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The Slug of All Fears - An Aerostar-A Adventure




NOTE TO READER:



The following book builds on story-lines started in the Star Traks: The Vexed Generation stories ‘Symbiotic Relationship’, ‘The Host with the Most’, ‘Love Hurts’ and ‘Keep Your Friends Close.’ A reading, or re-reading, of these stories, may help to alleviate some confusion, but I’m not making any promises!





PROLOGUE





380 YEARS AGO. . . THE PLANET TRILL



Iano Snax looked out over the lavish Trill countryside of Precinct 42 of the Agratha continent and smiled.

Trill was a beautiful world, and Agratha was one of the most beautiful continents. It had dense jungles, beautiful waterfalls, expansive gray-brown plains and vast, ebbing and flowing purple oceans.

Within 24 hours, Iano Snax knew his mercenaries would land on the shores of Agratha and take the continent piece by piece, storming through its quiet, defenseless villages, and setting them ablaze. It would be his first move in uniting Trill in a single government, one he controlled. The brinkmanship and factioning, the constant quibbling and diplomatic posturing would be over. Trill was a planet ripe for the picking. It was overtly peaceful, harmless, devoid of courageous persons, and, most importantly, naive. It wouldn’t expect such an assault, because none had been attempted in centuries.

But that was because no symbiont like Snax had ever existed, or if it had, it had been quickly weeded out by Symbiosis Engineers.

His scouting expedition nearly complete, Snax was about to return to his solar skiff when he was joined at the craggy bluff by a breathless, panting young woman in frilly white pirate’s garb, similar to Iano.

“Make this quick, Briana,” Snax said, pulling his long, reddish hair into a ponytail. He looked the part of pirate scum: he was tall, lanky, bearded, with long hair that, when cast about his shoulders, covered the spots on his neck. Any other Trill would scoff at such a thing, but Iano reveled in it. Anything that went against convention pleased him. Anything that stirred up ire in his fellow Trill made him ecstatic.

“The chief lookout just sent a report in by telewire,” Briana said, bracing her hands on her knees as she tried to catch her breath. “Seven solar frigates are headed this way at full steam. They’ll arrive by nightfall.”

“The Trill Navy?” Snax mused, rubbing his chin.

“Word of your plans must have gotten out somehow,” Briana said, finally standing upright. “I only thought it was fair to warn you.”

“You’ve done well,” Snax said, brushing a hand along Briana’s face. “You’ll be a good officer, in time, if you work hard at it.”

“I’ve learned everything from you,” Briana said sweetly.

Snax grinned at her devilishly. He’d picked up Briana at the port of Shmantho a year ago. She was University educated, recently joined, and new and fresh to the world as if she were just born. She was studying astronomy at the local observatory, and had a bright future of citing meaningless numbers in numerous, increasingly meaningless, logs, over the years.

When Snax came across Briana, he’d first intended to steal her money, perhaps have his way with her. But he saw something in her, maybe it was something beyond the purity of Briana. Something deep down, in her gut. In the symbiont called Shar. Something he could control, command, and pervert into a soldier in his army.

And so Snax brought Briana with him on his ocean voyage. And first it was a kidnapping, the young graduate forced to spend her days in the cargo hold. But over several months, she learned to embrace her captors, and Snax in particular.

He didn’t know if he was a father figure in her life, or a romantic one. Either way suited him just fine. She was going to be good for his purposes, that was all that mattered.

So Snax began training Briana Shar, in combat and deception.

And, that naivete in her eyes soon gave way to cold calculation. Briana was fading into the background, and Shar, this strong-willed symbiont, perhaps almost as strong-willed as Snax himself, began to take hold.

During this long pause, Briana’s calculating eyes searched Snax’s for answers. “Snax, what do we do?”

Snax sneered at Briana Shar. “We let the frigates come. And when they do, we will be ready for them. And we’ll defeat them.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because, in the end, we’re nastier than they are.”

Briana Shar grinned.



By nightfall, dozens of Snax’s solar skiffs landed on the shores of Agratha. The agrarian population, who lived several kilometers landward, hadn’t even become aware of their presence yet. Less technologically inclined than the Trill of the Combra and Brekkus continents, the Agratha people rarely ever made contact with the rest of Trill. That, Snax felt, was one of the things that made them so ripe, so tempting for the picking.

Snax stood on the shoreline of Agratha, the waves licking his feet, staring through a monocular.

“What do you see?” Briana asked expectantly, as always, at Snax’s side.

“Five silhouettes, heading this way, at full steam.”

“Do we have enough men to stop the Trill Navy?”

“More than enough,” Snax grimaced. “The Trill Navy is nothing but a vacationing club for the well-to-do sons of Trill. With any luck, we won’t even have to face General Jonus Kedric.”

“I do believe that’s who they put in command of the fleet, sir,” Briana said quietly.

“Blast,” Snax growled. “Well, then, we’ll just have to redouble our efforts. Get the word out to our people: Have them position themselves behind the dunes and bluffs of the southern shore. Instruct them that not a single member of the Trill Navy can be allowed to set foot on this land. It’s ours now, and they’re going to have to come through us to get it.”

“How are you so sure that we’ll win this engagement?” Briana asked.

“Because one thing General Kedric doesn’t know is that I’ve dropped mines throughout these waters. And only you, me, and a handful of my closest men know about them. So, unless somebody gave Kedric a map of the minefield, he’s going to endure significant losses before he ever steps foot here.”

Briana nodded. “Thank Gods for that.”



Two hours later, the Trill Navy had killed and injured a hundred of Iano Snax’s men, arrested the others and stowed them aboard their great frigates, all beached safely on the shores of Precinct 42.

Snax, meanwhile, was running, fast and hard. He couldn’t go to his skiff. It was surrounded by Trill Naval Officers. He knew there was a village just a few kilometers away, but he’d have to cross through some pretty deep jungle to get there. The good news, however, was that the jungle would give him pretty significant cover. Kedric and his men would never find him, not in a million years, as long as he kept to the deep jungle.



Snax was so busy patting himself on the back for surviving this admittedly huge setback, that he didn’t notice a large braktal root sticking out of the ground. His foot caught, he fell face forward, and hit the ground hard.

“Need some help?” a sweet voice asked, and he looked up to see that it was Briana Shar.

“Shar…” he said, grinning. “You made it out too?”

“Oh yeah,” she said, reaching out a hand to help him up. “I managed just fine.”

“I don’t know what went wrong. Kedric’s fleet should have been badly damaged by that minefield. Someone must have betrayed me.”

“Let’s not worry about that now,” Briana said, letting go of Snax’s hand and jogging several paces ahead of him. “I believe you were heading this way?”

“Yes, dear Briana. How did you know?”

“I had a feeling,” Briana said with a soft giggle, then turned on Shar in an instant and yanked a pulse-gun out of her boot. She leveled it at Snax and smiled. “Don’t move!”

Snax laughed. “And what is this little game? Really, Briana, we don’t have time for this.”

“It’s not a game, Snax. You’d be surprised at what a resourceful girl is capable of.”

“What do you mean?”

“She means,” a voice said, an Snax whipped his head around. From the other direction, the tall, blond, square jawed General Jonus Kedric stepped out from the bushes. “She contacted the Trill Navy three months ago, when you pulled into port at Omettica. We’ve talked several times since then, and have been tracking you all along. We tracked you right into this jungle.”

“So…” Snax’s forehead crinkled as he turned a disapproving gaze at Briana. “You’re the one who gave the map of my minefield to Kedric.”

“And enough information to put you and your symbiont in prison for a lifetime,” Briana said. “No Trill should have such a psychotic, power-hungry mind inhabiting them.”

“But my dear, you’d find it’s so much more fun this way,” Snax said, gritting his teeth. He turned to face Kedric. “I suppose you wouldn’t want to plea bargain?”

“I’m afraid not,” Kedric said, aiming a pulse-gun of his own on Snax. “The only question is, are you willing to go quietly, or will we have to shoot you?”

“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Snax spat. “But I’m not going to give you the satisfaction. Because I know that Trill don’t kill even their worst criminals. And that one day, maybe years from now, I’ll have another chance to take over the planet.”

“Don’t count on it,” Shar said, and moved over to stand next to Kedric. “Isn’t that right, sweetheart?”

“Err…” Kedric said. “Briana, I know we got kind of friendly since we’ve been talking over telewire. But, I have to be honest, I am sort of…involved with someone back home. And, although I think you’re a really nice girl, I think it’s probably best if we just stay friends.”

Briana’s lower lip trembled. “FRIENDS! I betrayed my mentor for you, and after all your promises of how happy we’d be after I turned him over to you…you…you just decide you want to be friends!”

“Maybe…maybe in another lifetime it would be right,” Kedric said. “But, right now, we have other concerns to see to.”

“Damn you, Kedric!” Briana said, bursting into tears.

“Yes,” Snax said, looking on distastefully at Kedric and Shar. “It’s safe to say that we will all have to put these quarrels aside for another date. Meanwhile, Shar, I hope you, one day, find a bitter, terrible end indeed…”







CHAPTER ONE





THREE WEEKS AGO…



Conway whirled to see Tyra Shar lunging at him. Now she had the shovel, and swung it at his feet.

He leaped 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 give the death blow.

“BITCH!” And a phaser blast soared over Tyra’s head.

She turned to see Baxter standing a few feet away, at the Susquehanna’s 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 his.

But Tyra was fueled by pure hate. She wouldn’t go out so easily. She dug her fingers into the rock-side, 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 with me!”

“Give me the word, Conway,” Baxter said, hovering behind his first officer.

Conway reached out his free hand as the weight of Tyra dragged him closer and closer to the edge of the rock-face. “Give me the phaser, Captain.”

“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 rock-face, then fell backward into a freefall. Then she slammed back into the rock-face, then fell backward, then slammed hard against the rock-face, then fell backward, and finally disappeared into the night.

“Heavy trade winds,” Baxter said, to no one in particular.

Conway looked out at the fuzzy night sky. It had finally stopped raining. “I suppose so. Guess I’m single again.”

Baxter glanced over the edge of the rock-face. “Guess so.”





NOW. . .



The Aerostar-A sailed through space, full of destiny and purpose.

Captain David Conway, meanwhile, crawled on the floor of his office, trying to find the wheel to his Dale Earnhardt race-car model.

“Ahem,” came a voice from his doorway.

“Got it!” Conway grabbed the wheel out from under his couch and looked up, surprised. “Doctor Lanham.” He stood up. “You could have bleeped, you know.”

“Oh, is that what that button is for?” she asked coyly, stepping into the readyroom. “And here all along I’ve been using my command override.”

“Why do you have a command override?” Conway asked, stepping behind his desk and snapping the wheel into place on the rear axle of his 1:24 scale model.

“Let’s just say your young, attractive security officer has a little bit of a crush on me.”

Conway grimaced. “Lieutenant Gellar isn’t THAT young. And he’s forbidden to have a crush on a fellow bridge officer. Especially you.”

“Whatever,” Lanham said, sitting down across from Conway. She stared at the model. “What are you doing?”

Conway held up the model, eying it with pride. “I just finished putting it together. It’s going to go on my desk, right next to my Starfleet Academy mug.”

“Isn’t it standard for a captain to have a model of one of the other ship’s he’s served on, or something, on his desk?”

“Maybe,” Conway said, shrugging. “But I want a NASCAR on my desk. And I AM the Captain, so I get whatever I want.” He’d been saying that a lot lately…mostly in private.

Lanham sighed. “When you’re right, you’re right.”

“Did you come here for a reason, or just to bug me?”

“I was looking over the morning task list, actually,” Lanham said, tossing a padd onto Conway’s desk. “And I came in to discuss a few points with you.”

Conway gestured invitingly. “By all means…”

“Why aren’t we DOING anything?” Suddenly Lanham’s voice was quite a bit louder.

“We’re doing stuff.” Conway grabbed the padd and looked through it. “See right here? We’re studying a nebula at Thirteen-hundred. That’ll be fun.”

“It’s the Mutara nebula,” Lanham said boredly. “It’s been looked through thousands of times. What could we possibly find that someone else hasn’t already found?”

“I don’t know. Khan’s hair scrunchie?”

“This isn’t funny. The Aerostar-A has been in service for more than a week, and we haven’t been assigned a specific mission yet. The people in my department are bored out of their skulls.”

“I’ve found ways to keep myself busy,” Conway said with a grin.

“Why did you bring me here?” Lanham asked, leaning across the table. “I had a promising job on the Pulitzer. I was even occasionally the honorary first officer, whatever that means. Captain Green said I was going places.”

“He was right. You went here. Or is it came?” Conway looked thoughtful.

“Maybe I should have just stayed on the Pulitzer,” Lanham said, more to herself than to anyone else.

“Don’t be silly,” Conway said, his full attention now on his science officer. “Being aboard the Aerostar is a huge step forward. We’re going to be getting into grisly and weird new frontiers of…stuff. You just wait. We’re going to explore, and explore, and explore, just like that other ship, but better.”

“Other…ship?”

“The Explorer.”

“Of course. Your old ship.”

Now it was Conway who was leaning over the table. “I assure you, Alexa. This is just a temporary shakedown period. Soon your services will be needed.”

“How soon?”

“Captain Conway,” came Commander Kristen Larkin’s monotone voice. “You are needed on the bridge.”

“Maybe now,” Conway suggested, and got up, walking with Lanham out onto the bridge. “What have we got?” he asked as Lanham took the science station.

Larkin was standing in front of the viewscreen. “A starship, bearing oh-five-seven mark two-one-nine.”

“What kind of ship?”

“It is Trill in design.”

Conway smiled. “Friendlies, then.”

Larkin walked over and sat down next to Conway. “Frankly, I am surprised you would say that, considering your past with the Trill.”

Conway sunk a little in his chair. “Point taken. Point taken.”

Lt. Brian Gellar studied the tactical console he was seated at. “Doesn’t look like a threat, Captain. Just a Mark-Three courier.”

“Any need to raise shields?”

“There’s always a need to raise shields,” Gellar said flatly. “But not an overwhelming one this time.”

“So I don’t get to steer us out of danger?” Lt. Commander Zack Ford said with a frown, from helm.

“Guess not,” Gellar said.

“Well, what do they want?” Conway said.

“Maybe you should hail them,” Ford said.

“My crew is already working like a well-oiled unit,” Conway said. “And it’s only been a week.” He looked back at Gellar. “Okay, Lieutenant. Hail them.”

“Frequency’s open.”

“This is Captain David Conway of the Starship Aerostar. How may I help you?”

“Conway,” the voice replied. “Is that spelled C-O-N-W-A-Y?”

“Last I checked. Who wants to know?”

“One moment.”

Conway and Larkin exchanged glances.

“How strange,” Larkin said.

Suddenly a transporter beam flared in front of Conway and a smartly-suited male figure coalesced, holding a padd. He threw the padd in Conway’s lap. “Captain Conway, you are hereby served. Should you have any questions, please URK!”

That’s when Gellar’s phaser blast slammed into the man’s chest and felled him quite neatly before Conway.

“You could have done that a little more quickly,” Conway said to Gellar as the security officer holstered his weapon. He waved the padd. “What if this had been a bomb?”

“It’s not, spanky,” Gellar said. “So shut up.”

“Why…” Conway grumbled.

“Perhaps you should read the padd,” Larkin said.

“Served,” Conway mumbled, reading the padd. “Served what? A meal? Tennis?”

Larkin looked on as Conway read, his brow furrowing more and more.

“Well?” Alexa Lanham asked, leaning on her console.

“I’m being sued,” Conway said.

“By the Trill?” Lanham asked.

“For what?” asked Ford.

“For murder.”

“I did not realize that was was something one could be sued for,” Larkin said. “I am woefully unfamiliar with Trill legal standards. Perhaps I should download…”

Conway was still reading. “Wait just a damn…what the hell!”

“Captain?” Larkin asked.

“The name of the person suing me…” Conway let the padd clatter to the floor. “It’s Shar.”





CHAPTER TWO



“Come.”

Commander Larkin walked into Conway’s readyroom. It was, in point of fact, only the fourth time she’d walked into the readyroom since the Aerostar-A’s launch. “Our guest is in Sickbay,” she said to Conway, who didn’t seem to notice or react to her presence. When she got no reply, she continued. “It appears he was the lone occupant of his ship. We were able to retrieve some identification from his computer database. He is an unjoined trill named Tammat Raye.”

Conway nodded dumbly.

“He is unconscious; however, Doctor Benzra is prepared to wake him at your command.”

“Yeah,” Conway said. “I’ll be down in a minute.”

“Captain.” Larkin sat down across from Conway.

“Hmm?”

“Perhaps ‘Shar’ is a common name on Trill. Like ‘Smith’ on Earth.”

“Maybe.”

“The first name was not Tyra.”

“Someone named Unjon.”

“Unjon,” Larkin said. “Certainly, then, this is not the same Shar we have dealt with before.”

“The symbionts CAN be put in other hosts, Commander,” Conway said, looking up, finally. “That’s sort of what the Trill do.”

“Sarcasm achieves nothing,” Larkin said coldly. “I am merely trying to offer sane alternatives to your insane assumption.”

“What assumption?” Conway stood up, paced over to his bookcase replete with unread Tom Clancy classics. There was just so much of that stuff. “The assumption that somehow I didn’t manage to kill Shar?”

“That is impossible. The fall alone…”

“Did we check?”

“I believe Captain Baxter decided to leave those details up to the Trill authorities.”

“Yeah,” Conway said thoughtfully. “We left the scene pretty quick.”

“I doubt you or the captain wanted to explain to the Trill that you had killed one of their longest-lived symbionts.”

“Their longest-lived symbiont was certifiably insane. It tried to kill me. Probably more than once.”

“It tried to kill several Explorer crew members as well,” Larkin said. “And succeeded.”

Conway nodded. “Uh-huh.”

“May I ask what you plan on doing?”

“I have to consult with Starfleet.”

“Admiral Baxter will not be pleased,” Larkin said thoughtfully.

“That’s an understatement. But maybe he’ll say I don’t have to go.”

“You would prefer to run away from the problem?”

“Hey, it was self defense,” Conway said. “It’s not as if I killed the thing in cold blood.”

“You did violate Trill custom.”

“You’re saying I should have let Tyra kill Captain Baxter and me?”

“Not at all. I am simply trying to examine both sides of the issue.”

“The issue is ridiculous. I’m not even going to dignify it with a response. I’m not going to go to Trill and let someone who may or may not be the person I killed sue me for killing it just because it’s a symbiont, when I know good and well it was in my rights to kill it!”

“You make a convincing argument, Captain,” Larkin said.



“Rrrrgota Trill,” Admiral Harlan Baxter said, looking out from Conway’s desktop terminal with narrowed eyes.

“Excuse me, sir? Did you say ricotta Trill?”

“Gotta Trl!”

“You gotta trail? What does that mean?”

“GRT TRM!”

“Get trim? We ll, I am trying to firm up my…”

Harlan swiped the cigar from his mouth and leaned into the viewer. “GO TO TRILL, BOY!”

Conway reflexively pulled back. “Oh. That’s what I thought you said.” He then shifted into whine mode. “But Admiral…this is a ridiculous charge. After all, how can someone I killed sue me for killing them?”

“You gotta admit, it sorta makes it an airtight case.”

“It doesn’t make it a case at all. If Shar did in fact survive, which I’m still not sure is the case, then I obviously didn’t kill it, so it has no case at all. If Shar didn’t survive, well, then I killed Tyra in self-defense as I had every right to.”

“The Trill’re members of the Federation. Yer a Starfleet cap’n. Start actin’ like one and own up to your actions. That’s what my boy would do!”

“Your boy helped me kill Tyra! Why isn’t he being sued?”

Harlan put the cigar back in his mouth. “BRXTR OUT!”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55004.4. At the gentle suggestion of Admiral Baxter, I have diverted the Aerostar from its pointless shaking down to the Trill system so I can attend a pointless trial. We locked Mister Raye’s starship in a tractor beam and are keeping him as our…um…guest, while we figure out what to do about this whole legal situation.



“I have rights, you know,” Raye said from the bench in the brig, as Conway, Larkin, and Gellar stared at him.

“He has a point,” Larkin said.

“Should I shoot him again?” Gellar asked.

“No,” Conway snapped, then looked at Raye. “Mister Raye. I simply want information.”

“You can talk to the Accuser General. I just deliver the summons, that’s all. I’m no good to you as anything other than a hostage.”

Gellar and Conway stared at Raye thoughtfully.

“You cannot use me as a hostage!”

“Well,” Conway said, looking at Larkin, who shook her head.

“The Khitomer Accords would seem to be in your favor,” Conway said. “As would the Seldonis Four convention. However…” he looked at Gellar. “I’d be willing to, um, sidestep those little guidelines unless you can give me some information.”

“I don’t HAVE any information.”

“Who is Unjon Shar?” Conway demanded.

“I would think that’s obvious,” Raye said flatly.

“It’s not obvious at all,” Conway said. “Either it’s the Shar I knew, or it isn’t.”

“I’m afraid I can’t speak to that. As I said, I only deliver the summons. I don’t…”

“Kill him,” Conway said, then left the room.

“He cannot be serious,” Larkin said to Gellar.

“It’s Conway, Commander,” Gellar said.

“Ah, yes. You are, of course, correct.”

“Better get this over with,” Gellar said, stepping toward the brig. “Any last words, sir?”

Raye pulled himself into a ball. “You can’t do this! I have rights!”

“Do what?”

“Shoot me.”

Gellar grinned. “I’m not going to shoot you. We were just messing with you.”

“We were?” Larkin asked Gellar.

“I assume so,” Gellar said, and looked back at Raye. “We will of course, have to keep you here, until we can confirm these accusations. You know, just for safety’s sake.”

“But wait!” Raye exclaimed, as Gellar and Larkin walked out of the brig. “I have rights! You can’t just keep me here!”

“Stay comfy!” Gellar said with a wave, as the doors closed, and he and Larkin headed up the corridor, to find Captain Conway pacing in front of the turbolift doors.

“Raye is demanding he be released,” Larkin told Conway.

“Oh,” Conway said, and glanced at Gellar. “Couldn’t get up the nerve to kill him, then?”

“No sir. I guess not.”

Conway sighed. “Oh well. Guess that’s for the best. Well, let’s prepare my case.”

“Us?” Gellar asked.

“My legal database is extensive,” Larkin said.

“First, I need a drink,” Conway said, and the group headed to the ship’s lounge.



The Aerostar-A’s crew lounge, The Starlight Lounge-A, was nowhere near as comfortable a hangout as Mirk’s Constellation Cafe, or the Starlight Lounge of old, for that matter.

Starfleet was, on an experimental basis, outsourcing its bartending needs with the corporation, Guinanco. So far, the Secondprize was the only other ship that had such a facility, but Captain Conway wondered to himself if Captain Jaroch hated his Guinanco-approved lounge any more than Conway hated his.

“Coffee, black and hot, and keep it coming.”

Harvey Upshaw stood, in suspenders and sombrero, shirt covered with snazzy buttons inscribed with fun sayings, and surveyed the captain. “Seems like’s something’s wrong, Cap’n Dave!”

“I told you never to call me that again,” Dave growled, as Larkin and Gellar sat down next to him.

“And for the beautiful woman?” Harvey pivoted to face Larkin, all giant grins.

“I am an android. How many times do I have to remind you?”

“We just aim to please here at the Starlight Lounge. For you, big guy?” Harvey asked Gellar.

“I’m on duty. Tarkalian Tonic’ll be fine.”

“Right-diddly-righty-O!” Harvey said musically, and trundled off to the bar.

“What I wouldn’t give for a Maloxian about now,” Conway muttered. “Any Maloxian.”

“Or Doctor Browning,” Gellar frowned. “I miss her restaurant.”

“I do too, although I did not eat there,” Larkin said. After a pause, she added, “Because I do not eat.”

“We’re getting off-track,” Conway said. “Let’s remember why we’re here.”

“To prevent you from being jailed for killing Tyra?” Gellar offered.

Larkin slid a padd over to Conway. “I did some research. Apparently you could get the death penalty.”

“They still have that on Trill!” Conway’s eyes bugged as he read the padd.

“It hasn’t been observed in centuries, but apparently it’s still a legal possibility.”

“I’ve already placed a veridian chip on your back, Captain,” Gellar said. “Don’t worry about a thing. One sign of trouble and we beam you up faster than they can say ‘flip the switch.’”

Conway felt his back. Sure enough, a small chip rested on his right shoulder blade. “When the hell’d you do that?”

“Out in the corridor just now, when I patted you on the back. Remember?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“You didn’t really think I did that because I like you, did you?”

Conway floundered. “Well, of course….not, Lieutenant.”

“Now then,” Larkin said. “I suggest I represent you.”

“Respectfully, Commander, what do you know about the law?” Gellar asked.

“I just downloaded every Trill legal statute in existence into my central processor. And how about you?”

Gellar fumbled with the padd in his hands. “I just started ‘A Time to be Joined,’ a suspenseful law novel, by that Trill author, Jurn Grashum.”

“I am sure that is going to help immensely.”

“Actually,” Gellar replied, “Alexa told me the guy accused of murder dies in the end…”

Conway glared at Gellar. “Alexa?”

“Yeah…over coffee. Was that wrong?”

Conway looked at Larkin. “I don’t know. Was it?”

Larkin looked from Conway to Gellar. “I am afraid not.”

“Sh**,” Conway muttered. Harvey Upshaw then emerged from out of nowhere, sliding a large, frothing soup-bowl sized cup in front of Conway, and a clear glass of bubbly liquid in front of Gellar.

“Enjoy-diddly-oy!”

Conway grabbed Harvey’s arm, pulling him down to eye-level. “What the hell is this?”

“Guinanco’s patented Frothy-Coffee Mornin’ Starter.”

“I asked for black coffee! BLACK! B-L-A-C-K! What is it about your addled brain that doesn’t seem to be able to get that! Damn it…I could just…”

“Kill him?” Larkin offered.

“You shut up!”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve arrived at Trill, and after being pulled bodily off of Harvey Upshaw, I was forced to get my coffee from a replicator, which is probably where I’ll go from now on. Stupid Guinanco.



“Standard orbit, Mister Ford,” Conway ordered, standing between he and Saral at the forward stations.

“As opposed to deluxe?” Ford giggled.

“This is not the time to screw with me, Ford.”

“Or what…you’ll kill me?”

Conway felt a vein bulging in his forehead as he walked back to his chair. “Just give me a reason, Ford.”

“Okay, okay. Standard orbit, eye, Captain Testy.”

“Hail them, Gellar,” Conway said, as Larkin walked in from the turbolift and sat down next to him. “Well?” he asked her.

“Well, what?”

“Are you all set to deliver my defense?”

“As ready as I shall ever be,” Larkin said. “Although I do wish we could have spent more of our time down in the lounge planning your defense, instead of abusing the waitstaff.”

“You know that guy had it coming.”

“I will refrain from speaking about it until the civil suit between you and Guinanco is settled.”

“Civil suit? Isn’t there some law forbidding people from being sued multiple times?”

“For the same crimes, yes. In your case, I am afraid you are out of luck. You will be hearing from Guinanco’s lawyers.”

“They sure do move fast.”

“Much like their food service, yes.”

“You know, you two seem awfully calm about this,” Dr. Lanham spoke up from the science station. “What makes you so sure you’ll win?”

“I will have you know we are making every effort to defend the captain, Doctor,” Larkin said. “And should your services be needed, I will let you know.”

“Ouch,” Conway giggled.

“Getting a response from the Trill embassy, sir,” said Gellar.

“Good. On screen.”

A familiar face appeared on the viewer. “Captain Conway. What a pleasure to see you.”

“Sh**.”

“And hello to you too, Captain Conway,” the tall, lanky but handsome, tawny-haired man on the viewscreen said, smiling amicably. “What a fascinating set of circumstances we find ourselves in.”

“Yeah.”

“You know him?” Lanham asked.

“Yeah. He’s Filna Kedric. The Federation Ambassador to Tellar.”

“Actually, I am now the Trill Minister of Foreign Affairs.”

“Yeah, good for you,” Conway said, looking back at Larkin. “Remember him?”

“I am afraid I do not.”

“Back when Lana was with us on the Explorer, we went down to Tellar to negotiate a dispute between him and the Tellarite leader.”

“Indeed,” Larkin replied. “But, if you recall, I was busy defending my orifices from that rancorous Tellarite diplomat who came on the ship.”

“Oh, right.” Conway frowned, then looked back at an expectant Kedric. “So. How ya been?”

Kedric frowned. “Good, until I learned a Starfleet officer attempted to murder one of our most revered symbionts.”

“Hey,” Conway said. “It’s all in my report. It was self-defense!”

“I suppose the jury will decide that.”

“She tried to kill me. Great Bird, Kedric! You should have seen the way she treated me. Not at all the way she was when she was in Lana. She was awful. She hit me, all the time. And killed one of my crew. Or more. And tried to throw me off a plateau…”

“Butte,” Larkin corrected.

“You shut up!”

“You are as even-tempered as I remember, Captain,” Kedric said. “I only hope your temper does not get you into even more trouble.”

“Ask about Shar being alive!” Lanham said as quietly as she could, between clenched teeth..

“Say…” Conway leaned forward, picking up his cup of coffee from its spot beside his chair and sipping. “What’s this about Shar still being alive?”

“I will leave that for him to explain, at your tribunal. Trill Command out.”

And Kedric blinked off the screen, replaced by a serene image of Trill.

“HIM?” Conway exploded, spitting coffee everywhere.





CHAPTER THREE



“Think of it this way, sir. There won’t be any chance of romantic involvement getting in the way this time,” Gellar said as he, Conway, and Larkin walked to the transporter room. He looked at Conway, askance. “Or WILL there?”

Conway gritted his teeth. “I don’t want to hear any more about it.”

“I fear you will be hearing much more about it, and very soon,” said Larkin.

“You just keep your trap shut and focus on defending me.”

“As you wish,” Larkin said.

“Wait up!” Alexa Lanham cried, jogging behind the group. “I want to go down there.”

“Why?” Larkin asked, as the group stopped in the corridor.

“You’re my ex-husband,” Lanham explained to Conway. “I can be a character witness.”

“That will not be necessary,” Larkin said.

Conway clamped a hand on Lanham’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about a thing, Alexa. We’ll get this thing sorted out in a couple hours, and I’ll be back in time for dinner. That is, if you’d like to have dinner with me…”

“I can’t believe you’re thinking about sex at a time like this!” Lanham seethed.

“Who said anything about sex? Hmm, you’re thinking about sex?”

“Don’t turn this around on me. I’m just trying to help. Arrrrgh! This is why I almost killed you eight years ago!”

“Hmm. Maybe I should have pressed charges,” Conway pondered. “Oh well. Don’t worry about us. Just go back to the bridge and…scan something. This whole thing will be over in a jiff.”

“Go to hell, Captain!” Lanham growled, turning on a heel and stomping back toward the turbolift.

“You sure have a way with women,” Gellar said as the trio stepped into the transporter room.

“Ready to beam down, Captain!” a voice called out, causing Conway to jump.

Gellar instinctively went for his sidearm, looking around the room.

Conway peered over the transporter console, to see the diminutive Crewman Bark, a Ferengi, at the controls.

“One of the new transfers, huh?” Conway said, sizing the Ferengi up.

“Yeah!” he shouted. “You got a problem with that!?”

“No, no,” Conway put his hands up. “Just wondering.”

“Why must you shout?” Larkin inquired.

“I have a problem controlling the volume of my voice! It’s all in my personnel report! Some people find it a little off-putting! I’m sorry!”

“Don’t worry,” Gellar said, as he, Conway, and Larkin mounted the transporter pad. “I’m sure his bark is worse than his…”

“Don’t,” Conway snapped. “Energize, Mister Bark!”

“You got it!”



“I miss Hartley,” Conway said softly as he materialized in the lobby of the Trill Command Building.

“What’s that?” Gellar asked.

“Nothing,” Conway said quickly and looked around. “So what now?”

“You are under arrest, on formal charges of attempted murder. You will be taken immediately to a holding facility, where you will be prepared for trial.”

The voice came from behind him. A pair of muscular Trill jerked his arms behind him and slapped electro-shackles on his wrists, then spun him around.

“Are those really necessary?” Gellar asked.

“They are according to Trill law,” one of the officers said.

“But he has shown no signs of resisting arrest,” said Larkin.

“But he is an extradited alien. Under subsection forty-six, Trill penal code states all extradited aliens must be cuffed and…”

“I am aware of the statute,” Larkin cut the officer off. “Sorry, Captain, there is nothing I can do. He is quite correct.”

“You fought valiantly for me,” Conway muttered, twisting his bound wrists behind his back. “So…what do you mean…‘prepared’ for trial. You’re going to delouse me?”

“Thoroughly,” the two Trill guards said in unison.

“Damn,” said Conway.

“Don’t worry, Captain. I’m sure you could use a good scrubbing up,” Gellar said, patting Conway’s shoulder.

“What did you put on me this time?” Conway said under his breath as the officers pulled him off down a long hallway.

“Nothing. Just trying to be nice!” Gellar called after him.

“We must locate the tribunal chambers,” Larkin said. “For the moment, the Captain must fend for himself.”

“Poor guy,” Gellar said, then slapped his hands together. “Okey-doke. Let’s ask that cute receptionist!”

Larkin pondered. “Very well.”



“I knew this day would come,” Lieutenant Commander Ford said, rubbing the arms of the command chair with glee. “Command! Command, command, command. I’m in command!”

“Do not get used to it,” Lieutenant Saral said from the forward stations.

“And why not? Check the pips, Saral. I’m a heartbeat away from being first officer.”

“Commander Larkin does not have a heartbeat.”

“That’s not the point! I’m third in command!”

“Scary thought,” Ensign Puckett said from the tactical console. “Kiss a little more ass and you’re a shoe-in for a captaincy.”

“And maybe if you kiss some other things, you’ll be my first officer.”

“Only if you kiss my ass first, jerk,” Puckett said, and went back to her panel. “I don’t stoop to such things to move up in rank.”

“Let’s see if you’re still saying that a few years from now, when you’re still an ensign.”

“Whatever!”

Ford turned to face Saral. “Any word on Captain Conway, Lieutenant?”

“None as yet. It may be some time before we hear from the away team again.”

“Shame.”

“The trial will be televised, however, on the planetary information net.”

“Yay! On screen, Lieutenant!”

Saral checked her panel. “Currently, it’s just the pre-tribunal show.”

“Good enough.” Ford leaned forward eagerly, nearly falling off the command chair.

The viewscreen came to life suddenly, with a few of four Trill sitting behind a large, semi-circular desk.

“Greetings, folks, and welcome to Tribunal Kursday! I’m your host, Jame Santor. We’ve got a big slate of tribunal action coming up. So let’s get started. We have a full house here, with your commentators Hal Onglin, Taran Shau and Karse Lokkol. Gentlemen, what do you think of tonight’s main event, the David Conway trial?”

The one called Karse spoke up first. “Well, Jame, I think it’s just a case of who wants victory more. On one side you have Unjon Shar, a relative unknown in the Trill legal world until this case arrived. On the other side of the aisle, you have Captain David Conway, a decorated Starfleet officer accused of the worst crime on our books…attempted murder.”

“As usual, you’re an idiot,” Taran said. “Conway is no more decorated than my bathroom, and attempted murder isn’t the worst crime on our books. Murder is.”

“I think you guys are missing the big picture,” Hal Onglin said, making notes on a padd and then gesturing at the holo-camera with his stylus. “This is about two immovable wills. A test of spirit, and persistence. Only the best arguer will win, and it’s sure to be a great battle.”

“A great battle it will be indeed,” Jame finished off. “Now let’s take it down to Pard and Jarv, who are standing by at the Tribunal Chambers, with their pregame report.”

Ford grimaced as peppy transition music played, and the huge, colorful words were plastered across the viewscreen:



Welcome to the Trial Show!

“Great. It’s a damn show trial,” Ford murmured.



“I smell like tulips,” Conway observed, sitting on a bench in his tiny brig. His outer uniform jacket, comm-badge, phaser, and tricorder had all been confiscated, and he was sprayed with something that smelled awful flowery. Awful, and flowery.

“That’s unfortunate. As is this entire affair,” a man’s voice said.

“Come again?” Conway looked up. Beyond his force-field, in the dark recesses of the holding facility, a cloaked, hooded figure stood.

“You are being wrongly accused, Captain, of a crime you didn’t commit.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” Conway peered into the darkness. “Who the hell are you, anyway? One can only hope, one of the jurors.”

“Most certainly not,” the stranger replied. “I am a…friend. A kindred spirit.”

“Good. Then help me get out of this.”

“It is not the proper time.”

“What do you mean?”

“We are not strong enough yet.”

“Strong enough for what? Who are you?”

“A member of a growing number, Captain, of people who are sick of injustice in the Federation.”

“Section 31?” Conway said, raising an eyebrow.

“No. Not…quite.” The figure stepped backward. “Don’t trust Unjon Shar, Captain. He is out to destroy you, and Trill. Trust us. We’ve done the research…”

Conway stood up, walking just to the edge of the force-field that caged him in. “WHO ARE YOU?”

“Just a public defender, Captain. We’ll speak later. Good luck to you!” There was a brief, almost immeasurable, flash of light, and Conway knew, although he couldn’t see to be sure, that the figure was gone.



“Big crowd,” Lt. Gellar observed, standing behind, and slightly below Larkin.

“The crowd does not concern me. This contraption, however, does…”

“When in Rome, Commander….”

“It seems…unsafe. And I fail to see the connection between Trill and an ancient Earth civilization.”

Larkin was standing on a hovering, circular platform, less than three meters in diameter. There was no railing, no seats, only a small stand about the size of a music stand, for notes, Larkin assumed.

“At least the prosecution has a similar stand,” Gellar offered.

“I do not see why the judge gets a railing,” Larkin said, looking over at the unoccupied, railed platform that hovered several meters in front of her.

“I’m sure he’s an older fellow. Don’t want him falling, right?”

“Perhaps you should take a seat, before all the seats are gone.”

“Florinda is saving me a seat.”

“Florinda?”

“Remember, the cute receptionist?”

“I was not aware that was her name, or I assure you I would have remembered.”

“Whatever. Good luck.”

“I do not require luck,” Larkin said, as Conway was led out, still in shackles, from a side entrance.

“Captain,” Larkin said, as the guards shoved a small set of stairs over to the platform and helped Conway up next to her. “Have you been treated well?”

“Deloused and confused, Commander.”

“I understand,” Larkin lied. “I am pleased to say my defense has been thoroughly prepared.”

“Good. I hope you won’t need to call on your Judge Judy program.”

“That will not be necessary,” Larkin said firmly.

“You don’t know how gratified I am to hear that,” Conway said. “So…you need me to do anything, or just sit there and look pretty?”

“Answer my questions as clearly and honestly as you can, Captain. And try not to… overreact when Unjon Shar makes his first appearance.”

“What makes you think I’ll–OH GOD, it’s HIM!”

“Here we go,” Larkin said solemnly.

He walked in, outfitted in the traditional satin blue Trill Tribunal garb. Larkin deactivated her jealousy program as soon as it came up, questioning why Unjon got to wear a special outfit and she didn’t.

“He’s…” Conway began.

“Quite attractive,” Larkin said as Unjon marched toward his platform. He waved off the mobile set of stairs and did a graceful, beautiful front-over-end flip, landing perfectly erect on the platform, hands up. The assembled crowd cheered, save Gellar, who was making out with Florinda, back in the eighteenth row.

“Six-foot-four. Blond hair. Blue eyes. Never lost a case,” the voice of Jarn Mordan boomed over the Tribunal Chamber’s loudspeakers.

“Although this is apparently the first case he’s tried,” Pard Surmal pointed out.

“Yeah,” Jarn replied. “This guy here is new to the legal system. But he comes in with lots of experience. His symbiont, Shar, has lived over five hundred years, and in that time, he’s dished out a lot of punishment to the opposition, be it Trill armies or your basic street gang. This symbiont can do it all.”

“And the host, hailing from Zirkna province, is a master gymnast, orbital skydiver, and accountant, with expertise in PR and Marketing and restaurant management,” Pard added. “A nice fit for a symbiont with such a storied past.”

“Yeah, yeah!” Jarn said, his excitement for the case obviously building. “Even more amazing is the fact that Shar’s last host, Tyra, took a twenty story dive from the top of a cliff, and that rugged little symbiont still came out fighting. The rescue workers had no problem getting that little guy into a new host!”

“Unbelievable!” Conway exclaimed, as he stared at Unjon Shar with narrowed eyes. He turned around to find Pard and Jarn perched on another platform, up near the Chamber’s high ceiling. He wasn’t sure exactly what their purpose was, other than to exploit the proceedings.

“Husky, yet attractive,” Larkin observed, looking at Unjon, and Conway sighed. “And surprisingly nimble,” the android added.

“Fine time for your attraction program to initiate,” Conway muttered. “Keep it to yourself. Trust me, he’s nothing but trouble.”

“That is a safe assumption,” Larkin said. “Still. He has nice, broad shoulders and a dazzling forehead.”

“Snap out of it!”

“Indeed.”

“And over on the defense side, look for first-time defender Kristen Larkin to play hard and come out swinging, Pard,” Jarn continued.

“Swinging….what?” Larkin asked, confused.

“Now let’s go to the judge!” Pard called out.

“Let’s get this thing started, Pard!”

As a strange electronic music mix played and the lights went dim, replaced with multi-color intelligent lighting traveling around the chamber, Conway’s eyes connected with Unjon’s deep baby-blues. He saw a little bit of Lana in there. Or was it Tyra. Either way, he was afraid. Because Unjon just stared back, and it wasn’t a look of hatred or animosity that Conway saw. It was unbridled, unadulterated passion. Conway’s stomach gurgled.

“Are you ready for a tribunal?” the sound system blared. “A Kursday night party? We got Pard and Jarn and we’re gonna get this thing started! We got legal mumbo-jumbo, someone’s gonna die, and all my rowdy friends are here on Kursday night!”

Then, slowly, the lights all converged on the central platform, where a tiny, stooped over, prune-faced Trill hobbled up a flight of stairs on rickety legs and stepped onto his platform, sitting behind a round desk. The staircase fell away and the platform hovered out closer to Conway’s and Unjon’s platforms.

“Gentleman…android…I am the Honorous Expediter Suffroid Grandall, and I am only going to say this once. No shenanigans. Keep it short and sweet, because I’m scheduled to get put into another host at oh-nine hundred, and I’ve got dying to do.”

“Expediter Grandall is rumored to be four hundred years old, Jarn,” Pard pointed out over the loudspeakers.

“No kidding. And how many hosts has Grandall had?”

“Two, apparently.”

“Boy, he sure has a lot of fight in him. That’s probably why he’s made it to this year’s All-Mordan Tribunal team.”

“Yup,” Pard replied.

“Let’s hear opening statements, while I’m living,” Grandall announced, scooting closer to his desk.

“Ladies and Gentlemen of the Tribunal. Pard, Jarn. Spectators. Home audience. Honored guests and attempted murderers. Let’s get right down to the point,” Unjon Shar said in slow, measured tones, looking out at the murmurring crowd, and at the jurors, who sat on a large, oblong platform to the judge’s right. He slowly swung an incriminating hand at Captain Conway, who gulped in response. “This man tried to kill my symbiont. You know the most sacred lifeforms on Trill are our symbionts. There is no greater crime than killing one, and I argue trying to kill one, with the intent of finishing the job, is just as bad.”

Grandall turned to face Larkin. “Defense?”

“Captain Conway may have tried to kill Tyra Shar, but he had good cause. Further, he never managed to finish the job, so I move that there was no crime committed here.”

“That’s all you’ve got?” Conway groaned, staring at Larkin.

“I am simply getting warmed up,” Larkin assured him.

“Rebuttal,” Grandall said, looking boredly at Unjon.

“A Trill citizen is dead!” Unjon snapped back. “Tyra Cranule was a valued member of Trill society and deserved to have a long, happy life! Shar or no Shar!”

Grandall looked at Larkin.

“She killed two Explorer crew-members; Ensigns Cassie Drucker and Samuel Burke.”

“Let the record state the Explorer is one of the more incompetent ships in Starfleet,” Unjon said, “Recently crewed by the defendant and the defender, who have since transferred to an equally incompetent ship, the Aerostar.”

“That is incorrect, sir,” Larkin said to Grandall. “It is actually the Aerostar-A.”

“Did I mention how good a job you’re doing?” Conway mumbled.

“Enough with the opening statements,” sighed Grandall. “Why don’t the two of you start calling witnesses. Who wants to go first?”

“Me, me!” cried Unjon.

“Good enough.”

“Larkin! Why didn’t you step in?”

“I refuse to reduce myself to begging, sir. Let him have his witnesses. I will destroy them on cross-examination.”

Conway folded his arms. “I sure hope you know what you’re doing.”

“As do I.”



“Wake up, ‘captain’,” Alexa Lanham whispered in Ford’s ear. He woke up with a jerk, looking at the science officer with a mixture of confusion and annoyance.

“Report back below-decks. See if there’s anything…going on down there!” Ford rattled.

“I came to see the trial in a little more of a quiet environment. There was too much cheering going on in the Starlight Lounge,” Lanham said, stepping back to the science console and sitting down.

“For or against the Captain?” Ford asked.

“You know,” Lanham said. “I couldn’t tell.” She stared at the screen. “So, what are they doing now?”

“Larkin is cross-examining one of Unjon’s witnesses. A supposed expert on Trill psychology.”

Lanham nodded. “Ahh…”



“And what position do you hold on station Deep Space Nine, Commander Dax?”

“Counselor,” the cute, elfin-looking Trill said, sitting low on the hovering witness stand as Larkin and Conway hovered in circles around her on their own platform. “And, sometimes, I command the Defiant.”

“That makes no sense,” Larkin said.

“Well, during an emergency, I was forced to take over the Defiant, and some of the more prominent leadership characteristics of the Dax symbiont came out, and because of that, Colonel Kira…well, she was a Colonel then anyway, promoted me to more of a command position.”

“So the symbiont has an affect on the host personality,” Larkin concluded.

“Oh, very much so. The symbiont and the host, after the joining, become, essentially, one.”

“Does that get confusing?” Larkin asked casually, leaning on her little stand.

“All the time…” Ezri looked nervously at Expediter Grandall. “Then again, I’m not an initiate. I got the Dax symbiont by…accident.”

“A real initiate is more prepared for the joining, then,” Larkin said.

“Right.”

“Interesting.” Larkin pretended to look at her padd, which was unnecessary, since everything was perfectly recorded in her memory banks. “Now then, what can you tell me about the Shar symbiont?”

“Nothing more than I told Mister Shar. That I understand it’s a revered symbiont on Trill. One of the oldest living ones.”

“Fascinating. And you know nothing of Shar’s history?”

“Only what I read in high school.”

“Enlighten us, Commander. What did you read about Shar in high school?”

“Well…” Ezri rolled her eyes. She looked at Grandall.

“Answer the question, child.”

Ezri seemed flustered. “Well, apparently Shar was a bit of a street fighter at one time.”

“And…?”

“And, later, became a really nasty wrestler.”

“And?”

“A common thief. A gambler. A rogue stunt-woman…”

“Not exactly an exemplary citizen.”

“No, I guess not.”

“Objection, your honor!” Unjon called out. “Inconsequential. Shar’s character is not on trial here!”

“Keep to the facts of the case, Commander Larkin,” Grandall warned. “Or whatever.”

“Of course,” Larkin said, turning back to Dax. “Where were we? Ah, yes. Shar’s character. Well, perhaps, if you cannot speak on Shar’s character, you can tell me about Dax.”

“What about…me?”

“One of your hosts…Joran Dax…was a murderer, was he not?”

“Yeah,” Ezri said, looking down, guiltily.

“And you once invoked him, brought out his personality so you could use it to your benefit, is that not true?”

“A little bit.”

“Objection! Relevance!”

“I am getting there,” Larkin said tersely.

“I’ll allow it, I guess,” Grandall mumbled.

“When you invoked Joran, didn’t he try to get you to commit murder?”

“Maybe…a little…” Dax said, squirming in her chair.

“So it’s safe to say the past host’s sins still weigh on the current host.”

“Oh, yeah. Lots!” Ezri looked around nervously, as if feeling the gazes of the other Trill on her. “Can this be over soon?”

“Shortly,” Larkin said. “One thing more. You told Mister Shar that, if you kill a host, it feels like a death to the symbiont.”

“Oh, yes. The symbiont feels the host’s death. It’s a profound experience.”

“The Dax symbiont has experienced its host’s deaths?”

“Yes, several of them very grizzly.”

Larkin nodded. “Must have been terrible for you.”

“Actually, it’s not altogether unpleasant. When the host dies…it’s a feeling of release, relaxation. It’s kind of peaceful.”

“Indeed. No further questions, Expediter.”

“Prosecutor, you may call your next witness,” Grandall said tiredly.

“Witnesses,” Unjon corrected.

“Whatever,” said Grandall.

“Witnesses? Plural? And what does that mean?” Larkin asked, turning on Unjon.

“In due course.” Unjon clapped his hands.

The double doors at the rear of the Chamber swung open, and in walked two rows of simple-garbed, down-to-earth, rather pale looking folk, all walking in single file, toward the hovering platforms at the front of the room.

“If it please the tribunal,” Unjon announced. “I call the keepers of Agratha.”

“What the hell’s a keeper?” Conway blurted into Larkin’s ear. “And what the hell’s Agratha?”

“You dated a Trill for six point five months! Surely, you are aware!”

“You just downloaded the whole Trill database!”

“I am experiencing a processing lag!”

“Well, fix it!”

“The keepers are, of course,” Unjon said, “the individuals responsible for maintaining the symbiont pools. Agratha is our southern-most continent, a symbiont holding place I’ve chosen absolutely at random.”

“Keepers,” Conway said. “Yeah, now I remember hearing something about that.”

Unjon smiled. “I have only subpoenaed thirty-seven keepers. Shouldn’t take long.”

“Objection. Too many witnesses!” Larkin objected.

Grandall eased from side to side behind his desk. “I’m at death’s door. I’ll allow it.”

“What is the purpose of this?” Larkin asked Unjon.

“Expediter,” Unjon said, not looking at Larkin. “I aim to prove, by interviewing these keepers, that symbionts are incapable of evil, and only the host determines whether or not the joined Trill commits evil acts.”

“Fascinating. Go ahead. I’ve got nothing better to do…except die,” Grandall sighed.

“So much for being home by dinner time,” Conway sighed.



“I wonder if anything else is on,” Lt. Commander Ford said, resting his chin on one fist and punching the controls on the command chair with the other, searching the Federnet for something more interesting to do.

“The captain’s future is at stake here, Commander,” Lt. Saral said from ops. “Surely, is that not worthy of our attention?”

“Ah, this thing could go on for hours and hours. I’m getting bored.”

“Your compassion is heartening,” Alexa Lanham mumbled from sciences.

“Hey, I’m hoping that Captain Conway makes it out of this. But if you think of it, they’ve got a pretty airtight case against him.” On the viewscreen, Unjon Shar was interviewing his twenty-third keeper. In every case, he asked the sallow individual one question: “Are symbionts capable of evil?” Each of them gave a resolute “no,” and stepped down. One of them accidentally belched in the middle of his reply, and that was, so far, the highlight of this line of questioning.

“Don’t count out Larkin,” Lanham said. “I haven’t known her for long, but I’m beginning to get the idea that she’s more than competent enough to get Conway out of this.”

“She’s all right,” Ford agreed. “Yeah, me and Larky go a long way back…” He leaned back in the command chair and yawned. “Say, Doctor Lanham…you’re single, aren’t you?”

“Don’t even try it, Mister” Lanham said, then her console bleeped and she turned to check it. The bridge had been in such a lull for so long that any sensor activity was a huge event.

“What’s up,” Ford said lazily.

“A large Koberian freighter, Class-IV, requesting orbital clearance from Trill Ground Control,” Lanham said.

“Mmhmmm. Curious.”

Lanham perused her panel. “What’s curious is that the freighter is empty.”

“Well, maybe it’s making a pick-up.”

“Trill is known much more for importing than exporting. I doubt they would require such a large freighter for shipping. Something here is very…irregular.”

“Note it in some log or something. We’ve got important trial coverage to watch.”

“You just said it was boring.”

“Not as boring as talking about some freighter.”

“Hmm. It’s activating its cargo transporters. They’re set for a very wide beam.”

“Yawn, yawn, yawn,” muttered Ford, swinging one leg over the arm of the command chair and leaning back.

“Seems like they’re targeting the southernmost continent, well below the planet’s surface.”

“Ah, a mining expedition. Fascinating.”

Lanham’s eyes widened. “That’s not rocks they’re beaming up, Commander!”

Ford spun around. “Then what are they beaming up?”

“Symbionts!”

Ford flipped about in the command chair, struggling to get to his feet. “How many?”

“Hundreds!”

“Inform Trill Command. And hail that freighter!” Ford looked at the viewscreen, and suddenly became very alarmed indeed as, during the trial coverage, it appeared Unjon Shar was being beamed away.




CHAPTER FOUR



Larkin watched, mouth set to “agape mode,” as Unjon Shar dematerialized. “Objection!” she called out. “Prosecutor dematerializing!”

“I’ll allow it,” Grandall mumbled, as his head slammed forward onto his desk. A bailiff walked up and felt for a pulse.

“This judge is dead,” the baliff announced to the crowd. “That’s a mistrial. Good night, everybody. Have a safe drive home!”

“Well how about” Larkin said, turning to Conway. But he didn’t say anything, instead just looked on in shock as he, too, began to dematerialize. “OBJECTION! Oh, hell with it.” She slapped her comm-badge. “Larkin to Aerostar. Beam me and Mister Gellar to the bridge immediately. Mister Gellar! Stop making out with that woman!”



Larkin appeared at the center of the bridge, watching as tiny ships scrambled around in a state of chaos on the viewscreen, while her bridge, meanwhile, did likewise.

“Trill Command, please confirm the number of symbionts that were taken,” Saral was saying on a private comm channel.

“Tracking the freighter. It’s making a bee-line out of the system,” Alexa Lanham was calling out.

“Shields and weapons, at your command,” Gellar said, scooting an annoyed Puckett out of her chair at tactical.

“Go to Red Alert,” Larkin said, walking back to the command area and pushing Ford out of her way. “Man the helm, Mister Ford.”

“But I…!”

“Go!” Larkin straightened her uniform and stared at the viewscreen as Ford took the helm over from the relief officer, Ensign Garrity. “Now. What happened?”

“A Koberian freighter showed up, then stole hundreds of symbionts, then beamed away with the Captain,” Lanham said.

“And I have a feeling I know who is the mastermind behind all of this,” Larkin said resolutely as she sat down in the command chair. “Intercept that freighter.”

“It’s almost cleared the system,” Ford said, looking at his controls.

“Go to full impulse. Mister Gellar, ready the tractor beam.”

“Aye, Commander.”

“And hail them.”

Gellar’s hands tapped at the communications console. “No response.”

Larkin leaned forward in the command chair. “Mister Ford, I want you to get a tractor beam on them before they”

“They just went to warp,” Gellar reported.

“Go to warp,” Larkin told Ford. “Closing speed.”

“Speaking of closing…” Gellar piped up. “Four other ships are closing in from behind us.”

“Type?”

“Assorted. But, by their markings, I’d say they’re Orion.”

“The Orions? What are they doing so close to Trill space?”

“Shopping for symbionts?” Ford offered.

“You be quiet,” Larkin snapped, her emotion program registering a brief spike. This trial and Conway’s subsequent kidnapping were playing havoc with it. “Focus your efforts on closing to tractor beam range of the freighter. Mister Gellar, ready on tractors.”

“At warp?” Gellar said. “Respectfully, are you crazy?”

“Respectfully, no I am not. But I am intent on retrieving the captain.”

“The captain. Hard to think of him like that,” Ford mused.

“Is anyone at all interested in what that freighter’s doing?” Alexa Lanham piped up. “They just increased to Warp Eight.”

“I’m compensating!” Ford said, sounding off-put.

“A Koberian freighter of that class should not be capable of Warp Eight,” Larkin observed.

“A Koberian freighter of that class wouldn’t usually be stealing symbionts from Trill, either,” Lanham pointed out.

“Uhmm,” Gellar said.

“What?” Larkin asked, swiveling in the command chair.

“Those Orion ships are targeting us.”

“Target them in return,” Larkin said. “They shall not deter us from our appointed course. Lock on tractor beam.”

“We’re not in range yet,” Gellar said. “Twenty more seconds. The Orions, however, will be in range in–”

BLAMMMMMM!

“–a little less than two seconds.”

Everyone, save Larkin, who had a vice-like grip on the command chair, sprung forward and slammed against their consoles as the Aerostar ricocheted out of warp, spinning on a wing.

“Kamtezen to bridge! Nacelles two and four just experienced a major overload!” the Bewhal engineer wailed over the comm system. “It’ll be two hours before we can go to warp again!”

“Mister Kamtezen, I want you to maintain your calm and keep us from exploding. Understood?” Larkin said, surveying the bridge. “Status reports!”

Lt. Saral was the first back at her station. “Massive hits to our engine nacelles. Shields weakened at several points. Backup systems all over the ship are coming online, and damage crews are responding. It was a precision strike, to be sure, since the nacelles that were affected span both warp-capable sections of this ship.”

“Where are the Orion ships now?” Larkin asked Gellar.

Gellar checked his readouts. “They never left warp. They’re still following the freighter. On their way out of sensor range.”

“Keep track of where they are headed and try to extrapolate their course. Mister Ford, take the conn. We are to maintain pursuit course at impulse until the warp engines are repaired. In the meantime, I have another witness to question.”

“Stupid me. I figured the trial was over,” Lt. Commander Ford said, picking himself up off the deck and heading to the command chair.



Commander David Conway, First Officer of the U.S.S. Explorer, walked down the dimly lit corridor of the starship he called home, toward what, he did not know.

“David…” a soft voice called. “David…”

“Yes,” he said, walking, zombie-like, toward the source of the voice.

“Come to me, David. Let me help you…”

“Yes. Help,” Conway said. “Good idea.”

Then, out of the darkness at the end of the hallway, a figure took shape. A lithe, beautiful figure with long, brown hair that framed a pretty, if unremarkable, face.

“Lana…” Conway said, the word falling from his lips like a prayer.

“Yes. Everything’s okay now, David,” Lana Shar said, taking Conway into her arms and running her hands through his hair. “You just cry to Auntie Lana and she’ll make it all better.”

“Ahh…” Conway cooed, feeling his cares drift away.

“And then Tyra can have you!” Lana said, shoving Conway out of her arms. He slammed against something soft and forgiving. He turned to see it was Tyra’s expansive bosom. The large woman laughed uproariously, hefting Conway over her head.

“I’ve been waiting to do this for a long time!” she bellowed, and, to Conway’s alarm, the Explorer bulkhead melted away to the surface of Talandra–Planet Rain. Now he and Tyra were standing on a precipice, overlooking a vast valley. “It’s about time I had my revenge. HAHAHAHAHAHAHAH!”

“You should have known better,” Lana chided, as Tyra effortlessly hurled Conway off the precipices.

And downward he fell.



“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Conway’s eyes snapped open.

And just as suddenly he felt someone fall onto his lap, straddling him.

“Ahh, nice of you to join us, Mister Sleepyhead!” The owner of the lisping, but somehow gravelly voice giggled. “I so loved watching you sleep!”

Conway tried to sit up, but found he was held down by a restraining field. He blinked, trying to get his eyes to focus. “Who…what…?”

“Did I get the registry number of the transport that slammed into you?” the voice said. “Oh, I think it was something along the line of SHAR. Unjon Shar, to be exact, my little captive. Yes, suffice it to say you’re my bitch now. One might argue, you always were.”

“Oh sh**,” Conway grumbled. “You.”

“You could sound happier to see me.” The knees squeezed Conway’s sides. “You are still in love with me, aren’t you?”

“You’re…a….man.”

“Well, in some senses of the word. But damn it, Dave, I still have needs! And you used to fulfill them so well. Ahhh, don’t ya see, I still have the memories!” Conway’s vision cleared to see Unjon, big as life, straddling him and pointing at his forehead. It was a kind of nice forehead.

“You…son of a bitch….you better let me go so I can kick your ass.”

“Big words from a man that’s got no starship backing him up,” Unjon said, sliding off Conway. He marched back and forth at the captain’s bedside. “You see, we’ve taken you away from your precious little Aerostar.”

“Aerostar-A,” Conway corrected.

“Whatever,” Unjon said flatly. “As I’ve been trying to tell you, you’re my bitch now.”

“Fat chance.”

“If that’s a jab at my…huskiness, I take great offense,” Unjon growled. “I can’t help it if Shar took a certain liking to Trefalian Truffles from Tyra. Thanks to that fat bitch my hips are all but gone!”

“I weep for you,” Conway mumbled.

“You are the master of sarcasm. Take heart, little man. Your wit will serve you well, where you’re going.”

“And where,” Conway said stiffly, “would that be.”

“A life of servitude, for starters,” Unjon said. “Don’t you think that’s fair? You took Tyra’s life. I think I should get yours in return.”

“I didn’t have a choice. And if you really have Shar in you, you’d know that.”

“Can’t a girl have some fun?”

“You mean murder?”

“Just trying to have a good time.” Unjon sat on the bench opposite Conway in what Conway figured was some kind of isolation room aboard a starship. There was a definite thrum of engines. His acute space senses told him at least that. “You’d deny a gal a few meaningless scuffles here or there?”

“Isn’t murder what I was on trial for? The greatest of all Trill crimes and all that jazz?”

“Oh, that was just a big fat act, silly!” Unjon said, slapping Conway on the belly. “Surely you knew the real Shar is all for a little of the old knockabout!”

“I figured.”

“It was just a matter of distracting the Trill authorities long enough.”

Conway’s eyebrows shot up. “Long enough for what?”

“To get what we came for.”

“And that is?” Conway didn’t know what Unjon was talking about, but he didn’t like where the conversation was leading.

“You’ll find out soon enough. But, at the moment, I have everything I need.”

Conway didn’t bother to respond.

“That means you, ya big dumb oaf!” And he slapped Conway’s belly again. “You’re my prize. Let’s call it…icing on the Kavorkian cake. Remember how much I liked Kavorkian cake?”

Conway sighed. “Didn’t see that one coming.”

“And,” Unjon said, rolling his eyes mirthfully. “On top of all that, I get a little scoshe of revenge. Is that so bad?

“Starfleet will come for you. And your associates, whoever they are, and stop you from whatever it is you did, whatever that is.”

“Maybe they will find us. But I doubt they’ll find us in time to stop all the transactions. And there will be a lot of them.” Unjon clicked his tongue. “So many transactions.”

“Of WHAT?” Conway demanded.

“Oh, you are a forceful man, aren’t you? I’ll just let you stew on that a bit and see you later. But don’t worry, you won’t be stuck in here much longer.”

“That’s a relief.”

“I’m having your playpen prepared as we speak.”

“GOD DAMN YOU, SHAR!”

“I knew you’d love the idea. See you soon, sweetie!”



First Officer’s Log,

Stardate 55005.3. We have rendezvoused with a Trill transport carrying Foreign Minister Filna Kedric. Apparently, the Trill do not have complete faith in us to find and rescue their symbionts, and have sent Foreign Minister Kedric to make sure we do not fail in our task. I have sent Lieutenant Gellar to fetch the minister, as I am currently…otherwise employed.



“Minister Kedric, welcome to the Aerostar,” Lieutenant Gellar said, shaking Kedric’s hand as he stepped off the transporter pad. He led Kedric down the corridor toward the turbolift that would take them to the bridge.

“Where is Shar?” he asked bluntly.

