “Well…”

Suddenly a beautiful, long-legged, tan Trill woman stepped into the mess hall. She wrapped her arms around Tyra and kissed her long and hard. Conway winced and covered his face. He heard a hell of a lot of slurping and sucking.

Conway rubbed the tears out of his eyes. “Who’s THIS???”

“Commander, meet Jenna Fran,” Tyra said plainly, still wrapped up in the Trill’s arms. “My future wife.”

“I heard about you,” Jenna said, smacking Conway hard across the face. “You should be ashamed. Tyra is a beautiful woman. And more than you could ever handle.” She stared back at Tyra longingly. “It’s been a long time since Fran and Shar have been together, but now that Shar’s in a new host, it’s time to rekindle those old feelings. Right, Shar?”

Tyra nodded, looking at Conway remorsefully. “I do still love you, Commander. But my love for Fran has been burning for centuries. There’s just no competition.”

“Thanks to certain other Trill, the walls of oppression that have stopped Trill symbionts from rejoining are coming down,” Jenna said happily. “It gives us an unprecedented opportunity to reunite.”

Conway slumped into a chair and stared up at the two Trill, shaking his head. “Women are hard enough to understand as it is. Stick a five-hundred year old slug inside them and it becomes impossible.”

Tyra leaned down and pecked Conway on the cheek. “Chin up, Commander. Lana loved you, and Shar still does. I’ll tell you what: If you’re still alive when this host dies, I’ll look you up. How’s that?”

Conway looked down. “Fine, I guess.”

“Come on, Tyra. We’ll miss our rendez-vous,” Jenna said. “We have plans at Corsica, you know!”

“Goodbye, Commander Conway,” Tyra said, as Jenna dragged her out the door. “Tell the crew it has been a pleasure serving with them!”

“Same to you,” Conway grumbled as Tyra disappeared through the doors to the mess hall.

Conway stared at the deck for several minutes, clenching his fist tightly on the small table next to his chair.

“Baxter to Conway. Tyra and her companion just beamed off the ship. I assume things didn’t go well?”

“Something like that,” Conway muttered.

“I’m sorry, Commander. Is there something I can do for you?”

“Get us back to the Explorer. I’ve had enough of the Trill.”

“Understood. We’re getting underway immediately. Baxter out.”

Conway sat there gritting his teeth and staring at the deck until he heard the doors to the mess hall swung open again.

“Commander?” Peterman asked, tentatively stepping in. “I heard what happened.”

“You should be happy. I was going to make the right choice. It just happened she found someone she loved more.”

“It happens,” Peterman said, walking over to the replicator and pushing a few buttons. “The Trill social structure is a funny thing. They have different emotional and sociological trends than we do. Other humanoids can rarely have successful relationships with them–especially when the symbiont has to be moved to another host.”

“But I did everything I could and she still ended up going off with someone else. Ugh. Women.”

“I know,” Peterman said, carrying a cup of coffee and a cup of tea back to the table. “But you know enough about love to know that it doesn’t always work out.” Peterman slid the cup of coffee across the table toward Conway and sat down.

Conway stared at Peterman as she blew on her cup. “What is that?”

“Uh…Yynsian herbal tea. Sharway turned me on to it.”

“With a hint of umgee root?” Conway asked, raising his eyebrows.

Peterman nodded. “Yep.”

Conway pushed his cup of coffee toward Peterman. “Trade you.”

“Okay,” Peterman said, passing her cup to Conway. “If it will help.”

“I think it will,” Conway said, tossing back a gulp from the steaming mug and slamming it down.

“Well?” Peterman asked, as Conway swished the liquid around in his mouth.

“Buaaaaaaaaaaah!” Conway suddenly splurted the beverage in Peterman’s face, wiping his mouth with his shirt sleeve. “I hate this stuff!”

“Good,” Peterman said, rubbing the hot liquid out of her eyes and wiping her face with a napkin. “That’s a start.”



NEXT:



What happens when Borg technology is combined with Inventory… irritatingness? Whatever it is, it’s enough to drive J’hana and the rest of the crew crazy. Watch out for mayhem, assimilation, and accounting in “You Will be Inventoried!”




You Will Be Inventoried




For Marie



USS CORSICA MIRANDA-CLASS STELLAR OBSERVER BETA QUADRANT



“The time is 0800 hours. You are due in Stellar Cartography in fifteen minutes. If you do not acknowledge this automated message, an official reprimand will appear on your record,” the computer announced.

A hand thrust out from the cramped bunk and stabbed the control on the comm console, and a groggy, aged English lilt answered, “Shut up, Computer. No, on second thought, give me today’s schedule.”

Lt. Commander Horace Malloy rolled off his bed, ran a hand through his sparse layer of hair, and released the same chilling sigh he’d emitted each day for the last twenty-six years.

“0815…Stellar Cartography. 0915…Polytechnics. 1015…Deck Four Maintenance Closet. 1115…Chief Engineer’s Head.”

Another morning, identical to hundreds of previous mornings. Hours spent scouring room after room, deck after deck. Then afternoons of writing reports upon reports. Crunching lines and lines of numbers, organizing them into tables, reconciling them with other numbers, sorting, coding, re-sorting, and coding again each string of data, so the other number-crunchers at Starfleet Command in the Home Office could do the entire process over again in reverse to make sure he’d done his job correctly.

For Horace Malloy, like so many thousands of crumbling souls like him spread over two quadrants, it was another day on the job. He prepared to trudge five decks up to Engineering. What other crewmember would be stuck in a cabin at the extreme bottom of the ship? What other crewmember would be loathed and hated wherever he went?



“Horace Malloy, Inventory. Open up, please.”

“I’m in here taking a dump. For the love of the prophets, how about cutting me a break and coming back in an hour,” responded the Corsica’s half-Bajoran Chief Engineer, Bejark “Buzz” Folgoy, over the bathroom’s comm system.

Horace sighed and looked down at his padd, as if to gain strength from it. “I have a lot of work to do this afternoon, Mr. Bejark. Just expedite whatever you’re doing in there so I can account for the presence of your hand cleansing machine and leave.”

“It’s in here, you bloated piece of sh**! What’s the matter? Don’t you believe me?”

“It’s not a matter of whether I believe you. I have to actually see the equipment. It’s regulations.”

“Horace, you’ve been doing this for half your life. You retire in a month. Can’t you bend a regulation, just once?”

“Very sorry.” Suddenly, he heard the soft hum of the waste extractor. Moments later, the door to the Chief Engineer’s head slid open.

“There,” Buzz said, heading back down the corridor toward Main Engineering. “It’s all yours.” He chuckled. “Enjoy.”

Horace sighed, clipped his nose shut, and charged in.



Several minutes later, Horace walked into Engineering to thank Buzz for his patience, when he saw something that made him drop his padd.

An Ensign, one of Buzz’s assistants, was using a phasic modulator to clean out her ear.

Traversing the distance between himself and the offending ensign in an instant, Horace ripped the modulator out of her hand (careful not to touch the wax-coated area). “Ensign! What in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

The ensign, a freckled red-head, crinkled her nose. “What’s it to you?”

“What’s it to me? Don’t you know who I am?”

“Uh-uh.”

“Horace Malloy. Chief Property Control Officer.”

“And I’m supposed to care because…”

“You impudent little…”

“What’s going on out here?” Buzz asked, stepping out of his office.

Horace stabbed the modulator at the Ensign accusingly. “This disrespectful little git was abusing Starfleet property!”

“Oh, the horror,” Buzz muttered. “Look, we have a lot of work to do here. If you’re finished, I’d appreciate it if you just took your padd and lef–”

“I will not leave!” Horace cried. “I will be heard!” Anger flared in Horace. He’d been tread on day after day for too many days. It would be stopped, then and there.

“You’re nuts, mister,” the ensign said.

“Listen, Mr. Malloy, why don’t you just go back to your quarters and relax,” Buzz said, wrapping his arm around the portly Inventory officer and leading him out of Engineering.

“Why is everyone always pushing me away!” Horace cried, flipping Buzz over his head like a sack of potatoes and bringing an elbow crashing down into his neck.

“Urk!” cried Buzz.

The redhead’s hand scrambled for the comm switch. “Security to Engineering!”

“No no no!” Horace screamed, yanking his trusty inventory tagger off his belt, shoving it onto the woman’s mouth and thumbing a button.

A squarish silver tag imbedded itself over the young girl’s mouth, with an unbreakable blend of polyduranide and super glue.

“Mmmppph! Mmmpph!”

Thoughts and colors raced through Horace’s mind. His life didn’t have to end with retirement in a month. There was more out there. More to be done. It was so unbelievably clear. Horace raced for the transporter room.



Planetside, near the site of the crashed Borg ship, Commander Eno rose an eyebrow at the recently-gleaned metallurgy report

Unlike the previous find several years ago, this was a full- sized Borg vessel, somehow crashed on an alien world far from Federation trade routes. Was this ship the vanguard of another Federation invasion? Was it destined attempt to assimilate Earth like its two predecessors? Only to be stopped by a simple gravimetric imbalance in the space surrounding Soskan Three?

The Corsica herself had been forced to carefully re-tool her impulse engines and take an extremely irregular orbit around Soskan in order to avoid this Borg ship’s fate. Now she would have to make a hasty salvage effort in order to get a sufficient chunk of this Borg vessel back to Federation space for study.

The Benzite Executive Officer’s thoughts were interrupted when he noticed the blue glimmer of a transporter beam flicker beside him.

“Who are you?” Eno asked bluntly.

Horace reached out a hand to detach the Benzite’s breathing tube and shoved him up against the craggy face of the crashed Borg vessel. “You are the First Officer of the Corsica. Responsible for all crew, correct?”

“In theory,” choked Eno.

“Then you should know who I am!”

“Well, I don’t.”

“I’m Horace Malloy, Chief Inventory Officer.”

“That’s fascinating. How about letting me go?”

“Not until you approve a transfer. Get me out of this god- forsaken duty!”

“I’ll have to clear that–”

“You’ll have to clear it with nobody! Just do it! Make me a–a–Stellar Cartographer.”

“You can’t just get into that line of work. There’s training, research to be done–”

“So I’ll never be better than a simple inventory officer? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“Is that what you are? An inventory officer? My, I’m sorry.”

“I just told you that!” Horace screamed. “No one ever listens! Or cares!” Horace grabbed Eno’s phaser and held it right in the Benzite’s face. “Do you care about this phaser? Do you? I do! Starfleet property number XJ77564PH-12! Did you know that? I don’t think so! Why? Because you don’t care about order! We need order. Tagging brings order.” Horace trailed off, his gaze running along the huge mass of Borg technology crashed before him. “Untagged?”

Eno tried to shake Horace off, growing furious. “Listen you insignificant…”

Horace cut him off, slamming Eno’s head repeatedly against the Borg cube until he was unconscious, then let him fall limp to the ground. He stripped off his outer tunic, which barely stayed together around his round belly to begin with, and crammed himself between two busted bulkheads and into the Borg vessel, chanting and dancing all the way. He pulled out his auto-tagger and began slapping tags on every piece of machinery he passed.

“Tag this, tag that!” Horace giggled insanely. “Tag! Tag! Tag!” He fired off shots from his tagger like a Wild West gunslinger. At long last, Horace Malloy had found heaven.



By the time the rest of the away team had converged on Eno’s position minutes later, the Benzite had developed a massive headache.

“He’s completely mad,” Eno rasped, as a med tech administered to his wounds and reattached his breather.

“We’ll find him,” said Will Dunst, the Corsica Chief of Security. He grabbed up Horace’s fallen tunic and examined it. “I don’t need a stinking comm badge to do that. I hear the man weighs a metric ton.”

“Take him alive. He’s obviously quite disturbed. We’ll probably have to take him to Tantalus.” Eno bristled inwardly. What was it about him and madness? First, his prior Captain, Balish, and now this inventory fellow. It was like insanity followed him wherever he went.

“Understood,” Dunst said crisply, yanking out his phaser. Then Eno’s comm badge beeped.

“Corsica to away team,” came the voice of Captain Leonard Quinn.

“Here, Captain,” said Eno. “What is it?”

“A Borg vessel has just entered the system to collect its sister-ship. We have to evacuate. Now.”

“But we’ve got a missing crewmember inside the derelict, sir.”

“Who?”

“Someone by the name of Horace Malloy.”

“Never heard of him.”

“He’s our inventory officer, sir.”

“Oh. Well, too bad we don’t have time to rescue him. The Borg vessel will be in sensor range in two minutes. We have to leave now.”

“But what about Mr. Malloy?”

“He’s someone else’s problem, Eno. Now let’s get out of here while the getting’s good. I don’t want to be here when they arrive.”

“Who? The Borg?”

“No. Someone worse.”



INVENTORY MOTHERSHIP GREENSPAN



The Ambassador-class Inventory Mothership Greenspan coasted into the Soskan system and bathed it with sensor-sweeps. The Greenspan was equipped with the highest-tech sensors available. It was, after all, one of the elite guard of starships responsible for tracking every padd, phaser, and photon torpedo tube in the Federation. It didn’t take long for it to find what it was looking for.

Commander Velara raised an eyebrow, rod-straight in her command chair. “Where is he?”

The ensign at sciences gulped. “Not down on the planet. I’m only detecting small remnants of the Borg derelict.”

“Any tags?”

“Ne-negative.”

“Long range scan. Where is the Borg vessel?”

The ensign’s hands trembled as she checked the sensor data. “Three parsecs off sir. The Van Nolan system.”

“Intercept. Maximum warp.”

“Sir, are you sure that’s a good idea?” asked the helmsman. “That’s a Borg ship.”

“They are in possession of numbered and coded Federation inventory equipment, and a numbered and coded Federation inventory officer. Those items must be retrieved. To leave them in Borg hands would go against our highest precept.”

“Isn’t that the Prime Directive?”

“Negative. I am speaking of the Inventory Corollary. ‘Seek out, assess, account for, and secure all sensitive property at all costs.’ Now plot that intercept course and engage.”

“Yes, sir.”



“Coming up on Borg vessel,” said the helmsman moments later.

“On screen.”

Velara watched dispassionately as the green-tinged Borg ship loomed on the viewscreen. “Hailing frequencies.”

“Open,” said the man at communications.

“Borg cube, this is the Federation Inventory Mothership Greenspan. Please return our officer and our equipment.”

“We’re getting a response.”

An image of the Borg cube interior suddenly flickered on screen. The image panned to reveal a rather stout, balding Borg.

“Inventory mothership, I am Detritus. Lower your shields and prepare to be boarded.”

“You will not assimilate us,” Velara said swiftly.

“You will not be assimilated.” Detritus paused for effect. “You will be inventoried.”

“S’c’ll,” said Velara quietly and gutturally. It was a Vulcan curse word. Actually, it was THE Vulcan curse word. Roughly translated, it meant logic and emotional control were about to be tossed out the nearest airlock.



After the Greenspan was harvested for parts and its crew slapped with inventory tags and left for dead, Borg Cube #590 sped out of the Van Nolan system.

Minds muttered about what to do next. Several hours ago, the cube had been suddenly and inexplicably cut off from the rest of the Borg Collective. That event, curiously, coincided with the moment they found and assimilated a Federation officer by the name of Horace Malloy.

There was nothing wrong with Cube #590 that any of the twenty thousand-odd crew could tell. They had simply experienced a change in objectives. Things had become much clearer now.

“Seek out, assess, account for, and secure all sensitive property at all costs.” That was their new tenet, and with or without the support of the Collective, it would be carried out.



VISIGOR FIVE TWO SECTORS AWAY



Personal Log, Lt. J’hana,

Stardate 53207.3. I have been ordered by Commander Conway to take a vacation because my attitude, as he puts it, stinks. However, I would like to see how HE handles litterers. Being thrown out an airlock was far too lenient for that ensign. Attitude indeed. Since I was given the choice of leave or another invigorating counseling session with Counselor Peterman, I have opted to travel to the world of Visigor Five, where I am attending a professional wrestling fantasy camp. It is my intention to bring the world of Andor a place of honor in the field of professional wrestling, since they have not had a contender in that sport since 2320, when Vlarak the Great bit the head off Sivello the Small- headed. I will have fun. That is all.



“Come on, you dishonorable shlemak!” J’hana cried, circling the wrestling ring and growling at the cowering Ferengi that occupied the opposite corner of the ring. “Fight like a man!”

“They told me this would be fun!” the Ferengi cried. “I was told I would have fun!”

J’hana made a pouty face. “You’re not having fun?”

“N-no!”

“Then ask for a refund.” She pounced on the Ferengi swiftly, in a blur of blue. She jerked the Ferengi’s leg backwards until she heard the satisfying crack of bones, then let him fall limp.

The Andorian hopped out of the ring and grabbed a towel, mopping the azure sweat that streamed from her forehead.

“Lt. J’hana,” said a voice from behind her. She chortled. It was the UFP Professional Wrestling Fantasy Camp’s smarmy Program Coordinator, Dan.

“Ah, Dan, come to find me a new opponent?” she said merrily.

“Actually,” the smallish man said weakly. “We’ve had a few complaints…”

J’hana watched with amusement as the Ferengi was carted away from the ring on an antigrav stretcher. “You don’t say.”

“The Betazoids are very angry. You nearly killed one of their government officials. Not to mention what you did to the Gorn free trader…” Dan made a nervous grunt. “Ahem. I’m afraid what this means is–”

J’hana turned. “You’re not kicking me out.”

“There were certain rules in your fantasy camp membership application–”

J’hana glowered at the coordinator. “There was also the promise that I would meet several of the galaxy’s most prominent professional wrestlers.”

“And we’ve delivered on that.”

“The only professional wrestler I’ve seen here is Sizlik the Hopping Saurian, and he was disbanded from the Galactic Wrestling Federation five years ago for crying during a fight. He’s a washout!”

“But you should hear him play the mesophone! He’s quite good!”

“That has nothing to do with anything.” J’hana folded her arms. “I’ll leave your puny fantasy camp. But I want my latinum back.”

“So does that Ferengi whose leg you just broke!” Dan exclaimed.

J’hana picked Dan up by the neck. His legs flailed. “Give me back my latinum, or I will remove your flexible spine and let Sizlik the Hopping Saurian play ‘Sweet Georgia Brown’ on it!”



“It sounds as if you had a good time on your little trip,” Dwanok said with satisfaction over the shuttle Marco Polo’s comm as J’hana counted her latinum.

“Yes, pity it had to be cut short,” J’hana muttered. “Now I’ve got four days, and I don’t even know what to do with them.”

“You could meet me in the Ilad system. I’m getting ready to obliterate a small pseudohominid culture that’s been meddling with one of our planet-based listening posts.”

J’hana bit her lip thoughtfully. “That sounds fun, Dwanok. But it would take me a day to get there, and another to meet back up with the Explorer. That would only give us two days in which to obliterate a culture and make love.”

Dwanok grunted. “True, we’d end up doing neither very well. What will you do with yourself, then, J’hana?”

“I haven’t decided. Maybe I will drop in on the boat show on Bensak Six. I hear the new SeaStalker has an optional phaser array.”

“For annihilating those hard-to-get-to fish!” Dwanok exclaimed.

“Indeed. I–”

Then an indicator on J’hana’s panel bleeped to life. “That’s odd.” J’hana stuffed her latinum into a satchel and tossed it into the chair beside her. “I’m picking up a signal from a Federation escape pod.”

“Bah! Escape pods! What a waste of space on a warship.”

“Completely, however, I’d better check this out. I will call you when I return to the Explorer. Enjoy destroying that culture.”

“Oh, I will. Dwanok out.”

J’hana brought the scans of the life pod up on one of her screens. It contained one occupant. Vulcan. J’hana sighed. Alive.

She steered the Marco Polo in the direction of the escape pod and readied the emergency transporter. She would make sure to subtract this from her vacation time.

J’hana wondered what sort of conversation she’d make with the Vulcan during the long ride to the nearest starbase. She despised Vulcans. Perhaps this one would just be content to be quiet and sit in the back. At least Vulcans, unlike humans, would probably be less inclined to whine about the circumstances that resulted in them being jettisoned from their ship in an escape pod.

When the Vulcan materialized, she quickly took stock of her surroundings. “I am aboard a Federation shuttlecraft.”

“You are perceptive,” J’hana said dryly, and turned in her chair to plot a course to the starbase.

Suddenly J’hana was spun in her chair. The Vulcan squatted down to stare her in the eye.

“I am Captain Velara. We are in grave danger,” blurted the Vulcan.

“Correction. You are in grave danger for spinning me about like that, Velara.”

“You do not understand the gravity of this situation. A Borg vessel is nearby.”

J’hana’s antennae twitched with excitement. “Really?”

Velara slid into the chair opposite J’hana. “We must stop it.”

“Sounds excellent,” J’hana said agreeably. “I am always up for a good suicide mission.”

“This is not about suicide. This is about inventory.”

J’hana rolled her eyes. The one word that could even suck the joy out of attacking the Borg alone. “Inventory.”

“That is correct. A Borg ship has assimilated a Starfleet inventory officer. Apparently, because of him, their mission has turned to one of inventorying, as opposed to assimilation.”

“It is difficult to decide which is worse.” J’hana rubbed her chin. “So what does that mean exactly?”

“It means they will stop at nothing to account for every piece of property in this quadrant. Even if it means bothering every Federation citizen within four hundred square light years. It will be rampant, unbridled, relentless inventorying, the likes of which our culture has never seen. The bloodshed will be significant.”

“Okay. How do we stop them?”

“We must destroy that Borg ship. It is no doubt cut off from the collective, so that will be an easy matter.”

“Hopefully not too easy. Do you know where they will strike next?”

The Vulcan pressed a control, and directed J’hana’s attention to one of the small viewscreens on her console. A starmap appeared. “After I escaped my they appeared to take this course.”

“Which would lead them directly to–”

“The Visigor system. Do you know it?”

J’hana grinned and set her course. “In a manner of speaking. Hold on to your ears, Vulcan.”



Dan was busy filling out the accident report forms left over from J’hana’s visit when a strange murmuring sound seemed to emanate from the room outside. Actually, that murmuring sound seemed to come from all around him.

It was a sound almost like wide-scale transporter beams. Like hundreds of people were beaming down all around his building.

Then the comm console on his desk bleeped: “Alpha Alert. This is Visigor Colony Control. We are under attack. The attackers are Borg. Abandon the planet now. And while you’re abandoning the planet, why not do it in style aboard an Oldsmoship Escape Craft? Safe, reliable, smooth-riding, it’s the Oldsmoship Escape Craft. Test drive one today.”

Dan rose from his desk as screams echoed throughout the Fantasy Camp. Before he could reach the door, it exploded open and a black-clad, whirring, whizzing Borg drone plodded in, focusing the laser sight implanted in one of his eye-sockets on Dan’s forehead.

“Human. Male,” the Borg said flatly. “We will add you to our list of inventory items.”

“Huh?” Dan stammered.

“Resistance is futile.” The Borg’s arm apparatus rose and slammed against Dan’s forehead. He felt the painful crack of metal spikes taking root in his skull. In the cracked mirror behind the Borg, he realized that it was some sort of tag.

Numbers flickered to life on the surface of the tag, and the Borg read them off.

“You are item number 0772 of 0772. Your designated space is Building 090, Room 120. If you move to another room, you must file a property transfer form, or you will be destroyed.”

Then more Borg rushed in to similarly plant tags on every item in Dan’s office.

Before leaving, the first Borg added, “a drone will come by each day to verify your existence, and the existence of these items. If you have any questions, you may reach us on communications channel 055. Thank you for your assistance.”



J’hana put her hands on her hips and surveyed the hysteria that was Visigor Five. Everywhere she looked, silvery tags with green glowing numbers demarcated Borg property. People screamed. But oddly, they didn’t move around much.

“They work fast,” muttered Velara. “That is commendable.”

“So they haven’t assimilated any of these people,” J’hana said in disbelief.

“Negative. From what I have observed, these people are free to go about their normal daily lives, as long as they don’t leave their designated position.”

“I see.”

“Borg are positioned throughout this world to keep track of the inventory,” Velara said. “It appears that the Borg make daily scans of each item. Inventory officers only do it monthly. Quite efficient.”

“Why have the Borg not bothered us yet?” J’hana asked.

“We do not pose a significant threat yet.”

“Shouldn’t they want to inventory us?”

“They do, and they will,” Velara said coldly. “More than likely, they have already filed a request to their ship. A specialized team will then be dispatched to add us to the database. When they get here depends on how far away the Borg ship is.”

“So you think certain drones have been assigned specific tasks?”

“It is a philosophy shared by Borg and Inventory officers alike.”

J’hana came across an elderly Zakdorn woman, who was sitting on a park bench, her lower lip trembling in fear as she stroked what appeared to be a small Yorkshire terrier.

“Madam?” asked J’hana. “Are you all right?”

“I was just sitting here, minding my own business, when this big, black, pale-faced cyborg came up and stabbed this,” she indicated the tag, “into my forehead. They told me if I left, I had to fill out a property transfer form. I don’t know what one of those is, much less where to get one.”

“As I feared,” Velara said. “Your designated space is this park bench?”

“Yes indeed. Me and Farkor here.”

Farkor looked up at J’hana and growled, as he angrily tried to scrape the silvery tag off his forehead.

“Let me see,” J’hana said, picking the terrier up and examining the tag. “And if we remove these?”

Velara looked up from her tricorder. “A deadly serum will be released into the dog’s nervous system. Actually, that is quite an interesting idea.”

Farkor suddenly got a glimpse of a Borg walking by and barked angrily at it, squirming out of J’hana’s arms and scampering across the lawn.

“Farkor, no!” screamed the old woman.

The instant the furry canine left his designated space, he exploded in a small orb of fire, his last yowl dying out with the embers of his burning fur.

J’hana stared at the burning remnants of Farkor regretfully. “That was unfortunate.”

“We haven’t seen the worst of it yet,” Velara said, as she and J’hana left the weeping old woman. “These Borg will stop at nothing. They will make the entire quadrant like this if we do not stop them.”

“Then we will stop them,” J’hana said firmly.

“Unfortunately, these Borg have the power and resources of Borg, with the added resolve and determination of a good inventory officer.”

J’hana stopped and kneeled to regard a small piece of metal lying on the ground. It was the more familiar grey and black Starfleet inventory tag. “It appears this was removed from a piece of Starfleet property.”

“Indeed,” said Velara. “It would seem that the Borg must remove our tags before they can affix their own, since our tags do not correspond to their tracking system.”

“Well, then,” J’hana said. “Defeating the Borg will be a simple matter.”

Velara almost laughed. “Simple. How?”

“All we need is a starship and an inventory expert. And I happen to know where we can find both.”



Captain Baxter blew on his morning mug of hot chocolate and stared over the steam at Lt. J’hana. “I must say, I’m surprised to hear from you, J’hana. Checking in to let us know you’re okay?” he smirked.

J’hana huffed on the main viewscreen. She appeared to be inside her shuttlecraft. “Hardly.”

“Are you enjoying your vacation?” Counselor Peterman asked with interest from beside Baxter.

“Oh, immensely.”

“Did you win your wrestling matches?”

“That I did, that I did.”

“That’s excellent, J’hana. So, what’s on your mind?” Baxter sipped his hot chocolate again.

“We need to use the Explorer as Borg bait.”

Baxter spewed a stream of hot chocolate in front of him. “WHAT?”

“The Borg assimilated an inventory officer, and have become obsessed with accounting for property. They’ve been drilling inventory tags into people’s heads.”

“Oh, my,” said Peterman worriedly.

Baxter sat his cup down in its holder. “J’hana, I don’t know what to say.”

A rather severe-looking Vulcan pushed her head in front of J’hana’s. “Say you will be here. Soon. Our time is short.”

“They’ve got a Vulcan worried,” remarked Tilleran from the science station. “It must be bad.”

“I can believe that,” Baxter said. “Mr. Ford, lay in a course to intercept J’hana’s shuttle. Maximum warp.”



“Come,” Baxter said above the music in his ready room.

Counselor Peterman walked in and immediately covered her ears. “What the hell is this, Andy?”

“Something Commander Conway turned me on to. It’s called Led Zeppelin.”

“It’s horrible! Like a droning air recycler!”

Baxter turned to smile at Peterman. “Shhh. Here comes the best part. DADADUM! DADADUM! DADADUM! DADADUM! DUM-DUM!”

“Lovely,” Peterman said. “So you’re locked up in your ready room with the lights down listening to some of Commander Conway’s mood music. I can only assume that means you’ve got some reservations about this Borg Inventory thing.”

“Reservations? Are you kidding? I’m more than reserved about this. I’m scared silly.”

“Of being defeated by the Borg?”

“Of going back into Inventory!” Baxter turned back to his viewport.

“I’m sure it’s not all that bad.”

“You didn’t work in that field for ten years. It IS that bad, trust me.”

“You think they’d try to recruit you after this mission?”

“Who knows? They have strange powers, Kelly. Any good Captain knows to avoid them. They work outside of Starfleet’s normal rules. They are the single most relentlessly bureaucratic group in the galaxy. Now that same philosophy has been absorbed by a race that is cold, systematic, and evil. They may just be unstoppable.”

Peterman moved to wrap her hands around Baxter’s chest from behind. “Well, if anyone can stop them, I’m sure you can.”

“Don’t be so–”

“Larkin to the Captain,” came Larkin’s voice over the comm.

“What is it?”

“We are picking up errant subspace signals from a nearby Federation colony. They appear to have engaged a Borg ship.”



Baxter and Peterman hurried out of the ready room, just as Commander Conway emerged from the aft turbolift. The three walked together down to the command arena.

“Put the comm traffic on audio, Larkin,” Baxter ordered, taking his seat.

“What’s this about Borg inventory officers?” Conway asked, but Baxter cut him off with a raised hand as the comm system crackled to life.

“Get the colony defenses on-line!”

“Scramble the fighter ships!”

“I want two large mushroom pizzas. Just a little tomato sauce and a dash of oregano on each, please.”

“Prepare to evacuate all the civilians!”

“But Doctor, I’ve done everything I can and the rash just keeps spreading! It hurts just to walk! I can’t even–”

Suddenly, a much less happy voice intervened. “WE ARE BORG. LOWER YOUR SHIELDS AND SURRENDER YOUR SHIPS. WE WILL ADD YOUR BIOLOGICAL AND TECHNOLOGICAL PROPERTY TO OUR LIST. YOUR CULTURE WILL FILL OUT THE PROPER PAPERWORK AND COMPLY WITH OUR INVENTORY TEAMS OR BE DESTROYED.”

“Yellow Squadron, attack!”

“Why are we always the first ones to attack? Why not Red Squadron?”

“Just attack!”

“WE ARE BORG. RESISTANCE IS FUTILE.”

“So anyway, about this rash–”

“Channel off,” Baxter said abruptly.

“But I wanted to hear more about that guy’s rash,” Ford said self-consciously. He’d been itching for weeks ever since he’d been dared to climb that tree naked in the arboretum.

“Tough, close the channel!” Baxter snapped. “Change course to intercept that Borg ship. Maximum warp and then some!”

“Aye, sir,” Ford muttered reluctantly.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve arrived in the Gregoris system too late for its occupants. As quickly as they had come, the Borg left to go ransack another system and add its inventory to their own or some such thing. We’ve just rendezvoused with Lt. J’hana, and Commander Conway and his team have returned from examining the Borg handiwork on Gregoris.



“They’re efficient bastards, if nothing else,” Conway muttered.

Lt. Commander Larkin gestured to a graphic on the conference room’s main screen. “This is a multispectral scan of one of the Borg inventory tags. Unlike Starfleet inventory tags, these have several unique features.”

“We know,” Velara said dryly from her place at the other end of the conference table.

“At any rate, Lt. Tilleran and I have come to the determination that nothing can be done to remove these tags without causing massive damage to the piece of ‘property’ and to whatever unlucky person happens to remove the tag.”

Baxter tapped a padd thoughtfully on the conference table. “There is a way to deactivate those tags.”

“Enlighten us, brilliant one,” Conway muttered.

Baxter shot Conway a dirty look. He then turned his attention to the screen. “What are those two lumps on either side of the tag, Larkin?”

“Subspace transponders, to the best of our knowledge,” Larkin replied. “Used to link each tag with the collective.”

“So each piece of property the Borg tag is then tied into the sub-collective of that Borg ship.”

“Correct.”

“Then, forgive me if my Borgology is a little rusty, but doesn’t that mean all we have to do is destroy the Borg ship?”

“‘All we have to do…’,” J’hana echoed sarcastically.

“You have a plan for destroying the Borg ship, Captain Baxter?” Velara asked.

“They’re compelled to collect inventory tags?” Baxter asked, putting up his eyebrows. “Let’s give them some inventory tags to collect, then. Massive amounts.”

“To what end?” Larkin asked, her android interest piqued.

“Simple. We’re going to make a trail for them to follow.”

“And that trail will lead…” J’hana asked.

Baxter grinned. “Straight to hell. Let’s get to work, people.”



“Look at them fly!” Lt. Hartley exclaimed, as piles upon piles of inventory tags flooded from one of the Class Five Industrial replicators in engineering.

“It is a welcome sight. So many beautiful tags,” Velara said, enlisting a curious glance from J’hana.

“You certainly are passionate about your work,” J’hana grunted. “For a Vulcan.”

“Vulcans are not devoid of passion, Lieutenant. We merely suppress it. At any rate, it is not passion I feel for the field of Inventory. Just simple, total, devotion.”

“You’d have to be a Vulcan for that.”

“Had I any emotions, I would have taken great offense to that remark, Lieutenant.”

“Then let’s be glad you’re not.”

“Indeed.”

Hartley switched the replicator off. “Okay, what’s next?”

“Load the first ten thousand of these babies into empty torpedo shells,” J’hana said.

“What about the other thousand?” Hartley asked, directing Ensign Stuart to the piles of silvery-gray tags.

Velara raised an eyebrow. “They are for a…special project.”



“This is exciting,” exclaimed Tilleran, as she carefully implanted a nanite into the surface of the Starfleet inventory tag with microtweasers. The nanite looked like a little cockroach under the microscanner. It quickly buried itself under micron- thick polyduranium protective layer that surrounded the tag.

“Too bad we do not have a Borg to tesssssst thissssss on,” Dr. Benzra said eagerly, hovering over Tilleran’s shoulder.

“Itching for some payback?” Baxter asked jovially. He was desperate to bond with his Flarn doctor. It would help him not be scared to death of her when it came time for a physical. Something about having a four meter insectoid with sharp claws as long as a phaser rifle asking you to “turn your head and cough.”

“Very much sssssssso,” hissed Benzra. “They did, after all, exterminate my people.”

Conway shrugged. “What can I say? Borg kill bugs dead!”

Baxter grimaced at Conway and slapped him in the back of the head. “Tilleran, what do we have?”

“The nanites are programmed to nest inside the tags and multiply. If we drop this tag into the sack of other tags, they’ll spread to the whole batch in less than an hour.”

Velara glowered. “Then we load the inventory taggers.”

“How are we to be sure that these nanites will have the desired effect?” J’hana asked.

“We’ll know ssssssoon enough,” Benzra said eagerly.

“And why are you going aboard the Borg ship, if I may ask?” Tilleran asked Velara..

“Because,” Velara said coolly, “I would like to at least try to get my officer back before we destroy the Borg vessel.”

“I knew you had a soft spot,” J’hana said gruffly.

“Not at all. I would simply like to benefit from some of the techniques the Borg have no doubt taught him.”

“And you wonder why I got out of this business,” Baxter said, turning for the door.

“About that…” Velara said, turning.

“You can forget it! Conway, J’hana. You’re with me. The rest of you finish up with the nanites.”



The Borg vessel stopped in mid-inventory. Somewhere, out in space, it detected a massive concentration of property control tags. But they were attached to no specific property. This created a brief page fault error in their processing system. Tags, but no property? What were they to do in that situation?

Logic soon reigned supreme again. The tags were obviously meant to tag something, most likely something important. They must investigate and add the mystery item to their own inventory. The number of detected tags grew. More tags were being distributed. The source would be found and inventoried with the mysterious new items. Resistance was futile.

The Borg vessel changed course.



“Have we found the Borg yet?” Baxter asked, stepping out onto the bridge, followed by J’hana and Conway.

“Correction,” Larkin said, rising from her chair and moving back to ops. “The Borg have found us.”

“The tags must’ve gotten their attention,” Baxter reasoned. “Mr. Ford, find me an asteroid field. We’re going for a ride.”

“Joy,” Ford muttered, and punched the Explorer’s engines up a notch, shifting course toward the nearest asteroid field.



It took almost no time for the Borg vessel to catch up with the ship of tags. It was en route to a large intersystem planetary debris field, composed of many unremarkable metals. What was the ship of tags doing here?

Regardless, it had a wealth of tags to be replaced. It would be inventoried, no matter the cost.



“Ready on the magnetic generator, J’hana,” Baxter said. He punched his armchair comm button. “Lt. Hartley. How are those torpedoes coming?”

“Locked and loaded, Captain,” Hartley replied over the comm. “Oh, and I’ve been instructed by our shipboard inventory officer that our plan constitutes a massive violation of Inventory Interdict 212.”

“Tell her to kiss my butt, Lieutenant.”

“Already have, sir.”

Baxter grinned. “J’hana, magnetize the field.”

J’hana tapped a control, and a massive surge of magnetic energy shot forth from the Explorer’s deflector dish.

“Magnetic energy spreading throughout the field, sir,” J’hana announced.

“Fire torpedoes. Dispersal pattern omicron.”

Baxter watched the viewscreen eagerly as the torpedoes shot out of their bays, exploding with a rain of tiny metal bits.

Peterman squinted at the tags as they zipped through the field and found their homes on the various asteroids. “You really think the Borg will fall for this?”

“I know how inventory people think, Kelly,” Baxter said. “Trust me. Mr. Ford, pull us out of the field.”

The bridge crew watched on the viewscreen as the Borg vessel dove into the asteroid field, which had quickly become peppered with tags.

“Wonder what they’ll do now?” Conway asked skeptically.

It was then that tiny green beams came to life throughout the field.

“They’re beaming Borg out there!” Peterman exclaimed.

“Of course!” Baxter said. “Someone has to pry the tags off.”

“That magnetic energy must be a bitch,” Conway mused.

And sure enough, Borg began clanging into one another. Then a couple of the twisting asteroids smashed together, sandwiching Borg in between.

“The confusion will buy us a little time,” Baxter said, standing up and grabbing a phaser from Lt. J’hana.

“A little time for what?” Peterman asked worriedly.

Baxter sighed. “Somewhere, on that ship, a man who was about to retire from inventory is being held captive. I have to do whatever I can to save him. He’s spent years of his life tagging–I can’t let him spend the rest of his life that way. He’s suffered long enough, dammit! I will free him!”

Peterman pulled Baxter into a tight hug. “Be careful, honeybear.”

“I will,” Baxter groaned. “Conway, you have the bridge.”



Captain Baxter, Commander Velara, Lt. J’hana, and Dr. Benzra materialized in one of the cramped, dark corridors of the Borg ship. They immediately switched on their beacons.

“How sure are you that these things will work?” Baxter asked, eying the inventory tagger holstered at his side skeptically.

“Far from one hundred percent,” Velara said. “Since they have never been tested.”

Benzra hunched down in an effort to squeeze through the corridor. “We will get that opportunity ssssssssoon enough.”

“I am reading a Federation comm signal forty meters in this direction,” J’hana said, studying her tricorder.

“That would just be his uniform,” Velara said. She looked around, narrowed her eyes in intense concentration. “Malloy is this way.”

“How can you be sssssssure?” asked Benzra.

“We can smell our own,” Velara said simply, and led the group down the corridor.

Baxter just shrugged, looking from J’hana to Benzra.

“That one’s new to me.”



“Uh-oh,” Tilleran said, checking her readouts. She’d just returned from the lab.

Conway and Peterman both looked back at her. “What do you mean ‘uh-oh’?” Conway asked.

“I think the Borg are tired of counting rocks.” She switched on the external view. The Borg vessel obliterated every asteroid that had an inventory tag with its powerful green plasma weapons, then charged toward the Explorer. So much for property control. Evidently, since the rocks didn’t exist anymore, they hardly counted as property anymore either.

“Shields up,” Conway stammered.

“They already are,” said Gellar.

“Sure they are,” Conway replied, irritated. “Target the Borg ship with phasers and quantums. Prepare to fire on my mark.”

“What do we do now?” Peterman asked fearfully.

“We enact phase two of the plan,” replied Conway.

“Which is?”

Conway shrugged. “Destroy the Borg ship.”

“With my HUSBAND aboard!” Peterman shrieked.

Conway clamped his hands over his ears. “Somebody muzzle her before we go deaf!”

Peterman fumed, clenching her fists in anger. “When Andy gets back, you are in soooo much trouble, mister!”

“Where’s that damn muzzle!”



The away team found Horace Malloy strapped into a Borg alcove. He stared at them emotionlessly.

“YOU WILL BE INVENTORIED,” said the voice of the Borg collective, from all around the away team. “RESISTANCE IS FUTILE.”

“Fine, fine, we will be inventoried!” Baxter said. “But I want to choose my inventory specialist.”

J’hana glared at him. “What?”

“Jusssssssst play along,” Benzra whispered. “He ssssssseems to know what he’sssss doing.”

“You have not known him long enough,” J’hana replied curtly.

“Inventory Interdict 295,” Baxter said. “An officer may designate an inventory specialist to work with.”

The Borg mulled this over.

“VERY WELL. YOU MAY CHOOSE.”

Baxter stabbed a finger at Malloy. “I want this one.”

“HE IS OBESE. ARE YOU SURE?”

“I like my inventory personnel fat.”

The Borg nearly sighed. “IF YOU INSIST.”

Suddenly the bolts holding Malloy in place in his alcove exploded all around him, and he stepped down.

“Prepare to be inventoried,” he said dully.

Then the first explosion hit.



Peterman beat Conway about the shoulders repeatedly and painfully. “Stop doing that! You’re going to kill them!”

“That’s the idea!” Conway bristled.

“Not the Borg, our away team!”

“It was Baxter’s plan,” Conway muttered. “He said if they didn’t accomplish their mission in time, we were to destroy the Borg ship by setting adrift quantum torpedoes with inventory tags attached. The Borg take them aboard, then we detonate them. Good idea, too, despite its source.”

Peterman continued smacking. “But…you’re…going…to…kill …him!”

“They’ve still got time to get out of there,” Conway said. “We’re still ten whole minutes away from the sun.”

Peterman blinked. “The SUN!!! What do you plan to do? Tag THAT?”

Conway giggled devilishly. “How did you know?”



Horace Malloy, aka “Detritus,” listened patiently to the Borg collective. They were having a slight problem with the latest pieces of property from the Federation tag ship. It seemed that the equipment was very suddenly exploding as they brought it aboard, doing massive damage to the interior of their ship.

Horace bashfully suggested that they might just be better off not bringing the torpedoes aboard. He’d also been the one to come up with the “if we blow it up, it’s not property anymore” plan.

The Borg liked his suggestion, and immediately ceased beaming aboard the torpedoes.

“Well, the explosions stopped,” J’hana said.

“They have adapted,” Velara reasoned.

“No further delays,” said Detritus. “You must all be inventoried.”

“Good enough for me,” Baxter said, reaching into his holster. “How about you inventory this first?” Baxter shot a tag directly onto Detritus’ forehead. The tag crackled with electricity and Detritus paused for a moment, looking at Baxter with confusion.

“New mission parameters uploading now. ‘Count each Borg aboard this vessel and fill out the appropriate paperwork on each.’”

Baxter grinned, patted Detritus on the back. “That’s a Borg!”

“We’ve got company!” J’hana shouted, as legions of Borg stormed in from either side of the corridor.

“Now thissssss is what I wasssss waiting for!” Benzra said triumphantly, stabbing claws left and right into the Borg, slamming them together, and crushing their skulls effortlessly.

“All right,” Baxter said, “start tagging, guys!”

Baxter and the away team lead a mad dash through the Borg ship, slapping tags with nanites left and right. About this time, the Borg would be experiencing a slight mood swing.

“One, two, three, four, five, six,” said Detritus merrily.

“Conway to away team,” chirped Baxter’s comm badge.

He tapped it. “About time, there, Conway. How goes your end of the plan?” A Borg lunged at him, but he deftly shot it with his tagger and scrambled between its legs.

“We just launched a torpedo with multiphasic shielding into this system’s sun, loaded down with the rest of our tags.”

“Then beam us aboard!”

“Are you sure you’re not Borg?”

“Very funny.”



A small glitch slowly worked its way into the subcollective of Cube #590. The ship of tags had shot a torpedo and a complement of tags into the system’s sun. Obviously it must be the Federation’s most important piece of property. It contained over two hundred individual tags. And it was huge–a thousand times bigger than the Borg ship. They must have it. But entering that sun was certain suicide.

But that sun was the largest inventory item ever. Like the omega particle itself, that sun was perfection incarnate.

But achieving inventory perfection would mean certain death.

The Borg inwardly shrugged and steered into the Gregoris sun.



The away team materialized aboard the Explorer just in time to see Borg Cube 590 consumed in a magnificent explosion in the Gregoris sun.

Velara stumbled, bracing herself against the portside engineering station.

“Are you all right?” asked J’hana, by way of common courtesy.

Velara blinked. “A strange sensation. Thousands of voices simultaneously crying out that they found it.”

Baxter stumbled into his command chair, Peterman hopping into his lap joyfully. “Found what?”

“Whatever it is they were looking for. I felt two specific words emanate from their ship just before they exploded:”Inventory perfection.”

Conway grunted. “Good for them. I’m just glad they’re dead.”

Benzra hissed approvingly. “Yesssss, that wasssss invigorating.” She stared down at the inert form of Detritus, then looked to Velara and sighed–a deep buzzing sound. “I sssssssuppossse you wish me to de-Borg him?”

“Please,” said Velara.

Benzra slung Detritus over her shoulder and gestured to Velara. “Come. Let usssss begin.”

J’hana stared around the bridge for a moment as if not exactly sure of what she should do.

Once he was able to disentangle himself from Peterman, Baxter had begun checking the damage the Borg had done to the Explorer. He looked up from his console. “Well, J’hana, I guess you’ll be wanting to have some of your vacation refunded.”

“That is an understatement.”

“Well, maybe you can take that fishing trip with Dwanok you’ve been hinting around about.”

“That would be acceptable.”

Baxter continued checking the status reports, then looked up again. “Something else?”

J’hana looked at Baxter askance. “You were once part of the inventory corps, sir?”

“For ten years. Why?”

“They are ruthless and efficient. They would make impressive killers.” J’hana headed for the turbolift. “I believe I now have a heightened respect for you.”

Baxter looked at Peterman once J’hana had gone. “I don’t know if I should be flattered or scared.”

Peterman grinned. “Terrified is more like it.”

Baxter shivered and went back to checking status reports.



That night, Baxter was awaken by a bright light flooding his bedroom. The comm panel opposite its bed had activated itself. He rubbed his eyes and sat up in bed. Commander Velara slowly came into focus on the viewscreen.

“Did I wake you?”

“It is ship’s night. I have a funny way of sleeping then.”

“My apologies. I wished to let you know that the Escort is preparing to take me to my next rendezvous.”

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said disinterestedly. “Good having you aboard.”

“I wish to make you an offer.”

Baxter laughed. “You want me to be an inventory officer again, right?”

Velara nodded, the humor of the situation totally lost on her. “You would command an Inventory Mothership. The Mussolini is currently lacking a commanding officer. Inventory Command believes you are the man for the job.”

Baxter grinned half-heartedly. “Thank you for your consideration, Commander, but I have a job already.”

“You may have a job, but this is not your true calling.”

“Pardon?”

“You were meant to be in inventory. One might say it is your destiny.”

“Are you going through pon’farr or something?”

“Negative.”

“Well you sure as hell don’t know much about my destiny. I’m captain of an exploratory starship. Why would I want to go back to being a beancounter?”

“What you want is irrelevant, Captain. What will be is the only thing that matters.”

“Well what will be is that I’m staying right here, Velara.”

“We shall see.” Velara laughed coldly and closed the channel.

“Andy?” Peterman said groggily. “Who was that?”

“It’s not important. Go back to sleep.” Peterman rolled over and went back to sleep, but for some reason Baxter decided he would probably never be able to sleep again.



USS CORSICA SIX MONTHS LATER



“Lt. Liam Cheung, Inventory,” said the young, cheeky officer standing outside the office door of Commander Eno.

Eno grimaced. “Finally. Malloy’s replacement, correct?”

“Yes. Here to inventory your office.”

“Good,” huffed Eno. “Just try not to mess anything up.”

“I’ll be very careful,” Cheung said with a grin.

Eno went over to the replicator to get a cup of coffee. “See that you do.”

As the X.O. sipped his coffee, he heard a strange buzzing sound, and an audible “snap!”

“What are you doing?” he asked, turning. Cheung had ripped the inventory tag off his couch.

“New inventory tags,” Cheung said, holding up the silver piece of metal for Eno’s inspection. “Much more efficient. State-of-the-art design.”

Eno studied the new tag. Brilliant green numbers shone on its polished surface, while the sticky underside seemed all too willing to stick to his finger.

With a bit of effort, Eno pulled the tag off his finger and tossed it back to Cheung. “That technology looks familiar.”

“Maybe it does,” Cheung shrugged. “But that’s not really relevant. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some a long list of items to account for…”



NEXT:



Mr. Mirk’s telepathic powers go slightly awry when he contracts a Maloxian version of the flu, sending him catapulting from universe to universe each time he sneezes. Will the Explorer crew be able to track him down and cure him, or will he be left to the time-space equivalent of channel-surfing for the rest of his life?





Nothing to Sneeze At



“Ugggg.”

Mirk rolled out of his bed and checked the chronometer on his nightstand.


	He was over an hour and a half late.



“Mirk to Constellation Cafe,” Mirk gasped, reaching over and slapping the comm panel beside his bed.

“Amara here. Where are you, Mirk?”

“In my quarters. I guess I…achhhhh…overslept.”

“What was that?”

Mirk shoved off his bed and grabbed a tissue from a nearby box, blowing his nose vigorously. “I don’t know.”

“You sound sick.”

“Impossible. This has none of the indicators of a Maloxian illness. I’m tired, my muscles ache. My head hurts. There’s this thick green fluid stuck in my nose and throat…”

“Wait a minute, Mirk. That sounds like some kind of flu.”

“Some kind of what?”

“You’ve never heard of the flu?”

“Sorry. No one in the Delta Quadrant ever got an illness like this.”

“And how long have you been in the Alpha Quadrant, Mirk?”

“About a year.”

“And how long have you served with an Alpha Quadrant crew?”

“About two years.”

“You don’t think there’s the slightest possibility you could pick up an Alpha Quadrant disease after all that time?”

“I suppose it’s possible.”

“Maybe you should see the doctor.”

“No. No. I refuse.”

“Mirk. You have to stop this crazy predjudice you have against Dr. Benzra. She’s not like other Flarn from what I hear.”

“I don’t care,” Mirk said, pulling on some pants and shrugging on a glittery blue sportcoat. “Her race oppressed my race for decades. You’d be a little skeptical if we had a Cardassian doctor, wouldn’t you?”

“Touche. In that case, at least get some rest.”

“Negative,” Mirk said, grabbing a handful of tissues and heading out the door. “I’m on my way.”

“Mirk! You need rest!”

“I need a good old fashioned Maloxian remedy.”

“Oh no.”



Lieutenant Megan Hartley covered her nose as she walked into the Constellation Cafe. “What in the name of Cochrane is that stench?”

“Roots, leaves, grass, and dirt,” Mirk said, rubbing his nose and sniffing as he stirred a giant bubbling cauldron of gook.

“Did someone turn this place into a specimen lab and not tell me?” Hartley asked, hopping up on a barstool.

“This isdn’t a laughig madder, Lieutendat,” Mirk said, blowing his nose with a honk. “I have a code.”

“A code for what?”

“He has a cold,” Amara said, stepping up behind Lt. Hartley. “Apparently, this is an ancient Maloxian recipe to fend off –what did you call it, Mirk?”

“Directorial Blunders. Any malady of the self which inhibits your ability to perform day-to-day tasks,” Mirk recited.

“He’s sick,” Hartley translated, looking into the cauldron. “Are you sure this stuff’ll make you well, Mirk?”

“No. It’s replicated, so it may not have the same kick as the real thing, but then again, I doubt we’ll be heading back to Malox any time soo soo soo-”

Suddenly the entire Cafe rattled around the gathered morning crowd.

“CHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

Hartley and Amara’s hair blew backwards as space itself seemed to ripple around them. Meanwhile, Mirk was envolved in a halo of white.

Gripping the handrail for support, Hartley struggled to stay on her stool. “That’s a hell of a sneeze!”

“All hands,” the comm chirped. “This is Captain Baxter. We’ve just detected a ripple in the space-time continuum all around the ship, and according to our records, that makes Spacial Anomaly number ONE HUNDRED! Per Starfleet regulations, we will each receive a plaque and a free trip to Starfleet’s sector-sized seafood buffet, including fourteen selections of seafood and your choice of french fries or onion rings, the next time we come into port. Congratulations everyone on being so accident-prone. Good day.”

Hartley rubbed her eyes as the storm of air and snot died down. “Mirk, are you okay?”

Mirk teetered there for a moment, his eyes wide open. “Nope.”

Amara ran a hand in front of Mirk’s face. “Mirk!”

The Maloxian blinked. “Woah. That was wierd.”

“What happened?” Hartley asked.

“I really don’t know,” Mirk said, shaking his head. “It was like, for a moment I was somewhere else.”

“Oh no,” Hartley said. “This is it!”

“What is what?” Mirk asked.

“Don’t you see…your powers have been increasing more and more lately. This must be your first foray into omnipotence!”

“Oh, that’s a load of flarg,” Mirk said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Well, that’s certainly–” Amara said, when suddenly the bar was rocked with another massive sneeze.

“ACHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

“Mirk!” Hartley cried, as Mirk suddenly began to turn transparent.

“Hey Mirk,” Lt. Ford said, walking into the bar. “Can I have a Gorn Gonad-Launcher with extra tabasco?”

Ford watched as Mirk flickered out of existence completely, leaving a speechless and mucous-covered Hartley and Amara staring at the empty space he once occupied.

Ford scratched his head. “Where the hell did he go?”

“Mirk?” Amara asked.

Suddenly Mirk’s head poked through the surface of the bar. As if he was climbing out of a swimming pool, he hopped out from inside of the bar and shook himself, flickering as if he was a bad holographic projection.

“Hmm,” Mirk said, now sitting on top of the bar. “That wad a bid abnorbal.”

“Come on,” Hartley muttered, grabbing Mirk’s arm. “We’re taking you to sickbay.”

“Hey,” Mirk said, sliding off the bar as Amara followed close behind. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

“You faded out of existence!”

“Happens all the time!”

“Hey,” Ford called as the group hurried out of the Cafe. “Who’s going to get my drink?”



“I shouldn’t be here,” Mirk said, as Benzra ran her medical tricorder over him. “I have work to do.”

“You have a fever of 45 degreeesssss celsiusssss, Mr. Mirk,” Benzra said, studying the readings. “And your blood pressssssure is off the chartsssss.”

“I feel fide,” Mirk sniffed.

“You say he vanished?” Lt. Tilleran asked from the other side of the biobed, running her tricorder over Mirk.

“Right before our eyes,” Hartley said, and Amara nodded assent.

“It’s nothing,” Mirk griped.

“Causing a major quantum disturbance is most certainly NOT nothing,” Tilleran said. “This is a problem and we have to figure out how to fix it before you do it again.”

“I assssume it issss tied to your Delta Quadrant origin,” Benzra said thoughtfully. “Very likely an Alpha Quadrant virussssss ssssstrand hassss had an adverssssse and odd affect on you.”

“Then what’ll stop it from affecting you?” Mirk asked.

“Flarn do not get sick.”

Mirk folded his arms. “Depends on how you define sick.”

“Mirk!” Amara said angrily.

“What are you getting at?” Benzra asked, putting her tricorder aside.

“Nothing. Just that the Flarn are a bunch of slave- driving, cruel, thoughtless, insensitive monsters!”

“And?”

“And!!!!” Mirk cried. “And it’s not nice!”

“Sssssssorry,” Benzra said, walking over to a large wall panel and hitting some controls. “I wassss not aware that it wasss Galactic policy that a race hasssssss to be nice.”

“Look what you’ve done,” Amara whispered. “You’ve hurt her feelings.”

“Well maybe she hurt my feelings by being born of a race that did nothing but push my species around for decades.”

“Mirk,” Hartley prodded. “That’s not very forward-thinking of you.”

“You all could have fought back,” Benzra said dully. “We did not force you to be ssssssubservient to ussss. Oh, wait. We did. Anyway, what isss done isssss done. I wassss not in agreement with all the Flarn did, but I wassssss an obedient ssssoldier. We all have our place in life, Mr. Mirk.”

Mirk glared at Benzra. “Maybe so, but–buu buu…”

“But what?” Benzra asked.

“Uh-oh,” Hartley said, pushing Amara back. “Here comes another one! Hold on to something!”

“AAACHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

Dizzily, Mirk fell backward as colors swirled around his field of vision.

Before he could fall off the biobed, a hand grabbed his shoulder and steadied him.

“Easy now,” the voice said. “You almost took a header there, Mirk.”

Mirk worked his eyes open and rubbed them. “Dr. Browning?”

“Uh-huh,” Browning said, running a scanner over Mirk’s head. “That last sneeze was a doozie. Are you okay?”

“I don’t think so. Where the hell did you come from?”

“Ha ha ha,” Browning said, turning around and looking at some samples under the spectroscope. “My office, silly. Don’t you remember?”

“You sure scared us,” Hartley said from behind Mirk.

“Lieutenant…” Mirk said, turning to look at Hartley. “Junior Grade?”

“What else would I be?” Hartley asked.

“Full Lieutenant. They promoted you when they made you Chief Engineer.”

“Chief Engineer?” Hartley laughed. “Ha! That’s rich, Mirk. That cold must be affecting your brain.”

“And where’s Amara?”

“Who?” Browning asked.

Mirk shook his head. “This is weird.” His eyes went wide as he stared at the carpet. “PUSE?”

“Yep,” Browning said. “Just like it’s always been. Don’t you remember the carpet being puse?”

“No,” Mirk said sadly. “I do remember the carpet…I just…remember it differently. There’s something wrong with my mind.”

“How so?” Tilleran asked. She was on the other side of the biobed.

“Can’t you tell?”

Tilleran looked down, sniffing quietly.

“That’s not funny, Mirk,” Hartley said. “You know Tilleran lost her telepathic abilities when the Starshine cult screwed with her mind earlier this year.”

“Uh-huh,” Mirk said, scooting off the biobed. “Listen, I’d better–”

Browning pushed Mirk back onto the biobed. “You’d better sit down and relax.”

“No, no…you see…there’s something wrong with–with–”

“Oh no…” Browning said. “Here it comes again. Duck, everyone!”

“CHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”



BLAM!

“They just took out our port stabilizer!” Lt. J’hana called out over a din of noise.

“Return fire!” Captain Andy Baxter shouted.

Mirk waved smoke away from his face. This was the bridge. But it wasn’t the Explorer’s bridge!

“Mirk! What do you know about this system?” Baxter asked Mirk, who sat beside him where Peterman normally sat. “Any hiding places?”

The Maloxian gripped the seat. “I don’t know what system this is.”

“Sure you do,” Conway said, from his chair to Baxter’s right. “It’s virtually in Malox’s back yard!”

“We’re in the Delta Quadrant?” Mirk asked, scratching his head. He suddenly put the pieces together. “This is the Aerostar!”

“This is no time for levity, Mirk!” Baxter called. “That Flarn ship has destroyed our shields and they’re slowly working through the duranium shielding around the Engineering section. Another minute and they’ll cause a warp core breach!”

“Oh, flarg,” Mirk said, sniffing and sniffing as hard as he could. “Come on, damn it, sneeze!”

’What are you doing?” Conway asked.

“Trying to sneeze,” Mirk said. “Before–”

“Richards to Captain!” came a call over the comm. “They just compromised the warp core. I closed off Engineering, but I can’t get the ejection system operable. We have to abandon the— zrrrrrrt.”

“Richards!” Baxter called, snapping a button on the arm of his chair. “All hands, this is Captain Baxter, prepare to–”

“CHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”



“That’s disgusting,” said a young, thin-haired man in an unfamiliar, yet definitely Starfleet, uniform.

Mirk looked around, wiping his nose on his sleeve. He was in a cramped little galley on an unfamiliar ship. The galley was nowhere near as spacious or inviting as his bar, and it appeared he was the head chef, if the apron and chef’s hat he was wearing was any indication.

“Come on,” the man repeated. “Me and Harry have to eat before our shift begins.”

“Fine, fine,” Mirk said, slopping something from a nearby wok onto the annoying man’s plate. “Enjoy.”

“Thanks,” the officer said, turning around and joining a young Asian man at a nearby table.

“Commander Chakotay to Tom, Mirk, and Harry. Report to the bridge immediately.”

“Great, I don’t even get to eat,” the thin-haired man said.

“You can eat later,” Harry replied, motioning for the door. “Come on, Tom.”

More confused than ever, Mirk stepped out from behind the kitchen counter and followed Tom and Harry out of the galley. He decided to play along with the situation until he knew he could trust this crew. He couldn’t make any hasty judgments on their morality until he knew what kind of universe he was in.



“By the everlasting eyeballs!” Mirk cried out, stepping out out of the turbolift. He was face to face with the largest pair of breasts he’d ever seen.

“Mr. Mirk, are you all right?” a voice said from somewhere above the tremendous set of quantum torpedoes.

“Um…”

“Mr. Mirk,” a short woman with Captain’s pips and shoulder- length hair said, pushing by the pair of breasts. “This ship just entered the system,” she waved back at the viewscreen. “Can you identify it for us?”

“Flarn…” Mirk said slowly.

“Flarn?” asked a taller man with a tattoo on his forehead.

“Flarn,” Mirk repeated. “Captain, you have got to get us out of here. They enslaved my entire race. They’re the worst menace in this quadrant. Um, next to the Borg that is.”

“That’s all I need to know,” replied the woman, heading back to her command chair. “Full about. Go to red alert.”

“They are hailing us,” said the Vulcan at tactical.

“Put them on screen,” the woman said. Mirk noticed that her voice was strangely high and grating. Really irritating.

Mirk flinched as the gruesome head appeared on the viewscreen.

“Federation Sssssssstarsssship,” the Flarn said. “I am Lord Benzra of the Flarn Warssssship Vendregad. Stand down and prepare to be processssssed into well-balanced mealssssss.”

“Benzra…” Mirk said to himself.

“Well-balanced?” the man with the tattoo asked.

“Not now, Chakotay,” snapped the Captain. “Lord Benzra…I am Captain Kathryn Janeway of the starship Voyager. What do you mean by ‘processed?’”

“We want to eat you!” suddenly the Flarn’s eyes fell on Mirk. “What is this? A Maloxian! And not jusssssst any! One of our greatest pilotsssss. Did you think you could essssscape from usssss that eassssily, Mr. Mirk?”

“Um…”

Janeway stood up and crossed in front of Mirk, blocking him from Benzra’s view. “Captain, we were sent to this quadrant six years ago by a powerful entity known as the ‘Caretaker.’ Shortly after arriving, we ran into Mr. Mirk. Since he came aboard, he has proven himself a valuable crewmember. I will not let you harm him or any other crewmember on my ship.”

“Then you will die.”

Suddenly the bridge rattled as the starship was pummeled by the Flarn weapons.

“They’re using some type of antiproton beam, Captain,” the Vulcan said.

The large-breasted woman Mirk had bumped into earlier was now manning the station right behind the command chairs. “They are decimating our shields quite effectively.”

“Try to modulate the shields and keep our strong side facing them, Seven,” Janeway barked over her shoulder at the voluptuous woman. “Can you tell us anything about this race? Have the Borg ever faced them?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

Janeway frowned and stared at the angling Flarn warship on the screen. “Helm, evasive. Return fire, Tuvok. Mr. Mirk, what can YOU tell us about these ‘Flarn’?”

“I can tell you they’re not going to give up,” Mirk said fearfully. “They’re the most vile and abhorrent creatures in the galaxy.”

Suddenly, Lord Benzra appeared on the screen again. “Ssssstarship Voyager…are you ready to give up?”

“Not on your life,” Janeway said, her voice dripping with vehemence.

“Then…then…” Benzra’s nose crinkled. “AAAACHOOOOOOO OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

“Brace yourselves!” the tattooed man shouted.

Mirk looked at Benzra on the viewscreen askance as she recovered herself. “Benzra?” Her compound eyes had a look of confusion. The rows of teeth no longer showed in a sneer. Her jagged mouth was pursed in a frown.

“Detecting a ripple in the space-time continuum, Captain,” Harry reported. “Apparently, the computer recorded a similar one approximatley fifteen minutes ago.”

“Mirk! It’ssssss Doctor Benzra,” Benzra said, shaking her head. “Where am I?”

“What’s happening?” Janeway asked, looking back at Mirk.

“In another universe!” Mirk said.

“Lord Benzra?” a concerned voice asked from beside Benzra.

“Mirk?” Janeway asked.

“Doctor Benzra!” Mirk said. “Doctor! What’s happening to me?”

“Thisssss cold you’ve contracted has totally disssssrupted the ssssspace time continuum. I was equipped with a quantum tracking mechanissssm and sssssent to find you. I have also…hrrrrk…contracted your cold.”

“They have stopped firing,” Tuvok reported.

“Lord Benzra, you are not well,” the Flarn off-screen continued.

“Damn right I am not. Sssssstand down our weaponsssss. I need to sssssspeak with Mr. Mirk.”

“Wait a minute,” Janeway said. “We’re not just going to–”

“I need to go over there,” Mirk said.

“Why?” the tattooed man asked.

“It’s a long story,” Mirk replied. “I just need to talk to her.”

“That’s a her?” the man at helm asked, raising an eyebrow.

“You have a narrow perception of other species, Mr. Paris,” Seven, the woman at engineering, said snidely. She was great for looks but had a sort of cold attitude.

“I just call ’em like I seem,” Paris replied. Mirk concluded, based on Ford and Paris, that all helmsmen must be smartalecks.

“Perhapssss I sssshould beam over there,” Benzra said, looking around her bridge uneasily. She leaned forward and whispered, “My crew seemsssss antssssy.”

Janeway looked around her bridge as Benzra flicked off the screen. “I need some kind of explanation for this, Mr. Mirk.”

“You’d never believe it,” Mirk said. “Just believe me when I tell you it’s imperative that you beam her over here.”

“Whatever you say,” Janeway said. “But security will be keeping a close eye on her.”

“Just as well. She may sneeze again, after all.”

“Pardon?”



Benzra stared angrily at the two security officers as she squeezed into the conference room. Evidently they seldom dealt with lifeforms over three meters tall and were more than willing to give her a wide birth.

“Leave usssss,” she barked over her shoulder.

“Mr. Mirk?” Tuvok asked, peering around the huge Flarn.

Mirk nodded from his place at the conference table. “I’ll be fine, trust me.”

Tuvok nodded and motioned his security officers away.

“What ssssship issss thissss?” Benzra asked, stepping past the closing conference room doors.

Mirk shrugged. “Evidently some other Federation ship that’s stuck in the Delta Quadrant.”

“Voyager,” Benzra said to herself. “That name issss not familiar.”

“It may not have gone to the Delta Quadrant in our universe.”

The Flarn pulled out a small, blinking box. “It is no matter. Lt. Tilleran consssssstructed thissss device to help me find you and bring you home. But we have to use it sssssssoon. Once the ripple you caussssed in our home universssse collapssssssesss, we will be permanently stuck in thissss universsssse.”

“No way,” Mirk said. “This ship has a horrible crew lounge.” He then thought about the large-breasted woman with the cybernetic implants. “Then again, there are other things to consider.”

“There isssss nothing to consssider! We are returning to our rightful place!”

“Fine, have it your way,” Mirk said. Suddenly Mirk saw a twinkling blue fireball sail toward the conference room windows.

Thinking of the large-breasted woman to warm up his powers, Mirk pushed forward, and in a breath he was in the air, slamming Benzra with unbecoming strength right through the conference room door.

“What–” Benzra said, shocked. She and Mirk plowed through the doors, smashing apart the doorframe in the process.

“They have destroyed our shields!” Tuvok shouted. “Direct hit on Deck One, section three. The conference room. Erecting forcefields now.”

“You sssssssaved me?” Benzra asked, scratching her oblong head.

Mirk shrugged. “You have the device capable of getting us home, don’t you?”

“Voyager: Thissssss is the new Lord of the Vendregad. Our Lord has been relieved of duty due to insssssanity. You will deal with me now. Transssport Benzra and Mirk to our sssship and we will disssssssmember your crew and cut up your ssssship for ssssscrap.”

“That doesn’t sound like much of a deal,” Janeway said, hands on hips.

“No more diplomatic possssssturing!” the Flarn shouted, as more blasts rocked Voyager. “You all mussssst die!”

“Damn!” Mirk said, looking to Benzra. “Get us out of here!”

“Ssssssssorry,” Benzra said weakly, holding up the smashed, crackling device she’d shown Mirk earlier. “Tilleran’sssss device was desssstroyed when I hit the ground.”

“Hull integrity down to two percent!” Tuvok called out.

“Warp core nearing overload!” cried Seven.

“Then I have to sneeze!” Mirk said, tickling his nose like crazy.

“I have a quesssstion,” Benzra asked fearfully.

Mirk sucked and sucked air through his nose. “Hunnnnnnnk. What?”

“How will I change universssssesss without that device?”

“Damage to decks eleven and fourteen!”

“Well, this is obviously somehow connected to my powers. I’m sure I can bring you along. Just…just…”

“Main power is gone!”

“Just what?”

Mirk rolled his eyes. “Just hold me tight.”

The Maloxian gritted his teeth as he felt sharp claws dig into his back.

“Let her rip!” Benzra cried.

“Warp core critcal!”

“All hands…abandon ship!”

“Here goes! AAAACHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO OOOOOOOOOOOO!”



Benzra opened her eyes warily. She obviously wasn’t dead so that was a good sign.

She was in a cabin…aboard another ship…evidently another Starfleet one. But it wasn’t Voyager or Explorer.

“Baxter to Benzra.”

“Benzra here,” the Flarn said suspicously, tapping the comm badge that was attached to her exoskeleton.

“We need you up on the bridge, Ms. Benzra. It seems like the Maloxians are making some violently agressive moves near their border again.”

“Maloxians?” Benzra asked, confused.

“You heard me. Please get up here as soon as possible.”

“I’m coming.” Benzra idly wondered where Mirk was in this universe. She hoped he was close, since she would be stuck in this universe permanently if he didn’t take her with him when his next sneezing fit hit.



By the time Benzra had squeezed herself out of the cramped turbolift tube and onto the bridge, she realized what ship she was on.

It was Aerostar, the ship Baxter and his crew were assigned to prior to the Explorer. In her universe, that ship had been accidently thrown into the Delta Quadrant and constantly tried to usurp Flarn authority. Now she was aboard it, and likely back in the Delta Quadrant as in the previous universe.

“Look at that,” Commander Conway grunted, as Benzra stepped toward the front of the bridge. He pointed his cup of hot apple cider toward the viewscreen.

Benzra shuddered. A fleet of Flarn warships. A cause for fear indeed, if all Baxter had on his side was the Aerostar.

“Damn Maloxians,” Baxter muttered from the command chair. “They think they’re so powerful. Don’t worry, Benzra. They’re not invading Flarn space. Not if we can help it.”

“Come again?” Benzra asked. “Did you ssssssay thossssse were MALOXIAN ships?”

“They sure as hell aren’t Flarn,” Ford said with a chuckle from the helm.

Benzra shook her head. What had she and Mirk jumped into?

“Aerostar. This is Emperor Jum of the Maloxian Hierarchy,” a voice said, as a bald Maloxian flipped onto the viewscreen. Benzra noted that a very skiddish-looking Mirk was standing next to him. “Turn your fleet over to us now or we’ll be forced to demolish you.”

“I don’t think so,” Baxter said defiantly. “This fleet may not look like much, but what we lack in numbers we more than make up for in nerve.”

“Oh, you’ll need tons of nerve,” taunted Jum.

“Hey, can I talk a minute?” Mirk asked, stepping forward.

“No,” Jum snapped angrily.

“Hey, Benzra. Looks like the shoe’s on the other foot now, huh?” Mirk asked weakly.

Benzra bristled. “You’re actually enjoying thisssss.”

“No. But I don’t see what I can do about it.”

“You can’t do anything about it,” Baxter said. “We’re going to stop you. Right, Benzra?”

“Um…”

“Get out of my way, boy,” Jum said with irritation. “And you back off, Captain Baxter.”

“No way,” Baxter said, jerking his head back to the tactical station. “Mr. Worf, lock weapons onto Jum’s ship and raise our shields. Tell the rest of the fleet it’s going to have to be a zone defense. Not enough ships to match them vessel for vessel.”

“Aye, sir,” Worf rumbled.

A Klingon? Where the Andorian would normally serve? How strange.

“They are opening fire,” a pointy-eared humanoid at the ops console announced.

“Start configuring firing patterns, Lt. Commander T’Phil. Worf, open fire!” Baxter commanded.

Suddenly Mirk appeared on the screen, grappling with Jum over the throne at the center of the Maloxian bridge.

“Benzra! I’m trying to stop my dad! You have to lower shields and transport me over there!”

“Imposssssible,” Benzra said. “Your Maloxian ssshipssss are firing at usss!”

“Yeah,” Conway said, seeming more than a bit confused. “Make them stop, whoever you are.”

“Working on it!” Mirk shouted. Other Maloxian officers scrambled after him, but each time they neared, Mirk nodded in their direction and seemingly with a thought they were thrown backward.

“Damage coming in from all quarters!” Worf called out as the Aerostar’s hull thundered with the impact of the Maloxian weapons.

“What would you have me do, Mirk?” Benzra asked.

Mirk shoved his father aside and dove for a nearby console. “This helm configuration is a little strange, but I’m going to try to steer the ship away from the battle. Follow us and then you can lower your shields.”

“What is he on about?” Baxter asked, rubbing his chin.

“Jusssssst do assssss he saysssss,” Benzra ordered. “He is on our ssssside.”

“She hasn’t failed us before,” Conway mentioned, sipping from his cup. “God I love hot apple cider.”

“Okey doke,” Baxter said. “We go with Benzra. Mr. Ford, follow that ship.”

“Two other Maloxian vessels are in pursuit,” Worf announced from tactical.

“Let me take the weaponsssss panel, Captain,” insisted Benzra. “I know the weaknessssess in thossse shipsssss.”

“Why haven’t you shared this with us before, little lady?” Baxter asked.

“I can’t explain it now. Jussssst let me help dessssstroy them!”

“Go for it!”

Benzra hopped over the tactical railing and pushed Worf aside. “Excussssse me.”

Torpedoes blazed from the Aerostar’s aft launchers, impacting the two Maloxian ships in just the right places.

Explosions ripped through their hulls, causing them to veer off course.

Worf checked the damage control console. “They did massive damage, but they’ve been stopped.”

“There,” Mirk said, reappearing on the viewscreen. It looked like there had been a small war on the bridge of the Maloxian flagship. “I’ve stabilized things here. Get ready to beam me over there before I–ah–ah” Mirk held a finger to his nose and sighed. “Damn, that was close!”

“Traitor!” Jum cried, leaping from behind Mirk and knocking him to the deck.

“What is going on over there?” Conway demanded.

“No time for quesssssstionsssss,” Benzra said, tapping at the tactical panel. “Lowering our ssssssshieldsssss and transssssporting Mirk over here.”

Mirk materialized on the bridge just in time for Jum to climb toward a panel on the Maloxian ship and start pressing controls. Benzra ran to his side as blasts pummeled the Aerostar.

“They are firing again!” T’Phil called out.

“Get those shields back up!” Baxter cried.

Too late, a surge of antiproton blasts pummeled the Aerostar’s lower section, blowing through hull plating.

“Richards to bridge! We’re losing hull integrity down here. Half the engineering section was blown away!”

“Damn!” Baxter cursed. “Get to an escape pod, Chris! T’Phil…blow the mag locks on the saucer section and separate the ship!”

“Now we’re really sssssscrewed,” Benzra said, annoyed.

“I have it covered,” Mirk said. “All I have to do is sneeze.”

“Separation complete. Escape pods away–engineering section destroyed!” Worf reported.

Mirk wrinkled his nose. “That’s weird. I can’t seem to do it.”

“They are still firing on us.”

“The times between changing universes seem to be increasing.”

“Try to evade them.”

“Maybe your cold issssss the 24-hour type. You could be getting well.”

“It’s no use. They are far faster and more maneuverable than us.”

“I don’t want to be well! I want to get out of here!”

“Then find the nearest planet and try to land us! It’s our only hope of escape!”

Benzra looked around. “Does anyone have sssssome ticklish material around here!”

“We’re kind of busy trying to save the ship right now, Benzra,” Baxter said, gripping the command chair.

The Flarn scoured the bridge quickly as a planet hovered into view on the main screen. “There hasssssssto be a ssssssomething that will work on this Director-forsaken bridge!”

Benzra eyed Worf and her eyes lit up. “Perfect!”

“What do you want?” Worf asked as he worked at his panel.

“Your hair!” Benzra said, slashing at the back of the warrior’s head with her claw.

“Arrrrgh!” Worf said, spinning around and leaping toward Benzra.

“Pleassssssse,” Benzra said, slapping the Klingon with one claw. He slammed into the floor, unconcious. Benzra tappinged at the tactical console. “There, that will keep the Maloxian warsssssship busy for a while.”

“What are you doing?” Baxter demanded, as Benzra crossed in front of him with the lock of Worf’s hair in her claw.

Benzra turned around and waved the hair menacingly in Baxter’s face. “Lissssssssssten, Captain, I am from another universssssse, as is Misssssster Mirk. In order for us to find the right universsssse, he musssssst sssssneeze. And in order for him to do that, I musssst tickle his nossssse. Okay?”

“STOP BLOCKING THE F***ING VIEWSCREEN!” Baxter shouted.

“Okay, okay. Here Mirk, try this.” Benzra tickled Mirk’s nostrils as the Aerostar’s saucer section sailed through the atmosphere of whatever planet they’d chosen to crash on.

“Moderate our descent with lateral thrusters!”

“Ssssssneeze, damn it!”

“Divert all nonessential power to inertial dampers!”

“Come on, goochy goochy goo! Ssssssneeze!”

“Everyone grab onto something!”

“I’m trying to, but it just isn’t working!”

“Brace for impact!”

“TRY HARDER!”

“Here we go!”

“This doesn’t normally happen to me!”

“Will you two shut up! We’re trying to crash here!”

“SORRY!” Benzra and Mirk shouted, while behind them a forest of huge trees soared into view.

With a clang of wood-on-duranium, the Aerostar saucer shaved the tops off the trees, sagging down into the forest and plowing through trees like an oversized bulldozer. Finally the saucer slowed to a stop, dangling over a high cliff.

Captain Baxter shoved aside his broken command chair and stared up through the cracked oval window in the top of the saucer section. Birds flew by and sunlight streamed in. “Oh, wow!”

“Uggggg…” Commander Conway said, his legs sticking up in the air.

“Things could have been worse,” Worf said, brushing off his uniform.

Then a huge explosion rocked the saucer.

BOOM!

“Atmospheric antiproton charges!” T’Phil cried.

“MIRK!” Benzra rattled.

Mirk squeezed his eyes shut. “Here goes!”

BOOM!

“Try to make it the right universe this time!”

“Don’t pressure me!”

BOOM!

“Eye damn it, Mirk! SSSSSSNEEZE!”

BOOM!

“AAAACHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO OOOOOO!”



Mirk yawned and sat up in bed. It was such a beautiful room! All bright yellow and green and matching curtains. Not his austere cabin on the Explorer, that was for sure. Glancing out the window, Mirk noted that he was now back on Malox.

“Mirkie, breakfast is on!” he heard a familiar voice call.

Mirk hopped out of bed and pulled on his housecoat. He would know that voice anywhere.

“Danel!” Mirk said, hurling himself out into the hallway beyond his bedroom. She was the young Maloxian he’d had a crush on since they were children. So what if she also tried to destroy the Aerostar with an explosive charge once?

Danel smiled primly. “Morning, sleepyhead. Were you that exausted last night?”

Mirk grinned sheepishly, kissing Danel on the cheek. “I guess. How are you doing?”

“Just as great as every morning I wake up knowing I’m Mrs. Mirk.”

“Mrs. Mirk?” Mirk said, rubbing his head. “Right. Right. We’re married.”

“Of course we are. First anniversary’s coming up, remember?”

“Of course. That’s duranium, right?”

“No, silly, it’s polyester.”

“How forgetful of me. Well, you may have a big pile of polyester coming to you this year, darling!” Mirk said, dipping Danel in a graceful dancing move. “Now how about some breakfast?”

“Sure thing!” Danel said, rushing into their beautiful shiny- tiled kitchen.

Mirk sat down at the kitchen table and sipped at the cup of hot larmak tea that was already waiting for him. He glanced over the headlines in the Malox Journal as Danel prepared breakfast. It appeared that all his favorite basket-fruit teams had won unilaterally across the continent. And all violence on Malox had come to an end to boot!

Suddenly there was a knock at the door.

“Can you get that, Mirkie!” Danel called.

“Sure,” Mirk said, shuffling over to the ornate wooden front door and swinging it open.

“Sssssssssssssssurprisssssse!!!” Flarn Overmaster Granok squealed.

“AAAAAAH!” Mirk cried, slamming the door.

“Who was it, dear?” Danel called.

“Flarn,” Mirk replied.

“Well don’t just stand there, invite them in!”

“What?” Mirk asked, turning.

The door swung open again, and Granok squeezed in.

“Mirk, you old kidder,” Granok said merrily, patting him on the head with his claw. “Benzra and I love your ssssssensssse of humor.”

“Benzra?” Mirk asked, peering behind Granok.

“Hello, Mirk. Yessssss, how nice it isss that the Flarn and Maloxians are at peace with one another.”

“What do you expect, ssssssweetie?” Granok asked. “That one culture would try to enssssslave the other?”

Danel stepped out of the kitchen and she and Granok had a long laugh over the thought of that.

Mirk leaned toward Benzra. “I must have been thinking too much about getting us back to the ideal place, not necessarily the right place.”

“Good work, at any rate.”

“Maybe, but there has to be a catch.”

“The only catch around here isssss Granok,” Benzra whispered back. “He is the mosssst beautiful Flarn around. Never ssssssneeze again,” she added threateningly.

“You don’t just expect us to stay here!” Mirk said incredulously.

“I certainly do,” Benzra said. “This ssssssure as hell beatssss our universssse.”

“Come on, hon,” Danel said. “Invite everyone into the kitchen. I’ve made enough jarson eggs for everyone.”

“Mmm, nothing beatssssssss jarsssssson eggsssss,” Granok said, following Mirk and Benzra into the kitchen and rubbing his claws together.

“Not even a human corpse?” Mirk muttered.

“What’sssss that?”

Benzra slapped Mirk on the back of his head. “Nothing. He said nothing.”

“Breakfast is on!” Danel said, lowering a tray in front of Mirk and the others and taking a seat.

“Grrrrrreat,” Granok said, digging into the pile of eggs.

Benzra tentatively tasted the eggs, swishing them around between her second and third tongues. “What’sssss that ssssstrange sssssspice I detect?”

Danel grinned. “Pepper.”

“Uh-oh.”

Benzra’s claw moved to slap Mirk’s fork away from his mouth, but in doing so, she only succeeded in pulverizing Danel’s antique pepper grinder, sending a black cloud right into Mirk’s face.

“Ssssssss***!”

“AAAACHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO OOOO!”



“Damn it damn it damn it damn it damn it!” Benzra shouted, pounding her desk until it was reduced to rubble.

“Problem?” Nurse Holly Carter asked, poking her head into Benzra’s office.

“Yesssssss,” Benzra muttered. “I pulverizzzed my dessssk.”

“Oh. Sor–”

“Wait a minute! My desssssk! My office! I’m back on the Explorer!”

“Yep,” Holly replied. “You expected maybe the Queen Elizabeth II?”

Benzra pushed the remains of her desk away and scrambled toward the door. “We’re in the Alpha Quadrant?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And we are not at war?”

“Nope.”

Holly backed away as Benzra clambered out of her office. “That’ssssss great.”

“Glad I could make your day.”



Benzra slammed into Mirk somewhere between Sickbay and the Constellation Cafe.

“MIRK!”

“BENZRA! We’re back!” Mirk cried, laying on the deck.

“In our universssssse!”

“And I think you broke my arm…ow!”

Benzra leaned over Mirk and examined his arm. “Naah, it’ssssss fine.”

“Whew,” Mirk said, standing up and wiping off his forehead. “What a crazy day, huh?”

“Mm hm,” Benzra replied. “Though Nurssssse Carter did not sssseeem like sssshe noticed my absssssence.”

“We must have reappeared just prior to the first quantum disturbance. That’s why I appeared in the Cafe and you appeared in Sickbay.”

“That makessssss ssssssense.”

“Well,” Mirk said, turning. “I guess I’ll head to back to my quarters and get some sleep until the ‘cold’ or whatever

it is passes.”

“Good idea.”

Mirk had only gone about twenty meters when he ran into Lt. Hartley.

“Hey, Mirk. You look beat.”

“I feel beat,” Mirk admitted. “It’s been a wild morning.”

“What exactly have you been doing that’s so wild?” Hartley asked with a mischievous grin.

“It would take too long to explain. When I wake up I’ll make a full report to Captain Baxter and you can read it. Right now, I need a few more hours of sleep.”

“Ha ha. Whatever you say. Just be ready for tomorrow.”

Mirk stopped walking and turned around. “What’s tomorrow.”

“Our wedding, dummy,” Hartley said, slapping Mirk playfully on the rear end. “Tomorrow’s the day you become Mister Mirk Hartley.”

“Mister–what?”

“Come on,” Hartley said, throwing her arms around the Maloxian. “Don’t play forgetful with me.” She squeezed a little too hard. “Remember what happens if you f*** with me.”

“Uh-huh.” Mirk squirmed out of Hartley’s grasp and flew back in the direction of Sickbay. “I gotta go now. Bye-bye. BENZRAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

“What got into him?” Hartley asked, scratching her head.



Mirk burst into Sickbay. “Benzra! Benzra! Something’s wrong!”

“I guesssssed that much.”

Benzra, whose back was to Mirk, stepped aside to reveal Captain Baxter, who was evidently in for his annual physical.

“Hey, Mirk,” Baxter said amiably.

Mirk’s jaw fell open.

“He sayssssss hissss scalesssss itch,” Benzra said matter- of-factly.

Baxter’s shirt was off, which would have given Mirk chills of discomfort in a normal situation, but as it was, his body from the shoulders down was covered in greeen slimy scales.

“And could you check my stomachs? I think one or two of them is acting up,” Baxter said, as Nurse Carter handed him a huge metallic bowl.

“Here you go, Captain.”

“Thanks Holly,” Baxter said with a grin, reaching in and pulling out a handful of squirming and chirping crickets. “Damn I love crickets!”

Baxter laughed maniacally and crunched on the crickets as Mirk and Benzra stared.

“And the whole crew is like this?” Mirk whispered.

Benzra shoved a padd into Mirk’s hand. “Yessss. Jusssssst checked the crew biological profile. One DNA sssssstrand out of millionssssss wasssss jusssst a bit different than it sssshould be. This universsssse is identical to ours otherwissssse.”

“No, it’s not. I have to marry Lt. Hartley.”

Benzra smiled weakly. “Sssssshould make for an interessssting honeymoon. Sssssshe probably hassss retractable claws and a forked tongue.”

“This is NOT funny!” Mirk said.

“We’ll get you sssssneezing again as ssssson as I ssssee to the Captain,” Benzra assured, turning to look at Baxter.

“Mmm mmm mmm! More crickets, Holly!” Baxter cried.



“–OOOOOO!”

Mirk flew off the biobed and landed on the floor roughly.

When he opened his eyes, Amara and Hartley were looming over him.

“Oh, Mirk!” Amara swooned. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, Mirk,” Hartley chuckled. “Sounds like you strained something on that one.”

“You’ll be glad to know that the temporal fissure has resolved itself,” Tilleran said, behind Amara and Hartley. “There was a giant surge in temporal energy, then poof! Nothing.”

“You don’t sssssssay,” Benzra said, claws-on-midsection.

“Yep,” Tilleran said. “Why, do you disagree with my analysis?”

“Not exactly,” Benzra said, helping Mirk up. “Mirk and I just may remember things a bit differently.”

“And why would that be?” Hartley asked, looking at Benzra askance.

“Jussssst read my damn medical report,” Benzra said, turning to Mirk and plunging a hypospray into his arm. “And YOU. Get plenty of fluids and resssssst. That ssssspray ssshould clear up your ressssssspiratory sysssstem and allow you to sssssleep.”

“Whatever you say, Benzra,” Mirk said, patting Benzra on the exoskeleton. “You do know best.”

“Mirk?” Amara asked, as she and Hartley followed Mirk out of Sickbay. “Not that I mind, but why are you being so nice to Benzra all of a sudden?”

Mirk shrugged. “Just read her report.”



Later that evening, all the senior staff had a good laugh over Benzra’s report.

“What a harrowing adventure,” Counselor Kelly Peterman exclaimed, leaning against Baxter as several of the crew grouped around Benzra and Mirk at the large table at the front of the Constellation Cafe, near the windows.

“It wasn’t an adventure,” Mirk said.

“It wasssss madnessssss,” Benzra added.

Commander Conway tossed back a swig of coffee. “It sounds almost like you could pick which universe you went to.”

“I could, though it took a while for me to figure that out,” Mirk explained. “After talking this over with Counselor Peterman and Lt. Tilleran, we’ve come to the conclusion that all my anger toward Benzra made the first few universes so violent. It also reflected my feelings of inadequacy and how much I miss the Delta Quadrant.”

“I just used my dream interpretation textbook as a guide,” Peterman said with a grin. “It works the same way, although the universes were real, of course.”

Hartley shook her head. “Of course. But what about this whole marraige thing? Where did that come from?”

“It meant absolutely nothing,” Mirk said, straightfaced. “Absolutely nothing.”

Amara kissed Mirk on the cheek and hugged him. “Glad to hear that.”

“Well,” Baxter said, standing up and stretching. “Time we all got to bed. There’s a long day of killing and enslaving ahead tomorrow.”

“Yep,” Conway agreed. “What with our mission to annihilate and enslave all the inferior cultures of the galaxy–”

Baxter nodded. “It’s a full time job. The Federation wasn’t built by lazy bums. It was built by honest, hard-working fascists.”

“Amen,” Conway said with a mock-salute.

“F***!” Mirk and Benzra cried, scrambling out of their chairs and out of the Constellation Cafe.

“Find me some pepper!” Mirk cried, rushing out into the corridor.

Peterman punched Baxter hard in the stomach and glared at Conway. “That was a cruel joke. Both of you should be ashamed of yourselves.” Conway grinned. “We were just having some fun with them. Mirk’s cold is gone. It’s not like he’s going to–”

“AAAACHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO OOOO!”

“Uh-oh.”



NEXT:



A knock on the head convinces Lt. Hartley that she’s a superhero. Will the crew be able to stop her from crusading throughout the ship fighting evil, or will she simply retreat to a fortress of solitude forever? Find out in “Superlative Girl!”




The Caped Engineer



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53315.3. We have arrived at the Federation colony world of Culdrin Four to deliver supplies and visit the Galactic Antiques Auction that is being held in the colony’s capitol city. It’s possible that there are some–items–there that I am very interested in acquiring.



“Don’t you think it’s a teeny weeny breach of protocol to push the engines to the point of near-breakdown just so you can get here in time for some stupid antique show?” griped Commander Conway, as he and Peterman accompanied Baxter into the auditorium.

“I want those comic books, Mr. Conway!” Baxter retorted, scanning the room for a row of seats. “And I am prepared to go to extreme lengths to get them.”

“That’s all well and good,” Counselor Peterman said, taking Baxter’s arm. “Just as long as you save some latinum for that Ferengi broach I have my eye on.”

“Gripe all you want, Conway,” Baxter muttered. “But I believe there’s one item here in particular that may interest you.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it,” Conway huffed.

“Come on, come on,” Baxter said, hurrying Peterman and Conway to the row of seats. “The auction will start soon!”

Conway fell into his seat. “Yippee.”



Across the hall from the auditorium, in the Dealer’s Room, Lieutenants Hartley, Gellar, and Ford were thumbing through a collection of ancient Vulcan romance novels.

“And then he pressed his finger against her temple and pressed ever so slightly, causing a mental bond of vast proportions to erupt between them,” Lt. Hartley read passionately. “After mating, Selda and V’mak continued to regard one another very highly.”

“Falls flat for me,” Gellar said. “Give me Klingon romance novels any day.”

Ford nodded. “Nothing like Burning Blood Flesh to keep you company on a lonely night.”

“Only you, Zack, only you,” Hartley said with a chuckle, placing the padd back with the others and continuing to the next table. “Maybe we’ll find you a girlfriend at one of these tables.”

“Don’t laugh,” Ford said. “I saw one back at the Orion table for four bars of latinum.”

“It’s the best deal you’re going to get any time soon,” Gellar said, prodding Ford between his ribs.

“Oh, like you’re making real progress yourself,” Ford said, smacking Gellar in the back of the head.

Gellar glanced over his shoulder at Hartley nervously. “Shut up,” he said in a low voice. “She’s here with me, isn’t she?”

“Yeah, but I’m here with you too, so what does that mean?” countered Ford.

Hartley put an arm around Ford and Gellar. “I have news for you guys. I’m not here with either of you.”

Ford and Gellar grinned sheepishly. “Then what are you doing with your arms around us?” Ford asked coyly.

“This.” Hartley slammed Ford and Gellar’s heads together and headed to the next table.

“Why do you always have to butt in?” Gellar asked, rubbing the bump on his head.

“I hate it when she does that,” Ford said, rubbing his own head.

Suddenly Ford and Gellar both felt something sharp wrap around their midsections.

“Stop. Both of you!” Lt. J’hana commanded, yanking backward on the two- pronged Klingon fishing rod she’d picked up. Two huge grappling claws held Gellar and Ford at bay as she reeled them in.

“It seems to be a very effective hunting weapon,” Lt. Commander Larkin observed as she stood beside J’hana. “Especially when one takes into consideration that Klingon fish have been measured at over fourteen meters.”

“It takes a hell of a fisherwoman to take down one of those bastards,” J’hana agreed, snapping the claws off Ford and Gellar. “And I understand that, if you do capture one of these fish, they hold a feast in your honor in the capital city.”

“What is served?”

“The fish,” J’hana said matter-of-factly, turning her attention to Ford and Gellar. “Now, why were you two smearing the good name of Starfleet in public?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Ford said, rubbing the sore spot where the claw had chafed against his torso.

“You were fighting over Lieutenant Hartley, were you not?” Larkin observed.

“No!” Gellar and Ford said at the same time.

“Hey guys,” Hartley said, returing with a heavy-duty neutridium Andorian evening dress. “Would someone solder up my back?”

Gellar and Ford stumbled over one another in an attempt to grab the soldering iron out of the engineer’s hand.

“Mine!” Ford cried.

“I’ll do it!” Gellar cried.

“I would not purchase that dress if I were you,” Lt. J’hana said, causing Ford and Gellar to stop fighting.

“Why’s that?” Hartley asked.

“That is a sssshivvvx.”

“And that means?”

“It is the dress that a dishonored adulteress wears after she has her reproductive organs removed.”

“Oh,” Hartley said. “That’s why the Andorians were laughing when I went to try this on. Oh, well. Never mind, guys.”

Gellar and Ford glared at J’hana as Hartley walked away.

“Problems?” J’hana asked. “If so, we can discuss them in detail in my office over a hot interrogation prod. I just purchased a new one from the Cardassian table.”

“Sheesh, when you put it that way…”

“Will the holder of ticket number 0331 please report to the auditorium stage,” came a voice over the loudspeaker.

“Hmm,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, studying her ticket stub. “That would appear to be me.”

“You must have one a door prize,” J’hana surmised. “Come. Let’s see what you’ve won.”

“Come on, guys,” Hartley said, walking up to Gellar and Ford as she adjusted her uniform. “Let’s go with them. I want to see what sort of stuff they have up for auction.”



“Hey, that’s Lt. Commander Larkin,” Peterman said, pointing at the stage as Larkin and J’hana approached the auctioneer.

“So it is,” Baxter said. “She must have won the door prize.”

“I’m ecstatic,” Conway mumbled.

“Come on up and get your prize, sweetie,” the auctioneer said to Larkin, all smiles.

Larkin stepped up to the podium, and a scantily clad Orion woman wheeeled a huge black box out on an antigrav cart.

When she opened the box, Captain Baxter let out a yipe of shock.

“There you are,” the auctioneer grinned. “A collection two thousand comic books from twentieth century Earth, all in mint condition. Give…what was your name again? Give Lieutenant Commander Larkin a round of applause!”

Everyone but Baxter clapped.

“You were right, Captain,” Conway said, laughing. “I’m having a great time.”

“Can it, Conway!” Baxter shouted.

“Hi, Captain,” Lt. Hartley said, as her, Ford and Gellar slid in behind Baxter, Peterman, and Conway. “Has the stuff you wanted come up for bid yet?”

Peterman looked back at Hartley and shook her head, placing a finger on her lips.

Baxter just emitted a low grumble.

“Oh.”

“Captain, look at what Larkin got,” J’hana said. “Comic books! Is that not a coincidence? Weren’t you here for–”

Peterman gave J’hana the same look.

“Right,” J’hana said, turning her attention to her Klingon fishing rod.

“Next item up for bid,” the auctioneer wailed. “Also from twentieth century Earth, a leather jacked previously owned by…who is this? Dale Arnhard?”

“Earnhardt!” Conway cried, leaping out of his chair, waving his paddle in the air. “Give it to me!”

“As I understand it, he was some kind of pilot. He raced…what is this? Combustion vehicles? Something called a ‘NASCAR’? Anyway, the bidding for this gem starts at one bar of gold pressed latinum.”

“One bar!” Conway shouted, continuing to wave his paddle.

“And we have one bar. One bar, one bar, going once…going twice…”

“Two bars!”

Conway’s head snapped around. “What are you doing!” he seethed, glaring at Captain Baxter.

“I’m having a great time!” Baxter growled, echoing Conway’s earlier remark.

“Two bars, going once…”

“Damn you, Baxter! Three bars!”

“We have three bars…”

“Four!” Baxter cried.

“Four bars…going–”

“Five!” Conway barked.

“Five bars of latinum. Well, I must say this is a surp–”

“Six bars!”

“Andy…” Peterman jabbed Baxter in the stomach. “You’re dipping into our Risa fund!”

“Screw Risa,” Baxter growled. “This is revenge!”

“Seven bars!” Conway shouted.

Baxter lept out of his chair. “TEN BARS!”

“Fine, fine,” Conway grumbled. “You can have it. I hope you smother in that thing.”

Peterman got out of her chair and pushed past Baxter and Conway. “He just might. He’s going to be covering up with it when he sleeps with the pets tonight.”

“Kelly…” Baxter muttered, watching Peterman walk away.

Conway chuckled. “So who’s the real loser here, sir?”

“Shut up while I go get my damn jacket,” Baxter mumbled, pushing past the senior staff, who’d stayed to watch him and Conway battle it out.

“I think the show’s over,” Hartley said. “Let’s get back to the ship.”

“I am not sure what I should do with these,” Larkin said, staring at the huge box of comics she was holding effortlessly with one hand.

“You read them,” J’hana said. “They are like padds, but they have pages.”

“I understand.”

“You could always give them to Captain Baxter,” Hartley suggested. “He seemed to want them pretty bad.”

“You certainly will not!” Conway commanded. “You’re going to keep those comic books until the day your last diode fizzles out, is that clear?”

“Though your statement was rife with hyperbole, your intent was clear, sir,” Larkin said. “But I question your motives.”

“There’s no question to them,” barked Conway. “I don’t want him to have those things as long as he has that damed jacket!”

“Oh, this jacket is soooo comfortable!” Baxter said, walking up to join the group. “Doesn’t it look great?”

“Indeed it does,” Larkin said.

“It feels so good, I may wear it while I eat my lunch,” Baxter said. “A nice big pile of pasta with a whole lot of sauce, and a nice glass of wine. I sure hope I don’t spill any on this great article of clothing…”

“BAXTER!” Conway cried.

“Explorer,” Hartley said, slapping her comm badge. “Beam us up. We’re experiencing a severe outbreak of immaturity down here.”



“You wanted to see me, sir?” Lt. Commander Larkin asked, stepping into Baxter’s readyroom as the doors closed behind her.

Baxter was standing in front of the giant viewport behind his desk with his back to the android. “Have a seat, Commander.”

Larkin did as she was told. “Sir, may I ask a question.”

The captain nodded. “Please.”

“Why are the lights so dim?”

Baxter whirled around. “Let me ask you a question.” Larkin observed that Baxter’s face looked quite insane, what with the darkness of the readyroom and the stripe of bright light from the Culdrin sun playing across his face. “Haven’t I been good to you over the years?”

“I suppose, although I did not appreciate the way you kept blowing me out that airlock on Stardate 52–”

Baxter held up a hand, leaning forward against his desk. “That’s all in the past, Commander. Or can I call you Kristen?”

“That is my name, sir.”

Baxter stepped around to the front of his desk and sat down on it, right across from Larkin. “Kristen, I’ll be frank with you. I am in a position to make your life aboard the Explorer very unpleasant or wonderful beyond your wildest–”

“Sir, I have no feelings either way. Treat me as you wish.”

Baxter clenched a fist, pounding his head. “Damn it, Larkin! I need those damn comic books!”

“Sir, I have already finished reading them. You are welcomed to take them.”

“That’s just not good e–what? All of them?”

“Yes, sir. I have memorized each page in detail. Shall I give you a summary of the events that took place in each issue?”

“No…no, that’s okay. Just give me the books,” Baxter said eagerly.

“I will deliver them to your quarters as soon as my shift is over, sir.”

Baxter patted Larkin on the shoulder and stood up, relief visibly spreading across his face. “Good. Good. I’m glad to hear it.”

“Now I wish to make a request of you.”

Baxter bristled. He knew this was coming. “What.”

“In the interest of fostering a non-violent work environment, please give Commander Conway the jacket.”

“I had every intention of giving him that jacket, Lieutenant. I was just waiting for his birthday to come along.”

Larkin stood. “Given your past behavioral tendencies, I seriously doubt that, sir.”

“Fine. Fine. I’ll give it to him tonight.”

“Thank you, sir. You have made a wise choice, I assure you.”

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t remind me.”



Later that evening, Larkin emerged from her quarters with the huge metal box in tow.

Effortlessly balancing the meter-wide duranium box in one hand, Larkin pressed the call button for the turbolift.

Several moments later, the lift doors wooshed open to reveal Commander Conway. He stared at Larkin, a hot cup of coffee trembling in his hands. “Larkin.” His eyes fixed on the box. “The comics. Where are you taking them?”

“Up to the Captain’s quarters,” Larkin replied. “I think you will see that we have come to an excellent agree–”

“No you don’t!” Commander Conway lept forward, slamming into the box, which, since it was almost as large as Larkin herself, toppled backward, sending the android reeling to the deck.

The box slammed against the android’s head and its lid flipped open, spilling comics all over the deck.

For his part, Conway tumbled over Larkin and the box, spraying hot coffee all over the antique comics.

“Nzzrrt…the comics…Captain…Brzzzzt…” Larkin mumbled, as the corner of the box crunched deeper into her forehead.

Conway picked himself up and straightened his uniform. He looked down at the spread of coffee-stained comics. “Well, that is a shame.”

“Drrtt…help…”

“Oh, yeah. Right.”



“Great job, Commander,” Lt. Hartley griped, running a circuit regenerator over Larkin’s forehead. “If that box had cut a centimeter deeper into her skull, it would have pierced her positronic subprocessor. And let me tell you, that would not have been good. Your little revenge game almost cost us a Chief of Operations.”

“It was an accident,” Conway said, arms folded. “She’ll be okay, right?”

“Sure. But the comics will take longer to fix.”

“You mean you’re going to fix them?”

“With Larkin’s help I’m going to reconstruct the pages, yes. Because if I don’t, then the Captain will find out, become furious, and do something equally childish to you.”

“What’s wrong with that? It’s always worked in the past.”

“Well, you both are going to have to start acting your age.”

“I don’t see why,” Conway said defensively.

“Baxter to Larkin,” chirped the comm. “Where are those comics?”

Hartley sighed. “This is Lt. Hartley, sir. Larkin is down in Engineering with me having your comics hermetically sealed and organized.”

“What a thoughtful thing for her to do.”

“Glad you approve. She wants me to tell you that you’ll get them in the morning.”

“Good enough. Good night, Lieutenant.”

“Uh-huh.” Hartley looked up at Conway. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a lot of work to do.”

“You know, I could order you to blow those stupid books out an airlock,” Conway said defiantly.

“Yes, you could,” Hartley said, not taking her eyes off Larkin’s head. “And I could blow YOU out an airlock, so why don’t you just get out of here before I do that.”



“Hey, Ryan, I need you to run a diagnostic of–” Lt. Gellar walked into the darkened Engineering room and scratched his head. “Ryan?”

“Stuart isn’t here,” Lt. Hartley said, sticking her head out of her office.

Gellar walked over, peering over Hartley’s shoulder. Lt. Larkin was bent over Hartley’s desk, her hands working with amazing speed, small padd-sized booklets flying over her left and right shoulder. “What are you doing in here at this hour? Isn’t this Stuart’s shift?”

“Yes. I’m doing a favor for the Captain.”

Hartley explained the ordeal with Baxter’s comics, and by the end of it, Gellar had begun to doubt that either of his senior officers had a lick of sense between them.

“So you and Larkin are reconstructing the Captain’s comics in the interest of keeping peace on the ship?”

“That about covers it.”

Gellar shook his head. “That doesn’t sound at all like you, Megan.”

Hartley walked around her desk and sat down. “What, being nice?”

“Yeah.”

“I have my moments. Actally, these things are kind of interesting. I’ve been reading them while Larkin’s been restoring them. They’re filled with action…romance…and lots of muscular, handsome men.”

“Hey, you have that right here,” Gellar said, puffing up his chest.

“Please, spare me!” Hartley chuckled. “Anyway, I can see what attracts the Captain to these things.”

“I, too, can see merit in such literature,” Larkin said. “Unlike most of the great works of fiction of the twentieth century, these have beautiful pictures.” Larkin held up the comic she was working on. “This one is called ‘Batman.’” Larkin grinned widely, as if looking for acknowledgment.

“That’s great, Larkin,” Gellar said nervously. Then, to Hartley, with clenched teeth, he whispered, “What’s wrong with her?”

“She got a dent in her head,” Hartley muttered. “I haven’t gotten everything worked out in there yet.”

“Uh-huh. Well, I wish you the best, but I’d better get back up to the bridge.”

“Suit yourself,” Hartley said with a smile.

Gellar considered staying, then considered the reaming he’d get from J’hana if he shirked his duty, and immediately left Hartley’s office.

“Well,” Hartley said, slapping her legs and standing up. “We’re about done here. I’m going to do one more diagnostic and then get off to bed so I can start my shift in an hour.”

“As you wish,” Larkin said. “I will finish these pretty comics.”

“You do that,” Hartley said, heading out of her office.

She grabbed a dilithium crystal magrometer from her tool kit and approached the dilithium crystal chamber. It had been days since she’d checked the residue level in the chamber, and she hated filmy dilithium buildup.

“Okay, girl, open wide,” Hartley said, flipping the latch on the chamber and yanking on the handle.

The chamber didn’t budge.

“That’s strange.” Hartley pulled some more. Nothing. “Hmm. Must be jammed. Hartley to Larkin.”

“Larkin here.”

“Could you come out here and help me with the dilithium chamber? It seems to be stuck.”

“Certainly.”

Hartley continued to tug on the chamber as Larkin stepped out of her office and walked over.

“Allow me.” Hartley looked on as Larkin wrapped two hands around the handle. The android jerked the dilithium chamber so hard it flew out of its housing completely and slammed right into Hartley’s head. The engineer blinked once, then pitched backward onto the deck with a thud.

Larkin leaned over and nudged Lt. Hartley’s motionless body. “Lieutenant?”



“The android carried her into my quarterssssss at 0400 hours thissssss morning,” Benzra hissed, as she clambered clumsily down the corridor after Counselor Peterman. “Then sssshe collapsssssed. I could do nothing for the android, but I wasssss able to repair most of Lt. Hartley’s cranial damage.”

“All right,” Peterman said. “So what do you need with me?”

“Captain Baxter feelsssss you may be of help.”

“How so?” Peterman asked, growing increasingly curious as she and Benzra rounded the corner and started toward the doors to Sickbay.

“You will sssssssee.”

Counselor Peterman didn’t like the sound of that at all.

Benzra leaded Peterman into Sickbay and stabbed the security control on the door that led into the intensive care unit.

“Prepare yoursssssself,” the Flarn grunted.

“Prepare myself for what?” Peterman asked shakily.

The doors slid open to reveal a pitch black cabin.

“Who goes there?” a voice asked from within the darkness.

“Doctor Benzzzra, and Counsssselor Peterssssen,” Benzra said. “We are friendssss.”

“Friends of justice?”

“Yessss, yesss.”

“Lights,” the voice said, as suddenly the lights rose up to their normal level, causing Peterman to momentarily cover her eyes. When she lowered her arm, she immediatley wished she hadn’t.

Before her, Lt. Hartley was crouched on top of one of the medical cabinets, with a blanket curled around her like a cape.

“Lieutenant?” Peterman asked softly, taking a step forward.

“I do not recognize that name,” Hartley replied. “I am…Superlative Girl.”

“Superlative Girl.”

“That is right, citizen. I am here to battle evil and crusade for truth, justice, and the Federation way!”

“I see,” Peterman said. “Why don’t you come down from that cabinet, and we’ll walk to my office and talk all about your…crusade.”

“I’m afraid I can’t,” Hartley said, hopping from the cabinet and charging past Peterman, her blanket fluttering behind her. “Evil is afoot out there, somewhere, and I must answer its harrowing call!”

“Okay, fine,” Peterman called after the Lieutenant. “But once you’re done fighting evil, could you make an appointment with me?”



“She’s fruity as a nutcake,” Commander Conway said, folding his arms. “Tantalus Five is only eight hours away at maximum warp, sir.”

Baxter twisted around at the waist, enlisting sharp cracks from somewhere in the vicinity of his spinal cord. It felt like a Klingon had used him as a punching bag. And all because he spent all his latinum on those comic books instead of on Peterman’s stupid Ferengi broach. Now he was sleeping in Peterman’s old quarters with the pets on a smelly mat and he couldn’t even get the replicator to work. But there was one shining beacon of light. He had his comic books. “No,” he finally said. “I refuse to just dump Lieutenant Hartley like so much garbage. If I recall, you did some nutty things in the past, Mr. Conway. What if we’d decided to commit you to an institution as a result?”

“There’s no comparison between this and the thing with Dr. Shar,” Conway said. “I was driven mad by passion. Hartley just got bopped on the head by Lt. Commander Larkin.”

“Speaking of which,” Baxter said, turning to Tilleran. “How is Larkin?”

Tilleran shook her head. “Not good. She lost a lot of neural pathways. I’m having trouble restoring them. If only Lt. Hartley weren’t–”

“Loony?” Conway offered.

“Out of sorts…” Tilleran returned, glaring hard at Conway. “I might be able to help her more, but as it is, I’ll just have to wait for Mr. Richards to return my subspace communique.”

“Well, we’ll have to do without our android until then. So how about the matter at hand. What to do about Lieutenant Hartley?”

Counselor Peterman shifted in her seat. She did all she could not to make eye contact with Baxter. “I’ve tried to counsel her, but she seems totall convinced that she’s a crime fighter. If somebody–” Peterman gritted her teeth, “–hadn’t been so obsessed with getting those comic books…”

“Enough, Counselor,” Baxter snapped. “You may be my master in the bedroom, but here in the conference room, I rule the roost!”

“Cluck cluck, sir,” Conway said with a chuckle.

“Laugh all you want now, Conway,” Baxter said bitingly. “But, the way I see it, you have some bad karma coming for all that grief you caused Hartley and Larkin.”

“Do you worst, Baxter,” Conway said resolutely.

“Oh, I have,” Baxter grinned. “I’ve given you back your jacket. It’s waiting in your office.”

“You–” Conway said, and was through the conference room doors in an instant.



“I knew he’d buckle,” Conway laughed to himself as he unlocked his office and proceeded through the doors, barking for the lights to come up. He’d won this round, that was for sure.

As the lights came on, Conway was greeted by an office wallpapered with black leather Dale Earnhardt jackets.

Conway found a message from Baxter on his desktop terminal:



HERE IS THE JACKET YOU WANTED, COMMANDER, ALONG WITH EXACTLY TWO HUNDRED NINETY-NINE OTHERS. TRY TO FIGURE OUT WHICH ONE IS THE REAL THING.



HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!



–CAPTAIN BAXTER



Conway looked toward the ceiling, balling his fists, crying out with unrestrained fury. “BAXTERRRRRRRRRRRRR!”



Lieutenant Gellar poked his head into the darkened cabin. “Megan?”

Gellar saw a shape move in the darkness. Lt. Hartley turned toward him in her chair, steepling her fingers thoughtfully. She was draped in a shiny green cape, her head covered in a matching mask.

“No. Superlative Girl. How did you get into my fortress of solitude, citizen?”

“I used my security clearance. Why are you sitting in the dark?”

“I’m brooding. Super heroes are known to brood.”

Gellar sat down across from Hartley. “I heard about your…accident. You really think you’re a super hero?”

“I don’t think I am. I know I am. What else would I be?”

“An engineer? A Starfleet officer? A sane person?”

“Not anymore.”

Gellar scooted forward in his chair, putting a hand on Hartley’s leg. “But what about us?”

“Superheroes don’t have boyfriends. They have sidekicks.”

Gellar gulped. “So…um, can I be your sidekick?”

“I’ll think about it,” Hartley said. “But right now, justice calls!”

Her cape fluttering, Hartley seemingly flew out of the quarters, leaving Gellar alone in the dark cabin.

“Women,” Gellar sighed.



“Morning,” Captain Baxter said tiredly, stepping into the briefing room. He’d stayed up all night reading his restored comic books–and that in conjunction with the sleeping Charlie, Fritz, Ozzie, the two pomeranians whose names he always forgot and the nogath they had brought back from the Delta Quadrant had made for a very poor night’s rest.

Baxter nodded to each of his staff members as he made his way to his spot at the head of the conference table and sat down. When he looked to his right and saw Conway, he rubbed his tired eyes. “Nice jacket, Commander.”

“Thank you. I have two hundred ninety-nine other ones and I’m going to wear one each day instead of my uniform jacket. I really appreciate all the gifts, sir. And it’s not even my birthday yet.”

“Cram it, Conway,” Baxter muttered. “Can we go ahead and get the departmental reports already?”

“I’m here to report that my husband is a childish moron,” Peterman mumbled from Baxter’s left-hand side. “Oh, and the new stress workshops are slated to start tomorrow.”

Baxter stared at Peterman a moment and decided not to say anything else. He didn’t need to air his dirty laundry in front of the crew. “What about security?”

Lt. J’hana cleared her throat. “We are having a minor problem with Lt. Hartley.”

“Enlighten me,” Baxter said, leaning forward.

“Computer, play security clip Beta 0429,” J’hana ordered.

The staff turned to face the video monitor, which promptly displayed a view of Mirk’s Constellation Cafe.

On the screen, Lt. Zack Ford sat down at a table and ordered a drink, making sure to pat Amara, the Bajoran waitress, on the rear end as he did so, simultaneously popping a honey roasted Ferengi beetle from a nearby bowl into his mouth. Wheeling around, Amara smacked the Lieutenant in mid-chew, causing him to grab at his throat, red-faced and coughing.

Then, a streak of green flew onto the screen, and Amara went flying to the ground.

“Superlative Girl” swung into view, wrapping her arms around Ford’s stomach and squeezing, until the beetle popped out and hit Crewman Dean Wilcox in the back of the head.

“Computer, freeze,” J’hana ordered, just as Wilcox turned in his chair. “That is when the brawl broke out, Captain. Lieutenant Hartley single-handedly caused an enormous melee, putting four crewmembers in Sickbay and decimating the Constellation Cafe.”

“This is getting ridiculous,” Commander Conway muttered. “Isn’t there a way we can confine her to quarters or something?”

“I have an appointment with her today,” Peterman said. “I want to at least have a chance to cure her of this…fixation… before we do anything rash.”

“I think causing a giant fight is pretty rash, Counselor,” Baxter muttered.

Peterman acted like she didn’t hear Baxter. “Then it’s settled. I’ll meet with her today at 1500 hours.”

Baxter grunted. “Counselor, why don’t we–”

“We’re dismissed? Oh, good.” Peterman rose out of her chair and left the conference room.

Baxter rose a finger. “Kelly…”

The conference room doors slid closed behind Peterman before he could say anything else.

“Marital problems, sir?” Conway grinned.

“You stay out of this,” Baxter said, rising from his chair. “The rest of you are dismissed.”

“You know, on Andor, marital disputes are settled by a strenuous afternoon of honorable combat, entailing several hours of sweating and–”

“DISMISSED, J’HANA!” Baxter cried over his shoulder, heading out of the room.

“He could at least have entertained the idea,” J’hana muttered.

“Believe me,” Tilleran said, accompanying J’hana and Conway out of the room. “He’s definitely entertaining the idea of combat.”



Lt. Hartley was perched on Peterman’s fainting couch, arms folded. She glowered at Peterman over her arms. Peterman shifted uncomfortably in her chair, as Charlie made a diplomatic attempt to lick Hartley’s booted feet.

“Are you finished yet?” Hartley asked. “Superlative Girl is needed elsewhere.”

Peterman sighed. “Isn’t there anything I can say to convince you that you’re not a super hero? Don’t you understand that this world you’ve invented for yourself is a fiction?”

Hartley hopped off the couch and clapped Peterman on the shoulder. “You amuse me with your jokes, citizen. If she could, Superlative Girl would join you in hearty laughter, but villainy runs rampant in the corridors of freedom!”

Peterman covered her face. “Lieutenant Hartley: You are a Starfleet Officer. You are Chief Engineer of the USS Explorer. You speak in the first person! Don’t you remember any of that?”

“You must have Superlative Girl confused with someone else, citizen. Now if you’ll excuse me, justice calls!”

Hartley threw down a small capsule, causing Peterman’s office to be filled with green smoke.

“Hey,” Peterman coughed, wiping away the smoke with her hand. “Why did you do that for–Lieutenant Hartley?”

Once the smoke cleared, Peterman realized she was alone. She tapped away on her padd. “Subject making progress. Call for follow-up appointment.”



Lt. Tilleran rushed into the science lab. “Pipe it through, J’hana,” she said, hopping onto a stool and swinging around toward a nearby video monitor.

Chris Richards appeared on the screen. “Lieutenant! Where is she?”

Tilleran inclined her head, moving aside to reveal the worktable behind her. “Right behind me.”

Richards frowned as he saw all the tubes and blinking devices that were poking out of Larkin’s skull. “What on Earth happened to her, Tilleran?”

“Commander Conway happened,” Tilleran said. “It was all in my communique, sir.”

“Don’t call me sir. I’m not in Starfleet anymore. Yes, yes, I heard what Conway did–I just don’t believe it. I guess some things never change.”

“Not when it comes to the maturity of the Captain and Commander Conway, Chris,” Tilleran agreed. “Did you get my schematics?”

“Sure did. It looks like a failure in her third positronic junction. You need to replace it.”

“That’s what I thought too,” Tilleran said. “But how do I do that without blanking all her programming?”

“You have to be very careful,” Richards said. “Okay, how about this: Pull her closer to the screen. I’ll tell you what to do step-by-step.”

“Right,” Tilleran said, wheeling the table Larkin was lying on closer to the video screen. “Now what?”

“First you have to disconnect her posterior–” Richards turned around as voices boomed from behind him. “Do you mind? I’m on the screen. Long distance. No…it’s being billed to my account! It’s none of your business! Hey, stop! I’ll be done in a minute.”

The connection began to flicker as Tilleran heard assorted rumblings in Klingon.

“I’ll get back to you, Tilleran!” Richards cried, as the screen flicked off completely.

“What is going on with him?” Tilleran wondered, scratching her head and sliding off her stool. She turned to look at Larkin. “You’ll just have to wait for your dad to call back, Commander.”



Nothing like ship’s night, Hartley thought to herself, leaning back against the trunk of one of the large redwood trees in the Explorer’s cavernous arboretum. The view from atop the giant tree was beautiful. She could see the entire arboretum from her vantage point. And when she turned around, she could see out the huge, curving, slatted transparent aluminum windows that gazed out over the aft end of the ship.

Hartley thrilled at the feeling of her cape fluttering about her in the wake of the sputtering air from a nearby ventilation duct.

“This is the perfect spot, Harlan.”

The super hero shot up ramorod straight. The sound amplification plugs in her ears were picking up conversation from below.

“Yep, yep, yep!” said a gutteral voice. “Nothin’ like picking some Tellarite petunias for my woman after a nice meal.”

Cigar smoke wafted up to Hartley’s nose. She pulled out her infrared viewgoggles and peered down at the scene below.

Sure enough, two glowing blobs were moving about below. Hartley hit a control, enhancing the image. Her deductions were correct. Cigar smoke. The gutteral voice. The name Harlan. It was the Captain’s parents.

But justice was blind, and it appeared that Harlan was trying to steal Tellarite petunias from the ship’s arboretum.

Something had to be done.



“There you go, hon,” Harlan said, placing a handful of petunias into Lucille’s waiting hands.

She placed one behind her ear. “I don’t care what they say about you, Harlan. You’re still the most romantic man in the quadrant.”

“Well, hon, anything for you,” Harlan grinned.

That’s when a pair of booted feet slammed into the side of Harlan’s head and knocked him to the ground.

Lucille ducked as a figure in a bright, shiny green costume did a somersault over her head and landed in front of her.

“Lucille Baxter. You have broken the law. Come along quietly, or be forced to face the fury of Superlative Girl!”

“Superlative–” Lucille said, bewildered. “Wait a minute. Aren’t you that Engineer that pushed me down the warp core shaft?”

“No. That was someone else,” Superlative Girl said, dropping Lucille with a roundhouse kick to the face.



Lt. J’hana rubbed the sleep out of her eyes as she tapped in her access code and stepped into her security office.

“Computer, lights.”

“Mmph! Mmph!”

“Mphmmmm!”

Harlan and Lucille Baxter were bound and gagged on top of her desk, with a padd tucked in between the tight duranium cable that bound them.

J’hana pulled out the padd and glanced at it.



J’HANA, CONSIDER THESE TWO LAWBREAKERS A GIFT FROM SUPERLATIVE GIRL, THE MATRIARCH OF JUSTICE ON THE EXPLORER!



“Well, isn’t that nice,” J’hana said, glancing up at Harlan and Lucille. “Out causing trouble last night, huh?”

“MMMPH!”

“MMPH MMPH!” they growled angrily.

“Okay, okay, don’t have a stroke on me,” J’hana muttered, pulling out her phaser. “Let’s get that cable off.”

“MMMMMMMMMMMMPPPPPPHHH!”



Baxter’s fists clenched and unclenched as he looked out the viewport behind his desk. “I want you to bring her to me.”

“Sir, I would like to point out that your parents were in flagrant violation of Starfleet reg–” J’hana piped up.

“I don’t care!” Baxter cried, whirling around. “Do you know what kind of lecture I got from my parents? ‘How did you get your own command, Andy? You can’t even control the officers under you. What a disgrace to the Baxter line!’” Baxter pounded his desk. “Lt. Hartley has to be stopped, J’hana. She can’t just go around beating people up. Especially when two of those people are my parents!”

“Well, sir, if you–”

“Gellar to J’hana.”

J’hana sighed. “J’hana here.”

“I just found Lt. Ford tied up on Deck Six. There’s a note from Superlative Girl attached to him. Seems he was peeking underneath the dressing room doors in Yeoman Briggs’s haberdashery.”

Baxter glared at J’hana as she considered this new piece of information. “Don’t you see, J’hana? She is trying to beat you at your own job. Either you eliminate her or I’ll hire HER as Chief of Security.”

“I really don’t think your parents would approve of that, sir.”

“Just go, damn it!”



J’hana tapped her foot and fingered her phaser controls as the turbolift descended. “Computer. Locate Lt. Hartley.”

“Lt. Hartley is in her quarters.”

J’hana stared up at the ceiling angrily. “Don’t give me that crap, computer. Is Lt. Hartley in her quarters or just her combadge?”

“Okay, okay, you win. It’s just her combadge.”

J’hana cracked her knuckles. “That is what I thought. You can plot complex astronavigational factors, but you can’t track a crewmember if she takes off her comm badge!”

“Jeeze. Sorry.”

“Apology accepted.”



Counselor Peterman grumbled to herself as she walked Charlie down the corridor. “I can’t believe the nerve of Andy. Sleeping with you for two nights now and he has only taken you out once. Does he think you use a human bathroom like him?”

Charlie just let out a high pitched whine.

“Yes, I know, Charl. You’ve gotta go pee pee. We’re almost to the arboretum. Soon you’ll have plenty of plants and trees to pee on.”

“Counselor,” Ensign Howard Sefelt said, appearing seemingly from out of nowhere as she rounded a bend in the corridor.

Peterman staggered back. “Mr. Sefelt. What have I told you about popping up in front of me like that?”

“I wanted to talk to you about our last appointment.”

“How about we do that at the next apointment, Ensign.”

“That’s too late. I need to talk to you now.”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “Fine. What do you need to talk about?”

Sefelt inched forward, rubbing his hands together nervously. “It’s all this lint. Lint–all round me!” he brushed at his uniform. “Look! There’s some now! It’s EVERYWHERE!”

Peterman placed a calming hand on Sefelt’s shoulder. “Ensign, Ensign! Get a hold of yourself! As a post-industrial society, we have a thing called fabric. Often, minute pieces of that fabric rub off. They won’t hurt you!”

“But it’s just the…the inevibility of it! I can’t go on knowing it’s going to be with me forever!”

“How about this,” Peterman said, sighing. “How about we make an appointment with Yeoman Briggs. Maybe he can suggest some kind of lint-free–Charlie! No!” Charlie was squatting right in front of her.

“Oh, my,” Sefelt said, stepping back and fumbling with his hands. “He’s peeing all over the place. That’s not supposed to happen! He’s messing up the carpet. Oh, no! Make him stop! For the love of goodness, MAKE HIM STOP!”

Peterman slapped Sefelt across the face. “SNAP OUT OF IT!” She looked down at Charlie. “All done, sweetie?”

Before Charlie could respond, a shadow loomed over Peterman and Sefelt.

“How dare you let that dog violate the sweet sanctity of these hallowed corridors!” Lt. Hartley cried, waving her cape around for emphasis. “Someone must pay!”

“Arroooo?” said Charlie, cocking his head.

“Lieutenant,” Peterman said slowly, in a voice tempered to calm Hartley. “You love Charlie, don’t you remember?”

“I am not a Lieutenant. I am a Captain… of courage!”

“Sheesh,” Peterman muttered.

“What is this?” Ensign Sefelt asked fearfully, stepping away from Hartley.

“You have nothing to fear, citizen,” Hartley said, advancing on Peterman. “I am simply making these corridors safe for law abiding people such as you.”

“The corridors are safe, Megan!” Peterman exclaimed. “Charlie just had to go really bad!”

“That is no excuse to break the law!” Hartley cried, leaping toward Peterman.

Before Hartley could reach her target, Charlie jumped in front of her and knocked her to the ground, batting her face with his paws and salivating all over her.

“Good boy,” Peterman said. “Have you had enough, Lieutenant?”

“I’ll never have enough,” Hartley cried as Charlie lapped. “Not until justice is served!”

“Right, right,” Peterman muttered, shaking her head. “Peterman to security. I’ve got a live one for you.”



“Well, you aren’t so tough behind that security field, are you?” asked Lt. J’hana. The Andorian was watching the costumed engineer pace back and forth in her cell with a satisfied grin.

Hartley didn’t respond. She just kept pacing.

“You know,” J’hana said, “I scoured this ship deck by deck for you. Who could have known that you would finally be defeated by a dog.”

“Taking this a bit personally, aren’t you, J’hana?” Captain Baxter asked, strolling into the brig.

“She violated ship security, sir,” J’hana said, folding her arms. “That makes it personal.”

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said, glaring at Hartley.

Hartley looked up at Baxter and smiled. “How are your parents, Captain Baxter?”

“Damn sore, thank you very much!” Baxter replied, turning to J’hana. “Listen, I need help with a Prime Directive question.”

“Go ahead,” J’hana sad, turning to face Baxter but keeping an eye on Hartley.

“I want to buy that broach from the Ferengi down on Culdrin, but I don’t have any latinum left.”

“That is a dilemma,” J’hana agreed.

“So I thought I’d just give the Ferengi some classified technology and call it even. What do you think? Good idea?”

“I think it is a horrible idea,” J’hana replied. “That is a blatant Prime Directive violation.”

“Aw, come on,” Baxter said. “Other captains bend the Prime Directive all the time.”

“Perhaps, but for nobler causes.”

“Hey, I doubt any of them had a wife that made them sleep with her pets,” Baxter complained. “Do you know what it’s like having an osprey crap on your face while you’re trying to sleep? And let’s not talk about the silent treatment. The woman will not say a kind word to me!”

“Okay, okay,” J’hana said, irritated. “Do whatever you want. Just stop whining to me.”

“Great,” Baxter grinned, turning on a heel and heading for the door. “I knew you’d see the wisdom in my plan.”

“Wisdom my shlarg,” J’hana grumbled, following Baxter out of the brig.

Hartley sat back on her cot and watched the two officers leave. This time Baxter was going too far. He was going to break the Federation’s highest law. Something had to be done.



Lt. Gellar stepped into the brig, pointing at Ensign Puckett and inclining his head toward the door.

As Puckett left, Gellar approached Hartley’s cell. “Megan…wake up.”

The lights inside the cell slowly came up. “What do you want, Brian?” Hartley asked sweetly, leaning up off her cot.

“To give you these,” Gellar said, thrusting a bouqet of flowers toward the security field. It was then that he noticed Hartley was wearing her Starfleet trousers and matching blouse. “Hey, you took off your Superlative Girl outfit!”

“Yep. I’ve been talking to Counselor Peterman. She convinced me that I’m not a super hero. You know, Brian, I’d really love to smell those flowers.”

Gellar seemed reluctant. “I don’t know. Can I trust you to stay put while I lower the security field and give them to you?”

“Well of course you can. They’re supposed to let me out tomorrow morning, you know.”

“Well, that is cause for celebration,” Gellar said thoughtfully, walking over to the replicator. “Champagne. Two glasses.”

Hartley smiled as Gellar carried the champagne and flowers to her cell. “Here we go, Lieutenant. Computer, lower the security field, clearance Gellar Psi 233.”

With a flicker, the field died down and Gellar stepped into the cell. “Here you go, Megan,” he said amiably, handing Hartley the flowers.

“They smell beautiful, Brian,” Hartley said, sniffing at the boquet.

“I knew you’d like them,” Gellar grinned, twisting open the champagne bottle and pouring two glass-fuls. “You know, this is seriously against regulations. But what does it matter? They’ll be letting you out soon anyway, right?”

“Right,” Hartley agreed, putting down the flowers and taking a glass from Gellar, downing it in one gulp. Gellar beamed. “Say, Brian, have you ever heard of something called a conjugal visit?” Gellar beamed even more.

Hartley pulled the security officer’s head down toward her and kissed him ravenously. Then she reached behind him, grabbed the champagne bottle and smashed it over his head.

Gellar’s eyes rolled ceiling-ward and he dropped to the floor.

“Serves you right for breaking regulations,” Hartley muttered, grabbing Gellar’s combadge and slapping it on. Then she grabbed her cape and cowl off the nearby post and pulled them on. “Superlative Girl is back in action!”



Lt. Tilleran pulled her hair into a ponytail and tied her robe around her waist, rushing into the science lab. “Computer, activate comm terminal.”

A starfleet symbol appeared on the terminal as Tilleran quickly tapped a sequence into it.

Moments later, Chris Richards appeared on the screen. “There you are, Lieutenant. Did I wake you?”

“Yes, you did, but don’t worry about it,” Tilleran said. “Don’t you remember? There’s a six hour time difference between Kronos and the Explorer.”

“Sorry, I must have forgotten. Anyway, I finally got the transmission chamber to myself.”

“That’s good to hear. What was the problem?”

“Uh, just a minor problem with my supervisors. It’s nothing, really.”

“If you say so,” Tilleran replied. “Should we start working on Lt. Commander Larkin now?”

“Definitely. I don’t know how long I can stay on this channel.”

“Are you sure everything’s okay, Chris?” Tilleran asked with concern.

“Yes, positive. Now wheel her over here, quickly!” Richards said, looking over his shoulder.



“You better have a good reason for beaming me down here in the middle of ship’s night,” Peterman grumbled, hugging the Dale Earnhardt jacket Baxter had replicated for her around her shoulders.

“I thought you weren’t talking to me,” Baxter said with a grin, as he led Peterman down a narrow alley way at the heart of the Culdrin capital city.

“That doesn’t count bitching you out,” Peterman mumbled.

“Well, I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised when you see why I’ve brought you here.”

Peterman shivered as a breeze blew through her hair and down the back of the jacket, cutting through her thin nightgown. “What, you found a way to get me that Ferengi broach?”

Baxter stopped grinning. “No. Now just follow me.”



“There. Now flip on the power supply.”

Tilleran punched a finger into Larkin’s armpit and the android’s head snapped up, her eyelids flipping open.

“Lt. Hartley, I am sorry for–Lt. Hartley?” Larkin looked around. “Lt. Tilleran?” she looked up at the viewscreen. “Mr. Richards?”

“It’s okay, Larkin,” Tilleran said. “You just had a partial failure of your positronic net. It’ll take your systems a couple minutes to catch up.”

Larkin nodded. “How is Lt. Hartley?”

“She thinks she’s a superhero, but other than that, she’s fine,” Tilleran said.

“I see. That is likely the result of reading so many of Captain Baxter’s comic books. Where is she now?”

“In the brig. Counselor Peterman has been trying to help her, without much luck.”

“Very well. I feel I should visit her, since I was partially responsible for her accident.” Larkin turned toward the viewscreen. “It is agreeable to see you again, mother. I have missed your positronic input.”

“I’ve missed your input too, Larkin,” Richards said. “You hang in there. And give Commander Conway a good knock upside the head for causing so much trouble.”

“Yes, mother,” Larkin replied.

“Take care, you guys,” Richards said, worriedly glancing over his shoulder again. “I’ll talk to you later.”

“Very well. Explorer out,” Larkin said. “Do you wish to accompany me to the brig, Lieutenant?”

“Sure,” Tilleran said. “I’m already up. I might as well do something.”

“As you wish.”



Baxter reached inside the pouch he had slung over his shoulder. “Here you go, Mr. Grulk. Three cc’s of highly unstable trilithium. Developed by some of Starfleet’s finest scientists. You know what they say, ’If it isn’t goo, it isn’t Starfleet.” Baxter nudged the Ferengi in the shoulder.

“I never heard that,” Grulk said, grabbing the vial from Baxter and handing him the broach in exchange. “Thanks for shopping with Grulk.”

“Don’t mention it,” Baxter replied. “And remember. This never happened.”

“Sure, right. Whatever,” Grulk said, staring at the vial.

Baxter handed the broach to Peterman. “Well? How about that? Your old husband isn’t so bad after all, now is he?”

“Andy,” Peterman said, staring at the broach. “You just gave a highly classified Starfleet substance to a Ferengi! You seriously broke the Prime Directive.”

“Oh, directive dirshmective. The point is, you’re not mad at me anymore, right?”

Peterman clipped the broach to her jacket and put an arm around Baxter’s waist as they walked back to the beam-down site. “I can never stay mad at you, sweetie. Just when I think you’re the biggest pig in the universe, you go and break our most sacred law to make up to me.”

“I have my moments.”



“Lieutenant Hartley?” Lt. Commander Larkin asked, leading Tilleran and Puckett into the brig.

Puckett looked around the desk that faced the cells. “Mr. Gellar?”

“He’s in here,” Tilleran said, pointing at Hartley’s former cell.

“Mr. Gellar?” Larkin asked, pressing a control to lower the field.

Gellar was lying, face up, mouth open, unconcious on the floor of the cell.

Tilleran kneeled down beside Gellar, sniffing. “My goodness, he’s soaked with champagne!”

“Obviously he gorged on cheap synthehol and let Lt. Hartley out of her cell,” Larkin said. “We can discipline him later. For now, Ensign Puckett, please bring Mr. Gellar to Sickbay. Lt. Tilleran and I will contact Lt. J’hana and the Captain.”

“I think Captain Baxter is down on Culdrin trading secret Starfleet technology for a Ferengi broach,” Tilleran said.

“I see,” Larkin said. “Is it possible that Lt. Hartley knew this?”

“Possibly.”

“Larkin to J’hana,” Larkin said, as Puckett dragged Gellar out of the brig.

“J’hana here. I didn’t realize you’d been repaired.”

“I was reactivated at 0130 hours. Listen carefully, Lieutenant. Lt. Hartley has escaped, and if I am not mistaken, I believe she may have followed Captain Baxter to the surface in order to stop him from violating Starfleet law.”

“What makes you say that?”

“It is exactly what She-Hulk did to Dr. Doom in issue 944.”



“Isn’t it a beautiful night, Kelly?” Baxter asked, looking up at the teal Culdrin sky and rubbing Peterman’s shoulders.

“It’s gorgeous,” Peterman said, turning around to face Baxter. “It just goes to show you that there’s more beauty in natural things than comic books. All you have to do is stop and appreciate it.”

“Mm hm,” Baxter said, leaning down to kiss Peterman’s neck. “You know, there’s some other beauty I’d like to stop and appreciate right now.”

“Not in this yucky alley, Andy,” Peterman said, waving a finger at Baxter. “Naughty naughty.”

“Hey, I read somewhere that it was romantic to do it in strange places.”

“Yes, preferably places that aren’t covered in a yellowish scum.”

“That’s just part of Culdrin Four’s charm, honey.”

“How about we just beam back up to our quarters.”

“You mean I don’t have to sleep with Charlie?” Baxter grinned.

Peterman ran a finger down Baxter’s nose. “I suppose so. If you promise to be a good boy.”

“I promise.”

Suddenly Baxter heard a rustling from above.

“You are not a good boy!” a voice shouted.

Baxter looked up and groaned. “Oh, f***.”

Superlative Girl’s cape fluttered around her as she pummeted toward Peterman and Baxter.

“Move, Kelly!” Baxter cried, shoving Peterman out of the way.

A gloved hand gripped his shoulder and jerked him backward.

“So, you think you can violate Starfleet’s dearest law?” Hartley asked, clobbering Baxter with a one-two punch to the face.

“Uh, no?” Baxter asked, stumbling back.

“Get her, Andy!” Peterman cried.

“I’m not hitting a girl, no matter how nuts she is!” Baxter cried, as Hartley rammed his head from one duranium wall to the next.

“Well, I will!” Peterman cried, pushing Baxter aside and lunging at Hartley. “Stop being so crazy!” she cried, wrapping her hands around Hartley’s throat and jerking her back and forth.

“So that’s what they trained you to do for four years at counseling school,” Baxter muttered.

“Two for the price of justice!” Hartley cried, gripping Peterman by the shoulders, head-butting her, and slamming her against the hard duranium wall.

Peterman stumbled back, shaking her head dizzily. “Ow. That didn’t feel so good.” The counselor slid to the ground and her head lolled to the side.

“Enough’s enough, Lieutenant!” Baxter said, pushing his sleeves up. “You don’t want me to get rough with you, do you?”

“Give me your best shot, evildoer!” Hartley cried.

Baxter hurled himself through the air at Hartley, who rammed a knee up into his crotch. He dropped to the ground in an instant.

Then a large piece of duranium slammed into her head and she fell right on top of Baxter and Peterman.

“Nice to see you guys,” Baxter squeaked.

“That was a little primative, wasn’t it, Lieutenant?” J’hana asked, staring down at the pile of unconcious bodies.

“It was important that I recreate the accident that caused Lt. Hartley’s problems exactly,” Larkin replied.

Tilleran nodded. “So how did you figure out that would cure her? A complex set of intuitive algorithms?”

Larkin shook her head. “Batman number 1250.”



Captain Baxter limped out onto the bridge, a copy of Batman number 1250 in hand. “All righty, folks. Are we ready to leave Culdrin Four?”

“Definitely,” Lt. Hartley said, taking a seat behind the Engineering station. “Engines are prepared for departure.”

Baxter leaned up against the engineering console. “Yes, but are you prepared?”

“Absolutely. After spending some time recouping in Sickbay and talking to Counselor Peterman I feel much better.”

“You’re not trying to trick me, are you?” Baxter asked wryly.

“Of course not. Would Wonder Woman trick Superman?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t gotten to either of those yet. I’ll tell you one thing. You kick me in the crotch ever again and you’ll be cleaning out Bussard ramscoops for the rest of your career.”

“Don’t worry, sir. I’m all better now.”

Baxter nodded and headed toward the center seat. “Very well. J’hana, signal the surface that we’re about to get underway.”

“Yes, sir.”

Just then, Commander Conway stepped out of the turbolift. “Well, it’s good to see Larkin and Hartley back in good shape again. I was so worried about both of you.” His tone was dripping with sarcasm.

Larkin pushed away from the ops console and approached Conway. “Yes, it is good to see you as well, Commander. I recently had the chance to speak with Mr. Richards, and he has a message he wishes me to give you.”

“And that is?” Conway asked skeptically.

“This, sir,” Larkin said. She smacked Conway so hard across the jaw that he spun like a top, landing in his chair beside Baxter, face down.

“It certainly is good to see Larkin back in good shape,” Baxter agreed with a grin.

“Shut up,” Conway mumbled, rubbing his jaw and righting himself as Larkin returned to her seat.

“The Culdrin goverment sends its regards, sir,” J’hana said. “All systems report ready for–wait a minute.”

Baxter glanced back at J’hana’s station. “What is it?”

“Sir, there was a massive trilithium explosion on the surface. It destroyed several city blocks.”

“Well,” Baxter said, taking in a deep breath. “That’s a shame. What’s say we get out of here? Lt. Ford, lay in a course for the Liaga system, maximum warp.”

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, turning toward his station and pressing the necessary controls. Suddenly the stars stretched out and Culdrin Four disappeared from the screen, as the Explorer jumped into warp.

“Sir,” Larkin said, as Baxter rose from his chair. “Do you not think that we should have rendered assistance?”

“They’ll take care of it.”

“But you are responsible for that disaster, are you not?”

“Who knows, Commmander?” Baxter said, rounding the bridge toward his readyroom. “Any number of things could have caused a trilithium explosion. Who’s to say it was MY trilithium that exploded? That’s a bit far-fetched, isn’t it?”

“Actually, the odds that it was ‘your’ trilithium are about one in two.”

“Rules are for breaking, Larkin,” Hartley said, winking at Baxter. “If the captain did break the Prime Directive, I’m sure he did it with good reason.”



“Well-said,” Baxter nodded, ducking into his readyroom.

“And what is your basis for that statement, Lieutenant?” asked Larkin.

Hartley grinned. “Spawn number 325.”

“Indeed.”



NEXT:



When a strange disease threatens to kill Captain Baxter, Dr. Benzra must delve into mysterious healing techniques to try to save him. On top of that, Peterman and Lucille Baxter are forced to battle it out over who gets to take care of the illin’ captain. Will Baxter get out alive, and if so, will this story devolve into a terrible “Shades of Gray”-style flashback episode? Let’s hope not!




Thicker Than Water



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53404.6. Counselor Peterman and I are on our way back to the Explorer after a two-week survey of some of the new terraforming projects on the Galactic Rim. I found the trip quite interesting; however, I think my enjoyment of the trip would have been greater had we not been forced to share our runabout with another couple.



“Ah, these are damn good cigars if I don’t say so myself,” Harlan Baxter said with a grin, patting the duranium box on his lap with glee. Harlan had pulled several strings at Starfleet Command to obtain coordinates for the fabled planet Vasacan, home of the galaxy’s greatest cigars.

“They better be good,” Captain Andy Baxter said as he activated the autopilot controls on the runabout Algonquin and turned in his chair. “They caused us to make a four hour detour.”

“I just want to get home,” Counselor Peterman said, leaning her head against a bulkhead. “These runabout bunks are not comfortable.”

“I told you we should have taken the Escort, Andy,” Lucille Baxter said scoldingly. “At least we would have had private quarters there.”

“The Escort was needed for more important duties, Mom.”

“Such as?”

Baxter sighed. “Such as shuttling J’hana to the Klingon homeworld so she could go fishing with Dwanok.”

Lucille clicked her tongue. “Once again, you’ve let your subordinates get the better of you.”

“J’hana had the leave coming. Anyway, it would have taken weeks by runabout to get her there and we can’t divert the Explorer that far away just for a vacation. But that’s all beside the point. I don’t have to justify my actions to you.”

“Both of you be quiet!” Harlan said, pulling out his old fashioned “Zippo” lighter, which was inscribed with the phrase “F*** the Romulans.” He sparked one of the green cigars. “I don’t want you to ruin my enjoyment of this baby.”

“Dad,” Baxter said with exasperation, pointing at a sign on one of the bulkheads. “Regulations specifically prohibit smoking in runabout cockpits.”

“I’ll show you what you can do with your regulations…” Harlan said, taking a big puff and blowing smoke into Baxter’s face.

Baxter covered his face, trying desparately to cough the noxious smoke out of his lungs.

“I give up,” Baxter said, shoving out of his seat and bulling toward the aft section of the runabout.

“Wait for me,” Peterman said, hurrying out of her chair and waving smoke away.



Captain Baxter sat down at the large table at the center of the aft compartment and put his head down, knocking it repeatedly on the hard surface. “Why are they here, Kelly? Why??”

Peterman walked up behind Baxter and began rubbing his shoulders. “They wanted to get a look at the colonies. And you absolutely can’t say no to them.”

Baxter looked up. “Because I’m weak. Yes, I’ve heard.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But you implied it.”

Peterman shrugged. “Read into it whatever you want. But they are your parents. You owe them your life, in a way.”

“I guess. But why do they have to be around every corner, constantly trying my patience? Why do they have to look over my shoulder and order me around every hour of the day! Honey, they’re driving me nuts!”

“At least it’s a short trip,” Peterman offered helpfully.

“Har har.”



Several hours later, the Algonquin rendez-voused with the Explorer and Baxter and Peterman returned, exausted, to their quarters.

Baxter tossed his suitcase onto the bed and rubbed Charlie’s ears as he came up to greet him. The dog moaned fitfully and stomped his foot.

“See, why can’t my parents be like Charlie?” Baxter asked, nuzzling the retriever’s nose.

“You mean walk on all fours, eat raw meat, and lick your face?” Peterman asked, amused.

“You know what I mean. Why can’t they be tender and loyal and kind and good and…”

“I think some of the crew would disagree with that description of Charlie,” Peterman said, pulling off her boots and sitting down on the floor next to Charlie. “But I wuv him anyway!”

“Other parents aren’t as bossy as mine are they? Yours aren’t.”

“We’re not talking about me, Andy. I don’t have a serious problem with my parents. As your wife and your counselor, I’m telling you that you have to make peace with them. Before you go insane and blow them out an airlock.”

“Don’t put ideas in my head,” Baxter grinned, crossing the cabin to embrace Peterman as she struggled to comb her hair.

“Ouch! I have a tangle, Andy!” Peterman cried as she tried to extricate her brush from within her mound of hair.

“Sorry,” Baxter said sheepishly, pulling open his uniform and beginning the complex unzipping process that had become the nightly routine ever since Starfleet changed uniform styles. The layers upon layers of shirts and jackets not only made it hotter than normal, they also doubled the amount of time it took Baxter to get undressed.

Once Baxter had stripped down to a t-shirt and gold silk Starfleet-emblem boxers, he slid into bed. Peterman followed soon after, tugging Charlie onto the bed with them.

“Ugh!” Baxter grunted as the dog’s massive rear end slammed into his face. “Can’t he sleep in your quarters tonight, Kelly?”

“Absolutely not. I haven’t seen him in weeks! I miss him!” Peterman said. “Besides, you like him more than your parents, remember?”

Baxter spat dog hair and turned on his side. “Not that much more!”



Baxter awoke the next morning to the sensation of a tail wagging across his face. It was then that he noticed that, not only was Charlie’s rear still stuck in his face, but the dog had somehow managed to shove him halfway off the bed during his sleep. Baxter was now hanging off the side of the bed, staring at an upside-down world.

“Kelly,” Baxter murmurred. “What time is it?”

“Mmph? Go steer the reindeer away from the gender lines, Spanky.”

“Sheesh, why can’t you at least make sense when you sleep talk, honey,” Baxter grumbled, trying to slide out of bed. He flipped, end over end, slamming painfully to the deck next to his bed. Noticing that Baxter was awake, Charlie spun around, diving off the bed and onto Baxter’s lap.

“Ugh!” Baxter crawled out from under Charlie and made for the bathroom. “Not this morning, Charlie. Go back to sleep. I’ll play with you later.”

The captain stumbled into the bathroom. Charlie, meanwhile, hopped back into bed.

Baxter stared at the hideous pile of human waste in his bathroom mirror. “Man,” he mumbled, “I look like sh**.”

He’d had sleepless nights before, but this was ridiculous. His eyes were red-rimmed and lined with bags. He looked like death warmed over.

Glancing at the Dallas Cowboys clock that hung over his toilet, Baxter smacked his head. “Damn, 0757.” He was supposed to meet with the bridge staff at eight.

Baxter rushed to shower and shave and jerk his clothes on, not bothering to completely dry off.

He grimaced at the squishy feeling in his shoes as he leaned over, kissing Peterman on the head. “Gotta go honey, I’m late for a meeting.”

“Thunderball three one nine shuttlecraft,” Peterman mumbled.

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said, grabbing a padd and rushing out of the cabin.



The jog down the corridor to the turbolift really winded Baxter. He was no prize athelete normally, but in this case his heart felt like it was beating five times a second. He could feel the blood vessels in his temples pounding. Baxter considered starting up an exercise regimen as he hurried into the turbolift.

“Nah,” Baxter said to himself. “Dumb idea. Bridge.”

He checked the turbolift chronometer. 0805. Damn. Lt. Hartley always made wisecracks when he was late and he was in no mood to hear them today. Maybe he would just have the ship’s clock moved back five minutes.

Baxter’s thoughts were interrupted by a wave of dizziness as he stumbled out of the turbolift and onto the bridge. Myriad colors tinged the edges of his field of vision and began closing in toward the middle as he rushed toward the door to the conference room.

He looked around as he crossed the bridge. Where was everyone? The bridge staff should be waiting in the conference room, granted, but there should be at least one officer manning the bridge at all times.

Baxter thought about that as his legs gave way under him and he hit the deck with a thud.



Ensign Howard Sefelt hummed a relaxing tune to himself as he zipped up his pants and strolled out of the bridge bathroom.

Commander Conway had given him explicit instructions to stay on the bridge until a relief officer could meet him there, but he’d really had to go.

“The whole bridge to myself,” Sefelt said, rubbing his hands together eagerly and lowering himself into the command chair. “I could use this ship to conquer whole planets. I could go anywhere! I could–”

That’s when he caught sight of the captain out of his periphial vision. He was laying face-down on the deck and he wasn’t moving.

“Captain Baxter?” Sefelt asked tentatively, tiptoeing over to the motionless grey and black lump. He nudged the captain with his foot. “Captain?”

Then, as he often did, Sefelt panicked. “Oh my God, the Captain’s dead! Computer, prepare escape pods! Ready phasers! Get ready to separate the saucer section! Initiate self destruct! Ahead, warp nine! Someone help me!” Howard Sefelt pulled at his hair and cried out in agony, falling to his knees and flipping Baxter over, clasping his hands and slamming them into Baxter’s stomach. “Live, damn you, LIVE!”

Commander Conway poked his head out of the conference room. “Ensign? Have you seen the captain?” He looked down. “Oh, there you are, Captain. We’ve been waiting for ten minutes to start this meeting. Are you just going to lie there all morning?” Conway took a long swig of coffee. “Well?”

“He’s dead, damn it!” Sefelt cried, shaking his fist at the heavens. “And I could do nothing! NOTHING!”

“Uh-huh,” Conway said, turning around and addressing the group in the conference lounge. “Meeting adjourned, guys.”



“He’sssssss not dead.”

That was the first thing Baxter heard after his impromptu collapse.

“Then what’s wrong with him? Why did this happen?” an angelic, tear-filled voice said.

“Ssssssomething issss causing his blood to become abnormally thick. His body cannot processssssss it.”

A sterner female voice broke in. “That’s all well and good, but what are you going to do to help him, you Delta Quadrant quack? Are you just going to sit by and let my son die! I could have your certification for this!”

“Fine by me. It only took half an hour to get anyway.” Benzra turned to Peterman. “Do not worry, Counssselor. I have been working to slow the clotting of the captain’sssssss blood and am meeting with ssssome successsss.”

“So what will happen to Andy?” Counselor Peterman asked tearfully.

“We ssssshall see. My methods are ssssstop-gap at besssst. I may have to come up with a…ssssssomewhat creative treatment.”

“Like what?” the voice of his mother broke in again. “Like forcing him to go through a series of negative and positive emotional flashbacks?”

“No. Why on Flarn Prime would I want to do that?”

“I don’t know. I just heard about that somewhere.”

It was then that Baxter decided to force his eyes open. “Excuse me,” he said quietly.

“Well, it sssssoundsssss like the stupidissssst thing I’ve ever–”

“Excuse me!” Baxter said, a little louder.

Benzra looked down. “Ah, Captain. Nice to ssssee you awake.”

“Oh, Andy,” Peterman sobbed, wrestling him into a hug.

“Urgh!” Baxter grunted. “Be careful! My chest is sore.”

“Yessss,” Benzra said, almost reluctantly. “I had to open you up.”

“For Pete’s sake, why?” Baxter asked.

“To insert a tube directly into your heart. It issss pumping thinner into your bood.”

That’s when Baxter noticed the narrow tube that potruded from his chest and snaked along the side of his biobed, plugging into a small cart next to his bed. “That sounds a little barbaric.”

“I am ssssssorry. I had little time to come up with ssssssomething better. You were dying.”

“Lovely. Is it working?”

“You are alive, aren’t you?”

“Touche,” Baxter said. “So what do you do we do from here?”

“Research.”

“Sounds good.” Baxter swung his legs over the bed and leaned up. “If you can just convert this little contraption into something portable, I’ll be on my–”

Benzra’s huge, steely claw wrapped around Baxter’s throat and slammed him back down. “NO! You will ssssstay here. The machine musssst be monitored in casssse it malfunctions and you mussst be monitored in cassse you develop new ssssymptomsss.”

“You have a lot to learn about bedside manner, lady,” Baxter grunted.

“And your blood has a lot to learn about clotting,” Benzra countered.

Harlan slapped Baxter’s leg heartily and chortled. “It’s all right. The Baxters are a tough bunch. He’ll pull through this.”

“Not with this bug-eyed butcher working on him,” Lucille muttered.

“What wassss that?” Benzra asked, advancing on Lucille.

“You heard me! What was Starfleet thinking, slapping a medical certificate on you like it was a coupon for a meal at a Ferengi restaurant!”

“The Flarn are far ssssssssuperior in mind and body to all humansssss, Mrs. Baxter. I could do the job of any crewmember on this ssssship ten timessss better. And I could kill you without breaking a sweat. Because Flarn don’t sweat.”

“What?”

“Lucille, I think you should let her work,” Harlan said, placing a hand on Lucille’s shoulder. “She is the Chief Medical Officer, isn’t she?”

“The Flarn tried to kill your son, Harlan,” Lucille muttered.

“A few Flarn tried to kill your son, Mrs. Baxter, and I am glad to say I am not one of them,” Benzra said in a soft tone.

“Pardon me,” Baxter said. “But could you guys stop arguing and get back to…I don’t know, saving me?”

“Of courssssse,” Benzra said, whirling toward Baxter. “But if your parentssssss perssssist in being difficult with me, I will eject them from Sssssickbay.” She glanced back at Lucille. “Forcefully if necesssssary.”

Lucille folded her arms. “I’d like to see you try.”

“Please do,” Baxter muttered.

“Come on, Lucille. Let’s go have a smoke,” Harlan said, ushering Lucille out of Sickbay.

Peterman stayed behind, sniffling and looking down at Baxter. “You gave us all quite a scare, Andy.”

“Not all,” Baxter muttered. “I’ll bet Conway was ecstatic. He’s probably measuring my readyroom for a coffee bean processing mill right now.”

“Well, you gave most of us a scare,” Peterman corrected, sitting down next to Baxter’s biobed. “So what do you need to do, Dr. Benzra?”

“I’m going to go back to my office and do sssssome ressssearch. Sssee if there are any medical precedentssss for sssssomething like thisss. Feel free to ssssstay and keep the captain company.”

Peterman leaned her head against Baxter’s chest. “Thanks, Benzra.”

“No problem.”

“Yeah, Benzra. Sorry about that Flarn comments my mom made.”

“It isss okay. I have learned to accept human ignorance,” Benzra said, squeezing into her office and closing the door.

“Thanks,” Baxter said. “I think.”



Early the next morning, Lucille Baxter rushed into Sickbay, arms laden with food and other things.

“Pooter! Wake up!” Lucille said sharply, nudging Baxter’s shoulder.

“Huh?” Baxter said groggily, working his eyes open. “Mom?”

“Look what I brought! Buckwheat pancakes and bacon! And your comic books! And fuzzy-bear slippers! And the Dallas game ball you like to sleep with!”

Baxter sat up in bed and rubbed his eyes. “Mom, you shouldn’t have done this.”

“It wasn’t any trouble, honey.”

“No, I mean you shouldn’t have done this. It’s like six in the morning!”

“Early to bed and early to rise…” Lucille said. “And right now, you’re not healthy, wealthy, or wise. So you’d better start changing your living habits now, while you’re young.”

“I am almost thirty-one years old!” Baxter exclaimed. “I think I can take care of myself!”

“I’ll tell you when you’re able to take care of yourself. Now put these slippers on before your feet freeze.”

Baxter folded his arms. “No. I refuse.”

“We’ll see about that.” Lucille lifted up Baxter’s blanket and began sliding the slippers on.

“Baxter to security!” Baxter said angrily. “Report to Sickbay immediately!”

“You wouldn’t…” Lucille seethed.

“Set your phasers to MAXIMUM stun,” Baxter added, glaring at Lucille.

Lucille began scooping up the stuff she brought. “Obviously you’re not in a very good mood this morning. I’ll let you sleep in, but I promise you, I’ll be back later.”

“You do that.” Baxter cleared his throat as Lucille turned to leave. “Uh, mom?”

“Yes?”

“Could you leave the pancakes? And the comics?”

Lucille turned around, grinning. “Sure.”

It was only a matter of time now. Baxter couldn’t hold out forever.



Baxter finished his pancakes and once again fell asleep, only to be awakened by another voice.

“Morning, Andy,” Peterman said, sitting down at the edge of his bed. “How’d you sleep?”

“Fine, until my mom came in and tried to treat me like a child. Oh, and on top of that I had the yodeling dream again.”

“Oh, my,” Peterman said.

“So what should I do?”

“I don’t know. Nothing at the academy prepared me for something like the yodeling dream.”

“Not the dream–I mean my mother.”

“Oh. Right. Well, she talked to me this morning about you. Said she felt like you just didn’t love her anymore.”

“For Pete’s sake, I love her. I just don’t want her around. Is that so hard to understand?”

“I suppose not.”

“Then tell my mom that!”

“I really don’t think I’m the right person to deal with this.”

“You’re the perfect person to deal with this!” Baxter exclaimed. “You’re the Ship’s Counselor. It’s your duty!”

“Andy, you’re forcing me into a very uncomfortable situation. Your mom thinks of me as a confidant and her only friend on the ship other than you and her husband. I can’t turn against her.”

“Don’t think of it as turning against her. Think of it as convincing her to leave me alone and making her get off this ship before she drives me nuts!”

“Andy, I don’t know.”

Baxter pulled Peterman toward him. “Think of it as my dying wish.”

“You AREN’T dying!” Peterman said, tears welling in her eyes.

“I don’t know. I feel myself getting weaker all the time.” Baxter leaned back. “Oh, Kelly, it’s getting darker! I can see the angels coming to get me!”

“Stop it! Shut up, shut up!” Peterman said, punching Baxter in the shoulder.

“Interesssssting technique,” Benzra said, looming behind Peterman.

Peterman glanced over her shoulder. “Dr. Benzra…Andy and I were just having a personal…discussion.”

“Which involved you hitting him?”

“No–yes! No. Well…”

“I do not have time for thissssss! I have found the source of Captain Baxter’s illness.”

Benzra paused, as if for effect.

“WELL?” Baxter asked impatiently.



Harlan Baxter leaned back on the wide veranda that overlooked the arboretum and glanced over the latest report from the Federation News Service. He shook his had and muttered to himself as he sparked up one of his new cigars. That damn Jake Sisko was an arrogant, illiterate punk! Who was he to call the diplomatic situation with the Breen “neat”?

That’s when a hand clamped down on his shoulder.

“What?” he grumbled, turning to look up at a security team led by Lt. Brian Gellar.

“Mr. Baxter, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to turn over that cigar.”

“And why the hell should I do that?”

“Because it nearly killed the Captain.” Gellar grabbed the cigar out of Harlan’s mouth and extinguished it on a nearby railing. “I’m going to have to ask you to turn over all the cigars you procured on planet Vasacan Three, as well as all the Federation intelligence reports involved with Vasacan Three.

“You have some treating a retired Vice Admiral like this.”

“I’m sorry sir, but the captain’s life is at stake here.”

Harlan grunted and leaned out of his chair. “Fine, fine. This way.”



Commander Conway paced the bridge. “Time to Vasacan Three?”

“Under forty minutes,” reported Lt. Ford from the helm.

“Right on schedule.” Conway settled into the command chair. “Conway to Sickbay.”

“Ssssssssickbay here,” Benzra’s voice replied.

“How’s our little patient?”

“Doing better now that we have disssssscovered the cause of his problemssss. Hissss blood sssssshould be good in lesssss than an hour.”

“Oh, well. Guess I’d better treasure that hour,” Conway sighed. “Keep me posted. Conway out.”

“You really are taking this hard, aren’t you,” Lt. Tilleran said from the science console.

“Sarcasm doesn’t befit you, Lieutenant,” Conway snapped, facing the viewscreen.

“I wasn’t being sarcastic. You’re really worried about the Captain.”

“I am not.”

“Telepathic powers don’t lie.”

“Get the hell out of my brain, Lieutenant! That’s an order!”



“I knew those cigars were no good!” Lucille said angrily, circling the biobed like a hawk as Benzra worked.

“How was I to know that Vasacan cigar smoke was poisonous to Andy’s particular blood genotype?” Harlan asked. “The odds are one in a million!”

“Would you both stop arguing?” Peterman asked. “Benzra needs to concentrate while she reconstructs the blood pathways in the Captain’s lungs.”

“Ssssssssomething like that,” Benzra muttered, grabbing another tool off a nearby table and shoving it into Baxter’s open chest.

Peterman leaned over the medtable eagerly. “What are you doing now, Benzra?”

“Ussssssing a tissue regenerator to reconstruct surface tisssssue on the captain’sssss lungssss.”

“They’re so cute. Look how veiny and purple…” Peterman pointed.

Benzra looked down on Peterman, her compound eyes sparkling. “You know, you really sssssshouldn’t be here during an operation.”

“Try and make us leave, you big bully,” Lucille said combatively.

“I could kill all of you inssssstantly without taking my eyesssss off the patient.”

“The hallmark of any good doctor,” Harlan muttered.

Peterman sighed. She had been putting this off too long. Baxter had begged her again to do something about his parents just as the anesthesia was taking hold.

“I have an idea,” Peterman said amiably. “How about the three of us grab a mochacino at Mirk’s.”

“Mmm…mochacino.” Harlan mulled it over.

“After the operation,” Lucille said solidly.

“Andy will still be here in twenty minutes,” Peterman said. “Besides, Dr. Benzra needs to concentrate.”

“Come on, Lucille. Kelly is right,” Harlan grumbled.

“Since when do you give the orders, hmm?” Lucille asked.

“I am your superior officer, damn it,” Harlan replied.

“Not anymore. We’re retired.”

“But I am the senior retiree.”

“That doesn’t matter!”

Peterman hurried over and wrapped her arms around Harlan and Lucille. “That mochacino is calling. Come on guys.”

“Thank the Directorsssss,” Benzra grumbled, as Peterman ushered Harlan and Lucille out of Sickbay.



“So when Andy was five, I was operations officer on the Geneva. He was so cute. He would sit on my lap while I worked at my panel,” Lucille said, sipping her mochacino. “Sometimes he would slap his hand down on the controls. One time he accidently took the warp engines off line!”

“He was thinking about starship command even then,” Harlan added, sparkle-eyed. “Smart little fellow.”

“Mirk,” Peterman whispered to Mirk, who had been roped into one of the Baxters’ nostalgic flashbacks. “Are you sure you didn’t put anything in their drinks?”

Mirk shook his head. “I think this is all natural, Counselor.” He turned to the Baxters. “So where were you at the time, Admiral?”

Harlan thought a moment. “Diplomatic attache to Tellar, I think.”

“Must have been kind of sad, not getting to see your son that much.”

“I saw him every time I had a chance. It wasn’t so bad.”

“If you call not having a father not bad, I guess not,” Lucille griped.

“Well,” Mirk said, lightly polishing the table and backing off. “I have customers…nice talking to you guys.”

“He would have turned out a lot better if you hadn’t turned him into a soft pansy!”

“I did no such thing. I raised him to be a good boy.”

“A good, wimpy boy.”

“Guys,” Peterman said sharply. “Listen, I have something important to tell you.”

Lucille glared at Harlan. Obviously this arguement would be postponed; probably until bedtime. “What?”

Peterman took a deep breath. This would take every tactful sinew in her body. “I just want both of you to know how much Andy and I enjoy your company here on the Explorer. You will always be our closest family…”

Lucille placed a hand on top of Peterman’s. “We feel the same way about you, Kelly. Harlan and I love you like a daughter. Although, when I first met you, I was sure you were a smarmy animal-loving airheaded space cadet.”

Teeth grinded inside Peterman’s mouth but she continued to smile. “Hmm. Isn’t that something? Well…”

Harlan grunted. “I didn’t think she was an airhead at all. I thought she was just a tramp that was trying to get in the captain’s pants.”

Peterman’s smile disappeared.

Lucille smiled wider, squeezing Peterman’s hands within her own. “But that’s all changed. Now we see how good you are for Andy.”

“You keep him in line,” Harlan added.

“We can’t monitor him all the time, and goodness knows someone has to.”

Peterman withdrew her hands and stood up, smouldering. “Listen: I am not your puppet! Andy is not an incompetent fool, and you two are not the end all and be all of humanoid evolution! Where do you get off making judgments about me and insinuating that your son needs to be ‘monitored’ all the time? I think you two should be dumped on the nearest barren planet and forced to live alone there until you become tolerant, loving, understanding people! You two are the most disagreeable, hateful people I’ve ever known! And that’s saying a lot!”

Lucille stared, eyes wide with disbelief. Harlan took another swig of mochacino.

“And, if I haven’t already made it ABUNDANTLY clear, WE DON’T WANT YOU HERE!”

Peterman turned on a heel and stormed toward the lounge doors, just as her combadge chirped.

“Benzra to Peterman. I need you in Ssssickbay immediately. Sssssomething hasss gone wrong with the captain and I have had to try a sssssomewhat…unconventional technique.”

“I’ll be right there,” Peterman said, throwing one more angry glare at the Baxters and rushing down the corridor.

Harlan and Lucille sat in silence for a moment.

Lucille’s fingers rapped on the table. “Well, what should we do, Harlan?”

Harlan sat down his mochacino cup. “We sure as hell can’t stay here anymore. We have our pride to think of.” Harlan glanced out the large, transparent aluminum windows at the front of the cafe. The Explorer had just come out of warp.

“What about Andy?”

“He’ll be fine. We’ve been given our walking papers, Lucille. And I’m not about to stay in a place where I’m not wanted.”

Mirk approached the table uneasily. “Can I…uh…get you guys anything else?”

Harlan folded his arms. “Just a shuttlecraft.”

“Uh-huh.” Mirk hurried back to the bar. “Right away, sir.”



He hurried out of the turbolift and onto the bridge of the USS Legerdemain.

“Captain Bradford!” he said excitedly, skidding toward the viewscreen. “Andy Baxter, reporting for duty!”

“Stand easy, Crewman,” Bradford, a jolly, round-faced woman with the serenity of a grandmother and the betleth skills of a Klingon warror, placed a hand on Andy’s shoulder. “You’re going to have heart failure before you ever get a chance to drive this thing.”

“I’m just excited, Captain!” Baxter said, grinning sheepishly. “Actually getting to drive a starship at 16 years old. How often does that happen?”

“Not often,” Bradford agreed, gesturing to the conn. The duty officer at that station quickly vacated.

“Watch yourself, Andy,” Lucille scolded from the science console.

“Don’t worry, Mom,” Baxter replied, lowering himself into the chair and swinging the hinged console toward him. “I promise I won’t screw up.”

“You’d better not,” warned Lucille.

“Engineering,” Bradford said, returning to her command chair and smiling warmly at Baxter as he eagerly swung around in the conn chair. “Ready engines for immediate departure. Communications, alert Starbase 75 of our departure.”

“We are cleared for departure,” the Vulcan communications officer announced.

“Clear all moorings,” Bradford ordered.

Lucille pressed a few controls at her station. “Cleared.”

“Helm.” Bradford nodded at Baxter. “Aft thrusters ahead one quarter. Move her out nice and easy.”

Andy cracked his knuckles and eagerly activated the thrusters. On the viewscreeen, the docking port began to shrink away as the Legerdemain backed out.

“Tell them to open the hangar doors,” Bradford ordered.

The Vulcan tapped a control. “Acknowledged.”

“Nice and easy, Mr. Baxter,” Lucille said quietly.

Andy pulled the Legerdemain about slowly. On screen, an Ambassador-class ship brushed by, maybe 1,000 meters away.

“Collision alert,” said the computer.

“Watch out!” Bradford said.

Panicking, Andy pulled the Legerdemain to port–right toward the Starbase’s observation lounge.

Collision alarms wailed as the tiny figures within the observation lounge scurried away from the rapidly approaching Oberth-class ship.

“You’re relieved, Mr. Baxter!” Bradford cried. “Someone take the helm!”

But it was too late. By the time the navigation officer reached the helm, the Legerdemain’s saucer crunched into the observation windows, causing atmosphere and furniture to spew out…



“I thought you said that was a positive memory!” Tilleran said, wincing as she envisoned the explosions all over the Legerdemain’s bridge.

“It wassssss,” Benzra hissed. “And it did no good. The nanovirusssss is ssssstill rapidly advancing through the captain’sssss bloodsssstream.”

Peterman grimaced. “I thought you said you’d never consider this ‘Pulaski’ treatment.”

“I am grassssping at straws, Counssssselor,” Benzra snapped, hurriedly tapping at the device that was attached to Baxter’s forehead. “If you have an alternate idea…”

“Nope,” Peterman admitted. “Just don’t let him die!”

“It issssssn’t my choice!” Benzra grumbled. “I’m going to try a negative memory!”

Tilleran groaned. “Dare I guess?”

“Prepare for the worst,” Peterman muttered.



“Prune juice!” Ensign Baxter said, slapping his knees and chortling merrily. “That’s a sissy drink!” Baxter glanced up at the face of the person whose uniform he had just soiled with the aforementioned juice.

He’d been inventorying cargo containers, and when the shadow loomed over him, he’d spun around to see who it was, knocking into the officer’s hand and spraying juice all over his tunic.

The fact that he was eye to eye with the officer’s chest should have been enough of a clue. Baxter had picked the wrong person to antagonize.

“Prue juice is a warrior’s drink,” the Klingon rumbled. “And if you have a problem with it, I suggest you address me with it now.”

“I have no problems,” Baxter said, smiling weakly, stumbling back against the cargo containers. “Really. I like prune juice myself.” He grabbed the glass from Worf and drank what little was left. “Mmm mm good!”

“You have furthur insulted me!” the Klingon rumbled. “Taking a warrior’s drink away is an outright battle challenge!”

“What isn’t a battle challenge?” Baxter asked fearfully, as Worf, son of Mogh, grabbed him by the front of his shirt and swung him into a cargo container, pummeling large fists into his stomach.

“Do not get smart with me,” said Worf, and continued to pound.



“Cut it off! Cut it off!” Tilleran cried. “This isn’t helping at all.”

A rattle echoed deep within Benzra’s exoskeleton. Peterman had known Benzra long enough to realize this was the Flarn equivalent of a sigh.

“Then he diesssssss. Say your goodbye’ssssss, Counssssselor. But pleassssse, do not get too musssshy.”

“You’re not going to just give up like that!” Peterman cried, pounding on Benzra’s exoskeleton. “You fix him! Now!!”

Benzra rolled her compound eyes up toward Peterman. “Counssssselor, this issss not helping.”

“Conway to Sickbay.”

“Yesssss?” Benzra asked, pinching Peterman in a claw and pushing her away.

“We’ve been talking to the Vasacan authorities. They mentioned something about a nanovirus running rampant through their tabacco stock. They were wondering if that was what was affecting the captain?”

“You have hit the nail on the sssssside, Commander,” Benzra said.

“What?”

“We need an antiviral agent for that nanovirus, Commander!” Tilleran said. “Do the Vasacans have one?”

“Hold on. I’ll ask.”

“Ask quick!” Peterman cried.



Baxter leaned up on his elbows and looked around Sickbay. Benzra, Tilleran, and Peterman were gathered around him, staring expectantly.

“Well, how do you feel?” asked Benzra.

Baxter rubbed his head. “A little woozy. What happened?”

“In the middle of the operation to correct your blood thickness, a nanovirus appeared in your bloodstream, and we had to neutralize it.”

“And how did you do that?”

“The Vasacans gave us an antiviral agent,” Tilleran explained.

“Great,” Baxter replied. “So, what’s the prognosis now?”

“We’ll keep you for a couple more hoursssss,” Benzra said. “Jusssst to make sssssure nothing unexpected comesssss up. But I anticipate no more problemssss.”

“That’s certainly good to hear,” Baxter said, looking to Peterman. “Where are my parents?”

Tilleran and Benzra looked to Peterman. She’d have to field that one on her own.

Peterman took in a big breath. “They left, Andy.”

“Left?” Baxter asked, amused. “What do you mean?”

“I told them we didn’t want them here and they took a shuttlecraft and left.”

“That wasssssn’t very nice,” Benzra said.

“Yeah,” Tilleran said. “I thought Counselors were supposed to be sensitive.”

“You didn’t hear what they said to me!” Peterman said. “Lucille said I was an airhead and Harlan said I was a tramp!”

“Kelly! I told you to break it to them gently. Not yell at them until they leave!” Baxter said, sliding off the biobed. “Someone get me a uniform.”

“Where do you think you are going?” Benzra asked, looming over Baxter.

“To find my parents,” Baxter said earnestly, glaring up at the huge Flarn. “Now step aside. That’s an order!”

“I don’t reccomend this,” Tilleran said, handing Baxter the neatly folded pile of his uniform.

“They’re my parents, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, glaring at Peterman. “I may have wanted them off this ship, but not this way.”

“At least let me go with you,” Peterman said. “I feel like I owe them an apology.”

“You think?” Baxter asked. “Baxter to bridge. Can someone tell me how the hell my parents were just handed a shuttlecraft?”

“Evidently they were very intimidating with Mr. Mirk,” Conway’s voice responded. “He escorted them to the shuttlebay and gave them a picnic basket to take along.”

“Great, just great,” Baxter muttered. “And you just let them go?”

“Your father was an Admiral. Have you ever tried saying no to an Admiral?”

“Point taken. Have you tracked them?”

“Yes. It appears they were headed to the fifth planet in this system.”

“Any idea why?” Baxter stepped into his pants and pulled on his uniform tunic.

“Most likely because the moon of Vasacan Five is where the highest concentration of Vasacan tobacco is located. Should I set a course to rendez-vous with them?”

