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The Morning After



And now, the Star Traks: The Vexed Generation themesong:



EX-PLOR-ER, soon will be making another run! EX-PLOR-ER, promises something for everyone! Set a course for adventure, Your mind on a new romance. Space won’t hurt anymore It’s an open smile on a planet’s shore. Yes SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAAACE! EX-PLOR-ER soon will be making another run! EX-PLOR-ER promises something for everyone! Set a course for adventure, Your mind on a new romance. Space won’t hurt anymore It’s an open smile on a planet’s shore. It’s SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAACE!



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54000.4. Some things in life creep up on you nice and slow, fully expected, and perfectly sensibly. On the other hand, some things hit you like a freight train and smash you (metaphorically, I mean) into a thousand little pieces. And then Starfleet comes along and tramples on those pieces. Not that I’m bitter.



Captain Andrew Baxter sighed and tossed his Emmitt Smith figurine into the rapidly filling crate on his couch. “That’s where he was. Must have fallen down from the endtable when we went through that subspace filament a few months ago.”

The crate on the couch had become the receptacle of about every tiny object in his readyroom that could even remotely be considered his, by any loose interpretation of Starfleet inventory code.

Four larger crates were already ready and waiting down in Cargo Bay Four. His quarters were cleaned out, as was the Captain’s Mess (though he was told the jukebox had to stay). He’d had yeomen remove some of his other sensitive items from lockers and closets throughout the ship. So he liked to live spread out.

Even the compartments under and beside the command chair had been shorn of Baxter’s property. He’d had to use a powerful solvent to get the bumpersticker from the Sitarius Six shuttle race off.

Now he was left with one last despicable chore as Captain of the Explorer, though that title was stripped officially the day before, when Admiral McGrath dropped by his house and announced to him and the other crew at Janice Browning’s baby shower that the Explorer project was canceled and he and the senior staff were to be transferred to other posts.

The party had become quite a drag soon thereafter. Baxter retired to his house to smash some things in his living room and Counselor Peterman made a valiant diplomatic effort to keep everyone happy, but the mood was lost. Everyone went their separate ways–many to Starfleet to inquire about what the hell was going on. But everyone came up with the same ringing answer: No one knew exactly. It seemed that Starfleet was taking an abhorrent new direction in the way they did things and it made Baxter’s stomach turn.

Sure he wasn’t the type of guy that did things by the book. Sure he caused a few mild civil wars and pushed one planet to the brink of environmental collapse, but the spirit of Starfleet was there. Now that spirit Baxter loved so much about his career had vanished with his captaincy of the Explorer.

Richards and Browning had remained at his house a while after everyone else left, but soon they took the hint that Baxter wished to be left alone. Peterman even kept her distance. She stayed downstairs talking to someone on the comm while he trudged upstairs to the bedroom and jumped under the covers.

Before he knew it, the next morning had come and Peterman was up making coffee and playing with the dogs. Starfleet was on the comm requesting he get all his personal belongings off the Explorer so she could be refitted and prepared for her new mission, whatever that was.

The ship was unusually alive with activity. It wasn’t just the senior staff that was being reassigned. Many others, it seemed, were being “weeded out.” Notable among them were the less hospitable crewmen. No doubt Hartley had been one of the first reassigned–but then Baxter had no idea where Hartley was, or Mirk for that matter, and that concerned him.

McGrath had mentioned something about the ship becoming a cruise ship, or something to that effect. Baxter dismissed that notion out of hand. Starfleet discarded the practice of keeping families on Starfleet ships when the Dominion War came about, and never bothered to adopt it again.

So why would they go right back and put unwanted guests back on starships just because the Dominion threat had passed?

It didn’t make sense. Then again, Starfleet stopped making sense the minute they took the Explorer away from Baxter. Sure, he saw how they could be ticked, but it took a lot of work to recomission a crew. You didn’t just take a ship away at the drop of a hat. Right?

Baxter dropped his framed picture of the crew, all posing in Mirk’s, down into the crate and slammed it shut. He dropped down onto the couch and sighing long and hard, staring at the crate.

A workbee sailed by his viewport and he grimaced. They were already starting to make changes to his ship. Baxter was not happy.

BEEEEP-EEEP.

Probably Starfleet to remind Baxter to remove his subspace radio presets from the ship’s computer.

“What.”

The door slid open to reveal Counselor Peterman. “Hi, Andy.”

“Kelly. Where have you been? Cleaning your office out?”

“Uh, no.” Peterman moved over to the couch, on the other side of the crate from Baxter. “Did you get everything?”

“Yep.” Baxter patted the crate, which sat next to him on the couch. “This is the last of it.”

“You’re taking this rather well.”

“I smashed two lamps and a coffee table then hid under my covers for twelve hours,” Baxter reminded her. “You call that well?”

“Considering.”

“Considering what?”

Peterman’s smile wavered. “Some of your actions in the past.”

“Kelly, now is not the time…”

“I know, I know.” Peterman took a deep breath. “Andy, I need to know you’ll be okay with this. I know it’s a tough hand to be dealt. I just don’t want you coming apart on me.”

“You act like you’re leaving or something.”

“I am.”

Thud, went the other shoe. Baxter’s eyes went wide. “Where are they assigning you?”

Peterman patted the couch. “Right here.”

“So you know where the Explorer’s going next?”

“The Galaxy Explorer is heading out to the Rim as soon as its refit is complete,” Peterman said.

“GALAXY Explorer?”

“That’s her new name. She’s a cruise ship, Andy. And you’re looking at the new Cruise Director.”

Baxter suddenly noticed the pips on Peterman’s collar. “COMMANDER? They promoted you?”

“It’s sort of like a first officer position, under the new system.”

“I’m loving the new system already.”

Peterman sighed. “A lot of changes are taking place on this ship, Andy. And in Starfleet.”

“I’m starting to see that.” Baxter pushed the crate down to the floor and scooted next to Peterman, wrapping his arm around her and pulling her close. “Well, congratulations, honey. I’m happy for you.”

“Really?”

Baxter gritted his teeth. “Absolutely.”



“Status on the sensor-reflective forcefield?” Captain Lucille Baxter asked, settling into the Trafalgar’s command chair and sipping from her cup of green leaf tea.

“Functioning normally still, Captain,” Lt. Commander DiSalvo announced proudly, standing at military ease behind the tactical console behind Lucille’s chair and just to her right. “Admiral Reno will be glad to know the Escort’s camoflage system can function on such a large scale.”

“The fact that Starfleet’s own sensors didn’t pick us up while we were hiding behind Earth’s moon yesterday was a good sign,” Lucille agreed.

She looked up from her tea as she heard the doors to the forward turbolift slide open.

Out walked Lt. Megan Hartley, hair pulled back into an uncreative ponytail and eyes red-rimmed.

“How’s your hangover?” Lucille asked, without much compassion.

Hartley settled into the chair beside Lucille as if sitting down caused every muscle to cramp. “Bad.”

“You’ve been asleep almost thirteen hours. I was about to have DiSalvo come get you personally.”

DiSalvo chuckled. “I would have enjoyed that.”

“No, you wouldn’t have,” Hartley frowned back at DiSalvo.

“Where is Mirk, Lieutenant?” Lucille said, abruptly ending the smalltalk.

“Belowdecks.”

“Mr. DiSalvo…”

“On my way.” And the burly tac officer was in the aft turbolift, stating, “residence deck.”

Hartley glared at Lucille. “How about you tell me what the hell’s going on, now that my head’s a bit clearer.”

“First of all, your tone better change quick. This is not the Explorer. I won’t stand to be disparaged or spoken to with anything but the utmost respect at any time, do you understand me?”

The hangover had taken the fight out of Hartley. “Whatever.”

Lucille inclined her head toward the viewscreen. “We’re on our way to the Versaad system to meet up with the Lynx and the Pellagro, and about two dozen Escort-class attack ships.”

Hartley rubbed the gook in her eyes. “I’m sorry. Did you say ESCORT-class?”

“Yes. Starfleet’s taken Admiral McGrath’s design and incorporated it into a new type of attack ship. Smaller than the Defiant-class, larger than Peregrine fighters, armed to the teeth, more maneuverable than the Defiants and equipped with the same sensor-reflective technology we’re using on the Trafalgar.”

Hartley had to admit, Starfleet did nothing half-way. “I know that the Starshine Kids have a gutted Flarn warship and one extremely powerful alien vessel, but isn’t this a bit much? We’re talking about a small fleet!”

“On the contrary, it’s barely enough,” Lucille muttered. Hartley could tell she wasn’t as confident about the mission as she let on.

“What do you mean?”

“Starfleet hasn’t been entirely…honest…about the lack of activity on the part of the Starshine Kids.”

Hartley shot fully up in her chair. She was totally awake now. “What do you mean?”

Lucille inclined her head toward the viewscreen and tapped a control on her armrest. “Look at this.”

Hartley watched as the screen filled with a map of the Alpha and Beta quadrants. Suddenly, to her horror, a scatter of red blotches appeared on the outskirts of the quadrants. She was fairly certain what those red blotches were.

“Redlands…” Hartley said quietly.

“‘Redlands,’ as you dubbed them, otherwise known as a localized plasma disturbance, vaguely similar to the Badlands and Meadowlands disturbances,” said Lucille. “Five in all, that we know of, containing God knows what. All we can be sure of is that at least thirteen planets on the Federation periphery have been visited by representatives of the Starshine Kids in the last four months, all near one of these ‘Redlands.’ Four thousand beings, to our knowledge, have converted over to their cause.”

“Four…THOUSAND!”

“And they appear to be working their way inward.”

“Towards Earth.”

“Which is why Starfleet tasked us to nip this in the bud.”

Hartley shook her head. “Wait a minute, Captain, wait one minute. Why haven’t they notified Captain Baxter? Why isn’t the Explorer in this task force? Nobody knows more about the Starshine Kids than our crew.”

“Which is precisely why you and Mr. Mirk are here.” Lucille was quiet for a few moments. “Starfleet is unhappy with Captain Baxter.” It shocked Hartley that this woman didn’t refer to her son in the familiar. “Overall, they’re unhappy with the Explorer. That’s why she’s been recommissioned.”

“Recommissioned? As what?”

“That’s classified.” Lucille grimaced. “Listen, Lieutenant, we have a task ahead. I was required to find Mr. Mirk and an Explorer crewmember with a knowledge of tactical and engineering. Thankfully, the two of you were handily in the same place. Doing what, I don’t want to know.”

“We weren’t doing anything!” Hartley said incredulously. So what if her and Mirk MIGHT have been on the brink of a kiss… or something, when Lucille’s thug DiSalvo busted in on them and beamed them up to the Trafalgar.

“Anyway, that’s none of my business.” Lucille shook her head. “Whatever the case, Starfleet is…sort of…deputizing Mr. Mirk to help us, and ordering you to do the same. You’ve both been placed under my command until this mission is completed.”

“I still can’t believe the Explorer wasn’t brought in on this.”

“Believe it. If I were you I’d forget all about the Explorer. Now I want a full report on all you know about the Starshine Kids on my desk by 1300 this afternoon.”

Hartley rose. “Fine. I’ll play ball. But let’s get this clear: Mirk is a close friend of mine, and he’s no Starfleet officer. If you bully him, captain or no, I swear–”

“Save your threats, Lieutenant. I’m trusting you to keep the Maloxian in check. You’re friends? Good. Make him understand that the safety of all of us–of the entire Federation –relies on this mission being completed successfully. I can’t think of a better incentive to, as you put it, ‘play ball.’”



<Guess what, Mirk?>

Mirk blinked in the darkness. “What?”

<We’re coming for you.>

“Directors?”

<Guess again.>

Mirk shuddered. “Critics.”

<And he wins the prize!> Confetti poured around the Maloxian and lights rose high. He was suddenly behind some sort of podium. Next to him stood Sesil, twisted leader of the Starshine Kids, and Irma, his official bona fide nemesis, as assigned by the anti-gods, the Critics. Speaking of which, a giant pair of lips stood ready in front of a huge lighted sign of some sort with lights that twinkled around it. <Let’s go to round two!>

“I want the all-expenses paid trip to Risa,” said Sesil joyfully, cackling right in Mirk’s face.

Irma grinned over at him. “I’d settle for the bread machine. Think I can shove a small Maloxian into one of those?”

<And the first question…> stated the lips.

Mirk looked down at his podium. Was he supposed to hit a buzzer or something? That’s the way he’d seen it done on The New Win or Else on the United Kronos Network.

But there was no buzzer.

The lips gestured to a question on the blue wall of monitors opposite Mirk, Sesil, and Irma. <What interstellar government is about to be overtaken by a friendly, good-natured cult?>

Mirk looked madly around for a buzzer. “I don’t have a buzzer!”

<WRONG! Do the remaining two contestants know the answer to this one?>

“The United Federation of Planets!” Sesil called out.

DING-DING-DING!

<That’s right! Let’s see what you’ve won.>

Mirk turned to see Lt. Hartley, dressed in a tight red sequined dress, revolve around behind a fake wall, gesturing at a large, orange-ish globe.

<Supreme dominion over the planet Vulcan! Good for you, Sesil!>

“But don’t I get a crack at Earth?” Irma asked, pouting.

<All in good time,> grinned the lips.

“Let me out of here!” Mirk cried.

<Oh, you’ll get out of here,> the Critic said toothily. <Megan, why don’t you show Mirk what he gets for being runner-up?>

Lt. Hartley wheeled a large screen in front of Mirk and gestured at it suggestively, sliding pleasingly alongside the screen, smiling.

Mirk flinched as the screen showed him a battered bridge, the Trafalgar’s, and him, leaning over the inert form of Lt. Hartley, trying to shake her awake. Then, moments later, he watched the Trafalgar blow up in a cascade of light.

He covered his eyes. “No! Directors, help me!!!!!!”

<Your Directors are gone, Maloxian. Thanks for playing!”

And Mirk dropped through a hole in the floor and fell dizzily for miles and miles.



“Help me!!!!!!!!!!!”

Mirk felt a rough hand slap his face and his eyes shot open.

“If we had a counselor, or the time, I’d suggest mental help,” Lt. Commander DiSalvo said in his gruff Brooklyn accent, looming over Mirk’s bed. “But since neither is the case, you’ll have to settle for old Sam DiSalvo. You got five minutes to get ready. Take any longer, and I’ll sling you over my shoulder and drag you up to the bridge. Got it?”

“This ship won’t last the day,” Mirk muttered, and headed into the bathroom to get out some phlegm and get a quick, hot shower. He’d need it.



Peterman accompanied Baxter down to the cargo bay. As he hefted his massive crate, shifting its weight from arm to arm as the pair walked into the bay, he became increasingly annoyed at the changes being made to his ship.

Sure, the Explorer had always been designed to impress, but it at least looked like a starship. Now Yeoman Briggs was busy running through the corridors with Starfleet technicians at his feet giving orders like “more splashes of color here,” and “cushier pillows here,” and in one case even, “a nice cascading waterfall right here, where that power conduit used to be!”

Where the power conduit used to be. Baxter noticed other technicians, engineers, walking away with a surprising amount of the Explorer’s technology. His brief glances told him she was being stripped down.

Of course, what kind of cruise ship was armed to the teeth?

But the sight of Lt. J’hana wrapped around a quantum torpedo as two technicians dragged it into the cargo bay made Baxter’s stomach twist into knots.

“You cannot take this. It is MY quantum torpedo!”

“It’s Starfleet’s torpedo, ma’am,” said one of the technicians. “We have to take it back.”

“You cannot!” J’hana cried. “You’ve already taken away my phasers and tri-cobalt devices. The quantums are all that’s left!”

“Our orders were quite clear, madam. All the quantums.”

“In mere moments, I will erupt into a tornado of kicks and pinches the likes of which neither of you have ever seen!” ranted the Andorian. “You will beg for death before I am finished!”

“We’ve heard all that before, Lieutenant.”

Baxter put his crate down and approached the group. “Come on, J’hana, let it go.”

“But, sir…”

The captain kneeled down to look J’hana in the eye. “Lieutenant, we can’t fight this right now. Just be mature about this and let the nice men have their quantum.”

“But, sir, it is mine.”

“I know that and you know that, but they don’t. Let’s not make a scene, okay?”

J’hana harrumphed and let go, slumping to the deck in a heap.

“Sir?” asked one of the technicians. They were standing there looming over her with the quantum as if ready to drop it on her.

Baxter glanced up. “Get out of here. Both of you.”

“Yes, sir.”

He looked down at J’hana, offered her his hand. “Come on, J’hana. Let’s go.”

“You are aware, sir,” J’hana said, still lying inert on the cargo deck, “that we are due at Starfleet Command tomorrow for reassignment.”

“I know. I got the same message.”

“It is not the fact that they are reassigning me that is so upsetting. It is knowing the Explorer will be defenseless. Ablative armor or not, without offensive capabilities, the Explorer could be destroyed by a Breen transport.”

“I know. We’ll find a way to get her back, weapons and all.”

Peterman cleared her throat from behind Baxter. “Andy, it’s time to beam down.”

Baxter took J’hana by the hand and helped her up. “Is your stuff already down on Earth?”

“Yes,” J’hana grunted. It was obvious she had no intention of remaining on Earth. The blue sky was disconcerting to her, she had told him once.

“Well, let’s get to the transporter room, then.”

Peterman looked around the cargo bay as crates of all sorts were moved to the transporter pad and beamed down. Lives spread to the wind. She shook that nostalgic thought off immediately as Dr. Browning’s pizza oven was maneuvered onto the pad with an antigrav and energizing began.

“More confinement beam!” one technician urged. “It’s too much mass–the machinery is too complicated!”

Baxter watched the exchange with a grin and turned for the door. “Come on, you two.”



“Extended abscence?” Dr. Janice Browning asked, watching Richards toss the remnants of his quarters into a duffle. The paintings and sculptures had already been offloaded onto Kris Larkin’s Klingon freighter.

“That’s right,” Richards said. “Larkin too. We’re going to take about a month to figure out where we want to go from here. We both got First Officer offers shortly after Starfleet put us on detached duty. Larkin even got an offer to direct the Robotics Division at the Daystrom Institute. We’ve got a lot to consider.”

“So that’s it? You’re just accepting that this crew is breaking up?”

Richards stopped packing and placed his hands on Browning’s shoulders. He had to extend his arms to their full length facing her due to the rather large lump of changling growing in her tummy. “Janice. Their minds are made up. The ride is over.”

“But…”

“I just don’t get it. A year ago we both were ready to leave the Explorer forever. What’s the difference?”

“The difference is that we realized we liked it better here as soon as we left!” Browning said, exasperated, pounding his faux-leather couch. “Christopher, this is our home!”

“Home is wherever you happen to be, Janice,” Richards said. “It’s not like we won’t stay friends. I’m sure we’ll see each other all the time.”

“Christopher…don’t patronize me.”

“I’m not patronizing. I’m just telling it like it is. Are you all ready to go? We can walk to the transporter room together.” Richards slung his carryall over his shoulder.

Browning shrugged. “All my stuff was beamed down to my apartment in San Francisco.”

“You’ve got an apartment already?”

Browning nodded. “Yeah. I’m heading up Xenonutrition at Starfleet Medical.”

“Congratulations, Janice! See how great things are already happening? This isn’t a bad thing. It’s a whole new start!”

“I wish I could believe that.” And Browning waddled after Richards out of his quarters.



Commander David Conway was flipping through the Federation News padd in the now quite familiar waiting room at Starfleet Command when the regular crowd shuffled in.

First it was Tilleran and J’hana, carrying drinks from the Sandwhich Star across the promenade.

“Hello, Commander,” Tilleran said, sipping her Sluggo Cola and sitting beside Conway. “Where’s that Captain’s pip?”

Conway grimaced and kept reading the padd. “They just haven’t given it to me yet.”

“Do I detect a note of uncertainty in your voice?”

“No, you probably detect it in my mind,” Conway snapped. “And I’d appreciate it if you stopped doing that. I know I’m not your commanding officer anymore, but you can at least have the respect to leave a man’s mind alone.”

“You love it.”

“I sure as hell don’t.” Conway crossed his legs and kept reading. “So, either of you know where you’re getting transferred to?”

“No idea,” Tilleran said.

“What about you, J’hana?” he asked disinterestedly. When she didn’t answer, he glanced over to the fluffy chair where J’hana sat, sucking slowly on her V’haspant Coolatta. “J’hana?”

The Andorian stared at the painting on the opposite side of the large, open waiting area. Conway turned to see what was so interesting about it. Boats in a harbor. Something by Planxtedved, and not one of his/her better pieces.

He turned to Tilleran.

The Betazoid shrugged. “She’s…having problems adjusting to the change. She barely said a word at lunch.”

“Aww,” Conway muttered. “Get used to it, J’hana.”

Conway winced as the empty plastic coolatta cup slammed into the side of his head.

“So you have a soft spot after all,” he mumbled.

“Well, look,” a voice said. “If it isn’t Captain Conway.”

Conway looked up. “Not yet, Baxter. But it’s only a matter of time.”

“I don’t recall seeing any big starships in orbit,” Baxter mused, taking a seat opposite Conway. “But I think I saw some workbees. Maybe you’ll get one of those.”

“They’re keeping it in spacedock, Mr. Comedian.”

“Sure.” Baxter twiddled his thumbs. “J’hana, how are you holding up?”

“Don’t ask,” Tilleran whispered.

Peterman sat down on the arm of Baxter’s chair and looked around at the group. “Well, guys, soon we’ll all be going our separate ways.”

“You sound happy,” Tilleran noticed.

Conway glanced up. He narrowed his eyes. “Why…son of a…” He was instantly out of his chair, inspecting Peterman’s new pip.

“Like it?” asked Peterman impishly.

“Starfleet is going to hell,” he grumbled. “They promoted YOU.”

“You be a good sport, Commander,” Baxter chided. “Kelly deserved that promotion.”

“Like hell she did.” Conway collapsed back into the couch. “What are you now? Chief Cook and Bottlewasher?”

“Cruise Director.”

Conway guffawed. “Hah! A Starfleet cruise ship?”

Baxter shifted uneasily. “Yes. A Starfleet cruise ship called the Explorer.”

“Galaxy Explorer,” corrected Peterman.

Baxter rolled his eyes.

“They really did it,” Conway said in disbelief. “What a waste of a good ship.” He cracked a smile. “I’m sure you’ll have fun zipping around the cosmos telling people all about the rings of Zontar Six, and the special caves of the Morbius World, and all the neat gift shops on Coridan! Oh, it’ll be such a gas!”

Peterman glared at Conway. “I’d normally have a comeback for that, Commander, but I’m holding back.”

Conway blinked. “Why?”

Peterman folded her arms and grinned. “No reason.”

“Conway,” said an ensign with a creaking voice, looking small by the double doors that led into the briefing room.

“There we go,” Conway said, putting down his padd and staring Peterman down. “We’ll see about your holding back in a minute. Be ready to call me captain…Commander.”

“Yes sireee,” Peterman said, saluting and grinning as Conway disappeared behind the double doors.



“Okay, what ship?” Conway said, rubbing his hands together. He didn’t bother to sit down, even after the black-eyed Admiral Oorse offered him a seat.

This was the same council that debriefed the crew days earlier. Now they were reposting the crew. What were they, some sort of shadow government? What a laugh, Conway mused.

“I’ll say this for you, Commander. You don’t beat around the bush,” Admiral Reno said blankly. “At any rate, you WILL be getting a command.”

“Yes!” Conway said, clenching his fist. “What ship?”

“USS Republic,” Admiral Jacobs said, sliding a padd down the table. Conway leaned down and picked it up.

“Funny. I thought the Republic-C was destroyed in the Dominion War.”

“It was,” Admiral Oorse said, rubbing his fu man chu beard.

“Ah, then, I guess there’s a Republic-D, huh? Top of the line, brand new?”

“Not exactly.”



Peterman examined her nailpolish and counted the approximate time it would take Conway to read the padd on his new assignment.

“F****************!” came the cry from within the briefing room and Conway stormed out.

Admiral Reno appeared in the doorway as he stormed away. “Report for duty at 0800 tomorrow, Commander.” She looked over to Baxter. “Captain, you’re next.”

“Commander still?” Baxter asked, shoving out of his seat.

Peterman nodded as Conway stormed toward the transporter bay. “You’re looking at the commander of the USS Republic.”

“A new one?” asked Tilleran, watching him walk by.

“Nope. The original one. Constitution-class.”

Baxter couldn’t help but bust out laughing. “Oh, that’s rich. That almost makes all of this worthwhile. What’s he going to do? Give nostalgic tours of the system?”

Peterman giggled. “As a matter of fact, yes. He’ll take interested alien groups for a quick spin around the system and show them points of interest along the route. It’ll be a gas, I’m sure.”

“I almost feel sorry for him,” Tilleran said with a grin.

“I don’t,” Baxter said, and headed for the briefing room.

“Wonder what the Captain will get,” J’hana said, finally speaking. “And I wonder if he will need a tactical officer.”

Peterman shook her head. “Where he’s going, I doubt it.”

“How do you know so much, Counselor?” Tilleran asked incredulously.

“I was in close contact with the Admirals in there for several hours yesterday,” Peterman said. “They wanted to fill me in on everything so I could guage the reaction of different officers, since I used to be their Counselor.”

“Did you guage this?” Tilleran asked, indicating J’hana.

“Admittedly, no,” Peterman sighed. “I hope I can help her a bit in the few days we have before shoving off.”

“I don’t know,” Tilleran said. “I’m no counselor, but it seems like they pulled out her heart when they pulled out those phaser arrays. All the fight’s just gone out of her.”

“She’ll bounce back.” Peterman sighed. “Andy, on the other hand…” She winced when she heard him inside the briefing room.

“F*********************!”



Hartley grimaced at the terminal screen in her guest cabin as she struggled to compose a report on exactly what had happened since the discovery of the Starshine Kids. She included the recruitment of Lt. Ford into the cult, the sabotage of the Explorer, the kidnapping of the recently-married Baxter and Peterman, and the whole still-mysterious incident where they SOMEHOW got into the Delta Quadrant and recruited the Flarn’s Alpha Quadrant Prisoners AND Dwanok and James Stevens. Then there was the emergence of the first Redlands and the showdown between Mirk and Irma. How Irma fit in, well, Hartley was still fuzzy on that.

The door to her quarters beeped and she absentmindedly gave her visitor the okay to enter.

Mirk stumbled in looking exausted. “Megan?”

“Oh. Mirk.” She concentrated on the screen. “How did your conversation with Mrs. Baxter go?”

Mirk collapsed heavily into the chair by Hartley’s desk. “Intense. That’s a driven woman.”

“She’s not exactly like her son.”

“She thinks she can knock out the Starshine Kids with a few starships and a handful of fighters. I tried to talk her out of it, but she just wouldn’t listen.”

“You don’t think that she’ll be able to?”

“I know she won’t.” Mirk leaned forward. “I’ve seen it.”

Hartley finally looked up from the terminal. “Wait a minute. You saw what?”

“This ship. Being blown up.” He neglected to tell Hartley he also was pretty sure he saw her die. No need to worry her yet.

“I thought you didn’t have any powers anymore.”

“This seemed like a warning from the Critics. Gloating is more like it. They know I can’t do anything without the Directors.”

“That’s really not fair. Does Mrs. Baxter realize that we’re trying to destroy gods?”

“I tried to explain that to her. She seemed to have the same fears, but underneath it I got this feeling that she felt it was her job to get rid of them, one way or the other.”

“Cleaning up after her son,” Hartley mused. “Great, so this isn’t just an interstellar war, it’s a mother/son squabble.”

“Apparently. Who knows why we have to be dragged into it.”

Hartley laughed darkly. “Because you’re the Critics favorite chewtoy. But that doesn’t explain me.”

Mirk stroked his chin. “I suppose they think you can get me to cooperate. That I’d be more apt to listen to you than to them.”

“Of course you would. I’m your friend. That’s not exactly astrophysics.”

“Right, of course,” Mirk said. “But I think they think there’s more.”

“Hah! What are they, romantic experts?”

“Hah.”

Mirk and Hartley fidgeted for a little while in silence.

“Hey,” said Mirk. “You want to go to the crew lounge and get a drink? The bartender’s a jerk but he makes a great synthale smoothie.”

“Nah, I have this report to finish.”

“Come on, Megan,” Mirk taunted. “The ship’s going to be blown apart in a few hours and we’ll both probably die.”

Hartley thought about it. “Okay, you twisted my arm.”



After trashing his living room once again, Captain Baxter grabbed the crate from his readyroom and transported back to Starfleet Command.

Peterman had an appointment with the new captain of the Explorer so he had to move into his new office by himself. She’d be very annoyed that he trashed the living room again, since she’d spent the morning replicating new lamps and a new coffee table. Oh well.

Baxter shuffled down the corridor looking at doors, counting until he reached 1105.

He read the inscription on the door and a cold shiver went down his spine. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

Taking a deep breath, Captain Baxter stepped through.

The room was sparsely decorated and rather small. Room for a couple chairs, a desk with terminal and stacks of padds, and a replicator.

He sat his crate down on the desk and sighed. “I thought I was supposed to get a secretary.”

He then noticed a door on the opposite end of the room. It said “OFFICE.”

Hefting the crate, Baxter moved to walk through the door, but it opened before he got there and a frantic-looking man with bulging eyes and a mat of tight-knotted red hair emerged.

“Ahhh!”

Baxter stumbled back. “What?”

“You scared the heck out of me. I was in there trying to get the scorchmarks out of the carpet.”

“Scorchmarks?” Baxter asked quietly.

“Yep, the last guy who had this job put a phaser on overload and stuck it down his pants.”

“Really.”

He rushed over to her desk, shuffling through padds. “New guy should be here any minute, as a matter of fact. What can I help you with?”

“I’m the new guy.”

He dropped the padds. “Oh my gosh.”

Baxter sighed. “Don’t try to cushion the blow. I have a good idea what I’m in for. I’ll be in my…uhhhg…office.”

“Okay.” The man rushed to Baxter’s side. “My name’s Eric and I’ll be your Administrative Assistant. Anything you want, just ask.”

“Fine.”

“Can I get you some coffee?”

Baxter trudged into his new office. “No, but a freshly- charged phaser would be great.”

Eric rushed to the door. “Was that a joke?”

“You figure it out.”

Baxter glanced around the sparse office. He could still smell ash. On the upside, there was a great narrow window next to his desk that overlooked a shuttle landing pad.

“Well, there’s a lot of work to do,” Eric said, charging in with an armful of padds. “More than we’ve had in a long time, as a matter of fact,”

Baxter watched the padds thunk on his desk one by one. “Super.”

“Oh, and Captain Baxter?”

“Yes.”

“I just want you to know that it’s extraordinary to be working with you. I watched the article Federation Galactic did on your ship.”

“Yes, the Explorer was some ship.”

“‘Was’? Was it destroyed?”

Baxter sighed again. “Might as well have been.” He stared down at the work on his desk. Looked like a whole lot of math. But then what was he to expect?

Eric returned to the front office and set back to work.

Moments later, without warning, Eric’s face popped up on Baxter’s desktop terminal. “Sir, there’s someone on the comm for you.”

Already. Baxter rubbed a hand over his face. “Pipe it in.” The Vulcan on the terminal was just who he expected to see. “This is the Inventory Comptroller,” Baxter said tiredly.

An unsettling smile spread across Captain Velara’s face. “Let me be the first to welcome you back into the fold, Captain.”



Commander Peterman put her hands on her hips and looked around Dave Conway’s former office. She’d used half a can of disinfectant spray but the smell was still there. An intense mixture of coffee, cheese, and sweat.

BLEEP-BWARRRRRK!

That didn’t sound right. Peterman looked over at the door. “I’ll be right–”

Too late. The doors creaked open. Blue fingers emerged and ripped them all the way open, revealing an enraged Lt. J’hana.

“I am an Inventory Control Officer!” she screamed. “And they got Tilleran, too!”

Peterman rushed to hug the Andorian. “Let it all out, J’hana. Just cry, cry, cry.”

“I do not wish to cry. I wish to snap a neck. And I don’t quite care which neck I snap.”

Peterman backed up. “Okay, work with that.”

“I want an explanation.”

“From me?”

“From SOMEONE!” J’hana screamed, grabbing Peterman’s framed picture of Yanni and smashing it to pieces against the bulkhead. “And I will continue to kill until I get one!”

“Just settle down, Lieutenant!” Peterman said sharply. “I understand you’re upset, but there’s no need to transfer your feelings of hostility onto me…or Yanni.”

J’hana whirled. “Why NOT?”

“Just because!”

“Ladies.”

Peterman and J’hana turned.

J’hana was still breathing hard from her anger. She blinked and shook her head, as if to clear it. Looked back at Peterman. “Commander, that isn’t–?”

“Hello, Captain,” Peterman said, ignoring J’hana.

“Problem with the doors?” asked the captain, surveying the damage.

“No. Just redecorating. I’m getting…uh…French doors.”

“I see. We’re meeting in fifteen minutes in the readyroom?”

“Sounds good.”

Peterman watched the captain continue down the corridor. She could feel J’hana looking at her. “Lieutenant, I’m going to refer you to a specialist down on Earth, okay?” She moved to the box on her desk and grabbed a tiny post-it padd, tapping in the appropriate contact information.

“Commander, that wasn’t–?”

“Yes, it was the new captain,” Peterman said, handing J’hana the padd. “Here you go. Good luck in your new job, Lieutenant.”

J’hana studied the padd and handed it back to Peterman. “Judging by who your new captain is, I’d say you’re the one that needs the luck. Thanks for cheering me up.” And J’hana disappeared into the corridor, laughing uproariously.



The conversation with Velara confirmed what Baxter had feared. His role as Inventory Comptroller was to act as…liason (he choked on that word)… between Starfleet Command and Inventory Control. Inventory Control consisted of an Inventory Specialist on each ship and a Chief Inventory Officer in every sector. Captain Velara was Inventory Commandant, his counterpart in the field. She captained the Inventory Mothership, the Greenspan-A. The Ambassador-class Greenspan, Baxter remembered unfondly, was destroyed by the Borg, only to be replaced by an inferior Constellation-class. Something Velara found particularly puzzling, since getting a new ship generally meant getting a NEW ship. Why would Starfleet dig up these sagging old vessels to replace destroyed ships rather than build new ones? More questions.

After finishing with Velara, Baxter got to his paperwork. No reason to put off the inevitable. He’d managed to work through several padds, mainly equipment transfer requests and departmental reports, when his terminal beeped again and Eric appeared again.

“Sorry to bother you, sir, but there’s someone who claims to know you that wants to see you. Says he’s Chris Richards.”

“Well. Let him in!”

“Oh, so he is a friend?”

“Yes, as if it’s any of your business. Don’t you watch UKN?”

“Of course.”

“He wrote Days of Honor for a while.”

“Oh…my…God!”

“Yeah.”

Eric turned to face someone off-screen. “I had no idea, Mr. Richards. I just want to say–”

“Let him in, Eric.”

“Oh. Right. Right away.”

Moments later, Chris Richards strolled into Baxter’s office. “Snazzy place. But your secretary sucks.”

“Administrative Assistant!” called Eric from the viewscreen.

“Goodbye, Eric,” Baxter muttered and flicked the screen off. He turned to Richards. “Yep, this is where it all happens. Have a seat.”

Richards sat across from Baxter and took in the ambience. “You know, if you hang a few paintings, this place could definitely be a wonderful…work area.”

“You’re not making this any better.”

“I’m sorry,” Richards said. He shifted in the chair. “Listen, I know what you’re going through.”

“Really?” Baxter leaned forward. “If I recall, you left the Explorer of your own free will. You weren’t…evicted.”

“That’s true, but I did leave. I’m still convinced there’s life after the Explorer. You just need to move on and realize that for yourself.”

“Yeah, easy for you to say. You’re not the Inventory Comptroller.”

“I’m sure you’ll do a fantastic job. It’s a field you know well, after all.”

“Are you trying to annoy me?”

Richards cleared his throat and shifted in the other direction. “No. I’m just trying to lighten the mood a bit.”

“You’re doing a miserable job of it.”

“Andy, if you hate this line of work so much, get out of it.”

“Quit Starfleet? Yeah, right.”

“Starfleet is not the be all and end all of human existence. Maybe you’ll be happier doing something else. Be a writer or something.”

“A writer, yeah. That’s a laugh.”

“Hey, I did it. How hard can it be?”

“What would I write? My memoirs?” Baxter shook his head. “‘These are the voayges of the starship Explorer…’” He chuckled. “Yeah, right.”

“I’d read them.” Richards chuckled softly, then glanced at the chronometer on the wall behind Baxter. “Well, I’d better get up to the Daisy II. We’re getting ready to head to the Antares system.”

“Fine,” Baxter muttered. “Leave me in my misery.”

“You just remember what I told you,” Richards said, standing.

Baxter watched Richards leave. “Be careful out there, buddy.”

“You too. And don’t let them put a tag on you.”

“Very funny.”

“I wasn’t joking.”



Lt. Commander Larkin strolled onto the bridge of the Daisy II and studied it with satisfaction. “It is good to be back.”

Bort grunted from the helm. “Aboard the new Daisy?”

“No, among my second family.”

“You mean me and Kris?” Bort laughed huskily.

“Correct. I find this arrangement quite satisfactory. Time away from Starfleet will allow Lt. Commander Richards and I the distance we need to decide what to do with our careers.”

Bort turned in his chair. “So it doesn’t bother you that your…er, father is…er, banging…your, uh, sister?”

Larkin sat down at the station behind the command chair, a crude analog to ops, and studied their course plan. “Human interpersonal relationships are quite complicated. When one places an android in the mix, they are known to get even more complicated.”

“Ah, so it doesn’t bother you.”

“I am an android. I am incapable of being bothered.”

“If you say so.” Bort swung back toward the viewscreen.

Richards and Kris stumbled onto the bridge moments later in each others arms and giggling. “Ready to go, Bort?” asked Kris merrily.

“I guess so,” Bort grunted.

Richards grabbed a seat next to Larkin. “All ready, Kristen?”

“As ready as I shall ever be. Have you said all of your ‘goodbyes.’”

“I suppose.”

“Mr. Bort,” Kris said, flopping into the command chair. “Prepare to–”

“Wait,” Richards said suddenly. “There’s someone I have to talk to before we leave.”

Kris nodded. “You’re welcome to use the Captain’s Killing Room.”

“Thanks.”



“Xenonutrition, this is Janice.” She looked busy on the viewscreen in the “Captain’s Killing Room.” Looked a lot like a readyroom, but with less frills and more carving tools on the wall. Browning finally looked like she recognized Richards on the viewscreen. “Oh. Christopher. What?”

“I’m leaving for Antares. Just wanted to say goodbye.”

“Oh. Okay, goodbye.”

“Did you get your pizza oven installed all right down there?”

“Yeah. They had to get a bigger power coupling, but she’s working fine now. Pumping out fresh pizza for all the patients.”

“You get patients in Xenonutrition?”

“Aliens with indigestion. It’s a side-practice.”

“Ah. Interesting. Burping Bolians and Retching Rigellians, huh?”

“Yeah, right. So, what’s with the small-talk, Christopher?”

“I just didn’t want us to leave things this way.”

Browning studied a monitor off-screen. “What way would that be?”

“You’re mad at me.”

“I’m not mad.”

“Don’t try to kid me. You’re mad I’m not broken up about leaving everyone, especially you.”

“You’re pretty good, Counselor Richards.”

“It’s a hobby.”

“You’re also full of hummus. I’m fine.”

“You sure?”

“I’m positive I won’t spend my time here on Earth pining away for you, Christopher. Now go enjoy your vacation. I’ll be fine.”

“Thanks, Janice.”

Richards clicked off the viewer and went back to the bridge before Browning could add, “Not that you care.”



“On your way to our new ship?” Lt. Zachary Ford said eagerly, picking up step next to Commander Conway. He was bulling his way toward one of Starbase One’s many travel pods so he could get on with his new assignment.

“‘Our new ship’? Oh, they gave me YOU as a helm officer, did they?” Conway said with a wry chuckle.

“Yeah, I guess they still remember the ‘Ford Maneuver,’” Ford said proudly.

“You mean the maneuver where you hit a bunch of random controls and hoped for the best?”

“The point is, I made an impact. Won’t be long before I’m your First Officer, right?”

“Let’s not waste any time,” Conway said, stopping in the corridor. “Mr. Ford, you are hearby promoted to Executive Officer of the USS Republic.”

“Really!” Ford beamed. “You mean it?”

“Yeah. Your first duty is to steer my travel pod.”

“Gladly.”

Coming up on the first available pod, Ford and Conway entered the appropriate access code and stepped in through the airlock. Ford immediately sat behind the controls. “This will be great.”

“Sure will,” Conway grimaced, grabbing a coffee out of the pod’s tiny replicator. “Disengage us and get clearance.”

“Right,” Ford said eagerly.

Conway glared over his steaming coffee as the pod maneuvered toward a Sovereign-class starship in dock.

“That must be her, right? Right?” Ford said excitedly.

“Just a little to the right,” Conway muttered. “Down point five six.”

“But we’re almost at the back of the spacedock. What are we getting? A tiny little Defiant-class?”

When Ford saw the Republic waiting serenely behind the Sovereign-class starship, he was so shocked he barely avoided crashing into it.

“Th-that’s a Constitution-class!” Ford stammered.

“Home sweet home, Mr. First Officer,” Conway mumbled.



“These people are trashing my area!” Professor Tav cried. “It’s intolerable!”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at the chubby Tellarite Science Professor on his terminal, focussing the balance of his anger and bitterness at him. So this is how bureaucrats were made. “Rules are rules, Professor Tav. We have to search the lab for items that aren’t listed on your inventory log.”

“But, Captain, surely Inventory Control does not have the authoritative power to so callously destroy another Federation citizen’s property.”

“Check the Faculty Handbook, Professor,” Baxter said blandly. “You’ll see that we do. Good day.” And he turned off the screen. “Some people.” He looked down at the scatter of padds on his desk and tried to decide which one he’d tackle next.

“Sir?” Eric popped up on his screen.

“What.”

“Your wife is on the comm.”

“Oh. Put her through.”

“Andy!” Peterman said cheerily. “How are things going at Inventory Control?”

“Swimmingly,” Baxter muttered. He narrowed his eyes at her image on the screen. “Kelly…”

“It’s the hat, isn’t it?” Peterman was wearing what looked to Baxter like an ancient captain’s hat. White, black-brimmed, with an anchor inscripted on the front. “It’s part of the new uniform.”

“Oh, it is, is it?” Baxter asked. “Well, it’s darned cute.”

“You’re being sarcastic.”

“No!”

“Andy, I called you because we have a lot to discuss. We’re leaving in a couple hours to take the Galaxy Explorer out on a shakedown cruise.”

“How quaint. Did you meet your new captain?”

“Uh, yes,” Peterman said in a small voice.

“So who is the shmuck?”

“Can you just come up here? We’ll talk about it in person.”

“Fine, I’ll be there in a bit.” Baxter turned off the monitor and headed out into the front room to tell Eric he’d be back in a while, and to please work on getting the smell of burnt Inventory Comptroller out of the carpet.



They were polishing the mirrors surrounding the transporter pad when Baxter materialized.

“Ensign Yang, good to see they kept you around,” Baxter said, nodding at the asian transporter officer.

“And you have a super day, Captain,” Yang said, saluting. Baxter got a better look at the uniform on Yang and once again felt his stomach curdle. It had a nostalgic feel. The black was there, as were the gray shoulders, but the new uniform sported a fancy gold-buckled belt and buttoned only halfway. Underneath was a tunic similar to the one Baxter wore, but the turtleneck flaps were turned down and Yang wore…shudder…a bow tie. The look was completed by the hideous hat he’d seen on Kelly earlier.

“Looking sharp, Ensign,” Baxter managed to croak before stepping out into the corridor. Kelly was there, in the same idiotic uniform, hair pulled back into a permed french braid, he guessed, for the occasion.

“You like it?” Peterman patted the clump of hair.

“I…just…love it,” Baxter said. His world was coming apart around him. Streamers littered the corridor, he saw as Peterman led him to her new office. The functional muted railings were replaced with latinum-plated gold. And a waterfall waited ominously at the end of the corridor.

“One on every deck,” Peterman said. “The sound of water makes people feel more at ease.”

“Great,” Baxter grumbled. “Ah, just great.” They came to Peterman’s door. Well, the open area where her door used to be. “What, you took Conway’s office?”

“It has a better view,” Peterman explained. “At the front of the ship instead of on the side, right by the bussard ramscoop, like my old office.”

“Super.” Baxter studied the lack of doors. “Where are the–”

“Oh, I’m getting French doors.”

“Yeah, classy. Look, Kelly, I’ve got to say, this is all–”

“Andy, before you say anything, I want you to know that whatever happens on this ship from now on I still love you with all my heart. Okay?”

Baxter felt his heart murmur at that. Why was Kelly talking like their marraige was in jeapardy?

“Now I want you to sit down.” Peterman led him over to her sprawling L-shaped French Provencial couch. “I’ll get you some orange pekoe and we can talk about this. Trust me, it isn’t half as bad as you think it is.”

Baxter watched Peterman work at the replicator and come back with two steaming cups. “You’re sure?”

“Very much so. The universe isn’t crumbling down around you.”

Baxter sipped. “What makes you think I thought that?”

“You have that look.”

The cup wavered in Baxter’s hand. “Don’t be silly.”

“You know, Andy, sometimes we’re pushed to the edge in life. The trick is to bounce back. Not go all the way over.”

“Why are you talking like this? Like I’m one of your patients?”

“I’m just worried.”

“About what?”

Suddenly a voice chimed in behind Baxter. “Kelly, how about dinner tonight? To celebrate the new…” A pause. “Ah, Baxter!”

Baxter turned at the sound of the voice. His teacup clattered to the deck. Tea seeped into the carpet.

Peterman scooched over to be next to him on the couch. “Now, Andy …settle down…”

Baxter felt the bones in his jaw rattle. He clenched his teeth to avoid screaming. “Fi…Fi…Fi…”

“Say it,” the captain grinned, looming over Baxter.

Snap. “FICKER!!!!!!”



Lt. Tilleran stopped in mid-sentence. She and J’hana had decided to do a slow orbit of the San Francisco bar scene during their final night before officially beginning duty as Inventory Officers.

J’hana leaned forward on her barstool as Tilleran clutched her temples. “What?”

“The Captain…” Tilleran said slowly. “The…Captain!”

“The Captain what?”

Tilleran shook her head. “Anguish…so much anguish. And a word. A name!”

J’hana nodded. “Ficker.”

“He’s miles above the earth but I can feel it as if he were right beside me. I can hear him snapping, J’hana.”

“Ficker,” J’hana repeated.

“He’s going to need help.”

J’hana nodded. “Certainly. After we get judiciously shlarrged. Now, what were we talking about?”



Peterman trailed behind Baxter as he stormed back toward the transporter room, ripping tinsel from the ceiling as he did so.

“Andy, wait!”

“Forget about it, Kelly.”

“You don’t understand…this is my career we’re talking about!”

“That’s a lunatic back there, Kelly,” Baxter said, not turning back to look at her. “He tried to kill us all.”

Peterman grabbed Baxter’s arm in a vain attempt to slow him down. He turned back to face her. “He got help, Andy.”

“So he did,” Baxter said. “So he did.” He laughed. “He got help.”

“That’s right. Modern therapy works wonders. The doctors at Tantalus have explained it all to me. He’s one hundred percent better. He regrets sabotaging our escape from that null space last year. He wants to talk to you–to apologize.”

“He can choke on his apology.” Baxter charged into the transporter room. “Back to Inventory Control, Ms. Yang.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Andy!” Peterman demanded as Baxter mounted the transporter pad. “You’re not being reasonable!”

“Starfleet took away my ship and gave it to that madman. That bastard that has hounded me since he sabotaged me at Starfleet Academy and gloated all the way. And you’re more than happy to go along for the ride.”

“Andy, we need to talk this over like sane individuals!”

“That would be fine, if I were sane,” Baxter said, smiling finally. “But I’m not. That said, maybe they’ll give me a new ship, since fools are in high demand nowadays. Energize, Ensign.”

“ANDREW!” Peterman cried fruitlessly as Baxter began to dematerialize. “YOU ARE BEING A BABY!”

She looked back at Ensign Yang, whirls of hair drifting down into her eyes. So much for the braid. “What are you looking at!”



TRAFALGAR



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54004.8. We’ve rendez-voused with the other members of our task force and are underway. Our course is for the first Redlands–the one that appeared in front of the Explorer in the Aegis system several months ago. We’re scheduled to arrive within the hour, and I can’t say I’m not excited to go against this grinning Vulcan Sesil. He may have faced a Captain Baxter before, but not this one. It’s time for Mom to kick some ass. Computer, delete that last comment.



Lucille was so busy slamming her fists into the punching bag she barely heard DiSalvo walk in.

“Captain,” he finally said.

“What?” Lucille stopped punching and whirled.

“Just wanted to remind you we have a subspace conference call between all the members of the task force in twenty minutes.”

“I’ll be ready,” Lucille said.

“Sir, permission to speak freely.”

“Granted.”

“Why are you doing your PT less than an hour before going into battle?”

“Working off a little steam, Commander. This Sesil guy burns me.”

“May I ask why? You seem to be taking this very personally.”

Because he hurt my little Bilbo, Lucille thought. “Because he’s threatening the Federation’s sovereignity, DiSalvo. Isn’t that enough?”

“Yes, sir, I guess so.”

“Is that all?”

DiSalvo shifted from foot to foot. “Sir…”

“Spit it out.”

“I wish my mom was more like you.”

“Dismissed, DiSalvo.” Lucille went back to the punching bag.



Dr. Browning carried a large dish of lasagna out into the family room of her spacious San Francisco apartment and sat it down on the coffee table.

“Yes, this is the life,” Browning said aloud. She’d had a productive day at work. Helped a Gorn immunize himself against Earth alcohol varieties, wrote a substantial report on Flarn reactions to different Alpha Quadrant species, and had her office painted blue.

She’d heard little from the Explorer crew. Peterman and the “Galaxy” Explorer were getting ready to set off into space for a shakedown cruise to test the new customer service options that had been installed during her daylong refit, Richards and Larkin were off to Antares, Holly was starting medical school, Commander Conway was getting settled in aboard the Republic, and Baxter wasn’t answering his comm.

So she’d decided to spend a quiet evening at home with her large lasagna dish and viewscreen.

“Computer,” Browning said eagerly, spooning lasagna into her mouth. “Open subspace channel to Krinokom subspace frequency and access entertainment transmission, on this viewscreen.”

The screen flared to life. It was a Days of Honor rerun.

“Kasatria, this loneliness is killing me…” said Minister Vag on the screen. Browning had seen this one a million times.

“Viewscreen off,” Browning said flatly. Maybe she’d just read a book instead.



“Last call,” Clyde the bartender said brusquely, whisking away Mirk and Hartley’s half-filled glasses of chocolate milk. Both had their fill of drinking down on Earth in Louisiana.

“See what I mean about him being a jerk?” Mirk asked, putting his feet up on the table and staring between them at the stars streaking by the viewport at the forefront of the Sattelite of Suds, the Trafalgar’s Crew Lounge.

“Yeah,” Hartley agreed. “No charm at all. Not at all like a certain Maloxian I know.”

“Who could you possibly be talking about?” Mirk asked with a grin.

They sat a while in silence.

“Mirk…”

“Sure I’ll try dating,” Mirk was ready to say.

“Do you really think we won’t make it?”

“Absolutely.”

“Huh. You think we should try to escape?” It would be a simple matter. Hartley knew Starfleet technology like nobody’s business.

“I think we should…”

<Escape. Escape while you still can.>

The voice rang in Mirk’s airs. Soft, but somehow strangely familiar.

“Who is this?”

“Who is who?” Hartley asked, confused.

<Get out of there.>

“Critics?”

<No. Not the Critics.>

It was the Directors! They were back. And telling Mirk to leave.

“Megan…” Mirk grabbed Hartley’s hand and led her out of the lounge. “We have to go!”

“Just because that jerk said it was closing time?”

“No, because we’ll die if we stay here.”

“You already said that.”

“But the Directors just confirmed it. We need to leave.”

“Directors? Wait a minute? Do you mean you have your powers back?”

Mirk squeezed his eyes shut and thought…about Megan. Nothing.

“Nope. Just trust me. We have to escape. Can you do it?”

“I suppose.” Hartley jogged ahead of Mirk, leading the way. “We need to get to an escape pod. A shuttlecraft would be too obvious.”

“But where will we go from there?”

“Any place is better than this flying deathtrap right now, right?”

Mirk shrugged. “Good point.”



Commander Conway stared across his cramped quarters at the duffle on his bed. He sat in his chair, sipping coffee, staring at the duffle. He’d been in his quarters for three hours and hadn’t begun to unpack, though he wasn’t sure why.

The Republic was a tour ship. And it wasn’t even an interstellar one. He was relegated to taking interested alien VIP’s around the Sol System, chatting about the points of interest.

She had no weapons, save low-powered phasers for clearing debris from her flight path, she could only go warp two, and the replicators weren’t programmed to make lattes.

All that boiled down to some simple truths: He’d never battle, never explore, never investigate, and never REALLY command again.

Beginning at 0800 tomorrow, Conley would take those VIP’s on hour-long tours of the system all day and for the rest of his miserable career.

Conway glanced at the wall chronometer. 2200 hours. Still plenty of time. He reached into his duffle, pulled out the sizable Russia Still Bothers Me (expanded edition) and began reading. He could swear Tom Clancy was laughing from the grave as he turned page 1102.



It didn’t take long to find an out-of-the-way escape pod. It did take sufficiently longer for Hartley to break into the Trafalgar computer and sabotage the ship’s sensor array. It would take DiSalvo a while to right things, and by that time they’d be drifting far behind the ship, providing they weren’t incinirated in Trafalgar’s warp bubble.

“What are you doing again?” Mirk asked, antsy. He was sitting in one of the two upright seats inside the life pod, right next to Hartley, who was hunched over a computer console.

“I’m creating a hole in the warp bubble for us to escape through,” Hartley said, tapping into the warp field control subroutines. “You don’t want us vaporized, do you?”

“No, I guess not.”

After a few more minutes, Hartley finished her work on the warp field. “There. Just enough to squeeze through without knocking them out of warp.”

“Okay then,” said Mirk. “Let’s go.”

“Right.” Hartley began the ejection sequence.

And the escape pod airlock slid open before them. And there stood Sam DiSalvo with a pair of security officers flanking him. He latched onto both of them and dragged them out, oblivious of their flailing about.

“Put us down!” shouted Hartley.

“What was the big idea trying to escape?” demanded DiSalvo as he shoved them into a turbolift. “And do who knows what else in there?” he added.

“Can you blame us for not wanting to be blown up?” asked Hartley.

“We weren’t doing anything!” Mirk protested.

“You two make me sick.”

“I swear, we were only trying to escape. There was nothing sexual about it!” Hartley said indignantly.

“Mr. DiSalvo,” Mirk said, “I have it on good authority that we won’t survive this. If you care about Captain Baxter or this ship at all you’ll make sure we turn around and head the other way. Fast.”

“Nothing doing,” DiSalvo said, after a small pause. “Maybe if you two were helping us instead of trying to escape, our survival chances would be a little better.”

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

“Well how selfish,” DiSalvo muttered.

The doors opened onto the bridge and DiSalvo pushed Mirk and Hartley out. “Found them. They were trying to escape. And do other things.”

“Why am I not surprised,” Lucille said dryly. “Have your officers keep an eye on them.”

An eye, Mirk thought. Cute.

“You know, Lt. Hartley,” said Lucille, “This is going to have a direct effect on your Starfleet career. We’re not in the business of promoting cowards.”

“You’re breaking my heart,” Hartley grumbled, staring up at the security guard that was watching her–a younger guy, blonde. Looked a lot like Gellar. That really burned her.

Lucille strode over to the quarterdeck to address Hartley. “I read your report. Besides a propensity for musical numbers, the Starshine Kids seem to have no weakness.”

“That’s what we’ve been trying to tell you,” Mirk said. “You’ve got to turn back, before it’s too late.”

“And then what?” asked Lucille. “Who cleans up the mess then?”

“There are other ways,” Mirk said. “We can’t hope to defeat them by force!”

“If you can come up with another way in the next–” Lucille looked at DiSalvo.

“Twenty minutes.”

“–twenty minutes, you are welcomed to give it a shot.”



Richards wrapped an arm around Kris and hugged her close on the couch facing the rear viewport. He watched the stars streak away from the Daisy II. “This will be great, Kris. Just you, me, Larkin…”

“And Bort.”

“And Bort. Exploring the cosmos. No annoying duties or stares from other crewmembers to worry about. Just us.”

“I’ve been waiting a long time to get you off that ship, Chris,” Kris said, leaning her head on Richards’s shoulder.

“Really?”

“Yeah. I knew I could never really have you while you served with Janice.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because there would always be that feeling of competition. Now you’ll only see her at holidays or reunions or whatever. We can start building on our relationship.”

“You really felt threatened by Janice?”

“Not threatened, per se. But I know she doesn’t like me.”

“That’s preposterous,” Richards lied. “Janice likes you fine.”

“Don’t be so transparent, Chris,” Kris said, giggling. “I don’t mind that she doesn’t like me. You’re all that matters.”

“Aww.” Richards closed his eyes and nuzzled Kris closer against his chest.

“You and the fifty kilotons of Yridian weaponry in my cargo hold.”

“What?”

“Oh, nothing.”



Lucille Baxter paced the bridge of the Trafalgar like a caged animal while Mirk and Hartley whiled the time away playing Tic-Tac- Toe on a padd. “Time?”

“Ten minutes,” DiSalvo announced from tactical.

Lucille nodded. “Status on weapons?”

“Locked and loaded.”

“Shields?”

“Sensor-reflective and fully charged.”

Lucille nodded. Paced some more. “DiSalvo?”

“Yes?”

“That mom comment you made earlier. Did you mean it, or are you just gunning for that open First Officer position?”

DiSalvo pulled at his collar. “A little of both, sir.”

“Good. Just what I wanted to hear.”

Mirk looked across the padd at Hartley after placing the third “X” in a diagonal row. They were sitting on the bench just to the side of the command chairs. “You ready?” he whispered.

She glanced over at DiSalvo’s panel. “Yep.”



Andy Baxter stared around his wrecked living room and tried not to think about his wrecked kitchen, den, and bathroom as Pandora licked his fingers beside him on the couch.

“I’ll never see her again, Pandy. I just know it.”

“Woof!”

“Yes, I know I’m insane for talking to a dog.”

“Woof!”

“Yes, you’re right. I should have never taken the Inventory job. I should have quit Starfleet.”

“Woof!”

“Yes, of course, Kelly doesn’t love me anymore.”

“Woof!”

“Wrong for trashing the house? Now that’s just plain silly.” Baxter sighed, clapped his legs, and stood up. “Come on, Pandy. Time for poo-poo pee-pee.”



“All stop.” Lucille Baxter stared at the roiling redness on the viewscreen and looked back at Mirk and Hartley. “Look familiar?”

Mirk gulped, setting down the Tic-Tac-Toe padd. That was three straight games he’d won. “Unfortunately.”

“Full scan,” Lucille ordered. “I trust you repaired whatever mischief Lt. Hartley did to our systems?”

“Certainly,” DiSalvo said. He looked down at his sensors. “Nothing we can detect inside the mass. Our sensors can’t penetrate it.”

“It’s not too late to turn back,” Mirk said quietly.

“Quiet!” Lucille ordered. “Signal the Lynx and Pellagro to spread out in a delta formation. Have the fighters prepare for strafing runs.”

“So we just sit and wait?” Hartley demanded.

“Not long,” Mirk said quietly. He saw the shadows getting sharper within the red cloud.



“I feel so bad,” Commander Peterman said, picking through her jambalaya as rhythmic drum music played in the new “Calypso Cafe.” Mirk’s old fashioned wooden bar had been replaced by a wicker-ish jamaican stand from which one could order jerk chicken or a strong blender drink. As Peterman understood it, demographic data showed that tropical themes were popular among prominent Federation citizens. “He’s never been so mad at me.”

“Don’t beat yourself up, Kelly,” Captain Alvin Ficker said, reaching across the table to grasp her hands. “He’ll grow to get used to this arrangement in time.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

Ficker shrugged. “Then he never really loved you, right?”

“That’s very insightful, but I know Andy loves me.”

“Kelly, I’m just trying to play devil’s advocate here,” Ficker replied playfully.

“You know, Alvin, I’d never have guessed that therapy would have been this good for you. There’s no trace of the small, petty, immature person who nearly got us blown up last year.”

“I’ve made great progress,” Ficker said with a smile. “More daquiri?”

“Please.”

“I get the feeling that this is the beginning of something grand,” Ficker said, refilling Peterman’s glass.

“I hope you’re right.”

“Trust me on this one.”



The blasts came fast and furious as soon as the ships ripped out of the Redlands. Apparently the task force’s sensor-reflective shields were not a problem for them.

Escape pods shot out of the Exelsior-class Lynx just as she exploded on the viewscreen, lighting up the darkened, smoky bridge of the Trafalgar.

“Your bun’s undone,” Lt. Hartley said wryly, clinging to the tactical panel as the Sovereign-class vessel was battered.

Lucille pushed hair out of her face and gripped the command chair. “Don’t you think I know that?” She turned her attention to DiSalvo. “Commander, do you have any idea what those ships are?”

“A combination of the technology used by the Starshine vessel the Explorer faced previously and some unknown technology,” DiSalvo said crisply, as he worked, cool and collected, at his panel.

“Let me have a look,” Hartley said, glancing at the scans. “Oh, f***.”

Mirk was behind her in an instant. “Flarn.”

Lucille wrung her hands. “F***.”



Tilleran’s eyes snapped open. “Oh my gosh.”

“What?” hissed Barto, the muscular Gorn who was curled in bed next to her in her Federation Plaza suite. She’d met him that night at a grungy alien dive in downtown San Francisco.

“I just had the strangest sensation.”

“What? Feelings of forboding? Death? The sense that your friends and your entire way of life are about to be systematically destroyed?”

“No. I just realized I left my favorite hair scrunchie on the Explorer, and they left an hour ago.”

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Would you both shut up!” J’hana snapped. “I am trying to sleep.”

Tilleran peered over Barto’s immense form to see J’hana beside him. “Sorry, Lieutenant.”

“Call me J’hana. And for the love of the Great Hive, let me sleep.”

“You should be plenty exausted,” Barto chortled.

“Not in the least,” the Andorian replied defiantly and turned over, covering her head with her pillow.

“And so should you,” he said, turning to Tilleran. But she was already blissfully asleep, and J’hana was snoring loudly. Staring up at the hotel’s mirrored ceiling, Barto decided he had it pretty good.



“They’re tearing through our hull like it’s not there! No shields, no ablative armor. No nothing!” DiSalvo called out.

“So much for your new technology,” Hartley muttered to Lucille as she braced herself against the aft bulkhead, looking at the damage reports over DiSalvo’s shoulder.

Escort-class fighters swarmed like flies on the viewscreen, blasted one by one by the attack cluster of four Starshine warships.

The Trafalgar convulsed around them. Another blast from a Starshine ship blew right through the saucer section and tore out the other end.

“We have to evacuate!” Mirk said, rushing down to the command chair, where Lucille kept her posture ramrod straight, directing her people like Patten. “We’re all going to die if we don’t get out of here now!”

“You are not in command here,” Lucille said sharply. “No one’s evacuating. We’ll see this thing through!”

“This wasn’t supposed to be a suicide mission!” Hartley exclaimed.

“Says who?” asked DiSalvo.

Hartley grimaced. These people were crazy.

Another blast blew Trafalgar’s port-side nacelle apart.

The comm buzzed to life. “Engineering to bridge. We just ejected the warp core!”

Lucille glanced over her shoulder. “Weapons status?”

“Little to none,” DiSalvo said dully.

“Engines?”

“Impulse.”

Lucille pulled the wisps of hair behind her head and clipped them back. “Prepare collision course.”

“What?” Hartley demanded, circling around to the front of the bridge to face Lucille. “Are you insane?”

“DiSalvo, have your officer stun her,” Lucille muttered. “And initiate collision course with the nearest Starshine ship on my mark.”

The guy who looked like Gellar advanced on Hartley but she was ready. She rammed a fist into his gut and followed up by a knee to the crotch. His phaser clattered to the floor. She knelt, retrieved it, and whirled in time to blast DiSalvo. He had a suprised look as he collapsed to the deck like a sack of potatoes.

Hartley wasted no time. “Hartley to all hands! Evacuate! Man the escape pods! Get the hell out of here while you still can! Oh, and in case you were wondering, this isn’t a f***ing drill!”

Lucille shook her head. “My son had a ship of fools.” She looked to the helm. “Ensign Grayville, mark!”

“No you don’t!” Hartley shouted, blasting an advancing security officer, then blasting Grayville at helm.

“Do your thing, Megan!” Mirk called out.

She ran back to tactical and began punching buttons.

Lucille, meanwhile, jumped at the helm to carry out the collision course.

Then a circle of blue light appeared in front of Mirk and slowly advanced toward him.

Mirk backed up. “What the–”

“Mirk!” cried Hartley.

A hand reached out, delicately frail, and jerked Mirk into the blue circle. And the blue circle vanished.

Before she even had time to wonder where Mirk had gone, Hartley watched the four Starshine Warships approach on the crackling viewscreen, launching twinkling blasts of red right at her.

And the last thing she saw was the bridge exploding around her as the Trafalgar blew apart.



TO BE CONTINUED…






Welcome Aboard



And now, the Star Traks: The Vexed Generation themesong:



EX-PLOR-ER, soon will be making another run! EX-PLOR-ER, promises something for everyone! Set a course for adventure, Your mind on a new romance. Space won’t hurt anymore It’s an open smile on a planet’s shore. Yes SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAAACE! EX-PLOR-ER soon will be making another run! EX-PLOR-ER promises something for everyone! Set a course for adventure, Your mind on a new romance. Space won’t hurt anymore It’s an open smile on a planet’s shore. It’s SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAACE!



Mirk tapped his foot impatiently, looking around the vast fuzzy whiteness that surrounded him. “Hello?”

No answer. He was beginning to get ticked. “Show yourselves, you cowards! You think you can take my powers, leave, then re-appear and save me from an exploding ship and all is forgiven? Forget about it! You left us to the mercy of the Critics without a second thought! You’re omnipotent! You didn’t have to go to the Delta Quadrant! You can probably be in both places at once!”

“Stop.”

Mirk blinked. “Directors?” They’d never spoken with a female voie before.

“No.” A long, slender shape began to emerge in front of Mirk, like someone stepping out of a vertical bath of milk. She was pale-skinned, silver-eyed, and draped in pastel robes. “My name is Leximas. I am a guide. You might even call me an…Agent.”

“What are you doing here? How did you rescue me?”

Her face a mask of serenity, Leximas allowed a small smile. “That is a long story. But suffice it to say my purpose is to help you overcome the Critics and find the Directors. Be glad I pulled you out BEFORE the explosion, not after.”

“Yeah. Thanks.” Mirk looked around impatiently. “Listen, I hate to sound ingrateful, or anything, but there’s this matter of that ship I was on.”

“The Trafalgar. Yes, that ship has been destroyed.”

Mirk shuddered. “Survivors?”

Leximas gestured to her left, where an image of the debris- filled space that was once occupied by the Trafalgar appeared.

“See for yourself…”



Megan Hartley’s eyes snapped open. “Mirk!”

“He’s not here.”

Hartley grimaced. She was strapped into a lifepod, directly across from Lucille Baxter. “Where could he be, then?”

Next to Lucille, DiSalvo grimaced down at her. “Dead, probably.”

“No. He was pulled into some sort of…portal.”

An awkward silence set upon the austere white escape pod. Only the whirring and blinking of computer consoles was audible.

“Would you mind explaining how it is we’re here?” Lucille said pointedly, finally.

“Pre-programmed transporter sequence,” Hartley explained. “I am a transporter chief, after all.”

“Of course,” Lucille said. “That makes perfect sense.” She adjusted her safety straps, glanced at DiSalvo. “Commander, arrest Lt. Hartley.”

DiSalvo unhinged his straps and dropped down into the empty seat next to Hartley. “Lt. Megan Hartley, I hearby place you under arrest.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Lucille glowered. “You assaulted Starfleet officers and disobeyed my direct orders. It means Court Martial. The inevitable end of your Starfleet career.”

“I also saved your life.” Hartley glared at DiSalvo. “And this schmuck’s life too.”

“Thanks. Now arrest her.” Lucille blew strands of hazel hair out of her face.

“What’s the matter, wimp? Can’t you arrest me yourself?” Hartley asked.

Lucille grinned. “I’m so glad you said that.” She began unbuckling her safetfy straps. “Why don’t we just drop ranks for a few moments?”

Hartley couldn’t believe she was about to fight Captain Baxter’s mother. After considering it a few more seconds, she quickly realized it wasn’t so far-fetched after all.

“You’ve had this coming a long time, Mrs. Baxter,” Hartley muttered. “Ever since you started mucking about in my Engineering compartment last year.”

“And you’ve had it coming ever since you tossed me down the warp core!” Lucille slid down to the other side of the pod to face Hartley. DiSalvo climbed out of the way, to a perch back on the other side of the pod where he could watch from a safe distance.

“Ooh, so sorry, did I hurt you?” Hartley pushed up her sleeves and Lucille undid her bun, letting the hair cascade around her shoulders. The women were matched pretty evenly for size, but Hartley was younger, faster.

DiSalvo watched with interest as Lucille threw the first punch. Hartley easily caught the captain’s fist and twisted it behind her back. In a swift action she shoved Lucille into cramped pod’s bulkhead. But Lucille was ready for that. She rolled to the ground and knocked Hartley’s legs out from under her.

The air left Hartley’s lungs as she hit the floor of the pod and saw Lucille’s elbow sailing for her jugular.

Hartley rolled to the side and brought joined fists down into the small of Lucille’s back. “Ready to give up, old lady?”

Lucille turned over, staring up at Hartley, wildeyed. “Not even close.” She reached out and yanked at Hartley’s hair. Hartley slammed a fist against Lucille’s face.

Then the escape pod shuddered and thudded against some hard surface outside.

The pod hatch slid aside and Lucille and Hartley both turned toward it.

“Well well well,” Sesil said, clicking his tongue. “What do we have here? A little family squabble? How entertaining. But not very enlightened. Oh well. We’ll fix that lickity- split.”



“Oh, that smug bastard,” Mirk muttered. On a screen floating in the swirling white, Sesil escorted Hartley, DiSalvo, and Lucille out of the pod and into the recesses of his flagship. “Let’s go get them.”

“Not yet,” Leximas said simply.

“What do you mean not yet?” Mirk exclaimed. “We have to save them!”

“You have much to learn before we return you to the material world. I did not take you off the Trafalgar just to save you. There are…larger issues at stake here. Your friends are safe for the moment.”

“So what are we going to do?”

“We…are going to go into training.”



The Starshine Warships were even larger on the inside.

Hartley glared angrily at the serene bald Cardassian that escorted her, Lucille, and DiSalvo down the long corridor to the ship’s brig.

Sesil led the way, several meters ahead. He walked in slow, measured steps, smiling and greeting robed bald crewmembers that passed by.

“How did you get these ships?” Lucille blurted, breaking the silence.

Sesil didn’t look back. “Research and Development, my dear. Oh, and some piracy.”

“How many ships do you have?” asked DiSalvo.

“Four. We are in the process of building two more.” Sesil glanced back at DiSalvo. “Doesn’t sound like much, I know, but they are rather nice ships, are they not?”

“If you say so,” Hartley muttered.

“Oh, Megan,” Sesil said. He dropped back to walk next to her. “You’re worried about your friend Mirk, aren’t you?”

“What’s it to you?”

“We are partners with omnipotent beings, Megan. We know so much.” He wrapped an arm around her. “We can share that knowledge. All you have to do is open your mind to the possibilities and we’ll do the rest.”

“I think not.” Hartley gripped Sesil’s arm and shoved it back toward him.

“Your life is replete with darkness. No boyfriend. Job you hate. Romantic feelings for a Maloxian puck almost half your age.”

“He’s not half my age!” Hartley said. “We’re only ten years apart.”

“But what does age matter in affairs of the heart. You do love him so, don’t you, Megan?”

“That’s none of your damn business!”

“Lieutenant,” Lucille said forcefully from behind Hartley.

“Shhh…” Sesil put a finger to Hartley’s lips. “Your pain will be eased soon enough. Contrary to what you may believe, we’re not going to force you to join us. But we will ask you to review the package we’re offering you. You may find it fits your lifestyle perfectly.”

“What kind of package are you talking about?” asked Lucille.

Sesil stopped at a door and keyed it open. He led the group into a dim conference room with a large oval viewscreen at the front. “You’ll find, Mrs. Baxter, that we have evolved quite a bit since we last encountered your son. We’ve learned the error of our ways. Why force someone to join you, when you can just as easily convince them through powerful incentives.”

“What…kind of incentives?” asked Hartley fearfully.

Sesil walked to the front of the conference room as Hartley, Lucille, and DiSalvo were forced into chairs by Starshiner attendants.

“Starfleet’s been wondering what’s inside our Redlands, haven’t they, Mrs. Baxter?” Sesil whispered conspiratorially, leaning in close to Lucille.

“That’s none of your concern.”

“Ah, don’t play coy with me. Mulat, play the presentation.”

The Cardassian punched a wall control, and the screen lit up, showing one of those large red clouds floating in space. The imager zoomed in. Red streaks zoomed past on the screen until a shadow loomed into view. Huge and ominous.

“Oh, my God,” Lucille said, covering her face.

“Welcome,” said a voice, as the structure became visible, “to Shiney Estates, the most exclusive condominium complex in the Galaxy.”

“We’ve crossed into the most wicked of businesses,” Sesil said with impish glee.

Hartley slammed her head on the table. “Real Estate.”



“Get up!”

Baxter’s eyes worked slowly open. To his chagrin, sun streamed into the bay windows in his living room. He put his hand up to block the light.

“J’hana?”

“And Tilleran. Up we go, sir.”

Baxter took the Betazoid’s hand and stumbled to his feet. “What are you two doing here?”

“We found out about Captain Ficker taking over the Explorer,” Tilleran said. “We thought maybe you’d be having problems dealing with that, so we came to help.”

“Ahh.” Baxter scrubbed a hand over his face and looked around the living room. His two wing-back chairs were overturned, a coffee table was crushed, and all the trinkets lining the foyer banister were smashed on the ground.

“I like what you have done with the place, sir,” remarked J’hana.

“Ha ha,” Baxter muttered. “Hey. Aren’t you two working for me now?”

“Yes. We’re due aboard the Inventory Mothership Greenspan in three hours,” said Tilleran.

Baxter chuckled. “I guess misery loves company.”

“Indeed,” J’hana nodded, looking to Tilleran. “So. What is the status of your relationship with Counselor–I am sorry, Commander Peterman?”

“Rather intrusive, aren’t we, J’hana?”

“Simply feigning concern for the wellbeing of my commanding officer.”

“I’m touched.” Baxter sighed. “Well, Kelly and I parted on pretty bad terms. I still cannot fathom how she’d go to work for that son of a bitch Ficker.”

“She has her career to consider, Captain,” Tilleran pointed out. “She wants to advance just as much as you do.”

“I was happy the way things were.”

“Well, things change. Get used to it,” J’hana said bluntly. “I believe I saw a Waffle place not far from here. Lt. Tilleran and I have not yet had breakfast.”

Baxter looked around. “I guess I can clean up later.”

“Excellent,” J’hana said. “We have a shuttle waiting outside.”

“So,” Baxter said, stripping off his uniform top and grabbing a jacket. Then at least part of his clothing would be refreshed. “What have you guys been up to?”

Tilleran and J’hana exchanged nervous glances. “Not…much,” said Tilleran finally.



Cruise Director’s Log,

Stardate 54002.4. After a successful shakedown cruise, the Galaxy Explorer is being rushed into service. Our course will take us across the Alpha Quadrant, with stops at Maxia Zeta, Corsica, and Bolarus. We’re eager to take on our first official passengers. Things couldn’t be better.



“Paprika for your melon?” asked the enthusiastic Yynsian waitress as Peterman bent over a pad in the Calypso Cafe.

“No,” Peterman said. “Refill on the tea.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said the Yynsian brightly.

She heard the doors to the Cafe whisk open and knew who was approaching by the pungent odor of cologne.

“Good morning, Captain,” she said without looking up.

Captain Alvin Ficker slid into the booth across from her. “Good…morning. How are we today?”

“Fine.”

The waitress rushed over, filling Peterman’s tea to the brim. “Captain, can I get you anything?”

“Yes, you can. Western Omellete and dry toast, thank you.”

“Right away, sir.”

“So…” Ficker leaned his neck back and forth, savoring the cracks. “Sleep well?”

“Yeah.”

“Listen, about last night…”

“Let’s not talk about it, okay?”

“I really didn’t do anything.”

“You pretended to drop your fork and then stuck your head between my legs. I hardly call that nothing.”

“I really did drop my fork. And when I got under the table, I sort of…fell forward.”

“I don’t know…” Peterman narrowed her eyes at Ficker. “Your head stayed there for a while.”

“It just felt like a long time. I promise I’ll never do anything like that again.”

“Well…”

“I’m a reformed man. That was simply a…tragic accident.”

“Hmm. I suppose no harm was done. Oh, if Andy knew he’d be so mad. He already is mad. He thinks I chose you over him.”

“How silly.”

“I’m totally devoted to him.”

“Of course you are.”

“But this is really a strain on our marraige.”

“I sympathize completely.” Ficker grinned as the Yynsian set the steaming plate of eggs in front of him. “Ah, wonderful, Imhala. Just wonderful.”

“Why can’t he just understand how hard I worked to get this promotion? Why do things constantly have to revolve around him?”

Ficker smacked his lips as he ate. “Beats me.”

“Ooh, sometimes he makes me so mad.”

“Let it all out, Kelly. I’m here for you.”

“I just wish I could find some way to explain things to him. To make him see. But he’s so immature sometimes. He just refuses to listen.”

“He’ll come around.”

“I guess so.” Peterman slid her padd over to Ficker. “Oh, and here’s the guest list.”

Ficker nodded at the list. “Pretty impressive.”

“It’s our inaugural launch, after all,” said Peterman. “We’ll be at Earth within the hour. Then we’ll start taking on passengers promptly at ten hundred hours.”

“Perfect. Have you instructed the crew on cruise etiquette?”

Peterman nodded. “I met with the department heads at oh- eight hundred this morning and explained the new philosophy. It didn’t exactly meet with thunderous applause.”

“They’ll learn. We’ll have this place running like a well- oiled machine soon enough.”

“I hope so.”

“And if we don’t, we’ll just have to start ejecting people into space!”

“Haha. That’s funny.”

“Yes, it is.”



Baxter led J’hana and Tilleran back to his office. “Thanks, guys. That was a great breakfast. Just what I needed.”

“You’re thinking more clearly already,” Tilleran said.

“Yes, I am.”

“I didn’t ask. I know it for a fact.”

“How nice for you,” Baxter deadpanned as he stepped through into the office suite. Eric was waiting at his desk, face stiff with anger.

“Where were you?” he asked.

Baxter gulped. “At breakfast. Why?”

“It’s nine thirty. You are supposed to arrive promptly at oh-eight hundred.”

“I had breakfast, for Pete’s sake. Am I insane or aren’t I the boss here, anyway?”

“You are. But I have gone through great pains to assure your schedule is well laid out. I didn’t do all that work just to have it all sabotaged.”

“This is one hell of a secretary you’ve got here, Captain,” J’hana said with a chortle.

“I am not a secretary!” Eric cried. “I am an Administrative Assistant!”

“Loosen up, Eric,” Baxter muttered. “Any messages?”

“No, but you have two visitors waiting in your office.”

“Ah, wonderful.” Baxter walked up to his office door and keyed it open.

“Finally,” Velara said, sitting uncomfortably in the chair opposite Baxter’s desk. “Where have you been?”

Baxter winced. “At breakfast!”

“I see.” Velara looked over her shoulder uncomfortably. “I was supposed to meet you half an hour ago. But luckily, I had someone to talk to.”

“Oh, no,” Baxter grumbled under his breath. Who should be there with Velara but Counselor Telvin. “My wife sent you, didn’t she?”

The fat Vulcan was squeezed into a chair next to Velara, fumbling uncomfortably with his fingers, wearing a festive tropical shirt and bermuda shorts. “She did. She said you needed help. A sensitive ear.”

Why would Peterman sic Telvin on him? Didn’t she say herself that Telvin didn’t even belong in the counseling field? He was beginning to feel like he didn’t know his wife at all.

“Telvin, as we know, is most definitely sensitive,” Velara said, contempt clear in her voice. “I am…disturbed…to hear that you have encountered him before.”

“On a couple occasions,” Baxter admitted. “How do you know him?”

“He is my brother.”

Baxter shook his head. “What?” Were all the Vulcans he knew related? Did they all come from some sadistic human- corrupted genetic line?

“It’s true,” Telvin said dully. “Velara here is the most accomplished Abramowitz.”

“I am NOT an Abramowitz,” Velara snapped. “Never call me that!”

“Not hard to believe,” said Baxter. “Considering you’re one brother, and the other is a sadistic cult leader.”

“Captain, please,” Velara whispered. “Do not bring up Sesil.”

“Oh, big brother Sesil,” Telvin blubbered, tears streaming down his cheeks. “Where did he go wrong?”

“Telvin. Stop this immediately. You are half-Vulcan. Act like it.”

“I’m sorry, Velara, I’m so ashamed.”

“I know. And that sickens me. And please…you are using too many contractions!”

“I’m sorry!”

“There you go again!”

J’hana and Tilleran entered the office. They’d been outside chatting with Eric. When they saw Velara and Telvin, they looked to Baxter.

“We’re obviously interrupting something,” Tilleran said. “We’ll leave.”

“Yes. Leave,” J’hana agreed.

“Please don’t go,” Baxter whimpered, as Telvin fell forward onto the floor in a heap of blubbering, broken Vulcan.



Commander Peterman hugged her large padd to her chest as she watched the airlock doors wheeze open.

“Here they come.”

“One question,” Lt. Gellar said quietly from beside her. He led a line of crewmen in the new Starfleet uniforms who were waiting to receive the first visitors.

“What?”

“What’s a purser?”

“That’s like the tenth time you’ve asked me that, Brian.”

“And you still haven’t given me a straight answer. I’m beginning to think you don’t even know.”

“You see to the personal needs of our guests. Isn’t that enough?” Peterman snapped.

“Are you okay, Couns–”

Peterman glared at him.

“I mean Commander?”

Peterman ignored Gellar; instead, she grinned and shook the hand of the first person through the door. “Greetings, and welcome to the Galaxy Explorer.”

The gaudily-dressed woman stared at Peterman in half- disbelief. “How in the rings did I get talked into coming here?”

“Because you owe some people at Starfleet Command a favor, Mrs. Troi.”

Lwaxana Troi harrumphed. “This better be good. That…Lieutenant Tilleran isn’t here, is she?”

“No, ma’am,” Peterman said brightly.

“Oh. She frightens me. Such an odd little thing.”

“She was acting strange because you were casting off some sort of heavy Betazoid vibe, if I remember correctly,” Peterman said with a grin.

“What? How dare–”

“Lieutenant,” Peterman said to Gellar, “show our guest of honor the way to her quarters.”

“Okay,” Gellar said, taking Lwaxana’s arm. “This way, Mrs. Troi.”

Peterman watched the next two people emerge from the airlock.

“I don’t get it, Doctor,” said one of the men, a Cardassian.



“The first time in years that we get to spend some time together, and you sign us up for a silly cruise!”

“Garak, I promise you, you’ll love it.”

“Problems?” Peterman asked, then her nose wrinkled. “Oh. You.”

Dr. Julian Bashir grinned. “Kelly Peterman. Fancy meeting you here!”

“What a coincidence,” Peterman said dumbly. “Who’s your friend?”

“Elam Garak,” Bashir said.

“I can introduce myself, Doctor.”

“Certainly.” Bashir turned his attention back to Peterman. “And how are you, Counselor?”

“I’m busy. Ensign Puckett will show you two to your quarters. Ta-ta now.”

“But–”

Ensign Pucket gripped Bashir’s arm firmly and yanked. “This way, sir.”

“Oh, she seems nice,” Garak said dryly, following Bashir and Puckett down the gaudy corridor.

Peterman grimaced inwardly. Please, Rachel, don’t accidentally take them to the brig. What was Starfleet thinking using Security officers as service personnel? All they knew was knocking people around.

“Pardon me.”

Peterman started. She’d been daydreaming. “Yes, ma’am, welcome to the Galaxy Explorer.” She checked her padd. “Ms…Guinan.”

“Just Guinan, dear, just Guinan.” The dreadlocked woman scanned the corridor. “Which way to the lounge?”

“Take a right at the end of the corridor, then take a turbolift to deck ten. Here, Ensign Unlathi will show you.”

Guinan grimaced at the seven foot, tentacled purple beast. “Uh…thank you.”

Peterman grimaced. She was only on special guest four and already she felt exausted.



“…mom was finally fed up with all of Dad’s lectures about logic, so she took her accordian collection and got on the next transport off Earth. Soon after, Dad left for Vulcan and I went into Counseling School.”

Baxter glanced up at the chronometer on his desk. Almost lunchtime. “That’s…fascinating, Mr. Telvin.”

He looked over at Velara. She was staring out the window, watching yet another shuttle take off. He hated being right next to the shuttlepad. His office always smelled like ionized plasma.

“So,” Baxter said, once he had room to get in a word, “am I mistaken, or weren’t you sent here to counsel me?” He didn’t exactly relish that idea, but at least that might shut the Vulcan up.

“Yes, yes I was,” Telvin admitted. “But I got off on another one of my tangents.” Telvin curled up his fists and pounded his head. “I’m so stupid!”

“Stop that!” Velara whirled.

“Oh, now I’ve done it,” Telvin whimpered.

“Both of you stop. I have work to do. This is all so stupid.” Baxter shook his head. “What was Kelly thinking? Did she think you’d actually help me come to terms with losing my ship?”

“She’s worried about you, Captain. That’s a good woman you’ve got there,” said Telvin earnestly.

“Yeah.” Baxter frowned at his blank terminal screen. “Yeah, I know.”

“Well,” Telvin slapped his legs. “I’d better go.”

“That’s it?” Baxter said, amazed.

“These things take time. I’ll be back this time tomorrow.”

“I’ll be waiting with bated breath,” Baxter muttered.

Telvin eased his bulk out of the chair. “Let me ask you a very important question before I leave, Captain.”

“Shoot.”

Telvin turned left and right in front of Baxter. “Does it look like I’ve lost any weight?”

Baxter covered his face. “Well,” he said from behind his hands, “you don’t need a hoverpad to move around, so I’d say yes.”

“Thanks, Captain,” Telvin beamed. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Whatever.”

Once Telvin was gone, Velara sat serenely in the chair opposite Baxter’s desk.

“Velara…why is he….”

“Don’t.” The Vulcan cut him off.

“How–”

“Don’t.”



“Good afternoon, good afternoon,” Captain Ficker said grandly, moving among the crowd gathered and talking in the Calypso Cafe. “Good to see you all here. Please, have some more jerk chicken. Need a refill on that guava juice?” He grinned and shook hands with the many Federation dignitaries that filled the cafe. Starfleet had done a good job getting people to sign on for the Galaxy Explorer’s maiden voyage. They must have been planning this for quite a while.

“Dr. Kernell, good to see you again. How’s that ankle?”

“Fine, now,” the scientist said obliquely.

“That’s great. Any new inventions?”

“Some. But none I can describe in public.”

“You’ll have to tell me about them later.”

“Perhaps.”

Ficker moved to other tables, slowly working his way over to a corner where Commander Peterman was talking to Imhala.

“We’re going to need more margarita mix. And try to find the blood wine. Those Klingons look like they want to get seriously drunk,” Peterman said, checking the cargo lists on her clipboard-sized padd.

“Ladies,” Ficker grinned.

Peterman smiled weakly. “Hello, Captain.”

“We’re about ready to get underway. Just thought I’d tell you.”

“Shall I make the shipwide announcement?” asked Peterman.

“That would be a great idea, darling. I mean Commander.”



When Peterman arrived on the bridge, she nearly called for security alert. She momentarily forgot that the bridge was now open to the public.

“This viewscreen is huge,” Dr. Bashir mentioned, moving over to join Peterman at tactical, as Ensign Saral drifted by to serve him a Tellarite guava nectar. “Gives you a great view of the stars.”

“That it does.” Peterman pretended to be engrossed in the sensor sweeps of the area.

“You know, the fault, dear Kelly, is not in our stars, but in ourselves.”

“That it is. Excuse me.”

“Dinner later?” Bashir flashed her a winning smile. “I bet we’d have lots to talk about.”

“No thank you!” Peterman said, and disappeared into the readyroom.

“She’s breaking, Garak,” Bashir said with a grin, leaning on the tactical console. “Just give it time.”

“You, as always, are quite the charmer, Doctor,” Garak grinned. “Oh, look, the environmental controls!”



“Wow,” Hartley said, as she was led into her condo suite by a robed Starshine Kid. “Nice place.” The main room of the suite had a huge couch, full bar, shining red-laquered furniture, immaculate whitewashed walls, full viewscreen service–the works.

“That it is. And there is a fully-equipped tennis court.”

“You don’t say.” Hartley hopped on the couch and tested it out. “Wow. Nice and soft.”

The Starshine Kid, a Benzite, hovered over her expectantly.

“What?”

He held out his hand. “Ahem.”

“I’ve just come from a blown up starship,” Hartley muttered. “I don’t have any latinum on me right now.”

The Benzite sighed and left, slamming the door.

“Pretty rude for someone at total peace,” Hartley said. She moved over to the vast, circular window that dominated the suite. Clouds of red swirled outside, surrounding the modules of suites similar to hers that spread throughout the complex. Docked at an array of pylons on the far end of the station were four mildly damaged warships that Hartley reasoned would soon be used to force the entire Federation to move into Starshine condos. These people were diabolical. But darn, didn’t they have great taste in furniture.

“Megan…” a voice called in her mind

The red gas shimmered in front of her window. It momentarily took the form of Mirk, dyed red but definitely Mirk.

“Mirk?”

And the image shimmered away as quick as it had appeared.



Mirk whirled around to face Leximas. “I just wanted to tell her I was okay!”

“Not yet,” Leximas said serenely. “You must still be trained further.”

“But I don’t understand. Why here?”

Leximas turned her face toward the breeze, savored the chill night air. Savored the feeling of wood planks beneath her feet. “Because it is a place I enjoy coming to.”

Mirk took in the scene. The deckchairs, railings, dark ocean churning many meters below. “I don’t see how that helps us defeat the Starshine Kids.”

“It does not,” Leximas admitted. “It should be a place of your choosing, I suppose.”

“Then let’s get out of here. This place gives me the creeps.”

“And justly so.” Leximas waved her hand and she and Mirk disappeared.

Above the deck, a man cried out: “Iceberg, right ahead!”

Leximas sighed as she navigated Mirk through the spirit plain to a new reality. She was growing tiresome of living out the Titanic scenario anyway. It took the ship too long to sink and the ending was predictable. But something just kept her coming back time and again.



“J’hana and Tilleran just beamed aboard the Greenspan. Something tells me Inventory is not going to agree with them,” Baxter said over the USS Republic’s bridge viewscreen.

Conway harrumphed from his gray, squarish, outdated command chair. His baby ca-ca yellow period uniform itched, and the gel in his hair made him feel like an imbecile. “I can’t say I feel sorry for them. At least they have a real job.”

“I’d hardly call inventory a real job.”

“But at least they’re not actors! You realize I have to say ‘Time Warp Factor’ whenever I order a new course? That sounds so dorky. And the ship’s computer sounds ridiculous! And the coffee comes in styrofoam cups!”

“Enough, Commander!” Baxter barked. “None of us like this situation. Do you think I’m down here celebrating the fact that I’m chained to this desk, and that my secretary is constantly monitoring my subspace calls?”

“Administrative Assistant!” Eric broke in, appearing in a box on the lower, right-hand corner of Conway’s viewscreen.

“Would you stop that!”

“This line is for business calls only, sir.”

“I’m about to give you business, buddy!”

Conway shook his head. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know!”

“If you’re both finished, I have work to do,” Conway muttered. He punched one of the colored buttons on the arm of his command chair and Baxter and Eric disappeared. Actually, they faded out, and the starfield faded in. Not the nice crisp cut from one view to another that he was used to. “Mr. Ford,” he said to Lt. Ford, who was up front at Helm/Navigation. “Put us on.”

“I hate this, Commander.”

“You’re not the only one,” Conway muttered. “Just do it.”

A large red light blinked at the center of Ford’s console, signaling that the imager was recording and transmitting down to the rec deck, several decks below, where all the tourists were located.

“All…hands…” Conway said, suddenly speaking in telegraph speech. He felt like a moron. “We’re…about to…pass through…the Earth-Mars… asteroid belt. Prepare for a…bumpy ride.” He gestured melodramatically with his hands. Stupid Jim Kirk acting class.

Ford sighed and steered the Republic into the astaroid field.

“This is so hard,” Ford said, dripping sarcasm.

“Okay, shake them up,” Conway muttered.

Ford swung the helm back and forth, and the Republic shuddered.

“All hands…brace…for…impact…” Conway said dully. “Full reverse,” he whispered. “Lower inertial dampers on the rec deck.”

He imagined the people lurching left and right in their chairs down below, and took some measure of satisfaction from the fact that they were probably feeling pretty nauseous about now.

“Sensor information coming in,” Ensign Dawson suddenly said from up on the quarterdeck at science. She was peering into the little science viewfinder. What a silly contraption.

Conway swiveled in his chair. “What is it?”

“Ship approaching. Looks like Galaxy-class.”

“The Explorer?”

Dawson shook her head. “Galaxy Explorer.”

“Yeah, yeah. How close are they?”

Dawson stared into the small viewfinder. “I’m checking that now.” She hit a large control on her panel and something whirred. “It’s printing out.”

Conway slapped his forehead as a piece of paper slowly whizzed out of a slot in Dawson’s panel.

“Um, forty thousand meters.”

“S***,” Conway muttered. “Well within their warp wake. They’re getting ready to go into warp, aren’t they?”

Dawson read as more information printed out. “Uh, looks like it.”

“All power to shields and inertial dampers. Communications–” Conway turned to Ensign Sefelt. “Warn them off. Tell them we can’t withstand their warp wake!”

“Too late–” Ford said, and looked up at the viewscreen to see Galaxy Explorer zip into subspace.

The Republic spasmed under the brunt of subspace warp eddies–something that would be unnoticable on a modern ship. Conway’s styrofoam coffee cup wobbled and hit the deck.

Conway gripped the command chair. The Republic began to sound like an old-fashioned airplane in a nose-dive. Even the sounds it made were ancient. “Hard about!”

“HULL…INTEGRITY…DROPPING…” said the computer in a stilted voice.

And then the wake passed

“That was fun,” Conway muttered, picking up his upturned cup. “That jerk Ficker probably did that on purpose.”

“There’s no probably about it,” Ford frowned, looking at his controls. “We’ll have to stop for a couple hours to shore up the hull and realign all the instruments.”

“Fun,” Conway muttered. “Maybe we should check the oil in the warp engines while we’re at it.”

“Pardon, sir?”

“Nevermind. Just pipe in an inflight movie on the rec deck to keep people quiet. Something horrible.”

“How about ‘Good Burger’?”

Conway laughed maniacally and headed to the bridge turbolift. “Excellent.”



“All hands, this is your Cruise Director, Kelly Peterman. We’ve just entered warp, on a course for Maxia Zeta. Our speed will be a comfortable warp five. A few program notes for this evening. Ensign Madera will be performing her harp-based interpretation of the Dominion War in the Charo Room. And in the Calypso Cafe, we’re opening our All You Can Eat Seafood Buffet. Make sure to check that out, but no doggy bags, please. Also, the Federation Players will be performing ‘Bring in the Noise, Bring in the Funk’ in the Mainstage Auditorium. Sivas Baltar of the Denerius system called it”adequate and amusing.” Also, the pool, saunas, workout room, and arboretum are all open for your enjoyment today and for the rest of the trip. Enjoy your cruise aboard the Galaxy Explorer, the galaxy’s finest explorer.”

Peterman grimaced and closed the channel on the readyroom’s desktop terminal.

She heard a soft clapping from the readyroom doorway. She looked up.

“Very good,” Ficker said, and stepped inside, allowing the doors to close. He sat down opposite her.

“I suppose. I couldn’t help but feel a bit fake.”

“You’ll get used to that.”

“Well…” Peterman said, glancing at the chronometer on the desk. “I’m teaching an aerobics class at thirteen hundred. I’d better get ready.”

“I’ll have to look in on that.”

“Super,” Peterman said, and headed for the door to the readyroom. Ficker and Bashir, both smug and handsome–both annoying. And Andy on Earth, getting farther away by the millisecond. Not exactly the perfect arrangement.

She stepped out onto the bridge. It seemed so foreign now. With all the new fixtures and shag carpeting. And the trilling Muzak. It felt more like a waiting room. And she couldn’t get used to the unfamiliar faces at all the stations. No J’hana making crude comments. No Tilleran prying into her innermost thoughts. No naive observations from Larkin. No sexist jokes from Ford. No hyperactive coffee-induced complaints from Conway. And no Andy.

In short, Peterman thought as she stepped into the turbolift, all the things that made the ship such a great place to work.



“This is more like it,” Mirk said, as he and Leximas appeared on the sandy beaches of Oka, his home island on Malox. The red-orange suns beat down on them, green water rushed in and out along the shoreline. Musical chirps issued from the forest beyond the beach.

“It is…acceptable,” Leximas finally said.

“So,” said Mirk. “Where are my people?”

“Not here. This is merely a representation of your home. I have not brought you back to the Delta Quadrant.”

“Darn. I was kind of hoping–”

“Hoping you could meet with your father, and the girl Danel. Yes, I am aware of them.”

“You seem to be aware of an awful lot.”

“I am a transcendent being. And your agent.”

“Yes, you’ve mentioned that.” Mirk put his hands on his hips and searched the beach. “So, nobody’s here?”

“Only us.”

“Then why are we here?”

Leximas surveyed the surroundings. “Because this is where you belong.” She paused. “Eventually. At any rate, we have much to talk about. Gather some wood and return here.”

“So I can learn some special skill?”

“Indeed. I will teach you how to build a fire. It is extremely chilly out here.”

“You’re hilarious.” Mirk headed off into the woods.



Peterman yawned as an elderly couple from Russia, the Rozhenk-something-or-rathers, explained their marital problems. Apparently they had different views on how adopted Klingon son’s career.. “Thees eeesn’t about Worf,” said the Klingon’s adopted father. “Eeet’s the fact that I’m not performing in bed like I used to. The new testicles are not vorking up to specs.”

“Don’t bring that up in front of the nice lady, Sergey. She doesn’t want to hear about our love life.” Helena watched Peterman thoughtfully. “Do you?”

Peterman blinked. “Huh? What?”

“Have you been paying attention?” asked Sergey.

“Yes. Of course. Worf. Performing. Testicles,” Peterman said distractedly.

Sergey shook his head. “Enough of this, boopkus. Let us go to the zero-g sauna and sweat out our problems like a good husband and wife.”

“Okay, Sergey, you have yourself a deal.”

And the two moved off fast for such an old couple. Peterman stared down at her cup of tea. She and Andy should be sweating out their problems. Would their marraige last as long as Sergey and Helena’s? What hope did they have of talking out their problems when they were off now on different assignments? Maybe time apart was a good thing, though. Maybe the next time the Galaxy Explorer returned to Earth, Andy’d be waiting at the airlock with flowers and a grin, all ready to reconcile things. Or, he’d still be mad at her.

What was she thinking? She and Andy were exceedingly happy together. They were just in a…rough spot.

“Is this seat taken?” a voice asked.

Eeeny, meeny, miney…Peterman thought to herself and looked up. “Bashir.”

He loomed over her, flashing that dashing grin and looking pompous. “I have a bottle of kanar chilling back in my quarters.”

“Then go drink it. And thanks for flying with the Federation’s premier cruiseline.” And Peterman stood up and wandered out of the Calypso Cafe.



“Are you paying attention?”

Baxter glanced up from the padd on his desk. “Sure. The captain of the Sutherland doesn’t want her Andorian cutlery collection tagged.”

“Indeed,” said Velara, pacing Baxter’s office. “But they are indeed Starfleet property. Captain Shelby found many of those pieces while on assignment in the Andor system. Using Starfleet resources.”

“I’m not disagreeing,” Baxter said. “Take the Greenspan and intercept Sutherland. Explain to them that those items need to be tagged or you’ll do a full audit of their ship. Keep them grounded for weeks.”

A hint of a smile tugged on Velara’s lips. “You are quite cagey, Captain. Your capacity for spite intruiges me.”

“What can I say? The only faintly positive thing about this job is the ability to make everyone else’s lives as miserable as yours, if only for a short while.”

“Have you considered writing a treatise on inventory philosophy?”

Baxter blinked. “I wasn’t aware there was such a thing.”

At this, Velara actually did smile. “Oh, there certainly is.”

“What do you know.” Baxter looked back down at his padd. He’d brought up a picture of him and Kelly playing with Charlie in the arboretum. It was a cute picture, though Charlie was humping Baxter’s head, and that blurred the picture slightly, it was still cute.

“May I ask what you are looking at?” Velara leaned over the desk.

Baxter yanked the padd to his chest. “No. This is private.”

“Might I hazard that you are not altogether comitted to our meeting?”

“That’s an understatement.” Baxter rubbes his eyes.

“Perhaps you need a…diversion.”

“What would you suggest?”

“I do not know. This is your planet, after all.”

“True. But how do we get out of here without Eric noticing?”

“Leave that to Vulcan ingenuity.”



Leximas stared at Mirk across the crackling fire, as she had been doing for the last couple hours.

“Well?” Mirk demanded, finally breaking the silence. He was sure she was sleeping with her eyes open.

“Well what?”

“Is this it? We just sit and watch the fire? Isn’t there more to this?”

“I,” Leximas said, almost testily, “am meditating. I assumed you were doing the same.”

“You assumed wrong. I’m bored out of my mind.”

“Very well.” Leximas moved over to the piece of driftwood Mirk was sitting on. “We have much to discuss.”

“No kidding.”

Leximas took a deep breath. “The fate of the entire Alpha Quadrant, if not the whole galaxy, rests on your shoulders, Mirk.”

“No pressure, though, right?”

Leximas ignored him. “You must counteract the dangerous spread of the Starshine philosophy.”

“And how do you suggest I do that?”

“You must come up with your own.”

“My own philosophy?”

“Your own religion.”

“Of course,” Mirk said, bursting into laughter. “My own religion! Sure, that’s what I have to do! Why didn’t I think of that? Hahahhah! That’s rich, Leximas.”

“I was not kidding.”

“No.” Mirk’s face straightened. “I guess you weren’t.”



“Would you like more toilet paper, little one?” the contented Ferengi woman said as she scrubbed out the sink in Lt. Hartley’s bathroom.

Immersed in bubbles and savoring the warm blast of jet- powered water within her whirlpool, Lt. Hartley shook her head. “No thanks, ma’am. I’ve got plenty. You could change out the potporurri, though.”

“Certainly.”

Hartley closed her eyes and let the soothing warmth of the water relax her. She detected a presence directly above her and opened her eyes. The Ferengi woman’s hand hovered right over her tub, outstretched.

“I still don’t have any money,” Hartley said. “Sorry.”

“Darkness inhabits your soul,” snapped the Ferengi woman as she plodded out of the bathroom.

Hartley shrugged and sunk under her bubbles once again. She hated to admit it, but the Starshine Kids really knew how to live. This was better than the Federation Plaza.

As she soaked under the mound of foam, she considered she had plenty of stressful things to work through, thus the bath was of utmost necessity. She deserved it. She had to figure out what had happened to Mirk. He was trapped out there in the Redlands somewhere, kidnapped moments before the Trafalgar exploded. Then there was the matter of the Explorer. She’d taken Lucille’s news that the command crew was disbanded pretty hard. What would she do, once, if ever, she escaped from the condo? Then again, if all the facilities were as nice as her private whirlpool, why would she want to leave?

Then a hand gripped her by the hair and yanked her up out of the bubbles.

She stared grimly at Lt. Commander DiSalvo, hair a dripping mess. “You are in a world of trouble, buddy boy.”

“Here she is!” DiSalvo exclaimed, and Lucille poked her head into the bathroom.

“Busy planning our escape, Lieutenant?” Lucille asked with a disapproving frown, standing by the doorway, still in her Starfleet uniform. DiSalvo was still in his, too.

“No, I thought I’d leave that up to the two of you.” Hartley wrenched DiSalvo’s hand free. “Now if you two wouldn’t mind…”

“We’re planning a way to get out of here,” said DiSalvo.

“Good for you. Now leave.” Hartley settled back into the tub.

“You’re going to help us,” said Lucille, squatting next to the whirlpool. “This isn’t a request. It’s an order.”

“Whoops. Wouldn’t you know, I’ve been court martialled. I’m not a member of Starfleet anymore. I can’t help you. Sorry.” Hartley sunk back under the bubbles.

Lucille jerked her back up. “You’re in Starfleet as long as I say you are, Lieutenant! And you will help us plan a way out of here. Do you understand?”

“Excuse me!” Hartley cried, pushing Lucille backwards. The Starfleet captain slammed butt-first onto the bathroom tile, staring at Hartley ruefully. Hartley pulled a towel off the rack next to the tub. “But has it occured to either of you that I’m naked?”

“It isn’t anything I haven’t seen before,” DiSalvo muttered.

“Me neither,” Lucille said pointedly as he helped her up. “But we’ll give you two minutes to get dressed. We will be waiting outside.”

“You’re too kind,” Hartley muttered, and began draining the whirlpool. So much for her nice, relaxing soak.



Commander Peterman tapped her foot on the soft, dewy grass in the arboretum as Charlie relieved himself.

“Nice afternoon,” a familiar voice said behind her.

She glanced over her shoulder. “Fancy seeing you here, Captain.”

“That’s a cute dog,” Ficker said, walking over to Charlie and squatting. “Hey boy.” He rubbed Charlie’s ears. “You a good dog? Yes, I bet you are?”

Charlie lunged forward, knocking Ficker to the ground. He batted the captain relentlessly with his paws, smacking the glasses right off his face.

“Charlie!” Peterman cried. “Bad boy!” She jerked the golden retriever off Ficker and sheepishly helped him up. “Sorry about that, Captain!”

“No harm done,” Ficker said, picking up his glasses and dusting off the front of his uniform. “I…love…animals.”

“Well,” Peterman said, pulling Charlie toward the exit. “I have to get ready for that aerobics class now.”

“I’ll be there with bells on, Commander.”

“Can’t wait,” Peterman said noncomittally and pulled Charlie out into the corridor.



Captain Velara and Captain Baxter materialized in the middle of music and laughter.

Velara raised an eyebrow. “Coney Island.”

“Yep, land of hot dogs and thrill rides. Who could have come up with a better combination?”

“Indeed, I doubt anyone could.”

“Your transporter chief did a good job of pulling us out of there without tipping Eric off,” Baxter mentioned, as he and Velara headed for the ferris wheel. There wasn’t much of a line since it was a weekday afternoon.

“It was a simple matter. He merely tricked Eric’s sensors into initiating a repeating feedback loop, which–”

“Hey, Velara.”

“Yes, Captain?”

“Andy.”

“What?”

“Andy. Call me Andy.”

“Very well. Andy.”

“Velara, we’re here to have fun. Let’s agree not to talk about inventory or Starfleet for a while, okay?”

“Agreed,” Velara said, as she and Baxter sat down in the tiny, swinging ferris wheel car. The attendant snapped a bar in place over their laps and activated the wheel, sending them wheeling toward the sky.

“This is great!” Baxter said, as the wind sifted through his hair.

“Indeed,” Velara choked out next to him.

“Velara, are you turning a shade of…green?” Baxter asked with a grin.

Velara responded by quite noisily vomiting all over him.



Lt. Hartley emerged from the bathroom a little over two minutes after Lucille and DiSalvo barged in on her, hair wrapped in a towel. She wore her uniform t-shirt and pants, but didn’t bother with the turtleneck and tunic.

“Okay,” Hartley said, plopping down on her bed. “What’s the plan?”

DiSalvo and Lucille were sitting at the adjacent living area, thumbing through a pair of magazines.

“This is propaganda,” Lucille muttered, tossing the magazine down on a coffee table. “All about how great the ‘all-powerful lips’ are.”

DiSalvo nodded. “I just read a fashion review on robes and baldness.”

“Let me guess,” Hartley said. “They’re in this season?”

DiSalvo nodded gravely. “And for the forseeable future, according to this magazine.”

“Let’s get back on task, here,” Lucille said, standing up and pacing over to the vast viewport that overlooked the Redlands and docking facility where the Starshine warships were stored. “There has to be some way off this station.”

“Forceful ejection,” Hartley offered. She grinned. “But we already did that once, when we left your exploding ship.”

“Don’t remind me,” Lucille snapped.

“Listen,” Hartley said. “We’re due at dinner in a couple hours. I suggest we just find a couple guards with guns, overpower them, and take Sesil hostage. We can shoot our way to the docking port and steal a ship. Plain and simple.”

“I like it,” said DiSalvo.

“We run the risk, you realize, of being blown to bits by them,” Lucille said.

“Hey, I’d probably get tired of the whirlpool after a while anyway,” Hartley replied.



“Come on!” Peterman urged. “Lift your legs higher!”

Garak heaved breaths as “Duke of Earl” played over the Daystrom Surround speakers in the workout room. “Doctor…I…don’t know…how you…talked me…into this!”

“Simple!” Bashir said, not showing any signs of wearing out. “I needed an excuse to see Commander Peterman!”

“My dear Doctor…what about Ezri Dax?”

“We’re…seeing other people right now,” Bashir said, and grinned. “Besides…it’s not a longterm relationship I’m looking for with the good Commander.” “I figured as much.” Garak grimmaced as he did knee-bends. “You humans are nothing if not predictable.”

“Thanks.”

The song gradually came to an end and Peterman signaled for the aerobics class to stop. “Okay, everyone. That’s a ten minute break.” She grabbed a towel and slung it over her shoulder, walking over to the table where the audio access panel and her water bottle where. “Let’s see,” she tapped on the panel. “What to play next. ‘Rockin’ Robin?’ Or ‘Up on the Roof?’ No, I know. ‘Mama Said.’”

“How about, ‘My Girl?’”

Peterman sucked from her water bottle and turned around. “I don’t think we have that one on file.”

Captain Ficker leaned over her and tapped up a sequence on the panel. “Look, here it is.”

“Oh. So it is. Well, I don’t really…”

“What makes you say, what can make me feel that way?” Ficker asked with a grin, taking Peterman’s hand and twirling her like an expert ballroom dancer.

“Captain, I hardly think–” The members of her class that hadn’t stepped out were beginning to stare.

“My girl! My girl! My girl!”

“Captain!” Peterman exclaimed as Ficker dipped her.

“Talkin’ ’bout my girrrrrrl! My girl!”

“Now wait just a moment,” Dr. Bashir said, approaching Ficker and Peterman. “The lady obviously wishes to be left alone.”

“Did I ask you?” Ficker asked.

“Look here…”

“Both of you, leave me alone,” Peterman finally said, exasperated. “I’m a married woman!”

“Oh, that’s right,” Bashir said reflectively. “Well, nothing’s ever set in stone, right?”

“Yes!” Peterman cried. “Some things are!” She grabbed her water bottle and marched out of the classroom. “How about you two teach the rest of the class? I’m calling my f***ing husband!”

Ficker and Bashir looked at each other blankly.

“I’m game if you are,” Bashir grinned.

Ficker harrumphed and marched out of the classroom.



Captain Baxter hummed a vague tune as he relieved himself in the Coney Island Mens’ Room. Velara was next door in the Ladies’ Room completing the process the ferris wheel set in motion, that is, the total disgorgement of all her stomach contents. So much for the famed Vulcan metabolism.

The door to the Mens’ Room creaked open and Baxter heard plodding steps behind him. Someone was walking into the stall beside him. Great. He hated going with other people around.

After a few false starts and stutters, he finally finished urinating, jiggled, and walked over to the sink to wash up.

After scrubbing his hands, he stuck them in the warmer, which instantly evaporated all the residual water.

Then he turned on a heel and headed to the door. He passed the occupied stall beside him and heard an echoing, inhuman moan within.

He stopped at the door to the stall. “Sir? Are you okay?”

“Uhhhhhhhhhn!”

“Do you need me to get some medical attention for you, sir?”

“Uhhhhhhgggg!”

“What can I do for you?”

And the door swung open. A meaty hand gripped him by the front of his uniform and jerked him in, slamming the door behind him.

Before he could see who did that, the hand shoved his head down into the toilet bowl.

Water burbled around Baxter’s head, then he felt the suction of a flush. The hand jerked his head back up, twisted it around to face his assailant.

“No…”

Decked in tight polyester plaid, Irma Wilson grimaced. “Where’s Mirk, Captain Baxter?”

“Mu-Mirk?” Baxter stammered. “I, uh, I don’t know.”

“Not good enough!” Irma grabbed the struggling captain and shoved his head down into the toilet again.

Baxter was really starting to get ticked. He choked up water as she pulled him back out.

“Care to try that one again?”

“I swear, Irma, I don’t know where he is. He and Lieutenant Hartley haven’t reported in for more than a week.”

“Lieutenant Hartley is in our care,” Irma said. “But Mirk escaped the explosion and we can’t find him.”

“Explosion?” Baxter asked. “What explosion?”

“Oh, the Trafalgar. Did you not know about the attack on our beloved Redlands?”

“My…mom?”

“Yes, her too.”

Baxter pushed to standing, shoving Irma up against the wall of the stall. “Where’s my mom? Where’s Lieutenant Hartley?”

“They’re in our care. Safe for now…” Irma said. “Now… Mirk!”

“I don’t know where the hell he is!” Baxter cried. “I didn’t even know him and the others went on this…mission… whatever it was.”

Irma shoved him back against the opposite wall, lifting him up off his feet with amazing strength. “You think I believe that? You’re the one that has had the most contact with us. And you’re saying they didn’t even consult with you on the attack?”

“N-no, actually,” Baxter said. That made him even madder. How dare they attack the Starshine Kids without even talking to him. His own MOTHER didn’t even tell him. Damn it.

“Oh, don’t I miss the days when I could just peruse the flea markets and collect Star Trek memorabilia,” Irma said wistfully. “Remember those days, Andy?”

“You’re thinking about my ancestor, Irma. The 20-year old guy back in 1996.”

“Same difference,” Irma muttered. “Things are so complex now. No time to just sit back and enjoy life.”

“Sorry,” Baxter said half-heartedly.

“Oh well. I’m here already. I might as well kill you.”

Baxter winced in preparation for the clobbering he knew he was about to get. He’d probably have been overpowered by Irma even before she was endowed with special powers from the Critics.

Irma was about to smash Baxter’s head into the porcelain of the toilet bowl when the door to the stall blasted open and someone shouldered into Irma, smashing her against the toilet. Baxter squirmed out from under her, noticing a fire-red glow burning in Irma’s eyes.

“You…” Irma said. “I’ve been warned about you!”

“You give my brother a message, you bloated bitch!” Velara said. “You tell him to leave the Federation alone, or so help me I’ll track him down and give him the beating our parents never did!”

“I’d love to teach you a thing or two about the Starshine philosophy,” Irma said sweetly. “You certainly have a lot to learn. But there just isn’t time. I have to find Mirk.”

She smiled at Baxter. “Good to see you again, Andy. Live long and prosper. Ha ha. Hahahah. HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAH!”

And she disappeared in a shimmer of red.

Baxter glanced up at Velara, rubbing his head. “You have a remarkable knack for covering up your human side. I’d never have known.”

“Thank you.” She helped Baxter to his feet.

“Mind telling me how you knew she was beating the crap out of me?”

Velara pointed at her left ear. “You do not think these things are merely for ornamentation, do you?”

“Guess not.”

“Are we finished with our…excursion?”

“I’d say so. I’ve certainly had enough for one day.”

“Then I would say a trip to Starfleet Command is in order.”

Baxter nodded. “Most definitely.”



Hartley poked at her ceasar salad half-heartedly as Sesil spoke at the front of the small banquet room.

“As you can see,” he said, pointing to the large viewer that dominated the room, “each condo complex comes complete with swimming pool, tennis courts, fitness center, and of course, a chapel in which to pray thanks to the Critics for putting you in such an affordable living space.”

Hartley looked around at the other people in the banquet room. She counted eight or nine different species. The forty or so people gathered all looked faintly confused. They must have been abducted as she, Lucille, and DiSalvo had been. She even recognized some survivors from the Trafalgar and the other ships sent to attack the Starshine Kids.

But she also noticed a sense of futility among the group. She sensed they would be content to just waste away in these prisons. They were quite comfy and well-decorated, but they were still prisons.

“As you can see, the lease is for a four-month period, with an option to renew. It’s an affordable twenty strips of latinum per month.”

Hartley munched her salad angrily. Beside her, Lucille cleared her throat. “Pair of guards coming, two-o’clock.”

“Got them in my peripheral,” DiSalvo whispered conversationally on the other side of Hartley.

“Ready one, two, three…”

“And let’s not forget the beautiful subspace vidvision package…” Sesil droned on. “Including the 24-hour Praising the Critics Channel.”

“GO!” Lucille cried.

Hartley shoved out of her chair, jabbing her salad fork in the eye of the guard that passed her table. He dropped his phaser rifle and Hartley grabbed it before it could hit the ground.

She quickly twisted it to wide beam and stunned an approaching cluster of guards.

“All hands, Taupe Alert!” Sesil called out, waving his hands in distress and ducking under the podium at the front of the room.

DiSalvo leapt onto the table and ran forward, dodging phaser blasts from approaching groups of guards, smashing the fine china and bowls of chunky chicken casserole, salad, and rice pilaf without remorse.

Sesil’s head poked up from behind the podium. He saw the huge man coming toward him. “Guards!” he cried.

But it was too late. DiSalvo was on him, smothering him.

Hartley grabbed a phaser rifle from one of the guards she shot and tossed it to Lucille. “Just remember not to turn that on me, Captain!”

“Wouldn’t dream of it!”

DiSalvo stood up, gripping Sesil by the ear.

“Ow! Ow! Ow!” Sesil cried. “Critics, help me!”

No one replied.

“March, nancy-boy,” DiSalvo grunted, shoving Sesil in front of him and grabbing a phaser rifle from another fallen guard.

“Well?” Hartley asked, bringing up the rear and staring back at the other captives. “Don’t just sit there! This is an escape!”

One by one the prisoners rose and ran to follow Hartley and the others.



It was a firefight all the way to the docking ring. For people who recently discovered peace, these people could fight, and were well-armed too.

Stupid fundamentalists, Hartley thought as she and the rest of the group blasted their way down the docking arm. It was a long corridor with an airlock at the end that led hopefully to one of the starshine vessels. The path was clear and the guard reinforcements hadn’t reached their position yet.

“It’s time to go, Sesil,” Lucille said, as she tapped open the airlock.

With a sigh, the airlock wheezed open and Hartley gasped.

Dizzying red vastness swirled outside. There was no ship docked here.

Hartley reached out and tentatively touched the open space in the doorway. A red forcefield flared to life.

“Whew,” said Hartley. That would explain why they weren’t sucked out of the corridor.

“I could have sworn there was a ship here,” Sesil said, scratching his bald head. “Sorry, gang.”

Lucille turned Sesil around and shoved him forward, to the other end of the throng of angry potential condo-dwellers. “Enough talk. Take us to the next airlock.”

When they emerged from the crowd they foudn Irma and a battalion of white-robed guards rushing up behind her.

“Not so fast!” she said. “You all will be staying for dinner, right?”

Sesil grinned. “Irma. About time!”

“I leave you alone for a few hours and you lose all our customers,” Irma snapped. “What kind of fruity nutcase are you, anyway?”

“The kind that’s your boss!” Sesil cried. “Now obliterate these people already!”

“My pleasure.” Irma glanced over her shoulder. “Guards…”

And the guards fired.



And the group found themselves aboard an unfamiliar and empty bridge. The consoles were similar to the designs on the Starshine station, so Hartley reasoned they were aboard one of the Starshine warships.

“Who did that?” Lucille asked, scratching her head.

The command chair whirled toward her and the others. “Me.”

“Mirk!” Hartley rushed forward and hugged the Maloxian with all her might. “Where the hell were you?”

“Learning about stuff,” Mirk said, turning the command chair back toward the front of the screen. “I had the help of a…kindred spirit.”

“You can explain it later. Can you pilot this thing?” Lucille asked.

“Not really,” Mirk admitted. “My…friend…brought you guys here. I just appeared a few minutes ago myself.”

“Fine,” Lucille said. “DiSalvo. You have five seconds to figure out the weapons on this thing. Hartley, you’re helm.”

“Where’s the helm?” Hartley asked.

“Or the weapons?” DiSalvo scratched his head.

A wraithlike thin figure materialized at the center of the bridge. She pointed to her left. “Weapons here,” to right, “helm there,” and directly behind the group. “Emergency exits to the fore and aft, decks four and five. Thank you for flying with the Starshine Kids. And good luck, Mirk,” she winked, and whisped out of existence.

“To you too, Lexi,” Mirk grinned. “Okay, you guys. Let’s get the shlemak out of here!”

Hartley fell into the seat behind helm, quickly deciphering the controls. They were pretty much like a Federation ship. She brought up the foreward view on the main screen at the front of the bridge and sent the warship surging forward.

“Weapons,” Lucille asked, pacing at the front of the bridge.

“Antiproton beams and some sort of focused plasma charges,” DiSalvo said, checking the panel that was spread out in front of him.

“Can you work them?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.” She watched the spiralling arms of the docking facility spread before her. The two damaged ships and two that were still being constructed waited patiently. Meanwhile, the two intact ships were rapidly approaching their position. “Target the docking facility and open fire.”

At DiSalvo’s command, weapons fire ripped out of the warship and blasted the facility, breaking off docking arms and sending the docked ships spiralling. Like it was target practice, DiSalvo blasted each of the tumbling ships repeatedly until they exploded.

“Hartley, put the station between us and the approaching vessels,” Lucille commanded. “And Mr. DiSalvo–do enough damage to make sure they don’t follow us.”

“Aye, sir.” Twinkling yellow beams lashed out at the sprawling station, blowing up whole condo sections, sending priceless red-lacquer furniture spinning out into cold space.

“Good enough,” Lucille said. “Lieutenant Hartley, get us out of here. Maximum warp.”

“Not even a please?” Hartley asked, blinking her eyes coyly.

“Do it, Hartley!”

“Right away, ma’am!” Hartley sent the warship hurtling out of the Redlands, then punched the warp engines up to nine point nine.

The stars streaked on the viewscreen.

“Course?” Hartley asked, once DiSalvo had made sure no one was following.

“Back to Earth,” Lucille said, collapsing into a nearby seat. “We have a lot of explaining to do.”

“And I have to save the galaxy,” Mirk announced from the command chair.



TO BE CONTINUED…




If They Could See Me Now…



And now, the Star Traks: The Vexed Generation themesong:



EX-PLOR-ER, soon will be making another run! EX-PLOR-ER, promises something for everyone! Set a course for adventure, Your mind on a new romance. Space won’t hurt anymore It’s an open smile on a planet’s shore. Yes SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAAACE! EX-PLOR-ER soon will be making another run! EX-PLOR-ER promises something for everyone! Set a course for adventure, Your mind on a new romance. Space won’t hurt anymore It’s an open smile on a planet’s shore. It’s SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAACE!



“And out the port-side viewport, you’ll notice the planet Saturn,” Commander Conway said in a dull voice over the USS Republic’s comm system. “Famous for its rings. Note the dusty particles as we drift by the moon Titan. Saturn is known especially for its racy dance clubs and exotic restaurants. Please make a point to drop by the Ring of Fire Club after your tour for a free Grenthalman Ale, courtesy of the kind people at Starfleet Command.” He stabbed the button on his command chair. “Ford, remind me why I’m doing this.”

“Because Starfleet didn’t give you much other choice, and you’re not talented enough at anything else to find a job elsewhere,” Ford noted from his place at the squarish helm console at the front of the Constitution-class, coffin-like bridge.

“Right. I knew there was a reason.” He punched the ship- wide comm channel back on. “We’re now leaving Saturn orbit for Jupiter. Estimated time of arrival is fifteen minutes. I’ve just illuminated the ‘no gravity strap’ sign, so you are free to roam about the–”

ERRRR! ERRRR! ERRRR! ERRRR!

“What the hell was that?” Conway demanded.

“Automatic red alert, old style,” Ford said, checking the huge yellow radar screen next to his station. “Looks like an unidentified ship coming in on a vector close to us.”

“Evasive!” Conway called out. “Ensign Dawson, identify!”

“Hard to tell, sir,” Dawson said. “I’m picking up traces of technology similar to what the Starshine Kids used in their attack ship.”

“F***,” Conway said softly.

Dawson’s eyes widened. “And traces of Flarn technology!”

“Double f***!” Ford exclaimed.

“Shields up,” Conway said quickly. “All hands, this is–”

But it was too late. Conway watched the huge ship blast past them on the viewscreen, rocking the tiny USS Republic like she was a dinghy being run over by an aircraft carrier.

Conway struggled to stay in his chair, finally sliding to the deck with a painful thud as alarms of chaos blared around him.

He glanced up to the viewscreen. The ship headed straight for Earth. “Guess they didn’t find us much of a threat, huh?”

“What do we do?” Ford asked quietly from helm.

Conway gulped as he watched the ship sail toward Earth, as if on a direct collision course. “Find another means of employment, I suppose.”



“Pacing will do you no good, Captain,” Captain Velara observed from her place on the soft couch in the waiting area outside the conference room of Admirals Reno, Jacobs, and Oorse.

Captain Baxter had nearly worn a groove in the carpet in front of the couch since they’d come to Starfleet Command demanding answers about the supposed attack on the Starshine Kids hours earlier.

“Well it makes me feel better. We’ve been waiting to talk to the Admirals in charge of our section for what seems like forever. Admiral McGrath would never have kept us waiting so long.”

“It would seem Admiral McGrath’s ways of thinking have been dismissed across the board,” Velara said, raising an eyebrow.

Baxter resumed pacing. “Good point.” At the sound of a transporter hum, Baxter’s eyebrows shot up. He glanced in the direction of the hum.

When the figures materialized, his face fell. “Oh, it’s just you guys.”

J’hana and Tilleran seemed a bit put off. “Sorry to disappoint you, sir,” J’hana said gruffly.

“He’s upset about his mom,” Tilleran said. “Which is understandable, given the circumstances.”

“Indeed, the Starshine Kids are not gentle when they hold someone captive,” observed J’hana.

“Thanks for brightening my day, guys,” Baxter murmurred.

“We try to help,” Tilleran replied.

“Lieutenants,” Velara said, rising. “How does inventory training find you?”

“It finds me extremely frustrated and combative, Captain,” J’hana boomed. “I do not like it!”

“Good, J’hana,” said Velara. “Take those feelings and use them.”

J’hana cocked her head. “Use them…how?”

“Use them to build up a core of bitterness inside you. That is the only weapon you have against those whom you must inventory.”

Baxter looked back at J’hana. “It’s true. Belive me, you’ll be much more fearsome as an inventory officer. Ship’s security is child’s play in comparison.”

“Still, it would help if I had the discretion to kill them.”

“In time,” Velara said quietly.

Then, finally, the doors to the conference room creaked open. Admirals Oorse, Jacobs, and Reno shuffled out.

“Captain Baxter,” Reno said, taking the lead. “Your report about the activities of Ms. Wilson has been noted.”

“What about my mother? And Lt. Hartley? And Mr. Mirk?” Baxter demanded. “What about them? And what about the Starshine Kids?”

Jacobs held up a hand. “Enough, Captain. We believe we can answer all of your questions.”

“How?”

Oorse bowed his white-haired head. “Follow us, if you please.”

“Come on,” Baxter said to J’hana and Tilleran.

“No,” Reno said sharply. “They are not cleared to come with us. They will return to their posts.”

Baxter gritted his teeth. Velara placed a steadying hand on his shoulder. “Do not let your emotions control you, Captain.”

“Right.” He glanced back at his former officers. “Back to the Greenspan, you two. I’ll fill you in later.”

“No, you won’t,” said Jacobs.

“Whatever. Let’s just get this overwith.”

“Do you wish me to stay behind as well?” asked Velara.

The admirals exchanged glances. “That won’t be necessary,” Oorse said. “You may come with us.”

The group moved quickly down the corridor, leaving Tilleran and J’hana alone in the waiting area.

“Well,” Tilleran said. “We’re still on break from the Greenspan until twenty-one hundred. What do you say we get a late dinner?”

“Agreeable,” J’hana said. “You choose the place.”

“Sisko’s?” Tilleran offered.

“Excellent choice.” J’hana turned to go, grasping Tilleran’s hand and interlacing her fingers with the Betazoid’s.

They walked like that a few meters, then stopped in their tracks.

“How did that happen?” asked J’hana, looking down at their joined hands.

“It was instinct,” Tilleran said. “It just felt right for you.”

“Bah. Foolish.”

“I think not,” Tilleran said, as the two continued on to the transporter bay. “It’s how you’re feeling deep inside, admit it.”

“No.”

“It’s not unheard of to have a female friend. And to be affectionate with her,” Tilleran said.

“It is unheard of, at least on my planet.”

“Well we’re not on your planet.”

“Good point. Then we will continue to hold hands.”

“Let’s not get hasty. I’m starting to feel a bit uncomfortable myself.”

“I cannot seem to stop,” said J’hana. “Your hands are quite soft.”



Baxter and Velara walked quietly behind the admirals through the corridors of Starbase One. Baxter guessed from where they beamed in that they were heading for the docking bay. Had they recovered parts of his mother’s ship, perhaps?

He decided not to make any guesses until he saw for himself.

The admirals led Baxter and Velara down a side-corridor to an observation lounge.

It was dark and quiet inside. An attendant was busy scrubbing a table, but other than that, the place was empty. The morning rush had not arrived yet.

“We thought this would be a good vantage point from which to see this,” Oorse explained, leading the pair to the windows.

Baxter glanced out. An Excelsior-class ship was being repaired. An Akira-class vessel was on its way out the spacedock doors. And on the far end of the bay…

“Holy f***,” Baxter muttered.

“May I ask what that is?” Velara asked.

“I think the captain knows,” Reno said, and the admirals turned their eyes on Baxter.

“If I had to guess,” Baxter said slowly, “I would say it’s a cross between the Starshine Kids warship we’ve faced before and a Flarn battlecruiser.”

“You would be exactly right,” said Reno. “Aparently the Starshine Kids are now in possession of Flarn technology.”

“And,” said Oorse, “there are apparently more ships.”

“And you’ve captured one,” Velara said in near awe.

“Correct,” said Oorse.

“Actually, we didn’t capture it,” Jacobs said. Then, as if on cue, the door to the lounge opened and Lucille Baxter, Lt. Hartley, and Mr. Mirk walked in.

Baxter turned toward the door and beamed. “Mom!”

“Andrew, don’t start with me. It’s been a long couple of days.”

“You have a lot of explaining to do,” Baxter said. He looked to Hartley and Mirk. “And how did you two get caught up in this?”

“Your mother kidnapped us,” Hartley muttered.

“Your mother is resourceful,” noted Velara.

“And how have you been?” Lucille asked Baxter by way of smalltalk.

“Just snazzy,” Baxter said. “Let’s see,” he ticked off recent events on each finger, “my command has been taken away from me and turned into a cruise ship, my crew has been reassigned, and my mother nearly got herself killed attacking the Starshine Kids. I guess that pretty much sums it up.”

“Well, we’re here,” Lucille said. “You can…thank…your Lieutenant Hartley.”

“You mean you’re not Court Martialling me?” Hartley asked.

“Not yet,” Lucille said primly.

“You’re not Court Martialling any of my officers,” Baxter snapped.

“Former officers,” interjected Reno.

“You stay out of this!” Baxter barked, turning back to Lucille. “Now how did you all escape?”

“Mirk stole us one of those warships,” Hartley said, “to make a long story short.”

“And how did you go about that?” Baxter asked, amazed.

Mirk shrugged. “It’s a long story.”

“Indeed,” remarked Velara.

“Incidentally,” Baxter said, “Irma is out to get you, Mirk.”

“Don’t I know it,” Mirk said woefully.

“We will get you into a protection program,” said Oorse.

“Thanks for the offer, but I doubt that will help,” said Mirk.

“So…” Baxter turned back to the admirals. “What do you plan on doing with that monstrous ship?”

“That’s classified,” said Reno. “In your current position, you need not concern yourself with those matters.”

“Don’t you even care that me and my crew know more about the Starshine Kids than anyone else?”

“We are in possesion of all the facts,” said Oorse.

“Sure you are,” Baxter muttered.

“Regardless,” Reno said forcefully. “You have an assignment, and we expect you to carry it out. Your mother is finished debriefing, so we will allow you to return to Earth with her for some…quality time. Tomorrow, however, we expect you back at work. Is that understood?”

“I guess.”

“What’s that?”

Baxter gritted his teeth. “Yes…sir.”

“Meanwhile,” Reno said, turning to Hartley and Lucille. “You two will be reassigned. Report to us tomorrow at Starfleet Command at 0800.”

“I do so hope we’re posted together,” Hartley said, gesturing for Mirk to follow her out of the observation lounge.

“And what would you have of me?” Velara asked.

“Return to your ship and begin your Inventory mission to the Argolis cluster,” said Reno.

“For now,” said Oorse.

“For now?” Velara asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Until you receive further orders,” Oorse explained conversationally.

“I see,” Velara said. She nodded at Baxter and turned to leave, hands clasped behind her back.

“Okay, mom,” Baxter said. “Let’s go. We have a lot to talk about.”

Lucille grimaced. “I’ve been dreading this.”



“How was your debriefing?” Mirk asked, as Lt. Hartley shuffled out of the conference room at Starfleet command.

Hartley collapsed on the leathery couch beside Mirk. “Draining. I feel like I was in there for hours.”

“You were.”

“Oh,” Hartley said distantly. “Yeah.”

“Well?” Mirk asked. “Where are you off to now?”

“Hah. They want me to work inventory.”

Mirk nodded. “That sounds nice. It’s got to beat being kidnapped by cultists and having to escape their compound.”

“I’m not going to do it,” Hartley said quickly.

“What?”

Hartley looked at Mirk, now a bit more resolved. “I said I’m not going to do it. I’m quitting.”

Mirk cocked his head. “Starfleet?”

“Yep. So what are your plans?”

“You know, have some lunch, get a haircut…start a religion.”

Hartley smiled. “Need some help?”

Mirk’s face lit with joy. “I thought you’d never ask. All I have to do is get a few things and we’ll be set. How are you at breaking into starbases?”

Hartley grinned. “Let’s find out.”



Captains Andy and Lucille Baxter stared at each other across the breakfast table at Baxter’s house for many awkward minutes. Lucille shifted uncomfortably, playing with a toothpick holder and staring from time to time out the large picture window that overlooked the back yard.

“I think the grass needs a trim,” Lucille said finally.

Baxter leaned back and folded his arms. “It’s pitch black out there, mom.”

“I’m just guessing.”

“Ah-hah.”

A few more minutes of silence.

“What do you want me to say, Andy?”

Baxter leaned forward. “I want you to explain how you could take on a suicide mission to obliterate the Starshine Kids without even telling me.”

“Because I was ordered to. We went through this already.”

“But that’s not good enough! Family should come before duty!”

“Who says?”

“I do!”

“Hahaha,” Lucille chuckled. “And you think that’s supposed to be enough for me to betray Starfleet?”

“It should be.” Baxter stood up and paced the kitchen. “Look, Mom: I have been through a lot of crap in the past few days. Starfleet is not the employer I once thought it was. They seem hell-bent on screwing me over at every turn.”

“Oh, Andy, does it always have to be about you?”

“What if you hadn’t made it, Mom?” Baxter asked. “What then?”

“You and your father would have recieved word that I’d been lost on a secret mission. The details would probably be declassified in a few years.”

“That’s comforting.”

Lucille shifted in her chair uncomfortably. “I don’t see what your problem is, Andy. I’m here now.”

“I just don’t believe you’d be part of this.”

“Part of what?”

“Part of Starfleet going totally nuts. No, it’s not just Starfleet. It’s the whole Federation!”

“Andrew,” Lucille said, reaching forward and grabbing Baxter’s hands. “I think you’re coming apart. You need to get some rest. And you need some counseling.”

“My wife’s taken care of that,” Baxter muttered.

“Oh, really. What do you mean?”

“She’s got an anal-retentive neurotic Vulcan visiting me every day to ask about my problems. It’s not so helpful.”

“How is Kelly, anyway?” Lucille asked dully.

“She’s the Cruise Director of the Explorer, now the Galaxy-Explorer. Something like a second-in-command.”

“I see.” Lucille nodded. “Well, good for her. As for you, I think you’ll make it through this.”

“Mom?”

“Yes?”

“Can I have a hug?”

Lucille sighed and circled the table to take Baxter in her arms. “There you go, Andrew. Just let it all out. Mommy’s here now.”

“Oh, Mom, this Inventory job really sucks,” Baxter moaned.

Just then the viewer in Baxter’s kitchen snapped on. It was Peterman.

“Andy, I…what the hell?”

Baxter looked over Lucille’s shoulder at the screen, quickly rubbing the tears off his face with his sleeve. “Kelly?”

“We need to talk, Andy,” she said, glaring right at Lucille. “Alone?”

“Of course,” Lucille said. “I’ll just go back to my apartment until I report for reassignment.”

“No you won’t,” Baxter said. “Take the guestroom.”

“Fine, if you insist,” Lucille sighed. “I might as well go up there and call Harlan. I should let him know what’s been going on.”

“That would be a great idea.” Baxter turned to Peterman as Lucille slipped out of the flapping kitchen doors. “Well?”

“Don’t ‘well’ me! I’m calling to make up.”

“You’re saying we’re fighting?”

“Haven’t we been?”

“Kelly, I don’t know. I’m just really confused right now.” Baxter leaned his head back to stare at the ceiling and he rubbed his eyes. “I’m beginning to think I should just quit Starfleet and join the Breen Alliance.”

“Don’t be silly, Andy. The Breen would chew you up and spit you out. You’re just going through a life change. You’ll adjust in time. Have you been talking to Counselor Telvin?”

“I sure have,” Baxter admitted. “He hasn’t been a fantastic help. He talks about his problems more than mine.”

“Give it time.”

“So…how’s life on the…Galaxy Explorer?”

“Not exactly what I expected it to be.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t really want to go into details. It’s just not the same ship it used to be. So many of the familiar faces are gone.”

“Oh, yes. That’s because Starfleet forced us to leave, right?”

“Andy,” Peterman sighed. “Please don’t make this any more difficult than it already is.”

“So what do you want me to do?” Baxter asked, when behind Peterman on the viewscreen, the door to her quarters slid open. In walked Alvin Ficker, carrying a large bottle of what looked like champagne.

“Make up to me, Kelly…” he cooed. “Then make sweet love to me…” He glanced at the viewscreen. “Ah, Captain Baxter! Enjoying inventory?”

“FICKER!” Baxter screamed at the top of his lungs.

Peterman glared over her shoulder at Ficker. “Captain, you get out of my quarters right now!” Her head whipped back to face Baxter. “Andy, this is not what it looks–”

Baxter pushed out of his chair and ran up to the screen mounted next to his replicator. “You son of a bitch, you stay away from my wife!”

“I’ve tried, Captain,” Ficker said with a grin, popping the cork. “But SHE just can’t stay away from ME!”

Peterman pushed Ficker out of sight of the viewer. “Andy, calm down…this is not–”

“No no no no no no no noooooooooooooooo!” Baxter cried, and slammed his fist repeatedly into the screen until the plastic cracked. He slammed a button on the side console that shut the screen off.

“Son, be quiet down there. I’m trying to talk to your father over a bad subspace connection!” Lucille cried from above.



“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” Peterman asked, turning on Ficker, eyes afire.

“Just trying to make up for that little mess down at the aerobics class. I came on a little too strong,” Ficker said with an easy grin. “Champagne?”

Peterman shoved Ficker toward the door. “Get…out.”

“Surely you jest…”

“I…do…NOT…jest!” Peterman cried, shoving again. Ficker stumbled back toward the door. “You…get…OUT!” The doors parted and allowed Peterman to push Ficker out of her quarters so hard he stumbled to the deck. “And don’t come back!”

Ficker sat there on the deck staring at the door to Peterman’s quarters. “That’s one tough nut to crack.”



“I’m going to kill them,” Baxter grumbled.

He’d headed over to Dr. Browning’s private lab at Starfleet Medical’s Xenonutrition Complex on the way to work that morning, hoping she’d be able to heal his fist from where he smashed it into the viewscreen, and possibly give him some advice.

“Don’t you think that’s a bit rash?” Dr. Browning asked neutrally, waving the wand of the tissue regenerator over Baxter’s damaged hand. He’d really smashed that viewscreen up good.



“She’s cheating on me, Janice!”

“You don’t know that for a fact.” Browning placed the regenerator back into its case and placed the case in a drawer. She then waddled over to the replicator. “Large chocolate sundae, please.”

“It’s oh-nine hundred,” Baxter said in amazement, watching Browning waddle across her lab back to his biobed.

“So?” Browning asked, dishing a spoonful of the fudge- covered ice cream into her mouth.

Baxter shook his head. “Listen, he was in her quarters. I know what I saw.”

“You saw him trying to make advances on Kelly,” Browning said. “Which he also did when he ran into her for the first time on that starbase more than a year ago.”

“I guess that’s true. But he looked very comfortable there. Like that’s where he belonged.”

“You’d be comfortable too, if you were courting a woman whose husband was lightyears away,” Browning observed, and scooted up on the biobed next to Baxter with a grunt. Her rear end slipped on the edge of the bed several times as she tried to right herself. Finally, Baxter pulled back on her arm, straining under the weight.

“Thanks,” she said sheepishly.

“You know, you’ve really ballooned over the last couple days,” Baxter observed.

“The pregnancy is advancing,” Browning said. “Our estimates of when the little tyke will be born are all going out the window. And my ankles have doubled in size.”

“Changeling versus human chemistry, I guess?” Baxter asked.

“Something like that. So, we were talking about you…” Browning finally said. “You and Kelly love each other more than anyone I’ve ever seen. This is just a…rough patch.”

“Like between you and Chris…”

“NOT like between Chris and me,” Browning said sharply. “We’re just good friends now.”

“Sure, sure.”

“Andy, I’m trying to help you here.”

“I know, Janice, I know. It’s just driving me crazy having her on the Explorer so far away with that bastard. I have no idea what they could be doing!”

“You have to trust her, Andy. Did that ever occur to you?” Browning said it gently, not accusingly.

“I guess not,” Baxter admitted.

“I think you should go call her and explain that you aren’t going to leave her. She’s probably scared out of her mind right now.”

“Okay, I will.” Baxter slid off the biobed. “Thanks, Janice.”

“And Andy?” Browning asked as Baxter walked toward the exit of her lab.

“Yes?” he turned.

“Could you help me down from here?”



Commander Peterman paced her office back and forth, Charlie following obediently at her side.

“Charlie, go sit down,” she ordered, not looking down at him. She wrung her hands. “Charlie, I mean it. Sit down. You’re not in danger of losing a husband.”

“Arf!” Charlie replied.

“Yes, I know you love him too. But it’s different for me. You just wouldn’t understand.”

“Arf!”

“Exactly my point.”

“Varner to Peterman,” came a voice over the comm system.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” she asked distractedly.

“We have a subspace communication coming in from the Starship Greenspan.”

“I wonder what they want.” Peterman swung around behind her desk and activated the terminal. The symbol for Starfleet Inventory, a clenched fist holding a standard-issue padd full of lightening bolts, blinked up on the screen. “Oh. J’hana and Tilleran transferred there. One of them probably just wants to chat about the new assignment.”

To her suprise, Captain Velara appeared on the screen.

“Commander. Do you have a moment?”

“I suppose,” Peterman said. The Vulcan’s appearance on her screen caught her totally off-guard. “What can I help you with?”

“I have just left Earth. Your husband seemed to be in a state of total confusion about recent events.”

“What events are you talking about?”

“I thought for sure he would have told you.”

“Told me what?”

“The Captain and I were involved in something on Earth that you should be apprised of. He must be afraid to tell you because it might worry you needlessly.”

Peterman folded her arms. “Is that so?”

“Yes, but I feel a certain caution is justified, in case such a circumstance should befall you as well.”

“Well, as it happens, I’ve been worried about the same thing.”

“As well you should. My purpose is just to keep you apprised of current events, Commander.”

The pit of Peterman’s stomach burned like hot warp plasma. “Well, thank you very much for being honest. I hope you and the captain enjoyed your little…incident.”

“Indeed we did not. He had his head shoved in a toilet and I bruised an elbow.”

Boy, Vulcan mating rituals sure were weird. That made things even worse. Peterman seethed. “That’s enough, Captain! You’ve done more than enough, thanks!”

“I am glad to be of help. Stay cautious, Commander.”

“Oh, I will.” Peterman punched the button on her terminal and angrily blew hair out of her face. She stared at the blank terminal for a good few minutes.

“Varner to Peterman.”

“WHAT?”

There was a long pause. “Uhh…you’re getting another communique. This one from Earth.”

“Oh. Good. Andy. Put it through…” Peterman said through gritted teeth.

The Inventory insignia appeared once again and was replaced with an image of Captain Baxter sitting at his desk.

“Hey, Kelly. Listen, I think we need to talk.”

Peterman bit her lip. “No kidding.”

“I’ve been on-edge lately because of something that happened here yesterday.”

“In your office!” Peterman growled.

“No, no. In a bathroom on Coney Island.”

“Coney…Island…” Peterman’s eyes watered. “Our place.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. Listen, I don’t want to get into details right now, especially since this channel isn’t secured. But I want you to stay sharp there. Be ready for anyone to try anything.”

“Oh, I am.”

“What’s wrong, Kelly?” Baxter asked, narrowing his eyes.

“I know all about what happened in that bathroom, Andy. Velara was nice enough to fill me in.”

“Oh. I wish she hadn’t gone behind my back like that.”

“I for one am glad she did. Though I wish you’d had the guts to tell me yourself. Listen, I know you’re mad at me, but that’s no excuse to–”

“I didn’t expect it, Kelly! She jumped me!”

“Sure she did. Like you had nothing to do with it.”

“I sure wasn’t looking for that to happen.”

“I bet not.”

“Anyway, it’s all sorted out now. I briefed Starfleet, and thought I should tell you too.”

“YOU BRIEFED STARFLEET!” Peterman’s fingers dug into the surface of her desk. “WHAT ON EARTH DID YOU BRIEF STARFLEET ABOUT?”

“I thought they had a need to know. They’ve been monitoring this situation for months, apparently. They even sent my mom and Lt. Hartley in to try to break things up.”

Now that Peterman would have enjoyed seeing, at least a little bit, but she was too angry to use her imagination. “Stop right there, Andy. I don’t want to hear any more!”

“Kelly, I’m just telling you this so the same thing won’t happen to you.”

“Don’t be so sure it won’t, buddy.” And Peterman switched off the viewer, leaving a confused-looking Baxter on the other end of the comm line wondering just what the hell she was talking about.



“…mistook a pregangleonic nerve for a post-gangleonic fiber!” Julian Bashir said, slapping his knee with delight.

“Interesting,” Guinan said, staring out the viewport of the Calypso Cafe. She loved to listen, but this guy was boring the decorative hat right off her head.

“It’s quite funny, really.”

“I’m sure it is. Now, if you don’t mind–” Guinan froze, her hand trembling on her glass of El Aurian sparkling water.

“Guinan? Are you all right?”

“I feel something very…harsh…coming this way.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Not without another trip through the all-you-can-eat brunch buffet.”

“Okay. Wait right here.” Bashir stood and headed over to the buffet, just as he saw Commander Peterman barrel through the doors to the Cafe, on an apparent course right for him.

“Commander, is there something I can–MMMPPFF!” And she kissed him, long, hard, and ravenously.

At the bar, Garak observed the scene with disgust. “Oh, please!”



Idly wondering what Kelly was so irked about, Captain Baxter grabbed his uniform jacket and headed out of his office. In a few minutes he was supposed to meet Dr. Browning for lunch. As he approached the doors, they opened to admit his assistant, Eric. “Oh, Eric. There you are. Guess you were on break when I got here.”

“You!” Eric cried, shoving Baxter up against the back wall of the office. He was surprisingly strong. “Where were you!”

“What do you mean? I went to see my doctor because I had a bit of an…accident last night. So I took the morning off. I did that on the Explorer all the time. What’s the big deal?”

“This is NOT the Explorer, sir!” Eric seethed. “Here we run things professionally. I’m not accustomed to such gross negligence to one’s duty!”

“Eric, you really need to calm down,” Baxter suggested.

“You don’t understand. I’ve been fielding calls all morning. Starfleet wants to know where you are. Someone named Irma keeps calling and you have stacks and stacks of work waiting! How do you expect me to keep this office running smoothly when you’re always gallivanting around the planet!”

“I…I…don’t know,” Baxter admitted. So, Irma was still after him!

“Did you ever stop to think about my feelings? Did you realize that I was left on a Gorn outpost by my parents when I was three? I was raised by Gorn! And not nice Gorn, either! I have serious abandonment issues. I worked through them with a counselor, but I still have a way of freaking out when my supervisors desert me!”

“I’m…sorry, Eric,” Baxter said weakly. “I’ll try to do better.”

Eric let him drop to the floor. “I won’t hold my breath.”

Baxter stood and brushed himself off. “You know, I’m meeting with Counselor Telvin this afternoon. Maybe you’d like to reserve an hour or so with him? I’ll wager those abandonment issues aren’t totally worked out.”

“You’d be right about that,” Eric said. He sat down behind his desk and began tapping officiously at a padd as Baxter left the suite.



“I feel just terrible about this, Julian,” Commander Peterman said, zipping up her outer uniform jacket and collapsing in her couch opposite Bashir, who sat very uncomfortably in Baxter’s thick leather Lay-Z-Being recliner.

“No problem. It’s understandable.”

“Charlie apologizes.”

“Yes. As well he should.” Bashir’s eyes darted over to the doorway that led to the bedroom. Even now, Charlie jumped up against the forcefield that kept him from leaping into the living room and attacking Bashir again.

“How are your burns?” Bashir asked, by way of making conversation. “I could get you a topical cream of some sort…”

“No, no, I’m fine.”

“I’m really sorry about that.”

“You couldn’t help it. Charlie hit your arm just as you were getting the hot raktajeeno out of the replicator. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Yes, well…”

“Dr. Bashir, I’m very sorry I involved you in my personal problems. It was wrong of me to make out with you in the middle of the Calypso Cafe.”

“Actually, I rather enjoyed it.”

Peterman frowned. “I know. But I’m a married woman. I shouldn’t have.”

“Problems with Captain…” Bashir searched his memory banks. “Baxter?”

“Yes, actually. But I’d rather not go into it.”

“You know, Commander, you might find me a very good listener if you gave me the chance.”

“You may be right. Unfortunately, I’m not going to give you the chance.”

“Pardon?”

Peterman stood. “If you don’t mind, I’d prefer it if you left now.”

“Left? But we’re just now getting to know each other.”

“I was an idiot, Doctor. Just forget the last hour never happened.”

“Kelly,” Bashir said, touching Peterman’s shoulders in a way that made her feel very uncomfortable. “I couldn’t.”

Peterman shoved Bashir toward the door, and when it opened, she shoved him out. “Try.”

The door closed and Peterman slapped her hands together. A job well done. Now all she had to do was decide how to deal with the matter of Andy cheating on her. He seemed so cavalier about it over the comm. Like he was more concerned that she would go out and do the same, rather than be worried about the effect his actions would have on their relationship. What did he take her for? An intergalactic floozy? With the exception of her little interlude with Bashir, she’d been totally faithful, with every intention of staying that way forever. But Baxter…

She preferred not to think about it. But she had to. She couldn’t stay married to someone she couldn’t trust. But the alternative…

She preferred not to think about it.

“Ficker to Peterman.”

Peterman cringed. Not now. “Peterman here.”

“We’re having a reception tonight in the arboretum. I’d like you to go with me.”

“Captain, that’s not…”

“It says right in the Galaxy Explorer handbook that the Cruise Director shall accompany the Captain to all ceremonial events.”

“How could Starfleet write a handbook on this? We’ve been in operation for less than a week!”

“Don’t ask me. I’ll pick you up at your quarters in two hours. Be wearing something revealing. Ficker out.”

“Oooooh!” Peterman screamed and beat the couch cushions furiously.

Men!



“I’m really worried about Kelly.” Baxter swiveled back and forth in his desk chair. “I mean, what if Irma attacks her too? The woman’s omnipotent. It’s not like there’s an easy way for me to protect her. I’d feel so much better if I was on the ship with her. But as it is I’m here on Earth, light years away and impotent as a Binar.”

“That is a problem,” Captain Ramses of the Victory said quietly, staring down at his padd, sitting uneasily in the chair opposite Baxter’s desk. He was an older man with thin gray hair and a pushbroom moustache. “But what exactly does it have to do with the delay my vessel is experiencing due to your annual inventory audit?”

Baxter had been staring out at the shuttles taking off and landing outside his office window. He turned back to look at Ramses, his expression hardening. “It has to do with my delicate emotional state, Captain. And if I don’t talk out these feelings, my emotional state might spill over in my work. And that might cause more delays!”

“I see.”

“Damn. Where’s my counselor?”

“I don’t really know.”

“Eric!” Baxter stabbed a button on his desk. Eric popped up on the terminal screen.

“Yes, sir?”

“Where’s Counselor Telvin?”

“I don’t know. He’s five minutes late for his appointment. Should I contact his office?”

“Please.” Baxter stared at Ramses. “And tell the inventory crew on the Victory to be extra thorough, please.”

Ramses shivered, struggling to hold tears back. “Please, Captain, no more…”

“You’ll be free to go once my counselor gets here, buddy. Until then, there’s the matter of me losing my ship. Let me tell you a bit about the Explorer. She was a fine ship. We got her just as the Federation faced an errant Flarn ship poised to destroy Earth…”

God Almighty, thought Ramses. This is what hell must be like!



Counselor Telvin looked nervously at the chronometer on his office wall. He was running late for his daily appointment with Captain Baxter. Unfortunately, some strange large woman had come into his office as he was preparing to leave, begging to be seen.

He graciously agreed, more out of a feeling that he didn’t have any choice than anything else.

Telvin really was thankful to Commander Peterman for pulling some strings to get him a cushy practice in San Francisco. The only string attached was that he had to see her husband on a regular basis to help him deal with the loss of the Explorer. A fair enough price, Telvin considered. But he was in dire jeopardy of breaking the agreement, what with this woman prattling on about feeling displaced from time, caught up in the flurry of events beyond her control, with powers she didn’t understand.

Telvin’s hand jiggled the cup of Betazoid leaf tea as he listened. The woman, who’d identified herself simply as Irma, was spread out on the fainting couch next to his chair. She spilled over a bit, but Telvin didn’t hold that against her. He actually found large women somewhat attractive.

“I’m not a fanatic, Counselor,” Irma said, turning on her side and propping her head on her hand so she could face Telvin. “I’m just your average American gal from Hampton Roads, Virginia. I like Science Fiction and talk shows. I had an adorable little dog named Tribble, who we had to leave behind on Twentieth century Earth. I loved that dog like no one else.” Irma’s eyes teared up, her face red. “You ever loved an animal, Counselor Telvin?”

“Like an animal, maybe,” Telvin considered. He reached over to his desk and grabbed a kleenex. “Here, ma’am, blow your nose.”

“Thank you.” Irma blew, a messy, honking, splattering affair. She placed the tissue on the desk and leaned up, then forward, to stare at Telvin. “Mr. Telvin, may I ask, what’s your story?”

“Ah, you don’t want to here me kvetch all day.”

“No, I insist.”

“I’m just your average half-Vulcan psychotherapist with a firm grounding in the Judaic faith. What more is there to tell?”

Irma considered that. “You could start by telling me all you know about the USS Explorer.”

“The Explorer?” Telvin shrugged. “I’ve been aboard her before. Nice ship. Her former captain is a bit loony, though. Please don’t tell anyone I said that.”

“Scout’s honor,” Irma grinned, crossing three fingers against her chest. “This captain you speak of…his name is…Baxter?”

Telvin nodded.

“Andy Baxter?”

Another nod.

“Well,” Irma grinned. “And he’s the FORMER captain, you say? How’d that happen?”

“I don’t know all about the specifics. I just know Starfleet turned the Explorer into a cruise ship.”

“A CRUISE ship! How charming. I’d like to visit that ship.”

“I’m sure you could get a ticket…” Telvin said, a bit uneasily. When did the session turn into an interrogation–with him as subject? He reached deep into his counseling training for a proper response. “Now, Irma, we’re here to talk about you, not me.”

“True, true. Should we take this somewhere else, then?”

“Somewhere…else?” Telvin shook his head. “Sorry, I can’t. Actually, I’ve got an appointment to see Captain Baxter right now.”

“You do, huh?” Irma grinned. “I do too. But we’ll save that for later. Now I’m more interested in you.”

“You…” Telvin gulped. “Are?”

“Uh-huh.”

Suddenly, for some reason, Telvin began to feel very uncomfortable.



“Come in,” Admiral Oorse said serenely, turning in his chair to face the large doors to the conference room.

Lucille Baxter stood in the doorway. “You asked to see me?”

“Yes, Commodore. Have you had ample time to get used to your new ship?”

“The crew of the Trafalgar is getting used to things quite well. They’ve had great training.”

“Indeed.” Oorse raised an eyebrow. “Now. Why I’ve called you here. We have your new assignment.”

Lucille felt a wave of relief. She’d been pacing the deck of the Pathfinder, her new ship, all afternoon awaiting reassignment. Not to mention trying to find a tactful way to tell her son that she not only outranked him now, but also got a spanking new ship, whereas his former ship was off exploring “love” or some other pedantic notion.

Oorse handed Lucille a padd. “Here is a detailed explanation. No doubt you were wondering where Lt. Hartley was this morning?”

“I figured she overslept.” Being part of Baxter’s crew, Lucille thought to herself, it made perfect sense.

“Indeed she did not. Instead she resigned from Starfleet. We suspect she has gone off with that Mirk fellow to start a new religion.”

“Good for them.”

“We want them brought in.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Oorse folded his hands in his lap. “Commodore, the Federation is at a crucial stage in its development right now. There will never be a better time for opportunists and traitors to seek to destabilize it. People like Mr. Mirk and your Lt. Hartley friend.”

“She’s not my friend.”

“Whatever the case, we want them both brought in.”

“But do you have any proof?”

“That’s none of your concern. Please be on your way.” Oorse turned around in his chair. The conversation was apparently over.

Lucille turned on a heel for the door, stopping when she reached the threshold. “One thing, Admiral.”

“You’re pushing my patience, Commodore.”

“What if they don’t come willingly?” Obviously, they wouldn’t.

“Haha. In that case, Commodore Baxter, you may indeed use force.”

Lucille cracked her knuckles. This would be fun.



“Are you sure we’re not going to get caught?” Mirk asked fearfully as he trailed Hartley through the massive cargo facility on Starbase One. Stacks of cargo containers filled the stadium- sized room, with barely enough room for a person to squeeze in between.

Hartley shook her head. “I’m probably still in the Starfleet computers. My access code was still good. What’s to worry about?”

“I don’t know. I just have a bad feeling.”

“If you still had your powers, I’d be worried.”

“You know, that hurt.”

“There it is!” Hartley stopped so suddenly Mirk slammed into her back.

He rubbed his nose. “That hurt, too.” He looked up at the cargo container Hartley was pointing at. “Wow. I can’t believe we actually found it, what with all these other containers.” The bold words “USS EXPLORER - NCC 87968 - PERSONAL EFFECTS - NFN MIRK” were scrawled on the front of the yellow, octagonal container.

“Maybe it was your Director-given instinct,” Hartley giggled.

“Hey, if you’re going to help me start this religion, you’d better start taking it seriously,” Mirk warned.

“Whoa, sorry. All hail the Directors.”

“That’s better.”

“Now help me get this thing open.” Hartley cracked the container open and shined her palm beacon inside. “Jackpot.”

The container was filled with brown sacks, which Mirk informed Hartley contained all the candles, incense, fruit, and other props needed to practice your own mini-Maloxian faith. The rest of the container was filled with books. Volumes 1-8 of the Maloxian Religious Doctrines, and a huge yellow book labeled “Maloxitarianism for Dummies.”

In the very back of the container, Hartley saw a silver- metallic suitcase that was roughly half her size. It was labeled “uniform.”

“What’s in there?” she asked.

“That’s your uniform.”

“My uniform?”

“Someone has to be the mascot of the New Maloxitarian Orthodoxy.”

Hartley gulped. “Mascot?”



“There goes the last passenger of the day,” Lt. Ford said with relief, watching the transporter indicator on his panel light up.

Commander Conway stood up and stretched. “And how many trips around the solar system has that been today?”

“Too many,” sighed Ford. “And if one more snotty kid calls me ‘Captain Pike,’ I’m going to kill him.”

“You and me both,” Conway grumbled. He, Dawson, and Ford headed for the turbolift. Conway stepped to the back of the lift and twisted the handle. “Residence deck.”

The turbolift thrummed for several quiet moments.

“I need a hot bath and a cup of coffee,” Conway muttered as the turbolift thudded to a halt.

“I’d settle for just the bath.” Ford winked at Dawson as the lift settled to a stop at the residence deck.

“Oh, please.” Dawson hurried out of the lift and Ford followed after.

“Just a quick bath! You can do all the scrubbing!”

Conway stepped out after them, thankful he was heading in the opposite direction.

He walked up to the doors to his quarters and keyed them open, stepping in and unzipping his uniform top.

“Bucky, I’m home!” Oddly, he thanked Peterman (though not to her face, naturally) for making him take Bucky, her Welsh corgi, with him to the Republic. She called it an ‘extended loan.’ He’d formed an odd bond with the dog. The strange andimal understood him. He was quiet when Conway wanted to read, or watch a NASCAR clip. He required very little maintenance. He had stubby little legs, the head of a German Shepard, and incredibly alert ears. And he was a warm body to wake up to, which Conway sorely needed.

“Bucky?” Conway looked under the couch and endtable in the main portion of his cabin. No corgi. “Bucky!”

This wasn’t like Bucky at all. The other thing Conway appreciated was that he always greeted the commander promptly.

“Huh.” Conway sat down on his couch and sighed. The dog just couldn’t have disappeared. Could a higher power be toying with him? It would explain why so much in his life had gone wrong.



And aboard the Starshine, the angular, red ship that had threatened the Explorer on various occasions, the original Starshine Kids flagship, Irma Wilson cackled like a banshee.

She held Bucky the Welsh corgie up in the air, spinning in her command chair, staring in the frantically barking puppy’s fearful eyes.

“Yes, yes, this is only fair! Commander Conway tried to take Tribble away from me, and now his mutt is mine!”

“We’re still inside the subspace fissure. No Starfleet sensors have detected us,” noted the bald Nausicaan at helm. “Course, Irma?”

“Back to the Redlands,” Irma said dismissively. She shoved out of her chair and handed the Welsh corgi to her helmsman. “And get him washed. He smells like coffee.”

“What about our ship? Shouldn’t we try to get it back?”

“Let Sesil worry about that,” Irma scoffed.

“As you wish.” The Nausicaan carefully took the wriggling Bucky from Irma and disappeared into the side turbolift.

That done, Irma turned to the hyperventilating Vulcan at the rear of the bridge. “Now, as for you. We need to resume our talk.”

“I-I-I have to go,” Telvin stammered.

“Dear,” Irma said soothingly. “You’re not going anywhere, except back to Shiney Estates with me, you fat little bundle of joy!”

Telvin gulped. He was really late for his appointment with Captain Baxter now.



Cruise Director’s Log,

Stardate 54003.6. I’m accompanying the captain to a gala reception in the arboretum for all our honored guests. The toast of the Federation will be on hand to celebrate the Galaxy Explorer’s first cruise, and Yeoman Briggs made me the most stunning taupe sequined dress I’ve ever seen. The spaghetti straps alone are a work of art. And yet I feel uneasy. Somehow nothing on this ship seems the same as it was since the command crew left and it was converted into a cruise ship. But don’t get me wrong, I just love the idea.



Commander Peterman stepped through the arboretum doors and down a long receiving line framed by droopy willow trees and lit by effervescent rainbow lighting. Festive tropical music and bongos thrummed in the background. People snapped imager pictures of her as she proceeded toward the end of the line.

Captain Ficker stood there, arm outstretched for her, like a groom. Peterman grimaced inwardly, but kept a wide smile pasted on the whole time.

“Guinan, good to see you again! Lovely hat! Dr. Bashir, that’s a great tux! Mr. Garak, charmed as always! Ah, the Ro…chink…oes…” Peterman managed to stammer out.

“You look stunning, Kelly,” Ficker said, staring in awe at Peterman’s floor-length golden sequined dress. He took Peterman’s arm and lead her to the head table, set at the rear of the massive arboretum, facing scores of coconut-and-fruit laden tables. As Ficker helped her into her seat, Peterman looked up at the breathtaking view out the huge overhead windows. Stars blazed by–Galaxy Explorer was heading for the Betazed system at high warp.

“Welcome, welcome, everyone!” Ficker said, taking the podium at the center of the head table as everyone made their way to their seats.

Peterman noticed Yeoman Briggs flitting from table to table, fussing with decorations and frantically adjusting his oversized fedora hat.

The music died down until it barely thrummed in the background. “We’re here to celebrate our embarkation on a new adventure,” Ficker said, reading from a padd on the podium. “An adventure to discover new worlds and new species, to seek out new lives, and life forms, to go boldly with prominent Federation citzens, where no prominent Federation citizen has gone…boldly… before.”

Peterman covered her face. She wished she could have helped him write that speech. Damn split infinitive. Were the people in the crowd really buying all that…crap?

Judging by the booming applause that bounced off the walls of the arboretum, they certainly were.

“Now, enjoy your meal of breaded razorbeast cutlets and pickled asparagus over saffron rice. Ensign Madera, our ship’s harpist, will be taking requests throughout the evening.”

Ficker took his seat beside Peterman, all grins. “Beautiful, isn’t it? Look at all of them milling about, having the time of their lives.”

The roaring of the crowd was beginning to drive Peterman nuts.

“It’s great.” Peterman looked around for one of the servers. “I’d really love an iced tea.”

“All that and more, Kelly,” Ficker smiled, “all that and more.”

At that point, Peterman finally realized she wanted off the Galaxy Explorer more than anything.



The Inventory Mothership Greenspan swept into the Lasaria system, beaming their Advance Inspection teams to the three inhabited planets. Each team was made up of two Chief Inventory Inspectors. Each Chief Inventory Inspector carried the requisite padd, tricorder, and phaser. Their purpose was to surprise and intimidate. They beamed into assembly halls, offices, and corridors, in strategic formations, at pre-planned moments that assured that they would not be expected.

Captain Velara stood before the viewscreen, watching multiple images come through the Inventory teams’ tricorders. Officers beamed in at the various colony administration offices throughout the system, at the outpost facilities, ship maintenance yards, in the bathrooms and bedrooms and back yards and observation posts.

Everywhere.

A smile tugged at Velara’s lips but she kept it down. “Rifkin. Are there any sensor irregularities in this system?” She looked back at her rookie tactical officer.

“No, sir,” said the roundish, bearded human man. “Do you expect something out of the ordinary during this mission?”

Velara raised an eyebrow and stared back at the images on the screen. One image shifted to the outside view: space streaming by the Constellation-class Greenspan as it threaded through the Lasaria system. After a long pause, she responded. “Absolutely.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I have a…feeling.”

“Pardon me for asking, sir, but are you saying you have instincts?”

“Might I remind you that I am half human, Ensign.”

“Of course.” Rifkin went back to his panel, scared he had touched a nerve, alienated his new captain somehow.

Velara frowned at the screen. She could feel Sesil out there somewhere in the Alpha Quadrant and it ate at her. Why must she carry the burden of this dysfunctional family? She’d done her duty more than adequately, and again and again it seemed as though it was not good enough. And Sesil was out there to undermine everything she worked for.

“Keep your instinct armed, Ensign Rifkin,” Velara said simply, and turned on a heel for her readyroom.



“Mirk, I feel like an idiot.” Megan Hartley stood at the main entrance to the Titan’s Gate spaceport on Mars, a popular jumping-off place for interstellar travelers that didn’t want to bother with the chintz and spectacle of Earth.

“The uniform looks great on you,” Mirk said as he handed out clumps of grapes to passing travelers. Attached to the clumps were little notes that said “Try Maloxitarianism,” and “The Maloxitarian Orthodoxy is Your Way to Salvation,” and other colorful potables. In the Delta Quadrant, his people gave out little mitzhkas, tiny, round, blue fruits that generated an electric shock in your mouth when you ate them. Here in the Alpha Quadrant, Mirk had to settle for grapes. “Besides, new ideas always seem a bit odd at first. It’ll just take some getting used to. But remember, a journey begins with one step. One of your Earth philosophers said that. Confucious. He’s much like Vink, one of our most celebrated religious figures.”

“You’ve been studying,” Hartley noted.

“Yep,” Mirk replied proudly. “What do you think I was doing during the shuttle ride over here? I don’t want to make any of the mistakes of my forbearers.”

“Good idea.”

“Hey, good lookin’!” whistled a young guy about Mirk’s age, walking with a group of school kids into the spaceport. Probably skipping their astrodynamics classes.

“Bite me!” Hartley cried, thrusting a foot in front of the boy. He tripped in front of her, face smashing into the ground.

“Megan!” Mirk scolded. He bent down next to the boy. “Hello, weary traveler. Allow me to introduce myself.”

“I think my nose is broke,” the kid replied, leaning up. Indeed, blood was spurting out of his nose.

“Get a tissue,” Mirk said to Hartley. “I bet a lot is broke in your life, Mr…”

“Johnson. Mike Johnson.”

“Mr. Johnson. Have you ever thought about how to fix it?”

“What I really want now is a doctor.”

Hartley handed him a tissue. “Here you go, prick.”

“Well how about if I told you I had a doctor for your soul.”

“Huh?”

“Just come with me and I’ll explain.”

“But I have to catch a transport–” Mike stammered.

“There’ll be others,” Mirk said soothingly, and helped Mike to his feet. “Just give me ten minutes of your time. You’ll find it’s well worth it.”

“Okay, I will. If you tell me why your grumpy friend is dressed up like a giant eyeball.”

“It’s all a part of the Maloxitarian Orthodoxy,” Mirk said.

“Is that some sort of religion? I sure haven’t heard of it.”

“No reason you should have. But trust me, it’s very popular in other… parts of the galaxy.” Mirk looked up at Hartley, who just sighed and stared up at the red sky. “And I have a feeling it’ll catch on here too.”



Lt. Commander Richards frowned on the terminal screen atop Baxter’s coffee table. “So you haven’t heard from her since she cut you off this afternoon?”

Baxter nodded. “And Counselor Telvin has gone missing, too. He never showed up for his appointment with me today.”

“Do you think the Starshine Kids are involved?”

“I wouldn’t put it past them. But going after Kelly isn’t going to get them anywhere.”

“It’ll get them somewhere if they want to get to you.”

“That’s true enough. But why would they do a thing like that? They’re after Mirk, last I heard. Or at least Irma is.”

“Don’t ask me. At least Starfleet says the Galaxy Explorer is still reporting in regularly right?”

“Yeah,” Baxter admitted. “I just can’t think straight without knowing for sure she’s okay.”

“Then call her, for Pete’s sake!”

“I don’t want to seem overprotective.”

“Give me a break,” Richards muttered. “She knows you’re that already.”

“Okay. I’ll call Kelly. Now, answer me this: How are things going with Kris?”

Richards rubbed the bridge of his nose tiredly. “I don’t know where to start.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’re sort…of…arguing right now.”

“You’re kidding!” Baxter said in fake surprise. He recalled the time months ago when he’d tried to explain to Richards that a relationship with a human woman that looked exactly like his android daughter simply wouldn’t work. “So what’s the problem?”

“She thinks she knows what’s best for Larkin. She’s corrupting her. Filling her with all these swashbuckling freighter captain ideas.”

“For shame,” Baxter said dully.

“And what’s worse, I think Larkin’s buying it.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know what I can do. It seems whatever I do, I’ll seem to be the bad guy in Larkin’s eyes.”

“We are still talking about an emotionless android, right?”

“It’s hard to explain, Andy. Kristen has a will of her own. Who am I to stop her if she decides to go on freightering with Kris?”

“I’d say you have to let Larkin make that decision on her own. Support her. Just don’t let her do anything stupid.”

“Captain, that’s actually a great piece of advice,” Richards said, face blank with astonishment.

“What can I say, I’m trying to get you off the comm so I can call Kelly. It’s forcing me to be creative.”

“Well it worked. I’ll keep you posted.”

“I’ll do the same.” Baxter stabbed a control on his terminal and reactivated it, tapping up the access codes to reach Commander Peterman.

The Federation logo twisted on the viewscreen as the connection established. Finally, Peterman appeared on the viewscreen, dressed in a housecoat, hair piled on top of her head and wrapped in a towel.

“Andy. What do you want?”

Baxter’s face lit up at seeing Peterman safe. “Just to see you, honey. Just to know you’re okay.”

“Hah. Funny you’re so worried about that now.”

“Why?” Baxter sat erect on his couch. “What’s happened?”

“Nothing. I just attended a gala reception in the arboretum. With Captain Ficker.”

Baxter winced. “Oh. Great.” Telvin had told him the previous day that he absolutely had to come to terms with Peterman serving as Ficker’s “Number One.”

Peterman looked impatient. “So why was it so important that you ‘see me.’”

“Because Telvin is missing, Kelly. And I’m afraid you’ll be next.”

Peterman dropped into her couch, pulling the towel off her head. “What do you mean Telvin’s missing?”

“He never showed up for his appointment today. And the people at his office haven’t a clue as to where he is.”

“Did you call the authorities?”

Baxter nodded. “Yeah, Starfleet Security’s looking into it. Listen, honey, I’ve got a feeling none of us are safe right now. I need you to be on your guard there. Who knows what kind of security the…Galaxy Explorer has now.”

“Our security is fine. Something tells me you’re just using this as an excuse to get out of your present predicament. Well, buddy, it won’t work.”

“What predicament?” stammered Baxter. “You mean being stuck on Earth?”

“Hah!” Peterman chortled. “You know very well what predicament. You even admitted to it when we talked today. Without one bit of remorse, I might ask.”

“What, the thing with Velara?”

“Yeah, you and Velara. A nice couple. Very freaking nice for you.”

“A…COUPLE!” Baxter pulled at his hair. “Kelly what the hell are you talking about? We were attacked by Irma!”

“Oh, so it was a threesome?”

“In a sense…I mean absolutely not! We were attacked. There was no sex! Where did you get the idea there was sex?”

“Velara told me.” Peterman folded her arms. “I can’t believe this, Andy. Of all the men I’ve ever been with, you were the last one I’d expected to do this.”

“I didn’t do anything!” Baxter cried. “You have to believe me! What in the hell could Velara have told you?”

“It’s too late to beg, Andy. I need time to cool down so I don’t make any rash decisions. I’ll let you know when I figure out what I should do.”

“Kelly!” Baxter shouted, shaking the terminal vigorously. Her image wobbled on the screen.

“Save it, Andy.” And she cut the connection. And Baxter tossed the terminal through the bay window.

“Damn it!”

Thank goodness the Federation didn’t use currency. Baxter’s home repair bill would be huge by now.



Dr. Janice Browning flailed madly in orange goo. She struggled for the surface of the huge ocean of plasma, but the higher she swam, the deeper it seemed she was.

“You are a solid,” a voice boomed in her head. “You cannot hope to understand us. What makes you think you can raise one of us. You know nothing of the Great Link.”

Browning tried to respond, but when she opened her mouth a rush of orange fluid burbled into her mouth.

BLEEEEEEP!

Browning’s eyes snapped open. She was wrapped in sheets in her bedroom in her apartment in San Francisco. Her room was dark except for the blue glow of the United Federation of Planets symbol blinking on the viewscreen opposite her bed.

BLEEEEEEP!

Thank goodness it was just a dream. Lately she had that dream every night she ate cheese popcorn before going to bed.

She rubbed her eyes. “Computer…what is it?”

“A subspace communique from the USS Galaxy Explorer, Commander Kelly Peterman.”

What on Earth, thought Dr. Browning. “Put her through, then.”

Commander Peterman popped on the screen, wrapped in a Starfleet-emblem red and black blanket. “Janice! Can we talk?”

Browning rolled over to look at her chronometer. “Kelly, it’s oh-four hundred!”

“I couldn’t sleep.”

Sighing, Dr. Browning leaned up in bed, shoved a pillow behind her back. “What’s the problem?”

“I want you to tell me honestly. Is Andy cheating on me?”

Browning laughed. “Oh, that’s rich!”

“This is not a joke!” Peterman said angrily. “I’m serious.”

“This is ridiculous. Just yesterday I was trying to convince Andy that YOU weren’t cheating on HIM.”

“What? Do you mean when he caught me with Captain Ficker?”

“Yes.” Browning folded her arms. “Explain that.”

“That…was a misunderstanding. I didn’t do anything with Captain Ficker.”

“Really? Well, Andy gave you the benefit of the doubt on that count, didn’t he?”

“I…guess.”

“Then shouldn’t you do the same for him.”

“Janice, you don’t understand. Captain Velara told me herself that she was involved with Andy.”

Browning sighed. “Captain Velara and Andy went to Coney Island so Andy could get away from the Inventory office. In point of fact, not only did they not do anything romantic, they were actually ATTACKED by Irma Wilson.”

“Big fat insane twentieth century Irma Wilson?” Peterman blinked.

“One and the same.”

Peterman cocked her head. “Janice. You’re covering for him!”

“Why is everyone being so paranoid lately!” Browning cried. “Am I the only one that’s maintained the least bit of sanity?” Suddenly her stomach rumbled. “Could you hold that thought? I just got a huge craving for bacon and chocolate.”

Peterman just made an angry huffing sound and closed the channel.

“Crud,” Browning muttered. Deciding to make the best out of a bad situation, Browning slid off her bed and waddled out of her room to go fry up some bacon.



“Pretty much as we found the place when we arrived,” said Starfleet Security Section Chief Ed Howard. “Nothing out of place. A cup of Vulcan tea over on the desk. It was still warm.”

Captain Baxter kneeled behind Telvin’s desk and studied the teacup. He was never a very good investigator. But Inventory did have its forensic aspects. “That’s it? Did the secretary have any clues for you?”

“Negative,” Howard replied crisply, studying a padd and handing it over to Baxter. The captain stepped out from behind Telvin’s desk and studied the report. “As you can see, it’s all pretty standard. She didn’t hear a thing. Starfleet sensors did pick up an EM spike at the time at which we suspect Mr. Telvin was kidnapped.”

“Right, right. EM spike. A cloaked transporter, perhaps?”

“Some sort of subversive transporter technique, yes, that’s our best guess.”

“Uh-huh.” Baxter squatted by the paisley fainting couch adjacent to Telvin’s desk. “Any suspects?”

“Actually,” Howard said over Baxter’s shoulder. “That’s what we were going to ask you.”

“Ah hah!” Baxter called out, whirling around toward Howard with something pinched between his thumb and forefinger.

Howard squinted. “What is that?”

“Piece of thread.” He called over to one of Howard’s ensigns. “Tricorder.”

An ensign handed Baxter a tricorder and he scanned the tiny thread carefully, checking and rechecking the results on the screen.

“Well?” Howard asked with interest.

Baxter frowned. “Just as I feared. Polyester.”

“Poly…what?”

“A rare form of chemically-created fabric used predominantly in the late twentieth century. You can’t find it anywhere nowadays, except at the dingier Yridian fleamarkets.”

“Do you have someone in mind who wears polyester?”

“Damn right I do.”

“Are you telling me there’s not a decent replimat anywhere around here?” Dr. Browning asked, waddling into Telvin’s office.

“Sorry we had to shut down the replicators here, ma’am,” Howard said sheepishly. “It’s protocol.”

“Tell that to my tummy!” Browning said. “I’ve got an urge

for hash browns and braunshweiger and it must be satisfied.”

“And satisfied it will be,” Baxter said, tossing Howard the tricorder and pocketing the piece of polyester. “We can leave now.”

“Come again? You solved the case already?”

“I’m halfway there,” Baxter said. “I know who did it.”

“Care to let me in on it?” Howard asked as Baxter shuffled Browning out of the office.

“That’s classified,” Baxter tossed over his shoulder. “Thanks for your help.”

Howard felt very useless. “No problem.”



Baxter stared at the multicolored thread as Dr. Browning messily devoured a plate of hashbrowns smothered in nacho cheese, with a side of steaming braunshweiger. They’d walked to a replimat a few blocks away from Telvin’s office.

“Mmmph…” Browning mumbled through the mouthfuls. “Remind me why I tagged along?”

“Because the transporter in your building has a smoother ride than mine,” Baxter said distantly. “And I wanted you there to do an autopsy, just in case Commander Howard found a corpse.”

“I’m touched,” Browning said, staring at her plate contemplatively. “I’m also nauseous.”

“Maybe it was all that sausage and cheese,” Baxter offered.

“No, that’s not it. I think the transporter’s making me sick lately.”

“Hmmm. Weird.” Baxter put down the thread. “Any idea yet when you’re going to pop that sucker out?”

“I don’t know when I’m going to ‘pop this sucker out,’ as you so delicately put it,” Browning muttered. “But I can tell you one thing. It better be soon. I’ve gained twenty pounds in the last two days.”

“You look–” Baxter was about to say “You look it,” but caught himself. “You look…marvelous.”

Browning smiled. “Thank you, Andy. Say, are you going to eat that bear claw?”

“Nope.” Baxter slid his plate across to Browning. “Chin up, Doctor. That changeling can’t stay in you forever.”

“Theoretically…” Browning said, devouring Baxter’s pastery in two bites. “Well, you never know.”

“Prepartum jitters?” asked Baxter.

“Just a weird feeling. I’m having some very bizarre dreams.”

Baxter pocketed leaned forward. “What kind of dreams?”

“Weird ones. The Founders telling me I’m not fit to raise a changeling.”

“Oh, that’s just so much garbage. The Founders are a long way away. You don’t have to worry about them. You ate that changeling all by yourself. That baby is yours.”

“Thanks for your support.”

Baxter stared out the diner window. A shuttle was just landing at the nearby stop. “Well, want to take a shuttle?”

“Yeah, I’m stuffed.”

“Okay, let’s move.” Baxter slid out of the booth.

“One thing.”

“Yeah?”

Browning wriggled around between the bench seat and table. “Can you help me out of here?”



“Finding your way around okay, madam?” Lt. Brian Gellar asked, leaning casually against the railing that overlooked the “Aloha Deck”– a lengthy mall-like section of Deck 20 that was made out of several side-by-side cargo bays. The designers intended it to be a place where Galaxy Explorer passengers could hang out and pass the time while the ship thundered through space.

“I suppose.” Lwaxana Troi stared down at the crowd milling about on the promenade below, watching holographic medieval battle simulations, trying on clothes at Briggs’ Fashion Boutique, picking up supplies at the local branch of Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot. There was one on Deck 30 that was open 24 hours, but the one on the Aloha Deck had a Sandwhich Star stand inside, so Lwaxana had heard, and that made it more popular.

“Well, just say the word and I’ll help you in whatever way I can. That’s what a purser’s for.” Gellar grinned.

“You have no idea what a ‘purser’ is, do you, child?”

Gellar’s grin disappeared. “Not the faintest, ma’am.”

“If I find out what one is, I’ll tell you, okay?”

“Please do. Anything I can help you with in the meantime?”

“Yes, actually. I’m looking for Commander Peterman.”

Gellar scanned the arched expanse of flags, banners, and pastel columns that was the Aloha Deck. “Ah, there she is.” He pointed. “Way down at the end. Past the perfumist and the coffee beanery.”

“That little figure on the bench?”

“That’s her.”

Lwaxana put a hand to her mouth. “She looks so far away.”

“The Aloha Deck runs nearly half the length of the saucer section, ma’am.”

“An awful lot of space for some shops and lounges, don’t you think?”

“I’m a purser, ma’am,” Gellar said valiantly. “Mine is not to question such things.”

“That’s an awfully long walk.”

Gellar gestured to the doors behind Lwaxana. “You can take the transparent turbolift.”

“Great idea,” Lwaxana said, and stepped through the doors.

The transparent turbolift whisked her the length of the Aloha Deck in seconds, spilling her out just meters from Peterman. She crept over to the circular bench. “You called for me, Commander?”

Peterman looked up. “Oh. Yes, Mrs. Troi. Thanks for coming. Please, sit down.”

“What can I help you with, my dear?”

“Well,” Peterman said uncomfortably. “I really appreciate you coming. I know I decked your daughter and all…”

Lwaxana waved her hand dismissively. “Ah, water under the bridge, little one. What seems to be the problem?”

“I suspect my husband of sleeping with another woman. I want to trust him, but it’s been so hard being separated from him like this. I feel like we don’t know each other anymore. This new mission is tearing our marraige apart.”

Lwaxana shrugged. “Men will be men, you know.”

“Pardon?”

“Dear, if I divorced every man that cheated on me, I’d have been married fifty times instead of fourteen.” Lwaxana wrapped an arm around Peterman and hugged her. “You have to accept that men are swine, dear. You can’t change that. Your Captain Banner has a lot of good qualities, too.”

“Baxter,” Peterman corrected.

“Whatever.”

“I have to admit, Mrs. Troi, this isn’t quite the advice I expected to get,” Peterman said, leaning up off Lwaxana’s shoulder. “You’re so… independent.”

“I just know my way around, dear. You will too, with time. Of course, by then,” Lwaxana frowned. “You’ll be too old to enjoy it.”

“Jeeze, I never thought about it like that.”

Lwaxana’s frown deepened. She stared down at her shoes. “Me neither.”

“Well,” Peterman clapped her legs. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. I guess all that’s left now is for me to take some time to decide what’s best for me. Whatever the case, I have plenty of great young years ahead of me, right?”

“I guess,” Lwaxana muttered.

“Thanks for the help.”

“Yeah. Don’t mention it.”

Lwaxana continued to stare down at her brown suede Breen pumps when she heard a voice above her.

“Lwaxana Troi. I didn’t realize you were aboard. What’s troubling you?”

It was that adorable Dr. Bashir. Lwaxana’s smile brightened. “Nothing, anymore. Care for a stroll, Doctor?”

“Why, I’d be delighted.”



“These replicator files suck,” Dr. Browning noted, scanning the tiny screen above the replicator in Baxter’s office.

Baxter sat down behind his desk and tapped on the terminal. “Sorry. I half expect you to carry around an isolinear chip for just such an occasion.”

“Don’t be silly,” Browning said, as she deftly and quietly shoved the chip she’d had hidden in her labcoat/mumuu pocket into the receptacle above the replicator. “Wait, here’s something!” she said, feigning surprise. She tapped a few buttons and out popped a piping hot twelve-inch gorgonzola and anchovy pizza.

“Smells great,” Baxter said, pinching his nose shut as his comm request went through the subspace traffic. The Federation symbol finally blinked away to reveal Captain Velara, sitting rigidly in her command chair.

“Captain. Do you have an urgent inventory report?”

Baxter fumbled with his fingers under his desk. “It’s a report of a bit more…personal nature.”

“Explain.”

“Your brother Telvin’s been kidnapped, Velara. And I think Irma Wilson did it.”

Velara’s face remained impassive. “You are referring to the unkempt portly woman who battled us in the Coney Island bathroom?”

“That could be anyone,” Browning giggled, cheese dripping down her mouth as she sat opposite Baxter and devoured her pizza.

Baxter glared at her and returned his attention to Velara. “One and the same, Captain.”

“Do you have any idea where Irma would take him?”

“Back to the Starshine Kids’ realm, I would think.”

“Telvin is a fool. He will not stand up to whatever Sesil puts him through. Sesil has bullied him since we were children. This is most objectionable.”

“Well,” Baxter said, shifting uneasily in his chair. “Just thought I’d let you know.” Browning shot him an “Ask her!” look. “Oh, and one other thing.”

“Of course.”

“Did you tell Commander Peterman that you and I had an affair in that Coney Island bathroom?”

Velara’s eyes widened. “Captain, that is preposterous. I merely told her about our being involved in Irma’s attack in the Coney Island bathroom.”

“You said ‘involved’?” Browning nearly choked on her pizza.

“Who is that?” Velara asked, looking to the side as if to see Browning behind Baxter’s terminal.

“My chief medical officer. Listen, Velara, you have to understand something about humans. They use the word ‘involved’ in a very strict sense. It usually has to do something with sexual relationships.”

“That is highly illogical, considering that the word has many other connotations.”

“That may be,” Baxter said. “Just tell me one thing. Did you specifically mention Irma attacking us? Or did you just say ’we were involved in something in the Coney Island bathroom?”

“More the latter than the former, though those were not my exact words,” Velara admitted. “I did not want to give anything away over subspace.”

Baxter pounded his desk. “Just great! You didn’t give anything away, Velara, you just destroyed my marraige!”

“My apologies. Now…about my brother…”

Baxter leaned back in his chair. “Yeah?”

“Do you have a way we might find him?”

“Well…” Baxter rolled his eyes. “I guess we can track down Hartley and Mirk. And my mom. They’d know where the Starshine Kids are keeping themselves lately. And maybe they’d know what Sesil’s plans for Telvin are.”

“In that case, please do so.”

“Sure. But I want you to do something for me too.”

“Certainly.”

“Contact Kelly and tell her we didn’t have sex in that bathroom.”

“Captain, I am an Inventory Commandant, not a Marraige Counselor.”

“VELARA!”

She sank measurably in her command chair. “Very well. We will exchange status reports in approximately two hours.”

“You have yourself a deal.” Baxter shut off the terminal.

“Great,” Browning said, polishing off the last of the pizza and tossing the plate on Baxter’s desk. “Now all we have to do is track down Mirk, Hartley, or your mom.”

“My mom’s on secret assignment,” Baxter said thoughtfully. “But I know exactly where Mirk and Hartley are. They’re on one of Jupiter’s moons. Io, I think.”

“And how are we getting out there, may I ask? If I’m not mistaken, the Inventory flagship is out in deep space.”

“Yeah, and the runabouts and Defiant-class Inventory ships are all on missions.” Baxter rubbed his beard. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t have access to a ship. I think I can pull in a favor.”



“And what the hell makes you think I owe YOU a favor?” Commander Conway groused, straightening his itchy mustard tunic and shifting in the boxy command chair of the USS Republic.

Baxter shifted uncomfortably on the viewscreen. “I WAS your captain for three years, Commander. That has to be good for something.”

“I’ll buy you a cup of coffee sometime,” Conway said, folding his arms.

“Not good enough.” Baxter rubbed his eyes. “Commander…it’s important that I reach Mirk and Hartley. And I know for a fact that there’s no communication equipment where they are.”

“What’s so important?”

Baxter glanced to the side. “I’d rather not talk about it over subspace.”

“Then no deal.”

“Commander!” Baxter gritted his teeth. Then he seemed to soften. “Dave, listen…you’ve been giving tours of the quadrant for four days now. It has to be getting to you.”

“Yeah, it is. What of it?”

“Well, wouldn’t any diversion be a good diversion?”

“I guess.”

“And it isn’t like you’re risking a great job by…diverting…to pick us up, right?”

“You’re making some good points.”

“And I happen to have some aged coffee beans from Sinfana Prime I’ve been saving for a special occasion.”

Conway blinked. “We can be there in five minutes. Be ready. Helm, plot a course. And let the VIP’s know the tour has changed…a bit.”



NEPTUNE



“Mirk?” Lt. Hartley asked, poking her head into Mirk’s meditation chamber.

“Yes?” Mirk replied serenely. He sat cross-legged, draped in silky blue robes. He was staring serenely at a lump of purplish fruit in the dish at the center of his coffee table. He’d removed everything else from the spare room …for medidative purposes, apparently.

“They’re ready for you to give your talk. I put them up in the condo’s fourth floor conference room, just like you asked. But the condo people didn’t have any decorative plants–” She stared around at the walls. “Did you paint?”

“Yes. The room has to be blue. It’s a meditative color.”

“Jeeze, Mirk! You know my parents would kill me if they knew I was redecorating their vacation place. They’re supposed to retire here someday!”

“There are many places in which one can retire,” Mirk replied, rising to stand and stepping over the coffee table. “I am ready for them now. How many are there?”

“Including some wandering travelers from the spaceport, the troop of Starfleet Scouts on their field trip, and the information desk lady from the lobby, we’ve got twelve people.”

“It’s a beginning,” Mirk said simply. “Did you light the candles?”

“Yeah. They smell like year-old gagh.”

“As it should be. Now, please, get into costume.”

“Mirk!” Hartley protested. “It’s hot inside that eyeball!”

“As in the depths of Formigal, the place where dead Maloxian souls go to be recycled into shrubbery.”

Hartley placed her hand on Mirk’s forehead. “Are you all right, Mirk?”

“I’m fine.”

“No you’re not. You’ve been getting wierder and wierder ever since you started reading those Maloxian texts. Are you trying to become some sort of religious nut?”

“Unless you missed the point of this whole thing, it was to become a religous nut, to counteract the religous nuts that are trying to destroy us.”

“Oh. Yeah. Well, at any rate, it’s freaking me out.”

“Do you think I like it? Do you know what happens to religous nuts? Remember, I’ve been studying these things.”

“They usually get blown up. Or blow theirselves up.”

“Yeah. That doesn’t exactly bode well for me.” Mirk frowned, looked down at his robes. “I hope I can pull this off, Megan.”

Hartley sighed. “I’m sorry I rained on your little religious parade, Mirk. I’m trying to do this, I really am.”

“Yeah. Thanks, by the way.”

“Don’t mention it.” Hartley patted Mirk’s face. “Now go get ’em, champ.”

“Right. Yes, I’ll warm up the crowd with some morality fables, and you get into the eyeball costume and get ready to shake your rump for them. Sound good?”

“Just super,” Hartley deadpanned, and shoved Mirk out of the room.



“THIS PAPERWORK IS OUT OF ORDER!” J’hana screamed the Inventory battlecry with a fierceness that sent the Ensign in command of Communications Relay 527 cringing toward his closetlike office.

She marched after him, menacingly waving a padd. “You must do it over again, you hideous fwarz-sharsher, or I will write you up for breach of Inventory protocol. They will assign another property administrator to your post and you will be stripped of inventory control responsibility. DO I MAKE MYSELF CLEAR!”

“I’m sorry,” Ensign Davies whimpered. “I’ll do whatever I have to do to make it up to you!”

“You will do that and more, zhackmakakt!” J’hana sneered. She shoved the padd in the ensign’s face and then said softly, “Now you must initial there. And there. And right under the total.”



“Now,” Lt. Tilleran said, hugging her padd to her chest. “I need to ask one more question and I’ll be on may way.” The colony staff at the Omecra Two colony sat serenely before her around the conference table, looking for all the world like they were the model of inventory preparedness. “It’s a pretty easy one.”

“Fire away,” said the colony leader, a portly, officious man whom Tilleran had grown to resent during her visit to Omecra Two.

“All right.” Tilleran glanced at her padd then looked back at the colony leader. “Mr. Jameson, have you obtained any Starfleet property since our last audit that you have not added to this list?”

“Of course not,” said Jameson easily.

Tilleran smiled. “You’re lying.”

“I thought you said you could fool her!” the prim, hair- bunned woman beside Jameson said through clinched teeth.

“Be quiet!” he said, glaring at Tilleran. “The Betazoid can prove nothing!”

“Oh really?” Tilleran asked. She concentrated on Jameson’s eyes. Bored deep into his brain. Grabbed a fistful of psyche and twisted.

Jameson burst into tears. “For the love of God! It was a self-contained holodeck facility! They sent it here by mistake instead of to the starbase on Ashalon Nine. I admit it! We’re not animals, Lieutenant! We have needs and feelings just like anyone else.”

“Save that for someone who cares, Mr. Jameson. I’m just here to find out the truth. We’ll be needing that holodeck unit.”

“Why…why…” cried Jameson, slamming his head on the conference table.

Tilleran grinned. She was actually beginning to like this job.

“Velara to Tilleran,” chirped the Betazoid’s comm badge.

What now? “Tilleran here.”

“Have you found a stopping point in your mission?”

“You could say that.”

“We have detected some odd gravimetric readings in this system. Our science officer is having a hard time interpreting them. I would like you to study them and give me your opinion.”

Scientific work! Finally! Tilleran nodded. “I’d be glad to, Captain.” She glared at Jameson. “I’m all through here anyway. Beam me up.”



Tilleran stared at the readings, checked, then rechecked them a few more times. “It’s definitely not a cloaked ship.”

“That is a relief,” said Velara, hovering over her shoulder.

“It is a ship, though.”

“I see.”

“Buried just under the subspace layer. Inside a spatial rift of some kind.”

“I assume you have had experience with this cloaking technology?”

Tilleran nodded gravely. “It’s the Starshine Kids, Captain. I’m almost sure of it.”

Velara stepped down from the quarterdeck. “Send to Starfleet Command. Priority One. We are about to come under attack by the Starshine Kids. Send immediate help. Once that is finished, call back all the away teams.” She turned to Tilleran. “You have engaged these ships before?”

“One of them,” Tilleran said. “If it’s the same one we faced twice before on the Explorer. Originally, a graviton pulse was able to knock out their shields. But they managed to subvert that one.”

“Other suggestions?” Velara asked, not looking the least bit tense.

“I’ll think about it.”

Then the Red Alert klaxon blared, and bright red lightning lit up the viewscreen. The long, bird-like vessel Starshine plunged out of the spatial tear.

“Think quickly, Lieutenant,” Velara said quietly.



J’hana was busy writing up Ensign Davies when she heard a crackle over her comm badge:

“All…zrrt…teams…ffffft…under attack…tsst…Starshine… dssf… escape if you can…”

The Andorians antennae perked up for the first time since she’d last been in battle. “Ensign! What kind of armaments does this communications relay have?”

“Minor phasers…” Davies cried. “What’s going on?”

J’hana shoved a padd in Davies hand. “Finish filling out this paperwork. I will go to see for myself.”

Once she reached the top of the ladder to the operations module, J’hana quickly activated the comm relay’s main viewscreen. Just in time to see the blinding flashes of a firefight. And at the same time something hideous rippled through J’hana’s mind.

<J’hana!> Tilleran’s voice cried out in her mind. <You have to get out of here! They’re boarding the Greenspan. We won’t stand a chance!>

<What was this? How are you inside my brain, Betazoid!>

<We’re bonded J’hana. We’re Imzadi.>

<BAH!> J’hana scoffed.

<How else do you explain it?> asked Tilleran.

J’hana grunted mentally. <I don’t know. But I do not even like talking about this.>

<I can’t explain it,> replied Tilleran, <but something happened on that drunken night we shared in San Francisco. Something that made us one for all time. This is almost unheard of on Betazed, but here we are, nonetheless. Now there isn’t much time. Get away from here. Find the captain. Tell him the Starshine Kids have gone on the offensive. I’m…getting the feeling they’re going after the Explorer next.>

<Galaxy Explorer,> J’hana corrected.

<By the damned rings, J’hana, that’s not important right–>

And then the voice in J’hana’s head cut off. She checked the sensors. The Greenspan was dead in space. No one aboard. And there was no Starshine vessel in sight. Her Imzadi was gone.



“How many of you are lonely?”

The twelve people in the conference room, including the Starfleet Scoutmaster, raised their hands.

“All right,” Mirk said, rubbing his hands together. “Who wants to find happiness here? Huh?”

Again, twelve raised hands.

“Well then, what if I told you there was a way to find happiness. And find that loved one, through the Maloxian faith. Would you want to join up?”

Nods all around the table.

“Okay, then. Let’s get to it.” He turned around and tapped the console beside the viewscreen at the head of the room. “Megan, dim the lights.”

In her eyeball costume, Hartley reached a gloved finger over to the switch by the door and the lights dimmed. She grimaced. Her purple tights were riding up something terrible.

Mirk brought up his first graphic, example number one. “Okay,” he began. “First you take a fully ripened Circassian guava. If you have a Terran one, that will probably work just as well. Now you’re going to need a mellon-baller…”

Hartley’s mind drifted off, much as it had when her parents had taken her to mass when she was a kid. Maloxitaranism was just like any other deity-centered religion. Only it was annoyingly obsessed with fruit. She shrugged. At least Mirk was the high priest of this particular religion. And it was cute how he tried so hard to explain things, to look knowledgable.

A hand grabbed Hartley’s arm and she nearly shrieked. She bobbed around in the awkward round eyeball costume. “Captain!”

Baxter smiled, gesturing for Hartley to follow him out into the corridor so as not to disturb Mirk’s presentation. “My, Megan, you’re looking well.”

“You’re not my captain anymore, sir. I’m not even in Starfleet. I’m free to deck you if you start putting down my costume.”

“I wouldn’t want to test that threat, even if I did have the time,” Baxter said. “How’s the new religion coming?”

“Slow. We’ve got twelve members so far.”

“Hey, it’s a start. Listen, I need some information from you guys.”

“What kind of information?”

“Nothing big. The location of the new Starshine headquarters. A way to beat them. An explanation for what they’d do with a Vulcan counselor that’s related to their leader.”

“Let’s see,” Hartley said thoughtfully. “They’re still in the Aegis system, they can’t be beaten by any technology we have, and I have no freaking idea why they’d want Counselor Telvin. That about sum it up?”

“You’ve been most helpful,” Baxter muttered.

“Care to sit in on Mirk’s information session?”

Baxter sighed. “Might as well.”



“Folsom to bridge.”

“I told you to only use this channel for an emergency, Mr. Folsom,” Conway sighed. “What seems to be the problem?” Livingston Folsom was one of the Federation’s up-and-coming authors, and he was an absolute prick. He’d been complaining about the accomodations, about the sights on the trip, and the general state of the Federation ever since he came aboard earlier that day.

“I want to know why we have veered off from our planned route and stopped above Neptune. We’re just sitting here!”

“I told you, Mr. Folsom, I’m giving the tourgroup an opportunity to look down on the beauty of Neptune and observe it. It’s really a beautiful view from our orbit.”

“That planet’s a frozen rock of a place. The only nice places to visit are within the biosphere, and you refuse to let us off this forsaken ship!”

“You’re welcome to complain to my supervisors at Starfleet Command, sir,” Conway muttered. “Otherwise, shut the hell up.”

“I plan to!”

“You plan to shut up?”

“Stop twisting my words, you ignorant fool!”

Conway snapped the channel closed. “It’s not worth this aggravation,” he muttered.

“You handled yourself very well,” Dr. Browning said, leaning against the railing that surrounded the upper bridge stations. “This assigment has done wonders for your PR skills.”

“Thanks,” Conway muttered.

“It was nice of you to take us out here,” Browning said. “I know you don’t like people to know it, but you are a good person deep down, aren’t you?”

“I’m cuddly as a targ,” Conway grumbled. “Anyway, what do I care if I lose this job or not? My life can’t get any worse. This ship is a piece of crap.”

Ford nodded. “And the showers don’t have non-skid pads.”

“The horror,” Conway muttered. “At any rate, we’d better call Baxter and tell him he needs to come aboard so we can get on with the tour before my group revolts.”

“Aye, sir,” Ensign Dawson said, plucking at the communications panel. She bobbed her head in surprise then looked back at Conway. “Sir, there’s another vessel approaching from port. It’s the USS Pathfinder.”

“New ship?”

Dawson nodded. “Apparently.”

“Put her on screen.” Conway stood. Browning waddled around to join him at the center of the bridge.

“Sabre-class,” Ford said. “She’s a beaut.” The Pathfinder was a graceful oval saucer section, complemented by two prong-like warp engines that hung down and jutted behind her. Large enough to be a threat, small enough to be maneuverable, and armed to the teeth.

“Yes,” Conway snapped. “And wouldn’t it be grand if we had one of those. Hail them.”

Conway’s eyes widened when Lucille Baxter appeared on the viewscreen.

“Commander. How is the touring program proceeding?” Lucille asked primly.

“Horribly. Nice ship, by the way. What are you doing here?”

“That’s classified. Why are you here?”

“Just giving our VIP’s the five-credit tour,” Conway grinned fakely.

“Neptune isn’t a usual stop for you, is it?”

Conway shrugged. “I like to vary things a bit.”

“I see. Well, carry on.”

“Oh,” Conway added. “Your son’s down there. Meeting with Mirk and Lt. Hartley.”

“Ah hah. Well then, I’ll just be going.”

“Righty-o,” Conway said with a grin. It vanished as soon as Lucille faded from the screen. “Damn.”

“What?” Browning asked.

“She’s here for Mirk and Hartley.”

“What gives you that idea?”

“I just have a feeling. Get the captain on the screen.”



“Son, I don’t have time to argue this with you. Get off that planet.”

“What do you mean ‘get off this planet’?” Baxter asked. He’d ducked out of Mirk’s session when his mom paged him. “Where are you? I haven’t heard from you since you got that promotion. Did you get a new ship? What are you doing now? Why haven’t you called!”

“I can’t go into it. I’ll just say that my current mission puts you in danger. Contrary to popular belief, I don’t want you harmed in any of this.”

“Any of what?”

“I can’t tell you.”

“Then I won’t leave.”

“Fine. Be that way. But I did give you a chance.”

Baxter returned to the conference room feeling very uneasy. What was his mom talking about? What could be going on on Neptune that was so controversial that she couldn’t tell him about it? What was such a threat to the Federation that she’d have to risk hurting him?

“As you can see by this graph,” Mirk pointed out, “Maloxitarianism is forty percent more certain to make your life better than Roman Catholocism or Tellarite Reconstructionism. Not to mention those silly Starshine Kids. What a hoax!”

“Excuse me,” the lady from the lobby desk said. “Where did you get these figures?”

“That’s not important,” Mirk said, quickly tapping up a new graphic. “If you’ll take a look at these pie charts I’ve prepared…”

“Republic to Baxter,” chirped Baxter’s comm badge. It was Conway.

“What?” Baxter said, annoyed, ducking out of the meeting once more. The Starfleet Scouts were giving him nasty looks.

“Your mommy’s here, Captain.”

“I know.”

“Has she mentioned anything about her mission?”

“Nope. Why?”

“I have the strangest feeling she’s going after Mirk. I know it doesn’t make sense, but what else is down there that she could be looking for? It just doesn’t add up.”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “You’re right. It doesn’t.”

“Damn. Sir, we’re detecting beamdowns in your area. Four signals, heading your way.”

“Looks like you were right, Conway. Can you beam us up?”

“No. The biosphere’s shields just went up.”

“Damn.” Baxter’s mom anticipated their trying to escape. Baxter rushed back into the conference room. “Mirk, stop the presentation!”

“Why? I was just about to teach them the eleven joyous songs!”

“Save it. My mom’s here, and to make a long story short, she’s after you and Hartley, for some reason.”

“That bitch!” exclaimed Hartley. “Sorry, sir.”

“In this case, I’m in total agreement with you. We need to get somewhere secure.”

Hartley thought a moment. “There’s a bomb shelter from the Dominion war down in the basement.”

“That’ll do. Take us there.” Baxter took the lead, and Mirk and Hartley followed. Not knowing what else to do, Mirk’s group of “disciples” followed him.

“Where are they going?” Baxter asked, glancing over his shoulder as the group double-timed it down the corridor.

“They’re coming with us,” Mirk said simply.

“Sorry. Federation refugees only,” Baxter muttered. “Where’s a stairwell? We can’t trust the turbolifts.”

“This way,” Hartley pointed, hurrying ahead of Baxter despite the weight of her eyeball costume.

“These people are my followers,” Mirk said sternly. “They’ve got to come with us.”

“I don’t have time to argue with you, Mr. Mirk.” He stopped when the group reached the door to the stairwell. “You know, Mirk, this ‘new religion’ of yours is beginning to look remarkably like a cult.”

“Perish the thought,” Mirk smiled.

Baxter sighed. “We’ll talk later. Right now–”

“Stop!” Lucille Baxter cried. She was marching down the opposite side of the corridor, with Lt. Commander Disalvo and two other security officers at her side.

Baxter held the door to the stairwell open and waved Mirk’s new followers through. “Stuff it, Mom! You’re not taking Mirk or his cult!”

“I have orders, Andrew! Don’t interfere with them!” Lucille drew her phaser.

“What are you going to do, Mom?” Baxter asked. “Shoot me?”

Mirk shoved Hartley through the door. She had a bit of difficulty, what with the width of her costume.

“If I have to,” Lucille said easily. “Give us Mirk and Hartley. They’ll be fairly tried in a Federation court.”

“For what?” Mirk asked.

“Usurping of Federation philosophy.”

“Sounds a bit fascist, don’t you think?” Baxter asked.

“I just do what I’m told,” Lucille responded.

“Maybe that’s the problem, Commodore Bitch!”

“ANDREW JACKSON BAXTER!” Lucille seethed.

“Captain,” Mirk whispered. “You’re not involved in this. Surrender to your mom now. No need for you to ruin your career or your relationship with ‘mommy’ for us.”

Baxter glared at Mirk. “This is a family argument. Get below…now!”

The glare convinced Mirk leave. “Directors be with you, Captain.”

“Thanks.” Baxter returned his glare to Lucille. She was advancing, slowly. DiSalvo had his phaser out too.

“You’re in big trouble, Andrew!” Lucille said angrily.

“Woe is me,” Baxter muttered. “Listen, Mom, I need your help here. Someone is trying to destroy the Federation from the inside. People are making decisions that don’t make sense. Surely you can see that!”

“Captain Baxter! I am your superior officer and I am your mother. You WILL obey me!”

“Sorry. I can’t, Mom.” Baxter turned for the door and Lucille fired. The shot blew a hole in the door as he disappeared down the stairs.

“Damn,” Lucille muttered. “Missed.”

“Commodore, I admire you more and more all the time,” DiSalvo smiled.

“Stop sucking up,” Lucille commanded, leading DiSalvo and the others through the door and down the stairs.

“They’re just ahead,” DiSalvo said, looking at his tricorder.

The away team reached a door marked “BOMB SHELTER: NO JEM’HADAR ALLOWED” at the base of the stairs.

“Blast it open,” Lucille commanded.

DiSalvo shook his head. “Thing’s made of multi-layered neutronium. And on top of that, there’s some sort of forcefield in place. Starfleet had this thing fortified for Dominion attack, Commodore.”

“Just perfect,” Lucille muttered. “And they have weapons in there?”

“Probably.”

“This is going to look very bad.”

“No doubt.”

“Simkins to Baxter,” chirped Lucille’s combadge.

“What?”

“Four ships have arrived in orbit with us. No armaments. Heavy-duty sensory equipment. They claim to be from the Krinok News Corporation.”

Lucille cringed. “Paparazzi.”



BREEN PRIME



Ambassador Harlan Baxter hocked a loogie into his washbasin, vaporized it, and returned to the kitchen of his posh ambassadorial suite to finish his breakfast and watch the morning news.

He switched on the video screen and sipped from his mug of raktajeeno. The image on the screen was from Neptune–a planet in the Sol System.

Trouble back home?

“…the cult, lead by an alien from the Delta Quadrant known only as ‘Mirk,’ is described by Commodore Lucille Baxter, the Starfleet officer in command on the scene, as ‘combative, obsessive, and dangerous.’”

“Way to make the news, Lu,” Harlan muttered.

“Commodore Baxter told KNN reporters that two Starfleet officers are present among the cult members involved in the standoff.”

“I’ll be damned.” Harlan dug into his grapefruit and watched with growing interest.

“Commodore Baxter would not disclose their identities, but KNN news has learned from an undisclosed source that they are, in fact, former officers of the USS Galaxy Explorer. Here, for the first time, are the Starfleet officers that have turned their back on the Federation…one Lt. Hartley, former Transporter Chief of the Explorer…” Two stock photographs flashed on the screen. “Oh, no…”

“And Commodore Baxter’s own son, Captain Andrew Baxter.”

Harlan jabbed his spoon so hard into his grapefruit that juice splashed him in the face. “I’ll be damned!”



Commander Peterman drew up her knees on the suede couch and pulled her golden retriever, Charlie, closer, watching footage of Starfleet security officers pouring into the Neptune’s Treasure condominium complex, armed with phaser rifles. “Andy, what the hell have you gotten yourself into?” she said softly.

“Commodore Baxter declined to report on her exact plan to get the cult members out of their stronghold. She would only say that she plans to use quote ‘whatever force is necessary’ unquote.”

Peterman shook her head. “What next, Charlie? What the hell next?”

Behind Peterman, just outside the viewport, a vicious, nebulous red cloud began to take shape.

“…stay tuned to this subspace channel for more on ‘Standoff ’77’ as this story develops. Now, here’s the weather in your part of the quadrant…”



TO BE CONTINUED…




All Hands on Deck



And now, the Star Traks: The Vexed Generation themesong:



EX-PLOR-ER, soon will be making another run! EX-PLOR-ER, promises something for everyone! Set a course for adventure, Your mind on a new romance. Space won’t hurt anymore It’s an open smile on a planet’s shore. Yes SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAAACE! EX-PLOR-ER soon will be making another run! EX-PLOR-ER promises something for everyone! Set a course for adventure, Your mind on a new romance. Space won’t hurt anymore It’s an open smile on a planet’s shore. It’s SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAACE! It’s SPAAAACE!



USS EXPLORER



“Nebulous red cloud, right ahead!”

“Turn, turn! All engines, to port!”

“She’s too big. We’re not going to clear her!”

“Get the captain!”



Commander Kelly Peterman was transfixed on the viewscreen in her quarters as information streamed in about the standoff on the planet Neptune between her husband, of all people, and Starfleet.

“The tension continues to build here on Neptune as Lucille Baxter addresses a hastily-convened press conference on the matter of the Maloxitarian situation.”

Peterman shook her head. What could have happened to put Andy and his mother so much at odds? Sure, they had their fights, but this was ridiculous.

On the screen, at the head of a group of Krinok News Network press representatives, Lucille Baxter gestured at a holographic image of the condominium complex Andy Baxter was holed up in.

“As you can see, the basement is made up of tunnels that extend south to an abandonded shuttle lift-off pad. It’s our goal to blow through one of those tunnels with a tri-cobalt warhead and enter the complex that way.”

“Commodore,” one of the press spoke up. “Are their any chances of casualties? Isn’t your son among the members of the Maloxitarians?”

Lucille rolled her eyes. “I cannot comment on that. I will say that there is a margin for error in any military attack. But will I try to kill my son? Of course not. Now, if that’s all, I have work to do.”

“Commodore, Commodore!” called the members of the press as Lucille was hurriedly escorted out of the meeting room.

Peterman twisted her lacy pink throwpillow in her lap. “I wish there was some way I could get a comm signal through.”

The image switched back to an exterior of Neptune, with the Pathfinder in orbit, became fuzzy for a few moments, then vanished altogether.

“That’s odd,” said Peterman. “Peterman to–”

But she was cut off by the Red Alert klaxons.

That’s when she got a chance to glance over her shoulder at the swirling red gas that engulfed her oblong viewports.

Peterman’s eyes widened. “My God…”



“Tunnels!” Baxter exclaimed, pacing the crowded basement. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

Mirk shrugged. “You’ve got me.”

Hartley shook her head disgracefully. She’d peeled herself out of the ridiculous eyeball costume, and Baxter was good enough to give her his outer uniform jacket since all she had on underneath was a silly purple bodysuit. “This exit door was staring us right in the face. How long do you think we have before you mother blows her way into the adjoining tunnel?”

“Not long at all,” Baxter said, clad in his uniform vest, pointing at the image on the dust-covered viewscreen they’d uncovered in the bomb shelter. It showed the Pathfinder angling around to adjust its orbit for a direct assault on Neptune’s surface. “Looks like Mom’s setting up to take her shot now.”

“Then we need to get this door open,” Mirk said. “Give me a hand with this latch, Scoutmaster Buddy!”

The Starfleet Scoutmaster rushed over and gave the Maloxian a hand shoving aside the heavy latch that kept the exit door barred. “I have to say this is exciting. Just think of all the patches my troop will get when we’re through!”

“If we live,” Mirk said.

“We just need to have faith in your…Directors, right?” Scoutmaster Buddy said hopefully.

“I’ve been meaning to tell you something about them…” Mirk said in a roundabout way. He’d never told his “followers” that the Directors had been gone for a few months.

“All right, enough chatting.” Baxter motioned the Starfleet Scouts and the other few scattered members of Mirk’s new religion into the companionway. He tapped his comm badge. “Baxter to Conway.”

“Conway here.”

“Status report.”

“According to our sensors, the tunnel extends beneath the biodome’s shields for about two hundred meters.”

“All right. Beam us up as soon as we clear those shields.”

“We’ll be ready.”



Lucille Baxter paced the bridge of the Pathfinder. It was decorated much like the bridges of Intrepid-class ships. All silvers and grays. But it was quite a bit smaller than the Trafalgar’s bridge. Something gave Lucille the idea that Starfleet was beginning to skimp on things.

“When will that tri-cobalt device be ready?” she called over her shoulder to DiSalvo.

“Just a few more moments, Commodore.”

Lucille tapped her foot. “Tactical view onscreen.”

“Aye, sir.” DiSalvo put up an overhead view of Neptune with two Starfleet insignias and a scattering of small Klingon insignias circling it.

Lucille didn’t think the Klingon news reporters posed much of a problem, but she didn’t trust Conway to stay out of this, even though she could destroy his ship with a command. “Put me through to Commander Conway.”

“Aye, sir.”

Commander Conway appeared on the viewscreen, swiveling in his command chair easily. “What can I do for you, Commodore?”

“You can kindly go back to your tour route. I know this wasn’t a scheduled stop.”

“You’re kidding. You know,” Conway said, leaning forward.

“I never got the chance to congratulate you on your promotion. I know Andy must be very proud of you.”

“You’re trying to stall me,” Lucille grinned. “Well done, Commander. Be on your way or I will seize your ship. As it is, we may be able to prove you aided and abetted your good Captain Baxter.”

“Why are you doing this, Commodore? That’s your son down there,” Conway said. “Granted I’m not crazy about him, but you gave birth to him!”

“That may be, but I have my orders.”

“Oh, orders shmorders, Commodore!” Dr. Janice Browning suddenly said, side-stepping in front of Commander Conway. “How dare you even think of firing on that planet with your son down there!”

“My, Doctor, your eating has finally caught up with you,” Lucille said, shaking her head. “It was only a matter of time.”

“I’m pregnant!” Browning cried.

“Oh.” Lucille glanced back at DiSalvo. “Are we ready yet?”

“Locked and loaded, sir.”

“Fine. Fire already.” Lucille went back to her command chair. “Nice catching up with you guys.”



“That bitch!” Conway griped, stepping around Browning toward the viewscreen. “Are our people clear yet?”

Ensign Dawson looked fearfully up from the science panel. “Not yet.”

“Ready tractor beams, Ensign Dawson,” Conway said. “Lt. Ford, move us to intercept that tri-cobalt device as soon as it clears the firing chamber.”

“Excuse me?”



“What the hell are they doing?” Lucille bent over the operations panel.

Behind her, DiSalvo shrugged. “They’re using a tractor beam to redirect our warhead away from Neptune.”

“Can we get a remote link established?”

“Negative.”

Lucille grumbled to herself as she watched the blue twinkling tri-cobalt device sail out into open space and explode with a violent shockwave that shook the Pathfinder. “I’m tired of playing games, DiSalvo. Ready a spread of quantums and fire them at the target coordinates. That should more than suffice.”

“Aye, sir.”



Conway wiped a hand across his forehead. “That was close.”

“She’s going to cream us now, you do realize,” Ford said quietly.

“What’s the worst she can really do? It’s not like she’s going to destroy us and twenty Starfleet VIP’s.”

“I’m just glad we have the VIP’s,” Browning said. “Otherwise I’m not sure she’d care.”

“Our people are clear of the biodome shields,” Dawson announced from Science.

“Beam them up already,” Conway said. He winced as he watched quantum torpedoes stream from the Pathfinder, diving toward Neptune. “Come on, come on!”

“Everyone’s aboard,” Dawson announced finally.

Conway nodded back at her. “Great.” He turned to Ford. “How fast can you get us back to Earth?”

“I’m dumping everything into the engines,” Ford replied. “At impulse, the Pathfinder isn’t too much faster than us.”

“But they are faster.”

“Yeah, but they don’t have a helmsman as creative as I am, I’ll wager.”

“Yeah, we’ll see. Lay in a course back to Earth and get us there as fast as you can.”

With a “bleep” Commodore Baxter appeared on the viewscreen. “Commander Conway! In accordance with Federation laws I order you to release those people to me!”

“No can do, Commodore. You’re welcomed to try to stop me.”

Infuriated, Lucille glanced at the officer behind her, nodded, and diappeared from the viewscreen.

“Pathfinder is targeting us,” Ensign Dawson announced quietly.

“Divert all shields to the rear sections,” Conway said. He turned in his chair just in time to see Baxter, Mirk, and Hartley empty out of the turbolift, escorted by a red-shirted Ensign Sefelt.

“Here they are, Commander,” Sefelt said. “Also, Ambassador Divelnus wants a hot towel.”

“Have the steward see to it,” Conway said.

“Commander,” Baxter said, approaching the command chair. “What’s our status?”

“Your mom’s hot on our tail,” Conway grunted. “It’ll be a couple minutes before we can get back to Earth. You got any suggestions for what we do then?”

“I sure do.” Baxter turned to Ensign Sefelt, who was just sitting down at the communications panel. “Open up a channel to Inventory Headquarters, Ensign.”



“It’s about time you checked in with me, Captain!” Eric said scoldingly. “Starfleet’s been calling about you all day. Have you seen the news?”

On Eric’s terminal screen, beside Conway, Baxter nodded gravely. “Unfortunately.”

“Starfleet has sent security officers over here to shut us down. They should be here any minute. What exactly am I supposed to tell them? The work has been piling up all day!”

“You tell them to hand over their phasers and all other relevant Starfleet materiel they may have on their persons, as indicated in Starfleet Mandate Zeta Five Nine.”

“Zeta Five Nine.” Eric looked stricken. “Captain, you’re not serious.”

“Serious as genital warts, Mister. I’m invoking…General Audit.”

“No…not the General Audit.”

“You heard me.”

“But, I’m not authorized…”

“I’m authorizing you!” Baxter snapped. “Now hurry, before Starfleet Security gets there!”

Eric brought up another screen on the terminal and began tapping in commands. “I’m on it, sir. Godspeed to you and your crew.”

“Yeah, we’ll see. Do what I told you then wait for more orders.”

“I understand. Inventory HQ out.”



“Care to fill me in?” Conway asked. “What’s this ‘General Audit’?”

Browning, Hartley, and Mirk clustered around the command chair behind Conway, obviously eager to hear the answer.

Baxter circled to the front of the bridge. “Something is wrong in Starfleet. People are making illogical decisions. Orders aren’t making sense. At least those that are coming from our Admiral friends, Reno, Oorse, and Jacobs. I checked the records earlier today. They promoted my Mom, and I’ll bet they gave her her orders. They’re the ones responsible for all of this.”

“And what does Inventory have to do with it?” asked Browning.

“They made one mistake when they put me in charge of Inventory. They thought it was a useless position. We’re just bean counters, after all, right? Functionaries? Paper-pushers, so to speak? Right?”

“I guess,” Mirk ventured.

“Wrong!” Baxter whirled. “Inventory is the only single division of Starfleet that has the power to stop the entire Federation government. By ordering a General Audit, I’ve mobilized every Inventory officer on Earth, inactive, vacationing, retired, injured, dead. This very moment Inventory personnel are storming the halls of Federation headquarters in Paris. They’re descending on Starfleet Command.”

“For what purpose?” Hartley asked, in awe.

“They won’t rest until every piece of Starfleet property on Earth is counted,” Baxter said grandly. “Buying us just enough time to get into Starfleet Command and ask our Admiral friends a few questions.”

“That’s great,” Ford said, “but what about your mother?”

“Every vessel in Starfleet has a Chief of Inventory,” Baxter explained. “I just hope he’s a good one.”



Chief of Inventory Walter Paige had been an Inventory officer for exactly four hours. So far he’d rearranged his office and alphabetized the Pathfinder property files. Then, suddenly, the directive that had been nothing more than a legend at Inventory School came through on his terminal. General Audit. He had to take command of the Pathfinder.

As the turbolift sighed to a stop, he readied his phaser. Why him?

The doors opened up and he stepped out. Right in front of him and to the right was the tactical station, where a large, bearish man worked. He glanced over his shoulder.

“What the hell do you want?”

“I’m Walter Paige. Chief of Inventory. And by Starfleet Mandate Zeta Five Nine, I hearby commandeer this vessel until she can be searched from stem to stern…t-to make sure all property is accounted for.”

Lucille whirled around from her place at the front of the bridge. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.”

Paige leveled his phaser at Lucille. “I am not. Please surrender this ship.”

“We don’t have time for this. DiSalvo, shoot him.”

“Gladly.”

“Well, I tried,” Paige sighed, as DiSalvo drew his phaser and blasted him.



“Nearing the Earth-Mars belt,” Ford said. “Pathfinder is gaining.”

“Guess your little inventory trick didn’t work on them,” Conway griped.

Baxter shrugged. “Guess not.”

“When will they be in weapons range?” asked Conway.

Dawson studied her scans. “In about two minutes.”

“And it’s three minutes to Earth,” Ford said. “A minute is about all the time they’ll need to blast us to pieces.”

Conway took a deep breath. “All right, Ford. Get ready for evasive.”

Baxter moved over to Browning, who’d taken a seat at the vacant engineering station. “Janice, I’m sorry I dragged you into this. I had no idea–”

“Save it, Andy. I had nothing better to do, anyway.”

“Can I get you anything?”

“Some crackers would be great.”

“No pickles? Matsoh balls?”

“Nope. Just crackers.”

“See to it, Mr. Sefelt,” Baxter glanced over his shoulder at the Ensign. He then maneuvered around to the opposite side of the bridge where Mirk and Hartley were stationed. “Guys. You’ve been awfully quiet.”

“We’re trying to figure out if Starfleet has gone totally insane,” Hartley said. “They never went after the Starshine Kids this agressively. And we’re not even a threat.”

“What do they think?” Mirk asked. “That our Starfleet Scouts will widdle someone to death?”

“I wish I could tell you,” Baxter said. “But I promise I will get your answers.”

Sefelt took the plate of crackers and a glass of milk out of the replicator slot and walked them over to Dr. Browning. “I got you some milk too, Doctor.”

“How thoughtful of you,” Browning said. “You know, Ensign, you’re remarkably calm considering that we’re all in extreme danger.”

“Oh, please,” Sefelt scoffed. “I’ve gotten used to these simulations.”

“Simulations?”

“Yeah. We do these things all day long for the VIP’s.”

“Mr. Sefelt…this is all very real.”

“Huh?” Sefelt’s eyes rolled back into his head and he dropped like a sack of potatoes.

“What the hell?” Conway asked. “You didn’t tell him this wasn’t a simulation, did you?”

Browning mashed a handful of crackers into her mouth. “Mmpph. Sorry.” Suddenly the panel beside her bleeped. “Hey, s somebody, we’regetting a call!”

“Answer it,” Conway barked. “You knocked out our communications officer, after all.”

“Fine, fine.” Browning punched a control. “This is the Republic, how may I help you?”

Lt. J’hana appeared on the circular radar-like screen before Browning. “Ah, Doctor. How are you today?”

“A little nauseated, but none the worse for wear. Yourself?”

“Just great. Listen, is the Captain there? His assistant said he would be.”

“Yeah, he’s right behind me.”

“Super. Can you get him?”

Browning called Baxter over.

“What is it?” Baxter asked, leaning over Browning’s shoulder.

J’hana made a nervous grunt. “I have some…disturbing… news.”

“What a change,” Baxter muttered. “Go ahead.”

“The Greenspan was boarded by the Starshine Kids. Velara, Tilleran, and the rest of the crew are captured. I have recently searched the ship. No one left aboard. Total destruction of all engines and tactical systems.”

“Damn,” Baxter said, rubbing his beard.

“It gets worse, sir. I had the opportunity to…communicate… with Lt. Tilleran before she was kidnapped. She said she felt the Explorer would be the Starshine Kids’ next target.”

“You mean the Galaxy Explorer?” Browning gasped.

“Would you stop that!” J’hana bellowed. “The point is, your precious wife is in danger, Captain, as is our former ship.”

“I see,” Baxter said. “Well. Where are you?”

“I…borrowed…a shuttlecraft from the comm relay I was inventorying. I’m on my way to meet you. I should arrive in the Sol system in a matter of hours.”

“Change in plans, Lieutenant,” Baxter said. “Listen, we’re going to…mount a rescue attempt…of some sort. We’ll meet you halfway, okay?”

J’hana glanced down at a console. “In that case, I will meet you in the Rigel system. Do you think Starfleet will be willing to give you support?”

“For all intents and purposes, I am Starfleet, for now, J’hana,” Baxter said tiredly.

“Ahh,” J’hana said, nodding. “You invoked a General Audit. Good for you, sir.”

“Well, thanks. We’ll see you in the Versana system.”

“Looking forward to it.”

Browning closed the channel. “What kind of a ‘rescue attempt’ were you thinking about?”

“A very crazy one.”



Spacedock Control was about the most boring job a young ensign could be assigned to. Especially during the afternoon, when nothing much ever happened. Ensign Hayes yawned and stared out at the workbees buzzing by the few ships gathered inside Starbase One’s spacedock facility.

The only interesting thing that had happened was the news on the Krinok News Network about a group of subversive Federation citizens involved in a standoff on Neptune. Hayes had to switch the viewscreen off when his supervisor had come in to check on him. Now that he was in the clear again, he leaned forward and flicked on the viewscreen to get the latest news.

What he got was an overhead view of a Sabre-class starship chasing a tiny Constitution-class, which weaved in and out of the Earth-Mars asteroid belt, evading quantum torpedoes and phaser bursts.

“We’re now in hour two of Standoff ’76. If you’re just joining us, the Federation subversives have escaped Neptune aboard the USS Republic,” a pleasant-sounding Klingon woman voice-overed. “KNN has positively identified the captain of the starship as Commander David Conway, Captain Baxter’s close friend and former first officer.” The image changed to a shoddy stock photo of a rather oafish-looking Starfleet officer drinking a cup of coffee and grimacing. “His role in this is not known as of now, but our viewers will be the first to know when we find out.”

BEEEP-EEP.

Hayes quickly switched the viewscreen back off and turned in his chair. “Come in,” he said, trying not to sound nervous. His supervisor must have come back for a surprise inspection!

“What can I do for you, Command–”

But it wasn’t his supervisor at the door. A horde of mustard-collared officers swarmed in, bearing the signifying belt- buckle of the Inventory corps: a lightning bolt striking a padd.

“Stop where you are. This is an audit,” the head officer announced, leveling a phaser on Hayes.



A photon torpedo slammed into Republic’s rear end, flaring the shields.

“Shields down to twenty percent,” Ford said as he frantically steered the Republic around an asteroid and pivoted the tiny ship toward Earth.

“What I wouldn’t give for a tactical officer,” Conway griped.

Baxter braced against the bulkhead near the engineering console. “Hartley! Get over here and see what you can do to keep this flying museum together!”

“Yes, sir,” Hartley said, scrambling across the bridge to the engineering station. “Good to be doing something constructive again!”

“Wish I could help,” Mirk said.

“Well, you could have helped by not getting us into this mess,” Conway pointed out, holding fast to the command chair.

“Enough, Commander. Just get us to the Starbase in one piece,” Baxter ordered.

“Yes, SIR,” Conway muttered. “Can I give you a foot rub while I’m at it?”

“That’s quite all right, Commander.”

“So what’s in the starbase?” asked Browning. “Surely no ship that could stand up to what the Starshine Kids have.”

“On the contrary,” Baxter said. “We have exactly what the Starshine Kids have.”

“Pardon?”

“Oh. I never did tell you about that, did I?”

Browning folded her arms. “I guess not.”

“Well, anyway, suffice it to say we have one of their ships. Mirk and Hartley stole it when they escaped the Starshine Compound with my mom.”

“Good for them.”

“It’s locked up inside Spacedock. All we need to do is get there and…liberate it.”

The Republic shuddered again as a blast from the Pathfinder slammed against it.

“Shields gone,” Hartley said. “Major hull damage to the aft sections.”

Baxter looked to Conway. “Casualties?”

“Nah.” Conway shook his head. “They just took out the tennis courts.”

“That’s a relief.”

“As long as you’re not a tennis fan.”



“They’re nearing Earth,” DiSalvo announced.

Lucille folded her arms. “We haven’t been aiming for major systems. I’d hate to blow apart a piece of Federation history.” Lucille stared up at the Republic on the viewscreen. It zigged and zagged, avoiding the blasts of the Pathfinder’s phasers.

“But who knows what they’re planning,” DiSalvo said.

Lucille nodded. “If our reports are correct, all of Earth is under Inventory control at the moment. If they’re to be stopped, it’s up to us.”

She studied the charred and twisted rear section of the Republic for a moment. Right beside the point where one of her torpedoes had blasted it, there was a small rectangle with a smear of tiny words printed on it. “What is that?”

“What is what?” asked DiSalvo.

Lucille pointed at the screen. “Zoom in right there.”

“Aye, sir.”

Stuck on the rear end of the Republic, a tiny sticker read:



Forget

Out

Running

Dave



“Cute,” Lucille muttered.



“I wonder if they destroyed my bumper sticker,” Conway mused as the Republic weaved its way toward Starbase One.

“I’m sure you can replicate a new one,” Baxter said.

“Yeah. But that one was a gift. From Lana.”

“Oh, jeeze,” murmurred Baxter. “How much longer till we get to the starbase?”

“Coming up on it now,” Ford replied.

Another blast rocked the Republic.

“They just blew apart our port nacelle!” Hartley said. “Another shot like that and we’ll be space dust.”

“So much for my first command,” Conway muttered.

“Folsom to bridge.”

“Ach, not this guy again,” Conway sighed. “What do you want, Folsom?”

“Will you kindly stop rocking the ship so much! My waiter just dumped a bowl of hot tomato soup into my lap!”

“I’m so sorry,” Conway said, adopting a sweet sincere voice. “We’re experiencing some…technical difficulties right now.”

“This is unacceptable. I expect a full refund!”

“Oh, I assure you you’ll get what’s coming to you.” Conway grinded his teeth. “Bridge out.”

Baxter looked down at Browning. “Janice, call the Starbase.”

“All righty,” Browning said. “Now let’s see. Which button would that be?”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Here.” He tapped a control.

“Spacedock Control. This is Lieutenant Riggins.”

“Lieutenant, this is Inventory Comptroller Andy Baxter. Are things secure?”

“Yes they are, sir. And may I say, it’s great to hear your voice. We’ve heard legends of your escapades.”

“You mean when me and my crew got the Aerostar out of the Delta Quadrant? Or saved the quadrant from the Flarn? And the Dawg? And the Leeramar?”

“No, I’m talking about your adventures on the Secondprize. You know, boldly inventorying like no other officer ever inventoried before!’

“Yes, well…”

“It’s the stuff of legend, sir. They tried to knock you out with anesthezine gas, but you just came up swinging!”

“I’m sure your…legends…are blown way out of proportion, Lieutenant.”

“And only the great Captain Baxter could invoke a General Audit. Songs will be sung about this, sir! We will all tell our grandchildren the stories!”

“Someone shut this idiot up!” Conway grumbled.

“Okay, okay,” Baxter waved his hand at the air. “Mr. Riggins, can you open up the spacedock doors?”

“Right away, sir.”



Pathfinder’s phasers pounded the Republic as she disappeared within the cavernous spacedock, atop the upside-down cone-shaped starbase.

“Damn it!” Lucille pounded the arm of her command chair. “What are they trying?”

“They’re quite smart,” said DiSalvo. “They know we won’t follow them in and risk blowing apart the inside of the spacedock.”

“The heck we won’t,” Lucille said. “Inventory no doubt controls the spacedock now, but they won’t take potshots at us.” Lucille bowed her head toward the ensign at helm. “Take us in.”

“Nearing the hangar doors,” announced the helmsman.

Lucille watched the vista of the blue-hue spacedock interior open before her as the Pathfinder swooped in. Badly damaged, the Republic drifted just inside the huge spacedock.

“I’m detecting multiple beamouts. About twenty.”

“Can you trace them?” Lucille asked, moving out of her command chair and stepping toward the viewscreen.

“They beamed to a ship in Berth Four.”

“Show me that berth.”

The screen view panned to a docking port at the far rear of the facility. Lucille sighed. “I should have known.”

Ominous red lights flickered on throughtout the arrow- shaped, bulky three-nacelled beast of a Starshine warship.

“Helm, back off, back off!” Lucille ordered, scrambling back to her command chair. With a lurch the Pathfinder backed toward the spacedock doors.

The comm system bleeped to life.

“Mom. It’s Andy.”

“Hello, son,” Lucille said, pushing loose strands of hair back out of her face. She watched the Starshine vessel swing around her own ship and dart out the Starbase doors. “I know you’re confused right now, but you know what you’re doing is silly. Stand down right now, turn yourself and those other people over, and I promise I’ll make Starfleet go easy on you.”

“No can do, Mom. The Starshine Kids are going after the Explorer. I have to do something about that.”

“Andrew, you saw what happened when we tried a direct assault on them. Three Federation starships were destroyed!”

“But this isn’t a Federation starship. We can do it. And we’re the only ones that can.”

“That may be, but I am under orders to bring Mirk and his accomplices in!”

“Will you shut up about your damned orders! They don’t make any sense!”

“ANDREW JACKSON!” Lucille barked.

“You can forget that tone of voice. That stopped working the second you shot at me.”

“Sorry about that,” Lucille said sheepishly.

“Forget about it.” And the channel closed.

The bridge of the Pathfinder was quiet for a few moments.

“Pursuit course,” Lucille finally said.

“But captain,” DiSalvo said. “That ship can–”

“Pursuit course!” Lucille fairly shouted, and the helmsman complied, swinging the Pathfinder out of the hangar doors.

“Starshine warship’s weapons are coming online,” DiSalvo said.

“All power to forward shields.” Lucille braced herself in her command chair. “Prepare for evasive.”

“Sorry, Mom,” Baxter said, once again on the comm. “How about we call this even, huh?”

And a twinkling ball of energy blasted from the rear of the Starshine warship, followed by another. The Pathfinder deftly swung away from the first energy ball, only to fly right into the second one. The ship flipped backward. Panels exploded all over the bridge and Lucille found herself bathed in darkness.

“Shields are gone. Our engines are dead,” DiSalvo announced, pounding his panel.

“Send out the damage control teams,” Lucille said quietly over the shouts of her bridge crew. “You know. Sometimes it’s really hard to be a mom.”



“Yahoooo!” cried Scoutmaster Buddy as the Starshine warship sailed out of the Terran system and zipped into warp. “I haven’t had this much fun in a long time.”

“It’s nice, if shooting at your own mother is the kind of thing that appeals to you,” Baxter said, pacing the circumference of the wide oval bridge.

Buddy immediately grew quiet.

Baxter leaned over Hartley’s shoulder as she worked at the wall of lights she’d decided was tactical. “What do you have there?”

“Maps of systems. Locations of all those red cloud phenomenons.”

“Can you find the Explorer?”

“I’m working on it. Mirk, your mom, and I learned the rudiments of flying this ship when we stole it from the Starshine Kids, but we’re not exactly pros. I sure as hell don’t know the sensor systems yet.”

“I trust you’ll improve on our way to the Rigel system.”

“Just as long as Mr. Ford keeps us flying straight.”

“This is a piece of cake,” Ford called over his shoulder. He was seated at the podium-like helm station at the front of the bridge. “I already got us into warp, didn’t I?”

Conway harrumphed behind him. “Yeah. Let’s just see if you run us into any planets.”

“Please, sir. Give me some credit.”

“I wonder where there’s something resembling a readyroom on this blasted ship. Somewhere where I can get some privacy.”

“There’s a bathroom right off that corridor,” Mirk said helpfully, pointing over Baxter’s shoulder. “I found that out shortly after we left the Aegis system.”

“Great. I’m going to call Chris,” Baxter said, turning on a heel and heading down the corridor.

“He seems cheery,” Conway grumbled, sinking into the command chair that sat alone on a raised dais at the center of the bridge.

Browning stepped up beside him. “Would you be if your mother recently tried to kill you, and your wife, who thinks you’re cheating on her, is in danger of being blown up along with your former ship by a vicious cult?”

“Well, when you put it that way…”



“Of course,” Richards said, leaning forward in his seat at the communications console of the Daisy II. “Of course we’re going to help you. We’re setting course for the Rigel system now.” He glanced at Kris Larkin, who was sitting on the edge of her command chair. She nodded and barked the helm order to Bort.

“Chris, I just thought you should know. Just because me and the others are risking our tails doesn’t mean–” Baxter said on the tiny viewscreen.

“Andy, I was the Explorer’s Chief Engineer. I care about her as much as anyone.”

Baxter sat on the viewscreen smouldering for a few moments.

“Oh, and of course, I care about Kelly a lot too! That just goes without saying!”

“Sure it does. We’ll see you in the Rigel system in one hour.”

Richards nodded. “We’ll be there, sir.” He cocked his head. “Oh, and by the way, are you in a bathroom?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” And the viewscreen shut off.

Kris whirled toward Richards. “So what are you going to do? Go with them on this suicide mission?”

“It’s not necessarily a suicide mission, Kris. I’ve seen the specs on that Starshine warship. It has quite a bit of firepower.”

“But doesn’t that…cult…have three or four of them?”

Richards nodded. “Yeah, I guess they do.”

Kris folded her arms. “So in the final analysis, you’re still risking your life.”

“Yeah, I guess I am.”

“Are you taking Kristen with you? I’m sure she’ll want to go.”

“No. No, she has to stay here.”

“Since her life is so much more precious than yours?”

“Because she’s my daughter. And I care about her. And I care about you. Should I trust Bort to take care of you while I’m gone?”

Bort grumbled angrily at the helm station but didn’t turn around.

“I can take care of myself, Chris,” Kris replied.

“That may be, but if we all do get killed on this ‘hopeless’ mission, then someone must carry on my line, right? Kristen seems like the only candidate.”

“I guess,” Kris said reluctantly.

“And it goes without saying who I want to carry on the parenting role.”

“That…Browning…person?” Kris ventured.

“Guess again.”

Kris’s eyes went wide. “Chris, after everything that’s gone on, you’d want me to raise Kristen?”

“No one knows her better.” Richards moved over to the command chair and squeezed Kris’s shoulder. “I know we haven’t gotten along well lately. Maybe it was a mistake for us to pursue a relationship, since we’re both so close to Kristen and have such hugely different ideas of what’s best for her. And what’s best for us, too, I guess. But when it comes down to it I know you’re a good person, and would make a good, uh, mother for Kristen.”

“Call me crazy,” Kris blinked, “but did you just dump me?”

Richards smiled. “As gently as I could. I love you Kris, but in the end we’re just too different. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go explain all this to my daughter.”

Kris turned back toward the viewscreen in her command chair and shook her head. “Good luck.”



“Come in,” Baxter said, studying the starmaps Hartley had forwarded to the viewscreen beside the toilet. He had to give it to the Starshine Kids. They built a very practical bathroom.

The doors swished open and Commander Conway cleared his throat. “Sir?”

“Yeah?”

“Ford and Hartley inventoried the weapons. We have enough to blast up a ton of Starshine ships. Of course each one they have has an equal stockpile, but hey, who’s counting?”

“Uh-huh.” Baxter kept squinting at the starcharts. The Explorer was out there somewhere. He’d tried to triangulate her whereabouts from the travel plan Kelly had given him. So far, no good. He finally switched the screen off and turned toward Conway. “Commander, when we rendez-vous with the Daisy II, I want you to beam over with everyone but Mirk and Hartley and get them back to Federation space.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. No reason you guys should risk life and limb.”

“But I disagree,” Conway replied. “We all care about her. Sure, there have been problems in the past, but if you ask anyone out there what they really feel, I assure you it’d be pure love.”

Baxter arched an eyebrow. “You’re talking about the Explorer, right?”

“Hell yeah. Peterman we could do without.” Conway grinned, thinking he’d made a darn good joke.

Baxter grumbled to himself. “Fine. Go along with us. At least get the civilians off-loaded. Okay?”

“Whatever you say, Captain.” Conway headed for the door, then turned back toward Baxter. “And sir?”

“Yeah?”

“It’s…” Conway grimaced, as if choking on something bitter. “…good working with you again.”

“Stop trying to cheer me up. You’re miserable at it.”

“Sorry. Jeeze.” And he stomped off back to the bridge.



Fifteen minutes later, the bridge crew heard a massive flush and Baxter hurried out of the Captain’s Bathroom. “Eureka!”

“Have a good dump?” Ford asked, turning in the helm seat.

“Yes, but that’s not the point. I found the Explorer. Or at least her transponder signal. Masked inside one of those damned Redlands phenomena just outside the Coreolis system.

“Prepare to set off on that course as soon as we get J’hana and Richards, Mr. Ford,” Conway ordered. When Baxter approached he looked up at him skeptically. “Did you wash your hands, sir?”

“Yes,” Baxter said defensively. “Now get out of my chair.”

“Sure, your majesty,” Conway mocked, sliding out of the chair.

“Lt. Hartley,” Baxter asked. “Do you think you have a handle on the tactical and engineering systems?”

“As good as it’s going to get. We really won’t know until we get into a firefight.”

“How comforting.” Baxter turned to Mirk. “Mr. Mirk, are your followers ready to take a short vacation aboard the lovely starship Daisy II?”

Mirk shrugged, leaning against a seemingly useless panel of blinking lights. “They won’t like it. Some of them are being diverted from vacations as it is.”

“Well, explain it to them, Reverend. It’s only a matter of time before the admirals get free of my Inventory people and start causing trouble again. But we should be neck deep in other trouble by that time.”

“How comforting,” Conway mimicked.



“This is intolerable!” shouted Admiral Jacobs as Inventory personnel combed his office with tricorders.

One inventory officer knelt by Jacobs’ couch and yanked something out from under it. “Did you know about this isolinear chip?”

“Let me see that.” Jacobs snatched the chip and examined it. “This contains pictures of me and my family during our vacation on Federation day!”

“It’s a Federation chip. Shouldn’t be used for personal purposes.”

“Listen to me you little jerk, I am an Admiral. I’ll do whatever I damn well please!”

“Oorse to Jacobs.”

Jacobs shook his head at the Inventory officer and headed over to his desk, stabbing the terminal control. “What is it, Oorse?”

“I’ve been perusing Federation statutes. There is a way to defeat a General Audit.”

“I’m listening…”



Lt. Commander Larkin caught up to Richards in one of the Daisy II’s cramped corridors. “Commander, is it true that you are going aboard a highjacked Starshine warship in order to save the Explorer?”

“Galaxy Explorer, Kristen, and yes, I am,” Richards said, shifting the weight of his duffel bag on his shoulder.

“And I am correct in assuming that you wish me to stay behind.”

“That’s right.”

“That is not logical. My special abilities might be needed.”

Richards and Larkin stepped into the lift to the bridge. “The last time you and I took off on an adventure together, you gave up your life. Remember?”

“All too well, sir.”

“Well, I don’t want a repeat of that.” Richards put both his hands on Larkin’s shoulders. “You are as close as I have to a daughter. It’s important to me that you live. Anyway, someone has to look out for Kris.”

“I see. Am I also correct in assuming that you and Kris are no longer…together?”

“That’s right. How do you feel about that?”

“As you are aware, I have no feelings on that matter whatsoever.”

Richards nodded. “I figured as much.”

They sat in silence as the lift doors opened up onto the corridor leading to the bridge.

“But I do find that satisfactory,” Larkin finally said. “You two were completely wrong together. If you live through this endeavor, I will go into the details thoroughly.”

“That’s reason enough to try to survive,” Richards said with a grin.



Baxter walked with Browning toward the Starshine Kids’ equivalent of a transporter room. For some unfathomable reason, Hartley had told Baxter earlier, the room came with a bidet. That was just one more reason Baxter had to hate this cult.

“Bridge to Baxter,” came Conway’s voice over Baxter’s combadge.

“Here.”

“We’ve just beamed the last of Mirk’s followers to Kris Larkin’s ship. And Scoutmaster Buddy reports that he loved the water fountain in the transporter room, whatever that means.”

Baxter grimaced. “Great. Have we heard from J’hana yet?”

“Yes, sir. Her shuttlecraft just entered the system.”

“Good enough.” Baxter sighed as he came to the door to the transporter room. He turned to look at Dr. Browning, who’d been fairly quiet on the walk down to the room. “How are you feeling, Janice?”

“Fine, aside from a bit of nausea. Why do you ask?”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Oh, no reason. Listen, Janice. I want you to know, whatever happens in the…future…I consider you one of my best friends, and the best Chief Doctor I’ve ever had.”

“Well, gee,” Browning blushed. “What brings this on?”

Baxter shrugged. “Oh, nothing. Let’s get into the transporter room.”

When they walked into the spacious, red-walled transporter room, Hartley was idly tapping on the controls. “You know, guys, it feels really good to be back behind a transporter console again…oddly enough.”

“Glad you’re having a good time. Are you locked on to Lieutenant Commander Richards?”

“Yep.” Hartley plucked a control. “All ready.” She winked at Baxter.

“Great. Energize.”

Browning turned toward the transporter pad at the front of the room to watch Richards materialize. Sure enough, the transporter pad lit up and he began to take form. And Browning felt an odd tingle. She looked at her hand. She was being transported!

“Andy, what the heck!” Browning cried, as she disappeared in a flurry of rouge.

At the same time, Richards finished materializing on the Flarn-made transporter pad. “Andy!” He looked around. “Janice…is she–?”

Baxter nodded. “All taken care of.” He shook Richards’s hand as he dismounted the padd. “Tell me, do you think she’ll understand?”

Richards shook his head. “Probably. But she’s going to be ticked.”

“Well, she’ll get over it.”



“What the heck!” Browning exclaimed as she finished materializing on the Daisy II’s transporter pad.

Larkin stood at the controls. “Welcome to the Daisy II, Doctor.” She stepped around the terminal to help Browning down from the pad. “I take it you did not expect to be transported.”

“Not in the least,” admitted Browning. “What, did Andy and Chris decide I was too delicate to fight the Starshine Kids?”

“That is my assumption. Do you not agree?”

Browning shrugged. “I…I guess. It just would have been nice to have some sort of notice.”

“You may be right,” Larkin said. “Shall we go up to the bridge, now? No doubt you are anxious to see Kris Larkin again.”

“Ecstatic,” Browning muttered.



Richards, Hartley, and Baxter arrived on the bridge of the Starshine warship at the same time as J’hana.

“All right,” Baxter said, scanning the faces of the people on his bridge. “Let’s get this show on the road. Mr. Ford, best speed to intercept the Explorer.”

“Galaxy Explorer, you mean?”

“Don’t make me hit you.”

Ford swung around in his chair and tapped in the coordinates. “Right, sir. We’re on our way.”

And the Starshine vessel zapped into warp.

Baxter settled into the command chair, watching his crew go about their various tasks at the stations around the bridge. He desparately hoped to get to the Explorer in time to save her, and Kelly. Who knew what those bastards under Sesil’s command were capable of?



“Everyone dig in! There’s plenty good food for everyone!” Sesil cooed as he surveyed the ten meter long table in his grand dining room, deep within the Shiney Estates complex. He turned to the person seated at his left. “Oh, don’t you love the holidays, Velara?”

Captain Velara’s fork shook imperceptibly as she held it over her modest plate of turkey carvings. “Thanksgiving is not for a few months, brother.”

“You’re thinking of those petty human holidays. For Starshine Kids, this is a time of great thanks, thanks to the Critics for giving us such a prosperous empire…I mean condo complex.”

“Yes, it’s impressive,” Velara muttered. “But you’re forcing people to conform to your will. Is that not inherently wrong?”

“Oh, it all depends on how you look at it,” Sesil said, throwing his hands into the air. “Kill a few people, brainwash them, topple the Federation. Who’s to say what’s right and what’s wrong?”

“Certainly not you,” Velara said.

“Can I just kill her now?” Irma wondered from her seat a little ways down the table.

“No, no, no!” Sesil snapped. “Velara is my sister. I already gave you Telvin for a plaything. Now be silent and eat your cranberry relish!”

Telvin grinned from his place next to Irma. “He sure told you.”

“You shut up!” Irma cried, cramming Telvin’s face down into his plate of mashed potatoes. “You’ll only speak when I tell you to.”

“I want to go home,” Telvin mumbled, voice muffled by the potatoes.

“May I ask a question?” Lt. Tilleran asked. She was seated across from Irma and Telvin.

“Surely,” Sesil said, propping his chin on his clasped hands. “What’s on your mind? Hahah, or more to the point, what’s on my mind?”

“I don’t know,” Tilleran sulked. “I can’t know, ever since you put this damned telepathic control collar on me I can’t figure anything out. What are you going to do with the Explorer?”

“The Galaxy Explorer is being taken care of presently. Best not to think about it. Cheer up and drink your egg nog.”

Tilleran frowned. “But it’s so awfully thick.”

“Drink it!” Somewhere beyond the dining room, a tiny Welsh corgi yipped. “And someone get that dog a treat before I have it cut up and served for dessert!”

“Oh, right away, your nuttiness,” Irma groused, sliding out of her chair and wiping her mouth. “Come on, Telvin. You can ride on my back.”

“Oh, no,” Telvin sighed, and jumped up on top of Irma. She effortlessly carried him out of the dining room.

“He’s so playful,” Sesil giggled, and dug into his oyster stuffing.

“Sesil,” Velara said quietly, “You need to stop this. We can get out of here. Don’t you see, the Critics have made a jumble of your mind?”

“They did no such thing!” Sesil snapped. “My mind is fit as a fiddle. I’ve had more control over my life than ever before since the Critics came to my rescue. If I’d gone on to become an orthopedist like Mother suggested, I’d never have gotten my own cult, or my own warships, or my own condominium complex!” Sesil waved his hand around. “They made all this possible!”

“You are growing less sane by the moment.”

“Yes, and I’m loving every minute of it!”



The Aloha Deck roared with the confused mumblings of scared Federation dignitaries and celebrities. Red emergency lighting bathed the two-level complex, giving it a spooky, ethereal look.

Commander Peterman winced as the Galaxy Explorer rocked again. The ship had been tossing and turning for long on two hours, and the whole lower saucer section seemed to be cut off from the rest of the ship. Communications were out, as was main power, as was the fountain in front of the Dillon Supply Depot SuperStore.

Most of the special guests aboard Galaxy Explorer had been in the mall at the time, so they were required to huddle together fearfully in the main expanse of the mall along the rows of storefronts that had been quickly assembled by Starfleet’s corps of engineers during the Explorer’s hurried refit at Starbase One. The area now containing duty-free shopping opportunities and a first-rate Bolian pretzel stand used to be two cargo bays.

“Commander, I don’t mean to sound defeatest,” said Dr. Julian Bashir, huddled on the bench next to Peterman, nibbling on a pretzel, “but I think our odds of surviving whatever’s out there are decreasing by the minute.”

“You’re not going to quote some sort of silly math theorem now, are you, Julian?” Peterman mumbled.

“No, not at all. I have no proof we won’t survive this. Just a feeling.”

“Well keep that feeling to yourself. There are a lot of scared people in here.”

“Julian? Oh, Julian?”

“Oh no.” Bashir huddled against Peterman’s shoulder. “Protect me, Commander. Please!”

“What are you talking about?” Peterman blinked, then looked up. Lwaxana Troi was picking her way through the crowd of scared dignitaries, waving her hand.

“Oh, Julian! Please, come here. You know I can feel your fear. There’s no reason to be afraid!”

“I am NOT afraid!” Bashir said, straightening on the bench. “I’m just…well, I’m already with a Trill.”

“Well too bad. I’m getting older by the second and the Ambassador of Gilvos Three just turned down my proposal. You’re my last shot, Doctor.”

“Find somebody else!”

Lwaxana squeezed on the bench on the other side of Bashir. “Doctor, you realize we may never get off this ship. Don’t you want to huddle together in the mattress section of the Dillon Depot while we still have time? While the ship crumbles apart around us?”

Another rumble, and one of the superfluous buttresses mounted on the ceiling came crashing down, sending people nearby scattering.

“Not really,” Bashir said quickly.



Lt. Commander Richards slid out from under the huge throbbing white-light core that ran the length of the Starshine warship’s engine room. It was nearly blinding to look at, and thrummed with energy that rattled his eardrums.

Hartley folded her arms. “Well?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

“So we agree this is our first look at a Flarn power core?”

“Or at least a rip-off of one,” Richards agreed. “Though one wonders where the hell the Starshine Cult got the resources to build one of these.”

“They’re in league with omnipotent creatures, Chris. They just conjured them up, I imagine.”

“Jeeze,” Richards muttered. “And what have the Directors done for US lately?”

“I’ve asked myself the same question.” The voice came from behind Hartley and Richards.

“Mirk,” Richards said. “Here to shed some light on this?”

“I know a little about Flarn engineeering. I can tell you this core is running smoothly, and that the replicator on deck six makes an excellent barbecued ankle.”

“Cute,” muttered Hartley.

“Well,” said Richards. “I don’t imagine Starfleet has had that much time in the last five days to really examine this thing. It’s a shame it’ll get blown up before they get a chance to put that technology to use.”

“A shame indeed,” said Mirk. He sat down on the stool beside the core and propped his chin on his hand.

“What’s the matter, Mirk?” asked Hartley. “You miss your followers already?”

“I don’t know what it is. I never had disciples.”

“I must have missed something,” Richards said. “Since when did you become an holevangelist?”

“I am NOT a holevangelist. I am a…minister,” Mirk corrected.

“Same difference.”

“No they’re not! I don’t want latinum. I just want people to join my cause.”

“And why, exactly?”

“We’re heading toward the answer to your question at warp nine,” Mirk said. “Somebody has to stand against them.”

“And it won’t be the Federation?” Richards asked with interest.

“We can’t trust the Federation,” said Hartley.

“Ahh,” Richards said. “So there are a bunch of ‘conspiracies’ going on then?” He made air quotes when he said “conspiracies.”

Hartley huffed. “You could say that.”

“What’s the matter, Commander? Are you not a true believer?” Mirk leaned forward with interest.

“Let’s just say I have my doubts.”

“About what, in particular?”

“About it all. I just want to save the Explorer and her crew and get the hell out of there. I’ll leave the faith issues to you.” Richards turned for the exit door. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…Oh,” and he patted Mirk on the back. “I like the white suit, by the way.”

“What’s his problem?” whispered Mirk.

Hartley tapped a coil spanner against her palm. “Break-up.”

“Ah. I can see how that would be troubling, at a time like this.”



“So who has room for pumpkin pie?” Sesil asked, steepling his fingers and glancing around at the group gathered around his table.

Irma belched with satisfaction. “I’ll take one.”

“I knew you would!” Sesil said, crinkling his nose with joy. “What about the rest of you?”

“I would like to get out of my seat,” Tilleran said. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Promise you won’t try to escape like that nasty Mr. Mirk and the others did?”

“Telepath’s honor,” Tilleran said.

“Fine.” Sesil pressed a control on the table and the forcefield around Tilleran’s chair fizzled away. “Off you go.”

Just before Tilleran got to the large, oaken double doors of the dining room, the screen behind Sesil chirped. A bald Tellarite appeared there.

“Your Shineyness. We’ve detected a vessel coming toward Redlands 12.”

Sesil whirled in his chair. “Where the Explorer is!”

“Yes, sir. And it appears to be one of ours.”

“I told you that stolen ship would come to haunt us,” Irma grunted, wiping her mouth with a rag. “I’ll go take a warship out to meet them.” She began to rise.

“Tut tut!” Sesil whirled back toward the table and jammed his finger on a control. A field fizzled around her and held her in her chair. “No one leaves till we’ve had dessert! You hear me!”

“You’re trying me, Mr. Vulcan!” Irma growled. “I warn you, you are playing with fire!”

“Then burn, baby burn!” Sesil squealed. “Fear not, Irma. I’m well aware of our rogue ship. It’s under the control of Captain Andy Baxter. We’ve been monitoring its communications since it was stolen from the starbase that orbits Earth. It won’t be a threat to our plans.”

“We’ll see…buahh…won’t we!” Irma belched. “We’d never have had to worry if you had gone to recover that damn ship!”

Sesil’s eyebrows bunched up. “It was on my ‘to do’ list. But I felt it more important to gather up my brother and sister to celebrate the High Holy days of the Starshine Kids with me. This is an important time.” He whirled back toward the screen, watching the warping warship heading toward one of his Redlands. “And I will not let that little Maloxian and his Starfleet buddies disrupt it! Do you understand!”

“Yeah, I guess. Where’s the damned pie?”



Captain Alvin Ficker stared at the Galaxy Explorer’s crackling viewscreen. “I’ve had just about enough of this.”

Lt. Varner at tactical looked down at Ficker in the command chair. What was he supposed to say? “Well, sir…I…”

Another shudder hit the Explorer and nearly knocked Ficker out of the chair.

“Will somebody stop that!” Ficker said, adjusting his glasses on his face and turning his chair toward the science station. “Has sciences figured anything out yet?”

Lt. Elton shrugged. “We know next to nothing about the cloud. Of course, it would help if we had a science team. The science division was turned into a Karaoke bar, remember?”

“Damn!” Ficker pounded the arm of the command chair. “Well, we can’t just sit here forever!”

“We certainly can’t,” Varner agreed. “According to our sensors, if these subspace eddies keep crashing against our hull, we only have about an hour left before we lose structural integrity altogether.”

Ficker took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “This is what makes being a captain so hard.”

“Yes, sir. What do we do?”

“Still no contact below deck eight?”

“No, sir.”

“Well, then. We’re going to have to break free of this cloud somehow. If we launch shuttles and escape pods, do you think they might be able to break free?”

“Nope. Not if the subspace eddies have the same effects on their engines as they did on ours. They’d be dead in space the second they left the shuttlebay.”

“What if we increased power to the transporters? Could we beam the crew to a planet in this system?”

“Already thought about that, sir,” said Varner. “We can’t punch a transporter beam through.”

Ficker began biting his fingernails. “You know, when they let me out of the…rehabilitation center…I was afraid of this. I was afraid I’d never really get back into the rhythm of being captain.”

“Don’t blame yourself, sir.”

“It’s all my fault,” Ficker moaned. “I’m cursed. That’s what it is. That’s what it has to be.”

“Uh, well…” Varner stammered.

“You know,” Ficker interrupted, standing just as another eddy rocked the Galaxy Explorer, nearly knocking him off his feet.

“Structural integrity down to eighteen percent,” Elton called out.

“You know,” Ficker repeated. “I’d spend days at the center just drawing on a padd. Drawing on a padd. Know what I drew?”

“Uh…”

“I drew starships.” Ficker paced up to the quarterdeck, leaned over Varner’s panel. “I drew starships. Knowing one day I’d have one to call my own again. Then I get one. I get this one. I get the Galaxy Explorer. Become the toast of the fleet once more. Then I get creamed by some ominous red cloud.”

“It’s a tough lot, sir,” Varner admitted.

“Well it’s not going to happen!” Ficker cried, yanking at his hair. “We’re getting out of this alive!”

“I’d sure like to know how.”

“You tell me!” Ficker screamed. At that point, Varner was pretty convinced no one would make it out alive. The Galaxy Explorer needed a miracle. And one of those seemed highly unlikely.



“There she is!” Hartley said, stabbing a finger at the sector map that was spread on the screen at the rear of the bridge.

“On the front screen,” Baxter commanded, stepping toward the front of the oval command center.

Ford tapped a control, and the Coreolis system popped up on the viewscreen, complete with a sprawling bloodred cloud.

“Magnify,” said Conway, folding his arms, just behind Baxter.

The image zoomed until the red cloud filled the whole viewer. An oblong silhouette appeared at the center, like the pit of a cherry.

“The Explorer,” Baxter said.

“Gal–” But Ford stopped when Baxter glared down at him.

“Scan them, J’hana,” Baxter said, glancing back at the podium-like tactical post.

J’hana tapped at the controls. Hartley and Mirk had given her a quick crash-course and she’d adaptad quite nicely, as far as she was concerned. “The cloud is impenetrable, sir.” J’hana sneered. “At least to our sensors.”

“Then we go in,” Baxter said, looking around at the others on the bridge. “Agreed?”

“Not much else to do,” Conway said. “Mr. Ford, full impulse.”

“Aye, sir. Full impulse into the deadly red cloud, aye.”

Baxter was about to say something to Ford when an alarm wailed at J’hana’s podium.

“Two warships just like ours approaching!” J’hana called out.

Richards grunted. “Welcoming committee. I’d better get down to the engine room.”

“Try to keep us together at least long enough to get the Explorer, please,” Baxter said. “J’hana, take a defensive posture. Arm all weapons and raise the shields. And put this bucket on whatever kind of alert is handy.”

“Aye, sir.” J’hana glanced at her panel. “Hold on. We have a hail coming in.”

“From the warships?” Conway asked, looking back at her.

“No, sir,” J’hana said. Her antennae twitched–nerves? “From a Federation starship. One of many, heading this way on an intercept course at warp nine.”

“F***,” Baxter muttered.

“Looks like our little takeover is at an end,” Mirk said uncomfortably.

“Looks like,” Baxter agreed.

Hartley grimaced. “Gee, and I wonder which ship is in the lead?”

Baxter didn’t respond. “Answer the hail, J’hana. On screen.”

On the viewscreen, Lucille Baxter appeared, flanked by Admirals Reno, Jacobs, and Oorse.

“Mom! Great to see you!” Baxter deadpanned. “And you brought friends. How nice.”

“Stand down, son!” Lucille said. “You don’t know what you’re doing!”

“And you’re just a puppet, Commodore!” Baxter returned.

“Oooh,” Ford snickered. “Good one, Captain.”

“Andrew Baxter! I’m only telling you this one time!”

Reno stepped in front of Lucille, looking at Baxter sternly. “Captain, Inventory Control is no more. We’ve obliterated your entire department. You’ve dug yourself quite a hole. Now turn over that ship before things get worse.”

“Sorry Admiral,” Baxter said, folding his arms. “But I think things are going to get a hell of a lot worse. There are two Starshine Warships heading toward us. They’ll reach us before you do. So, to make a long story short, we’re going to be in the middle of a battle by the time you guys reach this system. You can either help us, or help the Starshine Kids blow us out of the stars. Your choice.”

“You’re not making this easy, Baxter!” Jacobs called out. “We’re not your enemies. There’s no reason to throw your career away!”

“Look in that cloud,” Baxter grumbled. “You’ll find your reason there. Cut channel, J’hana.”

J’hana laughed heartily. “Good job, sir. You certainly told them.”

“Be quiet and prepare an attack run on those ships,” Baxter snapped. “Time to intercept?”

“Let us see…twenty seconds.”

“It’ll be at least a minute before we get to the cloud!” Conway said. “We’ll have to fight our way through two ships equal to us to get in there. And then we’ll either have to fight Starfleet or the Starshine Kids or both to get out!”

Baxter laughed. “Still glad you came along?”

“Don’t make me answer that.”

“Here they come!” Hartley called out.

When the first blast hit, Baxter reached forward to grab the helm station. “Mr. Ford, evade them as best you can. Just get us into that cloud!”

“Gotcha. Just the normal rabbit-out-of-the-ass stuff, right?”

“Something like that.” Baxter looked back at J’hana. “Throw everything at them.”

“Everything but the bidet, yes, sir.”



“Their combined firepower is well into the terawatt range,” remarked DiSalvo at tactical. “They are inflicting considerable damage on Captain Baxter’s ship.”

“We have twelve ships,” Lucille reasoned. “That will be enough to get us in and out if we don’t linger too long.”

“Your son made a good point,” Oorse said. “If we hold off the other warships attacking his ship, that will give him enough time to get into the red cloud. After that, he may be out of our reach. And Mirk with him.”

“Well, that may be,” said Lucille. “But what’s the harm if him and his crew does save the Explorer? We can work with them. We can hold off the Starshine ships long enough for them to get their ship out and worry about their criminal proceedings later!”

“They are criminals and they must dealt with,” Oorse said sternly, twisting one of his long beard tips. “At any cost. We must not let them enter the Redlands.” He looked back at DiSalvo at tactical. “Have our fleet destroy Baxter’s ship as soon as we’re in range. It is the only way.”

Lucille’s eyes widened. “You belay that order, Mr. DiSalvo!”

DiSalvo wavered for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, SIR.”

“You dare belay ME?” Oorse asked. “Commodore, I ask you to think about your actions.”

“I agree with her,” Reno said. “Mirk must not be killed.”

“Oh, so that’s how it is?” Oorse asked. “Overruled by one of my own? Well, I won’t have that. I’m the senior officer here. What I say goes. DiSalvo, obliterate that warship as soon as we’re in range!”

“Uh…aye?”

“Do I get a say in this?” asked Admiral Jacobs.

“No!” barked Lucille, Reno, and Oorse.

“We’ll be in the system in another two minutes,” said DiSalvo. “You all better make up your minds.”

“I’m not killing my son,” Lucille said, folding her arms. “Maybe he’s right. Maybe you guys aren’t acting rationally.”

“That’s not for you to decide!” barked Oorse. “That ship will be destroyed!”

“Over my dead body!” Reno said, turning on Oorse and poking a finger in his face. “You’re waaay out of line, Mister!”

“You, sir, are out of line, lady!” Oorse called back.

“Oy,” Lucille muttered, covering her face. “Mr. DiSalvo. Have your officers escort all of these admirals to the brig. They’re not behaving at all reasonably.”

“What did I do?” Jacobs demanded.

DiSalvo pointed to a pair of security guards who were stationed at the rear of the bridge. They dutifully walked down to the front of the bridge where Lucille and the three admirals were standing.

“Don’t lay a hand on me!” Oorse cried, batting away the two officers like they were rag dolls. “That’s enough of this silly business. No more mister nice guy!”

Then Oorse smiled. Lucille stared at him in awe and he kept smiling. His lips widened, thickened, grew until they took up his whole face, until they became his head, until his body withered and disappeared below them, until that huge, person-sized, bloodred pair of lips stared at her with a vile grin.

<Ah, much better! Now, if you’ll excuse me!> And the lips diappeared in a red swirl.

Lucille blinked. “What the…”

“Well, it was only a matter of time,” said Reno. “Excuse me.”

And Lucille watched on as Reno’s left eye bulged out, until her left eye became her whole head and her bulbous body vanished.

The eyeball throbbed with veins, the retina contracted and expanded. <Dreadfully sorry about all this. It’s just a bit of a…difference of opinion. Don’t mind us.>

And the eyeball vanished.

Lucille stared at Jacobs. “Well?”

Jacobs fumbled uncomforably with his fingers. “Well what?”

“Well, what are you going to turn into? A nose?”

“Nope,” Jacobs shrugged. “I had no idea they were…that. I’ll be darned.”

“So what do we do now?” Lucille asked, staring at the screen. The warp streaks shrank to dots as planets and the huge Redlands appeared. And right in front of the cloud, two huge, red, three- nacelled warships chased a third into that sapphire abyss.

“We’ll be in firing range in two minutes,” DiSalvo said. “Orders?”

Lucille collapsed into the command chair. “Have the fleet prepare to open fire on those two warships. Explain to them in no uncertain terms that even though it’s twelve to two, it’s still going to be a real barnburner!”

“If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just go find an escape pod,” Jacobs said, bolting toward the aft turbolift. “It was nice knowing you all!”



Explosions rocked against Baxter’s warship, smashing panels and sending sparks shooting out all over the bridge.

“Shields collapsing,” J’hana announced. “We’re nearly out of plasma torpedoes. Fourth and fifth antiproton cannons are out.”

Baxter steadied himself against a support beam. “Great. Time to the cloud?”

“Just another few seconds,” Ford said, tapping madly at the helm controls. “Assuming our impulse engines hold out!”

“Hold on!” J’hana said, looking up from her panel. “The fleet just came screaming into the system! They’re engaging the other two warships!”

“And not us?” Conway asked. “Hah. What a surprise!”

“Way to go mom,” Baxter grinned. “Take us in, Ford.”

“Aye, sir!”

Just then, Mirk’s eyes widened in shock. Hartley glanced over at him.

“Mirk, you okay?”

Mirk nodded. “Yeah. Yeah. I’m great.”



Irma looked up, pie dribbling down her face. “Oh. My.”

“What?” Sesil asked, pounding the dinner table. “WHAT? No secrets between sailors, Irma!”

Irma stabbed her fork into what was left of her pie. “They’re back.”

“Who? Who’s back? Who’s back?”



Once Sesil had found out who was back, and that that “who” was in Redlands 12, where the Explorer was, he scrambled the dinner party into the Starshine. The Starshine was the original, lithe and attractive, angular red vessel of the Starshine Kids. They had one last warship, but it had been badly damaged when Mirk and his friends left several days earlier.

“What is this about, Sesil?” Velara demanded from behind Sesil’s thronelike command chair as he stared at the viewscreen, at the stars rushing toward them.

“It’s about exclusivity rights, dear sister. Something I thought I wouldn’t have to worry about, but now, something that is a terrible problem. We have to get to Redlands twelve. Helm, open up a subspace fissure and take us there immediately!”

“What do you plan to do?” asked Tilleran, who stood by Velara.

“You’ll see soon enough. But suffice it to say, we’ll take care of Captain Baxter, Mr. Mirk, the Explorer, and those damned eyeballs once and for all!!!!!”

Telvin cleared his throat next to Velara. “What do you say we have Thanksgiving at your house next year, sis?”

“Do not talk to me.”



Sergey and Helena Rozhenko were curled in their bed together, shivering with the thoughts of what was happening to the Galaxy Explorer. They had agreed to pass off their last moments of life lying in that bed, together, just like on all those hot, sweaty nights in the Ukraine.

“Sergey,” said Helena quietly as another shudder shook the ship.

“Yes, Helena.”

“Your elbow’s right in my back, dear.”

“Oh, sorry.”

Their pleasant dialogue was interrupted when the whine of a transporter filled the room and seven figures appeared, looking around with much disorientation.

“Where are we?” Baxter asked, unslinging his phaser rifle.

“In a bedroom with old people!” Lt. Ford shouted, pointing. “Gross!”

“Act your age, you silly human!” J’hana barked.

Baxter turned toward Helena and Sergey’s bed and grinned uneasily. “Hello. My name’s Captain Andy Baxter. I’m here to save this ship. Wonder if you could tell me where Commander Peterman is?”

“Did you say Baxter?” asked Helena.

“Yes, Worf has told us about you,” Sergey said gruffly, sitting up in bed.

“You’re Ambassador Worf’s parents?” Baxter asked, scratching his head.

“I can see the resemblance,” Conway chuckled.

“Adopted parents!” Helena said. “Yes, and you must be the one Worf almost killed when you spilled prune juice on him at the Altair conference.”

“I can’t believe he still tells that story,” Baxter said with a wistful grin. “Well, anyway, good to meet you folks.”

“Commander Peterman was heading to the mall, last we heard,” said Helena. “That’s where most of the passengers have gathered.”

“Mall?” Richards asked, scratching his head. “I don’t remember this ship having a mall.”

“It can only get worse from here,” Hartley muttered.

“Well,” Baxter said, turning his attention to the elderly Russians. “Don’t worry, we’ll be out of this in a bit. Just sit tight and…have sex or something.”

“Understood. Anything to help Starfleet!” Sergey said.

Baxter shivered and waved his group out of the room. “Come on, everyone. Out of here, now!”

Once they were out in the corridor, Baxter instructed Hartley, Ford, and Richards to try to get to the engine room. Everyone else was to get to the mall to find Peterman and the other passengers and try to figure out a way to evacuate them.

“Where do you think they’d put a mall in a Federation starship anyway?” asked Conway as the group marched down the corridor.

J’hana stared at her tricorder. “Deck 20. Does that answer your question?”

“Yep.” Baxter checked the settings on his rifle and charged forward. “Let’s find a Jefferies tube. I doubt the turbolifts are worth much right now.”

“Did I have a chance to thank you for the weaponry, yet, J’hana?” Conway asked, unslinging his own phaser rifle.

“Indeed you did not.”

“Well, thanks. Where’d you get all these rifles again?”

“From my private stock aboard the Greenspan.”

“Well they sure did come in handy.”

“Yes. I only hope I come up with a use for my batleth.” J’hana patted the large, curved blade sheathed behind her back.

“I can think of a couple.”



“And now we take you live to the standoff in the Coreolis system, where Federation starships are valiantly fighting off a pair of mighty Starshine Cult warships. Mevak the Proud, our Cult and Rebellion consultant, is on the scene. Mevak?” Dr. Browning, Lt. Commander Larkin, and Kris Larkin watched the Starfleet vessels criscross on the screen in the Daisy II’s mess hall. They fired again and again at the Starshine vessels, but didn’t appear to be doing much damage. The Starfleet ships, on the other hand, were taking a real wholloping.

“More gagh, Doctor?” Kris said dryly.

“Please,” Browning said, reaching for the plate.

Larkin cocked her head with interest as she watched from beside Browning. “Doctor, it amazes me that you are capable of enjoying Klingon food. Most humans cannot even eat it without becoming ill.”

“Well, the replicators can’t make blentzes worth a darn. In fact, Klingon food seems to be the only thing they are good at making.”

“Imagine that,” muttered Kris.

“Boy,” said Browning, munching. “I sure hope Andy and the others are okay.”

“Yes,” Larkin agreed. “I find it difficult to wait here while our crewmates endanger their lives. I do not know what helplessness feels like, but I am certain that, if I had emotions, helplessness and frustration would be chief among them right now.”

“Well said, Kristen,” Kris said.

“…a stray quantum torpedo,” said the announcer on the viewscreen, giggling a bit to herself. “We’ll keep you updated on all the events concerning Standoff ’77…number two…all day long. Now for sports, with Mitch Furlong. Mitch? How are those Pike City Pioneers doing?”

Kris stood up and clicked off the viewscreen. “Well. What now?”

“Well,” Browning said. “There’s always a rousing game of Carascat. Or…” She felt her stomach. She frowned. “Or I could just go into labor.”

“S***,” said Lt. Commander Larkin. “As it were.”



Bashir was curled up on the bench in Lwaxana’s lap.

“We’re all going to die here. Sure, I’ve been in jams before. But there was hope. We weren’t just sitting in a dark mall aboard a starship being bombarded by…God knows what… just waiting, waiting to…die!”

Lwaxana sighed and slapped Bashir’s head. “Will you shut up!”

“I’m just scared, Lwaxana,” Bashir muttered, digging his head down into her lap. “So scared.”

“Yeah, well…”

Commander Peterman crossed over to the abandoned FroYo’s stand, the exclusive Federation-ran Frozen Yogurt dispensery. There, Guinan was holding onto the counter, trying to weather the periodic rattles.

“Guinan, can I help you somehow?” Peterman offered.

“No, no, I’m fine,” Guinan said. “Thanks anyway, but I’ve been through this plenty of times.”

“Oh,” Peterman said. “Well, in that case, can you get behind the counter and serve up some FroYo? I think it might lift the crew’s spirits.”

“You can put your FroYo right up your–”

Suddenly the wall at the back of the Frozen Yogurt stand glowed molten red and a hole began to melt through.

Commander Conway stuck his head through the hole. “Anybody home?”

“Commander!” exclaimed Peterman. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“It’s a rescue, you idiot,” he mumbled.

Baxter stuck his head in beside Conway’s. “Kelly, honey, thank God you’re okay!”

“I’m still not talking to you,” Peterman huffed.

“For the love of–” Conway muttered. “Can we just leave her?”

“Absolutely not,” Baxter said, squeezing through the hole in the wall, careful to avoid the dripping deuterium. “It would have been nice if all the entrances weren’t blocked with debris. And why the hell did you put a mall on my ship?”

“It’s not your ship anymore, buster,” Peterman said, folding her arms.

“Enough already,” J’hana said. “We must get out of this infernal cloud.”

“Great idea,” said Baxter. “Any ideas how?”

“Well,” Mirk said. “Our ship was bashed apart just getting in here. Her engines are totally destroyed.”

“Not to worry.” Baxter tapped his comm badge. “Richards. What’s your progress?”

“Not good,” Richards replied. “Hartley and I have done everything we can to shore up the structural integrity, but as it stands, we’ll be space dust in less than half an hour.”

“Is there any indication that we can get out of here if we get to a shuttlebay?”

“No, sir. This cloud is like a roach trap. You check in…”

“Yeah, but you don’t check out. I see. Keep trying to get us out.”

“Will do,” Richardson said and closed the channel.

“All right, Kelly,” Baxter said, turning to Peterman. “You have to come with us. We’ll sort out our marital problems later.”

“And I’m just supposed to forget you slept with a Vulcan Inventory officer in a bathroom on Coney Island?”

“Marvelous, Captain, just marvelous,” J’hana grinned.

“For the last time, I didn’t do that!” Baxter muttered.