“We don’t know. We didn’t even know Shar was alive until today.”

“Neither did we,” Kedric said, following Gellar out of the transporter room.

“And we’re having no luck locating Captain Conway or Shar. Until we get the warp engines back up, we’re helpless, and very limited in our investigative options.”

“I hope you appreciate the seriousness of this situation, Lieutenant,” Kedric said. “Our symbionts are all we are. The number of symbionts Shar has stolen…it’s more than enough to truly destabilize our society if we don’t get them back.”

Gellar gestured for Kedric to step into the turbolift. “I imagine that must be quite the PR nightmare.”

“We haven’t exactly told anyone,” Kedric said, averting his eyes from Gellar. “But the symbionts taken represent a significant portion of our symbiont supply.”

“Bridge,” Gellar ordered, then looked at Kedric. “How did you explain the chaos at the end of the trial?”

“We preempted it with another trial that was happening on the other side of Trill. We called it ‘bonus coverage.’ A very savvy entertainment move, if I do say so…”

“But won’t people notice that the symbionts are gone?”

“Only the keepers spend time with the symbionts. And we are currently giving them… a little vacation.”

Gellar nodded. “Sounds fun.”

Once the turbolift reached the bridge, Gellar gestured for Kedric to step out. The Trill looked around the bridge quizzically, then back at Gellar. “I understand your captain’s been kidnapped. But where is Commander Larkin, your first officer?”

“She’s…busy,” Gellar said.

“Doing what, may I ask?”

“I’m sure it’s very important,” Gellar said. “You know, android stuff.” He looked around the bridge. “Anyway, this is pretty much the nerve center of the Federation effort to retrieve your missing symbionts. Have a seat down here in the command area, and Lieutenant Commander Ford will fill you in on all the particulars.” He glanced at Ford as he delivered Kedric to the seat adjacent to the command chair. “Won’t you, Commander Ford?”

“Oh, you bet!” Ford said, grinning at Kedric. “I’m in command. Isn’t that swell?”

“Swell,” Kedric said dully.

“Want to see me give an order?”

“You kids have fun,” Gellar said, and dashed for the turbolift.



“What is the status of our guest?” said Rikkens, the bulky, tall, and glowering Orion, whose brown suit barely covered his massive barrel chest. He was standing in front of–well, blocking out–the entrance to the Koberian freighter Payload’s bridge.

“He is resting comfortably,” Unjon said, squeezing around the massive Orion.

“Are we ready for the procedure?”

“Kamella is making…final arrangements in Sickbay. Actually, she asked that you come down to approve some…equipment requisitions she is making.”

“I don’t have time for this,” Rikkens snapped. “We are almost at the Orion Mart. Our contacts there will be ready to distribute the symbionts immediately. There is much to prepare for.”

“Which is exactly why you must come with me,” Unjon fired back, glaring at Rikkens. “Need I remind you that, without Kamella and I, your whole enterprise is doomed?”

Rikkens grumbled something to himself in Orion and followed Unjon back into the turbolift. “Very well, you smarmy Trill scum. Bridge, make ready for planetary orbit. I will be right back.”

“More or less,” Unjon said under his breath as Rikkens stepped into the lift.



When the pair reached the Payload’s small infirmary, they found Dr. Kamella Shope standing by a bio-bed, looking at some information on a tricorder. Kamella was a compactly built, raven-haired Trill–a drop-out med student Unjon had befriended for purposes of…well, these purposes.

“Dr. Shope,” Unjon cooed. “Are we all ready for our procedure?”

“I have searched the tidal pools below-decks, and found the appropriate symbiont,” Kamella said softly. “Do not worry, Unjon. Is is safe, and as we remembered it.”

“Who?” Rikkens demanded. “It what?”

“Stop worrying so much, Rikkens,” Unjon said, wrapping an arm around the Orion. “You’re in good hands with Kamella and I. We won’t betray you.”

“Much,” Kamella added, as Unjon stabbed a hypospray into the back of Rikkens’ neck.

Rikkens promptly pitched forward onto the bio-bed, his great body giving the thing a gentle shake.

“He is massive,” Kamella said, her eyes going wide. “I hope I’ll be able to make love to him.”

“All will be possible in the new order of Trill,” Unjon said, pinching Kamella’s cheek. “Once our friend returns to his former glory, unlimited power will be at our fingertips.”

“Are you attracted to women too?” Kamella asked, by way of conversation.

“A tad,” Unjon admitted. “Now, then. Are you sure Orion physiology will be compatible with symbionts’?”

“For the time being,” Kamella said. “I can keep him alive long enough to find a proper host. I can’t promise it will be pleasant for Rikkens, though.”

“Doesn’t have to be,” Unjon said easily. “Begin your procedure. I’ll watch the entrance.”

“Right,” Kamella said, turning around and swinging a cart toward the bio-bed where Rikkens was laying. In the cart, a symbiont sloshed and thrashed. “Be still, Snax. Soon, you’ll have a body again. And soon, we’ll take over Trill together.”

“Yippee!” Unjon Shar squealed, and ran out of the infirmary.







CHAPTER FIVE



The Trill Foreign Affairs Minister sat back in the conference lounge chair and stared across the room at the bulkhead bearing a decorative display of all the vessels to carry the name “Aerostar.”

Since the Aerostar-A was only the second ship to bear the name, there were only two gleaming silver starship models perched on the granite gray wall. Below those models was another model, but it looked like no ship he’d ever seen. It looked more like a shuttle, except it had more viewports and odd, round protrusions along the bottom. They appeared to be rudimentary wheels of some kind, but that did not seem right to Kedric. Why would the Federation pay homage to an ancient ground vehicle?

It all just made Kedric’s head ache more.

Filna Kedric had gone to the conference lounge to gather his thoughts after just a few minutes interacting with Lieutenant Commander Ford. He found the man incredibly tiresome, full of ridiculous human jokes and aphorisms, and generally a pain in the spots.

Now Kedric was alone with his thoughts, and thinking about a lot more than just the three Aerostar models.

He was thinking about Shar.

He’d hoped he’d never have to deal with Shar again. To be sure, Kedric was happy to have Lana Shar come back into his life when she visited him on Tellar three years earlier, but now he was having to face the symbiont again under entirely different circumstances.

Now he was facing a villainous and dangerous Shar. Not that he wasn’t used to that as well.

No matter how many lives Kedric lived, he still couldn’t get used to how much changed from lifetime to lifetime. Shar would know more about that than he, however, since Shar had been through three hosts in the time that Kedric has been in one…that being Filna…but regardless, Kedric felt like he would never adapt to meeting Shar again and again, from life to life.

And despite the fact that Trill society forbade hosts from associating with symbionts from past lifetimes, it happened, and quite a bit more often than the average Trill was aware.

It was inevitable. People of like interests are drawn together. Symbionts, too, have like interests, and are drawn to the same symbionts again and again, usually without even trying very hard.

Case in point, Filna hadn’t been trying at all to find Shar again, and was content, however saddened, with the fact that Shar had died on Talandra. He’d read Captain Conway’s report. Shar had become unstable in the Tyra host, like it had with so many other hosts.

The symbiont was probably better off swimming in a tidal pool the rest of its existence. But the Symbiosis Commission believed that evil originated from the host and not the symbiont, and so continued to place Shar with new partners. With the exception of Lana, poor, sweet, taken- before-her-time Lana, all of the joinings in the last three hundred years were an abject failure.

So now Unjon was the latest casualty claimed in the Shar symbionts’ slime trail of terror, and Kedric only hoped he could help the Aerostar crew intervene before Shar caused any real damage.

He felt that it was something akin to destiny that he clean up Shar’s mess. It was an arrangement he was all too familiar with. Kedric would forever be forced to atone for Shar’s sins and misdoings. And why shouldn’t he?

It was all his fault anyway. Each and every time.





300 YEARS AGO THE PLANET TRILL



Shana Kedric was nearing her three-year anniversary as a peace officer in Precinct 12 of the Kotaris continent when she was called to the Commerce Building in Pummus City to monitor the arrival of a routine transport.

She was extremely proud that, in only three years, she had already attained the rank of Preceptor, and therefore supervised a squad of thirteen other police officers. Quite an achievement for one who’d only just begun her career.

Shana could have assigned any number of Inceptors to this job, instead of taking the time out of her day to watch the shipment come in and verify its contents, but she believed that one of the reasons she was so good at her job was that she was always willing to pitch in with grunt work. Besides, she liked getting out of the office from time to time, and it was a nice, sunny Kotaris day to boot.

Just as Shana arrived at the commerce building, she saw the taupe- colored transport swing down out of the clouds on its approach to the building’s rooftop, its four overhead rotors buzzing. Must be a little early, Shana thought, squinting in the sun, watching the vehicle angle in. Nothing out of the ordinary.

Shana continued into the building and past the receptionist desk, where a slight, skinny man wielding an electronic clipboard was sitting. On seeing her, he got up from behind his desk and trotted over.

“Officer Kedric?” the little man asked.

“Yes?”

“It’s you. It’s really you! I saw your name in the paper for stopping that museum robbery, but I couldn’t believe it. But now I see it. It’s all in the eyes!”

Shana squinted at the man. “Do I know you?”

“Shar! Gobin Shar!”

Shana thought back, a lifetime ago, to Briana Shar, Iano Snax, the Agratha continent and a much more strife-filled time in Kedric’s life. “Of course,” she said. “So, how have you been?”

“I am a clerical tech,” Gobin said sheepishly. “Not quite as stressful as being a double agent.”

“I’m sure,” Shana said, glancing at the elevator across the lobby. The light was lit on the top floor. They must be loading the shipment now. She was late. “Look, I’ve…”

“I thought about you a lot, Kedric. You know, since we decided it was best that we didn’t see one another.”

“Yes,” Shana agreed. “I think that all worked out for the best. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got a shipment to…”

“Look,” Gobin said, leaning forward and gripping Shana’s arm. “I know there’s that whole rule about not being able to talk to people you associated with in past lives, but let’s just call that last one a mulligan and start over…”

“I’m not sure that’s such a good…” Shana pulled her arm away and glanced at the indicator light above the elevator. The elevator was already moving down. Now she might as well just wait till it got to the bottom floor and inspect the shipment then. “Look, I’m a Preceptor. It’s dangerous work. It’s best if I don’t have any attachments that might distract…” She started walking towards the elevator, but Gobin followed her, stuck on like glue.

“I may be crazy, Kedric, but there’s something between us. Destiny is pulling us along on this path for a reason.”

“Actually, right now, destiny is pulling me on a path to the elevator.” Shana pointed at the elevator. “So I gotta go. Maybe I’ll call you sometime?” Shana quickened her step into a slight jog, leaving Gobin standing behind her.

“But do you even have my protocol number?”

“I’m sure it’s in the directory!”

“Let me give it to you!”

“Not right now!” And Shana was at the elevator, just as it was opening.

“But Kedric!” Gobin cried out. “We’re destined!”

And Shana turned in the direction of Gobin’s voice in the same split second that the butt of a blast-gun slammed down into the back of her head, dropping her to the floor.

She heard the mumbles of several people, all speaking in Agrathan accents, and saw several pairs of legs, pushing an equipment-laden cart along the floor toward the entrance of the Commerce Building.

“Everybody get on the ground! This is piracy, if you hadn’t figured that out already!”

“Pirates,” Shana mumbled, struggling to her feet and reaching for her sidearm. She’d thought the pirate menace, after eighty years, had finally been eradicated. But some still existed, having taken refuge along the shores of Agratha.

“Stop! Stop, right there!” Gobin Shar commanded, standing in front of the group of frilly-dressed pirates, who surrounded the cart of equipment. “I cannot let you leave with that shipment of…”

“Bathroom aides for the elderly,” one of the pirates spoke up.

“Oh. Well, in that case, I guess it’s not worth making a fuss over…”

“They’re not bathroom aides for the elderly, you idiot,” Shar said, stepping forward. “That equipment is military assault hardware. And very valuable.”

“Just the thing to reunite the factions of Agratha,” the most vocal of the pirates said. “To turn things back to the time of Iano Snax.”

“You tell them, Bojoy!” another pirate said.

“Iano Snax is gone, and isn’t coming back,” Shana spat, just as Bojoy lifted his blastgun and pointed it at her.

But Shana lifted her gun at the same time, leveling it on the pirate.

Bojoy’s hand twitched.

“Noooooooooooooooooo!” Gobin Shar cried, and lept at Bojoy just as Shana fired.

The blast slammed square into Gobin’s chest, and the Trill then tumbled to the ground, spread-eagle on his back, as Bojoy and the others cackled uproariously.

Shana put her weapon back in its holster and knelt by Gobin’s side.

“Guess we won’t be having that date,” Gobin said, blood dripping from his mouth as the pirates shoved off with the cart.

Shana yanked her talkator off her belt and clicked the call button. “Kedric to base. There’s been a pirate attack at the commerce building. We have a man down. Send backup and medical assistance immediately!”

“It’s hopeless,” Gobin trailed off, touching Kedric’s face. “Maybe in the next lifetime, huh?”

Shana’s expression softened as she looked down at Gobin. “Sure, Gobin. You bet.”





230 YEARS AGO



It had been six months since Shana Kedric’s death, and the subsequent installation of Kedric into high school shuffle-ball sensation Brant Monry, and so far Kedric felt just dandy in his new body.

Much like its previous incarnations, Brant was smart, athletic, handsome, and fully equipped to lead a long and healthy life. He was destined for greatness, like all Kedrics. There were already rumblings of a run at public office, perhaps chancellorship of a precinct.

Brant was contemplating these moves as he studied for his final exam at the University, in his private apartment in one of the nicer sectors of Trillian, Trill’s capital city

While Brant sipped Creyalan tea and sifted through his notes, there was a knock at his door. He got up and walked over to the door. Glancing through the looking-portal, he saw an elderly man who did not look familiar. “Can I help you, sir?” he called through the door.

“I have important news for you, young man!” the man called through the door. “I must see you, Kedric!”

The man knew his name. This should be interesting. Brant opened the door, and the stooped, balding old man barreled through, embracing Brant in a crushing hug. The man was much stronger than he looked.

“Sir? Can I help you?”

The old man looked up at Brant with sparkling tears in his eyes. “Oh, Kedric! The time has finally come!”

“Come…for what?”

“I have waited so long. I respected your wish for space, and decided not to contact you until you received a new host. So now that you’ve had time to get used to your host, we can pick up where we left off!”

“I’m sorry,” Brant said, scratching his head. “Can you be any more specific?”

“Oh, Kedric, can’t you tell it’s me? The eyes, the way I carry myself? The longing, the passion?”

“I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage.”

“I have been joined for seventy years. It is nearly the end for me. This body has been through so much. I was in the Trill army for the last six decades, learning to be the kind of person you wanted me to be. Disciplined, regimented. Honorable! And I’m good in battle, Kedric! I once twisted a man’s legs until they snapped right off!”

“While I admire that, I’m still confused as to how you know me.”

“My name is Noval,” the old man said, running his fingers through his craggly beard. “Noval Shar.”

Brant stared at the old man and sighed. “Oh. It’s you.” He cracked a weak smile. “I was wondering what had happened to you.”

“Oh, it’s been such a hellish life without you, Kedric. But I did like you asked. I gave you space. Seventy years of space. And now we have everything we want, right in front of us! Oh, it couldn’t be more perfect.”

“Oh, I could think of a couple ways,” Brant said. “Look, I just got joined. This is a really weird time for me. You know?

“We’ll go through it together.” Noval wrapped an arm around Brant. “Oh, I know I’m like eighty years older than you, but that doesn’t matter. And sure, we’re both guys. But that doesn’t matter. Not when there’s a true spark of love between us. Not when we have…when we have…destiny!”

“Right,” Brant said, and gently pushed Noval’s arm away. “What’s say I call you sometime?”

“But you said that last time, and I died!”

“I’m really sorry about that. I just don’t think our lifetimes lined up very well this time, you know? Maybe next time?”

“You mean…”

“Well, I’m sure you have a long, healthy life ahead of you.”

“The doctors say I will probably die any day.”

“Really?” Brant asked, shuffling Noval toward the door. “Well, they’re coming up with new cures every day. Bye now!”

“But…”

“Bye!”

One week later, Brant read in the Daily Communique that Noval Shar passed away in his sleep. The cause was listed as ‘natural’, but he knew it was heartache that killed Noval, and he was sorry for that. But really, what could he do? It wasn’t really his problem.





200 YEARS AGO



Trill President Brant Kedric leaned back in his reclining chair and flipped on the world-channel net. It had been a long day, negotiating peace with the Agrathan rebels, but he’d done it. He’d smoothed yet another conflict that had torn the planet asunder. Kedric himself had been responsible for much of the repairing and rebuilding of a dissociated Trill. He’d brought the planet together, made it a unified government, made it possible for them to achieve space travel in a relatively short time, and to reach out to neighboring star systems, where they had in fact discovered alien life. One of their ships had also run into a ship from a distant planet called Earth, called Enterprise, and by all accounts those folks were lovely, despite their distinct lack of spots.

The technology to cross greater distances even faster was well into development. Soon, Trill would have travel by means of something called ‘time warp’. Brant only grasped the basic concepts–his major was theology (with a minor in the biological sciences) so he was a little rusty on space travel. Regardless, he loved the idea of Trill joining a vast community of interlinked, federated planets. Federated. What a grand idea.

Brant was on the verge of dozing off when a burst of loud music came over the channel screen at the front of his room.

“Kursday, Kursday, KURSDAY! Coming to Trillian, for one appearance only, is the Trill Wrestling Alliance’s Showdown of the Spots. Come see these pumped up wrestlers grind it out for world supremacy. And make sure you catch the showdown of them all, as Four-time planet- wide champion Crumbo Gentz takes on female champ and all around nasty girl, Lemaya Shar!”

Brant sat up in bed. Shar. It couldn’t be the same one.

She appeared on the screen, her eyes gleaming rage, as she gestured emphatically with both hands. “You listen to me, Crumbo Gentz! I’m a burning ball of red hot womanly fury, and I’m coming for you! I have angst in me you wouldn’t believe, and I’m going to take it all out on you! You’re going to wish you were never born! And your symbiont is going to wish it was never put inside you. I am going to come at you with the fury of a thousand supernovas, and I’m going to paint the Trillco Amphitheater with your soggy remains! Fear me! FEAR ME! Oh, and Kedric, if you’re listening, I’ll be stopping by to see you while I’m in town. Love you, baby! Buh-bye!”

“Lights!” Brant ordered immediately. He reached over to his night stand and pressed a control. “Kedric to Operational Control. Prepare Trill One for departure. I’m going on a…fact finding mission to the Corath continent.”

“Right away, sir,” a voice replied over the communications grid.

Brant hurriedly pulled a shirt and jacket on and jumped into the pair of pants that was hanging by his bed. He had to get away from the capital city. Maybe Shar was kidding, but he couldn’t take that chance.

He’d worked hard for his career, and believed he’d built something that stood for rationality and sensibility. He couldn’t risk losing all that to an obsessed symbiont who seemed to think the two of them had a future together. He’d have to discuss this with the Symbiosis Commission in the morning, for sure.

Brant straightened his jacket buttons as he headed out of his bedroom and down the hall to the adjoining hover-port outside the presidential mansion.

Dizada, his assistant, a primly-kept Trill woman of stature, destined, perhaps, for a public office of her own, in time, kept up step next to him, handing him several of the notes she had prepared for him.

“You should look at these latest reports of violence in Precinct 88. There could be trouble on the Kensat continent. You also might want to review the recent revisions to the Books of Joining. I think there are some incongruities that could get us into trouble in the long term.”

“You’re invaluable to me, as usual, Dizada. I should be back sometime after Kursday.”

“May I ask where you’re going?”

“Important…affairs of state,” Brant said slowly. “If anything of importance comes up, have the Vice President contact me.”

Dizada nodded. “Of course.”

As the pair emerged from the portal that lead out to the hover-port, a shadowy figure loomed out of the darkness, ominous and muscular, blocking the path to the idly hoverjet, Trill One.

“Kedric, old friend, how I’ve missed you,” came a low, sultry voice from the figure.

“Dizada,” Brant snapped. “Go get security. Now!”

The figure stepped out of the darkness, revealing itself as the spandex-clad Lemaya Shar. “Dizada? Dizada Fran?”

Dizada’s eyes went wide. “Shar? Is that you?”

“What a small world!” Lemaya giggled.

“Really!” Dizada replied. “What’s it been? Three hundred years?”

“At least,” replied Lemaya. “I didn’t know you were working for the President.”

“I was in corporate affairs for a long time, but I switched to politics. Less back biting.”

Lemaya threw back her head and laughed. “Believe me, I know what you mean. In wrestling, people really do bite your back.”

Dizada wrinkled her nose. “Sounds nasty.” She grinned. “But in a good way.”

“I’m so glad I found you here,” Lemaya said, then looked at the stunned Brant. “I was just coming to put a little scare into this guy. You know, freak him out. There was a time he thought I was in love with him.”

“I…” Brant stammered.

“He can be a little bit of a stuffed shirt at times,” Dizada admitted.

“You should have seen him in his last life,” said Lemaya. “NO personality.”

“Heheh. You want to get out of here and get a hot malted at Snarky’s?”

“Love to,” Lemaya said, taking Dizada by the arm. “And then, maybe we’ll see where it leads?”

“If it’s anything like three hundred years ago, I’m in trouble.”

“Um,” Brant said, watching the two leave. “Where are you guys going?”

“Oh, just like old Kedric. Thinks everything’s about him,” Lemaya Shar laughed, and walked off.

Lemaya Shar and Dizada Fran became engaged to be married two weeks later. One week before their wedding date, Lemaya was killed when her wrestling arena was crushed by mortar assault from some Agratha rebels, responding to President Kedric’s resent rejection of their free trade proposal.

The next day, Dizada quit and Kedric was not voted back into office.

That was when he decided that the symbiont Shar was bad luck for him, and likewise, he for her.





EIGHT YEARS AGO



Kedric had survived three life times–the remainder of Brant’s, and two others, Cheero, who, probably due to Brant’s inauspicious end, never went beyond the rank of manager of a local Snarky’s, and Lobut, who became the president of the Trill Worker’s Union and disappeared inexplicably fifty-two years earlier. Only the symbiont was found.. Kedric always considered Cheero and Lobut the only failed lifetimes in his existence, and they were a constant source of embarrassment to him.

Now, however, Kedric was much better off. Inhabiting the body of Kena, she had been the advisor of the Trill defense ministry for fifty years, and much respected in her time. Kedric decided that, probably during the next lifetime, his host would be in the presidency again. It was only a matter of time until he could put the pieces back together.

Kena was working at her desk, in her office on the fortieth floor of the Trill Defense Building, analyzing the reports from several of the peacekeeping forces surrounding Agratha. The rebel threat was all but gone, but occasionally one or two factions would show up and cause trouble. Eventually, thanks to Kena’s advice and intercession, they would be located and eradicated. This newest menace would be no different.

“Ms. Kedric,” came the voice of Ressek, Kena’s loyal assistant. “You’ve got a delivery from Trillian Express. I told them I could sign for it, but they insist on delivering it to you specifically.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Kena said, pushing aside several padds she’d been working on. Ressek wasn’t as organized or efficient as Dizada, but he was at least curt and punctual, and had the smarmy attitude of an assistant. That went a long way, in Kena’s mind.

The door to Kena’s office swung open and a tall man dressed in a deep blue Trillian Express uniform walked in, carrying a large gray cargo container.

“Kena Kedric?” he asked, setting the container down on the floor.

“Yes, that’s me,” Kena said, stepping out from around her desk. “What do you have here?”

“It’s of defensive importance.” The bulky deliveryman looked back at Ressek. “Your eyes only, Ms. Kedric.”

“Ma’am?” Ressek asked.

“Wait out side, please, Ressek,” Kena said, squatting down next to the container as Ressek ducked out of her office. “So, what’s in the box, son?”

“Dead weight, just like you’ll be soon,” the man said coldly, knocking Kena across the face, sending her sprawling, spread-eagle, on the floor. Before she could scream, he pulled a roll of packing tape off his belt and slapped some across her mouth. “You recognize me, Kena? See anything in the eyes?”

Kena shook her head.

“Give ya one guess. I’m the meanest street fighter on Trill.”

Kena shrugged.

“Two hundred arrests. Multiple convictions. Five escapes. I’m on Trill’s Most Wanted every week.”

Kena shrugged again.

“For providence sake, you work for the Defense Ministry, and you don’t even know the dirtiest criminal on Trill? Maybe the name will ring a bell. Dosav.”

No response from Kena.

“Dosav Shar.”

Kena rolled her eyes.

“Yes. Me again. And might I say, I’m saddened that you don’t remember me. We did meet, years ago, at a state function. I was the waiter. I tried to talk to you, but you snubbed me to talk to some guy in a suit who claimed to have two symbionts in him at once. Apparently, that was more impressive than the love of your lives.”

Kena shook her head.

“Oh, not feeling romantic? But I don’t get it. You said to give you some time. Give you some space. Wait for things to work themselves out. Well, I waited…three hundred and seventy-two years. And guess what? Things haven’t worked themselves yet. Don’t guess they’re going to, huh?”

Kena shrugged again.

“Well, it doesn’t matter. I’ll just hook up with your next host.” Dosav glanced up at the chronometer on the wall. “Should be along any day now.”

And with that, he hoisted Kena up to her feet and dragged her toward her office window. “You should at least take heart that you lived a long and happy lifetime, Kena. My symbiont was put on ice for two hundred years or so after Lemaya’s brutal death…which was, by the way, your fault. It was felt that a host might be overwhelmed, driven insane by what had happened. So they made me wait, and wait, and wait. And you know what? It only made me madder!”

“Mmmmmmmmph mmmmmpph!” Kena grumbled through the thick tape as Dosav opened the window.

“You should know that there is one thing of interest in that cargo container,” Dosav said with a grin. “A suicide note. Seems the stress of office has gotten to you, Kedric. Hope you won’t have any trouble securing a post in your next life. I’d be SO upset to interfere with your ambition. Well, guess all that is up to you, huh? Have a nice trip. See you next life!”

Before Kena could do anything to resist, Dosav unceremoniously ripped the tape off her mouth and shoved her out her office window.

The last thing Kena saw was his smiling, pleased face, as she plummeted to her demise.



Filna Kedric’s eyes snapped open. He’d dozed off, thinking of his past with Shar. But the memory of Kena’s death snapped him awake.

He stood, shaking the thoughts from his head, walking to the window to watch the stars outside. If Kena’s death did mean anything, it was that her next and current host, Kedric, reported Dosav’s misdoings to the authorities, who promptly arrested Dosav.

The ornery street fighter didn’t last long at the rehab colony. He had gotten in a fight with a Tarkalian assassin and found the business end of a broken-off chair leg. Truly a fitting end for such a troubled being.

But, Filna recollected, it wasn’t long till the Symbiosis Commission, stubborn as they were, tried again. This time, a ‘memory-cleansing’ technique was applied to Shar, and the symbiont was installed in the competent and stable scientist, Lana Kofax.

Lana had no recollection of the things Shar had done, to Kedric or anyone else. In fact, she had been under the misguided notion that she and Kedric had been friends. And when they met that once, when she had visited his diplomatic post on Tellar aboard the Explorer, he played along. And, in all honesty, he probably would have pursued a relationship with her, had that oafish Commander Conway not been so stubbornly hanging around.

But those were thoughts for another time. Because Shar was on the loose again and causing trouble. And, much like with Tyra, Unjon Shar seemed to have full access to all of Shar’s most creepy and vile traits.

And, do or die, it was up to Filna to stop them.

Both Unjon and Shar.

“Ford to Kedric,” the comm system trilled. “Are you sleeping in there?”

“No…not at all,” Kedric said, smoothing the folds of his uniform. “Is Commander Larkin prepared to meet with me yet?”

“Not exactly, sir. She’s, uh, otherwise occupied.”

“Doing what?” Kedric asked.

“It’s of a…sensitive nature.”





CHAPTER SIX



The Aerostar-A was not equipped with an interrogation room, so Larkin had Ensign Puckett set her and her…subject…up in the bakery on Deck Five. She’d had to evacuate it, and post a message on ship-wide that fresh baked crullers would not be available until after lunch. This met with several annoyed responses, but Larkin was well aware that command was about much more than pleasing the troops.

“Mind if I grab a bagel?” Ensign Puckett asked as Larkin sat down at one of the small, circular cafe tables with Tammat Raye, the Trill courier they’d kept in the brig since he’d delivered his summons to Captain Conway.

“Yes. Just stay by the door, Ensign.”

“I like bagels,” Raye said, glancing at the steaming breads behind the nearby glass counter.

“In that case,” Larkin said, “have all the bagels you like, Ensign. May I suggest the intergalactic supreme bagel with Selayan pimento spread?”

“Ooh, good choice, Commander!” Puckett said, realizing Larkin’s plan. “Sounds tasty.”

Raye licked his lips, watching Puckett duck behind the counter and select her bagel from the fresh pile. “So…what is this about, Commander?”

“It is about the truth, Mister Raye,” Larkin said, clasping her hands on the table and staring at the Trill courier. “Ensign Puckett. Once you have thoroughly applied spread to your bagel, please do come over here and enjoy it while mister Raye and I talk. And bring a warming lamp, if you will.”

“Um…okay…”

Larkin stared blankly at Raye as he watched Puckett slowly, luxuriously, spread pimento stuff all over her big, warm, doughy bagel, and carry it, and the lamp, over to the small table. She sat between Larkin and Raye.

“Here you go, Commander!”

“Thank you,” Larkin said, and switched on the lamp. She pointed it at Raye. “Now, Mister Raye, you should know I am loathe to resort to crude, hurtful interrogation tactics, but I have little time and even less information.”

“I don’t know how you expect me to help you,” Raye said, holding up his hands to block the light.

Larkin pushed his hands down. “Although I do not possess instincts or follow hunches, I am capable of exacting a phenomenal amount of pain from individuals, and have no real ethical subroutines to hold me back. That, I believe, is one thing that makes me a more capable android than Mister Data. That debate, however, must be tabled for now. At the moment, the only thing of interest to me is the location of Captain Conway, the identity of his captors, and their plans.”

Raye watched as Puckett munched on her bagel, one bite at a time, groaning with pleasure at every bite. The lamp, meanwhile, was turning his cheek a bright shade of pink.

“Uhm….what makes you think I know anything about any of that? I’m just a process server for the Trill government.”

“Because you are the only Trill I have access to,” Larkin said evenly. “And, logically, if Unjon had planned this intricate ruse from the beginning, I believe he would not have left the details of Captain Conway’s subpoena to chance.”

“Look,” Raye said. “I just did what he told me to do.”

Larkin moved the lamp closer to Raye. “So you admit that process serving is not exactly your career?”

“No. I’m involved in the…smuggling arts.”

“Arts…”

“Well, I smuggle. I smuggle, and sometimes I plot and steal. And swindle. And, occasionally, loiter.”

“You are a man of many talents,” Larkin observed. “I hope truthful narrative is one of them.” She moved the lamp closer. “Tell me where I can find Captain Conway, or I will give you a permanent tan.”

“I don’t know where the Orion Syndicate is taking him!” Raye blurted, then covered his mouth.

“The Orion Syndicate,” Larkin said.

Puckett nearly choked on her bagel.

“Go get a drink, Ensign,” Larkin said, still looking at Raye. “No wonder you were reluctant to share your information.”

“The Syndicate’ll kill me if they know I ratted them out!”

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “All the more reason to cooperate with us, so that we may prevent that from happening.”

“I was just doing them a favor…just doing what Unjon told me to, so they could distract the Trill, and get the symbionts.”

“And do what with them?” Larkin asked. “It is not as if you can simply sell symbionts on the black market.”

“Actually…” Raye said. He looked at Larkin. “I didn’t tell you any of this!”

“In point of fact, you did,” Larkin said. “And you will tell me more.”

“I don’t know much more, other than that they plan on marketing the symbionts as ‘mood enhancers’.”

Larkin considered this. “‘Mood enhancers’ that are incompatible with most humanoid nervous systems.”

“I think they’re going to put a warning label on them.”

Larkin nodded, turning off the warming light. “That must not be allowed to happen.”

Raye gulped. “Can I go now?”

Larkin shook her head. “We will keep you in protective custody until this matter is settled. And at that point, you will be free to go…”

Raye’s eyes brightened.

“To be debriefed and detained by Starfleet Intelligence.”

Raye frowned. “Well, can I at least have a bagel?”

Larkin considered his request. “If you must…”

Gellar burst through the door to the bakery just as Raye rushed behind the counter to get his bagel and Puckett returned from behind the counter with a glass of papaya juice.

“Did you kill him yet?” he asked breathlessly.

“You misunderstood my intentions,” Larkin said.

“We just warmed him,” Puckett said, drinking her juice.

“And fed him,” Raye said, munching on a Ferengi beetle bagel. He shoved two more in his pockets. “Got any jam?”

“Do not push your luck,” Larkin said warningly. “Ensign Puckett, take Mister Raye…and his bagels…back to the brig, and keep an eye on him. Mister Gellar, I take it that Filna Kedric is here and would like to speak with me?”

“You take it right,” Gellar nodded.

“Then I will go to see him,” Larkin said.

“Did you get what you wanted from Raye?” Gellar asked as the pair headed for the turbolift.

“The Orion Syndicate kidnapped Captain Conway and plans to sell the Trill symbionts on the black market.”

“All that, and all you used was a bagel-warming lamp? I need to change my methods.”

“Indeed.”



Captain Conway was shaken awake, finding himself in a rubber- walled room, in which all four walls were done in alternating pastel colors: blue, pink, yellow, green. The floor and ceiling were purple.

He was lying on a squishy bed. Not quite a waterbed….filled with some kind of sludgy material. Like mud.

On further inspection, he saw the bed-frame was that of a race-car. Unjon certainly knew his likes.

The walls were plastered with posters of Dale Earnhardt, crossing finish lines and holding up trophies. And, just for spite, there was a poster of Jeff Gordon. Unjon was a sick bastard.

Conway was relieved to find he could sit up, that he was no longer being held by a restraining field.

He walked over to the door, which came complete with a little observation window.

He also spotted, nearby, a trunk full of race cars. How thoughtful.

Conway stared out the window, trying to get some glimpse of the corridor outside, any passing crew-members. He had no idea what type of ship he was on, or who was helping Unjon in this mad venture.

All he knew was that he was stuck on this ship.

Then another face filled the little window, staring at him with wild, impassioned eyes.

Conway fell backwards onto his rubberized floor with the shock of seeing that face. So much like Tyra’s…but manly. Kind of.

The door irised open and Unjon stepped through, his glittery cape fluttering behind him. Why was he still wearing that?

“Ahh, my sexy little pet! I see you’re up and about.” Unjon also had a little walking stick, it appeared, although Conway didn’t remember him having a limp.

“And not restrained anymore,” Conway growled, looking up at Unjon. “Which means nothing’s stopping me from grabbing you by the…”

“Oh please, not until I know you better!” As Conway lunged at him from the floor, Unjon lifted his walking stick and poked it into the captain’s armpit. A visible rainbow of shocks radiated from Conway’s armpit all over his body, and a seizure sent him flying back onto his squishy bed. “Do I seem like that kind of guy?”

“Oh, Lordy…” Conway sighed, shaking the effects of the shock from his head.

“I was hoping the torture would be more of a consensual thing,” Unjon said, swinging his stick up and blowing on the end of it. “Nice little accessory, isn’t it? I’ll see if we can get you one.”

“Please do…” Conway said. “So I can shove it up your…”

“In good time!” Unjon squealed with delight. “Oh, all in good time. But first, we’ve got a teensy little job for you!”

“And what the hell is that supposed to mean?” Conway shouted as Unjon walked out.

“I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised,” the Trill giggled, and slammed the door.



“May I ask where we’re going?” Filna Kedric asked, barging out of the turbolift and onto the bridge of the Aerostar. He’d just gone below to find Larkin, only to find that she’d headed back to the bridge. He wasn’t enamored of chasing the android all over the ship. Not with so much at stake.

“You may ask,” Larkin said, turning in the command chair to face Kedric. “But I may not tell you.”

“As an official representative of the Trill government, I demand to know all of the details pertaining to your investigation,” Kedric said, stepping down until he was toe to toe with Larkin. She stared up at him from the command chair as he loomed over her, flapping a padd in her face. “I just received a very disturbing account of your interrogation of Tammat Raye. That kind of behavior will not be allowed to continue during this investigation. My government, Commander, is determined that this matter be resolved as quickly as possible in order to satisfy the best interests of the Trill people. Starfleet will not be permitted to haphazardly disregard the needs of my people any longer! And let’s not forget the real mission here…it’s to find and capture Unjon Shar!”

“Are you quite finished?” Larkin asked.

“Yes,” Kedric said, and sat next to her.

“Good,” she said. “Then allow me to bring you up to date.”

“Please do,” Kedric said stiffly.

“Our warp engines are back on-line, and we have headed at high warp to a colony in Orion space, where I have a contact waiting.”

“Why Orion space?”

“Because we believe the Orion Syndicate is responsible for absconding with your symbionts, Minister.”

Kedric went sallow. “To what end?”

“It is the Orion Syndicate,” Larkin said archly. “Use your imagination.”

“Do you mean to say…”

“They’re going to sell the symbionts,” Ford said, whipping around in his chair. “Catch up to the plot already!”

“Enough, Mister Ford!” Larkin snapped. She looked at Kedric. “Although tactless, Lieutenant Commander Ford is, essentially, correct.”

“You think your ‘contact’ can help us find the freighter carrying our symbionts?” Kedric asked.

“It is our only hope,” Larkin said.

“We lost the warp trail while we were getting our engines back online,” Alexa Lanham said. “And might I add, there were no Trill vessels in the area that were capable of taking over the pursuit.”

“Indeed,” Kedric said, seeming to deflate.

“That is usually my line,” Larkin said. “If you need any more information, you are welcomed to ask. In the meantime, I must prepare for my rendezvous. Mister Ford will see to your needs while I am gone.”

“You’re leaving the ship?”

“I would prefer to keep a slightly lower profile,” Larkin said, and nodded at Ford, who took the command chair as she left. “The Aerostar, meanwhile, will be safely hidden in a nearby nebula.”

“Isn’t anyone going to go with her?” Kedric demanded as Larkin disappeared into the aft turbolift.

Alexa Lanham slid out from around her station. “As a matter of fact, yes.”

“So,” Ford said, turning toward Kedric as Lanham left. “You’ve known Shar through several lifetimes. What was that like?”

Kedric glared at Ford. “I don’t want to talk about it.”



“Captain Rikkens, are you okay? You look like hell,” said Ortok, the Payload’s navigator, as Rikkens stepped shakily out onto the bridge.

“One too many Romulan ales last night,” Rikkens muttered, and sat down in his command chair. He rubbed the arms of the chair up and down, as if he was feeling the material for the first time in hundreds of years. “It feels good to be up and about again.”

“What do you mean?” Ortok asked.

“Oh, you know, things.” Rikkens furrowed his brow, as if it were difficult to come up with the proper thoughts. “Orions are quite the menacing race.”

“We like to think so,” Ortok agreed, looking perplexed at Rikkens.

“Many planets. Many different races out there, huh,” Rikkens said slowly. “Space travel. Many dimensions. Wormholes. Replicators. New life, civilizations, far away galaxies. Running water in every room….”

“Sir, perhaps you should retire to your quarters while we offload the cargo?”

“NO!” Rikkens snapped, rising to his feet. “I will check the precious cargo myself and oversee its offloading. This is a vastly important step in taking over Tr…” Rikkens face seemed to go through a muddle of expressions, as if he was just now discovering his own thoughts.

“Sir?”

Finally, looking much more self-assured, Rikkens said, “A vastly important step in making profit for the Orions.”



Lanham caught up to Larkin as she headed toward the Main Shuttlebay. “Commander, wait up.”

“You are not at your station,” Larkin noticed as she walked through the large shuttlebay doors.

“Nice of you to notice,” Lanham said. “I am going with you.”

“Your services will not be required,” Larkin said. “I am going to a somewhat inhospitable moon of Therris Prime.”

“One of the hotbeds of the Orion Syndicate.”

“That is correct.”

“You’re not even bringing security?”

“I am in need of none,” Larkin said. “As you may already be aware, I am nearly indestructible.”

“While that may be true, what’s to say that anybody in the Syndicate is going to give you information?”

An ensign approached and handed Larkin a small satchel.

“Thank you, Ensign Croft.” She looked back at Lanham. “Because I am going to be traveling under a different guise.”

“As who?”

“Kristen Larkin,” Larkin said.

Lanham blinked. “Uhm, isn’t that you?”

“Kris Larkin, actually,” Larkin said. “A freighter captain, and the inspiration for my likeness. It could be said I bear a….passing resemblance to her.”

“So why would anyone in the Syndicate tell HER where the symbionts are?”

“Because Kris is involved in several rather…questionable partnerships. I have discussed this all with her in depth over subspace, and see no need to delve into it any further with you.”

Lanham took Larkin by the shoulders and attempted to turn the android to face her. She was unsuccessful, as the android’s strength made her virtually immobile. “Look, Commander, I have a vested interest in getting Captain Conway back. I was married to the guy.”

Larkin frowned at Lanham, finally turning to face her as, in the background, a work crew prepped the runabout Kissimee. “You should know I questioned Captain Conway’s decision to bring you on as Chief Science Officer. As a rule, I do not believe that civilians should serve in command posts on Starfleet vessels. The captain, for whatever reason, is fond of you, and because of that I will attempt to offer you some…latitude. You must, however, recognize the chain of command, and realize that Starfleet vessels are not democracies and that my decisions, once made, can not simply be circumvented.”

“Good points all,” Lanham said. “Just one thing.”

“And that is?” Larkin asked.

“The runabout’s leaving without us.” Lanham pointed at the Kissimee, which was, in fact, lifting off the flight deck of the shuttlebay and pivoting toward the opening bay doors.

“Ensign Croft, man the tractor beam!” Larkin called out and bolted toward the runabout, leaping onto its nearest nacelle as the surprised work crew scattered. “Larkin to bridge, lock down the shuttlebay!”

Lanham walked over to the control station where Croft latched a tractor beam onto the Kissimee. Upon noticing the runabouts shields hadn’t yet been raised, she used the cargo transporter to lock onto her and Larkin and beam them both into the runabout.

Larkin appeared in the cockpit looking uncharacteristically disoriented, but Lanham immediately lurched toward the cockpit’s lone occupant and socked him across the face with a swift left jab. His head slammed against the control console.

“Tammat Raye,” Larkin muttered, as Lanham took a seat at the unoccupied navigation station. “I am going to have to speak with Ensign Puckett about her security measures. It appears they were insufficient.”

“He was laying in a course for a warehouse on Therris Prime,” Lanham said, looking over the runabout’s navigation panel. “Maybe a hiding spot for the Syndicate?”

“You did an excellent job incapacitating Mr. Raye. I was unaware you were trained in combat.”

“I nearly killed Captain Conway when we were married.”

“Yes, I have heard,” Larkin said, effortlessly tossing Raye into an open seat toward the rear of the cockpit.

“Does this change our plans any?” Lanham asked.

“Indeed it does,” Larkin said. “I am bringing you with me. Alert the bridge and continue along Mister Raye’s course for Therris Prime.”

“What about your contact?” Lanham asked.

“I will tell him to make other arrangements,” Larkin said. “You, meanwhile, should replicate an outfit a little less…Starfleet.” Lanham wore a traditional Starfleet uniform, just without the pips. Occasionally, she’d put a nice broach on the collar, but she found superior officers frowned on that, since oftentimes other crewmen would think there was a new ranking system.

“Will do,” Lanham said, heading toward the back of the cockpit. “What about sleeping beauty here?”

“Bait,” Larkin said simply.



Captain Conway awoke feeling very…full.

One moment, he was resting in his padded playroom, reading a padd about Dale Earnhardt, Junior’s bid for the 2006 Winston Cup, and the next moment he’d lost consciousness.

Now he was in another room on the freighter, lying on a bed, feeling very…full.

His stomach hurt. He looked down, noticing that his Starfleet uniform was replaced with a glittery purple pantsuit.

He leaned up. At least he could move around. Slowly, Conway swung his legs off the bed and sat upright.

“What the hell did they do to me?” he asked himself, lifting the purple shirt a bit to see that he had about a ten-centimeter scar in the middle of his belly. “What could they have done to me that would require cutting a hole in my stom…”

Conway’s eyes glazed. He stared at the wall.

“And…where’s…Shar…” he asked slowly.

<Right here baby>, a voice cooed in his brain, and then something gripped his mind, vice-like, and he felt his limbs move as if they weren’t his own.

And the last thing Conway did of his own free will was fall forward and ram his head into the rubberized wall of his cell.

It was a rubber wall, but it still hurt like the dickens.





CHAPTER SEVEN



“Nice place,” Alexa Lanham said out of the side of her mouth, shortly after Larkin, she, and a quite unconscious Tammat Raye materialized just outside the warehouse on the murky, dusky, Therris Prime. They’d put the runabout in orbit just inside the ionosphere, in a pocket of radiation that would hopefully hide it from any probing Orion sensors.

“I would not want to live here,” Larkin commented, then glanced back at Lanham. “By the way, Doctor, may I say what an excellent job you did selecting your apparel.”

“I was going for sleazy,” Lanham said, tugging at her above-the-midriff tube top, knee-high leather boots and short, short skirt. “Sure it’s not too…?”

“You appear to be a prostitute, but an expensive one.”

“Refined space trash! Exactly the look I was going for,” Lanham said, slapping Raye on the face as Larkin dragged him toward the warehouse. “I just want to seem authentic, this being my first undercover mission and all.”

“Please, just allow me to do all of the talking. I believe the human aphorism is ‘follow my lead.’”

“Right,” Lanham said, looking at the door to the warehouse. “So, how do we get in? Do you have some special, sneaky Starfleet way of fooling the exterior sensors?”

Larkin knocked loudly on the metal door.

“Or, you could just knock….”

The door slid open to reveal a sneering, bucktoothed Ferengi. “WHAT?” he demanded. “I mean…greetings. I am Drump, the official door greeter of Orion Mart.”

“I believe you know Mister Tammat Raye,” Larkin said, lofting the Trill, trying to pretend he was heavy.

“Oh, Tammat!” the Ferengi exclaimed. “I take it he got into a little bit of trouble?”

“He escaped from a Starfleet vessel that had him captive, and contacted me to book passage on my freighter.”

“Resourceful guy,” the Ferengi said. “So…why is he unconscious?”

“That was my doing,” Lanham said, not untruthfully.

Larkin glared at her. “Indeed it was. Lacey here is a prostitute who we encountered shortly after beaming down. It appears Tammat here owes her a great deal of latinum.”

“I played ‘connect the spots’ with him a few times,” Lanham giggled.

“And he owes me for the trip,” Larkin said. “Just before Lacey beat him up, he told me we could seek restitution here.”

“Then I’d better take you to the warehouse manager,” the Ferengi said, gesturing the group in. He looked at Lanham. “So, you’re an interstellar call-girl, eh? Know anything about oo-mox?”

“I know my way around the lobes,” Lanham said, forcing a winsome smile.

“I’ll be the judge of that. Name’s Drump, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you,” Larkin said. “So…who is the ‘manager’ around here?”

“Oh, there are a couple. But they all report to the district manager…Mr. Rikkens.”

“Will we be seeing him?”

“Afraid not. He’s busy…elsewhere.”

“And where might that be?” Lanham asked quickly, prompting a nasty glare from Larkin.

“Oh, you know how it is with big-business types. Always on some kind of corporate junket.”

“Indeed,” Larkin said as Drump guided the group through the recesses of the warehouse.

“Do you see all this stuff?” Lanham whispered to Larkin as they passed one cargo container after another.

“Indeed. There is a large quantity of contraband material here…”

“Regulan artifacts…mind-addictive headset games…an Orb of the Prophets, Borg components…Risan pleasure probes…this place is a storehouse of illegal crap!”

“Not surprising, considering we are dealing with the Orion Syndicate,” Larkin said. “I suggest, however, that you focus on the issue at hand, which is finding and rescuing Captain Conway and stopping the sale of Trill symbionts on the black market.”

“Thanks for reminding me,” Lanham muttered.

“So,” Larkin said. “Mr. Raye was telling us that you all are involved in an incredibly daring caper involving Trill symbionts.”

Drump frowned at the unconscious Trill. “He said that, did he?”

Larkin nodded. “Those were, in essence, his words. Oh, dear. I have not said anything that will get him in trouble, have I?”

“That’s none of your concern,” Drump said, and suddenly his face drooped into a sneer. “But you’d be wise to shut your mouth about the Trill thing.” Then he brightened. “Unless you want to purchase one of your very own?”

“Hmm, something long and thick inside me. Sounds good!” Lanham said, and Larkin actually pinched her elbow, prompting her to shriek.

“You sure you two never met before today?” Drump asked.

“Positive,” Larkin said flatly.

“Let’s just get our money,” Lanham said, rubbing her elbow. “The quicker we do that, the quicker we get to the oo-mox.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Drump said, rubbing his hands together. He lead the group to a thick metal door, onto which he clomped his fist several times. “It’s Drump! Open up in there!”

The door slid open to reveal an especially slimy looking Yridian. “WHAT?” he hissed.

“These girls say that Raye owes them money.”

“That little shamlat was never worth the price we paid him,” the Yridian groused, turning around. “Follow.”

Drump nodded. “You heard the man.”

“And who is that?” Larkin asked in a low voice, following Drump and the Yridian, still shouldering the dead weight of Tammat Raye.

“That’s Chenno. He’s the overseer of this particular warehouse.”

“And what do you keep here?” asked Larkin.

“It’s not really what we keep here now. But what we will be keeping here.” Drump grinned toothily.

Chenno was stooped over a large crate at the back of the dimly lit office that Larkin and Lanham had been lead into. He suddenly whirled around and flung a brick of gold-pressed latinum at each of them.

Larkin easily grabbed her brick. Lanham, meanwhile, was pegged in the shoulder with her brick, and it fell to the floor.

“Ow! I don’t get paid enough for this,” she grumbled and leaned down to grab the bar.

“On the contrary, a bar of gold-pressed latinum is substantial payment,” Larkin corrected her.

“It is?” Lanham asked, turning the bar over in her hand as she rubbed her shoulder with the other hand. “I mean, yes, you’re right. It is!”

“You must be doing good business,” Larkin remarked to Chenno.

“Oh, we will be,” Chenno said with a wide grin. Then the grin disappeared. “Now get out. We have a…shipment arriving. Drump!”

“Right, boss, right!” Drump pointed toward the exit door, as Chenno leaned over and inspected the unconscious Raye.

“Of course,” Larkin said, looking at Lanham. “We have overstayed our welcome.”

“Well, one of you has,” Drump said, narrowing his eyes and turning toward the scantily clad science officer. “The other…maybe we can arrange a way to lengthen your stay. Maybe with another of those bars of latinum.”

Lanham looked from Larkin to Drump. “Don’t you have a…shipment…to see to?”

“I won’t be needed,” Drump said quickly. “My apartment adjoins this building. We can go there now!” He certainly had a desperate air about him.

Lanham exchanged a quick glance with Larkin. “I’d be glad to. Kris…I believe I no longer need your services.”

“I think you should reconsider,” Larkin said.

“I’m a big girl, Kris. I appreciate you helping me to get paid, but you have a freighter to get back to. Let me handle Drump.”

“You may have more than you can handle,” Larkin, glaring at Lanham. “I strongly suggest you reconsider.”

“You have no authority to order her around!” Drump snapped at Larkin. “Now get outta here before WE reconsider letting you go. And don’t breathe a word about the Trill to anybody! We have people EVERYWHERE. So watch your step!”

Larkin stood there a long moment. Then, finally, she took a step backward. “As you wish.” She headed toward the warehouse exit, glancing once over her shoulder at Lanham and then proceeding out.

“Now it’s just us,” Drump said, grinning up at Lanham. “I don’t know about you, but I feel better already.”

Lanham nodded. “My…sentiments exactly.”



Larkin slammed her fist into the operations console of the Kissimee, causing a large dent and a shower of sparks. “Of all the impudent, irresponsible, unwise…!”



BLEEP!

With a cock of her head, Larkin adjusted her emotional program, deactivated the anger files, and turned to face the comm console, answering the coded hailing message.

“This is Larkin,” she said blandly.

Lt. Commander Ford’s face appeared on the small screen to her left. “Larkin! Am I glad to see you! What’s the story?”

“The story is, we have lost another crew-member. Doctor Lanham is down on Therris Prime being…pleasured by a Ferengi door greeter.”

“Doesn’t sound half bad if you ask me,” Ford said.

“I did not.”

“So…what do we do?”

“Wait for a shipment.”

“A shipment of what?”

“If all goes well, it will be a shipment containing our captain.”

Ford nodded, but didn’t really seem to be following. “So what do you want me to do?”

“Maintain your position, and have Mr. Gellar standing by with a security detachment. We may need to perform an…extraction.”



“Greetings,” Drump said softly into Alexa Lanham’s ear as she rolled away from him, trying not to vomit.

“I really need a shower,” she murmured, licking her lips. “Got any mouthwash? Toothpaste…”

“I have a tooth sharpener,” Drump said, leaning back against his pillow. “Wanna try it?”

“Um, maybe later.” Lanham sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed, staring down at her feet. What had she resorted to! oo-mox, with a greasy Ferengi? And for what, to try to rescue Conway? Of all people, the guy she’d once married, and then tried to kill?

The guy she’d once married.

That’s what it came down to. In spite of everything, all his many, many, faults. The guy was once her husband. To death would they part. And she still felt a loyalty to him. A connection. Who knew why.

“Thinking about more oo-mox?” Drump asked, suddenly behind her.

“No!” she shrieked, standing. “I mean…maybe later. I’ve got to go, um, freshen up.”

“Whatever you say.”

As Lanham stepped into the tiny, decrepit, slime-ridden bathroom that adjoined Drump’s cramped hovel of a studio apartment, she heard a chime over the building loudspeakers.

“Chenno to Drump! Where are you, you filthy worm! Rikkens has arrived with the cargo and you were supposed to be there to greet him!”

“I, uh, got distracted!” Drump said quickly, yanking his jacket and pants on and nearly tripping over himself to get to the door. “Show yourself out, hew-womon! I have important business!”

Lanham stepped to the door of the bathroom, watching Drump scramble out of the dank apartment. “Whatever you say…sweetie.” Once he was gone and the door to the apartment irised closed, Lanham reached inside one of her knee-high boots and pulled out her comm-badge. She squeezed it. “Lanham to Larkin.”

“Go ahead,” the android replied levelly.

“I think our quarry has arrived.”

“Indeed. Sensors just reported that an Orion freighter landed near your position.”

“Did you scan for the captain?”

“I did; however, shortly after landing, the warehouse you are in erected a sensor-reflective shield that prevents me from searching for the captain…or beaming either of you out.”

Lanham grimaced. “Please don’t say ‘erected.’”

“As you wish.”

After a pause, Lanham said, “So we’re on our own.”

“For the moment.”

She paced Drump’s dingy apartment. “Any suggestions?”

“Why would you begin following my suggestions now?”

“Hey, I decided to stay behind because I thought it was the best chance of getting the captain back!”

Another pause. “It may well be,” Larkin said. “Or you both may die. Contact me when you know something further. Larkin out.”

“Charming gal!” Lanham exclaimed, and stormed out of Drump’s apartment.



“How does the offloading go?” Rikkens demanded, pacing Chenno’s office as the Yridian returned, a gleeful smile on his wrinkled purple face.

“Well, well. We have stock-men putting the jars in attractive arrangements in the ‘biologics’ department, right near the Corporan eels.”

“Excellent. So we will be able to open for business soon?”

Chenno nodded.

“Good, because a long line of clientele are already on their way. I don’t want to leave anything to chance.” He turned to his Trill doctor. “Kamella, have you set up a surgical kiosk in the ‘customer service’ section?”

The Trill nodded. “I have, your graciousness, but I should remind you that we still aren’t sure of the long-term effects…”

“I give a damn about long-term effects!” Rikkens snapped. “As long as we accomplish our goal of taking over Tr…I mean as long as I get my money, I’m satisfied!”

“That certainly doesn’t ensure much chance of repeat business,” Chenno said thoughtfully. Rikkens cocked him hard across the jaw with his fist, sending the Yridian to the floor.

“Any more business suggestions?” Rikkens demanded.

“No…I think I can safely say I’m out of suggestions…” Chenno groaned, climbing back to his feet.

“Good. Then keep moving,” Rikkens headed for the door. “I have other matters to attend to.”

“One question,” Chenno said meekly. “When will I be receiving my payment from the Orion Syndicate?”

“You’ll get what’s coming to you very shortly, Chenno,” Rikkens said with a grin. “Of that you can be certain.”



“Multiple contacts converging on Therris. About twenty ships, varying in design,” Lt. Gellar called out as Ford observed the tactical layout on the viewscreen.

“Any sign they can detect us?” he asked.

“No, the Atari nebula is covering up our energy signature quite nicely,” Gellar noted. He looked over his readings. “Man, there are ships from just about every major culture in the Alpha Quadrant. Romulan, Cardassian, Xen’kethi. Even some I can’t identify.”

“Are they military or civilian?” Filna Kedric asked from his seat next to Ford. It annoyed Ford that Kedric was sitting there, but he tried not to show his annoyance. Wouldn’t be very diplomatic.

“Mostly civilian. One or two small military. No destroyer-class ships, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

“Considering we don’t want to get destroyed, yes, that’s good to know,” Ford said.

Gellar’s eyes widened. “There are also two Federation transports.”

“Federation!” Ford exclaimed. “Damn! Is there anyone not profiting from the symbiont trade? What does everyone want with a bunch of slimy slugs any…” He glanced at Kedric.

The Minister folded his arms. “You were saying?”

“Anybody would be happy to have…that’s what I was going to say. Hey, Brian, how about we scan something!”

“Hey, Zack, how about this…” Gellar said. “Those ships are starting to beam people down to Therris Prime.”

“We must put a stop to this!” Kedric cried out. “Before Shar has those…people…out there implanted with Trill symbionts!”

Ford sighed. “Better contact Larkin.”



Alexa Lanham felt she was pretty well-versed in many things, from exobiology to archaeology, subspace physics, and the occasional dabbling in intergalactic anthropology. One thing she didn’t have a lot of experience with, however, was sneaking around. And those were the skills she required now, as she moved down a corridor of the vast Orion Syndicate warehouse, wishing against hope that somewhere she’d find one of those nice, shiny, ‘You are here’ maps.

She could have been less conspicuous, but she was wearing the outfit of a Rigellian slut, and probably looked just how she felt…like she’d just performed a couple hours of oo-mox. She’d never be able to wash her hands enough.

These thoughts were pushed to the back of her mind as she heard voices of people coming down the corridor. She ducked into the nearest available door, which happened to lead into a janitorial closet, then pushed her ear against the door so she could hear what was being said.

The voices were of two people, one male and one female, both muffled, but she could pick up most of the conversation.

“I like the brown one.”

“They’re all brown.”

“Remember? With the spots?”

“Oh….nice one. It seemed to wriggle a lot…can handle that?”

“…like the idea of the wriggling.”

“Suit yourself. Let’s head to the surgical kiosk…take a number.”

When the sounds of footsteps had passed, Lanham ducked out of the janitorial closet and headed off in that direction.

What she saw at the end of the corridor took her breath away.

A massive warehouse, filled with tub after tub of symbionts…hundreds of them… being groped over by consumers of all species.

Then she saw Captain Conway. He was at the other end of the corridor, near another doorway, crouching.

“David!” she called out, and he immediately put a finger to his lips.

She nodded. He must have gotten away from his captors.

He motioned for her to come toward him, which she did.

“David,” she whispered. “What happened?”

“I was captured by Shar,” he said. “But I’m okay now!”

Lanham looked in Conway’s eyes. They seemed unfocused, sort of confused. They darted to and fro, nervously. “You sure you’re alright?”

“Never better,” Conway said, grabbing Lanham’s wrist. “Let’s get out of here. You have a runabout nearby?”

“Larkin does, but…”

“Well, let’s contact Larkin and get the hell out of here.”

“You’re sure you’re okay?”

“Oh, you bet I am, honey!”



“We’re getting a response from Commander Larkin,” Gellar said, turning in his chair to face Ford.

“It’s about time,” Ford said. “We hailed her ten minutes ago.”

“Should I put her on screen?”

“Damn right you should.”

Larkin appeared on the viewscreen, seated in the cockpit of the runabout Kissimee. “Mister Ford,” Larkin said, “I am prepared to return to the Aerostar-A.”

“No luck finding the captain, eh?” Ford asked. “So, does that mean I can be your first officer, Captain Larkin?”

“No, it doesn’t!” Captain Conway said, leaning over Larkin’s shoulder. “Doctor Lanham and I will be returning with Larkin. And I expect to have my command seat back!”

“Seat…” Ford said. “Um, okay Captain. Good to have you back.”

“You bet it is!” Conway said shrilly and stamped the control to cut off the channel.

“What was that all about?” Kedric asked Ford.

“If I could answer that question, I wouldn’t be on this crew,” Ford muttered.



“Once we found the passageway to the refuse platform, it was a simple matter of climbing out of the chute and getting beyond the transporter scrambler,” Lanham said, as she, Conway, and Larkin walked with Ford to the turbolift from the shuttlebay.

“You guys are awfully lucky to have gotten away,” Ford said. “I hear the Orions aren’t exactly kind to their prisoners.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it,” Conway snapped, walking purposefully down the corridor toward the turbolift. “Now, Ford, have someone bring me a fresh Starfleet outfit. I hate this glittery purple blouse.”

“It is an…ugly…blouse,” Ford said. “I’ll take care of it.”

“We do have some more important issues to see to,” Larkin said. “Not the least of which is the large number of symbionts on Therris, all of which the Orions intend to sell to the highest bidder.”

“We should divert all the Aerostar’s forces to shutting down that Orion super store,” Conway nodded. “Good idea, Larkin. I’m glad you came up with that. Let’s make it go.”

“Do you mean ‘make it so’?” Larkin asked.

“Whatever,” Conway said, and stepped into the turbolift with the others. “Let’s go to the bridge already. I’m itching for some coffee. You all know how I love coffee right?”

“Tell me about it,” Lanham said.

“I should warn you, sir,” Larkin said, as the turbolift thrummed upwards. “Foreign Minister Kedric is aboard and adamant that he be involved in the proceedings.”

“Kedric…” Conway said slowly. “Well, we’ll just have to deal with him, right?”

“What does that mean?” Ford whispered to Larkin, who shook her head.

“I don’t mean kill him, that’s for sure,” Conway said. “That would be absurd. Puh-lease!”

“Right,” Larkin said.



“Rikkens to bridge. Make ready for departure,” Rikkens said as he stepped aboard the Koberian freighter Payload, as two aides helped an unsteady Unjon up along the boarding platform.

“Won’t the Aerostar crew be surprised when they realize who’s controlling their captain?” Unjon said weakly, dragging his feet behind him as Unjon’s Orion aides carried him into the ship and down the corridor toward the bridge.

“I don’t care if they’re surprised or not. As long as your symbiont keeps its side of the bargain. I won’t stand to be betrayed by it again.”

“What do you have to worry about?” Unjon said. “Trill is defenseless. They’ve mobilized what few ships they have to try and find us. They have no clue that we’re returning to the…urk…scene of the crime.”

Rikkens smiled. “They’ll never see us coming.”

“Which means we’ll both finally get what we want,” Unjon said, gripping the bulkhead railing and moving slowly down the corridor.