Baxter shrugged on his uniform’s inner vest and slapped a combadge on. “No, you stay here and continue the investigations down on Vasacan Three. I need to do this on my own.”

“Understood.”

“You’re not doing this on your own,” Peterman said. “I’m coming with you.”

“And I as well,” Benzra boomed. “If you will not ssssssstay here, than I musssssst accompany you to in cassssse your ssssssymptoms return. You are ssssstill not fully recovered.”

“Fine,” Baxter said. “Baxter to shuttlebay two. I want a Class V shuttle ready to go in five minutes.”

“Wait for me,” Tilleran said, following the group out of Sickbay. “I have to see how all this turns out.”



The shuttlecraft Hemingway sailed out of the hangar and angled around the Explorer’s port nacelle, making a bee-line toward Vasacan Five.

“We have a bead on the ion trail from the Pizarro, sir,” Tilleran noted, looking up from her panel.

Baxter kicked the Hemingway up to full impulse. “Keep on it, Tilleran. We should be at Vasacan Five in a few minutes.”

Benzra squirmed behind Baxter and Tilleran. “Thesssse ssssshuttlessss certainly are cramped.”

“Only when you’re four meters tall,” Peterman noted, trying to squeeze by Benzra to get a view out the front viewport.

“You know,” Baxter said, glancing back at Peterman. “They have a sensitivity training seminar on Earth every year that you might find helpful. I remember some people from the Secondprize went when I was inventory officer there. They found it very enlightening.”

“I DON’T need sensitivity traning, Andy,” Peterman grumbled. “Your parents do. You should have heard how they were talking to me. And how they were talking about you.”

“They’re old,” Baxter griped. “They have the right to be a little eccentric.”

“That’s what I’ve been telling you all along, Andy. But you’ve been deadset on kicking them off the ship since they got here!”

“Maybe. But I didn’t hurt their feelings to the extent that they had to leave the ship.”

“That’s because you aren’t man enough to address problems with your crew or your family,” Peterman said. “I’ve tried to put this to you gently, Andy, but you just have no spine!”

“Ouch, Counselor,” Baxter muttered.

“She does have a point,” Tilleran interjected. “You still haven’t talked to Ford about his cologne. Remember how it almost caused another war with the Zen’kethi?”

“I’ve been meaning to talk to him about it.”

“You’re always ‘meaning to,’” Peterman said emphatically. “Well, that’s just not good enough. You have to be honest with the people around you.”

“Especially when there’s a Betazoid around,” Baxter mumbled, glaring at Tilleran.

“Oh, would you look at that, we’ve reached Vasacan Five!” Tilleran exclaimed. Her timing was excellent. “Tracking the transponder from the Pizarro.”

“We’ll table this for now,” Baxter said, steering the Hemingway toward the large, orange planet.

“They’re on the third moon,” Tilleran said, looking up from her scans. “Hold on…southern continent!”

“All right,” Baxter said. “I’m taking us down there.” The Hemingway nosed down into the atmosphere of the Vasacan moon.

Once the layers of thick clouds passed by and the Hemingway made its way toward the planet’s surface, the shuttle crew gasped.

“Green tobacco, as far as the eye can sssssssee,” Benzra noted.

“Considering my recent encounter with it,” Baxter mumbled, “I’m not exactly thrilled to see it.”

“Closing in on the Pizarro,” Tilleran reported. “Just a few more kilometers.”

Benzra cracked open her medical case and thrust a mask in front of Baxter. “Here. Put thissss on.”

“Why?”

“Becaussssse, we do not know how being around sssssssuch great quantities of this alien tobacco will affect you.”

Baxter slid the mask on and activated it, bringing the Hemingway down to a soft landing. “Fine. Have it your way.”

After deactivating the engines, Baxter swung away from the control console and squeezed past Benzra to the back of the cabin. He activated the hatch and busted open the phaser cabinet, grabbing a phaser and holstering it.

“You really think that’s necessary?” Tilleran asked, grabbing a tricorder.

“You don’t know my parents. They can be quite stubborn. If they decide not to come with me willingly, I have a backup plan.”

Benzra grimaced down at her medical kit as she followed Peterman, Tilleran, and Baxter out of the cockpit. “I sssssure hope I’ve brought enough medical gear.”



“Isn’t this the life, Lucille?” Harlan asked, leaning back in his folding chair and surveying the Vasacan horizon, puffing away on a thick, handmade green cigar.

Lucille grumbled to herself, folding the pieces of tobacco she’d picked. She’d been attempting to make some kind of decorative headdress out of them ever since she and Harlan had landed, and so far hadn’t had any success. The tobbaco leaves were just not the right texture. “I hate roughing it. You’re the one who likes to camp out. How long do you expect us to live like this?”

“You have a replicator,” Harlan snapped. “That’s all you need. When we are tired of living here, we’ll just take the shuttlecraft and go to another planet. Maybe one with a hair salon. That would make you happy, wouldn’t it?”

Lucille folded her arms. “Don’t take that tone with me, Harlan.”

“Ahem.” Captain Baxter cleared his throat to get his parents’ attention, climbing out of the thick, four meter high tobbacco grove. “I hate to break up your little camping trip, but would you guys kindly come back to the Explorer?”

Peterman pushed away tobacco leaves and stepped up next to Baxter. Tilleran and Benzra followed close behind.

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “I’m really sorry for yelling at you guys.”

“That isn’t the issue,” Harlan grunted. “We aren’t wanted on the Explorer and we aren’t the kind to hang around where we aren’t wanted.”

“Hasn’t stopped you before,” Peterman mumbled to herself.

“Counselor,” Baxter snapped, turning back to his parents. “Listen, I have had problems with you guys in the past, but it doesn’t mean I don’t love you or don’t want you around. We can work this out, I promise!”

“I want an apology from Kelly,” Lucille huffed.

“I said that wasn’t the issue,” Harlan harped, turning on Lucille.

“It is for me.”

“I am not leaving without you two.”

Harlan sucked on his cigar. “We’re not going back there.”

Peterman folded her arms and turned away. “I’m not apologizing.”

“Well,” Benzra said, “it appearsssss we have a sssssstalemate.”

“Time for plan B,” Baxter muttered.

“Uh-oh,” Tilleran said, suddenly reading the plan from Baxter’s mind.

Baxter withdrew his phaser, tapped some commands into it, and fired into the thick tobacco brush. The dry leaves ignited instantly, sending wafts of green smoke up into the air.

“Let’s see what happens when your son’s life is in jeopardy!” Baxter cried, yanking off his mask and diving into the thick leaves.

“Damn the Directorssss,” Benzra muttered, grabbing her medical kit and pursuing Baxter into the burning thicket.

“That boy has some brass ones after all,” Harlan mused.

“He is our son,” Lucille said, smiling.

“He just tried to kill himself!” Peterman cried, gesturing toward the burning tobbaco leaves. As she did so, Baxter’s body mysteriously rose above the four-meter grove of burning leaves. Evidently, Benzra was holding him over her head as she carried him out of the inferno.

“What a guy,” Harlan said with a chortle.

Benzra emerged from the waft of smoke and gently laid Baxter down next to the shuttlecraft Pizarro. Tilleran rushed to Baxter’s side, running a tricorder over him. “He’s suffering from massive smoke inhalation.”

“Duh,” Benzra said, wiping soot off her exoskeleton. Other than appearing a bit blackened, she looked none the worse for wear. “He will die within fifteen minutessssssss if we do not get him to a Sssssssickbay.”

Tilleran rushed inside the Pizarro cockpit. “I’ll call the Explorer.”

Harlan and Lucille knelt beside Baxter as he turned to the side, coughing and retching.

“Son,” Harlan said, “you must really love us.”

Baxter doubled over in a fit of coughing. “Mmm…musky, minty…with a bit of a fruity nuance. Aughhh….Satisfying!”

“Andy, Andy!” Peterman cried, pushing in between Harlan and Lucille. “Stay with us, damn it! Don’t die!”

“Take care of mom and dad,” Baxter wheezed as his eyes rolled back into his head.

“But, but–”

“Apology accepted,” Lucille said, wrapping an arm around Peterman.



Peterman, Harlan, and Lucille were grouped outside the operating room, eagerly waiting for Benzra to emerge.

When Benzra finally did emerge, she ripped off her red mask and collapsed onto a nearby biobed, which sighed under her weight.

“Well?” Peterman asked expectantly, rushing over.

“He’s dead,” Benzra said flatly.

“Oh my God!” Peterman cried, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Ssssheessssh, I was jusssst kidding,” Benzra muttered. “You humanssss have no sssssssensssse of humor. Your husssssband will be fine.”

Peterman pushed by Benzra and hurried into the operating room, Harlan and Lucille on her heels.

“Andy,” Peterman said, sighing with relief as Baxter sat up weakly on the medtable.

Baxter smiled. “Does anyone have a smoke?”

“Son, I’m sorry I thought you were such a wimp,” Harlan said, patting Baxter on the shoulder. “You really can grow a spine when you need one.”

“He did a stupid, stupid thing,” Peterman said, turning on Baxter angrily. “You nearly died!”

“But I got my parents back,” Baxter said weakly.

“Yes,” Lucille said. “And that’s all that matters. Well, pooter, we’ll let you get some rest. I’ll be in early tomorrow morning with some breakfast for you. Come on, Harlan.”

Baxter leaned back onto the medtable as Lucille and Harlan filed out of the OR. Peterman placed a hand on his chest and knelt down beside him.

“You really scared me, Andy.”

“I got my parents back,” he repeated, this time sounding a bit confused. “I got my parents back.” This time he sounded downright morbid.

“Well, Andy,” Peterman sighed, laying her head on his chest. “You asked for it.”

“Benzra,” Baxter called out weakly.

“Yesssssss?” Benzra asked, poking her head into the OR.

“I can’t live with my parents, I can’t live without them. Do the humane thing. Kill me.”

Benzra’s exoskeleton rattled as she reluctantly grabbed a hypospray, tapped in some commands, and plunged it into Baxter’s neck. “There you go.”

Baxter blinked, watching Benzra duck back out of the OR.

“You think she was joking?”

Peterman shrugged. “Let’s hope so.”



“And so I have decided to leave the ship to write for a Flarn sketch comedy program,” First Engineer Dondarg said plaintively, kneeling in front of Captain Krig of the Bird of Prey Sarh’gon.

“You dishonor us by leaving the Sarh’gon, but I cannot stop you from following your destiny. May it bring you honor.”

Captain Baxter sipped at his cup of soup and readjusted the pillow behind his back as he sat in the recovery room watching the latest Days of Honor chip.

“More crackers?” Peterman asked, sticking a plate in front of Baxter.

“No thanks,” Baxter said, concentrating on the screen. “I’m fine.”

“How about some more grapefruit juice?” Lucille asked from the other side of Baxter’s bed. “I know it’s your favorite!”

Baxter grinned. “Okay, just a little.”

Peterman watched the screen as Captain Krig and Counselor Denera were married in the traditional Klingon marraige ceremony. “I love Denera’s dress. The Klingons sure have an eye for fashion.”

“It’s not accurate,” Lucille said. “There should be more metal.”

“How would you know?” asked Baxter.

“Harlan did a tour on Kronos when you were a baby. We were only there for a few weeks, though.”

“Why is that?” Peterman asked.

“The Klingons didn’t see eye to eye with Harlan. Let’s just leave it at that,” Lucille said.

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said. “Well, at least Chris’s doing a nice job of copying our wedding. Of course, our fellow officers didn’t club the hell out of us after we said our vows.”

“I think that’s the Klingon part,” Peterman mentioned.

“I think Chris’s going to start running out of material,” Baxter said. “He’s covered a lot of our adventures in the last few months. Pretty soon he’ll have to actually start coming up with new ideas.”

“Oh, look,” Peterman said. “I think this is supposed to be Engineer Dondarg working on the Flarn sketch comedy program.”

“I wonder where he got that idea from,” Baxter sighed.

“Sssh,” Peterman said, facing the viewscreen.

“Personal Log, Engineer Dondarg,” Dondarg said, looking over his shoulder and leaning over a transmitter in one of the dark compartments in the Flarn production studio. “This script writing job is not all it is cracked up to be. My banishment to Flarn Prime is the darkest period in my life. I find myself wishing that Captain Krig and the crew of the Sahr’gon would take me back before I go insane. The Flarn are so cruel to me. I fear I’ll never see my friends on the…Sahr’gon…again.”

“Jeeze,” Peterman muttered.

“That sure is depressing,” said Lucille.

“Hmm,” Baxter said, wiping his mouth with a napkin and putting his soup down on a nearby table. “I wonder if Chris’s trying to tell us something.”



TO BE CONTINUED…



NEXT:



A trip to Waystation opens up an opportunity for Baxter to convince Browning to return to the Explorer, and concerns over Richards’s welfare on Kronos increase with the coming Klingon Honor Festival. We’re cooking up some trouble with the next Star Traks: The Vexed Generation story, “Sacrifice of Bagels!”




Sacrifice of Bagels



Lt. Hartley gripped the master systems console down in Engineering as the Explorer buckled under her again.

“More power to the warp core shielding. They’re trying to punch through with their plasma torpedoes,” Hartley cried. “Secure the injectors. If they lock up, we won’t be able to reinitialize them!”

Ensign Stuart shoved a protoplaser into Ensign Sanchez’s hand and patted him on the back. “Go patch that injector, Paul.” His eyes diverted to a nearby readout screen. “Lieutenant!” he looked back at Hartley. “We just lost another conduit! This one on deck thirteen, section gamma-five.”

“Bring up one of the auxilliaries,” Hartley ordered. “We have to keep shield and weapon power up.”

Stuart nodded, tapping in the necessary controls. He looked across the master systems table at Hartley. “We don’t have much auxilliary power left, Megan!”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Hartley sighed. “Hartley to bridge. How about keeping the uproar to a minimum up there?”

“Can’t do,” Baxter replied over the comm. “These Leeramar are on our tail like Breen at a parka convention!”

“Well, shake them!” Hartley cried, as another blast cracked against Explorer’s hull. She grinded her teeth, holding fast to the master systems table.

“Easy for you to say! Just keep us together.”

Dr. Benzra ducked out of a nearby Jeffries’ tube. “You have injured?” she asked, wielding a medical kit.

Hartley thumbed the warp core railing. “Yang’s down on Level G. Four levels down.”

“Very well.” Benzra planted a claw on the warp core railing and hopped down.

With a grunt, Benzra shoved the badly burned Ensign Yang over the side of the warp core railing and hopped over.

“Was that really necessary?” Hartley asked. “Why couldn’t you just take the elevator?”

“I could not fit,” Benzra grunted, running a medical tricorder over the ensign. “Sssssshe has ssssssssuffered sssssevere sssssssmoke inhalation and epidermal burnssss. Ssssssshe will live, but in great pain.”

“Just get her to Sickbay. We need room to work,” Hartley said, shouldering past Benzra toward the warp core. As she did so, an explosion tossed her backward, arms flailing, onto the systems table.

Hartley leaned her head up, dazed. Blue flames licked out of the warp core compartment as it filled with smoke. Alarms wailed.

“Computer!” Hartley cried. “Bring the fire suppression protocol online and prepare to seal Engineering!”

“What hassss happened?”

Hartley slid off the console and began working at a nearby panel. “An anti-deuterium plasma leak just ignited. This compartment will be one big plasma fire in about thirty seconds. I have to reroute engineering control to another deck and seal off this one so the computer can stop the fire. If it doesn’t, it may spread into the injector systems and cause a breach.”

“Megan!” Stuart cried, coughing through smoke. “Sanchez is still in there somewhere!”

“We have to leave him!” Hartley said, quickly waving the Engineering staff out of the compartment. “Come on, everyone out!”

“Unnecesssssssssary,” Benzra said. “You evacuate Engineering. I will ssssssee to Mr. Sanchez.”

“What about the radiation…the flames?”

“Flarn are notorioussssssssssly hard to kill, Lieutenant. I will be fine. Now, go!”

Hartley grabbed Stuart’s arm. “You heard her, Ryan. Come on!”

Taking one last look at Engineering, Hartley stumbled out and stamped a control pad. “Computer, seal Engineering in twenty seconds. Authorization Hartley Pi Four-seven-nine.”

“Acknowledged.”

Nineteen seconds later, Sanchez rolled out of the smoke- filled compartment as the isolation door dropped down.

Hartley pounded on the door, trying to see through the smoke. “BENZRA!”

Stuart kneeled down beside Sanchez, running a hand in front of his face. “Still with us, Paul?”

Sanchez shook his head, grunted. “Huh?”

“Glad to hear it,” Stuart said, patting Sanchez on the back. He looked up at the sealed warp core. Smoke waved in front of the tinted window, finally flushing out, swirling.

Hartley squinted. “Benzra?”

The Flarn swung down from the upper warp core level, tapping a control on the master systems console.

The door slid open. Hartley ducked unter, rushing over to meet Benzra. “What did you do?”

“I ssssssstopped the fire and sealed the radiation leak. It was a minor tassssk.”

“Bridge to Engineering,” Baxter’s voice boomed. “We drove off the Leeramar. Is everything okay down there?”

“Amazingly,” Hartley sighed. “Benzra may have saved the ship.”

“Good. Now let’s have that staff meeting. I’m on a tight time schedule, here.”

Hartley rolled her eyes. “The Waystation trip.”

“He misssssssssssses the human doctor,” Benzra said, nodding.

“Maybe he does,” Hartley mumbled, wrapping an arm around the narrow part of Benzra’s exoskeleton and tossing her unfurled hair out of her face. “But Dr. Browning sure as hell couldn’t have done what you just did.”



Captain Baxter tossed his carry-on onto the conference table and stared at the graphic on the viewscreen, arms folded.

“We have adjusted our maps to reflect what we have learned in the recent altercation,” Larkin said. “The Leeramar now seek proprietary rights to more than three quarters of sector 33804.”

“Who says?” Baxter muttered.

“Those plasma torpedoes?” Conway offered.

“The question is,” Tilleran said, “what do we do about it?”

“We send a reccomendation to Starfleet,” Baxter sighed. “And we go explore another sector for now.”

Hartley ducked into the conference room, hair and uniform charred and dirty. “Engineering’s secure, thanks to Benzra.”

“Where is she?” Conway asked.

“Seeing to the casualties,” Hartley said, collapsing into a chair. “Is it just me, or do those Leeramar get more annoying every time we meet up with them?”

“It’s just you,” Conway said, puckering his face into a grin.

“Screw off.”

“My pleasure.”

“Enough!” Baxter hefted his carry-on. “Conway, handle that reccomendation to Starfleet. Larkin, coordinate with Gellar to see if you can anticpate new Leeramar fleet movements. Hartley, start fixing the ship. And Tilleran: Get the Escort ready. We leave in fifteen minutes.”

“Thank providence,” Tilleran grumbled. “It’ll be nice to get away from the Galactic Rim for a while.”

“Wish I could go with you.” Hartley folded her arms, blowing hair out of her face. “But I have about three kilometers of power conduit to repair.”

“Have fun,” Baxter said, whisking his carry-on out of the room.



“There you go, fella,” Counselor Peterman said, wrapping a new glowing collar around Charlie’s neck. “All ready to go to Waystation?”

“Arf!”

“Yes, I know you are!”

The doors to the Peterman/Baxter quarters wooshed open.

“Kelly! Let’s go!” Baxter said, hurrying in and checking his couch cushions one more time for errant padds.

“I’m almost ready. I just have to pack Charlie’s chew toys.”

“We’ll replicate him some new ones on board the Escort,” Baxter said. “They expect us at 0900 tomorrow and that’s when we’ll arrive.”

“Andy!” Peterman said, grabbing Baxter by the shoulders and forcing him to look at her. “What’s got you so antsy?”

“You know what I’m antsy about. That episode of Days of Honor that was on the other day. The one where Chris all but pleaded for us to come rescue him.”

Peterman grabbed Charlie’s dufflebag and picked up the leash, snapping it on Charle’s collar. Her six pieces of luggage had already been loaded onto the Escort.

“There. All ready. Listen, Andy, there’s nothing you can do right now. You tried to get a message out to him, but he didn’t answer.”

“I should go there.”

“No. We’re going to visit Janice and that’s that. This trip has been scheduled for a month.”

“You know the Klingons. What if they’re hitting him with pain sticks or something? Or dropping him into a river of blood? They’re capable of anything, Kelly!”

“He’s a big boy, Andy. He’ll be fine.”

Baxter led Peterman down out of the cabin and down the corridor. “How do we know that he’ll be fine?”

Peterman tugged at Charlie’s leash. “J’hana is going to check on him as soon as she can, remember? Then she’ll call us and let us know what’s going on. Until then, why don’t we have fun visiting Waystation and try not to worry about it?”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “Maybe Janice can talk some sense into him.”

“No!” Peterman said, as she tugged Charlie into the turbolift after Baxter. “We’re not telling Janice unless she asks.”

“Escort level,” Baxter ordered. “Why not?”

“Because, she is doing well at Waystation and we shouldn’t try to mess that up by making her feel bad about Chris. They both took risks leaving the Explorer. Janice’s turned out well and Chris’s…well…”

“Exactly. I’m his friend, Kelly.” The lift doors opened and Baxter, Peterman, and Charlie poured out. “I should be there for him.”

“He needs to do this on his own.”

Baxter stepped up to the Escort airlock and prepared himself for another upside-down ride. He tapped in the entry code, placed his hand on the scanner, and stepped through. “And why should he be on his own when he has me to help him?”

“Probably because for once he wants to be out from under your shadow, perhaps?”

“Airlock sequence engaged.” The corridor between Escort and Explorer began to turn.

“WHAT?” Baxter asked.

Peterman gripped the wall as the deck kicked out from under her. Charlie scrambled, claws-on-duranium, yipping nervously.

“Whoops. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to say anything.”

“Too late for that now!”

“You’re the big, high and mighty Captain, Andy.” Peterman struggled to stay erect as the corridor turned. Baxter dropped to the deck and pawed for purchase with his hands. “What did he have? A job as Chief Engineer serving under you. Maybe he wanted to risk something. If you cherish a job you have to fight for it. Did Chris ever struggle to stay on the Explorer? No. Even if he screwed up horribly you’d still keep him on, because you’re such a good friend! Well, where does that leave him?”

The corridor stopped moving. “Airlock sequence complete!” said the computer.

Baxter pushed off the deck and straightened his uniform. “Hmph. And how do you know he feels that way?”

“I was his Counselor for two years!”

“So I should just let him rot on Kronos and not give a damn? Is that what you’re saying?”

Peterman softened, following Baxter out of the airlock and into the cramped Escort corridor. “I’m just telling you that you should give him a chance to make his own mistakes.”

“Fine, have it your way. We’re going to Waystation and we’re going to have a good time. That’s all there is to it.”

“Thank you,” Peterman said, expelling a breath. “That’s all I ask.”



Captain’s Personal Log,

Stardate 53428.3. We’ve almost reached Waystation. I have to admit I’ve missed Janice. She may not be as competent or durable as Benzra, but she is a good friend and that’s something I’m lacking aboard the Explorer nowadays. I know she’s having a good time on Waystation and doing well for herself, so I’m not going to say anything to guilt her into coming back. At least, not as long as Kelly is around.



Peterman rolled off the couch and hit the floor with a thud.

“Morning,” Baxter said, sipping coffee and staring at the tiny terminal screen on his desk.

The Captain’s cabin aboard the Escort was actually half- cabin and half-ready-room. There simply wasn’t enough space for both.

Peterman stumbled to her feet and padded across the darkened room to look over Baxter’s shoulder. The screen cast eerie blue shadows over Baxter’s face.

“What are you looking at?”

“The latest Days of Honor.”

“But that episode doesn’t come out until tomorrow,” Peterman said, kneeling next to Baxter and staring at the screen. Engineer Dondarg was being held hostage on Flarn Prime for poor sketch- writing.

“I got it over the Federnet. There are sick Honorees all over the quadrant who use their connections on Kronos to get up- to-the-minute reports on the stars, gossip, new episodes–even scripts for episodes that haven’t been filmed yet. The current gossip is that Dondarg will die in the next episode.”

“Fascinating,” Peterman murmurred. “You don’t think the newest analogy is correct, do you?”

“Chris being put to death? No, I think that’s a bit drastic.” Baxter sipped coffee. “The Klingons are cruel, but not that cruel.”

“They killed several hundred thousand Federation citizens during our last war with them, you know.”

“But they make a damn good cup of coffee.”

“You seem to have changed your mind about the whole Chris thing.”

“You were right, Kelly. In the words of Fleetwood Mac, he can go his own way.”

Peterman stretched, wincing as her back crackled. “How much longer until we reach Waystation?”

“A couple hours.”

“Have you gotten any sleep?”

“Nope.”

“The couch folds out, you know.” Peterman inclined her head back toward the sofa.

Baxter turned back, narrowing his eyes at her. “Are you suggesting what I think you are? Something totally unrelated to sleep?”

“If you have the knowhow to unfold that couch.”

Baxter swung his chair around and lept toward the couch. “Let’s see if I do.”

On the terminal, a window popped up and flashed incessantly as Baxter fiddled with the couch:



Kasatria997: Hey, CAPTANTH

Kasatria997: CAPTANTH, Ahoy!

Kasatria997: You won’t believe what I found out!

Kasatria997: Hello?



That window, and the one playing Days of Honor, closed as Baxter yanked the couch-bed out and fluffed pillows.



YOUR ACCOUNT HAS BEEN LOGGED OFF DUE TO

INACTIVITY.

PLEASE CONNECT TO FEDERNET AGAIN SOON.



Two hours later, Baxter stepped out of the Waystation airlock, stretching out his back and rubbing his eyes. The sounds of the Starfleet Square Mall boomed in his ears and the neon lights assaulted his eyes.

Peterman ducked out after Baxter, Charlie in tow.

“Wonder where Janice is?”

“I wonder where the bathroom is.”

“The Escort has a bathroom.”

“I need a big bathroom,” Baxter muttered. “Remind me to have Hartley clear out the weapons locker next to our cabin and knock out the wall so we have room for a bathtub.”

“You are such a sissy.”

“I’m not the one with six pieces of matched luggage.”

“Everything in there has a use.”

“So does a bathtub.”

“So you’re going to bathe in a public bathroom in the middle of the mall?”

“I was considering it.”

“Not on my watch,” Captain Lisa Beck said, approaching Baxter and Peterman, grinning with mild apprehension.

“Captain,” Baxter said, forcing a smile. “Congratulations on the promotion.”

“Thanks. Rough trip?”

“Is it that easy to tell?” Peterman asked.

“When you travel in a ship that small it’s to be expected, I guess,” Beck said.

“Uh-huh. So, where’s the nearest bathroom?”

“There are no tubs in Starfleet Square, Captain.”

“Pity.”

“So,” Beck said, strolling with Baxter, Peterman, and Charlie along the concourse of the mall, “how is that ship working out? The Escort?”

“Fine,” Baxter said. “Good for covert ops, reconnaisance, scouting missions…”

“…pleasure trips?” Beck offered helpfully.

“We came to deliever supplies,” Baxter said defensively.

“In that little thing?”

“One biomemetic gel pack,” Lt. Tilleran said, jogging up to meet Captain Beck, placing the gelatinous pack in her hand. “Where’s Porter?”

“In Ops,” Beck sighed, staring at the pack. “Gee, Captain, I can’t thank you enough for this…gel pack.”

“Use it in good health,” Baxter said. “Come on, Kelly. Let’s find this fancy restaurant of Janice’s.”

Little viruses, spreading through my station, Beck thought to herself, watching the Explorer crewmembers disappear into the crowds. Lovely.



Janice Browning cupped her chin in her hands, nodding attentively as Bradley Dillon talked, picking through his plate of ham and fried ktarrian eggs.

“To make a long story short,” Bradley munched, “I’m having problems getting all the copyrights.”

“I see your problem, Mr. Dillon,” Browning said, watching him eat.

“Janice, we’ve worked together for four months now. Call me Bradley.”

“Okay, Bradley. I think it’s a mistake to recreate the Titanic voyage for a paying audience.”

“People want to see history! Are you saying you wouldn’t cough up some latinum to walk through the hallowed halls of history?”

“I didn’t even know what the Titanic was until you brought it up.”

Bradley shook his head. “What do they teach people at Starfleet Academy these days anyway?”

“Listen, do you like the eggs?”

“Yeah,” Bradley nodded. “What did you do differently?”

“They’re cooked in a mix of Tellarite fur oils.”

Bradley’s nose wrinkled. “Tellarite fur stinks. How did you mask the smell?”

Browning grinned. “Chef’s secret!”

“You do amazing things with food, Janice. I don’t know how you lasted so long cutting up people when you cut a slice of ham so well.”

“And ham doesn’t scream,” Browning said, pushing out of her chair. “Now eat up. I have other customers to see to.”

Browning weaved between the ornately carved wooden tables and velvet-covered chairs of her restaurant, greeting customers and chatting about the topics of the day: a rumored sex scandal involving the Federation President, Romulan activity in a nearby sector, and the opening of a new candle boutique in the Starfleet Square Mall.

As Browning took her place at the podium from which she greeted incoming customers, her head waitress, Mandy Jenson, ran up to her, jiggling like crazy.

“Janice, Janice!”

“Calm down, Mandy,” Browning said, jotting down some ingredient ideas for the Christmas feast she was putting on next week. “What is it?”

“I just checked our internal sensors and it looks like we have two Andorian life signs up in the air ducts.”

“Jeeze sakes,” Browning grumbled. “Code Mauve. Distract Big Bird and keep an eye on the door.”

“Yes, ma’am!” Mandy saluted, hurrying over to Bradley’s table.

Browning grabbed a phaser and adjusted the setting to “roast.”

“All right, Ih’mad: this time you’ve gone too far.” Browning was just about to run to the kitchen and climb into the air duct when Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman strolled in. Browning whipped the phaser behind her back.

“Janice!” Peterman cried, squeezing Browning so hard she almost dropped the phaser.

“Oh, Kelly! Nice to see you. Andy, how are you!” Browning squirmed free of Peterman and backpedaled toward Mandy, who was busy concocting a huge lie to distract Bradley Dillon.

“Mandy,” Browning whispered with clenched teeth. “New orders: See the two Starfleet officers at the front of the restaurant? Distract THEM!”

“Aye, sir!” Mandy said, jogging over to Baxter and Peterman. “Captain, Commander! I see you’re fresh from the cold loneliness of space. I know those Starfleet ships can be so cold and impersonal. How about the magic touch of a Starfleet Suites room? You can get settled in before breakfast!”

“Actually,” Peterman broke in, pointing at Browning. “We just wanted to see…”

“I’d love to see a room,” Baxter said dumbly. “I hear they’re great!”

Mandy wrapped her arms around Baxter and Peterman and marched both up to the giant spiral staircase that led up to the hotel’s rooms. “Come on! I’ll show you the Captain’s Suite. I know you’ll both love it!”

Browning watched the group rush up the staircase as Bradley closed on her.

“So, Janice,” Bradley said. “I hear you’re interested in a date?”

“WHAT?” Browning asked. What did Mandy tell him?

“I’m free tonight, actually. How about sixish?”

Suddenly Browning heard rustling above her head. Andorians! What could they be up to?

“That sounds great!” Browning said, ushering Bradley out of the restaurant. “Well, I know you have a busy day ahead of you. Besides, if you see me on the day of the date, it will be bad luck.”

“I thought that was just for marraiges.”

“Whatever. Just go back to your office. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Okay, you’ve got a deal,” Bradley said, winking at Browning. This woman really was a mover and shaker. Just like him. What a perfect match.

Browning wiped her forehead and sighed as Bradley strolled away, then swung around toward the kitchen.

She barked orders for the chefs to run out into the restaurant and distract the customers while she did a gymnastic leap onto a huge bowl of pasta, clambering into the air vent.



“Hurry, Baughb. I hear something coming through the vent,” Ih’mad said hurriedly, pushing the Andorian waiter through the air vent.

“I’m going as fast as I can. I don’t want to upset the nil bugs.”

“You will not upset them. They are bugs.”

“You tell that to the bugs.” Baughb held up the canister of tiny, scurrying Andorian nil bugs. “See, they’re very agitated.”

“Good. That means they’ll itch Browning’s customers even more.”

“But…”

“No buts, just start pouring them through the grating.”

“Yes, I’hmad.”

“Hey!” a voice cried from behind Ih’mad.

Ih’mad whirled. “Browning! You are cunning!”

Browning crawled through the vent, endeavoring to hold her phaser steady on the Andorian restauranteurs. “Put that jar of bugs down.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. We were just in here inspecting the ventilation system. It’s a free quadrant. We may do so if we wish.”

“Then those aren’t Andorian nil bugs?”

“What on Andor would make you say that?”

“Years of Starfleet experience. Now hand them over!”

Ih’mad grabbed the canister and lept toward Browning. “Never!”



Peterman paced the expansive “Captain’s Suite” as Baxter sunk under a mound of bubbles, engulfed in the huge pool-sized tub in the suite’s regal bathroom.

“All right, Andy. I’m going down to see Janice.”

“Don’t you want to try this tub first?” Baxter asked, spitting bubbles.

“No. I didn’t like the way that waitress ushered us away. There’s something wrong around here.”

“You’re paranoid,” Baxter muttered.



Browning and Ih’mad wrestled around inside the vent, each attempting to pour the jar of bugs onto the other. Ih’mad almost had the lid worked open.

“Ih’mad, how can I help?” Baughb asked innocently.

“Get her off me!” Ih’mad cried.

“She is a woman. It would be dishonorable to do bodily harm to her.”

“It is dishonorable to sit there like a coward and do nothing.”

“Give me those bugs, Ih’mad!”

“I will give them to you, in your face!”

“That’s what you think!”

“Stop trying to screw up my restaurant!”

“Leave this station!”

“You leave!”



“Janice?” Peterman asked, pushing past the crowd that had formed in the lobby outside Browningie’s. Evidently the entire chef staff had brought the Browningie’s patrons outside for line dancing lessons.

As “Boot Scootin’ Boogie” played on, Peterman searched the restaurant.

“Janice! It’s Kelly! Where are you?”

“Get down!” the waitress that had escorted Peterman earlier cried, hopping out from behind a table and firing a phaser beam up at the ceiling.

The ceiling split open, emitting two Andorians and Dr. Browning.

Browning, straddled on top of the two Andorians, held up a clear jar of bugs, victorious. When she saw Peterman, her expression dampened.

“Hi…uh…Kelly…”

“Janice, what the hell is going on?” Peterman noticed that Browning’s silky flowered dress was wrinkled and dirty.

“Um, well…” Browning looked down at the Andorians she was squishing. “You see, Baughb and Ih’mad here were just showing me how to fricassee Andorian nil bugs. It’s a tasty recipe from what I hear.”

“We were?” Baughb asked. Ih’mad slapped him upside the head.

“Come on,” Mandy said, prodding with her phaser rifle. “Back to your place at the mall.”

“Shelat,” Ih’mad spat. “The Hive Mother curse this place!”

“So,” Browning said. “Did you guys have a pleasant trip?”

“It was okay,” Peterman said. “How have you been?”

Browning shrugged. “Same old, same old.”

“Are you going to tell me what really happened up in that ventilation duct?”

“Do I have to?”

Peterman sat Browning down at a table. “Yes. That’s what counselors are for.”

“You’re not my counselor anymore.”

“Then that’s what friends are for.”

“Okay, okay. Let me just go out and tell my staff they can stop line dancing.”



Captain Baxter strolled down into Browningie’s feeling fresh and relaxed. The bubble bath had hit the spot. Now all he needed was a nice, well-prepared meal at what the Federation Travel Guide said was one of the rising hotspots for dining in the quadrant.

“Welcome to Browningie’s,” the head waitress said. “One?”

“I’m here to see the manager. She should be here with my wife.”

“Ah, you must be Captain Baxter,” Mandy said, grabbing a menu and escorting Baxter through the restaurant.

“Yes, that’s right,” Baxter said proudly. “I see you’ve heard of me?”

“Sure have. Ms. Browning says you cook a good omellette.”

“Omellette? You mean, you haven’t heard of the daring adventures of the Explorer?”

“The what?”

“Never mind.”

“Here we are!” Mandy gestured toward Baxter’s seat, at a table where Peterman and Browning were talking.

Baxter slumped into his seat, watching Mandy walk away, chagrined. “You told her about my omellette-making skills and nothing about our adventures on the Explorer?”

“That’s a closed chapter in my life, Andy,” Browning said, pouring some coffee into Baxter’s cup. “I try not to talk much about it.”

“Glad to see it meant so much to you,” Baxter mumbled, looking at the liquid and sniffing. “This isn’t raktegeeno. It isn’t even orange pekoe.”

“It’s a special blend. Try it.”

Baxter sipped. “Hmmm. Not coffee. Not tea. What is it?”

“Do you like it?”

“Yes, but I think you’re asking that so I can’t act like I hate it when I find out what it’s made of.”

“Nah,” Browning said. “It’s got chocolate, cream, a little nutmeg…”

Peterman grinned. “And nil bug juice.”

“Ugh,” Baxter grimaced, swallowing hard and washing the taste out with a glass of water. “Why that particular bug?” Baxter did not think back fondly on the time when J’hana and Conway had snuck the tiny, menacing creatures into his quarters.

“I had to do something with them,” Browning said.

“The owners of the Andorian restaurant in the mall are trying to run Janice out of business.”

“Is that so?” Baxter asked. “Why don’t you just report them to Captain Beck so she can make them quit?”

“It isn’t that simple, Andy. Ih’mad and I are operating according to a very strict code of Andorian restauranting conduct. I can’t even talk to Mr. Dillon about it.”

“So this is all supposed to be okay for Andorians to do?”

“Yep.”

“But it’s not okay for you!”

“Ah, it keeps me busy.”

“You mean it keeps you from missing the Explorer?”

Baxter winced as Peterman’s boot cut into his shin. “Ow!”

“What’s that?” Browning asked.

“Never mind. Let’s just order.”

“Kelly and I have already eaten. I reccomend the bagel with lox and cream cheese. The lox was just shipped in from Benzar. Bagels seem to be the most popular item on my menu. Who could have known that centuries-old baking customs would be so popular here?”

“Bagels, you say? No weird ingredients?”

“Promise.”

“Now we’re talking,” Baxter said, putting his menu down.

“Mandy, one Number One for the Captain. And some more nil bug cider!”

“Right away, Ms. Browning,” Mandy said, drifting by the table and grabbing the menus, floating off to the kitchen. She seemed to materialize from out of nowhere and disappear just as mysteriously.

“Ms?” Baxter asked. “What happened to ‘doctor’?”

“You don’t see a medtable or a hypospray around, do you?” Browning asked with amusement. “I dropped the title.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “So have you talked to Chris much?”

Another swift kick from Kelly.

Baxter pounded the table, squeezing his eyes shut. He wished there was a hypospray around so he could dull the pain that was throbbing in his shin.

“From time to time. And I play the Days of Honor chips as soon as I can get them.” Browning indicated the large screen at the front of the restaurant. “We make an event out of it. You know, gagh and blood wine, Klingon operas. Days of Honor night is a real hit around here.”

“I imagine,” Baxter said. “They’re really fun to watch. I just wonder if they’re all that fun to wri–”

BAM! Pain cracked through Baxter’s leg. He grinded his teeth and glared at Peterman. “Well, I have to drop by the Escort. Call the Explorer, make sure it’s still in one piece. Get an update on the Leeramar.”

“Okay,” Browning said, watching Baxter limp away. “What about your breakfast?”

“Have them send it up to my room!” Baxter called.

“He sure is acting weird,” Browning muttered, sipping her nil bug cider.

“You know Andy. He’s always acting weird.”

“I suppose. So, how is the counseling going?”

“Very well,” Peterman replied. “Mirk and I have been working on the issues with his powers. While I’m away, he’s watching a vidchip series entitled ‘Powers Come From the Heart, Not the Cerebral Cortex.’ Very informative.”

“Uh-huh. What about Conway? Is he still depressed about Dr. Shar?”

“If anything, he’s just become more closed off and rude.”

“Hmm,” Browning replied, sipping. “How about everyone else? Megan fitting in well as Chief Engineer?”

“She’s doing a great job.”

“Better than Chris?”

“Well, I wouldn’t really…”

“And the doctor? The Flarn…Benzra?”

“Janice, you really don’t want to talk about this, do you?”

Browning looked out into the crowd, sipping. “No. I guess not.”

Peterman watched Browning. “That’s what I thought.”



“Why are you limping, sir?” Ensign Howard Sefelt asked from the Escort’s command chair as Baxter hobbled onto the bridge.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Baxter squatted at the Ops console and punched some controls. “Have we heard from the Explorer yet?”

“Yes, sir,” Sefelt replied, swinging to and fro in the command chair. “Commander Conway said that Starfleet is sending a diplomatic delegation to negotiate the border disputes with the Leeramar.”

“How nice for Starfleet,” Baxter muttered.

“Something wrong, sir?”

“No!” Baxter barked, causing Sefelt to shrink back in the command chair.

“Sir, you know I get uncomfortable around people who raise their voices,” Sefelt said meekly.

“Oh, right. What did Peteresen call it? Shoutaphobia?”

“Yes, that’s right sir.”

“You know, Sefelt,” Baxter said, plunking at controls. “I have to thank you. It’s people like you that ensure that people like my wife will always have a job.”

“I try my best, sir.”

“Keep up the good work.”

“What are you trying to do, sir?”

“Contact J’hana. Why haven’t we heard from her yet?”

“It’s the Blood Feud Festival on Kronos,” Sefelt replied. “Didn’t you know that?”

“Do I look like a f***ing intergalactic encyclopedia to you, Sefelt?”

“Sir…your voice…” Sefelt squeaked.

“Right. So, how long does this ‘festival’ last?”

“Twelve days. They are in day ten now. Sex day.”

Baxter whipped his head around. “Sex day? Really?”

“I am not kidding,” Sefelt replied softly.

“I didn’t think you were.” Baxter rose from his seat and headed for the exit hatch. “Carry on, Mr. Sefelt. And call me as soon as you hear from J’hana.”

“I will not let you down, sir.”



Captain’s Personal Log,

Supplemental. After using the minimal Sickbay facilities on board the Escort to fix the damage Kelly did to my leg, I met with Kelly and Janice to get a tour of Waystation, since last time we were here we were too busy to do anything. I must say, since it was renovated two years ago, the station seems to have gotten along nicely. It seems like a nice home for Dr. Browning. I think more of my crew should defect here, as a matter of fact.



“Well, I don’t know about you guys, but I’m exausted,” Peterman said, collapsing into a chair in the Captain’s Suite.

“Yep, that goes double for me,” Baxter said. “It takes a long time to explore 100 decks.”

“You should try doing it in heels,” Browning said, still cheerful. “Well, my day is just getting started. It’s barely 1600 hours. We still have the late lunch crowd, the dinner rush…uh, then I have a date.”

“You have a date?” Peterman exclaimed.

“Don’t sound so suprised,” Browning replied.

“Who’s the lucky guy?” Baxter asked, falling onto the couch and removing his boots, rubbing his feet. It really was a long walk.

“No one you all really know.” Browning looked up at the chronometer. “Well, I’m needed down in the restaurant. Must go!”

Peterman watched Browning as she rushed out of the suite.

“Isn’t that nice?” Peterman scooted closer to Baxter on the couch and put her arm around him. “She’s adjusting so well, Andy. She’s really found a home here.”

Baxter pushed away, heading toward the bathroom. “Maybe. I was afraid to say anything for fear of being kicked.”

“We already discussed this, Andy!”

“Don’t I have a right to free speech?”

“Nope.” Peterman craned her neck. “Are you taking another bath?”

“No.”

“Why do I hear water running, then?”

“Hey, we did a lot of walking around. Maybe I wouldn’t sweat so much if they didn’t make these uniforms with so many layers.”

“Wear your off-duty uniform.”

“The shorts? But everyone makes fun of my legs.”

“They do not. I think they’re cute. In a chubby way.”

Peterman ducked as a shampoo bottle came soaring out of the bathroom.



Sunk under piles of bubbles, Baxter awoke to a chirping alarm.

Then a soothing voice: “We interrupt the soothing sounds of Yanni to bring you…”

Then the hard, female Starfleet computer voice: “A communique from the USS Escort.”

Baxter spat out bubbles and leaned forward. “On screen.”

The tiles above the water spout shimmered to reveal a viewscreen. It was Ensign Sefelt, fumbling with his fingers, swaying in the command chair.

“Sir? Are you naked?”

“Yes, but covered in bubbles. Now what is it, Sefelt?”

Sefelt’s composure dropped. He broke into sobs, hyperventilating. “J-j-j-j’hana c-ca-ca-ca-called!”

“Finally. What did she say?”

“It’s Ma-ma-ma-ma-ma-”

“Mama? What the hell are you saying, Sefelt?”

Sefelt just shook his head, covering his face with his hands. Ensign Madera’s head suddenly ducked into view. “Maybe we should just play her communique for you.”

Baxter fumbled with the soap. “That would be a damn good idea.”

“There there, Howie. It’ll be okay,” Madera said, putting a comforting arm around Sefelt and punching a control on the command chair.

Suddenly, J’hana appeared on the screen, stuffed into a constraining Klingon uniform.

“Captain. I bear news of Mr. Richards. Dwanok and I have enquired with the Klingon televison studio. It seems Mr. Richards has attempted to breach his contract. On Kronos, the penalty for such a deed is death. Dwanok is filing an appeal with the high council; but, apparently, the majority is against Mr. Richards. The Klingons wish to make an example of him. That humans are weak and unable to function in Klingon society. Since it is also the Blood Feud Festival, they have decided to gut him publicly on the council steps while prodding his innards with painsticks. Dwanok and I have already purchased tickets. If you like, we may be able to secure some for you. If you have any questions, you may contact me at Dwanok’s residence on Kronos. Good day.”

Baxter was already out of the bathtub and heading for the door to the bathroom when Madera and Sefelt flickered back onto the viewscreen.

“Sir? Did you get all of…” Madera’s eyes went wide when she saw Baxter’s naked body scramble across wet tile and slide out of the door, limbs akimbo.

“Oh, yuck!” Madera cried, and cut the communication.

“We now return you to the soothing sounds of Yanni…”



Baxter and Peterman marched down the corridor purposefully, Peterman dragging Charlie and Baxter leaving a trail of water droplets. He hadn’t bothered to dry off before slipping on his off-duty outfit and heading out of the suite.

“We have to get to the Escort,” Peterman said. “Go to Kronos and try to reason with the Klingons.”

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do. But we aren’t going to do it alone.”

“Right. I’ll go get Tilleran.”

“And I’ll talk to Janice.”

Peterman sighed. “I thought we already went over this, Andy.”

“Things have changed,” Baxter said, as he led the way down the spiral staircase. “Chris’s life is in danger now. Don’t you think she has a right to know? They almost got married, Kelly! She probably still loves him in one way or another. Do you suggest we hide this from her?”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Don’t believe what? That Chris’s going to be gutted by the Klingons or that I’m actually right?”

“Both.”



Peterman and Baxter clambered toward the entrance to Browning’s restaurant.

“Hold on!” Mandy Jenson said, swinging in front of them like an expert defensive tackle. “This place is dressy casual.” She glanced at Baxter’s legs. “Put on a nice shirt and for goodness sakes cover up those chubby legs with some trousers!”

“Listen, missy,” Baxter prodded at Mandy with his finger. “I’m the Captain of a Starfleet ship, and right now I’m in the middle of an emergency, so how about you kindly step aside and let me pass!”

“I see Tilleran!” Peterman pointed. “She’s eating dinner with one of the Waystation officers.”

“Get her,” Baxter barked.

“Wait a minute,” Mandy said, as Peterman dragged Charlie past. “You can’t bring that dog in here.” Mandy grabbed Charlie’s leash out of Peterman’s hands and jerked it away. Mistake number one.

Charlie bared his teeth and pounced on Mandy, knocking her to the ground.

“Great Bird HELP ME!” Mandy cried.

“Come on, Char-char,” Peterman ordered, snapping her fingers. Charlie bounded after her through the restaurant, knocking aside trays of hot food left and right.

Baxter watched with satisfaction as Charlie pounced Lt. Porter, covering his face with drool. He turned his attention back on the dazed waitress.

“Where is Janice?”

“I can’t tell you,” Mandy stared up, arms folded contemptfully.

“Oh, Charlie…” Baxter whispered.

“Up in the Dillon Enterprise Grand Dining Room with Mr. Dillon having dinner!” Mandy cried, scrambling to her feet and fleeing the restaurant. “Ms. Browning doesn’t pay me enough for this!”

“Thanks.” As Baxter turned to leave, something caught his eye. A phaser was sticking out of one of the shelves inside the podium. It was most likely used for chasing off Andorian restauranteurs, Baxter decided as he grabbed the phaser and headed off in search of Browning.



Baxter climbed the spiraling staircase to Deck 26 and ran down the corridor, toward what Waystation’s computer indicated was the “Social Area” of Dillon Enterprise’s corporate headquarters.

So that was his plan. Get Browning to start a restaurant on Waystation and then pounce on her as if he were a Vulcan condor and she were a Feldosian field mouse.

Well, Baxter thought as he jogged down the corridor, we’ll see about that.



“More wine?” Bradley Dillon asked casually, stepping around the immense marble table and regally flashing the wine in front of Browning.

“I think not,” Browning said. “Three glasses is plenty.”

“Very well,” Bradley said, placing the wine on the table and sitting down, right beside Browning.

“You know, this is an awfully large table,” Browning commented. “Why don’t we spread out a bit.”

“I like an…intimate atmosphere,” Bradley replied, leaning closer. “Don’t you?”

“It depends.”

“On what?”

“On who I’m being intimate with.”

Bradley chuckled. “You have quite the sense of humor, Janice.”

“Har har. Where’s the food?”

“And you like to get down to the point. I like that, too.” Bradley leaned still closer. “I was talking to your assistant, Mandy, today. She said you were very interested in me.”

Browning scooted back. “Mandy may have given you the wrong impression.”

“Really?”

“Um…where’s the food?”

“It’ll be here shortly.” Bradley took Browning’s hand. “A delicious meal served by the second best chef on the station.”

“Anyone I know?”

“Mm hmm. Anyway, before we eat…let’s talk about us.”

“Why would we want to do that?”

“I have tons of money, Janice. More than I’ll ever need. And I’m acquiring lots and lots of power, too. But all that means nothing without a good, strong woman at my side. I think you’re that woman.”

Browning giggled. “Mr. Dillon, I think this wine is making me tipsy. Did I just hear you say…”

“I want a relationship with you, Janice…” Bradley leaned forward, eyes closed. “Come on, kiss me!”

“Brantkowski to Mr. Dillon.”

Browning slid backward in her chair. Bradley looked up in annoyance. “What is it?”

“Someone here wants to see you. He’s…wait a minute, you can’t go…stop…stop! Put that down…don’t…ZZZZZT.”

Browning giggled again. “Was that phaser fire?”

“I think so.” Bradley pushed out of his chair, heading for the door. “Stay here while I go try and figure out just what the hell…”

The two grand double doors swung open, causing Bradley to stumble backward. Captain Baxter plunged through, wild-eyed, phaser at the ready.

“Step aside, Dillon!” Baxter barked, shoving Bradley against the table.

“What in the hell is the meaning of this?” Bradley cried.

Baxter shoved the phaser in Bradley’s face. “Family problems.” He looked over at Browning and began speaking in short, breathless, clipped phrases. “Janice. Chris’s in trouble. The Klingons are going to kill him. He hates it on Kronos. He wants to go back to the Explorer. We’re going to save him. Want to come with?”

“What?” Browning’s eyes went wide. “Oh my goodness, of course I’m coming with!”

Bradley looked over at Browning nervously. “Of course you’ll be granted leave to go help your friend. We aim to please here at Dillon Enterprises. Please take that thing away from my face, Captain.”

Baxter used the phaser to point around the room, holding Dillon at bay with the other hand. “And what’s all this about? Employee appreciation? Do you do this for all Dillon Enterprises employees?”

“Well, not all…”

“You wanted in my doctor’s pants!”

“She isn’t your doctor anymore!”

“She’s not yours either!”

“Both of you, shut up!” Browning said. “We’re wasting time, here. Why don’t we…”

“Why don’t you die honorably!” Ih’mad shouted, emerging from the kitchen with a huge platter. He hurled it, frisbee-like, at Browning.

Browning ducked as the sharp platter became embedded in the wall behind her.

“What the hell?” Baxter cried.

“Ih’mad’s been trying to run me out of business for months now,” Browning muttered. “He’s shifty, mean…” she glared at Ih’mad, “and not nice!”

“He came highly reccomended,” Bradley said weakly.

“We’re getting out of here,” Baxter said, slapping his comm badge. “Baxter to Escort. Are you all ready over there?”

“Peterman here. Tilleran’s getting dock clearance right now. We should be able to go in a few minutes.”

“Good. Lock on to me and Janice and prepare to beam us to the bridge.”

“Acknowledged. Oh, and Janice?”

“Yeah?”

“Charlie did a great deal of damage to your restaurant. You may have lost one or two customers tonight. Sorry.”

“I don’t care. I’m officially out of the restaurant business,” Browning said.

“Janice, what are you saying?” Bradley asked, still struggling in Baxter’s grasp.

“Yes, what are you saying?” Ih’mad asked, putting down the ceremonial knife he was about to throw at Browning.

“I love Browning’s, Mr. Dillon, but I love the crew of the Explorer more.”

“Fine, go. But you’re leaving the investment opportunity of a lifetime,” Bradley said.

“I’ll live,” Browning said, looking to Ih’mad. “It’s been nice, I guess.”

“I will miss sparring with you,” Ih’mad said sheepishly. “You were a worthy opponent.”

“I’ll miss your bagels,” Bradley said, rubbing his throat once Baxter finally released him.

“There will be other bagels, Mr. Dillon,” Browning said comfortingly.

“I guess.”

“Peterman to Baxter. Andy…they’re not letting us leave. Captain Beck wants to know why you’re shooting up Deck 26. She says a security team is on their way. She sounds very angry.”

“Tell Captain Beck I will explain everything,” Bradley said. He looked to Janice. “You guys just get out of here. Help your friend.”

“Thank you, Bradley. For everything. It was a fun few months,” Browning said, leaning forward and kissing Bradley on the cheek.

“Okay, enough pleasantries,” Baxter muttered, slapping his comm badge. “Baxter to Escort. Energize!”

Ih’mad hopped onto the table next to Bradley as Browning and Baxter dematerialized. “Is that Vermellian wine?”

“Sure is,” Bradley muttered, grabbing two glasses. “Have some?”

“Please.”



Baxter shivered as the cold air from the Escort’s ventilation shaft breathed on his bare legs. He shifted in the command chair and watched the Escort’s viewscreen intently. “Set a course for Kronos, warp nine.”

“Aye, sir,” Madera said, tapping in the proper coordinates.

Browning stood at the front of the bridge, watching as Waystation disappeared in the distance on the viewscreen.

Peterman put an arm around her. “Are you sure this is what you want to do, Janice?”

“Definitely. But I’m going to miss having that restaurant.”

“Browningie’s will always be there, as long as we remember it,” Baxter mumbled.

Browning turned around. “What?”

“Nevermind. Engage, Ensign.”



TO BE CONTINUED…




Days of Honor



KRONOS TEN DAYS AGO



“Can’t you feel it, human?” Dav asked, hopping up on top of the desk and hanging daggers from the ceiling. “The Blood Feud Festival is almost upon us!”

“Whoopee,” Chris Richards muttered, tapping at his terminal.

“What’s the matter, human?” Dav asked, squatting down on his desk and staring Richards in the face. “Are you not in the holiday spirit?”

“You could say that.”

“What’s caused this?” Dav asked, with mock-concern. “Your complete alienation from the Klingon people? Your total loss of creative control over Days of Honor? The horrible beatings you’ve recieved since?”

“All of the above.”

“Well too bad!” Dav spat. “Your little stunt a couple months ago with that honorless episode of Days of Honor almost got us all killed. Not to mention ending our careers in show business. Thank goodness we were able to convince all those in attendance at the convention that your ‘Journey Home’ episode was just a hoax. Do you realize how close you came to screwing everything up?”

“It depends on how you qualify ‘screwing everything up.’”

“You are a funny little human, Mr. Richards. Now, hand me that blood-gusher. It must be ready to spurt blood on us by tomorrow.”

Richards handed the red rubber bag up to Dav. “Is all this really necessary?”

“Absolutely. The Blood Feud Festival celebrates the twelve day feud betwen Kahless and Morath, who fought because Morath had dishonored the family. Kahless eventually killed Morath. Quite messily, I hear.”

“You don’t say.”

“Hmm,” Dav reflected. “You have committed quite a bit of dishonor while here as well, have you not?”

“I guess so.”

“Maybe you will die as well.”

Richards sighed. “We can always hope.”

Dav grinned. “Yes we can.”

“Well, I’d love to stay and chat, but I have to go bring my script to Krinok for approval.”

“Gee, you didn’t have to do that before.”

“I have to now. Now shut up and keep decorating.”

“My, we’re fiesty,” Dav said, turning to Richards with one of his daggers. “It would be a shame if I accidentally stabbed you with this.”

“Try, Dav,” Richards mumbled, downloading his script into a padd and backing out of the office. “I have nothing to live for.”

“And that’s reason enough to let you live,” Dav grinned.



Richards grumbled to himself as he made his way across the plaza of UKN’s home offices toward Krinok’s suite. It was a dark, hot, stormy day on Kronos. In other words, the weather hadn’t changed at all since Richards had arrived four months ago.

When Richards arrived at Krinok’s office, he barely had time to sit down in the waiting room when Krinok emerged from his office and dragged him in.

“I have something for you to look at, human.”

“What is it? Another prospectus for a new UKN series?” Richards asked dumbly.

“Not quite.” Krinok hit a control on his desk. On the viewer behind him, a schematic of a space station appeared, rotating above a planet.

“What do you think of that?”

“It looks like a space station.”

“That it is. But it is a special space station.”

“Really?”

“Several months ago, the High Council gave me funding to build this multipurpose station in orbit of Kronos Three. It has the capabilities we need to broadcast our programs throughout the quadrant. It contains offices, production facilities, and excellent weaponry. Aboard Krinokor, we would be able to operate all of UKN without worrying about rabid fans or the weather. We would be able to operate as a single, thriving, autonomous unit.”

“Excuse me, Krinokor?”

“Yes, that’s it’s name. What of it?” Without giving Richards time to reply, Krinok moved around his desk and gripped Richards’s shoulders. “This is the next step in giving UKN the power it needs to become a quadrant-wide source of entertainment. And eventually…base of power.”

“Why are you telling me all this?”

“Because I had to tell someone. And, after all, you’re really the only one around here with any brains.”

“I wouldn’t let that get out if I were you.”

Krinok slammed Richards on the back, knocking him over his desk and onto the floor.

Richards climbed to his feet, rubbing his aching head. Suddenly, his expression brightened a bit. “I don’t suppose I could get a tour of this…facility, could I?”

“I don’t see why not. You have been well-behaved the last few months. What harm could it do?”



KRINOKOR



“And these are the reactors. They’ll provide power to the shields and weapons, production facilities, broadcast mechanisms, living environments, and food carts,” said Dantag, Krinokor’s lead engineer.

“Impressive,” Krinok said, surveying the cavernous engineering room. “Is it not, human?”

The equipment was new, but didn’t really gleam since nothing Klingon really gleamed. Some parts of the room were still being constructed, judging by the sparks flying from welders all over the room.

“Yes, yes, very impressive,” Richards said. “Say, Krinok, is there a bathroom around here?”

Krinok rolled his eyes. “You humans. Always obsessed with comfort. You have a continuing need to relieve yourselves.”

“Sorry.”

“There is a waste extraction unit on the deck above us. Section G,” Dantag offered.

“Great. I’ll be right back,” Richards said, moving off to the turbolift.

“Stay out of trouble,” Krinok called after him.

Several minutes later, Krinok was still marveling at the engineering room. He was about to head to the turbolift to see what was taking Richards so long, when he felt the deck shake under him.

“What is that, Dantag?”

Dantag ran over to a console and examined the readouts. “That is peculiar. It would appear that our reactors are reaching critical mass.”

“Is that bad?”

“Terribly. It means Krinokor is about to explode!”

“Can you stop it?”

“I will try.” Dantag barked orders to the other engineers, ran about Engineering like a targ with his head cut off.

“Richards,” Krinok muttered, heading off in search of the human.

He scoured the restroom section, checking the toilet, the linen closet, and the bidet. No human.

He was about to head back down to Engineering when he noticed an open section of paneling.

Wires protruded from it, connected to a disruptor pistol.

“Krinok to Dantag. Get up here, quickly!”

While he waited for Dantag, Krinok moved over to the area that was adjacent to the rest room section. The escape pod section.

One of the pods, it appeared, had been jettisoned. Krinok looked out a nearby viewport and, sure enough, one of the cube- shaped pods was tumbling away from the station.

“Richards!”

Dantag approached Krinok, waving the disruptor. “Krinok! Someone attached this disruptor to the power conduit shunt mechanisms. It caused a power feedback loop that was responsible for the reactor buildup. Whoever did it must have been a master engineer.”

“Richards!” Krinok screamed again, clenching his fist and gritting his teeth. The cube kept tumbling.

Once he regained his composure, he clutched his communicator. “Krinok to Sahr’gon. Intercept that escape pod and capture its occupant. I want him alive…I repeat, alive!”

“Aye, sir,” replied the Sahr’gon’s captain. Krinok considered it good luck to name his flagship after the ship in Days of Honor. Call it superstition.



“Freedom!” Richards cried, working the escape pod controls. All he had to do was get out some kind of distress call. Crashland on Kronos Three. With the pod’s resources and his Starfleet training, he’d be able to hold out long enough for the Explorer or some other Starfleet ship to come rescue him.

He was just about to tap in the distress call when the escape pod rumbled.

Richards looked at one of the readout panels. He was caught up in a tractor beam!

He peered out the small viewport. A Vor’cha class cruiser was pulling his pod into its shuttlebay.

Richards weighed his options. A lifepod against a Klingon battlecruiser. The odds were definitely not in his favor.

“Human. Do not resist. I am instructed by UKN President Krinok to tell you that will be painfully and messily killed soon. Please stand by while we tractor you in.”



THE PRESENT DAY TEN OF THE BLOOD FEUD FESTIVAL



“And that’s how I got in this predicament,” Richards explained, as J’hana and Dwanok looked in on his prison cell. He’d been moved out of the relatively comfy confines of his old cell in the UKN building and moved up to Krinokor, where he was placed in a much smaller, much less comfortable cell.

“Obviously you did not succeed in destroying Krinokor if it is still here,” J’hana observed.

“You catch on fast, J’hana,” Richards mumbled.

“Do not get snippy with me. Dwanok and I are here to help.”

“What can you do? Dwanok petitioned the council and they turned him down. There’s no way the Klingon High Council will allow me to live. You all might as well get good seats and watch me die.”

“We already have splendid seats,” J’hana said firmly.

“That’s comforting.”

Dwanok elbowed J’hana in the stomach. “Tell him.”

“About what?”

“The other thing.”

J’hana rolled her eyes. “Fine, fine. You are so persistent sometimes. I would knee you in the crotch right now if I did not think it would give you immense pleasure.”

“TELL HIM!”

Richards looked from J’hana to Dwanok. “Tell me what?”

J’hana glared at Dwanok then turned back to Richards. “I sent a message to Captain Baxter informing him of your predicament.”

“You didn’t.”

“I felt it was in your best interest. Besides, if I had let you die without informing the captain he would have been very angry with me.”

“No doubt,” Dwanok agreed.

“I thought you said we’d keep this between us,” Richards said to Dwanok.

“It was not I that informed your friend.”

Richards covered his face. Who knew what crazy stunt Baxter would try to get him back. Not that he didn’t appreciate the help.

“I have spoken with Dwanok about this, Mr. Richards. Do not feel as if you are ‘crying to mommy.’ We are your friends. If we can help you, then we shall do so. You would do the same for us.”

“I guess,” Richards said. “It just scares me to think of what Captain Baxter might try to get me out of here.”

“Expect the unexpected, Mr. Richards.”



Kasatria997: You’re kidding!

CAPTANTH: Nope. I’m Captain of the Explorer. Days of Honor is kind of modeled after me and my crew.

Kasatria997: Really? :) do you have a girlfriend?

CAPTANTH: Um, actually I’m married.

Kasatria997: That sucks :(

CAPTANTH: I don’t mean to pry, Kasatria, but how old are you?

Kasatria997: I’ll be 17 in March! :)

CAPTANTH: :(



“Get off there right now, Andy!” Counselor Peterman demanded, looking back from the Escort’s main viewscreen as Baxter rocked back and forth in the command chair.

“Hold your horses,” Baxter replied. “We still haven’t gotten the information we wanted.”

“I fail to see what information a 17-year-old Honoree would have that Starfleet Intelligence and Dwanok haven’t come up with already,” Tilleran mumbled, watching the screen with disgust.

“Yeah, Captain,” Dr. Browning said, looking on. “I think this source is coming up dry.”

“Give it time. You’d be surprised what these people know,” Baxter said defensively. He turned his attention back to the control panel beside his chair.



Kasatria997: I look a lot older than that, though.

CAPTANTH: That’s great, Kasatria. But I need your help right now.

I need you to tell me anything you know about Chris Richards’s

execution.

Kasatria997: I know that it’s scheduled to take place two days from now at noon Klingon time.

CAPTANTH: We already know that much. Can you tell me what chance there is that the producers of Days of Honor will stop this execution? Is there any way to stop it at all?

Kasatria997: Jeeze, I don’t really know. But I do know the exact number of emblems on Captain Krig’s uniform.

CAPTANTH: Uh-huh. Well, that’s certainly helpful.

CounslrPets: Hi there. I’m CAPTANTH’s wife. Get off this stupid computer terminal and go play outside. You should be off playing pareses squares, not talking over a computer terminal to a 30-year-old man!

Kasatria997: You’re just jealous. I’m spending more time with your husband then you are. :P

CAPTANTH: Ladies, ladies!

CounslrPets: Shows what you know. You’re not f***ing him on a semi-nightly basis!



Baxter looked over at the operations console, where Peterman had relieved Ensign Sefelt so she could give “Kasatria997” a piece of her mind.

“She is seventeen years old, Kelly!” Baxter said. “You could get in trouble for talking to her about sex! We could lose our Federnet account.”

“Please,” Peterman mumbled. “There are more important things at stake here.”



CAPTANTH: Sorry about that, Kasatria. My wife is a little touchy about other women.

KASATRIA997 IS NO LONGER SIGNED ON.



“Now look what you’ve done!” Baxter exclaimed.

“I hate to break this up,” Browning said, squeezing in between the ops panel and Baxter’s chair. “But shouldn’t we be working on a way to rescue Chris?”

“We’ve already talked to Starfleet Command and the Klingon High Council. Neither seems very helpful, I’m afraid,” Baxter murmurred, pressing the “log off” control on his console and switching the viewer back to an external view.

“Isn’t Starfleet Command sworn to protect Federation citizens?” Browning asked.

“Technically he’s not a Federation citizen anymore.”

“You told me you never even filed their resignations,” Peterman said.

“I didn’t.”

“WHAT?” Browning asked, turning on Baxter.

“I figured this was only a phase so I never filed your resignations,” Baxter explained. “That way, when the two of you came to your senses, you could return to the Explorer without any bothersome red tape issues.”

“And the Captain knows what that’s like,” Tilleran said. “Look at what happened to him when he got back to the Alpha Quadrant. He had his captaincy revoked because of red tape.”

“I still don’t believe it. It’s like you had no faith that we would succeed,” Browning said, sinking into the chair beside Peterman.

“You did succeed. But you left anyway. Aren’t you glad you don’t have to worry about reapplying to Starfleet or anything?”

“I guess. So, why can’t Starfleet do anything for Chris?”

“Evidently, as part of his contract with the United Klingon Network, Chris had to denounce his citizenship with the Federation. Starfleet member or not, Klingon laws apply.”

“Is that why we can’t call the Explorer in?” Peterman asked.

“Exactly,” Baxter said, nodding. “It would be nice to throw the extra weight around, but unfortunately Starfleet won’t allow us to divert the Explorer from her mission in the Tiga sector. The Escort is still officially on detached duty, so it will be a lot easier to sneak in and get Chris back from the Klingons.”

“But if we get into a firefight…” Browning said.

Baxter patted his armrest. “This little baby has quite a bit of kick. Don’t you worry about that.”

“Believe me, I’m worried,” Browning mumbled.

“I think we all are,” Peterman said. “If we really tick the Klingons off, they may gut us right along with Chris.”

“What?” asked Ensign Sefelt from his position at tactical.

“Uh-oh,” Peterman sighed.

“Did I hear you right? Gut us?”

“Howard, relax,” Peterman said soothingly, rising from her chair.

Sefelt jumped up from his seat, backed toward the turbolift. “I don’t want to die. Don’t let them kill me, Counselor.”

Peterman moved toward Sefelt slowly. “No one’s going to kill you, Howard. You’re safe. You’re among friends.”

“No! I have to escape!” Sefelt shouted, jumping into the turbolift.

“Damn,” Peterman mumbled, jumping in after him. “Be right back.”

Browning put her head down on the ops console. “Don’t worry, you say?”



Captain Baxter stepped out onto the bridge, wrapping his robe around him and leaning on back of the command chair. Peterman was sitting there, tapping at the armrest. At the operations console beside her, Dr. Browning looked on.

“What is so important that you felt the need to get me off that comfy couch?” Baxter asked, staring down at Peterman as she worked.

“See for yourself,” Browning said, pointing at the viewscreen.

“We found some information out about the execution,” Peterman added.



CounslrPets: You’ve been very helpful. How can I thank you?

SovokMan: Let’s see…you could meet me on Raisa next

month :)

CounslrPets: Umm…



“Turn that thing off!” Baxter cried, crossing in front of the viewscreen.

“He’s been very nice to us,” Browning said defensively.

“Okay, okay,” Baxter said. “Log off. Tell me what you’ve found.”



CounslrPets: I’ll talk to you later, SovokMan.

SovokMan: Right on. Happy Blood Feud Days!



“Now look who’s addicted to this thing,” Baxter said, plopping down into the tactical chair on the other side of Peterman. “Can I please hear this information so I can go back to sleep?”

“Good morning, Mr. Grumpy,” Peterman said brightly. “We found out exactly where and when Chris is scheduled to be executed.”

“High Noon, day after tomorrow on the steps of the High Council,” Baxter said, leaning tiredly on the tactical panel.

“Nope,” Browning said. “It’s been rescheduled by the President of UKN himself. We found out they’re holding the grand opening of the new UKN space station tomorrow evening. Klingon VIP’s, Days of Honor fans, and anyone who’s anyone in the world of Klingon vid broadcasting will be there.”

“I see,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin. “So Mr. Krinok’s going to make an even bigger show out of Chris’s death than before.”

“Not only that, but it’ll be broadcasted all over the quadrant.”

“Jeeze,” Baxter muttered, covering his face.

“We were able to download some schematics for this station,” Peterman said, keying a diagram of the station up on the viewscreen.

Baxter examined the schematic. “According to this, Chris will be gutted somewhere in the huge upper-level auditorium.”

“It’s not going to be easy infiltrating that station. We’d have had better luck getting into the high council chambers,” Browning said.

Baxter strolled around the front of the bridge, staring at the spinning diagram. “I don’t know. I have a few ideas germinating.”

“Uh-oh,” Peterman moaned.

“What, you want us to beam over there made up to look like Klingons?” Browning asked.

Baxter looked back at Peterman and Browning and smiled. “Not exactly.”



Captain’s Personal Log,

Stardate 53429.5. We’re finally nearing the heavily guarded Krinokor base. Needless to say, we’re in silent running mode with those nifty sensor-reflective shields raised. Hopefully we won’t be noticed, since there are something like a billion Klingon ships lurking about.

While Tilleran takes the Escort to Kronos to locate J’hana and Dwanok, Peterman, Browning, and I are beaming over to the station in an attempt to get a sense of the layout of the place. I only hope our disguises work.



“I feel stupid,” Peterman muttered under her breath, as she, Browning, and Baxter made their way into the front lobby of Krinokor’s main auditorium.

The group was dressed in cheap imitation Klingon uniforms, with polyester Federation-emblem bookbags slung over their shoulders. Otherwise, Browning and Peterman had twirled their hair into three kinky ponytails. Baxter had a wig of curly, dark, high-reaching hair that gave him a sadistic, crazed appearance. Additionally, their complexions were drastically altered to look as pale and pimply as possible.

“At least you’re not scheduled for execution,” Baxter snapped back, hitching his ill-fitting metal trousers up around his hips. It was important to give the impression of perpetual geekiness. Something Baxter knew more than a little about.

“Not yet, anyway,” Browning chimed in.

“Greetings,” Baxter said, extending his hand toward the gruff looking Klingon at the check-in table. “I’m Leroy, President of the Federation chapter of the Days of Honor fan club.”

“Federation…” the Klingon spat. “You have no honor. Why are you here?”

Baxter put a hand through his greasy, gelled hair. “Think of us as the diplomatic representation of Federation Days of Honor fans,” Baxter said in as nasal a voice as possible. “This thing is bigger than the Klingon Empire. It spans the entire galaxy. It has a message that can be understood by beings in galaxies we’ve never even…”

The Klingon grunted and stabbed Baxter’s hand with a stamping-device.

The Klingon emblem and the words “UKN ExecutionFest 2374” appeared there.

“Wow, this is so exciting!” Peterman shrieked giddly as her and Browning’s hands were stamped.

“I know, Sovok is so cute!” Browning giggled.

“So is SovokMan!”

Baxter looked over his shoulder at Petesen and Browning as they made their way into the auditorium. “Stop talking about SovokMan. That’s an order!”

“Jealous?”

“Are you kidding?”

“Watch out.”

“Is that some kind of threat?”

“Andy, look out!”

“What do you…?” Suddenly Baxter slammed into the chest of a giant Klingon warrior. “Oh…excuse me, sir.”

“Human. Do you wish to become part of the legend of Richards’s demise?”

Baxter considered that. “Hmm, I guess so.”

“Then sign here and make sure you get a vacuum-sealed peice of the Richards corpse.”

“Nifty!” Baxter said, thumbing a signature on the padd. “Want a piece of Richards, guys?”

“Yeah, neat!” Peterman exclaimed.

“Sure…um, neato!” Browning said warily.

“Jeeze,” Peterman said, as the group moved off into the crowd of Days of Honor fans. “If we collect enough of them, we’ll get the entire person.”

“A lot of good he’ll do us chopped up,” Baxter grumbled.

“Can we be a little more optimistic about this, please?” Browning asked.

“Sure,” Baxter said. “Let me just work the crowd, and we’ll find a way to free Richards.”

“‘Work the crowd’?” Peterman asked skeptically.

“You have to be very subtle with Klingons. They may seem stupid, but you have to read between the lines to understand what they’re really saying. Trust me, I’ll find a way to Chris. It just takes a little cunning, some deception, and a measure of…”

“Tours of Richards’s holding facility! Form a line here! See the squalor of human failure!” a Klingon called out, waving a flag that looked like an artist’s rendition of Richards being gutted.

“Or, we could just get extremely lucky,” Baxter mused.

“I don’t think that’s happened yet. Come on,” Browning said, leading the way over to the tour group.



“…came to Kronos four months ago to write for Days of Honor. At that time, he was simple ignorant. Since then, Richards has grown to represent everything dishonorable. He is the exact reason we have the Blood Feud Festival. To remind us of what true honor is about.”

“He’s good,” Baxter admitted quietly, following the tour guide through the winding tunnels that led to Richards’s dungeon.

“What’s more,” Browning said, studying the tricorder she had tucked under her jacket, “this security system is good. There doesn’t seem to be any way of getting Chris out of here without tripping at least thirty security alarms.”

“Damn,” Baxter said. “What about transporting him?”

“Not a chance. Krinokor’s shields aren’t up, but there are transporter scramblers all over this deck.”

“Then we have to get Richards past the transporter scramblers,” Peterman said.

“And how do we do that?” Baxter asked.

“Simple,” Browning said nervously. “We have to wait for him to get out in the open.”

Baxter put the pieces together. “In other words, wait for the time of his execution.”

“Bingo.”

“And here he is. The patak behind the near destruction of Days of Honor.”

Baxter stood on his tiptoes, peering over the assorted group of tourgoers. “Excuse me,” he said, pushing past a few of the bulkier Honorees.

“Hello, Days of Honor fans,” Richards muttered, addressing the crowd from behind his protective forcefield. “Welcome to Krinokor. Get ready for a great evening of drinking and battle. And to top it all off, I’m going to be executed for being completely without honor.”

Several of the Klingons in the group cheered loudly.

“Chris,” Baxter said under his breath. “Over here.”

Richards inched over toward Baxter. “Captain Baxter?”

“No, call me Leroy.”

“Leroy? What in the hell are you doing here? And why are you wearing a cheap imitation Klingon uniform? And what’s with your complexion?”

“We’re trying to rescue you, Chris!” Browning said, pushing past Baxter.

“Janice?” Richards’s eyes went wide. Then Peterman stuck her head in.

“Hi, Chris.”

“Oh, jeeze,” Richards said, rolling his eyes. “I should have expected this.”

“Don’t you have faith in us?” Baxter asked.

“You guys shouldn’t have come. You should leave before you’re put to death, too. The more blood the merrier. That’s why they call it the Blood Feud Festival.”

“We have a plan,” Baxter said proudly.

“What’s that?”

“Don’t you worry about that,” Browning said. “You just sit tight here and we’ll do the rest.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

“Think of it this way,” Peterman said, “things can’t get any worse for you, can they?”

“Well, when you put it that way…”

“Did I hear him call you Captain Baxter?” a small voice said from behind Baxter.

“No,” Baxter snapped back. “Now, Chris….”

Baxter was suddenly whirled around, to face a small, red- haired girl that looked to be in her teens.

“Captanth!”

Peterman ran a hand over her face. “For the love of God.”

“Um, Kasatria?” Baxter asked weakly.

“Chelsea, actually. Come on, Captanth. They have a ride in the main promenade that recreates the Sahr’gon’s trip through that spatial anomaly that brought it to the Delta Quadrant.”

“Um, I already kind of know what that feels like…”

Chelsea yanked harder. “Come on, silly head!”

“Bye, Andy,” Peterman said with a grin. “Have fun.”

“What the hell was that about?” Richards asked, watching Baxter disappear into the crowd.

“It’s not important,” Browning said. “Just wait here. We’ll rescue you as soon as they put you up on the execution altar.”

“We’ll be surrounded by angry, bloodthirsty Klingons,” Richards said. “Brilliant.”

“Hey, we’re the rescuers. Let us worry about that.”

“Come on,” Peterman said, grabbing Browning’s hand. “Let’s try to find Sovokman.”

“Sovokman?” Richards asked, his brow creasing.

“Don’t worry about it!” Browning called back.



“So, how was your fishing trip?” Lt. Tilleran asked amiably from the command chair as Ensign Madera guided the Escort back to Krinokor.

J’hana stood at the rear of the bridge, arms folded, staring at the stars on the viewscreen. “It was acceptable.”

“Catch anything?”

“We achieved our goals. I personally captured the largest kvaGh in Klingon fishing history.”

“You must be very proud.”

“I am angry.”

Tilleran’s brow furrowed. “Angry? Why?”

“Why don’t you just scan me and find out, Betazoid?” J’hana demanded, slumping into the tactical/communications chair next to Tilleran.

“Okay, fine.” Tilleran focused on J’hana, closing her eyes. “Give me a second. Andorians are sort of hard to read. Oh, goodness. I’m very sorry.”

“I am as well.”

“But how could Dwanok suddenly become so…”

“Do not say it…”

“Inadequate in bed?”

J’hana whirled in her chair, unsheathing her Andorian blade and flipping open the two auxillary rotating frappe blades that flanked the main blade. “I will kill you if you make any more mention of this…”

“I thought Klingons were formidible in bed…”

“TILLERAN!”

“Ladies, please stop!” Ensign Sefelt said, ducking under the Ops/Science station. “You’re not acting very Starfleet!”

“You stay out of this, little toad!” J’hana grunted, grabbing the front of Tilleran’s uniform. “You’ll speak no more about this, Lieutenant! Klingons may be formidible in battle, but in bed…well, sometimes it’s all just a lot of shouting, stabbing, and punching.”

“My, my,” Tilleran said as J’hana released her. She turned toward the viewscreen. “I’ll have to keep that in mind.”

“See that you do. Now, what of Richards?”

“Captain Baxter, Counselor Peterman, and Dr. Browning are making the rescue attempt.”

J’hana considered this. “Is that wise?”

“I don’t see why not.”

“They are good people. But they are also incompetent.”

“And all three of them outrank us.”

“True. I suppose the worst that could happen is that all four of them will die.”

“Well,” Tilleran said, punching some controls on the command chair. “We’ll have to make sure that doesn’t happen, won’t we?”

J’hana leaned back in her chair. “I suppose. But we will be severely outgunned. This is a tough little ship, but it is nothing compared to Krinok’s fleet.”

“That’s why we need the Devagh to assist us,” Tilleran said. “When did you say Dwanok would get out of his council session?”

“This evening. You do realize that he is putting his honor on the line helping us.”

“I’d say his honor has already been a bit compromised,” Tilleran chuckled.

“I told you not to speak of that, Tilleran!”

“Sorry!”



“What do you think?” Chelsea asked, strutting the Kasatria outfit she’d just bought in front of Baxter.

Baxter covered his eyes. “I think I’d be breaking Federation law just looking at it.”

“Oh, don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud,” Chelsea said, dragging Baxter toward another dealer table. “Ooh, the Days of Honor customizable card game. Have you ever played that?”

“Afraid not.”

“It’s really good. I have a ton of them back on my ship. I’m the Days of Honor champ back on Cestus Three.”

“That’s interesting. Listen, Chelsea, I’d love to stay and chat, but I’m right in the middle of a rescue attempt…why don’t you…” Baxter’s voice trailed off when he noticed an odd couple dressed in black trenchcoats studying the customizable cards. A bald man and a tall, blonde woman.

“Sort of like poker, isn’t it, Beverly?” the man said, chortling. “Maybe we should get a few packs?”

“Yes, Jean-luc. Let’s do it!” the woman said giddily.

“I do so love Days of Honor,” the bald man said, reflecting joyfully as he studied the cards. “Maybe it’s just because it’s such a low, base form of entertainment. If the others knew about this, we’d never live it down…”

“Picard…” Baxter stammered. “Captain Jean-luc Picard?”

The bald man’s head whirled around. “No! I don’t know who you are but you never saw me here! Come on, Beverly. We have a runabout to catch!”

“How do you like that?” Baxter said to himself as the pair disappeared into the crowd.

“Come on, sillyhead!” Chelsea exclaimed, grabbing Baxter’s hand and dragging him across the promenade.

“Help,” Baxter muttered.



Peterman stood outside the comm booth staring at the crowds, tapping her foot impatiently. No sign of SovokMan yet.

She knocked on the booth’s glass door. “Come on, Janice! I want to check out the Days of Honor science exhibit.”

“It’s no good, really,” said a soothing British accent. “Don’t waste your latinum.”

Peterman turned to face a man dressed in a pale imitation of the regal robes a Klingon minister would wear. She couldn’t see his face because he was wearing a crimped, angry-looking Minister Vag mask.

“I’ll try to remember that.”

“You look familiar. Did we meet at a Federation Psychology conference?”

“I doubt it,” Peterman muttered. Boy, they really came out of the woodwork at these conventions, didn’t they?

“Are you sure? I think we debated on the difference between preganglionic nerves and postganglionic fibers one night, if I’m not mistaken.”

Peterman stared as the man removed his mask. “Dr. Bashir?”

“Also known as SovokMan. Hello, Counselor.”

“I don’t believe it. You’re the creep that tried to get me drunk the night of the reception!”

“Well, I do know my medicinals pretty well, but don’t hold that against me.”

“You’re SovokMan?”

“Call it a study of Klingon culture. It’s fascinating, actually. I mean, somehow a Klingon was able to steal a woman away from me. I want to know how he did it. Perfect his strategy. Duplicate it.”

“You’re bonkers.”

Bashir grinned. “Is that your professional opinion?”

Suddenly the glass door to the comm booth slid open and Browning stepped out. “The Escort is on its way, Kelly.” She looked up at Bashir. “And who’s this?”

“Nobody,” Peterman muttered. “Come on.”

“You’re not so special yourself, Counselor,” Bashir called after Peterman. “And you’ve obviously let your complexion go all to hell. I can help with that, you know!”

Peterman ignored him and kept moving through the crowd.



“Where are we going now?” Baxter asked, as Chelsea dragged him toward one of the airlocks. “To my ship. I want you to see my room.”

“That’s really not necessary.”

“I think it is. Daddy always meets my new boyfriends.”

“Boyfriend?”

“Come on, Andy-poo.”

“Help!” Baxter called out as he was dragged into the airlock. He spotted Picard and Crusher ducking into an airlock on the other side of the docking bay but they ignored his pleas.



“Where in the hell is Andy?” Peterman asked, checking her chronometer. “It’s almost seven.”

“He’ll be here. This is really his show, after all,” Browning said.

“I’d think you’d be pretty concerned about getting Chris back, too,” Peterman remarked, staring at the lines of Klingon honor guard that began to trail up toward the main stage. The opening act of the execution was about to begin.

“Oh, I am. But Andy’s acting like he’s to blame for this whole situation. Haven’t you noticed?”

Peterman thought a moment. She was Ship’s Counselor. Could she have been so blind to Baxter’s feelings? “Sure I have.”

“I just hope we all don’t end up on the business end of a batleth.”

“You and me both.”



“What do you think?” Chelsea asked expectantly as Baxter looked around the room.

It was papered with action figures and models. It told the story of all of UKN’s Klingon series, plus a few obscure vid and holo series started by others in the Alpha Quadrant.

“I have all the Days of Honor figures in their original packaging!” Chelsea said, grinning.

“Listen,” Baxter said, whirling. He knealt so he was face to face with the Days of Honor fanatic. “You need help. This whole obsession you have with imaginary characters is freaky. You need to go out and become a part of the real universe.”

“Why?”

“Because, you just do!” Baxter said tiredly. “Now, listen closely. One of my good friends is in grave danger. I have to help him. If I don’t get back to the convention soon, he’ll die. It’s been nice chatting with you, but I really have to go.”

Baxter headed for the door. Chelsea tapped a button on the console next to her. The door whizzed shut, right in Baxter’s face.

“Chelsea, that’s not funny.”

“You’re my prisoner, Sovok. I will teach you to love me again.”

“Come again?” Baxter asked, brow furrowing.

Chelsea picked up a small device that was lying next to her bed and pointed it at Baxter.

“That better not be a phaser.”

“It isn’t. Mini tractor beam.”

“Sh*t.”

“Watch your mouth, Sovok!” Chelsea fired the beam at Baxter. Before he could duck, it grabbed him right by the crotch. With a twist of her wrist, Chelsea slammed Baxter up into the ceiling, then back down into the floor.

“Urk,” Baxter said, a tangle of arms and legs.

“Klingons love pain,” Chelsea giggled. “Klingons like me and you, Sovok.”

“Peterman to Baxter. They’re about to bring Chris out. Where are you?”

Baxter tried to reach his comm badge, but Chelsea was quick with another flick of her device. Baxter flew through the air, right into a wall.



“Why isn’t he answering?” Peterman asked, watching in concern as Klingon foghorns blew, announcing the beginning of Richards’s death march.

Browning covered her ears. “I don’t know. Wasn’t he with that Kasatria girl the last time we saw him?”

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Peterman muttered.

“I’m sure he isn’t going to–Kelly, she’s half his age.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about. Andy’s not smart enough to protect himself. Even from a 16-year-old girl.”

“So what do we do?”

Peterman frowned, waving weakly at Chris as he was dragged, in chains, down the aisle toward the raised stage at the center of the convention center. The crowds cheered, roaring for blood. “We get some help.”



Krinokor swung into view on the Escort viewscreen.

“A monument to stupidity,” J’hana muttered, pacing behind the command chair.

“A monument to stupidity that’s guarded by a Vor’cha-class cruiser and two Birds-of-Prey,” Tilleran corrected.

“It will be an interesting battle,” J’hana mused.

“It won’t be a battle. Not if the Captain succeeds in outwitting those Klingons.”

“As I said, it will be an interesting battle.”

Tilleran ignored J’hana, punching a button on the command chair. “Tilleran to Baxter.”

After waiting several moments for a response, she raised an eyebrow. “Tilleran to Baxter.”

Ensign Sefelt tapped on the ops console. “I’m looking for his comm badge. There he is. He’s aboard one of the transports that’s docked at the station. The SS Eden. Registered to the Barnum, Bailey, and Stranok Circus.”

“What is the captain doing with carnival folk?” J’hana asked, turning to look at Tilleran.

“Good question.”



“Carnival folk?” Baxter asked weakly from his perch on the ceiling. Chelsea had used her tractor beam to keep him permanently mounted up there while she straightened up the mess he had made being tossed about her room.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. The Barnum, Bailey, and Stranok Circus is very popular. How do you think I got all these figures? My Dad runs one of the most successful acts.”

“Let me guess. The freak show.”

Chelsea glared at Baxter. “You want me to throw you around again, Sovok?”

“No, no I don’t. But you have to admit, the circus took a serious nosedive when the Vulcans bought into it.”

“Did not.”

“It did so! The humor got so complex. There’s a whole act based on symbolic logic.”

“Some people find symbolic logic hilarious.”

“Not me.”

“You’re just not sophisticated enough, Sovok,” Chelsea said, grabbing a Kasatria doll and brushing its hair. “We’ll cure you of that.”

Baxter shivered. “I bet your dad would be pretty mad if he knew you took me hostage.”

“He wouldn’t care. He owns the largest anvil in the galaxy, you know.”

“What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

“Well, it is an indication that you’d better not screw with him. You’re going to make me happy, Sovok. We’ll get married, have lots of beautiful Klingon children, and fly the Sahr’gon out into the final frontier.”

“Sheesh,” Baxter said, struggling to push himself away from the ceiling. Some rescue this was turning out to be.



“We’re going over to that ship to find out what exactly is going on,” Tilleran’s voice said, as Peterman watched the Klingons chant for Richards’s death. “The downside is, you and Dr. Browning are going to have to free Richards yourselves. We’d send someone over to help, but as the Escort isn’t even officially on duty, there isn’t anyone we can spare. Except, maybe Sefelt.”

“That’s okay, really,” Peterman said. “We’ll take care of it.”

“We will?” Browning asked wryly.

“Sure. Just find Andy and get him back.”

“Will do. Escort out.”

Browning looked at her tricorder worriedly. “This isn’t good, Kelly. There are transport scramblers up all around Christopher. We have to get him out to the docking ring before the Escort can lock on to him. And how on Earth do we do that with a room full of bloodthirsty Klingons?”

Peterman thought to herself. “We need a distraction.”

Browning tapped her foot impatiently as Krinok climbed onto the stage, reading from a prepared speech, lauding Richards’s demise as the “event of the decade.”

“Well?” Browning finally asked. “Any ideas?”

Peterman bit her lower lip thoughtfully. “Nope.”

“Great,” Browning sighed. “Too bad neither of us know any obscure Klingon law to exploit.”

“Wait a minute,” Peterman said, snapping her fingers. “Why can’t we exploit an obscure Earth law?”

“Like what?”

Peterman grabbed Browning’s wrist and lunged toward the stage, pushing past the cheering Klingons. “A last request!”

“Of course,” Browning muttered. “Maybe he can request for them to turn off the transport scramblers.”



“You’re going to be so pretty when I finish putting on your Klingon makeup,” Chelsea said, pulling out her “Days of Honor” make-up kit. “I promised I’d save this Sovok face for my one and only boyfriend.”

“How sick. I mean, how cute.”

Chelsea grabbed her tractor device and adjusted the beam so that Baxter floated down toward her. “Now hold still. I have to get the eyebrows just right.”

Baxter thought for a second. Chelsea was so absorbed adjusting the tractor beam controls, she wasn’t paying attention to him. He’d swore he would never hit a woman. And this was a young woman. What kind of person would he be if he lashed out at this warped person, even given the circumstances?

Given the circumstances…

Gently as possible, Baxter grabbed Chelsea’s arm and tossed her against the wall.

Unfortunately, since she was holding the tractor emitter, he followed after, the tractor snapping him into her like a rubber band.

“Ugh,” Chelsea grunted. “You’re crushing me.”

“Klingons love pain,” Baxter mumbled, pushing away from the wall.

Just then, sounds of rampant phaser fire echoed outside Chelsea’s door. The door burst open and in poured J’hana and Tilleran.

Tilleran’s eyes went wide.

J’hana simply glanced at Baxter reproachfully. “Sir, what are you doing?”

“I can explain this,” Baxter said weakly.

“She looks half your age!”

“I’ll be 17 in March.”

“You shut up!” J’hana cried.

“We have to get back to the ship,” Tilleran said. “They’re about to execute Chris. Don’t worry, J’hana. Evidently this little neophyte wanted the captain to be her very own plush Sovok doll.”

“Really?” J’hana said, arching an eyebrow.

Baxter marched out of the room. “Thank you, Lieutenant Tilleran. At least someone around here trusts me.”

“Trust has nothing to do with it. I read your mind.”

Baxter ignored Tilleran and waved a finger at Chelsea from the doorway to her room. “I don’t have the time or the firepower to arrest you and your carnie friends. But let me give you some advice. Seek professional help.”

“Do you know a good counselor?” Chelsea asked sweetly.

“Yes…I mean, no. Baxter to Escort. Three to beam up. Immediately!”



“Hold on! Stop the execution!” Peterman cried, bounding up onto the stage before the meaty security guards could grab her.

“What do you want?” Krinok asked, eying Peterman and Browning suspiciously.

“We want to claim the rite of the last request.”

“I know of no such rite,” Krinok replied. “Now, let’s proceed with the gutting.”

Browning heard Richards gulp from where he was chained up at the center of the stage. Two Klingon warriors waited beside him with painstick. Another was directly in front of him, holding a batleth for Krinok to use for the actual gutting.

“It’s a human custom,” Peterman said quickly.

The audience booed.

“We don’t follow human customs here, female,” Krinok grunted. “Now…”

“What’s the matter, Krinok? Afraid?”

The lumbering Klingon gritted his teeth, turned on Peterman, latched a hand on her arm. “Klingons fear nothing!”

“Then let Richards have a last request. What’s the worst that could happen? Think him and two weak human females are capable of outwitting hundreds of Klingon warriors?”

The crowd stared at Krinok expectantly.

“Mmm…of course not.” He glared at Richards. “You have one request. Make it fast.”

Richards gulped again. Looked from Browning to Peterman.

Distract them. Browning mouthed. Distract them!

“Um…” Richards said weakly. His mind raced. Distraction. What on Earth could he…then it came to him. “I want to sing a song.”

“A song!” Krinok shouted gleefully. “Of course. A song of conquest, courage. Which warrior’s opera will you sing?”

“It’s a song I wrote myself, actually,” Richards said. “If you’ll be so kind as to unchain me, I want to sing it.”

Krinok considred this. “Fine. I did not take you for a songwriter, human.”

“I’m a man of many talents. Besides, I’ve had a lot of time on my hands, recently.”

The audience roared with laughter at that. Richards glanced around nervously. “Microphone,” he said weakly.

“I hope he knows what he’s doing,” Peterman mumbled through gritted teeth.

A Klingon techie tossed Richards a microphone and he took an Elvis-like stance on the stage.

“Here goes nothing,” Richards mumbled to himself. “This is a song I wrote based on a 20th century Earth song a friend taught to me.” Richards flashed a grin at the audience. “And it goes a little something like this:”



(To the tune of “Mexican Radio”)



Feel a pounding on my shoulder, In my crotch a pain that is bolder.



Write the scripts for “Days of Honor” If they’re not good I’m a goner!



Hear the rythyms of their singing, Their music sucks, my head is ringing.



Hear them talkin’, they say “nuqneH,” Can’t understand just what do they say?



I’m on a Klingon TV Show, On a Klingon, woah oh, tv show.



I’m on a Klingon TV Show, On a Klingon, woah oh, tv show.



The audience roared as Richards walked among them, shouting into the microphone. Peterman and Browning just looked at one another and shrugged.



Contacting the Federation, They talk about a new invasion.



I understand just a little, jIyajbe’! It’s a riddle!



I’m on a Klingon TV Show On a Klingon, woah oh, tv show,



I’m on a Klingon TV Show On a Klingon, woah oh, tv show,



Peterman glanced at Browning, inclined her head toward one of the painstick-bearing Klingons. He had his painstick resting at his hip as he clapped along with the music. The one on the other side of the stage was likewise entertained by Richards’s singing.

Browning and Peterman casually split apart, each walking toward one of the two Klingons.



Wish I was on Targa Five, Eating barbecued blood pie.



I’m here on Kronos, all alone, I’m on a planet far from home.



Feel a pounding on my shoulder, In my crotch a pain that is bolder.



Hear them talking, they say “nuqneH,” Can’t understand just what do they say?



I’m on a Klingon TV Show, On a Klingon, woah oh, tv show.



I’m on a Klingon TV Show, On a Klingon, woah oh, tv show.



“Is it over?” Browning shouted hopefully.

Richards stood at the base of the stage, shrugged. “I guess.”

“Good,” Peterman said. “Now, Janice!” she jabbed the Klingon next to her in the stomach and grabbed his painstick, jamming it into his chest. Browning did likewise.

The third Klingon dropped the batleth and went for his disruptor. He fired a bolt at Browning, who ducked in time for the blast to vaporize the Klingon she’d attacked.

Peterman lunged for the Klingon warrior, jumping on his back and using the pain stick to strangle him.

Richards scrambled up onto the stage, ramming a shoulder into Krinok just as he grabbed for the fallen batleth.

“Want this?” Browning asked, holding the batleth in front of Krinok.

“Yes, yes!” Krinok demanded.

Browning shoved her painstick into Krinok’s gut. “Sorry, you can’t have it!”

Richards grabbed the batleth. “Watch where you stick that thing, Janice.”

“It’s great to see you again, too.”

“Look out, I can’t steer this guy!” Peterman cried, as the Klingon she was riding tumbled toward Richards and Browning.

“No problem,” Richards said, using the batleth to knock the warrior off his feet. He then rammed the dull end of the sword into the Klingon’s head.

“Where did you learn to use a batleth?”

“I had to study them to write for Days of Honor.”

“Good thing,” Peterman said breathlessly, grabbing disruptors from the unconcious Klingons.

“Uh, guys…” Browning said worriedly.

Hordes of Klingons rushed the stage, screaming for vengeance.

“Remember that rock concert video chip Commander Conway showed us last year?” Richards asked quickly.

“Not really,” Browning replied.

“Just jump off the stage!” Richards cried, grabbing Browning and Peterman’s arms and dragging them with him off the stage and into the melee several feet below.



Baxter tossed aside his Days of Honor bookbag and shrugged on his Starfleet vest as he rushed onto the bridge of the Escort.

“Report!”

Sefelt looked up from the ops console fearfully. “All hell broke loose down there just a minute ago, sir. What’s happening down there? We’re all going to die, aren’t we?”

“Keep it together, Sefelt,” Baxter barked. What did Sefelt know of fear? Lock him up with Chelsea for a few minutes, then he’d know fear. “Tilleran, lock on to Peterman, Browning, and Richards and get them out of there!”

Tilleran leaned over the ops/science console as Sefelt squirmed away toward the aft stations. “No good, sir. Transporter scramblers are up all over the main promenade. Looks like they were ready for someone to try a rescue.”

“We have to get them out of that mess,” Baxter said worriedly.

A powerful hand gripped his shoulder. “I like a challenge, sir. Just let me replicate a batleth and I’ll bring back your cursed wife.”

Baxter nodded. “Get going, J’hana.”



“Under here!” Richards cried, firing madly at the crowd of screaming Klingons, lifting the tablecloth that was encircled a Days of Honor comic book display and shoving Peterman and Browning under the table.

“We won’t be safe under here for long,” Browning said anxiously, gripping her painstick.

Peterman stared at the tablecloth as she heard the sound of approaching roars. “What in the hell are we going to do?”

“I’m fresh out of ideas,” Richards admitted.

Peterman cocked her head as the roaring suddenly turned to screams of terror. “What’s happening out there?”

Then a blue head poked underneath the tablecloths. “I should have known. Hiding down here like scared voles. You three should be ashamed of yourselves.”

Browning wrapped her arms around J’hana. “J’hana!”

“Stop hugging me at once. Stay behind me. Stay low. And try not to get killed.”

J’hana crawled back out from under the table and the others scrambled after her.

When Richards emerged, he gasped. A pile of dead Klingons were stacked in front of him like a barricade. Other Klingons pounded at the pile.

“Come on!” J’hana urged, wiping the blood off her batleth and gesturing. “This way!”

“I love you, J’hana!” Richards cried, firing his disruptor as Klingons broke through the barricade and charged toward them, screaming for revenge.

“Save it!” J’hana rammed her batleth into an onrushing Klingon and ducked a swinging batleth blade, grabbing it and swinging it around, breaking her attacker’s arm. With her own batleth, she chopped the Klingon’s head off and hurled it into the crowd. She harrumphed. “Much more satisfying than fishing. Come on, cowards. Down this corridor. You do wish to be rescued, do you not?”

“If it’s not too much trouble,” Browning muttered, jabbing her painstick into a Klingon and shoving him away.

“Come on, Janice!” Peterman cried, pulling Browning along with her down the corridor after Richards and J’hana.

“Stop them!” Krinok cried, shouldering his way through the rioting crowd of Days of Honor fans and Krinokor security personnel.

“Shelat,” J’hana muttered, staring at the wall before her. “Dead end.”

“Dead end?” Richards asked frantically. “Didn’t you have a tricorder map of the place?”

“They must have sealed off this corridor as we ran into it. I did not anticpate that,” J’hana said thoughtfully, as the Klingon mob advanced on them, disruptor fire blazing.

“Just f***ing great,” Peterman sighed. “What do we do now?”

“We die honorably,” J’hana said reasonably. “It was a good fight. Do you wish me to kill you painlessly or let the Klingons have you? It makes no difference to me.”

“Peterman to Escort,” Peterman said, glaring at J’hana. “Are we out of range of the transport scramblers yet?”

“Kelly! Thank goodness your alive!” Baxter’s voice replied.

“Andy! We’re at a dead end. You have to get us out of here, now!”

“We’re working on it, Kelly. Just hold tight!”

Peterman watched the Klingons advance. A batleth sailed toward her.

And slammed into the wall.



“Could you have cut that any freaking closer?” Peterman demanded, jogging onto the bridge, Richards, J’hana, and Browning on her heels.

“Hey, you got out alive, didn’t you?”

“Maybe, but one second later and I would have been a batleth kabob.”

“What the hell is this thing?” Richards asked, as J’hana nudged against him to get to the tactical station.

“The Escort. That companion ship I told you about,” Baxter said. “J’hana, get the shields up and heat up the weapons. Ensign Madera, step on the gas!”

“Aye, sir.” Madera brought the Escort around, just as weapons fire slammed into it, knocking Richards into Browning and Peterman.

“This bridge is getting way too crowded,” Sefelt cried as Richards and Browning bumped against him. “I’m claustrophobic, you know.”

“Why am I not surprised,” Baxter muttered. “Where is the enemy fire coming from?”

“Krinokor. And four Klingon ships,” Tilleran said.

“I thought we had sensor-reflective forcefieldds!” Baxter moaned. “Admiral McGrath said no one could see the Escort when the fields were up unless they looked out a viewport.”

“Well I guess someone looked out a f***ing viewport, sir!” J’hana cried as her hands danced across the tactical panel.

“Great,” Richards muttered. “Four big ships against one tiny one.”

Baxter sighed. “I guess we’re about to see how much of a pounding this little ship can take. Madera, try to get us into warp.”

“Can’t sir. They knocked the dilithium crystals out of alignment with that last hit.”

“Bring us around, then,” Baxter ordered. “J’hana, load the quantums. Target the battlecruiser’s engines. FIRE!”

The Escort flitted around the massive battlecruiser like a tiny fly, pounding it with stinging quantum torpedoes.

“Major shield damage to the battlecruiser. The two Birds of Prey are on top of us,” J’hana ordered.

“I’ll try to increase power to the aft shields,” Richards said. “Excuse me, Janice. Kelly, move your elbow. Ensign Sefelt, get off my f***ing foot!” Richards squeezed himself up against the engineering panel and started tapping controls. “It would be great if there was a little more room on this bridge!”

“Tell the designers!” Baxter shouted. “J’hana, fire again. Keep pouring it on!”

“They’ve knocked out our shields!” Tilleran cried, as a ceiling panel exploded, showering the group with sparks and drenching the bridge in darkness.

“Emergency power!” Baxter cried.

“Our ablative armor won’t hold out long. We still haven’t put a dent in the Vor’cha’s weapons,” J’hana growled.

“We can’t give up now,” Baxter muttered. “Not after all this.”

“Maybe we won’t have to,” Tilleran said, looking up from her panel. “Another ship is approaching. It’s the Devagh!”

“Dwanok’s ship,” J’hana observed. “It is fighting off the other ships. Taking a position over us and extending its shields.”

“Thank Kahless!” Baxter cried.

“Captain Baxter,” Dwanok’s voice boomed over the bridge’s loudspeakers. “I have good news for you. The council has come to a decision. There is a way for you to save your friend’s life.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes, Dwanok,” Baxter said eagerly.

“You may not like it.”



“Stop laughing, J’hana,” Baxter muttered, as Peterman adjusted the straps on Baxter’s new, authentic Klingon uniform.

“You have to admit, it’s quite amusing,” J’hana said in between chuckles.

“There is nothing amusing about the Son’ChagH ceremony,” Dwanok growled.

“Could you explain it to me one more time?” Richards asked, as Baxter examined his new uniform in the mirror.

“Captain Baxter is your former commanding officer,” Dwanok said, exasperated. “You left him to take a job with Krinok Therefore, if your former commander wishes to have you back, he must face Krinok in honorable combat.”

“So, this Krinok guy is a pretty good fighter, I suppose,” Browning mused.

“He is more than likely capable of crushing Captain Baxter like a targfly,” Dwanok said simply.

“Lovely,” Baxter muttered. He glared at Richards. “I hope you appreciate this.”

“Is there any way I can do this instead?” Richards asked. “It is my fault we’re in this mess, after all.”

“That is not possible,” Dwanok said. “However, if Krinok kills Captain Baxter, you can claim the rite of vengeance.”

“That’s reassuring,” Baxter mumbled.

“What happens if Andy doesn’t fight Krinok?”

Dwanok nodded in Richards’s direction. “He dies.”

Baxter grabbed his batleth. “Okay, let’s do this before I chicken out.”

“Remember, Captain,” J’hana urged. “You have to be the blade. Make it part of you.”

“Why don’t you be the blade,” Baxter mumbled.

Suddenly a Klingon stuck his head into the chamber. “It is time! Come, face Krinok, human fool!”

“Showtime,” Baxter said, grinning.

“I don’t believe he’s going through with this,” Richards muttered.

Dwanok and J’hana flanked Baxter as he walked out of the room, into the High Council’s main chambers, with Browning, Peterman, and Richards close behind.



“In the matter of Baxter versus the High Council of Kronos, rite of Son’ChagH has been declared,” the Klingon clerk called out, banging a gong. “Let the ceremony commence!”

Richards watched fearfully as Baxter approached the center of the council chamber. Chancellor Martok stood there in the middle of a ring of Klingon council members. Next to him, Krinok stood, staring at Baxter with a look of barely-restrained glee. Days of Honor was being preempted so Krinok could broadcast this fight across the quadrant. The jerk would be making money off this one way or another.

Martok looked at Baxter with a mixture of amusement and concern. “You know what you are getting into, little man?”

Baxter gulped. “Yes, sir. Let’s just get it on, shall we?”

“I like him!” Martok grinned at Krinok, who merely chuckled.

The clerk handed Krinok his batleth. “Krinok, the request for honorable combat has been delcared. How do you wish to proceed?”

“I choose to fight!” Krinok called out, eyes bulging.

Baxter gulped.

“How do you choose,” the clerk asked, turning to Baxter.

J’hana hovered near Baxter. “Fight,” she whispered.

“Right. I choose…I choose to fight,” Baxter said weakly, holding up his batleth.

Please don’t kill me, Baxter pleaded silently, staring into Krinok’s bulging eyes.

“Ha ha ha ha!” Krinok bellowed. “It is a good day to die, human!”

He grabbed his batleth and swung.

Baxter ducked, backpedaling toward the rear of the gallery. Krinok chased after him, grinning like a demon.

“Kick his ass, Andy!” Peterman cried. “Bash his head in!”

“I don’t want to die!” Baxter cried, diving for the floor as Krinok swung again, jamming his sword into one of the towering columns.

“Hit him while he is vulnerable, Captain!” J’hana cried from the sidelines “It is your only chance!”

“Okay, okay!” Baxter replied, wondering if this was kosher with Starfleet. He never did call for clearance. Who knew, this could constitute a diplomatic incident. That was the last thing he’d need on his resume.

While Baxter considered this, Krinok yanked out his batleth and lashed at Baxter with the dull end, knocking the captain’s own weapon out of his hands. It twisted in the air, end-over- end, and landed in the shoulder of one of the Klingon spectators.

“Whoops,” Baxter said. Those things were harder to wield than they looked.

Krinok laughed insanely and advanced on Baxter. The Klingon warrior in the audience ripped the batleth out of his shoulder and tossed it at Baxter.

“Be more careful next time, human!”

“Sorry!”

“The battle continues!” Krinok seethed, as he and Baxter circled the center of the room, eyes intent on each other like two battling cheetas.

“Just let me and my friends leave, Krinok!” Baxter pleaded. “We don’t care about honor. We just want to get out of here!”

“You will leave!” Krinok shouted. “In stasis tubes!” He swung at Baxter, who deftly scrambled between his legs. Krinok whirled around angrily, swinging again.

Baxter ducked another swing, spun around on a heel, then slammed the dull end of his batleth into Krinok’s head.

“I don’t want to kill you, Krinok!”

“I want to kill YOU!” Krinok shrieked.

“Pick on someone your own size, creep!” Browning cried from the audience.

“Kill yourself! It is the only way out!” J’hana shouted at Baxter.

“Thanks for the support,” Baxter muttered, lunging at Krinok and ramming him into a column. His batleth clattered to the ground.

“Pin him!” J’hana called out.

“Right,” Baxter said, quickly shoving his batleth up against Krinok’s throat.

“Now, Krinok, I’ll say it again,” Baxter said, breathless. “Let us go. I don’t want to kill you. There would be all kinds of paperwork, explanations at Starfleet HQ…”

“Kill me, if you have an ounce of honor in you, patak!” Krinok spat.

“Hey, that’s not very…”

And Krinok thrust a knee into Baxter’s crotch, sending the Captain down for the count.

The room fell silent.

“The belgH’pew!” Dwanok said with disbelief. “That is a dishonorable maneuver!”

“Klingons can’t go for the family jewels?” Richards asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Of course not. It’s the most dishonorable strategy known.”

“Captain Baxter would have done it.”

“Exactly my point.”

“Shut off the cameras, now!” the council clerk demanded, as Krinok stood over Baxter. “This never happened! You all hear me? This never happened!”

“What a disgrace,” Martok muttered, heading back to his throne. “All of you, get out of my chambers. I…want to be alone.”

“Does…that…mean…” Baxter groaned, still on the floor.

“Yes,” Krinok snapped. “You can go home. Take your cursed friend and leave Kronos. And promise never to return. You are all bad luck!”

“Not a problem,” Richards said, running into the center of the court and shouldering Baxter back toward the rest of the group. “Let’s get the hell out of here before he changes his mind, guys.”

“I don’t believe it,” Dwanok said in disbelief, looking to Martok. “Is there no honor left in the Klingon heart?”

“Apparently not,” Martok grunted.

“Thank you for your help, Dwanok,” Baxter said weakly. “I owe you one.”

Dwanok nodded. “I will remember that.”

“Escort,” Peterman said, slapping her comm badge. “Prepare for beamout.”

“You coming, J’hana?” Browning asked.

“I suppose,” J’hana said, looking up at Dwanok. “Thank you for the fishing trip. And good luck with your…problem.”

“There are many problems I now face, J’hana,” Dwanok said gravely. “Impotence is the least of them.”

J’hana kissed him long and ravenously. “Don’t be so sure.”

“Hey,” Baxter called out. “I need to get to a Sickbay.”

“Right,” J’hana said, joining Baxter and the rest of the away team. “I’m ready, sir.”

“Take care of yourself, Dwanok,” Richards said.

“You as well,” Dwanok replied, bowing. “Q’plah!”

“Energize already, Escort,” Baxter called out, wincing as pain jolted through his crotch.



USS EXPLORER



“Morning, Ryan,” Lt. Hartley said, strolling into Engineering and whistling a happy tune.

Stuart looked up from the master systems console. “Oh. Uh, good morning, Lieutenant.”

“Why so glum, Ensign?” Hartley asked, hovering over Stuart’s shoulder.

“Uh…no reason,” Stuart said, hunching over the console as he worked, pretending to be very interested in the warp core schematics. “Captain Baxter got back last night.”

“He did, did he?” Hartley asked, rubbing her chin. “Did he have a good trip?”

“Um, I guess.”

“Well, you’re a fountain of conversation this morning, aren’t you?” Hartley said. “Fine. I’ll be in my office if you have any juicy gossip to share later.”

“Oh, I will,” Stuart said under his breath.

“What was that?”

“Oh, nothing.”

Hartley stepped through the doors to her office and walked over to the replicator. “Orange juice. Extra large.”

She picked up the glass and turned around. And dropped it.

“Chris!”

Richards was back in uniform, looking over a padd, feet up on his desk. “Lt. Commander Richards, you mean?” he asked, grinning.



Ten minutes later, Richards stumbled out of the office.

“Half of that stuff is yours, you know!” he called over his shoulder, ducking as a tortellini statuette of Dr. Browning sailed over his head and smashed into the opposite wall.

CRASH!

“Not taking the news of your return well?” Stuart asked.

“You could say that,” Richards muttered, wincing as more shouts and pounding echoed from inside his office. He sat down next to Stuart. “Oh well, I was going to redecorate in there anyway. I’m more worried about Janice, actually. After all, she has to deal with an angry Flarn, right?”

BOOM!

“I suppose so, sir.”

Richards sighed, looking around Engineering and smiling. “So, what’s new around here?”



Later that afternoon, after fixing his office back up and setting Hartley up with a counseling appointment, Richards decided to go up to Sickbay and check on Janice. Who knew what problems she’d encounter with that Flarn doctor?

“Janice?” Richards asked, peering into Sickbay.

“In the lab!” Browning’s voice called, in between peals of laughter.

Richards ducked into the lab. “Janice?”

Browning was perched on a biobed, sipping from a mug of hot chocolate.

“Christopher, this is Dr. Benzra,” Browning said, gesturing toward the Flarn.

Benzra extended a claw. Richards shook it tentatively. “Nice to meet you.”

“Likewissssssse, Misssssster Richardsssss,” Benzra said, flashing rows of sharp teeth. “Dr. Browning and I were just sssharing Ssssssickbay ssssssstoriesss.”

“You aren’t mad about her coming back and taking your job?” Richards asked.

“Mad? Directorssss, no. There are much more fulfilling thingsssssss for me to do. Hunting those basssstardsssss in the Sssssssstarshine Cult, for insssstance.”

“That’s nice to hear,” Richards said. “I guess.”

“Anyway, a Sssssstarship isssss on itsssss way to pick me up. I mussst be packing,” Benzra said, lumbering out of the room.

Richards hopped onto the biobed next to Browning and put an arm around her. “It’s been a hell of a few months, hasn’t it, Janice?”

Browning leaned her head on Richards’s shoulder, squeezed his hand. “Sure has, Christopher.”

“So I guess we just pick up where we left off,” Richards said with a grin.

“Yep. You with your job, me with mine.”

“And us…”

“Good friends,” Browning said, patting Richards on the back and hopping off the biobed. “Well, gotta get to work!”

Browning left Richards sitting on the biobed, alone in the lab.

“FRIENDS????”



NEXT:



Just in time for the holidays, the crew gets together to share some quality time, only someone’s performing weird, unnatural experiments on them. Will Baxter find the cause of these in time to decorate the tree? Or will the holidays bring tidings of doom? Tune in Christmas Eve for a very special holiday edition of Star Traks: The Vexed Generation!




Tidings of Joy



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53434.5. I can feel the holiday spirit in the air. As we patrol the galactic rim for new lifeforms and civilizations, I’m getting that warm, fuzzy feeling that Christmas is just around the corner. The holidays couldn’t have come at a better time, since two of my good friends recently came back aboard ship. Life couldn’t be better.



“Three cheers for Transporter Chief Hartley,” Lt. Megan Hartley muttered, shoving her empty glass into Mirk’s waiting hands. “Fill her up again, Mirkie.”

“Don’t you think three Vulcan Earbiters are enough, considering it isn’t even 1100 hours yet?”

Hartley grabbed Mirk’s collar and jerked him over the bar. “Listen, buddy. I’m the customer and the customer is always right. Go get me another drink!”

Mirk waffled as he tried to escape Hartley’s grip. “Listen, Megan. I can sympathize with what you’re going through. I have hit some low points in the last couple years too. New powers, my people hating me, leaving my home quadrant. You just have to keep in mind that, whatever life throws at you, you have to take it and keep on moving!”

“Aw, I love you, Mirk!” Hartley cried, jerking Mirk closer and kissing him full on the lips.

“Mmmmph!”

“Stand down, Lieutenant!” Commander Conway barked, pushing Hartley back into her seat. Mirk just stood there, eyes glassy.

“Uhhh…I’ll be back in a second.” Mirk hurried out into the corridor. As soon as the doors to the cafe wheezed shut, a blinding light shone through the frosted windows and deck ten rumbled almost imperceptibly.

“Commander…” Hartley grumbled, hunching over her glass. Conway swung around behind the bar and pulled out a steaming pot of fresh brewed coffee. “Here to cheer me up?”

“Not at all,” Conway muttered, filling Hartley’s glass with coffee and pouring a cup for himself. “At least you have someone to share the holidays with. Look at my life. My wife pushed me into a crevasse and the last woman that loved me died, and her symbiont is no longer speaking to me. How do you think that makes me feel?”

“Rejected?”

“Absolutely.” Conway swigged his coffee.

“But you have an important job. You’re second-in-command of a powerful Starship. I’m just a lowly transporter chief.”

“When was the last time you had sex?”

“None of your damn business!” Hartley said indignantly.

“I’ll wager it’s been longer for me than it has for you.”

“That’s a good bet.”

Conway cracked his knuckles. “Before the Aerostar mission.”

“Well, gotta go,” Hartley said hurriedly, sliding off her barstool and heading for the door.

“I was on the Darwin, on a mission to a colony in the Viga sector. It seemed like a routine mission until we ran into the colony’s mayor…a vital woman of sixty…”

Conway kept talking as Hartley rushed out the door.

“Whew,” Mirk said, wiping his forehead and stepping back behind the bar. “That was a hell of a kiss.”

“What?” Conway asked, irritated that his story had been interrupted.

“Never mind. Go on with your story. Old woman. Viga sector. Desparate for sex.”

“You’ve heard it before?”

“About a hundred times.”

“Well,” Conway said, swigging, “there are other stories where that one came from. I–ugh.”

“What?”

“This coffee. It tastes like a Ferengi pissed in it.”

Mirk ducked under his bar, examined the coffee maker. “It’s not a flavor of the month. Jamaican bean, just like you like.”

Conway spit coffee back into the cup and slammed it down. “Well, you obviously used contaminated water or something. It doesn’t matter. I’m on duty in a few minutes, anyway.”

Mirk watched Conway shuffle out of the bar and leaned on his chin, watching the three or four crewpeople eat their late breakfasts and chat. “’Tis the season to be jolly,” he sighed.



“Come,” Baxter said, looking up from his collection of Dallas Cowboys minature ornaments.

Lt. Commander Richards crossed the room, slapped a padd down on Baxter’s desk. “Here are the engine reports you wanted.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said, scrolling through the report. “And how are your engines?”

“Just fine. Right where I left them,” Richards said, slumping into the chair opposite Baxter’s desk. “Though Hartley made some interesting modifications. Increased efficiency by 3.4 percent.”

“She’s a damn good engineer.”

“And she’s really ticked at me.”

Baxter polished off Emmitt Smith’s forehead and regarded Richards. “She’s ticked off at a lot of people, Chris.”

“Maybe, but from what I’ve heard, getting that promotion made her a nice person for once.”

“It was abnormal,” Baxter muttered, shining up the gravometric stabalizers on either side of Willis Xavier’s uniform. “Her niceness scared people.”

“I just can’t help but feel like it’s my fault she’s a transporter chief again.”

“She could transfer to another ship and easily become Chief Engineer again. I’d write the reccomendation myself. She likes it here, whether she’s the Chief Engineer or Chief Cook and Bottlewasher. She just doesn’t say it.”

“Maybe.”

Baxter glared at Richards over his Tom Landry figure. “Something else is bothering you.

“I’d rather not talk about it, Andy.”

“Okay. So, what are you doing for the hol–”

“It’s Janice,” Richards said, hopping out of his chair and heading toward the viewport, staring at the stars that streaked by as the Explorer headed along the galactic rim at warp speed. “Have you heard? We’re friends now.”

Baxter arched an eyebrow. “Friends? Really?”

“Yes. It’s terrible.”

“You guys were apart for several months. I guess it’s understandable that you couldn’t just pick up where you left off.”

“Why not? I’m willing.”

“I suppose she isn’t. Besides, being ‘just’ friends with Janice isn’t the end of the world. There are plenty of other eligible females aboard the ship.”

“Name one.”

“Ensign Madera.”

“Has a thing for Lt. Gellar.”

“Ensign Dawson.”

“She’s too short. Bad for dancing.”

“Lt. Tilleran.”

“Would read my mind…scary.”

“Ensign Yang.”

“Cries too much.”

“Ensign Monroe.”

“Still has stuffed animals.”

“Yeoman Huffhurrhuhr.”

“I can’t pronounce her name.”

“Nurse Luntley.”

“Works with Janice. They’d always be comparing notes.”

Baxter ran his hands through his hair. “Chris, I just named SEVEN crewmembers who I’m sure would love to date you and you shot all of them down. Have you ever considered that your standards are just a bit too high?”

“My standards aren’t too high. It’s just that none of them are Janice.”

“Oh, please!” Baxter covered his face. “Chris, you have to consider the possibility that Janice and you are no longer in a relationship together. You have to get on with your life!”

“I don’t want to. Things were perfect the way they were before.”

“Maybe. But now things are different. You have to adapt.”

“You’re taking this far too well,” Richards said, turning toward Baxter.

“What do you mean?”

“You and Kelly will have to look for someone else to double date with.”

Baxter arranged the Dallas Cowboys figures in a neat row on his desk. “Jeeze, I never thought of that.”

“Ah,” Richards said, grinning and heading out of the readyroom. “Misery loves company.”



THAT NIGHT



“That’s the wrong fork, Brian,” Lt. Hartley muttered, kicking Gellar’s shin from the other side of the long dinner table in the Captain’s Mess.

“So, what’s it like being back in the transporter room, Megan?” Peterman asked amiably, chewing on a breadstick as a waiter refilled her wine glass.

Hartley twirled her fork around in her pile of manicotti. “It really sucks. If someone hadn’t come back to the ship, I’d still be Chief Engineer.” Hartley glared at Baxter, who was sitting next to her.

“Hey, you still have a good job,” Baxter said, nervously chewing on his food.

“Yes, that’s right, I do,” Hartley said, an evil smile spreading across her face as she watched Baxter eat. “I have a job where I’m responsible for the lives of all the crewmembers that use the transporters. One wrong press of a button, and Captain Baxter is Captain Pile-of-guts.”

“Urk.” Baxter choked down the last bite of manicotti nervously.

“Ha ha ha,” Peterman said weakly, trying to smile. “That’s funny, Megan.”

“I wasn’t joking.”

“Ahem,” Baxter tossed back what wine was left in his glass. “I’m glad to see you’re happy about being back at your old job. What about you, Mr. Gellar? How is ship’s security?”

“Everyone is behaving, sir. While you were gone, we had a little scuffle between two scientists in one of the astrophysics labs. Something about the difference between a worm hole and a black hole, I think.”

“Those scientists,” Baxter agreed. “Crazy bunch, huh?”

“Uh, yes sir.”

“I can hear your chewing!” Hartley seethed, kicking under the table again.

“I saw a manic depressive today,” Peterman said, trying to lighten the mood the best way she knew how. “He was really messed up.”

“Ooh, that sounds juicy. Who was it?” Baxter asked eagerly.

“I’m really not supposed to say.”

“Go on, tell us,” Baxter urged. Anything to easee the tension.

“Ensign Pressbury from Astrophysics. Misses his dog so much it’s nearly giving him a nervous breakdown.”

“Did you let him play with Charlie for awhile? That would cure him of it!” Baxter chuckled.

“Shut up!” Peterman cried, slinging a piece of manicotti over the table at Baxter.

“Dessert, anyone?” Baxter asked weakly.



“Evening, Commander,” Lt. Commander Richards said dully, stepping out onto the bridge. “I need permission to shut down the phasers so I can run a diagnostic on the relays.”

“Granted,” Conway replied, sliding out of his chair and following Richards over to the Engineering console opposite tactical. Richards scooted up onto the stool and began plunking controls.

Conway leaned over the console. “So when are you going to tell me, Richards?”

“Tell you what?”

“How you got back here? I looked it up in the logs. Captain Baxter said he just went to Kronos and picked you up.”

Richards didn’t look up from his readings. “Then I guess that’s what happened.”

“It doesn’t make sense. Why would you just up and quit? Something had to happen.”

“Me and the Klingons didn’t see eye to eye on a lot of things, sir.”

“But it still doesn’t wash. How exactly did Baxter get you back?”

“None of your damn business.”

“You forget, Richards. I’m in charge of personnel. I can make it my business if I feel it may interfere with your performance.”

Richards glared up at Conway and narrowed his eyes. “Trust me, Commander, my time on Kronos will have no effect on my perfomance, except to keep me from ever setting foot on that planet again.”

“Something stinks around here, and I’m going to find it,” Conway said.

“Not if the Captain orders the records sealed, which he did,” Richards countered.

Conway leaned in closer, whispering, “I contacted Klingon High Command. They’re not telling me anything either. You’re departure from Kronos and Baxter and Peterman’s ‘vacation’ are all classified information. It’s a coverup.”

“I’d stop poking your nose where it doesn’t belong if I were you, Commander.”

“Is that a threat?”

Richards stepped around the console and headed toward the science station. “Nope, it’s a warning.”

Just then the tactical console bleeped.

“Ship approaching, sir,” J’hana said, tapping her panel. “Klingon battlecruiser. Vor’cha class.”

“What are they doing this far out?” Conway asked, circling around to the front of the bridge.

“Now you’ve done it,” Richards sighed.

“Done what?” Conway asked, looking back at Richards.

“They are matching velocity with us,” J’hana observed. “Initiating transporter sequence.”

“Block it!” Conway ordered.

“Too late.”

A red beam shimmered in front of Conway, revealing an eight- foot Klingon.

“Can I do something for you?” Conway asked in annoyance.

The Klingon gripped Conway by his shoulders and lifted him off the ground. “I am Gral. Secret Enforcer for the Klingon High Council. I have been sent here with a message for you, Commander Conway. Cease your investigation now. Klingon and Federation security depends on it.”

“I don’t have to do anything you say,” Conway said defiantly.

The Klingon wrapped one massive hand around Conway’s head and began to twist. “And I don’t have to listen to any more of your arrogant prattling. Now, do you swear, on your honor, you’ll say no more about this!”

“Unkay, Unkay, jnnnst let gnnnh!” Conway said as his face was squeezed by the Klingon’s meaty hand.

The Klingon let him drop and was immediately beamed away.

“They are heading back toward Klingon space,” J’hana said, adding, “serves you right, Commander.”

Conway struggled to his feet, straightened his uniform and plodded over to the replicator. “Stupid Klingons. I don’t care what you got into, Richards. Just don’t get on my bad side. Or you’ll find yourself cleaning out the Bussard collectors.”

“I’m quaking in my boots, sir,” Richards said, heading for the turbolift.

Conway ordered a cup of coffee. “Be sure that you do.” He took a sip. “Buahhhhhh! This stuff tastes horrible! Ensign Sefelt! Go down to the replicator control room and fix the replicators. Something’s horribly wrong with this coffee.”



“Oh what a beautiful morning, oh what a beautiful day,” Baxter chanted, grabbing his socks and trousers, slinging them over his shoulder and strolling into the bathroom.

“Please be quiet!” Peterman muttered, pulling the covers up over her head. “I’m trying to sleep!”

“I can’t help it, Kelly!” Baxter said. “I’m in a great mood!”

“Well get out of it before I have to kill you!”

Baxter danced his way into the bathroom. “I’ve got a wonderful feeeeeeeliiiinnnnng, everything’s goooooing my waaaaay!”

He looked at himself in the mirror. “You handsome devil, how are ya?”

Suddenly his expression changed. He studied himself. “Hmm. That’s new.”

Around his mouth, flecks of hair formed what looked like the beginning of a goatee.

“I shouldn’t have that. I just shaved a couple days ago.”

Baxter studied himself a few more moments. The little goatee looked good. Distinguished. He felt like a sea captain of old. Hardened, experienced. A man of the world, refined, but also a man of leisure and taste.

“Nah,” Baxter finally decided, grabbing his rhaser and flicking it on. “It would probably itch way too much.”



Dr. Benzra zipped up her carryon and slung it over her massive shoulder. “Benzra to bridge. I am ready to leave.”

“Acknowledged,” replied Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin. “We will rendez-vous with the Starship Kevorkian in eight point six minutes.”

“I am on my way to the transssssssssporter room now.”

“Very well. It has been a pleasure serving with you.”

“You asssss well.”

As Benzra lumbered down the corridor toward the turbolift, Dr. Janice Browning caught up with her, a double-decker sandwhich cradled in her hands.

“Benzra!” Browning cried out. “Wait up. Can I walk with you to the transporter rooom?”

“If you wisssssh.” Benzra continued to walk.

“Well,” Browning said, chomping happily and picking up step next to Benzra. “Have you had a good time aboard the Explorer?”

“This issss an…interesssssssting crew. However, it is quite different from sssssserving on a Flarn sssssship.”

“Hmm, I’d imagine so. But you got along okay with everyone, right?”

“Incorrect. Many of the Explorer’s crew rejected me because of my Flarn heritage.”

“That’s too bad. I had a problem fitting in with some Andorians that worked on the station where I had my restaurant. They were so competitive. They took all the fun out of being a restaraunteur.”

“Pity. It ssssssoundssss as though you had an enjoyable experience on Wayssssssstation.”

“It was okay, but in the end, I realized that this is where I belong.”

Benzra squeezed herself into the turbolift. Browning crammed herself into what little space was left. “How did you come to that conclusssssion?”

“I guess it was seeing the Captain and Counselor Peterman again. I didn’t realize how close we’d come over the past couple years until I was away from them.” Browning sighed. “And then there’s Chris.”

Benzra’s tiny antennae bristled. “The Engineer?”

“Yup. I don’t have the feelings I used to have for him, but I care about him a lot. I’m really worried he won’t be able to adjust to us just being friends.”

“Flarn need not worry about sssssssuch things. We are matched with matesssss once we emerge from our birth ssssssssacks. There is no ssssssecond guesssssssing. And once the eggsssssss hatch, the Flarn female often eats her mate. That doessss away with the debate over being ‘jussssst friendsssss.’”

“Hmmm,” Browning stared at the turbolift ceiling thoughtfully. “Eat your mate. That’s…well…” She shook her head. “Nah.”

“To quote a human expressssssssion, Doctor, do not knock it until you try it,” Benzra said, as she turned down the corridor toward the transporter room. “You are a doctor. Sssssurely you realize the nutritional–” Benzra said, when suddenly her compound eyes glimmered. She saw an orangish blur pass through the intersection at the end of the corridor, like an afterimage on a video screen. “What the–?”

“What is it?” Browning asked curiously, wiping mustard from her mouth.

The Flarn shook her head. The image was gone. “I musssssst be getting sssssssenile.”

“How old are you, anyway?”

“I will be ninety-three next week,” Benzra said. “Almost middle-aged. How ssssssad. And what have I done with my life?”

“You’ve crossed a whole galaxy for Pete’s sake,” Browning said, following Benzra into the transporter room. “Besides, you’re about to embark on a whole new journey. The road ahead is clear, Dr. Benzra. All you have to do is choose which path to take.”

“A lessssssss than creative platitude,” Benzra said, mounting the transporter pad. “As it is, my path is already chosssssen.”

“And that is?” Browning asked, peering around the transporter room. No one was at the station. Peculiar.

“After a ssssssshort debriefing with Ssssssstarfleet Command, I believe I will tour thisssssss quadrant. It was the object of greed on the part of my people, and I think it would be interessssting to take in the points of interessssssst.”

“In that case, make sure you see the Eiffel Tower,” Browning said. “It’s fabulous this time of year.”

“I will add that to my itenerary,” Benzra said firmly. “Ssssssay, Doctor Browning. Do you know where the transsssssssporter operator is?”

“Right here,” Lt. Hartley bellowed, swaggering out of the transporter maintenance room, her uniform jacket unzipped and a frothy bottle of Breen Ice Lager in her hand. “You going somewhere?”

“I am to be transsssssported aboard the Ssssstarship Kevorkian.”

Hartley hopped onto the stool behind the transporter console and cracked her knuckles. “Good for you. I bet your ecstatic.”

“On the contrary, I will misssss this crew to ssssssome extent. In particular, I found you a worthy colleague.”

Hartley shrugged. “I guess.”

“Are you all right, Lieutenant?”

“I’m fine.”

“You sssssssssseem a bit dissssgruntled.”

“That’s the real Lt. Hartley, Benzra,” Browning whispered, grinning politely at Hartley.

Hartley nodded. “Yep. I’m supposed to be disgruntled. The Hartley you knew was a fake.”

“I sssssssee. At any rate, I am ssssorry you losssst your job. I realize you enjoyed–”

“Energizing…” Hartley said, running the slidebars up the transporter control panel.

“Bye, Benzra!” Browning said, waving a sandwich as Benzra disappeared.

“What are you so f***ing happy about?” Hartley asked, sliding off the stool and walking over to the replicator. “Triscuits. Extra crunchy.”

“It’s just good to be back,” Browning said, backing toward the door to the transporter room.

“Well, don’t come ‘back’ here unless you want to be transported into oblivion,” Hartley muttered, crunching triscuits and heading back to the maintenance room.



“Thanks, Mirk,” Lt. Commander Richards said, eagerly digging into the plate of polish sausage and saurkraut that Mirk placed in front of him.

Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin sat across the table from Richards, cocking her head quizzically and nibbling on a breadstick as the engineer ate. “I take it you are enjoying your lunch?”

“You bet, Kristen,” Richards said in between chomps. “The food on Kronos was horrible. You have no idea how disgusting Klingon blood pie is.”

“On the contrary, I can recite its molecular structure to you.”

“I’m sure you can. But let’s not, okay?” Richards asked. He reached a hand across the table and placed it on top of Larkin’s. “Instead, how about you tell me how you’ve been. We haven’t had much time to talk in the last couple days, what with Engineering being so hectic and all.”

“You are attempting an act of physical affection appropriate to your parental role,” Larkin observed, staring down at Richards’s hand.

“Yeah, I suppose I am.”

“I, then, should reciprocate, should I not?”

“I guess, if you want to.”

Larkin reached across the table and clamped Richards in between her two strong-as-duranium arms. “This is a method that was taught to me by Counselor Webber when I was aboard the Secondprize.”

“Urk!” Richards grunted. His eyes darted across the Constellation Cafe as he tried to squirm out from Larkin’s grip.

Dr. Browning strolled into the bar. “A plate of Tarkalian Razorribs and make it snappy, Mirk!”

“Whatever you say, Doc,” Mirk said, hunching under the bar and activating the replicator.

“Janice, over here!” Richards gasped, struggling toward Dr. Browning. Larkin’s grip was unbreakable.

“Have I satisfied the physical requirement here, sir?” Larkin asked innocently.

“Yes, yes!” Richards gasped, wriggling free as Dr. Browning approached, grinning at the display. “Janice, hey, what’s going on!”

“Not much,” Browning said. “Just saw the Flarn doctor off. She seemed really nice.”

“She was extremely competent,” Larkin agreed, hovering expectantly behind Richards. “What shall I do next, Mr. Richards?”

“Go back to our table,” Richards whispered, gesturing for Dr. Browning to follow him and the android. “Come sit down with Kristen and me. Tell us how things are in Sickbay!”

“I’m really kind of busy…um, eating, Christopher,” Browning said, as Richards ushered her into a seat at his table.

“Not so busy you can’t share some time with two good…uh, friends, right?”

“Hmm, I guess not. Bring the food over here, Mirk! And get me a side of waffle fries with extra ketchup. And don’t be stingy with them!”

“Coming right up!”

“It’s nice to be on the receiving end of the restaurant business,” Browning observed. She looked across the table at Richards. “So…”

“Well…”

“Small-talk mode initiated,” Larkin said, cocking her head. “Mr. Richards, Dr. Browning, I understand you have ceased your romantic relationship in favor of a platonic one. Please elaborate on this.”

“You know,” Browning said, “I really have to get back to Sickbay. They’re re-installing my pizza oven today. There wasn’t room for it before, what with Benzra’s…um, hugeness.”

“Janice…” Richards said, as Browning rose to leave.

“Not now, Christopher. Let’s wait until we’re a little more settled in.”

“How long will that be?” Richards called after Browning.

“I’ll let you know!”

“How about that,” Richards muttered. “I guess I really am single again.”

“That was made clear to you on Stardate 53431, was it not?”

“I guess it just took a little while to really sink in,” Richards muttered. “It’s been awhile since I’ve been alone.”

“You are not alone, sir,” Larkin said, squeezing Richards’s shoulder so hard he could hear cracking.

Richards winced, pulling away. “Thanks…ugh…Larkin…I may have to see Janice again today after all.”



Captain Baxter whistled a happy tune as he stepped out of the turbolift and strolled out onto the bridge. “Report, Lt. J’hana.”

“An enforcer from the Klingon High Council beamed aboard a nd threatened Commander Conway’s physical safety,” J’hana said. “Other than that, yesterday was rather quiet.”

“I see,” Baxter said, collapsing into the command chair. “Still on course to the Beta Myrimad system?”

“At Warp Five, yes, sir,” J’hana said.

“Super.”

“May I say, sir, I do like your goatee. It makes you look like less of a wuss, if that is indeed possible, which I doubt.”

Baxter turned around. “What did you say, Lieutenant?”

“I believe I paid you a compliment, sir. It has been known to happen, though rarely.”

“No…you said I had a goatee. That’s impossible.” Baxter stared at his reflection in his armrest panel quizzically. “I’ll be damned.” A bushy goatee had grown on his face. But he’d just shaven it!

“Is there a problem, sir?”

“I’ll be in Sickbay,” Baxter said, jogging into the turbolift. “Something is terribly wrong with my facial hair.”

“Since when has the Captain been concerned about his appearance?” Lt. Ford asked, turning around in his chair at the helm.

“I do not know,” J’hana replied. “Whatever the case, it seems an awful lot of fuss over facial hair.”



“Hmmm, so it was the Chileans all along!” Commander Conway said, as he flipped to page 1709 of Tom Clancy’s “Russia Still Bothers Me.” He’d been reading this book off an on since Stardate 48908 and he was just getting to an essential plot point. Up until now, it was mostly exposition.

Conway read on about the Chilean conspiracy against Jack Ryan’s rest home when he reached for his steaming cup of coffee.

For the last couple days, the stuff had tasted horrible, but Conway had grown to live with it. Maybe something was wrong with his taste buds. Whenever he got the time, he’d probably have to go to Dr. Browning and have them examined.

As Conway sipped, he read aloud.

“And the leader of the Chilean conspiracy is…is…is… BUAAAAA- AAAAAAAHHHHHHH…”

And he vomited explosively all over his Tom Clancy book, pitching out of his chair and scrambling across the floor, slipping in that evening’s dinner.

“Huahhhh, urrrrrhhhh,” Conway groaned, straining toward the bathroom. “Conway to Sickbay. Conway to Sickbay. Come in. I need medical….HHUUUUA- ARRRRRSHHHH…assistance in my….GRRRRRRRUUUUHHHG…quarters!”



“Dr. Browning?” Baxter asked, peering around Sickbay. “Janice?”

“Coming through!” Browning cried, wheeling Conway by Baxter on an antigrav stretcher.

Baxter looked down at Conway, grimaced. The Commander was retching and hacking, wracked with convulsions. “What on Earth happened to him?”

“His body’s having a massive allergic reaction to something…but I can’t figure out what,” Browning said, running a tricorder over Commander Conway as Nurse Carter heaved him onto a biobed.

“Jeeze,” Baxter mused. “My problem hardly seems important by comparison.”

“When did you start growing a goatee?” Browning suddenly asked, looking up from Conway’s readings on the biobed.

“That’s my problem. It just popped up.”

“It looks good. Adds something to your face,” Browning said as she pumped a hypospray into Conway’s arm.

“I know it adds something to my face,” Baxter said, irritated, stepping aside as Nurse Carter and Dr. Browning worked, trying his best to keep out of the way. “But what I want to know is how it could possibly pop up so quick. I just shaved this morning!”

“Well, it is odd,” Browning admitted. “There. The Commander’s stabilized. Let me take a look at you.”

Browning grabbed her medical tricorder and ran it over Baxter’s face. “Something has stimulated the follicles. I’m not sure how, though. Has your diet changed at all?”

“Kelly’s still trying to get me to watch what I eat. I’ve been sneaking cheese sandwiches at night and eating them in bed…but I’m sure that doesn’t have anything to do with this.”

“Uhhhhhh…” Conway moaned as his eyes fluttered open. “What happened?”

Browning whirled. “You underwent an extreme allergic reaction to something…I think it was in your coffee.”

“The stuff just hasn’t been tasting right lately,” Conway said.

“You think there’s a connection between Conway’s…” Baxter shuddered “…digestive problems and my facial hair?”

Browning clapped her tricorder shut and rapped it thoughtfully. “Possibly. I’ll know more after I study the data. Meanwhile, I don’t see why you guys can’t go back to duty. But Commander, I’d stay away from coffee for awhile.”

“Doctor, really…no need to get rash,” Conway said. “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for all this.”

Browning sighed. “Commander Conway, I had to use 25ccs of Dexahedrin just to bring your body out of allergic shock. Five ccs more would have killed you.”

“Dexahedrin, hun?” Conway said thoughtfully, then looked up at the chronometer. “Whoops, look at that. I have an appointment in ten minutes. See you all later.”

“Conway off coffee,” Baxter said, stroking his goatee. “That’s not a thought I relish. You’d better find out how this is happening and put a stop to it quick, Doctor. Before we have to have Mr. Conway committed to an asylum.”

Browning smiled. “You’re not giving me much of an incentive.”



Counselor Peterman reviewed the latest Federation News issue as she strolled toward her office, giggling at the “Spaced Out” comic strip. “To think,” Peterman chuckled to herself, “a fat man stuck inside an airlock. And he can’t get out! That’s hilarious!”

Peterman looked up from her padd as she approached the door to her office and came eye-to-eye with Ensign Howard Sefelt.

“Aaah!” Peterman shrieked, dropping the padd. “How many times have I told you not to pop up like that, Howard? You scared the crap out of me!”

“You have to help me, Counselor. Someone is breaking into my quarters and standing there while I sleep,” Sefelt said urgently, following Peterman into her quarters. “I know because I can hear him breathing.”

“I’m sure you’re just imagining things,” Peterman said, sliding behind her desk. “Why don’t we just talk about this at our next appointment?”

“Because that might be too late!” Sefelt cried, leaning over Peterman’s desk. “You have to help me!”

“What do you want me to do? Have your quarters transferred?”

Sefelt smiled. “Pleeeeease?”

“Fine,” Peterman said, clicking on her terminal. “I’ll put the request through to Captain Baxter and see if the moving crew can do it this afternoon. I’d hate for the boogie-man to get you tonight.”

“The boogie-what?”

“Never mind. It’d just make you more scared.”

“That isn’t possible, Counselor.”

“Mmm hmm,” Peterman said idly as she tapped the information into her terminal. “There. That should do it, Howard. The moving crew will be at your quarters later this afternoon.”

“You’re great,” Sefelt said as Peterman escorted him to the door.

“Don’t mention it,” Peterman said. Suddenly she felt something brush up against her right buttock. She hopped up, letting out a shrill squeak and spinning on a heel. “Howard, did you just try to grab my…butt?”

“No, Counselor, I’d never do anything like that. I have a problem with physical intimacy, remember?”

“Right,” Peterman said, showing Sefelt out. “Must’ve been the…wind.”



“All right, J’hana, tell me what you know,” Captain Baxter said, hunching over the tactical console.

“What could you possibly be referring to?” J’hana asked, not looking up from her scans.

“You know damned well. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve. You recently performed a security sweep of Deck Nine. Kelly’s office is on Deck Nine.”

“Must we do this every year, sir?” J’hana asked, exasperated.

“I need to know, J’hana. She expects me to be telepathic.”

“Well, I cannot help you. I found no hints in my investigations. Although it does appear that Counselor Peterman has several illegal substances in her storage compartment.”

“That Melkotian pleasure powder we got for Charlie’s fleas,” Baxter said, snapping his fingers. “That dealer looked pretty sleazy, come to think of it.”

“The penalty for possession of pleasure powder on Melkot is death, sir,” J’hana noted.

“I trust you’ll keep that under your hat, then?”

“I have no hat to keep it under, but I will not tell anyone.”

“That’s my girl,” Baxter said. “Now how do I find out what Kelly wants for Christmas?”

“Well,” J’hana mused. “You said she expects you to be telepathic, correct?”

“Right. What about it?”

“Well…” J’hana inclined her head toward the science station.

Lt. Tilleran looked up from her panel. “What? What are you two looking at?”

“Lieutenant,” Baxter said, grinning, “I have a proposition for you.”



“Wouldn’t it be easier to just ASK her what she wants for Christmas?” Tilleran asked, as she accompanied Baxter down the corridor toward Peterman’s office.

“Normally. But Kelly is…quirky about such things. She doesn’t like to be surprised. She likes to get exactly what she wants…but she refuses to tell me. So I have to go through this whole troublesome maneuver every Christmas and every Birthday and every Gonarr Day. It’s just not fair.”

“Perhaps she enjoys the work you put into finding out what she wants more than the actual gift,” Tilleran suggested.

“That’s twisted,” Baxter said, shaking his head.

“Sir?” Tilleran asked, as she and Baxter approached the door to Peterman’s office.

“What?”

“How long have you had that goatee?”

“Since 0900 hours.” Baxter plunked the door chime.

“Fascinating.”

Peterman answered the door. “Andy, Lt. Tilleran! What brings you guys down here?”

“I was telling Lt. Tilleran here about your recipe for Gorn pot roast and she insisted I come down here with her and get the recipe immediately.”

“Aren’t you both on duty?” Peterman asked, allowing Tilleran and Baxter into her office.

“Well, yeah,” Baxter said. “But not much is going on. We thought it’d be fun to come down here and chew the fat a minute with you.”

Peterman called up the recipe on a padd and handed it to Tilleran. “There you go.”

Tilleran’s eyes locked with Peterman and she staggered back, holding onto the door frame for support.

“Nice try, Andy,” Peterman said, heading back to her desk. “But I’m prepared for Betazoids. It’s not going to be that easy this year.”

“Damn,” Baxter said. “Come on, Tilleran.”

Tilleran rubbed her head. “You’ll have to tell me where you learned that some time, Counselor.”

“Any time!” Peterman said, waving goodbye to Baxter and Tilleran.

“Wow,” Tilleran said, paging through the padd. “This looks like a great recipe.”

“I’m glad this outing wasn’t a total loss, then,” Baxter sighed.



“That’s great, Ensign Stuart,” Dr. Browning said, switching her pizza oven on and watching with glee as the thermal cells heated up, filling her office with a warm glow. “It’s just like old times.”

“That it is, Doctor,” Stuart said, closing his tool kit and standing up, brushing himself off. “I kind of missed trying to reroute three diffrent power conduits to get enough power to start this baby up.”

If that was a barb, Browning missed it. “Well, thanks for staying late, Ryan. I’ll be extra competent next time you come in for a check-up.”

“Glad to hear it,” Stuart said, heading for the door. Just before he reached the door, it swung open, allowing Lt. Hartley to storm through, decked out in Starfleet-issue sweatpants and a “Transporter Chiefs do it with Heisenberg Compensators” t-shirt.

“I need help, Doctor,” Hartley said, hopping up onto a biobed and folding her arms.

“Just a minute. I was just making dinner.” Hartley saw Brown through the glass window in her office tossing dough up into the air. “Mmm….it’s been awhile!”

Hartley narrowed her eyes at Stuart as she waited for Browning. “Ryan.”

“Hi, Lt. Hartley. How’s the transporter room.”

“It sucks!” she cried, prompting Stuart to scurry hurriedly out of Sickbay.

“There,” Browning said, clapping the powdery dough remnants off her hands. “Now, what seems to be the problem?”

“I woke up fifteen minutes ago and felt a horrible burning sensation on my right arm,” Hartley explained, seething with anger.

“Rash?” Browning asked curiously.

Hartley shook her head, rolling up her shirt-sleeve. “Nope. Tattoo.”

“Wow!” Browning beamed. “I’ve heard about those, but never seen one.”

Hartley’s particular tattoo was a Starfleet insignia with the words “Starfleet Officers Suck the Big One” scrawled over it in barely-legible red.

“Well, that’s not very nice.”

“We have a prankster aboard, Dr. Browning,” Hartley grumbled. “I want you to remove this so I can commence to tracking down the bastard that had the nerve to break into my quarters and do this to me!”

“Hmmm,” Browning said, studying the tattoo with her medical tricorder.

“What?”

“It’s just that it seems like your tattoo wasn’t caused by a traditional pigmentation device. It looks like it was created from the inside-out. By altering DNA.”

“So the person that did this to me is a high-tech jerk. He or she is still a jerk!”

“The DNA modifications are very precise. Almost like what was done to Captain Baxter and Commander Conway.”

“An epidemic!” Hartley seethed. “That ticks me off even more. Even though I’m all too glad to have something bad happen to Commander Conway.”

Browning ran a dermal regenerator over Hartley’s arm, causing the tattoo to disappear. “There you go. I’ll keep studying the evidence. Maybe I can track down who’s doing this.”

“You do that. I’m going on the offensive.”

“And how do you plan on doing that?” Browning asked skeptically.

Hartley slid off the biobed. “Don’t worry. I’ll come up with something.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53436.3. Sometimes a Starship Captain must compromise his conscience and values for the sake of the mission. The mission, in this case, is to find the perfect Christmas gift for Kelly. It’s Christmas Eve and I still haven’t found a clue as to my wife’s Christmas desires. We can travel across oceans of space and even time, but somehow the art of getting the right gift still evades us. It’s getting close to the point where I’m ready to seek out the lowest common denominator to accomplish my goal.



“You wanted to see me, sir?” Lt. Ford asked, stepping through the doors to Captain Baxter’s readyroom.

“Yes, Mr. Ford, sit down,” Baxter said, grabbing glass of thick yellow liquid from the replicator. “Egg nog?”

“No, sir. I’m on duty,” Ford said innocently.

“Yeah, right, so am I,” Baxter chuckled, tapping a control on the replicator and calling up another glass of egg nog. “Drink up, Mr. Ford. That’s an order.”

Ford took the glass and sipped. “Mmm. Very good, sir.”

“Thought you’d like it. It’s a Baxter family secret,” Baxter said, sitting on the edge of his desk, facing Ford. He sipped from his egg nog and swallowed, staring Ford in the eye quietly. “Taking a moment” was a popular exercise in personal communication. It gave the speaker a sense of power over the listener.

After he judged that enough time had elapsed, Baxter spoke. “Lt. Ford, I need a favor.”

“A favor?”

“Yes. I’ve been pretty good to you, haven’t I? You got that promotion you wanted. Adequate vacation time. I don’t enter it into the ship’s log when you arrive to your shift late…which you do a lot, by the way. You’d have to say you have it pretty good here, wouldn’t you?”

Ford shifted in his seat uncomfortably, sipped more egg nog. “Well, yeah, I guess I do. Where are you going with this?”

“I want you to spy on my wife,” Baxter said quickly.

Ford drank more egg nog. “Come again?”

“I want you to stick to Counselor Peterman like nil bugs on an Andorian antelope. Shadow her from now until tonight’s Christmas Eve party.”

“But why, sir?”

Baxter leaned forward. “I need to figure out what to get her. I’m terrible at gift-giving, Lieutenant. But I think I have the perfect gift for you. If you help me, I’ll arrange an all- expenses paid trip for you and whichever female crewmember will consent to go with you to Risa next month. How does that sound?”

“It sounds great!” Ford exclaimed. “And all for something I’d do anyway!”

“What?”

“Never mind,” Ford said, hurrying toward the door. “I’d better get spying.”

“Go get ’em, Mr. Ford,” Baxter said happily.



Back in uniform, Lt. Hartley marched purposefully into Engineering, right past Ryan Stuart.

“Lt. Hartley?” Stuart asked, as Hartley opened the Jeffries tube access door and stepped through. “Where are you going?”

“Hunting,” Hartley said, keying open the door in the deck that led down to the crawlspaces under Engineering. She withdrew her phaser from its holster and checked the setting. Kill.

“What are you hunting?” Stuart asked, poking his head down into the hatch as Hartley holstered her phaser made her way down the ladder.

“Don’t you worry about that,” Hartley said. She hopped off the ladder and proceeded through one of the Jeffries tubes, crawling a mazelike stretch of tunnel that led all the way to a junction somewhere near the forward deflector.

She yanked out her tricorder and began scanning as she slid out of the tube. “Just what I thought. Heightened levels of power conversion, an over-abundance of ionizing radiation. And for no reason. This is only a backup junction. There shouldn’t be anything going on down here unless we’re in battle or seriously damaged.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

Lt. Hartley whirled, drawing her phaser in an instant and leveling it in the direction of the voice. “Richards!”

“That’s Lt. Commander Richards, Lieutenant,” Richards said with a grin. “What are you doing here?”

Hartley grimaced. “I have reason to believe that we have an intruder on board. I’m trying to track him down.”

“Isn’t that more security’s department?”

“Normally. But I have a personal stake in this now.”

“How so?”

“That ‘intruder’ gave me a tattoo,” Hartley grumbled. “And why are you here?”

“I was tracking down the same power usage reading that you were.”

“Hmm,” Hartley said dismissively. “Well, I’m on the case now. You can get back up to Engineering.”

“Excuse me?” Richards asked. “I’m the Chief Engineer. Power consumption routines are my responsibility.”

Hartley huffed. “Well, I was Chief Engineer for three months. I know a thing or two about the power systems.”

“That may be, but you’re Transporter Chief again. You’re place is in the transporter room.”

“I say my place is right here, right now!” Hartley said, staring up at Richards defiantly.

“Do you want me to put you on report, Lieutenant?”

“You wouldn’t!” Hartley seethed.

“You bet I would,” Richards said. “As a matter of fact, as soon as I’m done here I’m going to do just that.”

“You are done here!” Hartley said. “Go back up to your nice cushy office while the real engineer does the work!”

“Real engineer, huh?” Richards asked. “That’s it, I’m going up there right now. If J’hana has to drag you out of here herself–” Richards grabbed at the latch that led back to the Jeffries’ tubes. It didn’t budge. “That’s odd.”

Hartley folded her arms. “What?”

“The latch isn’t opening.”

“Weakling,” Hartley muttered. “Let me try it.” Hartley yanked on the latch with all her might, finally conceeding that it wouldn’t budge.

“Computer, overide the locking mechanism on this latch, Authorization Richards Gamma Psi 007.”

Hartley tapped her foot impatiently.

“Computer?” Richards asked nervously. “Computer?”

“Hartley to Engineering. Ryan, can you hear me?”

“Richards to anyone on this ship…”

Hartley and Richards looked around the cramped junction…about the size of a shuttle cockpit.

“I guess we’re stuck down here,” Richards said amiably.

“This junction isn’t big enough for both of us,” Hartley grunted.

Richards gulped. He could feel the walls closing in already.



Ford glanced one more time at his padd and jumped behind the immense rhododendron that dominated the rear corner of Baxter and Peterman’s cabin. On Wednesdays, Peterman always came home for lunch. She should be walking through the doors any moment.

A bleep. Someone was unlocking the doors to the cabin. Ford checked his tricorder to make sure it was on audio record mode.

“This should be fun,” he whispered to himself, peering over one of the rhododenron bulbs as Peterman stepped into the cabin. Charlie bounded after her, hopping onto the couch.

Damn. Charlie was a factor he didn’t take into consideration.

As if on cue, the golden retriever sniffed at the air. He had the scent.

“No boy…” Ford whispered, as Peterman undid her ponytail and walked into the bathroom, humming a tune to herself and brushing her hair.

Charlie lept toward the rhododendron and poked his nose through, extending his long tongue through and lapping Ford’s face.

“No, Charlie…bad Charlie. I swear if you go away I’ll replicate a steak for you. Just go away! Shoo!”

“Charlie, what are you doing?” Peterman asked, wrapping her hair back into a ponytail and crossing the cabin–toward the rhododendron.

Suddenly, Ford realized what Charlie was so interested in. A small, beat-up tennis ball rested right next to Ford’s foot. Slowly, carefully, Ford rolled the ball across the carpet.

Charlie bounded after the ball, picking it up and carrying it to Peterman as she browsed the replicator menu.

“I think I’ll have a chicken salad sandwhich today. Does that sound good Char-char? Yes it does, it sure does,” Peterman said, grabbing the ball and hurling it over toward the rhododendron.

“No, damn it!” Ford cursed between clenched teeth, as the ball hit his head and bounced back into the air. Charlie lept, catching the ball in his teeth.

He brought the ball over to Peterman as she carried her sandwich to the dinner table.

“All right, boy, take the ball somewhere else. Mommy has to browse the Fredrick’s of Betazed catalogue.”

“That’s it!” Ford said, snapping his fingers. He tapped “Fredrick’s of Betazed” into his padd. He was almost there.

Peterman nibbled her sandwhich, paging through a padd full of scant and colorful lingerie.

Ford grabbed his imager and set it to magnify mode. “Mmmm…” he said quietly. “I like that one, Counselor. Excellent choice. So soft. Go with that. Oh, but the satin is so much more gentle on the skin. Get that one. Oh, would you look at that. They can do amazing things with elastic these days.”

Charlie nudged his ball around the cabin, content to keep himself busy while Ford spied and Peterman browsed the catalogue. Charlie was happy nudging the ball until it suddenly disappeared in a little sparkle of light. Charlie approached the place where the ball disappeared and tentatively poked at it with his paw. It looked like the spot in front of Baxter’s recliner, but when Charlie extended his paw, the front of his paw disappeared, and he jumped back, yelping nervously.

“What is it, boy?” Peterman asked, turning.

Charlie yelped and inclined his head toward the strange wall of non-reality in front of Baxter’s barkalounger.

“You put the ball under the recliner again, didn’t you?” Peterman shook her head. “Well, you’ll have to wait until after work today for me to get it. I have an appointment in fifteen minutes and I have to go back to the office and prepare.”

Peterman whisked her half-eaten sandwhich into the replicator and leashed Charlie up, leading him quickly out of the cabin.

Ford hopped out from behind the plant and ran over to the dinner table, grabbing Peterman’s catalogue padd. She’d highlighted selection 22B…the Denebian lace nighty with matching stockings.

“Oh, Counselor, you have exquisite tastes!” Ford exclaimed, entering the newfound information in his padd and heading for the door. Before he reached the door, he heard a rustling from behind. He spun around, only to see a ripple in space directly in front of Baxter’s recliner.

“How about that,” Ford said to himself, approaching the recliner. “I didn’t know Captain Baxter had a portable subspace ripple generator.” Ford stuck out a hand, which immediately disappeared into the invisible wall.

“Wow!” Ford exclaimed. “That’s amaz–”

And something jerked Ford all the way into the invisible wall so quickly his padd clattered to the deck.



“Latinum brick, phaser, isolinear chip!” Richards exclaimed, sticking his hand out flat to represent an isolinear chip.

Hartley, for her part, pointed her fingers like a gun. “Phaser blasts isolinear chip! I win again!”

“Damn. I used to be great at ‘Latinum Brick, Phaser, Isolinear Chip.’”

“You’re slacking in your old age,” Hartley said wryly. “It’s one more thing I do better than you.”

“Why do you hate me, Megan?”

“Because you’re so bad at these types of games.”

“Really. You’ve treated me like crap since I returned from the Klingon homeworld.”

“I don’t hate you. But can you blame me for being pissed at having to take a back seat to you as soon as you decide to come back here?”

“Um…no?”

“Exactly. Things are fine for you now. They’re back to normal, which in your case is good. But I LIKED being Chief Engineer. I felt like I was doing an important job, like I was needed, like I was respected. For the first time, I wasn’t just a service person.”

“You’re not just a service person. You are responsible for everyone that beams on and off this ship! That’s a very important job!”

“It’s equivalent to being a shuttle cab driver. But I don’t even get a tip.”

“So that’s why you’re being so mean to me? Because I took your job away?”

“It’s reason enough, isn’t it?”

“No, it’s not,” Richards replied angrily. “Everything didn’t return to normal for me, Megan. When me and Janice came back she decided we should just be friends.”

Hartley’s expression changed a moment. “And you had something else in mind?”

“I guess I thought we could pick up where we left off.”

“You thought wrong,” Hartley said thoughtfully.

“So see, Megan, things aren’t that great for me either. I may have my old job, but things are not the same. You don’t see me whining and acting all bitchy over it, though.”

Hartley folded her arms. “I do not act bitchy.”

“Have you polled the crew on that one?”

“Oh, that is low, Richards.”

“Listen,” Richards said, taking in a deep breath. “We have to work together. I don’t want to be your enemy. How about we call a cease fire and go back to trying to do our jobs the best we can.”

Richards stuck out his hand and Hartley stared at it, pondering her next move.

Suddenly, the latch on the hatch that led back to the Jeffries’ tube clacked open.

“There we go,” Richards said, turning. “Finally, Stuart must’ve worked out the glitch.”

“Good old Ryan,” Hartley said, as Richards worked the hatch open.

“Yeah,” Richards said, gesturing for Hartley to duck out of the hatch first. “Remind me to buy him a drink when we get out of here.”

“Yep, he certainly deserves…WOAH!” Hartley cried, as suddenly she seemed to fall right through the duranium floor of the Jeffries’ tube and disappear from sight. Richards grabbed her hand just before it disappeared and dragged her back up.

“Thank goodness you’re light,” he mumbled, as she swung a leg over the hatch.

“Yeah, really. I wonder what that is? Some kind of subspace instability?”

“I don’t know, but whatever it is, we’d better call someone to look into–”

Hartley’s eyes went wide. “Something’s got my ankle!”

And Hartley sunk back down, yanking Richards right along with her.



Baxter stepped out of his readyroom, leaning against the railing that surrounded the command area. “They said what, J’hana?”

“I do not wish to repeat it,” J’hana said solemnly. “I will replay the message.”

On the main viewscreen, Baxter watched as what looked like a drunken Leseppian captain and his bridge crew broke into a chorus of guffaws.

“USS Explorer, I must say, I admire your paint job. So…creative! I didn’t realize Starfleet had a sense of humor!”

“That was sent to us by a passing freighter ten minutes ago,” J’hana said.

“How strange.” Baxter rubbed his beard. “Any idea what it’s referring to?”

“A vague idea,” J’hana muttered angrily, tapping at her panel.

The view on the main screen shifted to that of the top of Explorer’s saucer section.

In bright red, spread across the length of the saucer, were the words:



STARFLEET SUCKS!!



“What in the hell is the meaning of that!” Baxter said, infuriated.

“Apparently, the meaning is, that Starfleet ‘sucks,’” Larkin offered helpfully from the ops console.

“Get a team out there to get that stuff off,” Baxter grunted. “How on Earth did someone do that without us knowing?”

“I don’t know, but I’m…zztt…cute and cuddly,” J’hana said firmly.

Baxter glared back at J’hana. “Come again?”

J’hana’s voice fluctuated and crackled, as if it were coming through a comm channel. It was high-pitched, whiny.

“I’m a fluffy bunny rabbit!” J’hana twittered. Then, in her normal voice, said, “WHAT IN THE NINE F***ING HIVES?”

“Something is accessing J’hana’s neural speech center,” Tilleran said, running her hands over the science console. “This is amazing, Captain. Someone, or something, is using a high-level EM band waveguide to manipulate J’hana’s brain.”

Baxter stormed over to the tactical station and grabbed J’hana by the shoulders. “J’hana, get ahold of yourself!”

“Starfleet is for jerks!” she cried. “No, no it is not! I do not mean that! Yes I do! I’m a fluffy bunny!”

“Who are you?” Baxter cried. “What are you doing to my crew?”

“We’re having fun!” J’hana cried, pirouetting around the bridge. “We’re having such fun!”

“She sounds like a teenager, Captain,” Tilleran offered.

“Are you saying that kids are behind this?” Baxter asked, watching J’hana wiggle her butt in Larkin’s face.

“Please kill me!” J’hana cried, Texas two-stepping over to the phaser rack. “By the Hive Mother, have mercy!’

“If they are kids, they are extremely intelligent ones,” Larkin surmised, as J’hana snapped a phaser off the rack and pointed it at her head.

“Must die! Mares eat oats and goats eat oats and little lambs eat ivy! A kid’ll eat ivy too, wouldn’t you?”

Baxter ran over and grabbed the phaser out of J’hana’s hand before she could fire it. He smacked the Andorian across the face. “J’hana! Pull yourself together, damn it!”

Then, just as suddenly as she had changed, J’hana dropped to the floor like a rag doll.

Baxter knelt by J’hana and slapped his comm badge. “Baxter to Sickbay. We have a…something here.”



“What a day,” Baxter moaned, collapsing into his recliner. “J’hana loony, Richards, Hartley, and Ford missing. Conway with digestive problems. And the Christmas Eve party is right around the corner. Computer. I need a beer. Any type. Extra frothy.”

Baxter walked over to the replicator and got his beer. A vintage Vulcan blend, guaranteed to stir the fires of pon farr within anyone who drank it. Yeah, right.

Baxter sipped the beer and walked back to the recliner. In doing so, he spotted a small padd sitting on the floor. “Hello. What’s this?”

He paged through the padd. There were pictures. “Fredrick’s of Betazed. Selection 22B? Nightie? By the Great Bird, this is Ford’s padd! This is what Kelly wants for Christmas! Yes, yes, damn it, yes!” Baxter stood up and cheered, waving the padd in the air. “I’ve got it now, by God, I’ve got it now!”

Then Baxter tipped forward and fell through pseudo-space into another realm altogether, holding onto his beer and that padd for dear life.



Lt. Ford paced the cramped, green-metal holding cell, while Richards and Hartley continued their rousing game of ‘Latinum Brick, Phaser, Isolinear Chip.’

“I can’t believe we’re being held captive by a bunch of snot-nosed, bratty teenagers,” Ford muttered, pounding his fist into the palm of his other hand. “And on Christmas Eve, of all times.”

“Believe it, Mr. Ford,” Richards muttered, as Hartley beat him once more by deprogramming his phaser with her isolinear chip. “These snot-nosed teenagers are in command of an advanced piece of alien technology.”

“I could still kick their asses,” Ford said angrily.

“Sure you could,” Hartley said. “By the look on your face, that fat one kneaded you like dough.”

“He wasn’t so scary.”

“Get off! Get off!” squeaked a whiny voice that was familiar to all that were gathered in the cell.

Hartley and Richards stood up, looking on in wonder as Baxter poked a strange, bananna-shaped weapon into a scrawny, pimply teenager’s back. It was the one known as Stew, the only one of the three teenagers aboard the stolen alien ship that had the know-how to operate it.

“Evening fellas!” Baxter said proudly, prodding Stew to unlock the cell. “Look who I ran into!”

“Fell on is more like it,” Stew whined.

Baxter grinned as Hartley, Richards, and Ford stepped out of the cell. “There I was, standing in front of my recliner, when suddenly I reeled forward and BAM!–fell right on top of spanky here.”

“Wait until Meaty gets out of the bathroom. He’ll whip your Starfleet ass!” shrilled Stew.

“You’ll shut up if you know what’s good for you. I don’t know what kind of effect this bannana-looking thing has, but I’ll wager it ain’t good.”

“Creep!” Hartley cried, slapping Stew across the face and grabbing her phaser off a nearby desk.

“Come on,” Baxter said, dragging Stew behind him. “We’re rounding up your friends and getting back to my ship for the annual Christmas party. I can’t be sure, but I’m guessing you’ll all be getting coal this year.”



The Grand Ballroom on Deck Eleven was abuzz with voices. They weren’t all happy voices, Mirk thought, as he polished the bar and offered Ensign Madera a mug of egg nog. Many of the crew were worried about the missing crewmembers. It wasn’t at all normal on a Federation Starship for crew just to suddenly go missing. And now Richards, Hartley, Ford, AND Captain Baxter were gone.

“More whiskey, Mirk,” Conway belched, leaning against the bar.

“I think you’ve had enough Christmas cheer, don’t you, Commander?” Mirk asked.

“What do you suggest?” Conway grunted. “Coffee?”

“No, I guess that’s out,” Mirk admitted. “Here, have some synthehol-free nog.”

Conway grabbed Mirk by his red and green glittering dinner jacket and jerked him forward. “That…sounds…good…”

Mirk pulled away and straightened his lapels. “Coming right up.”

“Commander,” said Harlan Baxter, followed closely by Lucille Baxter. They were both dressed in matching reindeer sweaters and both carried cups of the syntheholic variety of nog. “Have you heard anything about our boy?”

“Go away,” Conway muttered, waving at the Baxters.

Harlan grunted. “He couldn’t have just disappeared, Commander.”

“He did disappear, okay, so go and shove the top of that Christmas tree right up your…”

“Commander,” Lt. Tilleran said, approaching Conway with Larkin at her side. “We searched the entire ship. There’s no sign of any sort of displacement wave or anything. It’s as if they just disappeared. Poof!”

“We knew that much!” Conway barked. “Now how about all of you go enjoy the festivities and leave me the f*** alone!”

“Perhaps that would be best,” Larkin said. “I believe they are about to sing Christmas carols.”

“Whoopdeedoo.” Conway twirled his finger.

“Here, J’hana,” Dr. Browning said, leading the Andorian over to the bar. “Have nice cup of egg nog.” Browning held up the cup. “Look…cup.”

J’hana stared at the object blankly. “…cup.”

“There you go. Drink up!”

“Doctor,” Mirk said worriedly. “Have you made any progress with J’hana?”

“Not yet. Someone overloaded the entire portion of her brain associated with speech.”

“Why would someone do such a thing?” Mirk asked in disbelief.

“Beats me,” Browning said, shrugging.

“Hello everyone, and Happy Holidays,” Counselor Peterman said, mounting the podium at the front of the ballroom. “It’s great to see you all here to celebrate what has become a very special holiday on the Explorer. At the same time, we should take a moment to remember those who can’t be here becaue their partiuclar religion or planetary governance structure forbids it. Let’s give them all a round of applause.” Peterman waited for the applause to die down. “I realize you’re all used to hearing the captain give this speech, but as most of you know, Captain Baxter has disappeared, along with Mr. Richards, Lt. Hartley, and Lt. Ford, into some other part of space. Our staff is working diligently to return them, but until they do, I invite you all to enjoy the buffet and soak up these beautiful decorations that Yeoman Briggs provided. Oh, and while you’re mingling around, make sure to swing by the Christmas village I built…it’s right over there next to the bar. I worked for several weeks setting up each of those miniature plaster houses so that you could all enjoy them. Merry Christmas everyone! Yeoman Briggs, back to the music!”

Conway grunted with displeasure as Peterman stepped down from the podium. “Her and her f***ing houses!”

“Look at the detail, Harlan,” Lucille said, holding up one of Peterman’s little holiday houses.

Counselor Peterman had painstakingly set up an entire mini- village in one corner of the ballroom. It had shops, homes, churches, schools…even a waterfall. As soon as she’d seen those little plaster houses in the replicator files she knew they’d be perfect for the Explorer’s Christmas party.

Peterman grabbed a glass of apple cider and joined Harlan and Lucille. “That one is a sand-hut from Beta Sephalon Three. Isn’t it cute?”

“Adorable,” Lucille agreed.

“You all should go straight to hell,” Conway belched, almost falling off his stool.

“Well at least someone is trying to salvage this holiday, Commander,” Lucille taunted. “They’re not wallowing in pity like you. You could learn something from Counselor Peterman.”

Peterman grinned at that. “Hear that, Commander?”

“Loud and clear,” Conway muttered, lumbering over to Peterman’s display and grabbing the largest piece, a replica of the Klingon Great Hall. “How about I stop wallowing and slam this into your head instead?”

“Really, Commander,” Peterman said. “Grow up a little.”

“It’s the lack of caffeine talking,” Browning said, joining Peterman and the Baxters. “He really can’t help it.”

“Yeah…” Conway said, collapsing to the floor and curling into a ball, hugging the Great Hall close. “I can’t help it.” Tears welled in his eyes.

“This is so pathetic,” Peterman said quietly, patting Conway on the back. “It’s okay, Commander.”

“Hey everyone, over here!” a voice called out.

Peterman whirled around, to see the space around the Christmas tree ripple. And out stepped Captain Baxter, dragging an extremely fat teenager, holding a bannana-shaped object up to his head.

Behind him, Richards and Ford were both wrestling decidedly slimmer youngsters out of the warp in space. Hartley was following behind, kicking one of them with a look of pure joy on her face

“Andy!” Lucille said, rushing away from the mini-village. “What happened to you?”

“Meeerrrrry Christmas, everybody,” Baxter said merrily. “We just got us some teenaged pranksters.”

“I’ll f***ing kill you!” J’hana screamed, running at the fattest of the teenagers and wrapping her hands around his throat.

“Looks like J’hana got her voice back,” Browning grinned.

Conway looked at the trio of teenagers with disgust. “How on Earth did they sabotage the ship and fool around with our DNA?”

Baxter holstered the bannana and whipped out an oval-shaped shiny green padd. “With advanced alien technology.”

“How else,” Harlan muttered.

“It appears these guys were on their way to reform school in a rented runabout when they came upon a derelict,” Richards said angrily. “They beamed aboard, and Stew here learned the technology. He’s quite a little academian, isn’t he?”

“And he had a grudge against Starfleet,” Hartley said, still kicking. “Because they wouldn’t let him in…because he was too gangly. Isn’t that right, Stewie-boy?”

“They found out how to cloak their ship in an inter- dimensional pocket and then they set a course for the nearest Starfleet ship,” Baxter said.

Peterman shook her head. “Which just happened to be us.”

“Then they used the same inter-dimensional pockets to sneak around the ship. And they used the aliens’ medical technology to mess with our genes.”

“Problem was, all this took power, and their ship was running out,” Hartley said. “So they bled some off our secondary power conduit. That’s how Chris and I discovered them.”

“Why would such bright kids do something like that?” Peterman asked, shaking her head.

“We wanted to make a name for ourselves,” Meaty said, struggling against Baxter’s grip.

“That you did,” Conway grumbled.

The other kid, a pimply faced girl with pigtails, scrunched up her nose. “And we would have succeeded had it not been for you grownups.”

“My heart is breaking,” Hartley growled.

“So can you use that padd to make Conway able to drink coffee again?” Browning asked.

Baxter thumbed a control on the padd. “Let’s find out.”

The padd bleeped, and the Explorer shook almost imperceptibly.

“Bridge to the Ballroom,” came Ensign Sefelt’s worried voice. “An odd ship just appeared nearby from out of nowhere and exploded. Should that have happened?”

Baxter ran a hand over his face. “Just ignore that, Mr. Sefelt.”

“Maybe I should have a look at that,” Tilleran said, grabbing the padd out of Baxter’s hands.

“You just destroyed a priceless artifact that could have enriched the minds of the whole Federation!” Stew cried angrily.

Conway walked over to Stew and jabbed a finger into his chest. “And you and your friends aren’t going to say a word about it. Unless you want us to arrange to have you all conveniently… disappear.”