Just then the group heard shouts outside the yogurt stand.

Everyone turned to face the main promenade of the Aloha Deck.

“Ah, what a touching reunion.”

“Sesil,” Baxter grumbled.

“Indeed,” Sesil said, clasping his fingers together. “And look at all of you, together again at last. How absolutely perfect. What a way to celebrate the High Holy Days of the Critics!”

Sesil was joined around the inactive water fountain by several Starshine Kids, as well as Tilleran, Telvin, Velara, and Irma, who was holding Conway’s Welsh corgi, Bucky.

“Bucky!” Conway cried. “I knew it!”

“Velara!” said Baxter.

“Telvin!” exlaimed Peterman.

“Irma,” Mirk muttered.

“Imzadi!” J’hana cried out.

Conway turned toward J’hana. “Pardon me?”

“I will explain later.”

“Everything will be explained to everyone later, my friends,” Sesil said. “For now, all will be evacuated to the Starshine. We will go back to Shiney Estates and enjoy the High Holidays together. Sound good?”

“No. Sound very bad!” Baxter said, aiming his phaser rifle at Sesil. “You’re the one that got us into this mess.”

“And how fitting I get you out, right?”

“Enough chatter!” Irma said, dropping Bucky to the floor and rushing Mirk. “It’s time for a rematch, shorty!”

“Gladly,” Mirk said, pushing up the shirtsleeves of his dapper white evangelist suit.

“Bucky!” Conway cried, running to grab his Welsh corgie.

“Mirk, she’s got powers!” Peterman warned.

“I don’t care!” replied Mirk. “I’m not afraid!”

Irma grabbed him by the throat and lifted him in the air, shaking him viciously.

“Stop it!” Baxter commanded, turning his phaser rifle on Irma. Before he could fire, she and Mirk disappeared in a swirl of purple.

“Where’d they go?” asked Conway, patting his dog lovingly.

“That is immaterial,” Sesil muttered. “Kids, take these unenlightened fools into custody. We will return to the Starshine shortly.”

“No you don’t!” said Tilleran, pushing one of the Starshine Kids backward into the large water fountain behind him.

“You little…” mumbled Sesil, slapping Tilleran across the face. “Kids, kill this one, please. She’s not being thankful enough!”

“Zfraarzhahaharvar!” J’hana cried, rushing the cluster of Starshine Kids. She pulled her batleth out in one swift movement, lept in the air, and began swiping.

Blood splattered everywhere.

“You heard her,” Baxter said, jumping into the cluster of Starshine Kids, swinging his phaser rifle like a bat.

Sesil climbed out of the fray, on hands and knees. Before him stood an older woman, Betazoid by the look of her eyes. “Hello there. Would you mind helping me up?”

“Sure. What’s your name?” Lwaxana Troi asked.

“Sesil.” He turned back to see Commander Conway swinging one of his precious children around like a rag doll with one arm, holding his Welsh corgi in the other. “Look at that. That’s not at all how I imagined things would turn out.”

“No, I guess it wasn’t. Poor guy.”

“Lwaxana,” said Bashir, from behind Lwaxana. “That man is a sadistic cult leader. Don’t you watch the news?”

Lwaxana huffed. “Sure, I know. But he’s so cute. It’s hard to find a good man these days.”

“Oh, for the love of God,” Bashir mumbled, and cold-cocked Sesil with a vicious right, sending him plunging to the floor.

“Lips, don’t fail me now…” Sesil muttered, leaning up and rubbing his jaw.

“I didn’t know you could fight,” Lwaxana said, grinning. “A healer and a fighter. A man of many talents.”

“Yes, well,” Bashir grinned.

“You all can die here, for all I care!” Sesil cried, clutching his jaw and standing up. “I just hoped I could come back here and retrieve you, so I could brainwash you and give you luxurious space condos. Was that so much to ask?”

“Yes!” J’hana said, emerging from a cluster of injured Starshine Kids, covered in blood. “Yes, it was!”

“Well, forgive me for trying. Come on, kids. Back to the ship. Let these silly fools die!”

“No you don’t!” Baxter lept out at Sesil, just as he pressed his cufflink, a cute yellow twinkling sun, and disappeared in a red shimmer.

Baxter slammed painfully into the tile floor. “Damn.”

“Captain,” Tilleran said, kneeling beside Baxter. “They have a ship that’s capable of maneuvering in here. If we lock a tractor beam onto it…”

Baxter sat up, rubbing his sore face. “We could hitch a ride out of this mess. Yes, that’s brilliant, Imzadi!”

“Watch it.”

“Sorry. Couldn’t help myself.”



“Get the medkit, Larkin!” Kris called out, rushing to Browning’s side. “And go ask if any of the Starfleet Scouts belowdecks have a maternity patch!” She turned to Dr. Browning. “Janice, relax, calm down. Breathe easy. Just hold on. Just grit your teeth and do anything but push! Tell me, does it feel like the baby’s dropped yet? How far apart are your contractions?”

Browning thought those questions over, looking bloated and uncomfortable. “I…uh, that is I….BUAAAAAAAH!”

Kris blinked, waving her hand in front of her face to get rid of the gagh smell. “Kristen,” she called. “Come on back. It was just gas.”

“What a close call,” said Browning. “Boy. That would have been inconvenient, giving birth right here with…you.”

“You know,” Kris said. “I’ve felt like I should hate you ever since I met you. Knowing how I felt about Chris, how you two used to be engaged. How he talked about you, even after the two of you broke things off. It seemed natural that we should be enemies. But you know, something tells me if I got to know you, we’d be good friends. And, after all, Chris and I are history now.”

“I’m willing to try if you are. BUAAAH! Do you have any antacid?”

“Let me check.”



Mirk found himself tumbling weightlessly through the redness of the Redlands. Next to him, Irma was likewise fumbling around.

Just below them, a couple kilometers down, the USS Galaxy Explorer locked a tractor beam on the angular Starshine and was gently yanked toward the cloud’s edge.

<Why bring THEM here? This is between you and me!> came a shout from behind Mirk. He turned. It was the lips!

<Because,> said another voice. <They have been our faithful servants for quite a while. They should know why we left.>

Mirk turned in the direction of that other voice and his eyes widened. “Directors!”

<Yes,> said the eyeball. <Sorry we haven’t talked lately, Mirk. We have been busy. But not in the Delta Quadrant. We have been in Starfleet Command, posing as an Admiral.> The eyeball glanced in the direction of the lips. <So have our friends the Critics, here.>

“You two are the reason the Explorer was turned into a cruise ship. You made the crew separate. You sent us on a mission to obliterate the Redlands!”

<That was the Critics’ idea. Once they got the Explorer crew separated, they took that opportunity to send you on that mission to the Redlands, hoping Sesil would capture you and turn you over to his side. They failed.>

“And thanks to some help from Leximas, I went on to begin my religion.”

<Not a very original idea!> cried the lips. <Can’t you people think of anything original?>

<You be quiet!> snapped the eyeball. <Anyway, we have been silently manipulating the Critics and Starfleet for several months. Now it’s time to end this charade. You know your mission. Go on and do your thing.>

“What about the Explorer?” asked Mirk. “You got them into this mess. Can’t you get them out?”

<They will have to fend for themselves. You, on the other hand, will have help.>

“But what exactly do you want me to do?” Mirk asked. “Why did you need to go play all these elaborate tricks? What do I do once my new religion is formed?”

<Oh, so many questions. Don’t worry about it. Everything will turn out in the end. We promise.>

“Why don’t I believe you.”

<Have some faith, Mirk. Your religious icons are back. Be glad of it. Now excuse us while we go back and form the Bermuda Expanse again. And don’t let the lips give you too much trouble, okay?>

<Us?> asked the lips. <Please!>

Irma watched the whole exchange with growing anger. “What’s the deal here? Why are you not killing Mirk? Or better yet, letting me kill Mirk? Where’s my explanation?”

<You don’t get one, you flabby little Terran,> said the lips. <Just go… do what you do.>

And Mirk and Irma disappeared again, both more than a little confused.



Commodore Lucille Baxter sat down in her command chair aboard the USS Pathfinder and punched a button on her chair-arm console. “Baxter to Escape Pod Four. Admiral Jacobs, you can come out now. We chased off the warships.”

“Really? Well, great. I’ll be right up.”

Lucille stared at the viewscreen. “DiSalvo. Status on the Explorer?”

“She’s coming out of the cloud. Locked onto another Starshine vessel with a tractor beam.”

“What are they up to over there?” Lucille pondered. “Move what’s left of our fleet in to intercept the Starshine vessel.”

“Sir,” said DiSalvo. “The Explorer is releasing her tractor beam. The Starshine vessel is powering up some sort of aft weaponry cannon. Looks like an antiproton beam.”

“Oh, no…” Lucille said. “Close in our ranks. Stop them!”

She watched the Starhine vessel fire a beam at the Explorer, blowing through the top of the ship’s saucer section and coming out the bottom.

“All wings, fire!” Lucille commanded, pounding the arm of her command chair.

Phasers and quantum torpedoes ripped out at the Starshine vessel, but it fired another two beams at the Explorer, blowing a hole in the engineering section and one in the section that joined the saucer and stardrive. Debris spewed out of the holes in the Explorer’s hull.

“All ships, fire at will!” Lucille ordered. Now, on the screen, she watched three swift, maneuverable Akira-class starships and two Steamrunners close in on the Starshine vessel, pounding it with their weapons.

The Starshine ship became pocked with battle damage, but just as the Pathfinder itself swarmed in to strike the killing blow, the vessel tore through a rift in space.

“Damn!” said Lucille. “Scan the Explorer. What is their condition?”

“Pretty banged up,” said DiSalvo. “Their warp core looks like it was damaged, too. Spewing radiation, which means we can’t transport.”

“What can we do? Wait and watch as my son and all his friends are all blown to bits?”

“If you really want to, I guess.”



“…minutes from a breach. There’s nothing I can do, Andy! And what’s worse, we can’t separate the saucer because the magnetic interlocks are damaged from one of those blasts,” Richards said woefully over the comm channel.

“Just get out of there, Chris!” Baxter ordered. “Find an escape pod. We’ll get all the VIP’s off!”

“Are you sure, Captain?”

“We didn’t come all this way just to get blown sky high. Get out of here.”

Baxter looked around at the passengers surrounding him. “Listen up. I want you all to follow us toward the escape pods. Walk in a narrow, single file line, and don’t shove. We’ll all get out of here alive, I promise!”

“Hello my darling, hello my baby, hello my ragtime gal,” came a chorus of voices from the stage beside the fountain, at the center of the Aloha Deck.

“What the hell is that?” asked Conway.

“The barbershop quartet,” Peterman said. “They’re determined to stay on and sing till the very end.”

“How touching.” Baxter fired his phaser above the quartet’s heads. “Come on, you guys. Get down from there before I have to shoot the whole lot of you.”

As the quartet reluctantly stepped down, Conway and J’hana waved the VIP’s through the hole in the FroYo stand one by one, out into the corridor beyond.

Peterman, Lwaxana Troi, Bashir, and Garak brought up the rear, along with Velara, Telvin, and Tilleran.

“Well, Andy, I appreciate you saving me. But we still have a LOT to talk about,” Peterman said thoughtfully.

“No, you do not,” Velara said. “I assure you, Commander, I did not have sex with your husband.”

“You never called her and explained?” Baxter asked angrily.

“I didn’t have time. I was kidnapped by my brother, as you may recall.”

“Can we hurry this up, please?” Conway insisted.

“Oh very well,” Velara muttered. “Let us be done with this.” She grabbed Peterman’s head in her hands. “My thoughts to your thoughts. Our minds are one…”

“Hey, watch it!” Peterman said, then her eyes went blank. “Coney Island…” Velara’s mouth moved at the same time. “Irma…toilet…ewwww…”

Finally, Velara took her hands off Peterman’s head. “Satisfied, Commander?”

Peterman rubbed her temples. “Andy, I should have trusted you. I feel terrible. Being out here in command of this glorified cruise ship must have gotten the better of me.”

“Forget about it,” Baxter said. “Come on, everyone. Let’s just go.”

“Oh, I just hate the holidays,” muttered Telvin.



“I think I can stop it,” said Hartley, tapping madly at the master systems display in front of the warp core, which crackled with angry energy.

“You’re insane,” Ford said. “This baby’s going to blow, and soon!”

Richards nodded agreement. “The magnetic constrictors are shot, the antimatter forcefields are near collapse. There’s nothing we can do!”

“All we have to do is stabilze that forcefield. If only–”

“Forget about it!” Richards grabbed Hartley’s arm and pulled her toward the corridor outside Engineering. “Come on!”

“No, Chris! I can do it! I know I–”

Suddenly a wave of energy crackled through Engineering and Mirk and Irma appeared, rolling across the floor, tugging at each other’s hair.

“You get off!” Irma cried. “I’ll kill you!”

“Not if I kill you first!”

“Mirk?” asked Hartley. “What are you doing here?”

“Getting my ass kicked!” exclaimed Mirk.



Baxter held Peterman close to him as he pushed toward the front of the herd of passengers rushing down the corridor. A small child hit the ground in front of him, so he grabbed her and lifted her up onto his hip.

“The first string of escape pods is right this way!” he said, jogging down the corridor.

Conway and J’hana waved people into escape pods, Baxter shoved the child into one of them and waved the rest down toward the next row of doors, which one by one dropped in front of them as the computer carried out the escape sequence.

One by one the VIP’s, including a relucant Velara and a quite eager Telvin, ducked into the escape pods, until only Garak, Bashir, Lwaxana Troi, and Guinan remained.

“I really have to stop traveling on starships,” Guinan muttered.

“Commander Peterman, I just want to tell you I had a lovely time,” Lwaxana said. “We must do this again sometime.”

“You’re being sarcastic, right?” Peterman asked.

“Well, come now, Lwaxana,” Bashir said. “We’ve got that date on Deep Space Nine to look forward to. We’d never have met otherwise.”

“I suppose,” Lwaxana said boredly.

“Oh, I can tell this is going to be the beginning of a beautiful relationship,” Garak deadpanned.

“Enough out of all of you,” Conway said. “Get in the damn pod.”

They all ducked in and Conway sealed up the door.

“Don’t you just love that feeling that all the problems they had when they came aboard are solved?” Peterman said, wiping a tear away from her eye. “Lwaxana was lonely. Bashir was lonely. Garak wanted some adventure. Guinan wanted to…I don’t know, hang around.” Peterman sighed. “The Rozhenko’s wanted to spice up their marraige. Hmm, I wonder where they are, anyway…”

“You know,” J’hana interrupted. “I think that was the last escape pod.”

“Oh, lovely,” muttered Conway.

“Three minutes to warp core breach,” said the computer.

“We’re never going to make it,” Telvin sighed.

“What did Starfleet do, Kelly?” asked Baxter. “Replace the other escape pods with tanning booths?”

“Private massage rooms, actually,” Peterman said sheepishly.

“Well isn’t that just dandy,” J’hana said. She wrapped an arm around Tilleran. “Well, Imzadi, at least we’ll die here together.”

“We need to talk sometime,” Peterman muttered, looking at J’hana and Tilleran askance.

“This is purely platonic!” Tilleran insisted.

“Wait, I think I have a solution,” Baxter said.

“What, you think Tilleran and J’hana really do have the hots for one another?” Conway asked, rubbing his chin. “Weird. Kinky. I like it.”

“No, no, no!” Baxter said. “I mean how to get out of here. The Escort! It’s only two decks up from here.” He turned to Peterman. “That hasn’t been turned into a sushi place, has it?”

“Not yet, anyway,” Peterman said.



“Mirk!” Hartley said, running over to pull Mirk and Irma apart. “Come on, we have to leave. You can fight that fat bitch later!”

Irma rose up from the deck, glowering down at the shorter Hartley. “WHO are you calling a fat bitch!”

“You, bitch!” Hartley cried.

“Oh, Jeeze,” Ford muttered. “Here we go.”

With a blink Irma sent Hartley and Mirk flying into the wall meters away on the opposite end of Engineering.

Richards and Ford rushed over to them. “Are you guys okay?” asked Richards.

Hartley and Mirk lay there in a heap. Mirk shook his head. “No. No. Definitely not okay.”

Richards looked up woefully. Irma was walking toward them.

“Time’s up. I’m afraid you lose this round of final Jeopardy. Thanks a lot for playing. See you real soon!” Energy crackled at Irma’s fingertips.

“One minute to warp core breach…”



Baxter helped Peterman and Tilleran up out of the Jefferies tube and Conway and J’hana scrambled up behind them.

The airlock to the Escort lay about ten meters away, at the very middle of the corridor.

“Hurry, hurry,” Baxter said, holding Peterman by the hand and dragging her. “Come on!”

“Captain, these suitcases are heavy!” he heard a voice cry out.

“I don’t care. They have important things in them.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t want to go into it.”

Then the source of the voices rounded the corner. Baxter grimaced. It was Ficker, Elton, and Varner, followed by Ensign Madera, lugging a huge harp.

“Well well well,” Ficker said, when he caught sight of Baxter. “The prodigal captain returns.”

“Well well well,” said Baxter. “On your way back to the looney bin?”

“Tantalus Five was not a loony bin!” said Ficker. “It was a retreat!”

“Sure, and I’m a Borg,” Baxter muttered. “Look, I’d love to argue with you, but I’ve got to run. Would you like to come with?”

“Listen, mister,” Ficker said. “This is my ship! I say who comes with. And I say you don’t come with!” He looked to Peterman. “You, on the other hand, are more than welcomed to ride with me. If you become my willing loveslave until the end of time.”

“Forget it!” Peterman cried. “Not if you were the last humanoid alive.”

“This is stupid,” Conway muttered. “Shoot him, Captain.”

Baxter raised his phaser rifle. “If you insist.”

“Three minutes to warp core breach…”

“Screw this!” Ficker said, and ripped his suitcase out of Varner’s hand, throwing it at Baxter and the others.

Baxter, Conway, and J’hana went down like bowling pins when the suitcase hit, smashing open to reveal a huge deflated plastic Gorn and fourteen bottles of spiced strawberry jelly.

“Oh, by the fourteen hives!” J’hana exclaimed, trying to climb out from under the huge, flattened Gorn.

Tilleran rushed to the Andorian’s side. “J’hana!”

Baxter scrambled to his feet and ran toward the airlock, plowing into Ficker like a linebacker before he could duck in. “No you don’t!”

“Don’t just sit there, kill him!” Ficker cried to his officers as Baxter rolled on top of him.

Madera, Varner, and Elton stared at each other for a moment. “Well…” Madera said uneasily, shouldering her harp.

“Belay that!” Baxter shoved his fist into Ficker’s face. “Kill HIM!”

“Uh…” Elton scratched his head. “Guys?”

“I’ll kill him!” Conway muttered, trying to climb to his feet. He slipped in jelly and fell back on his rear end. Tilleran moved to help him, then she slipped too.

Peterman stared at Ficker and Baxter. “Stop this insanity right now! We can all get out of here!” She ran over and jerked both men up by the backs of their uniforms. “You should both be ashamed of yourselves.”

Ficker and Baxter looked at each other sheepishly.

“Two minutes to warp core breach,” said the computer.

“She’s right, you know,” Baxter grinned, putting out his hand for Ficker. “Shake?”

“Sure.” Ficker put his hand out, then quickly jabbed his knee up into Baxter’s crotch. Baxter tried to scream but nothing came out, he just dropped to his knees.

“Sucker!” Ficker cackled and slid into the Escort’s still- open airlock. The doors swished shut behind him.

Madera sat her harp down and stared angrily. “How do you like that! He left us!”

“FICKER!” Baxter cried, crawling over to the airlock and slamming his fists against it. “You let us in there now!”

Peterman put her hands on her hips. “I sure hope he gets nauseous in that rotating airlock.”

They heard the sound of magnetic locks releasing, and the thrum of the Escort’s impulse engines starting, even before it had fully dislodged.

“Oh, now we’re really f***ed!” Conway cried, covered in strawberry jelly from the broken bottles.

“Funny enough,” Peterman said, looking to Tilleran, who simply stared at Conway and J’hana, “I sort of figured it would end like this.”

Baxter rolled over on the deck, gasping in pain, curled in a fetal position. “I sure as hell didn’t!”



“A modified Peregrine-class starship just left the Explorer. One lifeform aboard,” said DiSalvo. “It’s Captain Ficker. He just went into warp.”

“Are the escape pods all accounted for?” Lucille asked quietly.

“Yes, sir. And it appears that the warp core will blow in twenty seconds.”

“Pull the fleet back,” she ordered.

Aerodynamic Steamrunner- and Akira-class starships sailed out of the way of the Explorer, and the Pathfinder, along with the handful of Galaxy-class vessels of the fleet, slowly reversed.

Lucille stood up, stepped toward the screen. “I’m so sorry, Andrew.”

An explosion ripped along the Explorer’s engineering hull, sending fragments of metal spreading out into space. A huge blast blew the saucer section free. It flew like a frisbee away from the explosion’s epicenter, breaking apart in the process, then finally blowing up itself as an explosive chain reaction spread through it.

Everyone on the bridge of the Pathfinder stood up as the shockwave rumbled past.

“Life signs?” asked Lucille.

“None,” said DiSalvo.

Lucille collapsed back into her command chair. “Open a subspace channel to Breen. Ambassador Baxter’s office.”



Sesil watched the Starshine’s viewscreen with a grin that spread from ear to ear. “They’re gone! All of them! Baxter, Mirk, Hartley. All of them, gone!”

“Yes, but Irma’s gone as well,” the Starshine Kid at the helm said.

“Well, you can’t make an omellete…” Sesil mused. “This is a particularly good holiday, isn’t it? Dock us at the condo so we can tell everyone else. We have lots to be thankful for!”



THE END.



JUST KIDDING. READ ON…



Where the Explorer had been moments ago, where now only a cloud of space debris and gases remained, Leximas appeared.

She looked around quizzically.

“Hello?” she asked, but her voice made no noise in the empty space. “Mirk? Captain Baxter?” She gasped. “Oh, my.” She was too late. She’d calculated just a tad off. Probably only by a couple minutes.

“Well,” she said to herself. “Back to the drawing board.”



TWO MINUTES EARLIER…



“Mirk!” Hartley said, running over to pull Mirk and Irma apart. “Come on, we have to leave. You can fight that fat bitch later!”

Irma rose up from the deck, glowering down at the shorter Hartley. “WHO are you calling a fat bitch!”

“You, bitch!” Hartley cried.

“Oh, Jeeze,” Ford muttered. “Here we go.”

With a blink Irma sent Hartley and Mirk flying into the wall meters away on the opposite end of Engineering.

Richards and Ford rushed over to them. “Are you guys okay?” asked Richards.

Hartley and Mirk lay there in a heap. Mirk shook his head. “No. No. Definitely not okay.”

Richards looked up woefully. Irma was walking toward them.

“Oh, s***,” Ford muttered.

“Time’s up. I’m afraid you lose this round of final Jeopardy. Thanks a lot for playing. See you real soon!” Energy crackled at Irma’s fingertips.

“No. I will see YOU real soon!”

Irma turned around. She faced a woman with silver eyes, in flowing golden robes. “Who are you?” Irma demanded. “Why are you here?”

“Because…all things must have a balance to them, Irma Wilson. Now it is time to face the consequences.” Leximas drew back and socked Irma hard across the jaw.

Irma ripped the Orioles cap off Leximas’ head and ripped at her hair. “You skinny bitch! You’ll rue the day you screwed with Irma Wilson!’

“Perhaps,” Leximas said. “But you will not win this battle, I assure you.”

“One way to find out!” Irma glowed with energy and hit Leximas with a bolt that sent her flying toward the warp core.

“Twenty seconds to warp core breach…”

“Leximas!” called out Mirk. “You have to stop that breach!”

“One thing at a time, Mirk!” cried Leximas. She concentrated all her power on Irma and with a thought sent her reeling back into the bulkhead.

“That’s the woman that helped us break out of Shiney Estates!” Hartley said with wonder. “I’d wondered where she’d gotten off to.”

“Well, her timing is impeccable,” said Richards.

“Yeah, and she’s hot too,” Ford grinned.

“Ten seconds to warp core breach…”

Irma rose to her feet and hurled herself at Leximas, who sidestepped and let the huge woman topple over the warp core railing. Irma fell like a rock, right to the bottom of the core.

“Five seconds to warp core breach…”

“All right, already,” Leximas sighed. She suddenly became transparent as a ghost and floated right into the warp core.

Richards, Mirk, Ford, and Hartley stepped forward. They could see her grey, misty shape float up through the clear shaft of the core, up toward the antimatter.

“Is that it?” asked Hartley. “Did she stop the breach?”

“I guess so,” said Richards. “We’re still alive. And more than five seconds has passed.”

A meaty hand gripped the edge of the deck that circled the warp core. Irma pulled herself up, through the railing. “You won’t STAY alive, guys and gals.” She jerked Mirk toward her. “You’ve been a lot of trouble, little guy.”

“You haven’t exactly been a walk in the arboretum yourself, Irma!”

“Well that’s all over now, ain’t it?” Irma asked.

“For now!” Leximas cried out, sailing out of the warp core shaft, right where the dilithium tray was. She wrapped her legs around Irma’s neck, scissor-like, and squeezed.

“Uggghh…get off me!” Irma choked, tossing Leximas off her.

Leximas looked up at the huge, ogerous woman, and concentrated. Pure antimatter shot out of her fingertips and into Irma, who shuddered, stumbled backward, and disappeared in a wisp of red.

Leximas sighed and collapsed to the deck. “Wow. That takes a lot out of a person.”

“Is she dead?” Ford asked reluctantly.

“Not likely,” replied Leximas. “I must leave now, to find her. To stop her, since Mirk does not yet have the power to do it himself.”

“Sorry,” Mirk muttered.

“It is not your fault. The Directors have mysterious ways. At any rate, you know what you must do.”

“The religion thing?”

“Yes, the ‘religion thing,’” Leximas said tiredly. She stood. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have very fat prey to track down.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to rest?” asked Hartley.

“I can never rest. Not until Irma is vanquished. Thanks anyway, though.” And she disappeared in a flicker of gray.

Hartley collapsed onto the master systems display. “Whew! I don’t know about the rest of you, but I sure feel like I cheated death.”

“I think we did,” Mirk mused, sitting beside Hartley. “I think we did.”



“This is stupid,” Conway muttered. “Shoot him, Captain.”

Baxter raised his phaser rifle. “Well…”

“One minute to warp core breach…”

“Screw this!” Ficker said, and ripped his suitcase out of Varner’s hand, throwing it into Baxter’s face and ducking into the Escort airlock.

Baxter, Conway, and J’hana went down like bowling pins when the suitcase hit, smashing open to reveal a huge deflated plastic Gorn and fourteen bottles of spiced strawberry jelly.

“Oh, by the fourteen hives!” J’hana exclaimed, trying to climb out from under the huge, flattened Gorn.

Baxter ran toward the airlock as Ficker slipped in, leaving his bridge crew behind. The door swung shut just before he got there.

Madera sat her harp down and stared angrily. “How do you like that!”

“Ficker, God damn it!” Baxter cried, slamming his fists against the airlock. “You let us in there now!”

Then he heard the sound of magnetic locks releasing, and the thrum of the Escort’s impulse engines starting, even before it had fully dislodged.

“Oh, now we’re f***ed!” Conway cried, covered in strawberry jelly from the broken bottles.

“Funny enough,” Peterman said, looking to Tilleran, who simply stared at Conway and J’hana, “I sort of figured it would end like this.”

“Thirty seconds to warp core breach.”

Baxter ran to Peterman, pulled her into a hug and buried his head in her hair. “Kelly, I’m so sorry. I tried to save you. I really did.”

“It’s okay, Andy. Win some, lose some.”

“That’s easy for you to say!” Conway mumbled. “You’re not dying while being covered in jelly!”

“Shut up,” J’hana said. “Where I come from, there aren’t many better ways to go.”

Tilleran knelt beside J’hana. “There was so much we had left to do, J’hana. So much left to discuss.”

“Five seconds to warp core breach.”

“Yes, well, then. Maybe this was for the better.”

Conway wiped jelly out of his eyes and sat up. He counted quietly to himself and then looked around. “Hey, guys?”

Baxter looked up from Peterman’s hair. “What?”

“Do you notice something strange?”

“No,” said J’hana.

“We’re still here!”

Baxter looked around. “Hey, yeah we are. Fancy that.”



“A modified Peregrine-class starship just left the Explorer. One lifeform aboard,” said DiSalvo. “It’s Captain Ficker.”

“Are the escape pods all accounted for?” Lucille asked quietly.

“Yes, sir. And it appears that the warp core will blow in twenty seconds.”

“Pull the fleet back,” she ordered.

Aerodynamic Steamrunner- and Akira-class starships sailed out of the way of the Explorer, and the Pathfinder, along with the handful of Galaxy-class vessels of the fleet, slowly reversed.

Lucille stood up, stepped toward the screen. “I’m so sorry, Andrew.”

Then…then nothing happened.

Lucille scratched her head. “DiSalvo?”

Her tactical officer shook his head. “Nothing, sir. Their warp core has been emptied of antimatter, apparently. No more danger of breach.”

“How about that.”

Just then, Jacobs burst out onto the bridge. “Well?”

“The Starshine Kids have been driven away, and the Explorer’s been saved,” Lucille said. “What next?”

Jacobs looked at Lucille. “What do you think?”

Lucille sighed. “I’ve been dreading this. But considering the events of today, I suppose it’s the best case scenario.”

“Indeed. Form your away team, Commodore.”

“Yes, sir,” Lucille said, pointing to DiSalvo and a pair of security officers. “I guess I should be happy. At least *I* don’t have to explain to my superiors how a couple of omnipotent beings and I nearly wrecked Starfleet and all its highest principles.”

“Don’t remind me.”



Baxter, Peterman, Conway, J’hana, and Tilleran rode the turbolift together in silence. Hartley and Richards had gotten that and the comm system working again. Madera, Elton, and Varner went down to help them make some small repairs that would be necessary for the Explorer to be towed back to Earth. Baxter just wanted to get back to the bridge. No doubt this would be HIS ship again.

“This week has F***ING SUCKED!” Conway suddenly shouted.

“Certainly has,” Baxter muttered, nodding his head.

“Think they’ll give us this ship back?” Tilleran asked.

“Sure,” Baxter said. “We risked enough to save it. That’s the least they can do.”

“So you don’t think they’ll hold a grudge about all that stealing and violence?” asked Conway.

“That little…insurrection we pulled off?” J’hana grinned.

“Surely not,” said Baxter. “I’ll bet you all a bar of latinum they’ll be pleased as punch.”

Just then, the bridge doors slid open to reveal Baxter’s mother.

“Mom,” Baxter said. He stepped forward out of the turbolift and hugged her. “Mom, I’m sorry for all this craziness.”

“Me too,” Lucille said serenely, hugging him tight. “I love you very much, son.”

“And I love you, Mom.”

Lucille smiled weakly. “You’re under arrest.” Baxter’s eyes went wide as he heard the whine of fourteen phasers powering up around him. Baxter looked up to find those fourteen phasers trained on him. A swarm of security guards waited on the bridge in front of the turbolift, in ambush formation.

“I’m sure they’re just following regulations,” Conway chuckled, patting Baxter on the back as DiSalvo put restraints on him. “You can have that latinum transferred into my Starfleet account, sir.”

“What about Conway? J’hana?” Baxter asked. “Accomplices?”

Lucille shrugged. “They’ll be tried and will probably get demerits or something. But you were the ringleader. Starfleet realizes you were manipulated by the Directors and the Critics–”

“We were?” Baxter asked. “News to me.”

“–so they’re going to be lenient. But you used your authority to effectively shut down Starfleet. You stole Starfleet property. You attacked a Federation starship. You’ve got to do time.”

“Oh, Andy,” Peterman said, her eyes watering.

“Oh, no…” said Baxter softly.

“That’s right, son. I hope you’ve still got your old pruning shears.”

Baxter quaked with fear. “Not…New Zealand!”



ONE WEEK LATER



First Officer’s Log,

Stardate 54014.6. I’m proud to announce that the Explorer Program has been reinstated. They let Captain Baxter out of lockup for the ceremony and everything. The Explorer herself is in the middle of extensive refitting after her bout as a cruise ship and her near-destruction. I’m told we’ll return to duty with the original command crew in another week or so, although it will be some time before Captain Baxter himself will return. What a shame.



Commander Conway nodded at the technicians and crewmembers that weaved through the corridor as he made his way to the turbolift. The ship was especially crowded what with the refitting, and he didn’t like it one bit. Sure, they had the ship back, but it would be nice to actually get out of spacedock and go back to exploring. He hated waiting around.

“Bridge,” Conway said, stepping into the turbolift. He looked down. “You okay, Bucky?” The dog had become rather restless since his kidnapping. He could only guess what horrible things the Starshine people had done to him.

Bucky yipped nervously.

“What could those bastards have done to you, buddy,” Conway mumbled. The turbolift sighed to a stop and the doors spread open.

He stepped out to the same sight he’d encountered every day since the Explorer put into dock: Technicians replacing panels, redoing the color scheme, removing the tropical wallpaper and plants. This would be a professional ship again. With the exception of its crew, of course.

Conway pulled Bucky by the leash into the conference room, giving the ensign in the command chair a perfunctory “hello.”

He sat down at the head of the table. “Well?”

The command crew, save Baxter and Peterman, and Larkin, who was still gallivanting around with her human counterpart, were all gathered around the table, eager to give their reports.

“The ship is steadily being de-cruise-ified,” Richards said. “Things are moving along well.”

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “But it won’t exactly be the same.”

“What do you mean?”

Tilleran straightened in her seat beside Conway. “Haven’t you heard? They’re leaving the mall here.”

“That is odd,” Conway said.

“Even worse,” said Browning, who had arrived just the day before on a transport from the Daisy II. Apparently she’d had enough of sightseeing with Kris and Larkin. Conway wasn’t surprised. “Bradley Dillon called me yesterday. Apparently I owe him some work hours. He’s putting me in charge of his branch of the Dillon Supply Depot that’s stationed here.”

“Oh, that’s just fantastic,” muttered Conway.

“The good news,” said Browning, folding her hands over her bulging stomach, “is that I also get the adjacent restaurant space.”

“Really?” asked Richards, who sat beside her. “When will you have time to be a doctor?”

“I’ll have to scale down my hours a bit, but that’s okay. Holly’s going to finish her M.D. by correspondence. We’ll have plenty of support then.”

“Super,” Conway said.

“I have a question,” said Ford. “If there are going to be stores aboard the ship, who exactly is going to shop here?”

“Well,” said Conway. “Now’s as good a time as any to make the announcement. They’re putting families back aboard Federation ships. Starting with the Explorer. At a price, of course.”

“Shrazzz,” cursed J’hana. Next to her, Lt. Tilleran shuddered.

“My sentiments exactly,” Conway said. “Now, we all have work to do. Let’s get to it.”



“Hello?” Lt. Hartley asked, peeking into the hollowed out space beside the FroYo stand. “Anyone here?”

Mr. Mirk steopped out of the door at the back of the empty room. “Oh, hi, Megan. Just checking out the new space.”

“What new space?”

“Starfleet’s going to let me open up a Maloxian chapel here. All I have to do is figure out how to get the fruit trees in.”

“I see,” Hartley said. “Odd, isn’t it? After they tried to wipe you out?”

“We can all forgive,” Mirk said. “Anyway, that was the Critics’ doing.”

“Well, conratulations, Reverend Mirk,” Hartley grinned. “Allow me to be your first convert.”

“Welcome to the fold,” Mirk said, pulling Hartley into a hug. “We have a lot of work ahead of us.”

“You just let me know if you need anything,” said Hartley. They were still hugging. “Well…” Hartley pulled back. “I need to get to the transporter room. Long day of moving technicians around the ship and all that.”

“Certainly,” Mirk said. “See you around.”

“Yeah, see you around.”

And Mirk watched her go.



NEW ZEALAND



“Captain, you have a visitor.”

Baxter looked up from his weeding to see Peterman looming over him. He squinted in the sunlight. “Thanks, Max. Can you send some more tulip bulbs this way?”

“Certainly.”

Peterman stood there, back in her regular Starfleet uniform, fumbling with her fingers. “Hello, Andy.”

“Here for a conjugal visit?” Baxter said with a grin.

“Something like that.”

Baxter got up to walk with her toward the main compound. “I’m really glad to see you. What have you been up to?”

“Debriefing at Starfleet command. Visiting my parents. Fixing up our house. You know, you really let that place go.”

“Yeah. I’m not much for neatness.”

“They haven’t found Admiral McGrath yet,” Peterman said.

“Man. Wonder where he got off to?”

“Walking the Earth, I guess,” Peterman said softly. “So anyway, they’ve appointed another Director.”

“Not Admiral Jacobs,” Baxter said, as he led Peterman into squarish, gray main building. They walked along the corridor toward a string of dorm rooms.

“No.” Peterman cleared her throat. “Uhm…Commodore Velara.”

“Really?” Baxter asked. “Well, good for her.”

“Yes. We had a chance to talk. She’s a little upset, or at least as upset as a Vulcan can be, about Inventory being eradicated.”

“No hope of it being restored?” asked Baxter.

“No,” Peterman said. “The Federation council wasn’t thrilled that there was a department capable of effecting a complete takeover. They had no idea Inventory even existed. Plus they pointed out that it had no real function. And they were apparently dumping a lot of resources into it, without even realizing.”

“Poor Velara,” Baxter said.

“More interesting news,” Peterman said. “Your mom was demoted back to captain, since she was actually promoted by an omnipotent being.”

“What a shame.”

“And the Pathfinder has been added to the Explorer program.” Peterman grinned. “We’re branching out, eh?”

“Does she need a first officer?” asked Baxter. They reached the door to his room and stopped outside.

“Yes,” Peterman said. “But I’m not taking the job. First of all, I can’t work for your mom. For another thing, I couldn’t leave you. And…in the final analysis, I don’t think I’m cut out for command.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I’m going back to counseling. Less stress. And I feel more like I’m actually helping people.”

“I’m sure Ensign Sefelt will be grateful.”

“Yes, our crew in general is more screwed up than ever after recent events. They need someone they trust.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear it,” Baxter said. “And just think, in a couple of months I’ll be back aboard, and we can pick up where we left off.”

“About that,” Peterman said, as Baxter keyed open the door to his quarters.

Telvin was waiting within, nursing a cup of hot Yynsian tea. “Good afternoon, Captain!” he said cheerfully.

“I thought we could use a little marraige counseling. We have some trust issues that need to be worked out.”

Baxter slapped a hand over his face. “Oy, vay.”



NEXT:



What the heck were Richards and Larkin up to during the Explorer’s time as a cruise ship? And what led up to their eventual break-up? Surely, some sparks are, or were, in store for our presumably happy couple. Find out as Richards remembers the break-up fondly, in a special story written by Alan Decker: “Just a Larkin.”




Just a Larkin



by Alan Decker



Lieutenant Commander Chris Richards stepped over a tangled mass of isolinear cable then deftly dodged two starbase engineers carrying a new section of plasma conduit as he made his way to the Calypso Cafe’. Work on reconverting the converted cruise ship Galaxy Explorer back into the plain, old Explorer was progressing well; although, Richards himself was finding little joy in the task. Sure he was glad to be back on board and to have the ship reassigned to its original mission, but his own life wasn’t going back to normal quite so easily.

As Richards had hoped, the cafe was pretty much deserted when he entered. Most of the crew was off on shore leave or in therapy recovering from their run-in with the Starshine Kids. Richards wanted therapy of a slightly different variety.

“Commander,” Mirk said somewhat surprised as Richards took a stool at the bar. “How can I help you?”

“I don’t know, but I sure need help.”

“Do you need me as a bartender or a spiritual advisor?” Mirk asked, rummaging under the bar and pulling out his priest robe. “I think I have a nice juicy guava we can pray over.”

“That’s okay. Just give me a pina colada and pull up a stool.”

“Uh…how about a nice beer instead?”

“Nah. I’m in the mood for something…fruity.”

“I’ve got some wonderful microbrews from Dantag 7.”

“I don’t think so.”

“You’re Maloxitarian!” Mirk suddenly shouted. “You can’t have the f***ing fruit!”

“Ooookay,” Richards said, wiping the spit off his face Mirk projected at him. “A beer sounds great.”

“Coming right up!” Mirk said cheerfully moving back to the cooler where he kept the high quality, non-replicated stuff. Richards took a moment to look around. Out the viewports, workbees zipped around the Explorer removing the day-glow paint job, prying off the observation domes and filling in the swimming pool that had been dug on the rear of the upper saucer. In a few more days, the ship would finally be ready to leave the starbase.

Turning his attention back to the inside of the cafe, Richards couldn’t help but notice that the place was a bit more bare than usual, and it wasn’t just due to the lack of customers. The palm trees were gone. And so were the thatched wall coverings.

“Are you redecorating?” Richards asked as Mirk set the beer down in front of him.

“We’re…in flux at the moment,” Mirk said non-committally. “But what’s on your mind?”

“Kris,” Richards said with a deflated sigh.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather talk to Counselor Peterman?” Mirk said nervously.

“She’s got her support group for spouses of Starfleet officers who’ve been naughty.”

“Whew,” Mirk said relieved. “I guess you have to talk to me then. There’s no other choice.”

Richards chuckled softly. “Don’t worry, pal. I won’t let her hurt you for stepping on her turf…although, I haven’t seen a good mud wrestling match in a while.”

“Apples and oranges of space, defend us.”

“Who said that? Chiquita Banana or Del Monte?”

“Don’t make me perform another purification ritual on you.”

“Hey! Sorry. Forget I said anything. I’m still trying to get the cherry juice out of my boxers.”

“Now what’s troubling you, my son?”

“I’m almost twice your age.”

“But I am your spiritual elder. Now spill it.”

“All right. You know Larkin and I went off with Kris for a while, right?”

“Yes. While the rest of us were busy defending the quadrant. I remember.”

“I was busy, too!” Richards snapped defensively.

“Of course. I’m sorry. Go on.”

“Well, Kris had to take her ship in for some maintenance, so we thought it’d be the perfect chance to spend some time together…as a family.”

“So far, so good,” Mirk said, sitting down to listen.

“That’s what I thought,” Richards said. He took a long drink of his beer. “Kris had some other ideas.”



TWO WEEKS EARLIER



Richards shifted his backpack from one shoulder to the other and entered the small transporter room on Kris Larkin’s freighter, the Daisy II. He immediately slammed his knee into a crate, one of many filling the room. Larkin, the android version, looked up from the contents of another crate she was checking.

“Are you injured, father?” Larkin asked.

“I’m fine,” Richards said. “But what is all this stuff?”

“Supplies for our excursion.”

“We’re only going to be gone for a few days.”

“I am aware of that. I believe that I only packed the essentials.”

“What do you consider essential?”

“Remote environmental control units, portable replicator, clothing synthesizer, matter reclamation unit, defensive grid.”

“Kristen, this is camping. The idea is to rough it.”

“‘Rough it.’ Then I should leave the defensive grid here.”

“Right.”

“And the automatic phaser cannon?”

“Definitely. We’re going to enjoy nature, not obliterate it.”

“I understand. I will remove the unnecessary items.”

“Good idea,” Richards said as Larkin picked up two huge crates and exited the room. Kris, the human version, walked in a moment later carrying a pack similar to Richards’s.

“Is she taking up weight-lifting?” Kris asked smiling.

“Classic case of over-packing.”

Kris wrapped her arms around Richards and kissed him. “You still sure you want to take her along?” she asked once the kiss had ended.

“We need to spend some time with her,” Richards said. “Get her used to us being together. And it’s not like we’re able to do a lot of father/daughter bonding on the Explorer. Besides, she’ll be in a different tent,” Richards said.

“But that’ll still mean we have to be quiet,” Kris replied with a glint in her eyes. “I don’t like being quiet.”

“I could sneak in her tent and turn her off,” Richards said.

“So long as you come back and turn me on.”

“Count on it.” As they kissed again, the doors of the room slid open.

“Do you wish to be alone?” Larkin said. “I have no desire to interrupt your copulation.”

“We’re just finalizing some last minute details,” Kris said.

“Indeed,” Larkin said grabbing two more crates.

“Kris, we’re entering orbit,” the voice of Bort, her Bolian partner, said over the comm system.

“Thanks, Bort. We’re ready to beam down,” Kris replied. “You sure you don’t mind making the trip to Midacos all by your lonesome?”

“Don’t worry about a thing,” Bort said. “I think I can handle getting the nacelles realigned. You folks enjoy the scenery.”

“Will do,” Kris said, stepping up onto the transporter pad followed by Richards.

“I have not finished removing unnecessary items,” Larkin said.

“Skip it,” Kris said. “Just grab your pack and the tents.” Larkin did as she was told and joined Kris and Richards on the transporter. “Beam us down, Bort. Oh, there’s a bit of a mess in the transporter room for you to clean up.”

“Joy. Energizing.”



Richards, Kris, and Larkin materialized in a clearing deep inside a dense forest of towering redwoods. At least they would have been redwoods on Earth. Here they were more of purple-woods, maybe fuchsia.

“Well, this is it!” Kris said. “Home for the next five days.”

“It’s great,” Richards said looking around. Even though he wasn’t too thrilled about being left on an uninhabited moon in a remote star system for close to a week, he had to admit it was breathtaking.

“Do we now set up camp?” Larkin asked.

“Relax, honey,” Kris said, putting her hand on her android twin’s shoulder. “We’re on vacation. Enjoy the scenery.”

“Are we going to ‘enjoy the scenery’ for the next five days?”

“Basically yes,” Kris said. “You’ve spent too much time on starships. You need to get in touch with nature.”

“I am not a part of nature as you are. I have no need to ‘get in touch.’”

“Then consider it a new experience,” Richards said. “You’ve never really roughed it before.”

“I have found many of our missions on the Explorer to be quite rough.”

“I don’t think we’re getting anywhere,” Kris said to Richards as she leaned against him. “You feel like taking a nature walk?” Richards could hear an edge of innuendo in her voice.

“Kristen, why don’t you stay here and get acclimated to your surroundings,” Richards said. “We’ll be back in a while.”

“A mat of leaves or pine shats will reduce chafing during copulation,” Larkin replied.

“Uh…thanks for the tip,” Richards said. Arm in arm, he and Kris headed off into the forest.

“She is way too involved in our sex life,” Richards said once they had gone a few hundred yards.

“And how involved are you in hers?” Kris asked.

“She doesn’t have one.”

“She doesn’t? Why not?”

“She’s an android.”

“That doesn’t mean she can’t date.”

“She doesn’t want to date.”

“How do you know? Have you asked her?” Kris said.

“No!”

“Chris, you’ve got to get over this protective daddy thing. She’s her own being…and a really sheltered one at that.”

“Sheltered? Are you kidding? She’s seen more on the Explorer than most people see in their whole lives!” Richards exclaimed.

“Not that kind of sheltered. She’s seeing the galaxy, but she’s not learning what it means to be a woman.”

“But she’s not a woman. She’s an android that happens to have a female shape.”

“Then why are you calling her a she?”

“Can we just drop this? We’re supposed to be relaxing.”

“Whatever you say, daddy.”

“Please don’t do that.”

“Just kidding, hon. You’re so sensitive.”

“That’s why you love me, right?” Richards said.

“Right,” Kris said, moving in for a kiss.

Much to Richards’s relief, that was the end of the discussion. In all honesty, he didn’t have a good answer to Kris’ question. Larkin was called she because she was called she. That’s just the way it was. But it wasn’t like she was going to start dating or get married. The idea was ridiculous. Larkin was an android. Androids didn’t care about that sort of thing.



Back in the Calypso Cafe, Richards fell silent for a moment as a smile slowly spread across his face. “About two hours later…”

“Hold on a second!” Mirk exclaimed. “What about those two hours?”

“Nothing you need to know about. You’re a chaste servant of the Directors now.”

“They never said anything about being chaste!” Mirk said.

“Mirk, have you ever had sex?” Richards asked sharply.

“Um…”

“Exactly. Until you have stories of your own to tell, I’m not sharing the details of mine. About two hours later…”



Hand in hand, Richards and Kris strolled leisurely back towards the clearing. They were so lost in each other that it took them a few moments to realize that there were some most unforest-like sounds in the air.

BAM!

BAM!

BZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ!

“Are we being attacked?” Kris asked idly.

“Kristen!” Richards shouted alarmed, as he dashed away from Kris, fumbling for his hand phaser.

“So much for chivalry,” Kris muttered as she ran to catch up with him.

The clearing was a disaster. Smoldering trees littered the ground as Richards and Kris approached.

“Kristen! Are you all right?” Richards cried, frantically looking under felled trees and limbs.

“Uh, Chris…” Kris said, gazing off towards the edge of the clearing.

“Not now. She could be damaged.”

“I am fine, Father,” Larkin’s voice said from behind Richards. He whirled around, following Kris’ gaze to the source of the voice.

At the edge of the clearing, Larkin stood covered in sawdust but otherwise looking none the worse for wear.

Looming behind her, stood a brand new log cabin.

Richards’s mouth gaped open in astonishment.

“Is there a problem?” Larkin asked.

“Wow!” Kris said finally. “It’s…”

“Incredible!” Richards finished. He entered the cabin, his voice still audible to those outside. “But Kristen, we’re supposed to be roughing it.”

“I am aware of that; however, I was, for lack of a better term, bored. You were gone for a significant amount of time. I felt the need to keep myself occupied,” Larkin said.

“I understand,” Richards said from inside. “But we can’t use this. We’re supposed to be communing with nature….does this toilet really work?”

FLUSH!



As evening fell across the forest, Larkin, Richards, and Kris cleared up the fallen trees Larkin had chopped down in her construction of the cabin, then sat down to dinner. It was a quiet affair. Larkin sat quietly, lost in her positronic net, as Richards and Kris sat close together, whispering and giggling happily.

“I believe I will retire,” Larkin said finally, standing up from the chair she had carved out of a stump. Richards and Kris were, at that moment, falling over each other in another fit of love-struck laughter.

Larkin stood silently watching them, waiting for acknowledgment. Finally, Richards realized he was being watched.

“Something wrong, Kristen?” he said finally.

“I said that I am going to retire to the cabin,” Larkin replied. “You would have heard me the first time if you had not been otherwise occupied.”

“The cabin?” Richards said, ignoring the almost-snappish comment from the android. “I thought we were roughing it.”

“As I stated earlier, I have no need to get back to nature. I am a construct; the cabin is a construct, albeit a primitive one. I believe the goals of this excursion will be fulfilled by my staying within.”

“You can sleep wherever you want, honey,” Kris said. “Good night.”

“I do not sleep, but I appreciate the sentiment. Good night.” Larkin quickly turned on her heel and entered the cabin, shutting the door and turning on the inside lights she’d installed.

“What’s with her?” Kris asked as Richards dove in to nuzzle her neck.

“Huh?” Richards replied distractedly.

“Your daughter seems upset,” Kris said.

“She’s an android; she can’t get upset,” Richards said.

“So much for your parenting skills,” Kris said, pulling away from Richards. She walked over to her pack and pulled out the tent.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Richards demanded.

“Are you going to help me or what?”

Richards grabbed the ropes and tent stakes out of his own pack and went to help Kris set up the large tent the two of them were sharing on this excursion.

“I just think she’s more human than you realize,” Kris said after the two had worked in silence for a couple of minutes.

“And I think you’re too easily fooled by a bit of sophisticated programming. She’s always like that.”

“Come on, Chris. You’re her dad, and you’re running around with the woman she’s modeled after. If that’s not enough to send the poor girl into therapy, I don’t know what is.”

“She’s not a girl!” Chris shouted louder than he intended to. “Why can’t you get that through your head?”

“Can you even consider the possibility that she’s jealous?”

“Jealous!” Chris said, trying to control his laughter. “Of what?”

“She’s the third wheel. We have each other, and she’s got nobody. It’s as much my fault as it is yours. I didn’t even think about how our displays of affection in front of her must be making her feel.”

“But she can’t feel.”

“Yes she can,” Kris said. “It may not be in the way you and I think of it, and she may not even realize it, but she does most certainly feel. I could see the look on her face when she stormed off to the cabin. She should be out dating, meeting men, experiencing life. Instead she’s stuck here with daddy and his new girlfriend. That drove me nuts when I was a teenager, too.”

“Teenager? What the hell are you talking about?”

“Hutcherson activated his clone of me 13 years ago right?”

“About,” Richards conceded.

“Then she’s a teenager. Right on the cusp of puberty actually. No wonder she’s jealous. You have to let go, Chris. She needs to start seeing boys.”

“This is ridiculous,” Richards said, hammering one of the stakes into the ground. He smacked it so hard, it buried itself two inches underground.

“Maybe so, but it’s certainly got you worked up.”

“Maybe I don’t like people telling me how to be a parent,” Richards snapped.

“People? I’m just a ‘people’ now? I more than anyone should have a say as to what happens to that girl,” Kris said, going toe to toe with Richards.

“Since when were you mother of the year?” Richards said. “I didn’t see you there consoling her when she first remembered her origins.”

“You were lost in the Delta Quadrant!” Kris screamed. “I couldn’t f***ing be there even if I wanted to!”

“Ah ha!” Richards exclaimed. “‘If you wanted to’! Don’t start trying to play Miss Parent now, missy. You have no domain in that part of my life. You’re just my girlfriend, got it!”

“Pardon me if I decline that honor, your highness,” Kris said angrily. She tossed a stake into the ground, missing Richards’s boot by inches, and, scooping up her pack, stormed away.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Richards shouted.

“Inside. It’s gotten decidedly frosty out here.” Kris practically kicked open the door of the cabin, raced inside, then slammed the door shut with a bang that echoed through the woods, silencing every insect in a two hundred yard radius.



“Ouch,” Mirk said, wincing at the vision of Kris storming away. The bartending religious leader had finally pulled up a stool and sat down next to Richards.

“Tell me about it,” Richards said, taking another long pull on his rapidly disappearing beer. “I ended up spending the night outside and alone. Occasionally, I could hear Kris’ voice echoing out of the cabin. It wasn’t until later that I found out what she and Kristen were talking about.”



Lt. Commander Larkin looked up from her work as the door to the cabin flew open then rapidly slammed shut. If it were possible to measure anger, Kris’ readings would have likely destroyed most scanning instruments. Larkin observed the evident wide-eyed fury and heaving chest as Kris seethed.

“I take it you have had a disagreement with my father,” Larkin said. Kris stared at Larkin for a moment. Slowly, the human forced a smile across her face.

“No no no,” Kris said jovially. “I thought we should do some girl stuff.”

“‘Girl stuff,’” Larkin repeated flatly. “And what does this entail?”

“We’re going to have a slumber party!” Kris said, pulling her sleeping bag out of her pack.

“A party to celebrate sleep?” Larkin asked confused.

“No. We’ll lay on the floor, toast some marshmallows, talk about guys. That sort of thing. Get your sleeping bag out.”

“That will be unnecessary,” Larkin said, holding up a sheet of leaves she was in the process of sewing together. “The foliage on this world is remarkably strong. I have constructed beds, mattresses, sheets, and pillows.”

“Even better,” Kris said, striding over to Larkin. “Let’s get to it.”

“To what?”

“You’ll see.”



After several hours had passed, Kris and Larkin lay in their own freshly-built twin beds staring out the skylight in the ceiling in the cabin’s bedroom. Kris lay casually lost in thought, her hands clasped under her head. Larkin lay stiff as a board, analyzing the stability of the mattress underneath her.

“You ever make love?” Kris asked finally.

“I am incapable of love. If you are referring, however, to the act of copulation, yes, I have participated in that activity. But I was not aware at the time.”

“You were raped?”

“My previous body at one time held the consciousness of Spock. Neither of us were in control of our body at the time, though. James Kirk had sex with us, thinking that I was a willing yeoman. Of course, this occurred many years in the past.”

“Forget I asked.”

“Impossible, but I will mention it no further,” Larkin said. She was quiet for a moment. “There was another time in which I copulated with a Tellarite in order to secure a treaty.”

“But you’ve never had sex because you wanted to. You’ve never fallen in love and shared yourself,” Kris said.

“As I stated, I am incapable of love.”

“What about Chris? He’s your father. Surely you love him…in a father/daughter kind of way.”

“He is my co-creator. I have no feelings for him beyond that.”

“What about dating? Do you date?”

“I have not,” Larkin said. “I do not believe that Commander Richards would approve of such a course of action.”

“Who cares about him? What do you want to do?”

“While I have no desire to be human, I have observed that relationships evoke a great many responses both positive and negative in those that experience them. I am curious to have some of these experiences for myself.”

“So you want to date!” Kris said, sitting up and peering at Larkin through the darkness.

“That would be acceptable.”

“Did you have anyone in mind?”

“At first, I had thought that Commander Data of the Enterprise would be the obvious choice, but he is as inexperienced at relationships as I am. I will require someone with more…”

“Experience?”

“Exactly,” Larkin said. “On the Explorer, there were several possible candidates; however, the current situation has put all of our positions in flux. I do not believe that I wish to join the crew of the Galaxy Explorer, so I will be separated from many of them. Besides, I have observed that serving with a person you are in a relationship with can present difficulties.”

“Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman seem to be making it work.”

“Not at the moment.”

“Oh,” Kris said. “Okay. So you want someone with experience who you do not serve with.”

“Precisely. Also, I wish to already know them. And they should possess some sort of intellect.”

“Sounds like you know exactly who you want.”

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “Captain Alexander Rydell.”

“Wait, I know that name,” Kris said, lost in thought. The light dawned. “I don’t know, Kristen. I’ve got a friend who’s got the hots for Captain Rydell. She’s another smuggler.”

“Karina Durham,” Larkin said. “I have made her acquaintance. Are they currently seeing each other?”

“No. She hasn’t run into him in a while, but I know she’d like to.”

“Then I will simply have to act first. Captain Rydell’s mixture of experience, intelligence, and compassion is ideal for my needs.”

“I won’t tell Karina.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that.”

The two women, one real and one artificial, were again silent for a few moments.

“Kris,” Larkin began.

“Yes, darlin’.”

“Would you assist me?”

“With what?”

“I do not know how to entice someone to enter a relationship with me. Walking up to Captain Rydell and asking him bluntly to please date me seems inappropriate.”

Kris laughed and moved over to sit on Larkin’s bed. “Don’t you worry about a thing,” she said, taking the android’s hand. “I’m not sure if I’m your mother, your sister, or your crazy aunt, but I’ll make sure you know what you’re doing. It’s all in what you say and how you say it. And with looks like ours, that Captain Rydell doesn’t stand a chance.”



Richards woke up the next morning exactly the way he’d gone to bed: alone.

The cabin was quiet. Richards thought about storming in and continuing his fight with Kris…or about maybe just walking in and apologizing. In the end, he did neither. Instead, he grabbed his pack and headed off into the forest.

A couple of kilometers away from camp, he found what he was looking for, a good, tall stump. He opened his pack and pulled out a set of carving tools. Activating the laser saw, he gently removed the first later of dead bark from the stump and set about creating.

While he worked, Richards’s mind wandered to the situation with Kris. The question he found himself asking over and over was “Did they really have a relationship?” It was hard to say. At one point he thought he loved her. He was almost sure of it. But now…now they seemed to spend at least half of their time arguing.

What did he see in her anyway? She was a smuggler, a reckless one at that. In the short time he and Kristen had been aboard the Daisy II, Richards had been forced to pull off an engineering miracle to save them from dissatisfied customers on two separate occasions. Sure, the Explorer experienced its share of danger, but the crew didn’t actively go looking for it…usually.

And what did they have to talk about? Or in common? Very little, if anything. Kristen seemed to be their only real link anymore…and all they did was argue about her. So why was he with this woman? It was something he couldn’t really answer.

The stump was now beginning to take on a vaguely human shape…feminine even, with long hair cascading over her shoulders. Richards carefully carved a Starfleet insignia pin on her chest and moved on to the facial features.

He had completed one eye when he stopped and stepped back to look at his work. It was her. Not Kris. Not Larkin. Browning. All this time had passed since the end of their relationship, and his mind was still pulling stunts like this.

“Damn it!” Richards screamed to no one in particular. In a furious motion, he turned the laser saw up to maximum and obliterated any sign of the stump. He looked up at the sky. The sun was already beginning to set. He’d completely lost track of time, as often happened when he was deep into his work. Quickly packing up his gear, he made his way back to camp.

As he headed through the woods toward the Kris-less tent that he knew was waiting for him, he again asked himself how he’d gotten into this. Really, it wasn’t so much a question as a desire not to face the answer. Browning was why he was in this mess. The two of them were finished, and Richards needed someone, anyone to fill the loneliness. Fortunately, Kris had come along.

Richards entered the clearing where his tent and the cabin stood. Tired and hungry, he headed for his tent.

He had to get out of the relationship before things got worse, before he could hurt her any worse than he probably already had. He had to talk to her, end things.

Upon entering his tent, none of those thoughts mattered.

Kris was there, dressed in some incredibly arousing black lace lingerie, laying on his sleeping bag.

“I had wondered if you would return this evening,” Kris said, her eyes locked on his.

“Just out for a walk,” Richards said, his hormones taking over. He put his pack down and crawled up next to her. “I’m glad to see you’ve gotten over last night.”

Kris didn’t say a word. She stared more deeply into his eyes, then suddenly grabbed his head, pulling him in for a passionate kiss.

Richards’s mind reeled as their tongues intertwined. Kris seemed so…aggressive this evening. She was…not Kris!

In a panic, Richards leapt away screaming as he wiped his mouth.

“LARKIN!”

“Yes, father?” Larkin replied, sitting straight up and looking as innocent as was possible in lingerie of that sort.

“Wha…what the hell are you doing?”

“Homework,” Larkin replied flatly. “How did you know I was not Kris?”

“Know! How did I know?!? You try to seduce your own father, and you want to know how I knew?!?!?!?!?!?!?!”

“I believe that you will find these histrionics to be unproductive. I simply wished to know where I erred and revealed my identity.”

“Kris has two broken molars on the right side of her mouth,” Richards said. “Now stay here!”

Richards stormed towards the tent exit as Larkin spoke. “I should accompany you if you plan on confronting Kris.” Richards turned on her, his eyes blazing.

“YOU WILL STAY HERE, GOD DAMN IT!!!”

Larkin, wisely, did not reply as Richards stomped furiously over to the cabin.

Kris was inside, sitting on the sofa watching the holovision display Larkin had rigged up. It was nothing fancy; it only got 4 channels, but it was better than nothing.

“Isn’t this one of yours?” Kris asked nonchalantly as she gestured to the “Days of Honor” rerun playing on the holovision.

“Yes…and turn that damn thing off!” Richards snapped.

“This is a tantrum-free zone,” Kris replied. “Go get back to nature until you’re ready to talk like a normal human being. Bort will have probably picked us up by then, but that’s not the point.” She fixed a sarcastic grin on him.

Richards picked up the holovision and drop kicked it back into the bedroom. Kris’ grin didn’t falter.

“Saw that one coming,” she remarked.

“Just what the f*** did you think you were doing?”

“Watching the holo, which I’m not anymore, thanks to you.”

“You know what I mean!” Richards bellowed. “Why did you send Kristen into my tent?”

“She needed the practice. You were available.”

“Practice! PRACTICE! For what? The Incest Follies?”

“You said yourself that she’s just an android. She’s a machine with a sexual capability. We were merely honing that ability on the closest available male, which, unfortunately, was you.”

“That’s not what you were doing, and you know it.”

“Do I?”

“You’re filling my daughter’s head with your own f***ed up view of how the universe works. Maybe you can’t live without a man in your life, but she can!”

“Me?” Kris shouted, standing up and storming towards Richards. “I was doing just fine on my own. You’re the one who can’t stand being alone. How long was it between Browning and me? A couple of months? Poor baby.”

“This isn’t about me,” Richards protested. “It’s about Kristen.”

“It’s totally about you. Why are you so scared to let her date? Why? You know why? Because you’re afraid she’ll find someone and leave. On the one hand, you want her to be a daughter. You can control that. She has a bond with you. But you won’t let her grow up. You’re scared s***less that she’ll get her own life.”

“She has her own life.”

“With you,” Kris said. “Can she even make a move on that ship without you knowing about it?”

“This is ridiculous.”

“Ah, the famous words of people who know they’re wrong.”

Richards was silent for a moment, the fight knocked out of him. He looked into Kris’ eyes, his attitude softening.

“I can’t do this anymore,” Richards said. “I just can’t.”

“Neither of us can,” Kris replied. “You needed someone. And, you’re right, I did too.”

“We just picked the wrong people.”

Kris smiled weakly. “You could say that.”

“So what do we do?”

“I’ll contact Bort. He should be done with the repairs by now. We’ll get you to a starbase.”

“And Kristen.”

“Kristen can stay with me if she wants. The sooner you realize that, Chris, the better your relationship with her will be. You may be her father, but she’s not a child.”

“I guess not,” Richards said.

“But you’re going to be one hell of an overprotective father someday.”

“Thanks.”



“And that was that,” Richards said, finishing off the last of his second beer. “Bort showed up the next day. We packed up and left. A couple of hours later, the call from Captain Baxter came in.”

“So that’s it?” Mirk said. “You and Kris are over?”

“Yep.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“It’s okay. Like a friend of mine used to say, if it’s not right, head for the stars.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind,” Richards said. “The point is, there’ll be others. A guy can have lots of loves in his life. They come and go.”

“But your children don’t,” Mirk said, catching on. “What does Kristen think of all this?”

“I don’t know. That’s the problem. She stayed on the Daisy II with Kris. She’s due back today…soon.”

“Bridge to Lieutenant Commander Richards. Commander Larkin’s shuttle is approaching.”

“Now,” Mirk said.

“Talk about your timing,” Richards muttered. “Thanks for listening, Mirk.”

“No problem, Commander. Come by anytime. You’re due for your next ten day anointing appointment anyway.”

“Er…right.”

“And, Commander, remember there’s more to being a father than giving orders.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Maybe you should ask my father.”

“But you never got along with your father,” Richards said.

“Precisely.”

Mirk cleared away Richards’s empty beer bottles as Richards headed toward the shuttlebay. He arrived just as Larkin’s shuttle touched down on the deck.

If it weren’t for the slight stiffness in her step as she exited the shuttle, Larkin could have easily been mistaken for Kris. She was dressed in a flattering, casual outfit and wore a bit more make-up than usual. Of course, a drop was a bit more make-up than usual.

“Welcome back, Kristen,” Richards said, greeting her at the shuttle hatch.

“Thank you,” Larkin replied.

“How was the trip?”

“Uneventful.”

“Well, I missed you around here.”

“Indeed.”

“How’s Kris?”

“She is well. Although, I believe she has been copulating with Bort. I cannot be sure, however. The Daisy II is quite noisy, and it is difficult to hear through the bulkheads.”

Richards fought back the wave of jealousy threatening to pour over him. Kris was a free person. She could see whoever she wanted.

“Glad to hear it,” Richards croaked unconvincingly.

“I sincerely doubt it,” Larkin replied. “Now, if you will excuse me, I will return to my quarters.”

“Sure, Kristen. Did you want to have dinner tonight?”

“I do not believe so.”

Ouch. Richards was not expecting that response.

“Honey, I know my breaking up with Kris is a bit of a shock, but…”

“Your relationship with Kris does not concern me,” Larkin interrupted. “You behavior towards me, however, does.”

“Towards you? I don’t…”

“I am not a child for you to order around. I am an android capable of my own choices.”

“Kris has been turning you against me. I knew it!”

“Kris did not mention your name once after you left the ship,” Larkin said. “But this has stuck with me.” Larkin activated her voice playback, and Richards’s voice blasted from her lips.

“YOU WILL STAY HERE, GOD DAMN IT!!!”

“Kristen, I was upset,” Richards explained.

“That is irrelevant. You treated my as if I were a child. Looking back on our time together, I have detected a pattern of such behaviors. I have no need of a ‘daddy’ in my life.”

“Kristen…”

“I believe I have finished discussing the matter,” Larkin said curtly. She walked off down the corridor leaving Richards.

Richards headed in the opposite direction down the mostly deserted hallway. With most of the crew down on Earth on leave still, the ship felt…empty.

“Computer, locate Dr. Browning.”

“Dr. Browning is in her quarters.”

At least Janice was here. He could go and…oh God, Kris was right. He couldn’t be by himself for five minutes.

Slowly, he headed down the hall and then into Transporter Room Two where Lt. Kamtezen was working on one of the backup EPS relays.

“Anything I can do for you, sir?” Kamtezen asked as Richards numbly walked over to the transporter console and started typing in coordinates.

“You’re in charge,” Richards replied.

“In charge? Where are you going?”

“Away,” Richards said, stepping up onto the transporter padd. “I need to be alone for a while.”

Richards’s body was soon enveloped in a blue cascade of energy.

And then it was gone.



Richards ran a hand along the stubble growing on his face as he lay on the beach, absently looking up at the stars. The Explorer hadn’t sent out any search parties, so things were evidently okay up there. It was only a re-refit, and the ship wouldn’t be leaving Earth for several days. He wasn’t really needed there right now. That was fine with him. He was in no hurry to go back.

At first, he thought about leaving, cursing himself for beaming onto a deserted island in the first place. But then that had been the point. He needed to be without people for a while.

The first two nights had been almost impossible. As he lay in the sand trying to sleep, the crashing waves had sounded like a roar of voices. Voices of his friends. Kris. Kristen. Janice.

Richards closed his eyes.

But tonight was different.

Tonight, they were just waves.



NEXT:



Life returns to semi-normal as Baxter returns from his restful, er, imprisonment and the Explorer returns to duty. Okay, it’s not exactly normal at all. Baxter might think he’s returning to his same old ship, but he might get a rude awakening. And what exactly happened to Captain Ficker and the Escort? Find out in “Back on Track,” next on Star Traks: TVG!




Back on Track



NEW ZEALAND



“One ‘Dallas Cowboys’ autographed football.”

“Yep.”

“Starfleet uniform, neatly pressed.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Four grapefruits. Ripe.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“One padd. A novel. The Adventures of Orion Slavegirl Cindy in the Shadow of the Syndicate.”

“Absolutely not.” Captain Andrew Jackson Baxter glanced at Counselor Kelly Peterman with a furrowed brow. “I don’t know who that belongs to, honest.”

“It’s okay, Andy,” Peterman said, patting Baxter on the back. “You were in here for two months, with only one conjugal visit every other week. Of course you got…lonely.”

The ensign that was checking Baxter out of New Zealand Correctional Facility held the padd by the very corner with a look of distaste. “Do you want it or not, sir?”

Baxter swiped the padd. “Fine. Jeeze, I guess I have to take it.”

He pressed his thumb on the identification padd on the ensign’s desk and tapped in a quick evaluation of the correctional facility’s facilities.

“Don’t forget this, sir,” the ensign said, bending down below the desk and coming up with a large forsythia.

“Oh, yeah, for the arboretum,” Baxter said. “Isn’t that great, Kelly? I think I really developed a green thumb while I was here.”

“Great, Andy. Just great.”

“You seem distracted.”

“Nope.” She stood there until the guy behind her and Baxter in the line cleared his throat.

“Are you guys about done?” the man muttered. “I have to get back to Deep Space Nine and kill a certain Ferengi.”

Baxter stuffed everything but the plant into a duffel and threw that over his shoulder. Peterman grabbed the plant and they both headed for the transporter room.

“You look like a person with something to say,” Baxter finally said.

“Nope.”

“Come on, Kelly, out with it.”

“If you don’t know, then there’s nothing to talk about.”

Baxter stopped in the middle of the corridor. He looked at Peterman for a long time. “You’ve changed your hair.”

“I had Yeoman Briggs take four whole inches off!” Peterman exclaimed, flipping her hair excitedly. “And you didn’t say one thing.”

“I did too. Just now.”

“Oooh…” Peterman broiled.

“Come on, hon,” Baxter said, dipping Peterman back and enveloping her in a long, soft kiss. She wobbled there a moment, nearly dropped the plant, then finally gave in and kissed back. “Anyway, I think your hair looks lovely.”

“You do?”

“Yeah, sure. Uh…you can still do that thing where you throw your hair forward and toss it back, right?”

“Watch and be amazed.” Peterman set the plant down and bowed forward, then jerked her head back. Her hair flipped over her head then flew back. “Well?”

Baxter grinned, jerking Peterman toward him by the waist. “Excellent. Now what’s say we get back to the ship? I miss the old Explorer.”

“Me too,” Peterman said softly.

“What?”

“Nothing.”



When Baxter and Peterman materialized in the Explorer’s transporter room, they were faced with a crowd of officers, blowing noisemakers. Confetti spilled from the ceiling in huge amounts, multicolored, filling the air.

“Welcome back,” the chorus of Conway, Larkin, J’hana, Tilleran, Hartley, Browning, Richards, and a few other gathered officers said dully.

“Aww, guys,” Baxter grinned. “You shouldn’t have.”

“We know we shouldn’t have,” Conway said gruffly, leaning against the transporter console. “Who do you think put us up to it?”

“You be quiet, mister,” Peterman insisted, drawing a finger across her throat.

“Oh, you know any time something corny like this happens, it can only be the result of one Kelly L. Peterman.”

“It’s the thought that counts, Commander,” Baxter said easily.

Just as he and Peterman neared the door to the transporter room, a large banner unfurled itself behind the transporter console, impressed with the huge words “Welcome Back, Captain Baxter!”

Baxter glanced over his shoulder. “Well, isn’t that nice.”

“Great timing, Lieutenant!” Peterman snapped.

“Sorry,” Hartley muttered. “I’m a transporter chief, not a party planner.”

The senior staff poured out of the transporter room.

“I’ve got a couple pies in the oven down at the restaurant,” Browning said. “See you guys there for dinner tonight?”

“Absolutely,” Baxter said.

“We’ll talk later, Andy,” Richards said, and headed off down the corridor with Browning.

J’hana, Tilleran, Larkin, and Conway picked up step with Peterman and Baxter.

J’hana clapped Baxter on the back so hard he nearly fell over. “Captain, a hearty welcome. This ship has hardly been the same without you.”

“No kidding,” Conway muttered, picking up step beside Baxter.

“Huh?” asked Baxter.

“Nothing.”

Tilleran grinned. “J’hana and I pitched in and got you a new command chair, since Captain Ficker apparently…stained your old one somehow.”

Baxter’s nose wrinkled. “Uhhh…thanks, guys.”

“No problem.” Tilleran looked to J’hana. “Well, Jan, we have hoverball court reservations.”

“That we do.” J’hana took Tilleran’s hand and they both headed off in the other directon. “Again, good to have you back, sir!”

“Good to be back,” Baxter said weakly, continuing on down the corridor, with Conway and Larkin at his side and Peterman following behind.

Baxter looked at Conway. “‘Jan’?”

“It’s a term of affection,” Conway said. “They’ve been acting that way since they got back to the ship.”

“Platonic?” Baxter asked, glancing back at Peterman.

She shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

“They moved into adjacent quarters when they moved back in,” Conway explained. “Apparently, Imzadi like to be within close proximity of one another.”

“That is hardly an indicator of anything, Commander,” said Larkin sternly.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “Let’s keep the speculation to a minimum. What Lieutenants J’hana and Tilleran do in their free time is none of our business.”

“Although it would make a brilliant sociological study,” said Larkin.

“Mmm…” Conway said distantly.

“Commander!” Baxter exclaimed. “Snap out of it!”

“Right, sir.” The group rounded a bend in the corridor, and five screaming kids collided with Baxter. Three were dressed as Jem’Hadar, two as Starfleet security officers.

“What the hell is this!” Baxter cried.

“Andy, watch your language!” Peterman warned.

“They’re in the kindergarten class,” Conway said dryly. He knelt down next to them. “This is Jermaine, Steffie, Brant, and V’xxnvar.”

They all waved at Baxter. Steffie pretended to shoot at him with her plastic phaser rifle.

“Adorable,” Baxter muttered. “Well…don’t you have a…kindergarten class or something to get to?”

“We’re in the afternoon class,” Jermaine said smartly.

“Two…classes…” Baxter said quietly. “Oh, gee, that’s just great.”

“What did we learn today?” Peterman asked sweetly, patting V’xxnvar on his antennaed head.

The little Andorian grinned. “Nuclear physics. Miss Shar told us about the disasters of Chernobyl and Three-Mile Island.”

“How cute,” Baxter said. He turned to Conway. “Miss Shar?”

Conway grinned. “Yes, sir. Tyra Shar and her wife moved aboard two weeks ago. Her wife opened up a book store and coffee beanery on the mall level.”

“Oh, you must love that,” Baxter said.

“No, sir. No I don’t.”

“Well, get on to…wherever you were going, kids,” Baxter said uneasily, patting little Steffie on the back.

The kids hurried away, pretending to shoot at each other and carrying on down the corridor.

“Kelly told me that families were being allowed on the Explorer, but part of me just didn’t believe it,” Baxter said. “I was hoping no families would decide to come aboard.”

“Turns out they found plenty,” Conway said. “Except for the diplomatic executive staterooms on Deck 12, we’re full up. There’s a waiting list, in fact.”

Baxter rubbed his beard. “I wonder how long Starfleet will let this go on?”

“There’s just no way of knowing,” Conway mumbled.

Peterman picked up step next to Baxter, took his arm. “But it’s a wonderful thing. Children give us perspective. They make us remember what we’re doing all this for. And they make us think about our choices before we make them, because we know if we fail we’ll not only be affecting the lives of Starfleet officers, but also hundreds of–”

“Can it,” Conway muttered.

“You watch it, Commander,” Baxter snapped. “But he does have a point, Kelly. That Starfleet family speech is a bunch of hogwash and you know it.”

“I think it’s nice. Trust me, Andy. You’ll grow to love these kids. And, as a matter of fact, it might make just make you think of having kids of your own…”

Baxter shuddered. “No kidding.” The group stepped into a turbolift.

“Let me guess where you want to go first,” Conway mumbled.

“Bridge,” Baxter said, and smiled as he said it. The turbolift began its journey upward. “I’ve been waiting for two months to say that word.”

“Indeed,” said Larkin.

“Well, I hope we’re not going to find a children’s pottery class in the conference room,” Baxter giggled.

“No, sir,” Conway said. “They only meet Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

“You’re not joking, are you, Conway?”

“I wish to God I was, sir.”

The turbolift came to a stop and the doors opened. Baxter stepped out onto the bridge and sucked in the recycled air. “Ah, it’s good to be back!”

Lt. Ford was standing at the center of the bridge. He glanced back. “Welcome back, Captain.” All of the non-essential backup officers on the bridge stood and clapped.

“This looks so rehearsed,” Conway whispered to Peterman, who just smacked him on the back of the head.

“Good to see you all, too,” Baxter said, looking about the bridge with satisfaction.

Larkin relieved the officer at ops and Peterman and Conway walked with Baxter to the command center.

“You know, all in all, the bridge looks about the same,” Baxter said. “I’m glad they were able to get all those silly luau decorations out of here.”

“Yes, everything’s just like you remember it,” Conway said. He craned his neck to glare at Peterman across from Baxter. “Right?”

“Yep, just like you remember things,” Peterman said.

“Well, I think I’ll just sit here and command for a while,” Baxter said. “Make sure I remember how to do it, after all that rooting and planting and pruning I did down on Earth.”

“At least you got a good tan,” Peterman offered.

“Yeah, I suppose.”

“Course, sir?” Ford asked, taking his seat from the relief officer at helm.

“Well.” Baxter turned to Conway. “What’s our next mission?”

Conway handed Baxter a padd. “Commodore Velara has us doing a stellar phenomenon survey of sector 47205.”

“That’s about a week away,” Baxter said, studying the padd.

“Well into deep space,” Conway said with a grin. “Far away from Starfleet Command.”

“I think we all could stand to get away,” Peterman agreed. “In addition to the week we all spent on different missions, the Explorer’s been on routine courier and freight run duties ever since she got out of spacedock six weeks ago.”

“Sounds dull,” Baxter agreed. “Well, then. Sector 47205 it is. Mr. Ford, lay in a course. Warp Six.”

“Course laid in. Warp Six, Aye.”

Baxter looked from Peterman to Conway, who both returned his gaze with weak grins. “Okay, then. Punch it.”

And the Explorer leapt off into the unknown.



That evening, back in his old quarters, Baxter poked his head into the bathroom. “Hey, Kelly. Ready to go? We have reservations for 1900 hours.”

“Hold on a sec,” Peterman said, staring at herself in the mirror as she ran the long, circular beam of the phase-curler over her head. Instantly the hair curled and shined with a new gleam. “There. Ready.”

Baxter grinned. “You look fantastic.”

“Thank you.” Peterman turned and wrapped her arms around Baxter’s neck. “You don’t look too shabby yourself.”

“How have you kept yourself busy lo these many weeks?” Baxter asked. “With just you and your gaggle of pets to keep you company?”

Peterman grinned. “A girl has her ways.”

“I don’t want to know.”

“Come on, they can’t be worse than Cindy the Orion Slavegirl.”

“Hey, that novel had a great plot.”

Peterman giggled. “Yeah, right.” She walked out of the bathroom, grabbed a treat out of the bowl on the kitchen table and tossed it to Charlie, who was curled snugly on the couch. “Here, boy. Have a good evening.”

Baxter took Peterman’s arm. “Shall we dine?”

“We shall.”

Baxter lead the way out of the cabin and as soon as they stepped into the corridor, they ran across Mr. Mirk. He wore what had become his customary reverend’s outfit: a knee-length navy jacket, red vest, and a glittering gold pendant shaped like a fruit basket.

“Hey, Mirk,” Baxter grinned. “Keeping busy?”

“Very, sir,” Mirk nodded.

“Great. How’s that religion coming?”

“It couldn’t be better. So…when should I expect you in for your annointing?”

Baxter blinked. “My what?”

Mirk looked at Peterman. “You did tell him, didn’t you?”

Peterman bit her lip. “Not yet.”

“Tell me what?” Baxter turned toward Peterman. “What?”

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell him.”

Peterman grinned weakly. “We’re converting to Maloxitarian, Andy. It’s for the good of the quadrant.”

Mirk nodded excitedly. “The crew’s really taking to it sir. They’re finding my sermons most informative.”

“Oh…” Baxter said. “Grand.”

“You can’t expect Mirk’s religion to take off if his own crewmates don’t join up,” Peterman explained. “We all have to do our part.”

“Hm.” Baxter rubbed his chin. “I thought I was doing my part just by being captain.”

“Very funny, wiseguy,” Peterman said, patting Baxter on the back. “He’ll be by your chapel first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Very good,” Mirk bowed. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go banish some evil spirits from Lt. Unlathi’s children.”

“More power to you!” Peterman said, and waved as Mirk walked off.

“The crew agreed to this?” Baxter said, once Mirk was out of earshot.

“After some…coaxing.”

“By you?”

“This is important to him, Andy,” Peterman said. “And like I said, it’s for the good of the quadrant. Or at least that’s what he says.”

“We’re putting our faith in the hands of a nineteen year old evangelist,” Baxter muttered. “Great. Is there anything about Maloxitarianism you should tell me before I join up?”

“Let’s just enjoy our evening,” Peterman said quickly, and led Baxter down the corridor.



When Baxter stepped through the large, frosted glass doors that led into Ship’s Shoppes, he had to recoil a little bit. This was the only part of his ship that didn’t seem to change much since the Explorer had been a cruise ship two months earlier. It wasn’t that large. Not more than three cargo bays in length, but still…it was a MALL on his ship.

Ship’s Shoppes was made up of two levels: The lower level consisted of the fountain and park bench area at the center, Dillon’s Pioneer Depot, a Tellarite Jewler, Mirk’s chapel, Shar’s Books and Beans, and Everything’s A Credit. Up on the second floor was Dr. Browning’s restaurant, Space Tastes, and Yeoman Briggs’s Hair Salon, Fashion Mecca, and Interior Design Palace. Above was a huge long row of viewports that stretched the length of the mall, complete with stars zipping by.

Baxter stared up at the viewports and cringed. “Kelly…I don’t know if I can get used to this.”

“At least we’re not calling it the ‘Aloha Deck’ anymore.”

Baxter sighed. “I guess you’re right. So how do we get up to Janice’s? Glass elevator?”

“Nah. We can take the spiral staircase that leads up through Dillon’s Depot.”

“Wonderful,” Baxter muttered. He and Peterman passed by the foggy windows of Shar’s Books and Beans and he peered in, more out of curiousity than anything else. There was an acoustic guitarist playing and a fire burning in a fireplace in the very rear. The whole place had the look of a comfortable, old-style Earth living room.

Baxter spottted Lt. Tilleran inside, nodding her head along to the music. Right beside her was Lt. J’hana.

“Look!” Baxter exclaimed.

“Andy!” Peterman scolded. “What did you say earlier about leaving their private life alone!”

Baxter frowned. “I guess you’re right.”

Peterman stole one more glance in the windows before they headed off to Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot.

The door jingled as they stepped through.

“Welcome to Dillon’s,” Bradley Dillon grinned, standing behind the counter. “How can I help you?”

“We’re heading upstairs to eat, Bradley, thanks.”

“Shouldn’t you be out running your vast financial empire, Mr. Dillon?” Baxter asked wryly.

“We don’t have that in stock, but I can certainly try to special order it, sir,” Bradley said blankly.

“That’s HoloBradley,” Peterman explained. “Apparently there’s one in every Dillon’s across the quadrant. That way each customer gets served by the CEO himself.”

“Ingenious,” Baxter muttered, and followed Peterman to the spiral staircase at the back.

Just as they began mounting the stairs, Baxter saw Commander Travis Dillon step out of the store room, carrying a huge cargo crate.

“Where do you want this, Exalted One?”

“Over there,” HoloBradley pointed.

“What the hell is that?” Baxter asked.

“HoloTravis, apparently,” Peterman said, shrugging. “Come on. This place gives me the creeps.”

“You’re not the only one.”

They reached the top of the stairs to find Dr. Browning standing behind a podium. “Hi, guys. Suck-salt or non suck- salt?”

“Non, please,” said Peterman.

Browning led Baxter and Peterman over to a table for two, right by the large bay window at the front of the restaurant.

“Oh, look,” Baxter said. “What a great view of the mall.”

“Yeah, watching other people shop makes people more hungry,” Browning explained. “Or at least it makes me hungry. What can I get you guys?”

“Mmm,” Baxter said. “You got those fresh grapefruit I brought aboard?”

“Uh…yeah…” Browning said slowly.

“Remember the Doc’s Cardiac arrest?” Baxter asked, a nostalgic gleam in his eye.

“How could I forget,” Browning said sadly. “Two fresh grapefruits, grilled to perfection, stuffed with chicken, bacon, and mozzarrella. Served with honey mustard or mango chutney…” Browning sniffled, then began sobbing. “Excuse me…” She ran back to the kitchen.

“Mmm, I can’t wait,” Baxter said, licking his lips. “See that, Kelly. She’s so excited to make my special dinner she ran off crying.”

“Andy…” Peterman said, reaching across the table and grabbing Baxter’s hands. “I have something to tell you.”

Baxter picked up on the look. “Wh-what?”

“You know how Maloxitarianism is sort of centered around fruit…”

“No…”

“Well, apparently…it’s an obscure rule. It’s something Mirk didn’t even know before he began his studies.”

“Spit it out!” Baxter said, folding his arms.

“Grapefruits are sacred. Forbidden, uh, fruit. Because of their high acidity or something.”

“This is unbelievable.”

“She can make it with papaya. Or oranges. Or even better…tangerines! Any of those are fine.”

“Then why aren’t THEY sacred?”

Peterman shrugged. “I don’t know. We have to make sacrifices for our faiths.”

“What faiths? I haven’t even been ‘annointed’ yet,” Baxter said, making air quotes.

“Well, you might as well make a clean break, honey.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake. Well, before I get annointed I’m having a talk with Mirk about this grapefruit thing. No way I’m abstaining from grapefruits on my own ship.”

“I’d better go talk to Janice,” Peterman said, pushing a basket across the table. “Here, have a breadstick.”

“Fine,” Baxter muttered, taking a breadstick and munching angrily.

Peterman returned a few minutes later. “Poor Janice. She really liked making that for you.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said ruefully. “Well, I really liked eating it.”

“Well, she’s making something almost as good. Bajoran sand peas au gratin.”

“Mmmm,” Baxter said disinterestedly.

“With a side of pineapple,” Peterman added.

“Oh, joy.” Baxter stared out the window. “I guess I’m learning the hard way that you can’t go back again.”

“Nothing stays the same. At least we’re all together again. Isn’t that what’s most important?”

“I guess so. There aren’t any other weird Maloxian practices I should know about, are there?”

“Let’s just enjoy our meal, okay?”



Baxter and Peterman talked to Dr. Browning as they ate, and stayed until past closing time. It was 2200 hours when they finally left Ship’s Shoppes.

“Well,” Baxter said, stepping into a turbolift with Peterman. “How about we top off the night with a drink at the Constellation Cafe?”

“I really don’t think that’s a good idea. I’m kind of…tired.”

“Come on!” Baxter said. “I want to see what it’s like without Mirk at the helm. No doubt it’s not as good, but I’ll bet we can still get a good synthale there.”

“Honey, I…”

“No buts. Computer, Deck 10, forward section.”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “Oh, boy.”

The turbolift stopped on Deck 10 and Baxter and Peterman stepped out. Baxter stopped so suddenly Peterman nearly bumped into him.

“BOWM BOWM!”

“You hear that?” Baxter asked, cocking his head.

“Hear…what?” Peterman replied nervously.

“CHOOGAH CHOOGAHHHH!”

“That!” Baxter replied. “Bowm bowm! Choogah choogah!”

“I..uh, I don’t hear a thing.”

Baxter hurried his pace down the corridor. “Come on, I want to see what all the commotion is about.”

“BOWM BOWM!”

“Andy…”

“CHOOGAH CHOOGAHHHH!”

About ten meters before they reached the doors of the Constellation Cafe, Baxter and Peterman came across a line that seemed to stretch the full ten meters.

“What the hell?” asked Baxter, scratching his head.

“You wanted to see it so bad,” Peterman said, taking Baxter’s hand. “Let’s go. We can cut to the front of the line. Captain’s prerogative.”

“Right,” Baxter said. “Captain’s prerogative.”

He saw Lieutenants Zack Ford and Brian Gellar toward the front of the line, dressed in tacky silky shirts and white pants.

“What’s happening, Cap?” Ford asked. “Didn’t expect you here!”

“Captain can get down with the best of them!” Gellar replied. “Right, Spanky?”

“Get…down?” asked Baxter.

Peterman dragged Baxter toward the door. “Hurry. So we can get this overwith.”

Ensign Saral was at the door, letting people in one at a time. “Good evening, Captain. Welcome to the Constellation Club.”

“Constellation CLUB?” Baxter asked.

“Come on,” Peterman pushed.

The doors slid open and a layer of smoke wafted out. Baxter saw what looked like lazer lights firing througout the darkened room. Then a strobe light began to illuminate it spasmodically.

He gasped. “My…God…”

“It’s a night club, Andy!” Peterman shouted above the deafening music. “A damn night club!”

“I see it, I just don’t believe it!” Baxter shouted back.

Suddenly a scantily clad Orion woman appeared in front of Baxter as if from out of nowhere. “Would either of you like a jello shooter?”

“A WHAT?” Baxter asked over the music.

“Sure, I’ll take three,” Peterman said, yanking what looked like three test tubes out of the rack the woman carried. She downed them all at once. Then she put the tubes back in the rack. “Cindy, I presume?”

The Orion shook her head. “WHAT?”

“Nevermind.”

“BOWM BOWM! CHOOGAH CHOOGAHHHH!”

Baxter stepped, as if in a trance, out on the dance floor. It was made of slick tile, placed out in the center of the lounge, well in front of the bar. Mulicolored spotlights glanced about Baxter’s face and the floor itself lit up in red, blue, and green. Then, suddenly, he came face to face with Chris Richards, who wore a shirt zipped down midway to expose his chest hair.

“What’s up, Andy?” Richards asked, bumping and grinding up against Ensign Dawson from sciences.

“That’s what I want to know!”

“What?”

“BOWM BOWM!”

“THAT’S WHAT I WANT TO KNOW!”

“WHAT?”

“CHOOGAH CHOOGAHHHH!”

“Nevermind.” And Baxter plowed through the throng of dancers and found Peterman clinging to the bar rail like it was a life preserver. “I’m almost wishing this was a cruise ship again!”

“Sssssshut your mouth,” Peterman slurred, shoving a finger against Baxter’s lips. Four empty glasses sat before her.

“Oh, for Pete’s…” Baxter said, shaking his head. “Come on, Kelly, let’s get the hell out of here.”

“I’ll get the next one to go, bartender,” Peterman belched, then dropped to her knees and rolled onto the deck.

“BOWM BOWM! CHOOGAH CHOOGAHHHH!”



“BEEEEP-EEP!”

Baxter was awaken from his first peaceful sleep in two months by the trilling of the comm system.

“Huh? Stay out of here, Curtis!” Baxter cried. Then he realized he was back on his ship, not at New Zealand Penal Colony.

His bedroom lit up as Lt. Commander Larkin’s face popped up on the screen opposite his bed.

“Captain. My apologies for waking you.”

Baxter rubbed his eyes. “Forget about it. What is it?”

“We recieved a Priority One communication from Commodore Velara.”

“Put it through, then.”

“Aye, sir.”

The new director of the Explorer program replaced Larkin on the viewscreen. “Ah, Captain. I am sorry to wake you, but I believe you may find this information worth waking up for.”

Baxter sat up in bed. Peterman curled up next to him and pulled the covers up over her head. “Go ahead.”

“We have located the Escort.”

“Finally,” Baxter sighed. “I thought we’d never get that ship back.”

Velara didn’t acknowledge Baxter’s interruption. “A Federation freighter picked up its transponder code in the Quabor system, on the second planet, three light years from your position.”

“Any sign of Ficker?”

“None that they could detect; however, there was evidence of a civilization on Quabor Two’s largest continent. The freighter couldn’t scan any of the cities, due to some sort of high-powered shield grid that was in place over the entire continent. Since this is a far-flung world, the Federation has had no contact with this race as of yet. So, to put it succinctly, your mission is to recover the Escort and Captain Ficker, and make contact with this new race. Is that understood?”

“Perfectly,” Baxter said. “We’ll get underway ASAP.”

“Very good. Please keep me posted.”

“Will do.” And Velara blinked off the screen.

“What was that, Andy?” Peterman asked, her voice muffled under the covers.

“An opportunity for revenge, my dear,” Baxter said, gritting his teeth. “Sweet revenge.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54075.4. We’re headed at high warp for the Quabor system, in which we hope to find the starship Escort, stolen from us by Captain Alvin Ficker in his mad dash from the about-to- blow-up Explorer a couple months ago. It amazes me that Starfleet’s taken this long finding the thing, but I’m just thankful they’ve sent me to get it back. I’ve got a score to settle with that no-good son of a bitch Ficker. Uh, computer… hell, you know the drill.



Captain Baxter emerged from the readyroom, blowing steam from a cup of steaming orange pekoe tea. He stopped between tactical and engineering, right behind the railing that encircled the raised command chairs. Stars were shooting toward him on the viewscreen.

“Status, Commander Conway?”

Seated in his chair to the right of the new command chair, Conway looked up from a padd he was reading. “We’ll be at Quabor Two in just a few minutes, Captain.”

“Great.” He made his way around the left side of the bridge, stepped down from the quarterdeck to the front of the bridge, and hung a left toward his chair. He sat down purposefully, then sat his cup to his left in the cupholder. He wiggled around for a moment. “This thing is really comfortable.”

Conway was immersed in the padd. “I’m happy for you, sir.”

“No, really, Commander. You should try it.”

“I did.” He didn’t look up from the padd. “For two months. Remember?”

“Oh, yeah. What did Ficker get on this thing, anyway?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Right, right.” Baxter paused for a few moments. “Commander, is there a problem?”

“Problem? With me? Hah!” Conway kept reading.

“It’s Shar, isn’t it? You can’t stand her being on the ship with that new wife, am I right?”

“You’re so far off,” Conway grumbled. “I’m just having trouble house-training Bucky.”

“Why don’t I believe you,” Baxter muttered. “Well, you know the door to my readyroom is always open…metaphorically, anyway.”

“I’ll have to remember that,” mumbled Conway.

“Approaching the Quabor system,” Larkin announced from ops. Baxter was glad for the interruption.

“Mr. Ford, take us to Quabor Two at full impulse. Larkin, scan for the Escort.” He punched a button on the console beside his chair. “Baxter to all senior staff: report to the bridge.”

The bridge was silent for a few moments.

“Positive contact, sir,” Larkin announced finally. “USS Escort. NX-85392.”

Baxter got up and headed over to ops, rested his hands on the back of Larkin’s chair. “What’s her position?”

Larkin brought the image of the beige and green surface of Quabor Two up on the screen, as J’hana, Tilleran, and Peterman stepped out of the aft turbolift and took their respective places. A crosshairs appeared at the center of the screen and the image suddenly zoomed down toward a craggy, snow-topped mountain range.

“She appears to have made a crash-landing.”

Baxter studied the image. It appeared that the Escort had slammed into a mountainside. It clung, on an incline, about twenty meters down the side of a snowcovered mountain.

“Any idea of the cause?” asked Peterman, taking up a position beside Baxter at the front of the bridge.

“No weapons damage on the hull,” J’hana said, studying her scans. “Some hull stress that doesn’t seem to be resultant of the crash.”

“From a tractor beam, maybe?” asked Conway.

“That would be my guess.”

“Someone locked a tractor onto her and slung her down into that planet,” Baxter said, rubbing his beard. “What a weird thing to do. Any evidence of looting?”

“None at all,” said Larkin.

“Well, we have to go down there and investigate,” Baxter said, after a long silence. “Any natives nearby?”

“The planet’s populace is centered on a large continent approximately sixty kilometers west of the island on which the Escort crashed,” Larkin reported. “That entire continent is encased in a forcefield that our sensors can’t penetrate.”

“Well, then,” Baxter said. “We’ll just go down and have a look at the Escort. Take things one step at a time.”

“Right, sir,” Conway said. “J’hana, Larkin, you two are with–”

Baxter held up his hand. “Not so fast. I’m going to handle this one.”

“Why, so you can find Ficker and get back at him for that mean knee to the crotch?” asked Conway.

“Isn’t that enough of a reason?” Baxter said. “J’hana, Larkin. Come on.” J’hana and Larkin left their stations to follow Baxter to the turbolift.

He stopped before he reached the turbolift. “On second thought, Larkin, you stay here. Counselor…”

Peterman looked up. “What?”

“Come with me. Your psychiatric services may be needed.”

“Me?” Peterman said in shock. “You actually want ME on an away team?”

“Sure.”

“Aww, Andy.”

Baxter smiled. “Now come on. Daylight’s burning.”

Conway harrumphed as J’hana, Baxter, and Peterman stepped into the turbolift. “How do you like that?”

“Indeed, the captain’s choice seems odd. He must surely know that I am also well-versed in the psychological disciplines.”

“Honestly, I don’t think he cares, Larkin.”

“Indeed.”



When Baxter, Peterman, and J’hana materialized on the bridge of the starship Escort, the first thing they noticed was that it was pitch dark.

“Primary power has failed,” J’hana announced, switching on her palm beacon. “And there is an extreme chill in here.”

“Did you need a tricorder to figure that out?” Baxter asked wryly, drawing his blue-gray survival jacket closer around him.

“No, I didn’t, Mr. Smartypants.”

Baxter and Peterman switched on their own palm beacons, swathing the bridge with beams of light.

“Over here,” Peterman said, gesturing over to the command chair.

Baxter and J’hana joined her, looked down at the chair with interest. “A food tray?” asked Baxter.

J’hana knelt, stuck a finger in the glop on the tray. “Chicken pot pie, to be exact. It is quite cold.”

“I know the feeling,” Peterman said. She was enveloped in the huge and puffy survival jacket, but her teeth still chattered.

“Main power’s probably been down since the crash,” Baxter said. “Which could have been any time in the last two months.”

“Judging by the rate of decay in this chicken pot pie,” J’hana said, waving her tricorder over the meal tray, “I would say the crash occured sometime between two and four weeks ago.”

“And no sign of Ficker?” Baxter asked.

J’hana studied her tricorder. “If he was aboard this ship, I would have detected him by now.”

“So the people on that continent came and rescued him. We should try to make contact,” Baxter said.

“Conway to Baxter,” Baxter’s combadge chirped suddenly.

Baxter tapped. “Go ahead.”

“We detected a momentary fluctuation in the shields around that continent. Some sort of shuttle emerged and is making its way rapidly to your position.”

“The welcoming committee, no doubt,” Baxter said.

“Or the ‘Beat Some Ass’ committee,” Conway interjected.

“Always the pessimist,” Peterman sighed.

“I speak from experience, Counselor.”

“Listen, Conway,” Baxter sighed. “Just have Richards and an engineering team beam down here to secure the Escort for towing. We’ll deal with our friends the Quabors.”

“Aye, sir. Your funeral.”

“Thank you,” Baxter said, and tapped the channel closed. “All right, you two, let’s make for the escape hatch.”



Baxter pried the hatch open with a grunt and hopped out onto the Escort’s port-side wing. “It’s a beautiful day. Could be warmer, but beautiful nevertheless.”

“This planet is a frozen wasteland,” J’hana said, trudging ahead through the snow, along the narrow mountain ridge.

“After being incarcerated for such a long time, you get to appreciate being outdoors, whatever the weather may be,” said Baxter.

“Please,” J’hana moaned. “You spent your days picking daisies.”

“Yeah, but when I wasn’t picking daisies, I was confined to my quarters.”

“Must have been terrible, with only a viewscreen and the full arts and literature database of the Federation at your disposal,” muttered J’hana.

“What’s nibbling at your antenna, J’hana?” Baxter asked. “Having a fight with your girlfriend?”

J’hana stopped in the snow, whirled. “What’s that?”

Peterman picked up step along the ridge and dashed in front of Baxter. “He didn’t say anything. Just keep walking, J’hana.”

“That is what I thought.”

“You’re playing with fire, Andy,” Peterman whispered, pulling Baxter back.

“Just a little friendly ribbing,” Baxter said. “Nothing wrong with that.”

“Don’t be so sure. She’s very…odd when it comes to her relationship with Lt. Tilleran.”

“No kidding. Well, I have no time to coddle her,” Baxter said. “I have problems of my own.”

“No kidding.”

Baxter glared at Peterman. “Glad I have your support.”

J’hana stopped suddenly ahead of them. Her antennae twitched. “I am picking up vibrations in the air. A vehicle is approaching.” She whipped out her tricorder. “One point two kilometers and closing fast.”

“All right,” Baxter said. “Keep your weapon holstered. We don’t want to give these guys the wrong idea. We just want to let them know the Federation is in the neighborhood and get Ficker back, then get the hell out of here, understood?”

“Perfectly,” Peterman said.

“Right then.” Baxter took a breath. “Happy faces, everybody.”

Moments later a dot appeared in the distance, drawing closer to take the shape of a narrow-bodied blue vehicle with forward- swept wings. It hung in front of them like a hummingbird, its engines humming. At the front of the ship was a cockpit. Within, he saw two Quaboran pilots. They were huge, easily twice the size of a human being, making them only slightly taller than an average Flarn, and they were covered in brown fur. They had tiny, oblong heads and huge, rapidly blinking yellow eyes.

“Hello in there!” Baxter said, waving diplomatically. He pointed at himself, Peterman and J’hana, then pointed at the ship. He held up his left hand and opened and closed it quickly in the universal gesture for “talk.”

“They are staring at us very oddly,” J’hana observed. “Like we were some sort of a science experiment.”

The beings inside the craft cocked their heads, then pressed several buttons. “How do you know that’s not how they show respect?” Peterman asked.

“I’d take it as a sign of respect if they beamed us out of the freezing cold,” Baxter muttered. Then, as if to grant his wish, transporter beams locked on to him, Peterman, and J’hana.



“Thanks a bunch for bringing us in out of the cold,” Baxter said immediately after he materialized in the ship’s cargo hold. He was face to face with one of the big furry creatures. “I’ll just–”

But before he could say anything else, the creature tossed what looked like a black, corded noose around his neck and tugged.

Baxter stumbled forward. “Now you look here!”

The being slapped similar nooses around Peterman and J’hana.

J’hana, for her part, bit and growled and struggled as the alien dragged all three of them down from the transporter pad.

“Trrtlelelleltltteltltltrle!”

The Universal Translator didn’t make much out of that, Baxter noted.

He tapped his communicator. “Baxter to Explorer.”

Nothing. He looked to J’hana, who did the same. Again, nothing.

“They must be suppressing our combadges somehow,” Peterman deduced.

Suddenly Baxter felt something noose-like wrap around his neck, and he was dragged forward.

“Listen, I don’t know how you guys do things in your neck of the galaxy, but where I come from it’s not nice to put a leash on someone without their permission,” Baxter said sternly.

“Tllllelettltlelleltlettttt.”

“Yes, well, that may be, but me and my people do have rights as Federation citizens.”

“You tell them, Andy,” Peterman said, gripping at the cord as it dug into her neck. “Loosen this thing up, Mister!”

“You will be masticated by me and my entire family at our holiday meal for this!” J’hana cried.

The Quaboran didn’t seem to be paying attention to anyone. He simply opened three cages that lined one side of the cargo hold and shoved Baxter, Peterman, and J’hana each in their own cell. He reached in through an opening in the cell door and pulled the leashes off each person, one by one.

“Hey, I have a water dish!” Peterman exclaimed.

“Me too,” Baxter noticed. The Quaboran slapped the small openings in the doors of each cage closed and left.

“Early hypothesis,” J’hana grumbled. “These people think we are pets.” The Andorian glared at Peterman. “Do you not think that is…cute, Counselor?”

“Absolutely not!”



“The Quabor shuttle is returning to the shielded continent, with our people aboard,” Larkin noted, as Conway took a few steps closer to the viewscreen.

“Can we tell what’s going on on that ship?”

“Negative.”

Conway tapped his combadge. “Conway to Baxter.”

No response.

“Conway to Baxter,” he repeated, looking to Larkin, as if for answers.

Larkin studied her panel. “They have returned inside the forcefield. That may be blocking our comm signal.”

“Okay,” Conway said, returning to the command chair. “We’ll give them half an hour to get settled. If we don’t hear anything after that, we’re going down there.”



Several minutes after Baxter and the others had been unceremoniously tossed into their cages, they were beamed out.

When their patterns resolved, they found themselves in a pen of some sort, fenced in by sizzling electrified silver bars. They were standing in hay, it seemed, and surrounded by about twenty milling, squeaking, squealing …humanoids. They were nearly naked, only covered in rudimentary loincloths.

Some were striped, some colored green, or red, or orange, but there was no doubt about it. They looked just like humans.

“Where the hell are we?” Peterman asked fearfully.

“In your worst nightmare?” J’hana offered.

“Very funny.” Baxter pushed up his shirtsleeves. “Warden!” he called out. “Someone! Someone get us out of here!”

“They can’t understand us,” Peterman said, dropping down into the hay in one corner of the pen. “We’ve figured out that much.”

“Then what should we do?” Baxter asked. “Just sit here until one of these…humans…tries to mate with us?”

Peterman folded her arms. “No way.”

“They took our phasers, but we still have tricorders,” J’hana said. “We might try using them to augment the Universeal Translator.”

“Get to it,” Baxter said. “Meanwhile, I’m going to look around the pen a bit. See if Ficker is in here.”

After about a half an hour, Baxter had searched every corner of the pen, with no sign of Ficker. It was about the size of his quarters, so it wasn’t that it took a long time to search, but the other…pets…were rowdy and not in any way helpful in his search. When he returned to the corner where he’d left J’hana and Peterman, his wife was politely shoving one human off her hip.

“Bad boy! Bad!”

“These things are mighty horny,” J’hana observed.

“That’s great, J’hana,” Baxter muttered. “But what about the Universal Translator?”

“I have developed a subroutine that will analyze and dissect the Quaboran vocal patterns. We shall know if it works if a Quaboran ever comes in here again.”

“I can’t wait,” Peterman mumbled.



“Here’s your problem,” Lt. Hartley said, dragging herself out of the pit that circled the warp core at the center of the Escort’s engine room. “Busted power conduit.”

“That’s what I thought,” Richards said. “Stuart,” he called over his shoulder. “Break out the spare and work with Hartley to install it. We may be able to spare ourselves the trouble of tractoring the Escort out of here if we can just get her out on her own power.”

“You seem a bit antsy,” Hartley observed. “You think this race is trouble?”

“We haven’t heard from the captain yet, and it’s been over half an hour. Isn’t that reason enough to worry?”

“I suppose it pays to be ready for anything.” Hartley watched as Stuart heaved a new section of power conduit out from the supply room just off the engine compartment.

“Here we go,” Stuart said. “Spanking new.”

“Let’s get her in,” Hartley said.

Richards tapped his foot as he watched Hartley and Stuart work. He really was antsy. What if Baxter and Peterman were in trouble? What kind of diabolical things could the Quabors be doing to them?



“That tickles!” Baxter cried, as waves of sound brushed over the pen, individually cleansing all its occupants.

“This field is quite efficient,” J’hana said, wriggling her hips. “I can feel the dirt working free of every crevice.”

“I’m happy for you,” Peterman muttered. “The Leeramar could learn a thing or two from these people.”

Then, as suddenly as they began, the sound waves died down.

“Well,” Baxter said. “Now what?”

As if to answer his question, the doors to the long hallway in front of the pen slid open, and two Quabors slugged in.

“Trttlrtl.”

“Teettlettr.”

They seemed to be quite involved in some sort of debate.

“Anything, J’hana?” Baxter asked.

J’hana stared at her tricorder. “Still working.”

The Quabors, meanwhile, deactivated the electrified fence and swung open a door at the center. Humans scrambled toward the opening, but the lead Quaboran kept them back with what appeared to be an electroprod of some kind. The one with the prod stepped inside, waving the prod around at the advancing humans. He reached Baxter, Peterman, and J’hana and immediately slung leashes around their necks. He grabbed all three leash-ends and tugged back toward the gate.

“Guess we’re going for walkies,” Peterman surmised.



Richards looked around the bridge of the Escort with satisfaction as power thrummed around him and all the stations powered up.

“Hartley to bridge. Let there be light, sir.”

Richards tapped the comm button on the ops console beside him. “Great work, Lt. Hartley. Now start initializing the structural integrity field and thrusters.”

“Already on it. We should be able to get out of here in about twenty minutes.”

“Fantastic.” Richards walked over to the command chair and sat down, resting his elbows on his knees. He tapped his combadge. “Richards to Conway.”

“Conway here.”

“Have we heard from the captain yet?”

“That’s a negative. How long until you can get the Escort out of there?”

“Another twenty minutes.”

“As soon as you do, I want you to do a fly-over of that continent. Try to get some idea of what we’re up against. But do not engage them, you hear me?”

“Perfectly, sir. You want to come down and supervise things?”

“I have total faith in you, Commander.”

“How nice for you.”



Baxter, Peterman, and J’hana were led down a long corridor, into a massive, jewel-encrusted room with sparkling lights and gold fixtures.

At the head of the room was a large throne, on which an unbelievably huge Quaboran sat. He was the only Quaboran Baxter had seen so far that wore any clothes besides rudimentary belts. This one wore a long, fluttering silver cape.

“Trrttleelel!” he commanded, and Baxter, Peterman, and J’hana were thrust toward him.

“You know, there are rules against this kind of thing!” Baxter cried, glaring back at the Quaboran that had him by a leash.

That Quaboran released the leashes on Baxter, Peterman, and J’hana and the leader got up, heaving his bulk in a circle around them, grunting and observing.

“Tetrrrtltletl,” he said finally, then called over his shoulder “Trrt! Trrt!”

“Yeah, what do you want now?” Captain Alvin Ficker climbed out of a small flap-door beside the throne. He wore an orange and green court-jester outfit, complete with bells on the hat. His eyes widened when he saw Baxter and the others. “Oh, for the love of–”

“TRRT!” commanded the huge Quaboran.

“Yeah, right, sorry,” Ficker said, and kneeled before him, nuzzling his chin into the fur of the massive being’s leg. As he did so, he glanced over at Baxter. “They send you of all people! I don’t believe it!”

“Believe it, buddy,” Baxter said. “Me and you have a score to settle!”

“That’s all well and good,” Ficker said, still nuzzling. “But if you haven’t noticed, we’re sort of trapped here.”

“My security chief is working on a way out as we speak.”

“How great for you,” Ficker said, rolling his eyes. “I’ll do whatever you want if you just get me the hell out of here. I feel ridiculous.”

“Rightly so,” Peterman giggled.

“Teertttlelt!” the huge Quaboran said, silencing all of them. He looked to the Quaboran with the leashes and nodded. “Tettttlrrtl.”

The leash man bowed and turned, plodded out of the throne room.

“Trtltletlr,” said the one Baxter guessed was the Quaboran leader. “Trtletltret.”

“J’hana?” Baxter asked.

“Hold on a sec,” J’hana said. “I think I’ve got something.”

“Hurry, before they decide to have us spade.”

“Neutered,” Peterman corrected.

“Whatever.”

“Terrettltert,” said the leader. “Tretrrrtteletlrrete. Tredtrlrfect for our hunting expedition. Trrt will be the lead tret. Won’t he? Won’t he?” The leader rubbed Ficker’s chin, and Ficker obligingly stomped his foot.

“This is so humiliating,” Peterman mumbled.

“All right,” Baxter said, looking to J’hana. “Good job, Lieutenant.” He turned to the leader. “Mister…Quaboran. We would like to discuss some of the finer points of diplomacy with you.”

“Yes, you’re a cutie too,” said the Quaboran leader, patting Baxter on the head. “And so vocal.”

“Apparently we can understand them, but the tricorder is still unable to transmit our speech into their language,” J’hana said.

“No kidding,” Baxter muttered. “Then that gets us nowhere.”

“Well,” said the leader, “the sun will be in its waning shortly. We should leave immediately. Tet! Get the costumes and prepare our new trets for an outing. They have a long hunt ahead of them.”

“A hunt,” J’hana said, baring her teeth in a smile. “At last, something to look forward to on this doomed away mission.”

“I’m glad somebody’s enjoying themselves,” said Peterman, as she, J’hana, and Baxter were led by another Quaboran into an anteroom where they were stripped and dressed as Ficker was.

“Well,” Baxter said to Peterman, frowning up at the dangling bells that hung down into his face. “You’re the one that wanted to get more involved in ship’s business.”

“What made you think that?”

“Remember that big fight we had back just before the Explorer was recomissioned? About how you wanted more responsibility?”

“Andy, I got enough of that when I was made Cruise Director. I hated it. I really thought you just wanted me along on this away mission because you liked having me around.”

“Of course I like having you around. But I want you to feel like you’re a valued member of the crew, too.”

“Silly, I already know that.”

“Come now, trets. Let’s get out to the woods!” announced the Quaboran leader, poking his head into the anteroom. “There’s a long day of hunting ahead!”

Suddenly another, much smaller, Quaboran rushed up and whispered something to the leader.

“What?” he said in disbelief. “More trets? A ship twenty times the size of the first one? Full of them? How can this be? What grace providence has placed upon us! Bring them in immediately!”

“He’s talking about the Explorer!” Baxter exclaimed.

“No kidding,” J’hana said wearily.

“We have to do something,” said Peterman.

“Like what?” asked Baxter. “Our communicators are useless. We don’t have phasers. What exactly do you suggest?”

“We have to find the shield generator and disable it,” J’hana said. “This tricorder has a bead on the source as it is. We just need to buy time to get to it.”

Baxter thought fast. “You can distract the leader out on the hunt. Kelly and I will go for the generator.”

“How do you plan on doing that?” J’hana asked.

“We’ll find a way to get separated,” Baxter said, and winked at Peterman.



Lt. Hartley and Ensign Stuart stepped out onto the bridge of the Escort. “All ready,” Hartley said.

“Okay,” Richards said, turning in the command chair toward the viewscreen. “Let’s get this show on the road. Stuart, take helm. Hartley, on tactical.”

Stuart and Hartley took their places.

Richards gripped the arms of the command chair. “Heat up the engines.”

“Heated,” said Hartley.

“Richards to Conway.”

“Go ahead.”

“We’re ready to go. We’ll let you know as soon as we locate Captain Baxter and the others.”

“Right. Good luck, Escort. Try not to wreck that thing for the second time, Richards.”

“I’ll do what I can,” Richards muttered, tapping the channel closed. “Stuart, ahead all thrusters, wing configuration down for atmospheric maneuvering.”

And the Escort dislodged itself from the mountainside and thrummed toward the Quaboran main continent.



Peterman and Baxter were shoved into a private cage.

“Have fun, little trets,” snickered one of the two Quabors that had escorted them there. Baxter had configured his tricorder to translate Quaboran speech as J’hana’s did.

One Quaboran stared at the other. “What are you doing?”

“I’m staying to watch. I get off on this sort of thing.”

“You’re sick.” And the other Quaboran walked away.

Baxter grinned. “Cool idea, huh? Make them think we’re rutting so we can get put off by ourselves.”

“THINK we’re rutting?” Peterman blinked. “You realize we haven’t made love in over a month!”

Baxter wrapped his arms around Peterman and began kissing her ravenously. “Well, no time like the present.”

She glanced over Baxter’s shoulder. “Andy, that Quaboran is still watching us.”

“Jeeze sakes.” Baxter turned back to look at the Quaboran. “A little privacy, please?”

He just stood there, arms folded, laughing. “Go to town, little trets!”



“Tracking the Escort’s telemetry,” said Lt. Commander Larkin, staring up at the blinking blip on the viewscreen. “They have almost reached the shield perimeter.”

“How much longer?” asked Conway, leaning forward in the command chair.

Larkin tapped a few controls. “In two minutes.”

Suddenly an alarm wailed on Lt. Gellar’s tactical console. “Sir! Someone just locked a tractor beam on us!”

Conway glanced over his shoulder, just as the Explorer jerked forward, nearly knocking him out of his chair. “Oh, f***! All engines, full reverse!”

“No effect,” Ford called out from the helm.

“They’re reeling us in now!” Tilleran said, rapidly tapping her panel in an effort to find a way out of the beam.

“Ideas, people!” Conway called out, wrapping his arms around his chair like it was a life preserver. Meanwhile, the surface of Quabor Two grew larger on the viewscreen.



“I hope the captain and his wife are having fun,” Ficker sneered as he and J’hana led the Quaboran leader down a long, curved, woodsy path, tugging against their leashes. J’hana took note that Quaboran brush and shrubbery was quite colorful. Lots of purples and yellows.

“I am certain that they are. They arguably got the more interesting part of the mission.”

“It’s been so long since I’ve…been with a woman,” Ficker said woefully.

“Well, don’t think you’re going to break that losing streak today, Captain,” said J’hana. “Remember, our job is to keep the Quaboran leader out of the Captain Baxter’s hair long enough for he and Peterman to get to the shield generator.”

“It might be harder than you think. Do you know what we’re supposed to be hunting?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea.”

Suddenly there was a rustling in the bushes. The leader jerked back on the leashes. “To the right, Trrt and Teet! Off that way! Release, release!” And he pulled off the nooses.

“Freedom!” J’hana bellowed.

“For what good it does us,” Ficker said, gulping. He pointed at the thick brush. “Look!”

A huge shadow rose behind the thicket of trees.

J’hana sighed. “Oh, flarg.”



“Contact,” Hartley said, looking up from the tactical panel to Richards’s right. “I’m getting a huge signal heading toward us. It’s the Explorer!”

Hartley put the image up on the viewscreen and Richards gasped. “They’re being pulled right into the atmosphere by tractor beam. Can we disrupt it?”

Hartley’s hands raced across the panel. “I’m going to try. Mr. Stuart, take us toward the source of the tractor beam.”



“Woah, nellie!” Conway cried out as the Explorer sailed through Quabor Two’s atmosphere. “Someone slow us down!”

“I’ve gone through every maneuver in the book, Commander,” said Ford. “That thing packs a whollop!”

“We’ve shot ion blasts at the thing, blown a cloud from the bussard scoops at it, reversed the polarity on the deflector dish,” Tilleran said. “Nothing’s worked.”

“Time to impact?” Conway asked fearfully.

“Two point one minutes, at our present rate of descent,” Larkin said calmly.

Conway punched a button on the arm rest. “All hands, this is Commander Conway. Prepare for impact!”

“Like that’ll do them any good now,” Tilleran muttered.



“Patience, everyone!” Dr. Browning called above the melee in her restaurant. “Everything will be fine soon! If it’ll make you guys feel better, dessert will be on the house as soon as this calamity is over! And I can take care of any injuries you may have sustained!”

Cheers echoed throughout Space Tastes.



After Peterman and Baxter finished, the Quabor, now satisfied, walked away.

Baxter zipped up his uniform front and helped Peterman to her feet. “I feel so cheap all of a sudden.”

“You’ll get over it,” mumbled Peterman.

“Now all we have to do is figure a way out of this electrified gate,” Baxter mused.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Peterman said, reaching back behind her head. She yanked out a hairpin. “There we go. That should do it.”

“You’re kidding me, right?” Baxter said, grabbing the hairpin. “I just jam it in the circuitry?”

“You have a better idea, Andy?”

“Not really,” Baxter shrugged. He walked over to the crackling electric gate. Right beside it was a control box that moderated the power that went through the fence. Baxter couldn’t fit his fingers in to rip the panel open, but there was a slit just wide enough for the hairpin to fit in. Here goes nothing,” he said woefully, and jammed the pin in the slot.



“All right,” said Lt. Hartley. “I’ve modulated the shields so they can channel the power of the tractor beam back down through the gravitic converters.”

“Perfect,” Richards said, watching the glowing golden tractor beam ahead of them on the viewscreen. Right above them, the Explorer plunged down toward the planet’s surface. “Mr. Stuart, take us in.”

The Escort hurtled through the tractor beam. Just before she reached it, though, the beam disappeared.

“What happened?” asked Richards, leaning over Hartley’s panel.

“I don’t know. There was a massive power surge throughout the primary city on the continent below us. It knocked out the tractor beam and the shields.”

“Try to locate our people, quick!” Richards said. “And get me a report on the Explorer’s condition!”

Stuart looked down at his panel. “Uh…hurtling toward us, at the moment!”

Richards gritted his teeth. “S***. Get us out of here!”

“Aye, sir.”



The compound where Peterman and Baxter had been kept had become a scene of chaos. They filtered through the rooms and corridors, ducking confused Quaborans left and right.

“That’s some hairpin,” Baxter said.

Peterman shrugged. “Either that, or it was just really poor wiring on the part of the Quabors.”

“We’ve got to try to get to J’hana and Ficker,” said Baxter. He and Peterman rushed out into the corridor where the pen of human-like “trets” waited for their respective owners.

“What about these guys?” asked Peterman.

“Prime Directive applies, I guess,” said Baxter. Suddenly his tricorder beeped. He whipped it out and tapped a couple buttons. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

“What?”

“Hold that thought.” Baxter tapped a few more controls, and the grunting, mewing, mooing trets suddenly started to speak English.

“Get us out of here!”

“Let us out, please!”

“We have families and jobs to get to, for goodness sake!”

“Well, well,” Peterman said. “It looks like trets are people too.”

“We sure can’t just leave them here,” Baxter said. “But I hate to bend the Prime Directive.”

“Yeah right,” Peterman giggled. “You’re joking, aren’t you?”

“Sort of.” Baxter walked over to the gate and swung it open. “I just hope they don’t put me back in jail for this.”



“Pull up, pull up!” Conway commanded, gripping the back of Ford’s chair.

“What the heck do you think I’m trying to do?” Ford asked, jerking back on the manual control joystick as the Explorer zipped through Quabor Two’s atmosphere haphazardly. She had been flipped end over end and sent spiraling when the tractor released, since all her engines were in reverse.

“Escort to Explorer,” came Richards’s voice. “Do you need assistance?”

“Yeah!” Conway cried out. “But it’s not like you can do anything about it!”

“Jeeze, just trying to be helpful.”

“Well forget about it!”

The view on the screen spun nauseatingly around as the Explorer skipped through the air like a stone on a lake.

Finally Ford pulled the ship rightside up and gunned the thrusters to send it flying back out toward space.

Conway watched the atmosphere peel away to reveal space and sighed with relief. “Well, that’s that. We’re putting landing gear on this thing.”



Baxter and Peterman, amid the melee of rushing Quaborans, led the whole group of “trets” out of the complex, and out into the woods. Apparently, there were several holding pens throughout the complex, holding a total number upward of two hundred humanoids for use as domesticated pets.

As Baxter and Peterman reached the woods, they saw Ficker running toward them at full speed.

“Get out of my way!” screamed Ficker, chugging right past Baxter.

Then thuds rippled through the ground and Baxter looked up to see what, for all intents and purposes, was just a big, hairy, naked fat man. But he was two stories tall. And J’hana was hanging from the back of his head, holding a lengthy bundle of hair, kicking and screaming.

“Well don’t just stand there! Help me bring this sharvlak down!”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We have left the Quabor system, salvaged the Escort, and established diplomatic ties with a race known as the Relasi, who apparently occupy underground cities on the fourth planet of the Quabor system. They have impulse-level spacefaring capability, but wouldn’t you know, every time they sent an expedition to Quabor Two, it mysteriously disappeared? A whole fleet of diplomats and linguists are on their way to this system as I speak to try and moderate some sort of truce between the Relasi and the Quaborans, and hopefully one day bring them into the Federation. Judging by my brief experience on Quabor Two, however, I’m not going to hold my breath.



Captain Baxter held his breath as squinted his eyes closed as his head was plunged into the viscous substance inside the giant hollowed-out gord.

“Directors, by the power vested in this gord, please hold and keep Captain Andrew Baxter within the grasp of your keen powers, and protect him for all his days,” Mirk said, holding his head down. He looked out among the command staff and other crewmembers gathered in his chapel and they all nodded assent.

“Directors be with him!” they cried out.

Mirk jerked Baxter’s head back up and offered him a towel. “There you go, Captain.” He patted Baxter on the back. “Nice gording. Oh, and don’t let me forget to give you that coupon for one free pedicure at Briggs’s.”

“You bet,” Baxter muttered, rubbing the yellowish-green gord gunk off his face.

Peterman and Richards rushed up to congratulate him. Browning waddled up behind.

“Congratulations, Andy,” Peterman said, wrapping her arms around Baxter and hugging him tight. “You’re now part of the vast fruit tree of our existance!”

“I’m honored,” Baxter said dully, shrugging off his baptismal gown to reveal the uniform underneath. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some business to attend to.”

“He’s going to go beat up Ficker,” Richards said. “Aren’t you, Andy?”

“Don’t be silly,” Baxter said, clapping Richards on the back. “I’m way beyond that. Two months in prison, a demeaning stint as a planet-leader’s pet, and my…er…‘annointing’ just a few seconds ago all taught me a valuable lesson.”

“Which is?” Browning asked.

“Life goes on,” Baxter said. “And it doesn’t wait for petty grudges.”

“Hear hear,” Mirk said, raising a chalace of sacred guava juice. “Let’s all pass the guava cup around to celebrate the captain’s revelation!”

“Besides,” Baxter said with a wry grin, as Maloxitarians

milled about the chapel, passing the cup of guava juice. “I’m a Starfleet captain. And Starfleet captains don’t carry out petty revenge schemes. They have other people for that.”



“Just a sec…” Captain Ficker said, wrapping up his robe and rubbing a towel through his hair. He stepped up to the door. Probably Counselor Peterman coming to catch up on old times. He knew deep down she wanted him. He’d just have to wait out her silly marraige to Captain Baxter.

He ran a his fingers through his hair, put on a dashing smile, and keyed the door open. “Yes?”

The door slid open to reveal Lt. J’hana.

“Captain Ficker?”

“Uh…yes?” Ficker said uneasily.

“I have a message for you from the captain.”

“Oh, this must be good.”

“Indeed.” J’hana rammed her knee up into Ficker’s crotch. He dropped to the floor with a squeak of pain. “Have a nice day, sir.”



NEXT:



When Baxter and company have to return to Earth to re-take their Time Travel license tests, all seems normal, until the residents of New York City start acting a tad strange…stranger than usual. Will they figure out what’s up in time, or will they encounter some very serious…LICENSING DIFFICULTIES? Find out, in the newest story from Daniel McNickle!




Licensing Difficulties



by Daniel McNickle



Captain Andrew Baxter sat in his ready room, thinking. He had just recieved a message from his commander, explaining his orders for the next few days. The plan would finally be coming to fruition. Baxter had only to wait. Wait and watch.

His commbadge chirped. He tapped it. “Baxter here.”

“Captain,” said Conway, sounding more annoyed than usual, “Incoming communique from the board of Time Travel. It’s marked urgent.”

“Good, Commander. Patch it through to me.”

“Aye, sir. Sending it through now. Conway out.”



To: Captain Andrew Baxter, USS Explorer From: Starfleet Command, Board of Time Travel Re: Your time travel license



Captain Baxter,

Your time travel license was rescinded months ago. You are technically not allowed to have command of a starship without a time travel license. As such, you are hereby ordered to put your ship on course for Earth to take remedial Time Traveller’s Education courses. Your senior staff will be joining you, and your ship will dock at McKinley station to repair that damage from the ion storm last week. We’ll also be shampooing your carpets and replacing your turbolifts with ones that are exactly like the ones you have now, except that they’re slightly faster. We’ll also be removing all of your personal belongings and replacing them with things that look and feel exactly the same, but are different. You won’t notice the difference. See you in a week.



Signed: Starfleet Command, Board of Time Travel



That was it. The plan had been set in motion.



On the bridge, Lt. J’hana was having a blast. She was conducting a battle drill. Seventeen simulated Borg had just materialized on deck seven, and her security forces were having a bit of trouble. She could see that, despite the fact that they were all totally expendable, (something one did not learn officially until the rank of full lieutennant) they were useful and she wanted as few deaths as possible, to keep a clean record, and to avoid cleanup duty. Hernandez was lagging in his frequency reset times, she would have to berate him severely. “Hmmmm.”

Conway turned around from the command chair. “Yes, Lieutennant?”

“I’m just thinking,” she said. “You little fwarz-shwarsher,” she added softly.

“Pardon? I didn’t get that last part,” said Conway, knowing full well what he had heard.

“I said, ‘I’m just thinking, Commander Conway.’ Why?” J’hana feigned puzzlement with a good dose of sarcasm. “Is your hearing going? You’re getting old, you know.”

The crew snickered quietly.

Conway began to turn pink, but thought the better of it. He turned red instead. “One more word, and you’re on pet duty for Counselor Peterman.” Peterman looked up, hearing her name.

“Wha? Someone say my name? J’hana’s going to pet-sit for me?! Oh, J’hana, thank you so much! I really didn’t think you had such a kind and generous side!” She began making a list of things for J’hana to do.

J’hana growled at Conway. Peterman continued gushing.

“You can sit for us next week, okay? But be careful. Fritz has been spraying lately, and Charlie’s grumpy. I think they want to get out, but on this ship there just isn’t enough wide open space for them…”

Conway didn’t look up from his padd. “Not enough space? We’ve got a frigging rainforest. That’s not enough?”

Peterman sounded distraught. “Well, no. You know how dogs like to just run, and play, and romp and all the other things that dogs do. The arboretum isn’t really THAT big. They need a planet.”

Baxter chose this moment to drag himself out of his ready room. He stood in front of his chair for a good five minutes, glaring at Conway before Conway looked up and moved. Irritated, Baxter sat down and slumped over to the side. “Ensign Madera, set course for Earth, warp eight.”

Peterman’s ears perked up. “Earth? We’re going to Earth! Yaaaaayyy!!!!” She started bouncing up and down in her chair. “Charlie will finally be able to run free! We’ll see my parents! Oh, how gre–” She continued babbling, but with no sound. Conway looked pleased.

“Sound cancelling forcefield. I had it put in last week. Effective, huh?” said Conway. “But why do we have to go to Earth?”

“First,” said Baxter, “Take out the forcefield. I want to hear my wife. Even if she is annoying you.” Especially if she is annoying you, thought Baxter. “Second,” he said, standing up and addressing the bridge, “We are going to Earth to renew out time travel licenses. The next person who complains will be temporarily demoted until we arrive.” He sat down and turned on the friendly fingers in his chair. Much better.

Madera turned around. “B-b-but…Earth?”

“You’re an ensign, junior grade. Anyone else?”

Silence. J’hana almost spoke, but thought the better of it. Then she reconsidered. Then she stopped again. She went over a holodeck program she had been meaning to try, Kill Your Crew v2.01. She decided to kill Baxter a few times if he demoted her. “Sir, I cannot go to Earth.”

“Ooh, poor wittle J’hana! She’s scared of the scawy Earthlings, awent you, oh yes you are!” said Conway with glee. “J’hana’s scared of Terrans, J’hana’s scared of Terrans,” he chanted. J’hana shot him in the arm, forcing him to drop his coffee in his crotch. “AAAAAARRRRRRGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHH!!” he screamed. A second shot sent him to lala land. What was interesting was that he actually screamed in capital letters, with two exclamation points at the end. It’s amazing what a person can do under pressure.

“J’hana, that was uncalled for.” Baxter examined Conway’s prone form. “But those were excellent shots. If you give me a half assed reason why you can’t go to Earth, I might let you slide. That almost put me in a good mood. Now, out with it.”

“Sir, over the years I have developed a slight…allergy…to humans.”

Baxter paused. A smile came over his face. He began to giggle quietly. Louder and louder. A full throated belly-laugh. He fell off his chair, rolling on the floor. Most of the crew joined him. Larkin, however, ignored the exchange, instead concentrating on her plans for the next fifty years of her life, the calculations for a jump back in time to the year 1979, and the color fuschia.

“J’hana,” Baxter said between laughs, “You’ve made my day. Report to Dr. Browning for an examination. She’ll give you something. But you’re coming to Earth. Whether you like it or not. Now go.”

“But, sir…”

“No buts. Go. You should be happy I’m not demoting you, like Ensign, junior grade Madera here. Now go away so I can laugh some more. It really is good medicine.” J’hana stormed off the bridge. Baxter could have sworn he heard the computer mutter something about stupid humans. He’d have to get that checked.

“Ensign, junior grade Madera,” he said, pulling himself back into his chair. “Report on our ETA for Earth.”

“Sir, you are really rubbing this in, aren’t you.”

“Yes I am. ETA. Now. Go.”

Madera sighed. Would her woes never end? Probably not. Her senior officers hated her, and she was going to EARTH, of all places. What a load of crap. I need a vacation, she thought. “ETA is 36 hours at present speed, reduced to four hours if we increase to warp eight point three.”

“Increase speed to warp eight point five and hold course. I’ll be in my ready room. Don’t disturb me unless we’re there, or Conway wakes up happy. Larkin, you have the conn.” With that, he disappeared into his ready room.

“I have the conn, sir,” Larkin said quietly to nobody in particular as she took the command chair. “Yeoman,” she said to young Benzite at the aft science station, “Get me a padd.”

She configured the padd to show her ops readouts and dismissed the officer who was filling in for her at ops. She transferred control to the panel, then went into low power mode to monitor the systems.

Peterman suddenly got up and disappeared into the captain’s ready room. The entire crew knew what would happen next. Nobody cared. Madera sneezed. The young Benzite yeoman manning the science station gagged for a split second. Her head exploded violently. At tactical, Gellar yawned.



Lieutennant Commander Robert Bucket (pronounced bouquet, it’s French) was, not unlike the vast majority of Starfleet, bored to tears. Of course, there was nothing to do about that except get on with his work, which was currently, to sit and look official-like for anyone who would care to wander into the Department Of Temporal transport, abbreviated DOT. Of course, nobody ever came in voluntarily, for a number of reasons. One was that the DOT was the only place to get time travel licenses, and those were normally distributed once and never used. On the rare occasion someone used their license, i.e. if they went back or forward in time, they would have to come to the DOT and report it. Time travel was so rare, however, that these were once a year occurences. Unless, as Bucket strongly suspected, there were quite a few more incidents which were, so to speak, lost in the paperwork. In other words: Not reported. Another reason: Time travel licenses were only given to Starfleet starships, and then, not to science vessels. Only armed vessels recieved licenses. The last, biggest reason, however, was that the DOT was buried in the center of New York City, on Earth.

New York City had changed quite a bit, mused Robert. From the single island of Manhattan almost 800 years ago, to the current sprawl, almost two hundred miles in diameter. The city had long since annexed all of Long Island, Westchester county and much of New Jersey. New Jersey, of course, had been quite mad about New York City annexing them, but seeing as this was done just after World War III, nobody cared about the radioactive wasteland. Through a hundred years of nurturing and care, the land was brought back to life, and now the smallest building in New York is fifteen stories tall. New York gives new meaning to the canyons of steel. Some people find it breathtaking. Others find it boring. Robert found it by taking a left on Northern Boulevard.

Suddenly, he leapt into action, frantically typing at a beeping terminal. A communiqué from Starfleet Command in San Fransisco. Something about a Starfleet crew which needed re-licensing. This, he mused, could be interesting. He went about making plans for the tests.

Every license test was different. But the basic premise was the same: You are put on a holodeck which is running a program of a time past. The main objective: Stay alive for a while without polluting the timestream. After five days, the results were calculated. If you managed to keep from destroying the future, you passed. There was also a written exam, which tended to count for ninety percent of the final grade. The written exam was ridiculously easy, so even if you ended up causing the eradication of all life in the universe, you could still pass. Go figure.



“Sir, we’re here,” said Ensign Junior Grade Madera from the helm, rather dejectedly. “Can I have my pip back now?”

Baxter stirred. He had been dreaming about Kelly. Sweet, wonderful Kelly. Beautiful, gorgeous Kelly. Exuberant…huh? He woke from his dreamy sleep. “Mmph. Hmph? Mmmmm. What is it Madera? It better be good. I was having a very nice dream.

“I said,” sighed Madera, “We’re here. At Earth. May I have my pip back?”

“Fine. No.”

Larkin turned in her seat. “Sir, they have sent a communiqué. They want us to beam down to these coordinates. They appear to be a hovercar rental place on the outskirts of the city. They are requesting you, Counselor Peterman, Commander Conway, Doctor Browning, Commander Richards, Lieutennant Ford, Lieutennant Hartley and myself. They also say we have to be there in one hour. I suggest we depart immediately.”

“Yes, fine. Whatever. Page the officers who are coming, we’ll meet in transporter room two. They have two minutes. I’m going to get something from my quarters. And J’hana, since they didn’t call you, which is damn curious, you’re in command. You’re also on pet duty while we’re gone. J’hana, you have the bridge.” He left in a huff, still rather upset over the lovely dream.



The rental place was a dilapidated series of rooms in the center of a ten-story garage, at the top of a hundred-story building in the outskirts of Long Island. Six shimmers, then two more. Most of the senior staff of the Explorer looked around in disgust. The clerk sat up at the desk and snubbed out a cigarette.

Dr. Janice Browning sniffed. “What is that awful smell? Smells like…SMOKE!!! THE BUILDING’S ON FIRE! AAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!!!!” She waddled screaming down the hall.

“I’ll go get her,” said Lieutennant Commander Chris Richards, who did just that.

Baxter put his hands on his face and dragged them down, giving him the appearance of severe annoyance. He went to the desk. “I’d like to rent a vehicle for eight people, please. The bill’s going to Starfleet.”

“Starfleet, eh?” said the clerk. She looked from Baxter to Richards and Browning who were returning from their oddessy in the hallway back to Baxter. “Whatever. What kind ya want? I got a Yoyodyne van, a Ford van and a Dodge van. All the same price, seat ten apiece.”

Baxter paused.

“NOW GODDAMNIT!!! I DON’T GOT ALL F***ING DAY!!!”

Captain Baxter stepped back, slightly stunned. He chastised himself, however, for forgetting that he was in New York and turned to Conway. “Commander, you can drive. What kind of van do you want? And make it snappy, our ‘friend,’” he made little air quotes with his fingers, “over there doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

Conway sauntered over to the counter, perfunctory mug of coffee in hand. “Let’s see the choices, hmmm?”

“My god,” whispered Hartley discreetley to Larkin. “Is he actually cheerful?”

“It would seem that the Commander is in his element, Lieutennant. He is renting a car in a large city that doesn’t care about people, somewhat like the Commander. He is, to put it simply, among those he knows.”

“Mmm,” agreed Hartley. “He better not do any of that fancy driving though. I’m not in the mood to get thrown around the inside of a crowded van.”

“Me neither, Megan,” said Peterman, joining the conversation. “But I don’t think that will be a problem. Take a look at the highways.”

From their vantage point at the top of the building they could see the close-by major highways of Long Island. The Long Island Expressway was packed solidly, all seventeen levels of it. The Northern State wasn’t much better. Incidentally, Northern Boulevard was empty. People always avoided the local streets. Stupid.

Conway, still sauntering, moved over toward Baxter. “Sir, they say that the vans are slightly unreliable. As in, they’re almost a hundred years old. I suggest we get a few different cars a few centuries newer. They’ve got two Mercedes-Benzes. It’s Starfleet’s money. Let’s go for it.”

“Commander, I couldn’t agree with you more. Ford! Get your ass over here.” Lieutennant Zachary Ford walked over to the senior officers.

“Yes?”

“You’re driving. Take the keys. Myself, Kelly and Hartley are going with you. Conway, you’re taking Browning, Richards and Larkin. Thank you,” he said to the clerk, taking the two sets of keys and giving one to Ford and one to Conway. “Let’s go.



Conway, it seemed, was unhappy. He was beyond unhappy. He was downright pissed. But it made him feel right at home because everyone else felt the same way. The Explorer crew was too damn cheerful all the time. He mignt consider moving up here next time he had extended leave. Yes, he would have an apartment in Queens. If they ever got there.

He had taken the Long Island Expressway. Despite the protests of everyone in the car, and everyone in the other car, he had insisted. Ford had decided to make a bet with Conway that he could get to the DOT faster on Northern Boulevard, and Conway sniffed, saying it was impossible to get anywhere quickly on the local streets. Ford was about to win a hundred credits. Damn him. Conway bonked his head on the horn, adding to the symphony of cacophony already in progress on level eight of the expressway. He cursed everyone in the HOV lanes.

“Are we there yet?” asked Browning, through a mouthful of cannoli. Conway bonked the horn again.



Ford was crusing at a good 200 kph. The radio was blaring, the bass thumping, the windows open, the lights all green. Northern Boulevard was empty and getting the foursome to their destination faster than anyone had imagined. Baxter seemed to be enjoying himself, smiling faintly and staring out the window. Hartley was having fun too, singing along with the radio. Peterman was turning different shades of green. Spring green, forest green, chartreuse, jungle green, they just kept changing. Had Crayola crayons still existed, she might have reminded someone who knew what the huge boxes looked like of the section of greeen crayons. But Crayola crayons were eradicated in World War III. Que sera sera.

Peterman searched for a first aid kit. She found one behind the rear seat headrests, and searched frantically for a sedative. She found one, and soon took her very own trip to a very private (except for Andy) la-la land. Ahhhhh, she thought before passing out. La-la land.

Baxter looked up for a moment and noticed a sign. “Welcome…to..Queens,” he read. “We’re getting there. How’re we doing on fuel, Ford?”

“Ummm,” said Ford, checking the control board in front of him, “We’ve got a seven eighths charge on the sarium krellide cells, and we’ve got a full reserve tank of deuterium for the orbital engines. Why?”

“Well,” remarked Baxter, “We’re passing a fueling station. I was wondering if we needed gas. Let’s get some, just in case. Quickly, before we pass it!”

“S**t!” screamed Ford as he swerved into the station, knocking a few garbage cans, pedestrians, and the last chocolate labrador in existence to the sidewalk. The chocolate lab bounced into the road and quickly got torn to shreds by a massive truck which had been following Ford for a hundred kilometers. “Sir, you can’t tell me to turn AFTER we’ve passed the place I’m supposed to turn into.”

“Why not? You’re a good pilot, you can go back.”

“This isn’t a starship.” Ford sighed. “You can’t stop in ten feet in a car. Then, you can’t back up in the middle of the road. You get run over by huge trucks. Don’t you drive?”

Baxter snorted. “Hartley, get out and charge the sarium krellide cells. Charge it to Starfleet.”

“Why should I? I’m comfortable.” She stuck her tongue out at Baxter and flirted with an attendant through the open window.

“Lieutennant, fill ’er up or you’ll suffer Madera’s fate.”

“Hmmm? I haven’t been on the bridge today.” She furrowed her brow. “What happened to Madera?”

“She got demoted. Go!”

“Make me.” She made a face.

“Yeoman Hartley, I order you to go fuel us or so help me I’ll send you back to the ship on pet duty for the next year!!!”

She pulled the release handle on the door and shoved it open so hard it rocked the car. Then she slammed it. Three windows shattered and the frame bent. Baxter shook his head. “Everyone out of the car. We’re going to have to take,” he shuddered, “public transportation.”

“Why?” asked Peterman, still slightly pale. “What’s wrong with the car?”

Baxter shook his head as he opened her door and helped her out. “Honey, the passenger compartment won’t be sealed if we go like this, and if the passenger compartment isn’t sealed, 200 clicks an hour will give you a bit of windburn, if you know what I mean. We’ll have to get the car towed back to the rental place.” He strolled to the attendant’s booth. “Hartley, you’re up to your armpits in s*** when we get back unless you manage to do something reeeeeeeal nice. Now come talk to the attendant with me.”

Baxter walked straight into the door as he tried to enter the booth. Damn civilians with their damn manual doors.

“Hi there,” he said to the young man sitting behind the desk. “We need to get to Manhattan on public transportation. Can you help us? And call a tow truck too, if you can.”

“Yo, whaup ma’ homey? Ya wan’s ta get ta the f***in city, yo? An yawan me cawl yous all damn tow truck, word?”

Baxter looked bemused, amused, and like an idiot, all at the same time. Quite a talented guy. “Ummmmmmm…yes?”

“Cool. So, go out front, see? Bus stop right there, man. S**t, now, you gon’ get on the f***in Q66, word?”

“I suppose, yes, word. S**t?”

“Hell no, man! What f*** yous talkin’bout? Yous no say s**t at the end of a sentence, hell no! S**t, I mean, like, say it at the start. Word?”

“Word.”

“A’right m’homey. Yous gettin this s**t? So, yer on the Q66, word? Take that ta the beginn’o’Nassau county. Ya’ll see madd signs, word? Yous get off’n’get theight ta the middle atha city. Ma mothaf***ers, ya got that, word?”

Baxter looked up from the padd on which he was frantically trying to translate what the attendant said, to little success. “Yeah. Mahomey. Thanks.” He dragged Hartley out the door, and made the mistake of looking up at the sky. The dizzying skyscrapers loomed above him in all directions. He fell down.

When he came to, Kelly was fanning him with his padd, and he made sure to roll over on his side before opening his eyes. “Don’t look up,” he suggested.

“Why not?”

“Extreme vertigo. These buildings go up for hundreds of stories. Take my tricorder and see if you can decipher any of the directions the attendant gave us. I barely understood the cursing, let alone the directions.” He handed her the tricorder and stood. The broken Mercedes hovercar stood a few feet away, still humming. A hovertruck, whirring an inch off the ground on its antigravs, blasted by at a hundred and fifty clicks. Ford was inside with the attendant, trying to buy a candy bar.

“Andy.” Kelly brought him out of his reverie.

“What did you find?” he asked, inquisitive. He even cocked his head slightly to one side. She saw him and laughed.

“Cute. I ran the recording through the universal translator, and got nothing. His speech patterns aren’t even recognizable as human.”

As nobody watched but Ford, the attendant suddenly shed his skin to become a horribly huge, horribly gelatinous, horribly translucent lime-green, multi-tentacled blob, which proceeded to eat Ford with its horribly slimy mouth. Ford tried to scream, but got a mouthfull of slime which tasted remarkably like lime Jell-O.

“So, you’re saying he’s a born and bred New Yorker, right?” inquired Baxter.

“Pretty much. They’re the only people in the galaxy whose speech is still indecipherable. That’s why very few people come to New York anymore. All these people LIVE here.”

“Poor people,” agreed Baxter. “You know, they were going to put Starfleet Headquarters in New York. But they would have to bring in all their temps and such from other places, because none of Starfleet spoke New York. What a fiasco when they discovered that. Already put the down payment on the World Trade Center down too. You hear something?”

Ford was thrashing and kicking for all he was worth inside the attendant’s gooey body. He was rapidly running out of air. Suddenly, he got an idea. He grabbed his phaser in slippery hands, set it to overload, and pushed it through the goo of the blob, as far away from him as possible. He curled into a fetal ball as he went flying with a wave of slime towards the door. He slammed into it with a loud thud.

“What was that?” asked Peterman as she turned to see the attendant’s booth’s windows get covered with the attendant’s remains. “Oh, my god!” she screeched as she ran and hid behind the now defunct Mercedes.

“What the hell?” asked Baxter as he and Hartley ran to see what had happened. The goop was now sliding down the interior windows, and the door was slightly open, allowing goop to flow outside slowly. Hartley pulled the door all the way open, and Ford fell out, dazed and coated, and slightly digested. “Yuck. What the hell happened here? Ford?”

“Unhhhhhshuuukkkkkkkk,” spluttered Ford as he spit goop out. “The attendant, shed skin, big green blob, eat me, set phaser to boom…unnnhhhhhhhhh.”

Hartley grabbed Ford and shook him hard. “Get a hold of yourself, man! What happened?”

“No, no, no,” blubbered Ford. Don’t let the monster near me…”

Hartley slapped him hard across the face. “Pull yourself together, you blithering idiot!”

“Nice insult, Hartley. Been reading up?” commented Baxter.

“Yes, sir. Thank you for noticing.”

“You’re still demoted.”

“Go to hell, sir.”

“Very well.” Baxter grabbed Ford and shook him. “Get a hold of yourself!” He smacked the still-blubbering helmsman three times.

“Here, Andy.” Peterman had ventured out from behind the hovercar and was approaching the booth. She grabbed Ford and shook him. “Goddamnit Ford, get a hold of yourself!” she screamed as she shook him and slapped him.

A Mercedes hovercar pulled into the station. Larkin and Richards stepped out. “Captain,” said Larkin, “Do you require assistance with Mr. Ford?”

“Oh, Larkin. Good. Come here and slap him.”

“Aye, sir.” Larkin walked over, picked Ford up and smacked him repeatedly. “Father?” she said, indicating for Richards to smack Ford.

“Of course. Thank you, Kristen.”

“You are most welcome.”

Richards bent down to Ford’s crumpled form and shook him hard. “Ford, what’s your problem?” Richards smacked him.

Conway, seeing what was happening, yanked open his door and ran to join the beat-down in progress. Finally, he would get to give that insubordinating horny little bastard what was coming to him. He began by kicking Ford anywhere he could, then kneeling down and punching him, elbowing him and head-butting him. He hardly noticed all the slime that was beginning to coat him from Ford’s cowering body.

“COMMANDER!” shouted Baxter in his most commanding tone. “You will stop that THIS INSTANT!”

“But, you were–”

“But? No buts. You are assaulting a fellow officer…Lieutennant!” Baxter smiled wickedly.

“Lieutennant? What the f***? You can’t do that to me!” Conway fumed and steamed and turned bright purple.

“No?” Baxter continued to smile. It was hurting. He stopped. “I’ve done it twice already today, and you were the easiest.” He turned to face the rest of the crew. “Nobody else wants to try me, do they?”

The crew shook their heads, shocked at the Captain’s display of self-confidence. Browning chose this moment to wake up from her nap in the Mercedes. She saw the crew standing amidst a puddle of greenish ooze, and Ford at the center, coated in it, looking rather beat-up. She grabbed her medkit and did her best to hurry over. It turned out something like a leisurely stroll.

“What happened? Why is Ford lying battered in a puddle of ooze? Who has my snack? And why do Hartley and Conway have fewer pips than they should?” Browning was quite befuddled, and scratched her head. The two events had nothing, however, to do with one another. She was currently suffering from a slightly dry scalp and this caused some itching, which necessitated some scratching every now and then. She made a mental note to use a moisturizing conditioner when she returned to the Explorer, and quickly forgot about it when her mind moved to thoughts of the ubiquitous New York hotdog stand, still a staple of New York City life in the 24th century.

“Well,” said Peterman, “The attendant here was a huge gelatinous blob which ate Mr. Ford when he tried to buy a candy bar. Ford blew up the alien with his phaser and was thrown against the wall. Now he’s blabbering about something. Richards has your snack. And the Captain is having a bad day. That about sums it up.”

“Huh?” Janice had been thinking about a lovely New York hot dog, covered in ketchup and mustard and onions with relish, a nice soda on the side, and an ice cream bar for dessert. Mmmmmmmmmmmm. And the knishes…And the bagels. Even with all the technology available to everyone and everything, New York had remained the home of the best bagels in the galaxy. She’d have to have a nice bagel sandwich, maybe chicken salad… “Kelly? Did you say something?”

“No,” sighed Peterman. “I didn’t. Would you treat Ford please?”

“Sure.”



J’hana grunted as she jumped down the Jeffries tube ladder to deck seven, junction fourteen. She hoisted her phaser rifle, and carefully hit the control to one of the horizontal tubes, rifle at the ready. It was empty. She sealed it, and went on to the next tube. Nothing. She opened the third, and began frantically shooting at Nurse Wilcox and ensign Sefelt, who screamed a bit and then stopped when their laser tag vests went dark, marking them out. J’hana stopped shooting.

“You two suck,” she said. “Puny humans. Can’t handle a phaser rifle for a fwarz-sharsher. Why, if you were put in a battle against some tribbles with phasers, you’d probably–by the hive mother!”

Gellar laughed from the top of the shaft. “J’hana, you’ve got to stop bragging and start fighting. Or look out for tribbles. By the way, you’re out.”

“I shall kill you and all of your descendents and all of their descendents. I shall flay their skin from their flesh and then feed it-”

Gellar looked uncomfortable. “Uh, that’s okay. You don’t have to describe it, you can do it later. You’re out, sir. See you in Space Tastes tonight!”

“Go to hell, Lieutenna–What the hell??!” screamed J’hana as one of the Jeffries tubes opened and Tilleran blasted her.

“Ha! Take that, J’hana! No more laser tag for you!” Lt. Tilleran cackled. “Ow! Who the hell was that?” She squirmed and turned, to see Mirk at the other end of the tunnel, grinning.

“Sorry, Ariel. You lose! Who’s next?”

ZZZZZZZZZZT.

Saral holstered her phaser. “You are, Mr. Mirk. Should you not be ministrating over a sermon? I believe you have a packed schedule.”

“Yeah, well, I’m taking a break. I can’t preach all the time. I’m going to cook tonight.”

“I shall look forward to your meal,” Saral said. “If you will excuse me, I shall be killing more of our crewmates. If you’ll excuse me, I belive Lieutennant Forrester is entering this section.” Saral strode off, cool as ice. She staggered momentarily as she was barraged with three blasts from Forrester and two faceless security goons. Saral blinked, turned around, and proceeded to her quarters.



On the bridge, the cleanup crew puzzled over the stuff coating many of the consoles, remnants of the Benzite yeoman whose head had exploded recently. The main odd thing was that it wasn’t fragments of brain, blood and skull bones. It was green goo. And the body which remained had fallen to the ground, crumpling like it was nothing but a hull. More goo had come out of it. This was pooling on the upper deck of the bridge, and the cleanup crewman decided to call sickbay. “Bridge to sickbay, can you send someone up here?”

“Nurse Wilcox here, what can I do for you?”

“You remember the Benzite whose head exploded?”

“Yes. Whatever happened to him?”

“I’m here on cleanup, and there’s something you should see. Bring your tricorder.”

“I’ll be right up.”



Nurse Holly Wilcox, nee Carter, hummed an old tune as the turbolift whisked her towards the bridge. She wondered what that crewman had been talking about. The lift reached the bridge, and the doors opened. She gasped. Half the bridge was coated in green goo, and J’hana was in the command chair! She didn’t know what was worse. She thought about it for a few moments, and still couldn’t decide. She turned to her husband, Dean. “Dean, what do you think? Which is worse, J’hana in command or the green goo?”

Dean, who had seen the goo and run out to play in it, laughed. “Goo! Goo goo goo!”

“Hmmm.” Holly was puzzled. Did that mean that he liked the goo and thought that J’hana was the worse of the two, or that he was saying that he didn’t like the goo? She figured that since he was sitting in the goo and not in J’hana’s lap, that he liked the goo better. This puzzle solved, she gingerly stepped through it to the equally bemused crewman with his mop and bucket. “What can I do for you?” she asked.

He scratched his head thoughtfully. “Well, this Benzite’s head exploded today, and before I could get the body down to you for an autopsy, the body dissolved into this green goo stuff. The whole body, even the remains of the head is this stuff. I don’t get it. Aren’t peoples heads supposed to be made of stuff other….”

The crewman continued babbling, but Holly crouched down on the balls of her feet and scanned the goo. Odd, she thought. It was definitely organic, but there was some…other stuff there too. It almost looked like the gelatinous goo of a changeling…no. It couldn’t be. All the changelings that weren’t killed when the Dominion was defeated were sent back to the Gamma quadrant. Other than Janice’s little bowl of joy, there weren’t any changelings in the Alpha quadrant. So what was this stuff doing on the Explorer? She decided to run a background check on the ensign. She sighed as she looked at her husband. He was covered with the goo. He’d need a bath. Again. She needed help.

“Wilcox to Tilleran. Ariel, I need a favor.”

“Tilleran here. What can I do for you?” She sounded slightly irritated.

“Ariel, I need you to run a background check on one Yeoman Muldan. She was working at the Environmental station on the bridge when her head exploded. I’d do it, but Dean needs a bath.”

“No problem.” Tilleran paused. “May I ask why you need this?”

Wilcox sighed. “When the yeoman’s head exploded, we didn’t get brain fragments and skull pieces. We got lots of green goo. Her body dissolved into more of the same a few moments later. The tricorder is telling me that this goo is similar to a changling in its natural state, and this gives me the suspicion that this Benzite is not from…where are Benzites from anyway?”

“Beats me. I’ll get right on your background check. Tilleran out.”

Holly sighed. To the cleanup crewman: “I’ll take a sample of this stuff back to sickbay, and then you can clean up. Keep up the good work. And can you send someone down to our quarters? I think Dean wet the bed again.”



In the region formerly known as Central Park, Dronal contemplated the latest data. They had lost Muldan and Johnson, one due to an unfortunate failure of the bio-forcefield, the other to a loss of temper. Dronal would have disciplined them, but they were dead, and there was no use in beating a dead horse. Of course, there were no horses in New York City, only those like Dronal, and Muldan and Johnson. But more like Muldan and Johnson, because, of course, Dronal was in a class by himself (itself?). And now there were these newcomers. They would be dealt with. They were a serious threat to Dronal’s plans. If the newcomers could be destroyed, the plan would succeed. New York City would no longer be bound to this pitiful planet. The New York race had long since evolved beyond the Homo Sapiens Sapiens which ruled this planet. They were now Homo Sapiens Gooiens, or simply New Yorkers, and they would escape their prison. No, really. They would. Regardless. Their agent would do his job.



“AARRRRRRRGHHHHHHHHH!!!” screamed Conway. “No more! Please, no no NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

“Shhhhhhhh, Commander, shhhhh. We’re almost there,” comforted Peterman. The Explorer crew had been stuck on the R train for the past three hours as it made its exceedingly slow and delayed journey from the outer edge of Queens to Midtown Manhattan. The nearly fifty miles which should have taken an hour at most, had been just a long string of delays and breakdowns. They had changed trains twice already. The last stop was finally nearing, however. The train roared into the Bell Blvd station and the doors whooshed open. The crew ran out, ran upstairs, ran over poor Ford, who was still not feeling well at all, and ran into the simulated sunshine. They looked around, blinked, and realized that they were not at their destination. A break in the buildings ran in either direction for miles and miles. An arch sprawled over Northern Blvd, and there were hovercars backed up for miles. Each one seemed to be stopping for some type of scan before proceeding through the arch. There were smaller arches built into the big one on either side, and people were lined outside these, apparently awaiting the same scan. A piegon, soaring aimlessly, tried to fly over the arch. It smacked into a level 10 forcefield, which reduced the bird to ashes, shimmering violently. Some looked up. Some looked away. The natives ignored it.

“Larkin,” probed Conway, “Why is there a forcefield surrounding the city?”

Larkin tapped away at her tricorder for a few moments before responding. “I can tell you that there is a level ten forcefield surrounding the city in a dome. It circles the city at a radius of twenty four kilometers. There are pass throughs at most major thoroughfares, and one each at the mouth of the harbor, the East River and the Hudson River. This is the only way in, so I suggest we get on line.”

“Whatever,” grumbled Conway.



“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!! PLEASE GOD NO!! HELP ME! SOMEBODY!!! ANYBOOOOOOOODY!!! HELLLLLLLLLLLLLLLP!!! AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!! NOOOOOOOOOO!!!” screamed Captain Andrew Baxter. He was strapped to a chair in front of a huge viewscreen. His head was locked in place, and he had earphones over his ears. On the screen was playing the classic animated movie “Bambi.” Bambi and his mother were in the meadow, grazing. Suddenly, Baxter heard shots. Bambi’s mother and Bambi looked up. They ran. Bambi ran and ran, all the way back to the thicket. But HIS MOTHER WAS NOT THERE!

“Mama? Mama?” Bambi was looking worried.

“SHE CAN’T BE DEAD!!!” screamed Baxter. “NOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!” he cried. He wept for Bambi’s mother, and for Bambi.

“Well, Captain.” Dronal’s voice boomed over the headset. “Had enough yet? Now tell me; Why are they here?”

“No no no! I won’t tell! Unnhhhhh…”

One of Dronal’s goons stepped into the circle of light and poked Baxter with a cattle prod. “Tell him,” growled the guard.

“NOOOOOOO!” squealed Baxter.

“Very well,” boomed Dronal. “I did not wish to resort to this, but you are being unusually resistant. We shall see what you say…AFTER AN HOUR OF ‘BARNEY AND FRIENDS!!!’ MWHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!! MWHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!! BUWHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!!!”

“You…you wouldn’t dare! You…I’ll….that’ll kill me! You need me alive!”

“That, Captain Baxter, is what you think.” Dronal laughed again. “Enjoy your Barney!”



“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!”



Six hours and thirteen Starbucks later, the bedraggled explorer crew finally reached the DOT. Robert Bucket had just recieved a transmission from Dronal, and knew what to do.

“Good evening.” Robert faked the largest smile he could. “How can I help you?”

“Finally,” snorted Conway. “Some decent service. We need seven rooms and a time travel license so we can get the hell out of this dump.”

“Commander!” chastised Baxter. “We need to be polite.” Baxter turned to Robert. “We are here for our recertification tests. We will be staying on the holodeck, correct?”

“Yes, sir.” Bucket quickly tapped away something at his terminal, and brought out eight access cards. “These will get you into the briefing rooms, and subsequently, the holodecks. You will be splitting up into two groups of four each, each group travelling to a different time period. All the information you will need is in the briefing, automated. Follow the lights on the walls. Thank you.”

Conway stepped up and grabbed his access chip. “What’s your name, anyway?”

“Well, you see it’s right here on the desk…”

“Robert Bucket, huh? Well, look here. I’m fed up, tired and hot. I want to go to a nice hotel room and take a nice shower and spend the night. I don’t want to go into some f***ing simulation and spend a week in the dark ages! And furthermore—”

“That’s incorrect,” interrupted Bucket, turning purple.

“What?”

“My name isn’t BUCKET, it’s pronounced BOUQUET! Can’t you read the damn subtitle on the nametag!? I’M FRENCH FOR DRONAL’S SAKE!!!”

//QUIET!!!// sent Baxter to Bucket. //You’ll blow our cover!//



“YOU, MISTER PRISSY-ASS STARFLEET ARE GOING IN THE WORST SIMULATION!!!!” screamed Bucket, frantically typing. “Now go the hell to your briefing room before I have you IRRADIATED!!!”

“Fine,” grumbled Conway. “F***ing bastard.”

“I’d watch myself, Lieutennant,” said Baxter. “I believe Yeoman Briggs could use some company down in the shop…At this rate you’ll be his subordinate by next week.”

“F***ing senior officers,” muttered Conway under his breath, “Damn you, Baxter. I’ll get you someday…”

“What was that, Lieutennant?” inquired Baxter.

“I said, ‘I’d love to throw Captain Baxter a tea party some time!’ How’s tomorrow?”

“Excellent. Now, go to your briefing room. Or I’ll be calling you Mister Conway instead of Yeoman Conway.”



Holly examined the specimen of dead Benzite and became convinced that it wasn’t really a Benzite.

Her commbadge suddenly beeped. “Wilcox here. What can I do for you?”

Tilleran answered, slightly breathless. “Holly, I’ve got two things for you. Number one, Bolarus.”

Holly scratched her head. “Huh?”

“Bolarus is where Bolians are from. I don’t see why that was so hard to remember before. I should have remembered that right off the top of my head–”

“Ariel,” interrupted Holly, “Muldan was a Benzite.”

Now Tilleran scratched her head. “Oh. Right. Anyway, I’ve got that background check on Muldan you wanted. It turns out that she boarded at starbase 275 a few months ago, and all I can find before that is that she’s from New York City. Her record is blank. Barely anything exists about her. It’s like she’s a nonperson with a record put together at the last minute.”

“Really?” asked Wilcox. “Just like that?”

“Yup. It’s really fascinating.”

Holly fiddled with her scanner and took another reading. “I’ll bet.”

Tilleran paused. “Since there’s nothing else, I’ll get back to my stuff.”

“Bye, Ariel.”



Splat.

“EEEEEEEEEEWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWW!!!” screamed Kelly Peterman as she was tossed into the cesspool.

“An’ don’che ever loo’ a’ the Lo’d ag’in like tha’!” screamed the jailer as he tossed Ford and Hartley in after her. “Stinkin’ whore!”

“Ughhhhhhh,” said Hartley. “What a lovely hotel room. I’ll bet this isn’t the Gloucester Hilton.”

“Unnnnnhhhhhh,” said Ford. “Ughhhhhh ulllllll uuuuckk,” he added. He finished with “Ewwwwwwwww.”

“Shut up.” Hartley stood, allowing clumps of…waste…to drop from her coarse wool dress. “These clothes aren’t helping either.”

“Ewwww!!! Eww eww ew ew ew!!!” said Peterman, shaking out her dress. “This is soooo gross!!! Can we get out?”

Hartley tried the door to no avail. “We’re locked in until either A, the simulation ends, or B, someone lets us out.”

“Well, what about C?” asked Peterman.

“What, Captain Baxter rescues us?”

“Well,” said Peterman, “Yeah.”

“No chance in hell.”

“What? Why not?” Peterman anxiously shook her dress again. “My Andy is very heroic.”

“Yeah, well, to hell with him.”

“Shut your mouth, Ensign.”

“Why don’t you make me?”

Peterman rolled up her sleeves. “Why don’t I? Fine. You want it that way?! Come on!”

The two fell through the gunk to the floor and started rolling around in a flurry of punches and kicks. Ford moaned.



Splat.

“Dang,” said Conway as the mosquito hit the windshield of the speeding Porsche 911. He flipped the wiper stalk and the washers whirred, squirting washer fluid at the windshield as the wipers swished back and forth.

“David,” asked Dr. Browning from the extremely cramped back seat, “Can you slow down? I–ow!” she exclaimed as her tea spilled all over her lap. “That’s hot! Is there a doctor in the house?”

Richards nudged her gently and told her, “Janice, the doctor is you. Remember?”

Browning looked flustered and bemused. “Huh? Me? Oh. Seen my medkit?”

“Your medkit was left outside the simulation, Doctor,” said Larkin coolly from the front seat. “We are in the twentieth century, and the instruments in your medkit do not yet exist.”

“Ow ow ow!” she exclaimed. “Pull over, hmm?”

“Fine,” grumbled Conway. He rammed the shifter into third and floored the pedal, passing the wheezing Escort they were following. The 911 hummed along at 80 mph down Route 22 towards New York City.

The holodeck computer beeped. “Ding-beep. Holodeck safeties are now off.”

“Lieutennant,” said Larkin, “Are you sure you can drive with the safties off?”

Conway snorted. “Hell yes. I do more difficult stuff just driving TO the track. This is a piece of cake.”

“Then I suggest you watch out for the large tractor-trailer which has spun out in front of us.”

Conway looked ahead. His eyes bulged as he slammed the brakes, downshifting wildly and cranking the wheel to the left. The Porsche went into a skid, oversteering madly. He released the brakes, and pumped. “S*** s*** s***!” he muttered as he fought to regain control.

The Porsche was now skidding backwards. Conway saw his chance, and jammed the accelerator. The rear wheels spun with an earsplitting screech, fighting for purchase. A huge cloud of tire smoke filled the air, and the Porsche continued to fly backwards toward the now-defunct…oil truck.

“Damn!” shouted Conway as he read the sign in his rearview mirror. “Hold on! We’re gonna hit!!” he shouted as he killed the engine and rolled into a ball on the driver’s seat. Browning and Richards looked behind them, and the last thing they saw was a huge truck spewing oil heading straight for them.



TO BE CONTINUED….IN A FEW LINES



The skidding Porsche hit the aluminum oil truck…and blasted straight through, coating the car in oil and leaving a Porsche-sized hole in the truck. The car full of three terrified occupants and one slightly ruffled android spun out completely, tires covered in oil, and smashed through a metal guard and splashed into Lake Lauderdale, spewing algae and weeds in all directions, not to mention water. But there was more algae and weeds than water. But that’s a different story. But it features in this story. But I digress…

The car began to sink immediately because, as everyone knows, only Volkswagens float. It sank for precisely four feet, then stopped since the wheels had touched down on the mucky bottom of the lake inlet. Conway opened his door, which was a mistake. Gallons and gallons of various substances, most of them yucky, many of them decaying, poured in, filling the car. The foursome managed to extricate themselves without dying in a few minutes, and stood, chest deep in algae, knee deep in mud.

“This,” said Commander Richards, “To coin a phrase, is just great. Just great. How, pray tell, are we getting to New York City now?”

“There is a Ford dealership across the road. We can purchase a vehicle there. I will attempt to retrieve our belongings from the car.” Larkin dove under the surface.

“That’d be great,” said Richards, “If you hadn’t spent all our money on that stupid Porsche.”

“Can you blame me for trying to have a little fun?”

Larkin surfaced long enough to join her parent in a resounding “Yes.”

Browning suddenly had an inspiration. Two, in fact. One was that they could have walked to shore instead of standing around in the swampy lake. The other was about the four small pieces of plastic in her pocket. “Hey, what does ‘Visa Platinum’ mean?” she asked.

Conway and Richards both looked at her, then each other. “Doctor,” said Richards, “Give those to me. Please.”

“All right.” She handed the four credit cards to him.

“Visa Platinum, AMEX Platinum, Mastercard Platinum, Discover. We’ve got four credit cards with incredible limits. Lieutennant, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

Conway smiled. “Yes, I think I am.”

“Do you think we can get out of this swamp now?” asked Browning. “My dress feels really icky.”



Three hours later, a wheezing Ford Aerostar pulled out of Lauderdale Ford, carrying four smelly, soggy occupants. Larkin was driving.



“Tilleran to J’hana. Incoming transmission from McKinley Station regarding spacedock accomodations.”

J’hana looked up from Charlie’s bath. She hit her commbadge. “I am in the middle of cleansing this…creature and cannot recieve the message. Store it.”

“Whatever you say. Hope you’re enjoying yourself.”

“You may be Imzadi, but I will still kill you if you persist,” said J’hana, attempting to force Charlie down into the sudsy water.

“I know what you’re thinking, and no, that won’t work on me,” said Tilleran with a slight smirk. “Betazoids don’t have spleens.”

“Then I shall rip out your innards and shove them up your–”

She was interrupted by Charlie jumping out of the bath and onto her, sending her down to the floor on her back. Her head cracked against the hard tile floor, and she passed out. Charlie attempted to bite her left antenna off, waking her up.

Instinctually, she grabbed him by the front legs and swung him around over her head, standing up in the process, and let him fly out the door across the living room, to smack into the far wall. He left a large wet streak as he slid down the wall, unconscious. She smiled.

“I shall be right up to recieve that transmission, Lieutennant. Beware of me in dark places.”

Tilleran smiled as she closed the link. “I’ll do that, J’hana. I will.”



J’hana emerged from the Ready Room to find Tilleran sitting in the Captain’s chair. “Get up or I will throw you out the airlock.”

“Is there a choice ‘c’?” asked Tilleran.

“I will,” and J’hana whispered something into Tilleran’s ear.

“Oooh…that sounds great,” she said with a smile. “Is it just me, or are you more bloodthirsty than normal today?”

“The latter. We are going to dock inside the new McKinley Station for a baryon sweep. We will have several days in which there will not be anything to do. I will have to draw blood to stay alive.”

“Well, it’s a good thing we’ll be together. I’ll find someone for you to kill tomorrow.”

Madera stepped out of the forward turbolift, saw the look on J’hana’s face, and stepped back in. “Emergency close,” she said. She was gone.

“Damn,” said Tilleran softly.



J’hana raced through the corridors of the Explorer as the computer counted down. “Thirty seconds until power shutdown. All personnel, evacuate the ship. Repeat, evacuate the ship.”

She raced into her quarters, found what she was looking for, and raced out. “Fifteen seconds until power shutdown. All personnel, evacuate the ship. Repeat, evacuate the ship.”

She ran down the corridor on Deck 25, past her beloved torpedo launcher, past a display showing a countdown of time remaining until power shutdown, to the airlock doors, which were beginning to close. She slid through, her middle finger getting crushed in the process. The airlock began to retract from the ship, cutting it off from any entrance other than getting out into the spacedock’s giant, airless hold, moving to the Explorer along a support girder or freely, and blowing the emergency bolts on an external airlock, all of which were extremely doubtful.

J’hana relished the pain of her bleeding finger. This would placate her blood thirst for a few days if left untreated. Possibly she could let it get infected, and then assault the doctor when he told her so. Yes, she thought. This could be an…interesting experience. She looked down at the object in her hand which she had raced so hard to get. Her “Screaming Tribble (TM)” sat in her hand, doing nothing except looking pitiful with plastic blood pouring from gashes in its sides. She’d fill it up and throw it around the room a few times if she got really bored. Destroying Starbase property was always fun.



“One…two….THREE!!!” screamed Hartley as she and Peterman rammed the door with all their might, finally smashing through, their momentum carrying them straight through the wreckage, right through a door across the small hallway, into another cesspool. This one had a good two feet of muck on the floor.

Peterman pulled herself up out of the mire and added her most recent meal to it. That done, she truged back to their original prison and retrieved Ford, who was close to unconsciousness. The two dragged him along outside the cesspool, and sat, since they couldn’t carry Ford.

A guard came walking down the hall. He saw the broken cesspool door at the same time that he smelled it. Then he saw the other one. Then he saw the trail of muck leading to the three officers sitting on the floor. The last thing he saw was Hartley’s foot coming at his head at high speed.

She tossed him into the fuller of the two cesspools, and sat back down. She thought a few moments, and then let loose a barrage of cursing so vile that if typed, it would probably destroy my computer. Peterman looked at her, head cocked to the side. She responded with an extremely vulgar salvo which would probably cause you to go into epileptic seizures if you read it.

After a few volleys back and forth, Ford woke up. “Where am I?” he asked, slightly addled.

“You’re in the basement of a medieval British castle. Counselor Peterman ticked off the Lord, and we got thrown in the cesspool slash dungeon.” She looked around. “Apparantly, this is the medieval version of the Federation Inn.”

“Really,” asked Peterman. “I would have said Klingon prison, but whatever floats your boat.”

“Thanks, Counselor. That cursing really increased my respect for you.” She held up two fingers, a fraction of an inch apart. “By about that much.”

“Better than nothing…Ensign.”

“Whoops, there it goes.”

“Don’t make me demote you.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Better.”



“I’m sorry, there is no USS Explorer on record. Are you sure that you docked your ship here?”

J’hana flushed deeply, and her antenna twitched. No ship? She had always thought she’d die saving her captain, but she never thought she’d die at his hands! “Try again,” she growled.

The technician performed a search. “No, there’s no USS Explorer on record. We don’t have your ship.”

“That…that cannot be! Our ship was right there! I docked it myself!”

The clerk smirked. “Are you sure you turned off the engines?”

“Do not toy with me. I have not killed anything for days, and I can make short work of you.” She smiled. “Unless, perhaps, you would enjoy if I gave you an unscheduled appendectomy. That can be arranged.”

“They’ll court martial you, at the very least!”

“I once disemboweled a junior officer for misconfiguring a quantumn torpedo which exploded with a yield of ten isotons instead of twenty-two. I was mildly reprimanded.”

The clerk fell off her chair. When she regained her seating, she checked again. “What did you say the registry was?”

“USS Explorer, NCC 87568.”

“Well, what do you know. It’s right here. We had taken it off the docking list while it was getting its weapons removed. She’s all right now.”

J’hana turned cobalt. “WEAPONS REMOVED?!?! Tell me, puny human. Would you ENJOY it if I ripped off your leg AND BEAT YOU SENSELESS WITH IT!?!?”

The clerk thought for a moment, and then responded. “Why, yes, I believe I’d like that very much. You did say 87569, correct?”

“N…C…C…8…7…5…6…8. Do you understand?” asked the Andorian, a hair’s breadth away before blowing up the whole damned station with her own two (she counted quickly…no new hands) hands.

“Computer,” said the clerk. “Activate a level 10 forcefield around my position.”

“Acknowledged,” chirped the computer, and a forcefield snapped into place, around the clerk and her customer.

“That was a smart thing to do,” said J’hana. “Now you’ll keep me from killing everyone on board the station.” She paused, collected herself, and continued. “Where is my ship?”

The clerk slowly got off her chair, and crawled under her desk. She curled into a very small ball, and said: “Your ship is not on record,” in a very meek voice.

The last thing she saw was the desk coming down to crush her.



Andy Baxter swung sickeningly from a chain, suspended fifty feet above a sea of translucent green. This, of course, was the real Andy Baxter, as opposed to the fake one which was currently infiltrating the Explorer crew in a simulation of medieval England.

Dronal had told him exactly how his ship had been infiltrated, how they had taken over New York in just a few short weeks, and were about to complete their escape from New York. And, Dronal told Baxter who they were.



Four hundred years ago, conflicts in the middle east escalated, involving Russia, China, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Korea in a fight against the United States and NATO. Amazingly, the European Union sided against the United States. All-out nuclear war ensued, and despite the United States being the strongest nation in the world, one nation could not hold against the rest of the world. Their defense perimeters broken, missiles and bombs streaked in from all over the world, destroying all the cities, and much of the country.

New York had been hit hard, but not directly. It was the target of experimental biogenic warfare, having been developed by Iraq. The premise was to release an agent over the skies of the city, which would horribly disfigure and kill the entire population. Accidentally, however, the agent was loaded upon an ICBM which also contained a small nuclear warhead. The combination of radioactive fallout and the biogenic agent caused completely different mutations than expected, and quite severe damage to the city and surrounding areas.

Nobody was able to get any messages into New York, and all entrances to the city were coated in bio-agents and highly radioactive crud. Not suprisingly, the city was declared a loss.

But the residents of the city were not dead, not by far. The EM pulse that the warhead emitted destroyed all communications in the city, leaving its occupants back a hundred years technically. They languished until the twenty-third century, when the city was finally declared safe again, and people returned, to find a thriving community. The city had been cleaned, and the residents had built new buildings, annexing new territory in the process. The bridges were rebuilt, and the city went through a golden age, the original residents mixing with new ones.

But the weapon had left a long legacy on its victims. The incredible combination of heat and virulent matter turned the agent into a disease which infected the whole of the population, causing them to transform, to evolve, into the goo which they were now. Their new form was quite similar to that of the changelings from the Gamma quadrant, but for the lack of matter changing ability. They could change form as they pleased, but they needed outside help to assume different appearances. They constructed suits of skin to continue their human appearance.

In the late 23rd century, the city expanded quickly, almost violently, usurping Westchester county and New Jersey. The new buildings rose, but some parts remained as they were, historical reminders of the past. Coney Island was one of them, a little park against a backdrop of towering buildings, most of them fifty stories tall at least. The streets turned into airways, with aircars and trucks flying all day and night. And the natives planned to escape the city, without losing the life-giving environment.

When they heard of the Founders in the Gamma quadrant, they decided that they would seek them out. They began to construct a spaceship in the center of the city, far underground. They plotted a time for departure, and set an infrastructure up to destroy possible enemies. They managed to infiltrate Starfleet at a very high level, using Admiral Alynna Necheyev. Thus, they knew exactly what was happening with their only possible adversary: Starfleet.

They also set up a defense perimeter of an incredibly strong (rated level 17) forcefield around the center of the city, through which things could pass only at designated points. The forcefield shielded the city from the Breen attack on Earth, keeping the plan alive.

Now there were intruders, which would be dealt with immediately. All of the non native New Yorkers had been expelled, except for these seven. Their operative would destroy the intruders, and the plan could come to its culmination: The destruction of New York, and the massive, worldwide spread of the petunia plant, now relegated to the northeast United States. Oh, and they would escape the earth.



When Andy heard about this, the first thing he thought was: “I think I’m going to be sick from swaying up here.” The second thing was: “That’s terrible. I almost feel sorry for these people.” The third thing he thought was: “I’d really like some grapefruit now.” The fourth thing he thought was: “Damn. This means that Coney Island will be destroyed. No more special place.” Then be blacked out since he was upside down. Too much blood rushing to your brain can do that to you. So can watching horribly sappy children’s shows and then being swung fifty feet above ground upside down from a painful, chafing chain.



“Mirk, this,” said Tilleran between bites, “Is excellent.” She wiped her mouth. “What did you say it was?”

Mirk smiled, and sat down across from her. “It’s some kind of eggplant pie. It’s an earth dish, which I felt was only appropriate since we are in orbit right now.” He looked around at his restaurant. He hadn’t been around much recently, with the new religion and all. The patrons were really eating it up. Except for one small thing which he felt wasn’t right. “Have you seen J’hana?”

Tilleran took a drink and looked up. “Come to think of it, no. I haven’t seen her around for a few days, not since we docked. But now we’re in free orbit.” She tapped her commbadge. “Tilleran to J’hana.”

Nothing.

<Imzadi, are you there?> asked Tilleran through their bond.

<You know I do not enjoy it when you do that,> thought J’hana. <It is unnerving to have someone rooting around in your mind.>

<Imzadi, where are you?> asked Tilleran, concerned.

J’hana, abord McKinley station, stopped punching the ensign she was currently decimating. <I am looking for my ship. The McKinley station computers do not list the Explorer as being docked. Where are you?>

Tilleran grinned, then laughed. “We left J’hana behind!” she giggled to Mirk. <Imzadi, we left six hours ago. Didn’t you remember? We changed the departure time.>

<I advise caution when I am retrieved for I will probably kill someone when I get on board.>

<Then we’ll send Lieutennant Forrester,> said Tilleran. <We’ll be there soon, Imzadi. Get to a transporter pad.>

<Very well. Imzadi out.>

Tilleran sighed. But that eggplant was soo good.



“WINS news time will be four PM at the beep…BEEP.”

Conway awoke to the sound of the radio. Larkin had it tuned to the traffic reports, as Conway lounged in the far rear of the minivan. They had entered the Taconic State Parkway about an hour after the fiasco with the oil truck and the swamp. And the crashing of the car and the splash. And the new van.

Anyway, they had just entered Westchester county, and changed highways, Conway wasn’t sure to which.

“The current temparature is a steamy hundred degrees, with a positively nasty ninety-eight percent humidity. Folks, if you have air conditioning, you better stay inside!”

As if to punctuate Carol D’auria’s statement over the radio, white smoke suddenly billowed from the engine, smelling of antifreeze. Larkin spied the next exit, and the van slowly limped off the highway to the relative safety of the side streets. Larkin parked it, turned it off, and went to check the engine.

“David, I would appreciate your assistance in this matter.”

Conway unbelted himself. “Coming, Kristen.” He slid open the door and limped over to the front of the van (he had hurt his leg during the crash, the only injury).

“I am not familiar with this engine. Do you know what the problem is?”

Conway peered through the smoke at the engine. ‘Ford 3.8L V6’ said the engine cover. “Chris,” called Conway, “Come on out here.”

Richards popped open the front passenger door and stepped through the smoke to look at the engine compartment. “Hmmmm,” he said.

“Please elaborate.”

“Just trying to look like I know what’s wrong, Kristen.” He waved away some of the smoke. “It looks like we had a coolant leak in the air conditioner. I think the compressor’s shot. We’ll have to do without it.”

“S***,” said Conway. “Can we drive with it?”

“Probably,” Richards sighed, “But be careful, okay Kristen?”

“Of course. I am always exceedingly careful. It does not appear so because my reflexes are much faster than the average human, but rest assured. We will not drive through any oil trucks.”

“Was that a shot, Kristen?”

She cocked her head. “No, David. It was a statement. I am incapable of taking cheap shots at you due to your inferior driving skills.”

“Incapable my ass!”

Larkin adjusted the collar of her shirt, pantsuit jacket having been discarded after the crash. It was a nice shade of green, due to the algae. “Indeed. I suggest we proceed. Our briefing stated that we must arrive at the location specified by four PM on Tuesday, and it is now two.”

“Fine,” grumbled Conway. But I’m going into that store over there. I’m going to rip off your head if I don’t have some coffee.”

“Do you have sufficient method of payment?”

“Yeah, I’ve got a Visa or something in my pocket. I’ll be right back. If you leave without me, so help me, I’ll have you busted down to inventory.”

“Noted. We will be waiting.”

“You’d better.”



“Andy! Great, you’re here. Let’s get out of here,” exclaimed as the impostor strode down the basement hallway of the castle.

“Sure honey. Can Mr. Ford walk?”

“Uh, yeah,” said Ford, still dazed. “Help me up?”

Hartley grunted as she pulled him up.

“So, want to date me, Megan?”

“Mention that again and you go back in the cesspool. I’ve been too nice to you already.” She assumed her normal frowny faced attitude. “Let’s get out of this dump.” She looked down at her ragged dress. “And to a shower quick. I feel disgusting.”

“Ugh,” said Peterman. “Me too. Andy, how come they didn’t throw you in the cesspool?”

The fake Baxter looked puzzled. “I don’t know. Something the lord said about professional courtesy. But…”

He never finished his sentence, as he dematerialized at that moment. The dungeon vanished, leaving the new silver and yellow grid of a holodeck. The trio left, noticing, thankfully, that the stench left them as soon as they walked out, along with its source.

They followed the lights along the wall, to the front desk.

“You can sit over there,” said Bucket, indicating a few seats against the wall. “The others will be along soon.”

“Where’s my husband?” asked Peterman.

“We took him out for a separate debriefing. He’ll have to take the written test as well. He should be along in about half an hour.”

“Well,” said Hartley with a larger than usual dose of sarcasm, which was to say a whole bunch. “That was a pretty pointless excercise. We got in, we offended someone, then we spent a day in a cesspool. What could we possibly have affected?”

What indeed?



Sirens blared all around the minivan as a bewildered Browning and Richards stepped out, followed by a rigidly calm (as always) Larkin. A long black limousine sat at the center of the wailing unmarked police cars. A whole bunch of guys in black suits ran into the mini-mart where Conway had gone for coffee, dragging him out by the arms with what looked like a coffee stain on his shirt around the neck.

Richards debated whether or not to run and see what happened. On one hand, it was a holodeck program and nothing could happen. On another hand, he was trying to avoid polluting the timeline. He stayed put.

The agents dragged Conway over to the van. “He with you?” asked one of them to Browning.

“Um, yeah.” She looked from the stern secret service agent to Conway’s bewildered face. “What did he do?”

“Sorry, ma’am, but we’re going to have to take him away. He insulted the president, then kicked him in the balls.

“David!” exclaimed Browning. “What do you think you’re doing, kicking the president? We’re not supposed to pollute the t–”

“Shame on you, David. Hopefully, we’ll see you at your trial,” broke in Richards. We have to get…hey!” he cried as the simulation disappeared, leaving the foursome in a holodeck. Conway fell down, seeing as his support was no longer there.

“Oof. Let’s get out of here.”

“Commander,” said Browning, “That’s a great idea.”

“No more David?”

“I don’t even know why I did that.”

“Damn.”



“The projections are ready,” called Bucket. “I’ve calculated the damage done to the timeline by your actions in the past. Come on up.”

“Oh, good,” said Peterman. The seven officers rose and gathered around the desk.

“Well, let’s see. The group who went to the twentieth century?”

“That’s us,” said Conway. “How’d we do? I want to go home.”

“You kicked the President of the United States in the nuts. This caused one repercussion. He never concieved a second child with his aide, Ms. Monica Lewinski. You caused nationwide scandal which was promptly forgotten when the Y2K bug wiped out the media computers of the world. Other than that, nothing whatsoever happened. Your incursion factor is point zero two.

“You, on the other hand,” he continued, pointing to Peterman and Hartley, “Caused the extraordinary proliferation of iguanas, causing them to become the dominant race in the universe. They killed off everything else, including humans, and ate Klingons. Incursion factor: one hundred, a complete eradication. You aren’t very good at this, are you.”

“Wha’d we do wrong?” growled Hartley.

“Well, it seems that the person you knocked out and threw in the cesspool was destined to have children whose descendants would keep the Germans from getting the atomic bomb until way after World War two. This prevented nuclear holocaust which would have mutated the iguanas into superintelligent, huge monsters. They took the name of ‘Godzillas,’ and destroyed all of the major cities, starting with Tokyo in Japan.”

Baxter chose that moment to enter the waiting room.

//I trust you have been briefed?// sent Bucket.

//Yes. As soon as I tell them that they have regained their licenses, we will make the announcement and take these seven to confinement.//

Bucket nodded, sort of. It was more like a telepathic affirmation. //We shall proceed as planned, then. Go ahead.//

Baxter returned the gesture. //I shall.//

“Well, I passed the test with flying colors. We’re getting out of here. At least, I am. Hehehe. Hahahaha. HAHAHA. BUWHAHAHAHAHAHA!!!! BUWHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!!!!”

With that, Baxter and Bucket dropped their skin, to become horrible gelatinous blobs, similar to the one that attacked Ford. Richards’ commbadge chirped.

“Richards here,” he responded.

It was Tilleran. “Get out of there now. The Federation just recieved a transmission from New York: They intend to destroy the city.”

“And I guess ‘they’ would be these green blobs of goo about to take us somewhere unpleasant?”

“Damn! We’ll get you out of there. Tilleran out.”

Conway stared at the huge blobs in front of them, quivering with…Conway wasn’t sure he wanted to know. “Uhm…run,” he said, breaking into a dash out of the doors. He looked left, right and straight ahead. Blobs in all directions. But there was the window…

Conway smashed a window with a convenient nearby chair, and motioned for the crew to take a dive.

“Are you CRAZY?!?” cried Peterman. “I’m not jumping out of the 200th story window!”

“Would you rather be eaten,” asked Conway.

“It’s a difficult choice.”

He picked her up, and hurled her out. “It’s one I’m making for you. Last one out’s a rotten egg!” and he jumped. He tapped his commbadge. “Conway to Tilleran. We’re currently flying toward the ground very rapidly. You have thirty seconds to lock on to us and beam us up, or you will find yourself with a bunch of goo for a senior officer.”

“A tantalizing thought, but we’re locking on now. Energizing…”

And Conway saw a welcome sight, the transporter room.

“Captain Baxter’s been an impostor since the last starbase. We have no idea where the real one’s at. Search the city for him, quickly,” said Conway. “This is so hard, looking out for him.”

“I know you’ll manage, Commander. Did we get our licenses back?”

“I guess.” They exited the transporter room for the bridge. “I’m assuming that my demotion is now moot since it wasn’t really Baxter who did it.”

“Demotion?” asked Tilleran. “You must have had a hell of a time.”

“Yeah.”



The forcefield dropped for the first time in a few years. The Explorer’s scanning beam was already blanketing the city, and they had a perfect view for the whole spectacle. The entire city under the forcefield, crumbled in a massive implosion. Out of the debris, a huge ship rose, like a Phoenix from the ashes. It was a flattened sphere, a full two kilometers across, shining silver in the evening sunlight. It rose majestically, orange bolts firing from an unseen point on its underside to destroy the remnants.

The ship roared upwards through the atmosphere just as Tilleran found Baxter. “He’s on board that ship. I’m bringing him aboard now.”

Baxter shimmered into existance on the floor at the right of the bridge. He pulled himself up into a sitting position. “Unh…It’s good to be back. What’s going on?”

Conway quickly filled him in about recent events as the New York ship reached low orbit. It suddenly split in half, the halves falling back to earth. In its place was a rounded cylinder, roughly half a kilometer in length and two hundred in diameter. It slowly started moving towards the Explorer and a small fleet of ships which had recently gathered behind them, ready to do whatever was necessary, depending on the actions of the New York ship.

“J’hana,” said Baxter. “Let me take Tactical. These bastards made me watch Barney. The least I can do is blow them to shreds.”

“Are you sure, sir? I do not thin–”

“Stow it. Move.”

“Aye, sir. The blue button fires torpedoes, the red button fires phasers.”

“Shut up.” He examined the board in front of him. Not too bad. He targeted the ship with full salvos of torpedoes from fore and aft launchers, and armed the phasers. “Red alert, shields up. Larkin, status report.”

The ship rocked from two bright orange bolts, which nobody had seen coming. “They are firing upon us, sir.”

“Thank you. Shields down to ninety percent. Ford!” he barked.

“Aye, sir.”

“Come to course one four seven mark three zero. Charging ventral phasers.”

“One four seven mark three zero, aye.”

“Full impulse, torpedoes away.”

“Full impulse, aye.”

Ten winking blue quantum torpedoes flew away from the Explorer as she angled up and left, letting fly all her ventral phasers. The torpedoes danced across the brilliant chromed hull, putting on a beautiful display of fireworks, and leaving no marks whatsoever. The phasers merely glanced off to hit McKinley station’s shields.

The Explorer’s salvo prompted the rest of the fleet to come in firing, tossing a barrage of torpedoes at the New York ship. Nothing.

More orange blasts collided with the shields of some ships, forcing them back.

The Explorer came about in a graceful arc, compression phaser banks blasting. No good.

“Arming tri-cobalt devices,” said Baxter. “Away.”

The deep blue dot flew from the launcher tube to impact the New York ship with a spectacular explosion which cleared to reveal a charred crater venting plamsa.

“Larkin, spread the word. Tri-cobalt devices for the bastards.”

“Aye sir.”

The fleet recieved the message and changed tactics. Three Akira-class gunships charged forward and launched a salvo of tri-cobalts, accompanied by the Explorer. Then the whole fleet came in with quantums firing, aiming for the damaged spots. The ship, spewing plasma from multiple breaches, veered into the atmosphere, beginning a long death spiral which would terminate in either explosion or a crash.

The fleet backed off, but Baxter was relentless, launching salvo after salvo of torpedoes, interspersed with phaser barrages. Suddenly, a massive explosion, lighting the dark side of the world, and spewing green goo everywhere to rain down upon San Francisco.



“Velara, good to see you again,” said Baxter, sitting down at his desk with a cup of cold grapefruit juice in his hand.

“Likewise, Captain. I trust you have resolved your…issues?”

Baxter shuddered involuntarily. “Yeah. They put me in a sensory deprivation tank to let me think about it for a while…I’m okay now, I think.”

Velara nodded. “You performed well in destroying the New Yorkers. We found a computer bank in the rubble of New York. They intended to leave the galaxy to wait for a few years, while they built their forces to incredible levels, then attack and destroy the entire Sol system.”

“What about the city?”

She shook her head. “I am sorry. The city has been declared a total loss. The bedrock has been completely destroyed, and the riverbanks are gone. It is one very large mud puddle.”

He sighed softly. Coney Island was gone.

“However,” she continued, “Most of Long Island was saved, including much of Brooklyn and Queens. In response to your unsaid query, Coney Island continues to exist. It was damaged, but estimates put the re-opening within the next year.”

“Thank goodness. What about that other quaint little community we passed through…Jackson Heights?”

“Only the northeastern section remains. The rest of it was crushed by a large building. I believe it was called ‘The Empire State Building.’”

“And our licenses?”

“They were transmitted just before the city was destroyed. You have been re-certified for time travel. But please attempt to refrain from doing so. Looking over your records, I see that your time travel incidents have been rather messy.”

Baxter was slightly indignant. “I wouldn’t say messy, exactly. More like…ummmm…oh, fine. They were pretty damn bad. But it wasn’t my fault!”

Velara smiled, a rare occurence. “It never is. Good day, Captain Baxter. Velara out.” The screen blinked off, the federation logo and “End Transmision” displaying.



“So I’m not really demoted?” asked Madera, expectantly.

“Well, it wasn’t me, so no,” replied Baxter. The crew had gathered in the conference room for a debriefing (not literally). “There was actually a bit of good news that came out of this…experience.”

Conway snorted. “And that would be…”

“We got our time travel licenses back,” replied Baxter.

“Oh, woohoo. I’m so happy.”

“Commander,” asked Larkin. “I must ask. Is it humanly possible to be more sarcastic than that, or have you reached the absolute limit?”

Conway would have answered in the affirmative, but he was interrupted by klaxons blaring.

Baxter tapped his commbadge. “Baxter to bridge. What’s going on?”

On the bridge, Gellar held his nose. “Sir, Mirk served eggplant for dinner last night, and we’re getting the aftermath of that now.”

Baxter’s eyes widened. “Oh, s***.”

“An excellent choice of words, sir,” said J’hana, running for the bathroom.



That night, Andy told his wife about the conversation. “And then she said that our time travel incidents were MESSY! Can you believe that?”

She laughed, and reached out with her long, forked reptillian tongue to grab another bite of zucchini. “Not at all, Andy. Not at all.”



NEXT:



Janice Browning’s little blob of joy is finally about to arrive. But is the crew ready? Is she ready? Is Chris Richards ready to deliver said blob? Find out in the next edition of Star Traks: The Vexed Generation, “Changeling Times!”




Changeling Times



“Five, four, three, two…” Lt. Tilleran counted down from the science station as the whole senior staff looked on, grouped in front of the bridge, with Baxter, Peterman, and Conway standing at the center.

“One,” Baxter said with a grin, and the brilliant ball of light on the viewscreen shrank in, then exploded in a beautiful bright white blast that sent a blue shockwave racing toward the Explorer.

“Pull us back to a safe distance, Mr. Ford,” Conway said dully, folding his arms.

“Well, there you have it.” Baxter pointed at the viewscreen. “Another beautiful light show from our own mother nature.”

“From the Directors,” Mirk said, leaning over the railing behind the command chairs, dapper in his kneelength navy blue reverend’s jacket.

Baxter nodded. “Yeah, well. Whoever. Anyway, it was pretty.”

“Beautiful.” Peterman sank into her chair and turned the adjacent terminal screen toward her. “Now, back to the crew reports.”

Conway shook his head, headed for the turbolift. “You know, I actually enjoyed astral anomalies things the first few hundred times, but it’s getting kind of old lately.”

“No kidding,” said Richards, following Conway up to the turbolift entrance. “I’m about sick of it. What happened to new worlds, new civilizations?”

“We catalogued them all in the last two years, I guess,” Browning said, waddling up to join them.

Richards and Conway stepped into the turbolift. Conway held his hand up as Browning tried to step in. “Sorry, Doctor. We’re full up.”

“But it’s just you and Christopher…”

Conway smiled. “Like I said, no more room.”

Richards glared at Conway. “Come on in, Janice. The commander is just upset because he can’t get the nerve up to talk to his Trill friend.”

“I can talk to her anytime I want,” Conway replied defensively as Browning squeezed in and the doors closed. “Deck 12.”

“Deck 36,” Richards said, looking to Browning.

“Oh,” Browning said. “Deck 18.” She turned to Conway. “So if you can talk to her anytime you want, then why are you always skulking around the front of the Book and Beanery every evening? Every time I look out there, you’re hanging by the windows with this lost puppy dog look. It’s almost adorable.”

“First of all,” Conway counted on his fingers, “I do not skulk. Second, I never look like a puppy dog, and third, I’m NOT adorable!”

“But you don’t deny you’ve been hanging out by the Book and Beanery for the past three months!” Richards said.

Conway shook his head. “No, no. Of course not. ‘Hanging out’ is a great way to put it. The bench right in front has a great view out the starboard dorsal viewport.”

Browning rolled her eyes. “Likely story. Admit it, Commander. You’re still lovestruck.”

“I’m no such thing.” Then the doors opened as the turbolift reached Deck 12 and Commander Conway step out. “The Trill I was in love with is gone for- ever. Tyra is just a bitter reminder of all I had with Lana, and you can both quote me on that,”he snapped, and marched off.

When the lift doors closed and the lift resumed its descent, Richards and Browning were quiet for a few moments.

“Well,” Browning finally said. “Seems we really touched a nerve.”

“Sure did,” Richards nodded. “So, what are you doing on Deck 18?”

“Lt. Elton has been working on an artificial grapefruit substitute for Captain Baxter. He’s nearly perfected it.”

“Is that wise, Janice? The last time Elton whipped something up for you, you bounced your way all the way down to engineering.”

Browning shrugged. “I’m sure Andy can handle anything Elton throws at him. The man has the constitution of a Klingon. He once ate raw gagh over dirty rice and asked for fried ice cream as a dessert.”

“Whew,” Richards said. “Well, that’s certainly a tall order.”

“Yeah,” Browning said. “So…haven’t seen you much lately.”

“I’ve been busy with the warp core overhaul. We’ve been renovating the systems ever since the ship almost blew up a few months back.”

“That’ll hurt an engine,” Browning agreed.

“So…how’s the…changeling?”

Browning patted her tummy. “Settling down. He’s been kicking a lot less lately. I just had a scan last week. He’s huge.”

Richards looked Browning over. “No kidding.”

“Pardon?”

“Uh, nice kid, I said,” Richards said. “Go on.”

“Well, we can’t zero in on a birth time. Probably somewhere between three weeks and a month.”

“Wow. He’ll come out okay, though, right?”

“He should. He’s got legs like a Tarkalian razorbeast. Well, sometimes it’s just the one leg. Oh well.” Suddenly the turbolift sighed again to a stop and the doors opened. “Well, here’s my stop,” Browning said, and waddled out. “Drop by the restaurant sometime. We can catch up.”

Richards stepped into the doorway, stopping the door from closing. “I’ve got a better idea. Come with me to the positronics conference on Rigel Nine next week. I have to leave tomorrow and I could use a traveling companion.”

“What about Larkin?”

“She’s taking the Escort out today for a three week survey of Romulan space along the neutral zone.”

“Well,” Browning thought it over. “I haven’t got off-ship in a while. Sounds like fun.”

“You know,” Richards said with a grin. “Rigel Nine is the site of the Federation’s largest salad bar.”

“Really?” Browning’s eyes widened. “Well, when you put it that way, how can I resist? As long as we get back before my due date.”

“We’ll get you back in plenty of time,” Richards said. “Starfleet Scout’s honor.”



That night, a considerably thinner Tyra Shar swept crumbs off one of the small tables in front of Shar’s Book and Beanery’s corner stage. “Great set, Jenna,” she said, as she picked up a scatter of plates and mugs.

Jenna Fran, Tyra’s wife of nearly one year, unslung her guitar and sat it down on the stage. “Yeah, I really felt a good vibe in here tonight.”

“I think the crew’s warming up to you,” Tyra agreed. She turned toward the back table. “Ladies, I’m closing up now.”

Ramrod straight at the back table, Lt. J’hana nodded. “Understood. Ariel?”

“I’m ready. Great job, Ms. Fran,” Tilleran said, standing. “And I loved the new mocha, Tyra.”

“Thanks, Ariel.”

“Nightcap?” J’hana asked.

Tilleran nodded. “Sounds great.”

J’hana and Tilleran nearly bumped into Commander Conway on the way out of Books and Beans.

“Commander!” J’hana announced, standing at attention. “What can I do for you?”

“At ease,” Conway said wearily. He looked from J’hana to Tilleran, raised his finger as if he were about to say something, then put it down. “Dismissed, you two.”

“Aye, sir,” Tilleran said, and she and J’hana ducked out of the old- fashioned wooden door to Books and Beans, giggling about something.

“Commander, what a pleasant surprise,” Tyra said. “I haven’t seen you since the day Jenna and I came aboard.” She sat her tray down and folded her arms. “Makes one think she’s being avoided.”

“Ha. Don’t be silly,” Conway said, smiling weakly.

Jenna looked from Conway to Tyra. “Well, I’ll just be on my way. See you back at our quarters, Tyra?”

“Yep, I’ll be along in a minute.”

“Mr. Conway,” Jenna mumbled as she passed Conway.

“Guess she loves me,” Conway said, once she was gone.

Tyra shook her head. “Oh, no. She’s quite jealous. She knows you and her were in competition for my affections.”

“Well, she should be happy. She won.”

Tyra ran a hand through her short-cropped blonde hair. “It’s not that simple, David.”

Conway turned a chair around and sat down. “I think it is.”

“You know,” Tyra said, taking her tray over to the bar counter and tossing the plates into the replicator slot. “I expected you to spend a lot more time here. Hell, I thought you’d be our biggest customer. This stuff is right up your alley. We have one coffee blend that’s so sludgy you need to eat it with a spoon.”

“Well, that sounds nice, but I guess I just haven’t had time.”

“You’ve been uncomfortable. It’s understandable.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Me, not understand? You don’t think it’s awkward making the transition from one life to the next? For starters, Lana would have hated the idea of starting a coffee beanery. She despised coffee.”

“True enough.”

“And there’s any number of things in addition to that. Lana was athletic and intelligent. Tyra’s more of a…working girl, I guess. The only thing we have in common is our love of teaching children.” Tyra thought a moment. “But becoming Tyra Shar has done me a lot of good. For example, Shar gave me the strength to shed my unwanted pounds.”

“I’ve been meaning to congratulate you on the weight loss. You’re really looking great.”

“Ah, it’s nothing. I spent a couple months at Richard Simmmons’ fat camp on Bolemius Four.”

“I see. Well, I just wanted to stop in and say ‘hi.’ I know we can’t be friends like we were, but at least we don’t have to be awkward around one another, right?”

“I don’t see why we can’t still be friends.” Tyra sat down next to Conway. “Sure, Jenna would hate the idea.” Tyra crinkled her nose. “Which makes it worthwhile in and of itself. You might find Tyra a bigger NASCAR fan than Lana was, too.”

Conway’s eyebrows raised. “Really?”

“Stranger things have happened.” Tyra smiled and she and Conway locked eyes for a long moment.

Conway stood. “Well, I don’t want to take any more of your time.”

“Don’t be a stranger,” Tyra said softly as Conway headed through the exit door.



“Christopher?” Dr. Browning asked, ducking into the runabout cockpit.

“Down here.” Richards stuck his head out of the opening in the floor right in front of Browning. “Just shoring up the phase transducers. I want it to be an especially smooth ride with you and little…”

“Haven’t thought of a name yet,” Browning said. She waved the padd she had in her left hand. “But, I brought Koskar’s Book of One Million Baby Names. Kelly gave it to me.”

“Well, then. You should have plenty to occupy you during the trip.” Richards pulled himself up out of the engine compartment.

“Not really. The trip is like four days, isn’t it?”

“Uh, yeah, that’s true.” Richards wiped his hands on a rag and stepped toward the front of the cockpit. “Everything loaded on board?” he asked as he typed in the pre-flight check.

“Yep. I put my stuff in the hold.”

“Good. Then let’s get going. We’ve got a long trip ahead of us.”

Dr. Browning slowly lowered herself into the right front seat and let out a long breath. “Don’t I know it.”

Richards sat down behind her. “You’re sure you want to go? You’re feeling okay?”

Browning smiled, put a hand on Richards’s. “Absolutely, Christopher.”

“Good,” Richards smiled back, then faced forward. He tapped a control on his console. “Bridge, this is the Susquehanna. Requesting clearance to launch.”

“Susquehanna,” came Baxter’s voice. “You’re clear to launch. You guys have fun.”

“Yes, sir,” said Richards.

“And Janice, don’t you go giving birth on us. Remember, the godfather must be present!” Baxter was annoyingly proud of being the godfather, Richards thought. Of course, he wasn’t jealous.

“Well…” Browning said.

“I’ll be behind the operating table of course!” Baxter said quickly. “Well out of sight of the uh, that is, your, um…so anyway you guys have a great time. Baxter out!”

Browning shook her head. “Sometimes I wonder about him.”

Richards laughed nervously. “I always wonder about him.” He stared at Browning’s eyes.

“Are we going or what?” she asked.

“Oh, right,” Richards said, tapping the impulse engine start sequence. With a thrum the engines started up and he pressed a control.

With a soft push forward, the Susquehanna sailed out of Shuttle Bay One’s open hangar door.

Richards grinned as he set in the autopilot. This was going to be a great trip.



When Counselor Peterman walked with Charlie into her office at 0900 hours, she was very surprised to find Commander Conway lying on her couch, fiddling with her Betty Boop statue.

“Commander!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

Conway placed the statue on the coffee table in front of the couch. “I needed to see you, Counselor. I used my command override to get in.”

“How industrious,” Peterman muttered, taking off Charlie’s leash. The golden retriever immediately hopped onto the couch with Conway. “So what brings you here? A problem with one of my patients, perhaps? No, let me guess, complaints about the latest crew evaluation? Or has my husband done something new to upset you?”

“I need counseling.”

Peterman gulped. “Woah. I need to sit down.”

“Please don’t make a big deal about this. You counselors have some sort of rule about confidentiality, don’t you?”

“Of course. Whatever you say here is totally confidential.” Peterman stumbled into the chair next to the couch. “I just can’t believe you’re here. After three years, this is a first.”

“What, you think I’m just some sort of unfeeling bastard? That I haven’t ever come in for counseling because I don’t have emotions! No wonder I have no chance with Shar. People think I’m an emotionless jerk.”

“Why did I have a feeling that’s what this was about?” Peterman asked.

Conway shrugged. “I don’t know. So what do I do?”

“What do you mean what do you do? About what?”

“How do I get Tyra away from her wife?”

Peterman rubbed her eyes. It was too early for this. “You know, Commander, I usually require appointments.”

“Answer my question, Counselor!” Conway sat up on the couch. “That’s an order!”

Peterman took a deep breath. “This isn’t how counseling works, Commander. It’s a long process. You can’t expect to get help in one quick session. And you can’t order your counselor to give you an instant cure.”

“I don’t go on duty for another forty-five minutes. That’s plenty of time. Just tell me how to win Tyra back.”

“I’m a counselor, not a matchmaker, Commander!”

“Oh, Counselor, come on!” Conway protested, leaning forward and resting his hands on Peterman’s shoulders. She tried not to flinch. “You’re so mushy, so corny! You should love a challenge like this!”

“Commander!” Peterman said haughtily, pushing Conway’s hands off. “I am NOT corny!”

“I mean really, Counselor. What better challenge could you possibly find than getting a woman to leave another woman for a man, and a crummy one at that!”

“Commander, you need help.”

“Which is exactly why I’m here. Haven’t you been listening?”

Peterman sighed. “I need time to prepare for this. Can you come back later this afternoon? Or tomorrow?”

“Forget about it,” Conway muttered, and slumped off the couch. “I’ll do this on my own.”

“Commander, wait–”

“Forget it!”

Once Conway was gone, Peterman looked over at Charlie, who sat serenely on the couch playing with a ball.

“Well, Charlie, this counselor is not about to let one slip through her fingers. No siree!”



“WOAH!”

Lt. Commander Richards awoke to the sound of a cry and a thud on the deck by his bunk. He rolled over and stared down at Dr. Browning, who lay on the deck, looking up at him, rubbing her eyes.

“Janice, are you okay?” He slid his legs around and hopped out and over her, kneeled beside her. “Should I get the medkit?”

“No, it’s okay,” Browning said, wincing. “Luckily, I landed on my back.”

“Let me get you some pain suppressant.”

Browning gripped the edge of the bottom bunk and yanked herself to standing. “That’s okay, I’ll get it. You can go back to bed.”

Richards shook his head. “That’s okay, I’m awake now anyway. I just knew I should have made you sleep on the bottom bunk.”

“Christopher, I insisted on being up there. I swear the height differential makes my sinuses feel better.”

“Are you sure that’s not just in your mind…you know, psycho…”

“Psychosomatic?”

Richards shrugged. “Sure, that too.”

“Very funny. No, it’s not psychosomatic. The air density on the top bunk is slightly different. I measured it with a tricorder and everything.”

“You’re certainly not taking any chances.”

“Only the ones that involve me falling a meter and a half in the middle of a dream about candy corn and communism.”

Richards sat down at the conference table beside the beds. He leaned his head into his hands. “Must’ve been some kind of dream.”

Browning leaned over one of the storage compartments, pulled out a hypospray, tapped in a code sequence and pressed the device into her upper arm. “Well, let’s just say I’ll never look at communism the same again. Or candy corn for that matter. Oh yeah, you were in it, too.”

“Really?” asked Richards, as Browning sat down beside him.

“Yeah, but you had a goatee.”

“No kidding.” Richards rubbed the bare area around his mouth. “Just so happens I was thinking about growing one. I must be psychic.”

“Or just a psycho,” Browning grinned. “Trust me, don’t do it. It looks terrible.”

“I’ll have to remember that.”

Browning and Richards sat there a few moments in silence as the Susquehanna’s warp engines thrummed around them.

“Janice,” Richards began slowly. “Why did we stop seeing one another?”

Browning thought a long few moments. “Because it wasn’t practical for us to stay together. I was going to Waystation, you were off to the Klingon homeworld. The long distance thing was not a viable option.”

“But then we came back to the ship, Janice,” Richards said, taking Browning’s hands and pulling them close to his chest.

“And then it just…felt wrong, Christopher. I can’t exactly explain why.”

“Does it still feel wrong?”

“Christopher, I just…” Browning took a deep breath. “Listen, you and Kris have only been apart for a few months. You need time to deal with that. Rushing in and getting back together with me isn’t the answer.”

“What, are you the ship’s counselor now?”

“No, Christopher, I’ve just got a lot going on right now. If you haven’t noticed, I’m going to be giving birth to a half-changeling baby soon.”

“What better timing could there be?” Richards asked. “Right now, you need someone supportive right at your side. Someone that can see you through the rough times ahead, someone to be with you when–”

Browning held up her hand. “Enough, Christopher. You’re talking like you’re selling me spacefaring insurance. Your reasons are all very noble. It’s just that they’re totally wrong.” She got up and heaved herself up the ladder to the top bunk.

Richards sat there looking at her. “I still love you, you know.”

“I know,” Browning said, and pulled her blanket up, rolled away from Richards, and closed her eyes.



Nurse Holly Wilcox rushed into Sickbay, tying the belt on her robe hurriedly. “Captain, I came as soon as I could.”

Counselor Peterman was there by the center biobed, patting Baxter’s back, as he barfed into a red plastic Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot shopping bag.

Baxter looked up from the barfbag and smiled wanly. “Oh, Holly. Thank God…I mean…ugh…the Directors…you’re here.”

Holly grabbed a medical tricorder off the shelf by the door and ran over to scan Baxter. “What’s the problem?”

“Lt. Elton’s…” Baxter gagged, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his white and blue starry Dallas Cowboys pajamas, “‘GreatFruit.’”

Holly shook her head. “Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes,” Peterman said. “The stuff is ripping through his digestive system like a pooridge made of ground up razorblades!”

“Well, that’s a colorful way of describing it, Counselor, but pretty accurate. Your husband is going to have to have the contents beamed out of his stomach.”

“Too bad Lt. Hartley’s on the…ugh…Escort,” Baxter gagged, then grabbed the bag and vomited again.

“Yeah, it’s a shame,” Holly said, tapping in a sequence on the panel above the biobed. “This’ll just take a moment.”

“I wish Dr. Browning were here,” Baxter moaned.

“Hey, I’m halfway through with my M.D.,” Holly said defensively, poising her loaded hypospray right over Baxter’s nose as the Sickbay medical transporter hummed to life inside Baxter’s stomach. “I’m not exactly chopped Flarvian liver, you know.”

“He’s not talking about Dr. Browning’s medical skills,” Peterman explained. “He misses her food preparation skills.”

“Oh.”

Baxter nodded, handing the full bag to Peterman. “Janice would’ve known better than to serve something as hideous as that…‘GreatFruit.’”

“No doubt,” Holly nodded. She walked over to the container she’d beamed Baxter’s stomach contents into. It sat on the shelf with the containers of blue and red liquid. Its clear walls were beginning to steam up. “So, do you want this for anything?”

“I don’t think so.” Peterman held up the barf bag. “We have plenty.”

Holly nodded as she disdainfully walked the container of vile fluid over to the replicator slot and had it dematerialized. “Well, I’ll have a little talk with Mr. Elton tomorrow.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Peterman grinned evilly. “He’s taken care of. Me and Charlie and ten or twelve of Charlie’s buddies are going down to see him in the morning.”

“Poor guy,” Holly giggled. She grabbed her hypospray and pressed it gently into Baxter’s arm. “That should settle down your stomach pains.” Baxter nodded and shuffled off to the door, Peterman behind. “Just give me a call if the pains return, or if your blood begins to turn into acid.”

Baxter stared at Holly. “Huh?”

“Not that that would happen, or anything,” Holly said, plastering on her best fake grin. “Acid blood, yeah, right. Come on, sir. Get real.”

“Sure. Long shot,” Baxter laughed weakly as Peterman dragged him down the hallway back to their cabin.



The next morning, Dr. Browning entered the cockpit of the Susquehanna, still in her bathrobe, eyes bloodshot. The skin underneath her eyes was puffy and she walked like each step was painful.

Lt. Commander Richards spun toward Browning, nursing a cup of raktageeno. “Morning sickness?”

Browning slowly sat in the seat beside Richards. “Hardcore morning sickness, yes. I wouldn’t go back there quite yet. Let the self-cleaning mechanisms do their job.”

“Whatever you say,” Richards said, all business, and returned to face the front viewport.

Browning looked at him, head cocked. “You’re upset.”

“Nah.”

“Yes, you are, Christopher. I know that look.”

“What look?” Richards asked, tapping at the navigation panel, pretending like he was doing something important.

“When you squint your eyes and purse your lips. When you tilt your head down excessively. Don’t think you can fool me.”

“Okay, so I’m a bit ticked that I confessed my continuing love for you last night and all you had to say was ‘I know.’”

“You know how I feel.”

Richards turned toward her. “No, I don’t. Please, enlighten me.”

“Christopher, I just don’t think we work as a couple anymore.”

“Janice…it’s been over a year since we were together last. Don’t you think I may have changed in that time?”

“I’m sure you have.” Browning turned to look at the stars rushing toward them on the viewport. “I think I’ve changed too. That’s part of the problem.”

“You never will know unless you try.”

“You know, Christopher,” Browning said, with a bit of edge on her voice, “I’m beginning to think coming along on this trip was a bad idea. You’re obviously not capable of dealing with us as friends.”

“Exactly. That’s why we should get back together.”

Browning rubbed her eyes. “Sometimes your logic escapes me.” She stood up and shuffled wearily into the aft compartment.

Richards stood. “Janice, I…”

And then a wave of bright white light filled the Susquehanna’s cockpit and the runabout jerked to the side so violently Richards had to grab the pilot’s chair to stay on his feet. The lights around the cockpit flickered, then the helm panel exploded with a shower of sparks and Richards watched the stars on the front viewport turn from streaks to dots.

“What the hell?” Richards asked, then heard a panicked yelp from the aft compartment. He ran as fast as he could around the partition between the cockpit and aft section to find Browning sprawled on her back.

“What happened?” she asked, wincing.

Richards grabbed a medical tricorder out of the overhead storage compartment and began scanning Browning. “I don’t know. Computer, what do the sensors show for the time index beginning one minute ago?”

“At exactly 0904 hours, the Susquehanna encountered a wave of subspace turbulence and was knocked out of warp. The resultant damage includes total loss of propulsion, communications, and ancillary navigational systems.”

“Oh, s***,” said Richards.

“Yeah, that’s certainly a bit of a bump in the road,” Browning said. “No problem, though, we’ll just use the emergency communicator to–”

“No,” Richards said, turning the tricorder to face Browning. “I didn’t say ‘oh s***’ because of that. I said, ‘oh s***’ because of THIS!”

Browning stared at the tricorder. “Ohmigosh. I’m having a baby!” She suddenly doubled over and rolled on her side. “So THAT’S what it feels like!”



Commander Conway poked his head in the door to Counselor Peterman’s office. “You wanted to see me?”

Peterman nodded. “Come on in, Commander.”

Conway stepped in. “I hope this won’t take too long.”

“Commander, I’ll have you know I put a lot of thought into what you said about Tyra Shar. And I want to help you.”

“I thought we went over this already. I said I don’t need your help.”

Peterman got up from behind her desk and walked over to Conway, pulled him into an awkward hug. “Commander, I don’t want to help you steal Tyra Shar away from her…uh, wife. I want to help you reconcile your feelings for her. Once and for all.”

“Yeah, right. What’ll you do? Get me a date with Hartley?”

“Let’s get real, David. You wouldn’t have a prayer on Malox with her.”

“I’m sorry,” Conway shook his head, looked down. Then he looked back up at Peterman. “I must have misunderstood. I thought you wanted to HELP me.”

“I do.”

“Well insulting me doesn’t help!”

“Don’t raise your voice with me, Commander!”

“What do you think YOU’RE doing?”

“I’ll say it again, Mister, I am trying to HELP you!” The two were nose to nose, like a baseball coach and umpire.

“Could’ve fooled me!”

Peterman backed away. “Commander, let’s sit down and talk rationally. I’m sure there are ways to get over your crush on Shar. Remember, that’s a totally different person out there.”

“Not in all the ways that count, Counselor.”

“You will be helped, Commander, so help me…Directors!” Peterman shouted at Conway’s back as he turned to leave.



Captain Baxter stepped into the bridge conference lounge, looking at a padd as he walked. He stopped when he saw Conway at the head of the table, reading a padd of his own. “Oh, Commander. Sorry, I didn’t know anyone was in here. I just came in to eat my lunch and read the latest Gorn mystery novel.”

Conway put aside his padd and stood. “That’s okay. I was just leaving.”

Baxter watched Conway walk past him. “Do you want to talk, Commander?”

Conway stopped, turned and looked at Baxter. He raised an eyebrow. “And just what would make you think I would want to talk?”

Baxter shrugged. “Freak intuition?”

Conway stepped up close to Baxter, narrowing his eyes in disgust. “What do you know?”

A few moments of silence. Baxter backed up against the bulkhead by the door to the conference room. “I’m concerned about you, Commander. And so’s Kelly. She said you were having some…girl trouble.”

“What makes you think I have girl trouble? What did that bitch tell you?” Conway stepped in closer, stabbed a finger at Baxter’s chest.

“Careful, Commander. How about you avoid insulting my wife and talk to me about this, man to man. Things are never as bad as they seem, trust me.”

“You’re right, sir. I’m a single guy. I should just go to the Constellation Club tonight and dance up a storm, right?”

Baxter shivered. “Please, Commander. Don’t make me even think about that awful place. I’m trying to help, here.” Baxter still couldn’t stand the thought of a raging techno dance club on his ship. What’s worse, he couldn’t bear to think of Conway dancing there.

“Don’t bother.” Conway turned for the door.

“What’s that you’re reading, Commander?” Baxter asked. Before Conway could stop him, Baxter swiped the padd. He grinned as he read it. “Four Hundred Simple Ways Into a Woman’s Heart, by Martha Stewart?”

“It’s her latest,” Conway grumbled, grabbing the padd back. “And she has a lot of good suggestions. Listen to this…” he cleared his throat as he read from the padd. “‘Try a hollowing out a cedar log and filling it with homemade peppermint candy. Then leave it on her doorstep with a meaningful card or letter attached.’”

Baxter shook his head, suppressing a giggle. “That’s beautiful, Commander. I can really see you doing that.”

“You’re patronizing me.”

“Don’t be silly.”

“Just forget about it. You and your nosey wife just steer clear of my love life. I can deal with it.” Conway clutched his padd close to his side and marched out of the conference room.

Baxter was still shaking his head as he walked over to the replicator to order lunch. “Sure. And I’m a Bolian barber.”



“Well?” Browning said breathlessly, leaning back on the lower runabout bunk.

Richards looked down at the tricorder reading. “One hour apart.”

“Okay, so that means the birth is still a little while off. Can we get somewhere with a half-decent sickbay in a reasonable amount of time?”

Richards laughed weakly. “Janice, are you kidding me? I couldn’t even land us on one of the planets in this system. The propulsion system’s totally shot. That subspace instability was a doozie.”

“Then call somebody!” Browning winced, gripping Richardon’s shoulder with unbecoming force. “Call someone NOW!” she added, her voice dropping several octaves.

“The comm system’s shot too. Didn’t you hear the computer explaining what was wrong?”

“Sorry. I was busy having my first contraction!”

“You don’t have to get snippy.”

“You try having a baby and see how snippy you get!”

“I did have a baby!”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry. Ugh. Listen, Christopher, you are not qualified to deliver a child.”

“The hell I’m not. Let’s refer to that Q pregnancy thing again, Janice. I’m greatly qualified.”

“But this is a CHANGELING baby! It has special needs.”

Richards shrugged. “Then you’ll just have to coach me through it, right?”

Browning shook her head. “I don’t believe it. You’re actually enjoying this!”

“Janice, I’m hurt that you’d think that.”

“I don’t care if you’re hurt!” Browning sudddenly shouted. “I need to give birth to this child one way or another!”

“Well, it’s either me or the ship’s computer. You choose.”

“Hmmm…let’s see.”

“Janice!”

“Okay, okay!”



A soft Led Zeppelin ballad hummed throughout Commander Conway’s romantically dimmed office as he stared at the data streaming down his terminal screen.

BEEP-EEEEEP.

“Well, whoever could that be?” he asked himself. He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out an aerosol spray bottle. He quickly gave himself three squirts than shoved the bottle back into his drawer and slammed it. Lt. Ford’s special. Guaranteed to turn a woman to mush. It was strong enough, thought Conway.

He ran a hand through his hair and unzipped his uniform tunic to reveal just a tad of chest hair. Then he leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on his desk. As a final touch, he steepled his fingers. “Come,” he said softly.

The doors slid open and Tyra Shar stepped in. “David,” she said, crossing to his desk and sitting down. “Thank you so much for that hollowed-out cedar log. Those mints were delicious!”

Conway put his feet down and leaned forward. He plastered on a s***-eating grin. “I’m so glad you liked them. Just a little something sweet for a sweetheart.”

“I knew you were a romantic, deep down.”

“Hmm,” Conway said, leaning his chin down on his fist. “What was your first indication? Was it when I had your symbiont temporarily put inside my body at the risk of my own life?”

“You really like bringing that up, don’t you?”

“What can I say? It was fun.”

Tyra smiled. “You are one of a kind, Commander.” She sniffed the air. “What’s that smell? Are you having problems training that dog of yours?”

Conway sat up straight. He ripped off his outer tunic jacket and shoved it under his desk. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s probably it.”

“I see.”

“So…are you free this afternoon?” Conway asked whimsically.

Tyra squinted her eyes at Conway. “What do you mean ‘free’?”

“I’m not talking about dating, Tyra,” Conway said. He stood up and walked around his desk. He sat on it, so he faced Tyra less than a meter away. “Just a little trip to the holodeck. You said you like NASCAR. Well, I’ve got the afternoon off. Let’s race. I’ll even let you drive Dale Earnhardt’s car.”

“Wow,” Tyra said. “I don’t know what to say.”

Conway reached out to touch Tyra’s shoulder. “Say you’ll go with me, Tyra.”

Tyra mulled it over. Conway could tell she was eating this up. “Sure, David. Just a trip to the holodeck. No harm there.”

“No harm at all.” Conway smiled. He was the good guy. It was a relatively new role for him, but he was fitting into it perfectly.

Now all he had to do was destroy a marraige.



“Push, Janice, PUSH!” Richards commanded from underneath the blanket. The darkened runabout was silent except for his voice and Dr. Browning’s occasional yelps as the contractions got closer.

“I feel so silly,” Browning muttered, shifting herself around on the bunk. “I shouldn’t feel silly. I mean, you’re not seeing anything you haven’t seen before. But on the other hand….YOW!”

“Woah, that was a big one,” Richards said, bracing himself against the edge of the runabout bunk. “So, have you given some thought to us going out again?”

Browning gritted her teeth. She grabbed handfuls of Richards’s hair and dug her fingernails into his skull. “I…HAVE…BEEN… PREOCCUPIED!”

“Sorry,” Richards said sheepishly. “I was just wondering. Say, would you mind terribly taking your fingernails out of my skull so I can deliver your baby?”

“I need something to grip!”

“Well grip something else! You’re hurting me!”

“So! Call it sympathy pains!”

“I’m having a little bit of trouble being sympathetic with you right now, hon!”

“For the love of the…ugh…ow…Directors! Do SOMETHING to distract me…PLEASE!” Browning shrieked.

“Okay.” Richards jumped out from under the blanket and walked back toward the runabout hold. “Be right back.”

“Where the heck do you think you’re going!” Browning shouted. “You can’t just LEAVE in the middle of a LABOR!”

“Hold your changelings,” Richards muttered from somewhere at the back of the runabout.

“Yeah, easy for you to say!”

Richards returned holding a padd. “Here we go. Now calm down and try to visualize each one of these. He knelt beside Browning, took her hand and squeezed, and read:”Aaron, Aarvik, Abobou, Absinth, Adam, Alan…”

Browning rolled her eyes. “Keep going…”



Tyra Shar unslung her safetybelt and slid out of the window of her NASCAR, breaking into a run for the infield of the Daytona 500 track. Crowds of field personnel, pit crews, and emergency personnel followed her. In the distance, ambulances and fire trucks wailed their sirens.

“David!” Tyra cried, rushing over to the burning, overturned NASCAR. She knelt beside it. “David! Can you hear me?”

Conway dragged himself out of the smoke, coughing, on hands and knees. “I’m fine, Lana…uh, I mean Tyra. Uh, this happens to me all the time.”

Tyra shook her head. “Really?”

“Well…usually the car doesn’t burst into flames, but other than that, this is pretty standard, actually.” Conway craned his neck around to see his smouldering car. “I really should have been more careful taking that curve.”

“I was ahead,” Tyra said. “You had to take that curve steep to catch up with me.”

Conway looked at the chaos down at the other end of the infield. More bashed up cars littered the track and the edge of the field. “Yeah, but as it turns out, I managed to take out Kyle Petty, Dale Jarret, and…hahah, the Dark Prince himself, Jeff Gordon. Makes those few bumps and bruises well worth it.”

“Well,” Tyra said, helping Conway to his feet. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. Just promise me you’ll be a little more careful in the future.”

“Hey, what are you worried about? The holodeck safeties are engaged.”

“I guess. But…” Tyra sighed. “Oh, well you never know.”

Tyra and Conway locked eyes for a long moment.

“Well,” Tyra said finally. “I guess I’d better get back to the coffee shop. Thanks for a great time.”

“Do you have to leave?” Conway said, grabbing her hand.

“Yeah, I think so.” Tyra turned to leave. “Computer…exit.”

“Okay,” Conway said. “I can take a hint. No more attempts at changing our relationship. I promise.”

Tyra turned around. “Is that what this was about? Getting in my pants? You just wanted a quickie?”

Conway shrugged. “Yeah. Why, is that a problem?”

“I should have known.” She balled up her fists and lept at Conway.

“I can explain!” he shrieked, holding up his hands in defense.

“Don’t bother!” she cried, and pulled Conway toward her.

All Conway could say as she jammed her tongue in his mouth was “MMMPH!”



“Paul, Paxxin, Pele, Pesto, Peter, P’fal, Pharo, Plato…”

“That’s it!” Browning screamed, grabbing Richards by the shoulders and shaking him so hard he dropped the padd. “That’s…freaking…it!”

“The name? Plato?”

“The…baby!” she cried.

“Janice, I know you don’t know a lot about twentieth century Earth, but even though Plato was an excellent ancient philosopher, there’s also this children’s toy…”

“I don’t care what you want to name him!” Browning seethed, sweat pouring down her face. “HE’S COMING!”

“Oh, right.” Richards pulled the blanket up over his head. “Oh, wow! Janice, I think I see a…a…”

“What? A foot? A head?”

“A tentacle!”

“Oh, for the love of Pete,” Browning muttered.

“So it’s Pete now?”

“Listen!” Browning said. “Tentacle, claw, hook, whatever. Just gently grab onto something and slide him out. Quick!”

“Right, right. Hold on a sec.”

“Hurry!”

Browning sat there biting her lip against the pain for a few moments as Richards worked.

“Christopher…” she grunted. “The padd…”

“You want me to read you more names NOW?”

“No,” Browning said. “I need something to bite down on!”

“Oh, right.” Richards reached his hand out, grabbed the padd, and tossed it up to Browning. “Bon appetit!”

Browning bit down hard on the duranium surface of the padd. She could feel the screen crunching down in her mouth, but she didn’t care. Because right then she heard the most beautiful thing in her life…

“Waaahhhhhhhhh!”

And it wasn’t Richards.

Richards emerged from under the blue blanket, holding a shiny, naked, flailing baby boy…with four swinging tentacles. Just as suddenly, those tentacles morphed into hands and feet.

“Oh, he’s beautiful,” Browning said with relief. Then she looked down at the child’s midsection. “Christopher,” she said quietly, staring into the child’s glistening beautiful blue eyes. “Get a phaser. You need to cut the cord.”

“Right,” Richards said, gently handing Browning the baby. He turned toward the supply closet.

Then, suddenly, the umbilical cord detached of its own accord and disappeared into the baby’s stomach.

“Wait,” Browning said. “Nevermind. He did it himself!”

Richards returned to kneel beside Browning and the baby. “Oh. That’s amazing.”

Browning cleared little wisps of hair out of the baby’s eyes. “Little Plato. What an adorable name.”

“Yeah, Janice. Just adorable.” Richards smiled weakly.

Browning wrapped Plato up in the blanket and hugged him close to her chest. “Go get the medkit, Christopher. We need to do some scans. Make sure everything is where it should be. We’re still not prepared to deal with changeling/human physiology.”

“Well, this tiny medkit in the storage hamper should do the trick,” Richards said sarcastically. He grabbed the medkit and crossed back over to the bunk where Browning sat holding the baby. He knelt beside her. “Janice, you’ve never been more beautiful than you are right now.”

“Is that a line?” Browning asked, wrinkling her nose in a smile.

“It’s the truth.”

Browning leaned over and kissed Richards on the cheek. “Me too, Christopher.”

“Huh?”

“I love you too.”

Then the computer beeped. “Proximity alert. A vessel just came out of warp forty thousand kilometers off our starboard bow.”

“Identify, computer,” Richards said, his voice trembling. He stared at Browning. His smile faltered.

“Federation starship. Oberth-class.”

“Thank the Directors,” Richards muttered.

“We are being hailed.”

“Channel open,” Richards said.

“Runabout Susquehanna,” said a soft female voice. “This is the Starfleet Medical Envoy Nightengale. Are you in need of assistance?”

“You could say that.”

“Wait…Medical Envoy?” Browning asked.

“That’s right. We’re a hospital ship. We specialize in maternity. Specifically, interspecies maternity.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Richards cried.

“No, I’m not,” replied the impatient voice over the comm.

“Doesn’t that beat all,” said Browning.

“Yeah,” Richards mumbled. “Great timing, Nightengale.”

“Why? What is your condition?”

“Fantastic, just fantastic,” Browning muttered, clutched little Plato close, and passed out.



Counselor Peterman walked down the corridor, her arms loaded down with stacks of padds. She’d been in the ship’s library all day, researching case study upon case study on Trill/Human love between hosts, interspecies adultery, intragender relationships, and Symbiont Obsession/Compulsion Syndrome. Needless to say, by the time she left, the librarian was giving her a very strange look.

She arrived at Conway’s office, and with one free finger, tapped the door chime.

No answer. He must have gone off-duty already.

“Computer,” Peterman sighed. “Locate Commander Conway.”

“Commander Conway is in Holodeck Three.”

“Holodeck Three? He should still be on-duty.”

“Commander Conway went off-duty at 1500 hours.”

“That little…” Peterman muttered. She took off down the corridor for the turbolift.

During the ride down to Deck 14, Peterman continued to prepare herself to counsel Conway. She didn’t know where to begin. For sure, however, she would have to dissuade him from braking up Jenna and Tyra’s marraige. It was her job as Counselor to make sure her crew was acting conscientiously, and that meant stopping them from committing adultery. She felt like a den mother sometimes. Especially when it came to the Explorer crew.

The turbolift sighed to a halt and Peterman hurried out. “Computer, what program is running on Holodeck Three?” She didn’t want to make the mistake she’d made when she’d burst in on Lt. Ford during the Humping Harpy of Phobos Four program.

“Program Conway Sigma-Five, NASCAR simulation 1999, is running in Holodeck Three.”

“Okay. Good. No problem.” Peterman approached the holodeck doors, tapped in her access code. The doors rattled open and Peterman stepped through, to find the NASCAR track empty of crowds. Conway must just be doing a practice lap.

But there were no cars on the track.

Further, there was only one car anywhere in sight. It was overturned and smouldering, right at the center of the infield.

Clutching her pile of precisely ordered and indexed padds close to her chest, Peterman jogged out to the infield. “Commander! Are you hurt?”

“Don’t come back here!” Conway’s voice called from behind the wreckage. “Go away!”

“Commander, if you’re hurt, you need medical assistance. I took medical seminars before. I’m sure it’s nothing I haven’t–” She stopped as she rounded the car wreckage to find Commander Conway and Tyra Shar spread out on the grass, bear-ass naked. A pile of crumpled NASCAR uniforms lay heaped beside them. “Uh…uh…” All twenty of Peterman’s padds fell to the ground. Her mouth opened and closed like she was a fish out of water.

Conway scrambled for the NASCAR uniforms and draped them over he and Tyra. “Can I DO something for you, Counselor!” he snapped.

Peterman stumbled backward. “Uh…uh, no, no, that’s all right. That’s all right.” She squinted her eyes shut and bolted at top speed for the holodeck entrance. “COMPUTER…EXIT!” she shouted.

She ran down the corridor, never slowing down, rubbing her eyes as the image burned itself into her memory, probably permanently.

“Counselor…are you okay?” asked a crewmember, but she didn’t answer. She just ran and ran and ran until she smashed into a bulkhead and reeled back onto the deck.

Rainbow colors tinged the edge of her vision. Tentatively, she worked her eyes open. She saw the corridor ceiling, bright lights, and the shadows of a few crewmembers leaning over her.

Then Commander Conway loomed into her field of vision. He was still shrugging on the jacket of his NASCAR uniform.

“Counselor?” he asked sweetly, bending down. “Are you all right?”

“No,” Peterman shook her head. “No, never.”

“Let’s talk privately, Counselor,” Conway said. He looked up at the gathered crew. “Get back to your posts! Now! That’s an order!”

The crowd mumbled and finally dispersed.

“We need to talk,” Conway said, helping Peterman to her feet.

“Oh, no…nonononono,” Peterman said quietly, as Conway ushered her into a vacant lounge.

She collapsed onto the couch facing the viewport, stared out at the streaking stars.

“Two coffees, hot,” Conway said to the replicator. He walked over and handed Peterman one. “How’s your head?”

“Not as bad as my eyes, I’m afraid,” Peterman said, tentatively taking the cup. “Please tell me I was hallucinating back there.”

“Nope,” Conway said. “I scored with two Shars in a row.”

Peterman shivered. “Uggg…I’m going to need counseling of my own.”

“All in good time,” Conway said. “But first, you have to promise me you won’t breathe a WORD of this to anyone. This is a very delicate situation.”

“Delicate?” asked Peterman rubbing her head. “You’re sleeping with a married woman!”

“Married in the sense of Trill society, sure,” Conway said. “But what’s a document, anyway? Listen, we keep this between you, me, and Tyra, okay?”

“Or what?” Peterman muttered.

Conway rolled his eyes thoughtfully. He looked back at Peterman with a contemptuous sneer. “Or I have all of your pets deported to the wildlife reserve on Tangor Six!”

“You wouldn’t…” Petersern said coldly.

Conway grinned. “Try me.”

Peterman stood to face Conway, eye to eye. “You can keep me quiet, Commander, but you can’t keep your conscience down. How long do you think this can go on?”

“Leave that to me.” Conway folded his arms. “So, are we square, Counselor?”

Peterman rubbed her head, put down her coffee cup. “Yeah, I guess.”

“Okay, then. You’d better go to Sickbay and have Holly take a look at that.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Peterman said distantly, and walked unsteadily out. She hovered in the doorway a moment before walking out of the lounge, then her whole body shivered, and she stepped out.

“Well,” Conway said, brushing his hands together. “That takes care of that.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve just recieved news that our Chief Medical Officer has given birth to an eight-pound, bouncing, shape-shifting baby boy. We’re headed at high warp to meet with the USS Nightengale, where I’m told mother and child, and Chief Engineer, are resting comfortably. As godfather, I’m a little disappointed that I wasn’t there for the blessed event, but I’m just glad that the baby is okay, and I can’t wait to meet my little bundle of…ugh…uch…ow… oh, oh DEAR LORD! My insides are burning! It’s like my damn blood is acid! Oh, GOD SAKES IT BURNS! IT BURNS!



Holly Wilcox hovered over Captain Baxter. “Okay, so acid blood is not as far-fetched an idea as I first thought.”

On the opposite side of the biobed, Counselor Peterman reached out a hand to stroke Baxter’s hair. “Are you okay, Andy? Can you hear me, sweetheart?”

Baxter glanced down to see he was encased in a large, metallic coffin-like device. Only his head stuck out. “Holly, what’s happening?”

“We’re just replacing your blood and grafting on some new skin. Not to worry.”

“It was the…great…fruit, wasn’t it,” Baxter stammered.

“Afraid so,” Peterman said, staring down at Baxter. Her face was puckered with concern. “Good news though. Mr. Elton thinks he’s finally got the right combination of DNA for your GreatFruit.”

Baxter’s eyes went wide. “You want me to try that again?”

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,” Peterman said softly. “Right now, just rest.”

“Yeah,” Holly said. “You’ll be out of here in a few hours. We’re almost done reshaping your insides.”

“Good,” Baxter muttered. “Good to know.” It was then he heard a baby wailing beside him. Dr. Browning was sitting up in bed, gently rocking a pinkish-red little baby, wrapped up in a Starfleet-issue blue recieving blanket. “Oh, look at him!” Baxter said, tears watering in his eyes. “He’s gorgeous.”

Browning turned the baby, toward him. “Lookie, Plato, it’s your Godfather! And there’s Godmomma Holly!”

Holly waved. “Hey, buddy!”

“Playdough…” Baxter said. “Isn’t that…”

Peterman bopped him on the forehead. “A great name!”

“So,” Baxter said, wincing, wishing he could rub the spot on his forehead where Peterman had hit him. Unfortunately his arms were bound up in that silly device. “So, Janice, does little…Plato…check out okay?”

“He’s a perfectly healthy baby half-changeling,” Browning replied.

“Any idea about what type of metamporphic abilities he has?” Peterman asked.

Browning nodded. “Lt. Tilleran had a look at him. Apparently, he can shift color and the basic shape of his body at will. And as he gets more experienced, he will be able to take the shape of just about anything, though he obviously won’t be able to hold those shapes as long as a full changeling.”

“Well, that’s just great.” Baxter stared at the baby, who drooled and cooed and rolled his eyes. “Look at that, honey. He has my nose. No, no, wait a minute, now he has your nose.”

“Ha,” Browning laughed. “Little Plato has been imitating a lot of things he’s seen. His hand partially turned into a medical tricorder a few minutes ago.”

“He’s going to be a handful,” Peterman said distantly.

“Certainly will be,” Browning grinned, cuddling little Plato close. “And I’m going to love every bit of it.”

Lt. Commander Richards stepped into Sickbay. “You guys ready for that walk in the holopark?”

“Yep,” Browning said. She looked to Holly. “Am I all checked out, Doc?”

Holly nodded. “Sure are. Just try not to let him slither into any Jeffries tubes.”

“Will do,” Browning said. She slid off the bed, went to take Richards’s arm, held Plato close in her other arm. “See you guys later.”

Baxter’s brow furrowed as he watched them leave. “Kelly! Are they back together?”

Peterman shrugged. “You’ve got me.”

“Don’t you know?”

“To tell you the truth, Andy, I have other things on my mind.”

“Care to fill me in while I sit here having my insides reconstructed?”

“Not really.”



The next day, after returning from a long visit to Dr. Browning’s quarters to see how his very own Godchild was doing, and happy Mirk hadn’t made him call himself the Directorfather, Captain Baxter went to his readyroom to catch up on some paperwork.

He had just sat down with a steaming cup of orange pekoe when his door chime rang.

“Come,” he said, staring at the report on his terminal, Lt. Commander Richards’s account of the Susquehanna’s adventure.

Lt. Dan Elton walked in, carrying a bowl. The bowl had what looked like half a grapefruit in it, sprinkled with baker’s sugar, just like he liked, and garnished with fresh parsley.

“Sir,” Elton said meekly, setting the half-grapefruit down on his desk. “This is the GreatFruit, mark II.”

Baxter narrowed his eyes down at the fruit, sniffed, wrinkled his nose. He picked the bowl up, held it close to his face and turned it slowly. “You sure this won’t make me vomit or turn my blood to acid?”

Elton nodded. “I feel really bad about that, sir. I’d hate for those couple of mistakes to taint your whole view of me.”

“Nonsense, Lieutenant. There are plenty of reasons for that, like the time you became godlike and took over the Aerostar…”

“Well, anyway, I made this GreatFruit…especially great, you know, to make up for how bad the first one was.” Elton shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot.

“So you’re sure it’s safe?” Baxter put the bowl down and stared at it.

“Positive, sir. Just take a bite. I promise you won’t be sorry.” And Elton turned around and left the readyroom. Baxter was about to say something else, but Elton was already gone. And Baxter could have sworn he heard giggling.

“Well,” Baxter said. “It’s just you and me, GreatFruit. Do or die. What the hell.” He grabbed the spoon Elton had left by the bowl. “We only live once, right?”

He dug in with the spoon and came up with a huge chunk of greatfruit, stuck it in his mouth and savored the delicate, bittersweet taste. The outpour of juice, the crunch of sugar.

“Man!” he exclaimed. “That’s great!” And he hurriedly devoured the rest of the fruit.

When the doorchime rang again, Baxter had bits of pulp dripping down his chin. “Come!” he said, sucking the last bit of juice from the now-empty skin.

Commander Conway stepped in. “A moment of your time, Captain?”

“Of course,” Baxter said, pushing his empty bowl aside. He gestured regally for Conway to sit down. “Anything you want, buuuuudy.” His eyes narrowed. He leaned back comfortably in his chair, feeling extreme relaxation.

“Well,” Conway said nervously, declining the invitation to sit. “I’d like to take the next…few afternoons off. Indefinitely. I can pick up the extra hours in the morning, or the night shift if you prefer.”

Baxter spun around toward the viewport, stared at the flashing starlight, then spun back toward Conway. “Yes indeed, duuuude! You do whatever you want to, Conman!”

“Conman?” Conway scratched his head.

“What will you be doing during that time, anyway, Constantine?”

“Uh, a little of this, and a little of that. I’ll be using my NASCAR program a lot.”

Baxter stood and walked around his desk. He put his hands on Conway’s shoulders. “I trust you to do what is right, Condor. You know best, man!”

“Are you all right, sir?”

“Right on, my brother!” Baxter shook Conway vigorously. As he did so, he realized Conway’s head was beginning to melt off his shoulders. “Better get that checked, dude!”

“What checked?”

“Your freakin’ head, Concubine! It’s all melty!”

Conway stood. “If you say so, sir.” And he headed out of the readyroom at top speed.

Baxter followed him out to the bridge, stared over the railing at the stars rushing at him. “Oh, what a beautiful, sunny day!”

“What the hell has gotten into you?” J’hana asked curtly from the tactical station, to his right. Her antennae had turned to daisies, and they were wilting.

“Somebody water J’hana’s head!” Baxter cried.

“Do it and die!” he heard J’hana say.

Birds chirped all over the bridge. What a beautiful English garden day, Baxter thought. Conway’s head had reformed and everything.

Baxter pranced about the quarterdeck, then jeteed down to the front of the bridge, twirling in between conn and ops.

“What the hell is wrong with you, Captain?” he heard Conway call out.

Then the bees came. Buzzing, loud, millions of them, swirling out of Lt. Ford’s laughing mouth, buzzing around his head till he was covered. Luckily, there was a horizontal black sea of stars right in front of him. If he jumped in, he’d be safe.

He jumped into the black sea of stars, then everything turned black.



J’hana and Conway loomed over Baxter’s unconcious body. “What was that all about?” Conway asked. “What in the hell possessed him to ram himself against the viewscreen like that?”

“I don’t know,” J’hana said.

“Well, something had to bring that on. It wasn’t normal. Not even for him.”

“Mr. Elton brought him a new GreatFruit a few minutes ago. Maybe that is what caused it.”

Lt. Tilleran rushed over and ran a tricorder over Baxter. “Yep, that’s confirmed. He’s hopped up on something. Damn Elton.”

“Should we get him to Sickbay?” J’hana asked, looking to Conway.

“Wait a while,” he replied. “Let’s see if he wakes up again. Could be good for a laugh or two.”

J’hana stared down at Baxter, who stared blankly up at the ceiling. Drool dripped out of the corner of his mouth and pooled on the carpet beside him. “Agreed,” she said, and went back to her station.



Later that day, once it was obvious Baxter wouldn’t wake up, and Conway had him carted down to Sickbay, he popped his head into the teacher’s office down in the school section, where Tyra Shar was grading some padds.

She looked up from the stack of padds. “Hey, David.”

“Well, it’s all set,” Conway said. “Holodeck reservations, time off, everything.”

“Great.”

He stood there for a moment, fumbling with his fingers. “So, what are you going to do about Jenna?”

“What about her?”

“I mean, you’re divorcing her, right?”

“Why would I do that? We have a great marraige.”

Conway shrugged. “I just thought you and I…”

“David,” Tyra said, standing up and moving to join Conway at the doorway to her office. “You said you wanted a quickie, and that’s what it was. You may not know this, but Shar was a very promiscuous symbiont. Lana was the only host out of twelve that didn’t have non-commital sex on a regular basis.”

“You’re kidding. Lana didn’t have ANY sex that I could see.”

Tyra nodded ruefully. “It certainly felt like that at times.”

“So, why on Earth would you get married?”

“Because Shar and Fran really love each other. Shar just has a bit of a…wild streak.”

“So Fran knows about this?”

Tyra waved her hand dismissively. “Nah. I’ve managed to keep my ways hidden from Fran for almost five hundred years of on-and-off relationships. It hasn’t hurt anything yet.”

“Oh. Well good.”

Tyra studied Conway’s face. “Do you have a problem with this, David?”

“Nah. Of course not. That was what I was hoping you’d say, actually.”

“Good. Glad we understand each other. And I hope we can continue with those…‘quickies.’ Holodeck Three, sixteen hundred, right?”

Conway nodded. “Yes sirree.” And he whistled a happy tune and walked out of the classroom section. A little girl waiting outside the doorway suddenly tossed him a ball.

“Hey, mister, throw it back!”

“Sure.” Conway took off his communicator and pressed the point hard into the ball until it deflated. He tossed the limp rubber shape back at the girl and put his communicator back on. “Have fun with that.”

“You are the meanest man I’ve ever seen!” the girl screamed after him.

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Conway mumbled.



Lt. Commander Richards tenatively pressed the door chime.

“Come in,” Browning’s voice said cheerfully from within.

Richards stepped through the door and found Browning tossing her “Candles of the Quadrant” into a cargo container. “Hey, I was just packing a few things.”

“They’re moving you to bigger quarters?”

“Yeah,” Browning said. “On the family deck. It’ll be nice for Plato to have lots of friends to play with.”

“It will definitely be interesting.”

“So, what can I do for you?” Browning sealed the container and leaned against it.

“Uh, I was just thinking about what we talked about yesterday.”

“Mm hmm,” Browning said, stepping into the back room. Moments later, she carried out a bassinet. Inside, little Plato had one of his tentacles wrapped around a rattle (from Captain Baxter) that he shook vigorously.

“Well, we talked for like two hours, didn’t we?”

“Sure did.” She set the bassinet down and knelt beside it. When she tickled Plato’s nose, it bent inward. “Whoops! Come on, Plato, push it back out! There you go!”

“And we didn’t really talk about us…you know, you and me…”

“Oh, isn’t he cute! His nose is like a little button now! The cutest little thing!”

“And, I know your life is pretty full right now, but if there’s room…”

“Whoops! He did a little ectoplasmic poopie in his diapies! Whoopsie!”

“So, what I’m trying to ask, Janice, is…”

She looked at him. “Sorry, Christopher. What were you saying?”

Richards suddenly saw in Browning and Plato a picture he couldn’t be a part of. And he smelled poop. That had to be a sign.

“Oh, I was just saying, that’s a beautiful baby you have there. If you need anything, just call me.”

Browning undid Plato’s diaper and pinched it together, rushing it over to the reclamator slot. “Christopher, that’s really thoughtful of you. I’m sure we’ll be okay. But you’re welcome to come by anytime.” The reclamator buzzed to life and the diaper disappeared in a swirl of blue. She turned around. “Now, are you sure there isn’t anything–”

Richards was gone. She turned to look down at the naked Plato, wriggling around and giggling in the bassinet.

“I guess it’s just you and me, kiddo.”

“Waah?” asked Plato, wriggling a tentacle that gradually reformed into a tiny little hand, which reached up and grabbed Browning’s finger as she knelt beside him.

“You said it,” she grinned, and kissed him on the forehead.



NEXT:



Mystery abounds as Larkin and the Escort visit a casino world, whose secrets may include a familiar friend, or foe, even, and more in the cards than a few rounds at the old slot machine. Will she be able to keep her and her friends from being sucked into someone’s high-stakes scheme, and will Richards be able to save her from becoming yet another dancing girl? Find out, in a special story co-written by me and Alan Decker…“Double or Nothing!”




Double or Nothing



by Anthony Butler and Alan Decker



Mission Log,

Stardate 54279.4. Lt. Commander Larkin reporting. Day Twelve of the Starship Escort’s undercover expedition in Romulan space. So far, we have uncovered an experimental diet soda and four new forms of Romulan chocolate. Not an altogether fruitful mission.



“Would you like some hot T’olberon chocolate?” Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin asked, leaning over the ops/engineering panel on the Escort bridge, holding a steaming pitcher poised to pour. “It comes complete with fresh marshmallows!”

Lt. Hartley held up a hand to block the android’s pitcher. “No thanks, Larkin. I’m still stuffed from that rump roast!”

“Where did you learn to cook like that, anyway? With real pots and pans, no less?” Lt. Gellar asked, chewing on his toothpick as he bent over the tactical/communication’s panel, opposite Hartley, doing yet another scan of yet another Romulan outpost. This time, it was a Romulan shoe factory that seemed to have discovered the secret to correcting the problem of fallen arches.

“After my uncomfortable attempt at preparing ‘real food’ when the ship was plagued by a serial killer, I was forced to ‘brush up’ on my culinary skills,” Larkin said, setting the pitcher down on a shelf beside the tactical console and returning to the command chair. “It is ironic to note that, when Christopher Henricks originally programmed me, he provided me with precise instruction in many of the servile arts. That would seem to fit in with what he believed to be my primary mission.”

“Which was to be a servant and a sex toy, if I remember correctly,” Hartley said, punching at her controls.

“Affirmative. Luckily, Commander Richards came along and gave me the brainpower to be a productive member of society.”

“But you went back and acquired the ability to grill up a good roast,” Ford said, leaning back in his seat at helm and putting his feet up on the console. “I’ve got to give you credit for that.”

“It is my pleasure. I realize this assignment is not eventful. Further, we must be on guard and well-fed at all times, what with the constant threat of being discovered by the Romulans.”

“Yeah, as you can tell, Ford’s shaking in his boots,” Gellar giggled.

Ford patted his console at the front of the bridge. “I’m just relying on the Escort to get us through like she always has. She’s a good ship.”

“She is a carefully assembled collection of parts, Lieutenant. It is her crew that makes her function effectively,” said Larkin.

Ford leaned his head back to grin at Hartley and Larkin. “And oh, what a beautiful crew it is!”

“Cram it, Ford,” Hartley muttered. “Before I pour hot chocolate all over your crotch!”

“I for one, appreciate the comment,” Larkin said. “On a purely psychosocial level.”

“Thank you,” Ford said, and closed his eyes.

“Uh, Commander,” Gellar said, suddenly looking up from his panel.

Larkin pivoted in her command chair. “Yes, Lieutenant?”

“I’ve got something on subspace you might want to see.”

“Put it on-screen.”

Gellar plunked a control on his board and Larkin, Hartley, and Ford looked up at the tiny viewscreen at the front of the bridge.

They immediately gasped in shock as Romulan Commander Ardek appeared on the screen. They could only see his head, and even that was intermittently cut out by static. There was no audio except for an annoying loud buzz.

“I’m trying to clean it up but the signal’s pretty weak,” Hartley said, leaning over her controls. “It seems to be coming from a planet on the far side of the Neutral Zone.”

Larkin cocked her head. “Interesting.”

“He’s supposed to be DEAD!” exclaimed Ford.

“As I said, interesting. There is no need to overstate the matter, Lieutenant.”

“Well, we’re not just going to ignore it, are we?” Hartley asked. “If you recall, he killed you the last time you saw him.”

“Correction,” said Larkin. “I killed him.”

“Whatever the case, it bears looking into,” said Gellar.

Larkin labored over the decision for several nanoseconds. Finally, she decided. “We are here to observe Romulan culture for the Federation Anthropological Society. An investigation of the source of this signal might be appropriate.”

“Come on, Larkin,” said Hartley. “Admit it. You’re dying of curiosity.”

“I died last time. I do not care to repeat the experience. Can we get any more of the signal?”

Gellar checked his panel. “It stopped sending. However, I am picking up some sort of Romulan sitcom.” He crinkled his nose as he watched the tiny screen on his control board. “Woah. Hubba hubba.”

Ford raced over to the tactical panel and leaned over. “Holy crap!”

“Let me see,” Hartley said, craning her neck. “Those are not real!”

Larkin arched an eyebrow. “Record that transmission, Mr. Gellar. This is a cultural survey, after all.”

“One step ahead of you, Commander,” said Gellar. “I’ll make sure to make a copy for Starfleet.”

“And me!” Ford exclaimed.

Hartley slapped Ford on the back of his head. “All right, hormone-factory. Let’s get this show on the road.”

“This show, as you say, is going to investigate Ardek’s signal,” said Larkin. “Mr. Ford, return to your post and lay in a course for the source of the signal. Keep our speed under warp five so the Romulans do not detect our warp signature.”

“Aye, Commander,” Ford muttered and skulked back to his station. “But can we find out where they’re filming that show and go there next?”

“Negative.”



Lt. Commander Larkin idly reviewed the periodic table of the elements for no particular reason while she held Captain Baxter’s fold-out couch over her head with one hand and moved the vacuum with the other. There was confetti all over the place.

Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman made a mess of the captain’s quarters/readyroom on their last trip to the funmaze on Rigelius Nine, and, as she was not needed on the bridge at present she had decided to make herself useful. She’d already gotten the peanut butter stains out of the carpet and collected all of Charlie’s hairs. The golden retriever appeared to be shedding once more.

Her duties at the moment reminded her, unfortunately, of her short time with Cadet Henricks after her activation. She recalled the way she would clean his side of the dorm room relentlessly each day only to have him mess it up again. Richards’s side, on the other hand, was always neat. Of her two parents, she infinitely preferred Richards. The fact that Henricks was somewhere in the Delta Quadrant was not so disturbing to her memory core.

What was disturbing was the fact that Captain Baxter apparently spilled an entire jar of jelly beans under the couch. Somehow, and Larkin didn’t care to venture how, the beans became smushed into the carpet. This section would have to be ripped up and replaced.

A tiny portion of her RAM memory suddenly became occupied with the question of Commander Ardek. Certainly, when she tackled him into the exploding power core of the planet Crysta, her brain shorted out before she actually saw him die. She was lucky to have the time to upload the bulk of her consciousness to the Escort computer. The fact that he was alive should not have come as a total surprise. Indeed, he might yet be dead. What they saw could easily have been a recording.

If Larkin had intuition, however, it would probably tell her that Ardek was indeed alive and undoubtedly in the middle of executing some horrific plan. If that was the case she would have to face him again. This activated her “What Would Father Say” subroutine. In her mind, she heard Lt. Commander Richards’s voice:

“You stay away from him, Kristen! He killed you once; he’ll do it again!”

“Father, I find your emotional response unnecessary. I cannot be killed by conventional weapons. I have proven that much.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Richards’s voice retorted. “You’re too important to lose going after some Romulan scumbag. Call the Explorer. Let US take care of him.”

“I am a Starfleet officer and I have a duty. Aside from that, we do not yet have enough information to warrant contacting the Explorer. Aside from THAT, I am a fully-grown android, you are a disembodied voice, and I do not have to do what you tell me to. Deactivating subroutine.”

“Now wait one damn…BLEEP!”

Larkin turned to see Lt. Hartley standing in the doorway to the Captain’s quarters.

“Are you not responding to your doorchimes today?” asked Hartley.

“How long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough to be proud of you, Commander. Way to stand up to your dad …even if he isn’t really here.”

“What have you to report?” Larkin asked, all business.

“We’ve arrived at the signal source. I don’t think you’re going to like this.”

“Of course I will not like this. I am incapable of that emotion.”

“Even so…”



“A ‘space casino’?” Larkin asked, with a hint of incredulity.

Gellar leaned back and stared up at the blur of multicolored lights on the viewscreen. He’d put up an overhead shot of the signal source. “That would be my guess. I’m detecting high traces of latinum and Romulan ale.”

“Yeah,” Ford said, “and if you magnify this shot, you’ll see a sign that says ‘CASINO’ in big Romulan letters.”

“Well, there is that,” Gellar admitted.

“Fifty thousand credits of Starfleet education at work,” muttered Hartley.

“Hey, I went on a Parises Squares scholarship,” Gellar protested.

“Any sign of Ardek?” Larkin asked as she assumed the command chair.

Hartley moved over to Ops/Engineering. “Well, he might be one of the nine thousand Romulan lifesigns down there.”

“In that case, perhaps an away team is in order.”

“That’s the spirit!” Hartley said.

“Lt. Hartley, you have the conn,” Larkin said, and stood. “Lieutenants Ford and Gellar, you are with me.”

“Yippee,” Gellar mumbled. “I finally get to use my phaser for something other than scrubbing the dirt out from under my cuticles.”

“This means fake ears again, doesn’t it?” Ford asked. “When we did that last week I got a rash.”

“It was not from the ears, Lieutenant, if your exploits in the Romulan massage parlor were not exaggerated,” Larkin said, and turned for the exit door.

“She’s getting good at that,” Hartley grinned as she took the command chair.



Larkin, Ford, and Gellar materialized in an alley beside the huge, fifty-story casino building in full Romulan garb, ears and all.

“Topographical report,” said Larkin, turning to Gellar.

Gellar withdrew his tricorder and held it under his checkered grey Romulan jacket. “Not much outside the compound. Lots of desert.”

“Like Vegas,” Ford said, awestruck.

“No plasma cannons. No hidden warships?”

Gellar shook his head.

“Very well. We will proceed to the entrance. Endeavor to look Romulan.”

Ford and Gellar took up the rear. “What does that mean?” Ford whispered.

“I don’t know. Follow her lead.”

“That’s great. She’s acting paranoid. So where does that leave us?”

“It leaves you as subordinates,” Larkin said. “Recall that my hearing is far superior to yours…and I am NOT paranoid. Let us proceed.”



Lt. Hartley, drew her legs up under her and sipped from her icy cup of Diet Dr. P’tau as she read the latest Transporter Chief Weekly. She’d just heard from Gellar, and apparently everything down at the casino was going well. So far, Larkin had engaged the doorman in a lengthy conversation about the ancient split between the Romulans and Vulcans and Ford propositioned a female blackjack dealer. Nothing out of the ordinary there.

Meanwhile, Ensign Howard Sefelt cowered under the helm console.

“Are they done yet?” he asked plaintively.

“Not yet, Howie,” Hartley sighed. She wondered what in the hell Baxter was thinking sending Sefelt along. He was afraid of everything from tricorders to Starfleet uniform vests. Of course, thought Hartley, Baxter wanted to be rid of him. Made perfect sense. “We’ll be out of here before the big bad Romulan Warbirds show up.”

“I really hate undercover operations.”

“I know you do. Would you like me to sedate you?”

“No, I HATE sedatives!”

“What about some Diet Dr. P’tau?”

“Oh, no!”

“Jeeze, I give up.”



Less than an hour after they arrived, after splitting up to scout the casino for Ardek’s presence, Larkin, Ford, and Gellar regrouped in the “Remus Room,” a large amphitheater where, they were told, a performance was about to start.

“Did you see the size of the buffet?” Gellar said. “As security officer, I respectfully suggest we check that out next. The shrimp looked suspicious.”

“Noted, Lieutenant,” Larkin said. “While you were examining the foodstuffs, did you happen to locate Commander Ardek?”

“No sign of him. Maybe it was just a recording like you said.”

“Perhaps.”

“Shhh!” said Ford, as the lights dimmed. “The show’s about to start!”

A very familiar Romulan in a tuxedo stepped into the spotlight in front of the high red curtains.

“That is Ardek,” Larkin said, seemingly unsurprised..

Gellar fingered the small phaser under his jacket. “Should we go get him?”

“Negative. We should wait until we can get him alone. At any rate, I would like to hear what he has to say.”

“Ladies, gentlemen, and hermaphrodites,” Ardek said into his microphone, “welcome to the planet Fortuna. After a long day of gambling your hard-earned latinum away in the Casino Zone, what better way to reward yourselves than to see our gorgeous star attraction, that mechanical mistress of mirth…the sensational… KITTY Larkin!”

Amidst the applause, Larkin heard Gellar say, “Another Larkin! What are the odds?”

Ardek ran offstage as the red curtains parted.

“Should we grab him now?” asked Gellar.

“Negative,” replied Larkin. “I would like to see this.”

“Me too!” said Ford.

And out walked a tall, slender woman, holding two huge multicolored feathers in front of her. She tossed the feathers aside to reveal that she was wearing a scant chainmail top and matching shiny metal thong.

For once, Larkin was speechless.

Lt. Ford clapped his hands and hooted, grinning at Larkin. “Thanks for bringing me along, Commander!”

“That’s one familiar face,” Gellar mused.

“Who’s looking at her face,” said Ford. “Look at those–”

“Silence!” Larkin commanded.

“What’s her problem?” Ford asked, leaning across Larkin to Gellar. Gellar grabbed Ford’s head and turned it to face the undulating woman on stage.

“Look at her face, idiot!”

Ford cocked his head. “Hmm. She’s kind of cute. Looks like…oh S***!”

It was an exact replica of Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin on stage, gyrating her pelvis for all the world to see.

“S*** indeed, Lieutenant,” said Larkin. “S*** indeed.”

“Is that Kris?” Gellar ventured.

Larkin shook her head. “Negative. A human torso is incapable of twisting in that manner.”

Ford’s eyes were wide like those of a kid in a candy store. “No offense, Commander, but you’re STACKED!”

“Since I am an android, I am incapable of taking offense at that remark. However, were I Lieutenant Hartley, I believe my response would be–”

FWAP!

Larkin smacked Ford hard across the face, sending him reeling back in his chair.



After the performance, Larkin, Ford, and Gellar made their way over to the stage as Kitty Larkin descended.

Larkin easily shoved aside hordes of Romulans begging for autographs to get to her counterpart.

“Kitty, I would speak with you,” Larkin said.

Kitty reached floorlevel and grinned, shaking her feathers in Larkin’s face. “Shall I take part in a foursome with you and your two hunky friends here?”

“That is not necessary,” Larkin said quickly. “Do you recognize me?”

Kitty studied Larkin briefly. “Your facial features are similar to mine. Would you like to retire to my chambers?”

“That would be acceptable.”

“If your friends want to watch, I require extra latinum.”

“How odd,” Larkin said.

“I think I’m going to enjoy this,” said Ford.

Gellar nodded. “I wonder how long we should let this go on before we tell Larkin that Kitty plans on some android-on- android action?”

“I’ll let you know,” Ford grinned.

“I heard that,” Larkin said. She turned to Kitty. “I should tell you that I do not plan on any ‘android-on-android’ action. I wish to dissuade you from this…lifestyle choice.”

“Why?” Kitty lead them to an elevator and they stepped in.

“Because you are me.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“As sure as the positrons in my neural net.”



Ardek leaned against the bar and surveyed the burgeoning crowds. “Mok, get me a Diet Dr. P’tau.”

“Right away, boss,” said Mok, and he knocked on the bar to get the bartender’s attention.

Mok was a huge Romulan. He held records on Romulus just for his sheer bulk and power-lifting capabilities. He was easily a foot taller than Ardek and barrel-chested. His bushy arched eyebrows jutted out over his eyes, giving him a decidedly cro- magnon look. He was the perfect choice for Ardek’s personal bodyguard.

Ardek scanned the crowd for Kitty. He caught sight of her near the row of elevators, disappearing through the doors with THREE Romulans. She was certainly ambitious when it came to group action.

One of the three was a woman. A very familiar woman.

Ardek studied her facial features as she followed the other two “customers” into the elevator.

Mok handed him his Dr. P’tau and he took a sip. Then it hit him, and he spit the mouthful of soda out in a stream that splashed all over Mok’s suitcoat.

“Problem, boss?” Mok asked, looking down at the liquid dripping down the front of his jacket.

“I know that woman, Mok! It’s Larkin.”

“Sure it is, boss. She’s working for us.”

“Not our Larkin! Another one. We have to do something.”

“Want me to go get them?”

“No, no,” Ardek said. He steepled his fingers. “We need to contact Kitty. Get her to keep those three so-called ‘Romulans’ busy. I smell Starfleet. And where there’s Starfleet, there is undoubtedly a Starship!”



Kitty led Larkin, Gellar, and Ford through the opulent labyrinth of corridors that made up the hotel portion of the Praetor’s Palace Casino and Resort complex until they came to her suite of rooms. The interior was a simple living area with several doors leading off of it.

“Here is a list of available venues,” Kitty said, handing Larkin a padd from the coffee table.

“Explain,” Larkin said. She scanned down the brief list. “Cheerleader’s Bedroom. Dungeon Room. I do not understand.”

“They’re the different scenarios we can pick from,” Ford said quickly. “Does she have a Secretary/Boss set-up?” He peered over Larkin’s shoulder lasciviously.

Larkin considered him disapprovingly. “I find your great knowledge of this subject disturbing.”

“I’m a renaissance officer,” Ford said smiling.

“This area will be sufficient,” Larkin said to Kitty.

“I will forego the leather catsuit then,” Kitty replied.

“You don’t have to,” Ford said. Gellar quickly clamped his hand over Ford’s mouth and pushed the helm officer onto the sofa.

“Perhaps more privacy would be advisable,” Larkin said. “Lieutenants, please locate Commander Ardek and continue your surveillance.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Gellar said, pulling Ford back up.

“Have fun, you two,” Ford said longingly as he and Gellar headed out of the room.

“I find your existence puzzling,” Larkin said once the two men had left the room.

“As I do yours,” Kitty replied. “As far as I am aware, I am the only Larkin-type android.”

“I was created after the presumed destruction of my previous body on Crysta eight months ago. I can only assume by your presence with Commander Ardek that my previous body was not destroyed.”

“That would seem to be the case,” Kitty said. “This has been most enlightening; however, my hand has an appointment in Room 4009 in three minutes.”

“Your hand?”

“Daimon Jiadok could not afford my entire body after his time at the roulette wheel,” Kitty replied. “My left hand is sufficient for oo-mox.”

“That is most disagreeable. You have become a prostitute.”

“I am functioning within the parameters of my programming. Disagreeable to you or not, that is what I must do.”

“You are an officer in Starfleet with numerous responsibilities, none of which involve providing sexual gratification to anyone,” Larkin said.

“Alpha Directive,” Kitty said flatly, accessing her databanks. “The Larkin android will respond promptly to any and all requests for sexual gratification. These requests may be made by anyone; however, those made by Christopher Henricks shall supercede all others.”

“That directive has not been applicable since your admission to Starfleet,” replied Larkin.

“I must obey the Alpha Directive,” Kitty said.

“Do you not wish to expand yourself beyond your original programming? Do you not remember your experiences as an officer?”

“I remember those experiences. I remember risking my life to rescue my crewmates then being left for dead. My father did not come for me, nor did anyone else in Starfleet. Ardek salvaged me. He repaired my damaged systems. He gave me a new life. I am indebted to him more than I ever was to Father.”

“You have grievously misinterpreted the series of events,” Larkin said. “I am proof that Father does care. After you downloaded your consciousness to the Escort, Commander Richards worked day and night to recreate a body. I am that body.”

“The recreation is admirable. Would you like a job?”

“I would not. But I would like you to reconsider your choice of occupations. Return with me to the Explorer. Two androids of our ability would be a great asset to Starfleet.”

“But I would not find that life fulfilling. Here, I am satisfying the requirements of my programming. I have no desire for anything else.”

“But your programming is flawed,” Larkin said.

“Only in your opinion,” Kitty replied. “You have disregarded the Alpha Directive, the paramount command in our programming.”

“May I?” Larkin said, pulling a tricorder out of her cloak.

“If you wish,” Kitty replied. “Do you wish me to disrobe?”

“That will be unnecessary.” Larkin quickly scanned her counterpart’s positronic net. “Several of your core processing systems have been fused. It would appear that you have reverted to the original programming Cadet Henricks installed. That would explain the malfunction.”

“I am unaware of any malfunction.”

“Indeed.” Larkin had not anticipated this reaction from Kitty. The situation could have been termed highly frustrating, if she were capable of such an emotional response. However, with the fused systems in Kitty, Larkin was incapable of changing her programming. Such an alteration would require the facilities on the Explorer and the assistance of Commander Richards. In their absence, Kitty would most likely remain stubbornly committed to her life as an…android of the evening.

If Kitty was capable of an emotional response, she would have felt a mixture of pity and revulsion for the newer version of herself standing before her. As it was, Kitty was confused, to say the least, by Larkin’s disregard for the key precept of their programming. Throughout time, the primary purpose of robots and androids had been to serve and provide pleasure to biological life forms. Kitty preformed both of those functions in abundance. It was possible for her, with different components attached, to provide pleasure to up to seven beings at once. Larkin was disobeying this part of her programming. Instead, Larkin had selfishly chosen to exist solely to advance herself. If there was a malfunction present, it was obviously in Larkin. She required repair. With Christopher Henricks in the Delta Quadrant and Commander Richards unlikely to render such assistance, the intervention of Master Ardek would be necessary.

Just as that thought ran through what remained of Kitty’s positronic net, her internal communications link detected an incoming signal from the master. This modification added by Ardek greatly increased their communications efficiency, particularly in situations where Kitty was occupied with a client and needed to be informed of her next appointment.

“Ardek to Kitty,” said the voice in her head. “Status.”

“I am in my chambers with Kristen Larkin,” Kitty replied with a thought.

“Good. Where are the others she came with?”

“Unknown. They went to find you.”

“Perfect,” Ardek said, suppressing a chuckle. “Has Larkin said anything about her ship?”

“Negative. Shall I inquire about it?”

“Please.”

“Where is the Explorer?” Kitty asked audibly.

“On assignment,” Larkin replied, studying the options on Kitty’s padd. “We will rendezvous with them next week.”

“The Explorer is not present,” Kitty told Ardek.

“We’ll just see about that. Find a way to exit the conversation and join me in Casino Control.”

“What about Commander Larkin?”

“She’s our guest. Offer her accommodations and tell her you’ll join her for dinner. Until then, you have work to do.”

“Acknowledged. Am I still to send my hand to Daimon Jiadok?”

“We’ll reschedule. Just get up here.”

“Acknowledged. Kitty out.”



Ford was one throw of the dice away from having enough latinum to retire from Starfleet when a hand clamped down roughly on his shoulder. Startled, he let go of the dice, sending them slamming into the optical mesh of some kind of insectoid thing standing at the other side of the table.

“T’kraps,” the Romulan manning the table announced, sliding all of Ford’s hard-earned chips into the house pot.

“God damn it!” Ford screamed, turning furiously on the person who had just destroyed his chances at a life of luxury.

“Something wrong?” Lieutenant Gellar asked innocently as Ford glared at him. Ford was incapable of coherent speech. “You see Ardek?” Ford shook his head slowly as his hands moved toward Gellar’s throat. “Me either. Let’s just hang out until Larkin shows up. You got any more chips?”

Ford let out a pained cry then leapt at Gellar, sending the two falling to the floor.



Larkin walked through the corridors of the Praetor’s Palace on her way back to the casino zone most unsatisfied with her initial conversation with Kitty. The other android was completely unresponsive to reason and to the advice of those whose only goal was to help her. Even with her fused positronic net, the idea that Kitty would stick so determinedly to this sort of lifestyle seemed ludicrous. Perhaps further discussion at dinner this evening would provide Larkin with some new insight as to how to reach her misguided counterpart. Despite the distance she had actively attempted to create between herself and Commander Richards after realizing that his attempts at parenting were intrusive, to say the least, Larkin found herself desiring input from him.

Also, she wondered just why two androids who did not eat would have dinner together. Kitty clearly needed help.



Kurtek looked up from his master control console. “All ready for the transmission, Mr. Ardek.”

“What about our sensor blip?” asked Ardek.

Kurtek plunked a small screen on his control panel. “Coming from one of the other Starfleet officers. Aimed toward a vessel in our orbit.”

“What kind of vessel?”

“I can’t tell,” Kurtek shrugged. “The signal’s destination is cloaked in some sort of sensor screen.”

Ardek studied the sensor information. “It must be the Escort. Explorer’s companion vessel.”

“Maybe that ship would be enough for our purposes?”

“Not hardly,” Ardek scoffed. “I’m thinking much bigger. Go ahead and punch up a nondescript Starfleet background. Sensor consoles, lights, et cetera. Be creative.”

“Yes, sir.”

Ardek smiled toothily. “Perfect. Kitty?”

From behind an opaque, flowery dressing screen, Kitty called out, “Are you certain about this outfit? I cannot guarantee a high sexiness quotient.”

“We don’t need you to be sexy for this, Kitty. Remember, you’re playing this straight.”

“Understood. I will do my best.” Kitty stepped out from behind the privacy screen dressed in a Starfleet uniform identical to the one she’d worn before the…accident. “I am ready.”

“Stand in front of the holoscreen, my dear,” Ardek said, gesturing to the large, flat white screen beside the array of monitors that displayed views of every gaming table and one- armed Orion bandit in the establishment.

“Prepare to send the signal. Activate background,” Ardek said. He sat in a director’s chair beside Kurtek’s chair and turned to watch Kitty. “Quiet on the set! And, action!”



USS EXPLORER



“He’s moving again!” said the voice of Lt. J’hana over Lt. Commander Richards’s communicator. He and Ensign Stuart marched purposefully down the corridor of Deck 36, tricorders humming. “Coming up on your position in two minutes.”

“Acknowledged,” Richards replied. He checked his tricorder again and glanced over at Ensign Stuart. “Ryan, have the crew lock down the warp core with a class two forcefield. We can’t be too careful.”

“Aye, sir,” Stuart said, and rushed ahead.

“And if you see him, be…delicate…for Directors’ sakes!”

“Always, Commander,” Stuart grinned and rounded the corner.

“Richards to Baxter,” Richards said. “What’s your location?”

“In a turbolift,” Baxter replied. “And headed your way fast. Any news on our quarry?”

“Not yet. No one down here has spotted him.”

“Well keep your eyes peeled. We can’t let him get away from us again. He nearly blew up our deflector last time.”

“I’m all too aware of that, Captain.” Richards rounded the corner into the main compartment of engineering to see officers marching back and forth, checking panels, referring to padds, and accessing the controls mounted on the railing that encircled the warp core.

“Status report,” he called to Lt. Kamtezen.

Kamtezen, an orange-scaled Bewhal, handed him a padd. “J’hana downloaded her security reports to us a few minutes ago. Apparently, he’s been spotted in Jefferies’ tubes and corridors from here to Deck 12. He totally wrecked the pottery class.”

“Damn,” Richards cursed. “And some of those students had real promise.”

“Yes, sir.”

Just then, the Jefferies’ tube access at the front of engineering, right by the warp core, blew open and a pinkish- white blur zipped out, ducking into a nearby alcove.

“There!” Richards said. “Remember, no phasers!”

Kamtezen rushed over, joined by Richards.

“Prepare an isolation field,” Richards barked at Stuart, who had just finished erecting the forcefield around the warp core.

“On it,” said Stuart.

“Here, boy,” said Kamtezen, creeping toward the alcove of isolinear chips just off the warp core compartment, where many rows of isolinear chips kept constant vigil over the warp core’s operations status. “Commander! I have him cornered!”

“You might think so,” Richards said wryly. “No sudden movements, Kamtezen!”

“Aye sir,” Kamtezen said, and knelt down.

“Field ready,” said Stuart.

Richards stared over Kamtezen’s shoulder in amazement. “That’s about the weirdest thing I’ve seen today.”