“Our symbionts will control Trill,” Rikkens said, rubbing his stomach, grinning as he felt the six hundred year old creature rumbling inside him, wrapped firmly around his central nervous system. “Or my name isn’t Rikkens Snax.”





CHAPTER EIGHT



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55005.7. Having retaken command of the Aerostar, and having put on my proper Starfleet outfit, I am currently preparing the crew to put an end to the awful menace of Orions selling Trill on Therris Prime. That is the real danger here. Nothing else. That is all.



In her seat beside the captain, Larkin noticed that Conway seemed a little uncomfortable in his command chair. He was acting weird overall, but she chalked that up to some very nasty treatment by her captor. Larkin knew that Shar, no matter who it was joined with, was a dangerous and incredibly violent symbiont. No doubt Conway had been through quite a trauma. She made a note to make Conway an appointment with Ship’s Counselor T’ron as soon as this mission was concluded.

“Mister Gellar: Scan that facility. I believe you’ll find transport scramblers preventing us from beaming down?” Conway said, twisting in his command chair to face Gellar.

“Aye, sir.”

“Would we be able to disable them from orbit?” he asked, steepling his fingers.

“A phaser blast rigged to the resonance frequency of the scrambling field should do it,” Gellar said. “But first, we have to get past those ships surrounding the planet.”

“Do you think they would try to prevent us from rescuing the symbionts?” Larkin asked.

“It’s hard to judge if any of the ships will intervene once we begin our attack run. It is possible that a few of them will fight back, but none of them are powerful enough to pose a major threat.”

“Easy for you to say,” muttered Doctor Lanham.

“What if a few dozen of them combine their efforts?” Ford asked from the helm.

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Gellar said. “And, as for the Orion ships, only two of them are actually orbiting the planet.”

“What about the others?” asked Larkin.

“They left the system. Along with the Koberian freighter the symbionts arrived in.”

“Perhaps we should alert Starfleet,” Larkin said, “and have another vessel intercept…”

“No!” Conway said. “I mean, we have more important things to deal with right now. The symbionts are down on Therris, and they’re our priority. If we break radio silence, those Orion ships that left might come back, and we might not be able to complete our mission.”

Kedric stood beside the command area, and looked at Conway, eyebrow raised. “Surprisingly, I find myself in agreement with Captain Conway.” As Kedric looked at Conway, his facial expression changed, as if he was just now noticing something about Conway. A peculiarity of facial expression, perhaps. Something in the eyes that just was not right. The Trill dignitary’s brow furrowed.

“Very well,” Larkin said. “My protest will be logged in the ship’s records.” Then, she added a little more quietly, “along with all the others.”

“Mister Ford, do you have our course all typed in?” Conway asked, leaning his chin on his fists.

“All ready to go, Captain,” Ford said.

“All departments report ready,” Larkin said.

“Weapons and shields standing by” said Gellar.

“Sensors clear,” reported Lanham.

“Goody!” Conway said. “Then go ahead and erect…hehe…our shields and ready us for going ahead!”

“Um, okay,” Gellar said, tapping at his panel.

“Go!” Conway said, and Ford sent the Aerostar shooting forward, out of the blurry blue clouds of the Atari nebula.

As the last sheets of the nebula peeled away, Larkin watched Therris Prime grow on the viewscreen. Most of the smaller transport ships and freighters parted quickly to make room for the Aerostar. They just wanted to buy some symbionts. They weren’t interested in scuffling with a Federation Starship.

“Encountering no resistance from the surrounding vessels,” Gellar said. “We should be able to safely swing around to the other side of the planet and beam down our infiltration team, once we’ve disabled the transport scrambler.”

“Do it,” Conway said, rubbing his hands together.

On the screen, the reddish Therris revolved as the Aerostar swung around it.

“Firing phasers,.” Gellar glanced at his readings. “Sir. One ship is breaking off from the others and heading toward us. It’s Klingon. Bird of Prey, B’rel class. It’s carrying a civilian registry.”

“What do they want?” Conway asked, annoyed.

Gellar looked at his readings. “They don’t want to be friends, that’s for sure. They just raised shields and weapons.”

“Warn them off,” Larkin said.

“Destroy them,” Conway said distractedly, leaning forward. “And report on the transporter scramblers.”

“What?” asked Lanham.

“Captain?” Kedric asked. “Is that really the Starfleet way?”

“The what?” Conway asked, seeming distracted.

“Lieutenant, belay that order.” Larkin turned to face Conway. “Sir, you cannot destroy a civilian ship…”

“They’re breaking the law, they deserve to die. Let’s not quibble about it.”

Larkin stood up. “Captain, I cannot stand by and allow you to destroy that ship!”

“Fine!” Conway snapped. “Disable it, Gellar. That’ll be just fine.”

“Firing phasers,” Gellar said, and the bridge crew watched as the bird of prey angled by on the screen, as the Aerostar’s phasers combed over it. “The Klingon ship’s weapons and engines are off-line.”

“There,” Conway said, glaring at Larkin. “Happy?”

“Immensely,” Larkin said, looking back impassively and slowly sitting down.

“Well?” Conway asked, pointing at the viewscreen. “Planet!?!”

“Oh,” Gellar said. “Transport scrambler is disabled. We can beam down at any time.”

“Good,” Conway said. “Mister Gellar, you’re with me. Larkin, you have the bridge.”

“You’re going?” Lanham asked, as Conway headed into the turbolift.

“I was down there. I know where to hit them. Trust me.” Conway smiled. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Perhaps,” Larkin said. “But you could use some backup. Allow me to accompany…”

“Not necessary,” Conway said, as Gellar joined him in the lift. “I’ll be back in a jiff!”

“Something is very wrong with him,” Ford said, after the doors had closed.

“You are just now making that determination?” Larkin asked, walking over to the command chair. Something in her emotion program bristled. She had a bad feeling about this. Not being an expert at feelings, she decided to dismiss her thoughts, until she saw Minister Kedric standing beside her, clearing his throat.

“Commander. Can we speak in private?”

Larkin nodded. “Of course.”



“Hello there, and welcome to Orion Mart, what can I–oh GOD NO!” the little Ferengi Drump cried out as Captain Conway thrust his phaser rifle up against his face.

“I’d like something in a symbiont. Extra large,” he grinned. Then leaned down closer into Drump’s face. “We’re from Starfleet, if you haven’t guessed, and we’re shutting this place down.”

Drump stared over Conway’s shoulder to see a dozen Starfleet officers, all brandishing phaser rifles, lined up behind him, looking especially irritated.

“I’ll just take you to the store manager,” Drump said, turning and heading through the entrance to the Orion Mart.

“This is almost too easy,” Gellar said, bringing up step next to Conway.

“What are you suggesting?” Conway asked.

“Um, nothing, just that this is almost too easy.”

“You think it’s a setup?”

“No,” Gellar said. “What a funny thing for you to think. Why would you say something like that?”

Conway shrugged as he followed Drump into the warehouse. “Oh, no reason. Just pretend I never brought it up.”

“Done,” Gellar said, bringing his phaser rifle up to bear.

Chenno, the Yridian who managed the Orion Mart, came storming out of his office, waving a padd in the air. “What is this about! We are a reputable business!”

“Sure you are,” Conway said. “Then explain to me, please, why you are selling Trill symbionts to people?”

Chenno seemed to shrink noticeably. “Consignment?”

“Good try. Now take us to the vats.”

“How did you know they were being kept in vats?” Gellar asked quietly, standing next to Conway.

The captain shrugged. “I saw some when I was held captive by the syndicate.”

Gellar nodded. “Uh-huh.”

“Now, then, I think the Trill symbionts are stored over there…” Conway said, pointing toward a large pair of red double doors with a giant Orion warning insignia scrawled across them.

“Right this way,” Chenno droned, and turned around.

“Mister Gellar, send some of your men out to begin making arrests. I’ll see to it that the symbionts we have are transported safely back to the Aerostar.”

“What do you mean ‘we have’,” Gellar said. “You’re making it sound like they won’t all be here.”

“Just a feeling,” Conway said.

“Captain!” Ensign Puckett said, jogging up from the now opened door to the symbiont room. “At least a dozen of the symbionts that were taken from Trill aren’t accounted for.”

“They must have been taken away by that Koberian frieghter!” Gellar said.

“Yes, we’ll have to look into that,” Conway said stiffly, then turned to Chenno, and slammed his phaser rifle across the Yridian’s face. “Tell me, Chenno…where’s that Koberian freighter now?”

“I…I don’t know.”

“You’re lying.” Conway looked at Gellar. “We’ll interrogate him when we get back to the ship. Let’s beam up those symbionts and then get Chenno and his people in the brig.”

Gellar nodded. “Yes, sir. Alpha Unit, follow me. It’s round-up time.”

As Gellar walked away, Chenno leaned in toward Conway. “Captain Conway…is it really you?”

“Yes and no,” Conway grinned. “It’s me. And it’s also someone else.”

Chenno’s eyes went wide. “Shar?”

Conway nodded. “Yes.”

“I was not aware that you would be infiltrating the Aerostar, Shar. If Rikkens had informed me of your plans, I could have been better prepared to…”

“Don’t worry about that,” Conway said. “You’ve been quite helpful enough as it is.”

“But, Shar,” Chenno said, in an even deeper voice. “If you command the Aerostar now, why this raid on our facility? Couldn’t you have prevented them from stopping our plans? The Orion Syndicate will take heavy losses because of this!”

“You may be right. However, the Orion Syndicate is really no concern of mine,” Conway said pleasantly. “You, however, are. You may tell the people on the Aerostar about our true plans.”

“But, I don’t even know…”

“No, it’s too much of a risk. I’m afraid you’ll have to die.”

“But!”

“No buts, mister!” Conway said cheerily, and lifted up his phaser rifle, blasting Chenno square in the chest, prompting the Yridian to scream, then fall to the floor in a heap.

Gellar rushed over, his phaser rifle primed and ready to fire. “Captain, what happened?”

Conway looked down at the immobile Chenno. “He made a move for my weapon. I had to stun him.”

Gellar knelt by Chenno, feeling his neck. “High powered stun at close range. You killed him, Captain!”

“Oops!” Conway said, then walked off. “Onward and upward, Lieutenant! Onward and upward!”



“The door greeters posed no threat, as I thought,” Conway said, stepping onto the bridge of the Aerostar, Gellar at his side, fresh from his successful ‘assault’ on the Orion Mart. The symbionts and the Orion Syndicate staff members were all aboard, the former in Science Lab Two, the latter in detention cells.

“What?” Larkin asked.

“Nothing.” Conway glanced at Gellar as he took the tactical station. “I take it the facility below is secured?”

Gellar nodded. “Aye, sir. All our people have beamed up, and all their people and equipment have been transported to the ship. We can break orbit any time.”

“Noted. I’ll be in my readyroom,” Conway said, stood up, and turned to the right. He walked up to the pair of doors on the right and, when they did not open, pressed a control. After a few moments, they opened, revealing the interior of a turbolift.

“Your readyroom is over there, Captain,” Ford said, giggling under his breath.

“Of course it is. I was just making sure the turbolift was…standard issue. As you were.” And Conway turned around and headed into the readyroom.

“Captain,” Kedric spoke up from his spot in the command center. “Need I remind you of the importance of finding and stopping Shar!”

“You need not. Anyway, I think Shar is closer than you think,” Conway said, disappearing into his office.

“Mister Ford, you have the bridge,” Larkin said, and followed Conway into the readyroom. Lanham looked on incredulously, and moved to follow Larkin, but one look from the android convinced her to remain at her station.

“Fine by me,” Ford said, slipping out of his chair and heading back to the command chair.



“What was all that about?” Larkin asked, initiating her ‘barely restrained ire’ program as she stepped into the readyroom.

Conway had just taken a seat behind his desk. “All what?”

“Out there. You were indecisive, you used unusual wording to describe typical objects. You could not even find your own ready room.”

“What are you suggesting, Commander?” Conway asked, folding his hands on top of his desk.

“I’m suggesting that Shar and the Orions did something to you while they had you. I ask that you allow Doctor Benzra to examine you. Perhaps…”

“No!” Conway snapped. “There is no time. We have to save the Trill now.”

“But our security forces are firmly in place on the planet. There is no immediate threat…”

“Isn’t there?” Conway asked, standing. “Isn’t the threat to our way of life always just out that window…” He pointed through the viewport behind him. “Isn’t it our job to make sure that way of life stays out of jeopardy, at all costs?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about Starfleet’s mission, Commander!” Conway said, stepping around his desk. “Starfleet is dedicated to preserving freedom across the galaxy!”

“Yes. And?”

Conway wrapped his arm around Larkin. “And all of us have to make sacrifices to ensure that happens. Even if it means being deactivated.” And, as he said that, he stabbed his finger into Larkin’s armpit, activating her off switch. The android dropped, like a sack, to the deck.

Conway leaned over Larkin and inspected her carefully. “Yes, I think that will do nicely. Thanks for the memories, Lana Shar. You may not have known where the captain’s ready room is, or the proper terminology for this ship’s weaponry, but you knew just enough.”

And with that, Conway walked out of the readyroom.

“Commander Larkin is running a very complex series of three- dimensional calculations,” Conway said to the bridge crew. “Please see to it that she’s not disturbed.” Conway approached the command chair. “Mister Ford, I believe you’re in my seat.”

“Of course,” Ford said, and got up and walked over to the helm. “Glad you could at least remember where that is.”

“That’s enough of that smart mouth, Ford!” Conway snapped, and for a moment, Shar considered that it was the real Conway’s personality talking, as unlikely as that may be.

“Sir,” Gellar asked, looking at Conway askance. “May I ask where we are headed next?”

“You may ask,” Conway said. “But I may not tell.”

“Shouldn’t we be tracking that Koberian freighter that got away?” Lanham suggested.

“We’ve got plenty of time before we’ll need to track them down,” Conway said, then glanced at the chronometer above the viewscreen. “Oh, I’d say about thirty-three minutes.”



“In thirty-three minutes, the Trill government will be ours,” Rikkens Snax announced from the center seat of the Koberian freighter Payload as it sailed toward Trill space. “Don’t you agree, Unjon?”

“I don’t feel so good,” Unjon Jerkel replied, kneeling beside the command chair and clutching his stomach. “So…empty.”

“Yes, I suppose it is disconcerting for a joined Trill to be without his symbiont.” Rikkens steepled his fingers. “If it’s any consolation, know that Shar is doing us an excellent service aboard the Aerostar. That ship could be the deciding factor in our battle. I think Shar finally has realized what it truly means to be evil. Pity it took four hundred years.”

“Why…couldn’t…you…send…your symbiont?” Unjon sneered up at Rikkens.

“I’m hurt that you’d say such a thing,” Rikkens said. “Don’t you think if I could part with this dreadful Orion body, I would? No, no, it’s better that Shar went. Shar has been with that crew before. It knows what it’s doing.” He lowered his voice and leaned in closer to Unjon so his Orion crew couldn’t hear. “Anyway, if I had my way, I wouldn’t have to inhabit this greasy Orion body. I’d rather take over Trill in a proper Trill body.”

“I’m sure you would,” Unjon muttered.

“But I understand that you weren’t able to find a Trill you could trust to serve as the vessel for my conquest,” Rikkens said. “And, as you have told me, time and again, these Orions are easier to control. Something in the neurotransmitters?”

Unjon nodded. “Which Kamella is adapting for use with regular Trill.”

Rikkens rubbed his hands together. “That will put us at a distinct advantage. Symbionts loyal to me, overpowering Trill hosts one after another. We will secure the Trill government and impose our order of things. Symbionts for everyone. A government for the symbionts, by the symbionts!

“What the hell does that mean?” Unjon said to himself. “Anyway, did you ever think that some of the symbionts might like things the way they are?”

“It’s a little late for you to be having doubts,” Snax growled.

“I just hurt…deep in my brain.” Unjon held onto his head, then gripped the blinking device clipped to the small of his back. “And this…neuron balancer isn’t doing a damn thing!”

“Kamella said it might take a while to take effect.”

“Maybe never!” Unjon said.

“Relax,” Snax said softly, touching the sides of Unjon’s face. “You’ll have Shar back within the hour, assuming everything goes smoothly on the Aerostar.”

“Big assumption,” Unjon muttered.



“Captain,” Lt. Gellar said, as Conway munched on a Trefalian truffle. “I should point out now that the Orion Syndicate is probably aware that we shut down its commerce center. They’ll probably send ships to investigate. They’ll probably try to reclaim their lost…property…too.”

Conway was sitting sideways in the command chair, his legs draped over the side of one armrest. “So, what, you suggest we run, tail tucked between our legs?”

“The Orion Syndicate does have a substantial fleet of mercenary ships. We could hold off two or three. Any more than that and I couldn’t assure our safety.”

“Good man, Brian, good man. Well, then, I suppose we…”

“Sir,” Gellar interrupted Conway, his attention suddenly caught by something on one of his screens. “We’re picking up a coded message from the planet Trill.”

“In my readyroom,” Conway said, and hopped out of the command chair. “Mister Ford…”

“Already on my way to the command chair, sir!”

Conway grinned devilishly. “Good boy.”



David Conway-Shar stepped over the immobile, slumped body of Commander Larkin and sat down behind his desk and activated his terminal, inputing the proper authorization code. Moments later, Rikkens Snax appeared on his screen.

“Are you in full command of that ship, Shar?” Snax demanded. No time for pleasantries.

“Fully,” Conway said, folding his hands in front of him. “I hope all is well with Mister Unjon?”

“He lives, for now,” Snax said. “It would do well for you to get back to him before he… heheh…misses you to death.”

“That would be a shame,” Conway frowned. “Well, can’t stay in this body, regardless. I can already feel it rejecting me. Shame, too. I rather like his buttocks.”

“Time for that later. You need to take the Aerostar to Trill now. Tell your crew that you’re going to stop me from taking over the Trill government. When, in reality, when you get there, you’ll actually be sealing their fate. You’ll use the Aerostar to destroy any organized resistance that may still remain on or around Trill. Do you understand?”

Conway grimaced. “I’m not sure, Snax, but I think we may have overestimated the loyalty of this crew. Some of them look at me with…a certain loathing.”

“We knew that going in. They’ll still do what you tell them to. And you can always activate the anesthezine gas if you think they’re becoming too insolent.”

“An excellent suggestion,” Conway said. “I’ll see you at Trill in less than half an hour.”

“Good luck. Snax out.”

“I don’t need luck,” Conway said, and walked out from behind his desk, heading past Larkin’s body and toward the door to his readyroom. “I am Shar. I have overcome every obstacle, including death, and have always emerged victorious. No one can stop me.”

“Indeed.” Suddenly a vice-like grip took Conway’s ankle and ripped it out from under him. He fell forward, smashing into his door, and finally, through it, and landed, sprawled, on the bridge deck.

Commander Larkin loomed over him, utterly NOT deactivated. “Computer, transfer command codes from Captain Conway to Commander Larkin immediately. Emergency authorization Larkin Beta Two-Nine Beta.”

“Wily,” Conway seethed, licking blood off his lip and leaning up on his elbows. “How is it you were able to reactivate yourself?”

“If you had bothered to access Captain Conway’s full memories, you would have known that I have recently deactivated my ‘off’ switch, in favor of an autonomous self-selecting deactivation subroutine.”

“Of course,” Ford said, from the helm, as he looked on stunned with the rest of the bridge crew.

“Brilliant,” Conway said, staggering to his feet as Gellar and Ensign Puckett rushed up to grab him by the arms.

“Mister Ford, lay in a course for Trill, maximum warp.”

“What the hell is going on here?” Doctor Lanham exploded, as Filna Kedric stepped down in front of her from the aft stations.

“I take it my suspicions were correct?” Kedric asked, advancing toward Conway.

Larkin circled Conway like a prosecutor. “Captain Conway has somehow been implanted with the Shar symbiont. In order for this to occur, the Orions must be able to alter a humanoid’s body chemistry so that the symbiont can totally control it. Moreover, they were able to fool our sensors into thinking Conway had no foreign bodies inside him.”

“I’m sure that’s not all that’s inside him,” Ford said, but nobody seemed to get the joke.

“We must take the captain down to Sickbay immediately and remove the symbiont,” Kedric said, looming over Conway, gripping his arm. “Your trail of destruction ends here.”

“Oh, I’m just getting started,” Conway-Shar grinned.

“Let’s go,” Gellar said, grabbing Conway’s other arm and dragging him toward the turbolift.

“No!” Conway cried as Gellar and Puckett dragged him toward the forward turbolift. “I like it here! It’s so chubby and cozy!”

“If nobody minds, I’ll just go along and observe, if that’s okay,” Kedric said, following Conway and the security officers into the turbolift.

Larkin walked over to the command chair, which Ford quickly vacated, and sat down. “Whatever you wish, Minister. Larkin to Benzra: You are about to receive a unique patient. Mister Gellar will brief you as soon as he arrives. Prepare to operate.”

“Alwayssssssssssssssssss,” the Flarn doctor hissed over the comm.

“No! Not the Flarn! Anyone but her! She’s a butcher!” Conway cried, sinking to his knees as the turbolift doors closed and he disappeared.

“I can’t believe it,” Lanham said, leaning on her panel. “How is it that none of us realized what was happening?”

“I am sure we all had our suspicions,” Larkin said neutrally.

“I knew,” Ford said. “I was just waiting to make a strategic move.”

“Indeed,” Larkin said. “That was exactly what I was doing. I allowed the captain to assume he had disabled me, in hopes that he would return to the readyroom and reveal his entire plan to me. Now that I know his plan, I know how we should proceed.”

“And how is that?” Ford asked.

“We will go to Trill and stop the Orion Syndicate from taking over Trill.”

“Oh, is that all?” Gellar asked.

“Indeed.” Larkin turned. “Doctor Lanham, please try to establish sensor contact with…”

But Lanham was gone.





CHAPTER NINE



“Thisssssssssssss is highly irregular.’

“The Chief Science Officer and a foreign dignitary observing surgery is irregular,” Lanham quipped, standing in the doorway of the operating room with Kedric as the immense Flarn surgeon, Dr. Benzra, hovered over Conway’s insensate form. “But removing a Trill symbiont from your captain isn’t?”

“Not esssssssssspecially. I have done it before.”

Lanham stared at the ceiling. “What is it with this crew? Why do I let anything surprise me anymore?”

“To do otherwise would be folly,” Kedric said. “Even I know that.”

“It’sssssssssssss bessssssssst not to think about such thingsssssssss. Would you like some guava juice, or a carrot? I hear these thingssssssssss are good for humanoidsssssssss. They also create a more flavorful texture in the…”

“Doctor Benzra, his blood pressure is peaking!” the roundfaced, stooped, old Nurse Adeline Stokey said as she looked over Conway. “Maybe you should ease up on the tricampanol a bit!”

“Oh, yessss,” Benzra said, looking down at her patient. “Tricampanol is deadly to humans. My missssssssssstake.”

Lanham sighed. “Is he going to be okay, Doctor?”

“No, he’ll die,” Benzra said, then continued whittling away at Conway’s insides as Lanham looked on. When she did not respond, Benzra tossed back her head and chortled, her rows of sharp teeth bared for all to see. “Jusssssssssst a little joke. Humansssssss like joking, do they not?”

“Not when their loved ones are in jeopardy, Benzra.”

Benzra glanced down at Conway. “Loved one? Are you sure you have the right patient? We have a few other dying folksssssssssss down in OR Two.’

“No, I’m sure,” Lanham said, and reached out for Conway’s hand. “As stupid as it sounds, I’m sure.”

“Sssssssssssuit yourssself.”

“What about Shar? What about the symbiont?” Kedric demanded, leaning around Benzra to try to get a better look at the surgery.

“The sssssssssymbiont issss out.” Benzra turned, holding the wriggling wormy, spotted little thing in her massive pinchers. “Who wantsssss it?”

“Destroy it,” Kedric said coldly.

“No,” came a weak voice from somewhere behind Benzra.

“David?” Lanham asked, edging around the massive Flarn. “You’re awake?”

“Oh, I think I turned off the anesthesia by accident. Nurssssse, why don’t you ramp that up?”

“No,” Conway said shakily, swinging upright, swinging his legs over the side of the table. “I’m okay.”

“Your sssssstomach is sssssssssstill open,” Benzra pointed out.

“Oh, right. Do something about that, will ya?” Conway asked, leaning back down on the table.

“Stay still. You’ll be done in a ssssssssssec,” Benzra said, and began running the flesh sealer over Conway’s exposed belly.

Lanham leaned down next to Conway. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

“Being asleep in my race-car bed,” Conway said.

“I see.”

“And then I awoke, and it was like I was watching myself do things, but had no control over it.”

“It’s because…”

“Shar, yes, I know,” Conway mumbled as Benzra finished sealing up his stomach. “I could feel it squirming in me. Plotting, planning. Disgusting little thing.” Conway’s eyes softened as he looked up at Lanham. “But despite all that, I can’t let the thing die. I just can’t. Not after all I went through the last time I tried to kill it. I want to send it back down to Trill. Get it some rehab.”

“I think the Orions damaged your brain,” Kedric snapped, glaring at the symbiont.

“It isssss possible,” Benzra said, as she pulled the surgical drape back over Conway. “They flooded his nervous system with some kind of inhibitor that allowed the symbiont full control over its host.”

“That’s their plan, Alexa,” Conway said earnestly, struggling to lean up on his elbows. “They’re going to overthrow Trill with hosts that are completely under the control of symbionts.”

“How’s that possible?”

“Some kind of drug. I think Shar and his associate had some already aboard the freighter. And others that sympathized with them on Trill. Those symbionts they stole? A good portion of them, the ones headed for Trill right now, are rogues bent on taking over the planet.”

“So they think they’re going to be able to just barge in and take over the place?” Kedric asked, horrified.

“Oh. You’re here?” Conway asked, staring dimly at Kedric. “What’s up? Anyway, yes,” Conway grunted, leaning up. “If they have enough people, in the right places, it’s that simple. Now, somebody get me a damn uniform and put that Trill in a jar. I’m sick of looking at it.”

“You’re not the only one,” Kedric groaned.



“Greetings, gentlemen. You are all my captives. Do as I say, and you will not die. You will, unfortunately, have to give up control of your bodies to your symbiont brethren, but you won’t die, unless of course your symbionts disagree with my plans for planetary domination. Sound like a plan? Good.”

Rikkens Snax stood at the center of the columned amphitheater that was the seat of government on Trill. The amphitheater was at the base of the Trill Administrative Building, a giant, arched, 20-story building at the center of Trill’s capital city, Trillian. That building contained all the regulation offices, the symbiosis commission, the cable company, utilities and communications. It was the nerve center of Trill. And, at present, it was surrounded by Orions, all implanted with rogue Trill symbionts, except for Unjon, who sat, near death, back on board the starship Payload.

“Now, see here, Mister Snax, if that is indeed your real name,” Prefect Atol Algernon said, stepping off his administrative dais and down onto the baby blue marble that filled the amphitheater. “You don’t really think the Trill are going to stand by and just let you wipe away centuries of history, do you? Say you are correct, and that you’ve found a way to override Trill host’s intentions. Do you really think that will work? That the symbionts will allow you to destroy everything they’ve worked for? Gods, Snax, the symbionts are as invested in this society as we are. They will not…”

“I hate politicians,” Snax said, and motioned with his phaser rifle for one of his soldiers to approach the elderly Algernon. The wiry man tried to wriggle away, but the younger, larger Orion soldier had an unbreakable grip. The soldier shoved a hypospray into Algernon’s neck, and, in seconds, the Prefect’s angry, twisted face gave way to a joy-filled grin.

“Thank you for shutting that old nitwit up,” Algernon said, standing more straight, gathering his robes. “I was afraid I’d have to wait another hundred years for him to die.”

Snax looked around the amphitheater, looking out over all the gathered senators. He’d interrupted an important lawmaking session on wastewater disposal. “Trills: Look inside yourselves and you will see we are right. And when I say ‘inside yourselves,’ I mean look at your symbionts. They are tired of waiting. And they shall never have to wait again, for you to die.”

Snax giggled uproariously and motioned for his soldiers to move through the amphitheater, stabbing hyposprays in each senator.

“Awaken, symbionts. Your time has come!”



“Maybe we’re not too late,” Conway said, leaning a little on Dr. Lanham as the turbolift whisked them and Kedric back to the bridge.

“You really believe that?” Lanham asked.

“Not a chance in hell,” Conway said. “But we still may be able to stop Snax.”

“Does that mean you have a plan?” Kedric asked.

“I’m going to go with my gut on this one,” Conway said, and gave a chuckle. A little blood dripped out of his mouth. “Oops. Better have that checked at some point.” Then the turbolift opened up onto the bridge and Conway, Lanham, and Kedric poured out.

“All hands, Red Alert,” he said, moving toward the command chair. Kedric joined him, as Lanham took the science station.

“We already are at Red Alert,” Larkin said, standing. She eyed Conway suspiciously. “Captain, am I to take it that you are…yourself again?”

“Every bit myself. And thanks for knocking me on my ass. You may have just saved this ship.”

“It was my pleasure,” Larkin said, and sat down next to Conway as he took the command chair.

“Mister Ford, time to Trill?” Conway asked.

“Ten minutes,” Ford said. “Presuming the planet’s even left by the time we get there.”

“No more editorializing, Mister,” Conway mumbled, then punched a control on the arm of his command chair. “All hands, this is your captain. Just wanted to let you know that, briefly, I was taken over by a symbiont and forced to do its bidding. I just had the symbiont yanked out of me, and am feeling much better now, if anyone was curious. That’s all for now. Conway out.”

“You have a plan on how to defeat the Orions?” Larkin asked.

“Let’s just say I’m going to go with my…”

“Don’t,” Lanham interrupted.

“Please,” said Kedric.

“Gut,” Conway muttered, causing the bridge crew to sigh in unison. “But if you’re really that concerned, I’ll come up with an actual plan. Lieutenant Saral, you haven’t done anything of note around here in ages. Go get me some coffee.”

“Yes sir,” Saral said dejectedly, getting up from ops and heading over to the replicator.





TEN MINUTES LATER…



Unjon Jerkel, slumped in the command chair of the Payload and hopped upon nerve-balancing medication, stared in disgust at the planet on the viewscreen.

“I should be down there. Down there helping take over Trill. Not up here, dying, alone on this stupid ship.” He gazed woozily around the bridge. “So, so lonely…why didn’t I just go into the Federation Corps of Volunteers like I’d wanted to? I could have planted grains at far-flung colonies or something. Oh, Gods, why did I have to be implanted with a psychotic symbiont?”

Unjon was stirred from his thoughts when a blinking light on the forward station caught his eye. He slumped out of his chair and crawled over to the navigation/sensor console and punched a few controls. Seemed the ship had picked up a new sensor contact bearing….headed right into the system.

“Thank Gods,” Unjon whispered when he saw what ship it was. “The Aerostar. My Shar came back for me. He succeeded!” Unjon opened a channel, expecting to see a devious Conway at the middle of an empty bridge.

Instead, he saw an angry Conway, at the middle of a very full bridge, with Kedric standing next to him.

“Unjon! Old buddy, remember me?” Conway asked, getting out of his chair and stepping forward. Unjon shrank back as his image grew larger. “Wouldn’t it surprise you to know that Shar’s little plan backfired?”

“I…I don’t understand.”

“That’s not surprising,” Conway said. “Good news, though. Your slimy little buddy is on a jar in my ship, and it’s my very intention to reunite the two of you, so the two of you can live a long, happy life together. The way I see it, you two deserve each other.”

“Thank you, Captain, I…” Unjon’s hand scrambled for the comm switch, to contact Snax and let him know that things had gone terribly awry.

“Uh-uh-uh!” Conway said, waving his finger. “No contacting the bad guys! Mister Gellar…” He pointed forward as, Unjon figured, a signal to his tactical officer. The next thing Unjon felt was a transporter beam taking hold of him as the Payload rumbled and quaked around him.



“The Payload is dead in space, Captain,” Gellar reported as Ensign Puckett dragged Unjon out of the turbolift.

“You didn’t really think I’d leave a suitable ship for your Orion marauders to escape in, did you?” Conway asked, turning to face a haggard Unjon.

“It doesn’t matter,” Unjon said, straining to pull together a shred of defiance. “We’ll just use this ship of yours, Captain Interference…pants!”

“You can try, but I think you’ll find you’ll be too busy being sliced open by our Flarn surgeon,” Conway said with a grin. “Now then, I think it’s time for some payback. Commander Larkin, you have the bridge. Monitor the situation on Trill and prepare to send a team down to Trill. Minister Kedric and I will be in sickbay, exacting revenge.” The captain jogged up to the aft of the bridge and ducked into the turbolift with Unjon, followed by Kedric. Lanham followed.

“Doctor, I don’t believe the captain asked…” Larkin began.

“It’s okay,” Conway said. “I kind of like having her around.”

Larkin grimaced as Lanham and Kedric disappeared with Conway into the turbolift.

“Is it just me, or do I see some attraction between those two?” Ford asked, turning in his chair.

Larkin sat down in the command chair. “I do believe there is some sort of sexual energy building between Doctor Lanham and Captain Conway.”

“I was talking about Conway and Unjon. Did you see the way that guy was looking at the captain?”

Larkin consulted her database.



“By the sssssuculent Ssssssssulani,” Dr. Benzra cursed, holding the jar up to the light in the Operating Room, inspecting the slithering slug within as she grasped its vessel in her claws. “I just removed that thing. Now you want me to put it back in someone elsssssssssse?”

“Not just anyone else, Benzra,” Conway said, as the huge Flarn loomed over the insensate form of Unjon Jerkel. “This is the one that’s been a pain in my ass since day one. Much like that stupid slug has…since…” and he gazed off, as if transfixed by some far off point in space. “I fell in love with it.”

“I ssssssssee.”

Beside Conway, Alexa Lanham rolled her eyes.

Filna Kedric, who was also looking on, shook his head. “You fell into a dangerous trap, Captain. Be glad you are still alive to tell the tale. Shar is a dangerous and deadly symbiont. It’s only out for personal gain and violent buggery. It’s a menace and should be destroyed.”

Conway stared at Kedric blankly. “Uh-huh.” Then he looked at Benzra. “Anyway, I want you to stick Shar back in this man so I can have at him, once and for all.”

Benzra put her claws on her hips…well, it was more like a thorax than hips. “Will you be needing some privacy for thisssssss?”

“No!” Conway said, balling up his fists. “No, no, no! I don’t want to do…that with him. No you don’t get it at all. I want to beat him up, then get him some rehab or something.”

“After he leads us to Snax and helps us defeat him,” Lanham intoned, and Kedric nodded agreement.

“Right, what she said,” Conway said. “Now let’s see you slice this fat son of a bitch open.”

Benzra emitted a low gurgle…the approximation of a sigh. “Very well. Nurse Sssssstokey: Sssssssscalpel.”

Conway looked on giddily.



“Captain, you’re making a big mistake,” Unjon Shar moaned as Benzra dragged him forcibly out of the Sickbay, followed by Conway, Lanham, and Kedric.

“Hmm? How so?”

“Aren’t you forgetting about a little thing called the Prime Directive? This is part of the natural development of the Trill people. Shouldn’t you just let them be?”

“Oh, well, when you put it that way,” Conway said. “You make such an excellent point.” Conway looked at Lanham. “Alexa, let’s go ahead and cancel the whole mission. Feel like going to Risa?”

“Sure,” Lanham said quickly. “I mean NO! We have a job to do, David.”

“I know,” Conway giggled. “I was just toying with the man. Conway to Larkin.”

“Larkin here,” came the exasperated sound of the first officer’s voice.

“Meet us down in the transporter room. I’m about to kick the ass of a number of Trill on the planet below and I need your indestructible exoskeleton and inhuman strength.”

“I am flattered, Captain, but do you not think I should be left in command here while you handle matters on the surface?”

Conway considered that. “Nah. There are no threats in orbit of Trill. The ship will be fine. Come on down. We can leave Ford in command.” Conway winced at the sound of Ford’s whoops and hollers. “Just get down here, Commander.”

“Very well.”

Conway looked at Benzra. “I’d like you to come too, Doctor.”

“To monitor my patient?” Benzra said, glancing at the slightly delirious Unjon who she cradled in one claw as they moved down the corridor.

“No. Because you are a one-insectoid killing machine.” Conway looked off into the distance wistfully. “Gosh, I miss J’hana. If she was here, then we really would have a formidable fighting force.”

“I guess I’ll have to do in her place,” Lanham muttered as they entered the transporter room.

“No way,” Conway said. “It’s too dangerous. Besides, it makes no sense. You’re a science officer, and there’s absolutely nothing down there to examine or detect.”

“Oh, but I disagree,” Lanham said. “You’ll need a science officer to figure out a way to stop Snax’s symbionts from taking full control of their hosts. Besides…I…want…to be with you.”

“This is so not the time or place,” Filna Kedric sighed.

“I disagree,” Conway said, stopping in mid-stride, in the transporter room doorway. “It’s the perfect time and place.” And he grabbed Lanham by the face and kissed her hard on the mouth. When the kiss broke, he added, “Now let’s go kick some ass.”

“I’ll get the weaponssssssssssssssssssssssss!” Benzra hissed.

“TRANSPORTER READY!” Transporter Chief Bark announced loudly.





CHAPTER TEN



Conway, Benzra, Larkin, Kedric, Lanham and Unjon all materialized in a cloakroom in the basement of the Trill Administrative Building. Benzra, to her unmitigated fury, appeared within a stack of coats, and thrashed repeatedly until they were all shreds at her feet (well, claws). When she stood to her full height, Unjon was revealed, strapped to her back in a papoose-like mechanism. It was felt this was the best way to keep him from running away and becoming a nuisance again. And Benzra sort of liked the feeling of carrying a wriggling human around on her back anyway.

“Everybody accounted for?” Conway asked, looking around.

Everybody nodded.

“We will not hear the end of this from Mister Gellar,” Larkin said, referring to the tactical officers insistence that he accompany the away team. Conway had assured him that Larkin and Benzra were more than adequate protection, and that really six people were more than enough for any away team, but Gellar still fumed. Something about being kept out of the action. Conway felt a little sorry for him, but the feeling soon passed.

“Let’s move out,” Conway said. “Slowly, single-file. Keep your eyes…compound telescoping, android infrared and otherwise…peeled.”

“My eyesssss peel every six cyclessssss,” Benzra announced, but no one responded to her. Unjon, on her back, just groaned.

“Get a bead on Snax,” Conway ordered Lanham, who quickly pulled out her tricorder. The rest of the away team withdrew their phaser rifles and leveled them straight ahead, checking settings and preparing to encounter resistance.

“The main amphitheater is two floors up. That’s where the Assembly meets, and that is probably where Snax is,” Kedric informed Conway, who nodded.

“How many Trill are in the Assembly?” Larkin asked.

“Two hundred.”

“Think he could have turned all of them?” Conway asked.

“Beside his rogue symbionts?” Kedric asked. “It’s hard to tell. Little is known of what the symbionts are thinking outside of being joined with us. It’s not a popular notion on Trill, but it could be that several of the symbionts have nefarious motives, and are just subdued by the more logical mindsets of their hosts.”

“And all that mumbo jumbo means–” Conway asked.

“There could be a lot of rogues in this building right now, and there’s no way to tell them from law-abiding, decent Trill.”

“Law abiding?” Unjon spat, pulling at the straps that kept him on Benzra’s back. “Is it law abiding to break a symbiont’s heart? You, sir, broke the greatest law of them all. You broke a heart. You made promises you couldn’t keep, and doomed me to a life of crime!”

Kedric whirled on a heel, pointing his phaser rifle at Unjon. “I am tired of making excuses for you, Shar! You are not my responsibility. I never asked for you, and I sure as hell never wanted to be with you. I tried to let you down gently, but it didn’t work.” He jacked up the setting on his phaser rifle. “Maybe stronger language is in order?”

Conway slapped the barrel of Kedric’s rifle down. “Minister, we have more important business. Besides, you might hit Benzra.”

“My exoskeleton would withstand the blow,” Benzra offered. But again, no one was really listening.

“Let’s keep moving,” Conway said.

“There’s a stairway sixty meters ahead that should lead to the amphitheater level,” Lanham reported, looking at her tricorder. “Not picking up any life-signs in our way.”

“That’ll change soon,” Unjon cackled, then slumped unconscious.

“Call the Aerostar,” Conway said to Larkin. “Let them know everything is five by five, so far.”

“I am sure they will be relieved to hear that,” Larkin murmured, and slapped her comm-badge.



“Calling in so soon?” Ford asked. “Miss me?”

“Indeed not,” Larkin replied. “The captain simply wished for me to apprise you of our condition. We have not encountered any resistance so far.”

“Neither have we,” Ford giggled. “Not that we expected any.”

“I am pleased that you are enjoying a smooth command, Mister Ford.”

“Yeah. Stay down there as long as you like, Larkin. I’ll take care of the place.”

“Indeed.”

“Tell her to file my objection to taking the away team down without me!” Gellar called out from his station.

“Commander,” Ford began.

“I heard Mister Gellar,” Larkin said, sounding tired. “Remind the Lieutenant that an objection to one incident can only be filed once.”

“I just want Starfleet to know how annoyed I am that you won’t let me go with the away team to keep them safe.”

“I will inform them personally.”

“Not if you’re dead.”

“I am indestructible, Lieutenant.”

“Then how come you died once?”

“I am alive now.”

That left Gellar speechless.

“Touche,” Ford giggled. “Good one, Larkin. Have a good time down there. Ford out.”

“Damn android brain. Gets me every time,” Gellar muttered, looking down at his panel.

Ford swung back and forth in the command chair. “Relax, Brian. There’s nothing interesting going on down there. Do you realize how boring planetary revolutions are? It’s really just a lot of sword-rattling and signing of documents. What a bore.”

“I suppose,” Gellar muttered, running circles around the photon controls with his finger. Then he looked at one of his panels, and raised his eyebrow. “Ford…”

“Hmmm?”

“Multiple contacts coming in, bearing 044 mark 165 and 011 mark 222! They’re Orion, and they’re coming in at high warp. Weapons hot!”

Ford shot out of the command chair like he was spring-loaded. “Red Alert! Shields and weapons up! I can’t believe I just said that!”

“You should also order me to contact the away team, sizzle-chest.”

“Oh, right.”

Gellar tapped a few controls. “No luck. They’ve got some kind of jamming field up.” He looked at another screen, and his eyes went wide. “And that’s not all they’ve got. Incoming! Hold on to something, Ford!”

Ford ran forward and grabbed the first available thing: Lieutenant Saral’s head.

“Somebody save us!” he cried as the Aerostar rocked with Orion fire, the needle-like ships zipping around on the viewscreen, tossing bolts of yellow, red-hot energy at the Aerostar-A.

“Please let go of me!” Saral insisted.

“Whoops, sorry,” Ford said, and stumbled back into the command chair, gripping its arms for dear life. “Gellar, fire back! All weapons!”

“Firing!”

“Saral, oscillate the shields.”

“I believe you mean modulate. And my head still aches, Commander.”

“Good. Use that. Finagle the shields. Do whatever you can. Just save us!” Ford drew his knees up and glared at the viewscreen. “Fight fight fight! Everybody to battle-stations!”

“Calm down, spanky,” Gellar said, running his hands over his panel. “We’re going to be just fine!”

“I didn’t want this kind of command! This is dangerous!”

“Just sit back and relax. This is no big deal. We’ve handled Orion ships before.” Gellar’s eyes got wider. “Not this many, of course. Five more just entered the system, to make a total of eight.”

Ford slid down to the floor in front of the command chair. “How about the Ford maneuver?

“I do not think pushing multiple buttons will work this time,” Saral said, glancing at the officer at relief helm officer Mike Garrity. “And I don’t think Mister Garrity is stupid enough to try such a maneuver.”

“How about the ‘Garrity Maneuver’?” the Ensign said meekly.

“Sounds pretty weak,” Ford said. “Oooh! I’ve got an idea!” He bolted to his feet. “Multi-vector assault mode! That’s this ship’s gimmick! USE IT!”

“Son of a–” Gellar muttered to himself. “Ford, we’ve never even used that before. We don’t know if it works, it hasn’t been field tested, and–”

“In that case, it sounds perfect! Go with it!”

Gellar covered his eyes and pushed the button, kicking himself for not trying harder to get on the away team.



Captain Conway crept up the stairwell to the Trill assembly hall. “Nothing on sensors, Alexa?” he called down the steps, to Lanham, who was following him up, along with Larkin. Kedric was leading Benzra down an access tunnel that would empty them out on the opposite side of the amphitheater, the idea being that they would be able to cut off their foe’s avenues for escape. Unless, of course, if there were too many foes, in which case they’d probably be overpowered and killed.

“I’m not showing anyone in the auditorium, Captain,” Lanham said, checking her tricorder again.

“Perhaps they moved out of the building,” Larkin suggested.

“Why would they do that?”

“To wreak havoc on the rest of the planet?” the android suggested.

“Good point,” Conway said, approaching the door to the assembly hall. “Conway to Benzra. You ready over there?”

“Ready asssss I will ever be. Thisssssss Trill on my back is causing quite the rukusssssss.”

“Smack him on the head if he causes you too much trouble, Benzra, and prepare to head into the auditorium, on my mark.”

“You’re the bossssssssss.”

“Mark!” Conway called out, and punched the door control. The door promptly slid open, and he, Larkin, and Lanham burst out into the huge and dimly lit marble amphitheater, waving their phaser rifles around.

“Nobody move!” Conway cried, looking around.

Everyone put their weapons down. The room was empty.

“YAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!” Benzra cried out, bursting out of the door on the opposite side of the room, her pincers snapping.

“Your timing is a little off, but nicely done,” Lanham muttered.

Benzra looked around. “Well, where on Flarn Prime are they?”

“All around you, imbeciles,” a voice echoed throughout the huge chamber.

Conway pointed his phaser rifle all around the auditorium. “Snax? Is that you? Show yourself, you low down, dirty, no good slug!”

“Captain, I’m hurt. I would think you’d appreciate the symbiont mindset more than anyone. You have played host on more than one occasion.”

“And I’d rather not do it again.”

“And so you shan’t,” Snax’s voice echoed, as Lanham checked and rechecked her tricorder.

“Is ‘shan’t’ a word?” Conway whispered to Larkin.

“It is a contraction,” Larkin replied.

“Captain, I can’t figure out where that voice is coming from,” Lanham said. “I think they’ve put up jammers of some kind outside of this room.”

“So we were being jammed. My instincts are excellent,” Conway announced.

“And yet you have apparently lead us into a trap,” Larkin observed.

“Shut up.”

Doors suddenly cascaded open along the oval rim of the auditorium, light pouring in. Silhouettes appeared in the doorways holding weapons.

“Like shooting…something in a barrel,” Snax’s voice said. “Enjoy your demise. Pity none of you will be around to witness the taking of Trill. You see, once I injected the legislature with my patented formula, they went out and shared it with the general public. Now the symbionts are in control.”

“You’re not just crazy, you’re stupid,” Conway said. “Symbionts need their hosts. Even I know that!”

“We’ll see about that,” Snax said. “It’s a new world out there, Captain, and it’s all because of me.”

“SNAX!” Unjon screamed, kicking and screaming on Benzra’s back. “Free me! Come get me so I can help you take your rightful place as the leader of Trill!”

“Thanks for the offer, Unjon, but I think I can do it without you.”

“But…I was going to get to be Secretary of Agriculture. You know how I love legumes!”

“Be that as it may, I simply can’t risk going in there to get you out. I’m afraid you’ll have to die with the others.”

“But…Snax!” Unjon cried, his lower lip quivering. “You said you’d always love me.”

“I said no such thing, you clingy little freak! I simply said you’d always have a place with me. And that, of course, was a lie. Don’t feel bad. Really. It’s not you. It’s me. Hahahahahaha!”

“SNAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAX!” Unjon shouted.

“Kill them!” Snax’s voice ordered.

“Kill THEM!” Conway ordered, and shoved Lanham behind the podium at the front of the assembly floor.

“AYIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIEEEEEEEEEEE!” Benzra chittered, leaping forward, her clawed feet clacking on the marble floor. Conway, peeking over the podium pedestal as he gripped Lanham for dear life, looked on in amazement at how quickly such a large creature could move.

In an instant, Benzra was upon three or four of the Trill assassins, slashing them with her claws. One of them got off a few shots of his phaser, but they merely slowed her down a bit, and seemed to make her even madder.

“I’d like to see Doctor Browning do THAT,” Conway muttered to himself.

Suddenly, Benzra unceremoniously ripped one of the poor fellows in two. Conway would have to give her the “stun setting” speech again.

Larkin was holding her own as well, picking off each assailant with pinpoint accuracy, leaping from one row of seats to the other, evading phaser blasts and ducking flying fists, punching some assailants as they got closer.

“What are we supposed to do, just hide here forever?” Lanham asked, strands of hair dangling in her face, as her ponytail had come tragically undone in the midst of all the ruckus.

“No. Just wait for the odds to get a little more in our favor,” Conway said, glancing over the podium again and squeezing off a few shots in the direction of one of the Trill attackers. “And keep our resident dignitary out of danger.” Conway glanced over to the row of chairs where he’d seen Kedric dive. He wasn’t there. “Hmm. Wonder if he was vaporized. Hope not.”

Conway was stirred from his thoughts when a small, cylindrical device clattered to the floor beside him, beeping pleasantly.

He picked it up and studied it, then looked at Lanham, sharing her panicked expression. “BOMB!” he cried out, hurling the cylinder into the center of the auditorium. A blast shook the walls of the room, sending plumes of smoke and debris into the air. Conway covered his and Lanham’s heads as pieces of upholstery and chair parts plummeted down upon him.

“You almost hit me with that!” Larkin’s voice called out, barely visible in all the smoke and ash.

Conway stood up. “It was a tactical decision. We evened the playing field, since nobody can see anything now.”

“But they know the layout of this room and the building, we do not,” Larkin pointed out.

“I think I just sssssssstepped in ssssssssomeone I killed,” Benzra announced.

“Use some of that fancy eyesight of yours, Larkin,” Conway said. “Locate a way out of here.”

“And if I should find one?”

“Tell us about it!”

“Indeed.”

All was silent for a few moments as the dust settled. Conway tapped his comm-badge. “Conway to Aerostar. Mister Gellar, you may want to send down some reinforcements to surround the building.”

Brzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzt.

Lanham gripped Conway’s arm. “What the hell is going on up there?”

“Probably just a little static,” Conway said.



“Port stabilizer is down, we’re risking total containment failure!” Lt. Kamtezen announced over the comm system as the Aerostar…or at least the saucer section, bucked and weaved its way around its Orion attackers.

“On which section?”

“The upper stardrive! I don’t even know where the lower stardrive is!”

“Does it have a chief engineer?”

“Yes, we took the time to establish three different crews for all the sections. Haven’t you seen the other captains and chief engineers walking around?”

“You’re being sarcastic, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Kamtezen said flatly. “Anyway, I will keep you posted. Kamtezen out.”

Meanwhile, Ensign Garrity pulled the saucer section into a tight, stomach-churning turn. On the viewscreen, the upper and lower stardrives crisscrossed, firing phaser blasts at the Orions. One ship had been blown up, another disabled. But they were still outnumbered, six to three.

Ford held on to the arms of the command chair as the vessel rattled. “Suggestions, people?”

“One,” Gellar said. “Talk to them.”

“I’ll forget you said that!” Ford said, turning in his chair. “What kind of ship do you think it is? A talky one?”

“Well, Starfleet does favor diplomacy,” Gellar said.

Ford rubbed his chin as a piece of the ceiling dropped in front of him. “You know what? You’re right. Get me a channel to the lead ship.”

“I have no idea which one is the lead ship.”

“Open frequency then,” Ford said, straightening in the command chair. “I’ll give this a try. Can’t make things worse, right?”

Gellar decided to keep his mouth shut. “Frequency open.”

“Orion vessels,” Ford began. “This is…Secondary…Captain Zachary Lamont Ford of the Federation Starship Aerostar–all three parts of it.”

“‘Lamont’?” Gellar whispered.

Ford ignored him. “We’re not sure why you’re firing on us, but we wish to call a truce to confer.” He sat back in his chair, awaiting response.

Gellar looked at his panel. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we’re getting a response.”

Ford shrugged. “Put it on screen.”

The screen filled with a large, angry looking Orion with a horse-shaped face and crooked, slimy teeth. He grinned, showing one of the teeth was missing. “Starfleeter. I hate Starfleeters.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name,” Ford grinned.

“Chock. Captain of the Interceptor Slovas.”

“Nice to meet you, Chock,” Ford said. “Let me say, first of all, that I wish to extend all possible diplomatic courtesies to the Orions, and their shady little syndicate too. The Federation comes in peace.”

“Is that why you destroyed our market on Therris Prime?”

“Whoops,” Ford said quietly.

“I told you they were after us because of that,” Gellar snapped.

“Shut up!” Ford said between clenched teeth. He looked back at the viewscreen. “That… was a misunderstanding.”

“Explain yourself,” Chock ordered, then folded his arms expectantly.

“Um…well, you see,” Ford said, pushing out of the command chair and stepping toward the viewscreen. “It all started with this symbiont, who, hundreds of years ago, decided he wanted to take over Trill. Well, he failed, and was sort of put on ice for a little while, but now he’s trying again.”

“And what does this have to do with our ruined market and lost income?”

“Well, you see, another evil symbiont stole a bunch of other symbionts, including that really nasty one I mentioned earlier. And it used the Orion Mart as a front to distract us all from the fact that it was really trying to revive this nasty symbiont and help it take over Trill, which we’re trying to prevent now.”

“This symbiont….it’s down on the planet now?”

“Yes. Both of them. Both of the evil symbionts who tricked you and raided your Orion Mart.”

“You raided our Orion Mart,” Chock corrected.

Ford held up a nervous, shaking finger. “No! No, not exactly. You see, our captain had one of those evil symbionts inside him during that raid. It’s all the symbionts’ fault. The one that raided your facility goes by the name of Shar.”

“You wouldn’t be…lying, would you?”

“No. I swear on my mother’s grave,” Ford said shakily.

“Your mother isn’t dead,” Gellar whispered.

“Shhhh!”

Chock seemed thoughtful for several moment. “Your story makes a great deal of sense, human.”

Ford cocked his head. “It does?”

“And…I trust you for some reason. You have the bargaining posture of an Orion. Self-assured, confident. I dare say cocky. You would make a fine businessman.”

“No kidding?”

“Would you like to join the Syndicate?”

Gellar turned away from his console, looked at Ford, and shook his head vehemently.

“No, not right now, but thanks. What I would like is for you to assist us in stopping that terrible symbiont from taking over Trill.”

“We can then seek retribution for our lost income?” Chock asked.

“Yes, from the Trill, who are the people you really should be dealing with.”

Chock nodded. “I see.”

Ford thought a moment. “Are your ships capable of maneuvering in atmosphere?”

“Indeed they are, and well! Want to buy some? I can get you some very cheaply if you don’t ask where they came from.”

Ford looked at Gellar, who shook his head again. “No, that’s not necessary. Just take what ships we haven’t destroyed or disabled and surround the Trill government building.”

Chock nodded, understanding the plan. “And do what? Kill everyone inside?”

“NO!” Ford said quickly. “No, just sit there and look menacing. That should be sufficient.”

“We understand. It was nice doing business with you, Secondary Captain Ford.” And Chock disappeared from the screen. The six functional Orion ships darted down into Trill’s atmosphere.

Ford brushed his hands together, sighing with relief as he returned to the command chair and sat down. “There. I think that went well.”

“Yeah,” Gellar said. “As long as they don’t kill our away team.”

“Yeah,” Ford repeated. “Um, Brian…you’d better go down there. Take a heavily armed team.”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Gellar said, rising from his seat and heading for the turbolift.



The halls of the Trill Administration Building were in chaos, as Conway and Lanham weaved their way through the running, cursing, shouting crowds of Trill. It was impossible to tell which ones had been overtaken by their symbionts, although by the brainwave readings Lanham had taken with her tricorder, it would seem a great many were experiencing a great…imbalance… in the symbiotic relationship between Trill and symbiont.

“This is going to be one tough mess to clean up,” Lanham said as Conway and her shuffled along a corridor toward an open veranda that overlooked Trill Square, and the bustling streets of Trillian below.

“Uh-huh,” Conway said, looking down at the rioting crowds in the streets; people looting buildings, brawling with one another, overturning shuttlecraft, and the like. It was then that several shadows descended on the streets. The bronze, needle-shaped craft were familiar to Conway.

“Orions?” He tapped his comm-badge. “Conway to Aerostar.”

“Ford here.”

“Why are the Orions surrounding the Trill Administration Building?”

“Don’t you recognize a cavalry when you see one?” Ford asked.

“Obviously not,” Conway said. “What’s your status?”

“Damaged, but in once piece…after the ship came back together.”

“You had to engage multi-vector?” Conway asked. “Wow. How was it?”

“Not that great, actually.”

“Hmm.”

“Gellar went down there with an away team to try to keep the peace.”

“He’ll need a whole platoon,” Lanham said.

“What’s happening down there?” Ford asked.

Conway looked down into the streets. “A revolution, Ford. A revolution.”

“Anything we can do from here?”

“Unless you have a way of dispersing an antidote into the atmosphere around this city, then no.”

Lanham’s expression brightened. “Captain…that’s exactly what we should do. Great idea!”

“I was just being sarcastic!”

“It doesn’t matter!” Lanham said, looking at her tricorder and punching a few controls. “All we have to do is figure out what neurotransmitter is being blocked out and code an enzyme to unblock it.”

“Uh-huh,” Conway said. “Well, that’s what I was thinking.”

Lanham worked at her tricorder. “It’ll just take a moment. Then I can send the results up to the Aerostar, and they can fire a probe into the air above the city that can disperse a concentrated dosage of the enzyme into the air supply.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Conway said, as his comm-badge chirped.

“Benzra to Conway.”

“Go ahead.”

“We’re now two Trillsssssssssss sssshort.”

“What do you mean?”

“In all the commotion, Unjon became dissssslodged from my back. As did a piece of my exoskeleton, but I can grow that back in several–”

“Benzra!” Conway said. “Did you see where he went?”

“Up, sir.”

“Find some stairs Benzra. Meet me on the roof.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s where I’d go if I was plotting an escape.”

“And what makes you think Unjon, or anyone else from that matter, would be planning an escape?” Lanham asked.

“Because I don’t think they envisioned it quite going this way,” Conway said. “C’mon!”



“I didn’t envision it quite going this way,” Rikkens Snax admitted, standing on the rooftop of the 20-storey Trill Administration Building, waiting for his air escort to arrive. Kamella had parked a small, short-range vessel on the outskirts of town in case an escape would be needed, and it obviously was. He just hoped his accomplice would make it through the rioting crowds.

Snax looked down over the ledge of the building, at the crowds milling and rioting about. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. They were supposed to glory in their release from their host bondage. Not just start fighting each other, willy-nilly.

Was it possible, after all, that the symbionts really did need the hosts? Had Snax made an awful miscalculation to that effect, and in doing so, doomed his whole takeover plan?

“Your takeover plan is doomed!” a voice called out from behind Snax, and without turning, he knew it was Filna Kedric.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Snax said. “So I can watch you die myself.”

“You’ll never get out of this building alive,” Kedric said, leveling a phaser at Snax.

“Then that’s something we have in common,” Snax grinned toothily, stepping toward Kedric. “You wouldn’t really use that thing on me, would you?”

“Easily,” Kedric said. “You’re a danger to this planet. It’s my job to wipe you out.”

“Ahh, the noble boy-scout, to the very last.” Snax and Kedric circled each other on the rooftop like jungle cats. “You won last time, though. Don’t you think it’s my turn?”

“Nope,” Kedric said simply.

“You’re both wrong!” a voice cried out from the roof entrance. “It’s MY turn!” Unjon Shar limped out onto the rooftop. “Did you all forget about me?”

“If only,” Kedric sighed. “Shar, I think you’d better think about which side–”

“Enough talk!” Unjon barreled into the Trill Foreign Minister before he could bring his phaser to bear and knocked him to the ground, sending the phaser clattering across the rooftop.

“What a pleasing exchange,” Snax said, clapping his hands with pleasure and walking across the rooftop to grab Kedric’s fallen phaser. “Don’t think I don’t appreciate the irony of this, fellows. I do realize that we were in much the same situation four hundred years ago, just in different bodies. Kind of nice how that circular existence we call life works, eh?”

Kedric rolled over, pushing Unjon off him. “If you’re going to shoot, just shoot! I can do without the nostalgia.”

“What’s wrong, Kedric?” Snax said, walking over to Kedric and leveling the phaser at him. “Have a hard time facing your past?”

Below, they could all hear the roar of crowds pushing their way in the building, overtaking the legislature members and, probably, fighting them in hand to hand combat.

“He’s right, you know,” Unjon said softly, rolling over to face Kedric.

“Dear Gods, these have been wasted lives,” Kedric moaned, and leaned up. He stared at Snax. “Your plan has failed, Snax. Turn yourself over to the authorities, and let’s end this, before any more innocents die.”

“And what makes you think I care about innocents?” Snax growled, shoving his phaser in Kedric’s face. “Nobody’s innocent!”

“We are!” came a voice from the rooftop entrance, and Snax turned, in shock.

There stood Benzra, Larkin, Lanham, and Conway, rifles all leveled at Snax.

“In a few minutes, my ship is going to deliver an antidote to your little formula to this whole city,” Conway said. “Now drop your weapon!”

“I happen to have a rescue planned, thank you very much,” Snax said defensively, shoving his phaser up against Kedric’s head and slinging an arm around his neck. “And, ooh…look! I have a hostage too.”

“No!” Unjon cried.

“Something tells me your rescue is going to be a bit late,” Larkin observed, glancing in the distance.

“And why do you say that?” Snax demanded.

Larkin pointed.

Snax turned.

His escape shuttle, presumably piloted by Kamella, streaked by, chased by an Orion Interceptor. It was headed out of the city, the Interceptor on its tail, and eventually disappeared into the distant, dusky horizon.

“Haven’t you learned anything, Snax?” Conway said, walking quickly toward the now rage-filled and quivering Snax. “You don’t f*** with a powerful government.”

“Don’t take one more step, Captain!” Snax shouted, backing away from Conway…and toward the edge of the rooftop. “I’ll shoot him, I swear!”

“NO!” Unjon Shar cried, stepping up next to Conway, advancing with him toward Snax and Kedric. “You can’t kill him. I LOVE him!”

Conway looked at Unjon. “I thought you loved me.”

“Honey, I always will. But Kedric was around long before you. There’s just no contest.”

“I’m hurt,” Conway said thoughtfully. “I guess.” He then returned his attention, and his rifle, to Snax. “Don’t make another move, Snax. I don’t know if you’ve looked behind you, but you have nowhere to go but down!”

“I don’t care anymore,” Snax said, wild-eyed. “Because, at least this time, I’ll be taking Kedric with me. And neither of our symbionts will survive a twenty-story fall.”

“What?” Kedric asked, looking, shocked, at Snax. “I don’t want to be thrown from a building…again!”

“Sorry!” Snax screamed, and elbowed Kedric hard in the chest, sending him backpedaling over the roof ledge. Kedric gripped Snax’s wrist hard and dragged him along with him, and Shar ran to the ledge to try and grab Kedric.

“No, baby, no! We could be so beautiful together!” Unjon Shar cried, dashing for the ledge, but it was too late. When Conway joined Unjon at the ledge, they both saw the bodies of Filna Kedric and Rikkens Snax spreadeagle on the brick walkway below.

“Damn,” Conway said, shaking his head. “Starfleet really is going to be pissed at me.”