“They wouldn’t kill us…they’re Starfleet officers!” pigtail-girl spoke up.

“Wanna make a bet, sister!” Hartley growled.

“I think these guys are on the level, Patty,” Meaty croaked. “I just want my mommy.”

“And you’ll get your mommy,” Baxter said. “But for now, you won’t be home for Christmas. You’ll be spending it in the brig.”

“I’ll replicate some lumps of coal,” Browning said brightly.

“I liked the idea of killing them better,” J’hana said.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53437.4. Christmas morning. With Patty, Meaty, and Stew tucked snugly into the brig, with visions of mining camp dancing in their heads, we are heading back to their parents’ colony on Ferignus Alpha Three, where I’m sure they’ll be grounded at minimum. Meanwhile, the senior staff has gathered in the Grand Ballroom under the big tree to open their presents, and they all appear to be having a great time, in their pajamas and all. And if anything good came out of the last couple days, it was the fact that I actually found out exactly what Kelly wanted.



“I love it, Andy,” Peterman said, kissing Bulter on the cheek as she fingered the delicate fabric of her brand new Denebian laced nightie. “How did you know?”

“That’s a secret,” Baxter grinned and tossed another Yule log onto the giant fire by the tree in the grand ballroom and looking over to Commander Conway. “Well, Commander…how do you like your coffee grinder?”

Conway busily poured beans into the grinder and flipped it on. “I love it, Captain. It’s not as bulky as the one in my quarters. I can take it on away missions and everything!”

“I don’t know about that…”

“Earmuffs!” J’hana growled. “I specifically listed slippers on my Christmas Inventory. Why on Earth would you get someone EARMUFFS!”

Richards shrugged. “I saw them at a shop on Kronos and I thought of you. Be thankful you got anything. Andorians don’t even celebrate Christmas.”

“They do when everyone else does, and when they do, they expect to get what they asked for!” J’hana muttered angrily.

Conway sucked back on his mug of coffee and laughed excitedly as the beans grinded. “Go beans, go!”

“Look at that,” Baxter said weakly, staring at the present from his parents he’d just unwrapped. “A brick of gold-pressed latinum. Again.”

“That’s an investment, boy,” Harlan said. “You’ve been keeping those stashed away, haven’t you?”

“Heh heh, yeah…uh…sure,” Baxter replied.

“I keep telling you Harlan, those latinum bricks are stupid! What does Andy need with money?” Lucille demanded.

“If the Federation financial system breaks down, he’ll be glad to have it.”

“Not this speech again,” Lucille muttered, covering her ears.

“Counselor,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, studying the stuffed penguin doll Peterman had gotten her. “My thanks for the penguin doll. How did you know I liked penguins?”

“I’ve been in your quarters,” Peterman said with a grin. “It was fairly obvious.”

“I see. It would seem then that you would know I already have this particular penguin.”

“Whoops!”

Dr. Browning ripped open the wrapping on her last present, Richard Simmons’ first book of low-fat recipes in three centuries. “Gee, thanks, Mirk. I guess. Are you suggesting something?”

“No, of course not,” Mirk said innocently, sitting cross-legged beside Browning in his shimmery red housecoat. “I just know you like Richard Simmons.”

“Right.”

“A golf club!” Hartley exclaimed, waving the club angrily at Lt. Gellar. “A single GOLF CLUB!”

“I thought you could build a collection,” Gellar said, as Hartley got up and chased him across the ballroom, swinging the club menacingly.

“Well?” Ford asked, leaning over Lt. Tilleran’s shoulder. “How do you like your sweater?”

“It’s fine,” Tilleran said. “Except for the fact that it’s two sizes too small and I knew you got this for me long ago. You should be more guarded with your thoughts, Lieutenant.”

“If that’s the only thought you detected, I got off lucky.”

“It’s not.”

“Ugh.”

“Well,” Baxter said, sipping at his mug of egg nog and looking around at his crewmembers, as his parents argued, as Lt. Hartley bashed her golf club into Lt. Gellar, and as J’hana angrily shifted her earmuffs on her head. “All things considered, I think this was a great Christmas.”

“Yes, Andy, I think you’re right,” Peterman said. “But I think we should remember that Christmas is a time when we should all put aside our personal differences and show each other just how much we care.”

“As long as we show we care through the exchange of material gifts,” Conway said, still watching his beans grind.

“I have to admit,” Baxter said, rubbing one of his eyes, “this is all making me feel a little sentimental. What about a group hug?”

“Someone’s been playing with YOUR DNA,” Conway grunted.

J’hana glared at Baxter. “Try it and die.”

Baxter sipped his egg nog and put his arm around Peterman. “Just a suggestion.”



NEXT:



When Lt. Ford creates a maneuver that amazingly saves the Explorer, he is thrust out into the Federation pop culture spotlight. Can he handle fame? And more importantly, does he deserve it?




The Ford Maneuver



“Have you driven a Ford lately?”

Lt. Ford winced as Yeoman Huffmann’s muskan sea punch splashed into his eyes. “So you won’t go to the holodeck with me tonight?”

“Not in this lifetime,” Huffmann said, pushing off her barstool and heading out of the Constellation Cafe.

Ford chuckled, wiping his face with a napkin. “Ah, I can wait.”

Mirk drifted over to Ford’s side of the bar and looked him over with disapproval. “You certainly are bad for business, Mr. Ford. Thank the Directors I don’t charge currency.”

“It’s not my fault that the women on this ship just aren’t sophisticated enough to handle a man of my calibur.”

“People are trying to eat here,” Amara said, stepping up to the bar. “Four Terrelian Tonics and a Breen Windblaster. And more pretzels.” She leaned forward to kiss Mirk on the cheek as he punched the order into his replicator.

Ford looked on, dumbfounded.

“There is a human expression you may be familiar with, Mr. Ford,” Mirk said, stacking the drinks on Amara’s tray. “‘You get more flies with hummus than you do with vinaigrette.’”

“What?” Ford asked, scratching his head. “Why would I want to attract flies?”

“You’re missing the point,” Mirk said, exchanging Ford’s empty glass of Kelvarkian cider for a full one. “Be nice to females. Be yourself. The rest will follow.”

Ford grimaced, sipping his cider. “But I am being myself.”

“In that case,” Mirk sighed. “Try being someone else for a while.”

“Nice talking to you Mirk, but whoever I am has to go on duty,” Ford said, draining his glass and slamming it down.

“Cheer up, Lieutenant,” Mirk said, taking Ford’s glass and polishing it. “There are more important things than impressing women.”

“Like what?” Ford called back, heading toward the double doors at the entrance to the Constellation Cafe.

Mirk watched Amara pass out drinks and smiled fondly. “Uh, I’ll get back to you on that.”



Captain Baxter crossed his legs and leaned back in the command chair. “There Kelly and I are, in the middle of…well, consummating our marraige.”

“Big word,” Conway commented, leaning forward with interest, sipping his double mochacino.

“You get the idea.”

“Uh-huh. Go on.”

“So the door bleeps. We ignore it, as usual. Then someone uses his Priority One Starfleet access code to open the door and barges into my quarters. Then I hear my MOM and DAD calling out my name.”

Conway shivered. “Uhhhh. So what did you do?”

Baxter shrugged. “I screamed for them to get out.”

“And what did they do?” Tilleran asked, grinning and leaning against her science station. Slowly, the whole bridge crew was getting into this.

“They did whatever any sane parent would do when they hear their son scream for them to go away.”

Seated at ops at the front of the bridge, Lt. Commander Larkin cocked her head, processing Baxter’s statement. “They went in.”

Baxter nodded. “Uh-huh.”

J’hana grunted, resting her hands on her tactical console. “That must have been quite a surprise for them.”

Baxter nodded again. “Uh-huh. As you might imagine, that gave Kelly the perfect opportunity to instruct my parents on boundaries and privacy, in the form of screaming and throwing both her boots at them.”

“They were by the bed because she’d just come off duty,” Conway reasoned.

Baxter looked at Conway askance. “The fact that you’ve worked all that out frightens me. Anyway, my parents aren’t talking to me, Kelly’s not talking to my parents, and I’m not talking to any of them. The worst part is, in any other situation aboard a Starfleet vessel, I’d be taking this matter to…”

Tilleran finished the thought. “The Ship’s Counselor.”

“You see my dilemma.”

“Have you ever considered working out the problem yourself?” J’hana asked, annoyed.

Baxter cast J’hana an irritated look. “The thought had crossed my mind.”

Before J’hana could fire back, the aft turbolift doors opened and Lt. Ford shuffled out. “Here I am, love me or leave me!”

“Hmmm…I vote we leave him,” Tilleran said dully.

Ford narrowed his eyes at Tilleran. “I’d expect a somewhat more witty reply from a science officer.”

Tilleran returned to her scans of the passing star system. “Oh, please. Either way you’ll still picture me naked, won’t you?”

“My mind has a mind of its own, Lieutenant,” Ford said, relieving Ensign Madera at helm.

Conway walked over and loomed over Ford’s console, sipping coffee. “Would you look at that!” He leaned forward, examining Ford’s head. “Looks like you’re getting some of that hair back.”

“It’s taking long enough,” Ford muttered. “It’s been six months since I quit that stupid cult and I still don’t have enough to part.”

“It must be a continuing struggle for you, Mr. Ford,” Baxter muttered.

“The look is definitely not doing me any good.”

“I don’t see why you couldn’t have just did what me and the others did,” Conway said. “Regressive genetic hair redistribution therapy.”

Ford shook his head. “Nobody’s messing around with the DNA on my head.”

“I don’t see why not,” J’hana barbed. “You let them mess with the stuff inside your head, didn’t you?”

“That’s enough,” Baxter said. “Let’s get back on task here. Anything interesting in this system, Tilleran?”

Tilleran didn’t answer; she seemed totally engrossed in her readouts.

“Lieutenant?” Baxter asked, looking over at the science station.

Interest piqued, Conway strolled over to the science station and peered over it. “What is it, Tilleran?”

Tilleran tapped some more buttons quickly, then looked at Baxter. Her mouth moved but no sound came out.

“Spit it out, Tilleran!” Conway said, twisting his head as he peered at the readouts. “I can’t read upside-down!”

Tilleran swalloed. “A fleet. A big one.”

“Tactical!” Baxter barked.

J’hana swung around in her chair at tactical and brought a map of the system with the fleet superimposed up on the viewscreen. “Scans coming through now. Confirmed, sir. They’re Leeramar.”

“Not the Leeramar again,” Conway grumbled, returning to his seat. “It’s like they have a personal vendetta against us.”

“Red Alert,” Baxter ordered. “Mr. Ford, bring us around and get us the hell out of here. Skirmishes we can handle, but we sure as hell can’t take on a whole fleet.”

“Too late,” J’hana snapped. “They have spotted us. Three squadrons of Leeramar battleships are breaking off and heading this way.”

“Hail them,” said Baxter.

“No response,” J’hana said. “Apparently, they don’t feel like talking.”

“In that case, hit the engines, Mr. Ford! Full impulse until we clear the system, then gun it!” Baxter ordered.

Ford struggled to bring the Explorer around. It was no small thing to take a ship that size and spin it around in the other direction, especially when it was moving at full impulse.

“We must have wandered into the heart of their territory,” Tilleran said.

“That’s nice,” Conway mumbled. “Something tells me we won’t be wandering out.”

“They’re gaining on us,” Ford said worriedly. “And I’m squeezing everything we have out of these impulse engines.”

“How long until we get out of the system?” Conway asked, tapping his feet nervously.

“Another minute!” Ford cried.

“They will be within weapons range in under thirty seconds,” J’hana announced. “I am no mathematican, but…”

“Screw the system,” Baxter said. “Hit the warp engines now!”

Ford punched in warp speed just as the first volley passed by the port warp nacelle, barely missing it as the Explorer shot into warp.

“Close one,” Baxter sighed.

“Intriguing,” Larkin noted from ops. “The Leeramar are sending squadrons of ships ahead of us at warp speed. We are being surrounded.”

“How many ships, exactly?” Conway asked.

“Forty-three,” Larkin said.

“Man, talk about overkill,” Ford mumbled.

“Any ideas on how to get out of this?” Baxter asked, glancing at Conway.

Conway shrugged. “Short of begging for our lives? Nope.”

“The first few squadrons are almost within weapons range,” J’hana noted.

“Divert emergency power to shields and weapons,” Conway ordered, crossing over to the engineering console.

Ford watched the swarm of oblong, multi-tiered, multi- nacelled, blue ships close in on the Explorer on screen. “It’s like I’m driving a hovercab at rush hour,” Ford muttered. Except every other “car” was going to try to kill them.

“Time to start driving defensively, Mr. Ford,” Baxter said. “Is there any way we can outmaneuver all those ships?”

“Are you kidding me?” Ford asked, laughing nervously.

“Well, you’d better try anyway. We aren’t going to shoot our way out of this!”

Suddenly beams of orange energy pounded the Explorer as it bobbed and weaved in through the mass of Leeramar ships.

Ford’s hands danced over the helm console. Every maneuver he’d ever been taught rushed through his head. None of them prepared him for this. Every time he changed direction, another Leeramar ship would appear in his path. There was no way out of the tangle of ships.

So Ford did what any good helmsman would do. He pounded his fist into the helm console repeatedly until sparks flew out.

The Explorer shot forward, looping around one Leeramar ship, causing it to smash into two others. Then it flew over three more ships, narrowly weaving around their plasma beams.

“What’s happening?” Baxter cried, gripping his command chair as the Explorer rattled through the fleet of Leeramar warships.

“Some kind of short in the helm controls!” Ford replied, his voice drowned out by the explosions that wracked the Explorer bridge.

“J’hana,” Conway cried, pulling himself toward the tactical station. “We have to break through their defenses somehow!”

“That’s just it, sir,” J’hana said, staring at her console in disbelief. “We are breaking through their defenses!”

“Come again?” Baxter asked.

Ford had stopped steering minutes ago. He just stared through his fingers at the carnage on the viewscreen as the Explorer twisted and turned its way around the Leeramar fleet, until finally the melee on the screen gave way to open space…beautiful stars streaking by the screen. Peace.

Ford sighed, leaned back in his chair.

Baxter stood up and walked toward the front of the bridge, unable to believe his own eyes. “Are we out?”

“It would appear so,” Larkin said.

Tilleran studied her panel. “They’re not following us. It looks like we caused enough confusion in our escape to keep them occupied for quite a while.”

“Well, well, Mr. Ford,” Baxter said, resting his hands on Ford’s chair. “You certainly picked a good time to put on a show for us.”

“Yeah, ha ha,” Ford said, dumbfounded.

“I’m not one to stay where I’m not welcomed,” Baxter said, returning to his chair. “Increase our speed to Warp Nine and head for the Federation border.”

“Right. Warp Nine,” Ford said, searching the helm panel for a portion that wasn’t burnt. He smacked the console a couple times and part of the panel lit up. “Come on,” he said softly, “Please work.” He stabbed a control, and amazingly, the helm responded, speeding the Explorer up to the requested Warp Nine.

“Must be your lucky day, huh, Ford?” Conway asked, clapping Ford on the back.

“Ha ha. Yeah. Lucky.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53498.8. We’re heading back toward Federation space after narrowly avoiding death at the hands of a rather large Leeramar fleet. Meanwhile, Mr. Ford’s performance during the Leeramar attack appears to have caused more of a stir aboard ship than I first realized.



Lt. Ford tucked Starfleet Sex Kittens Weekly, his new padd from Porniverse, under his chin, and grabbed his piece of Melkotian bubbletoast out of the replicator. He hurryed out of his quarters, trying to zip up his uniform jacket at the same time.

When the doors slid open, he was greeted by a semicircle of clicking imagers and shouted out questions.

“How does it feel to be the first junior officer to re-write Starfleet piloting manuals?”

“What’s it like to make the Starfleet Conn Officer Hall of Fame at only 25?”

“What’s your favorite color?”

“How soon until you get your own ship?”

“What do you think of the Romulan situation?”

Ford blinked a moment, tried to swallow a bite of his toast, and backed into his quarters. He took a deep breath. Too much Talarian scotch last night. That had to be it. He stepped back out his doors.

“Do you think they’ll make you Captain of the Explorer?”

“Are you the next Hikaru Sulu?”

“If you had one wish, what would it be?”

“How did you guys get here so quick?” Ford asked, scratching his head and trying to hide his padd behind his back.

“We’re members of the press,” one of the reporters said. “We’re paid to be EVERYWHERE!”

“This is ridiculous,” Ford said, covering his face. He peered through his fingers to see a shortish, rather attractive woman with close-cut blonde hair staring up at him.

“Shannon Schroder, Federation News Service,” she said primly. She seemed the most congenial of the mob that had encirlced Ford’s quarters. “Forgive my friends here. They’re from lesser news services!”

“Bite me, Schroder!” one of the other reporters muttered.

“Can we speak in private?” Schroder asked sweetly, batting her eyes at Ford.

“I’m about to go on duty,” Ford said.

“Then I’ll follow you up to the bridge,” Schroder replied, gesturing to the tall man behind her, who was wearing the standard-issue head-mounted video camera. “Come on, Trevor.”

Ford plodded toward the turbolift, glancing over his shoulder at Schroder, who was walking backwards and gesturing toward Ford.

“Despite popular belief, Zachary Ford is really just like any other Starfleet officer. He gets up at 0900 hours for his bridge shift, where at any time he may come up with another new maneuver. We’re here to take you through an average day…if any day lived by the legendary Lt. Zack Ford can be called average!”

“Is all this really necessary?” Ford mumbled under his breath as he stepped into the turbolift.

Schroder smiled. “The people back on Earth eat this up, kid. Just act natural. The vidimager will do the rest.”

Ford watched Schroder take notes as he munched on his toast and rode the turbolift up to the bridge. Evidently, news of his special “maneuver” had made it all the way across the Federation, and now he was reaping the benefits. Of course, he had no idea what his “maneuver” was. What was he supposed to tell these people? That he’d just smashed his fist into the helm controls? That would go over really well.

The doors to the bridge wheezed open, and Ford stepped out, surrounded by the same mob that had surrounded his quarters.

“What the–” Ford said. “How the hell did you guys get up here so fast?”

Captain Baxter shouldered through the crowd and looked Ford over. “Welcome to the bridge, your highness.”

Ford leaned close to Baxter, and in a hushed voice, said, “Sir, what is this all about?”

Baxter shoved a padd into Ford’s hands. “Here, let’s switch. What do you have here?” Baxter paged through Ford’s padd and smiled. “Well, well, well. I’ll have to review this report very carefully.”

Ford ignored Baxter. He read the lines on the padd Baxter gave him again and again. “The Starfleet Cross? They’re giving me the Starfleet Cross?”

“And naming a maneuver after you,” Conway said, looking askance at all the reporters. “A detachment of dignitaries, including Admiral McGrath and Federaton President Jaresh-Inyo himself, are on their way aboard the starship Salerno to present the medal. We’ll rendez-vous with them in less than two days.”

Ford smiled. “This is great. I really am famous!”

“And how does it feel, Mr. Ford?” Schroder asked sweetly. “Or may I call you Zack?”

“Um, sure,” Ford said, shrugging. “It…it feels pretty good.”

“Do you want to take the helm or should we just go ahead and give you the command chair?” Baxter asked wryly.

“The command chair!” the press people shouted enthusiastically.

“I didn’t ask you!” Baxter snapped. “Be glad I let you on this ship to begin with, you little leeches!”

“Can we quote you on that?” one of the press people asked.

“NO!”



The press hounded Ford the rest of the afternoon as he monitored the Explorer’s course, adjusted her deflectors so she could pass through an asteroid field, went down to Engineering to coordinate a re-fueling of the deuterium tanks on the impulse engines, and went to Yeoman Briggs for a haircut and styling.

By 1700 hours, Ford was already feeling the strain of fame. It really did take a lot out of a person to constantly answer questions, give interviews, and hold press conferences. By the time he got to the door to his quarters, he was more than ready to just pass out on the couch. He was enjoying all the attention, but enough was enough.

Ford unlocked the door to his quarters and stepped in, and immediately yelped in shock. “Ford to security! I have an intruder in my quarters!”

The reporter from the Galactic Inquirer was going through his drawers!

Before the reporter could extricate himself from the credenza in Ford’s living room, the helm officer dragged him up by his shoulders and shoved him up against the wall. “What’s the matter with you? Don’t I get any privacy?”

“No, you don’t,” the reporter said flatly.

“What’s that?”

“Don’t you see, Mr. Ford? You belong to the ages now!”

“The hell I do!” Ford said angrily. He glanced down at the floor. “My photo album!”

The reporter grinned as Ford scooped up the bound stack of padds. “You had quite an adventure on Rigel Three last year, didn’t you?”

“You stay out of my stuff!” Ford said, shaking the padd that contained the picture of him riding on top of Leah Brahms’ shoulders at the Daystrom Institute party he’d crashed in the reporter’s face. “Or I’ll personally shove this padd up your butt so far you’ll need a transporter to get it out!”

“What seems to be the problem, spanky?” Lt. Gellar asked, stepping into Ford’s quarters.

“This jerk was in my quarters rooting through my stuff!” Ford said angrily.

Gellar looked around Ford’s cabin: Pornographic playdoh was spread everywhere, Ford’s Vulcan romance padds and set of Tholian mating crystals were strewn across the floor, and his blowup poster of Lt. Uhura (circa 2266) was torn down.

“You’re one of those press people?” Gellar asked, gesturing at the reporter with his phaser.

“Yes, sir. With the Galactic Inquirer.”

“Well,” Gellar said definitively, “I don’t care what magazine you’re with. You’ve invaded the privacy of an Explorer crewperson, one that happens to be my friend, and that puts you on my sh** list. So how about we take a walk down to the brig and see what we can investigate down there?”

“Hmm,” the reporter said, staring down the barrel of Gellar’s phaser. “I guess I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

Gellar shook his head. “Nope.”

Ford patted Gellar on the back. “Thanks, Brian.”

“No problem,” Gellar said, leading the reporter out of the cabin at phaserpoint.

“What was your name again?” the reporter asked.

“Lieutenant Brian Gellar. That’s with two l’s.”

Ford groaned and collapsed onto his couch. Fame was a capricious bitch, that much was certain.



Mirk scanned the Constellation Cafe’s evening crowd. The crowd was definitely larger than normal. Filled with press people and the assorted space rubbish that went along with them. Ever since Ford’s little performance during the Leeramar attack, small groups of Ford-watchers approached the Explorer in a rag-tag mass of ships, ranging from the exquisite to the barely operable. Space barges that were nearly the size of the Explorer, and transports barely bigger than an escape pod. All grouped in close formation around the Explorer. Personally, Mirk felt more comfortable with the Leeramar fleet.

“Bartender,” a familiar voice said. “Give me a Talarian scotch.”

Mirk looked up from his scrubbing. “Right away, Mister…”

“The name’s Pete,” the man said in a hushed voice. It was obviously Lt. Ford, with a badly positioned blonde wig, a fake mustache and sideburns, and sunglasses.

“Right, Pete,” Mirk said, as he filled “Pete’s” order. “Everyone’s welcomed at Mirk’s. Including those wishing to keep a low profile.”

“Excuse me, sir,” a dapper-looking man said, rushing up to the bar. “Would you happen to know where a Lt. Zack Ford is?”

“He should be in Cargo Bay Thirteen, twenty decks down,” Mirk said.

“Thanks, you’ve been a real help.”

“I try to be.” Mirk waited for the man to leave, then turned to Ford. “Well, Mr. For…I mean Pete. It seems you’ve come a long way since you were last in here.”

“You mean the sudden fame thing?” Ford asked. “Well, it sure does have its downfalls.”

“The first of which being that you can’t go out in public without a ridiculous get-up like this?”

“Yeoman Briggs reccomended this,” Ford muttered.

“Yeoman Briggs wears something called ‘bell-bottoms.’ He’s not exactly a fashion authority.”

“He’s the fashion authority now that people found out he’s tailored some of my uniforms.”

“Hmm, how things change,” Mirk said, shaking his head.

“I just wish these people weren’t hounding me all over the place.”

“Fame like yours comes at a price, Pete.”

“The price is too high.”

“You should have thought of that before pulling the ‘Ford Maneuver.’” Mirk made air quotes.

“I don’t want to go into that,” Ford said, and downed his drink.

“You have no idea what the Ford Maneuver is, do you?” Mirk asked, arching an eyebrow.

Ford blinked, cocked his head. “What are you, telepathic now?”

“No. I’m just a damn good bartender.”

“Well, you’re going to be a dead bartender if you bring that up to anyone,” Ford seethed. “Get me?”

“The truth will come out no matter what you do,” Mirk said, oblivious to Ford’s threats. “It’s just a matter of when and how.”

“We’ll see about that,” Ford said, handing Mirk his glass. “Meantime, I have to find some way to live without these insane reporters watching my every move.”

“Good luck, Lieutenant.” Mirk shook his head as Ford made his way out of the Constellation Cafe. “You’ll need it.”



Lt. Hartley whistled a happy tune as she made her way down the corridor to Lt. Gellar’s quarters. Their relationship had been going a lot better recently. At Hartley’s reccomendation, Richards had begun dating Ensign Madera, ridding her of that complication. Gellar was under her control more than ever, and she was slowly getting used to being a transporter chief again. All in all, things were good.

“Computer, unlock door, authorization Hartley Omicron 095,” Hartley said. She’d planned on using her security clearance to sneak up on Gellar just as he was getting off duty. Gellar was so predictable. Every night at 2200 he came back to his quarters, had a drink, then went to the hoverball courts. She decided she’d try to convince him that there were more interesting things he could do with his off-hours than playing hoverball.

As the doors to Gellar’s quarters parted, Hartley stepped in. Steam was seeping from the direction of the bathroom. He was in the shower.

“Oh Mr. Man…” Hartley whispered, poking her head into the bathroom. “Wanna come out and play?”

“Huh?” a voice responded.

“Brian?”

The glass door to the shower flung open and Lt. Ford stuck his head out. “Megan?”

“AAAAAH!” Hartley shrieked and rushed out of the bathroom, skidding on a wet towel and flopping onto the ground.

Ford quickly wrapped himself in a towel and hurried out. “Megan …are you okay?”

“Ooooh, my back,” Hartley moaned, rubbing the small of her back. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Brian agreed to let me hide out here until the reporters go away.”

“He did, did he?” Hartley muttered, pushing Ford’s hand away as she grabbed the edge of Gellar’s desk and pulled herself up. “Well, we’ll just see about that.”

“Come on, Megan. It won’t be that bad. It’s just for another day, until President Inyo and the delegation of admirals arrives and I get my medal. I’m sure they’ll leave after that.”

Hartley narrowed her eyes at Ford. “And if they don’t?”

“Then you’ll have to get used to having two men in your life!” Ford grinned.

Hartley looked down in the general direction of Ford’s towel. “I’m guessing more like one and a half.”

“Har har. You know, I’d expect you to give a famous personality like myself a little more respect.”

“Don’t make me laugh,” Hartley said, poking around Gellar’s cabin. “Where the hell is Brian, anyway?”

“He’s getting the last box from my quarters. I convinced him to do it since I can’t risk being visible right now.”

Hartley slumped onto Gellar’s couch. “How gracious of him.” She arched her head back so she could see out the transparent aluminum window behind Gellar’s couch. Seeing the stars soothed her at times like this. Then she came face to face with a space- suited man pointing an imager at her.

“Son of a bitch!” Hartley cried, hopping off the couch and staring at the reporter, shaking her fist. “Come in here, buddy, so I can shove that imager right up your ass!”

“Yipes!” Ford cried, diving into the bathroom.

Hartley pushed up her sleeves and pressed the comm button on Gellar’s desk. “I can handle this. This is no problem. I will enjoy handling this.” She grinned pleasantly at the reporter as she talked: “Hartley to Engineering.”

“Sanchez here.”

“Mr. Sanchez, I need you to do me a favor.”

“Anything for you, Megan.”

“Reverse the polarity on shield grid 009-Alpha, Deck Seven.”

“Why would you want me to do that?”

Hartley waved pleasantly at the reporter as he continued taking pictures. “Just do it, Paul.”

“Right, sir.”

And with a blue flash of light that filled Gellar’s dim quarters the reporter was blown away from the window, spiraling into space.

“Darn, that must have hurt,” Hartley said, fake-pouting. “Come on out, scaredy cat.”

Ford crawled out of the bathroom. “Is he gone?”

Hartley frowned, folded her arms. “Yes. No thanks to you.”

The doors to Gellar’s quarters parted and Gellar stepped through, grunting under the weight of the cargo container full of clothes, padds, and other assorted memorabilia. “Are you sure you need all this?” Gellar grunted, plopping the container down onto the couch.

“Yep,” Ford said. “Just the essentials.”

“Mm hm.”

“We have to talk,” Hartley said, tapping her foot in annoyance.

Gellar didn’t turn around. “Megan. How nice of you to drop by.”

“Since you already have company, I guess I might as well get going,” Hartley said, heading for the door. “Three being a crowd, and all…”

“No!” Gellar said, blocking Hartley’s exit. “You were just leaving, weren’t you Zack?”

“No,” Ford said. “I have to keep a low profile.”

“Then we’ll go to your quarters,” Gellar said to Hartley. “How’s that? That way Ford can be alone with his thoughts…and you and I can be alone with…our thoughts.”

Hartley touched Gellar’s nose ever so slightly. “Or you and Ford can be alone with your thoughts.”

“Ha ha.”

“Bye, Brian.” Hartley pushed past Gellar and stepped through the doors. “We can resume after Sulu there moves back into his quarters.”

“But…”

It was too late; Hartley was already gone. Gellar and Ford could hear her laughing all the way down the corridor.

“So,” Ford said, wrapping an arm around Gellar. “I think I packed some excellent vid chips in there. How does Nude Orion Slave Girl Detective Agency sound? We can stick the chip in, eat some popcorn, have a beer. Just us guys.”

“Right. Just us guys. Whoopee,” Gellar said, collapsing onto his couch.



The next morning, the mob of reporters was up bright and early, exploring every facet of the Explorer.

“And this would be Main Engineering,” Shannon Schroder said, walking backwards into the cavernous Engineering compartment, as her cameraman soaked in the surroundings. “The heart of the Explorer. Its guts, one might say.”

As she approached the master systems display, she turned to look at Lt. Commander Richards, who was hunched over some kind of schematic, reviewing it with Ensign Stuart.

“This is Lt. Commander Christopher Richards,” Schroder said brightly. “I take it you oversee the Explorer’s engine and power needs?”

“That’s right, Shannon,” Richards said, turning and smiling into the camera. “She’s a big ship, and it takes a big man to keep her running.”

“What were you doing when the Ford Maneuver was first brought into action?” Schroder asked excitedly.

“Well, usually a Chief Engineer’s place is here in Main Engineering, but at taht time…I was, well, indisposed.”

“Can you elaborate?” Schroder asked.

“I was…reviewing some data.”

Ensign Stuart stuck his head in between Richards and Schroder, to get on camera. “He was in the bathroom.”

“I see,” Schroder said, jotting that down on her padd. “How interesting.”

“Stuart!” Richards seethed. “I was in the bathroom fixing something.”

“So you’re also the ship’s plumber?”

“No, that’s not it at all…” Richards said, turning to the camera. “Listen, everybody has to go at some point, right? That’s why there are bathrooms.”

“But during a firefight?” Schroder posed.

“When nature calls, you must answer it,” Richards said boldly.

“Very poignant,” Schroder said. “Now let’s continue on up to the bridge.”

Richards touched Schroder’s shoulder as she turned to leave. “Hey, Ms. Schroder. Do you think we could reshoot that? Without the bathroom comment?”

“Sorry!” Schroder said. “That was a live subspace feed. Half the Federation saw it.”

“Damn,” Richards said, turning on Stuart as Schroder and the cameraman left Engineering. “Ensign…we must talk.”



Commander Conway sat stiffly in the command chair as Schroder’s cameraman filmed him. “I’ve known Mister Ford for two and a half years.”

“Go on,” Schroder urged. “What can you tell us about Mr. Ford?”

Conway shifted uncomfortably. “He is a good officer.”

“Can you elaborate?”

“Um. He knows his helm. Reacts well in a pinch. A little on the smart-alecky side, but then again, aren’t all good helm officers?” Everything Conway said was at the same, dull, stiff pitch. It was obvious Conway wasn’t comfortable in front of an imager.

“So you’d say you enjoy having Ford under your command?”

“Yes,” Conway said slowly. “Yes, I, uh…would.”

Schroder rolled her eyes, turned back to the camera and flashed a big smile. “Isn’t that great. Coming up, we’ll hear some first-hand anecdotes from Lieutenant Ford’s fellow crewmates and get a special interview with Andy Baxter, the Starship Explorer’s captain. But first, a word from our sponsors.”

“And we’re clear,” Trevor said, flicking off his head-mounted imager.

“Well, how was I?” Conway asked, rubbing his sweaty palms on the armrests.

“Excellent,” Schroder deadpanned, then muttered under her breath, “but don’t consider going into acting.”

Schroder slid into the seat normally occupied by Counselor Peterman and began to jot some information down on her padd.

Meanwhile, another reporter peered over J’hana’s panel, inspecting it with intense interest. “What is this panel again, ma’am?”

“Tactical,” J’hana huffed.

“And that would make you…”

“The tactical officer, if you must know.”

“Rewarding work?”

“It is adequate.”

The reporter glanced over J’hana’s panel some more and jotted down some notes. “Intriguing.”

J’hana watched the reporter work with barely restrained anger, then, finally, her patience gave way. “Please step away from my panel. The Explorer’s defensive capabilities are classified.”

“I’m not a spy. I just want to get a clear idea of what all these systems do.”

“If you do not step away from my panel now, I will use force to remove you from the bridge.”

“Uh-huh. I’ll just be another…”

“I warned you.” J’hana picked the reporter up by the back of his jacket and carried him over to the port side turbolift, dumping him in. “Bottom of the ship, voice override J’hana Gamma 901.”

Before the reporter could climb to his feet, the doors swung shut and the turbolift began its descent.

J’hana hovered behind Conway. “This situation is becoming intolerable.”

“No kidding,” Conway muttered. “But there’s not much we can do about it. Free speech and all.”

“A flawed concept. If I was in charge, I would shove each and every reporter out an airlock. They are affecting the crew’s ability to perform.”

“Come on, J’hana, you know you’re just jealous that there isn’t a ‘J’hana Maneuver.’”

J’hana returned to her station, and in a low voice, huffed, “There could be.”



“I think I’m going insane, Andy,” Counselor Peterman said, angrily digging into her salad as Mirk came by to refill her iced tea.

“That would be bad,” Baxter said, chewing thoughtfully on his hamburger. “Considering you’re the Ship’s Counselor, I mean.”

“No kidding,” Peterman said, taking a long sip of iced tea. “This morning has been absolutely horrible. Ensign Sefelt is convinced that he’s allergic to air, Lt. Hartley can’t stand the fact that Lt. Ford is living with Lt. Gellar, Lt. Commander Richards is still broken up about him and Janice, Lt. J’hana is upset that no one thought to name a maneuver after her, and of course your parents had to stop by and try to apologize about the other night…and on top of all that, Charlie has developed a new rash!”

Baxter shrugged. “I guess some days are better than others.”

“Most of our problems are stemming from Lt. Ford’s newfound fame, you realize.”

“You’d think he’d be enjoying it.”

“None of us are enjoying it. We have reporters combing every square centimeter of this ship. No one is getting any work done and everyone’s edgy. Things were easier when all we had to worry about were cults, the Dawg, and the Leeramar.”

“I think that may be an exaggeration.”

“At least the Leeramar don’t bump into you in the corridor and call you a ‘space-babe.’”

“Space-babe?” Baxter arched an eyebrow. “Someone did that to you?”

“No, they did it to Charlie. Of course they did it to me!” Peterman stabbed her lettuce ruefully. “Andy, you have to get those reporters off this ship.”

“We can’t do a thing about it, honey. It’s good PR to have these guys aboard, and we have to seem as welcoming as possible.”

“Well, I won’t be held accountable if I bash one of their heads in.”

Baxter grinned. “I’ll look the other way.” The Captain reached across the counter and took Peterman’s hands. “Kelly, listen, you won’t have to worry about these reporters for much longer. President Inyo and his delegation will be arriving early this evening, Ford will get his stupid medal, the reporters will leave, and we can return to worrying about how to defeat my parents.”

“I guess you’re right,” Peterman said. “You always have a way of putting things into perspective, Andy.”

“Well, I…”

“Captain Baxter…” Shannon Schroder said cheerfully, approaching Baxter’s table. “Is it okay if we do that interview now?”

“We’re trying to eat lunch,” Peterman said, struggling to be polite.

“I was actually almost finished,” said Baxter, grinning at Schroder. “How about I meet you in the lounge across the corridor in five minutes?”

“Sounds great,” Schroder said, turning on a heel and heading out of the Cafe.

“I can see why the Federation News Service hired her. She’s very nice,” Baxter said, as Peterman turned a dark look on him.

“Well, now I see why you don’t mind these reporters.”

“It’s not like that at all, Kelly. You’re being silly.” Baxter backed out of his chair. “I kind of like having the Explorer in the galactic spotlight. I’d say it’s about time, really. We’ve battled half-cyborg canines, traveled through time, resurrected an aging weight-loss guru, and saved the quadrant from Flarn. And the only thing we’ll ever be noted for is the Ford Maneuver.”

Peterman sighed. “I’ll gaurantee you it’s something Ford didn’t expect.”

Baxter shrugged. “Oh well, I’m off to my interview. Wish me luck, hon.”

“Good luck,” Peterman said, then slid down in her chair as Baxter walked away. “Ford Maneuver my ass.”



Lt. Ford fussed with his dress uniform. “I hate this idea.”

“What, getting a medal for coming up with that maneuver?” Gellar asked, adjusting his own dress uniform.

“Yes. Sooner or later someone is going to ask the wrong question and people will figure out that the ‘Ford Maneuver,’ is just pounding the control panel until sparks come out.”

Gellar nodded. “It’s amazing that someone hasn’t asked you a technical question yet. Sooner or later someone will ask you what exactly you did.”

“I know. My luck can only last so long.”

“Well, whatever the case, it’s been a good ride,” Gellar said evenly, checking his hair.

“It has not,” Ford said. “It’s been a horrible ride. I’ve been hounded, spied on, poked at, and prodded…in a bad way, for the last two days. I’ve had none of the good things that are supposed to be associated with fame like sex and loud music.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Zack,” Gellar said, shrugging.

“Tell me this is all a horrible dream.”

Before Gellar could reply, Ford’s comm badge chirped:

“Baxter to Ford. President Inyo’s Starship has just rendez- voused with us. We’re convening in the Main Auditorium in twenty minutes for the awards ceremony, after which we’ll be having a catered buffet dinner.”

“Understood,” Ford said woefully. “Come on, Brian. It’s time for me to face the music.”

Gellar rubbed his hands together eagerly, following Ford out of the room. “This is going to be good. It’s almost worth having Megan mad at me. What am I saying? Nothing’s worth that!”



“I hate dressing up for these stupid functions.” Commander Conway tugged at the collar of his dress uniform as he stood up on stage, watching the other senior officers line up beside him. One by one, Lt. Commander Larkin, Lt. J’hana, Lt. Tilleran, Lt. Gellar, Lt. Hartley, Lt. Commander Richards, Dr. Browning, and Counselor Peterman took their places.

“Then you went into the wrong business, Commander,” Captain Baxter said, studying his padd carefully. “Personally, I enjoy rubbing elbows with the Starfleet brass every once and awhile.”

“I’ll give you brass,” Conway grumbled.

“Now, now, Commander. I want you on your best behavior,” Baxter whispered. “Everyone in the quadrant will be watching this.”

Conway looked out at the sea of crewpersons, reporters, and dignitaries that packed the auditorium. None of that did anything to lessen his nerves. And if that all wasn’t bad enough, he’d also had six cups of coffee in the last hour, so his hands were trembling.

“All right, everyone,” Baxter said quietly, as the huge doors to the auditorium opened up. “Here they come.”

A string of Admirals, led by Admiral McGrath, strode down the aisle toward the stage. Behind them, President Inyo walked much slower, waving to the crowd and shaking hands.

“Mr. Briggs,” said Baxter, “cue the music…”

A spotlight shone on Briggs in a white tux at the left side of the stage. Briggs’s musical selection, “Big Shot,” by Billy Joel, played on, with Briggs chanting new lyrics:



You had to be a big shot, didn’t you,

You had to prove it to the crowd.

You had to be a big shot, didn’t you,

The Ford Maneuver knocked us out!

You saved us from a bad fight, last night,

You’re so much fun to be around.

You had to save the ship from a fright,

You had to be a big shot last night!



“What kind of crap is this?” Conway whispered.

“Don’t ask me. Just go along with it,” Baxter snapped.

The group of dignitaries climbed up onstage and took a position in front of the line of chairs in front of Baxter’s senior staff, as the lights came back up strong on the full stage and Briggs retreated behind the curtain.

“Well, I guess we should begin,” Baxter said, stepping out in front of the group and taking the podium. “Ahem. Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Explorer. We’re glad to have you here to celebrate the excellence of one of our finest officers.” Baxter ignored the gutteral sounds that were coming from behind him, most likely from the direction of Conway, Hartley and J’hana. “Without further ado, I’d like to present to you Lieutenant Zachary Ford!”

As if on his way to execution, Lt. Ford stepped warily out onto the stage. As soon as he appeared, the assembly broke out into cheers.

“Hi, everyone,” he said sheepishly.

“And now, Admiral Frank McGrath,” Baxter said, gesturing to McGrath and returning to his place next to Commander Conway.

Admiral McGrath stood up, taking the podium.

“Thank you for that introduction, Captain Baxter,” McGrath said. “Since the Explorer project was launched a year and a half ago, I’ve begun doubting its validity. Sure, these people can explore space. All you need is a big computer to do that. But when your mettle is really tested, in the heat of battle…what then? Well, I’d like to tell you that the Explorer has at least one officer that is up to the challenge. Lieutenant Zachary Ford.” McGrath turned toward Ford and clapped his hands, and the audience did the same.

Ford shifted his weight as the crowd continued cheering. He could hear J’hana growling. Suddenly, the auditorium felt extremely hot.

McGrath continued. “As you all know by now, Lt. Ford was single-handedly responsible for getting the Explorer out of an engagement with a fleet of forty-three Leeramar battleships. Against those odds, is it any wonder we’re giving him the Starfleet Cross?”

“Is that what we’re giving him?” President Inyo asked, scratching his head.

“Uhm, yes,” McGrath said weakly. “Anyway, let’s cut to the chase and give Mr. Ford his due. President Inyo, if you’ll please do the honors…”

Inyo rose and took the podium next to Admiral McGrath. “Certainly. Um…” he leaned toward McGrath and whispered, “where is it?”

“I thought you had it,” McGrath said between clinched teeth, smiling out at the audience.

Baxter quickly rushed in between McGrath and Inyo, ducking under the podium. “It’s right here, sirs. Inside the podium.”

“Give me that,” McGrath snapped, grabbing the slick duranium case and handing it to Inyo. He turned back toward the microphone. “And now, President Inyo…”

“Greetings, crew of the Excalibur,” Inyo said brightly.

“Explorer,” McGrath seethed. “This is the starship Explorer!”

“Right, Explorer,” Inyo corrected himself. “I present to you, the Starfleet Cross.” Inyo opened the case and showed the medal to the audience.

McGrath cringed. “It’s upside down, sir.”

Inyo sighed. “Whatever.” He turned toward Ford, who’d been teetering nervously on the stage ever since he’d come on. “Mr. Ford, I am proud to name you one of Starfleet’s finest officers. And as such, you receive this very special faux-latinum medal and a decorative basket full of assorted fruits and cheeses which is…” Inyo glanced over his shoulder.

Dr. Browning was shoving a large hunk of cheese in her mouth. She glared at Inyo. “What? What is everyone looking at?” Browning kicked the empty basket behind the curtains.

“I mean, this very special faux-latinum medal…and that’s it.”

“Gee, thanks,” Ford mumbled, as Inyo pulled out the medal and draped it over his head.

“Do you want to say something or can I get out of here?” Inyo whispered, “these pants are riding.”

Ford struggled with the medal’s strap, which Inyo had messily tangled about his neck. “I…”

Then the auditorium deck thundered under the crew’s feet, the lights flickered, and Ensign Sefelt’s voice crackled over the comm system.

“All hands, this is Ensign Howard Sefelt, bridge duty officer. We’re being attacked by a squadron of Leeramar battleships…and my pulse just increased by two beats per minute…GOD HELP ME!”

“Sheesh.” Peterman rolled her eyes.

Baxter grabbed her arm. “Come on. Let’s get to the bridge.”

Baxter, Ford, McGrath, Inyo, and the rest of the senior staff fought their way through the melee that ensued in the auditorium, pushing toward the door.

“Captain coming through, captain coming through…make way!” Baxter barked, pushing press and dignitaries aside, as more hits cracked against the Explorer, rattling the room.

“Is this an earthquake?” Inyo asked, as security officers encircled him and the admirals.

McGrath grimaced. “No, Mr. President. We’re in space.”

“Oh, right.”

Like a herd of cattle, crowds of people squeezed through the Explorer’s corridors as the alert klaxons wailed, Baxter and his staff leading the way.

When he reached the turbolift, Baxter turned around, flanked by his senior officers. “Listen, everybody! We’re at Red Alert, here. The senior staff is needed on the bridge. The rest of you need to stay down here. What do you all think? That all 200 of us will ride this turbolift all the way up to the bridge and everyone will get to see the fighting first hand?”

The crowd was silent a moment. Someone said. “Uh…yes?”

“Well, forget about it. Lt. Gellar will lead you all back to the auditorium and you can see all the action on our super big screen.”

“I will?” Gellar asked meekly.

“Go!” Baxter ordered, turning toward the opening turbolift doors and leading his senior staff in.



“Get out from under there, Ensign Sefelt,” Ensign Saral called out, firing the Explorer’s weapons as two of Leeramar battleships closed in on the viewscren.

Ensign Sefelt had curled himself under the command chair in a fetal position, muttering something about the air recycling system over and over again.

“Report,” Baxter barked, as he and the bridge staff, followed by Admiral McGrath and President Inyo, poured out of the turbolift.

“Four Leeramar battleships came out of warp off our port bow and began an attack, sir. The Salerno took heavy damage, two of the press ships were destroyed, and Mr. Sefelt is nearly catatonic.”

“Very well,” Baxter said, leading McGrath and Inyo toward the front of the bridge. “Mr. Ford, take the helm. Mr. President, Admiral McGrath, have a seat.”

“They’re taking our seats!” Conway said, stepping up behind the command chairs.

“Be quiet,” Peterman commanded, kneeling down and beckoning for Sefelt to come out from under the command chair. “Come on, Howard. This is no time to go into a ‘me’ phase!”

“J’hana, load up the quantums and fire a full spread,” Baxter commanded, as Sefelt squirmed under him. “Try to take out the two lead ships.”

“Thank goodness we have Lt. Ford with us,” President Inyo said fearfully.

Ford lowered his head as he swung the Explorer around three of the attacking ships, allowing J’hana a clear line of fire at the fourth. He had a bad feeling about what was coming up.

“There are too many ships for us to fend off at one time!” Lt. Tilleran cried out.

Baxter nodded grimly. “I think it’s time for the Ford Maneuver.”

“Ugh…” Ford moaned, squirming in his chair. He was afraid of this. “Captain, I…”

“No buts, Mr. Ford!” Baxter barked. “We need the Ford Maneuver now!”

“All right, all right.” Ford cracked his knuckles and stared down at the helm console. “Here we go…”

He slammed his hands down on the helm console, tapping in random commands, hoping one of them would reproduce the maneuver he pulled earlier.

Sure enough, the Explorer surged forward, slamming into one of the sleek Leeramar vessels and then backing into the one behind it.

Everyone was tossed haphazardly about the bridge as the pitch of the alarms grew more urgent. A valve busted above Richards’s head, spewing gas.

“We just lost the third and fourth lateral power conduits!” Richards called out. “We also have buckling on the forward and rear ventral hull plates!”

“Unorthodox, but it worked,” observed Inyo.

J’hana piped up. “Two of the Leeramar vessels are badly damaged. The other two are locking onto them with tractor beams and towing them away.”

“They don’t want to risk leaving any of their ships for us to study,” McGrath reasoned. “And they never gave us a reason for refusing our requests for a diplomatic summit.”

“They are not very personable,” Inyo added.

“Well, I for one am not letting them get away without an explanation. Open a channel, J’hana,” Baxter said, standing up and straightening his uniform.

“Aye, sir.” J’hana went to work at her panel. “No response. Shall I use a special hailing maneuver?”

Baxter glared back at J’hana. “Shut up, Lieutenant.”

McGrath and Inyo strode up to Ford’s place at helm. He turned around and grinned at them weakly. Then he looked at Baxter, Peterman, Larkin, J’hana and the rest of the bridge crew. He could tell by their dark expressions that they had all pretty much deduced that his maneuver was purely random.

“Marvelous,” Inyo said, clapping hands down on Ford’s shoulders. “You saved the Explorer again.”

“You’ll be even more famous,” McGrath said. “You’ve saved the ship twice, in two days!”

Shannon Schroder slid out from a nearby Jeffries tube, Trevor following after. “Can I quote you on that?”

“J’hana, get them off the bridge!” Baxter grumbled.

Ford looked up at McGrath and Inyo. Looked over at Schroder and her cameraman as they were dragged into a turbolift. Months filled with days like the last few days flashed through his mind.

“It was luck,” Ford finally said.

McGrath blinked. “What?”

“I just pressed some random buttons on the helm console,” Ford said. “And earlier, I just pounded my fist into it. It was pure luck that our ship wasn’t totally destroyed.”

J’hana huffed. Baxter rolled his eyes. Peterman smiled weakly and gave Ford “thumbs up.”

“Well,” McGrath said. “I guess we’d better get back to the Salerno and take stock of the damage.”

“Good idea,” Inyo muttered, leading McGrath back to the turbolift.

Once those two were gone, Baxter hovered behind Ford expectantly. “Contrary to what you might think, I’m not going to berate you about this, Mr. Ford.”

“You’re not?”

Baxter shook his head. “I expect you’ll be doing enough of that to yourself in the coming days, and that’s certainly satisfaction enough for me.”

“Thanks.”



Several minutes later, the line of admirals hurried onto the transporter pad, passing by Captain Baxter and his entire bridge staff.

Inyo followed after, stopping when he came to Lt. Ford. He ripped the medal off Ford’s neck. “I’ll take that.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. President,” Ford said quietly.

“Get me off this ship,” Inyo muttered, stomping up to the transporter pad.

Baxter wiped a hand over his face, looking away from the gloomy scowl that Admiral McGrath was shooting his way. “Energize, Lt. Hartley.” Once everyone vanished from the transporter pad, the senior staff began trailing out of the room, off to their various duties. “Dinner?” Baxter asked, putting an arm around Peterman and leading her out of the transporter room.

“Sounds good,” Peterman replied. She looked back over her shoulder at Ford. “I’ll get in touch with you tomorrow, Mr. Ford.”

Conway slapped Ford on the back of his head as he filed out. “So will I.”

Ford gulped.

“Ford Maneuver. Hah,” J’hana chortled, following the rest of the bridge crew out of the transporter room.

Ford remained there, not sure what to do next.

“Well, there go your fifteen minutes of fame, Mr. Ford,” Hartley said wryly, leaning against her console. “Hope you enjoyed them.”

“Not really,” Ford said, shuffling out of the transporter room.

As he made his way back to his quarters, Ford ran into Yeoman Huffmann.

“Hey, Lt. Ford,” Huffmann said, jogging to catch up to Ford. “I heard about your little embarrasment up on the bridge. Sorry to hear about it.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“Maybe it’s time you came up with a new maneuver.”

Ford grinned and reached out his hand. “You mean like this one?”

“OOOOOOF!” Ford winced as Huffmann’s knee was thrust up into his crotch.

Maybe I should forget about new maneuvers all together, Ford thought, as he hit the deck.



COMING UP NEXT:



When Kris Larkin, Lt. Commander Larkin’s human counterpart, vanishes, Commander Richards and his android must search for her. What they find is a blast from the past, and a key to the diplomatic trouble the Explorer is handling on the homeworld of a…particularly flighty species from the Secondprize past. Sound complicated? That’s because it’s the next full-length Star Traks: The Vexed Generation book, “Birds of a Feather.” Coming in 1 to 2 weeks!!




Birds of a Feather




PROLOGUE





USS SECONDPRIZE



FIVE YEARS AGO



Captain Alexander Rydell stared blankly at the star-filled viewscreen before him. He would swear that the image hadn’t changed for the last twenty days. He could feel his eyelids gaining weight as he struggled to stay awake. His bridge shift didn’t end for another four hours, and he was seriously starting to doubt that he’d still be conscious at the end of it.

From her position at the helm console, Ensign Kristen Larkin observed her colleagues. She did not feel the boredom that the monotony of their mission was causing in the others, but she could definitely see its effects. A small line of drool was falling from Captain Rydell’s lower lip to the floor. A sudden thud drew her attention to Ensign Andrea Sullivan. She was slumped over her console, face down, and beginning to snore softly. At the rear of the bridge, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch was continuing the riveting game of ‘Go Fish’ that he’d been playing with the ship’s computer for the last week and a half. As she continued her sweep of the bridge, Larkin could see Lieutenant Lisa Beck’s prostrate body on the floor behind the command chair. She’d brought a pillow from her quarters and gone right to sleep when her shift started. By the turbolift, a small penguin was observing the scene with what looked to Larkin like a look of amusement. She ran a quick diagnostic of her systems to make sure that her optical sensors were not malfunctioning. Everything was working fine. There was a penguin on the bridge. She stared at the small bird as it waddled toward Beck. Suddenly, it turned toward Larkin who continued to stare at it. A look of disbelief spread across its face. The two gazed at each other for about two minutes. Finally, the penguin waved its flipper at her. She returned the gesture.

A bit of movement to his left dragged Captain Rydell out of oblivion long enough for him to see what was going on. His helmsman was waving to something. He looked and saw nothing. He turned back to Larkin. She was still waving at empty space. Rydell knew that he was going to regret this, but he had to ask the question anyway.

“Ensign, what are you doing?”

“I am waving to the penguin, sir,” Larkin replied matter- of-factly. Rydell wanted to question her further about this, but his brain, which was bordering on jello at that moment, decided that this would require too much effort. He knew that some defect in the android’s programming had given her a minor obsession with penguins. This probably had something to do with that. Nothing to worry about. He’d just ignore it for the moment.

After he brief conversation with her captain, Ensign Larkin turned back to the penguin. It, however, had disappeared.

“Captain?”

“Yes, Larkin,” Rydell mumbled.

“The penguin has disappeared.”

“I’m happy for it, Larkin.” He was starting to sink lower and lower in his chair. Seconds later, the penguin reappeared on the tactical console behind his command chair, and this time, it brought four of its friends.

“The penguins have returned.”

“Oh joy, where are they now?”

“Right behind you,” Larkin replied as the penguins all started flapping their flippers at her. She waved back hesitantly. Rydell decided that he didn’t want to be a part of Larkin’s hallucinations anymore. With as close as her penguins were getting to him, they’d be dropping imaginary bird poop on him in a minute.

“Why don’t you go back to your quarters, Ensign?” Rydell suggested. “You can serve your guests sushi or ice cream or something.”

Larkin suddenly realized something: Captain Rydell must not be seeing the penguins. She decided to test her hypothesis.

“Captain, do you see the penguins?” One suddenly appeared on the floor in front of Rydell’s chair and rolled by him on a tiny pair of roller skates.

“No, I don’t. Jaroch, do you see any penguins?”

“No, sir. Do you have any nines?”

“Go fish,” the computer replied.

“Do you see any penguins, Beck?” Rydell continued.

“Unnh…uuuuh…nuuu,” Beck mumbled.

“How about you, Ensign Sullivan?”

“ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ.”

“I’ll take that as a no. Sorry, Larkin, you’re the only one seeing penguins. Now, just go back to your room and check your circuitry.”

“I’ve already run a diagnostic, and all my systems are functioning normally.”

“I don’t care. There are no penguins here, so something must be wrong with you.”

“But it was roller skating by you.”

“Go to your room, Ensign,” Rydell ordered.

“Yes, sir,” she replied as she walked slowly toward the turbolift. A penguin wearing sunglasses and clasping a cigar in its beak was waiting for her as the doors opened.

“Wanna lift?” it asked gruffly.

“I am ignoring you,” Larkin replied. “You are just a glitch in my programming.”

“Too bad,” the penguin commented as it lowered its sunglasses. “You’re pretty cute for a hunk of metal and wires.”

“I am constructed from a complex alloy of…” She stopped in mid-sentence. Her audience had disappeared. Slightly distressed, Larkin walked the rest of the way back to her quarters with her eyes closed. She knocked over two crewman and stomped on another’s foot breaking three of his toes, but she didn’t see any more penguins.

After a bit of sleep and some careful thought, Captain Rydell decided that Ensign Larkin had better have a talk with Counselor Webber. Claire didn’t usually handle machines, but Larkin swore that nothing was mechanically wrong with her. And if it was mental, Claire was the person to find it.

The next morning, Ensign Kristen Larkin was in Counselor Webber’s office discussing her visions.

“And then one was in the turbolift with me, and it talked.”

“What did it say?” Webber asked.

“It said that I was cute.”

“Ahh. Now then, Kristen, have you been feeling lonely lately?”

“No. Why?”

“I just thought that you might be creating these penguins to fulfill your needs for companionship.”

“That is definitely not the case, Counselor,” Larkin replied. Suddenly, a line of five penguins appeared and began dancing around Webber’s chair. “They are here,” Larkin announced.

“What are they doing?”

“Forming a conga line, I believe.”



Captain Rydell found Counselor Webber’s report about Larkin very disturbing. The last thing he needed to deal with was a crazy android. He really only had one option. Larkin was going to have to be shut down, and Chief Engineer Scott Baird would have to disassemble and fix her.

Larkin was more disturbed by this news than Rydell was by the news of her condition. Unfortunately, she had to follow his orders. She reported to engineering that afternoon, so Commander Baird could shut her down. Captain Rydell was waiting there with Baird.

“I’m really sorry about this, Larkin,” Rydell said consolingly. “I don’t want to do this, but I’m trying to look after your welfare. This is just like me ordering someone to report to sickbay.”

“Except for the fact that Dr. Singer doesn’t usually take her patients apart piece by piece,” Larkin replied.

“I promise to be gentle,” Baird assured her.

“Shut her down, Commander,” Rydell ordered.

“I wouldn’t do that,” a voice commanded. Rydell and Baird looked around for its origin. “Down here,” the voice said. They looked down to the floor and spotted a penguin staring up at them. It disappeared and reappeared an instant later on the work-station next to them.

“Uh… Captain,” Baird stammered. “That’s a…”

“Penguin,” Rydell finished.

“Actually, I am a Jernasi,” the bird replied. “Evidently, our race bears a resemblance to a creature from your home-world. I extend greetings to you from our people.” Rydell quickly got over his astonishment and switched over into diplomacy mode.

“And I extend greetings to you on behalf of the United Federation of Planets.”

“Thank you, Captain Rydell. As your ensign can tell you, we have been observing you for the last day. Then, we scanned your computer records and decided that we must not be catching you at your best.”

“That’s the truth,” Rydell replied. “But why did you not want your presence known?”

“We had never encountered your kind before, and did not know how you would react to a different culture. We thought that it would be best to cloak ourselves so we could observe you before making contact. Unfortunately, we did not count on the fact that your android’s vision is far superior to your own. Much to our surprise, she was able to detect us.”

“So you had to make us think she was crazy in order to keep your presence a secret,” Baird said.

“That is correct. We are sorry that it almost caused her dismantling.” The Jernasi turned to Larkin. “We hope that you can forgive us.”

“I am not capable of anger or holding a grudge,” she replied. “Consider it forgotten.”

“Thank you. Now then, Captain, we will decloak our ship, and then we would like to discuss the possibility of joining your Federation.”

“Of course,” Rydell replied. “Just follow me up to our Observation Lounge, and we can talk.” Rydell and the Jernasi left the room discussing Jernasi cloaking technology and the benefits of consuming large amounts of raw fish.

“Well, it looks like you narrowly avoided becoming a pile of spare parts, Larkin,” Baird said as he put away his tools. “I just can’t believe that a race of intelligent penguins exists.”

“I just hope they do not have any enemies coming to look for them,” Larkin replied.

“What do you mean?”

“Do you really want to deal with a race of intelligent polar bears?”

“Good point,” Commander Baird replied, laughing.





CHAPTER ONE





USS EXPLORER - THE PRESENT



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53542.9. The Explorer is en route to the Jernas system to settle a dispute between the Jernasi and the Golath, a race of highly intelligent polar bears. The Golath and the Jernasi have barely tolerated each other for the last several decades, and lately it seems that negotiations are breaking down on both sides. Since the Jernasi are members of the Federation, we’ve been asked to step in to offer diplomatic aid. I have a feeling some members of the crew will enjoy this mission more than others.



“What do you mean you don’t care?” Lt. Commander Chris Richards asked, leaning over Lt. Commander Larkin’s shoulder as her hands worked at incredible speed, disassembling a faulty warp flux capacitor.

“I have moved the penguin-related portion of my program to a nested buffer, where the files have been compressed and earmarked for deletion.”

“Deletion?” Richards said, sitting down at his desk, across from Larkin. “That sounds kind of final.”

“They are unnecessary protocols, Commander.”

“Chris.”

“They are unnecessary protocols, Chris. My data processors function with point zero three percent more accuracy without them.”

“Well, that certainly is a marked improvement,” Richards said. He continued to watch Larkin work on the capacitor. She had completely disassembled it in less than ten seconds. The tiny piece of machinery was incredibly complex; it would have taken his engineers all day to fix the faulty component.

“Indeed, it is.” Larkin held up a small, diamond-shaped piece. “This regenerative pulse modifier is corroded.”

“I’ll have to replicate another one,” Richards mumbled.

“Unnecessary,” Larkin said, palming the modifier and squeezing, moving her fingers back and forth over it. After several seconds, the android placed the piece on Richards’s desk. “I am finished.”

“Amazing,” Richards said, examining the modifier. “What would I do without you?”

“Without me, the task would have taken seven point four hours longer.”

“Then it’s good we have your abilities, Kristen,” Richards said with a smile, putting down the newly repaired piece and moving around to the front of his desk. He sat on the edge of the desk, across from Larkin, and looked down at her. “Now what on Earth possessed you to take the penguin protocols out of your programming?”

“Your alliteration impresses me, Commander.”

“Chris.”

“Your alliteration impresses me, Chris,” Larkin corrected. “As I said before, there is no need for them.”

“But something must have inspired you to do it…”

“Indeed, Counselor Peterman suggested it, during a counseling session I had with her on Stardate 53421.6.”

“I knew she had something to do with this,” Richards scowled. “Listen, Kristen, those protocols may have taken up extra space in your memory core, but they were part of you…an essential component to your personality.”

“I do not see how.”

Richards folded his arms and looked up at the ceiling. He sighed. “Think of it this way, Kristen. Do you know how I’m always going on about art? Sketching, color, contrast, hue? That kind of thing?”

“I do. It occupies substantial time.”

“Well, it might, but would I be me without that part of my personality?”

“Yes.”

“No, I wouldn’t. Don’t you see, when it comes to the human mind, there isn’t anything in there that isn’t important. It all makes up what we are, who we are!”

“I am not human.”

“That doesn’t matter…you have a personality, as sure as you have arms and legs. You have subroutines and algorithms that define the way you act. Heck, I should know. I wrote them!”

Larkin considered this. “True. What is your point?”

“The point is, the person you are is the sum total of what’s in that database.” Richards knocked on Larkin’s head for effect. She rolled her eyes up toward his outstretched hand and regarded it, with what seemed to be skepticism.

“I concede that point to you, Commander. I will return the aforementioned protocols to my primary database immediately.”

“Glad to hear it,” Richards said, slapping his legs and standing up. He glanced at the chronometer. “Well, it’s about time we called it a day. You can finish repairing that flux capacitor tomorrow.”

“Very well.” Larkin stood up. “Do you wish for me to watch you eat dinner now?”

“Actually…” Richards smiled. “I kind of have a date tonight.”

Larkin raised her eyebrow. “Indeed. May I ask with whom?”

“Ensign Madera.”

“Accessing. Ensign Susan Madera. Federation Psychological Profile 0079898-B. She is afraid of Venemar spike bats and enjoys golfing. Her favorite color is rouge. Allergies include…”

Richards placed a hand over Larkin’s mouth. “That’s all right, Kristen. I want to date her, not dissect her.”

“As you wish,” Larkin conceded. “At any rate, I hope you have an enjoyable date. It is apparent that you require someone to occupy your time after the cooling of your relationship with Dr. Browning.”

“That I do, Kristen,” Richards said as he hurried out of Engineering. “That I do.”



“So after flunking art school, I applied to the academy, and can you believe it? I got accepted!” Lt. Commander Richards said, eating another spoonful of Circassian Cheesecake. “The rest, as they say, is history.”

“Hmm,” Ensign Madera said, poking at her dessert. “That’s really interesting. I applied to Starfleet so I could play harp for the admiralty and the Federation President. Then I got stuck on the Aerostar for some reason.”

“No one ever explained why?” Richards asked, arching an eyebrow.

Madera shrugged. “It could be because I got in a fight with the concert master. She said I had chubby legs.”

“Well, that’s simply not true!” Richards said, glancing under the table. “You have wonderful legs.”

“Really?” Madera grinned. “Thank you.”

“As a matter of fact…” Richards leaned forward, looked over his shoulder, then whispered. “I would love to paint you.”

“Me? Really?” Madera replied, obviously flattered.

“Sure. Beauty like yours should be captured forever.”

Madera leaned forward and kissed Richards on the cheek. “That is SO sweet, Mr. Richards.”

“You can call me Chris,” Richards said idly, glancing over Madera’s shoulder. In walked Dr. Browning and Dr. Delgano, the visiting internal specialist, still in their lab-coats. Amara rushed over and escorted them to a booth. “What the hell are they doing here?”

Madera glanced over her shoulder. “Who?”

“Umm…” Richards said, pointing in a randomly chosen direction. “Uh, them.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Baxter? Captain Baxter’s parents?” Madera said, glancing at the older couple. Harlan stared at his plate, eating quietly, while Lucille talked, gesturing wildly. “Why shouldn’t they be here?”

“Umm…I don’t know. Because they’re living in sin?” Richards was sinking deeper.

“They’ve been married for like forty years!”

“Still, that’s no reason for them to flaunt their urges in public.”

“What urges?”

“Never mind. How’s the cheesecake?”

Madera smiled, popped a cherry into her mouth. “Delicious, Christopher.”

“Chris. Not Christopher.” Richards glared at Browning and Delgano as they ordered, laughing over some amusing item on the menu.

“Why not Christopher? I think it’s a beautiful name!”

“It brings back some painful memories. Because…uh, my parents used to call me that.”

“And did they live in sin too?”

“Yes,” Richards said quickly, getting up and stretching. “Well, that certainly was delicious. We’ll have to do this again sometime.”

“Uh-huh,” Madera said, pushing out of her chair. “Care to come back to my quarters for a little nightcap?”

Richards shook his head. “No thanks. It’s getting late. I should be getting to bed.”

“It’s only 1900 hours!”

“Well,” Richards said, taking Madera’s arm. “The early bird gets the worm!”

“Right. So when do you want to paint me?”

“I’ll get back to you on that.” Richards led Madera out of the Constellation Cafe and down the corridor to the nearby turbolift, pressing the call button. When the doors opened, he gestured. “After you!”

Madera stepped in, and Richards paused at the doorway. “Hmm…look at that bulkhead. Looks like it could use some shoring up!”

“Christopher…I mean Chris! The door is closing!” Madera said, stepping forward to hold the door.

“Don’t worry!” Richards said, pushing Madera’s hand back through the door as it slid shut. “I’ll just get the next car!”

Richards turned on a heel and rushed back to the Cafe. Once he approached Browning’s booth, he slowed down and strode by. “Oh, Janice,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “Fancy seeing you here!’

“Yes, you and I at the only restaurant on the ship, and around dinner time no less, quite a coincidence,” Browning joked, looking up at Richards queerly. “Have you met Dr. Delgano?”

Richards turned to look at the other doctor. He looked to be in his late thirties and balding. He smiled at Richards, who did his best to return the favor, plastering on the fakest smile possible. “No, I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure!”

“Lt. Commander Christopher Richards, Chief Engineer of the Explorer,” Browning said, gesturing at Richards. “This is Dr. Donald Delgano. Our visiting internal specialist.”

“Call me Don,” Dr. Delgano said amiably, reaching up to shake Richards’s hand.

“Hello, Don.” Richards grabbed the doctor’s hand and gripped it as hard as he could.

“Wow, quite a handshake you have there, Mr. Richards,” Dr. Delgano said, withdrawing his hand.

“Donald and I were just going over the specs for the Sickbay renovations. We’re trying to make it a little more patient-friendly.”

“Bedside manner is so important,” Delgano agreed. “We want our patients to be comfortable.”

“Yep. Comfortable,” Richards muttered.

“Would you like to sit down?” Browning asked. “We could look over the new sensor cluster your engineers are putting in.”

“I don’t think so,” Richards said, backing away. “I was just about to go to the bar and drink heavily.”

“Um…okay,” Browning said. “I’ll call you later about that sensor array.”

“All right.”

“Nice meeting you!” Delgano called out.

“Uh-huh.” Richards saddled up to the bar. “A bottle of your best antimatter, Mr. Mirk!”

Mirk walked over and obediently poured Richards a shot of Bringloidi limon rum. “See how that passes through the phase converters, Mr. Richards.”

Richards tossed back the shot, pounded the bar and hacked for close to a minute. “Woo wee, that was strong. Hit me again.”

Mirk poured again. “This isn’t like you, Mr. Richards. Why don’t you tell Uncle Mirk what’s wrong?”

“I’ll tell you what’s wrong,” Richards said, holding back a shriek as he downed the next shot. He thumbed over his shoulder. “I have a feeling Browning and that other doctor are getting ready to operate…on each other.”

“Are you kidding?” Mirk asked. “That relationship is purely professional. Now you and Ensign Madera, I think, are a different story.”

“Leave her out of this,” Richards belched, dumping another shot messily into the frosted Federation shot-glass. “Listen, Mirk. I can’t be friends with her. I don’t want to be friends with her. I want it to be like it was. The sweetest, gentlest romance ever to be seen in this galaxy.”

“We’re talking about you and Janice, right?”

“Yes!” Richarson barked.

“It wasn’t all that, Chris. Really. It was one pit-stop on a long and winding road. You need to move on.”

“Move on?”

“Yes. You’d be surprised how everything else in the universe will keep moving long after you break up with your girlfriend.”

“I don’t care what you say,” Richards said, thumbing his chest. “I love her!”

“You’ll get over it,” Mirk said, taking the bottle away from Richards and sticking it back under the counter. “Now why don’t you go back to your quarters and sober up? I promise things will look better in the morning.”

“Mirk, you really know how to make a guy feel better,” Richards said, leaning over the bar and engulfing Mirk in a bear hug.

“That’s what I’m here for,” Mirk replied, struggling uncomfortably in Richards’s grip.

“You know, you should start counseling people around the ship about love,” Richards suggested.

“No way,” Mirk replied, wiping up the spot on the bar where Richards had spilled rum. “I stepped on Counselor Peterman’s toes once before and I won’t make that mistake again.”

“If you say so,” Richards said, and stumbled out of the cafe.



BLEEEEEEEP.

BLEEEEEEEP.

BLEEEEEEEP.

“Shut up!” Richards called out, tossing an empty kanar bottle at the door to his quarters.

“Christopher, it’s Susan. Can I come in?”

Richards scrubbed a hand through his close-cut mat of hair. “Hold on.”

He dragged himself into the bathroom and looked himself over in the mirror. “Dear God. I look like hell.”

“Christopher?”

“Hold on!” Richards barked, and splashed water in his face.

At least he needn’t worry about getting dressed: he’d passed out while still wearing his Starfleet uniform.

Richards dried his face off, threw the towel onto his desk, and leaned against his door-frame, keying the doors open.

When they opened, blinding light from the corridor outside flooded in, knocking Richards to the carpet.

“Christopher!” Madera said, hurrying in. “What did you do to yourself?”

Burying his face in the carpet for a moment, Richards relished the darkness. “I drank myself silly, Susan.”

“Why?”

“Why does anyone drink?” He rolled over on his back. “To forget.”

“Oh.” Madera surveyed Richards’s quarters. It looked as if a Tellarite sandstorm had hit. Clothes were everywhere, the bed was unmade, and the couch had split up into its component cushions. “This place really needs a woman’s touch.”

“It had one.” Richards covered his eyes with his hands. Memories flooded back to him. Evidently, after leaving Mirk’s, he’d gone back to his quarters, busted open his case of Cardassian kanar, and emptied three of the six bottles. It was a miracle he was still alive.

Madera replaced a cushion on his couch and sat down. “So…when would you like to paint me?”

Richards peered through his fingers at Madera. “Paint…you?”

“You said you’d love to paint me last night? Remember?”

“I’m having a hard time remembering my name right now, Susan,” Richards replied.

“Uh-huh.” Madera stood up, walked over. “I have a concert coming up tomorrow night. Are you going to be there?”

“Listen, Ensign,” Richards choked out, looking up at Madera from the floor. “I’ll be frank with you. I’m just getting over a two year relationship. I really just wanted to date you and have fun, but now I realize that I’m still nowhere near over Janice. So how about we break it off now and prevent either of us from being hurt in the future?”

Madera’s face darkened as she looked down at Richards. “Maybe you’ve been in a relationship so long you forgot this: Never be frank with a woman!”

She kicked Richards hard in the stomach and marched out of his quarters, leaving Richards to vomit all over his favorite rug.



“It’s a gorgeous day,” Captain Andy Baxter announced, strolling onto the bridge and looking out at the stars on the viewscreen.

“They are the same f***ing stars we always see,” J’hana remarked, leaning against her station. “Why should they look any more gorgeous today?”

“Because today is the day that I finally get rid of my parents,” Baxter declared, resting his hands on the railing that surrounded the command chairs, taking a deep breath and soaking in the view of the onrushing stars.

“You’ve said that before,” Tilleran noted, turning in her chair and plucking some controls at her station.

“But I mean it this time!” Baxter said, approaching the science console and looking from Tilleran to J’hana. “Don’t you see…it’s this diplomatic mission to Jernas. That’s the key!”

“You are coming apart, sir,” J’hana said. “Perhaps you should spend some time with your wife in counseling.”

“No, I’m not coming apart,” Baxter declared, spinning on a heel and spreading his arms out wide. “I’m coming together!”

“Captain’s lost it,” Ford announced from the helm.

“I haven’t lost it!” Baxter cried, circling around to the front of the bridge, making a fist and shaking it in Ford’s face for emphasis. “I’ve gained it!”

“Permission to shoot you, Captain,” J’hana requested grimly.

“Denied, denied, denied!” Baxter called out, whirling around to his command chair. “This is how it will happen: I will let my dad show his natural diplomatic talents down on Jernas–”

“What diplomatic talents?” interrupted J’hana.

“Never-mind that, he has them,” Baxter snapped. “Anyway, I will let him show his true diplomatic talents, and then the Federation will see what a gem they’re passing up. They’ll offer him anything he wants to join the diplomatic corps. And I’ll be rid of him and my mother forever!”

“That sounds good in theory,” Tilleran said. “We’ll see how well that works in practice.”

“It’s either that,” Baxter said, lowering himself into the command chair. “Or I kill them.”

“I am prepared to offer my services in that respect, sir,” J’hana said.

“I’ll keep that in mind, Lieutenant.” Baxter turned in his command chair as the turbolift doors at the back of the bridge whooshed open to reveal Counselor Peterman.

“Good morning, Andy,” Peterman said, strolling over to her chair and plopping down with an exhausted sigh. “My, you were energetic last night.”

“Any reason I shouldn’t have been?”

“Listen, Andy, I don’t want you to get your hopes up about this plan to get rid of your parents.”

“And why shouldn’t I?”

“Because, the best laid plans of mice and men often go awry,” Peterman said.

“Is that so? Well, I suppose you thought up that little saying all by yourself?”

“No, it’s from an ancient poem. Andy, the point is, you should allow for the chance that this plan won’t work.”

“I’ll just remember you said that, Nancy Naysayer,” Baxter taunted. “We’ll see after we get done with the Jernas mission.”

“Listen, that isn’t even what I came up here to talk to you about,” Peterman said, pushing her hair back over her shoulders in frustration.

“Well what did you come up here for, then?” Baxter asked.

“I found out something very interesting in our crew database about Lt. Commander Larkin.”

Baxter leaned forward. “I’m all ears.”

“Today is her birthday!”

Baxter blinked. “Pardon?”

“I was doing some research for an upcoming session I have with her, and I came across the date she was first activated. It was twelve years ago today!”

“I wonder why she didn’t tell us about it,” Baxter mused, rubbing his bearded chin.

“She’s very secretive about things like that. She probably doesn’t want us to make a big fuss over it.”

“So, obviously, your plan is to make a big fuss over it,” Baxter reasoned.

“Exactly,” Peterman said. “The surprise party will be at Mirk’s at nineteen hundred hours tonight. Yeoman Briggs and I are taking care of all the arrangements. Attire is dressy-casual.”

“Presents?” Baxter asked.

“Of course.”

“Hmm. What do you get a twelve-year-old android?”

“You’ll have to figure that out for yourself, Andy,” Peterman said, rising from her chair. “Get the word out to as many people as you can. Just don’t let Larkin find out. That means you can’t use the computers.”

“Okeydoke. I’ll try to find time to get that present and hand out secret invitations while I’m trying to stop two entire worlds from going to war.”

“I know you’ll find something tasteful,” Peterman grinned, heading back into the turbolift.

“Do not be so sure,” remarked J’hana, snickering as Peterman stepped into the lift.

“Well, that’s that,” Baxter said, leaning out of his command chair. “I was going to prepare my speech to the Jernasi today, but now I’ve got to spend the whole day looking for a blasted present for Larkin.”

“Your sense of priorities is commendable, Captain.”

“Stuff it, J’hana,” Baxter muttered, stepping into the alternate turbolift that was located at the front of the bridge by the science station. “Just for that, Tilleran has the conn.”

Tilleran grinned at J’hana as she swung around her station and made her way down to the command chair. “See what you get when you’re not nice?”

“It is not worth it,” J’hana grumbled.



“Hold still, Christopher,” Dr. Browning said as she ran her hand-held mender across Richards’s stomach. “You have a couple bruised ribs.”

Richards grimaced as Browning worked on him, dangling his legs over the biobed. “It was a nasty fall.”

“It looks like you were kicked,” Browning said, looking up at Richards as she finished the job.

“Well, I wasn’t,” Richards snapped, defensive.

Browning peered into each of Richards’s eyes, while glancing down at her medical tricorder readings. “It also looks like you have a huge hangover.” She sniffed the air and grimaced. “You hit that bottle of kanar we got last year during our trip to Risa, didn’t you?”

“I hit three of them.”

“Why?”

“Because I felt like it,” Richards said. “Is it so wrong to get a little drunk every now and then?”

Browning shook her head. “You weren’t a little drunk. A few more ounces of that Cardassian drain-cleaner would have killed you.”

“Hmm. I’ll have to remember that for next time. I hate to leave a job unfinished,” Richards remarked.

“What’s wrong with you, Christopher?” Browning asked, closing her tricorder and setting her tools down on a nearby med-table.

Richards looked around Sickbay–it was mostly empty, save Nurse Carter, who was studying gel cultures in the bio-lab. “Maybe it had a little bit to do with the fact that you’re getting so cozy with Dr. Delgano.”

“Him? Chris, really, he’s ten years older than me.”

“That doesn’t mean anything and you know it. In Vulcan/Human marriages, there is sometimes a one hundred year difference in age!”

“It’s a totally professional relationship, Christopher. Now you can take my word for it or not,” Browning said, folding her arms. “But it doesn’t take a ship’s counselor to see that you’re using Dr. Delgano as an excuse to vent your frustrations over something else.”

“Would it surprise you to know that I’m having a little trouble adjusting to single life?”

Browning scooted up on the med-table next to Richards. “Nope, actually, it wouldn’t. It’s a new experience for me too.”

“Then you think we should get back together?”

“No way. I said it’s a new experience, not a bad one. We just need time to adjust to the situation. I still love you, but we can’t be a couple anymore. I’ve moved past that.”

“You’ve moved past it,” Richards muttered. “Where does that leave me?”

Browning shrugged, scooted off the med-table. “Wherever you want to be, I guess.”

Just then, Captain Baxter stepped through the doors into Sickbay. “Hey, guys. Good, you’re both here. That saves time. It’s Larkin’s birthday, and we have until tonight to find her presents.”

“Larkin’s birthday?” Browning asked, looking to Richards.

“Wow,” Richards said, rubbing his chin. “That’s right. I didn’t even realize it.”

“What a neglectful mother,” Baxter scoffed. “I was about to head down to the replideck. You two want to go shopping with me?”

“I don’t think so. I’m supposed to be planning the Sickbay renovations today,” Browning said.

Baxter looked to Richards. “Well?”

“I have to be in Engineering,” Richards said, taking one last glance at Browning and heading out of Sickbay. “You’re on your own, Captain.”

“What’s got him?” Baxter asked, scratching his head as Richards left.

Browning sighed. “What do you think?”

“Still hung up about the breakup?” Baxter asked.

“Bingo.”

“Man, that’s tough.” Baxter waited there a moment, then turned on a heel. “Well, off to the replideck!”



Lt. Commander Larkin proceeded down the corridor toward the turbolift, noting the strange looks she was getting from all the crew-members. They smiled, whispered, grinned, poked each other and pointed. The android construed all these strange actions as having something to do with her, and made it a point to ask the next person she saw about it.

That person ended up being Ensign Howard Sefelt.

Sefelt strolled past Larkin, trying to keep his face completely straight, sweat beading on his forehead.

“Ensign,” Larkin said, clamping a hand on his shoulder.

Sefelt whipped around. “I know nothing!”

“Why are you and my crew-mates behaving in this fashion?” Larkin asked.

“Please don’t hurt me!” Sefelt cried, shrinking down to the deck and curling into a fetal ball.

“It is not my intention to hurt you. I simply wish to know why everyone is acting so strangely.”

“It’s your birthday! It’s your birthday! Happy Birthday! Now leave me alone!” Sefelt cried, bolting down the corridor.

“My birthday,” Larkin repeated to herself. She reasoned that someone on the crew had deduced that today was the twelfth anniversary of her activation, and had thus planned to surprise her, in an all-too-predictable humanoid maneuver.

Very well, Larkin said to herself, switching to Internal Monologue mode as she stepped into the turbolift. I will abide by human custom and act surprised when the allotted time comes. I have no need for presents or special attention, but I will act as if I enjoy it regardless.

“Bridge,” she said out loud.



Commander Conway looked up from the padd he was sharing with Lieutenant J’hana. “Now, let me see if I have this right. You and Tilleran will stand here. The Captain and I will be here. Mirk, Peterman, and Browning will hide behind the bar, and the rest of the group will be positioned behind tables here and here.”

“It is a sound battle strategy,” J’hana said. “Which I have found works well for ground assaults and surprise parties alike.”

“Ingenious,” Conway remarked. Suddenly, the turbolift doors swept open and emitted Lt. Commander Larkin. Conway flung the padd behind his back and whirled around. “Morning, Commander!”

“Commander,” Larkin nodded, and headed over to her station to begin her shift.

“She doesn’t suspect a thing,” Conway whispered, shoving the padd into J’hana’s hands. “This is approved, J’hana. Get the word out.”

“Aye, sir,” J’hana said, returning to her station.

Conway stepped down to the forward stations, leaning against the ops console as Larkin began her work. “How are you today, Commander?”

“I am functioning within normal parameters, sir,” Larkin replied. “And you?”

“Couldn’t be better.” Conway eyed Larkin carefully. “So, what are you, a size nine?”

“On the contrary, I am a size six.” Larkin cocked her head, processing the information. “Why do you ask?”

Conway smiled, heading back to the command chair. “Oh, no reason.”

Perfectly handled, Conway thought to himself.

He thinks I am fat, Larkin noted.



“I’ll never make it, Christopher,” Kris Larkin said over the crackling comm channel. “I’m four days’ travel away at warp four, which is all the Daisy can do.”

Richards swung back and forth in his chair at his desk and regarded the human woman that inspired Lt. Commander Larkin’s creation on his desktop terminal. “But Kris, it would mean so much to her if you came!”

“There’s no way.” Kris smiled. “Unless you diverted the Explorer to come get me.”

“No can do. We’re on diplomatic duty.” Richards thought a moment. “We could send the Escort.”

“That’s a nice thought, Christopher, but I doubt your captain would go for it.”

“You’re probably right,” Richards sighed. “Well, we’re due to head back out toward your neck of the woods next month. Maybe you can visit then.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Kris replied. “And you know what…” she looked down at the glowing terminal beside her. “We’re near a polar-type planet. Maybe I could beam up a block of ice and carve her an ice sculpture.”

“I think she’s trying to get out of her penguin phase,” Richards said. “Besides, I’m the artist, remember?”

“Sorry to step on your toes. I’ll get up with you and Larkin in a week or two and we can plan my visit, okay?”

“Sounds good,” Richards said, and leaned forward to switch off the viewer.



“Report, Centurion.”

Centurion Krellin stiffened, warily regarding the commander of the Horshak as he gave his report. “We just intercepted a transmission between the Daisy and a Federation starship, Commander.”

“Explorer?” Commander Ardek steepled his fingers, staring at the tiny freighter Daisy as it chugged slowly through space on the viewscreen at the front of the bridge.

“That’s correct,” Krellin said, his face registering shock. “How did you know?”

“Because I can smell a bad wind coming, Centurion. Did the message say anything about Explorer coming here?”

Krellin shook his head. “Negative. Just some nonsense about a birthday.”

Ardek arched an eyebrow. “The android?”

“Apparently.”

The Romulan commander rubbed his hands together, sliding out of his command chair and pacing the bridge. “Well, then, Lieutenant Commander Kristen Larkin of the Explorer will be getting a pleasant birthday present indeed. A very pleasant one!”

“She will, sir?”

“No, you idiot! I was being sarcastic!”

“Oh.”





CHAPTER TWO



Captain Baxter precariously balanced the huge gray case he’d brought up from the replideck on his shoulder with one hand, tugging Pandora along behind him on her leash. It had taken him most of the morning to find the proper gift. But once he’d come across the Bolian bookcase, he knew he’d hit the jackpot.

“Stupid replicators,” he mumbled. “Why couldn’t they have just replicated me a completely assembled bookcase?”

Baxter reached forward with his toe and keyed open the door to his quarters, barely squeezing through the door with the huge case. He slammed it down on the floor with a thud and collapsed onto his couch.

“There you are,” Lucille Baxter said, poking her head out of Baxter’s bedroom.

“Mom?” Baxter asked, hopping off his couch. “What the hell are you doing in there?”

“Looking for you,” she said, marching purposefully out of the bedroom. If Baxter didn’t know better, it would seem as if Lucille lived in the cabin instead of him. “I thought you’d be here writing your speech.”

Pandora jumped up on the couch and looked from Baxter to Lucille with intense interest. “Remind me to restrict your access codes,” Baxter muttered, rubbing a hand over his face.

“What’s that?” Lucille asked, nodding toward the gray case.

“It’s a birthday present for Lt. Commander Larkin,” Baxter said. “I got her a very nice Vladasic Era pre-fab imitation oronium Bolian bookcase. It rotates and everything.”

Lucille snapped the padd off the top of the case and paged through it. “You’ll never get this assembled. Why not have someone from Engineering do it?”

Baxter snatched the padd. “Because I can do it myself, Mom. Now why did you barge into my quarters this time?”

“I think that would be obvious, considering that you’re out buying presents for your crew instead of concentrating on your speech to the Jernasi.”

“What are you talking about?” Baxter played dumb.

Lucille folded her arms. “Andy, I think you should let your father handle these negotiations. They’re very important to the Federation.”

Baxter tried to hide his smile. “Are you saying I can’t handle them?”

“Truthfully?” Lucille asked. “No. You may have faced races in conflict, but what’s going on between the Jernasi and the Golath is like nothing you’ve dealt with before. Let the real diplomats deal with this.”

“Mom, I’m insulted,” Baxter said, holding back a chuckle.

“Don’t take it personally. It’s for the good of the Federation,” Lucille said, putting a hand on Baxter’s shoulder.

“I guess you’re right. In that case, Dad can take the lead on the negotiations.” She’s falling right into my trap, thought Baxter triumphantly.

“I knew you’d see it my way,” Lucille said, looking around Baxter’s quarters. “You know, it smells like a zoo in here. Can’t you increase power to the ventilation systems or something?”

Baxter shrugged. “It’s a constant problem, what with Kelly’s pets and everything.”

“Well, I’ll talk to someone in Operations. I’m sure something can be done about it.”

Baxter grinned. “You do that mom.”

“We’ll see you at Larkin’s party tonight, then?”

“You knew about it?” Baxter asked, shocked.

“Commander Conway told us.”

“Conway!” Baxter clenched his fist. Damn him. “Right. See you there.”

Lucille pecked Baxter on the cheek and sidled out of his quarters. Once she was gone, Baxter picked Pandora up, kissed her right on the face, spun her around, and leaped in the air.

“Everything’s going according to plan, Pandy! We’re almost rid of them!”

“Yip!” Pandora said agreeably.



A padd clacked down noisily in front of Richards as he worked at the master systems table.

“Helm report,” a grating voice said.

“Susan,” Richards said, looking up. “How are you?”

“Alignment is off again. There’s a point four centimeter drift on the helm controls.”

“I’ll get Stuart on it,” Richards said amiably. “Things going well with you?”

“I’m still not talking to you,” Madera said, turning on a heel and walking off toward the turbolift.

“Susan, please, don’t be like that!” Richards called after her. “I really want us to still be friends!”

“Tough!”

“Problems, Romeo?” Ensign Stuart said, hovering behind Richards and watching Madera leave.

“Yeah, Casanova,” Richards muttered, shoving the padd with Madera’s report into Stuart’s hands. “I’ve got problems with the helm control alignment. It’s off point four centimeters. Fix it.”

“Sir, have you thought about going to counseling?” Stuart asked, backing toward the Jeffries tube.

“Yes. Now get busy,” Richards snapped, stomping off toward his office. Once inside, he told the computer to lock the door and turned toward the meter-tall object that loomed on his desk, covered in cloth. It was his first work in the medium of bio-mimetic protoplasm. Actually, thought Richards, it was probably the only work in the medium of bio-mimetic protoplasm. He’d collected quite a bit of it after the refit of Explorer’s gel packs, and since he hated the idea of all that bluish gel going to waste, had collected it in a drum for future use.

Since finding out about Larkin’s birthday, he’d finally come upon a use for it. By placing electrodes strategically throughout the block of gel, he could design a computer algorithm that would mold the gel into any shape he wished.

“Computer, begin program Richards Gel-Alpha and dim the lights to one quarter normal.”

“Acknowledged. Beginning electromagnetic induction sequence,” the computer announced.

A blue glow began to emanate from under the cloth as Richards ripped it away, reveling in the fizzling and popping sound that the burbling and boiling plasma produced.

“Come to life, my gel-based friend…come to life!” Richards called out.



“Time to Jernas system?” Baxter asked, crossing from the turbolift to the forward bridge stations and surveying the stars that flashed by on the viewscreen.

“At our present speed of Warp Five, we should arrive at the Jernas system in just under an hour,” said Larkin from the operations console.

“Excellent,” Baxter said, plopping down into the command chair. He looked over at Commander Conway. “Commander.”

“Captain,” Conway nodded.

Baxter glanced at Larkin. Good, she was intent on her panel.

He grabbed a padd from the storage case behind his chair and began tapping on it, then passed it to Conway.



HOW ARE THE PREPARATIONS COMING?



Conway erased Baxter’s words and tapped in some more.



WE’RE ALL SET. EXCEPT THE LEFTOVER LOBSTER

PATE FROM YOUR WEDDING IS RANCID.



Baxter looked at the printing, shrugged, and tapped some more.



REALLY? I THOUGHT SEAFOOD NEVER SPOILED!



Conway grabbed the padd, shook his head in disbelief, and tapped:



WELL IT DOES, IDIOT.



Baxter grimaced as he read this, and stabbed the buttons on the padd.



WATCH YOUR TONE, COMMANDER!



Conway changed tacks:



WHAT DID YOU GET HER?



Baxter saw this and grinned.



BOOKCASE. A NICE ONE, TOO.



Back to Conway, who shook his head again.



STUPID! SHE MEMORIZES EVERYTHING. WHY

WOULD SHE NEED BOOKS?



Another disgruntled glare from Baxter and furious plunking of buttons.



SAYS YOU. WE’LL SEE AT HER PARTY.



“Ahem.” J’hana cleared her throat. “If you are done passing notes, Captain, you have a visitor.”

Harlan Baxter glared at the viewscreen, arms folded, waiting just behind J’hana.

“How long as he been here?” Baxter whispered, pulling J’hana closer.

“Five minutes. But I instructed him not to disturb you. I know how you and the Commander value your privacy,” the Andorian snickered.

“Shut up and get back to your station,” Baxter said, pushing out of his chair. “We can meet in my ready room,” Baxter said, gesturing for Harlan to follow him. “Commander Conway, the bridge is yours.”

“Notes,” Conway muttered, glaring dangerously at J’hana as he sidled over to the command chair.



“Do you want something to drink?” Baxter asked, circling around behind his desk and taking a seat.

Harlan Baxter was staring at the crew portrait that Richards had painted, which hung above Baxter’s couch, next to his autographed image of someone named Troy Aikman handing an oblong leather object off to someone else named Emmitt Smith.

Baxter waited a few moments. “Dad?”

“Hmm?” Harlan replied, turning his head.

“Something to drink?”

“Nope,” Harlan said firmly, heading over to the viewport behind Baxter’s desk and staring out at the stars. “Lucille says you want me to handle most of these negotiations?”

Manipulative woman, Baxter cursed to himself. “Yep. It was all my idea. You are the diplomat, after all.”

“Been quite a while since I worked in that capacity, though.”

Baxter stood, placed a hand on Harlan’s shoulder. “You’ll be fine, Dad. I’m sure it’s just like piloting a shuttle. You never forget how.”

“You sure you don’t mind me stepping in? I’d think you’d be a little put off…”

“Nah, don’t be silly,” Baxter grinned. “I’m more than happy to let the renowned Harlan Baxter handle these negotiations. I’m content to sit in the background.”

“Well, if you say so,” Harlan said. “I can look back over my journals. I was at the reception when Jernas was accepted into the Federation.”

“You were,” Baxter said, leading Harlan back across his readyroom toward the door. “That’s fascinating, Dad. I’d love to hear about it, but I imagine you have a lot of work to do before we meet the Jernasi delegation tomorrow morning.”

“You’re right,” Harlan said. “I have to get a speech prepared. Think up a strategy, study the background of the Golath…”

“Sounds like you have a busy day ahead…” Baxter ushered Harlan out of the readyroom and across the bridge to the aft turbolift. “Don’t let me stop you!”

“Thanks, son, I…” Harlan said, as the turbolift doors whooshed closed.

Baxter wiped his hands together. “Well, that takes care of that. If I’m not needed here, I think I’ll head down to the holodeck.”

Larkin turned in her chair. “Are you not preparing to work with the Jernasi, sir?”

“Didn’t I tell you?” Baxter asked. “My dad’s handling that. Not only will that give me the next week or so off, but it’ll also tempt the Federation into snatching him and my mother right off this ship.”

“Curious,” Larkin said, cocking her head and accessing her database.

“Why curious?”

“Was he not involved in the Derregan Two incident?”

“Derregan Two?” Baxter shook his head. “Doesn’t sound familiar.”

Larkin continued to access her records. “Stardate 42090. A corps of Federation officials was sent to Derregan Two to mediate a civil war. Ambassador Sarek was able to schedule a meeting between the two warring factions and…”

As Larkin reported what she knew about the Derregan Two incident, Baxter’s smile vanished.



“What do I see for you, Mrs. Baxter?” Yeoman Briggs asked, rubbing his fingers slowly through Lucille Baxter’s lathered hair. “I see a totally new look. Maybe some short bangs…” Briggs pulled at the back of Lucille’s hair. “Then we trim this to about yay long. Keep it all even, layer it though the back. Oh, we’ll have you looking so good!”

“Do what you think needs to be done, James,” Lucille said, closing her eyes as Briggs worked. “I have total faith in you.”

Lucille was so relaxed by Briggs’s head massaging she barely heard the doors to Briggs’s boutique slide open.

“You’re relieved, Yeoman,” she heard a voice say.

“I’m in the middle of a style and cut, Captain,” Briggs said testily.

“That may be, but I need to talk to her.”

“At least let me rinse it. If I leave the shampoo in, it’ll permanently damage her hair. Do you want that on your conscience?”

“I’ll risk it. Now get out. That’s an order.”

“Fine, be that way,” Briggs huffed, and headed out of the door. “Bitch!”

Lucille opened her eyes, rubbing at the stinging shampoo that dripped down her forehead. “What’s so important you had to interrupt my styling, Andrew?”

Baxter swung the chair opposite Lucille’s toward her and sat down. “We have to talk, Mom.”

“What about?” Lucille asked, wrapping a towel around her head.

“Does Derregan Two ring a bell?”

Lucille faltered. “Uh, should it?”

“Cut the crap, Mom.”

“Andrew Jackson Baxter!”

Baxter flicked on a razor and hovered over Lucille. “Talk to me about Derregan Two or I’ll shave you silly.”

“You’d never…”

Baxter held the razor closer. “Try me.”

“Okay, okay…” Lucille relented, holding up her hands in submission. “It was two years after you’d left for Starfleet Academy. Your father was diplomatic attache to the Vulcan consulate.” She took a deep breath. “When Sarek was sent to deal with the Derregan civil war, he took your father with him.”

“And what did Dad do?” Baxter asked, putting the phaser away and leaning back in the barber’s chair.

“It was two nights into the negotiations. Sarek was sponsoring a dinner for both factions of Derregans. One of the members of the Alpha factions sat next to your dad. And spilled some champagne on him.”

“Oh, Mom…”

Lucille’s eyes welled with tears. “And your father took a candelabra and bashed the man’s head in. He didn’t die exactly, but it gave him quite a…well, speech impediment. A fight broke out in the room and, as a result of that fight, all of Derregan Two went to war. Your dad was flushed out of the Diplomatic corps and went back to working for Starfleet. The only thing that kept him out of prison was the exemplary record he had before then. They reinstated his old rank of Captain, and then he made Vice Admiral faster than anyone else in Starfleet. He took over Internal Affairs and the rest you know.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me all this before?” Baxter asked, scratching his head.

Lucille shrugged. “You never asked.”

Baxter paced the salon. “Well, I can’t very well let Dad take over negotiations now. I have to stop him.”

Lucille gripped Baxter’s hand forcefully. “No, you won’t, Andrew. This means a lot to him.”

“What if he loses his temper again on Jernas and spreads penguin guts all over the place? What then? It’ll be on MY record!”

“He’ll do fine. He just needs to get his confidence back. This is the perfect opportunity.”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “We’re staking a lot on this opportunity.”

“But if it works out you may get rid of us for good.” Lucille grinned.

“Mom, what are you talking about?” Baxter asked, feigning shock.

“You’re not the only one who’s not happy with this arrangement,” Lucille muttered. “Think I like having that mannish Andorian boss me around? Think I like planting flowers all day and acting out boring holo-novels? This whole retirement thing was your father’s idea. I want to get back out there, Andrew. And if some Jernasi blood has to be shed to get that accomplished, well, that’s how it will be, hear me?”

Baxter took his mother’s arm and walked with her out of the Salon. “Mom, I don’t think I’ve ever felt as close to getting rid of you as I do now.”

“And I you, son.”



Baxter strolled out onto the bridge feeling much more confident about the Jernasi negotiations. So his father had a bit of a temper–was that such a big deal? As long as Baxter kept an eye on him and nobody spilled anything, the mission should go exactly as planned.

“Entering Jernas system,” Larkin announced from ops.

“Come out of warp and take us into orbit around Jernasi Prime, Mr. Ford,” Baxter said, taking a position between the conn and ops stations.

Commander Conway stepped up behind him. “Did you settle things with your mommy?”

“You let me worry about that,” Baxter snapped, turning his attention to the viewscreen.

The Explorer gracefully swung into orbit around the huge blue orb of Jernasi Prime. It was a very deep, almost cerulean blue. To Baxter, it looked extremely cold. He glanced back at the science station. “What’s the weather like down there, Lieutenant?”

“Well, let’s see,” Tilleran said, calling up her sensor scans. “In the capital city the ambient temperature is negative three degrees Celsius.

“Brrr,” Baxter said, looking to Conway and smiling. Conway sneered back.

“Then you still have to factor in the wind chill…that’s about twenty degrees below zero,” continued Tilleran.

Baxter smiled. “How nice for the Commander, since we all know how much he loves the cold.”

“Har-har.” Conway made his way up to the tactical station. “What’s the tactical report on this system?”

J’hana looked at her console. “Nine Jernasi battleships are standing guard around the three inhabited planets.”

“What about the Golath?” Baxter asked.

“I’m reading a fleet of seven Golath destroyers holding position just outside the system.”

“Waiting for the other shoe to drop,” Conway surmised.

“Apparently,” Baxter replied. “Well, I guess we might as well ring the doorbell. Hail the Jernasi capital, J’hana.”

“They are returning the hail, sir,” J’hana replied.

Baxter tugged down on the front of his uniform and readied his best diplomatic smile. “On screen.”

As expected, a being exactly resembling a penguin appeared on the viewscreen, looking perfectly serene at his large, glossy, wooden desk. “Ah, you must be Captain Baxter.”

“That’s correct,” Baxter replied. “Of the Federation Starship Explorer. We’re here to offer diplomatic aid.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Captain,” the penguin said, folding his flippers one on top of the other. “I am Quaylig, Prime Minister of Jernas. I must say, you aren’t a moment too soon. The Golath have gotten more and more aggressive with each passing day. Just yesterday, they stopped a Jernasi ship and attempted to search it for contraband. That was the third time in as many weeks.”

“Do they have any reason to suspect contraband, Mr. Prime Minister?” Baxter asked.

“We’re not a violent people, Captain. I don’t know why the Golath are intent on violating our space.”

“Well, don’t worry. Starfleet’s here now. You can rest easy. I’m sure we’ll come up with a solution to this…”

“You are Larkin!” Quaylig said suddenly, pointing a flipper in Larkin’s direction.

Larkin looked to Baxter, who shrugged. “That is correct,” she finally replied.

“You are quite respected among my people, since you had the ability to see through our cloaking device. Perhaps we could discuss that during this visit?”

“That would be acceptable,” Larkin said, glancing up at Baxter. “However, I think we should get through the negotiations first.”

“Of course. You all are welcomed on Jernas. Feel free to send as many away teams as you wish to visit our world.”

Baxter didn’t have the heart to tell Quaylig that no human would be go somewhere that cold on purpose. “We’ll keep that in mind. For now, I’d like to send down a preliminary survey team to meet with you and discuss the situation.”

“We are sending the coordinates for our Governmental Hall now, Captain.”

Baxter looked back to J’hana, who acknowledged that she’d received the coordinates. “Very good. I’m sure we’ll be in contact again.” Baxter turned to J’hana and drew a finger across his throat. “Cut channel, J’hana.”

Conway sighed as he rose from his chair. “I suppose you want me to go down there.”

“Damn right. I hate the cold.” Baxter collapsed into his seat. “And take my Dad with you. He’ll want to meet with the Jernasi diplomatic team as soon as possible.”

“This is just getting sweeter by the minute,” Conway muttered, heading toward the turbolift. “J’hana, Larkin. You two are with me.”



Commander Conway ran into Harlan Baxter as he was moving down the corridor toward the transporter room, fighting to get his hefty aluminum-covered survival jacket on. “Mr. Baxter,” Conway said curtly, fumbling angrily with the zipper.

“Let’s get on with it,” Harlan said cheerily, clapping Conway on the back and leading him into the transporter room.

J’hana and Larkin were already waiting within, configuring their phasers and tricorders.

Ensign Yang appeared from the back room with a spare survival jacket in hand. “Here you go, sir,” she said, handing the jacket to Harlan. “This should fit.”

“Thanks, Ensign.”

Conway glared at Yang as she took her position behind the transporter console. “Where the hell is Hartley?”

“Mr. Richards assigned her part-time to the Escort’s engineering room,” Yang explained.

“Huh,” Conway said, taking his place on the transporter pad.

J’hana mounted the pad beside him. “What’s the matter, Commander? You miss Lieutenant Hartley’s gentle touch?”

“Not hardly,” Conway scoffed, as Harlan zipped up his jacket and stepped up to the pad, followed by Larkin. “Energize, Ensign.”



The surface of Jernasi Prime was about like Conway imagined it would be: Frigid, desolate, white. Cold. All the makings of the perfect vacation getaway. And far too reminiscent of the time he spent on a planet in the Delta Quadrant two and a half years ago–a planet that was also occupied by a penguinoid life-form.

Wind whipped through Larkin’s hair as she took tricorder readings. “According to my scans, we are in the middle of a blizzard.”

“No kidding,” Conway muttered, plodding forward. “Mind telling me which way the central government building is?”

“Right ahead, this way,” Larkin said, pointing.

“How do you like the weather so far?” J’hana asked heartily, nudging Harlan.

“Invigorating,” Harlan grunted, striding forward against the wind.

“My ass,” Conway mumbled.

“What’s that?” asked Harlan.

“Nothing.”

Once the group reached the large double doors to the government building, Larkin conducted more scans. She examined the panel next to the doors. “It would appear that this is the doorbell.”

“Well, then. Ring it already,” Conway grumbled.

Larkin thumbed a control on the keypad and, moments later, the doors swung open to reveal a shiny black penguin about a meter tall, wearing a glittery blue vest.

“Hello,” the Jernasi said brightly. “We’ve been expecting you.”

Conway bent down so he could address the penguin. “Are you the one we talked to earlier?”

“Me,” the penguin chuckled. “Ha ha. That’s a laugh. I am merely the doorman. This way.”

“He is obviously not the penguin we talked to earlier,” Larkin remarked quietly to Conway. “They look nothing alike.”

“What do you mean? They look exactly alike. They’re penguins.”

“That is a very close-minded view, Commander.”

“Whatever.” Conway followed the Jernasi all the way up a winding staircase, down to the end of a long, beautifully wallpapered corridor.

“People from the Explorer to see you,” the doorman said, punching a button.

“Great. Send them in.”

Conway led the way into the suite that obviously belonged to Jernas’ leader.

At the rear of the suite, the penguin that Conway assumed was Quaylig slid out of his chair and waddled around his huge desk, extending a flipper.

Conway shook the flipper and pasted on a smile. “Hello…uh, Quaylig?”

“That’s right,” chirped the Jernasi Prime Minister. Before Conway could say anything else, he moved right on to Larkin. “Ah, Lt. Commander Larkin, nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you.”

Larkin engaged small-talk mode. “I hope you heard only good things.”

“Of course!” Quaylig smiled. “Sit down, please.”

The group lowered themselves into chairs in front of Quaylig’s desk. Conway found it incredibly hard to squeeze into the chairs; after all, they were fitted for meter-tall tiny penguins.

“Well then.” Conway took a deep breath. “Let’s get down to business… first…”

“Let’s fire up a cigar,” Harlan interrupted, leaning forward and sliding a stogie across Quaylig’s desk. “An old negotiating tradition.”

Quaylig studied the oblong object. “Cig…ar?”

“Yes. A human delicacy.” Harlan produced a lighter from within his jacket. “Just put it in your mou–I mean put it in your beak.”

“Well, this is a bit out of the ordinary, but whatever pleases you pleases us.” Quaylig placed the cigar in his beak and Harlan leaned forward, sparking it up. He then lit his own and he and Quaylig puffed for several moments.

“Well?” Harlan finally asked.

“Ahem…ach…uh, exquisite!” Quaylig said. “Very enjoyable.”

“Commanders, Lieutenant?” Harlan asked, waving his cigar pouch in front of Conway, Larkin, and J’hana.

“Please,” J’hana said, snatching a cigar.

Conway stared at the pack, looked at Quaylig, Harlan, and J’hana as they puffed, and shrugged. “Okay. Sure.”

“I think not,” Larkin said, when the pack was offered to her.

Conway elbowed Larkin as he sparked up, chewing the cigar as he talked. “Come on, Larkin. Be one of the guys.”

“Yes,” J’hana said, blowing rings of smoke. “One of the guys.”

“I insist,” Quaylig said.

“Very well.” Larkin took Harlan’s lighter and lit the cigar. After a few puffs, she nodded. “Not a complex chemical makeup. Extended use will degrade humanoid lung tissue. And it is…”

While Larkin talked, a tiny black, smoking hole began to form in her neck. The hole soon opened wider, glowing orange and emitting a little waft of smoke.

“Oh goodness,” Quaylig said with alarm, as Conway leaned over and slapped at Larkin’s neck until the small fire was out.

“There is no need for concern,” Larkin said, pinching the end of her cigar until it was extinguished and tossing it into a wastebasket. “The damage was minimal.”

“Then let’s get right down to business,” Harlan said. “We should begin by arranging a meeting between your diplomats and the Golath as soon as possible.”

“Agreed,” Quaylig said. “But forgive me…who are you?”

“Harlan Baxter. Special Diplomatic Attache.”

“Ah,” Quaylig said. “Very good. I suggest we have our first official meeting tomorrow. In the meantime, I invite you to dinner in our grand ballroom tonight at nineteen hundred hours.”

Conway’s eyes had become red and watery. He leaned over and choked a few moments, finally regaining his composure and looking up at Quaylig. “That, uh…won’t due. We have an important staff meeting at that time.”

“We do?” asked J’hana.

“We do,” Conway grumbled, glaring at J’hana.

“Oh, that’s right.”

Larkin looked from J’hana and Conway. Obviously their behavior was directly related to her birthday celebration. Protocol dictated that she “play dumb.”

“I believe you both are in error. There are no scheduled staff meetings tonight.”

“It’s a surprise staff meeting,” J’hana snapped.

Conway glared again, then quickly turned his attention to Quaylig. “How about a breakfast?”

Quaylig bowed. “As you wish.”

“That was close,” J’hana whispered, as Quaylig ushered the away team out of the office for a tour of the city.

“Surprise staff meeting,” Conway harrumphed. “Real good, J’hana.”



Richards poked an electrode into the mass of bio-mimetic goo, so startled by the sudden ringing of his door chime that he accidentally shoved the electrode in too far and caused the wobbling mass to split open, oozing goo all over his desk.

“Come,” he snapped, scooping goo back into the gelatinous cube.

Lt. Hartley strolled into Richards’s office, stopping short as she stared at the gargantuan blue cube he was working on. “What the hell is that?”

“It’s Larkin’s birthday present,” Richards explained, patting the last bit of goo into place. “Electro-responsive bio-mimetic gel. Its semi-solid properties will no doubt be fascinating from a scientific viewpoint.” Richards adopted Larkin’s tone as he explained.

“Aww,” Hartley cooed sarcastically. “You really know how your daughter thinks.”

“I should,” Richards shrugged, collapsing into the seat opposite his desk. “I designed her brain.”

“This is true,” Hartley said, tapping her padd thoughtfully.

“Did you want something?” Richards asked.

“Oh, yes.” Hartley dropped the padd into Richards’s lap. “This is a request for all the supplies I’ll be needing to upgrade the Escort’s engines and weapon capabilities.”

“I didn’t realize there were so many problems,” Richards said, scrolling through the padd.

“What do you expect?” Hartley asked, leaning against the arm of the small couch at the rear of Richards’s office. “It’s a 40-year-old ship with brand new engines and weaponry. There are all kinds of glitches in the way the systems interact. The ship was never designed to do warp nine point nine–or fire quantum torpedoes for that matter.”

“Why didn’t you take care of this when you were Chief Engineer?”

Hartley shrugged. “I had more important things to take care of. Like, I don’t know, the Explorer for instance.”

“Point taken,” Richards said, tossing the padd onto his desk. “I’ll look into it.”

“Fair enough.” Hartley sidled over to Richards. “Now, any chance you can give me some pointers on what the hell you get an android for her birthday?”

“You’re on your own there,” Richards said. “She’s programmed to be polite, so it’s not like she’ll reject anything you get her. Just shoot for practical.”

“Practical. Like a great big bubbling blue cube?”

Richards narrowed his eyes at Hartley. “Dismissed, Lieutenant!”

Hartley grinned as she slid out of Richards’s office. “I’ll be on the replideck if you need me!”



Kris Larkin mounted the ladder that led up to the cramped bridge of the freighter Daisy.

“It’s about time those mealy-mouthed little worms showed up,” she said off-handedly, leaning against her command chair as Bort, her Bolian navigator/weapons officer/helmsman/engineer, manned the forward station.

“Try not to call them that when you’re negotiating our price,” Bort grunted, bringing up the approaching Ferengi Marauder on the forward viewscreen.

“Hail them already,” Kris said, ignoring Bort’s comment and facing the main screen.

“They’re returning,” Bort chimed, after a few moments delay.

“On screen.”

A toothy-grinned Ferengi appeared on the screen, glancing over his shoulder at Kris. “Ah, there you are, Daisy. I trust you have our shipment of Verillium spider-silk ready?”

“I pulled it out of the spider’s ass myself, Mr. Benkow,” Kris fake-smiled. “Now let’s get on with our swap so I can get back to my normal route.”

“You’re very to-the-point for a hu-mon,” Benkow said appraisingly. “And you have nice, slender fingers. Perfect for oo-mox.”

Kris shuddered. “I’m flattered. Listen up: I’ve got fourteen ninety-kilo cargo containers of spider-silk. I can give you the whole consignment for say…50 bars?”

“Robbery! You may be pretty, but not pretty enough to sucker me into a deal like that.”

Kris laughed. “Fine. Mr. Bort, close channel.”

“Wait–” Benkow said, as Bort reached for the control. “Aren’t you even going to negotiate?”

“I stuck my hand into a Verillium spider’s ass for that silk, Benkow,” Kris muttered. “The particular spider I was milking was about twice my size. After going through that, I’m damned well not going to barter.”

“How about 45 bars?” Benkow asked abruptly.

Kris rolled the figure around in her mind a moment. “Okay. You have a deal. But remember the deal I gave you the next time you’re looking for a freighter pilot to pick up a consignment.”

“I’d never forget a face as pretty as yours, Kris,” Benkow grinned.

“Shut him up while I go activate the cargo transporter,” Kris said to Bort as she crossed over to the cargo control station.

“With pleasure,” Bort muttered, shutting off the viewscreen with the flick of the button.

Kris initialized the transporter and watched as the cargo bay sensors registered her latinum being beamed in. “Wonderful. Looks like they didn’t short-change us for once.”

“I’m sure they found some way to cheat us,” Bort said. “They always do.”

“Chin up, Bort,” Kris said. “We’re going to Corsica on this latinum.”

“Why, Miss Larkin, I do believe you’re flirting with me,” Bort chuckled.

Kris returned to her command chair and brought up an image of the Ferengi Marauder on the viewscreen as it entered warp. Evidently Benkow was not interested in chatting now that he had his cargo. “Well,” Kris said, “I guess we’d better get underway too. Lay in a course for…”

“Neutrino surge off the port bow!” Bort suddenly interrupted as an Alert buzzer sounded throughout the bridge.

Kris was out of her command chair and manning tactical in an instant. “Move us away from it…full impulse. Find out what it is and get it onscreen!”

Raising shields and arming the Daisy’s modest weapons, Kris turned to look at the viewscreen, staring in horror as a Romulan Warbird loomed over them.

“Oh, f***…”

“It’s the Horshak,” Bort called out.

“Ardek,” Kris muttered, turning her attention to the weapons. “Find us some shelter and quick, while I try to raise that pointy-eared son of a bitch.”

“There’s not much out here,” Bort muttered. “I’ll have to get creative.”

“Anything will do in a pinch,” Kris said, noting that Ardek was returning her hail. She switched him onto the small screen above the tactical station. “Ardek. If you’re looking for the android, you won’t find her here.”

“I’m not looking for the android,” Ardek tittered. “I know exactly where she is. On Explorer. But that will change as soon as she finds out that you’re being held hostage…heheh…by me!”

“I’ll blow up this ship before I let you use me as bait, you demonic mother f***er,” Kris snapped.

“You’ll what?” Bort called over his shoulder.

“Shut up.” Kris turned back to Ardek. “I thought the Romulans weren’t supposed to be our enemies anymore. What’s the deal, Ardek?”

“This has nothing to do with aggression. It’s pure science. The Federation won’t give us the technology behind its android officers, so we have to take it. It’s that simple.”

“Remember that rogue ice planetoid we passed earlier today?” Bort asked.

Kris put Ardek on mute. “What about it?”

“According to my scans, it has some subterranean tunnels that might hide the Daisy.”

“Atmosphere?”

“Deep inside the planetoid, but none on the surface. I’ve found a tunnel that should be large enough for us to navigate in.”

“And what’s to stop the Romulans from coming in to get us?”

“Nothing. But they’ll have to scramble a shuttle to follow us.”

Kris bit her lip. “Or start blowing up the planetoid.”

“You’re no good to them dead, remember?” Bort asked.

“Well, since we seem to be running out of alternatives, we’ll have to go with that. Get us there as fast as you can, Bort.”

“Engaging engines, warp two,” Bort said. “It’s only two systems over. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Kris looked back to the comm screen, where Ardek’s muted mouth was running faster than her warp drive. She flicked off the mute button.

“…an affront to the Romulan people. I insist that you allow me to taunt you immediately.”

“Taunt all you want,” Kris said. “But you’re not taking me hostage.”

“We’ll see about that,” Ardek said. “We’re faster and more powerful than you.”

“But not smaller,” Kris said under her breath. “Time, Bort?”

“Two minutes to planet surface.”

Ardek looked over his shoulder and barked at someone off screen. “What are they doing? Yes, I want you to follow them, idiot!”

“Getting worried, Ardek?”

“Romulans don’t worry. We conquer,” Ardek shot back.

“Weapons officer: Prepare to knock out their engines and lock on a tractor.”

“Twenty seconds.”

“What do you mean they’re getting too close to that planet’s gravitational pull? Follow them! Lock on the tractor before they get too deep–” cried Ardek angrily.

A blast from the Romulan disruptors rocked Daisy, sending it careening toward the ice planet.

“Get us under control, Bort!” Kris cried, grabbing a support strut for as the sound of hull-ripping echoed throughout her tiny ship.

“They knocked out our shields and blew out thrusters two and three, along with our port impulse engine.”

“Redistribute engine power to compensate,” Kris said, steadying herself as the immense ice cavern came into view on the main screen. Bort had managed to steady the Daisy, but now he had to struggle with the controls just to keep it level–to say nothing for navigating the twists and turns of the underground cavern they were diving into.

“Come back here, Larkin!” Ardek called from the comm screen. “The more you resist, the more painful I’ll make it for you! You don’t want me to get not nice, do you?”

“I’ll take my chances,” Kris said, switching off the comm channel and focusing on the forward screen. “Do you know what you’re doing, Bort?”

“I have no clue.” Bort grappled with the Daisy’s helm as the small freighter crushed against icy stalactites and stalagmites, bucking through the narrow cavern.

“I’ll see if I can get the aft photon launcher working,” Kris said, tapping way at the tactical panel. “Maybe we can collapse the cavern so they can’t follow us.”

“Then how are we going to get out?” Bort asked wryly.

Kris shrugged. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” After rerouting power from virtually every other part of the ship to the photon launchers, Kris punched the ‘fire’ control and watched the glimmering red ball slam against the cavern ceiling, collapsing the tunnel behind them.

“I’m getting a reading of atmosphere down here…and some other interference. Like some kind of sub-neutrino particles…” Bort said. “Whatever it is, it’ll make it virtually impossible for the Romulans to transport through. They’ll have to take a ship in after us.”

“Too bad you didn’t become a scientist instead of a freighter navigator,” Kris said, swinging down to the forward station, standing behind Bort as sensor scans of the tunnel ahead came up on the main screen.

“We’re running out of tunnel. We’ll reach an open area in twenty seconds,” Bort called out.

“Well–” Before Kris could complete her thought, the Daisy’s nose bucked up on a mound of ice and crashed into the ceiling, sending a crushing avalanche of ice down.

Daisy’s hull screamed as tons of ice slammed down on it from above. Bort cursed as he fought with the already badly damaged engines.

Then suddenly, with a dying whimper, Daisy’s engines overloaded and shut down.

“Fail-safes kicked in,” Bort surmised. “Or else we blew up and this is hell.”

Kris fingered a control on Bort’s station and looked up at the main screen. The sensors were still working…barely. Ahead of them, through about ninety meters of ice, was a vast open cavern filled with algae, lichen, and moss. “It’s too cold to be hell.” Kris said matter-of-factly.

“Maybe in human legend, but Bolian hell is freezing cold,” Bort countered.

“Wait a minute…” Kris brought the auxiliary scanners online and tried to boost their gain. “I’m picking up life-forms.”

“Humanoid?” Bort asked, glancing up at the complex DNA readings that flashed on the viewscreen. Kris switched to a cloudy, static-filled view of a few of the life-forms milling about in the cavern.

As she enhanced the image, her face wrinkled with confusion. The oblong black shapes waddled about, beaks flapping away. “No…penguinoid.”

Bort shook his head, grunted. “I should have guessed.”





CHAPTER THREE



Commander Conway stomped into the Constellation Cafe, ripping open his thick survival jacket, shaking off the snow, and barking a drink order to Mirk. “Coffee. Scalding. With brandy.”

“Nice trip?” Captain Baxter asked from a nearby table, feet propped up, setting aside the padd he’d been reading.

Conway took his drink and fell into a chair opposite Baxter. “Not hardly. It’s freezing down there.” He rubbed his hands together and sipped eagerly at his coffee. “And Quaylig just wouldn’t stop talking.”

“You certainly were gone long enough. Larkin’s party is in an hour.”

As if in response to Baxter’s remark, Yeoman Briggs rushed by the table, barking orders at Amara. “That’s not where the banner goes. Raise it, you fool, raise it!”

“Watch how you talk to her,” Mirk said angrily from behind the bar. “That’s my girlfriend.”

Briggs turned on a heel. “Well, she doesn’t know a thing about hanging banners.”

Mirk glared at Briggs. “Amara. Drop the banner.”

“What?” Amara asked, teetering atop the ladder she’d erected in the middle of the cafe.

“Drop it.”

Amara shrugged, let the banner go.

Mirk glanced over at the banner, and immediately it was air-born, glowing bright green. “All right,” Mirk said, matter-of-factly. “Where do you want it?”

“I can’t work like this!” Briggs huffed, and marched out of the cafe.

Baxter shook his head. “I sure hope we can stay on schedule.”

“Just give me enough time to change and get Larkin’s present,” Conway said, sighing and rising to his feet, finishing off the coffee.

“You still haven’t gotten that?”

“It’s very hard to buy for an android!” Conway exclaimed. “What do you get for someone who has no emotions?”

Baxter giggled. “The most thoughtless, simple gift possible, I suppose.”

“Of course!” Conway snapped his fingers and dashed out of the cafe.

Baxter idly wondered what Conway was up to as he returned to his padd–the Federation News. As he read, he overheard Amara talking to Mirk.

“That was very nice of you, protecting me like that,” Amara said. That was followed by a long series of smooching sounds. Then, before Baxter knew what was happening, the huge banner fluttered to the deck, completely draping over him.

“Mr. Mirk!” Baxter bellowed from underneath the banner. “Keep your mind on your work!”

“Sorry, sir.”



Lt. Commander Larkin walked into Engineering, surprised to see it completely empty. It was ten minutes before 0700 hours–no where near the night shift. So where was everyone?

“Computer…please locate Lt. Commander Richards,” Larkin said, exploring the area behind the warp core and leaning against the railing, looking the huge core up and down.

“Lt. Commander Richards is in his office.”

“Thank you,” Larkin said curtly, heading over to Richards’s office door and hitting the chime.

“Give me a second,” came the quick reply.

Moments later, the doors slid open. Over Richards’s shoulder, Larkin could see the flicker of a transporter beam.

“Ready for dinner?” Richards asked, taking Larkin’s arm.

Larkin glanced back at Richards’s office as he escorted her out of Engineering. “What were you transporting?”

“Pardon?”

“Just now. Something was transported out of your office.”

“Oh, that…” Richards thought a moment. “It was just…dust. I hate it when dust builds up.”

“But the Explorer’s atmosphere is recycled on a semi-hourly basis. It is therefore totally dust-free.”

“So, how was your day?”

Larkin cocked her head. The abrupt change of subject had caused a momentary (meaning nanoseconds) hang in her processing time. “Adequate. Quaylig seems a quite competent leader. And Mr. Baxter is very capable. I am confident the diplomatic crisis between the Jernasi and the Golath will be resolved to the satisfaction of all involved.”

Richards nodded as Larkin spoke, motioning for her to step first into the turbolift. “Good for them! What are you in the mood for tonight? Fish?”

“I do not eat.”

“Well, why not? It couldn’t hurt. Deck Ten.”

As the turbolift thrummed upward, Larkin considered this. “I do not enjoy the intake of food, as it has does not measurably benefit my systems and clogs my lower dorsal processing unit.”

“Hmm. I’ll have to check that out. You’ve tried the new solvent, haven’t you?”

“Indeed,” Larkin said, nodding. “But it corrodes the inner lining of my thoracic cavity.”

Richards shook his head. “Listen, can we talk about this after dinner? Long after?”

“As you wish.” Larkin and Richards stepped out of the turbolift.

As the pair approached the Constellation Cafe, Larkin observed through the frosted oval windows that it was completely dark.

“It would appear that the Constellation Cafe is closed, Commander.”

“You think so?” Richards asked. “Well, we’ll just check it out to make sure.”

One of Larkin’s detection algorithms flared up: This must be the surprise party. All of the factors so far led to that conclusion.

As Richards led Larkin through the double doors and she stepped into the Cafe, Larkin prepared to engage ‘surprised’ mode.

Richards scanned the dark room. “Hmmm. Wonder where everyone is?”

Larkin studied the visual data brought in by her optic units. “There are forty-five people in this room, judging by their thermal signatures.”

“You don’t say,” Richards muttered.

Suddenly the lights came on bright, and all forty-five people screamed at the top of their lungs:

“SURPRISE!”

Surprise mode engaged.

“Oh, my goodness,” Larkin said solemnly. “This is amazing. You have indeed taken me by surprise.”

Confetti cannons shot off wads of confetti into the air as the resurrected Glee Club started into ’For She’s a Jolly Good Android.”

Captain Baxter stepped forward, placing a party hat on Larkin’s head and pulling the string down under her chin. “Happy Birthday, Commander.’

“Thank you very much, sir,” Larkin said. “I do not know what to say.”

“You can say thank you,” J’hana said, blowing a noisemaker half-heartedly.

Richards came up from behind Larkin and hugged her tightly. “Happy Twelfth, Kristen.”

“Was this your doing, sir?” Larkin asked.

“Nope,” Richards said. “Honestly I forgot the date you were activated entirely. You’ll have to thank Counselor Peterman.”

Peterman rushed forward to embrace Larkin, decked out in a sparkling floor-length dress, hair curled and poofed beyond recognition. “Oh, Kristen, I’m so happy for you! You’ve grown so much over the years!”

“I am the exact same size I was when I was first activated, Counselor, but thank you for the sentiment.”

“Let’s open the gifts, already,” Commander Conway said, sucking down coffee and gesturing toward the gift table.

“Very well.” Larkin sat down at the table and scanned the huge pile of presents. “Forty-five gifts, all ranging in size and weight. Which is appropriate to start with?”

“Go ahead and open mine,” Conway said, reaching for the top of the pile and grabbing a brick of gold pressed latinum. He dropped it in front of Larkin with a clunk. “Can you guess what it is?”

“It is a brick of gold-pressed latinum.” Larkin picked it up. “Approximately one kilogram.”

“Commander, how insensitive,” Peterman said. “You could have at least wrapped it.”

“Or gotten a card,” Tilleran added.

“Hey, that gift is from the heart,” Conway said. “I won that thing on Garbax Nine in a Grenthleman water-hopper race.”

“I will cherish it,” Larkin said, setting the brick aside and picking up the next gift. “I see this is from Lt. Tilleran.”

“I hope you like it,” Tilleran said, glancing at Conway. “I put a lot of thought into it.”

“Please,” Conway huffed.

Larkin carefully removed the wrapping around the box and lifted it open. Within, an ornate, spiky glowing orange crystal awaited Larkin’s inspection.

“A geode. Apparently from Betazed. Approximately four kilograms.”

“It reflects your feelings,” Tilleran said, pointing at the large rock Larkin cradled in her hands.

“What feelings?” asked Ford.

“Lt. Ford is correct,” Larkin said. “I have no feelings to reflect.”

“Then why is it saying you’re happy?” Tilleran asked with a grin.

“Because it is malfunctioning. Thank you.” Larkin set the rock aside and continued opening presents.





HALF AN HOUR LATER



“A lace nighty from Nendegar’s Secret. Less than four grams. Inadequate for sleeping in, even if I did sleep, which I do not, Mr. Ford.” Larkin held the nighty up for the group’s inspection.

Everyone glared at Ford.

“What?” Ford asked incredulously. “That was supposed to be for my girlfriend. But then I never got one, so…”

“Charming,” Peterman muttered. “Open mine now!”

“Yeah, before it suffocates,” Baxter grumbled, glancing at Peterman.

“Shut up!” Peterman said, punching Baxter in the shoulder.

Larkin obediently pulled the wrapping from Peterman’s gift, exposing a wire cage with a small green bird inside.

“A parakeet,” Larkin stated. “Genus indeterminate. Breeding unremarkable. One of the more intelligent Earth birds, as I recall.”

“It talks,” Peterman said knowingly. “Go ahead, talk to it.”

“I will not,” Larkin said, setting the cage aside. “Thank you.”

“Ark!” said the parakeet. “I will not! Thank you!”

“How cute!” Peterman said. “Now she has a little companion to share her off-hours with.”

“Indeed,” Larkin replied, moving on to the next gift. “I see this is from Mr. and Mrs. Baxter,” the android said, reading the label.

“We know you’ll love it,” Lucille said energetically, sipping from her vodka and orange juice.

“Harrumph,” Harlan Baxter harrumphed.

Delicately, Larkin removed the wrapping around the box and opened it. She reached inside and withdrew a finely bound book.

“It’s a collection of ancient earth stories,” Lucille explained, as Larkin flipped through the tome. I bookmarked the one I thought you’d enjoy most.”

“‘I , Robot’,” Larkin interrupted, closing the book. “I am familiar with it. A quaint, somewhat twisted story by a misguided human. Thank you. I will enjoy it.” She moved to place the book on the bookcase Baxter had gotten for her, waiting until an appropriate shelf rotated by. Once she dropped the book onto the shelf, the entire structure collapsed to the deck noisily.

“Oops.” Baxter shrugged. “Sorry.” Lucille shot Baxter an ‘I told you so’ glare.

“It is not a problem,” Larkin replied. “I did not have any books to put there anyway.”

This brought on a series of guffaws from Conway.

“It’s a hell of a lot better than a latinum brick, Mister!” Baxter barked, folding his arms.

“It is the thought that counts,” Larkin concluded, proceeding to the next gift.





ANOTHER HALF AN HOUR LATER



“A gallon jug of barbecue sauce,” Larkin surmised. “Thank you Doctor Browning. I will endeavor to find a use for this, since I do not eat.”

“I can think of a use for it…” Browning said, licking her lips.

Larkin proceeded to the next gift, a tiny box with Lt. J’hana’s name inscribed on it. She cracked open the box to reveal an isolinear chip. “Curious. May I ask what this is, Lieutenant?”

J’hana sipped her Klingon war nog and gave a hearty bellow. “An Andorian song I created for you. Please play it in private.”

“I for one would like to hear it now,” Richards said, glancing at J’hana with amusement.

“Irrelevant,” J’hana said firmly. “Play it later.”

Conway quickly grabbed the chip from Larkin and tossed it to Richards, who tossed it over his shoulder to Mirk, just as J’hana tackled him.

Mirk ran over to the bar and shoved it into the isolinear player, filling the Cafe with screeching guitar riffs and a pounding drum beat.

“ZzattttttnnaaaaaaaaaazzrrrrarrrrrrzzzzzzzKORSHSSSSSSS VAAAZZ ZZZnnndgggggggdddedddddddddddddddddddddddd…” J’hana’s voice boomed over the recording. Much of the same followed, until Mirk hurriedly yanked the chip out.

Baxter rubbed his ears, wincing, trying to get that sound out of his mind. “J’hana, what the hell was that?”

“The translation is…murky, sir,” J’hana said, glaring at Richards and Conway.

“Give me the gist,” Baxter insisted.

J’hana rolled her eyes. “Very well. Roughly, it translates into ‘Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you, may you die sloppy and honorable, Happy Birthday to you’.”

“Thank you very much,” Larkin said, as Mirk handed her the chip. “I will treasure it.”

“Okay, Larkin,” Richards said, sitting down opposite the android. “You’ve opened all the other gifts. Now for the piece de resistance.”

“Am I to take it that you are referring to your gift?” Larkin asked, indicating the large, tarp-covered structure at the center of the gift table.

Richards nodded. “Go ahead. Open it.”

Larkin removed the tarp to reveal the wobbly gelatinous blue cube underneath.

“It is…” Larkin said, cocking her head and examining the cube.

“It’s a piece de crap,” Conway commented.

“It’s a work of art,” Richards said defensively. He picked up the padd next to the blue cube and pressed a few buttons. “It is the first official work of bio-mimetic gel art. It can take several different forms.”

Richards hit a control, causing the blob to wobble even more, forming into a shiny blue statue of Larkin. He hit another control and it transformed into a gracefully-rendered bubbly blue Explorer.

“An ingenious design, Mother,” Larkin said as Richards handed her the padd. “I will enjoy it.”

“Okay, that does it for the presents,” Baxter said. “Mirk, haul out the birthday cake!”

Mirk wheeled a huge two meter tall cake out of the back room, huffing with the effort. “Boy this thing is heavy.”

Lt. Hartley clapped a hand on Larkin’s back. “You’re going to love this cake, Larkin.”

“Lt. Hartley,” Larkin said. “I do not recall getting a gift from you.”

“Just wait.”

Mirk rolled the cake in front of Larkin and handed her a knife. “You’d better do the cutting. I don’t want to get too close.”

“Very well,” Larkin said, eying Mirk strangely and approaching the cake. Before she could put the knife into it, it exploded open to reveal not one, not two, but three muscular Klingons, bellowing Larkin’s name out in Klingonese.

“We’ve come to bring you honor!” one Klingon shouted, holding a bat’leth high above his head and screaming a battle cry.

“And bring in the funk!” another Klingon shouted, as the Constellation Cafe roared with peppry polyphonic dance music.

The lead Klingon tossed his bat’leth to Larkin as all three of them began to strip their armor off, thrusting their pelvises as they did so.

“Hold me back…” J’hana growled softly to Conway.

“What the hell is this?” Baxter asked, scratching his head.

“It’s extremely arousing,” Peterman sighed as one of the Klingons slid up against her.

“Hey, watch where you point that thing!” Baxter barked, pushing the Klingon away.

“Happy Birthday, Kristen,” Hartley said, staring at the Klingons with satisfaction. One of them danced over and began rubbing himself against Larkin aggressively.

“This is fascinating,” Larkin commented.

Moments later, drunk on war nog, J’hana was dancing on the top of the gift table with one of the Klingons, endangering Richards’s precious project.

Meanwhile, the other two Klingons were working their way through the crowd, stripping armor and wagging their butts suggestively in the female crew-members’ faces.

“I said practical!” Richards shouted over the music as Hartley tossed her uniform tunic around one of the Klingons and he lifted her in the air, spinning her rapidly.

“Sorry, Commander. I don’t do practical!” Hartley said dizzily as she spun.

“You knew about this?” Baxter asked, working his way over to Mirk.

“Lt. Hartley can be very persuasive, sir,” Mirk said innocently. “Besides, she’s the one that actually installed the holographic projectors in here. I just rolled out the cake.”

“At least they’re only holograms,” Conway said reasonably as Tilleran flew by him, being slam-danced about by one of the Klingons.

“Wheeeee!” she cried.

“Well that hologram has my wife pressed up against the viewport!” Baxter exclaimed, pointing.

“Any Klingon women in there?” Ford asked, poking his head down into the cake.



Beeeee–beep! sounded the comm, prompting Larkin’s eyes to snap open.

“Bridge to Larkin,” came Lt. Gellar’s voice.

Larkin sat up in her bed immediately, rolling one of the three snoring Klingons off of her. She’d programmed herself for a regenerative cycle after the energy-depleting six hour Klingon triathlon that she’d participated in after her birthday party. She wondered how Lt. Hartley had managed to sneak into her quarters and install the holographic projectors. At any rate, the night with the Klingons was quite an impressive sociological study. She had already begun planning an extensive thesis for Federation University on Klingon mating rituals.

“Larkin here,” Larkin finally said, after shoving one of the Klingons off her end-table and punching the comm button.

“We have an encoded subspace transmission for your eyes only coming from the Magila system.”

“Magila system,” Larkin pondered. “That is where my human counterpart is carrying out a trade expedition. I assume she is sending me a birthday greeting.”

“Strange coding for a birthday greeting if you ask me,” Gellar commented. “Should I pipe it down to your quarters?”

“Please,” Larkin said, throwing on the nightie Ford had gotten her and lowering herself into the chair behind her desk.

Larkin switched her terminal on and tapped in her personal access code.

Much to the android’s surprise, a familiar Romulan popped up on the screen, flashing a toothy grin.

“Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday dear Larkin, we’ve kidnapped your friend so you’d better come quick!”

“Ardek,” Larkin said. “Quite disagreeable.”

The scene on the viewscreen panned out to reveal Ardek standing in front of the massive viewscreen on his ship. “I apologize for the lack of rhyme, but I’m not an expert on Federation Standard.” Ardek gestured toward the viewscreen. “This is a rogue planet in the Magila system. Your human counterpart, Kristen Larkin, is trapped inside. Come here alone or we’ll blow up the planet with her inside it. Hope you’ve enjoyed your special day! Horshak out.”



“Captain.”

“Hmmmmph,” Captain Baxter said, flopping over in bed and throwing an arm around Counselor Peterman.

“Captain,” Larkin said again.

“Hrrrk…Nuq’neh. HuqvaH kos. D’sengh,” Peterman muttered, nuzzling against Baxter’s chest.

Larkin gently nudged Baxter’s shoulder. “Captain,” she said, a bit louder.

“Nnnnnnnk..” Baxter said, rolling in the opposite direction.

“Very well,” Larkin said. “Please forgive me in advance for this, Captain. Computer, on my mark please turn the lights on full and play the 1812 Overture at maximum tolerable volume.”

“Acknowledged.”

“Mark.”

The lights suddenly flared to life as canons and music boomed in Baxter and Peterman’s ears. Charlie whined and covered his head with his paws.

Baxter snapped up in bed. “Red Alert!”

“You are in your quarters, Captain. I have come to you in need of assistance.”

“You what?” Baxter cried over the music, as Peterman sat up beside him, rubbing her eyes.

“I said I have come to you in need of assistance.”

“Computer, cut music and bring the lights down to one half!” Baxter barked. “Now…what are you doing here at…” Baxter glanced at his chronometer. “Oh-two hundred?”

“Kris Larkin, my human counterpart, is being held hostage by Commander Ardek of the Romulan Warbird Horshak. As we have little time, I saw fit to break into your quarters to ask for assistance.” Larkin quickly explained the particulars of Kris’ kidnapping.

“Damn,” Baxter said groggily, rubbing his beard. “Well, we can’t very well leave this assignment. We’ll have Starfleet send a…”

“Negative. It is I who must go alone so that Ardek may take me in Kris’s place. Ardek will kill her otherwise.”

“That bastard!” Peterman said, turning to Baxter. “What’s she talking about?”

“Go back to sleep, honey,” Baxter said, looking back to Larkin. “So, you’re just going to take a runabout and give yourself up?”

“That is correct. I have spent the past four point five minutes exploring every other viable alternative. Giving myself up to Ardek is the only strategy with less than a five percent chance of error.”

“What if you took the Escort? You could slip past Ardek with the sensor-reflective shielding and rescue Kris.”

“I considered that strategem. The margin of error is fifteen percent, judging by the success of the SR shielding in the past.”

“Well, you can’t just give yourself up, Commander,” Baxter said resolutely. “I won’t let you.”

“It is my life to give, sir.”

“Larkin…” Baxter sighed. He rubbed his eyes again, staring through his fingers at the android. She was wearing her uniform trousers, with Ford’s frilly nightie and her Starfleet vest on top. He shook his head and tried to gather his thoughts. “Baxter to Richards.”

“Richards here,” came the groggy voice after a few moments’ pause.

“Can we configure the Escort to tunnel inside an ice planetoid without being noticed by Romulan sensors?”

“Uh, I guess. But may I ask why you’d need to do that?”

Baxter repeated what Larkin had told him.

“Holy crap,” Richards said, stunned. “I’m getting dressed now. Have Larkin meet me on the Escort in ten minutes.”

“She’s on her way,” Baxter said, looking up to Larkin. “Baxter out.”

“Sir, I…”

“Larkin, you are part of a crew. We stick together when one of our own gets into trouble. Do you recall when Peterman, Browning, J’hana and I risked our necks going into Klingon territory to save Chris?”

“Vividly, sir. However, this is an entirely different scenario. I did not ask for help.”

“Richards didn’t either, but we went to save him anyway. Now get down to the Escort deck and bring a security team with you. Every minute you sit here is a minute wasted. Kris needs our help, and by the Great Bird, we’re going to help her. Got that?”

“Yes, sir,” Larkin said. “I appreciate your help.”

“Think nothing of it.” Baxter ordered the lights cut off and fell back onto the bed, curling against Peterman as Larkin hurried out of his quarters.

“Hrrrmmmmm…” Peterman sighed. “Was someone just in here?”

“Was who just where?” Baxter asked sleepily.

“You were talking to someone. About sticking together…ice planets… great birds?”

“Doesn’t sound familiar, honey,” Baxter murmured, snuggling against Peterman. “Just go back to sleep.”



“Andrews…McCarthy…Puckett…O’Donnell.” Lt. Gellar called off the roster of his security team as they briskly filed by him, each picking up a phaser rifle from the table at the center of Escort’s cramped engine room.

Hartley watched Gellar drilling his officers as she slid down the ladder from the upper warp core to the main level. “Could you quiet down, Brian? I only got an hour of sleep.”

“Serves you right,” Gellar said, examining his padd, not bothering to look at Hartley.

“What,” Hartley said, wrapping her arms around Gellar’s waist. “Jealous of Brak and Dunk?”

“If lots of muscles and hair is what you like, I guess they’re fine. Whatever. I don’t care.”

“My poor little Brian is hurt, isn’t he?” Hartley said with a laugh. “That’s so cute.”

“Lieutenant!” Richards barked, hurrying into the engine room and zipping up his uniform vest.

Hartley flipped around, snapped to attention. “Commander…”

“Status on the engines?”

“Warming up,” Hartley said. “Give them four more minutes.”

Richards looked over the warp core, then turned back to Hartley. “What about the SR shields?”

“I redirected power from some non-vital systems. Doubled their effectiveness. No way the Romulans will see us.”

“Good. Then prepare for departure.”

“You’re awfully clipped this morning, Commander,” Hartley said. “Wake up on the wrong side of the bed?”

“Gee, Lieutenant, I don’t know why I’m crabby,” Richards snapped. “Maybe it’s because someone’s LIFE is at stake?”

“That doesn’t give you the right to be snappish at me, Commander!” Hartley fired back.

“Uh…” Gellar said reluctantly. “Security team’s ready, sirs.”

“Shut up!” Hartley and Richards both shouted, prompting Gellar to quickly lead his team out of the compartment.

Richards glared one more time at Hartley and turned on a heel. “I’ll be on the bridge. I want to be ready to leave by the time I get up there.”

“We’ll see,” Hartley huffed, sitting down behind the systems display and folding her arms.



Lt. Commander Larkin sat erect in Escort’s command chair, staring at the stars on the viewscreen. “Prepare to release docking clamps.”

Ensign Sefelt fumbled with the operations console. “Affirmative, Lieutenant. We have clearance from the bridge.”

“Engine warm-up sequence begun,” Madera ticked off from the helm.

Gellar rushed out of the bridge access hatch and took up a seat opposite Sefelt at the tactical/comm console. “Weapons and communications on-line.”

“Proceed with debarkation,” Larkin ordered promptly.

“Releasing docking clamps,” Sefelt announced, as the Escort dropped away from Explorer.

Richards gripped the door frame as he stumbled onto the bridge. “Larkin…did you launch us?”

“I felt it appropriate to begin as soon as possible,” Larkin stated. “Ensign Madera, lay in a course for the Magila system. Full impulse, then Warp Nine once we clear the Jernas system.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Execute.”

“Let’s get this straight from the get-go, Kristen,” Richards said, approaching the command chair. “I’m in command of the mission.”

“There is no need to take this mission personally, Commander,” Larkin said. “We are both concerned with Kris’ safety. It so happens that I am next in the rotation to command the Escort. It is simply logical that…”

“Get out of the chair, Kristen.”

Larkin looked at Richards a moment, cocked her head. Very well.”

The android vacated the command chair and approached Sefelt’s station.

“Ensign…”

Sefelt looked up at the android fearfully. “You want me to leave…”

“Affirmative. You may man the aft science panel.”

Sefelt hurried out of his chair and scuttled over to the wall of blinking lights at the rear of the bridge, staring at Larkin incredulously. He could have sworn she was angry.

Just as Richards fell into the command chair, the Escort jumped into warp and the stars in the screen streaked toward him.

“We’re underway,” Madera said, glaring back at Richards. “Jerk.”

Richards winced. “As you were.” As if he didn’t have enough problems, Ensign Madera had been up for helm duty on the Escort. So not only did he have to keep Larkin from sacrificing herself, rescue Kris from a rogue ice planetoid, and fight an asinine Romulan commander, he’d also have to deal with a helms- man whose feelings he’d hurt.



Wrapped in a thick survival jacket she’d picked up at a ‘must-go’ sale on Caldera Prime, Kris Larkin braced either side of the bridge-level escape hatch and yanked herself up and out, stumbling into a bank of snow.

Bort extended a hand to her, lifting Kris to her feet. “That first step is a doozy, Kris.”

“I noticed,” Kris replied. “Let’s get moving before that son of a bitch gets to us.”

Bort adjusted the loaded-down backpack on his shoulders. “You sure we’ve got everything?”

“More or less,” Kris replied, yanking her own duffel out of the escape hatch.

“Feels like more, if you ask me,” Bort chuckled softly.

Kris pushed ahead of Bort and climbed her way through the narrow crevice of ice that led out toward the open cavern she’d detected on Daisy’s sensors.

Yanking a refurbished tricorder form a Federation R&D auction she’d attended out of her pouch, Kris examined the wall of ice before her. “We can squirm through about twenty more meters. Then there’s still eighty meters we’ll have to cut through to get to the other side.”

Bort yanked out his Cardassian phaser rifle and patted it lovingly. “That’s why I brought ol’ Nekto here.”

“Glad to hear it,” Kris said. “Now let’s get going before that elfin bastard catches up to us.”



“What’s taking so long?” Ardek asked, tapping his feet impatiently as Centurion Krellin worked the Romulan scout ship’s controls.

“We have to reconfigure our disruptors to tunnel through the ice, Commander,” Krellin said as he worked.

“I do not like this,” Sub-Commander Gatana said warily, hovering behind Ardek.

“Oh, what now?” Ardek muttered, staring up at Gatana.

“Sir, if I may speak freely…”

Ardek folded his arms. “I suppose.”

“The Romulan government is growing tiresome of these hairbrained schemes of yours. Other Romulan commanders are out threatening people, controlling our colonies, discovering new forms of weaponry. And you’re busy trying to dig a freighter captain out of the ice so you can trade her for the android she is modeled after.”

“If you have a point, I’d love to hear it,” Ardek said testily.

“Your actions are irrational, sir. May I suggest…”

“I have a suggestion,” Ardek snapped. “You get up to the bridge and keep a lookout for the android. I want to know the second she gets here.”

“What if Explorer comes?” Gatana asked.

“Then we’ll kill the human Larkin and be done with it.”

“Shall I then scuttle the planet with you and her inside it?”

“You very well shall not!” Ardek barked. “Warn us to get out and THEN scuttle it.”

“I’ll try to remember that, sir,” said Gatana, ducking out of the scout craft’s hatch.

“Impudent bitch,” Ardek muttered. “Come on, Krellin! I don’t have all day, here.”

“We’re ready, sir,” Krellin finally said, emerging from underneath the hatch beneath the helm console. “Tunneling disruptors are online.”

“Good,” Ardek said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s go ice fishing, then, shall we?”

“I thought we were going to capture the human, sir.”

“Just launch the damn ship, Krellin!”



About an hour after they’d abandoned the Daisy, Kris and Bort managed to blast their way out of the ice and into the large open cavern at the core of the Magila ice planetoid.

Bort leaned his elbows up against a large ice formation and put a pair of binoculars up to his eyes.

“What do you see?” Kris asked impatiently from behind him.

“Five of them. No weapons to speak of. Not much clothing, either.”

“Do they look hostile?”

“I’ve never seen a hostile penguin, so I really wouldn’t know.”

“Then we’re going to go try to make contact,” Kris said resolutely.

“I don’t know,” Bort said, putting the binoculars down. “They look pretty big. I’m not sure if I can take them all out should they get pissy with us.”

“Just get my back. I’ll talk to them. I’m sure they’ll be reasonable.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Kristen has always spoken fondly of penguins. They’re really a docile breed of bird. Harmless, actually.”

“May I remind you that just because those things look like penguins doesn’t necessarily mean they’ll act like penguins.”

“Noted,” Kris said. “Let’s go, then.”

“Are you sure about this?”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Not especially,” Bort admitted, following Kris across the vast ice plain.

Bort and Kris made their way toward the cluster of penguinoids quickly and cautiously, hands at sides so that they didn’t give off any hostile signals.

As they approached, the penguinoids stopped squawking among themselves and turned their bulbous little heads.

Kris approached the group, pasting on the widest grin possible and extending her hand. “Pleasure to meet you. Kris Larkin. How do you do?”

“Waaawwwk! Larrin!” one of the penguins cried, and before Bort could raise his weapon, he knocked the Bolian off his feet with one flipper and hurled Kris over his shoulder.

“Larrin?” Kris asked dumbly as she was dragged away. “Who the hell is Larrin?”





CHAPTER FOUR



“So you can see, Captain, why our situation might be construed as a bit tenuous.”

Baxter leaned forward on his elbows, staring across the conference room at the towering polar bear that read from his prepared notes, peering over a pair of dignified-looking spectacles. It was all he could do just to keep his eyes open.

On his left, Peterman nudged him in the gut, stirring him awake.

“Of course,” Baxter said, sitting back in his chair. “You feel like there are irreconcilable differences between you and the Jernasi. You’re polar bears, they’re penguins. It’s natural to feel a kind of deep-seated animosity toward them.”

“It’s a shame,” Harlan Baxter interjected from Baxter’s right side, “that you and the Jernasi can’t settle those differences.”

Ngaa folded his paws primly in front of him on the conference table. “It is all about armaments, Mr. Baxter. The Jernasi are preparing for war. Is it not sensible that we do the same?”

Baxter motioned to J’hana, who was standing beside him, flanked by two of her top security guards, Saral and Henson.

J’hana stepped forward and handed him a padd, then resumed her surveillance of the room.

Reading from the padd, Baxter wearily said, “Judging by our scans, it looks like the Jernasi have just as many ships as you.”

“But you forget about their cloaking devices, Captain!” Ngaa exclaimed. “They have many other ships hidden throughout this system.”

“Can you substantiate that claim, sir?” Harlan asked.

“Not exactly,” Ngaa admitted. “But we have strong suspicions.”

“Strong suspicions are not much to base a war on,” Harlan said. “Are your people truly ready for a prolonged conflict?”

“Admittedly, no, but neither are we prepared to be conquered!”

“The Jernasi won’t be doing any conquering,” Baxter piped up. “You can be assured of that, Mr. Ngaa.”

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t completely trust you, Captain.”

“And what would prevent you from trusting the Federation’s word?” Harlan asked.

“The Jernasi are your protectorate. You’ll make sure they come to no harm. If they drag us into war, you’ll have to support them.”

Baxter began to nod off again.

“Andy,” Peterman whispered. She turned her attention to Ngaa. “Mr. Ngaa, what I think the Captain is trying to say is that the Federation has no intentions of helping the Jernasi go to war with you.”

“Is that so?” Ngaa asked, twitching his furry white nose. “Then why did they send a warship here to aid the Jernasi?”

“The Explorer is not a warship,” Baxter said, eyes fluttering. “J’hana: Get me some coffee. A Conway blend, preferably.”

J’hana stepped forward, arms clasped behind her back. “Sir, that is not altogether wise. Might I recommend something in Orange Pekoe?”

“A Conway blend!” Baxter said, teeth clenched, then looked back at Ngaa. “The Explorer is heavily armed, but those armaments are only for defense.”

“We shall see when the time comes.”

“What time is that?” Harlan asked.

“The time for war,” Ngaa said plainly.

Baxter took the steaming cup J’hana offered him and sipped from it. “That is exactly why we’re here, sir. To prevent a war.”

“Then force the Jernasi to disarm.”

“We can’t really…” Baxter faltered as electric caffeine surged through his system. He could feel his eyes bulging. “Do…that…”

“Then there will be war.” Ngaa stood up, glancing at the two Golath that flanked him. “I can see that your people cannot be reasoned with. Let whatever deaths result from this be on your head.”

“Whooo!” Baxter exclaimed, jumping out of his chair. “Uh, wait a minute, Ngaa! I’m sure we can come to some sort of compromise!”

“That is doubtful.” Ngaa stormed out of the conference room, his ceremonial red and blue cape fluttering behind. The two polar bears that had accompanied him filed out behind him.

“Well, that was an unprecedented success,” Harlan muttered.

“My toes are curling,” Baxter said, looking down at his feet.

“I warned you,” J’hana growled. “Now you won’t be able to sleep for days.”

“Don’t either of you think it’s strange that the Golath ordered this informal meeting hours before we’re scheduled to have breakfast with the Jernasi?” Peterman asked, swiveling in her chair.

“It’s a common diplomatic tactic,” Harlan said. “They wanted time to size us up without the Jernasi here.”

“I never thought a fluffy polar bear could be so damn crafty,” Baxter said.

“Well, what do we do now?” Peterman asked.

“We go back to Jernas and eat breakfast,” Baxter said, jumping out of his chair. “And hope we can avert a war.”



Lt. Commander Richards leaned up against the railing that overlooked the second level of the Escort’s two-story warp core, watching the swirling matter and anti-matter as it flared together.

“Commander, I expected you to be regenerating,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, crawling out of the Jeffries’ tube access nearby.

“Couldn’t.”

Larkin joined Richards at the railing. “Could not regenerate? I find that hard to believe. Your normal sleep cycle dictates you be sleeping right now.”

“Things are different. Humans can’t sleep when they’re worried about someone, Kristen.”

“That makes little sense. You need all of your faculties about you when we come up against Ardek. Lack of sleep will only hinder you.”

“Maybe so. Tell my psyche that.”

“I do not see how I would accomplish that.”

“Never-mind.” Richards turned around and leaned back against the railing. “We’ll be at the Magila system soon. It’s pointless to go to sleep now.”

“I had not realized that my human counterpart had that much emotional significance to you,” Larkin said, following Richards down to the bottom level.

“We were friends a long time ago. Me, her, and Chris.”

“You are referring to my father.”

“Yes, Henricks.” Richards thought a moment. “And I guess it was nice seeing her again, after so much time had gone by. It reminded me of the past.”

“A common enough occurrence.”

“Friends are hard to come by in this life, Larkin. You have to treasure them.”

“If Kris Larkin ceased to function, it would certainly affect my systems negatively.”

Richards chuckled. “You mean you would miss her, Larkin.”

“Not in so many words. But yes.”

“You old softie.”

“I am only twelve, sir.”



“I think you all have made a grave mistake,” Kris Larkin said, as she was hauled into the massive ice-carved building at the center of the cavern. She assumed it was some sort of government building or something. She found the penguins use of buttresses and mosques quite interesting; however, penguinoid architecture was not foremost on her mind at the moment.

“Really,” Kris said. “I’m not ‘Larrin.’ I don’t even know what a Larrin is.”

“SQUUAAAAWK,” replied the penguin that was toting her. “Waawwwk waaak waaak.”

“That’s nice,” Kris replied. “But what about putting me down? Can you do that for me? Please?”

“Waaaaaawk!”

Kris sighed. Negotiation was getting her nowhere. She glanced over the penguin’s shoulder. Bort’s unconscious body was being hauled behind her by another penguin.

If only she had a universal translator, she might have some hope of getting through to these beings. But, as it was, all she could do was hope that ‘Larrin’ was a respected figure in the culture of these penguinoids and not a foul demon.

As Kris debated that question, her captor lugged her up a grand staircase, down an icy hallway, and into what looked like some type of temple. She was hauled to an altar at the front of the temple and tied down at the wrists and ankles.

“So I take it I’m a vengeful god, huh?” Kris asked plainly.

“KRWAAAAWWK!”

“Hey,” Kris said, spitting hair out of her face. “Watch your tone, big guy!”

The penguinoid spat in her face and marched out defiantly, followed by his fellow penguins.

“Great, just great,” Kris said, trying to wipe her face off on the ice slab she was tied to. She glanced to her right to see that Bort had been slumped into a nearby pew. “Hey, Bort! Bort! Wake up!” she said in a hushed voice.

Bort leaned up, groggy. “What hit me?”

“A giant flipper,” Kris said with a half-smile.

“I take it they didn’t like your negotiating style?” Bort asked, rubbing his head.

“You could say that. Now come here and untie me!”

Bort slogged over to the altar and began yanking at the straps.

“Hurry. I have no idea when they’re coming back.”

“It would be a hell of a lot easier if they hadn’t taken my phaser rifle,” Bort muttered.

“Shut up and hurry. I hear something coming. It sounds like…webbed feet!”

“You’re not making this any easier,” Bort grunted.

“WAAAAAAARKKK!”

“F***,” Kris said. “Just go, Bort. Try to find help.”

“Here???”

“I said GO!” Kris cried, kicking her one free leg at Bort. She could hear the webbed feet marching fast down the aisle.

“Okay, okay,” Bort said, glancing over his shoulder at the approaching penguinoids, then hurrying behind the altar, ducking down a corridor.

“SQAWK, WAWWK WAWWK!” one of the penguins commanded, gesturing for a group to follow Bort. That penguin, meanwhile, stayed behind to reaffix Kris’ straps. It looked at Kris with what she assumed was a very disapproving glare. Kris learned very quickly that one’s emotions couldn’t be judged very well when one had a beak.

“So…” Kris said nervously, wincing as her bonds were pulled tighter. “Is the weather around here always this cold?”

“WARK!” squawked the penguinoid, who turned on a webbed foot and marched out of the temple.

“Just peachy.”



Lt. Hartley was curled in the Escort’s command chair, one leg pulled up to her chest, engrossed in the latest Vulcan romance novel, when Ensign Madera spoke up.

“What do you know about Commander Richards, Lieutenant?”

Hartley glanced up from her padd. “What?”

Madera returned to the helm controls. “Never mind. I didn’t say anything.”

“No, I distinctly remember hearing something.”

“Lt. Commander Richards. What do you know about him?”

“I’ve served under him for almost three years,” Hartley said, stretching out and laying the padd on the console next to the command chair. “I guess I know him pretty well.”

“Date-able?”

“I couldn’t speak on that,” Hartley admitted. “But he’s a nice enough guy. He’s being an ass right now because he’s worried about his friend–and probably because he’s uptight about the situation between him and Dr. Browning. Why?”

Madera turned around in her chair. “We went on a date. I thought it went fine, then the next day he tells me he’s not ready for a relationship. Spouts some crap about not wanting to ruin our friendship.”

“Ouch.”

“Exactly. What do you make of it?”

“He’s an artist, Susan. He’s not supposed to make sense.”

“Wait just a minute. I’m a musician…what’s that supposed to mean?”

Hartley blinked. “Uh…totally different things. Musicians are practical. They have scales and…bars…and uh, rhythms– structure. Artists have a blank piece of paper and a lot of colors. You can’t expect him to be predictable.”

“So I’m too predictable to him?”

“Oh, jeeze,” Hartley said. “Listen, Susan, Chris’s got a lot to sort through right now, what with Janice, Kristen, Kris, and the whole Klingon TV thing. I suggest you find someone a little bit more stable.”

“Like who?”

Not my boyfriend, Miss Tramp, Hartley thought to herself, recalling the problems Madera had caused between she and Gellar the previous year. “Someone in the science division, maybe.” Yes, that would be safe.

“Maybe you’re right,” Madera replied, glancing over at ops. “Or maybe someone in operations.”

“Huh?” Ensign Sefelt said, looking up from his panel.

Madera grinned and turned around. “Never mind.” When she turned around, she saw something truly disturbing pop up on her sensors. “Oh my gosh–Lieutenant!”

Hartley shot forward in her chair. “What is it?”

Madera punched a control, bringing the sensor image up on her screen: It was a Romulan Warbird. Weapons hot. Angling right toward them.

“That would be the Horshak,” Madera said fearfully.

“Holy s***,” Hartley said, punching a button on the command chair. “Red Alert. Lt. Commander Richards to the bridge!”

“Maybe they just picked up our engine emissions,” Sefelt offered shakily from ops.

“Good thinking,” Hartley said. “Susan, all stop.”

“Answering all stop,” Madera said, punching at her panel.

Hartley hopped out of the command chair and began tapping in calculations at the vacant tactical console. “Our emissions are being totally masked. They shouldn’t be able to spot us.”

Gellar rushed out onto the bridge and pushed past Hartley into the tactical chair. “What’s going on?”

Hartley looked down at Gellar with skepticism. “Romulans. But I feel much better now that you’re here to save the day, hon.”

“Very funny. Did you call Commander Richards?”

“Just now. But until he gets here, I’m in command.”

Gellar bristled. “I’ll bet you just love that.”

“Shut up and prepare to arm weapons. If they so much as twitch we need to come out firing.”

“A hell of a lot of good that’ll do us,” Gellar snapped back. “The Explorer is barely a match for that thing.”

“That’s why I’m glad they don’t have a Lt. Gellar at tactical,” Hartley grinned. Then, quickly, her smile disappeared. “Now tell me what they’re doing over there, Brian.”

Gellar checked his panel. “They’re initiating intense localized scanning bursts.”

“Then it’s something we can outrun,” Hartley said, crossing to the front of the bridge and putting her hands on Madera’s chair. “Pick up on those scans and swerve around them, Susan. All we have to use against them is our size and maneuverability.”

“That’ll take a bit of doing,” Madera said, pulling the Escort ahead and banking it hard to port. “Especially when you want us to keep a low engine profile.”

“What’s going on?” Richards said, as he and Larkin filed onto the bridge.

“Them,” Hartley said, thumbing back at the viewscreen.

Larkin relieved Sefelt at ops and examined the scans. “It appears they are using intense scanning bursts to locate us.”

“What could have gotten their attention?” Richards asked, falling into the command chair.

“Anything from our engine emissions to the replicator on Deck Two,” Hartley said, rapidly tapping at the Engineering controls at the rear of the bridge. “I’m trying to intensify the sensor-jamming effects of our shields.”

“They’re going to spot us,” said Madera. “We have to get out of here.”

“No,” Richards said. “Just the opposite. We have to get so close to them that they can’t find us. If we get right under their noses, they won’t be able to scan for us.”

Madera turned in her chair. “Pardon?”

Richards jumped up and leaned over Madera’s shoulder, tapping at the helm console. “See this empty space between her forward and aft hull? I want you to get us inside it.”

“You have to be joking.”

“It’s that or we get blown to bits,” Richards said reasonably, returning to the command chair.

“That it is,” Madera said, engaging Escort’s engines.



Sub-Commander Gatana paced the bridge of the Horshak, squinting at the mass of stars on the viewscreen. “There is something out there, D’mona.”

“Perhaps something appeared for an instant, Sub-Commander,” D’mona said, looking up from the science panel. “But it is gone now.”

Gatana lowered herself into the command chair. “Unacceptable. Continue scanning. We must find whatever it was that triggered our sensors.”

“With all respect, Sub-Commander, shouldn’t we return to Magila? Commander Ardek’s orders were explicit that we stand guard there.”

“Excuse me,” Gatana hissed. “But who’s the Sub-Commander here?”

“My apologies.”

“Keep your apologies,” snapped Gatana, “and keep scanning.”



Richards drummed his fingers on the arms of the command chair as he watched the green deck plating of the Warbird Horshak on the forward viewscreen. Madera had been successful in maneuvering the Escort in between her forward and aft hull, and now all they could do was wait there.

He could hear Hartley’s foot tapping behind him. “I sure wish they’d either give up the search or start shooting. This waiting is driving me nuts.”

“Don’t worry,” Richards muttered. “If they start shooting, they’ll be blasting holes in their own hull too, won’t they?”

“I’m sorry if I can’t take any satisfaction in that fact, considering we won’t be alive to laugh about it!” Hartley grumbled.

“Something’s happening,” Gellar piped up. “Their engines are heating up.”

“They’re turning back,” Madera said with relief.

Before anyone could celebrate, the Horshak’s huge warp pylon swung into view on the screen.

“Match their turn, Madera,” Richards ordered. “They’ll damn well notice us if we smash into their warp pylon!”

“Right, right,” Madera said, bringing the Escort about.

“Uh, sir–” Sefelt said from the science panel at the back of the bridge.

“What, Sefelt?” Richards asked irritably.

“There’s something you ought to see.”

“By all means,” Richards said, gesturing toward the viewscreen.

Sefelt brought up an image of a nearby section of the Warbird’s hull. A strip of windows, most dark. But one of the lit windows had a Romulan inside. And it looked like he was doing…jumping jacks?

“He is turning toward the window,” Larkin observed.

“Nose us down, Madera,” Richards ordered quickly.

The Escort dove just as the Romulan turned to face his window, barely missing detection.

“That was too close,” Hartley said. “Any minute one of them could look out one of those windows and see us. Then it’s bye-bye Escort.”

“Duly noted,” Richards said. “How long until we reach the planetoid?”

“Just a couple more minutes,” Madera said.

“Begin easing us out of here. Nothing fancy,” Richards ordered. “Larkin, start a passive scanning sequence of the planetoid. See if you can find the Daisy.”

“Aye, sir.” Larkin checked the scans. “Searching…”

Richards cracked his knuckles. It was nerve-wracking being so close to that giant Romulan ship. One green fireball from that thing and the Escort would be toast.

“We’re clear of the Warbird,” Madera said, bringing up a departure view on the screen.

“Any more scans?”

“Nope,” Gellar said. “They must have given up.”

“We’re not out of the woods yet,” Hartley said. “We still have to tunnel into that planetoid without being noticed.”

“I have found the Daisy,” Larkin finally announced, as if she was commenting on the weather.

“Great. How deep into the planet?”

“Approximately four kilometers; however, their apparent entrance route has been destroyed.”

“Kris blew up the tunnel so Ardek couldn’t follow,” Richards reasoned.

“Apparently,” Larkin said. “I have computed a route that should take us to within one kilometer of the Daisy.” Larkin tapped a few controls on her panel and the route appeared on the viewscreen. “It will require a minimal amount of drilling.”

“Make it so, Ensign,” Richards said to Madera, standing up and stretching his legs as Madera nosed the Escort down toward the ice planetoid.

“There is something else,” Larkin stated calmly.

“What?” Richards asked.

“A Romulan scout ship is also penetrating the planet, bearing on the position of the Daisy.”

“Then I guess it’s a race to see who gets there first,” Richards said.

“They have a significant head start,” Larkin said.

“We’ll just have to double-time it, then,” Richards said, watching the ice-tunnel grow closer on the viewscreen as Escort dove down.



“What is it?” Counselor Peterman asked, poking at the slimy gray mess that was slopped onto her plate.

“Fish,” said Quaylig tersely.

“And damned good fish it is, too,” Baxter said, spooning some of the gray glop into his mouth and chewing regretfully. He tried to keep a smile on his face, but eventually gave that up and went for his glass, dumping its contents into his mouth. He wasn’t sure what he was drinking, but it tasted a hell of a lot better than the fish.

“Yes, I agree,” Harlan said nervously. “Good fish.”

“We caught it ourselves in Lake Jahai this morning,” Quaylig said, sipping from the steaming cup that sat at his side. He watched Baxter and his senior staff eat for a few moments.

“Delicious,” J’hana said through a mouthful of the glop. “Simply delicious.”

“Glad you like it, Lieutenant,” Quaylig said, still scanning the faces of the Explorer crew-members. They were all gathered at the opposite side of the table from his cabinet. A member of his staff leaned over and whispered something to him. “Yes. I’ll get to it in a moment.”

Tilleran sunk a bit in her chair. “Captain…I’m not liking this.”

Baxter glared across the table at her. “Just eat the fish and pretend to like it, Lieutenant. For diplomacy’s sake.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Tilleran said through clenched teeth, inclining her head in Quaylig’s direction.

“Oh–?”

“Captain,” Quaylig said firmly, causing Baxter to rattle his silverware.

“Yes, Mr. Prime Minister?” Baxter gulped.

“Perhaps you would like to tell me what you were doing before you came to breakfast this morning?”

“What do you mean what was I doing?”

“Who were you with?”

“Isn’t that a bit personal?”

Qualyig pounded a flipper on the table. “Captain! I know very well who you were with. You were with Ambassador Ngaa from the Golath. You had him right aboard your vessel, well knowing that was a breach of diplomatic protocol!”

Harlan Baxter cleared his throat. “Mr. Prime Minister, please, understand that we meant no disrespect–”

“I don’t care what you meant,” Quaylig said angrily. “You met privately with the Golath without consulting us, and we don’t consider that polite.”

“We were going to tell you,” Baxter said, endeavoring to rescue the situation. “Honestly…”

Quaylig folded his flippers. “I don’t believe you.”

“Explorer to Captain Baxter,” came the voice of Lt. Ford.

“What is it, Ford?” Baxter asked, smiling weakly at Quaylig.

“We just detected a buildup of Jernasi forces on the Golath border. They seem to be enforcing a dispute between Jernasi authorities and a Golath freighter.”

“What is this all about?” Harlan asked Quaylig.

“If we cannot depend on Starfleet for support,” Quaylig said defiantly, “then we’ll have to take care of matters ourselves.”

Baxter slammed his fork down. “I don’t believe this.”

“You be quiet and finish your breakfast, Captain,” Quaylig snarled.

“They sure are changing their tune,” Peterman whispered.

Baxter shoved his chair back, squirmed out of it, and stormed over to Quaylig, picking him up by his tiny lapels. “Listen here, you little black and white punk! We’re here to bring peace to this planet, and if I have to annihilate every one of you weasels to do so, I bloody well will!”

“Andy–” Harlan urged, putting a hand on Baxter’s arm. A swarm of security guards were waddling to their leader’s aid.

Baxter ignored his father. “Baxter to Explorer. Beam us up.”



“I thought I was supposed to be the one watching my temper,” Harlan remarked quietly as the turbolift thrummed upward to the bridge.

“Shut up, Dad,” Baxter sighed.

“You should listen to him,” Quaylig said. “That little outburst of yours is going into my report, as is this kidnapping.”

“You can shove that report up your little penguin ass,” Baxter growled.

“Ooh, did you hear that?” Quaylig asked Harlan. “Someone give me a padd so I can write that down!”

“You’ll be quiet if you know what’s good for you, little guy,” J’hana said, ever-so-slightly brushing a hand against her phaser.

When the turbolift finally opened out onto the bridge, Baxter was more than glad for the escape. He made his way to the front of the bridge, barking an order to Lt. Ford. “Helm, break orbit and take us to the site of the border dispute. Best speed.”

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, turning toward the front of the bridge and laying in the coordinates. He glanced over his shoulder at the small penguin that Peterman was lifting into her customary chair. “Uh…penguin on the bridge sir.”

“Just keep your eyes on the screen, Mister,” Baxter snapped, folding his arms and staring at the viewscreen. “And tell me, for the love of Pete, where the hell Commander Conway is.”

“The commander is…uh, sick, sir,” Ford said uneasily.

“That bastard,” Baxter said ruefully. “Faking illness to get out of diplomatic duty.”

“He isn’t faking, Andy,” Peterman said. “Remember his bout with pneumonia on that ice planet with the proto-hominid penguins on it two years ago?”

“You mean in the Delta Quadrant?” Baxter asked. “How could I forget?”

“Hrrmmmm…” Quaylig sighed, sinking down in Peterman’s chair.

“Well, Dr. Browning said that once you get pneumonia, you’re always susceptible. He shouldn’t have been in that blizzard on Jernas yesterday.”

“Poor thing,” Baxter muttered. “Remind me to send him a ‘Get Well’ card.”

“We’re nearing the site of the border dispute,” Lt. Ford said, interrupting Peterman and Baxter’s argument.

“Looks like Golath ships are en route to respond,” J’hana observed.

“On screen,” Baxter said gruffly.

On the viewscreen, five silver-black, hawk-like Jernasi ships surrounded the gleaming white, boxy Golath freighter.

“Hail the lead Jernasi ship,” Baxter ordered.

“I don’t know what you hope to accomplish,” Quaylig said, folding his flippers.

A ticked-off looking Jernasi appeared on the viewscreen, waving his flippers at Baxter. “This is Captain Redule of the Shumper. What do you want?”

“I want you to back off, right now!” Baxter said. “Before you start a war.”

“Says who?”

“Says me.” Baxter turned back toward Quaylig and pointed at him. “And the Jernasi Prime Minister.”

“Mr. Quaylig?”

Quaylig looked up at Baxter ruefully. “Hold your place, Redule. Don’t let these Starfleeters intimidate you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Wait,” Harlan Baxter said, turning to Quaylig. “Mr. Prime Minister. Surely there’s some way to stop this aggression before it gets any farther.”

“I doubt that,” Quaylig said firmly.

“Four minutes until the Golath ships arrive,” J’hana ticked off from tactical.

Harlan looked up at the ceiling thoughtfully, then looked back down at Quaylig. “If you go to war with the Golath, you may lose your Federation membership.”

“A pity,” said Quaylig dryly.

“Do you really want to lose all the commerce and opportunities that Federation membership affords you?” Harlan asked, kneeling beside Quaylig.

“Well…” Quaylig said, still uncertain.

“What if the Golath applied for membership?” Harlan suggested. “If they’re accepted into the Federation, we’d be here on their behalf instead of yours. They’d have the upper hand…”

“I wouldn’t like that,” Quaylig said thoughtfully.

“Then tell your men to stand down,” Harlan said. “If not for us, then for the future of Jernas.”

Quaylig looked quickly to the viewscreen. “Do as they say, Redule! Order your ships back to their positions and stay there until further notice.”

“The Jernasi are retreating,” J’hana said, looking up from her scans.

Baxter was staring at his father in awe.

“Your command, sir?” J’hana asked, regarding Baxter strangely.

“Andy…” Peterman said softly.

“Oh.” Baxter shook his head, turning his attention back to the viewscreen. “Alert the freighter that it’s free to pass back into Golath space. Inform them that the Golath and the Jernasi are going into negotiations as we speak–”

“We are?” asked Quaylig vacantly.

“You are,” Baxter said firmly. “And tell them to let their fleet know that the Jernasi are not planning any acts of aggression against them, and that they’d be wise to keep on their side of the fence for now.”

“Aye, sir.”

“We make a pretty good team,” Harlan said quietly, as a security guard escorted Quaylig to the turbolift.

“We do, don’t we?” Baxter said, smiling at his dad.

“I’ll take care of Quaylig. He’ll be eating out of our hands by the time we get back to Jernas.”

“I can believe that,” Baxter said, as Harlan jogged up to follow Quaylig into the turbolift.

Peterman noticed the strange look on Baxter’s face as he collapsed into the command chair.

She sat down in her own chair and leaned over. “Didn’t know your father had it in him, did you, Andy?”

“Uh-uh,” Baxter admitted. “Can you believe it took me until I was thirty-two to respect my parents? Well, one of them, anyway.”