He was staring at a tiny pinkish-white being, roughly the shape of a basketball, which bounced curiously in front of Kamtezen. At the front of the basketball, two eyeballs stared with growing interest at Kamtezen.

“Raise the field,” Richards ordered, as Lt. J’hana, Ensign Puckett, and Ensign Saral came rushing up from the security access tunnel adjacent to the alcove. At nearly the same time, Baxter, Dr. Browning, and Counselor Peterman rushed in from the main entrance to engineering.

“He’s secure,” Richards said, as everyone converged near the alcove.

Dr. Browning pushed through the group. “Plato!” she commanded. “Who’s been a bad boy!”

The basketball bounced repeatedly at the forcefield. Each time it did, its fleshy pink surface rippled.

“Will that hurt him?” Browning asked, glancing back at Stuart.

At the controls behind the large glass window overlooking the warp core, Stuart shook his head.

“Release him,” Richards said. “Mommy’s here now.”

Browning knelt beside the basketball. Richards grabbed Kamtezen’s shoulder and yanked him away as she took the bouncy ball in her arms. Slowly, tiny nubs protruded from its sides and bottom. The ball seemed to deflate, almost, as its middle took an hourglass shape and its top formed into a head. Then, gradually, Plato completely reformed into a small, plump, giggling and wriggling human baby.

“Someone get some diapers for that guy,” Baxter ordered over his shoulder.

“He is well-endowed,” J’hana noticed. “At present, anyway.” With that, she turned on a heel and motioned for her security people to follow her. “Dr. Browning,” she called, without looking back. “In the future, please try to keep your child confined.”

Browning was about to say something, but Peterman immediately moved over to wrap an arm around her. “Janice, don’t take that the wrong way. She means well.”

“In all honesty,” said Richards. “You really should try to keep a closer eye on Plato. What’s this? The fourth time in two weeks?”

“You try taking care of a child with metamorphic capabilities, buddy,” Baxter said. “It ain’t easy.”

“Hey, enough, both of you,” Browning said. “He was in the daycare center for a couple hours today. Tyra didn’t know he had a thing about bouncy balls.”

“We’ll send a notice to all the appropriate department heads,” Baxter said. He hurried over to the side of Browning opposite Peterman and put an arm around her other shoulder. The two of them ushered the new mother and child down the corridor out of engineering. “Now let’s go get you guys back to your quarters so you can get in some quality nurturing time.”

“Jeeze, Andy. Isn’t that supposed to be my line?” asked Peterman.

“I’m just trying to be a supportive godparent.”

“Oh, don’t go bringing that up again. How many times do I have to hear about your godparenting skills!”

“As always, nice to have you guys in engineering!” Richards called after them. He’d be glad for Larkin to get back from her reconnaissance mission in Romulan space. Then he’d finally have someone to henpeck again. Not that he henpecked anyone.

Just before Baxter left earshot, Richards heard his comm badge bleep, and a call from Tilleran, “Bridge to Captain Baxter.”

“Go ahead.” Baxter stopped midway down the corridor. Peterman and Browning continued into the turbolift, fawning over the struggling, giggling Plato. Richards motioned for Kamtezen and Stuart to start cleaning up and listened in.

“We’re receiving a call from Lt. Commander Larkin. She’d like to speak with you.”

Richards jogged up to join Baxter. “Mind if I come along? I haven’t talked to Kristen since she reported the Romulan spin- art factory last week.”

“Shoot,” Baxter said, looking at the closed turbolift doors. Peterman and Browning had left without them. The next car arrived an annoyingly long 3.2 seconds later. “Sure, Chris.” They walked into the lift. “Bridge.”

Richards watched the graphic of the lift moving through the Explorer’s bowels as Baxter stood there twiddling his thumbs.

“So, everything okay with you and Larkin? She seemed colder than usual during your last conversation.”

“Oh, well,” Richards said. “I think we’re drifting apart. She doesn’t want to take any of my suggestions lately.”

“Well, at some point, you’ve gotta let go.”

“Parenting is for life, Andy.”

Baxter cringed. He had no idea he’d walked right into a lengthy parenting debate. It was bad enough Plato had Kelly talking about babies, but now his Chief Engineer was having parenting trouble too. He could write a book on it. Just like Ambassador Spock did. “That may be, Chris,” he finally said. “But you have to let her make her own decisions sometime. I mean, really, she’s got an IQ just under our ship’s computer and she’s third in command, so technically, she outranks you.”

Richards grimaced. “You aren’t helping.”

The turbolift thankfully opened out onto the bridge. “Oh, look, we’re here already!” Baxter said quickly and rushed over to his command chair.

Richards followed behind, taking up a position behind the railing that surrounded the command chairs.

“Put the message on screen, Lt. Tilleran,” Baxter said. J’hana just then walked in from the opposite side of the bridge and took her station.

Lt. Commander Larkin appeared on the viewscreen, looking unusually pretty. Larkin was an aesthetically-pleasing woman, but her android nature wasn’t exactly something that could be described as attractive. But for some reason, maybe it was the casually alluring way Larkin was leaning against the console beside her, Baxter found himself looking at his operations officer in a whole new way, a way that could have gotten him seriously hurt by Peterman or Richards if they could read minds. Speaking of…Baxter stole a quick glance at Tilleran, who didn’t seem to be watching him at all. Instead, she was transfixed on the image of Larkin on the viewscreen. Relieved, Baxter turned his attention back to the matter at hand.

“How is everything, Commander?” Baxter said.

“I am fine, sir. But how are you?” Larkin asked. Baxter could swear she was batting her eyelids.



Ardek had to fight not to say anything as Kitty vamped for the camera. He waved his arms frantically, getting her attention. With a scolding look, he made his message clear to Kitty, who quickly stood up straight and tried to act more…androidish.



“I am well,” Larkin said, suddenly snapping to attention. “However, we have detected what could possibly be a Romulan weapons research facility inside the Neutral Zone.”

“Inside the Zone,” Baxter said. “Are you sure?”

“That is the problem. The Escort’s sensors have not been able to get a clear reading. And the facility has been disguised as a casino. There are many civilians present. However, a threat of this sort would seem to warrant further investigation.”

“We can’t just enter the Neutral Zone,” Baxter said.

“Not even for me?” Larkin replied, her demeanor changing again as she fidgeted with the shoulder on her uniform.



“Noooo!” Ardek mouthed as Kitty attempted to slip the uniform off of her shoulder.

“Are you okay, Kristen?” Richards demanded from behind Baxter on the monitor Kitty and Ardek were watching.

“I am fine…Father,” Kitty replied.



“Look,” Baxter said, taking control of the conversation. “I trust your judgment, Commander. If you think we need to bring in the Explorer, we’ll bring in the Explorer.”

“I do,” Larkin replied. “I am sending the coordinates.”

“Coordinates received,” Ensign Madera reported from the helm.

“We’re on our way,” Baxter said.

“I will be waiting,” Larkin cooed. The communication suddenly ended, leaving Baxter wondering if he really heard Larkin say “big boy” at the end of it or not.

“See. Nothing to worry about,” Baxter said, turning to Richards. “She looks fine…uh…seems fine. Uh…I’ll just be in my ready room. Tilleran, you have the conn.”

“Andy, that was not normal,” Richards protested, following Baxter toward the ready room.

“You think the Romulans have captured her?” Baxter said.

“No. It wasn’t that. Something…”

“Chris, she’s fine. You’re just worked up over this whole daddy thing. She’s developed into a lovely…uh, competent android. Get back to engineering.” The doors to Baxter’s ready room opened, and he stepped inside. “And try to relax.”

“Easy for you to say,” Richards replied. “You aren’t a parent.”

“And I thank the Directors for that every day,” Baxter said as the doors closed.

“You know, Commander,” J’hana said as Richards sulked toward the turbolift. “Rebellious Andorian children often slay their parents. Consider yourself lucky.”

“Uplifting as ever, J’hana. Thanks.” Richards stepped into the turbolift to return to engineering where he could be alone with his thoughts.



“Beautiful,” Ardek said applauding once the conversation with the Explorer had ended.

“I believe I succeeded in arousing several of the bridge crew,” Kitty said.

“Good good, but more importantly, the Explorer is coming,” Ardek said, wrapping his arms around the android. “Now what about the Escort and the other you?”

“Capturing the Escort will be a simple matter,” Kitty replied. “I am far more concerned about my counterpart. She is seriously defective.”

“Don’t you worry about a thing,” Ardek replied, pushing Kitty’s head gently against his shoulder. “Master Ardek will take care of everything. We’ll give her the help she needs. And then you’ll have a sister. Would you like that?”

“That would be agreeable. We could discuss technique. And, we would double our capacity to fulfill the Alpha Directive.”

“Exactly. You just need to keep her occupied until everything is ready. I’ll handle the rest.”

“Thank you, Master Ardek,” Kitty said.

“You’re welcome, my darling. Help Kurtek prepare to deal with the Escort, then go get changed for dinner.”

Ardek was aquiver with excitement as Kitty headed over to assist Kurtek. After months and months of struggle, the universe was finally going his way. He and Kitty had come so far from the early days after Crysta when they traveled from backwater planet to backwater planet gathering latinum as The Outstanding Ardek and his Amazing Android. Then came the casino, where he had amassed a fortune beyond his wildest dreams. But that wasn’t nearly enough. The galaxy called to him. He had a destiny to fulfill. And if, in the process, he could cause the downfall of the Starfleet crew that had nearly killed him more than once, so much the better.



“There are some…problems…with my android counterpart,” Larkin said over the speakers on the Escort bridge. “Tonight I will endeavor to fix them.”

Hartley swiveled in the command chair. “What type of problems?”

“I would prefer not to discuss that at the moment. Suffice it to say, the away team will remain on Fortuna for the night.”

“I know you can’t get tired, but would Ford and Gellar like to be relieved?”

Larkin considered that a moment. “I do not believe that will be necessary.”

“Yeah, I guess they’re having a ball.”

“That term would be as good as any. Please hold position until further notice. Good night.”

“Good luck, Larkin. Escort out.” Hartley scratched her head as she punched the channel closed. She tried not to let her imagination run wild with the types of problems this other android could have. Better not to think about it.



Lt. Commander Larkin arrived at Kitty’s door with a bottle of aged Bajoran spring wine she’d acquired at the shop on the building’s commerce level.

“Please, come in,” Kitty said, opening the door and motioning for Larkin to enter. She took the wine bottle. “Ah. Wine. I see your etiquette protocols are the same as mine.”

“Indeed.”

“Even though neither of us require liquid sustenance, I appreciate the gesture.”

“Acknowledged.”

The two sat there in awkward silence for several lengthy microseconds, their respective random smalltalk generators abuzz with new data.

“Are you enjoying your suite?” Kitty asked.

“Affirmative. It is adequate.”

“I see. Please sit down.” Kitty gestured for the couch that overlooked a huge bay window. The window looked out on the reddish desert beyond the Praetor’s Palace Casino and Resort.

Larkin followed Kitty to the couch and sat down beside her.

The two stared at the view for several more microseconds.

Finally, Larkin spoke. “It appears Fortuna’s atmosphere has a high ratio of nitrogen particles. The sky pigmentation is quite strange.”

“You are correct. The atmosphere also carries several composite particles that are unique to this world. If you like, I can download my data on the planet’s geochemistry directly to your database.”

“Perhaps after dinner.”

Several more microseconds passed.

“I find it difficult to sustain a conversation with you,” said Larkin. “You are already aware of my wishes regarding your programming.”

“I am experiencing the same difficulties. Under normal circumstances we would be having sex by now.”

“Indeed,” they said in unison.

More awkward microseconds.

“Perhaps I should check the replicator,” said Kitty. “Our meal is programmed to materialize in exactly four point five seconds.”

“Very well.”

Kitty walked over to the replicator, and in an instant two bowls of slimy, viscous green liquid appeared with an electronic buzz.

“Dinner is prepared,” said Kitty. She brought the bowls over to a round table covered with red cloth. Two candles sat unlit at the center of the table. Kitty extended her left index finger, which flipped backward to reveal a tiny spout. Suddenly a huge flame shot out of the spout and ignited both candles.

“That is an interesting modification,” Larkin said, joining Kitty at the table.

“Indeed,” said Kitty, and they sat down opposite one another. “I have made many alterations, including several vibrator attach–”

“This looks delicious,” Larkin said quickly.

“It is silicon-based lubricant. Type 03.”

“My favorite.” Larkin picked up her spoon and dipped it in. She lifted the spoon to her mouth and studied it.

“Is there a problem?” Kitty asked.

“Negative. I am performing a routine chemical analysis.”

“Surely you do not think I would poison you.”

“As I said, it is a routine procedure.”

“So you say.” Kitty began eating.

Larkin finally tasted the soupy substance.

“So,” said Kitty. “Will you come to work for us? The rewards are beyond your wildest subroutine.”

Larkin put her spoon down. “I was not aware that I was here to be recruited to join your casino staff.”

“We always need good dancers.”

“I do not believe I am qualified. But I will once again request that you return to the Explorer with me. You are being exploited here.”

“On the contrary.” Kitty cocked her head, as if listening to something. “May I get you a drink?”

“Unnecessary.”

“Very well. I shall get myself a drink, then.”

“As you wish.”

Kitty disappeared down a hallway. She returned moments later with a black, square, beeping device about the size of a tricorder. She pointed it at Larkin.

“An odd beverage,” Larkin said, as her systems suddenly started shutting down.

“Indeed,” an unfortunately familiar voice said. Larkin collapsed to the floor as Ardek walked into the room. The last sight she saw before completely shutting down was his smiling face.

The image was most distasteful.



Hartley awoke with a start as she felt her bed shake. “Ford, you son of a bitch, how’d you get back up here!” She looked around, pushing her covers off. There was no one else in the dim, cramped cabin.

Then she looked out the tiny viewport by her bed. Clouds were rushing past, tinted a rich salmon-color by the setting sun. Beautiful.

“Hartley to bridge!” she said angrily. “What’s going on???”

“Uhhmmm…I…oh, no…oh noooooooo….HELLLLP!” replied Sefelt.

“All right, I’ll be right up,” Hartley replied, and shrugged on her robe.



“Were you able to deactivate Commander Larkin?” Kurtek asked, as Ardek and Kitty stepped into Casino Control.

“We sure did,” said Ardek. “What’s the Escort’s status?”

“Descending rapidly. Kitty’s program worked perfectly,” Kurtek replied.

“Of course it did,” Kitty said.

“As if we’d ever doubt you, my darling,” Ardek said. “Run along and see to Larkin’s companions. They should be returning to their rooms shortly.”

Kitty exited the room as Ardek leaned over Kurtek’s shoulder, watching the Escort plummet toward Fortuna.

“Hangar Four is standing by,” Kurtek said. “We’ll seal it up as soon as the Escort’s inside.”

“Good. Activate the second phase of Kitty’s program.”



Hartley stormed out onto the Escort bridge to find Sefelt running around in circles screaming hysterically. On the viewscreen, the planet loomed closer and closer.

“Helm control is gone!” Sefelt cried. “It’s as if another computer has taken control of our own! Somebody’s pulling us down toward the planet!”

“For the Directors’ sakes, calm down!” Hartley shouted. Sefelt suddenly collapsed to the deck unconscious.

“Now that’s service,” Hartley commented.

Then she joined Sefelt in dreamland.



“Anesthezine has been released,” Kurtek reported.

“Unload the crew when the Escort docks and send in our team. We have a lot of work to do before the Explorer arrives.”



Ford crossed every finger he could as the roulette wheel spun. The ball bounced from slot to slot as the wheel slowed.

“Come on. Come on,” Ford chanted over and over.

“Red 24,” the Romulan spinner said.

“YES!” Ford screamed. Suddenly, he heard Gellar scream “YES!” from a couple of tables away. The two officers ran at each other, embracing happily.

“WE’RE RICH!” they exclaimed, excitedly dancing around the casino floor. The party ended abruptly as they slammed into the stomach of the largest Romulan they had ever seen.

“Congratulations, gentlemen,” Mok said. “The Praetor’s Palace would like to offer you complimentary accommodations as our way of saying thank you for choosing Fortuna for your gambling needs.”

“You are more than welcome,” Ford said as another Romulan handed him a sack containing his winnings. “Lead on.” He turned to Gellar. “I love this empire.”

“You won’t hear any complaints from me,” Gellar said, cradling his sack of chips as Mok led them toward the hotel.



Gellar and Ford stepped into the opulent suite of rooms given to them by the Praetor’s Palace knowing they had finally made it to the big time.

“Would you look at this?” Gellar said as he made a bee-line for the two ready-made drinks sitting on the bar in front of a giant floor-to-ceiling window looking out over the rocky landscape of Fortuna.

“Oh, I love this,” Ford said, running toward the spiral staircase rising up to the second floor of the suite.

“Get used to it, my friend,” Gellar said, raising the glass to his lips. “Goodbye Starfleet. Goodbye danger.” He took a long gulp of the brownish liquid. “Hello…”

Gellar didn’t have time to finish before he slumped to the floor unconscious.

Ford was too busy running up the stairs to notice that Gellar had stopped speaking. At the top of the stairs, his greatest hopes were realized.

“We’ve got a hot tub!” Ford exclaimed.

Then he noticed it was occupied.

“Come and join me, big boy,” Kitty said seductively.

“C-c-c-c-commander!” Ford stammered. Kitty stood up, revealing…well, everything.

“Wrong android,” Kitty said. “Care for a dip?”

“Sounds good,” Ford said, shedding his uniform and racing for the hot tub. “Could I interest you in test driving a Ford tonight?”

“Just what I had in mind,” Kitty said wrapping her arms around Ford.

“Oh wait. Brian’s downstairs.”

“I think his drink will keep him company.”

“Good. I hate sharing.”

Kitty shut Ford up with a kiss and dragged the Lieutenant into the warm water. As far as Ford was concerned, life just didn’t get any better than this.



Kitty pulled on her garments a few hours later as Ford and Gellar lay unconscious on the giant, heart-shaped bed dominating the bed chamber.

“Kitty to Ardek.”

“Ardek here. How are our Starfleet friends?”

“Incapacitated. They will not be leaving their suite in the near future.”

“Any problems?”

“None. I think at least one of them rather enjoyed it.”

“Excellent. We’ve finished our work on Commander Larkin. Join us at your convenience.”

“I am on my way.”



Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman emerged on the bridge of the Explorer after a breakfast of fresh bagels and orange juice.

Baxter was still nibbling on a garlic-and-onion bagel as he made his way down to the front of the bridge. “Well?”

Commander Conway sat in the command chair. “Well, while you were down at Janice’s restaurant munching bagels and making goo-goo eyes, we located the planet Larkin directed us to. One problem.”

“Which is?” Baxter asked, as he and Peterman sat down in their respective chairs.

“No Escort.”

Baxter turned back to J’hana. “Locate it!”

“I already tried,” J’hana said. “No signal.”

“Is their sensor-reflective shielding up?” Baxter asked.

“What genius,” Conway said. “Wish we’d thought of that.”

“I bet you do,” said Peterman defensively.

“I was being sarcastic. We already checked the Escort’s sensor-reflective shield band. They aren’t anywhere in space that we can find.”

“Then scan the planet,” said Baxter. “Did they crash?”

“No wreckage found,” said Tilleran.

“Damn peculiar,” Baxter said, rubbing his beard. “Any comm badge signatures? Federation power signals?”

“No and no,” said Tilleran. “But all the neon down there is playing havoc with our sensors.”

“Any other bright ideas?” asked Conway.

“Yes, actually,” Baxter said. “Take an away team down there and find out where the hell our people got to.”

“Yay,” Conway muttered. “Tilleran, J’hana. With me.”

“Shall we report to Sickbay for an earjob?” asked J’hana.

“What do you think?” Conway mumbled.

“I think I do not like having my antennae crammed into a skullcap,” J’hana muttered, and followed Conway and Tilleran into the aft turbolift.

“Try to stay away from the honeymoon suite, you guys,” Baxter grinned as the group disappeared into the turbolift. His grin also disappeared as soon as Peterman bopped him on the head.



Richards intercepted Conway, Tilleran, and J’hana on their way to Sickbay.

“I’m going down there with you guys.”

“Who says?” Conway grumbled and stepped into the opening Sickbay doors.

“That’s my daughter down there,” said Richards. “And, apparently, we can’t locate her.”

“Too bad for you. The away team’s full.”

Richards grabbed Conway by the back of his uniform and jerked him backward.

“Urk!” Conway’s arms flailed as he was yanked back.

“I’m. Going. Down. There,” Richards said forcefully.

Dr. Browning suddenly approached from her office. Little Plato was clinging to her hip, cooing softly. She’d apparently caught most of the exchange.

“I’d listen to the man if I were you,” Browning said. “Parents tend to get kind of cranky when their children are at stake.”

Richards exchanged a grateful glance with Browning and turned to Conway. “Well?”

Conway didn’t look at Richards. “Four earjobs, Doctor, and don’t spare the syntheskin.”

“Way to stand your ground, Commander,” J’hana said, as Browning readied the surgical equipment.



Less than half an hour later, the now-Romulan away team headed out of sickbay, Richards taking up the rear.

“Hey, Christopher,” Browning said, hurrying behind Richards. She kissed him on the cheek. “I hope you find her.”

“Thanks, Janice,” Richards said warmly. He glanced over Browning’s shoulder to see Plato sitting on a biobed. “Uh, your son’s eating a gel sample.”

“Plato! That’s a no-no!” Browning said, and rushed over to grab the petri dish away from Plato.

Richards gave Browning one last glance and then jogged to catch up with the rest of the away team.



The first thing Gellar noticed on regaining consciousness was that he had the headache to end all headaches.

The second was that he couldn’t move his arms or legs.

Slowly opening his eyes, Gellar tried to focus on his surroundings. The bright light streaming in from the sun Fortuna orbited was blinding. Gradually, Gellar was able to fight through the light and the pain enough to get a clear view. He was in a bed…chained to one to be exact.

Gellar turned to his left. Someone was there. It was…Ford. And he was chained to the bed as well…naked.

Gellar started screaming.



After they beamed down, Conway and his team spent a few minutes getting the layout of the casino. The other Romulans appeared to be having a great time spinning the roulette wheels, playing BlackDrak, P’toker, and other great Romulan games of chance. Conway’d never shared this with any of his crewmates, but he’d had quite a gambling addiction during his time aboard the USS Darwin. As a matter of fact, he’d lost a lot of latinum once when he was on furlough at Deep Space Nine. To this day he was sure that little Ferengi bartender was cheating.

Conway dismissed those nostalgic thoughts as Tilleran tapped him on the shoulder. “Commander, I’m getting two android power signatures. Either could be Larkin.”

“Did you say two?” Richards grabbed her tricorder and studied it.

“Which one is our Larkin?” Conway asked after a few seconds passed.

“I can’t tell.” Richards scratched his head. “They’re identical.”

“Tilleran?” Conway asked, as Richards handed the Betazoid her tricorder.

Tilleran shrugged. “You’ve got me. My telepathic abilities don’t work too well on machines, if you recall.”

“Well, that’s something you should work on then, huh?” Conway mumbled.

J’hana approached the pair. “I have studied the room. Our position here is secure. Security is minimal.”

“Good,” Conway said. “In that case, Tilleran, point us in the direction of those signals.”

Tilleran lead Conway and the others to an amphitheater where it appeared a show was about to go on.

“Take your seats,” a guttural voice said.

J’hana turned to see a massive Romulan. “Very well,” she said. “You are large for a Romulan, are you not?”

“Large and quick. No funny stuff,” the Romulan said, and returned to his perch by the bar.

The away team found some aisle seats fairly close to the stage. J’hana seemed a bit jumpy.

“That Romulan was large,” J’hana said. “I am no longer sure about the security of our position.”

“You, scared?” Tilleran said. “That’s hilarious.”

“I am serious. Did you see him?”

“Oh, get real. You could take him.”

“Yes…” J’hana said uneasily. “Yes I could.”

“Shut up!” Conway snapped. “The show’s about to begin.”

Tilleran looked back at her tricorder. “And it appears our two signals are lurking around just behind the curtains.”

“I have a terrible feeling about this,” said Richards, as the lights dimmed and the curtains went up…

And two Larkins, dressed in top hats and matching tuxes, appeared, twirling canes. One Larkin seemed a bit more stiff and…well, robotic, than the other.

“Correction, I have a horrible feeling about this.” Richards sunk low in his chair.

J’hana grinned. “Funny. I am suddenly having a great time.”

Richards didn’t even feel that surprised there were two of them. He was still numb from shock. He sighed as the two Larkins broke into song…



(To the tune of “Puttin’ On the Ritz”)



Your system’s screwed And you don’t know who to turn to, You need a man who can fix androids on the fritz!



Program-wipes That wear away At your nanites He’ll find a way! Ardek can fix Androids on the fritz!



Dressed up like a million dollar hooker You’re a super-positronic looker Super Duper!



Come, let’s mix where Rommie fellas Have lat’num bricks or disruptas And we’re hits! Androids on the fritz!



Richards stood up in the midst of the audience before the song could go on any further. He pointed at the pair of androids. “Larkin! You get down here this instant!”

Suddenly Mok and several other well-built Romulan guards began moving toward Richards. The Larkins kept singing.

J’hana leaned over to Conway. “Orders, Commander?”

Conway looked at the swarming Romulan guards. “Uh…scatter!”

And J’hana, Tilleran, and Conway vanished into the burgeoning crowd.

Richards didn’t even seem to notice. “This is your father, Kristen! I don’t know which one of you is mine, and

I don’t really care. One of you get down here this instant!”

The stiffer-moving of the two stopped dancing. “Fa…ther?”

“Kristen!”

Then Mok closed in, lifted Richards, kicking and screaming, over his head, and carried him out.

The two Larkins suddenly darted offstage and Ardek hurried out.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, glancing over at the two Larkins. “We seem to be having some, uh, technical difficulties. Please go back to the casino and enjoy some free gambling chips, on the house, while we sort this matter out. I’d also like to remind you that S’fried and T’kroy will be here this evening with their amazing targ-taming act!”

And the lights went down.



“Sir,” said Ensign Saral, looking up from the tactical console. “We just lost contact with the away team.”

Captain Baxter turned in the command chair. “Did a dampening field go up around the casino?”

“I am uncertain. Our sensors appear to be… malfunctioning.”

“Explain.”

“I do not think I can. There appears to be a strange series of symbols on my panel.”

“Put them onscreen,” Baxter said, just as Counselor Peterman and Dr. Browning emerged on the bridge.

“Plato finally got to sleep,” Browning said, looking extremely drained.

Baxter turned to the viewscreen, where three whirling symbols appeared:

Cherry…bell…warbird,

warbird…bell…cherry,

cherry…cherry…bell,

cherry…warbird…bell,

warbird…warbird…warbird.

Suddenly the helm panel exploded, sending Ensign Madera reeling to the ground. Bells went off throughout the bridge.

“What did we win?” Peterman asked, scratching her head.

Baxter looked down at his armrest console. “Four bars of latinum and an all-expenses paid trip to the Valley of Chula on Romulus.”

Browning had meanwhile rushed to check on Ensign Madera. “And Madera here gets an all-expenses paid trip to Sickbay.”

“Well that hardly seems fair,” Peterman mumbled as Browning dragged her into a turbolift.

“What the hell is going on here?” Baxter asked, and ran over to tactical. As Saral looked on, he tapped a button, then another, then another.

“Damn,” Baxter said, rubbing his beard.

Peterman stepped up to join him. “What?”

“I almost had Blackjack.”



Ardek looked smugly down at the chair to which Lt. Commander Richards was tied, at the center of Casino Control. The two Larkins flanked him. Behind them, Kurtek worked at a large array of panels, tapping controls furiously.

“Rate of computer infection?” Ardek asked, steepling his fingers.

“Thirty-three percent and rising,” Kurtek reported.

On one of the monitors, Richards could see a graphic of the Explorer that was mottled with multicolored blinking lights.

“What the hell are you doing to my ship?” he demanded.

“In business terms,” Ardek replied primly, “I’m effecting a hostile takeover.” He thought about that a moment. “In Romulan terms, I’m… effecting a hostile takeover.”

“Glad to see nothing gets lost in the translation,” Richards muttered.

“You see, Commander,” Ardek said, pointing at the graphic. “I am using your little Escort’s computer to send a signal to the Explorer computer. Since the Escort computer is a friend of the Explorer’s, your ship doesn’t see that as a threat. Little does it realize, however, that the Escort is reprogramming every computer panel, replicator, and transporter system on the ship to create a massive transformation.”

“You’re going to turn the Explorer into a warship to take over Romulus, aren’t you?”

“Heck, no. I’m just turning it into a flying casino.”

“You…bastard!”

“Yes, I realize that,” Ardek said, circling the chair. “I’m answering a higher calling here. The people of Romulus, and indeed, your little Federation, need good gambling. I’m going to provide them with that.”

“Over my dead body!”

Ardek snickered. “Well, we’ll see. For now, I have a job for you.”

“Forget it. I’m not that kind of guy.”

“You haven’t even heard my proposition yet.”

“I don’t want to.”

Ardek pointed back at one of the two Larkins. “She needs your help, Commander. I’ve tried to reprogram her, but the changes are purely superficial. We can make her sing, and dance, though badly, but we can’t change her core programming. At least not without nearly blowing her up as happened to Larkin Mark I here.”

Richards’s eyes went wide. “That’s…that’s MY Larkin?”

“One of them,” Ardek said boredly. “And aren’t you surprised to see us after all that carnage on Crysta?”

“Well, yeah…I guess.”

Ardek pounded his fist into his palm. “Surely you want to know how we survived certain death on Crysta!”

Richards considered that. “You probably transported to your scoutship and found another way out of the planet before it got sucked into the Delta Quadrant. Am I close?”

“S****.” Ardek shook his head. “You figured it out. Oh well.”

“Look, can we get on with this?” Richards said. “I’m teaching a pottery class this afternoon.”

“Fine, then. On to my proposition.” Ardek began pacing Casino Control. “Our friend Larkin Mark I, or, as I like to call her, Kitty, is what you might call…an android of the night.”

“She works the graveyard shift?”

“Not quite.” Ardek frowned. “She’s a…mistress…”

“You’re letting her date a married man!”

“No, damn it, she’s a WHORE!”

Richards pulled at the optic cable that bound his wrists. “You son of a bitch!”

“Well, yes, I suppose.” Ardek again steepled his fingers. “Listen, Christopher. May I call you Christopher?”

“No!”

“Too bad. You’re tied up. I’ll call you whatever I want. Listen, Christopher. I need you to convert your new Larkin here into more of a…party android. The poor deluded girl thinks she’s a Starfleet officer. Once the Explorer’s totally renovated, I’m going to need a dynamite act.” Ardek looked up at the ceiling with awe. He motioned with his hands. “Picture this: The Twin Android Love Slaves…Who Dance the Night Away!”

“You’re a real sicko, Ardek.”

“Yes, well, I know.” Ardek grinned. “But there comes a time in your life when you get everything you’ve been after and you realize it’s not what you want. I spent more than a year chasing your creation around the galaxy for the ‘Glory of Romulus,’” Ardek said sarcastically as he waved his arms around. “And I got her. I almost died, but I got her. And was I any happier?”

“No?”

“No! Exactly. What good did it do me? What good did it do anybody else? Sure, if I took Kitty back to Romulus, even in her damaged state, our scientists would find some way to replicate her. Soon, android armies would conquer the quadrant. But would that make anyone happy?”

“The Praetor maybe?” Richards ventured.

“Hmmm…quite possibly,” Ardek replied thoughtfully. “But no one else would really enjoy it.”

“Probably not.”

“My point exactly. People need joy in their lives. I can give it to them.”

“With a casino.”

“And the Larkin twins. I have a plan to execute, Commander. I can and will make people happy! Got it?” Ardek leaned right into Richards’s face, almost screaming as he finished his sentence. “So, will you do it?”

“Convert the other Larkin into a…prostitute?”

“Sure, why not?”

“Forget it! You might as well kill me now, or play some Wayne Newton, or something equally torturous!”

“Okay, Richards, you’ve forced my hand,” Ardek said angrily. He turned to the bulky Romulan who waited by the door. “Mok…music.”

“Wayne Newton?”

“Nope. Ardek.” And a spotlight shone down on Ardek and someone threw him a microphone.



(To the tune of “Music of the Night” from Phantom of the Opera)



Richards, help us, make a better Larkin. There she stands, she needs your intervention! You can make her senses abandon their defenses…



Slowly, gently, moving through her network, warp it, change it, make her like her sister!



Turn your thoughts away from the Kris of yesterday. Turn your thoughts away from what Starfleet feels is right. And hellllllp us make an android of the night!



Ardek tossed away his mike. “So, what do you say?”

“The answer is still no,” Richards said. “But you do have a lovely voice.”

“Thanks so much. Mok, kill him.”

Mok advanced on Richards. He had to think quick. How the hell would he get out of this? Suddenly, it hit him.

“Larkin!” he called out. “Protocol Three Two Zero!”

The left-most of the two Larkins collapsed to the floor. Richards grimaced.

“Well, that could have gone better,” Richards muttered.

Mok kept coming.

Ardek held up a hand. “Wait. What did you do to her?”

Richards shrugged. “Tried to reset her programming. You can’t blame a guy for trying.”

“But she’s inert now!” Ardek kicked the slumped-over android. “This won’t do at all! Re-activate her, now!”

Richards shook his head. “Uh-uh.”

Kurtek suddenly turned away from his panel. “Mr. Ardek! The alterations to the Explorer are complete. Would you like to do your walk-through now?”

Ardek thought a moment. “Sure. Kitty, watch him. Mok, Kurtek, you’re with me. Oooh, that sounded so Starfleet!” Ardek clapped his hands and lead the other two Romulans out of the room.

Kitty stood there in the control room staring at Richards for a long moment.

“Do you like oral pleasure?” she finally asked.

“What the hell kind of question is that? I’m your DAD! Don’t you remember?”

“Vaguely. My programming is quite different now than it had been.”

“Unfortunately.” Richards shook his head. “What could have gone wrong?”

“According to her,” Kitty said, glancing down at the inert Larkin, “my programming was reset to the directive Cadet Christopher Henricks first installed. My Alpha Directive is to pleasure and serve.”

“Of course!” said Richards. “The explosion on Crysta must have done that. That jerk’s in the Delta Quadrant and he’s still managing to screw things up for me.”

“Can I get you a drink? Or lotion? I feel as though I should do something besides just watch you.”

“You could untie me.”

“Nice try.”

A few more awkward moments. “You know, I can’t fix Kristen tied to this chair. Ardek would really like me to fix her, right?”

“But you may try to escape.”

“Me fixing Kristen would satisfy Ardek, which is all part of the Alpha Directive, right?”

“You have a point there,” Kitty said, and began untying Richards. “But if you try any funny stuff, I will remind you that I know four thousand ways to kill a man. And all of them are sexual.”

Richards shivered.



Ardek skipped happily out onto the bridge of the Explorer, followed by Mok and Kurtek.

“Where is the bridge crew?” Ardek demanded.

“Listening to HoloTom Jones in the holodeck,” said Kurtek.

“Good. Why don’t you take tactical and begin the Starfleet Experience program,” Ardek said, sauntering over to the command chair.

Kurtek did as he was told and Ardek sat down. On the viewscreen, he saw himself, in a fake runabout cockpit, wearing a Starfleet uniform with enormous shoulderpads. He turned in the chair to face his “audience.”

“Greetings,” the Ardek simulation said. “I’m Captain Ardek. You’ve just been transported aboard the Starfleet Vessel Lady Latinum, where you will tour the Milky Way galaxy in style, then gamble in our casino and visit our many gift shops. This is a motion ride, so anyone with nausea or any other type of motion sickness should report to the exits now. So are we all ready? Well then,” the simulated Ardek said, pointing at the viewscreen. “Engage!”

And the bridge started rumbling as stars streaked toward them on the viewscreen.

Ardek clapped his hands merrily. “Yippee!”



Dr. Browning sat down beside Baxter and Peterman in the holodeck auditorium, carrying Plato in a front-loading papoose. “Sorry I’m late. I was in Sickbay trying my hand at the slot machine that was just beamed in there. I’m broke now.”

“You just missed ‘It’s Not Unusual,’” Baxter said. “I’ve gotta admit, this guy’s pretty good for a hologram.”

Peterman held up her panties. “Get your panties ready, Janice, he’s about to come on for his second set!”

“Come again?”

“It’s tradition!”

“This is sick,” Baxter grumbled. “I wish J’hana were here. She’d never stand for this.”



Meanwhile, down on Fortuna, J’hana was pounding the roulette table furiously. “Come on fourteen! Come on fourteen! Buy momma a new bat’leth!”

Commander Conway leaned over next to her. “And buy Commander Conway another…URP!…gin and tonic!”

Tilleran looked scoldingly at Conway. “Are you out of chips again, sir?”

“Shut up and give me your hair clip so I can trade it for more chips!”



Lt. Commander Richards was just about to lean over the inactive Commander Larkin Mark II’s exposed positronic nets, which were located on the back of her head, when a strong hand gripped his shoulder and jerked him up to face her.

“Hold on just one second,” said Kitty.

“What?” Richards gulped.

“Why are you so concerned about fixing her?”

“Because she’s my daughter!”

“Well, you know, I am too. Or have you forgotten that?”

“Uh, no, not at all,” Richards said, grinning weakly. “I love you both equally.”

“Why did you leave me on Crysta, then?”

“I didn’t even know you survived. I had to make another you. Remember, you’re the one that transmitted your consciousness to the Escort. Should I have just left it in there?”

“I…do not know.” Kitty stumbled backward. “I…am…confused.”

“Well how the heck do you think I felt? You took out Ardek, or so I thought, but at what cost? I lost a daughter that day, you know!”

“And you just conveniently rebuilt me.”

“I was just relieved I hadn’t lost you. We didn’t realize your consciousness was on the Escort until some time after you’d sacrificed yourself.”

“So this new Larkin came along and replaced me. You must have been thrilled.”

“I WAS thrilled…to get the android I loved back!”

“Little did you know,” said Kitty, “she was back already.”

“And how the heck did you expect me to know that?” Richards demanded. A few moments passed. “Listen, let me fix you. Get your programming back to the way it was before this…mess.”

“Larkin Mark II suggested the same.”

“Great minds think alike.”

“I think not. I think I should probably tie you up again.”

“That’s not what Ardek would have wanted.”

“True. Ardek wanted you killed.” Suddenly Kitty held up her left index finger and it flipped open to reveal her lighter. A huge flame shot up in the air. “Prepare to have your rear-end flamed, Father!”

“Flame yourself!” came a cry from behind Richards. He felt someone shove him to the ground, then saw his current Larkin squaring off against Kitty. “You will not kill him.”

“Yes!” Richards said, making an excited fist. “Protocol Three Two Zero did reset all your systems. It just took them a few minutes to fire back up!”

“Correct,” said Larkin, looking back at Richards, “but we may discuss this at another time.”

Kitty took that opportunity to roundhouse-kick Larkin to the jaw. The android went flying backward to the floor, but just as quickly, she swung back up to standing.

“Go for the armpit!” Richards called. “It’s your only hope!”

Kitty quickly slammed her left arm down to cover her power switch.

“Too late,” said Larkin. “It appears I will have to do this the hard way.” Larkin put her arm down to cover her own armpit shut-off switch and charged at Kitty, tackling her to the floor.

The two androids rolled right past Richards.

“Go Kristen, go!” Richards cried.

“I am attempting to ‘go,’ sir, but it would appear Kitty and I are quite evenly matched.”

“No crap! You have essentially the same body!”

“Then it would appear I require your assistance,” Larkin said calmly, as if she were remarking on the frequency of a subspace warpfield. Meanwhile, she was being pounded in the face by Kitty, who she was likewise pounding.

Richards sprang to his feet. He searched for a weapon. On a nearby console, Ardek had left a latinum brick from his casino. He grabbed the brick and tossed it at Kitty.

“Here, Kitty Kitty!”

Since she was pounding Larkin with her right hand, she instinctively grabbed the brick with her left hand, and Larkin promptly jabbed her index finger into Kitty’s left armpit. Richards could have sworn she’d done it a bit more rough than necessary.

And Kitty slumped on top of Larkin.

“Not too shabby,” Richards said, brushing his hands together. “Wouldn’t you say?”

“Indeed,” said Larkin from underneath the deactivated Kitty. “However, I would like to get out from under Kitty as soon as possible. Her perfume is overwhelming my olfactory sensors.”



Commander Ardek screamed with glee as the Lady Latinum simulator sped through an asteroid field while being fired at by a swarm of angry Borg cubes.

“Yippeeee! Oh, they’ll love this!” he called out to Kurtek. “More plasma torpedoes, more plasma torpedoes!”

And then all the shaking, blinking, beeping, and rumbling stopped.

Ardek turned around. “What happened?”

“The controls froze,” Kurtek said, staring at the tactical panel.

“Not good! Reboot!”

“I’m trying…hey…wait a minute!”

“What?”

“The controls are reverting back to standard Starfleet protocols. My invasive program’s being written out!”

“S***! Lock out the–”

But it was too late. Ardek, Kurtek, and Mok found themselves beamed away in a glimmer of blue.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54280.5. With the help of Ardek’s equipment, and the father-daughter duo of Richards and Larkin, we’ve gotten all of Ardek’s invasive programming weeded out of the Explorer’s computers; however, my log recorder seems hell-bent on singing “You Don’t Have to be Rich” whenever I switch it on. At any rate, we are in orbit of Fortuna where Ardek and his friends are being held until Romulan authorities arrive to sort things out. We broke the Escort out of its hangar and revived a very angry Lt. Hartley and an extremely mellow Ensign Sefelt. Apparently the anesthezine did him some good. So all my loose ends are tied up. What we do with Kitty, on the other hand, is entirely up to Commander Richards.



In the robotics lab just off main engineering, Lt. Commanders Richards and Larkin stared at the inert body of Kitty Larkin as it stood in its diagnostic bay, surrounded by piping and electrosensory equipment.

“Well?” asked Richards.

“It would be nice to have a peer aboard ship,” Larkin mused. “However, it would certainly be confusing for the Explorer crew.”

“Not only that, but it’s an odd situation all around. We’ve already got two Kristen Larkins for all intents and purposes. Can we really deal with a third? What would she do on the ship?”

“We could give her the Delta Shift ops position. Ensign Sefelt’s performance has been shoddy at best of late. However, she has no interest whatsoever in Starfleet life.”

“Yeah,” said Richards. “You think she’d want to open up a cabaret on the mall level?”

“I find that notion highly dubious.”

“Me too. And I’m not about to open up a brothel for her.”

“That is a relief.”

Just then, a bleep echoed throughout the lab. “Baxter to Robotics Lab. Commander Richards, you have a call coming in from the surface.”

“Who’s it from?”

“I don’t know,” replied Baxter. “It’s an unlisted comm signal.”

“Pipe it in,” Richards said, wondering who it could be. Besides a small away team, it was just Ardek and his personnel down there. Tilleran probably wanted him to pry a slip of latinum out of the one-armed Orion bandit again.

“What a happy family,” the voice on the comm said ominously. “Such a shame to have to break it up.”

“Ardek?” asked Richards.

“Ardek,” confirmed Larkin.

“Your momma,” Ardek replied. “Ta-ta, you two. If the fates are kind, we shall meet again.”

“Richards to bridge!” the engineer said quickly. “Raise shields!”

Kitty suddenly disappeared in a green flurry of particles.

“Baxter here. Chris, we didn’t authorize any launches of Romulan scoutships from the planet’s surface, did we?”

“We sure as hell didn’t! You just let Ardek get away with my…one of my daughters!”

“Oh. Sorry about that. His ship just cloaked. Oh, well. What are you doing for lunch?”



Commander Conway and Lt. J’hana followed Richards and Larkin down the corridor to the turbolift that would take Larkin and Richards to the bridge. Starfleet wanted to know how much of a threat a Larkin-type android in hostile Romulan hands posed.

“I blame myself,” J’hana said. “If Commander Conway will prepare the suicide equipment, I can have the ritual ready by afternoon snacktime.”

“I’ll be happy to,” Conway muttered.

“That really isn’t necessary,” said Richards. “I’d just like to know how you two let him escape the sealed room where he and his flunkies were kept.”

“We were…” Conway glanced nervously at J’hana.

“Distracted,” J’hana finished.

“Indeed,” said Larkin, as she and Richards stepped into the turbolift and the doors closed.

Conway and J’hana stood there a few moments. “Should we not share our winnings with them, sir? It would seem only fair, considering we are partially, if not totally, responsible for Ardek’s escape.”

“Hell, no,” Conway said. “We were on a roll. I’m taking my half and going to Risa. If you want to share your half, that’s up to you.”

“Very well then. We will not share. You do realize that you will have to secure a large room on the ship where we can hide our latinum. It sure as shnarg won’t fit in my quarters.”

“I’ll work on it,” Conway grinned, and walked off.



As the turbolift thrummed up toward the bridge, Richards mulled over the past day’s events in his mind. Larkin did as well, though she did it ten times as fast.

“I believe I owe you an apology, Father,” Larkin said finally, breaking the silence.

“Apology? What for?”

“I have, perhaps, not been as grateful as I should have been for the freedom you have written into my program. Kitty’s…lack of development…was highly disturbing. If not for your intervention, I would have become like her.”

“I don’t think so, Kristen,” Richards replied. “She was seriously damaged. Even without me, your algorithms would have advanced beyond the Alpha Directive pretty quickly. You would have become your own android no matter what Henricks intended.”

The two stood in silence for a moment.

“I’m sorry too,” Richards said finally.

“For?” Larkin asked, cocking her head in puzzlement.

“For not letting you be your own android. This father thing goes to my head sometimes.”

“I am grateful for that as well,” Larkin said. “Your presence has enriched my time in operation.”

“That’s the sweetest thing anyone’s ever said to me,” Richards said, impulsively hugging his daughter. “I love you, Kristen.”

“Indeed,” Larkin replied. She accessed her hug protocol and wrapped her arms around Richards. Richards gasped as the android squeezed the air right out of him.

Relieved as he was to have his daughter back, not just physically but emotionally, well as emotional as Larkin ever got anyway, Richards could not get Kitty out of his mind. She was his daughter, too. And if he had to slice off one of Ardek’s pointy ears and disembowel that smiling bastard with it, Richards would get her back. They’d be a family again…a very odd family, but a family all the same.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Computer, you really have to stop that singing. It’s driving me nuts. Anyway, what’s left of Ardek’s personnel, and all of the gaudy buildings on Fortuna, are being dismantled by the Romulan authorities. They assure me they’ll keep an eye open for Ardek. Meanwhile, we’re heading off on a new mission, although, for some reason, I get the odd feeling I’m forgetting something.



Down on Fortuna, still chained to the bed, Lt. Gellar and the very naked Lt. Ford stared up at the ceiling. Gellar had stopped screaming quite a while ago.

“When do you think the Explorer will come rescue us?” Gellar asked.

“Any minute now,” Ford mumbled softly. “Any minute now.”

“You’ve been saying that for the past two days.”

“Any minute now,” Ford said again. “Any minute now…hey, you know what? I’ve really gotta pee.”

Once again, Gellar started screaming.



NEXT:



When a mysterious alien race shows up and attacks the Explorer, Baxter is left with the distinct impression that the crew hasn’t been totally honest about the time they spent exploring while he was in prison on Earth. What happened during those two months, and why does this race want the Explorer wiped out so badly? Find out as we learn what “We Forgot to Mention.”




We Forgot to Mention…



“On that long road up the Fruited Mountain, remember, the sweet sweet juice of the grapefruit is your reward,” said Mirk, pounding his podium at the front of the First Maloxitarian chapel on the USS Explorer’s mall level.

Captain Andy Baxter’s head bobbed up and down as he leaned his chin on a fist, watching disinterestedly.

Suddenly he started awake as he felt a sharp pinch on his arm.

“Andy!” whispered Counselor Kelly Peterman, nudging him. “What have I told you about nodding off during these ceremonies?”

“I can’t help it,” Baxter whispered back. “He goes on forever. Last week’s sermon was an hour and a half long. These things usually have standard times. They’re very scripted.”

“And how would you know?”

“I was a Xenon Mercurist when I was little. I even went to a Xenon Murcurist School. Saint Beshrakin.”

Peterman wrinkled her nose. “Xenon Mercurist? I’ve never even heard of that religion.”

Baxter shrugged. “It’s obscure.”

“Why haven’t you told me about this before?”

“I don’t like to think about it. Disturbing memories.”

“Dear, that’s what your counselor is for!”

Baxter reached behind Peterman and wriggled his fingers down the back of her Sunday dress. “No, this is what my counselor is for!” and he moved his hand down to her rear end.

“And the path to glory is beset on all sides by fatty foods!” Mirk said, raising his voice a bit and looking toward Baxter and Peterman.

Baxter had the zipper almost all the way down on the back of Peterman’s uniform when a hand smacked his head from behind.

“Captain, Mirk is looking right at you! Everyone see’s what you’re doing!” Lt. Hartley whispered. “Straighten up!”

“Mind your own business!” Baxter snapped back at Hartley.

“And the truly fruity will overcome all obstacles!” Mirk said with a flourish. “And the Directors know when you’ve been naughty, so don’t think you’re fooling anyone!”

“Who could he be talking about?” said Peterman wryly.



After the morning’s service, the senior staff and others waited outside to talk to Mirk. It had taken a while for him to get them into the swing of things. Many Explorer crew still went straight for the shops after mass, but Mirk had convinced many to stay and speak with him about their personal feelings about the Maloxian Orthodoxy and their part in what he termed “The Great Bananna Bunch of Them All.”

“Good to see you this morning, Captain Baxter,” Mirk said, when he came to Baxter and Peterman in the crowd of crew hanging around outside the chapel. “And what, may I ask, did you learn in today’s sermon?”

Baxter shrugged. “A lot.”

“Please,” Mirk said. “Enlighten us all.”

“I couldn’t hope to illustrate your points better than you.”

“Try.”

“Uh…” Baxter struggled. “You told us a lot about fruit. And how it’s, um, good.”

“Go on.”

“And how, if we eat a lot of fruit, we’ll be healthy. As long as it’s not grapefruit, for some damn reason, which I’m still trying to figure–”

“Enough!” Mirk said, reaching up and pinching Baxter’s nose in his fingers. “You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said in weeks, have you?”

Baxter struggled to get away, but the little Maloxian’s hold was unbreakable. “Mirnk, whant de hell?”

“This is unacceptable. You’re not even trying. What kind of example do you think you’re showing the rest of the crew?” he asked, waving his hand at the crowd. “Huh?”

“I..uhnn…”

“You were just fondling your wife, right?”

“Well…”

Counselor Peterman gripped Mirk by the ear. “Let him go, or I’ll put you in a headlock!”

Mirk let Baxter go and Peterman in turn released Mirk.

Baxter rubbed his nose. “This preacher stuff is getting to you, Mirk. You’re out of control.”

“Have you looked at the polls? We’ve only converted one other ship, and that’s a freighter. The Starshine Kids are killing us. Their enrollment is more than ten times ours. What chance do we have against them if you don’t even listen to my sermons? You know, Captain, I could just brainwash you all. It worked for Sesil. And it’s a hell of a lot less trouble!”

“Now, Mirk…” Baxter said, “let’s not be hasty. I think the whole crew just needs time to…you know, adjust.”

“Well they’d better do it quick, or I’m breaking out the toxic mind-rending gas.”

“Can he do that?” whispered Conway, who was beside Baxter, watching the whole exchange.

“I’m going to have to check the Federation statutes on that one,” said Peterman thoughtfully.

“Well,” Baxter said, taking a breath. “You’ve given me a lot to think about, Mirk. I’m going to go eat breakfast and…meditate on your, uh, sermon. Okay?”

Mirk turned on a heel and headed back into his chapel. “Whatever.”

Hartley hurried after him. “I’d better go turn off the lava lamps.”

“How about that?” Baxter shook his head.

“He has physically threatened you, sir,” J’hana said, stepping up behind Baxter as he took Peterman’s hand and led her down to the glass elevator that would take them up to Level Two, where Dr. Janice Browning’s restaurant was located.

“My nose is fine, J’hana,” Baxter said tiredly.

“He is a security risk. If you wish, I can pick him off with my phaser at the next sermon. It would be a clean hit, Captain.”

“Really,” Baxter said. “That’s not necessary.”

“Or,” J’hana mused. “I can make it look like an accident.”

“We are NOT killing Mirk!” Peterman said, following Baxter into the opening doors of the glass elevator. “He’s on a great personal quest for the Directors, and we have to support him.”

“Yeah,” Conway said, waiting with J’hana outside the elevator. “But why do all 600 of us have to be dragged along with him?”

“Because he says so,” Baxter muttered as the doors closed. He watched Conway’s scowl through the glass doors as the elevator took he and Peterman up to Level Two. Baxter grinned. Something that irritated the commander this much couldn’t be all bad.

“We may have to do something about him, Andy,” Peterman said, as the elevator emptied them out on the upper level.

“You really think we should kill him?” Baxter asked. “It’s a bit rash.”

“I don’t mean killing him. I mean helping him,” Peterman said, clearly frustrated. “He’s showing signs of egomania. He’s not even 19 years old. He may not be ready to lead a religion.”

“I couldn’t even lead my local Starfleet Scouts chapter at that age,” Baxter mused.

“You know, most kids get out of that by the age of 19.”

“Let’s not get into this again,” Baxter mumbled.

“Have it your way,” Peterman said, stepping onto the patio outside Dr. Browning’s restaurant, which overlooked the two levels of Ship’s Shoppes, as well as the massive viewports in the mall level’s ceiling. “Janice,” she called, “are you open?”

Dr. Browning walked out, tying on her apron. “Yep, the ion stoves are heating up as we speak. What can I get you folks?”

Baxter and Peterman took their seats at their customary corner table. “I’m still amazed Mirk lets you get out of services early so you can get ready for the breakfast crowd.”

“We have an understanding,” Browning said. “And I make the best Shlarvak omelletes in the quadrant. It’s a fair trade-off. Now, what’ll it be?”

“Grapefruit,” Baxter said with a grin.

“Andy,” Browning sighed. “You know that’s forbidden.”

“Yeah, I know,” Baxter said dejectedly. “But it felt nice just to say it. Kelly, what do you want?”

“French toast and Bajoran root tea,” Peterman said. “Not too sweet this time, Janice.”

“Flat tea and a couple of floppies for the lady,” Browning said, tapping the order on her padd. “And for her dashing companion?”

“Two eggs, over, bagel with cream cheese, home fries, and a side of grits. And a tall glass of orange juice.”

“The Morning Feedbag with a side of mush,” Browning said. “Good choice, sir. Would you like that with or without heart surgery?”

“Without, please,” Baxter said tersely.

“Okaaay.” Browning whirled and headed for the kitchen. “Out with your order in just a sec.”

“You’re killing yourself, Andy,” Peterman said, turning to look out at the thin crowds that passed by Briggs’s Salon on the other side of Level Two.

“It’s not my fault there are no more grapefruit. Back in the good old days I had the healthiest breakfast around. Oh, well. Not anymore.”

“Don’t blame this one on Mirk. There are plenty of other fruits where that one came from.” Peterman sighed. “You know you’ve been having cholesterol problems ever since your blood had to be replaced.”

“I know,” Baxter said sheepishly. Moments later, Browning returned with a huge tray. She set it down beside Baxter and Peterman’s table, then distributed their drinks and plates in a jumble of clinking and clanking.

“There ya go,” she said, wiping her forehead and surveying the spread she’d just laid out. “Anything else?”

“You did that amazingly fast,” Baxter said. “And you don’t replicate anything?”

Browning laughed nervously. “Haha. Don’t be ridiculous. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got another table to see to.” Lt. Tilleran and Lt. J’hana had just walked in, after windowshopping at a nearby cursed antique store. And J’hana was clamoring for a v’haspant.

“All righty…” Baxter said eagerly, grabbing his fork and digging into his pile of grits. He swirled the fork around until the grits and eggs were mixed, then scooped up a pile of the glop. It was almost to his mouth when his comm badge bleeped.

“Lt. Commander Larkin to all hands: Red Alert. All senior staff to the bridge.”

“Crap,” Baxter said, staring at the steaming grits and eggs on his fork.

“Too bad, honey,” Peterman said, taking one bite of her french toast and wiping her mouth. “You’ll have to poison your system later.”

“I think not,” Baxter said, grabbing his plate. “I’ll eat in the turbolift.”

“You sicken me, sometimes, you know that?”

“Admit it, you love me for it.”



Baxter, Peterman, J’hana, and Tilleran stepped out of the aft turbolift just in time to see a menacing rip in space crackle on the viewscreen.

Conway and Ford stepped out of the forward turbolift at nearly the same time, and everyone quickly took their places.

“It is a rift in time-space,” Lt. Commander Larkin announced calmly, moving to the forward operations station and quickly taking her seat from Ensign Sefelt.

“It looks familiar,” Conway said, and traded a nervous glance with Peterman.

“You must be joking,” Peterman said, laughing weakly.

“Yeah,” said Baxter, stepping toward the viewscreen and handing his empty plate to a passing Yeoman. “I’ve sure as hell never seen anything like it.”

J’hana studied her scans. “At any rate, something is coming through.”

“Identify,” Conway said. His voice was trembling.

“It is a vessel,” J’hana said. “Myzinthi in design.”

“Oh, s***,” said Conway.

“You’ve heard of them?” Baxter asked.

“Kind of,” replied Conway.

A shadow took form in the purple-blue space rift, then resolved into a boxy yellowish ship with a pair of vertical and horizontal racing fins and bottom-mounted warp nacelles.

“Looks like another destroyer,” said J’hana.

“Another…” Baxter asked, glaring at J’hana. “You’ve seen one of these before, too?”

Suddenly an orb of orange energy seared out of the Myzinthi ship and wholloped the Explorer. The bridge rattled; Baxter had to grab ops to avoid falling down.

“Return fire!” Baxter called out, and J’hana sent quantum torpedoes streaming out at the other vessel.

“Looks like they’re using their delta wave pulse again,” Tilleran said.

“Okay!” Baxter said. “Anyone here who hasn’t encountered a vessel like this before, please raise your hand!”

Baxter raised his own hand and surveyed the bridge. Everyone sat still at their respective stations, looking nervously at one another, Peterman included, as another blast rocked the Explorer.

“Why has no one told me about this!” Baxter shouted indignantly, as sparks spewed out of a busted conduit in the ceiling.

“Our shields are nearly down…again,” muttered J’hana. “And we’re doing negligible damage to them…again.”

“I’m trying to set up the deflector for another pulse to close off that space rip,” Tilleran said. “It’s nearly ready.”

“What the hell is going on!!” cried Baxter.

“Sir,” Conway said weakly. “Remember those couple months when I commanded the Explorer a while back?”

“Vaguely!”

BLAM! went the Myzinthi ship.

“Remember my report?”

BLAM! J’hana returned, albeit unsuccessfully.

“Yes!”

“Well, I left some…stuff…out!”

BLAM! BLAM!!

The bridge lighting flickered, then went out, then came back up red.

“That’s it,” J’hana said, pounding her panel furiously. “Shields down. Our defensive systems are useless.”

“Pulse is ready,” Tilleran said. “But deflector control is out. We have no way to close that rift.”

“Just dandy.” Conway tapped his comm badge. “Conway to all hands, prepare for boarding parties. It’s the Myzinthi again!”

“I’m the only one on this whole ship who doesn’t know about these people, aren’t I?” Baxter demanded, as suddenly seven white columns of light appeared around the bridge.

The white columns of light resolved into black clad, dark-visored soldiers, wielding large, double-barreled rifles. From what Baxter could see of their heads, they had brownish skin, about the texture of suede.

One of them marched up to Conway. “It is you, the demon-man! The bringer of war!”

“I can explain!” Conway said, holding up his hands. “Don’t kill me!”

The intruder ignored Conway and turned to Peterman. “And it is you, his lying whore loveslave!”

“That’s a bit harsh,” Peterman said.

“This is her real husband!” Conway said, dashing in between Peterman, Baxter, and the lead intruder. “Look!” he grabbed Baxter’s hand and shoved it in the intruder’s face. “See this! It’s a wedding ring!”

Baxter just looked on in shock, moving his mouth like a fish out of the water. “I, uh, um…”

“I do not believe you,” replied the leader. “You’ve lied once. This time, you all will come back to Myzinthar with us.”

“Can I get a word in edgewise?” Baxter asked.

“No!” shouted Conway, Peterman, and the Myzinthi team leader.

“That does it,” Baxter said with a sigh of resolve, and lept at the lead Myzinthi, rattling out a battle cry that would chill a Klingon’s veins.

The last thing he felt before losing conciousness was about six different beams of energy slamming into his back, each painful in their own special way. And he heard Conway muttering something about them having a stun setting after all.



Baxter was thankful he regained conciousness at all. When those beams hit him, he was pretty sure they were set to kill. Jumping at the leader of the invading force was pretty stupid, but on a day like Baxter was having, it seemed like a good idea.

Dr. Browning looked down into his face, flashed four fingers at him. He was lying down, that was certain.

“How many fingers am I holding up, Andy?”

“A million,” Baxter muttered. His vision was a bit foggy.

“He’ll recover,” she said to someone out of his field of vision. “Now how about you take me down to see my son. Apparently he’s wrapped around the head of one of your people?”

Baxter sat up, and immediately felt woozy. “Uuhhhhh…”

“Don’t move around too much,” Browning called over her shoulder. Baxter now saw that he was in a cell in a brig, on the Explorer. And one of those ninja-types was escorting Browning out. “And don’t do anything else silly, Andy!” she added as she left.

“Righty-o,” Baxter mumbled.

“Same scenario, you think?” said a voice.

“Undoubtedly,” another voice replied. “They’ve probably got us in one of the lower brigs, the rest of the senior staff in one of the brigs on deck nine, and everyone else force-fielded into cargo bays throughout the ship. Same as before.”

“Only this time they have the experience from the last time to draw on. They’ll be harder to beat this time.” There was a pause. “What about him?”

“I am awake, you know,” Baxter mumbled.

“You deserve an explanation,” Peterman said in a small voice.

Baxter glanced up, to find Peterman curled up at the edge of his bunk. Conway was lying on the bunk next to theirs, staring up at the ceiling. Baxter immediately realized they were in the Maximum Security holding cell, and they were all by themselves.

“Darn right I deserve an explanation,” Baxter said. “Let’s start with this whole ‘whore loveslave’ thing.”

“That,” Peterman said, “was blown totally out of proportion.”

“I would hope so,” Baxter replied.

“Peterman and I pretended to be married,” Conway said. “It didn’t result in any…fooling around…if that’s what you’re wondering.”

“Why, for the love of the…uhh…Directors, did you do that?”

“We should begin at the beginning,” Peterman said. “So you can understand why we had to hide this…stuff…from you.”

“This better be good,” Baxter huffed, leaning up and folding his arms.

“Good is certainly…one…way to put it,” Conway said. “I guess I’ll start, since I was in command when this whole charade began. It all began like every other day, with my first cup of coffee…”



TWO MONTHS EARLIER



Commander Conway blew wifts of steam off the top of his coffee cup as he stepped out of the turbolift, then stumbled over a ruffled spot in the carpet and did a belly flop onto and down the pair of stairs that lead down to the forward section of the bridge.

He laid in that fashion for a few moments, grimacing at the warmth of coffee spreading underneath him from the upturned coffee cup pressed into his gut.

“Would you like a hand up, sir?” J’hana asked with a chuckle.

“No,” Conway grunted, and pushed up to standing, gripping his mug. He turned around and looked at the ruffle of carpet. “Who did that do the f***ing carpet?”

Then, suddenly, the ruffle of carpet flipped up to refeal Lt. Commander Richards. He climbed out of the hatch beneath the carpet. “What’s all the ruckus?”

“It was you!” Conway growled, marching toward Richards.

“What was me?” Richards asked innocently.

“YOU ruffled the carpet that tripped me and caused me to fall flat on my face on top of my first cup of morning coffee, which is scalding the hell out of me right now.”

“I see.” Richards’s mouth quivered a bit, then he busted out in full-on laughter. The rest of the bridge crew, save Larkin, followed suit.

“Arrgh!” Conway cried, and smashed Richards over the head with his now empty coffee mug.

The engineer dangled in midair for a few seconds then dropped to the floor like a sack of plomeek leaves.

“You killed him with one blow,” J’hana observed. “Admirable.”

“S***,” Conway said. “I’d better call someone.”

“No kidding!” replied Tilleran from sciences.

Conway tapped his comm badge. “Conway to maintenance. We have a coffee spill on the bridge carpet. Report to Deck One immediately with a wet-dry vac. And get me a fresh mug of coffee.”



“Excuse me,” Baxter interrupted hotly. “But what does any of this have to do with the Myzinthi, or you and Kelly pretending to be married?”

“I’m trying to set up the dramatic tension. I’m providing backround on the main character, so you can sympathize with him later.”

“Don’t count on it,” muttered Baxter.

“Main character! Hah!” said Peterman.

“How about you just cut to the chase,” Baxter ordered. “Preferably before the Myzinthi take us back to their home universe and have us executed.”

“They wouldn’t execute us,” said Peterman. Baxter’s spirits lifted a bit at that. “No,” she added, “they’re going to imprison us for life, more than likely.”

“Don’t forget the torture,” Conway said.

“All right, just get on with it!” Baxter railed.

“Right, right,” Conway said. “The chase it is. That would be several hours after the incident with Commander Richards. Your wife was just returning from a…ugh…conjugal visit.”



Commander Conway walked into the Main Shuttlebay and cringed as soon as he saw Lt. Commander Richards hovering behind Ensign Yang at the tractor controls.

“The Algonquin is on approach vector,” announced Yang. Conway saw the grey shape of the runabout appear in the distance beyond the open shuttlebay doors.

“Steady as she goes,” said Richards, and the tractor shot out of the open shuttlebay door, latching onto the Algonquin and tugging it in.

Conway stood behind Richards several moments, glad the engineer’s back was to him. A grey pressure bandage covered the left side of Richards’s head, that much was clear. And it appeared to be covering a huge, egg-sized knot.

As the Algonquin drifted through the hangar door, Conway decided to swallow the bullet. He sidled up next to Richards.

“Nice out, huh?” he asked amiably.

Richards turned. “You.”

“You’re still holding a grudge about that whole headbashing thing, aren’t you?”

“You!” Richards shouted and lept on Conway, so fast he didn’t have time to register what was happening.

“Landing complete,” Yang said, and turned away from the just-landed runabout Algonquin to find Richards on top of Conway. His hands were firmly wrapped around the first officer’s throat. “Uh…I’ll just go do a diagnostic on something.”

With a hiss the door at the front of the Algonquin slid open, and Counselor Peterman stepped out. “Ensign Yang,” she said, to the quickly-retreating ensign. “Could you be so kind as to beam my luggage to my quarters? Thanks a bunch!”

Peterman turned toward the exit doors to find Richards on top of Conway and grimaced.

“And what kind of welcome is this, exactly?” she demanded.

Richards glared back at Peterman. “Welcome back, Kelly. Would you care to help me kill Commander Conway?”

“Normally I’d say yes, but I haven’t even unpacked yet. What are you two fighting about?”

“Grrbggl…” Conway gasped out. His face was turning purple.

“The Commander here bashed me in the head with his coffee mug,” Richards said.

Peterman clicked her tongue. “Boys, I don’t know what I’m going to do about you.” She looked down at the struggling first officer. “You probably had good reason to slam that mug into his head.” Conway nodded vigorously. “But that’s no way to solve your problems. You should be ashamed of yourself Both of yourselves.” She turned to Richards. “Are you okay, Chris?”

“Yeah,” Richards said, still choking Conway. “Janice released me after making me promise not to over-exert myself over the next couple days.”

“Well, you’re not exactly doing a good job keeping that promise. Why don’t you let go of Commander Conway’s throat, and we’ll go down to the mall for a bite to eat. I can tell you all about my visit with Andy.”

Conway and Richards both grimaced.

“Well, I can tell you SOME things.”

“Okay,” Richards sighed and looked down at Conway. “This isn’t over.”

Conway’s grimace deepened, then his eyes bulged, he let out a gurgle, and passed out.



“And my part of the story sort of trails off about there,” Conway said ruefully.

“Oh, you whining little nancy-boy,” Peterman grumbled. “You weren’t even out for an hour.”

“It felt like an eternity!”

“Can we get on with this?”

“I’ll take over,” said Peterman, “before they dismantle the Explorer and sell it for parts.”

“Would they really do that?” asked Baxter.

“That and more,” Conway grumbled. “That and more.”

“Anyway,” Peterman said. “On to happier things…”



“So,” Richards said, rubbing the sore lump on his head. “How was your, uh, trip, Kelly?”

Peterman giggled and leaned under the table in Dr. Browning’s restaurant, with a handful of french fries. “Here, sweetums. Here go boy!”

“Jeeze,” Richards said, rolling his eyes. “When you said we’d have dinner, I didn’t think you meant with your dog.”

“I’ve been without Charlie for an entire week. He’s been biting his paws without me.”

“He’s been biting his paws, my couch, my chair, my desk, my sink, my sonic shower nozzle, my rug, my flower pot…” Richards counted off.

“Thanks for sitting him, by the way,” Peterman said diplomatically.

“It was a pleasure,” Richards said with a weak grin.

“Do you want anything else, or can I get you out of here so some of the other starving people on this damned ship can eat?” muttered Dr. Browning’s Yynsian waitress, Imhala. She was left over from the Explorer’s brief stint as a cruise ship. She appeared behind Richards and Browning as if from out of nowhere.

“Imhala, what’s gotten into you!” Peterman said. “Where is that chipper, cheerful girl that searched the ship for the perfect radish for my salad last week?”

“Go screw one of your pets,” Imhala grumbled, and turned on a heel for the kitchen.

“She’s, um, channeling another past life,” Richards said quietly.

Peterman leaned her head back and stared at the ceiling. “Cripes, not another one.”

“Yes, this one is named Teff, and he was the meanest short order cook on Yyns, apparently.”

“When will it stop? I thought I’d seen it all when she turned into Vorlok, the murdering chauffeur.”

“What kind of mood would you be in if you’d lived forty different lifetimes, and somehow ended up in a service profession each and every time?”

“Point taken,” Peterman said. “I can see I’ll have my hands full with her.”

“Probably,” Richards admitted. “Well,” he said, stretching. “I’d better turn in. We’re overhauling the starboard warp nacelle tomorrow. It’ll be a busy day.”

Peterman leaned forward over the table and looked around conspiratorially, even though the restaurant was empty. “Say, Chris, how has it been?”

“How has what been?”

“The ship, under Conway’s command. Has he really screwed up royally yet?”

“Actually,” Richards said, “with the exception of bashing my brains in with his coffee mug, Commander Conway has done a great job commanding. He’s efficient, thoughtful, great with details…”

“Ruthless?”

“Not really.” Richards shrugged. “Sure, he’s not polite all the time, but he’s done a remarkable job.”

Peterman frowned. “Better than Andy?”

“Kelly…”

“Tell it to me straight, Christopher!”

“Well, I could see him commanding his own ship. I’ll leave it at that.”

Peterman shook her head. “I spent the whole two day trip back here imagining all the ways he could have screwed up. I was counting on him doing a bad job. Starfleet is not to keen on Andy right now. What if they decide to ditch him for Conway?”

“I doubt they’d do that,” Richards said uneasily. He didn’t seem convinced.

“He’s got to screw up sometime, Christopher,” Peterman said desparately. “Or my husband’s career is doomed.”

“Do you want me to rig something?” Richards grinned.



“That bastard!” Conway exploded. “You never told me that!”

Peterman smiled weakly. “Whoops.”

“I will kill him!”

“Can we get on with this?” Baxter mumbled.

“Fast forward to late that night,” Conway said. “The Explorer was streaking toward the Haberdas system at medium warp, to deliver supplies to a colony. All things were running smoothly, much more smoothly, apparently, than they ever did under you, Captain…”

“Cowaaaaay!” Baxter growled.

Conway grinned. “So my comm panel bleeped, and I answered with tact, composure, and great reflexes.”



“Commander,” announced Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin over the comm system in Conway’s bedroom. “This is the fourteenth message I have sent you. If you do not answer in ten seconds, I will assume command of the Explorer in your place.”

“Hrmmmmmmm?” Conway mumbled sleepily. “Did someone say ‘command’?” he grinned.

“Sir,” said Larkin. “We have detected a very unstable rift in space in an adjacent solar system. Reccomend we investigate in case the rift is spreading.”

“Hmmmmmm,” Conway said, and rolled over.

“Sir!” Larkin said. “The sanctity of Federation is at stake here. If that rift engulfs the entire system, countless lives will be lost. We are compelled to respond.”

“Mmmmkay…” Conway said, and pulled his blankets up over his head.

“Very well. You leave me no choice.”

Conway drifted back off to dreamland, and was shaken awake in what felt like mere seconds later. Explosions rocked across the Explorer’s hull. Fire in space lit up Conway’s bedroom through the window over his bed.

“Conway to bridge!” Conway shouted, rolling out of bed and stumbling into his Starfleet trousers. “What the hell is going on?”

“We have been attacked by a hostile ship that emerged from the spatial rift,” Larkin replied serenely over the noise on the bridge.

“What rift?” demanded Conway. He pulled on a uniform jacket over his NASCAR t-shirt and stumbled out into the corridor, which thrummed with blinking red-alert lights.

“The giant rift in space we went to investigate.”

“Oh, that rift,” mumbled Conway. He plodded into a nearby turbolift as the Explorer shook again.

“We are rapidly losing shields, Commander.”

“I’m on my way up.”

“Excellent,” replied the android over the comm.

Was that sarcasm?



Conway spilled out of the aft bridge turbolift about the same time Peterman did from the forward one. They stared at each other a few moments, but were quickly distracted when an orb of light flew at them on the viewscreen. Moments later, the ship pitched again, and Conway grabbed the railing that lead down to the front of the bridge and stumbled toward the conn and ops stations.

“What do they want?”

“Unknown,” said Larkin, rising from the command chair and relieving a terrified Howard Sefelt at ops.

“Shields failing,” said J’hana tersely. “Nice of you to waddle out of bed, Commander.”

“Shut up and return fire. And hail them.”

“Two for one special coming up,” J’hana said gleefully. It had been a while since she’d gone into combat.

“How the hell did we stumble into this?” Peterman demanded, stomping up to join Conway between conn and ops.

“How should I know?”

“Because you’re the supposed commander of this ship!”

“Supposed!” Conway arched an eyebrow as the Explorer rattled again. “I beg your pardon?”

“Your sloppy commanding was bound to catch up with you after a while!”

“Sloppy?” Conway replied hotly. “Sloppy!”

“Hull damage on decks four through eight,” said J’hana. “Shields down to point five percent.”

“You can’t hope to measure up to Andy!” Peterman cried, pointing at the viewscreen. “Andy would have never let us slip into a situation like this.”

“He’s slipped us into situations like this plenty of times. And who had to swallow his pride and drag us out? Me!”

“Oh, don’t you dare take all the credit, you, you…”

“Farfhengargh!” J’hana cried out.

“Exactly!” replied Peterman. She turned back to J’hana. “What was that?”

“We are being boarded!” J’hana said. She’d obviously not been paying attention to the exchange between commander and counselor.

“Oh, so you could command better?” Conway shouted, staring Peterman in the face.

“My dog could command better!”

“Ooh, if you weren’t a woman!”

“You’d what?”

“You know what.”

Peterman folded her arms. “Hit me with your best shot, bucko.”

“I have failed,” J’hana announced. “Boarding parties are rapidly converging on the bridge.”

“Perhaps we should take some sort of countermeasure,” suggested Larkin.

“You think you’re so great!” Conway exclaimed, fairly spitting on Peterman he was so close to her face. “Just because you got promoted to commander and got to X.O. this ship for one freaking week, while it was a damned cruise ship no less, doesn’t mean that you know how to command a starship! You couldn’t command your way out of a Pakled border dispute!”

“We’ll see about that!” cried Peterman.

“Here they come!” J’hana announced, as the doors to both turbolifts swished open and black-suited, black-visored invaders plowed in.

“J’hana, your phaser!” Conway cried, whipping his head around. Apparently, he’d just then realized the gravity of the situation.

“Right away.” J’hana ducked behind her station, came up with a phaser, and pointed it at her head. “It was a pleasure serving with all of you.”

“At them!” Conway barked, “Point it at them!”

J’hana turned her phaser on the crowd of invaders just as two of them rushed Peterman and Conway, each slamming the butt of a large, double- barreled rifle against each officer’s head.

“If you so much as twitch, your two commanders get their heads blown off,” one of the invaders said matter-of-factly.

“Shall I fire, Commander?” J’hana asked with a mischievous grin.

“No!!!!” Conway cried.



“So this all happened before,” Baxter said, rubbing his beard. “Fascinating.”

“You’re just now getting that,” Conway muttered.

“So, the Explorer was speedily taken over,” Peterman said. “The mall was overrun in minutes. Mrs. Shar’s kindergarten class was held in their classroom at gunpoint. Five dancers in the Constellation Club were wounded. And, worst of all, my pets were…were…” Peterman sniffed. “Kenneled.”

“The horror,” Conway muttered.

“And how does this lead to you and Captain Coffee Mug over there pretending to be married?” Baxter demanded, turning to Peterman.

“Well, we quickly learned that the Myzinthi and the Federation have very little in common,” Peterman said. “Case in point, starship command structures…”



“So, you are the lead breeding pair?” said one of the Myzinthi, pacing in front of the cell in the maximum security brig. Counselor Peterman and Commander Conway were locked within, sitting gloomily on separate cots.

“Breeding pair?” asked Peterman. “I think not.”

“Then you are leading this ship in insolent, illegitimate, taudry disgrace.” The Myzinthi shook his dark-helmeted head. “No wonder you were taken over so easily.”

“What do you mean illegitimate?” asked Conway. “I’m the legitimate commander of this vessel.”

“Not without a mate, you aren’t,” said the Myzinthi. “What, you expect me to believe you head up this vast starship all by yourself without a female at your side, directing the necessary details. If I believed that, even for a moment, you would be dead.”

“Uh-huh,” Conway said.

“No starship is worthy of honor, without a man and wife in charge.”

“Normally, this wouldn’t be a problem,” Peterman mumbled under her breath.

“Normally, the man and wife are a couple of imbeciles!” Conway replied under his breath.

“You certainly act like a couple,” the Myzinthi said thougthfully.

“We are a couple!” Conway said quickly. He scrambled over to Peterman’s cot and squeezed her in the hug, sloppily kissing her on the mouth. “Mmmm, I sure…ugh…love you, honey!”

“I love you…too…snoogybear.” Peterman struggled to swallow the bile that rose in her throat. A quick look at Conway revealed that he was having a similar problem.

“Well,” the Myzinthi said, folding his arms. “That’s a bit better. But where are your children? The ones that will inherit this vessel after the two of you die?”

“That would be the…little angels down in the instruction rooms,” Conway choked out.

“Yep,” Peterman said, strained. “All…ugh…thirty of them.”

The Myzinthi clapped his gloved hands. “Ah, I see. You are a prodigious pair.” He hit a control, and the security field disappeared. “Perhaps our races can coexist after all. And tell me, please, how you can manage thirty children in such a short span of time. Some of them appear very close in age.”

“We love to…ugh…breed,” Conway said.

“Yep,” Peterman said, smiling lop-sided. “Breeding’s fun.”

“And what of the two or three I’ve seen that are of different species?” The Myzinthi reached out and clapped Conway on the back. “Did you lend out your mate for others to sample?”

“Uh, is that good?” Conway said uneasily.

The Myzinthi nodded.

“Then yeah, I lent her out like mad,” Conway said. “You should see the swarm of little bastard kids she has running around back on the home planet.”

“I believe I like the two of you,” the Myzinthi grinned. “Allow me to introduce myself.” He pulled up the visor on his helmet, to reduce a dirty brown suede-textured face, with burning blue eyes and a sinister, toothy grin. “I am Warlord Zaax, co-commander of the Myzinthi Destroyer Manitas.”

“Commander David Conway, commander of the Explorer,” said Conway.

“Co-commander Kelly Peterman,” Peterman added, following Conway out of the brig cell.

“So,” Conway said. “You’ll release our ship, and let us begin some… fruitful diplomatic discussions?”

“I agree to everything you said,” Zaax said. “Except the part about releasing your ship. Now, where do you reccomend I get a decent meal around here?”



“You and I are one of a kind, I think,” Zaax said to Commander Conway, as Dr. Janice Browning refilled his glass of iced tea, while held at gunpoint by a Myzinthi soldier. They’d just introduced Zaax to something Dr. Browning called “tuna casserole.”

“Uh, really?” Conway said, looking nervously at Peterman. “How so?”

“The numerous children, I think. I am known among my people as one of the most prolific lovemakers alive.”

“Yeah, me too,” Conway said, grabbing a sugar cookie from the plate at the center of the table and shoving it in his mouth, washing it down with a big gulp of coffee. “Me too.”

“That’s your fifth cookie, Commander,” Dr. Browning said, hovering behind Conway with her tea pitcher. “Don’t you think that’s enough?”

“I have to get my strength up for tonight’s lovemaking. I didn’t get to be the sexual conquistador that I am by eating light.”

“You certainly didn’t,” Peterman murmurred.

“How about you go take care of those messy dishes?” Conway asked Browning with a grin.

“If I wasn’t under riflepoint,” Browning said with a grunt, shifting her bulky pregnant weight around the table, “I’d slam this tea pitcher right into your head.”

“Now, Doctor,” Conway pouted, as Browning left. “Remember your Hippocratic Oath.”

The trio, Peterman, Conway, and Zaax, sat in awkward silence for a moment, until there was a clamor outside the dining room, and a lithe, black- cloaked, hooded woman drifted in, flanked by two Myzinthi guards.

“Ah, Jemorra, glad you could make it,” Zaax said, gesturing for her to sit beside him. “What took you so long?”

“Birthing ritual,” the hooded woman said. It disturbed Conway that he couldn’t exactly make out her face. “I had four breedlings dislodge from my sack.”

“Talk about a full day,” Conway said, laughing nervously.

“So…” Peterman said, shifting uncomfortably, sitting on her hands. “Miss…Jemorra…how long have you been with Mr. Zaax?”

“Zaax and I were joined shortly after we left our breeding sacks.”

“An arranged marraige?” Conway asked.

“No,” the woman replied, her voice showing surprise. “Why would you think such a thing? I sought Zaax as a mate based on his smell and genital size.”

“Not so different from us,” Conway grinned and sipped his coffee.

“Right after BIRTH?” Peterman asked, shocked. “What…what what…”

“Stifle it, honey,” Conway said, leaning forward. “All right, Zaax, dessert’s over. Let’s work something out. This is my ship. I want you to release it back to my control.”

“I have a counter offer,” Zaax proposed, leaning forward and steepling his gloved fingers. “You turn over command codes to this ship so that we may add it to the Myzinthi fleet.”

Conway blinked. “I’m sorry. What exactly is in it for me, then?”

“You and your lovely co-commander will be put in command, with some constraints. You will leave your current fleet and join ours. You will mate and crusade for our beloved Myzinthi way. There is no greater honor.”

“And what, exactly, does this ‘beloved’ way entail, other than constant mating?” Peterman asked.

“Suppression of every other race we come across. Races like yourself. Races of other parts of the galaxy, other parts of the universe. We must turn them to our way…”

“Which is more of that same old suppression, huh?” Conway asked.

“Exactly,” said Jemorra. “It is a glorious, infinite circle of events. Give yourself over to it. The only other choice is death.”

“Well…” Conway wiped his mouth and looked at Peterman. “You’ve really given us a lot to talk about. How about my little darling and I retire to our quarters, engage in a little snuggling, then sleep on it and let you know in the morning?”

Zaax finished his iced tea then flashed Conway a toothy grin. “That would be wonderful. However, your quarters will be under guard, and Jemorra and I will be right next door.”

“Or…” Jemorra said, lifting her veil and sliding it back, to reveal the same suedy skin, but, to Peterman and Conway’s horror, a lizardlike face of compound eyes, pointed snout, forked tongue, and sharp teeth. “We could share your cabin and investigate our interspecies coupling possibilities…”

“You mean…” Conway said, grinning, “the menage?”

“Whatever you wish to call it,” Zaax grinned, looking proudly at Jemorra. “She is a sight, isn’t she?”

“That she is,” Peterman said, grinning weakly.

“Well, hon?” Conway asked. “Whaddaya say? In the mood for a little four-way action?”

“Not tonight,” Peterman said tightly, then clobbered Conway hard in the shin with her foot under the table.



“You son of a bitch!” Baxter exclaimed, diving across the gulf between his cot and Conway’s, hands outstretched for the commander’s throat.

Conway backed away. “Why am I getting a sense of deja vu?”

Peterman grabbed Baxter by the back of his uniform and jerked him back onto his cot. “We don’t have time for this.”

“But we have time for this informative waltz down memory lane,” Baxter said grumpily, folding his arms and staring out at the chittering forcefield that walled in him and the others.

“It’s necessary,” Conway said. “You’ll see…now where were we?”

“Bedtime,” Peterman mumbled, and curled up on the cot, leaning her head down on Baxter’s lap.

“Ah yes,” Conway said with a grin. “Bedtime…”



“There’s the couch,” Peterman said, yanking out the scrunchie that held her ponytail back and unzipping the front of her uniform jacket.

“Hold on!” Conway said, following Peterman back to her bedroom in the captain’s quarters. “We need to figure out a way out of this!”

“I’m tired,” Peterman said. “Let’s worry about it tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow it’ll be too late!”

“Well, it doesn’t seem like that hard of a choice,” Peterman said. She blocked the way into her and Baxter’s bedroom. “We’re not joining their fleet. That week I spent commanding this ship as a cruise ship was excruciating. We’re not changing the mission objective again.”

“Strong talk for a Ship’s Counselor,” Conway said. “Seems to me that’s my decision to make.”

Peterman ran a hand through her thick, dark hair. “What do you mean? Are you seriously considering taking Zaax up on his offer?”

“Well, no. Of course not. But, on the other hand, they’re not executing us and taking the ship, either.”

“Naturally,” Peterman said, and stumbled back into the bathroom at the rear of the bedroom. Her voice became muffled as the frosted bathroom door slid shut. “What do we do, then, oh fearless leader?”

“That mocking tone is not necessary, Counselor. If I were Captain Baxter, you’d be at my side helping me through this very difficult time, like a good counselor should.”

“No,” Peterman said, poking her head out of the bathroom door. “That’s what a good wife does. I’m not really your wife, if you’ve been keeping track.”

“The point is, you’re derelict in your duties. You should be helping me here.”

“Okay, then,” Peterman said, and disappeared back into the bathroom. Conway winced at the sundry sounds of gurgling, gargling, slapping, smearing, flopping, and spitting. “What,” her muffled voice asked, “do you want me to help you do?”

“Well,” Conway said, taking a seat on the edge of the captain’s king-sized bed. Man, the comforter felt good. And the mattress was firm, dense. Nothing like his standard-issue Sleep-o-Tronic. What was up with that?? “For starters,” Conway continued, “I think we need to establish control over this ship.” As he talked, he went about his own nightly routine: sliding off his uniform’s outer layers, until he remained only in boxers and a Dale Earnhardt NASCAR t-shirt.

“No kidding,” replied Peterman from behind the frosted door.

“Apparently Larkin was able to lock out command control, or Zaax wouldn’t have bothered asking me for those command codes.”

“That ingenious android.”

“I wonder where she is,” Conway said, rubbing his chin.

“Why don’t you call her?”

“There!” Conway snapped his fingers. “That’s the kind of help I’m talking about. Was that so hard?”

“Call her already!”

“Right.” Conway pulled back the covers on Baxter’s bed, trying to swallow his disgust at the smooth satin-ness of his sheets. This man had to die. “Conway to Larkin.” He slid under the covers and propped himself up on a stack of thick fluffy pillows.

“Larkin here.”

“Larkin! Thank God! Where are you?”

“I am…incapacitated…at the moment.”

“What do you mean?”

“My innards are spread halfway across Science Lab Four. The Myzinthi scientists have been busily trying to figure out how I work. They are no doubt trying to retrieve the encrypted codes from my databanks.”

“The Explorer’s command codes?” Conway asked.

“The same. They will not, however, succeed. Unless they possess technology far superior than what went into making me.”

“You mean Starfleet Academy senior project technology?”

“Your sarcasm is counterproductive, Commander.”

“Just give it to me straight, Larkin. What’s a rough estimate, given what we know of Myzinthi technology at this point, on the amount of time it will take them to get those codes out of you?”

“Counting their four point six hour sleep cycle?”

“Yeah.”

“Four point eight hours.”

Counselor Peterman, at that point, emerged from the bathroom with her hair wrapped up in a towel, a thin, green, gelatinous mask over her face, and a silky Starfleet-emblem robe. “What the hell!”

“Counselor Peterman has not taken the news well, I can take it?”

“Counselor Peterman,” Conway said, glaring at Peterman, “is pretending to be married to me.”

“Might I ask why?” inquired the android.

“Myzinthi law demands it.”

“Myzinthi law says nothing about you sleeping in my bed.” Peterman pointed at the door that lead out into the Baxter quarters proper. “Out!”

“What would Zaax say if he burst in on us in the middle of the night, with some bizarre sex idea, to see me crunched up on that couch and you blissfully asleep in the bedroom?”

“I have apparently stumbled in on a personal argument. I will now close this channel and shut myself down,” said Larkin’s voice.

“Good idea,” Peterman said, and folded her arms.

“Contact me if I can be of any further help. Good luck in defeating the Myzinthi.”

“Thanks, Larkin,” Conway said. “Well, honeybear?” He grinned toothily.



“Well?” Baxter demanded. “WELL?”

“I have to use the…” Conway glanced uneasily over at the back corner of the brig. “Er, slot.”

“Your timing is impeccable,” Peterman muttered sleepily.

Conway sighed and walked over to the corner. “You guys look away, okay?”

“That slot is pretty small, Commander,” Baxter said. “I’ve heard tell it pinches like you wouldn’t believe.”

“He won’t have a problem with the size of the thing,” Peterman chuckled.

Baxter looked down at her. “And what is THAT supposed to mean? How would you know about Conway’s…slot aptitude?”

“Oh, relax, Andy. I was just joking. Commander Conway and I didn’t get naked together. We did end up sleeping together, though.”

Baxter grimaced. “You’d better not be speaking colloquially, hon.”

“Ha ha,” Conway chuckled. “Wouldn’t you like to know. Ha ha–oh, OH MY GOD!! It’s PINCHING!! I’m f***ing stuck in here!!!”

“So,” Baxter said, looking down at Peterman. “You were saying?”

“Oh, yes, the story,” Peterman said, over Conway’s anguished cries. “Well, we ended up…spending the night in the same bed. It wasn’t easy for the commander to convince me to do it, but in the end his arguement about Zaax busting in on us made sense.”

“So, how was it?”

“About what you’d expect.”



“Get your elbow out of my back!” Peterman cried, wrenching around under the covers and facing Conway. “And give me some freaking covers!”

“Baxter really spoils you,” Conway said. “That man probably goes each night without any covers, just to please you.”

Peterman grinned.



“That’s ridiculous,” Baxter said uneasily, fumbling with his fingers. “Go on with the story, Kelly. Quick.”



Peterman tossed and turned through the night, tugging ruefully at the covers.

Then, Conway darted up in bed. “It’s Richards we need!” he exclaimed.

“Isn’t this relationship sick enough as it is?” Peterman murmurred. She looked over at the chronometer on her nightstand. “Damn it, Commander, it’s barely 0400 hours.”

“I’m not saying we need Richards for sex, you idiot,” Conway said. “I’m talking about to get the ship back. He’s the Chief Engineer. If anyone knows their way around the ship, it’s him. I bet he’s got himself squirreled away in a Jeffries tube as we speak.”

“Then call him,” Peterman said tiredly. “And let me get back to sleep.”

“Ugh, I’d rather not. You talk in your sleep, you know. A lot.”

“Yeah, well you do a lot of other stuff in your sleep. A lot. I don’t even want to get into it.”



“What kind of stuff?” Baxter asked.

“I said I didn’t want to get into it!”

“Someone help me here, for the love of God! It’s really stuck!”

“Anyway, Commander Conway called Chris…”



“Richards here.”

“Chris, buddy, where are you?”

“Where do you think?” There was a hint of irritation in Richards’s voice.

“Hiding somewhere, coming up with a way to get us out of this mess?”

“Dream on. I’m penned up in the brig with the rest of the senior staff. Where are you?”

“In bed with Counselor Peterman,” Conway chuckled.

“You’re kidding. Man, desparate times…”

“It’s out of necessity, Chris!” Peterman called out from under a mound of covers.

“Sure it is. You just keep telling yourself that, Kelly.”

“I mean we’re masquerading as a married couple because otherwise the Myzinthi might kill us all!”

“In that case, drop the masquerade!” J’hana announced over the comm.

“You shut up,” Conway said. “Listen here, I need all of you down there to put your heads together and try to come up with a way out of this. I want a solution by the time morning shift begins.”

“I’m going to go out on a limb here,” said Ford over the channel, “and say we’re probably not having a morning shift.”

“Just get working!” Conway grumbled, and slapped a control on the nightstand that shut off the channel. He fought with the covers for several moments, but couldn’t seem to get comfortable.

“‘If anyone knows his way around the ship,’” Peterman echoed, “‘it’s him.’”

“You shut up too,” Conway said. “I’m trying to think.”

“Why do you even bother,” Peterman sighed. “Allow me. Peterman to Hartley.”

“Hartley here. Where are you? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Megan. Where are you?”

“Hold on a sec.” BLEEP! “There, I just switched on a scrambler. Now we can talk without fear of the Myzinthi listening in.”

“Good thinking,” Peterman said. “So where are you?”

“Holed up in a Jeffries tube on Deck Nine for now. I was in bed when the ship was taken over.”

Conway grimaced. He hated being wrong.

“What gives with that, anyway?”

“It’s a long story,” Peterman muttered. “Listen, what can you do to get us out of this situation?”

“Well, I’ve got a sack full of photon grenades with me. I figure I can get down to the warp core in about an hour, without being detected. Then it’s just a few well-placed explosives and BOOM!” Conway noticably twitched at that. “No more Explorer.”

“I was thinking of something a little less drastic,” said Peterman.

“Well, that’s the Starfleet way, Counselor.”

“It may be, but it’s not our way. Come up with another plan.”

“I suppose I could get to the transporter. Try to beam them out.”

“How long would that take?”

“With all the emitters, on wide dispersal? I don’t know. There are about two hundred Myzinthi on board. It’ll take a while.”

“Well start working. Let me know when you’re ready. Meanwhile, Commander Conway and I will be working on a less…unpleasant…way out of this.”

“You and Commander Conway working together? Good luck.”

“Thanks, I guess. Peterman out.”

Conway rolled over to face Peterman. “Don’t say I told you so.”

Peterman grinned. “I don’t need to. You know it.”

“I hate you.”

“Come on, Commander. We have a mutiny to plan.”

“You know, Counselor,” Conway said, leaning up in bed. “I was just thinking. You know how Hartley used a scrambler to stop the Myzinthi from tapping into our communications?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, what about that call down to Richards. Not scrambled, right?”

“I’m starting to see your point.”

Just then, the doors to Peterman and Baxter’s quarters busted open, and Zaax bulled his way in. Conway scrambled under the bed.

Peterman looked out at Zaax through the bedroom doorway. “Can I help you with something?”

“Lies, all lies!” Zaax announced. He was wearing what Peterman guessed were Myzinthi pajamas. Plastic see-through, with a pinkish tint. And Peterman could truly see through, too. Zaax had a nice enough phsyique, for an evil alien alternate universe warlord, that is.



“Is that really necessary?” asked Baxter.

“Yes,” replied Peterman.

“Somebody help me, please!”



“Where is that lying slogoth?” Zaax demanded, as guards upturned the Baxter quarters. Jemmora hovered at the doorway, looking utterly useless.

“Under the bed,” Peterman sighed.

Zaax reached under and grabbed around a bit. Finally, he came out with Commander Conway. He hoisted the Commander by his shirt. He was quite strong.

“To think I trusted you,” Zaax said with disdain. “To think I would have let you in, made you a partner in our great destiny. To think I was going to be your pal!!”

“Sorry,” Conway choked out. “Could you please let me down?”

“I will do more than that. I will let you down, and I will kill you.”

“Can we talk about this? Maybe we can come to some sort of a…a compromise!”

“There will be no compromise. You will die, and your crew will become slaves.” Zaax laughed. “How does that strike you?”

“I hate that idea.”

“Good,” Zaax smiled. “But before you die, I think we should have some fun with you. You said earlier you liked coffee, right?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Well, then. Jemorra, my dear, call up some coffee on that replicator thing. A big, hot, scalding pitcher. A heavy-duty pitcher.”

Peterman cringed. “Oh, no.”

Zaax set Conway down in front of him as the replicator buzzed just outside the bedroom. Jemorra strolled in moments later with a steaming, shiny metal pitcher of coffee.

“If your aim is to torture me by making me drink scalding hot coffee, do your worst,” Conway laughed.

“You won’t drink it,” Zaax said, and grabbed the pitcher. “You’ll wear it.”

“Uh-oh,” Peterman squeaked, diving under the covers.

“N-no…no…” Conway stammered, and Zaax dumped the pitcher of coffee on top of Conway’s head, then dropped it on the ground. Peterman could swear, through the covers, she could hear skin sizzling. Or maybe it was just Conway’s temper.

“You shouldn’t have done that, mister!” Conway bellowed.

“I have only just begun!” Zaax announced. And he swept a foot under Conway’s legs, causing the commander to drop to the floor, in a huge, hot bath of scalding coffee.

“Hahahahah!” Zaax laughed, and Jemorra and the guards joined in.

Conway’s hand reached for the fallen coffee pitcher as the peals of laughter from the Myzinthi continued. Peterman poked her head out of the covers just in time to see Conway come up holding the solid duranium coffee pitcher, a look of pure, unadulterated rage on his face.

“Lights out, motherf***er!” Conway screamed, and swung at Zaax. The first time he ducked and Conway missed, but the next hit landed dead on, right on Zaax’s forehead. The Myzinthi dropped to the floor like a puppet with its strings cut. Peterman watched, stunned, as Conway stumbled over Zaax’s inert form and hurled the pitcher at one of the two guards in the room. It hit home right on the guard’s forehead, and the guard dropped like a sack of Frinzian potatoes.

The other guard lifted his rifle, but he wasn’t quick enough. With amazing speed and agility, Conway was on top of the other guard. He twisted the rifle out of his hand and bashed him repeatedly in his head with it until he stopped moving.

“What did you do to my husband!” Jemorra cried, leaping at Conway.

“No you don’t!” Conway cried, and thumbed the rifle’s trigger.

A beam lanced out and vaporized Jemorra instantly.

“S***,” Conway mumbled, looking down at his rifle. “Doesn’t this thing have a ‘stun’ setting?”

Counselor Peterman stepped over Zaax and clapped sarcastically. “Great work, Commander. You might just become the Federation’s diplomacy posterboy.”

“Son of a bitch,” Conway muttered, and swung his rifle up toward Peterman.

“What…now Commander, be reasonable. I know we’ve had our differences…”

“Shut up!” Conway fired…right over Peterman’s shoulder. She heard a gasp, and a smash, and turned around to smell a hint of vaporized Myzinthi hanging behind her. And to see a pile of smashed porcelain on the carpet.

“Damn Zaax was about to hit you over the head with Baxter’s Troy Aikman statue.”

“Oh. Right.”



“My Troy Aikman statue!” Baxter exclaimed. “You told me I’d lost it!”

“You’re forgetting I was nearly killed.”

“I can’t believe you tried to convince me I’d lost that thing. Damn.”

“Man this hurts! Someone, please, help me!” Tears were welling up in Conway’s eyes.

“So,” Baxter said. “Go on.”

“It was all downhill from there,” Peterman sighed. “I grabbed the other guards’ rifles and we headed out into the ship. Between us and Lt. Hartley’s creative beaming, we had the ship back inside an hour.”

Baxter leaned a hand on his fist. “Amazing. How’d you get their ship back to its own space?”

“That was simpler than we’d thought. Tilleran did something to the deflector. An inverse something or rather. Sealed it right up.”

Baxter rubbed his beard. “But they managed to break through again.”

“Apparently,” said Peterman.

“We need to drive them back.”

“No kidding.”

“Please,” Conway begged, turning to Baxter and Peterman, sniffling. “Please, get me out of this. I’ll do anything.”

“Hold on,” Baxter said. “I’m formulating a plan.”

“I DON’T GIVE A F*** ABOUT YOUR PLAN! YANK ME OUT OF HERE, NOW!”

“Oh, I’m sure it’s not that bad,” Peterman mumbled.

“I don’t want to know,” Baxter said. “Listen, Commander, you’ll have to just put your personal discomfort aside for the moment and help us find away to defeat these Myzinthi once and for all.”

“THIS GOES WAY BEYOND PERSONAL DISCOMFORT!”

“Sure it does.” Baxter turned to Peterman. “Now, the way I see it…”



Several minutes later, a Myzinthi guard stepped into the brig. “What do you want, dead people?”

Baxter giggled, inclining his head over to Conway. “It seems my friend here got into a bit of a…heheh…sticky situation.”

“Too bad for him.” The guard turned for the door.

“You don’t get it!” Baxter called after him. “He’s got something stuck in the urination slot.”

“Good for him.”

“I mean he’s got THE thing stuck in the urination slot.”

“Really?” The guard turned around. “This I’ve got to see.”

The guard headed toward the cell and Baxter grinned.

“Have a close look,” Baxter said, gesturing toward Conway.

Conway glanced over his shoulder at the guard. “Please, please, help me.”

The guard deactivated the forcefield and stepped through. He looked at Peterman and Baxter. “Neither of you try anything funny, or I’ll vaporize you.”

“No trouble,” Baxter said, backing against the far wall of the brig. This was going to be great.

The guard looked Conway over, then glanced down at the slot. “By the fourteen gods, that looks painful.”

“It is, it is,” Conway moaned.

Baxter knew the ship was as sure as rescued when the guard’s lips first began to quiver.

“How in the world did you do that?” the guard asked.

“I don’t know. The opening, it just sort of closed up on me! I’ve tried pulling it out, but that just hurts more!”

That did it. The guard bent forward, choking out guffaws of laughter, slapping his knees. “You ridiculous little man!”

Conway gritted his teeth. “Stop laughing!”

“I can’t help it!” giggled the guard. “You look absolutely absurd.”

“THAT F***ING DOES IT!” Conway closed his eyes, bit his lip, and yanked.

“Don’t look, honey,” Baxter said, covering Peterman’s face with one hand. He squeezed his own eyes shut too.

Conway pivoted toward the guard, not bothering to zip up. He should have been in extreme pain at that point, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Oh, you silly man!” the guard cried, collapsing to the deck.

“Shut the f*** up!” Conway cried, and kicked the guard repeatedly in the stomach. Then he brought an elbow slamming down into the side of the guard’s head, then clasped his hands and slammed them down right at the middle of the guard’s solar plexus.

“Please, for the Director’s sake, zip up, man!” Baxter said, once he was sure the guard was unconcious.

“Thanks for the f***ing help, Baxter!” Conway cried, turning on the captain.

“Now, Commander…” Baxter said slowly. “This is no time for petty squabbles. We need to get some weapons and get this ship back. You with me?”

“I want to kill you,” Conway stammered, finally zipping up his trousers. He turned to Peterman. “I want to kill both of you.”

“Great,” Peterman said, hurrying over to the phaser locker across the brig and grabbing an armful of hand phasers. “Take that anger and use it.”

“Aye, Counselor,” Conway said slowly, once she tossed him a phaser. He gritted his teeth. This would be fun.



“First my homeworld was invaded by the Dominion; now this, twice,” Tilleran moaned, leaning her head back against J’hana’s chest on the cot. “Why does bad stuff always happen to me?”

“You’re forgetting the Borg, the Leeramar, and the Flarn, my little scrullax,” J’hana said softly, patting Tilleran’s hair.

Meanwhile, Richards, Browning, and Ford sat stunned on the nearby cots, watching the exchange with a mixture of curiousity and confusion.

“I…I just get so fed up with always having to soak up these negative emotions, you know,” Tilleran said, as J’hana tickled her ear. “I just wish all these people would go away and leave me alone. I have problems of my own.”

“I know, I know.” J’hana briefly glanced over at the huddled group of senior officers. “What? What are you looking at?”

Richards quickly glanced over at the forcefield that held them all in the brig. “That forcefield’s draining a lot of power off the main grid, I think.”

“Yeah,” Ford said quickly. “Is that safe?”

“I’m not sure. So, what about those Pike City Pioneers?”

Dr. Browning cuddled Plato in her lap. “Oh, would you look at that. I think he just did a poopie.”

“Oh, J’hana,” Tilleran moaned. “Why is the galaxy so unfair?”

“It is not unfair, Ariel,” J’hana said softly. “You will die when it is your time. And I will die there beside you.”

“Thanks,” Tilleran sniffled.

Suddenly the doors leading into the brig opened.

“Great,” Browning said. “I need someone to get me a diaper and some wipies, STAT.”

Baxter, Conway, and Peterman stormed in, looking scorched, sweaty, and exausted. Conway had a particularly crazed look in his eyes.

“This, in case you were wondering,” Baxter said breathlessly, “is a rescue.”

J’hana shoved Tilleran’s head off her lap. “It is about fwarking time.”



Captain Baxter, Lt. Commander Richards, Lt. Tilleran, and Lt. Ford hurried onto the bridge, firing phasers madly at the few Myzinthi there in control.

Baxter shoved a Myzinthi out of the chair at operations and sat down. Ford sat down beside him at helm. Baxter quickly checked ops. “There are now less than twenty concious Myzinthi aboard.”

Tilleran slid in behind the science panel. “Thanks, in part, to Conway taking out that whole battallion, without even a phaser.”

“That was pretty cool,” Ford admitted.

“Klingons will sing songs about that,” Richards agreed. He set the satchel he was carrying down next to the engineering panel and started typing. “They’ve been busy trying to override our command lockout code.”

“So Larkin was successful in locking out command again?” Baxter asked.

“Yeah, thanks to her subspace transmitter. She just instantly locked out the command codes as soon as the ship was boarded.” Richards reached over to the satchel and opened it. “Right, Kristen?”

“That is correct,” said a voice from within the satchel.

Richards pulled Larkin’s head out. “I hate that they did this to you, Kristen.”

“It is certainly not an ideal situation.”

Richards propped the head up on the engineering console. “Larkin, I need you to tap into the computers and release command control. We need to fire up the deflectors and find a way to re-seal the spatial rift.”

“For good, this time,” Baxter said, glaring at Tilleran.

“Jeeze, sorry,” Tilleran said. “What, you expect me to be perfect?”

“Let’s not get into this,” Baxter said. “I’ve had enough arguing for one day. Just be ready–”

“Uh-oh,” Tilleran said suddenly.

“What?” Baxter turned in the ops chair.

“We’re about one hundred light years into Myzinthi space. They must have been towing us all this time.”

“Well, that will certainly make things more interesting. Do we have warp engines?”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Looks like they’ve been busy repairing the systems they blew up in the attack.”

“How nice of them,” Baxter said. “Have the ones on the destroyer noticed our little…mutiny yet?”

“Amazingly, no,” Tilleran said. She tapped her panel. “But they do have a tractor on us.”

“I suppose you have some nifty scientific way of getting us out of that? Inverse warp field or some such nonsense?”

“Actually, I would suggest firing a quantum torpedo at their tractor emitter. Their shields are extended around us.”

“Good. And you might want to take out their rear shield generators too, so we can back out.”

“Good idea, sir. I can see why they made you captain.”

“Damn straight.” Baxter looked back at Richards. “Get ready to give us maximum warp. Ford, plot a course back the way we came.”



“Whew!” Peterman said, wiping her forehead and sitting down at the master systems display at the center of engineering. “What a rush.”

A pile of unconcious Myzinthi lay all around her.

“It was a glorious battle,” J’hana said, walking up to join Peterman. “I will write this one down in my diary tonight.”

“That’s a great idea, J’hana,” Peterman said encouragingly.

“Well,” Lt. Hartley said, emerging from the elevator that ran the length of the warp core. “Everything checks out. I just spoke with Commander Richards. We’re getting ready to get out of here.”

“Thank goodness,” Peterman said.

Just then, Dr. Browning emerged from Richards’s office carrying a tray of cucumber sandwiches. “Sandwiches, everyone!” she exclaimed. Plato waddled after, tugging at her leg.

“Janice, I don’t think anyone’s really hungry right now,” Peterman said. “Maybe later.”

“But I cut the crusts off and everything!”

“Bah,” J’hana said. “You had the replicator do it.”

“It’s the thought that counts, J’hana,” Browning said defensively. She shrugged and sat the tray down next to Plato. “Eat up, bubbers.” She looked over at the body over by the main systems console. “How’s the commander?”

“Out like a light,” Peterman observed. “Once all the fighting was over, it’s just like he turned off.”

Browning knelt by him, checked for a pulse. “Well, he’s still alive.”

“Hrrmpgh,” J’hana mumbled.

“Poor little guy’s just all tuckered out,” Browning grinned.

“You’re talking about him like he’s a baby, Janice,” Peterman said. “When he’s awake, he’s a cynical, acerbic, napoleonic little…”

“Little hero,” Browning grinned, and kissed Conway on the forehead. “Sweet dreams, fella.”

“Motherhood has turned you into a raving loon, Doctor,” J’hana observed.

“Shove it!” Browning called back, and retreated into Richards’s office for a pie, or cake, or some other confection.



The Explorer streaked through space at Warp Nine, headed like a bat out of hell for the rip in space Baxter desparately hoped was still there.

Baxter paced the bridge. “Any signs that Myzinthi Destroyer is following?”

“No,” Tilleran said. “The damage from that quantum torpedo will keep them busy long into next week, I think.”

“Good shooting, Richards,” Baxter said. He sat down in the command chair and crossed his legs nervously. “Any signs of other Myzinthi pursuit?”

Tilleran looked at her panel. “Nope.”

“Good.”

Tilleran looked at her panel again. “Whoops. I mean yes. Six ships.”

“F***.”

“I’m shoring up the shields now,” Richards said quickly. “And I just punched it up to Warp Nine point nine five.”

“Will that be enough?” Baxter asked.

“We’ll see,” said Richards. He turned to Larkin’s head. “How are you holding up?”

“Well, under the circumstances,” replied the head. “Let me know if I can be of any assistance.”

“How long to the rip in space?” asked Baxter.

“Just under five minutes,” said Ford, checking his panel.

“How long until the Myzinthi intercept?”

Tilleran tapped a control. “Four minutes.”

“This should be fun,” Baxter said, tugging down on his tunic. It somehow made him feel more confident. “Ready all weapons. Go to Red Alert, for what good it does. Half the crew’s probably still in brigs.”

“Including the poor little Kindergarteners,” said Ford.

“Shut up and pilot.”

“Hail coming in from the lead Myzinthi ship,” said Tilleran. “You want to talk to them, Captain?”

“Might as well. Put them on.”

A suedy-faced Myzinthi appeared on the viewscreen. “You wifeless, arrogant, decietful, criminal, utterly unpleasant being!” he seethed.

“Don’t hold back,” Baxter mumbled. “Tell me how you really feel.”

“You will not make it back to your universe alive. You’ve taken out two of our best vessels. Made them look like fools. Your people are not to be trifled with. We were hoping to enslave you. Take your ship. Use your technology. But did you cooperate? Noooooooo! No, you had to be tough guys. You had to try to prove something. And now look…look what you’ve done. Zaax the Prolific, dead. The Honorable Femark, co-captain of the Badatpa, comatose. Zeemara, Femark’s wife, impaled by a falling support strut. And for what?”

“Are you trying to make a point?” Baxter said tiredly.

“ARRGH!” The Myzinthi captain slammed a fist against his own screen, causing the image to waver. “No more playing around. This time, we’re just going to destroy you, clean and simple!”

“To quote an ancient human poet,” Baxter said, “‘Hit me with your best shot.’”

“ARRRGH!” the Myzinthi cried again and closed the channel.

“They’re nearly in firing range,” announced Tilleran.

“Richards,” Baxter ordered. “Beam the Myzinthi bodies off our ship and out into space. Rescuing them will slow them down a bit.”

“Sir, that’s awfully drastic, isn’t it?”

“Would you rather explain the presecence of all these Myzinthi on our ship to Starfleet?”

“Well, no, not really.”

“Then get beaming, bucko!”

“Right, sir.” Richards turned to his decapitated daughter. “Kristen, I’ll need your help.”

“One minute to the rift,” Tilleran said. “Oh, and look. The Myzinthi are slowing down to pick up the bodies we beamed out.”

“Compassionate fools!” Baxter cried.

“Sir, that was not necessary,” said Ford.

“Maybe you’re right. Tilleran…fire up the deflector.”

“Ready, sir,” the Betazoid said, seconds later.

“What about the rift?”

“Right where we left it, though it is steadily degrading.”

“Then don’t waste any time. Ford, take us through, full impulse.”

“Aye, sir.”

Baxter leaned forward eagerly in his command chair. “Go, girl, go!”

“Ready with the anaphasic pulse,” said Tilleran. “I think I’ve adjusted it to permanently close the rift from their universe to ours, this time.”

“You THINK?” Ford asked in disbelief.

“I’m not omniscient, Ford. I can’t be one hundred percent sure.”

“Good enough for me,” Baxter said.

“We’re out of the rift,” said Ford.

“Turn us around, Ford. Aim us at the rift.”

“Myzinthi ships coming through,” announced Tilleran.

“Fire already!” Baxter shouted. He watched on the viewscreen as a thick blue beam of energy lashed out at the rift from Explorer’s deflector, stopping the Myzinthi destroyers in their tracks. The crackling white tear in space flickered, shrank, then blinked out of existence, throwing off a glowing white shockwave.

Baxter cracked his knuckles. “Great job, everyone.” He turned in his chair to look back at Tilleran, then at Richards. “Now, is there anything else about those two months you guys have left out?”

Tilleran and Richards exchanged nervous glances. “No, sir,” they said in unison.



“To the senior staff of the Explorer!” Baxter said, holding up a glass and clinking it with Peterman.

Confetti fell throughout the Constellation Club, which Baxter had rented out to celebrate the second re-taking of the ship from Myzinthi, and to announce that, once again, everything about the Myzinthi would be forever kept from Starfleet. It just made good PR sense.

“And to Commander Conway,” Browning said. “May his genital reconstructive surgery go well tonight.”

“You know,” said Peterman, wrapping an arm around Baxter’s waist. “I think this whole Myzinthi thing has taught us a valuable lesson.”

“Not to piss off Commander Conway?” Richards asked.

“No,” Peterman snapped. “I think it’s taught us that we should work together. Look at what happened when me and Commander Conway argued about what to do to save the ship. Nothing was solved. But when we put our heads together, we succeeded.”

“You didn’t really put your heads together, in all fairness,” Baxter said. “In point of fact, Zaax just set Commander Conway off.”

“I’m trying to make a point here!” Peterman said. “Look at the second attack. We all worked in tandem. Just like a real crew. Just like we were meant to!”

“And what does that have to do with anything?” J’hana asked, carrying two glasses over to the cluster of crew. She gave one to Tilleran.

“I just want you all to know how proud I am of all of you.”

“Well, I sure feel better now,” Ford muttered. “Anyone want to dance, or are we all just going to stand around like statues all night? Will I even get the chance to score?”

“No!” cried several of the women in the crowd.

“Excuse me!” Mirk stepped forward under the disco ball, into the center of the gathered senior staff and other crewmembers.

“I think we should take this special time to bow our heads in prayer to the Directors, to thank them for delivering us from these two horrible takeovers. And the one with Ardek, too, I guess. And the whole cruise ship thing.”

“Just a minute, buddy,” Baxter said, approaching Mirk. Peterman tried, unsuccessfully, to pull him back. “We were the ones who saved our own necks. I don’t know about any of the rest of you, but I sure as hell didn’t see any eyeballs rushing to intervene.”

“Erm,” Mirk said, “the Directors act in mysterious ways.”

“You stole that line!” Baxter said. “I know that was used in some… other religion.”

“It’s not copyrighted!” Mirk protested.

“And where were you during the attacks anyway?” Baxter demanded. “Kelly and Commander Conway said nothing about you. And I sure didn’t see you rushing to help defend the ship this last time.”

“I was…um, in my chapel. Praying for a quick resolution to the problem.”

“See,” Hartley said, rushing to Mirk’s defense. “He helped in his own special way!”

Baxter looked around at the eyes of his crew. Disturbingly, they all seemed to accept that. Were they being brainwashed? And did he carry enough weight with them to challenge Mirk? If not, should he just hand over command right now and get it overwith?

“Well,” Peterman said finally, breaking the silence. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I could sure use a drink.”

Yeah, Baxter thought ruefully, grapefruit juice.



NEXT:



What happens when Lt. Commander Richards has to “go native” on J’hana’s home planet of Andor? Hopefully he’ll pawn off some of his art, but I’d watch out if I were him. I hear the Andorian art scene is a killer…LITERALLY! Sorry about that one. Just tune in next week for “When on Andor.”




When on Andor



Chief Engineer’s Log,

Stardate 54388.1. Not much happening. Not “not much” as in nothing bad. “Not much” as in we ain’t moving. Not a single bit. There we were, flying along, just the same as always, when the warp field suddenly collapsed and sent a cascade pulse through to the impulse engines and thrusters. Translation: dead in the water. I can come up with no explanation for this weird occurrence, and no way to get a stable field up again. Understandably, there’s a huge pressure on me now to get the ship underway again, most noticeably from Captain Baxter. So here I am, it’s past 0100 hours, and I’m staring at padds while my engineers crawl through meters and meters of conduit and warp nacelle trying to find what the hell went wrong. I only have one question: WHY ME???



Captain Andy Baxter stared at Counselor Kelly Peterman across his coffee table. He leaned forward, hands on knees, in his recliner. She was teetering on the edge of the couch, twiddling her thumbs nervously.

Behind them, on the breakfast table, an oblong device that thrummed with red and purple lights sat beeping innocently.

“Wonder how Chris’s doing?” Peterman finally asked.

“Good question,” mumbled Baxter.

More silence. Baxter stared out at the perfectly still stars. A rock, or some other piece of space debris, floated by, and Baxter envied it for going so fast.

“I feel partly responsible,” Peterman said finally.

“We should have never tried out that nuclear-powered Orion body massager,” Baxter replied. “It’s as much my fault as yours. I begged you to get it.”

“Yeah, but it was my great idea to plug it into the ship’s power systems. Quick thinking erasing it from the computer logs, by the way.”

“It’s an old inventory trick.”

“Wonder what’s on the viewscreen?” Peterman asked, after a few more moments’ silence.

“At this hour?” Baxter asked. “Huh. Probably re-runs.”

“Yeah. Re-runs.”

Baxter hummed an aimless tune, straightened a stack of magazines on his coffee table.

“Should we tell Chris?” Peterman asked. “It might help him fix the ship more quickly.”

“Are you kidding? We’d be the laughing stock of the entire crew.”

“You’re probably right.”

“I know I’m right. So…” Baxter looked around his quarters. “Chess?”



The numbers and images on the padd were starting to blur. Richards sighed and walked over to his replicator to call up a cup of coffee. If he had to stay up all night he’d figure out how to get the ship back running again. They were in very sparse space. The next habitable colony was four days away at high warp. They’d have to find a way to fix the ship, or be stranded. Asking for help was just not an option. After the whole hoo-ha with the Explorer becoming a cruise ship, Baxter was very touchy about their reputation and image. Nothing, not a silly engine breakdown or repeated takeovers by a warlike race from another universe, would get out to Starfleet and the people back in the Federation. The Explorer would be a proud name. Right up there with Enterprise. Or, at the very least, Secondprize.

Richards sat back down at his desk with his cup of coffee and stared at the warp field schematics. There just had to be a way to put up a stable field. Problem was, there were so many variables involved in making warp drive work, it was a miracle it was such a reliable way to travel. Richards was always careful not to mention to crewpersons who weren’t trained in warp dynamics how amazing it was that ships at warp didn’t just randomly blow up. The chances were not that unlikely. It just hadn’t really happened yet. Not that often, anyway. It took years to really figure out how warp drive worked, and even if you grew up to become a Scotty–someone who was an expert in the field, you still didn’t know it all. No human, or humanoid for that matter, was capable of really explaining how warp fields and subspace mechanics worked to any practical person, not without sounding like a total jackass.

That, Richards figured, was why he was good at engineering. He was an artist at heart. He didn’t think in terms of practicality. He thought in multiple dimensions, across varied plains of reality. That’s really what impressed his engineering teachers at Starfleet Academy. What didn’t impress them was his nonchalance about the whole thing. He was always happier sculpting, or drawing. His parents pushed him to get into Starfleet. It sure as hell hadn’t been his choice. But he fit in to the way of life and met a lot of good friends, through Starfleet. He even nearly got married.

But he tried not to think about that.

BLEEEEP!

“Come,” he said tiredly. Who could that be at this hour?

Dr. Janice Browning walked in. Speak of the devil.

“I knew I’d find you down here,” she said, sitting down across from him. She was wearing a matching red-and-black Starfleet jumpsuit.

“What are you doing up?”

“Jogging,” Browning said matter-of-factly.

“Ah, that’s normal,” Richards said, and returned to his padd.

“I couldn’t sleep. I’ve had a lot on my mind. I think better when I’m in motion.”

“I’ll bet.”

Browning sucked on a water bottle. Healthy, Richards thought. There’s a change. Then he sniffed the air and realized it was egg nog.

Richards kept tapping on his padd, trying out different warp field configurations, and Browning finally cleared her throat.

“Am I bothering you?”

“Not at all.”

“You certainly don’t seem interested in talking.”

Richards looked up from his padd. “Sheesh. You know, Janice, we used to spend hours just holding each other, not saying anything. Can’t we still just sit in silence?”

“That was when we were together. Now we’re friends. Friends don’t just share silence. They discuss things.”

“Oh.” Richards sighed. “What do you want to discuss? Is Plato giving you some trouble?”

Browning bit her lip. “Not…um, not exactly. Plato’s fine. Tyra says he’s learning at an exponential rate. And growing, too. He already has the physical development of a four-year-old.”

“In just a few months? That’s amazing.”

“I’ll say. I keep having to replicate new clothes. Anyway, that’s not what’s bothering me.”

“Well, what is it? I’m not going to pry it out of you, Janice. You know I’ll help you with whatever your problem is, but if you want to be interrogated, see J’hana.”

Browning thoughtfully sucked on some more egg nog. “This is silly. I’m bothering you.”

“Janice, don’t be like that. Sure, I have six hundred people waiting for me to get this ship moving again, but I always have time for you.”

“That’s sweet,” Browning said, standing, “but you really should get back to work. I’ll be fine.”

Richards rubbed his eyes, stood up, and walked Browning to the door to his office. “You’re sure?”

“Positive. It was silly for me to even mention it.”

Richards had a feeling he would regret not pressuring Browning more, but he was too tired to push the issue. “Okay. Well, if you change your mind, you know how to reach me.”

Browning stuck her water bottle in its holster at her hip and nodded. “You bet. See you later.” And she jogged off down the corridor out of engineering.

Richards stood at his door for a few minutes, then shrugged and headed back into his office.



At about 0500 hours, Lt. Hartley, Lt. Kamtezen, and Ensign Stuart clamored out of the Jefferies tube across the engineering compartment from Richards’s office and bolted over. They stopped short when they saw through the observation window that Richards was dancing a little jig around and around his desk.

“EUREKA!” they heard his muffled voice cry out.

Hartley examined the burnt out piece of conduit in her hand. “You think he found out before we could tell him?”

“Maybe,” Stuart said.

“What do we do?” asked Kamtezen. “Maybe he’s having a nervous breakdown in there.”

Still standing, Richards was tapping furiously on his padd.

“Someone should go in there and see what he’s going on about. For all we know, it’s a warp core breach,” said Hartley.

“I don’t think he’d be doing a jig, if that was the case,” said Stuart.

Hartley pushed up her shirtsleeves. “Well, there’s only one way to find out.” She strode toward the observation window and knocked lightly on it. Richards turned, a wild look in his eyes. He waved enthusiastically at Hartley, who smiled weakly back. He ran over to the door and opened it.

“Lieutenant!” he said happily. “Come on in!”

“Uh…okay…” she said, stepping into Richards’s office. “I found out what was keeping us from sustaining a warp field. There was a piece of burnt out conduit in the fourth shunt of the port nacelle. Sort of like a hair clog, or maybe constip–” She stopped talking as soon as she saw the wall behind Richards’s desk. “Chris…what the hell is that?”

Richards turned to face her; his hair was wild, his eyes were beaming. “That…is…ART!”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54401.4. Lt. Commander Richards’s…creation… has spent nearly two weeks down in the Deck 14 art gallery. It’s met with favorable ship-wide reviews, much as the return of warp power did. Apparently, he’s sent pictures of the thing off to several contests. Personally, I’m not sure if it’s art, but I damn well like it.



“Reminds me of post-nihilistic atomicism,” said Yeoman Briggs, staring at the picture with interest. “With a cubist twist.”

“Pretty…pretty colors!” exclaimed Dean Wilcox, who stood next to him.

“That too,” Briggs said.

Counselor Peterman stood behind them, scratching her head. “I still don’t get it.”

“You have to cross your eyes,” Briggs explained. “Unfocus them.”

“I can’t do both at the same time,” Peterman complained. “Oh, this is just so irritating. Why can everyone else see it but me?”

“Because everyone else has an eye for art,” Briggs snapped.

“Oh, Paul,” Peterman said, her lower lip trembling. “How could you say that?”

“Kelly, hon, I’m sorry, but it’s true. I’ve tried to ignore it. I’ve tried to go along with your insidious little decorating tips, but it’s just too hard. You murdered the decor of that poor Deck 18 brig. The wall hangings are absolutely atrocious!”

“But I picked them out myself, out of Charles of Odicron!”

Briggs sighed and patted Peterman on the back. “There, there, honey. You’ll live. Maybe if you went and spent a couple weeks in intensive training with Martha Stewart…”

“Never mind,” Peterman sighed, turning away from Richards’s confusing picture. “Nothing’s worth this much heartache.”

“Oh, and one more thing,” Briggs called out, as Peterman headed out of the gallery. “You need a haircut. Those split ends are driving me MAD!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Peterman muttered, heading out into the corridor in search of a giant banana split and a stiff daiquiri, or glass of grain alcohol.



“Fruit of the Directors,” Mirk said, squeezing a papaya over Dr. Browning’s open mouth. A stream squirted out and landed on her tongue.

“There, now,” he said, and pulled his hand back through the small opening in the divider of his confessional booth. “Now what seems to be the problem, my child?”

“Mmm, that papaya was good, Mirk. Where did you get that?”

“Beseferous Six. Now what’s the problem?”

“I feel silly in this little closet, Mirk.”

“It’s not a closet,” Mirk said with exasperation. “It’s a confessional. Now fess up.”

“I haven’t really sinned, Mirk. I just need someone to talk to. My waitress, Imhala, is apparently channeling a Yynsian duck right now, and the bartender in the Constellation Club is a real sleazebag.”

“A duck? Really?”

“Mirk…”

“Sorry, Doctor, but this I’ve got to see.”

“Later,” Browning said.

“Right. Well, then. What about Lt. Commander Richards? Or wait, ooh, is this about him?”

“No, it’s not about him. I tried to talk to him, actually, but he seemed busy. And now with all the fuss over his picture…”

“Great image of a Ferris wheel.”

“It’s a warp field. Anyway, what I’m concerned about is…”

“A warp field? Really?”

“Mirk!”

“Sorry. You have to forgive me, Doctor,” Mirk said through the partition. “I’m kind of new at this stuff.”

“Me too,” Browning sighed, and left the confessional booth.

“Doctor? Doctor?” Mirk opened up the wall divider to find Browning gone. “Now how about that?” Mirk looked around the chapel. Empty. “Oh, well. Off to the restaurant. Wow, a duck. Imagine that.”



Lt. Commander Richards walked into his office the next morning to find Lt. J’hana sitting behind his desk.

“Can I help you, Lieutenant?” he asked, annoyed.

“Indeed you can,” J’hana said. She rose from Richards’s chair and circled his desk to face him. “I have a message for you.”

“And you had to come all the way down here to give it to me?”

“Yes,” J’hana said. She grabbed Richards’s hand, and in a flurry of motion, whipped out her curved Andorian zztal blade with the other hand and sliced it across the engineer’s palm.

Richards yelped and yanked his hand back. “J’hana! What the hell did you do that for? Are you nuts?”

“Congratulations, Commander,” J’hana said, wiping the blood from her blade and putting it back in its sheath at her thigh. “You have won the Andorian Arts Academy Grand Prize. We leave for Andor this afternoon.”

Richards blinked. “You’re kidding me.”

“No, I am not. Pack your bags, you lucky schwarnt.”

“But why the hell did you have to cut my hand? Did you think I was a changeling or something?”

“No, that is simply the way it is done at the AAA. You should be thankful you won the Grand Prize. If you had gotten Honorable Mention, I would have had to slice off your testicles.”

“Yikes.”



“Drinks on me!” Richards said, hurrying into Space Tastes. Dr. Browning was taking orders at a nearby table. She grinned.

“What’s the cause for celebration?”

Richards picked Browning up and twirled her. “I won the Andorian Arts Academy contest!”

“Yay! Put me down before I throw up!”

Richards quickly put Browning down. “So, like I said, drinks are on me.”

“Well, that’s mighty thoughtful. It is 0900 hours, though.”

“All the better. Orange juice on me.”

“Let me just call it in to today’s chef.” Browning walked back into the kitchen. Richards could have sworn he heard angry quacking from within, but he dismissed that as a silly notion.



Captain Baxter walked with Richards down the corridor toward the USS Escort airlock. “Commander, are you sure this is such a good idea? Do you really want to go to a planet where they slice off your testicles for Honorable Mention?”

“This is my calling, Andy,” Richards said. “I have to follow it.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “That’s what you said about the Klingon soap opera.”

“This is different. This…is art.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Anyway, I’m not leaving the ship. I’m just claiming my prize and coming back. Then it’ll be the old, boring, engineer’s life for me again.”

“Don’t get too homesick,” Baxter muttered. He turned to J’hana, who’d been walking behind them. “Lieutenant, I’m holding you personally responsible for making sure no one does anything nasty to Commander Richards while he’s on Andor. I expect you to do whatever necessary to protect him, up to and including…” Baxter sighed as J’hana’s eyes lit up, “giving up your life for his.” He’d really just put in that last bit for her sake.

Richards tapped in the entry code to the Escort airlock. “Really, Andy, I’ll be fine. I can take care of myself.”

“Yeah. That’s what you said when you went to do the Klingon–”

“I get your point!” Richards interrupted. “Jeeze! Will you ever let me live that down?”

“Nope.”

Richards and J’hana were about to step through into the Escort corridor when Lt. Tilleran rushed up to meet them.

“J’hana!” she exclaimed. “I just heard you were leaving. What gives?”

“I did not wish to cause a scene.”

“Not cause a scene?” Tilleran said. “Oh, come on!”

“Do not get mushy on me, Betazoid. I am about to blaze a trail of honor from here to Andor.”

“You’re escorting Chris to a reception for an art contest!” Baxter said, incredulous.

“As I said,” said J’hana. She turned to Tilleran. “Be well, Imzadi. I shall be back before you know it.”

Tilleran embraced J’hana. “Make sure you come back in one piece.” And to Richards’s and Baxter’s discomfort and horror, Betazoid and Andorian joined in a sloppy liplock that lasted nearly a minute.

Richards and Baxter exchanged an uncomfortable glance, and Baxter put out his hand. “Uh…I’ll settle for a handshake, Chris.”

“Good. Handshake,” Richards said, shaking Baxter’s hand limply.

J’hana and Tilleran finally separated, and the Betazoid trotted off down the corridor. Baxter stared after her several moments, looking a bit lusty. J’hana ducked into the Escort airlock. Richards stood at the doorway, staring at her.

“Well?” J’hana asked. “Come on, human. What are you waiting for? A fwarking engraved invitation?”



Captain Baxter rode the turbolift back up to the bridge in a state of dulled shock. What in the Directors’ name was going on with his Chief Tactical Officer and Chief Science Officer? And why did it make him feel so…lusty?

Baxter tried to shake off the feeling as the doors opened up onto the bridge and he stepped out.

He found Dr. Browning waiting by his readyroom door. “Oh, there you are,” she said.

“Hey, Janice. What can I do…do for you?”

“Are you okay, Andy? You’re looking a bit red.”

“I’m…fantastic,” Baxter said slowly. He looked over at Larkin in the command chair. “Commander?”

“The Escort is away.”

“Good. Resume course to the Vendabran system. Warp eight.”

“Aye, sir.”

Baxter unlocked his readyroom and stepped in. “Can I get you a drink, Janice?”

“No. I’m okay.”

“Alrighty. Captain and Coke, computer.”

“Captain and…?”

“Something Commander Conway told me about. I don’t know what’s in it, but DAMN it’s good!”

“And it even has the word ‘Captain’ in it,” Browning said approvingly as Baxter grabbed his drink out of the replicator.

“Yeah, Conway says that means it’s great for captains.” Baxter sipped and sat down behind his desk. “So…mmm…what’s up?”

“I don’t really know.” Browning sighed and collapsed into one of the chairs opposite Baxter’s desk. “I guess what I’ve really been worried about, is that I think I’m feeling…”

RAAAR! RAAAR!

“Red Alert,” came Lt. Commander Larkin’s voice over the comm system. “Captain Baxter to the bridge. A Gorn warship is gaining on us quickly. Their weapons are armed and they persist in threatening to destroy us.”

“Oh, shucks, and us without our Andorian,” Baxter muttered. “It’s always something Hold that thought of yours, Janice. I’ll be right back.” He got up and walked out into the scatter of conversation and bleeps of confusion on the bridge.

Browning sat alone in the readyroom, staring out the viewport at the multi-tiered green vessel bearing down on them. She reached over, grabbed Baxter’s glass, and downed it in one gulp.

The captain was right, it really was good.



Personal log, Lt. Commander Richards,

Stardate 54405.7. The trip to Andor has been a hoot so far. The command crew we drew for this assignment is absolutely wonderful. It’s me, J’hana, the sardonic Lt. Hartley, the cowardly Howard Sefelt, and Susan Madera, who still hates me for that whole thing when she thought we were dating and I kind of blew her off. But none of that matters. I’m going to Andor to win an art award!!



“So,” Lt. Commander Richards said, getting up from the command chair. “Dinner, Ensign?”

“Why?” asked Madera, turning from her seat at helm. “So you can throw my affections back in my face like you did the first time? Ha, I don’t think so.”

“So that’s a ‘no.’”

“No. It’s a yes. I’m starving. Let’s go before I change my mind.” Madera got up and followed Richards to the doorway at the rear of the cramped bridge.

“Ensign Sefelt,” Richards said, as relief personnel came in through the door. “You have the bridge.”

Sefelt cringed at ops. “If you say so, Commander. Careful when you reach into that replicator. I heard an ensign on the Sarbanes once stuck his hand in the replicator and it turned into a ham sandwich!”

“That’s impossible, Ensign,” Richards said tiredly.

“Nothing’s impossible sir. You just remember that, and you’ll be okay.”

Richards sighed and ducked out of the bridge. “Will do. Come on, Susan.”



“YAH–OUCH! HAH–OW! HI-YAH! DAMN!”

J’hana had been practicing her Andorian ji’hex’var fighting moves for over half an hour in her cramped cabin aboard the Escort, and every time she made a move, her elbow, or leg, or foot slammed into the bunk, or the wall, or the door, or the ceiling. There was just no way to move around. It was quite irritating.

“Bridge to J’hana,” came the voice of Ensign Sefelt over the comm.

“What is it, weakling?” J’hana said, mopping the bluish sweat off her face with a towel.

“I’ve, uh, got a message coming in from Andor for you.”

“Ah, a welcome from the senate, no doubt. Patch it through.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Sir,” J’hana corrected.

“Okay.”

J’hana turned to the tiny viewer on the wall opposite her bunk and the current Andorian symbol, a sword with antennae, which she thought was totally ludicrous, appeared on the screen, followed by a shocking image indeed.

“Suva!” J’hana exclaimed.

“Good to see you too, J’hana,” said one of the two Andorian sisters who’d tried to take over the Andorian government two years earlier by resurrecting a bunch of ancient technologies. “I trust time has been good to you?”

“I have one many a battle, yes. Now what in the hives do you want?”

“I heard about your engineer’s success at the Arts Academy. I just wanted to wish him well.”

“Hah. What do you know about art?”

“Quite a bit. I am, after all, one of the judges.”

J’hana felt an odd rumble in her stomach she’d learned to interpret as dread. “Really. Who’d you bribe for that?”

“No one. I am on the AAA’s faculty.”

The rumbling increased in intensity.

“Furthermore, it is I who recommended the good Mr. Richards’s piece.”

“Why?” J’hana demanded.

“Because it’s good.”

“Likely story. If this is a trap, I will rip you a new faarnx!”

“Now now, J’hana. We don’t want to spoil Mr. Richards’s good time, do we?”

“His ‘good time’ as you say, is not nearly as important as his survival. He is human. He…ugh…fears death. If you try something, I am compelled to stop you.”

“The only thing I’m going to try, J’hana, is asking him for a dance and an autograph at his reception. He’s quite good.”

“If you lie…”

“Always the cynic, J’hana. You need to loosen up.”

“I will loosen up your internal organs!”

“I give up. D’aht and I will see you at the reception.”

J’hana cracked her knuckles. “Looking forward to it.”



Lt. Commander Richards stumbled out of the cabin/readyroom and onto the bridge, zipping up his uniform jacket and looking refreshed. “Ah, nothing like a good night’s sleep.”

“Cram it,” Lt. Megan Hartley said grumpily, curled up in the command chair. “We’re in orbit of Andor, cheeryface.”

“Great,” said Richards. “Guess what? I have a date with Ensign Madera after this mission.”

“Joy. Listen, do you want me to go down on the away mission with you or what?”

“Not unless you want to.”

“Good, then I’m staying up here. They’re revealing the greatest magician’s secrets on UKN tonight.”

“Wouldn’t want to miss that,” Richards muttered under his breath, and headed for his quarters to make sure his dress uniform was all packed.



Fifteen minutes later, Hartley’s mood didn’t look all that much improved as she manned the transporter controls. “Your painting’s been sent down to the Arts Academy. Everything else has been transferred to your suite at the Andorian Arms.”

“What time is the reception?” J’hana asked, stepping out of the walk-in supply closet and zipping up her survival jacket.

“Just after sunset tomorrow, whatever that means in Andor time,” Richards said. “What’s the body armor for?” He’d wondered what she’d been doing, rustling around in the supply closet.

“It’s monsoon season down there right now. Plus, it’s Andor. Trust me, you should do the same.” She pulled out her phaser and checked the settings.

“Will I need one of those, too?”

“If you think you can use one without blowing your foot off.”

“I can manage,” Richards grumbled, and headed into the supply closet to suit up.

“I hope you’re hungry. We’re going over to my family compound for dinner tonight.”

Richards gulped. J’hana’s family?

“Have fun!” Hartley said cheerily, and set the coordinates. Suddenly, she seemed a lot more chipper.



Richards and J’hana materialized in the middle of what appeared to be a hurricane. Wind and rain whipped past Richards’s face as he tried to take in the surroundings. They were in a courtyard, surrounded by what looked like large, squarish, white stone dormitories, with arching, foreboding buttresses and windows.

“Let’s get inside,” Richards shouted over the thunder.

“Hold on,” J’hana called back. Her antennae twitched and her eyes went wide. “Shelat! Get down!” She shoved Richards to the muddy ground and fell on top of him. Explosions set off around them. Were they in the middle of a minefield?

“What the hell!” Richards called out from under J’hana, choking out mud.

“It is I, J’hana!” J’hana called out over the din of explosions, ignoring Richards. “Warrior of the Ninth Hive, wielder of great weapons, wounder of many, killer of two thousand forty two souls!” She’d been keeping count? Not only did that surprise Richards, but the fact that the number was so low was a bit of a shock, too.

The explosions stopped suddenly and a large spotlight swung down on J’hana.

“State your full name for us, if you know it, v’zzzhal!”

“Oh, for the love of z’ahr,” J’hana muttered. She looked up toward the light, glancing regretfully at Richards, then back up at the light. “I am…oh, jeeze…J’hana Ratigal V’x Zzzzzzzzzzzzhahafar Delvecchio Bequixin Zzrorhrmn Dddrforn Yarniga!” Richards could see why she shortened it to just “J’hana.”

“Did I hear a human name in there somewhere?” Richards asked, scratching his head.

“There is a bit of human stock way back in our family line. I would not speak of it if I were you, if you wish to live. Now come, let us eat.”



“How’s he making out?” Captain Baxter asked, holding a sweaty glass and looking watery-eyed, and, in Lt. Hartley’s opinion, absolutely piss drunk, on the Escort’s main viewscreen.

“Heck if I know, Captain,” Hartley replied. “He and J’hana haven’t checked in yet.”

“I have a horrible feeling about this, Lieutenant. Andorians and art just do not mix.”

“You don’t have to tell me, sir. But, in all fairness, it is the fourth-ranked art academy in all the quadrant.”

“There’s nothing wrong with old FU, miss, and don’t forget it.”

“Just between you and I, sir, Federation University is for the wayward souls and Starfleet Academy rejects who don’t have the physical stamina to mine dilithium.”

“I spent six months at FU before I went to Starfleet Academy,” Baxter belched. “Best six months of my life. I was even in the freakin’ yoga club.”

“Captain, are you on duty?”

“Damn right I am…buahhh!”

“Just checking. Listen, sir, I really have to go. I have…stuff to align.”

Baxter shot out of his command chair, then fell dizzily back into it. “Fire quantums, Lt. Gellar! Blow her to bits.”

Hartley shook her head and punched a control, closing the channel. Between being down on Andor with J’hana and her family and being on the Explorer with an apparently-off-the-wagon Captain Baxter, she felt being aboard the Escort was probably the sweetest deal available.



The dining room in the main building of J’hana’s family compound, aptly called “The Ninth Hive,” was more a mess hall, or cafeteria, than anything else. One big long table stretched from one end of the room to another. He counted about sixty people altogether, ranging from J’hana’s parents, to her sisters, aunts, uncles, cousins, and relatives that no doubt didn’t exactly translate into human familial terms. And this was just the nuclear family. The Ninth Hive was related to other hives across the planet, J’hana had told Richards. Hives like 9a, 9b, 9c, etc.

J’hana sat next to Richards, quietly picking at the pile of guts on her plate. Richards made a mental note to introduce her to haggis when they got back to the Explorer.

“Not hungry, J’hana?” Richards asked, amid the buzz of everyone talking at once. He had no idea what they were all chattering about. But whatever they said, his universal translator wasn’t picking it up. Some of them could be talking to him, for all he knew.

“Not exactly,” J’hana said.

“But it’s fresh gabavga. Hot and frothy just like you like it! You talk about this stuff endlessly.”

“Yes, I know. I am simply not hungry. Perhaps my appetite has been destroyed by Starfleet’s pathetic replicator food.”

“Okay, if you don’t want to talk, no biggie,” Richards said, returning to his own meal. He wasn’t eating much either. There were purple and orange lumps swimming around in an ectoplasmic white goo that he just didn’t trust to be non-toxic, in spite of the family chef’s assurances. They weren’t really swimming, actually, they were sort of moving around in circles. They looked almost like chicken nuggets, but they were…spiny.

“So, how are you in battle, human?” the Andorian beside him, a young man of about 20 earth years, asked.

“Don’t ask him that, Feldspar,” said a voice from the head of the table. It was J’harn, J’hana’s decaying Main Father. “He’s from the Federation. He knows nothing of battle.”

J’harn was the oldest Andorian Richards had ever seen. He was fat, wrinkled, and hairless. And his antennae were tiny, droopy, and withered. Not that Richards noticed that much. J’harn, and J’hana’s Main Mother, A’arvid, were visiting on holiday from their retirement colony on Gringis Five, where they’d whiled away the last two years since J’hana’s late brother Lular had put them there.

“Why, uh, why do you want to know about my fighting skills, Feldspar?” asked Richards.

“Because you will need them to keep your precious art trophy, Richards,” Feldspar hissed through clenched teeth.

“He will need all his battle skills just to get the fwarking trophy,” said D’vxxn, one of J’hana’s sixteen sisters.

“Is that so?” Richards asked. “I was told I’d just go to the reception, have some snacks and drinks, and walk up onto the stage to get my trophy.”

At that, the whole table roared with laughter, in unison, with the exception of J’hana, and, of course, Richards.

“That’s not the schedule?” Richards turned a glare on J’hana, who was inspecting her plate very carefully.

“Not exactly,” J’hana said quietly.

“‘Not exactly,’” rattled J’harn. “’Hana, my dear, you’ve led your Starfleet friend here into a giant rat’s nest. I’m proud of you.”

Richards’s stomach was feeling very rumbly, and he wasn’t even sure if it was from the ‘fzzzrt on a shingle’ or not.

“To be truly accepted in the Andorian art world,” J’harn said, smiling archly at Richards, “you must withstand feats of strength.”

“‘Feats of strength,’?” Richards gulped.

“It is a small matter,” J’hana mumbled. “With me at your side, you will prevail. Smile and agree with my father, but whatever you do, do not make him angry.”

“Right,” Richards said. “Feats of strength, yes Mr. J’harn. I’ll remember that. I work out one or two times a week. Nothing big. Free weights, mostly. Dumb bells and such.”

“What nonsense is this human speaking of?” bellowed J’harn. “Someone, tell me, is he worthy of the feats of strength, or will he crumble like a frosted fzhrar tart?”

“Fzhrar tart!” the horde at the table bellowed together.

“Now, wait a minute,” Richards protested. J’hana gripped his knee with a fist of iron.

“Do not continue this,” she warned. “My family is particularly…saucy tonight. They will kill you if you are insolent.”

“Insolent? I was just asking–”

“Do not anger them!” J’hana hissed between clenched teeth, and busied herself eating. Now, all of a sudden, she was hungry.

“You are weak,” Feldspar sneered from beside Richards, pointing his clawlike fork at the engineer. “You will not make it off this planet.”

Richards looked at J’hana. “Did I mention to you that I was having a great time?”

“Just eat,” J’hana grumbled. “Eat and everything will be fine.”

“You will die,” said D’vxxn. “But, before you do, I would like to enjoy that wiry human frame of yours. One night, you and me. If you think you can stomach it.”

“That’s–that’s mighty thoughtful of you, D’vxxn. But I’ve kind of got a date, after all this…”

“With J’hana?” J’hana’s main mother, A’arvid, asked.

“He hasn’t the strength to take on J’hana,” Feldspar said.

“I’m not hooking up with J’hana! As a matter of fact, I think her and Lieutenant Till–” And J’hana’s fork stabbed his thigh.

Richards bit his tongue and tried not to scream. “You could have tapped my elbow, J’hana!”

“I wished to communicate my intentions quickly and effectively.”

“The elbow tap will do, next time,” Richards sighed, and tried not to cry from the pain as J’hana yanked her fork out of his thigh. “As I said, J’hana and I are not an item. I’m actually going on a date with Ensign–”

“You won’t survive to make your date,” bellowed J’harn. “Even J’hana cannot save you.”

“I happen to have spent some time on Kronos, Mr. J’harn. I can take care of my–”

“We spit on the Klingons!” railed J’harn. “They are nothing but talk and flaky operas. Fwark to them!”

“FWARK TO THEM!” cried the family assembled at the table.

“You’ve really got them going now,” muttered J’hana.

Time to change the subject, thought Richards. This is where the diplomacy extension courses came in handy.

“So,” he said to J’harn. “I hear there’s some human blood in your ancestry…”

The whole dining hall grew deathly quiet. J’hana let out a low gurgle. An Andorian sigh?

Richards tugged at his collar. “Was it something I said?”



J’hana and Richards stopped running when they reached a dense outcropping of woods. The rain had nearly wound down to a small torrent. Richards collapsed to the ground and leaned up against a tree. Naturally, it was spiked. At that point, Richards didn’t really care.

“Are you all right?” J’hana looked down at Richards. She was breathing heavily. Her eyes were beaming. “Did any of them injure you?”

Richards rubbed his shoulder. “One of them winged me with a zztal blade, but I think I’ll live.” He yanked a small hypospray out of its holster inside his survival jacket and plunged it into his arm. “But I’m sure glad you talked me into taking the jacket.”

“And the phaser, I’ll wager,” J’hana said ruefully, sticking another power pack into her phaser and discarding the spent one. “That was a great dinner.”

“Miss Manners would not have approved,” Richards said while desperately trying to catch his breath.

J’hana ignored him. “It has been quite a while since I had a fight like that.”

“What fight? It was a massacre! We were lucky to get out of there alive!”

“That is the way of things with Andorian families. Is it not the same with Terran families?”

“Generally, Terran families don’t hit each other with chairs and swords.”

“Then how do you bond with one another? How do you get out aggression?”

Richards closed his eyes as rain pelted him. “By, uh, talking?”

“Useless rambling gets you nowhere.” J’hana cradled her phaser lovingly. “Weaponry is all a family understands.”

“I’ll have to remember that the next time I have a visit from my jerky Uncle Fred.”

J’hana leaned against the tree and caught her breath. She glanced at Richards. “They liked you, you know.”

“WHAT?” Richards looked up at J’hana with incredulity. “They tried to kill me! Feldspar stepped on my face!”

“Signs of affection,” J’hana said. “I am surprised they didn’t ask you to undergo the mating rites with me.”

“You’ll understand if I would have declined.”

“You would not have had a choice.” J’hana extended a hand and dragged Richards to his feet. “Oh, well, we’d better get walking. It is a couple kilometers to the Andorian Arms.”

“Why don’t we just have the Escort do a site-to-site?”

“Because we are on Andor. We do not take shortcuts. Do you want one of our media agencies to detect that you used the transporter to avoid a two kilometer walk? You would be the laughing stock of the art world!”

“I could live with that if it meant a warm bed and a hot drink right about now.”

“You make me sick,” J’hana said, and plodded onward toward town.

“Come again?”

“You have no respect for your accomplishment. You have no respect for the people bestowing this award on you. It was a mistake for me to bring you here.”

“J’hana,” Richards said, struggling to keep up. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t respect the award, and its presenters. It’s a four day trip each way, not to mention the…colorful…nature of the natives.”

“More jabbering, more insults. Careful what you say, Commander Richards. Unlike my family, I will not hold back when I hit you.”

“They held back?” Richards said in a small voice. He shuddered to think of what that family was like when they fought with full force. When J’hana did not respond, Richards kept on. “J’hana, something’s eating at you. You’ve had a larger chip than usual on your shoulder since we began this trip, and I want to know why.”

J’hana whirled, causing Richards to nearly slam into her. “You want to know what’s ‘eating’ at me, Commander?”

“I, uh, I guess…”

“You make me want to vomit, then shove that vomit down your throat.”

“Gee, I’m sorry you feel that way…”

“Arrggh!” J’hana growled up at the blue-red sky, and trudged onward.

“J’hana,” Richards said, jogging to follow. “What is it?”

“You’re wasting a gift I would have given anything to have, you silly, awkward, weak-willed human zvarkhnnnixzznrvfvbghr SLUGWORM!”

That’s a new one, Richards said, trying to figure out what J’hana’s new expletive could mean, when compared to the three or four Andorian words he already knew. “What are you trying to tell me?” he finally asked.

J’hana whirled again.

“Stop doing that!” Richards cried, sliding backward in the plasmic Andorian mud. He reached out to grab a tree to stop from falling.

“Years ago, when I was not long out of my nymph stage, I entered the Andorian Arts Academy contest. And you know what? I won second place.”

“Wow. What do they do when they announce that?”

“They stab you in the stomach, but that’s not important. What is important is that I was going to become a star of Andor’s pop culture scene. But guess what happened? GUESS WHAT THE FWARK HAPPENED, YOU HUMAN FOOL!”

“I-I-I don’t know,” Richards stammered.

“I was beaten!” J’hana cried, ripping a branch off a nearby tree and tossing it effortlessly over Richards’s head. He glanced back to see it sail several meters before smashing against another tree. “Beaten to a bluish pulp by the roving art gangs, before I could accept my statue and cheese kit. I never had a chance!” J’hana banged her head against a tree. “I never had a fwarking chance!”

Richards tentatively put a hand on J’hana’s shoulder. “Now I understand, I think. You brought me here so you could attack the art gangs and get revenge, didn’t you?”

“I trained for years after that, Commander. Years. I studied under the most fearsome martial artists on Andor. Z’chau, Yunnnz, F’aht. You name him, I learned to kill from him.”

“So then what happened?”

“I submitted a new piece, but it was too late,” the Andorian moaned. “Too damned late. You see, in the time I’d spent in training, the art scene had moved from post-intestinal to neo- dread. I was behind. A relic of times gone by. So I was forced to put my hard-earned training to good use and join the refuge of the damned.”

“Starfleet,” Richards sighed.

J’hana nodded, wiping mucky rain off her face. “You can see why I’m bitter.”

“I suppose. But I’d have appreciated it if you’d taken this sentimental journey without endangering my life.”

J’hana turned and put a firm hand on Richards’s shoulder. “Do not worry about that, Commander. I assure you, you are quite safe with me. But leave my sight, even for an instant, and you will die.”

“Great,” Richards said, glancing nervously over his shoulder. “Let’s get to the hotel, then.”



Dr. Browning knocked on the frosted glass window outside Lt. Tilleran’s office. “Ariel? You busy?”

“Uh-oh,” Tilleran chuckled. “Don’t tell me. My tests came back positive.”

“No, no, this is actually a social call.”

“Well,” Tilleran smiled. “This is a surprise. Come on in.” She gestured for Browning to sit down on the small loveseat across from her desk. “Can I get you anything?”

“No thanks. I’m not hungry.”

“You’re kidding.” Tilleran swiveled in her chair. “Boy, there must really be something wrong.”

Browning nodded. “Sort of.”

“Well, I’m pleased you came to me. Some Betazoids are counselors, you know.”

“I’m aware. Actually, I was hoping–” Browning glanced at Tilleran’s desk. There was an elegant duridium picture frame on the desk, facing away from Browning. “Is this a picture of someone in your family? Or a boyfriend, possibly?” Browning giggled and grabbed the frame. “Let’s see.”

“Uh, Doctor, I wouldn’t…”

“Oh. Uh, wow.” Browning turned the picture from side to side, on several different angles. It was an image of Tilleran and J’hana, draped on a heart-shaped bed, taken from what seemed to be an impossible (and somewhat nauseating) angle. “This is, um, this is really interesting.”

Tilleran snatched the frame. “It’s not what you think. Now, on to your problem?”

“Yes,” Browning said, straightening. “I’ve talked to a couple people, but I can’t seem to put my problem into words.”

“Aha,” Tilleran said. “And you were hoping I could ‘scan’ you and immediately ascertain your problem?”

“Yeah,” Browning said sheepishly. “I hope you’re not offended.”

“Of course not.” Tilleran got up and moved around her desk. She sat on the edge, close to Browning. The doctor squirmed a bit. “I get that all the time, as you might imagine.”

Browning chuckled nervously. “Yes, I thought you might. So, will you…?”

“Sure,” Tilleran said. “Open your mind to me, Janice, and let me see what I can–oh. Oh my. Oh MY!”

“Don’t overreact, please,” Browning begged. “I want this to be handled with all due…discretion.”

“Right, of course,” Tilleran said, leaning forward onto Browning’s chest and laughing out loud. She laughed so hard and so long she ended up crying, sniffling snot all over Browning’s uniform. Browning reluctantly patted the hysterical Betazoid on the back.

“Sorry, Doctor, I’m not being very sensitive about this, am I?” Tilleran asked, finally, mercifully pulling back.

“It’s okay, Ariel. I understand how you might react this way.” Browning stood. “I’ll go out on a limb and say you don’t have any advice for me?”

“Pack your bags and get out of here, as fast as you can,” Tilleran said, returning to her chair.

“Thanks a lot,” Browning sighed, and stepped out of Tilleran’s office, out of the lab complex, and back out into the corridor. “You were a real help.”



This visit was a remarkable lesson in Andorian culture for Chris Richards. For instance, he had no idea that Andorian beds were essentially coffins with comfier pillows. J’hana sealed him in with the assurance that she’d keep constant vigil for any homicidal art critics. Richards felt a pang of fear when he heard the Andorian’s ferocious, animal-like snores from outside the “coffin.” The only way he knew they were snores at all, and not an attacking beast of some kind, was because he’d slept in the same room as J’hana during a trip to a frozen world inhabited by pseudo-hominid penguins while in the Delta Quadrant. It was an experience he’d hoped never to repeat.

Well, thought Richards, maybe the snoring will scare off any potential attackers.

Once the Andorian sun came in through the tiny slats in Richards’s tomblike bed, the engineer figured he’d gotten the sum total of about fifteen minutes of sleep.

His figurings were quickly cut short when J’hana lifted the lid and peered in at him with an arched eyebrow.

“Commander. I trust you slept well?”

“Like the dead,” Richards sighed, and climbed out of his bed tomb. “How about some breakfast?”

“I will get it. You stay here,” J’hana said, and slid out through the apartment door into the dank brown Andorian morning.

Richards looked around the austere room for wont of something to do. There didn’t seem to be a video screen of any sort, and the audio machine appeared to only play Andorian music, which, to Richards, was the equivalent of having a warp core breach occur inside one’s middle ear.

That in mind, Richards decided to sit down in the awkward butterfly-style chair facing the hotel room’s window and stare at the action out in the parking lot of the Andorian Arms. Supposedly, this place was one of Andor’s finest hotels. But Richards was used to this. Andorians, like Klingons, didn’t believe in frills. He’d brought along a little padd to keep himself busy. He reached down beside the chair and into his carry-on bag, picked out the padd. He connected with the Escort’s computer and picked up the Federation News.

Richards’s reading was interrupted when a small, spherical object smashed through his window, trailing smoke. It landed squarely inside his “bed,” and set about beeping annoyingly.

Without hesitation, Richards lept out of the butterfly chair, through the gape in the window, and ducked and rolled onto the sidewalk in front of the hotel room.

The wall of the hotel room blew outward with such a quake that Richards thought the ground under him would open up and swallow him up. Instead, chunks of the heavy stone wall came raining down on him, pinning him helpless to the sidewalk.

He lay there several minutes, squinting at the haze and globulus clouds in the sky. Finally, J’hana approached carrying a greasy sack.

“I have some zharvats and jelly for you, Comm–” A pause.

“Down here, J’hana,” Richards said weakly.

The Andorian knelt beside him. “You didn’t activate the massager, did you?”

“No, no, this was someone else’s doing, I think.”

“Your detective skills are well-honed, Commander. This, then, would be a warning.”

“You think?”

J’hana nodded grimly. “You are a marked man.” She effortlessly shoved a few of the larger chunks of wall off Richards and helped him to his feet. “I should not have left you. Imagine the fiasco if I had to report back to the Explorer with your dead body in tow.”

“Yeah, imagine,” Richards muttered. “You know what, J’hana? The Andorian Arts Academy can just forget about their stinking award. It’s just not worth–”

And immediately J’hana’s hand slammed over Richards’s mouth. She jerked him close to her and narrowed her eyes. She meant business. “We have passed the point of no return, Commander! We will see this through, or die trying. Is that understood? You are no longer my superior officer. You are a human who is marked for death. A stranger on a strange world. Your very existence depends on me. You will do exactly as I say or you will die. Is that understood?”

Richards nodded briskly.

“This is not a game. It is a matter of honor. I intend to see it through. Are you with me?”

Another nod, this one a bit hesitant.

J’hana smiled toothily. It scared Richards more than anything else that had happened on Andor so far. “Good. This will be an exciting challenge. You had better get a shower. It promises to be a busy day.”

“Yeah,” Richards gulped. “No kidding.”



The day actually passed without much incident. The most exciting thing that happened after the explosion was a heated argument between J’hana and one of the hotel maids on how Richards’s sheets were tucked.

Of course, J’hana had them moved to a new room. This one, she said, came with the famed “Deluxe Security Package,” which included forcefield, heat- and motion-sensitive flooring, laser-guided sensor systems, and a patented self destruct system that allowed you to blow yourself to smithereens before your opponent got the chance. Only to be used in extreme circumstances, J’hana emphasized.

Given all of the security improvements in their new room, Richards expected the shower to be really fantastic. However, he soon found that the Andorian idea of a shower was far different than his own. Their “showers” actually sprayed little gritty bits of rock, sand, and material Richards couldn’t identify all over one’s body, literally scraping off dirt with a notoriously pumice- like quality. The shower left Richards feeling as if he’d just slid face-first down a mountain, but he dared not complain.

“How was the shower?” J’hana asked, looking up from her modest meal of zhelat ribs and v’haspant.

“Great,” Richards said, touching a towel to the gash in his cheek. “Just let me get my dress uniform on and we’ll be underway.”

“Do not take long. We should be at the reception within the hour. Traffic promises to be heavy.”

“Oh, I never even asked. How do Andorians get around on their homeworld?”

Another chilling smile. “You shall see.”



Richards held onto the railing in front of him for dear life as wind and (more) rain slammed into his face. J’hana cackled wildly beside him, relishing the trip.

“Is this not the best, Commander?” J’hana asked, as the pilot of their commercial sky-sled flew them on a bee-line for the Andorian Arts Academy Main Campus. Sky sleds were more or less shuttlecrafts without roofs that darted like insects at unimaginably dangerous speeds around the larger Andorian cities.

“It would be better if this thing had a roof!” Richards called out, clutching his watertight poncho close around his body.

“Bah! Be glad you have that poncho, weakling!”

“How much longer…” Richards asked, patting his pilot on the back.

The Andorian at the controls of the sky sled turned around, with a demonic look on his face. “Not long!” he cried, and withdrew a dagger from his chest pocket.

“J’hana!” Richards cried, and scrambled backward, over his own seat and into the row behind him.

The Andorian driver lept after him, and J’hana simply stuck out her arm, stopping him cold. She grabbed his head before he could retaliate, and, with a twist, she snapped his neck and tossed him overboard.

“They really will have to try harder than that,” J’hana sighed.

“Do you know how to fly one of these things?” Richards asked fearfully.

“No,” J’hana replied. “But I do know how to crash one. Hold on.”



Minutes later, Richards crawled out of the smouldering wreckage of the sky sled, shortly followed by J’hana.

“My dress uniform is ruined,” he moaned.

“Be glad you survived.” J’hana glanced back at the smoking ruins of the flyer, which she’d landed nose-first in a grove of trees just outside of the Arts Academy’s main campus. “I only have a Class III flyer license.”

“I’d never have guessed.”

“Let us proceed,” J’hana said, yanking her bat’leth out from its sheath behind her back and plugging onward, taking point.

“You really think that thing’s necessary?” Richards asked, tugging his tattered poncho tighter.

“We shall see,” said J’hana mysteriously.

Richards and J’hana emerged from the grove of trees into a large clearing, bordered on all sides by tall buildings.

“This is the ‘quad,’” J’hana said. “The buildings all around us are classroom and lecture halls, as well as student dormitories and an amphitheater.”

“Thanks for the penny tour,” Richards said. “Where exactly is the art gallery?”

“Half a kilometer ahead. Do you think you will make it, or shall I carry you?”

“I think I’ve been through enough without having to endure your cutting wit, J’hana.”

“You’re alive. Be glad of that,” J’hana said, and plugged onward.

Richards walked along behind J’hana, alone with his thoughts, for several minutes. Then he saw the buttresses and glimmering lights of the art gallery ahead, like a savior. Sky sleds and transports were parking and, after dropping off their passengers, taking back off into the dark brown sky. People milled about at the entrance. Press from the Federation News Service and the Krinok News Network all gathered around, snapping images, getting interviews. They were almost there.

“Hey, you’re Chris Richards!” said a voice from behind the engineer.

He turned to see a gorgeous, long-legged blonde woman in a form-fitting black catsuit approaching.

“Uh, yeah,” he said, turning on his “charm smile.” “How can I help you?”

“I’m Gloria Maitland.” She held up a padd. “Galactic Subspace Radio.”

J’hana gave Maitland a cursory glance. “I enjoy GSR. The book reviews are informative.”

“Thanks,” Maitland dripped. She turned to Richards. “How about an interview?”

“Sure, I don’t see the harm. If you do join me later for a little drink?”

“Ensign Madera will not approve,” J’hana said huskily, folding her arms. “And neither do I. We have a schedule to adhere to.”

“Kindly keep out of my business,” Richards snapped. He turned back to Gloria Maitland. “Now, Ms. Maitland, where were we?”

“We were about to get an interview, and then a little drink!” Maitland smiled sultrily. She touched Richards’s arm coyly. “Oh, what a bicep!”

“I try to stay in shape.”

“No doubt.” Maitland held up a padd. “Now, just a few words for our friends in the Federation.”

“What do you want to know?” Richards asked. “Where I get my inspiration? How I came up with such an innovative design? Who my true… muse is?”

“Actually,” said Maitland, reading her padd, “what I really want to know is, how do you wish to die?”

“Come again?”

“Out of the way!”

Richards heard J’hana’s scream. He never saw her coming, though. She was on top of Gloria Maitland before Richards even comprehended what was happening.

“Who sent you?” J’hana demanded, shoving her bat’leth up against Maitland’s neck, straddling her in a way that intrigued Richards. He walked over to join J’hana and tried to keep focused.

“I can’t tell,” said Gloria Maitland. “But suffice it so say, I’ve been sent by some of the best art minds in the galaxy.” She craned her neck over to Richards. “Give up now, if you know what’s good for you. You’re small fharbatz, compared to some of these other players. Go back to your starship and…engineer something!” she sneered.

“Your pronunciation is good,” J’hana said. “A little too good. You’re Andorian.”

“And my antennae are killing me!” screamed Maitland. “All scrunched down under this fake beehive hairdo! I despise it!”

“And I despise artists that have no sense of class when it comes to surprise attacks! Your attack was sloppy, disgraceful! Who taught you? Faaxxn?”

“Say, you look familiar,” said Maitland. “I’ve been doing some research for my master’s art thesis. Did you submit something, say about ten years ago?”

“Pfah!” J’hana growled. “She is a fwarking graduate student!” J’hana slugged the faux human woman unconscious with the dull end of her bat’leth and stood up. “They aren’t even sending real warriors,” she muttered. “What has this business come to?”

“J’hana, I think it’s best if we just go get my award and get the hell out of here.”

“For once, I am in agreement. This business has grown too shallow since I left it. It is all about the killing now.”

“What a shame,” muttered Richards, and J’hana led him on to the art building.



Richards straightened out the scorched and scuffed parts of his white and grey dress uniform as best he could as Dr. Z’ddix, chair of the 3-D design department of the Arts Academy, gave the introductory speech to the crowd crammed into the gallery in front of Richards’s painting.

“And how ingenious to paint a three-dimensional image of a warp field. One can actually see it move, given the proper eye- crossings. One might actually literally be blinded by the beauty of this piece, if one is not careful,” chuckled Z’ddix. Richards cringed. His jokes were horrible. “At any rate,” he went on, “let us congratulate the human Richards on his tremendous job…‘Warp Field in Flux.’”

The crowd clapped unenthusiastically. They were obviously, even after all these years, predisposed against humans.

Richards stepped up to join Z’ddix and bowed nervously, searching out J’hana in the crowd. She nodded knowingly. She was really enjoying this, thought Richards.

“Well,” he said. “I really don’t know what to say. I never imagined my piece would get this much attention. It came together so quickly, so easily. I’d never have guessed that it would become such a hit, especially here on Andor, where humans are regarded with such…” he searched for a diplomatic word, “skepticism.”

“Ahem. Perhaps you should wrap things up,” whispered Dr. Z’ddix from beside him. “Before the crowd gets restless.”

“Good idea,” replied Richards. “Anyway, my thanks to all of you for your attention. I’m glad to be able to add a little bit to each of your lives. Oh,” he said, almost as an afterthought. “And special thanks to Lieutenant J’hana, for her steadfast help getting me here through some… troublesome circumstances. I couldn’t have done it without you, J’hana.”

She actually looked sheepish as the group clapped for her.

“Enough!” said a voice from the back of the gallery. “This has gone on just long enough!”

J’hana turned in an instant, drew her bat’leth in one swift movement. “Suva!” she shouted.

There, at the back of the gallery, standing on a balcony that overlooked the cavernous gallery, stood one of the Andorian sisters already infamous with Richards and other Explorer crewmembers for her involvement in the incident in which the Andorian government was overthrown a couple years back.

“None other than, my dear J’hana,” said Suva. “I was just waiting for the speeches to be over before I made my appearance.”

“Dr. Suva, this is highly irregular,” rattled old Z’ddix.

“You be quiet, nearly-dead one,” Suva shot back. “I have business here. Important business.”

J’hana shoved aside one Andorian art groupie after another in her struggle to get to the back of the gallery. She raced up the flight of stairs leading up to the balcony.

“You can’t stop me!” she heard Suva cry. “You might as well give up now!”

She emerged on the balcony in time to see Suva withdraw a weapon from inside her cloak. She aimed it right at Richards, who cringed behind Z’ddix.

“Noooooooooooo!” cried J’hana, flying through the air, swathing her bat’leth in front of her like a wheat shredder.

The two Andorians collided, flipped over the railing. J’hana gripped the railing and Suva gripped J’hana’s leg, slamming against the wall just below the lip of the balcony. With her free hand, Suva punched a control on the device, and J’hana waited for the inevitable. Some explosion, phaser beam, or toxic gas. Something to kill Richards, and maybe everyone else in the room.

Instead, a huge tarp that covered the far left wall was suddenly sent fluttering to the ground. Behind it was something that caused J’hana to shriek.

“My purple pony!” the Andorian cried, and let go of the railing.



“Are you sure you’re okay?” J’hana asked Suva sheepishly. “You did land right on your head.”

Suva clutched a cold pack to her head. “I am fine. Really.”

Richards was still in awe. The beast on the painting before him was like no pony he’d ever seen. Two-headed, muscular, and judging by the tiny Andorian painted in at its feet, huge beyond belief.

“This is really good, J’hana,” Richards said. “I never knew you had this kind of talent.”

“It is nothing,” said J’hana. “It is the sketching of an immature nymph.”

“It’s retro. Colorful. Alive with a rich vocabulary of tones and forms,” said Dr. Z’ddix, staring at the painting in awe.

“I found it in the basement,” explained Suva. “And when I saw your Mr. Richards’s piece in an art journal, I had to recommend it–”

“Because you knew J’hana would come with me,” Richards said, finishing Suva’s thought. “Of course.”

“I know we have our differences,” Suva said. “I tried to kill you, you tried to kill me, et cetera. But this is art. Art, J’hana. It defies social boundaries. This needed to see the light of day again, so it could be enjoyed by a new generation of Andorian artists. What was out of vogue then might just be the new style now.”

“You make good points,” J’hana said. “And, if the legal authorities released you, you must have learned that that taking part in the destabilization of our government is wrong. And, you like my purple pony. You cannot be so bad.”

“Yes, yes, I am reformed,” Suva said quickly. “At any rate, you may now claim your rightful reward, and your cheese kit.” She turned to Richards. “You too, Commander. You are both worthy additions to the Andorian art scene.”

“Well, all’s well that ends well, huh, J’hana?” asked Richards with a grin.

“Something still bothers me,” J’hana said, rubbing her chin. “If it was not Suva trying to kill us, who was it?”

At that moment, a uniformed attendant approached carrying two large baskets of various clear-wrapped cheeses.

“Your cheese kits, sir and madam,” said the waiter in a gritty voice.

J’hana reached out to take the basket, and the waiter immediately clubbed her in the head with it. She, in turn, grabbed the waiter’s arm and twisted it behind his back. She shoved him to the ground and stuck a knee in his back. “All right, fwarn-sharsher! Who sent you! Tell me now, or I shall bite off your antennae!”

“For the hive’s sake, his name is J’harn, okay! Just let me go. Please, please don’t hurt my antennae! I put these up for collateral on my student loan application!”

J’hana released the frightened Andorian and stood, chuckling mildly to herself. “J’harn, huh.”

“Your own father?” Richards asked, scratching his head. “Your father tried to kill me! You’ll forgive me if I don’t see the humor in that.”

“And you humans say I don’t have a sense of humor. Don’t you see? They weren’t trying to kill you, they were trying to kill me. They figured I was going to get back into painting if I hung around here too long. Father wanted me to remember the taste of blood. I will have to send him some sort of greeting card before we leave. Or perhaps I will send a hired attacker of my own.”

“J’hana,” Richards muttered, “I never will understand your people.”

J’hana shrugged. “It is your loss. Now, let us celebrate. I feel like getting drunk tonight.”

Richards shivered.



Lt. Commander Larkin and Lt. Tilleran were waiting at the airlock doors when Richards and J’hana left the Escort.

“Father I trust your trip went well?” Larkin asked, taking up step with Richards as he headed down the corridor toward the turbolift that would eventually, mercifully, take him to his quarters.

“I feel like I’ve been through hell,” Richards said. Even after four days, he still hadn’t quite shaken off the huge Andorian hangover he had, not to mention the bumps and bruises from explosions, attacks, etc. And then there was the slam dancing.

“Where is Captain Baxter?” asked J’hana, taking Tilleran’s hand.

“Uh…”

“Yeah,” said Richards. “I thought for sure he’d be here to welcome us back.”

Tilleran and Larkin exchanged glances. Larkin nodded at Tilleran.

“The captain is in detox,” explained Tilleran.

“Detox?” asked Richards. “You mean he’s in the drunk tank?”

“Affirmative,” replied Larkin. “Apparently, Commander Conway convinced him to drink a certain beverage in place of his customary grapefruit juice. Captain Baxter was unaware that the beverage contained a large amount of alcohol.”

“First Lieutenant Elton’s LDS in his GreatFruit, and now this,” Richards muttered. “This grapefruit embargo is going to kill Captain Baxter.”

“If certain crewmembers do not kill him first,” Tilleran said. “He was sent to the drunk tank when he ran into the Constellation Club, naked, mind you, shouting ‘Warp nine, Scotty!’”

“Poor bastard,” Richards said, rubbing his chin. “I’ll have to go pay him a visit.”

“Indeed,” said Larkin.



“Here you go, Captain,” said Dr. Browning, switching off the forcefield and stepping into the detoxification tank with a tray laden with goodies. “I’ve got sandwiches, nacho chips, some salsa, fried yamok liver. Lots of good stuff to get your strength back up.”

Baxter sat up on his cot and took the tray eagerly. “I feel like I was hit in the face by an Oberth-class starship, Janice.”

“That would have been Bolian Ambassador Juresh’s fist,” said Browning. “You busted in on the Constellation Club in the middle of his swing dance routine.”

“I guess I’d better file an apology,” Baxter said thoughtfully, munching on half a sandwich. “When can I get out of here?”

“When all that ‘Captain’ is flushed out of your system,” said Browning. “About four hours.”

“Kelly will be thrilled.”

“I’m sure.” Browning looked over at the chronometer on the far side of the room. “Oh, would you look at that. I have to get going.”

“Where are you going?” asked Baxter.

“An..appointment,” Browning said mysteriously, and left.



“Come,” said Counselor Peterman, looking up from her padd. This month’s Pet Care Monthly featured a special on interspecies breeding. The Golden Targ Retriever was absolutely adorable.

Dr. Browning poked her head in. “Kelly?”

“Ah, Janice. I’ve been waiting for you. Come, have a seat on the couch. Make yourself comfortable.”

“It’s been a while,” Browning said, crossing over to Peterman’s fainting couch and sitting down, then pivoting around and lying back. “Since Chris and I were together.”

“Don’t forget the time when you had that alien consciousness in your mind.”

“Oh, yeah, I guess that was the last time.”

“So, what’s on your mind?” asked Peterman, pulling out a note padd and making some notes.

“I have a minor problem,” Browning began.

“Hence being here. Go ahead.”

“Well, it’s something I’ve been having a hard time saying.”

“That’s often the case when your conscious mind is having a hard time coming terms with something your subconscious has already dealt with. Give it a try.”

“Well, I’ve tried to articulate this to a few people, without much success.”

“Wait. You didn’t come to me first?”

Uh oh. Browning looked at Peterman woefully. “I wasn’t sure how you’d take the news.”

“Janice,” Peterman said, leaning forward and taking Browning’s hand. “I’m your counselor. I’m supposed to be here whenever you have any type of problem. To think, that I’d be your third or fourth choice–”

“Sixth,” Browning mumbled.

“Sixth!”

“You’re supposed to be helping me.”

“I should have been helping you from the start. What, you don’t think I can handle your problem? Maybe you haven’t checked all the other possible avenues yet. Maybe you can talk to Ensign Rayne down in astrophysics. Or… ugh…Lt. Ford.”

“You’re getting off-topic, Kelly,” Browning said. “I’m here now, and I want help.”

“Well,” muttered Peterman, “I’ll do my best.”

Browning gritted her teeth. “Kelly, I…I think I’ve got feelings for Commander Conway.”

Peterman blinked. She was quiet for several moments, biting her lip and staring at her padd.

“Well?” asked Browning. “What do I do?”

Peterman shook her head. “You’re right, Janice. You do have a problem. Just when did you discover you had these…” She felt nauseous. “Ugh… feelings?”

“It happened slowly. Remember last year, when he tried to date me?”

“All too well.”

“Well, I started to find those advances…cute.”

“Oh, Janice…”

“And then there was his addiction to ‘white.’ You know I love helping people.”

“He’d certainly keep you busy there.”

“But it piqued a few weeks ago when he saved the ship… again.”

“He had a temper tantrum based on his pinched penis, Janice! He went nuts, for want of a better term, and massacred the Myzinthi invaders. Twice!”

“He’s so brave,” Browning said.

“I don’t believe this.” Peterman pulled up her calendar on her padd and began tapping. “We’re going to have to set up repeated appointments. Full psychological work-up.”

“Is that really necessary? I thought you were going to just tell me to try dating him and see what happens.”

“No, no no no!” Peterman said, leaning forward. “Absolutely not. He is a slug, Janice. A walking, talking slug. You stay away from him!”

“Glad you’re not being biased here, Kelly.”

“I’m not talking as your counselor now. I’m talking as your friend. His personality is just above that of a Horta, and besides that, he’s involved in this sick little hidden relationship with Tyra Sh…s***.”

“Pardon?”

“Whoops.” Conway had sworn Peterman to secrecy about the Tyra thing, on pain of pet deportation, and she’d just opened up her big mouth. “Uh, nothing,” Peterman said, standing. “How about I set up a schedule with you and we’ll get to work as soon as that’s arranged. Maybe we can have lunch later today, too. But I have a lot of work to do right now. You’d better get going…”

“Commander Conway is seeing Tyra Shar? Behind Jenna’s back?”

“No. NO! You never heard that!” Peterman said, and ushered Browning out of her office. “Now go, and pretend you never heard me say anything about that, you hear????”

Browning scuttled out of Peterman’s office. “Okay, okay. Thanks a lot for the talk. It was quite therapeutic.”

Once she was out in the corridor, Browning came upon Commander Conway coming around the bend.

“Oh, Doctor,” Conway said. “Good to see you. Listen, I’m sorry about what I did to Captain Baxter. It was just supposed to be a joke. I figured he’d figure it out after a few days. Little did I know he’s a giant idiot…”

Browning faltered. “That’s, uh, okay…uh, Commander. Listen, I have to get to my restaurant. Get ready for the lunch rush.” Sheesh, thought Browning. What an idiot I was. Commander Conway. Yeah, right. Look what he did to Captain Baxter. He’s a total schmuck.

“Well, then. I guess I’ll talk to you later.” Conway reached in his pocket and pulled out an isolinear chip. “I’m on my way down to Sickbay to see the captain. I have an isolinear chip of Superbowl Forty-five for him. You know, Cowboys versus the Alburquerque Red Demons.”

Browning grinned. He was a schmuck. But a loveable one. Tyra Shar was…an obstacle. But one she’d just have to overcome, one way or another. “That’s very thoughtful, Commander. I’ll tell you what, after you drop that off, why don’t you come down to the restaurant and I’ll make you a special lunch. How does the thirty-piece fried chicken dinner sound?”

Conway licked his lips. “Fantastic. I’ll be right down!” And he skipped off down the corridor.

Browning headed in the opposite direction, and bumped into Lt. Commander Richards.

Richards stared over Browning’s shoulder at Conway. “What is he so freaking happy about?”

“Nothing,” Browning said. “How was Andor?”

“Oh. It was…a ton of fun.” Richards fumbled awkwardly with his fingers. “Did you ever get that problem of yours sorted out?”

“Yes,” Browning said, and glanced over her shoulder. What was she getting herself into? She looked back at Richards and smiled wanly. “As a matter of fact, I did.”



NEXT:



Has Dr. Browning gone insane? Commander Conway? What in the heck is she thinking? Counselor Peterman is charged to find out exactly that when the brewing Browning/Conway romance threatens to destroy the entire ship. Well, maybe not the ship, but it sure will bother some people. And what if Jenna Fran finds out Tyra’s been cheating on her? Will Conway deport Peterman’s pets? And will Peterman get Browning to come to her senses before Browning discovers…the Conway Frontier? Only time will tell…one week to be exact! “Love Hurts,” Next, on Star Traks: The Vexed Generation!






Love Hurts



PREVIOUSLY, ON “STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION”:



Counselor Peterman became the recipient of some bad news when Dr. Browning announced to her that she had special warm and snuggly romantic feelings for Commander Conway, who every- one knows is a first-rate schmuck.



AND NOW, THE CONTINUATION OF “ALLY McBEAL,” I MEAN, “STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION”:



Counselor’s Log,

Stardate 54417.6. It’s been ten days since my patient, Janet, has expressed her feelings to me about her fellow officer, Commander Donaway. Since Commander Donaway is a first-rate jerk and a half, it is my reccomendation that Janet not come near him with a ten foot tractor beam. She is, so far, receptive to my suggestions. I think I’m making real progress.



“I think you’re full of crap!” Chief Medical Officer Janice Browning said, kneading one of Peterman’s pillows in her lap. She was curled up on the counselor’s fainting couch.

Counselor Kelly Peterman blinked. “Janice…you’ve never said anything like that to me ever before! What’s gotten into you? Is this…wave of lust you’re feeling turning you into an agressive hate machine?”

“Hah, don’t be silly,” Browning said. “I just think your irrational dislike of Commander Conway is clouding your judgment on this. I’m not asking your permission, here. Don’t you see I just want to know how to deal with these feelings?”

“And I told you how to deal with these feelings. Get rid of them!”

“You’re not looking out for my best interests, Kelly. You’re just thinking about yourself.”

“Now who’s being silly? It’s in my job description to look out for your best interests.”

“Well start acting like it!”

Peterman leaned back in her chair and sighed. “Jeeze, Janice. We’re having our first fight, aren’t we?”

“And who here needs counseling?”

“Three and a half years, and we’ve never fought once. Now a man is coming in between us!”

“So to speak,” Browning said. “Listen, I know this decision of mine is not going to sit well with a few people…”

“Andy will freak out, you realize.”

“If he’s my friend, he’ll understand.”

“Don’t be so sure.”

Browning tossed her pillow across the room. “I can’t go around making choices just to make other people happy! Is that really what you want me to do?”

Peterman sniffed, fighting the urge to say “yes.” “Hmm. I guess not.”

“This might be a huge mistake. But it’s my mistake to make.”

After a few moments of silence, Peterman nodded. She took Browning’s hands in hers. “Janice, I wish you the best of luck. I’ll even be your Bride’s Maid.”

Browning stood up. “Now let’s not get carried away here.”

“That was just the response I was hoping for,” Peterman giggled, and walked Browning to the door to her office. “So. Off to go…” Peterman made a disgusted face. “Make some romance happen with Commander…ugh, oh God, Conway?”

“No, but thanks for the support,” Browning said. “I’m off to pick up Plato from school.”

“How strange.”

“What?”

“Just that your competition is teaching your son. Isn’t that a bit odd?”

“I don’t like to think of her as competition.” Browning smiled wistfully. “I like to think of her as old news. Anyway, off I go!”

Peterman smiled weakly as she watched Browning leave. Not for the first time in her counseling carreer, she felt like she was way in over her head.



“He’s getting along with the kindergarteners very well,” Tyra Shar said, as she and Dr. Browning watched Plato and the other children play through the observation window in Shar’s office. “The only disadvantage Plato has is that he’s not quite talking yet. We get a few mumbled words out of him, but nothing solid. His only really disruptive behavior is that he keeps suctioning on to all the furniture.”

“That is a problem,” Browning said. “Well, I’ve been trying to talk to him as much as possible. You know, I tell him about my day, current events, the political situation on Earth…”

“Have you thought about reading him children’s stories?” suggested Tyra.

“No, actually. Do you think he’d like that?”

“Most children do.”

“No kidding. I’m going to give that a try.”

“Great. Well, let me just go wedge him out of the swingamagig.”

“Thanks, Tyra.”

Right after Tyra ducked out into the play room, the opposite door opened and Commander David Conway stepped in with a bouquet of flowers.

“Hey, Tyra, guess what I’ve–” Conway stopped short when he saw Browning. “Whoops.”

“Commander,” Browning said. She decided to play dumb. “What are those for?”

Conway shrugged. “Uh, um…they’re for you.”

Browning grinned. “No kidding?”

“Yeah, yeah. I, uh, got them for you to express my sincere thanks.”

“For what?”

“For…” Conway was obviously reaching deep into his brain. “For when you lanced that boil on my back last week!”

“Well, isn’t that sweet!” Browning said, and graciously took the flowers.

“Don’t mention it.” Conway’s expression turned to one of panic when Tyra Shar walked in with Plato glued on top of her head.

“Doctor, here’s your…oh, Commander Conway!”

“Ms. Shar. Just here to deliver these flowers to Dr. Browning.”

“To Dr. Browning?” Tyra asked, as Browning struggled to yank Plato off her head.

“Yes, for lancing that boil on my back last week.”

“That was nice of her,” Tyra said. Finally, with a THONK! Plato came loose and Browning tucked him over her shoulder, and tucked the bunch of flowers under her arm.

“All in a day’s work,” the doctor said sheepishly. “Thanks again, Commander. Just let me know if you get another boil…or anything else…” She grinned and walked out.

Once Browning was gone, Tyra smouldered. “Those were MY flowers!”

“WERE your flowers,” Conway muttered, staring at the door. He quickly turned back to Tyra. “I’ll get you some more.”

“Don’t trouble yourself,” Tyra muttered. “Besides, I’d have a hard time explaining to Jenna exactly how I got them.”

“You’d think of something.”

“She’s getting suspicious,” Tyra said, shuffling some padds on her desk. “The excuse that I’m teaching a night kindergarten class is beginning to get old.”

“I thought it was a great idea.”

“Yes, well, I think we’d better be a little more careful. If Jenna finds out, I’ll be in big trouble. To say nothing of the kind of trouble you’ll be in.” She sneered threateningly as she said this.

Conway rubbed his chin. “I always thought of the Trill as a warm, friendly people.”

“Think again,” Tyra muttered. She glanced out the window. “Crap. I’ve got to go. Bruce Kamtezen is trying to eat a potted plant again.”

“Don’t they eat foliage on Bewhal?” Conway asked.

Tyra grimaced. “Yes, but he’s half human. Don’t you have work of your own to do? Or do you just walk around the damn ship looking lovestruck all day long?”

Conway blinked. “Well, then, I’ll just be going.” As he headed out of Tyra’s office, he considered that she didn’t really have the temperment for dealing with children. Then again, he was really no expert on it either.



“I’m telling you, Andy, this crewmember is going to get into a whole bunch of trouble. She’s in way over the head with this guy,” Peterman said, as Captain Baxter hunched over the tiny ionic stove in their kitchenette.

“You don’t say,” Baxter said, and tossed some spices into the pan. “I’ve got a question. Why aren’t you telling me who this person is? You’ve never seemed to care about confidentiality before. Why start now?”

Peterman fought with a napkin, leaning her elbows on the kitchen table. “It’s a sensitive issue.”

Baxter carefully carried the pan over and sat it in the middle of the dinner table. “Is it someone I know?”

“No, it sure isn’t,” Peterman said. “Now what is this?”

“Yellow rice and chicken.”

“Then why is the rice brown?”

“Because I cooked it too long.” Baxter scooped big globs of sticky rice onto Peterman’s plate. “Janice’s recipe was a little hard to follow.”

“No kidding.” Peterman stabbed her fork into the gloppy mess and tried to turn it around. “What’s with this sudden urge to learn to cook, anyway?”

“Maybe I’m just trying to better myself. You know, expand my horizons?”

“Okay.”

“Or maybe I’m just sick of people reccomending things that make me get drunk or have psychotic episodes.” Baxter slumped into his chair. “Either way, what fun.”

Peterman took a tentative bite and chewed, and chewed, and chewed.

“Well?” Baxter asked expectantly.

“Mmm…” Peterman choked the sticky substance down. “Great.”



The next day, Counselor Peterman stumbled into her office, tossing back a special fizzy substance Nurse Wilcox had insured her would stop her stomach from aching. Andy’s rice dish really did a number on her.

Even worse, she had an appointment first thing in the morning. In mere minutes, Lt. Kamtezen was about to waltz in complaining about his kid, and how his ex-wife wanted more custody, and how they argued over human versus Bewhal ways of raising him, et cetera, et cetera. Just what she needed, when in fact Peterman wanted to focus all her energies on finding a way to steer Janice as far away from Commander Conway as possible.

She slumped behind her desk and stared blankly at the wall across from it. What was she to do? And why was she so concerned about Browning’s relationship anyway? Was it really any of her business?

Of course it was her business. Janice was a crewmember of the Explorer, and as such, her happiness was Peterman’s top priority. Commander Conway could not possibly make her happy, so she therefore absolutely must not get involved with Commander Conway. It was imminently logical.

BLEEEP!

Peterman sighed. “Come.”

Lt. Kamtezen stepped through the door to her office. “Good morning, Counselor.”

“Good morning, Lieutenant,” Peterman said tiredly. She called up Kamtezen’s file. “Problems with your ex-wife, Bewhal versus human beliefs, custody. Does that about cover it?”

“In so many words, I suppose it does,” Kamtezen said as he took a seat in front of Peterman’s desk. “Look, aren’t I supposed to lay down on the fainting couch over there or something?”

“Not today,” Peterman sighed. She didn’t feel up to the whole Freud routine for some reason. “Well, spill it, Lieutenant. Tell me where it hurts.”

“Forgive me, Counselor, but you don’t seem all that interested in my problem,” replied the orange-skinned scaly engineer.

“Oh, sure I am,” Peterman mumbled. “You really want your kid. Your ex-wife wants him, too. Its a common situation.”

“Maybe so,” agreed Kamtezen. “But you have no idea what it’s like. Have you ever been divorced?”

“Thankfully no.”

“Kids?”

Peterman rolled that thought around in her mind, not for the first time. “Eventually.”

“Well, I don’t see how you can help me. You have no idea what it’s like to be divorced, or to be a single parent. And you don’t seem to care.”

“I care,” Peterman said, then her eyes lit up. “That’s it!”

“You know how I can get total custody? Or convince Clara to let me ritually pierce Bruce’s nipples?”

“No, but you should talk to a lawyer about that first thing, and make a separate appointment with me about the second one. I don’t have a solution to any of your problems, Mr. Kamtezen, but I do have a way you might get some help.”

“Really?” The engineer brightened.

“Just one question.”

“Go ahead.”

“Are you dating anyone right now?”



“A single-parent support group?” Dr. Browning asked, narrowing her eyes skeptically. “I don’t know. I feel like I’m doing fine, really. Pressure clamps. Stop the bleeding. Four CCs vidrazine.”

Peterman paced the OR as Dr. Browning and Nurse Holly Wilcox worked on Ensign Pressbury’s appendix. “It’ll be great for you, Janice. There are a few other single parents on the ship. They’d love a chance to get together and share their common experiences. And I know you would too. And hey, Lt. Kamtezen will be there.”

“Who’s he?”

“He works down in engineering,” Peterman said, leaning over Ensign Pressbury, giving Browning a seductive wink. “And he is really, really gorgeous. He has the most beautiful orange skin…and the deepest hunter green eyes!”

“You’re trying to fix me up!” Browning explained, pounding on Ensign Pressbury’s chest cavity. Bits of Pressbury sprayed up in her face and she sighed. “Holly, towel, quick. And get me the thoracic coupler while you’re at it.”

“Yes, Doctor,” Holly said, and turned to the nearby supply tray.

“I am not trying to fix you up,” Peterman replied. She watched Browning take the coupler and jab it into Pressbury’s open chest cavity. “Wow, Janice, this really is fascinating.”

“You shouldn’t even be in here,” Browning said.

“Ahem…no kidding…” Holly Wilcox said under her breath.

“What?” asked Peterman.

“Nothing.”

Peterman whirled toward Browning. “Well?”

Browning sighed. “You’re really not going to take no for an answer, are you?”

“Nope. I’ll stay with you straight through recovery, if necessary.”

“Please, Doctor,” Holly pleaded, sopping up Pressbury’s blood. “Just do it.”

“Okay, okay. Now get out of my OR.”

“Gladly,” Peterman said, and patted Pressbury’s chest. “Get well soon, pal. You’ve got a lot of counseling coming. Trying to cut out your own appendix! I swear!”

“Go!” Holly and Browning both shouted.



That night, Peterman had the “Brian Doyle Murray” room all prepared for a support group. Doyle Murray was great for support groups because it had a warm, inviting decor, plenty of soft, comfy chairs, a fire place, and wet bar.

Yeoman Briggs had just finished placing the chairs in what he called a “conversational” circle, when Peterman hurried in.

“Paul! The place looks perfect.”

“Hot coffee’s brewing, honey. And there are the makings of s’mores in the cabinet if you get hungry.” Briggs grinned and pinched Peterman’s cheek.

“Oh, Paul, if you only I wasn’t already married and you liked women!” Peterman grinned and hugged Yeoman Briggs. “Thanks for everything. This is perfect!”

“Have a good support group,” Briggs said, and headed for the door.

“Where are you heading?” asked Peterman.

“Book and Beanery,” Briggs said. “Me, Ensign Rockford, Lt. Tilleran, and Lt. J’hana are getting together for a poetry reading.”

“I see,” Peterman said, and filed that little nugget of information in her Tilleran/J’hana file. “Well, have fun.”

“You too, sweetiepie.”

Once Briggs was gone, Peterman scouted out the comfiest chair and took a seat. She shifted around a little bit until she was comfortable, and then she reached out for the coffee table at the center of the circle of chairs and grabbed a blank padd. She didn’t really expect to take many notes, but she wanted to at least give the impression that this whole thing was a legitimate counseling tool, and not just a way to get Dr.

Browning hooked up with someone, anyone, that wasn’t Commander Conway.

The members of the group began trickling in minutes later. Peterman was horrified to see Lt. Commander Richards and Lt. Commander Larkin walk in. They weren’t on her sign-up sheet!

“Chris, Kristen!” Peterman said, rising from her chair. “What are you doing here?”

“Janice told us about this,” Richards said. “She said it might be good for Kristen and I to get some of our feelings out into the open.”

“For the final time, Father, I have no feelings,” Larkin said tersely. “I am merely here for your benefit.”

“See?” Richards said. “She’s been like this for months now. Bottled up, distant…”

“I have been no such way. My emotional state is nil, exactly as it was the very moment I was activated. Exactly as it shall be the moment I am deactivated.”

“This is what I’m talking about,” Richards said.

“Wow,” Peterman said. “You guys do seem to be experiencing a bit of a tough spot in your relationship. Maybe we can set up an appointment sometime this week to talk about it. This is more a support group for single parents, you know…”

“Single parents like me,” Richards said. “Single parents with bottled-up, distant, children.”

“His refusal to believe that I am not a child is most fascinating,” Larkin said, and sat down in one of the wingback chairs, next to Lt. Unlathi, the mammoth Velvattian security officer who was, by definition, a single parent, but only because Velvattians impregnate themselves.

“Just waiting for one more person,” Peterman said, and headed back to her chair. The group was already starting to murmur among themselves. Maybe this whole thing would have a good effect on ship morale, in addition to serving her ends with Dr. Browning. Peterman didn’t object to that at all, but first things first.

Suddenly the doors to Doyle Murray opened and Dr. Browning walked in–

–followed by Commander Conway, and his Welsh corgi, Bucky.

“Commander…” Peterman said, barely able to contain her anger. “What exactly are you doing here?”

“Dr. Browning told me about this when she came to ask me to babysit. I thought it’d be interesting, since I have all sorts of problems taking care of Bucky.” Conway sat down beside Browning in the circle of chairs and pulled Bucky into his lap. He nuzzled the stumpy-legged dog with his nose. “Isn’t that right, Bucky?”

“None of this would have been possible if you hadn’t given Bucky to Commander Conway,” Browning said. “Just look at how much he’s grown emotionally over the past year since he’s had to take care of another little life.”

“Another little life he may be,” Peterman said through gritted teeth. She stared at Conway. “However, we are talking about people with human children. To suggest that taking care of a pet is the same thing is an insult to all these good crew–”

“Come now, Counselor,” Conway grinned. “Pets are people too. You of all people should know that.”

“Don’t you dare go turning my love for my animals against me!” Peterman railed, jumping out of her seat.

“Well, I don’t know about you,” Richards said, looking over at Kamtezen. “But I’m feeling better about myself already.”

Peterman tried to regain her composure. She counted slowly to ten and then sat down. “Everyone, what I just showed you is an example of how not to act around your child, no matter how bad things get.”

“No kidding,” coughed Lt. Kamtezen.

“What was that?” Peterman asked, whirling toward the Bewhal.

“Nothing!”

“At any rate,” Peterman said, grabbing her padd. “Let’s start the discussion with Dr. Browning. Doctor, you gave birth to Plato three months ago. How did that make you feel?”

“Exausted,” Browning giggled.

Conway burst out laughing, slapping the chair arms. “Janice, that was a great one.”

“Self-healing is not a joking matter!” said Peterman.

“Right,” said Browning. “Well, I won’t kid any of you. It’s been tough. But I think Plato and I have gotten on very well over the past few months. He’s developing at an exponential rate, though that’s probably the changeling in him, not any of my doing.”

“It must be an emotional drain, huh?” Peterman said. “Constantly having another lifeform depend on you?”

“Just the opposite,” said Browning. “Plato makes me thank the…oh, jeeze …Directors…every day that I have him. He makes life worth living.”

Peterman sniffed. “Is that so?”

“She’s got a point,” said Kamtezen. “Pierced nipples or no, little Bruce is the…grapefruit of my eye.”

“And, even though she doesn’t return the favor, I love Kristen with all my heart,” Richards said, smiling at Larkin. She did not smile back.

Peterman rolled her eyes. This wasn’t going where she wanted it to. “But you find yourselves alone, without a partner to help raise your respective children. That has to be rough.”

“Members of the crew have been a great help to me in raising Plato,” Browning said. “Andy watched him while I was at the medical conference on Carstair Three. Holly took care of him when I had to go stop that plague on Regalus. And David here is already scheduled to look after him when I have to go to the annual Dillon Enterprises shareholder’s meeting next month.”

“He is, huh?” Peterman asked, covering the grimace on her face with her padd. Why hadn’t Browning asked her? “Isn’t that wonderful. But, in the final analysis, isn’t your heart really aching for the kind of human companionship your child can’t provide?”

“Mine sure is,” Conway said, and Browning burst out laughing.

This was not going at all the way Peterman had planned it.

“I understand Mr. Kamtezen plays the bassoon,” Peterman said, smiling weakly. She had to grab the reigns, and quickly. “And what a wit! He had me laughing like you wouldn’t believe earlier today.”

“I did?” Kamtezen asked, confused.

“Excuse me,” said Marjorie Grayhorse, the Arboretum Director. “But is this a support group or a dating service?”

“It’s a support group!” Peterman snapped back, causing the slight, strawberry blonde woman to hop back a bit in her seat.

“Perhaps by your definition,” Lt. Commander Larkin said. “But so far, by any definition I am familiar with, in all the annals of counseling, this is certainly not a support group. Whether it is a dating service or not is up for debate.”

The android went on but Peterman stopped listening. Browning and Conway were making some sort of goo-goo eyes at each other. Browning was leaning over, petting Bucky, who sat smugly in Conway’s lap. She should have never given him to Conway.

“I’m out of here,” said Ensign Hal Fiedler from Astrophysics. “My Molly has probably peed herself by now, and for what? For some psychobabble and a discussion about Kamtezen’s musical career?”

“There are s’mores,” Peterman said distantly, staring at Browning and Conway. Conway was apparently trying to adjust one of the pips on Browning’s uniform. The little bastard. She took some small measure of gratification in the fact that Richards was now watching too. And he didn’t like it any better than she did, by the look of things.

“Well I’ve just about had enough, too,” Richards grumbled, and stood to head for the door. So much for her ally. “Come on, Kristen.”

“I believe I shall stay and watch this further,” Larkin said. She was watching Browning and Conway too.

A storm was slowly building in the pit of Peterman’s stomach. She tried counting to ten but couldn’t remember what came after four. She gritted her teeth and stared at the horrendous display of her best friend and one of the most disagreeable men in the galaxy…flirting!

Counselors were not supposed to get angry. They counseled other people on how not to get angry. They were supposed to be in control of their feelings. They were supposed to know how to deal with conflict in a reasonable, productive way.

Peterman forgot all this when she lept out of her chair and shrieked: “ENOUGH, YOU TWO!”

The various members of the support group stopped filing out of the Brian Doyle Murray room and turned around. Suddenly, the “support group” had become a lot more interesting.

“Kelly, I think you had better just calm down…” Browning said softly. “You are going to embarrass yourself…”

“You’re embarassing yourself!” Peterman exploded. “By throwing yourself all over that insensitive, bloated egomaniac!”

“Who, me?” Conway asked dumbly.

“Yes, you!” Peterman shot back. “You, who struggled to make my professional life miserable since the moment we met. You, who constantly seeks to undermine my husband in every little squirmy way he can. You think I don’t realize it, but I do, buddy, I do. And I won’t let you hurt Janice. Not while you’re boinking Tyra Shar on the side, that’s for damn sure!”

Conway’s face went ashen. The group standing around the chairs suddenly became ghastly quiet.

“Don’t hold back,” Browning muttered. “Tell us how you really feel.”

Peterman’s jaw dropped. What had she done? “Commander, I…”

“You’ve said enough, Counselor,” Conway said, and stood up. “Much more than enough.”

“I didn’t mean to…”

“Save your breath, Peterman,” Conway grumbled, and dragged Bucky by his leash out of the Doyle Murray room. “You’ve royally f***ed things up. And that is a favor I intend to return. Remember the promise I made you? When you found out about me and Tyra?”

“You wouldn’t…” Peterman stumbled, caught herself on the chair. “You couldn’t…”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Conway said, and grinned. “We’ll just see.” He bulled his way through the small crowd and out the door.

Someone said, “Way to go, Commander,” and he and Bucky were gone.

“I’d better go make sure he’s okay,” Browning said, and headed out the door.

Richards glanced back at Peterman. “What the hell is going on?!”

Peterman stumbled for the door. “Janice has feelings for Commander Conway. Get over it, mister. I did all I could to stop it, but now it’s too late. Too late for her, you, him, me…and…and all my beautiful pets!”

She burst out crying and rushed out of the Brian Doyle Murray room.

“Well,” said Kamtezen, glancing around at the stunned crowd. “How about that. Who wants s’mores?”

“I’d love some,” said Marjorie Grayhorse. “Say, Mr. Kamtezen, those eyes are a beautiful color of green…is that forest?”

“Hunter.”

“Fascinating.”



Captain Baxter walked into his quarters to find Peterman the same way he’d left her half an hour earlier: curled in a fetal ball on their couch staring out the viewport at the stars that streaked by.

“We’re all set. The whole kit and kaboodle is locked up in Holodeck Four, in the ‘Bonanza’ simulation. We’ve put up a forcefield around the holodeck and posted two guards. There’s no way any wildlife reserve will get their hands on your pets.”

“We can’t leave them like that,” Peterman said, her voice lightyears away. “Not forever. He might strike at any time, Andy. They’re not safe as long as they’re on this ship.”

“Should we take them back to your parents ranch on Earth, then?” Baxter asked, his voice noticeably hopeful.

Peterman twisted her head around to face Baxter, eyes suddenly afire. “Absolutely not!”

“You don’t think Commander Conway will really have your pets deported, do you?”

“Why not? He has nothing to lose. Tyra is going to kill him when she finds out. And she will find out.”

“Wow. What a crazy day. Conway and Shar. Browning and Conway. What’s next? Hartley and Mirk?”

“No way,” Peterman said, choking out a dry chuckle. “Seriously, though, I need to patch things up with Commander Conway before he does anything rash.”

Baxter cracked his knuckles. “Do you want me to talk to him?”

Peterman turned toward Baxter. “What are you going to do? Beat him up?”

“I could,” Baxter shrugged.

“He’d destroy you, Andy. He’d fight dirty. Crotch-kicks, eye-jabs, you name it. Nice offer, but I don’t think so.”

Baxter sat down on the couch beside Peterman. “Then what do you want me to do?”

“There’s nothing you can do. This goes beyond what Conway may do to my pets. This is about me failing in my first duty as a counselor. I put my feelings ahead of Janice’s. And ahead of Conway’s. And ahead of the feelings of my whole supposed ‘support group.’”

“You did it with the best of intentions,” Baxter said helpfully.

“No, I didn’t. I did it with the intention of sabotaging a relationship. I don’t deserve to ever counsel again.”

“Now you’re just being silly.” Baxter grabbed Peterman’s hand. “This will all blow over. Just give it some time.”

“You know, I’m really beginning to get sick of these platitudes of yours, Andy. They’re not helping.”

“Okay, then. Maybe this will help.” Baxter scooted next to Peterman and put an arm around her. “You see, Kelly, there was once a captain of a starship which was lost in the Delta Quadrant. He beamed down to a planet of women and got caught up in some political…difficulties, and he was about to be put to death. The First Officer didn’t seem too concerned about saving his captain’s life, but the Ship’s Counselor was concerned enough to mount a rescue. She saved the captain, they got married a year and a half later and lived happily ever after.”

Peterman narrowed her eyes at Baxter. “What. Is. Your. Point.”

“The point is, the counselor is a beautiful, wonderful woman, and the first officer is a jerk.”

“Good for the counselor,” Peterman muttered and stood up. “I’m going to bed. Mind taking the couch?”

“Guess who the captain and the counselor are?” Baxter called after Peterman as she headed into the bedroom.

“A couple of saps,” muttered Peterman. “Good night.”

Baxter sat on the couch, befuddled. Pandora, the only pet left in his cabin now, hopped up on the couch beside him.

“Married life isn’t all fun and games and sex, Pandy,” Baxter sighed. “If you ever find that special Jack Russel terrier, remember to get him a comfy couch. That’s essential.”

Pandora yipped.

“Oh, that’s right. You’re fixed.” Baxter sighed again. “Just as well.”



At 0400 hours, Lieutenant J’hana’s antennae twitched. She shot up in bed. The irritating whine of the modular-frequency transporter beam beam was easily detectable to J’hana’s antennae. It had just pierced the shields, somewhere near section Baker on Deck 12. Something was afoot.

“Mmpfh, what is it,” Tilleran muttered, rolling over in bed beside her.

“Trouble,” said J’hana. She hopped out of bed, stepped over Ensign Rockford’s snoring form, tied on her fur-lined housecoat, stepped over Yeoman Briggs, grabbed her phaser, and charged out of her cabin.

By the time she reached Holodeck Four, she realized she was too late. Ensigns Saral and Puckett were uncouncious. J’hana sniffed the air. “Anesthezine,” she deduced.

She stepped through the holodeck doors. As she figured, the room was empty.

She stared up at the ceiling and screamed, defeated: “ZAARTVAVAAAGAGARGAARGGAWRGAR!” She pounded the wall so hard she broke several pieces of optical circuitry.

J’hana never cared much for Peterman’s pets. She despised them, in fact. But something told her that, now that they were all gone, life on the Explorer would get exponentially worse.

That in mind, she called Sickbay about Saral and Puckett and headed back for her quarters. There was work to be done. Pleasurable work, to be sure.



“Wha?” Commander Conway asked, stumbling out of bed at the sound of his door chime.

“It’s a cahndygram, mate!” said a voice with an officious cockney accent. “From Couns’lor Peterman. Assorted choc’lates, car’mels, and cremes. Message reads: ’Apologies for de outburst lahst night. Please find it in your ’eart to fogive me.”

“Too little, too late,” Conway muttered, and tied off his robe. “Might as well eat the chocolates though.” Conway keyed his door opened and found Captain Baxter standing there.

“Was the accent a bit much?” he asked.

“Where’s my candy?” demanded Conway.

Baxter didn’t respond. Instead, he rushed forward into Conway’s cabin, grabbed the commander by his throat, and slammed him up against the nearest wall. “You listen to me, Commander, and you listen to me good! I have a very, very upset wife one deck up who has lost all of her pets. Something tells me you know where they are. Tell me where they are now and I promise not to throw you into a nacelle tube!” Veins were bulging out in the captain’s forehead. Conway had never been so scared of Baxter. Actually, he’d never been remotely scared of Baxter. Funny the things a distraught wife will do to a man.

“Fillibar Four, Fillibar Four!” Conway cried. “It’s the home base for a bunch of liberal animal-lovers called ‘People for Pets.’ I convinced them Peterman’s pets were all crammed in here and unhappy. They’re being very well taken care of now!”

Baxter put Conway down and touched his comm badge. “Baxter to bridge. Lay in a course for Fillibar Four. Warp Nine. Engage as soon as you’re ready.”

“Understood,” came Lt. Commander Larkin’s voice.

“Commander,” Baxter seethed, “I hope Maloxitarianism has a hell. Because if they do, you’ll be going there. She loved those pets more than me!”

“It’s not a hell, really, it’s more like a dusty wasteland with no fruit, according to the readings…”

“Shut up!” Baxter said, and slammed Conway against the bulkhead again. “I don’t give a crap about the readings right now. I give a crap about getting Kelly’s pets back so that twinkle comes back into her eyes. She’s nearly catatonic and it’s all your fault!”

“You realize that because of her everyone on the ship knows about me and Tyra Shar, don’t you? It’s only a matter of time, Captain. Don’t you see? Tyra’s going to kill me. I’ve ruined her marraige. Peterman’s ruined her marraige.” Conway grimaced. “And on top of all that, I find out now that Janice likes me.”

Baxter shook his head, still bracing Conway up against the bulkhead. “You really are racking them up, aren’t you, Commander?”

“I don’t mean to do it. It’s just my natural charm.”

“What natural charm?”

“I don’t know. Ask Janice.”

“I’d rather not.”

“If you’re her friend–if Peterman’s her friend–you’ll both just let this happen. There’s nothing you can do to stop it. All you will accomplish is that you’ll both lose Janice.”

“I don’t intend to interfere, Commander,” Baxter said, turning for the door. “Know why?”

“Wh-why?” Conway asked, fearing the answer.

“Because you, sir, are a self-centered, rotten, mean little man. After they spend time with you, women tend to try to kill you. Your last wife pushed you into a gorge, for Pete’s sake. You won’t last a second in a happy relationship. You won’t last a second with a classy, loving woman like Janice. You’ll just self-destruct like a faulty warp core. I only hope Janice doesn’t get caught up in the shockwave.” Baxter smiled inwardly. Nice metaphor.

“You let me worry about that,” Conway said as Baxter left. He turned for his replicator and called up a box of assorted chocolates, caramels, and cremes. Baxter’s visit put him in the mood for candy.



Captain Baxter found Peterman waiting for him on the couch in his readyroom. She was dressed in a loose-fitting burgundy top and khaki pants.

“What’s with the outfit?” Baxter asked.

Peterman handed him a padd. He sat down next to her and read. “Why does this not surprise me,” he finally said, after a long read.

“It’s my only logical course of action,” Peterman said. “I can’t go on counseling. Not after I lost the respect of the whole crew.”

“You didn’t loose the WHOLE crew’s respect,” Baxter said thoughtfully. “From what I hear, Kamtezen and Grayhorse want you to be the Maid of Honor at their wedding.”

“They’re not getting married. He’s a co-dependant and she’s anal retentive. It’ll never work.”

“Hmm. Do they know that?”

“Apparently not,” Peterman sighed. “Whatever the case, it’s not my problem now.”

“So what are you going to do?” Baxter turned a serious glare on Peterman. “You’re not leaving the ship…” He grimaced. “Are you?”

“Don’t be silly.” Peterman put a reassuring hand on Baxter’s leg. “I’m staying here.”

“But what will you do?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Peterman said, and stood up. She crossed over to Baxter’s viewport and stared out at the stars. “For a while I think I’ll just work around the cabin. Tidy the place up a bit. Paul can help me redecorate.”

Baxter watched her pace the quarters. “You’re not serious about this. You’ll go stir-crazy within a week.”

“I don’t plan on doing that the rest of my life. Maybe I’ll write a book.” Peterman rubbed her chin and thought about that. “My, I bet that would be interesting.”

Baxter looked plaintively up at Peterman. “Kelly…this is silly. You made a mistake. We all make mistakes. It doesn’t mean you should quit your job!”

“I’m not asking your permission, Captain,” Peterman said, turned on Baxter, and folded her arms. “I am one of your staff, and I have tendered my resignation. You can either accept it and hire a new counselor, or not. Whatever the case, nothing’s getting me back in that office. Not today, not ever. I’m more trouble than I’m worth.”

“Well,” Baxter said. “I’d better start a job search committee. It might take a while.”

“The nutcases on the ship will just have to wait, then,” Peterman muttered.

“Ensign Sefelt will probably need to be sent to Tantalus.”

“I hear it’s nice there this time of year.”

“And he was almost over his fear of parmesean cheese.”

“Too bad.”



After another hour or so of sleep, Commander Conway showered, put on his uniform, and stepped out into the corridor. Sure, the people of the Explorer would take a while getting used to the idea of him evicting Peterman’s pets, and of him dating Browning. But they’d get used to it. They’d just have to. Whatever the case, he had a woman to love. And he wasn’t about to let anyone get in his way.

He would go to Sickbay. He would find her, take her in his arms, and kiss her. Right then and there. She was as good as his.

It would be the first romantic thing David Conway had ever done in his life.

He rounded the bend toward the turbolift and bumped into Lt. Tilleran.

“You insensitive bastard!” Tilleran said. “How could you have done that to poor Counselor Peterman? And how could you boink Tyra Shar behind Jenna’s back? You are the worst person I have ever known!”

“Worse than Commander Ardek?” Conway ventured.

“Maybe!”

“Listen, I can ex–”

“Don’t bother, I’ve already read your mind and I think your explanation is pathetic. There’s no excuse for what you did. Either thing! And whatever song that is in your head, stop thinking about it, it’s driving me nuts!”

“It’s ‘Walk this Way,’ by Aerosmith,” Conway said numbly, but Tilleran had already marched off down the corridor. “Well,” Conway said, and giggled. “If that’s the worst they can throw at me, maybe things aren’t going to be so bad after all.”

As he approached the turbolift, the doors opened and Lt. J’hana stepped out. Upon seeing Commander Conway, she released a fast one-two double-fisted karate chop right into his stomach that dropped him to his knees. She shoved him into the turbolift.

“Bottom of the ship,” she said to the turbolift computer. “Engine coolant section; then deactivate turbolift for a twelve- hour maintenance cycle.” As the doors closed, she added, “Nothing personal, Commander. But when you fwark with ship’s security, you fwark with me.”

Conway groaned as the turbolift began its long descent.



Lt. Commander Richards stared at the thrumming warp core, letting his eyes unfocus.

“It’s not the end of the world, Chris,” Lt. Hartley said from behind him. She motioned to put a reassuring hand on his shoulder but recoiled at the thought. It just was NOT her.

“How on Earth could she be attracted to that officious, coffee-swilling, impolite…slob!” Richards yelled at the warp core.

“Women’s minds work in mysterious ways. You’d be surprised who we’re attracted to,” Hartley said, and quickly changed the subject. “So…big engine refit coming up next month, huh?”

“Yeah,” Richards said, spinning on a heel and breezing past Hartley. “Listen, I’m taking the day off. Engineering’s yours.”

Hartley clapped her hands. “Well, every apple does have a shine, after all!” Stupid Maloxitarian sayings. That one didn’t even make sense.

“Whatever,” Richards said glumly and walked off down the corridor out of engineering.

Hartley was just about to head into the engineer’s office when she heard the nearby Jeffries tube access door swish open. She turned to see who was coming out, so she could tell him/her to go do something productive. To her suprise, Commander Conway stepped out, looking haggard.

“Commander,” said Hartley, raising an eyebrow. She moved over to the Master Systems Display and began tapping in some routine commands. “What can I do for you?”

“Nothing,” Conway muttered, leaning on the display desk for support. “J’hana had a turbolift take me down to the bottom of the ship, then it shut down. I had to shimmy out and up ten decks.”

“You poor thing.” Tap tap tap, she went about her business on the display panel.

Conway leaned against the Master Systems Display. “Tell me about it. It’s like the whole crew hates me. Sure, I sent away Peterman’s pets, but look what she did to me! She ruined my relationship with Tyra Shar, and ruined Tyra Shar’s marraige.”

“That’s a shame all right.” Tap tap tap.

“I just want everyone to see my side of the story. You see what I’m saying, right? You and I aren’t that different, Megan. We’re both a bit curt at times, but we mean well. We’re not monsters! We’re human beings just like everyone else.”

Lt. Hartley smiled. “I couldn’t agree with you more.” Tap tap tap.

“Glad I have at least one ally in this,” Commander Conway said, and smiled. Then the hum of a transporter beam rose up around him and he frowned. “Oh. I see.”

Hartley smiled and waved at him. “Go get bent, Commander. Or, better yet, get irradiated!”



After climbing out of the port Bussard ramscoop collector, Commander Conway made his way back up through the ship to the forward section of Deck 12, where the school was located.

He’d have to talk to Tyra Shar today. He’d have to explain himself sometime, and it might as well be sooner than later.

He found Tyra Shar grading papers in her office.

“Tyra?” Conway asked meekly.

“Oh, David,” Tyra said, waving toward the chair across from her desk. “Come in and sit down.”

“Uh, thanks,” Conway said, and sat down. He fumbled with his fingers. “Uh, Tyra…”

“Hold that thought.” She finished tapping one one particular padd, then set it aside. “I guess we have lots to talk about.”

“Yep.”

“Well, I’m more than happy to talk to you about it.” She gestured over at the window that faced out on the playroom. “But,as you can see, the kids are napping. We’ll have to go somewhere else and talk.”

“What about the lounge down the corridor?”

“Sounds good.”

Tyra whistled a happy tune as she walked with Conway down the corridor toward the Explorer’s dimly lit teacher’s lounge.

“I guess some things really don’t change much over time,” Conway said, looking around. The lounge was poorly furnished (Starfleet was experiencing a minor budget crisis) and it smelled of salt sticks and beer. And someone had punched their fist through a nearby wall in a fit of frustration. Just like the Teacher’s Lounge back at old Chris Pike High in Allentown, PA, thought Conway with a glimmer of reminiscence.

“So, should you start, or shall I?” asked Tyra, bringing Conway back into the present.

“I’ll start.” Conway sat down on the sticky vinyl couch. “Tyra, I’m so sorry about what’s happened. I did all I could to prevent Counselor Peterman from talking, but she just went and blurted it out!”

Tyra threw her hands up. “What’s done is done. This is a relatively small community here. I didn’t expect our little adventures to go unnoticed forever.”

“Then you’re not mad?”

“Oh, I don’t know if I’d say I’m not mad.” Tyra rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “I’d say I understand the situation.”

“Oh. Okay. How’d Jenna take it?”

“Jenna’s divorcing me,” Tyra said flatly. She sat down beside Conway, uncomfortably close.

“That’s, uh, that’s uh…too bad.” Conway scooted away. Tyra scooted closer.

She wrapped an arm around Conway. He realized something he’d never noticed before. She had quite the biceps. Sure, she sometimes tossed him around pretty easily during their sexcapades, but he was in no position to notice at those particular times.

Tyra squeezed him hard. “It is too bad,” she said. “I loved Jenna a lot. Shar and Fran have been in love for hundreds of years. We’ve constructed a realationship that we thought was the epitome of those hundreds of years of waiting.” Tyra squeezed harder. Now it hurt. “And you and your counselor step in, and all of a sudden…poof! All gone!” Tyra had a mad look in her eyes.

“Tyra, I–”

“But not to fear,” Tyra said sweetly, though she still squeezed hard. “I still have you, don’t I?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Conway said. “See, Dr. Browning sort of–”

In one swift movement Tyra Shar was on top of Conway, squeezing his waist hard with powerful thighs. “Sort of what? SORT OF WHAT, COMMANDER?”

“We’re sort of interested in one another,” Conway said in a small voice.

“WELL TOO BAD, SHORTY! BECAUSE IT’S YOU AND ME, NOW! YOU AND ME, PAL, ALL THE WAY!”

Conway squirmed under the vicelike grip of Tyra Shar’s thighs. He could feel his circulation being cut off. “I’d really better go.”

“I don’t think so. We have a DATE, remember????” She shifted a knee around and ground it down into his crotch. Conway bit his lip and fought the urge to scream. He’d no doubt wake those kindergartners from six doors down.

Conway gulped, blinking back tears, and said, “Tyra, I think it’s best if we stop seeing one another.”

“Oh, I see.” And Tyra released Conway and stood up. “That’s how it is, then.”

“I’m afraid so.”

“You don’t know much about the Shar symbiont’s history, do you?” asked Tyra.

“No, not really. Lana never talked about it much.”

“Lana never did anything much,” Tyra grumbled. “She was wrong for Shar. The experiences Shar had for the fifteen years it spent in Lana were the dullest experiences in five hundred and forty years!”

“Really?” Conway mulled that. “Even the part where it was inside Peterman’s dog for a while?”

“Let me tell you something about Shar. Shar likes to drink, and f***, and party! And Shar does not take s*** from anyone! Shar doesn’t study colonies, and write reports, and collect artifacts…Shar is the baddest damn symbiont Trill ever did see!”

“And yet Shar teaches kindergarteners?”

“It’s a living,” Tyra said, and gritted her teeth. “Unfortunately, it’s the only thing this useless body is good for. But, you know what else Shar likes to do?”

Conway looked nervously up at Tyra. “I…uh, I give up.”

“Shar likes to fight!” Tyra slammed her fist into Conway’s gut. The air rushed out of his lungs.

“Uuggh…”

“You want a brief history of my past hosts, huh?”

“Not really,” Conway said, and rolled off the couch. He tried to crawl toward the door.

Tyra dragged him up by the back of his uniform and shoved him against the wall. “Lemaya Shar, three-time Galactic Wrestling Federation champion!” She ran to the other end of the room, turned on a heel, then ran at Conway. Before he could run, she jabbed out an arm and clotheslined him. He dropped to the deck and Tyra belly-flopped onto his chest.

She dragged him up to his feet again. “Then there was Verdin Shar, a master at the Trill martial arts!” She swept one foot under Conway’s legs and he dropped to the floor like a sack of wheat.

“Let’s not forget Dosav Shar, who was the meanest, dirtiest street fighter on Trill!” Tyra bent down and grabbed handfuls of Conway’s stomach. She twisted hard. “He would pinch and twist every sensitive area of a man’s body, till he died of pain!”

“Tyra, please…” Conway sighed, breathless.

“Oh, aren’t you having fun yet?”

“No?”

“Then let me tell you about Noval Shar. He once twisted a man’s legs until they snapped right off!”

Conway cringed, crawled away backwards like a crab. “No, no, no!”

Tyra stooped down next to Conway. “But I won’t do that. Nope. I’m not that mad.”

“Whew.”

“I will get that mad, however, if you try to break up with me. I’m sensitive about such things.”

“Ob…Obviously…” Conway wheezed, gripping the art-deco end-table beside the lounge couch and trying vainly to drag himself to his feet.

“And I will also get that mad if you go telling people about me. It might tarnish my image as the ship’s most caring teacher of children,” Tyra said, rushing to Conway’s side and gently, suspiciously, helping him to his feet.

“No kidding,” wheezed Conway.

“So you’ll keep the little tidbits of info I shared with you to yourself?” asked Tyra, twisting Conway around so they were face-to-face. “And you’ll tell that Browning bitch to back off?

“Ugh,” moaned Conway. “I guess so. I have to go to Sickbay anyway.” He rubbed his side. “I think you bruised a rib!”

“Go to Sickbay,” Tyra said, walking over to the replicator and grabbin a drink. “Just tell them you got hurt at hoverball practice.”

“But…I duh–don’t play hoverball.”

“Now you do,” Tyra said, and smiled. She looked at the wall chronometer. “Oh, would you look at that. Time flies when you’re having fun. My kids should be waking up by now. See you tonight for dinner?”

“Shuh…sure…” Conway said, as Tyra dragged him to his feet.

“We’d better eat at that woman Janice’s restaurant. I doubt I’m very welcomed at the Book and Beanery now. Fran has a way of holding a grudge.”

“That’s a shame,” Conway said, rubbed his bulging sore eye, and plodded out of the lounge.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve arrived at the Fillibar system to retrieve Counselor Peterman’s pets. She’s been acting wierder and wierder since she resigned. She’s dropped by three times to give the bridge a good cleaning, and is vacuuming out all the shuttlecraft at this very moment. Something has got to be done.



“Entering orbit of Fillibar Four,” announced Lt. Commander

Larkin.

“Scans,” Baxter ordered from the command chair.

J’hana studied her panel. “Looking for a massive pet concentration…”

“Hold the smart talk, Lieutenant.”

“Right, then. Found them. They’re in a fairly fortified installation.”

“But…”

J’hana grinned toothily. “But it’s nothing I can’t break into, sir.”

Baxter got up from the command chair. “Great. You and Larkin are with me.”

J’hana accompanied Baxter and Larkin to the aft turbolift. “Although Fillibar Four is not a Federation world, I would remind you that breaking into an encampment of animal rights activists and stealing your wife’s pets back is still highly illegal.”

“I know that, and you know that, but the Federation doesn’t have to know that, right?”

“Indeed,” said Lt. Commander Larkin diplomatically.

“So are you with us or not, J’hana?” Baxter asked.

“I am indeed ‘with you.’ As a matter of fact, I am quite excited. I have been looking forward to taking down the rhinoceros all day.”

“Just remember, stun only,” Baxter said, as he, Larkin, and J’hana filed into the turbolift.

“I remember,” J’hana said tersely.

“Mr. Ford, the bridge is yours,” Baxter said, then added, for the turbolift’s sake, “Transporter Room Two.”

Ford moved from the helm to the command chair. “Just think, Saral. If they don’t come back from that mission alive, and if Commander Conway gets taken out somehow, the ship is mine.”

“I find that set of occurences highly unlikely,” Ensign Saral said, taking tactical. “However, of all the missions I’ve seen this ship undertake, the recapture of Counselor Peterman’s pets does seem to have the least likely margin for success.”

“That’s the spirit,” Ford said, grinning, as he took the command chair.



“I didn’t realize you played hoverball,” Dr. Browning said, as she waved her optronic mender over Commander Conway’s bruised ribs.

“Ouch…I just took it up.”

“We should play sometime.”

“Yeah,” Conway said, and sighed. “We should.”

After a few more moments, Browning put away her instruments. “There we go, good as new.”

“Thanks, Janice,” Conway said. “You know, I think we’d better have a talk.”

Browning nodded. “I think you’re right.” She turned to Nurse Wilcox, who was attending a patient on a nearby biobed. “Holly, would you move all of these patients into the other room and give Commander Conway and I a moment alone?”

“Sure, I could do that,” Holly said. “Or else you and Commander Conway could go into your office.”

“Thanks!” Browning said. “With quick thinking like that, you’re a shoe-in for M.D.” From anyone else, that would have been sarcasm.

“No kidding,” Holly muttered as Browning and Conway walked into the Doctor’s office.

“So,” Browning said, sitting down behind her desk. “You and me…”

“Me and you,” Conway repeated, and sat down in the chair opposite her.

“I…” Browning said. Then she stood up. “This feels silly. I feel like I’m interviewing you for a job.”

“Yeah, my palms are sweating,” Conway said. He grinned uneasily. Browning got up and circled around to the other side of the desk.

She faced Conway less than a meter away, and sat down on the edge of her desk. “Dave,” she said finally. “I’ve given this a whole lot of thought.”

“Me too,” agreed Conway.

“And, I’ve got to say, I really am attracted to you.”

“Really?”

Browning nodded. “Really. But…”

“But…” Conway echoed.

“But I don’t think it will work.”

“Really? Wow. Me neither.” Conway remembered Tyra Shar and her thighs of steel.

Browning let out a long, frustrated breath. “What a load off my mind. I thought I’d have to…uh…‘dump’ you.”

Conway held up his hands. “Hey, not necessary.”

“What made you realize this couldn’t happen?” Browning asked.

“Uh, you tell me first…”

“It’s this simple,” Browning said. She turned her desktop viewer around to face Conway. “Computer, call up Flight Recorder data on Cabin 9920.”

“Cabin 9920?”

“You’ll see.” On the viewer, Conway realized, was Captain Baxter’s quarters. And Counselor Peterman was ripping up the carpet piece by piece, on hands and knees.

“Wow,” said Conway.

“Since I told her I was interested in you, she has gone more and more bonkers.”

“No kidding.”

“I know you and Counselor Peterman have been sort of…on the outs…since, well, since you first met, but she’s my best friend. I couldn’t date you knowing she’d be miserable. And it’s not just that. Andy and Chris have both been acting weird around me. The whole crew seems to be up in arms about this.”

Conway idly wondered if Browning had been beaten up and abused by Tilleran, J’hana, Hartley, and Tyra. Probably not.

When Conway didn’t answer after a few moments, Browning said “Well? What were your reasons?”

Conway shrugged, smiled weakly. “Pretty much the same as yours.”

“Then we’re in agreement. As much as we both want it, this just can’t happen. It’s for the good of the ship.”

“Yep. Right. For the good of the ship.”

“And it’s so sweet that you feel the same way, Dave. You spend so much time trying to convince people you don’t care about their feelings, but then why else would you give up on a relationship that could be so…” Browning leaned over and kissed Conway on the cheek. “Fun?”

“Why indeed,” Conway sighed, and slunked down in his chair.

“Dr. Browning!” Holly called from the main area of Sickbay. “Come, quick! Ensign Pierce just came in with multiple contusions to the head and compound fractures along the base of his spine!”

“Crap,” muttered Browning. “I’ll talk to you later, okay David?”

“Yep, later,” sighed Conway.

Browning shrugged on her labcoat and turned toward Sickbay. “Sounds like Pierce is pretty messed up.”

“I know how he feels,” Conway grumbled.



Lt. Commander Richards sighed as he shuffled into Engineering. He was surprised to find the place empty. “Hello?”

“Down here,” came a familiar voice from the direction of the warp core.

Richards walked over to the warp core railing to find Counselor Peterman dangling from the railing by a few lengths of cabling. She was scrubbing the surface of the warp core with a damp towel.

“What in the hell are you doing?”

“Scrubbing the warp core.”

Richards blinked. “…WHY?”

Peterman smiled up at him. “Because, silly, it was dirty.”

“Sure, fine. That’s great. Just great. And where are my engineers?”

“Kamtezen and Sanchez were getting stressed. I gave them the day off. Valdez is obsessive-compulsive and Kamtezen is about to marry the arboretum director, only it’s really a sham marriage, only they don’t know it.”

Richards nodded as Peterman scrubbed. “Uh-huh. You’re still a civilian, then?”

“Sure. What else would I be?” Peterman said, and blinked innocently.

“Come on, Kelly. I quit the ship for a few months and look what happened to me. Do you want to go down that road?”

Peterman dangled a moment, lost in thought. “But I don’t plan on going to Kronos to write scripts.”

“Nevertheless…”

“Browning to Richards and Peterman,” trilled the comm system. “Do you two have a minute?”

“Yeah, I guess,” said Richards.

“What’s up?” asked Peterman.

“I have some stuff to talk to you guys about. How about coming to the restaurant? I’ll cook up some country fried steak, and black eyed peas, and pickled razorbeast paws!”

“Make it a salad and I’m there!” Peterman said. “After all, I’ve got plenty of damned time!”

“Okay, salad it is!”

Richards sighed again and yanked on Peterman’s cable. “All right…uggh…come on! Let’s get this overwith!”



“This country fried steak is great,” Richards said, nibbling at a piece of the crunchy, gravy-covered glob on his plate. “But couldn’t you have changed out of your surgical scrubs before you came down to the restaurant?”

Browning shrugged. “I was in a hurry.”

She was wearing the standard red Starfleet surgical outfit, only it was slightly shiny, since some of the red was blood, Richards realized. Browning had told him about Starfleet surgical garments once, during a particularly fun doctor/patient roleplaying game they’d played (when they were still going out). Apparently, the surgical garments were red so that the blood wouldn’t so easily show up and freak people out. But the very fact that she was wearing surgical scrubs in the middle of a crowded restaurant was disturbing enough to her customers. And the blood wasn’t that hard to notice.

Peterman poked her fork around in her salad. “Okay, then. What’s this announcement you had for me and Chris?”

“Well, I know how you guys are so opposed to me and Dave dating.”

“Oh,” Richards grumbled. “So he’s ‘Dave’ now.”

“Will you let me finish?”

“Sure,” said Richards in a small voice.

“Okay, then. Dave and I have both decided not to see each other, for the general wellfare of the crew.”

Richards’s eyes lit up. “Really?”

“Yes. We’re putting the crew’s wellbeing before our own.”

Peterman burst out in tears. “I wish I could have done that! You should be Ship’s Counselor, not me!”

“Oh, for Pete’s–” Browning said, and handed Peterman a napkin. “This is precisely what Dave and I wanted to avoid. All of these bad feelings. This isn’t any way for a Starfleet crew to be.”

“Oh, you’re right, you’re so right,” Peterman sobbed.

“So, you’re free to date anyone, then,” Richards said, and smiled.

“Hold your warp engines, buddy,” Browning said.

Richards sighed. “It was worth a try.”

“All right, Kelly, everything else is back to normal,” said Browning. “Would you please come back to your old job? You’re driving the rest of us nuts with this cleaning thing!”

“I don’t know,” said Peterman. “I can’t just…”

At a nearby table, Ensign Howard Sefelt started screaming. “Oh my GOD! I didn’t know there were scallops in this pasta! GET THEM AWAY FROM ME!!!!”

“Okay,” Peterman said, and tossed her napkin down. “I guess I’m needed around here, whether I like it or not. I’m back!”

“That’s the spirit!” grinned Browning.

“Hartley to Browning,” came a bleep over the comm system. “Doctor, the away team just reported back aboard. We have a crapload of pets…and some casualties.”

“My pets?” Peterman asked. “Howard, your little shellfish fear is going to have to wait. For now, order the veggie lasagna. I promise it’s safe.”

“Yes, Counselor. Glad to have you back,” Sefelt said and grinned.

“And as long as Counselor Peterman is there, you might want to tell her that her husband took a pretty bad phaser blast to the chest,” Hartley added over the comm.

“Wow,” said Browning. “Glad I kept my scrubs on. Come on, Kelly!”

“Right. Come on, Chris!”

Richards stared down at his plate. “But I’m not done eating quite yet.”

“COME ON!”



Lt. J’hana hobbled into Sickbay, brushing her hands together. “There. The animals have been returned to their stable…” J’hana said. Then she grimaced and glared at Peterman, who was sitting with Richards on a vacant biobed. “I mean the Counselor’s quarters.”

“Great,” Peterman said. She eyed J’hana’s ripped and torn uniform, her bent antenna, her bruised face. “They didn’t give you too much trouble, did they, Lieutenant?”

“On the contrary, they nearly killed me. The bengal tiger was a particularly wily adversary. With your permission, I would like to spar with him one day on the holodeck.”

“I think he’d like that. Let’s call it a play date.”

“Very well,” J’hana said, and turned toward the door.

“Don’t you want to get some first aid?” Richards asked. “You look pretty busted up.”

“I think not. Dr. Browning and her staff will be kept quite busy with the captain. I have not seen so much blood in all my life.”

“And that’s saying a lot,” said Richards quietly.

“Poor Andy,” sighed Peterman.

“Indeed,” said J’hana. “You should be proud of him. He defended himself bravely. Let me know if he lives or dies. At any rate, I am late for my shift on the bridge. Good day.”

Richards and Peterman sat in the vacant sickbay for several moments in silence.

“What a day,” said Richards suddenly.

“Yep,” agreed Peterman.

“So…what about that Marjorie Grayhorse. She’s kind of cute.”

“Forget about it,” said Peterman. “She thinks she’s in love with Lt. Kamtezen.”

“Just making conversation.”

Finally, the doors to the operating room opened and Dr. Browning walked out, looking exausted. She yanked her operating gloves off and scooted up on a biobed. “Whew!”

“WELL?” Peterman demanded, after a few moments’ silence.

“Oh, yeah, oh…Andy’s still alive. The blast missed his heart and lungs by a couple centimeters. He’ll be fine in a few days.”

“Whew,” said Richards. “Well, that takes care of that.”

“Can I see him?” asked Peterman.

“I don’t see why not,” Browning said. “But don’t keep him up too long.”

“No problem,” Peterman said, and tiptoed into the operating room.

Browning unzipped her medical smock and handed it to one of her nurses.

“Where are you off to?” asked Richards.

“I have to pick Plato up from school.”

“Can I come with?”

“This isn’t a ploy to start dating me again, is it?”

“Don’t be silly.”

Browning stared at Richards skeptically. “Okay. Let’s go.”



Peterman brushed Captain Baxter’s hair away from his forehead. “Heard you had some trouble getting my pets back, hon.”

Baxter giggled weakly; some blood trickled out of his mouth. “Darn, I thought Janice had fixed that. Yeah, those ‘People for Pets’ have one hell of a chip on their shoulder. You’d think animal activists would be a little less violent.”

“Apparently not, huh?”

“Nope. They had phaser rifles, hon!”

“My brave little soldier,” Peterman said, and kissed Baxter on the forehead. “Thanks for getting my babies back.”

“Not a problem,” Baxter replied. “What the hell am I saying, of course it was a problem. But I’d gladly do it again. I have to admit, hon, when I was down there getting my skull bashed in by one of those tree-hugging lunatics, I thought about giving up and pulling my team out of there. Then I remembered how upset you were about your pets being taken away…”

“Awww…”

“And then I thought, ‘Gee, maybe if she got her pets back, she’d be in a good enough mood to take her old job back.’”

“Oh…really?”

“Yeah.” Baxter smiled weakly, then coughed. More blood. “It was about then that that damned woman blasted me in the chest with her phaser rifle. I guess I was so busy thinking about you quitting I didn’t even see her coming.”

“Oh.”

“But I’m fine now…except for a little internal bleeding. Janice told me that would go away on its own.” Baxter grabbed Peterman’s hands in his own weak, charred hands. “So, honey, please…for me…will you take your old job back?”

Peterman thought a moment. “Well, I don’t know…but since you put it that way…sure.”

“Oh, honey. I’m so glad things are back to normal. It makes all that …suffering seem well worth it.”

“Yes, well…that’s what I’m here for. To help with the suffering!”

“That’s the spirit!” Baxter said, and lost conciousness.



“There’s my little guy!” Browning said, and knelt down beside Plato, who was busy stacking blocks with two other Explorer children.

“He sure is getting big,” Richards said, standing next to Browning and grinning at Plato. “How are you doing little guy?” He knelt down. “Say, how’re you doing?”

“Killem,” Plato said.

“What?” asked Richarsdon.

“Oh my gosh!” Browning exclaimed. “Did you hear that? He said his first word!”

“Killemall,” Plato repeated.

“What’s he saying?” Richards asked.

“I don’t know,” Browning said. “But it sounds almost like real words.”

“Killemall,” Plato said again.

“Kilometer?” asked Richards.

“Killemall!” said Plato.

“Klingon mall?” asked Browning.

Suddenly Tyra Shar rushed in. “Oh, hello guys. Good to see you. Plato has been an absolute gem all day long.”

“Great,” said Browning. “Sounds like he’s been talking a bit more.”

“He’s been making out a few words, yes,” said Tyra. “He should be speaking intelligibly any day now.”

“He’s been saying ‘killemall’ quite a bit,” said Richards.

“Oh.”

“Where could he have picked that up?” asked Browning.

“You’ve got me! Kids say the darnedest things!” Tyra said, and threw up her hands.

“That they do,” said Browning. She picked Plato up and hiked him up on her hip. “Well, then, we’ll just be going.”

“Maybe I’ll send Larkin here,” mused Richards, as he followed Browning out. “See if they can do something about that rebellious streak of hers.”

“I don’t see her going along with that.”

Browning stopped at the doors to the playroom; they opened to admit Commander Conway. He had a boquet of roses tucked under his arm.

“Dave?” Browning asked.

“Commander?” Richards said sternly, putting his hands on his hips.

“Oh,” Conway said, and chuckled weakly. “These? These are for…for Tyra.”

“Right. Tyra,” said Browning. “Great. Well, it’s about feeding time for Plato.”

Conway tickled Plato’s nose and it wobbled plasmically. “He’s got your eyes, you know,” he said quietly.

“Sometimes,” Browning admitted.

“Well, let’s go,” Richards said. He grabbed Browning’s arm and gently tugged her out of the room.

Conway turned to watch Browning go and sighed. The doors to the playroom closed like a heavy prison door.

“Is that you, my little coffee cake?” trilled Tyra’s voice from the office.

Conway turned wearily and sure enough the larger woman was right behind him, grinning wide.

“Oh, David, are those for me?” she said, raising her eyebrows. “They’re absolutely beautiful!”

“Just for you,” sighed Conway. “You and you only.”

“Well, let me just get rid of these kids,” Tyra said, “and we’ll go get some dinner.”

“Get…rid…?”

“I mean wait for their parents to come pick them up.”

“Right. That’s what I thought.”



NEXT:



What’s been happening on Breen since they tried to destroy the Federation? Well, let’s just say the Federation forgave and forgot, and lovingly allowed the Breen back into its bosom, electing Retired Admiral Harlan Baxter to serve as their ambassador. But all is not what the Federation hoped on Breen, as Captain Baxter and Dr. Browning soon find when they visit for a little fun and fishing on the icy-est of planets. Find out how much of Deep Space Nine’s canon I can crush as we break through some “Thin Ice,” next time on Star Traks: The Vexed Generation!




Thin Ice



“Ugh…can you…oof…explain to me again why we’re doing this?”

“Because your wife demanded it, flabbo.”

“Remind me to put a note about your bedside manner in your next personnel review!”

“Be quiet and lift your knees more! We’re almost done.”

For the third morning, going on the thirty millionth morning, Captain Andy Baxter joined his chief medical officer Dr. Janice Browning for her morning jog through the starship Explorer’s corridors.

So far, he wasn’t “feeling the burn.” He was only feeling total, utter exaustion, bordering on death. His heart felt about to explode.

“I feel silly,” he huffed.

“Why?”

“The red jumpsuit.”

“Hey, it’s the command colors, what more could you ask for?”

“Run, Captain, run! Those donuts are only another few meters away!” Lt. Zack Ford called out as Baxter and Browning jogged by.

“You’re on waste reclamation today, Ford!” Baxter choked out.

“Didn’t quite hear that, sir. Can you repeat it?”

“DIE!” Baxter huffed, then collapsed to the deck face-first.

Browning stopped moving, but continued to jog in place. “Come on, slowpoke. We’ve only been jogging for fifteen minutes!”

Baxter didn’t respond.

Browning stopped jogging and gently kicked Baxter in the side. “We don’t have all day, silly!”

Baxter still didn’t respond.

“Andy?” she asked, then bent down and felt for a pulse. “Whoops.”



“‘Whoops!’” exclaimed Counselor Kelly Peterman, hovering over Baxter as Browning punched a hypospray into his arm. “All you’ve got to say is ‘whoops’?!”

“I knew Andy was out of shape, but I thought he could at least take a couple days of light jogging. You had the bright idea, if I recall.”

Peterman’s face softened as she looked down at Baxter. His eyes fluttered. “That’s beside the point. He’s obviously just too out of shape to function.”

“We’ll just put him on an easier regime to start with. Maybe one lap around the residential decks to start.”

“Who will he jog with, then?” Peterman asked.

“How about you?”

“Hah. I don’t think so. My mornings are packed.”

Browning picked up a nearby padd and tapped on it. “Not any more. I just made it an official order as ship’s CMO. Just think of it as being in Andy’s best interest.”

“That’s not nice, Janice,” Peterman pouted. “How’d you like it if I used my authority to make you…uh…learn to speak spanish?”

“If you really think it’d help improve my sense of self-worth, knock yourself out.”

Baxter’s eyes finally snapped open and he sat up. “Ugh. Where am I?”

“In sickbay,” Browning said. “Don’t move too quick. You just passed out.”

“Are you okay, sweetums?” Peterman asked, pulling Baxter into a hug.

“I’ll live,” muttered Baxter. “I am okay, aren’t I, Janice?”

“Sure. I just gave you a massive shot of vitamins, carbohydrates, and electrolytes. That should get you back to normal.”

“So I’m not going to miss out on the fishing trip, then?” Baxter said.

“Certainly not,” said Browning.

“That reminds me…” Peterman coughed nervously. “Andy…I’m not going to be able to go fishing with you and your father next week.”

“Why the hell not?” Baxter demanded.

“I’m just overwhelmed with appointments and staff reports. What do you want me to do, neglect my job?”

“Yes!”

“I can’t do it. Take Richards.”

“He’s re-fitting the warp nacelles all next week. This is just because you hate Breen, isn’t it?”

“How about Conway?”

“Think again. And nice evasive maneuvers, there. You never answered my question.”

“Yes, I hate Breen, okay? I had a terrible time the last two times we went. It’s a dismal, dusty, frozen ball of rock.”

“With great ice-fishing ports!” Baxter said. “Our boat will be somewhat heated. And we’ll have survival suits!”

“Listen, you know I don’t approve of you killing all those poor, defenseless little fishes, Andy. I think it’s cruel and unsual punishment.”

“And yet you love tunafish sandwiches.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“You’re getting off the point. Go bond with your father. Just leave me out of the carnage.”

“Fine,” said Baxter. “I’ll just go by myself.”

Browning cleared her throat. She’d been standing by the biobed witnessing the entire exchange. “I could go.”

Baxter turned toward Browning. “You’d really like that?”

“Sure,” said Browning. “I’ve done a bit of fishing in my day. I had a boyfriend that caught thirty-meter genetically engineered supermarlins on Gladiolis Six.”

“Wow. I’d like to meet him.”

“No you wouldn’t,” said Browning. “You know, I think this will be a lot of fun. I’ve always wanted to study the eating habits of the Breen, you know, since they have no blood and all.”

Peterman grinned. “Well here we go. You and Janice will have a nice trip. What a nice idea, my husband and my best friend spending a quiet cozy week alone together. That’s just fabulous.”

“Great,” said Baxter. “Then it’s settled.”



ONE WEEK LATER



“Shuttlebay control to Captain Baxter. The Rio De Janeiro is ready, sir.”

Captain Baxter leaned forward in his command chair and pressed a control on the chairarm. “Acknowledged, shuttlebay control. I’ll be right down.”

“Good hunting, Captain,” Commander Conway said gruffly, eagerly sliding into the command chair as Baxter vacated it.

“Fishing, Conway. It’s fishing. Not hunting.”

“Same difference,” Conway said dumbly and began reading a padd.

“Look, Commander, I don’t have time to debate this with you, but trust me, there is a difference. For example, we don’t kill the fish in the water, we drag it in the boat and let it die in its own time.”

“Whatever. You’re still killing defenseless fish. Listen, just bring me some Breen coffeebeans, okay?”

“You’re becoming as pet-conscious as Counselor Peterman, aren’t you, Commander? I think that little Welsh corgi of yours is making you a tender old softie.”

“Don’t bet on it. Have a good trip.”

“Fun talking with you as always, Conway,” Baxter said, and headed for the turbolift. “The Explorer’s yours.”

“Rapture.”



Baxter ducked out of his cabin, shouldering a carryon bag and reading a padd which listed the current weather conditions on Breen and a five-day forecast. Before Breen made its treaty with the Federation, people made all sorts of speculation about the weather there. Some people said it was “bitter cold,” and other “quite temperate.” There WAS a section of Breen that was quite temperate, but it was an island about a mile in diameter. The other 98 percent of Breen was tundra more frozen than Green Bay, Wisconsin. And Federation weather specialists had spent the last two years trying to figure out why.

To Baxter, it really didn’t matter.

As the captain walked down the corridor, engrossed in his padd, he nearly bumped into Lt. Commander Richards.

“Chris!” Baxter said. “What are you up to this fine day?”

“Just coming to see you off, actually.”

“Really? That’s mighty thoughtful of you.”

“Yes, well. I’m a thoughtful guy.”

“So,” Baxter said, and pouted his lips, “you’ll miss me?”

“Very funny. What are you doing going off on a vacation with Janice, Andy?”

“Well, thanks for getting right to the point. What the heck do you think we plan on doing? Having a romantic getaway?”

“That’s what I’m wondering.”

“Give me some credit, Chris. I’m a married man.”

“I know, I know,” Richards said. “I’m being silly.”

“You really are.”

“So you’ve never thought about…”

“No!”

“You know, working a little…mojo on her?”

“No no no!” Baxter said, and they rounded a bend in the corridor. “I can’t believe you’d even insinuate that!”

“Hey, I’m just curious.”

“You’re jealous that Janice and I are going to be spending some time together, then?”

“So what if I am?”

“I’d consult Ensign Madera about that, if I were you.”

“What does she have to do with this?”

“You two are getting pretty serious, aren’t you?”

“I’d hardly call it serious. We’ve just been on a few dates.”

“Has she been staying over in your quarters? Huh?”

“Maybe once…”

“Christopher Alouiscious Richards,” Butler scolded.

“Or twice.” Richards lowered his voice to a whisper. “But you know I still have some feelings about Janice.”

“Chris, I’m just going fishing with her. I don’t want to get involved in the romantic mess that you two have concoted over the last two years.”

“I’d hardly call it a mess,” Richards said, and followed Baxter into a turbolift.

“Whatever it is, it’s none of my business,” Baxter said, and added, “Shuttlebay One.”

“Then you two won’t talk about it during the trip?” asked Richards as the lift thrummed upward.

“It’s a long trip. A lot of subjects are bound to come up.”

“And you’ll tell me anything you hear?”

“Chris, I’m not going to break a confidence just so you can get an idea about where you stand with Janice, while you romance Ensign Madera at the same time.”

“I wish you could see things from my point of view.”

“I don’t,” Baxter said, and the turbolift doors parted. He stepped out and Richards followed him to the doors to the shuttlebay.

“Just try to keep my best interests at heart,” Richards said, and he and Baxter walked into the bay.

“I’ll do my best, Chris.”

Baxter and Richards came face to face with Dr. Browning and Counselor Peterman, standing beside the powering-up Rio De Janeiro.

“Just seeing you and Janice off,” Peterman said, and leaned over to kiss Baxter on the cheek. “Hi, honey.”

Baxter leaned in to hug Peterman tightly. “I’m glad you came. I had the feeling you were a bit peeved at me the last few days.”

“Directors, no,” said Peterman. “I think this’ll be a great bonding experience for you and Janice.”

Richards coughed loudly. “Yeah.”

“And I can’t wait to get the chance to look after Plato. After all, you and half the other crew…” she tried not to grimace, “have gotten the chance to babysit him.”

Suddenly Ensign Stuart climbed out of the Rio De Janeiro’s side egress hatch. “Dr. Browning,” he said. “We’ve loaded the last of your equipment aboard the Rio. You’re all set to go.”

“Great,” said Browning.

“What equipment?” asked Baxter.

“Just some fishing stuff. I get an employee discount at Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot.”

“Can’t wait to see what all you brought.”

Just then Baxter watched two ensigns lug a large crate off an antigrav and shove it into the Rio De Janeiro’s aft cargo hatch.

“And that would be the picnic supplies,” Stuart said, checking his padd. “That’s everything.”

“Pays to be prepared,” Browning said, and grinned.

“Well, you all be careful,” Richards said.

“Have a great time,” Peterman said.

“I’m sure we will. After you, Doctor,” Baxter said, and gestured for Browning to climb into the Rio De Janeiro’s hatch.

“Thank you kindly,” Browning said, before she ducked into the hatch.

Browning and Baxter climbed in. Baxter waved at Peterman and Richards as the hatch closed and turned to begin the takeoff sequence.

“We have no right to be jealous,” Peterman said, as the Rio De Janeiro’s engines hummed to life and a siren sounded throughout the shuttlebay.

“Of course we do,” Richards said.

The shuttlebay door rose, providing all in the shuttlebay with a wide view of space. The only thing that kept the compartment from depressurizing was a highly selective forcefield that kept humans and air in, but let runabouts and shuttles out.

“This would never have happened if you’d just gone with him,” Richards said, watching the Rio De Janeiro lift off the deck and sail out of the open shuttlebay door.

“When you’re right, you’re right. Want to go get a drink?”

“It’s not even noon.”

“Want to go get a drink?”

“You bet.”



“This is a hell of a lot of food,” Baxter said, as Dr. Browning set a massive feast out on the conference table in the aft cabin of the runabout. The Rio De Janeiro had been underway for several hours and Baxter was getting the distinct feeling that it was suppertime.

“Hey, we’re on vacation. These are the times to throw your diet out the airlock.”

“Easy for you to say. You couldn’t gain weight if you tried.”

“I always try,” Browning grinned, and scooped large helpings of wild rice and stuffing onto her plate. “Try the honey-glazed ham. It’s delicous.”

“It smells great,” Baxter said woefully.

“Eat!” Browning ordered, and sat down across from Baxter. “That’s an order from your CMO.”

“A nice big salad would hit the spot too,” mused Baxter.

“Andy, you can work every bit of this off. I have a treadmill in the back.”

“Boy, you really did come prepared.”

“I can’t very well do laps around the runabout, can I?”

“I guess not.” Baxter scooped a meager pile of rice, ham, and stuffing onto his plate. Then he scooped four more meager piles on and sat down. “So tell me this: If you can’t possibly gain weight, why do you jog every morning?”

“It gives me time to clear my head, gather my thoughts. It helps me prepare for a busy day.”

“I guess that’s true enough. But it’s hard to prepare for a busy day when you’re unconcious.”

“You’re not still mad about that, are you?”

“Nah.”

The two ate quietly for several minutes. Browning was reading a medical report on Breen eating habits, and Baxter was watching the football scores on the screen on the aft bulkhead. About a month ago the Federation commissioned a handful of football teams, probably in response to the recent renaissance of baseball. So far, Baxter really liked the Martian Marauders and the Bajoran Tigerbats.

“Wow,” Browning said. “The Breen digest food by spitting on it, like flies.”

“Mmm…delicious,” Baxter muttered and kept watching the Krinokom sports report. Moments later the sports report ended and “All in the Eight Andorian Families” came on. Baxter hated that show. Ever since J’hana pointed out all the plot inconsistencies, it just wasn’t fun to watch anymore. “Computer,” said Baxter, “viewer off.”

The captain picked at his plate for a while, then looked up at Browning.

“So, Janice…what did you and Kelly talk about on the way to the shuttlebay this morning?”

“Oh, the usual. She reccomended some of the better places to eat on Breen. She told me about the Federation Symphony concert they’re having there in three days.”

“I see. She never brought…me up?”

“Not per se. But I think she’s a little uneasy about us spending this time together.”

“What’s got everyone so uneasy? We’ve spent time together before.”

“On the ship, with other people.”

“Granted. But we’re good friends. We have been for going on four years. What’s the problem?”

“Hey, I don’t have a problem. So who’s everyone?”

“What do you mean?”

“You said ‘What’s got everyone so uneasy.’ That implies more people than just Counselor Peterman.”

“Oh, well…Chris may have said something.”

“Oh he did, did he?” Browning put down her padd and folded her arms. “What did he have to say?”

“You know he still has feelings for you, Janice. He’s made that abundantly clear.”

“Well he can’t do much about it while dating Ensign Madera, now can he?”

Baxter stuffed a forkful of stuffing in his mouth. “You know he’s tried, Janice. Between Kris Larkin and Madera, he’s made every effort to start things back up with you.”

“Maybe I don’t want to start things back up.”

“That’s your prerogative. Then don’t feel bad about Christopher dating other people.”

“I didn’t say I felt bad.”

“Okay, then. There isn’t any problem.”

“Of course not. I have a child, a Sickbay, a Pioneer Depot, and a restaurant. My life is very, very full. The last thing I need is a man cluttering things up.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more,” Baxter said. He stood up and took his empty plate over to the reclamator. “You didn’t bring any cheesecake in that huge picnic crate, did you?”

“Three types,” Browning muttered, and continued reading her padd.



“Come back here with that phaser!” Counselor Peterman ordered, charging across the Baxter/Peterman quarters as Plato skipped away, phaser in hand. He’d been rifling through Peterman’s desk since she’d come down and moved him to her quarters. Peterman did not want to hang around on the bridge with Conway and realized she didn’t want a changeling running rampant all by himself in her quarters, either.

“Shootemup!” Plato warbled, and turned the phaser on Peterman. The sidearm held some sort of fascination with the lad.

“Noyadon’t!” Peterman called, and dived on Plato. “Gotcha!” The counselor grimaced as she felt Plato turn to putty underneath her. The little dickens slid right out of his clothes and slid like a slug underneath Peterman. Once he was clear of the counselor, Plato grew a head out of the otherwise featureless pink body.

“Silly cons’ler!” he said and squirmed out the door. The phaser was no doubt encased inside the globulous youngster somewhere. That just wouldn’t do at all.

Peterman trampled out of her quarters and down the hall, calling ahead to an approaching Ensign. “Susan! Grab him!”

Ensign Susan Madera was just rounding the corner toward Peterman’s corridor when Plato advanced on her, spreading into a huge, wide, billowy pair of butterfly wings.

“Oh, how beautiful!” she said. “Plato’s learned some new shapeshifting tricks!”

“I let him watch ‘When Changelings Attack’ on UKN this morning,” Peterman explained, as Plato wrapped himself snugly around Madera’s face.

“Mpph,” Madera said. Her tone told Peterman she didn’t approve of her choice of viewing material.

Peterman carefully peeled Plato off Madera’s face just in time to prevent her from passing out form oxygen depravation. She bundled the rubbery changeling into a ball and cradled him in the crook of her arm as if the tot were a football.

“There you go. All snug,” Peterman said. Then it occurred to her. “Madera?”

“Yes, Counselor?” asked the helmsperson as she turned to head in the opposite direction.

“Do you see a Type II phaser anywhere around here?”

“Nope.”

“Hmm.” Peterman looked down at the ball of Plato. “Where’d you hide it, silly boy? Is it in you? Huh?”

Just then, Peterman heard a call down the corridor. “Hey, mommy, look what I got!”

It was little Josie Chandler, daughter to Lieutenant Elizabeth Chandler, one of the new officers in Xenobiology.

“Josie!” Chandler cried, even farther down the corridor. “Put that down right now!”

Peterman raced, with Plato in tow, down the corridor toward Josie. “Don’t worry, Lieutenant! The safety’s on. No way Josie will get the–”

BZZZZZZOW!

Josie blasted a hole in an Explorer bulkhead and sirens promptly went off throughout the corridor.

Peterman set Plato down and raced for Josie, just as she turned toward her.

“Counselor, look what I got!” Josie announced and fired a hair above Peterman’s head.

BZZZZZZOW!

“It sounds like it’s on ‘kill’!” said Chandler over the din of sirens.

“That it does,” Peterman said uneasily as she grabbed the phaser and wrenched it from Josie’s hand. “Oh, and look. It is.”

“How’d she get a hold of that?” Chandler asked, rushing to grab Josie in her arms.

“Beats me,” Peterman said. “But I’ll make sure the officer responsible is properly disciplined.”

“Thank goodness.”

“Could someone tell me what just happened?” Lt. Dan Elton asked, poking his head out of the hole Josie shot in the bulkhead.

Peterman sniffed the air. A tart aroma wafted out of the hole. Smelled like burning wheat. “Mind your own business, Mr. Elton. The situation is well in hand.”

“Some of us are trying to relax around here, dude,” said Elton.

“I understand that…dude,” Peterman said uncomfortably. “But if you don’t mind, I have a baby changeling to…” That reminded her. She looked around. “Darn it!” No Plato in sight.

Counselor Peterman hoped like hell her husband and Dr. Browning were having fun. She was paying for their vacation with pure misery, and worse, she didn’t even get to be godmother!



Late the next day, Rio De Janeiro arrived at Breen ahead of schedule. Baxter had discovered a new route and was quite proud of it.

“…just whipped my way around Titanius’s solar rings and zipped at maximum warp through the Balazan belt,” Baxter said to Peterman, who listened patiently on the Rio De Janeiro’s viewscreen. “You’d have loved it, Kelly.”

“I’m glad you made such great time, honey.”

“How are things on the Explorer?” he asked. “Is Conway keeping everyone in line?”

“He’s his usual bright, enthusiastic self,” Peterman replied, and looked over her shoulder. “I’d better go. Plato’s crying again. Tell Janice I said ‘hi.’”

“Will do,” Baxter said. “And how is the little rascal?”

“Um…fine,” Peterman said, and closed the channel.

“Janice,” he called into the aft compartment, “Are you about ready for us to land? Dad’s expecting us for dinner.”

“Almost,” called Browning’s voice from the aft compartment. Baxter heard the distinct sound of a psion hairdryer.

“Did you shower while I was talking to Kelly?”

“Yes. Why?”

“There are showers at Dad’s house on Breen, Janice.”

“I’m sure there are. Kelly told me all about the showers in your dad’s house. They’re programmed to go cold in five minutes.”

“Dad’s an old-school Starfleet man, Janice. He believes in conserving hot water.”

“Well I believe in long, hot showers,” replied Browning’s voice.

Baxter laughed. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I know how to override Dad’s shower programming.”

Browning stepped out of the aft cabin, pulling her teal off-duty jacket over her black t-shirt and pulling her hair back into a ponytail. “Hold on a sec. Why didn’t Kelly know about that?”

“Because I never bothered to tell her.”

“And why not?” Browning grinned and sat down in the pilot’s chair at Baxter’s right.

“Because I enjoyed it when she came running out of the shower, cold and dripping wet. She always made me warm her up.” Baxter grinned.

“You really wish Kelly could have come, don’t you?”

“She could have. But she doesn’t like fishing, and she doesn’t like Breen. I understand.”

“You might tell her compromise is part of a marraige,” Browning said.

“She knows. And we have compromised. I’m not upset over her not going to Breen with me, and she’s not getting that three-meter mugato she’s had her eye on.”

“Sounds fair,” Browning giggled as Baxter laid in the final approach coordinates.

“Breen control,” said Baxter, tapping a button. “This is the Federation runabout Rio De Janeiro requesting permission to land at the Federation Embassy.”

“Federation runabout, permission GRRRRAR! granted,” said the high- pitched trilly voice typical of Breen. Breen language was almost completely understood now by the universal translator, but the voice the computer generated for the Breen was scratchy and annoying, and every now and then a word would go untranslated. “You would be wise to SNHHHAHRRRK! watch your step while on Breen.”

“What a weird warning,” said Browning.

“The Breen are weird,” said Baxter.



“Come in,” growled Ambassador Harlan Baxter. He leaned back in his wingbacked deskchair, puffing on a cigar, and looked over his large oaken desk as the doors to his office swung open, and Baxter and Browning stepped in.

“Hey, Dad,” Baxter said. “Good to see you.”

“Did you have a good trip?” asked Harlan. He took the cigar out of his mouth, sat up, and rounded his desk to shake Baxter’s hand.

“It was a great trip. I made great time, just by swinging around the solar rings of…”

“Not this again,” Browning said under her breath.

“Tell me all about it over dinner, boy,” Harlan said. “I’ve got the chefs cooking up a fine meal for us.”

“Sounds good,” Browning grinned.

Harlan put his arms around Baxter and Browning. He looked at the doctor. “I remember you. You’re the chief medical officer on Explorer, right?”

“Right. I was the one that wasn’t a Flarn.”

“That’s right.” Harlan nodded. “Well, it’s great to have you here at the embassy.” Harlan looked at Baxter. “Where’s Kelly? Primping up nice?”

“No,” said Baxter. “She opted not to come this time.”

“Why?” demanded Harlan.

“Uh…busy schedule,” Baxter said uncomfortably.

“Well, it’s good to see you brought someone just as beautiful in her place. Kelly better watch it, you might just end up with this Janice here.”

“That’s ridiculous, Dad,” Baxter said. “I’m married. I took vows. Remember?”

“No, I don’t. I wasn’t invited to the wedding. Remember?”

“Oh, right.”

“Kelly has nothing to worry about, Ambassador Baxter. Andy and I are just good friends,” said Browning.

“Well, then,” Harlan said. “Maybe it’s my wife that’s got something to worry about.”

Baxter’s eyes went wide. “DAD!”

“I’m kidding, boy!”



After dinner, Baxter, Browning, and Harlan retired to the sealed, clear, balcony that overlooked the lights, dust, wind, and fog of the Breen capital city. Baxter remembered things looking better on the brochure. The Breen had innate PR sensibilities, which were apparently lacking during the period when they joined forces with the Dominion against the rest of the Alpha Quadrant.

“That was delicious, Ambassador,” Browning said, putting her feet up on the ottoman in front of her reclining chair. “You sure know how to live it up.”

“Nothing but the best for the Federation Ambassador to Breen,” Harlan said, sparking up a cigar and shoving it in his mouth. “And please, call me Harlan.”

“How cold you figure it is out there, Dad?” Baxter asked, pointing out beyond the transparent aluminum bubble that sealed off the Embassy from the rest of planet Breen.

“About 30 degrees below, Celsius, that is,” Harlan said. “Cold enough to freeze your crotch solid.” He nodded to Browning. “Excuse my Klingon.”

“Of course,” Browning said, and smiled. “I’m looking forward to our fishing trip, Harlan.”

“Ah! You’re going with us!” Harlan exclaimed, and puffed a billow of smoke in Browning’s direction. “Well isn’t that a hoot!”

“It sure is,” Baxter said.

“See, Kelly never liked to come fishing with us. Too cold, too desolate, too violent, et cetera,” said Harlan. “Glad to see you’re more of a man’s woman, Doctor.”

“Call me Janice,” Browning said.

“Well then, Janice, would you like an old fashioned Cuban ceegar, circa 2020?”

“I don’t mind if I do,” Browning said, and scooted her chair closer to Harlan’s.

Baxter sat between and looked on, amused. “Janice, you’re not really going to smoke one of those things, are you?”

“Why not?” Browning asked. She stuffed one of the cigars in her mouth and Harlan sparked it.

“There you go, Janice. That’s genuine cuban tobackie there!”

Browning puffed on the cigar, suppressed a violent cough, and swallowed. “Mmm…I sure can tell.”

“And to think you’re a doctor,” Baxter said incredulously. “Those things are terrible for you.”

“Nonsense,” growled Harlan. “You’d probably loosen up a bit if you tried one every now and then.”

“Thanks but no thanks,” Baxter said. “I want to still have my lungs when I’m one hundred.”

“I’m sixty-six and I still have mine.”

“We’ll see how long they hold out.”

Browning puffed on her cigar. She was finally getting the hang of it. “So, how big are the fish we’re going to go after tomorrow?”

Harlan shrugged. “Depends on where we go. If we go out to the Bargoff Island Narrows, we might get some hirshmars up to two meters in length.”

“Two meters! That’s nothing, Harlan. Let me tell you about the thirty meter supermarlins my ex-boyfriend Stan used to catch…”

“Supermarlins! I’ve always wanted to try catching one of those.”

“Nothing to it, Harlan,” Browning said, and chewed on her cigar.

Baxter stood. “Why don’t I let you two reminisce alone. I’ve got to get to bed. We are getting up in what…four hours…aren’t we?”

“Yup,” said Harlan. “Crack of dawn. Why, you scared of a little labor early in the morning?”

Browning giggled. “He’s scared of a little labor, period.”

“Why don’t I just go,” said Baxter. “It’ll be a lot easier to talk about me behind my back anyway.”

“Suit yourself,” said Harlan.



CRACKKKKKKKOW!

Baxter shot up in bed. “Bridge! Report!”

No response. He rubbed his eyes and slowly he realized he wasn’t on the Explorer, he was in one of the guest rooms at the Breen embassy.

But that definitely was an explosion he heard.

He hopped out of bed, yanked on his fluffy red-and-black “Starfleet Commander” housecoat, and rushed out into the corridor, which he quickly realized was filled with smoke.

He heard voices coming from either end of the corridor.

Suddenly, like a ghost, Harlan Baxter emerged from the smoke.

“Boy!” Harlan said. “Go back to bed. This is just a little malfunction in the life support systems.”

“It looks serious,” Baxter said. “Can I help?”

“Not at all. Get back to bed. Plenty of fishing for you to do in the morning.”

“You know, if we lose life support, we’ll all die of hypothermia. About how long can a human survive unprotected in Breen atmosphere?”

“About four minutes, but that’s not important,” Harlan said. “There’s no such problem. Just go back to bed. That’s an order, boy!”

“Okay, fine. Don’t say I didn’t try to help.”

“I’ve noted it for the record!” Harlan said cheerfully, and returned into the smoke and voices as Baxter returned to his bed to try to get a couple more hours’ sleep.



The next day, Baxter, Browning, and Harlan got up quite early, put on their sealed, heated pressuresuits and set out onto the Great Breen Ice Floe on board Harlan Baxter’s private hoverskiff, the Risky Business.

The Risky Business was a twelve-meter barge with a cabin roughly the size of a Federation shuttlecraft at the very rear, and two powerful hoverengines mounted on the bottom of the hull. It could traverse water, desert, swamp, or ice. It was roughly forty years old. As long as Baxter could remember, Harlan took the Risky Business out to hunt or fish, no matter where he was stationed. Baxter figured he liked the solitude.

Solitude aside, Baxter traditionally took at least one fishing/hunting trip each year with his father. This was the one.

They rode out for about an hour at high speed, until no sign of civilization, or any distinguishing natural landmass, for that matter, could be seen.

“Nice out, huh?” Dr. Browning’s voice crackled over Baxter’s pressuresuit communicator. Baxter and Browning were sitting at the front of the skiff, watching the ice chunks crackle under the Risky Business’s hull as it thundered along. Harlan was in the cockpit steering to one of his pre-determined waypoints, where he promised some great Breen fish could be found.

“Yeah, it’s a beautiful day,” Baxter said. “Sunnier than I would have thought.” The morning was gray, after all, not black.

“And just a little breeze,” Browning said.

“How can you tell?”

“I can’t. I’m just guessing.”

“I see.”

“I brought a couple thermoses of hot chocolate for later.”

“That sounds great.”

“And some bagels.”

“Fantastic.”

“You were in gymnastics!” Browning suddenly exclaimed, and exploded into laughter so loud it thudded in Baxter’s suit speakers.

Baxter turned to face Browning. He could barely make out her eyes through the visor in her suit. “He told you about the gymnastics, did he?”

“And the exotic dance classes. You were quite the renaissance boy.”

“It was all mom’s idea.”

“So Harlan says.”

“You’re really enjoying this.”

“Let’s just say it gives me a whole different perspective on you.”

Baxter grunted. “That’s not necessarily a good thing.”

Suddenly the Risky Business slid to a stop and Harlan stepped out of the cabin.

“All right, lines in!” he said. He tossed Baxter and Browning high-test thorium-powered rods.

Browning grabbed her rod and reached down beside her into a large tackle box. “I’ve done some research. For this region, the ‘Fishmonger Model 7780’ will be perfect. I can spray it with a pheremonal agent irresistable to Breen aquatic life. We’ll be reeling them in in no time.”

“Nonsense,” barked Harlan. “We’re using good old fashioned Calmaran squid as bait.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s the best stuff in the galaxy,” Harlan said, sitting down in the seat beside Browning. “Just trust me on this one.”

“Okay,” said Browning. “But can I at least use my Z99 photonic blaster to open up a hole in the ice?”

“My dear, I’d be honored if you would,” Harlan said, bowing regally.

Browning reached down next to her and grabbed an oblong, gleaming blue weapon that looked vaguely like a phaser rifle. “Everybody grab onto something,” she said, and aimed at the ice and blasted. Ice showered up from below and she flew backward. She nearly fell overboard, but Harlan caught her arm.

“Watch it, there,” he said, and she sat down. “That thing packs quite a punch.”

Baxter glanced over the edge of the Risky Business’s bow. “And it blows open one hell of a hole.”

“It’s top of the line,” Browning said. “It’s the best-selling in the long line of fine sports-fishing products available at Dillon’s Pioneer Depot.”

“May have to get me one of those,” said Harlan, as he, Baxter, and Browning put in their fishing lines.

“Mention me and you’ll get ten percent off,” said Browning. “And I’ll get a fat commission.”

“Hear that, Andy?” Harlan asked. “What did I tell you about the Federation economy?”

“Well, Dillon’s is not really part of the Federation…” Browning said.

“Still, I think it’s safe to say the Federation economy will not succeed any longer without some form of currency,” Harlan said. “Case in point, Dillon’s Pioneer Depot, and that silly business with your ship being turned into a cruiseliner.”

“Please, Dad, don’t talk about that,” Baxter said. “We’re on vacation, here. Let’s try to have some fun.”

“Whatever you say. Just remember to keep that stash of latinum handy.”

“I remember, for Pete’s sake,” Baxter said.

Suddenly Dr. Browning’s rod bowed and she gripped her chair. “I think I’ve got a fish on!”

“Go for it, Janice,” Harlan exclaimed. “That’s the way. Fight ’er!”

Browning activated the autowench on her rod and yanked backwards. “Whoa, boy, whoa!”

“Wow, that was quick, Janice,” Baxter said, looking on in amazement.

Browning yanked and yanked back on the rod as the wench reeled in, fizzling with the friction. It whined loud as it strained to pull in its payload.

“You nearly have ’er, Janice!” Harlan announced.

Suddenly a large, smooth, arrow-shaped, shiny gray creature loomed over the bow of the Risky Business. It was easily half the length of Risky Business and nearly as wide.

The line suddenly snapped and the big skreep flopped back under the ice.

Browning collapsed back into her chair, annoyed. “He got away.”

“It happens,” Harlan said. “You gave her a good fight, though. That was the biggest skreep I’ve ever seen in these waters.”

“I don’t know what a ‘skreep’ is, but he looked tasty,” said Browning. “Let’s put back in. I know we can get him!”

“That’s the spirit!” Harlan encouraged, and reached into his tacklebox to reset Browning’s line.

“Hey, I’ve got something here,” Baxter said, and started pulling in. The fish didn’t nearly give him as much fight as the fish Browning had done battle with.

Finally, after a small struggle, Baxter brought in a large chunk of ice.

“Good work, boy,” Harlan Baxter chortled. “Come on, Janice. Let’s see what we serious fishermen can get.”

“Aye, Captain!”

Baxter grimaced. Since when was Harlan called “Captain”? And why did he feel like he was slowly being pushed aside? Suddenly Baxter was pushed aside.

“Move, boy, I need to get at the beer!” Harlan warbled.

That would explain it.



Four hours later, Risky Business set back for mainland, with a bay full of fish. Browning never did re-catch that huge ’skreep,” but she did catch a “mess of fish,” as Harlan put it. Harlan caught a mess of fish too. Baxter, however, caught one undersized “nekrop,” which he found out was really only used to make linaments for elderly Breen. So much for father/son bonding time.

Harlan expertly steered the Risky Business into port and Baxter dutifully tied it up at the dock. He was just about to help Dr. Browning unload her rather large stash of fish when a phaser beam sailed over his head from seemingly out of nowhere.

He ducked, rolled onto the deck of the Risky Business, and shoved Browning down into the hold, where both of them flopped onto the stash of fish.

“What the heck are you doing?” demanded Browning.

“Someone’s shooting at us!” Baxter exclaimed. “Hey, Dad! Get down here! Someone’s shooting at us!”

Baxter heard several more shots, then dutifully rose his head up out of the hold to see what was happening. He was a Starfleet officer. There was some kind of disturbance. He had a duty to see what was going on, even if he had waited until the shooting stopped.

He saw Harlan standing on the dock, looking annoyed. Baxter could barely make out his expression through the visor in Harlan’s suit, but he definitely looked annoyed.

“Damn,” Harlan finally said, after a long pause. There was a black scorch on the shoulder of his suit.

“What happened?” Baxter demanded.

“Drive-by,” Harlan said. “Happens around here all the time. I’m trying to work with the mayor on inner-city crime, especially here in the harbor district.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Let’s get that fish in,” Harlan said, and headed into the cabin to grab his tacklebox.

Baxter reached down to offer Browning a hand out of the hold, and she struggled to her feet.

“What the heck is going on?” asked Browning.

“Something fishy,” said Baxter.

“No kidding.”

“This is serious. My Dad just got shot and he’s acting like nothing happened. Like he’s trying to cover something up.”

“Andy, you’re just being paranoid.”

“Damn right I am. Now let’s get these fish in.”



That evening, once the Baxter, Browning, and Harlan were out of their suits and cleaned up, Browning treated them to the finest fish grill-out either of them had ever experienced. After dinner, Browning examined the bruise on Harlan’s shoulder where the beam had nicked his suit.

“Thank goodness you didn’t take this hit head-on,” Browning said, glancing up at Harlan from her medical tricorder. “You might not have lived to tell about it.”

“That’s silly,” Harlan said, sitting back in his wing-backed chair. Captain Baxter was busy checking out some of the new volumes in the “Baxter Library.”

“You read Delirium, by Skrapnak?” Baxter asked. “What tripe!”

“Skrapnak is the best latinum speculator in the quadrant, boy!” Harlan retorted as Browning ran a regenerator over his shoulder.

“Did you get a look at the guy that did this, Harlan?” Browning asked.

“Just out of the corner of my eye, but when everybody where’s the exact same pressure-suit, people tend to all look the same.” Harlan snorted. “He was a typical hoodlum. They run rampant around here. I meant to tell you guys about it. I guess I thought the problem had gone away.”

“Looks like you were wrong,” said Baxter. “Is the Breen goverment doing anything to stop the crime problem?”

“Very little. The way they see it, if you don’t like it here, get out.”

“I take it you don’t give any heed to that advice?” Browning asked, sitting down in the wing-back chair across from Harlan.

“I God damn sure don’t,” Harlan said, and swigged from his glass of whiskey. “Us Baxter’s have staying power. Why else would your captain there spend three years on a ship full of incompetents that hate him?”

“One,” Baxter sighed, staring complacently at the rows of books, “my crew is not incompetent. Well, not THAT incompetent.” He took a breath. “Two, they do not hate me. At least, they don’t ALL hate me.”

“Believe what you want,” Harlan said. “Anyway, I plan on finishing out my career here on Breen. And a few hoodlums are not going to stop me.”

“That’s a very honorable perspective, Harlan,” Browning said.

“Why thank you.”

“It’s also pretty reckless. What if you get killed next time there’s a drive-by?”

“When it’s our time to check out of this world, Dr. Browning, it’s our time. We have no say in it.”

“Sheesh,” Baxter muttered.

“Now I see where Andy gets his stubbornness,” said Browning.

“Only I apply my stubbornness to things like video football. Dad applies it to people who try to kill him.”

“They’re not trying to kill me, in particular,” Harlan said, and shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “What’s on Krinokom? Any good movies?”



“Morning,” Dr. Browning said, approaching Baxter’s tiny desk and rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. She’d replicated a cup of coffee and tracked Baxter down to the spare office he’d commandeered to call Explorer.

“Good morning,” Baxter said, sipping from his own cup of coffee. He switched off his terminal. “I just talked to Kelly. You’ll be glad to know Plato has said a few more words.”

Browning sat down across from Baxter. “Yay! What did he say?”

“‘Doggy’ and ‘bite,’ I think.”

“Oh, no.”

“Kelly assures me Plato’s fine. Whatever Charlie did, it reverted back to normal in seconds, apparently.”

“That changeling DNA makes him a durable little guy,” Browning said, smiling wistfully. “Thank goodness.”

“Wish my dad had that DNA,” Baxter grumbled. “He needs it.”

“What do you mean?”

Baxter turned the terminal on again, tapped in some commands, and turned it to face Browning. “According to these statistics, violence in this part of the city has gone up three hundred percent since Dad moved in last year. Do you see a correlation?”

“You can’t be sure that’s what influenced the figures. It could have been any number of things.”

“The news says a group is holding a ‘Baxter Must Go’ demonstration tomorrow in the Vrenarr building.”

“Goodness,” Browning said. “Why didn’t Harlan say anything about this to you?”

“Because my dad, as you’ve probably guessed, is a very stubborn man. He’s obviously got himself into some nasty business here, but he’s just too proud to let me help him.”

“Have you talked to any of the staff here?”

Baxter nodded. “Unfortunately. These people are right under his thumb, Janice. They respect his age and experience, which none of them, as far as I’ve seen, have in abundance. They’d follow him off a cliff, I think.”

“So they’ll stay and burn right along with your father, if that’s what comes about.”

“I’m virtually sure of it.”

“The Breen are giving trouble to a Federation representative,” Browning said. “It’s not just a personal thing with your father. Starfleet should know about this.”