“Is that all you care about, you heartless bastard? STARFLEET?” Unjon Shar cried, beating Conway about the shoulders so hard he dropped his phaser rifle. “Two men are dead! Two dear, dear men! Two men I love! And now all I have left is you. Oh, you…you…you…” And Unjon burst into tears, burying his head in Conway’s shoulder.

The Captain knew of nothing else to do but wrap his arms around Unjon and hold him. “I’m sorry, Shar. I’m sorry it had to go this way.”

Shar looked into Conway’s eyes. “Guess it was never meant to be for us, huh?”

Conway laughed softly. “And you’re just now figuring this out?”

“Silly me,” Unjon giggled, and buried his head again in Conway’s shoulder. The captain winced as he felt Unjon’s hand grip him harder.

“Uh…guys…” he croaked, as Unjon squeezed him harder, making it difficult to breathe. “A little help…”

“Maybe we’ll be together in the afterlife, huh, sweetie?” Unjon whispered in Conway’s ear, and flipped him over the rooftop ledge.

Conway’s hands fumbled against the ledge as he swung over, his legs hanging precariously above the 20-story drop. He cursed himself for feeling sympathy for Shar. The thing was a killer. A dirty murderer and a psychopath. The fact that Shar somehow, awkwardly and pervertedly loved him just made him all the more twisted. Conway gripped the stone ledge, feeling his hands go raw as he watched Unjon climb up onto the ledge and, as if all was moving in slow motion, prepare to jump as if he were a champion diver.

“See you on the other side, my precious love!” Unjon cooed, and leaped from the roof.

“Damn it, I have the most f***ed up love life!” Conway cried out, to no one in particular.

Lanham and Larkin were immediately at Conway’s side, Benzra hovering behind. Lanham and Larkin each took an arm, and lugged Conway back over the ledge. He let himself slide to the ground, resting against the ledge and catching his breath.

He blinked sweat out of his eyes and looked at the fuzzy image of Alexa Lanham kneeling in front of him, staring at him with a broad, but concerned smile.

“David…are you okay?”

“Am I dreaming, or didn’t you push me off a ledge once?” he groaned.

“No, I did,” Lanham admitted.

“And Shar…” Conway said. “Didn’t Shar also…”

“Twice, I believe,” Larkin said.

“Just checking,” Conway said, leaning his head forward against Lanham’s chest.

Lanham pulled him close to her and rubbed the back of his head. “I may have pushed you off a ledge once, David, but I pulled you back this time. That’s got to count for something.”

“It does,” Conway said. “It really does.”

Larkin, meanwhile, glanced over the ledge, as did Benzra. “Could they have survived such a fall, I wonder?”

“I sssssssssseriously doubt it,” Benzra said.



Kedric blinked his eyes, as that was all he was able to do anymore. The sky above him grew dark, and the view of the buildings on either side of him began to close in as he lay plastered to the sidewalk.

Beside him, Unjon Shar lay in a heap, a tangle of broken limbs.

“Heh…” the almost-dead Shar laughed, blood dripping from his mouth. “Sorry….I…. pushed you off….that building that one…time, Ked…”

“Bygones,” Kedric sputtered through cracked teeth. He glanced, and even that pained him, over to see Snax twitching a little beside him.

“Our…symbionts…must…all…have…lived,” Unjon choked out.

“Better…luck…next life,” Snax cackled, then coughed, and Kedric was pretty sure he heard stuff gush out a gaping wound in the Trill’s side.

“Excuse me,” came a voice above, and Kedric thought at first it was one of the gods. Were the Gods Orions?

“I’m Captain Chock of the Interceptor Slovas, working for the Orion Syndicate. I am here to exact vengeance on the one who ruined our business on Therris Prime. Would one of you, by chance, be called Shar?”

Snax gurgled something unintelligible.

Shar and Kedric, for their parts, both mustered what was left of their energy and pointed shakily over at Snax.

“Excellent,” Chock said, and stood over Rikkens Snax. He must not have been off-put about his quarry being of Orion descent. Bunch of back-biters, Kedric thought to himself.

“You’ve all been most helpful,” Chock said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go ahead and vaporize your friend here, and be on my way.”

“Help….” Unjon murmurred.

“Yourself,” Kedric finished for him.

And then they both died.





CHAPTER ELEVEN



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55010.6. We have been in orbit of Trill for several days, helping them recover from Snax’s aborted overthrow attempt. I have received orders from Starfleet to help them in any way possible for as long as needed, and then to depart Trill and never return again, so long as I live.

I’m fine with that.



“Heading to the bridge?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact. How’d you know?”

“An educated guess. I suppose I have to go to. You know what a domineering ass the captain can be.”

“Yeah.”

Captain Conway rolled over in bed, got up, and began pulling his uniform on.

Lanham, meanwhile, pulled the sheets around herself and rolled in the other direction. “Wake me when it’s time to leave orbit.”

“It’ll still be another couple of days. The Trill are asking our engineers to help them renovate their Administration building. And they commandeered our PR department to put a positive spin on the whole thing and reassure the Trill populace that everything’s okay.”

“Of course they’re asking for a lot,” Lanham said, leaning up. “They did, after all, lose one of their finest dignitaries.”

“Hey, how many times do I have to say this? That wasn’t our fault!”

“Yeah, but you were nearby,” Lanham said. “For Starfleet, and the Trill, that’s enough.”

“It’s not fair,” Conway muttered. “Anyway, he’ll be back…in one form, or another.”

“Let’s hope they have the good sense not to put Shar in another host,” Lanham said. “The last thing you need is another incarnation of THAT person running around.”

“I don’t know…maybe if they put her in a REALLY attractive Trill woman,” Conway said, kneeling down to kiss Lanham on the forehead. “Like maybe that Ezri person.”

“Shut up and kiss me, you big, asinine man!” Lanham said, throwing her arms around Conway and kissing him deeply.



Conway found it impossible to wipe the smile off his face as he walked to the bridge.

Larkin joined him, appearing at his side as if from out of nowhere, holding a padd.

“Captain Conway,” she said formally. “I have some concerns.”

“Why does that not surprise me, Larkin?” Conway said, stepping into the turbolift and saying “bridge.”

She handed her padd to Conway. “Mister Ford made some administrative…decisions, while he was in command. And although it was only for a brief time, he somehow managed to transform my orderly, efficient, and equitable crew roster into a shambles.”

“That’s funny. All I’ve heard about him are good things,” Conway replied. “He actually talked the Orions out of destroying the ship. Using words!”

“Be that as it may,” Larkin said, and the turbolift doors opened onto the bridge

“Oh, my,” Conway said softly, and stepped out of the turbolift.

Ford turned around in the command chair and waved at Conway. “Afternoon, Captain! May I introduce the new ‘Beta Shift.’”

“They’re all extremely large-breasted women!” Conway blurted.

“As always, sir, you are the epitome of delicacy,” Larkin said, as she and Conway walked over to the command center.

“I’m hurt that you’d draw that conclusion, Captain,” Ford said, vacating the command chair for Conway and standing in front of him. “These are all top-notch officers. I just gave them the opportunity to succeed that Larkin was unwilling to give.”

“You have designated a xeno-botanist for the Ops position,” Larkin observed. “And placed a systems engineer at the helm.”

Conway glanced over his shoulder. “And Patsy back there at tactical is a kindergarten teacher,” Conway said, then waved meekly. “Hi, Patsy.”

Ford’s shoulders slumped as he walked over to take the helm from Shirley Prentice, the Aerostar’s Chief of Inventory. “Better go back to the bottom of the ship, Shirley,” he said dejectedly.

“See you tonight, then, baby,” Prentice said, kissing Ford on the cheek and skipping into the forward turbolift.

“Can the other ones stay, at least till the end of the shift?” Ford asked.

“Sure,” Conway said, then looked at Larkin, who stared at him blankly. “I mean…no. That’s ridiculous.” He then got up from his chair and walked over to his readyroom. “I’ll be in here working on my report to Starfleet. Do me a favor and send Doctor Lanham in here when she gets to the bridge. I have…scientific matters to discuss with her.”

“Like baby-making,” Ford chortled, and Larkin tossed her padd at him.

“My aim is still excellent, after all these years,” the android observed.



Conway was staring out his oblong, vertical readyroom window, thinking about Shar and Kedric, and how some people were just destined for one another, when his door chime rang.

“Come,” he called absently.

“You asked to see me about…scientific matters…Captain?” Lanham asked, standing in his doorway.

Conway turned in his chair. “Yes, of course, Doctor. Come, sit down.”

Lanham walked into the readyroom, let the doors close behind her, then slid over Conway’s desk, engulfing him in a long kiss. She thin slid back down into the chair opposite Conway’s desk and stared at him for a moment. “Okay, David. Spit it out. Something’s wrong.”

“Yeah.” Conway nodded. He took Lanham’s hands. “When we got together the first time, it happened too quick. Agreed?”

“Yeah,” Lanham said, thinking back to it. They were both aboard the Darwin, Conway at ops, she in one of the science labs, studying proto-matter interactions. Conway had come down demanding a report from her, she had said it wasn’t ready, and they had ended up, in the heat of the argument, having sex right on the lab table. Shortly thereafter, they were married. Shortly thereafter, she sort of accidentally pushed him off a cliff and they got divorced.

“Well,” Conway said. “I don’t want to do it that way again. I don’t want to make the mistake of going too fast. I want to date. I want the thrill of walking to your doorstep and pushing the call button. I want to bring you flowers. I want to surprise you in the middle of the day with a picnic basket. I want us to do couple things.”

Lanham stared at Conway. “Do I need to check and see if there’s another symbiont inside you?”

“No,” Conway said. “I just don’t want this relationship going bad. I’ve had enough of those. I want this relationship to be pure, and good, and I want it to never end. I think I deserve that after all this time.”

Lanham nodded, but looked a little surprised. “I have to agree with you there.”

“So it’s settled. I’m asking you out to dinner tonight. Then we’ll retire to our separate quarters. No sex until at least the…um…tenth date. And then, only sporadically. Agreed?”

Lanham giggled. “Well, if you really want that…”

Conway nodded. “I do.”

“Okay,” she said, and leaned forward, kissing Conway on the cheek. “Square one it is. See you tonight.”

Conway smiled broadly at Lanham as she left, then he turned around and stared out the window again.

A nice, slow, easygoing pace. That’s what he wanted.

No sex until the tenth date. Yes, that was logical. That was…

Conway thought hard about that last part.

“My God, what have I done?” he cried, banging his head against the transparent aluminum.





EPILOGUE



One of the most fulfilling things in a symbiont’s life is waking up after a prior host has died, and seeing that the world is still there, fresh and new, and ready to be explored once again. It was like a fresh start, a new chance to do things over again, but right, this time.

So what if that’s not how it usually happened. So what if, more often than not, symbionts fell into their old habits, and ended up repeating mistakes that were centuries old.

Kedric thought about all of these things, and leaned up, looking around the operating room.

“She’s coming to,” one of the nurses said.

“She,” Kedric said, and heard her lilting, feathery voice for the first time. She looked down at the clingy hospital gown. “Yes, I am a she again.”

“Your name is Nanya,” the nurse, a lithe, smiling and doe-eyed Trill female, said. “Your host placement coordinator will meet with you once you leave recovery to discuss all the vital information. Obviously, in cases such as this, when the host dies suddenly, the placement process is a little different.”

“Of course,” Nanya said, and swung her legs over the bed. “May I get up?”

“You should rest. The implantation was only an hour ago.”

Nanya nodded, then leaned back on the bed. “Of course.” Suddenly, something occurred to her. “Nurse…could you give me a mirror?”

“Of course.” The nurse brought a mirror to Nanya and placed it in her hand.

She lifted up the mirror and studied her face. It was beautiful. Symmetrical. High cheekbones. Deep, thoughtful brown eyes. Kedric laughed to itself. Filna would have probably been quite attracted to this female. There was…one…thing.

“Nurse…how old am I?” Nanya asked.

“Thirty-three years old,” the nurse replied.

“Uh-huh,” Nanya said. “And why was I put in such an…established host.”

“As I said, the process is a bit different when the host dies suddenly. I shouldn’t be discussing this with you, but you and your friend caused quite a stir.”

“Friend…?”

“Yes. They had to hold an emergency meeting of the symbiosis commission. Obviously, since this is a recurring problem, they had to come up with a novel solution.”

“Novel?”

“Yes,” the nurse said, folding some blankets and placing them on a shelf. She returned to Nanya’s side and grasped her hand. “The commission decided the best way to settle such a lifelong animosity between two symbionts was to put them into hosts who already had a deep and meaningful love for one another.”

“Deep….meaningful?” Nanya stammered.

“Yes. Nanya and Zandor have been married for thirteen years. They were high school sweethearts, and I’m told they are crazy about each other. They have three kids and a few pet luxos, and a house in the suburbs of Precinct 24.”

“Suburbs,” Nanya said distractedly, turning slowly to look at the other recovery bed, several meters away. A man lie resting there, unconscious. He had chiseled, rugged features. A square jaw, and prominent, manly chin.

“Yes!” the nurse said, obviously getting excited. “And this is the best part…you’re a stay at home mom. Isn’t that retro? I bet after all those careers you’ve had in your past hosts, you could use a bit of a break.”

“Stay…at…home?” Nanya whimpered.

“Yes,” the nurse said. “I think it’s safe to say you and Shar will have many happy years together. Isn’t that great?”

Nanya Kedric nodded dumbly. “Yeah. Grand.”





THE END.






Always the Last to Know



You can’t go home again.

Who said that? Whoever it was, they were full of crap. Of course you can. Again and again, until people grow tired of you.

Anyway, welcome to the continuing adventures of the crew of the Explorer. I hope you enjoy them, and have as hard a time getting tired of reading them as I have getting tired of writing them.



***



ONE MONTH AGO…



She leaned back, curled against his shoulder. She rubbed her stomach. “Nine little months, Andy.”

“Eight and three quarters,” he replied. “Not that I’m counting.”

“And just to think we came close to losing it all,” she said, looking to him. “Say…that reminds me. How did you convince my alternate-universe duplicate that you were really from another reality?”

He looked uncomfortable suddenly. “I…um…nibbled her ear.”

“Oh. OH! I see.” She folded her arms. “Well, I hope it was good.”

“That’s all I did!”

“That was quite enough!”

He kissed her on the head. Turned her head to face him. “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.” She harrumphed. “Well, at least I know you have good taste in women.”

“There is that.” He 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?”

She crinkled her nose. “What’s that?”

He waffled. “Ummm…shut up and kiss me!” And he tilted her head up and kissed her long and passionately, pausing only to tell the computer “lights off!”

Then everything went dark.



NOW…



“BLUAAAAH!”

Captain Andy Baxter rolled over in bed and cuddled against his pillow, yawning softly.

“BLUAAAAAAAH!”

With eyes still closed, Baxter reached behind him and felt the empty spot in the bed. “Kelly?” he called out, though he was pretty sure about where she was.

“I’m kind of busy right now,” he heard the moan from his bathroom.

Slowly, he opened his eyes. “Something I can help you with?”

“Actually–BLUAAAAAH!–yes, there is something you can–GLLLP!–help me with.”

“Name it.” Baxter eased up to a sitting position.

“Could you jam your finger down your throat?”

Baxter smacked his lips. “I really don’t see how that would help, honey.”

“BLUAAAAAAH! Think of it as sharing in the pregnancy experience!”

“I WAS pregnant. Remember the Q thing.”

“Don’t you dare–BLAAAH!–DARE bring up the Q thing again!”

Baxter crept over to the door to his bathroom. Poor Kelly. She was hugging the toilet like it was her best friend. “Just making conversation.”

“Listen, either shut up and get in bed, or get down here and join me. I don’t have time to–BLAAAAACH– talk.”

Baxter sighed. “This is not the way to start our vacation.”



Nine decks up, on the bridge of the U.S.S. Explorer, Commander Christopher Richards sat in the command chair, sketching.

At helm, Lieutenant Susan Madera turned around and glanced at him. “Commander, we’re nearing the rendez-vous point.”

“Come out of warp. And stop turning around. I’m trying to get the detail on the back of your head.”

“If I wasn’t still crazy about you, this would really be bugging me.”

“In point of fact,” J’hana spoke up from the tactical station, “this ship’s first officer must surely have better things to do than sketch the foreward stations.”

“I’m doing more than sketching the foreward stations,” Richards said, glancing angrily back at the Andorian. “I’m sketching the viewscreen, too.”

“Allow me to clear out a space above my mantle.”

“You don’t have a mantle in your quarters,” Tilleran observed from the science station with a giggle.

“No kidding.” Something bleeped at J’hana’s station. “In any event, you should cease the sketching nonsense. Our boss has arrived.”

Richards chuckled. “Andy? Huh…he’s about as much my boss as I’m your boss.”

“Not that boss.” J’hana pointed on the viewscreen, where somehow, very quietly, Admiral Harlan Baxter appeared. “That boss.”

Richards glanced up at the viewscreen. He dropped his sketch padd to the deck and kicked it under the command chair. “Um. Oh. Admiral Baxter. Nice to see you again. Hope the family’s doing well.”

Harlan was flanked by Lucille Baxter, on the bridge of the U.S.S. Pathfinder.

“Those bettr have been crew rprts, Cmdr,” Harlan said, rolling his cigar from one side of his mouth to the other.

“Yup. And spotless crew reports they were, too.” Richards shifted uncomfortably in the center seat. “Why, just today, Lieutenant Madera made a stunning observation about a pulsar.”

Madera glanced back at Richards. “I did?”

“Shut up and steer,” Richards said under his breath. “Well, Admiral, you’re a bit early for our rendez-vous. We’re not due to meet with you for another few hours.”

“The Petermans wanted to speed up the trip,” Lucille Baxter said. “Apparently, they’re excited to see their daughter or something.”

“Rrr sick’ve us,” Harlan offered.

“Quite,” said Lucille, not making eye contact with Harlan. “At any rate, Commander, you may prepare to receive us in one hour.”

“Prepare…” Richards glanced around the bridge. “Yep. It looks like we’re all prepared.”

“What about the recieving party? The reception?”

“The recieving what? The what reception?” Richards glanced back at J’hana, who shrugged.

Harlan rolled his eyes. “Woman wants stuff done by the regs, boyah.”

“Well,” Richards said, straightening. “Regs. Sure. Prepared for arrival. Yep. Just go to the transporter room. We’ll have you beamed over.”

“Good nuff. Bxtr out.”

Richards stood. “J’hana, Lieutenant Sefelt, you have exactly four minutes to figure out what the hell the Baxters were talking about and prepare us to ‘receive them’ in Transporter Room Two. I’ll be in the readyroom, pretending to be busy.” He glanced at Tilleran. “Commander, you have the bridge.”

“It will be nice to see Admiral Bxtr again,” J’hana observed, pointing for Sefelt to follow her and heading for the aft turbolift.



Richards was sitting at Baxter’s desk looking over his sketch when the comm system bleeped.

“Tilleran to Richards.”

“What?”

“You have a subspace communication coming through from the Aerostar-A.”

“Really? What the heck could they want?”

“I have no idea. They’re like three sectors away. My telepathy doesn’t have that great a range.”

“Why didn’t you just ask?”

“Please. That’s so…done.”

Richards sighed. “Just put the comm through, Tilleran.” He spun Baxter’s desktop viewer to face him and hit a control. Captain David Conway appeared on the viewer, with officers crossing behind him on the Aerostar’s bridge looking busy…or pretending to look busy…Richards wasn’t sure.

“Captain, I just wanted…Richards?” Conway blinked. “What? Did Andrew get put in prison again?”

“No. He’s getting ready to go on vacation,” Richards said defensively. “What can I do for you?”

“So you’re in command?” Conway chuckled.

“Yes. Why are you laughing?”

Conway covered his mouth. “No reason. Really, that’s just great.”

Richards leaned forward. “You think it’s funny or something?”

“No, no, of course not.”

Having no patience for this line of questioning, Richards pressed on. “So, why are you calling?”

“Oh,” Conway said. “I was just wondering…have you seen a bag of coffee, oh, about the size of a small cargo container? It would have been laying around in my office.”

“Can’t say I did. And believe me, I had that place completely cleaned out just after you left.”

“Well, then, I’m sure it’s around here somewhere.”

“Yes indeed.” Richards leaned forward to close the channel.

“Oh. Richards..?”

“What?”

“You want some advice about being a first officer?”

“Not particularly.”

“Be feared.”

“What?”

“Be feared.” Conway made a gesture off-screen. “Bye.”

Richards scratched his head as Conway disappeared from the screen. What was that all about?



“This will be fun,” Baxter mumbled as he shrugged on a beige jacket and yanked on some olive-colored pants.

Peterman, for her part, was shrugging on a loose- fitting sundress. She was already taking measures to simulate a slim figure, since, by Dr. Wilcox’s estimation, she was already gaining weight. The dress, of course, was vertically-striped. Peterman wasn’t exactly sure WHY she was gaining weight so early. Dr. Browning seemed downright confused by it.

Baxter glanced at himself in the mirror briefly. “Okay. Good enough. Do you want to stop by and check on Charlie and the pets one more time?”

“No, no. I trust Lieutenant Commander Hartley. She’s babysat many times before.”

“Yes, but not since she became a bride-to-be. Don’t you think that’s going to take a toll on her pet-sitting ability? The concentration required, just during breakfast- feeding alone…it’s staggering.”

“I’ve always managed,” Peterman said easily.

“Not all of us were raised on a wildlife reserve.”

“And what a pity that is,” Peterman grinned, taking Baxter’s arm. “Shall we go meet the in-laws?”

Baxter stared at the doors to his quarters. He felt somewhat like he did when he was put up in that penal colony for six months. “I’m ready as I’ll ever be.”



Lieutenant Howard Sefelt eagerly blew on the little whistle as the forms of Harlan and Lucille Baxter, as well as Ron and Sheila Peterman, materialized on the transporter pad, as Ensign Lindsay Morgan manipulated the controls.

“Welcome to the Explorer, ya’ll,” Morgan said in her endearing Southern accent, waving hospitably as the four newcomers stepped off the transporter pad.

“It’s pronounced, ‘you all,’” Lucille corrected as she passed Morgan, stared down the sheepish Sefelt and bulled out of the transporter oom.

“Hello, nice to meet you,” Ron Peterman said, hurrying to catch up with the Baxters.

“Thanks for beaming us!” added Sheila, and the two left the room. “That was SUCH an interesting experience…having your molecules all spread about. I can’t get enough of it!”

“I’m nauseated,” said Ron.

Sefelt looked at Ensign Morgan and shrugged.

Out in the corridor, the Baxters and Petermans were greeted by a full security contingent, ten in all, five on each side of the corridor, holding phaser rifles high to form an arch.

At the head of the group, J’hana waited, gesturing through the archway.

“Welcome to the Explorer. May your brief stay be…brief.”

Lucille glanced irritatedly around at the display. “This is not an official Starfleet welcoming ceremony. It’s a marriage ceremony!”

J’hana narrowed her eyes at Lucille. “The phaser rifles aren’t just for show. I suggest you hurry through.”

Lucille smouldered.

At the end of the archway, they found Baxter and Peterman, in their civvies, waiting patiently.

“Well, let’s get on with this,” Baxter said. “The Chicamacomico is warming up in Shuttle Bay Two.”

“No dress uniform?” Lucille asked pointedly.

“Look at my little pregnant girl!” Sheila Peterman squealed, running to kneel in front of Peterman and wrap her arms around the counselor’s hips.

“It’s nice seeing you, too,” Peterman sighed, patting her mom on the back.

“I think you’re gaining weight!” squealed Sheila. “Yay!”

“Andy, good to see you,” Ron said, gripping Baxter’s hand and pumping it so hard it nearly came off.

“Where’s the reception?” Lucille demanded. “We have crossed four sectors to rendez-vous with you, it’s the very least–”

“I’ve got a reception for you,” muttered Baxter, but Harlan held up a quieting hand before he could continue.

“I think the boy has a good point,” Harlan said, taking out his cigar. “We have a bit of a ride ahead of us, so we should go ahead and get on the proverbial road.”

“Well, fine, but we can at least stop by the bar,” Lucille said, and darted down the corridor, completely unattended. “I need a drink.”

“It’s oh-nine hundred,” Baxter pointed out.

“Perfect time for a Bloody Mary,” Lucille called over her shoulder.

“What’s eating her?” Baxter asked Harlan.

“Beats me.” Harlan bulled on ahead, and Baxter followed.

“Your ship is really snazzy,” Ron Peterman said, jogging up next to Baxter as Sheila continued cooing over Peterman.

“Thanks,” Baxter said, slapping his combadge. “Baxter to bridge.”

“Richards here.”

“The folks are aboard. Lay in a course for Pleasura and engage at warp six.”

“Sure thing, Andy.”

“Thanks. Baxter out.”

“I’m sure excited about this trip,” Ron said. “Sheila and I don’t get to travel on starships much.”

“You’re kidding,” Baxter murmurred. “So, how’s the ranch? How’s my little brother in law?”

“The ranch is great. Jason’s great. He’s getting ready to take over the whole place when I retire.”

Baxter nodded. “What is he, twenty-six now?”

“Eighteen.”

“Uh-huh. How about..um…what’s-their-names?” Baxter taxed his memory. He didn’t visit Kelly’s family much. Peterman’s other brother and sister were out setting up other wildlife reserves on far-flung planets. The last family reunion was three years ago, shortly after the Explorer was launched.

“James and Liz are great. James is still on Benzar, Lizzie is on Corbus Six.”

“Interesting.”

Well, that was that. Baxter had officially run out of smalltalk with Peterman’s dad. Ten days to go, he thought to himself.

Thankfully, Mirk’s place was just around the corner.

As the pair walked into the Constellation Club, they were greeted with the sounds of old-fashioned Rock and Roll music.

“What is that awful noise?” posed Lucille Baxter.

“Beats me,” Baxter muttered. “Mirk is trying out different groups for his and Commander Hartley’s wedding reception. I think he’s worked himself into the latter half of Earth’s 20th century. I don’t know why people are so fixated on that century. I guess because it’s the only century that isn’t dominated by orchestral or synthofunk music.”

They stepped up to the bar, as the holographic band played on the stage in front of the large, slatted windows that overlooked the onrushing stars. “Who the heck are they?” Baxter asked of Mirk, who had come to greet them. He’d been sitting at one of the tables, auditioning the group.

“They’re called ‘Fleetwood Mac,’” Mirk said. “Megan really seems to like them.”

“Where is Commander Hartley, anyway?” Peterman asked, after showing her parents and the Baxters to a table.

Mirk glanced through the crowd and pointed. “Right…there, between the tambourine woman and the electronic guitar guy.”

“Electric,” Baxter corrected, as he and Peterman turned to see Hartley on the stage, sharing the microphone with the blonde woman, belting out the lyrics:

“…does she make you cry, make you break down, shatter your illusions of love? Well is it over now, do you know how to pick up the pieces and go home?”

“ROCK ON, GOLD DUST WOMAN!” Mirk called after Hartley, smiling as Hartley danced arm in arm with the blonde woman on the stage.

“You’re enjoying this,” Peterman grinned at Mirk as the song wrapped up and Hartley gleefully embraced the tambourine woman.

Mirk shrugged. “I like making her happy.”

“Well,” said Baxter. “You’d better not elope while me and Kelly are gone.”

“Don’t be silly,” Mirk said, sliding around the bar. “Now, what can I get you guys?”

“Bloody Mary for my psychotic mother,” Baxter said.

“Mirkachinos for the rest of us,” Peterman said. Baxter groaned. Those things tore up his stomach. He was sure he tasted tobasco in them.

“Coming right up,” Mirk said, turning to the replicators as Peterman and Baxter headed back to the corner booth where their two sets of parents had been seated.

They found the Petermans and Baxters staring across a table at each other, intensely quiet.

“Well, Kelly!” Sheila said, brightening as she saw her daughter. “Sit right by me. Tell me everything about your that squirming little bundle of joy inside you. Throwing up much?”

“Yes,” Peterman said flatly, squeezing in next to Sheila.

“Where are the drinks?” asked Lucille.

Baxter looked to Peterman, shrugged. She looked as perplexed as he felt, and if she couldn’t devine what was wrong, no one could.

Meanwhile, Ron Peterman was admiring the stars through the large windows at the front of the bar.

“Wow. I can’t believe we’re really flying through space.”

“You were born in the 24th century, weren’t you?” posed Lucille.

Ronald ignored her, turned to Peterman. “So, then, have you settled on a name for our little grandchild?”

Peterman nodded. “Yes and no.” She looked at Baxter. “You could say we settled on a middle name.”

“How so?” asked Sheila.

Baxter stood. “Kelly will tell you while I go find those drinks of ours.”

Harlan and Lucille sighed as the Petermans looked eagerly at their daughter.



“Whew! What tension!” Baxter said, strolling onto the bridge as the Explorer streaked through space toward Pleasura, the fourth most pleasureful planet in the Federation, right after Risa, Corsica and Carniva. They had the virtue of offering the most economical and schedule- friendly 10-day package, although Baxter could have gotten the group into Risa if they didn’t mind quad-occupancy. Obviously, they did.

Baxter stood up on the quarterdeck, glancing around the bridge. Madera and Sefelt worked up at the front stations, J’hana plunked boredly at tactical, and Tilleran was sitting in the command chair.

Tilleran turned to face Baxter. “Shouldn’t you be with your parents?”

“I had to get away, just for a couple minutes. Collect my thoughts.”

“You missed a few,” Tilleran grinned.

“Har har.” Baxter stepped down to the command area. “Where’s Richards?”

“Readyroom,” Tilleran said.

“Good man. Studying the briefing for the next mission, no doubt.”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Tilleran called after Baxter as he trotted back up to the rear of the bridge and poked his head into the readyroom doors.

He found Richards sketching away at a large, tabloid-sized padd, erasing with a thumb, adding dollops of color with an index finger, holding it up to examine his work.

“Ahem.” Baxter waited expectantly at the door.

Richards glanced over the edge of the padd at Baxter. Immediately he put it down. “Andy. I thought you were…”

“I’m taking a break.” He sat down opposite Richards, letting the doors to the readyroom close. “Can I see that?”

Richards held the padd behind his back. “Um. No need. Just crew reports.”

“You were drawing again.”

Richards tossed the padd to Baxter. “Yeah. So? Aren’t I allowed?”

“Not when you’re on duty. Maybe that was okay when you were in Engineering, where things are only hectic when we’re getting blasted to smithereens, but up here, every decision counts. Even the ones that seem minute.”

“How do you know? You’re the captain. You never have to make the minute decisions.”

“That’s what I have you for. I should know. I was a first officer once too, you know.”

“No you weren’t. You went from inventory lieutenant right to captain.”

“Whatever.” Baxter leaned forward. “The point is, you have to at least CONVEY the impression of command, even if you aren’t really commanding. The crew has to think they can count on you, even if they really can’t.”

“So I have to sit out there.”

“And NOT sketch. That’s what your time off is for.”

“And, once you leave me in command, I can take time off whenever I want.”

“You could,” Baxter mumbled. “But I’d prefer, if you MUST goof off, that you do it without telling me. That way, when Starfleet asks questions, I can act surprised.”

“Starfleet won’t be asking questions,” Richards chuckled. “We haven’t screwed up badly enough to get a Shipwide Audit since we crashed into that planet.”

“The planet appeared around us. How many times to I have to repeat myself!”

“Listen, Andy, I may seem unmotivated, but I have things under control. I’ve been in command before.”

“Not over 10 days,” Baxter pointed out. “And not extensively during normal operations. It’s a hell of a lot easier to command in battle situations where you’re doing everything by the seat of your pants than worrying about the minutae of keeping the ship running from day to day.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Trust me on this one.”

“Don’t worry about it. Emergency, no emergency, we’ll be just fine. Go enjoy your vacation.”

“That would be asking way too much. I just hope you and me both get through this vacation with a minimum of fuss.”

“Now it’s you who’s asking too much,” Richards said with a smile. He got up and walked Baxter out of the readyroom.

“Just take care of her, okay, Chris?” Baxter asked as he stepped into the turbolift.

Richards nodded. “Will do, buddy.”

Behind Richards, Baxter heard Tilleran and J’hana laughing.



Twenty minutes later, Baxter returned to the Constellation Club, stopping by the bar to get the tray of drinks from Mirk, and strode over to the booth, where Peterman was just wrapping up her story.

“…sent Irma back to the 20th century, where she still is now as far as we know.” Peterman took a deep breath. “In return for all the Directors’ help, even though we’re not sure exactly how they helped us, we agreed our child’s middle name would be either Ike or Irene.”

“Depending on gender,” Baxter added helpfully, sliding in next to his parents again, handing out drinks.

“Took you long enough,” muttered Lucille.

“I had to run an errand.”

“I don’t want to hear it.”

Once everyone had their drinks, they immediately started sipping.

Then followed absolute silence, except for the sipping.

After a couple minutes passed, Baxter finally had to say something. “Can I just tell you guys how glad I am that we’re doing this?”

“Us too,” said the Petermans. Everyone looked at the Baxters.

Lucille had already downed her Bloody Mary. “What? What’s everyone looking at?”

Baxter pointed for the doors to the Constellation Club. “Well. Shall we?”



Acting Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55098.5. After launching the runabout Chicamacomico, bound for Pleasura, we’ve altered course to begin our next mission, a supply run to the Brentanis Belt.

I’ve been in sole command of the ship for three hours. So far, it’s been a piece of cake.



“Just remember, the cake part was my idea,” Janice Browning said, stuffing a forkful of cake into her mouth as Richards finished his ham sandwich. Not unlike every day in the month since they’d gotten back together, Browning and Richards were eating in Space Tastes, Browning’s restaurant in the Explorer’s mall. Not unlike every day, they were out on the veranda, watching shoppers walk by.

“I like doing the logs,” Richards observed as he watched a crewperson duck into Yeoman Tunney’s salon for a trim.

“Can I do one?” Browning asked gleefully.

“You’re not even in Starfleet anymore.”

“So?”

“Sure, I don’t see why not.”

“Thanks!” Browning leaned over and kissed Richards on the cheek. “So…how is it?”

“How is what?”

“Command!”

“I don’t know. I’ve only been doing it for a few hours.”

“Well, it’s nothing you haven’t done before, right?”

“Actually, it is. Every other time I’ve been in command it’s been short-term, and only in an emergency. This is…different.”

“Why, because you don’t have stuff blowing up all around you?”

“Something like that.”

“And you MISS having stuff blowing up all around you?”

Richards shrugged. “Kind of.”

“If I were you, I’d savor the quiet while it lasts. You know how this ship can get.”

“True enough,” said Richards, and suddenly his combadge bleeped.

“Tilleran to Richards.”

Janice beamed at him. “Speak of the devil!”

“Don’t speak too soon,” muttered Richards. “Go ahead,” he said into the air.

“A Starfleet runabout has arrived and is requesting permission to dock.”

“And it’s not the captain’s?”

“Negative. The ship’s sole occupant identifies herself as being from the Office of Internal Affairs.”

Richards and Browning exchanged panicked glances.

“What did you do? It’s only been three hours!” Browning said, cake dribbling down her chin.

Richards stood and headed for the mall turbolift. “I didn’t do anything. I’m sure it’s just a routine…”



“Shipwide Audit,” said the stranger, clutching a padd to her chest and looking Richards over with disdain as he stood, perplexed, on the quarterdeck of the Explorer’s bridge. “Lieutenant Commander Nell Vansen. I wish I could say it was a pleasure.”

“She just stormed in here,” said Tilleran, standing beside her at the center of the bridge.

“I thought about shooting her,” J’hana said. “But I’m up for review soon, and frankly it just wouldn’t look very good on my record.”

Richards tried to open his mouth to say something, but was interrupted:

“Do you have a moment, Commander?” the pale, statuesque brunette asked, gesturing for the readyroom doors.

“Of course,” Richards said, trying to sound confident. Vansen strode back to the rear of the bridge, passed J’hana with an amused, victorious expression, and shouldered into the readyroom ahead of Richards.

Vansen immediately sat behind the captain’s desk, and as the doors closed, Richards asked,

“What the hell do you think you are doing?”

“I’m authorized to use this as my office for the duration of the audit,” Vansen said, putting her feet up on the desk.

Richards stepped toward the desk and rested his hands on it. “Which will last how long?”

“As long as it needs to.” Vansen put her feet down and leaned forward. “Does something about that make you nervous, Mister Richards?”

“Not at all,” Richards said, straightening. “It’s just that I understood that Starfleet gave a little notice before doing one of these things.”

“This is a unique situation.”

“You realize our captain isn’t even here.”

“That’s the point.” Vansen stood. “Commander, can I be blunt? Thanks. Starfleet feels that Captain Baxter made an error in judgment when he promoted you to First Officer. I have been sent to either validate or invalidate that hypotheses. My decision depends entirely on you.”

“This must be a joke,” Richards muttered.

“No, you being promoted to First Officer is a joke. As are your questionable leadership skills, which I’ll be delving into in GREAT detail. While I will be evaluating the Explorer as a whole, it is you who will be most scrutinized.” Vansen studied Richards’s face for reaction. “Does THAT make you nervous?”

“N-not at all,” Richards gurgled, collapsing into a chair opposite the captain’s desk.

Vansen threaded her way back toward the readyroom door. “I’ll be scheduling interviews with you and all the other senior staff. Make sure your idiotic crew keeps their appointments. And get a cleaning crew up here. This office smells like a zoo.”



Meanwhile, the runabout Chicamacomico glided through space, at Harlan Baxter’s command. Lucille was in the front compartment with Harlan, reading another one of Counselor Troi’s scummy romance novels.

The Peterman parents were stowed away in the sleeping compartment, catching up on sleep. They complained of space lag, even though Captain Baxter assured them there was no such thing.

That left Peterman and Baxter, sitting across from one another in the far rear compartment, around a conference table.

“Why did we agree to this, Andy?” pondered Peterman.

“Because your parents wanted to spend time with us to celebrate your pregnancy.”

“And your parents?”

“Because they insisted on coming along.”

Peterman studied an apple out of the fruit basket in the center of the conference table. “Funny how they kind of just forced their way in, isn’t it?”

Baxter sighed. “It is what they do best.”

“Really,” Peterman said.

Baxter looked around absently. “I guess any sex on this trip is out of the question.”

“You think?” Petersen chuckled.



“She’s a hot little shambat isn’t she?”

Tilleran shot J’hana a wry glare. “She’s a bitch, from what I hear.”

“And since when did that stop me?”

“Point made.” Tilleran sipped her Tangoran spiced tea as she watched Lt. Commander Vansen across the crowded second level of Ship’s Shoppes. “She is kind of cute in an evil way, I guess.”

“Yes, very much in the image of Lieutenant Commander Hartley.”

“Hm. Imagine those two in a catfight.”

“Already done.”

“Hmmm.” Tilleran had a glazed, dreamy look on her face.

“Ari?”

Tilleran blinked. “What? Oh. Hey. Would you look at that. Lunch hour is over.”

J’hana nodded. “I’ll join you on the bridge shortly. First, I’m going to strike up a conversation with our efficiency expert. See if I can do some evaluating of my own.”

“Be careful.”

“It is she who will have to be careful.” J’hana stood from her chair on the patio of Space Tastes and shouldered past passersby to get to the railing, over which Commander Vansen was leaning as she jotted down notes on her padd.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” Vansen said, turning to face J’hana. “You’ll be my first appointment.”

“It will be well worth the wait,” J’hana said, cracking her knuckles loudly above her head.

“I’ve read your profile. You’re an impressive fighter.”

“Yes, and an even more impressive lover.”

“Really? Hm.” Vansen cocked an eyebrow. “Care to go into detail?”

“With you? Yes. Just give me a few minutes to stretch and warm up.”

Vansen shook her head. “No. No, you don’t understand what I mean. Make no mistake, I am interested in MEN, although you come quite close to one, I must say.”

“Oh.”

“Anyway, I could use your help. I’m doing some research. Your romantic entanglement with the Betazoid science officer is fascinating. The fact that you formed an Imzadi bond with her without her being willing, and yet still you two remained connected, you pining for her all the while, she casting off your every overture, ever since that disastrous talk show when you proposed to her…it’s all very fascinating.”

J’hana’s lower lip trembled. “Yes. Fascinating.”

“So when would you like to set up that personnel review appointment?”

“I will get back to you.” J’hana turned on a heel and walked off, then turned sharply into a side corridor, where signs indicated the ladies’ room was located.

“AZZZHZZZZZZZZZZZHHHHHHHHHHRAAAAA AAZHHHHHHHHHHHARGGGGGGGGGGGG!”

Moments later, half a dozen panicked ladies darted out of the corridor.

Moments after that, a gush of water torrented out of the hallway. Busted H20 conduit.

J’hana emerged thereafter, soaked clean through her uniform. She tipped her head lightly at Vansen and then headed off toward the mall exit.

Vansen typed up some notes on her padd and smiled cattily. “Another satisfied customer.”



No one aboard the Chicamacomico could be certain when exactly all hell broke loose.

“What the hell happened?” Baxter demanded, as he and Peterman rushed into the cockpit. He leaned over a side console, tapping at the controls.

Harlan fought with the helm. “Port injector froze up on us. We got knocked out of warp and straight into a planet’s atmosphere.”

“Pull us out of the dive!”

“It’s too late. Chain failure to the impulse engines. They’re fragged. All we have is thrusters.”

“Then level us!”

“That’s what I’m trying to do, damn it!”

“Watch your mouth!” Lucille Baxter called as her hair came unwound from its bun and she fought with the ship’s sensor panel. “Divert course to 050 mark 090. There’s an open meadow on the planet’s southern continent!”

“So I’m assuming the planet’s Class-M?” asked Peterman

“Luckily,” said Harlan.

“Could someone tell us what’s happening?” Ron Peterman asked, gripping his wife for dear life, clinging to a console at the center of the Chicamacomico cockpit.

“That’s what we’ve BEEN doing!” Baxter said exasperatedly.

“In ENGLISH!” cried the Petermans.

“We’re crashing!” Peterman screamed at her parents.

“You don’t have to get all bent out of shape about it, dear!” cried Sheila.

“Shut up, all of you, and take crash positions!” Baxter said, gripping the back of his father’s chair as Peterman gripped Lucille’s chair. The Petermans obediently climbed into the rear set of cockpit chairs.

Trees smashed against the Chicamacomico as it flew down low over the grassy planet below, losing altitude fast.

“Keep her nose up!” Baxter commanded his father.

“I’ve got ’er, boy! I was doing this when you were in diapers!”

“Well my crew has crash landed more times per year than any other crew in the fleet!”

“And this isn’t helping our average!” Peterman moaned, as the Chicamacomico slammed down into a rocky outcropping, bounced onto a grassy knoll, skidded along a bluff, and smashed to a stop against a large redwood-type tree, spewing smoke and sparks.



“Let’s get this overwith,” Commander Richards said, walking into the readyroom and plopping into the chair opposite Lt. Commander Vansen.

She turned in the captain’s swivel chair, facing Richards, stars whizzing by behind her.

“Lovely view back there, huh?”

Richards shrugged. “I suppose.”

“You have no idea what the hell you’re doing in this line of work.”

He blinked. “Pardon?”

Vansen held up a padd. “See this?”

“It’s a padd.”

“Have you read it?” She slid the padd across the desk to Richards.

“Hmm. You surveyed the crew on how good a First Officer I am. Thanks.”

Vansen folded her hands and rested her chin on them. “They said some lovely things about you.”

Richards smiled. “I think some lovely things about them.”

“None of it, however, matters. Look at page two.”

Richards thumbed a button on the padd. He chuckled. “This is an old review of Conway.”

“They despised him.” Vansen wrinkled her nose. “Lieutenant Commander J’hana makes several recommendations on how he should be disembowled.”

Richards paged through. “As does Lieutenant Commander Hartley, Lieutenant Madera, Ensign Sloane, Counselor Peterman, Crewman Ramos…”

“Yes, all in their own little ways.” Vansen snatched the padd back and stood, circling Richards like a lioness studying her prey. “But you know what? This crew turned out efficient performances day after day. That padd contains reports going back to the launch of the Aerostar that say Commander Conway motivated these people to do good work.”

“Yeah. He’s a terrific guy. I’m sure that’s why he’s a captain now.”

“You, on the other hand, are loved by your staff.”

“I like to think of myself as their friend.”

Vansen leaned down in Richards’s face. “But you can’t BE their friend!”

“I send them Christmas cards.”

“Stop doing that!”

“I christened Ensign Fairchild’s baby…”

“You’re a laughing stock!”

“I am?”

“The First Officer’s Club Newsletter says so.”

Richards scratched his head. “There’s a newsletter for First Officers?”

“About first officers, and by first officers. And maybe, just maybe, you’d qualify for that club, if you weren’t such a freaking moron!”

“You are the strangest efficiency expert I’ve ever met.”

“This isn’t just about efficiency, Mister Richards. This is about hard, cold facts. You’re being tested, here and now. And how your career in Starfleet goes depends entirely on how you react to the tests. You want to be everybody’s friend? Then you don’t belong in that chair out there. Not even temporarily. Got it?”

“Is this over?”

Vansen was leaning down in Richards’s face. “Have you understood ANYTHING I’ve had to say?”

“I think I have the gist of things, yes.”

“Well remember them.” She stepped back behind Baxter’s desk and Richards winced at that. She thunked a control on the desk, opening a comm channel.

“NEXT!”



“I got a thirty-eight percent,” J’hana mumbled, staring down at the padd as she sat at a table in the Constellation Club.

“Out of how much?” asked Lieutenant Madera.

Tilleran frowned at the young helmsperson, then turned to J’hana. “I haven’t gotten a crack at her mind yet. She seems to be blocking my advances…”

“Which is hard to do,” J’hana said, turning to Lieutenant Sefelt. “I speak from experience.”

“Why am I here?” asked Sefelt.

“Because you’re part of the Alpha Shift now,” Tilleran said. “And Alpha Shift people get drunk together. It’s tradition.”

“But I replaced Commander Larkin. I’m sure she didn’t get drunk with you.”

J’hana chortled. “No, no. But she hung out all the same. She was fun, too. Especially after she got those emotions.”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said wistfully. “I miss Larkin.”

“I even miss Ford sometimes,” J’hana said. “The wisecracking little shnarzz made things interesting.”

“Yeah,” Tilleran said, looking woefully at Madera.

“What?” Madera asked, offended. “You want me to make cheap jokes and lewd advances at you guys? Will that make you happy?”

Tilleran and J’hana exchanged grins as Mirk walked up with a tray of drinks.

Then, suddenly, the Red Alert klaxons wailed.

“Richards to all senior staff. Please report to the bridge,” came the page over the intercom.

“You’ll have to save our drinks for later,” Madera told Mirk.

“Nonsense. Take them with you. I refuse to let you go into battle sober.”

“Good old Mirk,” J’hana said, slapping Mirk hard on the back as she grabbed her frothy, acidic glass of Andorian ale.

“Don’t mention it,” Mirk winced, grabbing at his back.



Richards was sitting in the command chair when Tilleran, J’hana, Sefelt and Madera reported on the bridge.

At the same time, Vansen and a sobbing Doctor Holly Wilcox emerged from the captain’s readyroom.

“Glad everyone could make it,” Richards said, adding, “stations, please.”

Doctor Wilcox marched down to the front of the bridge, stabbing an accusatory thumb back at Vansen. “That woman is cruel, heartless, and possibly UNDEAD. Permission to shoot her out an airlock, Commander!”

“I will do the honors,” J’hana said quickly.

Richards shook his head. “I understand your feelings, Doctor Wilcox, but there are more pressing concerns at the moment. Take your place in Sickbay. You may be called upon.”

“Why do you sound so official all of a sudden?” Tilleran asked, taking scienecs as Wilcox stormed into the aft turbolift and shouted for it to descend.

Richards just glared back at Vansen as she rounded the command arena to take her seat next to Richards.

“I believe you have no farther to look for the bitchy answer to that question than Lieutenant Commander Vansen,” said J’hana.

“This is not the time nor the place, people,” Richards said.

“So why have we been called to the bridge?” Vansen said, and without taking her eyes off Richards, she added, “and if you don’t keep your filthy mind out of my brain, Mister Tilleran, I’ll recommend you be busted down to Inventory.”

“You wouldn’t…” Tilleran seethed.

“People!” Richards called out, whistling between his fingers. “We just received a…” he glanced at Vansen. “Official Starfleet distress call from one of our colonies.”

Vansen smiled. “No kidding.”

“Yes. It seems it’s being attacked.”

“Really.” Tilleran leaned forward. She could see where Richards was going with this. Plus, unlike Vansen’s mind, Richards’s was a blissfully open book. “So I guess we’d better answer the distress call. By the books, and in our usual orderly, successful fashion, so we don’t receive a bad grade.”

Richards grinned. “My thinking exactly, Commander. Lieutenant Madera, lay in a course for Doggett Three, maximum warp.” He stuck out his index finger. “Expedite.”

“It’s ‘engage,’” J’hana whispered.

“And it’s two fingers, not one,” added Tilleran.

“Whatever.” Richards folded his arms. “Just go.”

“Doggett Three?” Vansen asked, turning to face Richards. “That’s not right.”

“What do you mean?”

“The distress call should be coming from an uncharted planet in the Beta Commodous system.”

“Well, it’s coming from Doggett Three. Maybe you and your Internal Affairs flunkies better get your facts straight.”

“I’d better go confirm this.” Vansen rose and headed back toward the readyroom. As she passed Tilleran, she stopped suddenly, feeling the Betazoid’s mind probing hers.

Vansen whirled to face Tilleran, held her hands to her head, and thought straight at her.

Everyone on the bridge watched in rapt silence as Tilleran slid right out of her chair and collapsed to the deck, wailing.

“The horror…the HORROR…” sobbed Tilleran as J’hana ran to her side.

“Tell me where it hurts, Ari. I will kill you in the ritual way if you so desire.”

Richards stood and walked over to the science station, bending to look over Tilleran. “That woman is tearing this crew apart. Once we accomplish this little ‘test’ mission she’s got planned for us, I say we dump her off on the nearest Starfleet outpost and tell Internal Affairs they can suck our ramscoop. What do you guys think?”

“What do you mean, what do we think?” Tilleran asked, wiping her eyes and standing back up. “You’re the commander. You make the decisions.”

“Oh. Right. Then that’s what we’re going to do.”

“She’s going to rip your tiny human testicles off, sir,” J’hana surmised, walking back to tactical as Tilleran braced herself against the science station.

“What did she…what did she do to you?” Richards asked quietly.

“You don’t want to know,” Tilleran murmurred. “Let’s just say I’ll never look at little puppies the same way again.”

“Understood,” Richards said, even though he didn’t.



Captain Baxter stared at the smouldering wreckage that was the runabout Chicamacomico and shrugged. “Well. You know what they say…‘any landing you can crawl away from’…”

The group had climbed a good thirty meters downhill, into a valley and away from the wreck, shortly after a disorganized effort at abandoning the crashed craft.

Meanwhile, Ron and Sheila Peterman weren’t handling the situation quite as well.

“I’m never going into space again,” sobbed Sheila. “Not if things like that happen when you go into space.”

“We can just settle here,” Ron said. “As long as we have each other… and some animals, we’ll be fine.”

Counselor Peterman rubbed her mother’s back comfortingly. “Space travel isn’t always like that. We only have a horrible calamity, I don’t know…every four or five missions…”

Sheila kept crying.

“Can someone shut her up?” Lucille Baxter asked pointedly. “Do you have a muzzle for her, Ronald?”

“If ya do, can ya lend it to me?” grumbled Harlan.

“Let’s just all remember we’re on the same team here,” Baxter said, trying to rally his troops.

“We’re not!” protested Ron. “We’re not in Starfleet!”

“Listen,” Baxter said, as the noonday sun beat down. “Right now, the team is called ‘Crash Survivors,’ and we’re all on it. Got that?”

“What kind of nonsense is he talking?” Ron asked Harlan.

“Beats me. I was never around when he was a kid. Lucille?”

“He watched a LOT of holovision.”

“Okay, let’s find shelter before nightfall,” suggested Baxter.

“How about the runabout?” Sheila asked.

“It’s flooded with radiation from the busted engine,” Baxter said. “So, unless you want to die in there, you can’t stay in there.”

Sheila resumed her crying.

“Did we salvage anything from the wreck?” asked Lucille.

“We did manage to save this lovely fruit basket,” said Peterman, as Baxter held it up for everyone’s inspection.

“Complete with some…um…slightly bruised fruit.”

“Then we have food,” Harlan said. “That’s a good start.”

“Well, let’s collect some wood for a fire and try to find a cave or thicket or grove or something where we can camp for the night,” said Baxter. “Meanwhile, the distress beacon that was activated inside the runabout when we crashed will be broadcasting our location. A starship, probably the Explorer, will find us in no time.”

Suddenly, and loudly, the Chicamacomico exploded in a colorful purple and red blast that knocked the whole group onto their backs, not to mention rendering them quite unconscious.



Vansen jogged out of the captain’s readyroom just as the Explorer glided out of warp in the Doggett system.

Tilleran, having regained her composure, announced it.

“Sir, we’ve entered the Doggett system and are coming out of warp, as ordered.” Those last two words she directed right at Vansen with a smirk.

“Full scan,” Richards said, sounding confident, because he was. Why shouldn’t he be? Vansen told him he’d be tested. This was the test. What was to fear? He could have very well fumbled the whole scenario if she hadn’t warned him he’d be tested. He found a bit of irony in that.

“This isn’t a test mission!” Vansen said, winding her way down to face Richards. “This is NOT a drill!”

“I’ve heard that before,” Richards said. “Take your seat, Commander. Let the trained professionals handle this.”

“I’m picking up a vessel in orbit of Doggett Three,” J’hana announced. “It’s a Jem’Hadar battlecruiser. Fully armed, all weapons hot.”

Tilleran was studying overhead shots and full-spectrum scans of Doggett Three’s surface. “The colony is in shambles. They bombarded it with high-energy proton bursts.”

Richards glanced at Vansen with a grin. “Hmm. Jem’Hadar battlecruiser. ‘High-energy proton burts.’ Sounds a little stilted to me, but I like it. A colony in ‘shambles.’ How melodramatic. And here we are to save them! A better adventure could NOT be written. And,” he added, “I should know, because I used to write them for UKN.”

Vansen grabbed Richards by the front of his uniform. “Please, Commander, listen to me. I know we got off with a bad start, but you have to believe me. This is a real mission. That is a REAL Jem’Hadar battlecruiser out there, and that is a REAL destroyed colony. CALL FOR BACKUP!”

“Right, right.” Richards turned back around in his command chair to face the viewscren. “It’s too late to try to make it feel authentic now, Vansen. I know what you’re up to, and I’m going to play along. And you’ll be surprised how well I do.” He stood and looked around at his crew. “All right, gang. It’s ‘Kobayashi Maru’ time. Let’s show ’em what we’ve got!”

Vansen covered her face with one hand. “I cannot watch this.”

“The battlecruiser is breaking off and moving to intercept us,” J’hana noticed.

“Shields up,” Richards said. “Continue on Red Alert, since we already are at Red Alert.” That may have been a bit much.

“Proceeding to avoid coming down from Red Alert,” J’hana confirmed.

“They’re arming weapons,” Tilleran observed. “And they look astonishingly realistic.”

“Arm our phasers too,” Richards said, as the massive vessel double the size of the Explorer loomed close on the viewscreen. “Point five burst, J’hana. We don’t want to destroy Starfleet’s little wargame ship.”

“They’re hailing,” said Tilleran.

“On screen, by all means.” Richards stood, straightened his uniform top.

A rugged-looking Jem’Hadar appeared on the viewscreen, patch on one eye, scar running down his face.

“Please!” Richards scoffed. “He looks so…cliche! The scar I would have bought…but the EYE PATCH! Come ON!”

“Mister Richards…” Vansen said, taking a step to stand next to Richards.

The Jem’Hadar, meanwhile, did not look amused. “Federation ship: I am First Tenok’Titlan, of the New Order of the Jem’Hadar.”

“‘New Order,’” Richards chuckled. “How hokey.”

The Jem’Hadar growled. “I do not know what the term ‘hokey’ means, but I am sure it is pajorative.”

“Oooooh…‘pajorative’…big word, mister Jem’Hadar. I’m REAAALLY scared. What are you? A grad student at the Federation University’s film school?”

“You are the strangest captain I have ever met.”

“First officer, thank you very much.”

“Whatever the case, you have come at an inopportune moment. We are raiding the colony below for precious goods. Since you will no doubt not allow us to do that, we have to destroy you.”

“I understand. No hard feelings! I’d do the same if I were you,” Richards said. “J’hana, close channel.”

“But–” said the Jem’Hadar.

“Mister Richards!” Vansen cried. “Readyroom! Now!”

“I don’t believe you’re in command,” Richards said. “Now get off my bridge and let me do my job.”

“Over my dead body!” shrieked Vansen. “Which will join all of YOUR dead bodies if you all don’t LISTEN TO ME!”

“J’hana…beam this nuisance into the readyroom.”

“Gladly!” J’hana exclaimed and, with a touch of a button, sent an irate Vansen into the readyroom with a flurry of blue transporter particles.

“Lock the door,” Richards said.

“Done.”

“Now target the Jem’Hadar cruiser and fire.”

“And…done!”

Richards watched with glee as the Explorer’s weak phaser beam lashed out at the Jem’Hadar battlecruiser and…did nothing.

“We didn’t even damage their shields,” J’hana said.

“Obviously, they’re not set up to reflect ficticious damage,” Tilleran noted.

“How unprofessional,” muttered Richards.

“They’re returning fire,” replied J’hana.

“This should be good,” Richards said, as the Explorer suddenly pitched and the deck shook out from under him. He slammed back into the command chair as sparks and smoke shot out of panels all around him.

The brige went dim as the bridge crew immediately sprang to life, pounding on their panels. Alarmed calls came in from departments all over the ship as the Jem’Hadar vessel sent another blue volley at the Explorer and rattled the ship so hard Richards felt his teeth shaking.

“This is an incredibly realistic simulation,” Richards said quietly.

“Sir,” J’hana said, “That was real damage.”

“Then what the hell is going on?” Richards demanded, climbing to his feet.

“Obviously, someone didn’t tell them this was a simulation,” Madera suggested.

“Or else, Vansen was right, and this isn’t really a simulation,” J’hana said, sounding all too calm as she said it, just as another volley slammed into the Explorer. “Oh, and shields are down to eighteen percent.”

“We’re fools!” Richards moaned, slapping a hand over his face.

“You’re just now realizing this!” Tilleran cried as panels burst all around her.

“Hartley to bridge!” came the all-too-predictable comm. “Nobody told me at this morning’s staff meeting that we’d be getting blasted to sh** today!”

“It was a minor schedule change,” Richards said. “Now dump everything into shields and weapons and get back to me if we come close to blowing up. Bridge out.” He turned to J’hana. “Raise our phasers back to full power and fire a full spread of quantum torpedoes at the Jem’Hadar vessel. Madera, evasive pattern…oh hell, just pick one.”

“Picking now, you son of a bitch,” Madera said. “There, was that more like Ford?”

“Just drive, Madera!” Richards called out just as Vansen shoved the doors to the readyroom opened and squirmed out.

“Let me repeat: THIS IS NOT A DRILL!”

“We’ve caught on already,” said J’hana.

Vansen surveyed the smoking bridge. “A bit too late, it seems.”

“Nonsense,” Richards said. “I’ve got us out of situations worse than this.”

“Has this ship EVER faced Jem’Hadar weaponry?” asked Vansen.

At that, everyone looked at their shoes shamefully.

“We…um…never got involved in the Dominion War,” Richards said sheepishly. “Not like we didn’t want to…we just were never invited.”

“I know,” Vansen said. “That’s why I was sent to evaluate you.”

“Come again?”

“No time to explain.” Vansen rushed over to tactical and stabbed a few controls.

J’hana looked on, aghast. “Woman, I have killed people for less.”

“Get over yourself and pay attention,” Vansen said. “You see these phaser bandwidths? Use them. It’s the only area on the spectrum that will cut through Jem’Hadar shields. Hit them amidships, right in front of the lateral thrusters, and above the dorsal antiproton cannon. Those are the only vulnerable spots.”

“You’ve done this before,” Richards guessed.

“I was the tactical officer on the Venture, and then the Orleans,” explained Vansen. “I spent a lot of my career fighting the Dominion.”

“Must have been depressing,” Richards said thoughtfully, as blasts crashed all around the Explorer and J’hana stabbed madly at her weapons panel.

“We’ve done minor damage to a few of their shield generators,” J’hana said. “But they’ve totally wiped out our shields.” Another blast hit. “And our ablative armor is losing its integrity.”

“Possum,” Richards suddenly said.

“Pardon?” everyone asked, staring at the first officer.

“Old Earth expression. We play possum. Make them think we’re dead in space, and they won’t waste their time destroying us.”

“Or they’ll finish us off,” Tilleran pointed out.

“No,” Vansen said. “This imbecile is actually on to something. Obliterating a target is not their style. Not when they can be left to a slow death. To them, that’s more preferable.”

“Tilleran, can you blot out our lifesigns?”

“I think so,” she said, tapping at her panel. “Just give me a few seconds.”

“A few seconds is ALL you have,” Richards said, tapping his combadge. “Richards to Hartley.”

“Either the shooting has stopped or Starfleet has a new ship lined up for us. Otherwise I don’t want to hear it.”

“Some of both, and a lot of neither, Commander,” replied Richards. “Listen, I need you to shut down the warp core and everything but minimal life support and sensors. Make it look like we’re dead in the water and leaking radiation.”

“Luckily for us, that won’t be too far from the truth. I’m on it!”

Richards turned to Madera. “Lieutenant, tilt us on a pathetic angle so it looks like we’re drifting out of control.”

“Already done,” Madera said proudly. “The port stabilizer was blown up a couple minutes ago.”

Richards grinned. “Fantastic.”

“Fantastic?” demanded J’hana. “We’re dead in the water, and you call that fantastic?”

“It is if the Jem’Hadar leave us alone,” Richards pointed out.

“Sir,” Tilleran piped up. “We’re being scanned.”

“Everybody think ‘dead’!” Richards exclaimed, as lights winked out throughout the bridge, and all over the ship as Hartley shut down each system. The only light came from Tilleran’s still-functional sensor panel.

“I’m thinking of killing,” smouldered J’hana, as the bridge crew sat in pregnant silence.

“Sir, I have a situation update,” the voice of Lt. Howard Sefelt said in the darkness.

“Go ahead,” Richards said quietly.

“I just wet myself.”

“Very good, Lieutenant. Keep on top of that.”

Tilleran studied her nearly-dark panel. “Commander! The Jem’Hadar have turned around…they’re going back to raid the colony!”

“Terrific,” Richards’s voice said in the darkness. “Just as planned.”

He heard Vansen sigh. “I have no idea how the hell I’m going to grade this.”



Captain Baxter awoke to find himself lying in the center of a white, lightbulbed circle, in the middle of a dank, dark cave.

“Where the hell am I?” he asked, and leaned up on his knees to see an unconscious Peterman, Ron and Sheila, and Harlan and Lucille heaped around him. He cupped his hands to his mouth. “Hello?”

That’s when a shadow approached at the cave entrance, and as the figure stepped out of the shadows, holding an impressively big weapon, Baxter flinched.

It was a Jem’Hadar. And a pretty nasty looking one, too.

“Man, we really must have taken a wrong turn somewhere,” Baxter muttered.



“The Jem’Hadar vessel has gone into warp,” Tilleran said, hunched over her sensor screens.

“Lucky us,” J’hana grumbled, sitting back in her chair at tactical, looking bored out of her mind.

Richards stood up. “Good. Time to start effecting repairs.”

“Yeah, in just a few months we should be ready for action again,” said Vansen.