“Penetration?” Lt. Commander Richards asked, bending over Madera’s shoulder.

The helmsman grinned. “Not tonight, Mister.”

“Into the planet, Ensign,” Richards said, grimacing.

“Oh.” Madera checked her panel. “One point four kilometers.”

“This is taking too long,” Richards said, looking up to observe the forward viewer. Large ridges of blue-white ice flew by as the Escort bobbed and weaved through the ice tunnel.

“I’m going far faster than Starfleet regulations call for,” Madera said coldly. “If you’d like to steer this thing yourself, you’re more than welcome.”

“That’s okay,” Richards said, returning to the command chair. “I’m just in a hurry to get to Kris before Ardek does.”

“You really care about her, don’t you?”

Richards folded his hands in front of him and leaned forward, watching the ice streak by on the screen. “Number one, it’s none of your business. And number two, did it ever occur to you that there are many kinds of love in this galaxy? Including sexual and non?”

“It occurred to me,” Madera replied. “But it also occurs to me that men are only capable of the sexual variety.”

“That’s a narrow view, Ensign.”

“I call ’em like I see ’em.”

“Well, why don’t you just keep your mind on navigating this tunnel, and leave the rest to me.”

“If you say so.”

Just then, Lt. Commander Larkin stepped onto the bridge, handing a padd to Richards as she sat down at her station.

“What’s this?” Richards asked, paging through the information.

“This planetoid has an abnormally high amount of neutrino particles,” Larkin said. “Additionally, there are trace elements in its gravitic field emissions that suggest it has undergone a tremendous time-space displacement in the last three months. The displacement field would have to have a massive power source, which I have yet to locate.”

“What are you suggesting?” Richards asked, setting the padd aside. “That this is a mobile planet?”

“Planetoid, sir. And yes.”

“So are you suggesting that the planet could ‘move’ again?”

“Quite possibly.”

Richards leaned back in the command chair and scrubbed a hand down his face. “That wouldn’t be good.”

“That,” Larkin said in a measured voice, “is an understatement.”



“WAKAWAKWAKWAK,” chanted the penguinoids, encircling Kris Larkin as if she were some sort of monument.

A monument to evil, Kris guessed. A monument destined to be destroyed. Lucky her.

“SQUAWAWAAAAAK!” the one that Kris guessed was the leader said. “WUUUUUAAAAK!”

“Listen, if you’re going to kill me, at least get it overwith,” Kris said angrily.

The circle of penguins parted. As they did so, they began to squawk in a low, redundant tone that scared Kris immeasurably.

She turned her head and immediately wished she hadn’t. Stomping toward her with a weight that shook the ice was a creature so large, white, fluffy, and ominous, that it looked to Kris as if it couldn’t possibly be up to any good.

“Ruuuuuurrrrrrg,” said the beast, placing a hot, meaty hand over Kris’ face and bellowing loudly into the chill air.

When the huge monster removed his hand, he was holding a giant axe over his head. Kris was begining to regret that bit about getting it overwith. It appeared she was about to get that wish.

Then came the explosions.

The white monster and the penguinoids turned their heads in search of the source of that sound, only to see chunks of the ice building’s ice roof come tumbling down.

Soon after, Kris saw, more penguins came rushing into the room, squawking in horror as fiery hot beams lanced into them.

“WAAAAAAWK!” the head penguin said, pointing. Kris tried to see what he was pointing at around the other penguinoids rushing about. Was it possible that someone had come to rescue her? Maybe Explorer had gotten wind of her predicament and sent–

Then she saw him. “Ardek!” Kris cried out in anger. Out of the frying pan and into the fire. Flanked by his guards, Ardek observed the penguinoids with detached amusement.

As soon as Kris mentioned his name, all the penguinoids in the room laid down at Ardek’s feet, bowing as if he was some type of god.

“Ardik! Ardik!”

“Oh, hell,” Kris muttered.





CHAPTER FIVE



“Steady as she goes, Ensign,” Richards said, hands resting on Madera’s shoulders as the Escort continued to wind its way into the ice planetoid. “We’re almost there.”

Lt. Commander Larkin looked up from her panel. “I have thoroughly researched this planet’s makeup, down to the atomic level. I see no natural explanation for the time-space displacement.”

“Then what on Earth could cause something like that?”

“An artificially created wormhole,” Larkin answered easily.

“Oh, just an artificially-created wormhole,” Hartley said, leaning back against the science console. “Not a problem.”

“You did not let me finish,” Larkin said. “This is an artificially created wormhole that imploded on itself, then reformed, then imploded again.”

“Which means…” Richards said impatiently.

“If the wormhole reforms again, we will only have ten minutes’ notice before the planet begins to change location.”

Richards rubbed his eyes. “Which barely gives us time to get out of here. I’d hate to have come all this way just to end up back in the Delta Quadrant.”

“The displacement wave could take us anywhere in the known universe, judging from the neutrino density,” Larkin said. “Possibly even to unknown universes.”

“Well,” Richards said, folding his arms. “I suppose we’ll have to get Kris and get out before that happens.”

“Indeed. At any rate, I will rig a warning system in the Escort computer that will alert us as soon as a displacement wave begins forming.”

“Good idea,” Richards said. “Meanwhile, why don’t we get ready to–”

BOOM!

With a shudder, a torrent of huge shuttlecraft-sized ice boulders cascaded down in front of the Escort. Madera threw Escort into reverse, narrowly avoiding the avalanche.

Richards grabbed the helm console, pulling himself to his feet. “What in the hell was that?”

“Cobalt-thorium charges,” Gellar said. “Coming from outside the planet.”

“We’ve been found!” Hartley exclaimed.

“Possibly,” Larkin said, hands dancing over her panel. “However, it is more than likely they suspect we are here and are simply trying to flush us out.”

“They’re doing a terrific job of it!” Hartley muttered.

BOOM!

The tunnel’s roof collapsed behind Escort, causing Madera to shift direction again.

“I’m running out of places to go!” she cried.

“We have only one option,” Richards said. “Shut off all power and play dead.”

BOOM!

The rest of the tunnel caved in, slamming the Escort to a standstill as ice crushed in on all sides, jarring every crew-member within.

“Emergency lights,” Richards coughed out, crawling to his feet once more. Lights came up a deep red all around the bridge. Richards could hear the hull of the Escort splintering under the pressure. A support beam collapsed above him, swinging down toward he and Madera.

Larkin climbed over her panel, instantly throwing herself in front of the girder, pushing with her substantial strength until it embedded itself in the deck.

“Nice going, Larkin,” Richards said, helping Madera out of her seat. “Let’s see about salvaging this thing.”

Gellar squirmed out from beneath his panel, hurrying over to the aft stations, where Hartley and Sefelt were still on their backs.

“Need a hand?” he asked diplomatically.

“I sure do–thanks so much!” Sefelt said, taking Gellar’s hand and wrapping his arms tight around the security officer. “I was so scared, Mr. Gellar! I thought I was going to die!”

Gellar grinned patronizingly at Sefelt and turned his attention to Hartley. “Megan?”

“Not on your life.” Hartley grunted as she scrambled to her feet, tapping away at the engineering panel in a vain attempt to bring it to life. “Oh, this is all kinds of bad!”

Richards surveyed the bridge as Larkin tore open one of the ODN junction boxes.

“What was that about playing dead, Commander?” Hartley asked wryly, crossing the bridge to help Larkin.

“Forget about playing dead,” Richards muttered. “We are dead.”

“Not necessarily,” Larkin said. “We merely have three compromised power conduits and a ruptured valve in the deuterium reactant chamber.”

“Oh, that’s all?” Madera asked sarcastically.

“It can be fixed,” Hartley said. “I’m more worried about the pressure that’s being put on the hull by all this ice. We need to restore power and get the SIF back up and running before we’re crushed like a tin can.”

“You, Sefelt, and Madera will see to that,” Richards said, heading toward the door at the back of the bridge. “The rest of us will go find Kris.”

“Joy,” Gellar said unenthusiastically.

“It’s not a volunteer mission,” Richards said tersely. “Break out the phaser rifles and survival gear. I imagine it’s going to start getting awfully cold awfully quick.”



Commander Conway shuddered as he was wracked with another fit of sneezes. “God dab nebonia!” he cursed, curling his thermal blanket tighter around him and bringing a trembling cup of mocha java up to his mouth.

BLEEEEEEP.

“Whad?” he said in annoyance, glancing back at the door to his quarters.

“House call,” Dr. Browning said, strolling in and unslinging her medical kit. “How are you feeling?”

Conway stared at Browning as she squatted next to his couch and began scanning with her medical tricorder. “Whaddayou thing?”

“I take it that means you’re not feeling any better,” Browning said cheerfully, pulling out a padd and making some notations. She put the padd away and pulled a hypospray out of her medical case. “This should reduce all the mucous and swelling in your nasal cavity.”

Conway sighed as Browning pressed the hypospray into his neck. That fizz sound was music to his ears. “You know just how to treat a mand, Dulie,” Conway said, holding a handkerchief up to his nose and blowing with all his heart.

Browning smiled, patting Conway on the shoulder. “Don’t mention it. If the symptoms get any worse, call me.”

“Dulie…” Conway sniffed, as Browning made her way to the door.

“Yes?” she asked, turning.

“Now thad you and Richards are finished, I wad wondering…”

Browning rolled her eyes. “Don’t wonder, Commander. Just try to get better.”

“But–”

And she was gone.

“Well, I guess I still hab my health.”



Lt. Commander Richards grunted as he slid through a narrow passage in the icy depths of the planetoid. They were at least lucky enough to be stranded in a section of the planetoid that had some atmosphere, so they didn’t have to wear space suits, but the air was very thin, and it was causing Richards, Gellar, and the four security officers a measure of difficulty. Of course, one member of the team was having no difficulty.

“Commander, I stress that you must hurry if our objective is to reach the Daisy before Ardek does,” Larkin said, some meters ahead of the rest of the group.

Richards clutched a groove in the icy wall, sighing inwardly as he pulled himself along. They were hitting an incline, as if things weren’t bad enough. “Larkin,” he said, breathing heavy. “You’ll just have to slow down. We’re human, remember? We can’t keep up with you.”

“Perhaps I should continue ahead unencumbered.”

“Sorry to be encumbering you!” Lt. Gellar choked out from behind Richards.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” replied Richards. “We have to stick together. Besides, I don’t want you doing something…”

“Stupid?” Gellar offered.

“I wasn’t going to say that.”

“I have been called many things, Commander,” Larkin said, not slowing down. “However, I have never been called stupid.”

“Stupid is not the word for it. I just…know how you think.”

Larkin turned her head, though she was still moving. “And how do I think, Commander?”

“You’re selfless, for Pete’s sake. Totally,” Richards heaved out, searching the slick ice for handholds. “You’ll give yourself over to Ardek for Kris’ sake.”

“And what is wrong with that?”

“There’s just a better way.”

“There may be better outcomes, but surrendering to Ardek has the highest probability of success.”

“Unless Ardek kills Kris once he has you.”

“I have made allowances for that.”

“I’m sure you have,” Richards said. “Listen, this is an order. Do NOT sacrifice yourself for Kris. We’re going to get through this together. Do you understand?”

“Of course,” Larkin said, hurrying her pace.

“And slow down, please!”

And then Larkin stopped. She stopped so fast Richards smacked into her back.

“I said slow down, not stop,” Richards said, resting his hands on his knees and catching his breath.

“I stopped because we have found our objective.”

Richards wiped a gloved hand over his forehead and looked up. “The Daisy!”

The cavern ahead was lit by the Daisy’s barely flickering running lights. Small by comparison to the Explorer–and just a little bigger than Escort, the Daisy sagged in its icy berth, looking like a dark chocolate chip ensconced in the rice krispie treat of the ice planetoid.

Richards withdrew his palm beacon and panned the Daisy’s hull with it, hurrying out of the narrow tunnel and rushing past Larkin. “We’ve got to see if she’s in there.”

“Hold your horses, Commander!” Gellar called, nearly out of breath. “For all we know that thing is full of Romulans.”

“Right,” Richards said, unslinging his phaser rifle and checking the settings. “You take point.”

“Gracious of you,” Gellar said, motioning for Puckett and Andrews to back him up.

Larkin examined her tricorder. “I am only reading one life-form within the Daisy. Bolian.”

“Isn’t that her copilot?” Richards asked, following Gellar and two of the security officers as they made their way up the ladder to Daisy’s entrance/egress hatch. McCarthy and O’Donnell brought up the rear.

“Affirmative,” Larkin said, following Richards up the ladder with ease.

“Back off, Rommies!” came an angry shout from within the Daisy’s entrance/egress hatch, as a meaty blue fist emerged, belting Lt. Gellar in the face before he could raise his weapon. Arms pinwheeling, the security officer stumbled back, tumbling toward the ice below.

With a smack, Gellar hit the ice, face-up, staring at the cavern’s ceiling, dazed.

“Don’t move, little boy blue,” Ensign Puckett said, slinging an arm around the ladder and pointing her phaser rifle at the Bolian with the other.

“Starfleet?” Bort asked, sticking his head out of the hatch. “Thank the powers!”

“Where is Kris?” Lt. Commander Larkin called up to Bort.

Bort looked down at Larkin. “Lt. Commander Larkin, how nice to see you again.” He looked around Larkin to see Gellar laying helpless on the ground below. O’Donnell and McCarthy were already scrambling down to help him. “Sorry about your friend there.”

“Time is of the essence, Mr. Bort,” Larkin said, then repeated, “Where is Kris?”

“The penguinoids have her,” Bort said matter-of-factly. “You guys look exhausted. I have some Gorn Ade up here if yer interested.”

Richards followed Puckett and Andrews up the ladder and climbed into the hatch to face Bort. “We’d love some.”

“Penguinoids?” Larkin said, joining Richards.

“Large, human-shaped penguins, Larkin,” Bort said. “About 7 foot tall.”

“They weren’t wearing loincloths, were they?” Richards joked, taking a jug of Gorn Ade from Bort and chugging it gratefully.

“No. Kind of silvery-metallic robes.”

“Then they’re probably not the penguo-hominids we ran into in the Delta Quadrant,” Richards said, passing the jug to Puckett.

“How can you be sure?” Larkin asked. “This planetoid has been subjected to a massive space-time displacement. Surely–”

“That’s just it, Larkin,” Richards said. “It’s a planetoid. Unless the trip through space and time ripped this planet’s atmosphere off, stripped it of two-third’s of its mass, and riddled it with tunnels–” he looked at Larkin for confirmation that this was obviously impossible.

“All of that is quite plausible, considering the gravitational stresses within a constrained space-time filament.”

“I am NOT going back to the Delta Quadrant!” Ensign Puckett said angrily.

“We aren’t going back to the Delta Quadrant,” Richards said. “We’re getting Kris and getting out of here before this planet has a chance to change position again.”

“Then I’d suggest we get moving,” Bort said. “When I left Kris, it looked like the penguinoids were about to do something awful to her.”

“Then why did you leave?” Richards snapped.

“She told me to! She sent me back here to get help. Little did she know I’d find you guys…”

“Take us to her, now,” Larkin said, heading to the ladder and sliding quickly down.

“She’s a pistol, that one,” Bort said, shrugging on his survival jacket. “Speaking of which, can one of you security guys loan me a phaser? Mine kind of got…taken.”

Puckett looked to Richards, who nodded. She reached into one of the pouches of her survival jacket and tossed Bort a phaser.

Richards ducked out of the hatch and slid down to the cavern floor, where he took stock of Gellar’s condition. “Still with us, Brian?”

Slumped up against the cave wall, rubbing the back of his head, Gellar nodded. “Sure could use some ice for this bruise on my head, though.”

“Very funny,” Richards said. “Let’s go. Mr. Bort, I believe you know the way?”



“They’re leaving the Daisy, Commander,” Krellin’s voice crackled over Ardek’s communicator. “What should I do?”

Ardek yawned and examined his fingernails as he shifted in his huge, ice-carved throne. “Is the android with them?”

“Affirmative?”

“Then let them come. But follow them. Make sure they don’t try anything tricky.”

“Understood, Commander. Krellin out.”

“Well,” Ardek said primly, folding his hands in his lap. “Your friend Larkin certainly responded quickly to my little call.”

Kris sneered up at Ardek, glancing at the two hulking penguins that stood at either side of her. “I’m going to enjoy watching her rip you to pieces.”

“You must be thinking of someone else,” Ardek said. “Lieutenant Commander Kristen Larkin is committed to preserving life at all costs. She’ll see the arrangement I wish to make with her as…” he rolled his eyes impishly, “…the most logical.”

“F*** off, Ardek.”

“Oh, I would, but it seems my penguin friends here want me to stay so badly.” Ardek looked at the penguins that flanked Kris Larkin. “Isn’t that right, guys?”

“WAAANNNK,” they said in unison. “Ardik!”

The penguinoids had spent the afternoon re-carving the icy chapel into Ardek’s private throne-room.

“Yes, that’s right, I’m Ardik!” Ardek said, clapping his hands. “Worship me as much as you please!” He sighed and looked to Kris. “You know, I’d give real money to know what those damn fools are saying. I guess I’ll just have to settle for the fact that they think I’m the greatest thing since fish fillets.”

“I really wish you’d shut up,” Kris muttered.

“Aww, now really, Kris, I don’t know what your problem is,” Ardek said, obviously hurt. “I’m being as hospitable as I can. You’ll be free to go once the android turns herself over to me. I really don’t think you’re giving me a fair chance.”

“You’re a despicable s***-eating bastard who has officially bitten off more than he can chew,” Kris spat back. “I think that sizes you up just about right.”

“All the rest may be true, but I certainly have NOT bitten off more than I can chew,” Ardek said sternly. “I have these penguin fellows here doing my bidding, my guards have surrounded this building, and the scout ship is not far away, just in case heavier firepower is needed. Trust me, I have accounted for every eventuality.”

Kris allowed a grin. “Sure you have.”



Captain Baxter wrapped a towel around his neck and tucked his tennis racquet under his arm as he exited the turbolift. “What news, J’hana?”

“The Golath contingent has arrived, sir,” J’hana said.

Peterman hurried out of the turbolift behind Baxter and smacked him on the rear end with her racket. “Beat you again, slowpoke!”

“You distracted me with that short little tennis skirt, hon,” Baxter grinned, wrapping an arm around Peterman and walking with her over to the tactical console. “Put the Golath ships on screen.”

Two hulking white Golath ships appeared on the viewscreen, angling into an orbit of the blue orb of Jernas. Two of the hawk-like Jernasi vessels swooped in on either side; they’d escorted the Golath ships from the border of Jernasi space.

“Well, glad to see Dad convinced the Golath to play nice,” Baxter said.

“Any further orders?” J’hana asked.

Baxter seemed thoughtful a moment. “I don’t think so. Dad’s handling all the arrangements. Just stay here and make sure no one starts shooting at anyone else.”

“Very well, sir.”

Baxter led Peterman back to the turbolift, then stopped and turned back toward J’hana. “Any word from the Escort?”

“Negative,” J’hana replied.

“Shouldn’t they have reported in by now?” Peterman asked worriedly.

Baxter shrugged. “Considering they’re operating right under the nose of a Romulan Warbird, I wouldn’t be surprised if they didn’t report in. Too risky.”

“We should have gone with them,” J’hana remarked, brooding heavily at her station.

“The Explorer is vital to this diplomatic duty,” Baxter said. “Besides, the Escort is less conspicuous. Some of our best officers are on the case, J’hana. I trust them.”

“Perhaps you do, but I do not.”

“It’ll be okay, J’hana,” Peterman said consolingly. “Larkin, Richards, and the others will be fine. You don’t have to worry about a thing.”

“I did not say I was worried,” J’hana replied, offended. “I am merely…concerned.”

“Whatever,” Baxter replied. “Another match, hon?”

“Sure,” Peterman said, heading into the turbolift with Baxter. “I wouldn’t mind beating your sorry ass again.”

“We’ll see who distracts who,” Baxter grinned, his hand traveling down to the edge of Peterman’s tennis skirt as the turbolift doors closed. “You have the conn, J’hana.”

“I suspect they will misuse that turbolift again,” J’hana mumbled, slamming a fist on her console. “And the cleaning crews are growing tiresome!”

Lt. Ford turned around at his post at helm and grinned. “You’d think Peterman would grow tiresome herself.”

“Yes, well, there is no accounting for taste on either account,” J’hana remarked, moving back around to the command chair as Saral took her place at tactical. “That is why they are a perfect match.”



Less than an hour later, Peterman and Baxter had returned to their quarters. Peterman had indeed beaten Baxter in two more matches of tennis; however, Baxter did not feel at all bad about the affair. Their turbolift adventure and a subsequent adventure on the holodeck tennis court in front of Marina Navratalova, Monica Seles, the referee, and the some two thousand people in attendance at Wimbledon had more than satisfied him. He was content to go on losing at tennis if the sport brought out that kind of emotion in Peterman.

After his shower, Baxter considered his tennis swing in the steamy bathroom mirror. “You know, I think we’re running out of sports that I’m bad at, Kelly.”

“Nonsense. There are sports from planets across the quadrant that you haven’t realized you stink at yet!” Peterman said, pulling at one particularly tough mat in her hair with her hair brush. “Wait until we get to the Risan Pleasure Gambit.”

“Now that sounds fun,” Baxter said, setting his racket aside and sliding into his off-duty slacks and Dallas Cowboys pullover.

Just then, the door to his quarters bleeped pleasantly.

“Who is it?” Baxter called.

“Janice.”

“Oh. That’s right,” Peterman said. “We’re having lunch with her. Can you get the door? I still need to get dressed.”

“Sure,” Baxter said, strolling over to the door to his quarters and pressing a button.

The doors opened to reveal Dr. Browning, who stepped past Baxter and sagged onto the couch. “It finally happened.”

Baxter turned around, calling up a glass of grapefruit juice at the replicator and settling down opposite Browning in his recliner. “What finally happened?”

“Commander Conway hit on me.”

“Oh my GOD!” Peterman called out from the bathroom.

“Tell me about it,” Browning said, running her fingers through her long hair and pulling it back into a ponytail. “While he’s sick with pneumonia of all times.”

“Well, you are on the market now, you know,” Baxter offered cheerfully.

“I’m not meat! Or real estate!” Browning replied defensively. “When Chris and I broke up, there wasn’t some board that lit up in some stock exchange somewhere saying ‘Janice’s free, all bidders welcome!’”

“There wasn’t?” Baxter asked sarcastically, and was immediately pegged in the face with a pillow.

“Get serious for a minute, Andy,” Browning said. “Who’s next, Ford?”

“I seriously hope not,” Baxter said, stroking his chin. “You should just try to think of it as flattery.”

“I guess so,” Browning said, leaning forward and resting her elbows on her knees.

“So what about Dr. Delgano?” Counselor Peterman asked, stepping into the bathroom doorway and fastening the buttons on the back of her mid-length tan dress. “Any possibilities there?”

“Not at all,” Browning said dismissively. “Who says I’m interested in starting another relationship, anyway?”

Peterman sat down on the arm of Baxter’s recliner and slung an arm around him. “Nobody.”

“Nobody at all,” Baxter said, grinning childishly.

“You two are getting tired of playing by yourselves, huh?” Browning asked, fake-pouting. “How sad!”

“Well, I wouldn’t say we’re totally opposed to having time alone,” Peterman said. “But it sure was nice having you and Chris to hang out with.”

“You can still hang around with both of us,” Browning said. “It’s not like one of us is de–” Browning caught herself. “Well, you know what I mean. Speaking of which, have you heard from him yet?”

“Not a peep,” Baxter admitted. “But I wouldn’t worry. He’s got Larkin with him, for Pete’s sake. What could go wrong?”

“Any number of things,” Browning said. “But you’re right. There’s no reason to sit here worrying about them.”

Peterman folded her arms. “But here we are, worrying anyway.”

Baxter sighed and pushed out of the recliner. “Enough of this. Let’s eat.”



Gellar peered over the large ice rock, taking stock of the Romulan troops standing guard outside the large multi-spired ice fortress as Larkin and Richards examined their tricorder readings. Bort and the other security guards were crouched nearby, weapons at the ready.

“Simply wonderful,” Richards muttered. “Twelve Romulans in the structure ahead, and two guarding the scout-ship.”

“Outnumbered two to one,” Gellar noted.

Bort grunted. “I’ll take those odds.”

“This is amazing, sir,” Larkin said, looking up from her tricorder. “I detect a large concentration of ice-structures like this one to the east. I postulate it is some sort of village. Population approximately fifty thousand.”

“What’s so amazing about that?” Richards asked.

“That is ten times the amount of penguinoids that inhabited the planet we visited in the Delta Quadrant.”

“I’m sure this is just a different planet.”

“Trust me, Mr. Richards. I have a detailed record of the geological and chemical profile of Crysta. Although this planet has gone through a massive time-space displacement, as well as extreme tectonic upheaval, I am certain to within a one percent margin for error that this is indeed Crysta.”

“Fascinating,” Richards said. “I’ll listen to all the theories you want to postulate once we rescue Kris. Let’s get our priorities in order.”

“Very well, sir. But I do believe that this information is useful.”

“How so?”

“The penguinoids thought I was a god, sir. Perhaps they still do. Could we not use that to our advantage?”

Richards stroked his chin. “I suppose so.”

“If we proceed to the village, I may be able to rally the support of the penguinoids. Then we would have a far better chance of breaching that structure.”

“What if they think you’re a demon or something now?” Richards asked. “Captain Baxter did kill their leader, if I’m not mistaken.”

“That is a possibility,” Larkin said. “However…” the android cocked her head.

“What is it?” Gellar asked, antsy.

“Stand by.”

Richards rolled his eyes. “I hate it when she does this.”

Suddenly Larkin’s phaser rifle was in her hand, and her arm swung back as she fired two quick, precise bursts.

Richards followed the beam with his eyes; it led up to a narrow ledge about twenty meters away and two stories above. He saw the beam strike someone in the chest; that person promptly pitched off the ledge and onto the ground below.

“Company,” Larkin said simply, turning and treading across the hollow cavern to the spot where the ‘company’ had fallen.

Gellar was right behind Larkin, with Richards and the others close behind.

“Romulan,” Gellar said. “Who knows how long he’s been trailing us?”

Upon reaching the spot where the Romulan had hit the ice, Larkin bent down and grabbed the front of his uniform, hoisting him in the air above her head.

“Centurion,” she said, noting his rank emblem. “You will cooperate with us.”

The Centurion blinked dumbly, looking down at Larkin and the other officers. “I’d rather die.”

Gellar held up his phaser rifle. “Suits me.”

Richards put a hand on the nose of Gellar’s rifle. “Hold on. We can use him to get to Kris.”

“You’ll do no such thing!” the Centurion replied harshly.

Then Larkin’s free hand swung upward into the Romulan’s crotch, squeezing in the exact manner necessary to disrupt the proper function of Romulan genitalia. “We most certainly shall do that thing, Centurion.”

“Urk!”

“I assume we are in agreement?”

“Urk!” said the Romulan, nodding vigorously.

“Good,” Larkin said. “I am glad we have an understanding.”

Richards nodded approval, then tapped his comm badge. “Richards to Escort.”

“Escort. Hartley here.”

“What’s the status on your repairs?”

“Ooh, we have a ways to go, why?”

“We’ve found the structure where Kris is located. We’re going to go on ahead and get her. You may not hear from us again for a while.”

“Okay.”

“And we found Kris’ navigator, Mr. Bort. He’s returning to the Escort to assist you guys.”

“I am?” Bort asked quizzically.

“You’re a civilian,” Richards explained. “I’m responsible for the Starfleet officers. I don’t want to have to watch you, too.”

“Hey,” Bort said, thumping his chest. “I can take care of myself.”

“This isn’t up for debate,” Richards said sternly, shoving a tricorder into Bort’s hand. “This is locked into the Escort’s signal transponder. Go back there and wait for us. Lt. Hartley, if there is even the slightest sign that this planet is going to make a space-time displacement, I want you to take the Escort and get to safety. Understood?”

“Yeah, I got it. That’s assuming the Escort’s working by then. What makes you think this planet will undergo a space-time thing anyway?”

“Call it an informed hunch.” Richards patted Bort on the back. “Mr. Bort is on his way.”

“We’ll be waiting.”



“And how is everything?” Mirk asked, approaching Browning, Baxter, and Peterman’s table.

“Yummy,” Browning said, digging deeper into her salad bowl. “And what is this meat you put in the Salad Special today?”

“Cardassian vole,” Mirk said proudly.

Baxter made a distinct retching sound, forcing down the last mouthful of salad and pushing his bowl away. “Thought it was a little too stringy to be chicken.”

“You don’t like it?”

Peterman covered her bowl with a napkin as if she was covering a corpse with a blanket. “Mirk, you’ll find humans don’t usually eat…rodentia.”

“Really? Then why do I find constant references to rodents in your cultural database?”

“What do you mean?” Baxter asked, grimacing–Browning was still shoveling salad in.

“There was a reference to a ‘Micky Mouse,’ some kind of rabbit named ‘Bugs,’ a novel about mice and men–”

“That doesn’t mean we like to eat mice!” Peterman protested.

“Well, you eat ham, and I watched a very pleasant cartoon about a pig named ‘Porky.’” Mirk folded his arms. “So where do you draw the line, huh?”

“The human appetite is a complex thing, Mirk,” Baxter sighed.

“Obviously,” Mirk said. “So can I get you guys any desert?”

“How about some cheesecake and coffee to get this…gamy taste out of our mouths?” Peterman asked.

“Without vole chunks!” Baxter insisted.

“Fine, if that’s the way you want it,” Mirk shrugged, taking Baxter and Peterman’s bowls.

“This is great,” Browning said, still chomping on her vole salad.

“You definitely give credit to the field of xeno-nutrition, Janice,” Baxter said, incredulous, as Browning ate.

Suddenly, Baxter’s communicator chirped. “Harlan Baxter to Andy Baxter.”

Baxter exchanged a quizzical glance with Peterman as he tapped his comm badge. “Go ahead.”

“Good news, son! We have a treaty!”

“Really?” Baxter asked, perplexed. “Already?”

“It was just a matter of getting them together in one room.”

“Obviously,” Baxter said. “Well, Dad, that’s just great. Who knows–this may be the start of a whole new life for you.”

“Well, I don’t know about that. At any rate, the Jernasi have invited your senior staff to come down here for a celebration this evening. Fifteen hundred hours.”

“Aw, jeeze, wouldn’t you know tonight is the night I clip my toenails!” Baxter said. “Sorry, Dad. I guess I’ll just have to miss out on the fun.”

“This is no time for jokes, boy. Being Captain isn’t all fun and games. It means showing the flag and being personable. Now you’ll be down here at 1500 or I’ll come up there and get you myself. Understood?”

Browning stopped chewing. “Now you be respectful to your daddy, Andy!”

“Stay out of this and go back to your salad!” Baxter ordered.

Peterman covered up her spreading smile by pretending to wipe her mouth with a napkin.

“Well? What do you say, boy? Should I start unlooping my belt now?”

“No, don’t do that!” Baxter said hurriedly. “I’ll be down there. Fifteen hundred hours. No problem!”

“That’s better. Baxter out.”

As soon as the channel closed, Peterman and Browning exploded into laughter, the latter spreading bits of salad across the table.

“It’s obvious who’s in command here,” Peterman laughed.

“Laugh all you want,” Baxter muttered, as Mirk set down the coffee and cheesecake. “You’re coming too.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world…” Peterman was building toward another fit of laughter. “…‘boy’!” And Browning and Peterman continued laughing.

“Check please,” Baxter grumbled.



Kris Larkin tugged at the electronic restraining bolts that pinned her to the ice-carved altar at the wrists and ankles. “I’ll give you this, Ardek. This is much more secure than ropes.”

Ardek grinned. “We Romulans pride ourselves in our…implements of bondage. Perhaps after all this is over, you’ll return to Romulus with me and explore…some of our other implements.”

“Perhaps not,” Kris shot back. “You’re not getting me or the android, so you can just forget about whatever sick threesome you’re planning.”

“For a stupid human you certainly do understand the way I think,” Ardek grinned, tracing a finger down Kris’ cheek. “But really, darling, who will stop me?”

Kris narrowed her eyes at Ardek. This was when the cavalry was supposed to burst into the room shouting “We will!”

But that didn’t happen. Instead, one of Ardek’s officers poked his head out from a corridor that lead to the cathedral’s rear entrance.

“Sir…”

Ardek turned. “Krellin? What are you doing back here? I thought you were keeping an eye out on the Starfleet people?”

Krellin jerked his head back toward the corridor. “That’s what I’m here to tell you about.” He winked at Ardek, jerking his head again. “I have something to tell you. Back there.”

“Fine,” Ardek huffed. He grinned down at Kris. “I’ll just be a moment, beautiful!”

“Don’t come back!” Kris spat.

“What is it, imbecile?” Ardek asked, following Krellin into the corridor. “Quickly now, I’m just beginning to break through the human’s outer shell.”

“Like hell he is,” Kris muttered to herself, straining to hear what was happening in the corridor.

She heard a fearful squeak, a few grunts, and hurried shuffling. Kris’s eyes went wide as she saw Richards and Larkin dragging Ardek and Krellin out of the corridor, followed by five Starfleet security guards.

“Guards!” Ardek cried, kicking and squirming in a futile attempt to get free of Larkin’s steel grip.

“Shut up!” Gellar said, hitting Ardek upside the head with his phaser rifle.

Richards ran over to the altar. “Kris! Are you okay?”

“Other than the fact that I’ve been tied up and forced to listen to this jerk for hours,” Kris said, nudging her head in Ardek’s direction.

“Glad to see you came, Larkin,” Ardek said, grinning back at Larkin. “You’ll make a fine treasure.”

“I recommend silence,” Larkin said tersely.

Suddenly, several Romulans and penguinoids hurried into the cathedral. The Romulans leveled their weapons at the Starfleet group.

“Put ’em down,” Gellar ordered, shoving his phaser rifle against Ardek’s temple. “Or your commander gets his green brains spread all over the place!”

The Romulans looked at each other quizzically.

“SHOOT THEM!” Ardek shouted.

The penguinoids continued to advance on the altar, looking from Kris to Larkin and squawking among themselves, appearing quite agitated and confused.

“It is I, Larrin!” Larkin said. “Here to protect you. Please help us stop these horrible offenders!”

“Wawwwwkk,” the penguinoids said in unison. “Larrin?”

Richards looked around the room nervously. “Is it working?” he called back between clenched teeth.

And then, in a rush of flapping flippers and angry squawks, the penguinoids rushed the altar. Kris heard shouts, squawks, and the whine of phasers and disruptors. Then a large flipper slammed down into her face and the world went black.





CHAPTER SIX



The world slowly came back into focus for Kris Larkin.

“Ah, you are finally awake.”

Kris turned her head, following the sound of Larkin’s voice. The android was slumped next to Kris at the back of the cathedral, like a marionette with its strings cut. “Are you functioning within normal parameters?” Larkin asked nonchalantly.

“I guess,” Kris sighed. She pulled at her wrists and ankles, quickly realizing she was once again tied down. Actually, this time she was tied back. Strapped by powerful restraining bolts to the back wall of the icy cathedral. “I take it your plan failed?” she said weakly.

“That is correct,” Larkin replied. “Apparently, my status as a godlike entity on this planet is not what it used to be.”

“I could have told you that.”

“It is unfortunate that you did not.”

“How on Earth did they manage to incapacitate you? I thought you were…like, unstoppable.”

“Indeed I am not. Apparently, the Romulans were able to find my motor coordination unit and disable it.”

“Uh-huh. Did you guys ever come across Bort?”

“Indeed. When we found the Daisy.”

“Well, that’s a relief. Where is he?”

“He should be safe aboard our ship by now.”

“I’m glad. I’d hate to think he would come to harm because of me.” Kris looked over her left shoulder. Strapped in next to her were Chris Richards and three security officers, all unconscious. “You sure did bring the cavalry.”

“I would have come alone; however, Mr. Richards felt the need to come along. I, like you, did not wish to endanger others.”

“After all these years, he still cares about me,” Kris said, incredulous. “I didn’t realize he had it in him.”

“Whatever Mr. Richards ‘has in him’ did not help us rescue you. Instead, we have only succeeded in dooming everyone here.”

“Didn’t you say you have a ship in orbit?” Kris asked. “Maybe they can help us.”

“We do have a ship here,” Larkin said. “Only not in orbit.”

“Come again?”

“We brought the Escort.”

“For Pete’s sake, is that all I’m good for?”

“We felt that discretion was essential.”

Kris rolled her eyes. “So where is the Escort?”

“To my knowledge, it is still embedded in one of this planet’s collapsed caverns.”

“I see. How many officers aboard?”

“Three.”

“Do you think any of them have the ability to get us out of here?”

“Doubtful.”

“So we’re all going to die?”

“Negative. You will all die. I, apparently, will become a plaything of Ardek’s.”

“You may have to get in line.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Looks like old Ardek has a thing for me, too.”

Larkin took all this in. “I see. Then we shall both be playthings of Ardek’s. It is fortunate at least that the sacrifice of me and my fellows will spare your life.”

“For what it’s worth, thank you, Kristen.”

“Do not mention it.”





USS ESCORT



Lt. Hartley crawled out of the Jeffries’ tube and wiped her hands on a rag. “Try it now, Susan.”

“Okay…” Ensign Madera said warily. “Powering up SIF generators.”

Hartley looked around the cramped engine room as power thrummed through the auxiliary impulse generators. She could hear a soft creaking in the hull, signaling that at least some of the weight of the ice that crunched down on them was being lifted. The lights flickered.

“Is it working?” Tarfiff asked.

Hartley rushed over to a panel. “I think. Let me check something.” She brought up readings of the Escort’s hull integrity. “Whew,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “I think we may just live after all.”

Madera shivered, folding her arms inside her survival jacket to conserve some warmth. “If we manage to get the life support system up to full power so we don’t freeze together.”

“One thing at a time, Ensign,” Hartley said, shoving an isometric stabilizer into her tool-belt and climbing the ladder to the upper level of the engine room, toward the deuterium containment tank. “I’ll fix the matter regulator. You try to get the external sensors up and running.”

“What am I looking for?” Madera asked, swinging into a chair behind the auxiliary sensor panel.

“Chris and the others. I’m starting to get worried about them. They haven’t reported in since Bort came aboard.”

“I wonder how he and Sefelt are getting along?” Madera mused, as Hartley crawled underneath the dry deuterium control pump, working it free of its housing and yanking it out of the matter reaction assembly. It would have to be replaced, but without replicator power, they’d have to jury-rig it until they got back to the Explorer. “Last I heard, Bort was teaching Sefelt how to drink.”

“Mr. Sefelt needs a bit of a manly influence in his life.”

“That he does,” Hartley said, then stuck her head out from under the control pump. “Could you try to raise the away team now?”

Madera sighed and crossed over to the auxiliary communication console and touched a control, activating the shore-to-shore transceiver array. “I’ll try using the Escort’s communication system to raise them.”

“Good luck,” Hartley muttered, working a multiphasic socket wrench into the pump’s crushed circulation control module.

“Escort to away team. Come in, someone,” Madera said urgently. “Come on.”

Madera almost gave up, when she heard a crackle of static over the engine room speakers, and a sound that made her shiver.

“WAAAAAAAWK! Escort?”

“Lieutenant!” Madera said worriedly.

Hartley’s head dangled down from atop the warp core assembly. “What the hell was that?”

“Some kind of…bird?”

“That’s not just any kind of bird,” Hartley said, sliding down the ladder. “That’s a penguin!”

“What–”

“Escort,” a slithering voice said. “This is Commander Ardek of the Romulan Warbird Horshak. Consider yourself a prisoner of Romulus.”

“We’re not prisoners of jack s***, Ardek,” Hartley said, crossing the engine room to the sensor panel and attempting to trace the signal. “Where are our people?”

“Safe with me, for now. But they won’t be for long.”

“F***er,” Hartley muttered. “What do you want from us?”

“Nothing. At least, not any longer. I have what I want.”

“Larkin,” Hartley said softly.

“You’re perceptive for a human. I’ll tell you what. If you can get that ship of yours operational and escape this planetoid without being wiped out by the Warbird in orbit, I won’t stand in your way. I already have enough prisoners.”

“F***er!” Hartley repeated, slamming her fist into the sensor panel.

“Good day,” Ardek said sweetly.

“What do we do?” Madera asked, as Hartley tapped away at the sensor panel furiously.

“We find him. We get our people back. And we kill him.”

“Tall order, seeing as we can’t even get life support online.”

“Have no fear, Ensign,” Hartley said, climbing back up to the top of the warp core. “I’ve got everything under control.”

“Could have fooled me.”

Madera ducked as a gyronic driver coil sailed toward her. Hartley apparently wasn’t in a joking mood.



“Why don’t I feel good about this?” Captain Baxter asked, strolling into the grand dining room in Jernasi Prime’s royal palace, feeling itchy in his dress uniform.

“Because you don’t want to do it,” Peterman whispered, nudging him in the gut. “Make nice with the Jernasi or your father will beat you. And,” she added, lowering her whisper, “I will too.”

“Talk about a double-edged sword,” Baxter swooned, as two tuxedo-ed penguins escorted him and Peterman to their place at the table. Something about penguins wearing tuxedos made Baxter want to laugh, but he decided that would be inappropriate.

Quaylig sat at the front of the table, his beak upturned in a pointy grin. Harlan sat at his left, and Lucille at his right.

“You’re a little late, aren’t you?” Lucille remarked cattily as Baxter scooched Peterman into a seat next to Harlan.

“Our transporter beams hit some traffic,” Baxter joked, rounding the table to sit next to his mother and ordering a grapefruit juice cocktail from the dapper penguin waiter.

“Ha, ha, ha,” Harlan chortled dryly, then added, “quiet, boy.”

Baxter slunked a little lower in his seat.

“This is a beautiful dining room,” Peterman said, after silence had descended on that end of the table.

“Paid for by the Jernasi war effort,” Quaylig said with a chuckle, clinking his champagne glass with Harlan’s.

Harlan grunted a laugh that almost sounded like he was coughing. “War effort, yes. Har, har.”

Quaylig turned his attention to Baxter. “Captain, where is your first officer?”

“Uh…sick,” Baxter said, folding his hands on top of the table. “A bit of pneumonia or something.”

“I do hope he didn’t catch that down here,” Quaylig said, without much emotion.

“He probably did, actually,” Browning called from several chairs down the table.

“Janice…” Baxter said warningly.

“Well, he did. Something in this atmosphere reactivated some dormant cells in his mucous membranes. Whatever it is, it’s much like a planet we visited in the Delta Quadrant.”

“Hrrmmmm…” Quaylig squirmed, then called down to the other end of the table. “Lt. J’hana…I hope you like raw fish!”

“If it’s as good as the fish we had this morning, I shall quite enjoy it, Mr. Prime Minister!” J’hana called back.

“It’s even better,” Quaylig assured her.

“Is fish all you ever eat here?” Browning asked uncomfortably. “No chicken, no steak?”

“Chicken!” Quaylig exclaimed. “Is that not some type of bird?”

“It’s a bird,” Baxter said, “that doesn’t resemble penguins at all whatsoever.”

“Still…your people do not eat other humanoids, do they?”

“Not as a rule,” Browning admitted.

“Mr. Prime Minister,” a prim-looking Jernasi said, leaning toward Quaylig and whispering something.

“Very good, then,” Quaylig said, clapping his hands together. “The Golath contingent is here.”

Harlan, Lucille, and all the Jernasi that were seated stood up, clapping their hands as the Golath were ushered into the grand dining room.

“Son…” Harlan grunted.

“Oh, right,” Baxter said, as he and his staff slowly stood up to acknowledge the Golath’s arrival. “Thanks for coming!”

Ngaa stood at the front of the Golath group, looming over the Starfleet officers and Jernasi. “My thanks for the invitation, Mr. Quaylig.”

“No thanks necessary,” Quaylig said, waving a flipper dismissively. “Please sit down.”

Ngaa thundered over to a seat next to J’hana and hunched down, having an even harder time squeezing into a Jernasi seat than the Starfleet officers.

J’hana grinned as she sized up Ngaa. “You are substantial, aren’t you, sir?”

“Yes,” Ngaa replied. “And you are the color of deep cerulean ice.”

“Ah, dinner is served!” Quaylig suddenly said, watching a line of Jernasi waiters wobble in hurriedly, balancing trays above their heads. “Eat up, my friends, eat up!”

Baxter grimaced at the greenish-white mass that flopped down onto his plate. “Mmm…nothing like raw cold fish on a cold winter’s day.”

“It is summer, thank you!” Quaylig replied. “And unseasonably warm!”

“Mr. Quaylig, please do not get so offended,” Tilleran said diplomatically from her place between J’hana and Peterman. “We’re not your enemies…”

“So you say!” Quaylig squealed.

“Mr. Prime Minister,” Harlan said soothingly.

“I think we’d better just eat,” Quaylig said firmly, dropping fish chunks into his beak.

The dinner only lasted about half an hour, full of the furious beak-gnashing of the Jernasi hosts, the slobbering and grunting of the Golath, and the uncomfortable plate-picking of the Starfleet officers.

Once the meal was through, the group retired to a cavernous library down the hall from the dining room, where small glasses of some kind of thick, cold, fruity drink were passed out to everyone.

Baxter sipped tentatively at his drink. It was tart, cold, and hard to swallow. Just the thing he needed after picking at cold, limp fish.

The captain had a hard time figuring out what possible reason the Federation had for admitting the Jernasi in the first place. It certainly wasn’t for their cuisine.

“What do we do now?” Browning asked, drifting over to the tiny chair Baxter had crunched into.

“Beats me,” Baxter said moodily. “Just smile and play nice with them. My mom and dad are charming enough for the rest of us.”

“They sure were cut out for diplomatic duty,” Peterman offered, slouched on the arm of Baxter’s chair.

“Someone on our ship might as well be,” Baxter muttered.

“Hey, I’d like to think I’m darned diplomatic,” Peterman said defensively.

Baxter rolled his eyes. “You are, you are, honey.”

“Captain,” Lt. Tilleran said, approaching Baxter.

Baxter looked away from Peterman’s annoyed glare and looked up at the Betazoid. “What is it, Lieutenant?”

“I’m not feeling so well. Permission to return to the ship?”

“Think it was the Jernasi food?” Browning asked.

“Probably,” Tilleran said. “I think it might cause a diplomatic incident if I puked here.”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “You’re probably right. Permission granted.”

“Thanks, sir,” Tilleran said, and hurried out of the library.

“Hey,” Browning said, craning her neck so she could see across the room. “I think Mr. Ngaa is about to sing.”

The polar bear-looking creature had settled behind an oval, multi-tiered contraption that bore a passing resemblance to a piano.

“Gather around,” Ngaa bellowed. “I shall sing you a song about my people.”

“This I have to hear,” Browning said, and grabbed Peterman’s hand. “Come on, Kelly.”

“Andy?” Peterman asked, as Baxter headed for the door.

“You enjoy Ngaa’s song. I have to take a leak.”



Jernasi urinals were uncomfortably low. Baxter had to squat to get his business done. Just as he zipped up his trousers, Harlan Baxter sauntered in.

“Dad,” Baxter said half-heartedly.

“That Ngaa has an incredible voice, son,” Harlan said, and ducked into a stall.

Baxter nodded, looking himself over in the mirror and washing his hands. “Uh-huh. I’ll see you outside, Dad.”

“Son…you think you could grab me a book from that library?”

Baxter grimaced. “You don’t want me to cause an interstellar incident, do you?”

“Son, I need reading material!” came Harlan’s muffled voice from within the stall.

“Sheesh,” Baxter said, as he ducked out of the swinging bathroom door–

–and was shoved back inside by a hulking pair of very angry looking Jernasi. They looked nothing like Jernasi though. They were huge, powerful. They looked more like the proto-hominid penguins the Aerostar had come across in the Delta Quadrant.

At the sound of the commotion, Harlan stumbled out of the stall, trousers around his ankles. “Andy?”

“Help, Dad!” Baxter said, beating both fists onto the bulky shoulders of one of his assailants.

Harlan waddled over and lept onto one of the penguinoids, who dragged his head forward into the bathroom wall.

“Damn it, what the hell do you think you’re doing!” Baxter cried as the penguins shoved his head against the hard against the hard, cold porcelain of the urinal.

“You don’t screw with P.M. Quaylig, Starfleet scum. We’re here to teach you a lesson.”

“We’re diplomats, you little bastards!” Harlan grunted, tripping over the penguins in an attempt to get to the bathroom door.

Baxter scrambled to touch his communicator, when suddenly a muscled flipper yanked it off.



J’hana whistled merrily, heading toward the ladies’ room. Ngaa had definitely been making goo-goo eyes at her. But what was her status with Dwanok? Would having an affair with the polar bear ambassador have repercussions down the road with her and her Klingon behemoth? They had a pretty open relationship. J’hana reasoned Dwanok wouldn’t care.

As she approached the ladies’ room door, J’hana heard a furious rumbling coming from the adjacent mens’ room.

Then she heard screaming.

The Andorian cocked her head. “Captain?”

The bathroom door swung open, and Harlan shoved his head out, breathless. “J’hana! Help! We’re getting the s*** knocked out of us!” Just as suddenly, Harlan was dragged back inside.

J’hana shook her head with amusement as she turned for the ladies’ room. Men and their love affair with the toilet. She’d never understand it.



The scenery in Captain Baxter’s readyroom sped by dizzily as Lt. Ford spun in Baxter’s office chair.

“Wheeeeeeeee!”

Command was such a piece of cake.

“Ensign Saral to Lt. Ford,” came the bleep over the comm system.

Ford gripped Baxter’s desk to stop the spinning. It took a while for his eyes to adjust to his current lack of spinning. “What is it, Saral?”

“The Jernasi ships have begun to move.”

“Move where?”

“Into a defensive pattern around the planet.”

“I wonder why?” Ford said, tapping the lacquered desk idly.

“I do not know. But I can not seem to raise anyone on Jernas.”

“Well, that’s no good.”

“Sir, I have tried to be delicate about the matter. You are needed urgently out here, as the officer in command.” There was definitely a tinge of resentment in Saral’s voice at that last statement.

“Okay, okay,” Ford said, swinging around Baxter’s desk. “I’m coming.” Ford strolled out onto the bridge, leaning against the railing that surrounded the command chairs. “Put the Jernasi ships on screen.”

The arched black ships appeared on screen, surrounding the area of Jernasi Prime that faced Explorer.

“The Golath battalion is responding by taking a similar defensive position behind us.”

“We’re caught in the middle?” Ford asked weakly.

“So it would seem.”

“Hmmm.” Ford stroked his chin. “What should we do?”

“My initial recommendation would be to radio the Jernasi ships. However, they have not responded to any of my hails.”

“Well,” Ford said, brushing his hands together. “Obviously, you have this situation well in hand. I’ll just be back in my ready–”

“Mr. Ford!” Saral said, gesturing toward the viewscreen.

Several black, hawk-like Jernasi ships shimmered visible, surrounding the Jernasi ships that were already protecting the planet.

“More Jernasi ships?”

“Aye, sir,” Saral replied. “And more keep de-cloaking. They have broken the Treaty of Algeron!”

“What?”

“They’re not allowed to have cloaking devices. Especially without letting us know about them.”

“Uh-huh.” Ford made his way down to the front of the bridge. “How many of them are out there?”

“Fifteen…no, twenty…” Saral said, continuing to study her scans. “Sir, the number continues to grow.”

“F***,” Ford said, and collapsed into the command chair.

“Message coming in from Jernasi Prime.”

Ford shrugged. “Put it on screen, I guess.”

The view of Jernasi Prime gave way to a view of the interior of an office. Quaylig folded his flippers primly on top of his desk.

“Explorer, this is Quaylig, Prime Minister of Jernas. Your away team is now in our custody. Pledge the unwavering support of the Federation fleet in our battle with the Golath, or you and your friends will all die.”

“I doubt the Federation would let me make a pledge like that,” Ford said. “We can’t just help you obliterate another race.”

“Then I hope you enjoy oblivion.”

“What the heck is that supposed to mean?” Ford asked, stroking his chin.

“The Jernasi ships are firing!” Saral announced.

“Shields!” Ford shouted.

“Already raised.”

Ford gripped the command chair as enemy fire rumbled against the Explorer’s hull. “Then go to Red Alert.”

“Already done.”

“Arm all weapons and return fire!”

“Again, done.”

Ford glanced back at Saral wryly. “Glad to see you’re on top of things, Ensign.”

“Indeed, sir.”

Ford rushed over to the helm console. “Ensign Hildebrand, break orbit and try to avoid the crossfire. Let the Golath fight them.”

“Aye, sir,” Hildebrand replied, hands dancing on the helm console.

Explorer broke away from Jernasi Prime, weaving around the interchanging weapons fire that flew between the bulky white Golath battle-crusiers and the spindly Jernasi ships.

“What in the hell happened down there,” Ford asked, bracing himself between the helm and ops stations.



“This is going in my report!” Captain Baxter cried, as he was dragged up a mess of closely-cropped stairs. He heard Harlan Baxter grunting angrily behind him.

“Shut up!” a penguinoid muttered, and a flipper slammed into his head.

Suddenly Baxter was shoved inside a door and slammed down onto the shaggy green carpet.

Quaylig’s office.

The stumpy Prime Minister waddled out from behind his desk and took stock of Harlan and the Captain. “Hope you all weren’t treated too roughly!”

“What’s this about, Quaylig?” Harlan snapped.

“It’s about the unconditional support of the Federation in our war effort, Mr. Baxter,” Quaylig said, hopping onto his desk as Harlan and the Captain were dragged into chairs.

“Bardo, why don’t you activate the orbital sensors?” Quaylig said, chucking a flipper in the direction of the screen across from his desk.

An image suddenly flickered to life on the monitor. It was the Explorer, deftly avoiding the crossfire of the battling Jernasi and Golath ships. Explosions from ships on both sides erupted all over the viewscreen.

“How long do you think your ship will last out there?” Quaylig asked. “Not long, I would think. The Golath aren’t Federation, so they won’t avoid hitting your precious ship. And one of my squadrons has been instructed specifically to target Explorer.”

“Why?”

“Don’t be ignorant, Captain,” Quaylig said. “Sign an accord granting the Federation’s total support in our war effort and I’ll order that squadron to protect Explorer. If not, your crew dies and so do you.”

“I don’t like either of those options,” Baxter mused.

“What have you done with the rest of the away team?” Harlan asked, ignoring Baxter.

“They’re still our guests here in the palace,” Quaylig explained. “Though we have raised a transporter scrambler and force-field so that your ship can’t beam any of you out.”

“Thoughtful of you,” Baxter grumbled.

“Why do you want the Golath to be destroyed so badly?” Harlan asked.

Quaylig slid off his desk, waddled over to Harlan. “Look at me,” he said coldy. “Like most of my people, we are unbearably short next to other humanoids. Which makes us weak in their eyes. Vulnerable.”

“The Federation never saw you that way,” Harlan urged.

“I don’t believe you.” Quaylig folded his flippers. “We’ve always been suspicious of those stronger than us. That’s why we sought out the Federation and joined them. That’s also why we’ve secretly built up such a fleet. We’re not going to be conquered.”

“No one wants to conquer you, you stupid little git!” Baxter cried.

“You shut up!” Quaylig cried, voice wavering with anger. He turned back to Harlan. He thumbed a flipper in the direction of the hulking penguinoid guards. “These are two of only a handful of their kind left here on Jernas. Thousands of them thrived on this planet once. But we sent them away!”

“Away–to where?” Harlan asked blankly.

Quaylig narrowed his eyes and pointed at Baxter. “To the Delta Quadrant.”

Baxter’s eyes grew wide. “The planet of proto-hominid penguins. They’re from here!”

“Yes,” Quaylig said. “We built a massive subspace generator on one of our moons. Our people had space-warping technology long ago. And they used it to make sure those proto-penguins never had a chance to conquer us.”

Baxter blinked. “I don’t believe it. You’ve had the technology to travel to other quadrants all this time?”

“Not anymore. That technology was obliterated in a war decades ago.”

“So…that planet…where we sent our crew-members…” Harlan said.

“If it’s come back to this quadrant, then there must have been some kind of malfunction,” Quaylig explained. “But the moon is probably horribly unstable. If the planetoid even holds together, it won’t be staying in the Alpha Quadrant long.”

“Put us through to the Explorer!” Baxter ordered, leaping across to the desk and grabbing Quaylig’s neck.

“Only if you promise the Federation’s support!”

“I promise to beat your ass!” Baxter cried, as he was yanked away from Quaylig by the Jernasi guards.

“Let’s let them stew in their own juices for a while,” Quaylig said, hopping off his desk and wobbling out of the room. “They can think about what’s happening to their friends on our moon. Maybe that will make them a little more amenable to our needs.”

Baxter slumped into his chair as Quaylig and the guards left. “I should have seen this coming, Dad.”

Harlan put a comforting hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “You had no way of knowing, son. This is all my fault. I was too busy trying to cater to the Jernasi, trying to make sure I wouldn’t cause any trouble between them and the Golath. I never thought to suspect them of planning something this insidious.”

“Well,” Baxter sighed. “What do we do now?”

Harlan harrumphed. “We find a way out of here.”

Baxter glanced over his shoulder. The guards stared in at them through the glass doors to Quaylig’s office. “How do you hope to do that with our two plucky friends hanging around outside?”

“I have it covered, son,” Harlan said, slyly placing a hand inside his jacket pocket.

When Harlan retrieved the object from his pocket, Baxter stared at him quizzically. “You’re lighting a cigar?”

“Might as well have a last smoke before they do us in, right, boy?” Harlan asked merrily, sparking the cigar up with his old-fashioned Zippo lighter.

“Huh?”

With a grin that smacked of days gone by, Harlan flicked his cigar into Quaylig’s wastebasket, which immediately began to smoke.

“Good thing they still use paper,” Baxter remarked. He was finally catching on.

The doors to Quaylig’s office burst open, and the two penguinoid guards rushed in. One hurriedly tossed the wastebasket out the window, before the fire could spread. The other turned on Baxter and his father.

“What did you two do?” the penguin that Quaylig had called Bardo squawked angrily.

“Now, boy!” Harlan cried, and shouldered into the penguin that was facing him and Baxter. The captain dutifully rammed his own shoulder into the penguinoid.

Bardo stumbled back, arms wheeling, toward the window, slamming into the other penguinoid and smashing right through. Both plummeted two stories to the ground below.

“See you next fall!” Baxter grinned, glancing down at the two unmoving lumps in the courtyard outside the palace.

“I’m sure that didn’t attract attention,” Harlan grumbled, grabbing Baxter’s arm. “Let’s go, boy.”



“Ugg…” Lt. Commander Richards moaned, as his eyes fluttered open.

“Welcome back,” Kris Larkin said. “Good of you to join us again.”

Richards shook his head to clear the fog that had encroached on his brain. Then he yanked at the bolts that held him at the wrists and ankles. “What happened?”

“The penguinoids were successful in disabling us all,” Larkin replied evenly.

“They disabled your motor co-processing unit,” Richards said angrily. “Just great.”

“I have repeatedly tried to use my self-repair algorithms to re-initialize the processor, but it would appear that they physically removed it.”

“Bastards,” Richards muttered, then looked to his left. Gellar, Puckett, and O’Donnell were strapped in much like him. “What happened to Andrews and McCarthy?”

“Dead,” Larkin said simply.

“How are we going to get out of this?” Kris asked.

“We need to contact the Escort,” Richards said. “They’re our only hope.”

“I have been working out a plan,” Larkin said. “It requires that we enlist the help of the penguinoids.”

“And how do you plan on doing that?” Richards asked.

“By accessing a universal translator matrix and altering it so that we can speak to the penguinoids.”

“And where are you going to get one of those?”

“From a tricorder.”

Richards glanced around him. “Good luck finding one of those. Ardek’s probably hidden them, along with our weapons.”

Larkin’s eyes darted around. “I have already found one.”

“Where?” Richards asked dumbly.

“She’s used her remote transceiver to access her tricorder’s database,” Kris said simply. “Don’t you know how that works?” Larkin had obviously wiled away the hours explaining this procedure to Kris.

“Sure I do,” Richards said. “But I didn’t realize your transceiver was up and running.”

“I have utilized the spare time I now have to complete the modifications.”

Richards grinned. “How efficient of you.”

Larkin cocked her head. “The translation matrix is almost complete.”

“Good morning, gentle people,” Ardek suddenly said, drifting into the cathedral, flanked by Romulan guards and penguinoid followers. “I hope you slept well.”

“F*** off,” Richards muttered.

“Oh, don’t be like that!” Ardek said cattily. “If someone had my life in his hands, I’d certainly be nicer.”

“You don’t intimidate us,” Kris said. “And don’t think you’ve won yet.”

Ardek trailed a finger up Kris’ chin. “But my dear, I have won. We’re getting ready to leave now. I never dreamed my plan would work this well. Not only do I have Larkin, but I have you and a handful of Federation prisoners for the Tal Shiar to interrogate. And I have a Federation ship for us to dismantle.”

“You’re going to try to take the Escort?” Richards asked.

“I have a team en route to capture her as we speak,” Ardek said simply. “Why, do you have a problem with that?”

Richards chuckled. “No, Ardek. I think your officers will be the ones with problems.”

“Whatever do you mean?”

Richards chuckled again. “You’ll find out.”





CHAPTER SEVEN





USS ESCORT



The Romulans moved silently across the ice. Krellin, at point, made quiet gestures to the three men that were with them to follow him to the Escort’s forward access hatch. Another group of four was circling around back to the micro-shuttle launch bay. According to the Romulans’ sensor readings, Escort only had three occupants. All human. Two female.

This would be a simple victory, Krellin thought, as one of his men worked the entrance hatch soundlessly open.

Krellin slipped through, activating his search beacon. The Romulan next to him, Rural, eyed his tricorder. “We are directly below the forward quantum torpedo launcher. Ahead are the weapons and engine rooms, and the vessel’s two cargo bays.”

“Life-signs?” Krellin asked, gripping his phaser rifle and looking around suspiciously.

“One directly ahead, in the engine room. One on Deck Two in a stateroom. And the third up on the bridge.”

“This is too easy,” Krellin said, pressing on toward the engine room.

“Suspicions, sir?” asked Rural.

“Nah.” Krellin pried the doors to the engine room open and stepped through, gesturing for the officers behind him to flush in and take positions throughout the room.

Quickly, Krellin scanned the engine room. “Come out, Starfleet. This ship has been captured by Romulus.”

“Huahhh!” one of the Romulan guards suddenly cried, flying up toward the top of the engine room. He dangled helplessly from a thick variaxial cable cord. Some type of primitive snare.

“Clever trap, human,” Krellin said aloud. “Injure another of my officers, and I promise you a painful death.”

Rural glanced over the warp core railing. “The life-sign is directly below, Centurion. Four meters, three meters, two meters, One me–”

And two hands grabbed Rural’s ankles from the lower warp core level, dragging him to the deck with a painful thud.

Krellin turned quickly toward the sound of Rural’s gasp, just in time to see a Starfleet female bash him in the head with the butt of her phaser rifle.

“Lt. Megan Hartley, Starfleet, at your service,” Hartley said with an impish grin, and rushed Krellin before he could lift his own weapon.

The engine room echoed with the screams of the damned.



The leader of the second team, Verak, poked his head into the cabin where the second Starfleet life-sign was located. “Make this easy on yourself, female. Come out of there!”

“I don’t want to,” came a wavering voice from within the top bunk. “I’m scared!”

Verak’s face split into an evil sneer as he stepped into the cabin. He couldn’t see the occupant of the bunk because she’d drawn the curtains, but she sounded beautiful. “You have nothing to fear from me, human. I will take care of you.”

“Promise?” came the weak voice.

“Mmm hmm…”

“Cool.” The curtains flung open and two legs suddenly surrounded Verak’s neck. He stumbled back, Ensign Susan Madera trailing along with him, squeezing with all her might.

“Verak?” another Centurion asked, peering into the cabin.

Madera and Verak plunged toward the door, the latter scrambling blindly in a vain attempt to escape.

“You can have him. I’m finished with ’im,” Madera said, grabbing the power conduit above her head and swinging off Verak’s shoulders, swinging her feet into his back with all her might, slamming him into the other Centurion.

Madera hopped down, withdrew her phaser, and held it on them both. Once she was sure they were both unconscious, she lugged them, one by one, into the crew quarters and sealed the door, brushing her hands together with satisfaction. “Enjoy your stay on the Escort, guys.”



The remaining two Romulans moved silently down the corridor toward what their tricorders told them was the bridge.

“I’m getting worried D’barge,” Centurion Neval said warily. “Krellin and Verak haven’t reported in yet.”

D’barge chuckled. “You think two teams of Romulans were taken out by a mere pair of human females?”

Neval shrugged. “I suppose you are right.” The pair came to a stop at the bridge. “After you, D’barge.”

“Please, Neval, you do the honors.”

“You are the superior officer.”

“And as such, I order you to go in there.”

Neval grimaced. “Fine.” He worked the bridge doors open and stepped through.

Lights blinked and flickered red and yellow on the dim bridge. At the center, a lone, shadowy occupant sat in the command chair.

“Stay where you are,” D’barge said warningly from behind Neval.

The chair turned slowly around, and Ensign Howard Sefelt grinned.

“Boys. Welcome to the bridge.”

“And what are you so nonchalant about?” Neval asked pointedly, as D’barge checked out the aft station.

Sefelt smiled wide. “Oh, nothing.”

“Neval. Over here,” D’barge barked.

Neval whirled around, examined the panel. “It’s a countdown.”

“Well, stop it!” D’barge exclaimed.

“I do not know how!” Neval said, frantically scrambling his hands over the panel.

“Human,” D’barge said, angling his head back toward the command chair. “Help us.”

Sefelt grinned, shook his head. “Nope, nope, nope.”

D’barge raised his phaser, turning it sideways, ‘execution-style’. “Help us or die!”

“Nopenopenope.”

“And what makes you so brave, little man?” D’barge spat, stepping forward.

“The fact that I’m here,” bellowed a fattish Bolian emerging from behind the helm/navigation console, wielding two hand phasers.

Before Neval or D’barge could react, he thumbed the control on both phasers, blasting both Romulans unconscious.

Bort flipped the phasers around in his hands and holstered them, nudging both unconscious Romulans with his foot. “You thought maybe he’d put the ship on self destruct?” Bort walked over and clapped a hand on Sefelt’s shoulder, chortling merrily.

“Yeah, right. HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAH!” Sefelt echoed.

Laughing insanely, Sefelt collapsed to the floor next to the Romulans, drunker than a Klingon lounge singer.

Ensign Madera and Lt. Hartley stepped onto the bridge a few moments later and looked down at the tangle of bodies on the deck.

“Getting him drunk seemed to do the trick,” Bort said helpfully, as Hartley swung down to the ops/engineering console.

Madera took helm. “We should make a recommendation to Counselor Peterman when we get back.”

“If we get back,” Hartley said. “That all depends on if we can carve our way out of this frozen tomb.”

“No time like the present,” Bort said, settling behind the tactical/communications console.

Hartley nodded. “I couldn’t agree more, Mr. Bort. Heat up the warp engines and get the tunneling phasers online.”



“We have to contact the Explorer,” Captain Baxter said, as he and his father made their way through the complicated corridors of Quaylig’s palace.

“Agreed,” Harlan said. “Any idea how?”

“There has to be a communication terminal around here somewhere,” Baxter said. “We just have to find it.”

They crossed an interlocking corridor, almost bumping into one of the Jernasi servants.

“Shouldn’t you be locked up?” the servant huffed in a British-sounding accent, apparently very annoyed.

“Yes,” Baxter said agreeably, grabbing the tiny penguin and slamming him repeatedly against the wall until he was unconscious.

“And you said you were no good at diplomacy,” Harlan said with a smile.

“I’ve wanted to do that almost since this mission began,” Baxter said, looking down the corridor. “It looks like there’s some electronic equipment that way. Let’s go.”

Harlan jogged down the corridor alongside Baxter. “You know, Andy, I don’t think I’ve ever felt more proud to be your father.”

“Aw, Dad.”

“No, I mean it. You don’t do things like I do…maybe you made decisions I wouldn’t have. But you’re a damn good captain.”

“You really think so?”

Harlan nodded. “I’m sorry I’ve been so hard on you, boy.”

“Dad…” Baxter said, and the nose of a rifle was jabbed into his back.

“Keep your eye on them, Flarvus. They’re devious,” Quaylig said, keeping his distance behind a wall of Jernasi guards. “Nice escape attempt, by the way.”

“I really hate Jernasi,” Baxter muttered.

“So sorry,” Quaylig said. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t lose any sleep over that. Now how about we all go back to my office and call Starfleet to recommend that they send ships here to help us immediately.”

“I don’t think so,” Baxter said resolutely.

“You’re hardly in the position to be flip,” Quaylig snapped. “We’re doing this with your cooperation or without it. Got it?”

“Sure, sure.”

“Do not patronize me!” Quaylig screamed. Then he realized that Harlan and the Captain were both laughing. “And what the hell are you laughing at?” He turned his head–actually, he had to angle his entire body, since penguins have no necks–to see a huge flowery vase smash down onto his head.

Before the Jernasi guards could move, J’hana’s phaser bathed over them, set for the widest possible dispersal.

The Andorian holstered her phaser. “I really hate Jernasi.”

“My sentiments exactly,” Baxter said, wrapping an arm around J’hana and ushering her back to Quaylig’s office, while Harlan collected the Jernasi weapons and jogged to catch up with them. “Glad to see you, Lieutenant.”

“I saw those bulky penguins drag you away as I emerged from the bathroom. I decided to ‘lie low’ and attempt to ascertain what they were doing.”

“Any word on the rest of the away team?” Baxter asked as they hurried down the corridor.

“They are sequestered in the library. It is sealed and heavily guarded.”

“It won’t be for long,” Baxter said, rushing into Quaylig’s office.



“Keep us moving, Hildebrand!” Ford ordered, trying to maintain his balance as the Explorer danced in between Golath and Jernasi ships. “Saral, concentrate fire on the three Jernasi ships that are tailing us.”

“Affirmative.”

Suddenly the turbolift doors at the back of the bridge swept open. Commander Conway, clothed in flannel pajamas plastered with the phrase ‘Coffee Cups Through the Ages’ and a multitudinous array of coffee cups from the human cappuccino mug to the Gorn death-bringer, marched onto the bridge, his housecoat fluttering around him like a cape, and his bear-claw slippers making a soft stamping sound on the bridge carpet.

“Commander!” Ford said, shocked. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

“Whad da hell id habbening?” Conway demanded, shoving an inhaler in his nostril and snarking loudly on it.

“We’re under attack,” Ford said simply.

“By who?” Conway asked, turning toward the viewscreen and pocketing the inhaler.

“Everybody, it would seem.”

“I’b way to sig for dis shid,” Conway sighed. “Where id da Cabdain?”

“Down on the planet, with just about everyone else.”

“Fug,” Conway grunted, stuffing his hands in his housecoat pockets.

“I’m okay, Holly, really,” Lt. Tilleran said, as Nurse Holly Carter helped her out onto the bridge.

“Tillerad?” Conway asked. “I thoud you were down on the planid.”

Tilleran limped over to her station. “They poisoned me, Commander. They wanted me out of the way so they could trap our crew down there. I should have figured it out, but their emotions were so strong I couldn’t pick up specific readings.”

“Don’d blamb yourself, Lieutenad,” Conway snuffed, hobbling over to the command chair. “Ford, taig da helb ad see if you can get us away from da fightig.”

“Yes, sir,” Ford said, relieving Hildebrand at helm.

“Tillerad,” Conway said, turning the command chair toward the science station. “Fide our peeble down there.”

“Yes, sir,” Tilleran said, tacking at her science console.

“Remember, Lieutenant, take it easy,” Holly Carter said, heading back into the turbolift. “The poison isn’t altogether out of your system yet.”

“I’m fine,” Tilleran insisted, pulling up scans of the palace on her terminal.

Conway examined the fighting on the viewscreen. “God dab Jerdasi.”

“Commander, we’re getting a message from the palace,” Saral said suddenly from tactical.

“Pud id on screed,” Conway said uneasily, withdrawing a handkerchief from his housecoat and blowing his nose loudly.

Captain Baxter appeared on the viewscreen, flanked by Harlan and Lt. J’hana.

“Capdain!” Conway exclaimed.

“You’re looking well, Commander,” Baxter said dryly. “Listen: We don’t have much time. You have to go to the Magila system immediately. That planet Richards and Larkin went to is Crysta, the planet we visited when we were in the Delta Quadrant. With the proto-hominid penguins.”

“Comb again?”

“The reason you’re having a pneumonia relapse is because Crysta once orbited Jernas. To make a long story short–”

“Too lade,” Conway mumbled.

“–the Jernasi sent those proto-hominid penguins away from their planet hundreds of years ago because they were afraid they would one day take over. They used some kind of inverted trans-warp bubble to do it.”

“Badstards.”

“Exactly. But the field generator must have somehow reactivated and sent the planet back to the Alpha Quadrant, only a few light years away from Jernas. The planet is bound to go back into space-time flux soon, and when it does, it will return to the Delta Quadrant and/or break apart with our people on it!”

“Fug.”

“You need to go there now and get them! And send a message to Richards instructing him to get off that planet immediately.”

Conway shook his head, trying to clear the dizzyness. “Whad about you and de oders, Capdain? I won’t jus leab you down dere!”

“We can take care of ourselves. J’hana’s working now to disable the field around the palace. But don’t worry about that. You have to rescue Chris and the others before they’re transported to the Delta Quadrant.”

“Tillerad,” Conway said, spinning away from the viewscreen. “Tell me dere’s a way to beam dem outta dere.”

“I’m working on it, Commander. It’s next to impossible with all these ships firing at us!”

“I bet Lt. Hartley would be able to find a way to do it,” Ford said wistfully.

“Well she’s not here,” Tilleran snapped. “I’m working as fast as I can.”

Conway rolled his eyes.

Baxter made an impatient huffing sound on the viewscreen. “Go now, Conway!’

“Wait a damb minude!” Conway said. “I’b sure we’ll–”

“I have a way to rescue our people, sir,” Saral suddenly piped up from tactical.

“Good to see sobone’s doig dere job around here,” Conway said scoldingly.

“I’m sick, you know!” Tilleran said defensively.

“I ab too, bud you don’t see me whinig aboud id. Whatta you got, Saral?”

“A quantum torpedo, sir, aimed at the basement directly below the Jernasi palace.”

“For Christ’s sake, we want to rescue theb, nod blow dem to hell!”

“I have adjusted the yield on the torpedo to simply wipe out the field generation system, sir. It will not kill our people. However, many Jernasi will no doubt die.”

“Fine. Fire,” Conway barked.

“Wait just a damn minute!” Baxter cried from the viewscreen. He was beginning to feel like he was being ignored by everyone on the Explorer bridge. Next to him, J’hana just chuckled.

At Saral’s command, a twinkling blue quantum torpedo emerged from its launcher between the warp pylons at the rear of Explorer, descending toward Jernas.

“Habby trails,” Conway muttered.

Baxter, Harlan, and J’hana looked around for a moment. Then the screen flickered and flared multicolored as the explosion wracked the Jernasi palace. Then the angle of the picture on the viewscreen shifted dramatically, most likely, Conway reasoned, due to the fact that the palace had just collapsed into its foundation.

“Pull dem outta dere,” Conway ordered.



“Damn you, Conway,” Baxter said, scrambling for balance as the floor in Quaylig’s office gave way under him. He grabbed Harlan’s arm to steady him as he, Harlan, and J’hana, plunged down into the lobby below, splintering wood raining down on them.

Baxter picked himself up off the ground and helped his father up, observing the chaos that had descended on the palace with amusement. Jernasi screamed, quacked, warbled, and waddled to and fro, attempting to figure out what the hell was happening as the palace crashed in on itself.

Then the door to the nearby library burst outward, as Ngaa crashed out, chirping penguins gripping his fur, hanging on with their beaks clenched in defiance.

Peterman, and Browning followed him out, penguins likewise clinging to them.

“Kelly!” Baxter said, rushing over and batting the Jernasi away. “Are you guys okay?”

“Yes,” Browning said, “thanks to Mr. Ngaa here. Once the building began to collapse, he took the opportunity to break us out.”

“Think nothing of it,” Ngaa said, tossing Jernasi off and bowing regally.

“You Federation beasts!” Quaylig cried, tumbling down the grand staircase as the walls thundered down around him. “You destroyed my palace!”

“Forgive me if I don’t lose any sleep over it,” Baxter said with a grin. He heard a rising whine around him and several annoyed squeaks as the Explorer’s transporters took hold of him. Unfortunately, before he’d totally dissolved, Quaylig managed to grab hold of his crotch with his beak and bite down hard.





CHAPTER EIGHT



Ardek paced the cavernous cathedral, hands clasped behind his back, twitching ever-so-slightly.

“Nervous, Ardek?” taunted Kris.

Ardek glared. “Certainly not. I expect my men are merely having difficulty getting Escort out of its icy berth.”

“Or maybe they’re all dead,” Richards postulated. “Ever think about that?”

“Shut up,” Ardek said. He finally stopped pacing. “Ardek to Krellin.”

No response.

“Krellin, this is Commander Ardek. Come in, please.”

“Face it, Ardek, it’s over,” Kris said. “You might as well give up now. You’ve lost.”

Ardek crossed the space between he and Kris instantly, staring her directly in the eyes. “I’ve lost nothing, bitch!”

“Do not touch her, or I promise you will regret it,” Larkin said evenly.

“Such emotion for an emotionless creature,” Ardek said, staring down at the heap that was Larkin, sprawled next to Kris. He fingered the oblong, gleaming metal motor co-processor he’d removed from Larkin. “Without this, you can’t move. What will you do, use your android brain against me?”

“That is correct.”

“I invite you to try,” Ardek said, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

Larkin cocked her head, and a tiny, barely audible click sounded within her. “Modifications complete.”

“What?” Ardek asked, momentarily off-balance.

“Attention, my people,” Larkin announced, ignoring Ardek.

“You can forget about getting through to them,” Ardek said snidely. “They can’t understand you.”

“I am utilizing a universal translation matrix.”

“Huh?”

“They can understand every word I say.”

The penguinoids shouldered past the Romulan guards and advanced on the altar.

“What do you want, demon?” asked one of the penguinoids. His words, translated through Larkin’s audio emitters, echoed in the cavern, overlaid against the warbles of his actual speech.

“I am no demon,” Larkin said, and her own warbles echoed back. “Ardik and I are both powerful gods. We rule the two worlds of your people’s afterlife equally.”

The penguinoids took all this in. Ardek looked on with detached amusement, but a hint of panic was evident in the way he impatiently tapped his boot.

“Who is superior?” echoed that strange voice over the penguinoid leader’s warbles.

“Allow my disciple,” Larkin indicated Richards with a movement of her chin, “to attend to me and I will show you who is superior,”

“Now wait just a minute…” Ardek thumbed his chest. “I am the superior god.”

“They cannot understand you, Ardek,” Larkin said.

The penguinoids bowed, and went about undoing the bolts on Richards’s wrists and ankles.

“Stop them!” Ardek commanded to his men. Before the Romulan guards could move, penguinoid altar boys held them at bay with their strong flippers.

Ardek’s eyes darted to and fro in panic as Richards pushed past him, grabbing the motor co-processor out of his hand. “I’ll take that.”

He knelt next to Larkin, whispering, “Don’t kill him,” as he reached behind her and flipped open her dorsal access hatch.

“Understood,” Larkin said, cocking her head as Richards snapped her motor co-processor back into place.

Richards stood aside as Larkin rose to her feet. “Let the battle for heaven begin!” she announced.

“I’d rather not…” Ardek said weakly, backing away.

“She certainly is theatrical,” Kris said, as Richards moved to undo her restraining bolts.

“She reads a lot,” explained Richards.

“Do you wish to accept defeat now or must I hurt you?” Larkin asked, advancing on Ardek.

“You won’t hurt me,” Ardek said unsteadily. “I read up on you, remember? You’re programmed with the First Law of Robotics. You can’t hurt others.”

“That applies to humans,” Larkin said. “And I am allowed some…leeway in that regard. If I feel my comrades are in jeopardy, I can inflict harm. And, trust me, I will inflict it quite efficiently on you.”

“But I’m defenseless, I’m weak!” Ardek said, crunching into a corner of the cathedral. “Certainly you won’t hurt someone who can’t protect himself!”

“I will consider it,” Larkin said evenly. “Commander Ardek: You are under arrest. Will you come quietly?”

“Delar to Ardek,” Ardek’s communicator said with a bleep.

“Can this wait, Delar?” Ardek asked, staring up fearfully at Larkin.

“We have access to the generator.”

Ardek’s eyes brightened. “Good. Activate it. I’ll be there soon.”

“Activate what?” Larkin asked, when suddenly the cathedral began to rumble.

“I am so sorry that we didn’t get to know each other a little better,” Ardek said, scrambling under Larkin’s legs and rushing toward the back of the cathedral, gesturing for his officers to follow. “But I’ll have to settle for knowing that no one else will have access to your power. No one in the Alpha Quadrant, at least!”

“He found a way to displace this planetoid,” Larkin quickly surmised. “The seismic disturbance will tear it apart. If we survive, we will be stranded in the Delta Quadrant!”

“Then we have to stop him!” Richards said, shaking Gellar awake. Kris went to work on Puckett and O’Donnell. “Come on, Brian!”

“Wha?” Gellar asked, his eyes fluttering open.

“I’ll explain on the way,” Richards cried, grabbing Gellar’s arm and dragging him to his feet.

“Ardik is a god of destruction!” Larkin called to the other penguinoids. “He wants to destroy this planet. You must help me stop him!”

“Yes, Larrin!” the penguinoids chanted, swarming out of the cathedral on Larkin’s heels. Richards and the others followed.

When they reached the door, a huge, winged shadow descended over them.

“The Escort!” Richards cried.

“Where are you guys off to in such a hurry?” Hartley said over the loudspeakers. “Something very weird is going on with this planet, Mr. Richards. It doesn’t have to do with the time-space displacement you were talking about, does it?”

“As a matter of fact, it does,” Richards muttered, shaking his fist up at the Escort. “And as I recall, I told you to get out of here at the first sign of trouble!”

“Well screw me for coming to save your ass. Now what do you want me to do?”

Richards decided not to argue the point. “Keep the Escort idling here. Be ready to tunnel us out in a hurry.”

“Fair enough. You’d better hurry.”

“You can count on that,” Richards said, leading Kris, Gellar, and the two security guards into the large tunnel.

The penguinoids squawked loud throughout the cavern, calling their fellows to their aid. Soon, Larkin had a whole army of penguinoids following her into the tunnel.

“Wait for us!” Richards called, scrambling after Larkin with Kris, Gellar, O’Donnell and Puckett on his heels.



“What is happening down there?” Sub-Commander Gatana demanded, watching the planetoid’s energy readings soar off the scale.

D’mona analyzed the scans. “Huge generators are powering up deep inside the planet. Activating some type of rotating trans-warp bubble.

“Can we get a comm signal through it?” Gatana asked casually.

“No.”

“Well then,” Gatana said, settling into the command chair. “I guess Ardek is on his own. A pity.”

“Indeed.”



Richards and the others cut through the bustling crowd of penguinoids, trying to get to Larkin at the front.

“Larkin!” Richards called out. “What do you think Ardek is doing?”

“This planet is obviously the victim of a malfunctioning omnidirectional transverse sub-warp displacement device. An ancient one, if the geographic data is any indication.”

“Obviously,” Richards echoed.

“Ardek must be attempting to use it to destroy this planet and strand us here.”

“Figures.”

“Judging by the width of this tunnel, it is a good possibility that he has a scout ship down here, and will use it to escape once he has set the generators to overload.”

“Then we have to stop him.”

“I will stop him.”

Richards did not like the way Larkin said that.

After an exhausting jog down the tunnel, attempting to keep up with Larkin’s steady clip, Richards and the others came upon another large cavern. Within, a mammoth, pulsing cylinder throbbed ominously, at the center of what appeared to be a rather deep hole. It put Richards in mind of a warp core.

Larkin was right. A scout ship was parked nearby, its engines warming up.

“Glad you could make it!” Ardek said brightly, spreading his arms wide as he stood in front of the power core. “Do you like my new toy?”

“Step away from the generator, Ardek!” Larkin ordered.

“Make me!”

“I will do so,” Larkin said, marching purposefully toward Ardek.

Two Romulans ran to restrain Larkin. She flicked them away effortlessly, not slowing down. Penguinoids squawked and warbled, forming a crowded circle around the generator. Obviously, they decided this was the ‘battle of the gods’ they’d been told about.

“I’m going to go see if I can deactivate that cylinder,” Richards said, glancing to Kris and the others. “You guys stay here and make sure the Romulans don’t get away.”

Richards approached the trembling generator, in awe of the amount of power it would take just to keep it from overheating. No wonder the thing nearly busted the planet apart every time it was activated. He searched the clearing surrounding the cylinder for some sort of control panel.

He found a Romulan tricorder attached to an access panel dug into the ice nearby. It looked as though the Romulans had managed to power up the generator, and that its other functions were pretty much automatic. Its power levels rose as the field of space-warping energy crackled around the planetoid. Once the field reached an optimum level, the planet would be slingshot back across the galaxy.

It must take a hell of a lot to keep this thing cooled, Richards thought again. Immediately Richards knew what he had to do.

Being stuck in an ice planet tended to help cool the massive generator, but wasn’t enough by far. If the coolant supply was cut off, the generator would overheat and probably blow up. Destroying the source of coolant was the only way Richards could think of to save the planet, since there was no apparent way to deactivate the generator. He rushed over to one of the fallen Romulan guards and grabbed his disruptor, setting it on its highest setting.

Gellar rushed over to join Richards. “Ideas?”

“One. Grab that other guard’s disruptor and set it to full.” Richards pointed to the large, glimmering green bulb at the top of the cylinder. By any engineering standard, that had to be the coolant chamber. “See that thing? We need to blast it to pieces.”

“Finally, something I’m well trained to do,” Gellar said, stooping down and grabbing the other guard’s disruptor.

He set it to full and aimed at the bulb, signaling to Richards that he was ready with a nod.

Richards and Gellar fired at the coolant tank simultaneously, holding their beams steady on it for several seconds.

Then, with a chorus of raining green fluid, the tank exploded, sending shards of glass down over the icy cavern.



Ardek looked up at the core as the coolant tank exploded, grimacing. “Damn. Why did your mommy have to do that? Now I’m going to have to bump up my departure time. If you’ll excuse me–”

Larkin lunged at Ardek, as he backed toward the ledge that led kilometers into the planetoid’s core, down the length of the immense power cylinder. “You will not escape.”

“Oh, I will. Why don’t you do me a favor and look up that daddy of yours when you get to the Delta Quadrant. Henricks, isn’t it? I’m sure you, him, and that engineer can have a very pleasant family reunion.”

“Do not patronize me. I can crush every bone in your body.”

“Ah, so you can. But wouldn’t you rather be the toast of Romulus?”

“No.”

Ardek faltered. “Well, there you have it, then. So where do we go from here?”

“You will go to prison. For life,” Larkin said simply.

“I think not,” Ardek said, and quickly grabbed Larkin’s arms, crouching into a ball and rolling her over him and over the ledge that surrounded the powerful cylinder. “I don’t cotton well to prison, Miss Larkin.” He lay flat on his stomach, holding her above the seemingly bottomless pit below.

The penguinoids warbled in awe. Kris saw the exchange and pushed by Puckett, and O’Donnell, who both gave chase. She shoved past the larger penguinoids encircling the power core to get to Larkin. Richards saw too, and he and Gellar ran toward the site of the scuffle, pushing aside cheering penguinoids.

Ardek gripped Larkin’s wrists as she dangled over the crackling abyss. Bursts of electricity cracked up from the center of the planetoid’s power core.

“We could have been so good together, Larkin. Why did you have to go and screw it all up?” Ardek smiled wildy, reveling in the fact that he had this powerful android at his mercy.

“It is not altogether ‘screwed up,’ Ardek. You do have me,” Larkin said calmly. “Just not in the way you wanted me.”

Ardek’s smile faded. “What does that mean?”

“Larkin!” Richards and Kris called, as explosions rumbled from below. The core was exploding.

“Mr. Richards…Kris, get back!” Gellar cried, gesturing to Puckett and O’Donnell for help. The three security officers dragged Richards and Kris back with all their might as heat blasted up from the infinite chasm, knocking everyone off their feet.

“Larkin…what are you doing…let me pull you up!” Ardek gasped, his eyes burning as hot explosions ripped upward through the ice cavern, filling the place with thick steam. “You’re just an android. Why are you so damned stubborn!”

Heat blasted Larkin, tearing through her uniform and melting the syntheskin on her back. “‘Ironic, is it not, that I have the feelings you are so sure that I lack?’” she said, as if chatting with Ardek over coffee.

“What gibberish is that?” Ardek called over the din of the power core’s death throes.

“A line from ‘I, Robot,’ Mr. Ardek. A good book indeed. I highly recommend it.” And Larkin planted her feet on the rock wall of the hole she was in and jerked back with all her might.

Ardek tumbled over her shoulder and the two plummeted, together, down.



Kris and Richards fought off Gellar and his officers and raced to the edge of the chasm.

Richards bent over, hands on knees, straining to see through the steam. “Larkin!” Richards called, praying for the impossible.

Kris buried her face in Richards’s shoulder. “Chris…she’s …gone.”

“We have to get out of here!” Gellar shouted, grabbing Richards’s arm. “This whole place is coming apart!”

Gellar was right; plates throughout the planetoid crunched together. Ice melted. Stalagmites plunged out of the cave floor. And the core gave off one last, deafening blast of heat and fire as it died.

The penguinoids squawked in terror, fleeing the cavern en masse. Gellar and his officers dragged Richards and Kris out as the very ground beneath them began to split apart.

The squawks and screams turned into muffled, far away sounds for Richards as he looked over his shoulder, trying to keep up with the speed at which Gellar was dragging him, unable to look away from the gargantuan core as it sunk down into the chasm.

He could only imagine what the penguinoids were going on about. Probably something about the gods being dead.





CHAPTER NINE



“I don’t like these readings,” Hartley muttered. “I just picked up massive explosions within the tunnel. Whatever was powering that displacement wave is gone…but the wave is already self-sustaining!”

“You mean the planet is going to go to the Delta Quadrant anyway?” Madera called over her shoulder from the helm.

“You can count on it,” Hartley said, checking the readings a second time.

“Then we have to go,” Madera said urgently. “Before we’re all trapped in the Delta Quadrant again.”

Hartley glared at Madera. “We’re not leaving them, Susan. And that’s final.”

“You’re the boss,” Madera sighed.

“F***ing A.”

Madera glanced over her shoulder again. “F***ing what?”

“Never mind. It was before your time.” Hartley glanced back down at her readings. “Wait a minute! I’m reading a massive group coming out of the tunnel. About a hundred penguinoids. And five non-penguinoids.”

“Only five?” Bort asked uneasily from tactical/communications.

Hartley punched some controls, quickly activating the transporter. “Maybe one of them is lagging behind. Go ahead and beam the five up.”

Moments later, five embattled souls stumbled onto the bridge.

“Chris,” Hartley said, quickly taking stock of the away team’s appearance. She counted heads. “Where’s Larkin?”

Richards shook his head, shouldering by Hartley to get to the command chair. In a hoarse voice, he called to Madera: “Get us the hell out of here.”

Madera looked at Richards woefully. He looked twenty years older. And a woman who could easily be Larkin’s twin collapsed to her knees by the command chair and leaned her head on Richards’s shoulder.

“Now!” Richards barked, prompting Madera to swing around and enter the coordinates, sending the Escort plunging toward the nearest tunnel in the ice.

“I’m fine, by the way, and thanks for asking,” Gellar muttered, relieving Bort at tactical.

“Brian…” Hartley whispered. “What happened?”

“Larkin didn’t make it,” Gellar said simply, readying the tunneling phasers. “And we won’t either if we don’t move now.”

Hartley slumped behind the engine console, struck momentarily by a wave of disbelief. Larkin gone. If she had to bet on anyone surviving this trip, it would have been her. But Brian had a point. There would be time to mourn later. At the moment, the question of whether any of them would make it was still up for debate. Hartley hurriedly diverted all the power the tiny Escort had to structural integrity and tunneling phasers.



Captain Baxter paced the deck of Explorer’s bridge impatiently, arms folded, staring at the floor. “Can’t we go any faster?”

“Not if you want to make it to Magila in one piece,” Ford offered.

“Would you stop moving?” Dr. Browning asked, as she ran the tissue regenerator over the general area of Baxter’s crotch in a wide arc, careful not to get too close. “This is an unpleasant enough chore as it is.”

“Be quiet and pump me with more painkiller,” Baxter muttered.

“She’s ride. Stob pacig, Cabdain,” Conway snuffed from his chair. “Yer maging me dizzy.”

“Andy, I think I speak for everyone when I say you’re making us all nervous!” Peterman said. “Sit down, for goodness sake.”

Baxter glanced back at Peterman, sighed. “Fine.”

Her task finished, Browning placed the tissue regenerator back in her medical kit and slung it over her shoulder, moving up to the quarterdeck behind the command chairs, resting both hands on the railing around the command chairs to stop them from shaking.

“We’ll make it in time,” Peterman said, putting a reassuring hand on Baxter’s as he collapsed into his chair.

“Uh-huh.” Baxter tapped a button on his chair arm. “Baxter to Brig Three. Status?”

“I’m about ready to take my belt to Mr.Quaylig,”replied Harlan over the comm system. “And then Mr. Ngaa and I are off to the Constellation Cafe for drink.”

“Sounds great,” grumbled Baxter. “I’ll keep you posted on all the life-and-death stuff up here.”

“Good enough,” Harlan said, and closed the channel.

“Something’s coming in on long-range, sir,” J’hana piped up from tactical. “I’m picking up an imminent displacement wave building around the planetoid.”

“You’re not helping,” Peterman called over her shoulder.

“You want me to lie?”

“I want you to try to be a little more sensitive when you say things like that!”

“Well, forget about it.”

“I want a way to punch through the surface of that planetoid,” Baxter said, ignoring Peterman. “We need to get to the Escort if it’s trapped in there.”

“Phasers won’t do it quick enough,” Tilleran said, quickly doing the calculations. “And torpedoes would cause a cave-in.”

“Well, isn’t that just great,” Baxter said. “Someone please come up with something useful.”

“Tragder beab.”

“What?” Baxter said, turning to face Conway.

“Tragder beab.”

“I still don’t follow.”

“Wait a minute,” Tilleran said, punching new calculations on her panel. “The Commander is on to something. If we make several precision strikes on the planet’s surface with quantum torpedoes, then capture the debris with a wide-dispersal tractor, it would clear a path.”

“Like coring an apple,” Peterman said.

“Good thinking, Conway,” Baxter said, patting Conway on the shoulder. The Commander subsequently coughed a lungful of phlegm into his lap.

“I helped,” Tilleran said quietly from her station.

“There is no ‘I’ in ‘team,’ Lieutenant,” Peterman scolded.

“Well, is there an ‘O’ in ‘go to hell,’ Counselor?” Tilleran shot back.

“Two, actually.”

“Entering Magila system and coming out of warp,” Ford reported from the helm.

Baxter leaned forward. “Take us to the planetoid, full impulse.”

“Romulan Warbird in orbit,” J’hana announced. “Our weapons are at the ready.”

“As soon as we’re in range, I want you to blow them out of the stars,” Baxter ordered.

“Gladly.”

Suddenly, J’hana’s panel bleeped. She checked it. “Sir, the Romulans sent us a message. Text only.”

Baxter glared back at J’hana. “Well?”

“The message is ‘You are welcomed to it’.”

“The Romulans don’t seem like the giving-up type,” said Peterman.

“They are if they have nothing to gain from winning,” J’hana said. “They are moving away from the planetoid and going into warp.”

Baxter watched the Romulan Warbird disappear. “Fine. Find the Escort.”

“Searching. Lt. Tilleran, please assist with the sensors.”

“Jeeze, you mean I can be of help?”

“Do not be difficult,” J’hana grunted.



Madera’s fingers trembled against the directional controls as she steered the Escort left, then right, around looming stalactites and stalagmites in the ice tunnel.

“Displacement wave continuing to build,” Hartley said. “I think we have about two minutes.”

“Pour on the speed, Madera,” Richards said remotely.

“We can’t go any faster,” Madera said, staring back down at her sensors. “Mr. Gellar…we’re coming up on a wall of ice. Fire the tunneling phasers on my mark.”

“Ready.”

“Mark!”

Wide beams lanced out on the forward screen, instantly searing through the ice, carving a ready-made tunnel for Escort to plow through.

“Problem,” Gellar suddenly said, as the Escort continued to bob and weave. When Richards didn’t react to that, he added: “Wall of rock approaching. About twenty seconds away at this speed.”

“Quantum torpedoes,” Richards said calmly. “Don’t slow down, Madera.”

“Not even a little?” Madera glanced over her shoulder.

“It’s oblivion or the Delta Quadrant.”

“Do we get a minute to think about that?”

“No. Fire quantums, Brian.”

Gellar fired. White orbs blasted the wall in front of them to bits and the Escort rambled through.

“The shields just took a beating going through all that rock,” Hartley said, gripping her console as the Escort was jostled around, bobbing in nauseating directions.

“Poor shields,” Richards muttered. “Time to displacement?”

“About forty-five seconds, give or take,” Hartley said.

“Time to outer planetary crust?”

“Forty-two seconds,” Madera said, her voice raising a notch when the realization set in. They were going to be cutting this more than close.



“There she is!” J’hana called out. “Bearing one-four-zero mark three. And making for the planetoid’s surface like a hell- raptor!”

“Indercebt course,” Conway ordered woozily.

“Indercebt, aye,” Ford said mockingly.

“How much time do we have?” Baxter called over his shoulder.

“Not a lot,” Tilleran said helpfully.

“J’hana,” Baxter said, and gestured toward the viewscreen.

“Firing quantums.”



The Escort wobbled as it plunged through tumbling chunks of ice and rock.

“Explosions ahead, sir!” Hartley called. “Quantum torpedoes.”

“Not ours?”

Hartley shook her head. “Nope.”

“We have a contact!” Gellar shouted. “It’s the Explorer!”

“Thank God,” Madera said, letting out a breath for what seemed like the first time since this mission began.

“How far to the crust now?”

“Just about a hundred meters,” Madera said, then did a double take. “Mostly rock!”

“Looks like we picked an excellent place to punch through!” Hartley said sarcastically.

“All stop,” Richards ordered. “Gellar. Fire everything.”

Gellar obeyed the command, sending every quantum the Escort had at the wall.



J’hana’s hands flew over the tactical panel, at once maneuvering the tractor beam and firing quantum torpedoes, using the Explorer’s substantial resources to blast through Crysta’s surface.

“The displacement wave is at its peak!” Tilleran called out.

“Is the Escort out yet?” Baxter asked.

“We have a little more rock to cut through,” J’hana said.

“There isn’t enough time,” Baxter said. In seconds, he seemed to make a decision. “We’re going through with them.”

“WHAD?” Conway asked.

“You don’t expect me to leave them stranded in the Delta Quadrant with just the Escort, do you? They’d be helpless!”

“Yer maging decisiuns for ober four hundred peeble!” Conway protested.

“Shut up!” Baxter barked.

“Andy, maybe you should think about this…” Peterman offered.



“We’re out of quantums,” Gellar said, staring at the cloud of rubble on the viewscreen.

“We’re out of time, too,” Hartley quickly said.

“Then we punch through, one way or another,” Richards said. “All power to forward shields. All engines, ahead full impulse!”

Madera hesitated, then punched the controls. What the hell.

And the Escort slammed through the remaining layers of rock and soared away from Crysta’s surface, just as the displacement wave began to suck Crysta away.



“There goes Crysta,” Tilleran observed from the science station, as the planet seemed to invert, to wobble oddly, and then drift back through a ripple in space.

“Follow it through,” Baxter ordered.

“Sir, are you nuts?” Ford asked. “We can’t just–”

“Look!” Tilleran shouted, pointing at the viewscreen.

The Escort burst through Crysta’s outer layer, sailing toward the Explorer. Then, as if caught in a massive suction, it tumbled backward.

“They are caught in the gravitic disturbance,” J’hana observed. “They will be dragged through the wormhole with Crysta.”

“Get them in a tractor beam!” commanded Baxter.

J’hana activated the beam and latched onto Escort.

Crysta was now more than half-way through the hole in space. “The subspace suction is getting stronger!” Tilleran said. “We’re struggling just to hold our place.”

“Then get ready to switch over to aft tractor beams, turn us around, then jump into warp,” Baxter ordered, gripping the command chair.

“Ready,” J’hana said.

Baxter pounded the arm of his chair. “Do it!”

Explorer swung on its x-axis, then, like a ballroom dancer twirling her partner and switching arms, she switched to aft tractor beams and leaped into warp, dragging the Escort behind.

Tilleran informed everyone that the Escort had made it out of the space-rift in one piece and the rift had closed.

“If were finidged ere, I’b goig bag to sleeb,” muttered Conway, who quickly lost conciousness.







CHAPTER TEN



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53546.3. We’re en route to a Starbase to drop off Quaylig and the Romulans Richards’s team captured so that they can be tried and hopefully rot in a penal colony for a long time. Crysta is gone, to where is anyone’s guess. My science officer tells me that, thanks to the destruction of the power core within the planetoid, it will most likely never come back. It also ensures that the mysterious proto-hominid penguins that live there will be able to live in peace, without having their planet ripped apart every time that blasted power core belches.

Richards’s team succeeded in bringing Kris Larkin and her Bolian navigator back alive from Crysta, but they returned one officer short. Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin gave her life to save her human counterpart. And anyone who says she didn’t have a life to give can sit and spin. She most certainly did. She was the most selfless android I’ve ever known. She was the only android I’ve ever known, actually. And I am proud to have called her ‘friend.’ Services are slated for today. Her commendation for valor has been entered in the ship’s log; but, somehow, I doubt that’s much of a comfort to those whose lives she touched. God, that sounded poignant, didn’t it?

Computer, how about we strike that last line?



Lt. Commander Richards dug through the shattered remains of Larkin’s bookcase. It had Captain Baxter’s usual creative touch. He smiled at the notion of Larkin keeping it, judging its structural problems and making an attempt to rebuild it, so she could show it off to the captain whenever he visited her quarters.

“Latinum slip for your thoughts, Christopher,” Kris Larkin said, leaning her head on Larkin’s desk, staring at the crew portrait that was propped there in awe.

“She was a computer, Kris. Built by humans. Made of plastic, deuridium, and circuitry.”

“That she was.”

“Then why did I love her. And why do I miss her? I could build another body and another brain and essentially have the same Larkin all over again.”

“You could.”

Richards dug the science fiction collection Harlan and Lucille got for Larkin out of the bookcase remains and tossed it on the desk. “But I won’t. Wouldn’t be the same.”

Kris grabbed Richards’s hand. “I wish I could wrap my mind around why she did that. Why she gave her life to kill Ardek.”

“I knew what she was thinking the whole time.” Richards collapsed in a chair opposite Kris. “That’s why I went with her. I thought I could stop her.”

“You can’t stop someone when they’re determined to do something.”

Suddenly the doors to Larkin’s quarters swooshed open and Captain Baxter stuck his head in. “Services are at 1100, Chris. On the holodeck.”

“Alaska?” Richards asked, flipping the science fiction tome open.

“Yep,” Baxter said. “Seems fitting, doesn’t it?”

“Perfectly.”

“Hey,” Baxter said, as his eyes fell on the heap behind Larkin’s desk. “I figured she would have tossed that bookcase into the reclamator.”

“Nah,” Richards said. “She kept it for sentimental value, I guess.”

Baxter grinned. “How about that.” He seemed entranced for a moment, then the spell broke. “Uh…I have to get up to the bridge. The Federation Council is on subspace about the Jernasi.”

“They’re getting expelled, I take it?” Kris asked.

“Uh, yeah. They broke pretty much all of the Federation’s rules,” Baxter said. “But, the good news is the Golath are willing to join. Everything balances itself in the end, I guess.”

“Not always,” Kris muttered, as Baxter ducked out of Larkin’s cabin.

Richards opened up the book to the place where Lucille had marked the story ‘I, Robot.’ He began reading.



Lt. Hartley sat cross-legged in front of the burnt, twisted mass that was the Escort’s matter/antimatter flow regulation junction. All the jostling, power transferring, and assorted stress it had undergone in the last couple days had totally burnt it out. It would have to be replaced, but first Hartley had to carve it out to make room for the new unit.

She should probably be showering and changing. The service was only in a half an hour. But somehow Hartley felt better working. She wasn’t Larkin’s closest friend, but the two of them understood each other. And that was something Hartley couldn’t say about many people on the Explorer.

She’d miss that ragtag android who really didn’t like humanity and had a strange affinity for penguins. Who could blame her, anyway? She was built, after all, by a human who simply wanted to have constant, unceasing intercourse with her. She owed humanity nothing, certainly. So why did she, in the final analysis, give her life for it?

As Hartley hauled the defective machinery out of its housing, she resolved that she’d probably never know.

Hartley stared at the busted mechanism in front of her. In its machine-like way, it somehow reminded her of the android.

“…Larkin…” Hartley said softly.

She kneeled there, leaned her head onto the bulkhead, and felt the tears trickle down her face, when she suddenly heard–

“Yes?”

Hartley’s head snapped up. “Larkin?”

“I have never seen you cry, Lieutenant. I did not realize I was that important to you.”

Hartley rubbed her eyes, wiping her hands on the front of her uniform. “I wasn’t crying. I don’t cry. Wait a minute. Wait a damn minute. What are you, a ghost?”

“That is laughable.”

“This is a trick.” Hartley jumped to her feet, balling her fists. “Come out here and take your beating like a man, Ford!”

“This is no trick, I assure you.”

Hartley steadied herself on the railing that surrounded the warp core. She was alone in the engine room. Obviously, she was hallucinating. “Larkin?”

“We have already been through this. You said my name, and I said ‘yes.’ What more do you want?”

“A f***ing explanation!”

Hartley could have sworn she heard a sigh. “Very well. I suppose I owe you that much. I take it you are aware of the transceiver inside my brain that Mr. Richards was developing?”

“Yeah.”

“If you recall, it was developed so I could transmit data to the Explorer in the event of an emergency. An analogue to the ‘Emergency Dump’ function on most tricorders. At any rate, I was able to utilize that transceiver to link with the Escort’s computers and download the bulk of my personality.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. But, we were a good two hundred meters away…your signal strength couldn’t have been much.”

“Indeed, it was not. I succeeded, however. It has taken substantial time to segregate my neural pathways from the Escort’s computer subroutines. I am only now regaining sentience. The Escort computer is a somewhat… unsettling place to say the least.”

It was all Hartley could do just to remain standing. “Larkin, do you realize what this means? You’re alive!” Hartley grinned. “You’re ALIVE.”

“The thought had crossed my mind,” the voice replied dryly.



Lt. Commander Richards regarded himself in the full-length mirror in his quarters, adjusting his dress uniform and attempting to suck in his gut. He really had no gut, but somehow he always felt he had one anyway.

BLEEEEEEEP.

Richards sighed, rubbed his eyes. “Come in.”

Dr. Browning strolled in, dressed in a black, floor-length dress. She hung by the door, looking at Richards as he studied his reflection. “Ready?”

“I guess,” Richards said, and picked up the padd from his desk as he headed for the door. “I put together a little eulogy.”

He handed Browning the padd and she scanned it as they walked down the corridor toward the holodeck.

“Christopher, this is beautiful,” Browning said, a tear trickling down her cheek as she read. “Larkin would certainly approve.”

“Ah, she probably wouldn’t care. She wasn’t exactly the sentimental type.”

“Deep down I think she was,” Browning said. “Or else how do you explain her sacrifice?”

“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to explain that.”

Just as Browning and Richards approached the holodeck doors, Lt. Hartley ran up, breathless.

“Chris! Janice!”

“What, Megan?” Richards asked, noting Hartley’s messy uniform and gunk-stained face. “Aren’t you coming to the service?”

“That’s what I came to tell you about–” Hartley choked out. “It’s Larkin.”

“What’s Larkin?” Richards asked, suddenly impatient. “What about her?”

“She’s…she’s…”

“I am alive. In a manner of speaking,” came the voice, over Explorer’s intercom.

The voice rang in Richards’s ears, yet he couldn’t understand how.

Larkin’s voice quickly told Richards what she’d told Hartley. He and Browning listened in stunned silence.

“Larkin, I’d hug you if you had a body!” Richards exclaimed.

Suddenly, the holodeck doors parted, and Captain Baxter stepped out, brushing snow off his dress uniform.

“What’s all the ruckus out here? This is supposed to be a somber-type deal.”

“I am alive, Captain,” said the voice.

“Say WHAT?”

Ford, J’hana, Tilleran, Peterman, Gellar, and Kris Larkin clustered near the holodeck doors, drawn to the commotion.

Commander Conway, wrapped in an environmentally-regulated isolation suit wobbled out after them, fogging up his face-mask with excitement and snot.

Larkin explained the situation again, feeling somewhat relieved that she wasn’t able to get tired of repeating herself.



Captain’s Log, Supplemental.

Okay. The funeral’s off. Larkin still gets the commendation. And she’s alive. That is, her mind’s alive, inside the Escort. It needs to be downloaded into a positronic brain, though, which will eventually be placed in a new body, I’m told. So I guess, technically…ah, hell. This is going to be a bitch to explain. Computer, let’s start over…





EPILOGUE



All eyes were on Richards as he strolled into the Constellation Cafe. All the assembled crew stood and cheered. Amara hit a control on the wall and confetti descended.

Mirk jogged up, patting Richards on the back and glancing at the object he cradled in the crook of his arm. “Welcome, welcome! Find a table, Commander. I’ll be over to get your drink order in a second. Looking good, Larkin!”

Richards nodded greetings and expressed his appreciation to all the crew-members that stopped and congratulated him as he made his way toward the back of the cafe. He came to a stop at Captain Baxter’s table.

Baxter stood, shook his hand warmly. “Chris, I see the operation was a success!”

“Yep,” Richards said proudly. “It’s a girl.”

Peterman patted the oblong, blinking gray lump in Richards’s arms. “Happy Birthday, little Larkin!”

“I am not a child, Counselor. I possess the personality of an adult, as before, so I would appreciate it if you did not act as if I was a child,” said an electronic voice within the football-shaped positronic brain.

“Right,” Peterman replied. “Well, at any rate, I’m glad to see you back up and around.”

“As am I,” Larkin said. “The Escort computer core was not a… comforting place. I will be even happier when I get a new body.”

“One step at a time,” Richards said, patting the positronic bundle.

“Please be careful, Commander. You just disassociated three positronic pathways,” warned Larkin’s brain.

“Sorry!”

“Well,” Baxter said, sitting back down and taking a long swig of his vodka and grapefruit juice. “You take it easy, Larkin. You can take as much time as you need to recover from your…well, death.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

Richards saw Kris Larkin waving from a table in the corner of the cafe. “I’d better get going.”

“All right. Let me know if you need anything,” Baxter said, and returned to his conversation with Peterman.

Richards strolled over to Kris’s table and sat Larkin’s new brain down in the center of the table, pushing the candle aside.

“Here she is.”

Kris grinned. “Good to see you, Larkin.”

The red beam that served as Larkin’s eye lanced across Kris’s face. “It is agreeable to see you as well, Kris.”

“What’ll it be?” Mirk asked, approaching the table. “Whatever it is, it’s on the house!”

“It’s always on the house,” Richards chuckled. “You don’t charge, remember?”

“Hey, I’m just trying to be quaint.”

“Harvey Wallbanger,” Richards said, after some thought.

“Don’t know him. Is he an old Earth bartender?”

“It’s a drink–” Richards shook his head. “Just get me a raktajino.”

“And for the lovely lady?”

Kris considered. “Ginger Ale. And a twist of lime.”

Richards eyed her suspiciously as Mirk scurried back toward the bar. “What, no Romulan Ale?”

“I don’t want to have anything to do with the Romulans after the week I’ve had,” Kris said. “Besides, I figure it’s about time I cleaned up my act a little.”

“Well said,” Larkin’s brain remarked.

“Speaking of Romulans,” Richards said, leaning toward Larkin’s brain. “Do you remember exactly what happened at the end? When you and Ardek plunged down to the bottom of that chasm?”

“Not exactly, sir. I only recall him trying to twist my head off as we fell. Then I felt a huge explosion, a rattle, and then the upload was aborted before I could finish transferring my files to the Escort.”

“Why did you ask her that?” Kris asked.

“I don’t know,” Richards said. “Grim curiosity, I guess. And maybe part of me is afraid Ardek didn’t die.”

“I assure you, he is dead,” Larkin’s voice said firmly. “I killed him myself.”

Richards smiled. “That may be. But didn’t you die too?”

“Touche.”



“Larkin’s first birthday,” Peterman said whimsically, stirring her pink squirrel with her finger. “To think that a few days ago she was celebrating her twelfth.”

“You’re already thinking of the psychological implications, aren’t you?” Baxter asked, amused.

“That’s my job,” Peterman said defensively. “Anyway, from a purely philosophical perspective, it’s fascinating. Larkin’s truly come full circle. From life, to death, to life again. It’s an almost religious experience.”

“Whoooooo, spooky!” Baxter said, waggling his fingers. “How about the psychological implications of this–” Baxter grabbed both of Peterman’s hands and squeezed them. “My parents are leaving in one week!”

Peterman choked on the cherry she was swirling around in her mouth. She pushed back a bit from the table as she coughed, trying to regain her composure. “Come again?”

“The Federation Council is so happy with the way my dad handled the incident with the Jernasi, they want him to be the new ambassador to Breen!”

“That’s fantastic!” Peterman said. “And your mom is definitely going with him?”

“No.”

Peterman’s face fell.

“The search committee picked her to captain the Trafalgar!” Baxter exclaimed. “We’ll rendezvous with them at the Starbase, where Mom will relieve the acting captain and take Dad the rest of the way to Breen!”

“Gee, I wonder who could have submitted her name to the search committee,” Peterman said thoughtfully.

“Ahem,” Harlan said, hovering behind Peterman.

“Dad?” Baxter questioned.

“I did.” Harlan sat down by Peterman and she immediately enveloped him in a hug.

“You’re a beautiful man, Mr. Baxter!”

Harlan shifted uncomfortably as Peterman hugged him. “Hrmm. Call me Dad.”

Peterman fell back into her chair, beaming. “I don’t know what to say.”

Harlan reached over and slapped Baxter so hard he almost fell out of his chair. “Couldn’t impose on the boy forever, could we?”

“How’s Mom taking it?” Baxter asked warily.

Harlan chuckled. “She’s got a crew of five hundred to boss around now. How do you think she’s taking it?”

“I guess she’s taking it pretty well, then.” Baxter waved Amara over, grinning. “Let me buy you a drink.”

“Scotch. Rocks,” Harlan barked at Amara, who whirled around and headed for the bar to fill the order.

“I couldn’t be happier for you, Dad,” Baxter said. “I hope you enjoy Breen.”

“Good fishing weather,” Harlan said simply, taking his scotch from Amara and downing it. He stood up. “I think I’ll go pay my respects to that android brain, now that I have a drink in me.” He walked off, lighting a cigar and shoving it between his teeth.

“You do that,” Baxter said, still grinning.

He stopped grinning once his father was gone.

Peterman looked at Baxter strangely. “What’s wrong? Didn’t you get everything you wanted?”

Baxter shrugged. “I guess. I just…well, I think Dad and I had a real breakthrough down on Jernas. Now that he’s leaving…I think I’m going to…miss him.”

Peterman finished her Pink Squirrel and let her head down on the table. “Andy, I don’t think five years of counseling school was enough to prepare me for dealing with you.”

Baxter grinned weakly. “Thanks, I guess.”



“Much appreciated, Mr. Baxter,” Richards said, as Harlan puffed merrily on a cigar and slapped him on the back.

“Gggmggp take care of that brain now,” Harlan mumbled.

“Did you understand anything he said?” Kris asked, once Harlan had ambled off.

“Not really.”

“He confounded even my translation protocols,” Larkin’s brain said.

“I think it’s the cigar,” Kris said.

“Yeah. Not only does it stink up the place,” Richards said, waving smoke away from his nose, “but it slurs every single word he says.”

“Indeed it does,” Kris agreed.

The three, Richards, Kris, and the brain, sat there for several moments in awkward silence.

“Christopher…” Kris finally said, her eyes lighting up.

“What?”

“I never thanked you.”

“For what?”

“For saving me.”

Something buzzed inside Larkin’s brain. “I did have a part in it, if you recall.”

“Yeah, I know,” Kris said, staring into Richards’s eyes. She put a thumb over Larkin’s glowing red eye-sensor.

“Kris, I cannot see. Please remove your finger.”

A smack of lips. Four lips, Larkin counted. “Mmmmph…thank you, Christopher.”

Panic shot through Larkin’s brain. What was happening out there?

“Christopher? Kris? What is going on?”

“Say goodnight, Larkin,” Richards mumbled, and hit a switch on the underside of the brain.

“But I do not require slee–ZZZT.”

And Larkin’s brain shut down, which, she considered in her last nanoseconds of consciousness, was probably for the best.





THE END





Starting from Scratch



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53552.4. We’re about a day away from Starbase 175, where my parents will be transferred to the USS Trafalgar and our Romulan captives will be offloaded. I can’t say I’ll miss them. The Romulans, I mean. Meanwhile, it’s been almost a week since Lt. Commander Larkin, um, “died” on the rogue planetoid of Crysta, then subsequently came back to life in the Escort’s computer, and our Lt. Commander Richards has been hard at work rebuilding her ever since.



“Don’t move a muscle,” Richards giggled, gently adjusting Kris Larkin’s chin with his finger and preparing the visual scanner.

Kris smiled. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Just take the scan already before I snap something in my face!”

“I have to be precise,” Richards said, looking through the scanner’s viewfinder approvingly as he passed it over Kris Larkin’s naked body. She was stretched on one of the diagnostic tables in the Explorer’s substantial micromechanics lab, where Richards had been sequestered for the past six days, working on a new android body for Explorer’s chief operations officer.

In order to obtain perfect lighting, Richards had replicated special lamps and circled them around the diagnostic table, then turned the lights in the lab down low.

Richards had almost completed his scan when the door to the lab wooshed open, light poured in, and Captain Baxter stepped through the doorway.

“Hey, buddy,” the captain said casually, “how about some lu- luuuuu–”

“Andy!” Richards exclaimed, hurriedly tossing a blanket over Kris and putting down the imager. “You ruined my visual scan!”

Baxter blinked at Kris, rubbing his temples and shaking the persistant vision from his mind. “I’m…sorry. So, how are you coming with Lt. Commander Larkin?”

Richards stalked over to the upright, oblong holding bay where the metallic framework that was the beginnings of the new Larkin rested limp. Before Baxter could get a good look, Richards activated the lift on the holding bay and the compilation of parts slid down into the holding area below. “This isn’t an assembly-line product. Building an android is a slow, deliberate, process. You can’t expect her to just come together right before your eyes.”

Baxter folded his arms and stared at the screens of blueprints and mechanical data that covered almost every surface of the lab. “Uh-huh. Well, when will she be finished?”

“That depends on how many times I have to do visual scans of Kris!” Richards said, quickly jotting some notes down on a padd as Kris slid behind a dressing screen to get her clothes.

Baxter narrowed his eyes at Richards. He was enjoying this. The captain knew that much about his friend, after the years they’d spent serving together. “Well, far be it from me to stand in the way of genius…”

“Bridge to Kris Larkin,” came the gruff voice of Lt. J’hana.

“Larkin here,” Kris replied, stepping out from behind the dressing screen.

“We have a subspace communication coming in for you from Lecatia Three.”

“That would be the starship dealer,” Kris said thoughtfully. “Better take that.” She strolled toward the exit. “I’ll leave you two alone with Maestro’s masterpiece,” she tossed over her shoulder, grinning at Richards. “See you at dinner?”

“You bet,” Richards said, smiling back. He was still smiling moments after Kris was gone.

Baxter stared at Richards, concern plain on his face. “Chris, are you sleeping with your daughter’s twin?”

“Please don’t put it that way,” Richards said, turning back to one of the computer terminals and beginning his computations on the new Larkin’s motor skills and reflexes. “And it’s none of your business.”

“If you haven’t, then you plan on it, don’t you?”

Richards didn’t look back. “You act like it’s incest!”

Baxter picked up the imager and called up Kris’ scan. “Whew, I never realized Larkin had a body like that.”

“Give me that!” Richards replied, snatching the imager. “And our Larkin didn’t have a body like that. You forget, Kris was only nineteen when she was dating my roomate. She’s…” Richards smiled fondly as he watched the image flicker on the imager screen. “…developed since then.”

“This is sick!” Baxter said, throwing up his hands. “You realize, now, that whenever you look at Lt. Commander Larkin, you’ll lust after her.”

“I will not!” Richards protested. “They are two totally different people, starting with the fact that one is human and one is an android.”

“I suppose,” Baxter replied. “But I want you to be careful. All the incest stuff aside, Kris and you lead very different lives. What happens when she goes off to the Badlands or the Zen’kethi border again?”

“That hasn’t happened yet,” Richards said. “She may even stay here.”

“That would play hell with the crew roster,” Baxter considered, rubbing his chin.

“We’re not having this conversation anymore,” Richards said firmly, returning to his work.

“Fine, don’t listen to your trusted friend and commanding officer. Follow your heart. See where it gets you.”

“I plan on doing just that, thank you very much,” Richards said, not looking up from his work.

Baxter hovered by the door, rocking on his heels.

Moments later, Richards looked up. “Something else, Captain?”

“No,” Baxter finally said. “I’m just putting off some unpleasant business.”

Richards’s hard expression softened. “Mommie’s commission came through?”

Baxter turned on a heel, headed out the door. “Shut up.”



Lucille Baxter straightened her uniform tunic and looked at herself approvingly in the mirror in her quarters. Yes, she’d still kept quite a figure after all these years. She thought the uniform wouldn’t be big enough, that Yeoman Briggs would have to let it out a bit. But it fit perfect. It felt perfect.

Harlan slapped a padd that contained the Federation News down on the coffee table and shoved to his feet. “You almost done preening yourself, Lucille?”

“I will enjoy this moment, Harlan, if it’s the last thing I do.” She set about winding her long hair up into a tight bun, shoved a couple hair pins in there, and spun around, hands on hips. “Well?”

“Congratulations, Lucille. You’ve brought back the cold, overbearing, dominatrix look.”

Lucille didn’t laugh. “Are you ready?”

“Have been for almost an hour.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Lucille demanded.

Harlan harrumphed. “The boy.”

“I don’t know how he made captain with such poor time management skills!”

Another harrumph. “He made captain before you did.”

Lucille swung back to sock Harlan in the gut when she heard the door chime.

“Come in,” Lucille said, plastering on a smile.

Captain Baxter strode in. “All right. Let’s do this.”

“Yes, let’s,” Lucille said, glaring over her shoulder at Harlan as she took her son’s arm.

Harlan sighed.



Richards hurried into Engineering, checking the master systems display as he did so, to see if there had been any new developments in Explorer’s engine status.

“Did you come up for air?” Lt. Hartley asked, emerging from the other side of the large, thrumming warp core.

“Something like that,” Richards said. “What are you doing here?”

“Trying to come up with a more effective engine configuration for the Escort. I thought the Explorer would be as good a model as any.”

Richards considered that, then ducked into his office, waving for Hartley to follow him. “How’s that project going?”

Hartley circled the master systems console and followed Richards. “Slow. We seriously strained the engines during the mission to Crysta. Not to mention the damage to the hull. She has ablative armor, but still…”

“Should I put in for a repair berth at the starbase for a full overhaul of the engines and a shoring up of the hull?” Richards asked, paging through intership messages on his terminal.

“Wouldn’t be a bad idea. We were going to upgrade the engines anyway. Why not let the starbase personnel do it?”

“Good point.” Richards was about to say something else, when Kris Larkin stepped into his office.

“Chris, you wouldn’t believe what–” She stopped when she saw Hartley. “Oh, I didn’t realize you were…with…someone.”

“It was just business,” Richards said. “That all, Lieutenant?”

Hartley looked from Richards to Kris. “Uh, yeah, I guess so.” She moved toward the door, then turned around. “How is Larkin’s new body coming along, by the way?”

“Very well,” Richards said. “She’ll be back on duty in no time.”

“Well, that’s good news. I miss having her around.”

With that Hartley backed out of the office; her eyes passed between Kris and Richards.

“Well?” Richards asked, as Kris took a seat in front of his desk and put her feet up.

Kris blew hair out of her face angrily. “They want ninety bars of latinum for their cheapest model.”

“Ouch,” Richards said. “I don’t know where we’d get that kind of latinum. Did you offer them a trade?”

“Very funny. They’d probably object to that, considering my ship is stuck inside a planetoid…in the Delta Quadrant.”

“You’re probably right.” Richards seemed thoughtful for a moment. “I’ll talk to some contacts of mine and see what I can scrounge up.”

“You think you can find me a new ship?” Kris asked excitedly.

Richards held up his hands. “Hold on! I haven’t promised anything. I just said I’d try!”

“Okay,” Kris replied. “I can’t wait to get back out there.”

“You haven’t enjoyed your time on the Explorer?”

Kris shrugged. “It’s been great…but it’s not like having your own ship, facing the unknown by yourself all the time. And besides, I think Bort is getting restless.”

“What has he been doing this whole time?” Richards asked, though he didn’t really care.

“Lt. J’hana was nice enough to show him some battle simulations on the holodeck. From what I’ve heard, the two of them have been having a great time in there.”

“Glad to hear it.” Richards’s eyes darted around as he tried to think of something else to say. The two of them had really enjoyed each other’s company over the last week. They’d never really talked about that “thank you” kiss Kris had given him in Mirk’s a week ago. He was having a hard time reading her feelings. She was unlike anyone he’d ever met, including Kristen Larkin. She looked almost exactly like Larkin, of course…but she was wild, adventurous, bold, and had a great sense of humor. He could see himself falling in love with her. Hell, maybe he already WAS in love with her. He’d felt so muddled and directionless after Janice. And now, ever since he’d gone to Crysta to save Kris, his direction seemed perfectly logical: toward Kris.

So what if she looked just like the android Larkin? They were obviously two distinct individuals.

“Chris?” Kris asked, after moments of silence had passed.

Richards blinked. “Hmmm?”

“I asked you if you wanted to go to the holodeck after dinner.”

“Holodeck. Yeah. Sure. Fun.”

“You okay?” Kris asked, circling around Richards’s desk. She crept behind his chair and wrapped hands around his shoulders. “Your muscles are in knots! All this worrying about Kristen is driving you crazy.” Kris began to knead. “How’s that?”

“MMMMMMmmmmmmmmm…” Richards moaned, as Kris worked her knuckles in between his shoulder blades.

“Stuart to Richards,” chirped the comm system.

“MMMMMMmmmmmmm.”

“Uh, right, sir. I, uh, need your permission to transfer some biomemetic gel into the Escort’s systems. Several packs were burned out during the mission to Crysta.”

“HRRRRMMMMRMMMMRMM!”

“Um, I’ll take that as a yes. Thanks, Commander.”

After Kris finished the massage, she headed for the door to Richards’s office.

He opened his eyes, rubbed the back of his neck. “Kris, that was…”

“Orgasmic?” she said with an elfish smile.

“Well, I wasn’t going to say that…”

She twisted around and darted out the doors. “Hmm. Maybe you should have. See you tonight.”

Richards leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. “Oh, Kristen…I mean Kris! Kris! I meant to say Kris!”



“Where is everyone?” Lucille demanded, storming into the Explorer’s main auditorium.

“You and Dad haven’t exactly been the hit of the social circuit on this ship,” Baxter said, hopping up onto the stage and grabbing the padd he had stuck under his armpit. “You want to get this overwith, or what?”

“Your crew has no respect for their seniors, Andy,” Lucille said irately, approaching the stage in a fit of fury. “This is a high-profile event. I informed everyone on the ship-wide information net about this. They should have had the decency to at least show up.”

“No one on this ship is really all that decent, Mom,” Baxter said. “And aren’t you glad you’re leaving?”

“Yes,” Lucille returned. “So, the ceremony…”

“For Pete’s sake, mom, let me just give you the pip.”

“No, I want the ceremony.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Who’s here to watch?”

“It’s the principle of the thing.”

“Fine,” Baxter shrugged, hopping off the stage. He glanced at his padd. “By order of Starfleet Command, I hearby grant you the rank of Captain, with all the rights and priveleges thereto.” He looked down at his padd, then back up at Lucille. She glared at him, urging him on. He sighed. “And may God have mercy on your soul,” he said half-heartedly.

“Thank you,” Lucille said. “Now you can give me the pip.”

Baxter reached down into his pocket and fished around. “Hold on a sec. I know it’s here.”

“This is unbearable!” Lucille said, clinching her fists.

“Lucille, settle,” Harlan said, with a gutteral rattle.

Finally, Baxter withdrew his hand and held the silvery pip out, fastening it to Lucille’s collar. “And there you go. Congratulations, Captain Baxter.” He glanced upwards. “Computer, please play the appropriate theme music.”



“These are days, that you’ll remember. Never before, and never since…”



“Well, I’ll be damned, now there are two Captain Baxters,” Harlan grunted. “Let’s go get drunk.”

“It’s barely 1200 hours, Dad,” Baxter said scoldingly. “I have to be on the bridge soon, anyway.”

“When will we reach the Starbase?” Lucille asked, as the group made their way out of the auditorium.

“We’ll be there by morning,” Baxter said.

“Very good.” Lucille clasped her hands behind her back. “The sooner I can evaluate my new crew, the better.”

“It’s them God should be having mercy on,” Baxter muttered.

“What’s that?” asked Lucille.

“Nothing.”

After parting ways with his parents, Baxter made his way to the bridge. He arrived just as the runabout Rio De Janero appeared on the viewscreen, making its final approach toward Explorer’s main shuttlebay.

“Tilleran and Ford are back already?” he asked, approaching the railing that encircled the command chairs.

“Uggg…” came a groan from below. Commander Conway was sitting in the command chair, wrapped in a specially-designed double-thick uniform jacket and shivering. “It idn’t that hard to dump off unneeded garbage.”

“Good point,” Baxter said. “I was just a little worried that the Jernasi would give them some static. We did kidnap their leader.” Baxter made his way down to the command chair and Conway moved a seat to the right.

“Maybe,” Conway sniffled. “But dey sent a whole sector of their race to the ass end of the galaxy and didn’t tell us about it. They assaulted Starfleet officers…AND…”

Baxter rolled his eyes.

“…they gabe me this pneumonia.”

“I was waiting for that one,” Baxter said, settling into his command chair. He studied Conway a moment. “If you’re so sick, why are you here?”

“I’m much better now,” Conway said. “Dr. Browning has had be on some kind of regressive gene theraby and it’s working wonders.”

“Good to hear,” Baxter said, turning. “J’hana, why don’t you go down to the main shuttlebay and–”

“Dr. Browning and her magic touch,” Conway said softly.

Baxter blinked a moment, looked back at Conway. “What did you say?”

“She’s very good with medicine.”

“Yes, she is.” Baxter turned back to J’hana. “Like I was saying, find out if Tilleran and Ford had any problems and get the latest tactical report on Jernasi move–”

“Sweet Janice Browning.”

Baxter now glared at Conway. “Commander?”

J’hana approached the railing that circled the command chairs. “If I may interject, sir. I would guess that the Commander has some twisted obsession with Dr. Browning.”

Baxter arched an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

Conway folded his arms. “Not in the slightest. She’s an excellent physician.”

“Well then,” Baxter said, turning again toward J’hana. “Lieutenant, you have your ord–”

“And she’s available.”

“Get going, Lieutenant,” Baxter said, standing up and patting Conway on the back. “Commander, I’m going to my readyroom. Under no circumstances are you to follow me there. I’m no therapist. We do have an excellent counselor on deck twelve if you’re having that much trouble. But please, for goodness sake, don’t make me listen to any more of your rambling.”

Conway slunked down in his seat. “Whatever you say, Captain.”

As soon as Baxter entered his readyroom, his comm badge bleeped.

“Peterman to the Captain.”

“What is it, honey?” he asked, grabbing a glass of grapefruit juice out of the replicator and taking it over to his desk.

“I just had an unfortunate run-in with your mother.”

“Oh, jeeze,” Baxter said, covering his face. “Something to do with her promotion?”

“Uh-huh. She offered me a job as her Counselor. Said it didn’t look good for a Starfleet officer to serve under her husband.”

Baxter clenched his fists. “I knew she’d try something like that.”

“That holier than thou attitude drives me nuts, Andy. I was taught conflict resolution at the Academy, but even I can only take so much.”

“Don’t worry, honey. She’ll be gone soon.”

“Not soon enough.”

Baxter set about tidying the padds on his desk as he sipped at his grapefruit juice, savoring the coldness. “Listen, Kelly, we have other, more far-reaching problems.”

“This better not be another lovesick crewmember.”

“Boy, Kelly, you have a radar for these things.”

“We’re in space, Andy. We’re crammed into this sweaty little ship and forced to live together for long amounts of time. It’s only understandable that everyone will want to have sex with everyone else.”

“What?” Baxter asked, cocking his head. “Hon, the Explorer is designed to hold more than three times the crew we currently have, the climate control is nearly perfect, and we have shoreleave at least once a month.”

“You just can’t keep humanoid urges in check. So who’s got the love bug now?”

“You’ve really grown a little callous about this,” Baxter observed.

“That’s what happens when you deal with whiny heartsick losers all day.”

Baxter leaned forward, resting his chin in his palms and smiling. “You don’t know how good you have it.”

Peterman’s tone seemed to soften. “Au contraire. I know all too well. Now who’s the shlub?”

“Who’s the shlubbiest crewmember of them all?”

“Jeeze sakes, not Commander Conway again.”

“The one and only. Now he seems to be all twitterpated about Dr. Browning.”

“It’s not Dr. Browning he wants. He’s still pining for Dr. Shar. Well, he thinks he is, anyway. He’s really still in love with Dr. Lanham.”

“Boy, you’re good at this.”

“It’s my job. Anyway, he’s developing a real pattern for scientific types.”

“I’d better warn Tilleran.”

“Nah. She’d pick up on his basic advances from lightyears away. And Dr. Browning wouldn’t waste the time of day on him. But…”

Baxter immediately began to worry. “What are you contemplating, Kelly?”

“I’m not certain, yet. But I’ll get back to you.”

“Uh…okay,” Baxter said.

“Love you, sweetie. Peterman out.”

Baxter swung around in his chair and watched the stars jump into streaks as the Explorer engaged into warp. He smiled wryly. “Watch out, Commander. Kelly Peterman’s on the case.”



“Feel that?”

Larkin’s positronic brain lit up with activity. “Yes, Commander,” her voice boomed over the lab speakers. “The sensation is quite well-defined. You are pricking the palm of my hand with a duranium-based stylus, to elicit a nervous response.”

“Very good,” Richards said, placing the stylus into a tray. He studied the robotic hand as its fingers wiggled aimlessly. “We’re getting there, Larkin.”

“That is a relief. I realize I have no emotions, per se, but it is nonetheless very…disconcerting…not to have a body after being used to the sensation of having one for so long.”

Richards set the arm aside and wheeled back on his stool. “I can only imagine.”

“Sir, if I may say so, you seem a bit distracted.”

“What would make you say tha–”

THWUMP!

The disembodied arm hit the deck with a thud.

More activity sparked through the brain. “That was most unpleasant! What happened?”

“I guess I wasn’t looking when I set the arm down,” Richards said sheepishly, moving over to pick up the appendage. “Sorry.”

“No apologies are necessary. You did, however, seem to prove my hypothesis.”

“That I’m distracted?” Richards laughed half-heartedly. “Yes, I suppose so.”

“Sir, may I suggest that you have immersed yourself far too deep in my…re-creation? I understand you feel it is a priority, but I do not wish for you to ‘burn yourself out,’ as it were. Perhaps if you enlisted the help of Lt. Hartley…or Lt. Tilleran?”

“No. None of them know you like I do.”

“Then you must take some time off.”

“I’ve had plenty of time off from this, Larkin.”

“Then, judging by the dilation of your eyes, the inflamation of the soft tissue under your eyelids, and the strained nature of your vocal inflections, I can only postulate that you have not been sleeping.”

“I’ve been spending some time with a friend,” Richards said thoughtfully, picking up some of his tools from the worktable and placing them back in their case, hitting a control that sent the assemblage of parts that was the beginning of Larkin’s body down into the recesses of the lab’s storage area.

“May I ask who?”

Before Richards could answer, the comm system bleeped. “Kris Larkin to Richards. Are you about ready to head over to Mirk’s?”

Richards thumped his forehead. “Uh, I’ll be right there.”

“Okay. See you soon. Kris out.”

“There is no need to answer my question now,” Larkin’s brain said. “You are spending the extra time with Kris.”

“That’s right.”

“That is fortunate. It will help you familiarize yourself with the physical attributes you wish to apply to my new body.”

As he began turning off the systems throughout the lab, Richards considered that. “I guess you’ve got a point there, Kristen.”

“In that case, have a pleasant dinner, and please tell Kris I said hello.”

“I sure will. You want me to turn you off before I go?”

“Please.”



Commander Conway swung his legs back and forth as Browning studied the screen on her medical tricorder.

“Well?” he finally asked, impatient.

“Hmm. The gene regression therapy is working great. You’ll be fit as a fiddle in another day or so.”

Conway smiled. “You don’t know how good id is to hear that.”

“I’m sure it is,” Browning said, heading into her office.

Conway followed her. “You know, it’s almost dinner time. I’ve got some Cordovan gumfruits that we picked up from da last starbase.”

“The last time we were at a Starbase was two months ago,” Browning said, taking a seat behind her desk and bringing up the plans for Sickbay’s upcoming renovation on her terminal. “As I recall, Cordovan gumfruits go bad after three weeks.”

“Damn,” Conway said. “I guess you know that because of all that xenonutrition trainig.”

“Yep.”

“Well,” Conway said, sitting halfway on the edge of Browning’s desk. “We could always go to Mirk’s.”

Browning looked up from her reading. “Sorry. I’m having a working dinner with Dr. Delgano. We’re going over the Sickbay renovations. They’re starting tomorrow, you know.”

“Really? That’s right, they are. Another time, then?”

Browning bit her lip, thinking it over. “Um…probably not.”

“I see,” Conway said, backing toward the door. “It’s a professionalism thing, isn’t it? Don’t want to get involved with someone you work with?”

“No, that isn’t a problem.”

“Uh-huh. Well, that’s that, then, isn’t it?” Conway spun around and made his way toward the doorway.

After Conway was gone, Browning returned to her reading.

“Who says I have to date anyone?” she said aloud as she read, though Sickbay was empty.



Conway strode purposefully down the corridor toward Mirk’s, intent on drowning his sorrows in whiskey and coffee. So he was desparate for female companionship. So he hadn’t been with a woman, except that brief fling with a symbiont months ago, for over four years. What was the big deal?

As he rounded a corner, Conway nearly bumped into Ensign Dawson from the science department.

“Commander!” Dawson exclaimed.

“Ensign?” Conway asked dumbly.

“You’re just the person I was looking for,” Dawson said, flip- flopping a padd around from hand to hand.

“Need a thumbprint?” Conway asked, grabbing at her padd.

She pulled back on the padd, shaking her head. “No, no. Lt. Tilleran wanted me to talk to you.”

“Tilleran?” Conway scratched her head. “Why?”

“She said I should do a case study on your type of pneumonia. Something about the fact that it was brought on by a genetic irregularity in your DNA, mixed with atmospheric factors in the Jernasi and Crystan atmospheres.”

“Fascinating,” Conway said. “Can you do it while I eat?”

“Can you eat and talk at the same time?” Dawson asked, rocking on her heels.

“I guess.”



Peterman peered like a prowling jungle cat between the large, bell-shaped leaves of a Bajoran plant arrangement, watching Conway and Dawson walk into the Constellation Cafe. “It’s working!”

“That was damned good chili.” Baxter eased back in his chair, wiping his mouth whith a napkin. “Wait a minute. What’s working?”

“Dawson and Conway!” Peterman whispered, pointing.

Baxter followed Peterman’s finger over to the corner of the cafe. Sure enough, Conway slumped into a seat and Dawson sat down opposite him. “Well what do you know, Commander Conway with a girl. How did you do it?”

“Trade secret,” Peterman grinned.

Just then, Lt. Tilleran approached the table, bending down to speak to Peterman conspiratorially. “I assigned Dawson to talk to Conway like you told me. But if he makes her even more of a nutcase, I’m holding you responsible.”

“Hey, you have my word that nothing will go wrong,” Peterman said. “They’re both in need of a solid, steady relationship. This is bound to work.”

Baxter looked at Tilleran askance. “Well, Counselor, I’m starting to get a pretty good idea of what your trade secret is. Don’t tell me you’re mixed up in this, Tilleran?”

“I’ve got a couple reasons for getting them together,” Tilleran said to Baxter. “I know what it’s like to have loved and lost, and I feel a bit safer if Commander Conway is dating someone. That’ll assure that he won’t come after me.”

“You’re insideous,” Baxter muttered. “How was Jernas?”

Tilleran shrugged. “Cold.”

“Did you do like I told you?”

“Yep. I confiscated their pfaltzgrapf china set and Federation flags, and personally took the Federation ballcap away from their ambassador.”

“Excellent,” Baxter said, smiling. “We wouldn’t want just anyone to have the official Federation ballcap.”

“Yeah, right,” Tilleran said. “Look, can I go eat now?”



“Two?” Mirk asked, trotting up to Richards and Kris as they walked into the cafe.

“That’s right,” Richards replied. “The usual table.”

“Right this way,” Mirk gestured. He looked over his shoulder at Richards and Kris as he led them to their table. “And how are you two doing tonight?”

“Fine,” Richards said, sliding into the booth.

“How’s your ‘construction project’ coming?”

Richards helped Kris into her side of the booth and slid in opposite her. “We’re right on schedule.” That was his cookie- cutter response for each of the three-hundred times he’d been asked that.

“Great,” Mirk said. “The special tonight is the Chili Supernova, which is excellent. Should I give you a minute to decide?”

Kris and Richards looked at each other. “Nope,” Richards finally said. “That’ll be fine.”

“And to drink?”

“Ginger Ale,” Kris said.

“And a Gornshlager for me,” Richards said, as Mirk took the menus.

“Excellent. I’ll be right back with your drinks,” Mirk said, and scuttled off.

Richards leaned forward against the table and studied Kris’ eyes. Why had he not noticed such beautiful eyes in Larkin? Whatever was different between the two certainly sparkled there. There was a difference. Richards held on to that. If he was to start a relationship with Kris, he’d sure as hell have to find some differences. It wouldn’t do well to date an exact replica of his daughter.

“And what are you looking at, blue-eyes?” Kris asked, grinning.

“Uh–” Richards said, stirred from his daze. “Just thinking about the engine refit on the Escort. They’re having trouble with the deuterium flow regulators.”

“I’m sure it will all work out for the best,” Kris said mockingly. “I didn’t realize you had such a love for things mechanical–” Immeidately she seemed to regret saying that. “Well, I mean…”

Richards gulped. How disconcerting. “Hey, we both love Larkin. There’s nothing wrong with admitting that.”

“There’s a lot there to love,” Kris said. “Sometimes I wish I could be more like her.”

Richards reached forward and grabbed Kris’ hands. “Don’t say that. You have plenty to be proud of.”

“Like what?”

“You’re a true explorer! Bold, adventurous, corageous!” He almost said beautiful.

“You make me sound like a Federation Marine.”

“You could kick a Federation Marine’s butt,” Richards said with a giggle.

“Gee, thanks. I guess…”

“Drinks!” Mirk said, picking the glasses off his tray and setting them down before Richards and Kris.

Richards grabbed his Gornshlager and hurriedly gulped several times from the large mug. The steamy, potent brew that was carefully aged, boiled, and refined on the Gorn homeworld would certainly calm his nerves. Something had to; he was about to wet his pants he was so nervous. His relationships never worked this way. They were never so…complicated. He and Janice just fell together–no questions ever needed to be asked. But with Kris, he wasn’t sure what lurked behind those sparkling eyes. Could he trust himself to fall in love with her? Could he trust her to fall in return? “Thirsty?” Kris asked, as he took another drink from her glass. “Very,” he said, slamming the frosty mug down.



Amara sat a very large bowl of chili down in front of Conway. “There you go, Commander. That should open up those mucous membranes.”

“Uh-huh,” Conway said, digging into the chili and shoveling it into his mouth. “You have some crackers to crumble in this?”

“I’ll go check,” Amara said, heading back toward the bar. She paused, looked back at Ensign Dawson as she tapped on her padd. “Sure you don’t want anything, Ensign?”

“Just the soda’s fine,” Dawson said, concentrating on her work. “So, Commander,” she said, looking up at Conway as he ate, “what was your first indication that you were ill, back when you visited Crysta two years ago?”

Conway stopped shoveling momentarily and took a long swig of icewater. “Let’s see, that would probably be the point when I realized I was buried in four meters of ice. That wasn’t particularly comfortable.”

“I see,” Dawson said, tapping at her padd. Conway went back to eating. “What about the second time. On Jernas?”

“I didn’t have a real problem until I actually got back to the ship and started warming up again. As you may realize, it was freezing on Jernas.” Conway chewed as he thought. “Actually, I think that I’m extra susceptible to the cold ever since I first got pneumonia on Crysta.”

“Fascinating,” Dawson said, working on her padd.

“Well, look who’s here!” Counselor Peterman said, approaching Conway and Dawson’s table. “Commander Conway… and Ensign Dawson!”

“What do you want?” Conway said blandly, digging through his chili bowl.

“As Ship’s Counselor, I’m interested in how my crewmates get along. And it looks like you two are getting along well.”

“She’s just asking me about my pneumonia,” Conway muttered.

“I’m doing a report for Lt. Tilleran,” Dawson explained.

“Oh, really? How interesting!” Peterman said. “Is that part of your normal duties?”

Dawson smiled. “Actually, it’s an extra assignment.”

“Look at that, Commander. She’s taking on extra assignments,” Peterman smiled, patting Dawson on the back. “Before you know it, she’ll be a full lieutenant!”

“Don’t hold your breath on that,” Conway said, digging around in his bowl. “Promotions don’t come along every day.”

Peterman grimaced. This was going nowhere.

“Where are those God damned crackers!” Conway called, craning his neck in search of Amara.

Mirk stared back from the bar. “Amara went to the storeroom to get them, Commander. Hold your ponies!”

Conway sighed. He looked up at Peterman. “Why are you still here?”

“I’m not anymore,” Peterman said, whirling on a heel and heading for the storeroom, an idea taking root in her head as she moved.



“There they are!” Amara said, pulling a package of Federation’s Best crackers out of the cargo container in Mirk’s storeroom. She turned around to head back out into the Cafe, and came face to face with Counselor Peterman.

“Oh!” Amara said, then let out a breath of relief. “You scared me, Counselor.”

“Sorry,” Peterman said, placing a hand on Amara’s shoulder. “Listen, I need you to do me a favor. It’s a matter of a crewmember’s sanity.”

“Whatever you need, Counselor,” Amara said earnestly. “I’ll do anything I can to prevent a crewmember from suffering.”

“On the contrary, I need you to cause some suffering.”

“Do what?”



“About damned time,” Conway said, snatching the pack of crackers from Amara and ripping them open. “I’m almost halfway through my bowl, now!”

“Would you like me to refill it?” Amara asked pleasantly.

“Sure,” Conway said. “I guess I’ll just eat crackers until you get back!”

“Why don’t you eat me,” Amara muttered under her breath, taking Conway’s bowl back to the bar.

“Are you sure about this, pixiedust?” Mirk asked as Amara reached into his spicerack and pulled out a bottle of chili peppers.

“It’s in the interest of love,” Amara said sweetly, crunching the dried peppers into Conway’s chili bowl, then covering them with more chili.

Mirk smiled. “In that case, why don’t you put this in too?” He produced a small, green, feathery leaf.

“What’s that?”

“It’s called a shhlak. It’s Andorian.”

“Toss it in!”



Conway munched angrily on his crackers. Bits dropped down all over the front of his uniform as he talked. “The worst part is the way your nasal passages completely close…except to let snot drip through. The dripping. That’s probably the worst part. Or the fatigue. It’s all miserable. And let’s not even discuss the stomach problems–”

Just then, Amara scurried up, placing the bowl in front of Conway reverently. “Here you go, Commander. Enjoy!”

“Well now, that’s more like it,” Conway said, crumbling crackers into the bowl and digging in. “Anyway, where was I?”

Dawson crinkled her nose. “Stomach problems?”



“More flan?” Baxter asked, nudging the plate toward Peterman.

Peterman blocked the plate with her hand. “Absolutely not. It’s full of fat.”

“Aw, come on, a little fat won’t hurt you.”

“I said no!”

“Fine,” Baxter said, unzipping his uniform jacket and letting his gut hang out. “Damn, that was good.” He finished off his cup of orange pekoe and sat the cup down. “Ready to go, Kelly?”

Peterman watched Amara hurry away from Conway’s table and gave her a quick thumbs up. “Yep, I think it’s about time we got out of here.”

They were almost to the exit when Kris Larkin called out to them, from her table with Chris Richards.

“Hey, Captain! Counselor!”

Baxter surged forward, but Peterman yanked him back to Kris’ table. “Kris…and Chris, how are you two doing?”

“Fine,” Richards said, putting down his chili spoon. “You guys off to the holodeck?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Baxter said.

“Nope, we’re off to the weight room to work off that fattening chili,” Peterman said, nudging Baxter’s gut.

“Isn’t there some rule about swimming after eating?” Baxter asked innocently.

“Old wive’s tale,” Peterman said, winking at Kris. “So,” she asked, shifting gears. “Are you planning on staying here for long, Kris?”

Kris shrugged. “Depends on when I can get a new ship.” She looked up at Baxter. “And how long my welcome holds out…”

Baxter was staring down at the carpet, noting, for the first time, that it had a sort of hexagonal pattern. He didn’t like looking at Kris directly now, since he’d seen her naked.

“Andy–” Peterman nudged Baxter’s gut a little sharper this time.

“What, huh? Oh, you’re welcome to stay as long as you want. We’ve got plenty of room.”

“That’s right,” Richards said, taking a cue from Baxter. “Think of the Explorer as home.”

Peterman glanced from Kris to Richards. There was something here. Something worth delving into. “You may even want to put roots down here. Starships have a surprising way of bringing people together.” Peterman wrapped an arm tightly around Baxter’s waist, and the captain promptly belched.

“Uahh…” Baxter said, rubbing his stomach. “Excuse me. That was one hell of a bowl of chili.”

“Well,” Peterman said, grimacing. “We’ll let you guys get back to your dinner.”

“Thanks,” Richards said, turning back to Kris.

“Oh,” Peterman asked, as Baxter pulled her away. “How’s Lt. Larkin’s new body coming?”

“Right on schedule,” Richards called after her.

Baxter and Peterman reached the door at the same time that Harlan and Lucille Baxter stepped through.

“Crap,” Peterman muttered under her breath.

“Mom, Dad,” Baxter said. “Here for dinner?”

“We’re not here to get our hair done,” Harlan mumbled. “How is the chili, boy?”

“Burpable.”

“Excellent.”

“Did you consider my offer?” Lucille asked pointedly, blocking Peterman from escaping through the exit doors.

“I sure did, and I’ll tell you exactly what you can do with your offer…”

Baxter wrapped a hand quickly around Peterman’s mouth, wincing as she bit down on his middle finger. “She…wants you to know how flattered she is that you want her to serve under you, but respectfully declines.”

“Fine,” replied Lucille. “But don’t expect to mix well with the other captains’ wives. I’ll guarantee you none of them work under their husbands.”

“Well, maybe if you did a little more work under your husband, you’d be less of a bit–”

“Less of a bit wonderful!” Baxter said, covering Peterman’s mouth again. This time, he was pretty sure she broke skin when she bit.

“What the hell does that mean?” asked Lucille.

Before Baxter could reply, Conway steamrolled past him, with Dawson on his heels. “Gang way! Hot mouth coming through!”

“What happened, Commander?” Dawson asked, squeezing between the two couples.

“You know very well, what happened! Ford put you up to this, didn’t he!” Conway called angrily.

Peterman folded her arms. “Damn it. She used too much.”

“I’d ask what the hell you did, if I had the slightest interest,” Baxter muttered.

“Conway to Sickbay! Spice emergency!”

“Let’s eat,” Harlan said, ambling on into the Cafe.



“Matter-antimatter mix is stable.”

“Releasing the lower module!”

“Exiting atmosphere!”

“Prepare for warp core initiation!”

Kris and Richards grinned at each other as they worked the controls in the two chairs behind Zeframe Cochrane, aboard the first warp-capable ship, the Phoenix, as it soared toward the stars beyond Earth.

“Come with me, little girl, on a magic carpet ride,” thrummed the music over the cockpit speakers.

“This is a great program, Chris,” Kris said, marveling at the stars as they swung into view in the Phoenix’s front windshield.

“I knew you’d like it. It’s based on the experiences of two Starfleet officers that actually went back in time and did this.”

“No kidding?”

“God damn, I’m getting sick,” Zefram Cochrane said woozily, staring at the stars. “Is it being in space, or the bourbon I drank before we launched.”

Richards shrugged. “Maybe a little of both, sir?”

“Cochrane was not a drunk!” Kris whispered.

“According to the crew of the Enterprise he was.”

“Really,” Kris said, staring at the stars. “Well, drunk or not, I could never get sick of looking at the stars. Then again, I guess I wouldn’t be in the business of riding a cobbled-together freighter around the ass-end of space if I did get sick of seeing them.”

“True enough,” Richards said quietly, then called out, “Warp core sequencers initiated. Thirty seconds until we can go into warp.”

“I’d drop the warp core if I thought it’d stop my flipping head from spinning,” Cochrane muttered dizzily.

“The realism is frightening,” Kris said, smiling at Richards. “Thanks for bringing me here, Chris.”

“I thought you’d enjoy it,” Richards replied. “We both appreciate the art of good engine work. And no ship needs that like this one.”

Kris thunked one of her readout panels and it blinked off. “That’s for sure.”

Richards was still looking at Kris when the warp core came online: her hair was knotted back into a ponytail as she hunched at her controls, intent on the readouts. A little oil from a loose conduit sputtered onto her cheek. He reached over to wipe it off.

“Where are my engines?” Cochrane called drunkenly over his shoulder.

Kris smiled at Richards as he stroked the oil off her face. “Well, don’t just sit there, flyboy. Do something.”

“Like…”

“Engage those damn engines, already! I’m not getting any drunker!”

Richards was still staring at Kris when he flipped the switch. His eyes were locked with hers while the Phoenix engaged into warp and lept toward the edge of the Terran system.

“Woooohooooo!” Cochrane cried out. “This is wild!” He throttled back after a few more moments and spun the Phoenix around so that it was facing Earth. “Boy, it sure does look a lot smaller.” He looked over his shoulder. “Huh, guys. Guys?”

Kris and Richards’s lips were clamped together; they strained aganist their shoulder straps as the Phoenix’s engines idled around them.

“How about that,” Cochrane said, facing his instrument panel and adjusting the engine factors for the warp jump back to Earth. “We’ve made history and all they want to do is make out.”



“Those Vulcans were a bunch of snobs,” Kris said, as he and Richards swaggered down the corridor, arm in arm.

“Give them credit,” Richards said, swigging from a champagne bottle. “They’ve loosened up quite a bit in the last couple centuries.”

“If you say so. I just hope Cochrane finds something else to loosen those guys up, since we stole the champagne.”

“He’ll probably give them some kind of gut-rotting homeade liquor,” Richards muttered, passing the bottle to Kris. “At any rate, I’m sure the Vulcans’ metabolism can take it.”

“Hey,” Kris said, sucking down champagne. “Isn’t this holographic booze? Shouldn’t it have disappeared after we left the holodeck?”

“I made sure the booze was real,” Richards muttered. “You feel drunk, don’t you?”

Kris stopped, thought a moment, then swaggered after Richards. “As a matter of fact, yes. But that could all be holographic.”

Richards keyed open the door to his quarters. “Trust me, it’s not. Make yourself at home.”

Kris stumbled into the cabin and fell over the couch, lost in a pile of dirty clothes. “Hey, when was the last time you cleaned this place?”

“Since I got back from the Klingon homeworld,” Richards said. “A couple months in a Klingon holding cell gave me the need to live…spread out…for awhile.”

“That’s one word for it,” Kris said, examining a dirty sock. “This place needs a woman’s touch.”

“That’s what I hear,” Richards said, leaping over the couch and wrapping his arms around Kris’ waist. “Care to…touch it?”

“A woman other than me. I like to live ‘spread out,’ too,” Kris grinned, turning around in Richards’s arms and ripping his uniform jacket open. “But if you like, I could touch you…”

“I would like…”



Dr. Browning nodded a greeting at a passing Ensign as she jogged down Deck Nine, rounding a bend into Section Theta. The morning jog had been her routine ever since her mild brush with obesity two years ago aboard the Aerostar. Her knack for eating all she wanted and never gaining weight had stuck with her through her thirtieth birthday, but if that knack should ever fail, she would be ready.

She jogged past Richards’s quarters, suddenly remembering that she wanted to ask him about the Sickbay renovations that would be occuring later in the morning. She jogged backwards until she reached his door and snapped her water flask off her belt and chugged, replacing the cap and wiping her brow with her wrist.

“Computer,” she said, catching her breath. “Time?”

“It is 0700 hours and 57 minutes.”

Richards went on duty at 0800, so he was probably getting ready for work by now. He wouldn’t mind her dropping by.

She plucked the doorchime, standing back and resting hands on hips as she continued to catch her breath.

No answer. She plucked again.

Maybe he was in the shower. She tapped in the entry code. She would just poke her head in the bathroom. She knew him long enough. Nothing new to see there.

She stepped through the doors, into Richards’s quarters, just as he stepped out of the steamy bathroom, wrapping himself in a towel.

“Janice…”

“Hi, Christopher. I just wanted to talk to you about Sickbay…”

“Chris,” came a voice from the bedroom at the other end of his quarters. “What’s this Klingon pleasure thingie do?”

Browning’s brow furrowed. “Kristen?” She looked to Richards. Did he have her put together already?

Richards took a deep breath. “Not…exactly.”

Kris Larkin stepped out of the bedroom, looking very small in Richards’s mustard tunic. “Chris, where’s your clothes reclamator?” She stopped in her tracks when she saw Browning. “Uh, Dr. Browning …hi!”

Browning looked from Kris to Richards, wrinkled her nose. “Christopher, this…this is, well…I don’t…” she backed toward the door.

Richards advanced. “Janice, it’s not what it looks like.”

“I think it is,” Kris said simply, ducking back into the bedroom to find some pants.

Browning backed into the corridor, pointing to her left. “I’ve…gotta… run. Literally.”

“Wait, Janice, let me explain,” Richards called after her, stepping into the corridor, dripping a wet trail across the carpet.

“We’ll talk later,” Browning called over her shoulder, breaking into a jog…faster than normal.

Lt. Ford passed by, stopping dead when he saw Richards. “Ewww, what a bird chest! How can I have an appetite for breakfast after seeing that!”

Richards almost chased after Ford, then realized he was half naked and thought better of it.

When he returned to his quarters, Kris was waiting for him, leaning against his couch.

“Problems?”

Richards shrugged, taking her into his arms. “I think this crew will have a hard time with us being…together. What with you looking exactly like Lt. Commander Larkin.”

“Well, the crew isn’t the one having sex with me. You are. What does their opinion matter?”

“Good point,” Richards said, picking Kris up in his arms and swinging her back into the bedroom. “How about I call Ryan and tell him I’ll be running late this morning.”

“Capital idea, sir!”



Captain Baxter stumbled wearily onto the bridge. “What’s our ETA at Starbase 175?”

J’hana straightened at her panel. “Just a few minutes, sir.” She looked at Baxter quizzically as he ordered coffee from the replicator and stumbled over to his command chair. “Rough night, sir?”

Baxter shook his head, sipping coffee. “Rough morning. I was awaken at 0400 by the Judge Advocate General’s office on Starbase 175. Apparently, Commander Conway is charging Ensign Dawson with assaulting a Starfleet officer. He wants a Court Martial.”

“That would seem to be his right.”

Baxter sighed. “You don’t understand the particulars of the case, J’hana. Dawson didn’t poison Conway. Amara did.”

“Then she should be the one brought up on charges.”

“But Kelly told Amara to do it.”

J’hana chuckled–a dry, rasping, sound. “Should I go belowdecks and throw electroshackles on your wife now, sir?”

“Most definitely not, Lieutenant,” Baxter said dryly. “As a matter of fact, this whole conversation never happened. Are we clear on that?”

“Absolutely.” J’hana grinned toothily as she went back to work at her station.

Baxter rubbed a hand over his face wearily, then turned to the readout on his right chair arm, looking at the nightwatch’s status report as he sipped his coffee.

“Lucille Baxter to the Captain,” chirped his comm badge.

“What?”

“I see we’ve almost arrived at the Starbase. I want you to arrange a special ceremony for when I transport to my new command. I’d like to wring a few ounces of respect out of this crew before I leave.”

Baxter sighed, standing up and walking around to the tactical station. “Mute.” He leaned against the station. “Lieutenant, I want you to arrange a communications problem that will prevent anyone from reaching me for at least the next hour.”

“Gladly, sir. I enjoy watching you wallow in slothfulness and dishonor.”

“Then prepare to be stupefied,” Baxter said, ducking into his readyroom.



Richards flipped the switch. “Larkin…”

Lights fluttered throughout the positronic brain as it hung limply attached to dozens of cables that stretched down like tentacles from the ceiling of the micromechanics lab.

“Yes, Chris?”

“Start trying to access your database,” he said, hitting several controls on the panel beside him.

There was a very brief pause.

“Accessing…”

Richards looked at the brain with satisfaction, hands on hips. “Well?”

“Chris, it is all here. My activation date, the moment I kicked Cadet Henricks in the crotch, my posting on the Secondprize. The Aerostar, the Flarn, the Explorer , Captain Baxter’s wedding. Thank you, Commander. I certainly feel more…whole…now.”

“No thanks are necessary,” Richards said. “All I did was download the information from your spare brain. Man, it’s a good thing you had that.”

“Every computer system should have a backup.”

“That they should.”

Larkin’s eye laser fluttered around a bit. “I see the progress on my body is coming along as planned?”

“See for yourself,” Richards said, palming a small, white orb he had taken from the worktable. He snapped it into place on top of the blinking brain.

Immediately the eye began spinning around, looking about quizzically. “Excellent.” The eye fell upon the mechanical skeleton that hung limp beside Larkin’s brain. “I see you still have not finished modeling my new body.”

Richards fumbled with his hands. “That’s, um, sort of why I activated you.”

“Explain.”

“Well, I’ve been working with Kris, you know, modeling the new face, skin, and limbs. And, we’ve kind of, well, grown close.”

“Emotionally or physically?”

“A little of both. Well, a lot of both, actually. We had sex last night, Larkin.”

“I see.”

Suddenly, sparks sputtered out of the brain, lights flickered around the lab, and all the equipment around Richards buzzed to a halt.

Richards blinked in the darkness. “I realize it may take you a while to adjust to the idea.”



“And where’s my ceremony?” Lucille demanded, dressed smartly in her dress uniform, marching down the corridor toward the transporter room.

“Must have been a mixup with the time,” Baxter said, shrugging. “I told everyone 1100. I thought that’s when we were going to see you off.”

“I told you it was ten-hundred,” Lucille said scoldingly. “How could you have forgotten?”

“Good question.”

Harlan Baxter sucked on a cigar and surveyed the corridor as the group veered into Transporter Room One. “In a small way, I think I’ll miss this place.”

“I won’t. I’ll be glad to get to a ship with a crew that’s half competent,” Lucille muttered, climbing the transporter pad.

“We’ll miss you too,” Hartley said wryly from the transporter console.

Baxter shook his father’s hand warmly. “Good luck on Breen, Dad. Whip them into shape.”

“Oh, they’ll fall in line, son. Once we sit down and have a smoke, and I talk it over with them, they’ll see that the Federation way is the right way.”

“If they can understand you,” Baxter said with a grin.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Never mind.”

“Not so much as a ‘good luck’ or a goodbye kiss for your mother?” Lucille asked, hands on hips, as Harlan wearily climbed the pad next to her.

Baxter sighed and wrapped an arm around Lucille, kissing her on the cheek. “Good luck, Mom. And don’t get into any trouble. I’d hate to have to bail you out.”

“Me get into trouble?” Lucille said, aggravated. “What makes you think that I–”

“Energize, Lieutenant,” Baxter said. He allowed a small smile and turned on a heel toward the door.

Hartley gleefully ran her fingers up the slidebars, waving goodbye as the elder Baxters dematerialized.

“You enjoyed that, didn’t you?” Hartley called after Baxter as he stepped out.

Baxter turned. “I sure did. Didn’t you?”

“Immensely,” Hartley said, as the doors closed.

Baxter took in a deep breath. The recycled air already smelled sweeter.

The captain was jerked out of his reverie before he could even reach the turbolift to the bridge. Commander Conway was waiting by the lift, tapping his foot impatiently.

“Capthain,” he muttered.

“Commander,” Baxter said, suppressing a chuckle. “How’s the tongue?”

“Bunt.”

“Poor guy.”

“And whaths wuhs, the JAG thays I don’t have a leg to thtand on. No one can prove Enthign Dawson put that thtuff in my chili, and Mirk’th cafe ithn’t liable becauthe he put a warning lable on every bowl.”

“A warning that you shouldn’t eat something you already know is going to be hot?”

Conway nodded. “Thtupid, ithn’t it? Anyway, it’th evidently a very old prethedent.”

“Fascinating.”

As soon as the turbolift doors opened, Baxter followed Conway in.

“Bridge,” he said, twiddling his thumbs behind his back. “So what are you going to do?”

“Boycott Mirk’th plaith.”

Baxter couldn’t help but giggle a little. “I’m sure that’ll crush him, Commander.”

“I hope tho.”



“I suppose she could have taken it better,” Richards said as he walked with Kris along a corridor on Deck Ten.

“Her positronic net overloaded!” Kris exclaimed. “I don’t know much about android brains, but that can’t be good.”

“It was just a fluke. Larkin doesn’t just overload when she can’t handle a situation. She’s programmed to handle every situation.”

Kris folded her arms. “Well, it doesn’t appear that she’s handling this situation very well.”

“Like I said, it was just a fluke!”

Kris grinned. “If you say so. I just worry about her.”

“She’ll be fine. If Kristen is anything, it’s durable. She came back from the dead, for goodness sake.”

“This is true,” Kris agreed.

The couple came to a stop at a the doors to Holodeck Three. “Okay, here’s where I have to put the blindfold on you.”

“Is that really necessary?”

“Uh-huh. I want you to be surprised,” Richards said, placing the dark black cloth around Kris’ head so that it covered her eyes. “There.” He tapped in a sequence on the holodeck control panel and ushered Kris through. “Let’s go.”

Kris stepped blindly through the holodeck doors. “Okay, Chris, I’ll bite. What do you have in here? The Apollo Thirteen?”

“Something a little newer,” Richards grinned. “See what you think of this–” he tugged the blindfold off.

And Kris found herself face to face with a long and bulky, ominous-looking, rust-colored starship.

“Presenting…” Richards said grandly, leading Kris toward its airlock. “The heavy freighter Daisy II.”

Kris wrapped her arms around Richards and kissed him ravenously. “Oh, Chris…I don’t believe it.”

“It’s for real. Well, not this one. This is a hologram. But we’ll be rendez-vousing with the real thing in a few days, courtesy of Captain Dwanok.”

“Chris,” Kris said, stepping through the airlock and looking around. “I can’t accept this. You can’t just give me a ship.”

“I can and I will. You’ll have to do some consignment for Dwanok. Maybe a mission or two if he needs it. But after a couple years of that, she’ll be yours outright.”

“Chris, that’s great, I–” Kris stopped walking and sniffed the air. “What’s that smell?”

Richards smiled weakly. “It’s a Klingon ship. We can work on the smell later. Shouldn’t be a problem. A few nice plants here and there should do the trick.”

“You really are amazing,” Kris said, kissing Richards again on the cheek.

“It’s nothing. Captain Dwanok likes me, I think. Something about the way I stood up to the Klingons. So, you want to take her for a test-flight?”

“Lead the way,” Kris grinned, taking Richards’s hand.



ONE WEEK LATER



Commander Conway stepped out onto the bridge, nodding a “good morning” to Lt. J’hana at tactical. He walked over to the replicator and ordered coffee.

“Sleep well last night?” J’hana asked, by way of smalltalk.

Conway shrugged. “Well as can be expected.”

The doors to the Captain’s readyroom suddenly parted, and Baxter ducked out. “Oh, there you are, Commander.”

“Captain,” Conway muttered, grabbing the week’s mission report from a passing ensign and looking it over. He carried the padd and his coffee mug over to his chair and sat down.

Baxter rounded the command area and sat down beside Conway. He leaned over conspiratorially. “You missed a hell of a bash at Mirk’s last night, Commander.”

“I’m sure,” Conway said as he read. “I’m boycotting Mirk’s, remember? I don’t care what went on there, frankly. Until I get a formal apology for what he did to my mouth, I’m not setting foot in there.”

“Right,” Baxter said, turning to the readouts on his chair arm. He stopped reading and turned to Conway again. “It really was a great party, Commander.”

“Whatever.” Sip.

“You want to hear about it?”

“Not particularly.” Sip.

“It was really really great, though.”

Conway stopped reading, and looked at Baxter, exasperated. “And what was so special about that party, Captain?

Baxter smiled. “Maybe you should ask our operations officer.”

Sighing, Conway pushed out of his chair and walked over to the ops console. It was obvious he wouldn’t get any work done until he played out Baxter’s little scenario.

He rested a hand on the chair. “Well?”

The chair turned around, and Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin, version 2.0, returned Conway’s stare. “We welcomed a crewmember back to duty last night, sir.”

“I think Chris installed some kind of sense of humor this time around,” Baxter said gleefully from behind Conway.

“I think not,” returned Larkin.

Conway glared back at Baxter, palefaced. “She’s back…”

J’hana let out a hearty bellow. “You look as if you’d seen a ghost, Commander.”

“Very funny,” Conway muttered, returning to his seat. “Sorry I missed out on your ‘party,’ Larkin. I’ll drop a gift by your quarters.”

“More latinum, I hope?”

Conway beamed. “Was that sarcasm?”

Baxter shrugged. “I have no idea. Just smile politely.”



Lt. Commander Richards walked with Kris Larkin into the transporter room. “Thanks for staying until the party, Kris,” Richards said. “It meant a lot to Kristen.”

“In her own unemotional way, I bet it did,” Kris said with a smile.

“You two aren’t going to make out, are you?” Hartley asked from behind her console.

“You’re dismissed, Lieutenant,” Richards ordered, not taking his eyes away from Kris.

“Suits me,” he heard Hartley say. And then he heard the doors to the transporter room open and close.

He kissed Kris long and hard, treasuring the way she felt in his arms.

“You’ll have to let go sometime, Chris,” Kris said softly.

“I know. Just a couple more seconds…”

The doors opened and closed again.

“Hartley, I thought I told you–” Richards said, irritated. He turned around, and his eyes suddenly softened. “Larkin…I thought you were on duty.”

Lt. Commander Larkin bent her shoulders into a shrug. It seemed somewhat forced. “I am ‘playing hooky.’ Proceed with your foreplay.”

“This isn’t foreplay,” Kris said, laughing. “Chris is just seeing me off.”

“As am I,” Larkin said, approaching Kris. “I believe a hug is appropriate?”

“After all we’ve been through together, I’d say it’s more than appropriate,” Kris said, wincing as Larkin wrapped her arms around Kris and squeezed. The freighter pilot thought her eyes were going to pop out.

“Bort to Kris. Let’s go already. We have a shipment to deliver and time is wasting,” came the gutteral voice of Kris’s Bolian navigator over the comm system.

Larkin released Kris from the painful hug. “We should not delay any longer.” The android stepped behind the transporter console. “Commander, Kris, you may now say your goodbyes.”

Richards stroked a finger through Kris’ hair and kissed her on the forehead. “When will I see you again?”

Kris grinned, biting her lip and looking up into Richards’s eyes. “If you need me, I’ll call you.”

He held her hand as she stepped up to the transporter pad, then backed away. “Watch out for Romulans, Kris.”

“Very funny.”

Richards released her hand and smiled fondly. “You can energize, Kristen.”

“Keep an eye on her,” Kris mouthed quietly as she disappeared.

Larkin accompanied Richards out of the transporter room after the transport was complete. “Father, what does that mean, ‘keep an eye on her’?”

Richards stared at Larkin in disbelief. “Did you just call me ‘father’?”

“Would you prefer ‘Dad’?”

“No, no…I’m just used to being called ‘Mom,’ I guess.”

Larkin nodded. “Understandable; however, you did create this body. It would seem that you now must assume both roles. If you are up to it.”

Richards chuckled. “Do you even have to ask?”

“Yes.”

“Larkin, I wouldn’t have expected any other response from you,” Richards said, patting Larkin on the back. “You’d better get back up to the bridge.”

“And where will you go?”

“I have some…unfinished business.”

“I see,” Larkin said, stepping into the turbolift and calling for the bridge as Richards brok off down the corridor. He never did answer her question. Either of them.



Richards stepped into Sickbay. “Janice?”

Browning stuck her head out of the door to one of the adjacent labs. “Oh, hi, Christopher.”

“Are you busy?” he asked, preparing to head back out into the corridor.

Browning stepped out. “No, I was just finishing my pre-lunch snack.”

“Something with mustard?” Richards asked, as Browning approached. “How did you know?”

Richards pointed. “Stain on your labcoat.”

Browning looked down, then let out a strained giggle. “What do you know.”

“Well, Ryan and his crew certainly did a good job,” Richards said, looking around the newly renovated Sickbay. The walls were all a pleasing azure. Clearer, more colorful readout panels surrounded the place. Comprehensive diagnostic beds with the nifty sliding bioscan apparatus attached were neatly arranged along all four walls. And, dominating the room, at center, was a larger, more heavily augmented biobed. On the ceiling, all manner of scientific sensors prickled, ready to scan and detect whatever ailed an Explorer patient.

Browning nodded agreement. “You should see the waiting room. It’s like the lobby of the Federation Palace Hotel.”

“Good for the patients,” Richards said, nodding satisfaction.

“So, did Kris leave?” Browning asked, scooting up onto the new center biobed.

“Just now, actually,” Richards said.

“I’m sorry. I know you two got very…close.”

“We definitely did. I’m going to miss her, Janice.”

“Too bad she couldn’t have stayed longer.”

“Well, you know what they say. Space waits for no one.”

Browning raised an eyebrow. “They say that?”

“I guess. I don’t know.”

“Christopher, I’m happy you found someone. I know some of the others turned up their nose at the idea, but I think it’s kind of sweet.”

“You do?”

“Sure. It makes perfect sense to me.”

Richards’s brow furrowed. “It does?”

“You love them both, just in different ways. Nothing hard to understand about that.”

“I guess not.” Richards leaned over and hugged Browning. “I’ve been a bit weird lately, Janice.”

“Lately nothing,” Browning said with a giggle. “I’m used to it by now. On this ship, you have to be.”

“You certainly said a mouthful there.”

“Speaking of which, I have a sandwich waiting in the lab…”



“Mr. Ford,” Baxter said, as Lt. Commander Larkin took her place again at ops. “Lay in a course for the Pi Omega system. Warp Seven.”

“Laid in,” Ford said.

Baxter leaned back in his chair. “Hit it.”

As the stars shot foreward on the viewscreen, Conway leaned over and whispered to Baxter: “Sir, did you notice that Larkin looks almost exactly like she did before she, uh, died?”

Baxter nodded. “What about it?”

“Well, I thought Richards was modeling her after Kris. And Kris looks different now. I mean, she’s ten years older!”

“Chris decided to go with Larkin’s original look.”

“Why?”

“If you have to ask, Commander, you’ll never know,” Baxter said mysteriously, and headed for his readyroom.

“And what the hell does that mean?” Conway asked, scratching his head.

“Put simply,” Larkin said, turning in her seat, “my father does not wish to have sex with someone that looks just like me.”

“Right…” Conway smiled nervously. “Say no more.”