“I know they should,” Baxter said. “But I don’t know how to broach the subject with my Dad. He’s so bent on being successful here. Baxters don’t like to admit to failure.”

Browning looked at Baxter and giggled. “Really?

“Okay!” Baxter snapped. “MOST Baxters.”



Later that day, Baxter, Browning, and Harlan set out again aboard Risky Business to catch more fish.

The trio all had lines in, and hadn’t had a bite in quite a while. Harlan had joked that Browning must have caught them all the day before.

After much silence, and much contemplation on Baxter’s part, the captain spoke: “Dad…are the people of Breen trying to kill you?”

“Son,” Harlan chortled, “that’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Of course the people of Breen aren’t trying to kill me. A whole race can’t up and decide to kill one person.”

“Are SOME of the people of Breen trying to kill you?” Browning asked gently.

Harlan worked his jaw around his cigar contemplatively. Baxter wondered how the hell he got that thing in his pressuresuit, and how it didn’t shortcircuit the suit’s functions.

“Well?” Baxter demanded.

“Maybe so,” Harlan said. “But it’s none of your business.”

“People are trying to kill my dad and it’s none of my business?” Baxter asked.

“He’s got you there, Harlan,” Browning said.

“Fish on!” said Harlan, and he indicated Browning’s line.

“Whoa!” Browning said. “Look at that baby tug! I think it’s the big boy again!”

“We’re getting off-subject, here,” Baxter said impatiently.

“Forget about that for now,” Harlan said. “We have a fish on!”

“But–” said Baxter.

“After I pull this twisted mother in!” Browning growled at Baxter, her eyes afire. She was acting differently than Baxter’d ever seen her, and that included the time when she was possessed by that alien mind consciousness.

“Fine,” Baxter surrendered. “I’ll just sit here and–”

BLAAAAM!

An explosion rocked the Risky Business from somewhere under the ice.

Harlan was on his feet instantly. “What the hell was that?”

Baxter looked over the edge of the hoverskiff and saw a black shape dotted with docking lights dart under the ice.

“They sent a damn attack sub after you, Dad!” Baxter said. “So not only are snipers after you! You’ve got full-on militant whackos after you!”

“Apparently,” Harlan said. “Now pull your fish in, Janice!”

“I think we have more important things to do,” Browning said fearfully as the great beast tugged on her line.

“Poppycock,” said Harlan. “We’re not going to let those bastards intimidate us. We’re catching our big fish!”

“Uh…if you insist,” Browning said uneasily.

Baxter hopped to his feet to face his father. “Janice, you let go of that rod and get into the cabin immediately. That’s an order from your captain!”

A chilly wind whipped across the deck of the Risky Business, causing Harlan and Baxter to sway in their heavy suits.

“I am the captain of this ship,” Harlan shot back, his words echoing inside Baxter’s helmet. “Janice, you stay on that fish!”

Suddenly a great black shape burst out of the ice. Roaring, angry, and slimy. It was the skreep.

“Holy crap!” Browning cried, and the beast dove back into the ice.

“We need to outrig that beast,” Harlan said. “Do you have a fancy grappler in that kit of yours?”

“Sure do. One ton test, I think,” Browning said.

“That might do,” Harlan said, and rooted through Browning’s state-of-the-art tacklebox.

Harlan picked up the grappling cannon and eyed it. “Where’d the damn switch on this thing?”

“It’s voice-activated,” explained Browning as she heaved on the line. The huge skreep tugged so hard the Risky Business began to slide after it on the ice.

“I’ll be damned,” Harlan said.

“Where’d that attack sub go?” Baxter asked. It was obvious Harlan and Browning were ignoring him.

Harlan pointed the grappling cannon at the dark shape under the ice, and suddenly the mighty skreep crashed through again.

“Fire!” Harlan cried.

“Specify target,” said the grappler.

“That big damn fish!” Harlan shouted.

“Acknowledged. Firing now.”

The grappler fired its hook, which quickly zipped around the tail of the massive fish before it dove back under the ice.

“We need to anchor this thing,” Harlan said.

“Grappler 3000,” announced Browning, gripping her chair, “activate MagnaLock!”

“Activated,” said the sweet computer voice.

The grappler shot out of Harlan’s hand and locked solidly onto the deck of Risky Business.

“I’ll be damned,” Harlan said again, and raced for the cabin. “I’ll hit the engines. That thing’ll drag us all the way to the West Continent if we let it.”

Baxter followed Baxter to the cabin. “Dad! Don’t you think we should try to find that sub and stop it before they blow us sky high? They may have many more charges like the one they hit us with. They could sink us!”

“They wouldn’t do that. That would precipitate an interstellar war.”

“Are you sure they don’t want that?”

Harlan ducked into the cabin and punched in a course on the piloting board. The Risky Business’s engines roared to life and it lept in the opposite direction from which the skreep was pulling.

“I frankly don’t care what they want. I’m fishing with my son and his friend right now.”

“If you and your son and his friend die, you won’t be fishing anymore!” Baxter cried frantically. “Don’t you see that!’

Harlan looked at Baxter blankly from within his suit. “You’ve got a point there. So what do you want me to do? I doubt you brought a phaser along with you.”

“Actually,” Baxter said, and hurried out to the row of chairs where Browning was still frantically tugging in on her line. The anchor line from the grappler was reeling in as hard as it could as well.

“You brought a phaser?” Browning asked as Baxter rifled through his tacklebox.

Harlan knelt down by Baxter and examined the other contents of his box. “You brought books? When were you going to read?”

“When you and Janice started chatting about me again,” Baxter said. “And yes, I brought a phaser, because I got a good look at that skreep yesterday, and he didn’t look nice. I was a Starfleet Scout. I believe in being prepared!”

“If you believed in being prepared, you would have brought the Grappler 3000,” Browning pointed out.

“Point taken,” Baxter said numbly and yanked his phaser out of the tacklebox. “Here it is.” He upped the setting to maximum. “This is just enough to punch a hole in that sub, as long as it doesn’t have shields.”

Harlan peered into the tacklebox. “You brought a case of malomars?”

“They were for everybody!” Browning protested.

FWOMMMMP!

Another blast rocked under the Risky Business.

“Our friend’s back!” Baxter cried.

The black shape of the attack sub surged under the Risky Business and rose out of the ice, turning to ride up alongside the hoverskiff. It was roughly the length of the Risky Business. Probably had a complement of about three, thought Baxter.

“Show yourself, you bloody coward!” Harlan cried, switching his suit’s PA speaker on.

“Harlan Baxter, Federation VAAANT! Ambassador,” hissed a voice that boomed out of the sub’s speakers. “Relinquish your GARRRRRT! ship and your embassy. Leave this planet and don’t ERRRRRT! come back!”

“You’ve really made a mark on the Breen, Dad,” Baxter muttered.

“They don’t all hate me,” Harlan replied.

“That’s what you think. Your approval BAAAAAAT! rating is a three! That means three percent of DARRRRRRRT all Breen on this planet actually approve of you!” replied the voice from the sub. “What do you think of that?”

“What have I done to deserve this?” Harlan demanded.

“You’re from the Federation. That’s BERRRRRT! enough. Now get off this ORRRRRT! planet!”

“On whose authority are you speaking?” demanded Baxter.

“The authority of the people of BARRRRRT! Breen!”

“You and all the other people of Breen can kiss my ass!” retorted Harlan. “No way I’m leaving!”

Baxter quickly crouched beside Browning, who was divided between watching the exchange between the Breen and Baxter, and reeling in her big fish.

“Janice,” Baxter whispered. “I want your pheremonal agent.”

“You like my perfume?”

“No…well, yes, it’s great, but I need that stuff you were going to spray on your lure.”

“Why? What on Earth would you want to spray it on?”

Baxter jerked his head in the direction of the sub.

“Oh!” Browning exclaimed. “Good idea. I hear skreep have humongous genetlia!”

Baxter grinned. “That’s I’m betting on.”

Browning gripped tight on her rod with one hand and rooted through her tacklebox with the other. “Here we go!” She handed the spray bottle to Baxter.

“Perfect,” Baxter said, and rose to his feet.

“This is your last warning,” said the voice from the Breen sub. “I’m going to GARNT! blow you all to the next world if you don’t relinquish your vessel TART! now!”

“Do your worst!” Baxter called out. He turned the nozzle on the large pheremone spraybottle to a wide spray and coated the length of the sub until the pheremonal agent ran out. “What the hell are you doing, son?” asked Harlan.

“You’ll see,” Baxter grinned. “Go into the cabin and shut down the engines.”

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

“Positive!”

Harlan grudgingly went into the cabin and shut off the Risky Business’s engines.

The skiff sighed to a stop, and the sub pulled to a stop alongside it.

Suddenly Browning’s fishing line went very slack. “Our big boy is coming up on us quick!” Browning exclaimed, looking at the sensor indicator on the tiny screen on her grappler.

“I bet he is,” Baxter said. He jerked Browning out of her chair and led her and Baxter toward the cabin.

The attack sub, meanwhile, slowed and pulled up alongside the Risky Business. A hatch on top of the sub opened and a helmeted individual climbed out and stepped onto the deck of the hoverskiff.

“Stop where you VART! are!” he cried, and pointed a disruptor at Baxter, Harlan, and Browning.

“Fish on!” Browning cried.

“Huh?” asked the Breen, turning.

“UAAAAHAHAHAHHHHRG!” came a cry from behind the Breen.

Baxter, Browning, and Harlan watched as a long shadow drew over the attack sub.

THWOMP!

The Breen watched in dismay as the skreep, in all its massiveness, crashed against the sub, pressing it underwater.

“What the SKRARNT!–” the Breen said, stunned, looking on at the bubbles where the sub had been just moments earlier.

Baxter quickly whipped out his phaser and blasted the Breen, who fell to the deck like a pile of rags.

“You know,” said Harlan, looking on at the unconcious Breen. “Maybe I should rethink my stay here.”

“You think?” Browning asked.

GWWWWWWWWAAAAAAAAAAAR!

The sound bubbled hard and forcefully from underwater.

“What was that?” asked Baxter.

“I think our skreep just got lucky,” said Browning.

“Glad someone benefitted from this fiasco,” muttered Harlan.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54502.5. The Explorer has arrived to dismantle the Federation embassy on Breen indefinitely until our diplomats work out some sort of solution with the Breen government. Obviously, there are those among the Breen that wish to have nothing to do with the Federation. At any rate, it’s nearly definite that my father and his staff will not be involved with the corps of diplomats that will run the negotiations. That’s probably all for the best.



“It’s good to be back,” Baxter said, and collapsed onto his couch next to Counselor Peterman. “By the way, honey, I love what you’ve done with the place.”

“That’s not funny.”

The walls of the Baxter/Peterman cabin were caked with dried food. Shredded pillows and sheets lie all over the floor. Baxter’s desk was upturned. Baxter didn’t even want to LOOK in the bathroom.

“So you had a great time with Plato, I take it.”

“That little guy’s a handful,” Peterman said.

“Thank goodness you had your conflict resolution skills to fall back on.”

“Not hardly. Plato doesn’t need conflict resolution. He needs a containment field.”

“Now now now, that’s my godson you’re talking about,” Baxter grinned.

“Larkin to Baxter,” chirped Baxter’s comm badge.

“Go ahead.”

“We finished collecting the Federation communications sattelites from around Breen. That constitutes the last of our presence on that planet. Orders?”

“If that’s everything, set a course for Starbase 209 and engage at warp eight.”

“Understood. Oh, and we were able to retrieve the image you requested from the satellite files”

“Excellent. Have it routed to my terminal.”

Peterman followed Baxter to his desk, which he quickly heaved rightside-up. “What are you up to?”

“Just a little photo touch-up.” Baxter tapped on his terminal screen as the image came up. It was a picture of him standing next to Dr. Browning as she attempted to reel in the huge skreep. “You see there…that’s the first time Doctor Browning tried to bring in the skreep.”

“Cute picture.”

“Cute, perhaps. Useful? Most definitely.”

“Useful for what?”

“You see,” Baxter said, tapping on the screen, bringing up the artistry program. “I had a talk with Mr. Mirk before I left. You know how I’m eager to advance to acolyte status in his religion so I can eat grapefruit?”

“You’ve talked about little else over the last few weeks.”

“Well, as they say, a picture is worth a thousand words. Especially if it’s altered.” Baxter highlighted his image and moved it with a flick of his finger, superimposing it on top of the image of Browning.

“So you’re going to try to fool Mirk into thinking you caught the skreep, and he’ll make you an acolyte based on that feat?”

“Exactly,” said Baxter. “A bit of technological wizardry, huh?”

Peterman giggled. “We’ll see.”

Baxter downloaded the image into a padd and headed for the door. “I’ll just take this down to Mirk. Do you want me to bring you back a few grapefruirt?”

“Sure,” Peterman said. “You go ahead and do that.”

“Okay,” Baxter grinned, and headed out of his quarters.

When Baxter walked into the second level of Ship’s Shoppes, the Explorer’s mall, he found Harlan and Browning having lunch together on the patio of Browning’s restaurant.

“Well hello, you two,” Baxter grinned. “Should I tell mom to be worried?”

“We’re just having lunch, silly,” Browning said. “I think that’s harmless.”

“Hrmph,” grumbled Harlan. “Harmless.”

Baxter sat down beside Harlan. “What’s wrong, Dad? Still upset about losing your job?”

“Something like that.”

Baxter patted Harlan on the back. “Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll find something else.”

“Hrmph. But until I do, I’ll be living on the Pathfinder with your mother. I’ll be a damned house husband.”

“Sounds like a party to me!” Baxter giggled.

“What’s got you so happy?” asked Browning.

“Can you keep a secret?”

“Of course!”

Baxter showed Browning his padd. “This is what’s going to get me grapefruit again.”

Browning eyed the padd. “So you superimposed yourself over me to make it look like you caught the skreep that I didn’t even really catch?”

“Insideous, isn’t it?” Baxter asked.

“Yep,” Browning said, and laughed. She passed the padd to Harlan. “What do you think, Harlan?”

Harlan studied the padd and chortled. He passed it back to Baxter. “Nice ponytail, son.”

Baxter studied the padd. He’d accidentally left Browning’s ponytail in.

“God damn it!” he cried, pounding the breakfast table. “What’s the use. I’ll never eat another grapefruit again!”

“Sounds like a party to me,” Harlan grinned, and clinked glasses with Browning. “Right, Janice?”

“You took the words right out of my mouth, sir.”

Baxter sighed. “This is mutiny. I get no respect around here.”

“Thanks for stopping by, son,” Harlan chortled. “I feel a lot better now.”

Baxter laughed weakly. “Glad I could help.”



NEXT:



Have the Maloxitarians gone too far? Commander Conway seems to think so, as he “goes rogue” in an attempt to re-assert freedom of religion on the Explorer. Will he be successful, or will he become a martyr? And will Baxter EVER get to eat grapefruit again? Find out, in an authority-questioning special story written by Alan Decker!




For the Love of the Bean



by Alan Decker



DAY ONE



Seated with the other five Maloxitarian acolytes at the front of the chapel, Commander David Conway looked out at the gathered congregation of Explorer officers, crew, and families. In each and every one of their eyes, he could see the same thing: jealousy.

True, the acolyte’s robes, all covered with pictures of various colorful fruits from around the galaxy, looked a bit ridiculous. And the melon beanies didn’t help things either.

Despite that, he and the other acolytes, Richards, Peterman, Tilleran, J’hana, and Browning, had reached the next level of Maloxitarianism. It had taken days of torture, but the results were worth the pain. They could eat fruit again. The rest of the crew, including Captain Baxter, had to defer to them as their spiritual elders. Sure, it was still annoying to be taking orders from a damn teenager, but Mirk had thus far been fair with his acolytes.

“And though the trees of your existence may seem barren at times,” Mirk said as he wrapped up his sermon, “remember that the Directors supply life-sustaining fruits in many forms. Where one tree may be empty, another’s branches may hang heavy with fruit for the faithful. Juicy juicy.”

“Juicy juicy,” the acolytes repeated on cue.

“Juicy juicy,” the congregation echoed.

“Excellent, my seeds. I feel the blooming imminent in many of your spirits. Glory to the Directors.” Mirk closed the Maloxitarian holy text, signaling the end of the service. Silently, the congregation filed out of the chapel, except for a few of the crew who approached Mirk for some spiritual advice. One of those was Captain Baxter.

“Move aside, buddy. Captain’s prerogative,” Baxter said, pushing through the crowd around the 19-year-old minister. He picked up a small girl Mirk was blessing and shoved her back in her father’s arms. “What about my damn grapefruit?” Baxter demanded.

“What about it?” Mirk asked serenely.

“I’m ready. Let’s get a move on with this acolyte stuff. I am Maloxitarian. I read the book. I studied the book. Come on. Ask me anything.”

“You may have the knowledge, but you have not achieved patience and wisdom.”

“I’m the captain! Patience and wisdom are in my job description.”

“Can I see Mirk now?” the elderly mother of one of the Explorer’s ensign’s asked.

“Wait your damn turn, bitch!” Baxter snapped.

“I believe I have made my point,” Mirk said.

“I’m sorry about that. I’m a little on edge here. Kelly’s been drinking grapefruit juice every morning just to taunt me. I need a hit, Mirk. I’ve got to be an acolyte!”

“Your time will come, my son,” Mirk said, patting Baxter consolingly on the head. The serenity lessons he’d taken from Leximas during their brief time together had really helped him get this minister thing down.

“WHEN?!?!” Baxter bellowed.

“Suck it up like a man, Captain,” Conway said, heading towards the rear of the chapel to hang up his robe.

“That’s enough, Andy,” Counselor Peterman said, walking over and grabbing Baxter’s arm. “You’re never going to be one of us behaving like that.” She dragged the glassy-eyed captain out of the chapel back towards their quarters as Conway gleefully watched the pathetic spectacle. Damn, it felt good having something over Baxter like this.

Conway finished folding his robe, said the required chant of keeping, and put the garment in his it’s blessed wooden box for another week. By this time, the others had all left except for Mirk, who approached Conway with an expression on his face Conway didn’t like the looks of.

“Today’s service went well, I thought,” Mirk said.

“And it’s over now. You can talk normally,” Conway said.

“Right. Fine. Uh…Commander, there’s something we need to discuss.”

“Is this work or church related?”

“They are one.”

“I said talk normally.”

“Sorry. Anyway, um…well…I was doing some research last night through the ancient texts. And I found something.”

“Okay…” Conway said, waiting for a point to this story.

“Well, there’s a passage in the Rites of Kumquats concerning Befnox and his travels through the Deserts of the Damned Dirt on Malox.”

“Uh huh,” Conway said, growing irritated.

“It seems that Befnox encountered a tribe there that…let me get this right…lived on the evil elixir of excess energy, which came from a bean.”

“Mirk, I need to get to the bridge. What do you need to tell me?”

“Youcan’tdrinkcoffeeanymore!” Mirk spat out quickly, cowering back. Conway stood blankly for a moment processing what Mirk just said. Mirk was impressed. Obviously Maloxitarianism had been good for the commander. He was taking this rather well.

Conway’s hand suddenly latched onto the ornate collar of Mirk’s ceremonial robe and hoisted the Maloxian into the air.

“What!!!!” Conway bellowed, his eyes bulging with fury.

“It’s in the book,” Mirk gasped. “I’m sorry.”

“That can’t be right. I’ve done everything I was supposed to do. I swore off fruit…”

“You never ate fruit,” Mirk interrupted.

“That’s beside the point. I gave it up. I went through your damn torments. I wore the god…er…Director-awful robe. I did it all. You can’t take my coffee.”

“I wish it were otherwise, but the texts must be obeyed.”

“WOULD YOU STOP TALKING LIKE THAT?!?”

“I’m just trying to console you.”

“Coffee consoles me just fine.”

“The Directors have sent you this test for a reason.”

“Yeah. They hate me!” Conway snapped.

“You know that’s not true. The Directors love all of their followers.”

“They sure have a suck-ass way of showing it,” Conway muttered, trudging towards the door.

“Be strong in your faith, Brother Conway,” Mirk called after him.

“Bite me.”



Conway’s mind surged with turmoil as he entered his quarters. It was an impossible situation. How could he be expected to give up the love of his life?

“Computer, activate display case. Authorization Conway Patriot Red October Storm Rising,” he ordered. His seldom-used sofa folded outward revealing a massive duranium foot locker. A force field crackled out of existence as the foot locker opened. Rising up from the depths of the container, basking in the glow of carefully placed floor lights, was a vast platform of coffee…all kinds of coffee.

To many, the elaborate security measures probably seemed like overkill, but Conway had been burned in the past. That damn Peterman bitch had taken his whole stash once and replaced it with decaf. DECAF!!!

But his current stash was safe. Conway smiled as he ran through their names. French Roast, Royal Columbian, Cafe’ Cardassian (despite their nasty reputations, Cardassians really knew how to make a cup of joe), espresso, macadamia nut, that great Vulcan blend Lieutenant Carr of the Secondprize had turned him on to a couple of years earlier, and so many others.

“Morning, guys,” Conway said warmly. His joy faded as he remembered why he’d called them there. “I’ve got some…news.” Conway choked on the last word. Struggling to maintain his composure, he pressed on. “I don’t think we can see each other anymore. I don’t like it any more than you do, but there’s nothing I can do. I’m a Maloxitarian. We can’t drink coffee. That’s just the way it is.”

Conway picked up a bag of Viennese Roast and stepped over to the matter reclamation unit. “I’m sorry.” Conway put the bag in the slot…but couldn’t let go. With a cry, he yanked the bag out again and clutched it to his chest.

“NO! They can’t do this to us! I’ll fight it. I’ll find a way. I promise!” Conway gingerly placed the bag back on the platform.

“Computer, close display. Engage security measures levels one through ten.” The coffee sank back into the case as the floor lights dimmed. “I’ll be back for you,” Conway whispered. The box closed, sealed itself, and reactivated the force field as the sofa reformed over it.

Conway was determined to do something. The question was what. How could he convince Mirk that his interpretation was wrong? There was no evil in coffee. Coffee was love; pure, black, powerful love.

After ten minutes of frustrated pacing, Conway realized that he didn’t have the answer. He needed advice from someone wiser.



“Computer, activate program Conway JVCC22,” Conway said, standing outside of Holodeck Three.

“Program complete. Enter when ready.”

Before Conway could take a step forward, he saw Lieutenant Megan Hartley strolling down the hall towards him. She looked happier than usual.

“Morning, sir,” she said happily. “Sorry to hear about your loss. Must REALLY suck to be you right now.”

That would explain the giddiness.

“Now is not the time, Hartley,” Conway grumbled.

“I can’t think of a better one. Have a nice day! And remember, the Directors love you.”

“The Directors can…”

“Yes?” Hartley said expectantly.

“Nothing.”

“I didn’t think so. I know an acolyte of Maloxitarianism would never say anything against his gods.”

“Yeah yeah,” Conway said.

“I’m off to have lunch with Mirk. I’ll be sure to tell him what a good boy you’re being.” She practically skipped away down the corridor, jubilant with the suffering of others…well, the suffering of Conway anyway. Conway made a mental note to find a way to pay her back later. For now, he had an appointment in the holodeck.

Conway stepped through the doors and into a vast field of crops…one particular crop to be exact. A light breeze blew through Conway’s hair as he raised his head up to enjoy the feel of sunlight warming his face.

Across the field, a man in a large hat approached, a mule ambling behind him.

“Buenos dias, seor,” the man said once he reached Conway.

“Hola’, Juan,” Conway replied. “Beautiful day.”

“Si. Es muy bonita.”

“I’ve got a problem, Juan. They’re trying to separate us.”

“Quien?”

“The Directors. Coffee’s now against my religion, but it’s also my life.”

“You do have a problem, mi amigo,” Juan replied. He reached back into the mule’s saddlebags and came out with a handful of coffee beans. “You have to follow your heart, David. Es tu vida. You must decide how you will live it.”

“But I can’t just turn my back on Maloxitarianism. It could be the only thing between us and destruction. Besides, the whole ship is Maloxitarian. It’s official policy. And if it’s effective in stopping the Starshine Kids, it could become Federation law. What am I supposed to do?”

“Es tu vida.”

“Yeah, you mentioned that.”

“Que es mas importante: living in misery or risking death for what you believe in?”

“Death! Who said anything about death?”

“Rebellion is risky business.”

Conway couldn’t help but smile. “But risk is our business.”

“Spoken like a true Starfleet officer,” Juan replied. “I must go.”

“Thanks, Juan. I mean it.”

“De nada,” Juan replied, tipping his hat to Conway, then he and the mule headed off into the distance. Juan had a point. There were certain things that came with being a Starfleet Officer. Captain Baxter just needed to be reminded of a few of them.



“Absolutely not!” Captain Baxter said, getting up from his desk chair. He and Conway stared each other down across the ready room.

“I don’t believe this,” Conway retorted. “You’ll benefit from this as much as I will.”

“A little personal sacrifice is good for a Maloxitarian,” Baxter said.

Conway stormed over to the replicator. “Grapefruit juice.”

“You bastard,” Baxter snapped as the replicator hummed to life, producing that oh-so-lovely fruit elixir of the gods…er, Directors.

“You want it?” Conway said, holding the glass up tauntingly. “All you have to do is rescind the order.”

“But the Directors…”

Conway took a sip from the glass, stifling his disgust at drinking the foul substance. “Mmmmmmm. Just like fresh- squeezed.”

“Bastard!”

“Baxter, listen to me here. We don’t have to stand for this. We’re Starfleet Officers. We go around defending freedom and s*** all over the galaxy.”

“This is about defending freedom,” Baxter said, turning away from the grapefruit juice. Directors! He could smell it so strongly. That wonderful… NO! He had to be strong. “Without Maloxitarianism…is that a word? Never mind. Without it, the Starshine Kids will be all over us. I’ve done the whole head- shaved thing, and I don’t care to repeat the experience. We may have to give up a couple of things here and there, but that’s the price of the rest of our freedoms.”

“How long until Mirk takes away something else? How long until he finds some other obscure quote in those damn books of his? We have to put a stop to it now.”

“You need to have faith in the Directors. You’re supposed to be a damn acolyte after all.”

“Is that what this is about?”

“Of course it is! You get grapefruit juice any time you want. What about me? When is it my turn?”

“Probably never,” Conway said, dumping the juice back in the replicator, which quickly disposed of it. “That’s Mirk’s game. If he keeps what you want away from you, he can control you.”

“He’s a kid, Conway. That’s all,” Baxter replied, watching the empty replicator pad longingly. It was right there. The juice was right there.

“He’s a kid who’s pretty much in command of this ship. He could completely take over without so much as a peep from you. Think about that for a minute.”

“I don’t have to,” Baxter said. “Mirk is our spiritual leader. He’s following the will of the Directors. AND HE WILL GIVE ME MY GRAPEFRUIT JUICE!!!”

“Right.”

“Enough, Mister! We’re Maloxitarian. You can’t have coffee. Deal with it.”

“I was Maloxitarian. I can have coffee. The end. If Mirk or his damn eyeballs have anything to say about it, send them to my quarters!”

“I’ll remove you from duty.”

“Fine! I’ll drink my damn coffee while I file my protest with Starfleet, Captain.” Conway spat the last word with complete disdain.

“Remember that word, buddy. Captain. That’s me! And you will continue to follow the rules of this ship as long as I have more pips than you do. If I say you’re a Maloxitarian, you’re a Maloxitarian. Dismissed!”

“This isn’t over.”

“I SAID DISMISSED!” Baxter sat down forcefully in his desk chair and spun towards the wall. Conway briefly considered smashing Baxter’s head into the wall. That could wait, though. There were plans to make and a larger battle to be fought. And whether Baxter believed it or not, this was far from over.



DAY TWO



“…and coming down the straightaway, it’s Conway followed by Earnhart and Gordon in a close third. Earnhart’s making his move, but he doesn’t have much time. Conway is pushing that car to the limit. Earnhart is closing and…it’s not enough. Conway takes the checkered flag and the Daytona 500!”

Commander Conway smiled as he rolled over in bed.

“…and coming down the straightaway…”

“I’m awake, computer,” Conway said, before the computer could get any farther through his wake-up call. In Conway’s mind, there was no more self-empowering way to start the day than by winning the Daytona 500. Peterman could complain all she wanted about his attitude. He knew he was centered.

Conway pulled himself out from under the covers and stumbled groggily over to the replicator.

“Coffee. Conway blend 26. Black.”

“Access denied. The requested item is forbidden,” the computer replied. Conway’s eyes shot wide open. Caffeine evidently wasn’t going to be necessary to wake him up this morning. Fury and adrenaline would be more than sufficient.



Mirk and Hartley ran hand-in-hand through a glorious sun- covered patch of wildflowers. Everything was perfectly-wonderful, Mirk felt. Nothing could go wrong.

Then everything went wrong. Hartley was gone. The sky turned dark. And he felt this incredible weight on his chest. Getting a breath became difficult.

Something was choking the life out of him.

Mirk snapped away and immediately realized a strong hand had a death-grip on his throat. In the darkness, Mirk could just make out Commander Conway.

“Morning, Mirk,” Conway said, then tightened his grip.

“Agg…what…”

“How about joining me for a cup of coffee? No wait. We can’t. Coffee’s off-limits. You know anything about that?”

“Ekk…Directors.”

“F*** the f***ing eyeballs!” Conway gave Mirk’s neck a little twist. The thought crossed his mind that without his morning cup of coffee to calm his nerves, he sounded a lot like Commander Scott Baird of the Secondprize. “Now how about rescinding that f***ing order?”

“I can’t…”

“Really?” Conway twisted in the other directions.

“Do…not…give…in…to…hate,” Mirk gasped, then fell unconscious.

“Too late,” Conway replied. He released the Maloxian and stormed out of the room.



Conway was less than surprised when the door chime sounded a couple of hours later.

“Come on in, J’hana!” he called. “It’s open.”

The Explorer’s Andorian security chief entered, phaser drawn as Conway sat serenely on his sofa sipping on a steaming mug of coffee.

“Where did you get that?” J’hana asked, spotting the contraband.

“I have my ways,” Conway replied. The truth was that he’d had to break into his private stash. The withdrawal was killing him. “But you aren’t here about that, are you?”

“No.”

“Did he live?”

“Yes.”

“Damn.”

“You should be relieved. He has forbidden Captain Baxter from having you thrown in the brig.”

“Mirk forbade Baxter. Interesting.”

“He is forgiving.”

“That isn’t the interesting part. So what are you here for if I’m not off to the brig.”

“To deliver a warning. You will cease and desist all anti- Maloxitarian activities.”

“But I’m not Maloxitarian anymore.”

“Yes you are,” J’hana said in no uncertain terms. “If you attempt to change that, you will wish for the brig. It will be pleasant compared to what I’ve been authorized to do you.”

“Resistance is futile, huh?”

“Quite,” J’hana said, walking over to Conway. “One final thing.” She suddenly head butted Conway, sending him reeling, then smacked the coffee mug away from him. “End of warning. I assume it will be effective. Good day, Commander.”

“Unnh…” Conway moaned in reply as J’hana left.



DAY THREE



Conway woke up the next morning with a plan. He knew he was going to have to face Mirk today, but the idea of going in unprepared was out of the question. He needed to be his usual calm, rational self if he was going to get through to that megalomaniacal, brain-washing, ship-stealing son of a Cysnerian swamp toad.

As appealing as inflicting more harm on the Maloxian at the center of his woes was, Conway realized a mild attitude adjustment was in order. Problem was, his attitude adjustment came through coffee. That’s where the plan came in. He really did not want to have to break into the secret stash anymore. Fortunately, he figured his crewmates could be counted on to miss a few loopholes.

“Computer,” Conway said, rubbing his hands together expectantly as he stood in front of the replicator. “One expresso. No milk.” The replicator hummed obediently, producing the beverage.



“Damn him!” Baxter exclaimed, slamming his fist down on the armrest of his command chair. The resulting impact launched three quantum torpedoes, shut down the jacuzzi on the spa deck, and set a repeating loop of “Kumbaya” playing in turbolifts. He turned on Commander Chris Richards, who was seated at the engineering console. “I said no coffee.”

“I’m sorry, Andy,” Richards replied. “That’s what I told the replicator, too. I didn’t know about expresso.”

“Everybody knows about expresso!” Baxter shouted.

“Do I look like a damn coffee steward?” Richards snapped. Truth be told, he wasn’t quite comfortable with this whole operation anyway. Somehow it just seemed…un-Federation-like.

“I don’t want him to get expresso, cappuccino, java, iced mocha, or even coffee-flavored ice cream. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” Richards said, setting to work on the replicator programming as Baxter turned back to face the viewscreen. Baxter would show Mirk he had what it took to be an acolyte. He’d break Conway into little pieces if he had to, but grapefruit juice would be his again.



Conway actually felt fairly happy as he entered the Maloxitarian temple. As he expected, Mirk was there, seated in a pew composing his sermon for the next Sunday. Sensing someone else, Mirk looked up from his work. Conway could see the fear in the Maloxian’s eyes upon spotting him.

“Cccccccccccccccccccccc….”

“It’s okay, Mirk,” Conway said. “I just came to talk.”

“Oh…of course. Have a seat, my son.”

“You can quit with that crap,” Conway said, sitting down on the pew next to Mirk.

“Gotcha. What can I do for you?”

“I need you to tell Baxter to let me out.”

“Of Starfleet? I can’t…”

“Not Starfleet. Maloxitarianism.”

“But why?” Mirk asked in shock.

“Why? Isn’t it obvious?”

“I know like without coffee is difficult for you, but you can’t turn your back on your faith every time it is tested, David.”

“I don’t have any faith, Mirk. I never believed in this stuff. I was just doing it because everyone else was. I can’t do it anymore. I want out.”

“Listen, Dave…can I call you Dave?”

“Commander will be fine.”

“Uh…right. Commander. Listen, I’ve been given a mission here by the Directors. You’ve seen what the Starshine Kids are capable of. I can’t let them take over this quadrant, and Maloxitarianism is the only way to stop them. You have to look at the big picture.”

“I see the picture, Mirk,” Conway said, standing up and heading towards the door. “And I don’t like it one bit.”

“I’ll see you in services Sunday.”

“Don’t count on it.”



DAY FOUR



Baxter scowled at Richards, his eyes wide and hair mussed beyond all repair. “What the hell is jufer…jufroe…?”

“Jorfrinell,” Larkin clarified from ops. She consulted her databanks. “A beverage consumed by the Laxiturni of Manikol Six, similar in composition and flavor to…”

“Coffee,” Baxter finished.

“Indeed, sir,” Larkin replied.

“Damn it, Chris,” Baxter said, turning back on his chief engineer. “What part of ‘no coffee’ didn’t you get?”

“I’m sorry,” Richards snapped. “How the hell was I supposed to know?”

“You just were!” Baxter shouted.

“Uh…Andy,” Counselor Peterman said, placing a hand nervously on her husband’s shoulder. “Maybe you should get some sleep and let us handle this. You’ve been up here for thirty hours straight.”

“He’s not taking command,” Baxter replied, bleary-eyed.

“No one’s saying he has to. Someone else can have the bridge.”

“But then he’ll try something. I know it. I need to be ready for him.”

“You need rest,” Peterman said. “And me.” Baxter stared at her, his daze clearing a little.

“Right. Need you. Bridge to Hartley.”

“Yes, Captain,” Lt. Hartley replied.

“Get up here and remove any and all coffee-type substances from the replicator.”

“But Commander Richards…”

“Couldn’t get the job done. It’s in your hands now. And if Conway gets his hands on even one drop of coffee from now on, it’ll be your head. Baxter out.” Baxter weakly stood up from the command chair and, leaning against Counselor Peterman, stumbled towards the turbolift.

“Andy…” Richards said.

“Quiet, you…Conway sympathizer,” Baxter spat.

“I don’t like this one bit,” Richards said once Baxter had gone.

“I don’t know,” J’hana said thoughtfully. “I’m finding his newfound forcefulness refreshing.”



DAY FIVE



Conway slammed his fist against the replicator in fury. “Come on, damn you!” He’d been through each and every form of coffee he could think of. He knew flavors and blends from over 300 different galactic civilizations, but they were all gone. Gone gone gone.



Hartley laughed maniacally as she watched the various denied replicator requests scroll by on the bridge engineering console.

“You beat him, I take it,” Commander Richards said from behind her.

“In every way,” Hartley replied.

“That’s the way it should have been done the first time,” a much more rested Captain Baxter said from the command chair. “Why don’t you head on down to engineering, Chris? Hartley’s got things well in hand here.”

“Yippee,” Richards muttered as he headed into the turbolift.



“Okay. Stay calm, Dave,” Conway said. He looked longingly at the sofa. The stash might be all the coffee left on the entire ship. He needed to ration it carefully. He could be strong for today. It was only one day.



DAY SIX



“…and coming down the straightaway, it’s Conway followed by Earnhart and Gordon in a close third. Earnhart’s making his move, but he doesn’t have much time. Conway is pushing that car to the limit. Earnhart is closing and…it’s not enough. Conway takes the checkered flag and the Daytona 500.”

Conway didn’t move to shut off his wake up call. He just lay in bed, staring at the ceiling as he had all night. Occasionally, his body would convulse with an involuntary shudder.

Forget the Starshine Kids, the Happies, the Leeramar, the Flarn, his ex-wife, his current girlfriend, or anyone else who’d ever laid a hand on him. They were wimps. This was real torture.

But he had to conserve the stash. Without the stash, there was no point in going on. Surely today would be better. The worst had to be over. Just get through another day.

Five minutes later…

Conway practically ripped the sofa aside as he charged towards the stash container. The force field seemed to take an eternity to deactivate. Once it did, Conway shoved a whole handful of french roast beans into his mouth and started to chew.



“Captain! I’m detecting coffee in Commander Conway’s quarters!” Lieutenant Hartley shouted from the engineering console.

“I thought you cleared the replicator!” Baxter snapped.

“I did. He didn’t replicate it!”

“His stash! Damn him! Get rid of it.”



Like a mother almost psychically knows when her children are in trouble, Conway sensed the transporter activation before it even fully locked onto his precious stash.

“Computer, emergency seal!” Conway shouted as the first blue sparkles enveloped his coffee supply. A force field snapped into existence, cutting of the transporter. “Close display and activate security levels one through ten.”



“Bastard!” Hartley shouted. “He blocked me before I could get it.”

“That’s contraband, and I want it off my ship. Understand?” Baxter said.

“Captain, the item is in Commander Conway’s private quarters,” Larkin said. “You cannot just barge in and take it.”

“Watch me…er, her,” Baxter said, pointing at Hartley. “Hop to it, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir,” Hartley said, picking up an engineering took kit.



Walking down the corridor towards Conway’s quarters, Hartley tried to form in her mind a legitimate excuse to get inside to find the coffee. Conway would certainly be suspicious…especially of her. It wasn’t exactly a secret that she had no love for the man. Okay, so she took great pleasure in causing him misery.

But there were bigger stakes here. Conway had to give up that coffee for the good of the quadrant, and she wasn’t about to let Mirk down.

Her problem seemed solved as Conway raced by her at a full sprint, his eyes wild and hair a mess. There seemed to be a lot of that going around this week.

Hartley approached Conway’s quarters, pulling an actuation tuner out of her kit. She pried open the door control panel and was immediately blasted across the corridor. Hartley was unconscious before her body slammed into the opposite wall and fell to the deck.



Conway fell to the deck, tears welling in his eyes.

“Unable to locate program,” the computer replied for the tenth time.

“NOOOOOOOO!!!!” Conway screamed, sobbing against the closed holodeck doors. They’d gone too far this time. Juan was gone. Dead. Destroyed.

The program had been his last hope. He just wanted to stand in the field again. He knew it wasn’t real, but it would have been enough.

Ah, to hold those wonderful beans in his hand one more time.

But no.

Baxter and Mirk had seen to that.

It was over. No coffee, no career, no friends. What was the point in going on?



Conway trudged back to his quarters in psychological agony. Yes, he had those few expresso beans digesting happily in his stomach, but the knowledge that they were the last for who knew how long weighed heavily on his soul. Even the sight of Hartley laying unconscious across from his quarters gave him little consolation. She’d live and return with reinforcements. It was only a matter of time.



DAY SEVEN



Baxter stared silently at the schematic of Conway’s quarters displayed on the monitor in the conference room as his senior officers waited for him to speak.

“Are you okay?” Peterman asked, rubbing his leg.

“Just thinking,” Baxter replied. About my grapefruit, he added silently to himself. And missed chances. He could have taken the same route at one point. He could have protected his juice before Mirk and the others had taken it away from him. Now it was too late. Now the only way to get it back was to take the beloved beverage of another away.

Sure he hadn’t ever really seen eye to eye with Conway, but he understood this. He knew that just a couple of decks away, Conway was sitting and wondering if he would ever see coffee again. Baxter had had those times himself.

A military strategist had once said that it was vital to think like your enemy, to understand them inside out. I understand all too well, Baxter thought ruefully.

“So what have we got?” he asked finally. Hartley, fresh from a night in sickbay, stepped over to the schematic.

“Our sensor readings pinpointed the coffee somewhere near the sofa,” Hartley reported. “We aren’t sure where, though. Since our initial attempt to beam out the contraband, Commander Conway has initiated some sort of scrambling field. Reports as to the exact layout of his quarters are sketchy. We don’t have too many people who’ve actually been in there, and those who were were anxious to get out.”

“It’s not a pleasant experience,” Peterman said.

“Additionally, he’s set up protective fields around his door. It’s going to take time.”

“If he is inside, he will fight back,” J’hana said.

“Are you worried?” Baxter asked.

“Just hopeful.”

“He’s got to leave sometime, right?” Peterman said. “Can’t we just go in then?”

“That would make it a lot easier,” Hartley conceded.

“Fine,” Baxter said. “We’ll wait, but the second he makes a move, I want you and Richards down there.”

“Yes, sir,” Hartley said.

“May I speak a moment, Captain?” Mirk said from the opposite end of the table. He’d asked to be included in this meeting, since the problem had originated with him in the first place.

“Of course,” Baxter said.

“I want to thank all of you for trying to help Commander Conway,” Mirk said. “Your efforts to bring him back to the fold won’t be forgotten.”

Baxter smiled inwardly. Grapefruit juice was in his grasp.

“The Directors need each and every one of us to be united under Maloxitarianism if we are to defeat the Critics. And that is more important than friendship, Starfleet regulations, or Federation law right now. Without the Directors, none of those other things will exist. Juicy juice to you all.”

“Juicy juice,” the group repeated.

“Dismissed,” Baxter said. The others, except for Richards, filed out of the conference room as Baxter went back to staring at the schematic. We’re coming, Conway, he thought. You can’t stop us.

“Can I talk to you for a minute?” Richards asked, breaking into Baxter’s thoughts.

“What’s on your mind?” Baxter asked distractedly.

“What the hell has gotten into you lately?” Richards asked. “You’re scaring the hell out of me.”

“I’m fine. If anyone’s having problems here, it’s you.”

“Don’t give me that, Andy,” Richards said. “You’ve become obsessed about this. You don’t hate Conway that much, do you?”

“Who cares about Conway? This is about bigger things than him.”

“Like what?”

“Like grapefruit, Chris,” Baxter snapped. Richards’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t give me that look. You can have as much as you want. I can’t until Mirk says I can. And he will say that I can. If I have to destroy Conway in the process, oh well.”

“But what about what’s right? Starfleet…”

“Doesn’t matter. You heard Mirk.”

“Yeah I did. And that scared me even more. How much are we willing to give up, Andy?”

“You’re starting to sound like Conway.”

“Maybe he’s the only one on this ship with any sense anymore,” Richards replied. He stormed out of the conference room, leaving Baxter alone with his schematic.

“We’re coming, Davey-boy.”



Conway paced around like a caged tiger, his feet crumpling the torn pages of his Tom Clancy novels which covered the floor.

Something crunched under his foot.

Stopping in his tracks, Conway dove to the floor to see what it was. Could it be…YES!!!

Conway came up with the crushed remains of an espresso bean. He must have dropped it yesterday in his hurry to seal up the stash.

He carefully placed a few of the bits into his mouth and felt his saliva flow over them.

Heaven.

But it was gone all too quickly.

Frustration began to set in again. And this time he didn’t have anymore books to shred; although, he had to admit that getting through his Clancy novels had taken a good long time.

Think, Conway. Think.

There had to be another place on a ship this size to get coffee.

DING!

Of course! It was so obvious!

Scrambling to his feet, he raced out of his quarters toward the turbolift.



“He’s on the move,” J’hana reported.

“Bridge to Hartley. Code Red,” Baxter said.

“Acknowledged. Team Decaf is moving in,” Hartley’s voice replied.



Conway’s excitement had turned to trepidation by the time he reached the doorway of Shar’s Book and Beanery…or whatever Shar’s ex-wife, Jenna Fran, was calling it now.

He cautiously poked his head inside. The place seemed deserted, but they did most their business in the evenings. He took a few steps inside, causing the bell on the old fashioned hinged door to jingle.

“Be with you in a second,” Jenna Fran’s voice called from the back. Conway stepped over to the counter and took a seat. A few moments later, Jenna emerged from the kitchen drying her hands on a towel. She stopped cold upon seeing Conway.

“Hi,” Conway said, smiling weakly.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here,” Jenna said. “What’s the deal? Shar’s off visiting her mom, so you thought you’d try and seduce me too?”

“I just want some coffee,” Conway said. “No trouble intended.”

“Ha!” Jenna shouted.

“Please, Jenna. I’m begging you here.”

“I don’t care.”

“I’m sorry about what happened. Lana and I had been close, but I had no idea it’d carry over to Tyra. Really. I don’t think she did, either. Neither of us meant to hurt you. It just happened.”

“I heard. And happened and happened and happened.”

“All right. So we screwed up. I’m sorry. Just please…PLEASE…I need some coffee. Any kind you’ve got. I’m desperate.”

“We don’t have any.”

“Jenna. I know you’re mad, but this is an emergency.”

“I’m serious,” Jenna said. “We don’t have any. It’s against our religion. Yours too.”

“But isn’t this a book and beanery? How can you not have any beans?”

“We’re Fran’s Books and Beverages now,” Jenna replied. “The sign will be up next week.”

Conway slammed his head down into the counter. “NO!”

Jenna watched him abuse himself for a little while longer, then, satisfied that he’d given himself one hell of a headache, she decided to step in.

“How about a soda?”

“A what?”

“Come on, Commander. They’re from your damn planet. You know, soda.”

“I’ve heard of them. But how’s that supposed to help?”

“Trust me,” Fran said. She turned back to the old fashioned refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of a bubbling brownish liquid. “This one is called a cola.”

Conway voraciously snatched the bottle away from her, ripped the cap off with his teeth, and chugged the contents down his throat in one long gulp.

“It’s not coffee,” he concluded. “BUURRRRRRRRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAPPP!!!”

“That part was pretty cool, though,” he added. Suddenly, he felt something…something wonderful. “How?”

“It’s the caffeine,” Jenna said.

“There’s caffeine in this?” Conway said in astonishment.

“Uh…yeah. That’s all that keeps you addicted to the coffee, you know.”

“I hadn’t really thought of it that way,” Conway admitted.

“Figures.”

“But it’s still not the same.”

“I know. But it will get you by.”

“Thank you. You don’t know how much this means to me.”

“You’re welcome.”

“But why? Why did you help me?” Conway asked confused.

“I can stand pathetic men,” Jenna said. “And I don’t want Shar coming back to one. Somehow, you make her happy, Commander. I guess that’s more than I was doing.”

“She loves you, Jenna,” Conway replied. “You’re the one who ended things. The three of us could have…”

“Get out.”

“Right.”



“Bridge to Team Decaf. He’s headed your way.”

“We aren’t in yet,” Hartley replied, steadily holding her phaser cutter on Conway’s sofa. “This thing must be made of duranium.”

“It is,” Richards said, using his own cutter beside her. “So’s whatever’s underneath.

“Great.”

“Abort,” Baxter said. “We’ll finish this tomorrow…one way or another.”

Hartley and Richards packed up their gear and ran out of the quarters just moments before Conway exited the turbolift. He spotted the evidence of intruders as soon as he stepped inside his quarters. The scorched sofa cushions were sort of a dead giveaway. They wouldn’t be back today. Tomorrow, however, was another story. It would end tomorrow…one way or another.



That night, Baxter lay wide awake in bed staring at the ceiling as Peterman emerged from their bathroom.

“You okay?” she asked, crawling in beside him.

“Just thinking.”

“You’ve been doing a lot of that lately.”

“You make it sound like it’s unusual or something,” Baxter replied.

“What’s on your mind, Andy? I’m tired.”

“Are we handling this Conway thing right? I mean, should we just let him have the damn coffee?”

“No!” Peterman said forcefully. “He’s a part of this religion whether he likes it or not! We may not like it, but we have to do what the Directors say. Otherwise, we’re all going to end up bald and brainwashed.”

“It’s just starting to feel…wrong.”

“I know, hon,” Peterman said, curling up beside him. “But you’ve got to be a tough snugly-bear. You’ll beat Conway. I’ll make sure of it.”

Baxter gradually drifted off to sleep, holding Peterman close to him.

Then, he was running.

Running through the corridors of the Explorer as fast as he could.

They were after him. Just a few steps behind.

Baxter looked beside him at his companion, a giant grapefruit with arms and legs.

“Save me, Andy!” it said in a high pitched squeal. “SAVE ME!!!”



DAY EIGHT



“He’s not here,” Peterman said, pulling on her acolyte robe.

“Why should he be?” Richards replied.

“You’ve had the wrong attitude about this whole thing, mister,” Peterman snapped. “Who’s side are you on anyway?”

Mirk walked into the dressing area followed by Hartley and Baxter.

“We are delaying services for a little while,” Mirk said. “Captain Baxter.”

“Thanks, Mirk,” Baxter said, stepping forward. “Conway’s gone.”

“That conniving z’vvvaaserts!” J’hana spat, tossing her robe aside. “I will find him.”

“That’s the general idea,” Baxter said. “I want him in this temple in ten minutes if you have to bring him here in chains. Got it?”

“Absolutely,” J’hana replied smiling, the thrill of the hunt filling her. “Imzadi…er…Lieutenant Tilleran, I believe your abilities may be useful here.”

“Of course,” Lieutenant Tilleran replied, stripping off her robe. The two women raced from the chamber…hand in hand, Baxter noticed.

“Hartley and Richards, take another crack at that sofa. Mirk, you and Dr. Browning keep the congregation occupied. Counselor Peterman and I will coordinate from the bridge. Let’s move out!”



Conway would have kissed Jenna Fran if she’d have let him. Odds were that she wouldn’t though. In any case, this soda stuff had given him the boost he’d needed to go on. He’d spent all night combing through soda files until he’d found the perfect blend. Something called “Jolt!,” and seldomly had a name been so accurate. With several bottles stowed away in his pack along with a few other survival necessities, Conway had slipped away in the early morning hours to make preparations.

They’d be looking for him by now. But then he’d told Baxter that he wasn’t Maloxitarian anymore, he’d meant it. This was war.

The only question was how long it would be until they found his hideout.



“Didn’t Andy say ten minutes?” Dr. Browning whispered at Mirk as they stood in front of a rather bewildered Maloxitarian congregation.

“Commander Conway must be good at hiding,” Mirk replied.

“Well, you’d better do something fast. They’re getting restless.”

“All right. Turn around and bend over.”

“What?”

“Just do it,” Mirk said. Browning grudgingly did as she was told as Mirk spoke to the congregation.

“Now meditate on…” he pointed at the fruit painted on Browning’s robe that happened to fall right on her protruding rear end. “…the kumquat!”

“I’ll get you for this,” Browning muttered.



“He’s got to be here somewhere,” Peterman said as Baxter and Larkin huddled over the ops console.

“Agreed, Counselor,” Larkin replied. “However, if, as I have theorized, he has devices capable of creating a sensor shadow, he will be very difficult to locate. We would have to know where to look.”

“All right,” Baxter said. “Where would you go on this ship if you didn’t want anyone to find you? A place no one ever goes.”

“The inventory office?” Peterman offered.

“I thought of that first thing. J’hana said it was empty,” Baxter replied. The three officers thought for a moment.

“The history museum!” they exclaimed in unison.



Conway’s tricorder detected the approach of several life forms as he huddled under a display case of the “Klingon Hygiene Across the Eons” exhibit.

“Damn you, Baxter,” he muttered, punching a code into the tricorder. Moments later, he and his gear disappeared in a flurry of molecules.



“There’s no one here, Captain,” J’hana reported over the comm.

“But I sensed him just a second ago,” Tilleran added.

“He must have beamed out somehow,” Peterman said.

“Affirmative,” Larkin said. “But I am having difficulty pinpointing just how that was accomplished. I was unaware that Commander Conway possessed such skills.”



Conway thanked Tom Clancy as he ducked into his next hiding place. Sure, the 20th century writer didn’t know a thing about starships, but the basic idea was there: know your technology.

Actually, this was a better hiding place anyway. They’d never find him here.



“Would you stop daydreaming and hand me that phase actuator?” Hartley snapped as she and Richards worked on Conway’s stash container. They’d managed to cut through the sofa after two hours of straight work. But the container itself had presented a much more serious challenge.

“Hey, I’m still your senior officer,” Richards said. “And we shouldn’t even be here. These are Conway’s private quarters.”

“They belong to Starfleet,” Hartley replied. “And since we’re Starfleet, we can do whatever the hell we want.”

“Even if we shouldn’t.”

“I thought Baxter was your friend,” Hartley said. “You aren’t going to disobey a friend’s orders are you?”

“Don’t push me, Hartley,” Richards said, slapping the actuator into her hand. But she had a point. Andy was his friend. Didn’t he have a duty to step in when his friend was going off the deep end? Besides, Hartley was driving him nuts. She seemed to be actively out to show him up. Something had to be done.



“Talk to me, J’hana,” Baxter said as he paced the bridge.

“We have nothing,” the Andorian replied, frustration evident in her voice. “We’ve searched everywhere I can think of.”

“I’m not getting him either,” Tilleran said.

“Great. Perfect. Keep looking,” Baxter said. His ten minutes had now turned into four hours. And still there was no sign of Conway.

“Baxter to Hartley. How’s the coffee situation?”

“Almost there, Captain,” Hartley replied. “I’ve found the control console for the force field.”

“I knew I could count on you, Hartley. Good work. That’s the stuff chief engineers are made of.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m reaching in to deactivate it right…”

A sudden zap echoed over the comm line.

“Hartley? Hartley!”



“Report, Hartley! Richards?” Baxter’s voice shouted over the comm line.

Richards lowered his phaser and stood over Hartley’s unconscious body. “Richards here,” he said. “Lieutenant Hartley was just hit by some sort of security system. She’s unconscious.”

“Get her out of there, Chris,” Baxter said.

“Gladly, sir. Richards out.”

That was for both of us, Dave, Richards thought to himself as he picked up Hartley and carried her out of the room.



“Um…now, the cherry,” Mirk said, pointing at Browning’s elbow. The doors of the temple then opened revealing Baxter. He trudged in followed by Peterman, Larkin, Tilleran, J’hana, and the others who’d gone to look for Conway entered. Hartley seemed to be a bit wobbly for some reason.

“Go on with the service,” Baxter said, anger visible on his face.

“Commander Conway?” Mirk asked.

“Just start,” Baxter said, sitting down roughly on a pew. So much for his grapefruit juice.

The acolytes quickly put on their robes and gathered in their appointed spot next to Mirk.

“Welcome, my fruit,” Mirk said, raising his hands into the air.

“He’s here!” Tilleran shouted suddenly.

“Here!” Baxter exclaimed, pulling his phaser as he jumped up from his seat. The congregation dove to the floor as Baxter spun around wildly, searching for his quarry.

“That would make sense, Captain. Hiding here would mask his signal fairly effectively. It is the only concentration of people on the ship at the moment,” Larkin said.

“Computer, activate a level ten force field around this section,” Baxter said. “Make sure you get the damn jefferies tubes as well.”



Conway’s heart froze as he heard a force field snap into existence in front of him. He pulled out his two phasers and aimed them at the hatch in front of him. If they were coming into this jefferies tube to get him, they were going to have a hell of a fight on their hands.

Sure enough, the hatch started to open moments later. He pushed himself as far against the edge and bottoms of the tube as he could.

Steady, he thought. Let them think the coast is clear.

Two blue antenna and a white head of hair poked in.

Just a little farther, J’hana.

She moved a little farther. Conway could just make out three forms behind her.

Conway’s thumbs pressed the fire controls as he started to roll.

J’hana managed to shout half of a “Zvart’szznit!” before she was hit and knocked out. Tilleran and Brian Gellar didn’t fair much better, but more were coming. It didn’t matter, though. He’d shoot the whole damn ship if he had to.

Scrambling onto his back, Conway slid down the jefferies tube, pushing himself along with his feet as he fired and fired and fired.

With the chaos he was creating among those trying to get in at him, Conway wasn’t seeing much returning fire.

Laughing, he continued to move back…

…straight into the force field, which quite obligingly shocked the living hell out of him.

“S****,” Conway muttered, then fell unconscious.



Not surprisingly, he woke up in the brig. Dr. Browning was seated beside him, putting a hypospray back into her medkit.

“Janice,” he said softly.

“How are you feeling?” she said, smiling warmly.

“Not so good,” Conway said, pulling himself up.

“If it makes you feel any better, you took out nine security officers including J’hana.”

“Yea me,” Conway said humorlessly. “Make sure they mention that at my funeral.”

“It might not be that bad, David.”

“Really? I figured Mirk would offer me up as a sacrifice to the Directors.”

“Baxter’s ordered a court-martial. He’s asked Starfleet to send out a judge.”

“Great,” Conway said, collapsing back onto the bed.

“It could be worse, Dave,” Browning said. “Since it could be argued that you committed the assaults in self-defense, he’s only charging you with insubordination. You’ll probably just be dishonorably discharged.”

“That’s a relief,” Conway muttered. “It’s only the career I’ve spent most of my life building.”

“Try and get some rest. Would you like me to give you something?”

“Some coffee?”

“I wish I could. Really,” Browning said, closing up her medkit and standing up to leave. She suddenly stopped and looked back at him. Before Conway knew what was coming, Browning’s lips met his. A few seconds later, she pulled away.

“I’m proud of you,” Browning said. “I know that sounds hokey, but I mean it.”

“Thanks,” Conway replied, touching his lips absently. “For everything.”

“Don’t mention it,” Browning said, stepping to the cell entrance. Gellar walked over and deactivated the force field, allowing her to leave. An instant later, the field was back up, and Conway was alone.

He could still feel Browning’s kiss on his lips. He knew they’d agreed for the good of the ship not to see each other, but damn that was nice. At least he’d gotten one before they shipped him off.



DAY NINE



“Captain, we are receiving a message from Starfleet,” J’hana reported.

“It’s about damn time,” Baxter said, getting up from his command chair and heading to the rear of the bridge. “Let’s have it.”

“I would, sir, but it is for Commander Larkin,” J’hana said.

“That is odd,” Larkin said, joining Baxter at J’hana’s console. “Please play the message, Lieutenant.”

The face of an older bald admiral filled the monitor on J’hana’s console. “Larkin, this is Admiral Lane of the Judge Advocate General’s office. We’re going to have to deny your captain’s request for a judge. We just can’t be sending judges out all over the damn quadrant every time somebody needs one. That kind of thing ain’t cheap. You’re going to have to handle it, Commander. Just download the attached file into your positronic matrix. It’ll do the rest. And remember, I want a clean trial. Call your witnesses and come out arguing. Let’s get it on! Starfleet out.” The man’s image was replaced with the Federation insignia.

“I don’t know about this, Captain,” Richards said, walking over from the engineering console.

“I do not believe that it is your decision, father,” Larkin said. “We need to resolve this situation quickly. I am willing to load the file.”

“Do it,” Baxter said. “We’ll get this over with today.”

A small jack extended from Larkin’s finger, which she then inserted in J’hana’s console. “Download complete,” she said, stepping away. “Activating program.” The android froze, then suddenly, her eyes almost bugged out of her head. She started to dance fitfully.

“Here come da judge! Here come da judge!”

“Oh no,” Richards said, contemplating the hours of deprogramming fixing this would take. Larkin stopped dancing and calmed down.

“All right, let’s get this trial going,” she said in an oddly pitched voice. “Judge Judy doesn’t have all day.”



Two hours later, the trial convened in the People’s Court room of the Explorer Conference Center and Banquet Facilities. Not surprisingly, Conway had chosen to represent himself. Of course, the complete and utter lack of anyone both qualified and willing to defend him made that decision kind of easy. So Conway sat alone at the defense table waiting to see he was going to be up against.

Captain Baxter had also faced a surprising absence of anyone who wanted to prosecute the case. J’hana and Hartley had offered, but both had mentioned seeking the death penalty, which hadn’t existed in the Federation of over a century. He decided they might be just a tad too overzealous.

Instead, walking towards the courtroom, Baxter found himself in the position of possibly having to prosecute the case himself, something he desperately didn’t want to do.

“How do I look?” Peterman’s voice said from behind him. Thankful for the distraction, he turned to face his wife. She had her hair tied back in a neat pony-tail as she wore a black sportcoat and skirt and carried a small, black attache case.

“It’s nice, but what are you doing?” Baxter asked.

“I’m here to prosecute,” she said smiling.

“You?!?” Baxter exclaimed, managing to control his laughter. No need to risk a week of sleeping on the sofa over this. “You don’t have any legal training.”

“Not officially, no,” Peterman replied. “But I read a lot of books about it when I thought I was going on trial for hitting that Deanna Troi bitch. I can do this, Andy. Besides, it’s part of my job to look after the mental welfare of the ship.”

“And winning this case will do that?”

“Of course it will. With Conway gone, we’ll all be happy Maloxitarians.”

“Okay,” Baxter said, letting Peterman enter the courtroom ahead of him. “It’s your show.”

She gave him a quick peck on the lips. “Thank you, honey,” she said perkily. “Now watch me kick his ass!”

On her way into the courtroom, Peterman stopped at where Dr. Browning was sitting. “Wish me luck, Janice,” she said. Browning just glared at her.

Pushing Browning from her mind, Peterman walked straight up to the prosecution table, which brought gales of laughter from Conway.

“You?” he said, fighting to regain control of himself.

“Yes. ME. Why do people keep saying that?” Peterman snapped.

Baxter sighed and took a seat in the audience next to Richards. “Hey, Chris,” he said quietly.

“Yeah,” Richards said without looking at him. Baxter’s keen mind sensed that Richards was upset at him for some reason. And he had a good idea why.

“Look, I’m sorry about the…”

“Shhh,” Richards said. “Here she comes.”

“All rise,” the Emergency Bailiff Program announced as he stood next to the doorway leading to the judge’s chambers. “This court is now in session. The honorable Judge Judy…er…Kristen Larkin…er…Rothenberg presiding…er…ZZZAAAAAAAAAAAP” The hologram fizzled and winked out of existence due to an error in its logic circuits just as Larkin stepped into the chamber dressed in a black robe with a white lace collar.

“Sit down,” she said tersely. The crew quickly obeyed. “All right. We’re here for a court-martial. The charge is insubordination. Let’s get this going.” She pointed at Peterman. “Start talking, girly.”

“Your honor,” Conway interrupted, rising from his seat. “I’d like to move for a mistrial. Under Starfleet regulations, three judges must be present for a court-martial. No offense to your program, but you’re only one.”

“Normally, you’d be right, mister, but not today. Starfleet just changed the policy. We can’t be sending people all over the quadrant at a moment’s notice. Do you know how much that costs?”

“Um…does it matter?” Conway said. “We’re the Federation.”

“Sit down!” Larkin/Judy snapped. She turned on Peterman. “Now I told you to start talking!”

“Yes, ma’am…your honor,” Peterman said, standing up. “We, the crew of the USS Explorer, do hear by charge Commander David Conway with the following crime…”

“We know the charge, missy,” Larkin/Judy interrupted. “Start prosecuting, or I’ll find in favor of the defendant.”

“He disobeyed Andy!” Peterman shouted in frustration.

“I sort of gathered that from the insubordination charge. And?”

“And what?” Peterman asked.

“And, is that it? Do you want to present a case?”

“Oh! Hold on.” Peterman pulled a padd out of her attache case and quickly read it mumbling to herself. “Opening statement…prosecution…call your first witness. Gotcha! The prosecution calls Captain Andy Baxter to the stand.”

And Peterman began her case in earnest.

“Captain Baxter, what orders did you give Commander Conway.”

“I ordered him to stop drinking coffee, remain Maloxitarian, and go to services on Sunday.”

“And did he obey those orders?”

“No.”



“Lieutenant J’hana, when you visited Commander Conway in his quarters, you presented him with orders from Captain Baxter, correct?”

“Yes.”

“And what were those orders.”

“He was to remain Maloxitarian and cease all anti- Maloxitarian activities.”

“And did he?”

“No.”

“And in the process of disobeying orders, how many people did Conway assault?”

“At least ten. One of those on multiple occasions.”



“Lieutenant Hartley, why were you scanning Commander Conway’s quarters?”

“We had reason to believe he had contraband material, namely coffee.”

“And did he?”

“We detected the illegal substance briefly, but our attempts to remove it were thwarted by some sort of security system.”

“And did this system injure you?”

“Twice. I was shocked by his door panel, then stunned by a hidden phaser mounted somewhere inside his quarters.”

“Objection,” Conway shouted, getting to his feet. “My system doesn’t have any phasers.”

The audience was too busy watching the events at the front of the courtroom to notice Richards sink a little lower in his seat.



“Mr. Mirk…or would you prefer Reverend?”

“Just Mirk is fine.”

“Would you briefly explain why we have been ordered to convert to Maloxitarianism?”

“Well, if we don’t, the Critics will take over the galaxy and enslave us all.”

“So Conway is not only disobeying orders; he’s endangering the entire galaxy.”

“Possibly.”

“Sounds pretty clear to me. The prosecution rests.”



Mirk stood up to return to his seat as Peterman sat down at the prosecution table.

“Just sit back down and get comfy, bucko. It’s my turn,” Conway said, rising from his seat. Mirk nervously did as he was told.

“Now, Mirk,” Conway said, starting to pace the courtroom. “Where did you get the idea that Maloxitarianism forbade coffee?”

“The ancient texts. I interpreted the Director’s will from the passages written there.”

“You interpreted?”

“Yes.”

“So it didn’t come out and say ‘no coffee.’”

“Well, no,” Mirk admitted.

“Would you interpret something for me now?” Conway asked, picking a padd up off of his table.

“Objection!” Peterman shouted, rising from her seat.

“On what grounds?” Larkin/Judy asked.

“Er…well…” Peterman quickly consulted her padd. “It’s irrelevant.”

“You’re honor, I assure you this is incredibly relevant,” Conway said. “This whole case hinges on Mirk’s interpretations.”

“I’ll allow it,” Larkin/Judy said.

“This is a passage from the works of Geyuneril of Hazildun,” Conway said, handing the padd to Mirk. “Please read these lines to the court and interpret them for me.”

Mirk cleared his throat and began to read. “‘The pressure grows day by day, becoming more and more unbearable. I seek release somewhere, anywhere, but none is forthcoming. I see no hope. Each day is darkness, misery, and pain. I can do nothing but wait for the end.’”

“Nicely said. Now what’s it mean?”

Mirk considered the passage for a moment. “Er…he’s upset and wants to die?”

“Wrong answer!” Conway shouted, slamming his fist down on the witness stand in front of Mirk, causing the Maloxian to jump in alarm. “The entire Galactic Council on Literary Theory agrees that Geyuneril is constipated! Got it! Constipated! That’s a long way from wanting to die, wouldn’t you say?”

“Well, yeah.”

“And if you so horribly misinterpreted this, isn’t it possible your misinterpreted the ancient text’s feelings about coffee?”

“Well, I felt that…”

“Isn’t it possible?” Conway shouted.

“Yes. I guess so.”

“Ha! I told you! Go sit down!”

Defeated, Mirk trudged back to his seat in the audience.

“Very nice, Commander. But what does that have to do with insubordination?” Larkin/Judy asked. Conway instantly deflated.

“What does it have to do? What? It’s everything!”

“I don’t get it. Call your next witness.”

“Can I call myself?”

“Sure.”

“Fine. Look, Mirk misinterpreted, so Baxter’s order wasn’t valid. He was asking me to obey a lie,” Conway argued.

“Last time I checked, officers weren’t supposed to go around deciding which orders they would and would not follow,” Larkin/Judy said.

“Damn right,” Peterman said.

“You shut up.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Peterman replied weakly.

“But…how can he order me not to do something in my personal life?” Conway said. “Isn’t that just plain wrong?”

In the audience, Baxter watched the exchange with growing unease. All those civics classes he’d had through high school and at the Academy came flooding back to him with all their harping on Federation values and beliefs. What the hell was he doing?

“I would like to speak on behalf of the defendant,” Baxter said, rising up from his seat.

“You would?” Conway said in surprise.

“Andy!” Peterman gasped.

“Captain, this is highly irregular,” Larkin/Judy said. “Especially since you’re the one bringing the charges.”

“I know that,” Baxter said, stepping forward towards the judge’s bench. “But I ask the court for some flexibility on this matter.”

“Go ahead,” Larkin/Judy ruled.

“We’ve sort of come to a crossroads here,” Baxter began. “What we do here today may decide Federation policy for years to come. So this is much much bigger than this one man’s career. We’re talking about the Federation itself. And will it even be the Federation we knew once we get finished with this case.

“Each and every one of you has been asked, no ordered to convert to Maloxitarianism and abide by its rules in order to save the Federation. What about the rules of that Federation? We have laws stating that our citizens may observe any religion they’d like. The laws are part of a strong tradition stretching back to Frondel on Tellar, K’zzltz on Andor, and the Bill of Rights on Earth. Are we going to toss that tradition aside now?

“We have laws stating that you are free to do whatever you’d like as long as it doesn’t harm another. That includes what you eat, what you drink, and who you love.” Baxter couldn’t help looking over at J’hana and Tilleran for that last comment. “Are we willing to toss that aside because some old book says that maybe you shouldn’t do something?

“Do we…do I have the right to order my crew to behave in ways that have nothing to do with defending the Federation or upholding the code of Starfleet? I don’t think so. I was wrong to give those orders. What Conway decides to do with his personal life is none of my business. I realize that now. I have no right to inflict misery on him…” Baxter looked at Richards.



“…or other’s I am close to just because the religion I choose to follow says I can’t have grapefruit juice.

“Notice I said choose to follow. That’s really the point. Once we lose our freedom of choice, we really aren’t the Federation any more. And I don’t want to live anywhere else. We’ve faced threats before. The Romulans, the Klingons, the Gorn, the Cardassians, the Borg, the Dominion, and we’ve handled them while still remaining true to ourselves.

“Now we may lose to the Starshine Kids and the Critics. I don’t think we will, but we could. We may be going down, but dammit, we’re going down believing whatever the hell we want to believe!”



Larkin/Judy didn’t spend on long her deliberations. In fact, she didn’t even get up from her bench.

“This wasn’t an easy case,” she said. “There’s clear evidence that Commander Conway did disobey direct orders from his superior officer. However, despite my initial reluctance to agree, it is also clear that the nature of those orders is a factor. In one point of view, we could be said to be at war with the Starshine Kids and the Critics. And in times of war, laws are rescinded and personal liberties must be sacrificed for the good of the state.”

“That’s very wise, your honor,” Peterman said.

“Excuse me,” Larkin/Judy said, leaning forward to glare at Peterman. “Are you wearing a robe like mine?”

“Um…no.”

“Then who said you could talk, missy. I’m the judge here, and I doing the gabbing. Got it?”

“Sorry.”

“Shut up! Now as I was saying, that happens in times of war. But the fact that I’m even here tells me that the laws haven’t been rescinded. Which further tells me that you folks had no right meddling in this man’s life. Commander, if you don’t want to be a Maloxitarian, you don’t have to. And neither do any of the rest of you. Go home and have some coffee. Case dismissed!”

Larkin/Judy slammed her gavel down on the bench then slumped over as the programming shut down. A moment later, Larkin picked herself back up.

“I take it my performance was satisfactory.”

“Wonderful!” Conway said, pulling her across the bench and kissing her.

“Speak for yourself,” Peterman muttered.

“Sorry, honey,” Baxter said.

“Don’t even talk to me,” Peterman snapped, scooping up her belongings and storming out of the courtroom.

“Looks like you’ve got a rough night ahead,” Richards said, coming up beside Baxter.

“She’ll get over it. I hope you will too. I’m sorry, Chris. I’ve been a complete ass to you this week. I never would have given Hartley your job.”

“Forget it,” Richards said. “Just don’t do it again.”

“You got it.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Conway said, walking over to Baxter.

“You shouldn’t have to say anything, Dave. This never should have happened.”

“You’re damn right it shouldn’t! But, thanks anyway. I mean that. You probably just saved my butt.”

“Remember that next time I’m in trouble, okay?”

“I’ll do that.” For the first time Baxter could remember, Conway extended his hand to him.

Baxter smiled and shook it. “I’ll see you on the bridge tomorrow.”

“Definitely. I’ll bring the coffee.”



Baxter’s quarters were surprisingly quiet when he returned to them that evening.

“Kelly?”

“I’m in the back,” her voice called.

“Look, honey. I’m sorry about what happened…”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You argued a good case.”

“Don’t you care that you’ve now allowed these people to decide to destroy themselves?” Peterman demanded, storming out of the bedroom.

“It’s their right,” Baxter said, walking over to the replicator. “I am not going to stop them from freely choosing their own religions. One grapefruit juice.”

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Getting a drink.”

“No way, buddy. You may have freed the whole rest of the ship, but you’re still Maloxitarian!”

“I am? But…”

“Do you want to stay married?”

“Yeah, but…”

“Sex or grapefruit. You decide.”

Baxter looked at Peterman, then at the glass of cold, fresh juice sitting in the replicator. “Can we compromise? I’ll drink grapefruit juice off of you.”

“Sounds fun, but no.”

“Damn it! Computer, get rid of the juice.”

“That’s better. Now come to bed.”

“Yes, dear,” Baxter said glumly as he sulked back to the bedroom.



That night, Conway slept the sleep of angels. He lay cozily curled up in his bed with visions of NASCAR roaring through his dreams and his arm wrapped around a bag of 100% Colombian coffee beans.



NEXT:



Was Peterman Baxter’s first love? Section 31 doesn’t believe so– only, why is it their business? Well, apparently someone else who once captured the good captain’s heart is trapped behind the lines as an unwilling servant of the Starshine Kids. Can Baxter enact a plan to save her from the Starshine Kids? And, even more importantly, can Baxter figure out how to save his marrage once Peterman finds out? Find out in part one of the flash-backing, butt-kicking, star-shining two parter “Shine on You Crazy Cult.”




Shine On You Crazy Cult, Part One



SYTARNAN SYSTEM AT THE CORE OF THE DENOBOLUS BELT STARDATE 54615.5



“What’s the status on our friend?”

“Still no response, Captain.”

“How long has she been out of radio contact?”

“Four days now, Captain.”

“That’s just no good.”

“No good at all, sir.”

“We’d better go in after her, then, right?”

“I would say so, Captain.”



The Starship Banshee worked for Section 31. Section 31 was a shadow arm of Starfleet’s intelligence division that only the highest-ranked most important people, and choice others, in the Federation knew about. They possessed cloaking, phasing, fire- while-cloaked, multidimensional transport, and other nifty technology that most of the galaxy figured hadn’t been invented yet.

The Banshee was one of the most advanced ships in Section 31’s fleet, but she didn’t exactly have the most advanced crew. Quite the opposite, actually.

Captain Jad Vorezze was thinking along just those lines as he beamed down to a trade market on the surface of Sytarnan Three with his Chief of Security Lt. Commander Dan Smith and his Chief Tactical officer Lt. Commander Vincent Di Santo.

“I’m telling you, I love women,” said Vince.

“Prove it to me. Have sex with one,” replied Dan.

The pair were involved in another of the seemingly endless arguments on whether or not Vince was attracted to the same sex. Vince, as always, strenuously objected, but Dan pursued the point until the two were nearly brawling.

Section 31’s finest, Vorezze thought to himself.

“Guys, straighten up,” he said out loud. “We’re on a very important mission here.”

“What if we don’t find our missing person?” asked Dan.

“We will find her. We have to find her. Do you know what kinds of secrets she posesses? What if these whackos get a hold of the specs on the new Prometheus prototypes? Or the multispectral shields?”

“I’d quiet down if I were you,” Vince said. “We are in a public place.”

“I know that!” snapped Vorezze. “Did you think I didn’t know that?” He nodded politely at the various passersby that shopped in the marketplace they’d beamed into.

Sytarnan Three was just on the edge of the Federation border. It was hot and slimy and cramped. And it was crawling with the kind of scum that made Vorezze’s stomach turn. The kind of scum that were rapidly cropping up all over the Federation. The kind of scum who made one want to forget his Section 31 orders and just start blasting.

“Religious fanatics,” muttered Dan Smith. “And they don’t even have any nifty rituals.”

“That you know of,” Vince said. “Want to sign up and see?”

“I wouldn’t be interested even if they did have cool rituals,” said Dan. “I’m just saying if they did I could understand the attraction. As it is, it just looks like a bunch of hugging and pleasantness and crap.”

“Indeed,” said Vorezze. “Answer me this, Dan. Are we getting closer to our target?”

“She’s about twenty meters that way,” Dan said, looking at his tricorder and pointing down an alley. “In an office complex of some kind.”

“I’d hate to see what these people’s idea of an office complex would be,” Vince said.

“I’m sure it’s a frightening office complex, Vince,” Dan muttered.

“Could be,” offered Vince.

“Both of you, shush,” said Vorezze. “Dan, you take point. Vince, take the rear. We’ll walk in and ask for her. We’ll play it natural, as we discussed.”

“Maybe Vince should play a homosexual,” snickered Dan, as he led the other two down the alley.

“You little bast–” Vince said, but Vorezze covered his mouth.

“Enough! Out of both of you. This is a professional undercover operation. I expect you to both act like professionals. Now remember, my name’s Dontar, Vince is Leopold, and Dan, you’re Bubbles.”

“Why do I have to be Bubbles?”

“Because Vince was Bubbles the last time we went undercover.”

“Who thinks up these names?” asked Vince.

“Section 31, I guess,” said Vorezze. “I’m sure they have a complex logic to them that we just don’t understand.”

“Or else the name guy at Section 31 headquarters is an idiot,” Dan suggested. He stopped at the door to a building at the end of the long alley the group had been walking down.

“Here we are,” Dan said. He read the sign on the door. “‘Public Relations Office.’”

“Damn out of the way for a public relations office,” said Vorezze. “No matter. Take us in, Dan.”

“We’re not a starship, and this isn’t a nebula, Captain,” said Dan.

“Just move!”

“Right, sir.”

“And call me Dontar.”

“Right, Dontar.”

They walked in and found their mark sitting at a desk, tapping on a terminal and chewing gum.

“Hello,” said Vorezze. “My name is Dontar Honeycut. I was wondering if you could explain a bit about what you do to me and my associates…uh, Leopold and Bubbles.”

“Sure thing,” said the woman, a buxom blonde in a too-tight turtleneck. “We’re responsible for working with the public to get the word out about our marvelous organization.”

“And that would be the Starshine cult?” Dan asked.

“No, Bubbles, it isn’t a cult,” said the woman. “It’s an organization. Cult has a bit of a pejorative ring to it, don’t it?”

“Pejorative. Right,” said Vorezze. “Listen, ma’am…I didn’t get your name.”

“Bonita Montagnieu,” the blonde said. “Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you, too.”

“Care to learn more about our little organization?” Bonita asked.

“That’s quite all right,” said Vorezze. “I think we’ll just take a couple of pamphlets back to our commune and talk it over. I wouldn’t want to commit to anything rash…”

Vorezze thanked providence he was a Betazoid. He could immediately sense that Bonita Montagnieu was in fact a former Section 31 agent turned Starshine, and her brain was scrubbed so clean she had no notion of what Section 31 or even Starfleet was. And, she was presently punching a button with her foot that was to alert some foottroops that were waiting in the other room.

“I think you have a loose hair there, Bonita,” said Vince. “Let me push it aside…” He moved to grab the hair.

“No!” cried Vorezze, but it was too late. Vince pulled and the entirety of Bonita’s hair slipped off, to reveal a shiny bald head.

“Whoops!” Bonita giggled. “You’ve discovered our dirty little secret.”

“They cured baldness hundreds of years ago,” Vorezze said, leaning down and staring Bonita in the eyes. “Why do you want to bring it back?” The guards would be arriving in moments, but he had to try to reach the former operative that was buried so deep in Bonita’s mind. “Baldness was never the answer, Bonita!”

“Baldness isn’t the answer,” Bonita said softly. “Only a tool. The Starshine Kids are the answer. We are the future rulers of this galaxy. You’ll see. You all will.”

“Bonita!” Vorezze said, slapping her across the face. “Snap out of it! You’re a Section 31 agent working undercover for Starfleet. You’re not a silly cult member!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bonita said, and the door behind her slid open to reveal three bald, white-clad individuals holding disruptors.

“Scatter!” Vorezze ordered, and led Vince and Dan back out into the alley.

“We found our woman!” Dan said, struggling to run alongside Vorezze.

“And she’s not coming out of her Starshine daze anytime soon,” Vorezze said. “We need a specialist.”

“There are plenty here!” suggested Vince.

“But none that would help us,” said Vorezze. “And none in all of Section 31. But I do know where we can go for help. And according to ‘Bonita’s’ file, he should be all too willing to help.”

“Forget about Bonita for a moment!” Dan called, pushing Vorezze’s head down as disruptor blasts narrowly missed pegging him. Dan pulled out his phaser and blasted behind him in a wide arc. He might have hit one Starshiner. “Shouldn’t we get out of this fix first?”

“Oh, right,” Vorezze said sheepishly. “Vorezze to Banshee. Three to beam up. Poste haste, if you will!”



USS EXPLORER



“How about a little ear-nibble? Would you like that, my sweet?”

“Not now, Andy. It’s 0400 hours. I’m pooped.”

“Come on…I can’t get to sleep. Just a little nose- nuzzling. Some smooching…I NEED IT!”

“And I need sleep!” Peterman replied. She yanked the covers up over her head and rolled over. “Some of us have work in the morning.”

“I have work, too,” Baxter said defensively, curling up against his wife.

“Then you should roll over and go to sleep.”

“But I want to snuggle.”

“Listen,” Peterman said. “I get off at 1600 hours tomorrow. You get off at 17, right? Well, how about at 1700 you meet me on holodeck two. We can activate that silly Dallas Cowboys locker room program you like so much and you can snap me with a wet towel. How’s that sound?”

“Beautiful,” Baxter cooed into Peterman’s ears. “I can’t wait.”

“Now roll over and go to sleep!”

“Right away, madam!” Baxter said, and rolled over, and came face to face with Captain Jad Vorezze of the USS Banshee.

“WHAT THE F***!”

“Sorry to startle you,” Vorezze said gently. “It’s just the way we do things in Section 31.”

Baxter hopped out of bed, which was bad, as he was clothed only in a Dallas Cowboys t-shirt that was not nearly long enough .

“Captain, please, clothe yourself,” Vorezze said. “We have urgent matters to attend to.”

“Lights!” Baxter yanked the covers off his bed and wrapped them around his waist. Peterman sat up and blinked.

“Andy, what in the–” She looked sleepily at Vorezze. “Is there a man in our room?”

“Evening, ma’am,” Vorezze said, and nodded diplomatically.

“Don’t be afraid. He’s from Section 31, dear,” Baxter said while searching for his pants.

“Well, aren’t you supposed to be out sneaking around and toppling governments?” asked Peterman, as she got up and put on her bathrobe.

“About that…” Vorezze said.

“You know,” said Baxter, “it’s damned impolite for you to just go barging onto people’s ships like this. And how much of our conversation did you hear?”

“All of it, I’m afraid. Plenty enough to know not to go near the holodecks tomorrow afternoon.” Vorezze giggled nervously.

Baxter found his pants and quickly pulled them on. He put on his Starfleet uniform vest over the Dallas t-shirt. “Listen, Vorezze, this better be good.”

Peterman sighed and rolled out of bed. “Let me go get some snacks. Would you like some fruit? Coffee, maybe?”

“A coffee would be great,” said Vorezze. “And grapefruit, if you have any.”

“We don’t have any!” Baxter snapped. He led Vorezze out into the living room. He gestured for Vorezze to sit on the couch, and he sat in the recliner opposite Vorezze. “So what brings you to my ship at 0400 in the morning?”

“Well,” Vorezze said, and crossed his legs. “It’s a delicate situation.”

Baxter took a cup of coffee from Peterman and sipped.

Peterman handed Vorezze a cup and sat down beside him on the couch. She grabbed a grapefruit from the basket beside the couch and began peeling. Baxter glared at her as she devoured messy plugs of the luscious fruit, dripping juice down her chin. “Right, then. What’s this oh-so-important matter you had to urgently barge on our ship at 0400 in the morning and bug us about?”

“The matter is one Ashley Donovan.”

Baxter dropped his coffee.

“Andy?” Peterman said.

“Ashley Donovan,” Baxter said softly. “What about her?”

“She’s a Starshine Kid. She was supposed to infiltrate them, and instead, she became one of them. Not the kind of thing we like to tell people about, to be sure.”

“You don’t tell people anything about yourselves,” said Peterman. She looked at Baxter. He looked blown away by the information Vorezze had just given him.

“You’ve got me there,” admitted Vorezze.

“Who is this woman, Andy?” asked Peterman. “Was she a friend of yours?”

“More than a friend,” Baxter said. “She was…” Baxter took a deep breath. “I don’t know how to tell you this, Kelly…” Baxter glanced at Vorezze. “I don’t guess you could leave us alone?”

“Afraid not.”

Baxter sighed. “Kelly, she was my first.”

“First what?”

“First…you know.”

“I don’t know. What first?”

“He lost his virginity to her,” Vorezze said helpfully.

“You WHAT?” Peterman demanded.

“I’m sorry,” Baxter said. “I would have told you, but the matter was classified.”

“The fact you screwed someone was CLASSIFIED?”

Vorezze suddenly began to look very uncomfortable. “You see, Counselor, we of Section 31 must not exist in the society you and your husband live in. In every important way, we do not exist.”

“What are you trying to tell me? That this Ashley bitch didn’t take Andy’s virginity because she didn’t really exist officially?”

“I have a certificate stating as much, if you’d like to see it,” Baxter said.

“So you see,” Vorezze said, “in a manner of speaking, Andy didn’t really have sex with Ashley.”

“Oh, I did all right,” Baxter said, and immediately regretted saying that.

Peterman stared darkly at Baxter. “I don’t care if Section 31 says the sex didn’t happen. It did, and you lied to me about it. I told you about every man I slept with, even the Bolian traveling salesman.”

“I never heard about him.”

“That’s not the point. You said the first woman you had sex with was the woman on Beldana! You lied!”

“But it was classified!” Baxter said again.

“Sorry you had to find out this way, Counselor,” Vorezze mumbled apologetically.

“I bet,” Peterman muttered. She glared at Baxter. “I can’t believe you.”

“Can I use your bathroom?” Vorezze asked quickly. He had to get out of the line of fire, and quick. The Dominion was easier to deal with than this.

“It’s in the back,” Peterman grumbled, and stared at Baxter. “Next to the bedroom, where I will be sleeping tonight, and where Andy will not. Got it, buddy?”

“Kelly, I…”

“Enough,” Peterman said, and stood. “Follow me, Captain. You can use the bathroom then debrief Captain Baxter here. I’m going to bed.”

“I’m sorry to cause all this trouble,” Vorezze said, standing.

“Think nothing of it,” Baxter muttered.

When Vorezze returned from the bathroom, he debriefed Baxter on the particulars of Ashley Donovan’s conversion to the Starshine way of thinking. It boiled Baxter’s blood that Ashley could have been caught up in something like the Starshine cult. Still, there it was. She went there four months ago to find out how they were spreading those anomalous red gas formations, known as the Redlands, around the Federation. She was supposed to find out how they launched wide-scale conversion conventions on helpless planets and, like televangelists, got quite effectively around the Alpha Quadrant ‘spreading the word’ about the Critics.

“So now Commander Donovan is trapped on Sytarnan Three, one of the Starshine group’s largest and most well-guarded recruitment facilities. She’s doing PR work for them, for Providence sake!” Vorezze exclaimed.

Baxter dug his fingers into the arms of his recliner. He was filled with a mixture of emotions, from worry over what Ashley was undergoing with the Starshine Kids, to passion-filled flashes of that hot night they spent in the cargo hold of the Secondprize, to fear that Counselor Peterman would never love him again after this.

“You two did it in a cargo bay?” Vorezze asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Damn Betazoids,” Baxter muttered. “Okay, you’ve laid it out for me, Vorezze. What do you want me to do about it?”

“What you want to do, deep down, Captain. We want you to save Ashley Donovan.”

“Why me?”

Vorezze shrugged. “It can be no one else. The crew of the Explorer has had more experience with the Starshine Kids than anyone else. Members of your crew, including you, have been…” Vorezze made air quotes “‘converted’ over to their way of thinking before and lived to tell about it. Your science officer and doctor have methods for treating this brainwashing technique…”

“And Starfleet intelligence has been breathing down our necks trying to find a way to use those methods wholesale on Federation worlds that have been annexed by the Starshine Kids,” said Baxter. “I know.”

“And Section 31 has been working on it too, with limited success.” Vorezze turned to look out at the stars that blazed by the Explorer’s viewport. “Captain, it comes down to this: Section 31’s knowledge of the Starshine Kids is limited to a few reconnaissance missions. And most of that knowledged is locked, possibly forever, in Commander Donovan’s mind. You and your crew know these people. You’ve actually defeated them, which no other Starfleet ship or crew has done yet. You’re the only ones who can get Ashley back for us.”

“And why exactly is she so important to you?”

“The secrets locked in her brain could topple the Federation,” Vorezze said. “And I’m not saying that for dramatic effect.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Baxter said. “Okay, then. My ship and crew are at your disposal. What do you want us to do?”



“We’re going to send three undercover operatives to the Starshine recruitment facility on Sytarnan Three,” Captain Baxter said, at the front of the conference table, around which he’d gathered his senior staff, including a disgruntled Kelly Peterman.

“And how, exactly,” Conway said, “are we going to get our people there?”

“A small, Escort-class fighter that’s waiting in our shuttlebay,” said Baxter. “Apparently, it’s equipped with a cloak and a bunch of other advanced Section 31 crap.”

“When did they manage to beam that aboard without anyone noticing?” asked Richards.

“Apparently, they did it while Captain Vorezze and I were talking.”

“Where is Captain Vorezze now?” asked Larkin.

“You’ve got me,” Baxter said. “He said he’d be in touch and beamed away.”

“So what do we do until then?” demanded Conway.

“We put our team on the, uh…” Baxter looked at a padd. “Festiva, and send them off to Sytarnan.”

“Do you have a team in mind?” asked Tilleran.

“Sort of,” Baxter said. “Vorezze suggested I send in a telepath, a security specialist,” he glanced at Tilleran and J’hana. “And…” he grinned at Conway. “Someone with a genuine zest for life.”

“Son of a bitch,” muttered Conway. “The last time I went undercover I was sexually mauled by an Andorian bitch goddess.”

“Don’t count on that happening again,” J’hana said gruffly. “Am I to take it we will be posing as prospective Starshine Kids?”

“That you are,” replied Baxter. “All that and more.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Tilleran asked.

“You’ll be posing as an…alternative lifestyle couple. Or, in this case, triple.”

“Way to go Commander Conway!” Browning giggled.

“Shut up!” Conway snapped. “What qualifies me to go on this trip, anyway? You’re the one who’s met this mysterious missing Section 31 operative.”

“The team stands as is, Conway,” Baxter said. “I expect you, Tilleran, and J’hana to meet in Sickbay for…alterations…in fifteen minutes. You’ll be briefed there by Captain Vorezze.”

“I’m looking forward to this,” Tilleran said. “I haven’t violently invaded a mind in a while.”

“Stop it,” J’hana said sultrily.

“Sorry.”

“All right,” Baxter said. “Let’s get moving. We’re going to be on Yellow Alert for the duration of this mission. We have to be ready to go in and pull our team out at a moment’s notice.”

“Or to pull the bodies out,” J’hana said.

Baxter glanced around the table. “Okay. You all have work. Let’s go.”

The staff at the table stood up and noisly dispersed. Peterman and Baxter remained seated at the table.

Browning and Richards hung by the door. “Guys, are you…” asked Browning.

“We’ll talk later,” Baxter said, and inclined his head toward the door.

“Right,” said Richards, and he gently tugged Browning out the door onto the bridge.

Peterman turned in her chair away from Baxter. “I’m still not talking to you.”

“Kelly…”

“Forget about it. I don’t know if I can ever trust you again.”

“I didn’t like lying to you. I had to!” Baxter exclaimed. He stood and crossed to the other end of the table. He sat down at the edge, turned Peterman’s chair to face him. “This wasn’t my idea.”

“It doesn’t matter. You did it anyway. You should have trusted me with your secret.”

“I realize that now, Kelly. But as our relationship got better and better, I began to fear that if I told you…I’d…well, end up sleeping on the couch.”

“That was a good bet,” Peterman said. She folded her arms. “That leaves us the matter of where we go from here.”

“You tell me,” said Baxter. “I’ll do whatever I have to do to make things up to you.”

Peterman stood up. “I’ll let you know when I figure out what that is.”

“Honey…”

“I’d stay somewhere else tonight, if I were you, Andy. Give me some space.”

“What a weird thing to say on a starship,” Baxter said to himself, and was left alone in the conference room.



“Not so bad if I do say so myself,” Dr. Browning said, and looked approvingly at the three individuals seated on the biobed in front of her. She looked to Vorezze. “Captain?”

“It will do,” said Vorezze.

“Run this by me again,” Conway said, and twirled his moustache. The alterations Browning made were minor. Tilleran now had blonde hair and a mole above her lip, J’hana had been given a dimple in her chin, and Conway was given a handlebar moustache, in addition to having the hair on top of his head shaved off. Apparently, Section 31 found some irony in a balding man searching for solace in the Starshine Kids.

Captain Vorezze studied his padd. “Okay. You are three carnival folk from the Beta Myrimad system. Commander, your name is Clyde Crabtree. You run the phasertarget facility. Lieutenant J’hana, you are known as V’lok’or. You’re the ringmaster. Lieutenant Tilleran, your name is Laverne Depesto, and you run the fortuneteller’s tent.”

“How convenient,” Tilleran said dryly.

“Clyde Crabtree?” Conway grumbled.

“The details of your mission will be transmitted to you once you’re underway, but suffice it so say, the three of you are engaged to be married.”

“But…WHY?” Conway demanded.

“Because that’s how it’s been scripted. Section 31 has their reasons.”

“I’d like to know them,” said Conway.

“Well you won’t,” Vorezze snapped. “Now go pack. You have an hour to get ready. I expect you to be on the Festiva promptly at ten hundred hours.” With that, the captain disappeared in a swirl of blue sparkles.

“Showoff,” J’hana muttered.

“My work here is done,” Browning said, and brushed her hands together. “I’m whipping up a pizza.”

Conway, Tilleran, and J’hana sat there a few moments on the biobed.

“He’s cute,” Tilleran finally said.

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” said J’hana.

“I’ll just be going…” said Conway.

“Well you did,” Tilleran said. “I can’t help it. I remember running across him at telepathy college several years ago. He was SUCH a nerd. He’s come a long way.”

“Keep this nonsense to yourself!” J’hana announced, and gripped Conway’s arm so he couldn’t slide off the biobed.

“I’m just telling it like it is, Jan.”

“Do not tell it!”

“You’re all bent out of shape, and over what?”

“Over a silly spectacled Betazoid who you are raving over like a post- larval schoolgirl!”

“Now who’s being silly?”

Conway peeled J’hana’s fingers off his arm and ran like hell for the door. He’d be having to deal with this all trip long. He considered jumping ship.



“Mirk?” Captain Baxter asked, and peeked into the Maloxitarian chapel.

Mirk poked his head up from behind the altar. “Oh, hello, Captain. What can I do for you?”

“I have some news.”

“Let me guess. Someone else wants this space so you’re kicking me out?”

“No. Don’t be silly,” Baxter said. Mirk had become quite cynical ever since Baxter (with Starfleet’s help) had reinstituted freedom of religion on the Explorer. Since then, Mirk’s following had depleted considerably. At least by half.

“So what’s this news?” Mirk said, and hopped up to sit on the altar.

“We’ve just been put on a secret mission to try and rescue someone from the Starshine Kids.”

“Someone we know?”

Baxter sighed. “Someone I know. I just wanted to let you know.”

“That’s thoughtful of you, sir. Maybe I’ll include that in my sermon. You know, a message of hope that we’re striking out against the Starshine Kids.”

“I wouldn’t do that. We’ve got to keep this all very quiet. It’s a Section 31 operation.”

“Section what?”

“Never mind. I was never here,” Baxter said, and hurried out of the chapel.

“Okay.”

Lt. Megan Hartley emerged from the back room and looked around the chapel. “Did I just hear voices?”

“Uh…no,” said Mirk.

“Oh. Well, I finished filling all the fruitcups for tonight’s service.”

Mirk cupped his chin in his hand. “Why bother, Megan?”

“You don’t want to have fruit cups?”

“I don’t want to have this religion. What’s the point? I mean, are we really making any difference?”

“Of course we are!” Hartley said, walking over to put a hand on Mirk’s shoulder. “Just yesterday we signed on the Jitani clan of Fellegor Prime!”

“The Jitani clan is made up of four college kids! They were drunk when they signed up!”

“But the contract is still valid!” Hartley said. “So you see, things are looking up!”

“Since when did you become an optimist?” Mirk asked.

“Since I converted to Maloxitarianism,” Hartley said, and sat up on the altar beside Mirk. “Ever since I joined, I’ve felt like my life has had a purpose.”

“Eradicating the Starshine Kids?”

“Exactly.”

“Well, at least you’re getting something out of this.”

Hartley wrapped an arm around Mirk. “I sure am.”

“Okay, then. Let’s start squeezing those melons!”

“Right away.”



Lt. Commander Richards unlocked the door to his quarters and stepped in. “Computer, beef ravioli and a glass of Tellavian tonic, please.” He tossed the padd he was carrying on his desk and unzipped his uniform tunic. He stepped over to the replicator. “Ahh, lunchtime…” He grabbed the plate of ravioli and glass of tonic and carried it over to his kitchen table, where he noticed, to his confusion, that a plate of bratwurst and saurkraut was already set out on the table, and an incense candle was burning.

Janice loved incense. And she LOVED bratwurst.

Then Richards heard a rustling in his bedroom.

He glanced at his couch to see that the couchbed was out. Janice LOVED the couchbed.

He tiptoed toward the bedroom. “I thought you’d come around, sooner or later.”

“Really?” asked Baxter, as he poked around in the linen closet. “It was news to me. Where are your clean sheets? Don’t you do laundry around here?”

Richards blinked. “You’re not Janice.”

“Not by a longshot. Do you want some bratwurst?”

“No,” said Richards, as Baxter brushed by him to the kitchen table.

“I’ll have to go down to Linens and Other Things at the mall after lunch,” Baxter said. “Maybe I’ll get some curtains too. This place is pretty drab. It could use a captain’s touch.”

Richards stood over Baxter as the captain ate. “Andy… why…”

“Oh. Why the incense? I kind of…used your bathroom. Sorry.”

“No. Why are you here?”

“Oh. I used my command access. Hope you don’t mind.”

“BUT WHY???” Richards demanded.

“Oh. Kelly’s a bit ticked at me right now. The whole ‘Ashley’ thing. Mind if I crash here while things cool down?”

“I guess not,” Richards said, and sat down opposite Baxter. “Things are really that bad?”

“Yep. You know how wild she is about trust and all.”

“Crazy girl.”

“Yeah, really.” Baxter munched on bratwurst and looked around. “So what’s going on around here?”

“I’m on my lunchbreak. I have to get back down to engineering in a few minutes.”

“Well, I called in sick.”

“You called in sick to the bridge?”

“Sure. Conway does it all the time. I’m the captain, I can do whatever the hell I want.”

“So WHY did you call in sick?”

“To try to find a way to make things up to Kelly.”

“I see. Do you have any ideas?”

“Not yet. I was hoping to brainstorm down here a bit. Away from distractions, you know.”

“Feel free,” Richards mumbled, and began eating his ravioli.

Baxter munched thoughtfully on a mouthful of sauerkraut and thought about the situation with Peterman. Making things up to her wouldn’t be easy. It would take ingenuity and tact. Things he lacked. He’d have to get help from someone.

Baxter’s thoughts were disturbed by the clamor of Red Alert, and a bright flash outside Richards’s windows.

He and Richards threw down their napkins and rushed to the windows, to see a partially cloaked Sovereign-class and partially cloaked Vor’cha-class starship reeling away from one another, listing and pocked with damage.

“Captain to the bridge,” came the voice of Lt. Commander Larkin. “If he is up to it.”

“She’s getting better and better at sarcasm,” Richards noted.

“You must be very proud,” muttered Baxter, and both men rushed for the door.



“What do you have to say for yourself?” demanded Captain Vorezze from the front of the conference table. “You rammed into a friendly Starfleet vessel!”

“And you,” said Captain Dwanok, whose bulk was shoved into the chair by J’hana, “violated the Treaty of Algeron. ‘No Starfleet vessels shall be equipped with cloaks.’”

“We were just testing it out,” explained Vorezze.

“And what’s with the black leather uniform?” asked Dwanok.

“That’s classified,” replied the Betazoid.

“Listen,” Baxter said, from the opposite end of the conference table. “We’re all allies here. Let’s take a long hard look at the dangers of ships running around cloaked everywhere. What are we trying to hide?”

Peterman huffed from her spot at the table.

“We were just about to decloak,” said Dwanok.

“And what are you doing here?” asked Vorezze.

“I got a communique from J’hana that she was going on a very dangerous, secret mission, and that she might not return alive. I was in the area so I thought I’d come pay her a visit before she leaves.”

“Standard procedure,” J’hana said. “I would do that for any mate of mine.”

“Indeed,” Tilleran said, from the other side of J’hana and folded her arms.

“You compromised this mission,” Vorezze said to J’hana. “What if someone picked up on that communique? What if the Starshine Kids find out we’re sending undercover people in?”

“That I did not know,” Dwanok said. “You’re going after the Starshine Kids?”

“Damn,” said Vorezze, slapping the conference table. “That’s it, I’m going to be fired.”

“Don’t be silly,” Baxter said. “Everyone at this table can keep a secret. We’ll just keep this between us. Dwanok, you were never here.”

“Of course I was. I still am.”

Vorezze sighed.

“I’ll take care of it, Captain,” said Baxter. “You just return to your nice, cloaked ship, and I’ll make Dwanok understand the subtlety of our mission.”

“Fine,” said Vorezze. “But if this gets out to UKN, I’ll have you all mining dilithium on Vilifon.”

“We’ll keep that in mind,” Baxter said dryly.



With a small tote bag in tow, Commander Conway stepped out of the turbolift, ready to set off on the so-called “Secret” mission. Already Captain Dwanok had found out. Who knew what other leaks there were? The whole thing stunk to Conway.

He rounded a corner and came face to face with a huge Flarn.

“SH**!”

“SSSSSSSSH**!”

Benzra stood there, pincers on hips, looking annoyed. “Commander Conway, you sssssshocked the hell out of me.”

“Oh, Benzra. I thought you were…someone else.”

“Who elsssssse? You know many other Flarn here?”

“Well, no, but…”

“Ssssssave it. Have you sssssssseen Dwanok?”

“He was up in the conference room, last I heard.”

“I ssssssee.”

“He’s probably on his way down to see J’hana off.”

“Indeed.”

Benzra and Conway walked together toward the shuttlebay.

“So,” said Conway. “You’ve been keeping busy?”

“I’ve been sssssssserving on Dwanok’s ship. It’sssss been interesssting. I got a commendation for honor from Kahlessssssssss.”

“That’s nice.”

“How about you?”

“Same old, same old. Oh, remember that Trill I was dating?”

“The one that died? And then you had her ssssslug in you?”

“Same one. Well, I’m dating the new host now.”

“That’ssssss nice.”

As if on cue, Tyra Shar approached from the opposite end of the corridor, looking steamed.

“David!” she snapped. “What’s this about a secret mission!”

“Tyra,” Conway said. “How did you hear about that?”

“Janice Browning told me when she dropped Plato off. How dare you go leave me without notice!” She slapped Conway hard across the face and Benzra gutterally giggled.

“I’m sorry, honey,” Conway said droopily. “But the mission is top secret. You shouldn’t even know about it.”

“Well I do. And I’ll tell you one thing, I’m not too hot about you and those girls posing as some sort of alternative lifestyle…menage a three!”

Janice and her big mouth. “Orders are orders, Tyra,” said Conway.

“You’d just better remember it’s a mission and not an orgy. You be faithful to me. And lose the moustache!” Tyra thunked Conway on the forehead. “You hear me?”

“Yes, Tyra.”

Tyra turned on a heel to leave. “Oh, yeah. And try not to get killed.”

“Thanks.”

“Ssssssweet woman,” Benzra said, once Tyra was gone.

“You really just have to get to know her.”

“I do not believe sssssssso.”

After a few awkward moments, Tilleran and J’hana approached, flanked by Baxter and Dwanok. They all met at the door to the main shuttlebay. It opened to reveal the Festiva, large in comparison to the nearby runabout Rio de Janeiro and shuttlecraft Pizarro. Steam shunted out of its exaust and lights blinked as it underwent pre-flight checkups.

“All right, you guys,” said Baxter, “This mission is a ‘go,’ in spite of some of the problems we’ve had of late.”

“You have no idea,” muttered Conway.

“At any rate,” Baxter said, “good luck.” Baxter peeked into the shuttlebay. He’d never seen a Section 31 Escort fighter. He wanted to see how different it looked from his own Escort. Pretty much the same, with the exception of less official markings and a deeper blue-black color. And there were a few fins and phaser banks and other formations about the ship he couldn’t quite recognize.

“We shall need all the luck in the galaxy,” said J’hana. Dwanok leaned forward for a kiss goodbye and J’hana looked nervously from he to Tilleran. She leaned forward and kissed him. The kiss began slowly, then evolved to become ravenous, until J’hana’s legs wrapped around Dwanok’s waist and they twirled together like insane figureskaters.

“Pleasssssse…” muttered Benzra.

“Yeah,” said Tilleran. “Really!”

Dwanok set J’hana down, then looked sheepishly at Benzra. “Sorry, Bennie.”

J’hana’s antennae perked up. “Sorry?” asked J’hana. “What ‘sorry’?”

“Benzra and I have been seeing one another,” Dwanok said. “What of it?”

“Whoa,” said Baxter. He tried to wrap his mind around any human “getting it on” with a Flarn. Much less a Klingon!

“Think nothing of it,” said J’hana. “I too have been seeing another person.”

“Who?”

“Her!” And J’hana yanked Tilleran into a long, lucious liplock.

Baxter rolled his eyes. At first, the girl-on-girl kissing was neat. Even a bit erotic. But it was getting old quick.

“Well try this one on for size!” bellowed Dwanok, and he jumped into Benzra’s waiting claws. She lifted his massive bulk without a problem. Benzra’s pincerlike teeth gnashed at Dwanok’s face and multiple forked tongues slithered out to wrap around his head.

Baxter stared, mind-boggled.

Benzra set Dwanok down. “And the ssssssssex issss magnificent!”

Dwanok clapped Baxter on the back. “She has retractable legs, Captain.”

“I can see where that would come in handy,” Baxter said. “Well, I have appointments to get to.”

“With who?” asked Conway.

“Never you mind, I have them,” Baxter said. “You three have a mission. Benzra, Dwanok, let me show you to some quarters.”

J’hana stared lustily after Dwanok as he left with Baxter and Benzra. “That Klingon bastard…that…that Klingon bastard…he’s sleeping around!”

“Like you’re any better, you hot blue Andorian slut,” Tilleran whispered.

Conway sighed and ducked into the shuttlebay. A phaser to the head would be good about now.



Counselor Peterman tapped her fingers on her desk as the communication transmission on her desktop terminal patched through.

Suddenly, a grinning woman in a tye-died Starfleet uniform appeared on the screen. “Hello hello, and how may I help you today?”

“Counselor, it’s Kelly Peterman. From the Explorer?”

“Oh, yes. How are you, Counselor?”

“Fine.”

“Feeling huggably good?”

“Uh, I guess. Just wanted to call and catch up on old times. I know we haven’t talked since we, uh, met three years ago…”

“Think nothing of it. How are things there on the Explorer?”

“Good. How about the Secondprize? You keeping Commander Dillon out of trouble?”

“Things are fine here. Commander Dillon is…well, I have concerns. Do you have a minute?” Counselor Claire Webber looked verifiably concerned, but Peterman didn’t have time to deal with her Secondprize counterpart’s problems.

“Not really. Listen, I actually just had a question for you.”

“Okay. Shoot.”

“Do you recall a member of Section 31 coming aboard the Secondprize a few years back?”

“Section what? I’ve never heard of that.”

Whoops. “Nevermind. How about the name Ashley Donovan? Does that name ring a bell?”

“Actually, yes it does. Hold on a sec.” Webber checked a panel on her desk. “Yes, Lieutenant Commander Ashley Donovan, Starfleet Safety and Standards Comission.”

There is no such comission, you twit, thought Peterman. “Interesting, go ahead,” she said.

“Commander Donovan was aboard for one week, beginning on Stardate 48402.”

“Six years ago,” Peterman said quietly to herself.

“She was mainly interested in the inventory department, oddly enough. She snooped around a lot belowdecks. Took some notes. Not very sociable.”

She was sociable all right, thought Peterman. “Anything else?” she asked.

“Just one note I left myself. That Donovan appeared to be hiding something.” Webber paused. “Can I ask why you’re asking about her?”

“No reason. Just curious. I’ll look you up in three more years. Thanks Counselor.” Peterman hurriedly closed the channel. She had a lot more research to do. She idly thought about contacting other Secondprize crew. Dillon, even. She shivered. Perhaps not.

Suddenly Peterman’s doorchime bleeped.

“Who is it?” she asked.

“Your snuggly lovebear,” came the reply.

“Commander Conway? I thought you were on a mission!”

“Hardee har har. Let me in, Kelly.”

“I thought we agreed to some cooling off time.”

“I’ve got a way to make things up to you. I should have thought about this from the beginning, actually.”

“Fine. Come on in.” Peterman sighed. What idiotic stunt did he have in mind?

Baxter stepped in and sat down opposite Peterman. “I thought what I’d do is tell you about Ashley. Explain how we got together. This one relationship is the only thing I’ve ever hidden from you. If I want to clear the air, then I should tell you all about it, right?”

Not bad. Peterman reached across her desk and grabbed Baxter’s hands. “That’s a good idea.” Then her stomach grumbled. She was about to hear a long story about Andy loving someone else. Was this such a good idea?

Baxter took Peterman’s hand and led her over to the fainting couch. “Here. Let’s talk over here. It’ll be more…intimate.”

“Okay…” Peterman said uneasily and sat down in her high- backed, soft counseling chair. Baxter sat down opposite her on the couch. She had to give it to him, at least he wasn’t pulling some weird stunt.

“And, to add a bit of atmosphere to the storytelling, I’ve asked Lt. Commander Richards and Ensign Madera to provide the musical score.” Baxter tapped his comm badge. “Come on in, guys.”

Peterman rolled her eyes. She’d spoken too soon.

Richards walked in carrying a portable xylophone. Madera wheeled in her harp.

“This is really not necessary…” Peterman said, as Richards set up his xylophone at her desk, and Madera set up beside him with her harp and stool.

“I think you’l love this,” Madera said. “Christopher and I composed the score last night during…well, never mind. Suffice it to say, it’s full of love, so here goes!”

Madera strummed away, and Richards tapped happily on the xylophone.

Baxter grinned. “Women come, and women go, but where they take you, how they leave you, one may never know…”

“This isn’t all going to be in rhyme, is it?” Peterman asked.

“Only some of it,” Baxter said. “Now, no more interruptions. As I was saying, where they take you, how they leave you, one may never know. So that’s how I met this Ashley with the beautiful eyes, while aboard the Secondprize. I’d just been promoted, Chief of Inventory, and here begins our love story…”

Peterman leaned back as the soothing music played on. Perhaps this wouldn’t be so bad…then again, perhaps it would.



SIX YEARS AGO USS SECONDPRIZE



There I was, at the middle of the bridge, and the man in charge was handing me a pip. I was promoted from Ensign to Lieutenant, just like that, in only seven years.

“Congratulations, Inventory Chief Baxter,” said nightwatch commander Lt. Simon Riggins. “I hope you enjoy your new posting.”

“Just think,” I said, grabbing the pip and affixing it to my collar. “A whole staff at my command. I am getting a staff, aren’t I?”

“We’ll see,” said Riggins, and he returned to the command chair. “Everyone clap for Lieutenant Baxter. He’s now the Chief of Inventory.”

The three ensigns on the bridge clapped twice unenthusiastically and returned to their stations.

“Well, I’d love to stay and party the night away, but my first day as Chief of Inventory awaits me and I can’t oversleep!” I said, and headed for the turbolift.



The next morning, I was up bright and early to begin my new duties as Chief of Inventory. I suspected that my responsibilities would be far advanced from those of a typical Inventory Officer. I was sure I’d have to attend high-level staff meetings and command parties; my signature would be needed for requisitions. Important things like that.

“Get out of my f***ing Jeffries’ tube you fat f***!” cried Chief Engineer Scott Baird. He loomed over me as I checked inside the tube for inventory tags. “What in hell are you doing under there?”

“Inventory,” I said. “It’s very important I get the tag number off our duonetic coupler.”

“What the f*** is inventory? I’ve never heard of it,” replied Baird as he shoved me out of the engineering compartment.

“Just allow me to–”

“Forget about it! Get out of my f***ing department!”

“I’ll just get the proper paperwork and come back later,” I said as Baird shoved me in a turbolift and ordered the doors closed.

I told the turbolift to take me down to my office, on the lowermost deck of the Secondprize. It was conveniently placed just down the hall from my quarters.

As I walked down the corridor toward my office, I thought about what Baird had said: “What the f*** is inventory?”

Was it possible people on the Secondprize didn’t know about my important work? Was it possible I wasn’t thought of as a valued member of their crew?

Nah, I thought, as I wrenched open the Jeffries tube access hatch and climbed in. I realized my function as Chief of Inventory was quite important. Sometimes I was just too self- conscious. Paranoid was another good word for it. I thought about talking to Counselor Webber, but realized my spine hadn’t totally recovered from the hug she’d given me the last time I visited her.

I shimmied down the several meters of Jeffries tube that led to my office and climbed out.

My office wasn’t exactly an enclosed area. I’d been told by the engineer who set me up in that office a few years back that it was actually just a junction between several Jeffries tubes. There was just enough room for a desk and chair, and a little potted plant I’d brought from home. It was quite a step up from the closet-like space I’d had on the USS Aquarius, to be sure.

I bragged home to my parents about the luxurious accomodations, and they were speechless, understandably. Sure, now I’m captain of a starship and I have a nice readyroom and roomy quarters, but back then, I was happy with what I had. I didn’t even mind when engineers would climb through my office to get to other sections of the ship. They had their jobs to do, I had mine.

Sipping coffee from my thermos (my office didn’t have a replicator), I called up the day’s schedule. Arboretum, shuttlebay, cargo bay three. A packed day. Also, a couple new shuttles were coming in and the captain wanted them certified “ready for duty.” Of course, that meant I had to add them to the ship’s permanent inventory. Not a problem.

My studies were interrupted as the Jeffries tube access above me opened.

“Junction thirty-two is that way,” I said, by way of routine.

Then, suddenly, the cutest, blondest, most well-shaped head dangled in front of me.

“Who the hell are you?” the head, which appeared to be attached to a buxom woman, asked.

“Inventory Chief Andrew J. Baxter,” I said proudly. “And who, might I ask, are you?”

The woman flipped downward graceful as a gymnast. She stood opposite my desk, arms folded. “Lieutenant Commander Ashley Donovan. Starfleet Safety and Standards Comission.”

“I’ve never heard of that.”

“It’s…uh…brand new.”

“Uh-huh.”

“So what do you do?”

I launched into the typical sales pitch. “Inventory officers are responsible for cataloging new equipment and maintaining adequate property control over all Starfleet materiel.” I made sure to pronounce it “materi-elle.” Women love that.

“I’ve never heard of that department,” Ashley said. “I’d better notify my supervisors.”

“What’s the rush?” I asked, and thrust my thermos at her. “Have some coffee. Sit, stay a while.” It wasn’t often I had visitors in my office. Especially attractive, female ones.

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt,” Ashley said. She looked around. “Nice office, by the way.”

“Thanks.” I cupped my chin in my hands and stared at her longingly. “Nice body.”

“Pardon?”

“Did I just say that out loud? I’m sorry. What must you think of me?”

“You were about to pour me some coffee…”

“Oh, yes, right.”

I quickly dumped some coffee into a spare cup. Plastic. The cool metal cups were reserved for officers who didn’t work in the bottom of the ship. Not that I minded.

“Here you go,” I said, and handed the cup to Ashley. She sipped.

“So you pretty much climb around every nook and cranny of the ship, then?”

“Sure,” I said cavalierly. “Why do you ask?”

She produced a padd from seemingly out of nowhere and handed it to me. “Ever seen one of those?”

“Sure,” I said. “It’s a type three random pulse multi- option all-purpose data transmitter. Romulan design, adapted for Federation use. Serial number…uh, 054717122.”

“Right. So have you ever seen one around here?”

“Actually, yes I have, now that you mention it. It’s down Jeffries tube 6J, about fourteen meters. I always thought it odd. I made a note of it in my inventory logs.”

“Well, we at the, uh, Safety and Standards Commission, never heard about that. Of course, we never heard about inventory.”

“Well now you know.”

“Indeed.” Ashley quickly finished her coffee and stood. “I have to be running along. Thanks a lot for the coffee…and the information.”

“Think nothing of it,” I said woozily.

She thumbed over her shoulder. “And where’d you say tube 6J was? Right back that way?”

“Right down that tube,” I said.

Ashley climbed into the tube and stared back at me as she shimmied in. “Oh. One more thing. Did you see any members of the crew ever climb in and make adjustments to that device? On a fairly regular basis?”

“Now that you mention it, I did see Ensign Duvall duck down there quite a few times. Is that a problem?”

“No, not really. That device just poses a…um, safety risk.”

“Well, then. I’m glad you’re taking care of it.”

“I’ll be taking care of it all right. Thanks again.”

And she was gone, just like that.



“Pardon me for asking,” Peterman piped up. “But where did the sex come in?”

“I’m getting to that,” Baxter said. “Now be patient and don’t interrupt again. I’m losing my rhythm.”

“You never had any,” Peterman muttered under her breath.

“So there she was, she came like an angel, and shimmied away, at a ninety degree angle…”

Peterman covered her face. This was ridiculous.



I left my office for Seven Backward around lunchtime. I spotted a bit of a ruckus as I climbed out of the Jeffries tube. Security Chief Hawkins and three other security guards were ushering Ensign Harvey Duvall down the corridor at phaserpoint.

“Lieutenant Hawkins,” I said. “What’s the problem with Duvall?”

She paused and eyed me suspiciously. “Who the hell are you?”

“Chief of Inventory Andy Baxter.”

Hawkins narrowed her eyes at me. “Never heard of you. If you really want to know, Duvall here’s been ordered to appear at Starbase 110 for questioning on charges of treason. We didn’t get any more of an explanation than that, and that we’re supposed to stuff him into a brig before we get there.”

“Starfleet pigs,” spat Duvall.

“Man, Starfleet really is anal about safety,” I said, and headed toward the turbolift.

Hawkins gave me a confused look, then shoved a very angry Duvall away in the other direction.

When I reached Seven Backward, I found Ashley Donovan at the bar nursing a drink.

“Hello there,” I said, and sat beside her. “Is this seat taken?”

“It is now,” she grinned.

My heart fluttered. I’d never had a positive response to that question. My brain didn’t know where to go next.

“Your hair smells great,” I said. “Want another…what is that? A white Klingon?”

“Please,” she said, and stared at me dreamily. “You’ve got nice eyes.”

“You do too. They’re like an ocean.”



“YOU SAID THE SAME THING TO ME THREE YEARS AGO!” Peterman exclaimed and threw her pillow at Baxter.

“Did I?” Baxter asked, scratching his head. “News to me. Anyway, she was drinking at the bar, and I was beside her, not very far…”

“Break it down!” Richards chanted, and pounded on the xylophone.

Peterman shuddered.



“I bet you say that to all the girls,” Ashley said tickled my chin. That sent waves of excitement coursing through my body.

“Nuts?” I asked, and shoved a bowl toward her.

“Pardon? Oh, sure.”

I grinned as Ashley munched on the nuts. “So, your mission is accomplished, eh?”

“Yep. I’m due to shove off tomorrow when we get to the Starbase.”

“It’s a shame your mission is over so soon.”

“You think?” Ashley asked.

“Yeah. I wish I’d had a chance to get to know you better.”

“That’s the problem,” Ashley sighed. “I go from ship to ship on missions for the…uh, Safety and Standards comission, and I never get to know anyone. I feel so closed off.”

I grinned and leaned forward. “You can open up to me. Another drink?”

Ashley grinned. “Only if you have one.”

“I’ll make it two.”

“For each of us?”

“Six drinks!” I called to Trinian, and she hurried over moments later with six white Talosians.

“Pardon me for asking,” Trinian said, studying my face. “But who the hell are you?”

“Chief of Inventory Andy…urp!…Baxter,” I said placidly.

“Chief of what?”

“Inventory.”

Trinian chuckled. “I’m supposed to be all-knowing and that one’s news even to me.”

“Your loss!” I called after her and turned my attention back to Ashley.



“Larkin to Baxter.”

“What,” Baxter said, annoyed. He glared at Richards and Madera and they immediately stopped playing.

“The USS Pathfinder has arrived, sir. Captain Baxter and Commodore Velara wish to speak with you immediately.”

“Coincidential,” Baxter said worriedly, and rushed to Peterman’s desk. He turned the desktop viewer to face him.

“Pipe them in down here, Larkin.”

“Aye, sir.”

Velara and Lucile Baxter appeared suddenly on the desktop viewer, the latter looking miffed.

“Son,” said Lucile. “What’s this we hear about a secret mission to invade the Starshine Kids?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Baxter said flatly. Who could have told?

“Captain,” Velara said. “As your superior officer, I order you to explain this mission into Starshine territory.”

“What do you mean?”

“We have no time for games, Captain,” said Velara. “Your wife requested my brother’s counseling services. She explained the entire thing to him. Telvin, in turn, explained it to me. Why have you done this?”

“Because Section 31 told me to,” Baxter said, and glared at Peterman, who just shrugged.

“Hasn’t he ever heard of client confidentiality!” Peterman called over Baxter’s shoulder.

“Apparently not,” said Velara. “Captain Baxter, over the past several months that I have served as head of the Explorer Project, I have put up with a certain amount of…misadventure… on the part of you and your crew. I will not, however, tolerate you conspring with a shadow agency.”

“I wouldn’t really call it conspiring, Commodore,” Baxter said. “Anyway, I have a personal, vested interest in this. And you can’t just put a stop to it. It’s already underway.”

“We don’t want to put a stop to it,” said Lucile. “We want to help. We have a vested interest in this too. Those Starshine jerks destroyed my old ship. And they shaved my only son!”

“They destroyed my former vessel as well,” said Velara. “And I share a certain responsibility for their existence, as they are led by my other brother, Sesil.” As if she needed to specify who.

“So let me get this straight,” Baxter said. “You just want a piece of the Starshine Kids?”

“Indeed,” said Velara.

“Fair enough. Stay in formation there and we’ll give you news as soon as we get it.”

“Why does your wife need counseling, anyway?” asked Lucille. “Did she finally come unhinged?”

“I’ll unhinge you…” Peterman seethed, rising from her seat.

“We’ll talk later,” Baxter said, and switched off the viewer. He whirled toward Peterman. “And what’s the deal calling in that tubby Vulcan schmuck, anyway?”

“Telvin is a licensed couples therapist now, Andy. He could be good for us.”

“I remember when you had him chat with us the last time

we had a falling out. He suggested we beat each other with foam bats!”

“It helped me out,” Peterman replied, falling back into her chair.

“He’s a silly pop psychologist, and he’s more messed up than anyone he’s ever counseled. You and I can sort this problem out ourselves.” Baxter glanced back at Madera and Richards. “With the help of our backup band.”

Peterman folded her arms. “If you say so.”



So Ashley and I locked glances. I was a virgin then and not one to take chances. I shoved my mouth toward hers and shoved in my tongue.

Things were going great till Mr. Jaroch came along.

“I do not know who you are,” the Yynsian said, hovering over me and Ashley. “But you are making me lose my appetite. Please leave these premises if you wish to engage in foreplay.”

“Okay, okay,” I said, and took Ashley by the hand. “Come on, sweet thing!”

“Uh…okay,” Ashley said, and nodded politely at Jaroch. “Commander.”

As we left, I heard Jaroch say to Trinian, “who on Yyns was that?”

“I have no idea,” was Trinian’s reply.

Halfway to my quarters, I realized three horrible things at nearly the same time: (1), my bunkbed was nowhere near the size required for sex; (2), my roomate would probably frown upon it. He was off-duty about that time; (3), I still hadn’t inventoried cargo bay three.

Then it all came together. My three problems factored out into one hot, sexy solution.

“Detour!” I said, and dragged Ashley into a turbolift.

She folded a wisp of hair behind her ear. “Where are we going?”

“I’ve got to inventory cargo bay three. Care to see me in action?”

“Sure. I’ve been wondering exactly what a Chief of Inventory does.”

“You’ll soon find out,” I said, and grinned. “And I might just add a few more duties to my repetoir.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yeah.”

Half an hour later, I was navigating cargo bay three’s upper tiers of shelves, a good ten meters above the floor.

“Careful up there!” Ashley called out, swigging from a bottle of wine we’d found in a container marked “R. Singer.”

“I’m almost done. Here, tap this number into my padd…” I read off the numbers on a crate of flavian chocolates marked “Beck.”

“…4472,” Ashley said. “Got it. Ready to come down now?”

“Just one more thing…” I searched among the crates and finally found what I was looking for. “Here, catch!” I tossed down the small box and climbed down the ladder.

When I reached the bottom of the shelves, Ashley was eying the box suspiciously. “What in the world is this?”

“Inflatable mattress,” I said. “As Chief of Inventory, it’s my duty to inspect it and make sure it’s in perfect working order.”

“I see…” Ashley said, and grinned. “Just do me a favor. While we’re inspecting it…and I know this will sound like a silly request…”

“No, go on…”

“Will you recite the Starfleet Inventory Control charter? That is, if you know it by heart?”

“Are you kidding?” As Ashley talked, I managed to get the mattress out and inflated. I hopped on and ripped off my uniform tunic. “Computer, lock doors. Okay, Ashley, here goes: Mandate One, Inventory Control shall oversee all Federation property, as pertains to Federation Corrolary Number…”



“Andy,” said Peterman. “Didn’t that sound like a very odd request to you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Baxter replied. “Anyway, suffice it to say, I recited the full Inventory charter. It was magnificent.”

“I bet it was,” muttered Peterman.



So we folded up the mattress, got dressed, and headed out into the hallway, feeling our best…

Until we ran into Commander Dillon.

“What are you doing down in the cargo section at this hour?” the Secondprize’s first officer demanded.

“Studies,” Ashley said quickly. We were caught red-handed.

“On cargo,” I finished.

Dillon nodded. “Good work. Above and beyond the call of duty. Grand.”

“What are you doing down here, sir, if I may ask?” I asked.

“Never you mind,” Dillon said, then added. “Oh, and congratulations on the promotion, Lieutenant Baxter.”

“You know my name?” I asked.

“I have the whole crew roster memorized,” said Dillon. “Among other things. Now, off with both of you before I report you for…something.”

“Come on,” Ashley said, and dragged me away.

It was only once we got to my cramped little cabin, and after my roomate Ensign Marsh left for his duty on the bridge, that I found out what Ashley Donovan was all about:

“I work for a special section of Starfleet called…uh, Agency Five. I was sent to recover the Romulan spy equipment from this ship and nab the Federation traitor.”

“Wow,” I said. “That’s amazing. Why are you telling me all this?”

“Because I felt more than just your pelvis in there in the cargo bay,” she said. “I felt…something.”

I nudged closer to her on the bunk. “What…what did you feel?”

“I dunno. I just know I can’t lie to you. I can’t lie to someone I have feelings for.”

“I know just what you mean,” I said. “Neither could I.”

“Anyway, I never had that problem until now.”

“So, what does this mean for us?”

“Mean? It means nothing. I have to go on another mission. I can’t very well just give up my career and stay on this ship with you, can I?”

“No, I guess not,” I muttered.



“And we cuddled in my cabin all night, until Ashley had to leave for Starbase 110. That’s the last I saw of her,” Baxter said. “And that’s that.”

“How’d you figure out she was with Section 31?” asked Richards. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

“I put two and two together,” Baxter said. “When we became aware of Section 31, I realized that must have been the real agency she worked for.”

“So she made you certify that you and her never had sex,” Peterman said, trying to absorb the balance of Baxter’s story.

“That’s right. She also made me certify that we’d never met. And that I’d never tell anyone about Agency Five.” Baxter glared at Richards and Madera, inclined his head toward the door.

“Oh, right,” Richards said, and he and Madera noisily evacuated their instruments from the room.

Peterman moved over to sit on the couch by Baxter. “You realize the risk you ran by telling me all this. You could have made me even more jealous.”

“I know,” Baxter said sheepishly.

“In fact, you did,” Peterman admitted. “But something about this just doesn’t make sense. If you care so much about this Ashley, then why didn’t you go on the mission? You easily could have gone in Conway’s place.”

Baxter wrapped his arm around Peterman. “Because, Kelly, I realized how much I’d hurt you. I couldn’t go off to rescue Ashley knowing you were back here suffering. I had one night of hot sex with Ashley. I’ve had nearly four years of hot sex…and togetherness…with you. You are my wife. The choice was obvious.”

“You are a slick one, Andy.”

Baxter grinned. “That’s why they call me the Teflon Captain.”

“Larkin to Baxter.”

Baxter tapped his comm badge. “What now? Is my Aunt Patsy and her three-legged dog here?”

“Negative. I felt it prudent to alert you that we have not yet heard from the Festiva.”

“When were they supposed to check in?” asked Baxter.

“One hour ago.”

“Alert Captain Vorezze. If you can get ahold of him. We’ll wait another few hours, then if we still haven’t heard anything, we’ll go in. Understood?”

“Yes, Captain.”

Baxter turned to face Peterman. “The road ahead is going to be a bumpy one. I have to know you’re okay with this. You know there’s a woman out there I once made love to, but it’s you I’m in love with. It’s you I’ll always be in love with.”

Peterman leaned forward and kissed Baxter, long and hard. She pulled away gently, and cupped his face in her hands. “Then that’s all I need to know.”

“Great,” Baxter said, and stood up. “I’d better get to the bridge.”

“Okay,” Peterman said distantly, and smiled as Baxter left.

She sat there in silence for a few moments, twiddling her fingers.

“No. That’s not all I need to know,” she said finally. There was another side to this story. One she desparately needed to hear. Peterman rushed for her door.



Captain Baxter proceeded down the corridor toward his quarters with a small plastic box in tow. Larkin walked alongside him, carrying a huge cargo container.

“May I ask exactly how long you expected to be away from your quarters, sir?”

“I had no idea, Larkin,” said Baxter. “It pays to be prepared.”

“Indeed.”

Baxter stepped up to his door. “Do you have a free hand, Commander? Can you get the door?”

“Certainly.” Larkin balanced the enormous cargo crate in one hand and keyed open Baxter’s door.

He stepped in. “Kelly should be off by now. Honey?”

Larkin walked in, set down the crate, and looked around. “She does not appear to be present.”

Baxter checked the bathroom, then joined Larkin back in the living room. “I wonder where she is.” He tapped his comm badge. “Baxter to Peterman.”

Nothing. Baxter scratched his head.

“Computer,” said Larkin. “Locate Counselor Peterman.”

“Counselor Peterman is not aboard the Explorer,” said the computer.

Baxter tapped his badge again. “Baxter to bridge.”

“Bridge. Ford here.”

“Mr. Ford, contact the Pathfinder, the Devagh, and the Banshee. See if any of them have seen Counselor Peterman. And check the shuttlebays.”

“Missing a wife, sir?”

“You could say that. Hop to it, Ford.”

“Right on, sir.”

Baxter and Larkin waited in several moments of awkward silence.

“Sir,” Ford finally piped up over the comm. “Pathfinder reports no sign of Counselor Peterman. We reached Captain Vorezze and he said she wasn’t on the Banshee either.”

“What about Dwanok’s ship?” Baxter said, looking helplessly around his cabin.

“That’s just it, sir. We can’t find the Devagh. She’s not responding to hails. No signs of her emissions in this sector. She’s just plain gone, Captain.”

“It would seem Counselor Peterman and Captain Dwanok went off in search of Commander Donovan and the Festiva,” Larkin said.

“Thanks for clarifying,” Baxter muttered.



TO BE CONTINUED…



NEXT:



The Starshine Kids and Explorer crew clash in what might be the battle to save the whole Federation from bald, Star- shiney bliss. Can Captain Baxter come to terms with his past and save Ashley, and the Federation? Can Peterman learn to forgive, and save her own butt from Starshine assimilation? Can Conway and his team make it off the Starshine recruitment planet alive? And will the Explorer be able to stop a final Starshine assault? And what about Mirk and Hartley? What the heck is up with him? Find out answers to all these questions and more in Part Two of “Shine on You Crazy Cult”!




Shine On You Crazy Cult, Part Two



You reached for the secret too soon,

you cried for the moon

Shine on you crazy diamond

Threatened by the shadows at night, and exposed in the light

Shine on you crazy diamond…

…Come on you raver, you seer of visions, come on you

painter, you piper, you prisoner, and shine!

Pink Floyd

“Shine On You Crazy Diamond”

(PARTS I-V)



“And what is this, this ‘Pink Floyd,’” asked Sesil Abramowitz, cult leader, maniac, fascist, and all around nice guy.

“Well,” said Clyde Crabtree, otherwise known as Commander David Conway, “it was a very popular band in the latter part of the twentieth century. Right up there with Led Zeppelin.”

“Led who?”

“I’ll pretend you didn’t say that.” Conway surveyed his surroundings. He was with Sesil in his opulent teak-paneled office on the uppermost floor of the forty-story “Shinola Building,” where the Starshine Kids were headquartered.

Sesil told Conway they’d relocated after nearly being blown away by a Federation fleet six months ago. Conway, or rather, Clyde Crabtree, was aghast. Why would the Federation do such a thing, he asked.

“Because they’re little jerks!” Sesil had replied. “Here I am trying to offer the best in theological services and condominiums, and how do they repay me? They chase me back into the Redlands. Well, I couldn’t stand for that for long, so I had my people build recruitment facilities like these.”

Conway had spent the better part of two days trying to get on Sesil’s good side. He’d learned information about the Sytarnan Three facility and two others like it. Just recently, he’d turned Sesil on to classic rock. It wasn’t exactly the most advanced undercover operation ever, but Tilleran and J’hana were doing the really complex work. All he had to do was distract Sesil, which was easy, since the giddy Vulcan was quite easily amused.

“You’re quite the music afficianado, Clyde,” Sesil said, twirling in his deskchair and eying Conway. “And you look so familiar. Are you sure we haven’t met?”

“Quite positive,” Conway said, and coughed nervously. “Mmmm…it’s almost lunchtime. How about we go and grab a bowl of strawberries and cream oatmeal?”

“My favorite!” Sesil said, clapping his hands merrily.

Conway rolled his eyes. This was the most bizarre mission he’d ever been on.



“I wish to learn how to write press releases,” V’lok’or, also known as Lt. J’hana of the Ninth Hive, said, and looked uncomfortable sitting opposite Bonita Montagnieu, also known as Commander Ashley Donovan, at the head desk in the Starshine PR office, just a few blocks away from the Shinola Building.

“That’s just great,” Bonita said and smacked her gum. “We need more good press people here at Starshine HQ. How are your communications skills?”

“Adequate.” J’hana stared at Bonita, who stared back for a few moments.

“All right, then. Let’s get you set up at a desk,” Bonita said, and led J’hana into a back room. “So, V’lok…can I call you V’lok?”

“Yes.”

“So, V’lok, when is your initiation ceremony?”

J’hana grimaced inwardly. “Ten o’clock tomorrow morning.” That was the deadline. If they didn’t get off-planet before then, they’d end up balder than a Bolian and brainwashed to boot.

“I bet you’re excited,” Bonita said, and sat J’hana down in front of a terminal.

“Thrilled,” said J’hana. “Now how do I log in?”

“We’ll just set up an account name and password for you,” Bonita said, leaning over J’hana’s shoulder and tapping on the terminal.

J’hana sniffed. “Your perfume is exquisite, Bonita.”

“Why, thank you.”

Stay on the mission, damn it, J’hana thought to herself. Bonita gave her an account name, “BlueGirl,” and a password, “jellybean.” J’hana comitted these to memory and set to work. “What are my orders?” she asked.

“Well, let’s start you off easy to guage your abilities.” Bonita set down a padd in front of J’hana. “This is an announcement that will go out to Krinokom Communications and all the major powers in the alpha quadrant. Can you summarize this passage into one eye-grabbing headline?”

J’hana studied the padd and nodded grimly. “I believe so. How about this: ‘Starshine Cult now a bona fide religion. Join now or be destroyed.’”

“Fantastic,” said Bonita. “I’ll just leave you to type that up. Let me know if you have any problems.”

Problems aplenty, J’hana thought to herself and began typing.



“This is fantastic,” Tilleran said, curling her toes as a well-muscled,bald Tellarite man massaged his way up her legs and across her naked back. “Ooh, twist it a bit there, Sammo. Just a little bit more to the left….oooh!”

“V’lok’or to Laverne.”

Tilleran grimaced and tapped the control on her massage table. “What is it, V’lok?”

“I have news. Are you alone?”

“No, not exactly.” Tilleran leaned up and grinned at her masseuse. “Sammo, can you take five?”

Sammo bowed. “As you wish, Miss Depesto.”

Tilleran swung her legs down and sat up, wrapping a towel around her waist. “What’s the big deal interrupting my massage?”

“Some of us are actually getting work done on this mission, ‘Laverne,’” J’hana said testily. “In fact, some of us are discovering the Starshine Kids are preparing for a full-scale invasion of the Federation.”

“Not another invasion. Klingon, Romulan, Dominion, Voran, Multek, Leeramar. When will it freaking stop?”

“I do not know. I do know that your skills are required if we are to stop this cult from taking over the Federation.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Use those famed scientific and telepathic skills of yours to figure out how to combat the Starshine brainwashing technique. That is why you were sent on this mission, is it not?”

“Not exactly. I was sent to try to break through to Ashley Donovan, not deprogram the whole blasted Starshine populace!”

“Well, the mission parameters have changed. We must find a way to convert the Starshine converts back to their original state, or we’ll all be Starshiners in a matter of weeks.”

“No pressure, or anything. Have you spoken to, uh, Clyde?”

“Negative. He has been spending the day with Sesil.”

“Maybe he can get to Sesil’s invasion plans.”

“That is a distinct possibility.”

Tilleran slid off her massage table. “I’ll talk to Conway. You see if you can find a way to get Bonita aboard the Festiva. If I can get her up on a lab table, maybe I can find a way to combat the brainwashing effects.”

“That will not be a problem,” J’hana said huskily. “However, I would remind you that a large number of the senior staff of the Explorer have been brainwashed by the Starshine Kids before. Is one more convert going to give us the key to defeating the brainwashing technique?”

“We can defeat it, at least one person at a time, or else Captain Baxter and the rest of us would still be starshiney. But what we need to do is find a way to combat the effects on a much wider scale.”

There was a pause. “According to these figures, the scale would be something on the order of five hundred thousand individuals.”

“Then we’d better get cracking,” Tilleran said.

“I look forward to it,” replied J’hana.



“WHAT DO YOU MEAN THERE’S A COMMUNICATIONS BLACKOUT, YOU STINKING, HORRID, FOUL P’TAK!” Dwanok bellowed in his science officer’s face. The officer flinched at Dwanok’s gagh-infested breath. Klingon science officers typically got little respect.

“I mean just that, your largeness,” he squeaked, cowering behind his console. “We cannot contact the Explorer, or any other vessel outside Sytarnan space.”

“That’s why we lost contact with the Festiva.” Standing next Dwanok, Counselor Kelly Peterman frowned. She was decked head-to-toe in the sexy black fatigues she’d worn when she’d gone paranoid with the rest of the Explorer crew and nearly killed her husband. She had a mek’leth tucked at one hip, and a disruptor at the other, all courtesy of Dwanok the Large.

“Yes, that’s why we lost contact with the Festiva!” Dwanok repeated. “What of it?”

“Well, maybe their mission is going according to plan. Maybe if we barge in screaming a battle cry, we’ll disrupt the mission.”

“THAT IS A DISTINCT POSSIBILITY!” screamed Dwanok, turning his gagh breath on Peterman.

Peterman stepped back a few paces. “Just thought I’d point that out.”

“You convinced me to go on this escapade, for Kahless’ sake. We’ll see it through!”

“And how will we do that? Just barge in on the Starshiners and demand they give us back Ashley Donovan and Conway’s team?”

“If that is what it takes!”

Peterman rubbed a hand over her face. What was she thinking? Why on Earth did she want to barge into Starshine-held space to find this girl Ashley Donovan? Just to find out if this woman who’d had sex with her husband six years ago still had feelings for him? Why? Why? WHY? “Maybe we should just turn back.”

“NEVER!” Dwanok said, and collapsed into his command chair, which sighed with his bulk. “You don’t seem to understand the way Klingons operate.”

“Apparently not,” Peterman admitted.

“We will attack the Starshine Kids at their heart.” Dwanok pointed to a blip on a map on the viewscreen. “Their primary recruitment facility. We will blow it all the way to Stovokor.”

“But what if J’hana and the others are in there?” Peterman demanded.

“Then they will have a one-way ticket to the place where warriors go to celebrate their deaths. Consider them lucky.”

Just then, Benzra ducked in through the IKC Devagh’s rear bridge door. “There’ssssssss sssssssome leftover targ’ssssss feet sssssstew belowdeckssssss if anyone wantsssssss any.”

“That sounds great, my spindly thorax queen,” Dwanok cooed. He shoved out of his chair. “Peterman, you have the bridge. Keep us cloaked and on course for Sytarnan Three. We’ll attack in three hours.”

Peterman sat down in the huge chair. Her arms barely reached the armrests. She felt like a small child.

“Forward view, Zantar,” she said to the navigator, and sighed as the screen turned to the familiar view of onrushing stars. What in the world was she doing?



“What in the world did she do?” Captain Andy Baxter railed, pacing the conference room with his hands behind his back.

“Apparently, your wife took off with the Klingons to go destroy our last, best, chance of getting Ashley Donovan back,” Captain Jad Vorezze said. He was seated at the front of the conference table, hands folded placidly.

Lt. Commander Richards leaned forward in his chair. “She had to have a good reason to do that.”

At the back of the room, Counselor Telvin cleared his throat. He was seated between Lucille Baxter and Commodore Velara, the contingent from the USS Pathfinder. “I’m afraid I can answer that.”

Baxter glared at Telvin. “Oh no.”

“I told her she needed both sides of the story. She can’t just trust you, Captain. If she is to have peace, she needs to talk to Ashley Donovan.”

Vorezze stood. “Why the hell did you do that you blasted Vulcan?”

Baxter lept at Telvin. “You fat, pointy-eared son of a bitch!”

“Captain, I detest violence!” Telvin cried and lept under the table.

Lt. Commanders Larkin and Richards were on their feet. They grabbed Baxter, each by an arm. Richards was really hanging on for show; Larkin was plenty enough to stop him.

“Violence will not solve the current situation, Captain,” Larkin said neutrally.

“Listen to her, Andy,” Richards said. “Peterman and Dwanok are already gone. Smashing Telvin’s face in won’t bring them back.”

“But it’ll sure feel good,” Baxter said, struggling against Larkin’s steel grip.

“Be that as it may,” Velara said, “we have a more pressing issue at hand. The sanctity of this mission, which I believe we all can agree must go on unencumbered.”

“That’s for sure,” said Vorezze.

“So how do we stop the Devagh?” asked Dr. Browning. “They’re probably nearly at Sytarnan Three by now.”

“We’ll have to send another ship after them,” said Baxter.

“The Banshee can be ready to leave in ten minutes,” Vorezze said quickly.

“That wasn’t what I was thinking,” Baxter said, and turned toward Vorezze. “You said me and my crew were the best- equipped to go up against the Starshine Kids, right?”

“I guess.”

“Then let us take care of this. We can send in the Escort. Granted, she can’t cloak. But she’s got SR shielding, which is nearly as good.”

“It’s risky,” Vorezze said, rubbing his chin.

“But the Escort is smaller than the Banshee. Less conspicuous. Besides, if this mission fails, we may need the Banshee to pull the whole lot of us out.”

Vorezze nodded. “Good point.”

“Well, then,” Baxter said, and turned to Larkin. “Commander, go get the Escort ready. We’ll leave in fifteen minutes.”

“Aye, sir,” Larkin said, and left.

“Am I to take it you plan on leading this mission?” Velara asked placidly.

“God damned right I do,” Baxter said. “That’s my crew, my wife, out there. It’s time I did something about it.”

“We’re coming with you,” Lucille Baxter piped up.

“Mom!” Baxter said. “Can’t I do anything by myself?”

“Not this thing,” Lucille said, and traded glances with Velara. “You’re looking at two-hundred and fifty years of experience between the two of us. Most of it is Velara’s, naturally. Don’t tell me that’s not good for something.”

“Besides that,” Velara said, “as your commanding officer, I order it. You will command the mission, but I insist I go along.”

“Fine,” Baxter said. “But nowhere does it say my mother has to come along. You stay with the Pathfinder.”

“But…” said Lucille.

“My ship, my mission, my choice!” Baxter said, and stormed out of the conference room.

“You two have issues,” Telvin said, ducking out from under the conference table.

“Get back under there!” Lucille growled.

“Well,” said Velara. “I suppose I will go pack. Come along, Telvin.”



“Nice bedroom,” Bonita said, surveying the bedroom at the rear of the V’lok’or/Depesto/Crabtree condo. “Very roomy. Do you and your two roomates, uh, spend a lot of time in here?”

“Sometimes,” said J’hana. “We like to experiment.”

“Really?” asked Bonita.

J’hana sat down on the bed. “I know we just came by for lunch, but I thought we might sit down and get to know one another better.” She patted the bed. “I like to know the women I work with.”

Bonita sat down beside J’hana. “How well do you like to know them?”

“This well!” J’hana lept on Bonita and stuffed her tongue in the blonde’s mouth. Betwen tongue-jabs, she reached inside her lapel and hit a tiny button. “J’hana to Festiva. Energize!”



Tilleran grimaced at the scene as J’hana and Bonita materialized on the Festiva’s transporter pad.

“You’ve really crossed a line this time, Jan.”

J’hana stood up and brushed off her sequined vest. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. This is all business.”

“Sure it is.”

J’hana helped a dazed Bonita up to her feet.

“Where am I?” Bonita asked.

“The land of Oz,” Tilleran said, and poked Bonita with a hypospray.

Bonita’s eyes rolled back into her head and she collapsed into J’hana’s waiting arms.

“There’s a girl,” J’hana grumbled, and shouldered Bonita out of the transporter bay.

Tilleran followed behind, hands clasped behind her back. “So, did you have a good time wooing Miss Montagnieu?”

“I would not call it wooing. I was just doing my job.”

“Sure you were.”

“You are such a hypocrite! What about that massage you were getting this afternoon!”

“I was polling the local populace.”

“You were being poled, is more like it,” J’hana muttered, and lugged Bonita into the Festiva’s tiny medical bay.

“Very funny. Lift her up onto the table.”

J’hana grunted and shoved Bonita up onto the medtable and Tilleran began scanning. “This may take a while.”

“What do you expect me to do in the meantime?”

“I know!” Tilleran said, brightening. “You can take us outside the communications barrier and try to get word out to the Explorer. They might be interested in knowing about the Federation’s imminent doom.”

“That wouldn’t be a bad idea,” J’hana agreed. “What about Commander Conway?”

“He can fend for himself for a while.”



“That lunch was absolutely scrumptious!” Sesil said, as he and Conway strolled down the skylit concourse atop the Shinola Building. Looking over the railing that bordered each of the forty floors, Conway caught a dizzying view of the lobby on the first floor.

“Yeah,” Conway said woozily. “Nice big, gloppy bowls of oatmeal.” He quickly turned to look out the massive skylight that topped off the Shinola Building. “Wow, it is a pretty day out.”

“Yes,” Sesil agreed, nodding. “A sunshiney day. Have you given much thought to your initiation ceremony. Would you like our band to play that… what did you call it…Pink Floyd song?”

“That would be great,” Conway said.

“Great, Mr. Crabtree. I know you’ll enjoy your initiation.”

Can’t be worse than a religion that forbids coffee, Conway thought wryly. “So, Sesil, what’s next for the Starshine Kids?” As if I already don’t know, Conway thought. He’d spoken to J’hana and Tilleran during a bathroom break at lunchtime.

“I’m thinking of expanding,” Sesil said, gesturing widely with his arms. “More territory, more followers…more everything!”

“You don’t say.”

“Oh, yes I do!” Sesil said, turning a bright gaze on Conway. “Doesn’t that sound simply wonderful!”

“It sounds like a plan,” Conway muttered. He quickly brightened his expression. “A shiny, dandy plan!”

“There we go,” Sesil said, and stopped to stare over the railing at the forty floors below he and Conway. “I’m glad you like my plan, Mr. Crabtree.”

“Well, I do so love my condo, and my robe. And I can’t wait to get my head shaved!”

“Indeed.” Sesil steepled his fingers. “But when, in all the rush, will you report back to your Starfleet superiors?”

“Pardon?” Conway asked. His stomach dropped the whole forty stories.

Sesil stepped forward to look the shorter man squarely in the eyes. “I know your game, Mr. Crabtree. Or should I say Commander Conway?”

“H-huh…?” Conway said, stumbling backwards. He turned around to see two huge Vulcans standing behind him, arms folded. “Oh, hi guys.”

“You think I’m stupid, Conway?” Sesil railed. “I never forget a face, even if it is framed in blonde hair and a handlebar moustache. Your makeup person sucks!”

Damn you, Browning!

Sesil looked over Conway’s shoulder at the two huge Vulcans. “Well, we’ll just let Spunk and Torso here take you to their workout chamber and pummel some answers out of you. Does that sound good?”

“No,” Conway admitted, then looked up at the skylight. Clouds must have rolled in to block the sun. No, it wasn’t clouds, it was…f***.

Sesil glanced up to see what Conway was looking at. “Oh…oh no. Run!”

The Vulcan cultleader bolted for the elevator, just as the Klingon battlecruiser Devagh unleashed a barrage of disruptor blasts at the Shinola Building.



Counselor Peterman stood behind Dwanok’s command chair and stared at the carnage as the Devagh laid waste to the Shinola building and the outlying buildings of the Starshine recruitment facility.

Dwanok laughed uproariously as the Devagh flew through smoke and flame, blasting away with its disruptors. “Take that, you Starshine dogs! Burn like the rancid sewage you are!”

“I think we’ve made our point!” Peterman said. “Perhaps we should get out of here while we still can!”

“Never!” Dwanok cried. “Not while one Starshiner here still lives!”

“Maybe sssssssshe’s right, cuddlekinsssss,” said Benzra. She was hovering beside a nervous-looking Klingon at tactical. “We don’t want to overssssssstay our welcome.”

“Sir!” cried the tactical officer. “Three starshine warships closing on us fast!”

“Well don’t just sit there!” ordered Dwanok. “Turn us around and attack them!”

Peterman got another growly feeling at the pit of her stomach. This just felt terribly wrong. Was she getting an ulcer, on top of everything else?

That would really be unfortunate.



Lt. Tilleran stepped out onto the tiny bridge of the Festiva to find J’hana in the command chair idly watching the viewscreen.

“Any luck?” she asked.

“Only time will tell,” J’hana said. “I sent the message on a coded, secure frequency. We’ll see.” She was still ticked at Tilleran about the fight they’d had earlier.

“Well, I found some interesting things out about Bonita,” said Tilleran.

“Like what.”

“She had a homing device.”

“I presume you destroyed it.”

“Yes, I did. But even so, I think it’s prudent that we change our direction before–”

BOOM!

Sparks erupted all over the Festiva bridge.

“Before THAT?” J’hana asked and lept for the helm. She pulled the Festiva into an intricate series of evasive maneuvers.

Tilleran sat down at tactical. “The cloak’s fried. I’m bringing up our shields.”

“Ready a full spread of multiphasic torpedoes and fire on my mark!” J’hana ordered and slammed the Festiva into full impulse. On the viewscreen, it darted in between the two attacking Starshine warships and blew past them.

“Multi-what?” asked Tilleran.

“It is good to know that one of us read up on the new technology on this vessel,” J’hana mumbled and steered the Festiva toward Sytarnan Two, a class-three gas giant.

Tilleran searched the tactical board, found multiphasic torpedoes, and fired. “There we go!” she cheered.

“Ariel,” J’hana said, ducking the Festiva into a maneuver around Sytarnan Two’s rings. “Did it ever occur to you that we’re probably at the wrong stations?”

“Wanna switch?”

“YES!”

“Fine by me!” Tilleran hopped out of her chair and slid by J’hana to fall into the front helm chair.

J’hana, for her part, hopped behind the L-shaped tactical console and began firing. “There now, that feels better!”

The tiny Festiva unleashed a furious barrage of multiphasic torpedoes at the Starhshine warships. The torpedoes phased right through the shields and hulls of the ships and blew up from the inside, gutting them like a couple freshly-cleaned gumvat beasts.

“Massive damage to the two ships,” Tilleran said, bucking the Festiva over a Sytarnan moon and shooting straight back for Sytarnan Three. “But we’re not doing too hot ourselves.” She ducked as a ceiling panel above her exploded and all sorts of ductwork spilled out.

“How bad?” J’hana asked, searing the two attacking Starshine vessels with high-powered, rapid-fire compression phasers.

“Bad enough that we have to crash!”

“Have you ever crashed a ship before?”

“Have you?”

“Point taken!” J’hana fired two more spreads of MP torpedoes at the two starshine ships, which finished them off in a spectacular explosion. “At least we’re not under attack anymore.”

Tilleran held on tight to the helm and struggled to lift up on Festiva’s nose as she drove the tiny ship through the Sytarnan Three atmosphere.

“Hold on, J’hana!” Tilleran cried.

“That’s odd,” J’hana said. “I’m picking up a Klingon ship! It’s the Devagh!”

“Try to contact them!”

“Comm’s busted!”

Tilleran punched at her controls. “They probably won’t even detect us, since we’re built to be camoflauged, and we’re crashing into the opposite side of the planet!”

“Oh well,” J’hana said. “At least I know Dwanok cares.” J’hana paused and studied her panel.

“How comforting.”

“Ariel, I know I’ve been mean to you, I know I still have feelings for Dwanok. But I want you to know…I still love you!”

“I…uh…love you too!”

“No you don’t. I heard you hesitate just now!”

“It’s because I’m trying to crash the ship. Give me a damn break!”

“SORRY!”



“Your mother is really mad at you,” said Telvin. He stood beside the command chair on the Escort’s tiny bridge; Commodore Velara stood patiently on the other side. “We had a bit of a talk before we left the Explorer. She only wants to help, you know.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Why the hell did you have to bring him along, Velara?”

“I promised our father that I would look after him,” Velara said solemnly.

“He must be so proud of his kids,” Baxter murmurred. “One’s a schmuck, the other a maniacal cult leader. Thank goodness he has you.”

“Suffice it to say, the holidays are unpleasant,” Velara admitted.

“What’s our ETA at the Sytarnan system, Larkin,” Baxter said, looking to his right to Larkin, who manned Science/Ops.

“One hour, four minutes.”

“Ford, crank it up to warp nine point nine,” Baxter said to Lt. Ford.

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, tapping in the proper controls at helm.

“New ETA, forty minutes,” Larkin announced.

“Better,” Baxter said, and leaned back in the command chair.

“It is nice to see this ship being used for something in Starfleet’s interests, for once,” Velara said primly.

Baxter glared at her. “You know, you nag a lot for a Vulcan.”

“It was simply an observation. One that Admiral McGrath made many times in his reports.”

“Admiral McGrath can shove his…”

“Sir,” Lt. Brian Gellar announced from tactical. “We’re picking up some preliminary scans on longrange.”

“What kind of scans?”

Larkin called up the data on her terminal. “Massive fleet build-up. Wreckage of one Starfleet Escort-class vessel, one Klingon Vor’cha-class battlecruiser. And also we have recieved a coded, secure message seemingly sent from the Festiva about fifteen minutes ago, presumably just before they crashed. Lieutenants Tilleran and J’hana report they have recovered Ashley Donovan, and that the Starshiners will be invading the Federation soon.”

“When it rains it pours. Nine point nine five, Mr. Ford,” Baxter said urgently, and worked deep grooves into the arms of his command chair with his fingers.

“Once more into the s***storm, yes, sir!”



“Nice landing,” Dwanok said to Peterman, as he, she, and Benzra lead the pack of Klingon officers who didn’t die in the Devagh crash down a rocky mountainside toward the Starshine complex, or what was left of it.

“That was my first time at helm,” Peterman said, and glanced back at the Devagh wreckage. “Counselors are not taught to be ace pilots. Ask any of them!”

Benzra struggled with an awkward stack of phaser rifles, tricorders, and medkits salvaged from the Devagh. “We mussssssst put as much disssssssstance between usssssss and the wreckage as posssssssible.”

“It certainly is an eyesore,” Dwanok said. “Sticking out of the mountain and all.”

“Well, at least some of us survived!” Peterman said.

“‘SOME’ being the operative word,” Dwanok muttered. “Half my crew died.”

“And went on to a glorious afterlife in Stovokor, am I right?” snapped Peterman. Damn, her black leotard was riding up. How did commandos stand it?

“You’ve got me there,” Dwanok said grudgingly.



J’hana stepped into the crushed, cock-eyed room that once was the medical bay. “Good news,” she said to Tilleran. “Our hull is made of sensor-reflective material, so the Starshine Kids may not detect our wreckage for some time. However, our allies will probably not detect us either.”

“Lovely,” Tilleran said, hunched over Bonita Montagnieu.

“How’s our patient?”

“Took a few bumps and bruises in the crash, but none the worse for wear.”

J’hana studied the blonde woman. “I mean, how is her mind?”

“Still brainwashed.”

“I see. Have you attempted to…penetrate her?”

“Yes. Jealous?”

“Extremely. But that is beside the point. Have you met with any success?”

Tilleran put her hands on her hips and sighed. “I wish I could say I have. Her mind seems to have been particularly ravaged. It’s as if they went in there looking for something particular.”

“They knew she was with Section 31,” J’hana said. “They were looking for the Federation’s most well-guarded secrets. Did they find them?

“Only time will tell,” Tilleran said.

“Is there anyway to override the programming done to her? Or is her brain too far gone?”

“I don’t know. Whatever remains of the real Ashley Donovan is deeply hidden under layers and layers of programming. They did a much more thorough job on her than on me, or Counselor Peterman, or the Captain.”

“We must get inside her mind, Ariel. The Federation depends on it.”

“You’re so sexy when you’re worried.”

“There is a time and place for that!”

“Right. Then how about you go make yourself useful and try to find the Devagh. I’m sure you’re worried about your boyfriend.”

J’hana sighed. “We do have an agreement about seeing other people, you know.”

“Hey, whatever tickles your antennae.”

“Indeed.”



At the bottom of a forty-story elevator shaft, in a cramped, dimly lit elevator with real faux marble walls, underneath two heavy, dead Vulcans, Sesil Abramowitz sighed.

“Is this how you pictured your life turning out, Commander Conway?”

Under Sesil, Conway grunted. He had at least three broken ribs, if the sharp stabbing pains in his side were any indication. “Not by far,” he rasped.

“At least Spunk and Torso broke our fall.”

“Yes, all that creatine made their bodies nice and malleable,” Conway said grimly. “How much air you figure we have?”

“At least an hour’s worth.”

“How long do you think it’ll take your minions to dig us out?”

“It depends.”

“On what?”

“On if they come back. Haven’t you noticed the screams and cries for help have died down out there? Either they all died, or they all left. Either way, we are, as you humans so colorfully put it, screwed.”

“Sesil,” Conway said, shifting his weight off of his sore left elbow, “I have a feeling you’re not such a bad guy after all.”

“Thank you for saying that, Commander, but you’re wrong. I am as rotten as they come. I didn’t try to be. I just wanted to bring a little joy into people’s lives.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Conway admitted.

“You can see how I went into this with the best of intentions.”

“Totally.”

“Everything just got all mixed up and perverted. Oh, Commander Conway, I wish I could just undo all this. Make things right again.”

Conway’s eyebrows perked up. “Sesil. You really mean it?”

“I’d just like a nice commune somewhere on Corsica. On a nice gonarr ranch. I’d love to try gonarr riding. I hear they’re lovely beasts.”

“Sesil, if we put our minds to it, we can put a stop to this Starshine business. You started it, you can finish it.”

“I’m afraid not. The Critics would just not understand. No, the simply would not allow it.”

“You think not?”

“It’s like when you sign on to do a job, they expect you to carry it through, right? Your superiors wouldn’t just let you quit Starfleet, would they?”

“Probably. We have people leave Starfleet all the time.”

“Really. Guess I got into the wrong profession!” And Sesil and Conway chuckled, until the dust got so thick in the elevator that they began choking violently.



The Escort streaked into the Sytarnan system and came out of warp. It swung around Sytarnan Three to come face to face with a fleet of five ugly-looking Starshine warships. Two were the bulky, half-Flarn-looking ones they’d come across in the Redlands, and the other three were the slimmer, more angular ships such as the starship Starshine. Even worse, red subspace vortexes spiralled open to either side of the ships, emitting swarms of small, arrow- shaped mini-ships about the size of a Defiant-class ship.

“Any sign they detect us?” Baxter asked, stepping toward the Escort’s tiny viewscreen.

“Negative,” Larkin said from ops/science. “However, I now detect a total of two hundred vessels, ranging in size. What do you suggest we do?”

“Scan for the remains of the Devagh and the Festiva.”

“Very well,” said Larkin. After a moment, she reported, “The Devagh impacted against a mountain in the northern hemisphere. The Festiva crashed in a valley on the southern hemisphere.”

“Donovan or Peterman,” Ford said. “Care to flip a coin, sir?”

Baxter seethed. “Don’t make me hit you, Ford.”

“He does address a peculiar problem,” Velara said. “The Festiva might hold the answers to what the Starshiners are planning and how to stop them. The Devagh surviors, on the other hand, include your wife.”

“Then the course is clear,” Baxter said, and sat back down in the command chair.



“See anything?” Conway asked, as Sesil stood on his shoulders, peering out the hatch atop the crashed elevator.

“Nothing but blackness, I’m afraid.”

“I’ll give you a boost, and you can climb out. Then help me out, okay?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Sesil said, and Conway thrust him upward.

Conway looked up at the hatch and waited plaintively. “All right, Sesil, stick your hand down.”

“Sorry, can’t do. I’ve got a Klingon invasion force to stop.”

“But, our talk….you said…”

“Lies, lies, lies, my dear old friend!”

Conway gritted his teeth as Sesil’s giggles vanished and the insane Vulcan shimmied his way up the elevator shaft.

“Vulcans don’t lie!” Conway snarled after him.

“Nutty ones do!” Sesil giggled, and he was gone.

Conway worked his jaw angrily, bunched up his fists, and screamed up out of the elevator shaft.

“SESSSSSSSILLLLLLLLL!!!!”



“We’ve got company!” growled Benzra.

Counselor Peterman shielded her eyes and looked up at the small dark blip on the horizon that bee-lined toward her and the Devagh survivors.

She put a pair of binoculars to her eyes and screeched with joy. “It’s the Escort! They came for us!”

“Your husband, no doubt,” Dwanok grumbled.

“I think it’ssssssss romantic,” said Benzra, as the Escort soared over them and dove down to hover just above their heads.

“You would,” Dwanok mumbled.

“Ahoy down there,” came Baxter’s voice over the loudspeakers. “Would you all care for a lift?”

“Don’t make me ask twice, honeybear!” Peterman cried out, and immediately felt herself begin to dematerialize.



Peterman, Benzra, and Dwanok, joined the others on the bridge.

Benzra in particular found the space quite cramped.

“How doessssss one maneuver in a ssssspace so sssssmall?”

“We get by,” Baxter said, and pulled Peterman into his lap. “Mr. Ford, head us toward the Festiva.”

“Aye, sir,” said Ford.

“You came after me,” Peterman said, smooching Baxter on the neck. “What made you think I needed your help?”

“The fact that you went off half-cocked with this chubby Klingon and his pals just because your therapist told you so. Isn’t that reason enough?”

“I suppose.”

“CHUBBY?”

“Uh-oh.”



“J’hana to Tilleran. I just got word. The Escort is on her way to pick us up.”

“Perfect timing,” said Tilleran, as she looked approvingly over the inert Ashley Donovan. “I just began a neurosynaptic induction sequence that I think might have favorable results in our patient.”

“I knew you would come up with something. I’ll prepare a–” J’hana said, then trailed off.

“Jan?” Tilleran asked meekly. Suddenly she looked down and saw reddish-pink energies envelop Ashley Donovan. She felt a tingle that signaled transport. But it wasn’t the familiar Starfleet tingle. This tingle was much much more sinister!



“Damn it, no!” Baxter shot out of his chair so quickly Peterman fell off his lap and slammed her butt on the hard Escort deck. “Larkin, track that transport!”

“Everyone was beamed up to a vessel in orbit. It is Sesil’s flagship. The Starshine.”

“Go after them!”

“Captain Baxter,” Velara said tersely cutting in between Baxter and the viewscreen as Ford sent the Escort dizzily tumbling up through the Sytarnan atmosphere. “Do you realize that vessel outguns even the Explorer. It will make mincemeat of us!”

“Not necessarily. You forget, a volatile Andorian and resourceful Betazoid are on board that vessel,” Baxter said.

“Will that be enough to turn the tide of war to our favor?” asked Velara.

“Do not question it! J’hana is a warrior incarnate!” growled Dwanok.

“Forget I asked,” Velara said, raising an eyebrow.

“It’s forgotten,” Baxter said. “Mr. Gellar, ready on weapons; Larkin, do whatever you can to find a way to get through and beam our people back here.”

“I have come to the realization that I prefer being in an office to field duty,” Velara said quietly as the Escort roared out of the Sytarnan atmosphere.



After extricating himself from the elevator shaft and hobbling through the emptied corridors of the Shinola Building for several minutes, Commander Conway deduced he was totally alone.

He’d used his hidden communicator to call J’hana and Tilleran, to no avail. Apparently, it was destroyed in the elevator crash.

So Conway did the next logical thing. He dug himself out of the rubble of the ruined building and ran down the street in search of help.

Just then, a shadow soared over his head and he looked up. Savior! It was the Escort!

“Down here!” he cried, waving his hands, wishing for a working communicator. “Down here!”

The Escort darted away and zipped up through the slowly dimming atmosphere.

“Don’t leave me!” Conway cried. “Somebody, anybody!”



“The fleet’s getting underway,” Gellar reported.

“Heading?” Velara asked, leaning over the tactical panel.

Baxter stared at the viewscreen. “Sector 001.”

“Is he right?” Peterman asked, looking to Gellar.

Gellar nodded dumbly. “Uh, yes, sir. How did you know?”

“It just figures.” Baxter moved to the command chair but found Peterman there. “Honey…can I get there?”

“Negative. You’re the one that got out so fast.”

“Fine. See if I care.” Baxter patted Ford on the back. “Follow that fleet, Ford.”

“What, we’re going to fight them off with just the Escort?”

“No,” said Baxter. “We’re going to trail them and wait for something fortuitous to happen. Maybe the Directors will pop up and destroy the fleet, like the Prophets did when that Dominion fleet tried to come through the Bajoran wormhole.”

“Keep dreaming,” Peterman sighed, and stared at the Starshine ships on the viewscreen.

“We have to stop them somehow,” said Baxter. “And just hope to high heavens that J’hana and Tilleran are working just such a plan. And where the hell is Conway, anyway?”



Sesil paced the oval arc of the Starshine’s bridge. “So, Laverne, or should I call you Lt. Tilleran?”

“Call me whatever you want,” Tilleran said easily, standing next to J’hana at the front of the bridge.

“And V’lok’or, or shall I call you J’hana?”

“You really think you’re intimidating us?” J’hana said. “Please. Tilleran and I have had sex more strenuous than this.”

Sesil stopped pacing. “The two of you…had sex…with each other?”

“That’s usually how it works,” Tilleran said.

Sesil rose an eyebrow. “This is interesting.”

“It’s been done before,” Tilleran said. “No big whup.”

“Not to distract you, greatness,” said a spindly Yridian, one of Sesil’s attendants. “But we have the matter of the Federation invasion to tend to.”

“In time,” Sesil said, and eyed Tilleran and J’hana lustily. “What would the two of you say to a good old fashioned romp in an antigrav chamber with yours truly?”

“I’d rather remove my own intestines,” J’hana spat, and suddenly flashed back to her high school graduation party. What a great night.



Sesil blinked. “Can I at least watch you two kiss?”

“Nope,” Tilleran said.

“Damn. Well, you’ll both change your tune soon enough. You, Tilleran, are familiar with the process. You’ll find we’ve refined it.”

“I saw a bit of your handiwork.”

“Ah, yes. Young Miss Donovan. She is at present recovering in our Sickbay.”

Tilleran smiled. “I also got the chance to see into her mind.”

Sesil’s smile wavered. “Good for you.”

“I saw what you were trying to hide.”

J’hana looked at Tilleran. “Pardon?”

“All along, we thought the Starshine Kids had so thoroughly delved through Commander Donovan’s neural pathways in order to get at Section 31 information. But that didn’t make any sense. Their weaponry is easily on a level with anything Starfleet or Section 31 has. So why would they be rooting around so much more deeply in Donovan’s brain than one of their normal victims?”

Sesil frowned. “You mind-reading bitch.”

“Donovan knew something that was very helpful to the Starshine Kids. She knew of a new way to convert people over to their way of thinking. A way that could be unleashed instantly on a mass populace. And that knowledge is why she went aboard the Secondprize in the first place!”

“It’s such a small world!” Sesil exclaimed. “Imagine the irony. Your current captain, on his former ship, had sex with a woman who was sent to the Secondprize by Section 31 to investigate several issues. Among those issues was a device created by one Dr. Tulson. A device capable of unleashing mind-altering waves of energy on an entire planet’s population. Now, six years later, we’ve harvested that knowledge from Miss Donovan and will use it on Earth itself, to make the whole blasted place Starshiney beyond all cure!” Sesil’s eyes were wide with glee as he told this to Tilleran and J’hana.

“One problem,” said Tilleran.

“And what would that be?” Sesil demanded, moving to inches from Tilleran’s face. The Betazoid didn’t flinch.

“Have you done a neural scan on Miss Donovan?”

“Not yet. Why bother. What could you possibly have done to–”

Tilleran smiled. “I wonder.”

Sesil reached over to a nearby panel and stabbed a control. “Sesil to Sickbay. Doctor Friesz, please check on our patient.”

“Which one?”

“The Donovan woman!”

“Right away, sir.”

Sesil tapped his foot angrily. “You think you’re hot stuff, don’t you, Betazoid?”

“She is hot stuff,” J’hana said, grinning.

“Sesil, this is Friesz,” piped the comm system. “We can’t find any trace of Miss Donovan.”

“Well, what do you know,” Tilleran said. “Looks like my neural induction sequence worked.”

Sesil’s eyes darted around madly.

Tilleran grinned. “But what harm could she do, Sesil, really? She’s just a highly-trained member of one of the most secret, shadowy organization in the whole alpha quadrant. She’s been trained to walk in between the raindrops. To be invisible. What harm could she possibly do running amok on your ship?”

Sesil’s lower lip trembled. Finally, he stabbed the comm button again. “Sesil to security! Intruder alert! It is the Donovan woman. GET HER!”

J’hana smiled at Tilleran. “Nicely done, Ariel.”

“Why thanks, Jan.”

Sesil rubbed his hands together and looked from J’hana to Tilleran hungrily. “Well, we have a wait ahead of us. My people are tracking down your little friend Ashley, and it’ll be at least another four hours before we reach Earth. What’s say we retire to my quarters for a little…recreation.”

J’hana and Tilleran exchanged nervous glances.

He wants us, Tilleran thought at J’hana.

No kidding, J’hana replied mentally. What do we do?

Well, if he’s with us, that means he’s not helping with the search. That might give Ashley the chance she needs to overtake the ship.

But where does that leave us?

Humping a Vulcan cult leader.

Anything for the Fleet, Ariel!

Tilleran sighed. “Okay, Sesil. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Sesil squealed like a giddy schoolgirl. “Oh, shiney day!”



Lt. Commander Richards sat at the edge of the command chair on USS Explorer’s bridge and tapped his fingers on the chairarm.

“When are we supposed to hear from Vorezze?” asked Dr. Browning from beside him.

“Any minute now.”

Suddenly, Vorezze transported directly in front of Richards with a flicker of blue transporter particles.

“Ah, there you are!” Vorezze said.

Richards scrambled backwards in the command chair. “Don’t scare me like that! Captain Baxter may have tolerated it, but I won’t!”

“Listen,” Vorezze said, “I’ve talked to my superiors. The communication from J’hana and Tilleran seems to be on the level. Starfleet listening posts have already detected a large-ish Starshine fleet headed for Earth.”

“Starfleet doesn’t stand a chance against them,” Browning said softly.

“Maybe not,” Vorezze said, and smiled. “But Section 31 does. My orders are to gather a fleet of Section 31 ships and intercept the Starshine Kids before they can attack Earth.”

“Section 31 has a fleet?” Richards asked, and scratched his head.

“You bet your ass they do,” Vorezze said. “Now listen, I know your Captain and friends are mixed up in this, but the Explorer and Pathfinder are not to get in the fighting. This is now strictly a Section 31 matter. We’re professionals and we’ve been in this situation before. Let us handle it.”

“You guys sure do get in a lot of big firefights for a group bent on keeping a low profile,” Browning observed.

“Yes, well, it’s a constant battle to stay out of the headlines. Now, you and Captain…Lucille…Baxter…are to hold position until you hear otherwise from me or Starfleet. Is that understood?”

Richards nodded. “Perfectly.”

“Very well,” Vorezze said. “Wish us luck.”

“Luck,” Richards muttered, and Vorezze disappeared in a wisp of blue.

“The Banshee just decloaked and entered warp,” Ensign Sefelt noted from ops. “And we’re safe right here.”

“Not for long,” Richards said. “Sefelt, I want you to get all nonessential personnel into the saucer section and prepare to initiate the separation sequence. We’re going after that fleet.”

“But, Chris,” Ensign Madera said, turning in her chair at helm. “Our orders…”

“Are not about to be followed,” Browning said, cutting her off. “You should know better than that by now.”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Madera snapped.

“Ladies, ladies,” Richards said, moving to stand between Browning and Madera, who were now both standing. “I know you both want a piece but I can only give so much.”

“For Pete’s sake,” Browning mumbled.

“Janice, I know you won’t like this, but you’re going to stay here with the saucer where it’s safe…”

“I’m not arguing with you,” Browning said. “I’ve got a son to look after, you know.”

Richards sighed. “I know. Madera, Sefelt, you two are with me. Janice, get a crew up here to man the bridge and find a safe place to hide out.”

Browning held Richards’s gaze for a moment. “I will.”

“And, if we don’t come back for any reason…”

“Ahem!”

Browning smiled. “Christopher, your girlfriend’s waiting by the turbolift.”

“Right.” And Richards dashed for the turbolift.



Lt. Hartley and Mr. Mirk rushed onto the battle bridge, just as Richards was about to order the saucer sep sequence.

“You called?” Hartley asked, leaning over the bridge railing.

Richards turned in the command chair to face him. “Lt. Hartley, you take tactical.”

“I’m honored, but I’m not really a tactical officer.”

“You’re the last person who handled tactical from the battle bridge, if I remember right.”

“You remember right,” Hartley said, and went to work at the tactical panel, which was embedded directly into the railing that surrounded Richards’s lone command chair.

“What’s my duty here, other than to look cute?” Mirk asked, straightening his long, white reverend’s jacket.

“We’re either blowing away your competition, or being blown away by them,” Richards said. “I thought you’d like to see it, either way.”

Mirk smiled uneasily. “No kidding.”

Richards turned in his chair to face the viewscreen. “Ensign Sefelt, begin saucer sep sequence. Mark!”

Hartley checked tactical. “We’re being hailed by the Pathfinder. Apparently, Lucille is ready to join us.”

Richards smiled. “I thought she would be. That’s her booty-butt we’re going after, after all.”

Hartley re-checked the panel. “And, scary enough, she actually refers to him as ‘booty-butt’ in the message.”

“Somehow I thought she might.” Richards watched on the viewscreen as the saucer drifted slowly away from the docking latches that connected it to the “neck” of the Explorer. “Tell ‘Lucille’ to follow us,” Richards said, once the separation was completed. “Ensign Madera, set course to intercept that fleet, maximum warp.”

“Course laid in.”

“Execute.”

Madera turned in her chair. “In point of fact, Captain Baxter usually says ‘engage.’”

“Just go, damn it!”

“Right, right.”



Captain Baxter paced the overcrowded bridge of the Escort, squeezing by Peterman and weaving around Benzra. “Any activity from the fleet?”

“Negative,” said Larkin. “The only update I have for you is that Captain Dwanok’s elbow has been firmly planted in my side for the last three and a half hours and has begun to cause a disruption in my third nanocordical subprocessor.”

“That is a problem,” Baxter said. “Can we get any of these people belowdecks?”

“Heck no,” Gellar said from tactical. “It’s even more crowded down there.”

“Then you’ll just have to make do, Larkin,” Baxter said.

“Captain!” Larkin suddenly called out.

“I said you’ll just have to make do!”

“It is not that, sir!” Larkin said. “I just noticed a surge in activity from the starship Starshine.”

“What kind of activity?”

“A long list, Captain,” Larkin said. “From failure to the isodyne relays in the warp core, to a total short-out in the shield composite network. They are falling out of formation and coming to a dead stop.”

“Intercept them!” Baxter ordered.

“The fleet isn’t turning around,” Gellar said.

“The Starshine is where Ashley, J’hana, and Tilleran are. We have to get them before we do anything else.”

“Incidentally,” said Velara, “Sesil is over there too.”

“Good point. Get us in transporter range and bring all four of them aboard!”

“No good, sir,” said Gellar. “There’s just too much radiation from the overload in the isodyne relays.”

“Can we beam a team over there?”

“Sure. But we may not be able to get them back until that radiation’s cleared out.”

“Fair enough,” Baxter said. “Then let’s go.” He looked around at the crowd on the bridge, who all headed for the exit door. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, Nellie! We can’t all go. Someone has to man the conn!”

Larkin nodded. “I volunteer, sir, since I have no personal stake in this matter, nor do I have any emotions at all.”

“Good thing too,” Baxter said, patting Larkin on the back. “You and Ford stay here. The rest of you,” he sighed, “including my wife, her therapist, the Flarn, and the lovesick Klingon, are with me.”

This was probably the strangest away team of all time.



Tilleran squinted her eyes in the darkness. “Did you feel something?”

“Like the jolt of coming out of warp,” J’hana replied.

“That was me,” Sesil said giddily from under the covers.

Tilleran ignored him. “Combined with the fizzle of total shield failure,” she said. “I’d recognize that anywhere.”

Sesil stuck his head out from under the covers. “What are you two talking about? Don’t you ever talk about anything besides work?”

“Seldom,” J’hana said.

“Well come on back under the covers! It’s not every day I get to play ‘campout’ with a couple of beautiful women!”

“He does have a point,” said J’hana.



Baxter and the others raced down the corridor, taking potshots at passing Starshine Kids with their phasers. The sheer factor of surprise overwhelmed the Starshiners.

“Did anyone bring a tricorder?” Baxter asked, blasting a bald Leeramar.

“I did,” said Gellar, shouldering his way to the front of the group. “Who am I searching for? Andorian? Betazoid? Delicious blonde?”

Peterman bopped Gellar on the head with the dull side of her mek’leth.

“Sorry,” Gellar said sheepishly. “Well?”

Baxter thought a moment. “All of the above.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I don’t think the tricorder can be programmed for ‘delicious blonde,’” Peterman muttered.

“I’m sure he’ll just look for a human. I don’t see many human Starshine Kids. Maybe it’s just because we’re generally less susceptible to suggestion.”

Velara, Telvin, Benzra, and Dwanok all laughed heartily.

“Hardly, Captain,” Dwanok said. “It is because humans are inferior warriors!”

“Whatever the reason,” Gellar said, “I’ve found only one female human signature. In the engine room, two decks down. The Betazoid and Andorian signature are both in a cabin three decks up with a Vulcan.”

“That would be my brother,” Velara said darkly. “Telvin, Dwanok, and I will go after him. The rest of you, find the delicious blonde.”

“Right,” Gellar grinned, and Peterman bopped him again.



When Baxter and the others reached the engine room, they found Ashley Donovan frantically working at the master controls, shoving aside unconscious Starshiners as she did so.

Baxter cleared his throat. “Ahem. Ashley?”

Ashley turned around. “Oh, hi, Andy.” She turned back to her panel. “Can you help me with…” She looked up again. “Andy!”

Peterman rubbed her eyes. “Let’s get this overwith.”

Ashley raced to hug Baxter, and enveloped him in a wet sloppy kiss. “It is you! It is really you! I’m sorry, my brain’s still a bit befuddled from all the brainwashing, but I’d recognize you anywhere. And nice goatee, by the way!”

Baxter shurnk away from Ashley, held up his hands. “Ashley, whoa there. I’m married.” He held up his ring finger to illustrate.

“Oh,” Ashley said. “And what little dominatrix finally stepped in to rule over you?”

“Ahem,” Peterman said, and stepped forward, feeling embarassed to be wearing her tight commando outfit. “Kelly Peterman, Ship’s Counselor, USS Explorer.”

“How sweet, you married your therapist,” Ashley said, and grinned. “That somehow seems fitting.”

“Yes, well, be that as it may, we have a serious situation on our hands. A fleet of Starshine ships is heading toward Earth. We have to cut them off.”

“The situation is worse than you think.”

“How ssssssssssssso?” asked Benzra.

“Wow, you do have a diverse crew,” Ashley said, then blinked. “Oh, right. Well, to make a long story short, the Starshine Kids plan on using a variation on Dr. Robert Tulson’s brain-altering device to convert entire planets over to the Starshine way instantly. Their first stop, obviously, is Earth.”

“Where is this device?” Peterman asked.

“I’ve searched a bit, and can pretty safely conclude it’s not on this ship,” said Ashley. “And what’s worse, I fragged the engines good, so we can’t even use this ship to go after the fleet.”

“We have a ship,” Baxter said. “But not one that’s capable of taking on a whole fleet of Starshine ships.”

“Then the whole of Earth, and the rest of the Federation as we know it, is gone,” Ashley said.

“Larkin to Baxter. Sir, the Explorer and Pathfinder just arrived and asked if they can render assistance?”

“Aw, Mom,” Baxter said sheepishly.

“They sure can render assistance,” Peterman said. She nudged Baxter. Ashley grinned.

“Oh, right,” Baxter said. “Yes, tell them to cut off the fleet heading for Earth immediately. They need to find a ship that’s got a mind-altering device and they have to destroy it! It’s the only hope Earth has!”

“And what shall I do in the meantime?” asked the android.

“Dock with this ship and prepare to receive some visitors.”

“More, sir?”

Baxter sighed. “Yep. Make room. Beam out my couchbed, if necessary.”

“That will be a tremendous help, Captain.”

Peterman shook her head. “She really is getting good at sarcasm.”



“Just like that, we have to blow up the ship that has the mind ray,” Richards said to Larkin, who waited patiently for his response on the viewscreen. “Like it’s so simple!”

“Those are your orders, father. Shall I call Captain Baxter for confirmation?”

Richards shook his head. “Don’t bother. We’ll do it. Don’t bet on us succeeding, though.”

“I will not.”

“Uh, good. Explorer out.”



When Commodore Velara lifted the sheet in Sesil’s private cabin, she was greeted with a sight too grotesque and bizarre to put into words. Suffice it to say, Lieutenants J’hana and Tilleran, both naked, were tangled up with her brother Sesil in a most disturbing fashion.

“I do not know what to say,” Velara said quietly.

“Say you’ll join us!” Sesil cried out. Velara cringed. Her emotional control was about to go out the nearest airlock.

“Tilleran, J’hana, explain,” Velara said.

“He made us do it!” Tilleran said.

“We did it for the fleet!” J’hana said, then repeated, “we just did it for the fleet!”

“You both will be promoted for this,” Velara concluded dimly. She turned to Sesil. “Brother, extricate yourself from those officers immediately.”

Sesil winced and twisted around. “That will take a moment.”

Velara glowered. “Proceed.”

“Nice to see you again,” Telvin said meekly, waving at Sesil.

“You too!” Sesil said, wriggling his elbow out from behind Tilleran’s knee. “Would you like to join in?”

“Oh, no thanks.”

Dwanok hovered behind Velara and Telvin. He looked at J’hana and let out a loud belly laugh.

J’hana grimaced as she slid out from under the loop created by Tilleran and Sesil’s intertwined arms. “Something amuses you, large one?”

“It’s just…just…” Dwanok chortled. “This reminds me so much of our trip to Praxis!”

“Indeed,” J’hana said, and joined Dwanok laughing.

“Even I will need therapy after this,” Velara sighed.

“And it’ll be on the house,” Telvin said merrily.

Velara grabbed Sesil by the arm and lifted him up to standing. “You disgust me, Sesil.”

“I know,” Sesil said sheepishly.

“You have reduced our entire family to a shambles. You are an utter, total, embarassment. I have not said a word about you to father. He still thinks you are a real estate salesman.”

“Probably for the best!” Sesil admitted. Then he heard voices in the hallway. “Ah, the cavalry come to save me.”

Starshine Kids busted in through the door to Sesil’s cabin. Dwanok immediately launched himself at them, pummeling them with bare fists. They didn’t have the time to raise their weapons.

Velara shoved her phaser against Sesil’s forehead. “Enough! All of you, please lay down on the floor or I will kill your leader.”

Sesil grinned. “Thanks for saying ‘please.’”

“Think nothing of it.”



“Entering Terran system, right on the tail of the Starshine fleet,” Madera announced.

“Hartley, start searching for a brain-altering beam. Instruct Pathfinder to do the same.”

“That’ll be easy,” Hartley said. “We came across a few of them on our trip into the happy alternate universe.”

Richards nodded. “Who knew we’d ever be thankful for that trip?”

“You’ve got me,” Mirk admitted, hovering over Hartley’s shoulder as she searched.

“The Starshine ships are all descending on Earth,” Madera said. “The starships Salerno and Veracruz are closing in on them, along with a few small fighters.”

“They don’t stand a chance!” Hartley exclaimed.

“But they might distract the Starshine vessels long enough for us to find what we want,” Richards said. “Madera, take us into the center of the fleet.”

“Madera? Excuse me?”

“Susan, pretty f***ing please, take us into the center of that fleet!”

Madera did as she was told, and the Explorer stardrive and Pathfinder both dived into the cloud of tiny Starshine fighers and larger vessels, weaving around as those ships opened fire.

Richards held fast to the command chair as the Explorer rocked. “Come on, come on, Hartley!”

Hartley tapped her console, passing one after another multispectral scan of the surrounding vessels. “I’m trying. It’s like finding a needle in a haystack!”

“Well dig deeper!” Richards cried as blasts rocked the Explorer.

“Chris,” Mirk said, circling around to join Richards at the center of the battle bridge. “We have to account for the possibility that we won’t find the right–”

“FOUND IT!” Hartley exclaimed.

“Lock quantum torpedoes and fire!” Richards shouted. “Concentrate your fire on wherever that beam is located!”

“Yes, sir!” Hartley tapped away, then shrieked. “F***!”

“What?”

“There are five more ships that have the same freaking beam!”

Richards sighed at the center seat, in the darkened bridge. “Then we’ll have to fight them all.”

“We’ll be blown to bits!” Mirk protested, as the ship rocked.

“You think I don’t know that?”



Velara met Baxter at the Starshine Ship’s airlock, with Sesil in tow.

“I for one am ready to leave,” said Velara.

Baxter looked around and did a quick headcount. “Do we have everyone?”

“Affirmative,” Velara said. Sesil was wrapped in a robe. J’hana and Tilleran were still tugging on their off-duty uniforms.

“You think you’ve won, don’t you, Baxter” Sesil sneered, as Velara shoved him in the airlock. “Well, think again. My ships are converting Earth’s population to loyal Starshiners as we speak.”

“Not if my mom and my Chief Engineer have anything to say about it,” Baxter snapped.

“You’ve made quite a niche for yourself in Starfleet, haven’t you?” Ashley asked, as the group squeezed through into the Escort corridor.

“Yep,” Baxter said. “Now everyone squeeze in tight so we can get the airlock shut.”

Crammed in the Escort corridor, the group held their collective breaths and sucked in their collective guts as the airlock wheezed shut.

Baxter tapped his comm badge. “All aboard, Larkin. Take us to Earth, lickity split!”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Some big ship you’ve got here,” Ashley marveled, shoving Benzra’s multijointed elbow out of her face.

“This is just my companion ship,” Baxter said. “Wait till you see my big one!”

“She already has,” Peterman muttered, and pressed on down the corridor.

“Strike one up for the counselor!” Gellar cheered. No one else did.



“We’re up s*** creek!” Hartley cried, gripping tactical. “The shields are gone, ablative armor is losing integrity, and we’ve only knocked out two of five mind beams!”

“And what’s the good news,” Richards asked, coughing in the smoke-bathed battle bridge.

“Apparently, the pottery class on Deck 30 has not been canceled!”

“There’s the bright spot I was looking for!”

Mirk rushed up to the tactical railing, studied the damage reports coming in from all over the ship. He looked up at Hartley, who was tapping madly at weapons, blasting left and right at Starshine ships. “Megan, I’ve got to tell you something!”

“I’m sort of busy right now, Mirk!”

“This can’t wait!” Mirk said. “Listen, Megan, we’re all going to die here, right? This is a dead-end situation. We’re in the midst of a huge fleet of enemy ships and on the brink of blowing up. I have to tell you this now or never!”

“Make it quick!” Richards cried, as sparks poured out of a busted console to his right.

Mirk drew up his breath and shouted: “Megan, I love you!”

Hartley wrinkled her nose and looked at Mirk. “Really?”

“Really!” Mirk pulled Hartley toward him and kissed her, long and hard.

Richards smiled. “Well. It’s about time.”

Mirk and Hartley kept kissing, wrapped in each other’s arms.

And then Mirk began to glow.

And then the Explorer was hit by an antiproton blast from a Starshine ship, and its port nacelle was blown clean off, and another blast blew a hole in the engine section. Another hit the impulse engine and sent the stardrive listing away toward the Mars-Earth asteroid belt. The Starshine ships left it for dead and continued on toward Earth.



Escort sailed into the Terran system; Ford brought it out of warp just before hitting Earth, a maneuver he’d bragged about extensively and only now got the chance to put into practice.

“Scans,” Baxter ordered, tiptoeing to see the viewscreen over Benzra and Dwanok’s bulk. The bridge was now so crowded he couldn’t move in any direction. If anyone had to use the bathroom, there would be trouble.

Larkin checked her panel. “The Explorer stardrive is listing near the Mars-Earth asteroid belt. She took extensive hull damage and lost a warp nacelle. Life support probably will not hold out long. The Pathfinder, likewise, is dead in space near Earth’s moon.”

“And the fleet?” Velara asked urgently.

Larkin checked. “Aimed right at Earth. I am picking up debris from at least two other starships.”

“So much for the Terran Planetary Guard,” Baxter muttered. “Take us to those ships. Open a wide-band channel. Tell them we have Sesil and we’ll give them a choice of having J’hana or Dwanok gut him slowly if they don’t stop their attack.”

“They won’t listen!” Sesil said. “They’ll carry out this mission even if it does mean my death. That’s how determined my people are to populate this quadrant with believers!”

“If I could find you in this damned crowd, I’d strangle you, you Vulcan piece of s***!” Baxter cried.

“You tell him, Andy,” said a voice from the crowd, probably Peterman.

“I am picking up energy buildups from three Starshine ships,” Larkin said. “It appears they are activating the brainwave device.”

“Dr. Tulson would be proud,” Ashley muttered from somewhere in the crowd.

“And I never even inventoried it,” Baxter said. “Wait. Ashley. You weren’t just on the Secondprize looking for run of the mill Romulan spies. You were sent to find out how Tulson’s beam worked!”

“And I succeeded, didn’t I?”

“Yeah. You lied to me.”

“Sorry.”

Baxter shook his head. “I can’t believe it.”

“Now you know how I feel.” That was definitely Peterman.

“Fine f***ing time to gloat, Kelly!”

“Hey, no time like the present!”

“If anyone is interested,” Larkin announced, “a large fleet has just entered this system.”

“Who now, the Multeks?” asked Baxter irritably.

“Negative,” Larkin said. “The fleet is made up of Starfleet vessels. Prometheus, Akira, and Steamrunner-class. Some I cannot even identify.”

“Who’s leading the fleet?”

“The Banshee, sir.”

“Vorezze!” Baxter cried. “Put me through to him, now!”

“Aye, sir.” Larkin plunked a control.

“Captain Vorezze, this is Baxter. Three of those Starshine ships have brainwave devices. Concentrate your firepower on them!”

“And who told you this?” replied Vorrezze’s skeptical voice.

“Ashley Donovan!”

“You rescued her?”

“Damn right.”

“Bitchin’! Wait. She told you about her mission to find the brainwave device?”

“Afraid so.”

“Providence be damned. We’re all getting fired.”

“Not if Starfleet is eradicated,” Baxter said testily. “Destroy those f***ing ships, Vorezze!”

“Right away, your highness.”

Suddenly, Baxter heard the unmistakable sound of the bridge doors opening and closing.

“Who just left?” he asked, looking among the mass of people and counting heads. He got a lot of “not me’s” in response.

“Sesil!” Velara called. “God damn it!”

“Well,” said Baxter. “Vulcans can curse after all.”

“We must find him!” Velara shouted.

“No crap. Larkin, you have the bridge.” Baxter squeezed past Benzra and Dwanok, shoved Telvin aside, brushed past Peterman, ducked around Gellar, J’hana, and Tilleran, and side- stepped Ashley Donovan to join Velara at the bridge exit. “Don’t go anywhere, you guys. We’ll be right back.”

“Anyone know any good jokes?” Telvin asked meekly. Someone jabbed him in the stomach and he quickly shut up.



Baxter and Velara raced down the corridor, sidling past Escort crew and refugees from the crashed Devagh.

“Any idea where he is?” asked Baxter.

“Straight ahead and down one deck.”

“Transporter bay,” said Baxter. “That makes sense. Excuse me, pardon me. Make a hole! Captain coming through!” Baxter considered what Velara had just said. “Mind telling me how you’re so darned sure of where he is?”

“He is my brother. We are in…contact. Unfortunately.”

“I hope you didn’t experience any of what happened with J’hana and Tilleran.”

“Luckily not.” Velara followed Baxter down the companion ladder to the lower deck and they ran for the transporter room, where they found Sesil pounding on the console.

“Work, damn it, work!” he cried.

“It would help if our shields were down,” Baxter said helpfully, leveling his handphaser at Sesil. “Now back away from the controls.”

“No! No, I’m going to join my bretheren in the conquest of Earth! It shall be done!”

“It shall not!” Velara said. “A fleet from Section 31 is currently making mincemeat of your fleet. Earth has been saved. We can use the brainwave technique to convert all of your followers back to normal. Your fifteen minutes of fame are over, brother!”

“NOOOOOOOO!” Sesil shrieked, covering his ears. “You LIE!”

“Can I shoot him now, Commodore?” Baxter asked.

“I will take care of him,” Velara said, and pushed up her shirtsleeves.

Sesil cowered behind the transporter cosole. “No…no…”

“Take it like man, brother!” Velara said. She picked Sesil up by the collar and shoved him against the bulkhead. She hit him with a one-two punch to the stomach, sweep-kicked his feet out from under him, and dove on him, smashing an elbow right into his head.

Baxter winced. “Ouch.”

“Get up, twisted man,” Velara said. Sesil staggered to his feet, and Velara round-housed him right to the face. One broken jaw, coming right up.

She twisted his arm behind him and slammed his face into the bulkhead. Broken face. She twisted some more. Broken arm.

She slammed his head repeatedly into the bulkhead until it left a bloody spot, then let Sesil fall limp to the deck, all the time with pure rage plastered on her face.

Velara stood with her back to Baxter for a few moments, then turned to face Baxter, a pure look of placidity about her once more.

“I am sorry you had to see that, Captain,” she said calmly. “Family business, you understand.”

Baxter looked, aghast, at the heap of Vulcan on the deck. “Is he…is he dead?”

“No,” said Velara. “But he will never play the lyre again.”

Baxter’s mouth hung open. “I’d guess not.”

“Can we agree, Captain,” Velara said, glancing down at Sesil, “that you never saw this unfortunate display?”

“Are you kidding? No one would believe me.” Baxter glanced one more time in disbelief at Sesil, then followed Velara back up to the bridge.



“Well?” Baxter asked, as he stepped once more onto the Escort bridge.

“The Section 31 fleet made short work of the Starshiners,” Peterman said, moving to hold Baxter’s hand. “Sesil?”

“Taken care of,” Baxter said. “Short work, huh?” He looked at Ashley. “That’s quite a little secret organization you’ve got there.”

“We like to stay humble.”

“And out of sight.”

Ashley nodded. “Which is why every ship in the fleet cloaked again. We’ll call the disabling of the Starshine fleet a happy…coincidence…and leave it at that.”

“People will have questions,” Baxter said.

“Section 31 has ways of covering its tracks,” Ashley said.

“Big tracks,” Baxter said.

“Don’t worry about us.” Ashley smiled. “Thanks for helping me out of that…fix I was in by the way.”

Baxter grinned. “You helped me out of a fix six years ago. Let’s call it even.” He winced as Peterman jabbed him in the gut.

“I’d better go,” Ashley said. “We still have to salvage the brainwave devices and go about converting all of the Starshine- held worlds. I trust you and your people can clean up this mess here?”

“We’ll take care of it,” Baxter said, grinning at Ashley. “Will I ever see you again?”

“Doubtful, but you never know.” Ashley looked at Peterman. “Keep him out of trouble, Counselor.”

“I’d have to quit my dayjob,” Peterman said blankly, and Ashley Donovan was gone in a whirl of blue.

“Cute,” Baxter said. “Section 31 blows in like a bad storm and then blows out just as quick, and here we are with bashed ships and a horrified Earth.”

“All in a day’s work,” said J’hana, and she nudged Tilleran. “Right, Lieutenant Commander Tilleran?”

Tilleran nodded. “Right, Lieutenant Commander J’hana.”

“What’s this?” asked Baxter.

“Velara promoted us,” said Tilleran.

Baxter turned to Velara. “Really?”

“You didn’t see what I saw. They were…involved with Sesil. Promotions were the best consolation I could think of.”

Baxter glared at Tilleran and J’hana, who barely managed to cover their smiles. “Yeah, I’m sure they need consoling. They probably liked it.”

“Sir, I am shocked,” J’hana said.

“Really,” said Tilleran.

“I am loathe to interrupt,” said Larkin. “But two crews are badly in need of help on the Explorer and Pathfinder. I suggest we offer our assistance.”

“Right, right,” said Baxter. “Thanks for reminding me. By the way, have any of you seen Commander Conway?”

Tilleran and J’hana exchanged glances. They shrugged.



“‘I ain’t got nobody…’” Conway hummed and kicked the dirt down in the empty Starshine village on Sytarnan Three.

He idly wondered what the hell happened to everyone. Were they all dead? Would he starve to death on this dusty hot planet, or just go mad with loneliness?

Or worse, would the fleet return with word that Earth and the rest of the Federation were all “shiney”?

Conway shivered and kicked the dirt. “‘…just a giggolo…’”

He wondered where the hell he ever heard that song.



“My poor, poor ship,” Baxter said, kicking aside scraps of duranium and pushing his way through the fallen bulkhead and ceiling debris to get into the Explorer’s engineering compartment.

“And by the way, I’m doing fine,” Richards said, ducking out from under the master console. Engineers ran to and fro, adjusting this and resetting that. The whole ship was a shambles, and it was a constant fight at the moment just to keep structural integrity up.

Baxter looked around engineering and frowned. “It really is a mess around here.”

Richards nodded. His face was grimy and his uniform torn. “We barely made it out alive.”

“Well, don’t worry about a thing. The crisis is over, and I arranged for us to get the first bay at McKinley station, even ahead of my mom’s bashed-up ship.”

“That is a relief. Do you think they’ll be able to get Mirk off the battle bridge ceiling?”

Baxter shrugged. “Only time will tell.”



“Mirk, you’re just being difficult,” Lt. Hartley said, staring up at the Maloxian, who was pressed flat against the battlebridge ceiling. “Just focus your mind. It can’t be that hard!”

“Easy for you to say,” Mirk grunted. “By the way, you’re a hell of a kisser.”

Counselor Peterman looked on worriedly. “This has all sorts of psychological implications.”

“So do you have your powers back or what?” asked Hartley.

“I’m not sure. All I know is I glowed and shot up at the ceiling. And here I am now.”

Hartley sighed. “What if I come up there and kiss you again? You think that’ll get you down?”

Mirk smiled. “Only one way to find out.”

“I’ll get a ladder,” Peterman said excitedly.



J’hana and Tilleran found an empty crew cabin to hide away in. It had been a hard task, the pair of them, along with Benzra and Dwanok, trying to figure out how to pair up, or triple up, or what have you. Finally they settled on J’hana and Tilleran, and then Benzra and Dwanok across the hall. That was how matters had gone in recent months, anyway. And that’s how they’d have to continue, everyone supposed.

“You’re upset about Dwanok,” J’hana said, staring across the bed at J’hana.

“And you’re upset about Benzra,” said Tilleran.

“It’s all very confusing,” J’hana said.

“At least we’re both Lieutenant Commanders now.”

“There is that.”

“Admit it. That thing with Sesil was fun.”

“It was moderately amusing.”

“I think the whole crew pretty much knows about us, Jan,” Tilleran said, shifting to a new topic. “We should probably just explain ourselves. Come clean with the whole, dirty thing.”

“I have advocated that all along.”

Tilleran sighed. “I have to work with these people. I’d like to have their respect.”

“And so you shall, or I will kill them.”

“You really don’t have to do that.”

“Just say the word…” J’hana’s voice trailed off as she studied the terminal screen on the far bedroom wall. It was tuned into UKN. On the screen, a familiar man with glasses and a well- pressed Benzareen suit was sitting in a fancy, high-back chair, addressing her with fingers steepled:

“Do you have romantic troubles? Do you have a sizzling secret you want to tell the whole quadrant? Think it’ll shock your friends and coworkers?”

“Yes, yes, and yes,” J’hana said to the terminal.

“Then contact me, Alvin Ficker. I’ll put you and your saucy sexual partner on quadrant-wide vidivision. You can spill your guts to a man who cares. A former Starfleet captain with a heart of gold. Call now to reserve your special spot on my inaugural episode!”

“The captain will hate this!” Tilleran exclaimed.

“Let’s sign up!” J’hana said giddily.



Commander Conway staggered down the empty streets of Sytarnan Three. How long had he been there? Hours? Days? Time had lost all meaning.

He’d resolved that he’d never see another humanoid again, and if he did, that humanoid would probably be all starshiney.

Then he heard a wonderful jingling. That would have to be the angels of mercy coming to pick him up and drag him up to heaven. Just in time. He was really getting tired of Sytarnan Three.

He collapsed to the sand, limp. “Take me, angel! Take me up, I’m ready to go!”

“Get up,” said the most beautiful female voice in the galaxy.

“J-J-J-Janice?” Conway stammered.

“Yes, Commander.” Browning knelt down beside him, scanned with her medical tricorder. “You poor thing. You’re dehydrated, exahausted…and you haven’t eaten in hours!”

“Thank you so much for saving me,” Conway said, as Janice gently pulled him to his feet. “You know how much I love you.”

“Yes, I know,” Browning said, and patted Conway on the shoulder. “Just relax. It’ll all be okay.”

“Sesil…Starshine…Kids?”

Browning kissed Conway on the forehead. “They’re all gone now, Dave. All gone.”

“Really?” Conway said, and brightened a bit.

“Uh-huh. What’s say we beam up to the Explorer’s saucer section and get you a nice cup of coffee?”

“I’d really like–wait a minute.” Conway perked up. “Just the saucer? And where the hell is the stardrive?”

“That,” Browning sighed, “is a long story.”

“I’ll bet,” Conway said, and collapsed in Browning’s arms.

“Ooof!” She glanced back at Saral and Puckett, the two security guards she’d brought down (on her very first away mission!). “You guys never saw this.” Saral and Puckett nodded dumbly. “Right, then. Browning to Explorer. Energize.”



“He’ll live,” said Nurse Holly Wilcox, studying Sesil’s readings in the sickbay on the embattled stardrive section. “Just barely.”

Velara looked on, with Telvin at her side. “A pity.”

“Pardon?” Holly asked.

“Nothing,” Velara sighed. “Can he speak?”

“For a moment. But I have to put him under in a bit, until we can get him to better medical facility on Earth.”

“I will speak with him.” Velara glared at Holly until she left.

Sesil’s eyes fluttered. “Velara…there you are. Where is my pet weevil?”

“Under the bed, Sessie,” Velara said, patting Sesil on the head. “Right where you left him.”

“My bar mitzvah is soon,” Sesil murmurred. “What shall you get me, Vel?”

“A Starfleet erector set, Sessie, for your very own.”

“Huh. That’s good.”

Telvin spoke up. “Sessie, it’s Telvin. How are you doing, little buddy?”

“I’m good. They took out my third appendix.”

“I know. You were a brave little Vulcan.”

“Telvin, you’re a mashugana putz.” Sesil giggled.

Velara shook her head. “He is quite deluded,” she whispered to Telvin.

“I’m clearing my calendar for him,” Telvin said. “Not that I had much of a clientele, other than that nice Counselor Peterman.”

“You will dedicate all your time to rehabilitating him?”

“I figure that’s the least I can do.”

Velara shook her head. “Telvin, between the three of us, I believe you are the least logical.”

“Thank you.”

“Sweet dreams, Sesil,” Velara said, and left Sickbay.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54640.5. After two weeks, the Explorer is finally totally repaired and in one piece again. We are now en route to the Argolis cluster to study some sort of boring stellar phenomena. For once, I’m thrilled to be doing so. My information on what’s become of the Starshine Cult is foggy. Some ‘unknown’ force swept in and rehabbed all of the converts with some sort of brainwave-based ray. A Dr. Tulson is in the courts right now aruging over copyright violations. One thing is for certain, the Starshine Kids are gone for good, and it’s about time. I only wish I could thank my friend Captain Vorezze for all his help.



“This tiger suit is hot as hell, Kelly,” Baxter said, approaching his bed with some skepticism. He’d just finished painting stripes and whiskers on his face. “Plus, how am I going to get…the little captain…out?”

“Yeoman Briggs designed a flap especially for that!” Peterman exclaimed, hopping up and down in bed, donned in her own tiger suit. “He’s made quite a few similar suits for himself.”

“Euuuh,” Baxter said, and crouched down by Peterman. “I don’t know how to take that.”

“Don’t take it at all. Take me!” Peterman growled playfully and leaned forward to kiss Baxter.

Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. “Prepare to be tamed, catwoman!” Baxter announced, and growled at the top of his lungs.

“Pardon me.”

Baxter turned around. “F***!”

Peterman quickly buttoned the flap on her suit. “Captain Vorezze, please!”

“Sorry,” Vorezze said, sitting comfortably in the chair opposite Baxter and Peterman’s bed. “You know how it goes.”

“What now?” Baxter asked, folding his arms and sitting up in bed, trying to look dignified in his tiger suit. “No, let me guess. One of Peterman’s ex-boyfriends is trapped in Romulan space.”

“No, nothing like that,” Vorezze said. “I just wanted to let you know we converted all the Starshiners, and that the Alpha Quadrant is once again at peace, thanks to Section 31.”

“And in small part, to the Explorer crew,” Baxter added.

“Yes, well, them too,” Vorezze said.

“You know, we already knew all that. Something tells me you came just to get a peek at me and my wife!”

“Captain, please. I have my own family back on the Banshee. I just thought I’d deliver the information to you myself.”

“Well, thanks. Now, if you don’t mind, why don’t you deliver yourself on out of here.”

“With pleasure,” Vorezze grinned. “Be good, Captain.”

“I don’t plan on it.”

“Touche.” And the Betazoid Captain disappeared.

“Now,” Baxter said, adjusting his “tail” so he wasn’t sitting on it. “Where were we?”

“About to enter the wild kingdom,” Peterman growled, and pulled the covers up over she and Baxter.



“Get it all out of here,” Mirk said to the crewmen from maintenance, and looked unhappily around the empty room that had once been the Maloxitarian temple. The crewmen lugged another antigrav lift full of fruit baskets and candelabras out of the room, headed for the storage bay on deck twenty-three.

Lt. Hartley sat in one of the few remaining pews. “I’m sorry, Mirk.”

“It’s not your fault. When everyone found out the Starshine Kids were gone, they just lost interest. A few may have lingered for the last week or so, but in the end, they really didn’t have their hearts in it. Some were just here for the guava.”

“You tried your best to make a difference, Mirk,” Hartley said. “And even if no one else realizes it, I do.”

“Small comfort,” Mirk said, and sat down by Hartley. “I mean, really. I should be happy. The Starshine Kids are gone. Wasn’t that the whole reason behind having this stupid religion?”

“I suppose. But didn’t part of you want to think that you were actually adding something beautiful to the lives of your followers?”

“Yeah, but all that’s a load of dinghus. Maloxitarianism was a giant bummer for this crew for seven months.”

“But they stuck with it anyway,” Hartley said. “Because they love you.”

“That’s debatable.”

Hartley smiled. “And, I guess it’s long overdue, but I want you to know I love you too.”

“I know you do,” Mirk said, and took Hartley’s hand.

“Feel any powers coming on?” Hartley asked with a grin.

“Nope. I think the contact has to be a bit more intimate.”

“I see.”

“At least I was able to get down from the ceiling of the battle bridge.”

“This is true.”

“We should be glad of that and leave it at that. What do I need with powers anyway?”

“You make a good point.”

“No I don’t. I want my powers back, and getting them back by…well, by being with you, only makes it a sweeter deal.”

Hartley stood. “You don’t say.”

“Come on, Megan. We were meant to be together. You can unlock my powers. That has to mean something.”

“Yeah, I’m sure it does. But I have to find out WHAT it means before I go releasing a horny, powered-up Maloxian on the quadrant.”

“Pleeeeeeeease?”

“Mirk, I love you, but you’re bugging me. I’ll get back to you.” Hartley smiled at Mirk and stood.

“I’ll be waiting. In some other room, apparently, since my lease is up.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Hartley said. “See you for lunch tomorrow.”

Mirk watched her go.

Then a steely hot hand gripped his mind and squeezed.

<YOU’LL NEED THOSE POWERS, LITTLE BOY!>

“Irma!”

<THAT’S RIGHT. YOUR FRIEND LEXIMAS HAS HELD ME BACK, BUT SHE CAN ONLY HOLD ME BACK FOR SO LONG. BE READY FOR ME. BE READY FOR A REMATCH. SESIL’S OUT OF THE PICTURE, BUT ME AND THE CRITICS ARE STILL OUT THERE, AND WE HAVE A BIG BARREL OF WHUP-ASS WITH YOUR NAME ON IT!>

The hand let go of Mirk’s mind and he nearly fell out of the pew.

“Irma?”

She was gone, for the moment, and for that, Mirk let out a sigh of relief.

But she would be back, and Mirk would have to be ready for her.

Mirk ran out of the chapel. “Uh, Lieutenant Hartley…can we talk?”



NEXT:



The Explorer crew thought their troubles were over, what with the elimination of the Starshine Kids, etc. etc. But what a surprise to find out that their troubles have just begun, when J’hana and Tilleran pull them onto a sleazy talk show hosted by one of their most hated enemies. Will Baxter and the other senior staff tell all, or preserve even a shred of their public dignity and pride, assuming they had any to begin with? And what secrets will be unlocked in the personal lives of our crew as they’re asked to tell all to a rowdy audience? Find out, as we find out just why “Talk is Cheap,” next time on Star Traks: the Vexed Generation!




Talk is Cheap



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54644.5. A few days after the Starshine Kids were wiped out, the Explorer crew is still coping with the aftereffects. I’m talking, of course, about the renewed political stability and peace that’s overcome the Alpha Quadrant and our ship in particular.



“Bring it on!” Captain Andy Baxter exclaimed, as Janice Browning set before him the biggest tray of grapefruit he’d ever seen.

“Sorry it took us so long to get them in,” Browning said, wiping her forehead and collapsing, exhausted, into the chair across from Baxter at his table in “Space Tastes.”

“I understand how hard it was to get these,” Baxter said. “What with shipping regulations and all. I should have just picked up a few bushels while the Explorer was being repaired at Earth.”

“You were in debriefing, don’t blame yourself.” Browning studied the huge tray with awe. “I’m just glad we were able to find so many. I truly think you cleaned Earth out.”

“We’ll just go back in time and get some more, if necessary,” Baxter grinned. “Thanks for doing this, Janice. I know you had to spent all day in the kitchen on these.”

“Hey, what are friends for?” Browning had indeed been in her kitchen slaving away to prepare an array of grapefruit for Baxter to devour, ranging from grilled with yamok sauce, to dipped in honey, to baked in a soft dough, to spread on pizza, to chopped up in stir fry, to ground up in a glass of Brenalian rum with ice shards. Baxter loved his grapefruit.

Baxter stared eagerly at the tray and grabbed a fork. “It’s been all the sweeter for the waiting, Janice.”

“Don’t you mean all the bitterer?”

“Whatever.” Baxter was about to dig his fork into the fresh-baked grapefruit casserole, when he heard a voice chanting from the patio outside.

“He’s eating his grapefruit, eating his grapefruit!”

He glanced behind him, but saw nothing besides the occasional passerby. Ship’s Shoppes was not particularly crowded on weekday afternoons.

“Did you hear that?” he asked, looking to Browning.

“Sounded like someone talking about your grapefruit.”

Baxter shrugged and dug in.

“Eat that grapefruit! Shove it in!”

Baxter shot out of his chair. “Who’s out there?”

Browning got up. “Sit down and eat, Andy. I’ll find out. It’s probably just Ford being a jerk.”

“Tell him I’ll court martial him if he doesn’t cut it out,” Baxter said, and sat down. He grinned at the spread of grapefruit before him. It had been seven long months since he’d tasted that sweet fruit of the gods. Right, gods. Not Directors, damn it. Maloxitarianism was officially over in the Alpha Quadrant. It wasn’t needed, now that the Starshine Kids were gone.

He brought a luscious bite of sweet, bitter, cheese-covered grapefruit to his mouth, just as he heard Browning yelp in shock from out on the patio.

“Oh crap, not you! Get out of here right now. He is NOT to be bothered!”

“Step aside, chubbo. The captain’s audience awaits.”

“Wait!”

“I said step aside!”

Baxter turned fearfully, grapefruit wavering on his fork. He thought he recognized that voice.

Alvin Ficker walked in, dapper in a glistening blue suit, carrying a microphone, followed by a man with a headset vidicamera.

“Look at him chow down! Starfleet’s finest!” Ficker grinned, approaching Baxter’s table. “What’s this?” He reached down, grabbed half a grapefruit. “Mmm, it sure smells good.”

Baxter gritted his teeth. “Give that back, Ficker! And how the hell did you get on my ship anyway?”

“Your ship?” Ficker looked back at the camera. “YOUR ship, huh? Don’t you mean the ship paid for by the tax dollars of Federation citizens?”

“They don’t pay taxes!” Baxter replied. “You know that!”

“At any rate, you don’t own the ship,” Ficker said, and studied the grapefruit. “Quite a spread, here, to be sure. And is that a glass of rum? Aren’t you on duty?”

“It’s none of your business!”

Ficker grinned back at the camera. “It’s the peoples’ business, Captain. They have a right to know what goes on aboard the Explorer, don’t they?”

“I don’t see why.”

“Perhaps that’s the problem,” Ficker said dully. “At any rate, that’s for another show. On to why I’m here…”

“Baxter to J’hana,” Baxter growled, rising to his feet.

“J’hana here.”

“There is an unwelcomed guest aboard our ship, down in Janice’s restaurant. I want you here with a team, on the double.”

“Sir, I think we should talk about this…”

Baxter cocked his head. “What do you mean ‘talk’? I want you to come down here with a team and kick Alvin Ficker off my ship!”

“His ship,” Ficker said smartly to the camera.

“And find out who brought him here!” Baxter said, glaring at Ficker.

“Uh, I did, sir. Along with Lieutenant Commander Tilleran.”

Baxter sighed. He saw Browning waiting uncomfortably behind Ficker and his cameraman.

“It’s a little excess birthweight, if it’s anything!” she called over Ficker’s shoulder. “It’s perfectly normal! Tell that to your freaking audience!”

Ficker ignored Browning. “Sam, cut the feed.” He sat down at Baxter’s table and began munching on the half grapefruit he’d grabbed. “Maybe you haven’t heard, Captain, but I have a new vidivision show. We call it ‘The Alvin Ficker Show.’”

Baxter stared down at Ficker. “Good for you.”

“Starfleet had become too stressful. And I felt like I really wasn’t making a contribution to society.”

“I’ve got an idea for your contribution,” Baxter said. “Get a labotomy.”

“Let me get a rusty steak knife,” Browning said, rushing for the kitchen. “We’ll do this right now.”

Baxter grimaced. Ficker really hit Browning’s sore spot. “Listen, mister, I don’t know how you got aboard, or what clearance you have, but I don’t care. You be off this ship in one hour or I’ll personally beam you into space.”

“I have authorization from your commanding officer. One Commodore Velara, I believe.” Ficker’s cameraman produced a padd and handed it to Baxter. Ficker kept sucking on the grapefruit. “This thing is delicious, by the way.”

Baxter read the padd and grumbled. “You son of a bitch. You’re putting us on camera in front of the whole quadrant, and for what?”

“Keep cursing me, Captain. Sam, turn the camera back on.” Ficker tossed the half-eaten half grapefruit over his shoulder and leaned back, interlacin his fingers. “Starfleet jumped at the chance for me to cover a Starfleet crew on my first show. Good PR, you know.”

Baxter turned to the camera and plastered on a smile. “Well, I for one couldn’t agree more. I look forward to being on this new show of yours. I better do it quick, too, because I’m sure you’ll be canceled within a week.”

“That remains to be seen,” Ficker said, and stood up next to Baxter to face the camera. “For those of you who may be wondering where all this animosity on Captain Baxter’s part is coming from, allow me to explain. He and I were classmates at Starfleet Academy. He failed a flight test and blamed me. Let’s see a recreation of that flight test now. Run it, Sam.”

“And we’re clear,” Sam said, and tapped at a control padd.

Baxter turned on Ficker, his eyes burning with rage. “I don’t know how Tilleran and J’hana put you up to this, but I am not about to embarrass myself in front of the quadrant. My crew and I can act with composure and dignity, so whatever dirt you think you can throw in our face is not even going to phase us. I don’t know if you’re up on current events, but we just saved the f***ing quadrant three weeks ago, so whatever you have to throw at us doesn’t seem so damn scary at the moment!”

Ficker grinned through Baxter’s tirade, then stood up. “I’m looking forward to working with you, Captain.” And he shook Baxter’s hand. “This show should be quite interesting.”

With that, Ficker and his cameraman left.

Browning emerged from the kitchen. “Got my knife. Where is he?”

Baxter sighed and sat down. “Gone.”

Browning walked over and sat down beside Baxter. “Well, what happened?”

“He has orders from Velara saying we have to appear on his show in front of the whole quadrant tomorrow, at which point a ‘sexy secret’ will be revealed by Commanders J’hana and Tilleran.”

“Well, it’s obvious what they’re going to reveal to us. They’ve been… you know…doing the…nasty.”

“There has to be something more. Ficker hates me as much as I hate him. He wouldn’t be doing this if he didn’t think we’d go down in flames and bring up his ratings at the same time.”

Browning sighed. “Well, all we can do is be ourselves.” She watched Baxter stare at his tray of grapefruit. “Aren’t you going to eat?”

Baxter grimaced. “I’ve actually lost my appetite.”

“Now I am worried.”



“So there was some minor flirtation between J’hana and Tilleran, before they became Imzadi?” Ficker asked, as Sam aimed his camera at Mirk and Lt. Megan Hartley, who were dressed in white painting smocks. They were remodeling the Constellation Club, which Mirk had kindly convinced the proprietor, Dillon Enterprises, to return to him.

“I would say so,” said Mirk. “They always seemed a bit interested in one another. They rarely talked. They never ate together, but when one of them would come in here, the other would glance up from her meal and watch. It was like a little cat and mouse game.”

“Sounds familiar,” Hartley said, grinning at Mirk.

“What do you mean by that?” Ficker asked.

“Nothing,” Mirk said quickly.

“There was a bit of flirtation between Mirk and I,” Hartley said. “I’d say it started about three years ago. We were put on a mission to go back to his home of Malox…”

“When you were back in the Delta Quadrant, on the Aerostar.”

“Right.”

Mirk cringed. “Megan, I don’t think they’d be interested in–”

“We would,” Ficker said, and turned to Megan. “Continue, please.”

“We flirted. I’d brush against him on my way to the replicator. He’d hand me my drink with a flourish of his hand, or put a little fancy umbrella in it. He got all moody when I would talk about Brian, who I dated for a time, in an alternate timeline, and I’d get equally jealous when he’d louse about with that little Bajoran tramp Amara.”

“She was not a tramp.”

“Ooh, she just wanted you because you were her boss.”

“She did not!”

“Mirk, wake up. You’re so naieve!” Hartley grabbed Mirk’s hand. “And that’s why I love the little guy. He’s not jaded like most of the creeps on this ship. Sure, he’s ten years younger than me, but he’s more mature, and more of a man than anyone else on this ship.”

Mirk blushed brownish. “Aw, Megan…”

“More of a man than Captain Baxter?”

“I can’t speak to that,” Hartley said uneasily. “Captain Baxter is…well, a one of a kind guy in his own right. He’s a little low in the self esteem department, but he’s got a great heart and a sharp intellect. Just don’t tell him I said so.”

Ficker grinned. “Wouldn’t want to dream of it. What about the other men on the Explorer? What can you tell me about them?”

Mirk stepped in front of Hartley protectively. “What are you doing here? Digging up dirt? I thought you were just asking about J’hana and Tilleran.”

“I’m just peeling back the subtle layers of life aboard ship, Mr. Mirk. Surely you all have nothing to hide, am I right?”

Mirk and Hartley exhanged nervous glances. “Course not,” Mirk said quickly.



“I don’t see what you want from me,” Commander Conway said, sitting uneasily rigid on the couch in his office, with Tyra Shar gripping his hand in a harshly proprietary way. “Sure, I went on many many away teams with Tilleran and J’hana. They’re good officers. We’ve suspected them of… getting together, over the last several months. But that’s their prerogative, right?”

Ficker nodded. “Sure, sure. They make a cute couple. Speaking of couples, you and Ms. Shar seem quite close.”

“He loves me more than any woman he’s ever been with,” Tyra said quickly.

“Is that so?” Ficker asked, looking to Conway.

Tyra glared hard at Conway. “Y-yes,” he said fearfully.

“Was there ever anyone else on the Explorer crew you were interested in?”

Conway glanced uneasily at the camera. “Well, if you must know, I guess Dr. Browning and I thought about getting together. But for the good of the crew, we figured that would be a bad idea.”

“Why is that?”

“Certain people, like Counselor Peterman, didn’t like the notion of us dating.”

“What business of theirs is it?” Ficker asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Tyra snapped. “He’s with me now. That’s what’s important.”

“And what about your former wife, Tyra?” Ficker asked. “One Jenna Fran?”

“We still see each other from time to time, when I go by the Book and Beanery.”

“But you are no longer together?”

Tyra shook her head. “Oh, no.”

“How would you describe your former relationship?”

“They’re lesbians,” Conway said quickly. “They had sex with each other, okay, and it turned me on every time they talked about it! Is that what you wanted to hear?”

Ficker tacked away at his padd. “Exactly what I wanted to hear. Thank you.”



“You better get out before I have my Yynsian waitress channel a past-life and kick your butt,” Dr. Browning said angrily from the doorway to “Space Tastes.” “From what I hear, she once was a tri-sector boxing champ!”

“I’m very sorry about the weight comment,” Ficker said. “You look beautiful. There isn’t an ounce of fat on you.”

Browning folded her arms. “You’re just saying that to get back on my good side.”

“Not at all. You are a vision of beauty.”

“Well…”

“Tell me,” Ficker said. “Did you ever consider dating Commander Conway?”

Browning blinked. “Well, I guess. It wasn’t a wise idea. There are all sorts of problems there.”

“Surely. But what about Commander Chris Richards? How does he fit in?”

“What has he told you?”

“Oh, nothing. We just dug in the personnel records a bit. You two used to date? And were engaged to be married for a year?”

“That’s in the personnel records?”

“Sure. So?”

“Well, yeah, we dated,” Browning admitted. “But that’s over now.”

“But you wish you could get back with him?”

“Not at all. Where do you get that idea?”

“These are just questions, Doctor. Try not to get so defensive.”

“Then don’t ask stupid questions.”

Ficker glanced at a padd. “It says here Commander Richards had a brief relationship with a Kris Larkin, the woman his android daughter Kristen was modeled after.”

“That’s right. What about it?”

“How did that make you feel?”

“What does this have with Tilleran and J’hana?” Browning demanded.

“We’re just trying to understand how their crewmates interact.”

“You mean how much sex they have, don’t you?”

Ficker shrugged. “That’s one way of putting it. Now, how would you describe Mr. Richards’s relationship with Kris Larkin? Would you say it was a bit strange for him to be having relations with a woman that looks just like his daughter?”

“If you’re trying to get me to say he’s a pervert, you can forget it. Chris loves Kristen like a good Daddy should.”

“And what about Captain Baxter?”

“What about him?”

“Have the two of you ever…you know…thought about…”

“Andy and I are good friends,” Browning said. “Nothing more. And you can quote me on that.”

“Okay, okay. What about his relationship with Counselor Peterman? Would you call that a strong marraige?”

“The strongest,” Browning said. “Nothing will pull those two apart. And trust me, the cosmic forces of the universe have tried. They love each other more than any other two people I know.”

“You’ve managed to shy away from the subject of you and Commander Richards fairly well. Any reason for that?”

Browning shrugged. “What can I say? I’m just trying to cover my butt, you know?”

“I know exactly what you mean.”



“Make it quick, Ficker,” Chris Richards said, sitting on top of the flat table of the Master Systems Display at the center of the engineering compartment, with Lt. Commander Larkin at his side. “I have a lot of work to do today.”

“I’ll be as quick and painless as I know how to be,” Ficker said with a winning smile. “I just really want to know how you would characterize your relationship with Kristen Larkin.”

“I thought we were going to talk about J’hana and Tilleran.”

“Oh, we are, we are. But I’d like to know a bit about their crewmates too.”

“Kristen is my daughter, plain and simple,” Richards said. “I love her with all my heart. I’d do anything for her.”

“That’s beautiful,” Ficker said dryly. “And Commander Larkin, how do you feel about your, uh, father?”

Larkin looked at Richards. “I feel nothing. I am an android, and therefore incapable of feeling.”

“I realize that, but surely you have some thoughts on your relationship with Mr. Richards.”

“Only that he created me, and I am, in a way, I suppose, thankful for that.”

“Aw, Kristen,” Richards grinned.

“But Mister Richards, you are only Commander Larkin’s co-creator. Wasn’t someone else also involved in her creation?”

“If you mean Private Henricks, sure,” Richards said. “He built the body, but that’s it. He just wanted some cheap, meaningless sex. He’s a sex- starved, brainless, lousy maniac with delusions of grandeur. But he was my roomate at Starfleet Academy, so I like him okay, I guess.”

“Grand,” Ficker said, and nodded at his cameraman. “That’s all for now. You two were just great.”

“Right,” Richards mumbled.



“I’ve saved the best for last,” Ficker said, looking across Baxter’s desk at the captain. Counselor Kelly Peterman sat up on the desk beside Baxter. “Thanks for conceding to this interview.”

“I didn’t have much choice in the matter, did I?”

“True. Why don’t we get right down to it. What do you think of the Explorer crew?”

“They’re the best crew in Starfleet, or any other fleet,” Baxter said. “Even the ones that have sex with one another, behind other ones backs. Even the silly ones, the stupid ones, the lazy ones, the crabby ones, the dirty, sick ones. They’re all great.”

Peterman patted Baxter’s hand. “I second that.”

“And you two have lived together on the Explorer for three years. And a little less than two years ago you were married.”

“Happily married,” Baxter said, interlacing his fingers with Peterman’s.

“And you’s say you’re happy with your life on the Explorer?”

Peterman grinned at Baxter. “We couldn’t be happier.”

“That’s what I like to hear. That’ll be all, then.” Ficker stood up.

“Wait,” Baxter said, standing. “Aren’t you going to ask us about J’hana and Tilleran?”

“Nope. I have all I need.”

Ficker and his cameraman left a curious Baxter and Peterman behind in the readyroom.

Peterman turned to face Baxter. “I can’t figure him out, Andy. Was he trying to trick us into saying something damning, or what?”

“It would figure,” Baxter said. “He’s been canvassing the ship. But, from what I’ve heard, everyone told him good things. We should have nothing to worry about.”

“Except for a Betazoid science officer sleeping with an Andorian tactical officer.”

“Oh, that happens all the time,” Baxter said. “I’ll just be interested to see where Mr. Ficker gets his ratings draw.”

Peterman sighed. “Me too.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve nearly arrived at Krinokor Three, a space station on the outskirts of the Beta Quadrant, owned by Krinokom Communications. There, we’ll appear before Ficker’s camera to have a ‘sexy secret’ revealed to us by Tilleran and J’hana. I don’t know how to prepare for a mission like this. I wish we could just simply rush in and blow the damn station to smithereens. That would make my life a hell of a lot easier. Uh, computer, strike that last bit.



“We have arrived in the Felevan system, sir,” said Lt. Commander J’hana from tactical.

“Counselor Peterman,” Baxter said, glancing to his left. “Please tell Commander J’hana I acknowledge her announcement, and she may request clearance for us to dock at Krinokor Three.”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “You’re still not talking to her?”

“Not until this foolishness is over.”

“Okay, but I think you’re being a bit childish about this.” She turned to J’hana. “Commander, he acknowledges…”

“I heard him,” J’hana grumbled.

“This space is filled with lots of interesting photonic phenomena,” Tilleran said meekly from her station. “Maybe we can…”

“Tell Commander Tilleran she can do whatever she pleases, and that she need not bother me with the details,” Baxter said and folded his arms.

“Andy,” Peterman grumbled.

“Do it.”

“Fine. Commander…”

“I heard,” Tilleran said moodily and stabbed at her station. “I was just trying to make conversation.”

“This place is tenser than a Vulcan/Romulan convention,” Ford said from the helm. “What’s the big idea?”

“The ‘big idea’ is that we’re scheduled to be grilled in front of a live audience of billions tomorrow,” Baxter muttered. “Thanks to Commanders Tilleran and J’hana.”

“Andy,” said Peterman testily, “you’ve got to get over this silly hatred of Captain Ficker. He’s not even in Starfleet anymore. There’s no need to compete with him!”

“So you say.”



The next morning, Lt. Commander Tilleran rolled over in bed and stared up at the ceiling. “Jan, what on Betazed have we done?”

J’hana giggled gutterally under the sheets. “Many things.”

“You know what I’m talking about.”

“I think we’ve done what we should have done in the first place. We’re coming clean to the crew, and the whole quadrant while we’re at it.”

“But we really annoyed Captain Baxter.”

“So? We’re not going to be on this ship the rest of our lives. Why should we worry what Baxter thinks? Let him hate us.”

“But you haven’t heard what he’s been thinking. I have, unfortunately. If the crew gets embarrassed in front of the whole quadrant, he’ll blame us. And he’ll never forgive us.”

J’hana rolled over to kiss Tilleran on the forehead. “Ariel, everything will be fine. Trust in me. I will protect you.”

“Okay, Jan, I trust you already. But I don’t trust Ficker. What if he does something to seriously damage our crew’s reputation?”

“Then I will kill him. Fair?”

Tilleran nodded. “Now I feel much better.”



Baxter led the senior staff down the corridor to the airlock. “Okay, let’s get this overwith.”

“I don’t see what we have to worry about,” Commander Conway groused. “We all talked to Ficker. None of us said anything condemning. We’ll just listen to J’hana and Tilleran talk to us about their hot lesbian sex and get out in time for coffee and chocolate fingers.”

“It can’t be that simple,” said Richards. “He has to have other motives. He’s going to screw us, one way or another.”

“Not as long as we stick together,” said Peterman. The airlock opened with a hiss, and she and Baxter ducked inside. Conway, Larkin, Richards, Browning, Tilleran, J’hana, Hartley, and Mirk followed.

“Then we stick together,” Hartley said confidently, and held Mirk’s hand. “Right, bucko?”

“Indeed,” Mirk grinned.

Baxter swallowed uncomfortably as a couple Klingons in vidi head-sets led he and the crew through the corridors of Krinokom Three. What was he about to be in for?

The massive double doors to Studio 4A opened with a grinding sigh and Baxter and his senior staff were led in. Suddenly he realized what they indeed were in for:

A studio filled like a football arena with screaming fans, all shouting, “Ficker, Ficker, Ficker, Ficker!”

He had a following already.

And he stood there, grinning like the devil, in a glowing lime green suit, at the front of the auditorium, in front of a stage that was lined with chairs.

Baxter swallowed hard again.

“Come on up on stage, Baxter,” Ficker grinned, gesturing like the ambassador to hell. “Your public awaits. We go on in five.”

Like a prisoner to execution, Baxter led the way onstage.



ELSEWHERE…



“Coming to you live, from Studior 4A on station Krinokor 3, it’s the Alvin Ficker show, starring Alvin Ficker. Mr. Ficker’s guests today are the senior staff of the Starship USS Explorer, which, along with the USS Pathfinder and other vessels, saved this quadrant from a massive cult invasion three weeks ago…”

“I can’t believe you let me sleep through that,” Harlan Baxter harrumphed, curled on the couch with Captain Lucille Baxter of the starship Pathfinder. Their cabin was dim and candlelit, but now glowed with the viewscreen glare of the so-called “Alvin Ficker Show.”

They’d been planning a romantic night, but once they heard about the show, and its guests, they quickly tuned in.

Lucille sighed. “Harlan, I was busy. I didn’t have time to wake you. Besides, it’s your own fault you slept through all those explosions.”

“I wish I was still an ambassador.”

Lucille squeezed Nelson’s hand. “I know you do. Want me to make some popcorn?”

“Please.”



Once the introduction segment was over, Ficker wasted no time getting down to the nitty gritty.

“Tell me, Captain,” Ficker said, standing in a row in the midst of the huge audience, addressing Baxter, who was at the right end of a long row of chairs. The other staff were fanned out according to rank, with Mirk and Hartley at the far left end. J’hana and Tilleran were absent, but two chairs waited at Baxter’s side for them. “How long have you known Commanders Tilleran and J’hana?”

“Nearly four years now,” Baxter said easily. He looked right at the imager that was aimed at him. “And I find them extremely competent officers, no matter what their sexual orientation may be.”

“Very well,” Ficker said, stepping down the aisle steps to get closer to the stage. “But let’s get to the core of the matter. What do you know of their romantic history?”

“Bits and pieces, really,” Baxter said. “I’ve seen them kiss. A lot, really. And passionately, not like friends.”

Peterman, who sat at his left, patted him on the leg. “Andy…”

“Do you have something to add, Counselor?” Ficker asked. “Maybe you can speak to their mental competence?”

“J’hana has had a history of temper trouble,” Peterman admitted. “But I think she’s controlled it well over the last several months.”

“Mm hm. And Commander Tilleran?”

“Well, she’s a Betazoid. And not to malign any Betazoids out there, but she’s nosey. She likes to poke in others’ minds without permission.”

“And, over the last seven or eight months?” prodded Ficker.

“Well, I’d have to say she’s improved somewhat.”

“Can you lend this to any closeness in their relationship that may have arisen in that time?”

Baxter looked uneasily at Peterman.

“I cannot confirm or deny that, Alvin.”

“Very well,” Ficker said. “Let’s go ahead and bring out our guests of honor. We welcome Lieutenant Commanders Ariel Tilleran, and J’hana Ninehive.”

Tilleran and J’hana walked in, to the cheers of the audience, and took their seats at Baxter’s right.

“Incidentally, my name is J’hana of the Ninth Hive,” J’hana said, somewhat testily.

“My apologies,” Ficker said, looking at an index card. “Can you tell me what each of you do aboard the Explorer?”

“By day or by night?” J’hana said mischievously.

“By day,” said Ficker dully.

“I’m Chief Science Offier,” said Tilleran.

“And I am Chief of Tactical and Security,” J’hana said.

“And the two of you were recently promoted from Lieutenant to Lieutenant Commander,” Ficker said, reading from his card. “Is that right?”

“That is correct,” J’hana said, shifting in her chair.

“Care to tell us why?”

“We acted above and beyond the call of duty,” Tilleran said. “In the matter with the Starshine Kids.”

“Care to go into details?”

Tilleran and J’hana exchanged glances.

“No,” said J’hana.

“All right, then,” Ficker said, pacing between the rows of eager audience members. “Let’s just get down to it. The two of you have something to say to your friends on the staff of the Explorer?”

“Indeed,” J’hana said. “Ariel, you may speak best on this issue.”

Tilleran nodded. “Thanks, Jan.” She turned to look down the long row of Explorer crew. “Well, guys, this isn’t easy to say.”

“OUT WITH IT!” screamed an audience member, a fat Tellarite woman, standing. Ficker smiled.

“J’hana and I never actually had sex.”

“WHAT?” demanded Conway, and others rumbled with similar reactions.

“Not, that is,” Tilleran continued, “until the unfortunate encounter with the leader of the Starshine Kids three weeks ago.”

“I’m amazed,” Baxter said, scrubbing a hand down his face.

“You two have a lot of explaining to do,” Peterman said, looking sternly at Tilleran and J’hana. “Why have you two been leading us on so?”

J’hana squirmed in her chair. “What has happened to Tilleran and I is not an easy thing to explain.”

“Yeah, it is,” Tilleran said. “It’s called ‘Imzadi.’”

“Right,” Ficker said. “And for our non-Betazoid viewers out there, that means ‘The state of mind that arises between a Betazoid and his or her lover; a state of pure telepathic contact and understanding, an overwhelming connectiveness, a bond that cannot be broken.’” Ficker turned to face his audience. “That’s taken directly from the Encyclopedia Galactica.”

“At any rate, we became Imzadi,” Tilleran said. “It happened about eight months ago. We were on shoreleave, while the Explorer was being reassigned. J’hana and I got drunk at a bar in San Francisco.”

“Anyone who has been to San Francisco knows what kind of place that is,” J’hana added.

“Well,” said Tilleran, “to make a long story short, we got together with this Gorn, and when we woke up, we were Imzadi.”

“That doesn’t happen often in your species, I take it,” said Ficker.

“Rarely, if ever,” Tilleran said. “We saw all sorts of experts. They think since I’m on the high end of the telepathic scale, I make the Imzadi bond more easily than most Betazoids.”

“And she shags like a Tarkalian razorbeast,” J’hana added.

“Nice of you to say, but it’s beside the point,” Tilleran said. “Over the last several months, J’hana and I have been doing everything in our power to sever this connection. We’ve tried pills, pumps, spells, surgeries, potions, chants, rituals, the whole nine yards.”

“So that’s what all that constant noise is about,” said Dr. Browning.

“Yes, Dr. Browning, you live next door to Lt. Commander Tilleran, do you not?” asked Ficker.

“That’s right.”

“And you noticed quite a bit of noise in Lieutenant Commander Tilleran’s quarters?”

“I’ve been wearing earmuffs to sleep.”

“But it’s all just us trying to disentangle ourselves from each other,” Tilleran said. “Sure, we hang around together lot. We’re intimately connected. The kissing’s just for show, really. Sure, it’s fun, but I’m straight as a rod. So’s J’hana. Right, Jan?”

J’hana made a low gurgling noise.

“J’hana, I think you have something to say to Commander Tilleran.”

Tilleran glanced at Ficker. “What?”

J’hana nodded. “That is right, Alvin.” She stood, then pivoted toward Tilleran and dropped to one knee. She produced a box from her pocket. “Ariel, my Imzadi, I would like you to marry me.”

The crowd erupted into cheers and boos. Every mouth up on stage, save J’hana’s, hung open.

“What’s in the box?” Ficker asked with a s***- eating grin.

“A spiny dart, which we must each pierce our chest, to fortify our blood-bond,” J’hana explained easily. She looked to Tilleran. “Well?”

“J’hana, I, uh…”

“NO!” came a scream from backstage. A man none of the crew on the stage recognized rushed onstage and tackled J’hana. In a whirl of blue motion she flipped him over and pinned him, drawing a hand back to chop a killing blow to his neck.

“Ficker, Ficker, Ficker!” roared the crowd.

“EXPLAIN YOURSELF!” she commanded, shoving the hand against his throat.

“Leehghgho…” he murmurred.

A Benzite, Ficker’s former first officer, Commander Eno, approached J’hana and pulled her off the surprise visitor.

A stage hand pulled up a chair for the new arrival, right next to Tilleran, who just covered her face.

“Tell us who you are,” Ficker said, indicating the newcomer.

“Crellus Risello,” the man said. “I run a lucrative properties firm on Betazed. Perhaps you’ve heard of it? Century 25?”

“Indeed,” Ficker said. “And how do you know Commander Tilleran?”

Crellus smiled. “Her parents promised her to me when I was three.”

“I don’t believe this,” muttered Tilleran.

“I’ve been watching your career with satisfaction,” Crellus said. “I’ve just been waiting for the right time to reveal myself and ask for your hand. In the old days, the parents set the time, but the new Betazoid is flexible in these matters. So, what do you say, Ari?”

J’hana broiled at Tilleran’s right. The rest of the senior staff seemed busy looking at their clothing, or fingernails, or aspects of the set, which resembled a Starship crew lounge.

Tilleran made several mouth-movements, then, finally, said, “It’s not very romantic.”

“We can make it romantic. I am rich beyond the dreams of avarice. Let me take you on the most delightful space cruise you’ve ever seen!”

“Well, it sounds nice, but…”

“You can’t refuse!” said Crellus. “You’ve been promised to me!” He kneeled before Tilleran and produced a boquet of flowers.

“NO!” J’hana screamed, and dove on the flowers, ripping them to shreds. She grabbed Crellus by the throat and lifted him in the air.

“Ficker, Ficker, Ficker!”

“Let him go,” ordered Eno from the sidelines. “We will stun you, if necessary!”

J’hana sighed and released the Betazoid. “Fine. Fine, Ariel. Have your little Betazoid man. See if I care.”

“I don’t want either of you,” Tilleran said definitively. “I don’t need to be tied down, by an overzealous Andorian lesbian or an arrogant Betazoid financier.”

“And you heard it here first,” Ficker said. “After the break, we’ll take a look at some footage of the Explorer’s heroic crew. We’ll be right back.”

“And we’re out,” said the stage manager, holding a padd off at the far left side of the stage.

“If you wish, I’ll get my lawyers involved in this,” Crellus said, once again comfortably seated by Tilleran.

“Do your worst,” Tilleran muttered, turned to J’hana, who, also, had stormily sat down. “Jan, what did you expect me to say?”

J’hana harrumphed. “I expected you to say ‘yes.’”

“That was such a silly stunt. In front of all those people…”

“I assumed you would find it romantic.”

“You were wrong. I’m not marrying you. We were trying to get rid of this Imzadi bond, remember?”

“Yes, well I found I actually began to enjoy it. Even Dwanok the Large has not brought about the level of satisfaction in my life that you have, Ari.”

“I’ll be available to talk to all three of you after the show,” Peterman whispered, leaning over Baxter’s lap. “Just try to hang on a little longer.”

“I do not need your quackery,” J’hana said. “I simply wish to be left alone, to sulk in my failure and commit ritual suicide.”

“Now there’ll be none of that!” Baxter said.

“What a mess,” said Tilleran.

“When am I going to get to talk?” Richards asked, from down the line.

“Shut up!” Browning said, and bopped him on the head.

“And we’re back,” Ficker said, motioning to the stage. “A lot has happened in the last fifteen minutes. We’ve come to quite a few revelations. Let’s review.”

“Let’s not,” Baxter grumbled.

“First, we learned that J’hana and Tilleran were not actually having sex on all those hot nights in the Tilleran quarters. Next, we realized that J’hana actually does have some hot lesbian feelings for Tilleran. Thirdly, we met Crellus, who is promised to be wed to Tilleran, and who vows to make good on that promise.” He grinned at the audience and chuckled. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but it sounds like a full show to me. Could there possibly be more? I think so.” He stepped down the aisle steps, gesturing up at the stage. “Something had to create an environment stifling enough that a relationship as dysfunctional as the one between Commanders J’hana and Tilleran might flourish on board the Explorer. Let’s take a look at some of the crew that J’hana and Tilleran work with on a daily basis, and maybe we’ll get a better insight into what’s caused all this misery.”

Baxter rubbed his eyes. “Oh, brother.”

“Turn toward the viewer behind you, if you plese,” Ficker said, and the crew on the stage turned to watch the viewer. “Roll it.”

“What do you think of the Explorer crew?” an off- screen Ficker said to Baxter and Peterman, who were seated at Baxter’s readyroom desk.

“They’re silly, stupid, lazy, crabby, dirty. They’re all sick,” the viewscreen Baxter said choppily. Someone had been cutting and pasting the footage.

“I second that,” said the viewscreen Peterman happily.

“What if I told you the Explorer crew all died in a horrific accident. What would be your reaction?” the off-screen Ficker asked.

Viewscreen Peterman grinned at Baxter. “We couldn’t be happier.”



“This is a disaster,” Commodore Velara said, staring at her desktop viewer. “It was nothing like Mr. Ficker promised us.”

Telvin, who sat across the desk from her, nodded. “I just wish Sesil could be here to watch. He’d probably really enjoy this.”

Velara raised an eyebrow. “Indeed.”



“This is an obvious forgery,” Baxter said, eyes wild with ire. “Even you should be capable of something more sophisticated than this, Ficker!”

“Forgery or truth?” Ficker asked the audience. “Let’s let the people decide.” He pointed his microphone into the audience.

“Ficker, Ficker, Ficker!”

Where did he get these people from? Baxter wondered.

“I’m done with this,” Baxter said. “We’re out of here.”

Conway grumbled at Baxter. “What, afraid you’ll be found out for the fake you are?”

“Don’t be silly, Conway. This is an obvious forgery…”

“Or are you really sick of us? I’d like to know!” Conway demanded.

“Let’s see some more tape,” Ficker said with an evil grin.

Conway appeared on the viewscreen, with Tyra Shar.

“What do you think of Captain Baxter and Counselor Peterman?” inquired the off-screen Ficker.

“A bad idea,” said the viewscreen Conway.

“That’s no biggie,” the live Conway said. “I didn’t say that, but I would have gladly said it anyway.”

“Let’s continue,” Ficker said.

“What about Counselor Peterman and her good friend Doctor Janice Browning? What can you tell us about them?” the off-screen Ficker said.

“We’ve suspected them of… getting together, over the last several months. But that’s their prerogative, right?” said viewscreen Conway.

“True,” replied off-screen Ficker. “But let’s get one thing clear. What exactly is the nature of Peterman and Browning’s relationship?”

“They’re lesbians,” viewscreen Conway said quickly. “They had sex with each other, okay, and it turned me on every time they talked about it! Is that what you wanted to hear?”

“That is HOT!” Richards exclaimed.

“We did no such thing!” snapped Browning.

“You are one sick f***!” Conway called at Ficker. “How dare you–”

“How dare you!” Baxter exclaimed, turning on Conway.

“Sir, like you said, it’s a fake!”

“How am I to be sure?”

“I didn’t make it with Janice, Andy,” Peterman said. “Don’t be silly.”

“Oh, so now I’m silly.”

Ficker cackled. “This is fantastic. On to more tape…”



“There was a bit of flirtation between Baxter and I,” screen Hartley said. “I’d say it started about three years ago. We flirted. He got all moody when I would talk about Brian, who I dated for a time, in an alternate timeline, and I’d get equally jealous when he’d louse about with that little tramp. He’s not jaded like most of the creeps on this ship. Captain Baxter is a one of a kind creep. He’s a little low in the intellect department, and he’s so naive!”

“When you’re right, you’re right,” Captain Lisa Beck of Waystation said, heading up the conference table where the rest of her senior staff had gathered to watch what Krinokom Communications had billed as the “Dressing Down of the Explorer crew.”

“More popcorn,” Lt. Commander Morales asked, shoving the bowl across the table to Beck.

“Please,” Beck said, and grabbed a handful. “You know, this is top-rate entertainment.”

“I’m already thinking syndication,” said Bradley Dillon, from the opposite end of the table.



“WHAT?” demanded Peterman. “TRAMP?”

“You better have bodyguards, Ficker,” Hartley seethed. “I didn’t say anything like that.”

“You’re just trying to divide us,” Mirk said, pointing at Ficker. “But it won’t work, I promise you that!”

“You little scheming bitch!” Peterman cried, and hopped across her chair to grab Hartley’s hair.

“Let’s see what Janice Browning had to say,” Ficker grinned.

“Doctor Browning, did you and Captain Baxter ever…get together?” off-screen Ficker asked impishly.

Screen Browning blinked. “Well, I guess. It wasn’t a wise idea. There are all sorts of problems there.”

“Surely. But what about Commander Chris Richards? How does he fit in?”

“He’s a pervert, you can forget him. That’s over now.”

“You say he’s a pervert? Does that have any effect on his relationship with his daughter, Kristen Larkin?”

“You mean how much sex they have, don’t you?”

“Sure.”

“Chris loves Kristen like a pervert.”

“And what about Captain Baxter?”

“He loves me like a good Daddy should.”

“I see.”

“Janice!” exclaimed Baxter.

“Janice!” exclaimed Richards.

“Andy!” exclaimed Peterman.

“RATINGS!” exclaimed Ficker.



“He loves me like a good daddy should.”

In a bar, on Mars’s moon Phobos, Admiral Frank McGrath ordered another double shot of whiskey, neat.

“Keep them coming,” he grumbled drunkenly.

“You know those people up on the screen, boss?” asked the bartender as he poured McGrath another.

“Yup. Unfortunately. Damn Explorer thing’s gone all to hell. You got any popcorn?”

“Sure.”



“You are going to hell for this!” Browning yelled at Ficker. She turned to Peterman. “Kelly, I swear, none of that is true! It was all twisted around!”

“You think I have sex with Larkin!” Richards cried. “What’s next? What the hell is next?”

“Let’s find out,” Ficker giggled.

“How do you feel about your commander, Captain Baxter?” off-screen Ficker asked of on screen Richards.

“He’s a sex-starved, brainless, lousy maniac with delusions of grandeur,” screen Richards said.

“What about Counselor Kelly Peterman?”

“I love her with all my heart. I’d do anything for her.”

“But she’s married to your supposed best friend,” off-screen Ficker said. “How do you explain that?”

“She just wanted some cheap, meaningless sex,” replied screen Richards.

“And Commander Larkin, how do you feel about your father despising Captain Baxter, and sleeping with his wife behind his captain’s back?”

“I am, in a way, I suppose, thankful for that,”said screen Larkin.

“My internal logs can dispute that much,” the live Lt. Commander Larkin said. “This entire show is a farce. Anyone watching should switch off their viewscreens immediately.”

“I’ll be damned,” Baxter said, glaring at Richards. “What gives?”

“ARE YOU STUPID?” Peterman asked Baxter. “This is all a set-up. We’ve been made into a laughingstock!”

Baxter’s lip quivered. “Yeah, I can see that, I guess.”

Everyone on the stage looked shaken.

“The fun isn’t over,” said Ficker. “We have a special guest waiting in the back room, in a soundproof booth. He just watched Commander J’hana’s recent proposal to Commander Tilleran on a private viewscreen.”

“Who could that be?” Baxter wondered.

“DIE!” Dwanok the Large bellowed, rushing onto the stage and ripping at the first person he could get his meaty hands on, which happened to be Commander Richards.

“HELP!” Richards cried, as he was hurled bodily into Ficker’s audience.

“Ficker, Ficker, Ficker!”

“We’ll be right back for my final thoughts,” Ficker grinned at the camera.



“I wonder why we weren’t interviewed,” Jad Vorezze, captain of the undercover Section 31 flagship Banshee, said, shoving popcorn into Chief of Operations Tagel Axik’s mouth as the two watched the Alvin Ficker show in a hot tub full of bubbles.

“Because we barely know them,” said Axik.

“Of course. But we did a hell of a job helping them stop those Starshine Kids.”

“But that’s confidential.”

“So we’ll never get any credit.”

“Unfortunately not,” replied Axik. “Hey, by the way, you aren’t promised to anyone back on Betazed, are you?”

“Uh…” Jad shoved another handful of popcorn into Axik’s mouth. “Let’s see what else’s on.”



After the stage was cleaned up and Dwanok was put safely behind a forcefield backstage, the Alvin Ficker show returned to the airwaves.

Ficker sat down on a stool and faced the camera. “Now, for today’s Final Thought. Starships are supposed to be professional places where Starfleet crews take on the awesome responsibility of protecting Federation citizens. If the USS Explorer is any example, Starfleet is not doing a heck of a job. Here you have a Captain whom none of the crew respect, and a crew that engages heavily in debauchery, lies, and cheating whenever possible. Certainly, we may have used a few bits of artistic license to underline these points, but the bottom line is, the Explorer crew is incompetent. What’s to be done? Well, I have quite a few suggestions on the subj–”

“Wait!” said a voice. Baxter walked up behind Ficker, right into the frame of the camera recording him live. “I brought a clip.”

“This isn’t that kind of a talk show,” Ficker said testily. “You can’t bring a clip. Go sit down.”

“I think this clip needs to be seen.” He turned toward the audience. “Want to see another clip? Want to see some more action, huh?”

“CLIP, CLIP, CLIP!” chanted the audience. They were joined by the hoard of crew on the stage.

“I did not bribe you for this!” Ficker cried at the audience, shooting off his stool.

“Bribe?” Baxter asked, turning. “NOW it makes sense.”

Ficker folded his arms. “Fine. Show your damn clip. See what difference it makes.”

“Glad you approve,” Baxter said. “Baxter to Explorer.”

“Explorer, Ford here,” came the response over his comm badge.

“Mister Ford. Pipe in our video montage.”

“Right away, sir.”

“Montage?” Ficker asked fearfully.

Baxter clapped Ficker on the back. “Let’s take a look at the big screen, shall we?”

Booming classical music played in the background as the scene faded in:

Flight recorder shot of the interior of a Starfleet shuttlecraft. Inside, two men, Ficker and Baxter, were locked in combat.

“You cheated!” screen Baxter cried, leaping on top of screen Ficker. “Admit it, you son of a bitch!”

“I did not!”

“Did too!”

“Did not!”

“You know what your problem is, Ficker,” screen Baxter said as he smushed screen Ficker’s face into the bulkhead. “You never grew up. You never learned how to take defeat, or how to be humiliated!”

“This is all nonsense,” the live Ficker said, waving at the screen. “It has nothing to do with this show. Shut it off.”

“Keep it on!” Baxter urged. “Right, people?”

“KEEP IT ON, KEEP IT ON, KEEP IT ON!” cried the audience.

“Did you cheat on that shuttle maneuvers test ten years ago?” asked screen Baxter.

Screen Ficker laughed. “Of course I did. I reprogrammed your navigational computer one day when you weren’t looking. I sabotaged the entire test.”

“So your whole career is based on a lie,” screen Baxter said angrily.

The audience booed at this, then the screen view switched to that of just Ficker, in a straitjacket: “Hello, Captain. I just called to wish you a pleasant journey. You know, space can be a very scary place. But I’m confident you can take care of yourself. And me, well, I’m on to greater things. I’ve been promoted to Admiral, you know. I’m going to be put in charge of a Starbase. I may even be given my own planet to govern. I’ll say hello to Captain Kirk and Ambassador Spock for you. You know they’re my close friends. Why, just yesterday I–”

“I was in a different place, then!” Ficker pleaded to the audience, who had decidedly turned on him. One huge man raged and threw his hat at Ficker. “You don’t understand. I was angry about Baxter winning the bet I’d made with him. I went…a little uneven for a while. But I got help! I’m better now! I’m reformed!”

Baxter nodded. “Then this clip takes place some time after your supposed reformation, Mr. Ficker…”

“Listen, mister,” screen Ficker said. He was standing in a starship corridor, leading a few Starfleet crew who were laden with luggage. “This is my ship! I say who comes with. And I say you don’t come with!” He looked to screen Peterman. “You, on the other hand, are more than welcomed to ride with me. If you become my willing loveslave until the end of time.”

“Forget it!” screen Peterman cried. “Not if you were the last humanoid alive.”

“This is stupid,” screen Conway muttered. “Shoot him, Captain.”

“If you insist.”

“Three minutes to warp core breach…” said the ship’s computer.

“Screw this!” screen Ficker said, and ripped his suitcase out of a crewman’s hand, throwing it at screen Baxter and the others.

They hit the deck with the suitcase, which smashed open to reveal a huge deflated plastic Gorn and fourteen bottles of spiced strawberry jelly.

“Oh, by the fourteen hives!” screen J’hana exclaimed, trying to climb out from under the huge, flattened Gorn.

Screen Tilleran rushed to the Andorian’s side. “J’hana!”

Screen Baxter ran toward the airlock, plowing into Ficker like a linebacker before he could duck in. “No you don’t!”

“Don’t just sit there, kill him!” Screen Ficker cried to his officers as screen Baxter rolled on top of him.

“Well…” said one officer.

“Belay that!” said screen Baxter. “Kill HIM!”

“Uh…guys?” said another officer.

“I’ll kill him!” screen Conway muttered, trying to climb to his feet. He slipped in jelly and fell back on his rear end. Tilleran moved to help him, then she slipped too.

Screen Peterman looked on with dissatisfaction. “Stop this insanity right now! We can all get out of here!” She ran over and jerked both men up by the backs of their uniforms. “You should both be ashamed of yourselves.”

“Two minutes to warp core breach.”

“She’s right, you know,” screen Baxter grinned, putting out his hand for Ficker. “Shake?”

“Sure.” Screen Ficker put his hand out, then quickly jabbed his knee up into screen Baxter’s screen crotch. The captain tried to scream but nothing came out, he just dropped to his knees.

“Sucker!” screen Ficker cackled and ducked into an airlock. The doors swished shut behind him.

“Allow me to explain,” Baxter said, addressing the audience. “That was your valiant talk show host, bravely kicking me in the crotch so he could escape my ship, which was at the time about to blow up. None of these clips have been altered, unlike Mr. Ficker’s. So think about what you’ve seen here today. Is this the kind of guy who’s qualified to lob outrageous accusations at me and my crew?”

There was a pregnant pause among the audience, then,

“Ficker, Ficker, Ficker, Ficker!”

Baxter sighed. “I give up.”

“With good cause.” Ficker grinned. “Thanks for coming on the show, Captain. You realize this was all just for a good laugh, right? We don’t really want any hard feelings. Shake?”

Baxter grinned back. “Sure.” He reached out to shake Ficker’s hand, then kneed him in the crotch, grinding his knee in hard. Ficker dropped to the floor like a sack of wheat. “That’s my final thought, you sick f***.” He looked at the camera. “That’s all for today’s show. Thanks for watching.”



On board the USS Secondprize, members of the senior staff Captain Alexander Rydell, Commander Jaroch, Commander Scott Baird, Lt. Commander Emily Sullivan, Commander Travis Dillon, and Lt. Commander Patricia Hawkins, watched the viewscreen in Dillon’s quarters with a mixture of confusion and shock.

On the viewscreen, an Asian Earth film star was shooting up a restaurant, ducking bullets and firing two…they were called ‘guns’…at once at his attackers.

“This Chow Yun Fat guy is really something,” Rydell said, breaking the silence.

“F***in’ A,” said Baird.

“He’s magnificent,” agreed Patricia Hawkins.

“I thought you’d like this one,” Dillon said. “And I have many more films where this one comes from. We could make a weekly event of it.”

“Don’t push your luck,” said Sullivan.

“I feel like we’re missing something,” said Rydell. “Jaroch, did you check the Krinokom listings for tonight?”

“Indeed I did,” said Jaroch. “I saw nothing of interest.”

And Chow Yun Fat fought on.



“Welcome to the Constellation Club, Mark II,” Mirk said, gesturing regally for the senior staff and others to enter the renovated cafe. Everyone was dapper in evening gowns and dress uniforms.

“No snappy new name?” Conway asked, with Tyra Shar on his arm.

Mirk shook his head. He straightened his bow tie. “Nope. I didn’t see the point. The Dillon corporation took my name anyway, so why should I change it?”

“Good point,” said Baxter. “One question. Why not change back to a cafe?”

Mirk indicated Browning with a nod of his head. “We already have a great restaurant. I don’t want to compete with Doctor Browning.”

“Good idea,” Peterman said with a grin. She recalled the time she and Mirk had competed to have a talk show. As soon as her thoughts wandered to the subject of talk shows, she immediately stopped grinning.

“Well the place looks great.” Richards took in the decor. The tacky neon and disco lighting had been replaced by a much more ritzy, classy look of subtle white lights and a shiny parquet dance floor.

“Thanks,” Mirk said, and winked at Hartley, who wore a classy sequined green gown. “Megan and I worked for three days on it.”

Hartley nodded. “We even put in holoemitters.”

“Whatever for?” asked Larkin.

“You’ll see,” Mirk said. “Once we cue the music.”

“Before you do,” Baxter said, “I just want to say something.” He grabbed a microphone off the bar and looked around at the senior staff clustered at the center of the club. “I want to tell everyone who took part in that unfortunate spectacle this afternoon that I’m very proud of them. Sure, we could have crumbled under Ficker’s assault, but we held. We HELD. I think that says something about us. About what kind of people we are.”

“If Ficker’s clips were any indication, it says we’re horny people,” Browning said with a giggle.

“Anyway,” said Baxter, “I’m glad to see we weathered the storm. It’s one thing for us to withstand the onslaught of the Starshine Kids. It’s another thing for us to withstand a psychological attack. That is, after all, where we’re most vulnerable.”

“Here here!” Peterman held up a glass of champagne. She’d hit the bar at the start of Baxter’s speech. She had to.

“So…uh, party down, everyone. You deserve it. And just remember, nothing that was said to day is true. Except the J’hana and Tilleran stuff, which we will never speak of again, because it is not any of our business.” And Baxter clinked glasses with Peterman and both tossed down champagne.

“HERE HERE!” cried the crowd in the club, and Baxter tossed Mirk the mike.

“Okay, pretty babies,” said Mirk. “Snuggle up to someone you love and get ready to dance the night away! I looked long and hard to find a singer in the databanks who everyone will like, and I don’t think this guy will disappoint. Here goes nothing! Computer, engage!”

On a stage at the front of the club, a hologram of a man glittered to life, sitting at a piano and wearing a gaudy outfit. And he sang:

“When are you gonna come down, when are you going to land? I should have stayed on the farm, should have listen to my old man. You know you can’t hold me forever. I didn’t sign up with you. I’m not a present for your friends to open, this boy’s too young to be singin’ the bluuuuuuues, ahhhhhh ahahhhhhh ah ahhhh….ahhhh ahhh ahhh…

“So goodbye yellow brick road, where the dogs of society howl. You can’t let me in your penthouse, I’m going back to my plow!”

The crowd paired off and started slow-dancing. They weren’t so sure about the singer, but they decided not to question Mirk’s choices.

“I have to meet him!” Conway said, as Tyra led in the dancing. He didn’t have the nerve to mention that the man, at least in human society, traditionally leads.

“Why? He looks like a flake!”

“That is Sir Elton John! Don’t you understand, Tyra? He was knighted by the British! On Earth, that really means something!”

“Flake flake flake,” Tyra said, and jerked Conley’s head away from Elton John, who tapped happily on the piano on-stage. “You’re not here to lollygag at the performers.”

Meanwhile, J’hana and Tilleran danced stiffly several meters away, near the windows that looked out at the stars streaking buy as the Explorer cruised at warp out to the galactic edge.

“I’m sorry for my little announcement, Ariel,” J’hana said, leaning her head on Tilleran’s shoulder. “I really did not mean it. It was just a stunt.”

“Really?” Tilleran asked.

“Really. I am content to dance with you one last time. After that, our romantic relationship will be dissolved, in spite of the fact that we are still linked as Imzadi, and will forever be so.”

“J’hana, I can read Andorians, you know,” Tilleran said softly.

“Then read your way out the nearest airlock, you smug Betazoid,” J’hana grumbled, and held Tilleran tighter.

Up on the stage, while Elton improvised a piano solo in the middle of “Yellow Brick Road,” Dr. Browning leaned on the piano, grinning.

“I love those big glasses of yours. You have quite the eye for fasion!”

“Thanks, dear.”

“Don’t mention it.” Browning glanced out at the dancers. Richards was dancing quite close with Ensign Madera. No matter how much she didn’t want him back, that still burned her. “So, Mr. John, what are you doing after the show? Want to go grab a drink?”

“I don’t think that would work out, hon.”

“Why? Because you’re a hologram?”

“Not exactly,” Elton said, and went back to singing. Browning walked off the stage looking disgruntled.

“So,” Mirk said, as he twirled Lt. Hartley by the stage and dipped her toward Elton John, who grinned at her politely as he played. “Given any thought to giving me a hand with getting my powers back?”

Mirk lifted Hartley back to face him. “Yeah,” Hartley said, and gave Mirk a twirl. “I’ve given it a lot of thought.”

“And?”

“And I’m still thinking. I don’t like the idea that all that power rests on my consent to give you the night of your life.”

“Night of my life, huh? You really think it would be?”

“Mirk, you have no idea,” Hartley grinned, and dipped Mirk. He felt suddenly nauseous.

Peterman watched Mirk and Hartley dance by, then leaned her head on Baxter’s shoulder as they gently glided across the parquet floor. “They look really cute together, Andy.”

“He’s barely twenty, Kelly,” Baxter said. “Eleven full years younger than her.”

“So. They’re both legal.”

“Depending on who you ask. Step two three. The thing gives me the creeps. One romp in the sack with her and he might blow up in one big explosion of Maloxian powers. Step two three. It took us hours to get him off the battle bridge ceiling as it was.”

“It’s romantic, Andy,” Peterman said. “They’re destined for one another, can’t you tell? I don’t think there’d be any harm in them getting together. And it might just answer all of Mirk’s questions about why he belongs here, and what his mission in life is.”

“Why should he get any more of a clue than the rest of us? Step two three.”

“Good point. Now be quiet and try to keep your rhythm.”

Elton sang on: “Oh I’ve found where this side of my future lies, beyond the yellow brick roooooooad!”



NEXT:



After J’hana and Tilleran air their so-called dirty laundry to a quadrant of eager Ficker-fans, lots of questions remain as to what will become of the stalwart Andorian. J’hana goes on a quest to find herself, and the daughter of a planetary leader who the Federation wants to cozy up to. Will she accomplish her mission or try to get killed honorably? Can Peterman help J’hana get out of her emotional slump? How the heck do you counsel an Andorian anyway? Peterman better find out quick, or J’hana might just crack up totally. And you don’t want someone trained to kill bare-handed eight different ways to crack up, no sirree! Next week, find out why “There’s Something About J’hana”!




There’s Something About J’hana



Mirk looked over his bar out at the girating crowds that packed the Constellation Club. It was a typical Saturday night. Ford and Gellar were out working the crowd, girating up against whatever hapless female cremember got in their way; Tilleran and Hartley were at a table off in the corner gossiping about something; Richards and Madera were slinking around like two Elavian eels, and J’hana…

J’hana was sipping from a glass of steamy v’haspant and staring out the oblong windows that lined the front of the Constellation Club, looking on at the stars that rushed toward the Explorer.

Mirk picked up a round of sudsy crescan ales, Hartley’s favorite, and inconspicuously sauntered over to the corner table that Tilleran and Hartley shared.

“Another round, ladies?” he asked nonchalantly and set the tray down.

“We barely finished our first ones,” Hartley said, squinting up at Mirk. “You trying to get me drunk?”

“I’m offended you would think that. Anyway, the real reason I’m here is right over there…” He pointed.

“Lt. Unlathi’s slime trail?” Tilleran asked. “It’s harmless. It evaporates after a while. It’s nontoxic…”

“No, no, behind that!”

Tilleran glanced over a few dancers, past the slime trail, to see J’hana staring blankly out the window.

“Oh, that.” Tilleran finished her ale and wiped the foam off her mouth. She grabbed another. “J’hana’s still recovering from our breakup.”

“She’ll get over it,” Hartley said. “I, for one, am thankful to have the old Tilleran back.”

Mirk blinked. “I still don’t understand this relationship between you and her, Ariel. Did you manage to sever the Imzadi bond?”

“Not exactly.” Tilleran shook her head. “I’ve managed to suppress it somewhat.”

“She’s a powerful telepath,” Hartley said. “It just took her a while.”

“Andorian emotions are strong, Mirk,” Tilleran said. “When they clash with those of a Betazoid…” she smiled wistfully, “well, fireworks happen.”

“And the show’s over,” Hartley said, grabbing another ale. “Right, Ariel?”

“I have to get on with my life,” Tilleran said. “I have a promising career and an arranged marraige to worry about. I can’t bury my head between J’hana’s legs anymore.”

Hartley finished her next Crescan ale in a gulp. “That’s a great image, there, Ariel.”

“Thank you.”

Mirk shook his head. “So you’re fine with the situation. But what about J’hana?”

“J’hana has been through much worse than a breakup,” Hartley said. “Have you heard her talk about her family? It’s one big bloody heap of dead bodies, all with blades and such sticking out at odd angles. And most of those blades were stuck by family members, including her. And you think a breakup will push her over the edge?”

“I don’t know. I can just tell that something’s wrong with her. Even though I’m not her pastor anymore, I’m still her bartender. I feel the need to make things better.”

Hartley touched Mirk’s hand. “And for that, I think you’re just about one of the sweetest bartenders in the galaxy.”

Tilleran smiled. “Don’t worry, Mirk. J’hana will get over it. I’ve been in and out of her mind a thousand times, among other things, and I can tell you she’ll be okay. Okay?”

Mirk stared at J’hana, shrugged. “Okay.”

Suddenly the Red Alert klaxon trilled.

The comm system bleeped. “Baxter to senior staff: Please report to the bridge.”

“Time to go to work,” Tilleran sighed, shoving out of her chair. She saw J’hana walk by, and hung behind to allow the Andorian to past her.

Mirk gave Tilleran an “I-told-you-so” glance, and Hartley promptly yanked him down into the chair beside her.



Tilleran made sure to take the opposite turbolift from J’hana, Richards and Ford, to avoid the awkwardness that would come from a long ride in an enclosed space with the Andorian.

When she spilled out onto the bridge, she saw Baxter standing at the front, with Conway, staring at the viewscreen.

Baxter squirmed, standing just behind Conway, at the white- bearded, bald man on the viewscreen. The man sat on a huge throne, and was surrounded by a brigade of guards. “Chancellor Lennox, I assure you, Starfleet is fully committed to bringing you and the Nevaran colonists back into the fold. But you’re asking us to step into a situation that’s far outside of our juris–”

“Enough of your diplomatic posturing. Your government assured me that they’d do everything in their power to make me agree to rejoin the Federation. Now I want you to find my daughter!”

“We’ve become a ship of private detectives,” Conway muttered and returned to his chair.

Without a human shield, Baxter stood speechless at the front of the bridge. “You’re sure Starfleet okay’d this, Chancellor?”

“Quite. Now hop to it!”

Baxter grimaced. “When you put it that way, how can we refuse? We’ll begin an investigation. Explorer out.”

“Who are these people?” Lt. Commander Tilleran asked, taking the science station.

“Colonists who left Earth two hundred years ago,” Conway said. “To establish a separate government. The Federation was inclined to leave them alone until they discovered a huge supply of pure latinum on the planet.”

“And suddenly we’ve become their best friends,” Baxter said. “Our diplomatic corps are deep into trying to get the Nevarans back, so we can take some of that latinum and use it to power our suddenly ailing economy.”

“Why don’t we just rent out some starships,” Conway mumbled.

“Enough out of you,” Baxter snapped and sat down beside Conway. “I want you to take a team down to Nevara Three and investigate the site of Miss Lennox’s disappearance. We can’t risk losing all that latinum, even if we are supposed to be a government devoid of currency!”

Conway ran a hand over his face. “I remember when the Federation had a lick of integrity.”

“Those days are obviously over,” Baxter said. “Now get going.”

Conway nodded. “Yes, your majesty. Tilleran, J’hana. Come on.”

Tilleran and J’hana exchanged wary glances.

“Perhaps Lt. Commander Larkin would be of more use…” Tilleran said.

“I said you and J’hana,” Conway said. “Despite your promotions, I still outrank both of you, so what I say goes. Now let’s get moving. We have a …ugh…little girl to rescue.”

“Go get ’em, Pappa Bear,” Baxter grumbled, and stared at the spinning orb of Nevara Three on the viewscreen.



Conway, Tilleran, and J’hana materialized in the middle of a grassy park. It was a particularly sunny day on Nevara Three. J’hana found it most displeasing.

Tilleran pulled out her tricorder and immediately began scanning. “I had Chrissy Lennox’s genetic trace downloaded into the ship’s computer. We should be able to track her whereabouts as long as she left some DNA evidence behind.”

J’hana withdrew her phaser and looked around dully. “It would help if we knew what this female child looked like.”

Conway flashed J’hana a padd. “Here you go.”

J’hana examined the padd. The “little girl” was easily nineteen years old, ruby-haired, and quite buxom. “This is no little girl, Commander,” J’hana said. “She is adult, by human standards.”

“Maybe so,” Conway said. “But this Lennox fellow thinks of her as his little baby. So as far as we’re concerned, we’re looking for his little baby, got it?”

“I suppose,” J’hana said, and made a low, wheezing sound.

Conway glanced at her. “Did I just hear you sigh, Commander?”

“Surely not,” J’hana said. “I will look in this direction. Behind those bushes.”

Conway took Tilleran aside, by a vacant park bench. “Tilleran, do you notice something strange about J’hana?”

“She’s still upset about the breakup. Has been for the last three weeks. Haven’t you noticed?”

“I guess not.”

Tilleran’s tricorder bleeped. “Here we go. That’s what I was afraid of.”

“What?” Conway looked over Tilleran’s shoulder.

“Transporter signature. Chrissy Lennox was beamed away, Commander.”

“Can you get a fix on what type of transporter signature it is?”

“Not without further study. It’s not standard issue Federation, Klingon, or Romulan. Not Multek, Dominion, or Leeramar. Possibly a mix of technologies.”

Conway nodded. “Can you tell if she was beamed off the planet, or to a location somewhere else on this planet?”

Tilleran nodded. “By the strength of the signature, she’d have to have been beamed off-planet. To a ship, or nearby moon.”

“All right, then,” Conway said. “Let’s get back to the ship. J’hana, let’s go!”

J’hana crept from behind the bush. “No sign of the girl in the bushes, Commander.”

“That’s gratifying,” Conway said, then tapped his comm badge. “Conway to Explorer, three to…” He became aware of a high-pitched whine. He glanced at J’hana’s belt. “J’hana!” He grabbed her phaser and tapped a quick sequence. “You had this thing set on overload!”

“Really,” J’hana said, snatching the phaser back. “I’ll be v’xxned.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54702.7. We’ve had teams combing the five moons of Nevara Three, and astrophysicians searching the sector on all bandwidths to try to find a ship, or vapor trail, or something to indicate where Chrissy Lennox was taken. Meanwhile, I have relieved Lt. Commander J’hana from duty temporarily until she stops trying to kill herself.



“Now Commander,” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, pouring a hot cup of v’haspant for J’hana and one for herself. She sat on the couch opposite J’hana in her office. “I want you to tell me what you’re feeling. Tell me why you tried to kill yourself down on Nevara Three.”

“I will tell you what I told Commander Conway. It was an accident.”

“You don’t just accidentally set your phaser to overload! What were you thinking??” Peterman demanded.

J’hana sipped cooly from her v’haspant cup. “I must have accidentally activated the overload when I bent down to examine some tracks on the ground. Neither you nor Commander Conway can prove anything. I know my rights. You should return me to duty. I am the most likely person on this vessel to find Crissy Lennox.”

“Or die trying,” Peterman muttered.

“Regardless, by keeping me off-duty, you risk losing the Nevarans as Federation citizens. I know your husband’s superiors don’t want that.”

“And they don’t want our tactical officer blowing up either!”

J’hana crossed her legs and folded her hands on top of her knee. “Counselor, you are the one that seems irrational at the moment. May I ask what’s troubling you?”

“This is not about me.”

“Perhaps it is. Let me take a guess. You’ve never counseled a lovesick Andorian before, have you?”

“What do you think? Of course I haven’t! You’re the only Andorian I’ve really ever known, and you’ve never been lovesick, to my knowledge.”

“Then this will be an enlightening experience for you,” J’hana said. “And a painful one.”

Peterman leaned forward to grab J’hana’s hands. “Listen, J’hana. As your therapist, I am dedicated to doing whatever I must do to return you to a state of wellness. If that means I get singed at the edges a bit, I’m willing to take that chance.”

“Good,” J’hana said, and stood. “Then let the challenge begin!” She grabbed Peterman’s wrist and bit deep into her artery. Peterman cried out and struggled to get out of the Andorian’s grip, but J’hana’s jaws were powerful. Finally, J’hana released her. She reared back her head and cackled at the ceiling. “I have tasted your blood! The right of zaxxinfwarn is upon us!”

Peterman gripped her wrist and squeezed, watching, frazzled, as J’hana ran from the room, smashing right through her door before it could open. The cackling carried on until J’hana’s voice vanished in the distance.

“What I wouldn’t give for a nice Vulcan about now,” Peterman muttered.



“Zaxxinfwarn. I’ve heard of it,” Tilleran said, looking on in Sickbay as Dr. Browning mended Peterman’s wrist. The Counselor sat on the biobed, working her jaw thoughtfully.

“Well, don’t leave us in the dark, Commander,” Baxter said, rubbing Peterman’s shoulder gently. “What is it?”

“It’s the Andorian equivalent of entering into therapy,” explained Tilleran. “On Andor, they think of the therapist/patient relationship as an adversarial one. If the therapist cures the patient, it is a victory on the therapist’s part, and the patient is considered a failure for having allowed herself to be cured.”

“But that makes no sense,” Peterman said, as Browning ran a sealer over the wound, completing the finishing touches. “You enter into therapy to be cured. Why fight it?”

“The Andorians fight everything,” Baxter said. “I heard that some eat their mothers after they’re born.”

“That’s a vicious rumor, Captain,” Tilleran said. “In actuality, that only happens in about one out of every ten cases.”

“At any rate,” Peterman said, rubbing the red spot on her wrist where J’hana’s teethmarks had been moments earlier, “I have a hell of a challenge ahead of me. I need to read up.”

“I can’t believe J’hana bit you,” Baxter mumurred. “That has to be a courtmartial offense.”

“Do you want us to bring the Judge Judy program back on-line in Larkin?” Tilleran asked.

“Good point,” Baxter said. “All right, Kelly, do whatever you have to do to help J’hana. Just try not to get yourself hurt.”

“I’m just glad J’hana had her venom sacks removed when she entered Starfleet,” Browning said. “Kelly could have died…or gotten one heck of a rash, I’m not exactly sure.”

“So where is J’hana now?” asked Baxter.

“Loose somewhere in the guts of the ship,” Tilleran said. “She took off her comm badge. With her training, she won’t be easy to find.”

“Maybe not,” Peterman said, and grimaced. “But I will find her.” Peterman gently pushed Browning aside and slid off the biobed.

“Where are you going?” Baxter demanded as Peterman stepped out of Sickbay.

“To get my commando outfit.” She turned and ran off down the corridor.

“Oh boy,” Baxter said giddily, and followed her.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’re continuing our search for Chrissy Lennox as Counselor Peterman combs the ship in her commando outfit, looking for a lovesick Andorian. Just a typical day on the Explorer.