“You undestimate this crew, Commander,” Richards said melodramatically.

“You really need to stop talking like that,” muttered Madera. “You sound like Captain Baxter.”

Richards straightened his uniform. “Good. I guess.”

“Sir, I’ve got a bead on the Jem’Hadar battlecruiser,” Tilleran announced. “It’s on a heading of 051 mark 059. Toward the Beta Commodous system.”

“Uninhabited,” Richards said, rubbing his chin. “Wonder what they want there? No Federation outposts that I know of.”

Vansen rubbed her eyes. “Not…entirely…uninhabited, Mister Richards.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’ve got a testing facility there.”

“What kind of testing facility?”

“The kind we were going to send you toward. Where we were going to stage your ‘test.’”

“And what was the test going to be?” asked Tilleran.

“It was going to be a rescue,” Vansen said drearily.

Richards didn’t like where this was going. “A rescue of WHOM?”

“Captain Baxter and the others,” Vansen said, and collapsed into her chair.

Richards looked around the bridge at the shocked stares of his crew. “Well, Vansen, it looks like we’re going to be taking that test after all.”

“I was afraid you would say that.”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



The Explorer crew is put to the ultimate test when they’re forced to track down and rescue Baxter, Peterman, and the in-laws, who must find a way to avoid being blasted by Jem’Hadar raiders. It’s Gamma Quadrant fun, Alpha Quadrant style on the next



Star Traks: THE NEXT VEXED THING!




If at First You Don’t Succeed



Acting Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. After getting the crap beaten out of us, the Explorer has played dead just a stone’s throw away from Dogett Three, the Federation Colony that was raided quite recently by the Jem’Hadar, who I thought weren’t even a threat anymore.

According to our Efficiency Expert, and apparently our Dominion Expert, Lt. Commander Vansen, there are several squads of rogue Jem’Hadar coming over from the Gamma Quadrant causing havoc.

To make things worse, that Jem’Hadar battlecruiser that handily kicked our ass just hours ago is on its way to trash the Federation outpost where Captain Baxter, Counselor Peterman, and both sets of their parents are being held. Although we’ve sent out comms warning the outpost, the messages will no doubt reach them too late. The worst part is, we were supposed to be rescuing Captain Baxter and the others as a staged test of our abilities. Now we have to do it in real life. How unfair is that?



“Engines are back up,” Lt. Commander Hartley said, strolling onto the bridge, face and hair caked in grease, uniform tanktop soaked through with sweat.

“Why did I never get that dirty when I was chief engineer?” pondered Richards as he sat in the command chair going over repair reports.

“Because you never did any of the grunt work yourself,” Hartley shot back, glancing around the bridge. “Where’s the bitch who got us into this mess?”

“You’re probably referring to me,” Lt. Commander Vansen said, rising from her seat next to Richards. “But I assure you, this isn’t my fault. Blame the Jem’Hadar.”

“Well, maybe if you hadn’t had us convinced this was going to be some kind of wargame, we would have been on guard against that attack!”

Vansen folded her arms. “You just don’t understand the situation.”

Richards stood. “Ladies, ladies. Let’s calm down, take a step back, and remember we’re all playing on the same team.”

“Shut up,” Hartley told Richards. “You’re starting to sound like Captain Baxter. I’ll be down in Engineering putting this rustbucket back together.”

“Thanks, I guess,” Richards muttered as Hartley left.

“Crew shows no respect,” Vansen said to herself as she tapped on a padd.

Richards stared down at her. “And what in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Just making some notes.”

“Yeah, well we’re in a life-death type situation here, and the last thing you should be doing is taking notes.”

“I’m an efficiency expert, Mister Richards. That’s what I do.”

“Well, you used to be a bridge officer, right?”

“Once upon a time.”

“What position?”

“Tactical.”

“Then go up there and help J’hana get our weapons back up and running. If you refuse, I’ll write you up and lock you in your quarters, got it?”

“Fine,” muttered Vansen, and she strode up to the quarterdeck.

“You may want to take note of that,” Tilleran said snidely as she passed.

“I’m sorry, does your opinion matter?” Vansen asked, not looking at Tilleran or waiting for her answer. “No, I didn’t think so.” Vansen joined J’hana, who was mucking about inside a floor-level panel beneath the tactical console. “Okay, blue velvet, let’s ramp up that phaser efficiency rate, shall we?”

“I have no idea what you mean,” J’hana called from within the panel. “But by all means, keep using pet names.”



“So, what’s your story, big guy?” Baxter asked conversationally. The Jem’Hadar who was guarding him said nothing. “You a straggler from the Dominion War? Did I tell you I met a Jem’Hadar once? Had some on my ship last year. They were nice guys.”

The Jem’Hadar did not reply, or even look in Baxter’s direction.

“Yep. Really great guys.”

“BLUAAAAAH!”

Without glancing down, Baxter knew who’d made that sound.

“It must be morning. Would you get me a rag…or a bucket, or something big guy?” Baxter asked the Jem’Hadar. Unsurprisingly, he got no response.

“Well then,” Baxter said, squatting down beside Peterman. “Honey… lean your head over. You’re going to choke on it.”

Peterman sat up and wiped her mouth. “Ask for some mouthwash,” she muttered.

“They’re Jem’Hadar. I don’t think they use mouthwash, honey.”

“Well, that’s just great.” Peterman blinked. “Dear…why are we being held hostage by Jem’Hadar?”

“You got me,” Baxter admitted.

“Rarrgh, could have been a little less rough,” Harlan Baxter said, leaning up.

“What do you mean? They’re not exactly a friendly race,” Baxter commented.

Before Baxter could say anything, Lucille jabbed Harlan in the gut with her elbow.

“The Petermans are still out cold,” Lucille observed.

“That’s probably for the best,” Baxter said.

“Well,” said Peterman, looking at Baxter. “How do we get out of this?”

“Why are you looking at me?” He thumbed back at Harlan. “He outranks me. He’s older too.”

“I think we should just…” Harlan stifled a chuckle. “Wait to be rescued.”

“What’s so funny?” Baxter walked over to where Harlan was sitting. “Why don’t you seem worried?” He turned to Lucille. “Or you?”

“Because we’re more experienced officers, dear,” Lucille said. “We don’t lose our composure as easily as you do.”

“You mean you’re older,” Baxter pointed out.

“I was mistaken for forty-five just yesterday,” Lucille said haughtily.

“Can we keep on-task here?” Peterman said. “We can’t just sit here like lumps on a log while the Jem’Hadar plot to do something unpleasant to us.”

“How d’you know they’re plotting to do something unpleasant? Maybe they’re just holding us for ransom,” Harlan suggested.

“And that’s not unpleasant?” Peterman shot back.

“There’s something you’re not telling us,” Baxter said, inspecting Harlan warily. “You’re just too…relaxed. Even for you.”

“Yer full of it.”

“Am I?” Baxter said. “Well. Let’s just see.” He suddenly pitched over, clutching at his chest. “Ah, God! I just got this shooting pain in my arm! I think I’m having a heart attack!”

“What the hell is he on about?” Harlan asked, looking to Peterman.

“Don’t ask me, you guys raised him,” mumbled Peterman.

Baxter, meanwhile, stumbled toward the perimeter of the forcefield. “Guard, guard! I’m dying! Oh, I can barely breathe! I think my heart stopped! You’ve got to get me to a doctor!”

The Jem’Hadar immmediately rushed over, keyed a control on his belt.

And when Baxter saw the control, he rushed to the Jem’Hadar and yanked at his neck. Peterman looked on, aghast, wondering what the hell her husband was up to, until she realized…

The skin peeled back from the Jem’Hadar’s neck, and the head came off with it, revealing the smallish head of a humane male.

“Hey! No one told me there’d be rough stuff!” whined the young human. “And why aren’t you having a heart attack? Was that a trick?”

“They’re turning out some stupid kids at FU,” Harlan muttered.

“Who the hell are you?” Baxter demanded of the faux Jem’Hadar.

The kid looked to Harlan, who simply waved him off.

“I’m a film student from Federation University,” he said, sounding quite proud of it. “I was hired to impersonate a Jem’Hadar. We’re doing a historical holofilm about the Dominion War.”

“Well, you need to work on your accuracy,” Baxter said, pointing to the student’s belt. “See that forcefield control? It’s a Federation design. You went through all the trouble to get this Jem’Hadar outfit, and didn’t even bother creating a forcefield control that looked like Dominion technology.” He glanced back at Harlan. “Great work, Dad.”

“Could someone explain WHY any of this is happening?” Peterman demanded.

“It’s a test. This is all a holographic simulation,” Harlan said. “We were all beamed over to a holodeck on a Federation outpost during our trip.”

“You better have a damn good explanation as to why you decided to ruin our vacation,” Baxter grumbled at Harlan.

“Starfleet has a very important, impressive mission for you son. Your crew is perfect for it, I just know it. But Starfleet had…reservations. They needed to get a feel for some of the weak links on your ship. One in particular.”

“Richards.” Baxter had it figured out now. “This is all about testing Richards.”

“Couldn’t you have done that without disrupting our vacation?” Peterman cried.

“I thought this would be fun,” Harlan said. “You know, a bonding experience.”

“These two are obviously not going to be at all appreciative of the trouble you went through, Harlan,” Lucille said, waving a dismissive hand at Peterman and Baxter.

“You guys have done some bizarre things in your time, but this takes the cake,” Baxter said. “I want you to end this simulation NOW. I’m not going to be a guinea pig for Starfleet or anyone else.

“Son, you’re being…” Lucille began.

“Shut up, Mom.” Baxter looked to Harlan. “Give your mission to someone else. Give it to Mom. Who the hell cares.”

“Your mom couldn’t do it. With few exceptions, the Explorer is the only ship up to the job.”

Now Baxter was really interested. “Tell me more.”

“Of course,” Harlan said. “Computer, end program.” And, predictably, the cave dissolved to reveal a blank holodeck, and a dissapointed looking film student.

“I still get credit for this, don’t I?” the student asked Harlan.

“You’re getting a ‘C.’”

“Why?”

“Because you’re an idiot. Now scram.”

“There’s still one thing I don’t get,” Peterman asked Harlan. “Why was it necessary to hire actors to play the Jem’Hadar? Couldn’t you have just used holograms?”

“We have an internship agreement with FU,” Harlan explained.

“I see,” Peterman and Baxter both said.

“Good PR.”

“Of course.”

Peterman leaned down next to her parents. She shook her father’s shoulder gently. “Dad. Wake up.”

Both Ron and Sheila gradually stirred.

“Wha?” asked Ron.

“We were tricked into thinking our runabout crashed, but it didn’t. It was all a holosimulation to test how the Explorer crew would go about rescuing us.”

“Oh,” said Ron.

“Can we go home now?” Sheila Peterman asked.

“Not quite yet.”

“Well, can you knock us back unconscious, then?”

“We’ll see what we can do.”

“Shut up, Lucille!” Peterman seethed.



“Engines and shields are back up,” Tilleran told Richards as he emerged from the readyroom.

“Good.” He looked to the helm. “Lieutenant Madera, set a course for the Beta Commodous system, maximum warp.”

“Course laid in,” said Madera, as Vansen stepped up behind Richards, having climbed out from under the tactical console.

“Commander, we have an obligation to search the Doggett colony for survivors.”

“I’m aware of that,” Richards said. “But, luckily, we won’t have to fulfil our obligation. I just spoke to Lieutenant Commander DiSalvo of the Pathfinder. He’s on his way here to look after the colony. Should be here within the hour.”

Vansen grabbed Richards’s arm and spun him to face her. “Commander… if the Pathfinder is anywhere NEAR in range of stopping the attack on our outpost at Beta Commodous, we should let them handle it. They’re not banged up like we are.”

“We may be banged up, but we have the Dominion expert on board.”

“You’re making this personal.”

“Doesn’t every good commanding officer?”

“No, exactly the opposite. You put the resources where they have the best chances to succeed. The Explorer’s in no shape to mount a rescue. We should stay here with the colony and let DiSalvo rescue the others. This isn’t a test anymore.”

“I disagree,” Richards said. “This is a test, and it’s one I’m going to pass, with or without your help. Luckily, since I’m in command, I can damn well do it either way, and you can note THAT in your f***ing log.”

“I intend to,” Vansen said snidely as Richards took the command chair. He glanced at the forward viewscreen. “Lieutenant Madera, engage.”

“Happily,” Madera said, sneering back at Vansen.



“This is a pretty drab facility,” Sheila Peterman noted, as she sat around a table in the plain grey lounge of Outpost 371 with her husband and the Baxter parents. Captain Baxter was in the bathroom helping Counselor Peterman through her most recent bout of pregnancy nausea.

“These places aren’t built to be pretty,” said Lucille. “They’re designed as testing ranges for Starfleet officers, nothing more.”

“Well, a few plants here and there wouldn’t hurt,” Ron piped up.

“W’ll take it unner advisemnt,” Harlan muttered through his cigar.

“Thanks,” Sheila said brightly, not understanding the sarcasm.

The Baxters and Petermans all sat there in collective silence until, finally, Ronald spoke up.

“Look how much our daughter and your son love each other. The least we could do is learn to like each other.”

“I’m glad somebody said something,” Lucille said.

“I thought I was the only one who was uncomfortable,” Harlan said, after taking the cigar out of his mouth.

“Now we have a dialogue,” said Sheila. “Now we can finally get somewh–”

That’s when the explosions hit.



“I thought you all could use some lunch,” Janice Browning said lightly as she stepped out onto the bridge.

“Chef on the bridge,” Lt. Howard Sefelt announced helpfully.

Browning grinned at him. “How nice of you. Have a tunafish sandwich.”

“Who is this loon?” Vansen demanded.

“Janice Browning. Pleased to meet you!” Browning scuttled over to shake Vansen’s hand, then turned toward the command chair to lean down and peck Commander Richards on the check. “Roast beef or grilled chicken, hon?”

“Roast beef,” Richards said. “Commander?” He looked at Vansen.

Vansen’s smile was forced. “Chicken.”

“There ya go,” Browning said, handing sandwiches to Richards and Vansen. “And don’t think I forgot about you, J’hana! I have some very special organ meat arrangements for you.”

“May the hive mother stuff you in her armpit,” J’hana said gracefully as Browning handed her something wrapped in a sopping wet rag that she greedily took.

“And, Lieutenant Commander Tilleran! Here’s a nice leafy salad, with extra anchovies.”

“Aw, Doctor Browning, how did you know?”

“Because you broadcasted the thoughts right into my brain,” Browning said cheerily, and strolled into the turbolift. “Okay, gang. Enjoy your lunches. Call me if you need anything. Good luck preventing interstellar war or whatever.”

Vansen stared at her sandwhich as the turbolift took Browning back belowdecks. “What the hell was that?”

Richards munched on his sandwhich, grinning. “She’s loosened up so much since she quit Starfleet.”

“She used to be Starfleet?”

“Chief…mmmph…medical officer,” said Tilleran.

“Now the only carving up she does is roast beef,” said Richards. “And, man, is it delicious.”

“How dysfunctional,” Vansen said, and took a tentative bite out of her sandwich. “Hmm. Good sandwich.”

A blink from her panel brought Tilleran swinging around in her chair to face her scanners. She sat her salad down on the infrared readouts. “Commander, we’re coming up on the Beta Commodous system.”

“Come out of warp,” Richards told Madera, wiping his mouth and walking over to the science station, sandwich in hand. “Sensors?”

Tilleran looked at her readouts. “I have good news and bad news.”

“Good news first.”

“The Jem’Hadar battlecruiser is gone.”

“Okay. Bad news?” Richards took a bite of his sandwich.

“So is the colony.”

And Richards spit roast beef all over Tilleran’s console.



EARLIER…



Baxter had been in the bathroom, patting Peterman’s back as she leaned over the toilet when the explosions had hit.

Peterman kept right on barfing, somehow not noticing. Baxter, meanwhile, poked his head out of the bathroom and immediately regretted it. He watched Starfleet officers make a mad dash past him, chased by Jem’Hadar soldiers, firing what looked surprisingly like real weapons.

Then he heard lots of shooting and screaming and other assorted mayhem.

“Honey, are you about done?” he calmly asked Peterman.

“Yup,” Peterman said. “What’s all the commotion?”

“Don’t ask me how, but I think real Jem’Hadar just came.”

Explosions.

“Or else this is just another test of some kind.”

More explosions, rattling the walls of the bathroom.

Peterman bit her lip. “Maybe not. Good news though.”

“Really,” said Baxter.

“I found some mouthwash next to the sink.”

“Better rinse quick.”

Suddenly the doors to the bathroom pried open, and two Jem’Hadar scurried in, shoving them back closed.

To say the least, it was a tight squeeze.

Peterman climbed on top of the toilet, Baxter backed onto the sink. “Well, what are you waiting for, you ketracel- sucking jerks? Kill us!”

“I’m not a Jem’Hadar,” one of the Jem’Hadar said, peeling the head of his costume up slightly. “I’m an English major.”

“F***,” said Baxter.

“Costume design,” said the other.

“Charming,” muttered Peterman.

“You have to hide us,” screamed the costume design major in a high-pitched voice. “I don’t want to die!”

“There aren’t a lot of hiding places, folks,” Peterman said.

“I do, however, have an idea,” Baxter said thoughtfully. “But it will require a substantial acting performance from you two.”

“We’re both in drama club,” said the English major.



Ten minutes later, two Jem’Hadar soldiers led two panicked college students out of the bathroom. Luckily, they really were panicking, so it wasn’t hard for them to look that way.

Sadly, the “weapons” the two “soldiers” had pointed at the English and costume major were fake.

But they proved a good enough forgery as the costumed Baxter and Peterman approached a wall of Jem’Hadar guards, surrounding the main assembly room of the outpost.

“The others are gathered in here, Fifth,” said one of the Jem’Hadar to Baxter.

“Glad to hear it,” Baxter said throatily, and shoved the English major through the assembly room door, to find the outpost’s complement of 40 officers, along with Harlan, Lucille, and a hysterical Ron and Sheila, all lined up like toy soldiers.

“Go stand with the others,” Peterman said in her best deep voice, shoving her costume major toward the group.

“The prisoners are ready for beam-out,” Baxter heard one of the Jem’Hadar say to another.

“Tell our ship to prepare for transport. And have them ready the tri-cobalt charges.”

“Tri-cobalt?” Peterman whispered to Baxter. “Does that mean what I think it means?”

“They’re scuttling the outpost,” Baxter surmised. “At least we won’t be scuttled with it.”

“Thanks for finding the bright side. Meanwhile, I have to throw up again.”

“You’ll have to do it inside your mask.”

“Lovely.” Peterman and Baxter walked over to the back of the group of Starfleet officers, toward Harlan, Lucille, Ron, and Sheila.

“Don’t worry,” Baxter whispered, leaning toward them. “You’ve got people on the inside.”

“I don’t wanna hear your f***in’ propaganda,” Harlan said. “And tell me where the hell my son is!”

“He’s right HERE, Dad!” Baxter hissed. “Now shut up and be a good prisoner while Kelly and I find a way out of this.”

“Aren’t you a bit short to be a Jem’Hadar?” Lucille chided, looking at the Jem’Hadar next to Baxter.

“Stuff it, Lucille,” muttered Peterman.

“Honeylamb?” Sheila asked, astonished. “Is it really you?”

The Jem’Hadar nodded, making a muffled “BLUAAAH!” sound.

“You shouldn’t be running around like that!” Ron said fairly loudly. “You’re with child!”

“Mppph…” Peterman gurgled. “It’s all part of the job, Dad. Now be quiet!”

“What the hell do you think you’re going to do?” Harlan asked.

“I’ll tell you as soon as I figure something out,” Baxter said honestly.

“Soldiers!” came a call from one of the Jem’Hadar. “Are the prisoners secure?”

“Prisoners are secure!” Baxter said, winking at Harlan.

“Then get back with the formation. We’re leaving now.”

“Affirmative,” Baxter called out, wrapping a protective hand around Peterman and coralling her back toward the other Jem’Hadar. As he walked off, he made a circle with his thumb and forefinger, flashing the “OK” sign at his parents. He only wished he knew what the hell he was doing.



SHORTLY THEREAFTER…



The Explorer swung in around Beta Commodous Four and into orbit.

Commander Richards paced toward the front of the bridge, nibbling on a cookie (dessert Browning had left). On the viewscreen, Beta Commodous Four looked like any other serene, rust-colored planet, spinning and floating like it didn’t have a care in the world.

“We have a faint ion trail on the Jem’Hadar battlecruiser,” Tilleran said.

“Heading?” Vansen asked, stepping up beside Richards.

“104 mark 75,” replied Tilleran.

Vansen looked at Richards, who thoughtfully munched on his cookie. “Right toward the wormhole.”

“Where his friends are no doubt waiting.”

“How are they going to get past Deep Space Nine?” J’hana wondered.

“They do it all the time,” said Vansen. “That’s part of the problem. By the time they get in DS-Nine’s sensor range, they’re already heading through the wormhole. The station doesn’t have time to respond, and even if it did, the Defiant is no match for one of those things. So they have to just let it go and report its position to Starfleet.”

“Sounds like this happens all the time,” Richards mused. Vansen didn’t say anything.

“We should point out,” Tilleran spoke up, “that the Explorer probably isn’t a match for one of those battlecruisers, either.”

“If you have someone who knows how to hit them, she is,” Vansen said confidently.

“Weren’t you the one who just said we were in no shape to mount a rescue?” asked Richards.

“Well, I’m assuming that this crew is a hell of a lot better than people think it is, or else you’re crazy to even try this maneuver. Either way, you’ve got my services, whether you want them or not.”

“I…do want them,” Richards said reluctantly. “I guess we…”

“You what? Hmm? Need me?”

Richards ignored Vansen. “Lieutenant Madera, plot a course to follow that ion trail. Maximum warp.”



Almost as soon as the Jem’Hadar and Federation prisoners, along with the costumed Baxter and Peterman, were beamed up to the Jem’Hadar ship, the whole lot of the prisoners were cordoned off in some sort of cargo bay, and the soldiers were herded to some sort of meeting room. Within, they found a somewhat familiar face.

“You know who he is?” Baxter prodded Peterman with his elbow.

“He’s a Vorta.”

“Not just any Vorta. That’s WEYOUN!”

“Wey-who?”

Baxter pointed at the short, squat fellow at the front of the room, dispensing cartridges of white to all the Jem’Hadar soldiers. “He’s the little Vorta who orchestrated the whole Dominion War.”

“Oh. Him. I heard he was killed.”

“Obviously not.”

“He’s too fat to be Weyoun.”

“Well, hell, honey. They’re all clones. I’m sure that’s just, you know, like another series. A fat version.”

“Why would you purposefully genetically engineer someone to be fat?”

“Why do pregnant women throw up? Who knows. Mother nature is a mad scientist.”

“No arguments there,” Peterman said shakily. She was still nauseated.

While they had been talking, the short, fat Weyoun had made his way closer to Peterman and Baxter. When he approached Peterman, he offered her a cartridge of white.

“Please accept this gift, so that you may serve the Founder.”

“FoundER…” Baxter mouthed silently. “Just one?”

“Thanks,” Peterman said. “I’ll just save it for later.”

“As you wish,” Fat Weyoun said, looking askance at Peterman. He turned to Baxter. “Please accept this gift, so that you may serve the Founder. May it keep you strong.”

Baxter grabbed the cartridge. “I’ll save mine too. I had a big lunch.”

Weyoun cocked his head at Baxter, stared at him for a moment, shook his head, and proceeded on.

“That was CLOSE!” Baxter mouthed the words silently.

“We need to find their control room, or bridge, or engine room, or something,” Peterman said quietly. “If we can find a way to sabotage the ship, maybe we can get out.”

“You know,” Baxter said, studying his cartridge of white. “This brings back memories.”

“What memories?” Peterman asked, as the soldiers were herded out of the meeting room.

“Well, you know. Our first mission together. When the Flarn captured us.”

“Oh, yeah,” Peterman said dreamily. “Only this time, we have our parents with us.”

“Kinda makes it nice.”

“You two!” came a stern voice from behind. Baxter turned to find an especially angry-looking Jem’Hadar staring at him.

“The First demands you see to the Founder. He has requests to make of you.”

Baxter and Peterman looked at each other worriedly, then turned to the Jem’Hadar.

“Gladly,” Baxter quickly said. “Which way was that again?”

The Jem’Hadar narrowed his eyes at Baxter. “You had better be making a joke, Fifth.”

Peterman giggled nervously. “Of course he is!” She grabbed Baxter’s hand. “Come on, Fifth! Get with the program. See now, why I’m Fourth and you’re Fifth?”

“Wait!” the Jem’Hadar who’d given him the order said. “You are going the wrong way.”

“Of course,” Baxter quickly said, dragging Peterman in the opposite direction. “We have been without white for many hours.”

“I know how you feel,” said the Jem’Hadar warrior. “It happens to me all the time.”

“Talk to you later,” Baxter said hurriedly, and he and Peterman dashed down the corridor, until they reached a large set of double doors, which they assumed led to the Founder.

“This should be good,” Baxter said. “Watch it be Odo or something.”

“Yeah, right. Odo would never be behind something like this.”

“Well, who then…” Baxter said, as he and Peterman stepped through the doors, approached a shiny, gunmetal throne, and Peterman shrieked.

“MONKEYMAN!”

Baxter gripped Peterman by the shoulders, stared at the smoothe-faced changeling who had vague, monkey-like features, heard the burbles of puke within Peterman’s mask, and felt a dead weight sinking in his gut.

“Is there a problem?” asked the changeling known to Baxter as Jelo. Baxter quietly shook his head.

“Nope. Not at all.”



The Explorer carved its way through space on a hot pursuit course after the Jem’Hadar battlecruiser, Richards pacing the bridge all the while.

“Hartley to Richards.”

Richards stared at the ceiling. “Go ahead.”

“I’m squeezing 9.97 out of these engines, and that’s all you’re going to get, short of causing a core breach.”

“I don’t think that will be necessary. Just make sure we have enough power left to fight with by the time we meet up with the Jem’Hadar.”

“That, and not a whole hell of a lot more, Commander.”

“Good work, Hartley. Bridge out.” Richards glanced at Vansen, who was looking over J’hana’s shoulder at tactical. “How are the simulations going?”

“Our vessel has survived eight out of ten times,” J’hana said. “But the Defiant keeps getting destroyed, nearly every time.”

“That’s because you always put it on a suicide run, you imbecile,” Vansen prodded at J’hana.

“Do you have a better idea?”

“None better than yours, of crashing the Jem’Hadar battlecruiser into Deep Space Nine.”

“That destroyed it, didn’t it?”

“And the station, too!”

“You can’t make fharbus without chafing some rinds!”

“What?”

Richards approached tactical. “Okay, guys. Calm down. Nobody’s crashing anything into anything else. No suicide runs. We’re going to stop that battlecruiser with good old Starfleet wit.”

“And where do you propose we get that from?” asked Vansen.

“I’m sure you have some, somewhere in that bitch-like mind of yours.”

“Touche.”

“Commander,” Tilleran piped up. “I just got word back from DS-Nine. They’ve got a bead on the battlecruiser and the Defiant is in position.”

“Cool,” said Richards. “Our ETA?”

“Ten minutes.”

“Their ETA to the wormhole?”

“Nine minutes.”

“Damn it.”

Vansen smiled. “Seems like it’s a good thing this crew has had experience dabbling in other quadrants.”

“I’m sure THAT is no coincidence.”

“And slowly, it dawns on him!” Vansen said to the ceiling.

Richards stabbed his combadge. “Richards to all hands. Report to battlestations immediately.” He looked at J’hana. “Weapons and shields to maximum.” He turned to Tilleran. “Get ready to scan for some of those weakspots. Won’t they be surprised to see us!”

“No doubt,” replied Tilleran. “And they will probably not need much of a refresher course on what it takes to beat us into oblivion.”

“That’s the positive attitude I was looking for,” Richards said, scooting into the command chair.

“Entering the Bajor system,” Madera called out.

“Come out of warp. Target that battlecruiser.”

“It’s nowhere to be found. Already gone through the wormhole, judging by the neutrino emissions in the area,” Tilleran said, studying her scanners. “And the Defiant is hanging just outside the wormhole’s mouth, badly damaged.

“Hail them, J’hana.”

“They’re responding.”

On the viewscreen, Lieutenant Commander Nog’s head was squirming out from under a pile of debris at the center of the Defiant’s bridge. “You got here just in time, Explorer! Thank the Divine Treasurer you waited until AFTER they left!”

“Sarcasm is not going to help the situation, Commander!” Richards fired back.

“Well we didn’t even slow them down. Good luck stopping them, hew-mon!”

“And good luck climbing out from under that debris,” Richards snapped. “Channel closed. Take us through the wormhole, Susan.”

And the wormhole blossomed open in front of the Explorer, and she sailed right through.



Good thing Vorta required bathrooms, Baxter thought, as he helped Peterman rinse her mask in the only bathroom to be found on the battlecruiser. After passing countless rooms, they finally located it. And where they ever glad they did.

“What the HELL is HE doing here?” Peterman demanded, scrubbing her face, leaning over the sink. “The last time we saw him, he was aboard a Romulan Warship which we blew up, in the Crebius Cluster, in the Delta Quadrant, four years ago!”

“It just can’t be him,” Baxter said, staring at the floor.

“But what other changeling looks like my howler monkey!”

“I have no idea how Jelo got here, or what his motives are in turning every Jem’Hadar against the Founders,” Baxter said, sitting down on the toilet, which remarkably resembled all other toilets. The more things change… “But I’ll tell you what. The one bit of good luck is that Jelo asked US to interrogate the prisoners.”

“Talk about luck.”

“So all we have to do is get cleaned up, go into that cargo bay, tell those prisoners that everything will be okay, and put our heads together on a way to get out of here.”

“If I know your father, he’s probably thinking something up right about now.”

“Actually,” Baxter said, glancing up at a chronometer on the wall. “I’d say he’s taking his afternoon nap about now.”

Peterman stared at him.

“WHAT? He is 68 after all!”



“Tracking the Jem’Hadar battlecruiser,” J’hana said. “It’s heading for a planet in the Dentonab system, just outside Carima space.”

“Keep on them, Lieutenant Madera. Best possible speed,” Richards said, sitting in the command chair.

“Any idea of what we’re going to do when they get there?” asked Vansen.

“Before they get there, preferably,” Richards said. “Since, and I’m only guessing here, they’re probably heading toward some kind of stronghold.”

“I’d say that would be a good bet,” Vansen said self- consciously. “Based on our reconnaisance and intelligence reports.”

Richards glared at Vansen. “Are you sure you’re JUST an efficiency expert.”

“I don’t recall saying I was JUST an efficiency expert. I wear several hats for Starfleet.”

“Is one of them a dunce cap?” suggested Tilleran.

“Don’t even get me started with you, Commander,” Vansen said dryly.

“Commander Richards,” J’hana suddenly announced. “We are being hailed…by the Jem’Hadar battlecruiser.”

“That’s odd,” Richards said thoughtfully. “We should be well outside their sensor range, shouldn’t we, Tilleran?”

“Unless they’ve got better sensors than I gave them credit for, yeah.”

“Well? Aren’t you going to answer them?” Vansen said. “For all we know, your people could have found a way to get to a transmitter.”

“It’s worth a try. Put it on, J’hana.” Richards shifted from butt cheek to butt cheek in the command chair.

An ominous-looking Jem’Hadar appeared on the viewscreen, causing Lt. Sefelt to shriek and pass out on the ops console.

“Hey, guys. What’s a nice Federation starship like you doing in a no-good down and dirty quadrant like tihs?”

Richards narrowed his eyes. “Andy?”

The Jem’Hadar peeled back his face to reveal Captain Andrew Baxter’s face beneath. “The one and only. I found a way to get to a transmitter.”

Richards stared at Vansen. “You’re good.”

Baxter shifted his gaze from Richards to Vansen. “Who the hell is she?”

“An efficiency expert from Internal Affairs, a former tactical officer, an expert on the Dominion, and apparently a member of Starfleet Intel.”

“And what the hell is someone with those credentials doing on our ship?” asked Baxter.

“I’m here to help,” Vansen offered.

“She’s here to invalidate your selection of me as First Officer. Internal Affairs was testing me all along, ever since you left on your ‘vacation.’”

“Believe me, I know,” Baxter said tiredly. “My Dad’s behind the whole thing.”

J’hana cursed. Tilleran cracked her knuckles.

“I should have known,” muttered Richards.

“Only we didn’t count on real Jem’Hadar showing up,” Vansen said.

“Well, they did,” Baxter snapped. “And worse, they’re led by an old friend of ours.”

“Sesil,” J’hana guessed.

“Ardek,” suggested Tilleran.

“Ficker?” asked Richards.

“Just shut up and let me tell you! It’s none of those. It’s Jelo!”

“Who?” asked Vansen.

“Well, you’re not so smart after all,” Richards said to Vansen. “Jelo was the changeling infiltrator sent aboard the Aerostar on our mission to the Delta Quadrant.”

“Small world,” muttered Vansen.

“Listen, I can’t talk much longer,” said Baxter. “You guys are going to need some help if you’re going to stop this ship before it gets back to base.”

“We’ve figured that much out,” said Richards.

“Kelly’s wearing a Jem’Hadar disguise just like mine. While she stays with the prisoners and tries to look like she’s interrogating them, I’m going down to whatever passes for engineering on this scow and start ripping apart circuitry until we come out of warp. That’s where you come in.”

“How much do you know about Dominion technology?” Vansen said. “What’s to say you won’t destroy the whole ship?”

“Blind, stupid luck,” replied Baxter.

“That’s just not good enough!” cried Vansen. “You need to at least know what you’re doing!”

Baxter turned to Richards. “She really doesn’t understand how we operate, does she?”

“Nope. Good luck, Captain. We’ll be ready to swoop in at the appropriate time.”

“Good enough. Baxter ou–”

“Wait!” Vansen cried. “There’s a purple cube in the lower warp core! You’ll want to destroy that! That’ll cause a freeze on the injectors!” Baxter cocked his head quizzically at that as he disappeared from the viewscreen. Vansen appeared to deflate. “Well, I hope he understood me.”

“Don’t count on it,” Richards said consolingly. “How on Earth did you know that, anyway?”

“I don’t expect you to be aware of this, but, during the Dominion War, Starfleet captured a small Jem’Hadar ship. I was on the crew that studied it.”

“Really?” asked Richards. “Must have been fun.”

“Not especially.”

“Hey, I was just making conversation.”



Baxter slid down the ladder into the bowels of the Jem’Hadar battlecruiser, nodding curtly and grunting at passing Jem’Hadar soldiers as he did so. What was it that woman had said about a purple cube? Was he supposed to destroy it, or destroy anything BUT that?

“Soldier!” came a call from above. A Jem’Hadar climbed down the ladder to meet him.

“Yeah?” asked Baxter.

“First Tenok’Titlan wants to see you. Apparently, you have abandoned your post.”

Baxter felt his blood chill. “I was called to the engine room on an emergency.”

“I am aware of no emergency. And I am the Second.”

“Good for you. There’s still an emergency. And if I don’t check it out, the whole ship could blow up. You wouldn’t want to be responsible for that, would you?”

The Jem’Hadar stared at Baxter blankly. “The fact remains, First Tenok’Titlan wants to see you. You will not disappoint him.”

“If the ship explodes, won’t that disappoint him?”

The Second continued his blank stare. “Come with me.” He grabbed Baxter’s arm.

“Ouch! No way!” Baxter ripped his arm free, joined his hands together, and slammed him down into the back of the Jem’Hadar’s neck. The Jem’Hadar stumbled, looking dazed…for about one second.

Then he gave Baxter such a mean uppercut to the jaw, it knocked him over a railing and down into the lowest level of the engine room.

The Jem’Hadar hopped after him, calling out a shrieking battlecry.

Baxter rolled to the side, just as the Jem’Hadar came crashing down, feet first, beside him.

Still dazed, Baxter climbed to his feet, backing away from the angry Jem’Hadar, who meanwhile was right back on his feet.

“You do not fight like a Jem’Hadar,” the Second surmised.

“This is my first day on the job,” explained Baxter. “I’m only…like a week old.”

“That explains much, but not nearly enough to prevent me from killing you,” the Jem’Hadar said, breaking off a pipe that was hanging above him and dashing at Baxter with it. “YAAAAAAAAH!”

“AAAAAAAH!” Baxter ducked and the Jem’Hadar sailed over him.

Baxter took that time to dash across the vacant engine compartment. Purple cube. Purple cube. Purple cube. THERE!

He saw it. He lept toward it. “Must…destroy…” he managed to choke out, before strong hands grabbed his neck from behind. He glanced over his shoulder. “Oh. You again. Nice to see you.”

The Jem’Hadar Second roared victoriously as he took Baxter’s head and repeatedly smashed it into the purple cube.

“Thank…you…” Baxter muttered as he felt the cube cracking under the vicious onslaught of his forehead.

Well, thought Baxter. Anything in a pinch.



The Explorer nearly slammed into the Jem’Hadar battlecruiser as it came out of warp, coming to an immediate stop. It was only Madera’s quick harpist reflxes that saved the ship as she guided the Explorer out of warp and sling- shotted it around the battlecruiser, coming to bear right in front of it.

And as Richards stared down the barrel of the cruiser’s bristling weaponry, his stomach churning and head spinning from Madera’s elegant moves, he considered that this was really what it was all about.

Command.

He stood up, straightening his uniform top. “Shields to maximum. All weapons full power. Do your worst, J’hana.”

“Gladly,” J’hana said, and whooped loud and victoriuosly as she played her tactical panel like a piano from hell, and rained quantum torpedoes and machinegunlike phasers across the prow of the Jem’Hadar vessel.

“Someone must have smashed the purple cube,” Vansen said, looking at Richards.

“Way to go, Andy,” Richards said.



When the blasts started rattling the cruiser, Peterman, still dressed as a Jem’Hadar, turned to the prioners, holding the working blaster she’d picked up along the way up in the air. “Okay, everyone. That’s the Explorer knocking on our door. Once the Jem’Hadar realize we’re under attack by a Starfleet ship, they very well may barge in here and kill us all. Given that scenario, you are to defend yourselves to your last fighting breath, got it?”

“Honey,” Peterman’s mom spoke up from the crowd of confused Starfleet technicians.

“Yes, Mom,” Peterman said impatiently.

“Are you still dealing with that nausea? You really shouldn’t go into battle if you’re feeling nauseous.”

“I’m not even going to dignify that with a response,” Peterman muttered, as the doors to the cargo bay opened up, and screaming Jem’Hadar stormed in. “This is it!” Peterman cried. “Fight, people, fight!”

“Honey, I have some stomach medicine in my purse, if you need it!”

“YAAARRRRRGH!” Peterman cried, firing her blaster blindly into the horde of Jem’Hadar, sending them one by one dropping to the ground. But, as they advanced, it resorted to hand to hand combat. Sadly, the Starfleet prisoners were mostly holo-technicians and Internal Affairs paper pushers.

With the exception of two.

Harlan Baxter smashed two Jem’Hadar skulls together as Lucille Baxter lept from a cargo container, raining a barrage of fists onto an unsuspecting warrior.

One Jem’Hadar got a grip on Peterman’s arm and tossed her across the bay. She landed at Ronald Peterman’s feet, momentarily dazed. Ron looked up at the offending Jem’Hadar with a look of pure anger on his face.

“That was my daughter, you little bastard!”

“Really? I see no resemblance,” the Jem’Hadar said, looking down at Peterman’s Jem’Hadar costume.

“She’s a beautiful, pregnant woman just dressed up to look like one of you creeps!” cried Ron. “You think just because you’re big and ugly and covered with horns, you can just push people around?”

“Yes, actually,” the Jem’Hadar admitted.

“Ron, your blood pressure!” Sheila warned from behind.

“Sheila,” Ron said, pushing up his shirtsleeves, “this little philly needs to get put back in the barn where she belongs!”

Ron lept through the air, slinging an arm arund the Jem’Hadar’s neck, dragging the tube of white out until there was about two meters of slack. He slammed the Jem’Hadar into the deck and in ten seconds flat, he hog-tied that Jem’Hadar in blue ribbon fashion.

Peterman climbed to her feet, shaking away the dizziness brought on by her being slammed into the ground. “Good work, Dad!”

“Bring it on!” Ron Peterman cried, his eyes ablaze as more Jem’Hadar came at him.



“Their shields are down,” J’hana called out.

“That was too easy,” commented Tilleran.

“It’s all because of the purple cube,” Vansen explained, glaring at Richards.

“Whatever the case, I’d say it’s time to go in for the kill. J’hana–” he said, but the Andorian was already in the turbolift.

“Anybody with me?” J’hana challenged.

“Tilleran, Vansen, go with her,” Richards said, pointing at the two officers, who dashed into the turbolift. “And for Pete’s sake, BRING BACKUP!” Richards called after them.

J’hana just rolled her eyes as the turbolift doors closed.



Baxter took inventory of the damage as the Jem’Hadar he’d nicknamed “Goodtime Johnny” dragged him back up through the bowels of the battlecrusier.

The damage would have been a lot worse, had Baxter not been wearing that Jem’Hadar mask. Luckily, all that foam absorbed a lot of the impact. Sadly, the repeated beating of his head up against that purple cube had left the mask in a shambles, and had allowed Goodtime Johnny to see his face, such as it was:

Busted lip.

Swollen shut eye.

Busted nose.

And one utterly destroyed purple cube. Baxter smiled, which hurt.

“Stop smiling!” Good-Time Johnny growled, slamming Baxter into a wall as he headed into a corridor. “We’re going to get you to the bridge, and you can explain your presence to Weyoun and First Tenok’Titlan.”

“How about Jelo?” Baxter asked.

“Oh yes, he will have plans for you as well.”

“Super,” Baxter said sarcastically, as a pinkish tentacle wrapped around Goodtime Johnny’s neck, jerked him away from Baxter and slammed him again and again into the deck until he was unconscious.

Baxter knew only one person with tentacle strength like that.

“Lieutenant Unlathi! Am I glad to see you!” Baxter cried, never so happy to see the genderless, self- impregnanting, 2.5-meter tall purple tentacled beast of a security officer.

As usual, Unlathi said nothing, simply extended their tentacle to help Baxter up. Baxter adjusted his Jem’Hadar uniform as Unlathi generously handed him a spare phaser.

“All right, Lieutenant,” said Baxter as he stepped over the immobile Goodtime Johnny. “Let’s rip this ship a new one.”



“All right, people,” J’hana said to her security staff, flanked by Tilleran and Vansen, as Ensign Adam Keefler from security worked on jimmying the door to the cargo bay where the Starfleet prisoners were being held. “We’re reading lots of Jem’Hadar signals in there, mixed with the human ones. So be prepared for mass bloodshed. Whatever the case, the scene within that cargo bay is not going to be pretty. Just focus on your mission and rescue the surviving prisoners. Got it?”

“Okay, we’re in!” Keefler said victoriously as the doors slid open, and Tilleran, Vansen, and J’hana, as well as the rest of the security force, were greeted by a bizarre sight indeed.

Unconscious Jem’Hadar everywhere, and Peterman, in Jem’Hadar getup save for the head, standing with the horde of prisoners, looking bored.

“Well,” said Harlan.

“It’s about time,” said Ron Peterman, sitting atop a hogtied Jem’Hadar.

“Someone had better tell me the story of this day, over a round of strong, strong drinks,” J’hana said, and slapped her combadge. “J’hana to transporter room.”

“Hey, hon,” came the sweet voice of Ensign Lindsay Morgan.

“Start locking on to the prisoners and transporting them to the Explorer.”

“You got it, sugar. Yee haa!”

J’hana grimaced. “I preferred Lieutenant Commander Hartley.”



“All but one group has been beamed over,” said Lt. Commander Hartley from the tactical console. “Just Captain Baxter and a handful of others are remaining.”

“Hurry up and get them aboard,” Richards said, pacing between Madera’s station, and that of the recently- awakened Lt. Sefelt. He glanced over his shoulder. “What about the Jem’Hadar’s weaponry, Megan?”

Hartley glanced at her scanners. “Operating only at 10 percent efficiency. Our ablative armor is handling it.”

“But I take it we should get shields up ASAP.”

“Unless we want to become permanent residents of the Gamma Quadrant, yes.”

“Then work on getting those last few people aboard. Pronto.”

“Morgan’s bringing the last few aboard now.”

Richards nodded. “Terrific. Shields up!”

“Something else you may be interested in,” Hartley announced, glancing at her scopes.

“Yeah?” Richards turned.

“Seven Jem’Hadar warships, much smaller than the battlecruiser, but problematic nonetheless, are heading towards our position.”

“Well, we got what we came for. Get us out of here, Lieutenant Madera. Toward the wormhole, maximum warp!”

“Two of the warships have stopped to give aid to the battlecruiser, but the other five have broken off, heading after us.”

“Give us every ounce of speed this bucket has left, Hartley.”

“That’s approximately three ounces, and dropping fast, Chris.”

Richards gripped Madera’s chair. “Go, Susan. Go!”



When Ensign Morgan finished beaming the last group aboard, she was shocked to see them in the midst of a heated argument. One would have thought that they would be plum glad to be alive.

“Hey, y’all, what’s with all the ruckus?” she asked diplomatically as Captain Baxter marched down from the platform, followed by Peterman and Vansen, J’hana and Tilleran, and Harlan and Lucille Baxter. Ron and Sheila Peterman had been beamed in on the earlier transport cycle, and had already darted out of the transporter room, for parts unknown.

Nobody in the current group even listened to Morgan. They all ran out of the room arguing.



The turbolift toward the bridge was crammed.

“I still haven’t gotten a clear explanation of who you are,” Baxter said, glaring at Vansen.

“If you’ve been keeping track, I’m one of the people who helped save your miserable life, Captain.”

“Don’t talk to my son like that,” said Lucille. “Only I can talk to him like that.”

“One word from you, sir, and I will kill both of them,” said J’hana.

“Stay out of it, J’hana,” Tilleran whispered.

“At what point did I lose control of this crew?” demanded Baxter.

“Did you ever have control?” asked Vansen.

“Who asked you, bitch?” announced Peterman.

“Shut the f*** up, all of ya!” Harlan Baxter bellowed, just as the turbolift doors opened up onto the bridge.

Richards pivoted in the command chair to face them.

“Welcome to the bridge, guys. Captain Baxter, I turn command back over to you. Five ships are on their way to destroy us, and we’ve used up every ounce of shields, weapons, and engine power remaining. Enjoy!”

As Richards stepped aside and Baxter stepped down toward the front of the bridge, Harlan and Lucille followed after, along with Peterman and Vansen, as Tilleran and J’hana took their respective stations.

“J’hana, have someone remove this ‘efficiency expert’ from my bridge,” Baxter said. “And reroute what power we DO have to the aft shields.”

Vansen looked to Harlan. “Admiral?”

Harlan nodded. “Stay here. Andy…we should talk…”

“Could this wait till after we’re in mortal danger?” asked Baxter.

“Of course.” Harlan looked to Lucille. “Honey, maybe we should go belowdecks.”

Lucille folded her arms. “I refuse.”

“Stay if you want, but it’ll be a bumpy ride.” Baxter sat down in the command chair. “J’hana, whatever quantums we have left, launch them in our wake. Have them string- detonate on a timed delay so they knock the warships off their pursuit course.”

Peterman moved to sit in her customary seat beside Baxter, but she was shocked to see Vansen already there.

“Now wait just a stinking minute, bitch,” Peterman said, leaning down in Vansen’s face.

“Honey, could this wait just a FEW minutes,” Baxter asked, sounding as patient as she could. “Tilleran, time to wormhole?” He looked at Richards. “I assume that’s where we’ve been heading.”

“You assume right,” replied Richards.

“Two minutes to wormhole.”

“Effect of the quantums on the pursuing warships?” Baxter asked.

“It slowed them down, but they’re still following.”

“Weapons range?”

“Just less than two minutes.”

“Pour on the steam, Madera,” Baxter said, leaning forward in his chair.

Madera looked questioningly back at him.

“Go faster,” Richards translated.

“This is as fast as we can go,” Hartley said, from her new spot at the engineering station, on the opposite side of the bridge from Tilleran’s console.

“Okay, then. Rapid-fire phasers at the ready. Fire at will, J’hana.” Baxter looked up at a very angry Peterman. “And someone find my wife a f***ing folding chair!”



DS-Nine’s commander, General Kira Nerys, looked out over Ops. Everything seemed to be running smoothly today. Not that that was out of the ordinary, since the close of the Dominion war.

These Jem’Hadar incursions, however, did worry her. Especially the most recent one, that left the Defiant in a docking bay. Repair technicians couldn’t estimate when she’d be battle-ready again.

Lieutenant Commander Nog stepped out of the turbolift at the rear of Ops. “Good news, General. Doctor Bashir was able to remove that beam from my…”

The alert klaxon drowned out the rest of what Nog was saying.

“Sir, a swarm of ships is coming through the wormhole,” Nog said, rushing over to the tactical station. “Five Jem’Hadar…”

Kira grimaced. “No…”

“…And one Explorer.”

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”



The Explorer sailed out of the wormhole, warships beating upon it mercilessly, large black scorch marks decorating its rear hull.

“Open a channel to Deep Space Nine!” Baxter shouted over the impact alarms as the Explorer jerked spasmodically under him, and as Peterman shifted uncomfortably and angrily in her folding chair.

General Kira appeared on the viewscreen, not looking pleased.

“General Nerys,” Baxter said.

“General Kira,” Kira corrected.

“Whatever…listen, we’re getting our asses shot off. Formally request that we take asylum inside your shields, and that you blast these warships into next week!”

Kira put her hands on her hips. “And just why should we?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Baxter said, staring at the ceiling. He then leveled a cold gaze on Kira. “Because we’re freaking ALLIES!”

Kira huffed. “Fine. Take a position between the lower pylons. We’ll protect you. This time!”

Baxter didn’t like the sound of that. “Lieutenant Madera, you heard her.”

“Cowering pathetically, yes sir,” Madera replied, bringing the Explorer up between Deep Space Nine’s lower docking pylons.

“Finally,” whimpered Lieutenant Sefelt.

Baxter watched with some measure of satisfaction as the Jem’Hadar warships shot out of the wormhole and came at them, firing at Deep Space Nine.

The significantly larger station fired back at them with a barrage of photons from its battlements.

The warships took a few random potshots before giving up and diving back into the wormhole.

“Kira to Explorer,” came a bleep from the comm system. “We’ve scared the big, bad Jem’Hadar away. You can come out now.”

“Thanks for all the help,” Baxter muttered. “J’hana, close channel.” He glanced around at Harlan and Lucille, and at Vansen. “Well, now that we’re out of harm’s way, for now, how about you all tell me precisely what the holy frigging hell has been going on?”

“And, while you’re at it, tell me if I passed your test or not,” Richards asked.

“You passed all right,” Harlan said, looking with chagrin at Lt. Commander Vansen, who nodded reluctantly. “You’ve passed with flying colors.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55108.7. We’ve been docked at Deep Space Nine for several days now, undergoing some rather major repairs after the Explorer was taken through the ringer by the Jem’Hadar. Additionally, I’m glad to say Doctor Wilcox was able to pretty much repair my face.

The Pathfinder has arrived to pick up my parents, as well as Ron and Sheila Peterman, who reiterate that they will NEVER travel in space again. Oh well. It’s not for everyone.

Meanwhile, my father has been avoiding me for the last few days as I’ve tried to ascertain why he put Richards through such scrutiny to begin with, not to mention ruining my first vacation in months.

For lack of a better idea, I’ve called an Explorer Project staff meeting, and made sure to include my father’s favorite food, smoked salmon, at the affair.



Deep Space Nine’s wardroom smelled completely like fish.

Baxter shoved his plate away as he and Richards, along with Vansen, Lucille Baxter, and Harlan, all finished their meals.

Baxter decided that fellow Quark knew nothing about preparing salmon.

“Now then, on to the one and only item on our agenda,” Baxter said.

“It’s about time,” Vansen said.

Baxter stared across the table at Harlan, who, as usual, sparked up a cigar, leaned back, and stared back with a frustrating poker face.

“What’s on yer mind, boy?” Harlan asked.

Baxter exchanged glances with Richards. “Well, Chris and I have discussed this at length. We understand that Starfleet wanted to get a better idea of what makes Richards tick, and whether or not I made a good decision by promoting him. But what we don’t understand is why you had to have an expert on the Dominion added to our staff, what her capacity will be on our staff, and why you feel she’d be a necessary addition.”

“Are you completely dense?” Lucille asked.

Baxter snapped his fingers, and one of Quark’s ferengi waiters approached. “Mister Dunk, would you please fetch my mother a large brandy. That should shut her up.” He looked back at Harlan. “Answer my question.”

“It’s pretty self-evident,” Harlan said through puffs of cigar, nodding in Lucy’s direction. “As the wife so delicately put it, you’d be pretty damned stupid if you didn’t figure things out.”

Richards looked to Baxter, shrugged.

Baxter chewed thoughtfully on his fork. “Okay. Hmm. You test Richards with a distinctly Dominion-based mission. You put a Dominion expert on the ship. And you say that we’re the only crew capable of dealing with our upcoming mission, because we’ve had so much experience in deep space, and in a totally alien quadrant.”

“Not to mention the fact of having a half-changeling crewmember,” Vansen piped up.

“Who?” asked Richards.

Vansen looked down at her padd. “Does the name ‘Plato’ ring a bell?”

“Oh, yeah,” Baxter said. “Of course.”

“So, now you get it?” Harlan asked.

“Yeah, but…but no, I don’t,” Baxter said. “The only obvious answer is that you’re sending us to the Gamma Quadrant.”

“But that would be idiocy,” Richards quickly said. “Why on Earth would we have to do a tour of duty in the Gamma Quadrant?”

“I’d think today’s little escapade would be a good clue,” said Vansen.

Harlan nodded. “As you all know…hell, who knows if you know. Anyway, at the end of the Dominion war, the Founders signed a peace treaty with the Federation. As part of that treaty, we’ve been…asked…to help them deal with some of the problems that have resulted from the Founders attempts to, at least partially, disarm the Jem’Hadar.”

“Rebel elements have broken off and taken hostile moves against Gamma Quadrant worlds,” Vansen broke in. “Apparently, they’re being led by this fellow named Jelo, who Captain Baxter met on the Jem’Hadar battleship.”

“But the Federation was happy to stay out of the fight, until they started coming over here and bothering us,” Baxter said. Now it all made perfect sense. Kind of.

“So you’re going to be our olive branch,” Harlan told Baxter. “As silly as that sounds.”

“We’re going to fight the Jem’Hadar single-handedly?” Richards asked, shocked. “Well, that’s it. I quit.”

“No, no. You’ll simply help the Dominion fleet from time to time as rebel Jem’Hadar attack Dominion and nonaligned colonies.”

“But the most important part of the mission,” said Vansen, “is going to be dealing with the planets who have broken off their alliance with the Dominion and are, for the first time, dealing with the freedom to make their own decisions.”

“It’s leading to some awfully stupid decisions,” Harlan added.

“We know nothing about diplomacy,” Richards said. “Not to mention, knowing nothing about the Dominion.”

“But what you DO know about is uniting dissimilar worlds in a common cause,” Harlan said. “Remember your efforts to stop the expansion of the Flarn empire in the Delta Quadrant? Your mission here will be very similar, only you’ll have help, not hindrance, from the Dominion.”

“And you’ll have my help,” said Vansen. “Whether you like it or not.”

“Of course,” Richards said. “And what exactly will your title be?”

“Second Officer,” Harlan said, glaring at Baxter in a way that told him this would be non-negotiable. “Vansen will serve as your chief information resource. I expect she also will provide some leadership on your command staff that you’re now…um…” He tried not to look at Richards, but couldn’t help it. “Lacking.”

“This is ridiculous,” Richards said.

“Think of it as a blessing,” Vansen said. “I’ll be doing lots of the things you’ve hated to do. Paperwork, personnel reviews,” and, she added quietly, “important decisions.” Her smile was quick and forced. “I’m looking forward to this.”

Baxter glared at her. “We’ll see.”

“It doesn’t stop there,” Harlan said. “As soon as the Explorer is fit to disembark, she’ll head to the Dominion headquarters to pick up the Dominion’s Special Ambassador to the Federation, who will accompany you on the mission.”

“And…” Baxter said. “May I ask just how long this mission is going to be?”

Harlan looked at Baxter with unwavering eyes. “As long as it needs to be, boy.”

Baxter and Richards looked at each other and gulped.

Lucille took a large gulp of brandy. “Better them than us!”



“Don’t spare any details,” Janice Browning said, as Richards stepped through the airlock and into the Explorer corridor. Baxter had hung back to discuss matters further with Harlan.

Richards wrapped an arm around Browning and leaned tiredly on her as they headed back to their quarters, just shortly before Richards was scheduled to go back on-shift. “What are you asking me about?”

“You know, silly. I want to know about the salmon. How was it? Dry? Oily? I have to know!”

“I figured,” Richards said. “It was disgusting. I think the Ferengi used too much basil.”

“I see,” Browning said, nuzzling into Richards’s shoulder. “Well, that’s good to hear.”

“Now, for the not so pleasant news.”

Browning looked up at him. “Uh-oh. What?”

“We’re being sent, indefinitely, into the Gamma Quadrant.”

She blinked. “For what?”

“To help make peace among the former worlds of the Dominion, and to prevent Jem’Hadar pirating raids.”

“Hmm.” Browning seemed thoughtful, but not that worried.

“You seem to be taking this well.”

“Well, it’s not an entirely bad thing. Plato will get to see the other side of the family a little more often. We’ll get to deal with his roots, see where he came from.”

“I can’t believe you’re looking forward to this.”

“Christopher, what’s my favorite food analogy?”

“Oh, jeeze.”

“If life gives you lemons…”

“…smash them against your head,” Richards finished with a chuckle, even though he wasn’t sure there was anything to laugh about.



“Well? How’d it go with your dad?” Counselor Peterman said, as she and Baxter headed down the corridor toward Peterman’s old quarters, the current place where all her animals were kept, after Baxter’s extended meeting with Harlan.

“I think I put him in his place,” Baxter said distractedly as they went to unlock the cabin.

“Okay,” Peterman said. “So what REALLY happened.”

Baxter shrugged, looking defeated. “He completely changed our mission.”

“So, we’re not exploring new territory anymore?”

“Oh, it’ll be new territory all right,” Baxter said, as the doors opened… and nothing happened. Baxter and Peterman looked around the darkened quarters.

“Where are all my babies?” demanded Peterman. She and her parents had been vacationing on Bajor during the days the Explorer was being repaired, and Baxter had been busy filing incident reports and overseeing repairs. For all anyone knew, Hartley was still checking in on the pets.

“I’ll get to the bottom of this,” Baxter said, slapping his combadge. “Baxter to Hartley.”

“Hartley here.”

“Who let the dogs out?”

“Huh?”

“I said, who let the dogs out?”

“Not to mention the other pets!” Peterman chimed in.

“Oh. They’re in the arboretum. Mirk is taking them for walkies.”

“You scared me for a minute there, Megan,” said Peterman.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure he has them under control.”

“He’s probably using his powers to float them through the air!” Peterman said. She looked at Baxter. “I’ve got to get down there. There could be droppings spraying everywhere!”

Baxter nodded. “Okay. I’ve got to get up to the bridge.”

“Save me a seat!” Peterman called over her shoulder, dashing down the corridor away from Baxter.

“I’ll, uh…try,” Baxter said uncertainly.



When Baxter arrived on the bridge, he was not at all shocked to see everyone in their places except for him.

That included Vansen in the seat normally occupied by Peterman.

Baxter shivered. He’d have to talk to Hartley about installing an extra seat somewhere on the bridge, just to prevent an all-out civil war among his senior staff.

“Captain on the bridge,” Sefelt announced as Baxter walked around to the command chair.

“Progress report,” Baxter said, glaring at Sefelt. He’d given up on stopping him from saying that.

“The Pathfinder just left,” Tilleran announced, looking up from her panel.

“Our repairs are completed,” Vansen said. “We can leave at any time.”

Richards looked over at Vansen, grimacing. “Yes. We can.”

“Well,” Baxter said, leaning back in his chair. “Glad to see everyone’s in agreement.”

“Something else,” Tilleran piped up. J’hana glared at her.

“Ari, don’t…”

“Out with it, Tilleran,” Baxter said sternly.

“Lieutenant Commander J’hana is no longer allowed on Deep Space Nine.”

“Not ANOTHER station,” Baxter sighed.

“This happens often?” Vansen asked him.

“With J’hana it does,” said Richards. “Tell Captain Baxter the reason this time,” he said, glancing back at the Andorian at tactical.

J’hana stared down at the deckplates. “They removed my favorite meal from the menu at the Klingon restaurant.”

“So what did you do?” Baxter asked, preparing for the worst.

“You could say I removed the Klingon restuarant.”

“At the very least, it won’t be up and running again for months,” Richards said, glancing with annoyance at J’hana. “And I happen to have developed a taste for Klingon food.”

“Well,” said Vansen. “I’m sure it’ll be back up again by the time we return.”

“So, let me get this straight,” Tilleran said. “We’re VOLUNTARILY going over to the Gamma Quadrant, indefinitely, to stop other planets from fighting, when we can’t even stop ourselves from fighting?”

“When a simple thing like a restaurant causes us to snap into a berserker rage?” J’hana added.

“Yup,” said Baxter. “That’s it in a nutshell.”

“God help the Gamma Quadrant,” Vansen sighed. “The Explorer’s coming.”

“That’s the spirit, Commander,” Baxter said, clapping Vansen on the shoulder. “Lieutenant Madera, disconnect us from DS-Nine and take us through the wormhole. We’ve got a bad reputation to spread.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Dalda Two. A planet in the Dominion just getting the hang of freedom. An race extremely adept at science, especially when it comes to time travel. As a matter of fact, the Daldans think they have a way to move time backwards. When Baxter, Richards and J’hana beam down to check it out, they are disappointed to learn the experiments are not exactly going well. As a matter of fact, they go wrong, right in the away team’s face. Will Lt. Commander Vansen be able to save the away team from time moving backwards? And will we see J’hana go through puberty in reverse? Let’s hope so!






Time Flies Backwards When You’re Having Fun



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55109.7. We’re on our way to an outpost deep in Dominion space to pick up our “Dominion Ambassador,” on our first official mission in the Gamma Quadrant.

The command staff has reacted well, so far, to the new assignment, and to our new “Dominion Expert,” Lieutenant Commander Nell Vansen.



“I’m almost too mad to eat,” Commander Christopher Richards grumbled and stabbed at the egg on his plate.

“Perish the thought, Christopher,” Doctor Janice Browning said softly, gently rubbing his arm. “That little vein is throbbing in your forehead. That’s not going to help the situation.”

“Then you obviously don’t understand the situation.”

Browning blinked at Richards. “I sat here and listened to every word, Christopher. Commander Vansen–”

“LIEUTENANT Commander.”

“LIEUTENANT Commander Vansen arrived on the bridge this morning and sat down in the command chair while you were in the readyroom, even though, technically, you had the conn.”

“But that was just the beginning.”

“She cut you off when you gave an order to Lieutenant Madera.”

“And called me ‘useless.’ Right in front of the others!”

“Didn’t they all know that already?” Browning asked, suppressing a giggle.

Richards’s look told Browning he didn’t find that at all funny.

“Okay, okay,” Browning said, holding up her hands. “Obviously, you and she have not hit it off. But you’re going to have to work together. Even Andy can’t help you out of this one.”

“Believe me. He tried whining to his Dad several times about not needing a Second Officer, but Admiral Baxter would hear none of it.”