NEXT:



They say happiness is a rogue starship out besmirching your good name, while your crewmates are tortured by insane alternate universe freaks. Okay, so maybe they don’t. But someone does. And that someone wrote “Many Happy Returns,” the story of many …happy…returns. Coming soon to a web browser near you!




Many Happy Returns



First Officer’s Log,

Stardate 53575.7. Tilleran, Hartley, and I are on our way back from the annual Federation Conference on Starship Operations held this year on the beautiful planet Bajor. For a deeply spiritual people, the Bajorans really know how to throw a party. Everyone seemed to really enjoy my presentation on the effect of caffeine on Starfleet officer performance.



“Care for some coffee while I’m up?” Lt. Hartley asked, as she pulled her cup of raktageeno out of the tiny replicator slot aboard the runabout Algonquin.

“Love some,” Tilleran said, looking back at Hartley from the pilot’s chair and grinning. “After all, ‘Coff-ay is the way to start the Starfleet day!’”

Hartley doubled over in laughter as the second cup fizzled into place in the slot. She pulled it out, then collapsed into the navigator’s seat beside Tilleran. “What was he thinking when he wrote that?”

Tilleran took the cup, blowing steam away before taking a sip. “His brain’s been destroyed by too much coffee.”

“Then what are we doing to ourselves?” Hartley joked, propping her feet up on the control panel.

“We couldn’t hope to reach the Commander’s level of substance abuse.”

“Something had to affect his presentation skills. He was rapping his fingers on that podium like a man possessed,” Hartley said with a grin.

“Maybe he just needs a woman.”

“Well, that much is obvious.”

Tilleran sighed. “I know one thing. It certainly won’t be Ensign Dawson.”

“Can you blame her? He tried to Court Martial her, for Pete’s sake!”

“He’s just confused and lonely, Lieutenant.”

“Hey, I’m not going to feel sorry for him one bit. I’m as much as a jerk as he is, but I have friends.”

Tilleran plucked a few controls, checking to make sure Algonquin was still on the right course. “You know when to quit.”

“Exactly.” Hartley leaned back and sipped her coffee. Then, suddenly, her head turned to face the Betazoid. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.”

“No, really,” Hartley said, sitting up. “You were saying I know when to quit. Quit what?”

“Forget about it.”

Hartley pressed on. “Ariel…”

“It’s no secret, Megan. Sometimes you lay the ‘I’m in a bad mood’ thing on a little too thick. It’s a pretty transparent coverup.”

“I see.” Hartley bit her lip thoughtfully. “A coverup for what?”

Tilleran plucked more controls. This time in an obvious attempt to avoid eye contact with Hartley. “You know. Insecurity, fear of being disliked.”

“Hah! That’s a laugh!”

“Hey, I’m just telling you what I get from your mind.”

Hartley folded her arms and leaned back in her chair. “Well, forget reading my mind! It’s off limits, hear?”

“Hey, I’m very well-known for my delicacy when it comes to telepathy.”

“Hah!”

Tilleran turned in her chair. “Hah?”

“You’re the nosiest member of the crew! Everyone knows that.”

“Everyone who?” Tilleran asked, narrowing her dark eyes.

Hartley fumbled with the navigation controls. “Lots of people.”

“I want names. Nevermind. I’ll get them myself.” Tilleran closed her eyes.

“Tilleran!”

“Peterman! I knew it. That little bitch! Just wait, when we get back…”

“When will we get back?” Commander Conway said, strolling into the cockpit, his thick, ever-present, Tom Clancy book tucked under his arm.

Hartley glared at Tilleran, then turned back to her panel. “Six point four hours, Commander. Is that soon enough for you to get back to your dull life on the Explorer?”

“You don’t worry about my life, Hartley,” Conway said. “Just remember, I hold your future in the palm of my hand.”

“I’m quaking in my boots,” Hartley muttered, spinning in her chair and pushing past Conway to check a science panel at the rear of the cockpit.

“You should be.” Conway sat down beside Tilleran, thunking his book down on the panel beside him. “What’s her problem?”

“It’s a defense thing.”

“Tilleran!”

“Shields up, Lieutenant?” Tilleran asked primly.

“That’s it. You asked for it!” Hartley stalked back to the front of the cockpit and hefted Conway’s book, straining to hold it over her head and clobber the Betazoid.

“Not my book!” Conway said, rising to his feet to stand between Hartley and Tilleran.

Before Hartley make a move, Tilleran’s panel came to life with a steady BLEEP-BLEEP.

Tilleran looked down at the control, then back up to Hartley. “It’s a distress call.”

“Well, answer it!” Conway demanded.

“Yeah, see what the problem is,” Hartley said, tossing the book into Conway’s arms. The commander grunted with the impact and fell back into his chair.

Tilleran called up the text of the distress call and shuddered. “By the sacred chalace…”

Hartley looked over Tilleran’s shoulder. “Emergency planetary distress…planet Marvan Three…under attack by…” Hartley’s eyes widened. “A FEDERATION starship?”

Hartley swung around to the astrometrics panel and made the quick calculations. “We can be there in twenty minutes.”

With great effort, Conway shoved the book off his lap and looked at Tilleran with great exasperation. “Well, don’t just sit there! Alert Starfleet and lay in a course!”



Conway, Hartley, and Tilleran shimmered into appearance right at the center of an ashen crater roughly the size of the Explorer’s saucer section.

“Looks like we’re a bit late,” Conway muttered.

Lt. Hartley knealt down and examined the ashy ground with her tricorder. “This damage was caused by quantum torpedoes.”

Tilleran nodded, likewise scanning the area. “According to the runabout’s sensors, damage of this magnitude was done to all the planet’s major cities.”

“That just doesn’t make sense,” Conway said, rubbing his chin. “Why would a Federation starship come to an inhabited planet and just start blowing away at it with quantum torpedoes?”

“Maybe their captain didn’t have his cup of coff-ay,” Hartley offered with a smile.

“This is not the time for jokes,” Conway muttered. “We have to find out how this happened and stop whoever did this.”

“I may have a clue,” Tilleran said, studying her tricorder carefully. “There’s a lot of leftover radiation from the attack, but I think I’m picking up a cluster of ten lifeforms, four point five kilometers that way.”

“They may be able to answer a lot of questions,” Conway mused.

“Up to a four and a half kilo walk, Commander?” Hartley asked brightly.

“Not hardly,” Conway said. “Contact the Algonquin and have it send us to those coordinates.”



When the away team appeared at Tilleran’s coordinates, they came face to face with huge cargo container, about the size of a runabout.

Conway traced his hands along the cargo container’s smooth surface. “What is this?”

Hartley squinted through the ash and dust in the air and read the name stenciled in bright yellow on the container. “Transition Center?”

“Well, hello there!” a voice called out, and Conway turned, stunned.

A tallish man in a bright yellow suit, apparently a Marvanan, stepped forward, extending his hand and grinning. “You must be new to Marvan!”

“What the hell are you so happy about?” Conway asked, shaking the man’s hand limply.

“I’m just glad to be alive! And who wouldn’t be, when the world is so wonderful!”

Conway looked around. “No offense, mister, but your world looks like crap.”

“That’s all on the outside.” The man wrapped a hand around Conway’s shoulder. “Look deep inside you, Commander. Find the joy and go with it!”

“Tilleran…” Conway said nervously. “Has this guy lost it?”

“I…” Tilleran flinched as the man’s feelings crashed against her emotional barriers. “I can’t tell what’s going on. His feelings are extremely intense. Extremely…pleasant, though.”

Hartley shuddered. “I don’t like the looks of this.”

Suddenly, Conway’s comm badge chirped to life. “Explorer to Commander Conway.”

It was Baxter. Conway tapped his badge. “Captain?”

“Yessir. We finished with our charting mission early and came to meet you.”

“How convenient,” Conway muttered. “We’ve just come across a planet that appears to have been pummeled by a Federation ship.”

“You don’t say.”

Conway looked at Tilleran and Hartley strangely. “Yes, sir, I say. What should we do about it?”

“Don’t worry about that. We’ll take care of it now.”

“Well, don’t you want us to do an investigation while we’re down here?”

“Nonsense. You guys have had a long trip. Come up here and rest.”

“Sir, I’d just as soon stay and figure out what happ–”

“Okay then, we’re beaming you up now!”

Hartley cocked her head as she began to dematerialize. “What the hell?”



Commander Conway had already begun to protest as he rematerialized. “–don’t appreciate being beamed away without even so much as a–”

He stopped when he realized he wasn’t on the Explorer. At least, not the Explorer he knew.

He was on the bridge, but the colors were insane. Screaming canary, baby blue, and hot pink. And the carpet–shag?

“I should have f***ing known!” he heard Hartley cry, as he turned reluctantly to face the bridge’s center seat.

Captain Andy-wandy Baxter stared back at him, a demonic grin spreading across his smiling face. “Welcome to the Federation Funship Explorer, Commander. I hope you’re happy to see us. We’re certainly happy to see you.”



Lt. Commander Richards rubbed Larkin’s shoulders encouragingly. “You ready, Kristen?”

Lt. Commander Larkin cocked her head, looking out across the blue, frozen glacier. “I was born ready, sir, exactly fifteen point eight days ago.”

Captain Baxter stood next to Larkin and Richards, blowing on his hands in a vain attempt to warm them up. “Can we get on with this?”

“You may proceed, sir,” Larkin said, shrugging on her penguin costume. Richards helped her affix the head.

Baxter sighed and pulled out his padd, which contained the few words he had put together. He turned around to address the small crowd that had gathered around the hole in the glacier. “Ladies and gentlemen, as you know, the particulars of this ceremony are decided on by the guest of honor. Knowing Lieutenant Commander Larkin as we all do, it wasn’t hard to realize what kind of ceremony she’d pick.”

Lt. Ford shifted the weight between his feet back and forth. “I wish they’d get on with this. I’m freezing.”

Ensign Susan Madera glanced back at him contemptfully. “Shove it, Ford. Larkin deserves this.”

Ford wrapped a hand around Madera’s waist. “My, how cold you are. Maybe you need to be warmed up.”

“Maybe you need to be castrated!” Madera whispered between clenched teeth, wrenching Ford’s hand away, making sure to twist his wrist painfully hard.

Meanwhile, at the front of the crowd, Baxter had almost finished his speech.

“…and who can forget the time Larkin went into the plasma injectors to get Counselor Peterman’s escaped vole, when everyone else was afraid to.”

Peterman smiled, struggling to keep Charlie from darting after the pack of polar bears that were hunting several yards off. They might be holographic polar bears, but they still looked vicious.

“It is for those reasons and many more, including her courageous sacrifice a few weeks ago on Crysta, that Starfleet decided that this day was long overdue.” Baxter turned to Larkin. “Commander, are you ready?”

The penguin head nodded. In a muffled voice, “As I said before, yes, sir.”

“All right, then,” Baxter said, reaching into his vest pocket and retrieving a large, golden medal. “I proudly present to you the Christopher Pike Medal of honor.”

“Put it on her!” Ford called out from the audience.

“All right, already,” Baxter said, and hung the medal around the penguin head. It barely fit. “Congratulations, Commander,’ Baxter said, and shook Larkin’s flipper.

“Bridge to Holodeck Three,” came Lt. Gellar’s voice.

“What is it?” Baxter asked, as Larkin moved into the audience to accept their adulations.

“The Starship Hoboken just arrived in this system. They have all their weapons trained on us and are warning us not to make any attempt to raise shields, arm weapons, or start our engines.”

“What the hell?”

“Apparently, Admiral McGrath is aboard and wants to talk to you. Something about high treason.”

“Do you think this is about that ecosystem we destroyed last week?” Peterman asked worriedly.

“That was an accident,” Baxter replied tersely. “Anyway, we erased all records of that from the computer.” Baxter took in a deep breath. “Well, I’d better go over to the Hoboken and find out what this is all about before they blow us away.”



Baxter glared at the security guards that flanked him as he was escorted down the sterile, grey-black Hoboken corridor. “Is it really necessary to hold me at phaserpoint?”

“Might be,” one of the guards said.

“Are you even going to tell me what I did?”

“That’s for the Admiral to do.”

“Well, whatever it is, I didn’t do it,” Baxter said defiantly.

“We’ll see what Admiral McGrath has to say about it.”

“I think he’s right, Fred,” the other security guard said. “Look at him. It looks like he can’t even lace his boots correctly.”

Fred observed Baxter and chuckled. “You have a point, Ernie.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Baxter muttered.

“Shut up.” A phaser nudged into the small of Baxter’s back as the trio rounded the corner into the Deck Five conference room.

Admiral McGrath was waiting by the viewport. When he saw Baxter, he glared at him angrily.

“Admiral McGrath,” Baxter said weakly. “Fancy seeing you here!”

McGrath crossed the conference room and waved a golf club menacingly at Baxter. He was dressed in plaid pants and a loud yellow sweater. “They dragged me off the golf course for this, Captain!”

“For what?”

McGrath inclined his head toward the front of the room, where Ensign Beth Monroe, McGrath’s personal assistant, waited by a viewscreen. “Ensign, begin the presentation.”

“Yes, Admiral,” Monroe said, placing an isolinear chip into the receptacle next to the conference room viewscreen.

“Beth, how nice to see you again,” Baxter said pleasantly. “Life on the Explorer hasn’t been the same without you.” Monroe didn’t say a word to him. Obviously, she was still upset about the incident with Counselor Peterman’s puma. Baxter reasoned that was at least part of why she’d requested transfer to McGrath’s staff several months earlier.

“This footage was taken by a communications satellite in orbit of Cantrell Three,” Monroe explained, glaring at Baxter.

Baxter marveled as the view of the smallish, red planet shifted to a starfield. With a bright flash, a vessel came out of warp. It looked conspicuously like the Explorer.

A high pitched, yet somewhat familiar, voice rang throughout the conference room:

“Citizens of Cantrell Three: This is Captain Andy Baxter, absolute ruler of the universe. Prepare to be destroyed!”

“I’d never talk like that,” Baxter muttered.

“I’ve read your Captain’s logs, Andy,” McGrath grunted from behind Baxter.

Baxter watched in horror as blue tri-cobalt warheads and quantum torpedoes blazed from the Explorer, pounding into the planet’s surface.

“They hit every major population center and poisoned the atmosphere with the last volley,” Monroe explained. “The planet was dead in minutes.”

“Bummer,” Baxter said quietly.

A phaser beam streaked out from the underside of the Explorer’s saucer and moved toward the communications sattelite, then the image winked out of existence.

“This next image was taken by the external sensors of a Federation comm relay,” McGrath explained. “It clearly shows the Explorer approaching fast and decimating the station with its quantum torpedoes. And here is the most damning evidence of all,” McGrath muttered, as the view switched again. “Picked up by the Hoboken’s longrange sensors. Here you see the Explorer destroying Space Station Ostritch, which is, among other things, the base of operations for one of the Federation’s most lucrative greeting card companies.”

“The horror,” Baxter huffed.

The Explorer swung into view on the screen, pounding the five-pronged station with its torpedoes and speeding out of the system.

Baxter scratched his head. “I don’t get it. All you have here is a ship that looks similar to the Explorer, and a fruitcake with my voice. That’s not a whole lot of proof!”

“You haven’t seen it all,” McGrath grunted. “The Hoboken attempted to contact the Explorer to find out why she destroyed the station. Ensign…”

The viewer changed to display an image of the Explorer bridge. At the center was Captain Baxter, or someone who looked a hell of a lot like Baxter. The doppleganger laughed maniacally and grabbed a frosty mug from a passing ensign and downed it, froth dripping down his face.

“HAHAHAHA!” the perverted image cried. “This is living!”

“You can clearly be seen here, drinking a cold beer and laughing over the deaths of all the poor souls on Space Station Ostritch,” McGrath fumed.

“I do so love killing!” the Baxter-looking person exclaimed, chugging. “Let’s kill some more. J’hana, find another target!”

“Yippee! I’m up for it!” a J’hana-looking person at the tactical station replied.

“Admiral, really!” Baxter exclaimed. “Those people are not us. That bridge is not even the right colors. We’ve got an Earth-tone color scheme now, remember?”

McGrath rubbed his chin. “Well, now that you mention it…”

“No,” Baxter said, approaching the viewscreen. “That isn’t right at all. Freeze the program, Ensign Monroe.”

Monroe looked to McGrath, who nodded. Monroe froze the image just as Baxter’s double turned around and pointed his round buttocks at the viewscreen’s image reciever in defiance.

Baxter tapped the screen thoughtfully. “Look, he doesn’t even have a goatee. And I do. And that butt–that’s not my butt!”

“Then who’s butt is it, Captain?” McGrath asked pointedly from behind Baxter.

“Pink, canary, and baby blue…” Baxter said, almost to himself. “Of all the universes that exist in all the dimensions of reality, there’s only one universe that could possibly come up with a color scheme like that, sir.”

McGrath gasped. “Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes. Admiral McGrath, we seem to have had a happy return…”

“Then there’s no time to waste,” McGrath said. “We’ve got to find that ship.”

“I couldn’t agree more, Admiral.”

“Captain Cameron to Admiral McGrath,” bleeped Lydia Cameron’s voice over the conference room speakers.

“McGrath here.”

“We just recieved word that another planet was attacked by the Explorer. In the Marvan system.”

“Well, that clears us for sure,” Baxter said. “The Explorer can’t be in two places at once.”

“I told you they weren’t smart enough to pull off something like this,” Monroe whispered to McGrath.

“Shh,” McGrath said, turning to Baxter. “We have to stop this ‘happy’ Explorer. Monroe and I will go with you directly to Marvan Three, and the Hoboken will go ahead of us and try to cut off the alternate Explorer’s escape.”

“Happy to be of service,” Baxter muttered, turning toward the exit and smiling smugly at the security guards.



“How did you get here?” Commander Conway demanded, as Andy-wandy sat back in the command chair and began working on a needlepoint project.

“Ask me nicely,” Andy-wandy replied, intent on his work. “Stitch one, pearl two. Stitch one, pearl two.”

“How did you get here, pretty please?” Conway asked, approaching the chair beside the center seat.

“Very well.” Andy-wandy put down his needle point. “We developed the ability to create disturbances in space that allow us to move a ship from one universe to the next.”

Conway grabbed Andy-wandy’ frilly uniform tunic and dragged him to his feet. “Listen, you little sh**! I don’t know who you think you are, but you can’t just barge into our universe and–”

“Oh, but I did,” Andy-wandy grinned, as security officers jerked Conway back. “And it’s only the beginning.” He held up his needlepoint for Conway’s inspection. “What do you think of my handiwork? I’ll admit, I’m no Betsy Ross, but–”

The cloth was stitched with the Federation emblem, except at the center of the star-filled circle was a smiley-face with a menacing grin.

“I think you and your happy pals are nuts, buddy!” Hartley said. “Last time we checked, the rebels were winning the war against you.”

“Oh, but so much has changed since you left,” Andy-wandy said, pushing out of his chair and stepping toward Hartley. “You see, Meggy, there were two factions at war within the Federation of Fun. One supported by the Borgies, the other by the Dominionators. To make a long story short, there were a lot of explosions, a lot of deaths, and the Borgies and the Dominionators sort of blew each other apart. It’s been an ugly year,” Andy- wandy said wistfully. “Hard to keep a smile on your face, really.” Then the captain laughed and spun to face Conway, too- white teeth flashing in an insane grin. “Just kidding! We enjoyed every minute of it. One faction came out on top, after the dust settled, and those rebels that were left were convinced to come over to our way of thinking.”

Conway rubbed a hand over his face. “So, all the rebels are…”

“Happy as little girls!” Andy squealed. “Now, B’nana, take this crazy bunch down below, before I wet myself with joy!”

“Righty-O, Cap’n!” B’nana chuckled. “Let’s go, buckos!”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51576.1. We’ve arrived at Marvan Three. There’s no sign of the other Explorer, but they were definitely here. Even more disturbingly, we’ve found the runabout Algonquin, sans occupants, crashed on the planet, along with a group of babbling, happy Marvanans.



Baxter studied what was left of the Algonquin as Lt. Commander Larkin and Lt. J’hana dug around inside the crashed craft. It had crashed on its side, apparently sliding a half a kilometer along the planet’s rocky terrain before coming to a stop, judging by the long trench it had dug itself. “There’s a bright side to this, Admiral.”

Beside him, McGrath grunted. “And what would that be?”

“That’s only the second runabout we’ve lost in two years.”

“I’m beside myself with joy,” McGrath said dryly.

“Well, sir, they’re certifiable,” Dr. Browning said, walking up to join Baxter and McGrath.

“I take it you mean the Marvanans?”

Browning nodded. “The same Joegonotizing affects we’ve seen before.”

“You realize what this means,” McGrath said gravely. “We’ve got a ship full of those happy freaks blazing around Federation space, with a beam capable of turning mass quantities of humanoids into happy Joegonots.”

“It certainly poses a problem,” Baxter agreed.

“What do you suggest we do about it?”

“Simple,” Baxter said easily. “We stop the other Explorer.”

Larkin and J’hana slid out of the gash in the Algonquin’s hull. Larkin holstered her tricorder, lugging three Starfleet duffle bags behind her.

J’hana approached Baxter, handing him a charred padd. “This was found among the crew’s personal effects.”

Baxter read it. “Coff-ay?”

“The way to start a Starfleet day, sir,” J’hana said, a dour expression plain on her face. “Apparently, it was Commander Conway’s presentation to the Conference on Starfleet Operations.”

“That’s horrible,” Baxter muttered.

Baxter handed back the padd and J’hana heaved a blackened, burnt book up for his inspection. “We found this in the cockpit, too.”

“Well,” Baxter sighed, paging through the book as J’hana held it, trying not to show that her muscles were straining with the effort. “This appears to be Conway’s Tom Clancy book. But the pages are charred beyond recognition. What a shame.”

“Orders, sir?” Larkin asked, balancing the duffles on either arm.

Baxter tossed the book to Larkin, who juggled it on top of the pile of duffle bags. “Dispose of whatever’s been destroyed in the crash and have Richards rig a tractor beam to pull what’s left of the runabout into one of our cargo bays.”

“What about the Marvanans?” Browning asked, surveying the wrecked ship.

“We’ll have to take them aboard. Get them into some kind of therapy.”

“Kelly will be thrilled.”

“There are ways to reverse the effects of the jogegonotizing ray,” Larkin said. “It will simply take some effort to adapt those methods to Marvanan physiology.”

“You and Browning take care of that. Meanwhile, we’d better find our twin before she spreads any more joy,” Baxter said, tapping his comm badge. “Baxter to Explorer, beam us up.”



“We’re definitely at warp speed,” Lt. Hartley noted, looking out the windows of the spare cabin she and the others had been dumped in. “But we could be headed anywhere.”

“In any case, it’s not good,” Conway muttered. “We have a captain who looks just like our captain, with a ship that looks just like our ship, who’s got a beam capable of giving any race unlucky enough to happen upon us a hell of a mood swing.”

“I got a foggy reading off the captain and some of the crew,” Tilleran said, rubbing her temples gingerly. “I’ll tell you one thing, I never came across minds more disturbing.”

“This is your first time being in direct contact with happys, isn’t it?” Hartley asked, as Tilleran collapsed into the fluffy, white, couch.

“Yes, and I don’t like it at all,” Tilleran muttered.

“I feel for you,” Conway said blandly. “Can you at least tell us what they’re planning?”

“I got impressions…” Tilleran squinted, trying to bring her thoughts into focus. “But it’s hard to read people who have had their minds altered by that beam. Their minds are like…”

“Pea soup?” Hartley offered.

“More like tomato soup, actually.”

Conway scrubbed a hand down his face. “Hartley, you’re the only one between the three of us that’s had any experience with this universe. What can you tell us?”

Hartley shrugged. “Only that a hell of a lot has happened since last year. The alternate Baxter was a lieutenant aboard the Aerostar, and that crew was with the rebels. There was no alternate Explorer that we knew of, and the rebels were winning the war.”

“We can only assume that the rebels lost,” Tilleran said. “And that the Aerostar was destroyed. Much like in our universe, the crew was then transferred to the Explorer.”

Conway nodded. “Which begs the question of where my alternate is.”



Elton John’s “Saturday Night’s Alright for Fighting” blared over the ready room speakers as Commander Davey-wavey ducked his head through.

“Captain?”

“Saturday, Saturday, Saturday, Saturday, Saturday!”

“Captain!”

Andy-wandy turned away from his viewport. “Ah, Davey. What news?”

Davey-wavey grinned. “We have heard from Team Pokey. They’ve almost reached the objective.”

Andy nodded dumbly, taking it all in. “What do they want us to do?”

“Stall some more, sir,” Davey said cheerily.

“Okeydoke. What about the prisoners?”

“Cooling their heels, sir.”

“All right,” Andy replied, turning back to the viewport.

“If that’s all, sir, I’d like to go back to the lab to recharge.”

Andy looked back at the commander. “Sure, Davey, you go right ahead.”

Davey turned on a heel and headed for the door to the readyroom. Andy heard a metallic THUNK and looked down at his desk. “Uh, Davey…”

“Huh?”

Andy pointed at the deck.

“Oh.” Davey picked up the cybernetic arm with his one good arm and studied it. “Darn thing fell off again.”

“See if Matty-watty can put it back on right this time,” Andy urged.

Davey saluted with the severed limb and headed out the door.



Captain Baxter stepped into the Explorer’s observation lounge, where Admiral McGrath and Ensign Monroe had set up a temporary base of operations. “We’ve lugged the remains of the Algonquin into a cargo bay and brought the Marvanan survivors aboard. I suggest we get underway as soon as possible so we can find that other Explorer.”

Admiral McGrath studied the starchart on the lounge’s viewer. “Good idea. I just spoke with Captain Cameron aboard the Hoboken. They were able to wring a report out of a Ferengi trader that a vessel matching the description of the Explorer was seen heading toward sector 26402.”

“What could they want there?” Baxter asked, rubbing his chin.

“It could be virtually anything,” McGrath said woefully. “We have fleetyards there, production facilities, communications relays…” McGrath’s eyes went wide. “The President’s vacation home on Garinda Two!”

“Is he there now?” Baxter asked, suddenly feeling extremely uncomfortable.

McGrath’s face fell. “Federation Council’s in session. So he’s there hiding from them!”

Baxter straightened. “Baxter to bridge. Lay in a course for the Garinda system. Warp Nine. And alert them that they may come under attack very soon.”

“Aye, sir,” replied Ford’s voice.

“I suggest we have the Hoboken cut them off at the pass,” Baxter offered, as McGrath sunk into a chair at the conference table.

“I’ll take care of that,” Monroe said, rushing over to the lounge’s main screen.

Baxter hung behind McGrath. “Will you be okay, sir?”

“Do you realize what could happen if they make President Inyo ‘happy’? We’ll all lose our jobs!”

“Don’t worry,” Baxter said, clapping two reassuring hands on McGrath’s shoulders. “You’ve got the best crew in the fleet on the case.”

Just then, the doors to the lounge whisked open.

Ensign Howie Sefelt strolled in, eyes closed. He was humming a pleasant tune.

“Dum dee dee da da, la de dum!” ZIP!

“Sefelt !” Baxter exclaimed, rushing over and flipping the Ensign around and shoving him toward the door. “The bathroom is one door to the LEFT!”

“Oh. Right.”

Baxter looked back at McGrath and smiled weakly. McGrath just slammed his head on the conference table.



“This was a most creative idea on the part of Counselor Peterman,” Lt. Commander Larkin noted, as she and Browning observed the Marvanan refugees frolicking in the sea of plastic balls she’d set up on Holodeck Two.

“It makes perfect sense,” Browning said agreeably, squatting on a bench near the sea of balls and munching on cotton candy. “Since that whole happy universe is like a giant amusement park, anyway.”

“Still, it would seem they are in need of some sort of cure,” Larkin observed.

“We’ll think of something.”

“Did you not do as much when Captain Baxter and Commander Beck were made ‘happy’ last year?”

“I’m not sure I want to risk mingling Lobstraxian and Marvanan physiology. Who knows what the side effects are? What if it made their brains extremely angry instead of happy?”

“That is a remote possibility, Doctor. Perhaps you have another suggestion?” That was Larkin’s polite way of saying “You figure it out if you’re so damn smart.”

“We’ll see what Counselor Peterman comes up with.” Browning eyed the center of the ball mass. “Speaking of which…”

Counselor Peterman’s head popped out of the roiling sea of balls. She swung a leg over the edge of the vat and climbed down. “You guys keep playing. I’ve had enough for one day.”

Peterman collapsed on the bench next to Browning and sighed. “Those refugees sure have a lot of energy.”

Browning offered Peterman some cotton candy, and the Counselor declined, choosing instead to take a suck off her soda.

“Are you learning anything new about their condition, Counselor?” Larkin asked.

Peterman shook her head, handing the soda back to an amused Browning. “Only that they’re fascinated by the bumper cars.”

“Maybe we should just leave them like that,” Browning said. “They seem happy enough.”

“Ha ha,” Peterman said dully.

“I would not recommend that,” Larkin said, when her comm badge suddenly bleeped.

“Baxter to Larkin. Please come up to the bridge.”

“Have you found the other Explorer, sir?”

“Not exactly. Just get up here.”

“On my way.” Larkin maneuvered around the bench and called for the holodeck exit, hurrying out as it appeared.

“She sure is adjusting well,” Peterman noted, taking off her uniform vest. This holodeck heat was a killer.

“To what?” asked Browning.

“You know, to dying and being reborn.”

“I can’t even tell a difference. Matt did a great job rebuilding her.”

“Still, you figure something like that has to leave emotional scars.”

Browning laughed. “Not when you don’t have any emotions, Kelly.”

“Good point.”



Larkin arrived on the bridge to find a dazed-looking Captain Cameron on the main screen.

“We’re just hunky dorey Captain!” she said, twirling her hair idly.

Baxter leaned forward, resting his elbows on the arms of his command chair. “Captain, obviously something bad happened over there. Your ship is dead in space. And your hair is a mess.”

“Nope. We’re A-OK!”

Larkin relieved the ensign at ops, attuning her perfect android hearing so that she could hear McGrath order Baxter to ask about happy beams. He was seated in the chair normally occupied by Commander Conway.

“Were you hit by a…happy beam, by chance?” Baxter asked, already fearing the answer.

“We were certainly hit by some kind of beam. Happy, though? Well, I certainly wouldn’t know anything about that.”

“Sounds like she was hit by a stupid beam,” Ford muttered from the helm.

“You be quiet,” Baxter snapped. “Captain, you’ve obviously come under attack by a very powerful weapon from another universe. I want you to deactivate your ship’s primary power core and then I want you and your entire crew to go to their quarters and wait there until I get back.”

“But what shall we do to pass the time?” Cameron asked, goggle-eyed.

“Watch cartoons or something,” Baxter muttered, barking for J’hana to close the channel. The image of Cameron was replaced by the aimlessly drifting Akira-class starship.

“They took out the Hoboken like it wasn’t even there,” McGrath said. “What’s to say they won’t do the same to us?”

“We fought these bastards before, Admiral,” Baxter said firmly. “We know where and how to hit them. You just sit back and watch the sparks fly.”

“You sound very confident for someone with a giant mustard stain on the front of his uniform,” McGrath muttered.

Baxter looked down. “Oh, for Pete’s sake!” He looked around at the bridge staff. “Why the hell didn’t anyone tell me about this? And how long have I had this, anyway?”



Eyes squeezed shut, Commander Conway tossed and turned on the fluffy futon his happy captors had provided for him and the other prisoners. It was one thing to be held captive by grinning idiots from a parralel reality, but it was quite another to have to sleep on second-rate bedding to boot.

Ultimately, Conway grew tired of trying to sleep and opened his eyes. And found himself face to face with Commander Davey- wavey. At least part of him.

“Holy sh**!” Conway exclaimed.

“Oh, jeeze, did I wake you?” Davey said in dismay, the large red optical sensor that served as his left eye spiralling open and closed spasmodically.

“What the f*** happened to you?” Conway asked, horrified.

“Whatever do you mean?” Davey asked pleasantly.

“You’re all…borgy!”

“Oh, that,” Davey said. “I’m sorry…it’s something you just stop noticing after awhile.”

“Hey, would you two keep it down!” Hartley called from her adjacent futon.

“Shut up,” Conway replied. “I’m talking to my alternate self.”

“Well, you’re both keeping me awake!”

“Sorry, Meggy!” Davey replied.

“So you’re a Borg,” Conway muttered. “Just great. I can’t even get a break in an alternate universe.”

“I’m no Borg,” Davey said. “That is, I’m not part of a collective or anything like that. They all died in Fun War IV.”

“Fun War IV?”

“Broadcast on Subspace Pay-Per-View across the quadrant. That was the Borg-Dominion conflict. Called ‘the mother of all space battles’ by Universe Life.”

Davey recited all of this as if he’d brought it out of some type of database.

“Then the Federation of Fun salvaged whatever was left of the Borg and Dominion technologies and used them to put down the rebel insurgencies once and for all. That, of course, included the Aerostar,” Davey said wistfully. “She was such a good ship. I guess that’s why I went down with her.”

Conway rubbed his tired eyes. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

Davey giggled. “Yup. When they pulled me out of the wreckage, I was pretty messed up. But, thanks to Borgy technology, I’m fit as a fiddle!”

Suddenly, sparks poured out of several of the long black tubules that jutted out of Davey’s back. He reached over to Conway’s nightstand, grabbed the artful vase of flowers, dumped the flowers, and dumped the water behind him, sighing with pleasure as the flames extinguished.

“Ahhh, that’s better. The Federation of Fun has a lot to learn about Borgy technology.”

“I can see that,” Conway said. “Listen, what brought you here?”

“I was curious to see what you were like. It isn’t often you get to meet yourself, eh?”

“True,” Conway replied. With a metallic chirp, Davey cocked his head. Conway noticed that the hair on one side of his skull was parted strangely, to cover a row of blinking lights and a small bank of whirring machinery. As if things weren’t bad enough, this version of him seemed to have been the victim of a messy Borg labotomy.

Davey cocked his head again. “Oh, look at that. There’s a five percent power drop in the starboard warp nacelle. I’ll go check it out.”

Conway grabbed Davey’s shoulder, which promptly snapped off with a sickening pop and crackle of sparks.

Conway twisted the shoulder back into place, disgusted. “Davey, hold on a second. You’re wired into the ship’s computer?”

“Darn tootin’ I am!”

Conway smiled. “That’s just what I wanted to hear.”



“Any luck with the Marvanans?” Baxter asked over his shoulder as Peterman stepped out of the turbolift.

“Not much,” Peterman said, collapsing into her chair. Baxter stayed at the front of the bridge, between conn and ops, watching the stars surge at them on the viewscreen. “I’ve tried everything, and I don’t feel safe about using Mirk’s DNA to cure them. Problem is, I can’t find much of an alternative.”

“Well, you and your staff have plenty more subjects to study on the Hoboken, once the current crisis is over.”

“What staff?” Peterman asked, stepping up behind Baxter.

“The other counselors,” Baxter said reasonably.

“I don’t have a staff!” Peterman exclaimed. “I never had a staff!”

Baxter arched an eyebrow. “Really? I could have sworn you did.”

“Well, wouldn’t it be nice if I did!” Peterman ranted, circling the bridge. “J’hana gets a staff, Tilleran and Richards get a staff. Hell, Larkin even gets a staff and we don’t even have the faintest idea what an Operations Department does!”

“Counselor, I would be happy to describe in detail–” Larkin said from ops, but Peterman cut her off.

“You think I can solve the vast mental problems of this crew with a magic wand? Well, buddy, you have another thing coming!”

Admiral McGrath watched the Counselor’s outburst with detached curiousity from Conway’s chair, scooting away only slightly.

“We’ll get you a staff as soon as we can, honey,” Baxter said soothingly. “Would you enjoy that?”

Peterman shrugged, a tear running down her cheek. “I guess so.” Baxter rushed over to embrace her in a hug and she burst into tears. “It’s just…all those happy Marvanans and now the crew of the Hoboken, and no cure! It seem so fruitless.”

“Pull yourself together, weakling,” J’hana muttered from tactical.

Baxter stroked Peterman’s hair soothingly, glaring back at J’hana. “Now, honey, we’ve been down this road before. Something else is bothering you, isn’t it? Come on, let’s have it.”

Peterman dropped into her chair, still sobbing. “Pepper ate all her children this morning!”

Baxter sighed, looking back at Admiral McGrath. “That’s her bunny rabbit.”

“Uh-huh,” McGrath said, smiling diplomatically. “Sorry about that, Counselor.”

“I guess it’s just nature. But why, why does the Great Bird work in such strange ways?”

Baxter sat down beside Peterman, rubbing her shoulder consolingly. “I don’t know, honey, I don’t know.”

“What have I done, Ensign?” McGrath called over his shoulder softly. Ensign Monroe just shrugged.

“Sir, we have arrived in the Garinda system,” Lt. Commander Larkin reported, adding, “Reporting ship’s status is one function of an operations officer, Counselor.”

“Take us to Garinda Three, Mr. Ford, full impulse,” Baxter said. “J’hana, scan the system. Larkin, go down to the Genetics lab and see if you can create some new bunnies for Kelly.”

“But sir, certainly I can be of more use–”

“I gave you an order, Mister!” Baxter said sternly.

McGrath was sure he heard Larkin sigh as she slid out from behind the operations console. “As you wish, sir. Come with me, Counselor.”

As the two stepped into the turbolift, McGrath could hear Larkin saying, “Making sure ship’s personnel are well cared for. That is another duty of the operations officer.”

“Contact bearing 040 mark 115,” J’hana reported calmly from tactical. “It appears to be…us.”

“Then that would be our target,” McGrath said.

“You think?” Baxter approached the main viewer. “J’hana, go to Red Alert. Put them onscreen.”

McGrath rose from his chair. “They’re heading right for Garinda Three.”

“Alert the authorities on Garinda, J’hana. Make sure they know which ship is us.”

“Aye, sir.”

“The other Explorer is coming within transporter range of Garinda Three now!” Sefelt exclaimed from ops.

“Raise shields and lock our weapons onto them.”

“Sir,” J’hana piped up from tactical. “The Garindan authorities have not been able to locate President Inyo yet. He was apparently on some kind of fishing expedition.”

“Without a means of communication?” Baxter asked.

McGrath sighed. “He likes to go off by himself. Something about being one with nature.”

“Well, then he’s very likely going to become one with a happy beam,” Baxter muttered. “Can you raise the other Explorer?”

“They are not responding to hails,” J’hana replied.

“Then fire on them. All weapons, full power.”

Phasers and quantum torpedoes blazed out of the Explorer, slamming into the alternate Explorer. Its hull sheared open in several places before they could raise their shields.

“Did we get them before they could use their transporters?” Baxter asked fearfully.

“Negative,” J’hana said. “They brought someone aboard just before we fired. Looks like it’s Inyo. They’ve raised their shields and set a course out of the system.”

Baxter patted Ford’s shoulder. “Follow them.”

He could hear the gritting of Admiral McGrath’s teeth behind him. Baxter turned, reluctantly, to find the shorter man staring up at him, face beet red.

“You’ve done it now, Baxter! You’ve ruined us all!”

“Admiral, calm down. Everything is under control.”

“How can you say that?”

“I don’t know how. I just did,” Baxter said plainly. “Now go sit down and relax. We’ve got the matter well in hand.”

“We do?” Ford whispered as Baxter turned to head back to his own seat.

“Shut up,” Baxter called over his his shoulder.



“Well,” Tilleran said, as Hartley hurriedly yanked at the circuitry under the flap of fake hair on the back of Davey-wavey’s head, “you certainly do know how to kick the crap out of yourself, Commander.”

Conway rubbed his fist. Twenty minutes later and it still hurt like hell. “It helps to know that your opponent has a glass jaw.”

Hartley grinned as sparks flew out of the back of Davey’s head. “I’ll remember that.”

“Have you gotten anywhere?” Conway asked impatiently.

“As a matter of fact, I have,” Hartley replied. She jammed a finger up into the loose gathering of wires and gears that made up half the interior of Davey’s skull.

Davey’s eyes snapped open. “Accessing. Control codes. Funship Explorer.”

“You don’t know how gratifying this is,” Hartley muttered, twisting her hand artfully within the mess of wires.

“Shields…phaser banks quantum torpedoes,” continued the half-borg happy alternate Commander Conway.

“Can you get him to lower the shields?” Conway asked hopefully.

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” Hartley said. “I have to use him as the input device, since I don’t have a tricorder or even a computer terminal.”

She snapped Davey’s loose head around to face her. “Hey, bucko. Listen up!”

“Awaiting commands,” Davey replied tonelessly.

“You know, I hate to use him like this,” Conway muttered.

“You should have thought of that before you decked him,” Tilleran said.

“I want you to fill every room but this one with anesthezine, got it?” Hartley asked.

“Anesthezine. Got it.”



“I don’t remember the Explorer looking like this at all,” President Jaresh-Inyo said, as he was led down a corridor, flanked by B’nana and Larky.

“Hidee hodee ho,” Larky chanted, her head bobbing around like a jack-in-the-box.

“That’s very impressive, Lt. Commander Larkin,” Inyo said remotely, as B’nana and Larky dragged him into a turbolift. “So, why did Captain Baxter want to see me so badly?”

“Because he loves you,” B’nana said sweetly, puckering her big clown lips and kissing Inyo on the cheek.

“Well, that’s very kind.”

“You will love him too!” B’nana said.

Inyo nodded his head. “Yes, yes, I’m sure I will. And why exactly am I here again?”

“You’ll see in a second!” B’nana said, and shoved Inyo out of the turbolift and onto the bridge.

“Mr. President, how lovely to see you!” Andy-wandy said, rushing from his beanbag chair to hug President Inyo.

“Uh, hello,” Inyo said. “My, you’ve certainly redecorated.”

“You like it?” Andy-wandy asked excitedly.

“Well, it’s not without its charms.”

Andy-wandy ushered Inyo over to the padded chair next to his and sat him down. “Well, you will learn to like it. Once we make you HAPPY!”

Inyo creased his wrinkled skin in confusion. “But I am already happy.”

“Not TRULY happy. Ensign Susie, set a course for home.”

The Explorer lept at the blanket of stars, just as the environmental system began to hiss softly all around the bridge.

“What in tarnation?” Andy-wandy asked, sniffing the air.

“Anesthezine, twenty-two hundred parts per joyous million!” Larky chanted, as everyone on the bridge but collapsed to the deck, unconsious.

“But why am I here?” Inyo asked, as he pitched onto the deck.



“Where are they heading?” Baxter asked, glancing over J’hana’s shoulder as she worked at tactical.

“The Fauscon system.”

Ensign Monroe looked up from her padd. “The shipyards!”

“What shipyards?” Baxter asked.

McGrath sighed, sipping whisky. Shortly after reaming Captain Baxter, he’d walked over to the replicator and ordered a triple shot. “The top secret Fauscon Two shipyards.”

“Let me guess, there’s an experimental new ship being built there,” Baxter muttered.

“Kind of,” McGrath said, then laughed insanely, tossing back the remainder of his shot and throwing his glass at the viewscreen.



Conway, Hartley, and Tilleran rushed out onto the bridge of the alternate Explorer, Davey close behind.

“We did it,” Hartley cheered. “Everyone’s unconcious!”

“Oh dear,” Davey said, looking around in dismay. “What have we done?”

“Saved the day,” Conway said, patting the cyborg on the back. “Saved the day, my friend.”

Then Lt. Larky dropped from the ceiling, telescoping arms and legs wrapping around Davey.

“We forgot about the android,” Hartley muttered.

“Help!” Davey shrieked, as Larky twisted his head off. She held it up in the air. The head continued to complain. “Why are you doing this! It’s them you should attack!”

Larky obediently tossed the head at Tilleran, knocking her to the deck. Hartley scrambled over the miasma of tangling arms and legs that was Larky, struggling to find the “off” switch.

“I’ve been wanting a piece of you for a while,” Hartley muttered.

“Because I killed that darling lil Lobstraxian?” Larky asked pleasantly.

“For starters.” Hartley ripped the casing on the back of the android’s head open and jerked out as much machinery as she could get her hands on, until both Larky and Davey’s body fell to the deck, limp.

Conway was checking the helm. “We’re at warp. On course for the Fauscon system.”

“What do they want there?” Hartley asked, shoving the heavy Larky and Davey off her and joining Conway at the front of the bridge.

Conway shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”



“Arriving at the shipyards,” Ford said from helm, as Baxter and McGrath stepped toward the front of the bridge. On the viewscreen, the other Explorer came to a stop near the shipyards, directly in front of them.

Floating around Fauscon Three, inside the exoskeletonal construction array, was a hulking starship, reminiscent a Sovereign-class, but with an additional pair of warp nacelles below the top pair and a broader saucer.

“That’s a new one,” Baxter said, befuddled.

“It’s the Ebullient,” McGrath said drunkenly. “Whole new class.”

Monroe stepped up behind McGrath, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. “It’s also supposed to be top secret.”

“Why?” Baxter asked, confused.

McGrath shook his head, tossing his hands up into the air. “Because of Fiesta Mode!”

Baxter raised an eyebrow. “Fiesta Mode?”

McGrath staggered back to his chair. “Fiesta Mode.”

Suddenly, the Ebullient surged out of its docking clamps and drifted toward the two Explorers. Baxter noticed something glinting on the new ship’s hull. “J’hana, magnify the ventral section of the Ebullient’s primary hull.”

“Aye, sir.”

Baxter watched as the Ebullient’s signage appeared on the main screen:



USS SECONDPRIZE

NCC-19296-A



“That’s not a Starfleet-approved font!” Baxter protested.

“I guess we shouldn’t be surprised,” McGrath muttered.

“Sir, we’re getting a hail,” J’hana said.

“From the Ebullient–I mean Secondprize?” Baxter asked.

“No, now the Explorer.”

“Fine. Put it on.”

Commander Conway appeared on the screen, looking extremely disheveled. “Sir, am I glad to see you. It took me the entire trip here just to get the comm system working. You have to tell the computer to have a nice day after every f***ing command!”

“I feel your pain, Commander. What’s your status over there?”

“We took out the entire crew, thanks to my counterpart.”

“So he’s still on our side?”

“Not really. He’s kind of deactivated now.”

“I see. What about the President?”

“He’s here, but unconcious.”

“Thank the Bird for small miracles,” McGrath muttered.

“What are we doing here, anyway?”

Baxter shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Sir!” J’hana said. “Secondprize is charging weapons.”

“Hail them.”

“We’re getting a reply.”

“On screen. Initiate Conference Mode.”

The viewscreen split into two parts, Conway on one side, and a steamy, dark scene on the other.

“Who am I talking to?” Baxter asked fearfully.

The steam cleared to reveal a sinister, warped face. Wild, silver-streaked hair framed the face page-boy style. A large scar criss-crossed a creased, demented forehead. Green and red lights blinked on the small device implanted in the sinister neck. A bushy, moustache-less, amish-type beard complimented the look.

“Captain Baxter. How nice to finally meet you. I’m Happymaster Travvy Dillon.” The Happymaster grinned devilishly.

“Charmed,” Baxter replied. “Now get out of our f***ing universe.”

“In good time. First, we need to make off with this prototype of yours. A lot of our fleet was destroyed in Fun War IV.”

“What’s that?”

Conway fielded this one. “You don’t want to know, sir.”

“Anyway,” Travvy continued, “we need this ship. Borg technology was able to take care of the medical problems we incurred after Jean-Jean Picard and Lisa-Love Beck tried to, uh, blow us up. And we’re assembling our old crew–what’s left of them. In short, we’re ushering in a new dawn for the Federation of Fun.”

“I’m thrilled for you.”

“I suppose the whole bit with the other Explorer was just to throw us off?” Conway asked angrily, from the other side of the viewscreen.

“Quite,” Travvy replied. “Anyway, we’ll be going.”

“I don’t think so,” Baxter said. “Give us back the Ebullient, or I’ll order both Explorers to open fire.”

“That’s what you think.” Travvy blinked and averted his eyes.

Suddenly, a gruesome figure rose behind Conway on the Funship Explorer bridge. It was Conway’s body, but headless.

“Commander, watch out!” Baxter called.

Conway looked over his shoulder. “Whoa!”

“Dillon must be using some sort of subspace remote control!” Baxter cried. “Try to block it, J’hana!”

The headless body of Davey-wavey picked Conway up and bodyslammed him. In the background, Tilleran and Hartley were doing battle with a once-again writhing Larky.

“You’re in for it now, you unhappy jerks!” Travvy shrieked merrily, and blinked off the screen.

“Get our people out of there!” Baxter ordered, and J’hana’s hands raced over the tactical panel.

On the main screen, Conway, Tilleran, and Hartley, and the unconcious Jaresh-Inyo dematerialized in a flash of blue as Larky scrambled over to the helm console, while the headless Davey hurried over to the command area to grab his head.

“The Secondprize is doing something!” J’hana said.

“Behold,” Travvy cackled over the bridge speakers. “Fiesta Mode!”

Baxter cringed, turned toward McGrath. “Admiral! What should we do? What’s Fiesta Mode?”

McGrath sighed. “You’ll see soon enough. Trust me, it’s nothing to worry about.”

Baxter glanced at the viewscreen. “Let’s see it, J’hana.”

On the main screen, Secondprize-A’s saucer began slowly sliding backward. The nacelle pylons lengthened and moved forward until they were alongside the saucer. Finally, the now-exposed engineering section opened up, spraying huge bursts of colorful confetti all over the two Explorers. Subsequently, red, green, blue, and orange lights twinkled all over the ship.

“Wow, that’s beautiful,” Baxter exclaimed.

“Yeah, but what’s it supposed to do?” Ford asked, flabberghasted.

Baxter rasied an eyebrow, glaring at McGrath. “It’s supposed to be pretty, isn’t it?”

Suddenly, the stolid female voice of a Starfleet computer crackled over the speakers. “Welcome to the 2375 Galactic Fair. We present to you the Ebullient, Starfleet’s first fully-equipped disco/party ship. The top-secret ‘Fiesta Mode’ demonstration you see being performed right now is perfect for birthday parties, family functions, and barmitzvahs. Contact Starfleet Command’s Community Affairs office to reserve the Ebullient for your next occasion!”

“The Dominion war hit Starfleet harder than we thought,” Baxter said, still glaring at McGrath.

“Why the hell does it have weapons if it’s a party ship!” Travvy cried angrily, flashing on the viewscreen.

“It can be rented out for demolitions, too,” McGrath replied.

“Well, isn’t that fine and dandy,” Travvy shrieked, barking to his helm officer: “Sulli-fun, get us out of this blasted mode and back to our universe. I want out of this screwed-up place. At least in the Federation of Fun there are things you can count on. The crews are happy and the ships are just ships!”

“We’re having a hard time getting the mode to switch back to normal,” replied ‘Sulli-fun.’ “Hold on, I think I’ve got it.”

“Ah, Ah, Ah, Ah, Stayin’ Alive, Stayin’ Alive!” boomed the Secondprize speakers.

“Disco Mode activated,” announced the computer.

“For the sake of happiness!” Travvy exclaimed, blinking off the screen.

“Sir,” J’hana spoke up: “The other Explorer is activating some kind of phased cadion pulse.”

“Effect?” Baxter asked.

“It’s opening up a breach in space. That must be how they got here.”

“It’d sure be nice if we knew how to do that,” Baxter muttered, watching the Explorer, and then the Secondprize-A, drift through the crackling breach.

“Should we follow them?” Ford asked meekly.

“Are you kidding?” Baxter asked, returning to his chair. “Let ’em go. All they did was hijack Starfleet’s newest rental party ship.” He glared at McGrath. “Really, Admiral.”

McGrath shrugged. “The Dominion war did hit us hard. Starfleet needs revenue.”

“But I thought we had no need for money.”

“That’s a load of hooey,” McGrath said. “We were hoping to get the materials to rebuild the fleet by renting that thing out. Now what are we going to do?”

Baxter shrugged. “Don’t look at me.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53577.4. We’re towing the Hoboken, along with the Marvanans, President Inyo, Admiral McGrath, and Ensign Monroe, to the Daystrom Institute, where the effects of the happy beam will be closely studied, happily, by someone else. If I don’t deal with a ‘happy’ person the rest of my life it will suit me fine. Something about that universe just rubs me the wrong way.



Clad in his red and black Starfleet robe, Captain Baxter stepped into the observation lounge to grab the padd he’d been working on at the staff meeting the previous night. It was laying at the head of the table, right where he’d left it.

He rapped it with his knuckle. “There you are.” His sleep had been plagued all night by the elusive solution to the Vulcan word jumble he’d been working on, and he just had to finish it. “Katra. I bet it’s Katra!” Baxter said, tapping the answer into the padd.

“It’s T’Pel,” Conway said, scaring the hell out of Baxter.

Baxter looked over at the viewport on the opposite side of the lounge. It was so dark he didn’t even see Conway there. “Of course. I should have known. What are you doing up at this hour, Commander?”

“Filling out my report for Starfleet Command.”

He tossed the padd with his report to Baxter and the captain paged through it. “Hmm. Davey turned Borg. What a shame. He was a decent guy.”

“It was a bit unusual, sir.”

“No doubt,” Baxter replied. “There, but for the grace of the space-time continuum, go we.”

Conway nodded. “Yep.”

Baxter put the padd down. “Well, we have to go on duty in a couple hours. Want to go down to Mirk’s and get some coffee?”

“Well,” Conway said, reluctant. “I don’t know”

“Come on! It’s the way to start a Starfleet day!”

“When you put it that way..” Conway said, rounding the conference table. “Sure. I’d be…happy to.”

Baxter sighed as the two officers made their way out of the lounge and across the empty bridge to the turbolift. “You’ve got quite the wit, Commander.”

“You really think so?”

“Heck no.”



NEXT: Has everyone on the Explorer gone nuts? It wouldn’t be the first time Captain Baxter asked that question, but this time it might be because of some outside phenomenon. Whatever the case, the whole crew is paranoid as heck, and it’s up to Captain Baxter to save them, if he can. Get ready for “Just Because You’re Paranoid…” Guest-written by Alan Decker!




Just Because You’re Paranoid…



by Alan Decker



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 53582.7. Now that our happy counterparts have once again returned to their own damn universe, things are returning to normal on the Explorer. However, due to the recent bad press we’ve gotten thanks to the alternate Explorer going around blasting people to bits, Starfleet has decided that we’d better keep a low profile for a little while. So, lucky us, we’ve been sent out on mapping duty. Our favorite. Even worse, the Ginantonica sector we’ve been assigned to is just rife with spatial anomalies, distortions, and other galactic errors. Needless to say, the folks in stellar cartography and astrophysics are almost orgasmic with excitement.”



Captain Andy Baxter stifled a yawn as he walked into his quarters. His bridge shifts were boring enough on this type of duty, but the incessant briefings from the science departments he had to sit through in the evenings were really starting to suck the life right out of him. Conway’s personnel reports be damned, as first officer he should have to sit through that crap. Or maybe Larkin, but Richards was still deep in his father/daughter bonding phase. The engineer obviously felt a need to get to know his daughter a bit better since he almost lost her to a temporal-shifting ice planetoid a few weeks earlier. But, all this meant that the only person left to sit through the science meetings was Baxter. He hadn’t spent a relaxing evening at home with his wife in over a week.

Entering his quarters, Baxter was immediately hit with the smell of sizzling steak, delicately marinated in thick teriyaki sauce. He traced the smell to its source: the bedroom. There, his wife, Counselor Kelly Peterman, was standing behind a small grill unit wearing a chef’s hat, apron, and nothing else. The room was lit by candlelight, and a small table had been set up near the bed complete with fine china, crystal glasses, and a chilled bottle of champagne.

“Hi, honeybuns,” Peterman said seductively as she held up one of the succulent steaks with a grilling fork. “Hungry?” She put the steak down, sauntered over to Baxter, and wrapped her arms around him. “Or would you prefer an appetizer?”

“Wow. Kelly, this is…” Baxter really didn’t know what to say. Peterman never cooked. Hell, no one really ever cooked. “What’s all this for?”

“You. What else?”

“I didn’t forget an anniversary, did I?” Baxter asked.

“No. We just haven’t been alone much since this mission started. I thought we needed a little refresher.” She kissed her husband deeply.

“Forrester to Baxter,” the comm system barked. Always the worst timing, Baxter thought.

“Baxter here,” he said, pulling away from Peterman.

“You’re late, Captain,” the testy voice of Lieutenant Commander Clarice Forrester said.

“I’m on my way,” Baxter snapped irritated. “Some of us have a life! Baxter out.”

Peterman’s face darkened. “Andy…”

“I’m sorry, hon. I’ve got to go to these damn things. I’m the captain.”

“Exactly. Change them.”

“I can’t just go doing that,” Baxter said. Peterman stomped back over to the grill. “But I wanted to swing by home and see you.”

“Go to your meeting, Andy,” Peterman said without looking at him. She picked the steak up off the grill again. “Charlie!” Her golden retriever bounded into the room at the sound of his name. “Here you go, my big pile of puppy-love,” she cooed, putting the steak on a plate and serving it to the dog. Charlie dug in ravenously. “That’s my fluffer-nutter. Let me get you a dish of champagne.” Ignoring Baxter, Peterman brushed past him to the table and grabbed the champagne.

“I love you,” Baxter said sheepishly.

“Whatever,” Peterman replied. Baxter took one last longing glance at Peterman, then left.



“This had better be pretty f***ing spectacular!” Baxter groused as he stormed into the stellar cartography lab.

“Sir! Such language,” Lieutenant Commander Forrester gasped. The other three members of her staff present just gaped at Baxter.

“Yeah yeah. Let’s just get to this, shall we?”

Baxter took a seat as Forrester started in with her multimedia presentation on the quasar they’d found. Some days it sucked to be the captain.



Commander David Conway put his feet up on the ottoman he’d ordered brought to the bridge and leaned back in the command chair to enjoy his pre-dinner cup of coffee. The viewscreen showed nothing but the endless void of space stretching out before him. A lot of officers went a bit stir crazy on these missions. Conway, however, never had that problem. A mapping mission was exactly what he needed to wind down after dealing with rampaging penguins, pestering matchmakers, and vomit-inducing happys. Conway set down his coffee and picked up his new Tom Clancy novel. Having finally waded his way through the 5,000+ pages of “Russia Still Bothers Me,” it was time to move on to Clancy’s three part, 32,000 page epic masterpiece, “And I Never Trusted Those Norwegians Either!”

“Would you like me to rub your feet as well?” Lieutenant J’hana, the Explorer’s security chief, asked sarcastically from the tactical console.

“You’ve just got to know how to relax,” Conway said. “These are the missions to savor.”

Suddenly, the science console went nuts, beeping and blipping and pinging and beeping and….

“SHUT THAT THING UP!” Conway bellowed as Lieutenant Tilleran frantically checked her console. Then, just as quickly as it began, the beeping stopped.

“What the hell happened?” Conway asked.

“I’m not sure,” Tilleran said. “Everything’s clear now.”

“Typical. Conway to Richards.”

“Richards here,” the chief engineer replied.

“Could you come up here and check the sensors?”

“What’s wrong with them?”

“That’s your job, buddy. Bridge out.”



“Should I go check on that?” Lieutenant Kamtezen asked as Richards pulled together his engineering kit. “You are supposed to be meeting Larkin soon, correct?

“Yeah, but I’ve got it,” Richards said to the orange-scaled Bewhal engineering officer. “You just keep an eye on things down here. Besides, Conway gets fussy if he doesn’t think he’s getting the best possible service.”

“I will monitor the situation from here then.”

“Great. And send Burke and Lasser to check on the forward sensor arrays.”

“Aye, sir.”



How long will these people keep talking, Baxter wondered, growing more and more impatient. He felt trapped, like some kind of caged beast as the stellar cartography people went on and on and on about this damn quasar. It’s a freakin’ quasar! They’re all over the place! Get over it! It was like the walls were closing in. He wanted to run. He wanted to scream. But he couldn’t. Forget a cave-in or being buried alive or any of that crap. This was the worst form of claustrophobia he could imagine.



“Have you found anything?” Tilleran asked as Richards worked inside her bridge science console.

“Everything looks okay to me so far,” Richards replied. “What kind of readings did you get during the incident?”

“Nothing definitive,” Tilleran said. “It was a jumble of different energies. The computer didn’t recognize anything familiar about it.” Just then, the turbolift doors opened and Lieutenant Commander Kristen Larkin stepped out onto the bridge. She spotted Richards’s legs sticking out of the science console and moved over to speak to him.

“Are we no longer having dinner?” Larkin asked.

“Kristen. Hi,” Richards said. “Sorry. Emergency bridge call.”

“I see. May I be of assistance?”

“You’re welcomed to try,” Richards replied. “The sensors went nuts a while ago. I’m trying to find the cause.”

“Define ‘nuts.’”

“Hey! Could you guys keep it down?” Conway shouted. “There are people trying to read up here!”

“Do you want this fixed or not?” Richards snapped.

“Fixed. Just be quiet about it.” Conway said. He took a long sip of his coffee. As the warm liquid mingled with his taste buds, Conway immediately knew something was wrong. He stared at the mug intently. “Did anyone mess with this?”

“The coffee?” J’hana asked.

“Damn right, the coffee!” Conway said.

“That mug has not left your side,” J’hana said.

“You’re sure?”

“Absolutely.”

Conway took another, more tentative sip. Still wrong. He stormed over to the bridge replicator.

“Coffee. Extra black.” The computer hummed obediently and produced the beverage. Conway smelled the aroma of his freshly- brewed best friend and took a drink…which he immediately spat out.

“Bah!” he shouted, smashing the mug to the floor. “Fix the damn replicators too when you’re done there,” Conway ordered as he charged towards the turbolift. “I’ll be back. Larkin, you have the conn.”

“But I am not on duty,” Larkin said.

“Too bad,” Conway said just before the turbolift doors closed, shutting him off from the bridge.



Lieutenant Kamtezen’s eyes darted around engineering. He could feel the glares of the other engineering officers boring down on him, oppressing him. They knew. They had to know. He shouldn’t be an engineer. He shouldn’t even be in Starfleet. How soon until they dragged him back to Bewhal kicking and screaming? He didn’t want to go. He would not go. Damn it, HE WOULD NOT GO!



Baxter’s mind had gone into autopilot. Sure his eyes were opened, and he looked interested, but, in reality, his brain was replaying the ending of the 1996 Super Bowl. Those Dallas Cowboys sure knew how to play some football.

He was pulled out of his trance by some movement he detected out of the corner of his eye. One of the stellar cartographers kept whipping his head around to see what was behind his chair.

“You okay?” Baxter asked.

“I feel a bug. Do you see a bug? I can’t see the bug, but I know he’s there.”

“There are no bugs on the Explorer,” Baxter said, almost insulted that anyone would imply that his ship had pests on board…well, other than the obvious members of the crew.

“Can I get back to my lecture?” Forrester asked. “I’m starting to think you guys don’t love me.”

Deciding against making the obvious snide remark, Baxter returned his attention to the Super Bowl.



Conway had checked eight replicators so far, but not one of them was working right. Leaving a trail of shattered coffee mugs in his wake, Conway returned to his quarters. Forget the stupid replicators, he’d get some fresh java from his private stash.



“Did he seem a bit strange to you?” Richards asked Tilleran.

“Conway? No more so than usual.”

“I believe he was a bit more violent than usual. Perhaps he’s changing for the better,” J’hana remarked.

“Only you would think so,” Tilleran said.

“That is solely because I am the superior warrior on this vessel. No one on the Explorer can defeat me in unarmed single combat.”

“I believe that statement may be in error,” Larkin replied. “My android skills would give me a clear advantage.”

“Speed and strength are no match for a trained Andorian,” J’hana said.

“I also have been programmed with the knowledge of over 30 fighting styles from around the galaxy.”

“No offense, J’hana,” Richards said, “but I think she’d kick your ass.”

“That remains to be seen,” J’hana said. And it would be seen very soon, she thought to herself. No one was better than her. Especially not some android. Certainly not an android. But the android was a threat. If she wasn’t prepared, Larkin could get lucky. That must not happen. She was the warrior of the Explorer! The android had to go!



Someone had switched his stash. That was the only explanation.

Conway paced his quarters like a tiger. Who was behind this? Who would have the audacity and the stupidity to mess with his coffee?

It had to be Peterman. She always wanted Conway off the stuff. She hated him from the beginning. Mind bending bitch. She’d be taken care of later. Right now, he needed coffee. Good coffee. Real coffee.

After stopping by the armory for a couple of phaser rifles and side arms to use as insurance, Conway headed off to Mirk’s in search of the perfect steaming mug of premium blend Columbian roast.



Now they were whispering among themselves! Kamtezen huddled down lower in Richards’s office looking out on engineering.

They were going to take him home. They were going to turn the ship around any second now and take him home.

What was that?

What someone calling the bridge?

No no no no no.

This couldn’t be happening. He’d worked too hard. Too long. They’d never be able to take him back.

He raced over to Richards’s master engineering console and started to work. They weren’t going ANYWHERE!



“…and that about sums up Quasar 567-B,” Forrester said finally as the stellar cartography staff broke out into applause. “I apologize for the brevity of my report, but we just got a lot of this data.”

“Brevity,” Baxter mumbled in astonishment. It’d been almost two hours.

“Where is that damn bug?” the officer next to Baxter screamed.

“We should power everything down now,” one of the other officers said. “We’re using to much energy. We could run out. I’d hate to run out. Running out would be awful. What would we do? Oh God. We’d die out here. DIE!!!”

“I don’t wanna die!” a third officer shouted. All three of them went running from the room, leaving just Baxter and Forrester.

“Fun bunch,” Baxter said.

“But they love me,” Forrester said, turning a way-too-intense gaze on Baxter. “Do you love me? I need you to love me.”

Baxter slowly got out of his chair and backed towards the door as Forrester advanced on him.

“What do you mean, love you?” Baxter said nervously.

“Love me!”

“Oh boy.”



Conway swaggered into Mirk’s with a phaser rifle slung over each shoulder, one strapped to his back, and four hand phasers nestled snugly in the waste-band of his pants.

After quickly surveying the 20 or so crewmen enjoying a meal or a drink at Mirk’s this time of night, Conway sat down at the bar.

“Going hunting on the holodeck?” Mirk asked, nervously eying the arsenal Conway was carrying.

“Something like that,” Conway replied with a smile that made Mirk want to run somewhere and hide. “Now, get me some coffee.”

“I thought you were boycotting me because of that incident with the chili.” “Forget about the boycott! I. Want. Coffee.”

“Yes, sir,” Mirk said, rushing away quickly and pouring a mug out of the pot of super-premium-double-caffeinated blend he kept specifically for Conway. He tried not to think about the instruments of death Conway was carrying. One false move, one spilled drop, and Conway could kill him. Any of these people could kill him if he messed up their orders. What was he doing in this room? In this business? He never wanted this life. It was far too dangerous.

“You okay?” Amara, his Bajoran waitress and current girlfriend asked, concerned.

“F-f-f-f-f-fine,” Mirk stammered. Steadying himself as much as possible, Mirk carried the mug over to Conway. “Enjoy, sir,” Mirk said quickly, then scampered away.

Conway deeply inhaled the heavenly aroma wafting up from his mug of coffee. Mirk knew what coffee really was. That boy would never lead Conway astray.

Conway took a deep drink, his eyes darkening as the liquid raced down his throat.

“THIS IS DECAF!!!!” Conway bellowed, going for his weapons.



Alarms started going off all over engineering.

“That’s right,” Kamtezen muttered as the engineering staff stopped watching him through Richards’s office window and raced off to deal with the emergency.

“Primary plasma sequencer overloading!”

“Injectors are jammed!”

“The system’s offline!”

Damn right it was offline, Kamtezen thought. He opened the small drawer in Richards’s desk where he kept the emergency sidearms. No way was this ship taking him home.

Rushing out of the office with a battle cry, Kamtezen opened fire on the plasma conduits leading away from the warp core, then, satisfied that they’d been decimated, he turned his attention on the rest of engineering.



The lights on the bridge suddenly dimmed and warning beacons started flashing everywhere.

“What the hell?” Richards demanded, running over to the engineering console. “We’re adrift!”

“What happened?” Larkin asked, turning her attention to Richards. Lieutenant Ford frantically tried to get some response out of the helm console as Tilleran and the operations officer on duty attempted to get some kind of explanation as to what had just happened to the Explorer.

“This is my chance,” J’hana thought to herself. The android was occupied, completely unaware that an attack was imminent. This was the only way. J’hana had to be the warrior. No android could challenge that. No android WOULD challenge that.

Hurdling over her station with the grace of gazelle, J’hana leapt down into the command area and wrapped her arms around Larkin’s neck.

“You are mine!” the Andorian screamed as she wrenched Larkin’s head off. If Larkin could have registered surprise, she definitely would have done so then.

Holding Larkin’s detached head by the hair, J’hana let out another barbaric cry and thrust her hand up Larkin’s open neck into her cranial cavity.

“J’hana, stop!” Richards cried helplessly. J’hana laughed and ripped Larkin’s positronic brain right out through the neck. Then, tossing the brain aside, reached into Larkin’s torso and tore out a large handful of cable, circuitry, servos, and other android innards.

“Where is your android champion now?” J’hana cried victoriously as she lofted Larkin’s lifeless head into the air. “No one can defeat me!”

“Dammit, J’hana! I just fixed her!” Richards shouted angrily.

“Do wish to fight me as well, human?” J’hana said, crouching into a low fighting stance.

Ford looked the Andorian up and down approvingly. “You’re really hot when you’re…” Before he could get out “angry,” Ford was slammed into unconsciousness by J’hana’s foot.

“Calm down,” Tilleran said, trying to sound soothing. “Everything’s okay. Everything’s just fine. We’re all…” Suddenly, the Betazoid’s eyes widened in fear.

“You can read my mind!” she shouted.

“What?” Richards said.

“You can, too,” Tilleran said, near panic. She grabbed the sides of her head. “Stop reading me!”

“We…”

“AUUUGGHHHHH!!!” Tilleran ran off the bridge screaming into the captain’s ready room. A second later, the remaining bridge crew heard the crackle of a force field springing to life. Seconds after that, several bridge consoles popped and exploded with sparks.

“So the ship itself wishes to challenge me!” J’hana shouted.

“Tilleran’s force field is draining too much power,” Richards reported from one of the few functional consoles.

“Then fix it. You are the engineer,” J’hana said.

“Fix it?” I can’t fix this, Richards thought. This is just too much. I’m alone. I need my team. I need help. I don’t even know where to begin. The isolinear relays…no. I don’t know. I don’t know.

“I DON’T KNOW!!!” Richards shouted.



“Can we talk about this?” Baxter asked as he moved out into the corridor, away from Lt. Commander Forrester.

“What’s to talk about?” Forrester asked. “You have to love me!” And he did have to love her. She couldn’t live without love. Did he love her? Oh, he just HAD to. No one else did. The others all hated her. She needed love! The captain’s love!

Baxter retreated towards a turbolift, closely followed by Forrester. On the way, he passed two crewmen walking down the corridor, one a ways behind the other. The one in the lead finally stopped and turned on the person behind him.

“I know you’re following me! Stop it!”

“You’re trying to keep me away from what’s mine. Get out of my way!”

“Stop following me!”

This congenial discussion quickly degraded into a brawl.

“They don’t love me like you do,” Forrester said.

“I guess not,” Baxter replied, ducking into the turbolift. The doors closed, blessedly cutting him off from Forrester. It was about that time his ears finally detected the unusual silence. He wasn’t hearing the engines. “Baxter to engineering.”

“You’ll never take me alive!” an insane voice shouted over the comm system.

“Baxter to security.” No response.

“Baxter to bridge.”

“Are you threatening me?” J’hana’s voice demanded.

“Is everything okay up there?”

“I am invincible!”

“Uh huh. Can I speak to Commander Conway please?”

“The weakling is not here. I could beat him to a bloody pulp with one finger. I could. Really. No doubt.”

“Right. Baxter to sickbay.”

“I’m not coming out!” Dr. Janice Browning’s voice screamed.

“Okay.” Baxter tried a few more departments, and, after his brief survey, concluded that the whole ship had gone completely off the deep end. What the hell was going on? And was Peterman okay? Baxter ordered the turbolift to ascend to the officer’s quarters deck. He then raced out of the turbolift almost right into the waiting arms of Forrester.

“You’re slow,” she said, making an another attempt to grab Baxter as he dove to the carpet and rolled away from her.

“Lift traffic,” he said quickly, jumping to his feet and running towards his quarters.

“Love me! Love me! Say that you love me!” Forrester wailed, racing close behind him.

Baxter finally made it to his door, but found it locked. He pounded on the door chime.

“Kelly! Let me in! Now!”

Forrester was almost on top of him. He backed up against the door as flat as he could just as Forrester leapt at him, devouring his mouth in a wet sloppy kiss.

And suddenly, Baxter heard a whoosh and felt the doors behind him open. Still liplocked, he and Forrester fell back into Baxter’s quarters. Gazing up, he saw Peterman standing over them dressed in some sort of black leather military fatigues looking like a special forces officer from hell. The cigar smoldering between her lips and the phaser rifle she cradled didn’t do anything to make her appear any less threatening.

“I knew it!” Peterman shouted.

Baxter forced Forrester off of him and smiled a weak, frightened smile. “Hi, honey. It’s not what you think. She attacked me.”

“He loves me!” Forrester exclaimed brightly.

“Love this, bitch,” Peterman fired the rifle. Set on heavy stun, the force of it was enough to send Forrester flying back out into the corridor, where she slammed into the opposite wall and slumped down in a heap.

The room doors closed softly.

“Activate Program Peterman Alpha.”

“Captain declared unfit for duty,” the computer said flatly. “Command code authorization has been rescinded.”

“Computer, seal the doors to these quarters. Authorization Peterman delta delta lambda.”

“Doors sealed.”

Baxter looked at the doors, then at the rifle in his wife’s hands. So much for any chance of a romantic evening.



Amara watched in dismay as Mirk let out the highest pitched scream she’d ever heard and dove under the bar as Conway started blasting.

“Come on out, boy!” Conway said. “You know not to mess with my caffeine!”

Everything that could possibly explode behind the bar did as Conway let loose another barrage of phaser fire.

“Stop that right now!” Amara ordered, storming over from the table she was waiting on. Conway gave her a quick glance, blasted her, then returned his attention to Mirk.

“I just shot your girlfriend, little baby. You’re next!”

“Don’t hurt me,” Mirk whimpered. What could he do against a force like Conway? He was best off just cowering where he was. “I’ll get you caffeine.”

Conway just laughed.



Peterman hauled Baxter to his feet and pushed him roughly towards the couch.

“So it was her, was it?” she seethed. Peterman leveled the phaser rifle at Baxter’s crotch. “I sure hope she was worth it!”

“Kelly, honey. Nothing happened. She just attacked me in the hallway. I’m telling you, there’s something strange happening on board.”

“Oh, so suddenly women are throwing themselves at you right and left? Is that it, Andy?”

“No. Just her.”

“Uh huh. That’s really why you’ve been spending all of those nights in stellar cartography.” Peterman jabbed Baxter’s testicles with the rifle a bit too roughly. “Say goodbye, boys.”

Baxter’s eyes darted around the room fearfully as he looked for an avenue of escape. In a corner, Charlie was staring at his tail. Every once in a while, it’d move, and he would try and run away from it, yelping all the while. Meantime, Fritz the kitten was frozen on the sofa, his fur permanently raised in the air as he hissed

at everything he could see.

“Look at our pets,” Baxter said, pointing.

“My pets!” Peterman corrected.

“Fine. Look at your pets. Something’s wrong!”

“They know their daddy’s been very, very bad. He needs to learn that it’s not okay to cheat on mommy.”

“I didn’t cheat on you.”

“Then why were you kissing Commander Forrester?”

“She kissed me,” Baxter protested. “That’s completely different! Kelly, please listen to me. I love you. I would never…”

Peterman pointed her rifle at the ceiling and fired, shutting Baxter up quite effectively.

“I DON’T BELIEVE YOU!” she screamed. “You never wanted me. Nobody wants me. You’ve been cheating on me from day one, haven’t you? HAVEN’T YOU!?!” She slammed the rifle into Baxter’s crotch again.

“No,” he squeaked weakly.



Richards sat on the floor of the bridge cradling the stiff torso of his beloved creation in one arm as he petted Larkin’s detached head with the other.

“Oh, my baby, my baby, my baby,” he wailed softly as he rocked back and forth. “I’m so sorry. I wish I could fix you.”

“Then quit whining and do it,” J’hana snapped, pacing the bridge like a caged animal. She wanted to leave, but she just knew an ambush was waiting for her. They all wanted to try to defeat her in combat. That was fine, but she would fight them on her terms. Let them come to the bridge. She’d be ready.

“I can’t,” Richards cried, tears streaming down his face. “I can’t fix anything. Larkin, my relationship with Janice, the ship, anything. I’m so worthless.”

“Wanna fight?”



Conway stalked around Mirk’s with an insane glint in his eye. Most of the patrons were being quiet, some mumbling to themselves about not wanting to die. Others huddled in corners begging for Conway not to let “It” get them. He’d been forced to shoot a few of the more rambunctious ones. Finally, though, he’d achieved order. Now, he just needed some damn coffee.

“Come on out, barkeep, or I’m moving my phaser settings up a tad. You don’t want to have lives on your conscience, do ya?”

Mirk was absolutely shaking with fear at Conway’s words. He wanted to save the people out there, but he was too petrified to move.

“You hear me? I WANT COFFEE!”

“All right,” Mirk cried. “I’ll make a new pot. Extra caffeine. Just put the guns down.”

“I’ll lower them. How’s that?” Conway replied.

“Okay,” Mirk said, poking his head tentatively above the bar. He could see Amara laying unconscious by a table. Conway was standing across the room. He smiled that evil, disconcerting smile at Mirk again.

“Now how about that coffee, son?” Conway said.

“C-c-c-c-c-coming right up, sir,” Mirk replied, racing to the coffee grinder. He quickly dumped in some beans and turned the machine on.

“Ah, that’s what I like to smell,” Conway said, as the smell of coffee grounds filled the lounge. “Heaven in a bean.”



“Personal log. Supplemental. Kelly has cut me off from every ship system except this one. I can’t leave. I can’t call for help. I can’t do anything. I’m just glad she let me go to the bathroom. Of course, if she discovers me recording this message, I may lose that privilege as well.

What is going on? This is not the woman I married. Hell, no one on this ship is acting right. I just don’t understand. I’ve spent the last hour trying to explain to Kelly that I’ve been faithful. In return, she’s forced me into a French maid’s uniform and made me fix her dinner and rub her back and bathe Charlie and a hundred other demeaning chores. She says she needs proof that I love her. What more can she ask? Uh oh. Better go. I think she’s coming.”



“Personal log. Continue supplemental. I have no idea how much time has passed. No one’s come looking for me, and, from what I can see out the window and hear, the engines still aren’t running. I can only assume that we aren’t under attack. There are usually a lot more explosions and screaming then. So what’s happening? Okay. Think Andy. That man in the meeting kept looking for bugs. Forrester wanted love. And Kelly is absolutely paranoid that I’ve been cheating on her. It’s funny, she’s paranoid about the one thing that would never happen. I love her more than anything, and I’d rather die than hurt her. Of course, this French maid outfit thing is really tempting me. I have got the wedgie from Hell! If she calls me Fifi one more time…”



“Several hours later, and she’s still psycho! She tied me to the bed to make sure I didn’t run off to any of my ‘hussies.’ Normally, being tied up by her would be fun. This paranoia thing has pushed her too far. Paranoid! That’s what they all are…at least the ones I’ve talked to. But how? And why am I not affected? And, most importantly, how can I save my ship? I’ve got to get out of here.”



Baxter closed his log and looked around the bathroom for any sign of a way out. His mind struggled to recall the blueprints for this section of the ship. No luck. And there weren’t any handy explosives laying around either. But maybe…

Baxter slipped out into the bedroom. Peterman was laying in bed half-asleep, but still eyeing him suspiciously.

“Ready to come back to bed?” she asked.

“Almost. I just wanted some warm milk,” Baxter said, walking over to the replicator. “Helps me sleep.” He punched in Charlie Treat #23, the one that always made the dog go absolutely bonkers, then ordered his milk. “I’ll be right back, darling.”

He re-entered the bathroom followed seconds later by Charlie. As Baxter had hoped, the smell was enough to bring the canine running. Baxter dissolved the treat in the warm milk and poured it all over the deck.

“Go get it, boy,” Baxter whispered. Charlie began attacking the floor with a vengeance, trying to get his paws around the non- existent treat.

Baxter exited the bathroom and crawled back into bed beside Peterman.

“Computer, play Baxter Love Mix #4,” Baxter said.

“What are you doing?” Peterman asked as she reattached Baxter to the bed.

“Just something soft and romantic to sleep to,” Baxter said, kissing Peterman softly. She slapped him.

“You haven’t earned that yet, bastard.” She rolled away from him, taking most of the covers with her. As the soothing sounds of Isaac Hayes filled the room, Baxter hoped that Charlie wouldn’t suddenly pick tonight to stop destroying everything someone put in front of him.



It was absolutely clear now that the entire ship had it in for him. Conway tossed the mug of crap at a cringing Mirk.

“DECAF!!!” Conway bellowed. And that sniveling little Maloxian was the mastermind behind this plot. Sure, he looked all sweet and nice, but he was out to take over the galaxy. First, he’d try to drive Conway insane by denying him decaf. Who knew what evil would come next? This had to be stopped right here.

“I-I-I-I’m out of blends,” Mirk whimpered. “You’ve been through all two hundred and three of them.”

“And you’ve sabotaged them all,” Conway said, aiming both rifles squarely at the bartender. “I’ll give you one chance to stop this insanity and give me back real coffee. Otherwise, YOU’RE CHARCOAL!!!”

“B-b-b-b-but I don’t have any!” Mirk wailed.

“Then you came a long way from the Delta Quadrant for nothing.”

Conway’s fingers idly increased the power settings on the phaser rifles to somewhere around incinerate then moved back to the triggers.



Baxter was awakened by the sensation of drowning. Water was everywhere, and he just couldn’t get a breath due to the huge weight on his chest. Opening his eyes, he saw only a moist, blurry black object. This quickly resolved itself into Charlie’s nose. Charlie’s tongue slapped against Baxter’s cheek and worked its way up his skull.

“Did you do good, pup?” Baxter asked softly. Charlie just kept licking him, his eyes shining.

“Unnnh,” Peterman groaned. “Don’t tell me you have to pee again.”

“Afraid so, hon,” Baxter said. “It must have been all that bread and water I had for dinner.”

Peterman undid Baxter’s bonds and rolled back over. “Be back in two minutes.”

“Of course, dear,” Baxter said, padding off to the bathroom after first removing half of the French maid’s outfit from his rear. Wedgie central.

In the bathroom, Baxter’s mood immediately brightened. Charlie had managed to totally destroy the flower-print bathroom tile, paw through a couple of cable conduits, and break through to the jefferies tube below.

“So that’s why they’re called man’s best friend,” Baxter thought to himself as he gently lowered himself into the crater Charlie had dug.

He then crawled through the jefferies tube to the nearest exit hatch, lowering himself into a corridor on the deck below his quarters. He ended up dropping down right behind an edgy-looking lieutenant who immediately whirled around to see what was behind him.

“Are you following me?” the lieutenant screamed, raising his fist into the air. Suddenly, it seemed to register in his mind what he was looking at. The crewman lowered his fist and started laughing hysterically at Baxter’s costume. Never one to pass up an opportunity, Baxter threw two rights and a quick left, then roundhouse kicked the crewman just to make sure he’d stay unconscious for a while.

A couple of minutes later, Baxter emerged from a nearby lab dressed in a slightly-used, slightly small, lieutenant’s uniform. He entered the nearest turbolift and headed towards the bridge.



J’hana’s Andorian antenna detected the sound of an approaching turbolift.

“So, someone dares to challenge me,” she said softly, as she moved into attack position.



The turbolift doors opened onto the bridge. Baxter started to walk out, but was met by an incoming black boot. He dodged back just in time to avoid being nailed. As it was, his nose got a bit smushed.

“Try that again,” J’hana taunted, moving in for the kill.

“Emergency close,” Baxter shouted.

Luckily, the turbolift system didn’t require a command access, so the doors slammed shut just before J’hana’s second kick arrived.

Moving on to Plan B, Baxter headed to sickbay. Maybe Dr. Browning had some information on what was happening. Probably not, but at the very least she might be able to give him a sedative to help him calm down. This whole thing was a nightmare. His whole crew had gone nuts, and he couldn’t even get his hands on a phaser to defend himself with. He should have grabbed the one Peterman had been waving around earlier in the evening, but he couldn’t be expected to think of everything. Baxter was really going to have to talk to Starfleet about that little “the counselor can override the captain” regulation.

The doors to sickbay opened quietly revealing a completely empty room. Of course, the night medical staff were probably off being insane with everyone else. Baxter moved towards Dr. Browning’s office.

“Janice?”

“Go away,” her voice replied from under her desk.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m hideous.”

“What?”

“Just go!” Browning shouted.

“I need your help. Something’s happening to everybody.”

“You think I don’t know that?” Browning demanded, standing up. She’d obviously been crying…a lot. “Look at me!”

“What about you?” Baxter said confused. Other than appearing a bit tired, Browning seemed perfectly normal.

“I’m huge.” She looked at Baxter a moment, formulating a question. “Do I look fat to you?”

Uh oh. Baxter had been married long enough to know this was the death question when coming from a woman. Of course, he didn’t really know many men who’d ever ask it. Answering it was bad enough. No matter what you said, the woman would still think she was fat.

“You look great,” Baxter said, hoping for the best. “Not a bit of fat on you.”

“But my thighs…”

“Janice, we’ve got a medical emergency on the bridge. Bring some tranquilizers and come on. That’s an order.”

Browning looked at the yellow collar sticking out of Baxter’s uniform and the lieutenant pips.

“Did you get demoted?”

“No! I’m still the captain, and you’re my thin chief medical officer. Let’s go.”

“You don’t think my butt looks…”

“You’ve got a beautiful ass. I just want to grab it. Are you satisfied?”

“Really?”

“Can we go now?”



Peterman rolled over in bed and put her arm around Baxter…except he’d gotten really furry. Pushing herself through the haze of sleep, Peterman opened her eyes and saw Charlie laying in bed next to her.

“Andy?” No response. “ANTHONY!” Still nothing.

Peterman crawled out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom, almost falling into the huge hole in the floor.

“Why that…” Snapping fully awake and furious, Peterman threw on her black leather hunting gear and charged towards the door. She stopped herself before leaving and grabbed the phaser rifle. It was important to think ahead at times like this. Besides, this would be just the thing to teach that lying,cheating son of a bitch a lesson.



The turbolift arrived on the bridge, but this time Baxter had enough sense to duck. Browning wondered why Baxter was pulling her down to the turbolift floor, but followed his lead anyway. She was quickly glad she did. J’hana’s boot narrowly missed their heads. Baxter charged out of the lift, knocking J’hana off balance and running to the other side of the room. Browning used the distraction to run in the other direction from Baxter.

While keeping one eye on J’hana, Baxter surveyed the bridge. The place was a mess. Consoles blinked erratically as puffs of smoke billowed out of them. The chairs were knocked around, and Lieutenant Ford lay unconscious slumped over the helm console.

Worst of all, bits of Larkin were scattered everywhere. In the middle of the floor, Richards lay asleep, Larkin’s head cradled in one arm.

“You wish to challenge me?” J’hana said, hopping to her feet.

“Of course not,” Baxter said, moving towards Browning, who was loading up her hypospray.

“Then leave my domain.”

“Richards is here. Why can he stay?”

“He is weak. But now I must fight you. Your challenge is accepted.”

“What challenge?” Baxter said quickly. J’hana was getting ready to strike. “Look, I don’t want to fight you…she does!” He pointed at Browning. J’hana turned on the doctor.

“So. You tried to distract me with a decoy. Very clever,” J’hana said.

“Andy, what are you doing?” Browning said worriedly as J’hana closed in on her.

“All she could talk about in the turbolift was how much she wanted to kick your ass,” Baxter said. That was the last straw. J’hana dove at Browning, catching the doctor with a vicious kick to the side of the head which sent her loaded hypospray flying. Baxter made a diving catch while J’hana continued to wail away on Browning. Recovering quickly, Baxter ran up behind J’hana, who was at this point holding Browning up just so she could pummel her more, and slammed the hypospray against her neck. A second later, both doctor and Andorian slumped to the deck unconscious.

“Sorry about that, Janice,” Baxter said. He rushed over to Richards and shook him awake.

“Chris! Chris!”

“Unnh. Andy? Is that you?”

“Yeah, Chris. What happened?”

“She destroyed my baby,” Chris said, tears welling to his eyes.

“I’m sorry, buddy, but you can fix her later.”

“Fix her? I can’t fix anything. I couldn’t even fix the sensors.”

“Sensors?” Baxter asked. “What’s wrong with them?”

“They went nuts at some point, and Tilleran called me up here.”

“Where’s Tilleran now?”

“Locked in your ready room.”

Baxter walked over to his ready room doors and prepared to knock.

“I wouldn’t,” Richards said. “She’s got a forcefield up.”

“Ariel!” Baxter shouted.

“STOP READING MY MIND!” Tilleran shouted back. Okay, so she was useless. Baxter checked the science console, which was fortunately one of the few consoles on the bridge that was still working. The readings from when the sensors “went nuts” didn’t mean anything to him, but maybe there was another way. He sent the data to stellar cartography and asked the computer to compute where these readings were gathered and any other information it could extrapolate.

Meanwhile, Baxter checked some of the reports that had come in from around the ship. No one could get into Mirk’s. Yeoman Briggs had locked himself in his tailor shop screaming that he wasn’t coming out until his clothes came back in style. Several other assaults. Then nothing. After a while, whatever swept the ship made people stop reporting in.

Baxter heard a groan from the helm console. Ford was coming to. He raced over to assist.

“Are you okay, Lieutenant?” Baxter asked. Ford opened his eyes, spotted J’hana’s prone form, and started screaming.

“Keep her away! Keep her away!” Ford ran to the opposite side of the bridge and huddled in a corner.

“She’s unconscious. She can’t hurt you,” Baxter said.

“She’s faking. I know it. The second I move, she’ll pounce. Leave me alone!”

“Okay. Fine. You have the bridge.” Baxter returned to Richards and grabbed his arm, pulling him towards the turbolift.

“Where are we going?” Richards asked, looking back longingly at his destroyed creation.

“Stellar cartography. I may need your command clearance.”

“What about yours?” Richards asked.

“Kelly declared me unfit for duty.”

“Pissed her off that badly, huh?”

“Oh yeah.”



Conway just seemed to be enjoying this, Mirk thought as sweat poured down his brow. The two had been standing facing each other for a good ten minutes it felt like. Conway just wanted Mirk to try to dive under the counter, to twitch, to do anything to make him shoot. Mirk, on the other hand, was far too scared to do much more than stay frozen in place.

“Havin’ fun yet?” Conway said. His voice seemed to be stretching into more and more of a drawl as this ordeal had gone on.

“Not really,” Mirk replied weakly.

“So, we just gonna stand here, or are you going to bring me some REAL coffee?”

“I told you, Commander. I don’t have any more. You’ve tried it all.”

“I know,” Conway said, his face in a sadistic grin. “I just like watching you squirm like a worm.”

“I don’t want to squirm anymore.”

“Fine by me.”

Conway pulled the triggers, sending two bright beams of death lancing at Mirk.



Lieutenant Commander Forrester felt alone, oh so alone. No one loved her. No one wanted to be with her. She sat against the wall of the stellar cartography projection lab sobbing her heartbroken eyes out in the dark.

Suddenly, the doors opened, flooding the room with light. Appearing in the door frame was a vision of strength, his silhouette filling her heart with joy.

“Andy! You’ve come back to me.”

“Uh, right,” Baxter said, entering the lab followed by Richards. “Lights.”

The lab returned to a normal level of illumination as Forrester leapt to her feet and threw her arms around Baxter.

“Does Kelly know about her?” Richards asked.

“Nothing to know. Believe me,” Baxter replied. He turned his attention back to Forrester. “Can you help us with something?”

“Sure, lover. Anything.”

“I sent some data from the bridge down here. Can we look at it?”

“Okay. But tell me you love me,” Forrester said.

“Commander, don’t make me give you an order,” Baxter said.

“Tell me you love me!” Forrester said forcefully.

“I love you.”

“Yay!!!” Forrester exclaimed jumping up and down and clapping her hands. “I’m your sugarlump!”

“Definitely…buttercup.”

“I’ll put that data right up, muffinhead.”

“Thanks…pudding-pie.”

Forrester set to work, quickly typing away at the console. Occasionally, she’d mutter a “that’s interesting” or a “so that means…” Finally, she lifted her head out of her work.

“This should do it, pouty-lips,” she said, activating the projection system. The room darkened and filled with stars. “Here’s where we are now…” An image of the Explorer came into view amongst the stars. “…and here’s where the sensor blip occurred.”

“Oh, so we’re calling it a ‘blip’ now,” Richards said.

“Stow it, Chris,” Baxter snapped.

“Thank you, honey-tongue,” Forrester said. “Anyway, the computer was able to get a lot more than just a blip. For a moment, it was like we were in another type of space, sort of like being inside a wall. We could detect the wall and only the wall. Also, we could see how far the wall stretched.” She activated another control, and a wavy bubble appear surrounding a vast area of the region of space, including the Explorer.

“So we’re inside some sort of bubble?” Baxter asked.

“Exactly! You’re so smart!”

“Where’d it come from?” Richards asked

“I don’t know,” Forrester said. “That’s not my department.”

“In any case, we’re getting out of here,” Baxter said.

“The engines are down. We can’t move,” Richards protested. “We’ve almost drifted to the other side of this thing, but we’ve still got a good seven hours of drifting to do.

“Then we’ll have to use our inertia,” Baxter said. “What about the thrusters?”

“They should be fine,” Richards said. “But that’s going to be a slow trip.”

“Then we’ll have to try a turbo boost,” Baxter said.

“What’s that?” Richards asked.

“Something I learned from Commander Conway’s race cars.”

“You’re so commanding,” Forrester said in awe.

“And so dead,” an unwelcome female voice said from the doorway. Baxter turned and saw Peterman standing there, rifle at the ready.

“He’s mine!” Forrester shouted. “And there’s nothing you can do about it.” Forrester hit the ground one phaser blast later.

“Not very bright, was she?” Peterman asked as she stalked in.

“She meant nothing to him,” Richards said quickly.

“You aren’t helping,” Baxter said, backing up against the projection control panel.

“Time to make your last confession, Andy,” Peterman said. “How many were there? How many have you seduced while married to me?”

“None, I swear it,” Baxter said, turning to face the console. He moved his fingers across the controls hoping that Peterman wouldn’t notice. “I love only you!” He sunk his head against his chest overdramatically while he typed in the last bit of programming.

“Bravo,” Peterman said flatly. “But I’m not buying it. Goodbye, Andy.” She raised the rifle. Baxter closed his eyes and hit the control to activate his program.

The lab was suddenly filled with a brilliant flash of light as several hundred stars projected on the walls of the room went supernova all at once, causing Peterman and Richards to scream and shield their eyes. Baxter opened his eyes after the flash finished, grabbed Richards’s arm, and dragged him past the blinded Peterman.

“Sorry, honey!” Baxter shouted as he ran out of the lab. “I love you!”



The twin phaser bolts slammed into Mirk with the force of a rampaging Flarn, but he didn’t move. And he certainly didn’t incinerate. Instead, his body began to softly glow.

Furious, Conway jacked the power settings on both rifles up to maximum and fired again…and again…and again.

Mirk just continued to absorb the energy.

Conway juggled the rifles into one hand and, while still firing them, started shooting at Mirk with one of the hand phasers he had brought.

And Mirk kept glowing brighter and brighter until finally Conway couldn’t look at him anymore.

Still Conway fired.

An ominous hum began filling the air, emanating from Mirk as the light around him glowed brighter than any sun.

And suddenly it was over.

Mirk exploded in a flash of energy, blasting everyone in the lounge.



“Where are we?” Richards asked. His vision was returning, but he still had an entire chorus line of bright dots dancing before his eyes.

“Quantum torpedo room,” Baxter replied as he quickly typed instructions into the launch control console. “This is our turbo boost.”

“I don’t get it,” Richards said.

“We’re going to explode a couple of torpedoes behind the Explorer to get us moving faster towards the closest way out of this place. Then, we’ll just fire the thrusters at full blast to increase our momentum out of here. Physics will take care of the rest. If this works and Forrester’s computations are right, we should be out in a few minutes.”

“I should have figured this out. I’m supposed to be the engineer. I can’t even save us from a dangerous region of space; how am I supposed to rebuild Kristen?” Chris said, putting his head into his hands.

“You’ll be your old self soon enough,” Baxter said, patting Richards on the back reassuringly. “I’ve got everything all programmed in. Just input your command code, and I’ll activate it.”

Richards typed in his code, causing the execute switch to start flashing in readiness.

“Of course, this will be the moment that Kelly bursts in to blast us,” Richards joked.

“And here I am!” Peterman said, charging in the doorway.

“Well, that was predictable,” Baxter muttered.

“Step away from the consoles!” Peterman ordered.

“She learns quick,” Richards said.

“That’s my Kelly,” Baxter replied joylessly.

“Did you really think you could hide here?” Peterman said.

“Listen, honey. You’re sick right now. Everyone on board is. We’re trying to save this ship,” Baxter said.

“You expect me to believe that?”

“I’m your husband. You’ve got to trust me.”

“Trust you? After you go run around with that Forrester tramp? I don’t think so. No one does that to Kelly Peterman.”

“You’re really going to shoot me?” Baxter asked. Even though she wasn’t herself, Baxter still expected Peterman to have a bit more respect for his life than that.

“Yep.” Peterman started pulling the trigger as Baxter dove. He hit the ground just before Peterman’s phaser blast tore through the space he’d been standing in milliseconds earlier. Rolling forward, Baxter launched himself into the air, flying at the console. Phaser blasts seared the air around him as he headed towards his target. A stun bolt slammed into his hand, deadening it, just as he fell on the console.

Baxter may not have been able to feel anything through it, but his numb hand worked on the controls just the same.

Four torpedoes soared out of the Explorer’s rear quantum torpedo tube and exploded directly behind the ship, blasting it forwards.

Inside the torpedo room, the sudden jolt, which Baxter and Richards were ready for, knocked Peterman across the room. Richards made a dash for the door, and Baxter, cradling his numb hand, soon followed.

Outside, the Explorer’s thrusters flared to life, propelling the ship forward at an even faster rate.

Inside, Peterman recovered quickly and, ignoring the pain in her now-injured knee, charged out into the corridor after Baxter and Richards.



The blast in the Constellation Cafe subsided finally, leaving only a shocked Mirk. All around him lay the bodies of his friends, his colleagues, and Commander Conway.

Mirk’s powers had kicked in, saving his life. He didn’t need to fear Conway. He was special. He could fight back.

But did any of this cross Mirk’s mind?

No.

“I killed them all!” Mirk cried, and then he dove under the bar, cowering in fear that security would be coming for him any second.



“I think she’s gone,” Richards said, starting to pant from running at top speed down the corridor.

“I hope so,” Baxter said, equally winded.

Richards suddenly fell forward as a stun blast nailed him right in the back.

“So much for your little friend,” Peterman called from down the corridor.

“Kelly, can we talk about this?” Baxter asked, backing down the hall.

“Nope,” Peterman said smiling. She fired, sending a blast right into Baxter’s leg. It wasn’t enough to knock him out, but it sure made that limb completely useless. “I’m going to take you apart one piece at a time!”

She fired again, tagging his other leg. Baxter fell to the floor.

“Once I’m out of limbs, I’m going for the other extremities.”

She lowered the power on the phaser rifle and blasted Baxter’s arm with the already-deadened hand. He tried to crawl away, pulling himself along with his one good arm.

“One more to go,” Peterman said happily.

“GET AWAY FROM HIM, YOU BITCH!” a voice said suddenly. Baxter turned around in time to see Forrester tackle Peterman, knocking them both to the deck. Forrester wrenched the rifle away from Peterman and tossed it down the corridor. “You’ve already shot me twice! No more!”

“You want it from my fists? Fine. Let’s go!” Peterman retorted. The two women began to fight in earnest, rolling back and forth as they showered each other with blows.

“Run away, Andy!” Forrester called.

“Right,” Baxter said. Not one to pass up good advice, though, Baxter pulled himself along as best he good. Rounding a corner, he could still hear sounds of the fight.

Then, the sounds stopped.

Baxter sat still for a few moments, waiting for some sound of something.

Peterman then rounded the corner and dove on top of him.

“Oh, Andy! I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. I love you.” She grabbed his face and kissed him a couple of thousand times.

“You don’t want me dead?” Baxter asked nervously.

“No. I was crazy. I’m fine now. Is there anything I can do?”

“Get me to sickbay,” Baxter replied. “And see if you can find someone other than Dr. Browning. She’s probably a bit upset at me right now.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53584.3. The Explorer has cleared whatever the hell that area of space was, and things are returning to normal. I really hate regions of space that mess with crews’ minds. We ran into that one in the Delta Quadrant that made everyone try to kill each other. Now this one makes everybody paranoid. If we have to hit these, can we at least find one that makes everyone mellow?

In any case, we’ve advised Starfleet of what little we found out, and they assure me that they’ll have a science ship out there in no time to study it, explore it, and name it. As for that last item, I’ve already suggested ‘The Paranoid Void,’ but that was rejected. They have absolutely no sense of humor.

Lieutenant Commander Richards was able to restore engines, the bridge, and Lieutenant Commander Larkin to working order in record time. If he ever really had any doubts about his abilities, that should dispel them.

Everyone stuck in Mirk’s during the incident has fully recovered from whatever the heck Mirk did to them. We found him hiding under the bar, positive that he’d killed everyone. No such luck. Conway’s still alive.

Lieutenant Commander Forrester has requested that I no longer come near stellar cartography. Something about not being comfortable with my presence. Poor girl. I must have broken her heart.

The only other lingering question is why I wasn’t affected. Dr. Browning thinks that my blood problem a while back may have altered my brain chemistry enough to shield me. Or maybe I’m so paranoid anyway that I didn’t notice any change. Who knows? I’m just glad it’s over. Now I get to go home and let Kelly atone for her behavior during the crisis. She promises me that I won’t be disappointed. I can’t wait.



Baxter entered his quarters and was immediately surprised by the sound of his own voice.

“It’s funny, she’s paranoid about the one thing that would never happen. I love her more than anything, and I’d rather die than hurt her.”

“Hey!” he called out to the empty room. “They call these logs personal for a reason.”

“Counselor’s prerogative!” Peterman’s voice replied from the bedroom. A moment later, she emerged draped in an incredibly skimpy French maid’s outfit. Happily, she looked a hell of a lot better in it than Baxter did.

“My name is Yvette,” she said in a fake accent. “And I am here to wait on you hand and foot. You will have ALL of my personal attention.”

“I like the sound of that,” Baxter said, wrapping his arms around his wife.

“For dinner, I have lovingly replicated a glorious rack of lamb marinated in a rich cream sauce, just like you like.”

“Oh, talk dirty to me baby,” Baxter said.

“Shall we eat now…” She forced her cleavage up in her top a bit. “…or would you finally like that appetizer.”

“God, I’m glad things are back to normal,” Baxter exclaimed.

“Andy,” Peterman said, turning serious for a moment. “I don’t know how to apologize to you for what happened.”

“You don’t have to. I know you love me.”

“You bet I do, big man.”

“Can we not use pet names for a little bit?” Baxter shuddered a bit remembering his run-in with Forrester. “Bad memories.”

“All right,” Peterman replied smiling. “Just know that it will never happen again. That wasn’t me.”

“No one was acting like themselves. You were dangerous. Chris had lost his confidence. Conway was convinced every bit of coffee on the ship had been switched to decaf…”

“It was,” Peterman said.

“What?”

“I ordered the computer to decaffeinate all coffee given to Commander Conway. I also switched his secret stash and everything in Mirk’s for decaffeinated. He really needs to get off that stuff.”

“You’re evil,” Baxter said. “When he finds out…”

There was suddenly a vicious pounding at the door and the familiar yell of a furious first officer.

“PETERMAN!!!”

“She’s busy! Come back later,” Baxter replied. He scooped his wife up in his arms and carried her back to the bedroom.



NEXT:



Dr. Browning’s run for a promotion to is aided by a strange, alien gift that just may drive her bonkers. Will she become a Commander or just a stark raving lunatic? Find out in one week!




The Doctor is Out



“Captain! Three Leeramar vessels have locked on to us,” Lt. Ariel Tilleran reported from the science panel.

“They are modulating their shields to a frequency our phasers cannot penetrate!” J’hana called out.

“Leeramar antiproton beams have damaged decks thirteen, eighteen, and twenty-nine,” Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin reported from ops. “And our shields are nearly depleted.”

“We have to get out of here!” Lt. Ford said urgently from the helm.

All eyes turned toward the command chair.

“Hold on just a sec,” Dr. Browning said, flipping several controls on the arm of the command chair. “Whew! That tickles!” she said, as the chair began to vibrate.

J’hana bristled. “Captain, you may want to turn your attention to the battle.”

“What was that?” Browning asked. “My buns feel so warm. This is awesome!”

“More Leeramar ships entering the system,” announced Tilleran. “Doctor…we have to go!”

“Jeeze, fine, we’ll go already,” Browning said, hitting a button that caused her chair to whip around toward Tilleran. “Warp nine!” she cried, stabbing her finger toward Tilleran.

“Doctor Browning…I’m not–”

“I think she means you,” Larkin said a low voice, leaning toward Ford.

Browning pressed another button and the chair spun around like a top as Ford engaged the engines, sending the Explorer into warp.

“Leeramar vessels pursuing,” J’hana announced curtly. “Now what?”

Browning wasn’t listening. Instead, she was leaning over and pulling on a lever underneath the command chair. “What the heck does this do…”

Larkin turned to face Browning. “Doctor, I would strongly reccomend against–”

Suddenly Browning flipped backwards as the chair dislodged itself, sending Browning across the deck behind the command area.

J’hana looked down at Browning with a pouty face. “Did we hurt ourselves, ‘Captain’?”

Browning sat up. “What happened to my chair?”

“You hit the eject lever,” Larkin said.

“Darn!”

“Doctor!” Tilleran called out. “The Leeramar vessels are firing again! This time at our engineering section!”

“Hmm,” Browning said, standing up and strolling over to the science station. “Isn’t that where the warp core is?

“As a matter of fact…” Tilleran said, when suddenly she was interrupted by the computer.

“Warp core has been compromised. Breach in two minutes.”

“Darn it,” Browning said, pounding the science panel. “Does that mean the replicator will be out of order? I could sure go for a taco right now!”

“It means you’ve killed us all, you incompetent fool!” J’hana bellowed, as panels all over the bridge exploded.

Browning folded her arms. “How do you like that.”

Suddenly the lights flickered on throughout the bridge and a set of holodeck doors appeared where the auxillary science station was.

Commander Conway tucked his padd underneath his arm and clapped sarcastically as he approached Browning. “Great job, Doctor. It appears you’ve mastered the operation of the command chair.”

“Really?” Browning said. “Great. I tried really hard. How about the rest of the test?”

Conway looked away for a moment, suppressing a laugh, then he regained his composure. “Not good.”

“Not good as in ‘needs improvement’?” Browning asked hopefully.

Conway shook his head. “Not good as in ‘needs a labotomy.’”

“Aw, man,” Browning said, kicking the tactical console. “Does that mean I have to do that all over again?”

“No,” Conway said. “It means you have to get a perfect on the written portion tomorrow or you can kiss that commander’s pip goodbye.”

“So how hard is that?” Browning asked, scratching her head.

“Let me put it this way: Start studying now,” Conway muttered, turning around and heading for the doors. “Okay everyone, let’s get back to the real bridge.”

Tilleran patted Browning on the shoulder. “It was a good try.”

J’hana scowled at Browning as she stepped out from behind the tactical console. “You realize that a ritual suicide is your only recourse.”

“Gee, thanks.”



Personal Log, Dr. Browning,

Stardate 53608.6. Studying for the promotion test sure is a lot of hard work. I didn’t realize there was so much to know about command. Maybe I should have just stayed a chef. At least chefs don’t have to know about advanced stellar dynamics.



“Doctor, this man is bleeding all over the place!” Nurse Holly Carter called out as she dragged Ensign Sefelt onto a biobed.

“Mmm hmm,” Browning said, engrossed in her padd full of command protocols.

“I could use your help!” Holly cried.

“In a minute,” Browning said disinterestedly. “Start mopping it up or something!”

“But this ensign is bleeding from four different places!”

Browning sighed and pushed out of her chair, heading out toward the main portion of sickbay. “Fine, fine. I’m coming.”

Once there, she took one look at Ensign Sefelt and shuddered. “What the heck happened to you?”

“Mirk’s experimental ‘cook at your table’ night didn’t work out so well,” Sefelt muttered.

“No kidding,” Browning said, grabbing a sealer to stop the bleeding. “What did you have?”

Sefelt looked up incredulously. “Shrimp.”

“Mmm…shrimp,” Browning said thoughtfully as she ran the sealer over Sefelt’s seeping wounds. “What happened to it?”

“I don’t know!” Sefelt cried. “Just make the pain go away!”

“Right, right,” Browning said. “Holly, ten CCs of phenothailene.”

“Right, Doctor,” Holly said, prepping the hypospray and injecting Sefelt. “I guess you can go back to your studying now.”

Browning ducked back into her office. “Thank goodness. I don’t know what I’ll do if I don’t get this promotion!”

“Stop practicing medicine!” Sefelt pleaded.

“Just be glad that’s not jell-o I injected you with, smart guy!” Browning said, waving a warning finger at Sefelt from the door to her office.

Browning was about to sit back down when the communicator chirp rang in her ears.

“Baxter to Doctor Browning: Janice, we have incoming wounded.”

“How many?” Browning asked woefully.

“Just one. We found him unconcious in a small scout ship. There’s no sign of what caused the ship to lose power or what hurt him.”

“Gee, that makes my job a lot harder,” Browning muttered.

“Sorry. Hartley’s transporting him over to you right now.”

“Goodie,” Browning said unenthusiastically. “Holly, start prepping the scanning array. Looks like we have a mystery illness to deal with.”

“Okay, Doctor,” Holly said, patting Sefelt on the shoulder. “You’re all taken care of, Ensign, you can go.”

“Thanks for helping me out, Nurse Carter,” Sefelt said with a grin. “What are you doing later tonight?”

“Sorry, Ensign, I’m already involved with a braindead guy.”

Sefelt shrugged and headed out of Sickbay. “That’s always the way.”

Holly and Dr. Browning stood ready as the body materialized on the biobed.

“Start scanning the brain for possible anomolies. I’ll check his motor response,” Browning said, leaning over the unconcious alien. “Wow. He has cool bumps on his forehead. How exotic!”

Suddenly, the alien’s eyes snapped open. “Greetings!”

Browning instincively hopped back a bit. “Are you okay? A moment ago your readings were almost flatline!”

“They have a way of doing that from time to time,” the alien replied. “I need you to hold something for me.”

“Uh…okay…”

The alien shoved both thumbs against Browning’s temples and suddenly both of them began to shake spasmically.

“Doctor?” Holly asked worriedly.

“There, all done!” the alien said, pulling his hands away and pressing a button on his cufflink. “One to transport.”

“So what did you want to give me?” Browning asked, rubbing her head, as the alien dematerialized.

“Baxter to Sickbay. The alien just transported back onto his vessel. He’s leaving the system! What did you do to him, Janice?”

“Nothing,” Browning said. “He just gave me wierdest handshake I ever saw and left.”

“Hmm,” Baxter said. “If you do as well on the exam tomorrow, you might actually get that promotion.”

“Really?”

“I don’t know. I was just being nice. Me and Kelly will see you at dinner tonight. Bye.”



Dr. Browning stared down at her bowl of gulash, twirling chunks around with her spoon.

“So, Janice, really, why are you doing this?” Kelly Peterman asked, digging around in her chicken caesar salad.

“The gulash? Well, it looked good, I guess.”

“No, the promotion. I thought you didn’t care about rank.”

“Mirk, come here!” Baxter called to Mirk, from his place beside Browning. Mirk scuttled over, calling for Amara to see to some customers that had just entered the café.

“What can I do you for, Captain?” Mirk asked pleasantly.

“This broccoli tastes weird.”

Mirk picked a piece of broccoli off Baxter’s plate and tasted it. “Tastes fine to me.”

“Well, it tastes rancid to me. Something must be wrong with the replicator.”

“Oh, that’s not replicated,” Mirk said proudly. “Amara raised that broccoli herself in the hydroponics bay. She’s got a regular Garden of Eaten growing in there.”

“Uh…good for her.”

“She’s very happy with her garden. She plants the seeds, fertilizes the plants, then sprays them to make sure they stay healthy.”

“Well, it taste’s like she’s spraying her garden with manure.”

“I’ll go check,” Mirk said, rushing back to the bar.

“Anyway…” Peterman said, glaring at Baxter. “What about this promotion, Janice?”

Browning dipped her spoon into her gulash. “I don’t know. I’ve felt weird ever since I got back from Waystation. I figure if I’m going to be in Starfleet after all, I may as well reach for the well, stars.”

“I think it’s a great idea,” Baxter said, warily chewing on his broccoli. “And I know Janice can do it.”

“But you’ll outrank me,” Peterman said softly.

“Yeah, and?”

Peterman shrugged. “Well, I figured we were always such good friends because we never had to worry about rank.”

Browning indicated Baxter with her dripping spoon. “You married him, and he outranks us both.”

“That’s different!” Peterman said, exasperated.

Just then, Mirk hurried up to the booth. “Pardon the interruption, Captain, but I just spoke with Amara. She assures me that the spray she used on her broccoli is completely nontoxic.”

Baxter stared at the broccoli. “I don’t care what she says, I know there’s something wrong with it.”

Browning grabbed a twig of broccoli off Baxter’s plate and sniffed it, rolling her eyes contemplatively. “Deuterium.”

“Huh?” Baxter and Mirk both asked.

“There are trace amounts of deuterium on this broccoli,” Browning said, matter of factly. “Obviously, Amara used an old deuterium canister to water the plants. Case solved.”

Baxter scratched his head as he regarded the broccoli. “Deuterium? How could you tell?”

Browning shrugged. “I smelled it. Couldn’t you?”

“Uh, no” Baxter’s face suddenly grew worried. “Janice, should I be worried? I’ve just ingested some of the ship’s fuel!”

“Oh, you’ll need your stomach pumped. And probably some blood filtering therapy.”

“Just great, Mirk!” Baxter said angrily. “What’s for dessert? Anti-matter?”

“Don’t worry. Drop by Sickbay. I’m sure Holly can help you.” Browning wiped her mouth and stood up. “Well, I have that promotion test early in the morning. I’d better get some sleep so I can be prepared.”

Baxter, Peterman, and Mirk looked at Browning askance as she strolled away. Before she reached the doors to the café, she turned around. “Oh, and Captain, if I were you, I’d call up to the bridge and have the duty officer increase strength to the navigational shields.”

Baxter rubbed his beard, watching Browning duck between the opening doors. “What an odd thing to say.”

“Navigational shields?” Peterman asked.

Just then, a large, oblong chunk of rock slammed up against the lounge’s transparent aluminum windows, causing the room to vibrate from the impact.

“Bridge to the Captain,” came the voice of Lt. Commander Larkin.

“Uh Baxter here?” Baxter asked warily.

“Sir, we were just hit by a small meteor. It appears we have entered an entire field of them.”

“And you just noticed this?”

“Apparently they were masked in a field of radiation, so the sensors could not detect them. Should I increase power to the navigational shields so we can pass through without incurring any more damage?”

Baxter looked to Peterman, shrugged. “I guess so.”



When Conway reached the examination room the next morning, he found Browning already there, tapping excitedly on a padd.

“Computer, time,” Conway said incredulously.

“The time is oh-seven hundred hours, fifty-six minutes.”

“So, can I take the test now or what?” Browning asked, rapping her padd with her thumb. “I’m working on a medical paper on the effect of Dominion biogenics here.”

“S-sure,” Conway said, tossing the padd with the exam to Browning. “There it is. You have three hours.” He chuckled as he swung around behind the desk at the front of the room, taking a long sip from his coffee mug. “You’ll need it.”

“I doubt that,” Browning replied, picking up the new padd and tapping it rigorously.

Conway punched up the Federation News on the desktop terminal and began reading.



THIRTY MINUTES LATER



“I don’t believe it, the Pike City Pioneers lost again! What the hell’s wrong with them,” Conway muttered, flipping to the next page of news on the screen.

His concentration was interrupted when a padd clacked down in front of him..

“Done,” Browning said, and headed for the door.

Conway stared at the padd, then looked to Browning. “You’re kidding.”

“Grade the test, Commander. I assure you, it’s all in order. I did a lot of studying last night. It pays to be prepared.”

And Browning ducked out of the examination room.



“A hundred percent!” Baxter said with amazement, glancing at the padd Conway had thrown down on his desk. “That’s amazing.”

“Yes, suspiciously so.”

Baxter paged through the results of Browning’s examination. “Heck, I didn’t even do this well.”

“You were just given the rank of Captain, sir, you didn’t have to take a test.”

Baxter shrank back a bit. “Well,” he said defensively, “if I’d had to take the command test, I wouldn’t have done this good.”

“I’m sure,” Conway said, folding his arms. “Look, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but I don’t believe Dr. Browning truly got that score.”

“You think there was an error in the grading process?”

“I think she cheated.”

“Commander!” Baxter scolded. “We’ve known Janice for almost three years. How could you even insinuate that she’d try something like that!”

“Don’t let your friendship with her cloud your judgment, sir,” Conway demanded, pacing the readyroom. “Think hard. Can the Janice you know produce even half the correct answers to a test like that?”

Baxter rubbed his beard as he studied the test. “Well, I don’t even know the answer to some of these. What exactly does a Bussard ramscoop do anyway?”

Conway stopped pacing. “Exactly my point!”

“I still don’t believe Dr. Browning is capable of cheating.”

“Well, let’s prove that she isn’t,” Conway said. “That’ll put both our minds at ease.”

Baxter leaned forward on his desk. “What do you have in mind?”



“A field operation?” Browning asked, looking up from the bubbling material in the genetic bath she was working on.

Conway nodded. “Aboard the Escort. We’d put you in command, take you through some real combat drills. Put you to the test in a genuine environment–no holodecks.”

Browning shrugged, pushing the safety goggles up on her forehead and swinging around in her swivel chair. “Sure. Sounds like fun.”

“Good. I thought you’d enjoy that.” Conway stared down at the roiling liquid in the bath. “What are you doing there, anyway?”

“Creating a new type of shellfish for Mirk’s café. It’s as meaty as a lobster, but with the more juicy consistency of crab.”

Conway bent down, sniffing at the boiling white foam. “Wow. You’re creating your own lifeform?”

“More or less.”

Suddenly, a huge red claw emerged from the bath, snapping at Conway’s nose. The First Officer pulled back, startled.

“Watch it, Commander. They’re extremely mean.”

“I noticed,” Conway muttered, rubbing his nose.



“Hey, Janice, I…” Richards said, as he stepped into Sickbay. “Janice?”

Holly ducked out of the doctor’s office. “She’s on a field operation aboard the Escort.”

“Field operation?” Richards asked.

“Yeah, part of her command training, I guess. Can I help you with something?”

Richards showed Holly his hand. “Burnt it on a coil spanner.”

“I’ll go get the dermal regenerator.”

“Thanks.”

Holly returned from the back room shortly with the dermal regenerator.

“Have you noticed anything peculiar about Dr. Browning lately, Commander Richards?” Holly asked, as she ran the regenerator over Richards’s hand, clearing up the reddened area.

“Not particularly,” Richards said thoughtfully. “Then again, I haven’t seen much of her in the past few weeks.”

“I thought you two were pretty close,” Holly said, rubbing Richards’s hand. “There, all better.”

“We are, I guess,” Richards replied. “Things have just been a little weird since I got together with Kris Larkin.”

Holly wrinkled her nose. “Commander Larkin?”

“No, no, no! The other one!”

“Oh.” Holly considered that. “Well, you two were a big item for quite a while. I’m sure she’s just having trouble adjusting to the new situation.”

“You don’t think that’s what’s got her acting weird, do you?”

“I doubt it,” Holly said. “She’s probably just stressed out about getting the promotion.”

“What exactly is she doing?”

“Creating life in the science lab, reorganizing her skin samples. Cleaning out the transporter biofilters. Writing a medical book. Rebuilding the medical diagnostic array. Stuff like that.”

“Uh-huh,” Richards said. “Well, maybe her and I will have dinner or something when she gets back.”

“She’d probably like that,” Holly said, smiling at Richards as he left.

“Ruarrrrrhg!!” SPLASH!!!

Holly turned quickly toward the direction of the sounds. The science lab. “Oh, damn,” she said, hurrying over to the doors, and peeking through. The ‘crabsters,’ as Browning called them, had escaped their tank again. She backed away from the lab and slapped her comm badge.

“Carter to Security. I need a team down in Sickbay” she sighed, “again.”



Escort Log, Commander Conway reporting,

Stardate 53610.4. Day two of Dr. Browning’s field training operation. So far, she’s performed well above my expectations. And still, I can’t find any indication that she’s cheating. But I haven’t given up hope yet.



“Breen raider, this is Lt. Commander Janice Browning of the Starship Escort. You’re hearby ordered to come out of warp and eject your phaser core immediately, under Starfleet order 76559 stroke J.”

“I don’t recognize your Starfleet protocols, Commander,”came the muffled voice of the Breen ship commander. “I recommend you mind your own business and cease your useless threats.”

Browning sneered at the masked Breen on the viewscreen. “Oh, I assure you, Mr. Zgarba, my threats aren’t useless.”

“Then prove it.”

“Ensign Saral,” Browning ordered, “lock quantum torpedoes onto the Breen ship and open fire.”

“Might I remind you, Doctor,” Saral stated calmly from the station beside Browning, “that this ship is one-third the size of the Breen raider. They also outgun us by a substantial margin.”

“You heard me, Ensign,” Browning said, turning in the command chair to face Saral, and inclining her head toward the Breen on the viewscreen. “Fire!”

Saral glanced back at Commander Conway, who was waiting patiently, arms folded, behind Browning. “Commander?”

“Browning’s in command, Ensign,” Conway said. “You’ll follow her orders.”

Conway was almost sure he heard the Vulcan sigh. “Aye, Commander.”

White twinkling quantum torpedoes sailed out of their launch bays on the underbelly of the Escort and smashed into the Breen ship.

“Their shields are holding,” Saral noted, as the Breen disappeared from the viewscreen. “And the Breen captain cut the channel.”

“Fire again, and promise more of the same until they follow our orders,” Browning said.

“Aye, sir.” After a few moments, the Escort rattled. “They are firing back,” Saral noted.

“As well they should. They’re hiding a ton of Ferengi booty over there.”

“What do you recommend we do?” Saral asked. “They will dismantle our shields in a matter of minutes if they continue to fire on us.”

Browning rolled her eyes. “Move aside, Saral.”

Saral raised an eyebrow. “Sir?”

Browning slid out of the command chair and swung behind tactical. “Let me show you something. You have to figure out a dispersal pattern of phasers and quantums that will resonate against their shields long enough to create an interference pattern, then you shoot through it.”

Saral looked back at Conway. “Indeed, but that is far more difficult than you make it out to be.”

“Not really. Just watch.” Browning manipulated the tactical controls with the ease of a seasoned tacital officer, firing repeated volleys at the Breen ship with precision accuracy. Suddenly, an indicator blinked on the tactical panel.

Saral glanced over Browning’s shoulder. “They are hailing us.”

“No kidding.” Browning slid out from behind the tactical console and moved toward the front of the bridge. “On screen.”

“You’ve crippled us,” Zgarba said angrily. “We can’t hope to make it back to our space in the shape we’re in now!”

“That’s the point,” Browning muttered. “Saral, beam the Ferengi cargo into our hold and alert the nearest Starbase to send a tug out to retrieve our friends.”

“Aye, sir,” Saral said, going to work at her panel.

“Hope you enjoy the wait,” Browning said with a grin. “It may be a while.”

“Commander, certainly we can work out some sort of…”

“Cut the channel.”

Conway stepped up behind Browning, clapping a hand on her shoulder. “Janice, that was magnificent!”

“Yeah,” Ford said, turning in his chair at helm/navigation. “You’re beautiful when you’re mean.”

“I’ll forget I heard that, Lieutenant. How about you shut up and lay in a course for the Darinda sytem, Warp Seven.”

Ford turned reluctantly. “Okay, beautiful.”

Browning then delicately removed Conway’s hand. “If you’ll excuse me, Commander, I’m going to go below and see if I can recalibrate the engines. They sound a bit off.”

Conway collapsed into the command chair. “Go right ahead.”

“Commander,” Saral said, once Browning was gone. “Dr. Browning’s behavior of late has been extremely a-typical.”

Conway sighed, still looking at the door. “I noticed.”



“Dr. Browning, what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Browning turned around in the Jeffries’ tube to find Lt. Hartley’s head dangling from the nearby access hatch.

“Oh, hi, Michelle. I’m just recalibrating our warp field.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s a little out of sync.”

Hartley’s head disappeared, then reappeared moments later. “Not according to my instruments.”

“Your instruments aren’t calibrated well enough.”

“You’re telling me you’re picking up something my sensors aren’t…with just your ears?”

Browning finished her recalibrations and closed up the panel. “Sure am. But don’t worry, it’s all better now.”

Hartley pulled out of the hatch to allow Browning to shimmy out. “I’m, uh, glad to hear that.”

Browning bent down, then clasped the access hatch and crossed engineering, grabbing a rag to wipe off her hands. “Sorry I treaded on your territory, Lieutenant. If it makes you feel better, there’s still the matter of the dilithium matrix.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just check it.”

Browning ducked into the turbolift, trying to decide what to do next. There were so many options open, so many different–

Then the comm system chirped.

“Conway to Dr. Browning.”

“Browning here.”

“We just got word from the Explorer. Starfleet sent them new orders. We’re supposed to chart a sector on the other side of the quadrant. We have to rendez-vous with them so they can get moving.”

Browning narrowed her eyes. “Darn it,” she muttered softly, then said in the brightest voice possible, “Okay. I’ll be right up, Commander.”



When Browning reached the bridge, she immediately pulled Conway aside. “Commander, can we talk in private?”

Conway raised an eyebrow. Maybe Browning finally realized how charming an attractive he was. Or maybe she just REALLY wanted the promotion. Either way, she had that flicker of mischief in her eyes that told him she wanted more than a bridge report. And Conway was more than happy to oblige.

“After you, Doctor,” he said, gesturing regally toward the exit door.

Browning led Conway down the narrow corridor toward the readyroom/Captain’s quarters.

“I’ll just unfold the bed,” Conway said, heading over to the sleeper sofa.

“Let me just get something,” Browning said, turning around.

As Conway unfurled the double mattress, he heard the bleep of something electronic. Well, she was kinky, wasn’t she?

Conway turned to Browning. “Ready when you are, Doc–”

And a phaser beam struck Conway dead in the chest, knocking him onto the couch bed with a soft thud.

He let out a confused gasp and lost conciousness.

“You’re dismissed, Commander,” Browning said cooly, holstering the phaser and heading back to the bridge.

When she assumed the command chair, Saral looked at her quizzically. “Where is Commander Conway?”

“Resting,” Browning replied. “I think he’s suffering from exaustion.”

“How odd. He seemed fine mere moments ago.”

“He’s had a lot of stress lately, Ensign. And caffeine has given him a bit of a rapid heartbeat. But I put him under sedation. He’ll be fine.”

“I am gratified to hear that, Doctor.”

“Course to rendez-vous with the Explorer is laid in, if anyone’s interested,” Ford said from the helm, turning to look at Saral and Browning.

“Belay that,” Browning said tersely. “I just got new orders from Starfleet. Top secret.”

“I did not detect an incoming communication,” Saral noted.

“That’s how secret it is,” Browning explained. “We’re to go to the Carissi system immediately. Make that your course, Mr. Ford. Warp Nine.”

“Warp nine, Aye,” Ford said, turning back to face the front screen.

“Engage.” Browning sat back comfortably in the command chair, relishing the calm that set upon her as the stars streaked by on the viewscreen. She was going home.



EXPLORER



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53610.7. On our way to meet the Escort, we ran into an interceptor ship from a species called the Carissi, a non- aligned race whose home system is nearby. They have some very interesting information about the visitor we received the other day.



Bumpy foreheads. How original, Baxter thought, as the Carissi official briefed him and his senior staff in the observation lounge.

“We share our planet with a race of beings that are made up of pure thought,” the official, a man by the name of Horilak, said, indicating the flurry of information about the Carissi people on the front screen. “These beings live in the upper stratosphere of our planet. Hundreds of years ago, we learned to use our telepathic powers to join with these minds and use them to our advantage.”

“Like a symbiotic relationship,” Tilleran said, with growing interest.

“Similar, except that the pure-thought race gets no real benefit from our people, other than the brief experience of being corporeal. Normally, only the most intelligent Carissi are granted the joy of joining with a pure-thought creature. However,” Horilak sighed, “in recent years, a black market has developed for the trade of such minds.”

“A brain trust, if you will,” Baxter said, looking to his officers for some response to the joke. No one laughed.

Horilak grimaced. “I do not see the humor in the robbery of a sentient species for material gain!”

“You’ll have to forgive him, sir,” Peterman said consolingly. “He’s not very sensitive.”

“Hey–”

“At any rate, one such smuggler escaped the Pure Thought Institute four days ago with one of our greatest minds,” Horilak continued. “He stole a ship and attempted to leave our system, but soon ran out of fuel. We caught him just yesterday and discovered that the mind was not with him. We deduced that he came aboard your ship to imprint the mind on one of your crew so he would not be discovered with it.”

“Ingenious,” Larkin said.

“I already checked Nurse Carter,” Tilleran said. “She’s clean. That leaves one other person.”

Richards sunk low in his chair. “Janice.”

“We must find your shipmate quickly. Pure-thought creatures were not meant to dwell in minds as primitive as your own.”

“Especially in someone as clueless as the doctor,” J’hana muttered.

“Watch it, J’hana,” Baxter said sternly.

“What effect will prolonged exposure to this mind have on Dr. Browning?” Peterman asked with concern.

“The longer she hosts the mind, the deeper she will descend into madness, Counselor,” Horilak said hauntingly. “In a matter of hours, her insanity will be totally irreversible.”

“Well, we sure as hell can’t have an insane doctor on our staff,” Baxter murmurred.

Richards shot out of his chair. “We have to find her!”

“That will be difficult,” J’hana grumbled. “We have tried repeatedly to contact the Escort with no success.”

“Well, we can’t just sit here!”

Baxter held up a hand. “Hold on, Chris.” He looked to Horilak. “Where should we start looking?”

“The mind will most likely have the urge to return to its home planet,” Horilak replied. “We should begin there.”

“Okay,” Baxter sighed, tapping his comm badge. “Ensign Madera, lay in a course for the Carissi system, maximum warp.”

“Let’s catch us a brain!” J’hana said excitedly, hopping out of her chair.



“Entering Carissi system,” Ford said from the helm. “Should we just sit here scratching our butts, or do we have a mission to complete?”

“You can scratch your butt if you want to,” Browning replied. “While you’re at it, raise the sensor-reflective shields.”

“Aye, sir,” Ford replied. “So this is a covert type thing?”

“You could say that.” Browning grinned, her smile stretching wide. “You could CERTAINLY say that!”

“Doctor, are you well?” Saral asked from beside her.

“Never better!” Browning chanted. “Take us to the fourth planet in this sysetm, Ford, full impulse!”

Saral examined her panel. “Doctor, five interceptor-class ships have just been launched from the fourth planet. They are broadcasting a message on all communication bands.”

“Starfleet vessel: We are in search of a fugitive from our planet. Please reveal yourself and respond to this hail so we may question you.”

“Ignore that,” Browning replied. “Ford, get ready to take us down into the Carissi atmosphere. Blue alert.”

“And why the hell, may I ask, are we doing that?”

“Do and die, Mr. Ford, do and die,” Browning said mystically, and Ford just turned around and sighed as he layed in the course.

Blue lights flared to life around the bridge as the landing alert sounded. “Venting plasma from the warp nacelles and rigging for atmospheric entry,” Ford noted. “For no damn good reason that I can see.”

“Sir,” Saral said, as new bleeps sounded from her panel. “Another ship has entered the system. It is the Explorer. They are broadcasting their own wide-band hail.”

“Ignore them too.”

“Ignore the Explorer, sir?”

“You heard me.”



Baxter shifted in his command chair, watching Carissi Four grow large on the viewscreen. “Where are they?”

“More than likely, they are running in silent mode, with the SR shields up,” J’hana replied.

“It could be worse, I guess,” Baxter said, leaning over to address Horilak. “They could be cloaked.” He turned to Ensign Sefelt, who was manning the Enviroment/Mission Ops station to his left. “Mr. Sefelt: Go into the conference lounge with a pair of binoculars and look for the Escort.”

Sefelt shrank behind his station. “You want me to search the entire area of space in front of the ship with just a pair of binoculars?”

“You have a better way to find a ship with SR shields?” Baxter asked pointedly.

“I guess not. But why me?”

“Because I’m the damn Captain and I gave you a damn order, now go!” Baxter insisted, jabbing a finger at the door to the conference lounge.



Browning giggled pleasantly to herself as the atmosphere of Carissi Four whipped by on the viewscreen. “All stop. Find a thermal layer and stay inside it.”

Ford maneuvered the Escort about, catching it on a thermal wave that sent a shiver down the length of the tiny ship. “We’re jammed in, sir. What next?”

Browning turned to Saral. “I want you to modulate the sensor- reflective shields to a bandwidth of 447.5.”

“May I ask for what purpose?”

“You may ask,” Browning said. “But I won’t tell you. Just do it. That’s an order.”

“Very well. Modulating shields.”

“Explorer to Escort,” Captain Baxter’s voice suddenly chimed over the comm system. “Someone over there respond to me. You have an alien mind aboard!”

“An alien mind?” Ford asked. “The Captain’s gone over the deep end this time.”

“Yes, the deep end,” Browning cackled. “Open the plasma shunts!”

“If you say so,” Ford replied, tapping the helm console.

Crackles of energy suddenly rippled across Escort’s hull. Bolts of electricity surged out of the ops console, knocking the ensign that was manning it to the deck.

Browning hopped to the ensign’s side, pressing fingers to his temples. “My, my, that’s good mind juice!”

“What is happening?” Saral asked mildly, as surges continued to rack the Escort.



“I’m picking up huge plasma bursts near the southern hemisphere,” Tilleran suddenly announced.

“On screen,” Baxter said, standing. “Maximum magnification.”

An opaque sensor shadow wobbled on the screen.

“That would appear to be the Escort,” Lt. Commander Larkin observed.

“I’m willing to bet. Keep trying to raise her.”

“Your doctor is getting power from the energy fields in our atmosphere. That is where the pure-thought creatures live. If she absorbs enough power, she’ll be unstoppble,” said Horilak.

“I can imagine,” Baxter said uneasily.



“What is happening,” Saral repeated, trying to hold on to her station as the Escort rattled.

Fire surged in Dr. Browning’s eyes as she turned on Saral. “I want some mind-energy, Miss Pointy-ears!” Browning reached over to Ford and palmed his head with one hand, sending surges of power through him.

“That comment was unnecessary, Doctor.”

“I’m not having fun!” Ford cried, dropping to his knees as a glowing field wrapped around him, presumably sucking his mind energy out for Browning’s use.

“Tra la la, tra la la!” Browning shrieked as her eyes rolled back into her head. “It’s so fun to eat minds!”

“You are delusional, Doctor,” Saral said, climbing over her station in an attempt to apprehend Browning.

“No ya don’t!” Browning cried, releasing Ford and pressing her fingers into Saral’s forehead.

“To quote a human aphorism, two can play at that game,” Saral replied, momentarily stunned by Browning’s assault. She pressed her hands against Browning’s cheeks and chanted, “my thoughts to your thoughts, my mind to your mind…our minds are one!”

“Your mind is a whopper, Saral! Good stuff!”

As the Vulcan and the doctor grappled, the comm system chirped to life again: “Janice, it’s Christopher! You’re probably very confused right now, but you have to believe me. That mind is not good for you. It’s getting all scambled up in there. If you love it, Janice, you have to set it free!”

Browning released Saral’s temples. “Christopher?”

“Yes, it’s Christopher. You remember me, don’t you?”

“Of course, silly. What do you want?”

“You need to leave that planet’s atmosphere and return to the Explorer. You’ve got an alien mind in you.”

“You don’t say.”

“Janice, this is not the time to argue.”

Browning shoved Saral to her knees. “Then let’s not argue, Christopher. This is what’s best for me, and it’s definitely what’s best for my mind.”

“That’s just it,” Richards’s voice called back. “It’s not your mind! You have to give it up!”

“Is that really how you feel?” Browning faltered. This was confusing. Her mind was telling her one thing, Chris another. Who was telling the truth?

“Janice, you have to get out of there!”

“Can I have a minute to think about it?”

“No!”



“We lost the channel,” Richards said, pounding the engineering station. “Too much interference from the plasma bursts.”

“Options?” Baxter asked curtly.

“Tractor beam,” J’hana replied.

“Not possible,” Horilak said sharply. “The mind-being’s energy is wrapped around your ship. If you try to pull it out, it will be destroyed.”

“Well, in that case, I think this crew’s fresh out of ideas,” Baxter replied.

“Maybe she listened to me,” Richards proposed.

“That’s a laugh,” Baxter huffed. “Really, what do we do now?”

Suddenly, the Escort appeared in full on the viewscreen, and the wisps of energy that had surrounded it slowly drifted away. It turned hard on a wing and sailed out of the atmosphere.

“Escort to Explorer,” came Browning’s breathless voice.

“Explorer here,” Baxter replied warily. “What’s your condition, Doctor?”

“Dazed, and a bit hungry, sir. The good news is, I’m thinking a lot more clearly again.”

“Ready to retake that promotion test?”

“Not on your life.”

“J’hana, tractor the Escort back to its hold.” Baxter took his seat. “Well, Chris, it seems your words of wisdom did the trick.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Richards said thoughtfully. “Wait a minute, what do you mean?”

“It just seemed like she was all-to-willing to choose your recommendation over that of the alien mind.”

“Of course, she was. Wouldn’t you?”

Baxter shrugged. “Only if I was in love with you. Which I, by the way, am not.”

“What are you saying?”

“Nothing,” Baxter giggled.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Turns out those pure-thought creatures are excellent for test-taking situations. Horilak, who apparently is part of the Carissi Proctoring Commission, explained that the biggest customers of the black market ring are university students. When will they learn that real knowledge is gained through studying and hard work, not allowing mind creatures to inhabit your body?

Horilak also told me that when the minds take over an incompatible host, they tend to take on the qualities of that host. Hence, the mind creature inhabiting Dr. Browning was overcome by the incredible need to eat the minds of others. Thankfully, we were able to stop her before she finished the appetizers.



Dr. Browning sighed as she ran the brainwave inducer over Lt. Ford a second time as he sat motionless on the biobed.

“Zack, can you hear me?” Peterman asked, holding the helmsman’s hands. “Do you remember me? It’s Counselor Peterman!”

Ford’s eyes snapped open. “Who?”

“Oh, you poor thing,” Peterman muttered. “You’ve got amnesia.”

“Yep, that’s right. Maybe if you sleep with me it’ll bring back some of those memories.”

Peterman released Ford’s hands. “Hmmm. Appears he’s back to his old self.”

“Yes, it certainly does,” Browning agreed. “Sorry I tried to suck out your mind, Mr. Ford. It was nothing personal.”

“Don’t give it a second thought,” Ford said, hopping off the biobed. “I don’t suppose you’d…”

“Not a chance.”

“Just thought I’d ask,” Ford replied sullenly, shuffling out of Sickbay.

“Well,” Peterman said, sliding up onto the biobed. “What about your promotion?”

“I didn’t get it, obviously,” Browning sighed, placing the brainwave inducer back into its case. “Extenuating circumstances and all.”

“Figures. Are you going to try again?”

Browning shook her head. “I don’t think so. After having a 500 IQ, I kind of realized that there are more important things in life than rank.” She walked over to the replicator.

“Like what?” Peterman asked.

The replicator hummed to life and Browning reached in, then turned around, plate in hand. “Like Jell-O! Want some?”

“Sure.”

Peterman and Browning slurped up the Jell-O quietly for several minutes.

“So you really don’t want to be a Commander?” Peterman finally asked.

Browning shook her head, swallowing a Jell-O chunk. “I think it’s best I stay away from the bridge as much as possible for the next few days. What with shooting Commander Conway, and all.”

“Yeah, he did get pretty ticked about that.”

“Well, I said I’d make it up to him.”

Peterman shot Browning a wary look. “Janice…”

“I told him I’d watch him drive his silly NASCAR.”

“Like a date?”

Browning shrugged. “He probably thinks it is.”

“That doesn’t sound wise.”

“Hey,” Browning said, shoving her empty plate into the reclamator. “I handled a vast alien intelligence. I think I can handle the Commander’s primitive advances.”

“I hope so. Commander Conway’s a sly one.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Underneath that dry, coffee-drinking exterior lies a cold, calculating mind, not unlike the one that inhabited you.”

“I seriously doubt that,” Browning said with a chuckle.

Just then, the doors to Sickbay parted, and Commander Conway strode through, decked out in a gleaming silver and gold jumpsuit. The jumpsuit was covered with patches inscribed with words such as “Valvoline” and “McDonalds” and “DuPont.” He had a gold helmet tucked under his arm.

“You ready to go?” he asked, slipping on a large pair of silver-reflective sunglasses.

Browning burst into laughter.

“Mm mm,” Peterman said, smiling. “I stand corrected, Janice.” Then she too fell off the biobed in hysterics.

“What? What in the hell is so damn funny?”

Browning looked up from her place on the floor, wiping tears from her eyes. “Pay no mind, Commander. Pay no mind.”



NEXT: So where has the mysterious Irma Wilson been all this time? Turns out she’s been getting ready for the showdown of the century, and when she tracks down Mirk, it may just be time for the show…to, uh…go down. Is our little Maloxian buddy ready? Find out next week!




The Wrath of Irma



PFEFFER THREE



“So how does one have any fun around here?” asked the Bolian at the bar, obviously unaware that the Klingon bartender wasn’t interested in talking.

“You got your drink, baldy, what more do you want?” the Klingon, who was called “Trank” by his friends and “Trouble” by his enemies, called over his shoulder.

“Some freaking conversation!”

Trank didn’t look back at the unwieldy Bolian. He was intent on the screen above the bar. “This ain’t a place to come to talk, little boy blue. I suggest your blow your horn elsewhere.”

“You all are obviously a bunch of vid junkies. Don’t you have anything better to do than watch a screen all day?”

“We ain’t vid junkies!” retorted Trank. “This is the latest episode of the Jor’Koval show. He’s brought a Breen freighter captain on the show to express his love for a Tellarite free- trader.”

“Now I have seen everything,” the Bolian muttered. “I hardly call that entertainment.”

Trank finally turned around, heaving his bulk over the bar, so he was eye-to-eye with the customer. “It’s entertainment far as I’m concerned, punk. And if you don’t like it, you can–”

Then a howling wind crashed through the bar, upturning stools and blowing out the festive candles. One of the customers, a Yridian, lost his toupee.

“What’s the big idea?” Trank called out, as the doors to the bar slammed open with a clank, filling the dank establishment with pouring light.

The wide doorway framed a large and ominous shadow. With a measured series of thuds, the shadow clomped forward. It was a woman–a human woman, and fatter than any Trank recalled ever seeing.

She’s marvelous, he thought, as his mouth hung wide.

The woman thudded over to the bar, shoving the Bolian to the floor.

“Hey!”

She ignored the Bolian’s cries and fixed the bartender with a bone-chilling stare. The Klingon had been through his fair share of fights, but this human woman petrified him.

“I’m looking for someone,” she said dully.

“Someone passes through here all the time,” Trank replied, trying to appear cavalier.

The woman flashed a padd. “He looks like this. Tallish. Gangly. Spots about the forehead and neck. Goes by the name of ‘Mirk.’”

Trank scratched his head, narrowing his one good eye at the picture. “Yeah, he was by here a few days ago. Came in a Federation runabout, looking for ‘specialty drinks.’ I told him the only specialty drink we had was blood wine and he left.”

The woman’s sea-blue eyes widened as if she’d been showed a huge roast beef feast. “Super. Thanks.”

She heaved her massive bulk toward the door.

“Hey, lady!” Trank called over her shoulder.

The behemoth didn’t turn. “Yes?”

“You on some kind of trek or something?”

The woman cackled, fierce and chilling through the stone cold Pfefferian night. “Yes, you could say that. And I’d love to tell you all about it. But first I have a job to finish.”

Trank shivered as the doors slammed shut, plunging the bar once again into darkness.

The Bolian pulled himself to his feet, dusting off his jacket. “What was that all about?”

“It was about the finest piece of human meat I ever seen, kid. Now get out of here, before I fill ya with disruptor holes!”



USS RIO DE JANEIRO



“Wake up!” Ford said, clomping Mirk on the back of the head.

The Maloxian’s eyes snapped open and he sat up in the pilot’s chair next to Ford’s at the front of the cockpit of the runabout Rio De Janeiro. “Are we back already?”

“No,” Ford said tiredly. “Another few hours at least. I woke you because we got an emergency communique from the Explorer. They need your recipe for chili.”

“That’s an emergency?” Mirk said in disbelief. “For Directors’ sake, can’t they just replicate it?”

“The captain said that wasn’t good enough,” Ford replied. “He was very insistent that they get that recipe.”

“Fine,” Mirk said, calling up the communications subroutine on his terminal. “Disturb my beauty rest. Just for that, I’m leaving out the cayenne pepper.”

“You’re insideous,” Ford said, folding his arms and leaning back in his chair. “How about your watch the controls for awhile. I need beauty sleep too.”

“You certainly do.” Mirk quickly tapped the recipe into the message window and sent the comm marked Priority One. Baxter would get his chili, but it wouldn’t be near spicy enough.

“What are you guys yammering about?” Amara asked from the rear of the runabout cockpit. She was sitting cross-legged, hands up, before her Bajoran prayer mandela.

“Chili,” Mirk said. “Are you still praying to that thing?”

“I have to pray to the prophets every ten hours. It’s especially important now that I’m in a relationship with someone. You wouldn’t want them to damn us for all time, would you?”

Mirk shrugged, wandering over to the aft of the cockpit to join Amara. “I suppose not. But, then again, I don’t put much faith in your wormhole aliens.”

“Prophets.”

“Whatever. The Directors are gods enough for me.”

“Directors. Hah. They’re just giant eyeballs.”

Mirk sighed. “Amara, we have this conversation way too often. The Directors are far more than giant eyeballs.”

“Fine, but you have to agree the Prophets are more than just wormhole aliens.”

“Have you ever seen a prophet?”

“Well, no.”

“I’ve seen the Directors. And they’re fantastic.”

“Ever heard of faith? If you had to see your gods to believe in them, then no one would believe in anything.” Amara turned away from her mandela, glaring at Mirk. “Except for your fantastic Directors.”

“Leave them out of this!” Mirk insisted, when suddenly a proximity detector beeped incessantly from the helm control.

“What is that?” Amara asked, following Mirk back to the front of the cockpit.

“I don’t know. Last I checked, we were in deep–” Mirk glanced at the panel. “Shit.”

“Deep shit?”

“Deep space,” Mirk corrected, slapping Ford on the back of the head. “And deep shit. Wake up, pretty boy.”

“Huh?” Ford rubbed his head. “What’d you wake me up for?”

Mirk brought the Rio De Janero’s weapons and shields online and brought it about, pointing at the glimmering craft outside the front viewport. “That.”

Ford’s eyes widened. “Oh my!”

The lithe, red, angular ship descended on the Rio De Janeiro, the large weapons barrel at its bow gleaming.

“What sort of ship is that?” Amara asked quizzically.

“It’s from the Starshine Cult, sweetie,” Mirk said, gently pushing Amara down into her seat behind him. “Buckle up.”

“What are we going to do?” Ford asked.

Mirk shrugged. “You tell me. You’re the helmsman. And the ex-cult member.”

“Hey! My brain was totally unwashed!”

Then the ship fired its first volley, sending the cockpit of the Rio De Janeiro into a chaos of sparks, smoke, and alarms.

“That does it for shields. Another shot will finish us,” Ford said, frantically working at the helm.

Suddenly, the comm system chirped to life: “Greetings. This is the Cultship Starshine. Give us the Maloxian and you will be spared.”

“Sesil?” Ford asked meekly.

“Yes, child. I’m glad you remember me. Now, if you please, the Maloxian.”

“You’ll have to kill us to get him!” Amara cried.

“As you wish,” the voice said, sounding bored.

“Here comes another blast,” Mirk said, and Ford dodged it, dumping everything the Rio De Janeiro had into engines.

“I’m about done being nice. I have a demanding schedule. Please, just turn him over,” Sesil continued.

“What do you want with me?” Mirk asked, as Amara sprayed extinguisher fluid on one of the sputtering panels.

“There are questions, little guy. Now how about you come on over here and talk to us.”

“Stop jabbering!” a cranky voice suddenly broke in. “We’re not going to get him by being nice. Let me handle this.”

“But, large one, are you sure that’s a good idea?” asked Sesil.

“Large one?” Ford mouthed.

“I’m not arguing it with ya, Sesil. Now hold on your horses and sit back a bit while I take care of things.”

Mirk scratched his head. “What’s going on over there?”

Then the air behind Mirk prickled with energy, and he swung around just in time to see a pinkish crackle erupt behind him, and a meaty fist emerge, deadset on wrapping itself around his neck.

Ford scrambled out of his seat, fumbling for a nearby phaser.

Meanwhile, a large shape lumbered through the shimmering portal, and screams filled the Rio De Janeiro cabin–one, female, hoarse and deep, more a battle cry, and the other Ford’s, shrill and high-pitched.

“IRRRRRRRRRRRMA!” Ford cried, yanking out a phaser from under his chair and blasting away, upping the setting as he blasted.

Mirk scrambled around the woman, grabbing Amara by the arm and yanking her back into the recesses of the runabout..

Seemingly oblivious to the phaser blasts, Irma slowly lumbered toward the aft cabin of the runabout. She glanced side-long at Ford. “Surprised to see me again, gorgeous?”

“It can’t be It just can’t be!” Ford cried, continuing to blast his phaser into her.

“Oh, it certainly can be. Get your facts straight, Mr. Ford.” Irma left Ford behind in the cockpit and raced into the aft cabin. She found Mirk hiding behind the conference table. She drilled that steel gaze of hers into Mirk’s eyes. “You were warned that I was on my way. You should have used this time to prepare.”

“Prepare?” Mirk gulped, shoving Amara behind him as he slowly stepped out from behind the table.

“For the face-off!”

Mirk blinked. Now he remembered the woman. Remembered the dream that plagued him for several months at the beginning of the Explorer’s mission. It started out like any of his most pleasant dreams–on Malox, on a sunny day, with gorgeous Maloxian women fanning him and feeding him umja fruit. Then she appeared, like a dark rider riding a pale horse through a storm-lit sky, eyes searing red, bursting and cracking the round around him. In those dreams, it was always the same: the woman, Irma, handed him a card embossed with the fancy words “IRMA WILSON, MIRK’S WORST ENEMY, SINCE 1996.”

And now that dream had come true. Irma had waddled into Mirk’s life, intent on wiping him off the face of the galaxy.

Mirk pushed up the sleeves on his sportcoat and glared hard at Irma. It was time to make his stand. “Okay, you fat tub of farsha, I’m ready for you.”

“Are you now?” Irma asked with an impish grin, slamming a fist toward Mirk’s face.

The Maloxian dropped to his knees, grinding two fists into the woman’s massive stomach, twisting with all his might. Irma howled loud throughout the cramped smoky cabin. Mustering up every bit of power he had, Mirk heaved the huge human into the air and stood, slowly spinning, spinning, faster and faster.

Then he chucked her at the aft bulkhead, which she hurtled through as if it were thin air.

Mirk grabbed Amara and led her by the arm back into the Rio De Janero’s cockpit. He collapsed into the chair beside Ford. “It’ll take them a while to collect her. I suggest we make a quick retreat. Maximum warp.”

“Agreed.” Ford pulled himself into the pilot’s chair and engaged the Rio De Janero’s engines. The Starshine ship didn’t follow, since Irma was still backstroking around in deep space.

“What was that hideous monster?” Amara cried, running to Mirk’s side and laying her head down in his lap.

Mirk ran a hand through Amara’s hair, gazing off into the space outside Rio De Janero’s forward viewport. “That,” Mirk said breathlessly, “was Irma.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53619.7. Mirk, Amara, and Ford have returned to the Explorer, bearing fancy Gorn cheese, expensive cigars from the Tellar system, a rare type of Betazoid beer, and some very disturbing news. It appears that, after our brief jaunt back in time to stop Irma from destroying the lives of our ancestors a year and a half ago, that insane woman has somehow traveled forward four hundred years to wreak more havoc on us. And now, apparently, the sum of all her dementia is focused squarely on Mr. Mirk.



The senior staff of the Explorer collectively flinched as they watched the flight recorder data of Mirk shoving his fingers into Irma’s gut and twisting.

“Ouch. The old stomach grinder,” Lt. Commander Richards murmurred, as Baxter turned in his chair, putting his back to the conference room viewscreen.

“Computer, pause playback.” Baxter folded his hands on top of the conference table. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but the prospect of renewed activity from the Starshine cult scares the booties right off of me.”

“Booties?” Conway asked, amused.

“Twentieth century vernacular, Conway,” Baxter snapped. “I thought it appropriate, since we are dealing with a resident of that time frame.”

“Sir,” Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin piped up, “for the sake of accuracy, I might point out that, in the twentieth century vernacular, the word ‘booty’ was primarily used to signify some sort of sexual gathering. A meaningless, often sweaty and steamy interlude between to partners of differing, or sometimes the same sexual–”

“Well, that’s not really important.” Richards quickly cut Larkin off. “Let’s get right to the details, shall we?”

Baxter raised his eyebrows. “Right. Well. It looks like our fears about Irma were well founded. She does seem to have powers similar to Mirk’s.”

“But,” Mirk said from the other end of the table, “let’s remember that I did kick her ass.”

J’hana folded her arms. “That remains to be seen.”

“Oh, like you could have done better?”

“I could certainly make short work of you, little man.”

“People, people,” Conway said, pounding the table. “Now

is not the time for petty bickering. We have to be ready for that Starshine ship to show up at any minute. They evidently bounced back quite well from our bout with them last year.”

“Which brings up a good point,” Richards said. “From what Lt. Hartley tells me, that ship is capable of making mincemeat of the Explorer.”

“And she would have, if we hadn’t come up with that ingenious plan to use an antigraviton beam to counteract their weapons-reflective shielding,” said Tillearan

“Well, we have to assume they’ve made adjustments for that, if they’re making noise again,” said Baxter. “It’s been almost a year since anyone in the Federation has had contact with this ‘cult.’”

“For all we know, they could have a fleet of those ships by now,” J’hana rasped.

“I find that unlikely,” Ford said. “They have a large workforce, but they lack the ingenuity and resources to build anything theirselves. And anyone who has a lick of sense before they join the cult loses it almost immediately after joining.”

“That still leaves piracy,” Conway said, sliding a padd over to Ford. “Starfleet security has logged over thirty different raids on outlying weapons and supply posts in the last six months. Each of the reports makes no mention of a ship, only of a quick, very strange, attacking force.”

“Bald?” Baxter asked, raising an eyebrow.

Conway nodded gravely. “Balder than Captain Picard himself, sir.”

“Then that’s the lead we were looking for,” Baxter replied, gripping the oaken conference table. “Have Starfleet security let us know if they hear about anything else like that. Meanwhile, we’re going to retrace the Rio De Janero’s flight path. See if we run into that ship.”

“I’d better get us ready for an old fashioned brawl,” Richards said, rising from his chair.

“Speaking of brawl, sir,” Mirk spoke up, moving over to Baxter’s end of the table as the staff cleared out of the conference room. “What about Irma? It seems like she’s the real power behind this cult. She talked to the cult leader like he was nobody. Isn’t she the one we should really be worried about?”

Baxter waited for everyone else to clear out of the room before he hopped up onto the table and turned to face Mirk. “I take it you haven’t had much experience with this woman, have you, Mirk?”

“Just the butt-kicking I gave her earlier today.”

“Well.” Baxter clapped either side of the table. “This woman was not a warrior back on twentieth century Earth. She was a societal reject, with severe psychotic delusions. She obsessed over a television program called Star Trek–a program that bears a striking resemblance to life today. She ate things called ‘cheeze-its’ and ‘malomars’ on a regular basis. We’re not talking about a criminal mastermind here.”

Mirk turned toward one of the oblong, floor-to-ceiling viewports that lined the front of the conference room, watching the stars that streaked toward him. “She’s changed, Captain. The Irma you ran into when the Aerostar was slingshotted back in time came under the influence of the Critics. They empowered her, like the Directors empowered me. There must be a reason for that.”

Baxter rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Sheesh. I heard about something like this happening on Deep Space Nine. Pagh wraiths and wormhole aliens taking over bodies and battling it out. Please tell me that’s not what we’re talking about here.”

“No, the Directors haven’t taken over my body,” Mirk said. “That’s ridiculous. But I do think they’ve chosen me to prove their superiority over the Critics. Likewise, the Critics chose Irma.”

Baxter slid off the table and ordered up a glass of grapefruit juice from the replicator. “Any idea why?”

Mirk shrugged. “You’ve got me. Any idea why your ‘God’ had Judas die for your sins?”

“Jesus, Mirk.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind. So you think you’re the messiah now?”

“The who?”

Baxter tossed back the glass of juice and sat it back inside the replicator. “It would take too long to explain. But I don’t think you should plan on making any big sacrifices already. Not until we have a keener grasp of what the hell’s going on.”

“I don’t intend to sacrifice anything. I’m going to beat Irma.” Mirk’s eyes glistened with wanting. “I’m going to beat that fat bitch silly.”

Baxter looked at Mirk askance as he marched out of the observation lounge.

“Directors help us all,” he sighed.



“Whap! Whap! Zing! Flug!”

With a flurry of renewed determination, Mirk slung drinks from one side of the bar to another, tapping rapidly at the replicator controls with one hand and shlepping glasses with another.

“Mirk,” Lt. Hartley said, saddling up to the bar. “I’ll have a–”

“Blammo!”

A glass of Crescan Ale slid into place in front of Hartley.

“I was going to say a Bolian Eye-gouger, but I guess this’ll do. What’s with the sound effects?”

“Fwoom!” Mirk tossed a Vulcan Ear-grinder at Lieutenant Unlathi, who greedily grabbed it with their tentacles. “Something I learned from Dr. Browning. A technique used by some holographic chef she studied with.”

Hartley sipped her ale, watching with amusement as Mirk passed glasses out to the customers. “You know, you may want to give people time to finish their drinks before serving them other ones.”

Mirk paused a moment, scanning the bar from left to right. His various customers now each had two or three drinks in front of them. Ensign Sefelt smiled at him weakly, drinking down his Trelane Tonic rapidly so he could start on the next.

“Why didn’t they say anything?” Mirk asked, glaring at Sefelt until he grabbed all four of his drinks and ushered them over to a table in the far corner of the bar.

Hartley leaned in and whispered, “I think they’re a little afraid of you right now.”

Mirk grinned. “They should be. I’m working on my ‘bad-ass’ attitude.”

“That’s a laugh,” Hartley chuckled. “You couldn’t hurt a vole.”

“So you say,” Mirk said, heaving in a breath to make his chest big. “But it just so happens I am one lean, mean, Maloxian fighting machine.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Listen, Megan, I’ve been charged by my gods to battle Irma, and I’m going to do it, and I’m going to beat her, whether you support me or not.”

Hartley put her hands up. “Whoa-ho, when did we become so defensive?”

“When we became the only thing stopping the Critics from taking control of our galaxy.”

“I think you may be overstating that juuuust a bit.”

Mirk slung a towel over his shoulder, tossing two more drinks down the bar to waiting customers. “We’ll see, won’t we?”

Hartley smiled as she finished her drink. “Listen, Mirk, I have very good cause to root for you. If Irma wins, who’s going to make Crescan Ale just the way I like it?”



“So you think he has delusions of grandeur, then,” Counselor Peterman’s voice echoed through the expansive arboretum, over Baxter’s communicator, as he dragged her slew of pets on their late-night bathroom expedition.

“I sure do,” Baxter replied, grasping at the wad of leashes and chains, reigning in the pomeranians, rabitts, monkeys, chinchillas, aardvarks, possums, ducks, cats, and of course, Charlie. The other pets would have to wait for Peterman to go off-duty. Baxter wasn’t getting anwhere near the lion. Not since he put a slash in his best dress uniform, anyway. “So,” Baxter said, after a long silence at the other end of the comm line. “What should I do?”

“Hmmm?”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “About Mirk?”

“Oh. I’m not sure. My whole plan was just to get him to come to terms with his powers, accept them as a given, and try not to live his life by them. Now this whole ‘battle to save the universe’ thing comes into play. Do I tell him to ignore those feelings? We have to think about the universe here, Andy. What if he’s right? What if the Critics take over and make us all like Sesil and his friends?”

“The rest of the universe can go to–” Baxter said, when a chime from the computer interrupted him.

“Sanitation Alert. Animal defecation detected in the arboretum, section thirty-three. Please remove all feces and dispose of per Starfleet regulations.”

Baxter sighed. “Override sanitation alert, authorization Baxter Gamma Four Four Two.”

“Acknowledged,” the computer replied.

“Andy…” Peterman scolded. “Pick up that poop. The arboretum is for everyone to enjoy, not just Charlie and Sylvester and Ralph and Mimi and-”

“I get the picture!” Baxter cried, pulling the grey container out of his pocket, retrieving the special scoop, and shoving the pile in. He stared down at the warm lumps in the container angrily. “Listen, like I was saying, the rest of the universe is not important right now. The sanity of one of our crew is at stake right now. The larger issues can wait.”

“Sir?” Lt. Gellar, arm in arm with Ensign Dawson, stood several feet away. The pair observed Baxter with badly hidden amusement.

Baxter looked up from the dung, narrowed his eyes. “This area is off limits right now, people. Go make out somewhere else.”

“Yes, sir,” Gellar said, moving off to the rainforest section. “You just go back to the discussion you were having with the dog poop.”

“Thank you. Now how are you going to help Mr. Mirk, Kelly?”

“I don’t know how I can help him, Andy,” replied Peterman’s voice. “This is a very personal struggle for him. All I can hope to do is offer support.”

“And how do you plan on doing that?” Baxter said, grunting and rising to his feet, pushing the fighting pomeranians apart.

A long pause. “Hmm. I’ll have to get back to you on that one, Andy. Peterman out.”



“…and in this corner, weighing in at two hundred seventy pounds…it’s the Macho Man himself, Randy Savage!” boomed the announcer over the mike.

Mirk steeled himself for the battle at hand as the neon- clad, hairy, ape-like twentieth century human lept into the ring, throwing off his shiny sunglasses and shouting what Mirk assumed was a common Earth battlecry that sang over the rumbling noise of the colliseum.

“OH YEAAAAAAAAH!”

He rushed Mirk, wrapping an arm around the Maloxian’s narrow neck and slamming him to the mat.

Mirk picked himself up, danced backwards, dashed to the side as Macho Man lept toward him. Mirk spun on a heel and slammed Savage’s head into the ring post, just like he’d seen Hulk Hogan do to someone called ‘Undertaker’ a little earlier.

Savage flipped around, rushed Mirk, clotheslined him, and again the Maloxian was on the mat.

“That’s it,” Mirk sighed, closing his eyes and focusing on the flash of neon pink. Savage was airborn, getting ready to bodyslam him.

Inches before reaching Mirk, the Macho Man stopped in midair. Eyes wide, he floundered. “This wasn’t in the script!”

“OHHHH NOOOOO,” Mirk cried, nodding his head. That gesture sent Savage flying out of the ring, collapsing into a throng of fans in the audience.

“And this match is over, fans,” said the announcer.

Mirk pulled himself to his feet, wiped his brow, and looked around. “Any other takers?”

And then a voice sounded behind him. “Me.”

Mirk turned. “J’hana?”

“Nice tights, little guy.” J’hana glanced around at the raging crowd. “Computer, pause program.”

“What do you want? Isn’t it Starfleet policy to at least let someone know when you’re busting in on their holodeck program?”

“Not when you’re Chief of Security.” J’hana slid out of her seat and strolled toward the ring. She then planted her hands on the edge of the mat and sprung up, proppelling herself over the ropes and landing gracefully in front of Mirk.

“I had no idea you were such a gymnast,” Mirk deadpanned. “Now what do you want?”

J’hana stiffened. “I have been instructed to train you in the ways of honorable combat.”

Mirk put up an eyebrow. “By who?”

“Is that important?”

“Yeah, it is.”

J’hana sighed. “If you must know, it was Counselor Peterman.”

Mirk clenched a fist. “I KNEW it. Why won’t she just stay out of my business?”

“You yourself said this battle encompasses the whole of the universe. Is it not then everyone’s business?”

“Not when I’m the one responsible for saving everybody.”

J’hana glanced over Mirk’s shoulder at the inert form of Randy Savage. The crowd had shoved him out into the aisle moments before she’d paused the program. “You will save nothing if you practice against dishonorable shulms like him. You are fighting someone who is empowered with the same unique abilities as you. Practicing against mere humans doesn’t cover it.”

“So I should program the computer with an opponent that has my powers?”

J’hana stripped off her uniform jacket, then tossed off the vest, then unzipped the turtleneck, until all that was left was the tank-top. “Not exactly. She tossed the pile of clothing aside.”I want you to fight me, without once using your powers. If you can defeat an Andorian warrior of the Ninth Hive, one trained in the Seven Artful Killing Styles, no less, then you can defeat anyone, with or without powers.”

“But I will have powers. And so will Irma.”

“Possibly.” J’hana walked over to one corner of ring and grabbed some tape, wrapping it around her hands. “But the first lesson of honorable combat is that you should never rely on an advantage, because you can lose it quickly.”

“I seriously doubt that.”

“Nevertheless, you will fight me. If I allow you to leave this ring without proving yourself, I will be forced to spend a week pet-sitting.” J’hana glowered at Mirk. “And I will not allow that to happen.” She stepped back into one corner of the ring, and pointed for Mirk to take the other. “Now. Fight me.”

Mirk stared at J’hana. “You can’t be serious.”

“Are you frightened, little one? Should I contact your mommy?”

“That’s it.” Mirk took his place in the opposite corner. “Nobody talks like that to me.”

“Better. That is the attitude I require from you. Computer, reset this program with me as Mr. Mirk’s opponent and begin.”

Mirk gulped as the bell sounded the first round.



Dr. Browning fiddled with the tiny plastic players inside Captain Baxter’s model of Texas Stadium. “Gellar and Dawson, huh? Who would have known?”

Baxter nodded as he sped through his pile of padds, thumbing signatures where needed and breezing through the tumult of requisitions and reports. “Yep. I saw them while I was…taking a stroll in the arboretum last night. They looked very happy together.”

“What about Lt. Hartley?”

Baxter shrugged. “Out of the picture?”

“Impossible. Gellar really likes her. I bet they’re at the ‘seeing other people’ stage.” Browning smiled fondly. “I remember when me and Chris were at that point.”

Baxter looked up from his padds. “Are you at that point now?”

Browning picked up the tiny Troy Aikman and examined it. “Nope. We’re at the ‘not seeing each other at all’ stage. And I expect that’s the last stage.”

“Ah. So then you have no problem with Richards and Kris?”

“The human Larkin?” Browning laughed. “Hah. That was a one-time fling.”

Baxter examined one of his array of padds. “If that’s so, then why is Chris requesting leave next month to visit Kris on her Klingon freighter?”

Browning crossed the readyroom. “Let me see that.”

Baxter held the padd back. “Give back my Troy Aikman first.”

“Here.” Browning grudgingly dropped the figure on Baxter’s desk and rifled through the pad. “I’ll be darned.”

“She’s in the Falius sector. He’ll have to take a runabout. Spend half his leave in transit, I imagine. Sounds like quite a…commitment to me.”

“Well.” Browning put the padd down. “Good for him.”

Baxter glanced up at Browning. “Indeed.”

Then Browning’s comm badge chirped. “J’hana to Dr. Browning.”

The doctor stared up at the ceiling. “Browning here.”

“We have a slight…medical…situation down here in Holodeck Three. We require your assistance.”

“We who?” Baxter demanded.

“It is Mr. Mirk, sir. Doctor, you might want to hurry.”

Baxter grimaced, pushing up from his desk and following Browning out of the readyroom. “This just screams ‘Peterman.’”



“Give me one more shot. I can take her. I know I can take her,” Mirk muttered, as Nurse Holly Carter dragged him out of the holodeck on a hoverbed. The crowd rang in Baxter’s ears as he surveyed the bloodied wrestling mat.

“Computer, pause the audience,” he said testily. He turned his gaze on J’hana. “What the hell happened here?”

“Mirk and I entered into a combat situation. He proved… unfit, sir.”

“I’ll say he was unfit,” Browning muttered, showing Baxter her medical tricorder.

Baxter stared at the readings, shrugged. “Sorry. I flunked exobiology.”

Browning glared at J’hana. “The Lieutenant here fractured forty of Mirk’s bones. Collapsed two of his lungs, played havoc with his limbic system somehow, and also managed to give him a pretty severe concussion.”

J’hana shrugged. “I was testing his endurance. We went through several rounds, and at each time I asked if he wished to continue. I will hand it to him–he is a persistent little shelat.”

“He almost became a dead little shelat,” Baxter railed. “Whatever a shelat is. J’hana, you nearly killed him.”

“Oh, sir, if I had wished to kill him, he would be dead now, I assure you.”

Baxter folded his arms. “I don’t doubt that. At any rate, it’s no way to get Mirk ready to battle Irma.”

J’hana’s antennae twitched. “Counselor Peterman felt it would boost his confidence level.”

“I knew she was mixed up in this.” Baxter ground his teeth.

“Sir,” J’hana said, as Browning turned to head back to Sickbay. “This still leaves the painfully obvious: Mirk is not ready to battle Irma.”

“Well he certainly can’t battle her with forty broken bones!”

“I doubt he is fit to battle her at all sir, as I first feared. I believe we should ask for a forfeit.”

Baxter indicated J’hana’s helmet of white, fine hair. “I don’t imagine you’d look very attractive bald. No, definitely not. And since things have cooled with Dwanok…”

“Kindly stay out of my personal affairs, Captain, or I’ll kill you.”

“The fact of the matter is, we need Mirk to defeat the Critics. End of story.”

“Then we’ll all be bald, sir.”

“We’ll see about that. Now, get back to your station, and hope that I don’t put you in the ring with Commander Conway for this.”

“I would relish that chance, sir.”



Lt. Hartley rushed into Sickbay, to find Browning and Peterman circled around the center biobed.

“Release some of the pressure on the bone restrictor fields, Dr. Delgano,” Browning said, as she swung the diagnostic array into place over Mirk’s twitching body.

“What the hell happened to him?” Hartley asked.

“J’hana,” Browning muttered, glaring at Peterman briefly as she and Dr. Delgano went to work on the Maloxian.

“Is he concious?”

Browning nodded. “For the next few moments. But I have to put him under to begin repairing his lungs.”

Hartley looked down into Mirk’s wobbling eyes. “Mirk…can you hear me?”

Mirk gazed up into the bright track lighting surrounding the medtable. “Megan?”

“Yep. I came as soon as I heard. Amara will be here soon. She’s trying to get through the lunch rush.”

“You can tell her I’ll be fine. The Directors are watching over me.”

“Right now Dr. Browning’s watching over you,” Browning said, yanking a long string of licorice out of her labcoat and chewing on it. “Now lie still while I set your clavicle.”

“You want me to beat J’hana up for you?” Hartley asked, amused.

“I wouldn’t advise it,” Mirk said weakly as Browning set his bones with one sickening snap after another. “That woman’s one big blue muscle.”

“I’ll bet.”

“Okay,” Browning said, pressing a hypospray up against Mirk’s neck. “I’m putting him under.” She glanced up at Hartley as Dr. Delgano set about repairing the Maloxian’s lungs. “So what’s this I hear about Lt. Gellar seeing other people?”

“We’re both seeing other people,” Hartley said defensively. “If it’s any business of yours.”

“Relax. I was just curious.”

“I thought you and Gellar were getting along better,” Peterman said.

Hartley shrugged. “We’re taking a break from each other. I see no reason to be tied down.”

Browning nodded agreement, pressing a dermal regenerator into Mirk’s bruised shoulder. “I completely agree with you there, Megan.”

“Of course, I still date him from time to time. It would be pretty pathetic if I broke it off altogether. Then I’d miss all the…hmm…fun.”

“All right,” Browning grunted, stabbing Mirk with another hypospray. “We’re getting ready to operate. You guys should probably go.”

“Okay,” Peterman said. “Keep us posted.” The Counselor ushered Hartley out of Sickbay. “I have a whole new plan to help Mirk, Lieutenant, and I think you’ll fit into it nicely.”

“It better not involve more injuries!” Browning called as Peterman and Hartley left Sickbay.



Commander Conway grimaced as the information rushed by on the command chair’s arm display. “Captain to the bridge.”

Baxter rushed out of his readyroom, tossing a hot, wet towel to a passing Ensign. “You interrupted my hot towel time, Conway. This better be damn good.”

“How’s this for good,” Conway muttered, moving aside as Baxter strode toward the front of the bridge. “Larkin, put our new friend on the viewscreen.”

A roiling red cloud filled the screen, billowing and surging with electricity like a nasty storm on Earth’s horizon. But red.

Baxter glanced down at Larkin. “Is that thing as big as it looks?”

“The disturbance is several hundred thousand kilometers wide,” Lt. Commander Larkin replied from ops.

“It gets worse,” Conway muttered.

“Can you elaborate on that?” Baxter asked, turning back toward Conway.

Tilleran spoke up from her station. “Do the words ‘localized subspace plasma disturbance’ ring any bells?”

“Should they?”

Conway was in no mood to be round-about. “It’s another Bermuda Expanse, sir, but red.”

Baxter looked back at the roiling entity. “ANOTHER one?”

“Or something distinctly similar,” Tilleran said. “It’s filled with plasma phenomena similar to both the Bermuda Expanse and the Badlands.”

“But it’s red,” Conway added.

Before Baxter could ask the question he knew was on everyone’s minds, Tilleran answered it for him.

“We have no way of knowing if it has the same ability that the Bermuda Expanse has.”

“It may lead to other quadrants, or other universes, or nowhere,” Conway said, elaborating on Tilleran’s statement.

Baxter backed into the command chair. “Well, I’m in no mood to find out. When did that thing form?”

“Just a few minutes ago, right in front of us,” Conway replied. “Ford here had to swerve around it at maximum warp just to avoid plowing through it.”

“It can’t be a simple coincidence,” Baxter muttered. “I’ll bet all my latinum that this has something to do with the Critics, the Starshine Kids, and Irma.”

“Especially since red is their signature color,” said Ford.

“Good point.” Baxter tapped a button on the arm of the command chair. “Bridge to Sickbay. Dr. Browning, what’s Mirk’s status?”

“He’s patched up, for the most part. But he still needs a couple of days of recovery time.”

“Drats,” Baxter muttered. “So much for him shedding some light on this.”

“Sir,” J’hana called out from tactical. “A ship is emerging from the….”

“Redlands?” Conway offered.

“Good enough,” Baxter said, drawing a deep breath.

The oblong red ship, pointed and vicious-looking, like a Klingon d’ktang knife, emerged from the cloud as if it were only moments before simply part of the billowing mess.

Ford shrank behind the helm. “Here comes trouble.”

“Hail them,” Baxter ordered.

“We are getting a response.”

“On screen.”

And Baxter was faced with a sight that disturbed him as much as when he’d seen it the first time. A grinning Vulcan.

“Sesil.”

“So glad you remember me, Captain. I see your stay with us was a memorable one,” Sesil replied from the viewscreen.

“Memorable? You shaved me bald you Vulcan bastard!”

“Now now, let’s not get personal here. We each know what’s at stake.” The bulbous woman that had plagued Baxter’s nightmares ever since both of his encounters with her on twentieth century Earth stepped into view.

“Hello…Irma,” Baxter snapped.

“Give me Mirk,” she said simply.

“You can’t have him.”

Irma looked to Sesil, nodded.