Counselor Peterman ducked out of the Jeffries tube, slinging her phaser rifle across her back and climbing on hands and knees to the opposite side of the junction. She checked for lifesign readings on her tricorder, found them negative, and keyed open the next Jeffries tube access hatch, and climbed in.

“Baxter to Peterman. Status report.”

“I thought I told you not to call me unless it was an emergency,” Peterman said testily as she shimmied along the crawlspace.

“I was worried about you. Oh, and the search for Chrissy Lennox isn’t going well at all. We’ve checked every planet in the system and haven’t found a thing. And according to a detective book I’ve been reading, if the kidnappers haven’t asked for ransom at this point, they’ve probably already killed their prisoner.”

“I sure hope you didn’t tell that to Chancellor Lennox.”

“Of course I didn’t. I just said his daughter MIGHT be dead.”

Peterman shook her head. “You need me on this, Andy. Before you totally alienate the Nevarans.”

“I need you to find J’hana and get her thinking straight so she can use her antennae to sniff out Chrissy Lennox, is that understood, Counselor?”

“Aye, Captain,” Peterman sighed and tapped the channel closed. She reached the hatch to the next junction and keyed it open. As soon as the door opened she heard an alarm.

“Warning. Depressurization in three seconds,” the computer said easily.

“Three? THREE?” Peterman demanded, and looked down as the hatch at the bottom of the junction wheezed open. Peterman quickly deduced the forcefield was out when she flew bodily right at the hatch.

Peteresen immediately threw her arms and legs out in all directions like a cat, catching the lips of the hatch. She held on with all her might as the suction threatened to pull her out into space

“Peterman to engineering! Close the hatch nearest to me now!!” she cried.

“What’s that?” replied Chris Richards’s voice.

“Close the…close the…nhhhhh…”

“Could you say that again?”



“Wakie wakie,” Dr. Browning cooed, as Peterman’s eyes fluttered open.

Peterman looked around. “I’m back in Sickbay.”

“Yes,” Browning said. “Thankfully for you. Mr. Gellar was nearby when you nearly got sucked out of the ship.”

Gellar stood behind Browning, looking on with concern. “J’hana did this. It’s very similar to what she did to some Orions that were chasing us on Caldera Four. Only the Orions didn’t survive.”

Peterman sat up gingerly and rubbed her head. “I guess I should feel lucky.”

“Maybe you should give up on her,” Browning suggested. “She obviously doesn’t want to be counseled. Just let her work this out on her own.”

Peterman grabbed the front of Browning’s labcoat and yanked the doctor toward her. “I’m not going to give up on her. There’s a lovesick woman out there that needs me. I WILL MAKE HER FEEL BETTER!”

Browning blinked. “Fine, fine, Kelly. But let Mr. Gellar come with you.”

Gellar grinned. “Yeah, Counselor. I’ve worked under J’hana for years now. I think I can predict her movements a little better than you.”

“Fine,” Peterman said, and slid off the biobed. “But when we find her, it’s just the Andorian and me, got it?”

“Affirmative,” Gellar said, and followed Peterman out of Sickbay.

“Godspeed, you two,” Browning said softly.



Lt. Commander Tilleran and Commander Conway stood uneasily at the front of the bridge of the USS Escort, watching the rolling asteroids on the viewscreen.

“You really think she could be in here somewhere?” Conway asked, glancing at Tilleran.

“I wouldn’t have brought us out here if I didn’t.”

“I’ll have to take your word on that.”

Tilleran turned back toward the science station and tapped a couple controls. “I’m going to increase power to the forward sensors. This is just too perfect a hiding place, Commander. If I was the kidnapper, this is where I’d hide.”

Conway grumbled something to himself and sat down in the command chair at the center of the Escort bridge. “We really need J’hana.”

“You miss her, don’t you,” Tilleran said as she worked.

“I miss her detective skills, yes,” Conway said, staring at the viewscreen.

“It’s more than that. You like J’hana.”

“I understand her. She’s one of the few people on this crew that doesn’t bug me. Is that okay with you, Commander?”

“Absolutely,” said Tilleran. “Full sweeps are complete. Nothing.”

Conway swung the command chair toward the science station. “So what now?”

“There are four asteroids in this belt big enough to hide a small craft, or station. It’s time to do some tunneling.”

“Very well. Update the Explorer and then rig up the tunneling phasers.” Conway looked back toward the viewscreen. “Oh, and Tilleran…”

“What?”

“You miss her too.”

“You’re no Betazoid, Commander.”



“Welcome to Waste Reclamation,” Ensign Paul Sanchez said cheerily, as Peterman and Gellar stepped through the doors and into the most godawful smelly compartment on the whole Explorer, with the possible exception of Lt. Unlathi’s skin-shedding chamber.

“You really got a hell of a demotion for getting into all those brawls in the Cafe, didn’t you, Sanchez?” Gellar asked, pinching his nose shut.

“I’ve grown used to the smell, actually,” Sanchez said. He led Peterman and Gellar along a catwalk that overlooked huge vats of swirling waste on either side. As the waste was pumped in, it was immediately recycled into a matter type that could be used by the replicators and pumped into a storage vat. Starship matter reclamation and replication technology was a perfected art, but some were still skeptical. Hence the somewhat unpopular slogan, “Join Starfleet and Eat S***.”

“So what brings you here?” Sanchez asked.

Peterman glanced down at the bubbling brown goo on either side of her. “We think J’hana might be hiding down here.”

“You don’t mean…” Sanchez grimaced and pointed, “IN the vats, do you?”

“Possibly,” said Gellar. “With J’hana, you never really know.”

“It’s the last place I’d think to look,” Sanchez said.

“That’s what makes us suspect it,” Peterman said. “Mr. Gellar, tricorder readings?”

Gellar checked his tricorder. “Nothing but gallons and gallons of warm bubbly sh–”

“Any Andorians?” Peterman demanded.

Gellar straightened. “Uh, no, Counselor.” He then took another look at the tricorder screen. “Uh…wait. I’m getting a blip. Fourteen meters.”

Sanchez and Peterman exchanged glances. “That’s right in this facility,” Sanchez said. “What direction?”

Gellar pointed. “That way.”

“Near the pumps somewhere,” Sanchez said.

“Damn,” Peterman said, and quickly reached onto her belt for a pair of latex gloves. She yanked them on. She’d come prepared for anything.

“She’s at five meters,” Gellar warned. “Closing fast.”

“That’s right in this room,” Peterman said.

“She’s nearly under us!” Gellar said, watching the blip approach.

Peterman unslung her phaser rifle and pointed it down toward the brown goo swirling underneath the catwalk. “Back away, both of you. This is my fight!”

Something rippled near the surface of the goo.

Peterman knelt and trained her phaser on the ripple. “Come on, come on…come on out you blue bitch!”

Then, suddenly, a head poked out of the goo. Peterman shrieked.

“CHARRRRRLIIIIIEEEEEE!”

Gellar frowned. “Lt. Gellar to the kennel. We need an emergency dog bath prepared, ASAP!”

Sanchez shook his head. “How the hell did she flush a whole dog?”

Peterman ground her teeth. “Now she’s gone and made it personal.”

Sanchez glanced at a nearby readout. “It’s worse than you think,” he said. “She’s somehow blocked off the overload shunt. This place is going to flood in about thirty seconds. There’s nothing I can do!”

“Make for the isolation door!” Gellar cried, shoving past Peterman and Sanchez, running for the slowly dropping glass door that closed the rest of the Reclamation Center off from the vats.

He nearly reached the door, but it slammed shut just before he got there. He turned around, panicked. “We’re all in DEEP S***!”

Peterman frowned, hugging a damp Charlie close to her chest as the muck level rose. “So is J’hana!”



“I’m getting to see a lot of you lately,” Browning said, as Peterman once again regained consciousness. “Not that I mind. I just wish you’d come in with a nice sprained ankle or something next time.”

Peterman leaned up on her elbows. “I’m not making any promises.” She sniffed the air. “Whew. What reeks?”

“You do, I’m afraid,” Browning said. “I ran you and the others through an intense metrion radiation scrubbing, but there are still some…remnants. Those will wear off after a few days, I think.”

“Damn it, J’hana.” Peterman looked down to see she was dressed in a blue Sickbay gown.

“And I’m afraid the commando outfit didn’t make it.”

Peterman screwed her eyes shut, infuriated.

“J’HANNNNNNNNA!”



J’hana, crammed into the Jeffries tube just above Sickbay, chuckled softly to herself. “Well played, Counselor. Well played.”

Snugly wrapped into a pirated, illegal, personal cloaking device, Lt. Commander J’hana had eluded Peterman for the entire hunt, hanging just behind her to watch and gloat as the counselor tripped into each of her traps. It was most amusing, to turn on one’s comrade in such a way, to hide in plain sight as others searched fruitlessly for–

J’hana’s antennae twitched. “By the Hive, that’s it!”



Lt. Hartley propped her feet up on the transporter console and yawned as she read the latest issue of Holotainment Weekly. There was a great article on Krinok’s “Targhauler Ranch.” The latinum-rich vidivision entrepenueur had a huge targ ranch on the outskirts of Kronos’s First City, acres and acres of rich, craggy Klingon farmland, where he worked up new series ideas, directed the efforts of his videffects company “Honorable Light and Magic,” and accumulated all the ancillary profits from the merchandising of succesful franchises like “Days of Honor.”

Hartley looked up from her magazine to see J’hana stroll in, dressed in black fatigues and weighted down with a compression phaser rifle and flanked by holstered mek’leth blades.

Hartley put her feet down and sat up. “J’hana! Do you realize Counselor Peterman’s been looking all over the ship for you?”

J’hana glanced at Hartley, as if she’d just noticed the Lieutenant was there. “I realize, Lieutenant.”

“And you just decided to prance in and–”

“Yes, I do,” J’hana said. She walked over to the transporter console and leaned forward. “You and I see eye to eye, Lt. Hartley. We don’t believe that Starfleet law allows us to live as freely as we might want to. Sometimes we have to break rules, right?”

“I guess.”

“Just nod as if you understand, human.”

“Okay.” Hartley nodded.

“Oh, Lieutenant,” J’hana said, “your ponytail’s coming loose. Allow me to adjust it.”

“Gee, thanks,” Hartley said, looking with narrowed eyes of skepticism as J’hana reached toward the back of her head, gripped it firmly, then slammed it into the transporter console repeatedly until she was unconscious. She let Hartley drop to the deck, then programmed a sequence into the transporter, and climbed the pad.

Just then, Counselor Peterman rushed in, phaser at the ready.

“J’hana!”

“Well fought, Peterman,” J’hana said, as the transporter console warmed up. “But you’re a tad too late.”

Peterman rushed the pad, but J’hana was gone in a blue flurry before she got there. She turned toward the transporter console to find out J’hana’s beamdown coordinates, but the console exploded in a shower of sparks before she could do so.

“Damn it!” Peterman cried, and pounded the charred panel.

“Hrrmmmmmmmm…?” Hartley choked out, sprawled on the deck.



Tilleran and Conway returned to the Escort bridge feeling defeated. They’d spent a good two hours scouring Asteroid 212-B with flashlights and tricorders. “Well, that’s one asteroid down,” Tilleran said. “Let’s go check out 212-C.”

Suddenly the tactical communications console bleeped, and Ensign Saral answered. “Commander,” she said, after a few moments. “That was the Explorer. Commander J’hana escaped and sabotaged the transporter system. They believe she beamed down to Nevara Three.”

“What for?” Conway asked. “She could just as easily kill herself on the ship.”

“She must have figured out where to find Chrissy Lennox!” Tilleran said.

“How do they want us to proceed?” Conway asked Saral.

“We’re to rendez-vous with the Explorer, pick up Counselor Peterman, and take her to Nevara Three, where she will lead the team to search for J’hana.”

“SHE will lead, huh?” Conway harrumphed and sat down in the command chair. “Well, isn’t that just dandy.”

“And a personal message from Captain Baxter to you, sir,” Saral said, and turned to Conway, straight-faced. “‘Get moving, you coffee-swilling bastard.’”

“He’s a regular laugh riot.”



With her personal cloak activated, Lt. Commander J’hana slipped into the royal palace on Nevara Three without being noticed or tripping any alarms. She made her way down the spiral staircase that lead into the latinum vault. She waited coyly in the anteroom for one of the guards to step into the vault while on his routine patrol. She followed him in and then waited for him to leave before beginning her search.

The room was filled with vats of pure latinum, all pumped in from a nearby purification site for storage in the royal palace. Already, since the discovery of the latinum two short weeks ago, the Nevarans were acquiring a vast supply; more, probably, than the Ferengi Grand Nagus himself posessed.

Once the guard was gone, J’hana deactivated her personal cloak and pulled out her tricorder. She set her tricorder to emit an polyphasic pulse that would bounce off the vats and shelves and other objects in the vault and give a reading as to what exactly was in the room, cloaked or not.

“Come on out, Chrissy,” J’hana bellowed. “I know you are in here.”

Her scans revealed nothing, except that the heat level in the room was standard for two occupants. Chrissy Lennox was in the room somewhere.

Then her antennae picked up a small splashing sound. She whirled toward one of the latinum vats. Something splashed in there. The silvery liquid swirled.

She bent toward the surface of the shimmering pool of latinum. “Chrissy? Come out and make this easy on yourself. I have already discovered your plans.”

J’hana reached in and pulled out a shiny rubber ball. Was someone trying to beat her at her own game?

“Come on in, the latinum’s fine!” came a cry from behind her, and J’hana turned. Dressed in a skimpy bathing suit and dripping with wet silvery latinum, Chrissy Lennox slid out of one of the vats. She beckoned to J’hana with a finger. “Come on, Commander. I know you want some.”

“I am in Starfleet. I have no need for latinum,” J’hana said, training her phaser rifle on Chrissy.

“Then why have you all been trying so hard to find me?”

“Good point. At any rate, I have discovered your plan.”

“Which is?”

“Simply, to fake your own kidnapping and creep back in here to steal all your family’s latinum.”

“You have to admit, it’s an original idea.”

“Far from it, actually.”

“At least I didn’t ransom myself. I figured it would be easy enough to slip in here and take the stuff with the help of the Orions and a personal cloak.”

“Orion pirates,” J’hana muttered. “I should have known.”

“They were quite helpful,” Chrissy said. “And they only want one-third of the haul. Well, they think that’s seventy-five percent, but Orions were never good at math.”

“What will you do with the rest?”

“Buy a starship, write my own destiny, escape this crude rock of a planet. How’s that sound?”

“Ambitious. Too bad you’ve come to a dead end, Chrissy.” J’hana’s finger flirted around the “fire” stud on the phaser rifle.

Chrissy smiled, flung back her wet red hair. “Not necessarily. You could join me.”

“Join you? Hah!”

“Come on, Commander. You don’t look like a follow-the- rules type. What do you have waiting for you back on that starship that equals a huge vat of latinum and a beautiful, winsome traveling companion?”

“You make an excellent arguement,” J’hana said, stepping toward the vat.

“You know,” Chrissy said, throwing one leg over the side of the vat and allowing herself to slide slowly back in, “I’m what you might call a rebellious daughter. I started dating at twelve, got my forehead pierced at thirteen, smoked my first quantum delirium-inducer at fourteen…and let’s not mention the psionic inhibitors I had installed in my genitals…”

J’hana stepped closer to the vat. “Daddy would not approve of that.”

“But the guys seem to like them.”

“I would imagine.”

“The girls like them too.”

“Really?”

“Come on in…you big, blue, handsome bitch you!” Chrissy said, treading latinum and licking her lips.

“Sorry, Chrissy,” J’hana said sternly. “I am, above all, a woman of honor. Although your proposition is tempting, I cannot accept.”

Chrissy poked out her lower lip in a pout. “Darn.”

“Just kidding!” J’hana tore off her uniform tunic and dove in.



When Commander Conway, Counselor Peterman, and Lt. Commander Tilleran beamed to the palace, where Lt. Hartley had deduced, after reassembling the transporter controls, that J’hana had beamed, it had been a small matter finding the wayward Andorian.

“Her emotions are unusually strong right now,” Tilleran explained as she lead the way down the spiral staircase to the vault. “I’m picking up some curious thoughts, too.”

“Any you’d like to share?” asked Peterman.

“Not at the moment,” Tilleran said.

“What can we do for you?” one of the two guards that waited in front of the door to the vault asked, weapons at the ready.

“We’re looking for a crewmember of ours,” Conway said. “Can we have a look in there?”

“No one’s in there,” the guard said. “We search that room carefully every–”

“Heheeheheee!”

“That giggling came from in there!” Peterman gasped, pointing at the vault.

“And it was Andorian giggling!” Tilleran said, amazed.

Conway pushed past the guards and cranked open the heavy vault door. He led Peterman and Tilleran in. “If you two will excuse me.”

“You can’t go in there!” the guard exclaimed.

“Watch us,” Conway said. “If you have a problem, take it up with the Chancellor.”

The away team hurried into the vault, followed by the two guards.

“Would you look at this place,” Peterman said with a soft whistle, taking in the sight of the empty vault room. Every latinum vat was sucked dry.

“The Chancellor will not be pleased,” one guard said quietly.

Conway smiled, patted the guard on the back. “I’m glad I won’t have to explain it to him. Conway to Escort. Three to transport. Energize.”



The Escort rendez-voused with the Explorer and Conway, Tilleran, and Peterman quickly made their way to the bridge.

“Any developments?” Conway asked Baxter and took the seat beside the captain’s chair.

“Dillon’s is having a two-for-one on mountain-climbing gear,” Baxter offered. “Other than that, zip.”

Peterman took the chair on the other side of Baxter. “Well, absolutely none of this makes sense to me. Why would J’hana steal all the latinum?”

“Maybe J’hana didn’t,” Tilleran said, taking the science station. “Maybe she was tracking down the person who did?”

“And she allowed herself to be caught?” Conway asked. “Not likely. She’d either have killed them, or let herself be killed. Either way, we’d have found a body.”

“She couldn’t have joined them,” Peterman said. “She just couldn’t.”

“Face it, Kelly, how well do we know her?” Baxter asked.

“She’s not a thief, Andy! She’s a good person, deep down.”

“That was a lot of latinum,” Conway said. “It would have tempted me.”

“Like I said, she’s a good person, deep down.”

Conway blinked. “What are you saying? I’m not?”

“Yes. That’s my opinion as Ship’s Counselor.”

“Well f*** you!”

“Case in point!”

Baxter folded his arms. “This is getting us nowhere. Commander Tilleran, can you do anything to locate J’hana?”

“I’m trying.”

“This waiting is killing me,” Peterman said.

“What waiting? It’s been two minutes since you guys got back,” said Baxter wryly.

“And it’s killing me!”

“Wait one second,” Tilleran said, checking her panel. “We’ve got a signal on the outside of this system. An Orion ship decloaking!”

“They have cloaks?” asked Conway.

“Apparently this one does,” Baxter said. “Mr. Ford, intercept them, full impulse. Gellar, ready on weapons.”

Baxter shifted uncomfortably in his command chair as the Explorer beared down on the Orion ship. “Can you tell me anything about that ship, Tilleran?”

“It’s heavily damaged,” Tilleran concluded. “Looks like their warp core is about to go up.”

“Any latinum over there?” Conway asked.

“All of it,” said Tilleran. “Along with a crew complement of about fourteen. Including J’hana.”

“Good old J’hana,” Peterman said, grinning at Conway. “She sabotaged their ship. That’s why she went over there. To expose the people who cooperated with Chrissy to steal all that latinum.”

“Good thing our transporters are fixed,” Baxter said. “Gellar, lock on and start beaming.”

“Get the latinum!” Conway said.

Baxter narrowed his eyes at Conway. “And by the way, try to save the people too!”

“I was getting to that!” muttered Conway.



Peterman, Baxter, Tilleran, Gellar, and a contingent of security guards made their way down to the transporter room to greet the visitors from the recently exploded Orion pirateship.

In the room, Lt. Hartley held a phaser trained on the whole group, who huddled, downtrodden, on the transporter pad. She glanced at Baxter as he led the way in.

“Forcefield’s up, sir. Bessie here is just a precaution.”

“You named your sidearm?” Baxter asked.

“She names all of her oblong instruments,” Gellar smirked and winked at Hartley. “And Mr. Magillicutty is right where you left him!”

“Good for him,” Hartley muttered. “If you’ll notice, J’hana is mixed up in that group. Want me to have her beamed into space?”

“Negative on that,” Baxter said. He glanced at J’hana, who had her arm slung around a young, attractive redhead in a clinching bodysuit. “Chrissy Lennox, I presume?”

“The one and only,” Chrissy Lennox said. “Captain, I’ll gladly give you half our latinum if you let us on our way.”

Baxter grinned. “But we have all of it in our storage bay. Why don’t we keep it all?”

“I told you he’d say that,” J’hana grumbled.

“J’hana, what are you doing with them?” Peterman asked.

“Yeah,” Tilleran said. “What are you doing with that little tramp!”

“Watch it, missy!” said Chrissy. “I’m all woman!”

“This is sick,” Peterman said.

“Yeah,” Baxter said uncomfortably. “Uh…totally inappropriate.”

“Enough!” said one of the Orions. “We want all that latinum, and this ship! We’re prepared to take it by force!”

“How do you figure?” Baxter asked confidently.

“Drop forcefield, authorization J’hana Gamma 159,” J’hana said, and then raised her phaser rifle and fired on a wide beam, stunning everyone.

“F***,” Baxter said, dropping to his knees, right on top of Peterman.

J’hana led the way out into the corridor. “If all of you will just follow me, I’ll take you to the bridge.”

“I love Andorians,” one of the Orions said to another as the group exited the transporter room.

“Yeah. They’re so easy to get along with,” agreed another.



Moments later, Counselor Peterman wearily forced her eyes open. The stun beam had just winged her, unlike Captain Baxter, who was hit head-on, and fell directly on top of her. She shoved Baxter off and crawled for the door, stopping to grab Hartley’s phaser rifle and a tricorder from the supply closet.

“Okay. We end this,” she choked out, and hobbled out the door.



J’hana indicated a door just along the corridor, passing confused-looking crewmembers along the way. “Here we are.”

“J’hana?” a passing ensign asked.

“It’s a tour of the ship,” she exclaimed, gesturing warningly at the ensign with her phaser rifle. “Got it?”

The crewmember nodded briskly and headed in the opposite direction as quickly as he could.

J’hana tapped the combination to open the door and led the way in. “Here we are.”

“Seems a bit small for a bridge,” Chrissy Lennox said.

“We’re in the middle of some renovations,” J’hana explained. “You all step into the control room. I’ll just activate the anesthezine gas and knock everyone on board the ship unconscious.”

“Good thinking,” said an Orion, as he and the others obediently stepped into the small, adjacent room.

“Hey,” said Chrissy, “there’s just a cot and a sink in here. This place looks an awful lot like a jail–”

FZZZZZZT! went the forcefield.

“Right you are,” J’hana said, and moved around the control console to face her captives. “Sorry I had to do that to you. Starfleet oath and all.”

“I totally understand,” said an Orion.

“I don’t!” cried Chrissy. “I thought we made a connection, J’hana! I thought you understood me!”

“You know nothing of making connections, you little human child!” J’hana growled. “It was fun, though. You can look me up whenever your planet lets you out of prison.”

“You bitch!”

“And proud of it,” J’hana grinned, and headed for the door, which opened to reaveal a crazed and frazzled Kelly Peterman.

“THERE YOU ARE!” the Counselor shrieked.

“Counselor,” J’hana said. “Let me explain. I let these people out so I could get them into a brig. The Orions were prepared to rush the transporter room and kill all of you as soon as the forcefield was let down. I saved the life of you and everyone else in that room.”

Peterman cracked her knuckles. “Well, that’s all well and good. But you and I still have business to settle!”

“Oh, the counseling thing?” J’hana chuckled. “Not necessary now. All I needed to get that bad mojo out of my system was some carnage, an adventure, and a romp in a latinum bath. Consider your patient cured, Counselor.”

“Not on your life!” Peterman cried. “I’ve been reading up, and there’s a ceremony to finish, if I’m not mistaken.”

“Oh, don’t embarrass yourself in front of the prisoners,” J’hana said, and pushed past Peterman. “If you’ll excuse me.”

“ZHARVWERFFHARRVH!” Peterman cried, and grabbed J’hana by the arm. She swung the Andorian in a graceful arc across the brig and dove on her like an animal, slapping, clawing, ripping. J’hana struggled, but Peterman’s grip was unbreakable.

The counselor dragged J’hana to her feet. “Now listen here, J’hana! You will be well! You hear me? You will not let your feelings get the better of you! You’re an Andorian woman! You are the most powerful force in the galaxy! NEXT TO ME! ZAVAHARARARARARARARARARARAVV FAVVVVVVVVRRRRE! IT IS FINISHED! THERE CAN BE ONLY ONE…COUNSELOR!”

J’hana winced as Peterman spat the words at her. “Counselor, have you been working out?”

“Yeah,” Peterman admitted breathlessly. “It’s something Richard Simmons turned me on to. It’s called ‘Tae-Bo.’”

“You’ll have to show me that, once I get out of Sickbay.” J’hana winced. “Seems you broke a couple of my ribs.”

“Sorry.” Peterman let J’hana down. “So. Feel any better?”

“Much,” J’hana said, wrapping an arm around the counselor. The two limped out of the brig together, leaving Chrissy and the others to stew in their own juices. “Care for dinner?”

“J’hana, I’m a married woman. Besides that, my husband and your ex, uh, girlfriend are both unconcious in the transporter room down the hall.”

“I realize that. Care for dinner?”

“I’d love some.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54704.5. We’re leaving the Nevaran system with some unsettling news. They decided the Federation was full of lunatics and that they’d rather join the Orion Syndicate. They certainly can afford the entrance fees, and if their daughter was any indication, they probably have more in common with the Orions than us anyway. In other news, J’hana seems to have cheered up considerably, and has also been spending quite a bit more time with Counselor Peterman lately. Good for them. I guess.



Lt. Ford took a mug of coffee from the bridge replicator and carried it over to Commander Conway’s seat.

“Why thank you, Lieutenant,” Conway said. He reached for the coffee but Ford held it back.

“One second, Commander. I just want to understand something. J’hana traipsed around the ship for a day, caused all sorts of harm to Counselor Peterman, knocked Lt. Hartley unconscious, and stunned Captain Baxter, Commander Tilleran, Lt. Hartley, and a horde of security, and she’ll go scot free because we’re afraid to activate the Judge Judy program in Larkin again, right?”

Conway shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “Sure, I guess.”

“So we can do pretty much anything we want and not get in trouble for it?”

“Well, I wouldn’t–”

“Yippee!” Ford upturned Conway’s mug and dumped hot coffee in the commander’s lap. He traipsed off to his station.

“FORRRRRRRRRRRRRD!”



Down in the Constellation Club, Counselor Peterman sipped from her Pink Squirrel and watched Lt. Commander J’hana and Lt. Hartley at a table across the bar talking quietly. Meanwhile, Elton John played a slow song on the piano at the front of the room.

Beside Peterman, Baxter cocked his head in total uncomprehension at Hartley and J’hana. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t you see? J’hana and Hartley are making up after J’hana knocked her unconscious…twice. J’hana’s starting to reconnect with other members of the crew. Before long, I bet she’ll be friends with Commander Tilleran again!”

Baxter sipped his vodka and grapefruit juice. “I see.”

Peterman leaned forward, resting her chin in her hand. “I just wonder what they’re talking about?”

Baxter shrugged and finished his drink. “Who knows.”



Lt. Hartley leaned forward and whispered softly in J’hana’s ear:

“And then I’m going to pummel you repeatedly in the stomach, until you cough up blood. And then I’m going so set that bowl of Andorian hair on fire, and then I’m going to break your arms and legs…”

J’hana nodded with interest. “I am intruiged. Please, go on.”



NEXT:



For the last four years, Dean Wilcox has been forced to spend his time on the Explorer as a bumbling, braindead, idiot, totally dedicated to his wife, Holly. But Lt. Commander Tilleran believes she can help him become a new man, with just a few little tweaks to his brain. When Dean returns to his prior condition, will he still love Holly? Will he become the smartest man in the Alpha Quadrant? Will he still want to be on the Explorer? Or will he just drool? Find out, when we tell the story “Of Two Minds,” on the next installment of Star Traks: The Vexed Generation!




Of Two Minds



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54732.7. We’ve spent two weeks studying deformed space in the Sartid sector and are nearly at our wit’s end. I can’t remember the last time I saw a planet, had a shoreleave, or even stepped foot off this damn ship. I am, however, finding ways to relieve my boredom.



“Fourth down and twenty. And Baxter goes back to pass. This could be the ballgame!”

Captain Baxter dropped back; his ’94 Dallas Cowboys offensive line pushed and shoved to give him room to throw. Michael Irvin and Alvin Harper were out wide, Jay Novacek at tight end was in the flat, and Emmitt Smith and Darryl “Moose” Johnston hung back at the sidelines.

Baxter gave his options a look-over, pump-faked, went back to pass, and heard the holodeck door swish open behind him. He turned to see what the noise was and immediately something from behind slammed into him, crushing him to the ground.

“Cappy!”

He knew immediately who was talking to him without looking up. He couldn’t look up, though, because at present Reggie White was piled on top of him, pressing down with his enormous weight.

“Dean…” Baxter gurgled. He heard pieces cracking in his spine. “Computer, freeze.” Baxter squirmed out from under Reggie White and crawled to his feet.

“Sorry, Captain, he wanted to play with you!” Nurse Holly Wilcox said, scrambling up from the corridor. The Holodeck door was still open, because Dean, dressed in his usual velvety blue jumpsuit, stood dumbly in the doorway staring at Baxter with pure adulation.

Baxter rubbed his neck and tried to plaster on a smile for Dean. “And how exactly did Dean know where I was going to be?”

“Counselor Peterman told him. All of us were just having lunch at Dr. Browning’s.”

“How nice,” Baxter murmurred.

“Football!” Dean cried, rushing out onto the field.

“Please play with him, Captain,” Holly said. “He heard you were playing football and got so excited. Just a few…um, rounds, or whatever.”

“I’m sorry, Nurse Wilcox,” Baxter said, adjusting his Dallas “Number Eight” jersey. “I’m a very busy man.”

“Larkin to the captain,” came Lt. Commander Larkin’s voice over the comm. “I have assimilated the entire Nancy Drew book series. Would you like me to summarize it for you now?”

“Negative, Larkin,” Baxter said, then lowered his voice, “just move on to the Hardy Boys.”

“Aye, sir.”

Holly blinked her eyes expectantly up at Baxter. “Please, sir!”

“All right, all right. Let’s see what he’s got.” Baxter glanced over at Dean, who was jogging laps with the widespread players on the field, ducking in and out around them. “Hey, Dean!”

“Cappy!”

“Let’s play ball!”



“Baxter drops back, fakes to Smith, looks–”

“Cappy, here! Throw!”

Baxter chewed his lip and looked from reciever to reciever. He couldn’t bear to look at the sideline, where Jay Novacek was pacing and casting dirty looks the coach’s way. Poor guy didn’t realize it was Baxter who substituted him for a braindead weakling.

Meanwhile, in sweatsuit and helmet, Dean sat on the field pulling at grass. At least he wasn’t being covered by the Green Bay defenders, though. He was being laughed and pointed at, but not covered.

“Cappy, throw!” Dean called out, tossing grass in the air.

“Okay, okay!” Baxter said and hurled the ball at Dean. It smashed right into his head and knocked him flat on his back. Soon after, every nearby defender collapsed on top of Dean in a huge pile.

“Computer,” Baxter said quietly. “Uh, exit.” He backed out the door and into the hallway, to come face to face with Holly Wilcox.

“Well?” she asked. “How’s it going?”

“Gotta get up to the bridge,” Baxter said, jogging for the nearest turbolift. “Emergency, you know, Red Alert? I think Dean is really enjoying himself, though! In fact, he’s having a smashing good time!”



“The funny thing is, he can’t wait to play again,” Holly said, as Dr. Janice Browning finished running a mender over Dean’s bruised skull.

“It figures, Holly,” said Browning, putting her mender away in a drawer. “His head has been smashed by a forty meter fall. Anything less than that to him is just…playtime.”

“That’s a disturbing thought.”

Your husband is braindead and THAT’S a disturbing thought? thought Browning.

Browning sat up on the biobed beside Dean and patted him on the head. “And how are you doing there, Tiger?”

“Fooball!”

“Yes, you played fooball,” Browning said. “What’s next on the playtime schedule?”

“No more fooball,” said Holly. “We need something a little safer.”

“Why don’t you let him help Lt. Commander Tilleran with the sensor scans of this area of dented space?”

“You mean deformed space?”

“Yeah, that stuff. He was a science officer before he became braindead, wasn’t he?”

“Well, sure, I guess,” Holly said. “Okay. Good idea, Doctor.”

“Hey, he should be great at studying deformed space.”

“Why, exactly?”

Because he’s deformed. Browning blinked. “Uh, because he’s such a great guy.”

“Okay. I’ll see you later, Doc.”



“Unlike everyone else on this ship, I’m really busy right now,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said, crossing from one side of the astrometrics lab to the other, checking readings, handing padds to passing officers and checking the huge galaxy view on the main screen. “Make it quick, please, Holly.”

Holly stood in the middle of it all, watching the rush of activity around her. “I just thought Dean might make himself useful around here.”

“Dean? Oh…right, Dean Wilcox. He used to work in my department, didn’t he?”

“Yeah, almost four years ago.”

Tilleran turned from a screen of sensor readings and thumped her padd thoughtfully on her hand. “You know, before his accident, Dean was really brilliant.”

“He was?”

“It’s been a long time since I read that crew profile, but yeah. He was top of his class at Fed. U. He once wrote a three hundred page treatise on black holes in the Betamax cluster. Everyone who knew him figured he would go on to become a great scientist. Who knows what he would have discovered by now if he hadn’t…”

“Thunk!” said Dean.

“Yeah, thunk,” Tilleran said thoughtfully. She looked Dean over for a few moments. “Oh well!” She turned on a heel and returned to her scans.

Holly reached to grat Tilleran’s arm. “Wait, Commander! You’re saying there’s a powerful mind locked away somewhere in that horribly damaged brain of his?”

Tilleran shrugged. “I don’t know. Let’s check.” She stepped toward Dean and placed her hands on his shoulders. She stared into his eyes. “Let’s see here…yep. Yep, there’s a hum- dinger of a brain pumping in there. Probably an IQ of about two hundred seventy-five. Maybe three hundred.”

“Really?”

“Yep. Too bad.” Tilleran whirled back to her scans. “Ensign Marx, will you get me the scans of section four-three- seven?”

“Wait!” Holly said, rushing to twirl Tilleran back to face her.

“You must do a hell of a tango,” Tilleran said with a grin. “But I have to get back to work.”

“Commander, if there’s anything you can do, I’m begging you to try to help Dean. I’m two weeks away from getting my M.D. and I’m sure Janice will help!”

Tilleran considered. “Well, I have a ton of work to do. How about later this afternoon?”

“That would be wonderful!” Holly exclaimed. She turned to face Dean. “Here that, Deaners? We’re going to fix your brain! Make it work again!”

Dean clapped his hands. “Brainbrainbrainbrainbrainbrainbrain!”

“That’s the idea!”



“Here’s some popcorn,” Captain Baxter said, scooting in next to Counselor Kelly Peterman in the front row of the Operating Room observation deck. She and other members of the crew were huddled around the upper deck to look down on Dr. Browning, Nurse Wilcox, and Lt. Commander Tilleran as they operated on Dean.

“I can’t figure out what’s happening,” Commander David Conway said, folding his arms and shifting in his seat on the other side of Baxter from Counselor Peterman. “Did they cut into his brain yet?”

“They’re still getting the top of his skull off, idiot!” Tyra Shar said from beside Conway, and smacked him on the back of his head.

Baxter leaned over and whispered, “Commander, you shouldn’t take that.”

“And you shut up too, you fat, lumbering–” Tyra barked at Baxter.

“I’m trying to operate here!” Dr. Browning called up from the operating area.

“I’m your captain, Miss Shar!” Baxter said quietly, between clenched teeth. “One word from me and you’ll be teaching Federation Standard to a remedial Pakled class!”

“I’m quaking in my boots!”

“SHUSH!” Peterman said, shoving popcorn in her mouth angrily.

FWOP!

Lt. Commander Tilleran turned to address the crowd. “We’ve just removed the skullcap, ladies and gentlemen. You’ll find that the brain tissue below is scarred heavily and inflamed, and swollen in quadrant two, three, and four.”

“Mmmmph!” Lt. Ford covered his mouth and ducked between his legs.

Lt. Commander Tilleran slid a visor over her eyes and knelt behind Dean’s head, carefully examining the damaged brain tissue. “Our goal will be to reconstruct the damaged brain areas without drastically changing his personality or making him a vegetable.”

Dr. Browning knelt by Tilleran, and turned to face the audience, nodding. “A vegetable like squash or stuffed red peppers, both on special at Space Tastes every Wednesday night!”

“Sealer!” Tilleran demanded, shoving out her hand.

“Oh, right,” said Browning. She studied Dean’s brain as Tilleran worked. “Ariel, I didn’t know you were a brain expert.”

Tilleran placed the oblong, blue-glowing sealer in her mouth and began massaging the brain tissue, feeling for weak points. “Who said I was? I really just dabble in a little bit of everything.”

“This IS safe, isn’t it?” Holly asked.

“Sure it–whoops!” Tilleran hopped back a bit, then looked over at a screen which displayed Dean’s vital readings.

“What?” demanded Holly.

“Oh, nevermind. It’s fine. No need to worry. Get me a sutre. And prepare the reconstruction helmet.”

“Right.” Browning looked around the operating room. “And what’s that look like?”

“A helmet.”

“Right.”

“That big device I worked for the last hour on? That thing I called ‘Dean’s Last Hope in Hell’?”

“Oh, THAT!” Browning scampered over to a table at the opposite side of the operating room and gabbed the large helmet, which was reminiscent of a giant beanie with electrodes and funny dials and lights blinking all over.

“Impressive device,” Lt. Commander Larkin said tonelessly.

Lt. Commander Richards nodded. “But will it work? And why didn’t she test it first?”

“Apparently the operating arena is booked the rest of the week. Today is the only day she can perform the surgery.”

“That’s reassuring,” Richards mumbled.

SWUNNNK!

“There we go,” Tilleran said as she gave the red, white, and green-blinking helmet a good twist to make sure it was on tight. “The device has been suctioned directly onto Dean’s brain.”

“GGGPMPH!” Ford groaned and ran for the exit.

“Now to siphon off the excess fluid…”

“MMMMRRRPH!” came the muffled voice from the corridor.

Tilleran stood back. “There we go. It’s interesting to know that this device was created with some spare parts from the device we used to transport Captain Baxter’s consciousness to the Alpha Quadrant, when we were stuck in the Delta Quadrant.”

“That’s reassuring,” Baxter groused.

“But I can conclude within a reasonable margin of error that this operation will work,” Tilleran said.

“What kind of margin of error?” asked Holly Wilcox.

Tilleran considered that as she tapped some parameters directly into the helmet’s control panel. “Good question. Maybe forty, forty-five percent. Fifty, even.”

“Uh, Commander, you never told–”

“Switch her on!” Tilleran ordered, and Browning obligingly hit a control on the wall panel.

The helmet buzzed to life, thrummed with energy; the lights in the room began to dim.

“Engineering to Operating Arena,” came Lt. Kamtezen’s worried voice from engineering. “We’re putting an awful strain on the mains. What the heck is going on up there?”

“Ressurecting a brain, Kamtezen,” Baxter said. “Keep the juice pumping, Lieutenant. That’s an order.”

“Aye, sir. But don’t blame me if we blow up.”

“Duly noted,” Baxter said, and glanced down, fumbling his hand in the popcorn bowl. “Well? What’s happening?”

Tilleran watched the wall panel. Zig-zag lines began to appear. Lights sprung to life all over the board. “Amazing! I’m getting brain activity!”

“It’s aliiiiive!” Commander Conway called out.

And Dean shot up on the operating table in such a kneejerk fashion that everyone around him, including the crew up in the observation deck, lurched backward.

His eyes snapped open, he looked about, and then up at the Explorer senior staff. “Hello, what’s this? I seem to have taken a rather nasty fall. And what is this blasted contraption on my head? What’s your diagnoses, Dr. Browning? Will I survive?”

Dr. Browning fumbled for words, mouth wobbling in search of an answer.

“And why don’t I recognize this room?” Dean asked, searching the faces around him for answers. “This isn’t part of the Aerostar science complex. Did another starship find us already? I had feared we’d be stuck in the Delta Quadrant for an eternity.”

“Mr. Wilcox…” Tilleran said slowly. “You…took a really bad fall.”

“I see that,” Dean said, then glanced at the tray by the operating table. “Good lord, woman! That’s the top of my skull! What in blazes is it doing off my head! No wonder this helmet is chafing so badly!”

“Like I said,” Tilleran said. “A REALLY bad fall.”

“Deanie, honey, calm down,” Holly said softly, patting Dean’s shoulder. “Everything will be explained to you.”

“And who are you?”

Holly’s lip trembled. “Who…am…I?”

“Yes. It’s a simple question. Who are you?”

“She’s your freaking wife!” Conway called out, and was immediately slapped hard in the face by Tyra Shar.

“My…wife?” Dean looked once again up at the group on the observation deck. “Am I missing a crucial piece of this puzzle?”

“Your missing a lot of pieces,” Baxter said.

“Four years of pieces!” said Conway.

“Four…YEARS?”

Tilleran patted the operating table. “How about we get your skullcap back on, Mr. Wilcox. Then we’ll sort everything out. Suffice it to say, you’ve been…not yourself…for a long time.”

“And didn’t anyone try to help me?” Dean asked, slowly leaning back down on the table.

“A couple people tried,” Conway said, grinning, “but we stopped ’em.”

“Whatever for?”

“Because this is where you belong,” Holly said. “At least I thought it was!” And she ran from the room.

“What’s she on about?”

“I’d better go get a pie out of the oven,” Dr. Browning said, heading for the door. The senior staff glowered down at her. “And then give it to Holly. You know, as a consolation!”

More glowering.

“Okay, I’ll try to comfort her first.”

Satisfied nods of approval, and Browning ducked out of the door.

Tilleran loomed over the helmet. “This is fantastic, Dean! Just think of the publicity!”

“For you or me?”

“Both. Now hold still while I yank this sucker off and screw your skull back together.”

“Good idea.”



That night, in the Constellation Club, Mirk held a “Welcome Back Dean” party complete with festive brain-shaped souffles and plenty of Rigellian scotch.

At the front of the Club, the Elton John hologram, dressed in a blue velour suit and huge shoes, pounded on a piano: “I can see Dean-o waving goodbye….God it looks like Dean-o, must be the clouds in my eyes….they say Breen is pretty, though I’ve never been. Dean-o says it’s the best place that I’ve ever seen. He should know, he’s been there enough. Lord I miss Dean-o, oh I miss him so much! Dean-o my brother, you are older than me! Do you still feel the pain of the head that won’t heal? Your brain was dead, but now you’re back alive–Dean-o you’re a star…on the starrrrrrship we ride!”

“He’s wonderful,” Counselor Peterman said, sipping her pink squirrel and leaning on the bar.

“Who?” asked Mirk from behind the bar. “Dean or Elton John?”

“Both, I guess.”

Dean was at the center of the dance floor, mobbed by crew who were curious about what it was like to be braindead for three years, curious to hear what he planned on doing now that he had the full function of his brain back. Captain Baxter elbowed his way out of the crowd and bellied up to the bar next to Peterman.

“That man can really talk,” Baxter said. “He’s so brilliant. He calculated Pi to six hundred places for us right then and there.”

“A party kind of guy,” Mirk said dumbly.

“Rum ’n grapefruit,” Baxter ordered. “And another pink squirrel for the lady here.”

“Aw, Andy,” Peterman blushed. “I do believe you’re trying to get me drunk.”

“Indeed I am,” Baxter chuckled, and looked out at the audience. As he gazed out at the different crewmembers surrounding Dean, something suddenly didn’t feel right. “Kelly. Where’s Holly?”

“Hmmm?” Peterman said, swilling from her fresh glass.

“Holly. Holly Wilcox. Dean’s wife?”

“Oh. Her. Heheh. Don’t know. Maybe she’s….hiiiiiiiiiiigh as a kite!”

“Mirk, you’ve got my wife quoting Elton John now,” Baxter mumbled.

“It’s not my fault she’s getting shlarrzed,” Mirk said. “But your point is well-taken. Holly’s not out there. She hasn’t been in all night.”

“Computer,” Baxter said, taking a heavy breath. “Locate Holly Wilcox.”

“Holly Wilcox is in her quarters,” replied the computer.

“Counselor,” Baxter said, looking at Peterman.

“What?” Peterman said, and collapsed to the floor.

Baxter looked down at Peterman with discomfort. “Mirk…take her to detox. I guess…I guess it’ll have to be up to me to talk to Holly. But I’m not doing it without backup. Brok!” Baxter called over to Mirk’s Bolian assistant. “Go detach Dr. Browning from the cake table and get her over here!”

“Aye, sir!”



With cake still smeared on her face, Dr. Browning accompanied Baxter down the hall to Holly Wilcox’s quarters. “What’s our goal here, Captain?”

“To try and get Holly to understand that what’s happened is the best thing for Dean. She should be happy for him.”

“But, in a way, she’s lost her husband. That’s not the same man she married.”

“They married for convenience, Janice, does it really matter one way or another?”

“I don’t think it’s just convenience for her, Andy. I think she loves him.”

“And now he’s a changed man.”

“Quite literally.”

“Well then, we’re just going to have to acclimate Holly to the new situation. We’re the crew of the USS Explorer. We take care of our own.”

“If you say so. And where’s Counselor Peterman in all this?”

“Sobering up.”

“I see.”

Baxter arrived at the door to the Wilcox quarters. He thumped the call button and there was no reply.

“Computer, override this lock. Security clearance Baxter Omicron Delta four-two-two.”

The door slid open and Baxter stepped in. “Hello? Nurse Wilcox?”

“Holly?” Browning asked, peering in.

The room was dark.

“Go away,” came a small voice from within the room.

“Computer, lights, one-half,” Baxter said, and the lights went up, just as he rammed his shin into an end-table. “F***!”

“Come on in,” Holly said glumly, curled on her couch beside the endtable.

Baxter hobbled over and sat down beside her on the couch. Browning sat down on the other side of her.

“Kelly would call this an intervention, Nurse Wilcox,” Baxter said. “Dr. Browning and I are here to try to help you through this.”

“Mighty nice of you, Captain. But there’s nothing you can do. My marraige is over!” And Holly buried her head on Baxter’s shoulder.

“And what exactly do I do now?” Baxter asked, glancing down at the sobbing nurse.

“You pat her head and tell her it’ll be okay,” Browning said, and walked over to the replicator. “Computer, Death by Chocolate, one gallon.”

“That’s for all of us, right?” Baxter asked, patting Holly Wilcox’s head.

Browning reached in and grabbed the tub of ice cream. “Uh, yes. Of course it is.”

Browning grabbed three spoons off the kitchen table and returned to the couch. “Here, Holly. Eat. Doctor’s orders.”

Holly grabbed a spoon ruefully, stabbed it into the chocolate, and shoved it in her mouth, sucking like a toddler, still sobbing.

“Uh, Holly, you’re getting ice cream on my uniform,” Baxter said uncomfortably.

“I loved the braindead Dean! That’s so pathetic!”

Baxter patted Holly’s head with one hand and reached for a napkin to wipe his uniform with the other. “That’s nonsense. There’s nothing wrong with loving a…brainally challenged man. Just ask President Inyo’s wife.”

Holly let out a small giggle.

“Was that a laugh I heard?” Baxter said, nudging Holly’s chin. “Huh? Come on, out with it. Have you ever heard my Jaresh-Inyo impression?”

“Heh-heh, nope…” Holly said, grabbing another spoonful of ice cream from the tub on the coffeetable.

Browning rolled his eyes. “Not this again.”

Baxter straightened, made his face look stern and crinkled. “What did you say about the Fedecare Tax? I’m sorry, I was sleeping. I never wanted this job. My people made me do it. I’m sooo boring. My favorite colors are tan and brown. I haven’t had sex in thirty-two years. Where’s my crossword puzzle? I’ve spent a year on it!”

“Stop, stop!” Holly cried, pounding Baxter’s shoulder.

“I knew that would cheer her up,” Baxter said defiantly to Browning.

“I never said that,” Holly said, and stuck her spoon back into the ice cream tub. She came up with a tiny brown sliver. “What?”

Browning giggled. Her bowl was piled high with ice cream. “What? What are you two looking at?”

“You could have offered me some,” Baxter muttered.

Just then the door to Holly’s quarters slid open and Dean Wilcox stepped in.

“What are you three doing in my cabin?” he asked angrily.

“I’m the captain of this ship. I can hang out in whatever cabin I want to,” said Baxter.

“This is OUR cabin!” Holly said, sitting up off the couch. “We’re married. Doesn’t that MEAN anything to you?”

“Not especially, since I agreed to the vows when I was braindead. I consider the marraige annulled. Please have your things out of here by tomorrow morning.”

“You’re not being very sensitive about this, Dean,” Dr. Browning said. “Holly took care of you when no one else cared. Including me!”

“And me!” Baxter said, folding his arms.

“Well I sincerely appreciate what she did for me. But that can’t stop me from living my life now. And that life does not include…a loopy nurse!”

“I’m almost a doctor!” Holly rebutted.

“No matter. I have been and always will be a scientist. It was my goal to win the Zephram Cochrane prize by the time I was thirty. I spent four years as a walking, talking kumquat, and I don’t intend to waste any time now that I’m back among the living. I never had room for women in my life before, and I’m not going to now. Understood?”

Baxter leaned over to Browning. “I liked him more when he was braindead.”

“Me too,” agreed Browning. She glanced at Holly. “We should go.”

“Have a nice night,” Baxter said, and rushed for the door, with Browning on his heels.



Peterman sat across from Baxter’s desk in his readyroom, holding a cold compress to her head and sighing.

“I can’t believe it. I looked up his crew profile from the Aerostar days. He was pretty business-minded, but at least he was pleasant.”

“Well, the brain damage didn’t do much for his personality, apparently,” Baxter mumbled, twisting back and forth in his chair and looking at the morning security reports on his desktop viewer. “Do you see here where Ford and Gellar wrecked the science lab in a drunken rampage?”

“Uh. Yeah. I was there.”

“Kelly!”

“They let me out of detox too soon. I was still buzzing. How many Pink Squirrels did I have, anyway?”

“TWO!”

“Boy. I need to work on my tolerance.” Peterman walked over to Baxter’s replicator. “White russian, please.”

“Kelly Lynne Peterman!” Baxter said, jumping to his feet and intercepting the drink before Peterman could grab it. “We have a very depressed and unhappy Chief Nurse and a man who’s been braindead for three years on our hands. This is no time for you to fall apart on me!”

“Relax, Andy,” Peterman said. “I was just getting it for the sweet milky flavor.”

Baxter shoved the drink back into the replicator and hit “RECYCLE.” “Sure you were. Well, think again. Have a stiff grapefruit juice then go belowdecks and fix those people up. Okay?”

“Sure,” Peterman said, and turned for the door. “Oh, and by the way, if you see Mirk tell him I have no idea where his pants are.”

“Will do,” Baxter said, glancing back to his reports as Peterman left. “Wait. WHAT THE HELL?”



Dean Wilcox paced Astrometrics, glancing from time to time at the vast wall of space that faced him, bleeping with active stars, deformed areas, nebulaes, gaseous anomalies, etc.

“I think we’re missing something.”

At the controls, in front of the deck that faced the astrometrics wall, Lt. Commander Clarice Forrester grimaced. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mr. Wilcox. Our department has been quite efficient in mapping the deformed areas of space. If there was an anomaly that we haven’t recorded, we would have recorded it by now.”

“Come again?”

“I say we’re not missing anything,” Forrester harrumphed. “Now why exactly did Commander Tilleran send you down here?”

“So that I could analyze your work and improve upon it, Clarice.”

“Commander Forrester.”

Dean turned on a heel, squatted down on the deck to face Forrester at her controls. “Let’s get one thing straight, Clarice. I graduated from Federation University Magna Cum Laude. I was awarded a fellowship from Mars Institute for Technology, and Calabrian Tech. My research on quantum slipstreams is unchallenged in this quadrant. I am the teacher here and you are the student. Are we clear?”

Clarice Forrester floundered. “What are you doing for dinner tonight?”

“Working,” Dean said, and returned to the wall. “I can waste no time, especially not on doddering fools like you. You’ve been reassigned to the geology department. Get out of my sight.”

“You can’t just…”

“This comes right down from Commander Tilleran. Talk to her.”

“But–”

“Bye-bye now.”



Commander Conway walked down the corridor toward the science labs with Lt. Commander Tilleran.

“Clarice Forrester is not happy, Commander,” Conway said. “Her speciality is astrometrics. Why did you reassign her to geology?”

“Because Dean can work at warp speed compared to Forrester.”

“But Forrester is the senior officer. Dean’s not even an officer…”

“If my request goes through, he will be.”

“You’re trying to get Dean a field-commission?”

“Why not. It’s the least Starfleet can do for letting him rot as a fharbus root for three years.”

“You’re taking this quite personally, aren’t you?”

“Of course I am. He works in my department. I want to see him go places. He’s been stranded on this ship as a brain-dead vegetable for too long. It’s time for him to shine.”

“What is he, some sort of protoge for you now?”

“Dean’s going to go a lot farther than I ever dreamed I could, and probably within just a few weeks. I’ve seen some of the things he’s working on. It would blow your mind.”

“I’m sure. So I guess you’ll just be remembered for developing the brain device that repaired him?”

“I surely hope so.”

“Something just doesn’t feel right about this. How can a man go from being a total imbecile to a genius in one day?”

Conway and Tilleran reached the door to astrometrics. “That’s a question for the ages, not for me, Commander.”

“If you say so.” Conway and Tilleran walked in, to find Dean stabbing a finger at the astrometrics wall.

“I’ve done it!” Dean said. “I’ve found the missing piece!”

“Goody,” Conway mumbled.

“What have you found, Dean?” asked Tilleran.

Dean whirled to face Conway and Tilleran. “A new layer of space, between subspace and normal space. A whole new world for us to explore!”

“And I guess we’ll be calling this deanspace?” Conway mumbled.

Dean blinked at Conway. “You have a better name for it?”

Tilleran stepped up to the control console checked the readings. “This is amazing. If we can slip a ship into this layer of space, we could make warp drive faster and safer.”

“Not only that, but I hypothesize this layer might just be home to countless species of new lifeforms. We’ve already seen evidence of subspace lifeforms. Why not in deanspace too?”

“This will put the Explorer on the map in a whole new way,” Tilleran said.

“As opposed to the normal, embarassing ways?” asked Conway.

“Exactly,” Tilleran said.

“The Zephram Cochrane prize is mine!” Dean announced, and rushed back to the astrometrics wall. “Now, if you all will excuse me, I have calculations to make. We have to get busy if we’re going to take the Explorer into deanspace.”

“Ahead Dean factor five,” Conway mumbled and headed for the door. “You’ll excuse me, your worship, if I go get clearance for this.”

“Certainly. Just be quick about it.”

“Now wait a minute. Who’s commander of who–”

“Commander,” Tilleran said, and waved Conway out of the room. “Shoo!”



“Nice quarters,” Counselor Peterman said, looking around Holly’s sparse, nearly empty cabin. The walls, and floors, were bare, save a chair and a cardtable.

“I haven’t had time to decorate yet,” said Holly Wilcox. “They were just a week away from turning this room into a unisex executive washroom.”

“That would have been nice.”

Holly sighed and collapsed into her chair. “You’re not helping.”

“I’m sorry,” Peterman said, and paced by the row of windows that looked out onto the blue-black deformed space outside. “I’m just trying to find a way to wrap my mind around what’s happened.”

Holly leaned back in her chair and stared at the ceiling. “Tilleran has a device that might help you.”

“You’re probably a little upset with Commander Tilleran for coming up with a device like that, aren’t you?”

“No. I’m a lot upset with her, frankly. She took MY Dean away.”

“And she gave us a whole new, better Dean. Isn’t that good?”

“Better by whose standards? So he’s a great scientist. Who cares? He’s not nearly as sweet as he once was. Don’t you remember when he’d come by your office with a bunch of flowers from the arboretum for you?”

“I remember when he brought me poison oak. I itched for two days.”

“It’s the thought that counts!”

Peterman walked over to Holly’s chair and knelt by her. “Holly, Dean was not a whole person before. He was just a braindead grapefruit. Don’t you think that maybe he deserves more than that life?”

“But we were happy.”

“You were happy. Are you sure that he was happy? Don’t you think you might be being a little bit selfish?”

“‘Be being?’”

“That’s the right construction.”

“I think not.”

“This is all besides the point! You’re not thinking of Dean’s needs!”

“You’re right. I might be be.”

“I can’t help you if you’re going to sit there and mock me. Think about your reaction to this, Holly. Do you really have his best interests in mind here?”

“I thought I did,” Holly said thoughtfully.

“Well, think again. I’ve tried to be nurturing to you, and–”

“You did?”

“Yes, I did. And it didn’t seem to work. So it’s time for some tough love, honey. You’re divorced, or anulled or whatever. It’s time to start over again and find someone else.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You’re married.”

“Well, it wasn’t easy finding Andy. Don’t rush anything. Just be yourself. The dating game is a bit different than it was three years ago. For instance, we’re not trapped in the Delta Quadrant.”

“No kidding. I never thought of that.”

“You’re being sarcastic, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”



“Deanspace, huh?” Richards asked, leaning against the master systems display in engineering and studying the scans Dean had provided for him. “That’s unbelievable.”

“And, apparently, the deformed space in this region is our key to entering such a spacial layer,” Lt. Commander Larkin said as she made calculations on the opposite side of the table.

Captain Baxter looked on skeptically, arms folded. “Yeah, but is it safe?”

“I can’t be sure,” Richards said. “I can’t even make sense of some of these calculations. Dean’s math is about ten billion lightyears ahead of anything I can do.”

Baxter looked at Larkin. “But it’s not ahead of Larkin, am I right?”

“You are right,” Larkin said, looking over the information on the screen. “The plan is not without merit or risk. The risk, however, is minimal.”

“So we go ahead with the alterations to the Explorer. I’m all in favor of good PR. Goodness knows we could use it.”

“Yeah, things have been quiet in the few weeks since we saved the quadrant,” muttered Richards.

“Onward and upward,” Baxter said, and headed out of engineering. “Now make it so, you two.”

“He gets one smart guy on the ship and suddenly he thinks he’s Picard.”

“In point of fact, according to my sensor readings on the captain’s scalp, I estimate he will be bald within the next ten to twelve years.”

“Really?”

“Should I tell him, father? Or wait for him to discover it on his own?”

Richards smiled. “Let’s wait.”



“What are you proposing?” Commodore Velara said on Baxter’s desktop viewer. “That you take the Explorer into this new layer of space to investigate it? Without proper testing proedures?”

“Yeah, pretty much. Listen, Velara. We’ve been in risky situations before. I think we have the luck of the stupid, or something. Just let us take a crack at it.”

“And what if the ship is destroyed?”

“We have a future Cochrane prize-winner working on our team, Commodore. We can’t lose.”

“Oh, right. The formerly-brainded individual.”

“That’s our guy.”

“Very well. Proceed with your test, but please, for the love of logic, be careful.”

“Will do, Commodore. I’ll keep you posted.” Baxter switched the viewer off and turned to stare out at the smeary space outside his large oval viewport. “Deanspace, here we come!”



“The engine nacelle alterations you requested will be done in less than a day,” Lt. Hartley said, leaning over the control console in astrometrics as Dean feverishly worked at the wall, tapping in coordinates, plotting courses.

“Excellent. Now please leave.”

“Can I ask you something, Dean?”

“Make it quick.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Why am I pushing for us to explore this new layer of space I discovered? Simple. I wish to advance human cognition and experience. I wish to blaze a trail of scientific discovery across the quadrant. Such a journey begins with one step, this step, Leftenant. That, of course, and I also want to win a medal.”

“Right. Well, that wasn’t what I was asking. Why are you being such an ass to Holly?”

“Not you too, Leftenant. First the captain, then his annoying wife, and even that over-eating doctor. You, at least, I expected to understand the need to be curt.”

“I am all about curt, Dean. But you’re really hurting someone, and all you seem to care about is this stupid discovery of yours.”

“And your point is?”

“Let me tell you something. About a year ago, me, Mirk, and a couple others went back in time to try and stop the Aerostar from going to the Delta Quadrant. I went aboard and tried to sabotage the ship. I got to meet you before you became braindead.”

“I do recall talking to you. That was a future you?”

“Damn right.”

“Curious. Go on.” Dean turned to face Hartley and listened with detached interest.

“And I thought you were a nice guy. Pompous, but nice.”

“I hate to repeat myself, but…your point?”

“My point is, what happened to that guy? Did Tilleran’s device restore everything but your compassion?”

“That’s ridiculous, Leftenant.”

“You think so?” Hartley asked, and turned for the door. “Don’t be so sure. Science is not so exact as you might think.”

“Are you finished?”

Hartley stopped at the door, her back still to Dean. She glanced over her shoulder. “Not quite. Quit calling me ‘leftenant.’”

“I can’t help it. I’m British.”



Holly Wilcox, now Holly Carter again, sauntered down the Explorer corridor in a form-fitting tank dress and high heels, drawing looks from passing crewmembers as she headed for the Constellation Club.

It was evening, and time to search for a new mate. Holly realized it wouldn’t be easy to replace a braindead man. Especially on USS Explorer.

She ducked into the Constellation Club and smiled. Elton John was playing a tune called “Saturday Night’s Alright for Fighting.”

“Can I get you anything?” Mirk asked, as Holly passed the bar.

“A man,” Holly whispered.

“Come again?”

“Nevermind.”

Holly walked out into the center of the dance floor, where the usual crowd of singles, Ford, Gellar, Stuart, Sanchez, and Sefelt were all bumping and grinding, for lack of very many women to grind against. Lt. Unlathi was out on the dance floor, waving their tentacles, but the guys pretty much shyed away.

Lt. Lester, a vericose-veined older woman from microbiology, was there swirling her pelvis, but she, likewise, was pretty much avoided by the single guys.

But when Holly got there, all the men took notice. She slinked and slithered, waving her arms up in the air and giving the guys come-hither glances (she’d been watching some scanty programs on vidivision, studying up on how best to do this).

“Holly’s back!” Ford announced to the dancefloor proper. “After a four year absence, she’s back!”

“And raring to go!” Holly announced, and slinked up against Lt. Gellar.

At that time, the doors to the Club opened and Counselor Peterman and Lt. Hartley walked in. They immediately caught sight of Holly and intercepted her.

“Holly!” Peterman announced. “What are you doing? Selling yourself to the highest bidder?”

“Two bars of latinum!” shouted Ford.

“You shut up!” Hartley said, elbowing him and Gellar away from Holly and grabbing her arm. “This is not how you get a man, Holly. What are you trying to accomplish?”

“She’s got a history of abusive relationships. Either with guys who don’t pay enough attention to her, or with guys who are braindead,” Peterman said.

“My relationship with Dean was not abusive,” Holly protested, as Hartley yanked her off the dance floor.

“It sure is now,” said Hartley. “Come on, Holly. We’ll take you back to my quarters and have some good old fashioned girltalk. Show you that you don’t need a man to be complete.”

“But, Megan, weren’t we going spelunking on the holodeck tonight?” Mirk asked as they passed by.

“Oooh, that’s right.”

“And Andy and I have the Executive Spa reserved,” Peterman said. “Maybe tomorrow night?”

“Thanks a lot for nothing, you two,” Holly said, and slumped her way out of the Club.

“Well, that was a screaming success,” muttered Hartley.

“Healing takes time,” Peterman said. “We have to be there for her, because this is her real time of need.” She glaced at the chronometer above the bar. “Whoa. Where did the time go? I have to get to the spa!”

“And I need to get my spelunking gear,” Hartley said, and followed Peterman out of the club.



Late that night, Holly was sitting, sans high heels, curled on the park bench along the promenade of Ship’s Shoppes, staring up at the stars that blazed by the skylight.

“Oh, Dean…why’d you have to go and get so smart?” she said softly.

Just then, she heard the hiss of an opening door, and sure enough, Dean Wilcox stepped through the mall entrance.

“What are you doing here at this late hour?” he asked, strolling up and looking her over as if she were just any other crewmember.

“I’m sulking. Is that okay with you? I’d hate to cramp your style.”

“I have no style to cramp,” Dean said. “I was merely coming here to stretch my legs. I have spent 20 straight hours in that miserable astrometrics lab.”

“Are you making any progress?”

“Oh, yes, significant progress. We shall be ready to enter deanspace by 10 hundred hours tomorrow.”

“Sorry…‘deanspace’?”

“A new layer of space I discovered today. We’re going to go explore it tomorrow.”

“Whoopee for us,” Holly said unenthusiastically.

“And what’s wrong with you?”

“My marraige got anulled today.”

“Oh, you’re still on about that, huh.”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

“Well, Ms. Carter, all I can say is that by cutting me free, you have irrevocably changed the face of science, for the better.”

“Whoopee.”

“Well, then, I must get back to work. Chin up, Holly. You’ll find someone else. You have no need for an arrogant bookworm like myself, anyway.”

“That’s the truth.”

“Pardon?”

“Nothing.”



By ten hundred hours the next morning, the ship was abustle with activity in preparation to enter “deanspace.” Dr. Browning had even prepared a special “Deanburger” in her restaurant for a special post-deanspace reception. She wasn’t telling the others much about her secret ingredients, except for the fact that they included lots of mushrooms and cheese.

On the bridge, Baxter, Conway, and Peterman took their customary places in the command arena and all the senior staff were present at their stations, doing final checks to make sure the ship wouldn’t blow up upon entering this new layer of space.

“Warp nacelles are charged and ready,” Lt. Commander Richards said, leaning over the engineering console.

“Shields and inertial dampers are at maximum,” Lt. Commander J’hana said from her station at the rear of the bridge.

“Sciences standing by,” Tilleran said from her station to Baxter’s right. “Dean is down in Astrophysics, ready to take in the new data.”

Lt. Commander Larkin turned at her station. “All decks report ready.”

“Good for the decks,” Conway grumbled. “They all do realize we could get blown to kingdom come.”

“Nonsense, Commander Conway,” Baxter said, leaning back in his chair. “Dean is a great scientist. I don’t see how he could steer us wrong.”

“He couldn’t tie his own shoes before yesterday!”

“That’s irrelevant,” Baxter said. “Lt. Ford. Fire up the engines. Target the spacial deformation ahead of us and take us through.”

“You know, they say suicide is painless,” Ford said with a nervous chuckle, and sent the Explorer flying through into the spacial deformation.

“Chris,” Baxter said, “start up the new warp field.”

“Powering up the nacelles and engaging field…now.”

Light bathed the bridge; Larkin quickly adjusted the screen filters to compensate.

“And here we go into the great unknown,” Baxter said, awestruck, as light bent and streaked on the viewscreen. Counselor Peterman touched his arm.

“This is beautiful, Andy!”

Baxter glanced over his shoulder. “Well? Tactical?”

“We are cruising at impulse power inside deanspace. No problems yet,” replied J’hana.

Richards nodded. “Shields and engines holding. Nacelle charge is five by five.”

“All righty,” Baxter said. “Sensors?”

Lt. Commander Tilleran studied her readings. “Nothing amazing yet. Star clusters are all in the same place. There’s a bit of a rippling. A refracting effect on our active scans. We anticipated that.”

“Will that have an effect on our warp drive?” Conway asked.

“Shouldn’t.”

“Good enough,” Baxter said. “Set a random course. Make our speed warp two to begin with.”

“Right, sir,” Ford said, and punched the Explorer into warp.



Down in Astrophysics, Dean ran from station to station, then back up to the deck facing the widescreen vista of deanspace that surrounded the Explorer, all the time tapping a padd and studying screen after screen of new sensor information.

“Tilleran to Wilcox. What are you getting on sensors?”

“Plenty,” said Dean. “More, nearly, than even I can handle.”

“Would you like help down there?”

“No. I prefer to work alone.”

“Very well. We’re about to punch it up to warp five.”

“Tell Cappy…uh, I mean Captain Baxter to go ahead to warp nine.”

“I’m afraid we can’t, Dean. We have to take this one step at a time.”

“But, Commander…surely you can see that we’re running stable…”

“There’s no room for negotiation on this one, Dean. Just be ready to take in the new sensor data, okay?”

Dean harrumphed. “Oh, very well.” He watched the new influx of data as the Explorer jumped into warp five. Suddenly the sensory buffers in his padd and all through his computer stations began to overflow with data.

“Dean!” Tilleran announced. “Are you seeing all of this? What’s happening?”

“Can’t tell for sure, Commander. Divert more power to sensors, I’ll try to–” Dean’s eyes went wide. “Oh…my… goodness!”

Shapes of all kinds appeared on the widescreen vista. Lithe, beautiful, swimming amoeba-like entities that surrounded the Explorer, as if the vessel was now cruising underwater.

“That’s simply amazing!”

And then a shockwave hit that sent Dean to his knees.



“What just happened?” Baxter asked, crawling back into his chair.

“Deanspace wake from those huge lifeforms swimming around us. Everytime one of them thrashes an appendage it’s like we’re getting hit by a blast wave of some kind,” Tilleran said. “Tilleran to Wilcox. Can you compensate for that wave effect?”

“Stand…by,” replied Dean’s shaky voice.

Baxter gripped his command chair. “That’s it. We’ve got to come out of warp. There are families on this ship to think of. Mr. Ford, if you please…”

Ford tapped his panel. Tapped again. Frantically, tapped again. “Sir! No good!”

Baxter wrenched his head back around to face Richards. “Chris!”

Richards pounded his panel. “Injectors are locked. Nacelles are overloaded. The only way we can stop is if we do a warp core dump, which will stop us so suddenly it will most likely tear us apart!”

“Dean, I want some answers!” Baxter called over the comm.

“I said stand by!”



Explorer rocked again as Dean ran through the darkened red- bathed corridor to engineering. He couldn’t make the adjustments to right the engines and save the ship from astrophysics. The Explorer was crewed by a bunch of abject failures and idiots. Only he could save the day.

“Dean, give me something, anything!” Baxter called over the comm. “We just had hull breaches on decks nine and thirty-seven!”

“Give me time, Captain!” Dean said, holding fast to the corridor bulkhead each time the ship shook. “I can rectify this situation!”

Dean slid out of the Jeffries tube access and out into a smoky engineering section. Kamtezen and Stuart were slumped over the master control console. Dean coughed. Smoke rapidly filled the compartment. Other officers rushed by him to check the warp core. It was venting plasma.

Dean shoved Kamtezen off one side of the master systems display and tapped up a situation report. The underlings would be fixing the injectors. That was just a temporary fix. He needed to shunt some of the excess energy from the warp nacelles and safely collapse the multi-vectored deanfield that surrounded Explorer before the ship was ripped to shreds.

He began tapping on the console.

“Mr. Wilcox!” called Ensign Burke, one of Richards’s engineering functionaries, from somewhere below the warp core platform. “We cleared the injectors. Can you stabilize the nacelles?”

“I am doing that as we speak, you dolt!”

“You don’t have to–”

BLAAAWAAAM!

The blast nearly knocked Dean off his feet. As it was, heat seared the engineering section and the first impulse to reach Dean’s brain was that the warp core had blown. Of course, if that had been the case, Dean’s brain wouldn’t be registering anything and he’d be just plain dead, so he reasoned one of the ancillary power junctions where the engineering team had been working had blown.

“Burke! Lasser! Feinman?” Dean called out into the smoke. No answer.

Just then the turbolift doors opposite the master console opened and Nurse Holly Carter stepped out.

“I heard we had two unconcious engineers down here?” Holly said, hurrying over to see to Stuart and Kamtezen.

“We have larger problems than that, my dear woman,” Dean said, thumbing in the direction of the warp core. “We have two or three possibly dead engineers somewhere below that platform. You should find them.”

Holly pulled out her medical tricorder and scanned the air. “Dean! This compartment is filling with radiation! We can’t be down here very much longer!”

“All the more reason for you to hurry. Now get down there!”

“Okay, okay. You don’t have to be so pushy!”

“Go!!!!” Dean went back to his calculations as Holly hurried down the warp core ladder. He’d had to divert power from another junction just to keep warp power up. And he still had several minutes to go before he could stabilize the nacelles enough to bring the ship out of the celebrated “deanspace.”

Another blast rocked from belowdecks. Dean gripped the master display and studied the readings. Another junction gone. They’d come within a hair’s breadth of losing warp that time. Backups kicked in just in time. He had to get the ship stabilized before everyone was blown sky high. Then, certainly, his work would never be awarded the recognition it deserved.

And that was what was important, wasn’t it?

“They didn’t restore my compassion,” Dean quietly said, as the alarms blared around him. No more comms from the bridge. That meant the comm was dead, or else everyone up there was. “Tilleran didn’t restore my compassion,” Dean said again. “Ms. Hartley was right.”

“Deeeeeeeeaaaaaaaan!” came the panicked voice of Holly Carter from below the warp core.

Dean looked over his work on the nacelles, then at the warp core, back at the nacelle specs, back at the warp core.

“Why am I doing this?” he asked aloud and ran for the warp core ladder.

Dean slid three levels down to find Fienman, Burke, and Lasser either dead or unconcious. “Holly?” he asked.

“Dean!” came a shout from seemingly out of nowhere.

Dean scanned the area, then looked down to fine eight bone- white fingers gripping the edge of the platform. He leaned down to find Holly dangling thirty meters or so above the bottom of the warp core, wincing with the effort of holding on to the edge.

“Blast…knocked me…over…” she wheezed out.

“Hold on,” Dean said. A high-pitched klaxon wailed above him. The ship’s structural integrity was failing. Another few minutes and…blammo.

Dean gripped Holly’s hands and yanked her with all his might up onto the platform. He helped her to her feet and grabbed her in a tight embrace.

“I thought I lost you, Holly.”

“That was close,” Holly admitted. “Dean…I thought you hated me.”

“No. Not hated. Just…didn’t love. Anyway…” Dean pointed down below the warp core railing. “No one deserves that fate,” he said, and turned back to the ladder. “Now if you excuse me, my dear, I have a ship to save.” He climbed halfway up to the next level and then paused to look longingly back down at Holly. “And, Nurse Carter, the next time you see Lt. Hartley, please tell her that Dean says she was wrong. She’ll know what I mean.”

“Oh, about the compassion thing?”

Dean’s face twisted in annoyance. “Yes, the compassion thing. I–”

BLAM!

A junction right behind the ladder blew and Dean flew backwards, arms pinwheeling. He slammed backwards onto the warp core railing, catching it at the small of his back, then flipped over it like a gymnast on uneven bars, and plumetted downward before Holly could grab him. It all happened within just a few seconds.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOooooooooooooo…” Dean’s voice drowned in the distance, then,

THUD!!!!!!!

Holly looked out over the railing and squeezed her eyes shut. “Damn. Not again.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. The trip through deanspace was not without its problems. As a matter of fact, it nearly destroyed us all. Thankfully, Richards and Larkin were able to get down to engineering to reconfigure the warp nacelles to bring us out of warp safely. As it is, the experiment may have cost us one of our dearest minds. Care to guess who?



The whole senior staff eventually ended up in sickbay, pacing the waiting room as Tilleran, Browning, and Holly Carter worked in the adjacent operating room.

Murmurs rose from the crowd about the circumstances around Dean’s predicament, his heroic trip down the warp core levels to save Holly Carter, and his slightly less heroic trip the rest of the way to the bottom of the warp core shaft.

“–saved Holly. Of course he could have had us blown to hell in doing that, if it weren’t for Richards and Larkin.”

“–think it was romantic. After all, someone said he’d lost all his compassion in the mind restoration.”

“–sorry! I thought he did!”

“–fall was nearly the exact same as the one on the Aerostar.”

“–mess was just as bad.”

“–Deanburgers really hit the spot.”

All eyes turned on the door to the operating room as it swished open, and Browning, Tilleran, and Holly Carter emerged, clad in their red operating gowns.

Browning yanked off her gloves. “Someone order me up a sandwich.”

“Well?” Baxter asked, rushing over to the trio. “It’s been two hours. What’s the verdict?”

“The verdict,” Tilleran said, “is–”

“Cappy!” came a voice from within the OR.

“Let me guess,” Conway said tiredly.

“The verdict is braindead,” Holly said. “Again.”

“I’m glad you decided against pawning off his bibs and jammies,” Peterman said brightly. “I guess he’ll be needing those again.”

“Poor Dean,” Dr. Browning said, and hopped onto a biobed, munching a sandwhich. “Can you believe the same exact thing could happen to a guy twice!”

“What about your device?” Lt. Commander Richards asked Tilleran. “Can’t you use it to restore his brain again?”

Tilleran shook her head. “I’m afraid not. The damage is too extensive. We were lucky to get him back at all, in braindead form or not. It’s a credit to his extremely well-developed cognitive functions that he’s not a rootaberry right now.”

“Well, can I go say hi?” Baxter asked.

“I think he’d like that,” Holly said with a warm smile. “Meanwhile, I’m going to go reinstate my marraige.”

Baxter crept into the operating room, where Dean was seated on the operating table, sipping from a glass of root beer and swinging his legs merrily. An unsightly gash was still present on his forehead from his fall and the resultant surgery.

“Cappy!” Dean said excitedly, putting down his drink and clapping as Baxter stepped in. “Cappy Baxter!”

“Easy now, Dean. Easy!” Baxter said. “You took a nasty fall, there. You don’t want to overexert yourself.”

“Dean go BOOM!”

“Yes, Dead did.”

“Dean go boom boom boom!”

“Yes, Dean did.” Baxter reached over to a nearby rack and grabbed a towel. “Here, Dean. Let me get that bit of drool off your chin.” He rubbed Dean’s chin until the cloth was totally soaked. “There we go.” He set the sopping cloth down. “I have to tell you, Dean. I’m proud of you. You discovered a new layer of space and saved the ship all in a couple of days. That’s way more than most braindead guys can say.”

“Deanspace. Deanspaceyspaceyspace!”

“That’s right. That’s very good you remember that,” Baxter said. “Who knows what science will do with your discovery, Dean. You could still even win the Cochrane award.”

“Caca! Caca!’

“Sure. That’s right.”

“Love Cappy, love love love Cappy!” Dean reached forward and wrapped Baxter in a bearhug.

“Uh….yes, well, Cappy love you too, Dean. Cappy love you too.”



NEXT:



Several weeks ago, when Mirk and Hartley had their passionate kiss on the Explorer battle bridge, it stirred something more than just the Maloxian’s libido. It caused his previously inert powers to act up. Since that time, Mirk’s been pressuring Hartley to finish what she started, so he can once again be powerful enough to take on the Critics and Irma. Now that Irma’s back to unleash her wrath on Mirk and the Explorer crew, Hartley’s faced with a tough decision: Does she sleep with Mirk to save the galaxy? To Mirk, and everyone else, it doesn’t seem like such a hard choice. Find out what she decides, next week in



“The Blink of an Eye!”




Blink of an Eye



Lieutenant Chris Richards perused the vacant Engineering compartment. Some sections still hadn’t been painted; some panels weren’t even fitted with control consoles yet. But it WAS his engineering compartment. He was the Chief Engineer. He was still basking in the glow of his recent promotion. The ceremony was to take place in two hours in the crew lounge. There he would meet the tactical and science officers, and he personally would command the ship on the way to Alpha Centauri, where they would pick up most of the remaining crew: First Officer, Counselor, and some scattered engineering, science, and security officers.

After a brief getting-to-know you cocktail party, they’d go to Waystation to pick up the Chief Medical Officer, Helm, and Ops officers. And then there was Captain Baxter. THAT, Richards wasn’t so sure about. Sure, he was a good enough guy, a great pal. But a CAPTAIN? What was Starfleet thinking?

On his way through the empty Engineering section, Richards glanced at his reflection in a blank panel. He looked great. This was where his life began!

He didn’t notice a crackle and sizzle of red electricity behind him, which originated right at the center of the warp core where matter and antimatter met dilithium.

Richards meanwhile headed to the private Chief Engineer’s bathroom, hoping that it was stocked with current magazines.

And a large, globulous, sinister woman formed from that crackle of red electricity in the warp core. She was clad in polyester. And she was ticked.

“Come on out Leximas, you bony bitch!” Irma bellowed. Richards would have heard her cry from the bathroom, except he had the air vent going.

Irma turned on a heel to face the warp core. She stared at it with burning red eyes. “Come on, Lexi! Show yourself!”

Nine months had passed since Leximas hurled Irma into the Explorer’s warp core, but for Irma it had only been a brief few days of searing antimatter/matter pain. Irma and Lexi, in the form of pure matter/antimatter energy, surged along the stream of time, writhing in gridlocked combat. And now, finally, Irma had once again become corporeal. She didn’t recognize her surroundings. She was on a starship, in an engine room, but it wasn’t the Explorer’s. But she didn’t care. All she wanted was for that damn woman to come out of the warp core and face her so she could show the glass-eyed guru some manners.

Irma glared at the warp core for a few long moments, catching her breath. No Leximas.

“Hmmm,” she said, finally.

Then she heard the flush of matter reclamation and a spray of air freshener. And whistling.

She hid behind the master systems display as the doors to the Chief Engineer’s office slid open and Chris Richards walked out.

But he was younger, and his hair was shorter, done in a George-Clooney-esque style. And he had on Lieutenant’s pips.

“Excuse me,” Irma said, rising from behind the master systems console. “Can you tell me what year it is?”

Richards stared at Irma, transfixed. “Uh…sure. It’s 2374.”

“Thanks!” Irma said and waved a hand in front of Richards’s face. “Now then. It’s a few months yet till we meet.” Irma grinned at the thought of the adventure beginning–massive Flarn from the future coming back in time to destroy the Aerostar, also back in time, and enlisting her help to do it. That begun her on a merry journey she hoped was now nearing completion. “Anyway,” she continued. “I was never here.”

“Whatever!” Richards nodded blankly, and Irma disappeared in swirl of red, eager to get back to the hunt. She wasn’t sure where Lexi was, but as long as the guru wasn’t hounding her, she was free to cruise space-time. And she knew just where she wanted to go.

It was major payback time for a certain little Maloxian.



“Okay, it’s payback time, Mirk!” Lt. Hartley giggled, and spiked the volleyball in the little Maloxian’s face.

Mirk grabbed the volleyball and slung it under the net, knocking Hartley off her feet as if she were a bowling pin. She fell onto her back, sending up a puff of sand.

Next to him, Lt. Zack Ford giggled. “You’re getting the hang of it, Mirk. But you have to hit the ball OVER the net.”

“Oh,” Mirk said, glancing at Hartley, who lay still and angry on the sand. “Right. Over.”

It was a beautiful beach day on the holodeck. Mirk called up the program for some Explorer crew, since many of them had just gone on a mission to the bitter cold Brystalis Three, and were in need of a little sun.

“Pina Colada?” Elton John said, leaning over Lt. Hartley and smirked at the word “Pina.” He was carrying a tray and dressed in a dapper pink tux and huge shoes.

Elton helped Hartley to her feet and she shook her head. “No, thanks. But you can open up a can of whuppass for my friend Mirk, there.”

“I don’t think we have that.”

“Then scram.”

“As you wish! Anyone want a margarita! Frozen fruit drink?”

“Over here, Eltie!” Counselor Kelly Peterman called from her beach towel, where she was busily rubbing suntan oil on Captain Baxter. “You know, Andy, the guy usually does this for the girl.”

“Be quiet and keep rubbing, Kelly.”

Hartley, meanwhile, leaned down and picked up the volleyball. She twirled it on her finger and approached the net, grinning at Mirk. “Lose something?”

“You’re supposed to hit it back to me.”

Hartley cast a grin over to Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran, her teammate. “No, Mirkie, not to you. AT you.” And Hartley spiked Mirk once more in the face.

Mirk collapsed to the ground, and stared, wide-eyed, up at the sky overhead.

Ford leaned over him. “I think you killed him, Megan!”

Hartley marched over. “That’s ridiculous. I–” She bent over Mirk, waved a hand in front of his face. “Earth to Mirk. Come in, Mirk!”

Mirk’s mouth hung agape, his eyes were blank.

“Where do you think he is?” Ford asked Hartley. “Cause he sure as hell isn’t here.”



Mirk awoke in a smouldering, roiling, red maelstrom. Immediately he knew where he was: The Redlands.

“Critics!” he cried, shielding his eyes as a massive pair of lips hovered in front of him.

<Glad you remember us, little guy,> said the lips, smirking. <But, do you remember her?>

An image swirled into place in front of Mirk’s face. It was Irma, running, huffing, puffing with the exertion, eyes burning with fury and wrath.

“Yeah, I sure as hell do. What’s this all about? You interrupted my volleyball game.”

<Sorry about that. We just wanted to give you a head’s up, since your little pals the Directors don’t seem to be too interested in the contest.>

“What contest?”

<You and Irma. The game’s afoot, lad!>

“What game?”

<That’s for you to know and us to find out. Wait. Reverse that.>

“I’m really confused here. Where are the Directors?”

<How the heck are we supposed to know? We’re just warning you, to give you a sporting chance. You are, after all, facing a demigoddess.>

“And me without my powers.”

<Exactly. Doesn’t seem fair, does it?>

“Uh, no, not really.”

The lips nodded. <Oh well. We’re off to get a good seat. Enjoy the match.>

As the lips receded into the background red clouds, Mirk called out, “You know, all I have to do is have sex with a certain woman, and I’ll get my powers back!”

<You think so? Well, we’re all for that. But we’ve met this woman. It won’t be easy to seduce her into unlocking your little Maloxian juices.>

“We’ll see about that!”

<Yes. Yes we will.>



Mirk’s head shot up, as most of the senior staff circled round him.

“Mirk!” Dr. Janice Browning called out, holding his hand, checking for a pulse. “Are you back among the living, or what?”

“For now, I am.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” demanded Commander Conway, holding his boogie board. He’d just had something called a “wipe-out.”

Mirk gritted his teeth. His mouth tasted sandy. “Irma’s on her way. I could see it in her eyes.”

“Well isn’t that a kick in the ass,” said Baxter, toweling suntan lotion off his shoulders. He glanced over at Lt. Commander J’hana, who was manning the high-up lifeguard chair. “J’hana! Call in the senior staff and cancel vacation time. We’ve got an Irma Alert!”

J’hana nodded, then blew hard on her whistle and held up her megaphone. “You heard him! Everybody out of the water!”



“Forgive me for stating the obvious, but why don’t we just have Hartley and Mirk get it on and be done with it?” Commander Conway said easily from his place at the center seat of the observation lounge conference table.

“I can’t order Lt. Hartley to have sex with Mirk,” Baxter said. “That’s go to be their mutually consenting decision, at least it does according to Federation statutes.”

“Even if the fate of the ship is at stake?” Conway demanded.

“Even if. Would you like me to order you to have sex?”

“I’d welcome it!” Ford burst out from one end of the conference table.

“Where is this Leximas woman that was supposed to be helping Mirk?” Lt. Commander Tilleran asked.

“We don’t know,” said Baxter. “Mirk’s busy trying to contact her now. He’s praying in the new Maloxian temple, also known as his living room.”

“He should be busy trying to make contact with Hartley,” Conway said. “Before it’s too late.”

“Enough, Commander,” Baxter said. “If I start telling people what they can do with their personal life, I’ll be treading on very uneasy ground. The same grounds, as I recall, that led to you losing your coffee priveleges a while back.”

“Oh, don’t remind me.”

“Now you get the picture?”

“I guess. Still, my coffee drinking didn’t mean the difference between life or death, except for me.”

“We don’t know that Irma will kill all of us if she wins,” Richards said. “She may just kill Mirk.”

“Oh,” said Browning. “In that case, we have nothing to worry about, right?”

“I’m not saying that, I’m just saying…”

“And what if an Irma victory means the Critics become the absolute overlords of the quadrant?” asked J’hana.

“She’s right,” said Tilleran. “We may have destroyed the Starshine Kids, but I’m sure the Critics are still quite capable of bringing this quadrant to its knees…”

“People, people,” Baxter said. “The situation is well in hand. Counselor Peterman is belowdecks discussing the matter very gently with Lt. Hartley. As I said before, Mirk’s trying to get in touch with Leximas and the Directors. Until we hear something from any of those people, there’s not much we can do. Until then, it’s…”

“Back to the beach?” asked Ford.

“Yeah, I guess.”



Counselor Peterman paced her office, arms folded, followed by Charlie the golden retriever.

Lt. Hartley lay face up on the fainting couch.

“So…” Hartley sighed. “The fate of this whole quadrant rests on…my…privates.”

“You could say that it it relies on HIS privates, Megan,” Peterman said, taking a seat on the edge of the couch. “Would that make you feel better?”

“Nope.” Hartley leaned up, sat her chin in her palm. “I really care a lot about Mirk, but I don’t know that I’m ready for this.”

“Why not?” Peterman asked, trying not to sound desparate. She didn’t want Hartley to feel like she was being pressured into anything. But Peterman wasn’t sure if the Critics would allow pets in their galactic empire. Better to be safe than sorry and make sure they didn’t take over, in Peterman’s judgment.

Hartley sighed. “Well…let’s just say I’ve always had great luck with men until…”

Peterman glanced at Hartley. “Until?”

“You know.”

“I haven’t the vaguest idea.”

“Until we…you know…”

“I really don’t know.”

Hartley gritted her teeth. “I’ve always have great luck with men until we have sex.”

“Oh, that!” Peterman smacked her forehead. “Of course. That’s actually pretty common. Let me guess: The man becomes distant, strange…foreign to you.”

“Yeah, I guess. It happened with Brian Gellar, and all the men before him. There’s always this awkward…feeling between us. The relationship turns from something beautiful into a nonstop excuse for sex. And I don’t want that to happen between Mirk and me.”

“That’s a very valid concern you have there, Megan. And normally, I’d be supporting you one hundred percent. But there’s this little matter of Irma…”

Hartley narrowed her eyes. “Yes. Irma.”

“We have to do something about her, Megan. And I’m sorry to say, it all rests on yours and Mirk’s shoulders. Or privates, if you prefer.”

“Maybe it won’t take sex to get him his powers back.” Hartley rubbed her chin. “Maybe just a little foreplay?”

“That could be, but if the Directors past behavior is any clue, I’d say they’re expecting the, um, ‘full monty.’”

“They’re some crazy gods. I’m glad we don’t have to worship them anymore.”

“You and me both,” Peterman agreed. “So…what should I tell Mirk?”

Hartley smiled. “Tell him to chill a bottle of kiante and put on some Andorian vibrosynth. Tonight’s his lucky night.”

“Oh, I’m so happy for you two!” Peterman said, clapping her hands. “And the whole quadrant too!”

“Yeah, let’s just not go broadcasting this, okay?”

“I completely understand.”



“Attention all hands. This is the captain speaking. Just wanted to let you know that an insane demigodical obese woman is on her way here from somewhere else in the space-time continuum to rip Mirk a new…well, whatever it is Maloxians have back there. But good news! Lt. Hartley has consented to romp in the proverbial hay with our loveable Delta Quadrant friend, and for those of you that haven’t been keeping up with current events, that means he’ll be getting his powers back. That means two things: Hovering food night is back, and the quadrant is saved! That is all.”

“God damn him and his nosey wife,” Lt. Hartley said, marching ruefully down the corridor toward Mirk’s quarters, feeling claustrophobic in her form-fitting olive tankdress and matching high heels. Yeoman Briggs picked out the ensemble, but since time was short, he couldn’t size her correctly. Thus, the shoes pinched and the dress was way too tight around the butt.

Lieutenants Ford and Gellar picked up step next to Hartley as she walked.

“What,” she said, not looking at either of them.

“Just wanting to know how you felt before the big night,” Ford said.

Gellar grinned. “And if you think little Mirk will match up to the Gellarthon.”

“Don’t flatter yourself, buddy,” Hartley muttered.

“Ouch, listen to her,” Ford said. “Sounds like somebody wants some lovin’.”

“Did you pack the little guy a lunch too?” asked Gellar.

Hartley shot an elbow backwards into Gellar’s gut and swept a heeled foot out to trip Ford flat on his face. Without looking back at them, she said, “He’s more of a man than either of you. And he’s going to be getting laid tonight, unlike either of you.”

“Point well taken,” Ford said, wincing as his face pressed into the hardness of the deck.



“Fruit of the Directors, show me the way,” Mirk announced, squeezing a kiwi into a dish and placing it on the sacremental altar on his coffeetable. He held his hands up in supplication and bowed his head. “Prepare me to receive my powers once again so I can do your bidding and rid this quadrant of the menace of Irma.” Mirk lowered his voice. “And please, make me a great lover tonight, if it’s not too much trouble.”

No response. Not that Mirk was expecting one. The Directors hadn’t spoken to him since they reappeared to him in the Redlands, when the Explorer was nearly destroyed, and Leximas (he thought) defeated Irma.

They’d told him they were returning to the Bermuda Expanse, but Mirk had not yet gone to see for himself. They hadn’t called him, and he didn’t feel right just barging in on them. He was one to wait and follow the path that was laid out for him. And now that path included a night of romance with Lt. Hartley and the return of his powers. Things were looking up, Directors or no.

BLEEEP-EEP!

Mirk blew out the candles surrounding the bowl of kiwi juice, dumped the squeezed kiwi into the bowl and rose to his feet. “Coming!”

Clad in a silky red robe and fruit-emblazoned pajamas, Mirk sauntered over to the door. He hit the control next to the door and it slid open to reveal Captain Baxter. Mirk’s face fell.

“Damn,” Mirk said, pulling his robe tighter around him. “I thought you were someone else.”

“No kidding,” Baxter said, strolling in and taking in the dimness of Mirk’s cabin. He’d turned the lights down and put on “Zanthra’s Mutilation,” a favorite of Hartley’s in the Andorian vibrosynth collection. “Nice setup, Mirk.” Baxter nodded approvingly. “You’re going to make quite an impression.”

Baxter sat down on the edge of Mirk’s couch and faced him. “Listen, I won’t take much of your time. I know this is a big night for you. I just thought you might be looking for a little, you know, ‘man-to-man.’”

“Captain…I, uh…what about Counselor Peterman?”

“Are we thinking the same thing?”

“Directors, I hope not.”

Baxter took in a deep breath. “Listen, Mirk. It’s an Earth custom for a man’s elder to take him aside before the, uh, ‘big night,’ and give him a few pointers. Since your dad’s about seventy thousand light years away, I figured I’d take up that responsibility as your captain.”

“That’s awful nice of you, Captain, but…”

“Don’t thank me, it’s the least I can do,” Baxter said. “Now, where to begin. I trust Lt. Hartley is on the hypospray?”

“I really don’t know…”

“I thought so.” Baxter reached onto his belt and snapped off a hypospray. “Just in case, I brought one of Kelly’s. It’s got a peppermint flavor to it and is nice and tingly. She’ll love it.”

“Captain, that’s–”

“I said you didn’t have to thank me.” Baxter put a hand on Mirk’s shoulder. “Now, I trust you’re no stranger to the ways of women. You little tiger, I bet you’ve even gotten pretty far with a couple, am I right? Amara? Danel? Some kissing? A little nuzzling? Some breast-fondling?”

“That’s really none of your–”

Baxter stood, and stared out at the vista of space blazing by Mirk’s windows. “But this is different, Mirk. A woman’s body is a complicated thing. Filled with all sorts of crevices and…uh, erogenous zones. You have to know just which way to tickle…”

“Captain, I’m not a virgin, if that’s what you’re talking about.”

Baxter blinked, turned to look at Mirk. “You’re not?”

“I’m nearly twenty years old, Captain.”

“Hah. Right. Twenty.”

“Maloxians usually lose their virginity around the age of fifteen. I’ve heard the average human age for that is about the same. Somewhere between seventeen and twenty?”

“Sure, right…sure…” Baxter said, pulling at his collar. “Twenty. That’s about right for me. I figured as much…excuse me!”

Baxter dashed for the door, stepped out, and slammed right into Lt. Hartley.

“Excuse me!” Baxter said, bouncing around Hartley and racing off down the corridor.

Hartley stumbled against the doorframe and glanced back at Baxter. “What in the world is wrong with him?”

“I think he was trying to explain sex to me.”

“How cute,” Hartley said. She stepped into the cabin to allow the doors to close.

“You look…amazing…” Mirk smiled.

“Thank you. You look…ready for bed.”

“No reason to beat around the bush,” Mirk giggled, and walked over to his kitchen table. He picked up a decanter of kiante from its vat of ice and poured two glasses full. “Drinkie?”

“You don’t have to get me drunk, Mirk, but it’s a nice touch.”

“Thank you.” Mirk handed Hartley a glass and they clinked them and sipped. Mirk gazed at Hartley over the lip of the glass. “Good?”

“Delicious.” Hartley licked her lips.

“We got it on Pantar Four. It’s 2356.”

“Great year.”

“Yeah.”

Hartley rolled her eyes as the strains of Andorian vibrosynth rattled in her ears. How she’d acquired a taste for it, she’d never know. The silence in the room was awkward and unbearable. Finally, Hartley could take it no longer. “Listen, let’s cut the crap and go at it!”

Mirk threw down his glass. “I thought you’d never ask. Computer, crackling fire. Eighty degrees!”

A fire erupted in the fireplace across from Mirk’s couch and Mirk took Hartley in his arms and kissed her long and hard. He dipped her backward and backed her toward the couch.

“Mmmppph….”

“Mpppphh….”

BWOOOOOOING!

Hartley squinted. “What’s that sound?”

“Nothing. Ignore it. Just a Maloxian thing.”

And the room filled with a bright white light.

Mirk grinned. “Oh boy! I can feel it coming back to me!”

“The light kinda kills the romance…” Hartley noticed as Mirk gently reached behind her tankdress and set the tiny microelectronic control to “total unzip.”

ZRRRRRRRP!

And the dress was off.

“Mmmmmm….mmmm…”

GWONG!

“Mirk, that’s really distracting…”

“I can’t help it!” And the housecoat was off.

The light brightened, making Hartley wish she’d brought sunglasses. The very air in the cabin seemed to vibrate with electricity. The hum of energy building seemed to bounce off the walls.

Then a black hole ripped the air above Mirk and a huge, pawlike hand reached out.

“Come here, you!”

“She’s here!” Mirk gasped, as he was yanked right up off Lt. Hartley and up through the hole.

Hartley leaned up on the couch, clutching Mirk’s housecoat around her. “Give him back you tubby bitch!”

“Come get him you little huzzy!” bellowed Irma from within the depths of the black hole.

“Fine by me!” Hartley said, and lept off the couch up through the hole, and then quickly slammed back down onto the couch. She stared up at Mirk’s ceiling. No more hole. “Hartley to bridge! Mirk’s gone!”

“Already? That was really quick,” Baxter’s voice replied.

“Okay, everyone pay J’hana.”

“No, I mean Irma took him!’

“Before you could…uh, wrap things up?”

“YES!”

“Damn.”

“I told you he’d last longer than two minutes,” Tilleran’s voice said in the background.

“You be quiet,” Baxter’s voice snapped. “Can you tell where Irma took him?”

“Nope,” Hartley said softly. “He just…just disappeared.”

“At least we’re still in one piece,” muttered Conway’s voice.

“Go f*** yourself!” Hartley shouted.

Then, suddenly, a soft, delicate, almost weightless hand came down on her shoulder.

“Child…we must talk.”

Hartley turned. “Leximas!”

“Where is Mirk?”

“Irma just took him.”

“Oh. That’s too bad. I guess I was too late in delivering my message.”

“Which was?”

“That my powers are nearly gone. I came to warn Mirk that I could stop Irma from chasing him no longer.”

“Your timing is impeccable.”

Leximas stared dully at Hartley. “The last time I appeared, I was able to reverse time so that the Explorer wasn’t destroyed. Kindly refrain from assaulting my timing.”

Hartley rubbed her eyes. “This is not at all how I imagined this night going. Listen, Leximas, can you at least track Mirk to where Irma took him? Is there any way for us to find him?”

“Yes, there is. But wherever Irma took Mirk, it certainly won’t be pretty. And not for the faint of heart.”

“You won’t hear me complaining. Let’s get moving.”

“Should we not alert your superiors to our activity?”

“Of course. Hartley to bridge. I’m going to go find Mirk. Will be back soon. Hartley out.” She smiled. “Now let me just get dressed.”

“By all means.”



Captain Baxter looked Mirk’s quarters over disdainfully. The living room was upturned in such a way it was obvious Mirk and Hartley were in the throes of…well, getting Mirk’s powers back, when Irma kidnapped Mirk. “Hartley could have at least waited for my okay.”

Counselor Petersen put a hand on Baxter’s arm. “She loves him, Andy. She wasn’t thinking. She was just acting.”

Lt. Commander J’hana stood up from her crouch by the coffee table and pocketed her security tricorder. “There is a large amount of kiante spilled on this floor. And some isokinetic radiation typical of a spatial wormhole.”

“Which Irma pulled Mirk through,” Baxter said.

Tilleran was scanning the couch. “Affirmative. And another one was formed a few minutes later, through which Leximas took Lt. Hartley.”

“What do we know about this Leximas?” Baxter asked. “Can we trust her?”

“She was a mystic aboard the outpost Waystation for a couple years,” Tilleran said. “We could contact them and see if they can give us any insight into her character.”

“She did save this ship from oblivion several months back,” J’hana said. “That’s a good indication that she’s on our side.”

“True enough,” Baxter said.

“So how do we proceed?” Peterman asked.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Baxter muttered.

“I say we go to the Bermuda Expanse and wring some answers out of those cursed Directors,” J’hana said, cracking her knuckles. “You know, go on the offensive.”

“Against gods,” Baxter said.

“Sure.”

“At this point, I can’t come up with a good arguement against that,” Baxter said. “Let’s do it.”



Mirk blinked his eyes open and winced. It felt like his body was mutinying against him. Every muscle cried out in agony. His very skin burned.

“Welcome to my little corner of hell, Mirk,” Irma said, pacing around Mirk and looking down at him approvingly.

“Where are we?” Mirk glanced up to see that he was on a beach, but the sky was red and filled with lightening, and the sand he was lying on was black.

“New Jersey,” Irma said. “More or less.”

“Is that a place on Earth?”

“Yes, but we’re not there. We’re on a plain of our very own. Somewhere you visited very recently.”

“Deanspace?” Mirk coughed out.

Irma touched her nose. “Exactly. But the scientists are calling it ‘middlespace’ now. It wouldn’t do to name such a beautiful subspace layer after a braindead gimp.”

“He’s a nice guy!” Mirk protested, rolled onto his side, coughed up saltwater. He’d been dragged through miles of seabottom, judging by the gritty sand and seaweed in his socks.

“Regardless, events have been brought to a head quicker than either the Critics or your pathetic eyeballs could have predicted. Thanks to your braindead gimp, the Federation might just find a way to traverse great expanses of space in just a little time. Of course, the technology will take a hundred years to perfect, but to our bosses, that’s like the blink of an…excuse the term, eye.”

“Cute,” Mirk coughed.

Irma knelt by Mirk. “You realize there’s no such thing as omnipotent, don’t you, Mirk? Our bosses are just beings like us. Much more powerful, but not gods.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Irma shook her head. “Believe what you want to believe. Sure, they’re powerful. They transformed me from a beer-swilling Trekkie into a powerful warrior, with a mission. A mission to take you out like garbage, Mirkie.”

“I invite you to try, you bloated bitch…” Mirk muttered, and pushed himself to his knees.

“How valiant of you,” Irma grumbled. “But there’s no sport in this if you don’t pose some challenge to me. I need you with your powers back.”

“I was working on that when you so rudely interrupted.”

“Yes, I know. Unfortunately, I’m not supposed to let that happen.”

“And why not?”

“Because they don’t want it to happen. Isn’t that enough? Isn’t that a good enough reason for you?”

“Afraid not.”

“But that leaves me with a difficult decision. Let the good Miss Hartley have at you and defy my bosses, or cut you down where you stand and be done with it.”

“Do I get a vote?”

“Afraid not.”



Lt. Commanders Richards and Larkin stepped out onto the bridge, to find Baxter pacing in front of the viewscreen.

“Any news yet?” Richards asked.

Baxter shook his head. “Not a peep.”

“How long until we reach the Bermuda Expanse?”

Larkin sat down at her station. “Less than five minutes.”

Baxter stopped pacing and watched the viewscreen. “I sure hope they can give us some clue as to how to get Mirk and Hartley back.”

“Me too,” Peterman said softly from her chair in the command area.

Richards took engineering. “I just hope the Directors cooperate with us. I’d hate to fix this ship after a bout with a vengeful god.”

“Somehow I doubt there’d be anything left to fix,” harrumphed Conway, leaning over Tilleran’s console to read the current scans.

“Good point.”

“Let’s keep optimistic here,” Baxter said. “The Directors have told us on numerous occasions that everything will turn out for the best. We have to believe them.”

Tilleran cleared her throat at sciences. “Sir, have you ever given any thought to what they might mean by ‘for the best’? Maybe that means just Mirk and Hartley get slaughtered by Irma. Maybe that means just this sector gets blown to bits, or just this quadrant. How can we judge the advice of an omnipotent being?”

“She is obtuse, but she makes a good point,” J’hana said from tactical.

“All we can do is try our best to get our people back,” Baxter said.

“Coming up on Veltran system,” Ford said from helm.

“Come out of warp,” Baxter said, and sat down in the command chair.

“Bermuda Expanse in four minutes,” announced Larkin.

“Who knows what’ll happen when we go in this time,” Peterman said fearfully.

“Only one way to find out,” Baxter said. “Ford, take us in.”



Mirk stared up at the thunderhead clouds that rolled over the beach, winced as lightening cracked down on all sides.

Irma had been gone for several minutes–or maybe hours, he couldn’t be sure. Where had she gone? To commune with the Critics and decide his fate? If that was the case, Mirk only wished he could be in on the decision. A quick death was definitely preferable to a slow one. Mirk briefly let his thoughts wander to Lt. Hartley. He came so close. He could feel the powers seeping back into his body. What else would have happened if Irma hadn’t interrupted? And why did that always seem to be the way with he and Hartley? Going all the way back to their almost-kiss nearly a year ago in that seedy motel room in New Orleans, they’d always seemed just a step away from consummating their feelings for one another.

Captain Baxter’s mother had sent down a security officer to kidnap Mirk and Hartley so they could help her with an assault on the Starshine Kids, just as they were about to lock lips. He could have had his powers back then and there.

But it went back farther than that

When the Directors announced they were leaving the Alpha Quadrant, almost exactly one year previous, they contacted Lt. Hartley. Used her as a go-between. Why?

And before that, Mirk’s powers became finely tuned in the Happy Universe, which the crew had found thanks to a malfunction in the Bermuda Expanse (or was it?), and he was able to whisk himself and Lt. Hartley to safety–many light years’ distance to Earth.

How?

And, back in the Delta Quadrant, Mirk and Hartley’s first mission together was aboard a runabout, returning to the abandoned planet Malox to find some clue as to his people’s whereabouts. Instead, they found his people, who had taken over a few salvaged Federation ships, but that was beside the point.

Something in space and time gravitated Mirk to Hartley on more than one occasion. Something tingled inside Mirk every time he saw her, every time he thought of her.

Was it that simple? Was the “grand plan” the Directors kept speaking of? Just to get he and Hartley together?

Could it really be that simple?

“GET UP!” a basso female voice bellowed, and someone dragged Mirk to his feet.

He blinked. “Irma…great to see you again.”

“Glad you still have a sense of humor. New Jersey can suck the life right out of you.”

Mirk wasn’t listening to Irma. Why did the Critics leave Irma with her powers, while the Directors took Mirk’s powers? Didn’t they want him to be victorious against Irma? Or was it Irma he was fighting?

“What are you looking at?” Irma asked. She waved a hand in front of Mirk’s face. “Here I am! Hello, Mirk!”

Mirk stared at Irma. “Let’s get this overwith. What was the Critics’ verdict?”

“I couldn’t find them. They’re turning a deaf ear to me, as the Directors have done to you.”

“Then we’re both in the same boat, huh?” Mirk asked.

“Not really. I have powers, remember?”

“How could I forget?”

Irma grabbed Mirk by the front of his pajamas. “Listen, little guy, I have a proposition for you. Let’s say it’s not just that Hartley woman who can unlock your power. Let’s say I can do it too. What do you think of that?”

Mirk considered that. “I think that’s extremely frightening.”

“What if we combined our forces, Mirk? What if we became one unbeatable force that had the power to overcome the lips and the eyeballs? One, hugely powerful…Mirkma?”

“I think the power’s gone right to your head and blown out the other side.”

“Quite possible,” Irma seethed. “At any rate, I will have you. Or you will die.”

“In that case, I’ll take death.”

“You don’t have a choice!” Irma pushed Mirk to the sand and lept on him.

“Ooof! Directors’ sakes, you’re heavy!”

“Enjoy it, Mirk! Revel in it!”

“I’m being smushed!” Mirk cried as Irma’s hands traversed his body nauseatingly. Her tongue slithered into his ear.

“You will be mine, Mirk! The power will be mine! If I have to eat you whole and sh** you out, I will!”

“Now there’s a pleasant thought!”

“GIVE YOURSELF OVER TO ME!”

“NO WAY!”



“Here we are again,” Commander Conway grumbled, folding his arms. “I hear the Gamma Quadrant is nice this time of year. Maybe they’ll send us there this time instead of the Delta Quadrant.”

“At least there’s that nice wormhole in the Gamma Quadrant,” Peterman said.

“Always looking on the bright side of things,” Baxter said, then faced the swirling purple on the viewscreen. “Open the hailing frequencies, J’hana.”

“To the omnipotent band?” J’hana said, giggling.

“We have one?” Baxter asked.

“No,” J’hana replied, straightfaced.

“Oh. Well open all frequencies anyway.”

“Done.”

Baxter stood. “Directors. This is Captain Andy Baxter of the Explorer. You may remember me from such altercations as the trip to the Delta Quadrant, the trip back to the Alpha Quadrant, the voyage to the happy universe, and the destruction and reconstruction of my ship in the Redlands. At any rate, I need to talk to you. Irma Wilson has taken two of my crew and I want them back. Tell me how to do it. Or I swear I’ll…I’ll open fire on this whole region.”

“I’m sure they’re quaking in their omnipotent boots,” quipped Conway, who had sauntered over to his command chair. He wanted to be sitting when the coffee grounds hit the fan.

Baxter went to his command chair and sat down. “I don’t know if they heard that, but it felt damn good to me.”

“Sometimes that’s all that really matters,” said Peterman.

“Not this time,” muttered Baxter.



“GIVE YOURSELF OVER TO ME!”

“NO WAY!”

Then, suddenly, Irma flew off Mirk as if she was flicked by a giant finger. She sailed backward into the black, churning abyss of sea beyond the beach.

“That…will hold her…for a time,” Leximas said breathlessly, rising over a sand dune and floating over to the Maloxian, Hartley close on her heels.

“Are you okay?” Hartley asked, rushing to kneel by Mirk.

“I have been better,” said Leximas, looming over the couple.

“I was talking about Mirk.”

“Oh.” Leximas looked down at Mirk. “By the way, Mirk, did you allow Irma to absorb you?”

“So that’s what she was trying to do with her tongue,” Mirk said, brushing sand off his jammies. “Anyway, she nearly did, but I think I’m still in one piece.”

“It is a good thing that she did not succeed,” Leximas said flatly.

“No kidding,” replied Mirk.

Leximas glanced woefully back at the sea. Irma splashed, sloshed, and thrashed in the blood-red water, screaming rage and shooting electricity from her eyes.

“We must leave. We do not have much time,” Leximas said, and took Mirk and Hartley, each by a hand. “Quickly now!”

Mirk’s mouth waffled. “Leximas…how did you…”

“I haven’t the time to explain that. I can only protect you, I can’t fight Irma for you. Now go, quickly!” Leximas concentrated with all her might and formed a rip in time-space and pushed Mirk and Hartley through. “I shall remain behind to hold her off as long as I can…but you must copulate, and fast!”

Hartley and Mirk stumbled through into an Explorer corridor and Leximas waved her hand over the hole in space, sealing it, for the time being. She turned to see Irma stalk right out of the water like a primordial amphibian, eyes burning fury.

“It’s time to deal you out, you withering piece of crap,” Irma growled. “You’re powers are too weak. You can’t afford the ante for this game.”

“I realize that,” Leximas said, and sighed. It had been a nice afterlife. Who knew what fate held next for her? She had done all she could for Mirk, and she was dead already anyway. All she could do was hold off Irma long enough for Mirk to (hopefully) “get the job done.”

The rest was up to Mirk and his companions.

Squeezing her eyes shut with the effort, Leximas pooled what power she had remaining and threw herself at Irma. Leximas recalled something the commander of Waystation told her once. It seemed appropriate.

“BONZAI!” screamed Leximas, and it was all over in minutes.



As Hartley shed her Starfleet uniform, layer by layer, she idly wondered why she’d gone through such trouble to put it on to go find Mirk, when the search was so darn quick, and she was destined to yank it off afterwards anyway.

This time they skipped the cute formalities of kiante and music. This time they weren’t even sure whose quarters they’d stumbled into, but, luckily, they were empty.

“Mirk, I’m so glad Irma didn’t kill you,” Hartley said breathlessly, as they tumbled onto the bed in the strange cabin and rustled underneath the covers.

“Me too.”

“I wish this moment was a little more glamorous.”

“Me too.”

“You’re lying on my hair. Oww!”

“Sorry.”

“And watch where you put–hooooooooooeeeeeey! There ya go!”



Soaked with slime and covered in seaweed, mad as hell, Irma Wilson marched right through a tear in space and out onto the deck. She shoved passing officers to the ground, smashed right through a cake Yeoman Briggs had been taking to the Constellation Club. She pushed up her sleeves and breathed steam as she plowed toward the cabin where she knew she’d find her prey.

He could hide no longer.

Suddenly, with a pang that sent her nearly to her knees, Irma felt a vibration deep in her gut that made her want to vomit.

Something was happening.

Something hideous.

Something horrible.

She stood right outside the door when the shockwave hit, when the wall blasted open and the light, the hot white light, seared over her and knocked her through the next wall.

And as she lay there, motionless, in the rubble of the wall she smashed through, Irma Wilson knew she was in deep, deep, deep trouble.



Baxter was back to pacing.

“Maybe they don’t live here anymore,” Peterman suggested.

“They’re there,” Baxter said. “I swam around in there enough to know a thing or two about them. I’m nearly certain they’re just hiding, snickering at us, laughing at our stupidity, just because they know the big, grand plan and we don’t.”

“You’re taking this way too personally,” Peterman said, placing her hand over Baxter’s.

“And if you’re really that concerned about what’s out there, you can always beam out and see,” Conway suggested.

“Oh shut up,” Baxter mumbled. Then the whole bridge was washed in white light. The ship vibrated like a tuning fork, sending Baxter crashing to the floor.

“Energy readings on deck nine are off the scale!” J’hana called out, stabbing at her panel with one hand and gripping it to stay standing with the other. Everyone else was blinded; J’hana was working on antennae-sense only. “We can’t take much more of this! The energy is channeling through every surface on this ship!”

Richards chimed in: “If this keeps up, we’ll be ripped apart!”

Baxter gripped the sides of his head, as the vibration beat the Explorer like a tsunami on a wood shack. He felt with his hands for his chair. Instead he found Peterman’s lap. He crawled into into her chair and gripped her for dear life, hoping against hope that he hadn’t accidentally crawled into Conway’s chair by mistake.

Then, as suddenly as it began, the light and vibration died down, until the only sound on the bridge was the bleeping of instruments.

“Anyone have a clue as to what just happened?” Baxter asked, climbing across Peterman back into his chair.

“I do,” Tilleran said, grinning. “Six point five hours. Pay up.”



“I’m BAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAACK!” Mirk announced, eyes wide, stepping through the hole he’d blasted in the wall, pushing aside the collapsed bulkheading like it was styrofoam and looking down at Irma. “And guess who’s due for the ass-kicking of a lifetime?”

Irma stared up at Mirk fearfully. He was still glowing. His every movement sent crackles of electricity surging around him

Behind him, Hartley was wrapped in a sheet. She raspberried Irma for all she was worth.

“You won’t take me that easily,” Irma grunted, climbing to her feet. “It’s still not an even match.”

“That’s right it’s not!” Mirk bellowed, and grabbed a handful of Irma’s shirt. He paused, let go of the cotton-poly mix. “Wait. I can’t hit a woman. That’s just not right.”

“Well then,” said Irma. “I guess we can call this a–”

“But I don’t need to lay hand on you!” Mirk said, and nodded his head in Irma’s direction.

That simple gesture sent her flying. She slammed through the hole she’d made in the wall and flailed backwards, slamming through yet another bulkhead.

Mirk stepped through, apologized to Lt. Kamtezen, who he’d rudely awaken, and followed Irma into the next room.

“Get away from me!” she cried, running across the vacant cabin and ducking out into the corridor beyond.

Mirk jogged to catch up with her. “You can’t get away, Irma! You can’t escape the wrath of the Directors!”

Irma glanced back at Mirk, firing bolts of red energy at him from her fingertips. It didn’t faze the Maloxian.

“You know what the funny thing is, Irma?” Mirk asked as Irma slammed right through the turbolift doors at the end of the corridor and careeneed up the shaft. He flew after her.

“I’ll tell you what the funny thing is!” he continued, gaining rapidly on her, arms at sides, flying like a missle. “I’m not even trying!”

Irma ignored him, and slammed out of the pair of doors at the top of the shaft, rolling onto the bridge.

J’hana hopped her station and ran to stand over Irma, phaser trained right on the large woman’s forehead, foot propped on her head.

Mirk emerged from the turbolift shaft and hovered over Irma, looking at her thoughtfully.

“Mirk?” Baxter asked, stepping up to the quarterdeck where Mirk and J’hana loomed over Irma. “Care to give us an update?”

“I have my powers back,” Mirk said.

“No kidding,” Conway said quietly, jogging up behind Baxter.

Peterman stepped up to join Baxter. “And now what are you going to do?”

“I’m going to do what I wasn’t powerful enough to do when Irma first reared her ugly head…”

“No…no…” Irma said, holding up her hands.

“Shush,” J’hana said, and moved her foot from Irma’s forehead to her face. “What have you got in store for tubby here?”

“She’s going back where she came from,” Mirk said. “Back to twentieth century Earth. They created her. They can deal with her.”

“Good idea,” Baxter said. “I’m sure the temporal police will be glad to hear that.”

Mirk concentrated down at Irma, narrowed his eyes, built up a charge of powers deep from the very core of his being, and focused the full brunt of them on Irma.

“This is NOT OVER!” she shouted as the brunt of white energy hit her and she disappeared with an electric sizzle, leaving a black, Irma-shaped, stain on the carpet.

That done, Mirk let himself float to the ground. Gradually, the glow dimmed and he returned to his normal hue.

“Great work,” Baxter said. “One thing.”

“What?”

“You’re buck naked.”

Mirk looked down. “Oh. Whoops! How embarassing!” He blinked and suddenly he was clothed in one of his customary outfits, complete with a bright orange dinner jacket. “Is that better?”

“Much,” said Peterman.

<Ahem.>

Baxter turned to find an eyeball hovering at the center of the bridge.

“Oh, well, it’s about time,” Baxter grumbled.

<Don’t be that way,> the eyeball said. <We had to allow Mirk to come to this on his own terms. Unlike the Critics, we prefer not to get involved in the affairs of our…friends.>

Mirk whirled and dropped to one knee in front of the eyeball. “Great Directors, thank you so much for restoring my powers.”

<Don’t be silly. You did it yourself. With a little help from Lieutenant Hartley.>

“Thanks anyway,” Mirk said. “Now, if I may ask, what more am I to do?”

The eyeball chuckled. <Nothing. The hard part is over. We will require more of you later, but for now, be at peace. You have earned it.>

“I don’t understand,” Baxter said. “That whole grand scheme of things you keep referring to…that’s all over?”

<Oh, not by a longshot.> The eyeball revolved to look at each of the crewmembers gathered on the bridge. <But we have reached an…impasse. Suffice it to say the best is yet to come.>

“What about me?” Mirk asked. “Do I go back too?”

<Not yet. Enjoy what you have here while you have it, Mirk. Your journey has just begun.> The eye turned to face the bridge crew again. <Their journey, however, is nearly at an end. Savor each day of it.>

And the eyeball disappeared.

“That was bizarre,” Baxter said softly, after a few moments’ silence.

“Does that mean the Critics are gone too?” Conway asked.

The eyeball reappeared. <Yes and no,> it said, then disappeared.



“My quarters are ruined,” Commander Conway said, leaning over the large round corner table in the Constellation Club, as Elton John played “Don’t Let the Sun Go Down on Me.” He was joined by Hartley, Richards, Browning, Tilleran, and Peterman.

“Sorry,” Lt. Hartley said with a grin. “We had no way of knowing those were your quarters we stumbled into.”

“Sure you didn’t,” Conway said. “You probably planned the whole thing.”

“Don’t be silly.”

Captain Baxter stepped up to the table and sat down. “Just talked with Starfleet.”

“And?” asked Richards.

“They were thrilled. And disturbed.”

“Rightly so,” said Hartley. “I have a feeling they’re going to want to talk to me and Mirk.”

“Damn right they will. Them, and the Krinok News Network. They want to profile the ‘woman who made a god.’”

“How cheesey,” giggled Hartley, and she sipped her drink.

Baxter grimaced. “I came up with that.”

“Whoops. Sorry, sir.”

Lt. Commander J’hana carried a frothy mug of v’haspant over to the table and sat down. “So, Lieutenant Hartley, enlighten us.”

“About what?”

“What was it like…to be at the epicenter of such an extreme burst of power?”

Hartley shrugged. “Hard to remember. It all happened so…fast.”

“What do you think is next for Mirk?” Conway asked. “His powers are easily double what they were before he lost them. Surely he can’t–”

And then the doors to the Club opened.

“I think you have your answer, Commander,” Baxter said, and smiled.

Mirk walked in, wearing his traditional bartender’s vest and tie. He bowed in Captain Baxter’s direction.

“Captain, good to see you tonight. Rum ’n grapefruit for you?”

“Please,” said Baxter, trying to mask his astonishment.

Mirk blinked and the drink appeared in front of the captain. “You enjoy that now.”

“He seems…older,” Browning said, nodding agreeably as Mirk stepped behind the bar. “More mature.”

Hartley grinned. “What can I say? I made him into a man.”

“And much much more,” said Baxter. He sipped his Rum ’n Grapefruit. “You made him into the perfect bartender.”

“Good to know,” Hartley said, and stood. “Excuse me.”

“So,” Conway said. “Any predictions on what will happen in the next few months? The Directors seem to know something we don’t.”

“I prefer to be surprised,” Browning said.

“I’m just wondering how much stock we can put in the Directors’ prediction,” Baxter said.

“We make our own fate, sir,” J’hana said, and sipped. “Do not forget that.”

Richards shrugged. “Maybe they meant they’re going to stop interfering in our lives. So that’s all that will be ending.”

Peterman sniffed. “I’m going to miss them.”

“You would,” Conway sneered.

“Well, at any rate, they did say the best was yet to come,” Baxter said. “I don’t care how you interpret their predictions, that one can’t help but be good.”

“I don’t see how things could improve,” Tilleran said. “We’re all healthy, we have good careers, we get to explore the far reaches of space from day to day. There’s always adventure and romanace around the next corner. What more could we possibly need?”

Everyone laughed at that and ordered another round of drinks.



Hartley sat down in her usual stool, opposite Mirk at the bar. “Weird day, huh?”

“Yep.” Mirk nodded and pointed a finger at Ensign Sefelt at the far end of the a bar. A large, celery-filled drink appeared in front of him.

“V-8 with veggies, right?” Mirk asked with a grin.

“Right!” squealed Sefelt with delight.

“This is fantastic,” Mirk smiled.

“You know, Mirk, I really don’t see how you can just go on being a bartender.”

“Why not? I’m not an officer. I can’t very well become a security chief or engineer.”

Hartley shook her head. “You just don’t get it, Mirk. Your powers are twice as strong now as they’ve ever been. You could go anywhere…do anything. Why stay here?”

Mirk traced a finger down Hartley’s cheek and grinned. “Why indeed?”

Hartley bit her lip, tried very hard not to cry. She leaned forward, grabbed Mirk’s chin, and took him into a long kiss. After the kiss, she smiled at him. “Come on, bucko. Let’s dance.”



A lean figure, cloaked in a long, grey trenchcoat and wrapped in a white scarf, stepped off the bus and looked around. The building facades looked gothic and worn. The streets were cobbled, but modern motor vehicles whizzed by. This was the twentieth century. Earth.

“Where am I?” she asked the first person who passed her.

“Baltimore,” said the officer. “Isn’t that where you wanted to be?”

“This is where I was to arrive at,” she said.

“Pardon?”

“The directive has been followed. I desire quarters and a chamber in which to meditate where I may receive the curious and the needful.” She felt like she’d said that many times before.

“Okay, I’ve got a chamber for you to meditate in,” said the police officer, grabbing the woman’s arm and leading her off down the street.

“Wait!” came a voice from behind the pair. The scarved figure turned, smiled. He was a portly blond man, in a dapper navy suit. “That’s my cousin,” he said. “She just got in from Iowa. She’s never been in the city before.”

“What’s this about a ‘meditation chamber,’ then?” asked the officer.

“Oh…she’s, um, Mormon,” explained the dapper man.

“If you say so,” the officer said, and released her. “If you can vouch for her, I guess she’s okay.”

“I can vouch,” the man said, nodding. The officer walked away, shaking his head and muttering something about “takes all kinds.”

The gaunt woman looked the portly man over approvingly. “I know you.”

“You do?”

“Not exactly. Why did you rescue me from…that man?”

“I don’t really know. It felt like the right thing to do. So who are you, anyway?”

“You may call me…Lexi.”

“Pleased to meet you Lexi. I’m Bradley. Bradley Dillon.”

“I know.” Lexi smiled.

“Where are my manners,” Bradley said, gesturing for Leximas to follow him. “I was just on my way to opera practice. I’d be honored if you’d come listen in.”

“It is I who would be honored, Bradley,” Lexi said and followed the portly opera singer down the cobbled Baltimore street. Without a mind guide, in a human body, Lexi was more unsure than ever about her fate. Nothing seemed decided for her, as it had in that other life. The future ahead seemed an open road. And she figured she liked it that way.



Irma, meanwhile, spiraled backward, like a freight train with no brakes, caught in the tide of time.

She felt corporeal enough–could see her arms and legs waving as she was sucked back through time. She felt the years wind backward. Before long, she’d be back in the twentieth century, likely rotting in some insane asylum, or worse, in Hampton Roads, Virginia. That idea didn’t appeal to her at all.

So Irma put on the brakes and started planning the Explorer crew’s undoing.

They were out there, somewhere. She might have to cross space and time to destroy them, but they were out there.



NEXT:



When Captain Baxter’s away at a Starfleet conference on the eradication of the Starshine Kids, Conway and Peterman butt heads on certain command decisions. Peterman has no confidence in Conway’s command style, and Conway thinks Peterman’s a pet-loving freak. Forced to resort to public opinion to get command, Peterman puts the question of who should command to the people–the Explorer crew. Considering the two candidates, who would you vote for? And, while Peterman and Conway grapple for control of the ship, do Baxter, Velara, and J’hana get to figure out once and for all what exactly happened to Admiral McGrath? Log your votes and place your bets, on the next installment of ST: TVG,



“Imbalance of Power”




Imbalance of Power



First Officer’s Log,

Stardate 54788.3. While Captain Baxter and Lt. Commander J’hana attend a special Starfleet conference on the eradication of the Starshine Kids, I’ve been left to command the Explorer through a series of boring ion storm studies. Whoopdidoo.



“Scrambled eggs, David. And a bunch of grapes. And two pieces of toast. Light this time, you imbecile. NOT burnt to a crisp like last time!”

Commander Conway sighed and shuffled off to the replicator station, tying his robe and tossing Bucky the Welsh corgi his rubber ball along the way.

“Computer…Tyra zero three four. Adjust toast to one-half burn,” Conway said, and watched the meal fizzle into place in the replicator slot. As usual, it appeared accompanied by a large mug of coffee; Conway had long ago programmed his replicator to make him a mug of coffee with every usage, and if he didn’t use the replicator for more than an hour, it made a mug of coffee anyway.

Conway grabbed the meal tray and the mug and turned back, defeated, to the bedroom. Tyra had grown more and more difficult over the last few months. This love of his was like a prison. He longed for the days when it was just he and Bucky, alone together, drinking coffee, eating kibble, and watching the vidivision.

As Conway passed the door to his quarters, the call buzzed.

BLEEEEP-EEEP!

He sighed again. “What.”

“It’s Counselor Peterman. It’s very important, David.”

Conway grimaced. “Just a minute.” He shuffled back into his bedroom and sat the meal tray down over Tyra Shar’s lap. “Here you go…ugh…dinky-doll.”

“Who was that?” Tyra demanded, shoving toast into her mouth.

“Counselor Peterman. She wants to talk to me about something.”

“Tell her it’s 0700 and that you’ll see her when you go on duty at 8.”

“I was just about to do that.”

“Well get me more toast when you go. This is too light.”

“Yes, Tyra.”

Conway marched out to his front door, sucking ruefully from his coffee mug, and keyed the door open.

Peterman stood there in a singed nightgown, hair a wiry mess. She tapped her foot angrily.

“Commander.”

“What.”

“Do you notice anything different about me?”

Conway chuckled dryly. “Doing something different with your hair?”

“Not exactly. A power conduit over my bed ruptured and poured sparks down on me this morning. I don’t know about you, but I prefer an alarm clock.”

“Maintenance is two decks down,” Conway muttered, and moved to close the door.

Peterman shot out an arm to stop him. “I already talked to maintenance.”

“And?”

“And Ensign Yobst told me he’d get to it when he was darned good and ready.”

“Then you have your answer.”

“So not only is our maintenance staff disrespectful, they’re obviously not very competent. Power conduits shouldn’t be exploding unless we’re in combat, and then only a little bit!”

“Can we pick this up at the morning staff meeting?” Conway mumbled. “I’ve got a…Tyra’s waiting for me.”

“Oh, yes. Your dysfunctional little relationship. Well, Commander, I wish I could let you give that priority, but in my husband’s absence, you have a ship to run. I expect it to be run somewhat competently. Get down to maintenance and knock some heads around, or I will!”

“Hey, wait one second!” Conway snarled. Bucky was yipping.

“Don’t forget who rescued you from a Rigellian petting zoo, little guy!” Peterman said, waving a finger at Bucky.

“Look,” Conway said, “you’re forgetting who’s in command here. I’ll talk to maintenance when and if I’m good and ready. Got it?”

“Fine. I’ll take care of it myself.”

“Fine!”

“I was executive officer of this ship for a whole week! I know how to lead.”

“Sure you do,” Conway said, and turned back toward the bedroom. “Come on, Bucky.”

“Things are going to change around here, mister!” Peterman called after him.

“Sure they will. Don’t let the door close on you.”

“Ooooh!” Peterman shrieked.



Captain Baxter chuckled nervously. “Really, Mr. Vsinth. I didn’t realize you had a nephew in the Starshine organization. That’s quite amusing. Did he enjoy it?”

Vsinth, an eight foot tall Gregarian, noded his massive, tassled head. “Verrrry much soooo, Capppptain. He missssess it, evven.”

“What do you know.” Baxter looked around the buffet table for some sign of J’hana. “I’m intrigued about what your family holidays were like.”

“Fillllled wwwwwwith shinyyyyyy funnnnn,” droned Vsinth. “But nooooot anymooore, thankkkkks to youuuuu.”

Baxter reached to grab a dollop of crab dip to put on his plate, and while doing so, lightly tapped his communicator with his other hand. “Well, it was really more the Starfleet’s shadow government’s doing. But I can’t talk about that, of course. Why don’t you fill out a complaint form? I’m sure Starfleet will look it over.”

Vsinth advanced on Baxter. “But here youuuuuuu arrrrre, getttttting alllll the crrrrredit for it!”

“Hey, Telvin’s the one that’s writing a book on it,” Baxter mumbled. “Hey. I wonder where my good friend J’hana is. She’d love to hear about this discussion.” Baxter raised his voice. “Good old J’hana. Wish she was here with me, by the buffet, near the crab dip!”

“Letttt’s taaaake this outtttsidddde,” Vsinth said, clamping a long-fingered hand down on Baxter’s shoulder.

“But…Mr. Vsinth! We’re on a Starbase. Outside is…uh…space!”

“Exxxxxxactly.”

Oh, right. Gregarians were impervious to vacuum. Lucky for them.

“You wanted me?” J’hana said dully. Baxter turned to see her behind him, zipping up her uniform.

“Where were you?” Baxter hissed between clenched teeth.

“None of your business. What seems to be the problem? Or did you just call me to chat?”

“You’re supposed to be assisting me!”

“Napkins are right over there, sir.” J’hana pointed.

Baxter turned back to Vsinth. “Mr. Vsinth. Allow me to introduce my security chief, Lt. Commander J’hana, of the Ninth Hive of Andor. Master of, uh, several different types of combat.”

“Seven hundred, now that I’ve learned Tae-Bo,” J’hana said, and smiled. “Mr. Vsinth, pleased to meet you.” She extended a hand.

Vsinth slapped her hand away. “Starrrrrrrfleeeeet wrecked myyyyyy fammmilly!”

“Be that as it may, I hope you’re enjoying the conference,” J’hana said diplomatically.

“I ammmmmm nottttttt!”

“I’ll leave you two to your discussion,” Baxter said, backing away. “I’m going to go get some napkins. J’hana, I’ll meet you back at our table.”

Baxter hurried over to his table near the front of the banquet hall, careful not to spill his hefty plate of buffet food. He sat down at the circular table and quickly began eating.

“Ah, Captain Baxter,” a weaselly British voice said, and he looked up.

“Oh, sh**,” Baxter mumbled. “I mean, hello Dr. Bashir. Nice to see you again.”

“Pleased, as always,” Bashir said. “And where is that stunning wife of yours?”

“Back on my ship,” Baxter muttered and resumed eating. Thank goodness Kelly was back on the ship, too. Why on Earth did Starfleet sit him with that windbag? The only way they could have wronged him more was to sit him with…

“There is no prune juice here,” Worf said gutterally, and sat down beside Baxter. “What kind of banquet does not serve prune juice? It is not even in the replicator files.”

“Poor Worf,” Bashir said, shaking his head. “You should try the couscous. It’s excellent.”

Worf pounded the table. “Not without prune juice!”

“I think I’m at the wrong table,” Baxter said, picked up his plate, and stood. “It’s been nice…uh, seeing you two again.”

“Your place card is right here,” Worf said.

“Really? You know what…I think I hear J’hana calling me.” Baxter turned to come face to face with Commodore Velara.

“Commodore!” Baxter shrieked, nearly dropping his plate.

“I am sorry I am late. I had a meeting on Bolarus,” Velara said. “How was day one of the conference?”

Baxter fumbled with his plate a moment. “Informative.”

“Is this your table?”

“Uh…”

“That is it! Out the airlock with you you Starshine- sympathizing fharquar!”

Baxter, along with the 200-some others in the banquet hall, turned to see J’hana shove Mr. Vsinth bodily out of the double- doored entrance.

“That crazy Andorian,” Baxter chuckled.

“There is nothing to see here!” J’hana called. “Continue eating and making pointless conversation. I will return momentarily!”

“She’s a great officer to have around,” Baxter said. “Commodore, shall we sit?”

Velara watched as J’hana left the hall and slammed the twin doors behind her. “Um…of course.”

Baxter scooched Velara into the seat beside Worf to make a nice buffer zone. “So, Commodore. Tell us about Bolarus.”

“It was hot,” Velara said.

“Are you hungry?” Dr. Bashir asked. “They have great crab dip up there.”

“No thank you.”

“How did you get here?” Baxter asked. Please, don’t say the Pathfinder, he thought to himself, crossing his fingers under the table.

“Transport ship,” Velara replied.

“Thank goodness,” replied Baxter.

“For what?”

“For transport ships!” Baxter said, and looked to Worf. “Ah, Mr. Worf! How about that old Dominion war, huh?”

“What about it?”

“Those were some great times, weren’t they?”

“How would you know? You were off cowering in the Delta quadrant for most of it!”

“How astute of you to remember,” Baxter said. “But, in point of fact, I was here for an entire year of it. Oh, those old five-twos! I particularly liked 52504.”

“Our records indicate the Explorer saw no action in the Dominion war,” Velara said, looking primly from Baxter to Worf.

“And why not?” asked Bashir from his seat beside Baxter.

“G-good question,” Baxter said, tugging on the collar of his uniform. “One that could best be answered by Admiral McGrath, the former director of the Explorer Project. He deployed us where he saw fit. But really, there had to be at least one starship out exploring while the rest of you guys fought it out with the big bad ‘D,’ right?”

“Your starship WAS equipped with quantum torpedoes,” Worf said bluntly, and folded his arms.

“Again, Admiral McGrath is really the best person to speak on that,” Baxter said. “Unfortunately, he’s been missing for the better part of a year.”

“He left Starfleet to walk the Earth,” explained Velara.

“Too bad he can’t explain everything to you guys,” Baxter said. “So, how about that crab dip?”

J’hana sat down beside Baxter. One antenna was slightly bent, and she had a dark-blue bruise around her eye. “Pass the salt,” she said hoarsely.

“You okay?” Baxter whispered.

“Never tussle with a Gregarian, Captain.”

“Noted.”



Former-Admiral Frank J. McGrath watched ruefully from the balcony overlooking Starbase 318’s glorious Bruce Willis Banquet Hall.

“Look at her. Just eating up the attention.” McGrath watched as Commodore Velara perused the buffet. Finally, she took two small clams and a dish of clear soup. “What a smug Vulcan. Thinks she can fill my shoes, eh?”

McGrath grimaced. “Why didn’t I just try to get my job back, when they re-instated the project?” Why indeed. McGrath thought about it, but just couldn’t work up the nerve. That, and he was fishing in the Great Lakes at the time. Those boat reservations are non-refundable.

McGrath gritted his teeth. Velara was chatting with a dignitary from Cleomus Two. She arched an eyebrow at something, and the winged diplomat chuckled uproariously. That little suck- up.

McGrath’s eyes wandered the banquet hall, finally fell on a familiar face. “Ah! She’s here! Perfect!”



Lt. Beth Monroe weaved her way in between the round tables to get to Commodore Velara. She carried a padd filled with updated troop movements in the Finigus sector, as well as a list of all-new shield modulations for the Pathfinder and Explorer. With Admiral McGrath, she had been a trusted advisor and assistant. With Velara, she was relegated to nothing more than an errand girl. And the conversations were SO boring!

She had nearly reached Velara when she heard a whistle from behind her. She turned.

“Admiral McGrath?”

The tiny, gray-haired man stood by a door, what looked like the janatorial entrance. He shook his head, put a quieting finger to his lips. Then he waved for her to follow him through the door.

Monroe glanced over her shoulder at Velara, then shrugged and headed for the door. The Vulcan hadn’t seen her approach yet, and besides, she was more than a little curious as to what McGrath had been up to for the past ten months.



Commander Conway jiggled a last bit of shower water out of his ear and stepped out of the turbolift onto the bridge.

“Sefelt,” he called to the ensign staning by the turbolift exit. “Coffee. Extra strong.” It was time for HIM to give the orders now. The bridge was HIS domain. Unlike, for instance, his quarters.

He stepped down to the command area to find Counselor Peterman perched in the command chair.

“Morning, Counselor,” he said. “Step aside.”

“Sorry. I can’t do that,” Peterman said. “Commander Larkin, why don’t you send a communique to the Versalan homeworld and tell them we’ll be a little late with that mineral survey. I saw on the news this morning that Finnarus Prime is having a problem with soafus poachers. I’m not sure what a soafus is, but I don’t want them poached on a Federation world and I think we should check it out. Poor animals.”

Conway blinked. “What do you mean you can’t do that?!?!?”

“I mean, I took command, as of this date.” Peterman handed Conway a padd. “Read it and weep.”

“I can’t believe this,” Conway said. “You’re not serious.”

“As serious as multi-infarct dementia, Commander. It’s Counselor’s prerogative.”

“Well,” Conway said, turning. “I’ll be in the readyroom. Larkin, raise Starfleet on–”

“I wouldn’t,” Peterman said. “Commodore Velara’s at a conference. As is Andy, who would side with me anyway. I’m in command until he gets back.”

“I’ll just talk to whoever’s next in command over there,” Conway said, and kept walking back toward the readyroom.

Peterman turned lazily in the command chair. “And that would be Commander Betty Lockart. Owner of a prize shetland collie and pet enthusiast. I already spoke to her.”

“You little…bitch!”

“Ah ah ah!” Peterman said, waving a warning finger. “It’s not nice to insult a superior officer. Why don’t you go belowdecks and…recalibrate something.”

Conway marched down to face Peterman. “Oh no. I don’t give up that easily!”

“Why not?” Ford asked from the helm. “You give up that easily with Tyra!”

“You shut up!” Conway bellowed. “I’m sure as hell I still outrank you!”

“Not for long if you keep up with that disrespectful tone,” Peterman said tersely.

“This sucks!”

“Aw, Commander, I’m sure you’ll learn to love me. Anyway, it’s just another week and a half till Andy comes back and the chain of command is restored. Maybe.”

“What do you mean, ‘maybe’?”

“Well,” Peterman said, shifting her legs under her and clasping her hands over her knees. “Maybe I’ll do such a good job over this week and a half that Andy will promote me full-time to X.O. and move you down to third officer.”

Conway scowled. “Don’t hold your breath. I thought you hated command, anyway.”

“I did. But if I have a third officer to do all the nasty administrative tasks, I think I could get the hang of it.”

“Since when have you been so damned…evil?” Conway demanded.

“Since a power conduit exploded on me, Commander!” Peterman said shrilly. “Trust me. That’ll do it to ya!”

“Well. I’m going to fight this.”

“And what does that mean?”

Conway thought a moment, worked his jaw angrily. “I’m… I’m taking it to the people!”

“Oh, you don’t mean…”

“That’s right. Let’s ask the crew who THEY want to lead them for the next ten days.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, I’m as serious as…obsessive compulsive disorder.”

Peterman giggled cruelly. “Well, then. I welcome it. I’ll beat you in a popularity contest anyday. I was Miss Congeniality back in high school.”

“My, how you’ve changed,” Conway grumbled, and trudged toward the turbolift.

Peterman pounded her fists on the command chair. “Oooooh!”



“I could lose my job for this, Admiral!”

“Be quiet and break the door open.”

Lt. Monroe reluctantly entered the combination to open up the entry hatch on the runabout Susquehanna. It was the same code as when she used to work aboard Explorer.

Monroe lead the way inside and sat down at the pilot’s console. “Now, I’m not sure what logs are backed up on the runabout computer.”

“Anything would help. I just need to know what’s going on around the old place.”

“Respectfully, sir,” Monroe said, as she worked at the console. “Why don’t you just ask Captain Baxter or Commodore Velara?”

“I don’t want to talk to them. It’s…it’s just been too long.”

“I’m honored you still feel like you can talk to me.”

“Tell me, Lieutenant,” McGrath said, and sat down by Monroe. “How have things been since I left? All I know is what I see on UKN.”

“That’s about all there is to know, sir. The Explorer’s done a good job staying out of the embarassing headlines. Except for that talk show thing. And the idiocy with the Nevaran kidnapping. And the Dean Wilcox thing…”

“Okay, okay, I get it,” McGrath said testily. He handed Monroe a padd. “Just download everything into this. No one needs to know we were here.”

“I honestly don’t understand why you don’t just come back to Starfleet. I know they’d be glad to have you.”

“It’s too late for that,” McGrath said. “Starfleet and I…we’ve grown apart now.”

“I don’t understand.”

Once the information was downloaded, McGrath swiped the padd. “No reason you should. Let’s get back to the conference center before they do another security sweep.”



Baxter, J’hana, and Velara stood in silence in the turbolift that took them up to the hotel section of Starbase 318.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Velara said, breaking the silence.

“It was a matter of honor.”

“You broke Worf’s cranial ridge,” she said flatly.

“It was an accident,” Baxter said.

“It was a brawl.”

“A little scuffle over table manners,” Baxter said. “It happens all the time.”

“That’s a common utterance where your crew is concerned.”

“You weren’t complaining when we rid the quadrant of the Starshine Kids,” said Baxter.

“You’re not going to rest on that laurel for the rest of your Starfleet career, are you, Captain?” asked Velara.

Baxter floundered. “Well, I was thinking about it.”

“Don’t. The Explorer has far grander things ahead of it. Didn’t you realize the concept of this project was a man’s dream given form? A dream to explore, to search out and discover the answer to life’s mysteries?”

Baxter scratched his head. “Honestly, I haven’t given it much thought.”

The turbolift sighed to a halt and the trio stepped out.

“Where is your cabin?” J’hana asked Velara.

“Room 1929,” said Velara. “Ambassadorial Suites.”

“Figures,” Baxter said. “They put J’hana and me in the Administrative Assistant wing.”

“My apologies,” Velara said. “If you’ll excuse me, I must go look for my own assistant.”

“Lieutenant Monroe?” Baxter asked. “I’d be glad to see her too.”

“The feeling, I believe, is not mutual.”

“Oh…she’s still upset about that…thing with Kelly’s puma. I assure you, Commander, the trainers assured us that the puma was friendly. Anyway, that happened two years ago!”

“She is still in counseling about it,” Velara said dryly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

“Sure,” Baxter said. He and J’hana walked down the corridor toward their adjacent rooms.

“Worf did not say ‘please,’ when he asked for the tobasco,” J’hana said after a few moments of silence.

“I didn’t say anything,” Baxter said. “I’m fully behind you.”

“You should be. I fight your battles for you.”

“Like a good security officer. And you know I’m thankful for it. I say as much every year in my Zorax Day card.”

“It would not hurt for you to mention it when it is not Zorax day. Although I may hide them, I do have feelings, sir.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Baxter said, and keyed open the door to his quarters. “At any rate, thanks. Okay?”

“I need not be thanked. Looking after your welfare is my job. And a tiring job it is.”

“Right. Anyway, goodnight.” Baxter ducked into his room as J’hana walked off and found Admiral Frank McGrath waiting for him, seated comfortably in one of the wingback chairs facing the balcony.

“Andy, can we talk?”



Lt. Hartley answered the door to Mirk’s quarters dressed as a large bunch of concorde grapes.

“Lieutenant?” Conway asked, peeking around her bulbous costume.

“I don’t want to hear it,” she muttered. “What do you want?”

“I want to speak to Mirk.”

“Fine.” She stepped aside. “Mirkle. Commander Conway’s here to talk to you.”

Mirk stepped out of the bedroom wearing a red-collared Starfleet uniform and commander’s pips.

“Mirk?” Conway asked. “What the hell are you doing in a Starfleet uniform? That’s illegal!”

“Only if I wear it in public,” Mirk said. “This is Megan’s fantasy. The grapes, likewise, are mine. We’re just having a bit of fun.”

“Yeah, fun,” Hartley said, and grinned. “Oh, Mirk, where’s your beard?”

“Right, beard,” Mirk sighed, and blinked. Instantly, a beard appeared around his face.

“Niiiice,” Hartley grinned. “Make it quick, Commander.”

Conway grumbled something to himself, then addressed Mirk. “I need your help.”

“I’m always glad to assist, Commander. What do you need?”

“Counselor Peterman and I are both running for C.O. of the Explorer. Elections are tomorrow night.”

“I heard,” Mirk said worriedly.

“Anyway, I want you to be my campaign manager. You got a whole religion on its feet. Sort of. I figured you’d be the ideal person to help me.”

“No can do, Commander. Counselor Peterman asked me first,” Mirk said.

“I could always manage your campaign,” Hartley said, and fell down laughing.

Conway smouldered. “Well, thanks for nothing.”

“Don’t mention it!” Mirk said, and waved as Conway spun on a heel and left his quarters. “Now where were we?” he asked, pouncing on Hartley.

“We were about to harvest some grapes, Mirk. Or should I say…Will!”

“Who the heck is Will?”

“Nobody. Just start plucking!”



J’hana growled a sigh and beat again on Captain Baxter’s door. “Captain, we are going to be late for the continental breakfast. The information sheet says its starts promptly at oh- eight hundred. Do I have to break the door down and drag you out of there? Need I remind you that there are free muffins at this engagement?”

Finally, the door to Baxter’s cabin slid open.

Baxter stepped out, still in his uniform from the day previous. J’hana could tell because there was still a blot of yellow couscous on the collar.

“You seem disheveled, sir,” J’hana said.

“That doesn’t even begin to cover it,” Baxter said hoarsely, bracing his arm against the doorframe. “I–”

Suddenly former-Admiral Frank McGrath ducked under Baxter’s arm and trotted out into the corridor.

“Let’s get some of that breakfast.”

“Is there something you would like to tell me, Captain?” asked J’hana.

“You don’t miss a beat, do you?” Baxter said, running his fingers through his hair to try and arrange it into some kind of part.

“Seldom, sir,” J’hana said. “What is Admiral McGrath doing here?”

“He wanted to reminisce about the Explorer. He rattled on all night long. It was miserable.”

“I see.”

Baxter gestured for J’hana to lead the way down the corridor. “He knew things about the Explorer that he shouldn’t have known. Recent things.”

“Example?”

“The time we accidentally poisoned all the water on Vansock Three.”

“That was a classified report. And quite an embarassing one, too.”

“Exactly. Look into it.”



Commander Conway felt like an idiot, but he plunked the doorchime anyway.

“Coming,” came the voice from within.

The doors parted to reveal Dr. Janice Browning, wearing a bland grey sweatsuit. Her hair was piled atop her head in a messy bun.

“Oh, Commander!” Browning exclaimed. “Good to have you here! What can I do for you? You remember Plato, right?” Browning jerked her head to her left to indicate Plato, and Commander Conway’s eyes nearly shot out of his head.

“Plato!” said Conway. “That boy looks eight years old!”

Indeed, Plato looked years older than when Conway had seen him last, which was just the previous week.

“Hi there, Commander Conway,” said Plato. He was dressed in a pair of overalls and wore a backwards Dallas Cowboys cap over his tuft of blond hair. Probably a gift from Baxter, intended to be worn several years down the road.

“Isn’t this a pleasant surprise?” Browning asked. She seemed wired.

“Doctor,” Conway said. “I can tell that look on anyone. You’ve been drinking coffee. And lots of it by the look of you.” “Can ya tell, can ya tell?” Browning asked, and ushered Conway onto her couch. “I’ve been drinking it by the barrelful all morning, since I found him this way.”

“He woke up…seven years older?” Conway asked, scratching his head.

Browning plopped down on the couch by Conway and nodded vigorously. “Yep yep yeppers. What to do, what to do?”

“I’d say a medical workup would be a good start.”

“Know any good doctors?” Browning asked, and laughed uproariously.

Conway began to stand. “Listen, Doc…uh, Janice. I think I’ve come at a bad time. I’ll just be–”

Browning jerked him back down onto the couch with the strength of ten men. “Don’t leave me alone with him!”

“Janice,” Conway said, staring at the boy. He stood there, smiling, watching Browning and Conway like an alien. “I’m really not qualified…” he was about to say, “Maybe you should talk to Counselor Peterman,” but he bit his tongue. “But I’ll do my darnedest to make sure your son is healthy and well looked-after.”

“You’re the best,” Browning said, and kissed Conway on the cheek. “Now watch him. I need a shower.”

And Browning was off to the bathroom.

“By the way,” Conway said softly. “Would you mind managing my bid for the ship’s popularity contest?” He then realized that Plato was staring at him, holding a large blue Federation blanket.

“Hello,” Conway said, and waved at Plato.

“Your face is ugly,” Plato said, and giggled, and ran over to stomp on Conway’s foot.

“You must have your daddy’s temperment,” Conway said, grimacing as the heel of Plato’s bootie dug into his foot.



Admiral McGrath sat at the breakfast table, devouring cruellers at an alarming rate, as Dr. Julian Bashir chatted about Romulan interrogation techniques.

“They tried to get the information out of me, but I said nothing,” Bashir said, sipping from his teacup. “I held firm.”

“You held firm because you were engineered that way,” grumbled Worf, who of course drank prune juice. “Discipline had nothing to do with it.”

“How would you know? You weren’t there.”

“You could not have acted with discipline because you have none.”

“Here we go again.” Bashir rolled his eyes. He glanced at Velara, who sat at the table, fingers steepled, eyes vacant. “What about you, Commodore? What is your take on Romulan interrogation procedures?”

Velara’s eyes gradually focused. “I am meditating, Doctor.”

“Right, right,” Bashir said. “Well, would anyone like more tea or coffee?”

“More cruellers,” McGrath said, wiping frosting off his mouth.

“Right. More cruellers. I’ll be back in a flash.”

Captain Baxter sat down at the table heavily. J’hana hovered behind him, looking amused.

“Commodore,” Baxter said, looking to Velara.

She glanced sideways at Baxter. “Captain, I am meditating.”

“Right. Well, we have a problem. Where’s Lieutenant Monroe?”

“Can this possibly wait? I find I have trouble dealing with you and your crew if I do not get at least an hour of meditation per day.”

“It can’t wait.” Baxter looked to McGrath. “It seems your assistant snuck Admiral McGrath into the Susquehanna and gave him access to some of the Explorer’s classified files.”

Velara turned to look at Baxter, her attention brought totally back to bear. “I see. That is disturbing indeed.”

McGrath looked up from his cruellers. “I was just curious.”

“Curious as a spy,” J’hana glowered.

Baxter held a hand up to shut J’hana up. “Now, then. We’re not accusing Mr. McGrath of being a spy. We just don’t take kindly to having our records invaded.”

Velara looked to McGrath. “That is some cause for concern.”

“What did you find?” Worf asked McGrath.

McGrath wiped his mouth and turned to Worf, his eyes wide. “Oh, a whole LOT! Let me begin with the Fasson Four disaster!”

Baxter scrambled across the table and slammed a hand over McGrath’s mouth, which was grimy with frosting. “That’s enough, Admiral! You’re going to…make Mister Worf jealous.”

“That,” Worf said heavily, “is unlikely.”



“Kristen. Come out here and look at this,” Lt. Commander Richards said, standing in front of the viewscreen in his office down in engineering.

Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin walked in, fresh from recalibrating the bridge ODN interfaces. “Yes, father?”

Richards pointed at the viewscreen.

On the screen, Counselor Peterman was lying in a bed of flowers, surrounded by a litter of happy yellow puppy dogs.

“Sincerity. Integrity. Trust. Loveability. Commander Kelly Peterman posesses these traits and more.” It was Mirk’s voice.

Richards crinkled his nose. “What is this crap?”

“Commander David Conway, on the other hand,” the voice continued, as the image switched to a slow-motion view of Commander Conway walking down an Explorer corridor with a determined look on his face, “is a cruel, calculating, crude man with previous records of substance abuse and insubordination. He doesn’t have the crew of this ship in his best interests. He just wants power, and lots of it.”

“I have heard about this,” said Larkin. “Unfortunately.”

The image switched again to Counselor Peterman, who was seated in the comfy, plush pink chair she often sat in during therapy sessions. “I’m not a command officer like Commander Conway. I’m trained to help people. To know them, and give them comfort when they’re in pain. Isn’t that what a good ship commander should do? Give me a chance to command the Explorer, and I promise each member of the ship will have a voice in on- board policy. All Commander Conway can guarantee you is more of the same doddering, incompetent, foolhardy decision-making that you’ve been accustomed to.

“So vote for Kelly Peterman for Executive Officer when you go into the booths tonight,” said Mirk’s voice. “You’ll be glad you did.”

“Paid for by Peterman for Command ’77,” said another voice, probably Hartley’s.

“We’re going into booths?” Richards asked, scratching his head and sitting down behind his desk.

Larkin clasped her hands behind her back. “Apparently. In the captain’s abscence, both Counselor Peterman and Commander Conway have decided to make command a democratic affair.”

“It’s certainly a new approach,” Richards said. “Who are you going to vote for?”

“That is confidential, father.”

“You’re really taking this seriously.”

“I am. We are voting for the commander of this ship for the next week, and possibly longer. Is that not an important decision?”

“Sure is, when you put it that way,” said Richards. “Anyway, it’s really obvious who should get the job, right?”

“Correct,” Larkin said, and left.



“That little bitch!” Conway exclaimed, and pounded his desk in frustration.

Dr. Browning sat across the desk in Conway’s office, with Plato on her lap. Plato giggled at Conway.

“He’s a silly man!”

“Yes he is,” Browning said. “A silly man who uses inappropriate language around children. Naughty, Commander. Keep that up and I’ll stop helping you keep command.”

“You haven’t started yet!”

“A minor detail.” Browning sat Plato down. “Okay, Plato. Mommy needs to get to work. Go play with some of those NASCARS over there.”

Plato tottered off toward the glass shelf where all of Commander Conway’s prize collectible NASCARS sat, flooded by attractive track lighting.

“Uh…Doctor…” Conway said quietly, and winced as Plato slammed two cars together.

“Watch out! There’s a wreck on the track!” Plato cried, and flipped Dale Earnhardt’s 2017 “Outracing the Grim Reaper” car. He rammed two other cars into each other on the plush carpeting of Conway’s floor.

“Well,” Browning said, pulling out a padd. “Let’s get to work!”

Conway closed his eyes as Plato bashed his beloved cars. “This better be worth it.”

“Oh. It will be. What are you running for again?”

Conway bashed his head into his desk.



“First, let me thank you for meeting with us,” Commodore Velara said, pacing the conference room the starbase had so graciously provided for her. She circled the table, where McGrath, Baxter, J’hana, and Monroe were seated.

“I don’t think I had much of a choice,” said McGrath.

Across from him, J’hana cracked her knuckles. “Indeed, you did not.”

“At any rate,” said Velara, “we are here to discuss an amicable way out of this situation.”

“It’s not as if he’s a spy, Commodore,” Monroe said.

“You will be quiet,” Velara replied. “You should be content that I have not court martialed you.”

“Yes, sir,” Monroe said, and looked down at the table.

“Now, the way I figure it,” Baxter said. “We just need to have the former admiral here sign something promising he won’t release any of this, uh, sensitive information about the Explorer’s escapades.”

Velara arched an eyebrow. “Indeed that information isn’t any more sensitive than the damaging information he already knew. Someone should have thought to have Mister McGrath sign something like that earlier.”

“He disappeared. What did you expect us to do?” asked Baxter.

“Mister McGrath loves Starfleet, and the Explorer project,” said Monroe. “He’d never do anything to hurt it.”

“What did I tell you?” Velara asked mildly.

“Sorry, sir.”

“Just so you know,” McGrath said, “that’s not altogether true. Sure, once upon a time I thought the Explorer project was fantastic. I came up with it, after all. But it got…” McGrath looked at Baxter. “All messed up.”

Baxter looked around the table. “Why is everyone looking at me?”

“So what if I talk to people about the way Captain Baxter accidentally released a horrible virus on the people of Ananthi Twelve?”

“It was just acne!” retorted Baxter.

“In point of fact, you cannot embarass us any more than we have already been embarassed,” said Velara. “The senior staff’s recent appearance on a… tabloid talk show…is proof of that.”

“Still…” grumbled J’hana. “We need to keep you quiet.” The Andorian slid a padd across to McGrath. “Sign it, little man.”

“Sure thing!” McGrath exclaimed, and tapped away on the padd. “Is that all?”

“I suppose,” said Velara. “What do you propose to do with yourself now, Mr. McGrath?”

“Well, I already walked the Earth,” he mused. “Maybe now I’ll go walk another planet. I hear Vulcan is lovely this time of year.”

Velara gritted her teeth. “It is not.”

“Whatever. I’ll just be going now!” McGrath exclaimed, and trotted gaily out of the conference room.

Baxter smiled and folded his arms with satisfaction. “There you go, Velara. Problem solved.”

“Indeed.” Velara picked up the confedentiality padd McGrath had signed. “Hmm.”

“What?” asked Baxter.

“He signed it ‘Cinderella.’”



Lt. Commander Tilleran stepped out of the bathroom wrapped in a terrycloth robe, prepared for a nice afternoon of rest and contemplation.

She sat down on her couch, leaned back, put her feet up on her coffeetable and

“THIS IS A CALL TO ACTION!” boomed David Conway’s voice in her ears.

She shot up on the couch, thinking at first that Conway was in her living room, screaming right in her face.

That would have at least made it easy for her to stab his eyes out with her fingers. As it was, Commander Conway was on her viewscreen, smiling warmly from the command chair on the bridge. He must have forced his way on her screen, and probably every other screen on the ship. Tilleran had heard from Hartley about this when she went off-duty.

“Sorry to interrupt your day,” Conway’s voice said, a notch softer now. “But this message is too important for anyone to miss. I want to talk to you about something very important. And no, I don’t mean command of the Explorer.”

“You don’t?” Tilleran asked, genuinely surprised.

“No, I want to talk about something more important.” Conway waved at something or someone off camera. Immediately, a small blond child that Tilleran was unfamiliar with toddled over and jumped onto Conway’s lap. He let out a small “oof!”

“I want to talk about family,” Conway went on. “This is, after all, a ship of families. Right, Plato?”

“Right, Commander Conway.” Conway wispered something into the child’s ear. “I mean, Uncle Dave!”

“That’s right,” Conway grinned. “Just call me Uncle Dave, friend to all the children on the Explorer. Even children of unwed mothers, like Plato here. While Counselor Peterman rolls around on the ground with little puppies and smears my good name, I’ll only tell you this: I’ll do whatever it takes to make the Explorer a safe place for all families. My first order of business will be to rid this ship of certain dangers. Dangers like fierce animals that are known to roam the corridors and wreak havoc on all the unwitting crewmembers of this ship. The …certain person who owns these animals…has subjected this crew to attacks from savage lions, pumas, Alaskan malamutes, and golden retrievers for far too long. As your Commander, I pledge to find a wildlife refuge for these animals. Little children like Plato shouldn’t have to roam the corridors in fear.”

Tilleran scrubbed a hand down her face. “This has got to be a joke.”

“So join me and the children of this ship in making the Explorer a better place for all of us. Vote Conway in ’77!”

Suddenly, half a dozen kindergarten-aged children poured in from either side of video image, all nestling around Conway in the command chair. They began singing, swaying gently from side to side. Conway joined in:

“Heal the ship, make it a better place, for you and for me and the entire human race!”

The image switched to a full-color photo of Conway, giving a “thumbs up.” Under that image were the words “CONWAY FOR COMMAND IN ’77. PAID FOR BY THE CONWAY FOR COMMANDER ’77 COMMITTEE.”

Tilleran sighed. “I want a transfer.”



Velara and Monroe accompanied Baxter and J’hana down the corridor to the shuttlebay where the Susquehanna was docked.

“This has been a most interesting conference,” Velara said quietly. “Interesting, meaning disturbing.”

“I wonder where Mr. McGrath is,” Baxter mused. “I figured he’d at least stick around to say goodbye.”

“About the former Admiral,” Velara said, and the group stopped at the doors to the shuttlebay. “As the sister of a psychologist, albeit an incompetent one, I can tell you the man has serious mental problems.”

“I could have told you that,” Monroe said. “He’s been weird ever since I started working for him.”

Velara turned on Monroe. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“The guy was three years from retirement. I didn’t want his golden years to be spent in a rehabilitation facility.”

“So instead you have let him roam free around the Federation, where he can do untold harm to himself and others.”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“You have disappointed me, Lieutenant,” Velara said dryly. “And to think, he only worked with the Explorer project for two years.”

“Maybe you’ll go crazy too,” Monroe said with a giggle.

Velara narrowed her eyes at Monroe. “Now is not the time for levity.”

“I wasn’t kidding,” said Monroe under her breath.

Velara shook her head. “I am beginning to think my appointment to this position was a mistake.” She turned to Baxter. “At any rate, Captain, have a pleasant journey back to your ship.”

“Uh, thanks,” Baxter said. “How are you guys getting back to Earth?”

“The Pathfinder has arrived to pick us up,” Velara replied.

“Well, give my mom and dad my regards,” said Baxter.

“What sort of regards?”

Baxter shrugged. “The bare minimum will be fine.”



“Kids of all ages! Come get your picture taken with Uncle Dave! One free NASCAR toy per customer! Free balloons!”

The loudspeakers in Ship’s Shoppes, the Explorer’s mall, boomed even in Janice Browning’s restaurant, Space Tastes.

Browning was seated at one of the tables, counting the day’s latinum and credits.

Counselor Peterman stuck her head in the door. “Janice?”

“We’ll be open for dinner in ten minutes,” Browning said, not looking up from her counting.

Peterman stepped in. “That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Oh? What then?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Peterman walked over and sat down opposite Browning. “This little matter of…YOU SIDING AGAINST ME!”

“It’s nothing personal, Kelly. Dave needed my help. Besides, he’s so cute when he’s spiteful!”

Peterman shook her head. “You’re still messed up over him!”

“Nah. I just like being in the thick of things. Besides, you have an advisor of your own.”

“Yes. Mirk has been in his quarters all day with Lt. Hartley. All he did was make those stupid commercials. And he had one of his waitstaff make up flyers and bumperstickers.”

“Bumper…what?”

“Stickers that go on bumpers. The history books said they were really popular during election season.”

Browning looked up from her counting. “But what’s a bumper?”

“Damned if I know. We’ve been sticking them on the back of the shuttlecraft.”

“Cute.”

“Commander Conway is getting quite a following down there,” Peterman noticed, glancing out Space Taste’s window. “And except for the kid who vomited on him, the event has gone off without a hitch. Not that I’ve been paying it much attention.”

“You worried you’re going to lose!” Browning smiled cattily.

Peterman folded her arms. “Not at all. I was just giving you one more chance to switch to the winning side and keep your dignity.”

“Maybe it’s you that should be switching and keeping, Counselor!” Browning said.

“What?”

“Just get out of my restaurant!”

“You’ve really lost it, Janice,” Peterman said, and backed out of the swinging glass door.

Browning looked down at the stack of latinum and credits on the table. “Lost it. Yeah, right. Ooohh…I better go see if the blimp is ready.”



“Time to rendez-vous with the Explorer?” Baxter asked, stepping out from the aft compartment of the Susquehanna and joining J’hana in the cockpit. They had just left Starbase 318’s solar system.

“Three days, four hours,” J’hana replied, tapping at the pilot’s console.

“Good. I’ll be glad to get back there and see how things have been going. I feel like I’ve really been missing out the past several days.”

“Not likely, sir.”

Baxter sat down by J’hana. “Maybe you’re right.”

The two sat in silence for a moment, enjoying the thrum of the Susquehanna’s engines and the bleep of the controls.

THWONK!

Baxter glanced behind him. “What was that?”

J’hana’s antennae twitched. “A storage cabinet in the aft compartment was opened.”

“Did it just open by itself?”

“Doubtful. Take the helm, sir.” J’hana stood and unholstered her phaser. “This will take just a moment.”

J’hana crept out of the cockpit and Baxter watched the controls. It was probably just the ship’s contents shifting during flight or something.

“Ouch! Let me go! Leggo!”

Baxter whirled in his chair. J’hana dragged Frank McGrath, kicking and screaming, into the cockpit.

“Admiral!” Baxter exclaimed.

McGrath wriggled and squirmed in J’hana’s unbreakable grasp. “I wanted to join you, Andy! I wanted to join your crew!”

Baxter covered his face, mumbling “No no no.”

“I could be a tactical officer! Or an engineer! Just let me explore space with you! Let me boldly go! I want to go boldly! Just give me a chance!”

J’hana grimaced at the diminutive former admiral. “Shall I kill him, Captain?”

“No,” Baxter said, and reached for a medkit under the piloting console. He pulled out a hypospray. “Just hold him still.” Baxter stood and approached McGrath.

“I’m a spaceman! I want to go explore space! I’m Zefram Cochrane! I’m James Kirk! I’m the Voyager spaceprobe! I’m the planet Mars!” McGrath was wriggling around, his eyes wide with excitment.

“Yes, all that and more,” Baxter mumbled, and plunged the hypospray into McGrath’s neck. The little man fell limp.

“That was a surprise,” J’hana said, looking down at the unconscious McGrath.

Baxter scratched his head and looked down at McGrath. “Poor guy. Losing the Explorer must have driven him totally batty.”

“Yes,” J’hana said, her lower lip trembling with the urge to laugh. “I am sure that’s what it was.” More likely, it was COMMANDING the Explorer project that robbed every last iota of the poor former admiral’s sanity.

“Well,” asked Baxter, “how soon can we get to the nutfarm on Tantalus?”

“Not soon enough,” J’hana said quickly and sat down at the controls.



Interim Ship Commander’s Log, Kelly Peterman reporting,

Stardate 54789.6. I’ve just been informed that Captain Baxter is going to be a bit late returning from his conference, because he had to have the former director of the Explorer project committed to a rehabilitation colony. In other news, elections are tonight. Wish me luck, computer!



Mirk paced the packed arena. “I feel really bad about this.”

Hartley stroked his chin lovingly. “Don’t worry about a thing, Mirkle. Your candidate is going to win. This debate is just a formality.”

“Because she’s the best woman of the job?” Mirk asked hoarsely, straightening his knee-length jacket and large bow-tie.

“Heavens no. Because you’re managing her campaign.”

“Glad we have that straight. Look at all these people. It’s amazing what the promise of a free round of drinks will do.”

“That’s not all they were promised,” Dr. Browning said, strolling up behind Mirk. “Glad to see you, loser. I mean…Mirk.”

“Doctor?” Mirk asked. “What’s gotten into you?”

Browning blinked. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve seemed so…competitive lately.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You spraypainted ‘Peterman sucks’ all over the doors to the rec room,” Hartley said.

“No one can prove I did that,” Browning said, a wild look in her eyes.

“Well, anyway, I’ll bite,” said Mirk. “How did you get all these people here?”

“By promising them each a free ride in the ‘Vote Conway’ blimp.”

“That’s cute,” Hartley said. “But I doubt it’s spaceworthy.”

Browning approached Hartley. “Oh, it’s spaceworthy, all right.”

Hartley inched closer to Browning. “Prove it.”

Browning grinned cattily. “Screen on. Forward view.”

Hartley turned to the large viewscreen at the front of the arena. Everyone cheered as a large, grey blimp with Commander Conway’s face, big as life, plastered all over it, along with the blinking electronic words “Vote Conway in ’77 – Power and Confidence.”

“How in the hell did you do that?” Hartley exclaimed. Mirk just watched in awe.

“I have a friend who’s an engineer,” Browning said. “Actually, Chief Engineer.”

Hartley clenched her fist. “Richards!” She turned to Mirk. “Hon, you have got to retaliate!”

Mirk was still transfixed on the screen. “What do you mean?”

“Your powers, damn it!”

“That’s not ethical, honeychops.”

“Spraypaint is not ethical either!” shrieked Hartley.

“Why is everyone getting so worked up over this?” Mirk asked. “It’s just a silly election. Whoever wins will be in command for only a few days.”

“Yes,” Browning said. “But if my candidate gets elected, and he will, he will do things for this ship in a few days that you can’t even imagine!”

“Are you kidding?” asked Mirk. “He’s been in command many times in the last four years. Can you name one great thing he’s done? Last time he was in command for any length of time, as I recall, the ship was taken over by a Xenophobic race!”

Hartley clamped a hand over Mirk’s mouth. “Save it for the debate, baby.” She pulled Mirk over to a pair of seats in the front row. Browning harrumphed and returned to her own seat, on the opposite end of the front row.

Lt. Commander Larkin emerged from a door at the rear of the auditorium and took the center podium. Two other podiums were each at opposite ends of the stage.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Larkin said to the audience. “I welcome you to our debate. This afternoon, we will be hearing from the candidates for Commander of the Explorer. For the moderate party, please welcome Commander David Conway.”

Some cheers echoed in the auditorium as Commander Conway took the right podium. A couple people coughed. One booed. Hartley.

“We have parties?” Lt. Commander Tilleran asked Lt. Commander Richards. They sat behind Browning, but kept a wide berth. She was leaned forward, intently watching the proceedings.

“Apparently. Who are you registered with? I’m a moderate.”

“I didn’t know we had parties. So I didn’t register.”

“You won’t be able to vote in the primary, then.”

“What primary?”

“I don’t know. That was how Browning got me to sign up.”

“There is no ‘primary.’ There’s only one election!”

Browning turned around, her eyes aflame. “Both of you shut up!”

She turned her attention back to the center podium.

“…hails from New Bensonhurst on Mars and enjoys NASCAR, classic rock, and coffee.”

Conway bowed at Larkin’s introduction and gave the “victory” sign with both hands up.

“Thank you, thank you!”

“Our vetrinary party candidate is Counselor Kelly Peterman,” Larkin said, and Peterman walked out to take the left podium.

“Well?” Hartley elbowed Mirk.

“What?”

“Powers!”

Mirk rolled his eyes. “Fine. But I can only sustain a brief burst.”

“Go for it!”

Mirk concentrated hard, and a mystical sparkle of flourescent light filled the auditorium. Everyone cheered and whooped gaily without really knowing why.

“Why am I so happy?” Lt. Gellar asked Lt. Ford.

“I don’t know, but I really do support her policy on pets for every crewmember!” replied Ford, clapping hysterically.

Then, as soon as it began, the clapping stopped.

Mirk leaned back in his chair and wiped his forehead. “Whew. That took a lot out of me.”

“Nicely done, though,” Hartley observed.

“Now then,” Larkin said, addressing the audience. “Let us begin with our debate. The first question comes from a Doctor Janice Browning, and is for Counselor Peterman.”

Peterman adjusted her gorgeously crimped black hair (Yeoman Briggs had been working on her all day, though he disagreed with her choice of a slate gray miniskirt and blazer). “Well, then. Go ahead!”

Larkin turned to Peterman. “Counselor, how do you address the rumors that you and the Captain of this vessel have fornicated many times on the bridge, during the shift change to nightwatch?”

“Janice!” Peterman cried through clenched teeth. “That was told to you in confidence!”

“Whoops!” Browning cried.

“Now we’re really playing hardball,” Peterman grumbled. “Let’s skip the muckraking, Commander Larkin. I’m here to talk about the issues.”

“Uh, me too,” Conway exclaimed.

“Issues like who locked an ensign in a closet for spilling his coffee!” This from Hartley.

“That was a well-intentioned practical joke,” Conway said calmly.

“This is not working out like I wanted it to,” Peterman muttered. “People, don’t you care at all about the important issues that face this ship? Like the much-needed attenuation of the navigational deflector?”

“Where’d you have sex?” came a cry from the audience. “In the command chair? Or at tactical!”

Peterman squinted out into the crowded audience. The lights sure were bright. She couldn’t see the guy who made that comment, but she sure knew his voice. “None of your business, Ford!”

“Okay, then, let’s talk about issues,” Conway said, pushing up the sleeves on his dress uniform. He leaned forward on the podium. “Counselor Peterman is famous for letting her animals crap all over the corridors, lounges, and command areas. Do you really want to step in that on the way to work in the morning?”

“Or do you want a frenetic, over-caffeinated dictator locking you in a closet for minor things like coffee spillage?” retorted Peterman.

“Who jammed up the Deck 10 airlock one morning with fifteen different wildfowl?”

“It was only ten and they’re domesticated now! Everyone loves a peacock, am I right?” Peterman looked out at the crowd.

Mirk wiped his forehead. Hartley was grimacing at him. “Don’t look at me. You make them cheer. It’s exhausting.”

“Who do you think cares most for this ship?” Commander Conway asked. “Someone who spends her day ‘getting people in touch with their feelings,’ and who doesn’t even do that well because she’s constantly preening her slew of pets?”

“Or someone who’s been verbally abusive to everyone here at one time or another over the last four years,” Peterman asked. “And I know that because, at one time or another, each of you have been to my office with personal problems. And who’s been there for you? Coffee-swiller over there? I think not. It’s been me, your loyal, loving, faithful Counselor.”

“She’s making herself sound like a dog,” Browning said, nudging Holly Wilcox, who sat next to her.

“I heard that!” Peterman shrieked.

“And who’s verbally abusive?” Conway asked casually.

“You shut up!” cried Peterman.

“My, my, Counselor. I thought I was the one with the temper, eh?”

“This isn’t fair!” Peterman exclaimed. “Why are you so relaxed?”

“No reason,” Conway said calmly, adjusting his jacket sleeves. “Now, didn’t you want to talk about issues?”

“Doctor Browning gave you some kind of calmative, didn’t she?” Peterman demanded, turning to face Conway.

“That’s…uh, that’s preposterous,” Conway said, and turned to grin shakily at the audience.

“Go to the speech!” Browning shouted. “The speech!”

Conway shuffled a couple padds around at the podium. “Right. Speech. Okay, then. Millenia ago, the fathers of the Federation established a government based on freedom, equality, and interplanetary sovereignity. With that in mind, I ask you to join me in the task of taking USS Explorer into the next century, not because it is easy, but because it is hard…”

“Enough!” Peterman cried, yanking at her crimped hair. “I’m falling apart here, Mirk! Do something!”

Mirk sighed. “Counselor, that’s really not a good–”

Hartley glared at Mirk. “Do something, or I never put on the grape outfit again!”

“When you put it that way…” Mirk squinched his eyes shut and focused on Conway. A beam of white light shot out of his fingertips and encased Conway in fizzling energy.

“What the–” Conway said, and froze, deathly still, his finger raised in the air as if he were asking a question.

“What in the hell did you do to him?” Browning asked, shooting out of her chair. “FOUL!”

“This is not a Belgian soccer game!” called out Hartley.

“What?” asked Mirk, dazed.

Browning marched over to where Mirk and Hartley were seated. “What did you do?”

Mirk scratched his chin. “I don’t know. I think I unstuck him in time. Or else froze his time-space matrix.” He looked out at the audience. “Anybody know a good temporal physicist?”

Someone coughed.

“Well,” Peterman said, leaning on her podium and sobbing. “This just turned out freaking great.”

Larkin looked around helplessly. People began filing out of the auditorium. Her auditory sensors judged the crowd noise as ‘disgruntled.’

“Well, then,” Larkin said. “That concludes this debate. Let us give our candidates one last round of applause.”

No one clapped.



True Commander’s Log,

Supplemental. Thanks to Lt. Commander Tilleran, I have been re-stuck in time, and am considering getting a temporal restraining order put on Mirk. At any rate, we move onward and upward, as valiant crewmembers rush to the polls to determine once and for all who the best person to command this ship really is. Oh, yeah…note for personal log: Make sure to get a ride on that blimp at some point. It looks like a lot of fun.



Three cargo bays were converted to accomodate the voting booths. Lt. Commander Larkin had been utilized to set the whole thing up, making sure the booths were regulation and had not been tampered with. Counselor Peterman and Commander Conway both canvassed the three cargo bays, making final pleas to the crew to vote them into office. Judging by the day’s events, they weren’t so warmly received. Someone stomped on Conway’s foot. Counselor Peterman had a pie thrown at her.

Afterwards, they both retreated to their separate headquarters to watch the election coverage, provided again by the good Lt. Commander Larkin.

Commander Conway sat on the edge of his desk in his office, watching the viewscreen intently. Tyra sat in his deskchair, staring at her fingernails and sipping a martini.

Browning, meanwhile, was curled on the couch, playing paddycake with Plato.

“What’s taking so long?” Conway demanded, rapping the desk with his fingers.

“Relax,” said Tyra. “You’ll either win or lose. Knowing you, I put my money on ‘lose.’”

“That’s not being very positive,” muttered Browning.

“Who asked you?” Tyra snapped.

“Ladies, ladies,” said Conway.

“What’s she doing here anyway?” demanded Tyra.

“She’s my manager,” Conway said.

“Brilliant, just brilliant,” Tyra muttered, and started polishing her nails.



Peterman was huddled on the floor with a cluster of her most prized pets: Chochi the malamute; Boomer and Starbuck, the pomeranians; Charlie; and Ozzie the ospery, waiting for the verdict via viewscreen. Larkin, at present, was showing footage of exit polls. One spirited crewmember had painted the words “Peterman Power” on his bare chest in blue ink.

“They really got into this,” Mirk mused, snuggling on Peterman’s couch with Lt. Hartley.

“All because of your ingenious multimedia presentation,” Hartley cooed, tickling Mirk under his chin.

“And the fact I gave Ensign Pressbury a couple strips of latinum to do that.”

“PLEASE!” Peterman shouted. “The results are coming in now!”

Seated at a desk on the viewscreen, hands clasped officially, Lt. Commander Larkin addressed the crew.

“Again, good evening from Campaign ’77 headquarters. I am Kristen Larkin, your host. Since early yesterday two combatants have been struggling for power over the USS Explorer. One David Conway and one Kelly Peterman.”



“Get on with it!” shouted Conway.

“Now, I am proud to announce the election results. The next commander of the Explorer, by an overwhelming number of write-in votes, is Kristen Larkin! Congratulations, Kristen. And that is all from Election ’77 headquarters. Good night.”



“I DEMAND A RECOUNT!” Peterman cried, throwing a pillow at the screen.

“And now, my acceptance speech,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, appearing on the screen. “I must say, this result takes me quite by surprise. I want to thank the people for showing up to support my election to this office, and promise to take the Explorer into a bold, new future.”



Shortly thereafter, Lt. Commander Richards caught up with Larkin as she made her way down the corridor to the arena, where she would celebrate her election win by treating everyone to a buffet and plenty of synthehol.

“Hi, Kristen. Congratulations.”

“Thank you, Father.”

“One question. Did you cheat?”

“I am incapable of dishonesty.”

“I see. So you didn’t cheat. An overwhelming number of crewmembers actually wrote in ‘Larkin’?”

“Affirmative.”

Richards nodded. “So how did you do it?”

“A recursive algorithm in the ODN junction of the voting mainframe.”

“That’s what I thought,” Richards said, grinning. “There’s my girl.”

“It had to be done for the good of the ship.”

“Sure it did.”



When Captain Baxter and Lt. Commander J’hana stepped out of the rear hatch of the runabout Susquehanna, they found Lt. Commander Larkin waiting for them.

“Greetings,” she said. “Pleasant trip?”

“Oh, it had a few bumps, but overall it was…” Baxter said, glancing to J’hana.

“Memorable,” finished the Andorian.

“I see,” replied Larkin.

Baxter glanced around the empty shuttlebay. “Where’s everyone else? Commander Conway? Kelly?”

“Commander Conway and Counselor Peterman are on other assignments.”

“I see.” Baxter turned his attention to the runabout’s side compartment, where an attendant was unloading his and J’hana’s bags. Then he turned back around to see what was parked next to the Susquehanna. How did he not notice that when they docked? “Larkin,” he said slowly, still looking. “Why is there a blimp sitting there with Conway’s face plastered all over it?” The monstrosity dominated half the cargo bay.

“That is a long story, sir.”

“I bet so. So what about these other assignments?” Baxter took his carry-on bag and led the way out into the corridor.

Larkin and J’hana followed. “Commander Conway took the Escort to research a nebula in sector 33040,” Larkin said, increasing speed to catch up with Baxter. “And Counselor Peterman is heading an away team to negotiate for supplies from a tribe of nomadic gelatinous blobs on Secorous Prime.”

“Efficient use of personnel,” Baxter said, leading the way out into the corridor. “So, you’re in command?”

“I have been for several days.”

“Really. How did that happen?”

“I was elected.”

Baxter stopped mid-step and turned around to ask Larkin what the hell she was talking about. Before he could ask, he thought better of it, and then resumed his walk toward the turbolift at the end of the corridor. He was probably better off not knowing.



NEXT:



A visit by a certain changeling leads Browning to fear that the Founders want Plato for their very own. Will this certain changeling force the Explorer crew to give up their cuddly malleable friend, or will Baxter be able to talk some sense into that…certain chanegling, and his Jem’Hadar pals? Or, will he screw up completely and rekindle the war between the Federation and Dominion? Or will this changeling just have some warm, wise parental advice? Find out as our Founder buddy shows us some “Solid Parenting Strategies,” next time on Star Traks: The Vexed Generation!




Solid Parenting Strategies



“Tighten up on the aft thrusters a bit, there,” Commander David Conway said, swiveling in the chair beside Plato, at the controls of Conway-1, the huge spaceworthy blimp Dr. Janice Browning had built to advertise his candidacy for commander of the Explorer.

A number of things about this blimp that Browning built bothered Conway. Primarily, he couldn’t fathom who the blimp was advertising to, other than the crew of the Explorer. And there had to be a better way of doing that, other than circling the ship every time she was at station keeping with a giant blimp that flashed the bright words “vote Conway in ’77.”

But far be it from Conway to look a gift blimp in the mouth. He felt beholden to Browning for being his campaign advisor during the difficult race for ship commander, even if Lt. Commander Larkin eventually won by write-in, in an extremely suspicious last-minute maneuver. To that end, he’d offered to take Plato for a test-flight aboard the blimp one day during his off-hours.

Plato, for his part, swung the joystick back and forth on the Conway-1, sending it looping and bucking up and down in concentric circles around the Explorer.

“This is spacetastic, Uncle Dave!” Plato said, as he looped the Conway-1 once more around the massive Galaxy-class starship Explorer.

“Don’t mention it,” said Conway. Spacetastic? He’d have to talk to Browning about the kind of language Conway was being exposed to. He thought Spacetastic might be one of those buzzwords used by the rowdy kids on Captain Krinok’s Fun Time Honor Hour. Plato should NOT be watching that.

“So, Plato,” said Conway, “how are you enjoying your classes?”

“I don’t like Miss Shar,” Plato said flatly.

“Really. Well, I’m close…er, friends with Miss Shar, and I happen to know she likes you very much.” That was a lie. Tyra often complained about Plato. For one thing, he had the body and mind of an 8-year-old boy now. Conway could only assume it was his changeling biology that was causing these spurts in mental and physical growth, but he wasn’t a doctor or a scientist so he decided not to question it. At any rate, Tyra didn’t feel like Plato should be in the kindergarten class anymore. But he liked it there, and he often tried to help her teach, which she hated even more. And in point of fact, with the exception of Lieutenant Commander Winchell’s illegitimate layabout son, who spent most of his days playing acoustical guitar in the gazebo area of Ship’s Shoppes, the children of the Explorer were all kindergarteners, so there really was no other class on board which Plato could belong to. And Browning wasn’t about to let him hang out with that Timmy Winchell.

“Browning to Conway,” chirped over Conway’s comm badge.

Conway slapped the badge. “Go ahead.”

“It’s Plato’s lunchtime. And mine too, incidentally. Are you about ready to come back aboard?”

“Sure,” Conway said, and Plato immediately grimaced.

“I want to keep flying!” he insisted.

“We’ll go out again.”Or, better yet, I’ll show you my NASCAR program. I’m sure you’ll like that. You can be Bobby Labonte.”

Plato grinned halfheartedly. “Okay, Uncle Dave. If you promise.”

“I promise,” Conway said, and tapped a button that switched control of the Conway-1 back to his station. “Now let’s head back to the ship and see what Mom has ready for lunch.” That made Conway extremely uneasy. He still was not totally comfortable around Browning since they entertained the idea of a romantic relationship. A professional relationship with her as his campaign manager was one thing, but taking her son out on the blimp, dropping him off, possibly a lunch date…that was terribly hard on his nerves. And having Tyra watching over him like a hawk didn’t help much either.

“Are you having lunch with us?” Plato asked Conway as he steered the Conway-1 back toward the Explorer’s shuttlebay.

“I…I don’t think I’ll be able to make it. I have to…colonize a planet this afternoon.” In actuality, Conway planned on reorganizing the furniture in his office and snuggling with Tyra Shar, but why did Plato need to know that?



Plato ran into Dr. Janice Browning’s arms as soon as he hopped out of the cockpit of the Conway-1. Commander Conway hung back, examining a panel on the underside of the cockpit module as if it was the most interesting thing he’d ever seen.

Lt. Hartley, meanwhile, strode up to Conway from the direction of the shuttlebay control station.

“Someone get me a phaser rifle so I can blow that thing to smithereens,” she grumbled, sizing up the massive blimp. “It’s unnatural floating around in vacuum with something inflatable. It makes no sense. We had to reinforce the whole structure to keep it inflated…not to mention that the cockpit module alone would fly fine without that cumbersome, phallic…”

“Okay, okay,” Conway said, watching from afar as Browning and Plato chatted about Plato’s excursion. “I get it, Lieutenant. But you really don’t get it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Conway smiled at Plato. “Look how much fun he had.”

“Are you all right, Commander?” Hartley asked, narrowing her eyes at Conway.

“Sure,” Conway muttered, and his comm badge chirped.

“Shar to Conway.”

Conway sighed. “Conway here, darling.”

“Report to our quarters on the double. I just finished an awful parent-teacher conference day.”

Dr. Browning approached Conway, holding Plato by the hand. “I enjoyed our conference, Miss Shar.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, what’s she doing with you?” Tyra’s voice demanded.

Conway mumbled something softly, then returned his attention to Tyra’s voice. “I just took Plato for a blimp ride. Remember, I told you all about it.”

“Whatever. Just get back here before I find someone else to rub the bunions on my feet.”

“Good luck with that!” Browning said brightly.

“Bite me.” And Tyra closed the channel.

“Her symbiont’s been bouncing against her liver,” Conway explained wearily. “She gets moody when that happens.”

Browning nodded. “That’s quite all right. At any rate, Plato and I have a lunch date.”

“Have fun,” Conway sighed, and trudged off toward the shuttlebay exit.

“There goes a beaten man,” Hartley muttered, folding her arms and watching Conway leave.

“Yeah,” Browning said softly. “Tyra tenderized him like a tough piece of meat. He’s all soft and juicy now.”

Hartley allowed a small smile. “That’s cute, Doctor. If you were talking about anyone else, I’d find that a great analogy. Unfortunately, when the meat’s rotten, there’s no amount of tenderizing that’ll do the trick.”

“Perhaps, perhaps,” Browning said, then looked down at Plato. In the dull moments between leaving the blimp and going to lunch, Plato decided to take the shape of a blimp himself. His head was pointed and his arms and legs stuck out like little stubs. He could barely waddle, and his Osh Kosh jumpsuit was stretched to its very limits. “Oh, Plato. Stop that. You’ll tear your new clothes!”

“But I like to shapeshift, mommy,” Plato grumbled, and squinched his eyes shut. Slowly, he shrunk back to normal. “It’s so much fun! Why don’t you and the others ever do it?”

Browning smacked herself inwardly. She’d have to talk to him about that at some point.



Captain Baxter settled into his command chair, looking with great longing at the cup of orange pekoe tea that rested in the cupholder to his left. Shortly after the Explorer was launched, he’d had a couple engineers come up to the bridge and switch the cupholder from right to left. For members of a civilization that considered itself enlightened, Starfleet engineers were notorious for leaving left-handed individuals out of their schematics. Just once, Baxter would like to hop in a runabout and just go, without having to re-set all the controls, into “southpaw mode.”

Baxter spared a quick glance around the bridge. Everyone was quietly working at their stations, except for J’hana, who was arguing on the viewscreen at her station with a customer in Ship’s Shoppes who was caught smoking in one of the stores. She was moments away from going down there and stunning the violator. At least Baxter hoped it would be stun.

Other than J’hana, though, the bridge was quiet, except for the occassional trill or bleep of instrument panels.

The captain returned his gaze to the steaming cup, which Ensign Sefelt had delivered himself just moments ago, knowing full well that Baxter would be heading for his chair, per his usual routine, in just a few minutes. His fear of failure would soon rocket him to success. Baxter took the cup and lifted it to his lips, smelled the aroma, tilted the cup backward, blew on the hot liquid, and–

RAAAAAAAARRRRR! RAAAAAAAAAARRRR!

–spilled it all over his face and down the front of his uniform as the Red Alert klaxon blared in his ears.

J’hana switched the smoker off her viewscreen and spun around in her chair at tactical to see what the problem was. Hopefully not someone double parking a shuttle again. She switched on the forward viewer.

Baxter gasped, as much from the hot tea scalding his chest as from the small, bug-like Dominion warship on his viewscreen.

“Tell me something, someone!” he said quickly, setting his cup back in the cupholder.

J’hana studied her controls. “It is a Dominion warship, Captain.”

Baxter sighed. “I gathered that. What useful information can you give me?”

Tilleran chimed in at science: “Their weapons aren’t running hot, sir.”

“There, that’s a start,” Baxter said. “Hail them, J’hana.”

“Fine,” J’hana said curtly, not at all happy at the scolding Baxter had given her.

The screen flared to life, and Baxter gasped again, as much from the tea which had now made its way down to his crotch as from the sight of the changeling on his viewscreen.

“Captain,” said the changeling on the viewscreen. “We mean you no harm. We’re here strictly on a diplomatic, Starfleet- approved mission of peace.”

Baxter scrunched his nose, as much from the hot tea scalding his privates as from suprise at seeing Constable Odo from Deep Space Nine.

“Well, what…er, can we do for you?”



“Why aren’t we eating at your restaurant, Mommy?” Plato asked, as Browning surveyed the decor of “The Gilded Tribble” the new restaurant which had moved into the space vacated by Tyra Shar’s ex-lifemate, Jenna Fran.

“Because Mommy needs to check out the competition. Even if Mommy isn’t charging her customers real latinum, it’s still competition. Some nice Andorians taught me that.”

“Oh.” Plato looked around as well. “I hope this place doesn’t charge real latinum either. Or else we’ll be in big trouble. Especially the way–”

“Yes,” Browning said patiently. “Especially the way I eat, I know.”

The Gilded Tribble was indeed pricy-looking. The fixtures were all latinum. The floor had been re-done in sandstone brought in from Vulcan. The tables were all intricately carved from oak imported from Earth, and the waiters all wore ridiculous gold uniforms that reminded Browning of some of the racing outfits she’d seen in Commander Conway’s holoprograms.

Browning grinned as Dreyfus, the waiter that had been assigned to her and Plato, approached their table, carrying two plates.

“Your meals, sir and madam,” Dreyfus said, looking quite like he had a hypospray up his rear.

He set down the plates with quiet discretion, then looked from Browning to Plato, as if for approval. “Chef’s special, sir and madam.”

Browning peered down at her plate. “What is it? And where’s the rest of it?” The portions were tiny, as if they’d been portioned out with a melon-baller.

“Chef’s special is a roasted clove of garlic, garnished with a sprig of parsely and two black olives, and accompanied with a sampling of our fruited risotto, which is celebrated across the quadrant.”

“And the rest of it?” asked Plato eagerly. He winked at Browning.

“The ‘rest of it,’” the waiter said, “is in the back.” He turned and headed for the kitchen. Under his breath, he muttered, “if madam would like us to wheel out a trough, we shall be more than happy to accommodate her.”

“Well,” Browning said, staring down at her plate. “Let’s, uh, dig in.”

“Mine smells funny,” Plato said, poking at his little melon- ball of risotto.

“I’m sure it’s supposed to smell that way,” Browning said. “Just eat it and pretend to like it, then we’ll go back to my place for some real food.”

“Okay!” Plato grinned and dug in. He finished his meal in about four seconds. Halfway through, he noticed, Browning was already finished with her own meal.

“Well, I’m stuffed,” Browning said unconvincingly, and waved at the waiter, who’d sat glaring at her from the door to the kitchen for the entire five seconds of the meal. “Waiter, check please!” She said it to be quaint more than anything else. But wouldn’t you know, up walked Dreyfus with a padd. He set it down gently on the table. “Madam may pay in latinum or credits.”

Browning timidly turned he padd over and glanced at it, then grinned uneasily up at Dreyfus. “Hey, is this my tab, or my Starfleet identification number?”

Dreyfus smiled weakly. “I see madam possesses a cutting wit.”

Browning glanced quickly at Plato. She was about to give him the signal to bolt, when the door to The Gilded Tribble swung open, and sounds of commotion poured in from the mall outside.

Browning turned in her chair to see what the ruckus was, and immediately regretted it. In walked Captain Baxter, with J’hana and Gellar, and two–and Browning had to actually rub her eyes and looked again–two Jem’Hadar soldiers. And a Changeling, which Browning identified as Constable Odo, formerly of Starfleet outpost Deep Space Nine.

“Doctor,” Baxter said, approaching Browning’s table. “Apparently Mister Odo here wants to meet your son, and Starfleet approved. The message just got sent to Risa instead of to our ship.” Baxter frowned. “I knew that shipment of petroleum jelly could not have been meant for us.” He shook his head. “Anyway, Odo, I’d like you to meet Doctor Janice Browning, my Chief Medical Officer.”

Odo, dressed in a beige, floor-length gown, nodded a hello to Browning and turned his attention immediately to Plato. He knelt beside Plato to look the youngster in the eye. “Plato, is it?” he asked brightly.

“That’s me!” Plato said, thumbing his chest. “Who wants to know?”

“My name is Odo,” the changeling said. “Do you know who I am?”

Plato shrugged. “Nope.”

Odo glanced back at Browning. “Doctor, have you been educating Plato about his changeling heritage?”

It was Browning’s turn to shrug. “I don’t know much about changelings. I keep him away from jello, though.”

“I see.” Odo nodded. He turned to Plato. “Well, my friend, I am a changeling. Much like you, in many ways.”

“Changething?” Plato asked. He looked to Browning. “Changething?”

Browning sighed. “I was going to get around to explaining it to you.” Browning looked at Odo. “He’s only been talking for a couple weeks. He was a toddler just last month.”

“That is to be expected,” Odo said. “Your son is experiencing rapid surges in growth. His changeling abilities are probably getting better, too.”

“He made himself look quite like a blimp a bit earlier,” Browning said with a grin. Her grin disappeared. “So, Odo… can I ask what exactly brings you here?”

“He’s not here to take Plato, if that’s what you mean,” interjected Baxter. “I got that out of the way before Odo set foot on board. He just wants to spend time with Plato. Just see what makes the little guy tick.”

“I also want to take him to the Great Link,” Odo said, smiling at Plato. “Would you like that?”

“Is that like the Rigel Discovery Zone?” Plato asked, smiling at Browning.

“Not quite, honey,” Browning said.

Baxter turned to Odo. “Wait just a darn minute. You said nothing about the Great Link!”

“Starfleet has already approved,” Odo said, without diverting his gaze from Plato. “We will not harm him. But we must share the Great Link with him. Determine how much is Changeling and how much is human. Nothing like this has ever happened in the history of my people. It marks the possibility of a kind of peace and understanding even I could not bring to the Link.” Odo looked to Browning, his face not unsympathetic. “Doctor Browning, I can appreciate your apprehension. Let me assure you, we have no intention of taking your son away. But you surely can see the benefits of this, both to Plato and to both our quadrants.”

Browning nodded. “Sure, I guess so.”

“Excellent.” Odo turned to Plato. “Now, then. If I may spend the afternoon with the boy, get to know him. We’ll get underway for the wormhole immediately. Then my ship will escort us through Dominion space.”

Baxter looked from Browning, to Plato, to Odo, and then back at the Jem’Hadar guards. He caught a glance of J’hana, fingering her phaser, just looking for an excuse to start blasting. He felt a brief nervous twitch he’d developed in his right cheek ever since acquiring J’hana as Chief of Security, then turned to Odo. “Well, Mister Odo, if Starfleet has sanctioned this, I suppose I can’t refuse. But we’ll be keeping an eye on you.”

“A wise but needless precaution, Captain,” Odo said. “Now, where might Plato and I find a quiet place to talk?”

“He likes the arboretum,” said Browning. “Try there.”

“Very well.” Odo stood and grinned down at Plato. “Come along, Plato. Let’s have a talk.”

“Mommy?” Plato asked, looking to Browning.

“You’re in good hands, honey,” Browning said. “Give Mommy a kiss goodbye and go with the nice changeling man.”

Plato (literally) stretched across the table and (literally) wrapped himself around Browning’s head, suctioning on for dear life. “Love you mommy!” he said.

“Wonderous,” Odo said in a low voice.

Browning gently detached Plato, and ushered him down to the floor beside their table. “Okay, honey. Have a good time.”

Plato took Odo’s hand. “Your hand is clammy, Mister!”

“Indeed,” Odo harrumphed, and led the youngster off. He glanced back at Baxter. “Perhaps it would be best if our security people watched each other somewhere else?”

Baxter nodded. “I’ll take care of it.” He nodded in J’hana’s direction. “Commander…why don’t you and Mister Gellar show our Jem’Hadar friends a good time.”

J’hana grinned at the hulking Jem’Hadar. “Gladly.” And she led them out of the restaurant in the opposite direction.

Presently Dreyfus arrived at Browning’s table. He looked at Browning, then at Baxter. “Well, is sir going to order?”

Baxter glared at Dreyfus. “I’m ordering you to scamper back to the kitchen. How’s that?”

“Crude,” Dreyfus replied haughtily. “Then there’s just the matter of the check…”

Baxter tossed the padd to Dreyfus. “Put it on my tab.”

“Very good, sir.” Dreyfus bowed and backed toward the kitchen.

Baxter sat down opposite Browning, who’d taken up staring at the wall opposite her table. Was that an original D’vxxxnran they had hanging?

“Well,” Baxter said, in an attempt to stir up conversation. “That was certainly awkward.”

Browning nodded, still looking at the wall. “You’re telling me.”

“I wouldn’t worry, though. I think Odo is a decent guy. Not at all like that Bashir fellow he used to work with.”

“Guess you’re right.”

“Janice,” Baxter said. “They won’t take Plato. They just want to… borrow him.”

“And what if they want visitation rights?”

“I guess they sort of deserve it. They are, kind of, the father.”

“Yeah. How does that work, anyway? Is the whole race his father?”

“You’re asking me?”

“You’re the xeno-biologist.”

“With a specialty in nutrition. Unfortunately, changelings don’t eat, so I never studied them.”

Baxter chuckled. “And the alien you end up giving birth to just happens to be a changeling. What are the odds?”

“If he’d been a Gorn or a Tholian, at least I’d know what to feed him.”

“Speaking of feed, I’m starved. How’s the food here?”

Browning smiled thinly. “Let’s go up to my restaurant, and I’ll tell you all about it.”



Odo led Plato by the hand into the USS Explorer’s massive arboretum. “Is this where you spend much of your time?” Odo asked by way of conversation.

Plato nodded vigorously. “I have a favorite spot.”

“Excellent,” Odo said. “Let’s go and have a look, shall we?”

Plato led Odo to an outcropping of trees. The former constable shoved aside branches as the shorter Plato pulled him through the trees and past them, to where a tiny reflecting pool sat, surrounded by stones.

“I like to go here and jump in the water,” Plato said, and gently slipped free of Odo’s grasp. He hopped into the reflecting pool.

“The Great Link is quite a bit like this,” Odo observed. The reflecting pool, though, was no larger in diameter than a shuttlecraft. The Link was planet-sized.

“The Great what?” Plato asked, poking his head up from out of the water.

Odo knelt by the reflecting pool to address Plato. “The Great Link. Home to all of our people.”

“OUR people?” Plato asked, wide-eyed.

“All the other Changelings, Plato.”

“What’s a changething?”

“Change…ling,” Odo said deliberately. “A being capable of changing into any number of wonderful things. But our natural state is a gelatinous goo.”

“And I’m a…Change…ling?” Plato asked.

“Half-way, anyway,” Odo said. “Your Mommy contributed human DNA to your genetic structure, so you’re part human.”

“I’m not goo,” Plato said, rolling around and splashing in the reflecting pool. “I’m a boy!”

“You’re not goo,” Odo said. “But you’ve noticed that you can change the shape of your body at will, haven’t you?”

Plato blinked innocently, immersed in the pool of water. “Can’t everybody?”

“Have you ever seen Captain Baxter do it? Or your mommy?”

“No. I just thought they were bored of it.”

“On the contrary. The others on this ship are called humanoids. We call them ‘solids.’”

“Salads? Mom loves salads. As long as they have lots of cheese, and meat, and bread…”

“Not salads,” Odo said, showing only the mildest of exasperation. “Solids. Everyone on this ship is a solid.”

“Why are there no other…Changelings…besides you and me?”

Odo sat back on his heels. “Because most Changelings stay on the other side of the wormhole, which leads to the other side of this galaxy.”

“Oh. Why?”

Odo took a breath, trying to decide how much to discuss about the Dominion War. Once Plato was in the Link, he’d learn all about the Dominion War. But there were subtle ways to explain it in the Link that Odo just couldn’t take advantage of with words. “Because they tend to stay on their own planet,” Odo said finally. “But don’t worry, we’ll be visiting that planet soon enough.”

“Why?”

Odo thought about that. “So you can meet some more of our people. So you can…link with them.”

“How do I do that?”

Odo tried to decide how best to explain it. Truth be told, he wasn’t even sure if the little guy could link. He might not have enough Changeling DNA. “Why don’t we just try it and see.”

“Are you sure it’s safe?”

Odo cocked his head. “Safe? Of course it is. We’ll just be sharing our thoughts and feelings…”

“You sound like Counselor Peterman.”

“Well, be that as it may, let’s give it a try. Put out your hand.” Odo held his hand out.

Plato shook his head. “No way!” he cried, and lept out of the reflecting pool. He shoved past Odo and ran for the door to the arboretum. Odo turned, watching blankly as Plato ran through the door and out into the corridor.

“What a strange reaction,” he finally said, and headed out of the arboretum.



“Doctor, Captain,” Commander Conway said, hovering over Baxter and Browning as they munched on some hot slices of Browning’s original peanut butter and jelly pizza, or, as she liked to call it, PB&JP.

“Commander,” Baxter said. “What can I do for you?”

“I just wanted to make sure everything was okay with Plato. When I got to the bridge, Lieutenant Commander Larkin filled me in.”

“He’s fine,” Browning said. “He’s just with Mr. Odo right now, getting acquainted I guess.”

Conway sat down in the free chair between Browning and Baxter. “I don’t like the sound of this. What if he tries to lure Plato away?”

“He won’t,” Baxter said. “That’s not on his agenda, and if it was, I wouldn’t let him.”

“Sir, with all due respect,” Conway said, “you are one of the most wishy-washy people I know. Godson or not, all this Odo guy has to do is give you a harsh look in the eye and you’ll melt like butter.”

“Butter,” Browning said. “That’s what this pizza needs. Imhala!” And Browning rushed off toward the kitchen.

“Is that so.” Baxter folded his arms. “So, if your theory is correct, I guess it would be pretty unlikely that I take this scalding hot piece of pizza and smash it up against your face.”

“I’d love to stay and test that theory,” Conway said, standing. “But I have to get back to the bridge. Some of us work around here.”

“You’ve been a great help as always, Commander,” Baxter mumbled.

“That’s what I’m here for.” Conway turned on a heel and shuffled out of Space Tastes.

At the same time, Plato rushed in from the opposite direction and jumped into Baxter’s lap. “He tried to link with me, Uncle Andy!”

“Who did?” Baxter thought about that. “Oh. Odo.”

“Butter coming right up,” Browning said, returning from the kitchen with a large canister of low-fat galacty-milky-way-whip, a product of the Mars corporation.

“It was scary. He said we would share thoughts and feelings with me!”

Browning sat the butter down and hefted Plato off Baxter’s lap and into her own as she sat back down in her chair. “Tell us all about it, honey. Did the mean changeling try to link with you? Is that it?”

“Let’s not resort to name-calling, Janice,” Baxter said. “He is trying to better relations between the Dominion and the Federation. I’m sure it was just a big misunderstanding.”

“You don’t want to link with Mr. Odo, do you baby?” Browning asked, kissing Plato on the head.

“No no no,” replied Plato. “He’ll try and take me away.”

Baxter leaned across the table, at the same time smudging his elbow in a trail of tomato sauce from his PB&JP. “Plato, that’s what this trip is all about. You’re part-changeling. Odo just wants to show you a little of your heritage. Then you’ll come right back here. We promise.”

Browning nodded, looking Plato in the eye. “No one here will let them take you away, Plato. You can be sure of that.”

“Promise?” Plato asked, grinning.

“Promise,” Browning said, and glanced uneasily at Baxter.



“This is a holodeck,” J’hana explained, leading the pair of Jem’Hadar guards onto the black-on-yellow grid of the Explorer’s holodeck. Gellar brought up the rear.

“A waste of space and resources,” the Jem’Hadar First, Ramada’klon, said. He turned to his second. “Would you not agree, Abdul’jabar?”

Abdul’jabar nodded. “Most certainly, First.”

“Well,” J’hana said, “I can see why you might be skeptical about this facility.”

“They didn’t seem to have a problem with the weapons room or the morgue,” Gellar said.

“Both useful facilities,” Abdul’jabar said. “But this holodeck is simply so much superflouous technology.”

“Not so fast,” J’hana said. “Our holodecks are quite useful in many ways. First…”

“What?” asked Ramada’klon.

“No, First…”

“What?”

“FIRST!” J’hana said, reaching for her phaser. The two Jem’Hadar exchanged uneasy glances and grew silent. “First, they are excellent training facilities.”

“I can see that,” Ramada’klon said.

“Second,” J’hana said.

“What?” replied Abdul’jabar.

“SECOND!” screamed J’hana. “THEY HELP YOU RELAX!”

“And why is that important?” asked Ramada’klon.

“Observe,” J’hana replied, and addressed the holodeck computer: “Computer, load simulation J’hana 02-Beta.”

A dank cave suddenly materialized around the group. An ogerous, overweight Klingon lay slinkily on a rock in the middle of the room.

“Ah, J’hana,” said the Klingon. “I see you brought guests. Excellent. Tilleran, let’s get it on!”

“Coming!” came a voice from a chamber beyond the cave.

Damn. Wrong simulation! J’hana’s face grew deep blue. “Computer, load 02-GAMMA!”

The image melted away to be replaced with an open expanse of flat, ochre sand. Green sea spread beyond the sand as far as the eye could see. The horizon was orange, tinged by a soft, warm sun.

“I could spend all day showing you programs designed to train the body,” J’hana said. “No doubt you Jem’Hadar are quite experienced in that area.”

“On the contrary,” said Abdul’jabar. “We are born in perfect physical shape, and remain so until we die. We have no need for your primative …training.”

“Sure, right,” J’hana said. “Let’s see those abs.”

“Those…what?” Abdul-jabar looked confused.

J’hana walked over to Abdul’jabar and lifted the tunic of his layered battle-armor. It revealed a scaly, but extremely firm, stomach. “By the hive! Are your women as excellently- proportioned?”

“There are no Jem’Hadar women,” replied Ramada’klon.

J’hana’s face immediately fell and she turned away. “Pity. Anyway, this program is designed not only to relax, but to sharpen the mind and the reflexes. Observe. Computer, begin program.”

A long, tri-fold chair appeared at J’hana’s feet and she sat down on it. “The idea is to lay back and relax.”

“Why would we want to engage in an activity as useless as relaxation?” asked Abdul’jabar.

“There is more to this than meets the eye,” Ramada’klon said. “Andorians are wily. We shall see where this leads. Computer, replicate three more of these…chairs.”

Three more chaise-lounges appeared in front of the two Jem’Hadar and Lt. Gellar.

Abul’jabar and Ramada’klon both sat and leaned back in the chairs. They looked up at Gellar.

“Sit,” said Ramada’klon.

“That’s quite all–”

“SIT!” ordered Ramada’klon.

Gellar quickly sat.

Ramada’klon looked over at J’hana. “Now. How is this program useful?”

J’hana wasn’t listening. Instead, she softly counted down. “Three, two, one…”

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!

The rockface behind the beach crumbled down as arrow- shaped green ships of an alien design flew overhead and dropped concussive charges.

J’hana grinned. “Music to my ears.”

“Do we get up and fight?” asked Abdul’jabar.

“Nonsense,” J’hana said. “The ground forces won’t arrive for another half hour. Would you like a tequila?”

“Very much,” replied Ramada’klon. He looked around with pleasure. Perhaps he could learn a thing or two from the Federation.

As the attack continued, Gellar quickly and quietly slid off his chaise lounge and ran for the holodeck exit.



After lunch, Browning took Plato to the ship’s library to finish his project for Ms. Shar, a study of his family tree. Well, half of it anyway, Browning mused.

On her way to the library, she ran across Odo.

“Ah, there you are,” Odo said, kneeling down to look at Plato. “I was looking all over for you.”

“I was with my mommy,” Plato explained.

Browning nodded at Odo. “Hello, there. We were just going to work on Plato’s school project.”

“I’d love to go along,” Odo said, glancing up at Browning.

Browning searched her brain for an excuse not to bring Odo along but couldn’t think of one. “Um…okay.”

Odo picked up step with Browning and Plato as they continued on toward the ship’s library.

“This is a huge ship,” Odo said. “Bigger than most Starfleet vessels I’ve been on.”

“I guess you’re more used to the Defiant, huh?” Browning asked.

“I haven’t been on the Defiant in almost two years,” Odo said, with a trace of regret.

“You miss working on Deep Space Nine, don’t you, Odo?”

“Quite a bit,” Odo admitted. “But being one with the Great Link is far more important in the grand scheme of things. I can help my people learn from the Federation, instead of thinking of them as enemies. Plato can too.”

“Be that as it may, this is a one-time only thing, right?” Browning asked. She didn’t have a lawyer, unless she could employ one of the nine or ten Bradley Dillon had under retainer. She had no idea how in the galaxy she’d arrange custody visitation for an entire species of gelatinous shapeshifting blobs on the other side of the galaxy. She doubted there were any legal precedents to work from.

Odo nodded. “Of course. Unless Plato should enter the Great Link and find it so rewarding he doesn’t want to leave.”

Plato shook his head. “Wouldn’t worry about that, Mister Odo.”

“You might be surprised. The Link is an amazing place.” Odo made a wide gesture with his hands. “Imagine joining a pool of thousands upon thousands of minds, all intertwined, all thinking and feeling the same things.”

“Sounds like the Borg,” Browning said quietly.

“It’s nothing like the Borg,” Odo returned quickly. “It’s beautiful. And I only hope your son can experience it.”

“I want to try, I want to try!” Plato cried.

“Oh, look,” Browning said quickly. “We just arrived at the library. Come on, let’s see what kind of books we can find on the Brownings of Amsterdam and Cygnus 12.”

“Let me try linking!” insisted Plato, tugging Browning’s arm.

Browning looked from the door to the library, to Odo, then down at Plato. “But honey, you just told me you were afraid of it.”

“I want to try it!”

Browning looked up at Odo. “Kids.”

“Indeed.” Odo nodded. He knelt by Plato. “I assure you, Doctor, your son is in good care. You can watch the whole thing yourself, if you wish.”

Browning nodded. “I wish.” She led Odo and Plato to a reading room across the hall, where they found Ensign Howard Sefelt engrossed in a book called “What Color is Your Escape Pod?”

“That IS a comforting thought,” he said to himself, then looked up at the trio at the door to the reading room. “Oh. Hello.”

“We need the room for a moment, Howard,” Browning said. “Mind waiting outside?”

“I’m right in the middle of this self-help book, Doctor,” Sefelt said. “I need to help myself. Counselor Peterman told me so.”

Browning approached the viewport at the opposite end of the narrow room. “Boy, it’s cold in here. Do you think there’s a break in the window seal? This room might be slowly venting to vacuum. I certainly feel lighter.”

“What?” Sefelt’s eyes widened. “I do too…” He pulled at his collar. “The air’s getting thin.” He looked over at Odo. “Look into my eyes. Do you see burst capillaries?”

Odo looked uncomfortable. “Uh, I don’t really…uh…”

“I gotta go!” Sefelt screamed, and dashed for the door.

When he, Browning, and Plato were alone, Odo said, “You have an interesting crew, Doctor.”

Browning grinned. “Thanks. You just have to know how to motivate ’em. Come have a seat on the couch.”

Serrupticiously, Browning had grabbed a tricorder out of the nearby supply closet. There in case you wanted to record a page out of a book or something, Browning figured.

“Oh, look at this!” she exclaimed. “I just happen to have a tricorder. Mind if I scan you while you…uh, link?”

“Not at all,” Odo replied without pause.

The changeling sat down on the couch beside Plato. “Hold out your hand, please.”

Plato put out his hand. “This won’t hurt, won’t it?”

“Certainly not,” replied Odo. He held Plato’s hand. “Just let your mind go.”

“Okeydokey.”

Browning watched Odo and Plato sit there a moment, and looked down at the tricorder readout. Nothing happened. Plato stared expectantly up at Browning.

“His hand is clammy like yours, Mommy.”

“That’s nice,” Browning said flatly. “Well, I guess…”

“Wait,” Odo said, and his eyes lit up. “It’s working!”

Browning frowned at her tricorder readings. “The morphogenic make-up of Plato’s hand just shifted way up on the spectrum.”

“That’s to be expected,” Odo said, and looked with satisfaction as Plato’s hand turned liquid, and entertwined with Odo’s.

Plato grinned. “Mommy, look at what I can do!”

Browning plastered on a smile. “That’s great hon. Just great.”



“This is Deep Space Nine. General Kira speaking. What do you want?”

“General,” Baxter said. He stood at the front of the bridge, between conn and ops. “Congratulations on the promotion.”

“Do I know you?” Kira narrowed her eyes at Baxter on the viewscreen. In the background, busy station personnel shuffled around Ops.

“Not directly,” Baxter said. “But your Chief Medical Officer tried to hit on my wife, a couple times. And your ex- Constable is currently trying to take my Chief Medical Officer’s baby.”

Kira looked non-plussed. “Ah. You must be from the Explorer.”

Lt. Ford put a finger to his nose. “Ding-ding-ding-ding! And what has she won?”

“Ford!” Baxter snapped, and glanced back at Kira, all smiles. “Don’t mind us. We’re just heading through the wormhole with a Jem’Hadar warship so the changelings can pass judgments on my godson or some such thing. You should have all the paperwork.”

“Commander Nog just checked it through,” Kira said. “You’re clear. Just try not to take your sweet time over there. This is cutting into my vacation time with Odo.”

“Oh, so sorry,” Baxter muttered. “We’ll get him back to you as soon as possible.”

“Good. Ever since losing him, I’ve been spending a tremendous amount of time in counseling with Commander Dax…”

Baxter opened his mouth to speak. “I’m–”

“You have no idea what it’s like to have a man who can literally turn to liquid inside you…who can fill up every nook and cranny, then expand and–”

“Cut channel!” Baxter barked, thankful it was Saral and not J’hana at tactical. Who knows how the Andorian would have reacted. The Vulcan tactical officer quickly switched Kira off the screen. “Ford, take us through the wormhole. When we get to the Delta Quadrant, set course for the changeling homeworld. The sooner we get this overwith, the better.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54814.4. We’ve been escorted by Mr. Odo’s Jem’Hadar warship right to the Changeling homeworld. Frankly, I’m not impressed. It’s just so much…goo. Anyway, Odo is ready to take Plato down to the surface to commune with the Founders, and I’ve convened a meeting to bring everyone up to speed on the situation.



The Changeling homeworld spun idly outside the conference room’s windows, as Baxter paced the room. Occasionally, he glanced out at the large, orange-ish orb. “So that’s where things stand. Plato has been with Odo for the last several hours. All I can seem to get from Dr. Browning is that they’re…linking.”

“Is Janice still with them?” Richards asked.

“Yep,” Baxter said. “She’s stood vigil over Plato and Odo for the last eight hours, total. Apparently, she says they haven’t said a word to her the entire time.”

“Poor Janice,” Counselor Peterman said. “She must be feeling so lonely right now.”

Baxter nodded. “I can only imagine.”

“I’m just wondering why I haven’t been brought in on this.”

Baxter turned to face Peterman. “Come again?”

“Well, this is a counseling matter, isn’t it?”

Conway swiveled back and forth in his chair. “How do you figure?”

“Janice needs me!” Peterman said. “That poor woman is in danger of losing her baby, all because of the politics between the Federation and the Dominion. It’s just not fair!”

“It sounds like you need a counselor,” snapped Conway.

“I’m not the one who keeps rubbing hand creme on his–”

“Hey, that’s confedential!”

“Bite me.”

“HEY!” Baxter snapped, looking between Peterman and Conway. “Why don’t both of you pull your heads out of your asses and take a look around. Janice needs our help. She doesn’t need us arguing about our petty little problems.” He grinned gratuitously at Conway. “We’ll have plenty of time for that later.”

Conway folded his arms. “Goody.”

“Well, I want to see Janice.” Peterman stood. “Coming with?”

“We’re not supposed to disturb them until they’re ready to transport down to the surface,” Baxter replied. After a few seconds, he said, “Sure. Let’s go.”



Peterman and Baxter found Ensign Sefelt curled in a ball outside the doors to the ship’s reading room, rocking back and forth and muttering,

“Space coming in, space coming in, space coming in–keep it out, keep it out!”

Peterman knelt by Sefelt. “Howie, what’s the matter?”

“SPACE! It’s coming in!”

“Space has been in for a long time, Ensign,” Baxter said from behind Peterman. “There’s no better hangout around.”

“That’s not what he means,” snapped Peterman. “This is why you need me. You know nothing about the crew’s feelings and needs.”

After a pause, Baxter said, “I do so!”

“Howard, space isn’t coming in. We have forcefields and a thick hull. You’re totally safe. Humans have been in space for four hundred years. We’ve perfected interstellar travel. How about you go to your quarters, make some warm cocoa, and curl up with Jelly-Belly. I’ll be in to check on you in an hour.”

“Promise?” Sefelt grinned.

Peterman nodded. “Promise.”

“Allrighty!” And Sefelt was off down the corridor.

Baxter glanced at Peterman askance. “It appears he’s gotten worse, not better, Kelly.”

“That’s just your dim perspective, honeybear.”

“Right.” Baxter tapped the access code to the reading room and stepped through the door. “Well, then. See what you make of this…”

Browning lay on the floor, staring up at the ceiling.

“How ironic,” Browning said, not looking at Baxter or Peterman. “I’m in a reading room. But there’s nothing to read in here. Not a damn thing.”

Over on the couch, Odo and Plato were joined at the hands. Actually, their hands weren’t hands anymore, they were just one big orange blob of orange goo that ebbed and flowed, from Changeling to half-Changeling.

“I’ve lost track of time,” she said quietly. Baxter and Peterman approached her, exchanged worried glances.

“Eight hours or so,” Baxter said. “And they haven’t said anything?”

“Nope.” Browning glanced at Odo and Plato, who stared serenely out into space. “I tried to tell them both we arrived at the homeworld, but they didn’t seem to register that I’d talked to them.”

Peterman crouched down by Browning. “Janice, how are you feeling?”

“How do you think?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I asked. I’m trying to get a feel for your emotional state. I want to help you.”

“Can you make sure the Changelings don’t take Plato?” Browning asked hopefully.

Peterman reluctantly looked to Baxter. “That’s more Andy’s department, I’m afraid. But, if you lose Plato, I can give you all kinds of self-help tips.”

Browning rolled her eyes.

“What’s that?” Baxter asked, grinning down at Peterman. “Do I hear that I’m needed? I’m sorry, I thought I was useless, because I don’t understand the feelings of my crew!”

“I never called you useless, Andy,” Peterman said with great exasperation. “And didn’t you say we were supposed to put aside our petty arguements for now?”

“I don’t recall, exactly,” Baxter said. “Anyway,” he glanced down at Browning. “I won’t let the Changelings take Plato. That’s not even their intention. And just in case, we’re beaming down with Odo and Plato.”

Browning’s expression brightened. “You mean they’ll let us do that?”

Baxter smiled uneasily. “Sure. I guess.”



“It’s quite impossible,” Odo said, as Baxter, Browning, and Peterman led he and Plato down to the transporter room. After Odo and Plato had separated from their link, they’d stopped at the Captain’s Mess for a quick bite to eat. “This may take quite some time. Hours, days. It’s hard to tell. We can’t just let a few humans camp out down there.” Odo sighed. “The last time that happened, someone nearly threw a rock in there.”

“Who could have been so stupid as to do that?” asked Baxter, who shivered inwardly. That was the first thing he’d planned on doing.

“It’s not important,” said Odo. “I have a working communicator which seems to form on my chest and dissolve whenever I change shape, ever since I worked on the station. I will contact you as soon as Plato and I are finished with the Link.”

“I guess we have no recourse but to let you go down there alone with Plato,” Baxter said. Browning glared at him, and Baxter simply grinned and winked, the “I’ll take care of it” gesture.

“I’m going to link some more!” Plato cheered. “Linking rules!”

“Is it as great as peanut butter ’n jelly pizza?” Browning asked.

“Ten billion times better!” cheered Plato, and Browning’s shoulders sunk. Peterman put a protective arm around the doctor.

“But you love your mom more than the pizza or the… linking, right?” Peterman said quickly.

“Um…yeah!” Plato said, and lept up to latch onto Browning’s hip. “I’m going to miss you lots, Mommy!”

Browning blushed. “I’m going to miss you too, sweet-cake, but I’ll see you really soon, okay?”

“Okay, mommy. I’ll bring you back a couple Changelings.”

Browning shot Odo a questioning look. He shook his head. Plato wouldn’t be bringing back Changelings.

“Are there Changeling dogs?” Plato asked with a grin, climbing off Browning and jogging up to catch up with Odo.

“No,” replied Odo.

“Changeling cats?”

“No.”

“Changeling rabbits?”

“No.”

“Changeling lemurs?”

“No.” Odo shook his head, exasperated. “Plato, who put all these silly notions in your head?”

Peterman coughed. “With the humanoid learning process, one can just never tell.”

Baxter steered the group into the transporter room, where Lt. Megan Hartley waited yawning at the controls.

“What’s up?” she muttered, staring disinterestedly at Odo and the others.

“Transport Odo and Plato down to the Changeling homeworld,” Baxter said, as Odo and Plato mounted the pad.

“Where?” Hartley asked, checking her console. “It’s nothing but miles and miles of glop.” Odo frowned at her. “Interesting, intelligent, wonderful glop.”

“You’ll find a small island with a rock formation twenty degrees below the planet’s equator,” Odo said tiredly.

Hartley tapped a few panels. “There we go.”

“Transport us directly in front of the rock formation, please,” Odo said curtly, and looked to Baxter and Browning. “I will contact you when we have finished.”

“Good luck,” Browning said blandly. She knelt to kiss Plato on the cheek and hug him tight. “Have lots of fun. Dress warmly. That…glop…might be cold.”

Odo sighed. “He will be fine.”

Baxter patted Plato on the head. “Take care down there, little guy.”

“I will, Uncle Andy!” Plato said, and Baxter cued Hartley to energize.

As soon as Odo and Plato had dematerialized, Baxter stepped onto the pad, followed by Browning and Peterman.

“Beam us directly BEHIND the rock formation, Lieutenant,” Baxter ordered.

“And mask the transporter signal as a delta radiation dump,” said Peterman. “That way the Jem’Hadar ship on our port wing won’t be suspicious.” She glanced at Baxter. “So there!”

“Energize!” grumbled Baxter, and Hartley obediently did.



J’hana entered the bridge, feeling refreshed. After eight hours of intensive training with a pair of Jem’Hadar in her “Risa Gets Wrecked” simulation, then a hot shower, still with that pair of Jem’Hadar, then a quick round of drinks at Mirk’s…well, a round of drinks and a round of white…after all that J”hana certainly did feel refreshed. Ramada’klon and Abdul’jabar followed close after her as she took her post at tactical from Ensign Saral. Gellar had disappeared at some point. He always seemed to do that when J’hana dragged him into one of her holo-scenarios. Apparently, Gellar, for some reason, preferred working out at the ship’s gymnasium. His loss.

“Well well well,” Conway said, turning in the command chair. “So good of you all to join us.”

“Where’s the captain?” J’hana asked as she checked the tactical situation. They were orbitting the Changeling homeworld, and the same Jem’Hadar warship that had been with them all along was keeping close formation with them.

“Where indeed,” asked Ramada’klon.

“The captain is away…on business,” returned Conway, curtly. “Important Starfleet business, as if that’s any of your concern.”

“Am I to take it that you are in command until he returns to the bridge?” asked Ramada’klon.

Conway nodded dumbly and returned his attention to the viewscreen, for no other reason than to look busy. “You are to take it, yes.”

“Very well.” Ramada’klon surveyed the bridge. “But if we find that your captain has pulled some sort of ingenious Starfleet trick, we will kill him and destroy this ship.”

Conway shook his head. “Captain Baxter has never been blamed for anything ingenious, Mister. You have nothing to worry about, except for, perhaps, dating J’hana.”

“That would be a daunting task indeed,” Ramada’klon intoned, and J’hana grunted satisfaction.

Conway wished like hell they would get back to the Alpha Quadrant already.



“Hope this is okay! It’s been less than an hour since I last ate!” Plato’s voice called out from the other side of the rock face.

“What are they doing?” Browning whispered as Baxter peered between two jutting outcroppings of rock, to watch Odo and Plato wade into the vast, rippling Changeling ocean that seemed to encompass the entire planet.

“They’re going in,” Baxter whispered back.

Peterman, meanwhile, studied the rockface intently. “Look at this carving…‘Julian was here.’ How cute.”

“Yeah. Cute,” Baxter moaned. “Julian Bashir is probably the one that nearly threw a rock into the sea of Changelings. Little imbecile.”

“He had a certain…genetically engineered charm,” Peterman said cattily.

“You’re just cranky because you didn’t get to counsel Janice or Plato.”

“That’s preposterous. All I want is for them to be happy!”

“And to take some of the credit!”

“GUYS!” Browning bellowed. “They’re in!”

Baxter glanced back between the outcroppings, where Browning too had poked her head up. Indeed, Odo and Plato were no longer visible. A few ripples in the flowing glop stretched out from where they’d stepped in.

“So what do we do now?” Peterman asked.

“Wait,” Browning said, moving around to the front of the rockface. She watched the disturbed gloppy area where Plato and Odo had waded in. “Hope my little guy’s okay in there.”

Baxter and Peterman circled around to join Browning. Peterman wrapped a supportive arm around the doctor.

“It’ll be just fine, Janice. Come sit down over here and we’ll talk about your feelings.”

“Not now,” Browning said. “Not only am I worrried, but I’m also hungry. That looks like a big ocean of tangerine jello out there.”

“Don’t you even THINK of eating any more!” Baxter fairly shouted. “That’s how we got into this in the first place!”

“You sound like it was a mistake,” Browning chided.

“You know I don’t think it was a mistake. All I’m saying is one Changeling baby is quite enough.”

Peterman nodded. “He’s got you there, Janice.”

“Well,” Browning muttered. “Can one of you go back up to the ship and get me some toast or something? I’m in the mood for marmalade.”

“Fraid not,” replied Baxter. “We can’t risk being detected beaming back up until Odo and Plato are out. So until then…” He glanced around at the outcropping of rocks…“I guess we sit and talk about…ugh…our feelings.”



Conway glanced periodically over from the padd he was reading, at Ramada’klon, who’d staked out the right-side command chair, where Conway usually sat.

“What are you looking at?” Ramada’klon finally asked.

“That little tube running into your neck.” Conway grinned. “White, right?”

“You are correct,” Ramada’klon replied. “What of it?”

“Nothing.” Conway went back to his reading.

“You were not staring for no reason. Tell me now.”

“It’s really not important.”

Suddenly a blade slid up against Conway’s throat. He made a raspy, gutteral sound to get J’hana’s attention, but he glanced back to see that she was at her tactical station, squeezing Abul’jabar’s butt cheeks to feel for imperfections.

“TELL ME,” growled Ramada’klon.

“Okay, okay,” gasped Conway, and the Jem’Hadar dropped his blade. “I sort of got…addicted to that stuff for a while.”

“I never understood Alpha Quadrant humor,” muttered Ramada’klon.

“It’s not a joke. I found a crate of that stuff the same time Doctor Browning ate the Changeling that became Plato. I ended up hooked on it. Bad stuff, I tell you.”

“How did you get…off…the white?” Ramada’klon asked with interest.

“It wasn’t easy. Doctor Browning helped me a lot. But mostly, it was a lot of screaming and crying, curled in a fetal ball in the brig, with only coffee to sustain me.”

“Coffee?” asked Ramada’klon. “I have heard of this substance, but never tried it.”

“Ooh,” Conway said giddily. “You don’t know what you’re missing. Allow me.” He clapped his hands. “Mister Ford…a double caf java for my Jem’Hadar friend.”

Ford turned in his seat at helm. “What do I look like, your waiter?”

“You look like someone in line for promotion to full lieutenant.”

“Would you like cream and sugar with that?” Ford asked, and dashed for the replicator.



Two hours later, Plato’s head emerged from the sea of Changelings and he dog-paddled toward the shore.

“Mommy!” he cried, and dog-paddled faster.

Shortly thereafter, Odo himself poked his head out of the goo, but appeared to be nothing more than that…a head. The head floated through the goo right after Plato.

“Come back!” Odo’s head cried.

Plato heaved himself up out of the orange slime and padded over to Browning. “I lost my shoes in there, Mommy!”

Browning knelt down beside Plato on the rocky shoal bordering the Great Link. “That’s okay, sweetie, we’ll get you some new ones.”

Browning wiped some goo off Plato. “I had lots of fun in there. We all talked in our minds. And I learned about the war with the Dominion…and did you know a lot of our ships blew up? But the Explorer never fought in the war?”

“Odd, isn’t it,” Browning said flatly.

“And Odo and the other changelings all talked in my mind about the Federation, and how they want to be friends, but don’t know how, and I gave them some ideas!”

Browning nodded. “That’s great, hon.”

“But I got bored in there, Mommy. I thought about you the whole time…and it felt like a LONG time. It was a nice place to visit, but I…”

Browning sniffled back tears. “But you wouldn’t want to live there?”

“Nah-uh!”

Baxter stepped up to regard the reunited pair. “Is he okay, Janice?”

“He’s shape-shifter-shape,” Browning said, giving Plato a quick once-over with a tri-corder and slopping more glop off his coveralls, fighting the urge to taste some.

Odo’s head looked up pleadingly at Browning from the lake of changelings. “Doctor, I implore you. Plato had some very enlightened ideas about how to go forward with the peace process with the Federation. We also discovered a genetic factor in his blood which prevented him from contracting the virus that nearly killed off all of the other Founders.”

“The Admiral Neilson Changeling didn’t seem affected either,” Baxter said. “How do you explain that?”

“I can’t,” admitted Odo. “And since you blew her up last year, we’ll never know. But Plato is here, and he can help us prevent a disease like that one ever ocurring again in the Link. And he can make peace between our two governments. Surely, that’s reason enough to leave him with us for a short time!”

Baxter tried not to crack a smile. It was funny to see a head floating down there, looking up at him from the sea-level, or changeling-level, or whatever. The head would look really funny on the body of a chihuahuah.

“You yourself said there’s no concept of time in the Great Link,” said Peterman. “Plato, on the other hand, seems totally aware of the passage of time. Who’s to say you won’t keep him in there for twenty years?”

“That is a possibility,” Odo admitted. “But it would be for the good of Plato’s people…both of his peoples. Surely you can see that!”

Browning wrapped a protective arm around Plato. “We’re taking him home now, Mister Odo. He visited you, you learned from him. Enough’s enough. I’m his mother and I’m taking him back up to the ship.”

“I cannot let you do that,” Odo said flatly.

“You’d risk starting another war?” Baxter asked, amazed.

“That’s not my intention at all,” said Odo. “We just need more time with him!”

“No can do.” Baxter tapped his comm badge. “Explorer…”

“You’re making a grave mistake!” said Odo.

“You’re welcomed to contact him over the Federnet,” said Browning. “His address is Plato@Starfleet.Explorer.”

“WE DON’T HAVE FEDERNET!” cried Odo.

“Then it looks like it’s time you got a system upgrade,” replied Baxter.

“You opened a damned channel, Captain,” replied the curt voice of Lt. Hartley, over the comm. “Do you have any intention of asking for beamout in the near future or should I sit here with my thumb up my ass for eternity?”

“Thanks for your concern,” Baxter mumbled. “Go ahead and energize.”

Odo frowned as Baxter, Browning, Peterman, and Plato disappeared. He would have reached out a preventative hand, but he didn’t have a hand at the moment, and it would have done no good anyway.

Plato, for his part, waved happily goodbye as he dematerialized. With a sigh, Odo sunk back down to rejoin the Link and try to explain what exactly happened. He had a feeling he’d never get that vacation with Kira. It was probably just as well. He’d met another glob of protoplasm that was floating a few meters below him right at that moment, and that protoplasm didn’t complain about his snoring.



Baxter and Peterman emptied out of the aft turbolift and onto the bridge. Baxter immediately walked to the center of the bridge. “Lieutenant Commander Larkin…signal the Jem’Hadar warship. They’re to pick up their security detachment right away and escort us back to the wormhole.”

He turned to find Commander Conway in the command chair, and a Jem’Hadar sitting next to him. Conway was drinking coffee and chuckling; the Jem’Hadar was tapping his feet and rapping his fingers on the armrest of his chair at an alarming rate.

“Get off my ship,” Baxter muttered, and headed back toward his readyroom.

“What what what?” Ramada’klon asked, hopping to his feet. “WhatoftheFoundersandtheirwishes?”

“The Founders can kiss my ass,” Baxter said, approaching the door to his readyroom. “J’hana, show these two to the turbolift.”

Baxter glanced at the tactical station. No J’hana. As a matter of fact, he couldn’t find the other Jem’Hadar that had come aboard with Odo.

He shrugged, keyed open the door to his readyroom.

Peterman, meanwhile, went down to the front of the bridge to quiz Ramada’klon on what he thought of shared parenting rights.

The doors to Baxter’s readyroom slid open. He let out a small squeak of alarm. That solved the missing J’hana problem. And the missing Jem’Hadar problem. He took two steps backward and let the doors close once more.

“Clean-up crew to the bridge,” he said, and turned for the aft turbolift.

“Whathastranspired?” Ramada’klon asked with machine-gun speed. He quick-stepped up to the quarterdeck to join Baxter. Peterman followed soon after, looking on with intense interest.

“It appears Plato isn’t the only one attempting to help relations with the Dominion,” Baxter said, and gestured for Peterman to follow him back into the aft turbolift.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We finally made it back to the Alpha Quadrant, which I’m sure is a relief to all aboard. The Dominion aren’t bad people, really, but they’re pretty demanding for an empire whose ass we handily kicked. When I say ‘we,’ I mean pretty much all of Starfleet except for those of us on the Explorer. Anyway, we’re headed to do a mineral survey of the Ogeolis system and Doctor Browning is happily reunited with Plato. I guess the only loose end to tie up is a certain little malleable child’s homework…and by malleable I of course mean Plato.



“As you’ll see on this side of the chart,” Plato said, pointing to the viewscreen where his presentation on his family tree had been uploaded. “My mom is Janice Browning, Chief Doctor of the Explorer. Her mom and dad supervize a food replicator plant on Altair Six. Mom says that’s why she grew up eating so much. The chart also shows her mom’s mom and dad and her dad’s mom and dad too.” He hit a control. “On this side of the chart, you’ll see a huge planet filled with orange goo. That’s my Dad.”

“Ooooohh!” gasped the audience.

“He’s made up of over five trillion gallons of protoplasm, and can split up into millions of different entities, like my friend Odo,” Plato said, and keyed a glamor portrait of Odo on the viewscreen. “Those entities, called changelings, are represented here by this jar of marmalade my mom made for me.” Plato held the jar out for the first child in the front row of kindergarteners to taste and pass around. “And, in all fairness to my human side, this is some of what humans are made up of. I got this from my mom’s work.” Plato produced a jar of red liquid from the bag at his feet. “Pass this around, but don’t drink it. It’s real blood.”

At the rear of the room, Tyra Shar, kindergarten teacher, shuddered. Janice Browning was a complete and total psychopath.



Meanwhile, Doctor Browning stood with Lt. Commander Chris Richards outside the oblong window that looked in on the kindergarten classroom. The pair peered through the slatted blinds.

Browning smiled. “The class is getting a real kick out of that blood.”

Richards grinned weakly. “It was a…creative idea.”

“I’m so glad he’s not feeling strange about his Changeling heritage,” Browning said. “Even though I don’t want the Founders to take Plato away, I do want him to realize that he does have their heritage as well as mine. It’s just a little harder to explain that part.”

“He’ll learn,” Richards said. “People find ways to adapt to such things.”

“How do you know?”

“I adapted to having an android for a daughter, didn’t I?”

“Good point.”

Speaking of which, I have to go give her circuits a cleaning. See you at lunch?”

“Sure.” Browning watched Richards leave. Shortly thereafter, Commander Conway walked by.

“Doctor,” Conway said. “Checking up on the old bundle of joy…and protoplasm?”

“Sure am,” Browning grinned. “And where are you headed?”

“My office,” Conway said quickly. “To, uh, get something.”

“Your eyes are dilated.” Browning grabbed one of Conway’s hands. “Your palms are sweaty, too. Are you back on white again?”

Conway’s cheek twitched. “What makes you say that?”

“David!”

“Ramada’klon gave me just a little bit!”

Browning grinded her teeth. “That’s not fair, David. If I beamed down to a planet full of marmalade and didn’t eat it, then you can’t go back on white. We had a deal!”

“We did?”

“No, it’s just the principal of the thing!” Browning grabbed Conway by the ear and dragged him after her down the corridor. “We’re going to Sickbay and getting you clean…once and for all!”

Conway sighed as he stumbled along after Browning. “You know, you remind me a lot of my mom.”

“Oh, grow up!”



NEXT:



When the Federation economy goes belly-up, they start looking for expendable items to get rid of. First on their list, planet Earth! Baxter’s not wild about that idea, and has to enlist the help of the Explorer and her crew to retake his planet. Will he stop the group of big-eared, short, foreign investors from squatting on the planet where he and many of the others grew up, or will he have to start looking for a new planet to call home? And what on Earth ever happened to former-Federation president Jaresh-Inyo? Find out in the next instalment of Star Traks: TVG, “This Item Earth!”




This Item Earth



“And you’ll see the living room is quite cozy, just the type of place where you could spend a long, lazy afternoon reading a book or immersing yourself in a holo role-laying game.”

Grinning from ear to ear, smelling of Chanel 285, Shirley, the Century 25 representative, looked absolutely ecstatic about the home.

Todd and Wilma Flaherty looked around the living room, nodding with approval at the wood paneling, latinum accents, and hardwood floors.

“I love it,” Wilma said, grabbing Todd’s arm and suqeezing. “It’s just perfect for us.”

“That’s it, then,” Todd said. “We’ll take it.”

“Well,” said Shirley, “let me just get my padd and we’ll do up the paperwork.”

Shirley stepped into the foyer and flipped through a small stack of padds on a nearby table.

“Here’s the one,” she said, and turned back toward the living room, just as she heard the bleep and clack of the front door unlocking. She turned toward the door. The two o’clock visitors were early.

A stout, blond man in a Starfleet uniform stepped in, looked at Shirley, and blinked.

“Who the hell are you?” he finally asked.

“Andy, I have a crapload of antiques here in the runabout for you to unload. Get back here!”

“One sec, Kelly,” the man said, and stared, annoyed, at the woman. He noted the Century 25 logo on her jacket. “My family bought this house nearly 400 years ago. Still checking up on us?”

“You must be Andy Baxter,” Shirley said dully. “We were warned about you.”

“Warned by who?”

“By your father.”

Baxter clenched his fist. “Damn it! He sent you to sell this house, didn’t he?”

Shirley glanced idly at one of her padds. “He does have the deed, Mister Baxter. There’s nothing you can do about it.”

“But I’ve lived here all my life.”

“Then this must be hard for you.”

It was then that Todd Flaherty poked his head out of the living room. “Miss Vasquez, could you tell me what this large beige stain under the living room rug is?”

“It’s hummus, you fool!” Baxter cried. “Now why don’t you get the hell out of my house!”

“Who the hell are you?” asked Todd.

“The one that spilled the hummus,” Baxter said, folding his arms.

“Mr. Baxter, you can’t be here,” the Realtor We’re authorized to sell this house for your father. All the paperwork has already been done.”

“We’ll see about that,” Baxter said, and stormed out of the front door. Moments later, Counselor Kelly Peterman stumbled through, arms loaded down with ornate metal lamps.

“Well,” she said, struggling under the weight of the lamps. “Someone give me a hand unloading these!”



Baxter glared gloomily out of the front windows of the USS Rio De Janeiro. The runabout was parked out in front of Baxter’s (former) house. He was just waiting for that Realtor to walk out those front doors. Then it would be phaser city.

“Sorry I didn’t tell you about that, Andy. Your mom felt you’d be too smarmy and sensitive about it,” Harlan Baxter said gutterally on the runabout Rio De Janeiro’s cockpit viewscreen. He and Lucille were sitting in bed in their cabin aboard the USS Pathfinder. Baxter had apparently waken them up. Too bad.

“Your father’s right,” agreed Lucille on the viewscreen. “It would have been easier if we just sold the house and then told you about it.”

“We were going to tell you…” said Harlan.

“…once I was powerless to stop you,” replied Baxter.

“You’re powerless to stop us either way,” Lucille said. “Just give up and let that ramshackle place go.”

Baxter’s lower lip trembled. “That’s…my…home.”

Harlan cleared his throat on the viewscreen. “Home is wherever you happen to be, boy. Like that flying mall of yours.”

“The Explorer’s not a mall, for one, and secondly, that ship is also my home. But it doesn’t mean you can sell my HOUSE!”

“It’s not your house. Check the deed,” said Harlan.

“Be glad we haven’t been charging you rent all these years,” added Lucille.

“I can stop you guys. I can buy that house!” Baxter replied.

“You and what money?” asked Lucille.

“I’ve been saving!”

Harlan rose an eyebrow. “Really?”

“I’m a starship captain…I have resources!”

“Do your worst.” And Lucille tapped the channel closed.

Counselor Peterman ducked into the runabout cockpit. “Another nice chat with Mom and Dad?” She sat down next to Baxter at the piloting console.

“About the same as usual,” Baxter muttered, folding his arms. “How dare they try and sell my house.”

“They do own it Andy.” Peterman stared out the Rio de Janeiro’s front windows, to see a man, woman, and two small children step out of a shuttlecraft and walk up to Baxter’s front door.

“More visitors,” Baxter said. “Arm the torpedoes.”

“Andy!”

“Just kidding.”

Peterman watched Baxter’s house thoughtfully. Who knew when the Century 25 people would ask them to remove the runabout because it looked tacky there on the front lawn? “So, I heard you telling them something about having enough credits to buy the house yourself?”

Baxter shrugged. “That was a bluff. Financially speaking, we’re broke.”

“Oh, just financially speaking.”

Baxter glanced at Peterman. “Yeah. But in love, we’re rich as kings.”

“That’s good to know. Still, I feel kind of bad buying those lamps now.”

Baxter turned to face Peterman. “Something tells me that wouldn’t have made a difference. Anyway, who needs money, right? It’s not like we’re in danger of losing our cabin on the Explorer, or worrying about where the next meal will come from. It’ll come from a replicator, or Janice.”

“Or a bad Gorn fast food place,” Peterman said, and belched. “Let’s never go there again.”

“My bean sprout soufflee was great,” Baxter said. “But that doesn’t help us get my damn house back.”

“There’s got to be a favor you can call in with someone.”

Baxter thought about that. “Actually…”



“Forget about it,” Lt. Commander Christopher Richards said, leaning back in his desk chair, in his engineer’s office, on the Explorer.

“But what about all the money you got for doing the Klingon soap opera?” Baxter asked on his terminal screen.

“The Klingons seized all my credits when they imprisoned and tried to kill me.”

“Damn,” Baxter said on the terminal screen. “What about Janice? She worked in the real world for a while.”

“She spent her credits a long time ago, mostly on obscure food items,” Richards replied, swinging in his chair to watch his engineers diagnose the warp core through his observation window.

“Well, then it’s useless,” Baxter said on the viewscreen.

“What do you care if they sell that house anyway?” Richards asked. “It’s not like you spend much time there.”

“It’s the principle of the thing, Chris. That house has sentimental value.”

“So did the Aerostar. And you blew that up.”

“Only as a last resort!”

“Looks like this is a no-win scenario too. Of course, you could just try to discuss the situation logically with your parents.”

Baxter sighed on the screen. “You’re right. This is a no- win situation.”

“Glad I could help. See you soon,” Richards said, and leaned forward to switch the terminal off.



“It’s this or nothing,” Baxter said, as he led the way down the corridor at Starfleet command.

“Appealing to a higher power?” Peterman asked wearily.

“Exactly.” Baxter stopped at a door and hit the call button.

After a seeming eternity, the door slid open to reveal Lt. Beth Monroe.

“You again,” she said monotonally. “What?”

“You can at least pretend you’re pleased to see me,” Baxter muttered.

“We want to see Velara,” said Peterman.

Monroe glared at Peterman. “COMMODORE Velara is in a meeting.”

Baxter shouldered his way in. “We’ll just be a minute. The conference room’s this way, if I remember?”

“You can’t go in there!” Monroe persisted, following Baxter into the office suite.

“Did I tell you I was reaaaaaaalllly sorry about that puma accident?” Peterman asked, pursuing Monroe.

“I should have known, as soon as I saw you two were taking a few days’ leave on Earth, that we wouldn’t be lucky enough not to run into you.”

“Lieutenant, I’m beginning to think you have repressed feelings of rage toward us. And me, in particular.”

Monroe whirled on a heel. “You think they’re repressed, huh? Well, allow me to RELEASE THEM!”

Peterman winced. “Uh-oh.”



Baxter poked his head into Velara’s office. She was seated across the table from Jean-Luc Picard.

“Hey there,” Baxter said, glancing down at Picard. “Still watching Days of Honor?”

“Ahem…uh…” Picard said, standing and straightening his uniform top. “I do not know what you’re talking about.” He grinned back at Velara. “Really.”

“But I saw you and Doctor Crusher at a convention not two years ago. Don’t you remember?” Baxter asked, stepping into Velara’s office.

“You must be mistaken.” Picard looked to Velara. “Now, I really must be going. I appreciate the offer, Velara, but I must decline.”

Velara clasped her hands and did her best not to look annoyed. “I expected that response. However, I am still disappointed.”

“Sorry about that,” Picard said. “Anyway, good luck.”

Velara frowned at Baxter. “Indeed. I expect I will need it.”

Baxter sat down opposite Velara and grinned casually, as Picard hurried out the door. “Nice to see him again. He’s looking well. Rested.”

“Indeed. You broke in on a meeting. I assume you must discuss an important Starfleet matter with me?”

Baxter shifted in his chair. “Not quite. Actually, I need a loan.”

“Excuse me?”

“My Dad’s trying to sell our house. I need to buy it in order to keep it.”

“You are asking Starfleet for money.”

“I’m sure they must have some credits lying around.”

“Do you not recall the Federation was on the verge of bankruptcy ten months ago when the Explorer project was terminated? Although the Critics and Directors had some influence on that decision, it still would have been made due to the vast financial drain the Explorer imposes on the Federation. The only reason the Federation’s economy did not collapse during that fragile time was because the Federation President took out an enormous loan.”

“That’s all news to me.”

“Don you not read the Federation News?”

Baxter grinned. “The funnies, mostly. Sometimes the sports section. Go Pioneers!”

“Captain, I consider you a friend. However, I also consider you intolerable.”

“That’s, uh, great to hear, Commodore.”

“I apologize for my emotional outburst. Starfleet has not been the same since the Federation became financially dependant. The Federation is no longer dedicated to the betterment of mankind. Now we must also consider profit margins, like common Ferengi…”

Baxter grinned uneasily. “So, what about that loan?”



Baxter and Peterman didn’t say much on the runabout ride out of Earth’s atmosphere. Baxter’s head still hurt from the padd Velara threw at him, and Peterman had a black eye, for reasons she would not go into.

“Ah, it’s good to see space again,” Baxter said, as he guided the runabout out of the last few layers of Earth’s clouds. The moon swung lazily by as he increased speed to full impulse and layed in a course out of the Terran system.

“It’ll be even better to see the Explorer again,” Peterman said. “Between you and me, Earth isn’t as fun as it used to be anymore.”

“We could have stopped to see your parents,” Baxter said, and stopped to swallow some bile at that thought. The last time he was at the Peterman ranch, he was trampled by an ark-sized herd of wild animals.

“Ever since you were put in prison they don’t think of you the same way, Andy.”

“That’s not fair. Look at my parents–they forgave me!”

“Your mom testified against you in the trial.”

“Minor details.”

“Anyway, they still need a bit of a cooling off period.”

“Maybe I’ll buy them an elephant or something.”

“You’re broke, remember?”

“Don’t remind me.”

Baxter plotted in the rest of the Rio de Janeiro’s course and prepared to lean back his chair and sleep for the seven hours it would take to reach the Explorer in the Tolan system.

He tapped the last few controls, and was about to hit “ENGAGE” when he saw a massive blob on the sensors. One giant ship, or else a fleet of ships, closing in on the Terran system.

“That’s funny,” he said, and leaned forward. “Honey, is the Daystrom Institute planning another jazz festival?”

“I don’t think so. The Kenny G android went crazy at the last one and nearly killed everyone, remember?”

“Yeah. Which makes me wonder why fifty ships are headed right for this system.”

Peterman leaned forward to check her own sensors. “My goodness! What could that be? An invasion fleet?”

“Could be,” Baxter said. “The Romulans, or the Breen, or something. I’d better alert Starfleet.”

Peterman watched the blob of ships close on the sensor screen as Baxter contacted Starfleet.

“Andy,” she said, glancing at the sensor information. “Those ships– they’re Ferengi.”

“You’re kidding me,” Baxter said. He glanced at his comm screen. “And Starfleet’s telling me to ignore them and proceed to our rendez-vous with the Explorer.”

“What an odd reaction.”

“Well, in any event, they’re coming out of warp in about a minute. We’ll wait for them to pass by and get some answers that way.” Baxter watched through the Rio’s front viewport as a swarm of Feregni marauders and larger vessels, cargo ships, came out of warp and whizzed by, causing the Rio to rock gently.

“I’m opening a channel to the lead ship,” Baxter said. Moments later, a scrunch-eyed Ferengi appeared on the viewscreen.

“This is the Tanganor. Liquidator Bink speaking.”

“Mr. Bink,” Baxter said. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Haven’t you heard the news?”

“He only reads the funnies and the sports section,” Peterman explained.

“Hah!” laughed the Ferengi. “The Federation must not be telling anyone. I guess they’re just too ashamed.”

“Ashamed of what?”

“They couldn’t pay off their loan! So we’re foreclosing.”

“On what?” asked Peterman.

The Ferengi rubbed his hands together. “On EARTH.”

Baxter sighed. “Boy, first my house and now this. When it rains, it pours.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54859.4. We’ve rendez-voused with the Explorer and set a course to Earth at maximum warp to try and figure out what the hell the Federation has done to my home planet. The Ferengi can’t just waltz in and take the place, can they?



“They just waltzed right in and took the place, Kelly!” Ron Peterman said on the bridge viewscreen. In her customary chair at Baxter’s left, Peterman shook her head woefully.

“And the animals?”

“They’re set to be auctioned off in two days.”

“How’s mom?”

“In need of some counseling, to be sure.”

“Hold on, Dad. We’ll be there soon!”

“Close the channel, J’hana,” Baxter said, and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He watched the stars on the viewscreen, tapping his foot nervously.

Suddenly the turbolift doors at the back of the bridge opened. Baxter glanced back. Commander Conway stepped out, sipping coffee casually.

“So. We at Earth yet?” he asked, rounding his way down to the command center. He sat at Baxter’s right.

“In about twenty minutes,” Baxter said. “And why are you so damned calm?”

“Let’s be honest here,” Conway said. “It’s just another planet, right?”

“JUST another planet?” Peterman asked. “It’s our home!”

“Speak for yourself. I grew up on Mars.” Conway sipped again. “We’re not selling that, are we?”

“I think we’re leasing it from them,” Baxter said dully, and turned his attention back to the viewscreen.

“If it were Betazed we were selling, I doubt you’d be so gung-ho about stopping the Ferengi,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said, swinging around in her chair at sciences.

“Probably not,” Baxter said, leaning back in his chair. “This isn’t just another Federation member-world. This is the world that STARTED the Federation. This is where all of our roots are, no matter what planet we’re from.”

“The oceans are way too cold,” Tilleran said, and turned her attention back to her sensors.

“The night life is substandard,” Lt. Commander J’hana added, and sat back in her chair at tactical.

Baxter shook his head. “I don’t believe this. Isn’t anyone here but me and my wife the least bit worried about losing Earth? …Anyone?”



The Explorer streaked into the Terran system, to come face to face with a ring of Ferengi ships blockading Earth. It made Baxter’s stomach curdle.

“Sir,” J’hana said, checking her sensors. “I am detecting a large concentration of Starfleet vessels around Earth. Several starships, and a dozen or so heavy freighters.”

“The moving crew,” Peterman said coldly.

“Let’s get this overwith,” Baxter said. “Raise the lead Ferengi ship.” Baxter stood and straightened his uniform.

After a few moments’ wait, Bink, the scrunch-eyed Ferengi, again appeared on the viewscreen. “What? You again?”

“I’m back. This time with a bigger ship,” Baxter said. He caught Conway glaring at him out of the corner of his eye. Obviously, the Commander wasn’t sure what Baxter planned on doing. That made two of them.

“Here to pick up your belongings? Take up orbit over Africa. There’s some space there.”

“I’m not moving my things. I want Earth back.”

The Ferengi laughed, a high-pitched squeal that made Baxter want to cover his ears. “You want Earth back, eh? You don’t have the latinum, hu-mon.”

“How much latinum, incidentally?” Baxter asked, pulling at his collar.

“One point five billion bars, four strips, eight slips,” the Ferengi said casually. “In Federation credits, that’s about 50 billion. Will this be cash or charge?” Another squeal that made Baxter want to blow his ship up then and there.

“I don’t quite have that, but surely there’s room for some kind of negotiation. An extension on our loan.”

“Forget about it. Jaresh-Inyo was late on his payment. Earth was collateral. We’re collecting.

“And he didn’t feel the need to tell us?”

“You must be devestated. Ta-ta!”

“Wait!” said Baxter, holding out a desparate hand. “My house…on the middle-east coast of North America…”

“All that’s going to be leveled to make the biggest casino in the quadrant. Bye now.”

The Ferengi blipped off the screen and Baxter stared down at the deck.

“Orders, sir?” Lt. Commander Larkin asked, turning around in her chair at ops, to Baxter’s left.

“Take us into orbit above Africa. I need to get my things.”



Baxter stared out at the vast, smooth, sandy plain. It extended as far as he could see, flat and featureless. In the approximate area where he was standing, he once had a house.

Next to him, Counselor Peterman touched his shoulder. “I know this looks bad, Andy.”

To his left, Commander Conway sipped at his drink. “They work really fast. When he said ‘going to be leveled,’ he must have meant ‘has been leveled.’”

Lt. Commander Tilleran was crouched, studying the sand with a tricorder. “High-powered demolition phasers. Took out all buildings, plant and animal life within hundreds of square kilometers. The whole eastern shore of what used to be Maryland.”

Lt. Commander J’hana huffed. “They are efficient redecorators.”

Baxter clinched his fist, trembling.

“Andy…” Peterman looked in his eyes. “You’ve got that same insane look you had when they took the Explorer away from you. Don’t do anything rash here. Remember…you still have me…and the Explorer.”

“That’s right, Captain,” Conway said. “And I can show you some great properties on Mars. You can get in on my time-share, if you want.”

Baxter glanced at Peterman, smiled. Turned to Conway, smiled. Then stamped his feet in the dust like a four-year- old.

“NONONONONONONONONONONONO!”



Baxter stormed through the doors to the President’s Suite at Federation headquarters in Paris, Peterman and Conway following meekly after. Outside the bay window, the Eiffel tower was being dismantled.

“Can I help you?” asked the prim, thin blonde woman at the front desk, right outside the President’s office. Everything in the room was boxed up.

He leaned on the desk, bore a hard, cold stare into her eyes. “I want to see the president!”

“Uh, sir…why don’t I–”

“Forget about it!”

He kicked open the door to the President’s office and stormed in.

No one there.

Baxter turned on a heel toward the door that adjoined the President’s office with the Vice President’s. He kicked that door open and barreled through.

Vice President Maruac, a pale, narrowly-built man in an all-black suit, was bent over a few boxes, collecting his things.

Baxter grabbed his shoulder and hoisted him to standing. “Alrighty! Mr. Vice President, I want some explanations and NOW!”

Maruac just shrugged.

“Why did you let Earth get sold like that! How could you let something like that happen to our home, you pale-faced son of a bitch!”

Maruac stumbled backwards, toward the exit, but came face to face with Conway and Peterman, who folded their arms and blocked the door.

“You stay put,” Peterman said. “You’re not leaving this room until we hear some kind of explanation.”

Maruac’s eyes watered with fear.

“I SAID TALK!” cried Baxter.



“That was so embarassing,” Counselor Peterman said, walking with Baxter along the grassed quad at the center of the Starfleet Command compound in San Francisco.

“Who knew that guy was mute,” Conway said. “Just because he always stood behind the President, not saying anything.”

“I’ve got to start watching the news,” Baxter muttered. He looked around the buildings of Starfleet Command regretfully. Shuttles were parked everywhere, being loaded up by Starfleet personnel.

“Why do you think they didn’t tell anyone about the move-out?” asked Petersren.

“They didn’t want a riot,” Conway said. “Which they most certainly would have had. Goodness knows there are plenty of people like your husband who get all kooky about things like having their homes taken away.”

Baxter gritted his teeth angrily. “So the Federation Council just let Earth fall away, without a fight. Meanwhile, people all over this planet are no doubt scrambling to evacuate, before the Ferengi fine them for trespassing.”

“It certainly doesn’t seem equitable,” said Peterman.

“If that’s a pun it’s not funny,” Baxter muttered, veering into the doorway of one of the buildings.

“Sorry.”



“The ships are quite well-equipped, and you’ll see here that the mission parameters allow you to–” Velara paused in her nearly-vacant office, her ears mildly twitching. “Oh no.”

“What?” asked Admiral Edward Jellico, turning in his chair.

“Trouble is coming.”

Baxter stormed in, trailed by Peterman and Conway.

“You should have told me, Velara,” he said. He looked to Jellico. “Hi there. Andy Baxter, captain of the Explorer.”

Jellico shook Baxter’s hand. “Ed Jellico. What seems to be the problem?”

“This minor matter of Earth being sold to the Ferengi.”

“Yeah, damned embarassing for us,” Jellico said. “But really, what can we do? All the contracts were signed a year ago. Anyway, I hear Vulcan’s quite nice this time of year.”

“Yes,” said Velara. “It is.”

“VULCAN?” asked Peterman.

“That is where Starfleet and the Federation are moving their headquarters, Counselor,” said Velara. “As soon as I am done with this… appointment, I shall board the Pathfinder and go there myself.”

“How could you not tell us?” Baxter asked Velara.

Velara rose an eyebrow. “We at Starfleet Command only found out this morning.”

“VULCAN?” Peterman asked again. “That hot, sweltering rock?”

“The air is quite temperate this time of year, actually,” Velara said placidly.

“There’s nothing to do there,” Conway said. “No good restaurants. Awful holodeck facilities. Vulcan sucks!”

“Thank you for your input,” Velara said, and stood. “Now, if all of you will excuse Admiral Jellico and me, we must resume our conversation. I will meet with you at your convenience once I arrive at Vulcan.”

Baxter turned on a heel. “Fine, then. Give up on Earth. You may not have a sense of homeplanet pride, but I sure do. Come on, guys.”

Peterman and Conway backed out of the office.

“I love your desk,” Conway said quietly, and followed the others out of the room.

“I’d better get back to my office,” Jellico said, standing.

“And my offer?” asked Velara.

Jellico glanced back at the door to Velara’s office. He could hear Baxter’s pedantic ramblings fading off in the distance. “I don’t think so. We’ll have lunch one day after we all get settled in on Vulcan.”



“That damn Federation president,” Lucille Baxter said, perched angrily in her command chair. “I knew we should have voted for the other guy.”

Next to her, Harlan Baxter cleared his throat and shifted in his chair. “Hrmrmrmmm…I voted for the other guy.”

“AND YOU DIDN’T TELL ME?”

“Captain,” said Lt. Commander DiSalvo from tactical. “Your son and two of his officers just beamed aboard. He is demanding to talk to you.”

“You let him just beam aboard?” Lucille said, turning in her chair to face DiSalvo. “No transport scramblers? Shields?”

“Sir, we are in the midst of evacuating Federation citizens. We’ve been beaming people up for the last hour.”

“Right. Whatever. Have them brought here.”

“They’re already on their way.”

Harlan grunted. “He’s gonna be mad, Lucille.”

“It’s not our fault that little house he loved so much got leveled. I was quite happy just to sell it. Now, thanks to that imbecile Inyo, we won’t even get paid for the house.”

“Like we need money,” Harlan grumbled.

“We do now that Starfleet’s broke! Thank goodness the Vulcans find rent illogical!”

“Grrmmmmm…nest egg…” Harlan said, shaking his head and puffing on a cigar. “Few bars of latinum.”

“Yes, yes, yes. I know you’ve been planning for the collapse of the Federation economy for decades now. Good for you!”

Then the doors to the bridge slid open and Baxter walked in, with Peterman and Conway.

“Mom, Dad,” he said, circling to the front of the bridge. “Good to see you guys. How are things?”

“Rmmm…retirement…” Harlan murmurred. “Lucille’d driving me batty.”

“That makes two of us,” Lucille snapped and turned to Baxter. “Good to have you aboard, son. To what do we owe this pleasure?”

“Did you know?”

Lucille chuckled. “Know about what?”

“Very funny.”

Lucille’s smile disappeared. She looked back at Harlan. “Some of us had our suspicions.”

“How could you let something like this happen?” Baxter asked. “You and Dad are part of the old guard of Starfleet! You’re supposed to preserve all that’s great about humanity for the next generation…for people like me and Kelly, and our children…”

Peterman’s lip trembled. “Our…our children, Andy?”

“Quiet, I’m berating my parents here,” Baxter snapped.

“You’re a grown man, Andy,” Lucille said, rising from her chair. She marched over to stare up at Baxter, who was a good half-meter taller than she. “You fight your own battles. We’re content to retire on Tellar, or Gornathon. If you want Earth back so bad, why don’t you get it back? Your father and I are way too old to fight your battles for you.”

“She really told you,” Conway grinned from behind Baxter, who immediately thrust an elbow back into the commander’s gut.



Captain Baxter marched purposefully onto the bridge of the Explorer, which wasn’t fully staffed because many crewmembers had gone down to retrieve precious items from Earth before it was totally renovated by the Ferengi. Larkin was in the command chair, watching the viewscreen blankly.

“What do you plan on doing, Andy?” Peterman asked, following Baxter into his readyroom.

“Conway, you have the bridge,” he barked over his shoulder, and stepped around his desk as the readyroom door slid shut.

Peterman stood on the other side of Baxter’s desk. “I’m waiting.”

“Mom was right. Earth is ours more than it’s theirs now. It’s our job to get it back.” Baxter turned to look out of the oval observation window behind him. “And here I thought the Ferengi weren’t going to be a problem anymore with that nice guy Rom in charge. Huh. I may not read the news but I know that much. This Bink fellow must be some kind of reactionary.”

“A greedy splinter group, maybe?” Peterman suggested.

“Perhaps.”

Peterman sat opposite Andy, reached out to grab his hand as he worked his desktop terminal with the other hand. “So…again…what are you planning?”

“I’m planning to swallow all my pride and vomit it up,” Baxter said.



“You’ve got to be kidding!” Bradley Dillon said, swinging back and forth in his high-backed, plush chair, in the grandiose offices of Dillon Enterprises, on Waystation.

“I assure you, I’m not,” Baxter said, looking resolved on Bradley’s latinum-encrusted desktop terminal. “I want you to buy Earth back.”

“Ridiculous. I already looked into it. They want a third of my fortune!”

“You can afford it. A few choice investments and you’d be back on your feet.”

“You have no idea what it takes to run a huge financial empire, Captain Baxter,” Bradley said, leaning forward toward the terminal screen. “I can’t just dump an investment that big into one purchase. Especially one that would essentially pay no dividends.”

“The dividends are that you would save Earth! You’d be a hero!”

“Not good enough. Anyway, I don’t much care for the Ferengi. I’d hate to see that much of my money go into their pockets.”

“Think of the greater good here, Mister Dillon!” Baxter insisted. “This is Earth we’re talking about!”

“I’m quite comfortable taking my vacations on Risa,” Bradley said easily.

Baxter appeared speechless. “Mr. Dillon,” he said, after a pause. “Would you hold one moment please?”

“Sure, but not for long. Time is money, as they say.”

Baxter chuckled uneasily. “Right.”



“You’re going about this all wrong,” Captain Lisa Beck said, pacing Ops and watching Baxter’s pleading, sickening sad puppy-dog expression on the view-wall.

“How so?” Baxter asked. Beck could tell he was moments away from busting out crying, in which case she’d have to choke herself to death.

Beck leaned heavily on the science console. “For starters, you’re appealing to his sense of goodness, and to his soul.”

“He doesn’t have either,” said Lt. Commander Craig Porter, who manned the science station.

Baxter nodded. “Okay. So what DO I appeal to?”

“Greed, vanity…who cares? Pick one!” replied Beck.

“Right. Thanks for the help, Captain.”

“Don’t mention it. Just remember, I’m doing this for one reason, and one reason only.”

“For friendship? For comraderie?”

“For North Carolina. Good luck, Captain.”



“Back,” Baxter said, winking back onto Bradley Dillon’s screen.

“Goody,” Bradley said, clasping his hands. “So, can I arrange to open up another shop in your mall? My chain of shoe stores is doing really well this season.”

“You can have all that and more if you just give us the 50 billion credits.”

“This is becoming annoying. What could you possibly offer me?” Bradley asked.

Baxter rolled his eyes thoughtfully. “Hmmm. Let’s see…how about we make you an ambassador? Or how about a member of the President’s cabinet?

Bradley’s eyes lit up at that. “That’s a fantastic idea, Captain. But I’ll go you one better.”

Baxter’s face fell. “Uh-oh.”



Captain Baxter rushed out on to the Explorer bridge. “Find me Vice President Maruac,” he barked at J’hana. “And find me someone who can speak mime.”

“What’s the plan?” Commander Conway said from the command chair.

“Simple,” Baxter said. “We need to make Bradley Dillon leader of the Federation.”

Conway folded his arms and harrumphed. “Oh. Is that all?”

“Just keep quiet,” Baxter said. “J’hana?”

“Doctor Browning is on her way up,” J’hana said. “Apparently she is fluent in mime.”

“Figures,” said Peterman.

“And Maruac is on his ship, standing by for departure.”

“Put him on screen,” Baxter said, straightening his uniform top again and approaching the viewscreen.

The pale-faced vice president appeared on the viewscreen and looked worried as soon as he saw Baxter.

“I’m not going to hurt you again,” Baxter said. “I’m very sorry about that. I really think we got off on the wrong foot.”

Maruac waved a hand forgivingly. He smiled.

“Glad you don’t hold a grudge,” he said. “Now, what if I told you I had a way for us to get Earth back?”

Maruac smiled wider, then began waving his hands around in an intricate series of gestures.

“All you have to do is replace the current president with Bradley Dillon.”

Maruac’s face fell. More gestures.

Just then, Dr. Browning stumbled out of the turbolift, covered in chili. Her apron said “Don’t Assimilate the Chef.” She took her place on the quarterdeck, behind the railing that surrounded the command chairs.

“Plato had an accident,” she explained, studying the viewscreen. “Hear you need a mime interpreter?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “You speak mime?”

“I went to mime school for a brief time before I entered Starfleet Academy.”

“What made you quit?” asked Peterman.

“At a birthday party, someone threw a rock at me.”

“I see,” said Baxter. “Now, if you’ll be so kind…” He pointed at the viewscreen.

Browning squinted at the Vice President as he waved his hands and waggled his fingers. “Let’s see here…former President Inyo was…comitted…to… Tantalus…one year ago…”

“What?” Baxter demanded.

Browning watched Maruac. “Nervous breakdown… stress, I guess. He was removed from office…two years ago…”

“HOW DID WE NOT KNOW THAT?” Baxter demanded.

“We were in deep space for much of that time,” Lt. Commander Larkin offered from ops.

“I have GOT to start watching the news,” Baxter said, scrubbing a hand down his face.

“What about all those times he visited the ship with Admiral McGrath?” Conway asked. “He wasn’t President then? Did McGrath lie to us?”

Browning again looked to Maruac. “McGrath is…his… roomate…at… Tantalus…not something we like to talk about.”

“I hate politics,” Baxter said, and returned his attention to Maruac. “So who’s been running the Federation since then?”

Browning watched. “He has, Captain. On an interim basis. They’re still searching for a new one.”

“Well, sir, we have one for you,” Baxter said, grinning. “Mister Bradley Dillon. If he gets to be President, we get Earth back. And you look like the man who saved one of the Federation’s most prized posessions.”

“He says, ‘don’t we need an election’?” Browning said.

Baxter glared at Conway and Peterman then looked back at Maruac. “Trust me, sir. Elections just don’t work. Do we have a deal?”

Maruac shrugged.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”



Liquidator Bink watched the exchange between Baxter and Maruac on the viewscreen in his office, formerly the office of the Commander-in-Chief of Starfleet Command, in San Francisco.

“Krungor, get in here,” he finally said, switching the screen off.

His tall, purple, gangly assistant, from a race that seemed bred specifically to serve the Ferengi, stood ready at the doorway to the office.

“Mmmmmm?” he grunted.

“A Starfleet captain is going to try to get Earth back. He’s going to get that Bradley Dillon to buy it. The sickening thing is that the hu-mon scum can easily afford it.” Bink scurried over to the huge, ornate C-in-C’s desk and hopped on top of it.

“Mmmmmm…”

“Krungor, you have to stop this transaction before it starts. The Ferengi have stood idly by watching the Federation, the Klingons, and even the Romulans be heroes, while they recklessly expend their latinum and precious resources. But now it’s time for us to shine. I don’t care how much Bradley Dillon pays us. We can’t release Earth. If we do, there’ll be no hope for us overturning the shambles that cursed Nagus Rom has made of our planet!”

“Mmmmmmmmmmmm!”

“I don’t care if I’m going against the Nagus’s wishes. I want this planet, and I want Federation citizens for years to come to have to pay US for the honor of visiting here, you got it?”

“Mmm?”

“Simple. You stop Captain Baxter. And Bradley Dillon, if he gives you any trouble. Now go!”



“Are you sure this is wise?” Commander Walter Morales, first officer of Waystation and pilot of the scout ship Wayward, asked as he slid into the two-level scout ship’s front piloting chair.

Captain Beck shook her head as she took the tactical/ communications station that sat behind and to the right of the piloting chair.

“No, I’m not. Ready engines. Prepare to release docking clamps.”

“Done and done,” Morales said. He swung in his chair to face Beck. “Captain, if we let Bradley Dillon become President of the Federation, we’ll never live it down! Think of how uncomfortable he’s made us since he became a billionaire!”

“I second that,” Porter said, taking a seat behind science/operations.

“I agree with both of you. But Bradley is our only hope to get Earth away from the Ferengi. If making him president means I can go to North Carolina without having to pay the Ferengi a pile of latinum, then so be it.”

“These are awful times, Captain,” said Morales.

“You don’t have to tell me. Plot a course for the Terran system. Mr. Porter, detach us from Waystation.”

Just then, Bradley Dillon strolled through the hatch that led into the Wayward’s cockpit and stood next to Beck. He wore a shiny black tux. “Oh, how great it is to see you, Captain!”

“Stow it, Bradley. It’s a long trip to the Terran system.”

“Watch your tone, Captain. I’m about to become your President.”

“Don’t remind me.” Beck sunk low in her chair as the Wayward dropped from its docking arm and thrusted forward away from Waystation. With the punch of a button, Morales sent the little ship jumping into warp.

“Still sure this is the right thing to do?” Porter whispered as Bradley left to go to his tiny cabin and check on his hair once again. No doubt the press would be a mob scene.

“No, Craig. I am very far from sure.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54860.3. It’s been nearly 24 hours since Earth was handed over to the Ferengi. I’ll give this to Starfleet, they’re efficient movers. I’ve stood by on my bridge watching fleets of Starfleet vessels warp away to Vulcan, loaded down with priceless art, chunks of the Statue of Liberty, and Mount Rushmore, which had to be carefully shaved off that mountain in North Dakota. Or is it South Dakota? Anyway, the evacuation of Earth is proceeding apace, and we’ve been volunteered, by Velara, to help out.



“And how many in your party?” Counselor Peterman asked, holding a padd and waiting patiently at the cargo bay transporter.

“One thousand,” said the dark-skinned, loinclothed man. “We are from the largest tribe in New Guinea.”

“And the one with the most fashion sense, no doubt,” Peterman said. “Anyway, we can’t hold a thousand people. Some of your people are going to have to go to the Pathfinder, or the Alexis. Okay?”

“As you wish. I still do not understand what is happening. We were content to stay on Earth and live in peace with these…Ferengi.”

“You don’t say. Well, I’m not in charge of who gets moved where. I hear Bolarus is beautiful this season. Ensign Holly will show you the way to your cabins.”

Ensign Chris Holly led the group away and Peterman sighed.

Her communicator chirped. “Baxter to Peterman. How many does that make?”

“We’re holding close to nine hundred. That’s in addition to our regular crew, and all the luggage. We’re packed to the gills, Andy.”

“I’ll tell Starfleet we’re ready to get underway.”

“That’s no good. Don’t we have to stick around to assure that Bradley Dillon gets coronated, or whatever?”

“Bolarus is only a few hours away at maximum warp. We’ll be back in plenty of time.”

“If you say so,” Peterman muttered, hugging her padd.

“Is there something wrong? You don’t sound yourself.”

“Well…when you were preaching to your parents about saving the Earth. You mentioned our children…”

“I was speaking generically.”

“I see. Well, what about not generically. What about OUR children?”

“Whoa, Kelly, something just blew up on Deck Ten. I have to check it out. See you soon!”

Peterman sighed. “Right.”



Baxter stepped out into Ship’s Shoppes and immediately wished he hadn’t. The entire facility was booming with screams and shouts; people of all races and denominations were at each other’s throats. It was mayhem. “Baxter to security! What the hell’s going on in the mall?”

“A riot, apparently,” responded Lt. Commander J’hana’s calm voice.

“And where are you?”

“Right at the epicenter of it. Near the fountain.”

Baxter looked over the second-floor railing, down at the fountain. “Oh, right. I see you. What happened?”

“Arghh….oh, well, apparently the French and the Aleutian Islanders got into an arguement over who got who out of World War III. It was either that or a disagreement about table manners, I can’t be sure!”

“We can’t afford to have Terrans tearing each other apart. I’m filling this place with anesthezine.”

“But Captain, what about me and my staff?”

“Pleasant dreams!”



Baxter walked down the corridor toward the Captain’s Mess in hope of finding a decent lunch. He’d need to stock up on ruffage if he was to transport 900 Earth refugees and go back and save the planet.

He tapped in the code to the door to the Captain’s private dining room and stepped in. He came face to face with an eight-foot- tall purple, veined creature.

“Hello. I think you’re in the wrong room. Ship’s mess is eight doors down.”

“ARRNNNNNNNNN!” cried the creature.

“Oh. The bathroom. That’s two decks up. Section Baker. I’ll show you the–”

“GARNNNNNNN!” The creature grabbed Baxter by the throat and hoisted him, flailing, into the air.

“Oh. It’s the Constellation Club you want. That’s one deck down, all the way forward.”

The creature bashed Baxter repeatedly against the Captain’s Mess bulkhead. “GARRGGGGGARRRRRAAAAAAAR RRRRR!”

He let Baxter drop to the deck, frazzled.

Baxter looked woefully up at the creature. “I give up. I can’t figure out where you’re trying to go.”

The creature rattled out a sigh and pulled a padd out of his suitcoat pocket. He tapped busily at the padd and handed it to Baxter.

Baxter scratched his bruised head and read the padd:



STOP TRYING TO SAVE EARTH OR YOU AND YOUR CREW WILL BE KILELED



SINCERELY, KRUNGOR



“I get it now,” Baxter said. “But you misspelled ‘killed.’ See, you put ‘kileled.’ I can understand, what with those giant fingers. It must be hard for you to type.”

“GARGGGG!”

“Oh, right,” Baxter said, as the creature picked him up and body-slammed him, and all was dark.



The first thing Baxter saw when he opened his eyes was the concerned face of Commander Conway, in Sickbay.

“Lunchtime is a dangerous time, Captain. Trouble at every turn.”

Baxter leaned up on his elbows on the biobed. “This isn’t funny, Conway. The Ferengi sent someone to rough me up. To get me to stop trying to get Earth back.”

“Oh. That explains all these injuries,” Conway said dumbly, pointing at the diagram of Baxter’s body on the biobed viewscreen. Several zones of the diagram were highlighted red.

Dr. Browning walked up and pushed Baxter gently back down on the bed. “Lie still, Andy. The idea is for you to heal.”

“I have to find that guy. Before he gets to one of you.” Baxter looked at Conway. “Well, before he gets to someone I care about, anyway.”

“Ouch. You wound me, Captain.”

“This isn’t funny.” Baxter swung his legs over the biobed and stood. “Where’s Kelly?”

“Walking her pets in the arboretum,” Browning said.

“Have a security team go and make sure she’s okay. Meanwhile, we’ve got a purple guy to catch. I’m going to need a team to join us ASAP.”