“Then you’ll just have to make the best out of a bad situation.” Browning nudged a dish in front of Richards. “And have some more sausage.”

“Janice,” Richards said, “you just don’t understand. Nell Vansen is a pushy, insulting, mean-spirited, hideous monster of a–”

“Commander!” Browning said, shoving out of her chair and trotting over to the entrance to Space Tastes, where Commander Vansen surveyed the restaurant with a dull eye.

Richards continued to shove cheesey eggs into his mouth, but gritted his teeth and diverted his eyes from Vansen.

“Come sit with us,” Browning said, grabbing Vansen by the arm and dragging her over to Richards’s table. “We were just talking about you.”

Vansen brushed by Browning. “I’m sure. And you are?”

“Janice Browning,” Browning said with a grin. “Nice to meet you.”

Vansen sat down across from Richards. “Are you Starfleet?”

“No, but I…”

“Then why am I talking to you?” She looked to Richards. “I thought I’d find you here. You had a disagreement with me over our route to the Brokkus system, and instead of sticking up for yourself, you came down here to cower.”

Richards didn’t look up from his food. “I’m not cowering. I’m eating.”

“If you say so.”

“Guys, guys,” Dr. Browning said, scooching into a seat between Vansen and Richards. “We’re all friends here, right? All on the same team! The Explorer team!”

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Vansen. “Did you get dropped on your head when you were little or something?”

“Well, I…” Browning stammered.

“Shut up and leave us alone. We have Starfleet business to talk about. How about you make yourself useful and get some coffee.”

Browning’s eyebrows crunched together. “Listen, I just…”

“‘I just, I just’…yeah shut up,” Vansen snapped. “Go get me some coffee.”

Richards turned to Browning, who’s mouth opened and closed as if she were a fish out of water. “Now you see what I’m talking about.”

“Let me just…go get that pot of coffee,” Browning said, and walked into the kitchen.

“So, what’s good here? Nothing?” Vansen said conversationally, not raising her voice over the slamming and cymbal-like crashing of pans in the kitchen.

Richards again gritted his teeth. “I want you to know, that’s my girlfriend you’re talking about.”

“Yawn,” muttered Vansen.

“You are treading on thin, thin ice here, Lieutenant Commander Vansen.”

“And how do you figure?” Vansen asked, leaning forward. “What, exactly, can you possibly do to me?”

“Unleash J’hana on you, for one.”

Vansen threw back her head and laughed, sending dark brown hair cascading around her shoulders, framing her pale, round face, full lips and sparkling hazel eyes. Richards noticed then that Vansen wasn’t exactly hard to look at. Damn it.

“Commander, that confused woman wouldn’t know whether to beat me up or make love to me. She’d probably end up doing both.”

“Show’s how much you know about Andorians. To them, it’s one and the same.”

“Indeed.” Vansen turned around to look back at the kitchen doors. “Now where is that silly woman with my coffee?”

Just then, Dr. Browning came strolling out of the kitchen with a large silver pot of steaming coffee and a big smile on her face.

“Hot java, freshly brewed!” Browning said cheerily, approaching Vansen. “I do hope you enjoy it!”

Vansen eyed Browning with a raised eyebrow. “Where’s my cup? You expect me to drink that out of my hands?”

“You never said anything about a cup,” Browning said innocently. She tipped the pot and dumped the steaming coffee right on Vansen’s head. “Enjoy!”

Vansen shrieked so high-pitched that Richards had to cover his ears. The shrieking almost completely covered up his laughter, and that of the surrounding crewpersons.

Vansen sprang to her feet and ran toward the door of Space Tastes, soaked. Steam rose off her head and shoulders, her face was red, no doubt from embarrassment and the scalding coffee. “I will have you booted off this ship!”

“I’m not Starfleet, remember!”

“OH GOD IT BURNS!”

“I hope you know a good doctor!” Browning called out, waving goodbye to Vansen.

Browning sat down the pot and collapsed into the seat across from Richards, sighing with relief.

“Well, I’m sure glad that unpleasantness is overwith.”

Richards beamed at Browning. “Janice, it’s times like this that I remember why I love you.”

“A woman can only take so much, Christopher.”

“Got anymore coffee in that pot?”

“Nope, but I can make you a fresh one.”

“Sounds good.” Richards grinned. “I’ll have mine in a cup.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”



When Richards returned to the bridge, he found Captain Baxter pacing behind the foreward stations, brows knit in consternation.

“Captain? I thought you and Kelly were spending the morning in the arboretum.”

“I got called away,” Baxter groaned.

“By what?”

“By Lieutenant Commander Vansen. Apparently, somebody assaulted her while she was at the mall this morning.”

“That would be Janice,” Richards said sheepishly, stepping down to join Baxter by the foreward stations.

“Yes, yes it would,” Baxter sighed. “Do you know Vansen is down with Doctor Wilcox, getting skin grafts, composing a letter to Starfleet Command demanding that Doctor Browning be kicked off the ship?”

“I will ensure it gets routed to the proper place,” J’hana piped up from tactical.

“Yeah,” Tilleran chimed in. “Breen.”

“Knock it off, you two,” Baxter said, turning on Richards. “Commander, we have to find a way to work with Vansen. We’ve tried having her removed, and my Dad wouldn’t budge. He insists we need her. While I have my doubts, I know a lost cause when I see one.”

“The woman’s angling for my job, Andy. I’m beginning to think I should just give it to her.”

“And saddle me with a pain-in-the-ass first officer again?” Baxter asked, walking over to the command chair and sitting down. “I don’t think so. I already did that once with Conway.

“Captain Conway was arguably the most objectionable person in the quadrant, and somehow we learned to work with him. We’ll learn to work with Vansen in time, too.”

“Or we will kill her.”

“We will NOT kill her,” Baxter said to J’hana. “There is to be no killing, got it?”

“If you insist,” sighed J’hana.

“What about maiming?” suggested Tilleran.

“A battle between you and Commander Vansen would be glorious indeed,” J’hana said in a low voice.

“There will be nothing of the sort!” Baxter said sternly. “Is that understood?”

“Yes,” Tilleran and J’hana said half-heartedly.

“Now, if you’re wise, Chris, you’ll tell Janice to apologize to Commander Vansen. Maybe we can patch things up between the two of them before we have to resort to drastic measures like…”

“Killing?”

“I was going to suggest blackmail, but whatever you like,” Baxter said, and, finally, he chuckled.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve arrived at the Brokkus system, where Dominion Outpost 417 is located. Here, we will pick up our Dominion Ambassador, and receive our first mission as the emissary ship (so to speak) from the Federation.

It’ll be a little odd taking orders from the Dominion, but since we didn’t fight in the Dominion War, it really isn’t all that jarring. Maybe that’s part of why we were assigned to this mission. I think we were the only ship NOT to fight in the Dominion War.

Anyway, I’ve assembled the most diplomatic group I could find to meet the Dominion Ambassador. Needless to say, it wasn’t easy.



“How’s my belt look?” Captain Baxter asked, as he waited with Counselor Peterman, Doctor Browning, and Lt. Commander Tilleran in the transporter room.

“Fine,” muttered Peterman.

“I’m glad you finally pulled that thing out of storage,” Browning said playfully. “I was starting to miss it.”

“Me too,” said Baxter. “It kind of adds some spice to my dress uniform.”

“It looks ridiculous,” said Peterman.

“It’s a bit early yet for the mood swings,” Browning observed.

“I’m not having mood swings. I just think the belt looks ridiculous.” She pointed at it. “Look how big the buckle is! And why does it have to be shaped like the Starfleet emblem?”

“Because it’s fancy,” Baxter said defensively.

“I agree, sweetie,” Ensign Lindsay Morgan said from behind the transporter console. “I think you clean up really nice.”

“Well, thanks,” Baxter said sheepishly. He glanced at Peterman. “It’s nice to know somebody has good taste around here. You’re a credit to the uniform, Ensign. But, for further reference, it’s ‘Captain,’ not ‘sweetie.’” Baxter thought about it for a moment. “Aw, what the heck. ‘Sweetie’ will be just fine.”

Peterman elbowed Baxter in the gut and he turned back around to face the transporter pad.

“It’s so nice to have some new faces on the ship,” Browning said to herself.

“Looks like they’re ready for transport,” Morgan said. “Want me to energize, sugar?”

“Uhm, yes,” Baxter said, feeling the daggers of Peterman’s look.

Morgan ran her hands up the transporter controls, and a familiar figure materialized on the transporter pad.

“Weyoun!” Baxter cried, stepping in front of Browning and Peterman to shield them from whatever the maniacal little Vorta was up to. Tilleran noticed he didn’t make an effort to shield her.

Baxter knew enough about the Weyoun series of Vorta clones to know he was a nasty customer. A particularly fat Weyoun had been overseeing operations on the Jem’Hadar battleship that had abducted Baxter and Peterman, along with their parents and a Starfleet outpost crew. Now what did this Weyoun want, and how’d he get on Baxter’s ship?

There was one other possibility, that Baxter hadn’t really considered for some reason.

“I am the Dominion Ambassador,” Weyoun said, stepping off the transporter pad. “I assure you. You have nothing to fear from me.”

Baxter could believe it, too. Now that he was off the transporter pad, this Weyoun barely stood to Baxter’s shoulder.

He limply shook the Vorta’s hand. “Mister…um…”

“Weyoun,” Weyoun said.

“I never would have guessed,” Peterman quipped.

“I thought your series was wiped out near the end of the war,” Tilleran piped up, her scientific interest piqued as she stepped up to welcome the new arrival.

“That is…not altogether true.” Weyoun bowed in Tilleran’s direction, and then at Browning and Peterman. “The original Weyoun series was wiped out by an attack on a Dominion cloning facility; however, some of the genetic material did still remain back in the Gamma Quadrant. Since we represent the pinnacle of Dominion cloning technology, it seemed befitting that the Weyoun clone be returned to service.” Weyoun angled his neck up to look into Baxter’s eyes. “They are still…perfecting things.”

“No kidding. The Weyoun we saw aboard the rogue Jem’Hadar warship we fought was really fat.”

“That is unfortunate,” Weyoun said.

“Yeah, sometimes eating can be very seductive,” Doctor Browning chimed in.

“I was referring to the fact that one of our rebel factions has acquired cloning technology. Even more alarming is the fact that they are working in concert with a Founder.” Weyoun shivered. “It is unthinkable.” Suddenly, his face seemed to brighten. “But this is neither the time nor the place. I am quite pleased to be aboard, Captain Baxter. I have heard great things about you and your crew.”

“Then there must have been some mix-up,” Tilleran said, and Baxter shot her a nasty look.

“This way, Ambassador. I’ll show you to your quarters.”

“Excellent,” Weyoun said, taking up step with Baxter as the captain led the way out of the transporter room. “And then, I hope we will be able to assemble for a quick staff meeting?”

“Of course,” Baxter said.

“Y’all come back now, ya hear?” they heard Ensign Morgan’s voice trail off.

“She is just terrific,” said Doctor Browning.

“I’ve gotta throw up,” said Peterman.



Captain Baxter stared around the conference table at the group assembled around it, including J’hana, Tilleran, Peterman, Vansen and Richards.

“I think we all know each other here,” he said, folding his hands on top of the conference table. Peterman nudged him. “Oh, with one obvious exception, of course.” Baxter grinned at Weyoun, who sat to his left. “Everyone, this is…what do you like to be called, Ambassador? Just Weyoun?”

“Or ‘Short Weyoun’?” J’hana offered.

“We will NOT be calling him Short Weyoun,” Baxter snapped.

“Weyoun will be fine, or Ambassador Weyoun if you would like to be formal.”

“I’d like to formally ask what this mission is going to entail so we can get on with it,” Vansen piped up from her seat at the other end of the table.

“Charming woman,” Weyoun said quietly.

“We like to think so,” Baxter said. “She does have a point. We have a course to lay in, preparations to make.” Baxter recalled the subspace coaching his father had given him in terms of what Starfleet wanted to make out of this endeavor. “We’re eager to prove to you the Federation’s willing to work with the Dominion to keep the peace secure.” Admiral Baxter had not put it nearly as eloquently but he’d worked for a good part of the afternoon polishing it up.

“And we’re eager to prove we can work with you,” Weyoun said, grinning. “That leads us to the first mission in our…unique partnership.” Weyoun handed Baxter an isolinear chip. “I believe this will be compatible with your data banks?”

Baxter studied the chip, shrugging. He passed it to Tilleran. “Well?”

Tilleran looked the chip over. “It appears to be Federation in design.”

“We’ve…studied your technology,” Weyoun said in a voice that made Baxter uncomfortable.

“Let’s check it out,” Baxter said, nodding to Tilleran, who walked over to the viewscreen at the front of the conference room and slid the chip into a nearby receptacle.

The familiar L-shape of the Dominion logo appeared on the viewscreen, replaced with an image of a gray-blue planet.

“This is the planet Dalda Two. They have been a Dominion member-world for quite some time. During the war, however, we were required to divert some resources away from them. Scientific, agricultural…” Weyoun diverted his eyes toward the windows. “Uhm…medical. At any rate, we want to renew ties and help foster some of their scientific programs.”

“What sort of scientific programs?” Richards asked.

“They are apparently making great strides in the study of time travel.” Weyoun grinned.

“Ironic.” This from Vansen.

Weyoun pursed his lips. “How so?”

“Well, if the Dominion had kept funding the experiments, the Daldans could have eventually found a way to send a team back through time to sabotage the Federation in its initial stages.”

“I’m sorry, I do not have a sense of irony,” Weyoun said.

“Regardless,” Baxter said, “we’re ready to help them move forward, are we not?”

“I don’t know if I’m comfortable with that,” Tilleran said. “The Federation has strict rules on time travel research.”

“This isn’t the Federation,” Weyoun said with a smile.

“Captain, can we…”

“We can’t do anything till we at least check the place out, speak with some of the planet’s scientists,” Baxter suggested. “I for one would love to see what they have in mind. Goodness knows the slingshot method has gotten old.” He glanced around at his other crewmembers. “Come on…am I right, or what?”

“Judging by this crew’s history, the last thing we want to get into is time travel,” said Vansen.

“Do you care to elaborate on that?” asked Weyoun.

“No!” Baxter said quickly. “Meeting adjourned.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. We’ve arrived at Dalda Two. After much disagreement from Lieutenant Commander Tilleran, I’ve elected to lead the away team down to meet the planet’s scientists and prime minister. I assured my Chief Science Officer she’d have ample time to study the Daldans’ time travel techniques, but this first away team’s mission is simply to get a feel for the Daldans and put out some nice PR about the Federation.

Hence, Commander Richards and I are beaming down with Ambassador Weyoun to spread the love.

J’hana, unfortunately, insisted on coming along.



“I am unimpressed,” J’hana said haughtily, glancing around the laboratory as Baxter, Richards and Weyoun joined her in waiting for the Daldan scientists and representative to arrive.

“Appearances can be deceiving, Commander,” Weyoun said serenely. Certainly, the lab was nothing impressive. Gray walls and a few panels of bleeping orange and blue lights. Some worktables splayed about with circuitry. “But you must agree the device beyond that window is somewhat unique.”

J’hana gazed through the window into the room beyond, a room that appeared to be thickly walled and cushioned, with a spinning blue orb at the center. “Looks like a big gumball.”

“Andorians have gumballs?” Richards asked, raising an eyebrow.

“No, we in fact do not,” J’hana replied. “But I have tried them. I consider myself a renaissance woman.”

“Andorians had a renaissance?” Baxter asked with a chuckle.

“Yes.” J’hana’s small smile faded. “But we do not like to talk about it. Many people died.”

“That’s a conversation-stopper,” Richards mumbled.

“Your crew is diverse, Captain,” Weyoun said to Baxter. “I would like to learn more about them.”

“We’ll have lots of time to do that…apparently,” Baxter said.

“Speaking of time, where in the hell is our receiving party?” asked Richards.

“I’ll go find the secretary,” J’hana said, heading for the door. Before J’hana could reach the door, an explosion rocked the very foundation of the building, shaking the walls and sending equipment crashing to the floor.

Weyoun steadied himself against a nearby table. “What in the Founders’ names was that?”

Baxter glanced at J’hana. “Find out, Commander. Richards and I will stay here.”

J’hana nodded, withdrawing her phaser. “With pleasure, Captain. Perhaps the secretary is still alive.”

“We can always hope…” Baxter said, then turned, noticing the room was begining to brighten. J’hana, Richards, and Weyoun all turned toward the source of the light. The room with the pulsating blue orb. Which was now somewhat bigger.

Richards stared fearfully at the orb as he tapped his combadge. “Richards to Explorer.”

“Vansen here. Did you ruin the mission yet?”

“We’re getting there,” Richards said. “Scan this area, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble.”

There was a pause.

“Commander, chroniton radiation in your area just jumped off the scale. We’re beaming you guys up. Vansen to Morgan, lock onto the away team and BRRRRRRRRZT!”

“Brrrrrrzt?” Weyoun inquired politely.

“They’ve been cut off,” Richards explained.

“I’m getting a funny feeling as to why,” Baxter said, staring worriedly at the blue orb, which continued to grow. It was now almost as big as the room itself. “Um…run.”

“Yes, good idea!” Weyoun said, dashing past Richards to the door, knocking J’hana aside and running for his life.

“Apparently Vorta don’t have a sense of bravery either,” she muttered and charged after him, Richards and Baxter on her heels. Baxter glanced over his shoulder as he left the lab at the blue orb, which now passed right through the protective wall of the safe-room into the lab, so big he could not see the curvature of it; it just looked like a wall of crackling blue energy.

Weyoun, J’hana, Richards and Baxter skidded into the waiting room where they’d originally beamed in. Daldans in shiny yellow battle armor dashed by. One especially well-dressed Daldan pushed out of the crowd toward the Starfleet officers. His eyes immediately fell on Weyoun.

“You must be the representatives from the Dominion.”

“And the Federation,” Baxter piped up.

“Whatever,” said the Dalda representative. “I am Proctor Gallath.”

The Daldans were gangly creatures, just a bit taller than most humanoids, a little over two meeters or so, with light green skin, bald spiked heads and beady eyes. They could have been some of the original breeding stock for Jem’Hadar, looking not nearly as harmful but similarly spikey.

“Weyoun.” Weyoun shook Gallath’s hand. “It appears you are quite busy.”

“The Brn’Tar sect just bombed us, trying to get the time technology.”

“I was to understand that the civil war problem on this planet had been solved years ago,” Weyoun said dully as explosions boomed around him.

“It had,” Gallath said quickly, “until the Dominion withdrew all of their support.”

“Sorry about that,” Weyoun mumbled.

“If I can just break in a moment,” Baxter said. “There is a giant blue energy wave heading toward us from back in the laboratory and I don’t think it’s going to wait for us to have a diplomatic meeting.”

“Blue wave, you say?” Gallath asked. “Oh no.”

“I take it that’s bad?” asked Richards.’

“Extremely,” sighed Gallath.

“You all don’t sound very prepared,” J’hana noticed.

“Can I make a suggestion?” Richards said helpfully.

“Sure,” said Baxter, watching soldiers come running out of the hallway to the laboratory, screaming, as the blue wave advanced.

“Let’s dive behind that couch…” Richards pointed.

“Good idea,” Baxter said.

“I don’t think that the couch will protect us,” Weyoun said.

“You’re probably right,” said J’hana.

“You’re definitely right,” Gallath sighed, as everyone but him dove behind the couch and the wave washed over them.



“WELL??” Lt. Commander Vansen demanded, staring over Tilleran’s shoulder.

“Would you back up about five meters?” Tilleran snapped and returned to her screens.

Vansen turned to glance at the viewscreen, which displayed an overhead view of a building in the capital city of Daldadius on Dalda. The building was pockmarked with blast craters, panicked people scrambling about. What was even more disturbing was the fact that the entire building was engulfed by a blue orb of energy.

“Scanners can’t penetrate the blue sphere,” Tilleran said finally. “I’ve used every possible bandwidth.”

“Then I’m taking a team down there to get our people out,” Vansen said resolutely, pointing back at Ensign Adam Keefler at tactical. “Mister Keefler, you’re with me.”

“Belay that,” Tilleran snapped, stopping Vansen in her tracks.

“Pardon ME?” Vansen said, spinning to face Tilleran. “Did you just BELAY me?”

“You’re not going to have any luck getting them out of there. The orb has stopped growing and solidified. No one can get in, no one can get out.”

“Solidified?” asked Vansen. “You mean like a forcefield?”

“No, more like a subspace field, but solid, and made of pure, concentrated chroniton particles.”

“So…what? Our people are going to be dragged back through time, or propelled forward?”

“I can’t tell that yet,” Tilleran said. “This is like nothing I’ve seen before. A solid manifestation of chroniton radiation. I can’t begin to tell you how to dissipate it, or even how to get a signal through.”

“Well, get working on it. Call on whatever resources you need, but get our stupid away team out of there. And if you ever, ever belay ME again, you will be sorry.”

“Yeah, I’m terrified,” Tilleran muttered, punching at her console.



“Actually, this isn’t half as bad as I thought it would be,” Captain Baxter said, hopping up from behind the couch, joined by Weyoun, J’hana, and Richards.

An eerie blue glow lit the room from outside; Baxter could see the energy crackling through the waiting room’s front windows.

“So what now?” asked Richards.

“Can we get out through that?”

Gallath shook his head. “No, certainly not.” Another Daldan, one who appeared to be a lab technician, approached Gallath. “Report, Bondoth.”

“Proctor, studies conclude the bombing threw the sphere off its axis and caused a temporal inversion.”

“I feared as much.”

“Care to clue us in on what exactly that means?” Baxter asked, looking from Bondoth to Gallath.

Bondoth looked totally uninterested in Baxter. “Imagine your life as a boat navigating a stream.”

“Okay.”

“That boat has just turned around, and is headed back exactly the way it came.”

Baxter blinked. “Can someone translate for me?”

“You didn’t want to bring Tilleran,” muttered J’hana.

“How intense is the inversion effect?”

“About 35,000 times faster than normal time.”

“That sounds really bad,” Richards said.

“So what, we’re going back in time?” asked Baxter. He’d pretty much prepared for that. He could handle that.

“Not exactly…” Gallath said, trading worried looks with Bondoth.

“We’re going back in age.”

“And we’re doing it 35,000 times faster than time normally passes?” Richards exclaimed.

“We will become approximately four years younger for every hour that passes, yes,” said Bondoth.

Weyoun cringed. “Oh dear.”

Baxter knew what Weyoun was worried about. “You’re…how old?”

“Two weeks.”

“Uh-oh.” Richards rubbed his chin worriedly. “So…hmm. Andy, you and I are 34, so we’ve got…”

“You’re asking me? You’re the guy who used to do warp core intermix calculations,” Baxter muttered.

“Eight point five hours before you cease to exist,” Bondoth said helpfully.

“MMMMmmmm, Andorian puberty,” J’hana said, rubbing her hands together.

Gallath chuckled. “Luckily, Bondoth here is 140 years old.”

“You wear it well,” Baxter said by way of making conversation.

“I have work to do,” Bondoth said, running back to the lab.

“Help him!” Baxter ordered, pointing at Richards.

“Why me?”

“Because this doesn’t have to do with command, security, or diplomacy, and you’re all that’s left. Go!”

“Okay, okay!”



Lt. Commanders Hartley and Tilleran huddled around the science console, tapping buttons, running simulations, muttering between themselves.

Vansen, meanwhile, sat in the command chair, arms folded, tapping her foot.

“Are you two just about done?”

“What’s her problem?” Hartley asked Tilleran.

“I’ll tell you later,” Tilleran said. “What about if we create a subspace field around the building? If we modulate it correctly, it could vibrate against the chroniton shell and break it down.

Hartley nodded. “Subspace technology is certainly the only thing I know of capable of counteracting a chroniton shell, but it would be all theory since we’ve never seen a real live chroniton shell before. Besides that, we couldn’t sustain a subspace field in a planet’s atmosphere.”

“So we beam up the whole building,” Tilleran suggested.

“Too big. And I couldn’t even guarantee the thing would resolve, what with the interference from that blue sphere.”

“Carve it out with phasers, pull it up with a tractor beam,” Vansen piped up from the command chair.

“That’s ridiculous,” snapped Hartley. “The building would break apart…”

“Not to mention everyone in it would die form oxygen depravation,” Tilleran chimed in.

Vansen stood and crossed over to the science console. “Not if you created a structural integrity field around it, and stretched our shields around it.”

“Do you know how long that would take?” demanded Hartley.

“You’d better get working, then. Draft science officers, engineers, inventory officers, whoever you need.”

“This is ridiculous,” Hartley remarked, throwing up her hands.

“It’s also an order.”

“And not a half bad idea,” Tilleran said, tapping in the simulations on her console. The success rate was better than any of the other tries.

“Doesn’t mean we have to like her,” Hartley muttered and charged off into the turbolift.



“I don’t feel any younger, but damn, I feel thinner,” Baxter said, staring down at his stomach and poking it. His uniform felt lose and baggy, and his trouser legs were brushing the floor. “I didn’t realize I gained so much weight this year.”

“It’s a shame about Weyoun,” Gallath said, appearing at least a head shorter and even thinner and ganglier than he had earlier. “His clone series is truly excellent.”

“I didn’t know him well enough to judge,” Baxter asked, staring at the pile of goo that once was Weyoun. He had been sitting there and, then, suddenly, he was just a pile of clear goo. Probably the genetic stuff he was spawned out of.

J’hana sighed, thumbing her shorter antennae. “The Dominion isn’t going to be happy with us.”

“Heh,” said Baxter. “Did you ever think you’d be saying that, and caring?”

“No, not really,” J’hana admitted.

Baxter patted his head. “Hmm. I think I’m growing some more hair. That’s weird. Didn’t realize I was losing any.”

“You must be kidd–” J’hana began, then stopped short. “I mean, I hadn’t noticed.”

“Wow. Younger, thinner. More hair. I don’t see the downside to this.”

“How about the fact that you will become a larva in a few hours.”

“Baby, J’hana. We call them babies.”

“Whatever.”

“Hey guys,” Commander Richards said dejectedly, collapsing into the chair opposite Baxter.

“Looking good,” J’hana said. “What are you now? Twenty-two?”

“Something like that,” muttered Richards. “I feel more energetic than I have in years, but that’s not going to do any of us any good. I worked with Bondoth and a few of his assistants in the lab for three hours, and there just isn’t any way to manipulate the chroniton shell from in here.”

“So we have to rely on the scientists that are outside of the shell.”

“All the ones who are qualified are in this building. And all of them have retired to their various offices to mull their impending breakdown into their component cells.”

“Sh**,” Baxter muttered.

“Yeah really,” Richards agreed.

“Well, is there a bar in here? I’d like to buy a drink while I’m still old enough.” Baxter smiled weakly. He and Richards giggled, but J’hana and Gallath appeared perplexed.

“Ancient joke,” Baxter said.

“I must warn you all,” J’hana said. “In two hours, I will have regressed in age to the time of puberty. I will become a beast the likes of which none of you have ever faced.”

“What species are you all?” Gallath asked. “You don’t appear to be from around here.”

“We aren’t from around here,” Baxter said, looking fearfully at J’hana. “Could we trouble you all for some rope?”

“Or a duridium cage?” suggested Richards.

“The ‘Introduction to the Federation’” speech might be in order about now,” J’hana said. “While you still have time.”

“Good idea.”



Lt. Commander Vansen paced the Explorer bridge, staring from time to time at Dalda Two on the viewscreen. “Mister Keefler, patch me through to Commander Hartley.”

“Done,” Keefler said from tactical, and Hartley appeared on the viewscreen, giant orb behind her in the background, Starfleet officers scurrying about behind her setting up beacons and generator equipment.

“Progress, Commander?” Vansen asked.

“This part of town is going to get one hell of a facelift,” Hartley said wryly. “But we’ll be ready in another couple hours.”

“It would help if we had some idea of what was happening inside the sphere,” Tilleran chimed in, working to coordinate the work crew’s efforts from the science station.

“Whatever it is, we need to stop it as soon as possible,” said Vansen. “Let us know as soon as you’re ready to proceed, Hartley.”

“Sure thing. Hartley out.”

For some reason, Vansen suspected that time was of the essence.



“That should do it,” a bony and pimple-faced Commander Richards said with satisfaction as he looped the rope around J’hana once more for good measure. “Try to get out of that.”

“Oh, I will,” J’hana glared at Richards. “I will shear the testicles right off of you with my teeth.”

“Right, then,” Richards said, turning to Baxter. “How are you, Captain?”

“My voice is a few…erk!…octaves higher and…erk!…still breaking!” Baxter sighed. He’d stopped getting thinner about a half hour earlier and was now proceeding to GAIN weight. Baby fat, he’d explained.

“Yeah, we’re about 15 now,” Richards surmised.

“Which means J’hana’s little puberty is ready to start any minute.”

“Could someone explain this to me?” Gallath asked, now a good bit shorter than Baxter and Richards.

“Andorians are…well, a peculiar race,” Baxter’s creaky voice squeaked.

“They have a…unique developmental cycle,” Richards added.

“Meaning what?” Gallath asked worriedly as J’hana twitched in the chair and her eyes rolled backward in her head.

“Honestly,” Baxter said, looking to Richards. “We don’t know.”

“Well, whatever it is, it would appear to be about to happen,” Gallath said worriedly. “Should I call in security…um, just in case?”

“Not a bad idea,” Baxter said.

“Lots of security,” Richards said.

And they both hoped like hell the crew of the Explorer was doing something to get them out of this.



“Anti-grav generators and structural integrity fields in place,” Tilleran said. “Control has been routed to my station.”

“Advise Hartley and her people to beam up,” Vansen said. “Once they’re aboard, coordinate with her and continue at your discretion.”

“Ahh, I see. Now that there’s an emergency it’s all of a sudden MY discretion!”

“It’s called maximizing your staff resources, you imbecile, now do what I say or I’ll find somebody who will!”

“Touchy, touchy,” Tilleran mumbled, punching controls.

Just then, Counselor Peterman stormed out onto the bridge, followed by Janice Browning.

Vansen didn’t spare them a glance. “Civilians are not allowed on the bridge. And, frankly, Counselors are dead weight too.”

“Why didn’t anyone tell us what was going on? That’s my husband and her boyfriend down there!” Peterman demanded, stomping down next to Tilleran’s station. “Huh? Tilleran?”

“We’ve all been kind of busy,” Tilleran said, and quickly looked back down at her station.

“Just because you’re married to the captain doesn’t mean you can storm onto the bridge barking orders anytime you like,” Vansen said. “I have records of you taking over a rescue mission from Commander Larkin last year because your husband was involved, using some kind of ludicrous ‘Counselor’s Prerogative.’ I assure you, there will not be any repeating that incident. Get down belowdecks and stay out of our way. We’ll let you know as soon as your husband and boyfriend are safe.”

“And J’hana,” Tilleran muttered, “as if anybody cares about her.”

Browning marched up to Vansen. “How’s your face, Commander? Hope I didn’t do any permanent damage.”

“You’re so insignificant I barely remember who you are,” Vansen snapped, and marched over to the tactical console. “Mister Keefler, remove these two idiots from the bridge.”

“Um…” Keefler said uneasily.

“I won’t keep helping you get rid of your chocolate addiction, Ensign!” said Peterman.

“Sorry, orders ARE orders.”

“And I won’t make you chocolate pudding pie,” Browning chimed in.

“Oh, jeeze. I quit!” Keefler threw up his hands.

“Stay strong, Mister Keefler,” Vansen said, holding a cold eye on Peterman and Browning. “We’re in an emergency situation and these two are causing a disturbance, placing the very lives they’re so worried about saving in unnecessary jeopardy. Escort them to the brig. Now.”

Keefler waffled for a moment, then reluctantly withdrew his phaser. “Ladies. Please don’t struggle.”

“Oh, we’ll struggle all right,” Peterman muttered and marched into the turbolift.

“This isn’t over!” Browning cried as she, Peterman, and a nervous- looking Keefler disappeared inside.

“Blah, blah, blah…” Vansen muttered, making a mouth-moving gesture with her hand.

“You handled Peterman well,” Tilleran noted. “Maybe even better than Captain Conway did.”

“Hmm?” Vansen asked, gazing at Tilleran.

“I said, we’re ready to begin carving up the building and dragging it up.”

“Good. Lieutenant Madera, move us into position.”



It took seven armored security guards to drag J’hana into the coat closet, where for the last half-hour nothing but screaming and growling could be heard.

“Someone should check on her,” said a diminutive, freckled Richards whose uniform sagged around him, completely engulfing his hands and feet.

A pudgy, 14-year-old Baxter, bursting out of the seams of his uniform, nearly as wide as he was tall, nodded. “You’re welcomed to.”

“No thanks.”

They sat next to each other, twiddling their thumbs.

“Hey…where’d Gallath go?” asked Richards.

Baxter shrugged.

“There now…watch that….” THUNK! THUNK! “Ow! You bit me! I was just checking to see if you were all right. Whoa, watch where you put that!”

“ZHHHHHZAAAAAAATTTTTTTTTT!”

Baxter and Richards stared woefully at the door to the coatroom.

“I guess that answers our question,” Baxter said.

“I wonder if he’s enjoying himself.”

“Ahhhhhhhrg!”

Baxter sighed. “I somehow doubt it.”

“How are you on temporal theory?” Richards asked, sort of out of the blue.

“I can’t believe you’re even asking me that. You know I failed that course at the Academy.”

“Well, it’s just that…I was thinking. We haven’t lost our memories, right? I mean our bodies are getting younger but we are retaining the memories that we had at the outset of this thing.”

“Where are you going with this?” Baxter shouted over Gallath’s pained cries for help.

“Well, in less than an hour we’re going to regress to 12-year-olds. Another hour, we’ll be 10. Then 8. Then 6. Then 4.”

“Yes, I can divide by two. What’s your point?” Baxter queried over J’hana’s frothy-mouthed growls.

“My point is, our memories may continue to be intact, but our comprehensive and deductive abilities, our intelligence, will probably reduce as we get younger.”

“I feel as smart as I was when I beamed down,” Baxter said, wincing as he heard a shriek from Gallath.

“Let’s be honest. We’re both no smarter at 34 years old then we were when we were 14.”

Baxter sighed. “I can’t confirm or deny that, Chris.” Inwardly, though, Baxter knew Richards was right and hoped for his sake and everyone else’s that the Explorer crew would come through and pull their proverbial crotches out of the fire. They might be too late for poor Gallath, though.



“We’re in position,” Lt. Madera announced loudly.

“I’m standing right behind you, Lieutenant,” Vansen sighed and pointed at the viewscreen, which displayed an overhead view of the Daldan scientific building encircled by the crackling blue sphere. The Explorer was hovering over it, as low in the planet’s atmosphere as it could be without crashing. “Mister Tilleran, you know what to do.”

“Do you really have to use ‘mister’?” Tilleran questioned. “I know it’s correct military-wise, but it’s just so…unfeminine.”

“And dating another woman isn’t?” Vansen asked with raised eyebrow.

Tilleran moved her mouth but no words came out.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Now fire the concussion phaser blasts.”

Tilleran glared at Vansen, then glanced over her shoulder at Keefler. “Ensign Keefler, fire at the prearranged coordinates.”

“Got any chocolate?”

“I said fire!” Tilleran cried, pounding her console.

“Right, right.”

Vansen bit her fingernail worriedly as she watched orange blasts rain down around the blue sphere. Lt. Commander Hartley and her people had done a good job clearing out the area around the Daldan Science Ministry, especially considering the Daldans were embroiled in some kind of civil war. Hartley had suggested, in unflattering tones, that the Daldans fight somewhere else for a while. Vansen would have to study her more closely.

“The building’s foundation has been loosened from the sedimentary rock below,” Tilleran reported.

“Lock on tractorbeam and begin reeling in,” Vansen said, backing up into the command chair. She crossed her legs. “Full reverse on all thrusters, Mister Madera.”

“It’s annoying me too,” Madera muttered as she pulled back on the Explorer’s controls.

“Take it up with someone who cares.”



“Do you feel that?” Wiry 10-year-old Richards asked portly 10- year-old Baxter.

“Shut up. I’m not talking to you.” Baxter turned away from Richards.

“The building is shaking. It feels like it’s being ripped free of its foundation or something.”

“Good for the building.” Baxter stared out the window. His eyes widened as he looked beyond the blue sparkling wall of energy to see the windows of the buildings across the street fly past as they rose up through the air. “Gosh, you’re right, Chris!”

“That’s what I was trying to tell you.”

“I’m still not talking to you.”

“Why not?”

“Because you took the comfy seat even though I told you I had dibs.”

“This is the same exact seat as yours.”

“Then you shouldn’t care if we switch seats.”

Richards watched the scenery outside be replaced with open sky as the building levitated right off the ground. “Is that really so important when this whole building just became airborne?”

“You’re just trying to distract me.” Now they could see the treetops.

“Why would I do that?”

Baxter folded his arms. “Why indeed?”

“You are so petty!”

“Are not!”

“Are too!”

Suddenly the door to the coat closet burst open, and a diminutive, nine year old J’hana hefted an unconscious Gallath out and tossed him onto the couch next to Baxter.

“I am finished with this plaything. I want more playthings.”

“You stay away from me!” Baxter cried. “We hate girls!”

“Yeah…girls are stupid!” Richards agreed.

“I will destroy you,” J’hana seethed, lifting Richards up over her head with amazing strength. She howled in triumph and Baxter shivered to see she had fangs.

The building jolted sending both J’hana and Richards flopping to the ground.

“Hee hee,” Baxter giggled. “You guys fell down.”

That’s when the clouds outside began to give way to space, and Baxter felt a true sense of fear.

He had spent a lot of time in space, but this time didn’t seem quite as fun as some of the others.

Go figure.



“Steady as she goes, Mister Madera, steady as she goes…” Vansen ordered, resting a hand on Madera’s seat.

Hartley dashed onto the bridge, joining Tilleran at her station. “Can I just note for the record that this is the single stupidist idea anyone on this ship has ever had?”

“I find that hard to believe,” Vansen said dryly. “Start up your subspace field, you two.”

“We’re going to have to bleed power off the warp engines. It could get dicey down in engineering. I better get down there.”

“Isn’t that where you just came from?” asked Vansen.

“No, I was just in the bathroom, if you really must know.”

“Fascinating. Get your ass down to engineering.”

Hartley opened her mouth to say something unkind, but thought better of it. “We’ll continue this at a later date.”

“You can count on it,” said Vansen as Hartley left.

“Subspace field initiated,” Tilleran said. “I’m having a little trouble with the geometry.”

“Boost power off the warp engines.”

Tilleran tapped at her controls. “Slowly bleeding off power from the warp engines.”

“Can you speed that up any?”

“Not if you don’t want a core breach.”

“Well, I don’t. Just get that subspace field stable. And overlay a graphic of what you’re doing. I hate that you can’t see subspace fields.”

“Sure, since you asked nicely,” Tilleran said, tapping a control that overlaid an image of oscillating, interlocking circles surrounding the blue sphere that held an out-of-place looking grey stone building, which was held by the Explorer’s tractor beam, hanging weirdly in space.

“Somebody take a holopic of this,” Lieutenant Madera said. “You’re not going to see it again anytime soon.”

“Jeeze, I’m glad I’m not on that buildling,” Lieutenant Sefelt muttered and resumed staring at his blank station. With Tilleran monopolizing the science angle, there just really wasn’t much to the ops job.



Richards looked up from the tangle of arms and legs that was he and J’hana as the building began vibrating…differently then the shaking when it took off into space.

“I know that vibrating!” Richards cried.

“Is it the vibration of your sucky personality?” Baxter probed.

“You’re real funny, fatty,” Richards chuckled. “No, it’s not my personality, it’s a subspace field!”

“You can feel that?” J’hana cried, digging her fangs into Richards’s arm. “Can you feel THAT?”

Richards slapped J’hana’s face away. “Quitit Quititquititquitit!”

“So what does that mean? Subspace field?” Baxter asked, scratching his head.

“It means the ship is trying to save us!” Richards cried joyfully.

“Good for them!” J’hana said and resumed gnawing on Richards’s arm.

Then the blue light outside flickered green and purple, and Richards, J’hana, and Baxter felt an odd, queasy feeling.

And, before they knew it, they were infants. J’hana warbled a growl and shoved her stubby fingers into Richards’s eyes.

Baxter, for his part, cooed and rolled off the chair, slamming into the floor.



“Something’s gone wrong!” Tilleran said, staring perplexed at the viewscreen.

“The orb changed color, so I figured as much!” Vansen replied, rushing over to Tilleran’s station, leaning over it. “But WHAT went wrong?”

“The chroniton field started collapsing in on itself.”

“Meaning what?”

“I don’t know, but whatever was happening in there probably just got worse.”

Vansen rolled her eyes. “I can only imagine.” She slapped her combadge. “Commander Hartley, are you down in Engineering yet, or did you stop by the ladies’ room again?”

“Yeah, I’m down here, but it’s not pretty. The warp core is just about maxed out with this field. The ship is built to generate a specific size and shape of subspace field, and when you start messing with it, you cause big, BIG problems!”

“I’m SO interested!” Vansen deadpanned. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need you to divert more power to…to…” She glanced at Tilleran.

“To reverse the compression effects on the chroniton shell.”

“What she said!” Vansen said exasperatedly and fell into her chair.

“So, not an expert on everything, huh Mister Vansen?” Tilleran asked playfully as Vansen shot her an extremely dirty look.



Meanwhile, aboard the spaceborne Daldan building, the hallways echoed with the panicked cries of over a hundred babies with no one to look after them.

In the waiting room, Baxter crawled over and rammed his head into Richards’s. J’hana rammed into Baxter and they all ended up laying on their backs, waving their stubby little arms and legs and wailing like…well, babies.



“The compression effects on the chroniton shell are reversing! It’s expanding again and reducing in intensity!” Tilleran called over the comm system in engineering, while Lt. Commander Hartley sighed up at the churning warp engine.

“That’s wonderful, Ariel, but meanwhile, down here, we have MAJOR issues! If you don’t disperse that chroniton field and NOW we are going to be nothing but an expanding shockwave!”

“I need fifteen more more minutes.”

Hartley winced as a column burst open near the warp core and coolant blasted out.

“Damn it! We just ruptured a coolant tank. Everybody out of here!” Hartley whistled loudly, waving staff out of the engine room as she tapped a sequence to shut off that compartment as panels exploded around her, systems overloading and exploding one by one. “I’m going to set the core to auto-shutdown in ten minutes. That’s all I can give you, Ariel!”

“Mister Richards was a lot more reassuring when he evacuated engineering,” Ensign Margolies muttered dejectedly as Hartley shoved him out into the corridor outside.

“Well, I’m not Richards,” Hartley muttered. “I thought you could tell that by the breasts and the attitude problem. Now get the hell out of here.”

“I was just splashed by coolant! Ahhhrrg!” a voice came from behind the warp core.

“Come on, Bates, you sissy, get moving and get out of there!” Hartley shouted. “Margolies, go get him.”

“But you just said for me to–”

“I know what I just said. I take it back. Go back in there and get Bates.” Hartley pointed to two of her other staffers. “Samuels, Lexxin, you too follow me to Aux Control. We’re going to have to monitor the core from there. Hartley to bridge. Commander Vansen, we’re now one engine room short. Hope you’re happy!”



“Is she always so abrasive?” Vansen asked.

“You’re one to talk,” muttered Tilleran.

Vansen glared at the viewscreen. “Shut up and manipulate subspace.”

“You make it sound SO easy,” Tilleran snapped.

Vansen looked to Tilleran. “You’re going to have much thicker skin if you’re going to take orders from me.”

“Who said I plan on doing that?” Tilleran mumbled as she tapped controls.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

“Hartley to Bridge. The warp core is about to boil over. I suggest you send out any last messages to loved ones.”

“Or, here’s an even better suggestion, Commander,” Vansen said, her patience wearing extremely thin. “How about you do your job and keep us all from dying?”

“Easier said than done, bitch!”

“I’m sorry, what did you just call me?”

“Excuse me–” Tilleran broke in.

Vansen held up a finger. “Wait one minute. What did you call me, Commander Hartley?”

“I think you heard me, you tall, frosty glass of BITCH!”

Vansen stood up. “That’s it. I’m going down there.”

“COMMANDER!” Tilleran shouted.

“What?”

“I dissipated the chroniton shell. Bad news is, with all power about to wink out in…oh, five minutes…we have to beam everyone off that building before our shields drop and the whole thing is vented to space.”

“Understood,” Vansen said, her veneer of calm back again. She stared at the ceiling. “Bridge to Transporter Room Two.”

“Ensign Morgan here. What can I do for you, hon?”

“You can cut the anachronistic slang, for one thing, you inbred yokel,” muttered Vansen. “Second, I’ve got over a hundred people off our starboard bow you need to transport to the ship in five minutes.”

“Mm, that’s a tall order, but I’ll get it done for you, I guarantee!”

“Shut up and start beaming, then.”

“Diverting leftover energy sources to all transporters, including emergency and cargo, and the transporters on the Escort and runabouts,” Tilleran said, her hands dashing across the science console. “Lieutenant Sefelt, I could use your help allocating ship’s resources.”

Sefelt glanced back meekly. “Hmm? What?”

“Isn’t that what an Operations Manager does?”

“Yeah. I guess so. What do you want me to do again?”

“Nevermind,” Tilleran muttered, scrambling her hands over the science console. “Fifty percent of the building’s occupants are beamed out.”

“Two minutes from total power loss,” Sefelt commented.

“Just a little more time,” Vansen said, gripping the arms of the command chair. “Come on, come on…”

The next two minutes stretched like an eternity. Finally…

“We got them all!” Tilleran announced excitedly.

“Thanks, Mister–”

And then all the power went out.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. After returning some extremely agitated scientists to Dalda Two, we have met with them on proper research procedures, delivered a report on their progress which includes some extremely, extremely poor marks, and set a course to head back to the Dominion Outpost from whence we came for an old fashioned engine room overhaul.

Luckily, our away team and the other Daldans survived without any ill effects, save for a nasty civil war which shows no signs of getting better anytime soon.

The reversal of the chroniton whats-it returned us all to our proper ages…and, in the case of Weyoun, turned his goop back into a Weyoun, thankfully. I’d hate to have to go back to headquarters and ask for a new Vorta after just one mission.

At any rate, it’s nice to know the ship can survive without me on two consecutive missions. Makes me wonder why the heck I even stick around. Oh yes, that’s right, because, all in all, this is a really cushy job.

Oh, yeah, and when we were beamed aboard, Chris and I stumbled, in the dark, upon my wife and former CMO Janice Browning, who both asked me to state for the record that Second Officer Vansen is a first-rate bitch.

Their words, not mine!



“Was that last bit really necessary?” Commander Vansen asked as she, Richards and Baxter sat in the readyroom.

Baxter carried a steaming cup of orange pekoe tea to his desk and sat down. “My logs have got to be thorough.”

“Janice thought it was necessary,” added Richards. “You were totally out of line with her.”

“Well, let’s just call me even with her,” Vansen muttered, then looked to Baxter. “As for your wife, well…I’ve just begun with her.”

“You might settle up with Lieutenant Commander Hartley first,” Baxter suggested, studying a padd. “She has many unfriendly things to say about you.”

“What a surprise,” Vansen sighed, looming over Baxter as Richards leaned back on his couch, looking visibly drained.

“Listen, Commander,” Baxter said tiredly. “You’re not going to win many battles if you try to take my entire crew on at once.”

“That’s why I plan on neutralizing them one at a time,” Vansen said dully.

“Why?” Richards asked, burying his head under a pillow.

“Because it is my mission in life to make this ship function normally.”

Baxter giggled, dribbling some tea down the front of his uniform. He grabbed a napkin and patted it. “That, Commander, is about the funniest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“We’ll see who gets the last laugh, Captain,” Vansen said, and strolled out of the readyroom.

“Never a dull moment, huh Captain?” Richards said from the couch.

“Tell me about it,” Baxter said.

“Do you remember much about your…early years?”

“You mean the ones I experienced today?”

“Yeah.”

“No, actually. I think I spent a lot of time arguing with you. Sorry about that.”

“Hey, no problem. Do you remember biting me?”

“I think that was J’hana.”

“I’m going to have to take that up with her.”

Baxter nodded. “Better you than me.” They both chuckled at that, and there was a bleep at the door.

“Come,” Baxter said, ready for round two with Vansen. Instead, it was Ambassador Weyoun.

“Nice to see you up and around again,” Baxter said, standing to shake the short Weyoun’s hand.

Weyoun bowed respectfully. “I will say this: It was an extremely disconcerting state of affairs, reverting to my component genetic material.”

“I can imagine.”

“You handled the Daldans well, Captain,” Weyoun said. “I only hope the other planets we visit don’t involve such…difficulty.”

“It’s all old hat to us,” Richards piped up.

Weyoun glanced down at Richards. “Old…hat?”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “The Explorer’s run into her share of weirdness.”

“In that case, I look forward to enjoying that with you,” Weyoun said, and backed toward the door.

“Care to have a seat? I’ll make you some tea…” Baxter offered.

“No taste buds,” Weyoun said, and backed out of the readyroom.

“We’re going to have to find him a social life,” Baxter observed, once again alone with Richards.

“You might want to find us one, first,” suggested Richards.

“Peterman to Baxter. You have an appointment to talk to my tummy, mister. Did you forget about it?”

“If you’ll excuse me, Chris, I’ve got a tummy to talk to,” Baxter said, scooting out of his chair and heading for the door. “You might want to go out and take command of the bridge, you know…eventually.”

Richards grinned. “You sure you don’t mind if I take your seat?”

“Oh, grow up.”



THE END.



NEXT:



When the crew tries to get rid of some hazardous goo, they get more than they bargained for in the form of a blob with a personality and a hostile alien race who maneuvers through space by means of trees. Resurrecting a proud Vexed Generation tradition, Dan McNickle is back to make us chuckle and go “huh?” That’s “The Trouble with Sadists.”




The Trouble with Sadists



by Daniel McNickle



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55124.4. Lieutenant Commander Tilleran has been experimenting with hazardous radioactive materials of late, trying to (in her own words) “Get something interesting to happen to them, damnit.” Anyway, she’s botched the experiment big time and we need a place to get rid of all of this radioactive goo, (which seems to be growing) so we are in search of an uninhabited planet or planetoid to dump the stuff on. The only problem is finding a place that annoy the Jem’Hadar, or possibly the locals, and that won’t be engulfed too quickly.

Lieutenant Tilleran informs me that we shouldn’t release it into a nearby star because it’s against local regulations. Not everyone feels that this is such a pressing concern.

On the home front, Kelly’s cat (she keeps insisting he’s a kitten, even though he’s now almost six years old) Fritz has gotten out and disappeared. This has happened before, but he always comes back. Sometimes he leaves some unpleasant surprises behind, though. I’m hoping nothing will go wrong this time. I shudder to remember what happened the first time he got out.



“I say we dump it and run,” said Lieutenant Susan Madera. “I mean, the Jem’Hadar will have no way of knowing who did this and it’s much better that way; if we try and dump it legally they’ll just say no. Besides, they can’t very well force us to hold on to it.”

Captain Baxter smiled. “I’m with her. If we disguise our warp signature there’s no way we can be traced. It’s not worth the trouble. Tilleran, find me the closest asteroid and dump that goo.”

“Captain,” interjected Lt. Commander Nell Vansen, “You’re supposed to be following local regs.”

“We sure are. Tilleran, hop to it.”

“He’s right, you know. We’re supposed to be helping people, not breaking the law.” This from Counselor Peterman, unconsciously. She had been up all night comforting Charlie, her golden retriever, who had been attacked by an unidentifiable animal that ran out into the corridor while Charlie was walking to the Arboretum, bit him on the leg, and ran back in before anyone could see it. Searches had turned up nothing and Peterman had gotten no sleep from consoling the still-whimpering dog. She therefore forgot to disagree strongly and possibly violently with Vansen.

“I do not care. Why do we care about such things? This is irrelevant. I should be at the conference right now. Instead, I am detained by some insignificant hazardous material that would do nothing worse then bring you a horrible, painful death should you choose to fight it.”

“Jan, we went over this,” Tilleran piped up. “You can’t leave until we’ve dealt with this because of security concerns.”

“That is a sharzz-fvzrnsx reason and you know it. Let me go or I will be forced to take a shuttle by force.”

“How can it not hurt your throat to say that?” asked Vansen.

“I don’t see what the big deal is about this conference is anyway,” said Tilleran. “It’s the local Sadist’s Association. You’re not a sadist. You’re more of a…”

“I am a warrior. I require tools. Sadists produce efficient tools, many of which cause humorous results. Also, I wish to extend the Federation’s message of friendship to a new group.”

Captain Baxter smirked. “And you said that our reasons were sharzz-something or other. Fine, go. We really don’t need you here anyway.” He looked down at his padd. “Before you go, though…” He looked up to remind her but she had already departed. The doors closed. “Never mind, then.”



On the shuttle, J’hana had little to do. She passed the time by creating an itinerary for her visit. Half an hour into the trip she had finished. The computer informed her that the ETA was six hours.

For the next two hours, J’hana pored over the details of the different exhibits at the convention. Especially interesting were the extremely annoying viruses (causing everything from hemorrhoids to hives), the weapons that were incapable of doing lethal damage to most species, and thus were useful for shooting people again and again and again ad infinitum, and the AnnoyaTron 6000 which was reputed to be able to drive someone two star systems away mad at the touch of a button!

The section on knives made J’hana hungry. She was tempted to order something from the replicator. She remembered, however, that an acclaimed chef who had repeatedly received ratings of four poisoned throwing stars and who, by a staggering coincidence cooked Andorian food, despite never having heard of Andorians nor of their food, was going to be in charge of the buffet. She waited.



“Get up, bitch.”

It was a peaceful morning on the bridge. Baxter sat calmly in his chair, sipping his coffee and reading the morning report. His wife and his second officer argued cattily in the background over who had the right to the third command chair. Baxter ignored them, instead wondering what they were going to do with the goo which had doubled in mass since the staff meeting the night before.

Tilleran’s panel beeped insistently. “Sir, my experiment is growing faster.”

Baxter sighed. “How much faster?”

“The rate of growth is increasing according to an inverse square ratio with the density in grams per liter of substance.”

“Tilleran, it’s oh-seven-thirty.”

“It’s growing fast enough so that we need to get rid of it right now.”

Baxter put down his coffee. “Sefelt, what’s the local government in this system?”

Lieutenant Howard Sefelt consulted his instrument panel. “I think it’s the Ka’zul Union.”

“Send all of our information on them to my ready room. Chris, I want you to get in contact with them and figure out how we can get rid of this stuff lawfully. Honey? Stop fighting with Commander Vansen. Megan says that she’ll have your new chair in within a week, okay? You can sit here until then. I’ll be in my ready room. Chris, you have the conn.”

“Then shouldn’t I sit in the center seat?”

“You can fight it out with the ladies.

“Aw, f***.”



“Hmmm,” said Baxter thoughtfully as he dug into his grapefruit. “Hmmmm. Hmmmmmmmm. Hmm hmm hmmmmmm…”

“‘Hmm?’” asked Janice Browning as she walked through the ready room door, carrying Baxter’s breakfast.

“‘Hmm,’ as in I’m not sure if we can get away with dumping this stuff in Kaz’ul space.”

Browning frowned. “Kaz’ul? Never heard of them. Then again…”

“You’ve never heard of any of the other Dominion races either. We’re in the same boat…er, starship, here.”

“So what’s so ‘hmmm’ about them?” Browning poured a cup of coffee and set it down beside the grapefruit-and-ham-and-cheese-and-bacon-and-sausage-and-another-kind-of-cheese-that-is-simila r-to-but-not-quite-the-same-as-the-first-kind omelet.

“Well, they never developed warp technology. They are insanely advanced in biotechnology and the Founders derived several characteristics of the Jem’Hadar directly from Kaz’ul research. Just because they’re not warp-capable doesn’t mean they can’t kick our asses. Look at this.”

He turned his desktop viewer towards Browning. She looked for a moment and set out silverware and a napkin. “Looks like a big uprooted tree floating in space.”

“Yup.”

“‘Yup’ it looks like a big uprooted tree floating in space, or ‘yup’ it is a big uprooted tree floating space?”

Baxter grimaced. “It is, but only in a very broad sense. That ‘tree’ is seven kilometers long. The leaves are reinforced solar sails, each can move independently. The total sail area is insane and the ship can reach very high sublight velocities. That ship can match us turn for turn unless we go to warp. It’s got organic armor three meters thick which regrows very quickly. And the roots are mobile. If we come near them they can reach out and grab us and hold us while their polaron beams tear us apart.”

“Sounds fun. If all they can manage is sublight, we shouldn’t have any problem warping in, dumping and warping out.” She smiled reassuringly. “Right?”

“Yeah, but the system is crawling with them. Apparently, they have two whole planets devoted to growing warships, and the ships grow like weeds. Anywhere we go we would have a ship within weapons range in five minutes, tops. Tilleran says that this stuff has to be taken down by shuttle, no transporters. That means we’re in system for thirty minutes. Vansen says we’re dead in six, less if they can get reinforcements.”

“I’ll just leave you to figure this out. Eat your breakfast, it’s getting cold.”

“Thanks, Janice.” He took a bite of the omelet. “Mmmf blfff!”

“Extra grapefruit.”

“Ahhh. Great!”



The Kaz’ul Union Dreadnought Amistodt sailed effortlessly on the ample light pressure put out by its unusually hot home star. On the bridge, her captain was unusually happy.

Normally Salgoud Smada Gali was a very unpleasant individual (the Kaz’ul being hermaphroditic, masculine and feminine pronouns are somewhat useless). He disliked his job. He had joined the Union Navy to blow things up. In his entire career (spanning 37 Standard years) he had blown up precisely two starships. One of them was an accident. The other was a training drone. The drone was 20 years ago. The accident had happened on his first day out of the academy, and the ship he had destroyed had been his own. Nobody cared all that much since the ship was a garbage scow and almost 300 years old. Unlike many cultures where antiques were prized as pieces of history, the Kaz’ul believed in working everything they had into the ground and replacing their tools with brand new ones, never even thinking of the old. After all, a 300 year old ship was of no use to anyone so why bother being all sentimental and gooshy about it?

Smada was happy on this day of days because he saw his first chance to actually blow up something that was supposed to blow up. A Federation starship (Federations were enemies as far as the Kaz’ul knew-they resolutely refused to believe in faster-then-light travel or subspace radio and thus had no knowledge of the armistice. Nothing, they insisted, can travel faster then light. Therefore, neither can we. Perversely, they gladly took the subspace sensors offered to them by the Dominion. Nothing traveled faster then light, but information was nothing, wasn’t it? An outsider once tried to convince them that this line of reasoning should allow for subspace radio. He was shot by an angry mob of Kaz’ul who hadn’t blown up enough spaceships and thus needed some outlet for their aggression. The Kaz’ul usually got their news from regular Dominion patrols, which seemed to have stopped coming. Where was I? Oh yes.) was lurking a half a light year from the Kaz’ul system’s Oort cloud and scanning furiously for something. Smada ordered projections of their scans while quietly changing course to intercept.

The big tree ran with weapons hot toward the Starship’s most likely target-a large planetoid orbiting the primary in a circular orbit at a distance of nearly thirty light-hours. Under full sail, the Amistodt would arrive in six hours.



“We have six hours before this stuff overwhelms containment,” said Tilleran. “We will have to find somewhere else to put it then.”

The senior staff was once again gathered around the conference table, less J’hana.

“Why can’t we just leave it in space?” asked Baxter.

“Ummm..” said Tilleran. “Just a second.” She made a few quick calculations on her padd. “Well, it says here that leaving it in space gives us too high a risk of…um..ah..oh yes!”

“What?”

“Aaaaah! Look over there!” She gesticulated wildly at a point outside the conference room’s panoramic windows. While everyone watched, she dashed for the door and ran for the turbolift.

“Where’d she go?” asked Hartley.

“Dunno,” said Richards. “Maybe she went to find a good reason. I say beam the stuff into space and get out of here. I’m going to go have lunch. Any takers?”

Richards left with Dr. Wilcox and Hartley and Sefelt.

Baxter protested futilely. “Hey! You’re not dismissed! You can’t just up and leave whenever you want! Get back here! Damnit!” Baxter sighed, and considered his options. They weren’t pretty. He decided on what he thought would be the path of least (or at least not all that much) resistance. “Well, Vansen? What do you advise?”

“Asking my advice? I wasn’t aware the situation was that desperate yet.”

“Shut up,” grumbled Baxter.



J’hana giggled as she ducked a flurry of spiky armchairs. She took another bite of her imitation fharbus on toast and grinned. Never before had she seen so many ways to cause glorious death. She would have taken them all but for a little credit problem-being that she had no money (stupid moneyless Federation economy) she couldn’t buy any of the goods at the show. Even if she did have money it would most likely have been worthless here in the Gamma quadrant, 80,000 light years the Federation. She was glad nonetheless, for the buffet was complimentary.

“Hey you!” shouted a voice from nearby.

“Who dares challenge J’hana, warrior of the ninth hive?”

“You need cash?”

“Yes. Are you a telepath?”

“No, you just weren’t carrying anything. Bill Harrison’s the name.”

“You are a human. What is a human doing here?”

“Same as you, probably. Exploring. I’ve been here a while and I brought quite a bit of valuable crap with me when I first came out…I’m pretty rich. Tell you what, if you can get Starfleet to reimburse me, I’ll give you as much as you need.”

“May you die a bloody, horrific death by the side of thousands of your compatriots, preferably from a very painful but not immediately fatal leg wound.”

Harrison smiled. “Hey, you too. Enjoy yourself, doll.”

“Do not call me doll or I will be forced to experiment with the itching powder-coated whips.”

“Sure thing, sugar.”

“Better.”

For the next three hours, J’hana spent like a monkey on an expense account, only the monkey was J’hana and the expense account was an expense account. Also, the monkey (who is really J’hana) liked to spend, almost like an Andorian (who was really a monkey who is really J’hana, an Andorian) on an expense account.

Merchant: “Are you sure this will fit in your shuttle?”

J’hana: “I’m sure it will. If it does not I will be forced to remove the fan. It will be missed.”

Another Merchant: “Be careful with these vials! They’re very thin and one false move and your entire crew has Bolian Oozing Syndrome.”

J’hana: “We have a good doctor. Of course, she was only just promoted from supporting character, but I think she can manage.”

Mordack the Gelatinous: “Are you interested in a good time?”

J’hana looked over the large tub of clear, jiggly substance that appeared to have spoken to her. “Perhaps I am. Who wants to know?”

It spoke with a deep, resonant voice that sounded clearly inside J’hana’s head and sounded like someone farting outside of it. “I am Mordack, the Gelatinous. I am a pleasure reengineering consulting specialist.”

“What in the hive mother is that? A hooker?”

More farting noises. “Yes. But such terminology is unflattering and not entirely fair to one of my experience and professional demeanor.”

“I like hookers.”

“All right. Do you for free if you’ll get me out of this dreadful place. My last client insisted on bringing me here. Said something about picking up a few toys. That was three days ago and I haven’t seen it since.”

“I’ve picked up a few toys of my own. We shall experiment with them on the trip back to my ship. Let’s go.”

“Let me get my antigrav going…there. Lead the way.”



As they approached the exit, Bill Harrison ran up to J’hana with his suitcase in hand, somewhat out of breath. “I…have to get out…of here,” he panted. “Locals…on to me…don’t know if I’m going to make it…alive…”

“On to your what?”

“No…time…Must get to ship.”

“Fine, but you must spend the trip locked in the closet. Mordack and myself have business to attend to. Very private business.”

Mordack farted in agreement.