“I wished we could have seen eye-to-eye, Captain,” Sesil said, feigning sadness.

“Was that a joke about the Directors?” Conway prodded quietly from beside Baxter.

“Beats me.” Baxter looked to the viewscreen. “Listen, Sesil, this appears to be a problem between the Directors and the Critics. How about we let them sort it out?”

“Incoming!” shouted J’hana.

Suddenly the Explorer rocked as Sesil and Irma disappeared, grinning like cheshire cats, and the swerving Starshine vessel blasted them.

“Charge the rapid-fire phaser banks and return fire,” Conway barked, grasping the seat of his chair in order to stay steady.

Explorer opened fire from both barrels on the underside of her saucer, blasting against the Starshine vessel’s shields.

“Mr. Ford, evasive maneuvers,” Baxter called. “As evasive as you can manage, preferably.”

“Aye, sir!”

Baxter struggled over to the science console as the Explorer was pounded. “Well, Tilleran?”

Tilleran tapped frantically at her console. “Good news and bad news, sir.”

“Well?”

“The good news is, they aren’t using weapon-deflective shielding anymore. The bad news is, our weapons aren’t making a dent regardless.”

“So the graviton beam is out.”

“Apparently.”

“Any OTHER ideas?” Baxter looked from Tilleran to J’hana.

“Quantum torpedoes would seem to be in order,” J’hana said.

“By all means,” Baxter said, gripping Tilleran’s station. “Lock and load, J’hana!”

“Ready, sir.”

“Fire!”

J’hana grimaced at her readouts. “They suffered minor damage. Meanwhile, we have nearly lost shields altogether, and taken hull damage on several quarters.”

“Super.” Baxter struggled over to Operations. “Commander Larkin. Brighten my day.”

Larkin struggled with her panel. “I do not see how, sir. We are facing a ship with superior weaponry, maneuverability, and shields. In this case, surrender or retreat would normally be in order.”

“And the Starshine vessel is most certainly capable of outrunning us,” J’hana added.

“Thanks for that little contribution, J’hana,” Baxter muttered. “Well, we’re certainly not surrendering Mr. Mirk.”

Suddenly the aft turbolift door wooshed open to admit Mirk. He strolled purposefully toward the command center. “I’m going over there, Captain.”

“Mirk,” Baxter said, blinking. “You seem to have made a miraculous recovery.”

“Thank the Directors, Captain. If you recall, Irma can withstand repeated phaser fire. You wouldn’t expect any less toughness from me, would you?”

“So the Directors healed you?” Commander Conway asked, as the Explorer rocked again.

“In their own way,” Mirk said. “The important thing is, I’m all better, and I have to meet Irma’s challenge. Before they blow this ship to bits.”

“I don’t seem to have much of a choice, now do I?” Baxter asked, steadying himself against Mission Ops/Environment, just as panels exploded all over that station.

“Engineering to the Bridge,” Richards suddenly called over the comm system. “They’re ripping through our ablative armor like it’s swiss cheese. We’ll lose hull integrity in a matter of minutes!”

“Weren’t you supposed to be figuring out a way to counteract the Starshine cult’s weapons, Richards?” Baxter asked wryly.

“I was just getting to it, sir.”

“I’m sure. Bridge out.” Baxter turned to J’hana. “Contact Sesil. Tell him the fight is on, on our ship and our terms.”

“We’re not exactly in a position to negotiate, sir.”

“Just do it for Pete’s sake!”

J’hana’s hands raced over her panel. “They’ve acknowledged.” The Andorian’s brow creased. “And asked if they should bring refreshments?”

Baxter shrugged. “Why not? Tell them to bring something along the lines of beer and nachos. We’ll be ready in one hour.”

“Yes, sir.”

Baxter clapped Mirk on the shoulders. “Well, Mr. Mirk. It’s time to see if all your training paid off.”

Mirk glared over at J’hana. “Most of my training was just learning how to take a beating.”

“I’m sure you’ll put that to good use,” Conway muttered sarcastically.



“Are you sure you know what you’re doing having this on the Explorer?” Peterman asked, dragging Charlie behind Baxter, as a throng of Explorer crew and bald cult-members alike lined up outside Holodeck Three.

“At least we have some control over the environment,” Baxter called over his shoulder. He then faced forward, shouldering through the crowd. “Excuse me, Captain coming through. Make a hole!”

J’hana was waiting by the holodeck door with a padd. “The Holodeck is rapidy filling up, sir. Soon we will be beyond design limitations.”

“Then have the fight simulcast on Holodeck Two,” Baxter said.

“Where are we actually holding this little competition?” Peterman asked with interest.

“Madison Square Garden,” was J’hana’s curt reply. “By the way, I assume I have incurred a week’s dogsitting detail?”

“Darn right you did,” Peterman said. “And I should also have you suspended for almost killing Mirk.”

Baxter took Peterman’s arm and led her into the holodeck. “Come on, Kelly. Be a sport. She did it with the best of intentions.”

“That is correct,” J’hana said. “Enjoy the show.”

Baxter made his way down the aisle toward the reserve spaces surrounding the wrestling ring. He’d almost gotten to his seat when a hand tapped his shoulder.

“T-shirt, Captain?” Lt. Ford asked, shoving a cheap white cotton-flexion mix shirt, bearing the inscription “I SAW MIRK AND IRMA FACE OFF AND ALL I GOT WAS THIS LOUSY SHIRT.”

“Mr. Ford, this is absoutely unacceptable,” Baxter said firmly. “How much?”

“Two strips of latinum.”

“Like I said, absolutely unacceptable.” Baxter grabbed the shirt. “But I’m taking it anyway. Captain’s prerogative.”

“Counselor?” Ford asked, raising an eyebrow. “I’m sure I can find an extra tight one for you.”

“Well…”

Baxter wrapped an arm around Peterman and led her to the front of the ring. “Come on, Kelly.” In the midst of the second aisle, he saw Elli, Mirk’s Bolian assistant bartender, passing out drinks and snacks. “How about getting us something to drink. I’m going to see if I can give Mirk some last-minute coaching.”

“Diet?” Peterman asked playfully.

“You must be kidding.” Baxter made his way over to Mirk’s corner and hopped up on the ring. Dr. Browning was there, rubbing his shoulders and shaking him. For his part, Mirk looked extremely troubled.

“Come on, boy. Give me a mean look. Show me you’ve got the eye of the tiger!” Browning exclaimed.

“Any luck getting Mirk up to par, Doctor?” Baxter asked, leaning over the rope that surrounded the ring.

“His injuries healed up incredibly fast,” Browning replied, shoving a hypospray into Mirk’s arm. “I’m just giving him a painkiller to help with the beating he’ll be taking soon. And some extra endorphins and a dash of adrenalin for good measure.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Mirk muttered.

“Looks to me like he’s just got a bit of the old ’pre-fight- for-the-universe jitters,” Baxter said easily, patting Mirk on the back. “Don’t worry, little buddy. You just go out there and do your best. No one will think less of you when–I mean if you fail.”

Mirk rolled his eyes.

Just then, Lt. Commander Larkin hopped effortlessly over the ropes and joined Mirk and Browning in the ring. “I have downloaded the data you required, Mr. Mirk.”

“What data is that?” Baxter asked.

Larkin cocked her head. “I have assimilated all possible knowledge on fighting methods, and the strange powers of Mirk and Irma in particular. In addition to that, I have detailed records from my last encounter with Irma.”

“If I remember right, she busted you up pretty badly down on that twentieth century Earth battleship,” Baxter said. “It took almost an entire phaser power cell to take her down.”

“As I said, I have detailed records of the encounter. I do believe they will be of good use. I also dowloaded Rocky I through VII and many data recordings of something called ‘Wrestlemania.’”

“Sounds like you’re practicing to be a coach,” Browning said with a grin.

“Indeed.” Larkin ripped her uniform jacket open, and, sure enough, she wore a shirt embossed with the huge word “COACH.” She bent down and picked up a whistle and a white ballcap. She slung the whistle around her neck and placed the ballcap on backwards. “Although I am Chief of Operations, my current position is as Mirk’s ‘coach.’”

“You couldn’t ask for a better helper,” Baxter said, gesturing to Browning. “We’d better get to our seats. The fun’s about to start.” Baxter reached out to shake Mirk’s hand. “Good luck, Mr. Mirk.”

Mirk shook Baxter’s hand limply. “Right, Captain.”

When Baxter and Browning reached the front row, they found Peterman and Charlie, each settled in their seats. Commander Conway was right beside Charlie.

“Can you please have her move this freaking mutt?” Conway asked angrily, thumbing at Charlie. “His tail is in my way.”

“You can always move,” Baxter said.

“There are no more seats!”

Baxter shrugged. “Oh well.”

“You could always trade seats with me.”

Baxter arched an eyebrow at Conway. “Sit next to the dog and let you sit beside my wife? Yeah, right.”

“I’ll do your Starfleet reports for a month.”

Baxter shifted uncomfortably. “Well, that is quite a deal. Okay.”

Peterman glared at Baxter as he switched seats with Conway. Apparently she didn’t think it was such a great deal.

Just as Baxter got comfortable in his seat, someone passed by him, and hot coffee dripped on his head.

“Watch it!” he exclaimed.

“Sorry, sir,” Ford said meekly, handing an odd hat-shaped object to Conway, who eagerly placed the device on his head, inserting the dangling straw into his mouth and sucking. Coffee drained down from two side-mounted cups.

“Commander?” Baxter asked quizzically.

“It’s a hat designed to hold your drink for you,” Conway explained. “Isn’t it great?”

“I suppose.” Baxter glanced over to see who was sitting to his right. Maybe he’d have someone decent to talk to on that side, since Charlie was no conversationalist.

“Greetings, Captain,” Sesil said jovially. “Have a jelly bean.”

Baxter stared down at the small container and held up a hand in refusal. No wonder Conway begged to have his seat changed. Between a hyperactive Golden Retriever and a laughing Vulcan. It was enough to drive a guy insane.

“So…who are you betting on?” Sesil asked gently.

The captain grimaced. “My money’s on the Maloxian. Who else would I be betting on?”

“Well, the Commander over there is betting on our Irma.”

Baxter leaned forward and glanced at Conway, outraged. “Commander!”

Conway shrugged. “Hey, if the Federation ends up being taken over by a cult because of this, I at least want some latinum out of it.”

Baxter just shook his head and watched as Irma mounted the ring and took her place. She looked even bigger than he remembered. Of course. She’d probably been bulking up.

“Poor Mirk,” he heard Browning mumble.

A balding, grey-haired man took the center of the ring. “Welcome to Madison Square Garden. Tonight we have a fight that I’m told will reveal the fate of the universe. In this corner,” the referee gestured at Mirk, “weighing a little under one hundred eighty pounds, Mirk the Mauler!”

“Oh, brother.” Baxter covered his face.

“And, in this corner, weighing in at nearly three hundred pounds, Irma the Eradicator!”

“Yay!” Sesil clapped gaily, hooting and whistling.

“Please,” Baxter muttered.

“All right, you two,” the referee said, drawing Mirk and Irma toward the front of the ring, “I want a good, clean fight. You all know the rules. No funny business.”

Irma tossed her robe aside to reveal a green polyester pantsuit with flare pants and wide lapels. Odd choice for battle regalia, but then again, Irma was an odd woman.

“Let’s get busy,” Irma snorted, squatting before Mirk in readiness.

“All right!” the referree shouted, clanging a bell. “Fight!”

Irma charged Mirk, who nimbly sidestepped, using Irma’s own momentum to slam her into one of the ring’s posts.

“Crafty,” Irma said, turning around and rubbing the blood from her nose. “But that won’t win this match.”

Irma concentrated on Mirk, bore steel eyes deep into his soul, then knocked him across the ring with a dismissive gesture.

Mirk picked himself up, shook his head. Her powers were certainly on par with his.

He lept in the air, glowing, on a trajectory headed right for the ceiling.

“Come on down, you little bastard!” Irma bellowed.

“Like David and Goliath,” Browning murmurred.

“Who?” Peterman asked.

And Mirk dove toward Irma, driving a fist right into her massive somach. She dropped to her knees, reaching meaty arms up to latch on to him, slamming him to the mat and rolling over on top of him.

“Get out from under there!” Baxter called, spitting hot nacho cheese as he talked. “Flip her, Mirk!”

With great strain, Mirk managed to use his powers to levitate Irma off him; but the normally crisp, light ringing sound of his powers was replaced by a pained chugging. This was taking all his power, apparently.

“Go…to…hell,” he shouted, kicking both feet into the air and kicking Irma in circles as if he were a seal with a massive ball.

Irma finally steadied herself and grabbed Mirk’s ankles, lifting him off the mat so both were floating in midair. The behomoth woman then glowed red with energy and surged forward, ramming Mirk into the nearest bank of seats, sending audience members fleeing.

Mirk crawled underneath a few rows of seats.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are!” Irma cried out, when suddenly Mirk emerged from behind a row of seats and took flight again, spiraling through the air, right into Irma’s stomach.

With an “oof!” Irma fell back, and Mirk drove an elbow into her chin, breaking her jaw with a disgusting crack.

“That huht,” Irma muttered, hurling Mirk over her shoulder and back into the ring. She climbed after him, wriggling between the ropes. She was almost through when Mirk grabbed her mat of frizzled hair and yanked, pulling her the rest of the way through.

“A ‘bodyslam’ is in order now, Mr. Mirk!” Lt. Commander Larkin called out.

Mirk obediantly rose in the air, then came down with all the strength he had, eyes screwed shut.

But he only slammed painfully on the mat.

“Huh?” Mirk opened his eyes. No Irma. Then the mat dissolved underneath him and he fell through.



<Sorry if the place is a mess. We just moved in.> The flaming red lips pursed in annoyance at Mirk and Irma as they floated there in the red flowing abyss of the Redlands.

“Well excuse the hell out of me,” Irma barked, “But I was just about to finish this scrawny excuse for an oppoent off!”

<You are loud.>

Another pair of lips appeared opposite Irma.

<And obnoxious.>

Another pair of lips.

<The Maloxian nearly defeated you.>

“Just give me a chance!” Irma cried, swimming toward Mirk. “I’ll finish him off! I promise!”

<Your promise isn’t a guarantee, Irma. You need to be…refitted.>

“Huh?”

<A long tongue snaked out from between one pair of lips, slithered around Irma’s massive waist, and reeled her in.>

“What? No! Nooooooooo!”

The mouth swallowed Irma whole, then belched with satisfaction.

<She’s good.>

Mirk scratched his head. “What in the hell?”

<This match is forfeit! Be GONE!> the mouth shouted, its breath reeking with the stench of Irma.



And Mirk was back on the holodeck, amidst pandemonium.

“This is not fair!” Sesil said, shaking his betting stub at the referree. “We came to see an entire fight!”

“It’s a forfeit,” the old man shrugged. “I suggest you go home before I call security.”

“Security!” Sesil seethed. “I rule a massive cult that could easily obliterate this ship! And you think YOU can kick me out?”

“No, but I can.” A blue hand latched onto Sesil’s wrist; J’hana slung him over her shoulder.

“What should I do with him, sir?” J’hana asked, turning to Baxter, with the screaming Vulcan pounding on her back.

“We’d better return him to his ship, along with the rest of these whackos,” Baxter said, scraping nacho bits out of his beard and wiping his fingers on a napkin. That cheese was messy.

“You are going to feel my wrath!” Sesil cried, as J’hana carted him off. Security officers were already rounding up the cult members.

“I’m sure,” Baxter said. “Give my regards to the lips.”

“I would have preferred a ‘flying sledgehammer,’” J’hana muttered as she dragged Sesil away.

Mirk climbed out of the ring and made his way over to Baxter. “Captain, over here.”

“Mirk,” Baxter said, turning. “What happened?”

“The lips called a forfeit.”

“Any idea why?”

Mirk shrugged. “They didn’t like the looks of the offense, I guess.”

Amara appeared out of the crowd and wrapped her arms around the Maloxian. “Well, I for one am glad she’s gone.”

“Oh, I have a feeling she’ll be back,” Mirk said. “In fact, I bet she’ll be madder than before. It was a mission before. Next time I think it may just be personal.”

“I think you’re up to it, Mirk,” Baxter said. “You really held your own out there. Good job.”

Mirk nodded, as he, Baxter, and the rest of the senior staff made their way out of the rapidly emptying auditorium. “It felt good. Humans really did this back in the twentieth century?”

Baxter nodded. “All the time.”

“I can see the attraction.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53620.8. I’ve reported to Starfleet what little I had to tell about the Starshine Cult’s encore appearance, and this new “Redlands” as Conway dubbed it. They seemed intrigued by the idea that Irma could return to cause such a ruckus, and passed the news on to the Temporal Commission. I have a feeling I’m going to get an “I told you so” from them.



“Well, what did they say?” Peterman asked, as Baxter collapsed next to her in his customary booth in the Constellation Café.

Baxter sighed. “‘I told you so.’”

At the other side of the booth, Conway chuckled. “Figures.”

“They also revoked our time travel license again. This time we have to go back to Starfleet Command to take a test before we can get it back.”

“I’m sure that won’t be hard,” Browning muttered. “We’ve done it enough.”

“Three times is not that much,” Baxter countered. “Ever heard of a guy named James Kirk?”

“Good point.”

“Anyway, who cares. We never use that license anyway.”

“It’s not our fault Irma came back,” Peterman said consolingly. “Who was to know that the Critics would pick her to fight for supremacy against Mirk?”

“It sure shocked me.” Mirk stepped up to the booth, refilling Conway’s coffee and Peterman’s pink squirrel. Baxter ordered a grapefruit juice.

“Do you have any idea why either of you were picked?” Peterman asked. “It seems pretty random, to me.”

“That’s not altogether true,” Baxter said. “Their names kind of sound the same.”

“There’s a reason the Directors do everything, Counselor,” Mirk said. “We’re probably just not bright enough to figure it out.”

“Speak for yourself,” Conway muttered.

“Mirkie, honey,” Amara said, stepping up behind Mirk. “Can you go back to the stockroom and get me some more salt? Lt. Unlathi used up three shakers on their pita sandwhich.”

“Sure,” Mirk said, giving Amara a quick peck on the cheek. “Just get the captain his grapefruit juice.”

Baxter grinned weakly. “No salt, please.”



“‘Wasted away again in Unlathiville, trying to find my lost shaker of salt,’” Mirk sang to himself as he rooted through the boxes in the stockroom, remembering the catchy ballad from a singer Conway had turned him on to. Buffy, or something.

<The salt’s over there,> a voice said helpfully from behind him.

Mirk turned to his left, and, sure enough, below a case of yammuck sauce lie a canister of the retchid white Earth substance that everyone on Explorer, especially Unlathi, was so crazy about.

Grabbing the salt shaker, Mirk turned to go, looking over his shoulder at the large eyeball that sat serenely amidst the kegs of Trill Slug Beer and cartons of tulaberries.

“Thanks a lot, eternal one.”

Mirk moved toward the door, then spun around. “Director!”

<What’s better tasting? Pickled pigs feet or Targ paws?> The two jars of yellow liquid and white, soft flesh floated serenely in front of the eye, as if they were being balanced.

“Uh, Targ paws are tangier,” Mirk admitted. “Um, what brings you here.”

<Oh, I just thought I’d stop by, see how you were doing. Heard you ran into Irma.>

“Yeah.”

<How’d that go? Did you two fight it out?> The eyeball contracted quizzically.

“Sort of. It ended up being a stalemate, though.”

<I see. Well, no hurry. We live forever, you know.>

“Can I do something for you, Director?” Mirk asked warily.

<No, not at all.> The eyeball shook resolutely. <Well, a tiny thing.>

“What?”

The eyeball slowly shrunk backward, as space ripped open with a bright yawn behind it. <Be ready for her next time.>

“Okay. Can I ask you something?”

The eyeball stopped drifting back. <Sure.>

“Why me and Irma? What makes us so special that we were given the power to decide the fate of the universe?”

<Who said anything about the fate of the universe?>

“I just figured…”

The eyeball rocked with guffaws. <Fate of the universe! That’s rich, Mirk. Really rich.>

Mirk suddenly felt as if he’d been jerked around. “Then why were we given powers, and why are we fighting?”

<It’s nothing you need to worry about right now. You’ve got quite a bit of time to prepare for her. And we really stress that you prepare. She’s a nasty one. Hard to believe the Critics found her on Earth. In the twentieth century no less.>

“But why us!” Mirk demanded. This doubletalk was really starting to get to him.

<Your names are similar. Isn’t that good enough?>

Mirk’s shoulders fell. “No. I guess I was looking for a little…deeper meaning.”

<Tsk tsk. What are we to do with you, Mirk?>

“I don’t know. Explain it all?” Mirk asked wryly.

<Not yet. Hold tight, little guy.>

Then the eyeball disappeared.

“But when will you explain what this is all about?” Mirk cried.

<Just wait,> the voice echoed through the shelves. And Mirk found himself alone with the salt and targ paws.

“Where’s that salt?” Amara asked, poking her head through the door to the storeroom. “Lt. Unlathi is getting cranky, and the last thing we want on our hands is a cranky, three-meter, tentacled, hermaphroditic creature!”

Mirk studied the supplies on the shelves. “The term is ‘being,’” Mirk corrected. “Amara, do you think it’s too late for me to convert over to Bajoran orthodox?”

Amara’s eyes widened. “Pardon?”

“Never mind. It was just a thought.”



NEXT:



Just when things were going absolutely swimmingly, the Explorer gets slingshotted about a month off-course, and they run into a few people of a whole…other generation. Be ready for the clash of the generations, vexed time..I mean next time!




Generation Gap, Part One



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53650.8. We’ve been steadily working our way out toward the galactic edge once more. There’s been no sign of the Leeramar, or any other threatening alien race so far. So, for the moment, at least, our crew is at peace.



“Counselor! Get out here!” Commander Conway railed, banging on the door to Counselor Peterman’s office.

The door slid open and Peterman poked her head out. “I’m in with a client, Commander, what–” she stared at Conway, then burst out laughing.

Conway was wrapped in a housecoat, his eyes were covered with plastic goggles, and his head was topped with a shower cap.

He tapped his foot impatiently, making a wet sloshing sound on the carpet outside Peterman’s office. “Well, are you just going to stand there and look innocent, Peterman?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know damn well!” Conway said, shaking a wet scrub brush at Peterman. She blinked as water splashed in her face. “I went into the Executive Spa for my Sunday evening hot-tub soak, and guess what I found in the hot tub with me?”

Peterman shrugged, a grin tugging at the edges of her lips. “Hmm, you’ve got me.”

“Here’s a hint!” Conway shoved a hand into his housecoat pocket and yanked out a wad of yellow fur.

“Yours?” Peterman asked playfully.

Conway dropped the wad before Peterman. “Charlie’s. There I was, hopping into the tub, buck naked, with my cup of coffee in one hand, and my Tom Clancy novel in the other. Imagine my surprise when that mutt and his two pomeranian pals burst out of the water and jumped on top of me!” Conway shook a fist angrily. “Those bastards were waiting for me, just under the bubbles.”

Peterman giggled. “You’ve really got to loosen up, Commander. Anyway, those animals love you. You’re obviously a pet person.”

“Hah. That’s a laugh.”

“I have an idea,” Peterman said, ducking back into her office. She emerged with a struggling white Welsh corgi. He looked like someone put the head of a German shepard on a tiny white wiener dog. “Why don’t you take Bucky in for a few days. I picked him up at a Starbase kennel two weeks ago, and I can’t seem to get Charlie and the other dogs to get along with him.”

“Forget about it.”

Peterman nuzzled the Welsh corgi. “He’s just so cute! I know you two will get along great. And, let’s face it, you could use some company.”

Conway rolled his eyes with disgust. “Keep out of my damn business, Counselor. I’m getting along fine without a ball of fur scampering around in my quarters pooping and shedding.”

“I think it’d be good for you.”

“I think you’re a flake,” Conway said, folding his arms.

Peterman’s expression hardened as she shoved the wriggling Bucky into Conway’s arms. “Let me rephrase that. My official reccomendation as Ship’s Counselor is that you need a pet. I order you to take this dog and love him. And I’ll be checking on your progress.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, I’m as serious as kennel cough. Even Captain Baxter can’t rescind my orders, so you can forget crawling to him for help.” She wrapped an arm around Conway and ushered him toward the turbolift. He dragged his feet, staring down at the squirming lump in his arms plaintively. “Trust me, Commander, you’ll thank me later.” And Peterman ushered Conway into the lift.

“I’m going to get you, Peterman,” Conway seethed as the doors closed. Peterman heard a chorus of yips as the turbolift descended back toward the recreation deck.

Brushing her hands together with satisfaction, Peterman returned to her office to continue talking to Ensign Sefelt about his fear of tricorders.



“Corgi on the bridge,” Lt. Ford chanted from the helm station as Commander Conway wearily stepped out onto the bridge the next day, tugging Bucky behind him on a leash.

“You shut the hell up, Ford,” Conway said. “And get Bucky some water from the replicator.”

Ford turned in his chair. “You can’t be serious. That’s not anywhere in my job description.”

“Is that so?” Conway asked, wrapping Bucky’s leash around one of the struts surrounding the command chairs. He approached the conn/ops cluster and looked to Lt. Commander Larkin. “Larkin, please note in the ship’s log that getting water for the First Officer’s dog is now part of the helmsman’s duties.”

Larkin looked to Ford, then to Conway, finally to Bucky, and nodded. “So noted, sir.”

Conway glowered down at the helmsman. “Now go get that water.”

Ford’s shoulders sunk as he slid out of his chair and headed over to the replicator.

Just as Conway reached his chair, Baxter emerged from the readyroom, a steaming cup of orange pekoe in his hand. “Morning, Commander.”

Conway stared up at Baxter, indicating the leashed Welsh corgi near his chair. “See what your damn wife did, Captain?”

“Well, looky here, it’s Bucky!” Baxter said, making his way around to the front of the bridge and placing his cup into the receptacle beside the command chair. He knealt down and began scratching the dog beneath his chin. “How you like oo new home, huh? Huh? You like-ee? Is Commander Con-con nice to you? Is he? Is he? Give me a snuggle!”

Conway covered his face. “Please, sir. Kill me now.”

“Get over it, Commander,” Baxter said, moving over to his chair and crossing his legs. He brought up last night’s exploratory survey and sipped some tea. “You need something snuggly in your life.”

Conway sighed as he adjusted himself among the cushions of his own chair. “I’m not arguing there, sir. But ‘Bucky’ here isn’t exactly the something snuggly I had in mind.”

Baxter concentrated harder on the exploratory survey, fearful of having to talk to Conway about his love life. Oooh, a rogue comet! Fascinating! “Uh-huh. Well, the perfect person will come along before you know it.”

“I’m not banking on that, sir.” Conway leaned forward. “It’s been a while since I…” He shifted uncomfortably and gave a snort. “You know–”

Baxter shot forward in his chair, cleared his throat. “Ahem, Larkin can we get some music or something piped in here? It’s awfully quiet.”

Larkin turned to face Baxter. “The computer is stocked with a wide selection of music. We have everything from Andorian Vibrosynth to Zakdorn Blues and Boogie.”

“Play anything,” Baxter snapped, bending down to examine the stellar cartography reports as close as he possibly could.

“Here is one called ‘anything,’ sir,” Larkin replied, and the bridge was filled with a chorus of strumming guitars and mambo drums.

“Go to hell, Baxter. As I recall, your life life sucked for a few decades before you started sleeping with one of your subordinates,” Conway groused. “You know what it feels like.” He looked off in the distance. “The bitter ache.”

Baxter hurled himself toward the science console as fast as his legs would propel him. “Tilleran! Scan for temporal anomalies! Now!”

Tilleran cocked her head quizzically. “Any reason?”

Baxter grimaced, gripping the science console. He wasn’t use to this kind of vulnerability from Conway and he didn’t like it one bit. “Just because. Do it!”

Tilleran shrugged and clacked away at her panel.

“Captain,” Conway said from behind Baxter. The captain whipped around, backing against the science station.

“What?”

“How do you…” he whispered, “…get through the lonely nights?”

“Talk to Peterman!” Baxter insisted, double-timing it toward his readyroom.

Conway followed. “But she’ll just give me another pet! Or worse, make me watch another one of those horrible self-help chips!”

“I can’t help you, Commander!” Baxter said, backing into his readyroom. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I–”

“Captain, I found something,” Tilleran called from her station.

Baxter shouldered past Conway and made his way back to Tilleran. “Really? What is it?”

Tilleran’s brow furrowed as she studied her instruments. “I can’t be sure from this distance, but it looks like a fractured subspace filament.”

Baxter rubbed his beard. “Is that bad?”

“If it isn’t patched, it may spread to the subspace area surrounding it, making it impossible for ships to travel at warp in that area.”

“Oh, jeeze,” Baxter sighed. “Is this another one of those ‘environmental awareness’ deals?”

“No, it’s a naturally occuring event.”

“Good.” Baxter made his way back to the command chair. “How far off is it?”

“Twenty minutes away at warp eight.”

“Okay,” Baxter said, clapping the arms of his command chair. “We might as well check it out. Add it to our exploratory survey. Mr. Ford, gun it.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Commander Conway hovered behind the command arena throughout the short trip to intercept the fractured filament. Baxter felt his cold stare the entire time. His relationship with the first officer had always been adversarial, and it suited both men fine. The idea of sharing feelings and insights with Conway turned his stomach. The idea of counseling him about romance was even more hideous. Baxter hoped exploring this filament would keep Conway occupied enough that he would forget about his needs. Either that, or Baxter would just have to take him to Orion for an evening and be done with it.

“Coming up on the filament,” Ford announced from the helm.

Baxter approached the viewscreen. “Take us out of warp.”

“I have the anomaly on sensors,” Tilleran reported.

Baxter looked to the viewscreen. “On screen.”

Tilleran pressed a few controls and a billowing ripple of energy appeared on the screen.

“It’s pretty,” Conway mumbled from the rear of the bridge.

Baxter ignored the comment. “Start sensor recordings. Divert whatever resources the labs belowdecks need to study this thing. We might as well make the report look good for Starfleet.”

“Aye, sir,” Tilleran replied.

Baxter paced the bridge idly as Tilleran coordinated the scanning of the filament with the staff in the labs throughout the Explorer. Conway was slumped over the railing that surrounded the command chairs. He made sure to steer clear of his X.O. for fear that he’d be pulled into another conversation.

“Captain,” J’hana piped up from tactical, stirring Baxter from his contemplation of the brown spot on the carpet near the Environment/Mission Ops station.

Baxter turned to look back at the Andorian. “What is it?”

“I’m detecting some sort of signal coming from within the subspace region within the filament.”

Baxter crossed the bridge to get to tactical, awkwardly pushing by Conway. “What kind of signal?”

“I believe it is a Federation warp signature.”

“A warp signature?” Baxter asked quizzically. “You think a ship’s trapped in there?”

“It’s possible,” Tilleran said. “Subspace filaments can appear without notice in the paths of starships. It’s a rare occurrence, but it does happen.”

“This warp signature is not large enough to be a starship,” J’hana commented. “More like a shuttlecraft or runabout.”

“Can we get it out of there?”

“We’ll have to do it very carefully, or we’ll get trapped inside the filament, too,” Tilleran said, going to work on her panel. “The hard part will be finding something solid in there to lock onto with the tractor beam. The beam will lose focus almost as soon as it crosses the barrier into subspace.”

Finally, something constructive to do. Baxter passed between Tilleran and J’hana. “Coordinate to rig a tractor beam steady enough to lock onto that signal. We’ve got to at least try to get them out.” He shrugged at J’hana. “Starfleet would probably be pretty ticked if we didn’t.”

“I would assume so,” J’hana muttered.



Fifteen minutes later, J’hana and Tilleran had finished rigging the tractor beam. It took much arguing over a splayed open power relay panel and a heated death threat from J’hana, and Tilleran’s even more heated insinuation that J’hana had a fake antenna, before the whole operation was accomplished.

“Ready, then?” Baxter said, looking over J’hana’s shoulder as she sat on the high stool behind her panel.

“As we shall ever be,” J’hana said, glaring at Tilleran. “And the Betazoid should be ready on deck ten once we go off duty. I will give her a beating so severe she will never see it coming, even with her telepathic sen-”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Baxter said sharply. “Engage the tractor beam already.” He glanced over to Conway, who just stared dreamily at the viewscreen. He then turned his gaze down to the Welsh corgi. He’d climbed into Conway’s seat and was scratching his ear with his back paw. At this point, Bucky was fulfilling the First Officer role a tad better than Conway.

Baxter watched as J’hana switched on the tractor beam. Like a spotlight, it wavered over the crackling space breach on the screen, finally focusing down to a narrow point.

“Got it,” J’hana said proudly.

“Reel it in,” Baxter ordered, watching from behind the Andorian.

“Aye, sir. Pulling back on tractor beam now.”

The Explorer slowly began to rattle. At first, it was barely perceptible. Then, progressively, it became more and more severe.

“What’s happening?” Baxter asked, struggling over to Tilleran.

“Graviton confusion,” Tilleran replied. “More or less, the gravitons in our tractor beam are getting mixed up by the subspace interference in the filament.”

Power flickered throughout the bridge. Backup power came up dim, and the Red Alert klaxon blared.

“Now I don’t need to even ask if that’s bad,” Baxter muttered.

“It most certainly is,” J’hana muttered. “We are being pulled in!”

Baxter watched the growing light on the viewscreen as the Explorer was pulled toward the filament. “Cut power to the tractor beam!”

“I already did,” J’hana snapped. “The gravitons have taken on a life of their own.”

“Can we disperse them?” Baxter demanded.

Before anyone could answer that question, the Explorer rattled again and flopped through space, end-over-end into the breach.

“Hold on!” Ford cried, as the Explorer screamed through subspace.

“Can we get a hold of that other ship, at least?” Baxter asked.

J’hana’s hands raced over her panel. “It’s right behind us. Caught in the wake of the stir we caused by entering the breach.”

“Hell of a lot of help we were,” Ford muttered.

“It’s a runabout all right,” Tilleran said. “And it’s tearing apart in the gravitic wake.”

“Larkin, bring the occupants of that runabout aboard,” Baxter said, resting his hands on the back of Larkin’s chair.

“Sir, look at this!” Ford said, pointing down at the speed indicator on his helm control panel.

Baxter’s eyes widened. “Warp fourteen??”

“Of course!” Tilleran slammed her hand against the science console. “We’re inside a massive subspace tsunami!”

“Huh?”

“A displacement wave!”

Baxter scratched his head. “I’m still a little foggy”

“Another breach is up ahead,” J’hana said.

“Our only ticket back into normal space, right?” Baxter looked to Tilleran.

“Bravo, Cochrane,” Tilleran muttered.

“Ford, can you steer us toward it? Use our momentum to guide us out?”

Ford tapped against his panel. “I’m turning on every starboard thruster we have, sir!”

The Explorer sighed to the left, hull straining against the massive speed inside the subspace tsunami.

“Hull stress is enormous,” Larkin reported. “If we do not leave the filament, we will break apart in four point six minutes.”

“Take us through that breach, Ford!” Baxter ordered.

“I’m trying!”

With a blast of rippling subspace energy, the Explorer exploded out of the filament, coasting back into real space, trailing whisps of crackling energy behind it.

“We’re headed right toward a planet!” J’hana cried.

“Slam on the brakes, Mr. Ford!” Baxter urged, bracing himself between conn and ops.

Ford slammed the Explorer into reverse, sending it into a slide, like an ancient automobile hydroplaning. Finally, mercifully, the auxilliary thrusters kicked in and Explorer ground to a halt.

Baxter sighed as the smoke cleared and people throughout the bridge gathered themselves. “Everybody okay?” he asked weakly.

“Satisfactory,” J’hana muttered. She looked over to Conway. “What about you, sir?”

Conway cupped his chin in his hands as he looked out at the viewscreen. “Ah, what does it matter?”

“Well, little Bucky weathered the ride okay,” Baxter grinned, scooping up the Welsh corgi and stroking his fur. He carried the dog over to ops. “Well, how bad is it, Larkin? Don’t tell me we’re in the Delta Quadrant again. Ha ha. That would be hilarious.” Baxter noticed no one else on the bridge was laughing. “Seriously. That’s not what happened, is it?”

“Indeed, we are not in the Delta Quadrant,” Larkin replied, studying her panel. “We are not anywhere in the Milky Way galaxy.”

Baxter’s eyes widened. “Come again?”

“We are approximately ten light years from the galactic barrier. I estimate we will have to travel one month at high warp before we reach the outermost ring of Starfleet communications buoys.”

“Well, they wanted us to explore deep space,” J’hana snapped. “This is as deep as it gets.”

Baxter snuggled Bucky close to his chin. “I guess you’re right. It’s not quite as bad as the Delta Quadrant, anyway. Tilleran, put together a flight plan that will allow us to get back to the Milky Way galaxy and soak up some of the scenery for Starfleet at the same time.” Baxter made his way over to the command railing. “And how about you go belowdecks and greet our visitors, Commander? Maybe that will take your mind off your, er, problems.”

Conway shrugged, headed over to the turbolift. “Whatever.”

“Forgetting something?” Baxter asked, placing Bucky on the ground and dangling his leash in front of Conway.

“Hmph.” Conway snatched the leash and dragged Bucky into the turbolift.



“Don’t you know who I am?” the dark-haired woman railed at Lt. Hartley from atop the transporter pad.

Hartley folded her arms. “No clue.”

“Well,” the woman drew herself up, flattening her cascading orange and gold polysynth dress. “I’m daughter of the fifth house, holder of the sacred chalace of Rixx, heir to the holy–”

“Muzzle it, Mother,” another dark-haired woman said, pushing past to Hartley. “What ship are we on, Lieutenant?”

“The Explorer,” Hartley replied. “Who are you all?”

“We’re from the Enterprise,” the woman said in a high tone, as Commander Conway stepped into Transporter Room One.

Hartley rolled her eyes. “Well la dee da.”

Conway stopped to regard the two women talking to Hartley. “Welcome to the Explorer,” he said dully.

“Nice dog,” Hartley grinned.

Paying no attention to Hartley, Conway turned to regard the two new visitors who still remained on the transporter bay.

“Greetings,” a white-skinned man, who Conway recognized as the android that served aboard the Enterprise said, stepping forward to shake Conway’s hand. “My name is Lieutenant Commander Data.”

“Yeah,” Conway said, shaking Data’s hand in return. He was too taken aback by the woman standing next to him to pay much mind to the android. “Who–who are you?” Conway asked in a gutteral tone.

She wore a science tunic, Conway realized. A beautiful, deep, shimmering azure science tunic. He LOVED science officers.

“Beverly Crusher,” the woman said warmly. “Chief Medical Officer of the Enterprise.” Crusher studied Conway’s pips approvingly. “Commander.”

“Right,” Conway said, taking the woman’s hand and shaking it vigorously. “Commander Conway. First Officer. Welcome aboard the Explorer.”

“Ah, the Explorer,” Data noted, accessing his database. “Part of a program created by Admiral Frank McGrath. The Explorer was launched on Stardate 52005 on a mission of pure exploration.” He cocked his head. “According to mission logs since then, however, it appears to have strayed from its…” he twitched slightly. “Mission parameters.”

“You okay, man?” Conway asked, as Data seemed to be suffering from some kind of processing lag. Data just nodded in the affirmative.

“I’ll give you parameters,” Hartley muttered, shaking her fist.

“Let’s not be rude, Lieutenant,” Conway said, gesturing to Hartley and offering Crusher his arm.

“Us? Not rude? Commander, you’ve got to be kidding!”

Conway ignored the transporter chief. “If you’ll allow me, I’ll find you some beds–I mean quarters.”

“Very nice of you, Commander,” Crusher said, and narrowed her eyes at Hartley as she passed by.

Hartley glowered.

“What about me? Don’t I get introduced?” the gaudily- dressed woman railed. “I am royalty!”

“Shut up, Mother!” the younger woman snapped, and fell in behind Crusher and Data.

“Oh, they’re just going to be a hoot,” Hartley muttered, going back to her Cosmospolitan magazine.



Tilleran’s opaque eyes looked as if they were about to blow out of her skull. “LWAXANA TROI? HERE!!!!!”

Baxter scooched back a bit at the conference table, feeling a bit alarmed. “Apparently. Along with her daughter, Deanna, and two of her crewmates from the Enterprise. Beverly Crusher, their CMO, and Commander Data.”

“Another android,” Larkin noted agreeably from her seat beside Baxter. “Most interesting.”

“He’s not half as well-built as you, Kristen,” Richards said from beside her. “That Soong didn’t know what he was doing. Just because Data is more highly publicized–”

“Anyway,” Baxter said, in an effort to get a little more control over the staff meeting, “we all know the reputation that’s attached to the Enterprise, and its crew. It goes all the way back to the first starships. And as such, I expect these people to be a bunch of giant snobs.”

“At least Worf’s not here,” J’hana said playfully. “We all know there’s no love lost between the two of you.”

“Yes, well,” Baxter said self-conciously. He could still feel the pummeling Worf gave him ten years ago on Altair Six when Baxter had accidentally spilled prune juice onto Worf then mocked him about it. It had been an ugly scene, to be sure. “At any rate, try to be on your company manners. It’s only a–” Baxter gulped, “–month we have to spend being nice to them.”

“Speaking of no love being lost,” Ford said, “has anyone told Counselor Peterman that Troi is here yet?” Peterman was still miffed about Troi’s refusal to sign her copy of “Zefram Cochrane: Hero, or Alcoholic?” at the Daystrom Institude Technology conference the previous year.

Baxter sighed. “Browning’s telling her right now.”

Suddenly, a sheer whoop sounded from behind the doors that led to the bridge. Baxter grimaced.

“HERE? Where is she?? Let me have a piece of her, damn it! Let me at her!”

Baxter clapped his hands down on the table. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’d better go make sure my wife doesn’t kill one of our guests. Meanwhile, I expect the rest of you to try to find a way to get us back to the Milky Way galaxy ASAP.”

“I don’t know who has the more difficult job,” J’hana muttered.

“Captain Baxter does, believe me,” Richards replied, pointing to Larkin. “Come on, Kristen. Let’s get you down to Engineering. You’re due for a check-up.”

Larkin followed Richards obediently. “Understood.”

“I’m going to go find Lwaxana,” said Tilleran, wandering out of the conference lounge, starry-eyed.

“It’s going to be one interesting month,” Ford said, grinning, as he followed the other officers out of the lounge.



Peterman paced the turbolift like a caged tiger. “They taught us at the academy that anger was a brief response to frustration or pain, and that it dissipates quickly. You know something? That’s a load of crap!”

“Calm down, honey,” Baxter said quietly. He was trying to reach out a reassuring hand, but Peterman was moving too quickly for him to clamp down on her.

“I’m not going to calm down. She was SUCH a snob to me, Andy. Just wait until you meet her–you’ll see what I’m talking about.”

“She can’t be that bad,” Baxter urged. “Even if she is, can’t you just be nice to her for a–” Baxter gulped, “–month?”

Peterman whirled on a heel. “I approached her just as she was coming off the stage. I even complimented her counseling strategy, which was really nothing more than getting drunk with Cochrane, and then I asked her VERY nicely to sign my copy of her book. She LAUGHED, and then she shoved it back in my face! She never even gave me a reason!”

“That wasn’t a bright thing to do.”

“That’s what I told her, right before I–”

“Decked her.”

Peterman folded her arms. “Exactly.”

Baxter ran a hand through his hair as the turbolift sighed to a halt. As much as it intrigued him to see his wife and the admittedly gorgeous Deanna Troi in hand-to-hand combat, he didn’t actually want it to happen. Especially not on HIS ship.

Then the doors swished open to reveal Counselor Deanna Troi. She was tapping her foot impatiently.

“Couns–” was all Baxter managed to say, before Peterman whirled and stared fire at Troi.

“YOU! You’ve got some nerve showing up on this ship after you wouldn’t even do me the courtesy of signing your book for me!”

Troi blinked. “I’m sorry. You must have me confused with someone else.”

“It was you. Your book. Altair Six.” Peterman reached down and grabbed a padd, waving it at Troi. “It’s in my log. I have the stardate and everything.”

Troi looked from Peterman to Baxter. “Your crewperson is suffering from violent tendencies and unhinged pettyness, Captain.”

Baxter’s mouth opened and closed uselessly. Before he could do more, Peterman leapt at Troi and grabbed up a generous handful of the counselor’s dark hair.

“What?? Get off me!!” Troi snapped.

“You are nothing more than an intellectual snob, riding your famous mother’s coattails!” Peterman screamed.

“You leave my mother out of this!” Troi shot back. “Try and stay professional!”

Baxter quickly slid in between Troi and Peterman. “Ladies! I’m sure we can work this out!”

Troi straightened her hair, then nodded toward Peterman. “You tell HER that.”

“I just want what’s mine. An autographed copy of your Zefram Cochrane book.”

“Fat chance!” Troi bristled.

“Please!” Baxter said diplomatically. “Let’s try to sort this out in a civilized way. We’re supposed to live in an evolved society, remember?”

“I AM evolved,” Troi said defensively. “She’s the one who’s the animal. Understandable, I suppose.” Troi let out a brief, evil giggle. “She spends enough time with them.”

“You bitch!” Peterman seethed. “See, you do know who I am!”

“Now you just wait a minute. That’s my wife you’re talking about!” It was Baxter’s turn to be defensive.

“Is she?” Troi pulled her hair back into something resembling its original configuration. “Well, you tell your wife that she’s still under orders from the Judge Advocate General to stay at least twenty meters away from me at all times.”

Peterman adjusted her breasts angrily and yanked at her tunic. “I’ll gladly stay away from you. But you’d better get used to seeing me around. You’ll be here for a long time!”

“What do you mean?”

“Tell her, Andy.”

Baxter looked toward the ceiling in an attempt to gather himself, then looked back at Troi. “It’ll be a month before we’re within range of the Federation’s closest communications relay. We were tossed out here by that,” Baxter crooked his shoulder in the approximate direction of the breach in space, “filament.”

Troi steamed. “Of all the ships in all the fleet for me to be stuck on, the fates had to pick this one!” With that, she stomped off into the turbolift.

“Glad to have you aboard!” Baxter tossed a friendly wave at Troi as the doors closed.



“I appreciate the opportunity to have a look at your Engineering department,” Data said as Lt. Tilleran escorted him down the hallway toward the engine room. “Perhaps I can be of some assistance in getting us back to our proper position.”

“Mmm hmm,” Tilleran replied vacantly. She waited a few beats and then briskly turned toward Data. “So where’s Mrs. Troi?”

“If you are referring to Lwaxana Troi, I believe she is spending some time in your Executive Spa. Apparently, our trip through the quantum filament was quite stressful.”

“I can imagine,” Tilleran said thoughtfully, as she and Data rounded the bend into Main Engineering. “I’ll go introduce you to Lt. Commander Richards, our Chief Engineer.”

“Excellent.”

Tilleran approached the door to Richards’s office and hit the chime. “Commander, I have Mr. Data from the Enterprise here to see you.”

“Come on in,” Richards’s voice replied. “I’m just finishing up with Larkin.”

“Kristen Larkin?” Data marveled. “I was hoping I would get a chance to meet her.”

“Uh-huh.” Tilleran stepped through the door to Richards’s office, Data on her heels.

Larkin was up on Richards’s desk, her uniform unzipped and her midsection splayed open to reveal a tangle of shimmering positronic data transfer rods, blinking lights, and bristling optical cable.

Data cocked his head, and with a discrete “bleep,” his entire expression changed. He now stared deeply into Larkin’s eyes. “This must be the indomitable android known as Kristen Larkin,” he said, flashing a winning smile, taking her hand and kissing it.

Richards eyed Data skeptically. “Yeah. And I’m Commander Richards. Chief Engineer. And Larkin’s creator.”

“Charmed.” Data diverted his gaze from Larkin’s nanocordical processor to her eyes. “Lt. Commander Data.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Larkin said evenly, observing her hand, then returning her gaze to Mr. Data. “I have much to discuss with you about android existence.”

“Perhaps we might do that over dinner?” Data suggested.

“That would be illogical. Neither of us eat.”

Data gazed into Larkin’s eyes. “Then we can simply watch the stars.”

“Eyes over here, mister!” Richards said, stepping forcefully in front of Larkin. He looked between Data and Tilleran. “It’s, um, her torso is charged with electrons.”

“I assure you, Commander Richards, I know how to dissipate an electron charge.”

“I bet you do,” Richards muttered, turning his attention back to the assemblage of tools on his desk. “I’d better finish up here. You two can wait outside.”

Data gave Larkin a half bow and waved his hand with a flourish. “I look forward to seeing you again, madam.”

“Very well.”

Larkin cocked her head as Tilleran and Data made their exit. “Mr. Richards–Chris, why was Lt. Commander Data acting in such an odd manner?”

“You forget all about him,” Richards replied. “He’s nothing but bad news.”

“How so?”

“Oh, he’s got that fancy emotion chip. He gets all the good press. Serves on the Federation flagship. I’m sure his artificial ego is bigger than a dark matter nebula.”

“His motives appear pure to me, sir.”

“That’s what scares me about you, Larkin,” Richards said, closing up her abdominal cavity. He briefly considered sealing it with a reinforced nanopolymer, then thought better of it. It wasn’t good to be TOO protective, or so said Dr. Spock’s book on child-rearing.

Then again, what did Vulcans know about children, anyway? Richards quickly slapped a coating of nanopolymer over the opening and zipped Larkin’s tunic. “All right, off you go.”

“Aye, sir.”

“And stay AWAY from Mr. Data.”

“Understood.”



Tilleran had given Data the slip while he was investigating the Explorer’s warp core. She just HAD to see Lwaxana. The Ambassador was a personal hero of Tilleran’s and the object of what some would call an obsession.

And she was aboard!

Tilleran made her way briskly down the corridor toward the Executive Spa. She began composing exactly what she was going to say to Lwaxana.

Then she stopped in her tracks.

Lwaxana was a telepath, just like her. She’d see the obsession, the utter fandom that Tilleran felt for her through all the excuses and veiled attempts to make friends. How could she have been so blind as to not consider that possibility? Probably because she never imagined she’d meet Lwaxana face to face.

Backward thinking, that’s what it was. What kind of science officer did that make her, anyway? She’d used her powers to manipulate people since she’d attained them as a teenager and left Betazed for the lush backwaters of space. Those powers had gotten her boyfriends, rides on spaceliners–some might even argue they got her into Starfleet Academy. But what, pray tell, would her powers be good for against the maestro of telepathy herself, one Lwaxana Troi?

With that thought foremost on her mind, Tilleran spun on a heel toward the nearest turbolift, feeling as if she was dodging a quantum torpedo.

Then she heard a pained, tortured cry for help.

Not with her ears, but in her mind.

<HELLLLLP, ME! SOMEONE, PLEAAAAAASE, HELP MEEEEEEEE!>

She’d recognize that voice anywhere. It was the voice that had sung to her from audio chips for years. That voice that honed her skills to the sharp point that they were today. That voice that cooed and called her “little one” brightly from within the speakers in her quarters. That voice, that musical voice, was now in HER mind.

She felt honored, even proud, to receive Lwaxana’s mental message.

Then, seconds later, she realized it was a cry for help.

Tilleran dashed down the corridor, pounded her override into the large duranium doors that led into the Executive Spa, and bulled her way inside.

And Lwaxana Troi, half naked, scrambled out, with a golden retriever and two pomeranians tearing savagely at the shreds of towel that clung to her private parts.

<BY THE SACRED CHALACE, YOU MUST HELP ME, CHILD, BEFORE THEY KILL ME!>

Taken aback for a moment by the blur that had flown by her and out into the corridor, and equally shocked by the busted piping and soaked floors of the decadent Executive Spa, Tilleran quickly collected herself and hurried after the pack of dogs.

“Charlie, Boomer, Starbuck, get back here!” Tilleran cried, but the dogs ran on, their gleaming wet fur shining in the artificial light of the curved Explorer corridor.

Tilleran quickened her pace, deciding to change tacks. She squeezed shut her eyes, not a bright thing to do while running down the corridor, and invaded the minds of the three dogs.

<STOP YOUR ATTACK, SMALL ONES, OR FEEL MY WRATH!> she growled through the animals’ brains. They stopped so immediately she nearly tripped over them.

<Play dead,> she thought at them, cripplingly, and rushed over to Lwaxana Troi, who lay confused in a heap on the deck, writhing.

<Little One, you’ve saved me,> Lwaxana murmurred in a daze in Tilleran’s mind. With one final gasp she flopped to the deck, unconscious.



“Where are the others?” Commander Conway asked, as he met up with Larkin on one of the residence decks, after making sure Dr. Crusher was snugly tucked into her cabin and wanted for nothing.

“Lt. Commander Data is perusing Engineering with Lt. Tilleran,” Lt. Commander Larkin replied. “And I am unaware of the location of Counselor and Ambassador Troi.”

“No matter. I’m not concerned with them,” Conway said, striding purposefully toward the turbolift.

Larkin picked up step next to him. “May I say, sir, you seem unnaturally self-confident. Have you been listening to another of Counselor Petersen’s self-help chips?”

“Absolutely not!” Conway replied harshly. “I just got a date.”

“A date?”

Conway nodded. “With Dr. Crusher. Well, it’s not a date, per se. I just said I’d show her around the ship later tonight.”

“I take it by your vocal inflections and the flushing of blood to your cheeks that you have alterior motives?”

“Me?”

“Affirmative.”

Conway grinned, elbowed Larkin. “Can’t get anything past you, huh, Larkin?”

Larkin’s head spun to see behind her. “Past, sir?”

“Nevermind. Did Mr. Data get situated down in Engineering?” Conway asked distinterestedly, stepping into the lift.

“Bridge,” Larkin said, following Conway in. “Indeed he did. I find his behavior quite curious, however.”

“There’s good reason for that, Larkin. He does have that emotion chip.”

“Even so, sir. He seemed…interested.”

Conway arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

“I did not know how to respond. Other romantic interludes have not compared to this. Private Henricks programmed me as an unfeeling object of desire, and the Tellarite ambassador I had coitus with last year was…uninspiring. Mr. Data’s attitude was more like a formal courtship, in the classical sense.”

“Well, well,” Conway said cheerily, clapping Larkin on the back. “You tiger, you.”

“Sir?”

“Listen, Larkin,” Conway said, turning the android to stare him in the eyes. “You need to take the opportunity for romance when it presents itself. Otherwise, it will pass you by.”

“But, Lt. Commander Richards seemed to disapprove. He told me Mr. Data was ‘bad news.’”

“Aw, Richards is just being overprotective. Forget him.”

The bridge doors slid open and Larkin and Conway stepped out. “Still, he forbade me to meet with Mr. Data.”

Conway followed Larkin over to her station, leaning in to whisper, “You’re a grown android, with a free will of your own. If you want to see Data, see him. Richards didn’t ask you for permission to get together with the human Larkin, did he?”

Larkin cocked her head, considering this. “Indeed, he did not.”

“And neither should you. What, you want to be alone all your life?”

“My life span is considerable,” Larkin said agreeably. “To spend that long a period without any further romantic exchanges is not an attractive thought.”

Conway grimaced, thinking of Crusher. “Tell me about it.”

Larkin went to work at ops. “I will take your advice under consideration.”

“That’s all I ask,” Conway said, heading over to the command chair.



“She’s got a mild concussion, and a slight imbalance in her brain caused by the strain on her nerves,” Dr. Browning said as she examined the readings on Lwaxana Troi’s biobed readout screen. “Which is perfectly normal in Betazoids of her agegroup. With a little bedrest, she’ll be absolutely fine.”

“I’ll see to it, Doctor,” Tilleran said, turning to Lwaxana. “Ambassador, can you hear me?”

“Yes, child,” Lwaxana replied. “I don’t understand what happened. I stepped into the bath, and all of a sudden, these–these creatures came from beneath the bubbles and attacked me!”

“It isn’t the first time that’s happened,” Tilleran said bitterly. She’d have to speak with Peterman.

Suddenly, the doors to Sickbay parted and Deanna Troi rushed in.

“What’s happened?” she demanded, turning to Browning. “Why is my mother in here?”

“She had a little accident,” Browning said soothingly. “Why don’t I make you a nice cup of tea and we can talk about it?”

“I don’t want to talk about it, you imbecile, I want to see my mother!”

Browning blinked, thumbed in the direction of Lwaxana’s biobed. “She’s right back there.”

Troi rushed to Lwaxana’s side. “Mother, what have these people done to you?”

Lwaxana sat up on her elbows. “It’s nothing, Little One. There were some…animals in the spa and they got a little rough with me. Thankfully, Lieutenant Tilleran here came to my rescue.”

Troi glanced up at Tilleran with narrowed eyes. “Lieutenant.”

“Lieutenant Tilleran is Betazoid too,” Lwaxana said brightly.

Troi narrowed her eyes even more. “I can see that.”

“She’s FULL Betazoid.”

Troi folded her arms. “Really.”

Lwaxana nodded. “And she was able to get into the minds of ANIMALS, darling. And not only that, but she was able to control them. Do you know how rare that is in Betazoids?”

A frown worked its way into the nooks and crannies of Troi’s face. “I can’t imagine.”

Lwaxana touched Tilleran’s arm. The science officer blushed. “If she hadn’t come to my aid, I might have died.”

“You’re exagerrating this a bit, aren’t you, Mother?”

“I didn’t see you come running, Deanna.”

“I was in Stellar Cartography. Ten decks down!”

“I sent out a telepathic signal. Couldn’t you sense it?”

Troi waffled. “Well, of course I could.”

“Then where were you,” Tilleran said angrily. “Where were you when your mother needed you?”

Lwaxana looked to Troi expectantly.

“I…I did try to get there. But SHE–” Troi shrugged in Tilleran’s direction. “Moved you here before I got there.”

“You’re lying, Counselor,” Tilleran muttered. “How transparent.”

Troi’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water.

“You expect to hide something from two classically trained FULL Betazoids, dear?” Lwaxana said. “What a disappointment.”

“Go to Hell, Mother,” Troi muttered, spinning around and stomping toward the doors to Sickbay.

As she did so, the doors parted and Peterman stepped through. “Where are my babies? What happened to my babies?”

“Step aside!” Troi commanded, and shoved Peterman harshly away from the door.

“Okay, it’s go time!” Peterman cried, but Browning grabbed her arm and dragged her into Sickbay just in the nick of time.

“Come on, Counselor. Your pets are this way.”

That gave Peterman the chance to remember why she was there in the first place. “Right. My babies. Where are they? What happened?”

Browning nodded in Tilleran’s direction. “Lt. Tilleran sort of…well, put them into a coma.”

“They attacked Ambassador Troi,” Tilleran said, watching as Petersen’s eyes flared with anger. “So I commanded them mentally to, well, play dead.”

Browning held firm to Petersen’s arm, but she staggered toward Lwaxana’s biobed, dragging Browning behind her.

“You WHAT?” Peterman asked, bending over Lwaxana to glare at Tilleran.

“It was self defense,” Tilleran said plainly.

“They’ll be fine,” Browning urged. “They’re resting right back this way, in the pet room. Come on, I’ll show you.”

Peterman shook Browning’s arm free. “You have some nerve, Tilleran!”

“You have some nerve letting your pets have free reign of the ship!”

Lwaxana looked from Peterman to Tilleran dizzily. It was like watching a ping-pong game.

“What’s going to happen to my pets?”

“They should be put to sleep!”

“You should be put to sleep!”

“Your face should be bashed in!”

“You–”

“Can’t this wait,” Lwaxana finally said. “I’m fine now, but my daughter is very upset about the whole thing. First my…accident, and now,” she nodded at Tilleran. “My new friend, here.”

Peterman’s expression immediately softened. She turned to Lwaxana, smiling. “Troi’s upset?”

Tilleran nodded. “Very.”

“Hmmm. Well, then, I guess there’s no harm done, as long as my pets come out of their comas.”

“Which I assure you they will,” Browning said, wrapping an arm around Peterman and ushering her toward the pet room. “Doctor Lombard and I are trying everything we can to bring them around. Here, let’s go talk to them now. I’m sure they’ll be glad to see you, even if they are in comas.”

“Who was that, dear?” Lwaxana asked as Peterman and Browning ducked into the pet room.

Tilleran decided to avoid telling Lwaxana that Peterman was the one who had decked her daughter. “That’s not important. We need to get you moved to a nice quiet bedroom so you can rest. It’s important that you get your strength back up.”

“Well, you do have a point.” Lwaxana sunk back against her pillow. “I’m so lucky to have you by my side, Lt. Tillian.”

“Tilleran.”

“Yes, quite.” And Lwaxana sunk back into unconciousness.



“So, there we were, on our way back from the conference on Betazed,” Dr. Beverly Crusher said, as Commander Conway escorted her down the corridor on Deck Eleven later that night. “We’d sat in on a panel discussion about the Dominion occupation and how it affected Betazed, and the recovery process.”

Conway nodded. “That’s absolutely fascinating, Doctor.”

“At any rate, we were heading back to rendez-vous with the Enterprise when we hit that blasted filament. It carried us, much as it did your ship, out toward the end of the galaxy at tremendous speed.”

“Toward us,” Conway said reasonably.

“Right,” Crusher replied. “And Data was able to create a breach in the filament that we could escape through, only instead of escaping, we sort of became jammed in there.”

“That must have been horrifying!” Conway exclaimed.

“It wasn’t pleasant,” Crusher admitted. “Then you came and rescued us.”

“The least we could do!” Conway insisted. “Oh, would you look at that! Here we are. Holodeck Three.”

“Holodeck?” Crusher asked. “I thought you were giving me a tour of the Explorer’s science decks.”

“Some consider holodecks the pinnacle of known science,” Conway explained, as he tapped a control on the wall-panel, bringing the holodeck online. “Let me just show you a random program here.”

“I’ve been in plenty of holodecks.”

“Just humor me.”

Crusher sighed. “All right, if you insist. What kind of program are we going into?”

“You’ll see.” Conway gestured regally for Crusher to step through. “After you, Doctor.”

“You can call me Beverly.” Crusher stepped through into a huge arena, inscribed with a multi-laned track of black tar. “Where are we?”

“Oh, this is that NASCAR program I’ve heard about,” said Conway. “I’ve heard this is a lot of fun.”

The stadium lights were dimmed, and the sun shone low on the horizon, casting a bright orange glow over the infield.

“Wherever we are, it’s quite beautiful,” exclaimed Crusher.

At the center of the infield, a car painted green and yellow, with the words “Mellow Yellow” splashed upon it, waited silently.

Conway pulled open the flap over the passenger side door. “Slide right in.”

“We’re not going to be racing, are we?” Crusher asked skeptically.

“Of course not,” Conway said, making a mental note that it was a good idea to make his program a bit more romantic. Obviously, Crusher wasn’t into flopping about in her seat at 200 miles an hour. Time would tell, anyway.

Conway made his way to the driver’s side and slid behind the wheel. “You like?”

“A little spartan.”

“Well, we’ll change that. Computer, champagne for two.”

A bottle of champagne glimmered into place on the dashboard. Conway poured two glasses and handed one to Crusher. “Drink up. Computer, play something from my collection. Something slow and beautiful.”

“Working”

“Are you trying to romance me, Commander?” Crusher asked, glancing at the glass.

“Perish the thought! And call me David!”

“Just checking.” Crusher sipped at the champagne thoughtfully, while Conway chugged his glass back and poured another. Finally, the computer came up with a song:



She packed my bags last night, preflight, zero hour, nine a.m.

And I’m gonna be high-ay-ay as a kite by then.



I miss the Earth so much, I miss my wife. It’s lonely out

in space. On such a ti-i-i-me, this flight,



And I think it’s going to be a long long time

till touchdown brings me round again to find I’m not the man

they think I am at all, oh no no no, I’m a Rocket Man…



Crusher flushed. “Oh, dear. I bet Jean-luc will be mad at me.”

“Urp–Picard?” Conway asked worriedly, wiping champagne from his upper lip.

Crusher nodded. “Yes. He gets…attached very easily.”

Conway chugged his champagne and poured another. He’d need it. “I see. Well–”

“He’ll miss the Seine dearly.”

Conway stopped in mid-swig. “The Seine?”

“Our runabout. He cristened it. You know how men are with their ships.” Crusher curled in her seat and hugged her legs. “They get so attached to them.”

“Right, right. The ships. The runabout. Attached.” Conway set his glass down. “Er, Beverly–”

“You should have seen him after the Enterprise-D crashed,” Crusher said, staring out at the sky through the Chevy’s windows fondly. “He spent many a night with his head on my shoulder, muttering in French.”

Conway choked, spitting champagne all over the steering wheel. “You don’t say?”

“I stroked that bald head as hard as I could to try and make the pain go away. It got better after we got the Enterprise-E, but he still comes to my quarters after fitful nights of dreaming of that ship. He really loved it.”

Conway tossed his glass out the window angrily. “I’ll bet.”

“He could never love me that way, though. Heart’s as cold as a Breen glacier, I’m afraid.”

“Poor guy.” Conway’s heart soared. Anymore of this rollercoaster and he’d have a stroke.

“Anyway,” Crusher said, angling her body toward Conway. “Enough about me. Tell me about yourself.”

Conway inched closer to Crusher. “Oh, you’d just be bored.”

“Try me!” Crusher said, patting Conway’s leg playfully.

“Okay–” Conway took a deep breath.



Deanna Troi stormed into her mother’s quarters, coming face to face with Lt. Tilleran.

“Can I help you?” Tilleran said, arms folded.

“I want to see my mother.”

“She’s sleeping.”

“Then I’ll wake her.” Troi pushed past to the bedroom.

Tilleran clamped a hand on Troi’s shoulder, whirled her around. “I don’t think so.”

<MO–!> Troi called out, but as quickly as she sent out the telepathic message, Tilleran blocked it, as if placing a mental hand over Troi’s mouth.

Troi’s eyes widened in disbelief. “You’re blocking me!”

“It’s not hard. Especially since you’re only half Betazoid.”

“How dare you!”

“How dare you!” Tilleran returned. “You’ve been a horrible daughter to Lwaxana, and it’s time someone stepped in to love her like she deserves to be loved.”

“And that someone is you?” Troi scoffed.

“That’s right.”

“We’ll see about that.” Troi turned on a heel and marched out of Lwaxana’s quarters.

<Who was that, dear?> Lwaxana’s mind asked, once Deanna was gone.

Tilleran smirked. <No one, Ms. Troi. No one at all.>

<Good. In that case, get me more soup, would you?>

Tilleran smiled. “With pleasure.”



“And then my most recent experience was with our Trill colony specialist,” Conway said drunkenly, chugging from the champagne bottle.

“No kidding!” Crusher murmurred, grabbing the bottle from Conway and taking an equivalent swig. She leaned back onto his shoulder, as soft moonlight filtered in through the NASCAR’s window. “I had a fling with a Trill, too. Let me guess, she died.”

Conway nodded. “Yep.”

“It’s always the way. In my case, Odan’s symbiont was transferred into a woman.”

“Shar was put into a woman, too. But not the woman for me.”

“Well,” Crusher said. “They say beauty’s only–”

Conway attempted several times to put a finger to Crusher’s lips. “No, no, no, that’s not the half of it!”

“No?” she asked, as Conway’s finger stabbed at her face.

“No! Shar was placed into an incredibly mean woman who was engaged to an incredibly BEAUTIFUL woman. I hear they own some sort of coffee place on Trill now and they’re doing very well.”

“The coffee part certainly is ironic,” Crusher said, swallowing a belch. Conway had regailed her about his love for coffee for a large part of his drunken rant.

“You’re telling me,” Conway slurred.

“My, four whole years,” Crusher said. “That certainly is a long time to go without.”

“Don’t remind me,” Conway moaned. Who’s idea was it to tell her THAT?

“It’s been a while for me, too,” Crusher admitted, turning to look up into Conway’s eyes. “My last time was with an ancient spirit that was trapped in a lantern. He sucked the life-force energy out of every woman in my family line.”

“Men are pigs,” Conway belched.

“Not all men,” Crusher said, snuggling against Conway’s chest. “Some are warm and pudgy. Not all bald and cold.”

“Who COULD you be talking about?” Conway asked wryly.

“That’s not important now,” Crusher said, reaching over to unzip Conley’s uniform.

“I hope this thing has airbags,” Conway mumbled, as Crusher pushed him down into the space between the dashboard and seats, his palm slamming against the NASCAR’s foggy front windshield.



THE NEXT MORNING



“Troi to Crusher.”

“Troi to Crusher.”

“TROI to CRUSHER!”

Commander Conway twisted in the bucket seat of his NASCAR. “SHADDUP!”

Dr. Crusher’s head emerged from between the front two seats. “Where am I?”

“You’re in a NASCAR,” Conway said, and went back to sleep.

“Beverly?” Troi’s voice demanded over the comm system.

Crusher rubbed her head. “What?”

“You’re late for our morning exercise routine.”

“Oh, right.”

“I’ve reserved a space in the Explorer’s gymnasium for us. Just because we’re trapped in this forsaken place does not mean we have to abandon our daily routines.”

Crusher looked around the interior of David Conway’s NASCAR plaintively. “I’m going to need a few minutes to get ready.”

The Betazoid in Deanna Troi picked up the fluctuation in Crusher’s voice. “Where are you, Beverly?”

“Nowhere.”

“Where…are…you?”

“In the holodeck.”

“Doing what?”

Crusher quickly zipped her uniform tunic and wriggled into her trousers, tucking her boots into her armpit. “No time to explain, Deanna. I’ll see you in the gym.”

The comm line was quiet for a few moments. “I’ll be waiting.”

Commander Conway stirred, dragging himself to kneeling by gripping the seat he was lying on. “Beverly…that was…”

“Brief?” Crusher offered.

Conway shrugged. “Hey, it’s been a long time.”

“No apologies necessary,” Crusher replied. “It was a good effort.”

“Well, you know what they say. Practice makes perfect.”

Crusher smiled politely as she squirmed toward the open driver’s side window. “Listen, I have to go. Deanna’s going to be very upset with me if I don’t get over to the gym soon.”

“Like you need any more of a workout.”

“You’re quite the charmer, Commander.”

Conway watched Crusher slide out of the NASCAR longingly. He sighed at the sound of the holodeck doors sighing open and cranking shut again. He stretched and yawned, staring at the beautiful streaks of sunlight stretching throughout the horizon before him, on a beautiful Dover, Delaware day.

He zipped up his uniform tunic and slid out of the NASCAR, just as Dale Earnhardt walked up.

“Mornin’ Dave,” he said in a friendly southern drawl.

“Morning, Dale,” Conway replied, shaking the man’s hand. “Out for a practice run before tonight’s race?”

“Always. Practice makes perfect.”

Conway nodded knowingly. “I get that.”

“You take this baby for a spin?” Dale asked, patting Conway’s Mellow Yellow car gently.

“In a manner of speaking,” Conway shrugged.

“She’s a sturdy automobile.”

“That she is, Dale.”

“You take care of her.” Dale tugged his helmet on and headed off to the bleachers. “Be good to her, and she’ll bring you home every time.”

Conway grinned. “I’ll remember that.”



Conway danced out into the corridor, smiling warmly at passing crewmembers. When he saw Lt. Commander Larkin, he ran up and hugged her.

“Commander, this behavior is extremely atypical, please explain,” Larkin said uncomfortably.

“What’s the date, Larkin?”

“The date, sir?”

“The date!”

Larkin cocked her head. “53652. Why do you ask?”

“Four years, Larkin, four years!” Conway chanted, and twirled down the corridor.

“How odd,” Larkin said, and proceeded toward astrophysics. She rounded the corridor and nearly collided with Lt. Commander Data.

“Commander,” Data said evenly. “Are you functioning within normal parameters today?”

“Affirmative,” Larkin replied. “And you?”

“All indications are normal, except for the–” Data’s head jerked to the side, and Larkin heard a distinct *bleep*. “The need to be with you.”

“You are with me now.” Larkin continued into the turbolift.

Data followed. “That is not what I meant.”

“Deck eighteen.” The turbolift thrummed downward. “Then what did you mean?”

Data propped an elbow against the turbolift bulkhead. “Deck twenty-two. I think you know what I mean.”

“What do you require of me?”

Data traced a finger up Larkin’s cheek, grasped Larkin’s earlobe. He was coming dangerously close to the new position of her off switch. “Search your databanks,” he said. “You know you have been curious since the moment I arrived.”

“In what sense?”

“In the only sense that truly matters.”

“Sexual intercourse?” Larkin asked, matter-of- factly. “That is the primary reason for which I was originally created.”

“That is fascinating, but I have an alternate suggestion.” He leaned toward Larkin and whispered softly to her, nearly cheek-to-cheek.

Larkin nodded. “Indeed. I go off-duty at seventeen hundred hours. Meet me in my quarters?”

The turbolift doors swept open and Larkin stepped through.

“As you wish.” Data grinned as the doors closed and the turbolift continued its descent.



“This place is gorgeous,” Beverly Crusher noticed, as she and Deanna Troi sat, facing each other, legs spread, on one of the mats in the Explorer’s massive gymnasium. The place was walled with mirrors, boasted antigrav courts of all types, all the latest exercise equipment, and a full-sized pool. It was nearly the size of the Enterprise’s main shuttlebay, forcing Crusher to wonder what that admiral had in mind when he commissioned the Explorer program. Was it really meant to lead to new discovery, or just to impress foreign diplomats?

“It looks unused,” Troi said idly, grabbing Crusher’s hands so the two could pull each other back and forth.

Crusher raised an eyebrow. “These people don’t get a whole lot of exercise, if the captain’s any indication.”

“Or the first officer,” Troi muttered.

“Oh, he’s not so bad,” Crusher said, smiling wistfully.

“What are you talking about?” Troi said. “He’s a dense, plodding imbecile, like everyone else on this ship.”

Crusher looked at Troi askance, pulling a little harder than normal, so that several cracks bristled down the empath’s spine. “You certainly are moody lately.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“Are you going through Betazoid menapause?”

Troi’s dark eyes got darker. “I beg your pardon?

“You know, the ‘change’?”

Troi nearly pulled Crusher’s hands out of their sockets as she yanked backward. “Not hardly.”

“Then why all this anger about the Explorer crew? They seem like fairly decent people to me.”

“Need I remind you about the incident when their Counselor attacked me?”

Crusher rolled her eyes. “Not again, please.”

“I was polite enough about it,” Troi said, as her and Crusher leaned back and forth. “I have an agreement with the Daystrom Publishing Company that I would not sign books at public engagements. It’s to assure that I won’t have to worry about lunatics like Counselor Peterman.”

“Are you sure there’s not more to it than that?”

“Of course not. She asked to sign the book, I refused, and she decked me. It’s that simple. Peterman was the one in error. And the Judge Advocate General agrees with me.”

“Fine. I just wonder what could have provoked Counselor Peterman into hauling back and knocking you silly like that.”

Troi narrowed her eyes. “I was not ‘knocked silly.’”

“Fine. Forget I brought it up.”

After several moments of silence, Troi spoke up again. “Then there’s the matter of their science officer.”

“Oh, yes. Lt. Tilleran. She’s full Betazoid, isn’t she?”

Troi jerked backward again, nearly flipping Crusher end over end. “I don’t pay attention to such things.”

“Telepathic instead of empathic.”

“Who cares?”

“Able to see deeper shades of thought? To merge deeper with the minds of others?”

Troi hopped to her feet and stomped over to one of the treadmills, slinging a towel around her neck. “Whatever.”

Crusher mounted the treadmill beside Troi’s. “I sense a little hostility, Deanna.”

“You’re not an empath.”

Crusher smirked. “You’re not a telepath.”

Troi slammed her hand down on the console of the treadmill. “Computer. Increase speed.”

“So what’s the problem with Lt. Tilleran?”

“Apparently, she’s befriended my mother.”

“I’d think that was a good thing.”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t. It’s just…odd.”

Crusher bit the bullet. “Are you afraid your mother will give Lt. Tilleran the respect she never gave you because she’s a full telepath?”

A heavy growling sound rumbled from deep inside Troi. She slammed the speed control on the treadmill. Now she was running, feet pounding on the smooth rubber surface of the treadmill. “I don’t care about that!”

“Warning. Speed is exceeding design limitations,” the computer intoned sympathetcially.

Crusher made a mental note not to say anything to Troi about her experience with Explorer’s first officer. Obviously, the counselor had far too many other issues to deal with, and none of them would be improved on by learning that the Enterprise CMO was sleeping…well, with the enemy.



USS ENTERPRISE NCC-1701-E



“Report, Mr. Rogers,” Captain Jean-Luc Picard said stiffly, erect in his command chair.

The helmsman looked over his scans. “This is the last known position of the Seine, sir.”

“Any sign of how they disappeared?” Commander Will Riker asked, stepping up beside Picard and planting his foot on the console.

“Will, you’re smudging the,” Picard began, but waved it away with a hand. “Nevermind.”

Lt. Commander Geordi La Forge turned from the Engineering console. “Looks like there was a heavy quantum disturbance in this area. Possibly a fractured filament.”

“Well,” Picard said. “We must assume the Seine was lost in that filament.”

“How do we go about rescuing them?” Riker asked worriedly. His Imzadi was in there somewhere.

“I’m not sure,” Picard said. “But we must find out soon. Who knows what horrible things are happening to our people right now.”

“I shiver to think about it, sir.”

“As do I. Get the science people on it right away. And someone replicate me some scones. Teatime waits for no man!”



TO BE CONTINUED…



NEXT:



Will Conway get another date? Will Larkin get a Data? Will Peterman kill Troi? Will Troi kill Peterman? Will Tilleran become Lwaxana’s new daughter? And what does a lavish broadway musical have to do anything? Answers to these questions and more will come in the exciting conclusion of “Generation Gap!”




Generation Gap, Part Two



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53652.3. Thanks to a fractured subspace filament, the Explorer has been tossed right out of the galaxy like a drunken barroom brawler. I suppose we’re lucky, though. We’re not in the Delta Quadrant. But we have been joined by four crewmembers of the Enterprise, who were also caught up in the filament, so it’s nearly as unpleasant as being in the Delta Quadrant.

Counselors Peterman and Troi have tried to kill each other once already, Lt. Tilleran has shirked her duties to devote herself unconditionally to the care of Mrs. Troi, Mr. Data has been lingering around the bridge accumulating data about Larkin since my shift began, and Commander Conway hasn’t reported in yet this morning. And so begins Day Two of our monthlong voyage back to familiar space. Just grand.



“There you are,” Baxter muttered, as Commander Conway skipped onto the bridge, dragging Bucky the Welsh corgi along with him.

“Morning, Captain!” Conway said brightly. “And how are you today?”

“Wondering where you’ve been,” Baxter said, eying Conway suspiciously as the first officer brought his dog around the command area and sat down.

“Oh, you wouldn’t care.”

“Try me.”

Conway folded his arms. “I’d really rather not.”

Baxter sighed. “Fine. Then have a look at this.” Baxter waved at the viewscreen. “Larkin…”

A billowing torrent of blue electricity appeared on the viewscreen.

“Another filament?” Conway asked, stroking his Welsh corgi.

“It sure as hell isn’t a day at the park,” J’hana grumbled from tactical.

Baxter raised an eyebrow at J’hana’s comment and returned his attention to Conway. “Larkin thinks we can use it to get back to our neck of space quicker.”

Conway bristled. “I’d advise against that, Captain.”

“Why?”

“Because…it would pose a risk to the crew.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes. “Right…”

“I think we should just hold our course for the next month as planned. Why take an unnecessary risk?”

“Because we have a bunch of snobs on this ship and I’d just as soon be rid of them,” Baxter grumbled.

“You’re being a little hard on them, sir.”

Lt. Commander Larkin turned in her chair. “Commander Conway does have a point, Captain. The Explorer was nearly destroyed in the last filament. If we entering another one, we may not be as lucky.”

“Fine, fine,” Baxter muttered. “I just hate the idea of spending a whole…” he gulped, “month with these people.”

“It is a large ship, sir,” J’hana argued. “We can easily avoid them.”

“Easy for you to say,” Baxter replied. “I’m the one who has to find a way to keep Kelly and Deanna from ripping each other limb from limb.”

“In all fairness, sir, that would seem to be your problem,” Conway said. “We have to remember to look out for the crew’s best interests above all else.”

“Are you feeling okay, Commander?” Baxter asked, placing a hand on Conway’s forehead. Since when did he care about the best interests of the crew?

“I’m fantastic.”

Baxter felt an odd rumbling in his stomach. Something deep inside told him the world was askew, and he didn’t like it one bit. “How about taking some time off, Commander?”

“That’s too kind, Captain. But I think I’d be of more use on the bridge.”

Baxter gritted his teeth. “I insist.”

“Nah. I’m fine, really.”

“Get off my bridge, Conway!”

Conway shrugged. “Okeydoke, if you insist. Come on, Bucky!”



“Two Kolvar Wallbangers, Mirk, and make it snappy,” Lt. Ford said, as he and Lt. Gellar strolled into the Constellation Cafe and took a seat at the bar.

Mirk immediately noticed that they were dressed in remotely Andorian outfits: orange animal fur and spikes. “Where have you two been?”

“On the holodeck,” Gellar said, taking his Wallbanger and downing it.

“A deviation of one of Lt. J’hana’s programs,” Ford grinned.

“It’s deviant, all right,” Gellar chuckled.

Mirk’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”

“Three words, Mirk,” Ford said. “Andorian Sex Cave.”

“Oh, my.”

“Oh my is right,” Ford said, tossing his drink back. “I modified one of J’hana’s exercise routines. It’s a workout and entertainment at the same time.”

“It’s better than just sitting around,” Gellar muttered.

“Finding duty a little boring with us out in the middle of nowhere?” Mirk probed.

“Yep,” Ford said. “We’re on course back for Federation space. There’s not exactly much helming to be done.”

“And we’ve already got two teams keeping Troi and Peterman apart,” Gellar added. “So there aren’t any real security issues aboard, either.”

“Hmmm,” Mirk said, idly tossing a glass back and forth from hand to hand.

“I just feel sorry for the poor bastards that don’t have something constructive to do,” Ford said.

“Uh-huh.”

“I want my three strips of latinum!” a voice suddenly echoed from the back of the lounge.

Mirk craned his neck to see Ensign Ryan Stuart pound the holo-karate table in anguish.

“Never! That finishing move is illegal!”

“Anything goes in holo-karate!” Ensign Paul Sanchez returned. “Just because you suck at it gives you no excuse not to pay up!”

“Fight, fight, fight!” cried the small crowd that had gathered to watch them play.

“Now this is interesting,” Ford said, putting his glass down and turning on his bar stool.

“Right. Interesting,” Gellar said with concern.

“If you don’t cough up that latinum, I’ll get my payment another way!” Sanchez shouted.

“How’s that?” Stuart cried.

“I’ll wring it from your bloated neck!” and Sanchez set upon Stuart, smashing his head into the glass-latticed holotable.

“Here we go,” Gellar muttered, sliding off his stool and heading into the fray.

“You don’t have a phaser,” Ford mentioned, following behind Gellar. Mirk lept over the bar to join Ford and Gellar.

“I’ll have to improvise.” Gellar reached into the folds of his pink-furred jacket and pulled out a long, thick, pulsating green and blue rod.

“You’re going to use your Andorian pleasure probe on them?”

“Might as well put it to some kind of use. You took both my slave girls!” Gellar muttered, pushing past the gathered onlookers and waving his pleasure probe menacingly. “Everyone clear out! Out of my way!”

Mirk looked on with concern as Sanchez bashed Stuart’s head into the holotable. “You’re replacing that, you know!”

“Come on, break it up!” Gellar ordered, pushing the two combatants apart.

“He started it!” Stuart cried, as Ford yanked him off the table.

“I don’t care who started it. You’re both off to the brig.”

“Aw, damn,” Sanchez muttered. “And there were so many interesting things I wanted to do today.”

“Well, forget about it,” Ford taunted.

Gellar pushed both Stuart and Sanchez in front of him, ushering them toward the exit. “Let’s go, boys.”

Mirk examined the ruins of the holotable angrily. Now what were his customers going to do? Probably go to the holodeck, he thought. Then he remembered that he didn’t charge customers for any of the refreshments, and he didn’t get paid either, so why care one way or the other? He shrugged and worked his way back to the bar.

Halfway there, he saw Sanchez elbow Gellar in the gut and make a run for the doors to the Cafe.

“Oh, no you don’t!” Gellar cried, launching his pleasure probe at Sanchez. The Ensign was felled with a crackle of burning green and blue electricity.

Ford held Stuart back and glared down at Sanchez worriedly. “Oooh, that looked really painful.”

“Actually,” Sanchez grunted. “It felt kind of nice.”

“Come on, sicko, to the brig with you,” Gellar muttered, picking Sanchez up.

“Me a sicko? You’re the one with the pleasure probe.”



Counselor Peterman looked up from her computer terminal. “Come.”

Dr. Crusher stepped in. “Can we talk?”

Peterman quickly shut her terminal off and gestured to a chair. “Sure. Sit down.”

Before Crusher could sit down, she was intercepted by a rather huge ball of orange fur. Fritz the cat lept onto Crusher’s back, digging in with his claws.

Crusher reached behind her, yanking the cat off her back and tossing it onto Peterman’s desk. “How cute.” She fell into the chair opposite Peterman as the Counselor held the hissing kitty at bay. “Listen, I’ve noticed some very disturbing things around here.”

“Naturally. Welcome to the Explorer.”

“This crew seems very unstable.”

“Nothing new there.”

“Shouldn’t we do something about it?”

Peterman leaned forward, stroking her cat with increasing interest. “You have a suggestion?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.”

“I’m all ears.” Peterman smiled.



“Oh a cleaning we will go, a cleaning we will go, hi ho a derry-o, a cleaning we will go!” Commander Conway chanted, tossing the piles of padds that accumulated throughout his office into a bin.

He grabbed a rag off his desk and began scrubbing the deuterium baseboards that lined the bulkheads. The Explorer’s atmosphere was dust-free, but one could never be too careful. Especially when Beverly was due to drop by any minute now.

BEEP-EEEP!

Conway shoved the couch aside, to reveal the remnants of a plate of biscotti from somewhere around Stardate 52759. “Well, that’s probably gone bad by now, huh?”

BEEP-EEEP!

Conway whistled a happy tune, tossing the plate into the reclamator and dematerializing it. “Hold your horses! I’m coming!”

The door to Conway’s office swung open to reveal Lt. Commander Chris Richards.

“Commander,” Richards said, stepping in.

Conway hopped into his desk chair and spun around to face him. “Present! What can I do you for?”

Richards looked at him askance. “You okay, Commander?”

“Never better!”

“Uh-huh.” He took a seat opposite Conway’s desk. “I have a bit of a minor…personnel problem.”

Conway leaned forward on his cupped hands. “Do tell.”

“Two of my officers got in a brawl in Mirk’s.”

“No!”

“Yep. Sanchez and Stuart.”

“We’ve had trouble with Sanchez before,” Conway said idly.

“True, but this time it’s not a cloud of evil causing the problem. It’s all this time we’ve spent flying through desolate space.”

“It’s only been two days.”

“Well, it’s been two days of hell!” Richards exclaimed.

“I think you’re overstating that a bit.”

“Have you taken a look around this ship? The crew is getting unstable.”

“What else is new?”

Richards let out an exasperated breath, leaned forward and gripped Conway’s desk. “Commander: If things are this bad two days into this trip, imagine how much worse they’ll get after a few WEEKS.”

Conway swung back and forth in his chair. “You have a point there.”

“Then do something about it! Before anyone else gets hurt.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Conway said, manevering around the desk and wrapping an arm around Richards, leading him back to the door. “I’ll see what I can do. You just concern yourself with doing the best possible job you can do, and let me handle the rest. Throw your cares away, Mr. Richards!”

“Are you taking some sort of drugs?”

“Just the drug called life, Commander.”

“Well, scale back a bit,” Richards grumbled.

“Not bloody likely.” Conway shoved Richards toward the door. It slid open to reveal Beverly Crusher.

Richards stopped in his tracks. “Doctor.”

Crusher tossed Richards a perfunctory greeting and slid past him, into the office. “David, I want to talk to you!”

Richards snickered. “‘David, I want to talk to you!’” he mimicked.

“About what?” Conway asked.

“It has to do with the sanity of this crew.”

Richards ducked out of the office. “You guys will obviously need quite a bit of time alone.”

“Practice time?” Conway asked weakly.

Crusher shook her head. “Not by a long shot. Listen…”



Captain Baxter filed through the different suggestions he’d recieved on the message net about how to get the Explorer back to the Milky Way galaxy quicker. So far, the most worthwhile suggestion was that the Explorer stop moving altogether and wait for the Milky Way to rotate toward it. Didn’t these people have to be smart to be in Starfleet? Baxter sighed and turned his terminal away, leaning back in his deskchair and rubbing his eyes.

BEEEP-EEEP.

Baxter’s fingers parted to give him a clear view of the door to his office. “Uggh. Come on in.”

Commander Conway poked his head in the door. “Busy, sir?”

“Do you care?”

“Well, yeah. If you’re busy, I can come back.”

Baxter leaned forward in his chair. “No, that’s all right. What’s on your mind, Commander?”

“I was talking to Dr. Crusher, sir, and she has an idea about how to make our trip home easier.”

“Let me guess, she wants us to wait until the Milky Way rotates in our direction.”

“Uh, no, not exactly.” Conway moved over to the chair opposite Baxter’s desk. “Have you noticed the way the crew has been behaving lately?”

“They’re a bit on edge. Having a hard time dealing with the boredom.”

“Exactly. We need to give them something to do.”

“And that would be?”

“We’re going to put on a play.”

“A play.”

“Yep!” Conway said brightly. “Dr. Crusher is an expert director. She’ll direct the play and members of the senior staff will star. It’ll give us something to work on, and the crew an interesting and positive experience to enjoy.”

Baxter leaned over his desk, examining Conway close up. “You’re under the influence of alien mind-control, aren’t you?”

“No,” Conway said, backing up. “Not that I know of.”

“Oh.” Baxter leaned back again. “Well, then. I guess that’s okay, if the crew agrees. What sort of play are we putting on? Shakespeare? O’Neil? V’lorm?”

“Um, not exactly. Dr. Crusher found something a little more appropriate for our crew.”



“Summer lovin’, had me a blast,” Lt. Ford sang, running a comb through his greasy hair.

J’hana huffed, staring at the padd in her hand. “I will not sing this.”

“Come on, J’hana,” Beverly Crusher said, waving her hands emphatically. “You’re Sandy Dombrowski, telling the Pink Ladies about your summer. Feel it!”

“I do not wish to feel it.”

“Come on, Lieutenant!” Crusher said. “‘Summer lovin’, happened so fast…” she sang. “You can do it!”

“I know I can do it,” J’hana muttered. “I simply do not wish to.”

“You’re being very difficult!” Ford cried. “How do you expect me to stay in character!”

“You can’t act anyway. You’ll be lucky to get the role of Rump,” Crusher sighed.

“Oh. Great. And after I put all this sticky crap in my hair.”

Just then, the holodeck doors parted to reveal Commander Conway. He stepped out onto the black-on-yellow grid. “How are auditions going so far?”

“Badly,” Crusher said. “Your tactical officer refuses to sing Sandy Dombrowski’s part.”

“I find it objectionable. I wish to be Rizzo. She is the only character in this forsaken play with any honor.”

“You’ll have to fight me for that part!” Lt. Hartley cried from the row of chairs where the other staff members were waiting to audition. “I sure as hell am not playing Frenchie!”

“I will gladly fight you, little human.”

“Nobody’s fighting anyone,” Conway ordered, stepping in between J’hana and Hartley. “This is for the good of the crew.”

“I do not see what good could possibly come of this,” J’hana said.

“You have a real attitude problem,” Crusher said.

“Thank you.”

“Well, if I can’t be Danny Zuko, I’m not going to be in it,” Ford grumbled.

“And if I can’t play Rizzo, not only will I not be in this play, I’ll short out every holodeck on this ship!” cried Hartley.

Crusher turned on Conway angrily. “David! Do something!”

Conway looked around at the staff gathered in the holodeck. They looked back at him expectantly.



“You want me to what?”

“Order them to play the roles Crusher assigns to them and enjoy it!” Conway exclaimed, following Baxter down to Stellar Cartography.

“I don’t know. That would really be a bit of a violation of their personal freedom, wouldn’t it?”

“Since when do you care about personal freedom!”

Baxter stopped in mid-stride. “I care about personal freedom. What do you think I am, a dictator?”

“I don’t care right now. I just think it’s imperative that this crew puts on Grease, and soon!”

Baxter cocked his head at Conway. “Wait a minute. Why do you care so much about this?”

“Because I’m concerned about the crew’s wellbeing.”

“Since when have you ever been concerned with the crew’s wellbeing?”

Conway stammered a moment, his mouth closing and opening rapidly.

“Exactly,” Baxter said flatly, ducking into Stellar Cartography. “What have we got, Larkin?”

“I have been assisting Lt. Commander Forrester in trying to find a faster way to our area of space,” Larkin said agreeably. She stepped aside to reveal Forrester.

“Right,” Baxter said uncomfortably. Forrester had come on to Baxter on several occasions when the Explorer had been caught in a field of massive paranoia a couple months earlier. Since then, he’d kept his distance, but now he had to face the annoying woman, who he’d found was just as annoying even when not at the mercy of a paranoia field.

“No luck so far,” Forrester said shrilly. “This sector of space seems almost totally devoid of anomalies.”

Except for the ones on this ship, Baxter thought wryly. “Fine. Keep working on it, you two.” Baxter turned to leave the large, domed room, when something occured to him. He turned back to Larkin. “Shouldn’t Tilleran be helping you with this?”

“She is occupied with Lwaxana Troi.”

“How could I have guessed,” Baxter muttered, heading out of Stellar Cartography.

Conway hovered behind him. “Well?”

“Well what?”

“Will you order the senior staff to be a part of Grease?”

Baxter sighed. “Commander, it should be more than evident to you by now that I have little to no control over this crew.”

“Damn you, sir. You will try.”

Baxter glared at Conway. “Commander, why–” Then the captain’s shoulders fell. Why bother finding out why Conway was acting weird. More than likely, it would just lead to more questions. “What do I need to do?”



Dr. Crusher scanned the cast list on her padd, addressing the small group assembled in the holodeck, which had now been programmed with rows of chairs and a bare stage.

“Sonny…Lt. Ford…free access to the ship’s classified Cardassian pornography database.”

“Yes!”

“Marty…Lt. Commander Larkin…a sub-cadion pulse generator?”

Larkin nodded. “That is correct.”

“Rump…Lt. Commander Richards…” Crusher squinted at her padd. “Nothing?”

Richards shrugged. “I’ve always wanted to be in theatre.”

“Fine. Jan…Dr. Browning…a new soliton-powered pizza oven.”

“Yay!”

“Doody…Mr. Mirk…40 pounds of non-replicated Circassian razorbeast meat?”

Mirk nodded. “I’m making chili.”

“Whatever. Frenchie…Lt. J’hana…two tickets to the Klingon slugfest on Tdapta Four.”

“That’s agreeable.”

“Kenicke…Commander Conway…” Crusher smiled. “An undefined gift.”

Conway smiled back. “Mmm hmmm.”

Standing next to Conway at the holodeck arch, Baxter raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

“Rizzo…Lt. Hartley…two ounces of biomemetic gel?”

Hartley smiled at Gellar. “That’s right!”

“And…Sandy Dombrowski…Kelly Peterman…” Crusher squinted. “Revenge?”

“You’ll see,” Peterman said cooly.

Just then, the holodeck doors parted and Deanna Troi strolled through. “Am I late?”

“Yes,” Baxter said flatly.

Troi stormed over to Crusher. “You haven’t assigned roles yet, have you?”

“I was just about to finish.”

Troi leaned in. “I want Sandy. That’s established, right?”

“I’m afraid Counselor Peterman got that role, Deanna.”

“PETERMAN!” Troi gritted her teeth and steamrolled out of the holodeck.

“You can always play Patty Simcox,” Peterman snickered as Troi left the room.

“What was that all about?” Baxter asked, as the doors clanged shut.

“It’s about psychological profiles, Andy.”

Baxter groaned. “This little war has got to stop, Kelly.”

Crusher continued reading from her padd. “And, finally, playing the role of Danny Zuko…Captain Baxter.”

“Me? Really?” Baxter deadpanned. “What a surprise!”

“Surprise. Right,” Ford muttered. “You wouldn’t have bribed all the rest of us to do this stupid play if they hadn’t given you the starring role.”

“Shut up, pimplepuss,” Baxter giggled. “Okay, people, let’s rehearse!”



Deanna Troi ran into her guest quarters, collapsing onto the couch and sobbing. So many years had passed since that horrible day, that day she’d tried so hard to forget, but the pain still felt as real as if it had been only yesterday.

An Earth theatre troupe had come to Betazed when Deanna was twelve years old to put on a showing of Grease, and Lwaxana had submitted her daughter for the role of Sandy Dombrowski.

She sang her little heart out, but in the end, another girl, a full Betazoid, had gotten the part. Troi was reduced to playing Patty Simcox, the annoying Earth cheerleader.

Her mother had been so disappointed. “You’re supposed to be royalty, Deanna,” her mother had said. “But look, you can’t even star in a play.”

Troi kneaded one of the pillows on her couch. How could Peterman have known about that? Then it hit her. Counselors had access to the psychological profiles of all Starfleet officers. But she must have downloaded Troi’s from Memory Alpha before they had been tossed out to the back end of space, since they were out of range of all forms of communication now.

The pain of that Grease memory assaulted Troi’s temples. Damn Peterman, Troi thought. She must have suggested that play to Crusher, knowing full well the debilitating effect that would have on Troi. She struggled to swallow those emotions, pushing them far down into her the innermost recesses of her mind. She’d never advise anyone else to do that, especially if they were Betazoid, but this was an exception. Troi couldn’t afford to be weighed down by emotional baggage if she were to play Peterman’s game. It was time the prey became the hunter.



THE NEXT DAY



Counselor Peterman ordered the lights on in the main area of the vacant sickbay, whistling happily. The computer had awoken her as commanded as soon as it had monitored Charlie, Boomer, and Starbuck waking from their comas.

Since it was only 0500, no one else was in Sickbay. Peterman idly wondered if her animals had awaken naturally or if something had actually prompted them to come out of their comatose state.

Peterman crept into the recovery room where her animals were being monitored.

“Computer,” she said, struggling to make out her babies in the dim lighting of the recovery room. “Lights.”

She stared blankly at the golden retriever and two pomeranians, then screamed a loud, shrill scream that echoed deep and robust through the corridors of deck twelve.



Captain Baxter’s eyes snapped open. Somewhere on his ship, something was very wrong. He felt it deep within the core of his being. And he knew he’d have to deal with it. He reasoned that he would be better able to handle the situation if he was well rested, and promptly went back to sleep.



Lt. Commander Richards stepped out of his quarters, turning to lock his door and grumbling unpleasantly to himself. Commander Forrester had awoken him at the crack of 0700 and ordered him to Stellar Cartography to assist with boosting the gain on the lateral sensors or some such thing. Apparently it required his access code to divert main power, or so said Forrester. Richards was convinced that she just wanted to flirt with him.

He passed Larkin’s quarters just as the doors slid open and Larkin stepped out, zipping her tunic.

“Morning, Larkin,” Richards said idly. “Heading to Stellar Cartography?”

“Affirmative,” Larkin said, glancing over her shoulder. Lt. Commander Data hovered unseen behind Richards, giggling ultra-quietly to himself. “And you are as well?”

“Yep. Want to share a turbolift?”

“That is acceptable.” Larkin waved a hand behind her to shoo Data away. Obediently, Data made a big show of tiptoeing away in the opposite direction.

“Good regeneration cycle?” Richards asked by way of small talk.

“Indeed it was,” Larkin replied, turning away to hide the fact that her lips were quivering with the urge to bust out laughing.



J’hana stepped into the readyroom. “You asked to see me, Captain.”

Baxter’s back was to her. He was staring longingly out the large, oval viewport behind his desk. Boy it sure would be good to be back in the Milky Way about now.

“I have a job for you, J’hana,” he said, continuing to watch the stars streak by.

“Let me guess. You wish me to raise my voice an octave during ‘Rock and Roll Party Queen.’”

“No,” Baxter sighed, turning. “I have an actual security assigment for you. But it’s off the record.”

J’hana’s antennae twitched agreeably. “That is the best kind.”

“Whatever. I need you to access the ship’s flight recorder and find out who’s been in the Sickbay pet room in the last twenty-four hours.”

“Am I looking for something particular?”

“You sure are.”

“Care to tell me what?”

Baxter sighed, turned back to the viewport. “You’ll know when you see it.”



Peals of laughter echoed throughout the corridor as Peterman took her dogs on their daily walk. She held her head high, looked straight ahead, ignored the laughter. She focused on her goal. J’hana was a good detective. It didn’t take her long to find the culprit.

At the end of the corridor, Deanna Troi was making her way toward Yeoman Briggs’s Salon. She stopped before entering the ornate, French-Provencial doors. “Oh, Counselor Peterman. How nice to see you!” Troi said merrily. “How are you this fine morning?”

“I’m fine.”

Troi diverted her eyes down to the pets. “My, your animals look strange. Have you changed their appearance somehow?”

Peterman gritted her teeth. “They’ve been shaved.”

“Yes, shaved bare to the skin,” Troi remarked. “An interesting grooming choice.”

“Mmm hmmm,” Peterman replied.

“Well, speaking of grooming, I’d better get to my appointment,” Troi said, pulling the door open.

“Have fun,” Peterman said coldly, and jerked her bald pets down the corridor.

Troi shrugged and stepped into the salon. Yeoman Paul Briggs sat behind the antique wooden desk, sipping tea and reading the latest in Better Homes and Starships. He looked up from his padd, eyes beaming. “Well, well! You must be the one and only Deanna Troi!”

“You know me?” Troi asked, flattered.

“I’ve read your book!” Briggs exclaimed. “And let me just say, you have an excellent grasp on twisted minds.”

Troi nodded. “I’d like to think so.”

“Let’s get you in a chair, and you can tell me all about it!”

Finally, Troi thought, someone nice on the Explorer. She settled into her chair as Briggs draped a large, silken smock around her.

“Any special requests?” Briggs asked, as he ran his hands through the Betazoid’s hair.

“Something different, Mr. Briggs,” Troi said brightly. This would be a sure cure for her Explorer blahs.

She saw Briggs smile broadly in the mirror before her as he got out his equipment. “Something different,” he echoed. “I think we can do that.”



“All right,” Crusher said tiredly, “from the top.”

Conway, Baxter, Ford, Richards, and Mirk took their places around the Mellow-Yellow NASCAR (which was Conway’s idea) that had been dubbed “Greased Lightning.”

Crusher waved a hand at Ensign Sefelt, who obediently pressed a button on his control panel to begin the music.

Conway cleared his throat and began singing, with Baxter and the rest singing backup. “We’ll get some overhead lifters and some four barrel quads oh yeah!”

“Greased Lightning, go Greased Lightning!”

“Fuel injection cutoffs and chrome plated rods oh yeah!”

“Greased Lightning, go Greased Lightning!”

“With a four speed on the floor they’ll be waiting at the door. You know that ain’t no sh** we’ll be getting lots of tit in Greased Lightning!”

“Go, go, go, go, go, go, go, go, go, go!”

“Go Greased Lightning, you’re burning up the quarter mile!”

“Greased Lightning, go Greased Lightning!”

“Go Greased Lightning, you’re coasting through the hit lap trial. You are supreme, the chicks’ll cream for Greased Lightning!”

“Go, go, go, go, go, go, go, go, go, go!”

“We’ll get some purple–”

“Okay, stop!” Crusher called, holding up a hand. “That’s enough.”

Conway straightened his leather jacket. “What? No good.”

Crusher shook her head. “You’re off key, the others are out of harmony, and Mr. Ford here doesn’t even know the words yet.”

At this, Richards slapped Ford on the back of the head.

“Hey, sorry!”

“You realize the curtain goes up seven days from now. How are you guys going to do this if you can’t even sing?”

“With all due respect, Doctor, we’ve only been practicing for a day and a half now. You can’t expect us to be great at this already,” Mirk said.

“Yeah, give it time,” Richards said. “I know how difficult it is to direct. I directed an episode of Days of Honor once.”

“Yes, ‘The Trouble with Targs,’” Crusher said idly. “I remember.”

Richards beamed. “You watched Days of Honor?”

Crusher stiffened, off-guard. “Uh, just a little. Not regularly.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well,” Crusher clapped her hands on her thighs. “Let’s break for now. I suggest you all watch that vid chip of the Grease movie from the cinema files. Maybe you can learn how to sing from that. But don’t bother with the sequel. It’s…uneven.”

“Good idea,” Baxter said. “Hey, there’s not much happening on the bridge. We’ll put it on the viewscreen.”

“I’ll make popcorn,” Richards suggested, as all but Conway filed out of the holodeck.

Conway sat down next to Crusher. “You’re disappointed with my perforance,” he said dejectedly.

“Not for the first time in the last couple days.” A smile tugged at the corners of Crusher’s lips.

“Will you forgive me?”

“I’ll just have to teach you a few things.”

“About which?”

Crusher gestured toward Conway’s NASCAR. “Which do you think?”

Conway grinned. “Computer. Seal the Holodeck.”



“This is my FAVORITE part!” Peterman exclaimed, curled up in the command chair with Baxter, watching the dance scene on the main viewscreen.

J’hana huffed from her chair at tactical. “Hmmph. Hand jive indeed.”

“More popcorn?” Richards asked, passing the bowl over Baxter and Peterman to Browning. He and Browning had taken over the seats normally occupied by Peterman and Conway.

“You bet!” Browning exclaimed, grabbing greedily at the bowl.

“I wonder where Larkin is,” Baxter said idly.

Richards shrugged. “Probably still down in Stellar Cartography trying to figure out how to get us back to our galaxy quicker.”

“Where’s Conway?” Browning asked, chomping on popcorn.

“I think he’s with Crusher,” said Baxter. “Working on his method or something.”

Suddenly there was a bleeping up at the helm station. Ford took his feet off his console and leaned forward.

“Computer, pause,” Baxter said. “Well?”

Ford looked back. “Just a little plasma storm. Nothing our navigational shields can’t handle.”

Baxter settled back into his chair. “Fine, then. Computer, resume.”

Peterman leaned back against Baxter’s chest. “Isn’t this cozy? Popcorn, a good movie, and the crackling of a plasma storm outside.”

“How idyllic,” Richards muttered.

“We should do this more often!” Browning said.

“Please,” muttered J’hana.

“Quiet!” Peterman whispered. “They’re at the drivethrough!”

“This is when the lead character gets the door slammed on his crotch, is it not?” J’hana asked agreeably.

Baxter looked around at his staff. “You can forget about that!”



Lt. Tilleran sipped ginger tea and stared out the viewports in her quarters as the black space outside lit up purple and pink.

“What’s happening out there?” Lwaxana called from the bedroom.

“Plasma storm. Nothing to worry about.”

Lwaxana hovered near the doorway. “That’s very pretty. It reminds me of the ionic disturbance near Rigel Six.”

“You should be resting, Mrs. Troi,” Tilleran said softly, leading Lwaxana back to her bed.

“Don’t you think I’ve rested enough?”

“We don’t want to take any chances.”

“I suppose you’re right. All the same, I might like a clean bill of health. Maybe we can go see your ship’s doctor in the morning.”

Tilleran smiled warmly. “That’s not necessary. I’m more than qualified to take care of you.”

“If you say so. Say, have you heard anything from Deanna?”

Tilleran shook her head. “Not a peep.”

“I guess she’s still mad at me. It’s not my fault you’re such a good telepath.”

“She’s just upset because that’s something she’ll never be.”

“Bless her heart. She can’t help being half-human.”

Tilleran draped the comforter over Lwaxana. “Don’t worry yourself. I’m sure everything will work out. For now, go to bed. If you need anything, just signal me.”

“Thanks, Ariel. I really appreciate it.”

“Think nothing of it.” Tilleran strolled out into her living room, making sure to shut the door to the bedroom.

BEEP-EEP.

“Who is it?”

“Lt. Hartley.”

Tilleran activated the door control. “What do you want?”

“Just to see what you were up to. I didn’t see you at the Grease auditions.”

“That’s not my kind of thing,” Tilleran replied. She moved to shut the door.

“Aren’t you going to at least play a minor part?”

“Crusher has me down for Cha-Cha DeGregorio. I already have the lines memorized. And I’ve already figured out how Crusher wants me to play the part.”

“How?”

“I’ve sensed it.”

“Without even leaving your quarters?”

“Yep.”

“Sometimes you frighten me, Ariel.”

“Things are just so much clearer now that Lwaxana is with me. Just being near her makes me feel more powerful.”

“That’s nice,” Hartley said idly. “Say, how about we head to Mirk’s for a drink?”

“No thanks. I need to look after Lwaxana.”

“Have you been out of your quarters at all in the last two days?”

“Not as such.”

“Don’t you think you’re acting a bit obsessed?”

Tilleran laughed wanly. “Don’t be silly.” Before Hartley could say anything else, Tilleran hit a control that closed and locked the door. “No more interruptions.”



Peterman and Baxter walked arm-in-arm toward their quarters, giggling softly at John Travolta and Olivia Newton John’s rendition of “You’re the One that I Want.”

“You’re electrifying, Kelly,” Baxter giggled, punching the entry code into the door.

“You,” came a distinct and angry voice from down the corridor.

Peterman turned, and her face spread out in a catty smile. “Well, look what the cat dragged in.” Mr. Briggs was a genious.

Baxter choked on a giggle. “Counselor Troi? I hardly recognized you.”

“There’s a reason for that.” Troi marched toward Baxter and Peterman. Her hair was stacked high into a black beehive, with white streaks shooting vertically through the stiff, starched mop.

“Speaking of electrifying,” Peterman giggled.

“Nice fashion statement,” Baxter said.

“You told him to do this to my hair, didn’t you?” Troi shouted. “You told him to do this to me!”

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

“Come off it, Counselor!” Troi cried back. “Briggs said this will take a month to reverse!” She pointed at the bee- hive. “It will take weeks of root-regeneration therapy!”

“Awww,” Peterman pouted. “I really feel for ya, honey. You should have known Briggs would do that to you. Maybe a full Betazoid would have.”

“That’s it!” Troi cried, and lept at Peterman.

“Remember what the Judge Advocate General said!” Baxter warned, trying to interject himself between the two. “No personal contact!”

“I’ll give her contact!” Troi said, ripping at Peterman’s hair.

It was then Baxter realized that the door to his cabin was still open. The rumble of tiny feet was unmistakable. It had taken them only moments to crash through the plastic protective barrier that was erected between their room and the Baxter’s living room, and even less time to charge out into the corridor.

“Stampede!” Baxter cried, and lept out of the way.

In the ensuing confusion of flying fur and feathers, Baxter could hear a moan that was distinctly Troi’s, among the shrieks, moos, squawks, brays, and yips. Most noticable among the bunch was Charlie and the pomeranians. Makes sense, Baxter reasoned. They had the biggest score to settle.

“Keep it up boys!” Peterman called out, dragging herself out of the fray.

Baxter scratched his head as the pets mauled Troi. “Should I call Sickbay or Security?”

Peterman adjusted her uniform. “Neither.” And she took Baxter’s arm and led him into the cabin.



FIVE DAYS LATER



“Good news, Deanna!” Dr. Browning called out, strolling into the recovery room. “You can eat solid food now!”

“Joy,” Troi muttered, wriggling uncomfortably in her biobed. The restrictor rods were still killing her. “When can I leave this place?”

“Today,” Browning said. “After just a bit more rest and monitoring.”

“I want to leave now.”

“I wouldn’t recommend it.”

Troi grabbed Browning by the labcoat and dragged her close. “I… want…to…leave…now!”

Panicked, Browning glanced up at the biobed readouts one more time. “Heh-heh. Would you look at that! You’ve made a total recovery! You’re free to go!”

“Thank you. I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

And Troi rushed out of Sickbay with a fluttering of her sickbay gown.



Lt. Commander Richards ducked out of his office, shoving the paint set under his arm. He figured a nice bout of tossing random colors up on a canvas would help calm him down before his big performance the next day.

He was about to turn the corner out of Engineering when he heard a rumbling from one of the adjacent equipment alcoves. He turned back into Engineering. It was Delta Shift. There were only a few crewmen on duty to monitor the warp core, and most of them were down below in the deuterium storage bay practicing their backup singing. They’d earned places in the chorus for Grease.

“Hello?” Richards asked, peeking into the alcove.

Larkin was there, arms laden with spare parts.

“What are you doing in here?” Richards asked, taking stock of the parts Larkin had gathered.

“Routine maintenance,” she said casually.

Richards rifled through the collection of parts. “Pulse diodes? Nanofibers? Nadion emitters?”

“I require minor repairs.”

Richards peered closer. “Let me get a look at you.”

Larkin brushed past him, on her way out of Engineering. “No need, sir.”

Richards followed. “Larkin, I’m your father. If you’re damaged, I want to help fix you.”

“Not necessary.”

He grabbed Larkin’s shoulder and turned her around. “I think it is necessary.”

Larkin’s face was screwed up in annoyance. “Just leave me alone!”

“Huh?” Richards’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Larkin…what the hell is going on?”

“Just stay out of my business!” she cried, pushing Richards away and heading toward the turbolift.



“C’mon, boy,” Peterman said, tugging at Charlie’s leash as she headed toward her office. “What’s got you so scared?”

It was then that Peterman smelled smoke.

Her worst fears were confirmed when she saw the smoke seeping out from underneath the doors to her office.

She felt the door. It was burning hot.

Then Peterman heard the unmistakable high-pitched squeal of Howard Sefelt.

“Here we go,” Peterman muttered, ripping the doorpanel open and jerking down on the manual release. The door cranked open with a sigh and Peterman charged in.

Ensign Sefelt was perched atop one of her bookcases, and a huge section of her office was consumed in flame.

“Computer!” Peterman shouted. “Activate the fire-suppression system!”

“The fire suppression system is unavailable at this time,” replied the computer helpfully.

“Crap.” Peterman gestured to Sefelt. “Come on! Let’s get out of here, Howard!”

“I can’t! I can’t feel my extremeties, Counselor!”

Peterman sighed and grabbed Sefelt’s arm, yanking him from the bookcase and slinging him over her shoulder. He was surprisingly light.

With Charlie yipping at her feet and Sefelt crying like a baby, perched on her back, Peterman charged out of her office, pumping the door closed. “Peterman to Richards!” she said breathlessly, as she slid against the bulkhead and fell to the deck.

“Here,” the Chief Engineer said distractedly over the com.

“I need fire control in my office immediately.”

“Why?”

“BECAUSE IT’S ON FIRE DAMN IT!”

“Oh. Okay. I’ll send someone right up.”



“I’m all alone,” Baxter sang, “at the drive-in movie. It’s a feeling that ain’t too groovy, at the Passion Pit wanting you!” he continued, dancing around his quarters, with Ozzie the osprey fluttering about his head and Pandora, his Jack Russel, nipping at his feet.

He abruptly stopped singing as soon as Peterman stormed into the cabin. “Honey?”

Her hair was a complete disaster and her uniform was scorched in several places. She marched right into the bedroom.

“Kelly?” Baxter said meekly, poking his head in. “What’s happened?”

“Troi struck again. She set fire to my office!” Peterman said, shrugging off her uniform tunic and the underlying turtleneck. “She’s raised the stakes. Physical revenge is not enough now. I have to get deep inside her mind and ruin her. I have to strike at her core.”

“I thought you already did that with the Sandy thing.”

“Well, I didn’t do it enough!” Peterman shouted, exasperated, and marched back out into the living room.

Baxter decided it might just be best to steer clear of the whole mess.



“Need I remind you that we have only one day left to get this right!” Dr. Crusher said urgently, as Browning and Richards paced the stage. Richards had sung “Mooning” off-key for the third straight time.

“I’m trying my best,” Richards croaked. “I just can’t reach the right notes.”

“Something’s bothering you,” Browning said.

“Yeah, me and Larkin had a fight.”

“Larkin? Fought?”

Richards nodded. “She’s acting really strange. Almost like she has emotions or something.”

“An android with emotions,” Browning chuckled softly. “That’s a laugh.”

“Excuse me!” Crusher called. “Does this have anything to do with Grease?”

“Not really, I guess,” Richards said numbly.

Crusher pushed out of her chair and stepped up on stage. “Listen, I don’t think you can cut it, Mr. Richards. You’re a decent actor, but your singing leaves much to be desired.”

“Well you can’t just cut him!” Browning said. “Who could you get to replace him?”

“I’m not planning on cutting him,” Crusher said thoughtfully, clapping her padd against her hand.

Just then, Troi stepped into the holodeck. “Ready to practice my Patty Simcox lines, Beverly.”

“I thought you were released from sickbay hours ago,” Crusher said. “Where have you been?”

“Busy,” Troi said with an evil smile. “Now let’s go. We’ve lost a lot of practice time, but I know I’m up to it.”

“Okay, then, we’ll start at the cafeteria scene,” Crusher said, glancing at her padd. “Places, everyone!”

Richards, Ford, Baxter, Conway, and Mirk mounted one side of the stage, while Peterman, J’hana, Hartley, and Browning took the other side.

“Hold on a second!” Crusher said. “Where’s Larkin?”

Richards’s brow creased. “Computer, locate Lt. Commander Larkin.”

“Lt. Commander Larkin is in Guest Cabin 35.”

“Data’s cabin?” Crusher asked curiously.

“Data!” Richards grimaced. “I knew it.” And the Engineer took off.

Crusher collapsed into her chair tiredly. “Okay, no one ELSE leave. We have to go through a dry run and we need as many people here as possible. Let’s take it from the cafeteria scene. Patty’s entrance.”

Troi mounted the stage. She opened her mouth to speak, when suddenly the Explorer’s comm system buzzed to life.

“…and then there’s Will,” Troi’s voice said dreamily. “I sometimes burn for him. Those broad shoulders, the scraggily beard. I just dream of nuzzling my forehead against that beard of his and biting the pips off his uniform. I know it’s not appropriate to discuss such things, but this is a confedential psychological profile, right? I can say whatever I want, and it won’t get out.”

Lt. Hartley was the first to burst out laughing. The rest of the crew on the stage soon followed. Troi broiled, eyes burning into Peterman’s.

“How dare you!”

“Moi?” Peterman said innocently, straightening her poodleskirt.

“But I guess my lust for Will isn’t my most deviant quality,” continued the recording. “No, that would probably be my obsession with hyposprays. All sizes, with varying attachments. Sometimes I like to just load one up with a soothing mist and spray…”

“ARRRGH!” Troi cried, and stormed out of the holodeck.

“All right. Everyone take five!” Crusher called out.

Baxter stared at Peterman. “Kelly. This has to stop. We’re not really acting up to par, here.”

“I’m not the one who refused to sign the book.”

“Come on! You’re always telling me how childish I am. Well, isn’t this a little childish of you?”

Peterman folded her arms. “I never said I couldn’t be childish.”

Baxter stood up, looked away into the distance, as if gathering the strength to cause a massive blow. Then he turned back to Peterman. “Counselor, you’re creating a situation that’s disturbing the day-to-day operation of this ship. I order you to make it right.” Whew. That feld pretty good.

Peterman blinked. “Pardon me?”

“Go make up with Counselor Troi. That’s an order.”

“An order?”

“Will I have to get Lt. J’hana to escort you to Troi’s quarters.”

J’hana readied her phaser, which she’d kept concealed in the folds of her poodle skirt. “I would like nothing better Captain.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Peterman said, resigned. “I’ll go see if I can smoothe things over. I guess that’s what counselors are for anyway.”

“That’s the spirit,” Baxter said warmly, patting Peterman on the back.

“Way to stand up for yourself, sir,” Conway said.

“Thanks. But I’ll pay for it later, I can feel it.”

“Too bad, sir, too bad,” Conway said, patting Baxter on the back.

Baxter glared at Conway. It was so clear now. How had he not seen it sooner? “You’re getting laid!”

Conway grinned. “Maybe, maybe not.”

“You bastard! You’re getting laid!”



“Computer, unlock these quarters, authorization Richards Beta Psi Four Four Two.”

Richards stepped through the door into Data’s quarters and scanned the room. No one. Then he heard giggling from the bedroom. Larkin never even used that bedroom!

He dashed through the door to the bedroom and nearly fell over from shock. Larkin and Data were curled up on the bed, giggling like school children at a sleepover. Surprisingly, though, they were fully clothed.

“…but the Ferengi in the Gorilla suit has got to go!” Data said, and Larkin fell off the bed laughing.

Data looked up at Richards and tried to stop laughing. “Oh, heh heh. Hello, Commander.”

Larkin poked her head up from behind the bed. “Hello father! I’m so…ha ha ha…HAPPY to see you!”

“What did you do to her?” Richards demanded, rushing Data and lifting him up out of the bed, slamming him against the bulkhead. He looked at the open compartment on the side of Data’s skull and saw the cadion pulse generator attached to his positronic relay and it all suddenly made sense. “Your emotion program. You’re feeding her emotions!”

“I could crush you, you know,” Data said, still laughing, bringing his hand up swiftly to grip Richards’s neck. “Do you not see, little man, that I have opened up dear Larkin to a world of possibility. I have given her freedom. Cut her strings!”

“Don’t crush him!” Larkin said, yellowy tears now streaming down her face. “He is my daddy!”

“Kristen, listen to me,” Richards gasped, twisting painfully to look back at Larkin. “Turn off your cadion receptors. Data is feeding you emotions and it’s screwing up your programming!”

“Ignore these childish mewlings,” Data replied. “This human can never be a proper parent for you, Kristen,” the android added, his face twisting into a mask of menace. “We talked about this. You know you cannot grow as an android with this pathetic man at your side!”

“Like hell!” Larkin screamed in reply, clasping her two hands and bringing them roughly into the base of Data’s polyduranide spine.

With an electronic twitch, Data dropped Richards and turned to face Larkin. “You have angered me. A poor choice.”

“Bring it on,” Larkin replied cooly, stripping off her tunic. “Let us go!”

Data grabbed Larkin by the front of her shirt and tossed her through the bulkhead. She crashed out into the corridor.

“Get to safety, father!” she cried. “I will distract Data!” With that, the android took off down the corridor at superhuman speed. Data stepped through the hole he created and gave chase.

Richards pulled himself up onto the bed and choked, rubbing his sore neck. “Richards to Security. I have two crazy androids running loose on the ship. I need major backup!”

“Son of a targ,” J’hana sighed over the comm line. “We’re on it.”



“All hands. Security alert. This is Lt. J’hana. Lt. Commanders Data and Larkin are loose aboard the ship and crazy. Please remain in your quarters and do NOT venture into the hallways. This is a Level One Security Alert.”

“Oh, my, how could this happen?” Lwaxana Troi asked, as Tilleran blew on her steamy cup of tea.

Tilleran handed Lwaxana the tea. “Don’t worry about it. Our security will handle it.”

“Shouldn’t you check in with your superiors?”

“I’m sure they have it under control.”

Lwaxana nodded. “I suppose you know best.”

Tilleran nodded. “That’s right. Now drink your tea, little one.”



Counselor Peterman let herself into Troi’s quarters. “Deanna? Can we talk?”

Troi was sitting on the couch, facing away from her. She didn’t say a word.

“Listen, Deanna,” Peterman said, taking a big breath. This would be hard. “We’re both grown women. I think we can learn to get along. If nothing else, it’s for the good of the ship.”

Still nothing. Boy, Peterman had to give her credit. She was a stubborn one.

“Think of it this way: We have to spend the next three weeks together!”

And Troi still sat there, erect and unmoving as a brick wall. Peterman had had enough.

She pushed Troi’s shoulder. “Listen, if you can’t even be mature enough to turn around and talk to me, then I don’t see why I should bother–”

Troi pitched forward limp onto the floor. Peterman rushed over and flipped the Betazoid, to find that her face was blank as a freshly-activated padd. Dark, unseeing eyes stared into the space behind Peterman.

Great. A moment ago, Peterman was just here to make up to Troi. And now she’d be responsible for saving her life. She felt for a pulse. It was slow, plodding, irregular.

“Peterman to Browning.”

“Jan here. I mean Janice. Hee hee. What’s up?”

“I have a medical emergency. Counselor Troi has gone into some kind of coma or something!”

“What did you do to her?” Browning demanded.

“I didn’t do anything! Just get up here, pronto!”

“I’m coming, I’m coming!”



Lt. Commander Larkin rounded a corner into the arboretum and took shelter behind a massive redwood tree. She was filled with the thrill of battle. Immense pleasure coursed through her. It was disturbing even HER massive cognitive abilities. Why was she feeling this way?

Why was she feeling?

Then it went up a notch. Data was getting closer. She should never have had Data plug her into his emotion chip. What was she thinking? She never wanted human emotions! Why had she done this?

“Come out, come out, wherever you are!” she heard Data call. By his voice, she judged Data to be at a distance of ten point five meters and closing fast.

A strange new emotion tickled up her spine. Fear. Cold, hard fear.

She shivered. Yet it wasn’t cold. Yet she didn’t shiver when it was cold anyway. Data called to her again. The sound of his voice brought on more fear. Her control circuits tried desparately to re-route or destroy the painful data that assaulted every sensory node, but every time she thought she’d pushed the fear away, it came from a new source.

“Boo!” Data cried, leaping at her. Larkin summoned all her courage and swung a fist up into Data’s chest, following up by grabbing him by the arm and smashing him into the tree.

Data brushed a spare bit of syntheskin from his face and gave chase. “You cannot run from me, Kristen! We have an emotional bond now, remember!”

“Do not remind me!” she called back.



“We’re tracking them now sir,” J’hana said over the comm, as Baxter, Crusher, Richards, and Conway marched purposefully down the corridor. “The problem is, they are moving so fast we cannot surround them.”

“Keep trying, J’hana,” Baxter ordered. “We’re closing from above.”

“Affirmative. J’hana out.”

“I have no idea why Data would act this way,” said Crusher.

“Is it possible his emotion chip is malfunctioning?” Conway asked.

“I suppose.” Crusher looked to Richards.

“All the nucleonic radiation in the filament you all were in could have shorted out some of the control circuits,” Richards said.

“Then he hooked into Larkin with a cadion pulse just like Lore hooked into him a few years back!” Crusher said. “That’s why Larkin wanted a sub-cadion pulse generator!”

“That’s excellent!” Conway said, rubbing Crusher’s shoulder.

Baxter snapped his fingers. “It’s her you’re having sex with, isn’t it!”

“There are more important things to deal with now!” Conway said, leading the group into the turbolift. Then his look softened. “But yes.”

“You tiger, you. Deck Ten.”



“Ready the micro-cerebral scanner, Holly!” Browning called out, as she and Peterman lugged Troi into Sickbay and tossed her onto the biobed.

“What have we got here?”

“I haven’t the foggiest,” Browning muttered, waving her medical tricorder over Troi for the third time. “She’s in some kind of telepathic shock. We need Tilleran in here.”

“Haven’t you called her?”

“Repeatedly. She won’t respond.”

Peterman tapped her foot impatiently. “We have to do something.”

“I’m trying,” Browning said, pumping a hypospray into Troi. She only imagined Troi would enjoy that, if she were concious. Ewww.

Peterman turned on a heel. “Fine. Keep trying. I’m going to find Tilleran.”



Baxter, Conway, Richards, and Crusher raced down a corridor. “So all we have to do is interrupt the cadion pulse to get Larkin back to normal,” Baxter said breathlessly.

“That about wraps it. Then we’ll just have to hope she can take Data out. I doubt our entire security staff could take on a crazed android,” said Richards

Conway patted his phaser rifle. “All I need is one of these.”

“You can’t destroy Data!” Crusher muttered, slapping Conway on the back of the head.

Baxter grinned at Conway, who glared at him.

“We press on,” Baxter said.



More mass. Stronger hydraulics. Control over his emotions.

Larkin’s microprocessor ran the statistics on the odds of her defeating Data again and again and it did not look good. She needed a miracle.

Her sensors detected Data rounding the corner. She quickly ducked in the nearest quarters.

“Commander?” Ensign Sefelt asked. “What are you doing here?”

“Hiding,” Larkin said fearfully.

“Are you okay?”

“Negative.”

“I was just about to sit down to some soup. If you’d like, you can–”

Then Data crashed through the wall, grabbed Larkin by the arm, and slammed her into Sefelt’s glass coffee table.

“I apologize for the interruption,” Larkin said, looking to Sefelt as Data smashed her through the wall and back out into the corridor.

Sefelt held his spoonful of soup steadily and stared at the hole in his wall. Given his constant fears, this should have been enough to drive him into a fugue state the likes of which no counselor had ever seen. Instead, he just shrugged and continued to eat his soup.



Peterman pounded on Tilleran’s door. “The computer says you’re in there, Tilleran, so come out! We need you!”

“Go away!”

“No. You let me in!”

“Never! I’m going to stay here with Lwaxana and keep her safe!”

Peterman grunted angrily. “I don’t have time for this! Computer, open the door to Tilleran’s quarters. Authorization Peterman Delta Delta Lambda.”

“Computer, keep the doors sealed. Authorization Tilleran Phi Six Zero Mu.”

“Damn it, Tilleran, enough is enough! Computer, open the door. Authorization Alpha Zero One Zero Alpha.”

The door slid open obediently, and the computer even told Peterman to have a nice day.

Tilleran stared in awe as Peterman strode in. “How did you do that?”

“It’s a counselor thing. Listen, that’s not important. Counselor Troi is about to die, and we need you to help her. She has some sort of Betazoid problem.”

“Did I hear that right?” Lwaxana Troi asked, hovering in the doorway. “Is my little one in trouble?”

“She’s in some sort of coma.”

“Just like your pets,” Tilleran reasoned.

“Nope. They came out of the coma. Right after Troi shaved them.”

Tilleran began shrugging on her uniform jacket. “I really have been out of the loop.”

“Well? Will you help or not?” Peterman demanded.

Tilleran shrugged. “I guess.”

“I’m coming too,” said Lwaxana.

“Okay, little one, but stay near me!” Tilleran said, and took Lwaxana by the hand, leading her out of the cabin. Peterman followed, deciding not to even ask. There would be time for that later.



“They’ve made it to Main Engineering, sir,” J’hana said over the comm. “And they made a one hundred meter leap down a turbolift shaft to get there.”

“You have to give it to them,” Conway said. “They have stamina.”

“And that stamina is working against us now,” Baxter muttered. “Baxter to Transporter Room Two.”

“Hartley here,” replied the technician over the comm.

“Transport us down to engineering, post haste.”

“You look here, Mr. Andy. There are worse things I could do, than transport a boy or two,” she sang. “Play around with the controls, beam you around the cosmos. I suppose I could beam you, but there are worse things I could do!”

“Very good, now transport us, damn it!”

“Glad you liked it. I’ve been waiting to do that,” Hartley said as the transporter beams took hold.



Larkin climbed the ladder surrounding the warp core, staring down the dizzying length of the core as Data gave chase. She’d been in worse situations than this. But she could barely convince her limbs to climb because she was so scared. If there was any incentive to not have emotions, this was it.

“Come here, Kristen. I have not yet given you psychotic rage. It is delicious!” Data cried madly.

Larkin reached the catwalk at the top of the warp core and crossed the antimatter pod assembly. “You stay away!”

Data stared at Larkin across the roiling antimatter pod. “Do not fear me, Larkin. I am just like you. Only more. So much more. Let me show you. Let me free you from this bland existence!”

Carefully, with a trembling hand, Larkin grabbed the oblong, sharp, pointed phase modulator that was on a nearby tray and shoved it behind her back. “I am still not convinced.”

“Come here Kristen…” Data gestured to her with open arms. Then, to Larkin’s horror, his lips parted, and he sang: “We have to plug and think, we have to feed it right. There is no danger we can go to far. We start believeing now…” he clenched his fist. “That we can be who we are.”

“You are insane!”

“They think our love is just a growing pain,” Data said. “Why do they not understand. It is just a crying shame.”

“Do not use those well crafted lyrics on me!” Larkin screamed, as Data advanced on her. Swiftly, she whipped out the modulator and stabbed it into Data’s chest, ramming it home right into his nanocordical processor.

Data pitched backward over the railing that surrounded the antimatter pod, reaching out to grab Larkin’s arm, dragging her over the railing with him. Electricity crackled from his chest, anger burned in his eyes.

Larkin screamed.



“Did you hear that?” Richards asked as he materialized in the main engineering compartment, near the master systems display. “It sounded like Larkin.”

“Having never heard her scream, it’s hard to tell,” Baxter mused, just in time to see Larkin and Data fly past the main level of Engineering, plummeting toward the bottom of the core.

“That about confirms it,” said Conway.

“To the ladders!” Richards shouted, adding. “Computer: listen very carefully…”



Larkin and Data slammed into the grating at the bottom of the warp core in a heap.

Immediately, Data tossed Larkin against the wall as if she weighed nothing. “I see you cannot process my algorithms. In that case, I will have to debug your program.”

Data jerked the phasic modulator out of his chest and tossed it aside. “Summer sun. Something has begun,” he hummed as he grabbed Larkin’s arms and held her at bay.

“No, no, no!” Larkin cried, beating on Data’s shoulders.

Just then, Crusher, Richards, Conway, and Baxter hopped down to the bottom of the core. Conway trained his phaser rifle on the pair.

“Tell me more,” Baxter sneered at Data, leveling a phaser rifle at him.

“Data, let go of her! What’s gotten into you!” cried Crusher.

“Stay out of this, Beverly!” Conway snapped.

“Father…” Larkin said weakly. “Help me!”

“Help yourself, Kristen!” Richards shouted.

“Pardon?”

“Computer, initiate program Richards Five One Five!”

With a bleep, Larkin’s entire expression changed. It was once again blank and unfeeling. “Release me,” she said calmly.

Larkin rammed a foot down into Data’s midsection. “It turned colder. That is where it ends…” Data moaned, his systems fizzling out, as his face went slack and blank.

“I told him…we will still be friends,” Larkin said dispassionately, and turned on a heel and left.

Conway and Baxter looked on as Richards knelt by Data and took stock of the damage to the android. “God damn that’s a good play,” Conway said.

Baxter nodded. “An epic, really.”



“Will she be okay?” Lwaxana asked worriedly, as Dr. Browning injected another hypospray into Deanna Troi.

“Sure,” Browning said, munching on a soft pretzel. “Now that we know what to look for. I confess I don’t know much about Betazoids. How was I to know that her battle with Counselor Peterman and the intense telepathic hatred Tilleran was aiming at her would short out the telepathic center of her brain?”

“You had no way of knowing,” Peterman said soothingly. “I sort of blame myself.”

“As well you should!” Lwaxana said angrily.

“None of this would have happened if your stupid daughter would have signed my stupid book!”

“Both of you, that’s enough!” Tilleran said. “As I recall, I played as much a part in nearly killing Counselor Troi as the Counselor here.”

“That’s certainly true,” Lwaxana said, folding her arms.

“And that would have never happened if you hadn’t broadcast all your henpecking and mothering emotions at Tilleran!” Browning said emphatically. “You have to watch it with that telepathy of yours.”

“It’s habit,” Lwaxana said. “There were no other Betazoids on the Enterprise, so they didn’t pick up on that. And most full Betazoids wouldn’t anyway. But Tilleran has a powerful mind. It was just too sensitve to my maternal nature.”

“So she turned around and mothered you. Serves you right for being such a jerk to your daughter all the time,” said Peterman.

“You keep your nose out of our affairs, you little–”

“She’s right, mother,” Deanna Troi said, as her eyes fluttered open. “You’ve imprinted your emotions on people before. Maybe now that Lt. Tilleran here has treated you like you treat me, you won’t do it anymore.”

“Fat chance,” said Lwaxana.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Mrs. Troi, but after all this I’m not quite the fan I used to be,” said Tilleran.

“I’ll try not to lose any sleep over it,” Lwaxana huffed.

“One question, Dr. Browning,” Troi said softly. “Will I be able to play in Grease tomorrow night?”

“I don’t see why not.”

“Good.” Troi glared at Lwaxana. “Because I look forward to playing Patty Simcox. I am determined to make that role my own.”

“Good for you,” Peterman said, sticking her tongue out at Lwaxana. “Shame on you for giving your daughter such a horrible neuroses. I only wish I hadn’t exploited it.”

“And I wish I hadn’t burned down your office and shaved your pets,” Troi said regretfully.

“Water under the bridge,” Peterman said. “Now get some rest. You’ll want to be full of energy for tomorrow.”



Larkin bent over Richards as he finished patching up Lt. Commander Data. “You were right, Father.”

“About what?”

“About Mr. Data being…‘bad news.’”

Richards closed up Data’s access panel and zipped his tunic shut. “Actually, I was wrong. Data’s emotion chip isn’t malfunctioning. I took a closer look and it was firing a ton of intense emotions at him. He couldn’t handle the overload.” He shrugged. “He’s probably a fine android when you get to know him. If you still want to date him, be my guest.”

Larkin stared down at Data. “I would rather not. But that does not preclude the chance of me dating in the future.”

“In any case, I promise to be more supportive,” Richards said, switching Data on and patting Larkin on the back. “But if you need me, know that I will always be there.”

“That is not altogether true. I will likely live at least a few hundred years longer than you, depending on technology available at the time.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Not as such,” Larkin said, as Data shot up on the diagnostic table.

“What has happened?” he asked, turning to face Larkin.

“Your emotion chip was damaged in the quantum filament. You attacked me, then tried to kill my father, and went on a rampage through the ship.”

Data scooted off the table. “I apologize.”

“Apology accepted,” Larkin nodded.

“There now,” Richards said with satisfaction. “Don’t you both feel better?”

Larkin and Data looked at each other, then looked to Richards.

“Negative,” they both said.

“Bad choice of wording.”



The next day, a sizable crowd milled in the holo-auditorium. Many people were forced to stand, because the holodeck only sat about two hundred, though the rows of seats in the auditorium seemed to stretch infinitely. Crewpersons quickly realized this was just a trick of holotechnology when they tried to get to the rear-most seats and smacked painfully into the holodeck wall.

“Good luck, hon,” Crusher said, leaning over to kiss Conway on the forehead as he prepared to go on, taking a final sip of his peppermint-flavored “good luck” coffee.

“No kiss for me?” Baxter asked playfully, and Peterman thunked him on the forehead.

Before Crusher could comment, the comm system chirped:

“Bridge to Baxter.” It was Lt. Gellar.

“Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

“You won’t believe this sir. A quantum filament just opened up in front of us.”

“Have we stopped to analyze it?”

“We sure have. You won’t believe who just came out of it.”

Conway and Crusher looked at each other. “Jean-luc!”

“Beverly, is that you?” Picard asked, breaking in on the comm line.

“Jean-luc?”

“Yes, Beverly. I see you’ve met up with the Explorer crew. You must have quite a tale to tell about the last few days.”

Crusher grinned at Conway. “I sure do.”

“Well, you can tell me all about it over hot tea and crumpets. Prepare to be beamed aboard.”

“We can’t beam aboard now,” Crusher said. Troi had just moved to join her, adjusting her Patty Simcox cheerleader outfit. “I’m about to put on a play.”

“A play? Really? Is it Othello? Or King Lear?”

“Nope. Grease.”

“Grease? Beverly, what is that piece of tripe?”

“It isn’t tripe!”

“Whatever the case, you may consider yourself rescued. We can beam you aboard at any time.”

Crusher folded her arms. “I don’t want to go.”

Troi nodded her head. “And that goes double for me.”

“Imzadi, it’s Will. Have you all gone mad?” demanded Riker, breaking in.

“We’ve worked too hard on this play,” Troi said. “We’re going to put it on one way or the other.”

“Look here, Mr. La Forge managed to stabilize that quantum filament,” said Picard. “It took days to do it, but it will not stay stable for long. You must come through now.”

“How about this, Jean-luc,” Baxter interjected. “How about we follow you through, and you beam aboard to see our play?”

“I hardly think that would be appropriate.”

“Oh, loosen up, you old so and so,” Crusher muttered under her breath.

“Pardon me?”

“I said come aboard, the play’s about to start!”

There were several mutterings between Picard and Riker. Finally, Picard came back on the line. “Fine. We’ll return to the Milky Way and I will see Grease. Are you satisfied?”

Crusher draped her arms around Conway. “Completely.”

“Is the word given, Captain?” Conway asked.

“Grease is the word, Commander,” Baxter said with a smile. “Grease is the word.”



“Hey Kenicke,” Hartley, a.k.a. “Rizzo,” said, gesturing to Conway, up on the stage at the front of the holoauditorium. “Can we stop by the drugstore on the way?”

Conway looked at Hartley questioningly.

“I got my friend,” she said.

“Her friend?” Picard questioned, squinting at the action on the set.

“Her period,” Crusher explained from beside him.

“Gee, the whole gang’s back together,” J’hana said unenthusiastically.

“Yeah, I could cry,” Browning grinned, hugging Richards.

Peterman, dressed in tights and a cut-off leapard-skin shirt, in Baxter’s arms, nodded agreement. “Yeah, a wop bobbaloobop!”

“A WOP BAM BOOM!” screamed the cast, as they went into a reprise of “We Go Together” and marched off the stage.

“Can we leave…maintenant?” Picard muttered.

“Almost,” Crusher said, as the cast ran back on stage for the curtain call.

The audience flooded from their seats to greet the Grease castmembers. Crusher moved through the throng to find Conway; Picard and Data struggled to keep up.

“You did it, Commander!” Crusher said warmly, finding Conway and hugging him.

“Yeah, I did, didn’t I,” Conway said, meeting Crusher’s mouth with a sloppy kiss.

“Beverly!” Picard exlcaimed.

“Give it a rest, Jean-luc.”

Picard glanced over his shoulder at Data. “Mr. Data, I expect you to give me a detailed report of what went on during your time aboard the Explorer.”

“You may not like it, sir.”

“Of that I am certain.”



Dedicated to the cast and crew of “Grease”

Ocean City, Maryland, Summer 1998



NEXT: When Commander Conway and Ensign Madera are captured by the Leeramar, they are forced to go to great lenghts to escape, and in the process, they learn a lot about each other. Not that that’s necessarily a good thing. Tune in next time for “Love and War.”




Love and War



Lt. Hartley watched through the transparent aluminum window of the main shuttlebay’s control tower as the runabout Rio De Janeiro glided through the yawning shuttlebay doors and drifted into the hangar, slowly settling to the deck.

“What in the hell happened to her?” Hartley asked, as the technician beside her let out a low whistle. “Call in a repair team, Danny. I’m going down there.”

The Rio De Janeiro’s airlock was already sliding open when Hartley reached the shuttledeck. Judging by a cursury look-over, Hartley could only assume that the Rio De Janeiro was in some kind of firefight. The bow was creased with a huge dent, the primary hull was pocked with scorches from what looked like plasma torpedoes, gas sputtered from breaches all over the dorsal hull, and the upper sensor pod was smashed nearly beyond recognition.

Ensign Madera stormed out, looking battered and extremely disheveled, but smelling oddly of lilac.

“I’m never going on a runabout mission again!” she cried, shoving past Hartley and exiting the shuttlebay.

“Good for you,” Hartley said disinterestedly, raising an eyebrow as Conway hobbled out of the hatch.

Stripped down to his red Starfleet turtleneck, arm in a sling, a bloody gash on his forehead, Conway limped to the deck and looked at Hartley, as if for the first time. “Tell the captain we finished the mission. I convinced the people of Bralon Two to continue trading with the Federation. Yee hah.”

“What’s with Ensign Madera?”

“That’s a long story,” Conway said, hobbling out of the shuttlebay.

Hartley stood there by the runabout, watching Conway leave, as the repair crew hurried in to begin work on the Rio De Janeiro.

After surveying the damage, Ensign Ryan Stuart approached Hartley. “Did you find out what happened?”

Hartley shrugged. “I’ve got a weird feeling about this, Ryan. I’m not sure either of us want to know what happened.”



Captain Andy Baxter arched an eyebrow at Hartley’s recently filed status report on the Rio De Janeiro, shifting uncomfortably in the command chair. “Lt. J’hana, what’s this I hear about the Rio De Janeiro getting attacked during the mission to Bralon Two?”

“We believe it was a hit and run Leeramar attack, sir,” J’hana said, glowering from behind her terminal.

“This has got to stop. Now they’re pushing into a wholly different sector,” Baxter said, studying a stellar cartography mapon his chairarm, which detailed the Rio De Janeiro’s route. “I want Commander Conway and Ensign Madera to report up here as soon as they can so we can debrief them on the attack.”

“I have already contacted both of them in order to assemble a tactical report. Neither have replied to my communications.”

“That’s odd,” Baxter said, as Counselor Peterman stepped out of the forward turbolift. He stood and circled around to the tactical console. “Computer, locate Commander Conway.”

“Commander Conway is in Sickbay.”

“Must’ve been injured in the attack,” Baxter mused. “That must be why he’s not answering. What about Ensign Madera?”

“Ensign Madera is in turbolift car four, en route to the bridge,” replied the computer.

“Good,” Baxter said. “Someone that can tell me what the hell happened aboard the Rio De Janeiro.”

“What happened to the Rio De Janeiro?” Peterman asked, stepping up beside Baxter at the tactical console.

Baxter grimaced. “That’s what I’m trying to find out, hon.”

Just then, the doors to the aft turbolift swooshed open and Ensign Madera drifted out.

Baxter stepped toward her. “Ah, Ensign Madera. How about we go in the conference room and talk about this Leer–”

As if Baxter wasn’t there at all, Madera passed by and launched herself at Peterman.

On instinct, J’hana went for the phaser that was holstered under her panel, but immediately recognized the attack as a simple, though rather sickening, hug.

Madera squeezed Peterman with all her might, bursting into an uncontrollable flow of sobs.

Taken aback, Peterman just sort of stood there. She would have stroked Madera’s hair or something, but her arms were clenched at her sides as a result of the hug.

“Uh, Ensign…Susan…it’s okay,” Peterman said uneasily.

“No, no, no, it’s not okay…it’ll never be okay again!”

“What’s she on about?” Baxter asked, walking over.

“I SLEPT WITH COMMANDER CONWAY!” Madera blurted out, burying her head in Peterman’s shoulder.

Everyone on the bridge collectively grimaced.

“Dear God,” Baxter gasped.

“We need to get down to my office…” Peterman said, ushering Madera over to the turbolift. “Where there are texts on this sort of thing. What am I saying? There are no texts on this sort of thing.”

Baxter scrubbed a hand over his face, retreating to the command chair. “Do what you can for her, Kelly.”

“I’m not a miracle worker, Andy,” Peterman replied, as the doors sealed shut in front of her and Madera.



“How’s the leg now?” Dr. Browning asked cheerily, as she Conway’s condition on the biobed readout.

“It’s healing quite nicely,” Conway muttered. “It would have felt better if you’d fixed it half an hour ago, before having lunch.”

“A good doctor should eat regularly,” Browning explained.

“Then you must be the greatest doctor in the galaxy.”

Browning grinned. “Why thank you, Commander. So, how did your trip to Bralon go?”

“Fine. We got them to agree to our trade demands. Why do you care?”

“I’m just trying to have a nice bedside manner, Commander. People keep saying that’s important,” Browning said, shoving a hypospray into Conway’s arm. “There, that should help with the pain.”

“You’re oh-so-kind,” Conway deadpanned, shoving off the biobed.

Nurse Holly Carter approached Browning as Conway headed out of Sickbay. “What, no threats to report you to Starfleet Medical this time?”

Browning shrugged. “Guess not. I suppose his heart just isn’t in it.”

“He did seem a little too nice this time. Think he’s mellowed?”

“That would be a welcome change.”

“Does that mean you really think he’s becoming nicer?”

“Heck no.”



Peterman handed Madera a cup of Bajoran herbal tea and sat down across from her. “How’s that, Susan?”

Madera leaned back on Peterman’s fainting couch and sipped at the tea gingerly, drawing her legs under her. “A little better.”

“Now,” Peterman said, pulling out a padd. “How about we go through what happened as thouroughly as possible.”

“You want it all?” Madera asked warningly.

Peterman wrinkled her nose. “Uh…no, of course not. Leave out whatever details you feel…I don’t need to know.”

Madera pulled in a long breath. “Right. Well. The mission went exactly as planned. The Bralon authorities agreed to market the Federation petunia plants at their yearly gardening festival, and we agreed to distribute their processed meat product at starbases throughout the sector, and we were on our way.”

“And?” Peterman asked, leaning forward eagerly.

Madera bit her lip. “And…”



ONE DAY AGO



“We’re underway, Commander,” Ensign Madera said, ducking into the aft compartment of the runabout Rio De Janeiro. “We’ll rendez-vous with the Explorer in a little under eight hours.”

“Good,” Conway said, intent on his Tom Clancy novel. When he sensed that she hadn’t returned to the cockpit yet, he put his book down and looked up at her. “Something else?”

Madera seemed thoughtful. “Do you know Kris Larkin well?”

Conway returned to his book. “No.”

“She seems to have taken quite a liking to Mr. Richards. They’re on the comm together all the time.”

“And how do you know that?”

“Oh, I’m in Engineering every now and then. I drift by his office, happen to look in his window. Stuff like that.”

“So you spy on him. I’ll have to remember that when it comes time for your personnel review.”

“It’s not like that at all!” Madera cried. “Here I am trying to have a pleasant conversation with you and all you can do is threaten to write me up!”

“Sounds to me like you’re just grilling me for information.”

“Not at all. I just thought you’d understand my point of view. You know, someone who’s been jilted by a lover.”

“Excuse me?”

“I know Dr. Crusher hasn’t responded to any of your communications in the last week. We can only assume that you’ve scared her off and now she’s avoiding you.”

“Damn, you’re nosey,” Conway muttered, trying to continue reading his book.

“I’m just trying to make pleasant conversation.”

“Then talk to me about something other than the love life of one of the crew, or my love life for that matter. Or better yet, go up front and make sure we’re still on course.” Conway continued reading, then turned around again when he realized Madera still hadn’t gone. “Do you have a problem, Ensign?”

“You’re right. I shouldn’t be talking to you about this,” Madera said, working her fingers nervously. “I really need to talk to Counselor Peterman.”

Something seemed to click behind Conway’s eyes. He perked up and immediately swung out of his upper bunk. “What could you possibly benefit from talking to that loopy space cadet?”



Peterman blinked. “He said that?”

“Well, something like that,” Madera said, sipping tea. “I don’t remember the exact wording. I’ve been through an intense trauma…”

“Right. Go on.” Peterman tried to appear concerned, but at the moment she was really pissed at Commander Conway.

“Anyway, I was concerned about Kris and Chris getting together, and since you weren’t there, I decided to talk to Commander Conway about it.”

“Mistake number one.”

Madera nodded. “But not the last. He wasn’t very helpful…”



“What do you see in that lanky art-nut, anyway?” Conway asked, leaning easily against the aft compartment’s conference table. “There are better men to be had on the Explorer.”

“Like who?” Madera asked suspiciously.

Conway grinned. “Like me.”

Madera backed toward the cockpit. “Maybe I should just wait and talk to Counselor Peterman when we get back to the ship.”

“Wait, don’t go so soon. You wanted to have a pleasant conversation. Let’s have one.”

“No,” Madera said, ducking between the doors to the cockpit. “I’d better check our course, like you said. I think we’re heading into an asteroid field or something.”

Conway followed Madera into the cockpit, jumping back when she unexpectedly let out a whoop of shock.

“Commander!”

“I’m here if you need me, Ensign,” Conway said, flashing Madera his most competent smile.

Madera rolled her eyes and stabbed a finger at the forward viewport. “Look!”

Conway followed Madera’s finger and immediately swallowed a gulp of fear. “That’s a Leeramar interceptor ship.”

Madera swung behind the pilot’s chair and immediately brought up the shields and spun the Rio De Janeiro around. “Not quite the size of their battleships, but more than a match for us.”

Conway hopped into the seat beside Madera and began tapping at the communication panel. “I’ll send out a distress call.”

He reached to his left, gently brushing Madera’s hand as she attempted to outmaneuver the approaching Leeramar ship.

She glared at Conway. “Would you mind not making advances on me while we’re under attack?”

“It was purely incidental, Ensign,” Conway said, grimacing at the communication report. “Damn. They’re jamming our communications.”

“They’re arming weapons,” Madera said worriedly.

“Well, this thing has quantum torpedoes doesn’t it? Turn us around. We’ll fight.”

Madera glared again. “Are you kidding me?”

“We can’t outrun them, can we?”

“Not in our dreams.”

“No convenient nebulae or planets nearby, am I right?”

Madera sighed. “You’re right.”

“Okay, then.” Conway cracked his knuckles. “Don’t worry one bit, Ensign. I’ve operated one or two tac panels in my day. We’ll be okay. You just keep us moving.”

“Right…” Madera said, as the first volleys of plasma torpedoes emerged from the interceptor.



“It was a slaughter,” Madera said matter-of-factly. “They’d fractured our hull and decimated our shields in minutes. So much for Conway’s skill at tactical.”

“Why would he call me a space cadet?” Peterman said thoughtfully. “I thought our relationship had finally progressed a bit.”

“Are you listening to me?” Madera asked angrily.

Peterman cleared her thoughts. “Uh…slaughter, shields decimated. What next?”

“Well, you know how the Leeramar are so reclusive…how they’ve totally cut themself off from interaction with humans ever since your husband, uh…”

“Sneezed on their leader.”

“Right. Anyway, I was at least a little curious to see what the inside of a Leeramar ship looked like, since no human has ever been aboard a Leeramar ship.”

Peterman gasped. “So they brought you aboard their ship once the shields went down?”

“Yep.” Madera took another deep breath. “And let me tell you, it was not at all what I expected…”



“Shoes off!” the Leeramar guard shouted as soon as Conway and Madera materialized in the Leeramar transporter room.

Madera surveyed the transporter room. It wasn’t half as gloomy as the Leeramar ships looked from the outside. As a matter of fact, it was downright…cheerful.

The walls were papered in bright blue and white checker patterns, the deck covered in thick, shaggy, white carpet. And the transporter console bleeped pleasantly, draped in a frilly white doiley.

“What is this place?” Conway asked from beside Madera, surveying the room.

“I said shoes off!” the guard demanded again, shoving some sort of energy weapon against Conway’s head.

“Do what he says,” Conway said uncomfortably.

Madera undid her boots one by one, all the while looking uneasily up at the guard. She’d never seen a Leeramar. She wasn’t on duty when their autarch came aboard the Explorer to negotiate with Captain Baxter. They weren’t at all what she expected. She expected fierce, angry-looking creatures. Somewhat like the Flarn, Gorn, or Klingons.

Instead, the Leeramar looked somewhat delicate. They were thin, frail creatures, all cloaked in fuzzy sweaters and pants that resembled something in khaki. Their eyes were large, round, shiny. Conteplative. And their heads were huge, oblong and smooth–grey-ish with blue highlights. They looked downright studious. Not at all the kind of aliens Madera expected would make so many agressive moves against the Federation.

“Come with me,” the guard said, once Conway and Madera had removed their boots. “And don’t touch anything!”

“We demand to speak to a Federation representative,” Conway said, as they were led out of the transporter room and down a long, bright, shag-strewn corridor.

“This carpet really feels great in between my toes,” Madera observed from behind Conway.

“Quiet,” Conway barked over his shoulder. “When held captive aboard an enemy ship, one does not compliment the enemy on their carpet!”

“And where is that written, huh?”

“Shut up and let me do the talking, Ensign,” Conway said gruffly, as he and Madera were shoved forcibly into what appeared to be some kind of detention cell.

“The Shipmaster will be down to talk to you shortly,” the guard said, activating some sort of forcefield and walking away.

“Well, isn’t this just great,” Conway muttered. “You know, this could get us killed.”

“Don’t say that!” Madera said, trembling. “I’m sure the Explorer will come looking for us.”

“Don’t be so sure. This has been the very way many of Starfleet’s best have met their end.”

Madera found a very comfortable, leathery chair in one corner of the cell and hopped into it. “You’re just trying to scare me.”

“Believe what you want,” Conway said, “but this could very well be the end for both of us.”



“He was obviously trying to woo you into submission,” Peterman said. “Calculating bastard.”

“Oh, there’s more,” Madera replied. “We sat in that cell for something like an hour. Then the captain of the ship came down to see us. She was…well, I’ll just say it. Gorgeous.”



The Leeramar captain was drenched in thick, blonde, curls that cascaded all the way down to her narrow ankles. Unlike the flat, grey skin of the male Leeramar Madera had seen, Shipmaster Klareen had shiny, blue-white, perfect skin. And she was dressed impeccably, smartly, like the other Leeramar. But Klareen looked particularly well-groomed in her matching cable-knit slacks and top, which was complimented with a stylish scarf. Something, call it instinct, told Madera that this scarf was some type of indication of Klareen’s rank.

“You smell repugnant,” she said gamely, looking Conway and Madera over with detached disgust.

“Sorry,” Conway said. “I take it you’re the boss around here?”

“I am Shipmaster. I control the Yoyoma, which is the ship we are taveling in at present.”

“Then you contact Starfleet Command immediately and let them know you have two of their officers prisoner. According to the Seldonis Four convention, interstellar prisoners of war must at least be given an opportunity to speak with a neutral representative.”

“I’m sorry,” Klareen said, not quite kindly, “but we don’t recognize any of your interstellar laws. In case you weren’t already aware of it, we’re the Leeramar. We do not have to listen to any of your inconsequential babbling.”

“Just because you’re the Leeramar?” Conway asked, his anger flaring.

“That’s correct,” Klareen replied. “We’re superior to you in every way.”

“What gives you that idea?” Conway demanded.

Klareen looked at Conway as if he was a small child. “This quadrant is troubled, and it is the mission of the Leeramar to set things right.”

“And how do you plan on doing that?” Conway asked.

“It’s not my job to explain such things. That job rests with The Great Mar.”

“Mar who?” Conway asked, arching an eyebrow.

“I can say no more. We’ll be underway in a little while. But trust me on this: your whole way of life is about to change.”

And Klareen turned around and left.

A Leeramar rushed behind her, vacuuming the rug. Another two Leeramar came by, wiping down and dusting the walls.

“It’s a race of neat freaks!” Conway exclaimed.

“Now I’ve seen it all,” Madera sighed, scrunching deeper into the comfy chair.



“But that wasn’t the worst of it,” Madera said, her voice trembling. “Not by a long shot.”

“What happened next?” Peterman asked.

“It’s…it’s too much…” Madera buried her head in her arms and began sobbing again.

Peterman moved over to the couch and wrapped an arm around the Ensign. “Come on, Susan. Let it all out.”

“Have you ever seen them wash down a Tarkalian razorbeast at the zoo?” Madera asked, between sobs.

“Sure.”

“Well, we were the razorbeasts.”



THE CLEANSER



“I want to go home!” Madera wailed, as she and Conway, stripped of their uniforms, were lowered, suspended by the wrists, into a cylindrical, smooth-walled room, under the careful observation of several Leeramar ‘cleansers.’

“Begin Cleansing,” commanded Klareen’s voice over the thrumming of the powerful machinery that buzzed to life in the circular room.

“What’s going to happen to us?” Madera asked fearfully, as the thrumming got louder and louder.

Conway wasn’t listening. “I demand to speak to a neutral representative. Haven’t you ever heard of the Dtanga Conference? The Khitomer Accords? The Federation Civil Liberties Union????”

Then jets of water surged from all directions at once, as Conway and Madera began to spin dizzily.

Or was her or the room spinning? Madera couldn’t tell anymore.

Foam spurted and bubbled around them. The water level rose, threatened to drown them.

“You’ll all be sorry for this!” Conway choked out, as water filled his mouth. “Starfleet takes care of their own!”

And foamy water enveloped the pair, as every sound was drowned out by the rush of water.

Next, Conway and Madera were sucked down into a second circular room, where they were smashed from all sides by waves of superheated air, which, understandably, caused their hair unmentionable trauma.

“I can’t feel my face!” Conway cried, clawing at the room’s vented walls. “For the love of all that’s good, make it all stop!”

And then they were sucked down through another hole in the deck, to another room where they were instructed to put on silvery, anti-germ, anti-static, anti-dust jumpsuits and instructed on the proper, thirty-two step process of waste extraction that the Leeramar expected from them, if they were to travel on a Leeramar vessel.

They were then dragged back to their cells, where a guard was nice enough to inform them that they “cleaned up rather well.”

Madera retreated back to the comfy chair, and Conway had begun figuring out how to make a bed out of the futon that lined the opposite wall of the detention cell.

Once Conway had unfolded the contraption, he sat down on it, testing the mattress. “Great bed,” he said nonchalantly.

“I’m fine in the chair,” Madera said firmly.

“Oh, come on, Ensign. We’re far from home, in an alien ship, surrounded by hostile enemies.” He pointed to the bed. “This is all we have to keep us sane.”

Madera shrunk away. “I have the chair.”

“See if that will keep you warm!”

“I’m not compromising myself just because we’re in a bad situation.”

“This isn’t just your average bad situation. Do you realize what’ll happen if we so much as…well, sneeze?”

“I don’t want to think about it.”

“They’ll rip out our mucuous membranes. Destroy our bowels, our bladders. Every single disgusting part that makes us human…they’ll root it out of us until all that’s left is clean, soulless, slabs of skin!”

“Hold yourself together, Commander!” Madera said uncomfortably.

Conway inched over to the bed. “Ensign, I’m scared.”

“Oh, please.”

“I’ve still got a bit of pneumonia from Crysta. What if I sneeze?” Conway shook Madera by the shoulders. “WHAT IF I SNEEZE, DAMN IT!”



Peterman had begun biting her nails, rocking uneasily on the couch next to Madera. “It’s so obvious he was manipulating you. So what next?” she said quickly, sounding more nervous than she would have liked.

Madera shrugged. “I did it.”

“Just like that?” Peterman immediately wished she hadn’t put it that way.

“No, not ‘just like that,’” Madera said defensively. “It took a while, but I finally did give in. Maybe it was the submissive thing he had going. I thought it was cute that he was scared.”

“Conway, CUTE?” Peterman said. “I’m really going to have to re-evaluate your personality profile.”

“Please, Counselor, you have to remember that this was after two hours of repeated ‘cleansing.’ I wasn’t exactly of sound mind.”

“But you certainly were of sound body.”

“According to the Commander, anyway.”

Peterman rubbed her eyes. “This is too much.”

“Anyway, I can’t explain it, but somehow, sex was our salvation…”



Lights flared to life throughout the detention area as Leeramar guards rushed in from all sides.

“What on Leeramar are they doing?”

“Cover them! Initiate decontamination procedures!”

Klareen pushed through the crowd, then immediately shrieked, and made some sort of gesture that Conway and Madera could only assume was a curse.

“You have desecrated our ship with your foul fluids. You’ve made us all unclean! This whole crew will have to undergo cleansing for days!”

Conway yanked the covers up around him. “You know, if you don’t mind, we’d love a little privacy here.”

“What are you going to do to us?” Madera asked, jerking her silvery top and pants back on. “Are you going to kill us?”

“And cause a bigger mess?” Klareen asked frantically. “Are you insane!”

“Just asking,” Madera replied quietly.

“So what will you do with us?” Conway asked fearfully.

“It’s obvious we overestimated the threat you pose. Sneezing–that is one thing.” She gestured at the two on the futon. “This–this is quite another. We must reassess our behavior toward your Federation.”

“Is that a good thing?”

Klareen trilled a high, nervous laugh. “Hardly.”



“So they just sent you on your way?” Peterman asked in wonderment.

“Hardly,” Madera replied, mimicking Klareen’s trilling laugh. “No, Commander Conway and I were run through the cleanser again, the whole ship was bathed in an isotomic radiation field, and Klareen reported her status to the Leeramar homeworld.”

“What did they say?”

“Well,” Madera sighed, “needless to say, they weren’t happy.”



“Invading Federation territory?” Conway asked, slumping against the freshly-made futon bed. The room had been painstakingly cleaned top-to-bottom.

“That’s right,” growled the Leeramar outside the isolation field. “You’re both going to witness the beginning of a great war. Wiping out the blight of the Federation.”

“Bite me!” Conway snapped back. He looked to Madera for support, but she was curled in a corner, rocking back and forth nervously.

“It’ll never be okay again…” she kept repeating over and over.

“Anyway, just thought I’d let you know,” the snappily- dressed Leeramar said, heading away. “Say goodbye to your precious Federation.”

“We’ve got to do something,” Conway whispered, nudging Madera’s shoulder. “Hear me, Ensign? We have to stop them so we can warn Starfleet before the Federation is invaded.”

“Please tell me I didn’t have sex with you,” Madera pleaded.

“Oh, come on! It wasn’t that bad!”

Madera sunk her head back into her arms. “Oh, it was, it was!”

“Snap out of it, Ensign!” Conway barked, slapping Madera hard across the face. “That’s an order! Now, we’ve got a job to do.”



“He slapped you!” Peterman exclaimed. “Why, that little…”

“He got his in the end, Counselor, don’t worry about that,” Madera said. “I still haven’t told you how we got off the Yoyoma.”



“It’s time for your dinner,” said the guard, deactivating the protective field around Conway and Madera’s cell and stepping throuh.

“Great,” Conway said, reaching for the tray. “I–ah–ah– ah!” he held his nose. “Whew! Almost sneezed.”

“Don’t scare me like that!” exclaimed the guard, turning away.

“CHOOOOO!” Conway replied, spraying snot all over the guard’s back.

“Ahhhhh!” screamed the guard, stumbling. “Someone help me!”

Conway charged forward, tackling the guard to the ground and reaching for the weapon holstered at his side.

Another guard rushed to his companion’s aid, but Conway brought the plasma rifle up to bear.

The guard under Conway had lost conciousness just from the sheer shock of it all, and he reached up to grab the guard by the shirt. “I haven’t even had a cup of coffee yet today, you alien son of a bitch!” Conway tossed his plasma rifle to Madera and slung an arm around the guard.. “Okay, skinny, let’s get to the bridge.”

“You’re sweating on me!” the guard cried.

“That’s the idea,” Conway said merrily, reaching back into the depths of his throat and hacking up the largest loogie possible on the carpet in the Leeramar ship’s corridor.

“See if they try to follow me now!”

“You sick bastard!” cried the guard. “That’s not even stainmaster!”

“Too bad. Come on, Madera.”

Madera shakily swung her rifle around to see if anyone was following. For good measure, she dragged the butt of the rifle along the polished formica bulkhead, causing a shrieking sound that made the guard shudder.

“That’ll take days to fix!” he cried.

Conway ripped curtains, overturned endtables, and blasted sofas as the group marched toward the turbolift. “That’s the idea!”

“Oh, our precious ship,” cried the guard, as Conway dragged him into the turbolift.

“You guys are way to easy to beat,” he muttered. “Stand up for yourselves.”

“You know,” replied Madera. “This is probably going to wreak hell with our diplomatic record.”

“You’ll all die for this!” intoned the guard.

Conway bashed him in the face with his rifle. “Shut up!”

They exploded onto the bridge, firing plasma rifles at the scattered Leeramar operating the many stations.

Klareen stood from her command chair, a stylish post-modern forest green leather chaise. “You nasty little creeps! What are you doing on my bridge!”

“It’s our bridge now, sister,” said Conway, putting aside his rifle to examine the Yoyoma’s forward station. “Now. Help us pilot this ship or die.”

“I’d rather die.”

Madera pointed her plasma rifle at the command chair. “Help us, or we’ll blast apart your chair.”

“Fine!” shrieked Klareen, storming down to the front station. “The thruster controls are here. That takes us into warp. That programs our course and speed.”

Conway cracked his knuckles. “Excellent. Now go show Madera how to flood this ship with gas or something to knock out your crew. We don’t want to have a mutiny on our hands.”



“So we made our way to rendez-vous with you guys, slowly, because the Commander wasn’t half as skilled at piloting the Leeramar ship as he let on.”

Peterman’s nose wrinkled. “Okay, then why did you show up in the Rio De Janeiro and not a Leeramar vessel?”

“Well, that’s where the ride gets bumpy…”



“You know, this is a damn comfortable chair,” remarked Commander Conway, swinging back and forth in Klareen’s huge chair as the Yoyoma warped toward Federation space.

“And you’re getting your blasted oils all over it,” remarked Klareen from beside him.

“You know, that shtick gets pretty old after awhile,” Conway said. “When will you learn that oils and sweat are just part of our existence. If used in the right amounts, they can even be rewarding.” Conway glanced at Madera, who was manning helm. “Right, Ensign?”

Madera shivered. “Don’t talk to me, Commander.”

“Oh, what’s wrong,” Conway said, moving out of the chair and joining Madera at the large, curved array of lights and controls at the front of the Yoyoma’s bridge. “You didn’t have fun with me last night?”

“Fun is not the word for it.”

“Human sex, how disgusting,” scoffed Klareen.

“You don’t know what you’re missing, baby,” Conway cooed. He looked down at Madera. “Come on, admit it. It wasn’t THAT bad, was it?”

“Oh, it was.”

Conway folded his arms. “You’re being such a bitch, you know that? Just admit you had a good time with me. So I’m not beautiful Brian Gellar,” Conway rolled his eyes. “I’m still not a bad catch.”

“Whatever!”

“Oh, I don’t believe this. You’re a piece of work, Ensign, you know that?”

That’s when Klareen rushed Conway; cautious to do the least damage to her ship possible, she slammed his head into the unbreakable durotanium surface of the helm console, dragged him backward and snapped his arm with a sickening crack.

“Turn the ship over to me!” Klareen shrieked, her cascades of curls fluttering around her face.

Madera ducked away from Klareen as she rushed the helm, tapping buttons.

“I can’t believe she broke my arm!” Conway grumbled, staring at the loosely swinging appendage as he slumped to the ground.

“We’ll breaking more than that soon,” Klareen growled. “Just wait.”

Madera pushed Klareen away from the helm, trying to once again get control. What was that on the navigational sensors, anyway? She couldn’t read Leeramar writing, but the formation looked like a large field of nearly moon-sized asteroids.

Klareen shoved Madera away from the helm, but the young ensign mounted the Leeramar, ripping at her beautiful locks.

“You’re destroying the shape and hold!” Klareen screamed, biting Madera’s arm and slinging her over her shoulder, slamming her onto the helm panel. While the console was made of an unbreakable alloy, the panel itself was quite breakable.

The Leeramar electrics sizzled under Madera, exploding with a hideous sizzle and pop. That sent the ship spinning dizzily out of warp.

Then the Yoyoma bucked like a bronco, and asteroids flung forward on the screen.

“Look what you’ve done to us now!” shrieked Klareen. “You’ve killed us all!”

“You’re the one that slammed me into the panel!” Madera moaned, rolling to the ground and shoving Conway. “Commander! Pull yourself together! Now’s not the time to come apart!”

Conway winced. “I can’t believe she broke my arm.”

Then the Yoyoma slammed into something. The sound of rock raking the bottom of the hull shrieked through the bridge.

Klareen looked around fearfully. “It’s ripping through our three pristine coats of blue paint! Curse you, Conway, you’re wrecking this ship!”

“Don’t go blaming this on me!”

Madera dragged herself up to the helm panel and stared at the screen. They were heading right for one of those moon-shaped asteroids. Ripping at the wires and circuits inside the helm panel, she searched for the controls that would activate the thrusters.

Miraculously, she restored a connection and the Yoyoma veered to port, narrowly avoiding one large rock and slamming right into the one next to it.



“Warning: The ship is beyond cleaning. Structural integrity is at fourteen percent, furniture and wall coverings are a total loss, and the paint job has suffered massively,” said the Yoyoma computer. “Hence, self-distruct has been activated. Leave the ship or be permanently cleansed in ten minutes.”

Madera shimmied out from under a fallen support beam, clearing strings of hair from her face. “Commander!”

“Urggg…” Conway mumbled.

“You okay?” she asked quickly.

“That bitch broke my arm.”

“Get over it,” Madera said, helping Conway to his feet. “You’ll be all right.”

“She’s stronger than she looks.”

“Believe me, I know.” Madera glanced at Klareen. “Listen, we have to get out of here. This ship’s about to blow!”

Klareen’s eyes fluttered open to find that she had stumbled back into her soft, forgiving chair. She also noticed a shard of formica had fallen from the ceiling and embedded itself uncomfortably in her thigh.

She wrenched it free. “Oh, would you look at that.”

Madera dragged Conway toward the turbolift. “Come on, Commander. We have to go.”

“She’s not bleeding!” Conway exclaimed, as Madera pulled him into the turbolift.

Klareen grinned evilly, arranging her hair in a tidy bun. “Leeramar don’t bleed.”



“It was a chase through the corridors of the Yoyoma, as life support and structural integrity began breaking down,” Madera said. “Apparently, Klareen was able to get down through the bridge by way of some sort of Jeffries’ tube. Anyway, we managed to outrun her and get to the Rio De Janeiro just before the ship blew.”

Peterman nodded thoughtfully, pouring food into Charlie’s dish. “Keep going, Ensign. I’m listening. Come on boy, eat up, eat up good!”



“Can we get the mains operational?” Conway asked, hunched over Madera’s shoulder as she fretted over the Rio De Janeiro’s engines.

“Sure,” Madera said. “They left us with enough engine to make it back to Federation space. Maybe even to rendez-vous with the Explorer.”

Conway fell into the chair beside Madera. “Thank goodness. I knew we’d get out of this.”

“That’s why you were screaming ‘we’re all gonna die’ the whole way down the corridor?”

“Forget you heard that, Ensign? Okay? Don’t tell ANYONE about that!”

Madera smiled. “Sure.”



“What a little sissy,” Peterman giggled.

“Yeah, I know. Anyway, we made it back here in one piece. But I don’t doubt that the Federation will be hearing from the Leeramar shortly.”

Peterman ran her hands through her hair. “That is a problem.”

“Sure is.”

“I can’t believe you had sex with Commander Conway.”

“Counselor, I really think there are worse problems at hand.”

“Then why did you come to me in the first place?” Peterman said weakly.

“I dunno. I guess to get all that off my chest. I feel a little better now.”

“Good for you. I feel like crap.”

“Sorry.”

“So should I expect us to be going to war soon?”

“Well, all I know is that the Leeramar aren’t too fond of the Explorer in particular,” Madera said. “Who knows what they’ll do. You know more about obsession and compulsion than I do.”

“I guess we’ll just have to wait things out and see what happens,” Peterman said, still reeling with disgust over the Conway sex thing. Crusher was one thing–she didn’t live aboard the Explorer. “How are you going to deal with Commander Conway now?”

“I don’t know. How do you deal with the captain?”

Peterman blinked. “You are NOT marrying him.”

“Heck, no. I’m not even going to date him. Or do anything else with him, for that matter.”

“Good idea,” Peterman said. “No, great idea.”

“Thanks for listening, Counselor.”

Peterman waffled. “That’s…what I’m here for.”

Madera headed out of the office and Peterman slumped back in her chair. “Woo boy.”



“Thanks for listening,” Commander Conway said, stepping out of Baxter’s readyroom and stretching. He looked around the bridge. “Wow, I didn’t realize we’d been talking so long. Delta shift is already over.”

“How about that,” Baxter said, scanning the bridge and sighing. Conway’d been blabbing all evening, and he was sapped from it. It was so easy to talk to Browning, Peterman, and Richards. And talking to the other crew wasn’t so bad either. But talking to Conway, especially about love, gave Baxter the heebie-jeebies. And there was more than that–the Leeramar gave him the heebie-jeebies, too. Conway and Madera’s weird voyage would no doubt lead to some very hard–and very bizarre–days ahead.



“There you are.” Peterman looked up from her padd–a copy of Chapter One Counselor Troi’s new book “Mommie Dearest: The Electra Complex in Betazoid Familial Circles.”

Baxter unzipped his uniform tunic and began the long process of stripping to his t-shirt and Starfleet insignia boxers. “I had a long chat with Commander Conway.”

“No kidding. I had a conversation of my own with Madera. Can you believe it?”

“What, you mean the bit about the Leeramar having a personal vendetta out against us now?”

“No–the bit about Conway and Madera.”

“Oh, sure,” Baxter said. “She’s a bit of a temptress, isn’t she?”

“SHE!” Peterman exclaimed. “Andy, Conway as much as forced himself on her. I’m almost tempted to bring fraternization charges up against him.”

“Funny,” Baxter said. “I got a whole different story from Conway.”

Peterman tossed her padd aside and folded her arms. “No doubt.”

“What, you’re so quick to believe the woman’s side of the story without even conceeding that there MIGHT be two sides? How primative.”

“Primative? You’re the one backing up your buddy Dave, knowing that he’s the bastard in all this.”

“Dave…er, Commander Conway is not my buddy. I’m his captain, so I listened to his stupid story about the Leeramar. And, from a detached perspective, I can tell you I think Madera was a little pushy about them having sex to get out of the Leeramar prison.”