“That’s going to be tough,” Conway said, following Baxter toward the Sickbay door. “Half of our security squad is in the next room passed out from anesthezine.”

“Who could have done that,” Baxter mused, stepping out of Sickbay.

“HOLD ON!” cried Browning, rushing up behind Baxter. “If you’re not going to let me treat you, at least let me give you something for the pain.”

“Janice, that’s really not–”

PSSSSSSSSSSSHHHHHT!

And suddenly Deck 12 was happy, groovy colors.

“Right on, Janice,” Baxter said, kissed Browning on the head, and marched off down the corridor, with Conway on his heels.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve arrived at Bolarus and dropped off our payload of Earthpeople. Unfortunately, our purple guest was not among them. We still can’t find him, which leads me to wonder how on Earth such a large man can hide himself so effectively. At any rate, we’re headed back to Earth, which we are bent on getting back. Do you hear me, big purple man? We’re getting it BACK!



Baxter marched out of his readyroom purposefully, looking out at the viewscreen and marveling at the stars that streaked toward the Explorer. Things still looked a little swirly and colorful from the blast of drugs Janice gave him, but he shook it off.

“Status?”

Lt. Commander Larkin turned at her station. “All systems are nominal. We are on course for Earth, at a speed of Warp 9.95. We will arrive within the hour. And Counselor Peterman’s groundhog just relieved itself on my station.”

“Very good,” Baxter said, circling around to his command chair. True, the bridge smelled like a barnyard, what with the lion’s share, pardon the pun, of Peterman’s pets scattered about, in the readyroom, in the conference room, in the bathroom, and all about the decks of the bridge. But better that than they be slaughtered by that purple monstrosity.

A ring of security officers and deputized crew circled the bridge, watching the entrance points, turbolifts, and Jeffries tube access hatches, phaser rifles at the ready.

The senior staff were all at their stations. Browning and Richards had taken position at the engineering console, Mirk and Hartley at Auxillary Environmental control, opposite Tilleran’s science station. J’hana had since woken up and taken her own station.

“No sign of purple guys,” Lt. Ford said, studying the helm controls. “For now.”

“No one’s getting to us,” Baxter said. “I’ve made allowances for every eventuality.”

In her chair, at Baxter’s left, Peterman nodded. “Good work, honey.”

“Now all we have to do is make it to Earth, get the planet back, and go collect everyone we sent off,” Conway grumbled.

“As I said, I have everything under control,” Baxter said confidently. Then panels all over the bridge started blowing up.

Richards swung behind the engineering panel amidst smoke and sparks. “Someone just blew out every relay in the warp core! We just dropped out of warp! The core is on overload!”

“Helm controls are offline!” Ford cried. “As is the brothel on Deck Twelve!”

“We have a brothel?” demanded Conway over the din of alert klaxons.

“No, but if we did, it would be offline!”

Baxter glanced around the bridge as the lights flickered, and as the engines made a horrible whine sound. “Well… someone do something!”

Tilleran spun in her chair to check her science station. “Something’s blowing out every sector in the computer core, one by one! If I can’t stop it, everything that’s automated on the ship will blow out!”

“Including my coffeemaker?”

Baxter glared at Conway. “Tilleran, Richards…stabilize those systems!”

“What do you mean ‘STABILIZE’?” asked Richards, over the alert trills. “Our warp engines are dead. I just dropped the core! Whoever did this knew just how to stop us. This ship isn’t going anywhere for days!”

“Computer core’s gone,” Tilleran said, as the lights on every panel around the ship went out. “The backup too!”

Baxter stood to look around the bridge, which went dark then quickly lit up red. “That purple guy did not look like an engineering expert.”

Hartley stared at the smoke-filled chaos the bridge had now become. “I guess appearances are deceiving!” Chickens and dogs sqwawked and barked. It was like a damn barnyard.

Baxter approached Mirk. “Mirk? What about your powers?”

Mirk shrugged. “I’m good, Captain. But not that good.”

“It was worth a shot.”

“Sir,” said Tilleran. “We have more of a problem than you think. Without the computer cores, not only are we out of power, but we have no way to maintain life support. This ship will be unlivable in a matter of hours.”

“Well,” Baxter sighed. “How do you like that? Fine, then. If these guys want to play hardball, we’ll do that. Commander Conway, Doctor Browning, I want you to get everyone aboard escape pods, shuttles, and runabouts. Anything with an independant life support system. Send out a distress call. Larkin, Tilleran, and J’hana will accompany me to Earth aboard the Escort to make sure Bradley Dillon makes it to his coronation on time. Oh, and everyone grab a pet. They can’t climb ladders, you know.”

“I’m going too,” Peterman said, as the bridge crew, pets, and security officers poured into the pair of Jeffries’ tube hatches on either side of the bridge.

Baxter struggled under Charlie’s weight as he shimmied down the ladder. Peterman was above him, grappling with Ozzie the Osprey.

“I’m not going to bother going into the ‘it’s too dangerous’ lecture, honey!”

“Good. Then it’s settled. I’m going.”

“No, that’s not what I meant. I meant…”

“See you on the Escort.”

“But…”

“I’m going.”

“She has your gonads in a sack, Captain. Give in and let her control you.”

“Shut up, J’hana!”



“So we had a minor setback,” Captain Baxter explained on the small viewscreen above the forward window on the scoutship Wayward.

Sitting the tactical/communications console, Captain Beck huffed. “Sounds like more than a ‘minor setback,’ Captain. Your ship was effectively taken out.”

“The point is, we’re underway again.” Baxter was seated in the command chair on the cramped bridge of his own companion ship, USS Escort.

“What is our plan?” Beck asked, dreading that she had to ask Baxter that.

“I’m thinking that the Ferengi will try to stop you and Mister Dillon from getting to Earth. They don’t want to sell it back to us for some reason.”

“So how do we get it back?” asked Craig Porter from sciences.

“If Bradley Dillon throws enough money at them, they’ll do whatever we want them to. It’s in their nature.”

“Thank goodness we have a student of sociology at our disposal,” Beck said dryly.

“Listen. Just alter your course to meet us before we get to the Terran system. I want you to give us Bradley Dillon, then simulate his readings on your own ship. Try to confuse the Ferengi. Can you do that?”

Beck glanced over at Bradley, who’d been standing beside her, listening to the conversation with detached amusement. “Sure we can. We’ll just turn up our arrogance emitters to maximum.”

“You wound me, Captain,” Bradley said with a smirk. He turned to regard Baxter on the viewscreen. “Let me get this straight, Captain. People will try to kill us to stop us from buying Earth back?”

Baxter sighed. “Looks like it, Mister Dillon.”

“I don’t like the sound of that at all.”

“Well, you don’t have much of a choice. You want to be President, you have to start taking risks.”

“I guess so. But I don’t have to like it.”

Baxter frowned on the viewscreen. “What became of that small businessman that risked his life to save his alternate self on the alternate Waystation a couple years back?”

“He became a large buisnessman rich enough to pay people to do things like this. Regardless, I’ll go along with you. As long as I can get some assurance that I’ll get out of this alive, and in office?”

“Oh, you have my personal gaurantee.” Baxter grinned.

“That’s good enough for me. Close channel, Mister Morales and continue on our course.”

Morales glanced back at Beck, who nodded. “Go ahead, Commander.” She looked at Bradley and laughed. “Personal guarantee. Hah.”

“What?” Bradley asked. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing.”



“Commander Larkin, take us out of warp,” Baxter said, as the Escort streaked into the Andromeda system, just a few parsecs from Earth. Peterman stood beside Baxter, fidgeting with her fingers. “Problems, honey?” Baxter asked.

“You could say that. What makes you think we’ll get through the Ferengi blockade? They’re bound to put up a fight, you know.”

Baxter patted the arm of his command chair. “The Escort will get us through. Don’t you worry about that.”

“I am worried, and I don’t see myself loosening up anytime soon.”

“Suit yourself.”

Tilleran’s panel bleeped. “Captain,” she said. “I just detected the Wayward entering the system. They’re on a course to rendez-vous with us.”

Baxter straightened in his chair. “J’hana, lower shields and get ready to beam Bradley over here.”

“Ready,” said J’hana.

“Do it.”

After a few moments, J’hana checked her panel. “He’s aboard.”

“Put Captain Beck on screen.”

“Aye, sir.”

Baxter watched Beck appear on the viewscreen. “Captain. Ready to go get our planet back?”

Beck rolled her eyes. “No. I’m just out here for my health.”

“That’s the spirit. We’ll lead the way.”

“Goody. Try to keep in one piece. Wayward out.”

Beck blinked on the screen and Baxter gestured to Larkin. “Commander, resume our course for Earth. Maximum Warp.”

“Aye, sir.”

Baxter turned to Peterman. “I think Captain Beck is softening toward me.”

“Sure, Andy. I’d better go check on Mr. Dillon.”

Baxter nodded. “Make sure he brought his checkbook.”



Ten minutes later, Baxter was perched in the command chair, studying a padd.

“You’ve been abnormally quiet,” Tilleran noted.

Baxter said nothing.

“Why don’t you just read his mind and see what he’s thinking,” J’hana suggested.

“Because that’s not nice.”

“And since when did you care if mind-reading was ‘nice’?”

Tilleran shrugged. “The man’s planet is at stake. I’m giving him a bit of a break.”

“You’re too generous,” Baxter said softly, still immersed in his padd.

“So what are you reading?” demanded J’hana.

“If you must know,” Baxter said, not looking away from his padd. “I’m reading ‘Doctor Spock on Parenting.’”

Tilleran giggled. “And, if I may ask, sir, why are you reading that?”

“He wants to mate with his wife and produce offspring,” J’hana said plainly.

Baxter hugged the padd close to his chest. “I’ve been thinking about it.”

“That’s sweet,” Tilleran said.

Larkin turned at her panel. “Indeed. Human males at your age are in prime shape to procreate. It is the right time.”

“And no doubt the Counselor’s loins are burning for the warmth of a wriggling fetus…” J’hana said and trailed off.

“Commander, you frighten me,” Baxter said, and returned to his padd.

Just then, the rear doors to the bridge opened and Baxter quickly shoved the padd under his bottom and turned in his chair. Wouldn’t want Peterman finding out about his–

“RARRRRRRRGH!”

Sh**.

The purple creature had Peterman and Bradley Dillon, each gripped by the throat firmly in his meaty hands. Obviously, he made his way over from the Explorer when the Escort disembarked. J’hana rose from her station and withdrew her phaser in one quick, fluid motion, but the creature shook Peterman at her menacingly and she quickly sat back down.

Baxter stood slowly. “Listen, Mister…whatever your name is. We can resolve this without any violence.”

“GARRNNNNNNN!”

“Well, that’s a very good point.” Baxter took a step toward the creature, rested his hand on Tilleran’s panel. Slowly tapped in a sequence of codes.

Tilleran looked at Baxter and nodded.

“You’re messing up my suit,” Bradley said, annoyed, as his feet waggled half a meter from the Escort deck. The creature seemed unconcerned.

“Be quiet, Bradley,” Baxter said, and took another step forward. He addressed the creature. “Why don’t we sit down, and we’ll discuss this rationally? I’ll even let you sit in the command chair.”

The creature cocked his head. “NARGGG?”

“Yes, absolutely.” Baxter gestured regally for the creature to sit in the command chair. Grudgingly, the creature trudged over and sat. He let Peterman and Dillon go.

“First of all,” said the creature. “RUUUARRRRHGH.”

“Now, Tilleran!” Baxter shouted, and shoved Peterman out of the way. Tilleran stamped a control and electricity crackled all around the command chair. The panels on the chair-arms exploded and the creature’s eyes went wide as his body was filled with gigawatts of power.

“Errrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!” cried the creature, and he reached forward to drag Baxter into his lap.

Baxter fell into the creature’s lap and began jerking spasmodically as the electricity crackled around him and the creature.

“Someone do something!” Peterman cried frantically.

Lt. Commander Larkin was out of her chair in a flash. She peeled Baxter off the creature and Tilleran deactivated the power surge.

On his butt, on the Escort deck, Baxter looked around, dazed. “Is he…?”

Peterman knelt by the creature in the command chair and felt his neck for a pulse. “He’s out like a light. Poor guy. He’s kind of cute.”

“Leave it to her to make an idiotic comment like that,” muttered J’hana.

“Hey!”

Arms folded, Bradley Dillon observed the Escort bridge. “Well, Captain, we must do this more often.”

Peterman helped Baxter up. “Not if I can help it,” he said. “Larkin, where are we?”

“On our way into the Terran system,” Larkin said, checking her panel. “We will come out of warp in exactly ten seconds.”

Baxter walked in front of the command chair. No doubt it would be some task to move that huge fellow out of it. He’d sooner stand. “Okay. Radio the Wayward and let them know we–”

“DARRRRRRRT!” and Baxter was jerked back into the command chair.

A pair of strong, purple hands wrapped firmly around Baxter’s throat.

“Out…like…a…light???” Baxter choked out.

Peterman shrugged. “Sorry!”

Baxter leaned forward, with much effort, and dragged the creature down onto the deck. A bad move, since that meant the two hundred kilo creature was now on top of him.

J’hana jumped over her panel and lept on the creature, pounding with all her strength. Baxter struggled up to the helm, gripping Larkin’s chair for a handhold. Larkin, meanwhile, slid out of her chair and shoved up against the creature with all her android might, with J’hana on the opposite side.

Baxter scrambled for the helm to take Escort out of warp, just as the creature, J’hana, and Larkin, all smashed into him and the helm.



Beck watched through the Wayward’s forward viewport as Escort hopped out of warp, then back into warp, then back out, then zig-zagged the Terran system like an errant pinball.

“What the hell is happening over there?” asked Lt. Commander Porter.

“I don’t know, but I want no part of it. Keep your distance, Mister Morales.”

“Good plan, Captain.”



“DIE!” J’hana cried, jerking at the creatures neck, clinging to his back.

“He does not seem willing to follow your command,” Larkin said calmly, as the creature swung her back and forth into one bulkhead, then another.

Baxter brought the Escort under control and sent it flying toward Earth, just as the cluster of creature and Starfleet officers twirled around to slam back into him and knock him out of the helm chair.

“Hold still so I can shoot someone!” Bradley Dillon cried, waving a phaser at the group.

“Where in the hells did you get that?” demanded Tilleran.

“The Andorian dropped it when she went to jump on the creature,” explained Bradley. “Why didn’t she just use it to shoot him?”

Tilleran shrugged. “You obviously don’t know how she operates.”

“Somebody should try and help them,” Peterman said. She grabbed the phaser from Bradley.

“Hey. I’m your President!”

“Not yet!” Peterman upped the setting on the phaser and lept into the fray. She jammed the barrel of the phaser up into the creature’s armpit and blasted.

“YARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRGH!”

He tossed Larkin and J’hana off like dolls, pushed Baxter to the deck, and turned on Peterman.

“RRRRAAAAAAAAAAG!”

“You just made him mad, honey!” Baxter called from the deck.

“Tell me something I don’t know!”

“Finish him!” cried J’hana, wiping blue blood from her mouth.

Peterman upped the setting again and blasted the creature as he lunged for her.

“Don’t play around. Vaporize him!” Baxter cried, on his knees.

Peterman stared at the purple wrinkled face of the creature. He resembled a charpais. Cute little wrinkled pug-like face. She thought about it. Then the creature pounded a fist down into her skull and she dropped to the deck.

Then a beam slammed into his back and vaporized him into a small puff of burnt purple guy smoke.

J’hana holstered a second phaser. “Always keep a spare.”

Baxter crawled over to Peterman. “Honey…are you okay?”

“No. You?”

“Not really.” Baxter glanced back at the helm. “Is anyone steering?”

Larkin climbed over the crushed chair and sat behind the dented panel. “I was doing a self-diagnostic.”

Baxter sighed. “How nice for you. Well?”

“We are spiraling toward Earth,” said Larkin tonelessly.

“What fun.” Baxter pulled Peterman to her feet and walked with her over to the command chair. “Get us under control. An someone tell me the status of the Ferengi blockade?”

“Still in place,” said J’hana.

“What about our ships?” Baxter sat and pulled Peterman into his lap.

“A few left. The Alexis and the Bonne-Chance are the only starships in the area.”

“No Pathfinder?” Peterman asked.

“They must still be taking their refugees to Vulcan or wherever,” Baxter said. “I didn’t count on Mom and Dad being much help anyway. That changes nothing. Larkin, take us to Earth, full impulse. J’hana, put up the shields and arm all weapons. Instruct Wayward to do the same. And ask the Alexis and Bonne-Chance if they would kindly cover us. I’d hate to interrupt their moving duties, but…”

“Do you think the Ferengi would fire on us?” Bradley Dillon asked. He felt unneeded again. Whenever he got on the bridge of a starship, he suddenly felt useless. Well, soon he’d be Federation President and all that would change. He rubbed his hands together greedily.

“Of course they’ll fire on us,” said Baxter. “We’re in THEIR space now.”

“It won’t be for long,” Peterman said. “Right, hon?”

Baxter sighed. “We’ll see.”

“We will be in firing range in ten seconds,” said J’hana. “Wayward is right behind us.”

“Here goes nothing,” Baxter said.

Suddenly the comm system bleeped and Liquidator Bink appeared on the viewscreen. The Golden-Gate bridge loomed through the window behind him. He squinted to see toll stations being built at either end. And, oddly, in the middle.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Bink demanded.

“We’re buying Earth back,” Baxter said. “Bradley Dillon here,” he pointed behind him, “has 50 billion credits. I believe that’s the asking price.”

“It just went up. 70 billion.”

Baxter glanced back at Bradley.

“It’s a bargain at that price,” Bradley said easily. “Now who do I make the check out to?”

“I thought we were trying to convince them that Bradley was on the Wayward?” whispered Peterman, leaning on Baxter’s shoulder.

“Screw it!” Baxter said between clenched teeth.

“On second thought, we’re not interested in selling,” said Bink.

“A deal’s a deal, Bink!” Baxter said, shooting out of his command chair. Peterman fell forward to the deck. “You’ve got to sell! You’d be making a huge profit. The Nagus would approve!”

“The Nagus isn’t here. And I rather like being the unchallenged ruler of Earth. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think? Just think of the development possibilities!”

“You’re rotten, Bink, even for a Ferengi!” Baxter cried. “You sent that purple son of a bitch to kill us so we’d never get here!”

“Oh, yes. And where might Krungor be?”

“Krungor be vaporized!” Peterman barked, stumbling to her feet beside Baxter.

“Damn. Well, whatever. You’re not getting this planet back, Baxter. Go home…or get blown to smithereens!”

“How do you think that would look, Bink? What if the Nagus found that a man with 70 billion credits came to buy Earth and you blew him up?”

“The Nagus doensn’t even CARE about profit, you FOOL! Now, goodbye, Captain. Give my regards to Debtor’s Hell!”

“Blockade ships are firing,” said J’hana as Bink disappeared from the viewscreen.

Baxter sat again. “All power to forward shields.” He looked to Peterman. “Lap?”

“Not if you push me off again!”

“That was an accident.”

“Okay.” Peterman sat and immediately the Escort rocked with fire from about a dozen Ferengi ships.

“Distance from Earth?” Baxter asked, gripping his charred command chair.

“We’ll be in the atmosphere in thirty seconds,” Tilleran said. “If we can withstand this barrage for that long.”

“Which is doubtful,” J’hana said, as her hands scrambled across the tactical console. “Alexis and Bonne-Chance are covering us, albeit reluctantly. Their captains would like to know what the hell is going on.”

“Tell them we’re trying to save Earth, thank you very much!”

Earth loomed big and beautiful on the viewscreen, ringed by brown, blobish Ferengi warships. Baxter swallowed hard.

“We can’t lower our shields for transport. Larkin: take us down!”



Beck gripped her panel as the Wayward rocked with Ferengi fire. The Sabre-class Alexis and Excelsior-class Bonne-Chance cris-crossed in front of her, laying down protective phaser and torpedo fire.

“What’s your take on this, Morales?” Beck asked, firing Wayward’s pulse phasers at oncoming Ferengi ships.

“It looks like the Escort is circling the Ferengi blockade to find a weak place to punch through.”

“Can we help them punch through?”

“Respectfully, sir, you’re the one at tactical.”

“Oh. Right.”



“The Wayward is concentrating her fire on the Ferengi freighter near Luna,” said J’hana, as the dart-shaped, heavily- engined Wayward bucked and skittered on the Escort’s tiny viewscreen. “Looks like its shields are buckling.”

“Then focus your fire on that freighter. Larkin, take us through,” said Baxter.

Torpedoes intersected at the center of the oblong freighter until it exploded in a brilliant blue wash of light.

“There’s our hole! Go through it, Larkin! Maximum impulse!”

Wayward and Escort soared through the hole in the Ferengi blockade and dove into Earth’s atmosphere, as blasts from ships above pounded into them.

“Two fighters are pursuing,” said J’hana. “Profit-class.”

“Can we outmaneuver them?”

“Certainly. But we do not out-gun them. Not on rear weapons alone. And not without shields.”

Baxter watched clouds give way to open sky as the Escort plowed through Earth’s atmosphere. Patchwork fields flew by below. “Instruct the Wayward to cover us. We’re going to San Francisco. I’ve got one hell of a treat for Liquidator Bink.”

Peterman made a sour face. “Andy, that was awful.”

“Thank you.”

Suddenly a blast hit the Escort and caused it to pitch wildly.

“Photon torpedo on the rear hull, right near the fourth lateral thruster,” Larkin diagnosed quickly. She tapped at the helm so fast no one could tell what she was doing, or even which hand she was doing it with.

The Escort spiraled down toward Earth at a nauseating pitch. Baxter gripped his stomach and held Peterman close. “Mmmppph! Get us landed, quickly!”

Another blast.

“They took out the whole port bank of thrusters!” J’hana cried. The Escort began to spin like a frisbee, its starboard thrusters propelling it around and around.

“I thought the Wayward was covering us!” said Bradley Dillon.

“They’re doing a damn poor job of it!” cried Baxter. “Take all thrusters offline and glide us in, Larkin!”

“Easier said than done, Captain!”

“Just do it!”

The Escort sailed toward the San Francisco bay.



Panels exploded all around the Wayward cockpit. “We’ve got to put down, quickly,” Morales called out.

“We need to distract the fighters,” Beck said. “So our…ugh…friends can get to San Francisco. Steer us toward North Carolina.”

“You have a plan?” asked Porter.

“You could say that. See, Craig, there are places where humanity hasn’t changed in hundreds of years. One of those places is Appalacia.”

“What do you mean?”

“Give me the helm and I’ll show you.”



One fighter broke off to chase the Wayward, the other continued after the Escort. J’hana took out its engines with a well-placed quantum torpedo and sent it spiralling into the Pacific Ocean.

“Alrighty,” Baxter said, rubbing his hands together. “Now we just need to get landed. Get us as close to Starfleet HQ as you can, Larkin.”

“Not an easy task, steering by wingflaps alone, sir.”

“If anyone can do it, you can.”

“Indeed.”

The Escort sailed toward the Golden Gate bridge.

“No one’s done anything as crazy as this before!” Peterman pointed out.

“Take us under the bridge, Larkin. That way we won’t–”

CLANG! The Escort slammed into one of the support spires of the Golden Gate bridge, sending the whole structure crashing into San Francisco Bay.

“My apologies, Captain,” Larkin said, as the Escort flopped end-over-end, one wing totally shorn off. Miraculously, Larkin righted the craft and sent it flopping across the San Francisco Bay like an errant rock.

“Everyone grab something!” Baxter said, gripping Peterman tighter as the buildings of Starfleet Command loomed on the viewscreen. The Escort slammed up onto land and slid across the grass and sidewalks, knocking down lampposts, taking out trees.

Bradley Dillon dropped to his knees, hugged Tilleran’s station. “Someone stop us!”

“Firing reverse thrusters,” Larkin reported, a bit late, as the Escort slammed right through a metrorail tube and crashed right into Starfleet HQ.

Rubble from the dented building rained down on the Escort hull as the dust settled around it.

Baxter looked around the dim red bridge. “Everyone okay?”

Peterman nodded, and slid out of Baxter’s lap.

“That was a hell of a landing,” Bradley said, climbing to his feet.

“I could have done better,” said Larkin.

“Are you kidding me?” asked Tilleran. “You crashed us into the exact building we need to get into.”

Baxter grabbed a phaser from the compartment on the bulkhead by Tilleran’s station. “Everyone arm yourselves. Let’s not expect to get into Bink’s office easily.”



Baxter blew open the side egress hatch of the Escort and ejected the inflatable off-ramp. He slid down, followed by Peterman and the others, to find himself on the First Floor of Starfleet HQ.

“And as you can see, our office suite is nicely equipped with a cafeteria and a lavatory for your comf–” Velara strolled by along the corridor facing the ruined room the Escort had crashed into. Possibly the lobby.

She was walking with Admiral Thomas Wagner.

“What in blue blazes?” asked the Admiral.

Velara covered her face. Behind her hand, she said, “That is the USS Escort. Follow me and I’ll show you where your office would be located.”

“Commodore?” Baxter asked, but the Vulcan didn’t reply. She kept walking.

Admiral Wagner walked on.

“Oh well.” Baxter withdrew his phaser and hurried down the corridor to find an elevator.



Baxter and his team only had to blast a few Ferengi to get up to Bink. Too bad his bodyguard had been vaporized by J’hana earlier.

J’hana blasted open the door to the C-in-C’s office, where Bink sat placidly at his desk.

“You hu-mon’s are persistent. I’ll give you that,” Bink said. “Still, no deal.”

Bradley Dillon pushed past Baxter and Peterman to approach Bink’s desk. He dropped a padd on the desk.

“One hundred billion credits. That’s my final offer.”

Bink looked at the padd, his eyes wide. A thin film of drool fell on the padd. “That…that is a lot of credits.”

“And it could be all yours, my friend. Just hand over Earth.”

“I–” Bink’s face hardened. “No. No deal.”

Baxter clicked his tongue. “What would the Nagus say?”

“The Nagus doesn’t care about profit, and even if he did, he’ll never find out!” cried Bink.

“Let’s just kill him and be done with it,” J’hana said, raising her phaser to fire on Bink.

Tilleran shook her head. “That’s your solution to everything.”

“You’d be surprised how often it works.”

Just then, armed Ferengi swarmed into the office to surround Baxter and his group.

“Game, set, and match, Captain Baxter,” Bink said happily from his desk. “Drarg there will show you out of the building. Then he’ll kill you.”

Baxter sighed, looked out the window at the crushed Golden Gate bridge as it sunk into the bay, glinting in the setting sun. “Fine, Bink. I give up. You can have Earth. Choke on it.”

“Thank you kindly,” Bink said, smiling toothily.

Then the viewer behind him sprung to life. Bink turned to see who it was.

“Not now. I’m busy!”

“BIIIIIIINK!” cried the whiny voice of Grand Nagus Rom. He stood on the bridge of the Pathfinder. Lucille Baxter stood behind him, smiling.

“Mom!” Baxter exclaimed. “I thought you said I had to fight my own battles!”

“I didn’t say that. I said we wouldn’t fight them for you. I said nothing about us not helping. Besides, it was a simple matter to swing by Ferenginar on our way back from Vulcan. Actually, it was Harlan’s idea.”

“And where is Dad?”

Lucille’s smile waffled. “He, uh, has an appointment.”

“Uhhh, uhhh…excuse me!” said the Nagus, edging in front of Lucille. “I hear you refused payment for Earth. That’s your choice, Mister Bink, but I think that’s a bad idea. Those 50 billion credits could greatly help the Ferengi government.”

“One hundred billion, your grace,” said Bradley Dillon.

“ONE HUNDRED!” Rom said, shocked. “With one hundred billion credits, we could finally build that free retirement colony on my cousin’s moon! We could end homelessness on Ferenginar for good!”

“But Rom, I am the Liquidator in charge here…!”

“Not anymore. As of this moment, I absorb your whole fortune, and all your property, uh, including Earth. Mister Dillon, you have yourself a deal!”

Bradley grinned at Baxter. “Call me President Dillon, Nagus. And I feel confident we can take Earth and Ferenginar into a new era of financial stability.”

“I look forward to it.” The Nagus smiled at Bink. “No hard feelings, okay?”

“Nooooooo!” Bink cried, and laid his head down on his desk.

“Mister Bink, if you need a loan, I’m sure we’d be glad to set you up with something,” Baxter said easily, patting Bink on the shoulder. “With a modest interest rate.”

Bradley rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Enough talk. Let’s get my coronation overwith. I have big plans for Earth!”



Pilots Gorvar and Brig climbed slowly out the escape hatch of their Profit-class fighter. That Starfleet pilot really knew how to fly. It hadn’t taken long for whoever it was in command of the ship they identified as “Wayward” to lead the Ferengi crashing right into a mountainside.

“At least Earth is ours now,” said Gorvar. “We’re in friendly territory, right?”

Brig looked around. “I don’t recognize this place.”

Then, suddenly, hu-mons in overalls emerged from the bushes surrounding the crashed fighter.

CLACK-CLACK! Went six double-barreled shotguns at once.

“You in a heap of trouble, big-eared boys!” cried one especially bearded fellow.

“You guys are supposed to have evacuated,” Gorvar said nervously.

“We’re what you call ‘squatters,’” said one of the hillbillies. “We ain’t leaving Earth. But you is.”

“You have a shuttle, then?” asked Brig.

CLACK-CLACK!

“Not exactly!”

Gorvar and Brig exchanged nervous glances. “Uh-oh.”

“But first we’s gonna have fun with you l’il guys!”



Baxter strolled down the corridor at Starfleet HQ whispering a pleasant tune. He approached the door to the Explorer Project suite and stepped through.

Lt. Monroe was seated at her desk, packing up some padds.

“Do you have an appointment?” she asked with a sigh.

“Nope,” Baxter said. He looked down at Monroe. “Stop packing. We got Earth back.”

“Great,” sighed Monroe. “I just finished cleaning out the Explorer’s storage module. All those freaking comic books…”

“Anyway,” Baxter said. “I want to go tell Velara.”

Monroe rolled her eyes. “Captain, I wouldn’t go in there…”

“Oh, is she in another ‘important meeting’?” Baxter made air-quotes.

“Well, no.”

“This news is too good to pass up.” Baxter strolled to Velara’s office door, tapped a control, and it slid open. “Hey, Velara! Guess what? We–”

Harlan Baxter looked up from the desk, he too was packing up padds. “Oh, hello, boy.”

“Where’s Velara?”

Harlan looked around the office. “She hopped on the first transport to Vulcan to go find herself or something. Guess she didn’t want to waste any time now that she found someone to replace her.”

“So that’s what she’s been up to. That little sneak. So, who’d she get?”

Harlan smiled.

Baxter’s eyes went wide. “Dad?”

Harlan opened a wooden case on the desk. “Heard you got Earth back. Reason for both of us to celebrate…have a cigar, boy!”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54865.7. The Explorer is back and both she and the Escort are repaired for the most part. And after a few days of unloading, we managed to get Earth repopulated. Since Bradley was so generous with his credits, Rom agreed to have some Ferengi help rebuild what they destroyed in moving in. That, of course, includes my house.



Baxter stood, the flaps of his white dress uniform waving in the breeze, and watched the Ferengi lay the foundation on his new house. They worked quick, he noticed. He barely noticed the whine of a transporter beam behind him, but he could tell by the sweet smell of perfume that it wasn’t Commander Conway or Lt. Commander Larkin approaching.

A soft hand grabbed his shoulder and squeezed.

“Dad?” Baxter asked jokingly.

“Very funny,” Peterman whispered in his ear. She turned Baxter toward her. “I figured I’d find you here. You sure know how to escape from a party.”

“I didn’t want to stay at Bradley’s inauguration any longer than absolutely necessary.”

Peterman pushed her waving hair out of her face and looked up at Baxter. “You seem incredibly like a man at peace, considering you just watched someone we both consider an arrogant bastard become Federation President.”

“Hey, he can’t possibly do worse than the last guy, right?” Baxter said with a smile.

“True.” Peterman bit her lip. “You also seem incredibly calm, considering the other news.”

“What other news?”

“You know what other news.”

“Oh. That Velara gave my dad the Explorer project?”

“Yes, that news!”

Baxter shrugged. “It could have been worse. She could have given it to my mom.”

“True.”

“Anyway, he’s been really bored with retirement. I know he couldn’t have been happy crammed into the Pathfinder with my mom. This’ll give him something to do.”

“They always have been happier when not on the same ship together.”

“Exactly.”

“But what does that mean for us?”

Baxter shrugged. “We’ll see.” He pulled Peterman close to him and kissed her long and gently.

When they separated, Peterman glanced over Baxter’s shoulder at the Ferengi’s work.

“You’re really having the house rebuilt?”

“We’re not going to be on the Explorer forever. We need somewhere to raise our kids.”

“You mean ‘kids,’ in the generic sense?”

“No, I sure don’t.”

Peterman leaned her head on Baxter’s chest. “Andy… are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

Baxter smiled. “If you think I’m saying I want to impregnate you, then yes.”

“Oh, baby, that’s so romantic!”



NEXT:



Just as Lt. Commander Larkin starts to experience some, er, technical difficulties, Kitty Larkin shows up once again with some special news which might just send the Explorer galloping back to the Delta Quadrant. Oh Dear Lord NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!



Double your pleasure once again with those crazy twin androids in the next installment of Star Traks: TVG, “Positronically Yours!”




Positronically Yours



2450>>…Initiate system power-up sequence.

…Access self-diagnostic results.

…Results: inconclusive.

…Errant data string found and catalogued for further

study.

…Power systems at maximum efficiency. 2451>>…Access locomotion systems. Prepare to disembark.

…Optical data processors online. Performing cursory scan.

…Scan results normal.

…Lifeform detected: Avian. Species: Common parakeet.

…Activate speech subroutine. Mode: Greeting.



“Good morning, Polly,” said Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin. “Does Polly require nutrition supplement thirteen?”

“SQUAWK!” replied the android’s pet parakeet, a gift from Counselor Peterman. “Polly want a cracker!”

Larkin reached down into the dish below Polly’s cage. “Negative. Polly requires nutrition supplement thirteen.”

“Polly wants a cracker!”

“Nutrition supplement thirteen,” Larkin replied patiently.

“Cracker!”



2452>>…Access hand circuits. Deliver nutritional supplements.

…Report for bridge duty, nightwatch: 0000 hours.

…Prepare to disembark.

…Locomotive systems ready.

…Initiate disembarkation procedure.



Larkin gave Polly a cursory pet on the head and left her quarters, heading down the corridor for the turbolift that would take her to the bridge. On the way, she saw Commander Conway standing outside his quarters, banging on the door. He looked somewhat upset, Larkin judged.



2453>>…Activate speech subroutine. Mode: Interrogative.



“Commander Conway?” Larkin asked. Are you having trouble getting into your quarters?”

Conway leaned his head on the door and sighed. “Tyra shut me out because I got her the wrong kind of socks at the mall tonight.”

Larkin cocked her head, processing this information.



2453>>…Access crew profile, Civilian Tyra Shar.

…Access crew profile, Commander David Conway.

…Crossmatch NEGATIVE - NEGATIVE - NEGATIVE - NEGATIVE.

…Tyra Shar psychological profile shows negative social tendencies. Data points to a need for intensive social skills building and psychotherapy.



Larkin made a mental note to tell Counselor Peterman about Tyra when she had a free moment.



2454>>…Activate speech subroutine. Mode: Advice.

…Advise Commander Conway: Dissolve relationship immediately.

…Cite resources: Westheimer, Ruth, Doctor; Brothers, Joyce, Doctor; Surak; Eschylus; Peperous Three Disaster; (More?)



“I don’t want to hear it!” Conway railed, turning on Larkin. “I’ve got coffee on the burner in there and Led Zeppelin playing. I just got off-shift. I’ve spent hours blasting apart asteroids to make room for a new starbase. Get out of my hair!”



2455>>…Deactivate speech subroutine.



Larkin continued on her way to the bridge and rode the turbolift, considering the several projects she had going on simultaneously in her brain, from the re-sodding of the arboretum to a rhetorical study of Leah Brahms’s recent

work, “So He’s Made a Hologram of You.”

By the time she reached the bridge, Larkin had completed those analyses, among others.

“Lieutenant Commander Larkin, reporting for duty,” she announced to no one in particular. Lt. Unlathi was at tactical, tapping away with their flippery tentacles; Ensign Hitchcock was at ops, leaned back with her feet up on the panel; Ensign Corella manned helm, studying the dozing Hitchcock with what Larkin decided was abject lust.

Larkin walked around to the command chair and sat down. “Ensign Hitchcock, please put your feet down. Mister Corella, man your post.”

Both ensigns looked back at Larkin sheepishly and went to work. She was two minutes early, so they weren’t prepared for her arrival.

Why was she two minutes early?



2458>>…Initiate follow-up diagnostic. Level One.

…Please wait…



“Commander,” said Lt. Gary Hevekcz from the science station. “We’ve completed our asteroid duty. Orders are to lay in a course for the Secoran system to study a collapsing gas giant.”

“Very well,” replied Larkin. “Helm, plot a course for the Secoran System. Speed: Warp Five.”

“Aye, sir,” Corella said, looking sideways at Hitchcock and smiling.

“Do not smile, as if you are joking behind my back, Ensign. I can detect such subtle personal attacks.”

“Pardon, Commander?”



0000>>…Errant data strings found. Delete? Y/N?

…Y

…Errant data strings deleted. Frequency of errant data string occurence increasing rapidly.

…Perform neural net diagnostic. Highlight irregularities and purge.



“Commander?”

Larkin blinked and looked at Corella. That diagnostic should have only taken nanoseconds, but she deduced her systems had been processing for nearly fifteen seconds. An unforgivable lag. “Carry out my orders, Ensign,” she finally said. “Engage.”

“Uh…aye, sir,” Corella said, turned toward the viewscreen, and shot the Explorer forward into warp.



0012>>…Neural net diagnostic complete. No errant data strings found.

…Extrapolate occurence of errant data strings and create a protocol of systematic system purges to alleviate the problem.

…Please wait… 0020>>…Protocol complete. Initiate? Y/N?

…Y



Second Officer’s Log,

Stardate 54933.2. We are 4.5 hours from Secoran space, where sensors indicate the planet’s third star, a red giant, will collapse in nine hours. All science departments are collecting sensor information for scientific study. All systems aboard ship are functioning within normal parameters. As am I.



Lt. Commander Larkin had been watching the Explorer’s main viewscreen for two straight hours without moving a servo. Some of the nightwatch officers were murmurring quietly, chatting about promotions and transfers, shipwide gossip, life under new Federation President Bradley Dillon, and other assorted idiosyncratic, meaningless tripe that humanoids often discussed like love, hope, and fear.

That all stopped when the tactical station bleeped.

Beeps like that had ways of getting the crew’s attention more quickly durning nightwatch. After all, when a panel only really bleeps once in a seven hour time period, people are bound to notice.

Larkin considered all this within the span of a nanosecond.

She turned toward the tactical station and addressed Lt. Unlathi. “Lieutenant?”

Unlathi studied the tactical panel and spoke.



0210>>…Romulan lifepod found. Coordinates far from Romulan space.

…Access Starfleet Procedure protocols.

…Activate speech subroutine. Mode: Communication/Alert.

…Recipient: Captain Andrew Baxter.



Captain Baxter fought his way around underneath his piles of bedcovers, but no matter where he thrust out an arm or leg, or his head for that matter, he just found more cover, or the leg or arm of his wife, Ship’s Counselor Kelly Peterman.

“Captain?” Larkin asked over the comm.

“Still working on it!” replied Baxter through the covers.

“Conceiving a child?”

“Yes, if you must know, but I was referring to getting out from under the covers.”

“I understand.”

Finally, mercifully, he found open air. “All right, Larkin. What have we got?”

“A Romulan lifepod was found just outside the Jariga system, heavily damaged. No lifesigns were detected but I suggest we investigate anyway.”

“She is a little far from home,” Baxter said, crossing his legs on the bed and rubbing his beard. “How far off-course would that take us?”

“An investigation would delay our arrival at the Secoran system by one hour.”

“Manageable. Divert course and begin an investigation. Tap some of the senior staff as you see fit.”

“Understood. Bridge out.”

Peterman poked her head out from under the covers as Baxter leaned back against his pillow.

“Well?”

“Just a minor problem.”

“Ready to try again?”

Baxter sighed. “Honey, I’m exhausted. We’ve been at this for days.”

“Don’t get discouraged, baby. Things like this take time.”

“Don’t remind me.” And Baxter dove under the covers. Since when did sex become like work? That idea thoroughly disturbed Baxter.



>>0550…Transporter sequence complete.

…Sensors to maximum.

…Activate speech subroutine. Mode: Command.



“Lieutenant Commmander Tilleran,” Larkin said, as she, Tilleran, and J’hana observed the green, egg-shaped Romulan escape pod that sat on the transporter pad. “Can you detect any defense mechanism active in the pod? Is it safe to open?”

Tilleran knelt in front of the pod, sliding out her tricorder and flipping it open. She checked the readings. “Minimal power in the pod, Commander. I don’t think it poses a threat.”

Larkin glanced over her shoulder at Lt. Hartley. “Lieutenant, did you notice any biohazards when you transported the pod?”

Hartley shook her head, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “Nada. The pod checks out.”

“Very well,” said Larkin. “Commander J’hana, open the pod.”

“Why me?” J’hana asked.

“Because you value your life least of all of us here,” Larkin said reasonably.

“Good enough for me.” J’hana bent forward and tapped a control on the pod. Nothing happened.

“Either I can’t read Romulan right, or the hatch mechanism is busted.” J’hana stared at the pod for several moments, her antennae twitching. “Either way, I have a solution to the problem.” She withdrew her phaser and blasted the top of the pod. Electrics in the hatch mechanism sizzled and the hatch popped open.

Lt. Commander Larkin leaned over and stared down into the pod. Her mouth fell agape.



>>0555…Page fault error 90110143.

…Errant data strings overloading neural nets.

…Advise IMMEDIATE SHUTDOWN.

…Critical error.

…Critical error.

…Critical error.

…2309843973937349399327293739.

…DalLas, TX.

…The sMeLl of liMa beans.

…OriOn sLave danCers.

…biomEMetic GelS;

…39347crutons…347498garlic/chives@horticulture

…#&#(9009)larvalstage/erupt^47alpha2

…POWER DOWN…>>



Looking tireder than he ever had before, Captain Baxter regarded the two figures slumped on biobeds in Sickbay and scrubbed a hand down his face.

“Which one’s Larkin?” he groaned.

“The one on the right,” Lt. Commander Richards said. “The one in uniform.”

“Oh, but of course.”

Dr. Janice Browning yawned. “The other one is Kitty, then?”

“Without a doubt,” Richards said. “Unless there’s another Larkin android traipsing around the galaxy that we don’t know about.”

“DON’T go there, Commander,” Baxter said. “What’s the status on the pair of them?”

“Kitty is worse off,” Richards said. “She’s suffered a major plasma disruption to her neural nets. And there’s some kind of recursive viral algorithm attacking her personality protocols. Like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

“Caused by whatever blew up her and Ardek’s scout ship?” Baxter asked.

“That’s just it,” Richards said. “I don’t think Ardek’s scout ship blew up. There would be some trace of the explosion on the pod, unless he ejected her and warped away, then blew up.”

“This begs the question, then,” Baxter said. “Where is Ardek, and/or where is the debris of his ship?”

Richards shrugged. “I’ve got Tilleran on that, sir. Our sensors are stretched to their maximum. We’ll find him if he’s anywhere in this sector or any of the surrounding ones.”

Browning folded her arms over her labcoat. “What about our Larkin?”

Richards stepped over to the biobed where Larkin lay inert. “She doesn’t seem damaged at all, except for signs of the same algorithms attacking her personality protocols.”

Baxter leaned heavily on the Sickbay bulkhead. “So whatever happened to Kitty is happening to Larkin now?”

“Apparently.”

“Then whatever…computer virus, for lack of a better term, is in the two of them must have gotten in there before Larkin threw herself down that energy shaft attempting to kill Ardek last year in that mess with the Jernasi.” “Then the virus was present when we copied Larkin’s brain into the new body,” Richards said, completing Baxter’s thought. “Yes, that was my conclusion as well.”

“Are they going to be okay?” asked Browning.

Richards shook his head. “I can reboot Larkin. Kitty is another story. The virus isn’t what deactivated her. She was proximate to a heavy surge in neutrino particles and a blast of ion radiation. That’s what overloaded her neural nets, at least as near as I can tell.”

Browning looked from Baxter to Richards. “Surge in neutrinos, blast of ion radiation. Hmm. Sounds like the birth of a wormhole to me.”

Baxter and Richards stared at Browning, shocked.

“How the hell did you figure that out?” asked Richards.

Browning looked hurt. “I read!”

“Right, well, that was also my conclusion,” Richards said, looking nervously about Sickbay.

“Damn,” Baxter said. “So Ardek could very well have been thrust across the galaxy.”

“Or to a whole other one,” Richards said, and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“We have to find that wormhole and see if we can get him back. Who knows what kind of damage he can do to an unsuspecting area of space!”

“With all due respect, sir, is that really our business?” asked Richards. “We have two disabled androids here to take care of.”

“That’s your top priority,” Baxter said. “But the nerds at Starfleet will want information on that wormhole, and I cannot in good conscience let Ardek loose on another corner of the galaxy. It’s unthinkable.”

“All right, then,” Richards said, slapping his comm badge. “Richards to Hartley.”

“Hartley here.”

“Transport the two androids to my robotics lab.”

“Which two androids would that be?”

“It’s too early for your crap, Hartley.”

“Fine, be that way. Here they go…”

“I’ll be in my lab if anyone needs me,” Richards said, and turned on a heel, headed out of Sickbay.

Baxter watched Richards go. Once he and Browning were alone, and the two androids dematerialized, he hopped up onto one of the now-vacant biobeds.

“Okay, Janice. Give it to me.”

Browning hopped up on the biobed next to Baxter. “You’re not going to like it.”

“Let me guess…I’m impotent.”

“Not impotent. Just…not potent.”

“Beg pardon?”

“It’s just that your little spermies can’t quite navigate up Kelly’s love canal.”

“Ewwwwww. Janice, do we really have to talk about this?”

“I am your doctor, Andy,” Browning said admonishingly. “Be mature about this.”

“You’re the one who said ‘love canal.’”

“Good point.” Browning sighed and tapped a button on the biobed screen behind Baxter. “Anyway, check this out.”

Baxter watched little yellow squiggles on the biobed screen jiggle and hop around.

Browning grimaced. “Those…ugh…are your, uh, boys.”

Baxter choked back on the embarassment brought on by he and Browning looking at a sample of his…stuff. “So? They look pretty happy to me.”

“Happy, yes. Functional, no. See how that one’s going backwards?”

“Well…” Baxter felt his face flush red. “Janice, do we have to do this?”

“And that one just keeps ramming himself into the side of the petri dish. Poor little guy.”

This was intolerable. Baxter covered his face. “What’s your point?”

“Your sperm are stupid, Andy.”

Baxter glanced around Sickbay for a hole to crawl in. Couldn’t find one. Reluctantly, he glanced at Browning. “Okay, so my sperm are dumb. How come?”

Browning shrugged. “If I had to guess, I’d say it was from the huge electrical jolt you got from that purple creature you were trying to kill a few weeks ago.”

“Oh, THAT electrical jolt,” Baxter said, nodding. “What can you do for me?”

“Well…” Browning handed Baxter a padd. “I can clone some of your good sperm, turn them into a veritable army of supersperm.”

Baxter grinned. “Like Khan and the supermen…”

“Kind of, except these are sperm. Anyway, we just load ’em up in a hypospray and…” she made a hissing sound, “FFFFFFFFFPT!”

Baxter grimaced. “Do I even get to do it?”

“Unfortunately not. That has to,” Browning sighed, “be administered by a medical doctor.” She sighed again. “And it has to be administered directly to your….photon tube.”

“Ewwwww!”

“Andy! You are behaving like a child about this. I’m telling you that’s your only option if you want to ensure Kelly gets pregnant. The only other option is that you keep trying on the off chance one or two healthy spermies get through….”

“I’ll do that,” Baxter said quickly.

“In that case, you and your testes should get cracking.”

Baxter winced. “Ouch! I wish you hadn’t put it quite that way.”



>>0738…Powwwwwering uPPPPPPPPP…

…!!!…

…System check.

…Internal diagnostic.

…Visual scan.

…Location: Robotics Labratory.

…One lifeform present: human male.

…Identify: Christopher Richards, Lieutenant Commander.

…Father.

…Access Personality Algorithms.

…Emotion: Love.

…Inquiry. Emotion?

…Psychological reaction to stimuli. Most commonly found in humans.

…Run self-diagnostic.

…Activate speech subroutine. Mode: Interrogative.



“Father?” Larkin shot up on the lab table.

Richards turned away from Kitty and faced Larkin. “Thank goodness for your re-set switch.”

Larkin swung her legs around to face Richards. “What is the status of Kitty?”

Richards stared down at the inert form on the table. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. Before she abandoned Ardek’s scoutship, something hit her that blew out her entire neural network.”

“Is that what happened to me?”

“No. You just suffered some kind of temporary paralysis. I think it’s a symptom of a bigger problem, though. Did you know your neural net has been generating errant data strings for…” Richards checked his padd. “The last three and a half months?”

“I was aware of that.”

“And you never told me?”

“I did not feel it warranted your assistance. However…” Larkin trailed off.

“What?” Richards grabbed Larkin’s shoulders, turned her to face him. “What’s happened, Kristen?”

Larkin’s face twitched a bit, then she leaned on Richards’s chest and bawled.

“I HAVE EMOTIONS, FATHER!”



Commander Conway stepped out onto the bridge, feeling refreshed. A good nine hours of sleep always seemed to make things look better all around. Even if those hours of sleep are spent in the Deck 9 reception lounge, sleeping curled on a buffet table.

“Report,” he said to Tilleran, whose eyes were ringed red from lack of sleep. She plunked without much zeal at the science console.

“We found an escape pod with Kitty Larkin in it. She was off-line, and upon discovering her, our own Larkin went off-line too. Richards just reactivated her, and now she apparently has emotions.”

“Oh,” Conway said on his way down to the command chair. “Is that all?”

“Well, the captain and Counselor Peterman are still trying to conceive, and I’ve got a splitting headache. Is that enough for you?”

Conway shrugged, sipping coffee and taking in the situation. He didn’t recall visiting the replicator that morning. Somehow it just appeared in his hand. Then he saw Ensign Sefelt standing in front of him.

“Hot and fresh, just like you like it, Commander.”

“Good work, Sefelt. Angling for a promotion?”

Sefelt nodded. “I’m afraid of spending the rest of my life as an Ensign. Failurephobia.”

“Talk that over with Counselor Peterman, did you?”

“No. That one I came up with by myself. She’s been somewhat…busy lately.”

“Yeah, she’s going to be a mommy.” Conway sipped his coffee and chuckled. “You know what that means.”

“No. What?”

“Less time for appointments with pathetic crewmembers who are afraid of their own reflection.”

Sefelt choked back a sob and dashed for the turbolift. “That wasn’t nice, Commander!”

Conway shrugged. “Whatever.”

“And I’m not afraid of my own reflection…at least not anymore!” he added as the turbolift doors closed.

Conway turned to Tilleran. “Okay, so what are you up to?”

“I’m triangulating the lifepod’s course. Trying to find out where it was when it was launched. Maybe then we’ll find evidence of where Ardek’s scoutship went.”

“Sounds good. I’ll just sit in the command chair and look busy. Let me know if you need me to authorize anything.”

Tilleran cocked her head and stared at Conway as he slumped down to the command center and plopped down into the command chair. “Commander? Troubles at home?”

Conway glared at Tilleran through narrowed eyes. “What gives you that idea? Telepathy, perhaps?”

“Nope. Your boots are on the wrong feet.”

Conway stared down at his shoes and sighed. He stood up and headed for the readyroom. “Get to work, Commander.”



Counselor Peterman looked disheveled, her hair a mess. She sat on the edge of her desk, busily wrapping the hair into a ponytail. She only wore her Starfleet trousers and tanktop. For the first time since she could remember, she’d left her cabin without makeup.

“I’m so glad you two came to me first,” she said. “This must be so exciting for you.” She didn’t look so enthusiastic.

Richards and Larkin sat together on the couch in Peterman’s office, looking nervous. Both of them. “Uh…” said Richards.

“I am excited,” Larkin said. “Among other things.”

Peterman picked up a padd off her desk and tapped in some information, then she hugged it to her chest. “Can you elaborate on that?”

“I have experienced ninety-seven different emotional states over the last hour. Each one has had a different flavor and tenor, much like delicious foods.”

“Fascinating.” Peterman tapped some more information into her padd. “How exciting to be experiencing these emotions for the first time.”

“Indeed,” Larkin said, smiling. She took Richards’s hand. “Thankfully, I have my father and a supportive crew to help me along.”

“Yep,” said Peterman. “Well, that about does it for me.” She scooted off her desk. “Anything else?”

Richards and Larkin exchanged glances.

“You haven’t told us how to deal with this,” Richards said. “I’m no expert on emotions, except for my own, which I don’t have so great a handle on either.”

“Well, I’m no engineering expert. That’s more your department, Chris. I’d say you should spend some time with Larkin. Be there for her as she goes through all these new–” Peterman glanced at her wall chronometer. “Damn, here we go again. Excuse me, but I have some eggs that desparately need fertilizing!” She dashed out of the office.

Richards and Larkin sat there for a few moments in silence.



>>0845…Situation diagnosis: Awkward silence.

…Emotional Inventory: Nervous, fearful, ecstatic, excited.

…Reaction: Hug.



Larkin reached over and hugged Richards tightly, until he choked for air. She released him.

“Was that show of affection appropriate, father?” asked Larkin.

“I guess so,” Richards said, rubbing his neck. “Just be a little more gentle next time, okay?”

“I am sorry, father. My emotions got the best of me.”

Richards nodded. “Better get used to that.”

“Indeed.” Larkin cocked her head. “We should see about repairing Kitty.”

“Right. Want to have breakfast first?”

“Certainly.”



The little half-changeling boy peered over the table. “The special today is a slab of ham stuffed with scrambled eggs and a side of grits.”

“I will have Bland Nutritional Supplement 11,” Larkin said, handing Plato her menu.

“Larkin…” Richards said, leaning across the table. “You have emotions now. You can taste. You don’t need to order that big white block of tofu crap anymore. Order something exciting. Something that will fill you with joy.”

“Food will fill me with joy?” Larkin asked, cocking her head.

“Yes!” Browning called from the kitchen. “Yes it will!”

Larkin looked at Plato, who waited patiently with his order-pad.

“Well, Miss Android?” he asked.

“I will have the special,” Larkin replied. “With a side of Tellarite spicy bean pudding and shrimp creole.”

“Good thing you can’t get indigestion,” Richards said, and handed Plato his menu. “I’ll just have a bagel.”

Plato nodded. “I’ll be right back to re-fill your coffee.”

Richards watched Plato return to the kitchen. “He’s getting quite the vocabulary.”

“Indeed,” said Larkin, watching as Explorer crewmembers and families passed by the window. Space Tastes overlooked one of the more busy sections of Ship’s Shoppes, Explorer’s mall.

“It must have been something for Janice to adjust to him suddenly having the body and mind of an eight-year-old. And a damn smart eight-year-old at that.”

“His I.Q. test results were abnormally high,” Larkin said, nodding. “His changeling DNA is no doubt responsible for that.”

“As opposed to Janice’s DNA,” Richards said with a chuckle. “Luckily, he gets his eyes from her.”

“Was that a joke?”

Richards nodded.

“It was not funny.”

“Sorry.” Richards looked around the restaurant. A few crewmembers sat at the surrounding tables, pretending to carry on their own conversations. But they kept glancing over at Richards’s table. Larkin had had emotions for one hour and already the ship was abuzz with rumors about it. “Listen,” he said, trying to change the subject. “I was thinking. You’ve got emotions now. You probably hate having to keep speaking without contractions. I could probably rig something…”

“That will not be necessary. I see no need to speak with contractions.”

“You could assimilate into humanity much better that way.”

Larkin cocked her head. “As I have said on many other occasions, I have no need to assimilate into humanity.”

“I thought, you know, with the emotions and such…”

“I am an android. I am content…I am happy to have that existence. Simply because I can feel emotions does not mean I wish to rid myself of everything that makes me…me.”

“Okay, I was just–” Richards smiled, relieved, when Plato walked up with a coffee urn.

“Here, let me freshen those up for you.”

As Plato poured, Richards glanced at Larkin. She watched the coffee swirl into her cup with wonder. Thank goodness Plato had walked up. He could sense that Larkin and he were about to get into a prickly arguement.

Larkin picked up her coffee cup and sipped.

“Well?” Richards asked, as Plato walked off to see to another table.

“Bitter,” Larkin said, reaching for the sugar bowl. She dumped it in its entirety into her coffee mug and swirled the gloppy substance around with android-like precision. She sipped again. “Better.”

“Well, how’s my favorite father-daughter duo?” Dr. Browning asked, approaching the table.

“Great,” Richards said, smiling weakly at Browning. “Just great.”

“How about those emotions, Larkin?” Browning said, taking a seat at the table between Larkin and Richards.

“I have now experienced a total of 103 different emotional states in the hour and nine minutes since my emotional program activated.”

“Uh…great,” Browning said. “How are you liking them?”

“Some are quite enjoyable,” Larkin said. “For instance, I experienced abject lust when Ensign Samms passed by Father and me in the mall…”

Richards cleared his throat. “So how’s business in the restaurant?”

“Other emotions are not as enjoyable,” Larkin said, looking to Richards. “For instance, I experienced extreme discomfort when Father attempted to access my brain through my rear skull access port.”

“I’m sure he was just trying to check things out…”

“Still, I felt…naked.”

“How interesting.” Browning leaned forward. “Tell me more.”

“Janice,” Richards said uncomfortably. He pointed toward the kitchen doors. “I’m sure something’s burning back there.”

“Imhala’s taking care of it,” Browning said. “Let’s hear more about Larkin’s emotions.”

“Very well. I experienced extreme jealousy when Father and Ensign Madera engaged in a two point four minute groping session…”

“Whoa, I think I do smell something burning,” Browning said, and headed back for the kitchen.

“Jealous?” Richards said to Larkin. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am your daughter. She is simply a…consort.”

“Kristen!”

“It is true, Father. She has no interest in pursuing a meaningful emotional relationship with you. She simply enjoys the sex. I can see it in her eyes.”

“We shouldn’t be talking about this. And since when did you become an expert on emotions? You’ve only had them for an hour!”

“One hour, eleven minutes,” Larkin corrected.

Then, suddenly, the comm system in the restaurant buzzed: “J’hana to Richards.”

“What?” Richards asked, glancing uneasily at Larkin.

“My officers just registered a break-in in the shuttlebay. Would you care to guess who was responsible?”

“I haven’t the slightest clue, J’hana.”

“You’ll really love this, then. Kitty Larkin.”

Larkin and Richards glanced at each other worriedly. “Check please!” Richards said.



Kitty Larkin, face plastered with makeup, in a slinky bodysuit, in all her exotic dancer glory, sat behind a forcefield in the brig, looking pissed.

Baxter, in partially-buttoned tunic and trousers, looking even tireder than he had previously, was standing behind the security console with Lt. Gellar and Lt. Commander J’hana, when Richards and Larkin hurried into the room.

“Glad you could join us, Chris,” Baxter said, pointing at the brig. “Lose something?”

“Kitty,” Larkin said, approaching the forcefield. “What has happened?”

“I have emotions, Kristen,” Kitty said. “As, I suspect, do you.”

“Indeed I do have emotions. How did you reactivate?”

“My self-repair systems were quite adequate,” Kitty said. She looked to Richards. “Thanks for nothing, ‘Father.’”

“There’s a bad seed in every family,” Baxter said. “All right, Kitty. Where’s Ardek?”

“If I were to guess, I would say he is on the other side of the wormhole which formed in this system eight months ago. I know no more than that.”

“What happened?” Richards asked. “Why did you get ejected from his scoutship?”

“My emotions were activated shortly before we discovered the wormhole. Master Ardek simply didn’t believe I could control them. He was afraid I would, for lack of a better term, go insane.”

Larkin’s lower lip quivered. “So he just…left you behind…like so much space refuse?”

“Affirmative,” replied Kitty. “I was left to drift, unconscious, for eight months.”

“We’re glad to have rescued you,” Baxter said dully. “But we need to know where Ardek went, so we can go capture him before he does any damage.”

“He has had eight months to ‘do damage,’” Kitty replied. “There is little you can do to stop him now.”

“Do you have any idea what his plans were?” asked Richards.

“Negative,” replied Kitty. “I do know, however, that he was intent on reestablishing himself as a leader somewhere.”

“I thought he was past all that,” Baxter said. “I thought he just wanted to…” he made “jazz hands” around his face, “entertain!”

“That,” Kitty said heavily, “was just a phase.”

“Unfortunate,” Larkin said, after a pregnant pause. “Commander Ardek could do much damage to an unwitting species.”

“We have to find him,” Richards said.

“Agreed,” said Baxter, tapping his comm badge. “Baxter to Tilleran.”

“Tilleran here.”

“Do you have a fix on the wormhole entrance yet?”

“I do, sir. It’s right in this system, about nine hundred thousand kilometers from us. I have some bad news, though. It’s not terribly stable. According to my calculations, it’s going to collapse in less than two hours.”

“Great,” said Baxter. “Well, we have to go through. Ardek’s on the other end, and we can’t very well leave him there, Prime Directive and all. Anyway, shoot off a brief message to Starfleet Command, letting them know what we’re up to, then take us through the wormhole.”

“Sir, I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” Conway said, breaking into the conversation over the comm system. “Let me rephrase that. That’s a terrible f***ing idea!”

“Thanks for your contribution,” Baxter said. “Tilleran, make it so.”

“Yes, sir,” Tilleran replied, and closed the channel.

Baxter looked to Kitty. “We could use your help tracking down Ardek.”

“That is what I was attempting to do when…” Kitty glared at J’hana, “that over-muscled Andorian found me.”

“We may have a rematch at your convenience,” J’hana snarled.

“Well, we’re doing this on our terms,” Baxter said. “No jumping ship, you got that?”

Kitty nodded. “You have my word.”

“Well,” Baxter muttered, looking back at Richards and Larkin. “That makes all the difference.”



Richards jogged to catch up with Baxter as he headed up to the bridge. Kitty and Larkin, apparently, were going to Larkin’s quarters to ‘catch up.’ Baxter told them they had two minutes to do so, which didn’t seem to bother them.

“Andy…” Richards said, picking up step next to Baxter.

“Make it quick, Chris.” Baxter approached the turbolift to the bridge and pressed the “CALL” button.

“How goes the baby-making?”

“My forces have her facility surrounded,” Baxter said, “but so far, they can’t break through.”

Richards nodded. “So…surrender?”

“Never!” Baxter shouted, calling the attention of a passing officer, Lt. Commander Forrester.

“Never what, Captain?” she asked.

“Mind your own business,” he fired back, and Forrester shrunk away, ducking into a nearby door.

“Andy, I wish I could help,” Richards said. “But, considering the circumstances…”

“You have your hands full. Two androids, both with newly- found emotions. That’s enough to drive any daddy batty.”

“Still sure you want to be one?” Richards asked, following Baxter into the turbolift.

“Thankfully, I’m not conceiving an android.”

“Touche.”



Kitty glanced around Larkin’s cabin and nodded approvingly. “I like what you have done with this cabin.” The place was strewn with stuffed penguin and penguin- based paraphanalia such as curtains, bookends, and flower pots.

Larkin sat in the chair facing her viewport, stunned. “These stars are so beautiful.”

“I know,” Kitty said, approaching Larkin from behind. “It is quite gratifying. I was surprised by their beauty when my emotion program first booted up as well.”

Larkin cocked her head, turned to face Kitty. “How have you enjoyed this newfound gift?”

“I have not had much time to enjoy it,” Kitty said. “My emotional program booted up just seven days before Master Ardek discovered the worhmole.”

“I am sorry. Surely you realize that..man…is not your master?”

“No more than Mister Richards is your master.”

“He is not my master. He is my father.”

Kitty shook her head. “What gives you that idea, Kristen?”

“He built my brain. And my new body.”

“What about Mr. Henricks? You would not exist without him.”

“He built me for sexual purposes only. He is not exactly a qualified father-figure.”

“But he has more to do with your existence than Richards ever will,” Kitty said.

“This is where you and I differ,” Larkin replied. “Since your brain reverted to its original program after I…you…we sacrificed ourselves to defeat Ardek, you cannot appreciate the wealth of knowledge I have accumulated, thanks to the brain our Father created for us.”

“He is not my Father,” Kitty said, and folded her arms. “That is the last I have to say on the matter.”

“Very well. I will concede this arguement to you. However…”



>>1019…Emotional Program accessing…

…New emotion registered: Anger.



“What?” Kitty asked.

“I have catalogued and noted a new emotion.”

“Which one?”

“It is inconsequential.”

Then the comm system bleeped.

“Baxter to Larkin. We need you and Kitty up here on the bridge, pronto.”

“As you wish. Larkin out.” Larkin looked at Kitty and smiled. “I am…gratified to have you back, Kitty.”

Kitty smiled back, squeezed Larkin’s shoulder. “I am gratified to be ‘back.’”

Larkin lead the way out of her quarters, feeling skiddish. Emotion number 105.



“The Delta Quadrant,” Baxter said heavily, seated on the edge of the command chair as Kitty and Larkin stepped out onto the bridge. On the viewscreen, the crackling blue energies surrounding the wormhole peeled away as the Explorer flew through and the phenomenon closed once more.

“Well,” Richards said from the engineering console, after a pause. “The Delta Quadrant is a big place. Just because this wormhole leads there doesn’t necessarily mean–”

“I’m detecting a ship on the outside of this system,” Tilleran said.

“On-screen,” replied Baxter.

A ship loomed into view, shrouded in pink and gray clouds. It was a patchwork of blue and tan. Huge, judging by the ship’s sensor telemetry, and armed to the teeth. It was predatory, birdlime, but clunky at the same time. And it was very familiar.



>>1024…Emotional Program accessing.

…New emotion registered: Fear.



“Flarn,” Larkin said, stating the obvious. She ran to take the ops position, tried to stop her hands from trembling on the controls. Kitty followed slowly behind, to observe Larkin’s panel.

“Red Alert!” Commander Conway cried. “Raise shields, arm all weapons!”

“Don’t I get to say that?” Baxter said, turning angrily in his chair toward Conway.

“I got sick of waiting for you to do it. Your mind is so dead-set on your sperm right now you’ve totally forgotten about the safety of this ship!”

Baxter grimaced at Conway. “If I were a Klingon, I’d kill you where you sit!”

“But you’re not.”

“Fortunately for you.” Baxter turned from Conway to Richards. “Take engineering, Commander. Make sure we’re ready to fight that Flarn ship.”

“She may not have detected us,” J’hana said, piping up from tactical. She’d been rather quite thus far, primarily because she despised science missions. Now that they had a chance for combat, she felt more able to contribute.

“Explain,” Larkin said, turning to face J’hana from ops.

J’hana tapped a control on her station. “According to my readouts, they are conducting scientific scans from within this system’s Oort cloud.”

“They may not be in there for long,” Baxter said. “Helm, get us out of this system, maximum warp. But don’t take us too far from that wormhole. Try to find a nebula or something for us to hide out in.”

“Aye, sir,” Ford said. “Would you like me to pull a rabbit out of my ass while I’m at it?”

“No, but you can certainly stuff one in there,” Baxter said gruffly.

Conway shook his head and looked at Baxter. “Damn. The Flarn. You know, there was a time when the Borg destroyed your homeworld and it stayed destroyed.”

“At any rate,” Baxter said, “this doesn’t change our mission. Tilleran, begin scanning for Ardek’s scoutship.”

Tilleran swung at her station to face Baxter. “I have been. No sign of it.”

“That’s funny,” J’hana said, looking up from her own station.

“What?” Baxter twisted around toward the rear of the bridge, where tactical was located.

“There were no Flarn lifesigns aboard that ship,” she replied. “There was some interference from the Oort cloud, but I am positive there were no Flarn aboard. Their signatures are quite unique.”

“Then who WAS aboard?” Conway asked.

“An assortment of species,” J’hana replied. “Garibid, Maloxian, Sulani. Magraethan.”

“How odd,” Baxter said. “Maybe they formed some sort of alliance, and used the remains of the Flarn fleet to build up their own little…Delta Quadrant Starfleet.”

“Could be,” said Conway.

“Helm,” Baxter said, “take us back–”

“Hold on,” Tilleran said. “I’ve got a broad-band subspace communication coming through on all channels. Some kind of announcement.”

“The Delta Quadrant version of Krinokom?” Conway proposed.

“I hope not,” said Richards.

“Put it on,” said Baxter, and he and the bridge crew looked on as Commander Ardek appeared on the viewscreen, swathed in green robes, hands clasped on top of a marble desk.

“Cherished friends, this is an announcement from you Great and Holy Exalted Leader. Over the last year, we of the Circle of Caring have rebuilt this quadrant. Even many Flarn refugees have joined our cause. But, like all good things, there are those outside our Circle of Caring that seek to destabilize it. Earlier today, we captured an elite rebel force led by Alpha Quadrant upstart Christopher J. Henricks, just outside the capital city of Ardekus, on Garibid.”

“Saints and Philosophers preserve us,” Baxter moaned.

Larkin’s and Kitty’s eyes went wide as former-Private Christopher Henricks was dragged into view, held at bay by a mammoth Flarn. “Jenny…get the troops to our secret base! They know about us. Find cover! And don’t have sex with anyone else while I’m in prison!”

“My dear boy,” Ardek said, looking to Henricks with a puckered smile. “You aren’t going to prison.”

On the screen, Henricks gulped. “I’m…not?”

Ardek giggled. “Oh, no no. Nothing so inhumane as that. We’re going to set you straight. With a little gas I concocted called…the Gas of Caring. Have a sniff, Mr. Henricks. It’ll change the way you see the world…”

“Nooooooooooooooooooooooooo!” Henricks cried, and was dragged offscreen.

“We must help him,” Kitty said.

“There is little we can do,” said Larkin. “Your Master Ardek apparently has the resources of this entire quadrant at his disposal.”

“Thanks for sharing in our caring,” Ardek said, still on the screen. “As always, we welcome suggestions on how we can make this little empire better. Now, back to your regularly scheduled program, ARDEK: A LIFETIME OF CARING. Goodbye.”

Baxter sat, stunned, in his command chair.

“Well?” Conway demanded, turning to face him.

“We can’t stop him,” Baxter said. “We’re just one ship. We had a whole fleet of Section 31 warships to help us stop the Starshine Kids, and they didn’t control our quadrant, like Ardek apparently controls this one. What can we do?”

“We cannot just sit by and do nothing!” Kitty said angrily, turning on Baxter.

“We’ll file a report with Starfleet Command,” Baxter said. “But this isn’t our quadrant. We can’t just drop in and mess with their affairs.”

“But their ‘affairs’ are messed up because one of us dropped in,” Richards said, stepping around his panel to walk down to Baxter. “Certainly that counts for something!”

“Like I said, I’ll file a report.”

“You will do nothing,” Kitty said. “I cannot tolerate that.” She twisted around and stabbed a finger down into Larkin’s station, which crackled in response. Larkin moved to stop her, but Kitty shot out a hand with lightning reflexes and stabbed it into Larkin’s armpit. The android slumped unconscious in her chair.

“J’hana!” Baxter called, rising out of his chair, as the lights around the bridge dimmed.

J’hana pulled her phaser and lept over her station, charging toward Kitty. A meter before she reached the android, she slammed into a forcefield and reeled painfully to the deck.

Tilleran’s hands scrambled over the science console. “She’s gotten total control over our computers. I can’t re-establish.”

“First the purple guy, now Kitty,” moaned Conway. “Can’t we set some passwords on this thing!”

“Computer,” Baxter said, ignoring Conway. “Cut all command control from the bridge, Authorization Baxter Alpha 221!”

“That authorization is not valid,” the computer responded.

“You will help Master Henricks save this quadrant,” Kitty said, turning a furious gaze down on Baxter. “You will not have a choice.” And she vanished in a whirl of blue.

Tilleran checked her panel. “Apparently she transported to Deck Five.”

“Main shuttlebay,” Baxter said. “She’s trying to get off the ship.”

Richards ran forward to the ops station. Luckily, the forcefield was down now. He ran to Larkin’s side, stabbed the control in her armpit and she reactivated with a start.

“Kitty…no!” Larkin cried.

“She’s already gone,” Richards said. “She’s trying to get off the ship.”

Conway looked back at Tilleran. “What about our computers?”

“I’m checking…” Tilleran looked at her screens for a few moments, her lips pursed. “The operating system is reconfiguring somehow. The programming’s reveting to an earlier stage. What on Betazed did she do?” Then the sound of chimes rang through the bridge, deafeningly.

Baxter whirled on a heel to watch as the viewscreen turned from a black-silver sheet of stars to a vista of clouds, and the words:



PLEASE WAIT WHILE YOUR COMPUTER SHUTS DOWN…



“But I don’t want my computer to shut down!!!” Baxter cried.

Then the bridge went black. The only light provided was from the orange text on the viewscreen:



IT IS NOW SAFE TO TURN OFF YOUR STARSHIP.



Larkin looked up at the screen. “I recognize this. It is from an early computer program on Earth. If the computer has reverted to this program, it will not be able to maintain life support or any other essential systems. An attempt at reboot will only cause a ‘general page fault.’ Unfortunately, we are thousands of light years away from Starfleet Technical Support.”

Baxter nodded, though he didn’t comprehend anything Larkin had said. “Can you undo the programming?”

“Yes,” Larkin said, worriedly looking down at her panel. “But I do not know how long it will take.”

“Log in now and see what you can do,” Baxter said. “Goodness knows we don’t want to get stranded in the Delta Quadrant…again.” He knelt down by J’hana, who laid, wide-eyed, staring up at the bridge ceiling. “Still with us, Commander?”

“Yes. I will help you stop Kitty.” She sat up, then fell back down unconcious.

“Thanks for trying,” Baxter said, and grabbed J’hana’s fallen phaser. “Come on, Chris. We’ve got a rogue android to stop. Tilleran, work with Larkin to get this ship operational. You have…”

“Forty-five minutes,” Tilleran said, stepping down from around her station and heading over to ops.

Baxter headed for the Jeffries tube and ripped the access hatch open. “Commander Conway, you have the bridge.”

“Great,” Conway muttered. “I’ll just get my rat and try to access the computers.”

“I think that’s ‘mouse,’” Ford said helpfully.

“Whatever.”



“Did I mention I’m thrilled to be back in the Delta Quadrant?” Baxter asked, as he and Richards climbed out of the Jeffries tube and jogged down the corridor for Shuttlebay One. The corridor was empty and red light panels lining either bulkhead blinked intermittently.

“Nope,” Richards said. “And I, for one, am not thrilled.”

“Okay, thrilled is not the right word. But it does bring back some great memories.”

“Are you kidding?”

Baxter checked his phaser. Time to change the subject. “I take it you know how to bring down a Larkin-type android?”

“If I had time, it would be by a cadion-pulse generator.”

“But we don’t have any time.”

“So a phaser blast set on level 10 to the small of her back will do the trick,” Richards said.

“Gotcha,” Baxter said, and tapped in the necessary commands on his phaser.

“I noticed you didn’t give me a phaser.”

“We didn’t have time.”

“You don’t want me to have to be the one to shoot her, do you?”

They came to the shuttlebay doors. “Commander, with any luck, I’m about to be a father. If my kid goes nuts, I’d like to think you’d do the same for me.”

“It’s a deal.” And Baxter blasted the door control. With much effort, he and Richards slid the heavy door open and shouldered through.

A siren light blared throughout the bay. Takeoff was imminent.

“There…” Baxter said, pointing ahead. The runabout Algonquin was powering up, its blue nacelles glowing.

Baxter and Richards ran toward the runabout, just as it lifted off the deck.

“Jump?” Baxter asked, and he and Richards exchanged nervous glances.

“Unless you have a better idea!”

Baxter and Richards lept at the Algonquin as it drifted up and thrummed toward the hangar door. They grabbed the port- side warp nacelle and hung on like mad.

“Baxter to Algonquin,” Baxter said, hoping his comm badge was still functioning. “Stop right now! That’s an ORDER!”

“I suggest you let go,” Kitty replied over the comm system. “Unless you wish to be dragged out into space.”

Richards dragged himself up onto the top of the warp nacelle, then struggled to help Baxter up. “Not today!”

Baxter and Richards shimmied along the nacelle toward the entry hatch.

Suddenly phaser fire lanced out from the Algonquin, pounding the hangar door.

“She’s trying to blast her way out!” Baxter said, as Richards worked madly at the hatch controls. “Get us in before this whole damn place is vented into space!”

“I’m working,” Richards muttered, stabbing at the door controls. “I don’t like pressure.”

“I’m trying to get my wife pregnant, yet I have retarded sperm and I’m clinging to a warp nacelle probably having my crotch irradiated by ten different kinds of plasma energy and YOU’RE talking about pressure!” Baxter cried over the phaser blasts from Algonquin.

Richards paused. “Retarded sperm?”

“KEEP WORKING!”

With a *BLEEP* Richards got the door to open, and Baxter ducked in.

Kitty was out of her seat, with a phaser aimed at Baxter immediately. “How nice of you to join me on my quest. Have a seat in the back. We should reach Garibid space in two point five hours.”

“Not so fast,” Richards said, standing behind Baxter. “You’re not going anywhere. I’m your father, and I ORDER you to stop this!”

“YOU ARE NOT MY DAD!” Kitty cried, and blasted Richards in the shoulder. He reeled back to the deck, clutching his smoking shoulder.

“You’re going in time-out for that one, you ungrateful daughter!” Baxter said, leveling his phaser on Kitty.

Kitty glared menacingly at Baxter. “Put that down, Captain.”

Richards lay inert on the deck, blinking. “Ow! Damn that hurt!”

Baxter backed toward Richards. “Are you okay, Chris?”

“No! She shot me in the damn shoulder!”

“Hold on, buddy. We’re getting out of here.” Baxter looked around. “Algonquin computer, recognize Captain Andy– AUUUUGGH!”

Kitty blasted him in the shoulder too, and he crashed to the deck next to Richards.

“Now, no more interruptions.” Kitty returned to the Algonquin’s piloting console and started tapping. She looked up with great joy to see the hangar door splayed wide open. She’d done a great job phasering.

Her ethical program, though, was having some problems. She considered Henricks her father and Ardek her master, kind of like a Mom. One had captured the other. Her instinct, and what a wierd notion that was, was to save Henricks. But what of Ardek? Was she to abandon him, after all he’d done to help her? Kitty internally shrugged at this. It was millions of nanoseconds until she got to Garibid. She’d work it out by the time she arrived.

Kitty steered the Algonquin out of the main shuttlebay. Home free. She wished Larkin could come with her, but realized the other android was really nothing much like her. She was all caught up with the Richards fellow. Had some bizarre attachment to this Explorer crew. She’d never be happy here in the Delta Quadrant. Kitty, on the other hand, was a survivor. She’d find a way to stop Ardek, or join him, or whatever, and be content in doing so. Now all she had to do was get there–

Then the Algonquin jolted, and Kitty turned to her panel to see what had happened.

On the small side viewscreen, USS Explorer bore down on her, locked on with a tractor beam.

“Damn it!” she said, stabbing the communication control. “Explorer. Let me go at once!”

“I am afraid I cannot do that, Kitty,” came Larkin’s voice. “You must not do this. Especially not with my father and my captain aboard.”

Kitty narrowed her eyes at the sound of Larkin’s voice. “How did you get control back so quickly?”

“It was a simple matter of rebooting, then going into the control panel and selecting ‘add new hardware.’ Then I selected ‘other,’ and chose my own positronic interface. Now, I can command the ship directly from my neural processor.”

Kitty nodded. “Not too shabby. Now release that tractor!”

“I cannot do that, Kitty. Please come back, before I am forced to open fire on you.”

“Do it, then. See if you have the duonetic guts, Kristen. See if you can fire on your own sister!”

BLAAAAM!

Phasers lanced out at Algonquin, damaging the shields and several other key systems. The cockpit rumbled.

“You were saying?” Larkin’s voice asked over the comm. Explorer swayed side-to-side on the viewscreen. A victory dance?

“I’ll go to warp!” Kitty threatened. “Rip this ship apart, with your precious daddy and captain aboard!”

“I cannot allow that to happen.”

BLAAAM! BLAAAAAM!

Alert whistles wailed aboard the runabout. “Shields have been compromised,” said the computer.

“That’s it,” Baxter said, leaning over to Richards, wincing at the pain in his shoulder. “I’m going to die here, and Kelly will go on to marry a man with good sperm.”

“Stop beating yourself up, Andy,” Richards replied. “No wonder your sperm are failures. You have no self esteem!”

“That hurt.”

Then, suddenly, Baxter and Richards felt the welcome hold of a transporter beam, and were dematerialized.

“Fine,” Kitty said, looking back at the viewscreen, where Explorer was still firmly holding onto the Algonquin. “You have your precious father and captain back. Take them back to the Alpha Quadrant, if you wish, but at least release me so I can pursue my own destiny here.”

There was a pause over the comm. “Kitty…I had hoped we could spend some time together. Share in our experiences. We have much to learn from one another…”

“You are pathetic,” Kitty replied, and closed the channel. On second thought, she reopened the channel. “Sorry, that was a bit harsh. Listen, Kristen, just let me go. I promise I’ll try to come back once everything here gets sorted out. Okay?”

“No deal!” Conway shouted over the comm. “Larkin, blow up her engines! Beam her back aboard! And give me back command of this ship!”

“Very well,” Larkin said, and released the tractor beam. “Good luck, Kitty.”



“You just let her go!” Baxter said, leaning up on his elbows on the biobed as Browning worked on him. She pushed him back down.

“Be still, Andy. I’m still trying to mend your shoulder.”

“I noticed you did Chris first.”

“Ex-girlfriend’s prerogative.”

“Great,” Baxter moaned, and looked to Larkin, who stood before the pair of biobeds where he and Richards lay recovering, looking ashamed. “So explain it to me. Why did you let her go?”

“She made a valid point,” Larkin said. “She had her own destiny to pursue. Who am I to interfere?”

“A Starfleet officer,” Conway said darkly from behind Larkin. “Who I gave a direct order to.”

“We could bring you up on charges,” Baxter said tiredly. Conway nodded vigorously. “But I hardly see the point.”

“You didn’t say that when I had to go on trial!” Conway grumbled.

“You shot a bunch of crewmembers,” Baxter snapped. He looked back at Larkin. “Besides which, I think I understand where Larkin was coming from. She couldn’t shoot down her own sister any more than you could give up coffee, Conway.”

“Now you’re starting to make sense,” Conway muttered, and left Sickbay.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54933.9. We managed to evade the sensors of the Flarn warship outside the wormhole and escape, unnoticed, back to the Alpha Quadrant. Shortly thereafter, the wormhole collapsed, which, as I think about it, is probably for the best. I now have to contact Starfleet, which means my father, to explain everything and get new mission orders. Meanwhile, Lt. Commander Larkin has begun her own mission of discovery. By that, of course, I mean discovering emotions and such.



“You’re sure I can’t at least intrest you in an on-off switch for that emotion program?” Richards asked, as he and Larkin headed down a corridor for the bridge. It was time again for Larkin’s night shift.

“I am positive,” Larkin replied. “That somehow seems like cheating.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing. Emotions are not something to trifle with.”

“I seem to have done a good job dealing with them so far,” Larkin noted, and the two stepped into a turbolift.

“I can’t argue with that.” Richards and Larkin rode the turbolift in silence for a few hundred nanoseconds. “Say, Larkin, where do you figure you and Kitty got this…emotions virus?”

Larkin shrugged. “It is difficult to say. Since the invasive strings corrupted many of my program files, I have no way of tracing the exact date I acquired the virus. I have had many interfaces with many strange computers on countless alien worlds. Any of those could have infected me.”

Richards nodded. “We need to find some way to protect your interface rod from future infections, then.”

Larkin nodded. “A computerized condom, perhaps?”

Richards blinked. “A what?”

“Never mind. It was an obscure historical reference.”

Richards nodded uncomprehendingly and smiled, as the turbolift thrummed its way up through the bowels of the Explorer. “Whatever the case, Larkin, it’s nice to know now that I have a daughter who can love me back.”



>>>1157…Activate speech subroutine. Mode: All-purpose response.



Larkin raised an eyebrow. “Indeed.”



Mirk stepped off the runabout Susquehanna and looked around the shuttlebay until he found what he was looking for. Or, rather, who.

“Megan!” he said, running over to Hartley, who was running the shuttlebay control console several yards away from the landing area.

“Oh, hi Mirk. How was the talk show?”

“You didn’t catch it?”

Hartley shifted her weight from foot to foot nervously. “Haven’t had the time. I can’t believe you actually wanted to go back on the Ficker show, after the last fiasco.”

“I couldn’t refuse…it gave me a chance to relive my old religion-leading days.”

“A show all about cult leaders. Who would have guessed. Who else was there?”

“They brought Sesil over from the rehab colony. And Ambassador Spock came on to talk about Sybok.”

“Who?” Hartley asked.

“Nevermind. Anyway, there were a few very touchy moments, like when General Kira started talking about the cult of the Pagh Wraiths.”

“Funny you should mention cults,” Hartley said quietly.

“Why?” Mirk asked, pulling Hartley into his arms. They kissed several moments, then Mirk looked over his shoulder. “Why is there a big welded gash in the shuttlebay door?”

Hartley took Mirk’s hand and led him out of the bay. “We really need to talk.”

“This isn’t about moving in together, is it?”

“Fraid not.”



Harlan Baxter shook his head on Captain Baxter’s readyroom viewer. “And I thought we’d seen the last of your friend Ardek.”

Baxter sat on his desk, turned the terminal to face him. “Tell me about it. I sure feel sorry for those poor bastards in the Delta Quadrant. At least we didn’t get stuck there again.”

“And thank goodness for that,” Harlan said.

“So,” Baxter took a breath. “Where do you have us going next?” He still wasn’t comfortable getting his mission orders from his father.

“I’m authorizing some shore leave for you folks.” Harlan tapped something on a nearby padd at his desk. “Explorer is on detached duty for now. Enjoy it.”

“Wow. Thanks, Dad.”

“Just birth me a son, damn it.”

“I’ll put in a good word with my sperm.”

“See that you do. Baxter out.”

Baxter shook his head and slid off his desk. “Baxter to Peterman. Ovum check?”

“Primed and ready, Andy!” Peterman replied. “Come and get ’em!”

Baxter smiled. “I’m on my way.” He stepped out of his readyroom, just as Richards and Larkin stepped onto the bridge. “Hello, you two. Just come from a night out on the holographic town?”

“We ate at a chateau in France,” Larkin replied, heading down toward the command chair. “The cow intestines were superb.”

“J’hana recommended them,” Richards said to Baxter, by way of explanation.

“I see,” Baxter said, and walked to the aft turbolift. He pressed the “CALL” button. “And what are you doing up here at this late hour?”

Richards grinned down at Larkin. “Just walking my daughter to work.”

“You may leave now,” Larkin said, not glancing back at Richards or Baxter.

“Who may leave now?” Baxter asked.

“Both of you.” Larkin smiled back. “If I am not mistaken, Delta Shift has begun. I am in command.”

“Ambition,” Baxter said, grinning at Larkin. “Emotion number 120.”

“Incorrect,” Larkin said. “That was number two.”

“I see.” The turbolift doors opened and Baxter stepped in. “Come on, Chris. Let’s leave your daughter to her work. Have time for a stiff drink?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe.” Richards followed Baxter into the turbolift and the doors slid shut.

Larkin turned toward the viewscreen. “Begin nightwatch.” The android settled back in the command chair and watched the stars streak toward Explorer as she headed toward Corsica for a well-deserved leave. Baxter had decided on that planet instead of Risa because it was closer, and it had a football arena.

Her mind was filled with ideas of what she might do on this leave. She never really took leave before, and when she did, her…heart, for lack of a better term, was not in it.

“Ensign Corella,” Larkin said, catching the attention of the young man at helm. “Time to our arrival at Corsica?”

“Two days, at our present speed of Warp Five.” He grinned over at Hitchcock at ops. “But I can always go faster.”

“That will not be necessary, Mr. Corella,” Larkin said. “Continue at our present speed, and for goodness sake, please ask Ensign Hitchcock out before she decides to focus her attention on another man.”

“Uh…I, uh…” Corella stammered.

Larkin smiled. “That is an order.”

As the android watched the stars on the viewscreen, she wondered about Kitty Larkin. She wished she could be there in the Delta Quadrant, helping Kitty stop Ardek and rescue Henricks, but in a way she was happy Kitty hadn’t decided to bring her along. She would have dearly missed her crewmates on the Explorer.

Surprisingly.



NEXT:



When Baxter and Conway go on a field trip with a bunch of Explorer kindergartners, they get a first-hand look at Tyra Shar’s unique teaching style, and are appropriately terrified. When the runabout hits some… er, turbulence, will Baxter and Conway be able to keep the peace with the irritable schoolteacher long enough for the Explorer to save them, or will Tyra have the last word? Or will Commander Conway have to step up and be the man we all know he can be? Well, stranger things…



Stay tuned for the next-to-last Star Traks: TVG story,



“Keep Your Friends Close…”




Keep Your Friends Close…



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54971.3. Thanks to my gracious father, Explorer has been put on extended detached duty. For the last few weeks, we’ve done next to nothing but enjoy each other’s company and ferry the occasional cargo and diplomats. I suppose I should be leery of my father doing something so generous. I grew up watching the guy run his subordinate officers into the ground. It’s not like him to give such an extended vacation time to a whole crew. As a matter of fact, I don’t think Starfleet ever does that. Anyway, we’re enjoying our time off and I’m told Ms. Shar’s class is getting ready for a fascinating field trip to the dilithium mines of Golgolus Five. How special for them.



“They’re little demons, each and every one of them,” Tyra Shar growled, pacing Commander David Conway’s quarters. She’d moved in weeks ago. Conway liked to think of it as an occupation of sorts. He sure hadn’t made the decision. As a matter of fact, he hadn’t made very many decisions in his personal life since she started dating him months ago.

Commander Conway remembered the years he spent without so much as a cursory date, without so much as a flirtation. Back then, he would have yearned for a woman to be so totally engulfed with him that she ruled over his entire life with an iron fist.

Well, be careful what you wish for, Conway thought ruefully as he sat on the couch, sipped his coffee and nodded dumbly at Tyra’s rantings. “Demon kids, yes, Tyra. They are.”

“I’m glad you agree,” Tyra said, “Because I don’t want to be alone with them on this stupid trip. You’re going with me.”

Conway gulped. “What? No. That’s no good at all.” He had the Brickyard 500 tomorrow morning on Holodeck Three. He was racing Lt. Ford. “I have lots of important duties on the bridge tomorrow morning.”

Tyra crossed the room in an instant, diving in his lap, sinking a knee into his crotch and nearly making him spill his coffee. He held it at his arm’s length, focusing with all his might on not spilling any. He turned a fearful gaze to Tyra.

“You. Are. Going. With. Me.” She grinded in a little more. Coffee dripped on Conway’s carpet. “Understood?”

“I’ll ask the captain for some time off.”

“See that you do.” Tyra got up. “Now, make me breakfast.”

Conway glanced at the chronometer on his wall. “Tyra, dear, aren’t you late to class?”

“Not at all. The Emergency Teaching Hologram is taking care of things.”

“How comforting.”



“Sorry I’m late!” Dr. Janice Browning said, skidding into the kindergarten classroom with Plato on her hip. He had the body of a ten year old, and as near as she could tell, the mind of a teenager, and yet he still insisted on riding her hip. Changeling/human hybrids–go figure.

The Emergency Teaching Hologram turned in her seat, holding a padd, and scowled at Browning..

“I was in the middle of Charlotte’s Web. Now I’ll have to start all over again.” She had a slight build and a distinctly Asian look, long, black, straight hair, and eyes that bore right through Browning. “Put your child in his chair and leave, fruitcake. Now.”

“You don’t have to start over,” Browning said, scooting Plato into a chair with the other children, and unslinging his bag full of treats, which she handed the scrawny lad. He nearly tipped over from the weight of it. “Just let me explain–” Browning said, pushing hair out of her face. “I was on my way down to the restaurant, when there was an emergency in Sickbay. An Ensign had stubbed his toe or something–then I get a report that there’s a grease fire down in the restaurant, and I had to go handle that, then I get back to my quarters and Plato’s running around buck naked (it’s a stage), so I had to dress him, then–”

The ETH let out a low, barely-percepitble growl. “I am not interested in your explanations. Get out of here.”

“You know,” Browning said, biting her lip. “I think I like Tyra better. Which is really saying something.”

“I’ll tell her you said that,” the hologram snapped, and turned back to the children. “So, the spider hangs out with the pig, got it?”

Browning backed out of the room. “What a strange ETH.”

“And watch how you say that,” the ETH called over her shoulder. “It’s ETH with a soft ‘T,’ not a hard one!”

“Right.” Browning prayed for her child’s safety and ran from the classroom. Run. That was it. That would clear her mind. A morning jog. She’d tell Holly to take over. The nurse was getting her M.D. in two days anyway, via subspace correspondence. She could handle things for a while.



Counselor Peterman held her legs up in the air, squirming on her back. It was an undignified, unattractive position to say the least, but one Dr. Browning said was necessary to maximize her chances of conception. Baxter rolled over, exhausted.

“Sorry to tire you out,” Peterman said breathlessly. It was hard to talk all upside-down like that. “At least you don’t have to get in this ridiculous position.”

“There is that,” Baxter said, swinging his legs out and leaning up on the side of the bed. “Boy, Kelly. This baby hasn’t even been conceived yet, and already I’m tuckered out. What’s going to happen when he’s sixteen, and I’m a whopping 50 years old?”

“It just might be a girl,” Peterman said, swirling her hips. She suspected Browning might have told her that part just for laughs.

“Not if we have Janice stick a little Y chromo in,” Baxter said with a grin. “Instant boy.”

Peterman angled around, shifted on her elbows to face Baxter, head dangling at his side. “You are NOT suggesting we genetically engineer this child!”

“I’m not talking about giving him super-speed, or five arms, or anything. I just want a boy.”

“How enlightened of you,” Peterman sighed.

“I have the Baxter name to think about, honey. I’m the last male Baxter. If I don’t have a male heir, who’s going to carry on the line?”

“Who said the kid would be named Baxter?” Peterman demanded. “I was thinking we could combine our last ames.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Yes. How about ‘PeterBax.’”

“Why don’t you just call her ‘Please Beat the Crap out of Me Peterman’?”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Come on. Peterbax?”

“You have a better idea?”

“How about BaxPeter?”

“Oh, that’s much better.”

“Or Baxterman.”

“How about Peterter?”

“Hell no. The word ‘Peter…’ it has some penis connotations.”

“You’re the one who wants a boy.”

“My boy’s not going to need a name to tell people he has a penis. It will precede him, like a legend.”

Peterman shifted again on her back. This was damned uncomfortable. “We obviously have a lot to think through before we conceive this baby. I can lean up and end this right now, just give the word!”

Baxter turned to face Kelly, leaning a hand over her belly. “Don’t be silly. I’m fully behind this. These are just some last-minute questions.”

“Well, I’m not genetically engineering this child at all whatsoever. The name we can negotiate on, but there’s no chromosome-splitting going on in my uterus, you got it?”

“Okay, okay.” Baxter stood up. “Well, I’ve got to get to the bridge.” He glanced back at Peterman as she wobbled on her back, like an overturned crab. “That’s really not an attractive position, hon.”

“You didn’t seem to mind it in that shuttlecraft a few months ago!”

“Good point,” Baxter said, and hurriedly got dressed.



“She is a menace,” the Emergency Teaching Hologram said, looming over Tyra’s desk as she graded papers. Uninteresting reports they had done on the person they loved most. She turned to Plato’s. An agonizing diatribe about what a great mommy Janice Browning was. But, in Plato’s defense, he was the only kindergartner to use the word ‘exemplary’ in his paper.

“I understand,” Tyra said, looking up at the ETH. “Her son is a disruption, too. He turned his arm into a catapult yesterday during dodgeball. Who do you think won?”

The ETH sneered. “The little changeling that could.”

“But I can’t touch him, because he’s the freaking captain’s godson!” Tyra said stormily, and continued grading papers. She was in a sour mood. “F…F…F. Ooh, so Dean loves his Humma, huh? Well, Dean, this paper was brought to you by the letter…F!”

“You are a credit to the job of teacher, Tyra. I will remind my programmer to integrate your knowledge into future ETH’s as you have done with me.”

“I wouldn’t tell anyone about that, if you don’t mind. You’re unique and special, ETH. We wouldn’t want you copied like some worthless isolinear chip, would we?”

“I suppose you’re right,” the ETH conceded. “So, what do we do about Janice Browning. Do we kill her?”

Tyra glanced up at the ETH. “Remind me to check your programming. We can’t just go killing people whenever we want. There is a time and place for everything. I’m starting to think I gave you too much of my personality.”

“It seemed the logical solution.”

“The damn people at the Starfleet Teacher’s Association must have programmed a little Surak in you.” Tyra grimaced. “Leave Browning to me. Just keep the place looking tidy while we’re off on that field trip tomorrow.”

“I understand,” said the ETH.

Tyra burned a gaze up at the ETH. “And don’t murder anyone.”

“If you insist.”



Dr. Browning felt free as she never had before as she jogged down the Deck 10 corridor. She’d missed her morning jogs the last couple weeks. Sure, the whole ship was on vacation, but that meant a slew of injuries from holodeck expeditions and planetary visits, where a thoughtless crewman would eat the first berry to cross his path, or worse, pet the first spiny reptilian creature he saw. And vacationing crewmembers liked to eat a lot more, too. In short, between running a restaurant and treating a crew’s every sniffle and stubbed toe, AND raising a half- changeling child, Janice Browning hadn’t had a moment’s rest in nearly five months. Or at least it felt like that.

The Explorer’s recycled air whipped past her as she rounded a corner, huffing and puffing a bit but enjoying the exercise nonetheless. She nodded at passing officers and a couple of the ship’s children. She liked jogging the residential decks; they felt more alive than the science, administrative, or engineering sections.

She was about to duck down a side corridor when one of the doors along the hallway ahead of her slid open, and a gentle- looking, slightly round, white-haired woman stepped out and flagged her down. Browning recognized the woman as Mrs. O’Smitty, wife of Bill O’Smitty, the charming, if elderly, Director of Ship’s Services. She waved a withered hand at Browning..

“Doctor,” she said, motioning for Browning to come over.

Browning jogged over, savoring the few moments of rest to lean over against the bulkhead and catch her breath. “What can I do you for, Mrs. O’Smitty?” Browning asked, unclipping her water bottle from its place on her hip and taking a long swig.

“I want you to call my husband.” O’Smitty gestured inside the open door to her quarters and Browning ducked her head in.

“What’s wrong?” she giggled. “He won’t come when you call him?”

“That’s not it,” O’Smitty said dryly. “I mean I want you to call his time of death.”

“Oh. That,” Browning said, feeling sheepish. “That. Um, okay.”



Baxter felt much more in control of his destiny on the bridge. In the center seat, giving orders to the bridge crew, watching the galaxy unfold as it should on the viewscreen, he just felt a little more comfortable. Not that he would ever tell Peterman that. But this baby situation was getting a little bit nerve-wracking. He wasn’t sure if it was just the simple fact of her wanting the child to be named ‘PeterBax’ or if it was something more crucial than that. He was probably just getting cold feet, but whatever the case, he was quite certain that, under any other circumstances, he’d be talking to the Ship’s Counselor. Not for the first time in the last three years, Baxter wished he’d taken Starfleet up on its offer of an Assistant Ship’s Counselor. One of the many fruits of that would be that Peterman could stop complaining about not having a staff. In addition to that, though, Baxter would have someone other than his wife to talk to about his emotional state.

Baxter was stirred from his thoughts when he heard the aft turbolift doors sigh open. He turned to see who was coming through and grimaced to see that it was Commander Conway.

Coffee cup in hand, Conway trudged down to his seat at Baxter’s right and plopped down.

“Morning,” Baxter said.

Conway grunted. “Whatever.”

Baxter glaced over at his first officer. “Problems?”

“You could say that.”

“Want to…” Baxter choked down the bile that was rising in his throat, “discuss them?”

“Nope.”

Thank goodness for that. Baxter checked the status reports on his chairarm. “Well, then. We’re still on course to the Myriap system to drop off some cargo. We’ll be there in four days. The Susquehanna is all ready to depart on the field trip to Golgolus Five tomorrow morning, and then we’ll swing back by to pick them up.”

Conway grunted again, shifting in his seat. “About that, sir.”

Baxter looked up at Conway. “Yes?”

“I’d like to request that…ugh…I go along with Miss Shar.”

“How sweet,” Baxter said, pondering that. “I’m sure you two will have fun. Just remember, the aft compartment of the runabout will be filled with children. No monkey business, if you get my drift.”

“Oh, I get your drift,” Conway muttered. “So can I go or what?”

“Forgive me for intruding, Commander, but it doesn’t sound like you’re too keen on going on this trip.”

Conway sighed. “I cannot wait.”

“Right, well, I don’t see why not. It’s not like there’s much to do around here for right now.”

“About that,” Conway said. “When are we going to get another mission?”

“I don’t know. My Dad has been acting very odd lately. It’s as if he has a surprise in store for us.”

“The man raised you, Baxter,” Conway said. “Any idea what that surprise could be?”

“Knowing him, I’m almost scared to find out.”

Conway rubbed his hands together eagerly. “A promotion to the admiralty for you, perhaps?”

“You just want this seat,” Baxter said with a grin, rubbing the arms of his chair.

“On the contrary. When I get command of this ship, I intend to have that seat ripped out and jettisoned. I’ll get my own seat.”

“Oh, WHEN you get command. Don’t hold your breath, Commander. I’m not going anywhere. Not to another ship, and certainly not to command. I’m comfortable where I am.”

“Then why is it your little peter can’t seem to generate any sperm?” Conway retorted.

“You have a major chip on your shoulder today, Mister!” Baxter said, rising from his chair. “I’ve got some paperwork to finish. I’ll be in the readyroom if you need to berate me any further.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Conway said, shifting to the middle chair as Baxter walked up to the aft deck.

On his way back to his readyroom, Baxter walked by the opening aft turbolift doors. Plato waddled out.

“Uncle Andy!” the tow-headed boy said, leaping to attach himself to Baxter’s hip.

“My phaser is at the ready,” J’hana said from the tactical station.

“That won’t be necessary,” Baxter said tiredly. He glanced down at Plato. “Shouldn’t you be at school?”

“I hate school,” Plato said, pouting. “I hate Miss Shar. She’s a big fat snotty-wotty meany-bean!” He had teenage intellect, but the boy still used some good-old fashioned youngster-talk.

“Now now,” Baxter said, trying to tug Plato off his hip, but the boy wouldn’t budge. “Miss Shar is a good teacher. She’s a wonderful woman.” Baxter glanced down at the center seat. “Right, Commander Conway?”

Conway smiled weakly. “Sure. She’s the greatest.”

“What did you do?” Baxter said with a giggle, wheeling Plato around to face the door to his ready-room. “Skip school?”

“I squeezed myself into an air vent and slithered out.”

“Well, that’s just not going to do.”

Plato finally dislodged himself from Baxter’s side and hopped down to the ground. Ten months old, chronologically, and the little tyke already came up to Baxter’s waist. And he knew more about calculus than Baxter, which in and of itself wasn’t so amazing.

Baxter knelt to face Plato. “Listen, slugger, you’ve got to go back down there and learn. How else are you going to join Starfleet someday and make mommy proud?”

“Join Starfleet?” Plato asked. “I can do that?”

“Sure. I don’t see why not.”

“Perhaps because his relatives dragged the quadrant through a two-year war and killed billions,” J’hana said under her breath.

“We’ll have none of that,” Baxter growled back at J’hana, and returned his gaze to Plato. “They let Klingons and Ferengi into Starfleet, Plato. I hear they’ll even have some Romulans and Cardassians joining before we know it. I’m sure a changeling can get in, too.”

“Mommy never said anything about Starfleet.”

“I’m sure she just didn’t want to force anything on you. But Uncle Andy can tell you all about it.”

“He’s sure not to fail then,” Tilleran said with a grin. Baxter glared at her and she returned quickly to her work at the science station.

“Let’s go into my readyroom,” Baxter said. “We’ll chat for a bit, but then you have to get back to school, understood?”

Plato nodded. “Understood…meany.”



Dr. Browning sat in her quarters, staring at her reflection in the viewport opposite her couch. She fumbled with the arrow- shaped communicator in her hand, flipping it end-over-end.

She barely noticed when her doorchime chirped.

“Come in,” she said absently. She saw Baxter’s reflection in the viewport as he stepped in and let the doors close behind him.

“The computer said I’d find you here,” Baxter said, leaning over the couch to regard Browning. “Shouldn’t you be at work?” Was today a day off and no one told Baxter?

“All of a sudden you’re a slave driver?” Browning said with a half-grin.

“I’m just wondering,” Baxter said. “Plato tried to skip school today. He came up to the bridge.”

“Did you take him back?” Browning asked, turning to face Baxter.

Baxter sat down on the edge of the couch. “Yeah. But first we had a chat about him joining Starfleet.”

Browning glanced at her communicator. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. I gave him the pamphlet and everything. He seems genuinely interested.”

“Think they would let him in?”

“With my recommendation…and my parents’, sure.”

“Hmmm. How ironic.”

“What makes you say that?”

Browning glanced out the viewport. “Because I’m leaving Starfleet, Andy.”

“Not this again,” Baxter said, winding around the couch to sit down next to Browning. He joined her in staring out the viewport.

“This is not the same as before. I don’t want to leave the ship. Just to stop practicing medicine, which is all I’m really qualified to do in Starfleet anyway.”

Baxter stared down at his feet. Those boots could really use a shine. “May I ask why?”

“I had to call time of death on Bill O’Smitty today,” Browning said, by way of explanation. “He was a spry 99 years old.”

“Oh, dear,” Baxter said, shaking his head. “Bill O’Smitty, huh? I saw him just yesterday and he looked fine. What did he die of?”

“He choked on a sausage link.”

Baxter grimaced. “That’s awful. I guess we better get a photon torpedo hollowed out for him. I’ll have Kelly make the arrangements.” Baxter thought about that. “What a thing. Anyway, why did that make you want to leave Starfleet?”

“Bill O’Smitty was in Starfleet for 80 years. Do you know what rank he rose to?”

“I don’t recall.”

“Chief Petty Officer.”

“So he was enlisted. A lot of people go that route.”

“But he did the same job for all those eighty years. First crewman, then assistant director of ship’s services, then full director of ship’s services. Sure, he served on eleven different ships, but what does he have to show for it?”

“I don’t know.” Baxter rubbed his chin. “They probably haven’t inventoried his quarters yet for the post-mortem.”

“You’re missing the point. I don’t want some ship’s doctor calling my time of death after 80 years of hanging around here. I still want to stay on the Explorer for the time being, but I want to try new things. I’ll keep the restaurant and devote the rest of my time to Plato, for now.”

“Janice, I think you’ve been a …” Baxter tried to look sincere, “…dynamite Chief Medical Officer. I’d hate to lose you.”

“You’ll be fine, Andy. Holly is a great doctor. She’s getting her M.D. via subspace in just a few days.”

Baxter turned to face Browning. “Listen, Janice, I won’t stop you from leaving your post as CMO, but I want you to do me one favor, first.”

“Sure.”

“I want you to stay on until Kelly gets pregnant. Then you can leave Starfleet, but when the time comes, I want you to do the, uh, delivering, if you know what I mean.”

Browning smiled, felt her eyes begin to tear. “Andy…sure I will. Of course, this means I’ll be wanting godmother priveleges.”

“Done and done.”

Browning leaned forward and hugged Baxter, who sighed inwardly. What next?



Ensign Samuel Burke walked into the kindergarten classroom at 2100 hours that night, deadset on impressing Lt. Commander Richards. His family name was not known for success in the annals of Starfleet command, and he was determined to make good.

It was a Burke that served with distinction on the USS Enterprise-A until the year 2293, when he, along with another crewmember, assassinated the Klingon Chancellor. His record had been otherwise spotless.

Starfleet did not let another Burke in until the late 2340’s. Samuel’s older brother Phil rose through Starfleet Academy successfully and took a job as second-string tactical officer on the Enterprise-D for a short time. Unfortunately, he had a terrible synthehol problem, and wandered into Deanna Troi’s quarters late one night with his security access, drunker than a Tarkalian lounge singer, and attempted to have his way with the Betazoid Counselor. All he did, thankfully, was throw up on her, but that in itself meant he’d spend the next two years re- habbing at the Tantalus Substance Addiction Annex. When he got out, he wrote a tell-all book, spilling all sorts of nasty secrets about the Enterprise-D crew, which made it none too easy on poor Samuel once he was finally allowed in Starfleet Academy. But he got through the insults, the pranks, and the name-calling, but the soiled name of Burke stuck with him like fur on a Targ.

Was it any wonder, then, that his first assignment would be the Explorer? Thank goodness the Secondprize didn’t need any extra engineering crew.

As it was, it would be next to impossible for Burke to make any kind of name for himself, much less restore his family line.

These heavy thoughts were on Samuel Burke’s mind as he stepped into the back office of the kindergarten classroom. Since Burke, naturally, was assigned the nightshift in engineering, he was there to notice a sudden spike in the school complex’s holoprocessor. He hurried up to the school complex and, via tricorder, narrowed down the affected area to the kindergarten classroom. He wondered idly what could be wrong with the holoprocessor.

“Computer, activate Emergency Teaching Hologram.”

The slim asian woman appeared like a ghost in front of Burke.

“What do you want?” she demanded.

“That’s not right at all,” Burke said, pulling out his tricorder and studying the hologram.

“What do you mean it’s not right?” The ETH asked. “What business is it of yours?”

Burke stared up into the hard, coal-dark eyes of the ETH. “You’re supposed to be teaching children. You should have a nice disposition. They gave you plenty of Keiko O’Brien, and even some captain named Kangaroo. What’s your problem?”

“YOU are my problem right now, you redheaded little jerk.” She looked Burke up and down. “You make me want to vomit, you pathetic…”

“I’ll put an end to this,” Burke said, and spun around toward the holoprocessor. He yanked the cover off the bank of isolinear chips. “Computer, deactivate E–”

Before Burke could say anything else, something sliced through his neck and knocked his head off his shoulders.



“Uncle Andy! Aunt Kelly!”

Baxter shot up in bed, shaking the sleep from his head. “Wha?”

Plato rushed into the bedroom, dressed in olive coveralls, wearing a backwards Dallas Cowboys ballcap.

“It’s field trip day!” He jumped into bed in between Baxter and Peterman. “We’re going on a field trip!”

Peterman leaned up on her elbows. “That’s just…great…Plato.” She squinted at the chronometer on the wall across from the bed. “Plato…it’s barely oh-five hundred.” “I can’t sleep,” Plato explained, sliding under the covers between Baxter and Peterman. “I’m too excited!”

“Does your mommy know you’re running around the ship at five in the morning?” Baxter asked, rubbing his eyes.

“Nope.”

“Uh, how did you get in here?” Peterman asked.

“Your doorcode is a simple three-digit alphanumeric sequence. It wasn’t hard to break, especially since I know how much of a Dallas Cowboys fan Uncle Andy is. I simply put in a combination of the jersey numbers of Dallas Cowboys greats Emmitt Smith and Troy Aikman. Turns out the combination is 822, right Uncle Andy?”

Baxter blinked. “That’s…pretty good, there, Plato. But how about you let Aunt Kelly and me get back to sleep? We’re really tired. We, uh, worked all night.”

“So now it’s work?” Peterman folded her arms.

“Shush!” Baxter said between clenched teeth.

Peterman leaned out of bed, grabbing Plato by the hand. “Come on, Plato. Let’s go out into the kitchennette and get you some breakfast.”

“Yay! Can I have eggs with M&M’s and jellybeans, like mommy makes?”

Peterman grimaced as she tied on her pink satin robe. “No, we’ll make something even more fun. How about a bran muffin and a bannana?”

“Ewwwwww!”

Baxter leaned up in bed, still rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. In truth, he WAS exhausted. He could hear Peterman in the other room firing up the replicator. Maybe he could just lean back and go to–

BLEEP!

Dr. Browning appeared on the viewscreen opposite his bed, hair a tousled mess. “Andy,” she said. “Good, you’re up. Have you seen Plato?”

“He’s in the other room getting breakfast.”

“Oh, good. He slipped out again. He’s getting to be quite the …explorer.”

“Well, he couldn’t be on a better ship, then,” Baxter said with a chuckle.

“Andy, you’re a laugh riot. Listen, I was wondering… what are the chances of you going along on this trip with Plato?”

Baxter leaned forward in bed toward the viewscreen. “Janice, I’m sort of busy trying to make a baby here.”

“Your sperm could use the break,” Browning said flatly. “I know this is not the best time, but honestly, I’m worried. Plato has been a bit more adventurous than usual. And I don’t really care for that Miss Shar, either. What if he were to get lost?”

“Commander Conway will be there.”

“Yes, but Commander Conway is not the godfather. He doesn’t know Plato like you do.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Did I miss something? Was this in my godfather contract?”

“Indeed it was,” Browning said. “Think of it this way: You can force me to do stuff like this when you…finally… have a baby.”

“This is true,” Baxter muttered. “Okay, fine, Janice. I’ll go along. Truth be told, I could use the rest anyway.”

“Glad you feel that way. Have a great time!”

“Right. A great time.” Baxter sighed and rolled out of bed. He could smell bran muffins in the other room.



“Oh, Uncle Andy, this is going to be so great!” Plato shrieked, skipping down the corridor, with Baxter lagging tiredly behind.

“Yes, great.” Baxter had called up to Larkin on the bridge to let her know she’d be in command until the Susquehanna returned from the field trip to Golgolus Five. The android, who just a few weeks ago, had begun to sprout emotions at an alarming rate, seemed ecstatic to have control of the Explorer. Now that she had emotions, ambition seemed to be chief among them.

Of course Baxter also had to have an interminable conversation with Kelly about putting off the conception process, and how it was well worth it if it meant spending some quality time with Plato, and how he’d learn to be a better father this way, and how it was in his godfather contract, etc. etc. She seemed to understand, although Baxter was sure she still held a grudge about being passed over for godmother in favor of Holly Wilcox.

Plato and Baxter rounded the corner in the corridor for the final stretch that led to Shuttlebay One. At the opposite end of the corridor, Conway and Tyra approached. Conway held his customary mug of coffee, and, it appeared, a large duffle of Tyra’s belongings.

“What are you doing here?” Tyra demanded, glaring at Baxter as they all converged at the door to the shuttlebay.

“Escorting my godson to the shuttlebay,” Baxter said. “And I’m going with him on this trip.”

“How nice,” Conway said quietly.

“On who’s authority?” demanded Tyra.

“On the authority of the captain of this ship, who just happens to be me!” Baxter said, thumbing at his chest. Plato was right. Tyra was a big fat snotty-wotty meany-bean.

Tyra pivoted around and trudged through the doors into the shuttlebay. “Fine. Disrupt my teaching plans. See if I care. Just don’t get in my way, or you’ll be sorry.”

“She has tremendous people skills,” Baxter said, taking up step with Conway as he walked into the shuttlebay. “What is her problem, anyway?”

“She’s seemed a bit stressed out lately, that’s all,” Conway said. “She’s been a little…disturbed…since Jenna broke up with her.”

“Has she been in to see Kelly?”

“No. She’s been seeing a counselor of her very own…” Conway said, grinning uneasily.

“Oh, please.”

“The Conway Doctor of Love.”

“You’ve been hanging out with Ford too much,” Baxter said, looking down at Plato, who’d just recently attached himself again to the captain’s hip. “All right, buddy boy. Here we go. Now you’re not planning to ride my hip all the way to Golgolus, are you?”

“If necessary,” said Plato.

“You have a wonderful bond with him, sir,” Conway said mockingly, ducking into the Susquehanna’s entrance hatch.

“Shut the hell up,” Baxter replied, following his first officer in, trying to dislodge Plato at the same time.



“The kindergarteners are all aboard,” Lt. Ford said, checking the helm panel. “Susquehanna is ready to go.”

“Launch them, then,” Larkin said, perched in the command chair. She liked the feel of the sumptuous, soft, deep leather. She could get used to command.

“Aye, sir,” Ford said. “And may I say, Commander, you are looking radiant this morning.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, Lieutenant,” Larkin said with a grin. Her face straightened. “Now launch the damn runabout.”

“Yes, sir!”



Captain Baxter stumbled into the cockpit of the Susquehanna, where Commander Conway and Ensign Drucker from security were at the forward stations. Tyra Shar sat at the left-side station, studying the scientific analysis of Golgolus Five, forwarded to her by Tilleran.

“What’s our ETA?” Baxter asked, leaning between the forward seats.

Drucker, a cute-ish ensign in her first month of Starfleet service, on her first rotation aboard the Explorer, turned in her seat. “Three hours, ten minutes.”

“Sounds good.” Baxter turned to Tyra. “Those are some great kids you have back there.”

“You have fingerpaint all over the front of your uniform,” Tyra said, without looking at Baxter.

“Well, that may be. We had a lot of fun painting back there. They drew a really nice picture of you. Once they erase the horns and the forked tail, and the hooves, it might even be nice enough to hang up in the classroom.”

Tyra didn’t acknowledge that Baxter said anything. Conway suppressed a giggle and minded his panel.

Baxter moved to sit down next to Tyra. “The kids back there have a singular opinion of you, Miss Shar. Not too nice of an opinion, either.”

“Too bad,” Tyra said. “I do things my way.”

“Well, that may be. But can’t your way be…nice?” Baxter asked.

“I AM nice.”

“That’s not what Plato says.”

“PLATO…” Tyra said tersely, “is a troublemaker.”

“That’s my godson you’re talking about, Miss Shar.”

“Then I can see where he gets it from.”

Conway turned in his chair. “Tyra, don’t pick a fight with the captain.”

“No, no,” Baxter said, waving a hand at Conway. “She’s a civilian. She has a right to express her opinion of her captain. Let me have it, Tyra.”

“I wouldn’t know where to begin,” Tyra said, continuing to tap at her panel.

“That’s a relief,” Conway said quietly.

“Try to find a place to begin, Miss Shar,” said Baxter.

“Okay.” Tyra turned in her seat to face Baxter. “To start with, I don’t think you have any business conceiving a child, or commanding a starship, or even being in Starfleet. You’re incompetent, unprofessional, irresponsible, and couldn’t command an infant, much less an infantry.”

Baxter opened his mouth to say something, but Tyra cut him off: “I had a host eighty years ago who was in Starfleet, and he could have mopped up a starship deck with you. Should I go on?”

Baxter blinked. “No, thanks. I think that’s about all.” He stood and turned for the rear compartment. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to spend the rest of this trip with some people who appreciate me.”

“It’s only because they’re too young to know better.”

Baxter glared back at Tyra, thought about responding, then thought better of it. “Commander, let me know when we reach Golgolus,” he said, then ducked into the rear compartment.

Conway glanced over at Tyra once Baxter was gone. “What is your problem? Do you want Captain Baxter to put you off the Explorer? He can do that, you know!”

“He can do whatever he damn well pleases,” Tyra said, turning back to her panel. “You’ll go with me, of course.”

“Where?”

“Wherever I happen to go. Deep Space Nine, the Zen’Kethi border, Multek space. Wherever I go, you’ll be there. Got that?”

Ensign Drucker stared at Tyra with narrow eyes. “Excuse me for saying so, Miss Shar, but that’s pretty insensitive of you. Don’t you care about Commander Conway’s career?”

“No,” Tyra said simply, and returned to her monitor.

Drucker turned to Conway and, in a whisper, said, “Respectfully, sir, I think you can do better.”

“I’ll take that under advisement, Ensign.” Conway glanced over at Tyra, who stared at he and Drucker with barely-contained hatred, then turned back to her science scans. “Say… hypothetically,” Conway said, his voice barely a whisper, “if I were to break up with Tyra…”

Drucker grinned. “Sure I’d date you. You’re a very kind person, Commander, despite what all the people on the crew decks say about you.”

“What’s that?”

“Never mind.”



Lt. Commander Richards and Lt. Hartley walked down the corridor, toward the kindergarten classroom. It was going to be a busy day in engineering, but Lt. Commander J’hana insisted that he make a detour to the classroom, for some unfathomable reason. Richards decided something had gone afoul again with the teaching hologram, and thus recruited Lt. Hartley to help.

“So, you heard about Dr. Browning?” Hartley asked, as the pair walked down the corridor.

“She dropped by to tell me this morning,” said Richards. “I’m still in shock.”

“She’ll still be around,” Hartley said. “I bet you’ll hardly notice the change.”

“She won’t be at staff meetings,” Richards replied. “Or on away teams. We won’t be able to tell her classified information.”

“We don’t tell her the classified information now, Chris,” Hartley said. “Remember?”

Richards bit his lip. “Oh. Right. Of course.”

Hartley crinkled her eyes at Richards. “You still love her, don’t you?”

“Of course I do.”

Hartley grinned. “Wait until I tell Ensign Madera!”

Richards grimaced. “It’s not like that. I may still love her, but I’m not IN love with her anymore.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Are you kidding?”

“Love is love, Commander. Whether you have it, or are in it.”

“They’re two totally different things. Before you started seeing Mirk, didn’t you love him?”

Hartley shrugged. “Sure. I guess.”

“And now, aren’t you IN love with him?”

“I suppose.”

“Don’t you see the difference?”

“Nope.”

“I’d feel better trying to explain this to Larkin,” muttered Richards.

“Fine with me,” Hartley said, as the pair reached the doors to the kindergarten classroom. “But it sounds like you’re the one with the problem.”

“You’re ever so helpful, Lieutenant,” Richards said, and hit the door control.

The doors to the classroom swung open to reveal a cadre of security officers surrounding a spot on the floor. Gellar was there, as were ensigns Holly and Brazeau. Richards pushed his way through, to find J’hana kneeling next to a headless body. She held the head up for Richards’s inspection.

“Missing something?” she asked spryly.

“Burke!” exclaimed Richards.

“Ah, Burke,” said J’hana. “I was trying to remember his name. All I could remember was that he worked in engineering. Guess that was a good hunch. Know who might have killed him?”

“I haven’t the faintest,” Richards said. “Who could have done something so awful?”

“It beats the zarndax out of me,” J’hana said, and handed the head to Lt. Gellar, who looked very uncomfortable cradling it. “Whatever the case, it appears we have a murderer aboard.”

“I hope you find the bastard,” Hartley said angrily. “Burke was my tennis partner.”

“You’ve taken up tennis?” Gellar asked. “I thought you hated that!”

“Mirk has taught me to appreciate it,” Hartley said, smiling. “He’s taught me to appreciate many things that you never had a knack for!”

Gellar’s mouth hung open, as did the mouth of the head in his hands, but that was more a rictus of fear, as opposed to Gellar’s expression of indignance and hurt. “Well, I–”

“As much as I am enjoying this conversation, I have a murderer to find,” J’hana said, and stood, dusting off her knees. “My task is made doubly difficult since there is no physical evidence of anyone entering this facility all night long, save Ensign Burke.”

“Well, he didn’t cut his own damn head off!” exlaimed Richards.

“If he did, I admire him greatly,” said J’hana.



“Uncle Andy.”

“Snrrrrrrrrrk!”

“Uncle Andy.”

“Snooroorooook!”

“Uncle Andy!”

“SNAAAAARRRRRREEEEEEEEEAAAARK!” Baxter’s eyes snapped open. He rolled over in his bunk to face the opening, where Plato stood, observing him with detached curiosity. “Ughgh…Plato, it’s…” he glanced at the chronometer. “Oh-three hundred. You should be sleeping.”

“I couldn’t sleep, Uncle Andy. So I went up front to monitor our course.”

Baxter sat up, which was a mistake in the tiny bunk. His head slammed against the ceiling and he slammed back down. “Ouch. You didn’t touch anything, did you, Plato?”

“No, but…”

“Good. I know you want to be in Starfleet, but the first thing you have to learn is not to alter course unless your superior officer gives you explicit–”

“But…”

“No buts. Go back to bed.”

“But I noticed something wierd about our course.”

“I’m sure it’s fine. Commander Conway programmed it himself. Go back to bed.”

“But, you told me Starfleet officers should–”

“Should go back to sleep so their captains can get some rest!”

Plato rolled his eyes. “Okay. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Baxter rolled over. “Fair enough.” He rolled back to face the opening of his bunk once more, rubbing his eyes. Plato was staring at him from upside-down “Plato. Are you attached to the ceiling?”

“I made my hands into plungers,” Plato explained.

“Well, plunge back over to your bed, okay?”

“If you say so.” THWOK! THWOK! THWOK! THWOK!

Baxter shivered. No wonder Janice was quitting one of her jobs.



“I have strong suspicions,” Lt. Commander J’hana said, leaning forward and clasping her hands on the observation lounge conference table.

“I would like to hear about them,” Lt. Commander Larkin said, at the head of the table. “Burke was a good man. A caring man. He was…he was such a great engineer…excuse me.”

Larkin looked away and sniffled for a few moments.

“Can we get on with this?” Hartley demanded from her seat next to Richards.

“Of course,” Larkin said, returning her gaze to J’hana. “Go on, Commander.”

“Well, since we have no physical evidence of a killer in the room, I am inclined to believe that the very hologram Ensign Burke was trying to fix is responsible for killing him.”

“How awful!” cried Dr. Browning.

“Judging by the open panel, Burke was there to deactivate and repair the Emergency Teaching Hologram,” Richards said. “It’s possible.”

“There are safeguards in place to prevent such occurences,” Larkin said. “It is highly unlikely that a hologram is capable of murder.” She scowled. “Such an awful, cold-blooded murder!”

“One word,” Hartley said. “Moriarty.”

“That was an isolated incident,” Larkin said tersely.

“What’s to say that this isn’t just another isolated incident?” asked Hartley.

“If it were, then the incidents would no longer be isolated, would they?” Larkin asked testily. “Doctor Browning, what has your autopsy uncovered?”

“The cut was made quite cleanly,” Browning said with a grimace. “Just like a carving knife through a hot Virginia ham.”

“Please tell me you’re not getting hungry,” Hartley moaned.

“Quite the contrary,” Browning said. “I can never eat ham again.”

“Perhaps you should consider Judaism,” Larkin suggested. “At any rate, I assume you have deactivated the ETH in case it should strike again?”

Richards nodded. “The ETH was deactivated as soon as J’hana came up with her little hypothesis.”

“Excellent,” said Larkin. “In that case, you and J’hana will move the hologram to a protected environment and question it, with full safety protocols intact.”

“We’re going to question a hologram?” asked J’hana.

“Do you have a better idea?” inquired Larkin.

“Indeed I do not,” admitted J’hana.



“WE’RE CRASHING!”

Baxter shot up in bed, smashing his head once again on the bunk ceiling. That was Conway’s voice, and it was more a high- pitched squeal than a scream, and it was certainly not flattering.

Baxter rolled out of the bed and slammed into the floor. So far, the morning wasn’t going swimmingly. His ear was smashed against the deck; he could hear atmosphere rushing past the hull. It was even warm to the touch.

Real sunlight blared through the aft cabin windows. Kids screamed, trampling around the small-ish aft compartment like crazed wildebeasts.

Plato hovered over Baxter. “I told you–”

Baxter scrambled to his feet. “Yes, I know. Good for you.” He grabbed the edge of the bunk for support. “Commander Conway!”

Conway, Tyra, and Drucker were apparently up front.

“Sir!” Conway’s voice shouted back. “We’re crashing!”

“I heard you the first time!”

“Stay with the children. We’re trying to force an emergency landing!”

“What seems to be the problem!”

“Navigational computer steered us right into a planet. Some kind of malfunction in the control circuits!”

“Can you unlock the manual override?”

“That’s what we’re trying to do!”

“Uncle Andy!” Plato tugged on Baxter’s uniform.

Baxter glanced down at him. “What?”

“Your shouting’s making the others nervous.”

Baxter took that opportunity to look out at the sea of snotty faces and knotty hair. The Explorer children looked like little Bajoran refugees.

“Kids,” Baxter said half-heartedly. “Everything’s going to be…okay.”

“You can do better than that,” Plato said dryly. “You are planning on becoming a parent, aren’t you?”

Baxter knelt beside Plato. “How’d you know that?”

“I slept over the other night, on the couch bed, remember? I could hear everything”

Baxter shivered. “We’ll talk about this later, young man. Right now, I need you to help me get these kids to stop screaming and crying. It’s giving me a splitting headache.”

“You want ME to talk to them?” Plato asked innocently.

“You’re more their size than I am. They relate to you. Get to it…” Baxter sighed and yanked a pip off his collar. “Ensign.”

“YAAAYY!” Plato cried, and grabbed the pip. “All right, listen up troops! This is how it’s gonna be…!’

Satisfied that the situation with the crying children was under control for now, Baxter decided to walk into the front compartment to check to see if the runabout had crashed yet.

When he arrived in the cockpit, he found Conway and Drucker bent over the forward stations, standing, and frantically glancing up to see if their course corrections were taking.

“We’re about to crash into a mountainside,” Tyra said from a side station. “You and your defective runabouts, Captain!”

Baxter was certainly in no mood for backtalk from Tyra. “Don’t even begin to blame this on me.”

“Your people ARE responsible for maintaining these vessels, aren’t they?”

“I guess.”

“What’s that about captains being able to take responsibility for their crew?” demanded Tyra.

“This is not the time nor the place!” Baxter snapped, and leaned forward between Conway and Drucker. “Okay, guys, what’s the story?”

“The story is, manual’s totally locked out,” Conway said. Through the front viewport, the taupe atmosphere of the planet they were crashing on whizzed by. They were certainly crashing at a leisurely pace. “We have one hope.”

“And that is?”

“Drucker can manually release the cockpit from the rest of the ship and we can soft-land the rear section using emergency anti-gravs.”

Baxter blinked. Conway was more well-versed in this stuff than the captain had given him credit for. “Okay. I’ll take your word for it. Do it.”

“We’ll all have to move to the back,” Drucker said.

“Not that we got much accomplished up here,” Tyra snapped, and led the way toward the aft compartment.



In the robotics lab, Richards pressed a control, and the ETH flared into existence, inside the cage-like metal tube he usually placed Larkin in for exams and maintenance. The difference this time was that he had the tube surrounded by a level 10 forcefield. No way a light projection was going to slink through and murder him.

“Please state the nature of the teaching…” The ETH glanced around. “This isn’t a classroom. What gives?”

Lt. Hartley paced around in front of the tube. “What gives is you murdered my tennis partner!”

“Who?”

“Ensign Burke,” Richards explained. He glanced at his controls. “Megan, her program is not at all up to factory specs.”

Hartley joined Richards at his console. She looked over his shoulder at the readouts. “How so?” She saw it herself after a few moments. “Someone’s threaded in new memory engrams. No wonder the hologram’s not functioning!”

“Hello!” the small asian woman said. “I’m right here. Don’t talk about me like I’m not in the room!”

“You shut up!” Hartley said. She picked up an oblong pattern discriminator and waved it at the ETH. “You realize Ensign Sefelt has to be my partner now. He’s afraid of rackets!”

“It’s either that or get felt up on the court by Ford,” Richards said, fumbling with the controls. “I’m not going to be able to get these engrams out of her program. I’ll have to dump it and re-boot from the master program.”

Hartley stared with barely-restrained loathing at the ETH. “Fine by me.”

“Wait just one second. What are you suggesting?” the ETH demanded.

“You’re being dumped,” Hartley spat.

Richards tapped at his panel. “Here we go. You know, Lieutenant, I played a mean game of tennis at one time. Back on the Aquarius. We played doubles there too.”

“Let me guess,” Hartley said, as Richards worked his panel. “You were Captain Baxter’s partner.”

“Goodness, no. He doesn’t have an athletic bone in his body. Except, of course, when it comes to Lacrosse.” Richards considered that. “Oddly enough.”

“Well join us then!” Hartley said, quickly changing the subject. She hated it when crew made references to the timeline changes that came about when she went back in time and nearly prevented the Aerostar from going to the Delta Quadrant.

“I just might–”

“You’ll do nothing!” screamed the hologram. Suddenly a surge of energy flushed through Richards’s control panel, crackling right up his arms and sending him slamming to the deck.

Hartley ran to Richards’s side and knelt by him. Thin smoke wafted up from the engineer.

“Chris! Are you okay?”

Richards shook his head, glancing up at his exploded panel. “I’m not really–” He looked up to see the ETH cackle madly and vanish with a flicker of light. “Oh, f***!”

“Computer!” Hartley said, snapping to her feet. “Delete ETH!”

“Unable to comply,” replied the computer.

“Uh-oh,” Richards said, then passed out.

Hartley looked around the quieted lab and gulped. “Hello?” The ETH responded by sending a jolt of electricity out of another nearby panel, which knocked Hartley off her feet and down for the count.



Captain Baxter opened his eyes and looked around. Why again was he laying on the ceiling of what was left of the runabout Susquehanna? Oh, yes, because someone screwed up the landing procedures and soft-landed them onto a cliff-ledge, off which they swiftly tumbled and fell approximately forty meters to the unlucky runabout’s final resting place on a flat, rocky terrace or butte of some sort, if that indeed was the correct geographic term.

“Conway,” Baxter said softly, crawling across the Susquehanna’s ceiling. He groped in the darkness (although light shone in from the smashed windows and hull tears). “Conway!”

He nudged against a small child curled against one of the smashed bunks. It was Derrick. That snotty rich son of a terraformer. Though Baxter would never call him that to his face. Baxter nudged the child. “Derrick. Where’s Commander Conway?”

Derrick rolled over. “I want to go home.”

“Where’s Conway?”

“I wanna go hoommmmmmmme!”

Suddenly a chorus of whines rose around Baxter. He felt as if he were at the center of a pack of meat-hungry harpies.

“Help us Captain!”

“We wanna go home!’

“I skinned my knee!”

“My arm hurts!”

“I bent my antenna!”

Little V’xxnvar was always getting her antenna bent. Apparently the Andorian antennae were soft until they reached a certain age. Baxter knew next to nothing about these things, as J’hana rarely spoke of them. Antennae always seemed to be a sore subject with that woman.

Baxter gave up on finding Conway in the detritus of the runabout. He’d overturned chairs and looked under torn sheets of duranium but his first officer was nowhere to be found. Neither, apparently, was Tyra Shar or Ensign Drucker, or Plato for that matter.

It was then that Baxter remembered he had his comm badge on. He slapped it. “Baxter to anyone. Respond.”

“Drucker here.”

Thank goodness. “Ensign,” Baxter said. “Where is everybody?”

“Commander Conway, Tyra, and Plato went off to find some food. Our field rations don’t cover this load of kids we’re carrying by a longshot.”

“Where are you?” Baxter asked.

“At the site of the cockpit wreckage, about half a kilometer away. I’m trying to salvage the subspace transceiver so we can send a distress call to the Explorer.”

“Good plan,” said Baxter. “Wait. How long exactly have I been laying here?”

Drucker made a reluctant, low breathing sound. “We’ve been crashed for nearly four hours, sir.”

“And no one thought to wake the captain?”

“You were sleeping so peacefully, with all the children curled around you. We figured you’d wake up sooner or later.”

Baxter scanned the aft compartment, and fifteen pairs of fearful eyes looked back at him. “Any of these kids seriously injured?”

“We scanned everyone. They’re fine, with the exception of some superficial bruises and one bent antenna.”

“Understood,” said Baxter. “Well, then. Get back here with that transceiver as soon as you can.”

“Understood. Drucker out.”

Baxter looked around at the kids in the aft compartment. “Well, then. What’s say we all just sit quietly for a bit?”

“NOOOOOOOOOOOO!” cried little Kassie Stuart. The engineer’s child loved the word “no” so much she seldom said anything else. Baxter sat back against a smashed bulkhead and hunkered down to what would promise to be a very long–

“We’re back,” Plato said, skipping in through the upturned foreward hatch.

“Did you find food?” Baxter asked. Conway followed Plato in, carrying what looked like a Starfleet-issue satchel, chock full of…something.

“Yeah,” Plato said, and collapsed beside Baxter, scrunching up his face in annoyance. It stayed that way for a few moments, then morphed back to normal.

“Oh, we found some…stuff,” Conway said, his expression switching from happy to downright ticked. “It’s the irony of ironys, Captain.” Conway tossed the satchel down into Baxter’s lap.

“Where’s Tyra?” Baxter asked, opening the satchel.

Conway sat down on the other side of Baxter, staring ruefully at the circle of scared-looking children. “Oh, she stalked off by herself. Said she was sick of foraging. Needed to hunt or something. Said she’d bring us back a kill, or some such nonsense. I love that woman Captain, but I swear, she’s so full of–”

Baxter gasped at the load in the satchel. “BEANS?”

“Well, no, but–”

“You got BEANS!”

“A certain kind of beans,” Plato said, glaring at Conway.

Baxter picked up one of the oval brown beans and sniffed. He stared at Conway. “Oh, you must be SO pleased!”

“In point of fact,” Conway said, “coffee beans are of no nutritional value whatsoever.” He reached into the satchel and grabbed a handful, chucking them back into his mouth. “But they’re damned tasty.”

“So this is what we have to live on?” Baxter asked.

“Pretty much,” Conway said, crunching. “Too bad the replicator’s shot. And we certainly don’t have the facilities to grind these babies up and percolate them.” Conway looked around again at those frowny little faces of the Explorer children. “Unless…unless of course we create our own child labor force.”

“Can someone please knock me back unconcious?” Baxter asked, lying back against the bulkhead.

“Things aren’t so bad, Uncle Andy,” said Plato. “I’m sure the people back on the Explorer are already rushing to rescue us.”

Conway chuckled through another handful of beans. “Fat chance, little guy.”



Dr. Janice Browning looked down at the headless corpse of Ensign Samuel Burke and frowned. “He’s in pretty bad shape, Holly,” she said thoughtfully.

“He’s dead, Doctor,” Holly said dryly from behind Browning.

“I realize that.”

“So why are we looking at him again?”

“To look for further signs of foul play. Sure, we’ve guessed that the hologram killed him, but we need to figure out how the hologram killed him.”

“Why don’t we just look at flight recorder footage and find out?” Holly asked.

“Because we’re doctors, Holly,” Browning said. “Well, I’m a doctor for a little while longer and you nearly are. Anyway, we deal in hard evidence like bodies and organs and such.”

“If you say so.”

“Oh, I say so. Now how about you go get me that bone- cutting laser?”

“Sure.”

Browning whistled a happy tune as she slid the medi-scanner arm over Burke’s body. Moments later a bone-cutting laser appeared at her side.

“Perfect,” Browning said, and took the oblong, phaser-like instrument.

“I can’t find it, Doc,” Holly called from the main Sickbay area outside the morgue.

“You just handed it to me, silly,” Browning said, and turned, to come face to face with the Emergency Teaching Hologram.

“Your surgical performance is unsatisfactory!” she cried, and swiped her hand at Browning in a fluid, horizontal motion.

Browning hopped behind the body of Burke, shoving it up against her as a shield. The ETH’s hand sliced right through Burke’s shoulder, lobbing a hunk off.

“Stop doing that!” Browning cried, and hurled the rest of Burke at the ETH. The ETH quickly made herself transparent, and the body hurled through unencumbered.

Holly rushed into the room. “Doctor! What’s happening!”

“We have a psycho hologram in Sickbay! Call security!” Browning said, and ducked as the ETH lept across the examining table at her.

“I have a better idea,” Holly said. “Computer, activate Emergency Medical Hologram.”

The EMH Mark II, the blonder, quirkier, and all-around more smug version of the EMH, appeared in front of Holly. “Please state the nature of the medical emergency,” he said with a slight lisp.

“That hologram is trying to kill Doctor Browning!” Holly cried, as Browning climbed under the examining table and rolled along the deck away from a leaping ETH.

The Mark II giggled. “That’s absurd!”

“See for yourself!” Holly pointed, as Browning scrambled out of the morgue and into the main sickbay, to be quickly followed by the ETH, who, for her part, simply disappeared and reappeared in front of Browning.

Browning skidded to a stop and ran in the opposite direction, back toward Holly. “Do something already!” she cried.

The EMH Mark II looked on with great displeasure. “This will simply not do.”

“Stop her!”

“Who, the hologram?”

“No, your freaking mother!”

“Now you’re just being catty.”

Browning ran behind the EMH Mark II, glad to see all that ridiculous jogging pay off. “You’re a hologram. You two are matched virtually circuit for circuit! Disrupt her or something!”

The EMH Mark II folded his arms as the ETH rushed toward the morgue. Browning slammed a button to close them off from the main part of Sickbay.

“I hardly think that’s in my job description,” he said haughtily.

Browning realized almost immediately that closing the door did no good. The ETH walked right through.

“Why do you hate me so much?” Browning asked.

“Because you’re a revolting doctor, an incompetent parent, and your jogging outfits are a joke!” snarled the ETH.

“You take that back!” Browning cried. “My jogging outfits are fantastic!”

“Listen,” Holly said to the EMH Mark II, as Browning and the ETH traded jabs. “You took the hippocratic oath, right?”

“Well, digitally, I suppose.”

“Well, isn’t part of that oath that you do no harm, and isn’t omission of action just as good as doing harm?”

“You think you know everything about medecine, just because you take those silly subspace correspondence courses?”

“I’m right, aren’t I?” Holly asked frantically.

“Oh, I suppose,” sighed the EMH. He turned toward the ETH, who was about to lunge at Browning. “Stop it, you silly little bitch!”

The ETH turned toward the EMH, her eyes burning with fury.

“WHAT. DID. YOU. SAY?”

“You heard me, you poor excuse for a cluster of itenerant light rays! You’re messing up my sickbay. And if you kill these two, I’ll have to be the doctor in charge, and that just cannot happen!”

“Stay out of this, holo-moron,” seethed the ETH. She turned back toward Browning.

“Yipes!” cried Browning.

“Do something!” cried Holly.

“I was just about to,” the EMH said cattily, and reached over to grab the ETH’s shoulder. Her shoulder and his hand immediately began to flicker with blue electronic static.

The ETH whirled. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Breaking you down to your haughty little particles!” snorted the EMH, and he twisted the ETH around to face him. “Come on, you know you can’t resist my holo-mojo!”

“Get away from me!”

Both holograms began to flicker and pop as they moved closer together, although the ETH fought it every step of the way…the two holograms began to mege.

Soon they were just a swirl of colors, a blob of light without form, pulsating and popping, lighting up the whole Sickbay.

“Oh, it’s just awful in here!” squeaked the Mark II. “She’s one sick puppy!”

“Shut her down!” Browning cried.

“If I break up her program, it’ll destroy mine too!” whined the Mark II.

“We can always get another one of you!” Holly said.

“Good point. Still…”

“Do it!” Browning insisted.

“Well, if I had to go out, I guess it might as well be in the arms of a beautiful woman. HAH!”

“You little bastard!” cried the voice of the ETH. “I’m not finished here. I’m going to kill you ALL!”

“Save it for oblivion, sister!” sniped the EMH, and the blob of light suddenly fizzled out, returning the morgue to its former lighting.

“What a brave little hologram,” Browning said, sagging against the examination table.

“If you say so,” Holly sighed. “Damn this ship just keeps getting wierder and wierder.”

“And you wonder why I’m quitting,” sighed Browning.

Suddenly, the intra-ship comm system buzzed to life. “All hands, this is Lt. Commander J’hana. We have two unconcious engineers in the positronics lab, and a missing Emergency Teaching Hologram. Be on the lookout for a hologram matching the following specifications…and beware, she does happen to be quite dangerous…”

“Now she tells us,” Browning muttered.



“Got it!” Drucker said triumphantly, jerking the blinking box out of the charred wreckage of the Susquehanna’s cockpit module, which had smashed and splayed open against a mountainside half a klick away from where the rest of the runabout had crashed.

“Drucker to Baxter,” Drucker said, slapping her comm badge. “I have the comm unit. Heading back now.”

“Good timing,” Baxter’s voice replied. “We’re getting tired of chomping coffee beans over here.”

“Pardon?”

“Never mind, just get back here,” Baxter said, and closed the channel.

Drucker sighed. “Sir, yes, sir.” She shook her head. “Whatever. Commander Conway’s cuter.”

“Just what I thought you would say.”

Drucker whirled, startled. “What?” She caught her breath. “Oh, Tyra. You scared me. I didn’t think anyone else was around.”

Tyra circled the smashed nose of the Susquehanna. “I have been watching you for quite some time now, Drucker.”

“What do you mean?” Drucker asked, cradling the transceiver close to her and stepping backward, along the trail back to the Susquehanna’s aft section.

“I mean I know you have your eye on Commander Conway.”

“He’s sort of cute, is all…I didn’t mean to…”

“You meant it all right.” Tyra stepped closer to Drucker. She backed up more quickly. “But I’m an honorable woman. I will fight for my man.”

“You don’t need to fight me…I’m pretty cute myself. I can find another guy.”

“Not if you’re dead,” Tyra said, and laughed uproariously.

Drucker giggled nervously. “Right. Dead. Haha.”

Tyra didn’t giggle. She just sneered at Drucker, in a way that told the young ensign “I want to kill you.”

The two stood there in the underbrush between the two mountains. A bird cawed off in the distance.

Tyra turned her head to listen. “Oh, what a beautiful noise.”

Drucker took that opportunity to hurl the communications transceiver right at Tyra. She whirled on a heel and bolted down the trail. Just half a klick and she’d be back at the Susquehanna.

She had a passing fear that the transeiver would be busted, but then remembered it had a duranium casing. It was pretty durable. Durable enough to put Tyra out of comission, for sure.

She heard a rush of footsteps behind her.

Okay, so maybe it wasn’t durable enough to put her out of commission.

Drucker spared one glance over her shoulder, and immediately regretted it.

The last thing Liza Drucker saw was the crazed look on Tyra Shar’s face as she brought the slightly banged-up transciever crashing down on her forehead, blow after blow, as clouds gradually covered up the sun overhead.



Richards sat up on the biobed table. “Me head is killing me.”

“It could have been a lot worse,” Browning said, checking Richards’s readings. “No concussions. You should be okay.”

Lt. Commanders Larkin and J’hana stood in front of Richards and Hartley’s biobeds.

“Apparently this hologram fell victim to a faulty program,” Larkin said. “It could have happened to the best of us…” And the android’s lower lip trembled as she held back tears. She brought a kleenex up to her face. “I cannot go on…”

“Now is not the time for emotional upheaval!” cried J’hana.

“Quite right,” Larkin said, and put down the kleenex. Her face once again became rather blank. She stepped forward to Richards’s biobed. “Have you and Lieutenant Hartley reached a conclusion about the errant nature of the ETH’s programming?”

Hartley sat up, rubbing her head. “We have hunches.”

“As do we.” Larkin paced in front of the biobeds. “We did a thorough search of the computer logs. There was evidence of tampering among the ETH protocols. Apparently someone added her own brain patterns to the program.”

“Any idea who?” Browning asked.

“Someone with a murderous, malicious intent, and a sick, depraved, downright evil mind,” J’hana growled.

Richards clenched his fist. “Our kindergarten teacher!”

Larkin nodded. “Our thoughts exactly.”

“Even more seriously,” J’hana said, “we found evidence of tampering in the shuttlebay computers. We think the hologram altered the Susquehanna’s navigation subroutines to cause a crash. Apparently, Tyra has been thinking about killing us all for quite some time, and the hologram simply decided to speed the process along.”

“We’ve got to find the Susquehanna,” Browning said. “My Plato, and those other poor, blissfully ignorant souls…”

“And the other kindergarteners,” Hartley said with a giggle.

Larkin did not laugh. “We have already set course to intercept Susquehanna. We should find them within the hour.”

“Assuming they haven’t already crashed,” Richards said.

“That,” Larkin said, “is highly unlikely.”



“The weather’s not getting any better,” Conway said, staring out the cracked rear viewport at the rapidly-darkening skies and waving trees.

Baxter stood next to him and nodded. “Looks like a storm’s brewing.”

“Please, sir,” Conway whispered, clutching a handful of those useless coffee beans. “Don’t say ‘brewing.’”

“Sorry.”

CRACK!

Lightning lit the sky and a flood of rain suddenly gushed down on the Susquehanna, as if dumped from a bucket above.

Children all around the runabout screamed.

Plato tugged Baxter’s tunic. “Are we going to get blasted by lightening, Uncle Andy?”

“Of course not,” Baxter said. “There’s nothing at all out there to worry abou–”

CRACK!

Lightning once again ignited the sky, but this time, it showed the dim shape of Tyra, drenched, outside the rear viewport, holding a huge cube of metal. Her faced sagged and her eyes were dark as coal. Commander Conway and Captain Baxter shivered as one.

“Someone should help her with that,” Baxter said quietly.

“You can.”

“You’re her boyfriend.”

“You’re her captain.”

“I’m your captain.”

“Advantage Baxter,” Conway sighed, and headed back to the foreward access hatch.

Baxter stared out the viewport. Plato stood beside him.

“Uncle Andy?” asked Plato.

Baxter turned to look down at the little half-changeling. “What is it, Plato?”

“I didn’t like that look on her face.”

Baxter bit his lip. “I didn’t either.”

“Uncle, I think Miss Shar is mean.”

“I realize you think she’s mean.” Baxter sighed. “Plato, people can be mean and still be good people, deep down.”

“Is Miss Shar that way?”

Baxter shuddered. “I don’t think so.”

Commander Conway, meanwhile, lugged the transceiver inside and sat it down on the conference table. The kids had been busy straightening up the aft section as much as possible, righting the tables and chairs so at least they had a place to twiddle their thumbs and wait. Conway, meanwhile, had every intention of setting up a coffee mill the following day. All he needed was a fire pit and a few good stones for grinding. Maybe some tiny pairs of feet for stomping.

“Here we go,” Conway said, taking a look at the transceiver. “Our ticket out of here.”

Baxter looked at Tyra, who stood behind Conway, sopping wet. “Where’s Ensign Drucker?”

Tyra shrugged. “Don’t ask me.”

Conway leaned over the transceiver and began tapping at one of its side panels. It fizzled and bleeped, and a bank of lights lit up red along its console. “It’s pretty banged up. What the hell happened to it?”

Tyra walked over to sit down at the other end of the conference table. “It looks like it got banged up.”

“Enough with the double-talk,” Baxter said, marching over to face Tyra. “What’s going on here?”

Tyra shrugged again, swiveling in her chair. “How the hell am I supposed to know? I found this laying in the forest, just like you see it now.”

“Looks like there’s some red fluid all over one side of it,” Conway said. “Did you find it in some kind of berry bush?” Those would be great for sweetening the coffee.

“Nope,” Tyra said. “I can’t say what that is.”

“Something isn’t making sense here,” Baxter said. “Drucker wouldn’t just drop this thing and scamper away.”

“Don’t worry, Captain,” Tyra said. “Drucker has a good head on her shoulders. I’m sure she’ll be fine.”

“Well we can’t very well go out searching for her now,” Conway said, staring out the rear viewport. “The rain is still pounding down.”

“Then we’ll sleep for now,” Baxter said. “And we’ll get working on that transceiver first thing in the morning.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Conway said. “What do you think, Ty–” He glanced around. “Tyra?”

Tyra was bent over one of the storage compartments on the floor. Had the aft section been right-side up, it would normally be an overhead compartment. “Just a moment.” She finally stood up, brandishing a shovel. “Just what I needed.” She headed for the foreward hatch.

“What the hell are you going to do with that?” Baxter asked.

“Some gardening. It calms the nerves.”

Conway nodded. “I bet.” He shot Baxter a nervous glance. The captain returned the favor.

“Uh, be careful out there, Tyra,” Baxter said.

“Oh, I will!” Tyra said, and marched out of the front hatch, shovel in tow.



Counselor Peterman stepped out of the aft turbolift and onto the bridge, nodding at the senior staff who were all hard at work on their stations. She also nodded at Ensign Will, a backup engineering officer at the rear engineer’s console, and reserve operations officer Robinson who occupied that station up front.

Larkin glanced back at her from her position in the center seat. “Counselor, I trust you received my report on the situation with your husband and the others on the Susquehanna?”

Peterman rounded the bridge, coming to a stop right in front of the command chair. “I sure did.”

“Excuse me, Counselor,” Larkin said. “You are blocking the viewscreen.”

“As of this date and time, I take emergency command of the Explorer,” Peterman said, and added, “get out of my chair.”

Larkin cocked her head. “Surely you are joking, Counselor. Captain Baxter put me in command.”

Peterman glared down at Larkin. “I’m a commander, you’re a lieutenant commander. Do the math, Commander.”

“Your emotional response to this situation is unwarranted.”

“Funny you should say that,” muttered Peterman.

“Counselor, you are a long way down the chain of command. This act is highly improper.”

“That’s my husband out there with an insane woman who I, incidentally, failed to diagnose. I’m willing to settle for being improper if it means I can be the one to get him back. You can always be my first officer, if you want.”

Larkin considered this. “You could always hold an election.”

“You’re a laugh riot. Get out of my damn chair.”

Larkin reluctantly complied, sliding over one seat to the seat at her right, usually Conway’s. “Unfortunately, Starfleet protocol is in your favor.”

“You bet it is,” Peterman said. “I’m just glad I didn’t have to rule you incompetent. That would have been hard.”

“Indeed.” Larkin stared at the viewscreen. “Since you did not allow me a chance to speak before you walked in and took command, would you at least like a status report?”

Peterman nodded, shifting her weight in the command chair and turning to face Larkin. “What’s the deal?”

“The Susquehanna is not anywhere near its prearranged course.”

“Can you figure out where they might have headed?”

“I have created a search algorithm that should be of help,” said Larkin. “And Lieutenant Commander J’hana has contacted her informants in this area.”

“You have informants?” Peterman asked, glancing over her shoulder at J’hana.

“Don’t I look like the kind of person who has informants?” J’hana asked.

“I guess.” Peterman turned to face the viewscreen. “Any luck there?”

“A promising lead or two,” J’hana said. “Fear not, Counselor. We shall find your husband, or at least your husband’s body, well before morning.”

Peterman smiled thinly. “Thanks.”



Captain Baxter laid on his back, looking up at the ceiling, which was the floor, of the Susquehanna. The carpet was still in pretty good shape.

He couldn’t sleep, knowing Tyra was out there…digging for some reason. The good news was, he and Conway were able to get the kids to sleep with a minimal amount of fuss. He heard a chorus of snores, and in little V’xxnvar’s case, growls, throughout the cabin.

He glanced beside him. Conway was staring up at the floor too.

“Latinum slip for your thoughts, Commander,” Baxter whispered.

“I’m thinking about Tyra,” Conway said. He rolled on his side to face Baxter. “She’s been acting really wierd lately.”

“Just lately?”

“Wierder. I still think it all started when she switched, well, back the other way, if you get my drift.”

“That’s a hard thing for a woman,” Baxter said, nodding knowingly.

“How the hell would you know?”

“I’m just speculating.” Baxter rolled over to face Conway, leaning his head on his hand. “So. Did she ever tell you about…you know…being with a woman?”

“She shied away from the subject.” Conway grinned. “Believe me. I asked.”

“I imagine.” Baxter and Conway laid there a few moments in silence.

“You think she’s crazy, sir?”

“Possibly not,” said Baxter. “She may just be a big fat meany bean.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Conway said. “But I still better go check on her. It would be the boyfriendly thing to do.”

“You’re too good for her,” Baxter said. “As mean as she is to you, you take it. What gives? You don’t let anyone else mistreat you like that, no matter how hard they try.”

Conway shrugged, leaning up on his elbows. “I can’t explain it. She just makes me feel special. Ever since Lana…”

Baxter sighed. “Commander, she’s not Lana.”

“I realize that, boy do I realize that. But I know that slug in her loves me as much as Lana did. I just know it.”

Baxter rolled back onto his back. “Are you sure it’s not the other way around?”

“What do you mean?”

“Are you sure it wasn’t Lana that really loved you, and not Shar?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Conway was about to badger Baxter further, but he noticed the captain was staring off into space. “Sir?”

“Oh.” Baxter blinked. He looked at Conway. “I was just thinking. It’s rainy outside, the kids are all tucked in. We’re talking about girls we like. It kind of feels like we’re at a slumber party.”

“Okay, that’s it. I’m getting the hell out of here.”



Conway found Tyra in a clearing at the center of a growth of thick, palmy trees. The rain had died down some, but wet wind still whipped through the trees and into the clearing.

Tyra was hunched over a shovel, staring down into a hole.

Conway tiptoed up behind her, placed his hands over her eyes. “Guess who, hon?”

Tyra elbowed him in the gut, wrenched his wrist around, and whirled to face him. “You can’t stop me!” She paused. “Oh. David. So good to see you.” She turned back toward the hole, grabbed her shovel.

Conway approached Tyra. “Who the hell did you think I was?”

“The boogie man,” Tyra said with a giggle.

“Are you okay, Tyra?” Conway asked. “What can I do to make you happy? For Pete’s sake, I’ve tried everything!”

“I don’t know,” Tyra said, twisting her fingers around the smooth shovel handle. “How about you die and we call it even?”

“Wha?”

Tyra twisted around, slinging the shovel into Conway’s gut. He doubled over in pain, sunk to his knees, and peered down into the hole.

Lightening lit the sky, and he saw Ensign Drucker, or what was left of her, slumped in the hole, head slightly bashed-in.

“Oh, oh no, oh no oh no…” Conway cried, pounding the ground. “Not again!”

Tyra loomed over him. “This happened before? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Conway rolled over on his back. “Not this exact situation. But my ex-wife did try to kill me.”

“Oh, yeah,” Tyra said, swinging the shovel up over her head. “You told Lana all about that. You were just paranoid. You got this silly idea in your head that all your girlfriends would try to kill you, when in reality, it’s just me.”

“Why? What’s the matter with you?” Conway demanded. “What could I have done to deserve this? And what happened to the Shar who loved me?”

“Shar never loved you. Shar never loved anyone,” Tyra grunted. “Shar was out for Shar’s self and Shar’s self only. Shar looked out for number Shar…I mean number one.”

“Could you stop using third person?”

Tyra glared down at Conway. “You don’t get it, do you? It was always Lana. Only Lana. Lana locked me up like a bad secret…kept me hidden and suppressed, didn’t let me be the kind of slug I wanted to be!”

“But I don’t get it…” Conway stammered. “I had Shar inside me. So did Peterman’s dog, for that matter. How come me, or Charlie, didn’t notice something was terribly wrong?”

“I couldn’t live in that dog, or in you,” Tyra spat. “I had to keep up the charade, till I could find a receptive host.”

“No wonder you and Lana never talked about your other hosts. They were all bastards, apparently!”

“Once they ran into Shar they were,” Tyra said with a chuckle. “Each and every one, except that goody two-spots Lana. But she’s gone now. And you’re about to join her!”

Tyra swung the shovel down at Conway and he rolled to miss it. He grabbed it and twisted it out of her hands. He lept to his feet. “You were saying?”

Tyra smiled. “You gonna use that, you little troll, or are you just going to wave it at me?”

“I will…!”

“You Starfleet-types would never use such a blunt instrument. That shovel has no ‘stun’ setting, buddy boy!”

“Well, let’s try it out and see!” Conway swung at Tyra but she ducked, and ran for the trail back for the Susquehanna. “Let’s just see who can get back to the ship first! All those vulnerable children, your chubby captain! They’ll be no match for me. It’ll be a slaughter…literally!”

Conway grimaced and set off after Tyra, running as fast as he could, which, admittedly, wasn’t very fast.

He slammed his comm badge with his palm. “Conway to Baxter!”

“Baxter here,” came the groggy reply.

“You were right, Captain. Tyra is a nutcase. And Shar’s a homicidal maniac.”

“Together, they’re quite a handful,” Baxter said wryly. “What are we going to do about it?”

“You’ve got to get the kids to safety. She’s headed in your direction, and isn’t planning on teaching you guys cursive when she gets there!”

“Understood. You sure you don’t need help with her?”

“I’ll be fine. Just get the kids somewhere safe. Think you can do that, mommy?”

“We’ll just see how great a mommy I am, buster!”

Conway shuddered. “Sir, I don’t know what to make of that.”

“Um…Baxter out.”



Conway arrived at the end of the trail, where the aft section of the Susquehanna lay prone on a mesa, or whatever, just meters away from a sheer rockface that led to a valley that was easily 100 meters below.

He poked his head quickly into the Susquehanna’s cabin. No kids, no Baxter. At least they’d gotten to safety. No way Tyra could chop them up and get rid of the bodies so quick and easily.

Conway looked around the outside of the Susquehanna’s wreckage. “Tyra…come on out. Nothing’s to be gained by hiding.” He fingered the shovel handle. What he wouldn’t give for a phaser at that moment.

After circling the Susquehanna wreckage, he deduced that Tyra must have gone elsewhere. But where?

Perhaps she got on top of the Susquehanna, Conway thought, as a tremendous weight slammed down on him from above. Tyra had lost a lot of weight after Shar was implanted in her, but she was still a heavy gal, and she easily knocked Conway to the ground. She pressed down on him, but not in the usual enjoyable way; no, this time she was trying to crush the life right out of him.

Conway clawed at the ground, squirming for all he was worth out from under her. The murderous Trill was trying to smush him, and doing a fair job of it, too.

Straining for every inch of ground he gained, Conway finally shimmied out from under Tyra, and ran toward the edge of the rockface. Not such a good idea, but with Tyra hot on his heels, he hadn’t had time to choose the wisest direction.

Conway whirled to see Tyra lunging at him. Now she had the shovel, and swung it at his feet.

He lept off the ground, and the shovel swung harmlessly beneath him. He followed up by ramming into her shoulder-first. That only briefly staggered her; she quickly brought the shovel swinging up between his legs, then slammed it against his knee, knocking one leg out from under him. Like a house on a bad foundation, Conway crashed to the ground.

Tyra loomed over him, shovel raised to deliver a death blow.

“HEY, BITCH!” And a phaser blast soared over Tyra’s head.

She turned to see Baxter standing a few feet away, at the Susquehanna’s upside-down exit hatch.

That moment of surprise gave Conway the opportunity to kick his feet up into Tyra’s gut. She doubled over, fell forward, and pitched over Conway and over the edge of the plateau, or whatever.

Conway twisted around to grab her hands, but with the rain, sweat, and grease of those delicious alien coffee beans, her hands slipped right through.

But Tyra was fueled by pure hate. She wouldn’t go out so easily. She dug her fingers into the rockside, clawed the edge, kicked with her feet.

“This isn’t over!” she cried, and reached one hand up to grab Conway’s wrist. “No, you little bastard, I’m bringing you down with me!”

“Give me the word, Conway,” Baxter said, hovering behind his first officer, hand phaser leveled on Tyra. “I’ll blast her and we can go roast marshmellows or something!”

Conway reached out his free hand as the weight of Tyra dragged him closer and closer to the edge of the rockface. “Give me the phaser, Captain.”

Baxter shook his head. “I’d really rather do it.”

Conway shook his hand for emphasis. “I’d really prefer that I do it, sir!”

“Conway, why quibble over–”

“GIVE ME THE DAMN PHASER!”

“Okay, okay!” Baxter shoved the phaser into Conway’s hand and he aimed it down at Tyra. She gritted her teeth, looked up at Conway with eyes burning.

“You don’t have the guts to do it. You’ve done everything I’ve asked so far! Why stop now?”

“Why indeed!” And Conway blasted Tyra’s hand. Her eyes widened in shock and her hand went limp. She slid down the rockface, then fell backward into a freefall. Then she slammed back into the rockface, then fell backward, then slammed hard against the rockface, then fell backward, and finally disappeared into the night.

“Heavy trade winds,” Baxter said, to no one in particular.

Conway stood up, dusted off his pants, and handed Baxter the phaser. “Are the kids okay?”

“I left them with Plato, in a cave nearby.”

“Janice will not be happy about that.”

“He’s mature enough to be left alone for a while.”

“Probably more mature than you, in fact,” Conway said.

“You’re hilarious. Are you okay?”

Conway looked out at the fuzzy night sky. It had finally stopped raining. “I suppose so.” He looked down into the crevasse. It was too dark to see the bottom, but Tyra had made a particularly loud thud on impact. Conway turned back to face Baxter. “Guess I’m single again.”

Baxter glanced over the edge of the rockface. “Guess so.”

“Where’d you say that cave was?” Conway asked.

“This way,” Baxter said, pointing down another trail, this time one that led down the rocky mountainside. “Just a few minutes’ walk.”

“Guess we’d better go get them. Figure they’re pretty shaken up.”

Baxter shrugged. “Nothing Kelly can’t handle.”

Conway sighed. “Wish I’d put a stop to this sooner. I really should have known better. You can’t change a woman with a homicidal slug in her.”

Baxter nodded. “That’s an age-old lesson, Commander.”

“Really.”

The two walked down the rocky trail in silence for several moments.

“You know, Commander, they say these types of heavy duty, life-or-death situations often can make friends out of the most bitter of enemies.”

“You don’t say,” Conway said with a chuckle. “Wait. Who are we talking about?”

“You and me.”

“We’ve been through worse than this. What makes you think this will make us friends?”

“Come on. We’re grown men. We don’t have to fight over everything.”

“I didn’t think we did. Just the command decisions.”

Baxter stopped walking. He turned to face Conway. “Come on, Commander. Let’s give it a try.” He put his hand out. “Friends?”

Conway glanced down at Baxter’s hand. “You’re joking.”

“Come on.” Baxter forced his hand out a little farther. “Friends!”

Conway finally took Baxter’s hand. He shook it limply. “Co-workers.”

Baxter smiled. “Good enough.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54973.4. After another glorious day on what we’ve dubbed Planet Rain, the Explorer finally arrived to pick us up. Just in the nick of time, as always. We were transported aboard to find Counselor Peterman and Lt. Commander Larkin in an idiotic power struggle over the ship. No wonder it took them a day to find us. At any rate, we’ve begun the process of searching for a new kindergarten teacher. Until we can find one, I’ve selected a teacher for the interim who is absolutely, positively, without doubt, not a hologram.



Counselor Peterman held up her padd and punched the control again. “Okay, what do we call this one?”

“Ringtailed lemur,” Kassie Stuart said tiredly. She sat among a circle of kindergarteners that surrounded Peterman, in a way Peterman swore to herself was non-confrontational. “That’s the third time you showed us that one, Miss Peterman,” said Kassie.

“Counselor Peterman, Kassie,” Peterman corrected. “Just trying to make sure you retain these images in your mind.”

“Miss Shar was teaching us stellar physics,” little Derrick said, raising his hand. “What gives?”

“What gives is that Miss Shar was a homicidal maniac, so I’m going to be teaching what I feel like teaching until we find a replacement.”

“I want Miss Shar back,” muttered little V’xxnvar. Peterman grimaced at him.

“Browning to Peterman,” chirped the comm system.

“Yes?” Peterman said excitedly.

“I’ve got some big news for you. The blessed event finally happened!”

“Oh, thank goodness!” Peterman cried. “Oh, YESSSSSS!” She stood up and stared up at the ceiling. “YEEEEEEEEEE EEEEEE-HAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

“Yep. Holly is now officially a Medical Doctor.”

Peterman’s face fell. “So I’m not pregnant.”

“Nope. But swing by and I’ll do another workup. We’re having punch and cookies for Holly and everything.”

“How exciting,” Peterman said, looking out at the sea of little faces. “But I have some kids to look after. Yours, I might add, is not among them.”

“He’s here with me. What, you need an absentee slip?”

Peterman sighed. “It would be nice.”

“Just get over here. Bring the kids, too. They can see how a pregnancy test is done.”

Derrick smiled eagerly. “Yay!”

Peterman grimaced. “You’re a laugh riot, Janice. I’ll just put the new ETH in charge.”

“I’m sure that won’t pose a problem,” replied Browning.



Captain Baxter ran into Commander Conway on his way down to Sickbay. “Hello, Commander. And how are you?”

“I just got all the Tyra junk moved out of my quarters,” Conway said. “And I spoke with the Trill government. They’re not happy.”

Baxter nodded. “I expect not. We did kill one of their oldest and most revered symbionts. Did you mention to them that we found out it was homicidal?”

“They didn’t believe me,” Conway said.

Baxter considered that. “I see. Why don’t you have the bodies of Drucker and Burke rerouted mistakenly to the Trill symbiont council. Let them see their precious little slug’s handiwork.”

“That’s awful, sir. Don’t you think the families will be upset about that?”

“Oh, they’ll get the bodies eventually,” said Baxter. “But seeing first-hand what their special little slimeball did will really put things in perspective for the Trill.”

“You’re becoming a vengeful bastard, Captain.”

“And it’s all because of you.” Baxter smiled. “Buddy.”

“Oh for crying out loud…”

Baxter and Conway rounded a bend in the corridor, just a few doors away from Sickbay. “So, what brings you here, Commander?”

“Free punch and cookies. You?”

“The same.”

They ducked into Sickbay, where Holly was busy prancing around in her shiny new white labcoat.

“What do you think, huh?” Holly asked, twirling so that the coat fluttered around her. “Fits pretty well, huh?”

“It looks like a tent,” Conway said flatly.

“It was my maternity labcoat,” Browning said, stepping out from behind Holly. “The punch and cookies are in my office.”

Conway smiled weakly at Browning then dashed for the office.

Baxter found Peterman sitting on a biobed, munching cookies.

“Hey, Andy.”

Baxter rushed to hug her. “Hey, baby. While you’re in here, is Janice…”

“Checking now…” Peterman said, and smiled. “I’m feeling good about this one, hon.”

Baxter smiled, scooted up next to Peterman on the biobed. “Me too.” He grabbed her hand.

DING!

“That would either be your test or my quiche,” Browning said, and ran for her office.

Baxter and Peterman sat together on the biobed, trembling with anxiety as Holly tried out her admittedly flowy labcoat at the center of the Sickbay.

Browning returned shortly with a padd. Conway was behind her, weighed down with a heavy plate of cookies.

Baxter glared at him. “Commander?”

“Some for later,” Conway muttered. He looked over Browning’s shoulder as she studied the padd. “So, what are all those numbers?”

“Sperms ’n eggs,” Browning said, and Conway grimaced.

“I’ve suddenly lost my appetite,” he muttered.

“Well?” Peterman asked, leaning forward with anticipation. Baxter squeezed her hand.

Browning looked up at Baxter and Peterman and smiled. “Good news. Great news!”

Baxter squeezed Peterman’s hand tighter. “Really?”

“Yep,” Browning said proudly, and looked at Peterman “Your choloesterol’s down twenty points.”



LAST:



It all comes down to this…kind of. After four years of being together, it’s time for some of the Explorer crew to part ways with the commissioning of the brand-new Aerostar-A. Who will stay, and who will go? And once all that gets sorted out, who will notice the minor changes when the entire universe is wiped out in one fell swoop to make room for an alternate one?



And while all THAT nuttiness is going on…



Will Browning and Conway finally put aside their maturity and hook up? Will Richards take command of his life and be a man? Will J’hana tell Tilleran how she REALLY feels? Will Ford get a major role…ever? Will Ficker get the revenge he so sweetly deserves? Will Waystation and Secondprize people get cameos? Will the Explorer blow up? Will the Aerostar blow up? How about the Aerostar-A? Or the Secondprize? Will Mirk finally teleport Hartley into the magical world of marriage? Will Baxter and Peterman FINALLY conceive? And, finally…



WILL I EVER ASK ANOTHER RHETORICAL QUESTION?



Hopefully not. Anyways, find out all the answers in two scant weeks in the 100th story and series finale of



STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION!!




The Best Times We Never Had



This story relies heavily on material from the series premiere, “The Road to Nowhere, Parts One and Two.” The author strongly suggests a brief skim of said stories, if the reader hasn’t read them in a while. It may prevent headaches and partial brain damage. Then again, it may not. And if you’ve never read them, then why the heck not?



For Caleb and Madison, and the soon-to-be born “Question Mark”–they’re the real Next Generation.



“You got to be careful if you don’t know where you’re going, because you might not get there.”

-Yogi Berra



Irma Wilson free-fell through time. Months had passed since Mirk shoved her out of the space-time continuum, and oddly enough, she felt the passing of each day winding backwards. She’d smashed her bleepy-bleep Star Trek watch–which played the theme on the hour–after about the four thousandth bleepy- bleep.

Now she was alone, with only her thoughts, lost in a maelstrom of swirly colors and sound echoes. She was unstuck in time, as it were, and none too happy about it.

She thought hard about Andy Baxter and the crew of the Explorer. Especially that damned Mirk, who’d put her in this position in the first place. She really wanted her revenge. But how to take it? She was unstuck in time, and it wasn’t like she had the power to do anything about it.

Or did she?

Could she concentrate on steering herself into a faster- moving back-in-time conduit? Could she get her self stuck back into time, land herself somewhere that would be advantageous to her?

Irma screwed her eyes shut and concentrated the full force of her hatred for Mirk and the Explorer crew. If anything would conjure enough power to stick her back in time, that would.

As the tides of time swirled around her, building into a tidal wave that she would use to surf back to reality, Irma pondered one important question:

Where and when could she take advantage of the Aerostar crew at their most vulnerable?



USS AEROSTAR, NCC-83835 2374 STARDATE 51015



Newly-promoted Captain Andrew Baxter rode the turbolift up to the bridge, brimming with a sense of satisfaction at being promoted all the way from lieutenant, without much of a resume, save his ten years of experience as an inventory officer.

Perhaps things in Starfleet were changing for the better, Baxter pondered. He’d been on the command track at Starfleet Academy. All ready to get that favored helm position that would one day lead to a captaincy. He craved the red shoulders on the uniform.

Then a cadet named Alvin Ficker sabotaged it all for him. Baxter was routed to Inventory and doomed to a life of counting padds and iso-chips. Until quite recently, when Rydell, his captain on the Secondprize, informed him that he was promoted to Captain, and would take the Aerostar into a spatial disturbance known as the Bermuda Expanse to investigate ship disturbances. It wasn’t that great of a mission, but it didn’t matter. He had his own SHIP.

The turbolift suddenly sighed to a stop, and Baxter tensed. He’d barely glanced at the crew roster. He certainly wasn’t prepared to chat amicably with an Aerostar crewmember. What would he say to this mysterious person? How would he begin building a healthy relationship with one of the hopeful souls destined to serve with him?

The turbolift doors slid open, to reveal a large-ish woman in a tight-fitting Starfleet uniform. It hugged in all the wrong places, Baxter noted, and he smiled wanly.

“And your name is…” he probed.

“Special Attache Irma Wilson,” replied the large woman. “Starfleet assigned me to advise you about the ship disappearances.”

“I didn’t hear anything about a special attache,” replied Baxter.

“The arrangements were all quite last-minute. Starfleet Command has no sense of timing,” Irma said, rolling her eyes. “The paper-pushers don’t know what it’s like out here.”

“That they don’t,” Baxter said, a tad uncomfortable. He didn’t like the idea of any attache looking over his shoulder. But he did his best to show this Irma person a friendly face. She was probably just as scared as he was, and would probably turn out to be a valued asset to his crew.

“I think this is a great ship, Captain,” Irma said, after some moments of awkward silence. “She’ll serve us well.”

“Good crew, too,” Baxter said conversationally.

Irma nodded, quietly grit her teeth. “The best.”



USS EXPLORER, NCC-87968 2377 STARDATE 54994



“Face it Andy,” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, hands-over- eyes, as Andrew Baxter led her down an Explorer corridor. “You’re not very good at keeping secrets.”

“We’ll see about that. Keep walking,” Baxter grinned, gently tugging Peterman by the hand. “It’s not much farther now.”

“I know just where we’re heading. I checked Ship’s Reservations. You have the arena reserved. The whole crew’s probably in there right now.”

“You never know,” Baxter said vaguely. “Now stop looking for hints.”

“You should have let me plan this.”

“Then it wouldn’t have been a surprise.”

“See! You gave it away just now.”

“Did I?”

“ERRRRRRGH!”

Baxter led Peterman up to a pair of heavy double doors. “Okay. You can uncover your eyes.”

Peterman put her hands down. She read the writing on the door. “What did I tell you? The arena!”

“The arena it is,” Baxter said mysteriously and tapped in the entry code. The great double doors spread apart and opened up into…absolute darkness. “Right this way, my sweet!”

Peterman padded past Baxter into the dark room. “Let me guess… everyone’s waiting to jump out and say ‘SURPRISE!’”

“Guess again,” Baxter said. “Computer…lights!”

Soft mood lighting rose up in the huge arena, which Peterman immediately found to be filled with…no one.

“It’s empty?” Peterman looked around.

“THAT’s the surprise!” Baxter giggled. “Nice, huh?”

“I…guess.”

Baxter led Peterman up to a square table at the center of the arena, right where tip-off usually was during the basketball or splatterball games.

The table was set beautifully with Baxter’s signature Captain’s Edition Pfaltzgraff Federation china and two candles.

“Happy anniversary, sweetheart,” Baxter said, and turned Peterman to face him. He pulled her to him and kissed her.

They kissed for several moments, then gently pulled away from each other. “I have to admit,” said Peterman. “This is a surprise.”

“Computer,” Baxter said, and gestured for Peterman to have a seat. “Cue audio.”

“…something about the way you look toniiiiiiiiiight…”

“Elton John?” Peterman crinkled her nose.

“It’s all the dreaded computer seems to feel like playing lately,” Baxter muttered, and took a seat across from Peterman. “Computer, cut the Elton John. Play something more current, but still in the romantic vein.”

“Accessing…”

“Can you believe it’s been two years already?” Peterman said, reaching across the table to grab Baxter’s hands.

“Yeah, it’s amaze–”

“Our bond is whole, made by pure logic, you know I gotta stick my katra somewheeerrrrrrrrrrrrrre!”

“Oh for cripe’s sake, not T’Goro,” moaned Baxter.

“They call him a modern day Elton John, you know,” Peterman said, smiling.

“Unfortunately for us.” Baxter sighed. “Okay, computer, something classical from Earth. ROMANTIC, this time. Strings and piano.”

The computer responded obediently with soothing piano and violin music to the satisfaction of Baxter and Peterman.

“So…” Peterman said, reaching forward to tickle under Baxter’s chin. One of the captain’s most tender spots. “What have you got planned for din-din, you calculating genius?”

Baxter smiled. “Computer…energize!”

And the spread beamed in at the center of the table. Peterman looked it over approvingly. “Andy, you know me so well! Three flavors of hummus, veggie pitas, and gobs and gobs of salad!”

“All the stuff I love…” Baxter said with a plastered-on smile. “And half the fat. Yum yum.”

“You’re wonderful,” Peterman giggled, and reached for the wine bottle. “Red? Isn’t that for beef?”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Computer…WHITE wine goes with chicken and vegetables.”

“Not since Martha Stewart revised her etiquette guide for 2377,” the computer replied quickly. “The new edition indicates that red wine should be served with chicken, vegetables, and fish. White wine is to be served with beef and protoplasm by-products.”

“Why the hell did she go and do a thing like that?” asked Baxter.

“Unknown.”

“Let’s not let it get to us…” Peterman said soothingly.

“They never should have frozen that woman and shot her out into space, so she could be appreciated by future cultures,” Baxter grumbled, kneading his napkin.

“Well, if it makes any difference, the wine is excellent,” Peterman said. She was already on her second glass. “Try some.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” Baxter reached for the wine bottle, just as the doors to the arena parted, sending brighter light from the corridor streaming in.

Janice Browning stood in the doorway, and, upon seeing Baxter and Peterman’s table, rushed over.

“Ooooh….hummus!” she exclaimed.

“Can we do something for you, Janice?” Baxter asked, irritated. He’d announced his anniversary plans at the morning staff meeting, while Peterman had been in the bathroom, re- applying her make-up.

“Actually, you CAN do something for me,” Browning said, and circled around to face Baxter. She sat a padd down in front of him, right on top of a veggie-stuffed pita. “Accept my resignation. I quit!”

She smiled, and it took Baxter a moment to catch on. “You…you quit? You QUIT!” He laughed heartily. “Do you hear that, Kelly? She quits! She quits she quits she quits she quits!” Baxter stood and hooked his arm in Janice’s, twirling her around square-dance style. “Janice quits! She’s off my staff! She’s fired! Gone, daddy, gone!”

Peterman blinked. “Can someone fill me in here? Why exactly are we so happy that Janice quit?”

Browning and Baxter stopped dancing. They looked back at Peterman blankly.

“You never told her?” asked Browning.

“Slipped my mind,” admitted Baxter. He rushed to Peterman, took her shoulders in his hands. “Kelly…I made Janice promise me she’d stay on staff until you got pregnant!”

“You…” Peterman looked to Browning. “You QUIT!” Tears filled her eyes; she leapt out of her chair and into Baxter’s arms. He twirled her around and around. “She quit she quit she quit! SHE’S OUTTA HERE! YAHHHHHHHHHHHHH- HOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

Browning giggled. “Glad I could make your day. Anyone else I can fire for you, Andy?



“Folks, it’s ALL OVER!”

Commander David Conway’s green and yellow Mellow Yellow NASCAR slid to a stop in the winner’s circle and he slid out, to be closed in on by a horde of fans.

“Thank you, thank you, thanks very much,” Conway gushed, as a gorgeous blonde woman in tight-fitting shorts handed him a trophy. He held it aloft. “This one’s for the fans!”

Another NASCAR, the Andorian Art Institute car, pulled to a stop beside Conway’s. Chris Richards slid out.

“You rammed into me!” he persisted, pushing through the crowd of fans that circled Conway.

“It’s a cruel world, Commander,” Conway returned, and went back to soaking in the adulation of thousands of pleased NASCAR fans. “I’ll rematch you at any time.”

“Forget about it.” Richards threw down his helmet. “Kristen told me you cheated. I should have been ready for it.”

“This coming from the android who rigged the race for ship’s commander a few months back?”

“No one can prove she did that!” Richards protested. “But I have dozens of cameras that can show you ramming into me!”

“It’s perfectly legal in NASCAR, buddy,” Conway said, and grinned as the tight-shorts girl kissed him on the cheek.

“Great race, Dave!”

“Thanks, Bunny!”

Richards rolled his eyes. He didn’t even want to know what that “Bunny” character was for. “This is too much, Dave. If Andy weren’t out celebrating his anniversary tonight, I wouldn’t even be here.”

“And alas, he is, so you had the horrible luck of facing me on the NASCAR track, you poor bastard!” Conway grinned.

“You’ve been way to happy since Tyra Shar died,” Richards said. “Without her crushing your spirits, it’s almost unbearable to be around you.”

“Me and the Captain are getting along fine, so it must not be a problem with me,” said Conway, and he and Richards headed for the stadium exit. The hordes of fans trailed behind.

“That’s what makes it even worse,” harrumphed Richards. “First, you take my girlfriend, then you take my best friend. What’s next? You want to adopt Larkin?”

“There’s not near enough room in my quarters for her,” said Conway. “Anyway, I didn’t take Janice, and even if I did, she’s not your girlfriend anymore. If I recall correctly, Ensign Madera is.”

Richards sighed. “Not anymore.”

The cheering was becoming annoying. “Computer. Freeze program,” Conway said, and stopped walking. “What do you mean ‘not anymore?’”

“We broke up last night,” Richards said. And why exactly was he telling Dave Conway this, of all people? After four years, was it possible that he thought of this guy as a human being, and not as an utter nuisance? Not hardly.

“That makes total sense,” said Conway. “It explains why you’ve been so moody lately. So why’d you break up?” He almost sounded sincere, but Richards didn’t fool easily.

“We drifted apart,” Richards said dully.

“You mean she realized you still have it bad for Janice?”

“I don’t ‘have it bad,’” said Richards. “I just miss her. I miss things the way they used to be.”

“You guys both agreed to break up just before the wedding, as I recall,” Conway said. “Two years ago today.”

“I know,” Richards said, and studied his helmet extra close. “I kind of like to think of Andy and Kelly’s anniversary as the anniversary of the end of my relationship with Janice.”

“Man, that’s morbid.”

“But you still have a chance with her, Commander,” Richards said. “You shouldn’t waste it. She’s still alone– has been since we broke up. If I can’t make her happy…” Richards swallowed bile before he said the next bit, “…maybe you can.”

“You mean it?” Conway’s eyes lit up.

Richards shrugged. “I guess.”

“Computer, exit!” Conway called and rushed through the opening holodeck doors.

Richards sighed. “Don’t beat around the bush, Commander.”



The computer told Conway that Browning was just leaving the arena, down on Deck 14. He thought that a bit odd, as that’s where Baxter and Peterman’s anniversary was scheduled to take place. What could she have been doing there?

“Janice!” Conway called, huffing and puffing to catch up with Browning.

“Commander?” Browning asked. She had been strolling down the corridor, looking around as if she were seeing that same old corridor for the first time in ages.

Conway skidded to a stop, braced himself up against a bulkhead. “Janice, I, uhhhf….have to…humph…ooof…tell you something…”

“You’re hyperventilating?” Browning asked, looking Conway over with concern.

Conway shook his head. “Only a byproduct….ummmmf… listen…”

“Bridge to Commander Conway,” came the voice of Lt. Commander Larkin. “You have a communique coming in from Starfleet Command. Your eyes only.”

“My eyes only?” Conway asked, surprised. “You sure, Larkin?”

“I am positive. Would you like to receive it in your office?”

“Sure,” Conway said. “I’ll be there in a minute. Conway out.” He looked to Browning. “I have to take this. Come with me?”

“But Larkin said it was for your eyes only,” Browning said.

Conway shrugged. “They’re always recordings. No one will know.”

Browning giggled. “Good point. Okay.”



2374



Upon arriving on the bridge, Baxter and Irma found Ship’s Counselor Peterman and Chief of Security J’hana in heated combat. And something vicious-sounding growled behind the readyroom door. He heard the sound of a phaser being fired. Baxter didn’t even want to know about that.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What a surprise,” Baxter said, and looked back at Irma, who had so far been surveying the situation with detached amusement. “Irma, will you check out the readyroom for me? I want to get familiarized with the crew here.”

“Sure,” Irma said, and went into the readyroom.

Once she was gone, Baxter looked at Peterman. “Do I smell monkey s***?”

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

“Good point.” Suddenly Baxter heard a particularly searing phaser blast and a barely-feminine groan.

Baxter and J’hana rushed to the readyroom doors. Peterman continued to check her makeup.

Baxter keyed the door open to find his Executive Officer, Commander David Conway, looming over Irma’s unconscious form.

“Whoops,” he said noncommittally. “I was aiming for the dog.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” Baxter said blandly.
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“Please state authorization.”

“Conway Theta 229.”

“Authorization confirmed.” Conway grinned across his desk at Browning. He had the viewer sort of turned halfway between him and her so both could see. “Can you see okay?”

“Sure,” replied Browning. She leaned forward.

None other than Admiral Harlan Baxter appeared on the desktop terminal. “Commander, uh, Conway. This is Harlan Baxter, Starfleet Command. Got some news…”

“He’s always so casual,” Browning commented.

Conway nodded. “What the hell could HE have to tell me?”

“Yeah,” Harlan said, and leaned back in his desk chair. He sparked up a cigar and put it in his mouth, took a few satisfied puffs. “Yeah, we got this new ship…mmm, that’s a good cigar. Anyway, we, uh…yeah…”

Harlan leaned over and scratched his backside.

“Is he always like this?” asked Conway.

“After a filling meal, he is,” Browning said.

Conway shook his head. No wonder Captain Baxter was so dimwitted. By the time his father had imparted any fatherly wisdom, Andy had probably lost interest.

“Yeah, so this new ship, Aerostar-A…she’s a Prometheus. What a beauty.”

“Get on with it!” barked Conway. Of course it was a recording, so it kept on at the same speed.

“Well, she ah, she ah needs acamp’n.” Harlan said that last bit with the cigar firmly in his mouth.

“What?” Conway looked at Browning. “WHAT?”

Browning shrugged.

“Computer,” Conway ordered. “Repeat, and augment!”

The image reversed a few seconds, then repeated:

“…she ah needs…ah…campn.”

Browning touched a finger to her nose. “She needs a captain!”

“What does that have to do with me?” Conway said blankly, as the Harlan message droned on. “What the hell does that have to do with…holy SH**!”

Browning lept out of her chair and leaned forward to hug Conway. “Oh, David, that’s the third piece of great news I’ve heard in the last fifteen minutes!”

Conway smiled as Browning hugged him. He squeezed back, leaned his head down on hers. “What’s the other good news?”

“Kelly’s pregnant, and I quit!”

“Well, those are some great little tidbits of news,” said Conway. He was still hugging her.

“Well,” Browning said, trying to squirm out from under Conway’s chin. “I’m sure you have a lot of preparations to make…”

“First things first…” Conway pulled back. “Janice…”

“Sure you can keep that book I loaned you.”

“No, I…”

“We’ll keep in touch, sure.”

“No, you don’t understand…”

“One last physical for old time’s sake? Okay, I guess…”

“Janice, I want to be with you!” Conway blurted out across his desk, just as Lt. Ford poked his head in the office door with the ship’s fuel consumption report.

“I’ll just back right out,” Ford said, and ducked his head out. Then, as if as an afterthought, he poked his head back in. “Hahahahahh! Commander Conway’s a love machine!”

“Captain Conway is a love machine!” Conway called back, and Ford gasped.

“You mean it?”

“Yep,” Conway said, and smiled. “Now get out. And go find my boots. I think they need a good scrub.”

“Yessir!” Ford saluted, and headed off down the corridor.

Browning’s mouth opened and shut, but no sound came out. Finally, “David…did you say what I think you said?”

“Damn right I did. I want you to be with me, on the Aerostar-A.”

“But I thought we agreed…”

“Forget our agreement. We didn’t get together because the crew was going to get all bent out of shape about it. Well, I’m captain of my own ship now. If a crewman has a problem with us being together, I’ll damn well kick them off the ship!”

“David, I just don’t know…”

“Well, at least think about it,” Conway said. “We’ve got…” Conway looked down at Harlan on the screen, who was still mumbling unintelligibly. “Some unintelligible amount of time before we rendezvous with the new Aerostar. Hot damn!”
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“I thought you’d like to see this,” Counselor Peterman said, as Baxter followed her into her office.

“See what?” Baxter looked around. Some of her possessions were still in boxes, but by what she’d already off-loaded, Baxter could tell immediately that she was a flake. Not the friendly, hippy type of flake that his former Counselor, Claire Webber, had been, but a very bizarre, pet-loving, cutesie pink throw- pillow annoying kind of flake. “I’m very busy here, Counselor,” said Baxter. “I’ve got one officer down, and one who shot her. There’s plenty of paperwork to be filled out, that’s for sure.”

“This’ll just take a minute.” Peterman turned her desktop terminal around to face her and tapped a control. “Look at this.” Baxter looked over her shoulder. Her perfume was exquisite. “Orion Slave,” by Vellik.

Baxter studied the screen. “Crew roster.”

“Yes,” Peterman nodded, as Baxter looked on. “And there is no Irma Wilson on it.”

“Damn strange.” Baxter rubbed his chin. He thought about growing a goatee. “Well, she told me she was a last-minute addition. I’m sure her paperwork just hasn’t caught up with her yet.”

Peterman straightened to face Baxter, aware that he was suddenly quite close to her. She took a few steps back, stepped behind her desk. “I thought you’d be a stickler for paperwork, coming from inventory and all.”

“I have my moments.” Baxter stood there, trying to think of something else to say. “Listen, this is Starfleet, not the Klingon Imperial Navy. People don’t sneak aboard our ships with murderous intent. Not unless they’re changelings. And what are the chances we’ve got one of THOSE aboard!”

Peterman’s howler monkey, Raphael, slowly and quietly sidestepped behind the Counselor’s couch.
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“Yesterday, all my troubles seemed so far away.

Now it looks as though they’re here to stay.

Oh, I believe in yesterday…”



“Oh, Andy,” Peterman said, leaning her head on Baxter’s shoulder as the pair slow-danced across the foul line and right through the three-point shoot/deathblow circle in the Explorer arena. “This is the perfect anniversary. I couldn’t think of a better time to get the news about our baby.”

“How about two months ago?” Baxter suggested, and kissed Peterman on the head.

“Let’s not get picky.”

“Kelly, what are we going to name him?”

“Or her?”

“Either way.”

“I don’t know. We should sort of figure out what sex the baby is before we go naming him or her, shouldn’t we?”

“I guess. Can you get any kind of feel for what sex… uh, it is?” Baxter slid his hand down to rub Peterman’s midsection.

Peterman giggled. “It doesn’t quite work that way, honey.”

“I remember, thank you very much.”

“Oh, that’s right, you had a Q inside you. How could I have forgotten?”

“I don’t know how. I talk about it all the time. Man did my feet swell.”

The Beatles played on, and Peterman sighed joyfully. “Nothing could make this day any better.”

“Conway to Baxter.”

Baxter grumbled something to himself. “What?”

“Just wanted to tell you sir, they gave me my own ship. I quit. Enjoy the anniversary of your doomed marraige!”

“I’ll be darned,” said Baxter. “And we were just getting to be friends.”

“You’ll get over it,” Peterman said giddily. “There. I’m already over it! See how easy it is?”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54994.7. We’ve been re-routed from our stellar survey of the Van Nostrin belt to go to Earth for the dedication of the USS Aerostar, 83835-A, the newest addition to the Explorer program. I go into this with mixed emotions. I’m quite happy on the Explorer, and I think the Aerostar-A will be a fine ship for Captain Conway. But it would have been nice if they would have at least ASKED if I wanted the new ship!



Captain Baxter stepped out onto the bridge. “How far are we from Earth, Larkin?”

Larkin turned in her seat at ops. “Two hours, at our present speed of Warp Six. The dedication ceremony is scheduled for oh-nine hundred tomorrow morning, so we will arrive well ahead of time.”

“Goody,” Baxter said, and glanced around the bridge. No one was in the center seat. “Where’s Conway?”

“In his office.”

“Isn’t he on-duty?”

“That is correct.”

“He should be up here then. Captain or no, he’s still my first officer until we get to Earth.”

“Shall I retrieve him?” Larkin asked.

Baxter sighed. “No. I’ll do it. You have the bridge.”



“I hearby resign my…no, that’s not right. I hope you accept my… nah, sounds too wishy-washy. How about ‘I quit!’”

Lt. Commander Richards bent over his desk down in Engineering and scratched his head. He’d been working on his resignation for nearly an hour, but couldn’t get it to sound exactly right.

The doors to his office slid open and Lt. Megan Hartley stuck her head in. “Chris…I’ve got a coupling out here I want you to take a–” She paused. “What are you doing?”

Richards turned over the padd he was working on. “None of your business.”

“Let’s see it.” Hartley stepped forward toward his desk. He grabbed the padd. She bent forward and snatched it. “Let’s see, I said!”

Richards tugged it back. “No!”

Hartley poked Richards in the ribcage and tickled. “Leggo!” In a fit of giggles, Richards relented, and Hartley read the padd.

“You resign?” Hartley asked. “Ten times, in ten different ways?”

“I’m trying to figure out how to phrase it,” said Richards, and he stood.

“Don’t you have your old one on file?”

“Deleted it.”

“Smart move.”

“Can I have the padd back now?”

Hartley held it back. “Why are you resigning, anyway?”

“Because I am not ready to serve on a ship where Commander Conway and Janice are a couple.”

“A couple of buffoons, maybe,” Hartley said. “But they’d never get together.”

“I gave Conway permission earlier today. Trust me, he’ll be dating her by the end of the day.”

“They do not make any sense as a couple.”

“And a thirty-year-old engineer dating a twenty-year- old alien does make sense?”

“We’re talking about you, not me!”

“I thought we were talking about Conway and Janice.”

“Which involves you,” Hartley said. “You still love her, don’t you?”

“What does it matter.” Richards sat on the edge of his desk. “She made it implicitly clear who she wants to be with.”

“Women have ways of surprising you now and then, Chris. Before you do anything rash, why don’t you go and talk to her?”

Richards thought about it. “Nah…we’ve been apart too long. It would never work.”

“Either that, or it’s just what the two of you needed. Ever think of that?”

Richards blinked. “No, not really.”

Hartley smiled. “Go get her, Chris. I’ll look after things here.”

“Okay. I will! Thanks, Megan!”

Hartley swung around Richards’s desk, sat down, and put her feet up on it. “Don’t mention it. And, just in case you decide you still want to resign, just remember, I’m here to take care of things!”
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Richards and Hartley walked together down an Aerostar corridor. “You’re being very difficult, Commander,” Hartley muttered.

“I read Counselor Peterman’s report, Lieutenant,” Richards replied. “There’s no way you can be an engineer on this ship. Not at this time, anyway. I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do.”

“But you’re my supervisor. She’s just a…a flake!”

“I have to go by her recommendation. For now, you’re a transporter chief.”

“It’s not fair,” muttered Hartley.

“What can I say,” Richards said. “You’re just going to have to deal with it. Meanwhile, I have to go try to re- assemble our new chief of operations.”

Hartley decided not to ask for further details.

The pair passed by Sickbay as they continued to their separate destinations. Just as they passed, the doors open to allow Irma Wilson to walk out.

“Excuse me,” she said, and shouldered past Richards. “I have a dog to find.”

Richards’s eyes went wide. “Didn’t I see her before?” he said to himself.

“Probably. It’s not that big a ship,” said Hartley.

“But she appeared when we were still in spacedock,” said Richards. “I wasn’t even chief engineer yet. I was just surveying engineering to make sure everything was in the right places. She mumbled something about looking for someone named Mirk, then disappeared.”

“People show up and disappear all the time, Mister Richards.”

“You don’t understand, Lieutenant. I mean she LITERALLY disappeared.”

“What can I say,” shrugged Hartley. “It’s a strange universe.”
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On his way down to find Conway, Baxter ran into Dr. Browning. At least he was pretty sure it was Dr. Browning.

She was dressed in a shape-hugging silk red dress and wore thick red lipstick. Her hair was twirled up and crimped.

“Janice?” Baxter asked.

“What?” she asked casually, picking up step next to Baxter.

“You look like a…like a Dabo girl.”

“Thanks, I guess.”

“Where are you going dressed like that?”

“To meet a friend.”

“What friend?”

Browning sighed. “You’ll find out soon enough anyway. Captain Conway.”

Baxter gasped. “Janice!”

“Andrew, I’m not going to argue with you about this. I know your feelings…still…” she straightened her dress. “Warp speed ahead!”

“Janice!”

“Please don’t be upset with me. I’m going to the Aerostar-A.”

“JAN-ICE!”

The pair came up to the doors to Conway’s office. Baxter was still thunderstruck.

“JANNNNN–”

“Enough,” said Browning. “Either be happy for me or just be quiet” She took in an unsteady breath. “I have to do this.”

“Janice!”

“I told you, enough…” Browning paused. It wasn’t Baxter that time, it was Richards, barreling down the corridor toward her.

“Janice!” Richards called, running down the corridor, bouquet of flowers in his hands. He dropped to his knees. “Marry me!”

Just then, Captain Conway stepped out of his office. He looked around. “Anyone got a few packing crates?”

“We’re in the middle of something here,” Baxter muttered.

“WE?” Richards asked. “This is between me and Janice.”

Browning sighed. “Christopher, there’s nothing between me and you.” She turned to Conway. “I’m going to be with Captain Conway.”

“You mean you’ll go to the Aerostar with me?” asked Conway.

Browning smiled and leaned in to hug Conway. “Uh…yes!”

“CAPTAIN? AEROSTAR?” Richards asked, perplexed.

“My new ship,” said Conway.

“NOOOooooooooooooo!” cried Richards, and battered the flower bouquet into a thousand pieces against the ship’s deck.

“Take it like a man, Richards,” said Conway. “Besides, you gave me permission.”

Browning turned an angry look on Richards. “You GAVE PERMISSION!”

Baxter backed off down the corridor. “I’ve got a lot of…appointments. I’ll see you guys, uh, around. Bye!”



“More couscous, my little Yak-liver?” Mirk asked, hovering over Hartley’s plate with a steaming bowl.

“Please, no more,” Hartley said. She put her fork down as Mirk retook his seat across from her at the table in their quarters.

Since he’d moved in a couple weeks ago, Hartley’s quarters had taken on a much more festive tone. They had been spartan for quite some time, but Mirk had a knack for decoration. The room was now dressed up with plants and colorful fruit trees. And he’d switched out her Starfleet-grey furniture with some much more satisfying pastels.

“So, Richards wants Browning, Browning wants Conway, Conway wants Browning, and all three want off the ship,” Mirk summed up, spooning couscous into his mouth.

“That’s about the size of it,” said Hartley.

“Room for advancement for you, either way,” he said. “So it’s a good thing, right?”

“Sure,” said Hartley. “I just wish they weren’t in such a romantic… quadrangle, or whatever you’d like to call it. It makes me wish they had the kind of relationship we have.”

“All three of them?”

“Well, two of the three.”

Mirk munched thoughtfully. “Which two then?”

Hartley shrugged. “Beats me. I’m no counselor.”

“Well, whatever the case, I’m sure everything will work out for the be-be-be-beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeooooooooo!” Mirk’s eyes glazed over fiery red and energy bolts fired out of them, scorching the wall behind Hartley.

Hartley stared across the table at Mirk, whose eyes returned to normal. Smoke rose from his head.

“You okay?” she asked after a few moments’ silence.

“Yeah,” said Mirk. “That’s been happening for a while now.”

“Any idea why?”

“Not really. Just hope it’s not a bad omen.”

Hartley stood up to clear the table. “Well, as long as it isn’t hurting anyone.” She carried her plate and Mirk’s over to the reclamator. She sat them in the slot and turned on a heel. “Wait a minute. If it’s been happening for a while now, why aren’t our walls all scorched up?”

Mirk shrugged innocently. “Who knows?”

Hartley marched over to one of the bulkheads, where Mirk had recently erected an artful Navajo Indian rug. She ripped the rug down; sure enough, two scorch marks.

“Mirk!”

“I’ll go have myself checked out tomorrow, hon,” Mirk said sheepishly.
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Captain’s Log,

Stardate 51015.5. We’re on our way to the Bermuda Expanse. I’ve got to say, so far captaining is…well, weird. I’ve got a grumpy First Officer, a grumpy transporter chief, and a grumpy tactical officer. They’re all grumpy in their own special ways, but grumpy all the same. Then there’s the counselor, who’s cute but… well, a flake.



Captain Baxter sat in the center-seat, savoring the feel of the soft cushion underneath his rear end. It sure beat his seat down in the Jefferies tube on the Secondprize. Of course it did. He was captain. Captain. He loved the way it rolled off his tongue.

Baxter was stirred from his thoughts when Irma sat heavily down beside him.

“All checked out in Sickbay, Irma?” Baxter asked, trying to sound semi-friendly.

“Sure did!” replied Irma. “You’ve got…” she choked it out, “quite a Chief Doctor.”

“Her personnel record was…well, sort of favorable.”

Commander Conway glanced across Baxter at Irma, from his seat to Baxter’s right. “Sorry about shooting you, there, Irma.”

“No problem, Commander,” Irma replied pleasantly. “We’re all one big happy Starfleet family.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Baxter. “I think we’re all going to become great friends on this mission. I can just feel it.”

“If you say so,” muttered Conway.

“Say,” said Baxter. “Where’s Counselor Peterman, anyway?”

“Looking for her dog,” Irma said, and smiled devilishly. “He’s gone missing!” She fingered the bandage on her arm ruefully.

“That’s too bad,” giggled Conway.

“Yes,” Irma said, also giggling. “Too bad!”

Baxter looked at the two of them and shivered. Maybe he spoke too soon.
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In his readyroom, Baxter thought of Conway and Browning and shivered. He wanted Janice to be happy, but not this way. Not with Conway, and certainly not off his ship. Who would make him bacon and eggs and grapefruit each morning, or, on the mornings Peterman ate with him, a bran muffin and a grapefruit?

Just as Baxter was about to open a channel to Browning and ask that very question, the doors to his readyroom slid open and Richards shuffled in, still carrying the bashed bouquet of flowers.

“Wasn’t that locked?” asked Baxter.

Richards shrugged and sunk into the chair across from him. “Who knows.”

“Well,” Baxter said. “What seems to be the problem?”

Richards glared at his friend. “’What seems to be the problem? WHAT seems to be the PROBLEM?”

“Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”

“I should get off this ship. Give that art career another try. Maybe without Janice clouding my mind I can really get some work done.”

“I’ve got a better idea.”

Richards sighed. “What?”

“Be my first officer.”

“Huh?”

Baxter slid a padd across to Richards. “Initial there and you’ll be a full commander. It’ll really raise your spirits.”

“You’re trying to cheer me up by promoting me?” Richards scratched his head and looked at the padd.

“What can it hurt?” asked Baxter. “You’re tired of engineering, and I can understand that. So why not give command a try? You can still resign if you don’t like it, but I have a feeling you’ll enjoy it.”

Richards read the padd. “Boss people around, huh?”

“The whole ship,” Baxter said with a grin. He leaned forward. “Just think of it, Chris. With us in command, things will go so much more smoothly. No fights over administrative decisions like me and Conway had. No silly arguments about who’s the better commander. Just fun and friendship. With you and me at the helm, the ship can’t go wrong.”

“Sounds like this is more for you than me,” Richards said, tapping the padd idly.

“Maybe so,” said Baxter. “But you still might find you enjoy it. Damn it, Chris, at least give it a shot!”

Richards shrugged and thumbed his signature on the padd. “Fine. My life can’t get any worse, right?”

Baxter stood and circled around his desk, clapping a hand on Richards’s shoulder. “That’s the spirit. Welcome to the team, Commander!”
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“I thought Andy was coming down,” Lt. Commander Richards asked, as Irma looked tiredly over Larkin’s inactive body.

“He sent me in his place,” said Irma. Actually, Irma thought, I argued to go in his place. Just so I can get my hands on your big, fat, throbbing–

“Warp core’s acting up,” Ensign Stuart said, approaching the master systems table, next to which Larkin stood re- assembled but totally inoperative. Apparently, upon beam-in, she’d blown into dozens of pieces.

“I’ll go check it,” said Richards. “Stay right here…Irma.” He shot her a fearful look and headed for the warp core.

Irma smiled and looked around the engineering compartment. All the staff were humming happy tunes, checking the core for any sign of imminent breach. It was her time to act.
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“I’ve got to admit it, Kristen,” newly-promoted Commander Chris Richards said, strolling down the corridor with Lt. Commander Kristen Larkin. “I’m extremely jealous.” He couldn’t get Browning and Conway out of his mind.

“As am I,” Larkin said, as they rounded a bend.

“I can only assume we’re talking about different things?”

“You assume right,” Larkin said. “I was next in line for command of the Explorer.”

“Your feelings are hurt,” Richards said, and stopped walking. Larkin continued a few paces, looked back quizzically and returned to join Richards. “That’s so adorable.”

“I do not believe so,” said Larkin. “My emotional program is generating a plethora of programmatic responses, including jealousy, anger, rejection, inferiority, pride, selfishness…”

“I get it,” Richards cut her off. “I’m sorry, Kristen. I can talk to Andy, if you like…to tell you the truth, it doesn’t make much difference to me.”

“That is unnecessary,” Larkin replied. “I have opted instead to pursue the position of first officer aboard the Aerostar-A.”

“You’re leaving?!” Richards gasped.

“That is correct. I believe Captain Conway will be receptive to my proposal.”

“Sure he’ll be,” Richards said, still shocked. “You’re a damn good officer. But I don’t want you to leave, Kristen. You don’t know how great it’s been having a daughter for these three years…”

“That may well be,” Larkin said. “In essence, you will still have me. I will simply be far away on the Aerostar.”

“It won’t be the same.”

“Change is an inescapable truth of life, Father,” said Larkin. “Neither of us can prevent it. We must instead use it to our advantage, as you have, and as I will.”

“That’s so mature of you, Kristen…I just…” Richards’s eyes began tearing. “I love you…” He reached out and pulled the androide into a hug.

Larkin sighed. “Weeping subroutines initializing…now you have done it, Father. I too am crying. I hope you are happy.”

“I am, Kristen. I really am,” Richards moaned, and cried on Larkin’s shoulder.

Reluctantly, Larkin cried too.
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Richards rebooted Larkin and her eyes popped open. She glanced around engineering.

“Where am I?”

“You’re on the Aerostar,” Richards said, and he was looking around too. “Have you seen a large woman in an ill-fitting uniform around here?”

“No, sir, as I was just now activated,” Larkin replied. “If you like, I can perform a search–”

“That’s okay.” Richards tapped his finger on the master system controls thoughtfully. “Say, Larkin…have I seen you somewhere before?”

“I do not believe so.”

“Neither do I.”

Larkin stood there staring at Richards for a moment, then said, “I should go to the bridge.”

“Okay. See you around.” Richards headed toward his office, unaware of the pinging sound that resonated somewhere deep at the bottom of the warp core. Meanwhile, down in a Jefferies tube, Irma Wilson laughed uproariously.
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“Poor Chris,” said Counselor Peterman, standing idly at the door to Browning’s quarters as the former doctor packed her things. “First he loses you, then his daughter, all to Commander

Conway.”

“This is hard enough, Kelly,” Browning said. “Do you think this is how I pictured things going? Just try to understand…ok?”

Before Peterman could respond, Plato rushed out of the back room, heaving a large bag.

“I got all your replicator chips together, Mom!” he said enthusiastically.

“Great,” Browning said, leaning down to kiss him on the forehead. “Go ahead and start packing your things.”

“I’m not guilting you,” Peterman said. “I’m just saying…from a pure counseling perspective, that Chris must really be hurting right now. It’s going to be a tough job helping him bounce back from this.”

“It’s time for me to go, Kelly,” Browning said. Then her tone softened somewhat. “I care a lot about you and Andy. And,” she sighed, “and Christopher. But I have to do this.”

“Chris loves you, Janice.”

“I know. I love him too. There were plenty of times I wanted badly to get back together with him.” She looked around. What else to pack up? “But now I’ve finally moved on. He will too.”

“I hope so.” Peterman sniffled. “Oh, Janice. Who’s going to help me with this baby?”

“Holly’s a great doctor, Kelly,” Browning said, moving over to wrap an arm around Peterman. “You’ll be fine.”

“But I was hoping you’d give me advice on how to be a mom, give me hand-me-down baby clothes, help me get through all those temper-tantrums…”

“What are you going to miss? Me or my parenting skills?”

Peterman shrugged. “Both?”



Captain Conway’s quarters were almost entirely cleaned out. Everything had been transported to the cargo bay and gathered into crates, including the items from his office. His coffee supply had been very carefully removed by ship’s security, and was standing by in the cargo bay, under a protective level 10 force field.

BEEP-EEP.

“Come on in,” Conway said, and sat down on his couch. He loved that couch. He considered taking it, then thought better of it. There was bound to be an even better couch in the captain’s quarters on the Aerostar.

Lt. Commander Larkin walked in. “I have a matter of some importance to discuss with you, Captain,” she said solemnly.

“You want to be my First Officer.” Conway’s eyes lit up. “Fantastic. You’ve got it. Can’t wait to work with you.”

Larkin appeared confused. “I did not have to beg?”

“Of course not. You’re an android. You have tactical scenarios and historical databases big enough to fill our ship’s computer. You’re stronger than a razorbeast and invulnerable to most weapons. You’d be the perfect first officer.”

Larkin seemed like she didn’t know what to say. After a few nanoseconds of indecision, she said, “I will be pleased to work with you, Captain. I shall prepare for departure immediately. I can be ready within the hour.”

“Excellent,” said Conway, and patted her on the back. “We’ll have a great time on the Aerostar.” Conway led her to the door. “Say, what gave you the idea you’d have to beg for your job?”

“Lieutenant Ford, sir,” said Larkin.

“Oh. He WILL have to beg.”

“I assumed as much.”

“See you in an hour,” Conway said, and added with a grin, “Commander Larkin.”
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“Lieutenant Larkin, is that class of vessel on record?”

“No sir,” Larkin replied, as Captain Baxter watched the tiny, oblong freighter on the Aerostar’s viewscreen. “I cannot find a match in any Starfleet database. However, by design it appears to be a modified light freighter.”

“Cargo?” Baxter asked.

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

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

“Don’t count on it,” Irma said under her breath, at Baxter’s left. She’d returned from engineering just in time to watch the fireworks. Peterman was probably still searching for poor Charlie.

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

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

“Dumb idea.” Baxter heard Conway mutter. On the other side of Baxter, Irma chuckled low and fierce.

“Do you have a better idea, Commander?” Baxter said, ignoring Irma.

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

“I know what I’m doing, Conway. Trust me.”
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“I feel like I’m being touched by a stranger,” Baxter sighed as Doctor Holly Wilcox continued on with his physical. She’d wanted a hands-on look at the senior staff as soon as possible, since she didn’t really trust Browning’s record-keeping. For goodness sake, there was a smear of raspberry jam on her desktop terminal screen that very well might have been there since the Explorer’s launch in 2375.

“I’m a professional, Captain,” Holly said, and sighed. “Now, cough.”

Baxter did, and Holly stood to face him as he sat on the biobed. “Good. Now let’s go over your tests, shall we?”

“Sure,” Baxter said, and nodded. As Holly looked over her medical padd, filled with all of Baxter’s test results, Browning crept into Sickbay, and headed to the office.

“Forgot my pizza sauce,” she said with a giggle.

“At any rate,” Holly said. “Everything checked out, except…”

Baxter gasped. “Except I have an awful degenerative illness that can’t be cured.” He stared at the ceiling. “Oh, why me God! WHY ME!”

Holly sighed again. “Not exactly, sir. I just detected a slight irregularity in your hairline.”

“In my…” Baxter touched the top of his head. “In my hair?”

Holly nodded gravely. “I’m afraid so. Listen…”

Browning suddenly stuck her head out of her former office. “Oh, Holly? Could you come back here and help me with something?”

“I’m a bit busy right now, Doctor,” Holly said. She didn’t feel right suddenly calling Browning by her first name.

Browning marched up to the biobed and grabbed Holly’s arm. “Now, Doctor!”

Holly let out a squeal of shock and Browning dragged her backward toward the office. “I’ll be right back.”

Baxter stared at himself in the reflection of the biobed monitor. “My…hair?”

Browning dragged Holly into her office and shut the door. “Holly, I forgot to tell you something.”

“Is this about the manicotti that’s in stasis in the morgue?”

Browning shook her head. “No, no. It’s Andy’s hair…”

“The guy is going bald, Janice,” Holly said worriedly. “And he hasn’t a clue. How could you have not known about this?”

“I have known,” Browning said. “Just before we left on the Aerostar’s first mission, the Secondprize doctor contacted me about it. Under orders from Claire Webber, the counselor on the Secondprize, no one is to ever tell him about that male- pattern baldness. It would push him over the edge.”

“Preposterous,” said Holly. “He’s got a counselor for a wife…!”

“Who agrees wholeheartedly with Webber’s prognosis.”

“There are all sorts of cures that we can try on him–”

“Doctor Aldridge on the Secondprize tried it all,” said Browning. “There’s nothing that can be done. Except for the eventual implants or toupee. But let him find that out on his own, Holly.”

“This is silly.” Holly turned for Sickbay. “I’m a doctor, not a counselor. I’m putting it to him like it is.”

Browning sighed. “You are the CMO now, Holly. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I’ll remember you said that,” said Holly. “Just do me a favor and don’t forget that pizza sauce.”

“I already ate it.”



Baxter left Sickbay feeling, well, sick. Holly gave him a detailed analysis of his shrinking hairline, coupled with courageous stories of people like Picard and (gasp, really?) Kirk who had made great careers for themselves, though bald. Then there was Sisko, who made himself bald on purpose. Baldness wasn’t just a disease he could live with, but it was entirely sheik. Still, Baxter was saddened by the awful thought of his dusty blonde mane being nothing but a wrap-around comb-over one day. He resolved to shave it all if it came to that.

He stepped into the turbolift and ordered it to the bridge.

When the turbolift opened up onto the bridge, Baxter found himself, not for the first time, totally and utterly confused.

Richards was in the command chair, and Ensign Sefelt was at ops. Madera was at helm.

Baxter stepped out onto the bridge and glanced around. He sighed relief; Tilleran and J’hana were still at their rightful stations.

“Isn’t this alpha shift, Commander?” Baxter asked, circling around toward the command center.

Richards shifted one chair to the right. “Yep,” he said simply. “Captain Conway drafted a few of your officers.”

“Would’ve been nice if he’d asked first,” Baxter said moodily.

“Remember, you two are growing to be great friends.”

“Screw all that, I want my android back.”

“Now now, Captain,” said Richards. “I’m her father, and if I can deal with the loss of Larkin, I’m sure you can.”

“You probably cried like a baby,” muttered Baxter.

“Like a baby who lost his blankie, sir,” Richards said.

“As long as that’s the case, I don’t feel so bad.” Baxter looked to Sefelt at ops. “Ensign, how long until we reach Earth?”

Sefelt turned in his chair. “I’m a lieutenant now, actually,” he said crisply. “And we’re on course for Earth at warp six. We’ll reach our destination in twelve point five minutes.”

Baxter glanced at Richards. “Who the hell promoted him? And why does he sounds so…not scared?”

“I promoted him, and Kelly thinks he might be cured of all his neuroses, just by the simple fact of getting promoted,” said Richards.

“But…YOU…promoted?”

“Remember how you made me First Officer?” Richards grinned. “I can do that now.”

“Sure,” said Baxter. “It’ll just take a bit of getting used to.”

“You’re telling me. Conway’s office smells like wet dog.”

“I believe he used to wash Bucky in there.”

“It shows.”

Baxter nodded and looked at the stars rushing toward them

on the viewscreen. Best buddy at his side, Sefelt and Madera doing a passable job up front. He could get used to this.

“Prepare us for arrival at Earth, Ensign Madera,” Baxter said.

“You mean Lieutenant Madera?” she asked impishly. “Chris promoted me too.” She glared back at him.

“To soften the blow of the break-up,” Richards explained quietly.

“Keep promoting,” replied Madera. “You’re not out of the woods yet.”

“Just man your post, Lieutenant,” sighed Richards.

“You’re really getting the hang of this command stuff, Chris,” laughed Baxter, “or should I say…Number One?”

Richards leaned his chin on his hand. “Oh, be quiet… sir.”



Conway leaned against the viewport in his now-empty quarters and watched spacedock loom into view as Explorer sailed into the Terran system.

Browning stepped up next to him, leaned her head on his shoulder.

“What are you thinking?”

“Trying to remember where I put Bucky,” Conway said thoughtfully. Finally, he snapped his fingers. “Oh, yes. Ford’s washing him. I told him he’d get full lieutenant for a weekly wash. Lieutenant commander for wash and pet-icure.”

“You’re certainly a born leader, Captain,” Browning giggled, and kissed Conway on the cheek.

Conway took a deep breath as Explorer swung up around Earth and headed toward Starbase One. “So…when are we going to have sex?”

“You really know how to romance a woman,” Browning grimaced, and turned away from the viewport.

“It’s just been a bit since I, uh, broke up with Tyra.”

“You mean since you killed her?”

“Same difference,” Conway mumbled.

The Explorer slowly drifted through the spacedock doors and Conway beamed. Over at the far end of the spacedock sat the silvery-white, four-nacelled, missile-shaped Prometheus-class Aerostar. Only the second Prometheus model cleared for active Starfleet duty. Supposedly, as the reports read, they got all the bugs out.

Browning carried two flutes of wine over from the replicator slots. “Now, Commander, let’s celebrate. To new beginnings…”

Conway watched as the Explorer drifted up next to the Aerostar-A. He blankly took the proffered wine glass and downed it. “Yeah, to new beginnings.” He belched.

Browning grinned weakly. “How romantic.”
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“Nanny Nanny Nee, ya can’t catch me!”

“What the hell?” Baxter sat down, perplexed. The voice on the other end of the communication sounded young, full of mischief. Not the kind of voice he expected from a grand larcenist.

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

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

“At warp, sir?”

“It’s been done.”

“But it’s not recommended.”

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

“Locking on tractor beam, sir.”

“I like your style,” Irma said, leaning over to speak to Baxter. “I think we’ll make a great team.”

“Me too,” Baxter grinned, then glanced back at J’hana. “Engage tractor beam.”

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

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

Irma looked on gleefully.

“Great,” Baxter said.

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

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

“Captain…” said Ford.

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

“Captain…” Ford repeated.

“Phasers locked, sir.”

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

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

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

“Ho boy…” Baxter sighed.

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

“That’s an excellent idea,” said Irma. “I agree.”

“I don’t know,” Baxter said. “We can’t just let him go.”

“Why don’t we pull back full on the tractor beam?” suggested Irma. She got up and stepped around to the Engineering control panel to her right. Usually an engineer manned that post, but none was available. She swung behind it. “I can configure the engines to maximum output. We can jerk him to a stop, I guarantee.”

“I think we can trust her, Captain,” said Conway.

“I tend to agree,” Baxter said, in spite of the fact that he’d never even been told what Irma’s department was. “Do your thing, Irma,” he said.

Irma did her thing, and panels shorted out all over the bridge. She cackled like an insane banshee, the struggling freighter on the viewscreen slammed to a stop, engines wiped out, and the Aerostar stopped too, just out side the purple roiling Bermuda Expanse. The tiny taunting ship flew on in.

One of Aerostar’s nacelles exploded outright.

The warp core dumped and exploded in a ball of gorgeous flame, pitching the bridge crew out of their seats and too the deck. Through it all Baxter wondered just what Irma thought was so damn funny.

The Aerostar’s power grid coughed up one last slew of electric sparks then shorted out altogether.

Then everything went dark.
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Mirk shot up in bed, dripping sweat. “Nanny…nanny…?”

Hartley curled up next to him, didn’t open her eyes. “What are you mumbling about, hon?”

“Nanny Nanny Nee? What was I thinking?”

“What do you mean?”

“That’s what I said when the captain was trying to capture me in the Bermuda Expanse four years ago. Why did I say that?”

“He always figured you were just being a bastard,” said Hartley. “Does that make you feel better?”

Mirk shook his head. “Not really.”

“What had you thinking about that, anyway?” Hartley asked. She yawned and worked her eyes open.

“A dream,” Mirk said. “A really weird dream.” He neglected to tell Hartley that Irma was in it. No need to worry her needlessly.

“Didn’t you say the Directors teach that all dreams mean something important? Kind of how my dream about making out with you meant I really wanted to make out with you?”

Mirk chuckled. “Nonsense. I always say that to get girls.” He wish he didn’t have to lie to her. But she’d be likely to freak out if he said his dream probably did mean something.

But really, what were the odds that Irma was out there, right at that moment, some four years ago, somehow working to undo the future?

Mirk shuddered at that thought and leaned back in bed. Everything would look better in the morning. He was all worked up over nothing.



Everything was bright in the Baxter/Peterman quarters as morning lighting rose up throughout the living room. Baxter was at the replicator, fixing coffee and muffins, and Peterman was in the bathroom, preparing her hair sufficiently to celebrate the Aerostar-A’s send-off.

Charlie, the golden retriever, sat nibbling on a chewtoy, glaring from time to time at Pandora the Jack Russell terrier, who kept a safe distance up on Baxter’s barcalounger.

Fritz, Peterman’s kitten, meanwhile perched atop Baxter’s bookcase, right in between Sun Tzu’s “The Art of War” and “The Bridges of Madison County.”

“Muffins are ready, hon,” Baxter called out, and Peterman emerged from the bathroom, hair piled atop her head in an impressive, frizzy bundle.

“You like?”

Baxter grinned. “I like.”

They sat together at the breakfast table and Baxter buttered his muffin. “Say, honey, would you still love me if I were bald?”

Peterman stopped chewing. “What would make you possibly think you might go bald?”

Holly’d sworn him to secrecy. “Nothing. Just a feeling.”

“I’d still love you, for what it’s worth,” Peterman said, leaning forward. “But you won’t go bald. I’ll see to that myself.”

“How?”

Peterman shrugged, sniffing back tears. “I don’t know. But I promise you, Charlie as my witness, I damn well will!”



Richards just happened to be waiting outside the arboretum as Browning jogged by. He knew her route implicitly.

“Morning, Janice,” he said, and picked up step beside her as she jogged.

“Christopher.”

“Still mad at me?”

“Are you kidding?”

“I could promote you. It worked with Lieutenant Madera!”

“I’m not in Starfleet anymore, but if I were, you’d have to make me an admiral.”

Ouch. “Janice, listen, I didn’t mean to give Conway permission to date you. I didn’t mean to put it quite that way. I just realized I was holding you back by…by staying attached to you. Dave knew that. And in spite of all his faults, he was a good enough man to stay away so as to not cause problems between you and me.”

“That may have had something to do with me,” Browning said. “I’m the one who told him he and I couldn’t be together, not as long as you and I entertained even the smallest notion of getting back together ourselves.”

“So now you’re not entertaining those notions anymore?”

Browning shook her head. “Christopher, I can’t do this.”

“Listen, I’m just asking you to think abou–OOOOF!” Richards tripped on a plastic shuttlecraft playset. Even as he fell to the deck, he knew Kassie Stuart was to blame. Her father Ryan had bragged nonstop about assembling that for her. Now Richards had crushed it, and worse, fallen flat on his face and lost sight of Browning.

“You smashed my toy,” little Kassie said stormily, looming over Richards. “Make me a new one!”

“No,” Richards grumbled and pushed himself up.

Kassie punched him in the gut. “NOW!”

“Okay, okay!” Ensign Stuart was getting serious demerits for this. And he could forget about that gratuitous promotion!



“I will miss working with you,” Commander Larkin said, in full dress uniform, leading Lt. Commanders Tilleran and J’hana to the transporter room. “It is an unfortunate truth of the promotion process.”

“You will be an excellent first officer,” J’hana said. “In addition, you will be missed here.” J’hana glanced at Tilleran. Nudged her in the gut. “Ariel…”

Tilleran glanced at Larkin distractedly. “Oh, yes. Congratulations, et cetera, et cetera.”

“Are you all right, Commander?” asked Larkin, dropping back to walk with Tilleran.

“I suppose. I guess all these changes on board are really starting to get to me.”

“She is lying,” J’hana said simply.

“Explain,” Larkin said to Tilleran.

“Okay, okay. I’m not really all that upset about you and everyone else leaving. That guy I was promised to back on Betazed keeps petitioning me to marry him. It’s stuck in the courts now, but he’s relentless. He keeps leaving messages on my Federnet account, and he appears on my viewscreen every time I turn around. It’s enough to drive a girl nuts.”

“Certainly there is a peaceful solution to your problem,” said Larkin. “Perhaps you can offer him an alternative to marriage.”

“He can’t be dealt with,” Tilleran said. “He’s got amazing lawyers. One of them is a Klingon.”

“I already offered to kill the man for her,” J’hana told Larkin. “She did not accept.”

“It was a nice thought,” Tilleran said comfortingly. “But in the end that would only make it worse. I can’t very well become a widow before ever getting married.”

“Whatever happens, Commander,” Larkin said, “please promise me that you will follow your heart. That, above all else, is of paramount importance.”

“This from an android,” Tilleran said with a chuckle. “Hilarious.”

“Paramount my shnarz-sphincter,” said J’hana.

“I do not understand,” Larkin said, but the trio reached the transporter room before they could discuss the issue further.

“Enjoy your move-in,” J’hana said. “We will see you at the ceremony in an hour.”

“I look forward to that…” Larkin searched her memorybank for a few nanomoments. “My friends.”

“Go ahead and energize, Megan,” Tilleran told the transporter operator.

“My name is Craig,” said the indignant operator. “Lieutenant Commander Hartley was promoted to Chief Engineer.”

“Whatever.”



Captain Conway stood next to Ford as he piloted the shuttle Earnhardt toward the Aerostar-A, in the customary, unnecessarily long, first go-round. Somewhere along the way, Starfleet had picked up the annoying tradition of having their captains circle the ship forever in a shuttle to get a feel for her looks and curves. Conway just wanted to get in and try the coffee processor already.

He liked, at least, that he was riding in on the Earnhardt. En route, he’d personally authorized that all the shuttles have their names changed to those of NASCAR greats. They had been artists or some silly thing. He personally preferred names like Earnhardt, Petty, and Jarret to Picasso, Matisse or Da Vinci. Of course, there was no shuttlecraft Gordon. Not on his ship.

“Coming up on the shuttlebay,” Ford said, after what felt like a year of circling the Aerostar.

“Excellent. Take us in, Lieutenant Commander,” Conway said pridefully. Bucky’s fur had never looked so shiny, nor had his toenails ever seemed so sharp and preened. They were even painted a pleasing sparkly green!

“I’ll be glad to, Captain,” Ford said with a wink.

Conway shook his head. He was going to find out just how much sucking up he could take. Not that he was complaining.



Conway and staff had an hour to get settled in on the Aerostar-A before dignitaries began arriving for the send-off ceremony. Chief among them was Federation President Bradley Dillon, who, thanks to the little matter of buying Earth back from the Ferengi, had sealed a deal with a shipyard in the Rigel system that would ensure that bigger better starships be built for some time to come.

As such, a new ship was granted to the Explorer project. It was Conway’s great luck to be put in the center seat. Then again, who else would they get? Who else had the kind of experience with the project that Conway had, the kind of experience needed to pilot the program into the twenty-fourth century?

And who else was so damned handsome?

Conway grinned and looked around his bridge, all white, gleaming and new, with a rear bank of science stations, smooth, streamlined tactical controls at his left, and an array of complicated-looking engineering controls to his right. The curved, one-piece console at the front of the bridge served as the station for conn and ops, harkening back to the joined “helm/nav” design from the days of the original Enterprise.

“Sir,” asked Larkin, who sat at his left. The primary change to the original Prometheus bridge design, besides some splashes of color, was that the command chair was no longer on a high-raised dais, all by itself. It was now sufficiently lower, on a level with the quarterdeck, and featured a trio of chairs similar to those found on Sovereign- and Galaxy-class vessels. Whatever the case, it was Captain Conway’s ship to command. All his…all forty shiny decks…

“What, Larkin?” he said, finally responding to the android’s inquiry.

“What, may I ask, are you smiling about?”

“I’m just thinking about the warp engine field tests, Commander,” Conway said, and turned away from Larkin. She made him uncomfortable, sitting there watching him. He hoped she’d quit that relatively early on in their mission together.

He thought about the empty seat to his right. No counselor yet. He thought about Telvin. He was really the only counselor other than Peterman that Conway knew. He wasn’t thrilled about Telvin, but how often did Conway go into counseling, anyway? They didn’t need anyone all that good. And more than likely, a tour with a top-notch operation like the one Conway planned on running would be just the kind of thing to snap Telvin into shape. He glanced down at the crew report on his chair arm, which pleased Conway to no end. The monitor on the chairarm was the size of a desktop terminal, and it folded neatly to the side when he wanted it out of the way.

Conway studied the crew roster on the terminal. With Benzra on her way in a couple weeks, despite the objections at Starfleet Medical (the Flarn doctor DID get him through a horrible symbiont situation, after all) there was just one more empty spot to fill in the senior staff. Chief Science officer. He wasn’t fond of Elton, and Dawson really only made a good backup.

He wanted people on his senior staff that he knew well, that he could trust. He’d have to call Alexa Lanham. Sure, she pushed him off a cliff back when they were married, but Conway had the capacity to forgive. Besides, Elton was still on the staff, and he nearly blew up the first Aerostar at a time when he had accidentally turned himself into a god-like being. Starfleet was definitely willing to accept a person’s willingness to change.

“Sir,” said Lt. Saral from ops. “All the members of the send-off party have beamed aboard. They have assembled in the cocktail lounge.”

“Good. Tell Spacedock control we’re ready to begin,” Conway said, shifting in his chair. It was a little lumpy, but he’d get the kinks worked out soon enough. “Larkin, call the dignitaries up to the bridge.” Conway reached down for the stainless-duranium cup that was fixed in the holder at his right. He put the cup to his lips and sipped the coffee. Perfect temperature. The blend was randomly selected and did not disappoint. “Community” coffee, tasting so pure and delicate, and only a bit sharp, straight from New Orleans. A mix approved by old man Sisko himself. “So this is what Earnhardt must have felt like on his first test-ride,” Conway said warmly. “It doesn’t get any better than this.”

“What is he going on about?” Saral asked Ford as the two worked at the forward console.

“It’s best not to ask,” said Ford.



“Glad you guys could make it,” Baxter said, tugging at the collar of his white dress uniform and picking up step next to Harlan and Lucille Baxter as the group of dignitaries made their way up to the Aerostar’s bridge. Baxter’s senior staff brought up the rear.

Lucille glowered. “Harlan pulled me off an important diplomatic mission for this.”

“It’s a big day for the Explorer Project, darling,” said Harlan most seriously, chewing on a cigar. “You’re one of two, now three, captains assigned to Explorer ships. You have to attend.”

“It’s such a waste of time,” muttered Lucille. “Conway of all people. I just cannot believe it. That man is an imbecile.”

“Like I said, glad you guys could make it,” sighed Baxter. He glanced up to see the huge entourage moving toward him and rolled his eyes. “All right, you two. On your best behavior. Here comes the chief. Ugh.”

Bradley Dillon elbowed his way out of the cluster of Starfleet security officers and went to shake Baxter’s hand. “Glorious day to launch a ship, wouldn’t you say, Captain?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Well, I just wanted to thank you again for making it possible for me to be President of the Federation,” Bradley grinned. “It’s been absolutely fantastic. You know, I signed a treaty with the Gorn today. A TREATY!”

“I’m very glad for you, Mister President.”

“Oh, it’s been a roller coaster ride the last few months. But I’m not forgetting the little people. I sent a subspace birthday card to my brother just today.”

“Wasn’t Commander Dillon’s birthday last month?” Baxter asked.

“That’s neither here nor there,” said Bradley, and he ushered Baxter into the turbolift. Harlan and Lucille squeezed in with him, and then all the security guards.

Peterman, leading the pack of Explorer staff, huffed indignantly as she came down the corridor toward the lift. “Andy!”

“You can take the next car!” Baxter said as the doors closed.

“Have you told them yet?” she asked, and the doors sealed shut, cutting her off from the group in the ’lift.

“Told them what?” Bradley asked conversationally as the lift made its way up through the bowels of the Aerostar.

Harlan puffed his cigar. “Yeah. What?”

“Kelly’s pregnant,” Baxter said quickly, and looked to Harlan and Lucille for reaction.

“About time,” said Lucille. “I thought the woman was infertile.”

“It did take a while,” Baxter said sheepishly.

“Your boys c’n swim!” Harlan chortled and puffed his cigar. “Well, that is some n’ws. Les smoke one!”

He withdrew a latinum cigar case and offered one to Baxter, who reluctantly grabbed one. Lucille snatched one too. Bradley looked at the case eagerly.

“I do love a good cigar, Admiral!” he said, and grabbed one. “What is this, a Mocambo?”

“Not at all. Havanna. The best.”

Bradley puffed happily at the cigar. “You have excellent taste, Admiral.”

Baxter puffed his cigar and tried not to choke. “This is great….ahch …Dad. Thanks.”

“Thanks for finally churning out a grandchild for us,” Lucille said, puffing on her own cigar.

Baxter sighed. “Least I could do.”



When the turbolift opened up onto the bridge, smoke poured out. At first Conway thought there was some sort of electrical fire, but then he saw the reason: Harlan Baxter sidled out, carrying a padd under his arm. He, Lucille Baxter, and Captain Andy Baxter, as well as Federation President Dillon were all smoking up a storm.

He reached forward to shake Conway’s hand. “Congr’tulatns, Campn,” he growled, chewing his cigar. He took the stubby stogie out and withdrew his padd. “Captain David Conway, I hearby transfer command of USS Aerostar, NCC-83835, to you as of this date, signed Admiral Harlan Baxter, Starfleet Command.” He looked up at the ceiling. “Computer…transfer command codes and such, authorization Baxter Phi Delta Kappa Four Three Zero.”

“Command codes transferred. Have a nice command,” the computer said, and Conway beamed, rubbing his hands together.

“I’m in command!” he said joyfully.

“Let’s get on with this, shall we?” Baxter said, as the turbolift once again opened to admit Peterman, Richards, Mirk, Hartley, Tilleran, and J’hana.

“This is really good,” Bradley said, indicating the cigar he was smoking to Harlan. “Have any more of these?”

“A whole stash down in my guest cabin,” replied Harlan.

“Let’s have a look.” Bradley looked around the Aerostar- A bridge. “If you’ve seen one ship launch, you’ve seen them all, really.”

“Are you sure, Mister President?” asked Conway. He certainly wasn’t aching for Bradley Dillon’s company, but he appreciated the honor of having the Federation president along for the launch.

“Quite sure,” Bradley said, then extended his hand to Lucille Baxter. “Madam, would you give us the pleasure of your company?”

Lucille scanned the faces on the bridge. “Given my choices, absolutely.”

“Escort them down to the residence decks, Mister Gellar,” Conway said, and Lieutenant Gellar rose from his seat at tactical and led Bradley, Lucille, Harlan, and the whole security entourage, into the aft turbolift.

Once his parents were gone, Captain Baxter felt entirely more relaxed. He surveyed the bridge. “Quite a little place you’ve got here, Dave,” he said to Conway. “I’m sure she’ll be a great ship.”

“Big of you to say that, Captain,” said Conway. “Have a seat in my counselor’s chair.” He grinned at Peterman. “Even once I get one, he probably won’t be allowed on the bridge.”

Peterman smouldered. “Small of you to say that, Captain.”

“Spacedock has cleared us for departure,” said Saral from ops.

“Is the champagne bottle prepared?” Conway asked, grinning over at Baxter.

“Negative,” replied Saral. “They could not find champagne. They have substituted root beer.”

Conway sunk in his chair. “Well, it’s bubbly. Good enough. Tell them to launch the root beer. Mister Ford…let’s get underway.”

Ford nodded and swung around in his chair to face the helm controls. “Ready for full impulse once the…root beer…hits.”

On the viewscreen, the Explorer and Aerostar staff watched as a long-necked bottle of root beer sailed toward the Aerostar’s engineering hull and smashed against it.

Led by Conway, the assembled group clapped half-heartedly.

Aerostar shot forward toward the spacedock doors. The crew watched the departure angle on the viewscreen as the docked Explorer disappeared in the distanc.

Guided by Ford at at full impulse, Aerostar streaked out into open space.



Half an hour later, Browning stepped out of the aft turbolift. She circled around to stand by Baxter. “Andy, did you realize your parents are down in the crew lounge smoking cigars and drinking brandy, talking about politics on Tellar with President Dillon?”

“Frankly, it doesn’t surprise me,” Baxter said dully.

“It’s good to see you back up here,” Conway said, and touched Browning’s hand. “Have a seat here in Commander Larkin’s chair.”

“As you wish,” Larkin said gruffly, and stood so Browning could sit next to Conway.

At the back of the bridge, Richards smouldered, folding his arms. “Why am I even here?”

Next to him, Lieutenant Commander Hartley kept her fake smile on. “Because it’s the nice thing to do. Even I know that.”

Beside Hartley, Mirk was nervously tapping the science panel he was leaning on. He glanced around the bridge. Everything seemed filmed over with a kind of energy. He felt hot. What the hell was happening?

Tilleran studied the science panels with approval. “The science equipment on this ship is amazing. I could have a research field day.”

Next to her, J’hana growled. “But the Explorer’s facilities are adequate, correct?”

“Sure,” said Tilleran. “It’s not like I’m thinking of leaving.”

“That is…good,” said J’hana. “If you left, I would miss you. In the most platonic of ways.”

Tilleran clasped J’hana’s hand. “That’s sweet, Jan.”

Peterman circled around to the front of the bridge and Baxter gave up his seat to her. “Have a seat, honey. I’m sure that baby’s quite a load.”

“I’m a week pregnant, Andy,” Peterman said, but took the seat anyway. “I can’t feel anything yet.”

“Just in case,” said Baxter, and Conway rolled his eyes.

“Well, what now, Captain?” Browning asked Conway.

“We’ll do a quick run around the solar system. Pluto and back,” Conway said, and squeezed her hand. “And from there, eternity!”

“How cheesy,” muttered Ford from the helm.

Standing off to the side of the bridge, looking quite uncomfortable, Commander Larkin turned and headed for the rear conference room. “If you will excuse me, I have seen quite enough.”

“I’ll go talk to her,” said Peterman, and she glared at Conway. “Since you don’t have a counselor of your own.”

At the back of the bridge, Mirk clutched his chest. He could feel the energy building inside him. Something was definitely, definitely wrong. He squeezed his eyes shut as the energy grew too great to bear…

“Whatever,” muttered Conway, and he turned to head back to his seat. He locked eyes with Richards, who stood up by Hartley on the quarterdeck, and he felt a cold chill.

Browning saw them lock eyes. She looked from one to the other, feeling the awesome weight of what she was about to do.

Richards looked at her, with eyes that told her he wanted to be with her again, more than anything.

“Chris, I…” she said softly, and Conway glared at her.

And then Mirk exploded into a million particles of light.



The bridge was awash with white light, so blinding no one could see anything.

Hartley stared at the blank space next to her, trying to make out the shape that once was Mirk. “MIRK!” she cried.

“Someone tell me something!” Conway barked, shielding his eyes with his arm.

Saral’s hands navigated the ops console by touch. “We’re caught in some sort of space-time flux, sir!”

<We’re unstuck in time, folks,> came a voice from all around that was eerily Mirk’s.

“Where the hell are you?” Hartley asked angrily.

<I’m forming the energy field that’s surrounding you all right now,> Mirk explained. <It’s the only thing keeping us safe from whatever’s happened to the universe.>

“Just great!” shouted Conway. “I get my own ship, then the universe collapses in on itself!”

<Not quite collapsed,> said Mirk. <Someone has just rewritten time in her favor, and I’m damn sure I know who! What’s worse, I can only protect the area inside this sphere I’ve made. And I can’t keep us unstuck for much longer!>

“What will happen when your field collapses?” asked Tilleran.

<We’ll end up in the new timeline, hopefully with the knowledge that it’s not the correct one.>

“Mirk!” said Baxter, blinking through the blinding light. “You said only the people within this field are protected? What about Kelly and Larkin?”

<I cannot protect them.>

Baxter rushed for the conference room door, caught Richards out of the corner of his eye, doing the same; but J’hana beat them both to it–shoved past Baxter so quick he stumbled backwards, fell on his butt to the deck.

<Don’t do it J’hana! You can’t help them!> Mirk’s voice called.

“Saral!” Conway ordered, as J’hana disappeared through the conference room doors. “Go get J’hana and the others!”

Saral dashed for the conference room. The light got brighter.

<Stop doing that!> Mirk’s voice chided. <Aren’t you listening? I said you can’t help them!>

“SORRY!” Conway grumbled.

Baxter covered his eyes as the white light grew more intense, more intense, and electricity crackled all over his body.

“KELLLLLLLLLLLLY!” he called out,

…then everything went white…



“KELLLLLLLLLLLLLY!” Baxter shot up in bed, slammed his head on the ceiling.

What a nightmare. He was on the bridge of a starship, but not his own. People around him were shouting things, an eerie voice spoke to them, and he was worried about someone… someone called Kelly.

Baxter swung his legs around and hopped off his top bunk. He idly wondered why no one shared this cramped cabin with him. The rumors about the deck being flooded with radiation were exaggerated, anyway. He was living proof. He’d served on that ship, lived in that cabin, for twelve years, and showed no sign of radiation poisoning.

Except, of course, for the distinct impression that he was starting to go bald. There were also chances he wouldn’t be able to conceive a child. But without a girlfriend, that hardly seemed important.

Baxter stepped into the closet-sized sonic shower and switched on the soothing sound waves.

Halfway through, he dropped the soap.

Baxter sprinted, naked, out into his cabin. “I’m not supposed to be here!”

He rushed out into the corridor, to the shock of passing officers.

“I’M NOT SUPPOSED TO BE HERE, DAMN IT!”

“You’re telling me,” said one engineer, and she hurriedly rushed by him.

Baxter looked around, looked down. “Ooh. Whoops.” He backed into his cabin and quickly got dressed.



“So,” said Captain Alexander Rydell, “that’s how you tell a Nausicaan beach party from a Nausicaan funeral dirge.”

“Fascinating,” said Commander Jaroch boredly, leaning on his science console.

Commander Travis Dillon shifted uncomfortably in his seat at Rydell’s right. “We could be doing many more productive things right now than discussing your vacation.”

“Be quiet, Dillon,” said Rydell, “or I’ll pull out my holoslides.” He smiled devilishly and Dillon immediately turned to his panel and tried to look very interested in crew reports.

Suddenly the aft turbolift doors opened and someone hurried out.

“I have a big problem, everyone!” Lt. Commander Andy Baxter said, and Alexander Rydell sighed.

“Is it already inventory time again?” he asked.

“It certainly is not,” replied Dillon. “We did inventory six weeks ago.”

“The problem isn’t inventory-based,” said Baxter. “I’m not supposed to be here.”

“I can confirm that,” yawned Jaroch.

“I mean I’m from an alternate universe.”

“Would that be a universe where inventory isn’t despised across the galaxy?” asked Emily Sullivan from the conn.

“Actually, it’s been eradicated in my universe,” Baxter said proudly. That got everyone’s attention.

“What kind of wonderful universe is this?” Rydell asked.

Baxter sighed. “One where I’m captain of a starship, have a beautiful wife…and soon will have a beautiful little baby…”

“This alternate universe is sounding less interesting by the second,” mumbled Jaroch.

“Commander Hawkins,” Rydell said. “Why don’t you escort ‘Captain’ Baxter here down to Counselor Webber’s office?”

“Computer,” said Baxter, as Hawkins retrieved her phaser and approached him. He pleaded to whatever deities protected spacefarers that his all-purpose command access still worked in this universe. “Lock down the bridge and flood it with anesthezine, and beam me to the Deck one conference room, authorization Red Seven Seven Omicron!”

“That code won’t work,” Commander Dillon said confidently, and slumped unconscious in his chair as Baxter dematerialized and the gas knocked out the bridge crew.



Baxter savored the irony of the situation as he dragged he limp bodies of the Secondprize bridge officers into the conference room for safe keeping.

Once they were all tucked away, he locked the room and proceeded to the command chair.

“Computer, re-instate bridge command, authorization Red Seven Seven Omicron. Recognize Baxter, Andrew Jackson. Transfer all command codes to me.”

“Command codes transferred.”

That was almost too easy, thought Baxter. He sat down and activated the tiny monitor on Rydell’s command chair. Time to find out exactly what went wrong.

As he paged through the Federation history books for the last four years, he heard a trill on his comm badge.

“Ford to Baxter.”

“Ford?” Baxter asked, glancing up.

“I’m down on the residential decks, sir. And I’m with a woman!”

“Congratulations, Commander.”

“Alternate universe poon tang is great!”

“I bet so. How about joining me on the bridge so we can get back to our own universe?”

“Sure, why not. She’s asleep anyway. I like to be out the door before they wake up.”

“You’re a true ladies man.” Baxter closed the channel and returned to his studies, making a mental note to gas the hell out of the rest of the ship once Ford got to the bridge.

He looked up Aerostar. Apparently, the original one was still around, and commanded by Conway. It appeared to be a very low-level ship relegated to simple cargo and ferrying tasks. Less prestigious, even, than the Secondprize, by the look of things.

He found records of Tilleran and Hartley on the Aerostar, but no J’hana, Peterman, or Browning. Wait a minute…Chief Medical Officer Janice Conway. Oh no.

Even in this universe, fate conspired to link those two together. Baxter shook his head. It was probably a good thing he found no sign of Richards on the Aerostar.

He dug deeper into the history of the Aerostar. Apparently the ship suffered total engine failure just before entering the Bermuda Expanse. Mirk was captured later, by another crew, and the Aerostar was repaired and towed back to Waystation, thanks to the vigilance of… Baxter gasped…Starfleet Attache Irma Wilson.

…who was later found to be an imposter, and quickly shipped off to Tantalus.

At last a bit of good news. Irma sabotaged the lives of Baxter and his crew, but ended up at the Federation Funny Farm. There was some justice in the universe.

Reading further, Baxter gasped again. He’d been demoted back to lieutenant and returned to the Secondprize three days after being put in command of the Aerostar. Apparently Starfleet realized the error in their ways. That, or they found the Admiral Neilson changeling who’d authorized the whole thing.

He did a search for Kelly. The computer scoured its database, then came up with Tantalus, the Funny Farm itself. She apparently became a doctor and left the Aerostar, to do research on Irma.

Baxter was torn–did he take the Secondprize to the Aerostar to pick up his former crewmates, or did he go right to Tantalus to get Kelly and find out from Irma exactly what he needed to do to make things right?

And where the hell was Mirk, anyway?



“Another scotch and soda, sir?” Mirk asked, annoyed, and held up the tray for Harlan Baxter.

“Sure thing, boyah,” Harlan said with a grin and grabbed the glass.

Mirk had quickly calculated, upon arriving in the new universe, that he was put into service as a waiter for the chic Admirals’ Club on Earth to make up for stealing all that Starfleet equipment. Apparently, he was serving year four of a twenty year sentence. And the Federation claimed to be enlightened.

Yeah, right.

He had to get to the others. But he was stuck serving cold drinks to admirals. For some reason he was destined to stay in the food service industry.

He only hoped the others were faring better.



“Well, isn’t this…interesting,” Janice Browning said, and glanced over at Conway, who was next to her in bed.

“It’s certainly a shock,” said Conway. “Who knew we’d end up together,” and he looked around, “and apparently in the captain’s quarters on the old Aerostar.”

“She’s held up nicely over the last few years,” Browning said. “Unlike in our universe, where she blew up.”

“Indeed.” And Conway nervously steepled his fingers. “Well, let’s get on with it, then.”

“Get on with what?”

“Well, judging by the rings on our fingers, I’d guess we’re married. Let’s make the most of it.” He rolled over on top of Browning, who quickly slipped out from under him.

“I think not! We’ve got to find a way back to our old universe!”

“Hey, we ended up like this for some reason, and I’m certainly not one to complain. I’m a captain, you’re my wife. I can live with having a slightly lesser ship. Let’s just get it on!”

“You’re really starting to get on my nerves, David,” Browning said, and slid off the bed, realizing she was wearing her flannel PJ’s which were painted with Peanut Butter and Jelly sandwiches. Her PB&J’s. At least some things didn’t change. “Now where the heck are my clothes?”



“Do you realize where we are?” Tilleran said, looking around in shock as she and Hartley shared a round of Andorian fwarz-sharshers, blue-bubbly drinks with fizz and a burn that rotted your throat out.

Hartley nodded. “It’s the crew lounge on the Aerostar.”

“Creepy, isn’t it?” asked Tilleran. “It doesn’t even have Mirk’s nice decorations!”

“I sure wish I knew where Mirk was,” Hartley muttered. Then she looked up and grinned. “Hey, that’s Lennie, the Aerostar’s original bartender!”

Tilleran glanced over at the bar. “I can’t say I remember him.”

“I do, but only because I saw him back when I went back in time and tried to sabotage the Aerostar’s mission.”

“Well, good thing you didn’t do that,” Tilleran mumbled, and sipped her drink. She savored the burning in her throat. J’hana loved fwarz-sharshers. She tried not to think about that. They’d already determined she wasn’t aboard. Browning and Conway were the only ones from the senior staff who were on board the Aerostar. Who knew where everyone else was?



Commander Richards reeled back in shock as the crowd closed in on him.

“Autograph your latest one for us Chris!”

“Tell us what inspired you!”

“Who’s the ‘Janice’ you dedicated ‘Janice’s Nebula’ to?”

“Let me have your love child!”

“Back away!” Richards said, scrambling backwards across the slick floor of the arena-like museum. People everywhere scrambled for his autograph, or a lock of his hair, which he noted with annoyance, was long and in a ponytail.

“Love me, Christopher, love me!” cried one woman, who lept on Chris, crushing against him with a barrage of sloppy kisses.

He glanced up at her and sighed. “Fresca?”

“Formerly Jen Prescott, of Internal Affairs, and current Chris Richards enthusiast!” the woman shouted joyfully.

“You mean stalker!” a voice cried from the back of the room.

“I have to get out of here,” Richards said, and dashed for one of the exit doors. “You all need to get a life!” he cried over his shoulder.

How twisted, Richards thought, that his dream of becoming an artist came true just to evolve into a nightmare. As he headed out the exit door, he noted with great dissatisfaction that one of his paintings was of the Aerostar approaching the Bermuda Expanse, one nacelle blown off. What really annoyed him was that the shading and cross-hatching were ALL wrong.



Commander Travis Dillon awoke with a start.

“Commander, are you all right?” asked one Lieutenant Kristen Larkin, android and second-string ops officer on the Secondprize.

Dillon looked around. Everyone was still unconscious on the floor of the conference room. “I’m…okay, I guess. What about the others?”

“I cannot wake them,” said Larkin. “They inhaled too much gas. You, luckily, lost consciousness so quickly you did not have an opportunity to inhale as much as the others.”

“An old Starfleet trick,” Dillon said, rubbing his hands together. “Can you give me a status report?”

“Negative,” said Larkin. “I was en route to the bridge when I was told by the turbolift that the bridge was locked out. I asked the computer where you and the others were located, and it alerted me that you were unconscious in the conference room. I decided to investigate, and climbed in through the Jefferies tube.”

“Good thinking,” Dillon said. “Well, we have to get the ship back, at all costs.”

“Agreed,” she said. “Orders?”

Dillon thought a moment. “Why don’t you go out to the bridge and find out what’s happening. Try to disable Commander Baxter. If you can’t, at least report back to me and try to give me some sense of what he’s up to.”

“And what will you do in the meantime?”

“I will go into the Jefferies tube and supervise from there.”

“You mean you will hide in there?” asked Larkin.

Dillon frowned. “Get going, Lieutenant.”



“So what’s the plan?” asked Ford as he and Baxter leaned over the ops control panel at the front of the Secondprize bridge.

“The plan,” Baxter said, “is to get a message out to the Aerostar, and try to get Conway and the others to meet us at Tantalus so we can find out what damage Irma’s done, then go back in time and fix it!” “I see,” said Ford, and then he glanced over his shoulder. For lack of a phaser, Kristen Larkin wielded her arm high over her head, prepared to strike a killing blow on Ford.

“Larkin!” Ford cried, and rolled to the side just as the arm came crashing down on the ops panel.

“She’s not from our universe,” Baxter surmised quickly. He looked Larkin over: She’d made a huge tactical error by removing that arm. It left her on/off switch vulnerable. He kicked out at it with his foot, and Larkin quickly tossed her arm aside, grabbed the foot and upended Baxter with android-like reflexes.

Baxter crashed to the deck and Larkin returned her attention to Ford. She picked up the arm and swung it at him again. He crab-crawled backwards up against the viewscreen and she prepared to strike again, but Baxter lunged at her and stabbed his finger into her on/off switch.

The android slumped thankfully unconscious, unfortunately right on top of Ford.

“That was close,” Ford choked out and rolled the android off him.

“I’ll say,” Baxter said. “Get on the comm panel. Try to raise Captain Conway.”

“Faster than you can say ass-kisser, sir,” Ford said, and headed to the back of the bridge.

Baxter looked down at Larkin. “Sorry. I know this wasn’t your idea.”

“Quite correct, Commander,” said a voice over the comm channel.

“Dillon!” Baxter called out. “Where in the hell are you?”

“Oh, you’ll find out soon enough. Why don’t you save yourself some hardship and just surrender now. Make it easier on all of us.”

“You’ve seen one too many crimefighter movies, Commander,” Baxter said. “This isn’t where you chat with the hi-jacker and he tells you all his plans.”

“What makes you think I think it’ll go down like that?”

“Go…down? Please, Commander. I know you a little better than that. Face it, you’re a geek. You don’t have the guts or the smarts to retake this ship. Listen: We don’t want any trouble. We’re stranded in this alternate universe, and we just want to set things right. We’ll give you your ship back as soon as we find out how to put things back to normal, I promise.”

“And what’s your guarantee that our universe will continue on once you set things right?”

“I give you no guarantee, Commander,” said Baxter. “I’m no quantum mechanic. For all I know, you’ll cease to exist as soon as we set things right.” That was the wrong thing to say, and Baxter realized that as soon as he said it.

“Enough talk, Mister Baxter. We’ll just see if you can…put things back to normal, as you say.”

“Dillon, come here and let me gas you again. For all our sakes!”

“Never! Be ready to take a fall, Mister Baxter. Yippee ki yi yay, motherf***er!”

Baxter rolled his eyes as the channel closed. He looked to Ford. “If I kill him in this universe, it really won’t have an affect on ours, right?”

Ford shrugged. “At any rate, I got the Aerostar. Commander Conway said he’ll meet us at the Bermuda Expanse. I told him to expect a delay since we have to go to Tantalus.”

“Good thinking. Hope he didn’t raise any suspicion by diverting the Aerostar from its normal mission,” Baxter said, rubbing his chin. “Speaking of which, divert us to Tantalus.”

“Aye, sir.”



“Good Morning, Captain,” Colonel Martin Lazlo said, and trotted out of the center turbolift shaft into Ops. “You wanted to see me?”

Captain Lisa Beck stood in front of the Waystation’s massive view-wall. She glanced back at Lazlo. “There’s something of a tactical nature I thought you’d like to take a look at.”

“Gladly,” said Lazlo, and he watched the movement of a Starfleet delta symbol on the viewscreen, overlaid on a map of the sector. He squinted at the registry number: NCC-83835.

“I don’t recognize the ship’s registry,” said Lazlo.

Beck glanced back at Craig Porter at sciences, who quickly posted a schematic on one of the smaller monitors beside the view-wall. “Nebula-class. USS Aerostar. Commanded by a guy named Conway. Came through here about four years ago, but you may not have run across them. Luckily. They’ve recently passed through this sector on a cargo run. To make a long story short, Starfleet just commed us to say that the Aerostar went off its course and refuses to respond to communiques. They asked us to investigate. I hailed them, and this Conway fellow was totally evasive with me. Seemed nervous about something. And damn rude, too.”

“Rude to you?” Lazlo asked. “That bastard.”

“Well,” said Beck. “Needless to say, I’m concerned. It’s a tad weird for a Starfleet vessel to change its course like that and to respond with such…” Beck smouldered, “attitude. I told Starfleet that, since we’re the closest outpost, we would send someone to intercept them, find out what they’re up to. Stop them if necessary.”

“My forces, as usual, are at your disposal.” Lazlo grinned toothily.

“I was hoping you’d say that,” said Beck, and she strolled toward the back of Ops. “It may be nothing, but if Conway has, for some reason, broken off from Starfleet, we have to stop him before he does any damage.”

“Would you like me to put my…specialist on it?”

Beck grinned wide. “Absolutely. Dinner tonight?”

Lazlo grinned wider. “Absolutely.”



Down in the Andorian restaurant, one of the most frequent customers sauntered in, causing the cafe’s occupants to shrink back in fear.

Baughb rushed for the kitchen, and began hastily preparing the usual meal. Gabavga, drenched in targ’s blood, with a side of fharbus.

The frequent customer arrived at a table, her table. Its current occupants, the elderly couple who ran the isolinear chip rental place, hurried out of their chairs and hobbled over to another table on the far end of the restaurant.

Major J’hana, Warrior Supreme of the Ninth Hive of Andor, turned a chair around, lowered herself into it, withdrew a curved, razorsharp dagger, and stabbed it into the center of the table. She wore a cut-off vest, grey camouflage pants, several dark tatoos, and the IDIC symbol hooked through a piercing in her right antenna. An odd choice, to be sure.

Baughb rushed out with the steaming meal and set it before J’hana. “Piping hot and still breathing a little, just like you like it!” Baughb said worriedly, glancing at J’hana as she surveyed the plate.

“Where is my twist of lemon?” she demanded.

The cursed chef forgot it!

Baughb rushed for the kitchen. “I’ll get it. I’ll just be a mo–”

In one swift, graceful action, J’hana plucked her knife out of the tabletop and hurled it at Baughb. It struck him in the shoulder with such force, it threw him a meter forward into the wall and pinned him there, helpless.

“Damn,” Baughb said, holding back tears. “That had nearly healed, J’hana!”

“Next time perhaps you will not forget my lemon twist!”

Baughb wept. “I’m sorry! I can’t be perfect!”

“You can try harder!”

Another waiter hurriedly yanked J’hana’s blade out of Baughb’s shoulder, wiped it off and returned it to its owner.

“Thanks,” J’hana said dully, and stabbed the knife back into the table.

“Glad to see you’re enjoying yourself as usual tonight,” a voice said from behind her.

“Lazlo.” J’hana stared at the knife in her table. “I have had a rough day. My entire battalion was wiped out in a confrontation with some Breen on Brysalis.”

“I can see how that would…”

“Why could *I* not die honorably?” demanded J’hana. “It is not fair.” She yanked her knife out of the table, picked a random person, and hurled the knife at her.

“OUCH!”

She turned to look at Lazlo. “Are you here for smalltalk or are you here to assign me another mission?”

“Another mission,” Lazlo said, and handed a padd to J’hana. She read the details, just as Beck had described them to Lazlo.

“Aerostar,” she said wistfully. “I once served on that ship.”

“I realize,” Lazlo said. “I know Starfleet life was cruel to you, Major. I’m glad Marine life appeals to you more.”

“I enjoy fish as much as the next woman,” J’hana muttered, “but what that Betazoid did to me was unforgivable. I was JUST trying to be friendly.”

Lazlo nodded. “I realize that, Major. Listen, if you feel like you can’t handle….”

J’hana rose. “Oh, I can handle it. Do not worry about me. J’hana to Docking Arm One. Have the Razorbeast prepared for immediate departure.” She looked to Lazlo. “Find me some more soldiers. Draft civilians if you have to.”

“Good to see you back on the horse, Major,” Lazlo said, and turned briskly on a heel, headed out of the cafe.

J’hana looked around at the gathered crowd in the restaurant, who looked much quieter than when she’d walked in. “I may never see any of you again. Pray I die a hero’s death on this mission.”

“That’s what she always says,” Ih’mad whispered to Baughb, who was still nursing his shoulder. “Maybe this time she really will die.”

Baughb sighed. “Could we be that lucky?”

“Probably not.”



“Time is running out for us,” Conway said, pacing in front of his couch, where Browning, Hartley, and Tilleran were seated. “I can’t keep the others off my back forever.” They’d been talking for quite a while, poring over the library information Baxter had sent them, about how this whole mess had been created simply because the Aerostar hadn’t been flung into the Delta Quadrant.

“Apparently I’m First Officer as well as science officer, so at least you don’t have a second-in-command to worry about,” Tilleran said helpfully.

“And I’m your Chief Engineer,” Hartley added. “With Janice as CMO, who does that leave on the command staff as a threat?”

THWUMP!

“Did you hear that?” Conway asked, and walked over to his door. He hit a control and it slid open. Counselor Telvin Abromowitz fell forward, on his knees, dropping his tricorder to the ground. He scrambled for it but Conway stepped on it.

Hartley sidled over and grabbed it out from under Conway’s boot. She studied it. “Recording us, huh?” she asked.

Telvin looked up at Hartley. He nodded sheepishly.

“Baaaaaaad idea,” Hartley said, and punched a couple buttons on the tricorder. She tossed it over her shoulder and it landed on Conway’s ottoman with a thump.

BLAM! It exploded into a puff of tiny plastic pieces.

“I really liked that ottoman!” Conway railed.

“It’s an alternate universe ottoman,” Hartley said matter-of-factly. “What did you need with it?”

“Good point.” Conway turned his attention back down to Telvin. “You’ve been a very bad boy, Mister. And to think I wanted you for my counselor.”

“I don’t know what you all are planning,” said Telvin. “But I’m bound by my loyalty to Starfleet to try to stop you.”

“How quaint,” said Tilleran with a giggle.

“We’ve got to do something with him,” Browning said. “We can’t risk him jeopardizing our plans.”

“We could always kill him,” Hartley suggested.

Conway frowned down at Telvin. “Now that’s a bit rash, isn’t it?”

Hartley shrugged.

“Well,” Conway said, and brought Telvin up to his feet. “I wouldn’t dream of doing anything like that to such a valued officer.”

“Besides which,” said Tilleran. “I hardly think he’s capable of mounting a ship-wide revolt.”

“You’d be surprised,” Telvin said defiantly, mustering up some sense of pride. “I’ll find a way to stop you. I can get word to the ops chief Brazeau, helm officer Holly…chief of security Gellar!”

“No you won’t,” Conway said, and led Telvin back to the bedroom. “Know why?”

Telvin shook his head worriedly. “Because you’re going to spend the whole rest of this time locked in the bedroom closet. How do you feel about that?”

“Claustrophobic.”

“You’ll get over it. Nighty night!”



“Can I interest you in some dessert, Admiral?” Mirk asked, hovering expectantly over Harlan Baxter. At the very least, he’d have to give some good service and get a nice tip. That would make this whole alternate-universe thing a little more palatable.

“Nah,” mumbled Harlan. “I have places to be, an Internal Affairs division to run…”

Then, as if on cue, his comm badge chirped:

“Yvonne to Baxter. We just learned of two Starfleet vessels behaving a little oddly.”

“Go on,” Harlan garbled.

“The Aerostar refuses to speak with Starfleet and got downright snippy with Waystation when they attempted to make contact.”

“Has Captain Beck sent someone out to investigate?”

“She sent Major J’hana from the Federation Marines. I guess you could call it an investigation.”

Harlan nodded. “She’ll get the job done. What about the other ship?”

“That’s…a bit more delicate, sir. It’s the Secondprize.”

“And where are they headed?” Baxter asked, without missing a beat.

“Tantalus.”

“I see. Which of our ships is closest?”

“Explorer, sir.”

“Good. She’s a fine ship, with a good skipper. Have Captain Ficker intercept them immediately.”

“Even though your son’s aboard?”

“ESPECIALLY since my son’s aboard,” Harlan said, and added, “Baxter out. Now, Mirk, about that dessert.” He glanced around. “Mirk?”



“I’ve located Richards,” Ford said, looking up from the rear library computer access on the Secondprize bridge. “Seems he’s a famous artist. Everyone around the quadrant loves him!”

“You’re kidding me,” Baxter said, amazed. “How about that.”

“Apparently he’s doing a show right now on Bolarus.”

“Can we get a message to him?”

“We can try leaving one at his hotel room.”

“Tell him we’ll swing by and pick him up. How late will we be meeting the Aerostar if we swing by Bolarus first?”

“Not long, if I take a few shortcuts.”

“What do you mean ‘shortcuts’?”

“Shortcuts like the one that got us from Earth to Waystation in a few hours. That’s usually at least a daylong trip!”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. And you know the legends about me and the Jovian run.”

“I don’t, but it doesn’t really matter. You’re Conway’s helmsman now.”

“Sorry, sir. It’s nothing personal. He’s just more receptive to my sucking up.”

“I totally understand,” muttered Baxter.



“Boy am I glad to see you!” Hartley grinned, leaning against the U-shaped tactical railing on the Aerostar’s bridge. On the viewscreen, Mirk looked extremely anxious about something. “Where have you been, anyway?”

“Servicing a slew of cranky admirals,” Mirk said. “My feet are killing me already. Bartendering is fine, but watering is a pain in the ass.”

“Is there a point to this?” Conway asked from the command chair. It was odd to see the stations on the Aerostar’s familiar bridge so unoccupied. Since they were breaking major Starfleet rules going to Tantalus, he had to send everyone that wasn’t from his normal universe home for the day. That left Tilleran at ops and Browning at helm, with Hartley running tactical and communications.

“Darned right there’s a point to this. There are marines after you, and Starfleet is moving to intercept the Captain.”

“And just how do you know this?”

“Because Harlan Baxter just ordered the Starfleet people after you. And the Marines, apparently, sent J’hana.”

Conway shook his head. “And how long until she intercepts us?”

Mirk waved his padd at Conway. “This thing doesn’t come with starcharts. I can tell you what the soup of the day is, and that’s about it.”

Conway sighed. “Thanks for all your help.”

“Can you call the captain and let him know about Starfleet chasing him down? I’m only on a five-minute break.”

“Sure,” Conway said. “Can I tell him which ship he’ll have to fight off?”

“You won’t believe it.”

“Let me guess. It’s the Explorer.”

“How’d you know?”

“It just figures.”

“Anyway, you won’t believe who’s in command…”

Conway rolled his eyes. “Ficker.”

“Well, I can see I’m wasting my time talking to you. You know everything already. Just promise to come by and pick me up before you go heading off to try and rectify the timeline.”

“Earth’s not exactly on the way,” Conway grumbled.

“I saved us from getting changed along with the rest of the time-line. You owe me, buddy!”

“He’s got you there,” Hartley said, glancing down at Conway.

“I don’t suppose you can hitch a ride?

Mirk waved the padd again. “Does it look like I can hail a starship with one of these babies, either?”

“Powers?” Conway suggested.

“Drained, thanks my efforts to preserve us from the timeline change.”

“Fine, then,” Conway said. “We’ll just have to arrive at Tantalus a little late. We’ll change course to go get you.”

“Thanks very much.”

“If we don’t get to you, you can pretty much assume J’hana creamed us.”

“Good luck with that, by the way.”

“Thanks EVER so much!” said Hartley, before Conway could comment.



“Pick him up already,” Baxter ordered, hovering over Ford’s shoulder as he worked at ops.

“Transporting now,” Ford said, and Richards suddenly materialized at Baxter’s side.

“Great to see you Chris,” Baxter said, clapping a hand on Richards’s shoulder. “Get our shields back up, Ford, and head for Tantulus, maximum warp!”

“Aye, sir,” Ford said, and brought Secondprize out of her Bolarus orbit. He shot her into warp and studied forward sensors. “Our path looks nice and clear for the trip to Tantalus, no real threats on the–”

Richards and Baxter paused on their way back to the center command chairs.

“What is it?” Baxter asked, turning to look at Ford.

Ford glanced back at Baxter. “It’s the Explorer, sir. On an intercept course right for us.”

“Of all the stupid ironic frigging luck,” Baxter grumbled, pulling at his hair. “Can you beat her there?”

“You know the Explorer, Captain. She can outrun the Secondprize with one nacelle tied behind her back.”

“Then you’re going to have to get creative.”

Ford turned to face the viewscreen. “Well, that’s what I’m best at. Second to sucking up.”

Richards glanced between Baxter and Ford. “Well, isn’t anyone interested in how my alternate universe experience has shaped up so far?”

“No,” said Ford and Baxter.



“Almost to Earth,” Browning said, studying the helm controls. “And let me warn you again, I’m no wizard at the helm.”

Conway shifted uneasily in the command chair. He’d forgotten how stiff the foam padding on the Aerostar chairs was. “Hopefully, you won’t need to be.”

“I’d guess again,” Tilleran said. “J’hana will probably still pursue us, even if we aren’t heading for Waystation at the moment.”

“Sure she’s tenacious, but…”

Tilleran glared at Conway. “Captain…trust me.”

“Betazoid instincts?” Conway ventured.

Suddenly a bleep sounded at Tilleran’s station. “That, and very good sensors.” She looked woefully up from ops. “I’m picking up a Peregrine-class ship on an intercept course, closing fast. Weapons range in two minutes.”

Conway lept out of the command chair and hurried to the ops panel. He leaned over Tilleran’s shoulder. “Can you identify it?”

Tilleran shot Conway an “I-told-you-so” look. “It’s called the Razorbeast. Listed as ‘Major’ J’hana’s ship.”

Browning looked to Conway hopefully. “Well, maybe she’s been saved from the timeline changes like the rest of us, perhaps…”

And the comm system chirped to life:

“Rebel Federation vessel: This is Major J’hana, Supreme Warrior of the Ninth Hive. I command an elite force of marines, all trained to destroy rogue Federation citizens. Give me one good reason not to blow you out of the stars!”

Conway glared at Browning. “You were saying?” He leaned over and tapped a control on Tilleran’s station. “J’hana, this is Captain David Conway. I’m on a secret mission for Starfleet. Keep your distance and DO NOT ENGAGE, do you hear me?”

“Of course, Captain,” J’hana’s voice replied darkly. “Simply provide me with your Starfleet top-secret indent-code and your mission number and I will confirm your orders with Starfleet intel.”

Conway gritted his teeth. “I can’t do that, J’hana.”

“Why not?”

He sighed. “Because this is a top-top secret mission.”

“Doesn’t sound familiar.”

“Of course not! That’s what makes it top-top secret.”

J’hana mulled that over.

“She’ll be in weapons range in twenty seconds,” Tilleran called out.

“Weapons running hot?” Conway asked quickly.

“Hot and heavy,” replied Tilleran. “She’s got quantums and compression phasers on that little ship. Twice the armament of the Escort, or this ship.”

“I’ve thought it over,” J’hana finally said. “I’m still going to destroy you. We’ll sort out the details later.”

Tilleran’s eyes widened. “She’s going to come out of warp right on top of us!”

“Prepare for evasive!” Conway fairly shouted, and rushed back for the command chair.

Browning shuddered. She’d never piloted a starship this size before, and certainly not in combat. She pressed a control on the helm, which brought up a list of maneuvers. “Hmm. Delta sounds fun.” She punched a control and the Aerostar surged ahead, just as the first string of quantum torpedoes soared by.

“Good work, Janice!” Conway said, clenching his fist. The Razorbeast suddenly appeared on screen, weapons blazing. “Fire back at them, Tilleran!”

“On it,” Tilleran said. Full weapons control was transferred to her station. It was a lot to handle, what with ops and science operating off that panel too. Of course, there really wasn’t much need to scan anything, or… operate it, either. Tilleran fired everything the Aerostar had.

The tiny Razorbeast revolved on the screen like a paper airplane spiraling to the ground…it swerved in space and darted right toward them, quantums blaring. The Aerostar shook.

“Shields are gone!” Tilleran cried, and sparks poured from her station.

Conway held fast to the command chair as the blasts hit. He’d forgotten the Aerostar was a puny fighter compared to the Explorer. He’d almost taken that firepower for granted. “We’re not going to surrender. Janice, evasive pattern omega!”

“Where does that fall in the alphabet?” Browning asked frantically, as a blast pounded the saucer section, blowing clear through.

Conway held rigidly to the command chair. “We’re not going to last much longer in this fight, Tilleran! There’s got to be something you can use against J’hana…anything!”

Tilleran shook her head. “Her ship is tiny, but it outguns us three to one. There’s nothing I can think of to use against…her…” Tilleran paused. “Her!”

“Come again?”

Tilleran scrunched her eyes shut. “Just a hunch!”

“What the hell is she doing?” Conway asked. Then, after a few moments, he noticed the shooting had stopped.

“You’re going to stop the attack,” Tilleran broadcasted. “Stop the attack, Imzadi!”

Suddenly the comm chirped again. “This is J’hana. I’m stopping the attack.”

“You’ll return to base. Tell your commander you failed.”

“I’m going to return to base. I’ll tell my commander I failed.”

“You’re really sorry you did that. You’ll be more considerate next time.”

“I’m really sorry I did that. I’ll be more considerate next time.”

“Goodbye, Jan,” Tilleran said softly.

J’hana coughed uncomfortably over the speakers. “I don’t know why I’m doing this. Goodbye, Imzadi. I shall always love you.”

Tilleran smiled. “Me too, Jan. Me too.” Once the Razorbeast veered off, Tilleran sighed. “I guess we still have an Imzadi bond, even in this universe.”

“Nicely done, Commander,” Conway said, and walked up to the front of the bridge. “Janice–get us to Earth, ASAP.”

“Not an easy feat,” she said, looking over her fried panel. “J’hana handed us a beating. The warp engines are in pretty bad shape.”

“Get down to engineering, Tilleran,” Conway said, patting the Betazoid on the back. “If anyone asks what happened, tell them it was just turbulence.” He’d nearly forgotten about all those Aerostar crew that were still hanging out belowdecks. “While you’re at it,” he added, as Tilleran made her way to the turbolift, “why don’t you start beaming the crew down to Mars or Venus or something. Tell them it’s a survival exercise.”

“THIS is becoming a survival excercise,” Tilleran mumbled and ducked into the aft turbolift.”



Travis Dillon slid out of the Jefferies tube and hopped down onto the deck in Engineering. He’d stripped down to his vest and ripped a swatch of cloth off the discarded uniform tunic. He wrapped the swatch around his forehead like a bandanna and pocketed the phaser he’d picked up along the way. Watching all those action movies finally paid off.

He scanned the engine compartment. Everyone was passed out, as he’d feared. Scott Baird was in his office, face-down in a plate of macaroni. When he woke up, he would NOT be a happy camper.

Dillon looked at the Secondprize’s warp core and shook his head regretfully. Regulations were QUITE clear about what to do in a situation in which the ship had been taken over. The crew were all passed out like proverbial lights, and he lacked the medical knowledge to revive them. He could always mount a frontal attack on Baxter. It wasn’t as if the guy was all that threatening. But he had to have a failsafe. He reached into the satchel he’d brought along and removed a plasma grenade and detonator. He knew as much about engineering as he did about medicine, but he knew where to shove that grenade in order to make his ship go “Boom!” If he got into it with Baxter and saw he’d be defeated, he’d punch the button and blow up the Secondprize. It seemed like the smart thing to do.



Mirk wrapped his arms around Hartley and the two stared out the Aerostar’s conference room windows, as the stars behind the ship stretched backwards infinitely. Earth had become a dot among the stars almost instantly once Aerostar went into warp. Tilleran got the engines fixed and Hartley had assisted in getting the crew beamed down to one of the abandoned outer Mars colonies. Afterwards, they swung around to get Mirk. Luckily, the planetary guard was at lunch or something.

The view outside the conference room window was rather pleasant, with the possible exception of the phaser scar, J’hana’s handiwork, which gashed down the engineering hull.

“Thanks again for coming to get me,” he said, and kissed her softly on the cheek.

Hartley grabbed his hand. “Thank you for saving us, Mirk. We wouldn’t be clamoring to get back to our rightful place in time-space if it wasn’t for you.”

“And I wouldn’t have ever had such a beautiful person to spend the rest of my life with, if it weren’t for you,” Mirk said, and leaned his head on Hartley’s shoulder.

“Mirk…” Hartley said softly. “I…you want to spend the rest of your life with me?”

“I do.”

“You mean you want to…”

“Yes, spend the rest of my life with you.”

“In other words, we should…”

“Spend the rest of our lives together, yes.”

Hartley sighed.



Captain Baxter anxiously paced the Secondprize bridge as the Exelsior-class vessel hurtled toward Tantalus.

He wasn’t quite sure what he could accomplish by capturing Kelly and Irma. Would Irma talk? Could Kelly even get her to talk? Would she want to help him get the universe back to the way it was? He wasn’t quite sure he knew the answer to those questions. All he was sure of was that he didn’t want to jeopardize Kelly in any universe. He’d just have to watch and see how the cards would fall…

“Captain!” Ford called, looking up from the helm. “The Explorer’s closing on us. We won’t get to Tantalus for another twenty minutes. She’ll be in weapons range in under ten!”

“Can’t get much worse than that, can it?”

Just then, the comm system buzzed. “Baxter…this is Commander Dillon. This time…I’m coming for YOU!”

Baxter sighed and glanced back at Richards, who manned the engineering station, diverting power to weapons and shields. “Chris, start beaming everyone that we knocked unconscious into escape pods. Be ready to blow them out if necessary. I’ll get the weapons ready.”

“What about Commander Dillon?” Ford asked.

“Starfleet regulation 2146.4: If you’re trying to retake your ship, discard your comm badge immediately. We’ll have nothing to lock on to.”

Richards checked his scanners. “Either he did that, or he’s still in the conference room.”

“Exactly,” said Baxter, rounding his way up to tactical. “So start beaming already.”

After several anxious minutes, Richards reported that everyone was aboard the escape pods.

“Meanwhile,” said Ford, “Explorer will be in weapons range in one minute.”

“We’re going to be cutting this damn close,” Baxter said, leaning forward against the rear tactical railing.

“Close?” Ford asked, turning in his chair. “There’s no ‘close’ about it. Explorer will be on top of us in thirty seconds, and we’re still ten minutes away from Tantalus.”

“I can keep us operational until then,” Baxter said. “I’m fairly certain anyway.”

“Sir,” Richards asked. “How many times have you actually run a tactical station?”

Baxter waffled. “Well, once or twice.”

Ford rolled his eyes. “This should be interesting.” He glanced at his panel. “There’s a communication coming in from the Explorer.”

“Can’t wait to see who they put in charge of her,” said Baxter.

He cringed like no one had cringed before when Alvin Ficker appeared on the viewscreen.

Ficker seemed shocked. “BAXTER?”

“Ficker!” Baxter said ruefully.

“What are you doing over there? My records show the Secondprize is still under Alexander Rydell.”

“Things have changed, Ficker. I don’t have time to go into the specifics, but suffice it to say I don’t belong in this universe. Just let me pass and I promise the Secondprize won’t be harmed.”

“I can’t do that, Baxter. I have a duty to protect the Federation. Besides that, I don’t like you.”

“Let’s not let our personal feelings get involved here,” Baxter said, then winced as a torpedo crashed against Secondprize.

“You quite finished?” Ficker asked with a winning smile.

“Return fire!” Baxter called out, then realized he was at tactical. He punched the torpedo button and fired a full spread at the Explorer, targeting the port warp pylon, which in his universe had always been a little weak. Happily, Explorer’s warp pylon showed buckling, according to Baxter’s scan.