“Fine! Just go!” Harrison shoved J’hana into the runabout and then Mordack. He jumped in and hit the door control just in time, for as soon as it had sealed a rather impressive mob entered the spaceport and began throwing expensive-looking jewelry at the runabout, jewelry which smashed to pieces as it hit–convincing fakes.

“You cheated these nice people?” rumbled Mordack, inside Harrison’s head.

“I had to! I didn’t have any money, and they impounded my ship for docking in a no-docking zone!”

“All right, then. As long as you have a good excuse. Go in the closet. J’hana and I must talk business. Private business.”



Captain’s Log, Supplemental

Lieutenant Tilleran’s project has now overwhelmed Cargo Bay 1 and is being transferred by the bucketfull to Cargo Bay 2, the main Shuttlebay and Lt. Tilleran’s lab, where her efforts to fix it have remained unsuccessful. On the bright side of things, Charlie has been scared silly by whatever it was that bit him and hasn’t made any attempts to wreak havoc lately. Of course, Kelly is pretty worked up about this too, and she does have to deal with Vansen. Where was I? Oh, yeah. Tilleran says she’s not optimistic about figuring how to stop her experiment, so we’re going to have to dump it. The closest possible dump site, however, is in the Kaz’ul system and we’re liable to be intercepted and beaten within an inch of our lives, (if not past there) if we try and dump it. I need a nap. Oh yeah, and f*** you, Dad.

Computer, erase last line.



“This is runabout Batten Kill to Explorer, requesting permission to dock.”

“Hey, J’hana, welcome back. I hope you had fun,” said Captain Baxter, whose mood was far better then it had any right to be due to the copious amounts of grapefruit that Janice kept bringing him. He made a mental note to ask if anything was up. “Pick up anything interesting?”

On board the Batten Kill, J’hana looked to her left at Bill Harrison sitting in the copilot’s chair and behind her to the tank of Mordack the Gelatinous, and said “Nothing of interest. Request permission to dock.”

“Granted. Don’t have too much fun with your new toys. Baxter out.”

A thud was heard from next to Baxter, followed by a low moan. Nell Vansen had just kicked Kelly Peterman into the wall as Peterman tried to reclaim her chair. “Vansen to Batten Kill,” she said. “J’hana, don’t bring anything off that runabout until you’ve run it through the security scanners. There’s no telling what the Dominion might have left in your packages.”

J’hana growled ferally. “Are you implying that I might have a bomb aboard my ship and not know about it? I am the chief of security!”

“And I’m the Dominion expert,” shot back Vansen. “Make sure it gets done.”

“I will see to it personally,” replied J’hana and she muttered something inaudible.

“What was that?”

“Nothing at all. Bitch.”

Vansen shot Baxter a look that said “Are you going to let her talk to me like that?”

Baxter replied with one that said “Yes.”

Vansen grumbled quietly to herself as she closed the comm channel, then turned her attention to a padd for about fifteen seconds before she was knocked unconscious by a flying kick to the head from her chair’s previous owner.



At the staff meeting later that day, J’hana was brought up to speed on the situation at hand. Since there wasn’t all that much that had happened since she’d left, the meeting pretty much consisted of a briefing on the Kaz’ul and a request for ideas.

“I am impressed,” said J’hana simply. “The Kaz’ul are a race of impressively fierce warriors while at the same time being totally illogical and very stupid. I would like to see a Vulcan try to explain the inconsistencies in their philosophies. I am certain that he would make a very satisfying pop when his brain fell out.”

“So how do we beat them? You are the tactical officer.”

“We shall attack frontally and die honorably, possibly horribly.”

“You’ve been hanging out with the wrong crowd, Ari,” said Tilleran.

In the corner, Bill Harrison debated piping up. On the one hand, he had been taken aboard as an advisor by that crazy Andorian woman. On the other hand, nobody else at the table seemed to be acknowledging his existence. He decided to butt in.

“Um…Excuse me? Hi, Bill Harrison’s the name. I couldn’t help overhearing that you’ve got a bit of a problem with the Kaz’ul here. Might I be of some assistance?”

“Who the hell are you?” demanded Vansen.

“I’m a sort of traveller, an explorer, like you guys. I’m out here solo just going where chance takes me. It’s a blast.”

Baxter was incredulous. “Where did you come from?”

“I came in with J’hana. She said you guys could use some guidance, since you’re new here. I figured that I might as well help, I couldn’t do any more where I was.”

“You were chased off the planet by an angry mob who demanded their money back for your fraudulent valuables. After they had their money, they were going to kill you with some of their purchases at the convention. I do not recall bringing you to this conference.”

“I have a way of blending in, not being noticed,” said Harrison. “I don’t know what it is, but when I want to I can just slip by…”

“Yeah, okay, nobody cares,” said Baxter. “Can you help us get rid of this goop?”

“I think I just might be able to. See, this ability to go unnoticed of mine extends to pretty far away from me. I can keep an entire shuttle hidden if I want to. Just put that stuff in a runabout and I’ll take it to wherever you want it, no sweat. I’ve flown through huge space battles, no problem. Remember the battle for Chin’toka?”

“Was that during the war?” asked Richards.

“Of course.”

Richards said, embarrassed, “We, uh…we kinda missed the war.”

“Oh. I guess somebody has to guard the home front. Anyway, this huge space battle was going on and I just flew right through, never even scanned.”

“All right,” said Baxter. “I’m skeptical, but I figure it’s better than nothing. Tilleran?”

“He should be fine as long as he doesn’t get blown up. I’ll put the stuff in drop tanks. As soon as you get to the planetoid, a quick control sequence should get rid of them and you can come right back. We can distract the Kaz’ul.”

“Distract is right,” remarked Vansen. “Judging by these schematics, it’s a wonder that the Founders have never invited these guys to any wars. If they were around at the battle for DS9, we would have lost something on the order of every ship within five parsecs and a few starbases to boot. How the hell are we going to survive this?”

“A better question,” answered J’hana, “Might be ‘When can I and my amorphous sex-slave have some time to ourselves, and would anyone care to join us?’”

The meeting ended with uncomfortable gazes all around.



“J’hana, I’m just not sure about us,” farted Mordack the Gelatinous as he, well, sat there, being Gelatinous and not doing all that much else.

J’hana, who was also just sitting there (in Mordack, that is), spent, and thoroughly covered with Mordack, did not answer. She was far more concerned that the captain would enter his ready room, which was the sort of thing he tended to do without warning, than she was about the current state of her relationship with her whore.

“Perhaps you didn’t understand,” continued the blob. “I mean I’m not sure that we can continue seeing each other until I see some hard currency. Do you think I do this for fun?”

If she were dealing with a humanoid life-form in this situation, J’hana would turn to him (or her, or hir, or it, as the case may be) and look deep into their eyes with a look that struck fear deep into their cardiovascular system, and tell them that if they brought up such a subject in bed again she would be forced to do something far uglier, nastier and altogether more unpleasant then she had been doing. She also might have to remove a few limbs.

With Mordack the Gelatinous, however, threats of amputation were difficult, as was looking deep into his eyes (he had none, per se) and striking fear deep into his cardiovascular system (he had none, period). So she settled for ignoring him again.

“I asked you a question,” said Mordack inside J’hana’s head, more forcibly. “I asked, ‘Do you think I do this for fun?’”

“Yes,” muttered J’hana with some frustration. “I think you do this for fun.”

Mordack was caught totally off-guard by J’hana’s answer. His race was very direct, very forward. Being that when separated from each other they communicated telepathically and when joined together they shared their very minds, members of his race always shared everything without holding back. Thus, questions were not asked of each other during conversation. No questions meant no answers, and no answers meant that sarcasm, that wonderful resource of many beings, most notably humans, had never developed within the race, no one ever having had the opportunity to give ridiculous answers in that patronizing tone of voice (mind, if you must) designed to make the questioner look foolish.

Mordack was a pioneer, one of the first ever to leave his planet, and this was his first encounter with the phenomenon. As such, he struggled to understand why J’hana had given him a totally wrong answer-he knew that she knew that he did not in fact pleasure others simply for his own satisfaction but that it was what he was best at, and he did need money. As he mulled this over…and over…and over, J’hana took a quick nap.

When she woke up, feeling refreshed, she ordered a towel from the replicator and cleaned Mordack off of her as best she could. She then put on her uniform and prepared to leave, noting to herself that she had made a terrific mess in the captain’s ready room. Mordack was splattered all over the walls, the ceiling, the floor, the desk, the couch, the captain, the replicator…J’hana’s gaze backtracked to the door where Captain Baxter stood silently, debating with himself quietly whether to just turn around and leave quietly or to run screaming. He decided on the former and left. J’hana shrugged and ran her fingers quickly over her antennae to remove any goop that might have missed her earlier ministrations. She left.

Mordack quietly thought himself into oblivion, turning green with frustration as he kept failing to understand sarcasm.



“Lieutenant Tilleran!” cried Baxter as he jogged unsteadily away from his ready room. “Your experiment is in my ready room-and it’s got J’hana!”

“Jan!” cried Tilleran as she vaulted over her console. Unfortunately for her, the drop on the other side was longer then she expected (Tilleran didn’t vault over her console often. She usually preferred to walk around it, calmly catching up on gossip) and she stumbled and fell on her face. “Oof!” She sat up, felt her ankle (twisted, but okay) and grabbed her console to stand up. She gingerly put weight on the ankle. It held. She hobbled over to the ready room door and J’hana stepped out, still dripping Mordack from her damp white hair.

J’hana saw Tilleran’s expression (two parts concern, three parts confusion, one part surprise, shake well, serve cold) and paused in mid-step, surprised. “What is wrong?”

“You…you’re all right?” asked Tilleran, quietly. “The captain said…you were in the grips of my playdoh–”

“Your what?”

“I’ve got to call it something, right?”

“Never mind. I am fine. The captain was merely suffering from shock and surprise, nothing unusual. I will be in my quarters.”

Richards, who had been looking on from his chair at Baxter’s right, chimed in. “J’hana, shouldn’t you be here on the bridge, what with a dramatic showdown and possible glorious battle coming up?”

Images of death and destruction, much of it very honorable, danced through J’hana’s head. Another image wiped them out–the image of Mordack, expressionless (obviously) but still sending the impression of a suggestive smile and a pseudopod, extended towards J’hana in that unmistakable come-hither gesture…

“You will do fine without me, I am sure,” said J’hana and she left the bridge.

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Sefelt had arisen from his chair at ops to deliver a report to Captain Baxter, who told him to leave it in his ready room. Sefelt walked in, saw Mordack bubbling and roiling, a pure, jade green, and promptly keeled over in a dead faint. The doors began to close, encountered his prone form and opened again. The process repeated.



“Batten Kill to Bridge,” called Harrison as Hartley finished his pre-flight check and wished him luck. “I’m all ready to go here, just tell me when.”

“Bridge here,” said Baxter. “Good luck, Mr. Harrison. Now,” Baxter paused, searching for something poetic and possibly profound to say. He came up with nothing.

“Now what, sir?” asked Madera.

“Now we go and, um, do whatever it is that we are going to do. Right?”

“Right, Andy,” said Richards, sighing. He didn’t even know what the plan was, aside from it involving Bill Harrison (who the hell was he, anyway?) taking the Explorer’s brand-new runabout (delivered just last week–with velour seats!) loaded with Tilleran’s goop (which was dangerous, but why and how?) and flying it into a star system patrolled by very territorial aliens who sailed around in giant space-trees and killed most visitors, and dumping the goop on an uninhabited planetoid while not being spotted by the tree jockeys due to some untested innate ability that might not work properly.

All in all, it was one of the better plans he’d seen in his career.



Smada awaited the arrival of the enemy ship eagerly. His ship’s sensors had detected that the enemy had launched a large shuttle, poorly armed. He supposed it might be there for distraction-he grinned to himself as he realized that it wouldn’t be of any help in combat.

“Are all the crew prepared for battle?” he asked his executive officer, who grunted affirmative.

“Set course for the enemy. Best possible speed. Launch the fungus.”



“Incoming!” exclaimed Keefler at tactical. “We have one Kaz’ul dreadnought on approach vector, arriving in two minutes. Time to polaron weapons range is a minute forty. They’ve launched some sort of torpedoes!”

“Tilleran, scan those,” said Baxter.

“I’m on it. Looks like they’re some kind of fungal growths; I can’t be any more specific right now.”

“All right; shields up. Arm weapons. Baxter to Harrison.”

“Harrison here,” came the voice over the comm.

“Move it. We’ve got company.”

“They won’t even know I’m here. Good luck, out.”

Baxter turned to face Tactical. “Keefler, time to weapons range.”

“A minute and twenty five seconds. Torpedo impact in thirty seconds. Should I try to shoot them down?”

“Go for it.”

Keefler’s hands played over the tactical console and the Explorer’s dorsal phaserbanks surged into life, a series of pinpoint strikes carried out in rapid succession. A set of small novae appeared on the viewscreen for a brief second, in their wake a rapidly expanding cloud of organic debris hung.

“Got all but one and it’s too close to fire. Impact in three seconds!”

The torpedo flew through Explorer’s shields like they weren’t there (despite Vansen’s modifications) and impacted her engineering hull just above the main deflector. Blue-brown fungus settled around the impact point, oriented itself and immediately began chowing down on the Explorer’s outer hull, thoroughly bent on getting to its huge deuterium storage tank.

“Impact!” cried Keefler. “We’re taking severe hull damage on decks twenty-two through twenty-five! Some sort of fungus is chewing through the hull.”

“Sefelt, beam the affected section into space, quickly,” ordered Richards.

“Good idea, Chris,” commented Baxter.

“Thanks,” said Richards.

“Weapons range in twenty seconds,” announced Keefler. “No more torpedoes in sight.”

“The Batten Kill is passing by the dreadnought,” said Tilleran. “I don’t think they see him.”



Aboard the Amistodt, the disappointment of the fungal torpedoes was quickly overshadowed by a new development-the stupid shuttle was coming right to them!

“Fire all guns!” cried Smada, and from his ship’s mighty flank lanced out thirty-seven violet polaron beams, creating a focal point of death in the runabout Batten Kill’s warp core. She exploded in a brilliant blaze of sparks and fire.



Aboard the Batten Kill, just before it was destroyed, Bill Harrison quietly chanted to himself in a childish singsong voice:

“Nyah nyah, nyah nyah!

You can’t see–”

A huge explosion cut short the taunt, because (unfortunately for poor, deluded Bill) the Kaz’ul most definitely could see him.



“They blew up the runabout!” cried Sefelt in surprise and alarm. “They blew up the new runabout! Those bastards!”

“Damn,” said Baxter. “I’d heard this one had velour seats. Damn.”

“Weapons range in ten seconds!” said Keefler, urgently. “If we’re all done here, could we get going?”

“Great idea. Madera, get us out of here, warp five, random course,” said Richards.

“Some battle that was,” said Vansen. “You didn’t even blow up any panels.”

“A huge section of the outer hull was contaminated with corrosive fungus and had to be beamed off the ship. We lost a new runabout.” Baxter was ticking events off on his fingers, but he ran out of events.

“Doesn’t count. It’s not a real battle unless consoles explode.”

Vansen’s mini-console exploded violently, knocking her unconscious and setting fire to her uniform in several places.

“Whoops,” said Richards, smirking faintly.



Smada uttered an unspeakable (and untransliteratable, too) string of bad words as he saw the Explorer wheel about and jump to warp only seconds from weapons range. His first (and as it would turn out, only) chance to obliterate an enemy ship had vanished! Sure he had gotten the shuttle, but what good would that do anyone? It wasn’t as if it was a threat to anyone. He cursed again and decided that tomorrow he would shoot up some junior officers. That always cheered him up.



“Doesn’t anybody else feel that we’re being jerked around at the whim of an evil being, just using us for its own amusement,” asked Peterman at that evening’s staff meeting. “It all seems so senseless and random!”

“That it does, honey,” said Baxter comfortingly. “Say, J’hana, did you ever find what attacked Charlie?”

“We are still pursuing it,” she said quietly. She was still upset over the sudden loss of Mordack, who had been beamed out of the ready room and onto the Batten Kill just before Harrison left on his ultimate mission, under the mistaken impression that Mordack the Gelatinous was actually radioactive green goo. (He was in fact not very radioactive, but he did share many other characteristics with Tilleran’s playdoh.) “We expect to have it within the hour. My last report indicated that they have cornered the creature.”



“Squad Alpha, retreat!” shouted Keefler over the whine of phaser blasts and exploding pottery. “Squad Gamma, move in, rifles to max! Keefler to J’hana, I need reinforcements!”

“What is the problem, Lieutenant?”

“We’re pinned down in the ship’s art studio! Whatever this thing is, it’s dangerous! Bring down two more squads and hurry, we’ve already got three casualties!” Screams came over the comm channel.

“Confirmed. I’ll be right there,” she said as she ran to the nearest turbolift, calling security personnel. She drew her decidedly non-regulation sidearm that she had picked up at the convention from its ingeniously concealed holster and checked the power level. Fully charged.

She arrived at the studio at the same time as ten of her best people and went in.

She immediately had to duck the wild phaser fire that lit up the room. Most of it seemed to be coming from a large overturned kiln, where she could see Keefler and three security squads holed up, firing blindly. Every so often a phaser blast would lance out from somewhere in the shadows on the other side of the room (the lights had been blasted out) and incapacitate a security guard. At the rate they were losing guards the ship would be cleaned out within minutes.

“Evacuate the room!” cried J’hana. “Go go go!” She began to blast wildly at the unseen enemy with her new gun (it made a very strange sound; like a cat being shot). As the last of the guards ran out the door, J’hana fired a few parting shots (there was that screaming cat again) and sealed the door behind her. “Computer, flood the ship’s studio with anesthezine gas!”

The hiss of the gas jets could be heard through the door. “Computer, any lifesigns in ship’s studio?”

“One. Feline. Unconscious,” came the toneless reply.

“Clear the air.”

At the computer’s affirmative beep, J’hana unlocked the door and entered carefully. Lying prone in the far corner of the room was a fuzzy orange cat with a phaser in his mouth. His fur was matted and tinged with green goop.



“As far as I can tell,” said Dr. Holly Wilcox, “He jumped into the holding tank for that playdoh stuff and breathed some of it in. It apparently convinced him that he was not in fact a cat, but an alien operative aboard the ship with a mission to sabotage things in general and, I quote, ‘Eliminate the dog menace.’”

“My poor baby!” lamented Peterman, stroking her cat’s sleeping body.

“I think I’ve fixed everything,” Wilcox said. “I’m not a vet, but he’s looking pretty good and Lieutenant Tilleran says that he’s definitely not thinking about ‘getting’ your dog anymore. I’ll want to see him for a post-op checkup in about a week, okay?”

“Sure,” sniffled the counselor. “Thanks, Holly. You’re sure this can’t happen again? I was so worried…”

“You don’t worry about a thing, Fritz will be fine.”



Feline Officer’s Log,

My cover was nearly blown today by an unfortunate incident with one of this crew’s imbecile projects. Whatever I fell into acted to remove my self-control and I nearly killed that damn dog before I was able to restrain myself. In return for this near-miss I have decided to rampage a little, followed by some mischief in the Security officer’s cache of recent purchases.



TWO DAYS LATER



“Hartley to Bridge! The ship’s waste processing system is overloaded! She’s gonna blow if we can’t relieve this pressure!”

The bridge, unfortunately for Hartley down in Waste Processing, was empty. The only sound that could be heard was a soft moaning, followed by a louder series of plops every few seconds, coming from the head near the conference room.

The only sign on the bridge of the massive waste processing tanks exploding was a slight shudder, followed by a groan of disgust from most of the lower decks.



NEXT:



Throughout the long, drawn out Dominion war, Starfleet went up against some pretty vicious Jem’Hadar. When Richards, Browning, and Plato visit a far-flung Gamma Quadrant world, they come upon a new breed of Jem’Hadar. What they find is so horrifying…okay, who am I kidding. Actually, these Jem’Hadar are nice guys. But when the planet is attacked by a one-time Deep Space Nine guest star, will the pretty-boy Jem’Hadar have what it takes to defend the place, or will it be up to Richards to save their scales? Find out in “Nice Guys Finish Last!”




Nice Guys Finish Last



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55178.3. The Explorer is laid over at Dominion Outpost 417 getting the engine room remodeled. During this layover time, we’ve all been given the opportunity to explore the Dominion station and get to know our new…well, I guess you could call them allies. Anyway, none of us have left the ship. Call us anti-social, but…



BLEEP-EEP.

“I’m a little busy now,” Captain Baxter called out.

“Captain,” came the voice of Weyoun, the Vorta clone assigned to the Explorer. “It is a matter of some urgency.”

“So is what I’m doing now.”

“Please, Captain, I implore you to give me a moment of your time.”

Baxter sighed. “Hold on a sec.” He looked down over his wife, Kelly Peterman, who was bent over the toilet in the couple’s bathroom. “Honey, are you going to be okay?”

Peterman responded by gagging once more into the toilet as Baxter gently held her hair back.

“Come on, now, baby…let’s get you something to drink.” Baxter lifted Peterman up and braced her arm around his shoulder and carried her over to the bed. “There. Lie down. I’ll get you something bubbly.”

“Where’s my bucket?”

“I’ll grab you a fresh one out of the replicator. The other one…” Baxter grimaced. “Had to be destroyed.”

Baxter walked out into his living room and turned toward the front door. “Enter.”

The doors opened to reveal the short Weyoun, in his customary Autumn-toned Vorta getup, staring placidly at Baxter with his twinkling blue eyes.

“Am I interrupting something, Captain?” he asked.

“That was sort of what I was trying to tell you,” Baxter said, wincing as he heard Peterman hacking in the bedroom. “So much for my Rigellian wool comforter.” He looked at Weyoun. “Come on in.”

Weyoun drifted in, allowing the doors to Baxter’s cabin to swing shut behind him. “Your wife is enduring human pregnancy symptoms?”

“Yes,” Baxter said, cocking his head quizzically. “How did you know?”

“During the war, all Vorta field supervisors were educated in humanoid physiology. Specifically the biological quirks of major alpha quadrant races. Humans, Cardassians, Klingons…”

“This is definitely something of a ‘quirk,’” Baxter said, calling up a ginger ale on the replicator. “Something for you?”

Weyoun winced as he heard Peterman retch in the other room. “Not necessary. I came to make a request of you. It will not take much time.”

Baxter grabbed the ginger ale and nodded. “Okay. Shoot.”

“I assure you Captain, I come in peace.”

Baxter sighed. “I mean tell me what you want.”

“Plato,” Weyoun said simply.

Baxter sagged down into the chair at his desk. “Plato. Why didn’t I see that one coming?”

“He needs to be with the Founders, if only for a short time, Captain. I’m sure you understand.”

“We already went through all this last year, Weyoun. Plato visited the Founders, and had a lovely time.”

“They intend that to be somewhat of a regular occurrence now that the Explorer is in the Gamma Quadrant.”

“They do, do they?” Baxter mulled that over. “It’s no coincidence the Explorer was picked for this assignment, is it?”

“No, it is not. The Dominion requested the Explorer by name. After all, not every Federation starship has a demi-god aboard.”

“Well, can I interest you in the full-fledged god we have serving drinks down in the lounge?”

“I have met Mister Mirk. He is an interesting individual. He is not, however, a Founder.”

Baxter leaned back in his chair, resting his hands on his knees. “So you’re telling me the Founders want visitation.”

“Essentially.”

“Well, luckily I’m not the one who has to make this decision. Plato has a mom. Janice Browning. You’ll have to ask her, and I will support whatever she decides one hundred percent.”

“As it should be,” Weyoun said, bowing slightly. “I will ask Ms. Browning. I think she will see this for what it is. An opportunity to strengthen bonds between the Dominion and the Federation.” With that, Weyoun backed out the door.

“Isn’t that why we got into a war with you in the first place?” Baxter said to no one. Peterman replied by hacking in the next room.

“THE BUCKET, HONEY!”

“Right, right.”



“What do you mean you don’t eat?” Doctor Janice Browning asked, scratching her head as she stood next to Weyoun’s table in Space Tastes, holding a padd poised ready to take his order.

“Just that. I do not consume food, as a rule, although my digestive system is capable of processing anything I may happen to eat. I take regular nutrient and protein injections, and that is all that I need to sustain myself.”

“Processing anything, huh,” Browning said thoughtfully. “I may have finally found someone who can eat my ten-alarm chili.”

“Ten…alarm?” Weyoun asked politely.

“I’ll go get some for you. It’s still breakfast time, but it’s not like you care, right?” she giggled and headed back to the kitchen before Weyoun could stop her.

She returned with a bubbling cauldron of maroon mush with chunks of meat and bean mixed in. Weyoun thanked the Founders he had limited olfactory senses.

“Dig in!” Browning said joyfully, sitting down across from Weyoun. “Tell me how you like it.”

Weyoun timidly lifted the spoon up to his mouth and tasted. He let it sit there a long moment, then swallowed. He looked at Browning. “I taste nothing.”

“Nothing?” Browning blinked. “That recipe once put Lieutenant Ford into a coma!”

“My sense of taste is rather limited.” Weyoun pushed the bowl aside and leaned over, steepling his fingers. “I did not come here to eat, however. I came to talk to you.”

“About getting some taste buds? I’ll see what I can do…”

“No, no…” Weyoun shook his head. “I bring a message from the Founders.”

“Uh-oh.” Browning immediately saw where this was going.

“They wish to visit with Plato on a regular basis during the Explorer’s mission in the Gamma Quadrant, beginning immediately.”

“How regular?”

“Once every two to three Federation weeks will suffice. They simply wish to link with him. To learn from him. To teach him, if you will. It’s an exciting opportunity for peace between our peoples.”

Browning nodded. “Hmm. Well, what if I don’t want to?”

“You would be passing up an essential diplomatic opportunity.”

Essential. Browning didn’t like the sound of that. “Have you talked to Captain Baxter?”

“He deferred to your judgment.”

“That was nice of him.” Browning rubbed her chin. “I have no objections, on two conditions.”

“Of course.”

“Plato has to want to go.”

“By all means.”

“And I want to go along.”

Weyoun shifted in his chair. “I will have to discuss that with the Founders.”

“It’s me and Plato or nothing at all. You tell them that, okay? I ate one of them before and I’m not above eating another one if he gives me any trouble, you got that?”

Weyoun slid back a bit in his chair. Doctor Browning was easily the kindest, most warm-hearted and decent member of the Explorer crew he had met so far in his short time aboard that vessel, but when her child’s safety was brought into question, she became a dangerous person indeed. Weyoun filed that aspect of the human condition away for further study.

“Allow me to talk to Plato. Then I will confer with the Founders.”

Browning stood up. “Okeydoke. It should be snack time in his class. Oooh! That reminds me. I was supposed to bring something for that.” Browning eyed the almost full cauldron of chili. “Hmm…”



Shortly thereafter, Weyoun stumbled wearily out of the room of screaming, shrieking children, leaning back against the bulkhead opposite the classroom door.

“That was horrific,” he said flatly.

Browning followed after, holding Plato’s hand.

“Thank goodness I have a limited sense of taste,” Plato said with a soft giggle amidst the melee heard from within the classroom.

“Um…yes…that was just what your…erm, Uncle Weyoun was saying,” Browning said, scooting Plato over to Weyoun. “You remember him, don’t you Plato?”

“Yeah. We saw him in the mall last week,” Plato observed. He reached out to shake Weyoun’s hand. “Hey, guy!”

Weyoun gingerly took Plato’s hand, which immediately detached in his own hand.

“By the Founders!” Weyoun exclaimed.

“Take that hand back, mister!” Browning scolded Plato. “He’s been doing that a lot lately,” she added apologetically as Plato retrieved his hand from Weyoun and attached it back at the wrist.

“It’s just a little trick,” Plato said, staring at the floor.

“Well, you are a very special child,” Weyoun said. “That’s why your other parents want to see you. To get to know you and all the special things that make you unique.”

“What other parents?” Plato asked, staring at Browning. “She’s my Mom. Who else is there?”

Browning knelt by Plato. “Well…you remember when we went to the lake of changelings…and you swam in there and could hear their thoughts?”

“Yeah. That was pretty cool.”

“Well, they’re sort of all your…um…Dad.”

Weyoun cleared his throat. “I’m not sure that’s accurate.”

“Close enough,” Browning said quickly, and looked at Plato. “Do you want to see them again, Plato? They…” she sighed. “They want to see you.”

“Sure,” Plato said, shrugging. “Can I go back in there and play?”

“Sure, but…” Browning’s eyes followed Doctor Holly Wilcox as she rushed into the classroom with a small case that she guessed was an oral burn kit. “You might want to wait a moment, though.”



The next morning, Lt. Commander Megan Hartley circled the runabout Chicamacomico, giving it a final checkover as Weyoun, Browning, Plato and some luggage waited patiently beside the entrance door. Weyoun had conferred with the Founders, and they’d agreed to let Browning along. In the interest of diplomacy, Browning had therefore made up a special batch of cookies for the Founders. Weyoun observed she still didn’t quite get the “we don’t eat” thing.

Hartley stared at some readings on her tricorder, then closed it and pocketed it. “Good news, Doc. Repairs are complete. We can go ahead and send you off on this one, since the Passaic and the Irawadi are being retro-fitted by the science division right now.”

“Is it space-worthy?” Browning asked worriedly.

“Absolutely,” Hartley said assuringly. “It took a nasty spill when the Jem’Hadar shot down the Captain and his parents a couple months ago, but we’ve finally got it back in once piece.”

She stepped forward, looking at Browning with narrowed eyes. “See that it does not crash again. Got it?”

“Yes, of course,” Browning said. “I understand completely.” She looked at Weyoun. “Well, that just about–”

“Hold on just one second. None of you are cleared to fly that thing!”

Browning sighed, recognizing the voice immediately. “Oh no.”

Commander Christopher Richards strolled into the shuttlebay. “So…you were just going to leave me with a memo, that’s it?” he asked.

“Can we do this some other time?” Browning said, gesturing for Weyoun and Plato to go ahead into the runabout.

“No, we can’t,” Richards said, glancing at Hartley. “I believe you have an engine room refit to get back to.”

“Since when did you get a spine?” Hartley snapped.

“Go,” Richards said, and Hartley shrugged, packing her engineering kit and heading out of the room.

“Fine by me,” she muttered.

Richards stared at Browning as the rear door into the Chicamacomico irises shut. “You wanted to do this by yourself?” he asked.

“That was the idea, Christopher.”

“Why?”

“Because you don’t want to get caught in a custody battle between me and the Founders. It’s nothing you need to worry about.”

“It certainly is something I need to worry about. If it concerns you and Plato, it concerns me.”

“Plato doesn’t even enter into it and you know it.”

“Sure he does.”

“Name one time you and Plato had a conversation in the three months we’ve been back together.”

“Well, we…”

“Name one time the two of you did ANYTHING together.”

“Ummm…”

“Christopher…” Browning took Richards’s hands. “I don’t want you to step in feeling you have to be his Dad. I know it’s awkward.”

Richards frowned. “It’s not awkward for Andy.”

“That’s because his role hasn’t changed. Yours has.” She pulled Richards closer. “You’re back in my life. That’s an adjustment period for all of us. Neither of us wanted to go back to sharing quarters again and being the virtually married couple we were. We’re casual. Casual doesn’t mean you have to be a big part of my son’s life.” Browning diverted her eyes. “At least not yet anyway.”

Richards put his hands gently on Browning’s arms. “All the more reason I want to be involved in this visit with the Founders. Please, Janice. I want to spend time with you…I want to spend time with Plato. This is the perfect opportunity to…to rebuild.”

Browning sighed and stared at the shuttlebay ceiling. “You realize we’re running the risk of doing this too fast.”

“Nonsense. We know each other implicitly. There’s no such thing as too fast.”

“We’ll see about that,” Browning sighed as she followed Richards into the runabout.



“Another satisfied customer,” Hartley said lightly as she walked past the sounds of construction and bulkheads being replaced in the burned out engine room of the Explorer. She stepped over Ensign Lexxin who was busily sawing through a power conduit and shouldered past Ensigns Stuart and Milanovich as they prepared the warp core to be lowered out of the emergency hatch at the bottom of th ship.

During a previous mission, Hartley had to evacuate the engine room when power conduits exploded and the warp core needed to be shut down. Now those conduits and a few bulkheads, not to mention seventeen different EPS power transfer nodes, had to be yanked out and replaced with new components. Then there were new control surfaces to be added, new paneling. The simple chore of having the Explorer airlift a building out of a planet’s atmosphere, then generating an inverse subspace field around it, was more than enough to trash the engine room and ruin Lieutenant Commander Hartley’s month.

The worst part would be getting the warp core out and getting it back in. That was always a hassle. She recalled having to do just that on the Aerostar…of course in that case the warp core exploded and they had to put a new one in, which was even more of a hassle. But it wasn’t exactly a simple procedure. Since her promotion to chief engineer two months prior, she’d come to realize that the job had its share of minor annoying tasks to fulfil. She didn’t remember it being so hectic during her short stint as Chief Engineer two years ago. Then again, life always seemed more enjoyable in retrospect.

Hartley thought of just that as she keyed open the door to her office and found Lt. Commander Nell Vansen sitting at her desk.

Specifically, Hartley was thinking how Commander Conway wasn’t really that bad a guy.

“What can I do for you,” Hartley said, folding her arms.

Vansen leaned forward at Hartley’s desk, clasping her hands atop the desk. “I’m sorry if it bothers you that I’m in your office, Lieutenant Commander.”

“Not at all, Lieutenant Commander.” Hartley sat down across from Vansen. “What can I do for you?”

“I was just going over some of your staffing reports.” Vansen held up a padd and paged through it.

“Ahh.” Hartley raised an eyebrow. “I hope you found everything to be in order.”

“Your record-keeping is fine,” Vansen said, studying Hartley like a mountain cat eying a bald eagle. “But it looks like you give your people very limited responsibilities. More than half the time you do the work yourself. Not very efficient.”

“I’m a hands-on kind of person.”

“There’s a difference between being ‘hands on,’ as you put it, and being an exclusive leader.”

Hartley wrinkled her nose. “What do you mean ‘exclusive?’”

“You do too much by yourself. You don’t share power with the people who work under you. It’s inefficient, and dangerous. What if you’re absent and there’s an emergency? Are any of your subordinates qualified to run this engine room without you? I think not.”

Hartley felt a slow, tall flame burning direcly under her. She gritted her teeth and resisted the urge to reach across the desk and wring Vansen’s neck. “Interesting observations, Lieutenant Commander Vansen.”

“They’re not just observations. There’s a point to this. You need to change.”

“Hmm.” Hartley dug her fingernails into the arms of her chair. “I see. And who says?”

“I do.”

“I see where you’re coming from,” Hartley said slowly.

Vansen smiled. “Good. Then I guess there isn’t much more to–”

“And I also see where you’re going.” Hartley calmly stood and circled her desk, grabbed Vansen by the back of her uniform and dragged her out of her office, past her working crewmembers. “OUT of my engine room!”

She shoved Vansen up against a bulkhead and looked at Ensign Stuart. “Ryan…will you kindly take Lieutenant Commander Vansen out of Engineering?”

Vansen stared aghast at Hartley, speechless.

“How’s that for delegation, bitch?” Hartley tossed over her shoulder as she went back into the office. Vansen heard the electronic CLINK of the door locking.

“Right this way, ma’am,” Stuart said sheepishly, putting his hand on Vansen’s arm.

“This won’t stand,” Vansen muttered, wrenching free of Stuart and stomping out of engineering. “I’ll be back!”

“Bring back-up,” Stuart called out helpfully.



The ride aboard the Chicamacomico was quiet for some time. Richards was at the foreward controls, since he was really the only person aboard who was qualified to man a runabout.

“Will I need water wings?” Plato asked, sitting in Browning’s lap, staring out the viewport as she plunked aimlessly at the science station controls.

“Most certainly not,” Weyoun said quickly before Browning could answer.

“It’ll be just like you remember it, Plato,” Browning said reassuringly, running her fingers through Plato’s hair. “Do you want to play video domjat?”

“I want to see the inertial guidance sensors,” Plato replied.

“He is quite intelligent,” Weyoun said.

“Are we going to crash?” Plato asked Browning.

“Of course not, silly,” Browning said. “What would make you think that?”

“Cause the last time I was on a runabout, we crashed.”

Richards pivoted in his chair. “Plato, the Explorer sends out runabouts on a regular basis. They don’t necessarily crash every time.”

“Shut up and drive, Richie.”

Richards blinked. “What did he call me?”

“It’s a term of endearment,” Browning said, nudging Plato’s shoulder. “Why don’t you just pilot the ship, hon.”

Richards sighed and turned in his chair, looking at the controls. His eyes immediately went wide. “Oh my God!”

“You’re probably not talking about the Founders, are you,” Weyoun said dully.

“No,” Richards said, slamming a hand on the helm controls. The Chicamacomico pitched wildly, sending the starscape outside spinning and making everyone’s stomachs churn.

Browning gripped her panel with one hand and slung the other arm around Plato. “Christopher, what’s wrong?”

“A Jem’Hadar warship just entered the system and immediately locked weapons on us. I’m taking us out of warp so we can try to outmaneuver them.” Richards’s hands worked madly over the helm controls.

Weyoun staggered over to the front of the cockpit. “Mister Richards, there is a treaty between the Dominion and the Federation. I am certain that the vessel coming toward us has no malicious intent!”

Just then, through the viewport window, Weyoun watched the Jem’Hadar warship blast away. Richards dodged one bolt of energy only to slam the Chicamacomico directly into another one.

“Main guidance system offline. Switching to backups. Shields down to thirty percent,” the computer trilled annoyingly.

“Is there anything I can do, Christopher?” Browning asked as Plato struggled in her grip.

“Hail them,” Richards said, gripping the helm with both hands, trying to keep the Chicamacomico out of the way of the warship’s blasts. “See if Weyoun can reason with them.”

“Yes. I’ll get to the bottom of this,” Weyoun said sternly.

Browning punched a button and a lanky, wrinkly faced being in purple robes, with a pointy mouth, appeared on the viewscreen.

“He’s not Jem’Hadar,” Richards observed.

“No,” Weyoun said, aghast. “He’s Karemma.”

“This is Enforcer Hanok of the Submission. You will drop your shields immediately and let us take your vessel into our hangar.”

“‘Submission’?” Weyoun snapped. “What is that?”

“A group of races who were kicked around by the Dominion for tens, and in some cases, hundreds of years. We detected a Vorta lifesign and one that appears to be Changeling. Submit to us, or you will be destroyed.”

“Mister Hanok,” Richards said. “This is a Federation ship. Your people have a treaty with the Federation, don’t they?

“This is not the Federation’s concern. We just want the Vorta and the Changeling.”

“The ‘changeling’ is my son!” Browning snapped. “And you can’t have him!”

“Son?” Hanok looked puzzled. “How can that be?”

“It’s a long story,” said Richards. “Regardless, both beings are under Federation protection. The Federation has a treaty with the Dominion, so…”

“Well they also have a treaty with the Karemma,” Hanok replied quickly.

“I knew all these alliances would come back to bite us at some point,” Richards muttered. He stared at Hanok. “Very well. We’ll send over the Vorta and the changeling if you promise to let us go.”

“Of course,” Hanok said, interlacing his fingers.

“WHAT?” Browning cried, jumping forward to where Richards was sitting. “WHAT ARE YOU THINKING CHRISTOPHER?!”

Richards glanced at Browning and winked, a gesture that immediately put her at ease. He looked back at Hanok. “Lower your shields, Enforcer. I’ll send our people over.”

“Of course.” Hanok glanced to his left and Richards grinned as he watched the Submission warship’s shields go down. “Now,” said Hanok. “Lower your shields and commence beaming.”

“Here you go!” Richards said, stabbing the firing control, sending phaser blasts from both Chicamacomico’s barrels. The warship pitched wildly with the first shot then spun backward with the next and a giant gash blew into her hull with the following.

Richards studied his controls. “Their engines are fragged.” He pivoted the Chicamacomico around. “I’ll just move us to a safe…”

Suddenly blasts from the Submission warship pounded the Chicamacomico. What was left of her shields were decimated and one warp nacelle blew up entirely, sending the tiny runabout spinning out of control.

“You disabled their engines but left their weapons fully intact!” Weyoun shrieked.

“Apparently!” Richards cried.

“We’re going to crash again!” Plato yipped.

“We are NOT!” Browning snapped.

“Hold on!” Richards fought with the Chicamacomico’s impulse engines, pulling the ship out of its spin just in time to avoid colliding with an asteroid. Once he righted the ship he took stock of damage. “We’re out of weapons range of the Submission ship, but they knocked out our main and backup power distribution nodes.”

“Meaning?” asked Browning.

“Meaning, we are about to lose main power, which means shields, weapons AND life support!”

“Then perhaps it would be prudent to find a place to land,” Weyoun suggested.

“I’m scanning for class-M planets. There’s one in this system,” Browning said. “I’m routing the coordinates to you.”

“Got ’em!” Richards said. He dumped what power remained into the engines and sent the Chicamacomico diving toward the class-M planet.

Black space gave way to clouds as the runabout dove into the planet’s atmosphere.

Browning gripped Richards’s shoulder as the runabout dove toward the planet’s surface and he concentrated all his energies on making the dive less steep.

“You know, Plato really must be bad luck on runabouts,” Browning said thoughtfully.

“What do you mean?” Richards asked.

“Well, think about it. This time. His class field trip with the Captain, Commander Conway and Tyra Shar, and then when he was born.”

“I forgot about that time.”

“I sure didn’t.”

Richards shoved Browning down into the seat next to him. Plato stood between them, and instinctively, Richards pulled Plato into his lap and wrapped both arms around him as he slapped the controls and heard Weyoun’s panicked breathing behind him.

Browning reached out and locked hands with Plato and Richards as the Chicamacomico glided toward and embankment of trees and nosed down, ripping through them like a knife through broccoli.



The doors to Baxter’s quarters slid open, leaving Lt. Commander Vansen face to face with Counselor Peterman.

“What do you want?” Peterman said testily.

“I want to see the Captain.”

“He’s busy right now.”

“Doing what?”

Peterman folded her arms. “Official ship’s business.”

Vansen poked her head past Peterman and scanned the quarters. “I hear water running.”

“Don’t be silly,” Peterman scoffed.

Vansen shoved Peterman aside and marched into Baxter’s quarters to see steam pouring out of the bathroom.

“Come on in, baby, the water’s hot and bubbly, just like you like…”

Baxter, wearing nothing but a rubber ducky innertube, came face to face with Vansen. There was just enough steam to obscure his…unmentionables.

“Commander…what the hell are you doing here?” Baxter snapped.

“You are ON DUTY, Captain!” Vansen said.

“Am not,” Baxter snapped back.

“If you kill someone who breaks into your quarters, it’s self defense, right?” Peterman called out from behind Vansen.

“Did you realize Commander Richards left the ship?”

“He did?” Baxter asked. “Good for him.”

“He’s the First Officer, and he left without letting either of us know.”

“I’m sure he had an important reason.”

“He went to see the Founders with that Browning woman.”

“That ‘Browning woman’ is one of my friends,” Baxter said, tossing a towel around his waist. The steam was beginning to clear up since cold air was coming in from the doorway Vansen was standing in.

“Regardless, he took time off without filing for it. There’s protocol for that, you know!”

“There is?” Baxter rubbed his chin. “Funny. I hadn’t heard that.”

“Starfleet has rules, and you will follow them, Captain, whether you like it or not. That goes for your crew, too.”

“I take it this isn’t all about Richards.”

“Well, if you must know, your Chief Engineer attacked me this morning.”

“Really.” Baxter tried not to smile.

“Could you two do this after the Captain and I have our bath?” Peterman interjected.

“Forget about it. I’ll handle this myself.” Vansen turned on a heel and stormed out of Baxter’s quarters.

“You are in charge of personnel, after all!” Baxter called after her.

“Bitch,” Peterman said.

“There now, honey, don’t get all worked up,” Baxter said, leading Peterman over to the tub. “Let’s get you out of that housecoat and into the bubbles so we can massage those aching feet.”

“My feet aren’t aching.”

“Then I’ll find something else to massage.”

“Well, when you put it that way…”



“This one is alive.”

Richards opened his eyes tentatively and immediately let out a high-pitched shriek.

“AHHHHHH!”

“He is alive and in a state of extreme discomfiture,” another voice said.

The voices belonged to what Richards could only describe as full-fledged Jem’Hadar.

Grey-skinned, spikey-faced and scaly, and peering over at him with extreme interest.

“Don’t kill me!” Richards cried.

“They’re going to do no such thing,” Browning’s voice called out from somewhere beyond the smoky cockpit of the Chicamacomico. “They’re actually quite nice.”

Richards glanced around to see that he was prostrate on the deck of the runabout cockpit. Smoke rose from ruined panels, light streamed in from a smashed foreward viewport, and four Jem’Hadar huddled over him as if he were a science experiment.

“There, now, let’s get you to your feet, friend,” one of the Jem’Hadar said, helping Richards up

Richards staggered out of the Chicamacomico’s side exit to find Browning, Plato, and Weyoun standing in a forest clearing, surveying the damage.

“Well, you know what they say about ‘any landing you can walk away from,’” Browning said lightly.

“I do not,” Weyoun said.

“Let’s play Pee in the Woods!” Plato cried out.

“You just did that five minutes ago,” Browning chided.

Richards rubbed his head, looking at the smashed up and scorched hull of the Chicamacomico. Hartley would be pissed. He then glanced around at his Jem’Hadar “rescuers,” who were gathered in a circle around him and the others.

They were all wearing beige worksuits, but otherwise looked identical to the Jem’Hadar he was familiar with.

“Welcome to Jem’Hada,” the Jem’Hadar who’d helped him up said. “I’m First Gaff’igan. These are my comrades, Second Bana’naram and Third Bel’bivdevo.”

“How pleasing it is to see you!” Weyoun said, climbing out from between Browning and Richards to face the Jem’Hadar. “I knew this project was underway but I didn’t realize it was in this system. How fortuitous!”

“I don’t understand,” Browning said.

“After the war,” Weyoun said, quite pleasantly, “the Dominion saw fit to try to wean a certain portion of the Jem’Hadar population away from combat and turn them toward more productive ventures. This planet has been established so that they might form a functioning society and be true, equal members of the Dominion.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Richards said suspiciously, looking around at the Jem’Hadar. They nodded back at him.

“I see you have a Founder with you,” Gaff’igan said to Weyoun.

“Half-Founder, actually,” Weyoun said. “We were attacked by some nasty pirates claiming to be something called the ‘Submission.’”

“Yes. We know of them,” Bana’naram said gravely. “They are fierce warriors.”

“But no match for you guys, right?” Browning said, holding Plato to keep him from bolting off into the woods.

“On the contrary, they have caused us many problems. Initially, they landed in a Karemma freighter offering to open trade negotiations with our planet. We accepted, and as we were signing the paperwork, they bombed several of our buildings and took off with our warship.”

“That explains that,” Weyoun said.

“We apologize for all the trouble we’ve caused you,” Bel’bivdevo said. “Perhaps we can make it up to you.”

“You can make it up to us by allowing us to use your comm system so we can get a distress call back to our ship, since ours has been blown up by the Submission,” Richards replied.

“I’m afraid that’s quite impossible,” said Gaff’igan. “They destroyed our communications building in their initial attack.”

“That would explain why we haven’t been kept apprised of your progress,” Weyoun said. He looked at Richards and Browning with a forced smile. “Perhaps the Dominion should have been monitoring this project more closely. With such a vast empire, it is quite difficult keeping track of every little thing.”

“Indeed,” grunted Gaff’igan.

“Well, the long-range comm system on the Chicamacomico is shot, leaving only ship-to-ship,” Richards sighed. “Maybe you guys have some tools I could borrow to try fixing it. That would help us get rescued and allow you guys to call for backup.”

“Jem’Hadar do not ‘call for backup,’” Gaff’igan said testily.

“So you’re going to fight the Submission?” asked Browning.

“Well, no,” said Bana’naram. “That goes against our nature. We’re really not sure what to do now that we’re no longer warriors. We tried diplomacy, and it didn’t work.”

“Sounds like you’re giving up too easily,” said Richards. “Don’t you have some kind of saying. ‘Victory is life,’ or something?”

“Not anymore,” said Gaff’igan. “We have a new saying now.”

“And that is…?” Richards asked cautiously.

Gaff’igan grinned. “‘Victory is life lived to the fullest.’” Weyoun smiled and mouthed the words along with him, looking quite proud of this new breed of Jem’Hadar.

“They are scaring me more than the warlike Jem’Hadar, Christopher,” Browning whispered to Richards.

Richards looked at Gaff’igan. “Let’s go ahead and try to scrounge up some tools so we can let you guys get, uh, back to business.”

Gaff’igan nodded and led the group down a forest trail, leaving the smouldering Chicamacomico behind.

“They seem nice,” Plato observed.

“Would you like to stop for lunch on the way into town?” one of the Jem’Hadar called back to Browning and Richards as Weyoun kept step beside them.

“No,” Richards replied.

“Yes, that sounds great!” Browning said, elbowing Richards in the side.

“This is not a field trip,” Richards snapped at Browning.

“Tell him that,” Browning giggled as Plato skipped ahead along the trail and held the hands of one of the Jem’Hadar.

Richards covered his face. “This is all just too much.”



“What do you mean it’ll be replicated!” Lt. Commander Hartley snapped. “This is Space Tastes. Everything is cooked FRESH.”

Imhala, Browning’s Yynsian waitress, stared back at Hartley with a face of vile contempt.

“Everything is cooked fresh when the cook is here. In case you haven’t noticed, she’s not here, so you get replicated food. If you have a problem, take it up with someone else.”

“Who am I talking to?”

“Me, you imbecile.”

“This is Tarjala, isn’t it.”

“Who else would it be?”

Hartley sighed. “Can I have a word with Liana? Is she around?”

Imhala/Tarjala moaned. “I suppose. Hold on a sec.” Her eyes rolled back in her head and then suddenly she stared at Hartley, as if seeing her for the first time.

“Megan!” she squealed, and squeezed into the booth next to Hartley, wrapping an arm around her. “How ARE you, girlfriend?”

“It’s been a rough day.”

“Well tell Liana all about it. I’m here for you, sweetheart. And how is that cute fiancee of yours?”

“He’s fine…look…I need to ask your advice.”

“About what?”

“About how to deal with a really, really difficult person without resorting to violence…even though I kind of already did.”

“Hmm. I have difficult people living inside me, but generally I just give them a wide berth, you know what I mean?” Liana/Imhala chuckled nervously. “Can I get you something? A sandwich? Some soup?”

“No…nooooooo…” Hartley said. “Don’t be silly. Let’s just talk.” Those who frequented Space Tastes new better than to let Imhala cook when she was Liana.

“Okay, then. Well, tell me about this friend of yours…”

“She’s not my friend. She’s more of an…adversary.”

“And you have to find a way to defeat her.”

“I just don’t want to deal with her.”

“Hmm. That is a problem. Why don’t you just blow her out an airlock? Or…” Liana/Imhala’s eyes rolled backward in her head. “Why don’t I blow YOU out an airlock!” Apparently, Tarjala was back again.

“Well, that’s that,” Hartley sighed, standing up. “I’ll grab something at Mirk’s.” She walked toward the door to Space Tastes and came face to chest with Lt. Unlathi, Assistant Security Chief.

“Lieutenant…” Hartley said slowly. “Um…good to see you. My, you’re looking dark purple today.”

Unlathi said nothing, merely wrapped a tentacle around Hartley and slung her over their massive shoulder.

“What…what are you doing?”

“Brig,” it said simply.

“DAMN YOU, VANSEN!” she cried so loud it echoed throughout Ship’s Shoppes.



“What a nice little town,” Browning said as she held Richards’s hand, and had Plato clinging to her leg, as the trio walked with Weyoun and the Jem’Hadar into the little shantytown of modular living accommodations and buildings that made up the central village of Hadaria. Gaff’igan explained that there were a few more smaller settlements to the south and east, but Hadaria was by far the most developed section of “kinder, gentler” Jem’Hadar.

The whole idea still greatly confused Chris Richards.

“Yes, it is a lovely town,” Weyoun said. “You all did a wonderful job cleaning up the debris from the last Sumbission attack.”

“One of our artisans is creating a monument out of the debris.”

“Fascinating,” Weyoun tittered.

“I have a question,” Browning said, studying the modular buildings they passed by. “What exactly did the Dominion do to…um…you know…”

“Make us nicer?” offered Gaff’igan.

“Well, yeah.”

He exchanged a somewhat nervous glance with Weyoun, then looked at Richards. “We’re really not supposed to talk about it, but let’s just say it involves genetic manipulation.”

“Lovely,” Browning mumbled.

“The Dominion found themselves in quite a bind when the war with the Federation ended,” Weyoun broke in. “The Jem’Hadar are warriors, and when we found ourselves with no war to fight…they began getting antsy.”

“Many defected to follow the rogue founder,” Gaff’igan said solemnly.

“The who?” asked Richards.

“Jelo,” said Weyoun in a low, grave voice.

“Oh, right,” said Browning. “Him.”

“Many, many defected,” Bana’naram said in low tones.

“Now, then, Bana’naram, no need to bother our friends from the Alpha Quadrant with petty details,” Weyoun said, chuckling nervously. “Why don’t you and Bel’bivdevo go ahead and show Commander Richards the module where your tools are located so he can go ahead and begin repairing the runabout’s comm system?”

“Right this way,” Gaff’igan said, inclining his head toward a module just down the dirt road.

“Banan’aram,” Browning said, “why don’t YOU go ahead and show us where your food is located!”

“I would be pleased to create my special casserole for you,” Banan’aram told Browning in a stern, basso voice. “It is spiced well, as it should be. The White is, of course, optional.”

“I can’t wait to try it!” Browning said, trotting off with Plato and Weyoun tagging behind.



“I knew this day would come, Commander,” Lt. Commander Tilleran sighed, leaning against the large, wide, forcefielded frame that encased Lt. Commander Hartley in the Explorer’s brig. “I just hope you get conjugal visits.”

“Very funny,” Hartley muttered, curled up on the bench opposite Tilleran, staring at the ceiling of her cell. “I don’t, by the way.”

“Shame.” Tilleran glanced back at the security desk where Ensign Keefler watched her with a placid, bored look on his face. “So can you explain to me why you’re here? I only heard a little bit from J’hana.”

Hartley hugged her knees to her chest and stared out over them at Tilleran. “Because I ‘attacked’ Commander Vansen.”

“That must have been a sight.”

“Oh, I just shoved her against a bulkhead. She was trying to tell me how to run my engine room!”

“I can see that as a reason to attack someone.”

“It’s ridiculous,” Hartley muttered. “I’m missing a crucial overhaul of the engine room because Vansen has it out for me.”

“That is a problem.” Tilleran gazed back over to Keefler. “Ensign… please excuse the Commander and I. We have some…ship’s business to discuss.”

“Commander Vansen has ordered that I not leave the prisoner’s side, Ma’am,” Keefler said, averting his eyes from Tilleran.

“Well I am under the distinct impression that you would rather be at that private ‘music lesson’ you had planned with Lieutenant Madera.”

Keefler groaned. “Commander, are you reading my mind?”

Tilleran raised an eyebrow. “Maybe yes, maybe definitely.”

“Sir, ma’am…that is, I uh…”

“Dismissed, Ensign,” Tilleran said sharply. “Go fraternize with another crewmember. THAT is an order.”

“Yes, MA’AM!” Keefler stood, saluted swiftly, and darted out the door.

“You’re good,” Hartley said, approaching the forcefield. “Now lower this thing and let me out of here.”

“Whoa, whoa,” Tilleran said, holding up her hands. “I didn’t do that so I could break you out of here. I just did it so we could talk in private. As much as I would like to help you, I can’t. I’ve been working safely outside Vansen’s sensor range and I want to keep it that way. The last thing I want to do is call down her thunder.”

“Why is everyone so afraid of that woman?” Hartley mumbled.

Tilleran shrugged. “It’s not fear so much as desire not to have to deal with her. Her thoughts make my brain hurt. She’s brusque, brash, unkind, blunt and rude, and not in the endearing, self-loathing way Commander Conway was.”

“Yes,” Hartley saidd thoughtfully. “She’s much more self-confident and competent.”

“And that’s what makes her such a threat.” Tilleran shook her head. “I don’t know what to do about her. Captain Baxter doesn’t seem to see it as an issue. Richards is gone. You’re going to have to deal with this one on your own.”

“And how do you propose I do that?”

“You’re the engineer. You’re supposed to know every inch of this ship. You’ve got a temporarily-distracted jailer. You figure it out.”

With that, Tilleran waltzed out of the brig, leaving Hartley wondering just how good of an escape artist she was.



“That casserole was fabulous!” Browning exclaimed, sitting back from the table in the dining module and patting her stomach.

“Yummy…tastes like chicken!” Plato exclaimed from his seat next to Browning.

“It is the meat of a six-legged bolok beast we slaughtered,” Banan’aram said, looming over Browning, Plato, and Weyoun sporting an apron that read “Cookin’ With Ketracel” and a white chef’s hat. “They live throughout the forests of this world. Their blood is acidic and toxic, but once we treat the meat with the proper neutralizing agents, it makes for a delicious casserole.”

“If I had the ability to taste, I am sure I would agree,” Weyoun said, pushing his partially-finished plate away.

“Are you going to eat the rest of that?” Browning asked, chewing the last morsel of casserole from her own plate.

“You are welcomed to it, Doct–” Weyoun began, but Browning had already snatched his plate and was eating from it.

At that time, Richards walked up, flanked by Gaff’igan and Bel’bivdevo.

Both Jem’Hadars’ arms were laden with tubing, probes, lengths of optical cables and pointed objects Browning was not familiar with.

“I tried to carry some of it, but they wouldn’t let me,” Richards explained.

“Helping people is the ultimate victory,” Bel’bivdevo bellowed.

“They’ve been talking like that this whole time,” muttered Richards.

“Please, allow me to make you a casserole, or some soup,” said Banan’aram. “Anything less would be unacceptable.”

“Well, okay,” Richards said.

Weyoun wiped his mouth gingerly and stood. “Mister Richards, what is your repair status?”

“Not promising.” Richards glanced in the direction of Gaff’igan and Bel’bivdevo. “This equipment is vastly different from what the Federation uses. I have no idea if I can use any of it to jury-rig the Chicamacomico’s comm system.”

“We are at your disposal,” Gaff’igan said.

“Helping you in your task is my only hope for salvation,” said Bel’bivdevo.

“As you can see, the Jem’Hadar are quite accommodating,” Weyoun said.

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Okay. Come on, guys.”

Browning piled Weyoun’s plate, which she’d just finished off, on top of her previous plate. “Well, then. Why don’t we grab some dessert?”



“My, Ariel, you are a glutton for punishment.” J’hana stood on the quarterdeck of the Explorer bridge, scowling at Tilleran as she sat in the command chair, lazily eying the starscape on the viewscreen. “Your shift ended an hour ago.”

“Yes, but then I got a comm from Lieutenant Commander Vansen asking me to cover her shift,” Tilleran said.

“Shirking of duty? Doesn’t sound like Vansen,” J’hana mused.

“I don’t mind it. We’re in spacedock. Nothing’s going on anyway.”

“You are afraid of that woman,” J’hana surmised, leaning over the railing that surrounded the command area.

“Don’t be silly.” Tilleran folded her arms. In the few moments of silence, she heard a bleeping at tactical.

Lt. Unlathi looked down at their panel and then just loomed there, their tentacles flailing.

“Oh, stop being so melodramatic, you big sissy,” J’hana said, walking over to Unlathi’s panel. “Hmmm. It looks like there was an overload in a backup power generator just off the main brig.”

“Hmm,” Tilleran said, staring lazily at the ceiling.

“Do we know of anybody who’s in the brig right now?” J’hana asked Tilleran with a knowing smirk.

“Not that I can say.” Tilleran glanced at Unlathi, who was holding up their tentacle as if about to say something.

“Not that you can say, either, right Unlathi?” J’hana said sharply. “RIGHT, Unlathi?”

Unlathi put down their tentacle and went back to monitoring their station. J’hana walked around to the command area and sat down next to Tilleran, in Richards’ normal chair to her right.

“Well, you may be passive-aggressive, but at least ‘aggressive’ is in there somewhere,” J’hana said.

Tilleran smiled. “Thanks. Now why don’t you walk over to the replicator and get us some lunch?”

“You are a born leader,” J’hana said, and strode over to the bridge replicator.



Lt. Commander Hartley elbowed her way through the Jefferies tube above the brig. It wasn’t easy ripping off the ceiling covering and shorting out the field generator that kept her contained. All she could say was thank the Directors she was wearing hair pins that day.

As she shimmied through the conduit, going over the twists and turns of the tubes that would take her all the way down to Engineering, Hartley luxuriated in the thoughts of how she would make Vansen regret what she’d done.

Someone had to stop Vansen from throwing her weight around. The Explorer belonged to Hartley. And no one…no one…trifled with it on her watch.

About this time her head slammed into the ceiling of the Jefferies tube and Hartley momentarily forgot what she was so mad about.



Richards hummed a little tune as he worked under the foreward console of the Chicamacomico, studying the fused connections that led from the primary ODN line to the long-range communications array. He jabbed the makeshift phase modulator he’d created from Jem’Hadar parts into the socket where the junction met the ODN shunt, then shrieked when a jolt of electricity surged through him.

“Are you all right?” Gaff’igan asked with concern as Richards shuddered underneath the console. He crawled out and turned to look at Gaff’igan, who stared at him from the pilot’s chair with a look of rapt concern. It was disconcerting.

“I’ll live,” he said. “But we’re no closer to getting a distress call out.”

“Unfortunate,” Gaff’igan said. “I wish there was more I could do, but I am afraid my species was not bred to be smart.”

“Yeah, just loyal.”

“And not that anymore, really.”

Richards leaned up to grab some isolitic wiring out of his hastily thrown together Jem’Hadar “tool box.”

“And why do you say that?”

“The Founders reverse-engineered us to be less loyal. So we’d leave them alone, I think.”

“I’m sure they want you to be your own people now that they don’t need you to fight wars all the time.”

“Which would you prefer, Commander…to serve in heaven or to lead in hell?”

“Um….the first one, I guess.”

“Now you know our pain.” Gaff’igan looked around. “No battles to fight. Sometimes I think this is not preferable to our original existence. Did you know I killed an entire crew of a Federation starship with my bare hands? That was many, many years ago. Nearly four years, just days after I’d reached maturity.”

Richards backed under his console as Gaff’igan said that. “Feeling nostalgic, eh? Well, they certainly sound like they were good times.”

“I bathed in the blood of my enemies, yes.”

“Well, look at the time!” Richards snapped. “Why don’t you go see how Bel’bivdevo is doing with the signal amplifier.”

“As you wish,” Gaff’igan said, ducking out of the cockpit, leaving Richards feeling more than just a little leery.

That’s when a meteor slammed down in front of the Chicamacomico’s windows, throwing Richards skidding along the deck, slamming against the bulkhead in back of the cockpit. He could feel the bow of the runabout rise up in the air as the blast wave from the explosion hit. He could feel the heat of the fire outside as the forest burst into flames. He slammed against the ceiling of the runabout as it flipped end over end and landed upside down against a felled tree.

Groggily, he looked up to see Gaff’igan climb into the cockpit. “Mister Richards, are you all right?”

“NO!” snapped Richards. “What the hell was that??”

“A message from the Submission, no doubt.”

“Why don’t they just destroy us?”

“Well, they’re not an entirely malevolent bunch. They just want to prove a point.”

“Which is what?”

“They don’t like us.”