“It was Conway who suggested it! And how dare you say you have a detached perspective!”

Baxter hunkered down under the bedsheets. “Well, we have no flight recorder footage to support either of them, so I guess we’ll never know.”

“You know,” Peterman said, settling down a bit, “we were always taught at the academy that there are two sides to every story, and usually neither of them are right.”

Baxter closed his eyes. “That’s never been more true than in this case, I think.”

“So what do we do about the two of them?”

“I haven’t the slightest, and frankly, I think we have more important things to worry about, like the Leeramar.”

“So we just let them sort things out by themselves?”

“Exactly.”

“Brilliant. I can’t wait to see how that turns out.”



The next day, Commander Conway arrived on the bridge, coming face to face with Ensign Madera.

“Excuse me, sir,” she said, side-stepping him to duck into the turbolift.

“Hold on,” Conway said, taking her arm. “We need to settle something.”

“Settle what?”

Conway gestured between them. “This!”

“This what?”

“Come on–” Conway dragged Madera toward the readyroom.

“You’re not going to try to have sex with me again, are you?”

“Very funny. Come on.”

Conway stormed into the readyroom, where Baxter was busily thumping a tiny football through the goalposts in his scale model of Texas Stadium.

“Hey!” Baxter exclaimed. “You can’t just barge in here!”

“Personal business, sir.”

“Use the conference room!”

“J’hana’s spread out in there cleaning the phaser rifles.”

“Use the bathroom.”

“Too small.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes. “There are nearly forty decks on this ship, Conway. Hundreds upon hundreds of rooms. Why do you have to pick MY special room to sort out your little problems in?”

“Because it happens to be close.” Conway edged in closer. “And because it’s neutral territory.”

Baxter threw his hands up in resignation. “Fine, I’ll get out of here.”

“I’m sure your piles of work can wait,” Conway mocked, as Baxter headed out onto the bridge.

“Just don’t touch anything!”

Madera sat down on Baxter’s desk. “Okay. What?”

Conway paced the area in front of the desk. “All right. Am I crazy, or was there some chemistry there on that Leeramar ship?”

Madera burst into laughter. “Chemistry? If you mean between us, I sincerely doubt it.”

“You didn’t think–” Conway gestured weakly. “THAT–was fun?”

“Oh, it was all right. Not a rollercoaster ride, or anything.”

“Sheesh, why not just blow me out an airlock and get this overwith.”

Madera rolled her eyes. “Commander, when I left on that mission to Bralon Two, I was still a little confused about Mr. Richards.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m not confused. Now I realize that I’d rather be celibate than date any man on this ship.”

“You like Lt. Gellar, don’t you?”

“Okay, I’d rather be celibate than have Lt. Hartley beam me into a duranium wall.”

“Wise choice.”

“But I’m not going to date you, if that’s what you’re hinting around about. Besides the fact that you’re my commanding officer, there’s also the matter of that chemistry you talked about. That matter being that there is none.”

“Well, fine.”

“Oh, don’t be all hurt about it. We were both confused about someone else and had some time to clear our minds. Sure, we almost died, and sure, I sort of find you repulsive now that I really think about it, but what’s done is done, right?”

“Things were so much easier with the symbiont.”

“Sorry, Commander. Things will look up for you.”

“Sure they will. Dismissed.”

A worried look crossed Madera’s face. “I’m not going to end up in Inventory because of this, am I?”

“Nah. Go on, get out of here.”

Madera turned on a heel and left the readyroom. Conway studied the window behind Baxter’s desk for a few brief moments, then pounded Baxter’s model of Texas Stadium to pieces, including all the little Dallas Cowboys players.

On leaving the readyroom, Conway patted Baxter on the back. “Thanks, Captain. I owe you a stadium.”

“What–” Baxter said, hurrying in to the readyroom as Conway stepped into the aft turbolift.

Conway grinned as the doors shut and he heard Baxter’s pained cry. “No, Troy, noooooooooooooo!”

The Captain was crushed, as was his stadium, and all the little players within.

So things weren’t all bad.



NEXT:



Are the Directors messing with Lt. Hartley’s dreams? It certainly seems so, if the disturbing dreams she’s been having about a certain Maloxian bartender are any indication. What do those pesky Directors want from her? And does it involve time- travel? Maybe! Find out in “Rapid Eye Movement!”




Rapid Eye Movement



Lt. Hartley walked into the Constellation Cafe and immediately knew something was wrong.

She scanned the room, took in the ambience, then turned toward the bar. “Mirk, isn’t this Cardassian omelette night?”

The Maloxian bartender shook his head. “Nope, that’s tomorrow. This is the night of the Vulcan Soup Bonanza.”

“But isn’t it Tuesday?”

“Yes. And the Cardassian omelettes are scheduled for Thursday. Believe me, Amara and I have scheduled this very carefully.”

“I’m sure you have.”

Mirk arched an eyebrow. “Come again?”

“I SAID, I’m SURE you and AMARA scheduled this NIGHT out CAREFULLY!” Hartley said coarsely, flopping onto a barstool.

“Miss Touchy tonight, are we?” Mirk grinned, sliding a Crescan ale over to Hartley. “Well, have one on the house.”

“Thanks,” Hartley said, grabbing the ale and drinking. She sat it down after a long swig and wiped the froth from her mouth. “Wait. How did you know I’d order this?”

“Because that’s what you always order.”

“Oh.”

“Excuse me,” said a gravelly voice from behind Lt. Hartley.

“Huh?” Hartley turned on her barstool. “Hmmm,” she said, after a few moments’ pause.

Will Riker was standing before her, stark naked, save for a strategically-placed padd on his crotch that read “Good Morning, Megan.”

Hartley rubbed her eyes and Riker was gone.

“Megan,” asked Mirk from behind her. “Helloooooo?”

She whirled back around on her stool. “Mirk, I just saw the wierdest thing.”

“Do tell.”

“I just saw Will Riker stark naked with a padd over his crotch.”

“Huh. You mean him?” Mirk pointed over Hartley’s shoulder. She turned to where a small cluster of the crew had gathered around a viewport, murmurring among themselves.

Will Riker was now pressed against the outside of the window, screaming something.

“Can’t quite make it out…” Hartley said to herself. Then it became obvious. He kept screaming “Good Morning.”

“Good morning?” Hartley said, scratching her head.

“Evening,” J’hana said, strolling by Hartley. Hartley cocked her head. Why was J’hana hot pink instead of blue?

Then all the pieces fell into place.

“Well,” Hartley sighed, sliding off her chair. “It looks like I’m having the dream again. Mirk, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go ahead up to the bridge so I can be there in time for Lt. Ford to spontaneously change into a woman.”

“Oh. Okeydoke. Say, before you do that, could you follow me into the back? I’ve got to bring out a case of plomeek roots.”

“Sure,” Hartley shrugged, and followed Mirk across the cafe and to the storeroom. As she passed the viewport, she glanced to check on Riker. He was now slowly morphing into the USS Escort. Good for him.

Hartley looked around the cramped storeroom. “Okay, Mirk, where’re the roots?”

Mirk stared at Hartley hungrily. “Megan, I’ve been wanting to do this for a long time.”

“What? Vulcan Soup Night? You do it every month. And it’s not even that great. Vulcan soup is so boring! It’s watery. Not like Manhattan Clam Chowder, or Tomato, or Turkey Bis MMMPH!”

In seconds, Mirk was on top of Hartley, enveloping her in a massive liplock.

“GGGMMMPPHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Hartley protested, as Mirk shoved her back against the spicerack. A bottle dislodged above her and began disgorging its payload of ketchup all over her head. “MMRRRRPPPPHHH!”

She pushed Mirk away and wiped her mouth. “Mirk, what the hell was–”

“Megan, help me!” Mirk cried, grasping his left eye. It was getting bigger, bigger, bigger, until it popped out and he fell limp under it.

The iris contracted and expanded, studying Hartley intently.

<HELP HIM.>

“Huh?”

<Do I have to spell it out for you?>

Hartley scratched her head. “Please do.”

<H-E-L-P H-I-M!>

“That’s not what I meant!” Hartley turned to leave, but came face to face with an eye-less Mirk.

“Hey sweetie! Gimmee some lovin’!”



“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGGGGGGGGG!”

Hartley snapped awake, sheets wrapped in knots around her, sweat dripping down her face.

“What the F***!!!!!” She collapsed back onto the bed and yanked up on the covers.



Later that morning, Hartley trudged into the transporter room, more than an hour late.

She’d tossed and turned for the balance of the night/morning trying to figure out what the addition to her relatively normal dream meant.

Of all people, Mirk!

Checking the schedule to see with relief that no one was due to transport in or out for a while, she curled up in her chair and stared at the wall at the back of the room, squinting at her reflection.

Minutes later, a comm signal stirred her to attention.

“Bridge to Lt. Hartley,” said Lt. Commander Richards’s voice.

“Hmm?” she said, distracted.

“I need you to report to the Escort airlock pronto. The senior staff just returned from their meeting with the Federation diplomatic corps.”

Hartley rolled her eyes. “What’s the problem?”

“Get up there and you’ll see.”

Sighing, Hartley slid off her chair and grabbed her engineering kit, for once regretful at having the duty of overseeing the Escort’s engineering needs.



With a puff of air, the airlock that led to the Escort whooshed open and Baxter, Conway, Larkin, J’hana, and Peterman stepped out.

“What’s the problem?” Hartley asked, without much interest.

“Hit and run Leeramar attack,” Conway muttered. “Caught us with our pants down. On our way to try and avert a war, no less.”

Hartley folded her arms. “So. Are we going to war?”

“Take a look at the ship and see what you think,” Baxter muttered, and ducked out of the airlock.

Peterman stopped as she passed Hartley. “Hey, Megan. Is my Charlie okay?”

Darn, she forgot to take him out this morning. Stupid dream. “Uh, yeah, he’s great.”

“Thanks for looking after him,” she said. She narrowed her eyes as Hartley nodded dumbly. “Megan…is there something wrong?”

“Depends on how you define ‘wrong,’” Hartley said, turning to see smoke waft out of the airlock that led into the Escort. “Oh, hell. What did you guys do to her?”

“Hey, at least we fit it in the parking spot,” J’hana muttered, nursing a fractured antenna. “I’m going to sickbay. Damn antenna’s busted.”

“I want you to come see me when you get the chance!” Peterman said as Hartley ducked into the smoke. “I can tell when something’s wrong!”

“Yeah, blow it out your id,” Hartley grunted to herself, pushing through the smoke to the engine room.



Four hours and three busted power conduits later, Lt. Hartley emerged from the Escort, followed by several other engineers. She felt grimy, dirty, and most of all still disturbed by that dream. She bumped into Lt. Gellar coming around the bend in the corridor.

“Megan, hey. How’d the repairs go?”

“Fine,” she said, tossing her outer tunic over her shoulder and leaning in to peck him on the cheek. “Just get off-duty?”

“Yeah. Six hours of watching the Sonoma system’s star collapse,” Gellar said, wrapping an arm around her. “How about you get a shower and we head over to Mirk’s? It’s Cardassian omellete night.”

“Hmmm,” Hartley replied distantly. “How about we just stay in tonight.”

“Any reason?”

“I’m tired. Isn’t that reason enough?”

“Yeah, I guess. But me and Ford have a game of Strategama lined up. He’s partnering up with Ensign Dawson and you…”

“Oh, so you’re making plans for me now? What are you, my social secretary?”

“I just thought we’d–”

“‘I just thought we’d–’” Hartley mocked. “Well you thought wrong. Find another partner.” She stomped down the corridor.

“Okay. Well maybe I will!”



Lt. Hartley sat moodily on her couch, watching RealSpace on her viewer. Since going Subspace, Krinokom Communications was broadcasting shows instead of dowloading them to vidchip servers. It made things much more convenient, if you were the kind of slob to sit around and watch a bunch of kids cruise around in a spaceship and get in meaningless arguments all day. Tonight, though, Hartley was more than happy to watch idiocy. It made her life make a lot more sense somehow.

Presently, the group of wily youngsters were on their way to the Klingon homeworld to complete some sort of ropes course, and Shelak, their Vulcan participant, was entering into Pon’farr, so they weren’t sure if she could participate. Shelak and her cabinmates were grouped in their tiny Peregrine-class ship’s lounge area contemplating the problem.

“It is not logical for me to participate in the ropes course,” said Shelak. “Not with such a fire building up in my loins.”

“Hey, our loins are burning just as much as yours,” said the Tellarite participant, Gorgy. “You have to suck it up and deal with it, as the humans say.”

Then, before Hartley’s very eyes, a massive eyeball appeared on the viewscreen.

“Hello? Am I getting through?”

Hartley sat up on the couch ramrod straight. “Get out of my life!”

“Ah, so you can see me.”

“What the hell are you trying to do to me? Drive me insane?”

“Heh heh. That would only be a byproduct, Lt. Hartley. Truly, we mean you no harm.”

“Then what is the deal with that dream I had last night? And why are you interrupting my subspace program?”

“Because we have a problem. One you’ll have to help us solve.”

Hartley narrowed her eyes at the eyeball. “Oh, do tell.”

“Thanks for the invite.” With a crackle of blue electricity, the eyeball surged out of the viewscreen and plopped down on the couch next to Hartley.

<Nice place you have here, by the way,> the eyball said, revolving to face Hartley.

“Thanks. Can I get you a drink? Visine?”

<No, thanks. So, let’s just get down to it, shall we?>

Hartley braced herself. What the hell would this eyeball want with her?



Five minutes later, Hartley exploded out of her cabin and into the nearest turbolift.

Cardassian Omellete Night, Cardassian Omellete Night, Cardassian Omellete Night, just kept cycling through her brain.

“Constellation Cafe, emergency Engineering override Hartley Gamma 004,” she said, and the turbolift accellerated beyond normal design limits toward Mirk’s.



“Who’s next, huh?” Mirk said merrily, juggling the roughly melon-sized eggs before him. “Any takers?”

“Me, oh me!” Counselor Peterman exclaimed.

“I thought you didn’t like eggs,” Baxter muttered from beside her.

“Every once in a while…”

“Right away, madam,” Mirk said, tossing one egg high in the air and nodding his head in that direction. The egg cracked open and Amara rushed under it with a frying pan.

Mirk concentrated on an eggbeater which obediently began scrambling as Amara set the pan down on the burning hot grill.

Then, as if magically, peppers, onions, and spices danced in a circle around the pan, sprinkling themselves in good measures into the mixture.

Mirk grinned, twirling an egg at the tip of one finger. “Next?”

“Over here,” said Ford from the back of the cafe, at a table with Gellar and Ensign Dawson.

“You’re a ways away, there, Ford,” Mirk hollered. “Want to inspect the egg?”

Ford grinned. He loved this part. “Sure!”

Mirk pitched the egg at Ford. The idea was to stop it as soon as it reached Ford, just inches above his head, so he could inspect it. Then, as if it were a yo-yo, he’d jerk it back toward him.

“Stop!” Lt. Hartley cried, barreling into the restaurant, spilling over shocked customers.

Mirk glanced back at Hartley, and the egg splattered right into Ford’s head.

“Help me!” Ford cried, trying frantically to dislodge the egg. Lt. Gellar sighed and began tugging on it.

“Show’s over!” Hartley called out to the crowd. “Everyone back to your cabins. The Constellation Cafe is closed!”

“What is the meaning of this?” demanded J’hana, approaching the bar. “I have not yet recieved my omellete!”

“And you’re not going to,” Hartley shot back, glaring up at the taller Andorian. “We detected some instability in the forward saucer section. We’re going to have to evacuate deck ten, sections one, two, and three, and have the engineers come in and shore the place up.”

“What’s that?” Richards asked, joining Hartley at the front of the bar. Baxter and Peterman were on his heels.

“Get this egg off my head!” Ford cried, as customers began filing out of the cafe.

“There’s an instability in the duranium exoskeleton in this section, Commander,” Hartley repeated. “Go down to Engineering, run a level-one diagnostic. You’ll see I’m right.”

“I’d better do that,” Richards said, glancing back at Baxter and Peterman and sighing. “Damn saucer’s never been the same since that creature stomped on it.”

“Ah, well,” Baxter said. “No sense wasting away the evening. Come on, Kelly. To the Captain’s mess.”

“I’ll take that,” Dr. Brown said, grabbing the pan of still warm eggs and a large spoon as she walked by. “Night, guys.”

Mirk watched the people file out as he unstrapped his apron. “How about that.”

“Mirk, we need to talk,” Hartley said softly.

“Hey, Megan,” Lt. Gellar said, as he, the still-egg- covered Ford, and Derr passed by. “We’re going to be on Holodeck Two if you–”

“I don’t,” Hartley said, not looking over her shoulder.

“What do you want to talk about,” asked Mirk, watching the exchange between Hartley and Gellar with confusion.

“I think we need to talk in private.”

“Okay. Amara, would you mind straightening up?”

“Sure thing,” Amara said. She watched Hartley with narrowed eyes.

“Where do you want to talk?” Mirk asked. “The storeroom?”

Hartley shivered. “The conference room across the hall will do fine.”

“If you insist.”



“Lost my powers!” Mirk exclaimed. “You’re nuts.”

“Am I?” Hartley demanded. “Try using them.”

“This is ridiculous.”

“Try it!”

Mirk sighed and studied the padd lying on the conference room table. Any moment it would begin levitating. It didn’t.

“What the–” Mirk concentrated again. Nothing.

“Didn’t you wonder why that egg smashed into Ford’s head?”

“You broke my concentration when you ran in.”

“That normally wouldn’t have happened, though. Your abilities have been getting better and better lately. You could have handled it before.”

“I guess you’re right.” Mirk collapsed into a chair at the table. “So why would the Directors do this to me?”

“I’m not sure,” Hartley admitted. “They just wanted to get your attention, I think.”

“They’ve been very good at doing that in the past. Why go to an extreme like this?”

“Something’s changed. I got the feeling from that Director I talked to that whatever they have to talk to you about is pretty urgent.”

“So why don’t they talk to me?”

“Again, I don’t know. I do know they want us to go to the Bermuda Expanse.”

“Really? They can’t just come to us?”

“Apparently not.”

“But they came to you.”

“Listen, Mirk,” Hartley exclaimed. “I don’t know any more about this than you do. I just know what they told me.”

“Well, then, let’s go to the Captain and tell him–”

Hartley jerked Mirk back into his seat. “We can’t do that.”

“Come again? Why not?”

“Because, the Directors don’t want anyone knowing about this. ‘The less the better’ they said.”

“They work in mysterious ways. So how are we getting there?”

“We’re too far away to get there in a runabout. We’re going to have to hijack the Escort.”

“Hijack it?”

“Well, borrow it.” Hartley grinned. “Maybe that’s why they came to me. I’ve got the knowhow to get you to the Bermuda Expanse with a minimum of fuss. After all, I did work the Cardassian DMZ for three years.”

“So you think you can get us to the Bermuda Expanse without raising any suspicions?”

“Certainly. Just trust me.”



“You’re going to Farlay Prime to get foot medication for Mirk?” called Baxter over the comm channel with incredulity.

Hartley paced the Escort bridge. “That’s right, sir. Maloxian foot fungus is not something to be toyed with. The Farlayans are the only race that have anything similar to the roots we need to cure Mirk’s foot problem.”

“I guess Mirk knows best. Still, it would have been nice to have Dr. Brown look at him first.”’

“She was eating at the time,” Mirk added helpfully from the engineering seat.

“Yes, well that would be a problem,” Baxter sighed. “Listen, I don’t know what our status with the Leeramar is. Keep your sensor-reflective screens up just in case.”

“Understood,” Hartley said.

“And thanks for volunteering to take Mirk on this little trip, Lieutenant.”

“No problem. Escort out.”

Hartley sat behind the helm console. “I’m going to begin the engine startup sequence. Secure the airlock, Mirk.”

Mirk studied his panel. “Um, it looks like there’s someone in it.”

She swung around in her seat. “Great. Visitors.”

“I thought you got off too easily when you explained that no on else could go on this trip because my feet stink.”

Hartley charged off the bridge, with Mirk on her heels. “I thought that was a great explanation.”

She arrived at the airlock to come face to face with Gellar and Ford.

“Megan, I just wanted to tell you, I’m sorry,” Gellar said, wrapping his arms around Hartley before she could squirm away. “I was too snappish with you earlier today.”

“And I’m here to express my sympathies about Mirk’s feet,” Ford said, grinning as he pinched his nose tightly shut between thumb and forefinger.

“Wait a minute,” said Gellar suspiciously. “I don’t smell anything.”

“That’s, uh, that’s because it’s in remission,” Hartley said quickly. “We have to get going before it starts up again. Anyway, apology accepted. I’ll see you when we get back.”

“Not so fast,” Gellar said. “This is a little attempt to make me jealous, isn’t it? Lover’s getaway with the little Maloxian?”

“Lovers?” Ford glared at Gellar. “Are you crazy, Brian? He’s half her age!”

“He is NOT half my age!” cried Hartley. “I’m 28. That makes him–uh, how many times does 18 go into 28?” She scratched her head.

“That proves my point. What? I’m too old for you now?” Gellar demanded. “This is low, Megan!”

“Hey, wait, what am I? Chopped fharbus?” Mirk asked. “I’d like to think I’m a great lover.”

“SHUT UP!” cried Hartley and Gellar.

“Megan…” Mirk said softly. “The Directors!”

“The Directors?” asked Gellar.

“What do they have to do with your feet?” asked Ford.

Hartley sighed. “Okay, okay. We might as well let you guys in on it too.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53680.7. Mr. Ford and Mr. Gellar have agreed to go along with Lt. Hartley to see to Mr. Mirk’s foot problem, while we hang around for a verdict on the Leeramar situation. Someone once said that these are the times that try men’s souls. Or, in Mirk’s case, soles. Oh, that’s rich.



“I kill me,” Baxter giggled, ducking out of his readyroom. At that moment, Lt. Commander Richards spilled out of the aft turbolift.

“Captain,” he said. “Any word on the Leeramar?”

“Not yet,” Baxter said, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. “Report on the forward saucer?”

“It’s fine,” Richards said. “Damned weird if you ask me. Hartley seemed sure she found an instability. But scans show nothing–not a trace.”

“People make mistakes,” Baxter said, rounding the bridge and settling in the command chair.

Richards rapped his fingers on the command railing. “But Lt. Hartley is a fantastic engineer. She may even be better than me…”

“Don’t let her hear you say that.”

“Sir, I can’t help but feel that something smells fishy.”

Baxter sniffed the air. “You think Mirk’s fungus is spreading?”

Richards moved around to sit next to Baxter. “Not exactly.”

“You’re a piece of work, Chris,” Baxter said, clapping Richards on the back. “Here we are on the brink of interstellar war, and you’re worrying about foot fungus. Lighten up.”

“Ha. I guess you’re right,” Richards said. “Heh heh. I should just go below and secure us to take the pounding of a lifetime.”

“Hahahaha,” Baxter giggled. “Yep, and, hee hee, make sure the lifepods are in good shape. We’re going to, heheh, need them!”

Richards laughed heartily on his way into the turbolift. As he stepped in, his laughter, and Baxter’s, slowly died.

“What the hell are we laughing about?” Richards asked.

Baxter shrugged as the doors closed. “Don’t ask me.”



“I don’t believe it,” Gellar said, leaning against the mess hall table aboard the Escort. “Why would they up and take Mirk’s powers like that?”

Hartley buried her head in her arms. “That’s what I’ve been trying to explain for the last hour. We have no idea!”

“So where does the foot fungus come in?” asked Ford.

“THERE IS NO FOOT FUNGUS!” Hartley and Gellar yelled.

Just then, Mirk approached from the replicator station with a large tray. “Okay, everyone, some big heaping bowls of my famous chili. That’ll take our minds off the mission ahead.”

“Mmm, your chili IS good,” Ford admitted, grabbing a bowl and spoon.

“OUR minds?” Hartley asked incredulously. “What about you? Aren’t you the least bit disturbed about losing your powers?”

Mirk nodded. “Hence the cooking. I’ve got to keep my mind off this too, you know.”

“Right,” Hartley said. “In that case, everyone eats.”



Hartley tossed and turned on the captain’s foldout couch. The damn bar at the center of the bed was jammed in her back, and Gellar’s elbow was firmly jammed into her gut. Not an altogether great way to sleep.

There was that, combined with the fact that the clumps of Charlie fur all over the couch were causing a rather bad reaction in Gellar’s mucous membranes, enlisting a high-pitched wheezing sound each time he breathed.

Hartley cursed the rough fabric of Baxter’s Days of Honor bedsheets as she tossed.

After finding a relatively painless groove in that metal bar, and after rearranging Gellar’s elbow a bit, she’d finally found a somewhat comfortable position. Then her mind began to drift to thoughts of that disturbing dream. She almost didn’t want to go to sleep again. There was something all too real about the quality of that dream. Something that set it apart from the usual “Naked Will Riker Ford Sex Change” dream.

She decided to wake Gellar up and talk to him about it. No reason to lie alone in misery. She rolled toward him and shrieked.

“What?” Mirk asked, blinking at her. “Did you have a bad dream?”

“This isn’t happening.”

“Come on, let’s cuddle. Uncle Mirk will make the pain go away!”

Mirk edged toward her.

Hartley edged away. “This is not happening.”

“Come on, Meg! Let’s spoon!”

Hartley edged back and back, until she rolled off the couchbed and slammed painfully to the deck.

Mirk hung off the side of the bed. “Megan…don’t play difficult.”

“Why is this happening?” Hartley climbed to her feet and charged out the door.

“Don’t ask me!” Mirk cried, pursuing her down the Escort corridor.

The corridor was neverending. It was as if Hartley was running a marathon.

There were people urging her on on either side of the corridor. Waving and cheering, in slow motion.

“Go, Megan, go!”

Hartley glanced down to see she was wearing a runner’s tanktop, complete with the number “NCC-87968,” the Explorer’s.

She glanced over her shoulder. Mirk was still hot on her tail.

“Don’t fight it, Megan!”

Will Riker was there on the sidelines, naked as a jaybird. Normally, Hartley would stop to enjoy that, but this time she didn’t have the luxury.

“Nice package!” was all she could manage to yell, at the same time glancing back to see that Mirk was now almost right on top of her.

Up ahead, Commander Conway waited with a styrofoam cup. “Here, Megan! This will help you!”

Hartley grabbed the cup and tossed it in her face. Hot coffee scalded her skin.

“Damn you, Conway!”

“You should have known better!” Conway cackled evilly, like a demon, his voice dwindling in the distance.

Hartley skidded on hot coffee, sliding painfully to the deck, bumping her head. She blacked out as she saw Mirk lean over her.

“Megan, are you all right?” he squeaked playfully.



“Megan! Are you all right?” Gellar shook her awake.

Hartley blinked a moment. “Brian?”

“You flailed about so much you fell right off the bed.”

Hartley climbed to her feet, pushing up on the bed for support. “Must have had a…nightmare.”

“You’re not kidding. You were screaming.”

“Sorry.”

“And what does it have to do with Commander Conway? Of all people, you’re dreaming about HIM??”

“It’s a long story.”

“Are you ever going to tell me about it?”

“Nope. And you’re better off, believe me.” Just then, Hartley heard a chirp from the computer.

“Arrival in Veltran system in thirty minutes.”

“That’s it,” Hartley said. “We’d better get dressed and get to the bridge.”



Mirk shrugged on his burgundy dinner jacket as he stepped onto the bridge. No reason to dress down when you’re being dressed down by your gods, after all.

Hartley pivoted in the command chair. “We’re almost at the Bermuda Expanse.”

“No word from the Directors yet?” asked Mirk, straightening his jacket and taking up a position behind Hartley.

“I was about to ask you the same thing.”

“I haven’t heard word one from them. Slept like a baby.”

Hartley shivered. “Lucky guy.” She stared at the roiling greenish-purple mass on the viewscreen. “There we are. Any signs that Waystation detected our approach?”

Lt. Gellar studied the tactical console. “No unusual comm traffic from them. Doesn’t look like they noticed.”

“Good thing,” Hartley said. “Get ready to enter the disturbance.”

“Are you crazy?” Ford turned in his seat at helm. “Need I remind you what happened the last two times we went in there?”

“Let’s see,” Hartley said thoughtfully. “First time, we were slingshotted to the ass-end of space. Second time, we found ourselves smack dab in the middle of the most sickening parallel universe the Federation ever encountered. That about sum it up, Lieutenant?”

Ford’s eyes widened. “And you want to go back in there?”

“You have a better idea of how to get the Directors’ attention?”

“Page them?” Gellar joked.

Mirk shook his head. “I lost that ability along with all the others.”

Ford belched loudly. “But you didn’t lose the ability to cook a great pot of chili, Mr. Mirk.”

“How comforting.”

“Just pilot us in there, Ford,” Hartley snapped. “One- quarter impulse. And please, for the love of God, try not to blow any plasma exhaust from Mirk’s chili my way.”

“No promises,” Ford giggled, and the Escort surged toward the Bermuda Expanse.

“Shields holding,” said Gellar, as the Escort glided into the roiling mass. “No anomalous readings. No readings period, actually.”

“Boost sensors to maximum,” Hartley said, eagerly gripping the command chair. “They’re in here. They’ve got to be.”

“You don’t think this is a wild targ chase, do you?” asked Mirk.

Hartley grimaced. “We’ll soon find out.”

Then, with a bright flash of light, a large eyeball appeared at the center of the bridge, directly in front Mirk and Hartley.

Hartley shot out of her chair. “It’s about time. Look, retina-boy, I did what you said. Now tell us what you need done so we can be on our way.”

The eyeball disregarded Hartley and turned to Mirk. <Ah, Mirk. There you are.>

“Don’t ‘there you are’ me!” Mirk said. “What’s the big deal taking my powers?” He quickly dropped to one knee. “Your eye- ship!”

<Mirk, there’s nothing we hate more than taking powers away from one of our…friends. But we had to do it. Great measures were in order.>

“But why?” asked Mirk.

<Because we’re losing the battle with the Critics.>

“I thought it was a stalemate!” said Hartley, trying to get back into the conversation.

<Things have changed. This quadrant is on its way right into the pooper.>

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” asked Ford, whipping around in his chair at helm.

The eye turned briefly toward Ford, and an electric sizzle shot right out of its retina, slapping Ford up against the viewscreen.

<SILENCE, LITTLE CRETIN!>

Gellar ran to Ford’s side. “Now you look here, Mr. Eyeball…”

The eyeball turned back to Mirk. <We don’t have time for this. We’re Delta Quadrant creatures by habit. We can’t hang around here forever, and this little…skirmish…is taking too long. Unfortunately, that means we’re going to have to–you know, drop you guys.>

“DROP?” asked Hartley. “Just what does that mean?”

<Let the Critics have you all, that is, the entire Alpha Quadrant. It won’t be so bad. The Starshine group has a great healthcare plan. Nothing like the Federation’s silly old Fedecare.>

“Stop trying to change the subject!” Mirk said. “You’re basically saying you’re going to leave us all to rot, is that it?”

<We’d put it more artfully, but yes, that about sums it up.>

“I can’t believe it,” Hartley said, slumping into her chair.

<Chin up, gang. There’s a way out of this.>

“Then let’s hear it!” Gellar said, helping Ford back into his seat.

<Simple matter, really. You see, it’s all your fault.>

“What’s all our fault?” demanded Hartley.

<The Starshine Kids, the Critics. Pretty much all the big problems in this quadrant. All your fault, we’re afraid.>

That British accent was unnerving.

“How do you figure that?” Hartley asked.

<Not easily, to be sure,> replied the eyeball. <Nevertheless, you guys are the only ones who can undo the current problem.>

“Undo it?” Mirk asked. “How?”

<How do you think…>

And the eyeball disappeared.

Hartley stared at the billowing mess on the screen. “Those little bastards. Dump all this on our laps and expect us to fix it!”

“And how do we fix it?” asked Gellar, taking his station.

“‘Undo it…’,” Mirk repeated. “What the hell?”

“Well, we did what we could,” Hartley said. “Ford, take us back to the Explorer.”

Ford obediently turned the Escort around and headed it out of the Bermuda Expanse.

Hartley turned to Mirk. “Sorry, Mirk. Maybe you’ll just have to face that your powers were a…temporary kind of thing.”

Mirk shook his head. “There’s got to be more to it than that.”

“We may never know.” Hartley watched on the main screen as the clouds gave way to starlit space. She turned to Gellar. “Brian, are we still hidden from Waysation’s sensors?”

“I’m checking.” Gellar squinted at his station. “Wait one minute…”

Hartley turned toward tactical. “What?”

“That can’t be Waystation.” Gellar re-did his scans. “That just can’t be.”

“Put it on screen,” Hartley said impatiently, rising from her chair.

Waystation blinked into existence on the main screen. Hartley’s mouth dropped wide open. It was tiny–just two Constitution-class saucers joined by a connecting tube. Not the behemoth 100-deck station that had arisen from the renovations.

“Confirm. We’re scanning the right area?”

“Sure are,” Gellar said. “That’s Waystation.”

“But that can’t be,” said Mirk. “They renovated–made it bigger!”

A sinking feeling suddenly washed over Hartley. “Mr. Ford, lock into the nearest Federation time beacon. What year is this?”

Ford tapped the necessary controls. “What the hell–”

“Ford…”

“It’s telling me 2374.”

“The year the Aerostar was launched,” Mirk said, approaching the viewscreen.

“Nearly three years ago,” Hartley muttered. “And I’m betting good latinum that the Aerostar hasn’t taken her trip yet.”

Mirk looked back at Hartley and nodded. “And, if we have anything to do with it, she never will.”



“Now let me get this straight,” Ford said, pacing the mess hall. “You want us to stop the Aerostar from going to the Delta Quadrant?”

Presently, the Escort was streaking toward the Alpha Centauri system to do just that.

Mirk nodded, leaning against one of the tables. “That’s right.”

Gellar turned a seat around and leaned against it. “That’s insane. We’d cease to exist.”

Lt. Hartley twirled the glass that had only recently been the home of several ounces of Aldebran whiskey. “Nah. We’d still exist. Just in totally different lives.”

“Okay, then,” Ford said. “Then our lives as we know them would cease to exist.”

“Think of it this way,” Mirk offered. “It’s for a greater good.”

“How can we be sure of that?” asked Gellar.

“Because the Directors told me so.”

Ford grimaced. “Forgive me if I’m not entirely in their corner at this point. They want to leave us for the Delta Quadrant!”

“And the only way to avoid that is to sabotage the Aerostar.”

“Well, then, the Delta Quadrant can have them,” Gellar muttered.

“Quiet,” Hartley snapped. “All three of you. I’m the ranking officer here, so what I say goes. And I say we stop the Aerostar.”

“Megan,” said Gellar. “Do you realize that means we may not be together in the alternate future!”

Hartley narrowed her eyes. “I’m vaguely aware of that.”

“Bitch.”

“Oh, you did not just–”

“Attention: Alpha Centauri arrival in ten minutes,” announced the ship’s computer.

Hartley rose from her chair. “Computer, confirm sensor- reflective screens at full power.”

“Affirmative.”

“Rig for silent running and come out of warp as soon as we reach the system.”

“Acknowledged.”

“And how in the hell do you think you’re going to sabotage the Aerostar, anyway, smarty-pants?” asked Ford.

“I was part of her original engineering team, bozo,” Hartley shot back. “I know a thing or two about her weaknesses.”

“So why did you end up being a transporter chief, then?”

Hartley glared at Ford before heading out of the mess hall. “I don’t want to talk about it.”



NEW HACKENSACK SPACEPORT ALPHA CENTAURI THREE



“Mind if I sit here?”

“Yes.”

Lieutenant Junior Grade Megan Hartley pulled up a stool at “Hooligans,” the approved Starfleet bar in New Hackensack. “Crescan Cider. Can I get you another, sir?”

The man shrugged.

Hartley smiled. “Okay, then. Another coffee–black?”

“Very. Double sweet.”

“Black, double sweet.”

“And a bear claw.”

“Right, bear claw.” Hartley took a breath. “So…Mr. Conway…”

“What.”

“Thanks for the promotion.”

Commander David Conway sipped his new coffee, not looking up from his padd of crew reports. “I didn’t do it because I like you. I don’t even know you. You’d been working at the DMZ for a long time, built up a lot of experience.”

“So, are you excited?”

“Nope.” Sip.

“I hear we’re going to investigate some strange anomaly in the Veltran system. Might be interesting.”

“I seriously doubt that.”

“Uh-huh.” Hartley rolled her eyes. “Listen, Commander. I spent three years alone on a tiny little outpost in the Cardassian Demilitarized Zone. I rarely had real contact with other humanoids, seldom even over subspace. So my social skills aren’t what you’d call really…honed. I’m trying to make conversation here. I’m trying to…you know…reach out.”

Commander Conway looked over his shoulder at the sparse crowd gathered in the spaceport bar. “There must be fifteen people in here, Lieutenant. Most of them are assigned to the Aerostar. You can talk to any one of them.”

“I’m just trying to–”

“I just, I just!” Conway mocked. “Damn it, Lieutenant, I’m a busy man. I don’t have time to play daddy to a whiny crew. You’ll not get far at all if you cling to me like I’m some sort of f***ing den mother.”

Hartley blinked. “All rightee. I can take a hint. I’ll just talk to someone else until the Aerostar arrives.”

“Please do.”

“Sheesh.”



USS AEROSTAR



“Damn!” Lt. Commander Chris Richards charged out of the turbolift and onto the bridge.

“What?” Lt. J’hana asked disinterestedly from the command chair.

“That turbolit just took me through fourteen decks, changed direction three times, and spun around like a top before reaching the bridge.”

The Andorian raised an eyebrow. “Then it sounds like you have some work to do, Mister.”

“This ship is a piece of junk. I can’t believe Starfleet considers her spaceworthy.”

“Many experts agreed on her spaceworthyness, Commander. Are you contradicting them?”

“Damn right I am. I know I’ve only been a Chief Engineer for one week, but in that week I’ve found a laundry list of problems with the warp engines, replicator protocols, and shield control subsystems, among other things.”

“Do the weapons work?”

“Well, I guess.”

“Then that is all I need. Proceed back to Engineering.”

“Hey, you know, I do outrank you,” protested Richards.

“Noted. I have commanding to do. Goodbye.”

“We’re in cruise mode, for Pete’s–”

“Monitoring our tactical and security status during cruise mode is a demanding job,” J’hana snapped. “I am currently monitoring an illicit sexual affair in cargo bay three and a robbery in the supply closet on deck eight, as well as keeping watch over some disturbing Dominion fleet movements.”

“Illicit affair?” Richards asked, approaching the center seat. “Can I see?”

J’hana turned the chair away from Richards. “No. Return below.”



“There she is–” Full Lieutenant Hartley said, pointing at the tactical display on the Escort’s side console. “Bearing 210 mark 003. Traveling at Warp Five.”

“She’ll be at the rendez-vous in another thirty minutes,” Gellar surmised from the readings. “What do we do until then?”

Hartley returned to the command chair and folded her arms. “We wait.”



“USS Aerostar arriving at Docking Port Fifteen. Repeat, USS Aerostar arriving at Docking Port Fifteen.”

Lt. J.G. Hartley shouldered her way out of the New Hackensack Spaceport, eager for some fresh air. So far, she wasn’t thrilled with her new crewmates. Commander Conway had been overtly rude and someone named Gellar had hit on her–the nerve!

Anything was better than spending another year cooped up in that tiny little observation post, Hartley told herself.

The engineer placed her hands on her hips and scanned the misty red horizon of Alpha Centauri Three.

She was stirred from her reverie by a series of sharp barks, caws, titters, and squawks.

“Come on, Charlie!” said a voice.

Hartley moved to investigate. The sounds of commotion were coming from the Starfleet transporter station.

A domelike facility adjacent to the spaceport, the station was responsible for transporting Starfleet personnel, and, as it appeared, their pets, up to their respective ships.

“I’m telling you, ma’am, we’ve just crammed as many as we can in there,” said the transporter operator.

“What’s the problem?” Hartley asked.

The operator, an ensign, yanked nervously at his collar. “Lt. Commander Peterman here insists on beaming all of these animals up to her quarters on Aerostar at once.”

“Kelly Peterman,” the woman beside the transproter console said, turning on Hartley with a toothy smile. She glared at the transporter chief. “Mr. Frowny here won’t beam them up together because he says there isn’t enough room in the pattern buffer.”

“And why do they need to be beamed up together?”

“Because they’ll get lonely otherwise. That’s a long 3.4 seconds! Darn, this always causes problems.”

This was Hartley’s chance to try and seem diplomatic. “Okay, I’ll see what I can do.”

She stepped behind the transporter console.

“Are you cleared to operate one of those, Lieutenant?” the Ensign asked.

Hartley huffed. “Of course I am…ENSIGN. *I* am a Starfleet engineer. I can operate any of this stuff blindfolded.”

“Yes, sir. Ma’am. Sir.”

Hartley tapped on the console and made some alterations on the buffer size, increasing power to the annular confinement beam. Then she ran her fingers up the three slidebars and began transporting the mass of pets. She couldn’t even count all the animals piled on the pad. What was this woman? The ship’s zookeeper?

As the pets began to sparkle blue, Hartley noticed a power- drop. “Boost power to the confinement beam,” she commanded to the Ensign. “Bring the ancillary cargo transporters online!”

At that moment, a tiny squirrel that was nestled among the pets made a break for it, though the transport was already in progress.

“Rocky, no!” Peterman shouted, but it was too late. The squirrel was caught between normal space and the space within the confinement beam. “Lieutenant…do something!”

“I’m trying, I’m trying!” Hartley said, tapping at the transporter console. All of the pets gradually dematerialized, but the squirrel was still there, squirming in a pocket of blue energy.

“Bring him back, Lieutenant, bring him back!” Peterman screamed.

The squirrel tittered madly, until those titters turned to squeals, and like a lump of smushed clay, he began the process that transporter operators in-the-know called “forming.”

“ARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRK!”

And the squirrel vaporized.

“Aerostar!” Hartley stabbed a control. “Do you have the squirrel?”

“This is Aerostar. What we got didn’t live long. Fortunately.”

Peterman buried her nose in Hartley’s shoulder. “Oh my GOD!” she wailed, soaking Hartley’s uniform with tears.

Hartley patted the woman’s head stiffly. “It’s…okay. You have many pets where that one came from, evidently.”

“But none will replace Rocky!”

“Listen,” Hartley sighed. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you should probably see the Ship’s Counselor when you get up to the Aerostar.”

“I AM the Ship’s Counselor!” Peterman wailed.

Hartley sighed. This was going to be a long assignment.



Hartley stuck out her hand. “Give me your hollow pip, Ford,” she said, mounting the transporter pad in Escort’s cramped transporter “closet.”

“Why?”

“BECAUSE, if I’m to pass for Lt. J.G. Hartley, I’ll need a hollow pip.”

“Oh, right.” Ford yanked off his hollow pip. “Okay, fine. There you go.”

Hartley tossed one of her full pips to Ford as Gellar stepped up onto the empty pad next to her. “Here, you can be full Lieutenant for the day.”

“Yippee!”

Mirk leaned against the transporter console. “So what do we do until you get back?”

Hartley undid her ponytail–since she normally didn’t wear one in those days. “Monitor the situation. Beam us back if things get ugly.”

“What do you mean ‘ugly’?”

“J’hana’s the security chief, remember?”

“Right. Well, in that case, may the Directors be with you.”

Hartley grimaced as Ford stepped behind the console and laid in the coordinates. The transporter beam would be aimed at one of the Aerostar’s few sensor blindspots. “At this point, Mirk, I don’t think that means much.”

“You may be right.”



Hartley and Gellar materialized in a cramped closet on deck thirteen.

“Smells like ammonia,” Gellar mentioned, clamping his nose. “What’s the plan again?”

“I’m going to blow out all the warp core relays and sabotage the injectors. Force them to postpone the trip indefinitely and overhaul the ship’s engines. By that time, hopefully, they will have assigned some other poor shmucks to the Bermuda Expanse. But if this is going to work, we’re going to have to disable the security system. Since you’re a security officer, that should be relatively easy.”

Gellar rubbed his chin. “I can put the security system on a looping diagnostic. If I remember right, there’s only two places on the Aerostar I can do that from. The bridge, and main security on deck thirteen.”

“And here we are on deck thirteen. What a coincidence,” Hartley said sarcastically. She slid the closet door open. “Now get out there.”

“Why are you being so mean today, Megan?”

“Because I have to wipe us off the face of time. Now move!”

“Jeeze.”



Ensign Saral sat in Main Security staring at her Vulcan brainteaser. She’d had all the pieces stacked almost perfectly, but only one piece eluded her. Months of concentration and still the solution evaded her keen intellect.

“Afternoon, Saral,” Lt. Brian Gellar said, strolling into Security. “How’s it going in the world of starship security?”

“‘It’ is not going at all. There is little to no activity on board because Lt. J’hana has mangled or threatened to mangle all perpetrators and potential perpetrators, respectively.”

Gellar nodded. “That’s too bad. I just came to get a few phaser recharge cells.”

“Whatever for? Target practice?”

“Actually,” Gellar admitted. “Yes.”

“They are in the cabinet to your left, just beside the replicator.”

“Thanks.” Gellar grabbed a couple phaser cells out of the cabinet and headed back for the exit door. “Have a good one.”

“Indeed.” Saral resumed her study of the brainteaser.

Moments later, Lt. Brian Gellar strolled in.

“Afternoon, Saral. How goes it?”

“Did you forget something, Lieutenant?”

Gellar glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t think so. Listen, Lt. J’hana wants me to run a diagnostic on the security system.”

“I see.” Saral stood. “Very well. The office is yours. I shall take a meditation break.”

“You do that. Have a good one.”

“Indeed.”



Saral left the crew bathroom/meditation chamber after concentrating on the dilemma of her unfinished brainteaser for ten minutes, without any clearer vision of the completed puzzle. On the way back to Security, she bumped into Lt. Brian Gellar.

“Mr. Gellar, are you finished?”

“Finished with what?”

“The security diagnostic.”

“I’m not running a security diagnostic.”

“Ah, so you are finished.”

Gellar looked at Saral strangely. “Uh…whatever you say. I just needed to go back to Security and get a padd. Why’d you leave the office unattended?”

“You were there.”

“That was a while ago.”

“The human concept of time is most disconcerting.”

“You’re disconcerting,” Gellar mumbled under his breath.

“Pardon?”

“Nothing,” Gellar replied, motioning for Saral to step into the Security Office ahead of him.



“Good to see you again,” Hartley said wryly, patting the Aerostar’s dilithium crystal chamber lovingly. She looked over her shoulder again to make sure no one was watching. She leaned in. “You didn’t deserve to be jettisoned out there in unfamiliar space. You deserve more. You’ll get more. I promise.”

The doors to the Chief Engineer’s office swung open and Lt. Commander Richards stepped out.

Hartley whirled. “Mr. Richards!”

“Lt. Hartley. What are you doing here?”

“Checking the warp core.”

“Shouldn’t you be somewhere else?”

“Uh, I guess…” Hartley thought hard. “Oh, that’s right. I’m assigned to plasma converters today.”

Richards rolled his eyes. “But I reassigned you, remember?”

“Oh, of course, reassigned.”

“So you’d better get to that new project.”

“Yep, the NEW project.” Hartley rocked on her heels. “Better get to it.”

“Well, what are you waiting for?”

Hartley headed off toward the warp core elevator and ordered it down.

“Lieutenant!” Richards leaned over the warp core railing. “The sensor array controls are that way!” he thumbed over his shoulder.

“Oh, the sensor array! Right, I’ll get right on it, sir.”

Richards rolled his eyes and headed back into his office. “She’ll never last in Engineering, I can see it now.”



“Your turn,” Ford said amiably.

Mirk tossed his hand of Fizzbin cards down on the helm console. “I don’t feel like playing anymore. What’s taking them so long?”

“It takes a while to sabotage a ship. You’d be surprised.” Ford looked up at the viewscreen. He’d trained the sensors on the window into a particular crewman’s quarters, while the Escort held a relative position just below the Aerostar’s aft Engineering section. “Would you look at that. Ensign Killian’s just come off duty from her work in the torpedo bay. Hot, sweaty work that is.”

“Mr. Ford,” Mirk scolded. “Surely you’ve got better things to do.”

“Hey, you’re the one here playing Fizzbin with me.”

“Touche.”

“Anyway, this is before she started to get fat.” Ford gazed at the viewscreen longingly.

“Is it any wonder that the Alpha Quadrant’s doomed?”

“Huh?”

“Nothing. Deal me in again.”

“Now you’re talking.”



Richards had nearly finished his doodle of the Aerostar flying through a nebulous bean burrito when the alarms began to wail.

He stormed out of his office, watching his engineers rush by, tapping madly at the diagnostic panels. “What’s happening?”

Ensign Ryan Stuart checked his readout on the Master Systems Display. “Warp core relays are blowing all over the place, and I can’t seem to figure out why.”

“Stop them!”

“I can’t! Every time we re-establish one, another gets blown out.”

“Damn,” Richards said. “I knew this ship was a hunk of junk.”

“Sir, it’s almost like someone’s conciously doing this.”

“Run a security scan. See if there’s been any unauthorized entry’s in Engineering.”

“Security’s down for a diagnostic.”

Richards grimaced. “How convenient.”



Commander Conway zipped his uniform and stomped out onto the bridge. “What the hell’s going on? We’ve not even left spacedock and already the ship’s going haywire!”

Lt. J’hana turned in the command chair and rose. “Lt. J’hana, warrior of the Ninth Hive of Andor, at your service.”

“Yeah, yeah, how about making yourself useful and finding out what’s happening and who’s doing it, Lt. Ja-whatever.” Conway stomped toward the command chair.

J’hana harrumphed as she took her place at the tactical station directly behind the command area. “Sir, may I note that it appears you still have conditioner in your hair?”

“I was just getting out of the shower.”

“It takes little time to rinse, sir. And I should add that if you leave conditioner in for too long, it will damage the delicate–”

“Shut the hell up and give me a status report.”



Crammed into a Jeffries tube just off the warp core power junction, Hartley held a protoplaser in her teeth and yanked at another isolinear chip. “Drm Rchrds,” she griped to herself. “Hm nd his ppl r mkng ths soooo hrrd!”

“Gellar to Hartley,” came a barely audible whisper over Hartley’s comm badge.

“What?” Hartley demanded, removing the protoplaser. “You’re only supposed to use your comm badge in emergencies! We could be detected!”

“SHHHHH! Quiet down! I’m hiding in the phaser closet. The past me and Ensign Saral are right outside!”

“You’re a Starfleet security officer, for pete’s sake! You’re supposed to be stealthy and sure-footed. How’d you get yourself into this?”

“Don’t ask me!” replied Gellar frantically.

“How about this: Have Ford and Mirk beam you back.”

“Gee, I should have thought of that.”

“But you didn’t. Say, how long until your security lockout cycle is over?”

“You’ve got about twenty minutes.”

“Damn. I’ve got to go with Plan B.”

“B?”

“Don’t ask. Just be ready to pull me out of here.” Hartley tapped the channel closed and patted the power junction box that connected right to the warp core, just a few meters outside her Jeffries tube. “Sorry to do this to you, girl.”



“Richards to bridge.”

Commander Conway stabbed the control on his armrest. “What?”

“The warp core relays suddenly stopped blowing out, sir. We appear fit for travel. All I have to do is do a level-one diagnostic to see–”

“Can you do that en route? We’re due at Waystation to pick up our captain and some crew.”

“I’d rather do it before we go into warp, in case a problem should–”

“Great. We’re getting underway now, then.”

“You know, you’re not nice at all, Commander.”

“Tell me something I don’t know. Bridge out.”



Lt. Hartley slid out of the Jeffries tube just meters from Main Engineering. “Whew.” She wiped her forehead. This whole “mission” was sizing up to be one big pain in the ass.

“Ah, Lt. Hartley,” a voice said from behind her.

Hartley turned. “Oh. Hello. Dean.”

Crewman Dean Wilcox approached Hartley and shook her hand warmly. “I’ve heard so much about you. Since I’m in Stellar Sciences and you’re going to be doing a lot of sensor work, we’ll be seeing quite a bit of each other!”

“You don’t say.”

“True, true,” Dean said. “You know, I’m so happy to be here on the Aerostar. Sure, it’s not as prestigous, as, let’s say, the Enterprise, but she’s got a real sense of community.” Dean patted the corridor bulkhead lovingly. “I have a feeling this is going to be a grand adventure.”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Hartley said under her breath.

“Come again?”

“I said, I hope to see you soon!” Hartley grinned, and bulled down the corridor. Time to hide out until she was absolutely sure her mission would be a success.

“Right, right,” said Dean. “I’m off, anyway. I need to finish up my research project for the Daystrom Institute.”

“Better finish it quick.”

“What’s that?”

“I can’t wait to read it!”

“Oh, right.”

Hartley hurried up her walk. She needed to get as far from Engineering as possible.

“So far, everyone’s seemed a little weird,” a familiar voice said, and Hartley rounded a corner.

It was HER! Damn, she’d hoped this wouldn’t happen. And HER was talking to Lt. Gellar. Hartley quickly backpedaled until she reached a vacant laboratory and ducked in.

She didn’t recall giving Brian the time of day until long into the Explorer mission. Somehow, the prescence of her and Gellar on the Aerostar had skewed time somewhat. She prayed it would get a whole lot more skewed.

Maybe she could just wait for the results of her tampering there in the lab. It certainly looked deserted.

Then the doors to the lab slid open and light poured into the lab. “Hello?”

Hartley rolled her eyes. “Hi, Dr. Kerridan.”

“Do I know you, Lieutenant?” Kerridan asked, setting down a container full of supplies on the lab table.

“Um, I guess not.”

“What are you doing in here?”

“Uh…” Hartley shrugged. “I got lost.”

“Oh. Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a lot of unpacking to do.”

“Yes, I suppose you do.” Hartley hurried out of the lab.

Kerridan hummed a happy tune to himself as he unpacked his equipment.

“Hmm hmm hmm hmm hm hm, la da dee dee da dum…”

CLUNK! Something rustled in the dark recesses of the lab. A shape. With pointed ears. Kerridan stepped toward the shadows. “Hello?”



Mirk paced the bridge of the Escort. His laps were rather short, though, since the bridge was only about five meters in width. “Why haven’t we heard from her yet?”

Ford rapped his fingers against the helm console. “Don’t ask me. This whole thing was her plan.”

“We should call her.”

“Bad idea,” Gellar said, leaning against the tactical console. “She chewed me out pretty bad last time I used the comm channel.”

Mirk sunk into the command chair. “But what if she’s in trouble?”

“She can take care of herself.”

Mirk swiveled uneasily in the chair. “If I had my powers, we could have taken care of this in the blink of an eye.”

“If you still had your powers, we wouldn’t be in this fix,” Ford muttered.

“Good point.”



In the Aerostars’s crew lounge, Hartley whipped out her padd and studied it. About five minutes left. Then she’d know her mission would be a success.

“Another ale?” Lennie, the Aerostar’s (current) bartender asked easily.

“Please,” Hartley said, studying the bartender a moment. He wasn’t bad looking, and he’d been pretty nice to her for the ten minutes she’d been aboard. It was a small comfort to her that such a great guy would probably live a long and happy life now that he wasn’t going to be killed by the Aerostar’s bumpy ride through the Bermuda Expanse.

Four minutes.

“Tell me about yourself, Lennie,” Hartley said, sipping.

“Well,” Lennie said, “I guess I’ve always been sort of a wanderer. Space has always held an attraction for me. Guess I’ve got it in me that I’ll live my whole life in space.”

Funny he should put it that way, Hartley thought. She turned in her chair at the sound of the doors to the crew lounge opening. The other Hartley and Gellar walked in!

And she recognized that look on her face. It was that crooning goo-goo eyed look Gellar had brought out in her. Why did she have no memory of this visit to the crew lounge?

She wasn’t clear what it was, but something had evidently changed the course of events in this timeline. But what did she care? She was planning on making much bigger changes to the timeline anyway, right?

Three minutes.

“Nice talking to you, Lennie,” Hartley sunk low in her chair and creeped out of the lounge.

Lt. Gellar approached the bar. “Hey, Lennie. Two ales for me and the lovely lady over there.”

Lennie craned his neck. “She’s cute. But I tell you, this girl I was talking to a minute ago was even cuter.”

“You don’t say.”



Hartley bumped into Counselor Peterman in the corridor on her way to find a better hiding place. She had a slightly younger Charlie in tow.

“Hi, Lieutenant,” Peterman said. She still looked a bit bereft over the loss of her squirrel.

“Oh, Counselor. How are…things?”

“I’m coping, I guess. I’d also just like to thank you for your help transporting my pets. You seem to have quite a knack with the transporter.”

Hartley cringed. “Uh–it was nothing.” How could she have known that that simple act could have destroyed her engineering career?

“You know,” Peterman said thoughtfully. “Counselors are very important in the posting of starship crews. I could get you a transfer to transporter chief.”

“Huh?” Hartley couldn’t believe it. It was like that damned dead-end job was her twisted destiny. Maybe she could finally make things right. Start off her starship career as a real engineer, not some blasted transporter jockey. “No, Counselor, that’s–”

“Come on, Lieutenant. I know you feel bad about Rocky dying, but you couldn’t help that. I just know you’d be perfect for the job!”

“Really, I don’t want–”

“Say no more, consider it done, Chief Hartley.”

“NOOOOO!” Hartley screamed, grabbing Peterman’s neck and shaking it. “I don’t want that job! You hear me, you ignorant bitch! I’d rather clean waste reclamators for the rest of my life! DON’T GIVE ME THAT JOB!”

Peterman stumbled back as Hartley felt the warm sensation of Charlie’s mouth tearing through the flesh of her ankle. A hurt look crossed the counselor’s face.

“You’ve got problems, Lieutenant. I’m going to mention this to the captain when we rendez-vous with him.”

“Do whatever you want. Just don’t post me at the transporter!” Hartley yanked her leg out of Charlie’s mouth.

“Well, if you’re going to take that attitude, then I’ll MAKE SURE you’re posted at the transporter. So THERE!” Peterman stuck out her tongue.

Hartley was about to sock Peterman square in the face when an alarm blared over the comm system and a quake jarred the Aerostar so hard her, Charlie, and Peterman stumbled to the deck.

The comm chirped to life: “All hands, this is Lt. Commander Richards! We’ve got a coolant leak in the engine core! All hands report to escape pods!”

In all the fuss she’d lost track of the time. Her coolant leak had apparently just sprung.

Hartley untangled herself from Peterman and Charlie and darted down the corridor.

“I’m not finished with you!” Peterman called after her. “Just wait until we abandon ship!”



Ford swerved the Escort out of the Aerostar’s way as it spiralled out of warp.

“There’s Megan’s plan,” Mirk muttered. “She’s sabotaged the engines!”

“And us along with it, nearly!” Ford cried. “Is she insane?”

Gellar nodded. “I think so.”



“All hands, prepare to evacuate. This is not a drill,” the computer said monotonally.

“How the hell did this happen?” Conway shouted, as bridge crew scrambled for the exits. “I thought we were fine!”

“I told you to let me run a diagnostic before we went into warp, Commander!” Richards’s voice shouted over the comm.

“Can you do anything to prevent a breach?”

“I’m trying. But let’s just say you’d better put on your life jacket now!”

“I didn’t get a life jacket!” Conway cried.

“None of us did, it’s just an expression. Just get to a pod!”

“You heard the man,” Conway said, shooing the crew off the bridge.

He stopped at tactical. “J’hana, what are you waiting for? A f***ing engraved invitation?”

“I will stay with the ship.”

“For the love of God, why?”

“Because, it was my intention to die honorably on this voyage, and by happy coincidence, it seems I have the chance.”

“Fine,” Conway muttered, hurrying into the aft turbolift, “send my regards to oblivion.”



THE PRESENT USS EXPLORER



“It’s a great day,” Captain Sheila Vansen said merrily, strolling onto the bridge. “Status report, Number One?”

Commander Tom Nory grinned and motioned regally for Vansen to take center chair, moving over one to the X.O. chair. “We’ve explored another system successfully. No problems.”

“Two years of exploring the outer reaches without any real problems to speak of,” Vansen said, shaking her head in disbelief. “What are the odds of that?”

“Maybe we just repel odd occurences,” Nory suggested with a giggle.

“Perhaps. So you think there are people out there that attract them?”

“That’s actually a pretty good segue into today’s news,” Nory said, handing Vansen a padd. She scrolled through.

“Oh, goodness. They’ve finally declared the Secondprize officially lost. I guess it was only a matter of time.”

“We have to assume they were sucked into something when they went to investigate the Bermuda Expanse three years ago,” Nory offered.

“I suppose. There, but for the grace of the Great Bird, go we, Mr. Nory.”

“Aye, Captain.”



THREE YEARS AGO



“That’s it!” Richards cried over the comm. “I give up! There’s nothing more I can do. Damn it, why couldn’t I get into art school!”

Hartley stopped in her tracks as crewmembers filed past her to get to the escape pods. What was she doing? She was an engineer, damn it. Her training was to fix things, not destroy them, even if it meant giving the future a royal screw-job. What if that future was meant to be? Was it her right to mess things up so badly?

Hartley hurried to Engineering. It wasn’t too late to put things right.



“Make way, make way,” Hartley ordered, pushing past the rush of engineers.

“Didn’t you hear?” Richards demanded. “We’re abandoning ship.”

“No, we’re not.”

“What are you saying?”

“Just promise, if you get the chance, you’ll get me back into engineering, one day,” she said, yanking open the door to the coolant tanks.

“Hell, if you save us, I’ll give you MY job,” Richards said, laughing nervously.

“Har har.”

“What are you doing, anyway?”

“It would take too long to explain.” Hartley shoved her arm far into the back of the coolant mechanism, emerging with a small, shiny object.

“What the–?”

She shoved the object into Richards’s hand and headed out of engineering. “Hairpin. See you around.”

“But–” And she was gone.



Acting Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51014.9. We’re now finally underway after some, um, small repairs to our engines. Hours later, the technical problems seem to have cleared up, with no sign of such wierdness reoccurring. Speaking of wierdness, though, Lt. Hartley seems to have no memory of her heroic rescue of this ship. This fact, and the advice of our Ship’s Counselor, leads me to believe that she’s far too emotionally unstable to be an engineer. Therefore, I’m relegating her to the transporter room, where she’ll be in charge of the small matter of successfully transporting people from one place in the galaxy to another.



Addendum: Since this is not exactly the best way to endear one’s self to a new commander, we’re going to just encrypt this little log and make the senior staff swear not to tell anyone that the ship nearly blew up in my first hour of command.



THE PRESENT USS EXPLORER



Captain Baxter blinked and dropped his fork.

“What?” Peterman asked, from the other side of their customary table in Mirk’s Constellation Cafe.

“I don’t know. I just got a weird feeling.”

“I told you not to get the reuben sandwhich.”

Baxter shook his head. “No, I know what that feels like. This was more like a ripple in time. Like a sort of temporal causality or something.”

“Yes, Andy, I’m sure that’s what it was,” Peterman said patronizingly. “So, anyway, now Ensign Sefelt’s convinced that his quarters are shrinking a little bit every night…”



THREE YEARS AGO ESCORT



Lt. Hartley steepled her fingers and stared at the onrushing stars on the Escort’s viewer as the tiny ship streaked back toward the Bermuda Expanse.

“Well, are you going to say anything?” Mirk asked from beside her.

“I’d rather not.”

“You really think this is for the best?”

“Yep.”

“I guess you’re right,” Mirk said thoughtfully. “I’d hate to think we’d drastically changed the future just to get my powers back.”

“You’re forgetting about all the trouble we’d supposedly caused by going to the Delta Quandrant,” Ford muttered. “Now we’re going to go and cause it again.”

“You can’t escape your past, Ford,” Hartley muttered. “It’s time we faced that.”

“Strong words for someone who went back in time and sabotaged her own ship.”

“Shut up. I fixed it, didn’t I?”



The Directors weren’t really let down. It was almost as if they’d expected everything to happen as it did.

<We’ll give this to you, Lieutenant, you’ve got gonads.>

“If you say so,” Hartley said tiredly. “Listen, just let us get back to our own time and you can be on your way.”

<Happy to do so.> The eyeball turned to Mirk. <Well, Mirk, I guess this is goodbye.>

“I don’t get this,” Mirk said. “You guys are omnipotent. Why can’t you just be in the Alpha and Delta Quadrant at the same time?”

<We’ll be back. But by then I’m sure the Critics will have this whole Quadrant. It’s just the way things have to be, Mirk.>

“I don’t suppose you’d care to explain why, would you?”

<No. But we’ll be happy to say hello to your parents for you.>

“Please do.”

<Chin up, Mirk. Things are not half as bad as they seem. You’ll adjust.>

“I’d adjust better if I still had my powers.”

<Yes, you probably would. Anyway, ta-ta.>



“So they just left?” Conway asked, pushing away from the conference table.

“That’s the long and short of it,” Hartley explained. “No telling when the Critics will begin the takeover process.”

“We must alert Starfleet,” J’hana said. “This presents a definite tactical threat to the Federation.”

“We’ve got enough problems with the Leeramar,” Baxter muttered. “In your absence, they upped the ante. They attacked four outposts along our border. The formal declaration of war should come any day now.”

“Leeramar to the left of us,” Peterman said.

“Critics to the right of us,” Brown added.

“And I’m stuck in the middle with you,” Richards grinned.

“Ha ha!” Conway said angrily. “Why don’t we just laugh it up, huh? The whole world is coming to an end, we might as well enjoy it!”

“Oh, calm down,” Baxter snapped. “We defeated the Dominion, didn’t we?”

“They weren’t omnipotent!”

“Touche.”

Peterman glanced across the conference table at Mirk. “Look at us. We’re all so busy contemplating the major historical events of the future that we haven’t even paid attention to the fact that Mirk’s lost his powers.”

“Pardon me if I feel that there are worse problems right now, Counselor,” Conway grumbled.

“We can only take things one day at a time,” Baxter said. “Who knows what the future will hold?”

“I don’t know,” Conway snapped. “Let’s send Lt. Hartley back into the Bermuda Expanse and maybe she can find out!”

“Now that’s hitting below the belt!” Hartley said. “I didn’t sabotage our future, did I?”

Baxter nodded. “And I for one thank you for that.”

“You know,” Peterman said, “even if they didn’t stop the Aerostar from going into the Delta Quadrant, we can’t be sure that the timeline wasn’t altered in some way.”

“They’d know,” Tilleran said, pointing to Hartley and the others. “Since they were in the past when the new events occurred, they wouldn’t experience any changes in the timeline.”

“Does anything seem different?” Baxter asked.

Ford shrugged. “Nope.”

Gellar shook his head.

“Okay, then. I’ll call Starfleet about the Critics. But I think we’re all better off not reporting the time-travel bit to them. The last thing we need is to lose our time-travel license again.”

“We just did get it back,” Peterman agreed.

“If there’s nothing else, let’s get out of here.” Baxter rose.

Hartley and Gellar led the way out of the observation lounge.

“Dinner?” Gellar asked, looking to Hartley.

“I–”

“What, you two are on speaking terms again?” Baxter asked, amazed. “Guess an adventure like that will do that to you.”

“Huh?” asked Hartley.

“You guys have been on the outs for six months,” Tilleran said. “Since Gellar’s failed marraige proposal.”

“Marraige?” Gellar said, dumbfounded.

“Before then, you guys were the cutest couple,” Peterman said. “Two and a half years of dating with no problems.”

“Why,” Baxter asked. “You don’t remember it that way?”

Hartley rubbed a hand over her face. “You could say that.”

“Just peachy!” Conway muttered. “Who knows what ELSE you guys changed.”

“You’re still an ass,” Hartley muttered, heading for the turbolift.

Gellar, Ford, and Mirk followed.

“How do you like that,” Baxter said. “Guess we’ll never know what else was changed.”

“Maybe not,” Peterman said. “Anyway, let’s get moving. We’re due at practice.”

“How’d you convince me to join the ship’s lacrosse team anyway?”

“Don’t ask me.”



The turbolift ride was awkwardly silent.

“Doesn’t seem to be much point in dinner now, does there,” Gellar said, finally breaking the silence.

“I’d say not,” Hartley agreed. “If they all say we’re broken up, I’m not one to argue with them.”

“Yes!” Ford said. “Hartley’s on the market again!”



Moments later, the turbolift paused at deck eleven so Gellar could take Ford to sickbay. Hartley’d hit him pretty hard.

Hartley, meanwhile, was on her way down to her quarters, and Mirk to the Constellation Cafe.

“So, crazy day, huh?” asked Mirk, as the turbolift resumed.

“You could say that.”

“I’ve been wanting to ask. What was it like talking to the Directors in your dreams?”

“Weird.”

“Could you describe the dreams to me?”

“Not on your life.”

The turbolift stopped to let Mirk out. He stopped in front of the door sensor. “You know, Lieutenant, it’s a Maloxian belief that whatever the Directors tell you in a dream is something you already knew, and just were afraid to admit.”

“So I already knew they were going to go psycho and move back to the Delta Quadrant?”

“Well, maybe they were trying to tell you something else.”

“I really doubt that.”

Mirk shrugged. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe they were just silly dreams.”

The turbolift doors closed and the lift continued on its way toward Hartley’s quarters.

“Maybe,” Hartley smiled as the turbolift continued its descent. “Then again, maybe not.”



NEXT: While on vacation, Baxter and staff get stuck on a planet that reeks of swampland and rot, only to realize that it’s the home of a familiar, obsessive-compulsive foe. Tune in to see our crew get “Swamped!”




Swamped



Captain’s Personal Log,

Stardate 53711.5. After attending a reunion of the crewmembers of the USS Aquarius, Lt. Commander Richards, Counselor Peterman, and I have rendez-voused with the Escort, which just completed a series of tactical maneuvers in sector 33805. All I can say about my ex-shipmates of the Aquarius is that they haven’t changed much in the last 10 years. They’re still the same old cheerful, fun-loving bunch of pranksters a guy could ever love.



“He should be here any minute,” Counselor Peterman said, sitting down opposite Lt. Commander Richards at a table in the starship Escort’s half-crowded mess hall. “Remember, don’t make any jokes about his appearance. I think he’s still a little sensitive about it.”

From a nearby table, Lt. J’hana guffawed. “I’ll bet he’s sensitive.”

“Not funny, Lieutenant!” Peterman snapped. “You be nice, and that’s an order.”

“Yes, sir!” J’hana said, saluting sarcastically as she sipped her v’haspant coolatta.

“You’re making too big a deal out of this,” said Richards, leaning back in his chair and stretching. “Andy’s got more backbone than you give him credit for.”

“We’ll see.”

Just then, the door to the mess hall slid open and Captain Baxter stepped through. He passed the handful of crew gathered in the lounge and took a seat between Peterman and Richards.

“Got you a grapefruit juice, honey,” Peterman said, edging the glass over to Baxter.

Baxter took the glass and sipped. “Yep. Good stuff.”

“We’re in a nice part of space, huh, hon?”

“Sure.”

Richards nodded. “Lots of nebulae and gaseous anomalies, that sort of thing.”

“Mm hmm.”

“Captain!” Lt. Ford said cheerily, passing Baxter’s table. “Any luck getting that chest hair to grow back?”

“FORD!” Peterman cried.

“What?”

“Go away!”

Ford shrugged and headed over to the replicator.

Peterman placed two hands over Baxter’s and smiled weakly. “Andy, it’s okay. I don’t mind that your former crewmates from the Aquarius replaced the water in your hotel shower with hydric acid and it burnt your chest hair off.”

Baxter rapped his fingers on the mess hall table as he sipped his juice. “Don’t try to smoothe it over, Kelly.” That earned some laughs from Ford and J’hana, but Baxter ignored them. “I’m fine with it. I can take a joke.”

“What did the Emergency Medical Hologram say about it, Andy?” asked Richards.

Baxter grimaced. “He was…acerbic, as you might imagine.”

“I’ll try to tone him down,” said Richards.

“I don’t care. The EMH restored most of my skin. He said the hair will grow back in a few days.”

“A few days…” Peterman said, her voice trailing off. “A few days with no love trail.”

“Means a few days with no love!” Ford cried, carrying his tray of soup over to an adjacent table.

Peterman shot a leg out and tripped Ford, whose face smashed into his bowl of targ’s hoof soup as he slammed into the deck with a thud.

Baxter looked down at the table. “You think I’m unnattractive now, don’t you?”

“No, don’t start getting sensitive! That’s even more unnattractive!”

“MORE unnattractive!” Baxter exclaimed.

Peterman rolled her eyes. “Oh, jeeze.”

Just then the comm system trilled: “Lt. Hartley to all senior staff. Get up to the bridge, pronto.”

Baxter stood and headed over to the door. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m needed.”

“Andy, I’m sorry,” Peterman said, following Baxter and the other senior staff out of the mess hall. “You know I’ll make love to you whether you’re smooth-chested or not.”

“She’s right,” said Richards. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“You know, I thought I’d earned their respect,” Baxter said, as he thudded down the Escort corridor. “I’m a Starfleet captain. I’ve travled to the Delta Quadrant and back. Saved Earth a few times. Crossed into alternate universes, gone back in time on numerous occasions, discovered new species, made peace with warring cultures. But to my crewmates from the Aquarius, I’m still just a…a–”

“Schmuck?” Richards offered.

“You’re not helping,” Peterman said sternly.

Baxter grimaced. “That wouldn’t have been my choice of words.”

“You have to remember, they don’t know the Andy that Chris and I know. The Andy they remember is that weak and timid inventory clerk of ten years ago. You’ve changed a lot.”

“Well, it would be nice if they’d acknowledged that, instead of dousing me with acid.”

“They said they were sorry,” Richards said.

“Some apology. They gave me the ‘Luckiest Idiot’ award.”

“I think it was all very tounge-in-cheek,” Peterman said. “A friendly ribbing, you know?”

“I guess,” Baxter muttered. “I just wish I could have a little bit of freaking respect.”

“You do, from me,” Peterman said with a playful grin.

“Yeah. Once I get my chest hair back,” Baxter grumbled, bulling his way through the door to the bridge.

Lt. Hartley glanced over her shoulder at Baxter as he stepped onto the Escort’s cramped bridge. “How’s the chest, Captain?”

“Just fine,” Baxter said dismissively, joining Hartley on the raised command platform. “What’s the problem?”

Hartley nodded in the direction of the forward viewscreen. “See for yourself.”

Baxter let out a low whistle. “That’s one big nebula.”

“Oort cloud,” Richards corrected. “That’s a cloud made up of all the debris left over when a system is formed. For some star systems, they’re a bit thick, but I’ve never seen one this… dense.”

Baxter folded his arms. “I knew all that.”

Hartley rolled her eyes. “Anyway, it’s so dense we can’t penetrate the system inside it with our sensors, and we have to cross through there to rendez-vous with the Explorer,” Hartley said.

“Then take us through it,” Baxter said, as Ford relieved the ensign at helm and J’hana sat down at tactical/communications.

“Not a great idea,” Hartley said. “Our sensors and shields would be almost useless.”

“It must have Mutara-class characteristics,” Richards said reasonably. Baxter sighed. He really didn’t feel like going through this now. His uniform fabric was scraping nastily against his singed skin. “Then go around it, for Pete’s sake.”

“That, as well, is a bad idea,” J’hana grunted, checking her readings. “We are dangerously close to Leeramar territory on either side.”

“The last thing we need is to go up against one of their battleships,” Richards muttered. “They’re probably still mad about Conway and Madera having sex on one of their ships.”

“Fine, fine,” Baxter said, waving his hand dismissively. “We’ll go through. Take it slow: one-quarter impulse, Mr. Ford. Better that than getting blown to hell by the Leeramar.”

“Yippee,” Ford mumbled. “Looks like I get to spend seven hours navigating us through a deadly Oort cloud.”

“And I get to stare at the back of your head the whole time,” Hartley quipped, settling into the command chair. “We’re both blessed.”

Baxter sighed. “Okay. If that’s all the hysteria for now, I’m going to my quarters slash readyroom.”

“Wait for me,” said Peterman quickly.

“Me too,” Richards said giddily.



Baxter readjusted himself for the thirtieth time on the couch bed in his readyroom/quarters. Not only was a very uncomfortable bar jammed up into his back, but the tiny little hair buds on his chest were chafing horribly against his pajama top.

And, to make matters worse, Peterman wasn’t snuggled against his chest as usual. No, she’d curled up against the arm of the couch on the opposite side. Sure, she’d claim she’d rolled that direction in her sleep, but Baxter knew the truth. She was just too disgusted to risk even accidentally brushing up against a part of that smoothe chest. It made Baxter seethe.

He folded his arms and stared up at the ceiling. Why’d his former Captain have to go and put that acid in his shower? Things like that didn’t happen to other Starfleet captains, he imagined.

Baxter had almost fallen blissfully asleep when the Red Alert klaxon sounded and a power conduit above his head burst, spraying sparks all over his quarters.

Peterman was immediately awake, scrambling under the covers. Baxter pulled her off the couchbed and toward the door, as another blast rocked against the Escort.

“What on Earth is that?” Peterman asked.

“It’s the universe trying to obliterate more of my chest hair!” Baxter muttered wryly, shedding his Starfleet jammies and dragging on his trousers, uniform tunic and vest.

“All hands, this is Lt. Hartley: Man the escape pods. I repeat: Man the escape pods. We’re going down, people!”

Baxter shoved past collapsing beams, shielding Peterman under his arm as he ran down the smoke-filled corridor. He was moving so fast he didn’t even see Richards emerge from his quarters.

“Did I just hear Hartley give the order to abandon ship?” Richards exclaimed, zipping his tunic.

“She wasn’t singing us a lullaby, Richards,” Baxter growled, charging toward the door to the bridge.

“What the hell does that mean?” Richards asked Peterman, who (still half-asleep) shrugged.

“Just go along with him.”

Baxter emerged onto a bridge in chaos. On the crackling viewscreen, a vaguely familiar ship seemed to be blasting the Escort with plasma torpedoes.

“Leeramar,” Baxter muttered angrily.

“And the captain wins this round of Galactic Jeapardy,” Hartley muttered. “Mr. Ford, tell him what he’s won.”

Ford was busily tapping at the helm, jerking the Escort into maneuvers that made Baxter queasy. “He’s won an all-expense paid trip to an uncharted planet at the heart of this system. And can we guess what freaking system this is?”

Baxter covered his face, peeking in between his fingers at the ship blasting at him. “The Leeramar system.”

“Bingo!”

“Oh, dear,” Peterman said uncomfortably. “So that’s where they’ve been keeping themselves.”

“Oh dear is right,” Hartley said. “Get to an escape pod.”

“Belay that,” Baxter said. “What do you think? We’re going to leave you here to save the ship?”

“That’s the general idea.”

J’hana suddenly emerged from a nearby hatch, draped in a furry housecoat. “If anyone is giving her life honorably around here, it’ll damned well be me.”

“Not in that ugly thing,” Peterman said.

“This isn’t funny,” Richards muttered, checking a panel. “They’ve blown out our primary and backup power conduits. Navigational thrusters and impulse engines are gone. We’ve barely any weapons and life support is failing fast. We should get the hell out of here. Now!”

“There has to be some way to fight back,” Baxter said.

J’hana studied the flickering tactical console. “Apparently, the Leeramar were hiding within their Oort cloud. They don’t seem to have the same problems with shields and weapons as we do, as they quite efficently took out all our major systems before we could clear the cloud.”

“I decided to crash us on the most hospitable of the six planets in this system, which isn’t saying much!” exclaimed Hartley, gripping the command chair with all her might.

“We’re not giving up this ship!” Baxter cried, shoving Hartley away from the command chair and stabbing a button on the adjacent console. “All hands, launch escape pods! Abandon ship! I repeat: Abandon ship!”

“And how are we getting out of here?” Peterman demanded, as the sound of escape pods breaking free of the Escort sounded from all around.

“We’re going to land safely,” Baxter said. “I am AT LEAST capable of that. Chest hair or no.”

“He did NOT just shove me!” Hartley said, irritated.

Baxter leaned forward. “Mr. Ford, I trust you know how to make an emergency landing on backup thrusters with no sensors and little power?”

“It’s not impossible,” Ford said uneasily, cracking a weak smile.

“You could always punch in some random buttons,” Richards mocked. “That was pretty helpful the last time we went up against the Leeramar.”

“I wish you’d stop bringing that up!” Ford cried. “And if you’re interested at all, we just entered the planet’s atmosphere on a very steep dive.”

“Pull us up,” Baxter said easily.

“I’m trying! We’re just going down too fast, just like Lt. Hartley!” cried Ford, wincing as Hartley wrapped her hands around his neck and began choking.

“This is no time to bring up oral sex!” she cried.

“I am attempting to change the configuration of our wing- struts,” J’hana said, tapping at her panel. “That might slow us down a bit.”

“I’ll try to give you more thrusters,” Richards said, ripping open an isolinear console. “I could use a hand, Lt. Hartley.”

“Hold on, Ford’s almost dead,” Hartley said, still choking.

“Now!” barked Richards.

“Okay, okay.”

“One minute to impact,” Ford said, rubbing his neck. “I’d start strapping in the seatbelts now.”

“Thank goodness,” Peterman said. “This thing at least has seatbelts.”

“I was only kidding.”

“Oh, that’s just great.”

“Silence!” Baxter called out. “I’m trying to think.”

“About WHAT?” Peterman said.

“About how to save this ship!”

“It’s a little late for that!” Peterman cried. “We’re ten seconds away from slamming into the planet’s surface.”

“Uh, make that five,” Ford said quietly, and dove under his console.

Baxter wrapped a hand around Peterman and yanked her into the chair with him. Richards and Hartley dove to the deck.

J’hana stood up, arms outstretched. “Take me, Hivemother, into your chubby arms of love!”

“‘Chubby arms of love’?” asked Hartley.

Then, THUD!



“Just a little more…a little more…” said Commander Conway, sipping coffee with one hand, steering his NASCAR with the other, as strains of Led Zeppelin thudded all around him. He’d almost edged out Jeff Gordon, the Dark Prince of NASCAR. “Get behind me you rainbow son of a bitch,” Conway growled, pounding on the gas pedal.

He swerved to pass Gordon, just as the comm system bleeped around him.

“What!” he demanded.

“It is Lt. Commander Larkin, sir. We have just been notified by Starfleet that the Leeramar have captured a Starfleet crew and declared them Prisoners of War.”

“I didn’t think we were at war yet,” Conway said, swerving left to avoid Gordon’s car. The man was trying to ram him.

“Nor did Starfleet. At any rate, the vessel that was captured was the Escort.”

Conway rolled his eyes. “Not OUR Escort?”

“The same, sir. Orders?”

Conway thought about that as Jeff Gordon smashed into him, sending his car spinning out of control. He heard Larkin’s insistent voice asking him what she should do as his car tumbled end over end across three lanes of track and finally came to a rest on the infield.

“Sir?”

Conway grunted as he climbed out of the wreckage. Coffee was everywhere. “Larkin, you just made me lose the Daytona 500.”

“My apologies. But sir, might I suggest there are more important things to attend to.”

“Ah, hell, I guess so. Lay in a course for Leeramar territory,” Conway muttered. “Let’s see if we can get Baxter out of the hole he’s dug himself.”



At about that time, Captain Baxter awoke with a horrible sinking feeling: The Escort was sinking.

Panels fizzed and sputtered. Dull red emergency lights blanketed the bridge. He immediately dropped to his knees beside Peterman.

“Kelly!” He shook her. “Come on, don’t be dead!”

Peterman’s eyes fluttered open. “This is just like our honeymoon.”

“No kidding,” Baxter grinned, wiping the grime from Peterman’s face and pulling her to her feet. He scanned the rest of the bridge. “Status, everybody?”

“Extreme pain,” Ford muttered. His head had become uncomfortably embedded in the helm/nav console.

“Utter joy,” J’hana said. She was splayed out against the front viewscreen, like a fly smashed against a viewport.

Richards and Hartley scrambled to their feet. “I can’t believe it, Ford,” Hartley said. “You got us down here in one piece!”

“Was there ever any doubt?” asked Ford, rubbing his head.

“Yes,” said Peterman, Richards, Hartley, and Baxter.

Ford pushed out of his seat and walked over to the ops console on the starboard side of the bridge, up on the quarterdeck. The ensign manning that station was cruely twisted around the console in a way that could only mean that every bone in his body was crushed instantaneously. “Insley’s dead, sir.”

Baxter shook his head. “That’s a shame.”

Then the Escort’s hull creaked all around them. Richards scrambled down to the barely functioning tactical console. “Sir! We’re sinking in…something.”

“Any idea what?”

Hartley had ripped open the manual access to the bridge egress hatch release, and as soon as Baxter said that, she’d cranked the hatch open. Promptly, a slew of brown mud gushed into the bridge, right on top of Baxter.

“If I had to guess,” said Richards. “I’d say mud.”

“Very good,” Baxter grumbled. “J’hana and Richards, you’re on supplies detail. Break out everything we can salvage and quick. Hartley, Ford–try to fire up the lateral thrusters so we can slow the sinking.

Meanwhile, Peterman had climbed on top of the command chair and stuck her head out of the hatch. “Andy, you’re not going to like this planet at all.”

“I’m not surprised,” Baxter mumbled, as Richards and J’hana emerged from the supply closet with phaser rifles, ration packs, medkits, and tricorders.

“This is it,” J’hana said. “I recommend a speedy retreat.”

“I gave the lateral thrusters one more burst,” Hartley said. “It’ll keep us above-mud for a few more seconds at most.”

“Then let’s go,” Baxter said, boosting Peterman out of the hatch.

“So nice of you,” Ford said, as Baxter shoved him out of the hatch, followed by Richards, Hartley, and J’hana.

Baxter grunted as J’hana stuck a hand down through the hatch and dragged him up. “You are heavy, sir. Not surprising.”

“Thanks,” Baxter said dismissively, scanning the horizon of this new planet. It was orange-ish. Dank. The world around the giant mud pit the Escort had fallen in was swampy, riddled with rotting, crumbling trees that emerged from the wetlands at odd angles, in peculiar shapes. The ground, what little there was, was an uninteresting brown. And Baxter was sure he heard the caws and screeches of very angry wildlife.

“Nice planet,” J’hana grunted.

“Any idea how we get across?” Richards asked, looking out over the expanse of mud. There were at least ten meters to cross on either side before reaching what was laughingly called land.

“Sure,” J’hana said, untying her frilly robe. “Clamp your nose shut and dive in.”

“I am not swimming in that!” Peterman exclaimed.

“It is that or you die,” J’hana said plainly, shedding her housecoat and diving in, phaser rifle in tow. The crew was disturbed to note that J’hana’s pajamas consisted of a very spare, tight hot pink leather thingamagig and little else.

“All right, let’s go,” Baxter said, shaking the image of J’hana’s taut Andorian body from his mind and hoisting Peterman on his back.



Conway had showered, changed, and reached the bridge just in time for the Explorer to reach Leeramar territory. It hadn’t taken long. Lately, it seemed they owned half the Galactic Rim.

“Any Leeramar ships around?” he asked, stepping down to the command arena and relieving Larkin from the command chair.

“Very much so,” Larkin said, taking ops. “The only question is which one to hail.”

“Pick one at random,” Conway said easily, as an Ensign handed him a barrel-sized mug of coffee. “I just want to get this overwith.”

“Your emotional response is touching,” said Larkin.

“Aw, you’re just worried about your daddy.”

“Worry is not the correct word. I am…concerned.” Larkin didn’t look back from her console. “As am I for the rest of our crewmates.”

“Sure.”

“Leeramar vessel in hailing range,” said Brian Gellar from tactical.

“And I guess you’re all worried about your girlfiend,” Conway grinned back at Gellar.

“She isn’t my girlfriend in this timeline, remember?” Gellar said easily.

Conway bristled. “Oh, yeah. How could I have forgotten. Just hail the f***ing Leeramar.”

“Freq’s open,” Gellar muttered.

Conway straightened in his chair. “Leeramar vessel. This is Commander David Conway of the Federation Starship Explorer. I have been authorized by my government to negotiate for the return of your captives.”

“No response, sir,” said Gellar.

“Uh-huh. Give me another crack at it.”

“You’re on.”

“Leeramar vessel: If you do not work with me to free the Federation captives, I will blow your ship from here to Regalius Prime.”

“Nothing,” Gellar said. “Sir, I–”

“Your threats are empty. We’re more powerful,” said a voice suddenly over the audio channel.

“Trust me,” Conway said. “I put a scare into your people something awful the last time I met them.”

“Oh, no. You’re the one Shipmaster Klareen captured, aren’t you?”

Conway grinned. “Glad to see I’ve developed a reputation.”

There was a long silence. “It would figure they’d send you.” A sigh. “My government will release your hostages. But there are terms.”

Conway nodded. “I’m sure there are. Go ahead.”

“We want you to concede the following fifty-one starsystems to us, no questions asked. Then we want you to promise to never violate our territory again.”

“How can we stop from violating your territory when you’re constantly expanding it in so many different directions?”

“Just stop. We do not care how.”

“Why do you hate us so much?”

“Because we know you. Know how dirty you are.”

“Oh, not this again. Don’t you guys think you’re taking this ‘cleanliness is godliness’ thing a bit too far?”

“You could be bathed in isotomic radiation and still be unclean. Humans are disgusting creatures, and you are no exception.”

Conway grimaced. “This is all because our captain sneezed on your Autarch last year, isn’t it?” He’d prefer it be that than the sex with Ensign Madera.

“It is a symptom, but not the disease. Your fluidic assault on our vessel did not help matters either. At any rate, concede those systems or your friends will die and there will be war.”

“Oh, just f*** off!” Conway snapped, thumbing the channel closed.

Larkin turned in her chair. “That did not go swimmingly, sir.”

“Shut up!”



The away team rolled onto the patch of land across the mud from the Escort just in time to see their ship pitch backward and slide slowly below the mud with a loud burble.

“She was a good ship,” Hartley muttered, dragging herself to her feet.

“Yeah, wish she was insured,” Baxter said. “Well, where do we go from here?”

J’hana was looking at her tricorder. “There is a very large structure encompassed by a multiphasic shield system six point eight kilometers from here.”

“Good enough for me,” Baxter said, slinging a phaser rifle over his back and helping Peterman to her feet. “Let’s go, then.”



“But, Admiral, surely you don’t expect me to kiss up to them!” exclaimed Conway.

Admiral Frank McGrath’s image crackled over the high-powered subspace channel on the terminal in Baxter’s readyroom. The Explorer was barely close enough to be within comm range. “At least for the moment,” he said. “ou’re ordered to follow them to their home system to negotiate the hostage exchange. If you can work out a reasonable agreement, fine. If not, then just stall them until the task force arrives.”

“Task force?” Conway said in disbelief. “You mean we’re going to fight them?”

“Starfleet is through kow-towing to these people, Commander. Any race that would assault us just because we…sweat…is not to be messed with.”

“But what about the POW’s from our ship?”

“They’ll have to fend for themselves, I’m afraid.”

“Do you have any idea what the Leeramar will do to them?”

McGrath nodded gravely. “Unfortunately. I read your report. We must simply hope your people keep as clean as they can, for all our sakes.”



Baxter wiped the mud from his face for the hundredth time. Him and his crew had somehow stumbled into the middle of a storm. But it wasn’t nice, crisp, wet rain. It was thick mud that fell all around them, coating them, hardening in the immense heat of the planet, which had forced the group to strip down to their undershirts and tie strips of uniform material around their heads as makeshift sweatbands.

“My hair will never be the same,” Peterman cried, mascara streaming down her face.

“I don’t want to hear it,” Baxter muttered, trudging ahead in the mud.

“This planet really sucks,” said Richards. “The yuckiest day on Kronos is better than this.”

“Pardon me!” Baxter cried out. “I didn’t MEAN to crash us here!

“To think we could be in a nice, warm escape pod right now,” said Peterman. “But no, we had to be big and brave and crash the Escort on this god-forsaken rock! Great going, Captain Kirk!”

“Shut up!” Baxter shouted in Peterman’s face.

Peterman folded her arms. “I’ll pretend you didn’t say that, Andy.”

“At least you guys aren’t stuck lugging the supplies,” Lt. Ford piped up from the rear of the group.

“All of you, stop complaining,” Baxter said. “Things could be a lot worse. We could be dead.”

Suddenly, ahead of Baxter, J’hana stopped, held up a warning hand. “Wait.”

“Huh?”

J’hana’s antennae twitched. She’d holstered her tricorder long ago. She was working totally on antenna power now. “An aircraft is approaching. Approximately the size of a runabout. Neutron-cadmium engines. One of the cyclotrons is slightly off- sync with the others.”

“Brilliant, J’hana,” Hartley muttered, unslinging her phaser rifle and getting it ready. “You can diagnose their engine problems, but can you tell us anything useful?”

J’hana nodded, shoved Hartley to the ground. “DUCK!”

A large, triangular craft suddenly buzzed overhead, and rained down plasma-rifle fire.

Baxter tackled Peterman to the ground just as the trees overhead caught fire.

“Don’t worry,” Hartley said. “The raining mud will put out the fires, I’m sure.”

Richards watched the aircraft disappear in the distance. “What are they doing? Trying to exterminate us?”

“Who knows,” said Ford. “But I bet they’ll be back to finish the job.”

“Something is sliding up my leg!” Peterman said. “Andy, this is no time to try to make up to me!”

Baxter grimaced. “I’m not doing that.”

Lt. J’hana approached Peterman, knealt beside her. “Counselor, I would hold very still if I were you.”

Peterman glanced over her shoulder at her leg. A long, yellow-mottled, tubelike creature had wrapped around it. And something like a tongue extended from one end of the creature.

“Get that thing off me!”

“Curious,” J’hana said, kneeling by the creature. “It seems to be searching for an orifice in which to plant its eggs.”

“Don’t let it!” Baxter snapped.

“Oh, come on,” J’hana said, grinning at Peterman. “Look at it, Counselor. Do you not think it is…cute?”

“ABSOLUTELY NOT!” Peterman screamed, and the creature squeezed her leg tighter.

“Well, it certainly seems to like you,” remarked Ford with a grin.

“We don’t have time for this,” Baxter said. “That ship will probably be back soon. J’hana, detach that creature from Kelly.”

“Hmmm,” J’hana said. “I think I may have to cut off her leg.”

“Nooooo!” cried Peterman. “Andy! Don’t let her butcher me!”

“Leave the leg, J’hana,” Baxter said. “Just cut off the creature.”

“Fine,” J’hana said, pulling out her phaser rifle. “Don’t move, Counselor.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

J’hana zapped and the creature squealed in pain, finally releasing its grip on Peterman and squirming underneath a nearby tree.

“All right,” Baxter said, climbing to his feet and helping Peterman up. “Let’s keep moving. I don’t want to be here when that ship makes another pass.”



“All right,” Commander Conway sighed, stepping out of the readyroom and surveying the bridge. On the main screen, the Leeramar home system’s Oort cloud and the squadron of battleships assigned to escort the Explorer floated, looking far too innocent. “I just spoke to the commander of the anti-Leeramar task force.”

“And?” asked Tilleran from sciences.

Conway leaned heavily on the railing that circled the command chairs. It was shaping up to be a long day. “And she’s a little upset that the Leeramar have her son hostage.”

“You don’t mean–”

“The leader of the task force is the other Captain Baxter.”

Lt. Commander Larkin turned in her chair. “I would take that as a positive sign, sir. After all, will she not she do her best to secure the safety of her son and the others?”

Conway shrugged. “I don’t know. I tried to avoid the woman as much as possible when she was aboard. For all I know, she’d let them kill Baxter just to make a point that she means business.”

“She wouldn’t do that,” replied Tilleran. “Now she might have Peterman killed. I know for a fact she doesn’t like Peterman.”

“You’re not helping, Tilleran.”

“When does the task force arrive?” asked Larkin.

“They’ll be here in about three hours.”

“How many ships?” This from Tilleran.

“Ten.”

“Versus the thirty Leeramar vessels just in this system. Is Starfleet mad?”

“More than likely. Our only chance to NOT go to war seems to rely on me negotiating for the hostages.”

Tilleran burst out laughing. “HAH! You? Negotiate?”

Conway put his hands on his hips. “I’ll have you know, I’ve been reading up. I’m all the way up to Captain Spock and the Khitomer Accords. I think I can handle myself.”

“I doubt it.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, you’ll be there to help me.”

“Me?” Tilleran gulped.

“Let’s see you put that Betazoid mind to work on the Leeramar.”

Tilleran folded her arms. “And what if we don’t succeed?”

“Then we’ll have to rely on Lt. Commander Larkin and her strike team to get the job done.”

Larkin swung around in her chair again. “Pardon me?”

“Ensign Kamtezen is re-fitting a Cochrane-class shuttle with sensor-reflective shielding. You’ll take Lt. Gellar and a heavily-armed security team down to Leeramar Prime and find our prisoners, assuming they’re still alive.”

Tilleran frowned. “You realize that’ll leave the Explorer in a hostile system without acommand crew.”

“No, there’s one senior officer left.”

“Who?”

“Dr. Browning.”

“Boy, this plan just gets better and better.”



Peterman wiped droplets of mud and sweat from her forehead and stared up at the groggy sky. “It’s pretty damn hot around here considering there’s no sun whatsoever.”

Hartley grunted, trudging along the muddy bank the group had continued down for the past hour. “Most of the sun is filtered through the Oort cloud.”

“Thanks for the astronomy lesson,” Baxter snapped. “How does that help us?”

“It doesn’t,” said J’hana simply.

Peterman stomped her feet angrily in the mud. “God I hate this planet!”

Baxter glanced back at her. “You know, ideally, it would seem to be your job as Ship’s Counselor to keep our morale up during this ordeal, wouldn’t it?”

Peterman grimaced. “Ideally, it would seem to be your job as freaking Captain to get us off this blasted rock!”

“You don’t think I’m trying?”

“Not hard enough!”

“Like I’ve heard you pipe up with any creative suggestions!”

“I have a degree in psychology. That’s hardly applicable here!”

“Both of you shut up!” J’hana bristled. “I hear another aircraft approaching.”

Baxter muttered something angrily to himself and unslung his phaser rifle. “Lovely. Ready with weapons everyone. Highest setting.”

Ford checked his rifle setting. “Ready to blow them out of the sky.”

With a hideous wizz, the blue-green, arc-shaped craft zoomed overhead, and the group began blasting it.

“We aren’t putting a dent in their shields,” said Hartley.

J’hana’s antennae twitched again. “We have bigger problems. I’m sensing a transporter lock.”

Peterman cocked her head. “You can sense that kind of thing?”

“Most times.”

Then the group dematerialized with a soft hum.



Tilleran and Conway beamed into a plastic-enclosed room, and immediately realized there was no air whatsoever to breathe.

Conway slapped his comm badge, rasping for air.

Then he heard the rumbling of air compressors starting up.

“That’s it,” said a voice. “Pipe it in.”

As the air became more breathable, Conway observed the room he and Tilleran had beamed into. It was obviously some sort of transparent quarantine room.

“You know,” Conway said. “It’s not like we have cooties!”

“What are cooties?” asked one of the slim Leeramar sitting at the table opposite the clean-room.

“Earthling disease,” Tilleran said with a grin.

“Shut up,” Conway said with clenched teeth. “Are you feeling anything?”

The Betazoid nodded. “Hostility and disgust,” she whispered.

“Lovely.” Conway turned to the panel of Leeramar before him. They seemed so odd, with their narrow skulls and transparent orange-ish skin. And they looked so well-dressed in khakis and matching cable-knit sweaters. “So, guys, what’s happening?”

“What’s happening,” the middle Leeramar said over the clean- room’s comm system, “is that your people must allow us to spread farther into this quadrant. We must cleanse and beautify.”

“Space is beautiful enough,” scoffed Conway.

“Not as we see it. And not as the Great Mar sees it, either.”

“Could we go over who this ‘Great Mar’ is?” Conway asked.

The Leeramar glanced over his shoulder at a mirrored section of wall. He turned back to Conway. “Not at this time. What we will discuss is the your donation of the following systems to our Consortium…”

“It’s not very nice to hold our people hostage for some measly star systems,” Lt. Tilleran spoke up.

The Leeramar smiled. “We believe it is a good thing.”



The first thing Baxter heard when he awoke was J’hana’s angry growling.

“You will unstrap me this instant, or I will wreak unimaginable havoc on you and your families, and your descendants from now until the end of time!”

Despite his overriding instinct, Baxter commanded his eyes open. He immediately wished he hadn’t. Although he had the sensation of lying down, he most certainly wasn’t, at least if the group of Leeramar observing him through the viewport directly across from him was any indication. It was the first time Baxter had seen a Leeramar since he had sneezed on their autarch on that fateful day the previous year, and they were still as odd-looking as ever.

“Stand down, J’hana,” Baxter muttered weakly, then realized he was naked. “What the f***!”

“Man, Counselor,” Ford said sleepily from the other side of the hollow, cylindrical room. “My imagination just didn’t do you justice.”

Peterman wriggled to cover herself, but soon realized she was held at bay by some sort of restraining field. “Ford, close your eyes right now! Close them!” she cried.

From the holding bay beside Peterman, Hartley shook her head. “No no, you’re going at this all wrong, Kelly. Patrick, close your eyes right now or as soon as I get free I’ll beam your balls into outer space, without you attached!”

Obediently, Ford’s eyes snapped shut. “No problem. I already soaked in all I’ll need for a lifetime.”

“This is an outrage!” J’hana continued to growl. She bared her teeth at the Leeramar observers. “Face us in here like warriors!”

“They’re quite dirty, aren’t they?” said one of the Leeramar over some sort of comm system that allowed

“They must be cleansed,” said one of the Leeramar.

“Cleansed?” Richards asked, gulping.

Baxter didn’t like the sound of that at all. As it was, he detected a nice splotch of mud covering his unmentionable areas. A good washing would certainly take care of that. “Look here, I’m a Starfleet captain, and these people are part of my crew! We have certain rights as defined by Interstellar law! You can’t just–”

“Cleanse them,” said a third Leeramar. “Maximum setting.”

“I know I’m not going to like this,” Peterman said fearfully.

“It’s going to be all right, hon,” Baxter said soothingly, as the cylindrical room began to spin dizzily.

“I am still not talking to you!” Suds flowed in. Jets activated from all sides, blasting painfully at the cylinder’s occupants.

“You know, as man and wife, we should be relying on each other for strength at a time like this!”

SPLISH-SPLOSH-SPLISH-SPLOSH!

“Stop talking like a counselor! I know that mumbo-jumbo! I invented some of it!”

SPLOSH-SPLISH-SPLOSH-SPLISH!

“This is no time for a marital squabble!” Hartley cried. “Someone has to figure out a way out of this!”

SPLISH-SPLOSH-SPLISH-SPLOSH!

“Whhhhheeeeeeeeeeeeee!” cried Ford. “I haven’t had this much fun since Breen Gardens!”

SPLOSH-SPLISH-SPLOSH-SPLISH!

“Soap is getting in my eyes!” shouted J’hana. “This is intolerable!”

Then, as soon as it had begun, the torture ended.

“Release them,” said one of the Leeramar.

“Final–” Baxter got off two syllables, then stopped short when he dropped five meters to the painfully hard floor of the cylinder.

“Prep the medical room. We must make adjustments to them before they are allowed to proceed.”

Peterman gulped. “Ad-adjustments?”



“…the Foliad system, the Vugadi system, the Liol system, the entire Goraga cluster…”

Conway glanced nervously at the chronometer on his wrist. The little hand was right over Dale Earnhardt’s moustache.

He gulped. That meant that Larkin’s team would be moving in soon. It also meant that there was less than half an hour before Captain Lucille Baxter’s anti-Leeramar task force entered the Leeramar system, in which case the first reflex of his kind hosts would probably be to destroy the Explorer and kill him and all the others.

So he was noticably uncomfortable.

“Is there a problem, Commander?” asked the Leeramar at the center of the panel.

“It’s a little muggy in here,” Conway said, pulling at his collar. Is there a chance that we can get out?”

“You must be kidding me,” replied one of the Leeramar harshly.

“You all are grotesque,” said another Leeramar. “To even think you were made in the image of the Great Mar.”

“Huh?”

“Shut up!” said the other Leeramar. “Who said you could tell them that?”



The vacuum suits fit snugly, as did the suction cups placed over Baxter’s lower orifices that magically took care of any waste matter that should seep out, vaporizing it on contact. He tried to push away the thought that something capable of vaporizing was so dangerously close to Mr. Petey as he was marched down the corridor of the sprawling Leeramar palace.

“Man, these bra cups hurt,” said Hartley, adjusting herself as the group stepped in unison down the hall.

“We have bigger problems than that,” Richards said, then immediately wished he’d phrased that differently as Hartley socked him upside the head. “Listen, don’t you think my crotch guard is chafing, too?”

“Everyone, quiet,” Baxter said. “We want to show these people that we’re their friends. That we’re willing to work things out.” He raised his voice to get the attention of the Leeramar guards. “Isn’t that right, guys?”

The Leeramar guards just giggled to themselves suggestively.



“The Federation is never going to let me turn over all those star systems!” Conway exclaimed, once all the systems the Leeramar wanted were named. “We had something like this come up during the war with the Dominion, and we didn’t agree to the treaty–and that only involved ONE system.”

“Your people are persistant as well as disgusting,” cracked one of the Leeramar over the speaker.

“Commander,” Tilleran whispered behind Conway as the Leeramar councilmen mumbled amongst themselves.

“What?” Conway said back.

“I’m getting very weird images. Images that don’t belong here at all.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you know how this whole place is so fancifully decorated?”

“With the venetian blinds and oriental rugs and victorian furniture?” Conway asked. “Yeah, sure. I just thought they were one of those races that had a planet that looked just like 20th century Earth. That happened all the time back in James Kirk’s day.”

“This is more than just a coincidence, sir. There’s a conciousness at the heart of all this. A very calculating one.” She paused for effect. “A very human one.”

“Bah! You’re kidding.”

“Enough conspiring. Make your decision, or we’ll kill you,” said one of the Leeramar.

Conway smiled weakly at the Leeramar councilman and glanced back at his science officer. “What do we do, Tilleran?”

“Give them the stupid starsystems! I’m not going out like that!”

“You get no points for courage, Lieutenant.”



“I present for you Federation Captain Andy Baxter, of the Starship Explorer, and his crew, Great Mar,” said the Leeramar humbly, kneeling before the empty throne at the center of the throneroom.

“You’ve made them very mad at you, Andy,” said a voice that seemed to come from all around.

Baxter looked around. “To whom am I speaking?”

“The Great Mar,” said a guard, forcing Baxter and the others to their knees.

“Nice to meet you,” Baxter said weakly. “Listen, about the sneezing on your autarch–”

“That was unfortunate. I’d hoped after three hundred years you’d have changed a bit.”

“M-me?”

“The human race, stupid.”

“Right. What do you mean?”

A chilling laugh. “I’m not of this world.”

“Where are you from, then?” asked Richards.

“Hoboken, originally, but I never told you that, got it?”

Baxter looked up at the ceiling at the sound of whizzing gears. By means of some sort of crane contraption, a female human figure was being lowered toward him.

Dressed head-to-toe in a festive wheat-colored pantsuit, the human woman put Baxter in mind of a warm, kind, though possibly drunken, mommy.

She was lowered into a large suit similar to Baxter’s, but one that looked as though it had many more features.

The suit clamped around her and a helmet snapped in place over her head. “I am the Great Mar. But you may call me Martha.”

“I remember you!” Peterman cried. “Richard told me about you!”

“Richard?” Martha blinked. “Richard who?”

“Richard Simmons! You’re Martha Stewart, aren’t you?”

“The decorator?” Baxter asked, surprised.

“I’m much more than a decorator!” barked the suited Martha. “I come up with festive ideas for using items found around your homeworld and turning them into great moneysaving decorating, fashion, and food concepts!” She marched across the palace floor, her boots making a clomping sound as she walked. “In this manner I have overcome countless worlds, turning them from boring rocks with unimaginative populations in uniform clothing to hip, attractive galactic citizens with a snappy look and a taste for gaberdeen!”

“You bitch!” Hartley cried. “Gaberdeen nearly killed my mother!”

Richards held her back.

“Stand down, Lieutenant!” Baxter barked.

Martha turned on Hartley. “Don’t like gaberdeen, do you? How about Seersucker?”

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Hartley squeezed her eyes shut.

“Like the sound of that? SeeeeeeeeeeerSUCKER!”

“MAKE IT STOP!”

Peterman pulled Hartley into her arms and rocked the crying transporter chief soothingly. “We’ll have to discuss this fabric problem at a more convenient time.”

“These people liked me so much,” Martha continued, “that they changed their name from the Leera to the LeeraMAR. Me being ‘Mar.’ Isn’t that just adorable?”

“So what’s your beef with Earth?” J’hana spoke up.

Martha glanced over her shoulder. “What’s to like about it? They shipped me off like a can of frozen daquiri mix with a bunch of other unneeded celebrities!”

“You mean Richard Simmons, someone named Gallagher, and John F. Kennedy?” Baxter asked.

“JFK wasn’t aboard our ship. That was just a silly rumor,” Martha laughed. “No, that space tomb was reserved for only the biggest losers of the entertainment industry. Gallagher, Richard, me. And someone we called ‘Puff Daddy.’”

“What do we need to do to make you understand that the Federation means you no harm?” asked Baxter.

Martha shrugged. “Die.”

“You’d kill us just because humans sent you away three hundred years ago?” asked Ford, surprised.

Martha sighed. “There’s more to it than that. The Leeramar want you all dead because you, well, sweat.”

“So do you!” J’hana insisted.

Martha laughed. “I had my sweat glands removed years ago. Along with every other offending organ and biological process. It was part of the deal when I agreed to consult the Leeramar.”

“Then why the suit?” asked Richards.

Martha shrugged. “For fashion.”

“The Federation is prepared to go to war with the Leeramar,” Baxter said softly. “But I think we can arrange a compromise of some kind. Peace has to be better than war.”

“Why do you say that?” Martha laughed hideously. “We’d win. And that’s a good thing.”

“This is getting us nowhere,” Hartley said, glaring at Martha. “She’s obviously turned her back on her own people.

“Honey, they turned their backs on me long ago,” said Martha.

“But now it’s time to come back,” Peterman said warmly, stepping over to Martha and putting a hand on her shoulder. “Come back into the loving bosom of your family on Earth.”

“I don’t know,” said Martha. “It’d be hard to convince the Leeramar to not kill you all. Humans are notoriously sloppy and my friends here have a serious obsessive-compulsive thing about neatness.”

Baxter grinned. “What do you know? We just happen to have a wonderful counselor on hand to help you with that problem.”

“No, no, no!” Martha snapped. “That’s not good enough. There’s retribution to be made. Earth will suffer for sending me off into space. We’ve got enough ships to knock the Federation into next week, or at least take a good crack at it!”

Peterman turned Martha around, wrapping her suited arms around the suited woman in a stiff hug. It was a tactic Baxter had told her the counselor on the Secondprize used all the time, and with a few alterations (that being a lot less force) Peterman had found the tactic very useful. “Come on, Martha, give it up. There’s a better way.”

“Well, I don’t know–”

Then, suddenly, the doors to the throneroom blasted open, and the guards, who’d been silent up to now, jumped to their feet.

Lt. Commander Larkin, Commander Conway, Lt. Tilleran, Lt. Gellar, and a contingent of security guards burst in, wielding phasers. Some of them had Leeramar hostages–members of the planet’s ruling council.

“You can relax, Captain,” Conway said cheerfully. “The cavalry’s here!”

“You idiot!” Baxter railed. “We’d almost convinced them not to go to war with us!”

“He’s getting sweat on me!” one councilman cried, tears streaming down his cheeks. “My life is over!”

“Let him go!” Martha cried. “Mar to security: We have two exposed humans in the throneroom. Seal off this area and activate the decontamination field.”

“What’s the decontamination field?” Baxter asked, gulping.

“Something that will vaporize all the exposed human flesh in this room,” she said, pointing at the away team. “Do you know how much dirt, how many germs are being spread this instant by those people? It’ll be months before this facility is habitable again. And these people,” she waved a hand at the Leeramar councilmembers and guards, “will have to undergo weeks of painful skin-stripping to get the microbes off them.”

“Do you realize how insane that is!” Richards cried. “You’re killing them just for being human!”

Martha raised an eyebrow. “Ironic, ain’t it?”

“My people were wrong for attacking your planet,” Baxter said, glaring at Larkin and Conway. “But their hearts were in the right place. They risked their lives to save me and my crew.”

“Decontamination field will commence in two minutes,” droned a nasal computer voice.

Martha folded her arms. “I still believe the human race is basically mean-spirited. They turned their backs on me, Gallagher, and the others. They’ll turn their backs on you, as well. Trust me.”

“That’s not true!” Peterman replied. “We all respect each other, as members of Starfleet and an enlightened Federation of Planets.”

Baxter cleared his throat. He was immediately put in mind of the heinous acts done to him by his former crewmates from the Aquarius. “Ahem. I wouldn’t go that far, Counselor.”

“Shut up and lie!” Peterman said between gritted teeth. “Or we die!”

Baxter instantly grinned at Martha. “Yep, right. Everybody loves everyone else.”

“I don’t believe you,” Martha said. She approached Conway. “Look at this one. He’s got so much hate in those beady little eyes. And look at how he’s holding his phaser rifle–he’s shaking with anger.”

“That’s the caffeine,” J’hana said helpfully.

“He still looks like a mean-spirited little jerk,” Martha said. “Just like all other humans.”

“Decontamination field will commence in one minute.”

“He’s not!” Baxter replied. “He’s a–” he swallowed hard. “Good…man.”

“Is that so?” Martha folded her arms. “Prove you like him so much, Captain. Give him one of those–” she glared at Peterman. “Hugs.”

Baxter smiled weakly. “Hug? Conway?”

“Go ahead!” Peterman shoved him.

“It’s a hug, or the decontamination sweep,” Martha ordered.

Baxter stepped forward. Hug Conway, or him and the rest of the team, save Larkin, would be vaporized. He had to think about that one a bit.

Suddenly the field sprang to life at one end of the room and began sweeping toward them.

“Do it!” Conway grunted. “Quick! Just hug me, damn it!”

“That I never thought I’d hear.”

The field neared.

“Hug him, damn you!” Peterman shouted.

Baxter squeezed his eyes shut, reached out his arms, and wrapped them stiffly around Conway.

“Captain’s a nancy-boy!” Ford shouted merrily.

Baxter whirled. “Shut up!”

“Now, be nice!” Martha warned, then drew a finger across her throat. “Or…crrrrrrk!”

Baxter grimaced and hugged Ford.

“There,” Peterman said warmly. “That’s so nice. How about we all get in on it?”

“Pardon?” asked Martha, as she and the other Leeramar and members of the away team were pulled into a massive group hug.

“This is hideous!” shouted one Leeramar.

“I can feel the germs crawling across my body! Get me to an acid bath! Hurriedly!”

The group separated. “There,” Peterman said, as Leeramar ran from the room. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

Martha sighed. “You go to great lengths to make your point, Counselor. Security: Terminate the decontamination field and reopen this area.”

“You’re the key, Martha,” Baxter said. “Don’t you see? These people are so neurotic about cleanliness they’d kill us for being a little sweaty–”

“Can you blame them?” Martha said. “They grew up on this hideous dirtball. And they have no sense of style.”

“But you’ve lived with them for years!” Peterman said. “You’re the perfect person to convince them that there’s something redeemable in the human race.”

“You just have to want to do it,” Baxter said.

“I don’t know. I’d need help,” Martha said thoughtfully.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53725.4. We’ve spent two weeks in the Leeramar home system, while the Federation Special Envoy hammered out a peace treaty and the Leeramar themselves underwent extensive therapy for their neurotic tendencies. Who knows if they’ll ever be completely at peace with the thought of dirt?

Lt. Commander Richards and Lt. Hartley have meanwhile successfully resurrected the Escort from the mud and repaired it, and now that a contingent of more experienced counselors have arrived to take over Peterman’s psychiactric duties, we’re getting ready to get underway.

Oh, and I’d like to note that Dr. Browning performed admirably on the bridge during the absence of the command crew, except for that incident with the Tarvokian poundcake and the quantum torpedo. Anyway, everyone makes mistakes, and I’m told the ensign on duty in the torpedo control room will be up and about in a few short weeks.

I’d also like to note for the record that my mother was not happy at not getting to go into battle with her first-ever task force. Better luck next time, Mom.



“I can’t believe you were able to avert a war,” Admiral McGrath said in disbelief on the viewscreen. “I thought for sure we’d have to haul out the big guns again.”

“Nope,” Baxter said, wrapping an arm around Peterman at the center of the bridge. “Thanks to the wife here, we were not only able to convince the Leeramar not to obliterate us, but teach them conflict resolution and obsession management at the same time.”

“I can’t take all the credit,” Peterman shrugged. “It’s the Federation Special Envoy that deserves the real credit.”

“No doubt,” McGrath said. “At any rate, this should go a long way toward helping you guys.”

Baxter blinked. “Helping us what?”

McGrath giggled nervously. “Nothing. No, nothing. Nevermind. Anyway, I know you guys need to get back to your work. Exploring the final frontier. Boldly going. That stuff. Ahem. You know.” McGrath looked down a moment and rubbed his eyes. “Anyway, I have to go. Starfleet out.”

“That…stuff?” Baxter asked, rubbing his beard.

“He certainly seemed disturbed,” said Peterman.

“Sir,” J’hana reported from tactical. “Your mommy is on the line.”

“I thought I told you to stop calling her that,” Baxter snapped, backing into the captain’s chair. “Put her on.”

Captain Lucy Baxter appeared on the viewscreen. “Well, there you are, son. We’ve finished our studies of the Oort cloud for Starfleet Sciences, so we’re getting out of here.”

“Still bent out of shape about not going to war?” Baxter chuckled.

“I’m just glad my little booby-butt is okay!” Lucy giggled.

“Her little booby-butt!” Ford collapsed in laughter at the helm.

“MOM!” Baxter shouted. “What did I tell you?”

“Sorry. I couldn’t resist. We hardly see each other any more. You know, it wouldn’t hurt to call–”

“J’hana,” Baxter said under his breath. “Some discreet technical difficulties, please.”

“Yes, sir,” J’hana said eagerly, shutting off the comm channel.

Baxter looked back at her. “Very subtle, Lieutenant.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m never going to hear the end of that,” Baxter sighed. “Mr. Ford, take us to the Hunnym system, Warp Six.”

Peterman giggled as she returned to her seat. “She’s just bent out of shape for having to go pick the special Envoy up in the Pakled system.”

“Not at all,” Baxter said. “Apparently, she found the Envoy charming.”

“Who wouldn’t,” Peterman said wistfully. “I only wish I could have seen him more while I was down on Leeramar Prime.”

Baxter grunted disapproval. “I’ll bet. Engage, Mr. Ford. Let’s get out of here before we wear out our welcome.”



The Federation Special Envoy reached out his hands and cupped them over the hands of Autarch Djurad.

“Listen to me, Djurad: You can touch me, see how easy it is?”

Djurad nodded nervously. “I…suppose so.”

The Envoy turned toward the imager that was broadcasting this historic Leeramar moment all over the many worlds of the Consortium. “It’s that easy, people. I’m a human, and he’s a Leeramar, and we’re respecting boundaries and yet sharing in each other’s personal space. I’m not so disgusting, am I?”

Djurad blinked back tears. “I…I suppose not.”

Martha nodded with approval from off-camera. “Excellent. The Envoy’s doing a fantastic job.”

“It’s time to go out there,” said the stage manager from behind her.

A horde of Leeramar waited behind the camera to charge up on stage.

“Okay, Djurad,” said the Envoy, “we’re past the first step. Now, to go even farther–we’re going to sweat together.”

“S-sweat?” Djurad said worriedly.

“Yep,” the Envoy grinned. “Cue the music!”

Music boomed throughout the studio and Leeramar ran up on the stage and began dancin athletically. Martha ran to join them, stripping off her vacuum cleansuit.

“Go! Hey! Awwwwww….jammin’ your heart out! Two, three, four, five …oh! That’s right! Work it, work it! Uh-huh!”

And the music played on as the Leeramar danced for the cameras, strutting like peacocks and shaking their narrow rumps to the throbbing music:

“…cause I’ll be standing by his side. They say…

He’s a rebel and he’s never gonna be any good,

he’s a rebel cause he never ever does what he should!

Just because he doesn’t do what everybody else does,

that’s the reason why I can give him all my love.



He’s so good to me, always treats me tenderly

He’s a rebel and I love him so, he’s a rebel and he’s

oh so close to me-eee-ee!



When he holds my hand I’m so proud,

cause he’s not just one of the crowd.



He’s a rebel and he’s never gonna be any good,

he’s a rebel cause he never ever does what he should.



He’s so good to me, always treats me tenderly

He’s a rebel and I love him so, He’s a rebel and

he’s oh so close to me-eee-ee!”



“Thank you so much, Richard!” exclaimed Martha as she strutted her stuff.

“Don’t mention it, girlfriend!” shrieked Richard Simmons. “It’s so good to get back together with one of the gals and kibbitz a bit!”

“You’ve saved the Leeramar, Dick!”

“No, honey, they saved themselves!” Simmons shouted, waving his hands in the air.

“Yes, and it’s a good thing.”

Across the Leeramar Consortium, riots broke out, people died, buildings were destroyed, and mass hysteria ensued. But some people did dance.

A few, anyway.



NEXT: When a new drive system tears a hole in reality, the Explorer is sent to investigate. Unfortunately, she doesn’t return. It’s a smorgasbord of alternate universes, all waiting to annoy (and kill) the Explorer crew. There’s more alternate universes in one story than ever before attempted, more cussing by new characters and quite a bit of cold blooded murder…on Star Traks: The Vexed Generation, “The Torn Rubber Sheet,” guest-written by Daniel McNickle and Carlos Hernandez!




The Torn Rubber Sheet”



by Daniel McNickle and Carlos Hernandez



Many apologies to Peter David, for without his work Q-Squared, this story would not exist. Well, maybe it would. But it would have no plot. As if it has one now. PS: Peter David is…evil. What? You were expecting, maybe, not evil? Whaddya, stupid? Duuuuuh!



And if you think I’m getting a bit carried away with either the disclaimer and/or title and the evil stuff, you’re wrong. I’ve only just begun!!! Hahahahahahahahahaha!!! Just kidding. Go away.



PROLOGUE TRACK B TWO MONTHS AGO, USS MAYFLY



“Port flow regulators at sixty percent.”

“Engineering reports ready.”

“Intermix stable.”

“Captain,” said the helmsman, “We’re ready to test the Quantum Slipstream Drive.”

Captain Ian Woodall smiled. The QSD was the culmination of ten years of work on his part to develop another method of faster than light travel, preferably something a heck of a lot faster than warp drive. QSD and the Mayfly were the result.

Powered by a miniature artificial quantumn singularity in the middle of a warp core that streched six decks above the top of the Mayfly, the QSD was the fastest drive system ever devised by the Federation. Faster than warp drive, faster than the never-executed transwarp project, faster than experimental tachyon drives, it worked by tearing a tiny hole in subspace, at the quantumn level. The hole was just big enough to swallow an atom. The ship then creates a quantumn field of some type or another around itself, which allows the ship to stretch the hole around itself. When the ship has passed into quantum subspace, the hole closes and the ship is dragged along by quantum currents at speeds up to ten thousand times that of normal warp. If it worked, Woodall would gain fame, fortune, and the most detailed sensor scans ever of the uncharted regions beyond the galactic barrier. Hell, he thought, with QSD other galaxies were within their reach.

“Helm, set course, heading one eight zero mark zero.”

“Course laid in.”

“Computer, put me on intraship.” The computer beeped amicably. “This is Captain Woodall to all crew. We are about to test the QSD. Brace yourselves, and may we have all the luck in the f***ing universe. Woodall out. Helm…engage.”

An electron thin, but extrordinarily bright beam of energy leapt from one of the nacelles, slicing a hole in the fabric of spacetime. Then the shields went up and mesmerizing blue-white energy crackled over them as the ship accelerated toward the tear. Suddenly, the ship seemed to elongate to an infinitely thin rod…and they were gone with a soundless explosion of light, into the great unknown of the multiverse.

On the Mayfly, everything was going according to plan. Captain Woodall was ecstatic. When he was happy, he tended to curse a lot. Of course, he always cursed a lot, so the crew had a hard time telling the difference.

“S*********t! Yaaahoooooo!!!! All right, we’re f***ing going tonight!”

He was cut off by the helmsman. “Captain, sorry to interrupt Profanityfest, but the singularity is destabilizing. We’re going to have to come out of slipstream.”

“Oh, f***. Fine, do it. Piece of sh** ship. Make repairs, and in the meanwhile, bring the warp core online.” The Mayfly also had a small warp core and a pair of warp engines, just in case traditional drive methods were required. “And tell the damn astronomers to start observing. We’re not gonna be here long. I’ll be sleeping.” He stormed off the bridge, obviously in a bad mood.



Six hours later, Woodall returned to the bridge, finding the crew making preparations to depart. “Report,” he said.

The engineer looked up from her station. “Well, the core’s stable and we’ve worked out a few kinks in the field geometry. Should give us a smoother ride home.”

“Excellent. Let’s get this f***ing show on the road. Alert the crew to prepare for slipstream. Helm, lay in a course for the Alpha quadrant. Tell the astronomers to quit starin’ out the viewports. Let’s go home.”

“All stations report ready, sir,” said the young ensign at ops.

“Very well. MacLean,” he said to the helmsman and third in command, “Punch it.”

The Mayfly leapt into quantum subspace with an electric blue flash.

But all was not well for the intrepid and profane on the Mayfly.

“Captain, the quantum core is fluctuating again,” said Chief Engineer Avalon. “It’s not enough to take us out of slipstream, but it will slow us down. We should make sure to watch it.”

“Fine, whatever.” Woodall was not overly concerned. Day to day engineering was her problem. He was a designer. “Just get us home.”

“Jeez, you don’t have to be so curt. Friggin bastard, that’s…” he heard her mutter as she walked away.

“Avalon, shut the f*** up and keep my ship together. Now GO AWAY!!! Time to destination, MacLean?”

“About twenty minutes, sir.”

“I’ll be in my ready room.”

“Aye, sir.”

“F*** off.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Oy,” he said, walking into his ready room.

“Aye, sir,” said MacLean.

The doors to Woodall’s ready room parted to admit a flying plate which promptly collided with MacLean’s head, knocking him unconscious. The doors closed.



“Captain to the bridge,” said Avalon over the comm. She had filled in for MacLean at ops when he was incapacitated by an expertly thrown plate from Woodall. “We’re about to drop out of slipstream.”

Woodall walked out onto the bridge only to fall as the ship rocked. “What the f*** is going on here???” he demanded as he crawled to the command chair.

“The tunnel is destabilizing. We had a spike from the quantum core and it ran extra power through the QSD matrix, increasing our speed too fast too quickly. It overloaded the nacelles, so we can’t cut a hole to return to normal space. We’re going to have to ram the old hole, and hope that we’ll be able to break it open enough to get through.”

“Oh, sh**,” he murmered. “Do it. But be careful. If we make one mistake, we’re f***ed.”

“No sh**, captain,” said Avalon from ops. “We’re coming up on the exit point…NOW!!! HOLD ON!”

The Mayfly rammed (figuratively) the barrier of the spacetime, already weakened by the cutting beam from the Mayfly earlier in the (figurative) day and it (figuratively)weakened the hole enough to (sort of) break through. But the fabric of spacetime is not something to be trifled with. The Mayfly was tossed about, shuddering almost to the point of disintigration… and it was over.

“We made it.” The simple comment from Avalon at ops was a stunning revelation. What followed, however, was bad. Very bad. “Sir, there’s a rift behind us. Two microns in diameter, subspace rift. For a tear in the fabric of spacetime, though, that’s huge. We have to seal it. And OH SH**!!!! THE QUANTUM CORE IS ABOUT TO BLOW!!!!”

“F***!!!” screamed Woodall. “DUMP IT NOW!”

The tall tower attached to the top of the Mayfly containing the quantum core which powered her mighty engines detached at the base and floated toward the newly formed rift in spacetime. They collided, and the core detonated in a truly massive explosion of pure energy, sending the Mayfly hurtling toward their base of operations at Alpha Pavonis VI.



The threads of the universe had been pushed aside, and returned to normal. But the explosion of the Mayfly’s quantum core tore at the threads, destroying them, and doing a very dangerous thing.



The universes began to collide.



TRACK A



Captain Dean Wilcox walked down the hallway on Deck Seven to Sickbay. He hoped he could elicit some help from the often incompetent and always preoccupied Dr. Woodall. Damn him and his active sex life. Wilcox shook his fist, and realized immediately that it had been a bad idea, and took his injured hand back into the crook of his arm.

He had been on the Holodeck, playing squash with his wife, Claire Webber. They had been talking about Claire’s patients from the past few days. Wilcox had no idea of the wackos that had been stationed on board the Explorer. “You know, Dean hon,” WHAP “I’ve been thinking.” WHAP “I’m really not satisfied with my,” WHAP “Job. I haven’t been getting,” WHAP “Enough satisfaction from what I,” WHAP “Do.”

WHAP “What do you mean?” WHAP “Are you saying…” WHAP

“Yeah. I mean,” WHAP “I want to leave the,” WHAP “Explorer. I want a divorce, Dean.” WHAP

He was stunned. Then it hit him. Literally.

“AAAAAAAAEEEEEEEEEEEEEEIIIIIIAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIEEE EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!” he screamed as the ball hit him in the back of the hand. Claire bolted, leaving him to his pain and to try to get to sickbay.

Now he was walking towards sickbay hoping that Claire wasn’t serious.

As he entered the Sickbay, he noticed that Dr. Woodall wasn’t there. “Computer, locate Dr. Woodall.”

“Dr. Woodall is not on board the Explorer.”

“Where is he then? My hand just got hit by a hard ball.”

“He is dead.” The computer paused. “Just kidding.”

“Oh, go download a virus or something.”

“Why don’t you go contract a virus?”

Wilcox kicked the computer, very hard. He broke three of his toes. Just then, Dr. Woodall entered the sickbay.

“You freaking computer,” yelled Wilcox.

“Dr. Woodall programmed me to lie about his whereabouts, Captain Wilcox.”

“Was that a lie or what?”

“No.”

Dr. Woodall said “Whaddya doin here? Did you hurt yaself on the holodeck again? Oh, poor Captain, he got a wittle booboo!”

“Shut up Ian and fix my damn f***ing hand and my f***ing toes!!! And where the hell were you, anyway?”

At that moment, Woodall’s comm badge beeped. “Woodall here.”

A sultry voice came over the comm. “Hello baby. You were soooooooooo good just now. Wanna do it again?”

Wilcox turned purple. “YOU WERE F***ING THE F***ING NURSE AGAIN!?!?!?! YOU DO THAT EVERY F***ING DAY! WHY DON’T YOU F***ING GET F***ING MARRIED YOU LITTLE F***ER!!! YOU ARE SUPPOSED TO F***ING BE ON F***ING DUTY IN THE F***ING SICKBAY!”

“Um, okay. Fine. I get the f***ing point. Shut up!”

“Just help with my f***ing hand and foot, alright?”

“Alright, alright. Fine.”

The voice came over the badge again. “Why don’t you answer me, baby? You gettin’ shy again?”

The computer interrupted. “Anyone for coffee? I have coffee here.” In less than thirty seconds, Lieutenant Conway came rushing in.

Wilcox yelled “JUST GET TO MY FOOT!”

“Maybe I should leave,” said Conway, and left. “But can I have that coffee,” he said, sticking his head back in.

The computer said “I will deliver it to your quarters. Anyone else want some? It’s hazelnut!”

As Conway walked out, everyone could hear him quietly say “Mmm… Hazelnut…”

“C’mon, Baby! Answer me!”

Woodall said “Not now, J’hana! I am busy with Mr. Wittle Booboo Wilcox over here.”

“Well, will you just get to my hand already! It’s broken!”

“Alright, alright. What a loser.” He examined the hand and scanned it with various instruments. “It’s broken, Wilcox. I’ll have to put a cast on it and maybe amputate.” Wilcox fainted.

Woodall could hear quietly “Hey, this isn’t hazelnut! Stupid computer!” coming from Conway’s room. Then he thought to himself, god, that captain can’t take a joke at all. He set to work mending the bones with his protoplaser.

When Wilcox awoke, he noticed that his hand felt perfectly fine. He also noticed that his foot was in extreme agony. He screamed. Then he screamed some more. Then he continued screaming until security was automatically called by the computer and they came and stunned him.



TRACK B



Dean Wilcox was in ecstasy.

Holly Carter spoke. “You know, Dean, your back is really knotted,” she said as she used her elbow to knead out his back muscles. “You should find something less stressful to do,” although doing nothing all day but follow her around was rather stressless. Oh, well.



Captain Andy Baxter was bored, which was absolutely routine. What wasn’t was that he was sitting next to Captains Lisa Beck and Alex Rydell instead of his usual companions, Kelly Peterman and David Conway. They, meanwhile, were sitting on the small benches at the outermost positions in the command area of the bridge, and not looking happy about it.

“Larkin, status report,” mumbled Baxter.

“We are approximately eight hours away from our destination.”

“Where would that be?”

“I don’t know. Check back in eight hours.”

Rydell looked up from his padd. “Baxter, are you sure you don’t know where we’re going?” Baxter shook his head.

Now Beck looked up. “How could Starfleet send us on an assignment without telling us what we’re supposed to do or where the hell we’re going!? It’s insane!”

“Yeah, but so is Starfleet. Admiral McGrath told me that our orders would be coming in by 1700 hours today,” said Baxter.

“Transmission coming in from Starfleet Command Captain,” said Larkin, as if to punctuate Baxter’s statement.

“In my Ready Room, Lieutennant. Captain, Captain,” he said, indicating for Rydell and Beck to follow him.



The doors whooshed shut and Baxter sat down. “Computer, play transmission from Admiral McGrath, authorization Baxter omega pi epsilon zeta sigma delta seven four alpha pi sigma omega zeta gamma beta omega tequila sombrero corolla dictionary staple one hundred sixty four apple double stuf oreo.”

“God,” said Beck. “These authorization codes get longer every day!”

“Alright, Captain Baxter.”

“Well, play it then.”

“Alright.”

“You’re not playing it.”

“Okay, fine. Here it is.

Admiral Frank McGrath appeared on the screen. “Hi Andy, Alex, Lisa. I suppose you’re wondering why you’re here.”

“DUH!!!” they all said in unison.

“We have detected a rip in the spacetime continuum. It may be a stable wormhole leading to another universe. Your mission is to find it and examine it. You are to destroy it if you feel that it poses a threat to the Federation. We speculate that seven tri-cobalt devices detonated in the exact center of the anomaly, one after the other, will close it.

“You will be met there by the USS Mayfly, NET 1079. It is an experimental engine testbed research starship whose sensors will be of extrordinary use to your mission. Its facilites will be at your disposal. The Mayfly is commanded by Captain Ian Woodall. He rose through the ranks as a science officer, specializing in spatial phenomena. I have to warn you, though. He doesn’t exactly have the most becoming personality. You should get along fine.

“I suppose you’re wondering why Captains Rydell and Beck are here. Well, Starfleet felt that the experience of three captains would stand a better chance of figuring out what exactly that thing is. Our other reason was that we felt that you two were not doing anything useful, and I wanted to bother Andy…oops. Computer, delete that last statement. What? No? Aaaarrrgghhhh!!! McGrath out.”

“Well,” said Baxter. “This ought to be interesting.”

“Ought?” said Rydell. “Since when do you say ought, Andy?”

“Excuse me for expanding my vocabulary, Alex.”

“Well, yes, it does OUGHT to be interesting. I wonder what’s on the other side. Maybe there are doubles of us who are all stupid.” said Beck.

Baxter shuddered. “Hey, maybe it leads to the happy universe.”

All three shuddered at the mention of the horrible alternate universe in which everyone was constantly happy and Claire Webber was empress.

“If it does,” said Rydell, “We’re in really deep s***.”



TRACK C



Capain Andy-Wandy Baxter was smiling. He was bored, but he didn’t care, because he was too happy. He looked over his shoulder at Commander Davey-Wavey Conway. “Isn’t it a lovely day, Davey-Wavey?”

Conway pleasently replied “Oh, how sweet of you to ask, Andy-Wandy. I think that it is verrrrry nice outside.”

Kelly-Bell walked onto the bridge. “Guess what,” she said. “We just got a message about some kinda wormhole! Isn’t that great?”

“Oh, boy!” said Davey-Wavey. “How far away?”

“About eight hours! Actually, about seven and a half.”

Baxter was exalted. “Larky, set a happy little course for that fun wormhole!”

“Indeedily-doodily I will, Captain!” bubbled Larky. “What funspeed?”

Baxter thought. “How about funspeed five?”

Larky’s head popped open and a white gloved hand popped out giving a “thumbs-up” gesture. “Okily-dokely, Captain Andy-Wandy. I love you!” she said as she tapped in the commands on her disgustingly cute pastel colored panel.

“Lisa-love, would you like to give the little happy command to engage?”

Lisa-love blushed. “My, Andy-wandy. I’m not sure I can, but I’ll try… Larky, engage!”

“Yessirooney!” said Larky as she tapped the panel. The Federation Funship Explorer leaped into funspace and all the stars suddenly became streaks of light.

“Lisa-love, would you like to join me for the message playback?” asked Andy-wandy.

“Sure, Andy-wandy.” They walked into Baxter’s ready room.

“Computer, play message from Funmaster McGrath. My happy little authorization is Captain Andy-wandy Baxter flower bunny pink cute baby blue kitty cat.”

“Your happy little authorization is gladly accepted, Andy-wandy. Have a happy day!” said the giddy computer.

Funmaster McGrath appeared on Baxter’s screen. “Hello Andy-wandy, Lisa-love. I’ve decided to divert your funship to investigate this happy little anomaly we found. Your mission is to figure out what it’s for, and if it may be potentially unhappy. If it is unhappy, you know what to do. We believe that seven big-unhappy devices detonated one after the other inside the happy little thing will blow it to unhappyness.

“When you get there the research funship Mayfly will be there. They will assist you in your information gathering efforts. Their happy little sensors will be more than enough to supplant yours and gather all the information you can. Good luck! Funmaster out.”

Andy-Wandy returned to the bridge, Lisa-love close behind.

Kelly-bell walked down the ramp to her chair. “Andy-wandy, honey sugarpie, do you wanna go down to the Holo-fun-deck and have some fun? I’ve got a new program…”

“Is it better than the rice pudding?” Andy-wandy asked, hopefully.

“Oh, much better! It’s tapioca!” squeaked Kelly-bell.

Baxter clapped his hands. “Yay! Lisa-love, you can have the bridge. Don’t do anything unhappy!”

Lisa-love moved over to the captain’s chair and stroked it lovingly. She could get used to this, she thought happily.



TRACK A



“…Mayfly’s captain is Dr. Brian Gellar. He’s actually a pretty nice guy, and I think that your two crews will be able to work together pretty well. That’s it. Good luck, Dean. McGrath out.”

Wilcox walked out onto the bridge of the Explorer, and immediately noticed that his science officer Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin was fighting with his chief engineer, Lt. Megan Hartley. Again. Those two just never did get along.

“You can’t shut down the warp engines! What if something happens while we’re studying the anomaly? We could be pulled in!” said Larkin vehemently.

“Well, I’ve got to get this damn trilithium resin out of the core, and I can’t think of a better time to do it than on a boring science mission,” retorted Hartley. “If we start to fall in, my impulse engines will work just as well. Besides, you wouldn’t be able to go to warp that close to a subspace rip. We’d fall in instantly if we tried.”

“Oh, yeah,” sneered Larkin. “How do you know? Have you ever done it?”

Hartley nodded. “Yeah, Kris. I was on board the USS Anthrax when an experimental subspace weapon detonated early. A huge subspace rift formed eighty klicks off the starboard beam. We tried to go to warp to get away, and the entire engineering hull was torn off and sucked into the rift. It was closed by the detonation of the warp core inside of it. My best friend died there.”

Larkin was stunned. “Geez, Megan. I’m so sorry. But what about vital systems? We need the warp core to run most of them. Especially the sensors.”

“Sorry Kris. No can do.”

“Fine,” she grumbled, stomping off the bridge.

Wilcox walked to his chair and sat down. “Report, ensign,” he said to the ensign on duty at the helm. What was her name? Some kind of soda, Coke…Pepsi…Fresca, that was it.

Fresca tapped away at her panel. “We’re six hours away from the coordinates you gave from your ready room. Preliminary long-range sensor scans show that it is definitely a subspace tear, about fifteen hundred thousand kilometers in length. I’m reading strange emissions, exotic particles. I’ve got photinos–”

“Wait,” he interrupted. “What are photinos? I’ve never heard of them.”

Nods of agreement from the bridge crew.

“I’m not sure,” she responded.

“Wilcox to Larkin,” he said.

“Larkin here.”

“What in hell is a photino?”

“Photino,” she asked. “What the hell is a photino?”

Wilcox shook his head. “Never mind. Computer, put me on intraship.”

The computer beeped acknowledgement.

“This is Captain Wilcox to all crew. Does anyone know what a photino is? If so, please call the bridge. My command crew seems to be a bit behind on their particle physics. Wilcox out.”



In the next hour the bridge recieved what seemed an answer from every person on the Explorer.

“Hey, isn’t that a particle of light?”

“Isn’t it a type of radiation?”

“A book?”

“A type of computer?”

“A sandwich at Chris’s?”

That last idea reminded Wilcox that he was hungry, and the Photino was indeed a sandwich at Chris Richards’s restaurant.

“I’m going on lunch break. Commander Lana, you have the bridge,” he said to the oversized slug sitting next to him.

“Fine, whatever,” said Shar, sliding over to the command chair. “Lieutennant Crusher,” it said to the young lieutenant at the helm, “Do you think that you could drive us into the anomaly? Please? Hm?”

“Sorry Commander. I’m under orders from Admiral Ford to not give in to any of your suicidal requests. Believe me, I would, but they’d bust me down to inventory if I tried. Sorry.”

Lana grumbled something about superiority complexes and damn admirals as it went to get a cup of tea from the replicator.



The doors to Chris’s parted and Wilcox entered. He saw the restaurant’s owner and bartender Chris Richards at the bar and went over. “Hey Chris. How’s business?”

“Okay, I guess. But you’d better keep an eye on Shar. He was in here yesterday threatening to order something deadly to his biochemistry. I was forced to keep him from ordering anything at all. And you know how hard that is for me. Speaking of which,” he said, polishing a glass, “Do you want anything?”

“I’ll have a Flaming Chris, extra scotch. And a Deluxe Photino burger, well done, no pickles or onions.” The Flaming Chris came, and Wilcox quickly blew it out.

The Flaming Chris was a drink created back on the Aerostar by Ensign Prescott before her untimely death at the claws of an angry Flan, one of the custardlike species that the Aerostar had fought all through their year there. In her will she gave the recipie and asked it be named the Flaming Chris in honor of her boyfriend. Chris, being unusually selfish, accepted it instead of changing the name to the Flaming Prescott. His decision angered the crew, and prompted a hail of Flaming Chris’s–on fire. He was in intensive care for three weeks after that, but the Flaming Chris became the most popular drink at Chris’s.

Wilcox was wondering about why the hell Chris was so self centered when his Photino came. He stopped doing that when he was knocked unconscious by a flying Flaming Chris.



TRACK C



Andy-wandy was tired. Very much so. But he couldn’t sleep. Kelly-bell was still up counseling in her office, and wouldn’t be back for another three hours. He went on duty then. Davey-wavey had made a mistake with the shifts and gave Kelly-bell and Andy-wandy different shifts, so now they couldn’t sleep together like a good husband and wife should, nor could they have fun together, like they wanted to. Andy-wandy decided to go the bridge and do something.

He got out of bed and changed into his uniform. He couldn’t decide between going to Doctor Brownie for a stimulant, or trying one of Davey-wavey’s coffee recipies. He decided to go for the coffee.

He immediately decided that he had chosen the wrong choice. The coffee was absolutely horrible. Davey-wavey may have been many things, but a connisseur of coffee he was not. Baxter ordered a stimulant, and left for the bridge.

On the bridge, Lisa-love was lovingly stroking the command chair, as if her command chair on Playstation wasn’t enough. Oh, sure, it was more of a stool, but still…

“Hi everybody,” he said quietly. He was still waiting for the stimulant to kick in.

“Hi Captain Baxter!” said the bridge crew in their sickeningly happy way. The stimulant kicked in. Andy-wandy ran.



When Davey-wavey finally caught Andy-wandy he was doing about seven warp factors more than the ship, and having a blast. “Davey-wavey to Dr. Brownie. I’ve got Captain Andy-wandy here and I think he’s drunk. Can you help me?”

Brownie’s sickeningly sweet voice came over the comm. “Why sure, hon. Bring him right down. And bring your appetite! I’ve got some great donuts down here!” She lowered her voice. “And I’ve got coffee!” she whispered. Davey-wavey, hearing this, grabbed Andy-wandy by the uniform pants and dragged him as fast as possible to the nearest turbolift. Andy-wandy moaned.



In engineering, Chrissy Richards was happy. Of course, he wouldn’t be anything else…

Anyway, he was busy making preparations to realign the warp core when he saw Susie Madera and Zackie Ford walking toward him hand in hand. “What’s up guys?” he asked.

“Hi Chrissy!” burbled Susie. “We need a favor…”

“What can I do you for,” asked Chrissy.

“Well,” said Zackie, “We want to go to Risa and–”

“Can we have a shuttle outfitted with a bed?” interrupted Susie.

Chrissy turned around. “A bed? I don’t know. What size?”

The pair looked at each other. “Queen size,” they said in unison.

“Hmmmm. A queen size bed probably won’t fit in anything less than a class six shuttle. I think there’s a 6B in the shuttlebay that’s just undergoing some maintenance. You two are going on leave, I take it?”

“Yeah,” responded Susie. “And we’re soooooo happy, aren’t we Zackie?”

He kissed her. “Oh, you bet, Susie honey. We’re gonna have so much fun its…um…”

“Scary?” interjected Chrissy. “Fun? Stupid? Happy?”

“Something like that. Which shuttle, and when will it be ready?”

Chrissy checked his panel. “The shuttle Ecstasy is the one you want. Unless you want to take our new runabout…”

“We have a new runabout?” ————————— Author’s warning:

The following section contains a detailed technical description of a new runabout class I have come up with. It is not for the faint hearted. If you do not enjoy long and involved technical descriptions, skim until the next scene. By the way, all the information given is plausible. The facts come straight from the DS9 technical manual. If you have a problem with them, I care not. —————————

“We picked it up at the last starbase. It’s one of the new ones, Colorado-class instead of the old Danube-class. Called the Aspire. It’s more of an evolution of the class than a new class, though. Same spaceframe, but now it’s warp 7 capable, has front and rear dual compression phaser cannons, and a full loadout of microtorpedoes with various warheads. I’m actually working right now on the cabin setup.”

“How so?” asked Susie.

“Well, the runabout is completely modular. It’s got a front cockpit, which is detachable. There’s a middle section, which can be used for labs or mission-oriented spaces. Then there’s the rear section which has sleeping arrangements, bathrooms, and sometimes a conference table. The Colorado class runabouts have an updated cockpit though, more like a mini-bridge. There’s a command chair in the middle, and tactical is at the station right behind the command chair instead of being delegated to the person sitting in the left front seat. You could outfit it with an entire bridge crew if necessary. In the middle, I’ve got four sections to work with. Since the microtorpedoes are only 13.3 centimeters long, I used one of the sections to store two deployable launchers. They’re really small, so the rest of the section is a torpedo magazine. This runabout carries 200 microtorpedoes, with 100 photon torpedo warheads, 50 quantums, 25 chemical warheads, 20 sensor pallets, and 5 miniature tri-cobalt devices. This ship packs a punch.”

At that moment, Zackie’s comm badge beeped. He gave silent thanks to whatever gods existed, and answered it. “Zackie Ford here.”

Tilly spoke. “Zackie, don’t you and Susie have an appointment with Counselor Peterman now?”

“Um, yeah. I think we do,” said Zackie, nudging Susie in the chest with his elbow.

“Yeah. Sorry Chrissy. We’ve got to go.”

As they left, Zackie got on the comm and pledged his eternal soul to Tilly, at least after Susie was done with it. But Susie sneaked a look back at Chrissy. He was still talking.



TRACK B



“We have arrived at the anomaly, Commander.”

Conway awoke with a start. He had been dozing in the command chair, unusually quietly.

J’hana piped up from tactical. “Commander, you have been unusually quiet this morning. Is there a problem?”

Conway smiled warmly. “J’hana, I didn’t know you cared.”

“I don’t.”

Conway was puzzled. “Then why did you just ask me about my attitude this morning?”

Now J’hana smiled. “Because I cannot insult you if you are sleeping.”

“Why you little–”

“I am sorry,” Larkin interjected, “to interrupt your fun, but the first detailed scans are coming through, as is an image of the Mayfly.”

“Onscreen, Larkin.”

Larkin tapped at her panel, and the ugliest Federation Starship Conway had ever seen popped up onscreen.

“What in hell is that monstrosity?” asked Tilleran from the science station.

“Larkin?” prodded Conway.

“USS Mayfly, registry NET 1079. It is a Discovery-class engine testbed starship. It was testing an experimental magnetic drive system until one month ago, when she was refitted with conventional engines and a HSA, or Hyper-comprehensive Sensor Array. Her current mission is exploration and study of subspace anomalies. She was assigned to this anomaly two days ago, and arrived seven hours ago. We are being hailed.”

“Answer them, J’hana.”

A tall thin man with piercing blue eyes and a shock of blond hair appeared. “I’m Captain Ian Woodall of the Federation Science Vessel Mayfly. I take it you are Captain Baxter of the Explorer?”

Conway fainted. Larkin stood up and assumed the command chair. “I apologize,” she said, “for my commanding officer. That was Commander Conway. I am Lieutennant Commander Larkin of the Starship Explorer. Captain Baxter should be here momentarily. In the meantime, let us, as you say, get down to business. Have your scans revealed anything yet?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“Hail me when your captain is on the bridge.” With that, he disappeared.

“Pleasant guy,” remarked Madera from her post at the helm.



Captains Baxter, Beck and Rydell were at that time having a blast. Well, as much of a blast as can be expected from three Starfleet captains on the holodeck. Actually, only Rydell and Beck were having fun. Baxter was wondering if he would survive to return to the bridge.

“YAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!” yelled Beck as the trio raced down the rapids on a big yellow raft.

“Great day, huh?” asked Rydell, paddling furiously in an attempt to keep the raft on course.

Baxter was changing colors rapidly. Presently he was a nice shade of chartreuse. “Um, BLLLUUUUAAACHHHH, not really,” he said, watching wistfully as his breakfast of eggs and bacon traveled downriver from the raft. “For Pete’s sake, why did you have to drag me on this trip? When I visited your station, or your ship,” he said, nodding to Beck and Rydell in turn, “I didn’t take you on a thoroughly sickening trip down a river in a little inflatable raft!”

“Nope,” said Beck. “You took me to a happy universe where some insane people put me in a gyroscope for hours, made me sicker than you’ll ever be in this raft, and then made me sickeningly happy for days on end!”

“Yeah,” said Rydell. “On my ship you…um…didn’t do anything. But you were annoying.”

“Oh, yeah. Thanks a lot. Make sure to remember to give my eternal soul to you two in repentance.”

“Captains to the bridge,” said Larkin over the intercom.

Baxter managed to bring his knee up to tap his commbadge, not willing to let go of the raft. “We’ll be right up–BLEEACHHH.”

Rydell and Beck were laughing to hard to stop the program. “Comput-tee hee hee ha hahahahahahhahahahahahaha!!!!” said Beck. Rydell was not much better.

“Computer,” Baxter said through clenched teeth, “End program.” The raft, water and rocks all disappeared. Baxter, Rydell, Beck and a largish puddle of vomit did not. “Cleanup crew to Holodeck three,” said Baxter.



“All right,” said Baxter striding out onto the bridge of the Explorer, Rydell and Beck in tow. “Status report.”

Larkin vacated the command chair and sat at her post. “The Mayfly is holding position four hundred thousand kilometers off our starboard beam.”

“On screen.”

The ugliest ship any of the three captains had ever seen appeared on the main viewscreen. It was a long rectangular prism, six decks tall, which led to two wings that came out of the bottom of the ship and curved down to two nacelles. Protruding from the back of the ship were two long, flat rods. Most of the ship was pure white, except for the very bottom and an odd device attached to the front of the ship.

“For Pete’s sake, that’s the ugliest ship I’ve ever seen!” exclaimed Baxter, standing up from his chair. “Larkin, what is it?”

“USS Mayfly, Discovery class engine testbed starship. Measuring sixty meters by ninety meters by three hundred meters. Currently testing magnetic repulsion drive, new subspace sensor pallets and a classified weapons system.”

“That does not sound good, Larkin. Classified weapons systems are always bad news. They either explode, implode, accidentally,” Baxter said the word while making little air quotes with his fingers, “blow up starships, or some other horrible thing. Hail them, for Pete’s sake already.”

Larkin would have sighed had she had emotions. Hell, she would have sighed if she breathed. As it was, she felt a sense of extreme frustration. She opened a channel. “Channel open, sir.”

Baxter stood up, straightening his uniform jacket. “This is the Federation Starship Explorer…uh…” He stopped. For some reason, he had forgotten what the hell to do next.

Beck stood, straightening her jacket. “This is Captain Lisa Beck of Waystation. Mayfly, please respond.”

Baxter leaned over to her, whispering “Lisa, come on. That was kind of uncalled for.”

“Oh yeah? What were you gonna do? Sit there until something miraculously popped into your brain? Yeah. Right.”

Captain Ian Woodall appeared on the viewscreen, cutting off Baxter’s smartass reply. He made a mental note to save it for another time where it could be used in a better way. A much better way.

“Captain Baxter, so glad you could finally make it. I see you’ve seen the patient?” asked Woodall.

“If you are referring to the anomaly outside the ships, yeah. Any idea what the hell it is?”

“It’s a rip in the fabric of spactetime connecting the multiverse.”

“Huh?”

“It’s a dimensional gateway.”

“Ah. And?”

“That’s bad.”

“And it would be bad because…”

“We may get…runoff from other universes.”

“And that means…”

“GOD DAMN IT YOU F***ING SIMPLEMINDED SH**HEAD!!! IT’S A F***ING GATEWAY TO ALTERNATE UNIVERSES AND WE COULD HAVE PEOPLE FROM ALTERNATE UNIVERSES COMING HERE!!! DO YOU UNDERSTAND NOW?!?!”

“Sure,” said Baxter. “All you had to do was explain it to me in layman’s terms. So…”

Woodall, obviously still furious, refused to take the bait.

The two men stared at each other.

Beck sat down.

Rydell hummed a Prince tune.

Conway sipped his coffee.

Peterman thought about furry, fuzzy bunnies.

J’hana thought about having violent sex with Woodall.

Madera thought of various crewman who she wanted to date.

Larkin thought of too many boring things to list in this story.

And Tilleran thought of what everyone else was thinking of. Poor girl.

The staring continued.

More Prince.

Violent sex.

Bunnies.

Coffee.

Boring things.

Dating.

Pies.

“Pies???” asked the cast in unison.

“What?” said the writer. “Don’t ask me. I just work here.”

The staring continued.

Mmmmmm. Pies.

“Stop it!!!” shouted the cast.

“Oh, go f*** off.”

Violent sex with bunnies in coffee while Prince played in the background and boring things were discussed such as dating.

Tilleran ran off the bridge screaming and holding her head, probably destined for either sickbay or the nearest airlock.

“Well,” said Conway. “Who’s up for coffee?”

Needless to say, he went alone to the replicator.

The staring continued.

“AAAARGGGGGHHHH!!!!” cried Woodall. “Enough. We’ve been studying the anomaly for the past few days, and we’ve come to a conclusion. It must be destroyed. Unfortunately, the only way we have to do that, i.e. detonate seven tri-cobalt devices in the center of the anomaly, will make it bigger. In short, ladies and gentlemen, we’re royally f***ed. Woodall out.”

“Oh, hell,” said Beck.



TRACK A



“…so, anyway, we’re all…um…dead,” finished Captain Brian Gellar of the starship Mayfly.

“Oh, f***,” said Captain Wilcox and Dr. Woodall in unison. The rest of the bridge crew agreed.

Janice Browning, recently transferred from engineering to the helm, tended to agree. But due to the fact that she had decided early on not ever to curse, she decided to stay silent, because, she reasoned, saying something like ‘Gee golly gosh darn,’ or something else along those lines would not make a very good impression.

Of course, Commander Shar Lana was ecstatic. “Yay! Woohoo! We’re all gonna die!!! Yahoo!!!” he said, dancing around the bridge, leaving a trail of slime wherever he went.

“Cleanup on the bridge,” said Wilcox. “Oh, sh** sh** sh** sh** sh** sh** SH**!!!! What the hell are we gonna do now?!? Sh**!”

Counselor Webber, just walking out on to the bridge, was appalled at her soon to be ex-husband’s behavior. “Dean! What are you doing running around like that saying ‘Sh** sh**’ all over the place?”

“Hi honey,” he said sheepishly.

“Nope. Not for long. We’re getting a divorce, remember?”

“But you never gave me a valid reason!”

“So?”

“So tell me why!”

“Why what?”

“Why you’re divorcing me!”

“Oh. I’m sick of you.”

“Huh?”

“We’ve had our fun, it was good while it lasted, but you know, all good things must come to an end and so on and so forth, so I’m ending this good thing.”

“Oh.” Tears came to his eyes. “You don’t love me anymore, sugar pie?”

“Nope. And that’s Counselor to you.”

He sobbed, and turned to Commander Lana. “Oh, Shar, I feel your pain. Browning, what’s the nearest star?”

“Sir, I’m not allowed to pilot this ship into any stars or other astronomical phenomena that would be potentially damaging to the Explorer or any members of her crew. Starfleet orders, specifically to the helmsman of the Explorer, whoever that may be.”

“Ensign, I’m extremely pissed that you won’t pilot this ship into the star. But I’m also impressed. I don’t give you the credit you deserve. I didn’t think you could memorize that much.”

“Hey!”

“No offense,” he added quickly.

He turned back to Webber. “So you’re really leaving me?”

She nodded.

“Is there another man?”

She nodded again.

“Is he on this ship?”

Nod.

“Is he on the bridge?”

Nod.

“Is it Woodall?”

Nod.

“YOU BASTARD!!!!!!” he screamed as he tackled Woodall, sending him flying into the turbolift. Wilcox followed Woodall as the doors closed. “DECK 42!!” he yelled as he pummeled Woodall into the floor with every bit of energy he had. The beating continued, all the while Wilcox screaming epithets at Woodall that would have made a Klingon cringe.

The turbolift reached deck 42, Antimatter Pod Storage, and the two rolled out onto the floor. Now in an open space, Woodall took an opportunity to run like hell from a seriously peeved Wilcox. He darted behind one of the huge antimatter storage containers to catch his breath. Wilcox was pretty mad, but Woodall didn’t expect him to be this mad. It wasn’t as if he was torturing his wife or something. Just an extramarital affair. Nothing big. But Wilcox was furious. And Woodall was bruised, bleeding and battered. He needed to get away. He tapped his commbadge. “Woodall to Transporter Room One,” he whispered.

“Go ahead,” said Lieutennant Conway, the Explorer’s transporter chief, in what seemed like the loudest voice possible. Woodall cursed him. To make it worse, this happened at the exact moment Wilcox passed in front of Woodall. Woodall cringed as he saw the captain make a flying leap towards him.

“Beam me out! Now! I’m about to be killed by the captain!! Help me!!!” he wailed as Wilcox connected.

“Beam you out?” asked Conway, puzzled. “Out of where? The ship? The rift? Why would you be in the rift? I’m confused.”

“Just energize,” Wilcox managed to say in between punches and a vicious kick to the head.

In the Transporter room, Conway just nodded. “Here goes nothing,” he said as he hit some random controls. A large petunia appeared on the pad. “Hmph. That’s not right.” He tried again. The petunia disappeared, to be replaced by a very disoriented-looking Crewman Dean Wilcox.

“Commanduh Dave?” he asked, incredulous.

“Captain Wilcox?” asked an equally incredulous Lt. Conway.

“What the hell?” they asked together.



TRACK C



“Will Counselor Kelly-bell and Captain Lisa-Love please join me in my office? Oh, and bring your…equipment. You’ll need it,” said Andy-wandy over the comm, at the same time staring at a terrified Zackie Ford and an equally terrified Susie Madera. “You two were very bad. Tsk, tsk,” he said, shaking his finger at them. “You know very well that putting a bed in a shuttle is against regulations. But as if that weren’t enough, you were going to steal the shuttle! With the bed! And to top it all off, it wasn’t just any shuttle. It was the Aspire, our new escort runabout. And, you got Chrissy to help! Shame on you! That was very unhappy. You are going to be disciplined. Severely. And, look. Here are your corrections officers now,” he said, indicating the doors that had just opened to admit Kelly bell, decked out in full black leather with a large knife strapped to one leg, a whip to the other, and two pairs of vicious looking brass knuckles on her hands. Lisa-love had on her pink vinyl catsuit, although she usually disdained weapons, preferring to use her nails, she carried a whip as well.

“Well, honey,” said Kelly-bell. “Looks as if you need some disciplining done, huh?” she said sweetly. “Cuz Zackie and Susie were unhappy little subjects, weren’t you you two cute little playthings, yes you were!” she said, every word dripping with sarcasm and, oddly enough, playfulness.

“Ladies, these two were very unhappy. They tried to steal the Aspire!”

Gasps from Lisa-love and Kelly-bell.

“And! They tried to put a bed in it!”

“Oh, my goodness!” exclaimed Lisa-love. “Something just has to be done about that.”Doesn’t it?” she asked, walking over to Zackie. She raked her nails across his face, leaving four trails of blood.

“Please, Mistress,” he whimpered. “Don’t hurt us.”

“Sorry Zackie. You were bad. And bad little boys get spanked, don’t they.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement. She swung a roundhouse at his head, knocking him face-first to the floor, and literally whipped his ass.

Meanwhile, Kelly-bell grabbed Susie’s hair and flung her to the floor. “You were coveting my Andy-wandy, weren’t you. WEREN’T YOU!!! YOU SLUT!!! How dare you covet my husband!” She drew her knife and raked it across Madera’s arm, slicing open the bright pink uniform and drawing dark red blood. She stopped a moment, to consider her decision. She decided against the knife, and went in straight, beating Madera senseless.

Andy-wandy wondered if he should sell tickets.



On the bridge, Davey-wavey was bored again. The stupid anomaly had just sat there. After the conversation with Woody, he had discovered that they were all going to die. In an odd, perverse way he was happy. That was normal. What wasn’t normal was that B’nana wasn’t the same. She was screaming that it was all wrong, that she was in the wrong universe, that she was going to kill everybody. Davey-wavey just erected a forcefield around her station and ignored her. He didn’t even notice that her commbadge was now the Starfleet chevron instead of the Funfleet smiley face. Nor did he notice her black and gray uniform, with a mustard yoke. He just noticed that she was even more aggressive than usual, and less happy. He would have to report her to Kelly-bell.

“Computer, who is the happy person manning the helm today?”

“Why, thanks for asking, Davey-wavey. Since both Susie and Zackie are busy, Larky has offered to take over helm as well as ops. I agreed to her peachy suggestion, and it’s been that way since. Have a happy day!”

“Larky, what is our status?” he asked.

“Well, were holding a happy distance of fifty thousand funkilometers from the rift, but it’s growing. Should I use our happy impuse drive to move us to a happier distance?”

“Indeedily doodily you should.”

“Then it’s done! Have a nice day. And by the way, you should have Dr. Brownie check on B’nana. I believe she is acting a bit unhappy today.”

“Humph.”

“And yourself as well, Davey-wavey. You don’t sound very happy.”

“Whatever.”

Suddenly, Commander David Conway appeared in the seat next to Davey-wavey. They looked at each other. “What the hell?” they said in unison.



TRACK B



“What the hell?” asked Captain Baxter as Commander Conway disappeared from the bridge. “Larkin, what just happened?”

“Commander Conway disappeared.”

“Yes, I know. WHERE IS HE?”

“I do not know. I am scanning everywhere I can on all bands, and am picking up nothing. However, I have a theory. I believe that Commander Conway has fallen through the fabric of spacetime to another universe.”

“STAFF MEETING!” shouted Baxter, running to the conference room. The bridge crew, sans Conway, followed, as did Beck and Rydell.

As the crew convened, Baxter hit his commbadge. “Baxter to Mirk, I need three Tom Cochranes here on the double. Any other drink orders?” he asked the staff.

“I’ll have a rum Icee,” said Rydell.

“A tequila sunrise,” said Beck.

“I’ll have a glass of orange juice,” said Peterman. She reconsidered, seeing as she was facing the end of the world. “Make that a white wine spritzer.”

“Scotch, on the rocks,” said Ford.

“V’haspant,” said Tilleran. The crew looked at her in surprise, especially Beck. “What? It’s something I picked up from Captain Beck. You discover a lot of things rooting around in someone’s brain, you know.”

“Hey!” said Beck.

“Not now, ladies,” chimed in Baxter. “Got that, Mirk?”

“Three Tom Cochranes, a tequila sunrise, a rum icee, scotch on the rocks, white wine spritzer and one v’haspant. Got it. Be right up.”

“Andy,” said Rydell, “Do you always order drinks before a staff meeting?”

“Nope. Only when we’re facing the imminent demise of the universe as we know it.”



Much to Rydell’s liking, as well as the rest of the crew, the meeting didn’t begin until the drinks arrived. “Maybe there’s hope for you after all,” said Rydell to Baxter. “Just don’t try to challenge my record.”

“And which is that? Most Icees consumed in one lifetime? Most times threatened to destroy the universe?”

“No,” injected Beck. “Laxest captain in the fleet. What is it now, five years running?”

“Six,” said Rydell with pride. Baxter shook his head and took a sip of his drink. Actually, it was more of a chug. He drained the glass and wondered why he only ordered three.

“All right, settle down. Now, the universe is about to end. Any ideas why?”

“There’s a tear in the hole of the space time continuum,” stated Larkin.

“In english, please. Come on, Larkin. You’ve known me for almost three years. You know that I don’t understand technobabble. Just spit it out.”

Tilleran looked at Baxter in disgust. How he couldn’t understand, she couldn’t understand. She butted in.

“Okay, look. Imagine a big rubber sheet. And leave Kelly out of this.” Giggles from around the table. “Anyway, this sheet is spacetime. Populate spacetime with a lot of different balls-” More giggles. “SHUT UP!!! Anyway, these balls represent the celestial bodies-” Yet again, giggles. “WILL YOU SICK BASTARDS SHUT YOUR MOUTHS AND LISTEN TO ME!!!!!!!!! ANYWAY, as I was saying, the balls represent things floating around in space. Each one creates its own dent on the sheet, directly proportional to its mass. This is gravity. Now, the crew of the Mayfly, as I understand it, were doing an experiment with an experimental quantum slipstream drive. The QSD functions by cutting a slit in the rubber sheet, infinitely small, which is widened by the shields of the ship. It closes behind the ship, leaving the ship in the interdimensional world where the laws of physics do not apply and thus the ship can travel extrordinary distances in short periods. On her maiden flight, the Mayfly’s drive worked perfectly, until the quantum singularity core that powered the drive destabilized. They were unable to open a hole into our universe, so they rammed the remnant of the hole they used to enter quantum subspace. They managed to reopen it, but in the process lost containment. They dumped the core, and aggravated the hole. The explosion of the core literally tore some of the threads of reality, and now they’re unraveling. Commander Conway fell through a hole in reality, into another universe.”

“Damn,” said Baxter, chugging his second Tom Cochrane. “I almost feel sorry for him. But you know, we’ve got to get him back. Starfleet would say so. Now that’s what I’m talking about!”

“What is what you are talking about, sir?” asked Larkin, puzzled.

“You know. That!”

“No I do not. Anyway, I am currently running different scenarios through my mind, and I have no idea how to get Commander Conway back. But I have decided that we are all going to die.”

“Oh, damn,” said Chris Richards. “And I just rebuilt your body too.”

“So, you’re sure we can’t save the universe, right?” said Baxter, getting drunker by the minute.

“Yes, captain. The Mayfly may have better luck, though, since they are the ones who started its destruction in the first place.”



USS MAYFLY



“We’re so f***ed,” stated Captain Ian Woodall. “We’ve sealed the fate of the universe, we’re gonna die, and to top it all off, the lounge is closed for rennovations! F*** this life, f*** this ship, and F*** ME!!!” And with that, he put a phaser to his head and blew his head off.

Doctor Ian Woodall suddenly materialized, alive and well in the middle of the bridge. He looked at the crew. They looked back.

“What the f***?” they said in unison.



USS EXPLORER



“Captain,” said Lt. Tilleran. “I just felt someone die. Then I felt their mind again, after they were dead.”

“So? People die all the time.”

“But how often can I feel them after they’re dead?”

“I don’t know. You’re the telepath.”

She groaned. “You don’t know how many times I’ve heard that. It’s SO ANNOYING!!!”

“Yeah, but how can you sense him after he’s dead? And who died?”

“I don’t know, and Captain Woodall.”

“Oh, dear. That can’t be good. But you said he’s still alive.”

“Not really…”

“Huh?”

Baxter’s commbadge beeped. He tapped it. “Sefelt to Baxter. There’s an incoming transmission from the Mayfly for you.”

“Send it in here, Ensign.”

Lieutennant Commander MacLean appeared on the screen, flanked by…Woodall. But he looked different. Very much so.

“Commander MacSpleen, how is your turtle jumping today?” asked a rather drunk Baxter.

“Excuse me?” said MacLean.

“You heard me.” He got up and wobbled around the conference table. “Does Franklin have any mind parasites? Is he healthy? Do you rub cats on his ass when his flatulence is coming from Uranus?”

“Andy!” Peterman got up and dragged Baxter off. “Larkin,” she tossed over her shoulder as she exited, “Please finish this up. I have to get my husband to detox.”

Larkin stood and walked over to the head of the table. She sat. She addressed the crew. “Now that the two main command officers are incapacitated, I am taking over. And we’re going to have a happy day! Aren’t we, Tilly?”

Tilleran looked up at Larkin. “Tilly? Huh?”

Beck slowly turned to face Larkin. “Tilly. Where have I heard that before. Like Tilleran, except…OH SH**!!! Beck to security! Intruder alert! Happys in the conference room!!!”

The entire crew looked at Beck, than Larky. The intercom came to life. “Nurse Carter to Dr. Browning. I can’t find Dean anywhere. Have you seen him?”

Browning looked at the ceiling, trying to remember the last time she had seen Dean Wilcox. “Nope. Holly, I can’t say I’ve seen him.”

Realization dawned on Rydell. “They’re shifting universes. The holes are getting bigger. This sucks. I need another Icee.”

“Hello? Is anyone there?”

Everyone suddenly remembered the channel they had open to the Mayfly. “What were you calling about?” asked Rydell.

“Well, Captain Woodall just committed suicide. But then this guy appeared. He says he’s from the Explorer, he’s their CMO, and that his captain is Dean Wilcox. You know him?”



TRACK A



In the conference room, Dean Wilcox faced Dean Wilcox. The captain of a starship looked into the eyes of a braindead crewman and wet his pants. When he finished, he tapped his commbadge.

“Wilcox to Larkin. What in hell is going on?”

In science lab four, Kris Larkin responded. “Captain, as far as I can tell, Lt. Conway beamed our guest here through a hole in the fabric of spacetime, similar to the one out there, except much smaller and not visible. It closed up right after our guest came through. And Dr. Woodall is missing. Again. But the thing is, neither his quarters nor nurse J’hana’s quarters are occupied. And J’hana’s in sickbay. Alone. I have no idea where he is.”

“Could he have been sucked through another one of those little holes?” asked Wilcox as he walked over to the replicator and ordered some towels to dry himself off.

In the lab, Larkin scanned the ship once more, using a different frequency this time. Her results were shocking. “Captain, I’ve just scanned the ship at the quantum level, which is fancy for subatomic. There are holes everywhere, and from what I can see, the holes continue for a light year in all directions. This entire sector is falling apart!”

“Oh, sh**. That’s bad, right?”

“Yes sir. Very much so. But it gets worse. The holes are expanding. Soon we’ll be traveling to other universes at will. And chaos will likely ensue.”

“That’s too freaking bad. Let me guess, when chaos comes, we die, right?” he quipped. “That’s the way it goes with these type of things.”

“We probably will not be killed by the spacetime anomalies, sir.”

“Oh? What then?”

“We will probably be killed by ourselves from other universes.”

“You mean like my doppelganger here?”

She mulled that over for a second. “No, captain, I think that we are much more dangerous than that. Happy suicide. Larkin out.”

Wilcox promptly wet his pants again.



On the bridge, nothing was happening. Since Captain Wilcox had tackled Dr. Woodall into the turbolift, then returned and entered the conference room, nothing had happened. That was, however, a good thing.

Larkin emerged from the turbolift and walked to her science station. She sat down wordlessly. Then she crawled under the control panel and curled into a ball. Choked sobs could be heard through the bridge. Counselor Webber walked over to her.

“Kris, what’s wrong?”

Larkin looked up through her tears and smiled. “We’re all going to die,” she said with eerie calm.

Webber winced. “That’s really bad. Gimme a hug.” She reached out and grabbed Larkin and squeezed. “That’s better. Now chin up, we need you at your station.”

Commander Shar Lana was, perversely, feeling great. He was trying to organize a party to celebrate the end of the universe, but the idea was not being met with total warmth from the crew. In fact, they hated it. He didn’t understand.

“So you’ll be there at 0900, then,” he was saying to Browning at the helm.

“No thank you. I’m going to be having my breakfast and I can’t be disturbed. And besides, the end of the universe is a bad thing! Can’t you see? We’re all going to die!” Suddenly, Browning shimmered, flickered and disappeared. Then Lieutennant Zachary Ford popped into existence at the helm. “…yeah, so I’ll pick you up at eight?” he was saying. Not getting a response, he turned around. Instead of facing Ensign Susan Madera, he stared at Commander Lana. “Who the hell are you?”

“Admiral Ford? You know who I am. Commander Shar Lana, Starship Explorer. What are you doing here? You fell down that big hole on Crysta a few weeks ago. You’re dead!”

“Admiral! Hah! I’m Lieutennant Zack Ford of the Starship Explorer, and this is NOT the Explorer, jackass. What the hell am I doing here?”

Nobody noticed Captain Beck stepping out of the turbolift.

Larkin, hearing the commotion, sat up and crawled to the command area. Seeing her, Ford’s mouth dropped. “Commander Larkin, what the hell is going on here?”

She looked up. “Commander? I’m a Lieutennant, and you’ve just fallen through a hole in spacetime. Welcome to an alternate universe.”

“Oh, f***.”



ALL TRACKS



“Well,” said Kelly-bell, stretching. “That was certainly a good session,” she said, indicating the bloody bodies of Zackie Ford and Susie Madera. “Kids, I hope you enjoyed that as much as I did!” she giggled as she and Lisa-love left Kelly-bell’s office/torture chamber, leaving Andy-wandy to the prisoners.

“You bet it was,” said Lisa-love, her pink vinyl catsuit making shwishing noises as they walked down the corridor. “That whip really does come in handy. Thanks for the tip.”

“Anytime. By the way, have you heard?”

“Heard what?”

“I think there’s a rumor going around that Deanie Wilcox got sucked through a hole in space. I don’t know, this crew does get pretty crazy sometimes, though. It’s probably just someone getting stir crazy and coming up with fantastic rumors. Silly people.”

“Yeah,” said Lisa-love. “But I can’t help wondering if it’s true. That must be pretty unhappy, getting sucked through a hole in space…”

“Yeah.”

They reached the turbolift and Kelly-bell hit the call button. “You know, that pink vinyl look is getting kinda old. You might consider updating your look. Black leather is what’s in these days.”

“Well, it’s kind of my signature look now, and I don’t want people to think that I’m going soft or something. You know how vinyl chafes, and it gives me sort of an oddly tough look.”

“It gives you an oddly ugly look if you ask me,” muttered Kelly-bell under her breath.

“I heard that!!!” screeched Lisa-love. The two went to the floor in a vicious catfight. The turbolift arrived, and Captain Lisa Beck stepped out. Seeing herself in pink vinyl and Peterman in head to toe black leather fighting on the floor, she quickly stepped back in.