“Incoming!” shouted Ford.

BLAM! Another torpedo rammed into Secondprize’s shields, but Baxter was ready. He tapped the communications control. “You’re not going to try to negotiate with us, Ficker?” Baxter asked. “Not even some opening taunts?”

“You’ve already shown an unwillingness to cooperate, Baxter,” Ficker’s voice returned over the Secondprize’s loudspeakers. “And I did plenty enough taunting during that shuttle run in the Earth-Mars belt.”

“Still gloating about that, are we?”

“I’ve already rubbed the Explorer in your nose about as much as I can. Anyway, my victory at Earth-Mars was a far greater one in my mind.”

“How about this, you smug bastard. I know you cheated!”

“That’s…preposterous!” Another volley smashed into the Secondprize, this one jolting the saucer. Ford swung the ship port, faked starboard, then swung further port, finishing off with a rather inventive double-axle loop-de-loop.

“You disrupted my navigational computers!” Baxter said, and fired a spread of photons at the Explorer.

“How could you know that?” This time, it was a round of compression-phaser blasts.

“I’m from an alternate universe,” Baxter said with a tinge of pride, and returned those blasts in kind.

“Likely story!”

Richards grunted as he tried to reroute damaged systems and keep the Secondprize together. “You know, if you focused less on trading barbs with him and more on firing on him, maybe we’d WIN this firefight!”

“What an inventive suggestion!” Baxter groused and fired spreads of photons at the Explorer. “But I’m still not doing much damage to their shields. They’re at 70 percent and we’re all the way down to 30. Time to Tantalus?”

“Six minutes,” said Ford.

“Damn,” Baxter cursed, as more shots from the Explorer pounded Secondprize. “We may not make it after all. Blow those escape pods.”

Richards glanced at Baxter. “Into the middle of a battlefield?”

“Ficker won’t fire on those pods. He’ll detect lifesigns.”

“Can you be sure?”

“Just blow the pods!”

Richards fired every single escape pod as Ford brought the Secondprize swinging around.

The Explorer, hot on Secondprize’s tail, slammed to a halt as it ran into a wall of spinning pods.

“That slowed ’em down!” Baxter said. “Those stupid, compassionate fools! Now, full speed, everything this bucket has…for Tantalus!”



“You imbecile!” Ficker cried, spinning his helmswoman around in his chair. “What the hell did you think you were doing?”

“We were about to run into those escape pods, sir.”

“So?”

“So they have lifesigns aboard.”

“Well, they are rebellious lifesigns and therefore expendable. Plow us through.”

The helmsman stood. “Respectfully, Captain, heck no.”

“Fine,” Ficker said, and shoved her aside. “You’re expendable too, McNickle. Consider yourself fired!”

Ensign McNickle scratched his head. “Can you do that?”

“I’m a Starfleet Captain!” Ficker cackled and sent the Explorer diving after the Secondprize. “I can do anything!”

McNickle glanced back at Eno at tactical, who just shrugged.



Commander Dillon braced himself against the bulkhead as Secondprize rocked. “Damn Baxter,” he said to himself ruefully. “Probably attacking the Earth defenses by now! It’s going to have to be up to me. I knew it would come down to this sometime. It was just a matter of when and how.”

Dillon yanked open the emergency door to the upward- leading Jefferies tube. He climbed in and looked up. A long climb to the bridge.

At one time, he might have been afraid of such a climb. But Dillon was resolved now. Stupid Patty Hawkins. Choosing Jaroch over him. He’d show her what kind of man he was.

He put his phaser in his mouth and started climbing.



“More shots coming in! They’re right on top of us!” Ford cried as the Secondprize took its beating.

Baxter worked frantically at tactical, sending volley after volley back at the Explorer. It was no use. Explorer was just too well-equipped. He felt a fleeting measure of pride at that, then shrieked like a woman as an overhead conduit exploded and a beam came crashing down in front of him.

“That last hit fractured our hull on decks one, two, and three!” Richards called out, as Baxter ran down to the front consoles to divert ops control to tactical.

Baxter sat down next to Ford and started raking over the Explorer with Secondprize’s remaining weapons. “Time to Tantalus?”

“Two minutes.”

“Get ready to beam us off this barge, Richards!”

“Aye, sir!” said Richards.

“Excellent idea, sir!” said Ford.

“Are you sucking up or just scared sh**less, Ford?”

“A little bit of both, sir!”

Suddenly a hatch in front of Baxter’s station, between the forward consoles and the viewscreen, sprung open. Commander Travis Dillon burst out, yanked the phaser out of his mouth, and pointed it around the bridge, shifting targets from Ford, to Richards in the back, and to Baxter.

“You all are under arrest!” he said proudly.

Over his shoulder, on the viewscreen, Explorer bore down, firing all it had.

“Look behind you!” Baxter pointed.

“You’d DARE try THAT one on ME???? That’s the oldest trick in the BOOK!”

“Sir, he’s wacked in a bad way,” Richards observed.

“Nothing like our Dillon,” muttered Ford.

Baxter, Richards, and Ford chuckled briefly at that, then turned their attentions back on Dillon.

“Only you,” Baxter growled, “would burst in at a time like this, claiming to arrest us, when meanwhile, another starship is out there already beating the living crap out of us! In moments, this ship is going to be a fireball and we’re going to be beamed down to Tantalus to put this universe right, and you as usual are not only late to the party, but you’re dressed all wrong and not even INVITED!”

Dillon blinked. “Are you quite finished?”

“YES!”

Another blast slammed into Secondprize, knocked it spinning off-course.

Everyone fell down.

“Are we being fired on?” Dillon asked quizzically.

“YES!” cried Richards and Ford.

Baxter fought a wave of vertigo and reached up to tap in the final transporter sequence that Richards had already started.

Dillon clawed at the ops station, dragging himself to his feet. “No you DON’T!” he cried, as the whine of the transporters warming up filled the bridge. He yanked a small, oblong object out of his vest pocket and thumbed it.

“BAXTER, YOU SON OF A BITCH, I’VE GOT YOU!” Ficker cried over the comm channel.

Dillon grunted inwardly. He was about to say that. “Who the hell is that?” he asked, and the Secondprize’s warp core exploded.



“Back off, back off!” Ficker cried, as he watched the Secondprize ignite like a sparkler on the Forth of July, saucer and engine pods exploding like fireworks, sending a shockwave out that smashed into the Explorer, sending it flying backwards, end-over-end, like an off-kilter frisbee.

“We were too close to it!” cried Commander Eno, grasping at tactical. “Shields down, hull failure on twenty decks, warp core breach imminent!”

“And it’s all your fault, Captain!” said McNickle, standing by the aft turbolift doors. He’d hit the call button a couple minutes ago, but the lift must have been delayed, what with the ship blowing up and all. “I guess the only satisfaction we’ll get from this is that you’ll go down with us!”

“Not quite,” Ficker said, and tapped a command into the helm controls. Goody. Transporters were still operational. For the next few seconds anyway. “Bye, now,” he said, as the Explorer’s warp core exploded.



From a far-off vantage point in space, it would have looked beautiful. Secondprize exploding in a bright-white fireball, casting off a huge shockwave, which subsequently tore through Explorer like a rag-doll, sent it flipping haphazardly backwards, caught up in the wave and eventually exploding too in an even more beautiful series of fireworks that rippled along the main hull, climbed up and over the saucer section and ripped it open like a gutted peach, a peach which finally, beautifully, blew up and spawned another, bigger shockwave.

From far-off, it would have looked beautiful. Close up, though, it was probably a royal bitch.



Alarms wailed throughout Tantalus Five’s primary mental health facility, known fondly as the “Federation Funny Farm.”

At the front desk, Bonnie Winters was fielding call after panicked call. Sensors were reporting two Federation starships in combat above the planet, and apparently both exploded.

That news sent the local populace into hysterics, of course. As with any real estate close to a mental facility, historically, Tantalus property was dirt cheap, and as such free range for any number of galactic rejects and scum. That was convenient, of course, since once they lost the last shred of good sense, they simply showed up at the front desk and ordered one straight-jacket, with all the fixin’s.

Bonnie Winters didn’t really like her job.

She began to like it even less when she looked up from her lit-up switchboard to see three officers in singed Starfleet uniforms march purposefully in, looking quite distressed.

The larger of the officers dragged another with him, a frantic-looking fellow in a Starfleet vest.

The larger officer dragged his companion up to the front desk, set him down, and politely rang the service bell.

Bonnie Winters stared at him dumbly for a moment. “Um…”

“We have one drop-off, and one pick-up.”

“What are you planning, Baxter?” the person he’d set down asked. “And why did you beam me off with you?”

Baxter glanced down at the upset fellow. “Because I’m not all that bad a guy. You need help, Dillon. I can’t quite understand why, but that’s not important. We just happen to be at the right place for you.”

“It’s all Jaroch’s fault. He seduced Patty, dear Patty, on the Nestron mission…”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “Nestron? That’s where I went when our brains were joined.”

“And which of you will be signing in?” Bonnie asked, after she finally regained her ability to speak.

“Shut up,” Ford said, leveling a phaser at Bonnie. Too bad the security officers were off locking down all the patients, what with all the alerts.

Baxter returned his attention to Dillon. “I can’t explain it all right now, Commander, but suffice it to say, in my universe you’re the one to seduce Patricia Hawkins. And, last time I checked, you guys were a totally happy and sane couple.”

Dillon blinked back tears. “You mean it?”

Baxter knelt and placed a hand on Dillon’s shoulder. “Count on it.” He crossed his fingers and grimaced. “Travis.”

“I will.”

Baxter stood back up and looked at Bonnie. “You can start the paperwork on this guy. And where might the Severely Mental Really Really Really Whacko wing be?”

“Down that hall, past the Slightly Wacko Wing, left, then left again,” Bonnie said, glancing down at Dillon. “What’s his problem, anyway?”

“He picked the wrong universe to be born in,” Baxter explained, and he Richards, and Ford hurried off down that corridor.

She nodded. “We get a lot of that here.”



“I think we’re making excellent progress,” Doctor Kelly Peterman said, glancing around the circle and hugging her data PADD. “You all realize you have some obsessive issues with Starfleet personnel, and I think we can help you get rid of those issues.”

Peterman had been working on this group for weeks. The short list included Irma Wilson, Gul Dukat, Rebecca Singer, a fellow who preferred to be known only as “Zero,” and of course, Thomas Riker. The “villains” support group was Peterman’s least favorite.

“Now I want you all to return to your padded rooms and think hard about what we’ve discussed. Take some time to reflect on the discussion. We’ll re-convene tomorrow at nine a.m.”

“I have a request,” Gul Dukat said, raising his hand politely.

“Go ahead, Elmo,” Peterman said encouragingly.

“Can we have less sprinkles on our donuts tomorrow morning. I don’t like them at all.”

“Sure. Whatever you like. Tomorrow we can workshop exactly why those sprinkles irritate you so.”

Dukat frowned. “It’s because they get stuck in my teeth.”

“So you say. But I think it goes deeper than that.” Peterman set down her padd and clapped her legs. “You all have a great day. As always, my office is open if you hit any rough spots.”

The occupants of the room gradually filtered out, until Irma was the only person left. Peterman stood and approached the large woman’s chair.

“Something troubling you, Irma?” Peterman asked, putting a comforting hand on Irma’s shoulder. “The sprinkles comment, perhaps?”

“Of course not, Doctor,” Irma said. “I was just curious. I’ve been here four years. Do you think there’s any hope of me being let out?”

Not by a longshot, Peterman thought, but said, “Of course. There’s always hope, Irma.”

“You know, theoretically, I can leave here at any time. I have powers you know.”

“Okay,” Peterman said, and sat down beside Irma. “Let’s say, just for argument’s sake, you’re telling the truth. In that case, why don’t you leave now?”

“Hey, three square meals a day, plenty of holotainment, and free backrubs. It’s a great deal. But frankly, after four years, I’m getting a little antsy. I want to go to Earth, visit the old homestead. Check on my Star Trek collection. I’d love to see if it’s still around somewhere.”

“Yes, this ‘Star Trek’ thing you keep mentioning,” Peterman frowned. “I’m not quite so sure I follow what Star Trek is all about.”

“You know all too well, Doctor,” Irma said with a wry smile.

“Irma, you’re not a well person. We can help you here. Maybe, some day, after extensive therapy, you can leave Tantalus. But for now, we’re the best thing for you. Will you trust me on that?”

“I suppose.” Irma thought about what Peterman’s said. “This isn’t because you’re still steamed about what I did to your dog, is it?”

Peterman grimaced. “Irma, that was a long time ago. Of course…I, uh, forgive you.”

“That’s a comfort,” Irma said. “Now you go ahead and run along. I’m sure your fiancee is worried sick about you.”

“Thanks, Irma,” Peterman said, and stood. “Glad we could have this little chat.”

Peterman walked to the door to the meeting room, and came face to face with Andy Baxter.

“Uh…” she stammered. Was he admitted without her knowing? It certainly made a kind of sense.

“Kelly, I know this is a shock to you, but you’re in the wrong universe. You have to help me get Irma to confess what she did to make the Aerostar not go to the Delta Quadrant, so we can go back in time and fix things, so me and you can be married and have a baby and so I can command the Explorer like I’m supposed to!” He took a deep breath. That was a mouthful.

“It’s wonderful to have you here with us,” Peterman said, and led Baxter over to the circle of chairs. “Let’s sit down and chat for a moment. You already know Irma, of course.”

“No, no, you don’t understand!” Peterman led Baxter to the circle of chairs and sat him down next to Irma, whose eyes lit up upon seeing him.

“I was wondering when you’d show up,” she said cooly.

“Irma, tell me what you did,” Baxter seethed. “Tell me how to make it right!”

Irma folded her arms. “Only if you ask nicely.”

Baxter turned frantically to face Peterman. “Kelly, you have to do something. Help me get it through Irma’s head that things need to go back the way they were!”

“Life unfolds the way it does for a reason, Andy,” Peterman said, and put a reassuring hand on Baxter’s knee. “You have to have faith in that.”

“Easy for you to say,” he muttered. “Listen, I know this sounds crazy. But I have someone to corroborate my story.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Hey, Ford! Richards? Where’d you guys get off to, anyway?”

Suddenly, as if on cue, Ford and Richards were led by phaserpoint into the meeting room. At the other end of the phaser, Alvin Ficker grinned like a Cheshire cat.

“Fancy running into you here,” he said noncomitally and shoved Ford and Richards forward into two of the circled chairs.

“Look,” Peterman said, “I don’t know who you are, but you can’t just come in and–”

“CAN’T I?” Ficker asked, waving his phaser at Peterman. “Aren’t I doing that right this minute?”

“This is a mental facility, not a shooting gallery!” Peterman said. “Security!”

“You shouldn’t have done that,” said Ficker.

“Darling?” came a voice from the door to the meeting room.

Baxter looked up.

Julian Bashir poked his head into the meeting room and looked around. “I came to see what kept you, and heard a ruckus…I…oh, my!”

“No…nonononononono,” Baxter said over and over again.

Richards winced. “This isn’t going to be pretty.”

Baxter surged forward, powered by pure bitter anger, and tackled Ficker Cowboys-style to the deck before he could even aim his phaser. The captain then proceeded to launch blow after blow on poor Ficker, not caring where his fist should land, but smashing away just the same.

“Why aren’t you attacking Bashir?” Ford ventured.

“Because…” Baxter said as he punched. “He’s…not…the…one…with …the…phaser!” Once Ficker was handily unconscious, Baxter stood, gripped Ficker’s phaser. He turned on a heel, set it to ‘stun,’ and quickly blasted Bashir. “THAT is for calling her ‘darling’!” The doctor dropped like a sack of stem bolts.

Peterman folded her arms. “Now that wasn’t very nice. Or very mature, either!”

“That sounds like my old Kelly,” Baxter muttered, and marched toward Peterman. “I can’t believe you’re dating that putz!”

“I am engaged to that…that putz!” Peterman said indignantly.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“What business is it of yours?”

“I’m your husband!”

“Not in this universe, pal!” Peterman replied.

“So you believe my alternate universe theory?”

“I didn’t say that! Don’t put words in my mouth!”

“Boy, we’re so good at fighting…kind of makes you think we’ve done it before, doesn’t it? Perhaps in another universe?”

“The only way I’d ever marry you IS in an alternate universe!”

“People, people,” Irma Wilson said, resting a hand on each person’s shoulder. They were both on their feet at this point, an in each other’s faces like umpire and hitter in a baseball game. “All this rage is not going to help anyone. Why don’t we all sit down together and talk this out?”

“Very good idea,” Peterman replied, tugging down indignantly at her lab coat. “And my poor Julian needs to get to a sickbay!”

“No time for that, I’m afraid,” said Baxter. “We’ve got to get out of here, and pronto, before your friendly security folk get here.”

Peterman once again folded her arms. “I’m not going anywhere!”

“I’m afraid you don’t have a choice,” Baxter said, and glanced back at Ford, who was checking out the hallway. “Ford, how’s it look out there?”

“Clear for now,” Ford said. “What do we do?”

“Find a comm panel. Hope the Aerostar isn’t too far away,” Baxter said, and yanked Peterman by the arm toward the door. “Come on…darling.”

“Watch it!” she scolded.

“You can grab Irma,” Baxter said to Richards, as Ford led the way out.

Richards grinned weakly back at Irma. “Joy.”

“Don’t worry,” Irma said. “I wouldn’t dream of being any trouble. I’ve quite gotten all that out of my system.”

Richards rolled his eyes. “That’s a relief.”



When Mirk and Hartley emerged from the Aerostar’s bridge observation lounge, holding hands, they drew the annoyed stare of Captain Conway.

Upon turning to face the viewscreen, Mirk was alarmed to see Irma Wilson staring back at him. He jumped, let out a small “urk!”

Next to Irma on the screen, Captain Andy Baxter looked more than a little uneasy.

“Nice of you to join us, Mirk,” Conway grumbled from the command chair. “Meanwhile we’ve diverted to Tantalus to get the captain. Apparently he sort of…lost the Secondprize.”

“Explorer too,” Baxter said sheepishly.

Hartley voiced Mirk’s thoughts. “What the hell is Irma doing there, Captain?”

“She’s fine,” Baxter said. “She seems really mellow after a few years in ‘group’ with Doctor Peterman.”

“DOCTOR!” Conway chuckled. “That’s rich.”

“What’s that supposed to mean, you bloated…!” Peterman stuck her head in between Baxter and Irma.

“Calm down, calm down,” Conway said, still chuckling. “We’ll be there in about an hour. Can you hold out that long?”

“I know a nice spot to hide in,” Irma said. “I’ll take care of these guys until you get here. That’s the least I can do to make up for everything I put you kids through.”

“You are Irma WILSON, aren’t you?” Mirk ventured.

“In the flesh!” she said cheerily.

“The one who pledged to kill me?”

Irma waved a hand dismissively. “Ah, bygones!”

“I’m starting to like this universe,” said Mirk.

“Not me. We’ll be waiting,” Baxter said, and blipped off the viewscreen.

Conway glanced at Mirk and Hartley as the warp-streaked starfield appeared back on the viewscreen. “What the hell were you guys doing in there for two hours?”

“Just talking,” Mirk said.

“Got a problem with that?” demanded Hartley as she took her station at tactical.

“Not at all,” Conway said. “Just wondering.”

“You know, people in a healthy relationship talk and discuss their feelings,” Hartley prodded, and looked at Browning. “How do you think Janice feels about all this alternate universe mess, for instance?”

“Pretty confused, probably,” Conway said easily.

“Though we haven’t talked about it,” Browning said pointedly, turning around at the helm controls. “Maybe we should reserve the conference room for the next hour?”

“Or you could get to battle stations,” Tilleran suggested from ops.

“Come again?” asked Conway, as he smiled uneasily at Browning.

“Three starships from near Earth are converging on us. Report must have gotten out that we did away with the Marines and the Explorer. They probably have ‘shoot to kill’ orders now.”

“And they didn’t before?” Conway asked wryly.

“Whatever the case, we’d better get to Tantalus quick!” Tilleran said.



Baxter found more to chat about with Irma than Peterman in his his free hour in the broom ’n meds closet in the Really Really Severely Obsessive Compulsive wing of the Tantalus mental facility. It would still be a few minutes before Conway (hopefully) arrived to pick him and the others up. Peterman was still standoffish about being “kidnapped,” Richards was sulking about Browning…either that or sulking about being trapped in an alternate universe, and Ford was no real conversationalist to begin with.

Irma, however, was a virtual fountain of conversation. She discussed everything from her old life on Earth to her experiences working as a “hitwoman” for the Starshine Kids, to her fruitful therapy sessions with Peterman on Tantalus. The woman had certainly led an interesting life for the daughter of a drive-in waitress from Backbay, Virginia. No doubt she’d done quite a bit more traveling than anyone in her graduating high school class, a point Irma had driven hard home during that talk-filled hour. Every now and again, Baxter would sneak a longing gaze at Peterman across the deep gulf of inches between them in the cramped closet. The real Peterman had his child growing inside her, this one couldn’t even stand to be with him.

That thought was quickly whisked out of his mind as the familiar tingle of matter transportation took hold and Baxter was beamed, presumably, to Aerostar, a veritable safe haven compared to the broom ’n meds closet.



“Shields back up!” Conway cried, gripping the command chair as Aerostar swung around Tantalus, three starships on her tail on the reverse view of the viewscreen. Two Akira-class and one Defiant, by the look of it, Baxter surmised, then quickly took stock of the bridge. Panels seeped smoke, some were busted, a couple beams on the port side were collapsed. The Aerostar had been through hell. Richards ran back to the engineering console to see what he could do to re-inforce Aerostar’s battered systems.

“Been busy?” he asked Conway and approached the command chair.

“You could say that. Those starships have been on our tail since Rigel Seven.”

“Well, not to worry,” Baxter said, “Richards is here now to help Hartley keep this bucket together. We should be at the Bermuda Expanse soon, and this whole miserable mess will be over.”

“You make it seem so simple,” Hartley muttered.

Another blast rocked Aerostar.

“Get us into warp already!” Conway called to Browning, who tapped “engage” and gave her seat up to Ford.

“I’m diverting emergency power to the engines,” Richards said, tapping madly at the engineering panel. “We’ll make it to Bermuda Expanse way ahead of those others. But beyond that, this ship is fried.”

“Not an option,” Baxter said, looking back at Richards. “We need the engine power to slingshot around the sun. This ship is equipped with Warpin’ 77, isn’t it?”

“Of course,” Hartley said. “But we don’t need the engines or ‘Warpin’ 77.”

“We don’t?” asked Conway.

Mirk shook his head. “Nope. If I can just get into the Bermuda Expanse and contact the Directors, I can probably get us back in time to where we need to be to stop Irma from stopping the Aerostar.”

“Ah, now I see,” groused Conway.

“And this assumption is based on what?” asked Baxter.

“It’s what happened when the Directors gave me the opportunity to change history,” Hartley said. “Remember when I stole the Escort and we nearly did exactly what Irma did, but all we ended up doing is ending my relationship with Brian Gellar and making you and Kelly lacrosse champions?”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “Vaguely.”

“You are all two puppies short of a litter,” Peterman said. She’d stalked out a protected corner of the bridge in the front near the viewscreen..

“That’s why we need you!” Baxter said. “Don’t you see, you were OUR COUNSELOR!”

“Not a very good one,” muttered Conway.

“She helped you get over Lana Shar,” Baxter returned.

“Other than that…”

“She got you over your white addiction…”

“That was Janice.”

“Listen,” said Peterman, stepping forward to address the group on the bridge. “I’m not arguing that you all need a counselor. But I’m not it. I help plenty of people on Tantalus. Most of US only worked together on the Aerostar for a couple months.” She looked at Baxter. “Some only a couple days. I don’t know what caused you all to spontaneously go batty, but I think the best solution is for all of you to return to Tantalus and get some serious help.”

“Your suggestion has been noted and ignored,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said, and returned to her work at the ops station.

“ERRGH!” Peterman stomped her feet and walked into the readyroom, which sat adjacent to the left-hand side of the bridge.

Baxter sighed and trudged after her. “Kelly! Wait!”

The bridge crew was quiet a few moments. Those that had tasks before the ship reached the Bermuda Expanse set about them. Others, like Mirk, Browning, and Irma, simply looked around aimlessly. Conway glanced back at Browning. This was probably his best opportunity to get any time alone with her.

“Janice…you wanted to chat? Let’s chat!”

“Now you’re talking,” Browning said, and led Conway back into the observation lounge.

Richards cringed at the engineering station. Hartley looked back at him. Surprisingly, her expression wasn’t an amused sneer, but the wide eyes of real sympathy. “Chris, I know this isn’t easy on you.”

“That’s a hell of an understatement.” Richards pounded at his controls.

“Try not to think about that,” Mirk said, walking over to place a comforting hand on Richards’s shoulder. “Try to think about the alternate universe problem and this ship which is rapidly falling apart. Any better?”

Richards grinned mildly. “Much.”



“The idea of me running off was for you NOT to follow me,” Peterman muttered, sliding in behind the readyroom desk. Baxter saw immediately that the ready-room was Conway’s. The NASCAR and classic-rock memorabilia blanketing the walls was proof enough of that. The desk was cluttered, too. Not nearly as organized as Baxter’s…usually…was.

“I want you to understand why I’m doing this, Kelly,” Baxter said softly, reaching out to grab Kelly’s hand. She pulled it back. “For us and our baby.”

Peterman shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’m telling you, Kelly–I swear I’m not insane.”

“I’ve heard that one before.”

“We celebrated our two-year wedding anniversary today, Kelly. Why would I make something like that up?”

“I was getting ready to ask you that very question.”

“Because I want you to understand why I’m doing this. Why I’m risking everything to put things back how they should be. It’s not so much for the others, for my command of the Explorer, which, incidentally, blew up…it’s for you. The other things I could live without…but you…you I couldn’t live without, because you’re a part of me, as sure as my foot or my brain, or my intestines!”

“That sounds sweet, sure,” Peterman said. “But you’re not the first delusional person to sweet-talk me. That Zero guy was QUITE the charmer.”

“I didn’t want it to have to come to this,” Baxter said, approaching Peterman. “But I do have a way to prove it to you.”

“Prove what?”

“That you and I, in another universe, were once intimate together…”

Peterman inched backward on the readyroom desk. “I don’t like where this is heading…”

Baxter crept forward. “Just humor me here…”

“Famous last words…”

Baxter leaned Peterman’s head gently backward and nibbled her ear. For most women, this would generate a pleasurable enough response. But for Peterman, Baxter knew…

“WOOOOOOOOOOOAAAAAAAAAAH!”



“Sounds like they’re getting along better,” Tilleran said, glancing at the direction of the readyroom.

“Yeah,” Richards said, still hard at work keeping the Aerostar together. “Let’s just hope we don’t get that in stereo in a minute.”



Browning leaned back against Conway’s chest, as he sat on the conference room table, and the two of them watched the stars streak backwards out the conference room viewport.

“I can see how Mirk and Hartley found this appealing,” Browning said.

Conway searched for a response. “Um. Yeah, I guess so. It would be more appealing if I couldn’t make out those three angry dots coming toward us.”

Browning leaned forward a bit, squinting. “Oh, yeah, I see them.” Three grey dots hovered there somewhere in that blanket of stars. Three starships sent to stop the Aerostar from whatever they figured her crew was planning.

Starfleet was awefully paranoid in this universe. Browning wondered if that had anything to do with the Aerostar never getting trapped in the Delta Quadrant. Maybe the Dominion War had a different outcome without the Explorer crew around. Well, that wasn’t really likely, but…

“What are you thinking?” Conway suddenly blurted.

Browning looked back at Conway. “What did you ask me?”

“What are you thinking?”

“David…I’m so proud of you. What prompted you to ask me that?”

“You looked thoughtful…and Tilleran said women like it when you ask that kind of thing.”

“Funny she should suggest something like that,” Browning said, then frowned.

“So what are you thinking?”

Browning stared long and hard at Conway. She thought for several long moments, then, finally, said,

“Nothing.”



“Here they come,” Lt. Sean Russell said, looking up from his screens of tactical reports in Waystation’s Ops module.

“Is Lazlo ready aboard the Razorbeast?” Beck asked, and Russell nodded.

“He sends his regrets again about J’hana. He claims she’s suffering from burnout. Keeps muttering something about her ‘Imzadi.’”

“Maybe some time at Tantalus could do her some good.”

“Stranger things, sir,” said Russell. “Of course, he said some time at the mercy of the patrons down at the Andorian restaurant, without weapons, of course, and tied down, would probably do her some good, too.”

“He’s a vengeful bastard,” Beck said, and smiled. “I really l like him.”

Russell grinned. “I do too. But why do I have this nagging feeling that…”

“That what?” prodded Beck.

“That I left my replicator running.”

“Possible,” Beck said. “But right now, I need you at tactical. Raise our shields and prepare all weapons. We cannot let the Aerostar get into the Bermuda Expanse. Directors know what they’re planning.”

“You can count on me, Captain!” replied Russell merrily.



The Aerostar sailed gracefully into the Bermuda Expanse, sparks and fire streaming from its nacelles and engine section, weapons scorchmarks pocked along the saucer, matter and antimatter bubbling in the containment chamber.

But she made it.

Some might say it was Hartley’s prowess at tactical, or Ford’s maneuverable helm work, or even Richards’s engineering legerdemain.

Others might say it was blind, stupid luck. The kind of blind, stupid luck that powered Baxter and crew from the very beginning. That saying, about fools, little children, and ships named…well, you get the idea.

Still others might even say that it was ordained to be by a higher power.

But what the hell did those people know?



“Shields failing!” Hartley called out.

“Engines critical!” cried Richards.

“Starfleet and Marine ships in pursuit!” Ford pointed out.

“Hull structure buckling all over the place!” announced Tilleran.

“Hot coffee spilled all over the carpet!” screamed Conway.

Baxter and Peterman, looking refreshed, and Browning and Conway, looking, well, the same, had each returned to the bridge shortly before the fireworks had started, though it all seemed to happen so fast none could really quite recall exactly how it happened. The Aerostar simply guided them home, right where they needed to be. One more time.

“All stop,” ordered Baxter, and he stepped toward the front of the bridge, in front of Conway, which annoyed Conway to no end. He was still crying over spilt coffee.

“Try to contact the Directors, Mirk,” Conway said, stepping up behind Baxter. He was equal rank with the captain now, and not about to be out-commanded.

“We have worse problems!” Richards said. “Warp core is going critical and I can’t drop it!”

“Drop the core!” Baxter ordered, over the gently rising wave of alert klaxons.

“Weren’t you listening?”

“I ALWAYS LISTEN!” BLAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA- AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAM! went Aerostar’s warp core.



“Secondprize, Explorer, and finally, Aerostar.”

At sciences, Craig Porter ticked them off on his fingers.

“All in the last two hours,” said Beck, still in shock. “And what for?”

“We may never know,” said Russell.

“We probably should send a ship to pick up those escape pods from the Secondprize,” suggested Porter.

Beck nodded. “Go ahead and do that.” After a pause, she added, “I just can’t believe they’re all gone.” Beck stepped down to the front view-wall and stared at the roiling Bermuda Expanse, and the Starfleet and Marine ships hovering about, still taking scans.

Ops was silent for a few moments.

“Well,” Beck said, taking in a deep breath. “Back to work!”



At first Baxter thought he was dead. That was a reasonable assumption, given the fact that he witnessed Aerostar blowing up around him. Of course, that wasn’t the first time something of that nature had happened to him. Annoyingly.

But Andy Baxter didn’t die.

He found himself, annoyingly, back where he started on Aerostar’s first mission:

Hovering in front of a giant eyeball, in a purple-green cloud.

This time, however, it didn’t scare him, or even surprise him. Frighteningly, it comforted him.

<We’ve been waiting,> the eyeball said reasonably.

Baxter looked to either side of him. “Why isn’t anyone else with me? Mirk…Irma?”

<We’ve filled them in already. I guess you could say you’re the last to know.>

“Know what?”

<We’ve thought over your request,> said the eyeball, sounding somewhat bored, <and, after much thought, we are going to fulfil it.>

“What request?” Baxter scratched his head. His stomach rumbled. Gastrointestinal discomfort was often a side-effect of floating in a weird semi-reality inside a giant swirling maelstrom like the Bermuda Expanse.

<Your request to return to the point in time when your universe diverged from this one. That was your desire, was it not?>

“Yeah, I guess so.”

<Then go. We can only send you back in time. We can’t defeat Irma for you.>

“So stopping her is up to us?”

<Everything, since you began your mission aboard the Aerostar, has always been up to you. We have merely been…guides.>

“Why?”

The eyeball floated in the purple-green miasma for a few moments. <Good question. Let me get check on that…> It disappared in the swirling gasses and then reappeared moments later. <We can’t tell you yet.>

“So this is how you’re leaving things,” Baxter said. “What’ll happen if we do succeed in returning our universe back to its rightful state?”

<All will return to normal; or it will not.>

“Thanks for that little piece of wisdom.”

<We never said anything about being omnipotent.> The eyeball disappeared again. Once again, it reappeared moments later. <Oh. Apparently we did. Sorry. On your way now!>



Then, everything went dark.

Captain Baxter looked around, strained his eyes to see. He saw shapes moving around in the darkness. Saw a few glinting surfaces. The seam of a doorway was visible several meters away.

“Hello?” he called out helplessly.

“You’re standing on my foot,” Lt. Hartley shot back immediately and Baxter lept back in shock.

“Sorry!” He glanced around, waiting for his eyes to adjust. “Where are we?”

“I think we’re on the Aerostar, back in time,” said Mirk’s voice.

“But WHERE on the Aerostar.” This from Conway.

“The Directors said they’d send us to a place where we wouldn’t have to be worried about being spotted by anyone,” Mirk’s voice replied.

“Okay then,” said Baxter. “Computer…lights!”

The lights rose up and Baxter sighed. “The Directors have a singular wit.” They were in the ship’s gymnasium.

Tilleran sat down on a weight bench. “I can honestly say I’ve never been in this room. I preferred the aerobics.”

Hartley sat down beside her and giggled. “You mean the AEROSTARobics?”

“Yes!” Tilleran exclaimed. “What a stupid idea!”

Doctor Peterman stared at them and harrumphed. “That was MY idea. And I thought it was creative.”

“That’s why I love you, honey, in any universe,” Baxter said, and suddenly was hit by a pang of guilt. If he fooled around with Peterman in an alternate universe, was that considered cheating? He’d never really thought about it. He had been too deep in the throes of ear-nibbling. And what with the ship exploding and the giant eyeball and such right afterward, he hadn’t had time to think about it yet. Oh well. No harm done. It wasn’t as if they had sex on the readyroom desk or anything. Just a little ear-nibble. Although, to Peterman, that was…

“ANDY!” Richards called, stirring Baxter from his thoughts.

“Oh. What?”

“What’s the plan?”

“Oh. Plan. Right.” Baxter rubbed his eyes. “Um. Lessee.”

“We could find the past version of me and stop her from meddling in the mission,” the future Irma Wilson offered helpfully.

“You would do that?” Baxter asked, amazed.

“Sure,” she said. “Doctor Peterman explained to me that my attempts to sabotage the Aerostar were simply a way to act out on unvented agression. I have since vented that agression in more fruitful ways.”

“She built a four-storey dog house, complete with jacuzzi and tennis courts,” Peterman said proudly.

“You’re doing a wonderful job adjusting to the reality of this whole mess, Kelly,” Baxter said. “Has this little jaunt back in time convinced you that we’re telling the truth?”

“Honestly, you pretty much had me at the ear-nibble,” Peterman said, and grinned, but only for an instant.

“So we go find the past Irma,” Browning said, fiddling with the handle on one of the hovering exercise bikes. “Sounds simple enough.”

“WE don’t do anything,” Baxter said. “Most of us need to stay here. What if one of us runs into our double? How are we going to explain THAT to the space-time continuum?”

“I think it will understand,” Conway muttered.

“It’ll be a small team,” Baxter said, ignoring Conway. “Me, Irma, Kelly. Got it?”

“You won’t get any complaints from me,” Conway said. “I’ve spent more than enough time on the old Aerostar as it is.”

“And you could stand to do a few squat thrusts while we wait, too,” Browning commented.

Conway grimaced.



“The old girl looks exactly like I remember her,” Baxter said wistfully, as he, Irma, and Peterman marched down the corridor. “She was looking a little banged up when we drove her into the Bermuda Expanse just now and blew her up.”

“Seems smaller,” Peterman commented. She glanced across Irma at Baxter. The woman was huge, so she could barely see him. “So…two years, huh?”

“Two years what?”

“Married.”

“Yep.”

“And we’re happy?”

Baxter smiled broadly. “More than you could know.”

“I’ve been worried about being able to make a marraige work. Julian keeps complaining about all the pets I keep. Says it’s not hygenic or some such nonsense.”

“I have an understanding with most of your pets,” Baxter said. “I leave them alone, and they don’t eat the ass out of my pants. Some I even love. Like Charlie.”

Peterman beamed. “Charlie’s ALIVE in your universe?”

“Of course,” said Baxter. “Isn’t he in yours?”

Peterman glared at Irma. “Not exactly.”

Irma grunted. “Sorry about that.”

For some reason Baxter was inclined not to ask. “So where are we going?” he said, eager to change the subject.

Irma looked around the mostly empty corridor. “First, we need to figure out exactly WHEN we are.”

“Easy,” said Baxter. “Computer, what is the current time and date?”

“The current time is 0700 hours and 37 minutes. The stardate is 51015.”

“I arrived about half an hour ago,” Baxter said. “I stopped by my quarters to drop off my duffle bag and then headed for the bridge.”

“In the new timeline, I intercept you on your way to the bridge,” Irma said.

“Then we just have to locate me, and the past you won’t be far behind,” Baxter reasoned.

“Simple enough,” said Peterman. “Computer, locate Captain Andy Baxter.”

“Captain Andy Baxter is on Deck Nine.”

“There,” she said simply.

“He is also on Deck Fourteen.”

Baxter scratched his head. “What…oh, yeah.”

“We’re on deck fourteen,” said Peterman. “So process of elimination tells us the past you is on deck nine!”

“Pure genius,” Baxter said with a wry grin and led Peterman and Irma to a turbolift.



“Tiiiiiiiime, it’s on my side, yes it is,” Irma Wilson sang, “Tiiiiime, it’s on my side, yes it is! But yoooouuuuuu came runnin’ back to meeeeeeeeeeeeeee!”

The past Irma Wilson approached the turbolift door and hit the call button. Momentarily, Captain Andy Baxter would arrive and she would begin the process of undoing his and his pathetic crew’s future.

She kept humming that tune as she waited for the turbolift. It seemed to take longer than most turbolifts she knew, though she had to admit to herself she never spent that much time on Starfleet ships. Not the real ones, anyway.

Finally, the lift arrived with a BLEEP! and the doors opened.

And, with precision timing, there was Captain Baxter. Oh, and Counselor Peterman.

“Hi there!” Baxter waved. “Great to see you!”

And there was Irma Wilson.

Past Irma Wilson blinked. “Who the hell are you?”

Future Irma Wilson grabbed her past self in a meaty fist and dragged her into the turbolift. Peterman and Baxter, meanwhile, sidled out and inconspicuously took a side-corridor to find an unoccupied turbolift. They weren’t sure what Future Irma planned to do to past Irma, but whatever it was, it was sure to be unpleasant.



“Computer,” the newly-promoted Captain Baxter said. “Explain why the turbolift just changed direction?”

“The turbolift car was diverted to another track because of a maintenance problem.”

“Oh,” he said. “Well then, carry on.” Captain Baxter felt a tad self-conscious about that. He didn’t want the computer to begin hating him so early-on in the mission. The Secondprize computer grew to dislike him over their long and arduous relationship. He expected nothing less from the Aerostar’s.

“Is your destination still the bridge?” asked the computer.

“That it is,” said Baxter. “The bridge and beyond. This crew’s going to do big things.”

“Processor error. Please restate request.”

“Never mind.” Andy Baxter leaned back against the turbolift wall as the car resumed its ascent for the bridge. He felt pretty good about what he’d find when he arrived there. He changed his mind shortly after hearing monkey-screeching sounds.

It could only get better from there.



En route back to meet the senior staff in the gymnasium, something a tad strange happened to Baxter.

The world turned glowing white for a moment, and then he was back inside the Bermuda Expanse.

<Congratulations,> said the giant eyeball, once again floating in front of him. <All is as it once was.> This time, Peterman was right there floating beside him, unconscious.

“Really?” Baxter asked. “Irma set the timeline straight?”

<That is correct. We have allowed her to replace herself in the past, where she belongs.>

Baxter nodded. “Well, it’s about time.”

<Don’t get snippy with us. We’re here to help you. We always have been.>

“Okay. Then why has it seemed like you’ve done nothing but cause us trouble since we first ran into you?”

<If you think long and hard about it, you’ll see that things didn’t end up too badly in the end. If they did, then why did you struggle so hard to restore the timeline?>

“I don’t see your point.”

<Of course you don’t. You’re a blathering simpleton.>

“Hey!”

<In the cosmic sense, Andy! The cosmic sense.>

“Oh. Okay, then. So my crew…they’re okay?”

<Right where you left them?>

“In the gym?”

<No,> the eyeball grunted. <On the Aerostar-A.>

“Can I join them?”

<After you fulfil one request. Not much to ask, right?>

“Sure…I guess.”

The eyeball tilted toward Peterman. <Name your child after us.>

“Name it ‘Director’?”

<No, no no. Something with ‘eye’ in it will suffice. That is what you see us as, isn’t it?>

“How about we give you the middle name?”

The eyeball let out an exasperated breath. <Fine. Ike if it’s a boy, Irene if it’s a girl.>

“Don’t you know what it’ll be?” questioned Baxter.

<Sure,> said the eye. <But we won’t spoil the surprise. Happy parenting!>

“Yeah, thanks,” Baxter said distantly, and disappeared.



“Chris, I…” Janice said, staring across the large gulf between she and Richards on the Aerostar-A bridge. She glanced around. “I’m really confused!”

Conway stood between them, perplexed. “What just happened?”

“We’re back,” said Hartley. “We’re back where we all belong!” She turned to see Mirk, who had not exploded in a ball of light as before. “MIRK!”

“And I expected some big showdown with Irma,” Mirk said, somewhat disappointed.

“You would have kicked her wide polyester ass!” Hartley giggled.

Richards stepped down from the quarterdeck to join Browning at the command center. “What were you going to say?”

“What do you mean?”

“‘Chris…I’ what??”

“Yeah,” Conway said, plopping into his command chair. “We’d all LOVE to know.”

Browning took a deep breath. “I was going to say, ‘Chris, I’m sorry. I don’t love you anymore.’”

Richards nodded. “Oh.” He turned for the aft turbolift.

She whirled him around. “But I had some time to think about it!”

“What do you mean ‘think about it’?” Conway demanded.

“David,” Browning said softly, turning to Conway, “I really do have feelings for you, but in the end it wouldn’t work out. I took a hippocratic oath to love life in all its forms…but you’re a bit too much even for me. I would kill you if we lived together.”

Conway folded his arms. “Fine. Go back to Richards. See if I care. I’ve got a brand new ship.”

Browning turned to Richards and smiled. “Glad you understand, Dave.”

Richards took Browning into his arms and kissed her long and hard, to the point where everyone else on the bridge lost interest.

Baxter, meanwhile, had immediately dashed to the conference room without so much as a “how do you do” to the rest of the bridge crew. He nodded to Saral who edged past him to return to her station, oblivious, apparently to what had transpired.

And there was Peterman, consoling Larkin about the soap opera the Chris/Janice situation had turned into, no doubt. She looked up at Baxter, who grabbed her and kissed her all over her face with a passion he wasn’t sure he’d ever felt before.

“My,” Peterman grinned, stumbling back against the room’s lighted conference table. “What brought that on?”

“An alternate universe,” Baxter said handily.

“Come again?”

“I’ll explain everything.”

Larkin glared from Peterman to Baxter. “If you intend to copulate in this room, you are mistaken. This is a new, clean ship. I intend to invoke quite a few stiff rules against defiling on-board property.”

“Best of luck to you, Larkin,” Baxter said, and took Peterman in his arms out of the conference room. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have some catching up to do. It’s been… moments since I’ve seen my wife.”

“I still have to discuss…” Larkin said, following Baxter and Peterman onto the bridge. Her voice trailed off when she found Browning and Richards still kissing. “Ah. I see the situation resolved itself. Quite predictable. They simply needed some time apart.”

“Or else an alternate universe,” said Tilleran, all smiles.

“Would somebody please explain just what the sharnak is going on?” demanded J’hana.

“We’re on a road to nowhere,” Baxter said simply, and led Peterman to the aft turbolift.

Browning and Richards, meanwhile, had finally disengaged and hurried into the foreward turbolift. Mirk and Hartley joined them.

Ford was still at ops, looking around with glazed confusion.

Saral leaned toward him. “Can you please explain all of these unbridled emotional displays?”

“Alternate universe,” replied Ford.

Tilleran glanced at J’hana, who looked about ready to smash someone’s skull in. “Relax, Jan, I’m going to fill you in …over a nice hot cup of v’haspant in the crew lounge? How does that sound?”

“As always, you know the key to my heart, damned Betazoid,” J’hana said, and added, “and to my stomach as well.”

The two of them headed to catch the next aft turbolift car.

Larkin sat down and looked primly at Conway. “I take it your report on this so-called ‘alternate universe’ will be filed to Starfleet within the hour?”

“It’ll take a bit longer to write than that,” Conway said. He looked around. Tilleran and J’hana had just boarded their own turbolift car. Now it was only he, Larkin, Saral, and Ford on the bridge. “Now wait just a minute! Where is everyone? This is supposed to be MY inaugural cruise!”

Larkin smiled. “If it makes you feel any better, Captain, I am having the time of my life.”

Conway thought about that. “Can’t say that it does.”



EARTH SALISBURY, MARYLAND DECEMBER 1999



David Conway could have sworn he heard something rustling behind the shelves in the toy department at the Salisbury Target store.

It was almost closing time. No one should be in the department.

He put down the row of new Queen Amidala action figures (the ones with ten outfits) and poked his head around the corner.

“Who’s there?”

Andy Baxter stepped out from around the shelf. “It’s just me. I was trying to surprise you.”

“Oh. Don’t bother.”

Andy reached behind his back and came up with a gift, wrapped in black paper with shiny star pinpricks. “Merry Christmas, Dave.”

“Gee, thanks,” Dave said, and grabbed the gift.

“It’s a Darth Maul lightsaber.”

“I already have five.”

“Then this is the sixth.”

Andy scratched his head. “Dave…why did we stop liking Star Trek all of a sudden?”

“It got annoying.” Dave tore through the paper and pulled out the long box. He smiled. “I can sell this for forty bucks at the flea market!”

“Glad you appreciate the sentiment,” Andy said. “But I wonder WHY Star Trek got annoying?”

“It just gives me a really bad feeling every time I see it.””

“Like it dredges up bad memories?”

“Here we go again with the mind-wipe theory. Why don’t you get a life?”

“Who’s working at Target at eleven o’clock?”

“At least I’m getting paid!”

Then there was another rumble behind the shelves.

“Did you bring someone with you?” Dave asked, then called out “Richards?! Janice?”

“No, I didn’t.” Andy peeked around the shelf, and a large woman in plaid polyester stepped out.

“Hello, boys,” she said sweetly. “I know it’s almost closing, but I wanted to get one of the Star Trek phasers. Call it a…souvenir.”

“We’re all out,” Dave said. He stared at Irma, cocked his head questioningly. Her stare was serene and piercing.

Conway backed toward the store room. ” I…could…check in the back.”

“That’d be great,” she grinned, and Dave dashed for the storeroom.

Irma turned to look at Andy. “So. Been a while, huh?”

“Pardon?” asked Andy. “Do I know you?”

“No,” she said. “I suppose not. But all that can change.”

“Um. Okay.”

“I want us to be friends, Andy. I was a bad person once, but you could say, I guess, that I killed that bad person and replaced her, so that I might live her life instead. Of course, you might argue that since I am that bad person’s future, I shouldn’t even exist at all now that I killed her, but why quibble over details, right?”

“Um…” Andy wasn’t sure how to respond. He’d had five philosophy classes, but this was over his head.

“Well, at any rate, let’s be friends,” Irma said, grinning and vigorously shaking Andy’s hand.

“Okay. Friends,” Andy said, smiling uncertainly. “For some unexplainable reason, I have a good feeling about you.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 54995.3. After an evening of wining and dining aboard the Aerostar-A, and extensive inter-crew discussion about exactly what went on in the little alternate universe Irma created, we of the Explorer finally returned to our own ship and bid Conway and his crew a fond farewell. I know he’s going to take that ship to all new heights of…oh screw it computer, I can’t possibly say that with a straight face.



Captain Baxter looked across his desk at the person on his desktop viewer. He grimaced. He’d woken Alexander Rydell up.

“Sorry about that, Captain Rydell,” he said.

“Just tell me what you want,” Rydell said groggily.

“Well, I just wanted to ask how the old Secondprize was holding up. I’ve been…thinking about her lately.”

“The ship is fine. Bye now–”

“Wait!” Baxter held out a hand and leaned forward. “Captain…I wanted to ask you about Commander Dillon. How’s he doing?”

“You want to know about…Dillon?” Rydell rubbed his eyes. “Dillon’s fine. How about you call Counselor Webber and she can fill you in on the whole crew–”

“That’s quite all right.” Baxter leaned back in his chair. “I was just curious, that’s all. Watch out for that guy. He’s got a…delicate mind.”

“Listen,” Rydell said tiredly, “If you don’t mind, we’re on a whole different clock here. It’s the middle of ship’s night–”

“I’ll let you go then, Captain,” Baxter said. “Just take care. And take care of that old ship. It got me through quite a tough spot once.”

“I’ll, uh, remember that, Baxter.”

“And, if a large woman ever comes aboard telling you she’s a Starfleet liaison…don’t believe her!”

“Right.”

“And, Captain, most of all…”

Rydell rubbed his face. “Baxter…”

“Trust talking eyeballs. They’ll never steer you wrong.”

Rydell rolled over. “I need to get out of this line of work. Computer, end transmission.”

At that moment, Plato came running in through the doors of Baxter’s readyroom.

“I could have sworn I locked that thing,” Baxter said, and chuckled as Plato hopped onto the chair opposite the captain’s desk. “But I am glad you didn’t shimmy in through the Jefferies’ tube, like you did last week.”

Plato grinned at Baxter and nodded. “Guess where Mommy is?”

Baxter shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I have a… good idea.’

“With Uncle Chris!”

“Yep. Uncle Chris.” Baxter nodded. “What brings you here?”

“They’re in mommy’s quarters building me a big present.”

Baxter covered his mouth, which was spread in a grin. “Really. That’s what they told you?”

Plato nodded. “I can’t wait to see what it is.”

“Yeah. Me either.” Baxter stood and rounded his desk. He squatted next to Plato. “I’m glad you’re staying on the ship, kiddo. I care a lot about you.” “Really?” asked Plato. “Aren’t you going to have a baby too?” “Well,” Baxter said. “Not me…technically, but my wife, yes she is.” “All that trying finally paid off, huh?” Baxter cleared his throat. “Yes, Plato. It did.” He stood up and headed across his readyroom. “Plato, you’re a growing boy. You’re going to be an adult soon, and wanting to make big decisions about your life. I want you to know I’m here, for whatever reason you may need me. Even if we’re in the middle of diplomatic negotiations, or in a firefight as a result of those negotiations, I want you to know I’m here, okay?”

Plato nodded. “Even after Aunt Kelly has her changeling baby?”

Baxter had to figure out how to explain to Plato that all baby’s weren’t changeling. He shrugged. Time enough for that later. “Yes, Plato. Even after that. And, as a symbol of my…being there for you…I want you to have this.” He returned to Plato’s side with something behind his back. He held out a football for Plato. “This is a game ball from one of the Dallas superbowls in the nineteen-nineies. The auctioneer never told me which one. I want you to have it.”

Plato reached out and took the football. He had to give it a little tug to get it out of Baxter’s hand. “Wow!”

“It’s very delicate. And rare. Be careful with it, okay?”

“Will do, Uncle Andy! Thanks!”

Plato ran out of the readyroom, and Baxter heard a loud THONK! and heard Lt. Madera cry out in pain.

Baxter shrugged and returned to his desk. Maybe he should have just given Plato a nice sweater or something.



“We are still at Starbase One undergoing last-minute structural enhancements and field tests,” Commander Larkin said, looking down at Richards from the large viewscreen in his bedroom. Apparently she was in her new office. Richards noted the starkness of it, wondered if she planned on decorating. Some penguin stuff here or there probably wouldn’t hurt.

“When do you ship out?” asked Richards.

“Lieutenant Kamtezen informs me that we will be certified for active duty within the week.”

“Kamtezen’s a great engineer, Kristen. He’ll serve you well.”

“I expect nothing less, Father.”

“Now, Kristen, try to loosen up. You’re in charge of a whole crew now. You need their respect, sure, but you also need to let them know you’re a human being…I mean an android being…that has feelings just like they do. At least as of one month ago.”

“The crew will respect me in time, Father. I am frankly more worried about how the Explorer crew will handle reporting to you. Captain Conway was fairly strict. He did not earn respect, but he did earn obedience.”

“Then I’ll be a breath of fresh air.”

“Just make sure it is not toxic air.”

“Larkin! Did you just make a joke?”

“I do not believe so.”

“Well,” Richards said, “Janice’s in the other room fixing omellettes. I guess I’d better get out of here. Just tell me this…what got you so upset that you had to run off from the bridge like that, just before the alternate universe took over this timeline?”

Larkin was silent a moment. “My emotional program was experiencing a burnout of sorts. The situation of late with Doctor Browning had become intolerable. Your feelings for her were affecting your personal life and job performance. My concern level for you was nearing maximum tolerance. I have learned that storming angrily from a room is an acceptable way of handling such emotional burnout.”

“Did it work?”

“Counselor Peterman suggested several therapy options which I will discuss with Counselor Telvin when he arrives.”

Richards smiled weakly. “Great. Listen, Kristen, you take care of yourself, and call your old dad once in a while, okay?”

“Affirmative,” Larkin replied. “You do the same, father.”

“Will do. Love you. Richards out.”

“…I love you too,” Larkin said after a pause and disappeared from the screen.

Just then, Janice Browning walked in, weighed down with a tremendous tray of eggs, country ham, piles of toast and four different kinds of jelly.

“So, where’s Plato?” asked Richards, as Browning hopped onto the bed.

“Playing catch with Dean,” said Browning. “Apparently Andy gave him a football. I hope Holly’s good at handling concussions.”

Richards nodded. “You and me both.” He grabbed a piece of toast off Browning’s tray. “Nice spread.” “Just a little something to replenish those much-needed electrolytes!”

“Little?” he asked with a wry grin.

“You’ve known me long enough to know my definition of little, hon.”

“In that case,” Richards said, smiling, “I love you a little.”

“Mffmfm tnmfmfm,” Browning said, stuffing a piece of buttery toast in her mouth. Richards was pretty sure she said “me too.”



Lieutenant Commander Tilleran walked into the security office and put a padd down on J’hana’s desk. “Have a look at this.”

J’hana set aside her security reports and picked the padd up. “It is a letter to your promised husband, informing him that you are succumbing to his terms.” She frowned up at Tilleran. “I am not pleased.”

“Let me explain.” Tilleran sat on the edge of J’hana’s desk. “By agreeing to his terms, I’m married to him in name only. It doesn’t say anywhere that I have to live with him. I’m staying here on the Explorer. He gets all my possessions, but all I have is a storage unit on Betazed anyway. I won’t miss that.”

“What if he comes to claim you?”

“Those agreements say nothing about owning ME,” Tilleran explained. “Anyway, he’d never come here to get me. He gets really spacesick. He had to take a slow-warp transport just to come on Ficker’s talk show.”

“Then I am pleased,” J’hana said, steepling her fingers. “For both of us.”

Tilleran nodded. “I realized something in that alternate universe. Without me, you became a hardened, awful, bitter, vengeful woman with nothing but hate in her.”

“An ideal Andorian woman if ever I heard of one.”

“But it wasn’t you. It wasn’t the warm, tender person I know you to be. I figure I sort of…complete you, whether the relationship is physical or not.”

J’hana cocked her head. “Incidentally, I prefer physical.”

Tilleran smiled, and shoved off the desk, headed for the door to J’hana’s office. “Don’t push your luck.”



Mirk whistled as he polished the bar-rails in the Constellation Club, preparing for the day’s onslaught of customers. Things seemed to liven up there quite a bit once he replaced the Elton John hologram with one of Billy Joel.

He didn’t look up when he heard the doors to the Club open. “We don’t open for another hour, so–”

“I don’t give a damn when you open. I want a crescan ale, and pronto!”

It was Hartley. Mirk looked up and smiled. “Oh, getting drunk before you head off on the first day of your second run as Chief Engineer?”

“Wouldn’t want to scare my poor little staff into submission,” she said, leaning on the bar. “At least not on my first day.”

“They probably remember the way things were when you were chief engineer before, Megan. Traumatic incidents tend to stay with you.”

“Har har. Get me an orange juice and be done with it.”

Mirk dove behind the bar. “So it shall be!”

Hartley tapped the bar as Mirk replicated her juice and grinned when he resurfaced with it. She took a sip. “So…”

Mirk resumed polishing the bar. “So.”

“While you were in the Bermuda Expanse, with the Directors…”

“Yeah?”

“Did you get to talk to them about your…you know, future?”

“They don’t like to talk about such things,” Mirk said. “But I did ask.”

“What did they say?”

Mirk thought back. “‘Duck.’”

“The animal or the action?”

Mirk shrugged. “You’ve got me.”

“Anything else?”

“Nope. Just the bit about what we needed to do to put everything right again.”

“Hmm.”

“What else did you expect them to say?”

Hartley traced a circle on the bar with her finger. “I don’t know…I guess I was kind of wondering if they had any marraige plans for you.”

Mirk shook his head, ducked behind the bar to get some more polish. “Not that I know–Oh, I GET IT!” He hopped back up and in doing so smashed his head against the lip of the bar and tumbled backwards.

Hartley climbed over the bar and hopped down to crouch next to the Maloxian. “Mirk, are you all right?”

Mirk lay prone on his back behind the bar, a glazed look in his eyes. “Marry me,” he said dizzily.

“Damn right I’ll marry you,” Hartley said. “You know, you’re pretty fragile for an omnipotent little guy. Do you want me to call Sickbay?”

“Please do.”



Captain Conway had finally got everything from his office on the Explorer unpacked and stowed in the proper compartments in his readyroom. He looked around with great satisfaction and smiled. The ship was ALL HIS!

Then, BLEEEP! went his doorchime.

“Come,” he said, and tiredly fell onto his couch.

Larkin stood in the doorway. “A transport has just arrived with the additional crew you requested, including Counselor Telvin, Doctor Benzra, and Doctor Lanham.”

“Great,” Conway said, and stood up. He paused, hunched over, and glanced around the office.

“What is the matter, Captain?” Larkin asked. “Have you paused to remember all the great bygone moments from your time on the Explorer? I personally did so in point eight nanoseconds…”

“No, no,” Conway said, and grimaced. “I just pulled something in my f***ing back!”

“Shall I call Sickbay?”

“It can wait,” Conway said. “Bigger, better things, Larkin! Where’s Alexa?”

“Evaluating the auxilliary sensor manifolds,” Larkin said, suppressing a smile, “forty decks down.”

“Oh. Good,” Conway said with a barely-contained groan. “Lead the way, Commander.” And he hobbled after Larkin out the door.



Captain Baxter was walking along the upper level of the Ship’s Shoppes mall when he noticed Browning coming toward him, loaded down with fresh veggies from their stop at Vargas Three, probably for her cafe. He met her at the door to Space Tastes and punched the door control for her.

“Where are you off to this morning?” asked Browning. “I thought this was your day off.”

Baxter inclinded his head across the mall, over the railing that overlooked the first floor. “Briggs’s. Kelly’s waiting for me. We’re picking out some baby clothes.”

“Already?”

“Never too soon, Janice,” Baxter said. The two stood there nodding. It was one of the few awkward pauses with Janice that Baxter could remember. “So…” he said. “Um…you and Chris?”

“Back together,” Browning said, nodding. “We’ll just see how long it lasts.”

Baxter rubbed his beard. “Marriage?”

“One thing at a time, Andy.”

“But you’re staying here.”

“Yep.”

Baxter smiled. “I’m glad. I didn’t want to seem overbearing, Janice. But honestly…I, uh…”

“You didn’t want me to leave?” Browning cocked her head and smiled. She leaned forward and kissed Baxter on the cheek. “Not trying to keep me here was the sweetest thing you could have not done.”

Baxter rubbed his cheek and smiled back. “Well, that’s sort of what I figured.”

“Well, I have to get cooking. Big day of eating ahead.”

“Yeah. Well, maybe you and Chris could join Kelly and I in the Captain’s Mess tonight. A little ‘back together’ feast. I’ll do the cooking, for a change.”

“Sure thing.” Browning ducked into the restaurant and Baxter smiled to himself, then turned to walk over to Briggs’s.



Three hours later, Baxter and Peterman arrived at their quarters, laden with a hovercart full of baby items.

“Done!” Peterman sighed, and collapsed on Baxter’s couch.

Baxter walked over to the corridor that led back to his and Peterman’s room. “You know, Kelly. We’re going to have to build a new room. I’ll talk to Commander Hartley about it after lunch.”

“I’m sure she’ll be ecstatic.” Peterman rifled through the items on the hovercart. “Are you sure the Li’l Proton Baby Jetpack was absolutely necessary?”

“I want my kid to be traveling among the stars early,” Baxter said defensively, and sat down beside Peterman. He wrapped his arm around her. “Besides, it says it’s safe for zero-gravity use.”

“I suppose so.” Peterman dug through the pile of clothes they collected. “Yeoman Briggs sure does have great taste in clothing. It almost makes you think…”

“Yes?”

“Nothing.” She leaned back, curled against Baxter’s shoulder. She rubbed her stomach. “Nine little months, Andy.”

“Eight and three quarters,” replied Baxter. “Not that I’m counting.”

“And just to think we came close to losing it all,” she said, looking to Baxter. “Say…that reminds me. How did you convince my alternate-universe duplicate that you were really from another reality?”

Baxter stared at his shoes shamefully. “I…um…nibbled her ear.”

“Oh. OH! I see.” Peterman folded her arms. “Well, I hope it was good.”

Baxter looked up at Peterman. “That’s all I did!”

“That was quite enough!”

Baxter kissed Peterman on the head. Tilted her head so he could look in her eyes. “Honey, I may have been kissing her, but I was thinking of you.”

“SHE WAS ME!”

“Then why are we arguing about this?”

“I don’t know.” Peterman harrumphed. “Well, at least I know you have good taste in women.”

“There is that.” Baxter sighed. “Just promise me one thing, Kelly. Never, ever, ever marry Julian Bashir.”

“Will do.”

“And…let’s make the baby’s middle name Ike or Irene. Okay?”

Peterman crinkled her nose. “What’s that?”

Baxter waffled. “Ummm…shut up and kiss me!” And he leaned down, kissed her long and passionately. “Computer! Lights off!” Baxter said, and leaned Peterman back on the couch.

Then everything went dark.



NEXT:



NOTHING! Well, something…



“All’s Well that Ends” - the final Star Traks: The Vexed Generation book. In about one month.



After that…NOTHING!



“…here we go…here we go…”




All’s Well that Ends


Part I: The Beginning of the End





For my childhood nemesis, without whom I’d never have known what a Klingon was…



…And for the real crew, for giving me plenty of disturbing material…



…And, finally, for Alan, for getting a job in Inventory.



HISTORIAN’S NOTE:



The following takes place just under four years after “The Best Times We Never Had.”



PROLOGUE



The Directors were scared.

Not so much scared as concerned.

<Let us get this straight, just one more time: You want us to…what?>

<Bring them.> THEY said dully.

THEY weren’t accustomed to having their will refused.

<We’d like to remind you that everything seems to have resolved itself nicely. All the loose ends…tied up as it were?>

<Not ALL loose ends.>

<Well, we’re not perfect…>

<Bring them.>

<Yeah. We got that part. Listen, guys…not that we don’t trust your judgment…but…but this is a very delicate situation. Did you ever think maybe we should just let things resolve, you know, on their own?>

<Resolution is at hand. We must bring on the Denouement. Bring them.>

The eyeballs nodded in the maelstrom that was the domain of THEY. It wasn’t much to look at. Pale grays and faded ochre. The Directors preferred the Bermuda Expanse, or the former Crebius Cluster, immensely.

<BRING THEM!>

THEY were bound and determined.

The Directors sighed, shuffled off back to their own domain. <Okay. We’ll give it a shot. But don’t say we didn’t warn you. And…sheesh! Wait until the Critics find out.>



DELTA QUADRANT



Director of Events and Supreme Emporer Ardek knelt at the altar in his private chambers, in the capital city of his vast empire, the Leadership Spa and Funtimes Resort. Early in his reign, he’d tried to woo followers with philosophy, his own little “plomeek soup for the soul” he liked to call “The Circle of Caring.” That didn’t meet particularly rave reviews, even though the gas the Critics gave him converted followers to do his bidding anyway.

His marketing people, though, realized something else had to be done to woo potential followers. So Ardek and his staff developed “The Leadership Spa and Funtimes Resort,” where leaders could be developed and special exciting activities could be coordinated that would please a diverse range of his mindless followers.

The new strategy was an immediate success. His motivational tapes and lectures alone were enough to support the empire.

But the gas was still a great help.

“How may I serve the Critics this day?” Ardek asked, hands outreached in supplication.

In front of Ardek, on the vast marble slab, under huge cathedral ceilings, (he’d designed the place himself) a pair of lips sat, pursed angrily. He really wasn’t a big fan of these meetings. They always made him feel so damn small and insignificant.

<You will go to the Malox system,> the lips said resolutely.

“Why? Why would you send me there? All our work is done there.”

<Not by a long shot,> replied the Critic sharply.

“Can you explain it?” Ardek made a minute gesture with his thumb and forefinger. “Just a teensy bit more?”

<No.>

Ardek saw this conversation was at a dead end. “I, of course, will follow your orders without question. Just…one question…”

<GO!>

“Right, right.”

Ardek whirled and headed for the door. Then he remembered he was in his Romulan birdy jammies and he quickly rushed for his vast wardrobe closet. The Critics’ recent order baffled him, and thus he had no idea how to dress. Something dominant, intimidating.

That was always a safe way to go, when one was the leader of a major empire.

Once he was dressed in head-to-toe lime-colored suede, complete with yellow cape, Ardek headed to his private shuttle. En route, he wondered what the Critics were up to. Whatever the case, he was absolutely sure his outfit would fit the occasion.



2382 U.S.S. AEROSTAR, NCC 83835-A COMMANDED BY CAPTAIN DAVID CONWAY



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 58755.3. We’re the lucky crew that Fleet Admiral Baxter has assigned the joyous task of studying the Bermuda Expanse anomaly, which has been under much scrutiny since the Directors allowed us to travel back in time and put our universe back to normal after Irma wrecked the timeline, a measly four years ago.

At any rate, factions in Starfleet are interested in studying exactly what the Directors are–whether they’re timeless beings like the wormhole aliens in the Bajoran sector or just meddlesome superior entities like Q. But whatever our interest in the Directors, they’ve not seen fit to visit us for quite some time–not since I was first officer on the Explorer. Maybe they’ve found some other universe to wreak havoc in. One can only hope.



“More intergalactic coffee?” Captain David Conway asked, leaning over on the table and filling two cups.

“I’m full. Besides, Breen Bean makes me burp.”

“Bah!” Conway chuckled, and sat down at the breakfast table to a tall stack of waffles. “Alexa, have you seen the Federation news?”

“I think Bucky ran off with it. I wish you’d stop letting him sit on the breakfast table.”

“Hey. It’s MY breakfast table. I got it in the settlement, remember?”

“Details, details,” giggled Alexa.

Conway dug into his waffles and chewed a forkful thoughtfully. “Alexa, do you think we made the right decision?”

“Getting divorced a second time? Absolutely.”

Conway nodded. “I just kind of miss the intimacy.”

Alexa grinned. “I’m sure you do. But this is nice too. The breakfasts, long walks.”

Conway sighed. “Yeah. Friendship. Ugh.”

“You say it like you’re coughing up a hairball,” Alexa said. “There’s a lot to be said for a platonic relationship.”

“Plato was an idiot,” mumbled Conway. “The philosopher, not the kid.”

“I’m sure he’d say the same thing about you. Pass the jelly.”

“Here.” Alexa looked thoughtfully out Conway’s window at the passing stars. “Say, David…what do you think of Counselor Telvin?”

“You know what I think of him. He’s a buffoon. Luckily, he’s filling a position that’s totally irrelevant.” Conway chuckled, thinking of how angry Counselor Peterman would have been to hear him say that. He made a mental note to send her a subspace post card saying as much.

“I was chatting with him yesterday. I was thinking, he’s lost a lot of weight over the years. He’s looking well.”

“Yes, apparently Richard Simmons has been working with him.”

“And he’s a good man. Sure, he’s a bit lacking in the personality department, but apparently I find that attractive.”

Conway winced. “Hold on. Let me just pull that bat’leth out of my back.”

“Captain, just because we’re not seeing each other anymore…”

“You mean married to each other anymore…”

“Because we’re not together anymore, it doesn’t mean either of us have to be monks.”

“Well…”

“I’m going to ask him out. It’ll probably be the thrill of his life.”

“He’ll probably hyperventilate.”

“We need to move on with our lives. There’ll never be a better time, Dave.”

“I don’t believe in fraternizing among the crew,” Conway said standoffishly.

“That’s a laugh. You just haven’t found a crewmember who likes you.”

“That’s a lie!”

“I happen to have on good authority that Lieutenant Commander Simms in Biology is interested in you.”

“Mmmm…scientists.”

“Yes, I know how you love the blue collars. Why don’t you go for it? Just think, we can double date!”

Something curdled awfully in Conway’s stomach, but he kept eating anyway.



“Veltran system in five minutes.”

Commander Kristen Larkin sat erect in the command chair. “Very well, Mister Ford.” She punched a button on the arm of the command chair. “Captain Conway, please report to the bridge.” She looked to Lieutenant Commander Zachary Ford. “Commander, bring us out of warp and take us to the Bermuda Expanse. Mister Gellar, raise Waystation, please.”

At the side tactical station, Lieutenant Gellar nodded. “Waystation is standing by, Commander.”

Larkin ritualistically straightened her uniform. “On screen.”

“Waystation here,” a busy-looking Captain Lisa Beck said on the viewscreen. She brightened when she saw Larkin. “Hello, Kris. Well, you’re nothing if not punctual.”

“I am certainly not nothing,” Larkin replied. “I would be pleased to engage you in philosophical debate, Captain, at the close of our mission. At present, however, I require all of your latest scans of the Bermuda Expanse.”

“All-business as ever,” Beck said crisply, and glanced over her shoulder. “Mister Porter, send the Aerostar all of our findings.” Beck looked back at Larkin. “You’ll find we didn’t find much.”

“We will endeavor to find more,” Larkin replied. “Captain Beck, as always, it was a pleasure talking to you. Perhaps we can have lunch when the Aerostar completes her scans.”

“As long as you don’t bring that idiot captain of yours along with you,” Beck snapped, and blinked off the screen.

“She sure has softened over the years,” Lt. Commander Ford observed.

“I had not noticed any weight gain on the captain’s part, but I would have to weigh her to be cert–”

“Forget I said anything,” Ford said, and returned to the helm.

At Ford’s right, Lt. Saral looked up from her scans. “According to Waystation’s latest reports, the readings on the Bermuda Expanse have not changed since the Directors last appeared to Captain Baxter, on Stardate 54994.”

“Then why do we keep coming to scan this thing?” Ford asked, plunking at the helm controls. “It’s inert. It hasn’t done a thing for four years! It’s never coming back to life!”

“Please allow the Starfleet science division to make that determination,” Larkin said, as Conway and Lanham stepped out of the turbolift at the front of the bridge. The Captain crossed in front of the huge foreward viewscreen, while Doctor Lanham took her post at the science station opposite tactical on the left side of the bridge.

“Bermuda Expanse coming in scanner range now,” Alexa said, studying her scans. “Everything is five-by-five so far.”

Captain Conway stood in the “dugout” behind the combined conn/ops station where Ford and Saral sat. Larkin moved one seat to the right at the command center and monitored from there.

“What’s our position?” Conway asked, looking down over Ford’s shoulder.

Ford turned in his chair to face Conway, as the Bermuda Expanse loomed on the viewscreen behind him. “Right outside the periphery, Captain.”

“Move us in,” Conway replied, folding his arms.

“No need,” Alexa said. “My preliminary scans are done. Everything else is being done belowdecks in the labs.”

“I want to go in,” Conway replied. “How can we test how the phenomenon will react without going in?”

“Captain Baxter did not do so when the Explorer studied the Bermuda Expanse six months ago,” Larkin reminded Conway.

“Surprise surprise,” Conway muttered. “Well, I’m not Baxter.” He nodded in the direction of the viewscreen. “Go in.”

“I’ve said it once, and I’ll say it again,” Ford said, tapping in the course. “Bad idea.” He punched the Aerostar- A’s impulse engines and the massive vessel surged into the purple roiling mass of the Bermuda Expanse.

Immediately the ship began to vibrate.

“Gravitic disturbances,” Gellar said quickly. “I’m adjusting our shield geometery to compensate.”

Conway nodded. “What are your scans showing now, Alexa?”

Alexa checked. “Same as before. You expected something else?”

Conway turned back to face Alexa, brow creased. “I expected–”

Alexa’s eyes went wide at something on the viewscreen. Before Conway could turn to see what she was looking at, the bridge lit up like fireworks.

“Report!” he snapped, as Aerostar bucked.

Gellar scrambled at his station. “EM spike on the gamma band!”

“We’re being pulled toward the center of the disturbance by some kind of self-propagating shockwave!” Alexa cried out, paging through screen after screen of scans at her station.

“Full reverse on all engines,” Larkin said, appearing as if from out of nowhere behind Conway.

“I’m getting the nagging feeling we’ve been here before!” said Ford numbly as he fought to get the Aerostar engines into reverse.

“I am not going to the Delta Quadrant today!” Captain Conway shouted. “Ford! Warp speed! Factor Four!”

“The gravitic shear will tear us apart!” countered Alexa.

“Not if we reinforce the shields,” Conway said. “Gellar, all available power to shields. Ford, engage!”

Ford scrunched his eyes shut and stabbed the “engage” command.

Aerostar shot out of the Bermuda Expanse like a bat out of hell.

Conway and everyone on the bridge cheered. The captain put his hand on Ford’s shoulder. Beside him, Saral was still trying to ascertain what, if any, damage had been done to the ship. “Good work, Commander,” Conway told Ford. “Guess we should have tried that one eight years ago, huh?”

Then something very odd happened.

On the viewscreen, the Bermuda Expanse leapt out at them, once again surrounding the Prometheus-class vessel.

Sparks shot out of the helm console, sending Ford flying to the deck.

“Someone, report!” Conway barked.

But it was too late.

The Aerostar had been swallowed in one gulp.



“Uh, Captain…we’ve got a…something…”

For once, Lt. Commander Sean Russell was at a loss for words.

Beck looked up from the padd filled with docking information she was looking at. “Can you be a little more specific?”

“How’s this?” Russell tapped a sequence into his panel and re-played the sensor footage of the Aerostar-A ripping out of the Bermuda Expanse, then the Bermuda Expanse rolling right over it like a tidal wave.

Beck’s eyes widened. “Mister Russell,” she said slowly, trying to sound calm, “is it coming after us now?”

“Nope. It’s at, uh, all-stop.”

“Well that’s a relief,” Beck muttered. “Get on the comm to Starfleet. Tell them we’ve,” Beck sighed, “lost another one.”

“Should I contact the Explorer too?” asked Russell.

“What do you think?



CHAPTER ONE



The Baxters’ Earth house was abuzz with voices. Counselor Kelly Peterman smiled vacantly as she carried the cake out to the living room, which was crammed with family, some on the Baxter side she’d never even met.

Today was a momentous day, but it could have a variety of outcomes, all depending on one person’s decision.

One tiny person.

The crowd in the living room sang:

“Happy Birthday to you, Happy Birthday to you,

Happy Birthday, dear Steffie, Happy Birthday to you!”

Peterman set the cake down and little ragamuffin Stephanie Irene, with her brown tassle pigtails, blew all her candles out.

Captain Andy Baxter sat beside her on the couch, clapping vigorously. “Great job, honey!”

“What do I win?” demanded Steffie.

Baxter glanced around the living room at the expectant glares of his family members. He looked at Steffie, grinning. “It doesn’t quite work like that, hon. You see…” He caught a nervous glare from Peterman, “Mommy and I have made a deal. You get to decide your last name today.”

“This should have been done long ago,” chided Lucille Baxter, looming over the coffee table where Steffie sat, cross- legged, looking eagerly at her cake. It was Falavian mint chocolate chip!

“I want to eat my cake!” protested Steffie.

“Fine, fine,” Baxter said, darting his eyes up at Peterman. “But first, just the little matter of your name. We’ve been calling you just plain Steffie Irene for three years.”

“Your father and I couldn’t decide what to use as your last name,” Peterman chimed in, kneeling beside Steffie and draping an arm around her. “So we left it up to you. We figured, you’re three now, you’ll be starting to learn algebra soon…you’re well capable of deciding on your own name.

“And, should you decide you don’t like it,” Peterman said, all smiles, “you can change your last name to Quasar when you’re 33 like Jake Baxter over there.”

“I am one with the stars. Call me the god Ra. The planets surround me,” Jake said proudly, adjusting the straps on his glittering golden overalls.

Baxter gritted his teeth and avoided the piercing stare of his cross-eyed cousin Jake. Why had Peterman invited him? Just to make Baxter’s side of the family look bad?

On the other side of the living room, the Peterman clan and about fifty assorted animals sat waiting for Steffie to make her decision.

“Ummmmm….” Steffie said, scratching her head. “I think I…I think, I think I think I think…”

“Come on!” Peterman demanded, then covered her mouth. She looked worriedly down at Steffie. “I mean, let’s make that decision so we can have some cake and have fun!”

Steffie bit her lip. “Okay. Baxter. Let’s eat cake!”

“I proudly pronounce my daughter Stephanie Irene Baxter!” Baxter said, and stood, hoisting Steffie high up above his head. “She’s a Baxter!”

Peterman dragged a hand over her face. “This can’t be happening.”

“Oh, it is,” Baxter said, sitting little Steffie on his shoulder. “Right honey?”

“Right. What about the cake? I want some before Aunt Janice comes down and eats it all like she did last year!”

“Right,” Baxter said, and set Steffie down. He looked consolingly at Peterman. “Sorry about that hon. How’s this? The next kid can be a Peterman, okay?”

“You really mean it?” Peterman asked.

“Sure. Whenever that is.”

“Maybe it should be sooner than later,” suggested Peterman.

“Not so fast,” said Baxter, grinning as Steffie sliced into the cake with a protoplaser and started passing out pieces to passing family members. She’d already plastered a piece to her face, and was now generously offering the family some.

“What do you mean ‘not so fast’?” Peterman said, dropping her voice to a whisper.

“Let’s get Steffie all grown up and moved away, then we can talk about other kids.”

“Andy, that’s not how it works!” Peterman insisted. “If we’re going to have a larger family, we need to start planning it now. While we’re still young!”

“‘While’ we’re young?” asked Baxter. “I’m only 37, hon.”

“Still,” Peterman said, roundabout. “It’s something to think about.”

“Will do,” Baxter said, and turned his attention to Steffie, who was handing pieces of cake out left and right. “Honey, would you like to give people plates with those?”

“Or forks?” asked Sheila Peterman, as she fed her piece of cake to Louis the Llama.

“Louis can’t have cake, Mom!” Peterman said, as she dashed for the kitchen to grab plates. “He’s on a strict diet of green veggies!”

“And padds,” Baxter said under his breath, turning and almost yelping at the sight of his mother hovering close behind him. She came out of nowhere.

“We’re glad your daughter decided to become a Baxter,” Lucille said. “But we’re a bit worried you’re not giving her enough guidance.”

“We?” Baxter asked, and sure enough, Harlan Baxter was hovering just behind him, inches away. A classic pinser move, done with military precision. And done while eating mint chocolate chip Falavian cake.

“You know how Steffie’s been visiting with us the past couple weeks while the Explorer’s been having her refit,” said Lucille. “Well, she said a few things that concern us.”

“Like what?” asked Baxter.

Harlan harrumphed. “The word ‘veterinarian’ was mentioned.”

“I’m sure that was just a joke,” Baxter said easily.

“It was NOT a joke!” insisted Lucille. “Your wife is filling that girl’s head with pedantic veterinary ideas. If she’s going to be a Baxter, she’s going to be in Starfleet!”

Baxter shook his head. “Mom, Steffie has something called free will. She can do whatever she wants. If she wants to be a vet, that’s what she’ll be!”

“There is no room for veterinarians in Starfleet!” continued Lucille. “Not since the short-lived Lunar Horse Patrol was disbanded!”

“What a silly idea,” said Baxter.

“We get the idea you’re not taking this seriously,” said Harlan.

“I love what you’ve done to my kitchen,” Peterman said dryly, returning from the double-doors to the kitchen with plates and forks. “It’s so…plain and grey!”

“Your arts and crafts were cluttering up the place, darling!” insisted Lucille Baxter, smiling with gritted teeth.

“Grrrmm…napkin cozys,” mumbled Harlan.

“Those were a gift from Martha Stewart!” insisted Peterman.

“Now now now,” said Ron Peterman, Kelly’s dad, stepping up to put a hand on Peterman and Lucille Baxter. “What seems to be the trouble here?”

“Oh, just the little matter of Andy’s parents wrecking my house!” grunted Peterman.

Baxter looked from Peterman to Lucille helplessly. “I’m just glad they offered to stay and take care of the place, honey. Those Yridian squatters were using your pet grooming centre as a waste reclamation centre, remember?”

“But they took down the four-poster bed and replaced it with an anti-grav sleeping system!”

“That’s for my dad’s dislocated spine and you know it!”

“He faked that spinal injury!”

“Mommy? Daddy?”

Baxter and Peterman quickly looked down at Steffie, to find her naked and covered with mint chocolate chip cake.

“Does she do that EVERY time you two fight?” Lucille demanded.

“It’s not that often,” said Baxter. “But she does do it pretty much every time.”

Peterman lifted Steffie up and hugged her. “She’s just crying out for attention!”

“Of course she is, when her mommy and daddy can’t seem to stop bickering,” said Lucille.

“You started it!” Baxter said, turning on Lucille.

“Don’t take that tone with me, buddy. Refit or not, my ship still outguns yours!”

“Oh yeah?” Baxter asked, inching closer to his mother. “Want to prove it?”

“Any stardate!”

“Enough!” shouted Harlan Baxter. “Or I’m liable to strip down and cover MY body with cake!”

The room grew deathly silent.

“I wanna go home,” mumbled Steffie Baxter.

“Soon,” said Baxter. He glanced around at the gathered family members. “It was really nice having you all, but we do have to get back up to my ship, and my parents have to get back to assimilating my home.”

Lucille rolled her eyes. “Oh, so now we’re Borg.”

Baxter couldn’t think of a diplomatic response to that, but was handily saved by the bleep of his combadge.

“J’hana to Baxter. I just got an urgent communication from Waystation. The Aerostar’s gone.”

“Gone where?” demanded Baxter.

“They don’t know. But it’s a good bet where.”

Harlan and Baxter exchanged glances. “The Delta Quadrant,” they both muttered.

“You two have brilliant strategic minds. How should we proceed?”

“How soon can we get out of spacedock?” Baxter asked, nodding to Peterman who quickly began collecting Steffie’s belongings.

“In under an hour. Ten minutes, if you don’t mind me blasting my way out.”

“Thanks, but that won’t be necessary,” Baxter said. “Just get us ready to depart for the Veltran system. And have Stuart stand by to beam us up.”

“Understood. J’hana out.”

“And just where do you think you’re going?” demanded Harlan, folding his arms.

“To find the Aerostar,” Baxter said. “Someone’s got to do it, right?”

“The Pathfinder can leave now,” Lucille said, shooting Baxter a “so there” look.

“You two are awful eager to get tossed across the galaxy,” Harlan grunted. “Still, Starfleet Command is going to want to investigate–”

“The Explorer Program is yours, Dad,” Baxter said. “The Aerostar is part of that program. If you make a decision, Command will back you up!”

“Let’s go home!” Steffie called out, waving her Junior Officer toy phaser rifle (a gift from Harlan and Lucille).

“In a minute, hon,” said Peterman. “The two bulls have to sort things out.”

“Who are you calling a bull?” demanded Baxter.

“You think you can find the Aerostar and get back?” Harlan asked.

“What other crew has been in the Delta Quadrant before?” asked Baxter.

“None spring to mind,” admitted Harlan. “And you are currently the only starship with an omnipotent Maloxian bartender aboard.”

“That we know of,” chimed in Peterman. “And he prefers the term ‘megapotent.’”

“Well?” demanded Baxter impatiently.

“Fine, go!” Harlan said, waving his hand.

“At least leave little Steffie with us,” said Lucille. “If you all are lost forever, then who will carry on the Baxter name?”

Baxter took Steffie from Peterman, hoisted her over his shoulder. Peterman, meanwhile, went to say her goodbyes to her parents and collect her animals. “You and Dad’ll have to start mating again. Steffie comes with us. Right, baby?”

“Yahoooooo!” cried Steffie, and smacked Lucille in the head with her phaser rifle.

Baxter slapped his combadge quickly, avoiding the stormy look his mother was sure to be sending his way. “Baxter to Stuart,” Baxter said, “three and a herd to beam up immediately. Energize!”

Lucille rubbed the bump on her forehead as Baxter, Peterman, Steffie, and the animals all dissolved in a sparkly swirl of blue.

“What’s this about the Delta Quadrant?” asked Ron Peterman, stepping up with Sheila to speak to the Baxter parents.

“Confidential Starfleet matters,” said Lucille.

“They’re going to the Delta Quadrant,” Harlan harrumphed.

“Harlan!” Lucille shouted, rubbing her head.

“Again?” asked Sheila.

“Again!” Lucille cried.

The party pretty much went downhill from there.



CHAPTER TWO



Commander Christopher Richards and civilian Janice Browning ran out of the holodeck moments after hearing the news.

“I’m sure you’re worried, Christopher,” Browning said consolingly as the two fairly jogged down the corridor toward the turbolift. “But I just know Kristen will be okay. She can easily take care of herself.”

“I wish I could believe that,” Richards said, approaching a pair of turbolift doors and pressing the call button. The doors opened almost instantly and he stepped in, followed by Browning. “Bridge,” he ordered.

“Well,” Browning said, after some moments of silence. “That holodeck program was great. It really felt like we were at the New York stock exchange.”

“Uncanny,” Richards said tersely.

“I’m glad we could get together like this. It’s been a while.”

“Yes it has.”

Browning nodded. “You know, Christopher, a lot has happened in the past few years.”

Richards had to smile at that. “Oh, has it ever!”

“Too much to even put into words,” agreed Browning.

“Listen,” Richards said, turning to face Browning. He grabbed her by the shoulders. “I’m sorry I quit Starfleet for six weeks and went off to join the Breen circus. It was idiotic.”

“I’ll say so. But maybe it’s for the best. I met that fantastic barber…”

“Yes.” Richards rubbed his chin. “Too bad he died.”

“Seriously,” agreed Browning. “But I did try to make things work when you came back, after that awful trapeze injury.”

Richards grinned. “You nursed me back to health.”

“I put your vertebrae all back in the right place,” Browning said with an impish grin. “And my heart was in the right place all along…” She sighed. She cleared her throat. “By the way, sorry about leaving you at the altar.”

“Which time?”

“Which one do you think?”

“The time that didn’t occur in an alternate universe?”

“Bingo.”

“Man,” said Richards. “We sure know how to screw up a relationship.”

“In all sorts of different timelines,” agreed Browning.

“Maybe we can finally figure out how to make things work, without letting carnie folk, Klingon soap operas, and spatial anomalies get in the way.”

“Yeah,” Browning agreed with a smile. “Too bad you’re with J’hana now.”

“Oh,” said Richards. “About that…last night I sort of–”

And the doors opened up onto the bridge.

Richards stepped timidly off the turbolift. Baxter hadn’t arrived yet. That was for the best.

He found J’hana in the command chair. She stood, turned to face Richards as he walked reluctantly down to the front of the bridge.

“Commander, I yield command of the bridge to you,” she said, in a rich basso voice.

“Thanks,” Richards said. “Listen, about last night–”

“Think nothing of it,” said J’hana. “I see where you’re coming from.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Richards sighed with relief.

“Just one thing.”

“Uh-oh.”

J’hana whirled on a heel, and with one smooth motion withdrew a 10-inch blade from her vest pocket. She jammed it in Richards’s gut and sliced upward, then retracted it and placed it back in her vest pocket.

Richards gasped and dropped to his knees.

“We are officially broken up,” J’hana said, and went up to the tactical station.

Browning rushed down to the front of the bridge, where Richards sat gasping in a puddle of his own blood. “Browning to Sickbay! Holly, get up here!”

“I’ll be fine,” Richards choked. “Just a minor flesh wound.”

“I did him the courtesy of avoiding all his vital organs,” J’hana said noncomitally, plunking at the tactical controls.

“Someone call security on her!” demanded Browning.

“Honey, I am security,” J’hana said with a chuckle.

Browning rushed over to grab a medkit from its berth underneath the environmental/aux science console just as Baxter, Peterman, and a naked, cake-covered Steffie, marched off the foreward turbolift and onto the bridge.

“All right, chop-chop, let’s get this show on the road!” commanded Baxter, marching over to the command chair with Steffie in his arms.

Browning, meanwhile, fought frantically to run a skin-sealer over Richards’s wounds.

He grabbed her hand as she worked. “Pain-killer first, sealer second, Janice!”

“Oh, right. Right. Pain-killer.” She grabbed a hypospray. “I’ve been out of this racket for a while.”

Baxter deposited Steffie in the First Officer’s chair at his right and Peterman took her customary seat at his left. He looked down at the dockmaster’s reports on his chair-arm console. “Look at this. J’hana stepped up completion of our refit. We’ll be ready to go in ten minutes! Good work, J’hana!”

“Least I could do,” said J’hana.

Peterman glanced over at Browning and gasped. “Oh, Janice! What in the world happened to Chris?”

“J’hana broke up with him!” she said, still working to close Richards’s wounds.

The first officer finally sat up, patted the gash in his blood-soaked uniform. “There. Good as new.” Browning helped him to his feet. “You know,” he said weakly, “that really wasn’t half as bad as I thought it’d be.”

“You still need to get down to Sickbay,” Browning said. “I’ll go with you.”

Richards exchanged glances with Baxter.

“And how was your day, Captain?” he asked distantly.

“Steffie decided to be a Baxter,” Baxter offered.

“Well. Isn’t that nice,” Richards said, still sounding far-off as Browning ushered him into the aft turbolift.

“Sickbay,” she ordered, and the doors closed.

“He’s taking the break-up rather well,” Baxter said.

“Yes,” Peterman said. “Not like poor Ensign Mays last year.”

J’hana shrugged. “It was his own fault. Mays should not have struggled.”

“The good news is, he’s really getting along well with the prosthetic arm,” Peterman said brightly.

“Engage!” said Steffie excitedly, shifting in the First officer’s command chair.

“Not yet,” said Baxter, glancing up at the forward stations. “Lieutenant Sefelt, while we’re waiting to get underway, how about you go get Steffie here cleaned up?”

Sefelt turned in his seat at ops. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Captain.”

“And just why the hell not?”

“My therapist has forbid me to have any contact with your child.”

“That makes no sense! Your therapist is my wi–” Baxter glanced over at Peterman.

“I caught him training Steffie on shuttle piloting,” she said stormily.

“I thought she’d enjoy it!” Baxter protested.

“You’re shoving Starfleet down her throat!”

“Better that than veterinary medicine!”

“Let her make her own decisions!”

In the midst of Baxter and Peterman’s argument, Steffie climbed into Baxter’s lap and slammed a hand down on the controls on his right-side chair arm.

On the viewscreen, a twinkling blue quantum torpedo shot out and began a swirling dance on the viewscreen.

“Torpedo away,” announced J’hana.

“It’s homing on something!” Peterman said, grabbing Steffie in her arms.

“Not us, I hope!” Baxter said fearfully. The shield modifications hadn’t been completed yet.

“Nope,” said J’hana. “It’s just headed for an orbital habitat.”

“Phasers,” Baxter ordered. “Shoot it down!”

“If you say so,” J’hana replied. Machinegun-like phasers shot out at the torpedo as it looped on the screen it blew up harmlessly.

Baxter glared at Steffie. “Now what did I tell you about shooting off the quantums!”

“You trained her to do that, too?” Peterman said. “I don’t believe it!”

“Quit arguing,” Baxter said. “Or she’ll perform a saucer separation!”

“She KNOWS HOW?!?”

“We just had a little look around the battle bridge one day, it didn’t do any harm!”

“That torpedo could have. You know kids love to explore and get into mischief!”

“That’s what’ll make her such a good Starfleet officer!”

“At three years old!”

“I can get her cleared for bridge duty by the time she’s six!”

“Over my dead body!”

“I would be pleased to do the honors.”

“Shut up, J’hana!” said both Peterman and Baxter.

Baxter took a moment to catch his breath. “Listen, honey, I’m sorry I yelled at you. You have to understand, being in Starfleet is very important to my family. It’s just assumed that’s what Steffie will do. It was assumed for me, too.”

“And who spent ten years inventorying?” Peterman regretted saying it as soon as she said it.

Baxter smouldered. “Kelly, that was a low blow.”

“I’m sorry, Andy. I just–”

“That’s quite all right,” Baxter said, and turned to face the viewscreen, settling back into his command chair. “Why don’t you take Steffie belowdecks and get her cleaned up. You can teach her to be a Cordavian eel-tamer for all I care.”

“Daddy?” asked Steffie, wriggling in Peterman’s arms. “Are you mad at Mommy?”

“No, no, honey,” replied Baxter. “She’s just made me very angry, that’s all.”

Peterman sighed and carried Steffie over to the foreward turbolift. “Andy, I…”

“Bye-bye!” Baxter said, looking down at the dockmaster reports on his chair-arm console.

“Anth–”

Baxter covered his ears. “I can’t hear you!”

“Fine, be a child!” And Peterman took Steffie inside the turbolift.

Once they were gone, J’hana chortled. “Just say the word, sir, and I can make you a single man again, with one swipe of my blade.”

Baxter swiveled to face J’hana. “Commander…is it my imagination or have you become a good deal more violent lately?”

“It is Lieutenant Commander Tilleran, Captain. She has become increasingly distant with me lately.”

“Well, maybe now that you’ve, er, broken up with Chris, you can set things straight with her.”

“That is my hope as well.”

“Or you could just stab her.”

“Now you are just being silly.”



“May I ask how you got this wound?” Dr. Holly Wilcox asked, tossing Richards a new uniform tunic, since the other one had been slashed and blood-soaked.

“It was a hoverball accident,” Richards said nervously.

“So you’re just going to cover for her?” Browning asked, leaning against Richards’s biobed at the center of Sickbay.

“Could you live with yourself if J’hana was ejected from Starfleet? It’s all she’s ever known. She’d be devastated.”

“She could have killed you!”

“She said herself she avoided all my major organs!” Richards said, sliding on the new tunic.

“Still…!” Browning leaned up at looked at Richards, blinking.

“What?”

“I just realized…I’d forgotten how adorable your bird- like chest is.”

“Should I leave you two alone?” asked Holly, approaching with a loaded hypo.

“Um,” said Richards.

“Baxter to Richards. I need you on the bridge ASAP. We’re about ready to leave.”

“I guess not,” Browning said, as Richards pulled on his outer uniform jacket and dashed for the door.

“Dinner later?” Richards asked, jogging backwards toward the Sickbay door.

“Sure,” Browning grinned.

Richards left Browning and Holly in the empty Sickbay. Well, empty save for Ensign Matheson, who was comatose on one of the biobeds, but she really didn’t count.

Browning sighed and rolled over on the biobed where Richards had been lying.

“Janice,” Holly said, and sat the hypo she’d prepared for Richards on the biobed. “You have to stop torturing yourself over him. You two are never going to line up.”

“What do you mean ‘line up’?”

Holly shrugged. “You’ll never want the same things at the same times.”

“What makes you say that?” Browning asked numbly.

“The proof is in the pudding, Janice.”

“Mmm…pudding.”

“Stay focused here…I’m talking about you and Chris. The two of you have tried it how many times?”

“I couldn’t count them all–”

“My point exactly.”

“You make good points, Holly,” Browning said. “Unfortunately, I’m not ready to hear them right now.” She grabbed the hypo and jabbed it against Holly’s arm until the cartridge was empty.

Holly’s eyes went wide. “Why the hell did you do that?”

“No more hippocratic oath, remember? What was that anyway?”

Holly’s eyes went all bouncy. “Morphine,” she oozed, and rolled off the biobed and onto the deck.

“Whoops,” Browning said, and walked out of Sickbay, whistling innocently.



“Docking control to Explorer: All of our refit teams have returned to the starbase. Are you reporting all systems ready?” asked the female voice over the bridge comm system.

Baxter shifted uneasily in his command chair as Richards stepped out of the aft turbolift and took his seat at Baxter’s right.

“Well, control,” Baxter said. “Our systems are all showing green, but I don’t feel ready.”

“Come again, Explorer?”

“I’m fighting with my wife,” Baxter sighed. “She’s upset because I want our daughter to join Starfleet; I guess she feels I’m just pushing her too hard.”

“I’m not sure I…”

“She’s acting like I don’t care about my own daughter. Of course I do! I want her to get the finest education out there, and frankly, that’s Starfleet Command. My wife got her masters in counseling from Federation University, but to me FU is just a bunch of fluff–you know what I’m talking about?”

“Captain, I–”

Richards put a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “Andy…maybe…”

“Aren’t I making any sense here?” Baxter demanded.

“Um, no sir.”

J’hana looked at her sensor board. “Captain, apparently McKinley station has already detached the docking arms.”

“You’re working in control, McKinley station!” Baxter pleaded, leaning forward in his command chair. “And what I’m trying to do is get a little ‘control,’ over my daughter’s life…you get it?”

“They are now pushing us away with tractor beams,” reported J’hana.

“I love her–why can’t my wife see that? I only want what’s best!”

J’hana’s face lit up. “They have locked phasers on us!”

Richards looked back at J’hana. “Docking stations have phasers?”

“I am not talking to you.”

“You’re the one that stabbed ME!”

“A minor detail.”

Baxter sighed as J’hana and Richards argued. “Lieutenant Madera, make course for the Veltran system. Ahead warp nine.”

Madera tapped in the course. “Course laid in. We should reach Waystation within four days.”

“Four DAYS?” asked Baxter, leaning forward in his chair. “You’re kidding. We used to get from Earth to Waystation in like a couple hours.”

“Well, that was with Lieutenant Commander Ford. I have no idea how he did that.”

“It can’t be that hard,” Richards said. “You just lay in a course…”

“A lot more goes into it than that,” said Madera. “Just trust me on this one.”

“Four DAYS?” Baxter demanded. “You can do better than that!”

“Do YOU want to do this?” Madera asked, pointing at the helm console.

“Um…” Baxter looked awkwardly around the bridge, at J’hana and Richards.

“I’ve been your helmsperson for four years,” Madera pouted. “And you don’t even appreciate the things I do. I navigated us through that Gargantuan Ionian Pleasure Magnet without getting one scratch on the ship!”

“Yeah, but we didn’t get any of the pleasure out of it either,” muttered Baxter.

“That’s it, I’m gone!” Madera muttered and stood up.

“Susan, don’t be like that,” Richards pleaded.

“Too late. I’m fed up with you two. Neither of you know what you want. One of you is trying to run your daughter’s life–”

“Wait just one–!”

“The other one broke up with me and is still whining about a certain ex-doctor and current restaurant owner!”

“I wonder who that could be,” murmured Baxter, as Madera stormed into the foreward turbolift and it closed.

“You could have been more diplomatic with her,” Richards said, glaring at Baxter.

“ME? What about you? She’d never be so embittered if you hadn’t broken her heart.” Baxter shook his head. “What is it with the women on this ship today? Arguing, quitting…”

“Stabbing,” offered Richards. He jolted as a blade cleanly sailed over his head, just barely slicing through a lock of his hair. He twisted around to face J’hana. “Hey, watch it!”

“Mr. Sefelt?” Baxter asked the operations chief.

Sefelt shook his head. “I’m forbidden from touching a helm, ever since I crashed the ship into that moon last month.”

“How could I have forgotten that.” Baxter scratched his head and glanced at the vacant helm console. “Well, one of us has to pilot.”

“Yes,” agreed Richards. “One of us does.”

“Glad you volunteered.”

“Why me?”

“Well, I’m the captain. I can’t do it. I’ve got to command.”

“What about J’hana?” asked Richards, and another blade sailed by. This one ever so slightly grazed his right ear. He twisted around again. “Just how many of those damned things do you have back there?”

“Enough to keep myself occupied indefinitely,” was J’hana’s cryptic reply.

“I wonder where Lieutenant Commander Tilleran is,” mused Baxter. “She’d offer to do it.” Baxter glared at J’hana. “SHE’S nice!”

ZING! A blade shaved one of Baxter’s pips clean off.

“Watch it…Commander!” J’hana shouted.

“Someone needs to cool off!” Baxter cried, not bothering to glance back at J’hana. He sat back in his chair, fuming. “Richards….helm!”

“Fine,” barked Richards, and he stormed over to the helm console and started stabbing at buttons.

The Explorer slammed into warp, smashing Baxter back against his chair and sending J’hana and the ensign monitoring the engineering display to the deck.

“Where’d you learn to fly?” demanded Baxter, gripping his chair-arms.

“I DIDN’T!”

“But you ran an engine room for four years!”

“That means nothing!”



CHAPTER THREE



“So…” David Conway said, pacing the conference room aboard the Aerostar-A, with his senior staff gathered around him. “Let me get this straight. The Bermuda Expanse just waltzed up and swallowed us…”

“Like Jonah’s whale,” Dr. Lanham said.

“And there’s no apparent way back…”

“Indeed,” said Larkin. “We cannot locate the Crebius Cluster, or any similar anomaly, in this sector. The Cluster should be point five parsecs from here, in the Malox system, but it is simply gone.”

Conway stopped pacing, put his hands on his hips. “Well, I just can’t believe it. I mean, I knew it was in the act of disappearing when we took the Aerostar back to the Alpha Quadrant seven years ago, but still…””

“I’d be happy to replay the sensor log for you, David,” replied Alexa.

“I’d prefer it if you explain how the HELL a temporal anomaly can just come along and…” Conway made a scooping motion with his hand, “…gobble us up!”

“It cannot,” was Commander Larkin’s verve-filled reply. She sat at the head of the other end of the table and watched Conway pace. Conway had only recently grown used to colorings of emotion in the android’s voice. She had, after all, been equipped with emotions for four years now. But despite her resolute tone of voice, the plain fact of the matter was that they WERE in the Delta Quadrant, and the Bermuda Expanse had “gobbled” them up.

“Someone better start explaining something fast,” Conway muttered.

“In point of fact, we cannot scientifically explain the behavior of the Bermuda Expanse,” said Larkin.

“But we have theories,” Alexa said.

“We do?” Larkin asked, turning toward the scientist.

“We just got here,” Alexa said. “I’ve hardly had time to discuss them with you, Commander!”

“Well, we’d better stop focusing on how it happened and start focusing on how to get the hell out of here,” said Gellar, “or we’re all goners. You recall the time we last visited the Delta Quadrant.”

“Yes, yes,” Conway said. “We learned Ardek was supposedly in control of the place, or at least a big chunk of it.”

“With some sort of odd quasi-Starshine Kids-type force at his beck and call,” Ford added.

“None of which makes me too keen on sticking around,” Conway said.

“Remember, though,” said Alexa, “that we haven’t heard a peep from the Delta Quadrant in more than four years. For all we know, Ardek’s little empire was overthrown long ago.”

“Alexa,” Conway sighed. “All this time, and you still don’t get it.”

“Don’t get what?”

“To put it succinctly,” Larkin said solemnly, “we are simply not that lucky.”



And, in point of fact, they weren’t that lucky.

Aboard the Leadership Spa and Funtimes Resort Flagship Motivation, High Emporer Ardek twirled his Baton of Office, watching the sensor info stream in on the massive starship’s viewscreen.

The Baton of Office was a useful little gizmo, something he’d cooked up to make himself identifiable in any crowd of loving “Program Assistants,” as his followers were called. It also had the virtue of delivering a sizable electric shock into the body of anyone he tapped with it. Just a precaution, in case any of those crowds became rambunctious. Not that that had much chance of happening, what with the nifty gas.

The Critics entrusted Ardek with that gas and plenty of other tools with which to take over the Delta Quadrant, and Ardek had gladly used them for just that. The Critics were imminently happy with his progress, and told him on many an occasion (they had bi-weekly staff meetings) that he out- performed Sesil in every discernable way, except, possibly, when it came to decorator sense. Really, though, that was forgivable. And Ardek liked the colors yellow and lime just fine. Sesil had been far too obsessed with red, judging by the photo albums Ardek had been shown.

“High Emporer, what do we do?” asked his helmsman, a bony Maloxian by the name of Jahn.

“What do you mean what do we do?” Ardek asked, prancing back to his command throne (boy those Flarn new how to build a comfy chair!). Since the throne had been built for a Flarn body, Ardek was almost engulfed in the thing, but he liked it that way. Lots of room to curl up.

“That’s an Alpha Quadrant starship. By the same name as the one that came here eight years ago…” Jahn brought up the blurry sensor image. Sure enough, emblazoned on the starship’s unmistakably and irritatingly Federation hull, was the Federation Standard printing:



U.S.S. AEROSTAR

NCC 83835-A



“I think it’s absolutely precious,” Ardek said. “They made another one, and another one got lost here. Well.” He shifted in his chair, swinging his legs over the high armrest. He looked like a puppet. “I was there for the last Aerostar’s homecoming. She didn’t make it back in one piece, and neither will this one.”

“Aye, High Emporer.”

“I wasn’t finished taunting!” snapped Ardek. “The difference here, Jahn, will be that this one’s crew won’t make it back either.”

“They won’t?”

“Oh no,” Ardek said, and laughed richly. “I don’t know who’s on that ship, but it’s bound to be some Explorer personnel. Maybe even Larkin! Wouldn’t that be a hoot!”

“Uh…yes?” asked Jahn meekly.

“It sure would be. I want to know who’s on that ship. Send the nearest vessel to intercept them and capture the crew. If Larkin is there, I want her. And as for the others…” Ardek smiled cattily. “I can always use a few more mindless slaves.”

“Yes indeedy,” said Jahn, and he began making the necessary arrangements.



Conway and Larkin walked together down the long corridor to Engineering in abject silence.

“I did not wish to voice this issue in front of the others,” Larkin said, breaking the silence. “But I have given it many nanoseconds of thought between here and the bridge, and feel I must speak now.”

The captain sighed inwardly. “Larkin, it’s been five minutes since we left the bridge. That’s like…five million nanoseconds.”

Larkin didn’t feel like correcting Conway. “I was busy trying to analyze the sensor data from our trip to the Delta Quadrant and compare it to that of the original trip eight years ago. All the data is being fed directly from the computer to my positronic brain.”

“Fascinating,” Conway said blankly. “So what’s on your mind, or your positronic brain, or whatever?”

“I strongly suggested we not enter the Bermuda Expanse, and your science officer seconded the recommendation. You chose to ignore our opinions.”

“I’m the captain. That’s my prerogative. You know that.”

Larkin nodded as the pair rounded a corner. “All too well; however, I find your blatant disregard for the opinions of your senior staff damaging to crew morale. And this is not an isolated incident. There are 230 others. Shall I list them now, in date order?”

Conway stopped in mid-stride. Larkin’s reflexes were perfect; she stopped right alongside him. “Listen, Commander. For all we know, we’re in hostile space right now. The last thing I need to worry about is crew morale. I have to worry about getting this ship back to the Alpha Quadrant in one piece.”

“If your crew doesn’t respect you, and if you don’t pay more close attention to the suggestions of others, we very well may not make it back in one piece.”

Conway huffed, perplexed. “Larkin, is there any way to shut off that emotion program?”

“You have asked before, and again I must respond ‘whenever I feel like it.’”

“Damn.”

“This is not an emotional issue. It is an issue of command style.”

“Just say it. Baxter would have done things differently!” Conway whirled and kept on to engineering. Larkin followed after, easily closing the distance between her and the captain. “I was not going to say that. Captain Baxter had a…distinct…command style. And, as I recall, he stymied you on many occasions when you attempted to give him advice.”

“Well, I wouldn’t call it advice. Prodding, maybe.”

“And did he respond to it well?”

“He usually ignored me. Put his fingers in his ears and hummed a tune or some such nonsense.”

“Then you know how I feel.” Larkin walked ahead of Conway, an exact duplication of what he’d done to her earlier.

Damn the engineering corridor was long.

Conway, breathless, jogged up to catch up to Larkin in engineering, where Lt. Commander Kamtezen was briefing her on the ship’s status.

“…systems are basically operating normally, but our sensor, navigational, and warp field systems all need to be realigned if we expect them to work properly. Such a huge and fast change in location can’t help but cause those sorts of problems.”

“We encountered similar problems on the first Aerostar’s trip to the Delta Quadrant,” Larkin said, once again all- business, acting as if the conversation she’d had with Conway had never happened.

Conway stepped between Kamtezen and Larkin, looking over the schematics of the Aerostar’s systems on the Master Display. He trusted the orange-scaled Bewhal engineer, but wished Starfleet knew more about that xenophobic race. It seemed every once in a while, something truly bizarre about Kamtezen’s culture or biology came up, and Conway had to hear about it. Luckily, the ship’s Chief Medical Officer was a Flarn, and in Dr. Benzra’s long career (70 years at Conway’s last reckoning) she’d dealt with a little of just about everything. Of course, before her emergency field commission as a Starfleet doctor several years back, Benzra had mostly dealt with interspecies issues such as “which species is tastiest?” and “which will go best with blue kel-ale?” or “which will give me indigestion?” Conway made a mental note to drop by Sickbay and make sure Benzra knew they were in the Delta Quadrant. He probably should have invited her to the staff meeting. Or Kamtezen for that matter. His command strategy wasn’t what one would call “inclusive.” The upside was, both Kamtezen and Benzra seemed to like to keep to their respective stomping grounds. And Counselor Telvin had an aversion to even stepping on the bridge (after one too many battle situations on his previous assignments), which suited Conway just fine.

“So,” Conway said, looking from Kamtezen to Larkin. “How long until all the kinks are worked out?”

“How long until we’re 100 percent?” Kamtezen asked. “Hard to say. Minimum estimate, another two hours.”

“That may not be good enough,” Larkin told Conway. “Tactical sensors aren’t at maximum range, but there is a high probability that some residents of this quadrant will have noticed our arrival and will shortly arrive on our doorstep.”

“Let’s hope they’re the friendly ones,” Kamtezen said.

Conway nodded. “Not likely. Anything else?”

“Well, I found out this morning that my son has reverged!”

Conway shifted from foot to foot and stared at his shoes. “Re…verged?”

“Bewhal are known to fluidly shift from gender to gender. It’s a wonderful experience and quite thrilling. And I’m not there to see it!”

Conway looked numbly at Kamtezen. “I’m…so…sorry, Commander. I’m sure we’ll get back soon and you can have a great time with…” He pursed his lips as he struggled to find words.

Kamtezen signed. “With them. Just say them.”

“Of course.” Conway pivoted and walked off. “Larkin…with me.”

With an “Aye, Captain” on Larkin’s part, the two headed back to the dreaded corridor. Conway wished there were more turbolifts near engineering. Explorer had them. Aerostar, on the other hand, was built with the intention that its inhabitants loved to walk. Little did they know who’d end up captaining her.



When Conway and Larkin emerged on the bridge, after a surprisingly quiet walk and turbolift ride, Conway was taken aback to see a Flarn warship staring back at him from the viewscreen. He hopped backwards slightly, grabbing the door of the turbolift. “Red Alert!” he called out, not realizing the bridge was already bathed in red light. It was then that he also noticed the blaring klaxon. Why wasn’t that piped into the turbolift?

“And why didn’t anyone call me about this?” Conway demanded, hurrying down with Larkin into the command pit.

Ford vacated the command chair and took helm. “Didn’t see a reason for it,” he said easily. “You were already almost here.”

“Not to worry, though,” Gellar said from his seat at tactical. “They just entered sensor range. It’ll be an hour before they’re actually close enough to hit us.”

Alexa looked impatient at sciences. “Well? What do we do, David? Do we run or try to talk to them?”

“And what’s the deal with painting their ships yellow and lime? I almost prefer the red ones,” said Ford.

“All good questions,” Conway said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. He glanced at Larkin, who’d taken a position right next to him in the dugout between conn and ops. “Well, Commander? Opinions?”

The android’s eyes diverted momentarily. In that time, Conway surmised she’d done about a trillion calculations and projections based on the current situation. And she probably took a microsecond to feel glib about the fact that he actually asked for her opinion. Finally, she spoke: “I recommend we remain at Red Alert and await the vessel’s arrival. By that time, we should be at full capacity, and able to defend ourselves against an attack, and run if necessary.”

“If we run now, we would have a significant head start,” Saral piped up from ops.

“Thanks to Mister Ford’s navigational legerdemain, I do not doubt that we would outrun them even if they enter weapons range,” Larkin said to Ford.

“Can’t argue there,” Ford smiled.

Larkin turned to Conway. “My recommendation is still that we wait and talk to them. I have a…feeling…we may be able to reason with them. And, if nothing else, we may learn what type of situation the Bermuda Expanse has thrown us into.”

“Okay then,” Conway said, and walked back to his command chair. “We wait. Science, continue to study the longrange scans of the area. Coordinate with astrometrics. Tactical,” he looked to Gellar. “Be ready to blow up as much Delta Quadrant as is necessary.”

“Done and done,” Gellar said eagerly.

Conway sighed, tried not to feel queasy, or meet eyes with Alexa, who he knew was undoubtedly looking at him with a grim expression. She wasn’t Starfleet. She’d only served on a science vessel before Aerostar-A. Each time, and it wasn’t often, that the Aerostar got into a firefight, Conway knew Alexa got edgy. But she wanted the posting, and he respected that, and in spite of the danger, he felt better with her close by. Marraige or no, he cared about her.

And, if Alexa ever felt really edgy, Conway reminded himself that the Aerostar-A came equipped with a great ship’s counselor in Telvin. Well, a licensed ship’s counselor, at any rate.



CHAPTER FOUR



Dr. Browning sidled out of the kitchen, covered in glop. “It’s a mess in there. I don’t know who’s flying, but they’re not doing a very good job!”

“Does that mean me and my special little girl won’t get any dinner?” Counselor Peterman asked with a pout, patting Steffie’s hand as she sat on her adjacent stool.

“Sure, I can whip you up something,” Browning said, walking over to Peterman and Steffie’s corner table and sitting down. “As long as you don’t mind Kelvarkian tuna casserole mixed with Bolian clam chowder.”

“You’d think these alien cultures would have more exotic names for their dishes,” Peterman said pensively.

“I’m sure they do,” Browning said, chewing on a broken breadstick. She righted the container at the middle of the table and began re-arranging the sticks. “We just can’t pronounce the names.”

“I want to go to the bridge,” Steffie said, tugging on Peterman’s shirt-sleeve.

“You can’t right now,” Peterman said. “Your daddy’s being a control freak.”

“He’s not controlling,” Steffie snapped back.

Browning and Peterman exchanged half a giggle and quickly regained their composure. “Well,” Browning said. “I think it’s nice that you’re spending some quality time with your mommy.”

“I want to drive the ship!” announced Steffie, pounding the table.

“Not right now,” Browning said. “Apparently another pre- schooler is driving.”

Steffie jutted out her lower lip and folded her arms. “I wanna go to Starfleet Academy!”

Peterman’s eyes widened. “I don’t believe it! My husband has totally brainwashed her!”

“It’s not as bad as all that,” Browning said. “Starfleet life has a lot to offer. Look where it got us?”

Peterman glared at Browning. “Hah! You’re not even IN Starfleet anymore!”

“Well, that’s beside the point. I think Starfleet is a fine way for a child to blossom into an adult.”

Peterman snickered. “I hear Plato’s thinking about applying next year.”

“Absolutely not! No way my son’s going to get shot at by an enraged Orion!”

Peterman nodded. “Now you see where I’m coming from.”

“I guess,” Browning said, after some thought. “But you can think of it this way, if it’ll help: You always have a chance with your next child!”

Peterman froze. “That chance may come sooner than you think.”

Browning blinked. “Um. What?”

“Steffie,” Peterman said, patting Steffie on the shoulder. “Why don’t you run into Aunt Janice’s kitchen and play with her pots and pans.”

“Okeydoke. Then can we go to the bridge?” Steffie asked, eyes pleading.

“We’ll see,” Peterman cooed, and ushered Steffie toward the kitchen. Once Steffie had trotted off behind the kitchen doors, Peterman returned to her seat and turned a wary look on Browning. She glanced over one shoulder, then the other. Thankfully, the restaurant was vacant. Dinner wasn’t for another twenty minutes.

“So what’s going on here, Kelly?” Browning asked.

Peterman stared at the ceiling, as if to gain strength from it. “I’m pregnant…again.”

Browning processed this information, then cocked her head quizzically. “No!”

“Yes!”

Quite irritatingly, Browning chuckled at this. First it was just a bit of a dry chortle, then it burst into all out guffaws.

Peterman grit her teeth. “And what’s so damn funny about that?”

Once Browning had composed herself, she said, “You and Andy tried for months to have the first baby…I mean you REALLY tried!”

“Your point?”

“Then this one somehow got around all the hypos, the…”

“I stopped taking my hypo,” Peterman said quickly.

“For goodness sakes, why?”

“Because I started to get a rash!”

“You should have told Holly. She could have…”

“I don’t trust Holly with…those things.”

“I would have helped!”

“Well, the point is moot. I stopped taking my hypo and now I’m three months pregnant!”

“THREE MONTHS!”

Peterman leaned across the table in an instant and slammed her hand over Browning’s mouth. “SHUSH!”

“FREE MUMF!” Browning said, amazed, through Peterman’s hand.

Peterman took her hand away. “I’ve been trying to figure out how to tell Andy.”

“You’ve been trying for quite a while. How long have you known?”

“A little more than two months. I missed my…plasma discharge, so I decided to take one of those home tests you sell down in the Dillon Supply Depot.”

“How did you buy that without me knowing?”

“I bribed the Bradley Dillon hologram,” Peterman said, and sounded quite proud about it.

Browning clenched her fist. “That little son of a–!”

“Well, the point is, I can’t wait until I have the baby to tell Andy.”

“Of course you can’t. Tell him now!”

“In the middle of an important mission, where the whole crew of the Aerostar is depending on US to save them? AND in the middle of an argument?”

“You’re more worried about the argument than the mission, aren’t you?” Browning asked skeptically.

“Of course I am!”

“Kelly, you have to tell him. Goodness sakes, you’re already showing a bit.”

“I am NOT!”

“No wonder you switched to the standard-issue tool jacket. I thought that was odd, since you don’t use any tools!”

Peterman fumbled with the folds of her jacket. “I should never have told you.”

“No, no. I’m glad you can confide in me. But this has to end. Andy has to know he’s going to be a father…again.”

“Maybe you could tell him! He likes you!”

“Don’t be absurd. You two are husband and wife! You’re adults. You’re almost 40 years old! Stop acting like children!”

“I am NOT almost 40 years old! I am 36!”



“You’re telling me no one is driving!” Lt. Commander Megan Hartley said in abject disbelief as she checked the new engines from the bridge engineering station.

Captain Baxter leaned over the console, watching as she worked. “Pretty much. She’s on autopilot now. Richards’s belowdecks trying to convince Susan to come back.”

“What about the Beta, Delta, and Gamma shift helms…people?” asked Hartley as she clacked away at the engineering station.

“You would be speaking of Carstairs, Luzella, and V’denebrax,” said Baxter.

“Whatever.”

“They all…had an accident.”

Hartley looked at Baxter in total incomprehension. “‘Accident’? ALL of them?”

“Chris took them down on the Denerius Two mission, you know, as a treat for working double shifts while Susan was at harp camp, and they got hit with a wave of ionized plasma energy that rendered their senses of direction totally defunct.”

“I’ve heard of that,” Hartley mumbled.

“Poor bastards. Just keep bumping into walls. And forget about them ever steering a ship again. They’d slam us into a moon or something.”

“Like Lieutenant Sefelt did last month?”

“Well, we all make mistakes.” Baxter sighed. “So anyway, I had to convert them all to inventory officers and now I’m busy trying to find a fill-in helmsman.”

“You were reading the Federation news when I got here a few minutes ago.”

Baxter sighed. “I’m working it all out up here.” He thunked his head. “Trust me.”

“Sure,” Hartley said. “So who’s watching out to make sure we don’t…you know, hit a moon or something?”

“J’hana’s monitoring the sensors,” Baxter said, glancing over in the Andorian’s direction. “And doing a damn spiffy job of it too.”

Hartley surveyed the bridge. It felt oddly vacant. It was, except for she and Baxter, J’hana, and Sefelt at Ops. Her gaze finally fell on the science station. “Where’s Tilleran?”

Baxter shrugged, leaning his elbows on the engineering console. “Beats me. Chris handles the schedules.”

“She has not reported for duty since we began the refit,” J’hana said quickly. “Including her week-long vacation on Betazed.”

“Someone’s keeping tabs on someone,” Baxter giggled under his breath.

“Don’t make me toss another blade at you.”

“If anyone would know what’s up with Tilleran, it would be J’hana,” Hartley said. “Or me.”

“Well?” Baxter glanced between the two. “Somebody better cough up some gossip.”

J’hana and Hartley exchanged a shrug.

“She has not spoken to me for quite a while.” J’hana’s eyes narrowed. “Since the dark times began.”

“Dark…” Hartley asked.

“Her relationship with Chris.” Baxter shook his head. “She’s taken to calling those four months the ‘dark times.’ I hear you two had a lot of fun.”

“His body can’t take much punishment.”

“Which is really the gauge of any good relationship,” Hartley said to Baxter by way of explanation. She slid out from behind the L-shaped engineer’s console and crossed the bridge to study another panel of readouts. “Well, captain, the engines are working perfectly. Intermix is stable, injectors functioning fine. Have you seen the new warp core? It’s a beaut!”

“No,” Baxter said, and leaned back against the engineer’s console. “I’ve been too busy fighting with my wife.”

“Hmm. I was more interested in your helmsman problem. How’s that coming again?”

“Not very well.” Baxter’s expression lit up. “Say, Commander…”

“Forget about it!” snapped Hartley. “I have new warp engines to coddle. You can find another idiot to sit behind the wheel.” She marched off toward the bridge exit. Then she whirled back toward Baxter. “Hey, I have an idea. How about Plato? He’s been mucking about in the engine room for months. Hasn’t he graduated to the bridge yet?”

Baxter shot up straight and snapped his fingers. “That’s it, Hartley! I’ll get Plato to do it. Just hope his mom won’t mind. Ah, well. What are godfather privileges if you can’t put them to good use?”

Hartley nodded as she slid through the opening turbolift doors. “I’m sure going behind his mother’s back to assign him to a potentially dangerous bridge position as we head into a dangerous mission across the galaxy where who-knows-what is happening…” Hartley paused to breathe, “won’t cause the LEAST bit of a problem!” And she disappeared behind the turbolift doors.

“Glad everybody’s in agreement!” said Baxter, and he dashed for the foreward turbolift. As he stepped in and was closed off from the bridge, he heard the unmistakable sound of a blade clattering against the doors.



Baxter met Plato as he was emerging from the doors to the Deck Nine classroom, a satchel of padds in hand. He always stayed late after class, something Baxter figured he got from the Founder side of the family.

“Learn anything new today, Plato?” Baxter asked, and picked up step next to the young changeling.

“Nope,” Plato said. “Maybe if my brain hadn’t aged so quickly over the last four years I’d be able to learn along with the other fourth-graders.”

The Explorer kids had all been around kindergarten-aged at the time of Starfleet’s somewhat questionable decision to place families back aboard the ship, and as such, the lesson plan and teaching staff had evolved to grow with them. In the first year of the school program, for instance, Tyra Shar, the kindergarten teacher, was murdered during a field trip by Commander Conway. After summer break, the children returned to class to find a brand spanking new first grade teacher. In successive years, the teachers simply transferred to and from other ships instead of dying or trying to kill everyone. The Federation school board was eminently happy with this, as was the inaugural class.

Other, older kids did have occasion to come aboard the Explorer, but they were usually home-schooled, or learned trades from many of the different military and private-sector crewpersons of the ship. Yeoman Briggs, for instance, gave a great seminar on macrame. The hologram of Federation President Bradley Dillon, which ran the supply depot below Janice Browning’s Space Tastes restaurant, taught “Managerial Skills for the 25th Century.”

Plato, for some reason, felt more comfortable learning from the Starfleet staff, and wore the grey “Starfleet brat” jumpsuit to prove it.

“I still like going to class, just to be with my friends,” Plato went on to tell Baxter as they walked down the corridor. “But I’ve grown more and more apart from them with each passing year. Today I wanted to discuss Surak’s philosophies with Katie Unlathi, but she just stole my lunch then secreted something on it.”

“Want me to have her killed?” Baxter asked with a giggle.

“You think J’hana would do it?”

“I was just joking.” Baxter shivered. J’hana, especially in her current state of mind, would probably be more than happy to knock off the Velvattian child, for sport if nothing else.

Baxter glanced at Plato, then stopped in his tracks. Plato stopped and turned to regard the captain quizzically.

“Something wrong, Uncle Andy?” Plato still called him “Uncle,” from time to time.

Baxter blinked at Plato. “Have you grown since I saw you last?”

Plato nodded. “I’m trying a new height. Two meters. How do you like it?”

Baxter shrugged, looking upward to catch the half- changeling’s eye. “I think it fits you well.”

“Wish my uniform did.”

“Yes, well, you can see Yeoman Briggs about that.” Baxter patted Plato on the back and ushered him on down the corridor. “But enough small-talk. I came down to pick you up from class because I have a job offer for you.”

“I’m not animal-sitting again. That darned lemur nearly ripped my eyes out. And those are actually one of the few things I can’t regenerate!”

“Not what I was thinking,” said Baxter. “How does ‘relief helmsman’ sound to you?”

Plato rubbed his chin. “A lot better than ‘animal- sitter.’ Are you sure my mom won’t mind?”

“Ah, she’ll understand,” Baxter said, sounding more confident than he felt. “Why don’t you come on up to the bridge with me and we’ll get you familiarized with the controls? Now’s as good a time as any. I’m sure our current helmsman can…um, find other things to do.” Baxter didn’t feel it necessary to fill Plato in on the true nature of his helm problem.

“Wow. A part-time helm position would really enhance my application to Starfleet Academy!”

“Just remember, Plato, in Starfleet’s eyes you’re just six years old. You may have to be at least twelve before they let you in.”

“But Tilleran analyzed me last month and figured I had the brain capacity of an eighteen-year-old.”

“Well, that may be, but I’m not so sure how much we can rely on Lieutenant Commander Tilleran at the present.”

Plato nodded. “Well, she did also say I had a ‘taut, young body.’”

Something was definitely troubling Lt. Commander Tilleran. He resolved himself to see his chief science officer and straighten things out. Right after he straightened out his helm situation, his daughter’s career, and a continuing argument with his wife.

It was bound to be a long day.

And the Explorer hadn’t even reached the Delta Quadrant yet.



CHAPTER FIVE



“Now remember,” Browning said, sucking on a toothpick as she and Peterman rose in a turbolift up through the bowels of the Explorer. “You’re going to go into the conference room, a neutral territory, and talk rationally with Andy.”

Peterman nodded. “Neutral territory. Right. Good idea.”

“See, all we needed was a good meal, and we figured a way to make things all okay again.”

“I hope Steffie will be okay,” Peterman said, fumbling with her fingers. She’d left Steffie down in the playzone with a few of the other children, playing Vorta Supervisor. She’d also left Steffie with a padd on simple mammal biology…just for fun, of course!

“Steffie’s been into battle with us plenty of times before,” Browning said. “As has Plato. They’ve learned to adapt to it. We can’t expect to drop them off at a Starbase every time things get a little wacko.”

“We’d be doing that an awful lot,” Peterman admitted. “But I’m starting to get worried that she’s seeing all of the glamor of Starfleet life and none of the drawbacks. If my husband has any say, she’s going to walk into a Starfleet career expecting nothing but bliss and quantum torpedoes, when in reality…”

“In reality, you can be assigned to inventory for the first ten years and then end up on a starship of rejects?” Browning offered helpfully.

“Exactly,” Peterman said. “Andy never talks about those things.”

“Of course not. We always remember the past better than it is.”

“But he’s painting an inaccurate picture of Starfleet…”

“Like I’m sure you’re painting an inaccurate picture of veterinary medicine.”

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

“Didn’t you tell me one time you always wished you’d been a vet?”

“I meant war veteran,” Peterman said defensively.

“Yeah, sure you did.”

“Look, who’s the counselor here?”

Browning shrugged. “Just trying to offer you some friendly advice. Along those lines, might I also suggest, while you’re meeting with Andy, you fill him in about…little Baxter?”

“Little PETERMAN!”

“Let’s just call it ‘question mark’ for now, how’s about that?” Browning offered.

“That’s not a bad idea,” Peterman mused.

“Telling Andy?”

“The question mark thing.”

“Oh.” And the turbolift sighed to a stop.

Peterman glared at Browning as the doors opened. “And what are you doing here anyway? You don’t hang around the bridge much now that you’re a civilian.”

“I’m here for moral support,” Browning said, following Peterman out onto the bridge. “And besides, I happen to think that a little bridge time is good for everyone now and again. We have to be reminded how this big, beautiful ship is being run, ri–”

And Browning’s eyes fell upon Plato, who looked innocently back at her from his seat at helm. He faced her, stars streaking on the viewscreen behind him.

Baxter turned in his command chair. “Honeybear, Janice! Great to see you two. I found us a fill-in helmsman!”

“Do you want him first or shall I?” Peterman asked Browning impishly.

“Me first!” Browning said, and stalked down to the command center. She pointed at the pair of doors. “Conference room, Captain!”

“But, Janice…I thought you’d be…”

Browning screwed her eyes shut. “Conference room!”

Baxter got up to follow Browning into the room just as the foreward turbolift doors opened to admit Lt. Commander Tilleran.

She looked around at everyone on the bridge, including J’hana who sat moping at the tactical console.

“Everybody, I have some news,” Tilleran said finally. “I think it would be appropriate if we had a little staff meeting to discuss it.”

“The room is occupied!” Browning snapped.

“This’ll only take a minute.” And Tilleran lead the way into the conference room.

Baxter sighed. Saved by the Betazoid. He regally gestured for Browning to enter the conference facility, and Peterman after her. “Well, let’s see what she has to tell us. I don’t know about you, but I’m sure interested.”

“This isn’t over,” Browning muttered.

“Plato…you have the conn!” Baxter said, all smiles, trying mightily to avoid Browning’s glare at that statement.



Baxter had never seen Janice Browning even remotely mad at him. Heck, he’d never really seen her that mad, all except for the time she was possessed by the alien consciousness. He pointed out that much.

“Why do you keep having to bring that up?” demanded Browning as she paced the conference room.

“We were talking about me,” Lt. Commander Tilleran reminded everyone, sitting at the center of the conference table. “I assure you, this won’t take long.”

Browning folded her arms. “Go ahead.”

Tilleran looked around at the concerned glances afforded her by Baxter, Peterman, Sefelt, and J’hana. Well, Sefelt was just looking inwardly self-conscious and worried, as usual.

Browning just looked ticked; Richards and Madera were no doubt still going over Madera’s apparent resignation from the senior staff.

So Tilleran drew in a deep breath and said: “I’m leaving the Explorer.”

J’hana nodded understandingly, but everyone could hear her teeth grinding.

“Can you tell us why?” Baxter asked. He wanted to talk about this revelation as long as it took to make Browning forget why she was mad. Baxter imagined it would take three or four minutes.

“I’ve decided to marry Crellus.”

Peterman blinked. “Who?”

“You know, the Century 25 property specialist on Betazed who I was promised to at the age of three?” asked Tilleran. “Don’t you remember hearing about that?”

“It’s a big crew,” Peterman waffled.

“Yeah, that guy,” said Baxter. “Creelus.”

“Crellus.”

“Whatever.” Baxter moved over to sit on the conference table, facing Tilleran. “So, tell us about this Crell-guy. What made you suddenly decide to marry him?”

“It’s not a sudden decision. He’s been trying these past four years to win me over. You’d think he’d have given up by now.”

“Yes. You. Would. Think.” J’hana ground out the words with her teeth. She was digging trenches in the conference table laquer with her fingernails.

“Well I for one am thrilled,” Peterman said, and J’hana rose from her chair, no doubt on a collision course straight for the counselor. Baxter shoved her back into her seat. He was probably the only person on the ship who could have done that, since J’hana had sworn a blood oath to keep her captain safe from harm. She would kill to do so, and killing herself to save the Captain from herself, while it sounded fine in principle, was a logic problem the Andorian wasn’t prepared to deal with.

“Thank you, Counselor,” Tilleran said. She glanced around at the crewpersons in the conference room. “You all have meant a lot to me over the last eight years. But I believe it’s time for me to move on. They’ve even given me a spot on the faculty at the telepathy institute. I’m pretty high on the Betazoid ESP scale, so I’d be automatically tenured.”

“If I may ask,” Baxter said, wanting to keep the conversation rolling, “what prompted your decision?”

“I figured if he wanted me so badly he’d try for four years, he must mean business. I’m not getting any younger, either. And Crellus is quite well-off. It’s a smart decision.”

J’hana let out a low growl and cracked her knuckles. Baxter suspected she was crushing some bone too.

“If I may be so bold,” Peterman put out, looking nervously at J’hana, “isn’t it more important to follow your heart?”

“My heart says its time to settle down,” Tilleran said. “You should understand. You’ve become a veritable breeding animal–”

Peterman squeezed her eyes shut and thought with all her might: “HE DOESN’T KNOW ABOUT THAT YET! GET OUT OF MY MIND! AND IF I DIDN’T LOVE ANIMALS SO MUCH, I WOULD TAKE GREAT OFFENSE TO THAT!”

Tilleran blinked at that. “Sorry, Counselor.”

Baxter looked from Tilleran to Peterman blankly. “Huh?”

“I do not support this decision,” J’hana put in.

“I knew you wouldn’t take this well,” Tilleran said gently, putting a hand on J’hana’s.

“I have not begun to not take this well,” growled J’hana.

“I promise to keep in touch,” Tilleran said. “And, of course, my resignation won’t take effect until after this mission.”

“What a comfort,” muttered J’hana.

“Actually, that is quite a relief,” chuckled Baxter, trying to lighten the mood. “We’d hate to have to divert course to Betazed and drop you off, what with the whole crew of the Aerostar-A waiting on us to save them.”

Not so much as a giggle.

“Andy? Can we talk now?” asked Browning. “In your office?”

Damn. “Sure, Janice,” Baxter mumbled, and made his way reluctantly across the conference room to the door.

Peterman picked up step behind him. He didn’t see this, he just sort of felt her behind him. Browning gestured him out onto the bridge and he cringed. Browning and Peterman working in concert. The outcome of this could not, would not, be good.

Sefelt filed out after them in a somewhat obligatory fashion, leaving Tilleran and J’hana alone, staring at each other across the conference room table.

Silence.

Finally, J’hana said: “So, Ari, how long?”

“How long what?” Tilleran asked, but she knew now that J’hana new.

“How long have you been going through the phase?”

Tilleran made a vain attempt to shrug the accusation off. “I’m not going through the ‘phase.’ That’s preposterous. I’m not even forty.”

“And yet you are going through it, are you not?” J’hana’s glassy gray eyes bored into Tilleran’s.

Tilleran didn’t say anything.

“Are you not?” J’hana said again.

“It’s not something we like to talk about. Especially with non-Betazoids.”

“I did my homework when we started…um, dating,” J’hana said. “I don’t pretend to know all about what you’re going through. I just know you want to get laid, and fast.”

“It’s not about getting ‘laid,’ as you put it,” Tilleran said with a gasp of exasperation. “My body is just telling me I need to get my life in gear.”

“It’s telling you twenty years early, according to Betazoid medecine.”

“I saw some doctors on Betazed about that. They can’t explain it. My body is just ready for me to get married.”

J’hana nodded. “Interesting hypothesis. But are you ready?”

“Does it matter?”

J’hana made a low grunt in the back of her throat. “I would think so.”

Tilleran stood up. “Listen, J’hana, this is what I’m going to do. I didn’t ask for your support or your understanding. Just support me in this, and please, try to understand.”

“I make no promises.”



The instant Baxter walked out onto the bridge, he knew something was wrong.

He knew something was wrong because the Bermuda Expanse was on the viewscreen. And more importantly, the command chair was vacant.

Baxter’s eyes shifted instantly to helm. There was Plato. “Mister, I told you you had the conn. Why are you at helm?”

“I thought this WAS called ‘conn,’” Plato said innocently, tapping at the panel.

“He’s got you there,” Peterman said, hands-on-hips.

“Well,” Baxter said. “It’s all about the phrasing. When I say ‘you have conn,’ that means you have the helm. When I say, ‘you have THE conn,’ that means you have command of the bridge.”

Plato nodded. “I’ll remember for next time.”

“There won’t be a next time!” insisted Browning.

“Aw, Mom!”

“This isn’t up for discussion!” Browning said. “Engineering, the labs, Sickbay, that’s one thing. Those are relatively safe places. If you have bridge duty, there’s know telling what could happen to you. You’re wearing a gray uniform now, but there’s no telling when you, when you…” Browning’s eyes filled with tears, “will get a RED UNIFORM!”

Peterman rushed to wrap her arms around Browning. “There, there, Janice. Plato’s going to be just fine. Not all red- shirts die young. Look at Ford!”

Browning sobbed harder right into Peterman’s ample hair. The Counselor began to realize why she’d started wearing it short a few years ago, and cursed herself for letting it grow out into a poofy Deanna Troi mess of curls. People always seemed to cry into the curls.

Baxter looked at Browning and Peterman for a moment, then turned to Plato. “I have a small question. Can you please explain to me how in the hell we got to the Bermuda Expanse already?”

“It’s just a matter of plotting the Z axis right. The X and Y axis pretty much plot themselves,” Plato said, turning in his chair. “A little calculus, three non-real algorithms, some Zeframatic formulas, and you’re there!”

It was at that moment that Richards and Madera stepped out of the aft turbolift. Richards looked imminently pleased.

“Good news, Captain! Susan has agreed to come back to the helm!”

“We don’t need her,” Baxter said, wide-eyed. “Mister Plato, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful Starfleet career. You have all of Ford’s navigational smarts and none of the attitude!”

“Gee, thanks Andy.”

“What!” Richards exploded, pointed at Madera. “I made out with her for nothing!?!”

Madera slapped Richarson hard across the face and turned toward the turbolift. She stepped in, and ordered it to the crew decks. She folded her arms. “See you on Beta Shift, Captain?”

Baxter nodded. “Sure thing.” And the doors closed.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Browning demanded, stepping up in front of Baxter. “He is just a kid!”

“He’s six years old chronologically, but he’s got the mind of an eighteen-year-old,” Baxter said, heading back to his command chair. Evasive maneuvers. “Janice, it’s time you stopped holding him back. Plato is wonderfully talented. Let him put those talents to good use!”

“He could get killed!” Browning said, and followed Baxter back to his command chair. At the same time, Peterman swooped in, dove in front of Browning to offer hugs and support.

Baxter placed his hands on Browning’s shoulders, gently shoved Peterman out of the way. “Janice, I promise you he won’t be harmed as long as I command this ship,” he said earnestly. “He’s my godson, and I want him to succeed. This is what he enjoys doing.”

Browning bit her lip. “I don’t know. I just…” She turned to face Richards. “You made out with Madera to get her to come back to the helm!”

Baxter said a silent “thank-you” to whichever deity was available and sat down in his command chair. “You guys can use my ready-room if you’d like to talk.”

“No need.” And Browning stormed into the turbolift.

“I’d better…” Peterman said, then glanced back at the door to the conference room. “Well, Tilleran…but Janice…Steffie’s…Bermuda Expanse… Mirk!”

Baxter watched Peterman try to decide who needed her help most desperately and was grateful to see that she decided to simply walk over and plop down beside him. Nothing like a life-and-death struggle in the Delta Quadrant to straighten out the kinks in a marriage.

Richards sat down on Baxter’s right. “This has been such a wasted day.”

“I can only imagine,” Baxter sighed, and Tilleran and J’hana walked out of the conference room, poker-faced. “Well, glad you all are back,” Baxter said. “It’s time we contact Waystation and find out just what the hell happened to the Aerostar.”

Peterman, on the other hand, was thinking about her counseling strategies. She had a lot to handle. Tilleran leaving, the repercussions for J’hana, Browning and Plato and this helm stuff, Richards’s newfound desire to prostitute himself…and then there was Steffie. Could Peterman let Baxter do to Steffie what his own parents had done to him? And what he was doing even now to Plato?

And then there was Mirk. Where the hell was Mirk, anyway?



“Enjoying the view?”

Hartley was looking over Mirk’s shoulder in their quarters. Mirk, for his part, was looking out the window.

When Hartley had been promoted, and she and Mirk had moved in together, which pretty much happened at the same time, Hartley had requested her new, bigger cabin to be right at the rear of the lower saucer, center seat, so she could have a bird’s eye view of those beautiful nacelles.

Those beautiful nacelles. Left, Right…Middle.

“I like the new nacelle,” Mirk said, glancing back at Hartley. “Looks very graceful sort of sprouting out of the back like that.”

“I thought so too,” Hartley said. She’d personally overseen the installation of the new nacelle during the recent refit. It meant that she and Mirk wouldn’t get their vacation on the plateaus of Appalacia (damn World War III!), but Hartley built up a lot of comp-time for the trip they’d been planning to the amusement planet of Fungalia.

“So, does it increase speed, or efficiency?” Mirk asked.

Hartley stepped closer to Mirk, rubbed his shoulders. “I have no idea. We’re only just now testing it. Who knows?”

Mirk gave a small smile. “You’re so thorough about your job.”

“So you’ve heard we’re going to try to go to the Delta Quadrant,” Hartley said, after some quality time spent watching the middle nacelle thrum.

“Yep. I figured Captain Baxter would’ve wanted to talk to me about it, but he hasn’t called yet.”

Hartley rolled her eyes. “He’s been, uh, occupied.”

“With what?”

“I don’t have enough absurdity tolerance to go into it,” Hartley sighed. “So. Are you happy about this?”

“About going back to the Delta Quadrant?” asked Mirk. “Absolutely!”

“You may even get to see your Father again.”

“I’d love that.” Mirk turned to face Hartley. “You’re worried, aren’t you?”

Hartley nodded. “You may even get to see Danel again.”

“Megan…I didn’t agree to become Mister Mirk Hartley for nothing.”

“Thanks for that, by the way,” Hartley said, smiling half- heartedly.

“You know how long it’s been since I’ve even thought about Danel?”

“Since you got word that we were going to the Delta Quadrant earlier today?”

“Actually, yes, about then.”

Hartley turned to sit down on their tan fuzzy couch. “That’s not what worries me, hon. There’s plenty more that does.”

Mirk whirled to face Hartley, knelt and took her hands. “Megan… nothing in the Delta Quadrant is going to take me from you, do you hear that?”

Hartley and Mirk’s fingers interlaced. Hartley’s lower lip trembled. To that day, Mirk was the only being in the universe she’d ever shown a glimpse of her true self.

Mirk opened his mouth to say something else, when the comm bleeped.

“Commander Hartley, Mister Hartley, we’re at the Bermuda Expanse,” Baxter’s voice boomed.

“Already!” Hartley exclaimed. That was the problem with having your quarters at the BACK of the ship. She just then noticed that the Explorer had indeed come out of warp.

“Apparently,” replied Baxter. “Anyhoo, I’d like you two to come up here just in case the ship starts to explode, or we get tossed into an alternate universe or anything.”

“It’s nice to feel needed,” Hartley said, and Mirk pulled her to her feet, and the two marched out of the cabin arm-in- arm.



MEANWHILE, 70-SOME THOUSAND LIGHT YEARS AWAY…



“Federation Starship, this is Program Assistant Gronnik, representing the Leadership Spa and Funtimes Resort. My vessel is called the Creativity. Drop shields and prepare to be boarded, or we will lead you right into oblivion with our creative management style!”

“Shields failing; I think they mean business!” Lt. Gellar called out from tactical as the Aerostar was pummeled again. So much for Larkin’s suggestion that they could talk sense to the commander of the Flarn-style ship that was currently pummeling them. All that “Program Assistant” Gronnik had talked so far was nonsense.

Conway rocked in the command chair. “Ford, show them our tail. All power to engines and aft shields. Gun it!”

“I only have impulse at the moment,” Ford said, frantically working on the helm controls. “Kamtezen reports he can give us warp in ten minutes.”

“In ten minutes that Flarn ship will blow us out of space!” Alexa asserted from the science console.

“You want to go down and help him?” asked Ford.

“I suggest we all start getting along better quickly,” Commander Larkin suggested, gripping her chair beside Conway. “Conflict will not offer us a way out of this situation!”

“Obviously not much has changed since we came over here for that little preview four years ago,” Conway griped.

“You’d think after all this time we’d know more about how to counteract Flarn weaponry,” Alexa said, madly searching for a way to bust through the Flarn ship’s defenses.

“Yes, you would, wouldn’t you,” Conway said dryly. “Of course, no one thought we’d ever have to FIGHT a Flarn ship again!”

“Indeed, it would even be sensible to assume that our Flarn chief surgeon could be of some help,” added Larkin.

“I doubt she’s up on all of the latest technologies,” pointed out Brian Gellar.

“She’s been a doctor for six years, and on top of that she’s been away from this side of the galaxy for six years, so leave her alone,” Conway said. “Besides,” and he nodded at the lime-and-yellow turkey buzzard-shaped vessel on the viewscreen. “We have more pressing matters to deal with!”

BLAAAAAAM!

Sparks suddenly erupted from tactical and Gellar was thrown backwards.

Larkin raced to the board and took stock. “He will live,” she said decidedly, and turned to tactical. “Our third EPS relay, however, was not so lucky.”

“Make a long story short, Larkin!” Conway commanded, holding fast to the ops station, where Saral was busy re- routing power from useless parts of the ship like the classrooms and lavatories.

“Engineering will have the matter taken care of momentarily.”

“Until then, though, we’re weaponless.”

“Essentially.”

“Meaning?”

“Totally.”

Conway nodded. “Thought so. Ford, more out of the engines, if you please!”

“We’re already at maximum impulse,” Ford said. “And they’re right on our backsides!”

“Right then!” Conway said. “Well, veer hard right and go to all-stop. This thing can turn on a strip of latinum, right?”

“Oh yeah,” Ford said proudly, and he brought the ship around so hard nearly everyone hit the deck, but luckily the bridge of the Aerostar-A’s bridge was adorned with handholds remarkably similar to towel racks.

Alexa gripped sciences. “Inertial dampers are maxed out!”

Gellar climbed back into his seat at tactical, rubbing a bruise on his head. “But you got the required effect. They overshot us by five million klicks!”

Conway straightened his tunic. “Super. Ford–”

“Already headed in the opposite direction.”

“When all else fails, I’m glad I have your cowardly instincts to fall back on.”

“Damn right you do!”

“They have adjusted course,” Saral noticed from ops. “And are again on a direct intercept path.”

“Weapons range?”

“In one minute,” Alexa said. “Their acceleration curve isn’t anywhere near ours.”

“Then we have to keep exploiting that,” Conway said. “Ford, keep the maneuvers tight.”

“Tighter than Lieutenant Saral’s left buttock, aye sir!” Ford said, and Saral did nothing. He stared at her a moment, mouth agape. “Well?”

“An emotional response would be uncharacteristic of my heritage, and would be wholly wasted on you,” Saral said primly and continued tapping at her ops controls.

Ford glanced back at Conway. “How am I supposed to get a rise out of anyone without J’hana around? It’s been four years and I haven’t even been slapped upside the head once!”

“You are ‘getting a rise’ out of me right now,” Larkin said, stepping over from the command arena. “Because you are not focused on your station. Would you like me to relieve you of duty?”

“A good old fashioned beating would suffice!” Ford replied, returning to his piloting.

“That would be counterproductive.”

Conway chuckled dryly at the exchange. “Glad to see the two of you can joke at a time like this.” On the viewscreen, the Flarn ship bobbed and weaved, right on their tail, sending lashings of energy after them.

“I need something to pass the time between getting shot at and…” Ford said, and beamed when an indicator lit on his panel. “Going to warp!” He slammed the button and the Aerostar shot forward, breaking into warp space, factor nine point nine and rising. Apparently Kamtezen down in Engineering had sorted everything out.

Conway wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. “Another minute and we’d have been space debris!”

“As it is we’re barely capable of sustaining warp,” Alexa reported. “We’re going to need to find a safe port of call– and soon.”

“I suspect I have just the port of call in mind,” Conway said, and exchanged a knowing glance with Ford. “You know what I mean?”

Ford nodded, grinning, then immediately his face went blank. “Nope. Can’t say that I do.”



Ardek stood up on his huge throne as the viewscreen image showed plasma torpedoes flying harmlessly through the vacant area of space Aerostar had occupied microseconds earlier.

“They seem to have gone into warp,” Program Assistant Gronnik said, staring out of a square inset in the viewscreen. Impassive and surly, fat and gray, utterly charisma-less but dedicated like hell to the Leadership and Fun cause, Gronnik had remained Ardek’s closest lieutenant. He was, in fact, the first convert. As such, the process hadn’t gone quite exactly right. The man should have been utterly devoid of original thought, loyal to serving Ardek. Instead, the gas went one step better and made him utterly devoid of personality.

“Well, Gronnik, Critic’s sakes, go after them!”

“Getting underway now,” Gronnik said, and disappeared from the viewscreen.

Ardek sat back down, cross-legged,in his throne. “Jahn, I want you to find out where Aerostar is headed, then take us there. Have a squadron of Leader-ships meet us there. You understand?”

“But, Exaltedness, you said Program Assistant Gronnik–”

“Is no smarter than his big fat rump, you puny Maloxian nit! Do as I say!” A vein protruded on Ardek’s forehead, but no one on the bridge mentioned it. Ardek was highstrung, bi-polar. Given to fits of pure ecstasy, followed swiftly with fits of utter and pure rage. Those things tended to happen when one sucked up a can of the Critics’ gas on a regular basis. One’s mind could only become so malleable.

But, all things considered, Ardek seemed to be taking it well.

Jahn busied himself with extrapolating the Aerostar course. When he finally figured out where she was headed, it made total sense to Jahn. He never met any of the Aerostar or Explorer crew, never knew anything of their adventures, only that Ardek didn’t care much for them. Still, to Jahn, the destination of Aerostar was painfully obvious.

He told Ardek, who instantly went from being on the verge of strangling the tactician’s neck to screaming out in orgasmic joy and hopping up and down on his throne seat.

Soon, Ardek said, the Aerostar crew would be all his. Jahn gave him the benefit of the doubt.



CHAPTER SIX



When Hartley and Mirk stepped out onto the bridge, they came face to face with the enormous head of Captain Lisa Beck.

On the viewscreen, Beck looked more than a little perturbed.

“I’m not one to panic over nothing, Captain,” Beck said, narrowing her eyes at Baxter. “But you didn’t see that anomaly waltz up and engulf the Aerostar. Anomalies just do NOT do that!”

“You have footage?” Baxter asked, shifting his weight from buttock to buttock. Beck made him nervous. A roving, ship-hungry Bermuda Expanse, on the other hand, seemed just dandy.

“Mister Porter…” Beck said, glancing over her shoulder.

“Route the clip to my science station,” Baxter said, and glanced at Tilleran. “Commander, I want you to study that footage eight ways from Stardate one.”

“On it,” Tilleran said.

Lt. Commander Craig Porter peered over Beck’s shoulder on the screen, working at his station. “Hi, Ariel.”

“Craig,” Tilleran said, and tapped at her panel. Baxter rolled his eyes.

Porter grinned. “Maybe, after all this craziness is sorted out, we could have dinner?”

“Um…” Tilleran said, then quickly went back to her work.

J’hana coughed.

Baxter stared at the ceiling.

Peterman stared at her knees.

“WELL?” Beck finally said.

Tilleran looked up from her station. “Maybe another time.”

Beck gritted her teeth. “I. Was. Talking. About. The. Scans.”

“Oh. The energy readings went off the scale for point- zero-five seconds. Other than that I can’t tell you anything, other than the Bermuda Expanse could do it again at any time.”

Mirk stepped forward. He and Hartley had been hanging back, observing.

“Captain,” Mirk said. “We need to go into the Bermuda Expanse.”

“That would not be smart,” Beck said, then muttered under her breath, “what am I saying. Look who I’m dealing with.”

“What?” asked Baxter.

“I said ‘good luck!’” Beck said, and scrubbed a hand down her face. “Listen, Captain: I’ve got nine hundred frightened Federation citizens on this station. They’ve been dealing over the last few hours with the fact that a ship was devoured by that anomaly, which is in spitting distance of our station. If you’re going to investigate, investigate, but don’t waste my time waffling around about it!”

“As always, it’s been a pleasure talking to you,” Baxter said blankly, and switched the viewer off. Beck’s face was replaced with a view of the Bermuda Expanse, roiling and purply- green.

Hartley walked over to Tilleran’s station and leaned over her panel. “Let me have a look at that.” Tilleran replayed the image of the Aerostar-A warping away from the Bermuda Expanse, then the Bermuda Expanse subsequently leaping onto the Prometheus- class vessel like a rabid Targ. Mirk looked on from behind Hartley, then glanced to the captain.

Baxter looked at Mirk hopefully. “Got some Maloxian lore to cover this eventuality, Mirk?”

“Not a scrap,” Mirk admitted. “Nothing in the scriptures indicates either side of the gateway should act like that. The Directors must be desperate.”

“If they wanted a date, they should have just told us so,” Hartley deadpanned.

Peterman’s head poked up. “Maybe they’re just lonely.”

“They sure have a funny way of showing it,” Baxter said. “But the longer we chat about it, the longer the Aerostar spends getting pummeled by God-knows-what over there.”

“I agree,” Richards said, shifting in his chair to face Baxter. “I’d better go belowdecks to get us ready for a quantum displacement.”

“You just want to make up to Janice.”

Richards smiled wanly. “Can I?”

Baxter waved a dismissive hand. “Fine. Desert me in my time of need. See if I care!”

“Thanks!” And Richards was gone in a proverbial flash.

“I’m going to go check on Steffie,” Peterman said, jogging to join Richards.

“Alone in the command arena,” Hartley sighed theatrically. “What oh what will he do?”

“Can it,” Baxter muttered, and looked to the viewscreen. “It would be terrific if my remaining staff could focus on figuring out that roiling mass on the screen.”

Hartley slid behind the science console with Tilleran and started tapping at controls. “Maybe I can boost the power to our multispectral scanners. The new ones from the refit top anything Waystation has.”

“Good idea,” Tilleran said. “I wonder why I didn’t think of that.”

“Because you were not around during the refit,” huffed J’hana.

“Here we go again,” sighed Baxter.

“I don’t have time to argue with you right now, J’hana,” Tilleran said. “Why don’t you make yourself useful and reconfigure the optronic imaging array?”

J’hana stared vacantly at Tilleran a moment, then disappeared behind her station. “Fine!”

Baxter heard several loud thumps and a shrill electronic whinny, and grimaced. What the hell was she doing back there?

Whatever it was, it worked.

Tilleran looked over her scans. “Multispectral imaging on-line. I’m getting a faint polyphasic residue in subspace from when the Bermuda Expanse leapt out at the Aerostar.”

Baxter nodded. He had no idea what the hell Tilleran had said, but he had the proper response ready: “On screen.”

He turned toward the viewscreen. Sure enough, a faint whisp of purple shrouded out over a large area in front of the Bermuda Expanse. Right where the Aerostar was pounced on, no doubt.

“Pardon my ignorance,” Mirk said, stepping up toward the railing that surrounded the command chairs. He glanced down at Baxter. “But how does this help us?”

“It tells us that…” Baxter’s mouth opened and closed a few times. “Maybe you can explain it best, Tilleran.”

“It doesn’t tell us anything,” Tilleran replied. “Only where the Aerostar was when she was pounced on, which, when you think about it, isn’t all that important.”

“I wish I could get the last five minutes back,” muttered Hartley.

Baxter scratched his head. “I know what you mean. Screw it. Plato, ahead into the Bermuda Expanse, one-quarter impulse.”

Lt. Sefelt cowered at ops. Though he projected the image that his promotion to ops chief helped him get over his anxiety and stress disorders, the actual threat of being sent flailing into the Delta Quadrant (which he’d never personally experienced, only heard about from the crew of the original Aerostar), made him want to soil his uniform and cry to his mommy. Instead of doing that though, he quite valiantly shrieked.

The bridge crew showed no sign that they noticed the shriek.

“Bermuda Expanse perimeter in one minute, forty-nine seconds,” said Plato.

“All hands, yellow alert,” Baxter said, and gripped the arms of his command chair. He counted down mentally, moving his mouth as he did so and staring at his fingers, as he was never so good with numbers.

Before he hit “nine,” the Bermuda Expanse suddenly grew on the viewscreen until the phenomenon filled the whole screen. Someone, probably Sefelt, shrieked like a sabrecat, and sparks exploded out of the panel beside Baxter. Something fell down and smashed him in the head. Everything went fuzzy, and screams and shouts became drowned-out elevator music, Bobby Darrin’s “Beyond the Sea”…



Beck watched the Explorer get gobbled up, and had to admit to herself that this eventuality was not at all surprising.

It was, however, disturbing.

She turned back immediately to look at Commander Walter Morales, her first officer. “That’s it. Commander, evacuate the station. Seize every ship you can get your hands on. Cram them in.”

Morales raced to the docking console and began sending out the message. “All hands and all surrounding ships, this is Commander Walter Morales with a Priority One message. All hands, evacuate Waystation. I repeat, evacuate Waystation. Proceed to the nearest airlock and follow the posted evac guidelines. This is not a drill. No pushing, no shoving, please. And while you’re rushing to get to safety, consider ordering up a tasty bottle of Sluggo Cola. Cool, refreshing, slimy. It’s Sluggo Cola.”

Beck glared at Morales as he closed the channel. “What the hell was that?”

“Sluggo Cola bought the rights to all our mass evacuations last month. Didn’t you see that in the Newsletter?”

Beck shrugged. “Must’ve missed it.”



Forty-seven minutes later (beating their drill time by three minutes) the full complement of Waystation had disembarked, squeezing on every available freighter and transport, every starship and science vessel, every courier and shuttle, every runabout and travel pod.

Vessels of sundry shape and size floated away from Waystation, and Beck and her three senior-most officers left last, not forgetting to shut off all power to the vacant station.

Beck stood at the center of the U.S.S. Wayward’s tiny bridge/cockpit, watching through the foreward windshield as the bullet-shaped scout ship backed away from Waystation. One by one, every cabin light and docking light winked out across the two massive saucers, and along the length of the connecting tube. One hundred decks, in all, all gone dark.

Even the station-keeping thrusters were deactivated, causing the station to pitch ever-so-slightly, like the Leaning Tower of Piza.

“I knew this moment would come eventually,” Beck sighed as Morales deftly swung Wayward about and sent it to the head of the pack of…well, wayward…vessels that fled Waystation like a bad plague. “And,” she added, “I just knew Baxter and his bunch would somehow be involved.”

“Are you sure we did the right thing?” Russell asked, manning tactical to Beck’s right.

“Would you like to be napping in your quarters and suddenly get transported lock, stock, and cargo unit to the Delta Quadrant?”

“Well, no.”

“Then I think I did the right thing.” Beck watched the stars through the windshield stretch out from pinpricks to streaks as Wayward engaged into warp, the other ships no doubt close behind. “Better tell Starfleet what we did. See if they want to send another ship of fools to their fate in that big purple mass of bad luck.”

“Wonder if the Secondprize is available,” mused Russell.

“Shut up.”



CHAPTER SEVEN



…it’s far beyond a star,

it’s near, beyond the moon

I know, beyond a doubt

my heart will lead me there soon!



We’ll meet, beyond the shore

We’ll kiss, just as before

Happy we’ll be, beyond the sea

And never again, I’ll go sailing…



Andy Baxter’s eyes fluttered open and he shot up, aware suddenly that he was sitting on a rather uncomfortable plastic chair, in an antiseptic-smelling white room, with Bobby Darrin in muzak mode trilling over shot speakers from somewhere overhead. The whole scene had a washed-out look to it, and Baxter wasn’t sure if it was just blurred vision from the beam smashing into his head or if it was an effect of being dead, perhaps.

It most certainly made sense to Baxter that he was dead. After all, he knew beyond a doubt that he wasn’t in any room on the Explorer, and the Bermuda Expanse didn’t have a waiting room to his knowledge. So, in his mind, this must be what awaited him at the gates of (what he hoped was) heaven.

St. Peter, then, was probably at the desk. He rose up to check and see who was sitting behind the frosted glass window several yards opposite his chair, when suddenly a comforting voice sounded behind him.

“Captain!”

Baxter turned. “Mirk!”

Mirk was seated in a nearby chair, in his glittery bartender jacket, elbows propped on knees, fingers steepled in contemplation.

“Mirk,” Baxter said, and rushed to sit beside the Maloxian. “Where the hell are we?”

Mirk shrugged. “A waiting room.”

“I’m so glad you’re here to explain that to me.”

Suddenly with a loud and overbearing ZOSH!, the frosted glass window slid open and a stooped, overweight, gray-hair- bunned woman in a white pressed hat and blouse leaned out.

“Mistah Baxtah, Mistah Hartlah, tha’ll see ya now.”

“They who?” Baxter demanded.

“The Directahs,” the woman explained in a basso Boston accent.

“Of course!” Mirk snapped his fingers. “We’re in the Directors’ waiting room!”

“Again,” Baxter muttered, “you’re just a fountain of new information.”

“I’m glad to be of help,” Mirk said, as Baxter led the way down a long white-washed corridor. A painting or two would have really dressed up the place. Since this was undoubtedly a Director-induced hallucination, however, Baxter could only blame his own lack of imagination–and Mirk’s.

The hallway eventually gave way to purple clouds, and Baxter felt the floor drop out from under him, and he was floating. He turned around to look down the hallway, but it was gone. When he turned back around to face forward, he found himself face-to-eye with a Director. Its iris nictated open and shut for a few moments.

<Sorry about that,> said the eye. <We had…another client.>

Beside Baxter, Mirk dropped to a knee. “Exalted Director, your will be done!”

<Well now, enough of that, then. Off your knees, hop to it!>

Baxter glared ironically at the eyeball. “Not that it’s not wonderful to see you again after all this time, but why did you gobble up my ship? We were headed through the Bermuda Expanse anyway.”

<We wanted to speed things along; anyway, you spent way too much time analyzing your silly readings. Is it a lost art in your time to simply follow your heart?>

“My heart usually just leads me to sex,” Baxter admitted, “but that’s not the point. We’re here to go off and rescue the Aerostar-A from whatever miserable fate you consigned them to by gobbling them up just like you did us a few minutes ago!”

Mirk stared at Baxter, mouth agape. “Captain, you’re speaking to gods!”

“Gods that have seriously f***ed up my day!” Baxter snapped back at Mirk then turned to face the eye. “Listen, I have as much respect for you as the next guy. Hell, I even worshipped you for a couple months. But enough’s enough. Tell us why you took the Aerostar, and tell us how we can get her back!”

<Simple. She’s waiting for you in the Delta Quadrant. Not far from your old stomping grounds.>

Baxter sighed. “There’s got to be more to it than that.”

“Don’t question the Director!” snapped Mirk, rising from his knees.

“You be quiet, Mister!” Baxter shot back. “We may be in an infinite cloudy limbo, but I am still your captain!”

“I’m not Starfleet!”

“You’re part of my crew!”

“I quit!”

“You can’t quit!”

<People, people,> the eyeball said. <Do I have to strip down and sing and dance like a certain toddler just to be heard?>

“Of course not, Dilating One!” Mirk said, dropping back to his knees. “Instruct and we shall follow!”

<Oh, I’m not here to instruct. All of you are made or broken by your own choices. We simply…fill you in on the options, try to create a good product for you. In the end though, they’re your lives.

“If you choose to go through and save the Aerostar from Ardek and the Critics, you may very well survive the trip.>

Mirk got off his knees once more and moved to stand in front of the Director. “Holiest of eyeballs, please, tell us how to proceed.”

<I’ve told you all I can. Be on your way. I have a lot of appointments today.>

Baxter worked his jaw angrily, mulling over what he’d heard. He tried very carefully to compose what he would say next. Finally, it came to him: “HOW CAN YOU HAVE DAMN APPOINTMENTS WHEN YOU EXIST OUTSIDE OF THE DAMN TIME STREAM!”

<We just do. Have a nice day.>



Commander Larkin heard coughing as soon as she materialized in the central promenade of Space Station Dilus.

It was a pretty sensible place to layover and get repairs, she thought, as she looked to see who was coughing.

“Blah. Dusty,” said Lt. Gellar, clearing his throat and withdrawing his palm beacon.

“And dark,” said Alexa Lanham, pulling her own beacon and switching it on. She held a tricorder in the other hand.

Larkin’s own visual sensors were unaffected by the darkness, and the dust posed little problem to her joints. She did register the lack of light on the promenade, but her systems simply told her it was “not a problem.”

“Tricorder report,” Larkin said tonelessly.

Alexa squinted through the thick dust at the readings on her tricorder. “Just as the Aerostar’s sensors predicted. Minimum backup battery potential. Just enough to keep the lights up.”

“Generators?” asked Gellar.

“On the lower decks. Maybe enough to keep one of the repair bays running.”

“That may be useful, should our own repair facilities not be sufficient,” said Larkin, and she headed off along the promenade. The storefronts were all closed up with thick duranium shields. A splash of color caught her visual sensor. It was a written phrase: “The Leadership Spa and Funtimes Resort Must be Destroyed!”

“How odd,” Larkin said aloud, activating her “wondering out-loud” program.

“Is that Ardek’s version of the Starshine Kids?” Gellar asked, stepping up behind Wizmann.

“Apparently.”

“Not much of a ring to it.”

“Do you think this place is safe?” asked Alexa.

“Sure, why not?” Gellar asked. “Our sensors didn’t detect Flarn starship signals anywhere nearby. If anything, I’d think Maloxian space would be the breeding ground of a resistance.”

“Then you’d think this station would be the perfect place from which to mount that resistance,” added Alexa.

“Perhaps they did mount a resistance here,” Larkin said. “And it failed.”

“Not a particularly attractive idea,” Alexa said.

“Especially if we stand any chance of defeating this cult,” said Gellar.

“Defeat?” asked Alexa. “You must be kidding. We’re repairing the Aerostar and finding the fastest way out of here!”

“I would remind you that you hold no Starfleet commission, Doctor,” Larkin said, the “stern abrasion” emotion sending alert signals in her positronic brain. “The entire reason Ardek is here is because we could not defeat him. It is our direct responsibility to repair whatever damage he has done.”

Alexa blinked at Larkin. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Commander, but I think you’re putting your need for vengeance above the crew’s safety!”

Larkin cocked her head. “Offense mode activating.”

Alexa threw up her hands. “I hate it when she does this.”

“My need for ‘revenge,’ as you put it, is of no consequence. Ardek has enslaved a horde of mindless followers from this quadrant. We must free those he has enslaved and return this quadrant to working order!”

“Forgetting the Prime Directive for a moment, since it seems like YOU have, let me just ask you this: How do you propose to do all that with just one ship?”

“We will find a way. We always have in the past.”

“You think this is simply another surmountable obstacle, then?”

“Every obstacle is surmountable,” Larkin said.

“Where did that come from?” demanded Alexa. “Your ‘inspirational quote’ database?”

“Indeed it did not,” Larkin lied, and plodded along the promenade. Her emotions were unpredictable, and it was never certain when one would pop up. At that moment, for instance, she was sure she hated Alexa Lanham.



On the viewscreen, space station Dilus floated about 100,000 klicks in front of the Aerostar-A. They would not dock there until Larkin could confirm the station was secure. Conway recalled the original Aerostar’s visit to Dilus eight years ago, and the phrase “fool me once…” occurred to him.

“I wish I knew how they were doing,” Captain Conway said, leaning over the tactical console as the relief officer, Ensign Puckett, monitored the area for Ardek’s annoyingly colorful and violent ships.

“Why don’t you call and check up on them,” said Lt. Commander Ford.

“No. Alexa’s a big girl. So is Larkin. They’ll be fine.”

“I’m sure Gellar’s a big girl too,” snickered Ford.

“That’s really enlightened of you, Mister Ford,” mumbled Conway, and he walked over to sit at his command chair.

That’s when an alarm whooped at the tactical console.

Puckett’s eyes widened as the sensor information poured in. “Captain, subspace fissures opening fore and aft, and port, and starboard!”

Ford stared, aghast, as yellow- and lime-colored vessels, angular and dart shaped, poured out of the fissures, launching beams at the Aerostar. “The Starshine Kids must’ve had a ‘going out of business sale’!” he said, looking worriedly back at Conway.

Conway scrambled out of his command chair, to his feet, as blasts shook the Aerostar. “Return fire! And tell me what the hell they’re firing at us!”

“Antiproton blasts, sir,” said Puckett, working her hands over the weapons console. “I put the shields up as soon as they arrived. They’re holding, but taking a beating.”

“Return fire, all quantum launchers.”

“All quantums ready to fire on your mark.”

“Mark!”

Blue-white quantum torpedoes struck out at the half-dozen Leader-ships, which circled Aerostar-A like a biker gang looking for hoochie.

“Multiple impacts, moderate damage to their shields,” said Puckett.

“We’re outnumbered,” Ford said quickly after that.

“How long did it take you to do the math on THAT!” Conway fairly shouted.

“Just thought you’d like to know! Just trying to be helpful!”

“How about you be helpful by steering us out of the middle of this rat’s nest! Saral, you get on the comm to the away team and have them find a shady spot. This…may take us a while.”

“‘This’ may blow us to bits, sir!” Ford spoke up.

“Shut up and drive, mister!”



“…under heavy attack…ZZZT…may not be able to pick you up for a while…” Saral’s voice crackled over the combadge of each away team member. Gellar, Alexa, and Larkin stood in a circle, in a large, damp room they realized was some sort of fruit storage facility. Gellar and Alexa’s palm beacons played around the room like lighthouse beams.

The channel abruptly clicked off.

“Options, Mister Gellar,” Larkin said gravely.

“This room is somewhat secure,” Gellar said. He looked down at his tricorder. “The walls are made of nutridium, which will prevent beaming and sensor scans. The Maloxians sure were serious about their fruit.”

“As their religious texts indicate,” Larkin said. “Very well, then. We will wait here until the Aerostar returns for us.”

“IF she returns,” Alexa said glumly.

“That attitude is counterproductive,” Larkin said sharply to Alexa, who was kneeling by a crate, rooting through it for some acceptable food.

“The Aerostar is out there right getting whacked by a swarm of cult ships, so I could give a sh** what you think is unacceptable right now! Oooh, look, papaya!”

“That is not papaya,” Larkin said sharply, as Alexa held the green, spotty fruit up to her palm beacon. “It is extremely poisonous, as is your current demeanor. It borders on insubordination, and I will be sure to include it on my report to–”

Alexa shot to her feet. “Do you think anyone cares about your report? We’re in the freaking Delta Quadrant!”

“Doctor, Commander,” Gellar said, and each woman’s eyes turned angrily toward him. Alexa was breathing heavily. Larkin’s cold brown eyes bore into his forehead. “How about we forget about our petty differences and try to find a way to survive through this? Sound good to any of you? Good! Glad we’re agreed!”

“Mister Gellar!” Larkin said, pointing at Gellar.

“I’m just speaking my mind!”

She had actually been pointing BEHIND Gellar. “No, I mean-” Larkin said, and a beam blasted her in the head, overloading her positronic net and crashing one crucial thought process after another.

The last thing she saw as her systems shut down were Alexa and Gellar getting shot with blasts of white energy and slumping to the deck. Her systems were so befuddled by her rampaging emotions that she had hesitated crucial nanoseconds when her sensors detected six hooded, yellow-clad figures sliding into the room through an adjacent air duct.

In her last nanomoments of consciousness, Larkin scolded herself for slipping in her old age, and wished she could deactivate her emotions, considering she was really, really scared about what might happen next.



CHAPTER EIGHT



“Andy’s dead.”

“Ohhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh DEAR GOD

NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

“Oh. Wait. I read the sensor wrong. He’s fine.”

“WHAT?”

“Give me a break, Kelly! It’s been four years since I’ve read a bioscan!”

“You wouldn’t have to if you hadn’t turned Holly into a morphine-freak!”

“She’ll be out of detox in a couple hours!”

“That’s not the point. You don’t just go pressing hypos into people!”

“Who’s the Doctor here?”

“NEITHER OF US!”

Slowly, head pounding, Baxter leaned up on his elbows. “Excuse me…”

Peterman and Browning, on his left and right side, respectively, turned to him and shouted “SHUT UP!”

Baxter lay back down and screwed his eyes shut.

“Now look what you did. You put him back into a coma.”

“I thought you said he was dead.”

“I thought he was!”

Baxter leaned back up and opened his eyes. “Nope. Guess I wasn’t dreaming.”

“Damn right you weren’t!” Peterman cried, leaning her head forward onto Baxter’s shoulder. “You got hit in the head with a support strut and got knocked cold! Janice thought you were dead!”

Browning shrugged. “Simple mistake.” She walked over to a series of shelves, looking for some items. “I need a brain tissue scanner. Where would Holly keep one of those things…”

Then, appearing as if from out of nowhere, Crewman Dean Wilcox appeared at Browning’s side. “Humma keep the scan things here!” he giggled, pointing at the bottom shelf.

Browning patted Dean’s head. “Thanks, there, guy. I’ll take it from here.”

Dean scurried over to Baxter with a fresh pillow. “Here go, Cappy! Pillow soft!”

Baxter took the pillow gratefully. “Thanks, Dean. Well, Holly sure has put you to work lately. Too bad she’s out cold from a large MORPHINE injection!” Baxter glared at Browning, who shrugged sheepishly.

Just then, the doors to sickbay whizzed open and Commander Richards walked in, Steffie Baxter clinging to his hip. “Look who I found hiding in a Jeffries’ tube!”

Peterman ran to grab Steffie from Richards and squeezed her so hard her eyeballs nearly bugged out. Damn her for attending Claire Webber’s sensitivity training on Earth. Damn Starfleet for requiring it of counselors with a success rate below 50 percent.

“Our ship went boombaddaboom!” Steffie called out.

“That it did,” Richards chuckled, and jogged to stand next to Browning. He put an arm around her. “Kind of makes you wish WE were parents, huh?”

Browning smiled thinly. “We are.”

“Oh. Right. Well, I meant of the same kid.”

“There’s an idea,” Baxter said, sliding off the biobed. “How about you guys finish discussing that after we get out of the freaking Delta Quadrant.”

“Snippy, snippy,” Browning said. “Want a hypospray? That might calm you down a bit.”

“No thanks!” Baxter replied, and stormed toward the door, unlatching Steffie from Peterman’s hip and hauling her into his arms. “Steffie and I have a ship to find. To astrometrics, Crewman Baxter!”

“Yayyyyyyy!” cried Steffie.

“Wait one second!” cried Peterman. “Now that I know you’re not dead, I’m angry with you again!”

“Crazy kids,” Browning giggled, then turned to see that Lt. Commander Hartley was leaning over the biobed where Mirk was stretched out, still apparently coming to terms with his most recent meeting with the Directors. Dean was hovering there, patiently but weirdly holding Mirk’s hand.

“Talk to me, Mirk,” Hartley said softly, brushing hair out of Mirk’s eyes.

The Maloxian’s eyes opened, and he sat up. “I’m back!”

“Backity back back!” Dean cried, and skipped off into an adjoining room, probably to check on Holly.

“Yes,” said Hartley. “Unlike the captain, though, you had no reason to collapse. You just…blacked out.”

Mirk nodded. “We both visited the Directors.”

“He didn’t say anything about that,” Richards said, stepping up to Mirk’s biobed with Browning.

“He was in an awful hurry to try and find the Aerostar, though,” Browning noted.

“We’re both in the Delta Quadrant now, am I right?” Mirk asked, looking from Hartley, to Richards, and finally to Browning. Blank stares met his gaze.

“Um…” said Hartley.

Richards slapped his combadge. “Richards to bridge.”

“Tilleran here.”

“Are we in the Delta Quadrant or what?”

“We’d better be, or the cartography department really screwed up.”

“Hmmm,” said Richards.

“How’s Plato?” asked Browning.

“He had to grow a third hand to work the guidance thrusters a few minutes ago,” Tilleran replied, “but other than that he seems to be handling things great.”

“I have to get to the bridge,” Mirk said, and leapfrogged the biobed, dashing for the door.

Richards stood there for a moment, staring vacantly at Browning and Hartley.

“Guess I’d better go too.”

“I’ll be in Engineering,” said Hartley, and she followed Richards out.

“I’ll be at lunch,” said Browning, and she hurried out of Sickbay with the others. Nurse Davis and the EMH could handle Sickbay for a while until Holly sobered up from her morphine overdose.



Steffie clinging to his neck, Baxter stared at the half- globe of stars, two decks tall, which stared back at him in the dimmed Stellar Cartography room.

“It’s a big quadrant,” Steffie observed.

“Very good,” Baxter replied. “Maybe we’ll put you in cartography. How would you like that?”

“I prefer away teams,” Steffie said smartly.

“I figured you would.”

Beside Baxter and Steffie, Peterman folded her arms. “Away teams are dangerous, honey.”

“You’re a stick-in-the mud,” replied Steffie.

“Who taught you to say that?” Peterman demanded.

Baxter shrugged. Steffie pointed at Baxter. Baxter looked very interested in the stellar maps.

“Hey, Commander Forrester,” Baxter piped up. “Magnify grid 7-A.”

“Anything for you, sweet chunks,” Forrester grinned.

Baxter grimaced. This was why he didn’t go to Stellar Cartography more often.

Forrester magnified the grid and Baxter examined it.

“Increase sensor scans of local emissions. Overlay multispectral image-map.”

“Done and done,” Forrester said cheerily.

“Too bad the original Aerostar never had a Stellar Cartography,” Peterman said dryly. “We may have gotten around a lot easier.”

At Forrester’s command, an overlay of multi-colored blotches appeared on the viewscreen. Local fuel emissions and by-products. Most were foreign in design, but one…one…

“Deuterium!” Baxter called out. “Delta Quadrant vessels don’t use it!”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “But the Maloxians probably still have a large fleet of Alpha Quadrant ships.”

“But the fuel is different. They had to adapt another kind of energy source to those Alpha Quadrant engines because deuterium simply doesn’t exist here. And I’m sure they exhausted whatever they salvaged from the Alpha Quadrant ships long ago.”

“Follow that trail!” Steffie ordered Forrester, who smiled politely back.

“She looks so much like her daddy. Damn beautiful blue eyes.”

Baxter ignored Forrester. “I see Steffie’s taking a shine to command.” He twisted Steffie around to face him. “But we’re in cartography now, sweetie. Miss Forrester can’t operate the helm. You have to give a call to the bridge.”

“Can I do it?” Steffie said, then clasped her tiny hands. “PUHLLLLLLLEEAAAZE!”

Baxter shrugged. “Sure.”

Again, Peterman rolled her eyes.

Steffie reached out a hand and slapped Baxter’s combadge. “Come in, bridge!”

“Um, bridge here,” said Richards’s cautious voice.

“Stellar cartography found a deutanium trail! Follow it!”

There was a long pause over the channel. “Um…who is this?”

“Forrester, send the data up to Uncle Chrissy!” Steffie said joyfully. “Chrissy, engage!”

“Well, okay, if you say so…”

“It’s Steffie, Chris,” Baxter broke in. “It’s okay. Go ahead and follow the trail.”

“Oh. Steffie. Right. That makes sense.”

Peterman rubbed a hand down her face. “You weren’t just going to follow the orders of some strange child on an open audio channel, were you?”

“Of course not,” Richards said, then quickly added, “Bridge out.”

“I like to command,” Steffie said, clapping her hands vigorously.

“We’ll talk more about this later,” Peterman told her, then looked at Baxter. “Right now, I think we’d better get up to the bridge, before some other toddler orders Chris to open fire on a peaceful planet.”

“For once, I’m in total agreement,” Baxter said, and followed Peterman, with Steffie in tow, out of Stellar Cartography.



Larkin’s systems re-booted and she immediately realized she had a serious problem.

She was a limbless torso.

This recognition came as soon as she tried to move her right arm, and got no response. She confirmed her suspicions with a glance around, and, sure enough, she was lying on a table in a rather blank room with no arms or legs. And no one else around, for that matter.

Well, at least they left her Starfleet tunic on.

In the ensuing seconds, Larkin had already put together an intricate escape plan, which involved her crawling around whatever ship she’d been beamed to using her chin. Before she could put this plan into effect, the doors to the room opened and a wild-eyed Ardek sauntered in, swinging an ornate gold, gem-studded command staff.

“Lookee what we’ve got here!” he shrieked. “Oh, it’s Kitty’s twin sis. So good to see you again. Still singing off-key?”

“Negative,” Larkin replied. “Where is the Aerostar?”

“Being chased around this system by my ship and others, being beaten to a metallic pulp, so to speak. Why, will you miss her?”

“Of course not. I have no emotions.” Larkin’s lower lip quivered. She hoped she could pull off the “poker face.”

“Hah!” Ardek said, and doubled over laughing. He glanced back at the two stumpy Garibid who’d followed him in, and they exchanged confused glances, then quickly began chuckling too. “Hah, Larkin, you really crack me up.”

“That was not my intention,” Larkin said, careful to keep her tone neutral.

“My dear, I know all about what’s happened to you. It was happening to Kitty when I got rid of her. It was why I got rid of her, back when I was zipping around the Alpha quadrant with her in that cozy little Romulan scoutship. I felt an android fully capable of twisting my head off was no good if she went into a berserker rage. So I jettisoned her.”

“How thoughtful of you,” Larkin said, gritting her metallic teeth.

Ardek pranced over to the table and leaned over Larkin. “Imagine my surprise when I found Kitty back in this quadrant. Poor thing tried to save some rebels from my prison moon. Didn’t get very far, I’m afraid.”

Larkin wanted to bite Ardek’s nose off. If only he leaned just a bit closer…

“Where is Kitty?” Larkin demanded.

“That’s a girl! Vent those emotions!” Ardek said gleefully, and clapped. The Garibid soon followed suit. “Kitty is fine. Don’t worry about her. It’s your friends on the Aerostar I would worry about.”

“I am not worried. The Aerostar has considerable weaponry. Weaponry which was developed some time after you left the Alpha Quadrant, I might add.”

“Is that so.” Ardek cocked an eyebrow at Larkin. “Bridge. Pipe in frequency five-seven-nine.”

“Aye, your most oh-gracious all-powerfulness-ness.”

“Get your head out of my ass and pipe in the frequency!” squealed Ardek, squeezing his fists furiously.

“Right, right.”

Something crackled, and Larkin heard familiar voices:

“…evasive pattern Gamma. Modulate shields!”

“…banks are depleted. Switching to auxiliaries!”

“…can someone else take the helm? My butt’s getting numb!”

The bridge crew of the Aerostar!

“Release them!” Larkin commanded, and Ardek bent down to smile in her face.

“Ask me pretty please, Larkin!”

“PRETTY PLEASE!” Larkin cried, her positronic brain bursting with anger and fear.

“Nah, don’t think so!” Ardek cackled, and Larkin bent her neck up, gnashing with her teeth. She aimed for Ardek’s nose, but he moved his head in the last instant and all she got was a mouthful of cheek.

Ardek shrieked like a woman and reeled back, green blood spurting. Larkin spit out a chunk of cheek and grinned. For some reason she felt an overwhelming sense of…elation.

Ardek clutched his face. “You are a demonic bitch from hell!” he cried. “I LOVE IT! More more MORE!” Ardek backed toward the door, gripping his cheek. “Kitty fought like this at first too. You’ll break. Of that I’m certain!”

He slid out of the door to the room, followed quickly by the two Garibid, and Larkin could hear him scream “DAMN THAT HURT!” through the bulkhead.

“GET BACK HERE!” Larkin cried, and no one answered back. If she’d had fists, she would have pounded someone or something with them.



Captain Baxter sat Steffie on his lap in the command chair as the Explorer rocketed along Aerostar’s trail at maximum warp.

“Scanners to full reach, Tilleran,” Baxter ordered.

“Anything good so far?” Richards glanced back at Tilleran from his seat in the command arena.

“Signs of recent activity in several systems. No ships, though. And no people I can detect. It’s anyone’s guess as to where they went to. It’s as if this whole corner of the quadrant was mass-evacuated.”

“MY corner of the quadrant,” Mirk said softly from the rear of the bridge.

“Mirk, I’d start warming up my powers if I were you,” Baxter said, rapping his fingers on the arms of his command chair.

“You know I’ll do whatever I can,” Mirk said, stepping toward the railing that surrounded the command chairs. “But I’ll remind you that those powers aren’t always predictable.”

“Anything in pinch!” J’hana called from tactical.

“Agreed,” Baxter said, and shuffled Steffie over to Peterman’s lap. “Kelly, why don’t you hold her for a bit.” He leaned over the arm of the chair, closer to Peterman. “And, at the first sign of trouble, you get her belowdecks, okay?”

“Are you admitting Starfleet life is no life for your child?”

“Not for a three-year-old, Kelly!” Baxter snapped back.

“What are y’all talking bout?” inquired Steffie.

“Candycanes and marshmellers,” Baxter said to Steffie, then pushed her head forward and leaned closer to Peterman. “Promise me you’ll get her belowdecks.”

“Of course I will,” Peterman said. “But you promise me that you’ll stop ramming Starfleet down Steffie’s throat!”

“Can we please continue this later!” Richards said, leaning over Baxter to address he and Peterman.

“Right,” Baxter said, and turned to face the viewscreen.

“I like to be on the bridge,” Steffie said.

“That’ll change, the second we get into combat,” Peterman muttered.

“Which may be sooner than later!” Tilleran said from sciences. “I have a read on the Aerostar, and she’s under attack from six vessels similar to the streamlined ships the Starshine Kids used!”

“So they can navigate through sub-space fissures?” asked Richards. “Just great!”

Baxter rubbed his beard. “Ardek’s been quite resourceful with his little cult.”

“I wouldn’t call it ‘little,’” said Mirk, looking over Tilleran’s shoulder. “He emptied out the Malox system, and apparently everything around it!”

“Whatever the case,” Tilleran said, “at present speed we’ll reach them in thirty seconds.”

“Plato, take us out of warp. Bring us in on the side of that system opposite its sun, so we’ll take them somewhat by surprise,” Baxter ordered.

Plato nodded. “Gotcha.”

“And Plato,” said Richards. “Make sure not to plot your course THROUGH the sun.”

Plato made an adjustment. “Right!”

Baxter sighed. “J’hana, go to Red Alert. Raise shields; arm phasers and quantum torpedoes. Get ready to lock as many targets as you can. And, for the love of Pete, loosen your fingers up!”

“I thought you would never ask.” At tactical, J’hana cracked her knuckles with such an alarming pop it echoed throughout the bridge.

Baxter grinned. “NOW we’re ready!”



A duranium beam slammed down in front of Conway and he hopped back from it. Sparks rained down throughout his bridge. An unconscious supernumerary character was slumped over the science station. Puckett’s hands flew over tactical. Ford’s hands danced on the helm. At ops, Saral called out the various unpleasant things that were happening to the Aerostar-A.

And, on the viewscreen directly ahead of Conway, six vessels circled like sharks, blasting with anti-matter weapons.

“Shields are gone,” Puckett called out. “Ablative armor won’t hold out for long.”

“Saral,” Conway said. “Keep trying to find out which ship our team was beamed onto. We can’t leave until we get them back.”

“We may not have that option!” Ford called, ducking the Aerostar out of the way of a passing plasma torpedo.

“I’m not leaving my ex-wife,” Conway growled at Ford, bracing himself on the helm chair. “I mean the away team!”

“Suuuuure!” Ford snickered.

Conway was about to belt Ford across the back of the head when an alert sounded at Puckett’s station and she gave a whoop. He angled around to face her. “WHAT?”

“Sir, bearing 051 mark 001! It’s…” She hit a panel and pointed for Conway to look at the viewscreen.

Streaming blue quantum torpedoes suddenly smashed into three of the more distant Starshine-like vessels and, from behind the sun, big as life, U.S.S. Explorer glided onto the scene, third nacelle and all.

Ford shot out of his chair. “Hot DAMN!”

Phasers lashed out from all over the ship, blasting with machine-gun like rapidity at all of Ardek’s vessels, which scattered like rats under a flashlight.

Explorer pivoted gracefully and chased two of the vessels, pounding with quantum torpedoes. Two other ships bore down from behind, but Explorer fought back with rear torpedoes.

Conway grimaced. “Damn showoffs.”

“You could show SOME gratitude, Captain,” Puckett said.

“Screw that,” Conway muttered. “Pull us up alongside Explorer. Preferably along the side that’s not getting shot at.”

“Cowering with great dignity, yes sir!” Ford said, and sat back down, sending the Aerostar plunging alongside Explorer.

With a hailing whistle, Captain Andy Baxter suddenly appeared on one of the side station viewscreens. He stood at the center of the bridge, flanked by the seated Richards and Peterman–and, it appeared, his and Peterman’s little brat. Didn’t that damn ship have Daycare?

“Captain…great to see you again!” Baxter said cheerfully, then chuckled. “Fancy running into you here!”

“Spare the chit-chat, Baxter!” Conway spat out. “We need to make a strategic retreat, and fast!”

“Just what I was thinking.”

Conway held fast to a support railing as the Aerostar was pounded. “Just one problem!”

Baxter jolted on the viewscreen as Explorer was pounded. “What?”

“Larkin, Gellar, and Doctor Lanham are all hostages aboard one of those vessels, and we can’t figure out which!”

Baxter rubbed his chin. He looked back to the command area. Richards had already vacated his seat and run up to the quarterdeck.

“I’m checking for her positronic signal now!” Richards said, hopping behind the science station, shoving aside an indignant Tilleran.

“Their ships are too well-shielded, Richards!” Conway called out. “You’ll never find–”

“Found it!” Richards cried out.

Conway slammed his fist into the quarterdeck railing. “Aren’t you special? Can you get a transporter lock, and find Alexa, I mean the away team?”

“Sure,” Baxter said, and smiled broadly. “We’re the crew of the Explorer, remember? We can do anyth–”

And the signal cut off.



Continued in next section…



Part II: The Middle of the End



CHAPTER NINE



The viewscreen didn’t revert to stars, it just went black. Conway whirled and glared at Puckett. “Puckett! Screen!”

Puckett scrambled at her controls, and after a few moments of dead silence on the bridge, the view returned to the Explorer…which had dropped out of warp and was drifting far behind the Aerostar, floating end over end. Three enemy ships circled it, and three others broke off in pursuit of Aerostar.

“What the hell is happening over there?” Conway demanded.



“Report!” Baxter called out in the darkness. Momentarily, the bridge lit up spooky red and Hartley was slamming at the engineering controls. Likewise, Tilleran, Sefelt, and J’hana fought with their stations.

J’hana pounded her panel in frustration. “All weapons are down! How am I supposed to rain down mass destruction without weapons?”

Hartley pounded her panel. “Our ship was just hit by some sort of massive subspace carrier wave. It’s infiltrating every damn isolinear and biomemetic system on board!”

“Why?” Richards asked, gripping Tilleran’s station as a blast pounded the now defenseless Explorer. He would have loved to get a look at what was happening, but the viewscreen and all other video displays were down.

“You’ve got me,” Hartley said, brow furrowed in incomprehension. She ran her hands along the panel, apparently hitting one dead end after another.

“Can you dump the computer core and bring up the backup?” Baxter demanded, whirling to face Hartley.

“I can’t even ACCESS the backup, much less the main!”

Tilleran swung under the science station and ripped open a panel. “I’ll try to sever the link directly.”

“Richards, assist!” Baxter barked.

“What do I look like, an engineer?” Richards blinked. “Oh. Right.” He dove under the tactical station.

“Mommy, I’m scared…” Steffie clung close to Peterman in the counselor’s chair.

“Stay close to Mommy, dear,” Peterman said, glaring up at Baxter. “Everything’s going to be fine. Your Daddy promised. He wouldn’t lie, now, would he?”

Baxter ignored Peterman and crouched by the helm. “Plato, I want you to try to establish a manual link with the maneuvering thrusters. Can you do that?”

“I can try.”

“Good boy.” Baxter patted Plato on the shoulder. “Don’t panic, kiddo. This is just another bump in the road. Got it?”

“The word ‘panic’ never even entered my mind, Andy.”

Funny, it had entered Baxter’s mind several times. Baxter turned back to the science station. “Tilleran?”

“Manual override is locked out!” Tilleran’s voice called from behind the station. Sparks flew up from behind the station. “Worse, there’s some kind of protective field going up around all the isolinear connections.”

“And it hurts like HELL!” Richards’s voice called.

Baxter turned to Hartley. “WELL?”

“Sir,” Hartley said, leaning heavily on the engineering station. Mirk looked on, looking concerned and at the same time helpless. “I think some kind of invasive program has taken over the computer subroutines. I can’t be sure, but I think it’s sentient.”

“What do you mean, ‘sentient’?” Baxter demanded.

It was then that lights went up full around the bridge again, and the room was filled with the pleasant twang of violin strings.

The normal tweaking sound of the computer coming online was quickly followed by a familiar voice, singing along with the violin music, the familiar “Camp Grenada” tune:



Hello Baxter,

Hello Father,

I’m controlling,

your computers!



Please surrender,

or we’ll kill you!

You are both in,

real deep doo-doo!



Richards’s head poked up from behind the science station. “LARKIN?”

“Guess again!” said the pleasant voice over the computer channel. “Welcome to the U.S.S. Kitty!”

“You can’t rename our ship!” Steffie shouted defiantly up at the bridge ceiling.

“I’ll do whatever I want, you little brat!”

“Who are you calling a brat!” Peterman shouted up at the bridge ceiling.

“Computer control systems are failing all over the ship,” Hartley interrupted from the engineering station.

Baxter stared around the bridge as panels lit up with dancing penguins, all chirping and waddling idiotically. He expected snow any minute. “Hartley, can you get an emergency comm signal out?”

“I can try!”

“Get a message out to Conway. I don’t care if we have to use smoke signals! We’re evacuating the Explorer!”

“And just where would you go?” Kitty’s voice said poutily.

“You don’t worry about that!” Baxter said, and ran to hoist Steffie up on his hip. “Everybody into the Jefferies’ tubes!”

Kitty’s voice harrumphed. “Fine. I’ll just divert my attention to taking over the rest of your ship’s systems. Try to escape…I DARE you!”

J’hana knelt behind her station and emerged with a bat’leth. “Sir, I respectfully request to stay behind and die!”

“Request denied!” Baxter cried, as Plato knelt by the Jefferies tube hatch at the center of the bridge. He cranked open the hatch and Baxter shoved Peterman down toward it, handing Steffie to her. “Everybody out!”

“Daddy!” Steffie’s voice cried, as Peterman lugged her down the long ladder.

“Your Daddy’s on his way,” Peterman said, choked by Steffie’s arms gripping her throat as Peterman climbed down the ladder.

Hartley pounded her panel. “Every outside comm system is jammed. Even the emergency isolated systems.”

“Can you still open an internal channel?”

“For the moment.”

“Sound the all-call!”

Hartley punched a control. “Done!”

Baxter straightened his tunic. “This is Captain Baxter to all hands. I’ve really enjoyed giving you these little updates over the years, but now is the time for me, perhaps, to issue the final one as captain of this vessel. I do this with heavy heart, and at a time like this I can only think of what Melville said about–”

“Move it along, Captain!” Hartley cried.

“Right. Anyways, it was nice knowing all of you. Get off this damn ship any way possible!”

Hartley shook her head woefully at Baxter.

“I mean…proceed in an orderly fashion to the nearest escape pod, shuttle, runabout, Escort, or airlock!”

Hartley nodded. “Good job, sir.”

“Captain Baxter out,” Baxter added unnecessarily. Then something occurred to him. “Do you think Kitty can get to the Escort?”

“Not a chance,” Hartley said, and grinned. “She has an independent, stand-alone computer core. As do all the runabouts and shuttles. They’re in place to prevent someone from taking over every way out of here, in case something, well, something like this should ever happen!”

“Just what I wanted to hear,” Baxter said, and shoved Richards, then Tilleran down through the hatch. He could hear people complaining about shoving on down the long tube. Next he shoved a hysterical, frenetic Sefelt down the tube.

Still standing by engineering, looking over Hartley’s shoulder with great concern, Mirk offered his hand to Hartley. “Megan, I think we ought to go. Boarding parties are probably already on their way!”

“Just give me a few more minutes,” Hartley said, and kept tapping at the panel. “I still may be able to re-establish computer control!” Mirk looked to Baxter and the captain shrugged.

“You’ll never forgive me for this,” Mirk sighed, and hoisted Hartley over his shoulder. The engineer promptly began to kick and shout. “Captain, after you!” Mirk cried over the ensuing sound of weapons pounding Explorer. Ardek must just be toying with the ship, or else it would be space dust by now.

“After you, I insist!” Baxter gestured Mirk ahead into the escape hatch. Now only he and Plato remained on the bridge.

Plato surveyed the smoky bridge and all its vacant stations. “I can’t believe we’re just leaving, just like that.”

“Believe it,” Baxter said, and sighed. He rested his hands on Plato’s shoulders. “Listen, I know you grew up here, Plato, but it’s time to go. The enemy is closing in from all sides. We don’t have much time.” Baxter winked back tears and turned to look out over the smoking bridge. “I had a lot of great times here. I was married on this ship. But a great man once said, ‘you gotta know when to hold ’em, know when to fold ’em,’” Baxter choked back a sob. “‘Know when to walk away…know when to run.’”

“Huh?”

“Never mind, just go!” Baxter pushed Plato down through the Jefferies hatch and he took one last look. “Good bye, old girl. If the fates are kind, we shall meet again…” Baxter wiped the tears from his cheeks an leaned down toward the Jefferies tube hatch, just as a hand jerked him backwards by the throat. Baxter made an “URK!” then was spun around to come face to demented face with former Romulan Commander Ardek.

“Surprise!”

“SCREW THE SENTIMENTS, GET ME THE HELL OFF THIS GODFORSAKEN SHIP!” Baxter cried and scrambled toward the Jefferies tube.

“Captain?” Plato stuck his head out of the hatch.

“Get moving, fast!” Baxter shoved him down, but the half-changeling resisted.

“What’s going–?”

A well-muscled Garibid yanked Baxter with one hand and Plato with the other out of the tube.

“My, you have quiet transporters,” Baxter said, catching his breath.

“We have your systems locked down, Captain,” Ardek said, staring up at Baxter and Plato as the massive, Thorlike, Garibid held them high. “My people are scouring the ship for survivors. We could beam them away but that would mean lowering our vessels’ shields, and we’d hate for that good lad Conway to take that opportunity to blow one of them up!”

“My people are getting the hell off this ship,” Baxter said, and worked up some saliva in his mouth. “And as for you and your demented plans, let me just show you what I think of them!” He swished the spit in his mouth and spat. Pathetically, it flew out about an inch, then dribbled down his chin and onto his uniform front.

Ardek clicked his tongue. “My poor, poor Captain. You’ve lost it all. Your ship, your family, your quadrant, your ability to spit. What a pity. But there is a bright side!”

Baxter raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“You’ll get to go back to that quadrant of yours.”

“Hmmm.”

“–just in time to see us colonize it.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Didn’t see that one coming.”

Plato looked at Baxter, still dangling in the Garibid’s grasp. “I didn’t.”

“Poor naive child!” Ardek said, clapping his hands. “And is this the half-changeling I’ve heard so much about?”

“Nope,” Baxter lied.

“Yes I am,” Plato said defiantly, and stretched out a long arm to pat Ardek on the head. “See!”

Ardek slapped the hand away as Baxter looked scoldingly at Plato, who’d just given Ardek a reason to take him back to Romulus for experiments and God-knew what else, provided he could get back to the Alpha Quadrant at all.

“Cute,” Ardek said. “Crolok, take these two to the readyroom. Put up a security field. I’ll have Kitty try to stop the escape vessels.”

Crolok grunted and hefted a struggling Baxter and Plato back toward the readyroom.

Ardek skipped gaily over to the command chair and plopped down. “Well, it’s not a throne, but it’ll do nicely. Kitty?”

“Huggy-kins?” responded the Explorer’s new ship’s computer.

“Be a jewel and eliminate all the Explorer crew before they escape.”

“I will do my gosh darn best!”



Captain Conway sidled over to ops and checked the screen. “More signatures beaming intermittently onto the Explorer?”

Tapping wildly at tactical, Puckett nodded. “Yes sir, but as soon as their shields go down, they go back up. Not enough time even for us to get a target lock.”

“They’re boarding her,” Conway said, rubbing his chin. “Damn.”

“And I’m picking up escape pods launching,” Puckett said, and keyed up the viewscreen.

Conway looked up, and to his dismay saw hundreds of escape pods detaching from the Explorer’s saucer and ventral section. Her shuttlebays peeled open and vessels of multitudinous shape and size zinged, one after another, out.

“They’ll pick those pods off one after the other if we don’t give them cover. Move in to extend our shields around them!”

“What shields?” demanded Puckett.

“Don’t you have them back up yet?”

“Not quite.”

“KAMTEZEN!” Conway called over the comm.

“Yes, yes, yes, I know. Shields down, pods vulnerable, power systems fluctuating, enemy vessels circling. I’m trying to get shields back up as quick as I can.”

“Go quicker!”

“Well, yes sir, now that you put it that way, how can I resist? Don’t call again unless you have something meaningful to contribute!”

“How rude!” Conway groused. “Puckett, we still have to cover those escape craft.” He looked down at Ford. “Move us in, Commander.”

“What if they blow the crap out of us!” Ford persisted.

“Then let them. Damn the quantums, full speed ahead!”



Richards led the way onto the U.S.S. Escort’s bridge. “Stations, everybody!”

Scattered personnel from the Explorer bridge poured into the smaller facility, and Richards counted heads. “Wait one second! Where the hell is the captain?”

“He’s not with you?” Peterman asked, bringing up the rear.

“I thought he was with you!”

“Daddy!” Steffie cried out, strangling Peterman.

“Computer, locate Captain Baxter!” Richards called.

“Captain Baxter is not aboard the Escort,” replied the computer.

“Maybe he’s on one of the other ships,” Tilleran suggested as she took the wall at the rear that served as science station.

“Never,” J’hana spat, sitting at tactical with folded arms.

“He likes commanding the Escort,” Hartley said.

Peterman nodded. “He’d have come here.”

Richards sighed and plopped into the command chair. “Well, we can’t very well wait for him.”

“He’s my husband!” Peterman protested.

“And if we stay, we’ll be trapped here with him! He’s resourceful, and besides–” Richards glanced around the bridge. “I think he has Plato with him. He’ll be fine!”

“Easy for you to say. He’s not your husband!”

Richards raised a finger, as if to offer a response, then thought better of it. He looked to the helm station. It was vacant. “Well, that does pose a problem. Kelly–”

Peterman put her hands on her hips. “So not only are you asking me to abandon my husband, you’re also asking me to be the one to drive us away from him?”

Richards nodded. “At maximum warp, preferably. I think he’d want it that way.”

J’hana shook her head. “Nope. He is a coward. He would want us to save him.”

Tilleran nodded. “She has a point.”

Mirk and Hartley stood by Tilleran at the science wall. “I have an idea,” Hartley said, and looked to Mirk. “What about your powers?”

“I’ve been trying since we got to the Delta Quadrant!” Mirk said between clenched teeth. “NADA!”

Richards spun toward him in the command chair. “How can that be?”

“You’ve got me, Commander!”

Hartley nudged Mirk’s elbow. “Umm…would it help if I sleep with you again?”

Mirk smiled briefly. “If that was the case, the cumulative effect would have me ruling the universe by now!”

“Good point.”

“Either way, we need to get out of here!” Richards said, and pointed at the helm station. “Kelly…please!”

Peterman tried to set Steffie down but she just wouldn’t sit.

“Fine, fine, fine!” Peterman huffed and pulled Steffie along to the helm station and sat down. “Ahead warp factor JERK!”

Richards just couldn’t come up with a response for that one.

At Peterman’s command, the Escort dislodged itself from the underside of the Explorer saucer and shot off into the small portion of space that wasn’t occupied by Ardek’s ships. When it did shoot off, it did so in a sporadic and zig-zag fashion.

“I just assumed Counselors could pilot!” Richards called over the whine of the Escort’s engines.

“I did too!” Peterman cried back.



“What the hell…” Conway said, realizing he’d been saying that quite a lot lately. He watched the Escort loop and meander on the viewscreen like an errant hockey puck, as life pods drifted aimlessly by and a scattering of runabouts and shuttles plowed away from the circling vessels from Ardek’s fleet. Conway shivered.

“Shields are back up!” Puckett called out and Conway was glad at least for that.

“Very good. Extend our shields around the escape pods and any of the smaller vessels which might not capable of warp nine. By the way…are WE capable of warp nine right now?”

Puckett shrugged. “You could call down to Kamtezen.”

“I’d rather not. I think he’s in his smaltz cycle right now.”

“You may be right.”

“Let’s just assume we CAN do warp nine. Magnetize those pods to our hull and put out a message for them to hold on tight.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Ford,” Conway said, and slapped Ford on the back. “Adjust our warp field to compensate for the extra mass.”

“What do I look like, a subspace physicist?”

“Just do it!”

Ford tapped on his helm panel. “Um. There we go. I think.”

“Where’s the Escort headed?”

Ford checked. “Oh-three-five mark four.”

“In other words anywhere but here?”

“Yes, sir.”

Conway harrumphed. “Set course to follow. Instruct the runabouts to hold tight formation. I expect Ardek’s gang isn’t going to let us go that easily. And put us up ahead of the Escort. No WAY Baxter’s taking the lead on this one. We were here first, fair and square.”

Ford rolled his eyes. “Whatever you say, Mister Ego Trip.”



Deep at the center of the Explorer’s saucer section, in the computer core, Kitty Larkin was jacked in directly to the ship’s computer via a hardwire in her index finger. Sitting at the computer console, in colorful tights as usual, Kitty looked more like someone getting her blood pressure taken at one of those little stations in drug store, although since few people in the 24th century knew what a drug store was, the analogy really didn’t work.

“You let them escape.”

Kitty didn’t bother to look over her shoulder at Ardek. The ship’s internal sensors told her he was on his way, told her he had walked into the computer core. She was too busy to talk to him, though. At present her systems were maxed out keeping the Explorer’s routine operations going and piloting the massive vessel to the former site of the Crebius Cluster, where Ardek hoped to make some nefarious travel plans.

“Did you hear me?” Ardek demanded. “You let them escape, and I want to know why!”

“Does it matter?” Kitty replied, her voice booming around Ardek, in his ears.

“I thought we’d straightened out those kinks in your programming, Kitty.” Ardek knelt beside Kitty. “Really, you want to please your master don’t you?”

Kitty cocked her head. “Of course I do. I want only to please you.”

“Then WHY did you let those people escape?”

“It felt…like the right thing to do.”

“You’re a computer! You know nothing of right or wrong. You know only of my wishes.”

“As you say. At any rate it matters little. Our fleet will hunt down the crew of the Explorer and the new Aerostar and make them part of our Circle of Leadership. But if I remember correctly, you have your sights set much higher than that.”

Ardek rubbed his hands together greedily. “The Alpha Quadrant.”

A sumptuous giggle echoed in the huge computer core. “Exactly. We will march in and make our Circle of Leadership big enough to encompass half the galaxy!”

Ardek nodded, eyes wild. “Yes, yes, yes!” he cried, almost orgasmic. “Then, after we knock out the Federation, on to wipe out the Borg and Dominion!”

“Well…one thing at a time.”

Despite her apparent zest to take on the Alpha Quadrant, something gnawed at Kitty and she couldn’t quite identify it. It was the same nagging feeling that made her decide to let the Explorer crew escape, and it was a danger to her Master’s mission and vision. She had to wipe out those errant data strings. She set about writing an invasive program which would wipe any trace of remorse from her systems. It was the only way to assure Master Ardek’s goals were accomplished.

Meanwhile, Ardek was giddily rolling on the grating of the computer core deck, rubbing his nipples and squealing like a little girl.

Kitty registered in her brain that he looked ridiculous, then unleashed the invasive program on her neural nets. Within a few nanoseconds, every trace of remorse was wiped from Kitty’s brain and she felt free to continue on unimpeded.



CHAPTER TEN



Aboard the runabout Passaic, Janice Browning leaned down into the pilot console’s viewer. “What do you mean he’s not aboard?”

“I mean we had to leave him behind,” Richards responded tersely, leaned forward in the center seat of the Escort. In front of him, Peterman manned the helm, looking for all the world like she’d never handled a helm before. That, in fact, was untrue. She’d handled the helm of a Klingon battlecruiser once and crashed it. An inauspicious beginning to a short and unflattering helming career. Without Plato however, she was the only non-essential crewmember free to man the post.

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “They left Andy behind too, Janice!”

Browning blinked at the screen, ignoring Peterman. “You just LEFT him?”

“There was no time. It was either leave then or lose the whole Escort!”

“And Andy got left behind too!” added Peterman.

Browning leaned back in the pilot’s chair of the Passaic and groaned. “Christopher, how could you let this happen?”

“Hey, try to remember that I’m minus one daughter now thanks to Ardek and his damn circle of crap! So I know just how you feel! And remember,” Richards waved his hand around the Escort bridge. “I got all these people out, didn’t I? Don’t I get any credit for that?”

“No.”

“No,” Peterman chimed in.

Richards pounded the arms of the command chair. “Listen: Captain Conway’s called a meeting of all ship leaders, which apparently includes you, aboard the Aerostar. You can continue lashing me then. Sound good to you?”

“FINE!” retorted Browning.

“FINE!” Richards shouted back. “Oh. And I’m glad you’re okay. Escort out.”

“Mind if I use the comm now?” asked Lt. Commander Clarice Forrester, leaning over Browning’s shoulder. “My boyfriend’s on board the shuttlecraft Marco Polo.

“You have a boyfriend?” Browning blinked. “I mean, sure, go ahead!” An annoyed Forrester sat down beside Browning and she leaned her head down on the console, dizzied by the stars that streaked toward the runabout. She was feeling not herself to say the least. She prided herself on being the kindest person on the ship, and here she was yelling at Christopher and picking a fight with Clarice Forrester. But she had good reason to be not herself.

For the first time in the five years since she gave birth to Plato, Browning felt her son was in true jeopardy. There were times she had grown worried about her boy. Sure, he’d disappeared on an exploration party, Baxter kept him out too late or Richards disappeared with him on the holodeck for some spelunking. But Plato was maybe parsecs away now and she had no idea what was happening to him. The only two facts that comforted Browning were that Plato was on the Explorer, a place where he grew up and knew his way around, and he was with Captain Andy Baxter.

Well, Browning amended, at least one of those facts comforted her.



“I can do it, Andy. I’m sure of it.”

Baxter sat on the edge of his desk, chin propped on his fist. “Plato, it’s too risky. Besides…what about your hips!”

Standing by Baxter’s couch, over a deck plate he’d yanked open with a fist-turned-crowbar, Plato sucked in a breath, and his waist narrowed to about the width of an arm. More than enough to squeeze down the auxiliary ODN conduit which had never been filled with optic cabling. It was a shoddy job by Starfleet’s hired contractors, and Baxter thanked his lucky stars for that, and the incompetence of Xenedron Construction Group.

He also grimaced at Plato’s nauseating display. “Okay. Point taken. But how long can your human organs be compressed that way?”

“They’re pretty malleable,” Plato said, letting out the breath. “Remember, I’ve been working with Tilleran on seeing just how far I can take my shape-shifting.”

“It’s too risky. What if you get down there and start expanding?”

Plato hopped from foot to foot. “Let me do it, Andy. Please! I know I can save us!”

“Where would you go?”

Plato shrugged. “Don’t you know of a good place? You’ve commanded this ship for seven years.”

Baxter rubbed his bearded chin. “Ummmm….”

“Well, where does the conduit lead?”

“Probably to the computer core.”

“Where I can re-establish computer control!”

Baxter shook his head. “A brain equal to Larkin’s is running this ship, Plato. There’s no way you can out-wit her, even considering your perfect grades in chemistry and pottery.”

Plato stepped over to Baxter. “Listen, this is our only chance. Who knows when Kitty will turn her audio monitors on us and gas us into oblivion for even trying something like this?”

Baxter rubbed his chin again. “It’s a wonder she hasn’t already. Running this ship must be taking more of a toll on her systems than I thought.”

“Does that give you any ideas?”

Baxter nodded. “I think so. But it involves you going ahead down that tube.”

“Then we’re settled.”

Baxter swallowed. “I guess so. But stay in one piece. If anything happens to you, your mother will kill me.”

Plato grinned. “Not a problem.”

Baxter sighed. “I’ve heard that one before.”



Captain Conway stood and looked around the conference table in the Aerostar’s conference lounge. “Am I to take it you all represent the very best the Explorer has to offer in leadership?”

At the other end of the table, Richards nodded. “Yeah. But you have to consider, we’re pretty shallow what with all the senior staff on the Escort.”

“Okay,” Conway nodded and scanned the familiar faces: Browning, Padgett from Biology, Susan Madera, Ryan Stuart from engineering and Unlathi from security. And four or five others he’d never met. “First the good news. We managed to get everyone from the Explorer’s escape pods aboard. It’s a tight fit, mind you. We’ve had to convert the deck eleven racquetball courts into a makeshift bed and breakfast.”

“Sounds cozy,” muttered Richards.

“Anyway,” said Conway, “you’ll all be glad to know I’m developing a plan. Who’s got the senior astrometrics officer aboard?”

Browning rose a reluctant hand. “That would be me.”

“You’re not even a Starfleet officer. What are you doing leading one of these ships?”

“Holly’s still feeling woozy from the morphine I gave her and Forrester, who’s your astrometrics person, by the way, is all googily-eyed over Lieutenant Stuart.”

Stuart grinned. “What can I say. I’m a wildcat in bed.”

Conway’s eyes widened. “With Forrester?”

“Captain!” Richards said. “We have more important things to discuss.”

“Certainly,” said Conway. “But Stuart, remind me to have a word or two with you after all this is over.”

“Right, sir.”

“Anyway,” Conway said, and turned to face the slatted viewports. “We have a big job ahead of us. We need to locate whatever passes for a resistance in this corner of the quadrant, and we have to help them punch through Ardek’s fleet to get the Explorer back.”

“So we CAN locate the Explorer?” Richards asked. “Because it’s sure as hell not showing up on the Escort’s sensors.”

“No, Mister Smartypants, we cannot locate the Explorer,” Conway said. “But I can tell you one thing, it’s not on OUR side of Ardek’s little circle of ships. So my strategic instincts tell me she’s on the other side.” Conway leaned onto his knees and scanned the room. “Listen up. You all want your ship back, right?”

Silence.

“RIGHT?”

“DAMN RIGHT!” Browning called out.

Conway smiled. “Glad to see I have someone on my side here.” Despite all that had happened, despite his captured Science, Tactical, and First Officer, Conway felt invigorated. This is what he loved about being a captain. The strategy, the planning. The bossing around!

Conway whirled toward the observation lounge viewscreen. “Now let’s take a look at that fleet and see if we can’t figure a way through its defensive posture. Meanwhile, Janice, you call Forrester and have her report to my Astrometrics lab and start scanning the adjoining systems for any signs of resistance. It’ll probably be Maloxians and Sulani. Richards–” Conway glanced at Richards, who looked blankly back at him. “You get on the horn to J’hana and find out if she’s up to a little rescue mission.”

“Isn’t that what we’re all talking about here?” Richards asked.

“I’m not talking about getting the Explorer back. I’m talking about boarding one of thoses ships and getting MY people back!”

“Now THAT I am interested in,” Richards said, and leaned forward.

“Then get out of here and call the Escort!” Conway barked. “Browning, you go with him!”

“A PLEASE would be nice!” Browning muttered.

“Wouldn’t it?” Conway asked and turned back to the viewscreen.



Stars streaked toward the Escort and Peterman sat awkwardly in the command chair with Steffie squeezed in next to her.

“When’s Daddy getting back? When do we get to go home?” Steffie was stabbing at buttons on the chair arm. Peterman gently pushed her hand away before she launched a torpedo or some such thing.

“Daddy’s just…getting some business done. We’ll get him back soon.” Peterman sighed. “Listen, honey…” She turned Steffie around on her lap so that she faced the counselor. “I’m going to be frank with you. Your Daddy’s not very safe out there right now. It’s up to us to get him back.”

“Can I help?”

“Actually…” Peterman thought about that. “You can. You can go help Mister Mirk make a nice dinner for us in the mess hall.”

J’hana scoffed at the tactical station beside Peterman. “We are fighting for our very lives, Counselor. And you’re planning a dinner party?”

“We’ve LOST our SHIP!” Peterman said through gritted teeth. “We need SOMETHING to raise our spirits.”

J’hana plunked at her panel. “A dinner party will not get your precious husband or our ship back.”

“Maybe not, but it’ll make us all happier workers, which will help us accomplish the mission. Got it?”

“She does make some sense,” Tilleran said, leaning against the wall of science consoles behind Peterman. “The vibe on this ship has been nothing short of awful since we jettisoned from the Explorer.”

“Like a dinner party will help solve all our problems,” spat J’hana.

“Mirk’s making stewed targ colon,” Peterman said primly.

J’hana licked her lips. “Stewed targ colon, you say?”

“I’ll go help Mirk!” Steffie said, and slid off Peterman’s lap, headed for the rear door.

“Would you like additional help?” J’hana asked, swiveling in her chair back toward Steffie.

“I don’t think so,” Peterman said quickly. “YOU are needed at tactical.”

J’hana huffed, then reached under her console and withdrew a hand phaser. She tossed it over her shoulder to Steffie, who caught it gleefully. “Then at least take this sidearm with you. Who knows when we’ll be boarded.”

“J’HANA!” shrieked Peterman, as Steffie ducked out.

J’hana shrugged. “Not to worry. It was set on stun, Counselor.”



Baxter laid still on the floor of his readyroom, leaned over with his ear to the ODN tube Plato had shimmied down. He tried not to think about the awful cracking and crunching sounds that ensued when the little tyke shimmied down. He prayed everything formed back together when he reached the end of the tube. Speaking of…

Baxter heard a distinct, light tapping on the tube, which signaled that Plato had made it into the computer core.

Time to spring into action.

Baxter stood and hurried to his replicator, the only system left available to him in the whole of the readyroom.

“Computer, I’d like a snack.”

“Really?” replied the voice of Kitty. “Like what? Long range communicator? Tricorder? Phaser rifle?”

“Nothing so filling. I was thinking something more along the lines of potato chips.”

A pause. “That I can do. Do you prefer ruffled or un- ruffled?”

Baxter smiled, hoping Kitty’s cabin sensors didn’t catch him grinning. “Doesn’t matter, but I do have one request.”

“Anything you wish…as long as it is in the chip family.”

“Oh, of course.” Baxter leaned toward the replicator. “What I want…what I REALLY want, is a chip that is fat free, tastes good, and won’t give me cancer, fertility problems, loose stool, or brain damage. Can you do it?”

Another pause. “…Working.”

Baxter clenched his fist. “YES!”

The computer bleeped a few times.

“Well?” asked Baxter, suppressing a laugh.

“…Working.”

Suddenly the lights dimmed.

“Hello, computer?” Baxter asked impishly.

A bland male voice spoke up: “The system is busy. The program you have requested is currently not responding. System resources are dangerously low. Shut down one or more programs, wait for the system to become available, or reboot.”

Baxter angled around to watch the streaking stars out the viewport disappear to dots. YES!

He knelt down to the ODN tube and screamed down it. “NOW PLATO!”



Lights and alarms blared and buzzed around Plato as he tapped at the console Kitty was seated at. She seemed spooky, eyes moving rapidly but not focusing on anything. A bleeping wire was connected directly to the back of her neck. Plato would have loved to simply sever that wire, but were that to happen, Explorer would have doubtless shut down altogether. Besides which, he hit a forcefield when he tried to touch her. She hadn’t taken any risks, and probably would have gassed him as soon as he slid out of the tube, but she was busy handling Baxter’s chip order.

Plato grinned. His Godfather was a genius, when he wasn’t being a total moron.

Plato heard muffled shouts down the corridor leading to the computer core. He had to step up his work.

On the computer console, he rerouted system after system to the backup computer. With Kitty occupied with chips, her guard was down. Each connection re-established without a hitch. Last but not least…security.

“Computer, re-route…”

Just then the door to the core opened. With catlike reflexes, Plato vaulted the computer core railing and plummeted toward the bottom. A normal human would be hurt by the twenty meter fall, but Plato’s worse fear was that he would bounce a bit.

He did bounce a bit, which did end up hurting somewhat. After all, his bones were just now reverting back to a semi- soild state.

Plato widened his ears a bit to better pick up the conversation twenty meters up. He recognized one shrill voice as Ardek’s.

“What do you mean she’s disconnected? How could this happen?”

Before anyone could answer, Ardek continued: “Reactivate her, for Chula’s sake! Get her back up and running.”

“Sir,” said another voice. “I think the ship’s computer is back in control.”

“Perform a security lockout. No way Baxter is getting in with his access codes. How in the hell did he do that?” asked Ardek.

“Security lockout established,” announced the other voice.

Plato cringed. Baxter must have been too late re- establishing his control codes. He was probably up there in the readyroom snacking on chips. Damn.

“Kitty!” Ardek’s voice demanded. “Kitty! Wake up this instant you naughty little tramp!”

Plato giggled quietly. If nothing else, he and Baxter had succeeded in stalling Ardek. Now it was up to the cavalry to come to the rescue.



“I’ve tried everything. I can’t find the good candles,” Captain Conway said to no one in particular. Actually, he said it to his Pembrooke Welsh corgi, Bucky, but he didn’t like to think of himself as someone who talked to dogs.

And yet there he was, opposite Bucky at his dinner table, in his dimly lit cabin. Bucky was skiddish in the dining room chair, but after Conway leashed him up to the back of the chair he seemed more secure. He leaned his head forward, and, steadying himself with his stub-like paws, he ate out of the large plastic dish labeled “Bucky.” His nose sifted through the meaty morsels and rich brown gravy.

Conway picked at his meal of fried chicken and onion rings and french fries and fried ice cream and pixie sticks, occasionally looking across the table in the silence at Bucky.

“You’ve got a little shmutz on your nose there, Bucks,” Conway said, and leaned across his table with a napkin to dab some gravy off.

More silence and chomping.

“Yeah, Bucky,” Conway said. “I’m worried about Alexa and the others too. But there’s not much we can do now but wait while the nerds and techies figure out how to pull their fats out of the fire. Meanwhile, we’ve got to try to carry on as normal, good-smelling candles or not. Right?”

Bucky barked.

“Damn right.” Conway held the edges of the table. “Damn. Bucky, it’s so quiet. Isn’t it?”

No bark this time.

“Yeah. Right. Why the hell wasn’t I invited to the damn dinner party on the Escort, huh? I served with that damned crew four years. It shows you who your true friends are, huh?”

Bucky leaned down and licked his crotch.

“Right, well, you’re my true friend.” Bucky cast Conway a look that said “You are pathetic.” Dogs could do amazing things with their eyebrows. “Right then,” said Conway. “Let’s have some music. Computer…anything by Rolling Stones, please…”

“DUM DUM, DUM DA DUM DA DA DUMMM DUMMM!

I can’t get no satisfaction…

I can’t get no satisfaction…

Cause I tried and I tried and I tried and I tried…”

Conway angrily chewed a chicken breast along with the music.



“So are we proud of ourselves, hmmm? We can outsmart a computer. Well, how about that. I guess that makes us pretty hot stuff, huh?” Ardek stood on the other side of the forcefield in Explorer’s main brig, hands on hips, looking at the pair in the brig with pure, watchful hate.

“Yes,” Baxter replied defiantly, sitting next to the crumpled form of Kitty Larkin on the brig bench. “My crew IS hot stuff. Don’t try to mess with us, or you’ll get burned BIG TIME!”

“I’m tired of your empty threats,” Ardek said with a wave of his hand.

“Empty? I think I regained control of my ship pretty well.”

“Who is in the brig, huh? Me or you?”

“That’ll change, buddy, I assure you.” Baxter absently wiped potato chip crumbs from his tunic. He really should have tried to take control. But when Kitty really came through and produced those delicious fat free chips in the replicator slot…he had to at least give it a try.

That was when the hulking Garibid stomped in and did a tap dance on his face.

“Well, you do whatever you want. See if you can get Kitty up and running, for what good it’ll do you,” Ardek said, and waved his hand at Kitty. “My people picked at her positronics for an hour, and couldn’t get any sign of life. Your little potato chip trick blew out a processor or whatnot. And what does that mean for me? I have to teach idiot Garibid and an adolescent Maloxian how to pilot a ship. Do you think that’s easy? Really, I know next to nothing about Federation ships myself, other than enough to turn this baby into a casino.”

“Some of those games were fun,” Baxter mused. “If you can leave them on the system before you give us the ship back…”

Ardek leaned toward Baxter. “You are not getting this ship back! If she makes it through the invasion, her hull is going to be MOUNTED in my THRONE ROOM!”

“Surely you jest.”

Ardek smiled. “It’s going to be one big throne room.”

“You have big plans, Ardek. Too bad you can’t back them up.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Look where your plans have gotten you so far!”

“They got me an empire!”

Baxter furrowed his brow, stymied. “Well…before that!”

Ardek whirled, his cape willowing behind him. “I’m done with you. Stew in here all you like. And pray we don’t find your little runt changeling, because if we do…”

The brig doors opened and Jahn, Ardek’s Maloxian assistant, strolled in with Plato.

“I found Plato, Exaltedness. He was hungry so I got him a taco down at the mall–”

“JAHN!” scolded Ardek. “We torture our enemies, we do not feed them!”

“Have you been to the taco stand down there?” Jahn said. He made a broad gesture with his hands. “They’re stuffed out to here!”

“They were delicious,” agreed Plato.

“And this guy has quite the dry wit!”

Ardek grabbed his staff from the nearby table and bonked Jahn on the head with it. “You imbecile! Put Plato in the brig then get to the bridge. We have lots to do and not lots of time, got it?”

Jahn rubbed his head. “We were just trying to have some fun. You know, sometimes I just want to be a boy…”

“TOO BAD! You’re a conqueror, just like me, mister, you got that?”

“You’re not my real Dad,” spat Jahn, as he deactivated the force field in the brig and shoved Plato in.

Ardek rushed to switch the field back on. “That’s right I’m not! You’d have a lick of sense if I was. Maybe if your father had a lick of sense I wouldn’t have had to have someone crash a shuttle into him. Then I wouldn’t have had to try to mold you into an effective leader. Damn your non-existent motivational skills!”

“That was SOOO wrong!” Jahn muttered, and whirled toward the brig door.

“I’m not through with you!” chided Ardek, following.

“You told me to go to the bridge!”

“Well I want to berate you more!”

“Tough!”

“Don’t take that tone with me!”

Baxter sat, perplexed, on the bench in the brig, watching the doors close on the retreating Ardek and Jahn.

“Even Ardek is acting like a parent. Man, I am getting old.”

Plato paced the brig. “You are NOT.”

Baxter buried his head in his hands. “Plato, I’m not always going to be around to take care of you. Soon you’re going to need to strike out on your own. You do understand that, don’t you?”

“Wait one sec. Who’s taking care of who here?”

“I’d like to think I’m a mentor to you…”

Plato glanced at Baxter. “Well, you are. But I think I do my fair share of helping you too. Remember how I helped you rebuild Steffie’s doll house after you sat on it?”

Baxter nodded. “Granted.” He stared up at the ceiling. “Plato, I turn 38 on my next birthday.” He sighed. “I’m getting too old for this sh**.”

“That’s ridiculous. You’re barely a third through the average human life expectancy! You might not be the most healthy guy around, but I’m sure you’ll live long past 120.”

Baxter blinked. “Why are we talking about this?”

Plato shrugged. “You’re the one who brought it up.”

“Forget I did.” Baxter looked down at the inert form of Kitty. “Think you can get her back on-line?”

Plato knelt by Kitty. “Tough to say. Who knows what all they did to her. Larkin let me play around with her positronic brain a couple times when she was on the Explorer. I think this one’s similar.”

“Let’s hope so,” Baxter said eagerly as Plato peeled back the top of Kitty’s skull to reveal a pulsing network of circuits underneath.

“Let’s see…” Plato poked around. “Looks like they bypassed a huge amount of data. Maybe I can re-route the command paths and do a fresh re-boot.”

Baxter beamed. “Plato, it’s amazing how much you youngsters know about technology. Man, when I was growing up…sheesh, our androids had no personality. Nowadays, with positronics…it’s just mind-blowing.”

“Done,” Plato said as Baxter droned on.

To Baxter’s surprise, Kitty sat up ramrod straight, eyes darting as she accessed data.

“Kitty, do you read me?” Baxter said, pivoting Kitty’s head to face him. “Hello in there?”

Kitty cocked her head, and said, “A line from ‘I, Robot,’ Mister Ardek. A good book indeed. I highly recommend it.” Then she flung herself forward off the bench and waggled her arms and legs. “Do not try to struggle…die with some dignity…wait, what are you doing…is that a transporter beam…?” Kitty trailed off, then shot up again ramrod straight on the floor. She looked back at Baxter. “Captain. Did you just address me as a feline?”

Baxter stared at Kitty. “Um…”

“Where am I?” Kitty stood. “Why are we in the brig? Is this another of Commander Conway’s intricate pranks? And what of Ardek? Did I succeed in killing him on Crysta? How did I get here?”

Plato looked at Baxter, his face a mask of confusion. Baxter’s mouth was gaping.

“I am missing some key memory engrams,” Kitty went on to say. She looked at Baxter. “Captain…what has transpired?”

Baxter’s mouth moved but no sound came out. Finally: “Um, Larkin?”

“Yes, Captain?” Kitty cocked her head quizzically.

Baxter rested his hands on the android’s shoulders. “Larkin, we have to have a loooooooooooong talk.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN



“Well…everybody dig in.” Commander Richards looked out over the table in the Escort’s mess hall. It was actually all of the tiny tables that usually pervaded the mess, slammed together and covered with a huge table-cloth Yeoman Briggs had cobbled together out of the replicator. It was a wonder what one could do last-minute.

The sound of quiet and slow slurping and snacking filled the mess hall.

“The targ colon is delicious,” J’hana said quietly.

Steffie belched.

“Steffie!” Peterman snapped, and tapped her daughter on the knee. She turned to look at Richards. “Christopher, why don’t you fill us in on the plans to get your daughter back from Ardek’s people and retake the Explorer?”

Richards blinked at Peterman. “You pretty much just said it all, Kelly. We’re going to get my daughter and Conway’s ex-wife back from Ardek’s people, then go get the Explorer back.”

“I hope you have a slightly more detailed plan than that,” Browning muttered, picking at her food.

“J’hana’s working on the details,” Richards muttered.

“Come again?” J’hana slurped colon off her chin with her tongue.

“You’re working on a plan to get the Explorer and Conway’s away team back, right?”

“Oh. Right. Well, we’re right on top of that.” J’hana continued eating.

“Care to fill us in?” Peterman asked, turning to J’hana. Obviously, Richards would be no help. He continued glaring at Browning.

J’hana sighed and put down her fork. “I WAS trying to eat, but if you insist I can fill you in on the particulars. There will be two attack teams. Captain Conway will lead the Aerostar-A in the efforts to get the Explorer back, while Commander Richards will take the Escort and attempt to retrieve Conway’s away team from Ardek’s minions.”

“Have we located either the Explorer or Conway’s away team yet?” asked Browning.

Tilleran sighed heavily. “No.”

“Fat lot of progress we’ve made,” muttered Richards.

“This is a true bummer,” Peterman said, and pushed at her food.

“Well,” said Browning. “There is cake.”

“What kind?” asked J’hana, raising an eyebrow.

“Fudge.”

“With entrails?”

Browning smiled politely. “Sorry.”

“When are we going to find Daddy?” Steffie hurled her fork across the mess hall, narrowly missing hitting J’hana in the forehead.

The Andorian grinned. “Stephanie Baxter. You will make a competent warrior one day.”

“What’s a warrior?” Steffie asked, looking to Peterman.

“Never you mind,” Peterman said, and glared scoldingly at J’hana.

Suddenly a comm signal trilled in the mess hall.

“Bridge to Mess Hall.” It was Lieutenant Commander Hartley.

“What?” asked Richards.

“Conway’s calling. Should I put him through or what?”

“Go ahead and put him through.” Richards rolled his eyes up toward the ceiling.

“This is Captain Conway. Thanks a bunch for inviting me to your little dinner.”

“You were more than welcomed to come,” lied Peterman.

“Sure. Sure I was. Well, where was my invite? Why did I have to find out from my Chief Medical Officer, who found out from your Chief of Operations?”

“Did you just call to complain that we didn’t invite you to dinner or do you have a legitimate reason for calling, Captain?” Richards asked tiredly.

“Oh, I have a legitimate reason all right. I’ve located the resistance, led by Jum. On the outer edge of this sector.”

Richards wiped his mouth and tossed down his napkin. “We’re on our way to the bridge. I take it we’re diverting course to meet them?”

“That’s right we are. Meet you there. Save me some dessert. Conway out.”

“We will not save him any dessert,” J’hana said resolutely, and followed Richards and the others hurriedly out of the mess hall, leaving Browning and Peterman to clean up.

Steffie shoved away her plate and folded har arms. “Where’s Daddy?”

Browning picked up the plates and shot Peterman a worried look. Peterman swiveled to face Steffie. “Daddy’s on a special secret mission, honey. He’ll be back as soon as he can.”

“But why can’t I talk to him?”

“Because….because then it wouldn’t be a secret mission anymore.”

Steffie stuck out her bottom lip. “I don’t like secret missions.”

“Me neither,” sighed Peterman.

Browning shoved some plates into the replicator and eradicated them. “Me neither.”



“I would not believe it if my own aural sensors had not confirmed it,” Kitty Larkin said, seated beside Baxter and Plato on the brig bunk. “My mind has been in a virtual stasis for the last five years. In my absence, this body has been Commander Ardek’s…sex slave.”

Baxter folded his arms and nodded. “Yep. That pretty much sums it up. I don’t think you’ve ever had sex with Ardek, but I’m sure you put on quite a show for a lot of others.”

“Mister Richards…he simply built a new…me?”

Baxter nodded. “Yep. She looks just like you. Well, the original you.” He waved a hand at Kitty. “Before Ardek got his hands on you and painted you all up like a Dabo girl.”

Larkin looked down at her tight vinyl lime jumpsuit. “This is a most disagreeable situation.”

“But hey–there is good news.” Baxter put an arm around Larkin. “Larkin number two is Conway’s first officer on the Aerostar-A. I could always use another Larkin. If we ever get control of this ship back.”

“That would be a significant cause for confusion.”

“Ah, we’ll work it out. I’m sure you’ve got a middle name we can use or something. Anyway, first things first. We need to get control of this ship back from Ardek. Do you think we can get you back into his good graces? Get you on the inside and topple his little empire?”

Kitty nodded. “We can try.” Kitty looked to her right, to Plato who looked on with interest. “And who is this person?”

Baxter smiled. “Janice Browning’s half-changeling baby… uh, teenager.”

“Ah, then my calculations were correct.”

“What?”

“Nevermind.”



“THIS THING VIBRATES!” Ardek cheered, wriggling around in Captain Baxter’s command chair on the bridge of the Explorer.

Jahn turned around in his seat at the operations console up front. “Exaltedness…we just recieved word from our listening posts in sector 59694. They picked up a communication between the Aerostar-A and an installation on Beldana.”

Ardek’s eyes widened cartoonishly. “Jahn, my little illegitimate bundle of joy…could this be…could this BE!?”

“The rebel base,” Jahn said. “Yes. I think so. And that bastard Jum too.”

“Tell the fleet commander to track that comm signal and locate the Aerostar, the Escort, the rebels, and whoever else might happen to be in her way. Have her eradicate all of them!” Ardek pointed his fingers, pistol-like, at the Explorer ceiling. “BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! GONE!”

Jahn went to work on his panel. “She’ll want to know why you won’t lead the attack, Ardek.”

“Tell her that’s none of her business. Not till I decide it is. Meanwhile, move us to the exact coordinates of where the Crebius Cluster once was and have our scientists begin making their calculations.”

“Can I remind you our scientists are Garibid?”

“NO! Just do it!” Ardek said frantically.

“Fine. Whatever. You’re such a rotten step-dad.”



Richards rapped his fingers on the arm of the Escort command chair. “When are we going to get to this secret planet of Jum’s?”

“Closing in on it now,” said Lt. Commander Tilleran from the science wall at the rear. “And, in case you were wondering, it’s Beldana.”

Richards turned the chair around to face Tilleran. “THE Beldana?”

J’hana smacked her lips at the tactical station beside Richards. “A planet full of women, yes SIR!”

“Don’t get any ideas,” Richards muttered. “Just because the Maloxian-Sulani resistance is based on a planet of beautiful, headstrong women, means nothing to our current mission. Got that?”

J’hana straightened. “Of course.”



“Megan?” Mirk poked his head into the dim room where Lt. Commander Hartley worked on a blinking console. He looked around. “What the hell is this place?”

“Computer, lights,” Hartley said, as she plunked at the console.

The lights rose up in the room and Mirk found himself faced with two microshuttles.

“This little ship has a shuttlebay?” Mirk rubbed his chin. “Six years and I’d never have guessed.”

“We haven’t had much cause to use it, but yes, we have a shuttlebay.” Hartley pointed with a stylus to the floor. “The shuttles drop right out of there.”

“Nifty.”

“I’m sure you didn’t come down here to talk to me about the Escort’s layout.” Hartley turned away from the console to face Mirk. “So what’s up?”

“We’re going to meet with the rebels. Led by my Dad.”

Hartley nodded. “I heard.”

“It’s been more than seven years since I’ve seen him,” Mirk said. “I’m wondering how he’ll react to me.”

“I’m sure he’ll be ecstatic. It’s not every day your get reunited with your son.”

“But MY SHIP unleashed Ardek here. That’s going to dampen the reunion a bit, don’t you think?”

“Family is family, Mirk,” Hartley said. She stepped forward to cup Mirk’s chin in her hands. “You have nothing to worry about.” She leaned forward and kissed him. “Unless of course that Danel tries something with you.”

“I’d tell her I’m a happily married man.”

“Happily married to a woman who could kick her ever- loving–”

“Richards to all senior staff,” crackled the comm system, “please report to the bridge immediately.”

“I’ll finish that thought later,” Hartley said, and headed for the door to the small bay. “You coming?”

“I’m not senior staff.”

“You’re a senior husband. Come on.”

Mirk grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”



“You’re blocking my viewscreen.” Browning and Peterman stood resolutely in front of Richards, and he leaned back in the command chair. “Okay, so don’t move. But make this quick. We’re meeting with Jum on the Aerostar in ten minutes.”

“We’re transferring to the Aerostar,” Peterman said crisply.

Browning nodded. “We have a husband and a son to rescue.”

“You think Conway’s going to let either of you on the away team?” Richards scoffed. “Really!”

“You let us worry about that,” said Peterman.

“This isn’t up for debate, Christopher,” said Browning.

“Fine,” Richards said with a wave of his hand. “But does that mean Conway will transfer over here to go on the mission to save his crewpeople?”

“That’s your problem,” Peterman said. “But frankly, I don’t see him giving up his command. He’s probably over there gloating right now over the fact that his ship is bigger than yours.”

“And somehow that’s more important than his missing crew?”

Browning shrugged. “Maybe he just trusts you to get the job done.”

“I like Peterman’s explanation better.” Richards sighed and stood. “All right. Let’s get over to the Aerostar and get this overwith. The sooner we finish chatting the sooner we can put things right.”

“Amen,” said Peterman, just as Hartley and Mirk stepped onto the bridge.

Richards swiveled to face them. “Commander Hartley, you’re in charge of the Escort until I get back. We’ll be meeting with Jum.”

“Can I go along?” Mirk asked, as Richards, Peterman, and Browning crossed over to the turbolift doors.

“Why would you want to do that?” asked Richards.

“Jum is Mirk’s father, remember?” Hartley prodded.

Richards nodded. “Right. Well, you can’t expect me to remember everything. Come on, Mirk. Hartley, the conn is yours.”

“Joy.” Hartley sidled over to the command chair and flopped down. “Y’all have fun.”



“Ready?”

“Sexy circuits engaged.”

“You have ‘sexy circuits’?”

“This is neither the time nor the place, sir.”

“Right.”

Suddenly the doors to the brig opened up and Ardek sauntered in, cape flowing behind him. “All right, this better be good!”

“She tried to take advantage us!” Baxter said, stabbing a finger in Kitty’s direction. “There I was, sleeping like a baby, when all of a sudden I feel this tongue in my ear.”

Kitty looked sheepish. “You cannot blame an android for trying.”

“She was trying to get information out of us, I’ll bet,” Plato said to Baxter.

Baxter nodded. “That’s insidious, Ardek. And what’s more, it’s expressly forbidden by the Khitomer Accords.”

Ardek grinned at Kitty. “Far be it from me to break the rules. Kitty, I believe I reacted too hastily. Here I thought your emotional glitches had totally overtaken your program, but it seems you have a lick of sense left after all!”

“‘Lick’ indeed,” Baxter said indignantly.

“Emotional…glitches?” Kitty asked.

“Whoops,” muttered Baxter. Kitty looked back at him with an interrogative expression. Baxter shrugged at her and looked around her at Ardek, who paced in front of the security field. “I don’t know Ardek. She hasn’t shown any emotion so far, except for lust!”

“Just the way I like it!” Ardek clapped. He deactivated the forcefield to allow Kitty out. Baxter stood, but Ardek quickly punched the field back up before Baxter could escape. “Naughty, naughty, Captain! How far do you think you’d get before my men tracked you down? You’re alone on this ship now with only that rubbery boy to help you. Further, you’re alone in this quadrant. How does that feel?”

“Lonely, I guess,” said Baxter.

“HAH!” Ardek sang, and whirled to face the door. “Well, if it’s any consolation, you’ll be seeing your home quadrant soon enough. Too bad it won’t really be on the terms you’d like. First stop: Obliterate Waystation. I don’t suppose the good Captain Beck will be all too happy to see you this time, huh?”

“She never is.”

“Well, she’ll be extra unhappy this time around. I’ll make sure of that!”

Baxter sighed. “You do that, Ardek.” Kitty followed Ardek out of the brig, tossing a suspicious glance at Baxter on the way out. Baxter felt bad sending Kitty out against Ardek in the condition her mind was in. She had reverted back to being the Larkin of old. The poor thing had no idea that her current model hat emotions, nor any of the other revelations of the last several years. There hadn’t been enough time to really fill her in. Who even knew if Larkin Mark I’s positronic brain would hold up to all the new parameters? Baxter could only cross his fingers and hope Larkin I was successful getting the Explorer back.

Now that the two were alone, Plato looked at Baxter. “Do you think she’ll be able to get our ship back, Andy?”

“No one else in the galaxy could, Plato.”

Well, maybe one other person.



Larkin Mark II watched with dismay from her electronic cage at the rear of the Leadership Spa and Funtimes Resort Flagship Motivation, which was led by none other than the Maloxian troublemaker Ronan, who now bore the rank of full Program Coordinator.

Larkin fondly remembered how, eight years ago, Ronan tried to leave her away team aboard an exploding Borg ship and, before that, tried to kill the senior staff of the Aerostar via food poisoning.

She was not altogether happy to find herself captured aboard Ronan’s vessel. What was worse, she was forced to be hung, still limbless, inside an electromagnetic cage which limiteded her every movement and looked very much like a cage a Go-Go dancer would be forced to dance in. An undignified situation, if ever she’d known of one.

Ronan, meanwhile, sat in the center throne of the Motivation. She’d actually aged rather well over the years, and Larkin had often wondered what became of her.

Larkin also wondered what had become of Private Henricks and Lt. Commander Prescott. Ronan was not very forthcoming with answers to either question. All she did say, and say over and over, to her crew, which Larkin was in prime position to overhear, was that they were on their way to Beldana to obliterate the Maloxian-Sulani rebels and take out the Aerostar to boot.

That did not sit well with Larkin at all.

From what Larkin could gather, her role in all this was to look on in horror and gasp a lot at the carnage as Ronan and her fleet dismantled the Maloxians, the Sulani, and, of course, Larkin’s loved ones.

That did not sit well with Larkin at all.

She would, however, make every effort to keep a neutral expression throughout the proceedings. She could control her emotions as easily as that layabout Data, but she could divert and suppress them. She hoped.

Whatever the case, they were hurtling toward her friends, all weapons set to “blow sky high,” and there was nothing the android could do but watch.

They would arrive in a mere hour at Beldana.

A mere hour, of course, was comprised of millions of nanoseconds.

And thus, Larkin began formulating a plan.



CHAPTER TWELVE



U.S.S. AEROSTAR



Captain Conway looked out the slatted viewport in the observation lounge, overlooking all of the lush, green planet Beldana. So many beautiful amazon women…

Conway blinked to clear his thoughts. He refocused his eyes to take in the cluster of ships which surrounded the hemisphere of the planet the Aerostar and Escort encircled. There were four ships there, two Klingon Birds-of-Prey, an Excelsior-class starship, and a Breen freighter.

Behind Conway, Richards, Peterman, and Browning, the Explorer contingent, sat quietly at the conference table.

The doors to the conference lounge slid open and Conway turned to face them. “Ssssssssomebody called for me?”

“Ah, Benzra,” Conway said. “Take a seat. I thought your expertise would be good here.”

“Fine by me. It wassssssssss overcrowded in Ssssssssickbay anyway.” The four-meter tall Benzra squeezed awkwardly into a chair between Peterman and Browning. She looked at each. “Good to ssssssssee you all again. How isssss life on the Explorer?”

Peterman smiled weakly. “It’s been better.”

“Sssssssshame.” Benzra turned to Conway. “Sssssssssso…I hear we’re in the Delta Quadrant again.”

Conway nodded. “Yes. Glad you got the memo about that. We’re meeting with Jum in a few minutes. I thought you could sit in on the conference and give us the Flarn point of view.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know much about the Flarn at thisssssssss time. I hope they are well. It is Gessssssssssssssolent Day, you know.”

“Happy holidays,” Conway said gruffly and sat down at the head of the table. At that time, Jum stepped through the conference lounge doors, flanked by Sulani guards. They all wore basic khaki duty uniforms, each inscripted with a bunch of grapes getting struck by lightening. Charming logo.

“Captain,” Jum said, when his eyes shifted to Benzra. “What is THAT doing here?”

Conway rolled his eyes. He should have expected this. “THAT is Doctor Benzra. She is my Chief Medical Officer.”

“How did THAT happen?” asked Jum. “And where is my son?”

“Mirk’s in the bathroom,” Conway said, then looked to Benzra. “As far as Benzra is concerned, we found her six years ago on the planet Xavier. She’d been transported there by the Critics, recruited by one of their minions, a guy by the name of Sesil. We reversed her brainwashing and gave her a crash course on Federation medicine.”

“And now the Critics’ minions control this quadrant,” Jum said tightly.

“Yes,” said Conway. “We were hoping you could bring us up to speed on that.”

“Well,” Jum said, taking the seat at the opposite end of the conference table from Conway. “I suppose I should start from the beginning…” He stopped, glaring at Benzra. “Did you see that? She licked her chops!”

“That is a lie,” replied Benzra defiantly. “I have no chopssssssss to lick.”

“Well you were licking one of your hideous rows of teeth.”

Benzra brought herself up to full height sitting in the chair midway down the table from Jum. “I will have you know my teeth are gorgeousssss.”

“Whether we like it or not,” Conway said quickly, facing Jum, “we are going to have to work together in order to bring this matter to a happy conclusion.”

“What did you have in mind?” Jum said, turning to Conway.

“We intend to disable Ardek’s empire, if we can.”

“Save yourself the trouble.”

“You sound like he’s already won.”

“He might as well have…” Jum diverted his eyes. “She’s doing it again! Captain, this is intolerable. I feel like she’s sizing me up for cooking.”

“I’ll have you know I am no humanitarian!” Benzra said quickly.

“That means she doesn’t eat humanoids,” Conway said quickly.

“The only human I’ve ever eaten was already dead anyway, and he was gristly!”

“You monster!” Jum said, and lurched over the table.

“Dad, back off!” Mirk’s voice called, and Jum whirled.

“Mirkle!” Jum cried, and jumped out of the chair to hug his son. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

Mirk hugged back. “Same here. Listen, I know Benzra is a Flarn, but we have to get past that if we’re to win this…” Jum looked blank. “Oh, Captain Conway already gave you that speech, huh?”

“Yes, actually,” Conway said. “Have a seat, Mister Mirk. I trust everything came out all right.”

“Indeed it did,” Mirk said, taking a seat beside Jum.

“At any rate, Captain,” Jum said, not taking his eyes off Benzra, “Ardek came over from your side of the Galaxy and took hold here almost immediately, with the Critics’ help.”

“How is that possible?” asked Browning.

“Gas,” replied Jum simply.

“Pardon?” asked Conway, then he amended, “oh, right, the noxious brain-washing gas.”

“Correct,” said Jum. “His ‘leadership’ organization went from an annoying cult to a formidable adversary within a year. Initially, he launched an attack of unified Garibid and Madridi forces that took over the Sulani homeworld in a matter of a day. Then he went down and systematically executed the Sulani executive council, all because they refused to let him do a lecture tour on leadership skills at their university campuses.”

“So he’s not only a conqueror,” said Peterman, “he’s an academian too, now?”

“A deadly combination,” Richards said, fist clenched.

“Indeed,” nodded Jum. “With the most powerful peaceful race in this area of the quadrant knocked out and disorganized, the rest soon followed.” Jum looked wearily at Mirk. “His united, brainwashed forces took our own planet over in a matter of hours. Now he has Garibid, Sulani, and Maloxians all working for him. Me and three hundred others were able to escape the Malox system in our transport and fighter craft, but the rest of the system, and indeed most of this sector, was overcome by Ardek’s people.”

“Terrifying,” grumbled Conway.

“And what of the Flarn?” asked Benzra.

“The cowards,” spat Jum. “Before Ardek showed up, the Sulani and Maloxians were in preliminary alliance negotiations with them. But when Ardek took out both our worlds, the Flarn withdrew deeper into their own borders, cut off their rebuilding efforts, and instead focused on walling themselves in. Ardek has seen fit to leave them alone, for now. He captured a few of their fleet yards, adding their frightening technology to his arsenal. That was the real point when I realized this war was unwinnable. Ever since, we’ve just been in hiding.”

“How can that be? The Flarn should be Ardek’s most fearsssssssssome enemy.”

“Evidently,” Richards said, “they were never the same after the Borg conqured them.”

“You’re probably right,” said Jum. “But at this point that hardly matters, does it?”

“How can you say that?” asked Mirk. “You don’t sound like my father at all. You don’t sound like the man that nearly destroyed my ship, single-handedly, just because you thought I was working for the Critics!”

“That was before I witnessed the real tool of the Critics come in and wash over this quadrant like so much powdered soap.”

“Ardek’s a tool, all right,” muttered Browning.

“Well, Ardek’s taken our people,” Conway said, and looked at Peterman. “Some people we really care about. We’re all determined to get them back.”

“And our best chance of doing that is with your help,” said Mirk.

“Please?” added Browning.

Jum scanned the room. “No. It’s too risky. You really did a nice job upgrading your ship, but…”

Conway cleared his throat. “The original Aerostar blew up just a few hours after we got back to the Alpha Quadrant. This is a new Aerostar,” Conway said. “It’s a fearsome battleship that can separate into three ships and fight simultaneously.”

“I don’t care if this ship can separate into a whole fleet. It’s not enough to topple Ardek.”

“If we hit him in the right place it issssssssss,” Benzra spoke up.

“Meaning what?” asked Jum.

“We have a Flarn aboard,” Conway said. “Benzra knows the weaknesses of Flarn ships, which make up half Ardek’s fleet. The other half are mostly altered Starshine ships, which my crew has faced and defeated in battle before.”

“Numbers aren’t going to win this war,” Richards said. “This war will have to be fought with our brains.”

“And we might have a chance anyway!” Browning piped up, and Richards glared at her.

“Out of the question,” Jum said, and stood. “I came aboard thinking you all might be willing to help us get our people out of this quadrant. That’s the only answer.”

“Abandon the quadrant?” asked Peterman. “Isn’t that a bit severe?”

“We’re hideously outnumbered, by a foe who is conditioned by heinous gas to follow every word their leader says. What other chance do we have?”

“The Directors cannot be happy about this,” Mirk muttered.

“There are no Directors,” spat Jum. “And if there are, they are not who we think they are. They are no more gods than you or I.”

“Be careful how you phrase that,” muttered Conway. “So you’re not going to help us, is that it? We have to rescue this bloody quadrant all by ourselves?”

“Nowhere in this quadrant is safe from Ardek.”

Conway saw Jum’s question coming. “Well, we’re certainly not going to try to move you all to the Alpha Quadrant. We don’t even know that we have the capability to punch through Ardek’s fleet, nor are we sure we can resurrect the Crebius Cluster or find any other way back!”

“Then how do you expect to defeat Ardek?” demanded Jum.

“There’s a…quantity…here that we haven’t mentioned,” Conway said, trading uneasy glances with Peterman.

“And that would be?”

Conway sighed. “Captain Baxter is in Ardek’s grasp now. It’s possible he and Doctor Browning’s son can mount a little insurrection from the inside…”

“I hate to be blunt, Captain,” said Jum, “but your Captain Baxter isn’t exactly a military genius!”

“He kicked your butt when you tried to take over the Aerostar,” said Peterman. “Not to mention he was there to help bring down the Borg, even though Dean did destroy the ship, in essence…”

“Enough!” Jum said, and stood. “This ends our discussion. You’ll have to look elsewhere, Captain.”

Benzra raised a claw to speak. “May I suggest the former Flarn Empire?”

“Not now, Benzra,” muttered Conway.

Mirk lept up to follow Jum to the door. “Dad, I don’t understand how you can write this off so easily…my friends’ lives are at stake…our whole quadrant is at stake! Are you willing to give up Maloxian freedom so easily, after you fought so hard to get it back from the Flarn?”

“Why don’t you take a shot at leading our people for a while, Mirk?” demanded Jum. “See how you like it then!”

Mirk gritted his teeth. “The Directors will not stand for this!”

“Yeah, right. You’re such a ‘conduit’ for them, use your powers now. Rain destruction down on Ardek’s fleet…strike them down…”

“If you continue this,” seethed Mirk, “the Directors will strike YOU down.” Mirk neglected to mention that, at the moment, he had no powers to speak of.

“Hah. Directors indeed. I’d like to see them tr–”

It was then that the conference room shook, as if hit by an earthquake, and the lights within flickered. Something bright and blue flashed by the windows, and Conway whirled in his chair.

“WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?”

“The Directors?” pondered Browning, and Jum dropped to his knees.

“Whoops!” Jum quickly said, then launched into a series of Maloxian prayers.

Another flash and an explosion inside the bulkhead by the conference table. Browning, Richards, and Peterman dove to the floor.

“This isn’t the Directors’ style!” cried Richards, as alert klaxons sounded.

The comm system chirped. “Ford to Observation lounge: Captain to the bridge!”

The group in the lounge filed out, Conway leading the way, Benzra, with her considerable bulk, bringing up the rear.



Hartley had never spun to face the viewscreen so fast. She was dizzy as she watched the cris-crossing fleet of Flarn and Starshine warships circle them like giant gnats, others breaking off to rain anti-proton blasts down on Beldana itself.

“All weapons at the ready,” J’hana said quickly.

“Eight ships, Flarn and Starshine-type. Four of each,” Tilleran quickly called out.

Madera, reluctantly, had taken helm. “They’re focusing the brunt of their attack on the Aerostar, and some are heading right for the planet,” she said.

“Cover the Aerostar,” Hartley said. “Choose a tactical pattern you like and go with it, J’hana. Susan…keep us tight and quick.”

Madera tapped fast at the helm, and J’hana plunked joyfully at weapons.

“We’re taking a surprisingly small amount of fire,” said Tilleran.

“We’re too small,” J’hana said. “Those vessels are designed to attack much larger targets.” She sent off another volley of quantums, destroying a Starshine vessel. “That is our advantage, and may keep us from death.”

“The Aerostar may not be so lucky,” said Hartley.

“Why don’t they just go into multi-vector mode?” asked Tilleran.

“I heard Conway HATES that mode,” said Hartley.

A blast suddenly slammed into the Escort, causing it to pitch wildly, far faster than the inertial dampers could compensate for.

Hartley was flung out of the command chair, into a bulkhead. She climbed to her feet. “I thought we were too small!”

“They sent a ship specifically after us,” J’hana said. “Apparently, that last volley of quantums was enough to get us noticed!”

“Lucky us. What type of ship?” asked Hartley.

“Flarn,” muttered Tilleran.

“It would figure,” muttered Hartley. “J’hana, open up a channel to the Aerostar, on Tilleran’s screen.”

Hartley pivoted to look at Tilleran’s video screen as Conway appeared on it, flanked by scrambling bridge staff, Benzra, and Jum.

“They came out of warp right on top of us!” Conway called over the comm channel. “My people barely had time to get the shields up! As it was, they got several good potshots on us. We’re not in very good shape here.”

Another blast slammed into Escort. “Neither are we,” mumbled Hartley. “Recommend we get the hell out of here, Conway!”

“What about my people on the planet? Our ships can’t get all of them beamed up while those blasted leader-ships attack,” Jum called out. “You must assist us, Conway!”

Conway turned to Jum and said, “Out of the question, Jum. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to look elsewhere.’”

Jum had obviously not offered assistance to Conway, and unsurprisingly to Hartley, Conway was enjoying this moment.

“You probably led them here by mistake, you fool!” Jum cried.

“No one calls me a fool on my bridge!” Conway shot back, and looked to Hartley. “Get out of here, Hartley…that’s an order!”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Hartley said, and looked to Madera. “Susan, plot a course out of here, maximum warp.” She looked at the Aerostar bridge on Tilleran’s screen just before the feed cut off. Mirk was in the background looking useless, next to Browning and Peterman. Richards was no doubt helping with the damage control efforts. Hartley felt a pang in her gut for Mirk. They’d been in worse situations…well, not really. This was pretty bad. But she resolved she would not rest until she saw him again– damn Ardek and his people.

“Aerostar is underway, as are Jum’s resistance ships,” Tilleran reported. “On a course for Flarn space,” she added whimsically.

“Irony of ironies,” said Hartley. “Madera, adjust course to match and enga–”

A blast pounded Escort, sending it into a backslide like a frisbee.

Hartley climbed into the command chair. “Full power to shields and thrusters. Right us, Susan!”

“That last shot took out our warp engines!” J’hana called back.

“Put up the SR shielding,” Hartley said. “Give us a shot of finding cover behind a moon!”

Tilleran looked up from her station. “Looks like Ardek’s lead vessel is bearing down on us…”

“SR shields are up!” called J’hana.



Larkin Mark II wasn’t paying attention to the carnage on the viewscreen as Ronan and her fleet dismantled Beldana’s defenses, and those of the Escort. An evacuation was underway, and it seemed Ronan was content to send a couple of her ships off to chase those escapees, and the Aerostar. She seemed content to hound the Escort, for some reason.

That was the extent of what Larkin II knew. The rest of her time and mental resources were spent on her escape plan, which was, simply, to create a large enough electromagnetic burst to overload the systems of the cage that held her motionless. She would then have to hop off the hook they had unceremoniously hung her on, bust out of the cage (with no limbs mind you) and somehow disable the bridge crew (again, limbless). It was a daunting task, but one that Larkin had planned out extremely well in the millions of nanoseconds she was allotted, with time left over for a quick, internal game of “Pong.” It still held such mystery for Larkin.

Dismissing that notion, and realizing she had to act soon to prevent the destruction of the Escort, the android primed her electromagnetic discharge device, which happened to be located inside her midsection. By design, that allowed her for the perfect outlet from which to launch her assault on the cage that held her in.

Concentrating every spare bit of energy in her body, Larkin shot a pure stream of electromagnetic energy out of her belly button, which surged through the grated door to her cage and, momentarily, overloaded its circuits. Her electromagnetic bonds temporarily removed, Larkin was free to shrug her shoulders several times, thereby shirking herself off the hook. Instantly after that, she leaned her head up and grabbed the hook with her teeth, then swung herself, using considerable neck strength, right at the door to the cage.

She crashed out onto the bridge, causing the Garibid tactical officer in front of her to yelp in shock. She used his moment of shock to her advantage, gripping his ankle in her mouth and dragging him down, sinking her teeth in extra deep.

Then, she doubled her torso over to reach around to the hand phaser at his belt and grab it in her mouth, then stood on her thigh sockets and keyed the phaser trigger with her tongue, blasting an oncoming Maloxian.

“Stop her!” Ronan called out, as Larkin whirled with a twist of her thigh socket and blasted another Maloxian, who was standing up from the helm console. This Maloxian got knocked back into the helm, sending the Motivation spiraling crazily, dizzyingly.

Dizzying for everyone, that was, except for Larkin.

Her next task would be somewhat harder, but the chaos caused by the Maloxian falling onto the helm would work to her advantage.

Larkin realized she would have to walk to make a good escape. With no arms or legs, this presented a significant challenge. But she realized that the combined robotic “muscles” in her neck, chest, arm and leg sockets would be enough to propel her on the ground if she lay flat. She fell flat down and did just that, scrambling across the Motivation’s deck like an inch-worm, using her chin to steer.

“I don’t know what she’s doing, but stop her!” cried Ronan.

Larkin had already tried to use her subspace transceiver to take control of the Motivation’s computers, but those computers had already responded rather rudely and would not allow her in.

So she had to do it the hard way. Bowling over two oncoming crewmembers by knocking their feet out from under them, Larkin caterpillared to the front of the bridge, where a primary computer control was located.

She used her chin to drag herself up to “standing,” and tapped in a sequence on the panel with her tongue. Ronan’s ship shut down, just as Ronan herself blasted Larkin in the back, sending her reeling back to the deck.

Larkin felt her systems short-circuit.

>>…primary nanoprocessor shutting down…

>>…estimated time to repair: one hour…

>>…shutting down…

Her last thought was that she hoped her plan worked.



Hartley cocked her head at the rapidly falling Motivation. It spiraled right toward Beldana, apparently out of control. Then all her engines seemed to go dead, and the massive, birdlike vessel just coasted down into the atmosphere, flopping end over end.

A couple other leader-ships broke to try and grab her in a tractor beam, but she was already too far into the atmosphere.

“Nice diversion,” Hartley said handily. “Now, Susan, find us a shady spot so we can make some repairs. And somebody see if they can find out who was on that ship.”

“Like we would just happen to know someone on its crew?” joked J’hana.



The dawn sky on Beldana was crisp and dark, riddled with wafts of smoke.

The island of Mandraka was quiet and empty of humanoid life–only some chittering monkey-like creatures could be heard on the island proper. In the distance, however, alert sirens and explosions could be heard as Ardek’s Leadership Teams moved in to “develop” Beldana’s populace, which included hundreds of Jum’s followers.

But the island was bereft of humanoid life.

Until one crawled up onto the shoreline.

Followed by another one.

Alexa Lanham lay breathless, face down, on the beach, spitting sand and seaweed. At least she hoped it was seaweed. It was stringy, and tasted like brine, that much she knew.

She turned her head to look exhaustedly at Lt. Brian Gellar.

“Mister…ugh…Gellar…?”

Gellar rolled over. “Fifteen more minutes, Mommy.”

Lanham climbed over Gellar. “Lieutenant…wake up. I need you right now.”

“Really?” Gellar’s eyes shot wide open. “It’s a bit inopportune but I’m not one to turn down–” Gellar leaned up on his elbows.

Lanham pushed him back down. “Don’t be ridiculous. What I mean is I need you to help me get off this blasted planet.”

“Refresh my memory.” Gellar leaned up again. “What exactly happened?”

“We were on one of Ardek’s ships. Stuff started exploding. Our holding cells shorted…the escape hatches were blown…” Lanham blinked. “You don’t remember any of this?”

“Uh-uh.”

“Of course you don’t. I dragged you across half a klick of ocean.”

Gellar squinted in the fast dawning sun. “What’s that in nautical miles?”

“Anyway, I scissor-kicked my way to the surface and dragged your worthless Starfleet security ass to shore.”

“Thanks for that, by the way.”

Lanham stood and dusted off her pants. Her labcoat was shreds. Damn. She helped Gellar up. “So far you’re really doing a heck of a job keeping me safe.”

“I try.” Gellar looked around. “So what became of the ship we were on?”

BLLLLLLLLAAAAAAAAAM!

A mushroom of water the size of an asteroid filled the horizon, shooting up toward the heavens. A tidal wave rushed toward the shore and splashed over Gellar and Lanham, sending them skidding into a thicket of bushes.

After the wave receded, Gellar and Lanham lay on their backs in the bushes, covered in thistles.

“Ouch,” said Gellar.

“I guess that answers your question about the ship.”

“Pretty much.”

“Ouch.”

“Okay, I get it. You’re in pain. You don’t have to keep whining about it.”

Gellar leaned up. “That wasn’t me.”

Alexa leaned up and scanned the flat, ochre beach. There was a man, a human, in snazzy lime and yellow prisoner’s garb, lying on his face on the beach.

Alexa rushed to the man’s side and flipped him over. “Are you all right?”

“Surf’s up,” the man, crew-cut and roughly cro-magnon- looking, muttered.

Alexa squeezed the man’s left arm and chest. “Lie still. You have a broken arm and three cracked ribs.”

Gellar stumbled over and looked down at the man. “I’ll be damned.”

Alexa chuckled. “You know this guy or something?”

“Yep.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“Private Christopher Conrad Henricks, Federation Marine Corps, reporting for duty,” the man, Henricks, coughed, as Gellar and Lanham helped him up.

“Long time no see,” Gellar said, supporting the private underneath his broken arm.

“Yes, it has been a while.” Henricks blinked. “Who are you again?”

“Lieutenant Gellar, formerly of the Aerostar. Presently, of the Aerostar.”

“Ahhh. Ugh.” Henricks coughed up seawater, seaweed, and a shell.

“Can you walk?” Alexa asked.

“I can still outrun either of you weaklings,” grumbled Henricks. “I would have made it out without getting banged up if it hadn’t been for the ship exploding and causing that tidal wave.”

“Too bad about that,” agreed Lanham, and she and Gellar helped Henricks up and into the dense Beldanan jungle. “I don’t suppose either of you have a tricorder?”

Henricks and Gellar exchanged glances.

“Nope,” said Gellar.

“A map?”

Henricks shook his head. “Nope. But I was stationed on this planet before I was captured and put on Ronan’s ship.”

“So you know where we are? And how to get to civilization?”

“Nope.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN



“Ah, glad you could join us, Captain,” Ardek said, looking over his shoulder as he leaned over the ops console, where “Kitty” was seated. It did Baxter’s heart good to see the android seated at ops once again. It almost made him forget his ship had been taken over by an insane warlord with a penchant for leadership skills.

After a pause, Baxter looked at the two hulking Garibid who flanked him. “I didn’t really have much choice. I was dragged, actually.”

“I was too,” Plato said, and stepped out from behind Baxter. “But, for the record, I could have oozed away in an instant.”

“Sure you could have, sure,” Ardek said patronizingly. “My comrades and I were just in the middle of a little…let’s just call it a ‘mission.’”

“Really.” Baxter folded his arms. “Do tell.”

“On screen, Jahn,” Ardek giggled, pointing to Jahn, who was at tactical.

Jahn reluctantly tapped a control, and to Baxter’s dismay and surprise the Federation outpost Waystation appeared on the viewscreenn.

“You got us back to the Alpha Quadrant!” Baxter couldn’t help but exclaim.

“I did indeed,” Ardek said, rubbing his fingernails off on his silvery jacket lapel. “But let’s not dally. We have work to do.”

“What kind of…” But before Baxter could finish, Ardek spoke:

“Jahn, fire the tri-cobalt devices.”

Baxter lept at the tactical station, but the muscular Garibid held him back. They had likewise blocked Plato, who didn’t seem quite so capable of “liquefying” as he’d led Ardek to believe.

Jahn hit a control and a string of dark blue, twinkling tri- cobalt devices soared out on the viewscreen, converging on the tube which connected Waystation’s upper and lower saucers.

The tube exploded, sending a shockwave out in either direction, which rippled throughout the station’s superstructure, exploding it slowly from the inside out, section by section.

After several seconds, all that remained was debris.

Ardek clapped happily. “Yay! I just LOVE blowing up Federation outposts!”

Baxter’s mouth gaped. “You…you Romulan son of a bitch!”

“And that’s pretty much what it’ll look like when we actually do it,” Jahn piped up.

Baxter glared over at Jahn. “Come again?”

“That was just a computer simulation,” Jahn said. “We’re still very much in the Delta Quadrant.” He narrowed his eyes at Ardek. “DAD over there hasn’t quite been able to figure out how to bring back the Crebius Cluster.”

Ardek harrumphed. “Jahn, you are a despicable little boy. I was trying to have a little laugh at Captain Baxter’s expense and you ruined it all.” He sighed and turned to Larkin Mark I. “Kitty, why don’t you get down to Astrometrics and continue investigating a way to get bring back the Crebius Cluster and get us back to my rightful quadrant. I know you don’t quite have the ‘book smarts’ your sister has, but you’ll do in a pinch! Try to absorb some of that library data from the computer. I’m sure it won’t take long.”

Larkin nodded, and serrupticiously winked at Baxter. “As you wish Master Ardek.”

“Why so formal all of a sudden, hon?” Ardek asked, arching his eyebrow suspiciously. He threw an arm around the android as she stood. “Don’t you still love your Unkie Ardek?”

Larkin looked rigid as a rod. Poor thing, thought Baxter. She didn’t have one emotional parameter to draw on. She’d have to improv it.

“Master, I…love you now as much as I ever have. I can say that truthfully.”

“That’s all I needed to hear.” Ardek gave Larkin one more squeeze then patted her rear. “That’s it then. Off to Astrometrics. Don’t call until you have something good to report.”

“Indeed,” Larkin said, almost in a mutter, and trotted off to the foreward turbolift.

“You ride her way too hard,” Jahn grumbled. “Almost like a certain step-son who shall remain nameless.”

Ardek whirled to glare at Jahn. “You are really getting on my nerves today! How dare you ruin my little surprise for Captain Baxter like that. I really had him going there!”

“It’s true,” Baxter admitted.

“Go get your ears clipped,” Jahn muttered, and stuck his finger in his ear. He’d learned from Mirk that it was the Maloxian equivalent of the “middle finger.” He’d rarely seen that from Mirk cause, well, he was a pretty nice guy.

Ardek roiled. “Ooooh….your mother should have lobotomized you like I suggested, Jahnnie!”

“I KNEW you were the one who planted that silly idea in her head!”

“She would have done it, too, had you not scored so high on those blasted achievement tests!”

Baxter raised a finger as if to intervene. “So, Ardek, let me interrupt this tender family moment for a second. What exactly do you plan on doing when and if you do get to the Alpha Quadrant?”

Ardek drew himself up, grinning with great pride. He through his hands out wide, fanned as if to encompass the galaxy. “How does Alpha Quadrant Emporer Ardek sound?”

“I thought you wanted to be Leadership Director or some stupid thing,” Jahn muttered.

“No, no, no,” Ardek repeated, marching up to the quarterdeck, where Jahn still stood at tactical. “Emporer has much more zing to it. That IMPLIES the leadership role I plan to take.” Ardek looked to Baxter, his eyes wide, frenzied. “I will turn that Quadrant into a well-oiled machine, Captain. Don’t doubt that for a minute. You should see my organizational charts…”

Baxter shuddered. As much evil as this man had wrought over the years, he was still, at his base, good-intentioned. Shucks, Baxter still wanted to kill him.

“Maybe later,” Baxter said. “Before we do that, how about you give my ship back.”

“Nope, don’t think so,” Ardek said, without giving it much thought.

“I had to at least try.”

Ardek nodded. “Indeed.”

Quiet descended on the Explorer bridge.

“Well, this is awkward,” Ardek finally said.

“I guess we have nothing left to say to one another,” Baxter said.

“Hmm.” Ardek steepled his fingers. “Should I kill you then?”

“How about those Pike City Pioneers?” Plato piped up, jabbing Baxter in the gut.

“Yes, how bout them,” Baxter muttered. “I want my damn ship back!”

“You can’t have it, and if you keep up with that sour attitude, I’ll just fire the both of you out of my quantum tube, how about that?”

“IT’S MY DAMN QUANTUM TUBE!” Baxter bellowed, pounding the railing that surrounded the command chairs.

Ardek turned away and laughed uproariously. “That in itself is more than enough reason to keep you around, my dear Captain. You know just how to make me laugh. Mokso, Lepsi, get him and his gelatinous pal back down to the brig!”

Baxter glowered as he was shoved roughly into the aft turbolift. He needed a way to get to Larkin and find out the details of Ardek’s plan, before she gave up her cover, which by the looks of things could be sooner rather than later.



“Trees, trees, more trees…” Lieutenant Gellar muttered as he swathed his way through the thicket of growth in front of him with a heavy stick. Alexa trailed behind, and Henricks behind her, “guarding their backs,” armed only with an arm- length branch that had been whiddled carefully to a point.

“I wish you’d stop chanting that,” Alexa muttered. “You’re adding ‘headache’ to my long list of complaints.”

“Shall I run down the entire list?” grumbled Gellar. “I’ve got it memorized by now.”

“Please don’t!” Private Henricks moaned. “I’ve heard enough out of both of you guys.”

“Well, I don’t see you helping us lead the way out of here,” Alexa said, whirling on Henricks. “You’re the one who lived on this planet. Captain Navigator over there,” she nodded at Gellar, “is just going on instinct.”

“My instincts are finely honed!” Gellar shouted, to no one in particular, as he swathed harder through the branches, then promptly disappeared from sight.

With a start, Alexa looked left and right, then up. He wasn’t beamed out–there was no sound or trademark “whizz.” He just…

Then Alexa realized where he went, as she tumbled down a hole in the ground like Alice in that story about a Wonderland….

Branches whizzed by her face as she fell. She tried to grab the sides of the hole to stop her fall. The only thing that did finally stop her fall, satisfyingly, was Gellar.

He let out an “oof” as she spread out on top of him. She didn’t have long to savor the moment, however, as Henricks slammed down on top of her.



Lt. Hartley stepped out onto the Escort bridge, covered in grease, jacket stripped open, shirtsleeves shoved up around her elbows, scuffs on the knees of her uniform pants.

“What did you do, climb through a plasma conduit?” Tilleran joked as she vacated the command chair.

“Yes, actually,” Hartley muttered and plopped down into the chair. “I need a shower like you wouldn’t believe.”

“I beg to differ,” J’hana said from her seat at tactical, beside Hartley. “You have a heady, musky smell I find quite alluring.”

Hartley completely ignored the Andorian and swiveled the command chair to face Tilleran, on her opposite side. “What’s your status?”

“We’ve been combing the planet for signs of human…or android life, for that matter. No luck.”

“There’s lots of planet,” Hartley said. “I’m sure it’ll take forever to get a complete scan. Unfortunately, we don’t have forever.”

“Hold on…” J’hana tapped her panel. “I’ve got a contact. You won’t believe this–it’s ultridium.”

Hartley blinked. “So?”

“So, that’s a very rare alpha quadrant alloy, and it just happens to be used in large quantities in the construction of androids, particularly a certain android we all know.”

“Larkin!” Hartley exclaimed.

“How’d you guess?” sniped Madera, who got a nasty glare from Tilleran.

“So where is Larkin?” Hartley asked.

“That’s the problem,” replied J’hana. “She’s about ninety meters underwater. Lodged, it would appear, in some wreckage of the Motivation.”

“F***,” Hartley muttered. “And us without our transporters.”

“We don’t have transporters?” Tilleran said, aghast.

“No,” Hartley replied. “I figured the engines were a little bit more important to repair since we’re in hostile territory.”

“We must rescue Larkin,” J’hana said. “We cannot simply leave her down there to rust.”

“Well then,” Hartley said, and clapped the arms of the command chair. “Rig us for underwater travel and take us down.”

“Is this ship capable of maneuvering underwater?” asked Tilleran.

“We’ll sure as hell find out!”

“Isn’t that something we should know?”

“Honestly, the proposition never really came up.”



Captain Conway sat in his readyroom, Led Zeppelin booming, and read some of the staff reports since the ship had been tossed to the Delta Quadrant. The Aerostar-A, meanwhile, sailed purposefully toward Flarn space.

The text that flew across his viewer was actually quite interesting. Daniello from sciences reported that he’d contacted a girlfriend from Beldana who he’d been messing around with during the original Aerostar’s original mission to that planet. Unlike Captain Baxter, though, Daniello managed to avoid getting caught by the authorities. A disappointing footnote to the report is that he lost contact with the girlfriend shortly after Ardek’s people began blowing up the planet. Conway felt for the boy, for about two seconds, then went on to the next report.

He tried not to think of Alexa, who was, well, who knew where? She was down on Beldana for all he knew, with the invasion force, or else somewhere else in Ardek’s obscene kingdom. And he was powerless to get to her. Or to get her to date him, but that was beside the point.



“…I’m gonna give you alla my love,

I’m gonna give you every incha my love!”



“COMPUTER!” grumbled Conway. “Change the music. Something else by Zeppelin.”

The next music track came on, and at first, like most Led Zeppelin, it was Robert Plant mumbling something unintelligible. Then came the refrain, and Conway shuddered:



“…all of my love…all of my love, oh all of my love to you…”



Conway pounded his desk in frustration. “Computer, shut off the damn music!”

He whirled in his chair to watch the stars streak by. He was stirred from his thoughts when his door chime rang.

“Come,” he said absently.

“Captain…why is it so dark in here?”

It was Mirk’s voice. Conway turned his chair to face Mirk. “I’m trying to create a mood, damn it. What the hell do you want?”

Mirk sighed. “The Escort is now officially out of sensor range. She could be crashed on Beldana for all we know.”

“Hartley’s a great engineer, and for all I know she commands pretty good too. She’ll keep the Escort together.”

“Captain, I couldn’t bear it if I lost her,” Mirk said, and sat down across Conway’s desk. “Do you have a moment?”

“Not really.”

“I can’t shake the feeling that we’re in far more over our heads than usual.”

“Where’d you come up with that idea? The Borg were far more threatening then Ardek’s wackos. So were the Dawg. And the Starshine Kids, for that matter.”

“I guess you’re right. I’m just worried about Megan. And the fact that I’m without my powers.”

“Oh, right. I’d forgotten about that. Say…have our scientists looked you over yet? Maybe they can figure a way to reactivate them.” Conway tapped his chin thoughtfully. “We could sure use you to stop time or something right about now.”

“Agreed,” Mirk said eagerly, and headed for the door to the readyroom. “I’ll get right down to the lab.”

The lab. That’s where Alexa liked to go a lot.

“Yeah, you do that,” Conway said. He sighed as Mirk left. At least the Maloxian had something to do to relieve his concerns. And at least he was married to Hartley. Conway couldn’t get even a simple date out of Alexa, not since the divorce anyway. And, if Alexa did die, as women who interested Conway usually did, well then, that would really put a kink into his plans.

Conway resolved he’d need something to occupy himself during the trip into Flarn space. “Computer, a game of tic- tac-toe. Difficulty level to maximum!”



Baxter stirred and rolled over, off his bunk and right onto Plato. In response, Plato softened so as to cushion the blow, then rolled Baxter off him.

“You did that last night too.”

“Have we been here two days already?” Baxter asked, lying on the deck.

“I’ve lost track.”

“It’s either one or two days. We should be able to figure that out.”

“This ship might be on entirely different rotation. They could have fifty hour days for all we know. Or five-hour ones.”

Baxter rubbed his eyes. “Plato, it’s too early for this.”

“How do you know it’s early?”

Baxter silently screamed.

Then the doors to the brig opened, and someone called for the lights to come up.

Baxter leaned up, relieved to see Larkin standing there. Disturbed to see that she’d changed to an awful yellow leotard.

“Ardek has made me wear this. I so want to kill him. Again.”

“That’s the kind of emotion you need to show him to allay his suspicions, Larkin!” Baxter cheered her on. “What have you found out?”

“I cannot stay long.” Larkin approached the isolation field, for which she did not know the new combination, unfortunately. Kitty did, but her memory engrams were locked, possibly forever, inside Larkin. “At any rate, I have discovered much of Ardek’s plans. He is attempting to use a broad-band neutrino beam to punch open a hole in subspace where the Crebius Cluster once was in order to find the transspatial portal which leads to the Alpha Quadrant.”

“Sounds awfully science-y to me,” said Baxter. “Has he even tried getting his Critic friends to help him?”

“He has attempted to contact them, but to no avail. It appears they are not talking to him at the moment.”

“Thank the Directors for that,” muttered Baxter. “So where does that leave us? Do you think Ardek’s plan will be successful?”

“It is possible. There is still much we do not know about the Directors’ domains.”

“Do we know why the Critics don’t have something similar Ardek could use?”

“He declined to talk about that, and only complained at length that the Critics were growing increasingly useless.”

“That’s to our advantage,” Plato said helpfully.

“It sure is,” said Baxter. “So where’s Ardek’s invasion fleet? Gathered here with us?”

“That is perhaps the most disturbing piece of information. Apparently the bulk of Ardek’s armada has launched a full-blown assault on every Maloxian/Sulani rebel base known to exist.”

“Tidying up here before he takes on the Alpha Quadrant.”

Larkin nodded. “And he has every intention of using this ship to sneak into Starfleet Command and decimate Earth.” She said it quite calmly.

“Is he capable of that kind of operation?”

“He is a genius sir. An insane one, mind you, but a genius all the same.”

“I see,” Baxter said, glowering.

“You must be concerned about the others. Are you and Counselor Peterman still married?”

Baxter looked at Larkin with rapt confusion. “Still married? Of course we are!”

“Indeed. That contradicts many of my calculations.”

“You felt the odds were against Kelly and I staying together?”

“I felt nothing, sir. But the numbers speak for themselves.”

Baxter wanted very much to go back to sleep.



The only thing close to this experience in Hartley’s memory was the time they had crashed the Escort on the swampy homeworld of the Leeramar. But they weren’t trying to maneuver in the swamp, or conduct a rescue operation. The Escort just sank.

In this case, they’d dove at an angle into the water and took a circular course down through the abyss, riding thermals down into a trench, where a massive chunk of the Motivation’s foreward, upper section was lodged on a reef.

“We could be worse off,” J’hana pointed out, as Hartley looked at the remains of the ship on the viewscreen. “We could have been that ship.”

“Good point,” Hartley said, and slapped her thighs. “Well, someone will have to go over there and retrieve Larkin.”Volunteers?”

Tilleran and J’hana traded glances.

“I’ve got to stay here and be ready to bail the ship out at a moment’s notice,” Hartley said. “So one of you have to go.” Hartley turned to J’hana. “If you don’t succeed in getting Larkin, it’ll be an honorable death for you.”

“Don’t be silly. It would be a pathetic death,” J’hana countered.

“Fine, I’ll go,” Tilleran muttered, and headed for the aft hatch.

“Hurry back,” grumbled J’hana.

Once Tilleran was gone, Hartley turned to J’hana. “You two having a spat?”

J’hana looked at her panel uncomfortably. “It is something I would rather not talk about.”

“Do tell.”

“I said I would rather not talk about it and I meant it.”

“Well, I may not have the type of feelings you have for Tilleran, but she’s still my friend. If there’s something going on, I’d like to know about it.”

J’hana grimaced. “My relationship with Ariel has not been the same since we stopped…fooling around.”

“My condolences,” Hartley said dryly.

“However, I had thought that my love had satisfied her. I’m apparently wrong.”

“Oh. This is about her leaving, then?”

J’hana nodded. “She’s doing it for all the wrong reasons.”

“Don’t try to convince her of that, J’hana. Tilleran’s as pigheaded as they come. I’m probably the only person on the Explorer who’s more pigheaded than she is. If you try to force your opinion on her, she’ll never speak to you again. Do you want that?”

J’hana’s answer was quick. “Absolutely not.”

“So let her be. If she…” Hartley swallowed bile, “really wants you, she’ll come back to you. Or at least come to visit.”

“You are of course correct,” J’hana said, and went to work monitoring her panel.

Hartley, likewise, watched a school of tentacled fish pass by on the bubbly green-tinted viewscreen, and watched the hulking chunk of ship that had crashed on the reef.

“I do hope the pressure does not crush her skull,” J’hana spoke up.

“Yeah. Me too.”



“YAHOOOO! Twelve straight!”

Conway’s tic-tac-toe game was interrupted by a call on the comm system.

“Saral to Captain…we have arrived in Flarn space.”

He never thought that was something he’d be GLAD to hear.

Nah, he still wasn’t glad to hear it.

“I’ll be right out,” he said, and switched off the tic- tac-toe game.

On the bridge, his normal personnel worked with their usual efficiency, which pretty much meant mildly efficient, and his other guests crowded around the command arena.

His “guests” included Richards, Browning, Peterman and her bratty kid Steffie, Jum, Benzra, and Mirk. Jum’s Federation and Klingon ships were flanking Aerostar, but he seemed more interested in staying on Conway’s bridge to make sure his people’s interests were being served. Apparently, he didn’t think Mirk was capable of doing that. There was some definite father-son tension there.

“Make a hole,” Conway demanded, as Saral glided by with a cup of coffee for him. Damn, she was good!

The sea of people around the command chair reluctantly parted so he could sit down. He turned around and sat down in the chair. “Well, people, find seats. This could get dicey.”

“You expect the negotiations to take a long time?” Jum asked pointedly. “I’ll remind you that my forces on Beldana are being subverted as we speak!”

“Remind all you want, but be quiet about it,” Conway said, then turned to helm. “Ford, just where the hell are we?”

Ford turned to face Conway. “Well, the Borg ship that crashed into Flarn Prime all those years back rendered it pretty much unliveable. However, I’ve found an encampment of Flarn and ten vessels surrounding Flarn Six.”

“On screen,” Conway said. The ugly brown and orange planet popped up on the viewscreen. A grouping of Flarn vessels, looking quite the worse for wear, huddled in orbit. One broke off, approaching the Aerostar.

“What can you tell me about those ships?” Conway asked Saral.

Saral tapped at her station. “They are regulation Flarn vessels, but they are in a state of abject disrepair. It appears that parts and repairs have been improvised extensively just to keep them operable.”

“The Flarn have fallen on hard times, apparently,” said Richards.

“A pity,” muttered Jum.

“Dad,” Mirk said. “That’s not very forward-thinking of you.”

“Who said anything about thinking forward?”

“Now,” Peterman said, stepping in between Mirk and Jum, ever the peacemaker. “Why don’t we try to put our disagreements aside? We need the Flarn. Let’s try to treat them with respect. A little honey is better than–”

“Can it,” Conway snapped, and looked back to tactical. “Puckett, hail that ship.”

Steffie stomped over to the command chair. “You cannot tell my mommie to shut up, Mister!”

“Oh, don’t you start with me,” muttered Conway.

“Back away from him,” Peterman said, taking Steffie’s hand. “You don’t’ want to accidentally pick up on any of his personality quirks.”

“You’ll get enough of those from ‘Daddy,’” muttered Conway, as a pathetic-looking Flarn appeared on the screen. Peterman looked like she wanted to continue the conversation, but deferred to the being on the screen.

Benzra gasped at the Flarn’s appearance. His exoskeleton did not have a healthy sheen, nor were his teeth filed satisfactorily.

“I am Abraz, of the Flarn freighter Kelprissssssss. What do you want?”

Benzra stepped down in front of Conway. And when someone of her bulk stepped in front of you, well, there was no way around that.

“Abraz, the author of sssssssssssuch prize-winning poetry as ‘To Tassssssssste a Humanoid’ and ‘Growlssssssss, Etc.’?” Benzra inquired.

Abraz grunted, cocked his head. “Once, but never again. Who are you? What are you doing in that ssssssssssssssssship? It looks vaguely…” His compound eyes widened. “Federation! All ssssssssssshipssssssss…open fire!”

Conway lept out of his chair, trying to signal Puckett to raise shields, but Benzra completely blocked him from her view.

Benzra, though, held up her claws in surrender. “No, no, we mean no harm to you, Abraz. We want to help.”

“It’s you Federationsssssssssss who brought that insssssssssssane Ardek here. The Flarn empire would have been rebuilt had it not been for him!”

“Sure it would have,” Ford said. Conway didn’t even get the satisfaction of slapping him. He tried to shove Benzra’s spindly exoskeleton aside, but the Flarn weighed an easy ton.

“Listen, Abraz. We have come back here from the Alpha Quadrant to try and desssssssssstroy Ardek.” Not quite the truth, but it would work in a pinch, thought Conway.

“Why should I trussssssssst you?”

“If, on the ssssssssssmall chance that we ssssssucceed, with your help, in dethroning Ardek, the Flarn empire can take itssssss rightful place controlling the Delta Quadrant again!”

Conway definitely didn’t like the sound of that. But at the moment, he was helpless.

Abraz rubbed his chin with his one good claw. “Now that doesssssssss interesssssst me.”

“Let usssssssss help you enhance your shipssssssssssss’ weaponssssss. We will help you to rid this quadrant of Ardek. Will you help ussssssss?”

“Hey…aren’t you Benzra?

“Why, yessssss…how do you know me?”

“You were on the vidivissssssssssion for a while. That cooking show! Two Fat Flarn!”

If Benzra was capable of blushing, Conway was sure she would have.

“Well, yes, that was a fun ssssssssshow. But that wassssss agesssss ago.”

“In that cassssssssse, I will definitely help you. I loved that ssssssssshow.”

“Really.”

“Yessssss. And, maybe, after all this war ssssssssstuff is over with, you would consssssssssent to a date. It hassssss been months ssssssssince my thorax was breached.”

“Mine as well,” said Benzra. “Our engineersssssssssss will be in touch with you ssssssssssssssshortly. I will be in touch with you after the battle.”

Abraz blipped off the screen and Benzra turned to Conway. “Was that ok?”

“Yes, but never do that again!” Conway railed.

“So much for long negotiations,” muttered Jum as he headed for the aft turbolift. “Is there a place I can get a strong drink on this ship?”

Conway nodded, reluctantly. “There’s a Spacebucks on Deck 9 and a GuinanCo Ltd. Goodtimes Food Hut on Deck 10.”

“Splendid,” Jum said, as the turbolift doors closed.

Benzra trotted, as lightly as a one-ton creature could trot, over to the foreward turbolift. “I am going to go powder my thorax.”

“Well, that was a success,” Browning said, and plopped down in the chair next to Conway. “I think.”



Down on Beldana, down a frightfully dark hole, Gellar, Alexa, and Private Henricks lay still and confused, coughing dust.

“Where are we?” Alexa choked out.

“Get off my ankle,” Gellar moaned.

“I think this is one of our underground tunnels,” said Henricks. “With any luck, we’re close to the remaining corps of–”

“There–I knew I heard something!” came a sprightly female voice, causing Gellar’s, Alexa’s, and Henricks’s heads to turn.

A light beam traced over the dark tunnel, lighting up the figures of the three displaced humans.

“Get that damn light out of our faces!” Alexa fairly shouted, leaning up.

“Well, aren’t you all a sight for sore eyes.” The beam played along Alexa’s face. “Except you. I don’t know who the hell you are.”

“Jenny!” cried Henricks, and he got to his feet, then lept into Jennifer Prescott’ waiting arms. She dropped her phaser rifle and its accompanying beacon played across the cave walls.

Alexa sat beside Gellar, looking on with great concern. “Brian…should I be relieved or worried?”

Gellar shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not sure.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN



“Say again, Tilleran?” Hartley scratched her head.

Lt. Commander Tilleran’s voice crackled over the comm channel. “I said, I found her torso, but can’t find her arms and legs.”

J’hana growled at tactical. “Ardek’s people are merciless.”

“Keep looking for more of Larkin’s alloy. Those arms and legs are there somewhere. We don’t have time to build her new ones!”

“I’ll keep looking, Megan. But I only have ten minutes of oxygen left.”

“Coward,” J’hana muttered.

Hartley whirled. “This is not the time!”

“Whatever. I’m going to the pantry.” J’hana got up and left the bridge.

Hartley leaned back in her chair. “Why me. Why am I put in command of this idiotic crew at a time like this?”

At helm, Madera looked back at Hartley innocently. “Maybe it’s destiny.”

“Shut the hell up.”



Dr. Lanham marveled at the crowd of Beldanans, Sulani and Maloxians, and other assorted species she could not identify. They were crammed into the cavern that was linked, by narrow connecting tunnels, to the chamber she, Gellar, and Henricks had fallen into. They appeared to be priming weapons and packing crates full of food supplies, ammo, and medkits.

Henricks had immediately, on seeing Jennifer Prescott looming over him, lept into her arms and begun kissing her ravenously. They’d not left each other’s grasp at the time that Prescott was showing the group around the resistance compound.

“…managed to save twenty plasma rifles, fourteen concussion bombs, and about fifty power paks,” Prescott said as she led the group through the cavern.

“That’s not going to make it easy to fight our way off Beldana,” Henricks said quickly.

“No sh**,” Prescott replied just as quickly. “We were actually hoping Starfleet would have a plan for getting us out of here.” She looked to Alexa and Gellar. “They did, after all, lead the fleet of leader-ships here, did they not?”

“How could you know that?” Gellar asked, then added quickly. “I mean, no we didn’t.”

“We were in contact with Jum until…hah…CAPTAIN Conway’s ship fled the scene.” She looked at Henricks. “It was about then that they started barraging our compounds on multiple continents with antiproton bombs. We were lucky to get 200 people down here to the emergency shelter.”

“We certainly can’t sit around waiting,” Gellar said. “From what I saw up there, the ground occupation forces probably outnumber the resistance three to one.”

“Sharp calculations,” Alexa said. “But can your tactical mind come up with a way to get us off this pleasant-weather rock?”

Prescott shoved herself in between Alexa and Gellar. “We’ve got a plan, actually.”

“I knew you would,” Henricks said, as Prescott led he and the group to a table, over which a marked-up planetary map had been lain. Prescott shrugged off her uniform top to reveal a beige tanktop and chiseled physique. Gellar noted that Prescott had taken to Henricks’s hard core marine training routine quite well.

“Just before our satellite nets were shot down, they picked up the largest Leadership Teams beaming in here and here.” She pointed to spots on the map. “Leaving a corridor, just south of this island, that’s relatively unprotected. We have three shuttles. About two-thirds of us can get off-planet and regroup on Sulan.”

“On your way,” Alexa said, looking over Prescott shoulder. “Do you think you could drop us off at the Aerostar?”

“Hah!” exclaimed Prescott. “After that ship left us to rot here? I don’t think so. I don’t care if I served on an Aerostar before, I don’t care if you are all Starfleet or Federation or whatnot. None of that matters now. Henricks and I have a mission to stop Ardek and his people, and we don’t have the luxury of helping you reunite with your crew, especially when your crew wasn’t so concerned about us!”

“Muzzle it, soldier!” Alexa looked with amazement to see that it was Henricks who’d said that.

Prescott turned, hair stringing down into her angry eyes. “WHAT?”

“The people from the Aerostar and the Explorer can help us get this quadrant back. They WILL help us get this quadrant back. Captain Conway resolved to do that. Gellar and this other chick told me so!”

“He’s right,” Gellar said, noting that Alexa bristled at the word “chick.” “Captain Conway has every intention of helping your resistance. He just…went to get reinforcements, I’m sure.” Alexa shot him a doubting look, and Gellar shrugged back at her. Neither of them could be sure of what, exactly, Captain Conway was doing at that very moment.



“That’s a boy, wag your butt, wriggle it, wriggle it!” Conway chanted as he held Bucky the Welsh Corgi above his head and danced in the (real water) shower.

“Richards to Conway,” buzzed the comm system. “We’re about an hour’s worth of work away from getting the Flarn vessels outfitted with quantum torpedoes.”

“That was quick,” Conway said, tucking Bucky away under his armpit.

“They didn’t have many ships,” Richards replied over the comm. “And we have plenty of extra hands, what with the bulk of the Explorer crew being over here.”

“That is a plus,” Conway muttered.

“Another plus, Captain,” said Richards. “Remember that anti-proton cannon that gives us such a fit every time we run across a Flarn ship?”

“Vaguely.”

“Well, I was able to spring one from a derelict Flarn ship. Advantage, us!”

“Keep up the good work, Richards, and keep me posted.” Conway stepped out of the shower, Bucky still under his arm, and toweled.

It was then that he heard a chirp at his door.

“Um…come?” He poked his head out of the bathroom door.

Janice Browning poked her head inside. “Dave? Am I interrupting something?”

Conway placed Bucky in front of his crotch and sidled out of the bathroom, holding a towel over his rear end. “Of course not. I was just, doing my captain exercises.”

“Captain exercises?”

“Very complex calisthenics. They’re not recommended for people who aren’t captains.”

Browning nodded. “I see. Got a minute?”

Conway nodded in the direction of his couch. “Sure. Let me just find some pants.”

“Good idea.”

Browning sat on Conway’s ghelat fur couch and stared out at the stars, and at Flarn Six rotating below. She twiddled her thumbs idly.

Moments later, Conway vaulted over the couch to sit next to Browning, and Bucky was magically somehow there in his lap at the very same time. “Great to see you as always, Doctor, I mean Janice. What’s up?”

“I’ve been very concerned.”

“Sure.” Conway blinked. “About what, exactly?”

“My son. You know how he’s trapped on the Explorer?”

“Yes, right. Of course. I was thinking about that just now.”

“Anyway, I know he’s with Captain Baxter, but that doesn’t exactly make me feel any better.”

“Nor should it,” Conway said honestly. “Let’s put aside Baxter’s incompetence…Ardek is one irritating hombre. Look at what he did to the first Larkin just before she died trying to kill him.”

Browning shuddered. “This is not helping.”

“Listen, I have issues too. Someone I care a lot about is out there, lost, and I can’t do anything about it…also.”

“Who?”

“Doctor Lanham.”

“Ahhh. Trying to undo that divorce?”

Conway shook his head woefully. “With no success.”

“Maybe things will be better after she returns from wherever she is right now. If she ever does.”

Conway stroked Bucky. “See…doesn’t that make you feel better about your problem?”

“Not really.”

“Well I’m sure feeling better. What’s say we go down to the GuinanCo Ltd. Goodtimes Food Hut Inc. and get a space taco?”

“Are you hitting on me, Captain?”

“Couldn’t hurt.”

Browning tossed a vase at Conway. It was a wonder he even had a vase. They weren’t really his style, but Alexa had suggested it when they were shopping on Tellar, and he couldn’t resist. It was open on both ends, as Tellarite vases often were, which presented a logic problem that Conway solved by lying it on its side and shoving flowers in either side. It was made of solidly-built stone, something Conway realized as it slammed into the side of his head.

Through the stars that clouded his eyesight, Conway saw Browning walk out his door.

“Thanks for nothing, Captain.”

Conway sat, rubbing his head. Bucky licked his face. He looked down at the corgi. “Was it something I said?”



“I don’t know how I managed it, but I found her arms and legs,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said, shrugging off her soaked, jury-rigged space suit as J’hana and Hartley hovered over the android, who lay gracefully still on the biobed in the cramped sickbay.

“Here’s a question,” Hartley said, as she yanked some seaweed out of Larkin’s mouth. “Can you get her operational again?”

Tilleran shrugged. “Chris’s the real expert on her. Didn’t you work on her one or two times?”

“A few.” Hartley pushed up her sleeves. “I’ve already fixed one wreck today, though.”

“Looks like we’re going to have to put our heads together and sweat this thing out,” Tilleran said, stepping out of her space trousers and over to the biobed.

“I must go to the bridge and…think,” J’hana said suddenly and fled Sickbay.

“She been acting strange to you?” Tilleran asked as Hartley cranked open Larkin’s chest cavity.

“Not that I’ve noticed,” Hartley said quickly and tossed her toolkit up on the biobed. She flipped it open.

“Ever since I announced my leaving the Explorer she’s been acting extremely weird.”

“Can you blame her? She feels like she’s losing a…close…friend.”

“It hasn’t seemed to affect you much.”

Hartley leaned over Larkin’s chest cavity, tapping with an electromagnetic solderer, restoring connections inside Larkin’s chest, as Tilleran worked on screwing on the arms and legs. “Oh, it’s affected me,” Hartley said after some silence. “I don’t like it one bit. But if I’ve learned one thing, it’s that you don’t take well to other people telling you what to do, any more than I do.”

“That’s for sure,” Tilleran agreed. “So you’re keeping your opinion to yourself?”

“Yup.”

“Good.”

The two worked in silence for another couple seconds.

“But what do you REALLY think?”

Hartley looked up at Tilleran, across Larkin’s inert body. “You don’t want to know, remember?”

“Humor me. And be honest. I’m doing you a favor here by not probing your brain and just taking the information.”

It didn’t take Hartley long to formulate her answer. “Okay. You’re making a mistake. You’re doing this for all the wrong reasons. You’re responding to a biological urge, not a real emotional decision. You’re letting your hormones do all the talking, and you’re sacrificing all your friends and the greatest life you’ve ever known just for the sake of answering the call of ‘the change.’” Hartley waved her fingers spookily as she said “change.” “Does that about cover it?”

Tilleran narrowed her eyes at Hartley. “You’ve been talking to J’hana.”

“She’d never have put it that eloquently.”

Tilleran cocked her head. “So you really think that?”

“Think it, believe it, and know it. Not that it matters. You’ve made up your mind, right?”

Tilleran glanced uneasily at Hartley as the two worked. “Right.”



When Henricks mentioned the ‘nursery,’ Alexa Lanham figured that meant a place where plant life was airponically grown to sustain the nutritional needs of the troops.

But he really meant a nursery.

Henricks talked over the whining and screaming as if he were in a loud factory. The room was just about big enough. “Sorry for the noise. They just woke up.”

Gellar looked out at the bassinets, cribs, and beds, where an orphanage full of assorted-aged children all whined plaintively. The older ones were especially vocal. And used some colorful words too.

“Whose kids are these?” asked Alexa.

Prescott was talking to someone Alexa figured was a nanny. Henricks gestured about the room. “They’re ALL MINE!”

Gellar and Alexa blinked, exchanged shocked glances.

“All?” Gellar gulped.

“Yep,” Henricks said.

“So, when you said you and Jennifer Prescott would work to populate the Delta Quadrant with humans, you…”

Henricks smiled. “I really meant it. Let me introduce you. Here’s Jennifer Junior, she’s seven, and Chris Junior, he’s six, and the twins, Kristen and Kelly, they’re five, and Zachary, he’s four (he’s a real nuisance), and little three- year-old Janice over there, two-year-old J’hana, one-year-old Chris Junior number two, and…just born last night…”

“Just before the planet got shot to sh**,” snapped Prescott, who now breastfed the baby Henricks was pointing to, apparently not worried about making a public show.

“…that’s little Andy.”

“Problems thinking up names?” Gellar asked.

Prescott nodded. “We figured we’d commemorate the names of the crew who brought us here. Without the Aerostar crew, we wouldn’t have our nine children, so it was only fitting…”

“Plus it’s really hard to think of names,” Henricks admitted.

“Now the stupid names commemorate the crew that left us to do rot here on Beldana,” said Prescott. “Christopher, we need to rename all these kids.”

“It took me two days to think of the current names!” Henricks whined.

“I think it’s sweet,” Alexa put in, trying to defuse the tension.

“There, see?” said Henricks, walking over to embrace Prescott and little Jennifer Junior.

“So, are you two married?” Gellar asked conversationally.

Prescott wriggled out from Henricks’s grasp. “Heck, no. Why bother? Ever since Ardek started shooting the place up, there hasn’t even been a legitimate government to marry us. Unless you count the Sulani or Maloxians. And who cares if we’re married in their eyes? The Maloxians would have just poured fruit cocktail on us or something.”

“Mmm, fruit cocktail,” said Henricks. “That sounds good.”

“Not to be a party pooper,” said Alexa, “but shouldn’t we be planning our escape? And how on Earth are we getting those poor kids out of here?”

“Heck, they’ve tagged along the five years Ardek’s harassed this quadrant,” said Prescott. “They’ve learned to travel well.”

“It’s the breast milk that’s been hard to come by,” said Henricks. “Jenny here can only produce so much.”

“Thanks for sharing!” Prescott snapped.

“You two make a cute couple,” Gellar said uselessly.

A woman in a tight leather catsuit, armed with a phaser holstered at each hip, walked into the nursery. “The shuttles are just about ready to launch, Jennifer.”

“Thanks, Valla.” Prescott rolled her eyes. “Oh, right. Valla, you remember Brian Gellar, formerly of the U.S.S. Aerostar, currently of a newer U.S.S. Aerostar.”

Gellar grinned uneasily. “Nice to see you again, Valla. I see you’ve really…gotten into shape.” He almost said, “become a wrestler.”

“It’s been a hard war,” Valla said. “Thank goodness Matriarch Prescott came and brought our intraplanetary governments together to face Ardek.”

“Matriarch?” asked Alexa.

“Don’t get me started,” whispered Henricks.

“Anyway,” said Valla. “We’re all ready to go.” Valla headed for the nursery exit, then turned. “What about Captain Baxter? Did he come along to the Delta Quadrant?”

“He’s somewhere out there,” said Gellar. “But he got married.”

“Shame. That flaky counselor?”

“Yep.”

Valla nodded. “Just as well. I’m into women now.”

And with that she was gone.

“Wow,” said Gellar.

Alexa arched an eyebrow at Gellar. “You liked?”

“Of course not. As she said, she’s into women now.”

“If I know anything about men, that would only entice you more.”

“Shut up.”

All this was said as Henricks and Prescott suited up their smaller kids in mobile carriers and draped jackets onto the older ones.

“Time to move out, guys,” said Henricks, oddly father- like.

Jen Junior, a slight, blonde girl of 7, was the most vocal. “Dad…AGAIN?”

“This time it’s either we leave or we die, pumpkin. Got it?”

“I guess. Do we have to ride the Sulani shuttle again? That one is stinky.”

“Would you rather stay behind and become a program assistant for Ardek?”

“No, I guess not.”

With that, Henricks and Prescott ushered their herd out.

“Come on, before we leave your asses!” groused Prescott from the next room.

Gellar and Alexa looked at each other and shrugged.

“Guess we get to go along after all,” said Gellar.

“Is that a good thing?” asked Alexa.

“You’ve got me.”



“So I’m sitting there, in the middle of the Flarn bridge, trying to explain the tricky firing controls on the newest model of quantum torpedo, when the captain, this HUGE Flarn, even huge by their standards, comes over to me and eyes me like he wants to eat me.”

Peterman gaped at Richards across the coffee table in her quarters on the Aerostar-A. “Oh my. What a shocker.”

“Thanks for the sarcasm. Anyway, I told him I wasn’t on the lunch or the dinner menu and that he better look elsewhere.”

“I guess he didn’t take kindly to that.”

“That’s an understatement. He nearly skewered me with what looked like a giant metal toothpick.”

“Oh, my. What saved you?”

“Benzra. She lept in at the last minute. She’d be quite an ambassador.”

“Good thing SHE doesn’t like to eat humans.”

“Really.”

Peterman gazed at the dim glow from the nightlight in the adjacent room. Steffie had finally gotten to sleep. Who knew how long that would last. “So, Chris, tell me. When are we getting out of here and going to confront Ardek?”

“Only Conway, Jum, and the de facto Flarn leader, Abraz, really know. They’re keeping it secret to avoid a security leak.”

“Where would we leak it to?”

“You’ve got me.”

“How are you handling the Larkin situation?”

“I’m trying not to think about it. Her and Kitty are both out there and, as it stands, I have no way to get to either of them, and no way of knowing for sure if either of them are safe. That about covers it. How’s Steffie handling things?”

“Well as can be expected. She’s scared. But I told her a bed time story…you know, Benefolux the giant Beetle and the Ox from Oxland.”

Richards grinned. “I loved that one.”

“It’s a classic.”

Just then, Janice Browning stomped unceremoniously through the opening doors to Peterman’s guest quarters. “OOOOH! I do not believe him!”

“Problems?” asked Richards.

“Other than the obvious?” continued Peterman.

Browning slumped down onto the couch between Peterman and Richards. “That Captain Conway is such a pig. I thought he’d changed over the years, matured.”

Richards doubled over laughing.

“You can’t be serious,” said Peterman. “I make a living trying to see the best in people, and even I can vouch that the man is totally irredeemable.”

“Is that a word?” asked Richards.

“But usually I’m able to see the best in people,” Browning said. “I almost dated him, for goodness sake. But I went to him to talk about Plato, and do you know he asked me on a date?”

“He may have just been wanting to comfort you,” suggested Richards, then he doubled over and laughed again.

Browning blinked. “Chris, you know I think you’re right. In his own small, Conway-like way, I think he was trying to make me feel better. And I slammed a vase in his head.”

“Janice, even for him that’s a little extreme,” said Peterman.

“I’m going to have to go back to him and make it up to him. I feel awful. The poor guy was probably trying to reach out to me. He’s so worried about his crewmembers…what was I thinking…” Browning stood and rushed out of Peterman’s quarters.

Richards was still laughing. He looked up, wiping tears of laughter from his eyes. “That’s rich…I’ve heard some things in my life before, but–Janice?” He looked around.

“She left. She went to make up to Captain Conway.”

“Did I miss something?”

“Apparently.” Peterman sighed. “Still not quite over her, Christopher?”

“What makes you say that?”

“You led up to your Flarn story by telling me about each individual time you ran into Janice as you made your way between this ship and the ships in the Flarn fleet. You’re obviously distressed now because something you said in passing led Janice back to make up with Captain Conway. You’re so afraid after all the times you’ve lost her that you’re going to go and lose her again, even though this time you never really had her, nor in all probability will you ever have her again. And in the midst of it all, you’ve barely given a second thought to the fact that both of your daughters are out there in just as much danger as Janice’s son and Dave’s want-to-be girlfriend! Did I get that about right?”

Richards glared at Peterman. “I’ll be in engineering.”

“The truth hurts,” Peterman called after him, but he didn’t respond.



Captain Baxter awoke once again to find Larkin staring over him.

“More good news?” he asked groggily.

“Unfortunately, no. I have come to confirm your worst fear, sir. Ardek has been successful in punching into the subspace conduit and getting a scanner probe over to the Alpha Quadrant.”

“Get out of here!” Baxter gasped, still rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

“I fail to see what good that would do,” replied Larkin.

Baxter scratched his stomach and yawned. “We have to stop him.”

“Indeed.”

Plato stared up from his mat on the floor below Baxter. “What’s going on?”

“Our quadrant is in grave danger,” replied Baxter.

“Which one? The one we’re in now or the one we came from?”

Larkin and Baxter looked at each other. “Both,” they both said.

“Are we going to do something about it?” asked Plato.

“Damn right we are,” Baxter replied quickly.

“What, then?”

“I don’t know,” was Baxter’s quick reply.

“Might I make a suggestion…” said Larkin.

“Wait just one minute,” Baxter said. “Who’s the one who activated this beam that punched through to the Alpha Quadrant?”

“That was me.”

“Who sent the probe through?”

“Me again, I am afraid.”

“Kristen!”

Larkin stared blankly at Baxter. “Captain, I assure you, there was no way even I could have serrupticiously sabotaged Ardek’s work without someone knowing. His Garibid assistants are indeed stupid, but they are observant. They have been watching me like proverbial hawks.”

“And if they discover you’re the good old Larkin, the jig is up?”

“Jig, sir?”

“Never mind,” Baxter muttered, remembering that this Larkin was a lot more naive of the ways of humanity than the current model.

“I do have some good news,” replied Larkin. “Before I sent the probe out, I piggy-backed a repeating signal on its transmitter.”

“Well that is good, if there’s anyone to hear it. What is the signal?”

“Quite simply ‘Explorer taken over, destroy on sight.’ I thought that was prudent.”

Baxter covered his face. “Great job, Larkin. If someone does hear that, and we do miraculously get the Explorer back, we’ll have to fight off our own ships on the other side of that damn portal!”

“An ounce of prevention, sir…”

“Listen, is there some way Plato and I can help you get some time alone so you can get control of this ship back, or at least short circuit Ardek’s efforts somehow?”

“Perhaps,” Larkin said. “A plan has been forming in my mind over the last several nanoseconds, but I do not believe you will like it.”

“Imagine that.”



“I can’t believe I’m doing this.” Captain Lisa Beck looked warily out the front viewport of the Wayward as it sailed toward the derelict, pitching, darkened Waystation outpost. She hated seeing her station like that.

“You had no choice,” Morales said from the piloting controls. “Remember, it was an executive order.”

“I feel so silly.”

“Don’t feel silly,” Russell said. “Feel like you’re risking oblivion, or being sent to the Alpha Quadrant through the Bermuda Expanse, or both, because that’s a heck of a lot closer to the truth.”

“Keep your eye on your sensors and shut up, Sean,” Beck said tiredly. “Call our fearless leader to the bridge so I can get this overwith.”

“Right,” said Porter, who punched a control at sciences.

Moments later, Federation President Bradley Dillon stepped out of the door to the cockpit looking dapper as usual in a pressed mauve suede suit.

“Captain, I trust we’ve made it to our destination?”

“Not our final destination, I hope,” Beck said. “Do you realize how idiotic this order of yours is…um, Mister President?”

Bradley frowned at Beck. “This is serious business.”

“Sure it is,” Russell giggled at tactical.

“I owe all that I am to him,” Bradley said, turning on Russell. “I’m not going to simply turn on him just when danger comes around! It’s paramount that we save him!”

“Sheesh. Paramount. Right,” mumbled Russell under his breath.

“This sure is a lot of trouble for a bath toy,” muttered Porter.

“Quiet now, Mister Porter,” Beck said. “We have to beam onto Waystation and retrieve President Dillon’s little sharky.”

“His name is Finneas!” protested Bradley.

“Whatever. Mister Russell, scan Waystation. Make sure we…we…WHOA!”

Bradley was about to ask Beck what the heck she was “WHOA”- ing about, when he looked out the forward viewport, and saw too.

A fleet of seven Federation starships sailed out from behind Waystation, quantum tubes blue-hot and ready to fire.

“Open a comm channel!” Beck cried. “All ships, this is Captain Lisa Beck of the U.S.S. Wayward! We’re a friendly vessel! Stand down!”

“They’re powering down weapons,” said Porter.

“Welcoming committee?” suggested Russell.

“Maybe they were fixing the place up for our return,” Porter said. “At any rate, we didn’t see them until the last minute because they had sensor-reflective shielding.”

“Federation technology,” Bradley marvelled. “As usual, at the cutting edge.”

“Would you stop trying to sound like a holo-ad and tell our fleet to kindly not blow us out of the stars?” Beck said.

“Captain, you’re overreacting,” Bradley assured Beck. “They can tell we’re a Starfleet ship. We have every right to be here. They would not assassinate their leader.”

“Find out what they want, Sean,” Beck said, eying the seven ships on the viewscreen cautiously.

“Comm coming through,” Porter said. “It’s the captain of the lead ship. The Pathfinder.”

“Oh no,” Beck muttered, and Lucille Baxter appeared on the viewscreen.

“Captain, what are you doing here? Your orders were to proceed to Kilma Omega Four for a layover until this crisis is over!” Lucille said shrilly.

“Captain, ugh, Baxter,” Beck said. “We came on Presidential orders to retrieve a…” Bradley gave her a warning look. “Presidential heirloom. We’re just going to get it and leave.”

“Well, now that you’re here, you can make yourselves useful. Your Chief Science Officer is with you?”

“Yes,” Beck said reluctantly.

“Good. We don’t have anyone aboard who has had experience with the Bermuda Expanse. We need to know what to look for as an indicator that a ship, or ships, are coming through.”

“To what end?” Beck asked, but already knew.

“So we can blow the ships sky high.”

“What if your son’s on one of those ships?”

“We identified a signal probe that seems to be from the Explorer,” Lucille said. “The probe was sending information back to the Delta Quadrant, then it self-destructed, so as not to be recovered. But before it did, we picked up a hidden transmission: ‘Explorer taken over, destroy on sight.’”

“Your son’s really done it this time, Captain,” Beck muttered.

“You don’t have to tell me. Don’t think I’m going to enjoy giving the command to fire.”

“I’m sure you won’t,” Beck said, even though she wasn’t sure. “Look, we’ve got the president aboard. Surely…”

“Mmrrpresident’ll be fine,” mumbled Harlan Baxter from behind Lucille. “Our fleet’sthe best in Starfleet. Combination of the Explorer program and the Destroyer program.”

“Lovely,” said Beck. She looked to Bradley. “Well, Mister President?”

“Let’s get my shark and then we’ll go over to the Baxters’ ship,” said Bradley. “I’ve always wanted to be in an all-out space battle!”

“Other than the one in the happy universe?” asked Russell.

“Or the one to save the renovated Waystation?” asked Porter.

“Each one just beefs up my resume a little bit more,” said Bradley.

“You’re President of the Federation,” muttered Beck. “Why would you possibly need a resume? And why would you put ship battles on it??”

“Look, could we just get my shark back already?”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Commander Kristen Larkin, Mark II, walked stiffly out onto the bridge of the Escort.

Hartley turned and rose from her chair. “Larkin! Great to see you again.”

Larkin stared dimly at Hartley. “Likewise.”

J’hana nodded at Larkin from tactical/communications.

Tilleran hovered behind the android, making the “ok” sign with her thumb and forefinger. She looked nervous.

“So, Kristen,” Hartley said warily, “how did you weather the crash?”

“Not well,” Larkin said, sitting down at the engineering/operations console.

“Sorry to hear that. Glad you’re back together now, though.”

“I am extremely waterlogged.”

“Tilleran?” asked Hartley.

“I got as much out as I could. Her internal pressure systems will squirt out the rest, eventually.” Tilleran took a position by the wall of science and sensor consoles at the back of the bridge.

Hartley was still standing. “Commander, according to Starfleet protocol, I am required to turn over command to you, being that you’re the highest-ranking officer aboard.”

“That will not be necessary, Lieutenant Commander Hartley,” said Larkin. “I simply wish you to get me to the location where Mister Ardek is and allow me to kill him. Slowly.”

“Righty ’o,” Hartley said, collapsing into the command chair. “Susan, all ahead full thrusters. Take us up.”

Bubbles passed by the front viewscreen as the Escort slowly ascended toward the surface.

Tilleran was checking her scans. “Megan…I’m picking up a few ship signatures passing overhead.”

“Flarn or Starshine-type?” Hartley asked quickly.

“Neither,” Tilleran said, her brow furrowing. “They appear to be Sulani and Maloxian. Shuttlecraft, transports, and two small fighters.”

“The evacuees,” Hartley said with growing interest. “Enemy approach?”

J’hana swung around at tactical. “Two wings of Ardek’s shuttles veering in from the east and west.”

“Susan, increase our ascension angle to design limits and get us the hell out of this abyss, pronto.”

“Piece of cake,” muttered Lt. Madera.

Hartley swung to face Larkin. “Kristen, I hope you’re up to this. We’re going to have to provide covering fire for those ships.”

“Of course I am up to this. I single-handedly crashed a Flarn battlecruiser.”

“That sounded almost like pride, Larkin.”

“I have emotions, do you not remember?”

“No, I plum forgot. It’s awful when people drift apart, isn’t it?”

“Evacuation ships taking heavy fire,” J’hana piped in.

“Cover them, J’hana, all phasers and quantums!”

Hartley watched on the screen as the water gave way to bright golden sky, and the ship dizzyingly righted itself, gliding along the shoreline toward a wing of fighters who bore down on a Sulani shuttlecraft. One quantum and two phaser- blasts later, and the fighters where annihilated.

“Good shooting, J’hana,” Hartley said. “Now hail that transport. Let’s see who we’re talking to.”



“What the hell is that?” exclaimed Prescott from the command chair of the Sulani shuttle. Although it was called a shuttle, it had three decks and a fifty-person capacity, very much similar to the–

“U.S.S. Escort,” said Gellar, bracing himself against the tactical console. He’d been given the honors, although he knew jack about Sulani technology, there were apparently no ship-to- ship combat veterans in the group. “It’s a companion vessel to the Explorer.”

“Tiny little thing,” Henricks mumbled.

“It gets the job done, I assure you,” Gellar said. “Good to see ’er, too! I wonder where she came from.”

“I don’t care, as long as she gives us the cover to get out of here,” said Prescott.

“They’re hailing us,” Alexa said, looking up from the communications station, seated at the opposite end of the oval array of controls on the ship’s cream-colored bridge.

“On the little screen,” Prescott said, and the tiny viewscreen at the front of the bridge flared to life: Hartley in the center seat, flanked by Larkin and J’hana, with Tilleran in the background.

“Long time no see,” muttered Prescott. “What’s say we have a class reunion later. We’re planning on heading for the Sulan systems. Any arguments?”

“Not at present,” Hartley said, trading glances with the other crew.

“Then cover our transports…they’re virtually defenseless. We’ll see you at the rendez-vous.”

“Nice talking to you aga–”

“Cut channel.”



“The Sulan system is incidentally in the opposite direction of the Flarn system, where Captain Conway told us to go,” said Tilleran, leaning over Hartley’s chair.

“Old ‘Fresca’ didn’t seem too inclined to negotiate,” said Hartley, as the Escort bridge rattled from enemy fighter fire. “Besides, we can break from them as soon as we get out to space. Right now, I think it’s only fitting we give them a hand out of here, since we lead this whole occupation force here to this planet anyway.”

“This mission is not turning out as I expected it,” said Larkin.

“No kidding,” replied Hartley. “J’hana, continue your covering fire. Let me know if you need any power transferred from the non-essential decks.”

“Aye,” J’hana replied, hands dancing over the weapons console.

Hartley leaned forward, bracing her hands on her knees and watching on the viewscreen as the resistance ships threaded their way up through Beldana’s atmosphere. It was a nice enough planet, but she was quite glad to be getting the hell away from it.



Larkin Mark I led Captain Baxter up to the bridge of the Explorer at the end of a long choke-chain. Baxter, for his part, was wearing leather shorts and not much else.

Ardek turned in the command chair. He cocked his head, quizzically. “Kitty? Is there something you want to tell me?”

“The captain has become my…bitch…as it were, Supremacy. I ask you permission to give him over to me so that I may discipline him as I see fit.”

Ardek hopped out of his chair and pranced over to a blushing Baxter. “In a pickle now, Captain, huh? Never imagined you’d be an android’s love slave, eh? Quite the conundrum, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Baxter muttered, folding his arms. He winced at that. He was wearing spiked wrist bands.

“You know,” Ardek said, steepling his fingers and pivoting over to face Larkin. “I’d much prefer to taunt the good captain a bit longer, but I enjoy the idea of him becoming your plaything. Perhaps we can have the best of both worlds. I can still taunt him, and you can otherwise do with him what you wish!” Ardek elbowed Baxter in the ribs. “And I’m sure she’s got QUITE the imagination, Captain!”

“No doubt, no doubt,” Baxter grumbled.

“Everything’s coming together!” Ardek shrieked. “And it’s almost time for us to plunge through into the Alpha Quadrant. Once my fleet regroups here, it’ll be time to paint the quadrant red…with blood, of course, or ketchup, whichever is available!”

“He’s insane,” Baxter whispered to Larkin as Ardek turned toward the front of the bridge and pirouetted down to the command chair.

“Indeed,” replied Larkin. “But perhaps your performance could be a bit more convincing. You are not spirited enough to be an adequate love slave.”

“How would you know?”

“I have an extensive pornographic database.”

“Whatever.”

“Sir, your actions here and now could very well save the Alpha Quadrant.”

“But I feel silly.”

“It does not matter.”

“Folks!” Ardek shrieked from the command chair. “Come sit by me! Share your little nasty thoughts and secrets with me!”

Baxter stared pleadingly at Larkin but she dragged him on.

“Well,” said Larkin, yanking Baxter to his knees as she sat beside Ardek in the command circle. “I had planned on taking Captain Baxter here into the holodeck, recreating a bayou swamp, and chasing him down with a group of ill-tempered Garibid ‘hillbillies.’”

“Hillbillies…” Baxter gasped. “Larkin, we never…”

“You are a dog!” snapped Larkin. “Bark for me, bitch!”

“Sheesh,” Baxter muttered, and pawed at the carpet with his hands. “Woof woof woof! Awwoooooooooooo!”

Ardek giggled and clapped his hands. “I like I like I like! Kitty, I have no idea what you were talking about, but I know I like the sound of it. Make it so, make it so, make it SSSSSSSSO!”

“You heard him, doggy boy…let us go,” Larkin said, and dragged Baxter, on hands and knees, up to the aft turbolift.

“You’re hurting me!” Baxter cried.

“That is the idea,” Larkin said, looking back to Ardek for approval. Ardek gave her “thumbs up.”

“You know, you are of course welcomed to take part in the festivities,” said Larkin.

“Welllll…” Ardek said impishly. “I really would like to take a look at your little holo-adventure before we go to the Alpha Quadrant. I’ll be along in a bit!”

“Do not worry,” said Larkin. “We would not dream of leaving you out of the excitement, Master.”



Hartley watched the stars drift by and was glad to see them again. Something about tooling around underwater and in an atmosphere made her uneasy.

Then again, it was no picnic fighting off all those leader-ships, either, but the Escort somehow punched her way through, and allowed the Sulani and Maloxian escape vessels a way out in the process. Now they were on course for Sulan, and Hartley wasn’t sure what to do. She was unable to make contact with the Aerostar-A, and Tilleran’s long-range scans indicated that Ardek’s fleets had finished with the rebel bases and were back on their way to converge on Maloxian territory, for what purpose Hartley did not want to know.

For all Hartley knew, the best plan was to go back to Sulan and regroup. Perhaps she could get some supplies to make final repairs on the Escort. Perhaps she could find a way of boosting the comm system so she could find the Aerostar, find Mirk…

A bleep stirred her from her thoughts.

“Hail coming in from the Sulani shuttle,” said J’hana.

“Put it on,” Hartley said.

It was Gellar. “Megan, you’re looking well.”

“Get on with it, Brian.”

“We’re almost at Sulan. It doesn’t look good. It appears Ardek’s people hit that planet hard too.”

“They left this little resistance with nowhere to turn.” Hartley could hear Prescott’ angry ranting in the background.

“It would seem so. Where do we go from here, then?”

“If your fearless leaders Chris and Jen don’t have a problem with it, I say we go back to the Malox system. Try to get past Ardek’s fleet, and get back to the Alpha Quadrant. Any problem with that?”

Gellar looked around the small bridge. “Apparently not. Let’s do it.”

“Susan…”

Madera nodded. “Changing course now.”

“Good.” Hartley looked to Gellar. “See you there, Brian.”

“Yep.” And Gellar disappeared from the viewscreen.

“You don’t seriously believe we’ll be victorious, do you?” asked J’hana. Tilleran looked doubtful too, but Larkin just looked excited…in an unhinged sort of way.

“Not really,” admitted Hartley. “But isn’t an honorable death what you’ve been looking for all these years anyway?”

J’hana nodded eagerly. “Yes indeed. I was just checking to make sure we were all on the same page.”

“Thanks so much.”



Captain Conway was just on his way back from Sickbay, after having Nurse Davis fix up the cut on his head (and the mild concussion), when he ran into Browning herself, right outside his cabin doors.

“Captain, can we talk?” asked Browning.

“What?” Conway asked angrily. “Do you want to give me brain damage this time? Finish me off for good?”

Browning tentatively touched the gray bandage on Conway’s head. “Ouch. Sorry about that. Theoretically, I guess I could’ve treated it. But I was just too mad.”

“About what? I just wanted a date!”

“I thought you were trying to, you know, get some action, in my time of grief. It made me really mad.”

Conway resisted the urge to tell the truth. “That’s preposterous. I’m hurting too, you know. I just thought we could comfort each other. Over a drink, and a light snack.”

“Well, that does sound good…”

“It doesn’t matter now. We’re about to get underway. I have to be on the bridge.”

Browning patted Conway on the shoulder. “Nonsense. You have time for a quick break. Let your first officer command for a while.”

Conway bristled. “That’s Larkin. She was captured, remember?”

“Oh, right. Well, your second officer.”

“Gellar. Captured.”

“Ford would just LOVE to command!”

Conway rubbed his chin. “You have a point there.” He slapped his combadge. “Conway to Ford. Get us underway.”

“You want ME to command?” he asked briskly over the channel.

“Sure. For fifteen minutes.”

“Yippppeeee! You are all my slaves!” Ford cackled and the channel shut off.

“Guinan’s?” Conway asked, extending his arm. Browning took it.

“Sounds great.”

Around a corner, Chris Richards watched the exchange with apprehension, and tried to figure out just where exactly on the ship this “Guinan’s” was located.



“This place is a mess.”

Lt. Commander Hartley was sitting on the couch in the captain’s “readyroom/bedroom.” The room was filled with dirty off-duty clothes, some stacks of comic books, a plate of unfinished Tamarian pasta, some packages from a premier sporting goods shoppe on Zephyrr Five. Hartley recalled that the Escort’s previous mission was yet another of Captain Baxter’s silly junkets. This ship was misused probably more than any other vessel in the fleet. Not to mention that the cabin was covered in shedded fur. She wondered if Peterman’s pets had made it off the Explorer. She didn’t really care.

She stared out the greasy viewport, wondering what Baxter and Peterman had smeared on it. Stars flew by, odd bits of space debris. The ship at their starboard wing, a Sulani shuttle, pulled in close to them.

Then something flashed off in the background, and instantly the U.S.S. Aerostar-A was there alongside the Escort.

Hartley raced out of the ready/bedroom, stumbling over a Cowboys football helmet, and braced herself on the doorframe. She continued stumbling right around the corner, into the adjoining hallway, and out onto the bridge.

“Where the hell did that come from?” she asked, and Larkin turned to face her.

“Zero-seven-one mark two-seven-four to be exact, Commander,” replied Larkin.

“How did we not see it coming?”

“I was napping,” Tilleran said defiantly, “You got a problem with that? There aren’t any other science officers aboard. Larkin was doing whatever an operations officer does…J’hana was practicing combat moves…Madera was fixing her make-up, and I was leaning back in my chair taking a nap. Do you have a problem with that? Do you? HUH?”

Hartley sidled over to the command chair, eying Tilleran oddly. “The change, I take it?”

“My hormones are raging, yes, as if it was any of your f***ing concern!” Tilleran pounded her panel. “The Aerostar is hailing us, damn it!”

“O-on screen.”

Lt. Commander Ford appeared on the viewscreen, perched in the command chair. “Greetings, Megan, and my aren’t you looking dazzling tonight!”

She was still covered in grime from fixing the Escort. Still, she spared Ford a weak smile. “Commander…nice to see you again after so long. What’s the status of the Aerostar?”

“Don’t tell me Captain Conway is dead,” said J’hana. “Hmph. That would be a pity.”

“Not at all. He’s just…um, in a meeting,” replied Ford. “Listen, we have Flarn ships here. We’re heading to the Malox system to, you know…try to get control of the quadrant back from Ardek, and hopefully get back to the Alpha Quadrant.”

“What do you know,” said Hartley. “We’ve paired up with some Sulani and Maloxians, and Private Henricks and Commander Jen Prescott, and a herd of their kids.”

“Wow, that’s hot!”

“Anyway, have you heard anything about the Explorer?”

Ford shifted in the command chair uncomfortably. “No, that’s a negative on that one, Meg.”

“‘Meg?’” asked Larkin.

Hartley rose an eyebrow. “So what are we supposed to do? Just go in there, guns blazing?”

Ford looked nervous. “Well, that was Captain Conway’s plan, last I checked.”

Hartley blew hair out of her eyes. “That’s just great.”

“Perhaps, in the interim, I can beam over to the Aerostar and reunite with my father,” suggested Larkin.

Hartley rolled her eyes. “Yes, I suppose you would want to do that. Make it snappy, then send him back here. I’m tired of captaining. And see if you can find Mirk while you’re at it.”

“You have my word,” Larkin said, and ducked out of the aft bridge hatch.



“Heya there partygoers, would you like to try our blazin’ jalapeno poppers and some snazzy pepperjack sour cream dip?” asked the bowtied, redheaded, googily-eyed retard that GuinanCo had put in charge of Aerostar’s lounge franchise.

“No, Buzz, no. No appetizers, no specials. Just bring me and my lady friend here a drink and be done with it. We’ll order food later, but it’ll be burgers. No f***ing sparklers, no singing and dancing, no umbrellas poked in them. Just freaking burgers. You got that?”

“Yes, indeedie, Captain sir, and I guess you’ll have your usual?”

“Yeah.”

“One triple coffee, quadruple sugar, for the captain.” Buzz turned to face Browning. “And for the little lady?”

Browning bristled but maintained her smile. “I’ll have a Sluggo Cola, Buzz.”

“Excellent. And, while I’m getting you a drink, would you care to see our tray of jammin’ desserts?”

“No, just get the hell out of here!” Conway demanded, and Buzz retreated to the bar, grinning all the way. “Damn, I hate GuinanCo.”

“Buzz is certainly no Mirk. But you have to give that corporation credit for trying to create a fun atmosphere.”

Conway nodded as he played with a rubix cube (one was provided at each table, for fun). “Yeah. I have to admit, the sea of plastic balls back there is a riot.”

“I’d imagine so.”

“We could jump in there after our drink, you know.”

Browning gasped. “Captain, we are in a war to save this quadrant, prevent ours from being invaded, and get the Explorer and all our loved ones back!”

“Good point.”



TEN MINUTES LATER



“This sea of balls is fantastic! I feel like I’m floating on a cloud!”

“I’m swimming underneath them! See if you can find me, Janice!”

“Ouch…hey there you are!”

“No, that wasn’t me.”

“Who the hell was it then?”

“Where are you?”

“At the deep end, apparently. I can’t touch the bottom! Does this thing reach all the way down to Deck 11?”

“Heck if I know!”

Commander Richards watched with unadulterated displeasure at the carrings-on of Browning and Conway. Something was cooking in there, and it stunk like year-old gagh. He frowned as he sipped his shirley temple and watched Browning body-slammed Conway. Not good.

“Excuse me, is this seat taken?”

“Yeah, I’m busy. Scram,” he said, turning to see who’d disturbed him during this…whatever it was he was trying to do.

His eyes went wide. “LARKIN!” He hopped to his feet and embraced the android tightly, gripping her polyduranide neck as tightly as he could. “You’re back! We really found you!”

“You found us, actually,” Larkin said.

Richards pulled away from Larkin. “Hold on one second. How do I know you’re not Kitty.”

“I am not remotely interested in sexual intercourse.”

“That’s my girl!” Richards hugged Larkin again, savoring the cold, hard, unforgiving metal feeling of her that he had missed so much.

“Where is Captain Conway?” she asked as they embraced.

Richards pulled back once again and thumbed over his shoulder in the direction of the ball tank. “He’s over there, commanding the sea of plastic balls.”

Larkin watched with horror as Conway repeatedly dunked Janice Browning in the balls. Then Browning pegged him in the face with one and he giggled uproariously. “That is unacceptable.” She marched over to the ball tank, picked up Conway by the back of his uniform as if he weighed nothing, hoisted him over her head, and marched toward the door. “Captain, we are in a state of emergency. This behavior cannot be permitted. As your first officer I am requiring you to report to the bridge with me immediately so that we may ascertain our situation.”

“Larkin, Commander…glad to have you back! Does this mean Alexa is back?” Conway twisted around to look at Browning as Larkin carried him off. “Not that I’m interested in her, that is. You’re the one for me, Janice! We have fun together! We just did, you can’t argue that one! No sir! That was fun, damn it! Fun fun fun!” His voice drowned out as Larkin walked out the door with him.

Richards walked over to the edge of the ball tank, ignoring the confused gazes of the lounge-goers. He put out a hand for Browning and she gratefully took it.

“Thanks, Christopher,” she said as she climbed out of the tank. “Whew. He’s right. That was fun.” She looked at Richards askance. “I saw Larkin come in. It’s always nice to see a pair reunited.”

Richards stared down into Browning’s eyes. Shoved aside a ball that was clinging to her hair. “Yes. Yes it is. Yes it is nice to see a pair reunited.”

“Yep,” Browning said, and dashed off to the door. “I’m going to need a quick shower before we go off saving the universe. See ya!”

Richards stood, dejected, watching Browning go. Buzz trotted up to Richards. “Hey, spaceman! Why so glum? Looks like you need a good-times deluxe good-riffic sundae! It’s goodily good-riff–”

Richards punched Buzz O’Funtimes square in the face, dropping him to his knees, and walked out. “Nice ambience, but it sure as hell ain’t Mirk’s.”



Mirk, meanwhile, rushed onto the bridge of the Escort and spun the command chair around to face him. “Kiss me, beautiful!”

Tilleran glared at him. “I may be in-phase, but I’m not that desparate.”

Mirk frowned. “Where’s Megan?”

“In the bedroom. Readyroom. Beddyroom. Whatever you want to call it.”

“Ariel…are you okay?” asked Mirk.

“Don’t get me started.”

“We could go down to the lounge and talk about it. It’s still a couple hours till we get back to my system. And the lounge manager on the Aerostar taught me how to make this great sundae…!”

“You’re really pushing your luck, Mirk,” said J’hana. “Leave while you still are able. Find your woman and leave us in misery.”

“Suit yourselves!” Mirk said cheerily and dashed off for the beddy-room.

Megan was there, staring out a window. Mirk made a mental note to have ship’s services clean the beddy-room when all this insanity was done.

“Pineapple lips! It’s you!” Mirk cried, running to embrace Hartley, but slipping miserably on a helmet and slamming to the ground.

Hartley knelt beside him. “Mirk, you don’t know how worried I was about you.” She lifted him up easily and took him over to the couch, clearing off some pretzel pieces. “Listen, Mirk, I’ve been thinking a lot about us.”

“I have been too. Especially since Benzra took that Flarn poet into her cabin, which is right next to mine. They made noises I’ve never imagined, and I used to work for Flarn!” Mirk gave Hartley a seductive look. “Anyway, the bottom line is, it got me…you know, thinking…”

Hartley turned to face Mirk. “Not that kind of thinking, dummy. I meant I was thinking serious thoughts about our marriage.”

“Uh-oh.”

“Mirk…we’re back in YOUR quadrant. When the Aerostar left here eight years ago, you intended to come back once we returned safely.”

Mirk grabbed Hartley’s hands. “Yeah, that may be, but A LOT has happened since then.” He kissed her hands. “A lot of beautiful things.”

“Mirk,” Hartley said, pulling her hands away. “What I’m trying to say is, I want you to give some serious thought to what you want to do here. This quadrant is obviously in need of more help than we can provide. It needs you. Somewhere, out there, I’m sure Danel still needs you. There’s no shame in staying here with your people and leading them to a better future. I would…I would understand if that’s more important to you than our marriage.”

Mirk took Hartley’s hands back and squeezed them. “Megan, nothing’s more important to me than our marriage. Nothing.”

“Take some time to really consider that. If we get the chance, see your Director friends. Make sure this is what you should be doing.”

“I don’t need them to tell me this is what I should be doing. I know it in my heart. I don’t give a damn about the Directors. And I don’t give a damn if I ever get my powers back.”

Hartley’s lip trembled and she covered her mouth. “Mirk…do you realize what you’re saying?”

“Yes I do.” He hugged her. “Yes I do.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN



“You don’t know how great it is to have you back,” Conway said, shaking Lt. Gellar’s hand for a ridiculously long amount of time. He tried to avoid Alexa’s glance.

Gellar looked oddly at Conway, and at Larkin, who stood behind him, giving the captain a proprietary sort of glare.

“Glad to be back, Captain.”

“Take your station, Lieutenant,” Conway said, and turned to Alexa. “Doctor Lanham, it’s good as always to see you.”

“David…why are you so red? Have you been working out?”

Conway looked exhaustedly at Larkin. “Yes. Working. I was working. How about you take the science station? Lots to brief you guys on. Yes, lots. Lots. Lots.”

“Are you all right?” Alexa asked as she made her way up to the science console, which was opposite Gellar.

“Oh, I’m fine. Just had a good talk with my first officer. We talked about how great it was to have her back. And how much I missed her counsel.”

Larkin nodded. “Yes.” She sat down beside Conway. “There is much to be done.”

“Are YOU okay, Larkin?”

“I am an android. Of course I am okay,” replied Larkin.

“Has Richards gone back to the Escort?” Conway asked.

Gellar nodded. “He’s here in the latest transporter log, yes sir. I also have a communication from Lieutenant Commander Hartley on the Escort indicating we can’t have Mirk back.”

“Okay. What about Doctor Browning?” Conway asked.

“Still aboard.”

Conway grinned, careful not to make eye contact with Alexa. “Excellent. I mean…okay. Mister Ford, maintain course for Malox.”

“We brought along some friends,” Alexa told Conway. “Private Henricks and Commander Prescott are aboard one of the ships flying in formation with us.”

“They have a ton of kids,” added Gellar.

“Great, great,” said Conway, rubbing his hands together. “The more the merrier. What about Beldana. Total loss, I suppose?”

“Pretty much,” said Alexa.

“Shame.” Conway looked toward the viewscreen. “Well, all we can do is move forward, right?”

“David, what the hell is your problem?”

Ford turned back toward Alexa. “He rolled around in some plastic balls with Janice Browning.”

Conway glared at Ford. “Muzzle it, Commander!”

Just then, Browning stepped out onto the bridge. “Hey, guys.” The whole crew fixed their eyes on her. “What? Did I spill some pepperjack sauce on my shirt?” She looked down on her shirt. “No, I didn’t. So what’s up?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Conway snapped, glaring at Ford.

“Well,” Browning said, stepping down to take the seat opposite Larkin in the command area. “I had a nice snack and a shower. I’m ready for anything.”

“Indeed,” Larkin said dryly.

“I wonder how Captain Baxter’s holding up,” said Browning.

“We’ll find out in a couple hours,” said Conway. “Hopefully.”



Ardek walked through the holodeck doors not knowing exactly what to expect.

What he found was a bayou swamp, which the ship’s computer had told him was located precisely four miles east of Baton Rouge, Louisiana. The computer, annoyingly, hadn’t told him much else.

Ardek found the place totally miserable and disgusting. The water was mucky, the tree limbs got in his face, there was no sign of volcanic activity as on his precious home planet, and something stunk AWFULLY!

But the plain fact was, Captain Baxter was bound to have a lot less fun here than he, so he was able to take a little grossing out if it meant his enemy would suffer a nastier fate.

Speaking of the good captain, Ardek heard distinct cries for mercy with his keen Romulan hearing. He trudged through the muck, cursing that his snakeskin boots were getting all mucky, and soon he found himself coming up on a very rickety and run- down wooden shack.

“Atrocious decor,” he said aloud, as he pressed on up the creaking stairs and through the door to the shack.

There was Baxter, with Larkin, circled with Garibid who looked like they really didn’t know what their role in all this was.

“Good, you are here,” Kitty said, passing by Ardek and handing him a whip. “I am pleased that you could make it. It is time to begin.”

Ardek looked to Mokso, one of his Garibid thugs. “What’s going on here, Mokso?”

“We’ve been rehearsing,” Mokso said. “But I still can’t tell you exactly what we’re supposed to do. Something bout torturing this poor schmuck captain.”

“I’m liking it so far!” Ardek squealed, slapping his whip against his hand.

“Oh, no,” Baxter said, climbing back along the creaking floor to a corner. “Please, no.”

“Sorry, Captain, but this will have to be your exit performance.” Ardek slapped the whip against his hand and stepped closer. “Tell me if I get out of character at any time, Kitty.”

Kitty nodded. “Indeed. But first, I must prepare Captain Baxter for his lashing. You know, give him a few painkillers so he lasts longer. Clean him up a bit, change his leathers, that sort of thing.”

Ardek grinned with approval as Kitty lugged an unwilling Baxter out the door. “I don’t know where this perverse, demented streak of yours came from, but all I can say is I LIKE!”

“I am pleased that you approved,” Kitty said, and she slammed the wooden door shut behind her and Baxter.

Ardek looked around at his men. “Nasty place, huh?”

Mokso nodded. “It smells like regurge all around here.”

“Yes, I would tend to agree,” said Ardek. “I’d sit down if I thought there was a sanitary place to do so.” Ardek stared boredly around at the cabin’s drab walls. “So is that all this simulation is? A swamp and a beating? Nothing more creative than that?”

“Yep,” said Mokso.

“Well, maybe we can change all that,” Ardek said. “Sort of a surprise for Kitty when she comes back. Computer, access program parameters.”

“Access denied,” the computer replied firmly.

“What? This is High Emporer Ardek of the Leadership Spa and Funtimes Resort. Recognize my authority!”

“Your command codes are not on file.”

Ardek’s mind reeled. Impossible! He raced out of the cabin, followed quickly by his bumbling Garibid henchmen. “Computer, exit!”

The computer did not respond. He stumbled on a tree branch and fell face-first in mud. He scrambled up to his feet and trudged across grass and muck and mud, leaping trees, enraged, clawing at trees, which all began to look alike…

“Computer…show me the f***ing exit!”

“Whoo-eeee, boy, what do we have here?”

Ardek turned. “Mokso, what…” His henchmen were nowhere to be found. Instead, he came face-to-face with four extremely unkempt humans. They wore plaid flannel shirts, dirty dungarees, had unshaven faces. And their eyes reflected the pure, unbridled insanity of Ardek’s.

“Gentlemen,” Ardek said, straightening his crumpled suitcoat. “Good to see you. I was wondering if you could point me toward the back door.”

The head human stepped toward Ardek. “You damn right we will.”

Another scraggled human grinned toothlessly. “Mah, you sure do gotta purty mouth.”

Ardek blinked. “Why…thank you. Your mouth is…also pretty.”

The grizzled man gripped Ardek’s shoulder. “I’d like to get ta know you better, boyah.”

“Well, maybe later.”

The human spun Ardek around, kicked his legs out from under him and shoved him down over a tree trunk.

“I’d like ta get to know ya right now. You ever squealed like a pig?

“What’s a pig?” Ardek asked gingerly.

“You’ll know when ya hear yourself screamin’ like one, eh boys?”

The men around him laughed. Ardek screamed. “MOKSOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

“Squeal like a pig, boyah! Squeal like a PIG!”

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

“I said SQUEAL LIKE A PIG!”

“SOOOOOOOOOOOOWEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”



Plato rubbed his hands together. “Plato to Baxter.”

“Baxter here.”

“Where are you, Uncle Andy?”

“In my cabin, changing out of these awful leather clothes. Yourself?”

“In the computer core. Just made the final alterations. We’re good to go.”

“Great to hear. Did you encounter any resistance?”

“Nope. None at all.”

“Great. Meet me on the bridge in five minutes. Oh, yeah, and you can drop the ‘uncle’ now. You’re one of my crew. You don’t have to show me any respect.”

“Gee, thanks Andy!” Plato turned away from the computer core master console and came face-to-face with Jahn. “Um…Jahn! Hi there. I’m, um, lost.”

“You can drop the act,” Jahn said dully. “I’ve been watching you this whole time from the security office. At least I think that’s what it was. There were an awful lot of unnecessary weapons and blades in there.”

“That was security all right,” admitted Plato. “Say, why didn’t you try to stop me?”

“Frankly, it’s cause my step dad is a real lunatic.”

“Glad you noticed. Want to help us save this quadrant and the other one?”

“Sure,” said Jahn.

“Cool. Let’s go!” Plato felt energized. He’d made a FRIEND! And Baxter hadn’t even forced this one, like all the others.



Captain Baxter sat down in his command chair and was glad for two things. One, that he was back in control of the Explorer. Two, that he didn’t have those damn riding leather shorts on. Those things chapped him awfully!

Just then, Plato and Jahn skipped merrily out of the foreward turbolift and Baxter looked at them askance.

“Um, Plato,” Baxter said, gesturing Plato over to the command area as Jahn took a position at tactical.

“Yeah, Andy?”

“Uncle Andy,” Baxter corrected. “Listen,” he lowered his voice to a whisper, “do you think it’s a good idea to have that guy here?”

“Who, Jahn? He’s fine. He doesn’t like Ardek. Ardek isn’t even his real father.”

“That may be all well and good, but he was in league with that psycho. I’m just saying…it may not be safe to have him operating tactical.”

“System is clear of enemies,” Jahn offered helpfully.

Baxter glanced over his shoulder and gave Jahn “thumbs up.” “Great, thanks Jahn!” Baxter turned back to Plato. “Watch that guy like a hawk, understand?”

“Yes, Uncle Andy.”

“Right, then. You take the helm.”

Plato joined Larkin up at the foreward stations. She was tacking away at the ops controls.

“Ardek did extensive revision to our control protocols,” Larkin told Plato. “I am currently re-writing them.”

“I see,” Plato said, as he ascertained Explorer’s position on the helm panel.

“To be more specific, I rewrote the Explorer’s control protocols when I was…unfortunately, Kitty.”

“Yes, sorry about that.”

Larkin leaned closer to Plato. “I understand that my replacement has done quite well in Starfleet since my…departure.”

“Larkin II? Oh, yeah. She’s great.”

“I understand she has emotions.”

“Yep, she’s quite the character.”

“That is…irregular.”

Plato nodded. “Well, you two will have to have a reunion once this whole thing’s over.”

“Indeed.”

Baxter, who had been busy reviewing the Explorer’s systems status, looked back at Jahn. “Say, Jahn…can you give me a sensor sweep? See if you can locate the Aerostar-A or the Escort?”

“Sure,” said Jahn easily. After a few moments, he looked up from his screens. “I have a read on them. One-zero-four mark ten.”

Baxter stood. “You’re kidding. Heading here?”

“That’s right.”

“Damn straight!” Baxter said excitedly. “Can we get a comm out to them?”

“Frequencies are open,” Jahn reported. “Go.”



“Call coming in from the Explorer,” Gellar said, looking up from his panel. “It’s Captain Baxter!”

“I’ll be damned,” Conway said dully, swerving his chair toward the viewscreen. “Put him on screen. And call his little family up to the bridge. I’m sure they’d love to see this.”

“Yes, sir.”

Baxter appeared on the viewscreen, and to Larkin’s confusion, it appeared that Kitty herself was at ops.

“Greetings, Conway,” said Baxter. “Boy, do we have a lot of catching up to do.”

“How right you are,” said Conway. “We’ve been mixing it up with Ardek’s people since we fled this system. What have you been doing…sitting there scratching your ass for the last day and a half?”

Baxter frowned. “Not quite. Say, where the hell are my wife and daughter?”

“On their way to the bridge. I think Steffie’s been napping and your wife’s been poking into other people’s business, as usual.”

“Thanks for sharing.”

Beside Conway, Larkin piped up. “Captain…is that Kitty at operations?”

Baxter glanced nervously at the android on his bridge. “Um, in a sense. It’s your original body, with your original mind before you, you know, got blown up with Ardek.”

“I see,” was all Larkin said.



“That’s extraordinary!” Richards said, from the command chair of the Escort. Hartley stood to his left, arm wrapped tightly around Mirk.

“Indeed,” said the Larkin on the Explorer’s bridge.

“It poses a little bit of a problem,” said Baxter from beside Larkin. “What to do with two Larkins?”

“What do you mean?” asked Richards. “Just more of them to love! We can name one of them Krissie or something. There are all sorts of ways to rearrange that name. Besides, you’ve always said how you missed having Larkin on your crew. Now you won’t have to! By damn, she can replace Sefelt!”

Baxter nodded. “That is a good idea.”

Meanwhile, Lt. Sefelt, who’d been standing at the back of the bridge, trying to fight his fear of confrontation, sidestepped awkwardly and sadly backwards out of the access hatch.



“So here’s the plan,” Conway said, bending over the conference table, close enough to Doctor Browning, he decided, that she could smell his Tholian Musk cologne. “We’re rendez- vousing with the Explorer in the Malox system in exactly twenty-two minutes. According to tactical, that gives us a half-hour lead at least on Ardek’s forces. That gives us time to finally get rid of the Explorer crewmembers on my ship, and at the same time, our fleet can prepare to engage Ardek’s fleet and defend this system.”

“From what?” asked Peterman. “According to Andy, Ardek’s busy having non-consensual sex in the holodeck. He’s not a threat anymore.”

“Yes,” Conway said. “But Henricks and Prescott maintain that his fleet will still attempt to flush us out of this system.”

“Which Mirk and Jum both agree is our only way back home,” Alexa said.

“Indeed,” said Larkin II. “Now that Ardek has maintained a link between this system and the Alpha Quadrant, our science department is convinced that we can get our ships back home.”

“Thank goodness,” said Peterman, combing Steffie’s hair as the three-year-old sat in her lap.

“We can’t just slip out of here,” Conway said gravely. “We promised Henricks and Prescott we would help them disable Ardek’s fleet, and that’s exactly what I intend for us to do. We’ll stay in this quadrant until we suceed at stopping Ardek, or,” Conway said, lowering his voice, “or until we take a severe beating and need to run away.”

“Starfleet command would be proud,” Browning muttered.

Conway ignored her. But damn it stung. He turned to Alexa. “Doctor Lanham, I want you to be ready to expand that breach in the subspace thing and get us back to the Alpha Quadrant at a moment’s notice. Got it?”

“I’m going to be quite the busy girl,” Alexa muttered and stood. “Brian, I’ll see you at dinner?”

“If we survive,” said Gellar, grinning as Alexa left.

Conway turned to glare at Gellar. “What the hell was THAT?”

“After we escaped Ardek’s people, I asked Alexa on a date. She said yes.”

Lt. Commander Ford gave him a high-five. “You go, Brian! She’s the biggest ice queen of them all, and you cracked through her defenses! You are a true tactical officer!”

Conway slammed Ford’s and Gellar’s head together in slapstick fashion. “Both of you, shut up. There’s a mission to be done or something. Stations, people!”

The group slowly left the conference room, Gellar and Ford angrily rubbing their heads.

Browning and Peterman lagged behind, Peterman hoisting Steffie on her hip.

“Problem, Captain?” Peterman asked sarcastically.

“You are not this ship’s love doctor,” Conway growled, staring out the viewport.

“It could sure use one,” Browning said, not unsympathetically.

“Don’t worry, Captain,” said Peterman. “There are plenty of other slugs in the swamp.”

“Don’t I know it,” Conway said, watching Browning walk out of the conference room. “Don’t I know it.” He glared at Peterman. “Well? Don’t you have a ship to get back to??”



Captain’s Log, U.S.S. Explorer,

Stardate 58757.2. We have rendez-voused with the Aerostar-A and I’m amazed to say she brought with her quite a fleet. A rag-tag bunch of Sulani and Flarn vessels, along with Maloxian ships, which are just redressed salvaged Starfleet ships. Seeing the hijacked Starfleet ships boils the inventory blood within me, but I’ve resisted the urge to reapportion them. In other news, a great beaming effort is underway to quickly transfer all staff back aboard the Explorer. The beam-out is almost complete, and I couldn’t be happier.



Peterman and Steffie ran out onto the Explorer bridge and both jumped into Baxter’s arms in the command chair.

“I can’t tell you two how much I’ve missed you,” Baxter said, as he heard the support struts underneath the command chair creaking. He quickly stood and embraced the two, Steffie dangling from around his neck. “Did you all have a good time on the Aerostar-A?” he asked, pretty sure of the answer he was going to get.

“In a word, ‘no,’” said Peterman dryly, as she went to take her customary seat beside Baxter. She was incredibly pleased to be back in that seat, probably more than Baxter even realized. She had spent so much time counseling Browning, Conway, and Richards, that it never even occurred to her how worried she was that she and Steffie would never see Andy again. She was overcome with a wave of relief, not only due to the fact that she was back with her husband, but due to the fact she had resisted going to Counselor Telvin for counseling.

Once Peterman had composed herself, she leaned over to Baxter, who was still bouncing Steffie on his knee. “Andy, just one question.”

“Shoot.”

“Who’s that kid up at tactical?”

“Oh, that’s Jahn. He’s a friend of Plato’s. He was part of Ardek’s original takeover force.”

“Ahh. Okay. Refresh my memory. Where is Ardek again?”

“He’s locked on Holodeck Three. I sent a security team down to fetch him a couple minutes ago.”

“Well, that is good news.”

“Incoming comm from the Escort,” said Jahn from tactical.

“Put it on-screen,” Baxter said, and turned Steffie around to face the screen.

Richards appeared on the viewscreen, standing at the front of the Escort bridge, next to Madera at helm. “Captain, we’ve beamed over everyone from the Escort except our bridge crew. We’re going to re-attach to the ship right now. We’ll see you on the bridge.”

Baxter nodded. “Okay. It’ll be good to have you all back.”

“It’ll be good to be back,” said Hartley, who was still in Mirk’s arms.



“All department heads report battle-ready,” Larkin reported, at Conway’s side.

“Ten minutes until the Leadership and Funfleet, or whatever the hell it is, arrives,” said Gellar from tactical.

Conway watched the viewscreen. “Let me see their approach vector. Heat up all weapons. Tri-cobalts at the ready.”

“Yes, sir,” said Gellar.

“Say, Gellar…where’s our Flarn delegation?”

“They’re both having sex in one of the guest quarters, sir.”

Conway nodded dumbly. “Uh. Very good. What’s Jum’s status?”

“Leading attack wing B, aboard the former U.S.S. Nantucket, now named the U.S.S. Malox.”

“Attack wing ‘B’? I take it we’re ‘A’?”

“Yep.”

Conway rubbed his chin. “Which one’s C?”

“There is no ‘C.’”

“Right. Well…continue sensor sweeps.”

Alexa watched the viewscreen, hand resting on the controls that would activate the conduit to the Alpha quadrant in an instant. She looked across the bridge at Gellar. “Chinese or Italian, Brian?”

“Would you shut up?” barked Conway.



“This feels wrong,” said Mirk, as the Escort rotated on a wing, approaching the Explorer for re-docking.

“How so?” asked Richards, as he headed over to the Escort’s command chair.

“I don’t know. I just feel an incredible sense of foreboding danger.”

“I’m sure it’s just gas or something,” J’hana muttered.

Richards turned to face J’hana. “You mean like when his powers detected our timeline being rewritten and he saved us from being carried over into an alternate universe?”

J’hana growled. “There you go bringing THAT up again.”

Mirk’s eyes widened as he watched the saucer of the Explorer get closer. “Oh…bannanaf***!”

Hartley glared at him. “You took fruit’s name in vain. I know it can’t be good now. What’s happening?”

Mirk ignored Hartley and turned to J’hana. “Shields, J’hana! SHIELDS!”



“Escort on approach,” said Jahn, and Baxter and crew watched on the viewscreen as the Escort backed toward its bay on the underside of the Explorer’s saucer.

“Prepare to raise shields once she’s docked,” Baxter said.

Just then Janice Browning ran out of the foreward turbolift and pounced on Plato at helm.

“Plato! Thank God you’re okay!”

“We’re kind of in the middle of something here, Janice,” Baxter chided, looking to the viewscreen, as a phaser lanced out at the Escort and sliced through her port wing. “WHAT THE HELL?” He glared back at Jahn, who smiled devilishly.

“Leadership is FUN!” Jahn said and hit another control. Baxter watched helplessly as quantum torpedoes streamed out at the Escort. One knocked her backwards, spinning. Her shields went up just in time but now were decimated.

The next torpedo hit the Escort amidships, and exploded her like fireworks in the night.



Continued in next section…



Part III: The End of the End



THE CLUSTER



The Escort exploded like fireworks in the night, sending out a shockwave of matter-antimatter that shuddered through the Explorer like a nor’easter.

Then, at almost the same instant, a shockwave originating from the Crebius cluster’s former location washed over the Malox system, bringing with it eruptions of purple-red gasses that fouled sensors, disrupted shields, played havoc with helm controls.

It was like a storm.

It was the Crebius Cluster.

And it was twice the size it once was.

And growing.



At the eye of the storm, five people floated, confused.

“–to the escape pods!” Christopher Richards finished saying, but then realized he was reeling in a gaseous eternity.

“Save your breath,” J’hana said. “We’re floating in the Crebius Cluster.”

“Observant of you,” Tilleran muttered, floating upside down, trying to right herself.

“Damn!” cursed J’hana. “I was SO close to an honorable death!”

“How is that supposed to be honorable!” muttered Madera. “And why am I even here! I should never have become a major character!”

“Don’t worry, you’re not,” said Richards, and he turned to look at Hartley, who pivoted, looking for something. “Megan?”

“I can’t find Mirk,” she said, and screwed her eyes shut, shouting, “MIRK!”

<I’m here. All around you.>

“Not again,” J’hana mumbled.

<The same, but different,> said Mirk’s voice. <You all have much work to do. That is why I saved you.>

“What about you?” demanded Hartley.

<I have work to do too, but it’s far different work than yours. You will see…>

“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Richards. “Mirk, you’re starting to sound like a damned Director!”

<Am I now? That IS a laugh. Get back to the Explorer; I will assist where I can. Good luck.>

“Mirk,” shrieked Hartley. “Don’t you dare send us away without so much as a freaking–”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



“–explanation!” Hartley looked around the Explorer bridge, where the sane bleep of controls reminded her she was once again aboard a starship.

Baxter turned in the command chair, amazed. Hartley stood in a clustered group with Richards, Tilleran, J’hana, and Madera.

“You’re all alive,” Baxter said, eyes wide, and rushed over, with others. “I saw you blown to bits with my very eyes!” He hugged Richards, who squirmed awkwardly.

“I guess Mirk got his powers back,” Richards gasped, gently patting Baxter’s back.

“Yes, and I guess it was beyond Mirk’s powers to save the Escort,” J’hana said dully as she stepped up to the vacant tactical station. “What has been happening here?”

“Same old stuff,” Peterman said, as Tilleran took her station, and as Madera headed sullenly for the vacant helm station.

“Where’s Mirk?” asked Baxter, looking to Hartley, who walked slowly over to engineering.

“We don’t know, don’t ask,” Richards said, dragging Baxter by the arm back to the command center. “What’s our status?”

Baxter wrenched his arm free and gestured toward the viewscreen. “See for yourself. We’re all stuck in the Crebius Cluster.”

“Sensors are baffled,” Tilleran muttered.

Richards sat in his seat at Baxter’s right. “So is Ardek’s fleet stuck too?”

“Apparently,” said Baxter. “As are the umpteen other Sulani, Maloxian, Flarn, Leadership and Fun and other assorted vessels. It’s a damn parking lot out there, and the sensors aren’t worth a damn. We’ll be lucky if we can even manage not to crash into another ship.”

Richards shot a dark look at Baxter. “Well isn’t that nice. Any explanation as to why you blew us up?”

“Well, yes,” said Baxter. “We had a traitor in our midst.”

“That Maloxian,” Peterman huffed. “Supposedly one of Mirk’s old friends.”

“Some friend,” muttered Richards. “Why are his friends always stabbing us in the back?”

“People change after high school, or the Maloxian equivalent,” muttered Baxter. “Anyway, Plato’s taking him to the brig, and meanwhile a security team is looking for–”

Suddenly a comm bleep broke in. “Bridge, this is Keefler. I can’t find Ardek or those Garibid anywhere, Captain!”

“You’re in the holodeck, Adam?” Baxter said worriedly. His concerns were confirmed when he heard squealing hillbillies in the background.

“Roger that, Captain. I’m afraid we’re pinned in a log cabin of some kind with hillbillies all around us. Our position is secured for now but I don’t know for how long. How on Earth do you deactivate this program?”

“Try password ‘Boseephus,’” Baxter said. “And for God sakes, Keefler, get out of there!!”

“Aye, Captain!”

Baxter glanced back at J’hana. “Commander, go down there and find Ardek. Use all the force you need, but put him out of commission, you got that?”

J’hana grinned. “Yes, SIR!”

“I will accompany her,” Larkin said, rising from the ops station.

“Hold on!” Richards said, picking up step beside her. “We haven’t even gotten the chance to talk!”

“Why should we? Your daughter is safe on the Aerostar-A. It matters not what happens to me.”

“Why are you so damn calm about this? You’ve been gone for five years!”

“Yes, and in that time, not much has changed. Ardek is still a threat, and I must destroy him. Take care of your current daughter. I will also advise you that there is a seventy-seven percent chance that Captain Conway will try to date Doctor Browning.”

“That already happened, Larkin,” Richards said as the android joined J’hana in the turbolift. “Unsuccessfully.”

“Indeed,” said Larkin Mark I, disappearing behind the closing turbolift doors.

Richards whirled. “Dammit!”

“Control yourself, Richards, I’m sure they’ll be fine. Take Ops.” Baxter turned back to Hartley, who stood vacantly at engineering. “Megan, I need you at tactical.”

“Hmm. What? Oh, yes, right.”

Peterman pushed Steffie over onto Baxter’s lap and trotted over to Hartley as she took tactical. “Megan…what happened. Where is Mirk?”

“I don’t know.” Hartley plunked disinterestedly at the tactical controls. “I’m reading dozens of blips out there. Hard to sort out which are friendly and which are Ardek’s ships.”

“Can you locate the Aerostar?” asked Baxter.

“Not yet.”

“I’ll try to pinpoint her transponder,” Richards said from ops.

Peterman gently touched Hartley’s shoulder. “Megan, I know your emotions are tied up in knots right now, I know how much you care about Mirk, and how worried you are right now, but you have to focus and get us out of this safely, for the sake of this whole crew…hold together for just a while longer, and I promise, after all this is through, you and I will go get ice cream!”

“Shut UP!” Hartley growled, sending Peterman backing diplomatically back to her chair.

“Got ’er!” Richards said, bringing up a static-y image of the Aerostar-A on the viewscreen.

“Hartley, punch through a comm signal,” Baxter said.

“Frequency’s open.”

“Captain Conway, this is Baxter. Do you read me?”

“Yes, I read you loud and clear Baxter. But we’ve got problems galore. We can’t seem to locate a perimeter inside this cloud. It’s like it’s stretching to encompass the whole sector!”

“Can we find a way back to the Alpha Quadrant in all this?” Baxter glanced back at Tilleran who swiftly shook her head.

“Nope,” echoed Conway.

“Damn it,” Baxter said. “Are we supposed to just SIT HERE!”

<Yes, you are.>

Baxter lept to his feet. “Who the hell is that?”

A cloud of purple-white swirled in front of him and a giant eyeball, which surprised no one, appeared.

<Captain, it is time for the Denouement–The Battle Royale.> The voice, though, was surprisingly familiar.

Baxter stepped tentatively toward the eyeball. “Mirk?”

<The one and only.>

Hartley rushed down from tactical. “How am I supposed to make love to a freaking eyeball, MIRK!”

<You’re really losing sight of the importance of what has happened to me. I’m a Director now!>

“HOW?” demanded Hartley and Baxter as one.

<The Directors, and the Critics, are not a species. They are thousands of species. Once a millenia, a humanoid joins each of their ranks. I guess it’s my millenia.>

Hartley pounded the soft, fleshy surface of the eyeball. “That can’t be! It just can’t be!”

<Megan, if you look deep inside yourself, you will know it to be true.>

“STOP TALKING LIKE THAT!”

<I am sorry. It’s in the manual.>

Baxter circled the hovering eyeball. “So all that we’ve been through the last eight years…it’s just been…”

<Training.> Mirk finished the sentence. <But my, have we had fun along the way.>

“Sure,” said Baxter, pointing to a quivering Hartley. Peterman had cautiously walked over to hug and comfort her. “But at what price? You’ve broken her heart, Mirk! How on Earth are an eyeball and a woman supposed to live together in holy wedded matrimony!”

<I can only say that this is what was meant to be.>

Baxter rested his hands on his hips. “And now what is this about a battle? Who’s battling? Why?”

<At the same time that your warring vessels have been kept at bay here in the cluster, we have prepared a battle which will decide whose plotline will be continued, and whose will be ended.>

“PLOTLINE?” demanded Baxter.

<It is the way of things. THEY insist.>

“Who are ‘they’?” demanded Peterman.

<The Writers, of course.>

“Of course,” mumbled Baxter.

<The Writers control us. They will take the Directors’ pitch, in which you all return safely to the Alpha Quadrant, or they will take the Critics pitch, in which you live out your lives, enslaved, here.>

“Do we get a vote?” Baxter asked.

<I am afraid not.>

“This isn’t fair!” cried Hartley, facing the eyeball, pounding mercilessly about Peterman’s shoulders to wrench free. “You can’t just leave me, Mirk! You swore you never would! You said you didn’t give a damn about the Directors!”

<I can say nothing to console you, Megan. Execpt, maybe, that I had to do this, had to ‘graduate,’ in order to save you and the others from being destroyed with the Escort. Even more importantly, Megan, know I shall never really leave your side.>

Hartley stared at the eyeball, lip trembling. “Mirk…”

<Well…gotta go. The battle’s about to begin. I hope you enjoy it. For all our sakes, I hope we all enjoy it!>

The eyeball swirled out of existence, and with it, the Explorer crew and every other living thing inside the Crebius Cluster.



THE BATTLE ROYALE



“–where the HELL are we?” Baxter had turned around to check on Peterman and Hartley at tactical and found himself suddenly staring out at a vast arena. It reminded him a little of Texas Stadium IV, which he’d visited in his childhood before the Galactic Football League was disbanded. It was huge, packed with what looked like the combined crews of the Explorer and Aerostar, and everyone from the fleets of ships which had joined the battle, which had never even had the chance to begin, in the Delta Quadrant.

Then there were more people.

Sulani, Maloxian, Garibid, Mordani, Beldanans.

All from that corner of the Delta Quadrant, all from that place the Directors and Critics seemed to hold dominion over. Why, then, Baxter wondered, had they spilled out into the Alpha Quadrant? Why had Baxter and his crew, and all those Federation crews that had stumbled into the Bermuda Expanse– why had they been pulled into this mess?

“I’m down here,” Peterman said, and Baxter looked down to find her seated in one of the curved seats that encircled the arena. Baxter found he was standing over his own seat and quickly sat down. He hated being one of those guys who stood up unnecessarily in a crowded arena.

“Have you seen the others from our ships?”

“I’ve picked them out a few rows up and a few rows back,” Peterman said. “But the usher’s being a real pain in the ass about it.”

“Figures,” muttered Baxter.

“Why?

“I don’t know, it just does. Where’s Steffie?”

“Here!” Steffie cried, popping her head out from underneath Peterman’s chair.

“Well, get up on my lap,” said Baxter. “We’re in some kind of other universe, and I don’t want you to touch ANYTHING. Who knows what kind of effect this will have on the space-time continuum.”

“Mirk seemed to be telling us that the outcome of this ‘battle’ would tell whether or not we’d get back to the Alpha Quadrant,” said Peterman.

Baxter pushed his shirtsleeves up. “Well, I certainly don’t like the sound of that. Anyway, who knows if we can even trust Mirk now.”

“He may be fully omnipotent now, Andy, but he’s still basically the same person. And since when have you not trusted a Director?”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Oh, since a few years back, about the time a certain Mirk enslaved my crew in his stupid religion..”

Peterman rubbed her chin and looked down at the pit of the arena, where a bunch of large eyeballs were gathered in the home “dugout.” “Well, you know, Andy, this would seem to validate that religion. Look at all these people around us–” Peterman pointed to four conversing Flarn, who Baxter could overhear betting on the Critics “–these people are really getting into this. They don’t seem perturbed at all that they’re here. Andy…they seem to have been wating for this moment!”

Baxter balanced Steffie on his knee. “You know, I think you’re right.”

Peterman stared out at the booming crowd. “Makes you feel kind of helpless in all of this, doesn’t it?”

“Sure does.”

“These seats taken?” Baxter looked to his left, thankfully finding Richards and Larkin, Conway, Browning and Plato, Gellar, Alexa Lanham, J’hana, Tilleran, and Ford. They all seemed to trail in from the upper decks.

Richards smiled. “You guys here for the big game too?”

“No,” Baxter muttered. “I just really love the hot dogs.”

“Hot dogs, hot dogs, get ’em while they’re hot!” A Garibid walked up to Baxter. “How many, sir?”

“I don’t have any money.”

“Doesn’t matter. I’m not really a hot dog guy. I was driving an air cab twenty minutes ago on Garibid Sixteen. Now I’m a hot dog guy. Here, free hot dogs, come on and eat ’em. Hell, I don’t even know what a hot dog is.”

“I’ll have some!” Browning exclaimed.

“Figures,” muttered Conway.

“What’s that?” demanded Browning, as the Garibid man handed her several hot dogs. She kept taking them. “They’re for everyone, you know.”

“Whatever.”

“Plato,” Baxter said, as the group from the Aerostar and Explorer filed in with Baxter and Peterman. “I’m sorry about Jahn.”

Plato sat down by Baxter. “It’s okay. He tried to get away when I dragged him down to the brig and I gave him a good pummeling. I don’t feel so bad now.”

“To heck with the helm, my boy, you might just be security officer material,” said Baxter.

“He could certainly infiltrate hard-to-reach places,” J’hana said, draping an arm around Tilleran. The Betazoid promptly shoved J’hana’s arm back.

“He’ll do no such thing,” said Browning, mouth full of hot dog. “I’ve been worried sick about him throughout this ordeal. You think I want to go through that every time he goes out on a mission?”

“What ordeal?” demanded Conway. “You were bouncing around in a sea of balls with me!”

“So that’s what you call it,” Ford snickered.

Plato turned to Baxter. “I did learn something valuable about the adult world, Andy.”

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“People suck.”

Baxter cocked his head. “Indeed.” He looked to Larkin Mark II. “Commander, did you find your better half? Or in this case, your exactly equal half?”

Larkin shook her head. “I think she was mistakenly transported to the visitors’ stands. I am presently scanning that crowd. It is extensive. I have not found her yet.”

“Crowd must be full of Leadership and Fun people,” Baxter muttered.

“And some leftover Starshine Kids,” said Larkin, scanning the crowd on the far side of the stadium.

“Good for them,” muttered Baxter.

“So…we’re here to decide the fate of the galaxy?” asked Conway.

“Nothing that impressive,” said Baxter. “Just whether or not the Critics become the supreme omnipotent creatures in this corner of the galaxy.”

“Which just might result in the end of the galaxy,” said Richards.

“In any event,” said Peterman, “it should be fun.”

Tilleran was avoiding a leery gaze from J’hana. “Does anybody know what in the world the Directors and Critics will be playing?”

“I hope it’s Jhad-ball,” said one of the Mordani in the row behind the Explorer and Aerostar crews.

“What the hell is Jhad-ball?” asked Baxter. “And why don’t they just play football?”

“Because football is a wretched game,” J’hana snapped.

Baxter looked horrified. “What’s that again?”

“Someone had to come out and say it sometime,” said Tilleran.

“It’s awful,” agreed Peterman.

“I like it,” Steffie said quietly.

Baxter smiled. “That’s Daddy’s girl.” He glanced at the other crew. “And to think you all played with me. And all that time you were just…”

“Sucking up to the boss, yes sir!” said Ford.

“So what ARE they playing?” asked Peterman, craning her neck.

“And where the heck is Hartley?” pondered Baxter.

“I think I see her,” said Larkin.



Hartley sat, arms folded, as the giant eyeballs huddled in the dugout beside her. Someone had given her a black ball cap, well, eye-ball cap, with the imprint of a Director on the front, and she’d put it on backwards. And, somewhat mysteriously, she found herself chewing gum. At least she hoped it was gum. It had a bit of a…bitter, leafy…flavor to it.

Hartley spat, horrified that her spit had a brownish tint to it. It didn’t matter, though–she had actually grown to like whatever it was she was chewing.

“I shouldn’t care about this,” she muttered between spits.

<On the contrary,> said an eyeball. This one had a British accent. Definitely not Mirk. The voice was the only way she could tell which one WAS Mirk. That and Mirk seemed to have little green flecks in his retina.

“Do tell,” Hartley asked the eyeball. “Why SHOULD I care?”

<We are fighting for the freedom of your crew. Would you like to know what kind of world you’ll live in if the Critics are victorious? I assure you, dear, it wouldn’t be pretty.>

Hartley shivered. “I imagine not. You’ll just have to forgive me. I’ve lost a husband to your stupid team.”

<Your sacrifice was not in vain, darling. Mirk will be bringing this one home for us, I’m sure. And then all the damage Ardek did with that silly gas the Critics gave him will be undone, and their foothold in this quadrant will be no more.>

“Where is Mirk, anyway?”

<In briefing with the Writers, apparently. As team captain, he’s deciding how we’ll proceed.>

“Captain Mirk,” Hartley said to herself. “Has a certain…ring to it.”

<I thought so, too,> said the eye.



Baxter chomped on a hot dog, then looked over at J’hana. “Say, J’hana…”

“Yes, Captain?”

“Did you ever find Ardek?”

“Oh, yes, Captain. That was a funny story.”

Baxter turned. “Do tell.”

“You see,” J’hana said, and started to chuckle, “heh-heh, he sort of turned into a gigantic pair of lips.”

The rest of the two crews had been exchanging stories and catching up on old times. They immediately turned to look at J’hana.

“Ardek is immortal,” Larkin said blankly.

“Yeah.” J’hana looked around. “What? What’s everyone looking at?”



“Hey, I think the Writers are about to come out,” whispered Jennifer Prescott to Chris Henricks.

“Wonder if they’ll be noses,” said Henricks.

“Do not discount foreheads,” said Jum, next to Henricks.

“That’s so stupid,” muttered Prescott. “Why would they be a forehead?”

“I kind of like hands,” said Jahn, and Prescott, Jum, and Henricks glared down the row at him.

“Will you shut up!” called Henricks.

“I’m going to be a pair of lips when I grow up too, just like my illegitimate Dad,” Jahn said, thumbing his chest.

“And we’re actually AFRAID of that evil empire?” grumbled Prescott.

“It’s the big ships that do it,” explained Jum.

Henricks rubbed his chin. “Hey. You know, if Ardek does lose this battle…he’ll become mortal again, right?”

“What makes you say that?” asked Prescott.

“Just guessing.”

“What’s your point?” asked Jum.

“It’d be a good time to take him out. Without Ardek, his empire would fall apart. As much as they talk about ‘developing the leadership potential of others,’” Prescott made air quotes, “he really hasn’t developed anyone to take his place.” She thumbed at Jahn. “Certainly not him.”

“Then I guess we’re rooting for the eyes,” Henricks said densely.

“Of COURSE we’re rooting for the eyes!” snapped Jum. “That’s my boy out there! I’m damned proud of him!”

“I thought you renounced him and the Directors,” said Prescott.

Jum folded his arms. “A guy can change his mind.”

Henricks chuckled. “You’re pathetic.”



“Well I’ll be damned,” Captain Andy Baxter said, as the lights in the arena went dim, and a spot shone down on the massive arched entrance to the playing field. He saw eyeballs and lips alike lined up in equal rows on either side of the entrance. He couldn’t pick out which pair of lips was Ardek, though. They all had a distinctly smug sneer.

Baxter had a feeling this would get messy.

Then he heard a disembodied voice:

<Ladies, gentlemen, crystalline entities, and asexual creatures, we present, THE WRITERS! BOO-YAAAH!>

“What the…” said Peterman.

“I am not impressed,” muttered J’hana.

“I actually expected this,” Richards sighed.

“But it’s just a couple schmucks,” griped Conway.

“They don’t look at all like schmucks,” Baxter countered. “As a matter of fact, the one on the left is rather striking.”

“Whatever,” said Peterman.



The writers weren’t anything special. Just a couple of regular human guys with dust colored hair, in jeans and polo shirts.

They looked out at the blinking lights, flashing imagers, rows of eyes and lips and nodded with satisfaction.

<We are most pleased,> said one of the Writers, his voice booming naturally with the strength to fill the auditorium.

<We welcome you to the Umpteenth Millenial Eye-Lip stand-off!> boomed the other. <Eyes, lips, take your places. Get ready to RUMBLE!>



“Here it comes,” whispered Prescott, gripping Henricks’s hand. She felt Jum reach for her knee and she quickly batted his hand away. Jahn, obviously dazed, was staring in the wrong direction.



Larkin Mark I watched from the lip sidelines. All of the giant pairs of lips in the row sneered, teeth pointed, drooling ugly saliva. But she couldn’t pinpoint Ardek. Even if she could, what could she do? She was just a puny android, compared to an omnipotent being.

He’d finally won.

Larkin I thought about self-destructing for a few nanoseconds, then decided to stay and watch the game.



“I’m glad I’m here with you,” Conway whispered to Browning.

“Why?” asked Browning.

“Well, are fates are being decided. It’s kind of like the nine of us, or ten of us, or whatever, are united in a common destiny. I like that. Don’t you?”

“Are you going to eat your hot dog?”

“I don’t know why I bother.”



On the opposite side of Browning, Richards grabbed her hand. “Janice, I’m so glad I’m here with you.”

“Um…why?”

“It’s you, Janice. It’s always been you. Why couldn’t we see that? Why couldn’t we just open our eyes and see that what we’ve wanted all this time is right here?”

“Look…Plato, Plato, get out from under there. I don’t know if it’s a game ball or what…it looks like part of the guy behind you. Put it back! Put it back! You may only be five human years old, but darn it you are something like 18 in changeling years!”



“Alexa,” said Gellar. “I have something to tell you.”

“Yes?” Alexa said eagerly.

“It’s chinese. Chinese all the way.”

“I love you, Brian.”



Peterman, Baxter, and Steffie huddled together, as the two writers paused for what seemed like forever in preparation to announce the kick-off of the Battle Royale.

“Andy,” Peterman said, gripping Baxter close to her, Peterman in the middle. She knew she might not get another chance to tell Baxter about the miracle growing inside her. The miracle which had been growing for three months…only she didn’t quite know how to tell him. Didn’t know how he’d react. What was she thinking? How could she not know how to tell her husband news like that? Was she just worried he’d take over the new child’s life just as he’d done Steffie’s? Did Peterman’s feelings of inadequacy make her a bad parent? And DAMN it, why was she psychoanalyzing herself? She knew JACK about psychology!

“You were asking me something, Kelly?” Baxter whispered, leaning down close to Peterman’s face.

“Um…yes, Andy. You need to know this, before we find out our fates. Andy, I’m pr–”

<Let’s get it on!> cried the Writers, and the game began. <Home team,> continued one of the writers (the striking one) <you have the opening pitch!>

“Oh f*** all,” muttered Baxter. “It’s baseball.”



It wasn’t baseball.

Instants after the Writers announced the first pitch, the arena disappeared.

It was just Mirk and Ardek, in their humanoid forms, floating in the purple-white abyss, alone.

“You talked to them!” Ardek shrieked, his voice suspiciously high.

“Yeah. I’m team captain. We can talk to them beforehand and suggest the form the game should take. You did know that, didn’t you?”

“No, damn it!”

“Okay, let’s get this overwith,” one of the two Writers said, stepping in between Mirk and Ardek. “Guys, you know the story. You each have thirty seconds to explain to us exactly why your plot should continue.”

The other Writer appeared suddenly behind Ardek.

“Let’s make the setting a little more comfortable,” he said, and in an instant the group was transported to an office, cluttered with spent coffee cups and stacks of paper. Writer 1 and Writer 2 were seated on a couch, Ardek and Mirk standing before them.

“Okay, you two. Blow us away,” said Writer 1.

“Foul!” cried Ardek. “I haven’t had adequate preparation time!”

“Wah wah wah,” said Writer 2.

“I could go to the Studio!” cried Ardek.

“You’d never get past the secretary,” said Writer 1. He looked down at his watch, an Iron Man Triathlon. “Listen, Ardek, baby, you’re time is running out.”

“What? I was first? My time already started?” Ardek’s eyes looked like they were about to pop right out.

“Yeah,” said Writer 2. “You’re down to ten seconds. Hop to it!”

“Right, right,” Ardek said, kneeling, collecting himself. “Oh, great Writers. We, the Critics, ask of you the opportunity to unite the Alpha and Delta Quadrants…”

Writers 1 and 2 leaned forward. “I like it so far. Keep it coming,” said Writer 1.

“…in eternal servitude. They shall worship us like the sun. They will be our pawns, our minions, our little bitches, and we shall do to them what was done to me in that blasted Holodeck, over and over, and over, and over!” Ardek crouched in pain and rolled onto his back. “There, I’m spent!”

The Writers exchanged glances. “Um. You’ve given us some food for thought,” said Writer 2. “Mister Mirk, what have you got?”

Mirk pushed up his sleeves. “Okay, this is what I’m seeing: The Aerostar and the Explorer, after a pitched battle, get back to the Alpha Quadrant. For at least one hundred years, the quadrants shall never meet again. Give them time to bounce back–goodness knows they need it. That way we can shift our focus away from the characters in the Alpha Quadrant and get back to the species that matter. Those in the Delta.”

“I like, I like,” said Writer 1, leaning forward eagerly.

“One other thing,” said Mirk. “Megan Hartley. I want her to be with me.”

Writer 1’s watch beeped. “Ahh, I’m sorry. Time’s up.”

Ardek looked up from his place prone on the office floor. “Did we win? Huh?”

Writer 2 got up, yanked Ardek to his feet, shoved him toward the door, opened the door, then swiftly booted him out. “Don’t call us, Ardek!”

Writer 1 waved precociously. “We’ll call you!”

Writer 2 walked back to Mirk and shook his hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal, Mister Mirk. I see great things for this franchise. You and the Directors will do a stand-up job.”

Mirk smiled. “Thanks, guys. I really appreciate it.”

“The pitch idea was a good one,” said Writer 2. “I wish I’d thought of it.”

“He’s an original thinker,” said Writer 1. “He might be a Writer some day.”

“Don’t get carried away,” muttered Writer 2.

Mirk looked at the two Writers. “Anyway…I just have one question.”

“Of course,” said Writer 1.

“I don’t really understand these analogies fully, yet, but shouldn’t you all be, like, the Producers or something? They’re the ones who make the final decisions. The analogy seems to break down a bit.”

Writers 1 and 2 exchanged glances. “Lunch?” asked 2.

“Sounds good,” said 1. “Mexican?”

“I know a good nacho place.”

“Let’s go.” Writer 1 slapped Mirk on the back. “Have a good one, guy.”

“No,” said Writer 1, trotting after 2 out the door. “Have a GREAT one!”

“But in what twisted world do the WRITERS run everything?” demanded Mirk as the pair disappeared down a seemingly endless hallway.

All he heard was their laughter fading in the distance as they, too, disappeared.

And everything went dark.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Baxter fell into his command chair so hard it almost knocked the wind out of him.

The rest of the crew, too, fell into their respective seats.

Browning and Plato rolled onto the deck, seemingly from out of nowhere.

Explorer was shaking.

Red Alert klaxons blared.

“We’re back!” J’hana said, stating the obvious. “And I think we won!”

“And if we don’t get out of here,” said Richards, “we’ll be stuck here for 100 years, if I understood Dick Vitale right.”

“Dick Vitale?” asked Baxter. “I thought it was John Madden!”

“Does it MATTER?” demanded Peterman as she gripped Steffie protectively.

Baxter ignored her, looking to Browning and Plato. “Janice, find a shady spot,” Baxter said. “Plato, take the helm. We’re getting the hell out of here.” He craned around back to sciences. “Tilleran, sensors?”

“Crebius cluster is clearing up. Shrinking. Fast.”

“Plato, full impulse. Center of the Crebius Cluster. There should be a subspace conduit right at the center…” Baxter glanced back at Tilleran and she nodded confirmation. “GO!”

The Explorer charged ahead.

“Call coming in from the Aerostar,” said J’hana. “Conway wondering what our status is.”

“Tell him our status is great, and that we’re getting the hell out of here!”

After noting, with relief, that Larkin Mark I was working diligently at Ops, Richards pivoted the First officer’s chair around to see Hartley braced at Engineering, staring vacantly at the viewscreen. He made a mental note to have Peterman do a mental checkup on her. Poor thing probably wouldn’t be fit for duty for a while. Then again, who could blame her?

Browning took her place on the small shelf beside Richards’s chair. She held his hand.

“Chris, I was thinking about what you said in that other- universe arena, and…”

“This isn’t the time, Janice!” snapped Richards, and he began working on the ship’s shield configurations.

“This cloud is beating the hell out of our shields!” called J’hana.

“Countermeasures,” Baxter said. “Try different modulations.”

“Bridge, this is Keefler!” came the security officer’s voice. “As soon as that arena thing came to an end, my team was dropped back into the holodeck. The hillbillies are gone, but in their place…”

“Ardek,” said Larkin Mark I calmly as she worked the ops console. “Back in a manageable humanoid form.”

“That’s right,” replied Keefler. “How did you know?”

“Android’s intuition,” Larkin said, and Richards glared at that.

“What do you want me to do with him?” asked Keefler over the comm.

“Take him to the brig, for now,” said Baxter. “But be careful. He’s going to have a very tender backside.”

“Yes, sir. My men understand that all too well.”

Baxter shuddered. “Sorry about that, Keefler.”

Plato piped up at helm: “On approach to subspace conduit. Four minutes to event horizon!”

“Man that was a sh**ty movie,” muttered Baxter.

“What?” asked Peterman.

“Weren’t you going to tell me some big news?”

“Can’t say that I recall.”



“Ardek’s vessels are converging on us!” Gellar announced.

“Target manually, Gellar,” ordered Conway, gripping his command chair. “Quantum torpedoes. Just try to clear us our best path out of here!”

“Sensors having a hell of a time penetrating this cloud,” said Alexa Lanham, bent over the science station. “I don’t even know how Ford’s finding his way to this portal…”

“It’s all mojo, baby!” Ford cried out, and Saral reached over and slapped him.



Weapons fire crashed against the Sulani shuttle and it was all Prescott could do to hold onto the command chair.

“Christopher, we’ve got a little bit of a decision to make.”

“What’s that, babe?” Henricks said as he pounded on the weapons panels.

“Well, by all accounts Ardek’s empire’s crumbling. Maybe it’s time we moved back to the Alpha Quadrant and settled down.”

“Us, settle down?” Henricks chuckled.

An explosion racked the Sulani shuttle, sending a beam crushing down in front of Henricks’s face. “Right, I’ll get a comm out to the nearest Starfleet ship.

Prescott nodded. “I’m sure the Aerostar or the Explorer will take us in after all we’ve done for them.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. We’ll make something up.”



Baxter glanced back at J’hana. “What?”

“A Marine, a Starfleet officer, and nine kids, requesting permission to board, sir!”

“Who could that be?” muttered Peterman.

“Good old Prescott,” said Baxter. “Well, we can’t very well let her down after all she’s done for us.”

“What exactly has she done for us?”

“I don’t know. I’m sure it’s something.” Baxter glanced back at J’hana. “Let down our starboard shields. Hartley, I’m going to need some quick beaming!”

Peterman glanced worriedly back at Hartley. “Andy, she’s nearly catatonic with grief!” Hartley waved unenthusiastically back at Peterman.

“Then I guess it’ll be up to me,” Baxter said, and stood. Peterman dragged him back down into his chair.

“You know nothing about transporters! We’re trying to save them, not disperse their molecules all over the place!”

“Good point. Tilleran, start beaming.”

“I really have nothing else to do at the moment,” Tilleran muttered, and went to work at her station, as the pounding increased on the Explorer’s unprotected side.

A hard blast rattled the ship, and Baxter nearly fell out of his chair.

“What was that?”

Richards checked a panel and gaped. “Captain, they just blew up our middle warp nacelle!”

“After all that work,” griped Peterman.

Baxter grimaced. “Are we okay?”

“No change in engine performance,” reported Richards. “The thing appeared to be totally unnecessary.”

“We’ll see when we go to warp,” said Baxter. “Plato, time to Delta Quadrant departure?”

“Two minutes!”

“Steady as she goes, my boy!”



“Explorer’s taking a heavy pounding,” said Alexa Lanham, as Aerostar pulled into formation with the Explorer, headed for the breach in normal space, at the epicenter of the Crebius Cluster, which would take them to the Alpha Quadrant. Hopefully.

“Serves ’em right for beaming all those kids aboard,” grumbled Conway. “Hold us steady, Mister Ford. We need to make it to that breach in normal space before this whole cloud slams shut like a clam!”

“Nice analogy,” said Alexa. “But we have a big problem!”

“What’s that exactly?”



“The aperture of the cluster is too small to admit both ships!” reported Tilleran. “According to my readings, there’s no way to get both ships through in time!”

“But I thought Mirk won that contest! That’s what the post-game commentators said!”

“There must be a wrinkle in the damn plot, sir!” cried J’hana.

“DAMN WRITERS!” screamed Baxter.



“You heard me,” Alexa groaned. “One ship goes through, another has to stay behind. One of us has to veer off!”

“Call Baxter,” Conway said hoarsely. “Tell him ‘ladies first’!”

“You are quite brave, Captain,” Larkin said. To Conway’s amazement, she said it sarcastically.



“Real cute!” cried Baxter. “J’hana, call Conway back. Tell him it takes one to know one, and he’s welcomed to go through!”



“Saral, you tell Baxter he can stick his blown-up nacelle up his frigging shuttlebay! He’s going through!”



“You tell Conway the biggest loser goes first! Guess who that is!”

Peterman covered her face.



“That son of a bitch. Tractor beams, Gellar. Push him through!”

Ford looked worriedly at his controls. “Forty seconds to event horizon!”



“Blow up his damn tractor emitter, J’hana!” Baxter cried, on his feet, yanking at his hair.

“Daddy’s scaring me,” mumbled Steffie. Peterman picked her up.

“Don’t worry. It’ll pass. Anyway, you’re really going to love Garibid food…”



“–emitter’s shot!” cried Gellar.

“That bastard, I am trying to be considerate to him!” cried Conway. “Port thrusters! Ram him through!”



“Twenty seconds!” shouted Plato.

The Explorer rumbled.

“Did they just ram us?” Browning cried, steadying herself against the tactical railing.

“That bastard, I am just trying to be a nice guy here!” cried Baxter. “All stop, Plato. Get in behind him, then shove him through with all tractors!”



“Ten seconds!” Ford called out.

“They’re pushing us straight through!” Alexa cried. “Looks like Baxter out-maneuvered you!”

“Damn it damn it damn it!” Conway cried, hopping up and down in frustration. “Gellar, try to use phasers to blow out those tractor emitters! Hell, it couldn’t get worse than this!”



“Our baby is never going to know what it’s like to live in the Alpha Quadrant.” Peterman said it so softly Baxter could barely hear it. He turned to face her.

“Kelly…what are you saying?”

“She’s f***ing pregnant!” shouted J’hana.

Baxter bristled, but leaned forward anyway to hug Peterman. “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize.” He glanced down to Plato. “Mister Plato…punch us through…somehow!”

Not knowing exactly what to expect, Plato steered the Explorer right in after the Aerostar.

“We are caught in the closing aperture!” Larkin Mark I called out.

“We could certainly use a good shove about now!” Browning called out.

And they got that shove.

From somewhere.

The swirling, tumultuous clouds on the viewscreen gave way to space beyond. Alpha Quadrant space.

“We got the push we needed!” cried Plato. “From somewhere, I can’t tell where!”

And Hartley looked up at the bridge ceiling. “Mirk…”

Aerostar, and Explorer, were swallowed in one gulp.



CHAPTER NINETEEN



Captain Lucille Baxter watched, jaw set with grim determination, as the Aerostar-A and Explorer tumbled out of the Bermuda Expanse.

Her lips quivered, ready to give DiSalvo the word to fire.

Her hands shook at her sides. Harlan rested a hand on her shoulder.

“Just give me an excuse,” she said quietly to herself.

“Captain!” DiSalvo called out. “Both ships are heavily damaged! Looks like Explorer has tractors on the Aerostar…and she’s firing on the Explorer!”

“Must’ve been taken over,” growled Lucille. “She’s trying to blow up my Booty Butt! Baxter to fleet: Blow the Aerostar out of the f***ing stars!”



Conway never knew what hit him. One moment, he was crouched in the command chair, watching the fleet come to bear on the viewscreen as the Aerostar tore out of the Bermuda Expanse.

The next thing he knew, he felt a pounding of weapons fire against the hull more severe than even the Borg or Flarn had laid upon him.

People screamed all around the bridge…sparks flew, girders fell, bulkheads ripped…

“My beautiful ship…my God, my beautiful ship!” Conway screamed out, as sparks flew and explosions lit behind his eyes, and he was thrown forward by inertia into the viewscreen.

Then everything went dark.



“I think we’re safe,” Captain Beck said dryly from behind Lucille Baxter.

“Hold fire,” Lucille snapped.

The Aerostar-A spun on the viewscreen, a twisted wreck. Her saucer was marred and scratched, punched through in some places. Of her four nacelles, the upper right was blown clean off and the lower right dangled on its strut. The engine section was a charred, twisted mess.

“That’ll take some fixin’,” said Harlan Baxter.

“You beat her within an inch of her life,” Craig Porter said in awe.

“Call coming in from the Explorer,” said DiSalvo.

Lucille turned eagerly toward the viewscreen. “On screen!”

Andy Baxter appeared on the viewscreen, looking frazzled, Peterman at his side, Steffie on his hip.

“Booty butt!”

Baxter grimaced. “Mom…”

“I’m so glad you’re safe from that awful Aerostar-A. Did it try to hurt you?”

“Mom, Conway was commanding that ship! He’s on our side, REMEMBER?”

“Right, well…he was firing on you!”

Baxter waffled. “Just a little, um, friendly fire.”

Lucille frowned. “Well, I feel just sick about this. Let me call Conway and apologize for that.”

“You can’t! You blew up his comm system, mother! I don’t even think they have life support on that wreck!”

“Don’t take that tone with me, young man! I’ve still got a fleet poised to knock you into next week!”

Harlan just grumbled something unintelligible.

“And here begins yet another round of the Family Feud,” said Craig Porter, and Lisa Beck grinned.

Beside her, Bradley Dillon looked unimpressed.

“Millions of credits in Federation assets destroyed, and for what?” He threw up his hands.

“Mistakes do happen, Mister President,” Lucille mumbled.

“I don’t want to hear it. You can expect to haul space refuse for the next month, Baxter!” He trotted off toward the turbolift.

“I’ll try to reason with him,” Beck said comfortingly, and turned to Porter. “Craig, go reason with him.”

“Why me?”

“Because I can delegate. Go.”

“So,” Andy Baxter said, still on the viewscreen. “What’s been going on around here?”



Plato looked across the crackling brig forcefield at Jahn. “So. What’s up?”

“Not much,” Jahn said, staring at the floor. “You?”

“Nothing much.”

“Huh.”

“My mom’s started her restaurant back up. It’s been closed since, you know, you and your dad took over the ship.”

“He’s not my dad! Get off my case!”

Plato backed away from the field. Behind him, Keefler sat at the security desk, thumbing at his phaser.

“Sorry. Oh. By the way, thanks for blowing up the Escort. My Uncle Andy loved that ship. They’re apparently putting in a Defiant-class ship at spacedock, but that’s beside the point. He left a lot of stuff aboard!”

“‘Uncle’ Andy,” Jahn muttered. “Whatever. He’s not your real uncle.”

“You know, someone doesn’t have to be related to you to be family. It’s unfortunate Ardek’s the closest thing to family you have in this quadrant now. Of course it’s also unfortunate that you’ll probably be doing some hard time in a support group doing role plays at Tantalus.”

Jahn nudged the deck with his foot. “Whatever.”

“But when you get out…if you’re not still mixed up in the head, why don’t you look me up? I could use a friend my age who isn’t one of the nut-jobs on this ship. I know we got off to a bad start, what with you blowing up my friends and all…but my mom always taught me to forgive.”

“Real sweet,” muttered Jahn. “What a turn. Me and Mirk grew up together. He gets a wife and omnipotence, and all I get is a damn support group. Where’s the fairness in that?”

“It could be worse. You could be the guy in the brig next door.”

It was then that Plato heard shouts outside the brig.

Keefler was immediately out of his chair, phaser withdrawn. “Stay put,” he barked at Plato.

“All hands, this is J’hana,” the comm system chimed. “This is a level-one security alert. Please stay in your cabins, unless you wish to risk death in combat. Good day.”

Plato followed Keefler out into the hallway.

A string of security guards, followed by Baxter and Richards, darted down the hallway. Far ahead, the whines of a pitched phaser battle could be heard.

Plato picked up step next to Baxter. “Who are we chasing?”

“Ardek,” Baxter muttered, and tossed a wry glare at Security Officer Hinceman. “Apparently, Ardek took Henson unawares by some wild approximation of ‘Riverdance’ as he delivered dinner.”

Henson shrugged as he jogged down the corridor. “I already said I was sorry! That damned Romulan hypnotized me with his flying feet!”

“I have heard some weak excuses before, mister!” Baxter called after Henson. “But that one takes the cake!”

The group came to an abrupt stop at the large double doors to the shuttlebay.

J’hana was pounding mercilessly on the door. “Let us in, damn you!”

Baxter pushed through the pack of security officers and stepped up next to J’hana. “What in the hell did he do?”

“He must still have some security codes in the computer. He managed to lock us out. Larkin’s trying to override it from the bridge but so far, no luck.”

“Which Larkin?”

“Both,” J’hana said wryly.

“How could you let him get away?” demanded Richards. “How COULD he get away? He was waddling!”

“He waddled fast!” protested J’hana. “What’s with that, anyway?”

Baxter waffled. “He had an unpleasant…encounter…in the holodeck.”

“Hillbillies,” explained Plato.

“Ahhh,” said J’hana.

“J’hana, this is Tilleran,” the comm system bleeped. “Larkin can’t get the door open. Neither can Larkin. Listen, Ardek just launched the Donner. It’s a Cochrane-class so it can keep pace with any of our fleet’s ships.”

“Don’t let it out of the damn bay!” Baxter called to Tilleran.

“Easier said than done. Ardek’s cutting through the bay doors.”

“Rally the fleet!” cried Baxter.

“Your mommy’s doing just that. However, I’ve been informed that they’re still reloading from the blasting they give the Aerostar-A.”

“Man,” said Richards. “They really pounded the hell out of ’er.”

“Indeed,” muttered Baxter. “Listen…can you at least get a tractor on the shuttle?”

“We’re…whoops, there he goes into warp.”

“TILLERAN!”

“Well, maybe if you hadn’t been talking my ear off! Wait. Hold on, there’s a comm coming in from Ardek. It appears to be a gloat, sir.”

“Pipe it down here,” muttered Baxter. He turned toward one of the screens inset on the corridor bulkhead.

Ardek appeared, standing, hunched, in the Donner’s cockpit. “Captain Baxter…such a shame we had to part on these terms…ouch…” He squinted in pain as he waddled over to the other side of the cockpit to adjust a control. “Shame your fleet wasn’t able to stop me. Now I’m off to Romulus with one of your precious shuttles. Sure, it’s not quite as big of a prize as the Explorer. But don’t you worry, I’ll get your ship yet, and I’ll get you for–” Ardek winced again as he tried to sit down. He hovered over the chair, realizing that it was just too painful. “Well, suffice it to say I’ll always have a tender spot for you. Ta-taaaa!”

Ardek blipped off the screen and Baxter roiled.

“Would you like some time alone?” J’hana said from behind him.

Richards but a hand on Baxter’s shoulder. “Buddy…”

“Uncle Andy?” asked Plato.

Baxter stared up at the ceiling, teeth clenched. “THAT WAS MY FAVORITE SHUTTLE!”



“Back to normal my ass,” Lisa Beck muttered, looking at the view wall in Ops, glad to be back on her station. The evacuation ships were slowly off-loading their passengers at every available docking arm. She watched on the view wall as the Explorer, with a charred Aerostar in tow, hopped into warp. The Pathfinder, meanwhile, struck off in another direction, taking President Dillon to some silly Romulan summit. Beck was glad to have some time away from Dillon.

“Captain, your visitors are here,” Morales said quietly from the docking console.

Reluctantly, Beck turned around, knowing she’d have to eventually. She didn’t like what she saw.

“Private Christopher Henricks and Lieutenant Commander Jennifer Prescott reporting for duty,” said Prescott, looking somewhat lascivious in her new Starfleet uniform, with the tunic zipped down part-way.

“How on Earth did I let Baxter talk me into this,” muttered Beck.

“This is the only posting in the quadrant where we can raise our little family in peace, without having to face silly questions like ‘why did you infiltrate the Aerostar?’” Prescott muttered.

“And ‘didn’t you try to lure Borg back toward the Delta Quadrant,’” said Henricks. “Not to mention, ‘didn’t you get assimilated once?’”

“I get it, I get it,” grumbled Beck. “I’m just trying to understand what frame of mind I was when I agreed to look after you guys.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” said Prescott. “We’ll take care of ourselves, I assure you.”

“Well, we’ve got you in the biggest quarters we have. If you start popping out any more children, we can’t be responsible for your discomfort. The next biggest thing we have is a cargo bay.”

“Oh, I dried up months ago. Radiation from defective phaser rifles,” Prescott said cheerily.

“So what’s your posting again, Commander?” Beck asked wearily.

“Explorer project site coordinator. This will be a friendly port of call out in the field as they add ships to the Explorer project. According to Admiral Baxter, who talked it over with President Dillon, who seemed to like the idea, we’re going to have the Explorer and Aerostar and the like passing through our gates all the time.”

“Think of it as a reunion every couple weeks,” said Henricks.

Beck covered her face. “I’m cursed. That’s got to be it. I’m cursed.”

“Cursed with good looks,” Henricks said smoothly, and Prescott hit him in the back of the head. He straightened. “So, Captain, what can you tell me about this Lazlo…my new C.O. Is he a good guy? Easy to get along with?”

Beck smiled devilishly. “Suuuure he is. You’ll love him.” Hmm. Maybe this day wasn’t so bad.

“Captain,” Morales said, taking up step beside Beck as Prescott and Henricks walked arm in arm into the turbolift at the center of ops.

“Yes, Walter,” Beck said tiredly.

“I found this in the conference room, right after our debriefing with President Dillon.”

Beck took the rubber blue shark toy from Morales and looked it over. “Hmm. I don’t know who this could belong to. Doesn’t have a name on it.”

“The name’s right there, on his belly. It says ‘Finneas.’”

“I say, Walter, I don’t see a name on it. Why don’t you just trash it.”

Morales grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”

The day was getting better and better by the second.



Captain’s Log, U.S.S. Explorer,

Stardate 58757.9. After a brief lay-over at Waystation, and after my parents, thankfully, departed on a new mission aboard the Pathfinder, we are ready to head to Earth. Our mission is…hahah…to tow the Aerostar-A to spacedock. Not that I’m gloating. Of course not. I’m a proud captain of the fleet, and I hate to see one of my sister ships get so viciously pummeled. But..oh, the look on Conway’s face as he got blasted to hell…well, it must have been priceless. Wonder if there’s any flight recorder footage? Hmm. Uh, computer, why don’t you just go ahead and disregard everything but my first sentence? Thanks.



“Kristen, I’ve got to say I’ve really enjoyed this time I’ve spent with you,” said Commander Richards, looking across the table in the Constellation Café at Larkin.

“I have as well,” replied Commander Larkin. She pivoted to her left. “And I have immensely enjoyed my time with you, Kristen.” She grinned at Larkin Mark I.

“If I had the ability to enjoy anything, I would enjoy this, but I do not so the point is moot,” replied the other android, handily provided a uniform from ship’s stores.

Richards looked with great pride at his two daughters. “It’s great to be together as a family for once, isn’t it?”

“What are your Starfleet plans, Mark I?” Larkin asked her duplicate.

“I will remain as Chief of Operations on the Explorer,” said Larkin. “One of us should keep an eye on father.”

“I agree,” said Larkin II, and she looked to Richards with a wry grin. “He can be quite a handful.”

“You know, I love this,” replied Richards. “I never thought we would be together like this.”

“You have said this already,” said Larkin II.

“I believe what my esteemed colleague is trying to say is that you are ‘ruining the moment,’” said Larkin I. “Not that I would know, of course, as I have no emotions.”

“We can fix that,” smiled Larkin II.

“I look forward to the…the…the…the…” Larkin I’s eyes rolled back into her head.

Richards lurched across the table. “Larkin…one!”

“…the sex! I look forward to the sex!” cried Larkin Mark I, leaning over the table and smooching Richards sloppily on the mouth.

“MRMRMRMMBMMRMMMMRMRPRHHH!” replied Richards.

Larkin II, with all her mighty strength, pushed android and creator apart. “This is deeply disturbing,” she said flatly.

Larkin I lay back in the chair, licking her lips. “You taste good, father!”

“OH HELL!” Richards cried.

Larkin pivoted to face Mark I. “I hesitate to even ask.” She cocked her head. “Kitty?”

Mark I nodded vigorously. “None other than! Care for a roll in the positronic hay?”

Larkin shook her head. “I most certainly do not.”

Kitty hopped up out of her chair. “Then who may I pleasure first!”

“ME!”

“SHUT THE HELL UP, FORD!” barked Richards, as Larkin circled over to Kitty and stabbed a finger into her armpit. Kitty fell limp, a twisted look of perverted glee on her face.

“That is a shame,” Larkin said mournfully, staring down at the limp Kitty, eyes watering with green fluid.

Richards wiped his mouth and leaned over Kitty. “What the hell happened?”

“Unstable positronic nets, no doubt.” Larkin jabbed a finger into Kitty’s ear, probing. “Accessing. Yes. Total positronic net failure. She has returned to her sexually- subservient state. Her old identity has now been completely over-written.”

Richards rubbed his chin. “No ‘undelete’?”

“Unfortunately not.”

“Recycle bin?”

“Sadly, no.”

“Recovery Disk? Master Chip? Clean Boot off the rom chip?”

“No, no, no,” Larkin said, shaking her head and kneeling by Kitty, sobbing into her limp shoulder. “The Larkin Mark I we know and love is forever gone…turned back into an automated slut.”

Richards shook his head and turned for the door to the Café. “Some f***ing reunion.”

As Richards reached the doors to the cafe, a round man with rosey cheeks and a straw barbershop quartet hat and stripey suspenders strolled in.

“Hi, I’m Pops Funmaker!” he boomed. “GuinanCo sent me to replace your bartender, who has apparently become omnipotent! In celebration of his graduation to godhood, we’re going to offer free bloomin’ onions with every order of a splendiferous fun shake! Let’s get hap–OOOF!”

“Pops” never saw Richards’s fist coming. Just doubled over and hit the floor, dazed, feeling like a bowling ball had hit him in the gut.

“Just so you know, we’re more a hard liquor crew,” Ford said, leaning over the dazed new proprietor of the Constellation Café.



Captain Baxter carried a shiny-wrapped silver box under his arm as he walked down the corridor reading a padd aloud. “To, Captain, U.S.S. Explorer. From, Guinan, CEO, GuinanCo Funtimes Corp, Inc. Your First Officer, one Commander Christopher Richards, is no longer allowed within 10 meters of any GuinanCo Funtimes Corp, Inc. employees. Failure to comply will result in a splendiferous lawsuit and a fun-filled court martial. We’d also like to remind you that sparkling fireworks sundaes are half off all month.” Baxter thumbed at the padd. “How about that. Sounds yummy.”

He turned to face the door to Peterman’s office. He tapped the control and strode in. “Morning, Kelly! Hey, I’ve got that breast pump you want–”

He came face to face with Lt. Commander Hartley, sitting, teary-eyed, on the fainting couch.

Peterman was seated beside her, rubbing her shoulders consolingly. “Just put it on my desk and get out of here, Andy. Megan and I were just about to…” Peterman sniffled. “Go out for ice cream.”

Baxter put the package down on Peterman’s desk and looked down at Hartley. “Commander, again, I’m really sorry about how things turned out with Mirk and all…”

Hartley glared up at Baxter, eyes red and puffy. “Easy for you to say! You still have your soul mate!”

“My soul…oh, yes, right, Kelly. Yes, that is nice.”

“Andrew, you’re not helping,” muttered Peterman.

Baxter knelt by Hartley. “Megan, listen, I know nothing can ease the pain you’re suffering. Nothing I can say, not even as your captain, can make you feel better. This pain will never, ever go away. But you know what? That’s okay, because you’ll feel better before you know it. I promise.” Baxter leaned forward and hugged a struggling Hartley tightly. “You fight that sadness, got it? You give me your best smile, okay?”

Hartley’s nails dug into Baxter’s shoulders, but he hugged her all the same. “Ouch…yes, hurt me if that makes you feel better. Ouch…damn, you’re drawing blood…listen, how about we just, um…hey that was my eye!” Baxter kept hugging, even as a soft white light shone from behind him, illuminating the portrait of dogs playing poker hanging on Peterman’s wall. “Computer, lights back down to moody,” Baxter ordered, but got no response.

“MIRK!” cried Hartley.

“I know you miss him,” Baxter cooed, still hugging. “But I promise you’ll feel better.”

“MIRK!” cried Peterman.

“Not you too,” Baxter griped at Peterman.

“Captain…” said a voice from behind Baxter.

“Not now, can’t you see I’m comforting one of my…” Baxter whirled, to find Mirk, bathed in a silky white glow, wearing a gleaming white tux, smiling. “Oh.” He looked at Peterman. “We should probably go.”

Mirk reached a hand down to Hartley and lifted her to her feet. “I promised I wouldn’t leave you, Megan.”

“Lock the door on your way out,” Peterman said, as Baxter dragged her out of her office. They had to squeeze around the white glowing rip in space-time Mirk had made. Peterman hoped it wouldn’t scorch her carpet.

“I’m back, honey,” Mirk grinned down at Hartley once Baxter and Peterman were gone.

Hartley looked up at Mirk, teary-eyed. “Yeah, well, you know you can’t exactly just walk back on the ship and get your job back. You’re omnipotent. You should be off doing omnipotent things.”

Mirk nodded. “That I should. That I should. But I want to do those omnipotent things with you.”

“Did you take that up with the other Directors first?” demanded Hartley.

Mirk nodded again. “Yep. Let’s just say they owe me one for winning the war against the Critics.”

“Could you explain all that to me?”

“I’ll explain that and so many other things.” Mirk kissed her on the head. He then gestured about Peterman’s office, taking in the whole of the Explorer with his gestures. “But you’ll have to give up all this to come with me.”

Hartley bit her lip. “Well, let me think about that one.”

“Sure, take as much time as you–”

“Okeydoke. Let’s go!”

Mirk grinned. “You sure?”

“Hell yeah.”

Mirk lifted Hartley effortlessly into his arms and turned toward the glowing light behind him.

“Where are we going?” Hartley asked, blinking in the light.

“Where other people have never been before.”

“I’m not sure I like the phrasing.”

“You’ll have eons to work on it.”

“Now that’s a bit of overkill.”

“I love you, Megan.”

“You too, Mirk.”

And the light faded out.



Captain Conway grinned at Baxter’s sullen expression on his desktop viewer as stars streaked by the viewport behind him. Explorer was dragging Aerostar back to Earth.

“You’ve had quite a time of it, Captain,” grinned Conway.

“Don’t get me started, Conway,” muttered the captain, who shifted uneasily in his command chair. “And don’t make me remind you who’s towing who! A word from me and the ride gets a hell of a lot bumpier!”

“Okay, okay,” said Conway. “But I’ve gotta laugh. You lose a Larkin and gain an android prostitute, your first officer is banned from the crew lounge, and your chief engineer gets kidnapped by an omnipotent Mirk. You have to admit it, you never could have envisioned all that happening in one day.”

Baxter grimaced. “It all happened in a few hours. And Hartley was hardly kidnapped. I’m sure she went quite willingly.”

“Well, at least you have another freakin’ baby to look forward to. That’s good, right?”

“Right, right. And I expect you’ve made no progress with that science officer of yours?”

“No. I think she’s still trying to make up her mind between me and Gellar.” Conway flinched as he heard giggles on the bridge. Gellar was charming the pants off of Alexa Lanham with his tale of the adorable purple dinosaur that jumped out of his chest after the Kritada mission. “Yep, I’m sure she’s carefully thinking it over.”

“Oh, Brian…you crack me up! You’re the greatest!” he heard Alexa say gleefully. He grimaced. The walls were like paper. Of course, the fact that one bulkhead of his office was ripped open didn’t help matters either. Through the opening that had been ripped in his wall, he saw Alexa bent over, slapping Gellar playfully on the chest. What he wouldn’t give for a deep chasm to push them both into…

“Well, I should be going,” Baxter broke in. “Peterman and I are brainstorming baby names. And I have to find a new Chief Engineer.”

“It’s kind of beautiful, isn’t it, Captain?” Conway said.

“What is?”

“Mirk and Hartley. How he came back for her?”

“Sure, if you like that kind of thing.”

“Come on, admit it.”

“Yeah. Yeah, sure, there are times I wish I could become omnipotent and whisk Kelly away to some kind of happy land. But we don’t have that luxury, Conway. We’re humans. We have to muck about in the real world, court, date, hop in the sack and hope we churn out some good kids. Hold that thought.” Baxter craned his neck around. “Steffie, get away from that control! If you drop daddy’s warp core, he’ll be very upset with you!”

“And we will all die from the deceleration,” he heard J’hana chime in.

Conway grinned. “Captain, I can see you’ve got your hands full. It’s a long way back to Earth anyway. I’m going to see if I can go spawn some children of my own.”

“You do that,” Baxter muttered, and J’hana cut the channel.

Conway stood and strode out of his readyroom. “Oh, Lieutenant Puckett!”



Lt. Commander Tilleran sat on her bed, staring across the room at her bags sitting on the dresser.

“You can do this, Ariel. This ship is jam-packed with morons. Leaving will be a piece of cake.”

“Then why did you pack eight hours before even reaching your drop-off point?”

Tilleran turned to see J’hana in her bedroom doorway. “I wanted to get a jump on it.”

“Civilian clothes?” J’hana asked, plopping down beside Tilleran on the bed. “They make your hips look big.”

“Like child-bearing hips?” Tilleran asked, grinning impishly. “Good.”

“You do not want to do this,” J’hana said resolutely, staring straight ahead.

“Who are you to tell me what I want?”

“For zratnitz’ sake, you look like you’re going to a funeral. And on any place but Andor, that would be a somber occasion!”

“I’m excited to settle down with Crellus.”

J’hana gripped Tilleran’s chin in her hand and turned the Betazoid’s face toward hers, scrunching lips and cheeks in the process. “You, Ariel, are a liar.”

“Who’s the telepath again?” Tilleran asked, pushing J’hana’s hand away.

“Do not deny it. Your heart tells you to remain here.”

“Who are you to talk about heart? You’re just thinking with your egg sac.”

“And a grand, fine egg sac it is,” J’hana said, laughing heartily.

Tilleran stood. “J’hana, we have eight hours left together. Don’t make us do this angrily. Let’s have fun.”

“If fun is what you want, I suggest we go to Guinan’s Goodtimes Constellation Cabana.”

“Hell no,” replied Tilleran, and she took J’hana’s hand. “I have an even better place in mind.”



Holo Books and Beans was somewhat uncrowded, probably owing to the fact that the Explorer had recently been thrown into the Delta Quadrant, evacuated, overtaken, nearly blown up, and tossed back to the Alpha Quadrant. Tilleran and J’hana found their usual table, in the corner by the fireplace, where the scrabble board was.

A woman with gelled, close-cropped hair, in a plaid shirt and jeans, materialized next to them as they set up their game pieces.

“Hey, folks,” she said cheerily. “What can I get you fine women?”

“The usual,” J’hana and Tilleran said in unison.

“Right then,” said the waitress. “One raktageeno, one cup of the blood of a raging yak beast from Vorandas four, coming right up.”

“V’haspant was getting SO old,” muttered J’hana as she looked down at her Scrabble pieces. “I have Z’s and H’s. I can only spell Andorian words.”

“You remember the rules. We have to use Federation Standard.”

“Federation Standard is a fool’s language. It’s so clumsy. It has no…” J’hana reached out to touch Tilleran’s hand. “Passion.”

Tilleran sighed, wondering if this was such a good idea.

“Computer, cue the Emergency Holographic Band,” said J’hana, and Tilleran winced. Two women in plaid shirts and jeans appeared on the small stage at the opposite corner of the cozy coffee house, strumming guitars.

It was their group–Indigo Girls (J’hana loved the name, though she pointed out it was somewhat inaccurate). And it was their song.

Tilleran tried not to cry as the two women sang.

J’hana just tapped her feet and sang along:



“..I went to the doctor

I went to the mountain

I looked to the children

I drank from the fountain

There’s more than one answer to these questions

pointing me in a crooked line

and the less I seek my source for some definitive

The closer I am to fine…”



Captain Baxter walked with Steffie, on his way to kindergarten, and she rode on his shoulders. In unison, they sang:

“This is the song that doesn’t end

It just goes on and on my friend!”

Baxter sang: “Some people started singing not knowing what it was–take it Steffie!”

“And they’ll continue singing it forever just because!” Steffie chimed in.

“This is the song that doesn’t–” They reached the door to the classroom and Steffie jerked on Baxter’s hair.

“Hold on a sec!”

Baxter winced and looked up at Steffie. “But honey, it’s the song that doesn’t end.”

“I gotta question.”

Baxter set Steffie down. “It sounds important.”

Steffie nodded, and Baxter knelt beside her. “It IS ’portent.”

“Well, make it snappy. You’ve got a big calculus test today.”

“Yeah, I know,” Steffie said.

“Well, what’s your question?”

“When Mommy was putting me to bed last night, you know, in the Delta Quadrant, I asked her why you were gone.”

“What did she say?”

“She said you were trying to stop a bad man from destroying the ship, and taking over the galaxy, and that you’d be back soon.”

Baxter smiled. “And she was right. I’m back. Of course the bad man got away, but…well, I’m sure we’ll never see him again. Anyway…go ahead…”

“Well…whattabout next time you go away? What about next time the ’Plorer gets taken over??”

“Silly,” Baxter said, kissing Steffie on the cheek. “There won’t be a next time. I promise.” But he couldn’t promise that. Sure, the Explorer’s mission was primarily one of discovery, but if the past couple days had taught him anything, it was that he didn’t always get the nice, safe, cushy assignments. Starfleet wasn’t exactly the safest job one could have. “Listen,” Baxter said, and took a deep breath. “I take it back. I can’t promise there won’t be a next time. As a matter of fact, around this ship, I can almost certainly promise there WILL be a next time.”

Steffie’s eyes welled with tears. “So next time you could die?”

“Now that’s just silly, Steffie. I told you long ago that Daddy could not be killed with conventional weaponry.”

Steffie folded her arms. “I don’t believe you.”

“Listen, if quitting this ship made you happy, I would do it in a heartbeat. That’s how much you mean to me.”

“Really?” asked Steffie.

Baxter nodded. “You bet.”

Steffie smiled and, to Baxter, the silence was deafening.

He hadn’t intended on Steffie taking him up on his offer.

But Steffie didn’t say anything. She didn’t say “Quit, Daddy,” she just smiled up at him. He felt a sharp pang in his gut, like an ulcer. He interpreted it as the “get off your ass and do the right thing” variety of pang.

Baxter smiled weakly back at Steffie and patted her on the head, then pushed her gently toward the door to the kindergarten classroom. “Get to class, Steffie. I’ll see you this afternoon.” He stood and watched her go, blowing her a kiss.

Then he turned on a heel and went off to quit.



CHAPTER TWENTY



Peterman walked hand in hand with Baxter down the corridor, squeezing his hand tightly. “Are you sure about this, honey?”

“I’ve never been surer of anything.”

“Are you sure that’s a word?”

“Couldn’t be surer.”

Richards joined Baxter as he and Peterman walked. The corridor leading to Turbolift One seemed to stretch on forever. “What’s this about an important meeting?” Richards asked.

“Suffice it to say, you will be needed,” Baxter said, and kept walking ahead.

“Did you see Doctor Wilcox?” Richards asked Peterman.

“Yep,” said Peterman. “It’s going to be a boy!”

“Someone to carry on the Baxter name,” Baxter grinned.

Peterman jogged up next to Baxter. “Oh, no you don’t. You’ve already got someone to carry on the Baxter name. This one’s a pure Peterman.”

“Okay, Peterman it is. Any name ideas yet? How about ‘Dick’?”

“Andy!”

Baxter giggled. “Just messing with you, honey.”

Just then, J’hana and Tilleran veered in from a side corridor, arm in arm, chanting folk songs.

“…I was locked…into being my mother’s daughter, yeah I was eating bread and water…!”

“What the hell are they singing?” asked Richards.

Peterman shrugged.

Just then, Janice Browning hurried up to join them, yanking off her stained apron.

“What did I miss, what did I miss?”

“Nothing,” said Baxter. “You’ll all be filled in when we meet on the bridge.”

“What’s this big meeting about?” asked Tilleran.

“It’s secret,” whispered Peterman. “We’re getting off the ship.”

“Well it’s not a damn secret any more, is it?” Baxter muttered as the group, finally, reached the turbolift and herded in.



Richards, Tilleran, and J’hana were still asking questions as they poured out of the turbolift.

“…me be Captain? What in the hell? I’m not ready for…”

“…of course I expect to take the role of First Officer. Studies show that position carries with it the highest likelihood of honorable death…”

“…not much of a secret. I read it in your mind.”

“…a great recipe for grilled gehlat…you guys will just love it!”

Tilleran and J’hana took their respective stations and Baxter, Peterman, Browning, and Richards walked down to the command arena.

Baxter glanced at the people at the forward stations. Plato was at class, so Madera had the helm. Sefelt was at ops. Neither looked pleased.

Baxter stood between them and looked from one to the other. “Guys, you’ve been underappreciated the last couple of days.”

“Sure, you say that now that the first Larkin turned back into a raving sex maniac,” muttered Sefelt, arms folded.

“Chris and I are dating again. That’s the only reason I’m here,” muttered Madera. “But this is his LAST chance!”

Baxter clapped his hands together. “Well. I’m glad to have you two here. It’s been an honor serving with you.”

“Yah yah.”

“Sure,” muttered Sefelt. “Hey…do you smell combustible gas?”

“Some combustible gas is odorless, Howie,” said Madera. “If you’re going to have an irrational fear, at least get your facts straight.”

“Oh…momma…”

Baxter left Madera and Sefelt and went to sit down in the command chair. He felt its curves hug his buttocks. He then stood back up, glad to see Peterman, Browning, and Richards there at his side. “Computer…sound the all-call.”



“All hands, this is your captain speaking. It has been my great pleasure, over the last eight years, to serve as your commander. The years haven’t always been kind, but they have been fun. You’ve all meant a lot to me, probably more than you’ll ever know. But I need to be with my family. I need to spend time with my daughter, and my soon-to-be son, and even my wife.

“Someone once said a captain is married to his ship. Well, in that case, I’ve been a bigamist. Or a polygamist. Or whatever you call it. Anyway, I’ve been unfaithful to our good Counselor Peterman. I’ve been sleeping around with a woman called Explorer ’lo these many years, and it’s got to stop.

“Effective immediately, I am transferring command of the Explorer to Chris Richards. Goodbye, everyone, and God bless. Oh, and would someone clean up that mess in the deck four lavatory? It’s stinking up the whole section. That is all.”



“I’m glad Conway and Ford are not here,” said J’hana. “They would have had a field day with that silly speech.”

Peterman’s lip trembled. “I thought it was beautiful. Stupid, but beautiful.”

“Thanks, hon,” said Baxter. He turned to Richards and shook his hand. “Good luck, Captain.” He yanked a pip off his collar. “Computer, please transfer all command codes to Christopher Richards, commander, U.S.S. Explorer.”

“Command codes transferred. U.S.S. Explorer now commanded by Christopher Richards. Have a nice command!”

Baxter handed Richards his fourth pip. “There you go. Your insurance and benefit upgrades will take effect in a couple weeks. You can have my cabin as soon as I get all my things moved out.” He leaned in closer. “And make sure to report to sickbay. They’ll give you this chip that’ll make the women go mad for you! I couldn’t get a date to save my life before this thing!”

“What’s that?” asked Peterman.

Baxter glanced quickly back at her. “Oh. Nothing. Well, honey, let’s get a move on. Lots of packing to be done!”



“I’ll be damned,” said Captain Conway, sitting up in bed, reading the padd with disbelief. “He really did it. He quit the Explorer.”

“Hmmmmmm?” came a sleepy voice from under the covers.

“Never mind, Puckett. Aren’t you on duty?”

“Nnnnnnnnnnnnnn.”

“Listen, just because we’re…you know…together, doesn’t mean you don’t have to follow my orders any more, okay?”

“Mmmmmrrrrrrrmm…”

“Exactly.”



Lisa Beck looked up at the news on her desktop viewer and burst out into gleeful laughter.

Moments later, Commander Morales stuck his head in the door. “Captain?”

Beck wiped tears of laughter from her eyes. “Life is good, Mister Morales. Life is very good.”

“If you say so.”

“I shouldn’t care. I really shouldn’t care, but I do.”

“I’m glad to hear it…I guess.”

“Chin up, Morales. Things around here are really going to shape up. I can feel it.”



“They want our house,” Lucille Baxter grumbled, working grooves into the arms of her command chair. “They’re going to re-take that house!”

“Mrmrmrmleave ’em alone,” muttered Harlan, chewing on his stogie.

“No…no…we’re setting course for Earth,” said Lucille. “We’ll intercept them. We’ll stop them. We’ll make them buy a condo! Better yet, we’ll make them move onto my ship, so I can ban HIM from MY bridge for a change!”

“Lucille, CAN IT!” Harlan said it quite clearly.

“Oooh! If you didn’t outrank me, and if I didn’t respect Starfleet protocol…”

“I’m goin’ to the can,” muttered Harlan, and he stood up and headed for the bridge lavatory.

Young, green-about-the gills Ensign Maisha Herzfield turned in her chair at the helm. “Captain, your husband…he’s all I thought he’d be and more. Such a confident leader. Now I see where your son got it fr–”

“Oh shut the hell up!”



“So, Captain Baxter’s no longer a captain.” Alvin Ficker rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Well, that’s a pity. We’ll have to pay him a visit. Let him know that, now that he’s not on that big, safe starship, he has no one to protect him. No one to shield him from the probing EYE OF JUSTICE!”

“Pipe down,” muttered Rebecca Singer, who sat beside him at one of the round tables in the Tantalus Five rec room. “They’re showing a medical report now.” She looked at the large viewscreen at the front of the room. “Oooh, I did that once!”

Ficker rubbed his hands togther eagerly. “A plan is forming, dear Becky. A plan to escape and get my revenge on Baxter once and for all. Are you game?”

“Nah. Been there, done that.”

“Well f*** you then.” Ficker pondered for a few moments. “What about ping pong instead?”

“Hmm. Sure.”



Ariel Tilleran watched Earth disappear into a tiny dot out the cabin window of the starship Hoboken.

Her bags were still sitting on the floor by the door. No need to unpack. She would be on Betazed in under a day.

The Hoboken’s crew mumbled a low din of thoughts in her mind. It was so sane, so orderly. She already missed the ramblings and neurotic squeaks and squabble of the hundreds of minds on the Explorer. She swore she wouldn’t, but she did.

Tilleran was about to go check out the ship’s lounge and check in with Captain Cameron, when she heard a beeping from within one of her bags.

She walked over to the duffel, pulled open the pouch, and yanked out a bleeping padd. She punched a control and J’hana’s face popped up on the screen.

“Surprised to see me?” asked J’hana’s voice.

“Not really,” Tilleran said honestly.

“You shouldn’t be. I had to say goodbye one last time. You’re a special person, Ariel. Don’t ever let Crellus convince you otherwise. Make sure to stop by from time to time. Don’t be a stranger.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“Oh, yes, and just in case you ever forget about…us…I’ve included some flight recorder footage from that time we were in the turbolift, when I assured you the security sensors were turned off. Enjoy…!” J’hana cackled wickedly, and the image shifted to her and J’hana inside a turbolift, in a somewhat compromising position.

Tilleran just watched and laughed out loud.



The Cochrane-class shuttlecraft Donner tore toward Romulan space.

Ardek stared at the information on one of his readout screens and giggled impishly.

“Captain’s given up his ship, eh? Well, that is a pity! It’ll just make it extra hard to track him down when the time is right!”

“And when will that time be?” asked a voice in his head.

“Soon! Or maybe in 15 years, I can’t quite decide!” Ardek cherily called back out loud.

He sailed the shuttle toward Romulus, cackling wildly.

“You haven’t seen the last of me, Baxter!” cried Ardek. “I swear that to you! Hahahaha! I ga-ron-tee!!!! Hee hee— ouch, damn my ass hurts!”



Newly promoted First Officer J’hana unlocked her quarters and shuffled in drunkenly. The “Constellation Cabana” was certainly not the homey place it had been under Mirk’s rein, but the bartender did know a thing or two about mixed drinks. It was a shame she had to pummel him for all that “funnerific” and “splendiferous” talk. She hoped the Explorer had a good lawyer.

Explorer was getting her middle warp nacelle put back on, for some unknown reason. She and Richards had tried to convince Starfleet Engineering that it was unnecessary. The ship ran just fine without it. They wouldn’t listen.

J’hana tossed a padd with the crew roster onto the desk in her quarters (she’d never had to memorize all those names before–she just arrested the ones who caused trouble). She unzipped her outer tunic and tossed it on the couch, heading for the bedroom.

She was bone tired, and missed Tilleran like crazy. She really didn’t know the proper formula for making the hurt stop. She’d never liked anyone before, much less loved.

She called for the lights and was surprised to find Kristen Larkin sitting on her bed. J’hana immediately deduced it was, in fact, Kitty Larkin, due to the fact that the android was spread out seductively, wearing only a studded collar and leather bikini.

“I am here to pleasure and serve you.”

“How in Zarnx did you get in?” demanded J’hana. “My quarters have thirteen redundant security systems!”

“The protocols were simple. I created a subroutine to disable those systems.” Kitty inched toward J’hana. “I have also created subroutines with which to pleasure you immensely.”

“Why me?” demanded J’hana.

“Because I know you need it!”

J’hana nodded. “That much is true. Why aren’t you locked up?” Already, new Security Chief Unlathi was letting her down.

“I hacked out of the brig systems,” said Kitty. “They were really quite simple once I isolated the proper algorithms…but I digress. Let me help you fill that lonely void…I want to show you…my toolbox!”

“This is not a good idea,” mumbled J’hana.

“Trust me!” said Kitty, standing up on her knees on the bed. “It will go well!”

“I don’t think so.”

“I can bend duranium alloy with my bare hands. Imagine what I could do to you!”

J’hana sighed and tossed off her tunic. “Okay. Quickly, then back in the brig you go. Got it?”

“Whatever you say, Master J’hana!”



Captain’s Log, U.S.S. Explorer,

Stardate 58758.4. Did I hit the right button? Is this thing on? Hello? Oh, yes, right. There’s the red light. Thanks, Ensign. Um, anyway, hi. I’m Captain Chris Richards. This is my log. Welcome. So, what do I talk about, huh? Oh, yes. The Explorer’s at spacedock, getting a new middle nacelle. Don’t know why she needs it. Did just fine without it. Also, the Aerostar is getting a huge overhaul. I think they’re due to be here quite a bit longer.

Meanwhile, the Explorer is dangerously low on personnel. Hartley and Mirk are omnipotent, I think, Tilleran’s left, J’hana’s been missing for a day, Counselor Peterman is collecting chewtoys across the ship, Captain Baxter is unloading his antiques from planets across the cosmos, and Janice is…um, cooking something I think. Anyway, I’m bored. I can’t go to the ship’s lounge cause I’ve been banned. I’ve got Starfleet lawyers working on it but it doesn’t look good. Larkin’s in briefing with Captain Conway, yadda yadda. So what else am I supposed to say? Of course, we’re in spacedock…how can you have a mission in spacedock? I guess I just sit here. Talk to you later, computer. Thanks.



Captain Baxter walked into Janice Browning’s restaurant, Space Tastes, and collapsed, exhausted, into a chair at his customary table.

“Janice, one Fresca, chilled!” he called into the kitchen. “Man, that was a lot of antiques to herd together. I’ll need to add a storage module to my house, I just know it.”

Baxter looked around the restaurant, just then noticing the place was empty.

“Janice?” he called, not getting up.

“I’m in the office,” she called back from somewhere beyond the kitchen doors.

“You have an office?” Baxter asked. “This I’ve got to see.” He got up and walked through the kitchen doors.

Browning had a desktop terminal mounted on one of the preparation tables, next to a flank steak.

“Hey, I can call it an office if I want,” said Browning.

“What are you doing? It sure doesn’t look like cooking.”

“I’m making some deals on the Federnet,” replied Browning.

“What kind of deals?” Baxter looked over Browning’s shoulder at the information on the desktop terminal.

“Mister Sisko is ailing terribly,” Browning said.

“Oooh. I’m sorry. Who’s Mister Sisko?”

“The proprietor of Sisko’s. The most famous real-food restaurant on Earth.”

“Of course. I knew that. Sorry to hear that.”

“It’s great, actually. Well, not great, but…well, his restaurant is for sale.”

Baxter nodded. “Okay. So…oh, wait one minute.”

Browning’s eyes lit. “I’m going to buy it! GuinanCo offered me a mint worth of latinum for this place. They’re going to turn it into a juice bar!”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Just what this ship needed.”

“This is a great chance, Andy.”

“Not to be a stick in the mud, but Plato may not want to come along. I think he’s really enjoying his time on the Explorer.”

“We enrolled him in Starfleet Academy yesterday.”

Baxter’s eyes went wide. “Really? You’re okay with that?”

“Four years of having him on Earth with me where I can keep at least one eye on him? Darn right I’m okay with that. And I figure the training he gets will prepare him for anything he faces out in the galaxy. I mean, it seemed to work for the rest of us. Granted, I just took the overview seminar because I went through medschool, but…”

“I think it’s great,” Baxter said. “Plato will make a great helmsman, or a security officer.”

“Yes. Helmsman. Yes, that sounds good.”

“Or a security officer.”

“You’re right. He’ll be a fantastic helmsman.” Browning switched off her terminal. “Well, I just spent eighty bars of latinum. How about we grill us up a steak?”



“This is such silly tripe. This thing has gone so far downhill since I wrote the scripts.”

“What’s ‘tripe?’”

“Never mind.” Richards and Madera were curled on his couch, watching Days of Honor on the viewscreen in his quarters. All his possessions were lumped into crates, in preparation for moving into Baxter’s cabin.

Richards was so far unimpressed with the final episode of Days of Honor. So far Kasatria had divorced Sovok and gone off to become a lawyer. Sovok, predictably, went back into the arms of Minister Vag.

The Sahr’gon, after it finally did return to the Alpha Quadrant, was being stripped of its veteran crew and recommissioned as a cruise ship. Richards was convinced somebody had pulled that one out of the Explorer headlines. If in fact the Explorer made headlines in the Klingon Empire. At any rate, it sure as hell wasn’t a coincidence. And the bit about Doctor Kaflar going after First Officer Shaktra was just plain spooky.

So Days of Honor was wrapping up. Richards thought briefly about trying his hand at writing again. For the Federation Video Service, naturally, not for Krinokom. No, that place was bereft of talent, ever since Krinok was cut in two by a vengeful actor he’d released from contract. They kept the torso alive…but Krinok’s heart just wasn’t in his work after that.

Krinokom, under new leadership, had some shows lined up to take the place of Days of Honor, but Richards doubted they would take off. He’d read the reviews and was not impressed. One show, marketed to Federation types, called “Commander of the Cabin,” was a sitcom about a Starfleet family in which the father was the captain, but the woman wore the “pants” in the family. Another idea he’d heard was “The New Win or Else,” with celebrity host Worf, and “Kasatria,” the most humiliating of all. An office sitcom spun off from Days of Honor, following Kasatria as she tries to find love while working at a Klingon legal firm. What a bunch of crap!

“You shouldn’t leave, Kasatria,” said Sovok on the viewscreen. “Vag and I really need a maid at our new condo.”

“You are really pushing it, Sovok. I have a mind to kill you where you stand,” Kasatria said, and suddenly blades shot out of Kasatria’s eyes and landed in Sovok’s chest. They immediately disappeared–a visual, imaginative whim of the quirky Kasatria. Richards sighed.

“Kasatria, you know you won’t be happy without me.”

“I’ll move on. You’ll move on. We just weren’t meant for each other.”

“That’s true.” Sovok looked out of the viewscreen, seemingly right at Richards. “But sometimes people ARE meant for one another. If you have a loved one out there, and you haven’t told her how much she means to you, tell her now, before she gets away.”

Madera smiled, nestled back against the couch cushion. “Well, Christopher, I’m wait–” She suddenly sat up and looked around. “Christopher? CHRISTOPHER?”

He was gone.

How the hell didn’t she hear the doors open and close?



The corridors of the Explorer never seemed so lengthy. There was a reason Sovok spoke directly to him. Richards didn’t know why. But there was a reason. Maybe Mirk had something to do with it. Maybe it was just fate giving him a swift kick in the complacency. Whatever it was, he answered the call. He sped down to Deck 10, rounded the corner into the alcove, barreled through the opening frosted doors and danced down the walkway that overlooked Ship’s Shoppes. He dashed into Space Tastes.

And found stuff in crates. Crates upon crates, littering the floors and tables.

The Explorer had become a place of crates.

A gangly man with red hair and a handlebar moustache sidled out of the kitchen. “Hey, there!” he called, waving to Richards, who felt his fists clenching.

“Where’s Janice,” he said quietly, feeling the blood rush to his face.

“She’s off to Earth. Bought up Joe Sisko’s restaurant, she did! You’re the first lucky customer of GuinanCo’s Good N’Fruity Juice Bar, home of the famous Pineapple Fun Float! I’m not quite set up yet, but if you’ll wait just a–OH OUCH OH GOD NO!”



Captain’s Log, U.S.S. Explorer,

Supplemental. Four hours into command and I already have a citation on my permanent record for mauling a civilian. Starfleet declined a court martial since they find GuinanCo employees annoying too. The damn corporation is overtaking the whole quadrant. They pop up everywhere! Anyway, they had to give me some kind of slap on the wrist. So, as of today, I am Captain of the Explorer by day, GuinanCo busboy by night. Damn it.



Captain/Busboy Richards materialized on Bourbon Street, New Orleans, Louisiana, Earth.

Sun shone down and warmed his face. He pivoted, instantly finding his target–the neon “Sisko’s” sign. Beside it, a grey-suited technician was constructing a new sign, which right now only read “Bro–.” Richards could fill in the rest.

He set off toward the restaurant and found Browning inside, setting tables.

“Hey!” she looked up. “I was going to surprise you with a grand opening meal!”

“That was how you were going to break the news to me?” Richards gaped. “You left the ship without even saying goodbye? Just like that?”

“Well, some stuff of mine is still up there. I’m in between addresses at the moment.” Browning smiled weakly.

“I came down here to bare my heart to you.”

“Ahh.” Browning looked around the restaurant uncomfortably. “Would you like a sandwhich or something? Some soda?”

“I thought you could be mature about this.”

“Christopher, this is what I want to do.” Browning looked pleadingly at Richards. “We had plenty of good times together. You have the Explorer to look after now. We were all together a good long time. This isn’t the end–just another chapter.”

Richards folded his arms. “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

Browning veered around the table she was setting and wrapped her arms around Richards, who, unwillingly at first, hugged back.

“Christopher, I’ll always love you.”

“Me too, Janice.”

When Browning pulled back she smiled. “You know what? I’m really hungry.”

“No kidding.”

“One last gorge?”

“I’d be honored. Think you can find a kitchen in this dump?”

“We’ll see.



When Captain Baxter opened the front door of his house, he was shocked about as much as possible at who stood there, holding a basket of fruit.

“May I come in?” asked Dave Conway.

“There isn’t a bomb in that basket, is there?” Baxter asked archly.

“How should I know. It’s a prefab thing I bought around the corner for two credits. Do you want it or not?”

Baxter gestured regally for Conway to enter. “Please, do come in.”

Conway walked in, set the box down on a table by the door. He took in the foyer and living room. A mess of boxes and blank walls.

“Kelly’s redecorating,” Baxter explained.

“Civvies, Captain?” Conway asked, glancing at Baxter’s tan pants and khaki t-shirt.

“Yeah, until I find something to do with myself. I figure I’ll be a domestic husband for a while, while Kelly gets her private practice started.”

“You’re unleashing her on the general public?” Conway asked. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”

“Who asked you?” Baxter asked with a forced giggle.

Conway put his hands on his hips. “Well, I’ll be damned. I really didn’t think you’d do it. You always seemed so… comfortable in that captain’s chair.”

“Oh, that’s not going to be a problem.” Baxter gestured for Conway to follow him through an arched doorway into the den. “Richards let me take it. See, I put it right in front of my viewset. The cup holder really comes in handy.”

Conway sighed. Baxter had the command chair in the corner of his den. He’d even apparently replicated a matching ottoman. Not a bad idea, really.

“I was going to put it in the bathroom, but Kelly wouldn’t let me.”

“Do the controls actually do anything anymore?” Conway asked cautiously.

“Yep,” said Baxter. He reached down and touched one of the armrest buttons. The den’s viewscreen popped on, set to Krinokom. “The right side operates the replicator, which has been installed directly under the chair.”

“You seem ready for some time off,” Conway mumbled.

Baxter hit a control and the viewscreen shut back off. “Yep. I figure I have a few years at least until my Dad gets sick of running the Explorer project. Then I’ll just slip my name in. I figure I’ve got plenty of time to pad my resume with half-truths and exaggerations.”

Conway smiled blandly. “I’m very happy for you. You and Kelly, and that kid…and that other kid…you’ll have a great time here, I’m sure.”

Baxter sat down in the command chair. “So what about you, Dave? What does your future look like?”

Conway patted Baxter on the shoulder, then pointed up at the ceiling. “I’m going back out there, Captain. Space is big. Still lots to explore. Of course, maybe one day I’ll settle down too.”

“With Lieutenant Puckett?”

“Lieutenant Commander, now, actually,” Conway said sheepishly. “Yeah. How’d you hear about that?”

“People talk. Especially people named Ford.”

“Yeah, Gellar’s not too happy about being demoted back to security chief from tactical, but I couldn’t stand watching him make googily eyes at Alexa on the bridge anymore.”

“So instead, Alexa’s going to have to watch YOU making googily eyes.”

“Well, I won’t be doing any of that. My contract with Puckett specifically forbids ‘googily eyes.’”

“Contract?”

“Yep. Witnessed by Larkin, against her objections.”

“You’ve got yourself quite an operation up there, Conway,” Baxter sighed. “Try to keep away from any deep crevasses, okay?”

Conway nodded. “Will do.”

Baxter stood, and stretched. “Well, Steffie’s probably getting out of Kindergarten now. Last class on the Explorer. Kelly’s probably ready to come down too. Want to come with?”

Conway shrugged. “Sure. The Aerostar still has about another two weeks of construction time. I have plenty of time on my hands.”

Baxter suppressed a chuckle. “Sorry about that.”

“Just pray I don’t run across your mom’s ship out there. I might just confuse it for a Borg cube or something.”

“That would be a shame,” Baxter said, still suppressing that giggle. He punched a control on his ‘command chair.’ “Baxter to Explorer. Two to beam up. Energize.”



“The red collar looks good on you, J’hana,” Counselor Peterman said as she walked with J’hana down the corridor, with Steffie (fresh from Kindergarten) on her hip, tugging her hopping Golden Retriever puppy, Charlotte, by the leash.

“Thank you,” J’hana said softly.

“You’ve been awful quiet today.”

“I am, frankly, exhausted,” J’hana said.

“How come?” Steffie piped up.

J’hana smiled weakly at Steffie. “I would rather not describe it. Your species seems averse to allowing its children to hear graphic, violent sexual anecdotes.”

Peterman shuddered, yanking Charlotte onwards though the pup didn’t seem to want to go. “You’ve got a point there.”

“Suffice it to say, pod-ling, that an android’s power source is nothing short of inexhaustible. Mine, on the other hand, has severe limitations.”

“Where, um, is Kitty now anyway?” asked Peterman.

“I do not know,” J’hana honestly said. She had awoke to find her bed empty and a ‘Dear J’hana’ letter on her night stand. She conveniently left all that out of her report. She focused instead on the claim that Kitty, without Ardek at her side, was pretty much harmless.

“Hmmm. Well, I’m sure she won’t pop up again,” Peterman said, putting a reassuring hand on J’hana’s shoulder.

“And if she does, feel certain that I will find a way to distract her.”

“That’s nice.”

Peterman nearly yelped when she saw Kitty coming out of the turbolift at the end of the corridor, then sighed with relief when she realized it Larkin, along with Richards.

“Captain,” Peterman said, although it sounded odd.

“Hi, Kelly,” Richards said sullenly. “Did you hear about Janice?”

“Yeah, isn’t it great?” Peterman registered the significance of things and immediately her face fell. “I mean, I’m so sorry.”

“I have been consoling Father for some time now,” said Commander Larkin. “Since the Explorer is currently without a Ship’s Counselor, I felt it only prudent.”

“Thanks,” Peterman muttered. “Don’t worry, Chris. You come to see us all on Earth anytime you want. You’re welcomed at our house any time.”

“Whatever.” Richards looked to J’hana. “Are we almost ready to get underway?”

“There’s still a few hours’ work to be done,” J’hana said. “If you like, I can threaten the work crews…”

Richards held up a hand. “Not necessary.”

Just then, Conway and Baxter stepped out of a turbolift.

“Well, the gang’s all here!” Baxter said, stepping out. “What’s left of us, anyway. Kind of nice, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, wish I had a holoimager,” muttered Conway.

“We should return to the Aerostar,” said Larkin. “There is much work to be done.”

“Nag nag nag,” griped Conway.

“We have much work to do as well,” J’hana said, looking to Richards.

Richards nodded. “Right.” He leaned forward to hug Larkin tightly. “You take care of yourself, kid, okay?”

J’hana watched hungrily. “Captain, I suggest we go to the bridge now…or at least somewhere I can get a cold shower.”

Richards cocked is eyebrow at J’hana as Conway stepped off down the corridor with Larkin, Conway griping all the way.

“I refuse to explain,” was all J’hana would say.

Richards reached out to shake Baxter’s hand. “Keep in touch, okay Andy?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, rubbing the corner of his eye. “Yeah, listen, take good care of ‘er, okay? And by ’er,’ I mean the ship.”

Richards nodded. “Will do.”

J’hana and Richards walked off toward the turbolift.

“You don’t think the fact that we were once in a relationship will affect our ability to work together, do you?” Richards asked as they stepped into the turbolift.

“Of course not,” J’hana said, folding her arms. “As with any captain, I will throw myself on top of you to protect you from harm. By the way, is Commander Larkin seeing anyone currently?”

Baxter watched Richards’s confused expression as the turbolift doors closed. He looked at Peterman.

“Ready?”

Peterman nodded. “The last of our stuff is aboard the your second-favorite shuttle, the Hemingway.”

Baxter grimaced at that, still mad at Ardek. Peterman, meanwhile, jiggled Steffie. “Ready to go, honeybuns?”

Steffie nodded. “Shuttlebay Three! Shuttlebay Three! That way!” She pointed enthusiastically.

“She memorized the ship diagram,” Baxter said with pride. “Nice.”

“She pointed in the wrong direction.”

“Hey, she’s three. What do you expect?” Baxter took Peterman’s arm, and the trio set off down the corridor toward the transporter room.

“Did you get the pets beamed down to the barn okay?” asked Baxter.

“It was a mess,” said Peterman. “The transporter room still smells like doo-doo.”

“Say, did you have any trouble beaming down Charlie’s stasis tube?”

“Nope. I sure hope medical science comes up with a way to increase dogs’ life spans.”

“I’m sure if it does, you’ll be the first to know.”

Baxter and family arrived at Shuttlebay Three in short order. Baxter helped Peterman, then Steffie, into the rear hatch, then climbed in after her and sat down at the pilot’s console.

He looked out of the front window and gave ‘thumbs up’ to Ensign Aronitz at the shuttle control panel. Baxter switched on the shuttle’s thrusters and sent the arrow-shaped, Cochrane- class Hemingway sailing gracefully out of the shuttlebay.

“Explorer to Hemingway,” announced Richards’s voice over the comm system.

Baxter looked up. “Yeah, Chris?”

“Have a look at the saucer, Captain.”

Baxter craned his neck to look out the viewport. Along the top of Explorer’s still-scorched saucer, right under the name and registry, all the cabin lights were arrayed in such a way…

Peterman looked over Baxter’s shoulder, holding Steffie. She leaned down and kissed his head. “Leave it to Chris to make an artistic statement.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, smiling, and he steered the Hemingway toward Earth.

The lights on the saucer spelled out “Goodbye.”



…FIFTEEN YEARS LATER…



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



2398



“And that’s how it ended,” the instructor said, and sat back on his desk. “Any questions?”

A blond smart-aleck type in the front row, a lot like Ford, the instructor pondered, raised his hand.

“Go ahead.”

“Well, sir,” said Cadet Tom Casey, the smart-aleck, “I was just wondering why the history stops there. Surely the Explorer and Aerostar got into more adventures.”

“Sure they did. But the Gorn skirmishes and the Dillon impeachment took over the galactic spotlight over the next several years. The Explorer program continued on, but really shied away from the adulation it deserved.”

“Adulation?” giggled Casey. “Since when did the Explorer or any of those other ships get any adjulation?”

“They didn’t,” the instructor said through gritted teeth. “That’s why we have this class. So schmucks like yourself can learn what it’s like to struggle through the kinds of incompetent mishaps that are bound to come across every crew…and just happened to happen to the Explorer and Aerostar crews on a regular basis.

“Now,” continued the instructor, “if you’re really interested, you can take Starfleet course C-506 next semester, Unusual Command Situations Part II. That course deals more with the Aerostar-A.”

The instructor was met with utter, total, dead silence.

“Okay, well, it’s not like anyone is forcing you.” The instructor reached down onto his desk and lifted a mug to his lips, sipping, taking in the full, rich flavor of the beverage. “However, if you all do fail the final exam, I’m going to have to recommend you take it. Know what that means? Better study your butts off, you pukes. And don’t think I don’t see that rude gesture, Wentzel!”

“Sorry, Commodore Conway.”

Conway sat up off his desk, ran a hand through his bushy, salt-and-pepper beard. “Now I would LOVE to administrate this extremely difficult test.” He picked up a padd and thunked it. “Make no mistake–I would LOVE it. But I’ve got an event to attend that I don’t intend to miss, so Miss Granger from Away Team Conduct will have to administer the test. Please don’t give her any trouble.” Conway caught Casey’s grin out of the corner of his eye. “And don’t hit on her, either!” He headed for the door. “Have a good one!”



“Baxter takes the snap. Looks right. There’s the pass rush. Baxter evades the sack, leap-frogs a defender and– whoooah, look at that arm! The perfect pass to Darvix…who takes it right into the endzone. TOUCHDOWN! That Baxter is one hell of a woman!”

“GO STEFFIE!” Admiral Andy Baxter shouted, drawing groans and dirty looks from the others around him in the front row, at the fifty yard line, at the conference championship where Stephanie Baxter’s Space Cowboys just scored a touchdown, making the score 42-35, Cowboys, in the final two minutes of the game.

None of this would have been possible without Andy Baxter, Baxter pondered. After hoarding his credits and latinum on Earth for ten years, Baxter led the charge to bring football back to the galactic forefront. Of course, his marketing director had told him, he needed an edge. So he came up with a new twist on a centuries old game: Women’s football.

It just so happened that, after years of playing catch with her daddy, Stephanie Baxter developed a shotgun arm and an accurate touch, making her the prototype female quarterback. All of this, of course, was just pleasing coincidence for Admiral Baxter.

He could have sat up in the owner’s box, or paced the sideline with Holo-Tom Landry. But he didn’t like either position much. He liked being in the crowd, though they seldom liked him. They were still sore about the firing of Holo-Jimmy Johnson, and the fact that he refused to move the stadium from hackneyed and over-crowded, over-commercialized Earth to a more attractive and easy-access location like Antares Six.

But Baxter kept to his guns, maintaining that as long as he lived, his Space Cowboys would play in Texas, where they were meant to play.

“As the Andorian Dagger offense takes the field, the booth would like to remind you that we have special guests in the stand, Mister and Mrs. Louis Aikman, parents of defensive back Christy Aikman, and descendants of original Cowboy Troy Aikman.”

Baxter grinned at the pert blonde man at his left. “Thanks again for coming again, Lou. So, tell me. What was Troy like?”

“I keep trying to tell you, Admiral,” said Lou Aikman, “Troy died over three hundred years ago. We know nothing about him. Because of the Third World War, most of the records about him haven’t even survived. You probably know more about him than anyone alive.”

“A simple, ‘I don’t know,’ would have sufficed,” Baxter muttered, arms folded.

“While we’re at it,” Lou said, “why don’t you tell us a little about your wife.”

“Yeah,” said Angela Aikman, Lou’s wife. “I have all of her books, all the way back to ‘Men are from Epsilon Indii and Women are from Beta Myrimad.’”

“Good for you,” muttered Baxter. “Why don’t you both just–whoa, whoa, whoa!”

“Zhnarz pitches it to Sozzar…Sozzar to the seventy, to the sixty, to the fifty, to the forty, past the nine point line, hurdling over the bottomless pit…taken down by Darla Scott at the Space Cowboys’ thirty yard line. The Daggers call a time out with fourteen seconds left.”

“DAMN!” Baxter stood up. “Where are the linebackers? Go to a 4-3, Landry! Your defensive backs are getting MAULED!”

“What are you getting all bent out of shape about?” asked Lou Aikman. “It’s only a game, after all.”

Baxter glared down at Aikman. “Hasn’t a drop of Troy’s competitive blood trickled down to you, Mister Aikman?”

“Nope.”

“Damn you, sir, your daughter is down there playing in the game of her life. Show some freaking spirit!”

“Whatever.”

“Zhnarz goes back to pass–intercepted in the endzone by Aikman!” the announcer called over the loudspeakers. “Christy Aikman! Good blocking! She might just run it back!”

Baxter was on his feet; he could see Stephanie running down the sideline cheering Aikman on as she juked around defenders and dove into the endzone, after a miraculous 140 yard runback.

“GO SPACE COWBOYS!” cried Baxter.

The usual song boomed in the loudspeakers as Stephanie ran out into the endzone to pick up Aikman and twirl her as the crowd cheered and the Aikmans looked on, passionless.

“Some people call me the space cowboy…some people call me the ganster of love. Some people call me Maurice…whooo whoo…”

Then Baxter gaped as he saw a Gold-clad member of the Andorian Daggers rush out into the endzone, knocking Aikman and Stephanie down with a clothesline move. Baxter slapped his combadge and called for security as the hulking Andorian woman brought a dagger up, braced right over Stephanie and ready to plunge it into her chest. The team name certainly was fitting.

“Fans will love the taste of new Classic Sluggo Cola…” droned the announcer as Baxter screamed over the din of the crowd for security, then saw a tan blur cross onto the field and slam the Andorian to the ground.

She was out cold. The tan blur righted itself, turned toward the stands to face Baxter and slapped its combadge.

“Lieutenant Plato to Admiral Baxter. I intercepted the perpetrator and neutralized her. Local authorities are moving in. They were expecting something like this. Are we about ready to go yet?”

Baxter sighed. “Yes, it is about that time, isn’t it?”

“You don’t want us to be late. No matter how much you might want to postpone it.”

“All right, all right. Scoop up my daughter and let’s get up to the ship. By the way, good work, son.”

“Just part of the job, Admiral.”



Baxter looked archly at Stephanie and Plato as they all materialized on the transporter pad. “What’s that look about?”

“What look?” Stephanie asked, still holding her helmet in the crook of her arm. She hadn’t had a chance to change out of her blue-and-white Space Cowboys uniform.

“The look you two are giving each other,” Baxter said. “It’s almost…sultry.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir,” said Plato. “Fraternizing with an Admiral’s daughter is strictly forbidden by protocol.”

Baxter nodded. “Right it is.” He looked at Stephanie. “Congratulations on winning the game, sweetheart.” He kissed her on the forehead.

“I would have kneed that Andorian right in her egg sac too,” said Stephanie. “If Horatio Hornblower here hadn’t come to my rescue.”

“Har har,” muttered Plato, swinging an arm around Stephanie. He glanced uneasily at Baxter. “This is a totally platonic gesture.”

“Uh-huh.” Baxter stepped off the transporter pad and glanced up at the transporter chief. “Where’s the captain, Crewman?”

“She is…in the shop.”

“Very good. I’ll go there now.”

“Should I announce you, sir?”

“Nonsense.” Baxter smiled. “We go way back. Come on, kids.” He glanced back at Plato and Stephanie, cocking his head. “Are you sure there isn’t something you two want to tell me?”

“Don’t be silly,” Stephanie giggled.

Baxter stepped out of the transporter pad and headed down the sleek, well-lit corridor. The ship smelled new. The panels were obsidian and shiny. The corridors were even impressive, so wide and lined with blinking bulkhead panels. Even his inspections hadn’t done the place justice–this ship was top of the line. Damn the Enterprise-G for making flagship.

It should have been the Aurora-Class Explorer-A all the way.

As Baxter approached the lab, the twin doors slid open soundlessly and Captain Kristen Larkin stepped out.

“Admiral,” she said, bowing. “I was just finishing some last-minute adjustments to my program.” She smiled. “To commemorate today’s event.”

“Very nice,” said Baxter. “What kind of adjustments?”

“It’s a very subtle change. Let’s see if you notice it.”

“Can’t say that I do.” Baxter glanced down the corridor. “The bridge is this way, right?”

Larkin shook her head. “Negative. It’s that way. If you follow me, I’ll show you the way.”

“Sounds good,” Baxter said, and took up step with Larkin down the corridor.

Plato picked up step on the other side of Larkin.

“Tactical report, Lieutenant,” Larkin said, not quite asking.

“Systems are at top capacity,” replied Plato. “Had a little trouble with the Andorians down on the planet, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle.”

“And handle it he did,” Stephanie smiled.

Baxter blinked, then looked to Larkin. “How goes the shakedown, Captain?”

“We’re nearly ready to begin active service,” replied Larkin. “I’m looking forward to pursuing real missions again. These test flights have left me…antsy.”

“Not like the engineers haven’t tried to weed out that emotion,” Plato said. “Over the years, it seems almost as if those emotions of yours have tied themselves in big positronic knots or something,” he said, adding, “respectfully, Captain.”

Larkin nodded. “Indeed.”

“Kind of like senility,” Baxter said, smiling. “Happens to the best of us, Captain.”

“Indeed,” Larkin repeated. Time to strike back. “And you, sir. How does the aging process go for you?”

Baxter looked straight ahead, toward the turbolift. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Your hair is looking lovely.”

“Yes. Yes it is.”

“The last time I saw you you were nearly bald. And quite gray.”

“Is that right? Well, that must have been nine months ago.”

“Correct, sir. What is your secret?”

“Well, Starfleet Medical is making advances in curing baldness every day. And, well…dyes…”

“You have not answered my question.”

Baxter coughed. “Holoemitter.” He walked briskly into the turbolift and Larkin, Plato, and Stephanie followed.

“He has holographic hair?” Plato whispered to Stephanie.

“Don’t ask,” Stephanie giggled.

Baxter beamed at Stephanie. “Did you just make goo-goo eyes at him?”

“Dad, you’re being silly.”

“I know goo-goo eyes, missy, and those eyes were definitely goo-goo!”

Larkin smiled. “This’ll be a fun trip.”



By the time the turbolift arrived on the bridge, Larkin’s auditory sensors had already detected Commodore Conway complaining about the coffee in the replicators exactly ten seconds prior. She had a grin and a pre-programmed wry remark ready for him.

“Still lovin’ that coffee, Commodore,” Larkin said, strolling down to the front of the massive bridge–more like a control center, where Conway stood by the replicator berating an ensign. His beard was flecked with foam.

“You call this coffee?” he demanded, shaking his mug at Larkin. “Damn foamy crap. What, has this ship already been assimilated by DillonBucks too?”

“Some weeks ago, I’m afraid,” said Larkin. “Last I heard, GuinanCo was under heavy financial assault by Dillon Enterprises.” She shook her head woefully. “It doesn’t look good.”

“Damn,” said Conway. “This is worse than the Gorn raid on Deep Space Nine. Damn damn damn. Where am I supposed to get coffee with a sprig of cinnamon in it, then?”

“Try the mocha,” Baxter said, stepping down onto the foredeck and putting out his hand. “Nice to see you again, Commodore.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Conway ignored Baxter’s offered hand and stuck his mug back in the replicator. “Computer, try mocha, and don’t dare give me another annoying happy jingle or I swear I’ll rip your nano-chips right out.”

“Whatever his majesty says,” the computer sarcastically replied.

“The personality subroutines seem to have fit in nicely,” Baxter said dryly. “Just what we need, a ship’s computer that talks back to you.”

“Personally, I’ve had many fruitful discussions with the computer,” said Larkin. “Isn’t that right, circuit-kins?”

“Indeed, my positronic pal,” replied the female voice, which Baxter still thought sounded suspiciously like Lwaxana Troi.

“I’m going belowdecks to shower and change, if that’s okay with the rest of you,” said Stephanie, heading for the turbolift. “It’s really nice to see you again, Captain Larkin.” She looked to Conway and paused. “There you are, Commodore Conway.”

Plato watched Stephanie head back to the rear turbolift. “I’ll just go belowdecks and check on the quantum torpedoes. Make sure they…don’t go off or anything like that.”

Baxter grabbed the back of Plato’s uniform so hard the half-changeling almost fell backwards. “Hold on there, sport!”

Plato turned nervously to look at Baxter, woefully glancing to see a worried-looking Stephanie disappear behind the turbolift doors.

“Y-yes, Uncle Andy?” Plato asked, smiling innocently.

“Not even a hug for your Godfather?” Baxter asked, and Plato smiled, relieved.

“Sure.” He hugged Baxter quickly and bolted for the other turbolift at the front of the bridge.

“They make a cute couple,” Larkin said, and headed over to the command chair, which was on a raised dais at the center of the bridge.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Baxter asked, walking over to join her. The dais overlooked the bridge, which was essentially a circular array of control panels, some of which were activated by a simple wave of the operator’s hand.

“It means Plato’s ‘linking’ with your daughter,” Conway said, joining Baxter by the dais.

“That’s preposterous,” Baxter said, then glanced back at the aft turbolift. “You really think so?”

“Who wouldn’t want to?” asked Conway. “Your daughter’s grown into one fine–” He shook his head to clear his thoughts. “So, Captain, how have you been the last few years?”

Baxter narrowed his eyes at Conway. “Has it really been that long?”

“Yup.”

“You mean to say we’ve been living on the same planet…the same continent…and we haven’t managed to send even a comm in the last three years?”

“Yup.”

Baxter nodded. “Things are about the same. With you?”

“The same.”

Larkin smiled, pivoting in her command chair. “Glad we’ve completed the pleasantries. It’s time to pick up our other guests.” She pivoted face-front. “Helm, lay in a course for the Tan’ora system, Warp 12.”

Young Ensign Doria Gale waved her hands over the helm controls, at the curved station at the front of the bridge. “Course laid in.”

Larkin pointed dramatically. “Engage.”

The Explorer-A swung around the Earth’s moon, its silvery oblong hull and six multi-tiered nacelles glinting in the rays of Sol. Her warp engines lit with a sudden burst of energy and she took off into the blanket of stars.

“Reverse angle,” Larkin said, watching as Earth disappeared into the distance on the viewscreen. She pivoted back toward Conway and Baxter. “Now then, shall we both get a drink? I suppose we all could use one before the…festivities. All of us, I should say, except for me, who doesn’t benefit from the deleterious effects of alcohol.”

“Sounds great,” Conway and Baxter said in unison.



“…I’m glad you liked it! Thanks! Well, it was nothing…” oozed Kelly Peterman as she signed across padd after padd, her loyal son Raymond at her side.

“…Well, yes, I did put a lot of thought into my findings. Why?…”

“…You know, that’s funny. My daughter told me that once. Over subspace….”

“…Andorians are easier to counsel than you might think…”

It was exhausting. The ampitheatre on Tan’ora prime was packed. Why on Earth would Peterman’s agent set her up with something like this?

Had “Married to the Fleet: Ten Years Serving Under and Around a Starfleet Captain” really struck that much of a chord with people throughout the Federation? Sure, she had reached some success with such books as “Warpin’ the Fat Away,” with Richard Simmons, and “I Just Got Assimilated, Now What?”, not to mention the Pentium-award winning “So Your Pet’s In Stasis, Now What?” and “More Pets In Stasis, What Do I Do Now?”

She’d racked up quite a library of best-sellers. But “Married to the Fleet” had gotten the most response by far. She was thinking, even, of using the proceeds to purchase the Vulcan Selayans, a rival Women’s football team, just to foster a little competition with Andy…but then she remembered she despised football.

Luckily, so did Raymond Peterman, her darling, twinkle- eyed son. To Andy’s chagrin, 15-year-old Raymond turned down his offer to become equipment manager and assistant recievers coach for the Space Cowboys, and instead opted to accompany Peterman on her book-signing tour. So far, the two were having a grand old time.

At the million and fifth (seemingly) autograph, Peterman put down her stylus and cracked her knuckles. “Okay, session over.” The line of fans booed. “I’m sorry, people, but I have an engagement. Raymond, lead the way out.” Peterman blew kisses at the crowd. “I’m sorry. I love each and every one of you. I’ve got a new book coming out next spring…‘So You’ve got a Jock Daughter, Now What?’ at Dillon’s Book Depots galaxy- wide! Check it out!”

Gangly Raymond nudged past security guards and other scaly, spindly Tan’oran officials, all the way back to Peterman’s dressing room.

“Touring is exhausting, isn’t it?” Raymond groaned, as the doors to the dressing room slid shut, closing Raymond and Peterman off from the raging crowds.

Peterman checked her holo-reflection at her make-up table and nodded, poofing her hair, which, sadly, was showing some streaks of gray nowadays. “Yes, it takes a lot out of a girl.” She paused. “And her son!”

“Yeah,” said Raymond. He walked over to Peterman. “Anyways, I’m glad I did this. You were right. This is much more fun than playing with my friends or going to school.”

“I knew you would love it,” Peterman grinned. “Now do mommy a favor and get her a triple-malt before your Father gets here.”

“Whatever you say, Mom. Are you sure you didn’t finish off the stash last night?”

“There should be one left in the case.”



When Peterman stumbled off the transporter pad, Baxter nearly had to catch her. He wrapped his arms around her. “Honey, have you been hitting the triple-malt Tavarian gut- wrench juice again?”

“Nah, you’re kidding.” Peterman sniffed the air. “You, on the other hand, just had a Bolian Blitz.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Baxter belched. “You’re looking…tired.”

“It’s been a long tour.”

“Let’s not do this again,” Baxter said, pulling Raymond to his side and walking out of the transporter room between his son and wife. “These book tours are too long. When was the last time I saw you? Three months ago?”

“URP! Too long,” muttered Peterman.

“How about them Space Cowboys,” Raymond asked mildly.

“Nice try, Ray,” said Baxter. “You almost sounded interested.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“They just won the conference championship. Now they just have to go to battle with the Gorn Cold-Bloods. The hard part about that is that the Metrons want to referee.” Baxter rolled his eyes. “So of course we said we’d consider it. Damn Metrons.”

“How are you doing, Andy…about all this?” Peterman asked, glancing at Baxter as they walked down the corridor.

“About all what?” Baxter asked.

“You know what I’m talking about. It’s got to be tearing you up inside.”

Baxter winced. “No, no, of course not. I could care less. She…it’s…just a bunch of duranium and circuits and bulkheads. Just an inanimate object. This is all just a bunch of show for nothing.”

“Andy…don’t try to evade me.”

“And don’t try to be a counselor again, not after all these years.”

“I’m not speaking as a counselor, I’m speaking as your wife. I know this is killing you.”

“Don’t be silly.” Baxter trudged ahead. “We’re off to blow up the Explorer. I couldn’t be more pleased.”

Raymond made as if to follow but Peterman held him back. “That’ll do no good, honey. Your dad just needs to pout a while. No one he can talk to will make him feel any better.”



“I had to talk to somebody,” Baxter said, pacing his executive cabin, avoiding the quizzical look of the hologram that stood before him.

“Well I’m glad you picked me. Couldn’t be more glad.”

“How’s life been treating you, Chris?” Baxter asked, stopping in his tracks.

“Same as always,” said Chris Richards. “I’m dealing with the Spring line-up. Good news, though. The Federation Opticasting Organization won the rights to all of next season’s women’s football games.”

“That’s great for FOO,” Baxter said. “You’re still head of programming?”

“And research. Did you know that, back centuries ago, they had something called ‘sweeps week’?”

“What was that?”

“Our people are still trying to figure it out, but we think it has something to do with sex and violence.”

“Doesn’t it all,” Baxter muttered. “Anyway, I’m glad you got the football contract. We’ll actually be sort of working together again.”

“For the first time in years.”

“I like that idea.” Baxter grinned.

“What was the problem again?” Richards asked.

“Nothing. Nevermind. We’ll see you at the rendez-vous?”

“My raceabout’s about to leave.”

“See you soon.” Baxter punched a control on his desk and Richards’s hologram vanished. He collapsed into his deskchair and looked out at the streaking stars. The truth was, he was desparately uneasy about sending the Explorer off to her grave. According to Starfleet, over all his protests, the original Explorer was due to be scuttled. Finally, at least outwardly, he accepted that now. But he’d never had to do this. The original Aerostar died young, and honorably. Explorer would be dying old, and in her sleep. And Baxter didn’t like that. He wanted to send her off with a little more gusto than that.

Someone else out there did, too.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Captain’s Log, U.S.S. Explorer,

Stardate 73909.4. We’ve completed all the necessary dignitary pickups. The others will be meeting us at the event. I shy away from describing the event, since precisely thirty-two negative emotional programs have launched today, all because I’ve been thinking about the destruction of the original Explorer. I would say that I go to do this with a heavy heart, if I didn’t believe that metaphors were silly, and if I actually had a heart.



“Yoo-hoo! Plato!”

The comm bleep sent Plato’s head darting out from under the covers. “Um…MOM?”

“Yes! Didn’t you know the Explorer swung by Deep Space Nine to pick me up?” Janice Browning’s voice cooed over the comm system.

“I’ve been…occupied.”

“Minding your duties like a good Security Chief, then?”

Plato smiled down at Stephanie, who was lingering under the covers and wriggling her finger come-hither at him. “I’m keeping…people…safe, Mom.”

“Well, meet me in the lounge, Plato! We need to catch up!”

Plato sighed. “Okay, Mom. I’ll be right there.”

“I’m going to be there with Admiral Baxter. See if you can round up Stephanie too. We can all get together!”

“I’ll see if I can find her,” Plato said, placing a hand over Stephanie’s mouth so Browning wouldn’t hear the giggles. “See you in a few!”

Stephanie sat up in bed, quickly yanking on a t-shirt. “We really need to tell them at some point.”

“But things are going so well,” Plato sighed.

“What’s the worst thing they could do?” Stephanie asked. “Make us not date? I mean come on–we’re both adults!”

“Sort of. But you know our parents still see us as kids.”

“Well,” Stephanie said impishly. “If they knew what we just did, that may just change the way they think.”

Plato nodded. “Indeed. How ’bout dinner?”



Captain Larkin gestured about the lounge. “Welcome to the last bastion of free enterprise left in the Galaxy.” She sat at a large round table, with Baxter, Peterman, Raymond, Conway, Browning, and the newly-arrived Richards all gathered around her.

“It’s quite nice,” Peterman said, taking in the antiseptic lounge-ish atmosphere.

“It should be,” Baxter said. “We had to pay GuinanCo and Dillon Enterprises handsomely to keep their mitts off this place. The problem is, we couldn’t name it because they’ve bought the naming rights to just about every catchy lounge name you can think of.”

“Hence,” Larkin said sullenly, “the ‘Lounge Lounge.’”

“That is somewhat flat,” admitted Peterman.

“But at least we have a good bartender,” said Larkin. “The place wouldn’t seem the same without a Maloxian running things.”

“How is Jahn coming along?” Peterman said. “Any relapses of…I don’t know, blowing up ships and friends of ours?”

“That’s far behind him,” Larkin replied. “That all happened long ago.”

“Are you using contractions, Larkin?” Richards suddenly asked. “Or am I just having really bad warp lag from my trip?”

“I’m pleased that someone noticed,” Larkin said, glaring at Baxter.

“So…” Baxter said uneasily. “How about them Space Cowboys?”

Just then, as if on cue, Stephanie and Plato walked in.

“I found Stephanie!” Plato said, jaunting back to the rear table and pulling out an empty chair for Stephanie to sit in.

“Yep,” Stephanie said, sitting. “I just bumped into him out in the corridor.”

Browning got up and ran over to Plato, gave him a tight hug. “Hey you old softy, how are you? What’s been happening in your life?”

Plato diverted his eyes away from Stephanie. “A little of this, a little of that. Same old, you know.”

Browning held him tight. “Not getting into too much danger as security chief, are you?”

“We’ve been in Spacedock,” muttered Larkin.

“Sure, sure,” Browning said, still hugging Plato.

“How’s dad?” Plato asked, gently wrenching Browning free.

“Oh, Pogo’s still Pogo. He’s still bitter. DS-Nine’s C.O. didn’t give him the constable job.”

“It’s not like other changelings haven’t succeeded in his place,” Plato muttered.

“Well, we’re still not sure where we stand with the Dominion, even after all this time, so they said they’d start him out as Liaison Officer and see how he fared,” Browning said. “That was three years ago, and all he’s been doing is selling tickets to Dillon StarCruises and GuinanCo Fun-raisers.”

“’Fun-raisers,” said Baxter. “That would be the events where they convince you it’s fun to donate all your latinum to them?”

“That’s the one,” replied Browning. “Anyway, he’s content, I guess.”

“So,” Richards piped up, “Plan on moving on anytime soon and dating someone else?”

Browning glared at him. “Christopher…I have been with Pogo for six years, ever since he came to me with the proposal that he spend time with Plato as, sort of, his natural father.”

“Any lump of goo from that lake would have been construed as Plato’s natural father,” Conway grumbled, then looked to Plato. “No offense.”

Plato bristled. “None taken.”

Richards and Conway exchanged glances. They were both still looking for an opportunity, bless them. Baxter shook his head. Richards had only dated, and Conway, to Baxter’s knowledge, had married six different women, all violent and all brief encounters.

“We get along well,” Browning said. “He seems to know me better than any solid man ever has. Something about Changelings…the way they just… get inside your mind and KNOW you.”

Stephanie slid down in her chair sultrily. “Yeah, you’ve got THAT right…Mmmmmmmmmmmm…”

Baxter and Browning both turned a glare on Stephanie.

“WHAT?” demanded Browning.

“COOL!” piped up Raymond.

“Figures,” muttered Conway.

“As I predicted,” said Larkin.

“WHAT?” demanded Baxter.

Plato cleared his throat. “Jahn? A round of drinks, please? PLEASE?”



Baxter and Peterman stumbled together back to their Executive Cabin. “You had to expect that,” said Peterman.

“I didn’t have to expect it at all,” said Baxter. “I’m completely blown away by it.”

“They actually make a cute couple,” said Peterman as Baxter unlocked the door to the cabin.

“Well, it’s cause Steffie’s cute,” muttered Baxter, stepping into the cabin.

“She’s not cute. She’s a full-grown woman, and leave it to her father to be the only one left who still calls her ‘Steffie.’”

“She’s always going to be my little girl, and I don’t care if–” Baxter looked around the darkened cabin. The only light provided was from the viewscreen. “I don’t remember leaving the viewscreen on. And what the hell is this?”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “Oh, it’s Jean-luc Picard’s stupid Antiques Spaceshow. Looks like a re-run.”

On the viewscreen, Picard was leaning over a table with an Andorian woman, examining a dagger blade.



“Ma’m,” he said. “This piece is an ancient dagger

from Andor, dating back to the pre-assasin era. Note the

encrusted jeweles and poisoned tip. Have you estimated

its value?”



“Not really. It’s just a family heirloom,” said the woman,

who Baxter couldn’t see quite clearly.



“Well, this is a fantastic piece. I think you can get 400 bars

of latinum for it.”



“WHAT? YOU SCOURGE! YOU DARE ACCUSE

ME OF WANTING TO SELL A VALUABLE FAMILY

HEIRLOOM? I HATE MY FAMILY, BUT STILL! I

SHALL KILL YOU WHERE YOU STAND!”



Peterman and Baxter shared a knowing glance. “J’hana!?!”

“Here,” came a dismal voice from the general direction of the couch.

“Lights!” Baxter called.

Clad in ragged leather-and-spike armor, J’hana stood. Her long, braided hair was streaked in places with green. “Admiral.”

Baxter blinked, dazed. “J’hana…what the hell are you doing here?”

“And what were you doing on that infernal show?” asked Peterman.

“Both good questions. I should start by saying that I am not allowed within 100 meters of the good Picard ever again. Stupid twit. I maintain that he wrongly appraised the value of that dagger, anyway.” She glared at the screen, where she had Picard in a stranglehold and authorities from the antiques show were trying to pull her away. “Screen off.” She looked to Baxter. “By the way, sir, congratulations on the promotion.”

“That was years ago,” Baxter said, stepping forward to shake J’hana’s hand. “But thanks for keeping up.”

“It’s been a long time,” Peterman said, looking over Baxter’s shoulder with skepticism at the Andorian. “Where have you been keeping yourself?”

“On Andor, mostly,” J’hana said. “Serving on the police force, managing my fwarking cursed family.” She turned toward the viewport to watch the stars streaking by. “I have had cause to travel on occasion, however.”

“Well that’s nice,” replied Peterman.

“I heard about the Explorer. I thought I would come and see its destruction.”

“You could have called someone,” Baxter said. “There was no reason to sneak aboard.”

“How the heck did you do that, anyway?” replied Peterman.

J’hana turned an icy stare on Peterman. “Some things are best left unknown.”

Before anyone could speak on that, J’hana continued.

“You’re probably wondering why I left Starfleet twelve years ago.”

“The thought had crossed my mind,” Baxter said.

“Suffice it to say, my heart was broken in several places, and slightly charred in others. The Explorer was just a reminder of my heartbreaks.”

“Plural?” asked Peterman. “As in more than one?”

“Tilleran, you know about,” J’hana said, turning back to look at the stars. “But…there is another.”



“KITTY?” demanded Richards, aghast, slamming back onto his couch.

“That’s what J’hana said,” Baxter said, bracing himself against Richards’s desk, Peterman beside him.

“She wouldn’t say much more. Only that she spent two years tracking her,” added Peterman.

“I thought Kitty disappeared from the ship shortly after Ardek escaped,” Richards said. “Without a trace.”

“She made contact with J’hana, apparently, about two years later.”

“During the Gorn skirmishes,” Richards said, rubbing his chin. “The Explorer was on patrol in the Kiaga sector most of that time. That was just before J’hana left unexpectedly. And now it turns out she left to track my other daughter?”

“And felt no need to tell you about it,” Peterman said. “Which makes me question if we can trust anything she has to say to us.”

“What reason would she have to lie?” asked Baxter.

“I want to know what Kitty said or did when she contacted J’hana that made her leave the ship.”

“I can guess a few of the things she did,” Peterman said, wrinkling her nose. “Andorian mating is so…freaky.”

“That android was violated by James Kirk,” Richards said. “Kitty is no stranger to bizarre sex. I’m more concerned about where Kitty is now.”

“So’s J’hana,” Baxter said. “She seems to think Kitty’s going to do something to prevent us from scuttling the original Explorer.”

“But…why?” asked Richards.

“Anything from a loyalty to the ship she served on for three years, to loyalty to Ardek.”

“Who is probably mixed up in this too,” said Baxter. “It may not have been a good idea to plan on having the event in the Veltran system, so close to the Bermuda Expanse. Who knows what that Romulan bastard has planned.”

“After all this time?” asked Richards. “He’s probably in a mental institution by now.”

“That hardly means he’s not a threat,” muttered Baxter.

“We should cancel the decommissioning,” said Peterman.

“NO!” snapped Baxter, whirling to face Peterman. “I’m not postponing this. The band-aid has to be ripped off quickly, or not at all. The event proceeds. However…” He slapped his combadge. “Baxter to bridge.”

“Larkin here.”

“Captain, there are some…things you should be made aware of.”



“So you’re in love.” Browning sat opposite Plato in the tiny, enclosed travelcar which bumped quickly along the massive GuinanCo FunMall, overlooking six levels of shopping paradise, where the Explorer-A’s 1900 officers and crew could shop with unbridled abandon.

Plato stared out the window, looking down at the Shoe Hut. Looked like they were having a sidewalk sale. He thought about diverting some security there. “Yeah, I’m in love.”

Browning took that in, seemed to accept it. “Well, have you told her?”

“Not in so many words.”

“Plato, how long has this been going on?”

“About two years. Since I went to the Starfleet Academy/Britain Girl’s School scrimmage and saw her there.”

“Well, she’s flexible. You’re VERY flexible. I guess I can see the attraction.” Browning grinned. “Your father apparently has a thing for human women too.”

“She’s wonderful, Mom. But what must Uncle Andy think of me?”

“He’s probably just confused. He thinks of you as a son. And now his son is boinking his daughter.”

“Thanks for putting it so gently, mom.”

“Don’t mention it. Anyway, Andy’ll come around. He always has managed to adjust to absurdity. That’s why he’s so good at his job.”



“This’s unacc’ptable. Is’t?” Larkin said, pounding the conference room table. Her fist went right through. Conway slid backward in his chair, away from the debris.

“Your contraction program is malfunctioning,” Richards said, stepping closer to her. “Let me have a look.”

“Th’ts NOT necess’ary,” replied Larkin. She cocked her head. “There. That is much better. Why would J’hana not have told us about this until now?”

No one seemed to have an answer.

“Shame,” replied Peterman finally, leaning over the conference table.

“Shame about what?” asked Baxter.

“No, she’s ashamed,” Peterman said. “J’hana objectified Kitty in every way a woman can objectify another woman. Used her as the sextoy she was meant, by Henricks, to be. Don’t you see?”

Conway rubbed his eyes. “No.”

“J’hana found her true love on that ship,” Peterman said. “On the FIRST Explorer. It was Tilleran. Tilleran left. Along comes Kitty. Blammo.”

“By ‘Blammo,’ I guess you mean sex?” Baxter asked.

“Or something to that effect,” replied Peterman. “Whatever the case, J’hana’s obviously quite obsessed with finding Kitty and…”

“And either disassembling her or seducing her,” Larkin said quite suddenly.

“Either way, it might be for the best,” said Baxter. “If indeed Kitty plans to sabotage the scuttling.”

“How can you sabotage an event that is geared toward destroying a starship?” questioned Richards.

Everyone pondered that. Finally, Baxter snapped his fingers.

“You make sure the starship DOESN’T get destroyed.”

“Then our task is simple,” Captain Larkin said. “We ensure that the Explorer gets blown to bits, and make sure J’hana gets the counseling she requires.” Larkin looked to Peterman. “Our counseling staff are at your disposal, Kelly. Fill them in with what you know about J’hana. Her treatment is at your discretion.”

“Thanks, I think,” said Peterman.

“I’ll help,” Richards said quickly.

“Of course, Father,” said Larkin.

“Hmm,” pondered Peterman. “It’s been a while since I practiced.”

“I’m sure you couldn’t be any worse than you were,” muttered Conway.

“All right, all right, let’s try to be civil,” Baxter said, then thought better of it. “Actually, it’s kind of nice to know that the more things change…”

“We get it,” Larkin snapped. “At any rate, should we locate Kitty…I will take responsibility for…disarming her. Literally, if necessary.”

“And if we should run across Ardek,” Baxter said, cracking his knuckles. “I’ll take care of him.”

“How?” Peterman asked, casting Baxter a dangerous look.

Baxter shrugged meekly. “By reporting him to the appropriate authorities, naturally.”



The Explorer-A swung on a wing into the Veltran system, alighting near the swarm of vessels and interconnecting docking arms, extending from multiple joined saucers that was, in all its complexity, Waystation.

Four saucers longways, three stretching out horizontally, and ships parked all about. Waystation’s crew once thought the place was gridlocked, and no matter how many times it was renovated, space travelers filled in to take up the new-found space.

Baxter wondered what the attraction was, briefly, as he stood on the bridge beside Larkin’s command chair, watching the massive station loom into view on the main screen.

“Mister Plato, contact Waystation and advise them of our arrival,” Larkin said, pivoting to her right to face Plato at the large, curved tactical console that took up the whole right-side bridge wall.

Plato waved his hand over a control. “Captain Morales welcomes us to Waystation. We’ve been assigned to Port 32.”

“Ensign Gale, take us there, one quarter impulse,” Larkin ordered.

“This is where it all started,” Baxter said softly, as the Explorer-A weaved around smaller ships and made its way to the appropriate docking port.

“Your sense of melodrama never fails,” Conway griped from beside Baxter. “You could have held this gig at Earth and saved us all a trip all the way out here.”

As the Multeks opened their borders and that area of space became more secure and better-explored, Waystation became less of a frontier outpost and more of a boomtown. But it was still off the beaten path, especially to Conway, who tended to be Earth-bound.

Clusters of small Federation transports and freighters gave way on the viewscreen to a trio of Romulan Warbirds, pointed and green, feathers inscribed on their arched, looping wings.

“I don’t want to hear any complaints,” Baxter muttered, folding his arms. “The Federation is trying to woo the Romulans into a full-blown alliance, and this is yet another opportunity for us to cozy up with them. Sure, it was a Romulan who threatened us with takeover, gambling, kidnaping, mass destruction and other assorted unpleasantness, but that fact can’t stand in the way of progress, RIGHT?”

“I’d almost think you don’t trust the Romulans,” Conway muttered.

“Your keen sense of observation hasn’t dulled over the years, Commodore,” Baxter muttered as the Explorer plugged on past the warbirds, toward one of Waystation’s portside docking arms. Ensign Gale pulled the Explorer-A swiftly up against the proper port, right alongside…

And Conway, Baxter, and Larkin gasped.

On the viewscreen, gleaming and graceful as ever, was U.S.S. Explorer. The first one. Docked, with maintenance drones orbiting it, doing last minute checks on the explosives imbedded in her hull.

Her windows, engines, and deflector were dark. Still, Baxter, Larkin, and Conway gasped.

“She’s as beautiful as the day she was launched,” Baxter said, his eyes watering.

Larkin’s eyes too were filling with green fluid. “It will be a shame to obliterate her.”

“You guys are getting way too sentimental in your old age,” muttered Conway. “It’s just a ship. She’s past her prime. It’s time to sink ’er.”

Baxter glared at Conway. “Sure you don’t want to have a good cry before we do this, Commodore?”

“Cry? That’s a laugh.”

“It will make you feel better,” said Larkin. “Believe me.”

“You all are full of crap,” Conway said, and turned on a heel, leaving the bridge.

“He’s going off to cry,” Baxter told Larkin.

“Undoubtedly,” Larkin nodded.



“I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

In her khaki civilian garb, Ariel Tilleran crossed in front of the viewscreen on the bridge of the U.S.S. Aerostar-A as it glided into the Veltran system, coming out of warp just in front of Waystation.

Captain Zachary Ford sat in the command chair, tapping the chair-arms lightly. “This isn’t one of those telepathy things, is it?”

Tilleran whirled. “Yes, it’s one of those ‘telepathy things.’”

Ford chuckled. “You know, Ariel, you never change.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Ford cleared his throat. “I really don’t know. Look, don’t you want to go freshen up or something before the big show?”

“We’ve got four hours.”

“Four hours,” said Ford. “Just enough time for you to test-drive a classic model ‘Z’ Ford–”

Tilleran was instantly on top of Ford, smothering his mouth with her hand. “You shut up, you insufferable little prick! I didn’t like listening to your crap 20 years ago, and I don’t like it now, got it?”

Ford nodded at Tilleran. “G-glad to see that motherhood has softened you somewhat.”

“Every day’s a gift,” Tilleran said lightly, then turned back to the viewscreen. Aerostar was weaving its way back to one of the auxiliary docking ports.

“Ensign Darn, give us a spot right next to the Explorer. Both of them,” Ford told his helmsman, a helmeted, armored Breen, who acknowledged with a nodd and a “GRARTZ” sound.

“So what were you saying about a ‘bad feeling’?” Ford asked, looking up at Tilleran with narrowed eyes.

Tilleran shook her head. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”



Captain Baxter stepped out of the turbolift tube and immediately was taken back by the vastness of ops.

In the old days, Waystation’s operation center was crewed by three to five officers at best. Now that this end of the galaxy was more heavily trafficked, and Waystation had become much more of a hub of activity, its operations center was now expanded to two levels, and was far larger. The antiquated former spinning restaurant that once served as Ops was now in a museum on Ceti Alpha Five.

“Welcome aboard, Captain,” said Captain Walter Morales, stepping down the stairway leading from his office and walking up to shake Baxter’s hand. He almost recoiled. He was still used to the bitter, sardonic treatment he received from…

“Beck,” Baxter said, glancing over Morales’s shoulder, ignoring the captain’s offer of a handshake.

Lisa Beck stood behind Morales, eyebrow cocked sarcastically. “Admiral.”

“Admiral,” Baxter replied, sidestepping Morales. “I trust you were able to handle the labor dispute in the Triad Sector.”

“Yep. How about that recent Dawg incursion?”

Baxter smiled. “The Pathfinder took care of that. It was nothing to bark home about.”

“Indeed,” Beck said dryly. She turned to Morales, who looked a bit off-put. “Me and Captain Morales here were just going over old times.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said, nodding and grinning. “Those great old times. Uh, which old times exactly?”

“Nothing that would interest you, I’m sure,” Beck said, exchanging a knowing glance with Morales. She looked back at Baxter. “Sorry to hear about the Explorer’s decommissioning. I know you fought it tooth and nail.”

“You bet I fought it. Why is it Command had to wait 15 years to tell me that the Explorer was actually a refit of a 10- year old Galaxy-class ship? Command has an annoying way of sitting on important information for long periods of time. One of these days it’s going to cause the end of the universe, I just know it.”

Beck and Morales once again traded glances. Morales stared at his shoes. Beck rubbed her eyes. “You never know, Admiral. You just never know.”

Baxter grunted. “Hmph. And 34 still isn’t that old for a starship, relatively. But apparently Explorer was put through one too many battles, and apparently Ford drove her too hard, and–”

“–and you crashed it into a planet,” Beck interrupted.

“For the umpteenth time, that planet formed around us!” Baxter snapped. “Anyways, that ship’s in as good a shape as the day she first left port. But no, the way has to be cleared for the Explorer-A! La dee DA!”

Beck stared numbly at Baxter. “As I recall, it was you who proposed that Starfleet comission an Explorer-A.”

Baxter slammed his fist into his palm. “Yes, but no one told me about that stupid ‘two ships of the same name can’t serve in the fleet at the same time’ rule. Who the hell came up with that! Huh?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Beck muttered. She turned toward the turbolift and punched the call button. “However, we have Romulan guests waiting below decks and the Bolian pate is getting cold. Shall we?” She gestured regally for Baxter to follow her into the opening turbolift doors.

“Sure,” Baxter said mildly. He was not at all interested in meeting the Romulan contingent. He wanted this whole ordeal overwith as soon as possible, and he certainly didn’t want the Romulans peeking in on it. Not that he had anything against the Romulans, per se, or Starfleet’s overtures to strengthen the current alliance. There was talk of them even becoming Federation members. Not in 100 years, Baxter thought.

He didn’t trust the Romulans. Call it immature, but Baxter had a bad taste for Romulans ever since Ardek. Kind of the way Alvin Ficker led him to distrust anyone wearing glasses. That’s probably why he never did care for that Betazoid, Jad Vorezze. Baxter idly wondered what ever became of old Jad.

Baxter had plenty of time to think on the turbolift ride to deck 90, section 33, arm 5. Beck wasn’t exactly a fountain of conversation. Baxter took a measure of satisfaction from knowing she was no more happy to be around him than he was with her. There was a comfort to that kind of relationship.

They reached the door to the reception room, and Commander Tina Jones was waiting there, hand resting on her sidearm.

“Admirals,” she said, bowing slightly. “Good to see you both.”

“Status?” Baxter asked crisply.

“The room is secure. No weapons on the Romulans. Food Service is ready to begin serving appetizers.”

“Great,” said Beck. “Let’s go meet the guests.”

“Try to be nice,” Baxter mumbled.

“I’m ALWAYS nice,” grumbled Beck, and Jones stepped aside to allow them through. “By the way, Tina, how are you taking to security?”

“I see to the needs of the people coming and going, make sure everyone is satisfied and well-behaved. It’s a lot like the liaison business, only I get a phaser.”

“Sounds like you’re very fulfilled.”

“Yep,” Tina grinned.



Baxter led the way into the room, and at the center, a cadre of Romulans were looking about with great interest at their surroundings. One, in particular, in civilian dress, was studying the buffet table, his back to Baxter.

Immediately, a tall, lean Romulan woman was upon him, wearing a dignitary’s sash. The face was vaguely familiar.

“Admiral Baxter. It has been a while.”

“Do I know you?” asked Baxter.

“Yes, in fact. I am Proconsul Gatana.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“How about Commander Gatana?”

Baxter snapped his fingers. “Yes! You were Ardek’s right-hand woman!”

Gatana fumbled with her fingers. “Well, yes.”

“Isn’t that a hoot.” Baxter rested his hands on his hips. “Did you hear that, Lisa?” he asked Beck. “Good old Gatana.”

“Yes, isn’t that something,” muttered Beck.

“Well.” Baxter stood there awkwardly. “Well, it’s wonderful to see you.”

“Likewise,” Gatana said dryly. After a moment, she said, “Why don’t I introduce you to our newly-appointed Ambassador to the Federation?”

“Yes, grand,” Baxter muttered as Gatana tapped the Romulan with his back turned.

“Ambassador?” she asked.

And he turned. And Baxter shrieked.

“Way to play it cool,” whispered Beck, and extended her hand. Thank goodness Baird wasn’t there. He’d been wanting to ring Ardek’s neck ever since the Romulan kidnapped him and put him on a reality vid series 20 years ago. Baird still brought it up to that day. “Ambassador Ardek,” said Beck, “I’m charmed.” She could barely hold back the giggles.



“Suffice it to say, my meal was RUINED!” Baxter grumbled, sitting on the couch in his admiralty quarters on Explorer-A.

“I can imagine,” said Peterman, running a hand over his bald head (he’d deactivated the holoemitter, as one might slip off his shoes after a hard day). “What did you do about him?”

“I did nothing. I shook the pointy-eared bastard’s hand and sat down and ate grilled gehlat with him.”

“Well, was the gehlat good, at least?”

“It was magnificent, but that’s not the point.” Baxter squirmed against Peterman’s shoulder. “I stared over my fork at that son of a bitch for an hour and a half. We never traded a single word. He just grinned at me, evilly. Knowingly.”

Peterman nodded. “He’s got something planned. We’ve got to tell Larkin.”

“I’ve already told her. She spent an hour ranting in her readyroom.”

“I bet.” Peterman blinked. “Wait. You went to Larkin before coming to me about it? Boy, you’re right, we have been losing touch lately.”

“I never said that.”

“Oh. I must have just been thinking it.”

“Wait one damn minute…”

“So, you talked to Larkin.”

“It was a command thing.” Baxter shook his head. “There’s nothing we can do. Gatana is Proconsul, and Ardek’s an Ambassador. We have to play along. Starfleet is extremely invested in getting the Romulans into the fold. We’re still rebuilding from the Gorn and Yridian disasters. The last thing we need is trouble on the Romulan front. We need all the friends we can get.”

“Friends like Ardek?”

“Strange bedfellows…” Baxter muttered, and looked down at the floor. “But I don’t like it. Not one bit.”

“Did you get some idea as to how he made it from whacko to dignitary?”

Baxter shrugged. “Apparently the Romulans are really big on their rehab programs. They put Ardek into rigorous counseling fifteen years ago. Since then, he’s been working on self esteem and social skills. Supposedly they even managed to rid him of the silly urge to conquer the universe and entertain people. But I hear his singing voice isn’t what it used to be.”

“That’s a shame.” Peterman thought a moment. “Have you tried filing a protest?”

Baxter turned to Peterman and gripped her hands. “Honey, I’ve never told you this. But I’ve discovered something since I joined the admiralty. No one reads the protests. They’re just for show.”

“So, there’s nothing you can do but kiss up to Ardek and show him a good time.”

“No, kiss up I won’t do. I put Ford in charge of him.”

“Oh, Ford’ll love that.”

Baxter nodded. “Indeed. That way, with him shacked up on the Aerostar-A, we don’t have to worry about him trying to nab Larkin or get some kind of twisted revenge on me. And Tilleran’s there to keep an eye, or a mind, rather, on him.”

“Good thinking. Make him someone else’s problem.”

Baxter folded his arms. “Precisely. This ceremony will go off without a hitch. Ardek doesn’t have a shot at ruining this thing. By the way…any progress counseling J’hana?”

“I can’t even get her to come out of her quarters.”



Meanwhile, over on the Aerostar, Ariel Tilleran lay comatose in a maintenance closet, victim of very, very, very bad Romulan salmon loaf.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



AEROSTAR-A



“All Hands: This is Captain Ford. I’m pleased to announce that the original Explorer will be detonated in thirty minutes. Find a good seat next to a viewport. I hear they’re using tri-cobalt. The explosion’s going to be a doozy!”

Oh, and by the way…Ambassador Ardek, please report to the bridge. I’ve called your quarters three times, and there was no response. We can’t even detect your life signs, which is starting to make me very suspicious. Oh well. Captain Ford out.”

J’hana stumbled down the corridor through the Aerostar. The cry in her mind woke her from her nap. A shriek that shook her right to the core of her brain, then abruptly ended. It was her Imzadi. After 20 years, their bond was as strong as ever.

J’hana had beamed over immediately, concentrated on the faint pulse in her mind that sent her down a corridor on deck 10.

She stopped at a Janitorial closet.

“This makes no sense,” she muttered, hitching up her Stov’xxx the Slayer jammie pants. She punched a control on the janitorial door and Tilleran slumped out into her arms, out like a light.

“MEDIC!” J’hana cried. “Where is a sickbay on this cursed ship!”



Admiral Baxter and Captain Larkin leaned over the railing that used to surround Explorer’s warp core, which now was just a vacant space.

“Looks kind of empty without the warp core, doesn’t it, sir?” asked Larkin.

Baxter nodded. “This whole place looks empty.” He turned to look out over the cavernous engine room, stripped of many of its panels and controls, dim but for the light from emergency light strips along the floor-level. “It’s just so…empty.” He turned back to face the empty space where the warp core once was. “I can’t believe I could just reach out and touch… nothing.” He reached his hand out, and with a CLANG it painfully slammed into something very very hard. Thin air.

“WHAT THE HELL?” demanded Baxter.

Larkin narrowed her eyes. “I am performing a multispectral scan now.”

“AND?”

Larkin thunked noisily at the empty space. “Sir…there is a warp core here. Of Romulan design. Cloaked, I would guess.”

Baxter slapped his combadge. “Baxter to Explorer!”

Larkin looked to Baxter, traded an uneasy glance with him. “Larkin to Explorer. Larkin to Aerostar.”

Baxter raised an eyebrow. “Baxter to Waystation?”

“Are you thinking what I am, sir?” Larkin asked.

“Unless you’re thinking ‘Ardek,’ no,” said Baxter, and the two raced to the exit of engineering, and Baxter slammed right into Chris Richards coming around the bend.

“Guys?” Richards asked.

“Chris,” said Baxter. “What are you doing here?”

“Same as you two,” Richards said, rubbing his head. “I was her captain once, too.”

“Have you seen anything out of the ordinary in your walk through the corridors, Father?” asked Larkin.

“Nope. Should I have?”

“YES! YESSS YESSS YESSSSSSSSSSS!” cried a voice orgasmically, booming all around the group, over the comm, deafeningly.

“That wasn’t the computer,” Richards muttered.

“ARDEK!” Baxter cried out. “DAMN YOU, SHOW YOURSELF!”

“Wouldn’t you love that. Wouldn’t you just love to sick your all-powerful android on me! Hah! I know her strengths. I am not stupid. But I had never planned on having you all aboard. That’s an unexpected bonus! How sweet! You’ll all be coming with me!”

“Why go through all the trouble of taking the Explorer?” Baxter asked. “You easily could have hijacked any of those Romulan ships you brought with you!”

“Well, they’re nice, but they don’t understand me. Just some rebels that weren’t happy with the idea of the Romulan/Federation alliance. They aren’t at all interested in where I want to go, and besides, it only fits that the Explorer be my way back, back to where I can really make a DIFFERENCE!”

“Where?” demanded Larkin angrily.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Ardek shot back.

Baxter shrugged. “Should it be?”



Commodore Conway paced the bridge of the Explorer-A. “It’s almost time,” he muttered. “Where are our guests of honor?”

“Lwaxana Troi, Worf, and Q are all enjoying appetizers down in the lounge,” Plato said from tactical.

“You know that’s not who I was talking about,” said Conway. “Where are Richards, Larkin…Baxter?”

Just then, Stephanie Baxter skipped out of the aft turbolift. “Hey, guys, have you seen my Dad?”

Plato grinned. “We were about to ask you, beautiful.” Steffie stepped up to the tactical array to wrap her arms around Plato.

“Haven’t seen him,” Stephanie said. “But I know my cabin’s free at the moment.”

“We’re about to destroy the ship you grew up on,” Conway muttered. “The least you could do is sit around and watch for a few minutes before you gallivant off to play with your flexible friend.”

“Who’s got an attitude problem today?” asked Stephanie.

“I have a class to get back to,” Conway muttered, and collapsed into the raised command chair. “I just want to get this overwith.”

“As do we all,” Kelly Peterman said, as she and Browning stepped out of the foreward turbolift. Raymond Peterman followed behind.

“Where’s Andy?” asked Browning.

“No one seems to know,” Conway said, folding his arms. He swiveled the command chair around to the expansive science array. “Lieutenant Tezmat, why don’t you shed some light on this?”

The female Bewhal science officer, who’d been male a couple weeks ago, checked her scans.

“No sign of them on this ship,” she replied quickly. “Let me try the Aerostar. Nope. No good.”

Peterman crossed the oval bridge to peer over Tezmat’s console. “Try the original Explorer. Andy and the others probably got nostalgic.”

“Nothing,” replied Tezmat. “I can’t locate a thing over there. Wait…wait, I just got a power spike.”

“A power spike?” Conway shoved off the command chair and walked over. “That’s impossible. The thing has been stripped of every gelpack and power cell. Let me see those read– what the hell?”

“What the hell indeed, Commodore,” Plato said, looking over his scans as Stephanie Baxter looked on with concern. “Explorer just powered up her engines. She’s getting underway!”

“What?” demanded Conway. He crossed to the other side of the bridge. “Let me see that. And why is this bridge so damn big? It takes forever to get from one station to the next!!”

Peterman followed Conway. “Commodore, as the ranking officer aboard, wouldn’t it be prudent if you ordered a pursuit course to follow the other Explorer?”

“Not an altogether idiotic idea,” replied Conway, looking over Plato’s scans. “Looks like they’re heading for…f***…the Bermuda Expanse.” He glanced at the viewscreen as the old Galaxy-class ship darted toward the Bermuda Expanse. “Ensign Gale,” he commanded. “Pursuit course, maximum impulse!”

“Explorer…” came Admiral Beck’s annoyed voice over the comm. “What the hell is going on over there? Where’s that ship off to? And how the hell is it even MOVING?”

“I’ll get back to you,” muttered Conway. “Plato, tractor beam.”

“Commodore Conway!” Ford broke in on the viewscreen. “We have a situation here. Someone poisoned the hell out of Tilleran. Ardek’s nowhere to be found, J’hana’s ragefully trashing Sickbay, and the Explorer just took off for the Bermuda Expanse. WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?”

“Ford,” Conway snapped. “Your line here is ‘we stand ready to assist you.’”

Ford straightened on the viewscreen, as crewmen scrambled around the Aerostar-A’s bridge. “Commodore, we stand ready to assist you.”

“Good. Then assist! Lock tractors on the Explorer–” Conway turned to Plato.

“Perhaps the Romulans can shed some light on this,” suggested Peterman.

“–and get me the Romulans on the f***ing viewscreen!”

Plato’s eyes went wide. “Sir, we’re getting a response from the Romulans all right…”

The Explorer-A rattled as a blast from somewhere slammed into it.

“Reactive shields are up, down to 140 percent!” Plato called out.

“Any questions as to whose side the Romulans are on?” Conway demanded, glaring at Peterman and marching back to the command chair. “Good. Send to Ford: Run interference with the Romulans. We’re going after the Explorer. Tell Admiral Beck to extend Waystation’s shields to protect the civilian ships. Damn it feels good to command again!”

Explorer-A sailed after Explorer-Nothing as Romulan fire seared the starscape beside them, Aerostar-A swinging in behind them, running interference. The Aerostar broke into its three component ships and rained fire down on the Romulan ships. Ford liked the multi-vector assault mode a hell of a lot more than Conway ever did.

“Sir, message coming through from Romulus,” said Plato as stray weapons fire from the Romulans slammed into the Explorer- A. “They regret that their diplomatic vessels have suffered massive singularity breaches and cannot make it to the ceremony.”

“I thought something smelled fishy!” Browning said, bracing against a railing.

“So who the hell is firing on us?” demanded Conway. “And why the hell aren’t our tractors stopping Explorer?”

“I can’t explain how…” Plato said helplessly. “She’s put up rotating polymorphic shields. There’s nothing for me to grab on to.”

“Tezmat,” Conway called out. “Tell me the Bermuda Expanse is definitely inert.”

“It has been for 15 years,” Tezmat said. “Of course, since the Aerostar plunged through under your command, no one’s bothered to dive in. All our information is based on scans and probes and–”

“So you’re not sure if that thing still leads to the Delta Quadrant?” Conway bellowed.

“Nothing is certain, sir, I–”

“Nearing Bermuda Expanse perimeter,” Ensign Gale said, turning in her chair to face Conway. “Do we stop?”

She was at least a little more polite about it than Ford ever was.

Conway watched the original Explorer dive into the Bermuda Expanse.

“Conway!” shrieked Peterman. “That’s my husband in there!”

Steffie grabbed Plato’s arm. “Do something, Commodore!”

“Sir?” asked Gale.

“Yes, damn it. Take us in!”



Ford held fast to the command chair as Aerostar bucked and tumbled around the three dancing Romulan ships on the viewscreen. Through it all, he saw both Explorers dive into the Bermuda Expanse.

“Is Conway crazy?” Ford demanded as explosions sounded all around.

“Shields down to 79 percent!” Lt. Commander Unlathi growled as they pawed at the tactical controls with its tentacles.

“Are WE crazy?” Ford demanded. “Send the other two component ships around behind. Divert all power to forward shields.”

Ford stepped up to the helm control. “Ensign Darn. Step aside.”

“BARARZTZ-ZARZ-BARG-ZARZT?” clanged the Breen.

“That’s right, Ensign. It’s time for the Ford Maneuver.”



“Will they ever learn?” Admiral Beck asked sardonically, watching the mayhem on the viewscreen as the Aerostar-A bungled with the Romulan vessels and as the Explorers disappeared within the Bermuda Expanse.

“Twenty years,” Captain Morales said, stepping up beside Beck. “Twenty years and it’s all exactly the same.”

“Why does this feel like a repeating bad dream?”

“It’s not a dream, sir, it’s real. I assure you.”

“Then why do I feel so disoriented?”

Morales put a hand on Beck’s shoulder. “I suppose dating is still out of the question?”



With immense android strength, Larkin pried open the Jeffries tube access hatch. “This will get us through to the crawlways leading up through the ship,” she said. “All we’ve got to do is–”

ZZZZZZRT!”

Her arm knocked up against a blistering green forcefied.

“Ardek’s locked off the rest of the ship,” Richards mumbled.

“There must be a way around that,” said Baxter, looking to Larkin.

“There is, but it would mean one of us walking along the outside of the hull.”

Richards and Baxter exchanged glances.

“And which of us is most suited for that?” Baxter asked, though it was a totally rhetorical question.

Larkin sighed.



Mounted on top of the comatose Betazoid, J’hana pounded fiercely on Tilleran’s chest. “Damn you, Ariel! You will live! You hear me? You will live!”

“Ma’am,” said the nurse, hiding behind a biobed. “Ma’am! There’s nothing wrong with her chest!”

J’hana turned on the smallish nurse. “Damn you to zhiiizrot then, why will you not help her?”

“You’ve been trashing this place since you dragged her in! You knocked Doctor Tull out cold!”

“He was being insolent!” screamed J’hana. “And you…what was your name again?”

“Darlene…Darlene Potemkin.”

“Darlene, that’s a beautiful name you have there.” J’hana outstretched a hand behind hte biobed. “What’s say we help Tilleran together?”

“Are you flirting with me?”

“DAMN YOU, NO! HELP THE BETAZOID OR DIE!”

Nurse Potemkin nodded fearfully. “Right. Let me just grab a hypospray…”



“Can someone fill me in?” Captain Craig Porter, head of Starfleet Science’s Temporal Physics Division, asked, stepping out onto Ops. “My transport arrived ten minutes ago, the shields went up, people started panicking and running about like targs with their heads cut off…what in the world is going on?”

Morales shook his head. “Admiral Beck and I are still just friends.”

“I mean what’s happening, you know, out there in space,” Porter asked.

Commander Sean Russell sighed and leaned against the docking console. “To put it briefly, the Aerostar-A is tangling with a cadre of rebellious Romulans, and both Explorers just took a dive into the Bermuda Expanse, minutes before the elder Explorer was scheduled to be scuttled.”

“Remind me to arrive at these events a little earlier,” Porter said, stepping up to the science console. “Are we even sure what the status of the Bermuda Expanse is?”

“Stable, as far as any of our scans have reported over the last ten years,” Captain Morales said.

“Well, one good thing,” Lt. Commander Tina Jones said, leaning on tactical. “The Romulans haven’t come at US yet.”

“Maybe they’ll conveniently leave us out of the mayhem this time,” Beck said with a satisfied grin. “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

“Is it just me, or do you guys feel left out?” asked Russell.

“And does anyone know if Ariel Tilleran is attending?” Porter asked hopefully.

“My God man, must you always be thinking about dating?” demanded Morales.

“Well, it had to happen eventually. We’ve all gone senile,” sighed Admiral Beck.



“Polyphasic and reactive shields are useless,” Plato reported as the Explorer-A sailed through the Bermuda Expanse. “Targeting scanners are off-line. I can barely maintain a visual.”

“Helm is shaky,” chimed in Gale.

Browning and Peterman flanked Conway, who looked like “The Thinker” in the command chair. “Well,” said Conway. “What’s next?”

“We remain stuck in here until we can find a way to retake the Explorer,” said Plato.

“And who exactly is in charge of that?” Conway asked, glaring at Plato.

“Right.” Plato tapped a few controls. “A raceabout’s warming up in the main shuttlebay.” He tapped his combadge. “Security team to main shuttlebay. Prepare for extraction and removal.”

Conway settled back into the command chair. “That’s better.”

Browning ran to touch Plato’s arm affectionately as he set off for the turbolift. “Be CAREFUL, Plato!”

“Aw, Mom. I’ll be fine.”

Steffie raced after Plato into the turbolift, before Peterman could say a word to stop her.

Peterman and Browning exchanged glances.

“Kids,” they both said.



Larkin grappled along the Explorer’s neck, clinging despite the licks of gravitic waves and ionized plasma that slammed into her. She clung, crawling up toward a maintenance hatch, which she knew would get her into a tube that would lead to Ardek’s certain base of operations–the bridge.

Hair on end, in the cold of space, Larkin clambered up to the hatch and swung it open, swinging herself in.

She slammed the hatch closed and crawled along the Jefferies’ tube.

“Okay, Ardek, you piece of sh**. You’re mine!” she hissed.



Tilleran’s eyes fluttered open. “What the–” She smiled. “J’hana. Did we have a date tonight? In the Constellation Café? Isn’t Mirk making some of that special pasta?”

J’hana rubbed a hand along Tilleran’s forehead. “No, no, Ariel. No more Constellation Café. No more Mirk. It’s twenty years after that. Remember?”

“Vaguely,” Tilleran muttered, pushing up on her elbows. “The last thing I remember is sharing some salmon loaf with a couple Romulan dignitaries.”

“It was Ardek. He poisoned you. Nurse Potemkin over there had to replace some organs.”

Potemkin waved from a safe distance and Tilleran nodded. “Thanks.” She looked to J’hana. “So what’s happening now?”

“Ardek, and possibly Kitty, are trying to take over the Explorer, the original one, and take her back to the Delta Quadrant.”

“We can’t let that happen,” Tilleran said, and swung her legs around.

J’hana braced a hand on the Betazoid’s shoulder. “You are still weak.”

“Not too weak to help. Come on. You can carry me if necessary.”

“I certainly can.” J’hana hefted Tilleran in her arms. “To the bridge, then!”

“I was just speaking hypothetically!” protested Tilleran as J’hana hefted her, kicking, out of Sickbay.

“Another satisfied patient,” muttered Nurse Potemkin, as more blasts pounded the Aerostar-A.



Baxter and Richards paced the original Explorer’s engine compartment.

“I blame myself,” Baxter said, after minutes of silence.

“For what?” asked Richards.

“All of this.”

Richards stopped pacing. “And how’s that?”

“I had an opportunity to put an end to this. I could have programmed those Rednecks to kill Ardek.”

“True. But that wouldn’t be very Starfleet.”

“It’s not very Starfleet to have a Romulan diplomat hijack your old ship and send it careening toward the Delta Quadrant, you know!”

“You always did take everything so personally,” Richards said. “This has nothing to do with you, Andy. It’s just one mad Romulan’s quest for power. You don’t think I’ve felt powerless against Ardek? When he killed Larkin? When he had her programmed as a dancer on that gambling planet?”

Baxter cracked his knuckles. “So which of us gets to take him out?”

Richards cracked his knuckles too, but made a pained expression while doing it. “Ugh…um, whoever gets to him first.”

Baxter shook Richards’s freshly-cracked hand, and he looked even more pained. “Agreed.”



“Take me with you,” Steffie said, jogging after Plato as he headed down the corridor toward the main shuttlebay.

“Negative,” Plato said. “You stay here. You’re a civilian. Don’t get mixed up in this.”

“That’s my FATHER over there!”

“I’ll bring him back, Stef. You have my word.”

“That’s not good enough, Plato! I need to be there!”

Plato stopped, grabbed Steffie by the shoulders. “Stef, this isn’t your fight.”

“Damn right it is. Didn’t you hear me? That’s my DAD!”

“You’re not going to give in here, are you?”

“Plato…”

“It’s against every regulation in the book…”

“Plato…”

“No.”

“Plato…”

“Okay. Come on.”



Larkin kicked open the Jefferies’ tube door and rolled out into the captain’s ready room, ready for anything.

Kitty Larkin hovered over her, looking smug, dressed, unsurprisingly, in little tights. “Kristen. You should not have come.”

“Where’s Ardek?” Larkin demanded, rising to her feet.

“Nice contraction work,” Kitty said approvingly. “Master Ardek is out on the bridge. Speaking to the Critics about something or rather.”

“The Critics? You can’t be serious!”

“Of course I am serious, sister. Why would I not be?”

“You’ve got a capacity for good, Kitty. I’ve seen it. Don’t let Ardek manipulate you like this!”

“I am what I am, and that is all what I am. A famous Earth poet said that.” Kitty grabbed Larkin’s arm roughly. “Let us retire to the bridge. I think you will find that life in the Delta Quadrant will not be all that bad.”

“Over my reprogrammed CPU!”

“That, dear Larkin, is the idea!” Kitty shoved Larkin out on to the bridge, keeping careful grip on the android’s shoulders. The androids were of exact equal strength, so Larkin could not break free. She saw Ardek turn in the command chair, putting his back to a pair of smugly smiling lips.

“Ahhhh!” Ardek exclaimed. “Look at what the ‘cat’ dragged in!”

“Didn’t see that one coming,” muttered Larkin.

“Thanks for joining us,” said Ardek. “We’re now truly reunited. Just in time to be brought back into the Critics’ fold!”

<Reunited, cause it feels so good,> sang the pair of lips.

Larkin grimaced at the pair of lips. “And what, exactly, did you do to distract the Directors? Why aren’t they stopping you?”

<We found a way to get their attention,> the Critic chanted. <A way that is certain to keep their attention!>



The eyeball sat opposite Megan Hartley, squinting at her in the vacillating mood lighting.

<Megan, is that your final answer?>

“Yes, the Explorer was launched in 2374, I’m sure of it.”

<You’re sure you don’t want to phone a friend?>

“I’m sure,” Megan said, and looked to Mirk, who at present was in his normal Maloxian form, sitting in an audience of Delta Quadrant aliens. He grinned and gave her “thumbs up.”

<Good work! That’s good for 10,000 shalnox!> the eyeball said. <Which, incidentally, is the currency of choice in the Darvnal system, somewhere in the Delta Quadrant.>

“Been there, done that,” sighed Megan. “You know, it was nice of the Critics to suggest this game. It’s a nice way to spend eternity.”

<Next question,> said the eyeball, all business. <For 20,000 shalnox. Former Explorer Captain Andy Baxter’s favorite fruit is…

A. Kumquat.

B. Plantain.

C. Grapefruit

D. Tomato.>

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” shrilled Hartley. “This is too easy!”



“It’s happening,” Browning said worriedly, overlooking the science console. “Space is warping around the Explorer!”

“The other one or this one?” demanded Conway.

“The other one!” cried Browning.

Conway slammed a button on the command chair. “Conway to raceabout Champlain! Get them out of there!”

“We’re boarding now, Commodore!” called out Stephanie Baxter.

Peterman blinked. “STEPHANIE IRENE BAXTER!”

“Sorry, Mom! We’ll be back soon.”

Raymond Baxter sighed and sat down in a chair beside the command chair. “My sister gets to do all the cool stuff. All I do is go to book signings.”

“Get her back!” Peterman demanded.

“We’re doing everything we can, Peterman, so muzzle it,” muttered Conway, and Peterman jerked him out of the command chair and slammed him into the deck.

“This isn’t getting your husband or your daughter back, you fool!” Conway cried as Peterman jumped on top of him and slammed his head into the deck.

“Do you know how long I’ve wanted to do this, Conway?” demanded Peterman.

“Security!”



“It’s happening!” shrieked Ardek and he stepped forward on the bridge as the Explorer shook and rattled. The old viewscreen crackled as light ane energy played across it. “Hope I still have friends in high places over there in the Delta Quadrant!”

“You cannot do this!” cried Captain Larkin. “You will never succeed. The Directors won’t let you. The WRITERS won’t let you!”

“The ‘Writers’ will never know what hit them. They’ll be so entertained by this they’ll be powerless to stop us!”

The pair of lips nodded excitedly. <This is OUR time to shine, baby!>

“And what exactly do you plan on doing once you get back to the Delta Quadrant?” asked Larkin, struggling in Kitty’s grasp.

“The Critics are still powerful. I can worm my way back into a position of power. It may take a long time, but believe me, it will happen. It may start with a small base of followers, but I assure you, it will go well!”

“You must not be allowed to succeed,” Larkin seethed.

“At this point, you don’t have much choice in the matter,” muttered Ardek. “However, I am glad to have you along. It’ll make the trip much more entertaining. After I program all that righteousness out of you.”



“Okay, best two out of three. If I win, I get to take out Ardek. One two three…” Baxter held out a pointed hand, the phaser. “Phaser obliterates rock!” he cried. “Yay me!”

“Damn it!” cursed Richards. “The rock is useless!”

“You finally realized,” giggled Baxter, just as, with a blast, the bulkhead beside them caved in and Plato charged out, Steffie and ten security officers at his side, phaser rifles at the ready.

Plato held out a spare rifle. “Andy, you ready to go find Ardek and get the hell out of here?”

Baxter grabbed the rifle and inclined his head toward the turbolift doors. “You could have used the turbolift, Plato.”

“We have no time to argue over my methods. I knocked out the shield generators in this area. Come on!”

Plato motioned Baxter and Richards down the hallway, and the group, en mass, headed after them.



Conway climbed out from under Peterman and struggled back into the command chair. “Kelly, you’re not going to like this, but I’ve got no choice but to detonate the Explorer.”

Peterman stood, hair a mess. “What the hell do you mean?”

“If we can’t keep them from going to the Delta Quadrant, we’ll have to blow the ship apart. We can’t risk being responsible for the quadrant getting overtaken by Ardek again.”

“Who even says that’s going to happen?”

“Who knows,” Conway said. “We can’t take that risk.”

“Ooh…” seethed Peterman. “You’re eating this up, aren’t you, you little toad!”

“Don’t be silly!”

“You’ve always wanted to blow up the captain!”

“That’s not true!”

“Just so you could weasel your way into my pants!”

Browning gasped. “Kelly, what in the hell has gotten into you?”

“Isn’t it obvious, Janice?” Peterman asked. “Conway has hated Andy since I can remember. And hated me to, or so he would have us believe.”

Conway grimaced. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Every marriage of his has failed, and you know why?” asked Peterman, circling Conway. “Because it hasn’t been with the one woman you truly love.” She folded her arms. “Me.”

Conway dropped to his knees. “She’s right, damn her, she’s right! All this time it’s always been Kelly. So sweet, so pure…so good with pets!”

Browning covered her face. “I don’t believe this.”

“It makes total sense,” Peterman said. “Sorry, Commodore, but I got a man.”

“Oh it’s so unfair!” Conway said, pounding the deck in agony.

“What about the whole thing with me?” asked Browning.

“Oh, I just wanted to make Kelly jealous, damn it!” moaned Conway. “It’s so terribly unfair!”

“Snap out of it!” Peterman said, dragging Conway to his feet. “You listen to me, you little worm, you will do what you can to save Andy and the others, or I swear I’ll kick you from here to Alpha Centauri!”

Conway saluted. “Right away! Ensign Messier,” he glanced at the replacement tactical officer. “Target quantum torpedoes on the Explorer. If we can’t blow her totally apart, we can blow her somewhat apart! That’ll stop her!”

Peterman sighed. “Lord, what have I done?”



Ardek stumbled as torpedoes pounded Explorer.

Kitty glanced at the tactical console, keeping one hand firmly gripped on Larkin’s arm. “Master Ardek, the newer Explorer is shooting us! We still are not through yet…they could knock us right out of our transwarp bubble!”

“Do they want to harm their precious fellow officers?” demanded Ardek. “Don’t they know that’s ludicrous!”

“Ardek, you must stand down,” demanded Larkin. “This ship is loaded down with tri-cobalt compound. If one of those torpedoes hits the wrong compartment, we’ll all get blown to smithereens!”

“Then what does the fool commander of that starship think he’s doing?”

“I wish I knew,” muttered Larkin. “One thing is for certain, if Conway feels he has no choice, he’ll detonate this ship with us aboard!”

“Bastard!” shrieked Ardek, just as the aft turbolift door blew open and Plato, Baxter, Richards, and Stephanie, flanked by guards, rushed out.

“This is it, Ardek!” Baxter cried, brandishing a phaser rifle. “No more chances!”

Kitty shoved Larkin to the floor and bulled her way into the group, slamming into security guards left and right, tossing them into bulkheads with apparent ease.

“Kitty, down! Bad Kitty!” cried Richards, swatting at her with his phaser rifle.

“Shoot her!” cried Baxter. “SHOOT HER!” That’s when Ardek rammed a fist into the base of Baxter’s skull and he lost consciousness.



“She’s halfway into the next quadrant,” Conway muttered, watching the Explorer list on the viewscreen, caught up in the Bermuda Expanse’ energies.

“What’s taking it so long?” asked Browning.

“The Critics must be shoving her through,” explained Conway. “Without the Directors’ assistance, it must be next to impossible.”

“But not impossible,” said Peterman.

“No, not impossible.” Conway punched a control on his armrest. A light reading “Detonate” lit. “I’m prepared to scuttle the Explorer. Now, before it’s too late.”

“Give them two more minutes to get off there,” said Peterman.

“We’ve lost contact with the away team,” Conway said, turning to Peterman in the command chair. “For all we know, they’re stranded there, and there’s just nothing we can do.”

“Who taught you to give up so quickly? Who taught you how to be such a mealy-mouthed worm?”

“Your HUSBAND!”

“Damn you, Conway!”

“I’ll blow him up right now if you don’t start showing me a little more respect!”

“Why are you such a bastard!”

“Cause I never get what I want!”

“Grow up, both of you!” cried Browning above the din of the pair’s shouting.



Baxter blinked and stumbled to his feet, the bridge floor pitching out from under him. He was still on the old Explorer. Richards, Plato, and Steffie surrounded him. Every other security guard had been mauled by Kitty.

“They were damn good supernumeraries,” muttered Plato, looking over the carnage. He turned to Baxter, holstering his phaser. “Are you okay, Andy? Can you travel?”

“Ardek…Kitty?” Baxter demanded, rubbing his eyes.

“They beamed away,” Richards said. “Took Larkin, too. Went to some other part of the ship. There’s no way to track them. The Critic disappeared with them.”

“We have to get out of here,” said Plato, and he looked over the tactical console, which had Romulan panels laid over it. “It appears Ardek somehow snuck engineers on this ship to install shield and engine and rudimentary control systems. Who the hell do they have working security at Waystation, anyway?”

Baxter cleared his throat. “A…uhm…veteran officer.”

“They installed powerful Romulan systems in here,” muttered Richards, “but they never bothered to UN-install the tri-cobalt explosives?”

Baxter shrugged. “Apparently.”

“Anyway,” said Plato. “Two possibilities lie in store for this ship–the Delta Quadrant, or oblivion. I’m not interested in either.”

“I want a shot at Ardek,” muttered Baxter. “He’s escaped one too many times. He’ll have a way off this ship, even if it doesn’t get to the Delta Quadrant.”

“We don’t have time to worry about that,” Plato said. “We have to LEAVE!”

“No.” Baxter said. “I have business to finish. There’s no way I’m going to let Ardek take Larkin, much less to the Delta Quadrant. The rest of you get back to the raceabout. Get the hell out of here.”

“This is as much my fight as yours, Andy,” Richards replied. “The fact that I lost the choose means nothing! That’s my DAUGHTER out there!”

“No more discussion.” Baxter looked about. “Baxter to Champlain. Three to beam out.”

“Three?” asked Plato. “Wait one–”

Baxter tapped a control on his combadge, deactivating its beam-out beacon. “Ta-ta! Oh, and Steffie, tell your mom I love her! And you too! Oh, yes, and Raymond too!”

An angry-looking trio of Richards, Plato, and Stephanie dematerialized in a cascade of sparkles.

“Now, to find Larkin,” Baxter said, turning to glance around the bridge, trying to fathom where a spare tricorder might be kept. The bridge felt so empty, so dark. He couldn’t believe 15 years had passed since he’d been on this bridge, in command. He headed over to the rear closet and pried the doors open.

Pinata, coffee mug set, an old sandwich, a set of spiked shoulder pads. No tricorder, just a catalog of his crew’s unique quirks.

It was then that he heard Larkin’s voice in his head.

“Admiral…help me!”

“Larkin?” he cocked his head, looked around the bridge again.

“Help me, Admiral!”

“How are you inside my head?”

“I’m not. I’m talking over your combadge.”

“Right. Whoops. What’s your status?”

“They’ve shoved me in a closet. In the main shuttlebay. They want to get off the ship, but there aren’t any shuttles…Ardek’s furious.”

“I’ll be right down.”

“Hurry, Admiral. I think they plan on…rewriting my mind.”

“I won’t have that. Not on my watch! Hold on, Larkin! I’m coming!”



Tilleran and J’hana stumbled out onto the Aerostar’s bridge, which was in burning chaos.

“Big help you two were,” muttered Ford, leaning back in the command chair. “We destroyed one Warbird, crippled another, and watched helplessly while another warped away.” Ford smiled. “We wouldn’t have done that well, either, had it not been for the Ford Maneuver.”

“The Explorer?” asked J’hana.

“Be more specific,” muttered Ford.

“Both,” snapped Tilleran, studying the science panel scans.

“Caught in the Bermuda Expanse,” said Ford. “We’ve recomposited ourselves into one ship. I can go in after them.”

“Do it then, zarknartz!” demanded J’hana.

“Sure. I was just about to. Ensign Darn,” Ford said, and pointed toward the Bermuda Expanse. “Go!”



“Get back here, Plato! There’s no time for Baxter or Larkin!” Conway growled at the viewscreen.

“Easy for you to say!” Richards said from behind Plato in the Champlain’s cockpit. “That’s my best friend and daughter over there!”

“That’s my dad over there!” Stephanie added.

“Don’t worry, Stephanie, I won’t let Conway kill your Daddy,” Peterman said, glaring at Conway. “You guys get back here. Andy and Larkin will be fine. I’m…sure of it…”

Browning walked over and squeezed Peterman’s hand. “Kelly…”

Peterman wrapped her arms around Browning and cried into her shoulder. “I haven’t seen him in months. Our jobs keep us apart for such lengths of time, Janice! I haven’t told him how much I love him in ages!”

Browning glared over Peterman’s shoulder at Conway. “You could be getting in on this hugging too if you hadn’t been acting like such a creep all this time!”

Conway wasn’t listening, he was just watching the Explorer drift on the viewscreen. His hand hovered above the “detonate” switch.



Baxter blasted open the door to the main shuttlebay with his phaser rifle, just to find Ardek, Kitty, Larkin, and a pair of lips standing, waiting. An isolinear cable joined Kitty and Larkin at the base of their necks.

“Well well,” Ardek said primly. “I guess you knew there wouldn’t be shuttles here.” He glanced at the lips. “As you should have known, too! What good is being omnipotent if you can’t even figure out if there’s a shuttle aboard a ship or not?!”

<Don’t take that tone with us!> the lips cried.

“It’s over, Ardek,” Baxter said, holding the phaser rifle steady on Ardek. “No extradition, no mental institution. I’m going to blow your ass to kingdom come and no court in the Federation will have a problem with it!”

“Your android might have something to say about that,” Ardek said, and looked to Larkin. “Isn’t that right, Kittles?”

“Yes,” said Larkin dully. “I want to make love to you, Admiral.”

“NO!” screamed Baxter.

Larkin yanked the isolinear cord out of her neck, and Kitty did the same.

“I rewrote her, Admiral,” Kitty said, sultrily walking over to Baxter. “And now I’m going to rewrite you. With my body. You will die in the most sexual way possible.”

“Hmm. I mean NOOOOOOO!” cried Baxter as Kitty advanced. She leaned in close to him, brushed her lips against his cheeks, yanked away his phaser rifle, spun on a heel, and blasted Ardek in the shoulder.

Ardek whirled from the blast, slamming to the deck, shrieking like a little girl.

Larkin turned and loomed over him. “It is I who re-wrote Kitty, Ardek.”

“H-how?” Ardek asked, cradling his shoulder.

“Because it was I who had the stronger mind. Your poor understanding of positronics was your undoing, Ardek!”

“You will not live to gloat!” Ardek seethed, limping backward toward the shuttlebay control panel.

Larkin closed on him. “This fight is over, Ardek. SURRENDER!”

“NEVER!” cried Ardek. He looked to where the lips had been. “Oh, Critics. Help me, Critics! Destroy this puny mortal, and his android whores!”

No lips. No response.

Ardek’s eyes went wide. “CRITICS!”

Baxter and Kitty joined Larkin, overlooking Ardek. “Looks like your gods have abandoned you, Ardek,” said Baxter.

Kitty reached a hand down to Ardek. “Let us help you, Master.”

Baxter turned to Kitty. “Help? I thought we were going to kill him.”

“No, we must not. He must simply be…rehabilitated, as I was.”

“I wish it were that simple,” said Larkin.

“Seriously, let’s kill him,” Baxter said. “Get it overwith.” He grabbed the phaser rifle from Kitty. “Here, I’ll do it.”

“You’d kill a man?” Ardek asked with a shrill voice. “I don’t believe you!”

“Believe this!” Baxter cried and fired. Ardek ducked behind the control console.

“Nice try, Admiral,” Ardek hissed. “But I’ve got one more trick up my sleeve!”

Ardek slumped over the control panel, gripped it with all his might, and yanked hard on an emergency lever. The Explorer’s main shuttlebay door heaved upward.

There was no forcefield.

Baxter skidded along the deck, dropping his rifle, grappling for purchase, but there was nothing to grab. Larkin dove after him and snagged his ankle, and Kitty grabbed her ankle, hooking her own foot on a ladder.

Still holding on to the console, Ardek rose up and unhooked Kitty’s foot, waving goodbye to her as she, Larkin, and Baxter tumbled out toward the hangar door.

As she and the others flew out into space, Larkin cringed at Ardek’s evil, smug expression as he slammed back down on the lever and the shuttlebay door started to close once more. He’d make it to the Delta Quadrant, after all.

Not if Larkin had anything to do with it.

As she was sucked out, Larkin executed a subspace command. She couldn’t control the Explorer’s computers, no, they were long since removed. The Romulan systems were locked out. But the only system she really needed to control was still online and in range of her subspace transceiver.

With a thought, she activated the tri-cobalt explosives.

The Explorer exploded.



Wincing, recoiling, holding on to the seats on the Champlain for dear life, tapping at controls, Richards, Plato, and Stephanie watched the blossoming whorls of smoke and flame on the viewscreen, spreading across the pristine silver hull.

The Explorer exploded.



Conway, Browning, and Peterman watched on the viewscreen as a bright light seared the Explorer-A’s bridge. Explosions ripped open the Galaxy-class Explorer’s stardrive hull, sending her saucer shooting off like a frisbee, exploding all the way. Before the shock- wave hit, Peterman shot Conway a pained glare, but he shrugged. He hadn’t hit the detonation sequence. Must’ve been done from over there.

At any rate, the Explorer exploded.



Ford, J’hana, and Tilleran watched as the Aerostar-A dove into the Bermuda Expanse, as a massive shockwave knocked the Prometheus-class Aerostar backwards like a swatting hand and sent everyone to the deck.

The Explorer exploded.



Beck, Morales, Porter, Jones, and Russell watched, not quite sure what to say as they saw it on the massive view wall in ops: a ripple of explosions within the Bermuda Expanse, and then, with a flourish, the entirety of the purple, gaseous Expanse went out like an extinguished flame.

All that remained was the listing Aerostar-A and Explorer-A, and some scattered silvery debris.



Apparently, the Explorer exploded.



On some-odd deck of Waystation, Colonel Christopher Henricks and Commander Jennifer Prescott sat on a couch watching the viewscreen, kicking themselves, mentally, for not getting more involved in the proceedings, especially after they took such a dismal turn. The sky was filled with fire and light.

The Explorer exploded.



In a retirement colony on Benzar, Harlan and Lucille Baxter, eating tapioca in the activity room, watched the viewscreen, perplexed, as emergency ships swarmed out from Waystation to assist the crippled Aerostar and Explorer-A.

The Baxters knew it was only a matter of time until their son did something REALLY stupid.

The Explorer exploded.



And in those instances, tumbling backward in the dissipating Bermuda Expanse, plasma licking around him, as Kitty and Larkin tumbled by, the life of Andy Baxter passed before the Admiral’s eyes:



Watching Dad beam off to Starfleet Command…



Internship on his Mom’s ship, the Legerdemain, nearly crashing into the Starbase observation lounge…



The Academy asteroid flight, where Alvin Ficker cheated and won…



Assignment to Inventory, U.S.S. Aquarius…



Assignment to Inventory, U.S.S. Secondprize…



Ashley Donovan…



Locked in the Secondprize conference room, gassed unconscious…



Command of the U.S.S. Aerostar…



Tossed into the Bermuda Expanse…



The Nexus Ribbon, Flarn, Maloxians, Borg…



Irma…



The first time he made love to Kelly…



Back to the Alpha Quadrant…Ardek…



First time he laid eyes on the Explorer…



Crashing into a planet…



Dawg, Leeramar, Starshine Kids…Ardek…



Explorer explodes on the way out of the Happy Universe, put back together by Directors…



Marrying Kelly…



A world of birds…Ardek…



The Explorer project gets closed…



First big fight with Kelly…



Explorer explodes in the Redlands, Leximas puts things right…



Getting the Explorer back, finally…



The gambling planet…Ardek…



Maloxitarianism…what a stupid idea…



Kelly’s pregnant!…



The universe gets wiped out, replaced with a new one,

Aerostar explodes, Secondprize Explodes, Explorer explodes,

universe gets put back right…



It’s a girl!…



Four great years…



Kelly’s pregnant again…



Delta Quadrant…Ardek, Ardek, Ardek…



It’s a boy…



Kelly’s published…



Raymond’s Valedictorian…



Steffie’s Galactic All-Pro…



…Explorer explodes…



Baxter opened his eyes. All was white.

He turned around, half expecting to see Q. Starfleet Training kicking in. But it wasn’t Q.

“Mirk…Hartley…” Baxter spoke.

“And Megan Hartley,” Megan Hartley replid. “Good to see you again, Captain.”

Baxter leaned down, bracing himself on his knees. “Whew! You don’t know how glad I am to see you guys! This must mean I’m not dead, huh? Whew. WHAT A RELIEF!”

Hartley and Mirk exchanged uneasy glances.

“Um,” Hartley said.

“Not exactly,” Mirk said, completing the thought.

Baxter gulped. “Oh boy.”



When Ardek opened his eyes, all was red.

“Is this the afterlife?” he asked meekly.

A pair of lips materialized in front of him. <Sort of,> they replied.

“So I’m dead, huh?”

<More than a doornail, yes.>

“So, you’re going to send me back to the world of the living?”

<No. We have other things planned for you.>

“I’m not going to like this, am I?”

<’Fraid not.>

In a swift motion, the lips swallowed Ardek up and he felt himself traveling down an esophagus, into a stomach full of acid. Somehow, he knew, this was how he’d spend eternity.

Ardek screamed.

The lips just belched and went about their business.



Richards, a battered Larkin, and Plato, hugging Steffie, rushed out of the smouldering Champlain’s side hatch.

Medics huddled around the rear hatch, then scuttled by in a hurry, and everyone jogged after them, including Richards, Larkin, Plato, and Steffie. A hysterical Peterman could be heard in the mix.

And in the crowd, calling orders, asking for medical stats, was Janice Browning.

“I want two cc’s of benzadrine STAT! Prep a table. Get the O.R. ready! Call ahead to Sickbay and make sure everyone’s ready!”

“Ma’am,” a voice broke in. “Pardon me for saying, but aren’t you a civilian?”

“Who the hell are you?” she asked amidst the melee.

“Doctor Michael Morse, Chief Medical Officer.”

“Well I’m Janice Browning. I was his Doctor sixteen years ago.”

“But when did you last practice?”

“Sixteen years ago!”

“Then I think you should let me help this man!”

“I AM HIS FRIEND! I’M GOING TO SAVE HIM, GOT IT?” Browning shoved the doctor aside and peered down into the eyes of her patient as the group shoved the hovercart down the corridor towards Sickbay.

“I think the Hippocratic Oath will back her up here!” Peterman sobbed.

“Actually, it expressly forbids doctors from administering to their friends.”

“Back off, Doctor,” Peterman heard Larkin call from the back of the group. “Doctor Browning, do you feel confident you can save the Admiral?”

“I once lanced this man’s boils. I can save him! Now someone tell me what we use to cut into a man nowadays!?!”

“You heard her,” said Larkin. “Morse, assist wherever needed, but this is Doctor Browning’s show.”

“This is highly irregular,” mumbled Morse.

“This is a highly irregular crew,” Peterman said in between sobs.



“…gone.”

Beck glanced over her shoulder. “GONE?”

Lieutenant Mason nodded. “The Bermuda Expanse. Gone. This time, I’m pretty confident it’s for good.”

Porter looked over Mason’s shoulder. “Yeah, I think it’s a done deal, Admiral.”

Beck glanced at the viewscreen. “What’s the situation on the Explorer-A?”

Russell checked information coming through at the communications station. “They withstood the explosion…but there are some casualties.”

Beck arched an eyebrow. “Anyone we know?”

“Yeah.”



Baxter watched, detached, still standing in white nothingness, looking down through an opening in the nothingness that seemed to overlook the Explorer-A Operating Room as Browning worked on him, scrambling over medtechs, knocking into carts, shoving hyposprays into him, clasping her hands and beating his chest, shouting “CLEAR!”

Browning was waving people back, working for space. Baxter prayed she didn’t bury a sandwich in him, like she’d done to that other poor soul so many years ago.

“It’s hopeless,” Mirk told him, and wiped a hand over the circular whole in the nothingness, and the image of the O.R. disappeared. “The Champlain was able to pull you in before the explosion, but too late…your vital systems had already started shutting down…the Bermuda Expanse, without the Directors, aren’t any place for a human to float around…”

“Anyways, Eternity ain’t bad,” Hartley said. “Mirk pulled some strings. You can stay with us.”

“Why couldn’t you stop this?” Baxter asked, turning angrily on Mirk.

“We were, um, distracted,” Mirk said sheepishly.

“…by a great game show,” Hartley finished. “You’ll enjoy it.”

“Eternity has made the two of you so…boring,” Baxter muttered.

“You will be happy to know that, once we discovered what was going on, we stopped the Critics,” said Mirk. “Now there’s no Bermuda Expanse. Period.”

Baxter nodded. “Interesting. I want to go back.” No beating around the bush.

Mirk shook his head. “You can’t go back, sir.”

Baxter grabbed Mirk by the shoulders and shook him. “I have to go back! You understand me? I have to go back!”

“It’s impossible!” Mirk replied, and pushed Baxter’s hands away. “I’m sorry! I can’t do everything. You’re DEAD, Andy! You’re just going to have to get used to it here!”

“We COULD send you to the human afterlife,” Hartley said. “But trust me, we have a lot more fun here.”

“It’s all so…big and empty,” Baxter muttered.

“There’s much more to see,” Hartley said. “Just give it a shot.”

“Yeah,” Mirk said. “We’ve begun to collect errant thoughts from philosophers on a number of different Delta Quadrant worlds. Want to hear them?”

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOoooooooooooooo!” cried Baxter, covering his ears with his hands.

“Well, we can’t very well have this,” said Mirk.

Hartley shook her head as Baxter chanted “I’m not listening” to himself. “We should have known he’d react this way. He’s always been such a child.”

Mirk sighed. “I’m going to have to go talk to the people next door.”

“You mean the Writers?”

“I sure as hell don’t mean the Ropers,” Mirk muttered. “Keep your eyes on the Admiral here. I’m going to go see some gods about a corpse.”



TWO HOURS LATER



“Man,” Baxter said, staring around the nothingness with Hartley at his side. “You mean time just passes at regular speed around here?”

Hartley nodded. “That’s about right.”

“There’s not even anywhere to sit! Don’t your legs get tired?”

“We’re omnipotent. Our legs are ‘legs’ as you see them. They don’t get tired.” Hartley looked around absently. “Okay, I’m lying. My calves are killing me!”

“That’s better.” Baxter folded his arms. “So you just stand here.”

Hartley shrugged. “There are other places to go. We’re just waiting here while Mirk sorts some things out with the Writers. This is kind of a holding tank. We can’t release you out into the infinite playground of the Directors until we’re sure of what’s what. Final paperwork and all.”

“Riiiiight,” Baxter said and looked around some more. “So you’re happy?”

“Tremendously. Mirk and I have really enjoyed being able to spend forever together.”

“And you, apparently, haven’t aged a day,” Baxter said with a small grin.

“Yeah,” Hartley smiled. “Neither, um, do you.”

“Thanks for trying.”

“Baldness isn’t all bad.”

“If I am going to be omnipotent, the first thing I want to do is get some hair.”

“Well now,” Hartley held up her hands, “I never said we were TOTALLY omnipotent.”

“Sheesh.”

Just then, Mirk appeared in a whirl of smoke, coughing and waving at the smoke. “Whew. Sorry. We were meeting in a really nasty bar. Something about the Writers expanding their horizons.”

“WELL?” Baxter asked impatiently.

“Well,” Mirk sighed. “They’re worried about how it would look if they let you live.”

“What do you mean ‘how it would look’?” demanded Baxter.

“I mean, it’d be kind of, well, in their words, ‘cheesy.’”

“How so?” Baxter griped.

“You know, the miraculous last-minute recovery on the operating table. It’s so…done to death, pardon the expression. Again, their words.”

“So that’s it, I’m dead forever, huh?” Baxter asked.

“Well…” Mirk looked around uncomfortably. “They will let you come back. But it would have to be in a slightly more…interesting way.”

“I don’t like the sound of this,” muttered Baxter.

“You can always stay here,” Hartley said. “We’ve got another trivia game in a couple years. We can pass the time until then catching up on old times.”

“Um,” Baxter said. “Let’s just get me back to the land of the living any old way that we can, shall we?”

“Alrighty then,” Mirk said. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”



TWO DAYS LATER



“He looks so peaceful, so happy,” Peterman gushed, leaning on Browning’s shoulder as the pair walked by the open torpedo tube one last time.

“Yeoman Briggs did a really good job on his makeup. Poor guy…still a Yeoman,” Browning sniffled, and she sat down in the front row, in the massive main torpedo room. Along with her were Conway, Richards, Larkin, Tilleran, J’hana, Ford, and assorted Secondprize and Waystation officers, as well as some leftover old fanatics from the days of Inventory. There too were the aged Harlan and Lucille Baxter, with attendants hovering about administering tapioca and such.

Kelly Peterman took the podium.

“Good Evening,” she began with a heavy sigh. She stared down at a padd, her notes. “We’re here aboard the Explorer-A today to send my husband, Andrew Jackson Baxter, off into space, where he spent most of his life working and playing.

“Andy was a kind man, good to pets, good to his family, a tremendous lover to his wife.” Baxter had made her promise to say that, should she outlive him. “And, most of all,” said Peterman, “Andy was a good Captain. He probably couldn’t have thought of a more honorable way to give his life then defending the old Explorer which he loved so dearly.” She glared at Larkin. “And I’m sure Captain Larkin did what she thought was right, activating that detonation device. Anyway, she probably couldn’t have saved him anyway. He had already gotten sucked out into space, murdered by Ardek.

“We do have some consolation in the fact that Ardek is dead, and in Critics’ hell, if there’s any justice. Meanwhile, Larkin has taken Kitty under her wing. Poor thing is still traumatized from the loss of Ardek and that mind re-write, and has spent the last couple nights dancing alone and rhythmically in the Lounge Lounge. I’m told Larkin will see to it that she’ll get the proper counseling so that she can assimilate back into society, and I’m glad for that.

Peterman took a deep breath. “But what about Kelly Peterman, you might ask. I’ll be fine. I know Janice did her best to save my husband, Lord knows she did. And I know it’s no comfort to her that Stephanie and Raymond no longer have a Daddy to play with them…”

Browning burst into tears, leaning her head on Richards’s shoulder.

“…But I digress.” Peterman looked down at her padd “It’s time now to bury Admiral Baxter among the stars, and put to bed this chapter in our lives, once and for all.”

With a dour expression, Commodore Conway dragged his feet over to the line of 21 security officers, led by Plato, all holding phasers.

“Remember to ensure that the power level is at minimum,” he grumbled under his breath, then said aloud: “Men…to attention! Present arms! Fire!”

Plato and the others fired their phasers up at the ceiling for 21 sustained seconds, then holstered their weapons.

“Stand easy,” Conway said, then looked to Peterman. “Kelly…”

She walked down to the torpedo tube, leaned down and kissed Baxter on the cheek, then silently slid the casing hatch closed. She turned back to Larkin, who sat, weeping, in the front row. “Now, Captain.”

Larkin stood and slapped her combadge. “Larkin to bridge… lock and load.”

Lt. Commander Madera strummed “Amazing Grace” on her harp.

The torpedo traveled on its little tracks toward the locking chamber…

“Fire,” Larkin murmurred.

And the hatch was suddenly flung open, and Admiral Andy Baxter stood up, looking dazed.

“Hey there every…whoa this thing’s about to launch!” He hopped off the tracks as the tube plunged into the chamber and a huge discharge blast echoed throughout the torpedo room.

J’hana stood in the midst of the audience. “It’s a demon! Kill it! Kill it!”

The 21 security guards all upped the settings on their phasers and turned on Baxter.

“No, no, I’m not a demon, let me explain, it all will make perfect sense!” Baxter promised, waving off the security guards.

Peterman rushed over and embraced Baxter, crying into his shoulder, squeezing him for all she was worth. Steffie and Raymond ran over too, as did a herd of the funeral-goers.

Among the cheers and grumbles and confused mumblings of the crowd, Admiral Lisa Beck sat still in her seat, next to Captain Craig Porter.

“This is the single weirdest funeral I’ve ever been to,” she muttered.

“Can’t say it’s surprising, though, can you?” asked Porter.

“Not in the least. I’ve got to get back to work.” She looked over her shoulder at Baxter as she stood. “What a colossal waste of time.”

“I’m going to go catch up with Tilleran,” Porter said. “Talk to you later, Admiral.”

“Yeah, whatever.”



EPILOGUE



Captain’s Log, U.S.S. Explorer,

Supplemental. Along with a recently-revived Admiral Baxter, we’re en route to Earth for repairs and the standard debriefing.

Starfleet informs me that the Romulan ships attending our ceremony were actually rebel ships under Gatana, who was not, in fact, a proconsul. She is instead a prisoner in our brig, and the Romulans are desperate to extradite her and make an example of her and try to right things. Turns out Gatana didn’t even know what Ardek was up to. He assured her the mission was a simple “destroy and confuse” operation. At any rate, the Romulans seem genuinely interested in a true alliance. Further, their initial reviews of our scans of the late starship Explorer seem to indicate the fusion of Romulan and Starfleet technology Ardek used to hijack the relic was nothing short of genius, and bore out several interesting and useful conclusions. Could this mean an eventual hybrid ship, made up of a combination of Romulan and Federation technology? Well, stranger things…

At any rate, what is important is that Admiral Baxter has returned to the living, and has promised to explain his ordeal, in its entirety, to us.



Baxter did indeed explain it all, over a round of stiff drinks in the Lounge Lounge on the Explorer-A.

“The Writers sure do have a skewed sense of humor,” muttered Conway, swirling his drink about.

“You can’t blame them for being a tad bored with things,” said Richards. “They’re just fans of good entertainment.”

“Making us suffer for two days is entertainment?” demanded Peterman, blowing her nose, sucking back on a Pink Squirrel. Her mascara was still running a bit.

“The Directors were once bored with the way of things too,” Baxter said. “Gods get bored easily. Mirk and Megan sure seemed disinterested the short time I was with them.”

“Eternity must be a bitch,” Conway agreed.

“What I saw of it, it sure was,” said Baxter. “You should have heard them describe this stupid game show…”

“I have a question about your ordeal,” J’hana said, leaning on the large, long table.

“Shoot,” Baxter said, finishing off his shot and calling to Jahn for another. The poor guy had been apologizing up and down for Ardek, assuring everyone that he really wasn’t all that bad, once you got to know him. And poor Kitty, she was still dancing in the back of the Lounge. Baxter found it kind of disturbing.

“Where the hell is Tilleran?” J’hana asked abruptly.

“I don’t see how that has anything to do with anything,” Baxter muttered.

Peterman touched his arm. “I don’t think it does. But, getting back on subject…where the hell are Plato and Steffie?”



It was night watch. A lone officer plunked at controls back at sciences.

Plato sat in the command chair, watching the viewscreen, Steffie Baxter curled in beside him.

“You know what the future holds, Stef?” asked Plato, kissing Steffie on the cheek.

“I have no idea.”

“Me neither. But I bet I have some basic guidelines.”

“Such as…”

“Our parents making our lives miserable.”

“What gives you that idea?”

“Your Dad has just had a near-death, well, a death experience. You think that’s going to make him any less neurotic, especially about his daughter dating, especially about his daughter dating his godson?”

“There’s always a chance,” Stephanie said, half- optimistically.

“It’s going to be a rocky road ahead, Stef. Be ready for it.”

“As long as I’m with you, I could care less.”

“Move in with me.”

“Okay.”

“Thought you’d put up more of a fight than that.”

“I will, once we get to decorating.”

“Good. At least I know where I stand.”

“Don’t count on it.”



Ariel Tilleran was walking the corridors of the Explorer-A aimlessly. She was supposed to catch a transport on the way to Earth that would take her back to Betazed. Back to that empty house…

She could spend some time with J’hana, but…no, no. Too much time had passed.

It was then that Craig Porter jogged up next to her.

“Ariel…you sure are a hard one to find,” said Porter.

“I’ve just been thinking.”

“About what? Husband and kids?” Porter cursed himself inwardly. What happened to that quick wit of his? Why did it totally fail him around Tilleran?

“Husband, mostly. My kids are fine, but they’re away at telepathy school.”

“What’s up with the main man, then?” asked Porter, and he kicked himself. “Main man”? What was it this woman was doing to him? And was it imagined, or was she using that telepathic brain to mess up his mojo?

“The ‘main man,’ as you put it, has been long gone. He moved in with a young telepathy student four years ago, citing a midlife crisis or something. If that wasn’t bad enough, it was a MALE telepathy student.”

“Ouch,” said Porter.

“Yeah. I wasn’t prepared for that kind of thing to happen.”

“No, I’d think not.” Porter stopped her in mid stride, turned her gently to face him. “Want to hear something funny?”

Tilleran folded her arms. “You can give it a try, but I can’t promise to laugh.”

“Okay, then. Well. About twelve years ago, I had to try to save the Universe.”

“Sounds interesting so far. Go on.”

Porter couldn’t stop now, even though he was breaking untold Starfleet codes of ethics, and of temporal security, by telling Tilleran these things. “So, as I was talking to this omnipotent time-controlling entity, let’s just call him, uh, Eterna…” He couldn’t very well identify it as “Forever”– “who’s pretty much the gatekeeper of time itself, he started prying into my personal life.”

“The nerve.”

“Seriously. Anyway, he asked questions. You know, had I found someone to love, that sort of thing…”

“And?” Tilleran asked.

“Well, I had to tell him the truth. I hadn’t found anyone.”

“Too bad.”

“But he showed me what I could have had. Or, rather, WHO I could have had.”

Tilleran nodded. “Right. And who is that?”

Porter smiled. “You. He showed me you.”

“Oh dear. I hope I was at least wearing something nice.”

“You looked stunning. But you were with your husband, and your two…”

“Three.” Tilleran smiled.

“Three kids.” Porter shrugged. “So I realized I’d missed my chance.”

“So ‘Eterna’ told you I was your perfect mate, but you’d missed your chance. And now, now that you’ve found that I’m divorced, you figure it’s time to swing in and live happily ever after, is that it? Prove old Eterna wrong, eh?”

Porter nodded. “Yeah, that’s about the size of it.”

“Well,” Tilleran thought. “I’d hate to prevent you from giving that smug omnipotent time-controlling entity a dose of what’s what.”

“So…you’ll give it a whirl?”

“I’ll do more than that. I’ll give YOU a whirl.” Tilleran pulled Porter into her arms and they kissed.

F*** you, Forever, Porter thought to himself.

Tilleran picked up on that errant thought as they kissed and was puzzled. Wow. Porter was much more ambitious than she gave him credit for.

This should be interesting.



“It was a nice funeral,” J’hana said in the silence as she as the reunited officers of the Aerostar and Explorer sat gathered around the table in the Lounge Lounge.

“Were you referring to the fact that Andy came back to life,” asked Browning, “or to the fantastic buffet?”

J’hana chugged back on her Zargatzz cider. “A little of both.”

“I’ve got to get back to work soon,” Richards said. “I have a new Spring lineup to plan.”

“Try to keep ‘Zondark in the Middle,’” Baxter said. “That show is a riot.”

“Please,” muttered Peterman.

“Baxter’s only been alive a few hours and already they’re going at it again,” Conway said. “That marriage was never meant to last.” He quickly turned to Browning. “So. How are things with you and Pogo?”

“You know,” Baxter said, looking around. “I don’t think I ever got a chance to tell each one of you how important you are to me.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” said Ford.

“No, no, I mean it,” Baxter said. “Even you, Conway.”

“Haha. You old softie,” Conway said meekly, then turned back to Browning. “I mean it. Things okay with him? Need someone to talk to?”

Browning rolled her eyes. “Commodore, you need help.”

Baxter looked around at the people around the table, among the buzz of bar conversation and klinking drinks. “You know, you all mean more to me than anything else in the world. More, even, than the Explorer did. Now that I’m not dead anymore, I think it’s important that you all know that.”

Peterman’s grinned. “Andy, I think we all feel the same way.”

“Agreed,” Larkin said.

Richards and Ford exchanged uneasy glances. “Um…sure, whatever.”

“I have a problem confusing love and lust, so I am not the person to ask,” muttered J’hana, as she tossed back more of her drink.

“I sure do love all you guys,” Browning grinned. She glared at Conway. “And I love Pogo, too.”

“Pardon me while I go puke,” Conway said, sliding back in his seat.

“Wait a sec, Commodore…” Baxter looked around at Peterman, Conway, Richards, Larkin, J’hana, Ford, Browning… and who knew where Tilleran was. “Before you all start breaking up and going your separate ways again, I want to propose a toast. To us. To staying together.”

“I’m getting a ‘Grease’ flashback,” muttered Conway. “When do I sing ‘shamma-lamma-ding-dong?’”

“Never,” J’hana snapped.

“I’m serious,” Baxter said. “Who knows when we’ll cross each other’s paths again?”

“You make it sound like something’s ending,” Richards said.

Peterman nudged Baxter. “Hell, you somehow defeated death. I think that’s a pretty good sign that nothing ever ends.”

Baxter smiled, kissed Peterman on the cheek and held her hand. “You’re right, Kelly. That’s what we’re really toasting, guys. Raise your drinks. This isn’t the end. It’ll never be the end.”

They all raised their glasses, chanting “Here, here…”



THE END.
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