“Emergency close!” she shouted. “Deck one, bridge.” The turbolift began it’s run as she caught her breath and pored over the scene she had just observed. Herself, in pink vinyl, strangely similar to the suit Mistress Beck was wearing the first time the two clashed, was fighting Counselor Peterman, clad head to toe in black leather. Both of their hands were bloody, and they had at least three different types of torture instruments on them together. The corridor was also a horribly ugly shade of lavender. And she just barely caught a glimpse of a crewman walking by wearing a frighteningly bright blue uniform.

She was in the happy universe.

She hated the happy universe.

She banged her head against the wall of the turbolift as it reached the bridge. The doors whooshed open, to reveal Kris Larkin crawling to the front of the bridge. But the color scheme was gray and wood, not like the Explorer’s patented color scheme. And there was a giant slug sitting in the command chair. Counselor Claire Webber was next to the slug, and in the front of the bridge stood Ford, saying something about what the hell he was doing here.

She stepped out, figuring that this universe would be infinitely preferable to the happy universe. She looked over the crew. They were wearing old-style uniforms with black pants shoulders and colored sleeves and chests. The commbadges were old too, the Starfleet chevron on an oval background. Ford, she surmised, was of her universe because of his black and gray uniform, new commbadge and red yoke.

“Ford, what the hell is going on?” she asked, striding out of the turbolift.

He was just finishing saying “Oh, f***,” when he heard her. “Captain Beck. I was just on duty on the Explorer and I found myself here, and Larkin says that I fell through a hole in space. I guess you did too.”

“There’s happys on this ship.”

The entire crew responded with a simultaneous “Oh, sh**!”

“Yeah. And there’s you. And there’s our crew. Where’s Tilleran?”

“Tilleran? You mean the waitress at Chris’s? What do you want with her?” asked Lana.

“Who’s your science officer?” asked Beck.

“Lieutenant Larkin over there,” replied the slug, indicating Larkin with a tentacle.

“Larkin,” Beck said, slipping into command mode, “I need you to find all the subspace holes on the ship and where they lead to, and I need it done fast. I’ve got to get back to my universe.”

“Oh, yeah, they love you there, Captain,” quipped Ford.

“Stow it Ford. Help Larkin.”

From the ops station at the front of the bridge, Lieutennant Commander Ryan Stuart spoke up. “Uh, Commander Lana, we’ve got a problem. It’s really big.”

“How big, Mister Stuart? Exactly how big is our problem?”

“It’s the size of a Borg cube, sir.”

“Woohoo!!!”

“Sir, that’s bad,” said Stuart.

At that moment, Captain Wilcox walked out onto the bridge, towel to his crotch. “I’m not happy,” he said. “Lana, cheer me up.”

“We’ve got two new alternate universe people, deck eleven is full of people who are chronically happy, and there’s a Borg cube outside. Oh, and your readyroom is up for inventory inspection,” said Lana, grinning all the while.

Wilcox groaned and sat down in his just-vacated chair. He immediately wished he hadn’t when he felt a sticky, warm substance coating the back of his chair, and now his uniform. “Commander, how many times have I told you to either get a cleanup crew here permanently or put a towel down when you sit on my chair? Huh? A lot. This is NOT helping my uniform. Mr. Stuart, red alert. Get a cleanup crew up here. And tell Yeoman Carter that she’s going to have a hell of a dry-cleaning job very soon, if we survive.”

“Aye sir,” said Stuart from ops.

Just then, the forward turbolift opened to admit Lieutennant Jean-Luc Picard, Chief of Inventory of the Explorer. “Good afternoon everyone, I’m here! You may all applaud, throw money or kiss my boots, but please do it quickly. I have a job to do.”

A large number of objects promptly hit Picard, ranging from Lana’s padd to Larkin’s tricorder to Beck’s boot. The crew shot her strange looks. “What? Excuse me for not carrying any would-be projectiles, but I had to throw something!”

“Yeah, you coulda got something from the replicator behind you,” said Ford. Beck walked over to the replicator and ordered another boot in her size. Then she ordered a cup of coffee. She kicked Ford upside the head and dumped the coffee in his crotch. Then she walked to the command area of the bridge, took a bow and sat down.

“Hey!” cried Picard from the front of the bridge. “What about me?! I’m famous, I’m fabulous, I’m–”

“Going to inventory my ready room, then leaving. It’s your own fault that you quoted Shakespeare to that Ferengi at Maxia Zeta and lost the Stargazer. You were busted down to ensign and put on inventory. We’ve been downright generous to you on the Explorer, so be happy. Right now, there are holes in the fabric of the universe, I have an alternate me in the conference room, I’m sitting in a pile of slime and there’s a Borg cube outside. I’m not happy, and if you don’t leave, so help me I’ll let Captain Beck have at you. Now leave me alone.”

“But Captain Wilcox, ‘You know me well, and herein spend but time to wind about my love with circumstance; and out of doubt you do me now more wrong in making question of my uttermost than if you had made waste of all I have: then do but say to me what I should do that in your knowledge may by me be done, and as I am pressed unto it: therefore speak,’” quoted Picard, feeling rather proud that he remembered such an obscure passage of “The Merchant of Venice.”

Wilcox was by now really mad. “What in hell does that have to do with anything? Go into my ready room and f***ing inventory it! Now! Go!!”

Picard reluctantly aquiesced.

“Hail the cubeship,” said Wilcox. “Let’s see if they want something besides to assimilate us. And flood my ready room with anesthezine. Let’s see if we can get rid of Picard for a while.”

“Aye SIR!” agreed Stuart.

Ford and Beck chuckled. “That’s exactly what they did to Captain Baxter when he was inventory officer on the Secondprize,” said Ford.

“Sir, the Borg are responding to our hail,” said Stuart.

“Onscreen, Ryan. Let’s see how we’re going to die today.”

A typical Borg appeared on the screen. But the borg wasn’t in the usual huge network of catwalks, he was in a corridor with regeneration alcoves behind him. “I am 4 of 8, Captain of Exploratory-class cube #347. I want to go home. We were flung out of transwarp when we hit a disrupted pocket of subspace. We will not hurt you. Just leave us alone. Please.”

The bridge crew of the Explorer looked at each other in surprise. Captain Baxter stood up from his chair. “Captain, we want just as much as you to leave well enough alone.” From his side, Rydell nodded assent. From his other side, Davey-wavey nodded too. From the helm, Browning agreed too. Baxter looked at Davey-wavey, noticing first his hot pink uniform, then his smiley-face commbadge, then the look of pure bliss on his face. Baxter put two and two and two together and got six. He also realized that Davey-wavey was a happy.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHH HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!! HELP!!! HELP HELPHELPHELPHELPHELPHELP!!!!!! HAPPYS!!!! NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!” he screamed, running around the bridge with his hands to his head like an insane captain…no, wait, that’s what he was. Anyway, he screamed a lot and ran around, and collided with B’nana who was running around the bridge too. He screamed some more, then he ran into Picard coming out of the ready room.

Picard was about to quote some more Shakespeare when Baxter slammed into him, running completely over him and into the ready room. The doors closed, cutting off the screaming. Picard sat up, looked around, and began to quote again. He was quickly silenced by a hail of objects from around the bridge. He fell over in a dead faint.



USS MAYFLY



On board the Mayfly, things were not much better. Ever since Dr. Woodall appeared in the place of the dead Captain Woodall, nothing was right. Captain Woody had materialized soon after and the universes began to come together there too. Pure chaos existed. Avalon was chasing Avalon, who was chasing Avalon. The first was trying to kill the second, the second was trying to kill the third, and the third really had to go to the bathroom. Dr. Woodall was under attack from Commander MacLean, who was on fire from an exploding console. Pure chaos reigned.

Nobody noticed the huge fleet of ships falling out of the fabric of spacetime: Multeks, Cardassians, Jem’Hadar, Leeramar and Flarn. The fleet, disoriented, noticed the Explorer, Mayfly and Borg cube hovering nearby. The Explorer was ID’d by the Leeramar, Multeks and Flarn, and they moved in to attack. The other ships just attacked because there were Federation ships nearby. A Multek ship accidentally shot a Jem’Hadar ship while targeting the Mayfly, and started a Multek/Dominion sub-battle. A Leeramar warship accidentally crashed into a Flarn cruiser, starting another sub-battle. Pretty soon, the ships were ignoring the Explorer and Mayfly and going at each other all out.

Nobody noticed.



USS EXPLORER



“Captain, this is Larkin. I am currently being chased down deck eleven by a very angry Claire Webber. I have been forced to knock unconscious seven people, including my alternate self. I am attempting…Captain, are you there?”

“HAPPYS!!! HELP ME LARKIN THEY’RE AFTER ME!!! AAAAARGHHHHHHHH!!!”

“Perhaps not,” she remarked as she ran down the corridor. She had to get to the bridge and access the sensors. Perhaps she could figure out a way to stop this. Otherwise, she knew, they would all die.

She was not paying attention to where she was going, and as such, slammed directly into Bartender Chris Richards, who was running in the opposite direction from an angry Dr. Brownie. She was screaming something about not being able to get a decent meatball hero and wielding a huge knife. Larkin and Richards went down in a tangle of arms and legs. Webber and Browning caught up with them. Webber screamed a primal scream and jammed her hand in Larkin’s armpit. The last thought Larkin had was one of curiosity over how she could know where Larkin’s power switch was when she had only known of Larkin’s existence for ten minutes. Larkin’s power was switched off, and Webber tore off her head with inhuman strength, and drop-kicked it down the corridor. It smashed against the wall and shattered into a million pieces, the positronic brain being destroyed. Larkin was no more.

Meanwhile, Brownie stabbed Chris again and again and again until his chest was nothing but a bloody pulpy mass. The two women looked down at their handiwork, looked at each other, and tried to choke each other.



It was all over. Baxter knew it was over. He saw the ships fighting outside his window, the Borg cube hovering next to the anomaly, the Mayfly listing to one side, her port nacelle having been blown off when someone jumped into the plasma stream, and in the middle of it all, the growing tear in space. On the Explorer, the three universes were creating chaos. And the happys were going to take him and make him happy again. He was going to return to oblivion. Ten minutes ago he had heard Rydell outside the door, begging to be let in. Baxter ignored him. A loud splat could be heard inside the ready room. He heard Beck screaming as she and Lisa-love clawed at one another, and his love, his wife, was out there. He couldn’t help her, he couldn’t help any of them. But he had to. He had to. His baby, his lover, his life’s meaning was outside that door fighting for her life. He opened the door…

…and was greeted by Kelly Peterman’s severed head flying towards him. It hit him in the head. He collapsed to the floor, sobbing uncontrollably. It had all gone wrong. He had to fix it. He staggered out onto the bridge. Ops, science, tactical and engineering were trashed and burning. The two Becks fought for all they were worth, but it seemed as Lisa-love was winning. Bodies lined the floor. Baxter staggered to the helm and set a course for the anomaly.

“I’m coming, honey,” he sobbed. “I’m coming to join you, I love y–” He broke down, crying uncontrollably. He looked down, saw that the course was laid in. He hit the engage button as he was whipped by Lisa-love in the back of the head. He slumped over the helm, still crying.



In The Constellation Cafe, there was death. One of the windows had been smashed by a flying knife, and the compartment depressurized. Mirk would have saved them with his powers, but for the fact that the knife passed through his head before impacting with the window. His last thoughts were of Amara, and secondly, of how much he hated Commander Conway.

Mirk, looking on at the horrible scene, had used his powers to erect a forcefield around the lounge and get it repressurized, and he evacuated the lounge. He bolted when he saw it was clear, because he was straining so hard. He couldn’t hold it. He took one last look, and noticed that Conway was still in there. There wasn’t enough energy in Mirk to continue the forcefield, and so Conway was sucked out into the void of space. C’est la vie, thought the Maloxian grimly. He took Amara by the hand, drew on his last strength, and put up a forcefield around the two. They would be safe for a little while now. Mirk knew on the inside, though, that there would only be a little while to wait. And so they waited.



In engineering, Richards was at his wit’s end. The crew was going mad, there were alternate versions of everyone running around killing each other, and he was alone. And then Janice ran in, screaming. He ran over.

“Honey, what’s wrong?” he asked. “Besides the fact that the very fabric of reality is tearing apart,” he added with a bit of gallows humor.

“Person…chasing…me…knife…help!” she said, breathlessly. She had obviously been running a long time. Suddenly Janice Browning ran around the corner, knife in bloody hands, a maniacal grin on her face, a hideous bright blue uniform on her body.

Brownie smiled at Browning and Richards. “Good! Two for one. I like that!” she cried as she charged the couple.”

“Janice, I just want you to know…”

“What, Chris?”

“I’ve never stopped loving you.”

The two spent their last moments in a passionate embrace. Brownie, completely insane, decided that she would try and kill the warp core. She stabbed it. Again and again. The antimatter leaked out and began vaporizing everything in sight, beginning with Brownie. The last thoughts she had were wondering if she was tought that warp cores disintigrate people at the academy.



In Transporter Room One, Hartley, Lt. Conway and Meggy were locked in combat over the console. Hartley appeared to be winning, having held Conway and Meggy at bay for the past ten minutes. But suddenly the tide turned as three Holly Carters burst into the transporter room, killing everyone in sight instantly. Nurse Carter walked up to the console and smiled. She looked to herself, than to herself. “So,” she said. “Anybody know how to work this thing?”

“I’m a nurse,” said Holly Carter of the happy universe, looking to Yeoman Holly Carter.

“And I’m a tailor. I guess we’ll just have to push random buttons and see what happens,” she said with glee.

The three giggled as people were transported every which way but correctly all over the ship.



When Baxter awoke, he was looking at himself. Crewman Andy Baxter didn’t notice, and continued pouring the jug of ice water over the captain’s head. When he finished, he slapped Baxter a few times for good measure, which got him a kick in the crotch. Baxter checked his board, then the viewscreen. Good, he thought. He would be joining Kelly very shortly. And just to make sure that he would be there, he found a phaser and vaporized the helm console. Now nothing could stop the Explorer from her doomsday course. Baxter, satisfied, decided to join Kelly early. He blew his head off and left for the afterlife.

Crewman Andy Baxter awoke to a dead bridge. “Computer,” he said weakly, “How many life-forms remaining on the Explorer?”

“According to best possible sensor scans, there is one person alive on board the Explorer.”

Crewman Andy Baxter muttered a curse and strolled over to the dedication plaque. It read, ‘Life is so strange when you don’t know your destination,’ which made no sense relative to the current situation. He sighed, knocked the body of Captain Beck off the command chair, and sat down. He would face death as a captain, and like any good captain, he would go down with his ship.



The Explorer flew into the anomaly, her stardrive section disintigrating quickly, half her saucer vented to space. She entered, and imploded under the stress. A soundless explosion of pure energy coursed through the galaxy and…



TRACK B



“Captain, there is an incoming transmission. It is from Admiral McGrath.”

Larkin’s announcement awoke Baxter from his dozing. He had been dreaming of Kelly. He always dreamt of her. He wiped the drool from the corner of his mouth and sat up. He straightened his uniform. “Put it on screen, Larkin.”

The face of Admiral Frank McGrath appeared on the huge forward viewscreen. “Captain Baxter, I trust you and your crew are doing well?”

“Yes, Admiral. Quite well, thank you. How are you?”

“Fine, fine. I’m just calling to say that your new orders should be coming in via subspace communique sometime today. You’re going on another boring mapping mission that is vital to the survival of the Federation! Good luck, and have fun. McGrath out.”

The screen blanked out, to be replaced by the Federation emblem and that annoying ‘End transmission’ message. It was obvious that the transmission was over, or else he would have been still talking to the admiral. “Larkin, I’ll be in my ready room. You have the conn.”

He walked into the room and sat down at his desk.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53770.3. Well, we’re on another boring mapping mission. It promises be totally uninteresting and another month of our toenail-ripping boredom. I just hope something interesting happens. A spatial anomaly would cheer me up a whole lot.



THE END



NEXT: When the Explorer finds a crashed Jem’Hadar ship, Dr. Browning gets a gift beyond all imagining, and Commander Conway gets hooked on a substance far beyond coffee. That’s right. I mean, that’s…white!




Lost and Founder



“What am I doing here?” Dr. Browning said over the commotion that blared around her.

Counselor Kelly Peterman adjusted herself in her seat next to Browning. “Supposedly, this is an exercise to get out more,” Peterman said, “since your Ship’s Counselor thought you were spending too much time in Sickbay lately and not enough time having fun.”

“Far be it from me to disagree with her, but of all the places for you to suggest–”

“Hey, I’m here with you. This is a learning experience. We’re getting inside someone’s mind here.”

“But this is a mind I thought you’d never want to get into.”

“It’s my responsibility to get into everyone’s mind, whether I like them personally or not.”

“Aha.”

“Speaking of which, he’s coming around now.”

Browning craned her neck. “I can barely see him. The cars look so small from up here.”

Suddenly the loudspeaker boomed: “Ladies and gentlemen, Conway is pulling around. It looks like he’s in a position to take the lead away from Dale Earnhardt.”

Commander Conway’s yellow-and-green Mellow Yellow car zipped around the racetrack, narrowly nudging Dale Earnhardt’s GM Goodwrinch car.

Fans booed. No question who had the biggest backing here at the Brickyard.

“Where’s Larkin?” asked Browning.

Peterman handed her the electronic binoculars. “To your left, there. Three cars back.”

“Oh, yes. The Daystrom Institute car.”

“Austere grey with Federation-style writing doesn’t really make it a stand-out kind of car, does it?”

“It stands out because it’s so bland.”

“Poor Larkin. You’d think she’d use that positronic brain to calculate the perfect way to beat the Commander.”

Browning shrugged, tossing back a bag of fries and sucking on her soda. “I thought that was what this whole event was about. Proving that you need that –how did Dave put it?–special human instinct to destroy your competition.”

“Having an ego to satisfy probably helps to,” quipped Peterman.

“Look!” Browning exclaimed. “There he goes!”

Conway’s car surged ahead, overtaking Dale Earnhardt’s by a substantial margin, heading around the bend to the opposite side of the track.

“He’s actually doing it!” remarked Peterman.

Browning frowned. “Uh-oh. Earnhardt’s pulling ahead. This race isn’t over!”

“Where’s Larkin now?”

“Still several cars back.”

Peterman watched Conway’s car come into view again, and by this time he was nose-to-nose with Earnhardt.

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” said the announcer, “we’re coming up on our last lap here at the Brickyard 500!”

“This is it, Janice,” Peterman said. “It’s now or never.”

Earnhardt’s car edged forward, with the finish line relative moments away. It looked like he was a shoe-in.

Then Conway’s car slammed against Earnhardt’s, and the Goodwrinch car skidded off the track, bursting into flames and tumbling end-over-end.

The Mellow-Yellow car zipped across the finish line.

Browning and Peterman squeezed through the substantial crowd toward the Winner’s Circle.

Larkin was there witnessing the events of Conway’s trophy award with detached curiousity.

“Congratulations, Dave!” Browning called out.

Conway pushed past the throng of NASCAR fans, shouldering a huge trophy and soaked in champagne. “Ah, that was an easy one. The computer just can’t recreate the real Dale Earnhardt.”

“There is something I do not understand,” said Larkin. “Is it not against the rules, or at least unethical, to win by wrecking your opponent’s vehicle?”

“Heck no,” Conway grinned. “This is NASCAR, Commander. Anything goes. This is a sport where you win by any means necessary. Everyone knows that, including God, I mean Dale Earnhardt.”

“So he won’t be angry that you ruined his chances at winning and destroyed his car?” asked Browning.

“Nope.”

Just then, a badly bruised and burned Dale Earnhardt stumbled through the throng of fans.

“Speak of the devil,” said Peterman.

“Dale,” Conway said warmly. “Good race. You almost had it there, big guy.”

“My damn moustache is burnt off,” Earnhardt muttered angrily.

“Uh, sorry, there, I guess I–”

“Go to hell.” Earnhardt decked Conway, took his trophy, and stormed away.

Peterman leaned over and examined Conway. “Are you okay?”

“Nope.”

Larkin watched Earnhardt walk off. “It appears he does not share your winning philosophy, sir.”

“No kidding.”

“Well,” Browning said, kneeling next to Conway. “I held up my part of the bargain. I sat through yet another NASCAR match. Now it’s your turn. You’re due in Sickbay in half an hour for your annual physical, like it or not.”

“I’d probably be going there anyway,” Conway choked. “I think Dale broke something.”



Conway rocked impatiently on the biobed, sipping coffee and awaiting Browning’s return from her office.

“Would you like something to read, Commander?” Nurse Carter asked. “I’m sure I can find a coloring book around here somewhere.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“Sorry it took me so long. I wanted to double-check some things,” Browning said, emerging from her office with a padd in hand.

Conway sniffed the air. “I smelled something cooking in there, Doctor. Are you sure you weren’t double-checking a pizza?”

“Haha,” Browning grinned. “That’s funny.”

“Isn’t that tomato sauce on your uniform?”

“Look,” Browning said, wiping the dollop of sauce off her collar, “I’m done with your tests. Do you want to hear the results or not?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Okay.” Browning looked at her padd. “The good news is that Dale didn’t fracture anything. The bad news is, your blood pressure is twice Starfleet’s reccommended norms. I warned you about this last year, and the year before. You need to go off coffee.”

Conway laughed long and hard, his laughter echoing in the mostly-empty sickbay. “Now THAT’s funny.”

“I’m not joking, Commander. This is no laughing matter. I’ve tried to be nice about it, but you just won’t listen. You ingest an inhuman amount of caffiene. Enough to put your heart in serious danger.”

“So? I’ll just get a new one.”

Browning shook her head. “Not good enough.” She grabbed Conway’s mug. “It’s my opinion that the best way to save you is to stop you cold turkey.”

Browning yanked. Conway held fast. “No way. You’re not taking away my coffee.”

“I’m ordering you to stop drinking coffee, Commander!” Browning said, planting one foot on the biobed and jerking the mug out of Conway’s hands.

“Now let’s not get so hasty about this!” Conway said. “I’m sure if we just talk it over we can come to a reasonable–”

“This is not up for debate! As of now, you are cut off, Commander. You hear me? Cut off!”

“This isn’t fair! I’ll appeal to Starfleet Medical.”

“Good luck,” Browning said, placing the coffee in a reclamator.

Conway’s face fell as the mug swirled away. “No…”

“Bridge to Conway,” came Captain Baxter’s voice over the comm.

“What.” Conway glared at Browning.

“We’ve detected a crashed ship on one of the planets in this system. Its warp core is still partially operational.”

“Fascinating.”

“I’m not finished. According to Chris, the signature is Dominion.”

“Way out here? Impossible.”

“You’ll get the chance to verify it for yourself, Commander. I’m sending you down to investigate. Larkin and J’hana will meet you in Transporter Room Two.”

“Fine.” Conway slid off the biobed. “I’m on my way.” He grinned at Browning. “I just have to stop by a replicator first.”

“Do as you please. Bridge out.”

“No way,” Browning said, removing her labcoat. “I’m going with you. CMO’s prerogative.”

“You wouldn’t–”

Browning grabbed her medical kit. “Watch me. Holly, I want you to program all replicators to deny the commander here his coffee, understood?”

Holly smiled. “Perfectly.”

“All righty,” Browning said, smiling. “Let’s go.”

Smouldering, Conway led the way to the transporter room.



Conway, Larkin, J’hana, and Browning materialized in the ruined command center of the crashed ship.

“Lights?” Conway suggested, activating his palm beacon.

J’hana and Larkin did likewise.

“Well?” Conway asked.

“Confirmed, sir.” J’hana’s palm beacon played across the command center’s bulkheads. “This is a Jem’Hadar warship.”

“So how did it get all the way out here?” Conway asked.

Larkin studied one of the upright control consoles. “By virtue of their engines, I would think.”

“Was that sarcasm?”

“Negative.”

Conway studied the room. “Well, if we were still at war with the Dominion, then this would be just peachy.”

“As it is, at least we have a specimen of Dominion technology. We could learn a lot from it,” J’hana said.

“We already had a Jem’Hadar warship. So what good does this one do us?” Conway felt more irritable than usual. By now, he’d usually be halfway through his away team mug of coffee.

Browning walked across the bridge, and tripped over something stiff.

Hitting the deck with a thud, she twisted around with her palm beacon to see that it was a dead Jem’Hadar. “Body!” she said enthusiastically.

Conway and J’hana joined her, hovering over the dead Jem’Hadar.

“What can you tell me about it?” Conway demanded.

Browning studied it with her medical tricorder. “He died as a result of the collision. Apparently his head slammed right into this console here.”

“You will no doubt find the other bodies in a similar state,” Larkin said, joining the group. “It appears this ship was destroyed by natural causes.”

“Natural causes?” Browning squinted up at Larkin.

“I.E. it just crashed into the planet.”

“Ships don’t JUST crash, Commander,” Conway said. “Someone had to crash it.”

Suddenly, from somewhere in the ship, a soft thudding, almost like footsteps, rumbled.

Conway glanced at his security chief, pointing in the direction of the sound. “J’hana! Check it out.”

“Gladly.” J’hana checked the setting on her phaser and charged out of the command center.

“I’m going to take a look at some of the other sections,” Browning said, standing up and wiping off her hands on her uniform trousers.

“Take Larkin with you, just in case,” Conway said.

Browning narrowed her eyes at Conway. “I don’t feel safe leaving you here. Who’s to say you won’t sneak a coffee?”

“I’m on a crashed Jem’Hadar warship, Doctor, where the HELL do you think I’m going to get COFFEE from?”

“Point taken.”

Conway huffed as Larkin and Browning disappeared through the exit hatch.

He bent down next to the fallen Jem’Hadar and studied him. “What happened, here, buddy? What’s your story?”

It was then that Conway felt a dissying wave of nausea. He gripped a nearby railing to steady himself and fell forward onto his knees.

“Damn withdrawl,” Conway grunted. He was only about twenty minutes into being caffiene-free and already he could feel that familiar pain that came with the loss of that magical substance.

Conway rubbed his eyes. When he re-opened them, his gaze fell on the plastic tube running from a contraption on the Jem’Hadar’s chest all the way up to a puncture in his neck.

“Oh, white,” Conway said to himself. “You guys are lucky. You’re trained to be addicted to substances. It’s a way of life.” What a life, too. To have simple, basic directives like “kill” and “conquer.” And a constant supply of bubbly liquid flowing into your neck at all times just to keep you in line. The simple pleasures.

Conway ripped the vial of white off the Jem’Hadar’s chest and studied it. “Hmmm. I wonder.”



“Where are we, Larkin?” Browning asked, bathing the corridor with her palm beacon. The room was cramped, and filled with pulsating conduits and blinking panels that gave off what appeared to be the only light on the whole ship.

“It appears we are in the engine room, Doctor.” Larkin studied her tricorder readings. “The warp core does appear partially functional, and by all accounts, there does not seem to be an apparent cause for this ship’s crash.”

“Other than that it hit a planet?”

“An astute observation, Doctor.”

Browning continued through a chamber off the main engine room. Looked like a cargo bay to her. She ran her palm beacon over some of the round containers. “White,” she said to herself. “Of course.”

Then she came across another, smaller container. It was clear, and filled with a thick, orange-yellow substance.

“Hmmm. I wonder what this is?” Browning asked. She cranked the top of the container open and sniffed. Hmm. Fruity.

She glanced around the cargo bay. “Hey, Larkin?”

“Yes,” Larkin said from the adjacent compartment.

“Do you think this was some sort of transport ship?”

“It is possible, but more than likely this class of ship was used for combat only, or perhaps troop transport.”

Browning didn’t know much about the Dominion, or their eating habits, but she knew the whole thing about the Jem’Hadar being addicted to white. She felt a little remiss in her duties as Xenonutritionist for not knowing exactly what it was other members of the Dominion, like the Vorta, or the Carimar, for instance, ate. They had to eat something, didn’t they?

And there must be a Vorta supervisor somewhere on this ship, Browning figured, so what would he eat? Not white, for certain.

“Have you found anything of interest?” asked Larkin’s voice.

“I don’t think so.” Browning sniffed the container again. She ran her tricorder over it but got no readings.

Her tummy rumbled. That pizza she had earlier was delicious, but what was now called for was a sweet dessert.

Pudding!

That’s what it was, Browning reasoned. Pudding. Even Vorta had to eat desserts. Browning decided she should perform some sort of emprical study.

This had to be done scientifically, according to the stringent Xenonutrional guidelines.

Browning tilted back the warmish container and downed it in several gulps.

The liquid trickled down her throat and seemed to settle in her stomach pleasantly. The taste could only be described as…slick. Slightly sweet. But a little bitter at the same time.

Browning decided Earth pudding was infinitely superior. She wiped her the circle of sticky liquid from her mouth and put the container away. She’d have to write a report to Starfleet Xenonutrition Headquarters about this one.

On her way out to the engine room, Browning felt another rumbling in her tummy, but this one felt different. It felt almost as if her tummy was slowly emptying.

Then she heard the umistakable blare of phaser fire.

Larkin drew her phaser. “Doctor, behind me, if you please.”



They found J’hana facing a rippling wall of orange.

“Changeling,” J’hana said, firing again. A hole formed exactly where she fired, and sealed up as soon as she cut off her beam.

How odd for Vorta to eat pudding of the same color as their supposed gods, thought Browning.

“Larkin to Conway,” Larkin said, holding her phaser out to the Changeling. “We have a situation here.”

“What kind of situation?”

“We’ve found a founder!” J’hana shouted.

Suddenly a head formed in the midst of the mass. Its face was human–a woman, with deep-set, unforgiving eyes.

“Oh, damn,” the head said. “Why, of all the ships–”

“Admiral Neilson,” Larkin said.

J’hana looked over to Larkin. “You mean the changeling that impersonated an Admiral and got us shipped off to the Delta Quadrant?”

“The same.”

“Fharquar!” J’hana screamed, turning to the Changeling to blast again, but before she could, the changeling took that opportunity to slam into J’hana, Larkin, and Browning, surging past like a tidal wave down the corridor.

“Will someone tell me what the hell is going on?” asked Conway over the comm channel.

“It would take too long to explain,” J’hana sighed.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53828.5. We have determined that the crashed Jem’Hadar warship was transporting the changeling that was responsible for the Aerostar’s trip to the Delta Quadrant. Starfleet has ordered us to guard the ship until a detachment of Federation scientists can come to study it, and they’ve also asked that we try to find the changeling. To that end, we’ve sent a fleet of security officers down to find that changeling and capture it, with the help of Mr. Richards’s nifty changeling- capturing field device.



“Let’s see,” Counselor Peterman said, glancing at her menu. “I think I’ll have the turkey sandwhich, on wheat toast, no mayo, a side-salad and an iced tea.”

Amara nodded, scribbling the order down on her padd. She turned to Browning. “Doctor?”

Browning frowned at the menu. “Water.”

Peterman’s eyes went wide with shock. “What?”

“I’m not really hungry,” Browning shrugged.

“And I’m a Cardassian,” Amara said. “All right, joke’s over. What do you really want?”

“I don’t want anything. I had a nice pizza this morning and it filled me up.”

“A pizza? That’s just a snack! No rack of ribs? No triple cheeseburger? No giant bowl of spaghetti?”

“No THANK YOU!” Browning said, a little too forcefully.

“Okay, then,” Amara said, taking Browning and Peterman’s menus and hurrying back to the bar.

“Well, Janice, I’m proud of you,” Peterman said. “It’s admirable that you’re cutting back on your eating.”

“I can’t explain it, Kelly. I just don’t have my normal appetite. I feel really…full.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing.”

“Hardly. I don’t really feel like me when I’m not eating.”

Peterman shook her head. “That’s a common case. Richard Simmons always used to say the most sorrowful overeaters were those that did it because they felt like it was part of their identity.”

“Still, I think something may be wrong with me. That pudding I ate earlier today just didn’t sit well.”

“You’re just paranoid. The more you know about the body’s afflictions, the more you think you have them.”

“You’re probably right.” Browning took her glass of water from Amara and sipped it. “I’m probably just having a little indigestion from my mid-morning pizza.”

“I’m sure that’s all it is.”



BEEEEEP-EEP.

BEEEEEP-EEP.

“Hold on a second!”

Captain Baxter tapped his foot with irritation outside Commander Conway’s office. “I’ve given you weeks to replicate my new Cowboys Stadium, Commander, and it’s about time I collected.”

“I know, just give me a second. I’ve got it right here.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. Getting Conway to do anything was like pulling teeth. A constant battle.

The doors suddenly slid open, and Conway ducked back inside his office, motioning for Baxter to follow.

“Sorry it took so long,” Conway said, sliding behind his desk and pushing the stadium replica forward. “I had to use subspace to connect with an Earth database to get the specs.” Conway’s words sounded rushed, like staccato machine-gun fire. “There was no replicator file in our computer so I had to have the computer replicate an original.”

Baxter looked down at the stadium, then looked up at Conway askance. “You okay, Commander?”

A line of sweat trickled down Conway’s forehead. One eye looked slightly bigger than the other. “What makes you say that?”

“Um, well, nothing.” Baxter shifed uncomfortably in his chair. He studied the stadium. “Well, look, this one lights up and everything.”

“Uh-huh,” Conway said eagerly, leaning over the desk. “And would you look, would you look, would you look, there’s even a little Jerry Jones giving orders from the sidelines!”

“Look at that,” Baxter said, looking at Conway warily. He narrowed his eyes. “What’s that dripping out of your mouth?”

“Huh?” Conway rubbed an arm rapidly over his face. “Nothing.”

“It looked like paste or something.”

“Yeah, right, like I’m eating paste.”

“Well, anyway, it looks like you put a lot of thought into this.”

“Sure did, sure did, uh-huh!”

“Then I’ll get going, Commander,” Baxter said, scooping up the stadium and turning around. He stopped by the door. “And, Commander?”

“Hmm hmm hmm?”

“Next time a woman refuses to date you, kindly refrain from bashing apart one of my most prized possessions.”

“You have my word, Captain.”

“Very good.” Baxter backed out of Conway’s office and walked as fast as he could back to his quarters.



The two-story viewscreen in the ampitheatre shone on the audience that made up the majority of the Explorer’s crew.

Speakers all around the room boomed:

“Hi, I’m Federation President Jaresh-Inyo. What you’re about to see is real flight recorder footage from some of Starfleet’s most glorious battles. Enhanced with VirtuTech technology, it will, I’m told, make you feel like you’re in the midst of the actual battle. And, thanks to our contract with Krinokom comunications, we’ll be bringing you footage of the Federation’s most bloody conflicts in history each week. Now, without further…what’s that word…” Inyo squinted at something off-screen, “…ado…we bring you ’The Federation’s Greatest Ship Battles III.”

“This week,” said another voice, “Wolf 359.”

An image of Captain Ben Sisko sitting at his desk appeared on the screen. “There we were, in the middle of the battle. Other ships were being blown apart left and right, but we held our ground anyway. On the Saratoga, the bridge crew were keeping cool heads in what could have been a REALLY messy situation…”

The VirtuTech speakers boomed around the room, causing deafness in some of the species with more acute hearing, as starships zigged and zagged around the Borg cube on the screen.

Dr. Browning maneuvered into the row where Peterman, Baxter, and Richards were seated. “Hey, guys, sorry I’m late.”

“Sit and be quiet or I shall wound you!” screamed J’hana from one of the back rows.

“Sorry,” Browning called over her shoulder and sat down.

“Problems?” asked Chris Richards from next to her.

“Just feeling a little nauseous. I hoped getting out might make me feel better.”

“Well, don’t expect to feel any better watching this crap,” Peterman muttered, shoving a handful of fat-free popcorn in her mouth. “The very idea that the Federation would sell battle footage to Krinok! What are they, going bankrupt?”

“Don’t be silly,” Baxter snapped.

“It doesn’t make sense,” said Richards. “Why are we even watching this? We’ve been in battles just as impressive as Wolf 359. The battle to save the Delta Quadrant, for instance!”

“Yes,” Baxter said, grabbing popcorn, “but we didn’t get to hear it in VirtuTech SuperSurrealSound.”

“I give up,” muttered Peterman, turning to Browning. “So you’re still feeling ill?”

Browning shrugged. “Just a little…queasy.”

“Maybe it was your run-in with that changeling,” Baxter suggested.

“Would you all be quiet!” Conway called from somewhere in back. “The Tolstoy’s warp core is about to breach!”

“I’ll breach your core if you don’t stay out of our business!” Baxter called over his shoulder.

“How did the changeling hunt go, by the way?” asked Browning.

Richards shrugged. “We searched that ship, and the surrounding countryside, for a good four hours. Nothing.”

“It IS a changeling,” said Peterman. “They aren’t exactly easy to spot.”

“We should just nuke the planet,” said Baxter. “Save ourselves some trouble.”

“Now Andy,” said Peterman. “You know Starfleet wants the Jem’Hadar ship intact so they can study it.”

“Yeah, they probably want it so they can do a ‘Jem’Hadar autopsy’ for Krinokom,” Richards laughed.

“Well, I think it’s all a collasal waste of time,” Baxter muttered.

“As is sitting here and watching this foolishness,” Peterman asserted.

“I’m just trying to have a good time!” said Baxter. “I work all day, and at night, I’d like the chance to relax and watch some ships OTHER than MINE explode. Is that all right?”

“Shut up!” called out a chorus of crew voices.

Baxter turned around. “You shut up!”

The room got deathly quiet. Then, with a shake that rattled the entire room, the Tolstoy exploded.

“You will adapt to service us,” said the Borg on screen.

“And they weren’t kidding,” said Commander Liz Shelby on the viewscreen. She was sitting on a park bench in San Francisco. “They were serious about assimilating us. But we took a team over to their ship to rescue Captain Picard anyway.”

Half that last bit was cut out, however, when a loud sound echoed throughout the amphitheatre.

BRRRRRRRRRRRRRBBUUUBBBBBLLLLLLLL!

“What the hell was that?” asked Baxter.

“It sure wasn’t SurrealSound,” Richards replied.

Browning looked down at her stomach. “I think it was me.”

Peterman grabbed Browning’s arm. “Come on, Janice. We’ll get you something to eat. You’re obviously starving.”

“I’ll say,” said Baxter, perplexed.

“We’ll let the guys sit here and rot their brains on tabloid vidclips.” And Peterman marched with Browning purposefully out of the amphitheatre. Both were pegged with a hail of popcorn.



Most of the tables and chairs in Mirk’s were already turned over and placed on tables, but Amara was good enough to let in Browning and Peterman and give them a booth.

“Glad you finally have an appetite, Doctor,” said Amara with a grin. “I was beginning to get worried.”

“Me too,” Browning said, as Amara delivered her a plate of Bolian Jambalaya. Blue hunks in a white creamy sauce.

“Yummm…” Browning said unenthusastically, grabbing her spoon.

“Where’s Mirk, Amara?” Peterman asked, as Browning nibbled tentatively at her jambalaya.

Amara wiped down the bar. “In the amphitheatre, watching that silly show.”

“Him too?” Peterman shook her head. “What’s this ship coming to?”

“You’d think people would have heard of reading a book.”

“Yeah,” Browning agreed, slurping jambalya. It wasn’t half bad, actually. Her stomach rumbled a bit, but seemed to accept the addition.

Then something funny happened.

Browning felt her stomach brush up against the table. Since when had that happened? There was always more than enough room in Mirk’s booth for her.

She looked down. Odd. Some sort of lump had emerged from her stomach. She reached down and poked it. It obediently receeded back into her stomach.

“That shouldn’t happen,” Browning said quietly. She glanced up. Peterman was still chatting with Amara.

She looked back down. The lump had emerged again. She poked it again, and it receeded, then popped back out.

Hallucination, that was the only explanation. She glanced at the ancient analog clock hanging over the bar. 1050 hours. She’d been up since 0700. What she needed was a good night’s rest.

Browning pushed her bowl away and slid out of the booth, casually holding her hand against her stomach to keep the lump from protruding. “Well, guys, thanks for the snack. I’m full. Off to bed.”

“That’s all you’re going to eat?” Amara said, examining Browning’s bowl. “Usually you lick the bowl!”

“Oh, it was more than enough!” Browning said, and hurried out of the Constellation Cafe.



“I was just doing my duty,” said Ben Sisko over the viewer. “Sure, my wife died and my ship blew up, but those are just how the cards fall.”

Commander Conway’s feet rapped the floor incessantly. He’d been sitting still for an hour and forty-five minutes, watching this, and it was about to drive him insane. He had to get out.

He sidled out of his row, apologizing frantically, and tiptoed out of the amphitheatre. Once he reached the corridor, he broke into a run for his office. He’d studied anthologies on addiction. He knew what was happening. He was jonesing for some white!



Conway dumped the container down his throat with a trembling hand. He swallowed. Mmmmm.

Eyes darting around his office, he tapped staccato rhythms on his desk. There had to be something to do to pass the time. He’d never go to sleep. Never.

Clean! He had to clean his office. It was a mess.

He bolted for the door so he could find the nearest closet of cleaning supplies. This would be fun!



The next morning, Browning woke reluctantly, after much tossingand turning.

She crawled off her bed and crept into the bathroom. No jogging today, that was certain.

The walk to the bathroom, in and of itself, brought more nausea.

Thankfully, the toilet was nearby. Browning quickly divulged her stomach contents. That would certainly correct the problem.

Then she moved to the mirror. The next task was a quick tooth-brushing.

In the middle of brushing her teeth, her eyes wandered down to her middle. And she dropped her toothbrush.



Browning did jog after all that morning. Well, ran was more like it. She ran down the corridor to Sickbay, enlisting curious looks from passersby. They had good reason to have curious looks. She was in her nightgown, after all, among…other. . . things.

She rushed into Sickbay. “Holly!” she called out. “You’re NOT going to believe this!”

Browning scooted onto the main biobed and swung the medscanner arm over her midsection. She activated it and stared at the results on the screen opposite the biobed.

Holly walked out of the adjacent lab with a cup of hot chocolate and a tray of sweetrolls. “Hey, Doc, do you want one of these sweet…JUMPIN’ JEHOSEPHAT!”

Holly quickly set aside the tray and the coffee and rushed over to the medscanner viewscreen. “What IS that?”

“It’s alive,” Browning said, gulping.



“Come on, come on, get past me!” Peterman cried, guarding the goal furiously.

Baxter rushed at her, lacrosse net held at waistlevel, ball poised to go in the goal. “Come and get it, hon!”

He swung the stick back and hurled the ball toward the net. Peterman dove to block it, batting it out of the way with her own stick.

Baxter stuck his stick out to grab the ball and tried again, but Peterman entertwined her stick with his and jabbed him backward.

“Foul!” cried Baxter, as Peterman swung her stick, knocking his legs out from under him. He reeled back to the ground. He responded by kicking HER legs out from under her.

They laid there on the grass for several moments catching their breath.

Baxter yanked his mesh mask off. He rubbed his busted lip. “Honey,” he said breathlessly, “what ever possessed us to do this?”

“Timeline change,” Peterman said, equally breathless.

“But is it something we really like doing?”

“I suppose. I can’t remember not liking it.”

Baxter pushed himself up on his elbows. “Well, maybe we should consider something a little less…violent?”

“The violence is good for us, Andy. We’ve got to take out our aggression toward each other in a healthy way.”

“You call busting my lip healthy?”

“Crybaby.”

“Browning to Holodeck Two,” boomed the comm system.

“Yeah,” Baxter sighed.

“Sorry to interrupt lacrosse practice, guys, but I need you both to come up to Sickbay ASAP.”

“What is it?” probed Peterman.

“I’d rather talk to you in person.”

“Wonder what this is about?” Baxter sighed, helping Peterman to her feet and calling for the holodeck arch.

“I think she’s going on a diet,” Peterman said, as the two stepped out into the corridor. “And I want you to be totally supportive, got it?”

“Or what? You’ll poke my eye in?”

“Maybe.”



Peterman and Baxter strolled into Sickbay still in their lacrosse jerseys and shorts.

“What’s up?” asked Baxter. Browning, nightgowned, had her back to them, studying some readings on the shiny main diagnostic screen that dominated the recently-renovated Sickbay.

Browning turned. Peterman gasped.

Baxter’s eyes grew wide. “That’s…new.”

“Janice…what…” Peterman stammered, staring at the bulge in Browning’s tummy.

“I’m preggers,” Browning said simply. She indicated a graphic on the diagnostic screen. “There’s the sensor image.”

Peterman squinted at the graphic. “Ummm…”

The image was a lima-bean shaped entity that one would expect to see in any sensor reading of someone that was three months pregnant or so, but it…rippled.

“What’s it doing?” Baxter asked.

“Shapeshifting,” Browning said.

Peterman blinked. “SHAPESHIFTING?”

Baxter scrubbed a hand down his face. “Janice, I’m not an expert in human biology, but I’m guessing this didn’t happen in the…traditonal way.”

“Sure didn’t.”

Peterman leaned back against a biobed. “How DID it happen?”

“I’ve got a working theory,” Browning said. “It boils down to this: Down on the planet, on the Jem’Hadar ship, I ate a changeling.”

“And what would possess you to do that, may I ask?” Baxter asked, eyes wide.

Browning shrugged. “I thought it was a pudding.”

“So it just…migrated…” Peterman said, pointing to Browning’s stomach.

“More or less. It worked itself into one of my egg cells and somehow the DNA intertwined.”

“This is amazing,” Baxter said. He grinned. “Congratulations.”

“It was the last thing I expected to happen,” Browning admitted.

“Well!” Peterman said excitedly. “Is it a girl or boy? How long until you’re due? What are you going to name it? Will you need counseling?”

“I don’t know, about four months, I don’t know, and no,” Browning quickly said.

“Four months,” Baxter said in disbelief, “and we’ll have a little Browningling scampering around the ship. I can’t believe it.”

“I’m a bit surprised myself,” said Browning.

“Well,” Peterman said warmly, “you have our full support in this. If you need anything, just let us know.”

Browning rubbed her chin. “A bigger uniform would probably be in order.”

“And bigger quarters,” Baxter said. “We’ve got the room, since there aren’t any other families around.”

“Wow,” Peterman said, tears welling up in her eyes, “the first child of the Explorer.” She reached out and hugged Browning tightly.

“Okay, okay!” Browning gasped. “I love you too. But I think you’re squishing me.”

Peterman backed away to see that Browning’s stomach had somewhat… flattened. Presently, it shifted back to its original shape.

“That’s interesting,” Peterman said. “Can you feel it…sloshing around?”

“Without a common frame of reference, I’m not sure how I can describe it. I’m not sure how this differs from a normal pregnancy.”

Baxter smiled. “If you need any advice on pregnancy, you’ve got a ship full of guys who’ve all been through it.”

“Yeah, the Q thing,” Browning said. “Well, I’ll keep that in mind.”

“We’d better go, Andy,” Peterman said, jerking Baxter’s arm. “Janice needs her rest.”

“Feel free to take some time off, Janice,” Baxter said, as Peterman dragged him out of Sickbay.

“And feel free to drop by my office to talk about how this is making you feel!” called Peterman.

Holly emerged from the lab again after cataloguing all the samples Browning had given her the day before. “So, how’d they take the news?”

Browning shrugged. “About like I expected them to.”



Lt. Commander Richards made his way down to Browning’s quarters that afternoon, as soon as he’d heard.

Word of Browning’s new status spread throughout the Explorer like wildfire. It wasn’t long before she was inundated with messages congratulating her and inquiring about the “little blob in the oven.”

But Richards wanted to see her personally. He knew she didn’t want to talk to just any crewperson. She’d want to discuss this with someone with whom she’d shared a meaningful relationship.

Richards arrived at Browning’s door just in time to see Captain Baxter come from the opposite direction.

“Andy? What are you doing here?”

Baxter shrugged. He had a teddy bear tucked in the crook of his arm. “I figured she’d really want to talk to her commanding officer at a time like this.”

“Commanding officer? That’s a load of crap. She’ll want to talk to me.”

Just then, the doors to the turbolift nearby split open and Commander Conway shuffled out.

“Hey hey hey!” Conway said, a bouquet of flowers in hand. “What’re–what’re you guys doing here?”

“We’re here to comfort Janice,” Richards said. He eyed the bouquet suspiciously. “What are you here for?”

“Same reason.”

“Likely story, Commander,” Baxter said. “I’m not going to stand by and let you take advantage of one of my crew, and one of my friends, when she’s at her most vulnerable.”

Richards folded his arms. “I’m not either.” The two blocked the door to Browning’s quarters protectively. “You’ll have to get through both of us.”

Conway rocked on his feet. “Now, guys guys guys!”

“Why are you twitching?” Richards asked.

Suddenly, the doors to Browning’s quarters slid open and she nearly bumped into Baxter and Richards. She was decked out in a spanking new grey Starfleet maternity jacket, complete with blue shoulders and roomy pouch-pockets.

“What are all of you doing here?” she asked.

Baxter and Richards turned. All three men said, “We’re here to comfort you,” in semi-unison.

“Why? I’m actually pretty excited about this. I’m not depressed at all.”

Baxter frowned, reluctantly handing Browning the teddy bear. “Not just a little?”

“Nope. I think this is just what’s been missing in my life,” Browning said, studying the bear. “Think about it. I’ve actually created another human being. And just by eating something!”

“That is pretty outstanding,” Richards admitted.

“So I’m just going to go back to work. I’d appreciate it if you guys didn’t walk on eggshells around me. I’m the same old Janice…” Browning pondered that. “Mmmm. Eggs. Wonder if Mirk’s still serving breakfast?”

With that, Browning marched off to the turbolift to head to Mirk’s, bear in tow.

“Yep, she’s the same old Janice,” Richards said with a grin.

“Seems that way,” Baxter said. “Well, better get back to the bridge. Coming, Commander?” He looked at Conway.

Conway backed away. “N-no. No, I’ve got to go back down to the planet.”

“Whatever for?” asked Richards.

“I think I left something down there.”

“Want a security team to go with you?” Baxter offered.

“Nopenopenope. I’ll just go alone. Yes-indeedy. Byebye guys!”

Conway turned on a heel and took off down the corridor.

Baxter and Richards headed the other way.

“Isn’t the Commander acting a little odd lately?” Baxter asked Richards.

“I’m sure it’s just a phase he’s going through.”

“Probably.”



Conway materialized on the Jem’Hadar warship and scrambled about, searching frantically for another dead Jem’Hadar. Last time he was down here, he’d collected every vial of white off every dead Jem’Hadar he could find.

Now, two days later, the vials were all gone. Conway needed more.

With twice his normal strength, he tossed aside large hunks of duranium, pushed past tipped consoles, tore open broken doors.

“Need…white…” Conway gasped, stumbling throughout the Jem’Hadar ship.

Then he found it. In what he imagined was the Vorta’s quarters, he found a large, squarish box. It looked like a treasure chest to Conway. He pried it out of the hands of the dead Vorta and tapped his comm badge. “Conway to Explorer. One to beam up.”



“Afternoon, Ensign,” Lt. Gellar said, looking up from his desk at Ensign Patty Milligan. “Did you enjoy the raquetball game?”

“It was great,” Patty said distantly. “I beat Mr. Ford.” She sat down at a nearby console and began studying the ship’s security schematics. “How was your afternoon?”

“Uneventful,” Gellar said. “Nothing like the adventure we had yesterday hunting that changeling, huh?”

“Yes,” Patty agreed. “That was an adventure.”

“One interesting thing, though,” Gellar mentioned.

“And that is?”

“Turns out Dr. Browning ate a baby changeling yesterday.”

“Oh, my.”

“Yeah, apparently it somehow found its way into her, and it, uh, impregnated her.” Gellar shifted in his chair uncomfortably and went back to reading security reports.

“It inserted itself into a fertile ova?” asked Patty.

“Yeah. Something like that, I guess.”

“Fascinating.” Patty rose from her chair and walked out the door.

“Patty?” Gellar asked, glancing up.

“I will be back. I must…check something.”



Lt. Tilleran shook her head. “I can’t decode it. You’d need a Vorta voice signature and thumbprint to get it open.”

The box sat there on her workbench, mocking Conway.

Conway ran hands through his hair. “There must be some way we can simulate that.”

“Nope, we don’t have any Vorta voice patterns on file. Why are you so desparate to get in there, anyway?”

“We want to…study…the way they, they, they, make white. The way they make white.”

“Commander,” Tilleran cocked her head. “Are you all right?”

“Right as rain, right as rain,” Conway said, nodding vigorously.

Her black eyes bored into his mind. “Commander! You’re addicted to white!”

Conway scooped up the box and bolted for the door. “Get outta my brain!”



Browning stared down at her plate. “What is this?”

“Yorkshire pudding,” Mirk said proudly. “With orange sauce. Thought it would be, you know, appropriate.”

“Uh-huh,” Browning said, poking at the dish. “Well, that’s very thoughtful. I’m sure I’ll love it.”

Mirk waited patiently for Browning to take a first bite. “Well?”

“Mmm, yummy,” Browning grinned. “Thanks.”

“No problem,” Mirk said. “Hey, I was wondering…”

Browning sighed. “Yes, you can feel my tummy.”

Mirk placed his hand over the round protrusion. “Wow! I can feel it sloshing around!”

“Yes, it’s sloshing around.” Mirk was about the fiftieth person to do this. “It’s not exactly solid, not exactly liquid.”

“That’s amazing.” Mirk stood there awkwardly for a moment.

“Nice talking to you, Mirk.” Browning went back to eating.

After a few minutes of silent eating, someone said, “Ahem.”

Browning looked up. “Oh. Ensign Milligan. Sure you can feel my tummy.”

“That wasn’t what I was here about,” Patty said, looking around nervously. “I’ve got some bad news.”

Browning pushed her plate away. “What?”

“Your quarters were broken into this afternoon.”

“Broken into? By who?”

“We’re not sure. Just come with me and you can see for yourself, Doctor.”

“Okay, whatever you say,” Browning said, wiping her mouth and squeezing out of the booth.



Conway bashed the hammer he’d replicated against the little treasure chest. “Come on, damn it, open!”

That chest was laughing at him. He could hear laughing. Cackling, cold and mean. “Stop laughing and give me white!” he screamed, picking up the box and slamming it repeatedly on his desk. “Come on, just a little more! Just a little more! For the love of God, just a little more!”

BLEEEEEP-EEP.

“GO AWAY!” Conway screamed at his door. “You can’t have it! It’s mine!” He threw the box against the bulkhead opposite his desk. “Damn you box, damn you!”

“Commander, this is Captain Baxter,” Baxter’s voice boomed over the comm. The voice of God. All around him. Conway shrank away.

“Go away, Dale Earnhardt! I don’t want to race with you today!”

Hushed whispers over the comm, then, “Commander, come out of there. We want to help you.”

“Yes, Commander,” J’hana’s voice said. “Come out now and surrender the box of white and we will not kill you.”

“Shut up, J’hana. You’re not helping,” said Baxter’s voice.

“Commander! David, it’s Kelly Peterman. Listen, David, I know you’re going through a hard time right now. You feel like you need the white just to feel complete. You crave it, like it fills a hollow, cored-out area deep inside you, like nothing will ever be okay again until you taste that sweet–”

“Kelly?” asked Baxter’s voice.

“I used to have the same problem with malted milkballs.”

“I see.” A pause. “J’hana, override the door.”

The door slid open. Baxter, Peterman, J’hana, and a squadron of security officers sped in.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” cried Conway, scooping up the box and scrambling under his desk with it. He dove out the other side and between the legs of J’hana.

The Andorian drew her phaser and whirled, baring her needly teeth. “This shall be fun.”

“Stun, J’hana, put it on stun!” Baxter called, following J’hana as the Andorian darted out of the room.



Browning unlocked her quarters and stepped in. She scanned the room. “It doesn’t look like anyone broke in.”

Patty shoved her inside and stepped in.

“Computer, lock door, security override gamma red!”

“Huh?” Browning scratched her head.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” Patty said, as suddenly her skin rippled and her body shifted and contorted into Admiral Mora Neilson.

“Oh my gosh!” Browning cried. “The Changeling!”

Neilson crept forward. “You have something I want, Doctor. That’s one of us you have in there. I must save it.”

“That-that’s not possible,” Browning stammered, backing away. “It’s fully integrated now…if you try to take it out, you’ll kill it. And probably me too!”

“We’ll see–” Mora said, and dove after Browning, her arm becoming a flip-flopping tentacle.

Browning tapped her comm badge. “Browning to Security. HEEEEELLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLP!”



“HEEEEELLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLP!”

Baxter glanced up at the corridor ceiling as the call echoed over the comm system. “That’s Janice!”

“Gotcha!” J’hana cried, springing forward onto Conway, binding him with a blue-glowing electronic shackle like she was hogtying a rutting pig.

“Nonono!” Conway cried. “You’re crushing my spleen!”

“Good!” J’hana retorted, pulling Conway to his feet.

“Computer, locate Dr. Browning,” Baxter quickly said.

“Dr. Browning is in her quarters.”

“Come on,” Baxter tapped Gellar and Saral’s shoulders.

J’hana and Peterman followed. “What do we do with Conway, sir?” J’hana demanded.

“Drag him along!” Baxter called, rushing into the nearest turbolift.

Peterman grabbed the box of white, lest it fall into another crewperson’s hand and this experience be repeated, and followed everyone into the turbolift.



Browning heaved a chair at the changeling and dove into her bathroom. “If this changeling is one of your own, why would you want to harm it?”

“I merely want to link with it!” Mora cried, banging a dent into the door. “That may be done by a simple tracheotamy. You know how one of those goes, don’t you?”

“Unfortunately,” Browning sighed, rubbing her tummy. “Baby, you’re a handful already and you haven’t even been born yet.”

“Baxter to Browning!” came the comm voice.

“What?”

“We’re on our way down to your quarters. What’s happening?”

“I’ve located the Admiral Neilson changeling, Captain,” Browning said breathlessly.

“Really?”

“Yeah, she’s in my quarters right now trying to get her cousin back.”

“Oh. Okay, we’re coming. Hold on, Janice!”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Suddenly the changeling rammed the door and it split open.

“Here’s Mora!” the changeling cried, poking her head through the door. Her tentacle extended from the doorway to the opposite side of the bathroom, where Browning was curled on the counter. “Now, let’s link!”

Browning squirmed away, avoiding the probing tentacle.

She shoved past Mora and dove across her quarters, landing gently on the couch.

Mora snapped her neck around and charged toward the couch, just as the doors split open and J’hana ran in, phaser blasting.

The blast tore a hole in Mora’s torso. Serpentlike, she whipped around and the torso re-formed. “Ah, it’s the bold crew of the Explorer to the rescue. How quaint!”

“Give up, Mora!” Baxter snapped. “You’re cornered!”

“That’s what I thought when the Romulans took me aboard their ship two years ago, but I managed to get back to Dominion territory, using my ingenuity. The same ingenuity that doomed you all to a year in the Delta Quadrant, and the same ingenuity that will allow me to get off your ship with Dr. Browning here and our little rugrat!”

“You’re nothing better than a glorified kidnapper!” shouted Peterman.

“It’s my kid!” retorted Mora. “Sort of!”

“Hey,” Commander Conway said, straining to get away from Gellar and Saral. He inclined his head toward the box in Peterman’s arms. “Would you mind opening that thing for me? I’d love a dose of white about now!”

“Humans eating changelings and drinking white,” Mora sighed, shaking her head. “It’s about what I’d expect from this crew.”

“Oh, that does it,” Baxter huffed. “J’hana, blast her to jello bits.”

“Gladly.” J’hana opened fire, ripping into the changeling.

Mora stumbled toward Browning as the phasers tore into her. Saral and Gellar joined in, and with a sickening spray of orange goo, she exploded.

Browning blinked, wiping off orange slime. “Thanks, J’hana.”

“Don’t mention it,” J’hana responded, turning her attention back to Conway. “Just do me a favor and don’t eat that stuff, will you.”

“You’ve got a deal.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. The USS Bonne-Chance has arrived to recover the wreckage of the Jem’Hadar ship and search for any trace of poor Ensign Milligan on the planet’s surface. Meanwhile, we’re on our way to explore more of the black starry wilderness we call outer space. Dr. Browning is slowly adjusting to her new condition, and Commander Conway is recieving the best possible treatment for his white addiction.



“Rats! Rats! Rats on my face!”

J’hana leaned back in her chair behind the security console in the brig and folded her arms. “For the Hive Mother’s sake, shut up!”

Curled in a fetal ball, Conway shivered, clutching an electrothermal blanket around him. “J’hana?”

“What.”

“Can I have some white? Just a little drop?”

J’hana rolled her eyes. “I have no white, Commander. Just lay there and be quiet.”

Just then, the doors to the brig opened and Dr. Browning sidled in. “Hey, J’hana.”

“Are you here to put the Commander out of his misery?”

“No,” Browning giggled. “Silly. I’m here to help him.”

“By killing him.” J’hana ambled over to deactivate the security field.

“Nope. Not exactly.” Browning crossed into the cell and kneeled next to Conway. “Commander? Hello?”

Conway’s eyes fluttered. “Oh, hello.”

“Do you know who I am?”

“Of course. You’re Kyle Petty.”

“Sure, that’ll do.” Browning pulled a hypospray out of her maternity smock and pressed it into Conway’s arm. His shivering stopped and his eyes became glassy. He looked past Browning, off into the distance.

“Bless you, Kyle Petty, and your wavy hair of brown,” Conway cooed, as he rolled over on the bed and fell blissfully asleep.

“What on Andor did you give him?” J’hana demanded.

Browning shrugged. “Double caf cap with extra cream and sugar.”

“A what?”

Browning smiled as she squeezed out of the brig, glancing at Conway’s snoring form as she left. A smile spread slowly across his face. “Oh, don’t worry. He’ll know what it is.”



NEXT:



When the Federation Social Service arrives to claim Dean Wilcox and put him in a home, the whole crew bands together to keep him. Will they be successful, or will Nurse Holly Carter have to resort to leaving the ship so she and her braindead boyfriend can live a happy life together?



Find out next time in “Not Without My Dean!”




Not Without My Dean



“Hey, is that what I think it is?”

Browning squinted at the sensor image as it vascillated on Sickbay’s main screen. “I…think…so.”

Peterman grinned. “You know what one looks like, don’t you?”

“Please.”

Captain Baxter turned his head around to view the image upside-down. “I’m still trying to find the head.”

Browning sighed. “The head is right THERE, Andy.”

“Oh. Right. Then,” Baxter pointed, “wouldn’t that be the–”

“Bingo!” exclaimed Browning. “I think you can make the announcement now, Captain.”

Baxter walked over to a nearby console and thumbed the communications access control. He was about to say something when the image on the screen next to him rippled.

“Hold on, where’d it go?”

Another ripple.

Peterman scrunched her nose. “It’s kind of hammer-shaped now.”

“Wow,” said Baxter. “This’ll be one popular guy.” He winced as Peterman punched him in the shoulder. “Just thinking of the boy’s welfare.”

“Right, well, make the announcement already,” Browning said. “I’ve got a busy day ahead.”

“Right.” Baxter stuck out his tongue at Peterman. “You’re just mad because you lost in the pool.” He stabbed the comm button again. “All hands, this is the Captain. IT’S A BOY!!”

He punched the channel closed and whirled toward Peterman, padd already in hand. “Pay up, honey. One slip of latinum.”

“And I had the cutest pink outfit already picked out in the replicator logs,” Peterman frowned as she thumbed the padd.

“You can always increase the size and make Andy wear it,” Browning suggested with a grin, disappearing into her office.

“Don’t even think about it,” Baxter said sternly, turning for the door. “Come on, Kelly. You have a string of appointments today.”

“I guess,” Peterman said glumly. “I was all ready to teach her needlepoint.”

“You can teach HIM needlepoint,” Baxter offered. “I’m grateful my mom taught me. Look at all the good I’ve done because of it.”

“We’ll see…” Peterman said reluctantly. When the pair reached the door, they nearly bumped into Lt. Commander Chris Richards.

“Chris, hey,” Baxter said.

“Hey, Chris,” echoed Peterman. The pair exchanged uncomfortable looks and sidled past Richards. They knew why he was here.

“Nice seeing you guys too!” Richards called after them. He crossed to Browning’s office, nodding at Dean, who was playing with several disease samples on the floor in the adjacent waiting room.

“Vrooom!” Dean cried happily, pushing one petri dish ahead of the next. Conway had stopped in one day for a vaccination and had taught him about NASCAR.

He punched the button on Browning’s clear door. She looked up from her paperwork and motioned him in.

Richards stepped through the opening door and waited for it to close. “Do you have a few minutes, Janice?”

“Sure.” Browning put down her padd. She’d been anticipating this. She was actually surprised the crew didn’t have a betting pool going concerning it, as a matter of fact.

“Well.” Richards lowered himself into the chair opposite Browning. “How are you feeling?”

“A little nauseous in the morning, but that’s normal.”

“That’s good. Has the shapeshifting been a problem?”

“He sometimes likes to wrap around my liver, but it’s not too bad. It only gets really bad when he’s just getting out of his regeneration cycle.”

“So he regenerates in there?”

“Sort of. Near as I can tell, he’s half sleeping and half regenerating. Which only makes sense, since he’s half human and half changeling.”

“Good point.” Richards fidgeted with his fingers for several moments. “Listen, Janice. I want to help you in whatever way I can with this baby.”

Browning blinked. “Oh? Really. I had no idea you had that sort of…interest.”

“I just don’t want you thinking you’re alone in this.”

“Alone? Hardly. More than three-quarters of the crew pitched into the betting pool.”

Richards placed his hand overtop Browning’s. “Not alone in that sense, Janice.”

“Christopher…this doesn’t change anything between us.”

“Are you sure?”

“If this is some misguided attempt at coming to my rescue…”

“I just want you to know I’m here. For whatever you need. Not only have I been pregnant before, but there’s also Larkin…”

Browning rubbed her the small bulge in her tummy. “This is a slightly different situation, Christopher.”

“Hey, the offer stands. If you need anything…”

Browning smiled. “I’ll let you know. I really do appreciate this, Christopher.”

“You’ve done the same for me countless times with Larkin. Remember the time she wanted to give herself webbed hands? You helped me talk her out of it!”

“Yeah, that’s right. I did, didn’t I?”

“And remember when a computer virus made her think she was a shuttlecraft? You helped me coax her out of that maintenance hangar.”

“That WAS wild.”

“Janice…” Richards squeezed her hand. “Just know I’m here. Okay?”

Before Browning could say anything, her comm badge chirped: “Baxter to Browning. We just rendez-voused with a Federation courier carrying some people from the Federation Social Services. They demanded to be escorted to Sickbay immediately.”

“Any idea why?” asked Browning. She sudddenly became a bit worried about that bulge in her tummy.

“None at all. But they have an order from the Federation Council to talk to you and your staff.”

“Oh boy. Where are they now?”

“I’m walking with them. We’re almost there.” Now he tells her!

Browning fought the zipper on her maternity jacket. Less than two weeks after her…insemination, and already she’d need to go up a size. She ran her fingers through her hair and stepped around her desk. “I’ve been worried about something like this.”

“What?” asked Richards. “You think they’ll try to take…” he inclined his head toward Browning’s tummy, “him. . . away?”

“Could be.” Browning hurried out into Sickbay just as the doors opened.

“Now I think we can settle this amicably,” Baxter said, leading a pair of slate-suited individuals into Sickbay. “I don’t think there’s any need to bring my security officer into it.”

J’hana, bringing up the rear, bared her sharp teeth. “And if there is, I’ll be sure to give you guys a service that is anything but social.”

The suited individuals, one a balding, angular man in his forties, and the other a prim red-haired woman of about thirty, ignored Baxter and J’hana. They glanced at Browning.

Richards stepped in front of Browning protectively but she just as quickly stepped out from behind him.

“What can I do you folks for?”

The man showed her a small padd bearing his picture. The woman did likewise. “I’m Mr. Dunlap, and this is Lolita Foxglove,” Dunlap said. “We’re with Federation Social Services.”

Browning nodded. “So I’m told.”

“Where is…” Dunlap looked down at his padd. “Nurse Holly Carter?”

“Holly?” Browning asked, blinking. “You mean you’re not here about–” she looked down at her midsection.

“One thing at a time,” snapped Ms. Foxglove. “We’re here here about one Crewman Dean F. Wilcox.”

“Oh,” Browning said. “Dean?”

“He is a crewmember of this ship, is he not?”

“In the loosest sense of the word,” quipped J’hana.

Baxter glared at her. “What do you want with Dean?”

“It is our intention to take him back with us to a facility where he can be properly cared for,” said Dunlap.

Foxglove broke away from her partner to search Sickbay. It wasn’t long before she found Dean. “Here he is, Marty.” The group moved to the waiting room, where Dean had smashed open several disease canisters.

Foxglove shook one of the containers in Browning’s face. “These are biohazards!”

“Oh, they’re fine. We neutralized the disease-causing agents in all of them first. Dean’s a science officer, so we give him stuff to study.”

“NASCARS got wrecked,” Dean pouted, tugging at Browning’s maternity jacket.

“Yes, well, we’ll get you more.”

“He’s a science officer, you say,” said Dunlap. “Then how about you tell me a little bit about his duties.”

“Oh, he does all sorts of things,” Baxter stammered. “He monitors various–that is, he studies–well, his research on, uh–”

“Marty, this is incredible,” said Foxglove, studying a tricorder held up to Dean’s head. “I’m not getting anything. It’s like he’s totally braindead.”

Dunlap bent down to face Dean. “Mr. Wilcox, can you understand me?”

“Bald!” Dean laughed, then sneezed in Dunlap’s face.

The FSS agent rubbed his eyes. “Could someone get me a napkin?”

“Sure.” Browning disappeared into the supply closet. “Can I soak that in anesthezine for you too?”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“We have orders from the Federation Council to bring Mr. Wilcox to the Daystrom Institute immediately so he may be studied and given the attention he deserves.”

“Oh, we give him all sorts of attention,” Browning said. “He’s well taken care of.”

“And that’s where Holly Carter comes in, correct?” asked Foxglove.

“Well, she’s his…”

“His what?” demanded Dunlap.

Browning looked around the room. To Baxter, Richards, and J’hana.

“Well, she’s sort of…not his girlfriend, but…”

“Not really his mom,” added Baxter.

“Sort of a legal guardian,” Richards offered.

“A consort,” J’hana said. “They have sexual relations.”

“They do not!” snapped Baxter.

“That is the rumor!” returned J’hana.

“It’s none of our business!” shouted Browning, trying to gain control of the situation.

“It IS our business,” said Foxglove. “This…association…between Ms. Carter and Mr. Wilcox is not at all normal.”

“Which makes it all the better,” argued Browning.

“That’s not for us to decide,” Dunlap said. “We have our orders. Nurse Carter has no legal rights over Mr. Wilcox.”

“That may be, but I do,” Baxter said, thumbing his chest. “He’s part of my crew.”

“Our orders are confirmed, Captain. You can’t override the Federation Council.” Foxglove smiled.

“But I can appeal, can’t I?”

Foxglove’s smile vanished. “Only if you want to drag this out and make it a terrible ordeal for everyone.”

“You obviously don’t know how we operate around here, Ms. Foxglove, or else you’d know the answer to that question.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53840.5. I’ve submitted my appeal to the Federation Council via subspace and Nurse Carter has been notified about this whole mess. Meanwhile, our visitors from the Social Services Division must wait to hear what the final verdict on Crewman Wilcox is. Hopefully, this can all be cleared up with a minimum of fuss.



Mirk rolled around apprehensively on the fainting couch. “It drives me crazy sometimes, Counselor! Just knowing I can’t do simple things like levitate a drink from one side of the lounge to the other. Knowing I can’t freeze time, transport matter from one place to another, or fly. It’s very…unsettling.”

“I understand,” Peterman said, fighting a chewtoy out of Charlie’s mouth. She tossed it across her office and returned her attention to Mirk. “You’ve grown accustomed to these powers over the last few years. To have them simply…stripped away…is a big change. Hard to adjust to.”

“That’s it. That’s it exactly.”

“You feel trapped now in a powerless body; powerless, that is, to do anything but shlep drinks and give advice.”

“Okay, now you’re pushing it.”

“I’m just telling you how I see it, Mirk. We can work through this, just like we worked through your surge in powers earlier this year.”

“I don’t know. This is going to be a lot harder, Counselor. Not having any powers…being just like the average, boring–” He grinned at Peterman weakly. “You know what I mean.”

“I’m not sure I do, but at any rate, time’s up,” Peterman said. Mirk stood. “Should an omnipotent being visit you, I want to be the first to know, okay?”

“Sure.” Mirk headed for the door.

Peterman gathered her notes and headed for her desk, just as her comm badge tittered: “Browning to Peterman.”

“This is Peterman.”

“We’ve got a situation here with Nurse Carter. Your services would come in handy about now.”

“Do we have crying?”

“Some. She’s worried she’s going to lose Dean.”

“Just as I feared. Don’t panic, Doctor, I’m on the case. I want you and Holly to meet me in the Constellation Cafe in ten minutes. And bring some large spoons.”

“Huh?”

Peterman tapped the channel closed and hurried out into the corridor to catch up to Mirk. “Hey, Mirk. What can you do for me in the way of ice cream?”



Holly wiped her eyes with a napkin. “I guess I’m just afraid they’ll succeed in taking Dean away.”

“Not going to happen.” Dr. Browning dug at the bottom of the ice cream bucket, artfully scooping out the meager remains of the once-full tub of Andorian Sharpel and Praline Delight. She had no idea what the heck a ‘sharpel’ was, but it sure was good.

“Janice’s right,” Peterman affirmed. “We’re all working to make sure these social workers won’t take Dean from you. There’s no way they’re getting off this ship with him.”

“I hope you’re right,” Holly said. “Over the years he’s become so important to me. I know you guys probably don’t understand it–”

“Sure we understand,” Peterman and Browning lied.

“–but Dean and I are very close. He may not be able to read, or spell, or go to the bathroom by himself, but he’s my soulmate. He’s makes me complete.”

Peterman’s eyes teared up. She grabbed the napkin from Holly. “That’s so beautiful, Holly. How could the Federation reject a plea like that?”

“I don’t know, but I’m scared they will,” Holly said. She glanced over Peterman’s shoulder. Foxglove and Dunlap were weaving through the lunch crowd in the Cafe, talking to crewpersons. “Man, speak of the devil.”

Peterman turned. “Oh, the nerve of those two. Snooping around in here and asking questions like they own the place.”

“It is a free quadrant,” Browning said. “There isn’t much we can do about them being here.”

“We’ll see about that.” Peterman slid out of her booth and slid in between the pair of social workers and Ensign Sefelt. “Howard–go eat your lunch.”

“But they wanted to ask me some questions–”

“I’ll take care of this.”

Sefelt leaned forward. “But Counselor–I’m afraid of bureaucrats!”

“Then get back to your lunch or I’ll summons you!” Peterman said between gritted teeth.

“Can you do that?”

“Want to find out?”

Sefelt gulped. “No.”

“Who are you?” demanded Ms. Foxglove.

Peterman whirled to face the two agents. “Your worst nightmare.”

Dunlap regarded his padd. “Kelly Peterman, Lt. Commander. Ship’s Counselor. Wife of Captain Baxter.”

“That’s right,” Peterman said. “Now listen up: If you two are here to cause more trouble, forget it. We’re not giving up Crewman Wilcox, so you might as well go back to your little ship now and get the hell out of here.”

“You might be right,” Foxglove said, her face suddenly becoming the picture of compassion. “But before we do that, let me ask you something. How many pets do you have aboard ship?”

“I don’t see what his has to–”

“How many?”

“I can’t say.” Peterman folded her arms.

“Well, what if we contact our associates at the Federation ASPCA? Don’t you think they’d be interested to know you’re keeping all these animals pent up on a starship, when they should be running free?”

“They get daily arboretum and holodeck walks!” Peterman protested. “Anyway, I am member of the FASPCA, so don’t try to bring them into this.”

“What if I bring in the Starship Safety Commission? Is your little zoo in keeping with their rules?”

“Well, not as such, but–”

Dunlap stepped in front of Foxglove. “If you don’t step aside and let us continue our work, the SSC will descend upon you like a pack of Tellarite wildebeasts, and I assure you it won’t be pretty.”

Foxglove smiled. “That, Counselor, may well be YOUR worst nightmare.”

“Oh…oh…ooooooh!” Peterman stomped her feet. “You two are horrible!”

“Like Mr. Sefelt said,” Dunlap smiled. “We’re bureaucrats. Now step aside.”

Peterman hurried back to the booth. “Sorry, Holly. I did everything I could.”

Holly shrugged. “That’s okay. You tried your best.” Presently, Foxglove and Dunlap arrived at the booth.

“Ms. Carter, how good to finally meet you,” Foxglove smiled. “We’d like you to step outside and answer a few questions. About the nature of your relationship with Mr. Wilcox.”

“I’d like to go with her. She needs some kind of representation,” Browning said.

“Doctor, that’s so thoughtful,” Holly said.

“You are allowed an advocate of your own choosing,” Dunlap said tiredly.

“Anyone I choose, huh?” asked Holly.

“That’s right.”

Browning smiled. “I’d be glad to help, Holly.”



“Forgive me if I am wrong, sir and madam,” said Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin, pacing in front of the conference table in the Bridge conference room, “but I am not familiar with any statute that does not allow a relationship of the type enjoyed by Mr. Wilcox and Ms. Carter.”

“Their relationship is not our primary concern,” said Dunlap. “The health and wellbeing of Mr. Wilcox are at issue here.”

“Dean’s perfectly happy here!” persisted Holly. “We love each other. I take perfect care of him. I’m a nurse, for goodness sake!”

“Not good enough!” said Foxglove. “The Daystrom Institute has the technologies and resources to not only care for Dean, but work toward curing his condition.”

“Impossible,” Holly said. “Over forty percent of his cerebral cortex has been damaged. There’s no hope of fully restoring his mental condition. We’ve already checked into that.”

“So you say,” Foxglove said. She inserted a chip into the desktop viewer. A human brain, presumably Dean’s, with many red highlighted areas appeared. “But what if we told you there are scientists at the Institute working right this minute on a method of restoring the pathways in Mr. Wilcox’s brain.”

Larkin studied the graphic of Dean’s brain. “Intruiging. I suppose such regenerative therapy is possible.”

“Thanks for the support.” Holly folded her arms.

“Nurse Carter,” said Dunlap sternly. “You’re not actually suggesting that we allow Dean to continue suffering so he will stay with you.”

“He’s NOT suffering!” retorted Holly. “He’s happy with me.”

“We took the liberty of looking into Mr. Wilcox’s personnel file,” said Foxglove.

Holly rolled her eyes. “I should have guessed.”

“Do you know that he was the Valedictorian of his class at Starfleet Science Academy? He taught for two years at the Science Department at Federation University. And, apparently, he was working on several interesting subspace experiments before his unfortunate…accident.”

“In short, Nurse Carter,” said Dunlap, “Mr. Wilcox had the potential of being one of the Federation’s greatest minds, and instead he is a virtual vegetable who at this very moment is down in your quarters playing with blocks!”

“Actually,” said Holly, glancing at the wall chronometer. “It’s bathtime about now.” She idly wondered how Dean was doing at the moment.



“Come here, you silly thing!” Peterman exclaimed as Dean’s wet soapy body slid through her arms and he trailed suds out of the bathroom and into Holly’s quarters.

She reeled back into the tub, water splashing all over her.

“Grab him, Janice!” Peterman exclaimed.

“Come on, Dean, play nice!” Browning said as Dean barreled for the couch.

“No bath, no bath!” he cried, piledriving into the couch.

Browning grabbed Dean by the arms and lugged him back toward the bathroom. “Dean, Dean, Dean, what would mommy–I mean your girlfriend–er, Holly say about this? You’ve never been this difficult!”

Browning deposited Dean into the bathtub while Peterman stood in front of the Dry-O-Matic, letting the heat bake her soaked uniform. “Would you look at my hair, Janice?”

Dean splashed about in defiance, causing suds to fly up into Browning’s face.

“Why is he acting this way?” asked Browning, wringing a soapy sponge over Dean’s head.

Peterman wrapped her hair back into a ponytail. “That’s obvious. He’s upset about those social workers coming to try to take him away.” She knelt by the tub. “You don’t want to go to the Daystrom Institute, do you, Dean?”

“No go, no go!” Dean exclaimed.

“See?”

“Are you sure he even knows what’s going on?” asked Browning.

“Most definitely,” said Peterman. “Just because he’s mentally challenged doesn’t mean he can’t understand things.”

“Actually, that’s pretty much the definition of ‘mentally challenged,’ isn’t it?”

“Don’t be difficult, Janice. Trust me, he understands what’s happening and doesn’t like it one bit.”

“Maybe,” Browning admitted. She held Dean down and scrubbed inside his ears with a washrag. “You know, taking care of someone is hard work.”

“No kidding.”

Browning probed the inner workings of Dean’s ear thoughtfully. Excited, Dean flopped about some more, splashing Browning again. “This is what I’ll be doing in a few months.”

“Sure, I guess,” said Peterman. “But your…child will be a bit smaller. Hopefully.”

Browning sat back a moment. “This will really change my life.”

Peterman lowered herself to the floor, leaning back against the lower supply cabinet opposite Browning. “You just figured this out?”

“It’s been in the back of my mind a lot lately.”

“Cold feet?”

“Swollen feet, actually, but that’s beside the point.” Browning continued to scrub Dean as he splashed. “I’m just worried I’m not going to be a good mother.”

“You not a good mother?” Peterman asked in suprise. “Janice, you’re the one that takes care of me when I need counseling. You’re the one that helped Andy when he was trying to figure out how to go about courting me. You made a failing restaurant a hit. And I don’t even have to say a thing about Chris.”

“No, you don’t,” said Browning firmly. “I guess you’re right. I do have some sort of natural maternal instinct, don’t I?”

“Undoubtedly. Janice, there’s no one on this ship as fit to have a child as you.”

“Boobers, I’m home!” called Holly from the outer room.

“Well, maybe one.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53842.3. It’s been an awkward couple of days sharing our ship with the two stiffs from the FSS, but we’ve finally recieved a reply from the Federation Council. I have a gut instinct that the news is good.



Lt. Commander Larkin read the comm transmission. “Captain Andy Baxter, you are hearby ordered by the Federation Council to turn over Crewman Wilcox to the representatives from Federation Social Services. Mr. Wilcox shall then be immediately transported to the Daystrom Institute’s headquarters in the Sol System.”

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Baxter said, shaking his head. Larkin sat down at the conference table.

“We can’t turn Dean over to them, Captain,” Holly said. “Who knows what kind of experiments they’ll do on him.”

“I understand your dilemma, Nurse Carter,” Baxter said, “but I honestly don’t know if there’s anything we can do. This is a DIRECT order from the Federation Council.”

“We can protest again,” suggested Browning. “Tie this up in the JAG office forever.”

“That would get us nowhere,” Larkin said. “According to Federation law, this decree from the council is not subject to any type of appeal.”

“There’s got to be some way out of this, Andy,” Peterman said. “We can’t let them take Dean.”

“Honey, if I could think of a way to keep Dean, I would do it in an instant. But they’re simply playing with a stacked deck here.”

“Send him to this Institute,” said J’hana. “Perhaps he can actually become a productive member of society instead of a drag on our resources, as he is now.”

“You take that back!” Holly cried. “Dean IS a productive member of this crew!”

“That depends on how one defines ‘productive,’” Larkin said reasonably.

“Need I remind you that Dean saved us, and the whole Delta Quadrant, from the Borg two years ago,” said Dr. Browning. “If it weren’t for him, we’d still be there, and more than likely we’d be Borgified at that.”

“Janice’s right,” said Peterman. “We owe Dean everything. We can’t just throw him to the wolves.”

“It’s okay, guys,” Holly said finally. “This is mine and Dean’s problem. You guys can’t put your careers on the line for us.”

“I said nothing about putting my career on the line for anyone,” said J’hana firmly.

“At ANY rate,” said Holly, “we’re going to give in to their demands.”

“You’re just giving up?” Browning asked, turning to Holly. “Just like that?”

“Just…like…that,” Holly said between clinched teeth. “Get it?”

“Um, I guess.”

“I think we should get back to my quarters. Get Dean’s things together,” Holly said, indicating the door to the observation lounge. “Don’t you?”

“Sure,” Browning said. “Whatever you want to do.”

“Thanks for everything, guys,” Holly said, and quickly backed out of the room, Browning following.

“Poor thing,” said Peterman, turning and sliding out of her chair. “Wish we could do more to help her.”

“It’s a shame,” agreed Baxter.

“This display sickens me,” J’hana muttered. “Let us return to the bridge before we all become crying, blathering idiots.”

“What kept you from the greeting card industry I’ll never know,” Baxter muttered, and followed Larkin, J’hana, and Peterman out onto the bridge.



“Holly, I don’t know how you can give up so easily. Not after all you and Dean have been through together,” Browning said, struggling to keep up with Holly as she marched down the corridor.

“I’m not giving up.”

“I mean, the senior staff is behind you. All except J’hana, I guess. Nope, she’s probably not behind you.”

“I said, I’m not giving up.”

Browning stopped. “What?”

“I’m not giving up. Me and Dean are getting away from here while we still can. I’ve got everything planned out, but I’ll need your help.”

Browning shrugged. “What were you thinking?”



“What were you thinking!” Browning exclaimed, dragging luggage behind her as she and Holly led Dean into Shuttlebay Two.

“It’s the only way to assure that we won’t be bothered by the Federation Social Services. We have to leave the Federation.”

“I don’t know about this,” Browning said uneasily, helping Holly load the luggage into the rear cargo port of the runabout Algonquin. “There’s got to be a better way.”

Holly hurried around to the cockpit hatch. “Believe me, Doctor, if there was, I’d have figured it out by now. I’ve spent the last two days thinking about nothing else.”

“Are you SURE my Emergency Medical Clearance will release the runabout?”

“It should,” a voice said.

Browning looked down. Chris Richards slid out from underneath the Algonquin, toolkit in hand. “And if it doesn’t, it won’t really matter, because we won’t notice the Algonquin is missing until Holly’s long gone, thanks to some minor adjustments I made to the sensors.”

“How’d you get dragged into this?” Browning asked.

“Because I feel sort of responsible for what happened to Dean. He did have his tragic accident in Engineering, you know,” Richards said. “Besides, I like the guy. What can I say.”

Browning shook her head. “I can’t believe you, Christopher.”

“Believe it, hon,” Richards said, sliding behind the shuttlebay control console. “You two get aboard the Algonquin. I’m initiating a test of the launch systems. The bay door will open for about forty seconds, then close automatically. That should give you plenty of time to get out.”

“What about the Explorer’s sensors?” asked Holly.

“Undergoing some…routine maintenance,” Richards said with a smile.

Holly crossed the shuttlebay and wrapped her arms around Richards. “Mr. Richards, I can’t begin to thank you for this.”

“How about sending me a postcard from the Novaran Compendium, huh?”

“Sure thing,” Holly said, grabbing Dean by the hand and dragging him into the runabout.

“Trip?” Dean asked eagerly.

“Yep, you could say that,” Holly said.

“Trippy trip! Trippy trip!”

The runabout door swung shut.

Richards tapped his comm badge. “Richards to Algonquin.”

“Here,” said Holly.

“Your flight plan and navigation controls are all programmed in. The computer’s set to pilot the ship automatically. It’ll get you to an independent trade center somewhere in Novaran territory, and you’ll have to get the rest of the way from there.”

“That’ll be fine, Mr. Richards. I’ll make sure you get the runabout back in prime condition.”

“See that you do.” Richards hit a control and the launch door slowly rose with a gasp of released particles. “Richards out.”

Browning watched the Algonquin glide out of the shuttlebay and touched Richards’s shoulder. “Thanks, Christopher.”

“Don’t mention it. What’s a little grand larceny among friends?”



Peterman paced Baxter’s readyroom. “I know we’re overlooking something here, Andy.”

“Hmmph,” Baxter said, leaning back in the chair behind his desk. “I wish we were. But we’ve looked this thing over inside and out. Larkin’s been processing the data for days. If she can’t come up with anything, do us mortal humans have any hope?”

“You might be right, but I can’t help but feeling there’s a huge loophole staring us right in the face.”

“Don’t be silly.” Baxter glanced at his terminal. “Oh, look, honey. Our Fedecare joint forms are in. We’re filing together again this year, right?” That reminded Baxter. The time for his yearly physical was almost at hand. Another awkward hour of Janice seeing his unmentionable areas.

“Filing together?” Peterman stopped in her tracks. “Andy. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

Baxter shivered. “Probably not.”



Baxter and Peterman raced onto the bridge. “Commander Conway,” Baxter said, “get me the Federation Captain’s Manual. And contact Nurse Carter.”

Commander Conway was standing in the command center with Foxglove and Dunlap.

“Easier said than done, sir,” Conway said. “It appears Miss Smiley and Mr. Fun here can’t find her or Dean Wilcox.”

“Those are NOT our names,” protested Foxglove.

“Computer,” Baxter said quickly. “Locate Nurse Holly Carter.”

“Holly Carter is not aboard the Explorer,” replied the computer.

“Locate Dean Wilcox.”

“Dean Wilcox is not aboard the Explorer.”

“Where on Earth could they be?” asked Peterman.



“Federation runabout: this is the Orion Pirate Vessel Skortal. We command you to drop out of warp and surrender yourselves to us now.”

Holly punched the comm button on the Algonquin. “Skortal, we have nothing of value here. I’m sure there’s a more tempting target out there for you.”

“That runabout is of supreme value. Surrender it now or be destroyed.”

“What good will it do if the runabout is destroyed? Then you won’t get anything, and you’ll have expended valuable weapons energy!”

Some silence, then, “Surrender your ship or we’ll destroy it.”

“Okay, I choose ’none of the above,” Holly said, and pulled the runabout into a roll. “Hold on, Dean!”

Dean gripped the seat next to Holly. “Gonna puke, Humma, gonna puuuuuuuuuuuuauh!”

“Ewwwwwww!”

“Federation runabout, coating your forward viewport with an opaque material will not deter us from capturing you. What is that, anyway?”

Holly fumbled with the controls on the runabout helm, bringing the tiny ship out of warp and zipping toward a nearby planet at full impulse. At least at impulse speed she roughly matched the Orion pirateship for speed and had a lot more maneuverability. There was even a chance she could elude it if she concentrated all her piloting skills. Unfortunately, ‘all’ her piloting skills consisted of a brief training course during her sophomore year at Starfleet Academy and some excursions on the holodeck. Not exactly a promising combination.

The Orion ship dove after them, in hot pursuit.



“You did what!” Baxter demanded, as Browning and Richards stood on the quarterdeck of the Explorer’s bridge, looking guilty.

“It was for the greater good, sir,” said Richards valiantly.

“I don’t believe this!” Baxter cried. “My two best friends went behind my back and pilfered a runabout.”

“It was so Holly could escape,” explained Browning.

“I see that,” said Baxter. “But I kind of wish you would have consulted with me about it.”

“You would have said no,” Richards said simply.

“Most likely!”

“In any event,” Peterman interjected, “we have a much less drastic solution to this problem.”

“This I’d love to hear,” Foxglove muttered from the position she and Dunlap had staked out behind the L-shaped Aux Control and Environmental console.

“There’s a way for Holly to make whatever decisions she feels necessary for Dean’s wellbeing,” Peterman said. “All she needs is one of these.” Peterman held up her right hand and pointed.

Richards squinted. “A wart?”

She glared at Richards. “Not the wart! The wedding ring!”

Browning blinked. “Holly’s marrying the Captain?”

“ARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRGGH!”

Foxglove and Dunlap exchanged worried looks. What kind of ship of fools had they wandered onto?



Another blast rocked the Algonquin. Holly diverted power to weapons and unleashed the runabout’s phasers and photon torpedoes.

“Damage to the Orions, computer?” Holly asked as a shower of sparks descended from the ceiling.

“Ten percent reduction in shields.”

“Do I have enough firepower left to totally disable their shields?”

“Negative.”

Holly bit her lip thoughtfully. What in the heck would she do?

Dean cowered in his chair. “I scared, Humma! Scared!”

“I know you’re scared, Dean!” Holly replied. “Just hold on and Humma will take care of things. There’s not a thing to worry ab–”

Then the console before Holly exploded, throwing her backward across the cockpit. She slammed to the deck, unconcious.

“Humma!” cried Dean, rushing to Holly’s side and shaking her with all his might. “Humma?!?”

Another explosion.

Dean looked around frantically. Lights blinked. Alarms blared. Sparks flew. It was a light show, but it was scary. Like the fireworks Humma had taken him too just the other day. Or was it five months ago?

Dean concentrated hard. Someone was shooting their ship. Someone hurt Humma. He had to retaliate. He jumped to the forward console he’d seen Humma use and went to work.

After about five minutes of playing the remaining controls like a barroom piano, Dean gave up. He’d succeeded in ejecting the warp core, inflating the lumbar support in the pilot’s chair, and replicating four bowls of beef stew, but none of that seemed to stop the ship outside from shooting.

He rushed back to Humma’s side and curled up on the deck with her, shoving his thumb into his mouth. “Hlllp!” he cried, sucking vigorously.

Then, magically, the explosions stopped.

He craned his neck to look out the viewport. A graceful silver shape arced into view, blasting the Orion pirate vessel with a multitude of colorful beams.

What was that?

“Explorer to Algonquin. Holly, come in!” It was Cappy! Cappy Baxter!

“Cappy Baxter!” Dean called. “Hi hi hi!”



“Cappy?” asked J’hana.

Baxter grimaced. “Shut up and finish disabling that Orion ship. He turned to Tilleran.”Are they okay over there?”

Tilleran squinted at her readings. “I’m reading one severely damaged brain.”

Browning nodded. “That would be Dean.”

Tilleran frowned. “And another only slightly damaged brain.”

“Holly…” said Browning.

“This complicates matters,” Baxter mused.

“Captain Baxter,” said Foxglove. “By the authority of the United Federation of Planets, we hearby order you to–”

“La la la la la!” Baxter covered his ears. “I can’t hear you!”

Conway looked at Baxter, perplexed. “Captain, your command style evolves to new levels every day.”

Keeping his ears covered, and ignoring Conway, Baxter turned to J’hana. “Lieutenant! See if you can shut those two up.”

“Gladly.” J’hana chased Foxglove and Dunlap into the nearby turbolift, phaser drawn. “You two have just lost your bridge priveleges!”

“Baxter to Transporter Room Two,” Baxter said, thumbing a control on the command chair.

“Hola. Hartley here.”

“Lieutenant, lock on to the two life signs on the Algonquin and beam them directly to Sickbay.”

“Did it ever occur to you that site-to-site transports are a lot harder than normal ones?”

“Just do it, Hartley!’

“Fine, fine.”



Baxter, Browning, and Peterman hurried into Sickbay. Nurse Luntley was already working on Holly.

“How is she, Joan?” Browning said, hurrying to Holly’s side.

“Mild hemmorhaging in the third quadrant. A little internal bleeding.”

“Let’s get ready to get her into stasis and operate on that brain,” Browning said, as Nurse Davis draped a red operating smock over Browning. She noticed it was snug around her belly, but there was obviously no time to have it let out.

“Do whatever you can for her, Doctor,” Baxter said worriedly. “I’d hate to think she went through all this trouble just to become a veritable vegetable.”

“J’hana to Baxter,” came the chirp of the comm.

“What?”

“I have been ordered by the illustrious Foxglove and Dunlap to come to Sickbay and arrest Nurse Carter and Dean Wilcox.”

“And you’re going along with this?”

“They threatened to take away my retirement benefits, Captain. I could not resist.”

“You’re disappointing me, J’hana.”

“I will schedule a ritual suicide at your convenience.”

“How far away are you guys?”

“In a turbolift. Two decks from your location.”

“How about you walk very slowly? Can you accomplish that?”

“I shall try, sir.”

Peterman watched Browning work on Holly worriedly. “Andy, we have to marry Holly and Dean before Foxglove and Dunlap get here!”

“I’m getting that idea,” Baxter said. “Doctor, can you bring Holly around for just a few minutes?”

“I don’t see that we have any other choice,” Browning said, injecting a hypospray into Holly’s neck and hitting a control on the biobed. “She’ll be lucid, but not extremely communicative.”

“Like Conway before his morning coffee.”

“Exactly.”

Baxter nodded. “Fine. Book.”

Peterman shoved the Captain’s manual into Baxter’s hand. He turned to the proper page. “Witness?”

Peterman hurried to the other side of the biobed. “Ready!”

Baxter glanced around. “Groom?”

Nurse Luntley dragged Dean out from under an adjacent biobed. “He was down there trying to eat a medical tricorder.”

“Wedding day jitters,” Baxter said with a grin. “I remember them well.” Luntley pushed Dean up on the biobed, next to Holly.

Holly’s eyes fluttered open. “Wha?”

Peterman patted Holly’s forehead. “Don’t struggle, Holly. You’re all right. Your brain is just hemmorhaging.”

“Ohhhhh…”

Baxter grasped Holly’s cheeks. “Lieutenant…listen closely…I’m marrying you.”

“Huhhhh?”

“To Dean!”

“Huhhhh?”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “It’s the only way to ensure that Dean stays on the Explorer and you don’t go to a penal colony. Nod if you understand.”

“Mmmmm hmmm…”

Baxter straightened. “Good.” He buried his nose in the book. “Since the days of the early sailing vessels, it’s been the great pleasure of a captain to–”

“Skip all that!” Browning said. “Just get to the marraige part!”

“Then it loses all the signif–”

“Just do it!” cried Peterman.

“Right, right. Do you Holly Justine Carter take Dean Francis Wilcox to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

“Hrrrmmmm…” Holly’s head fell back.

“Is that a yes?”

“It’ll have to do!” said Browning. “Keep going.”

The doors to Sickbay swished open. Foxglove and Dunlap raced past J’hana.

Baxter glanced worriedly over his shoulder. “DoyouDeantakeHolly Cartertobeyourlawfullyweddedwife?”

Dean swung underneath the biobed. “Wheeeeeeeee!”

“Good enough!” Baxter slammed the book shut. “I now pronounce you man and wife!”

“WHAT?” demanded Foxglove.

“You heard me,” Baxter said, folding his arms. “Under article six, subparagraph J of the Federation Managed Health Care plan, a married couple who files jointly for health coverage may decide the terms of their health care, even if that means no care whatsoever!”

“Here’s the paperwork,” Peterman said with a grin, shoving a padd into Foxglove’s hand. “In triplicate.”

“But they stole a Starfleet runabout!” exclaimed Dunlap.

“Nope, that was an official mission,” Baxter said.

“But–” said Foxglove.

“That’s that,” Baxter said. He turned to Holly. “Mrs. Wilcox, do you want your husband to receive care for his brain damage at the Daystrom Institute?”

Holly’s eyes fluttered. Her head moved from side to side.

“There you have it,” Baxter said. “If you two want to protest this, I suggest you take the matter up with your Federation Council representative. Otherwise, we have a mission to get to. We’ll rendez-vous with your ship shortly.”

“This is all wrong,” Dunlap said wearily.

“This ship is all wrong,” Foxglove muttered.

“We love you too,” J’hana said. “Now, if I may escort you to your brig…er, I mean cabin?”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We have returned Foxglove and Dunlap to their courier ship, and might I say they weren’t happy about the current state of affairs at all. I only hope they don’t hold a grudge against us for too long. When will they learn that Explorer folk have a way of looking after their own? Nurse Carter, I mean Wilcox, is recovering nicely, and Dean seems to be adjusting well to his new role as husband.



“Get that tricorder out of your mouth, silly,” Browning said, grabbing the medical tricorder from Dean and pocketing it.

Holly sat up in bed. “Janice, I don’t know how to thank you and the others.”

“Aw, it’s nothing,” Browning said. “How’s your head?”

“A little better now. You know, for a few moments there, I think I really got the idea of how Dean must feel on a daily basis.”

“And how is that?” asked Browning.

“Disoriented, for the most part. I really hope we can get him some help, someday.”

“We’ll come up with something,” Browning smiled. “But for now, at least, the two of you can be together without worrying about the social service people coming to separate you.”

“That’s for sure.” Holly watched Dean climb the biobed next to her and jump up and down on it. “Do you think he realizes he’s a married man, now?”

“Honestly, I don’t think it makes a bit of difference to him,” said Browning.

“Yeah, you’re probably right.”

“But I do think he loves you more than anyone else in this universe. And that kind of love is hard to find.”

“No kidding. I’m lucky to have him, no matter what his mental state is.”

“You sure are,” Browning said, and her voice trailed off.

The doors to Sickbay parted and Richards strolled in, brushing his hands together. “Well, repairs to the Algonquin are almost done. I think I finally got all the beef stew out of the carpet.”

Browning’s stomach rumbled. “Whoa, down boy,” she grinned, patting her midsection.

“Dinner?” asked Richards. “I hear they’re serving your favorite. Manicotti rolls stuffed with pizza topped with spaghetti and meatballs.”

“Wow,” Browning said. “I’d love to, but I’m kind of keeping an eye on Nurse Wilcox here.”

“Nah, go on,” Holly said. “Nurse Luntley is here. And Dean’s keeping me company. Go have dinner.”

“Well, okay,” Browning said reluctantly. “But you call me if you need anything.”

Holly smiled as Richards and Browning exited Sickbay. Dean hopped from his biobed to hers and buried his head against her shoulder. “No,” she grinned. “I think I’ll be perfectly fine.”



AND LAST BUT NOT LEAST:



The Explorer returns to Earth for maintenance, Peterman and Baxter’s marraige hits some rocks, someone turns up evidence that Baxter’s not a competent Captain, Larkin starts to exhibit some…difficulties with Kris and Richards’s relationship, Commander Conway becomes a monk, Dr. Browning gets baby-showered, and someone milks a cow! Could you ask for anything more in a season finale? I think NOT! (If so, please e-mail antular7@aol.com).




Down to Earth



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 53995.4. We’ve returned to the Sol System for our annual 5,000 light year check-up, dilithium crystal realignment, and mission debriefing. When you’re out at the periphery of known space like we have been for two years, it really helps bring things back into focus getting back to good old Earth.



“So what’s the schedule?” Captain Baxter asked as he picked through his plate of scrambled eggs in the Captain’s Mess.

Kelly Peterman nibbled her bran muffin and studied a padd. “Arrival at McKinley station within the hour, a short ceremony in the shuttlebay this afternoon, followed by three days at Starfleet Command in debriefing. Oh, and Janice’s baby shower Thursday. I thought we’d invite her to our house for dinner and suprise her. The command crew’s already been filled in.”

Baxter grinned, wiping his mouth. “Our house. That sounds a bit odd, doesn’t it?”

“Seeing that we use it about two weeks out of the year, I guess so.” Peterman watched Saturn swing lazily by the viewport. “Anyway, I’ll be taking care of all the preparations.”

“So, other than that, we’ve pretty much got an open schedule, right?” Plans of taking a hoverskiff island-hopping in the Caribbean immediately began to filter through Baxter’s mind.

“Yes,” Peterman said, reaching across the table and grabbing Baxter’s hands. “I’ve got it all planned.”

“You do?”

“Mmm hmm. How does two weeks with my parents sound?”

Baxter dropped his fork. “Ummm…”

“Come on, Andy! It’ll be fun!”

“Kelly, I don’t know. Two weeks.”

“We spent six months with your parents, and I was able to stand it. And besides, my parents are nice. They like you.”

“My parents like you!” Baxter protested.

“Your dad, maybe. But your mom and I…I don’t know, Andy. She’s got some kind of complex. I’d swear she feels like I’ve replaced her as the mother.”

“That’s just plain sick, Kelly.”

Peterman slid her padd across to Baxter. “Anyway, here’s our itenerary. I think we’ll have a lot of fun.”

Baxter scrolled down the padd. “Mmm.”

“Think of it this way: They’re here on Earth and so are we. The least we could do is stop by. Do you want to hurt their feelings?”

“Kelly, it’s just that–just–well, your parents are a little weird.”

“They are NOT weird!” Peterman snatched back the padd. “So they have a TINY obsession with animals.”

“Tiny? Are you kidding me?”

“Enough. Stop disparaging my parents.”

“But Kelly…”

“We’re going to my parents’ place for our leave, and that’s final.”

Baxter grimaced. Better cancel the reservation on that hoverskiff.



“And twist, twist, twist!”

Dr. Janice Browning sighed as she grunted her way through “Sweating and Birthing to the Oldies.” Why did Kelly insist on Richard Simmons putting together this exercise/lamaz program for expectant mommies? What’s worse, she hated twentieth century music.

“Wait a minute Mr. Postman!” boomed over Browning’s speakers.

BEEEP-EEEP.

Mercifully, someone was at the door. Browning switched off the viewer and grabbed a towel. “Hold on just a sec.”

She activated the door control and blinked in surprise. “Christopher, what are you doing here?”

Lt. Commander Richards poked his head in. “Thought I’d come check on you.”

“Oh, Christopher…”

Richards surveyed the room. “Well, I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

“I really appreciate it. I was just finishing up my Babycise.”

“The Richard Simmons thing,” Richards said. “How nice of him to put that together for you.”

Browning collapsed onto the couch. “Nice indeed.”

“So. How’s the nausea?”

“Bearable. Come sit down.”

Richards sat beside Browning on the couch, careful to keep his distance. He folded his arms. Then crossed his legs. “Well. What are your plans for leave?”

Browning shifted on the couch. “Uh, well, I guess I didn’t have any plans per se. What about you?”

“A nice vacation, actually. Kris is coming to meet Larkin and I and we’re taking a tour of the Horsehead Nebula. Maybe stop at the Antares system and check out the night club scene.”

“Oh. That sounds just lovely.”

“I can’t wait. It’s been forever since I saw Kris.”

“I thought you took the Escort to go see her last month?”

“Yeah, but that was only for a few days. That’s not enough time for a real visit. Janice, you know, this may just be love.”

Browning grinned. “I’m so happy for you!” Inside, she was in knots. How could she have been so wrong? Ever since she’d eaten the changeling and become pregnant, he’d hovered around her like HE was the expectant mommy. It felt to her like he was trying to rekindle their relationship. And she felt herself slipping slowly back into it, like stepping back into a lukewarm tub after being out for a while.

Now this.

“Well, I hope you have fun.” Browning glanced at a chronometer. “Would you look at that. We’ll be docking soon. I’ve got to get ready for the ceremony.”

“Yeah, I’m sure Andy has a corny speech all ready.” Richards stood and turned for the door. “I’d better get into my dress uniform. I guess I’ll see you there.”

“Yeah. See you there.”

Richards stepped out the door. As soon as it closed, a pillow slammed into it.

“I am not a yo-yo, Christopher!” Browning cried and stomped into the bathroom.



Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin watched Lt. Hartley lower herself to the main deck of engineering. “Warp engines deactivated and locked down.”

Larkin nodded. “Excellent. Just in time for us to dock at McKinley Station.”

“Yeah,” Hartley nodded. “Just in time for the pack of morons over there to come aboard and pick them apart.”

“That seems an irrational response to our scheduled maintenance overhaul, Lieutenant.”

“I’m just very protective of these engines, Larkin. They were mine for six months, and I feel like they still are.”

“Curious, the human attachment to such things as engines and stellar vehicles.”

“What, don’t you feel like the Explorer is home too?” asked Hartley, as the two proceeded down the corridor.

“To an extent, I suppose. It is where I have been located for the majority of the last two years.”

“But home means more than that, Kristen. It’s the place you never want to leave. The place you wish you were when you’re not there.”

“I am incapable of such feelings, as you are aware. If I were possessed of such sentimentality, however, I believe I would quote a wise human who once said ‘home is wherever you happen to be.’”

Hartley ducked into the turbolift. “That doesn’t sound so wise to me. Deck Ten.”

The two sat in silence as the turbolift shot upward.

“I have no idea what I’m going to do for the next two weeks,” Hartley finally said.

“I will be spending time with Kris Larkin.”

“Aww, that’s sweet.”

“I do not believe so.”

“Is it just me, Larkin, or did you get a hell of a lot more cynical after you died?”

“To my knowledge, the neural pathways in my new brain are identical to the ones from my old brain.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

More silence. The turbolift doors slid open and the pair stepped out into the corridor.

“Where are you off to?” asked Hartley.

“To prepare for the docking ceremony, I suppose,” said Larkin. “And to get ready for my vacation. And you?”

“I guess I’ll go get cleaned up and get into my dress uniform.”

“Then I shall see you at the ceremony.” Larkin headed off down the corridor and Hartley continued in the opposite direction, right past Mirk’s cafe.

She stopped in her tracks and backpedaled. Something through the frosted door windows caught her attention.

The Constellation Cafe was closed until the Explorer resumed her mission, so the lounge was empty. But Mirk was in there, watching the pylons of McKinley station wrap around Explorer as she slid gracefully into the spider-like housing.

Hartley stepped through the doors. “Mirk?”

The Lobstraxian turned. “Oh, hi Megan. Can I get you something?”

“Nah. I was just wondering what you were doing in here.”

“Nothing, I guess. Which is about what I’ve been doing for the last three months.”

“You’re still all broken up about losing your powers, huh?”

“Yeah, it’s not exactly like I lost my favorite pair of shoes, or something. It sucks, Megan. I don’t feel like I’m me anymore.”

“Have you been talking to Counselor Peterman?”

“She’s no help. She keeps wanting me to get out more.”

Hartley grinned. “Well, now’s your chance. It’s leave time!”

“But where will I go?” asked Mirk. “This is the Alpha Quadrant. The only thing I know here is the Explorer.”

“Well, we’ll have to do something to change that. How about we go check out Earth? The last time you were there it was in an alternate universe, after all.”

“Good point.” Mirk rubbed his chin. “You’re sure you don’t mind?”

“I’ve got nothing else to do.”

“Okay. I’ll tell Amara. I bet she’ll be ecstatic.”



“Bajor!” Mirk exclaimed. “But why?”

“I’m at a point in my life where I need focus, Mirk,” Amara said, turning from her prayer mandela and facing Mirk. “I need to find myself.”

“You’re not the one without powers.”

“Oh, here we go about the powers again. Why is it always ‘my powers’ this and ‘my powers’ that, huh? I have a life too!”

“I know that, blurpkin, I really do,” Mirk said. “But I don’t understand how you’re going to spend any time there. It’ll take you so long to get to Bajor that you’ll only be able to spend like two days there before coming back.”

“That’s why I’m not coming back.”

“WHAT?” Mirk exclaimed. “How long have you been thinking about this?”

“For a while,” said Amara. “The prophets are calling to me, Mirk. I have to answer them.”

“Well, I’m not going to stop you. Go answer the prophets. See if I care.”

“Don’t feel so hurt, Mirkie,” Amara said, running a hand through Mirk’s hair. “You knew from the beginning that if I had to choose between you and the prophets that the prophets would win.”

“I still don’t think that’s fair.”

“Look, just because your gods abandoned you doesn’t mean I have to abandon mine.”

“Oh, that was a low blow.”

“Goodbye, Mirk. I’ve got a transport to catch.”

Mirk watched Amara leave. “Fine. Who needs you!”



“That bitch!” Hartley exclaimed as crewpersons milled about the Main Shuttlebay. People scurried about making preparations. Hartley didn’t see what all the fuss was about. So they’d been combing deep space for two years. What was the big deal?

“Don’t be mad at her,” Mirk replied. “I guess if the Directors called me, I’d leave for them too.”

“But you wouldn’t just drop the people you care about.”

“I guess not.” Mirk straightened his bronze dinner jacket and looked around. “So, when does Admiral McGrath get here?”

Hartley shrugged. “Any minute, supposedly.”

“Well look who it is,” Lt. Ford said, hurrying over and wrapping an arm around Hartley. “It’s the transporter goddess!”

“You’ll get that arm off me or I’ll transport you to a world of pain, Mister,” Hartley snapped.

“Right, well…” Ford looked around. “Are you guys excited about leave?”

“Ecstatic,” Mirk muttered.

“Where’s your buddy Brian?” Hartley asked.

“Working the crowd, working the crowd,” Ford grinned.

“Good for him.”

“I think he’s gotten a lot out of breaking up with you. I told him you need a different kind of man. Someone with more than just a pretty face and a high-powered hand phaser. Someone with wits, reflexes, and a solid head on his shoulders.”

Hartley yawned. “Hmmm. Someone like you, perhaps?”

“Exactly!”

“Excuse me.” Hartley disappeared into the milling crowd.

“She’s just too overcome with attraction for me,” Ford smiled. “That’s what it is.”

“I’m sure,” said Mirk idly. Moments later, Ford began to shimmer blue.

“What the–” Ford held up his hands as he started to dematerialize.

Hartley reappeared, waving and blowing kisses. “See you in two weeks, Zack!”

“Where did you transport him?” Mirk asked.

“Antarctica. I figured he might want to get a head start on his leave.”

“You’re a kind person, Megan.”

“I try to be.”

Suddenly the doors to the shuttlebay opened and Captain Baxter shuffled in, followed by the senior staff.

“Hey, everybody,” Baxter said, hurrying up onto the makeshift stage. “I’ll make this quick, because I know you all want to get going. Admiral McGrath will be here shortly to make his inspection and then we’ll all be free to go. I just want to say one thing.” Baxter pulled out a padd and mulled over it. “It’s been a great ride for two years. We’ve seen good times and bad times, been turned into a fairytale castle, fought cybernetic dogs, been shaved and infected and infested, cleansed, and mind- warped, but through it all we’ve hung together. And I’d just like to say I hope we continue to hang together for many years to come. Thank you.”

“That was incredibly short,” Conway remarked to Larkin.

“It is my understanding that Counselor Peterman had him cut out five pages of monologue,” replied Larkin.

“She may have just saved his life.”

“Indeed.”



Baxter was off near the runabout Algonquin chatting with Dean Wilcox about marital life when McGrath’s shuttle arrived.

“That’s right, Dean. That’s a great point.” Baxter laughed, patting Dean on the back, and moved to the front of the receiving line with Peterman at his side.

“What did Dean say?” Peterman asked.

Baxter shrugged. “I have no idea. Something about soup.”

Yeoman Huffmann blew on the bosun’s whistle as the shuttlecraft’s door slid open.

“Jeeze I hate my job. Just once I’d love to do something besides blow this damned whistle,” Huffmann muttered under her breath.

Admiral McGrath stepped down, followed by the ever-present Beth Monroe, now, apparently, a Lieutenant.

“Admiral,” Baxter said, extending his hand and smiling warmly.

“Yeah,” McGrath pushed past. “Let’s get this overwith.”

“He’s not his usual exuberent self,” Peterman noted.

Baxter nodded, jogging to catch up with McGrath. “You can say that again. Hey, Admiral! Where’s the ten-piece band? Jugglers?”

McGrath glanced over his shoulder at Baxter. “No pomp today, son. No pomp at all.” And he strode ahead, Monroe behind working furiously on her padd.

“What’s with him today,” Baxter whispered to Monroe.

“It’s nothing,” Monroe said, distracted. “He’s been very busy. In meetings almost constantly for the last week.”

“What about?”

“Budget.”

“Oh.” Baxter thought a moment. “Wait. Budget? I thought the Federation didn’t have a budget.”

“It doesn’t have currency, but there is a budget. How do you think we have starships? Do you think they just appear?”

Baxter felt a little defensive at that. “Well, no. Do you think Explorer’s…budget…has been cut?”

“I hardly think so. The Explorer project is a very high priority for Starfleet.”

Baxter straightened his tunic. “Okay, then. I feel better already.”



McGrath, Monroe, Baxter, and the senior staff emptied out of the turbolift. McGrath circled the bridge then collapsed tiredly into the command chair. He stared at the viewscreen. It showed a sliver of the rotating Earth and the starlit space beyond.

“Look at those stars,” he murmurred.

Baxter joined him in the left-hand chair. “Yep, they’re certainly beautiful today.”

“They’re beautiful every day,” McGrath said, turning to Baxter. He grasped Baxter’s cheeks, scrunching his face until the captian’s lips squeezed together like a fish-mouth. “Don’t burn the day. Remember, the best is yet to come.”

“Is he okay?” Peterman asked, nudging Monroe.

Monroe shook her head. “He had a spritzer before leaving. He’s just stressed.”

The others milled about the bridge mumbling quietly to themselves. It was obvious they were in a hurry to get on with their debriefings.

After about a minute, McGrath finally released Baxter’s cheeks.

Baxter rubbed his mouth. “Admiral, if there’s anything you’d–”

“Just leave me here.”

“On the bridge?”

“Yes. I’ll find my way back to Earth.”

Baxter looked to Monroe. She just nodded. “I’ll stay with him. Can I use your readyroom? I have some paperwork to catch up on.”

“Uh…sure.” Baxter motioned the senior staff into the turbolift. “Then I’ll go ahead and dismiss the crew.”

“Just make sure they’ve made their appointments to debrief at Starfleet Command,” said Monroe, ducking into the readyroom.

“Will do.” Baxter and the others filed into the lift. “Main Shuttlebay,” said Baxter.

“What, may I ask, was all that about,” roiled Conway.

Baxter rocked on his heels. “I don’t want to know.”



STARFLEET COMMAND



Baxter spun idly in his chair at the head of the massive black laquer conference table, ringed with Admirals. “It was just a tiny civil war. We were able to stop it with just a few quantum torpedoes.”

“Reckless disregard for the Prime Directive,” a female Admiral muttered to herself.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing,” the Admiral, named Reno, said. “Let’s get to this other matter.” She examined a padd. “You used the Escort to rescue your former Chief Engineer from the Klingons on Stardate 53429. It was badly damaged. Many Federation resources were lost.”

“Ah, it was a little fuel and duranium.” Baxter straigtened out his chair. “Hold on one second–how did you know about that?”

“We know everything, Captain,” said Reno.

“Now, Captain,” said Admiral Jacobs, a salt-and-pepper- haired man in his late fifties. “Could you please explain how the Captain’s Yacht was destroyed at the beginning of this year?”

“It’s all there in my report. The Starshine Kids blew us out of the sky. Counselor Peterman and I barely survived the crash.”

“And you and the Counselor were converted over to their way of thinking?”

“By gas, yes sir.”

“And this prompted several…” the graying Admiral squinted. “Musical numbers?”

“We couldn’t help it.”

“But your ship’s science and medical personnel were able to undo the damage caused by this gas?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Please make a note to transfer all of that data to Starfleet Command’s databanks.”

Baxter leaned forward in his chair. “Can I ask why?”

“No, you may not.”

“You’re planning something, aren’t you?”

“Captain Baxter,” interjected Admiral Oorse, an orange- skinned alien with long, white hair and a fu man chu beard. “You say the so-called Directors that have protected this quadrant from outright infestation by this Starshine cult are now gone?”

“Apparently they went to the Delta Quadrant, yes.”

He squinted over his red-smoked glasses at a padd. “And Waystation’s sensors report to us that the Bermuda Expanse phenomenon has once again disappeared.”

“For the moment, yes.”

“And,” said Reno, “another phenomenon similar to the Bermuda Expanse has now appeared just on the other side of Alpha Quadrant.” She examined her padd. “You’ve named it…the Redlands?”

“Apt enough, since the thing is red.”

“From there,” said Jacobs, “the Starshine Kids may well be preparing to stage an attack.”

“Who knows?”

“The sovereignty of our borders is at stake, then, would you say?” said Oorse.

“I wouldn’t go that far. We haven’t heard a peep out of the Starshine Kids for months.”

“That may change,” said Admiral Reno. “At any rate, I think that will conclude this debriefing. If we have any other questions, where can we reach you?”

Baxter leaned back and sighed. “The land that time forgot.”



AUSTRALIA



Counselor Peterman heard the thrum of a shuttlecraft engine above the normal tittering and catterwalling she was accustomed to at home. She leaned up in her chaise lounge and removed her sunglasses.

The shuttlecraft Pizarro softly touched down on the open, dry ground next to Peterman. Actually, open ground effectively surrounded Peterman for kilometers all around.

Her parents’ ranch was at the center of the Australian outback, amidst thousands of acres of open country. No building could be seen in any direction by the naked eye. It was one of the few places on Earth where no artificial light ruined the night sky.

Now, though, it was afternoon, and Peterman was trying to get in one full day of sunning before she herself would have to stand before a coucil of Admirals to be debriefed at Starfleet Command.

The hatch wheezed open and Captain Baxter wearily stepped out. He squinted in the blaring sun and surveyed the rock- peppered landscape. Cloudless blue sky and tumbleweeds ruled a land of browns and ochre, a place of pure and unfettered nature.

In other words, absolute hell. Baxter kissed Peterman on the cheek and squatted beside her. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself. How was Starfleet?”

“They were pretty defensive. They blamed a lot of silly stuff on me. They’re so particular about how you deal with civil war and how many planets you mistakenly terraform.”

“Do you think you’ll be reprimanded?”

“Probably. At the very least I can picture a ‘Responsible Captain’s’ workshop before we’re allowed to leave Earth.”

“That should be nice.”

Baxter blinked at Peterman. “What do you mean? You don’t think I’m a responsible Captain?”

“I’m not even going to bring up the Yirafan incident.”

Baxter folded his arms. “Just great. You know, it’d be nice to return from a conference with a bunch of combative Admirals to a wife who at the very least doesn’t agree with them!”

“I never said I agreed with them. But you could use some…more training.”

“More training!” Baxter exclaimed. “I’ve been a captain for three years! What more training do I need?”

“For starters, you could–” Peterman was interrupted by the chirp of her communicator–an old-fashioned flip-style.

“Daddy to Kelly.”

She flipped open the top and hit a control. “Here, Daddy.”

“Honeybuns, the herd has gone off course.”

“How far off course?”

“Oh, round about forty meters.”

“That’s nothing to worry about, is it?”

“Normally, no. But they turned in your direction.”

“Oh.”

Baxter looked up. “Do you hear thunder?”

Peterman grabbed Baxter’s arm. “We’ve got to get to the shuttlecraft!”

Before Baxter could protest, Peterman yanked his arm. His head whipped around to notice a trail of billowing dust coming toward them from over a nearby bluff. In front of the dust was a string of stomping hoofs and snorting snouts.

“Oh,” Baxter said, as Peterman ducked into the shuttlecraft. He followed after, only to trip on the non-skid surface of the entranceway and fall backward, arms spiralling. “Kelly!”

Peterman stuck her head out of the hatch. “Andy!”

Baxter wiped sand from his eyes. The ground was rumbling under him. He glanced up. “Oh, hell.”

The captain scrambled to his feet just as hordes of gazelle, deer, wildebeasts, sloths, elephants, hippos, zebras, giraffes, horses, emus, ostriches, apes, and other assorted animals stormed by. Occasionally one slammed into him, sending him spinning like a top.

“Andy!” Peterman called over the din, poking her head out of the shuttlecraft hatch. “You’ve got to mount one of them!”

“Excuse me? Mount?”

“Hop on top!”

“Oh, right.” Baxter’s hand madly shot out for a handhold. He came up with the leg of a stampeding giraffe. Arms and legs intertwined around the giraffe’s limbs, Baxter flailed, and the giraffe tumbled back on top of him. It made a horrible wail, like the sound of a baby crying and beat its hoofs against him. Baxter shimmied up the creature’s back and wrapped his arms around its long neck. Finally, the giraffe righted itself and charged off, Baxter along for the ride.

“Andy!” Peterman’s voice grew faint in the distance as the captain was carried away.

“I was wondering when you’d get here!” came a voice from behind.

Baxter glanced over his shoulder to see a man on a horse charge toward him, coming along side the stomping beast Baxter’d hitched.

“Oh, hi Ron,” Baxter said. “Nice stampede you’ve got here.”

“Just walking the animals, kiddo.”

“Well this giraffe is just great.”

Ron Peterman smiled. “Glad you approve. I think he likes you too.”

“One question, Ron. How the hell do I get off?”

“Other than jump, I haven’t a clue.”

“I see. Where does this stampede end?”

“Couple kilometers thataway.”

“I see. How’s Sheila?”

“She’s wonderful. Misses you a lot, boy. You know, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say she wants you for herself.”

“That’s lovely.”

“Peterman to Baxter,” twirped Baxter’s comm badge.

Thank God. Baxter wriggled to tap his comm badge. “Honey?”

“I’m in the Pizzaro. Hold on tight, baby, I’m on my way.”

“Bless you, Kelly.” That’s when the giraffe bucked and Baxter went flying.



“I reccomend the Parisian countryside,” Richards said, sipping coffee and studying the roaming groups of people that occupied the crowded dining center at Starfleet Command. That was where he and Larkin decided to wile away the hours before Kris Larkin’s freighter arrived at Earth. “It’s very romantic.”

“Why in the hell would I want romantic,” Hartley exclaimed. “I’m just trying to show Mirk around Earth. I figured since you were actually born here you might have a better clue of what to show him.”

“A favorite among humans of Mirk’s age is the area known as Mexico,” Lt. Commander Larkin said. “It is replete with drinking establishments.”

“Mirk’s not much of a drinker,” Hartley mused. “Maybe I’ll just show him the ship-building complex outside San Francisco.”

“What about the French Quarter, in Louisiana?” Richards offered. “There are supposed to be some great restaurants there. And lots of preserved Earth history too.”

“That sounds a bit more like what I’m looking for,” Hartley mused. “That’s what we’ll do.”

Just then, Mirk arrived with a tray. “Deli sandwiches for everyone. Who wants turkey? Who wants ham?”

“Mirk, we’re off the Explorer now,” said Richards. “You don’t have to be the waiter.”

Mirk shrugged. “It just feels right.”



Dr. Browning shoved another truffle in her mouth. “These appetizers are great, guys!”

“We’re glad you like them,” Admiral Reno said, folding her hands atop the conference table. “Now, the matter of the changeling inside you.”

“Which one?”

Admiral Jacobs’ eyes widened.

“Just kidding!” Browning slapped the conference table. “You’ve got to laugh, right?”

“I suppose,” said Reno. “Now, the changeling.”

“What do you want to know about him?”

“We’re concerned about the method in which you…ingested him. Is there a chance this founder has taken over your body?”

“I’ll say. He’s given me cramps like you wouldn’t–”

“That’s not exactly what we meant,” said Jacobs nervously. The other admirals grunted in assent. “We mean, do you think the changeling has control of your mind? Can it get vital Federation secrets?”

“What kind of vital Federation secrets would he get, exactly?” Browning asked. “I’m a doctor. I know advanced surgical techniques, and not all that many of those. You think the Dominion’s going to come back and perform liposuction on us?”

“That tone is not necessary, Doctor,” said Admiral Oorse. “We are simply trying to get as much information on the matter as possible.”

“Sorry. Anyway, no, I’m not aware of any mind control.”

“Good. When is the baby due?” asked Reno.

“In another two months, give or take a week.”

“Who do you intend to deliver the baby?”

“Dr. Delgano, our ear, nose, throat, and antenna guy. He’s quite good.”

“That he may be, but we’d just as soon you gave birth to your child here on Earth.”

“Why, exactly?”

“So the event can be studied by the best in Federation scientists, of course,” said Oorse.

“I guess I wouldn’t mind taking some time off and coming here for that. You’re not going to put him through any weird phaser tests are anything?”

Oorse scratched something off his padd. “Certainly not.”

“Now,” said Reno, examining another padd. “About this pizza oven. We’re told it consumes a vast portion of the ship’s power supply…”



Dinner around the Peterman table was loud as ever. The table was huge, garnished with ornate and creative dishes, all made naturally.

Animals scampered through the house, fighting over scraps and romping over furniture. The Peterman home was more a zoo than a place to live. But what would you expect from a ranch right in the middle of a wildlife reserve?

Peterman Place was the biggest wildlife refuge in the whole sector. Was it any wonder that Counselor Peterman grew up with an unhealthy attachment to anything on four legs?

“Andy had quite a ride on Boopsie today,” Ron spoke up, eagerly digging into Sheila’s famous pineapple casserole.

“Oh, Boopsie’s just the best,” said Sheila Peterman, shoving a bowl of homemade hummus in front of Baxter. “Eat the hummus, Andy. It’s fantastic.”

“That’s okay…I’m allergic to…whatever is in hummus.”

“You are not!” Peterman said. “Eat the hummus, honey.”

“But I don’t want to eat the hummus,” said Baxter under his breath.

Baxter felt the sharp and familiar scrape of Peterman’s outback hiking boot against his shin and he quickly spooned some hummus onto his plate.

“So, what kind of things will you be doing when you go back out on the Explorer?” asked Jason, Peterman’s youngest brother. He was sixteen, about the age when one would consider going into Starfleet, and he was the only Peterman child that still lived at home. He’d been asking Baxter all about his professional career all through the doctor’s visit and skin regeneration therapy that took place after his giraffe ride, right through his dose of painkillers and straight into dinner and vodka time.

“Well,” Baxter said, gingerly tasting the hummus. “I guess we’ll continue mapping Beta Quadrant. There’s still a lot of it out there.”

“No specific mission plans?” asked Ron.

“Not yet.”

“Isn’t that a bit odd?” Sheila prodded.

“Well, not odd, really,” Baxter said.

“Actually, it’s very unusual,” said Peterman, nibbling a stuffed pita-pocket. “Captains are normally given their mission orders right after debriefing, right honey?”

“Uh, not always.”

“Hmmm,” Sheila said, returning to her pita pocket. Her and Ron didn’t show nearly as much interest in Starfleet as Jason, nor did any of the rest of the Peterman family. All they knew they heard through the news net, and that they didn’t keep up with for very long. Out in the middle of nowhere as they were, the Petermans didn’t seem to care much about what went on around planet Earth, much less the rest of the galaxy.

“I’d like to go into Starfleet,” remarked Jason.

Peterman pointed her fork at Jason. “Only when you’re old enough. And then you’ll be a counselor, just like your big sis, right?”

“Ha. Andy told me only women were counselors.”

CRACK! went the boot against Baxter’s shin.

“I did NOT say that,” Baxter rasped, leaning toward Jason. “So much for your ride on the Pizzaro, kiddo.”

“Damn,” Jason muttered as he shoved his fork around in his pineapple casserole.

“There are male counselors, Jason. But not just anyone can be a counselor. It’s a very demanding job. I’m one of only a handful of Lieutenant Commanders aboard the Explorer.”

“Mmffmfmfmfff honorary rank glpppmff,” Baxter mumurred through his hummus.

“What was that?”

“I SAID,” Baxter said, turning to Peterman. “Counselors advance to ranks as high as commander only because captains reward them for long service. It’s not like you’re leading away teams, sweetie.”

Peterman folded her arms. “I could if I wanted to.”

“Hah.”

“HAH?!?” Peterman turned toward Baxter, shaking her fork. Hummus hit Baxter in the face. “What do you mean by ‘hah,’ Mister?”

“I mean, the last time you went anywhere with an away team, you nearly shot someone, and don’t call me ‘mister!’”

“So that’s why you’ve been keeping me cooped up in that office all the time!”

“You’re cooped up in that office because that’s your job. If you don’t like it, request a transfer. Maybe the captain will approve you being put off his ship!”

“Why don’t I become a captain! I hear the job doesn’t require much work, and it certainly doesn’t require much of a brain!”

“Oh, that’s it!” Baxter said, and scooted out of his chair, turning on a heel and stomping toward the door, nearly stepping on an alligator and a sleeping llama.

“Wait, don’t go!” cried Sheila. “I’ve got crisp rice treats in the fridge!”

“Let him go, mom,” Peterman mumbled. “We do this all the time. It’s healthy.”

“Healthy?” asked Ron. “You two are arguing like a couple of rutting elks!”

Peterman rolled her eyes as she heard the thrum of the Pizzaro’s engines warming up and the ZIP! of its thrusters sending it blasting off through the night. “How mature, Andy.”

“Maybe the fresh air will do him some good,” Sheila said, then turned to her youngest. “Jason, stop playing with your hummus!”



Dr. Browning swirled her spoon around in her deep chocolate sundae and contemplated the stars outside the quiet, vacant Constellation Cafe.

She’d come up here after hours of debriefing with Starfleet. She’d answered quite a few questions. Some about her time on Waystation, but mostly she was being probed about her impending child. There were medical examinations, studies. Academy grad students doing research. It was a bit embarassing, and she was glad it was over.

Now she sat, alone, in the Constellation Cafe with the lights dim. This room usually bustled, but now it was quieter than a church. Not that Browning minded. She liked being alone.

Sure, Chris was off with Larkin and Kris, enjoying Earth before heading to the Antares system. Hartley and Mirk were hanging out somewhere in the bayou, no doubt eating crawdads and dirty rice and slinging beads all over the place. Baxter and Peterman were spending “quality time” down on Peterman’s family ranch in the outback. She had no idea where J’hana and Tilleran were.

And then there she was, Janice Browning, CMO of the Explorer, former restauranteur, soon to be mommy. Eating a chocolate sundae on a starship whose current complement was about twenty gangly technicians.

It didn’t get better than that.

“Janice?”

Browning jumped in her seat, nearly dropped her spoon. She glanced over her shoulder. “Andy. What are you doing here? And what’s with the head bandage?”

“Giraffe accident,” Baxter said by way of explanation, heading behind the bar. “I had to get away from Kelly and I thought I’d drop by and see the ship. Then I figured I’d stop in here and get a lattee. Preferably with brandy.”

“Wait, back up. Get away from Kelly?”

Baxter shrugged guiltily, as he pulled his lattee out from the replicator beneath Mirk’s bar. He walked over to Browning’s table and sat his drink down. Then he collapsed into the seat across from Browning and put his feet up on another chair. “We had a little…skirmish…down at the ranch.”

“Oh, Andy. You two are so silly sometimes.”

“Because we argue?” Baxter blew on his coffee.

“Because you argue about silly things.”

“Silly? We were arguing about our jobs. She keeps complaining that she doesn’t get enough responsiblity. That I’m keeping her down somehow because I’m trying to, in my own stupid way, protect her.”

“Well?”

“Well, she’s right, and that’s what’s so damn annoying about it.”

“Sheesh, Andy.”

“I just need some time to cool off.”

“And you came here?”

“Where else would I go?”

“Uh, I don’t know. Your home on Earth?”

“Nah. Frankly, I feel more at home here. Speaking of which, why aren’t you down there partying with the rest of the crew?”

“The hustle and bustle’s not for me. Especially when I’m…you know…” Browning rubbed her tummy. “With changeling.”

“Yeah, cramps?”

“Yep. So…how was your debriefing?”

“About as I expected. Lots of talk about all the stuff I screwed up. Suspiciously little about what I did right. You?”

“Lots about the changeling. I guess they’re all curious, since it’s the first human/changeling birth ever.”

“The first? Really?”

“Is that sarcasm?”

Baxter turned to look out the viewport. “I don’t know.”

“Goodness, Andy, you do get weird when you’re fighting with Kelly, don’t you.”

“Well, I love her. I hate it when this happens.”

“When what happens, exactly?”

Baxter carried his latte over to the viewport and stared out. Between the rafters of McKinley station, Australia was just now spinning by. “When I realize I love her so much every little thing she does makes me want to strangle her.”

“Aww, that’s sweet.”

Baxter glanced back. “Is that sarcasm?”

“You bet.”



Mirk and Hartley staggered into the dim hotel suite that overlooked Canal Street, singing “The Battle of New Orleans” loud and off-key.

“I didn’t realize it was Tuesday,” Mirk said drunkenly, collapsing onto the bed, weighed down by a ton of beads.

“It’s not. It’s Saturday.” Hartley stared at all her fingers to make sure they were still there. One. Two. Three. Seven. Yep, all there.

“So why is it Mardi Gras?” Mirk rolled over onto his back. “Doesn’t ‘Mardi’ mean Tuesday?”

Hartley looked out the slatted window at the commotion outside. “I thought so. Maybe not. Maybe they do this all the time.”

“Impossible. Another night of this would kill me.”

Hartley giggled. “Are you sure?”

“Well, there’s no real evidence to back that up.”

“We can always try it out. What else is there to do?”

“Okay, but can I sleep for fourteen hours first?”

“Certainly.” Hartley flopped onto the bed. “Uh-oh. One bed, Mirk. You get the floor.”

“Haha.” Mirk rolled back onto his stomach and buried his head in his pillow.

Hartley shoved. “Mirk, come on now. I’m not sleeping in the same bed with you. Especially while drunk.”

Mirk jerked his head around. “And why not?”

“It’s just not the way humans…or any other civilized species, do things. Besides, it’s the gentlemanly thing to let the woman have the bed.”

“Right. Gentlemanly.” Mirk turned over again and stared up at the ceiling. “Hmm. Good point. You know what?”

Hartley slumped back onto the bed. “What?”

“I think I’ll just sleep in the bathtub.”

“Huh?”

And with a rumble Mirk was off to the bathroom.

“FUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUSH!”

“Foosh?”

“Isn’t that the sound a puking human makes?”

Hartley grabbed a trash can. “Nope. More like this…”



STARFLEET COMMAND 0900 HOURS



“You know, I’ve got golf in an hour,” Richards said boredly, staring at the wall chronometer.

“Be patient with us, Mr. Richards. We’re just trying to be thorough.”

“We’ve been at this for two hours. What else is there for me to report?”

Admiral Reno studied one of her padds. “You’ve given us the raw data on the Explorer’s engineering performance, and on your participation in various away teams and missions. But what we don’t have is some of the more personal information.”

“Personal? What do you mean?”

“What is the nature of your relationship with Dr. Janice Browning?”

“And how is this your business?”

“Dr. Browning is harboring the fetus of one of Earth’s most hated enemies,” roared Jacobs. “That makes it our business.”

“Hey, buddy. Give that fetus half a chance, okay?”

Reno put a hand on Jacobs arm. “Not now, Freddie.”

“Sorry.”

“Mr. Richards,” Reno said. “We’re trying to use the utmost sensitivity in this matter. However, we still must know what your current relationship with Dr. Browning is. How often do you talk? How much do you see her?”

“We’re good friends. I see her every day. I talk to her all the time. What else is there?”

“Let’s shift gears for the moment,” said Reno, grabbing another padd. “Yet another misappropriation of the USS Escort. You went to rescue Kris Larkin, the very freighter captain you’re here visiting with now, am I correct?”

“Yeah, I guess. She was in trouble. We had a duty to save her.”

“Yet that was not part of the Explorer’s current mission with the Jernasi.”

“Not directly, but our re-discovery of the planet Crysta led to the Federation’s decision to drop Jernas. Isn’t that in the report?”

“That it is. What we’re curious about,” said Jacobs, “is the reckless misuse of Starfleet property.”

“Misuse? That’s a bit strong, isn’t it?”

“Mr. Richards, the Explorer was entered, without Starfleet’s permission, into the ‘hot starship’ contest of 2375!”

“She would have one, too, if it weren’t for that Yridian frigate!”

“Commander, that is not the point!” Jacobs shot out of his chair. “Your captain has participated in one blatant misuse of Starfleet resources after the other! The very fact that you would defend him only leads me to believe that you are somehow sharing in the wealth!”

“Wealth? What wealth?”

“Freddie!” said Reno sharply. She turned to Richards. “There will be no further questions.”

Richards backed out of his chair uneasily. “Thanks. I guess.”



“Lt. Commander Larkin, please report to Briefing Room Five,” said the nasal voice of the computer, droning through the lobby at Federation Headquarters. Larkin straightened the folds in her plaid green-on-yellow golf slacks and stood. “Thank you for that entertaining conversation, Admiral Sulu. I will never look at transwarp dynamics the same again.”

On her way to the briefing room, Larkin came across Lt. Commander Richards. “Hello, father. How was your debriefing?”

“Confusing.” Richards scratched his head. “Be careful in there, Kristen.”

“The attitude of these admirals is combative, then?”

“Not exactly. They just seemed like they were looking for something in particular.”

“I will endeavor to find out what,” Larkin said, and continued down the corridor.

“I never had a doubt, Kristen!” Richards called after her.



After getting a can of Sluggo Cola from the dispenser in the lobby, Richards headed to the sitting area to wait for Larkin. He hoped they wouldn’t keep her long. Kris had reserved the greens in Compton Hills, CA for approximately 10 o’clock exactly and he knew she hated to be kept waiting.

Richards was surprised to see Larkin approach him moments later, just in time to cut off some old Admiral who’d begun spouting off some technobabble about transwarp dynamics.

“Larkin?” asked Richards. “Done already?”

“Affirmative,” Larkin said, continuing to the exit. “We may now proceed to the golf course.”

Richards hurried after. “May I ask what you discussed with them in there?”

“I discussed nothing. They performed a core memory dump from my primary memory cell.”

“They copied your memories?”

“Yes. For detailed study, apparently.”

“Just like that.”

“As I said.”

Richards and Larkin strolled along the sunny walk across Starfleet Headquarters’ beautifully landscaped grounds, on their way to the transporter center. “So you have no idea if they were targetting specific information?”

“That is correct.”

“Is there any way to tell if they were looking for something specific?”

“Affirmative. We would need to dissect my primary data nodule and search the buffer for a trace of errant protocols left over from their standalone system. It would be a quite complicated process.”

Richards snapped his fingers. “Of course!” He grabbed Larkin’s arm and charged ahead.

“May I ask why we’re doing this?”

“Because something smells rotten.”

Larkin sniffed the air. “I do not detect–”

“Don’t worry about it. Just come on!”



PACIFIC OCEAN



“Wheeeeeee!” Lt. Ariel Tilleran exclaimed, swinging her head back as her catamaran thundered across the ocean. “Faster, Holly, faster!”

Holly Wilcox adjusted the billowing sail. “I think that’s as fast as she’ll go, Lieutenant.”

“Darn.” Tilleran craned her neck toward the front of the boat. “Having fun, Dean?”

“Fwwmp…” Dean said, swallowing water. He was perched on the bow of the left hull of the twin-hulled boat, tied down tightly by Holly. “Yup…fllllp! Dean….shhhlllp…loves!”

“That a boy, Dean!” Holly said excitedly.

BEEEP-EEEEP.

“I thought I turned that thing off,” Tilleran muttered, sliding under the yardarm and reaching for her pouch. “Darn thing.” She yanked out her communicator. “Tilleran here.”

“Tilleran. Get up to the Explorer, quick. I need some help with Larkin’s brain.” It was Richards.

“Chris, I’m in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.”

“Tilleran, I think Starfleet is up to no good. Remember when they sent us to the Delta Quadrant just to get rid of the Borg and tried to kill us by replacing our bodies with cloned doubles, and then tried to crash us into the moon?”

“Vaguely.”

“Well now they’re trying something else, I know it.”

Tilleran sighed. “Fine, fine. I’m coming already.”



Larkin was up on a biobed in Sickbay, her midsection compartment wide open, her innards spread all about her.

“You are aware we’re on vacation right now, aren’t you, Commander?” Tilleran asked as she stepped through the opening Sickbay doors.

“Imminently,” Richards mumbled. “Take a look at this.”

Tilleran examined the main Sickbay screen. “Hmm. Looks like an errant strand of bioneural data.”

“From the gelpack they plugged into Kristen.”

“And you let them do that willingly?” Tilleran said, looking to Larkin.

Larkin glanced down at her innards then back at Tilleran. “Affirmative. It did not seem like I had a choice.”

“Anyway,” Richards said. “Just look at these readings. The search string priority for their data dump of Larkin’s core included words like ‘misappropriate’ and ‘steal’ and ‘embezzle.’ And ‘pizza,’ for some odd reason.”

Tilleran squinted at the patch of data characters on the screen. “There’s another bit of data in here.”

“You can read bioneural code?”

“Call it a hobby.”

Richards huffed impatiently. “Well?”

“‘Baxter,’” Tilleran said, and gasped. “Oh, no.”

“They’re trying to incriminate Andy in something!” Richards pounded the biobed, causing Larkin’s parts to jiggle precariously. “Damn it. We’ve got to find him!”

Just then, the doors to Sickbay opened and Dr. Browning waddled in, weighed down by a high mound of pasta doused in orange sauce. “Hello? Who’s in here?”

“Janice!” exclaimed Richards. “What are you doing here?”

“Eating. You?”

“Dissecting Larkin.”

“Oh.”

Tilleran crinkled her nose as Browning placed her plate on a counter. “What are you eating?”

“Linguini.”

“Uh-huh.”

Richards, Larkin, and Tilleran stared at Browning.

“With Thousand Island dressing, okay!”

“It begins,” said Tilleran solemnly.

“Look,” said Browning. “It’s just a little snack. Nothing that strange.”

“I’d love a taste,” said Richards. “But right now, we’ve got to contact the captain.”

“He’s aboard,” said Browning.

“What do you mean? Why isn’t he down in Australia with Kelly?”

“They had a bit of a falling out,” Browning explained. She gestured to Larkin’s innards. “Now explain all this to me.”

Richards started to speak.

Browning held up a hand. “After I eat, dummy!”



“Richards to Baxter.”

Baxter rolled off his couch and slammed into the floor. “Yes, thank you. Please come again.” His blue-and-white Federation comforter flopped down on top of him.

“Andy?”

Baxter emerged from the folds of the comforter and peered at the air suspiciously. “This isn’t the giraffe is it?”

“It’s Chris.”

“Richards?”

“Yes!”

Baxter sighed. “What.”

“I think Starfleet’s conspiring to do something incredibly nasty to us.”

“Again?”

“Just get to Sickbay and I’ll explain everything.”

Baxter grunted, planting his hands on the couch and yanking himself to his feet. “I’ll be right there.” That would be as good a time as any to go get therapy on his back. That Tellarite suede was great to sit on, hell to sleep on. Sure, he could have slept in his bed–it was empty, after all–but without Kelly it just didn’t feel right. Anyway, something deep in his genetic code told him the couch was where he belonged. He shrugged on most of his uniform and charged out the door.



Baxter folded his arms and leaned tiredly against the shiny Sickbay bulkhead. “Hold on a second. They think *I* embezzled from Starfleet?”

“Or at least something like that,” said Richards, pointing to the scrap of data on the screen. “They’re just searching for something to pin you on.”

“Pin on him, you mean,” interjected Tilleran.

“That’s not the point!”

Browning yawned. “I think you two are being paranoid.”

“Does anyone care what I think?” asked Larkin innocently.

“Sure we care,” Richards said. “You have an intricate brain with more computing power than most starships. What’s your analysis?”

“The bits of errant programming in my buffer are hardly solid evidence. The words may well have scrambled themselves into anagrams, or we may have taken them out of context. I suggest we wait until our pre-launch meeting to see what Starfleet has planned for us, and deal with the matter then.”

“You’re kidding,” Richards said, mouth agape. “You just want to get to our golfing appointment!”

“We are, in fact, fifteen minutes late. And my vital parts are splayed all over this biobed.”

“Larkin’s right,” Baxter said. “Let’s just let Starfleet come to us. I didn’t do anything wrong, we all know that.”

Tilleran cleared her throat. “Does the Kilnar Two explosion ring a bell?”

“That wasn’t my fault!” barked Baxter. “Let’s go back to our golf matches or whatever and enjoy the rest of our vacation. We’ll deal with Starfleet after shoreleave. That’s an order.”

“Well said, Captain,” said Dr. Browning, as Sickbay suddenly went dark.

“Wha?” Baxter called into the dark.

“Someone’s got their hand in my linguini!” Browning cried.

“Someone has spilled linguini on my nanocordical subprocessor!”

“Get that spoon out of my stomach!” cried Tilleran.

“Watch the tricorder!”

“Whoops. I just dumped a sample case over.”

“Is that squirming I hear?”

“We’d better get out of here.”

The group mumbled together as they organized their departure from Sickbay, as the pleasant tone of the computer voice came over the speakers:

“Attention. Main power has been deactivated. Life support will terminate in fifteen minutes. Please evacuate the ship.”

“What is this about?” Baxter asked.

“Beats me,” said Richards. “There were no power tests scheduled for today.”

Baxter slapped his comm badge as he and the others marched down the dark corridor. “Baxter to Starbase operations.”

“Operations. Dixon here. How may I help you?”

“Uh, Mr. Dixon, I’m the Captain of the Explorer, and I am aboard with some of my staff. Will you explain to me why all the power suddenly went out?”

“Sure. Starfleet’s ordered the Explorer’s power systems shut down.”

“Any idea why?”

“It says ‘conservation purposes’ on the work order.”

“I’ve never heard of anything so silly. Since when did we care about conserving power?”

“I don’t know. I just do my job, sir.”

“Okay, fine then, Mr. Dixon, would you please kindly transport me and my crew down to Starfleet Command?”

“Sure thing.”



Baxter emerged from the briefing room looking a tad ruffled. “They weren’t exactly forthcoming with answers. They said exactly what Dixon said. ‘Conservation purposes.’”

“That sounds fishy to me,” Richards said. “There’s no dilithium shortage, as far as I know.”

“Then why would they do a thing like that?” asked Browning.

“If I may draw your attention to the chronometer,” said Larkin, “you will notice that we are now a full hour late for our golfing appointment.”

“You’re right,” Richards said. “This can wait till after shore leave.”

“I’d like to get back to sailing, myself,” said Tilleran, shoving off the lobby’s plush couch. “Dean and Holly are probably halfway to Madagascar by now.”

Baxter collapsed next to Browning on the couch and watched Richards, Larkin, and Tilleran depart for the transporter room. “Well, I guess I’d better go make up to Kelly.”

“That would be a good idea,” Browning said.

“What about you? Where are you off to now that the Explorer’s off-limits?”

Browning shrugged. “I think I’ll do some baby shopping. Are we still having dinner Thursday?”

Ha. She doesn’t suspect a thing, thought Baxter. “We sure are. Make sure to bring a full stomach.”

“I’ll bring two.”

“Good enough.” Baxter headed wearily off to the transporter room. “Wish me luck.”

“Luck!” Browning’s face fell as Baxter disappeared. Baby shopping. Alone. Joy. Maybe she’d see what Commander Conway was up to.



TIBET



The monk strode solemnly ahead of Browning, after blessing her and the bulge in her belly. She marveled at the bare ochreness of the walls and the vista of mountains that rolled by outside the hollow, glassless windows. The air was thin up here in the mountain retreat, the men ornamented with long beards, and the goats more than a little rude.

Browning and the monk came to the end of the corridor and a simple wooden door. The monk’s mouth opened for the first time since Browning had arrived. “He is within. Please, we beg you, do not anger him.” And, with that, he noiselessly disappeared.

With a noisy creak the door swung open and Browning peered in. “Commander Conway?”

His back was to her. He was seated on a pile of pillows, facing a large, oval window, at least two meters in diameter. He was dressed in simple tan robes. To his left sat a simple brass chalace of steaming coffee. Morning sun streamed in. Browning crept around to face Conway and knelt beside him. “Commander?” Then she noticed the object in his lap. “What are you reading?”

Conway didn’t look up from his book. He simply held up a hand. “Silence.”

Browning sat there for several moments enjoying the sunny mountain view outside. Finally, Conway placed a leather strap inside the book and closed it.

“Sorry. I was finishing a chapter. What can I do for you?” he said placidly.

“What are you reading?” Browning reached for the book.

Conway immediately pushed it away. “I am finally finishing Russia Still Bothers Me.”

“The Tom Clancy book?”

“Correct.”

“I thought you finished that.”

“I thought I did too. But then I found the 10,000 page expanded edition.”

“I see.”

“It has taken much time to complete this book. But here, at this retreat, I can concentrate on such things without any distractions. I’ve finally achieved clarity.”

“The place certainly looks to be doing wonders for you.”

“That it is, my dear.” Conway reached for his chalace and sipped. “The monks have been quite good to me here. They find my quest…intruiging. Coffee?”

“No thanks.”

Conway smiled as he sipped gingerly at the coffee. “This is made with fresh beans, Janice.” Conway stared at the chalace meaningfully. “Fresh beans.”

“It smells great.”

“Each morning, the monks pick the beans and pour them into a large vat. Then they get in and grind them with their bare feet.”

“Wow.”

Conway sat the chalace down. “Nothing quite matches the taste of a monk’s hard work and sweaty feet. Now, what can I do for you?”

“I just wanted to see what you were up to. If you’re not to busy, you’re welcomed to come baby shopping with me.”

Conway thought a moment. “Sure. Tsitsi, get my pants!” The book would still be there when he got back.



Baxter found Peterman in the barn. In a rather clipped way, Ron had indicated to him that she’d gone to milk some of the cattle and other milkbearing lifeforms in the ranch’s massive barn complex. No question whose side Daddy took, for certain.

Dressed in shorts and an apron, Peterman was hunched on a stool working the milk out of a particularly fiesty cow.

“Kelly,” Baxter said quietly.

“What.” Splish-splosh, splish-splosh, went the milk into the bucket.

“I’m back.”

“Oh.” Splish-splosh, splish-splosh.

“Are you still mad?”

“What do you think?” Splish-splosh, splish-splosh.

“You’re still mad.”

Peterman whirled on her stool, pointing a teet accusingly at Baxter. SPIRRT! Milk sprayed his face. “Don’t I have a right to be!”

Baxter wiped the milk off his face with his sleeve and kneeled beside Peterman. “Kelly–I only said what I said because I worry about you. I feel the need to protect you.” He put his hands on her shoulders. “I’m your husband.”

“Rrrrrarnnh,” mumbled the cow.

“No one asked you!” Baxter shouted back, and returned his focus to Peterman. “Kelly, I know you want more responsibility. But you have to realize I’m not eager to send you down into situations that might endager you. Conway, J’hana, Larkin. Sure. Madera, Sefelt, Montgomery, Bellows, Saral, Higgins, Sillllth, Degara, Gellar, Fharquar, De Boers, Logan, Lixifwarn- Smith, absolutely. But not you!” He traced his hand down her shoulder and clasped the hand that held the teet. He squeezed, ever so gently. “Not you, Kelly. I care too much.”

“MMMMMMMMuuuuuhnnnnnnn…” moaned the cow.

Baxter grinned. “See, Betsie here agrees with me.”

Peterman pouted. “That’s Cynthia.”

“Whatever.” Baxter worked the teet free of his and Peterman’s hands and turned her to face him, clasping her fingers. “I always thought Counselors were happy hanging around their offices. That’s why I felt comfortable dating one. That way I’d never have to make the kinds of decisions that might endager someone I love.”

Petersren rolled her eyes. “Well, I guess that’s understandable. But that doesn’t mean I don’t deserve a little more responsibility. At the very least, bridge command every now and then. AND away teams!”

“What about the ensign you shot.”

“That was purely accidential.”

Baxter sighed. “Okay, Kelly, anything. Just say you’re not mad at me anymore.”

“Finish up with that teet and we’ll see.”

Baxter could swear Cynthia was grinning suggestively at him. He went ahead and squeezed.



“Hole in one,” Kris Larkin said, adding Kristen Larkin’s score on the padd. “Not bad at all. You’ve gone two under par on just about every hole.”

“I have a very precise methodology,” Larkin explained, placing her club back into its bag.

“I noticed.”

Richards sighed from the pilot’s chair of their convertible hover cart. “Come on. Let’s get to the next hole already.”

“What? Jealous because you went ten over par?”

“Not jealous,” Richards mumbled as Kris took a seat beside him. Larkin slung her bag into the cart and hopped in back. Richards hit the thrusters and thrummed off to the next hole. “Just preoccupied.”

“About what?” asked Kris. “That silly Starfleet conspiracy thing?”

“Well, yeah.”

“I’m beginning to think Kristen was right. Chris, you are paranoid.”

“I am not paranoid. And Kristen never said that.”

“In fact, I said–” said Larkin.

“Look,” Richards said, glancing to Kris as the green scenery sped by. “The point is, I’m just a bit worried about my friend and my ship, okay? All I’m asking for is a little understanding.”

“Okay, okay,” Kris said, holding up her hands. “Forget I brought it up.”

Richards eased on the thrusters and brought the cart to a stop near the next hole. “Thank you, I will. Now let’s let Kristen go first this time, since she’s so freaking great.”

Larkin slid out of the cart and grabbed her bag. “I will take that as a compliment.”

“She’s actually starting to get used to us,” Kris whispered as Larkin placed her ball on the tee.

“If you mean getting used to the fact that you are both involved in an intimate relationship,” said Larkin as she teed up “I have indeed adjusted my protocols accordingly. The situation is, in so many words, not a problem for me.”

“Glad to hear it,” Kris said, and pulled Richards down into the floor of the hovercart.

“Woah!” Richards gasped.

Larkin glanced back at the sound and at the same time clobbered the ball, such that it rocketed off toward the clouds and disappeared in the light of the sun.

Kris leaned up. “Problems?”

“Affirmative. I cannot locate my ball on any sensory band.”

“You really nailed it, Kristen,” Richards commented, trying to straighten his clothing and climb up into the seat on the hovercart.

Kris pointed back and forth from her to Richards. “This…didn’t bother you, did it?”

“Certainly not.” Larkin grabbed another ball and placed it on the tee. “I am perzzzzzztfectly fine.”

“What’s that?” asked Richards.

Larkin cocked her head and emitted a soft buzz. “Zzzzzzz. I am fine.”

“You sure?” asked Kris.

“Pzzzzzitive,” said Larkin, as she clobbered the next ball.



“Hey, check this out!” Browning exclaimed, passing to the next aisle in the RepliCenter. Conway shuffled after her, sipping some coffee from the RepliCenter’s cappucino stand. “It’s the exact style of hoverstroller I was looking for. Replicator option 004098!”

Conway regarded the sharp, sleek blue flat-bottomed hoverstroller. “You don’t want that,” he said blandly.

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t want it.”

“No, I do! I think it’s perfect. Where’s the nearest terminal?”

Conway scrubbed a hand over his face. “Janice, don’t get it.”

“Why not?”

“BECAUSE…” Conway sighed. “For all you know, someone may have already gotten you one.”

“You did!” Browning said, grinning widely.

“I didn’t say that. I just think you’d better wait a couple weeks before you get too much stuff.”

“Why? Is someone throwing me a shower?”

“No!”

“Someone’s throwing me a shower!” Browning clapped her hands. “Yippee!”

“No one’s throwing anything!” Conway snapped. “Just get that thought out of your mind right now. Stop thinking that!”

“Oh, that’s so sweet. Who’s planning it? Kelly, I bet.”

“No no no!” Conway threw his coffee-less hand up in the air. “Stop guessing, stop trying to figure it out. That’s why they call it a SUPRISE!”

Browning nodded. “So when is it?”

“ARRRRGGGGH!”



That evening, Baxter emerged from the kitchen, hands engulfed in potholders, steaming plate before him. “Okay, everyone. Get ready for the best Kelvarkian chicken pot pie you’ve ever had!”

“What’s Kelvark like?” inquired Jason as he waited eagerly for his helping.

Baxter shrugged. “I have no idea. They’re on the other side of Alpha Quadrant, I think. Or maybe it’s Beta. Anyway, I got this out of a book.”

Sheila Peterman grabbed a heaping spoonful. “Well it smells great.”

“Yes it does,” said Peterman. Baxter plopped down next to her. “So do you,” she whispered.

Baxter giggled. “Thanks. It’s ‘Command’ by Snarvin.”

“Rarrr,” Peterman purred.

“Well, Andy,” Ron said, studying his meal before digging in. “I’m glad you and my girl worked things out. And you all must have gotten quite a bit of work done in the barn, too, what with you two emerging so hot and sweaty a couple hours ago, and all that squawking and roaring.”

“It was excruciating work,” said Baxter.

“Ahem.” Peterman’s boot traced Baxter’s shin.

“Excruciating but extremely enjoyable. I love a good…barn…”

“What did you do in there, anyway?” asked Sheila.

“Just a little organizing,” Peterman said. “Moving some equipment around. There’s still plenty to do tomorrow, though.”

“Yep,” Baxter said. “It’s in the middle-stage right now. The average passerby might think we just trashed the place. But we know where everything is.”

“Just make sure you put it all back together before you go back to that starship of yours,” said Ron.

“Sure will,” Baxter said. “First thing tomorrow morning.”

“So what are the plans for the rest of your leave?” asked Sheila.

Baxter looked at Peterman and grinned. “I think we’ll see what each day brings. Bigger and better things, I’m sure.”

Peterman giggled. “Whatever the case, it’ll be certain to involve more work in the barn.”

“Oh, definitely.”



Hartley and Mirk stumbled into the hotel room three days later with more beads and drunker than each previous night. New Orleans was full of dark streets to explore, each with more beads and more liqour than the next. Hartley had scrambled memories of a few establishments in which she and Mirk had spent some time listening to loud Andorian syntho-jazz and drinking something called ‘blazz,’ which still had Hartley’s mouth tasting like turpentine. And why did they call it ‘blazz’ anyway?

“Lookie!” Hartley cried, plopping down onto the bed. She gazed on the terminal by the bed. “I’ve got a message.”

Mirk hit the floor with a thud. “Okay. I’ll just stay here.”

Hartley tapped a control on her monitor. An image of Brian Gellar popped up on the screen. Behind him, in a lush, jungle setting, he could make out security officers Saral and Puckett, stripped to their t-shirts and slacks, circling each other like battling mugatu and wielding bat’leths.

“Hey Megan. Training camp is going great. Just wanted to drop you a line to let you know how I’m doing,” said Gellar.

“Whoopdidoo!” Hartley muttered. “Get on with it, Brian.”

“It’s only been a couple days, but I already miss talking to you.”

“Yay.”

“Me and Rachel talk about you all the time.”

Hartley flopped right-side up on the bed. “Rachel? Puckett!”

“She’s great, Megan. And a great little fighter, too.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Give her hell, Rache!”

“Where is this leading?” Hartley muttered, scratching her head.

“Anyway, just calling to let you know how great things are here. And I hope they’re as good for you.”

Hartley heard the indicative “FOOOOSH!” of Mirk puking and rolled her eyes. “It’s always a party for me, Brian.”

“Gellar. You are up,” J’hana’s voice boomed in the background. “Your opponent is Lt. Unlathi. You will fight them with honor.”

“Oh, s***,” Gellar muttered. “Megan, she’s got me fighting the Velvattian. Hope I live to see you at Dr. Browning’s baby shower tomorrow. Gellar out!”

Mirk stumbled back into the dim room, swishing water around in his mouth. “Who was that?”

Hartley shut off the viewer. “Nobody.”

“Sounded like Gellar.”

“Ha.”

Mirk plopped on the bed. “You can fool other people, Megan. Not your–BLAAAZZZZZ!–” he belched, “bartender.”

Hartley placed a hand on Mirk’s shoulder. “Thanks, Mirk. It was Brian, but I don’t want to talk about him right now. I appreciate it, though.”

“What are friends for?”

Hartley thought about it. She really didn’t know. She didn’t feel like she had any friends. Except Mirk. She never even really felt like she trusted Brian. But Mirk, on the other hand, she did trust. She couldn’t explain why.

“Megan?”

“Huh?”

“You gazed off into the distance there for a minute.”

“So I did.”

It was then that Hartley realized that her face was approximately six inches from Mirk’s.

“Megan?”

“Huh?”

“What are you doing?”

“Uh…” Hartley concentrated hard. She wasn’t sure. Then she licked her lips and leaned forward, then–

Four beams of light coalesced around the bed. The beams formed Starfleet officers. They wore mustard turtlenecks.

“Stop what you’re doing!” said the lead officer, a square- jawed Lieutenant Commander, about middle-aged.

“We weren’t doing anything!” protested Hartley.

“Quiet,” snapped square-jaw. “I’m not interested in your sick alien intercourse. I’m just under orders to bring you back to the captain.”

“What captain?” asked Hartley. “Baxter?”

“Ha,” chortled square-jaw. “Come on now.”

“Alien intercourse?” Mirk asked. “What’s so sick about that? I bet I have bigger gonads than you!”

“Don’t force me to prove you wrong here and now, pipsqueak,” barked square-jaw as he tapped his comm badge. “DiSalvo to transporter room. We have the packages. Energize.”



It didn’t take Hartley long to figure out that she was aboard a starship and not on some Earth installation. She was also sure it wasn’t the Explorer. Or any other ship she’d been on. The corridors had the rose-tone and spiffy new look of a newer ship. Probably Sovereign- or Steamrunner-class. Maybe Akira. These thoughts and questions about the reason she’d been dragged away from her vacation fumbled through Hartley’s mind as she and Mirk were marched into a turbolift. Better that than trying to evaluate just what the hell was about to happen with Mirk. Regardless, she still felt dizzy from the blazz.

“Bridge,” said DiSalvo. “And make it snappy.”

“Could you please tell us why we’re here?” asked Mirk. “We at least deserve that.”

“You’ll only learn what you need to know. This is a top- secret mission. Need-to-know basis.”

Hartley had all sorts of threats lined up for Mr. Square-jaw, but she was too drunk to sputter them out. But Mirk was there to pick up the slack.

“Well, I think we need to know, buddy!” he said, pushing up his shirtsleeves.

“You do, huh?” DiSalvo straightened his uniform. “Care to get the information out of me by force?”

“Gladly.” Mirk’s fist lunged into DiSalvo’s gut. The security officer didn’t even blink. It was like hitting stone. “Feel better?”

“Mirk!” Hartley said between clenched teeth. “You don’t

have powers anymore! Remember?”

“Oh, yeah,” Mirk said, glancing up worriedly at DiSalvo.

The security officer just chuckled. “Settle, boy. You’ll see the captain soon.”

The last seconds of the turbolift ride were spent in relative quiet. Hartley attempted to keep herself upright and Mirk nursed his knuckles.

Then the turbolift doors swooshed open to reveal a bustling bridge, complemented by the normal forward conn/ops array, and circle of tactical, engineering, and science consoles splayed about, most occupied by technicians.

But Mirk and Hartley’s attention was drawn to the center seat.

The captain stood and strolled over. “Good to see you two again. Guess you want to know why we dragged you up here?”

Mirk and Hartley nodded.

Lucille Baxter smiled. “Because we’re going to knock out those Starshine Kids once and for all. And you two are going to help us. How does that strike you?”

Mirk responded by puking all over the floor and Lucille’s shoes. Hartley followed shortly after.



“Andy?” Browning called, tapping the house intercom at Baxter’s doorstep. “Kelly? Are you guys in there?”

“Sure are…hehehh….SHHHH!” It was Peterman. Browning heard mumblings in the background. “Uh, hold on a sec and I’ll get the door.”

“Okay.”

Baxter’s front door swung open seemingly automatically and Browning stepped through. “Hello? Kelly? Andy?”

She craned her neck. Nobody there. Then she saw something on the floor. A piece of cake. And it was yellow!

Browning grabbed the slice of cake off its plate and devoured it. Beneath the slice were the words “this way,” and an arrow that pointed toward the kitchen.

“Funny,” Browning said, stepping over the plate and crossing through the double doors into the kitchen. “Okay, guys. Where are you?”

On the kitchen table, Browning found a bowl of pudding, which she quickly dumped in her mouth. She was hungrier than she realized, but then again she did skip her post-lunch snack.

At the bottom of the pudding bowl, Browning found another message. “No changeling this time,” Browning repeated to herself. “Go through the glass door to the patio.” She shrugged. “Cute.”

She swung the glass door open and strolled out toward the patio. Still, no one. She walked further out to the deck that overlooked the still, serene Leonard’s Lake and the orange setting sun. Then Browning heard rustling behind her, and quick steps on brick. She whirled.

“SURPRISE!” shouted the command staff of the USS Explorer, among others.

They were all there: Baxter, Peterman, Conway, J’hana and Gellar, Tilleran, Richards, Larkin–and Kris. Holly and Dean Wilcox. And Ford, too, bundled in a parka.

“Guys,” Browning said, tears welling up in her eyes. She rushed forward to embrace Peterman.

“There go the hormones,” Tilleran said with a grin.

“Good. Begin the music,” barked J’hana. “We must resume training soon.”

Browning didn’t recognize the music. Something from Conway’s 24th century collection. “I’ve got a babe,” or something to that effect.

“Okay, you’re hurting me,” Peterman gasped, and Browning let go.

Baxter handed her a glass of punch. “Transport over okay?”

“Sure did.” Browning looked around. “I can’t believe you guys did this for me. Well, I had an inkling, after talking with Commander Conway.”

“Shh!” Conway muttered. “Ix-nay!”

“Commander!” Peterman grumbled. “We’ll talk about this later.”

“I miss the monks already,” Conway mumbled.

“Okay, let’s get some imager shots!” Tilleran said excitedly. The command staff grouped around Browning. She felt a hand on her butt. Probably Ford. Tilleran snapped several shots, then traded off with J’hana so she could be in a few.

After imaging, the group dispersed to talk about the first few days of their break.

“Where’s Hartley?” Richards asked, studying the crowd.

“I don’t know.” Peterman shrugged. “I invited her.”

“And Mirk’s gone too,” mused Baxter, interrupting a discussion about marmalade he was having with Browning. “He was supposed to bring vermillion sherry.”

“Maybe they got tied up,” offered Browning.

Ford grinned. “Maybe they hooked up!”

Gellar glared at Ford. “Why are you wearing that parka?”

“I’ve spent the last six days in Antarctica, courtesy of Lt. Hartley.”

“You could have always transported back,” Gellar mumbled.

“That’s the funny thing,” Ford said. “It took me hours to get to an icestation. And when I got there, I met the nicest girl.”

“Oh, no.”

“Her name’s Zelda. She monitors the Federation science station at Antarctica all by herself, so she’s not too big on social graces. But she’s big in every other way. Two hundred kilos of pure love.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, buddy.”

Immediately Baxter and the others moved on to talk to other showergoers.

Peterman felt a steely hand latch on to her wrist and she immediately knew it was J’hana. “When is the dispersal of the presents,” said the Andorian. “Gellar and I must get back to my tranining camp.”

“In just a minute, J’hana. Don’t you know how to relax?”

“Phah. Relaxation is overrated. Let us disperse the presents.”

“Okay, okay already!”



“It’s a beautiful stroller, Commander,” Browning said. She was stationed behind a table on Baxter’s back lawn, with the group gathered around and watching as she cracked open one present after another and piled them up. “We have very similar tastes.”

Commander Conway grinned. “Yep. It was hard to convince you not to buy it without letting on about the shower.”

“But you did let on about the shower,” Peterman muttered.

“Details, details!”

“Anyway, I love it,” said Browning.

Conway grinned wider. Browning had no idea that he’d gone back to the RepliCenter to get the stroller shortly after transporting with Browning back to the monestary. Browning went off to Nantucket to see some friends and he went to get the perfect gift. And she’d never be the wiser.

“I thought you got her salad tongs,” said J’hana from behind Conway.

“Shut up!” Conway grumbled.

“As you wish.” J’hana tossed a box wrapped in plain white paper onto the table in front of Browning. “Here, Doctor.”

Browning began unwrapping. “Can’t wait to see what this is, J’hana!”

“You know, on Andor, a child with only one parent is burned in a flaming cauldron of hot oil, and the parent is castrated with a huge spoon.” Everyone near J’hana immediately stopped talking. “At any rate,” she said, not missing a beat, “I got the child a teddy bear. I hope he enjoys it.”

With that, J’hana moved off to find Gellar. “Come on, Lieutenant. We have ‘partied’ for far too long. Back to Peru.”

Browning watched J’hana and Gellar dematerialize, then looked down into the open box. “Wow. It sure is a great teddy bear.”

“Last one,” Richards said, grinning. “This one is from Larkin and me.”

“And me!” interjected Kris.

“Lovely,” said Browning, glancing at Kris. She worked open the wrapping. “Oh! Look at that. You knitted us a quilt!”

“Actually, I designed it,” Richards said. “And Kristen knitted it.”

“I knitted it in eight point six minutes,” said Larkin. It wasn’t pride, exactly. Just fact.

“And what did you do?” Browning asked Kris, looking over the blanket.

Kris shrugged. “Uh, not really anything, I guess.”

A latch-on gifter. Figured.

Browning marveled at the multicolored images all around the blanket. “Chris, this is gorgeous.”

Richards pointed at the various scenes he’d created. “They’re for the baby to look back on–all the different adventures you’ve had on the Explorer and the Aerostar. He’ll see how great his mom was in her prime.”

“Aw…you got the time the shapeshifter duplicated my body and fought me,” Browning said, tears welling in her eyes.

“Yeah, I wasn’t sure about that one. But then I decided it would be good for him to know your past experience with other…shapeshifters.”

“Perhaps we should start saying ‘changeling,’” Larkin suggested. “That is the politically correct term, after all.”

“Shapeshifter is fine,” Browning said, still marveling at the blanket. “Oh, and there’s the time the Emergency Medical Hologram tried to take my job. And when I saved my ancestor’s baby when we went back to twentieth century Earth. And look, you even got the time I went nuts and took over the Escort!”

“Brings back memories, huh?” Richards said with a grin.

“Yep,” Browning said, and folded the quilt. She grabbed a napkin and wiped her eyes. “Very thoughtful.”

“All right, everyone,” Baxter said, tapping his glass with a spoon. He’d mounted the deck to get the best possible visibility. “I’d like to say something.”

“Something like, ‘aren’t baby showers only for women,’?” asked Tilleran.

“No, something like shut your freaking trap and let me talk,” Baxter corrected, and turned back to the crowd. “Here we are, gathered together here at my home to celebrate the impending birth of Janice Browning’s little…glob of…joy. Let’s take a moment to thank the powers that be for bringing us together so that we might enjoy each other’s company once again and help Janice get ready for her special time.”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “Here we go.”

“Starship captains are often given the happy task of not only commanding their crews, but acting as mentor, advisor, and now…” he grinned at Browning. “Godfather.”

Peterman’s eyes widened. “What?”

Baxter pointed his glass in Browning’s direction. “I promise I won’t steer you wrong, Janice.”

Peterman grabbed Browning’s arm. “You gave in?”

“He kept begging,” Browning said. “Anyway, he’s a good friend. He’ll be a good Godfather.”

“And I suppose I’ll be Godmother,” Peterman said, pushing her hair back over her shoulders and smiling wide. “I think that’s just–”

“Actually, I promised Holly she could be Godmother.”

“You what?”

“Sorry! She asked first.”

“Oh, well…”

“You can still babysit all the time, I promise.” Browning grimaced inwardly. There would be big consequences down the road. Peterman took things like this very seriously.

“Whatever you want, Janice. You know I’m not obsessed with minor things like this. I’m here for you, that’s what matters.”

Likely story.

“Check it out!” Baxter exclaimed, flipping on a white baseball cap. Browning examined the lettering. “World’s Best Godfather! Oh, yeah!”

“Oooh…” Peterman grumbled.

“Hey, Kelly,” Janice said, brightening. “I know what you can do. Let’s organize my gifts and see what all I have!”

“Okay,” Peterman said. “I guess.”

Meanwhile, Baxter was just stepping down from the deck to ask Richards about his leave activities, when the buzz of a transporter beam filled the air behind him.

“Forget your phaser, J’hana?” Baxter asked, turning. But it wasn’t J’hana. “Ah,” Baxter said. “Admiral McGrath! Glad you could join us!”

“Son, sit down,” Admiral McGrath said, stepping down from the deck. “I’ve got some news for you.”

“Bad news?”

McGrath shrugged. “You could call it that.”

Baxter leaned back against his brick grill. “What could be so bad, Admiral?”

“I’m afraid they took the Explorer away from you, Andy,” McGrath said, and looked around. Everyone got stone cold quiet. “You having a party?”

“Baby shower,” Peterman replied softly.

“Got anything to drink?”

“Took…” Baxter said slowly. “Away?”

“Wine, mostly,” said Peterman. “And non-alcoholic beverages.”

McGrath stepped over to the refreshment table and grabbed a bottled wine cooler. “Mmmmm. Raspberry. Anyway, yeah, they canceled the whole Explorer project. Making the thing a god damned cruise ship or some such nonsense. Anyway, just thought I’d let you all know.”

“Thanks…” said Baxter slowly. He stumbled back against the grill and began to slide downward. Peterman ran up and grabbed his arm.

“Andy…take this one step at a time. Don’t go nuts on me!”

“The whole command crew’s being reassigned,” McGrath said, then took a pause to drain the long-neck bottle and toss it on the grass behind him. “The rest will probably stay on though, in one capacity or another.” He glanced at Baxter. “You’re getting a promotion.” He turned to Conway. “You too.” He looked around at all the gathered staff. “Ah, they’ll probably promote the whole damn lot of you. Anyway, drink up. They want your stuff out by Monday.”

Conway slammed his coffee down. “Yes! Finally, the captaincy I deserve! What kind of ship do you think I’ll get? Battleship? Frigate?”

“Don’t get your hopes up.” McGrath strolled off toward Baxter’s dock. “Oh, and don’t try contacting me later. I put in for early retirement today.”

“Where are you going?” asked Browning.

“To walk the Earth,” McGrath said simply, stripping off his tunic and vest. He tossed them aside. Underneath, he wore a white t-shirt that read “Carpe Diem.” “Anyway, I think I’ll start by swimming this river. Maybe until it lets out into the ocean.”

“It’s a lake!” Richards called out as McGrath strolled down to the dock.

“Whatever.” And McGrath dove in.

“Well…ain’t this just grand!” Baxter grumbled, and stormed off into his house, slamming the screen door behind him.

Peterman looked around at the crew. They stood there, drinks in hands, looking dazed. Finally, she took a breath and spoke. “Pie, anyone?”



TO BE CONTINUED…
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