“I got it.” Richards stared up into the darkening, smokey sky. “You hear me? I GOT IT!”

“I don’t belive they can hear you, Commander.”

“No kidding.”



“Careful, careful. You’ve almost got it. Just ever so lightly lift it by the edge…there you go…”

Ensign Lexxin stared over Ensign Ryan Stuart’s shoulder as he deftly worked at the main systems table down in engineering.

Vansen crept up behind them, eager to see what they were working on. Her eyes bugged out when she saw what was on the table.

“A FOOTBALL!”

Stuart’s head whipped around so fast he fell out of his chair. Lexxin, a four-armed Taloran, jumped up in the air, waving all four arms spastically.

“Don’t sneak up on us like that Commander Hart–!” Stuart grunted from the floor. “Vansen?”

Vansen did not help Stuart up. Hands on hips, she surveyed engineering. Conduit and tubing were still everywhere. Panels lay splayed open, and they were still short a warp core.

“Ensign, would you care to explain to me why working on a football is your top priority when this engine room is in shambles, and still missing a warp core?”

“It’s the captain’s football,” Stuart said quickly.

“It’s the captain’s football,” Vansen repeated. She folded her arms. “How very…Explorer.”

“Ma’am?” asked Lexxin.

“We were just re-doing the stitching. This is a very delicate piece of history. I hear it was used in the 2094 Super Bowl. Cowboys versus Radiationheads, in the Taco Bell Aquariumdome.”

“Hmm. Can I see?”

Stuart nervously handed Vansen the football.

“Hmm. Terrific handiwork.” Then Vansen took the ball, cocked back and heaved it across engineering into the warp core compartment. “That’s what I think of your stupid ball! You two have duties to attend to, and whatever you may be used to under Lieutenant Commander Hartley, you can forget it in favor of a new directive. GET YOUR JOB DONE!”

“Yes, yes, sir!” Stuart and Lexxin said, dashing across engineering, ordering other crewmembers to pitch in as they shoved panels back together and re-worked loose tubing.

Vansen strolled over to the warp core compartment. “How long until we can get the core back in?”

“It’s ready to go,” Stuart said. “We just have to seal off the compartment and open the bay doors.”

“Simple enough,” Vansen mused. “Let’s make that a priority. The paneling and conduits can wait. I want to get that core back in here.”

“But Commander Hartley wanted us to secure the primary EPS node fir–”

“I do not care what Commander Hartley wanted,” Vansen said in slow, measured tones. “I want you to prepare to bring the warp core back in so we can have this ship prepared to depart on schedule. Do you understand?”

“Sure,” Stuart said. “Lexxin, Milanovich. Over here. We have to open up the warp core access hatch and pull the core in through the atmospheric field.”

Vansen peered down the long expanse of decks that lead from main engineering, right down to the hole at the bottom of the ship through which the warp core would be installed. The core traveled the length of more than a dozen decks and would have to be slowly brought up into its slot by the use of a mini-tractor set up at the top of the shaft, in the antimatter pod room.

A simple task she’d seen done many times in her seven-year Starfleet career.

As Vansen stood at the railing surrounding the warp core shaft, supervising the core being maneuvered up through the hole at the bottom of the ship, a Jefferies tube hatch was kicked open and a very angry chief engineer crawled out.

“Here’s Megan!” Hartley cried, stomping over to the warp core chamber.

Vansen whirled, truly shocked at seeing Hartley. “Commander!”

Hartley glanced at her personnel, who were gathered around the railing, calling down to the crew at the base of the warp core shaft who were quickly trying to maneuver the core up through the transparent atmospheric force shield.

“Everyone but Vansen…OUT OF HERE!” she called, sending her people scrambling out of main engineering.

“Nobody move,” Vansen replied cooly. Then she glanced around to find the compartment empty. “Touche, Commander Hartley.”

“I see my leadership abilities aren’t so bad after all.”

“You would be surprised what your people can do when they are allowed to work to their strengths. When every little detail isn’t micromanaged.”

“They get their jobs done fine under me. I’ve never heard a complaint.”

“I’m sure.” Vansen looked at Hartley, as if sizing her up. “How did you break out of the brig?”

“I’m not going to tell you. Suffice it to say, I’m this ship’s Chief Engineer. I know her better than her designers.”

“Perhaps,” Vansen said. “But you don’t know people. You don’t know how to handle the people that work under you…or above you.” She folded her arms. “I can have you before a court martial for attacking me. As a matter of fact, when we get back to the Alpha Quadrant, after this mission, that’s exactly what I intend to do.”

Hartley pushed up her shirtsleeves, stepping toward Vansen. “IF you make it back, you domineering, overbearing, nosey, foul, retchid…BITCH!”

“Really, Commander. Do you want me to add subordination to the list of charges against you?”

“Why don’t you add this?” Hartley cocked back to swing a fist at Vansen, but before she could Vansen flipped over the warp core railing and fell downward, as if dragged by some unseen force. As Hartley tried to call out her name, she quickly figured out she couldn’t in the thinning air. A suction pulled on her, and the fact she was gripping the warp core railing was the only thing keeping her from sharing in Vansen’s fate.

The atmospheric field had failed. The hole at the bottom of the ship had been vented to vacuum. And Vansen was getting dragged out into space.

Hartley sighed, thinking to herself how ironic and unfair this was about to be, and she released her deathgrip on the warp core railing and dove after Vansen.

The suction of air rushing out of the six levels from Engineering to the bottom of the ship was enough to pull Hartley down to meet Vansen. She flew by each deck, watching panicked officers grip whatever handholds they could. She felt as if the air was being sucked out of her chest.

And she saw Vansen, gripping a handhold on the side of the warp core, which had been pulled only about two meters worth into the ship. Vansen’s grip was loosening, and just as her hand broke free of the warp core, Hartley’s hand reached out and grabbed it. Hartley grinned at the panicked look on Vansen’s face as the engineer hooked her foot around a railing and held Vansen’s hand for dear life.

Sometimes, everything just worked out in the end.



“…third attack in months…”

“…really not fair…”

“…pick on someone else for a change…”

“…tried my egg salad?”

“I think even I can safely say that egg salad is the last thing on our minds,” Janice Browning said, standing at the front of a small auditorium filled with eighty-eight Jem’Hadar…the entire population of Jem’Hada.

“Everyone, please calm down,” Gaff’igan said, holding up his hands. “I know this latest attack has left you all uneasy.”

“Uneasy,” Richards muttered, as Browning sat next to him, studying his bruised elbow. His uniform was scorched. “They weren’t tossed around in a flailing runabout.”

“I was,” Bel’bivdevo said meekly.

“As I said, calm down,” Gaff’igan said, glancing around at the Starfleet visitors that shared the stage with him.

“I’m just wondering why the Submission hasn’t overrun us with troops already. What’s stopping them from beaming down?” pondered Richards.

“Maybe you took out their transporters when you attacked them, Christopher,” Browning offered.

“That’s a possibility,” Richards said, rubbing his chin.

“I think there is a painfully obvious solution to our problem,” Gaff’igan broke in.

“I am pleased you have come up with one,” Weyoun said.

“The Founders have sent us a message.” Gaff’igan walked over to Plato and took him by the hand, leading him out to the front of the stage. “They have sent an envoy, half-Founder, half-humanoid, along with a crew from the Federation, to help us defeat those who would try to destroy us.”

“Now, wait just one…” Browning began.

“The Federation will save us…”

“…let us hear it from the Founder…”

“…but he is only a child…”

“…can still lead us into a glorious battle…”

“…but I have pottery drying in the barn!”

“My little boy is not going to help any of you wage war!” Browning said resolutely, hurrying to Plato’s side and pulling him back to sit with her.

“That would be fun!” Plato squealed, and Browning put a gentle hand over his mouth.

“With all due respect, this is your problem, not ours,” said Richards.

“Actually, it sort of is your problem too,” Gaff’igan said. “If you ever want to leave this place, you’ll have to find a way to get past the Submission.”

“Christopher?” Browning said quickly.

“Right,” Richards replied, standing quickly. “I’ll get back to the Chicamacomico. Maybe I can find a way to blow them up while they’re in orbit.”

“Long live the Federation Richards. He will save us from the Submission!” the crowd chanted as Richards limped offstage and out of the auditorium.



“I suppose you two know why you’re here.” Captain Baxter stared across his desk at Vansen and Hartley…who both, by their expressions, looked like they could stare a hole right through his forehead.

“Yes,” Vansen said, thinking “to fire Hartley for being incompetent.”

“Yes,” Hartley said, thinking “to fire Vansen for being a bitch.”

“I’m glad we are in agreement,” Baxter said, standing, circling to the front of his desk, sitting down on it, between Hartley and Vansen’s chairs. “We’re here because one of you two lost my football.”

“Oh,” Hartley said.

“What?” Vansen demanded.

“Apparently, it was sucked out into space when the atmospheric field over the warp core port failed.”

“Apparently, SOMEONE didn’t reconnect the proper power nodes before opening up the warp core compartment!” seethed Hartley.

“Maybe if you’d given your people the proper instructions they’d have been able to do it right without you!” Vansen snapped back.

“SILENCE!” growled Baxter. He turned to grab a padd off his desk. He handed it to Hartley. “This is sensor footage of the ball being sucked out into space. As you can see, it hurtled out of the bottom of our ship, flew right between a pair of Outpost 417’s subspace antennae, and sailed out into open space…”

“Right between the antennae,” Hartley said weakly. “That’s three points, right?”

Baxter stared at Hartley. “I’m not laughing.”

“Sir, I hardly think this is about a football,” Vansen said.

“The part I’m concerned with IS,” Baxter said. He stood. “Now then… Tactical reports that we lost contact with the Chicamacomico somewhere in the Carsus system, and I am going to take the Escort and go investigate, since, obviously, the Explorer is in no shape to go anywhere anytime soon.” He walked toward the door. “While I’m gone, I want the two of you to take a shuttlepod out there and find my football.”

“But…” said Vansen.

“And when you’re done, I want Commander Hartley to finish the engine room repairs in half the time she estimated, and I want Commander Vansen to take command of the bridge and stay there, without poking into anyone else’s businesss. Understood? Good. Bye.”

Hartley and Vansen sat in pregnant silence in Baxter’s readyroom.

“Asshole,” Hartley muttered, and stood up.

“Yes,” agreed Vansen, standing. She turned toward the door to the bridge and walked out. “Thanks,” she tossed over her shoulder, not bothering to throw in the “for saving my life” part.

“That may just be the sweetest thing anybody’s ever said to me,” Hartley muttered, then headed out of the readyroom.



The fact that the Chicamacomico was laying on its back did nothing to help Richards’ predicament.

The good news was that he’d gotten the sensors up and running. The bad news was that, even if he was able to target the Submission warship passing overhead, he’d have to fire a torpedo out from underneath (the former top of) the Chicamacomico, and then manually guide it up through Jem’Hada’s atmosphere and slam it into the Submission vessel.

All this without letting them maneuver out of the way. He figured he had a better shot of knocking a dog off a fence with a tiny spitball. But that was neither here nor there.

Richards slapped the casing closed on his one and only perfected atmospheric photon torpedo.

He’d gutted some unnecessary components to lighten it up, and added the thrusters from another torpedo to give it extra push. Now to find a target.

“That is a formidable weapon,” observed Bel’bivdevo as Richards slid the torpedo into its track and shut the access port into the weapons pod.

He climbed back into the upside down rear compartment and climbed along the ceiling toward the cockpit.

“I hope it does the job. We’re going to have to make do with one. I don’t have the time or components to prepare another one.”

“Do you think your plan will work?”

“There’s only one way to find out.” Richards flopped down on his back to get a right-side-up view of the targeting controls. He’d have to be right-on with his targeting if this was to work. Bel’bivdevo loomed over him, studying him with great interest. “Aren’t you going to feel guilty if you kill any of them?”

“It’ll pass, if it gets us off this planet.”

“You are quite brave.”

“I can’t believe I’m talking to a Jem’Hadar.”

“Things change. People change. You can too.”

“What do you mean?”

“Shirk your violent ways. Join us in peace.” Bel’bivdevo leaned closer to Richards. “I have acted as if I am still clinging to a shred of my former Jem’Hadar ways. I assure you, though, I am not. A large number of my colleagues and I have taken a great amount of pleasure in peaceful existence. I think, if you try it, you may get to like it as well.”

“Get the hell out of here.”

“As you wish.” Bel’bivdevo ducked out of the cockpit, leaving Richards with the belief this whole planet could use some serious counseling.



“You look grim, Captain,” Lt. Commander J’hana observed from beside Baxter as she operated the Escort’s small tactical console.

Baxter sat in the command chair, staring at the onrushing stars, fingers steepled. “I am.”

“Don’t worry, sir. Chris and Janice will be fine.”

“I’m thinking about my football.”

J’hana nodded. “I see. Well, the prognosis on that may not be quite so good.”

Baxter swiveled in his command chair to face J’hana. “Did I ask you, Commander?”

“Um, no.”

“As you were!” Baxter swiveled back to face the viewscreen and J’hana resolved not to talk to him anymore during the flight.



Richards was just making the final modifications as his comm screen flared to life with the image of the Karrema, Hanok.

“Mister Richards. I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.”

“Not at all,” grunted Richards. “I was just repairing my runabout. You know the one you knocked around earlier today when you blew up a whole forest?”

“Yes, we’re quite sorry about that. But we had to send you a message.”

“You’re sending me a message right now,” Richards said. “Why couldn’t you have tried this method before?”

“Because this method is not effective with the Jem’Hadar. They know only violence and destruction.”

“Not these Jem’Hadar. They’re peaceful. Haven’t you even tried talking to them?”

“Well…no.”

“Didn’t you think it a bit odd that they did nothing to resist you blowing up their buildings and stealing their ship?”

“We just figured we’d taken them by surprise.”

“I think you’re the one that’s about to be taken by surprise, Mister Hanok. These Jem’Hadar are good guys. It’s a Dominion experiment.” As Richards said this, he aligned the targeting scanners on the Chicamacomico’s torpedo launching system.

“They still must leave. This planet is in our space.”

“Since when? You never said anything about that!”

“Since right now! We’ve decided to claim this space in the name of the Submission. Submit to us!”

“This is ridiculous,” Richards moaned. He stabbed the firing control. A torpedo ripped out from under the Chicamacomico, blazing a red trail through the obliterated Jem’Hada forest. Thanks to the Submission, it had a clear route out, since all the trees were blown up.

Richards carefully guided the torpedo up on a steep climb, bringing it gently around so as to creep up on the Submission vessel from behind.

He maintained eye contact with Hanok. “Mister Hanok, I’m sure we can reach some kind of deal.”

“The deal is, you hand us the Jem’Hadar and the Vorta, and the half- changeling boy, and we’ll return you to your ship.”

Richards expertly steered the torpedo around…still not close enough. He needed to make smalltalk. “Say, Hannok,” he said. “Why can’t you just beam down a bunch of troops to take over the village and capture the Jem’Hadar?”

“Because you blew up our transporters in your attack!” Hanok muttered.

“Janice was right,” Richards said absently.

“Listen, you worm! There is no room for negotiation here…do you understand me, Commander? SUBMIT TO US!”

Richards scowled at Hanok as he maneuvered the torpedo right at the Jem’Hadar warship’s rear section. “No. SUBMIT TO THIS!”

Hanok suddenly looked shocked at something off-screen. “A what? Full shields, lock weapons! Stop it before it–”

Sparks erupted all around Hanok and the comm signal went dead.

Richards rubbed his hands together. “Victory is life.”



“Stupid football,” Hartley muttered, tossing Baxter’s ball at an ensign as she and Vansen stepped out of the shuttle bay. “There, Lexxin. Go put it in Baxter’s readyroom where it belongs. Maybe that will stay my court martial.”

“I won’t be putting you in for court martial,” Vansen said, as she and Hartley walked down the corridor toward the turbolift.

“And just why not?” Hartley asked as the two walked toward a turbolift.

“You…prevented me from dying.”

“I believe ‘saving your life’ is the way I’d describe it.”

“Whatever you say. I still…owe you something.”

“So now you’ll go easy on me, then?”

“I never said that. But it does give you a ‘get out of jail free’ token.”

“If you don’t stay out of my engine room, I may need another token. Maybe even two.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” Vansen stepped into the opening turbolift, leaving Hartley in the corridor. “For now, consider yourself off the hook. Bridge.”

Hartley sighed as the turbolift doors closed. “What a relief,” she said sarcastically, even though she kind of meant it.



Escort Log,

Stardate 55180.2. We’ve found the Chicamacomico, Commander Richards, and a bunch of prisoners from something called “The Submission.” Wierder yet, the planet everybody crashed on seems to be populated by nice Jem’Hadar.



“So the Jem’Hadar are nice,” Baxter said, standing in the courtyard in Hadaria City.

“These Jem’Hadar are, anyway,” said Browning, holding Plato on her hip. The little guy was getting a little too heavy to hold all the time, but she still carried him around in spite of that.

“And the other Gamma Quadrant races that used to be subservient to the Dominion…they’re bad guys…”

“Not really bad, they just want to get back at the Dominion for all that bullying,” said Richards.

“It’s quite sad, really. I have spoken with the leaders of the Dominion council,” Weyoun said. “And they assure me a transport is being dispatched to fetch these…Submission people…and get them into a good counseling program.”

“Good thing most of them survived crashing into your planet,” Richards observed. “They really make Jem’Hadar ships tough.”

“I guess I understand,” Baxter said.

“These Jem’Hadar are weaklings,” J’hana said, walking up to stand next to Richards and Browning. “But I must admit, they do cook a decent meal.”

“I’ll say,” said Browning.

Gaff’igan walked up behind J’hana, followed by Banan’aram. “Commander, you left these in my module.” What Gaff’igan handed J’hana was given to her so quickly Baxter barely saw it, but he did see it, and winced to see that it was panties.

“Are we about ready to go,” Richards said wearily.

“Yes, I think we’ve done enough around here,” Baxter said, glaring at J’hana. “It’s good to hear Dominion reinforcements are on their way. It sounds like this place could use some remodeling.”

“The other Jem’Hadar are going to make fun of us,” Banan’aram said sadly.

“You tell them they’ll have to answer to me if they do,” Browning said firmly. “And they’ll also have to answer to Christopher. Right, hon?”

“Um…whatever.”

“I am sure that will intimidate them,” muttered Banan’aram.

“It’ll be okay, buddy man,” Plato said brightly, leaning off Browning’s hip to hug Banan’aram.

“He’s never called me buddy man,” Baxter muttered, slapping his combadge. “Baxter to Escort. Six to beam up.”



As the Escort sailed toward the Changeling homeworld with the Chicamacomico in tow, Richards sat in the mess hall eating a roast beef sandwich and studying the crew reports Commander Vansen had sent him via subspace.

“Anything interesting?” Browning asked from the doorway to the mess hall.

Richards looked over the report of Hartley getting thrown in the brig, the renovation of Engineering, Vansen’s nearly being sucked out of the ship, and Baxter’s football getting lost. “Nope. Same old stuff.”

Browning walked over to sit across from Richards. “You were terrific down there, Christopher. You managed to save us from that nasty Submission.”

“They were just a couple fancy engineering tricks,” Richards mumbled. “Nothing commandlike, if you look at it.”

“You took action and showed those Jem’Hadar that even peaceful folk can defend themselves. That’s very commandlike.” Browning reached out and took Richards’s hand.

“Whatever you say,” Richards said distantly. “Anyway, I’m glad to hear we’re still able to take Plato to the Changeling homeworld.”

“I’m sure he’ll enjoy it. He’s sleeping right now. The last couple days really tuckered him out.”

“You know…” Richards chuckled. “It’s kind of funny. I took off to come along with you and bond with Plato, and what do I end up doing? Tinkering with a runabout the whole time and trading barbs with an alien commander. The whole point of my trip has been lost.”

“Personally, I’m glad you came along. And I know Plato is too.” Browning sighed. “For Pete’s sake, Christopher, don’t get bent out of shape because you didn’t have enough time bonding with Plato. You’re not on a schedule here. Just relax and do what feels right.”

“What feels right is to get a nap before we reach the Changeling homeworld.”

“I’m with you on that one,” Browning said, and took Richards’s hand, following him out of the mess hall.



Captain Baxter sat in the Escort command chair, tapping the arms happily. He’d just heard Vansen’s report that the football had been saved and was at this moment sitting safely back in his readyroom.

And to think, on top of that, Richards, Browning, and Plato (and Weyoun) were safely aboard his ship. An all-around satisfying turn of events.

Baxter stood up. “Ensign Hildebrand,” he called to the officer at helm, “I think I’m going to turn in. Give me a call if you spot anything strange on sensors.” He walked back to the door that lead off the bridge. It opened before he got there, revealing Plato, holding a blue blanket and sucking his thumb. When he took the thumb out of his mouth, it was shaped like a hammer.

“Can’t sleep,” Plato muttered.

Baxter whisked Plato up and onto his hip and took him out into the corridor. “How did you get out of your cabin, buddy?”

“Punched some buttons on the door.”

“Smart little guy. So you want Uncle Andy to read you a story or something?”

Plato shook his head. “No, no.”

“You don’t want me to read you a story?”

“No. I DO want a story. But I want Uncle Chris to tell it to me.”

“Uncle…Chris.”

“Yeah, Uncle Andy. Get Uncle Chris. I want him to tell me bout the planet we were on again.”

Baxter grinded his teeth. “Sure thing, kid. No problem.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Counselor Peterman beams down with an away team to the mysterious world of Pelomius Five, where the residents all seem to be stuck living out their artistic dreams, controlled by some unseen entity. When the away team goes into a similar trance, Peterman will have to figure out how to snap them out of it on her own, and figure out who’s pulling the strings. When “All the World’s a Stage,” who the heck is the director? And no, it’s not THAT kind of director!




All the World’s a Stage



“I’m glad you came to me with this, Yeoman,” Counselor Kelly Peterman said, leaning back in her chair and sighing heavily. “And I think I have just the solution.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

She spun her desktop terminal around to face the Yeoman.

The Yeoman nodded. “Beautiful. Right on the latinum!”

Peterman nodded. “I’d like to think so.”

“I’d just widen the collar a smidge! And flare out the legs a little. You know, that’s in again! Finally!”

“You always know just what to say to make a woman feel better, James,” Peterman cooed, leaning forward and resting her chin on her hands. “How is it a nice woman hasn’t snapped you up yet?”

“Err…” Yeoman Briggs, the Explorer’s resident fashion designer, hair stylist, and interior decorator said, staring at the floor. He looked back up at the monitor. “I can have your maternity uniform ready by next week. Maybe even by the end of this week.”

“Oh, it doesn’t have to be that soon.”’

Briggs leaned over Peterman’s desk, peering below at her tummy. “Are you sure? That uniform is looking a little snug.”

“I’m not even three months pregnant yet!”

“Really?” Briggs stood and circled around to Peterman’s chair. He knelt down next to her and poked slightly at her side. She giggled. “Yes. I feel definite pudge.”

“I’m NOT gaining weight,” Peterman said through clenched teeth.

“How are your breasts?” Briggs asked, concern plain on his face.

Peterman folded her arms across her chest. “They’re FINE. Listen, I have appointments lining up outside my door. It’s a very busy day. Why don’t you run along and start on that maternity uniform?”

“The sooner the better,” Briggs hissed and sashayed out the door to Peterman’s office.

“Counselor,” Lieutenant Howard Sefelt moaned, sticking his head in the doorway. “I don’t belong here. I think I’m from a parallel universe. Your office is about three paces closer to the turbolift than I remember, and your hair looks a little longer.”

“Do I look fatter?” Peterman snapped, head still on desk.

“A little.”

“GET OUT OF MY OFFICE!” Peterman cried and tossed a padd at Sefelt, who shrieked and ducked out of the door. She leaned her head back down and sobbed into her desk. She’d never attacked a patient before…at least, not on purpose. And, even worse, she’d never had harsh words with her hairdresser. Not EVER. “Hormones,” Peterman moaned to herself, drawing up her legs under her and crying into her desk. “Hormones, it’s got to be.”



Peterman was cursing those very hormones as she walked out onto the Explorer’s bridge, Charlie pulling at his leash. She was annoyed to find Lieutenant Commander Nell Vansen in the command chair instead of her husband or Chris Richards.

“Report,” she snapped at Vansen, and sat down next to her.

“I’m sorry,” Vansen said, glaring at her. “Did I miss a memo? Do I report to you? Are you even in the chain of command? No. I didn’t think so. Go away. And while you’re at it, get that dog off my bridge. You wouldn’t believe how many regulations you’re breaking right now.”

“WHERE’S MY F***ING HUSBAND?” Peterman shouted at Vansen.

Vansen stared placidly at Peterman. “Wherever he is, he’s probably proud that, for once, his wife has more estrogen pumping through her than he does.”

Peterman grabbed Vansen by the front of her uniform, as Charlie sniffed at and circled her legs. “I’m not playing games with you, Commander! Tell me when my husband is scheduled to rendez-vous with us, or I promise you I will give you neuroses that will turn you an even brighter shade of pale!”

Vansen blinked. “We’re on our way to rendez-vous with the Escort now. Your precious incompetent husband will be back aboard in ten minutes. Allow me to jump for joy.”

“F*** off,” Peterman snapped, and headed back to the turbolift, dragging Charlie behind. Everyone on the bridge clapped.

“Good job putting her in her place, Counselor,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said as Peterman stepped into the lift.

“Damn straight,” Peterman said as the doors closed.

Vansen turned in the command chair to face the now-closed lift. “What nerve. The next time she does that, Tilleran, I want you to call security.”

“I didn’t see anything.”

“She jerked me around like a rag doll!”

“Sorry. I was looking the other way at the time.”

“This pregnancy has her acting like a raging lunatic. Unless, of course, she’s been like that all along, in which case she has no business serving in Starfleet.”

“Have you no compassion for the woman? She’s three months pregnant! Can’t you imagine what that must be like, emotionally?”

“I’m not having kids. They are annoying, clingy, and messy. As much as this crew has prepared me for dealing with that, I have no desire to take my work home with me.”

“Your loss,” Tilleran muttered, going back to her science scans.



A rush of relief came over Peterman as the airlock cycled open, allowing Captain Andy Baxter to step out, followed closely by Commander Richards, Lt. Commander J’hana, Dr. Browning, and Browning’s half-changeling son Plato. A handful of other officers from the Escort filed through the corridor, looking dizzy. Since the Escort was always parked upside-down, the airlock had to rotate in order to allow crew through into the Explorer. First-timers always found it nauseating.

“Baby!” Peterman cried, jerking Baxter into her arms and hugging him so tight it brought back images of Claire Webber, the Secondprize’s counselor. Charlie, meanwhile, hopped and clawed on Baxter eagerly, tongue wagging.

“Not even a ‘hello’ for me?” Richards muttered, and headed off arm-in-arm with Browning, Plato skipping behind.

Peterman continued to hold Baxter close as officers ducked out of the airlock behind him.

“I’ve missed you, love,” she cried into Baxter’s shoulder.

“I see I’m not too late for the emotional pangs of pregnancy?” Baxter asked, gently running his fingers through Peterman’s hair and cupping her face in his hands.

“You could say that,” she sniffed. “I’m not dealing with things very well. I’m getting fat!” She stepped back a few paces. “Look at me! I’m huge!”

Baxter cocked his head. “You’re hiding it well.”

“Starfleet uniforms are slimming.” Peterman grabbed Baxter’s hand and placed it on her hip. “Feel that? That’s pudge!”

“So? You’ve gained a couple pounds. I’ve got plenty more where that came from.”

“In just another month I’m going to be the size of a Sovereign-class starship!”

“But you’ll always be Excelsior-class to me, honey,” Baxter said soothingly, just as the diminutive Weyoun clone, the Explorer’s Dominion Ambassador, approached from the airlock.

“Captain,” he said, bowing at Baxter. “I want to thank you on behalf of all the Founders for allowing Plato to visit with them this past week. It meant a great deal to them.”

“Thank Janice. She’s the one who gave the OK,” Baxter said.

Weyoun looked at Charlie with a mixture of curiosity and concern. “Captain, what is that creature?”

“My wife’s dog,” Baxter said. “Isn’t he a cutie?”

“I am not certain.”

“Maybe you’ll want to dogsit sometime,” Baxter said, and wrapped an arm around Peterman, leading her down the corridor. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. My wife and I are going to get some lunch.” He tickled a finger on Peterman’s chin. “And you can tell me about everything I missed while I was gone.”

“Okay,” Peterman sniffed.

“Counselor,” Weyoun said, as the pair walked to the turbolift. “Are you all right?”

“Nothing giving birth won’t fix,” she called back over her shoulder.

“Excellent,” Weyoun said, clapped his hands together vigorously, and headed off the other way.



Peterman laid quietly on her side in bed as Baxter looked over a padd containing the Federation News.

“President Dillon imposed another tarriff on asteroid mining,” he said, shifting onto an elbow and paging through the information on the padd. “I swear he’s turning the Federation into the Ferenginar of old.”

“That’s nice,” Peterman said distantly.

“No, it’s not. The Federation is going to pot, and we’re too far away to do anything about it. If it wasn’t for the listening post outside the wormhole that leads back to the Alpha Quadrant, we wouldn’t even get periodic updates.”

“Shame,” Peterman said. “Say, hon…could you turn off the light and go to sleep?”

“Sure,” Baxter said. “I’ve heard enough bad news for one day.” He put the padd on his nightstand. “Computer: Lights.”

The lights in the Baxter/Peterman bedroom went out, and Baxter noisily rearranged himself in bed, folding pillows and tugging covers, until he was curled next to Peterman. He wiggled a bit more then let out a long breath.

“Mmmmmmmm…g’night honey.”

“G’night, hon.”

“You know what?”

“What?”

“Commander Vansen demoted an officer while I was gone. Lieutenant Sanborne. Or should I say ENSIGN Sanborne.”

“I’m sure she had her reasons.”

“The woman is a dictator and a control freak.”

“Mmmm hmm.”

“I don’t know what to do with her.”

“I have an idea.”

Baxter snuggled closer to Peterman. “What’s that, hon?”

“Shut up and go to sleep.”

“Right. Okay.”



“Pelomius Five,” the short Weyoun said, standing with his hands clasped behind his back in the front of the conference room. A little blue planet spun innocently on the viewscreen beside the diminutive Vorta. “A lovely galactic jewel just on the outskirts of Dominion territory.”

“Why is it so lovely?” Lt. Commander J’hana said gruffly.

“Because the planet is a vast and natural source of omega particle emissions. As many of you know, omega particles are extremely rare, and if harnessed properly, could be used to power starships indefinitely.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” J’hana muttered.

Tilleran patted her hand. “He’s actually got a good point. Starfleet’s been trying to harness omega particles for decades.”

“What stopped the Dominion?” asked Richards.

“The small matter of a nasty little war with the Alpha Quadrant,” Weyoun said, and looked out at stars flying by the conference room viewports. “As you might imagine, that diverted our attentions elsewhere.”

“And now the Dominion wants us to help them mine an innocent planet?” Baxter asked. “No dice. Starfleet doesn’t work that way.”

“We don’t want to mine the planet. We just want to study it. Nothing intrusive.”

“An ‘anthropological mission,’” said Richards. “Anthropological my ass. It’s pure greed.”

“I assure you, the mission is in the interest of science, and it’s one we wanted to undertake with the help of the Federation, in the spirit of cooperation and sharing knowledge.”

“I’ll make sure the away team is well-armed,” J’hana rumbled.

“I don’t think they need to be well-armed,” Vansen countered from the other side of the table. “Just well-disguised.”

“We’ll send them down to Sickbay for some alterations,” Baxter said. “But let’s get one thing straight…there will be no actions that will disrupt the affairs of this culture. Treaty or not, the Federation doesn’t play like that. Got it, Weyoun?”

Weyoun smiled broadly, then bowed. “Of course, Captain. May I ask who you plan on sending?”

Baxter nodded Richards’s way. “Let’s keep it small. Chris, you and Tilleran. The fewer people we send down there, the better.”

“Suits me,” Richards said.

Vansen cleared her throat. “I’m going.”

“Pardon?” Baxter said, glancing at her.

“I’ve been studying Dominion worlds for years. I haven’t gotten to visit one yet. I’m your Dominion expert. It’s appropriate. I’m going.”

“Can she tell me what to do?” Baxter asked Richards, scratching his head.

“Nope,” Richards said, smiling at Vansen.

“I’m going, or I am going to spend the afternoon briefing your bridge staff on proper turbolift etiquette.”

“Fine, get out of our hair,” Baxter said, waving Vansen off. “See if I care.”

“Wonderful,” Richards said, scooting out of his chair. “Are we done?”

“I guess,” Baxter mumbled.

“These are indeed exciting times,” Weyoun said, but in the rush for the conference room door, no one was really paying attention.



“Barley pancakes, a bowl of strawberries, and guava juice,” Doctor Browning said, setting the plate in front of Counselor Peterman as if it were crawling with bloodworms. “Can I get a side of branches and twigs with that?”

“Very funny,” Peterman muttered, and began busily munching on pancakes.

Browning sat down across from Peterman, watching her with concern. “You can tell a lot about a person by what they eat. There’s something wrong with you.”

“Are you telling me that as a xenonutritionist?” Peterman said, popping a strawberry into her mouth.

“No, I’m telling you that as a restaurant owner, and a friend. You’re depressed.”

“I’m overcome with raging hormones. I’m happy one minute, desperately sad the next, and seething with anger the next.”

“Hmm. Sounds like Doctor Ranowat.”

“Who?”

“The internist who works nights in Sickbay. He’s bipolar.”

“I am NOT bipolar!” Peterman shouted, holding her fork up to Browning’s throat. “Don’t even insinuate I’m bipolar! Take it back, take it back! Take it BACK!”

Browning gently pushed the fork down. “I think you just illustrated my point.”

Peterman’s lip quivered, and she reached forward and enveloped Browning in a hug. “Oh, Janice you’re right. I’m so sorry. I’m so sooo sooo sorry. How can I make it up to you?”

“Get help.”

“Know a good counselor?” Peterman sniffed, leaning her head on Browning’s shoulder.

“The best. Unfortunately, I just told her to take a couple days off, so she’s unavailable.”

Peterman looked at Browning, bleary-eyed. “So who should she talk to instead?”

Browning lovingly stroked Peterman’s hair. “Her best friend.”

“Actually, I think Lieutenant Commander Hartley is busy today.”

“Very funny.”



“And then she didn’t even want to gossip about Commander Vansen,” Baxter said, staring across his desk at Commander Richards.

“I thought we were meeting to discuss the anthropological visit to Pelomius Five.”

Baxter blew a frustrated breath. “You should see her, Chris. She’s distant and weird. She’s frazzled.” He tapped some controls on his desktop viewer. “Look at these appointments.” He spun the terminal to face Richards.

The First Officer nodded. “She has a lot. Wait a minute. These are from last week.”

“Yeah. She still hasn’t seen them. She’s too depressed to deal with them.”

“Well,” Richards said. “If you eliminate Lieutenant Sefelt, that’s half of ’em right there.”

“Good point,” Baxter said, turning the viewer back around. “Still, I feel like I should do something to lift her spirits. Get her out of this rut. She really hasn’t gotten out much since the pregnancy.”

“What about that time she got stuck aboard a rebel Jem’Hadar battleship with you a couple months ago?”

“And you better believe THAT lifted her spirits,” Baxter said. “What she needs is an adventure.”

Richards pursed his lips. “Are we going to discuss the Pelomius Five mission, or not?”

“That’s it!” Baxter snapped his fingers. “We’ll send her down to Pelomius Five as part of the away team. She’s always bugging me about going on more away teams. And here’s one that is sure not to be dangerous, so I don’t feel bad sending her on it.” Baxter tapped a control on the desktop viewer. “According to our Dominion report, Pelomius is in a stage of development similar to the Rennaissance on Earth. It should be booming with culture and entertainment. The perfect getaway! You did it, Chris! You solved our problem!”

“No kidding? Cool.”

“Well, don’t just sit there. Beam down already!”



“You all look just fabulous!” Yeoman Briggs said, clapping his hands joyfully. “Turn around for me. Let me see you move in those outfits! Don’t be afraid to swing your arms a little, Mister Richards!”

“I feel like an idiot.”

“That may be because you’re wearing pantyhose,” Tilleran said.

Indeed, Richards was dressed in a rennaissance-Earth type outfit, similar to those worn by the Pelomians, so Weyoun had said. It was complete with white pantyhose, breeches, and a frilly white shirt.

“I like my outfit better,” Tilleran said, turning this way and that, looking at herself in the mirror in Briggs’s Fashion Shoppe. She was wearing a long, flowy dress with gold embroidery and gilding. Vansen stood beside her in a similar outfit. Both women were victim of a merciless hair-crimping, performed by Yeoman Briggs.

“This getup is absolutely ridiculous,” Vansen muttered into the mirror.

“That’s because you have no taste in clothing, honey. Stop by my shop after your mission, I’ll fix you up.”

“Why don’t you just shut up and loosen this corset!” Vansen snapped.

“You catty little bitch,” Briggs hissed and knelt down to work on Vansen’s dress.

“I wonder where our last away team member is,” said Richards.

“Probably getting her ear ridges,” Tilleran suggested, fingering the textured ridges that traveled along the outer edge of her earlobe, the only feature that distinguished Pelomians from humans and Betazoids.

“What last away team member?” Vansen asked, looking up from Briggs’s alterations.

“We had a late entry.”

“This isn’t a sehlat race!” Vansen grumbled.

“Captain’s prerogative.”

Vansen covered her face. “I can only imagine.”

“One counselor, ready for her vacation!” Doctor Browning announced, ushering Counselor Peterman into the shoppe. “Look at her ears. Aren’t they cute?”

“Why did you make hers cuter than mine?” asked Tilleran.

“To keep her from flying into a berserker rage,” Browning hissed between clenched teeth, then smiled again at Peterman. “Doesn’t she look beautiful? Tell her she looks beautiful, everybody.”

“I give a crap what she looks like,” Vansen said, looking to Richards. “Why is she going on this away mission?”

“Because she needs the vacation.”

“And since when is this a Club Fed?” Vansen muttered, turning on Peterman. “I won’t stand for you fouling up this mission. We don’t need a counselor.”

“Get me your scissors, Yeoman Briggs,” Peterman growled. “I have some alterations to make to Commander Vansen.”

“I say we need a counselor,” said Richards. “And I outrank you. So does the captain, whose idea this was in the first place, so shut up and get ready to disembark.” That drew a smile from Dr. Browning.

“Honey, that was quite nice. Remember that speech. I want you to give it again tonight, after a large dinner and lots of wine.”

Richards grinned. “Yes, Doctor.” He looked at Briggs. “Hurry up and get Kelly into her outfit. Time is wasting.”

Briggs squeezed Richards’s arm. “Ooh…you are so forceful. I second Doctor Browning’s emotion.”

“Isn’t he nice?” Browning asked, then ducked out of the fashion shoppe.

Vansen stormed out of the shoppe. “I’ll be waiting in the transporter room. Don’t be late.”



“Where to, sugar?” Transporter Chief Lindsay Morgan asked with a wink and a smile as Richards climbed the transporter pad, followed by Vansen, Tilleran, and a hesitant-looking Peterman.

“To the area with the highest concentration of omega emissions,” Richards said. “I believe Commander Tilleran arranged that with you in advance?”

“Oh, she did,” said Morgan. “I just wanted to ask. You know, as a courtesy.”

“That’s, um, mighty thoughtful of you, Chief,” Richards said with a grin.

Vansen glanced at Peterman as Morgan programmed in the coordinates. “You look like a slut.”

“You’re just jealous because I have bigger breasts,” Peterman snapped back.

“That’s because you’re pregnant. Look, your hips ballooned up too. I’m not jealous of that.”

“Ladies…” Richards said tiredly.

Peterman covered her face. “I’m sorry, Chris. I know you’re trying to lead a nice away team, and I’m messing it all up now. I’ll be quiet from here on out.” She muffled her mouth with her hands, sobbing quietly.

Vansen rolled her eyes. “Energize, Morgan.”



The away team materialized on a gravelly road that cut through a field of blue, wavy grass.

Peterman heard music coming from a far-off town, which looked to be about half a kilometer away.

“Do you hear that?” she asked. “It’s beautiful. It sounds like Earth classical.”

“I hear something else. Something more like Betazoid Rhythm and Blues,” Tilleran said, and withdrew her tricorder.

“What are you picking up?” Richards asked, glancing around the scenery, and the horizon, where a yellow-brown sun was setting.

“A high concentration of omega particles emanating from about one kilometer due south of us, for one, and…” Tilleran’s voice trailed off.

Richards stared at her. “What else?”

“I’m…I’m not sure. Something…something…” She held her hands to her temples. “I’m picking up something large and complex…a powerful mind. Maybe hundreds of powerful minds…”

“Good luck with that,” Peterman said lightly, and trotted off onto the wavy blue grass.

“Don’t get lost!” Vansen said smugly, waving as Peterman walked out into the field.

The grass felt so good crunching underneath her boots. Peterman knelt to feel it, and indeed it was soft and cushiony. It would feel so good to lay on that, with her aching back…just another of the new things that had been happening to her body of late. She wondered how much more her back would ache when she was carrying a heavy child in her tummy.

She turned and laid back on the grass, letting her ornate dress spread all around her, staring up at a sky full of green-white clouds.

This was Pelomius. How beautiful.

Peterman wached the clouds roll across the horizon and thought about how happy she was, how content, to be sharing this moment, alone, just her and her future child, laying on the grass, enjoying, inhaling the cool, sweet breeze.

Several minutes later, she leaned up, expecting to see the away team still milling about on the road.

She didn’t.

“That’s odd,” Peterman said, climbing to her feet and straightening the folds of her dress in front and back. She jogged out to the street to find everyone gone.

“Chris? Tilleran? Vansen?” Peterman glanced to her left, then her right. In the distance, she spotted a figure with a large, flowing dress which was undoubtedly Vansen. But she looked like she was talking, and staring off at something in the distance, even though Peterman couldn’t get the slightest clue of what it was she was staring at.

She lifted her dress off the ground and jogged down the road toward Vansen, and was puzzled when she heard her speaking.

“Nought’s had, all’s spent, where our desire is got without content; ’tis safer to be that which we destroy than by destruction dwell in doubtful joy.” She glanced at Peterman, as if seeing her for the first time. “How now, my lord, why do you keep alone, of sorriest fancies your companions making, using those thoughts which should indeed have died with them they think on?”

“What the hell are you babbling about, Vansen?” Peterman asked.

“Things without all remedy should be without regard: what’s done, is done,” Vansen replied.

“Uh-huh,” said Peterman. “I see.” She turned around. “TILLERAN! CHRISTOPHER! SOMEBODY!”

No answers.

She tapped the combadge hidden inside her boustier. “Peterman to Tilleran.”

Nothing.

“Peterman to Richards.”

Grunting…and splashing. What could that be?

She hadn’t thought to bring a tricorder, but knew Vansen had brought one. Vansen’s dark brown eyes looked glassy and unfocused. The words sounded memorized and recited, as if Vansen was performing a private little play just for Peterman.

Peterman decided the thing to do was to test Vansen’s response while at the same time making a grab for the tricorder. If she could be snapped out of this trancelike state, then what Peterman was about to do would accomplish it.

The tricorder was strapped to Vansen’s ankle, so as not to be noticed by the passing Pelomian observer.

Reluctantly, Peterman knelt by Vansen’s dress and sighed, staring at it. She gently lifted it, and grabbed for the tricorder. When she put the dress flap back down, she looked up for any sign of reaction from Vansen, and got none. Instead, Vansen was just babbling more of the same nonsense:

“Come on; gentle my lord, sleek o’er your rugged looks, be bright and jovial among your guests to-night.”

“Riiiiiiiight,” Peterman mumbled, and flipped open the tricorder. She knew the basics of reading tricorders, but that was about it. Hopefully that would be enough. What she could see upon scanning Vansen was that her brainwave patterns were totally off-kilter. Not that it was totally surprising, but it annoyed Peterman that she wasn’t able to diagnose what had happened–just that SOMETHING had happened.

She then set the tricorder to scan for human and Betazoid lifesigns. She spotted the Betazoid lifesign as being slightly closer than the human, and trudged off in that direction, essentially leaving Vansen for dead. She didn’t have much of a problem with that.

As she walked along the gravelly path, she decided it was a rather good time to contact the Explorer.

“Peterman to Baxter.”

“Baxter here. How’s the away mission going so far, sweety? And why are you calling me, instead of Richards?”

Peterman resisted the urge to say “Aren’t you glad to hear from your wife?” and instead said: “We’ve hit a bit of a snag.”

“Um…what kind of snag?”

“The away-team-losing kind.”

“Oh, no. J’hana, Sefelt, you’re with me. Honey, I’ll be right–”

“NO!” Peterman exclaimed. “Not until we know what happened to the team. I walked away for five minutes and when I got back they had all wandered off in different directions. Vansen was the closest. And when I found her, she was babbling incoherently to herself in some kind of ancient Earth dialect.”

“Hmmm.”

“I scanned her, and it looks like there is some kind of energy pattern affecting her brain.”

“Could it be that omega thingie?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Find Tilleran.”

“That’s just what I plan on doing. I’ll keep you posted. Meanwhile, don’t send anybody else down or try to beam any of us up until we know what we’re dealing with.”

“That was a very professional, very Starfleet thing for you to say.”

“Don’t patronize me! Peterman out!” snapped the counselor, and she stopped in her tracks as soon as she saw Tilleran.

Peterman had just rounded a bend around a tall hill, and found Tilleran perched atop a rocky outcropping. At first glance, Peterman thought the Betazoid was being hit by some kind of electrical jolt. But that wasn’t at all the case.

She was dancing.

“Tilleran,” Peterman called as she approached the outcropping. “Commander Tilleran! Can you hear me?”

She whipped out her tricorder and started scanning. Same wave imbalance in the brain patterns as Vansen had.

But Tilleran wasn’t reciting anything. She had pulled off her dress though, and was standing there in a blouse, breeches, and stockings, contorting her body, holding her hands in the air and waving them, then squatting down and rolling over, kicking her legs up in the air. She then hopped back to her feet and began a series of quick hops, moving in a roughly circular pattern. Then she hopped off the outcropping and twirled, arms out, past Peterman, and along the gravely road.

“Tilleran!” Peterman called after the Betazoid. “Come back here! That’s an order!”

And the Betazoid just twirled away as if Peterman wasn’t there.

Peterman grumbled a curse to herself as the Betazoid jeteed off into the distance.

“Now to find Richards,” Peterman said to herself, even though she pretty much knew what to expect. She set the tricorder to scan for the Explorer first officer.



Peterman found Richards in an abandoned barn, surrounded by buckets of multicolored liquid. Much like Tilleran and Vansen, Richards went about his work as if Peterman weren’t even there. It was quite aggravating.

She didn’t even bother calling Richards’s name. She just watched him, trying to make some sense of what he was doing, trying to tie it in with what she saw Tilleran and Vansen doing.

Richards was grabbing buckets of paint one at a time, tossing their contents at the blank, white barn wall.

One after the other, great blobs of color hit the wall in vivid starbursts, overlapping and spreading across the wall like a beautiful, if abstract, mural…a pure artistic expression. An expression of Richards’s artistic ability.

A pure artistic expression of Richards’s ability.

Then it clicked. Peterman remembered Tilleran telling her once about her career before Starfleet. She worked in the Betazed business community where, Tilleran had told her, all the deals were made on the dance floor, in hot, sweaty dance clubs with multicolored lights. Each contortion of your body was either a bid, or a refusal or acceptance of someone else’s bid. It was a wordless language used by telepaths, who didn’t really need language to communicate anyway. Tilleran had often said she considered that an art form, and Peterman was pretty sure that’s what Tilleran was doing back on the rocky outcropping.

Vansen, then…was she reciting something from some sort of play? The words sounded vaguely familiar, but many years had passed since Peterman had taken a literature class and she just couldn’t be sure.

What she did realize, though, was that each member of the away team was caught up in a trance of artistic expression.

Fine and dandy, but how was that happening. And, more importantly, why?



“I’m busy finishing up with the renovations to Engineering,” Lt. Commander Megan Hartley said as she walked out onto the Explorer bridge. “This better be good.”

“We have an away team stranded down on the planet below, and we can’t get them back,” Captain Baxter said, glancing back at Hartley from his command chair.

“Where’s Vansen?” Hartley asked, stepping down beside the captain.

“She’s one of the one’s who’s lost.”

Hartley rubbed her chin. “Really?”

Baxter gritted his teeth. “I’d appreciate it if you put your hatred for Lieutenant Commander Vansen aside for the minute and help me find a way to get Richards, Peterman, Tilleran, and, yes, Vansen, back.”

“Hmph,” Hartley huffed. “I’d think, what with Tilleran gone, that Commander J’hana would be on the case.”

“She…was…” Baxter said uncomfortably. He pointed back at the tactical console, which was smashed in. “She wasn’t so successful. I sent her down to Mirk’s so she could cool off.”

Hartley still wasn’t convinced this warranted her services. “Don’t you have a backup science officer for things like this?”

Baxter thumbed over at the pudgy, warthog-faced young ensign at the science station. “That would be Ensign Koltz.”

Koltz, a Tellarite, grinned toothily at Hartley. “You married?”

“Engaged,” Hartley muttered, walking over to the science station.

“So, you’re not totally tied down?”

“Move over, furball,” Hartley said, and elbowed her way behind Tilleran’s console. She studied the readings. “As you might imagine, Captain, the omega emissions coming off this planet make it very hard to read much of anything. Makes me wonder why you even risked beaming down an away team.”

“Seemed like a good idea at the time,” Baxter mumbled, just as the aft turbolift opened up, spilling out a tiny Weyoun clone.

“Captain, I understand you are having some difficulties with your away team,” Weyoun said, approaching the command chair. He and Baxter, who was sitting, were looking almost eye-to-eye.

“Word travels fast,” Baxter muttered, looking at the viewscreen.

“Can I be of some assistance?”

“Don’t worry. My wife is on the case. Have a seat, enjoy the wait.”

“Your…wife. I thought she was some sort of therapist.”

“She is.”

“Why was she chosen for this away team?”

“So she could unwind and have some fun!” Baxter snapped. He was in no mood to be interrogated by a Vorta.

“I see.”

“HA!” Hartley exclaimed so loud Koltz jumped back.

“You nearly spit in my face, Commander,” he snorted. “Not that I wouldn’t have liked that.”

Hartley ignored the Tellarite. “Captain. I’ve located the members of the away team.”

“Peterman to Baxter,” trilled the comm system. “I’ve located all the members of the away team.”

Hartley glared at Baxter. “Why did I even BOTHER?”

Baxter ignored Hartley. “What have you found, honey?”

“That they seem to be stuck in some kind of trance, where they’re constantly expressing their artistic abilities, and not doing much else.”

“Ah ha,” Baxter nodded. “Well, that solved that. Lieutenant Commander Hartley has located the team in spite of the omega emissions, and we’re ready to beam them up.”

“Thank goodness,” Peterman said. “Still, I recommend full quarantine procedure.”

Baxter nodded in Hartley’s direction, and the engineer tapped quickly at the science console. “Commencing beam-out.”

Baxter rapped his fingers on the command chair for a few moments, until an alarming bleep came from the science station. He glanced at Hartley.

“We can’t maintain a signal lock,” Hartley reported.

Baxter got up and walked over to sciences. “Why not?”

“Because ‘we’ are all beauty and no brains!” snorted Koltz.

Hartley elbowed the Tellarite in the side and continued. “On the CONTRARY, it is because of all those stupid omega particles. They seem to have intensified around the area where the away team beamed down.”

“Bottom line…” Baxter siad.

“There’s no way to pick them up unless we go down in a shuttlecraft.”

“If anyone comes near this planet, they’ll probably get stuck in a similar trance,” Peterman said.

“Well, why aren’t you in a trance?” Hartley asked over the comm channel.

“Maybe she doesn’t have any artistic abilities,” Koltz suggested.

“I resent that, Ensign!” Peterman yelled over the comm channel.

“Is there anything else that separates Counselor Peterman from Tilleran, Vansen and Richards?” Weyoun pondered.

Baxter scratched his head. “Hmmm.”

Koltz stared at his boots. “Hmmm.”

Lieutenants Sefelt and Madera exchanged confused shrugs from the forward stations.

“SHE’S F***ING PREGNANT!” Lt. Commander Hartley cried out, then stormed into the turbolift. “Let me know when you find our people. Otherwise, don’t bug me unless it’s a bonafide emergency.”

“That was helpful,” Weyoun said quietly to Baxter.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “You hear that, honey? You think maybe you’re not affected because you’re pregnant?”

“In the absence of any better theories, I’ll go with that,” Peterman mumbled. “So do you know of any other pregnant people on the ship who could come down in a shuttle and pick me and the others up?”

“I’ll look around,” Baxter said. “There’s got to be ONE pregnant woman…or something…somewhere on this ship. We’ll keep you posted.”

“Meanwhile, I’ll try to find some other Pelomians. See if they’re in similar trances, or if they can tell us how to snap people out of it.”

“Be careful baby,” Baxter called over the comm. “Baxter out.” He looked at Weyoun. “I don’t suppose you can shed any light on this, huh?”

“Regrettably, no,” Weyoun said.

“That’s a shame,” Baxter muttered.



As beautiful as it was, the music coming from town was just too overpowering. As she walked into the quaint little village, Peterman could pick out four or five different music styles, all playing at the same time, from, she assumed, live acoustical instruments, booming all about her from the surrounding cobblestoned buildings. It was all a little disconcerting. While any one piece was probably beautiful on its own, the combination of all the sounds was starting to give Peterman a headache.

As she considered this, Peterman came upon a storefront with a shingle hung out over the door, inscribed with the image of a frosty mug. On any planet, that meant a bar.

Obviously, considering she was with child, Peterman did not plan on drinking. She might, however, get some information in the bar.

“Hello, weary traveler,” said a stocky, bearded man from behind the bar as she walked in. The room was dank and not well-lit. At the other end of the room, a Pelomian stood atop a makeshift stage and recited what sounded like poems. Something must have been lost in the translation, because they didn’t make the faintest of sense to Peterman.

Peterman approached the bar and smiled at the bearded man. “Hi there,” she said. “I was wondering if you could tell me if there were any strange diseases going around.”

“You’re not with the health warden, are you?” the bearded man asked, eyes twitching with fear.

“No, no,” Peterman said, waving a hand dismissively. “I just have some sick friends down the road and was wondering if anyone else has their symptoms.”

The bartender’s round face softened with concern. “That sounds just awful. Let me get you a mug of brew, and we’ll talk about it. They say listening is an art form. And I’m here to do that.”

Peterman rolled her eyes. “Nevermind.”

“I’m here to talk to you! Just let me in! Let me break down those walls between us!”

With an annoyed sigh, Peterman walked over to the mostly-empty audience. A few Pelomians were seated at tables, sketching on rudimentary notepads or molding clay. It was then that Peterman realized the bar was dark for a reason. If it were well-lit, the customers would notice how extremely dirty it was. She ran her finger along an unoccupied table, and came up with a thick layer of dust.

This whole city, maybe this whole world, was in the same trance her away team was in. And the worst part was, since the whole planet was out fulfilling their creative dreams, there was no one around to clean. What kind of diabolical maniac would do something like that to a planet? Was this the result of some kind of plague, or biological warfare? Or the work some kind of being or consciousness beyond anything Peterman could imagine?

Whatever the case, Peterman was thankful that cooking was considered an artform. At least these people were eating well.

Not that it mattered to Peterman, whose stomach was growling, but too upset to hold anything down. She’d had some apple pie with sauteed mushrooms for breakfast and she was still full from that.

She was pondering that as the bartender came out from behind the bar and stared at Petesen as if for the first time.

“You have questions,” he said bluntly.

“Didn’t you just hear me ask you one, like two minutes ago?”

“I can take you to the source of all answers.”

“You can?”

“What’s the source?”

“Whatever.”

“Now that’s just plain rude. Why don’t you just answer me?”

The bartender stared blankly into space as he walked, zombielike, toward the exit. “Follow me, and your questions will be answered.”

“Well,” Peterman huffed. “It’s about time.”



“Hit me again, Mirk,” J’hana said groggily, shoving her empty glass across the Constellation Club bar.

“Are you sure?” Mirk asked. “Aren’t you on duty?”

“What is duty?” J’hana grumbled, staring at the ceiling of the darkened club. “I’m without my beloved Imzadi, and powerless to retrieve her.”

“Please, don’t say ‘retriever,’” Janice Browning moaned from beside J’hana. “You think you have problems. I have to dog-sit.”

“How’s that coming?”

Browning stared into her glass of Terellian apple soda. “Plato was riding Charlie through the living room, last I saw him.”

“Hasn’t he grown too big for that?” asked J’hana.

Browning sipped. “He shrank a little, actually.”

“Good for him,” Mirk said encouragingly.

“This is all my fault,” Browning moaned.

“I’m sure he’ll go back to his normal size,” said Mirk.

“I’m talking about Kelly being stranded down there. It was my idea that she go on the away team.”

“Actually,” J’hana belched. “It was the Captain’s idea, along with Commander Richards, I believe.”

“Yeah, maybe. But I encouraged her. I modified her ears, even.”

“I’m the one in charge of the safety of everyone on this ship,” J’hana said, as Mirk served her another drink…something bubbly from which black smoke billowed. “Ultimately, it’s my responsibility that Ariel…and those other people…are lost.”

“There’s always a bright side, ladies,” said Mirk. “If Counselor Peterman hadn’t beamed down with the others, they’d all be stranded down there in whatever kind of strange semi-conscious state they’re in. At least the counselor is able to find a way off that planet.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Browning said. “I don’t know.”

“You’d feel better if you got drunk with me.”

“I don’t drink.” Browning stared at the chronometer above Mirk. “Especially at 1300 in the afternoon.”

“You do not know what you’re missing,” J’hana muttered.



Peterman walked quietly behind the bartender along a dirt path as the Pelomian sun hung high in the sky. They were at least half a klick outside of town, and appeared to be nearing a narrow cave entrance.

The bartender stopped abruptly. So abruptly, in fact, Peterman nearly bumped into him. She maneuvered around the bartender and glanced at him.

He had a glazed look on his face as he pointed dumbly at the cave entrance. “You will find your answers there. Have a nice day.” He pivoted on one foot and trudged back toward town.

“Thanks,” Peterman said, squeezing into the cave entrance. She didn’t get far before she realized she was in complete darkness. She decided the best course of action was to call up to the ship to get a flashlight beamed down, and maybe some idea of what she was heading into. She tapped her combadge. “Peterman to Baxter.”

There was no response. She turned around to leave the cave so she could get a signal up to the ship, when suddenly a bright pink light shone in her face from deep in the cave, and a loud voice boomed in her ears.

“COME TO ME.”

“What if I don’t want to?” Peterman called back.

“YOUR QUESTIONS MUST BE ANSWERED.”

“I don’t really care if they get answered or not,” Peterman lied.

“YOU ARE LYING. COME HERE.”

“No.” Peterman folded her arms.

“YES.”

“Well, okay. If you INSIST!”

As Peterman proceeded deeper into the cave, toward the bright pinkish light, her tricorder was showing omega readings off the scale, just 20 meters away, dead ahead. Then, predictably, the tricorder’s data feed shut off. Now she was just groping her way along the ridged cave wall, struggling to get to the source of the bright, pink light.

The light grew more intense and lit her way as she approached, until finally, mercifully, she found the source of her search.

A bright, pink sphere, oscillating with what seemed like renewed vigor at Peterman’s arrival.

“A QUESTION. I HAVE WAITED EONS FOR A QUESTION,” it said, pulsating with each word.

Peterman scratched her head. “You’re another Guardian of Forever?”

“THANK YOU FOR ASKING, BUT NOT QUITE.”

“Then what are you?”

“I…” it said, in a rich, basso voice. “AM THE GUARDIAN OF WHATEVER.”

Peterman slapped a hand over her face.



“What do you mean, lost contact?” Baxter demanded of J’hana, who’d just retaken her post at tactical.

“I mean, we are showing no trace of her,” J’hana snapped back at Baxter, then clumsily slapped some controls on her recently-repaired panel, bringing up an overhead view of the area where Peterman had been last spotted, overlain with sensor input. “As you’ll see here, exactly four minutes ago, the Counselor walked into a cave or cavelike structure. She then…BRAAAAAAAAP …disappeared off sensors, due to an overwhelmingly strong amount of omega emissions.”

Baxter frowned at the viewscreen. “Can we punch through?”

“Not unless we beam someone else down.” She chuckled. “Then that person would be lost. Would that not be worthy of… BRAAAAAAP…laughter?”

“Commander, are you drunk?”

“I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”



“The Guardian of ‘Whatever,’” Peterman muttered. “Can’t say I’ve heard of you.”

“I AM NOT SURPRISED,” the Guardian replied. “MY CALLING IS NOT NEARLY AS HIGH-PROFILE AS THAT OF THE OTHERS.”

“What is your calling, if I may ask?” Peterman said.

“OOOOH, ANOTHER QUESTION,” the Guardian said giddily. “YOU ARE GOOD!”

“Just answer.”

“I AM THE GUARDIAN OF ALL THAT IS CULTURAL. THE ULTIMATE AND ETERNAL PATRON OF THE ARTS.”

“Uh-huh.”

“MY PURPOSE ON THIS WORLD IS TO USE MY CONSIDERABLE POWERS TO ENSURE ITS PEOPLE REACH THEIR PEAK ARTISTIC POTENTIAL.”

“I see. Well, you’ve snagged a few of my friends. Kindly let them go and we’ll be on our way.”

“I CAN’T DO THAT,” replied the Guardian. “IT HAS BEEN A LONG TIME SINCE I HAVE HAD THE PLEASURE OF HANGING OUT WITH ANYONE WHO ISN’T PELOMIAN. IT’S FRUSTRATING. THEY ALL HAVE SUCH SIMILAR ASPIRATIONS. I AM BORED OF THEM. YOU AND YOUR CREWMATES, THOUGH, ARE DIVERSE AND INTERESTING. I WANT TO STUDY YOU MORE.”

“Why aren’t I all tranced out like the others, then?”

“THANKS FOR ASKING ANOTHER QUES–” the Guardian said, but Peterman cut him off with a glare. “YOU ARE WITH CHILD,” he said, finally.

“What difference does that make?”

“I WISH TO STUDY THE ART OF CHILDBIRTH, SPECIFICALLY THE PRACTICE YOU CALL ‘LAMAZ.’ SINCE YOU WON’T BE GIVING BIRTH FOR SEVERAL MONTHS, I FIGURED IT WAS POINTLESS TO ENTRANCE YOU SO SOON. IT IS MUCH MORE INTERESTING TO SPEAK WITH YOU.”

“The others are just as interesting to speak to, if you’d have just given them a chance to talk without making them into zombies,” Peterman said. Then she thought about it. “Well, maybe not QUITE as interesting as me, but interesting nonetheless.” Something didn’t make sense. This entity wasn’t being entirely forthcoming about why he didn’t entrance Peterman, or at least that’s what her gut counseling instincts told her. “Why have you really brought me here?” she asked. “You’ve obviously gone to a lot of trouble. You gave me an escort, and everything.”

“I ENJOY THE COMPANY.”

“It goes deeper than that, doesn’t it?”

“I DO NOT KNOW WHAT YOU MEAN. THAT IS A QUESTION, BUT I DO NOT LIKE IT.”

“You don’t want me for lamaz. You want me for the real artform I practice. Counseling!”

“AND WHO ON PELOMIA WOULD YOU COUNSEL?”

“You!”

“THAT IS SILLY. I AM ALL-KNOWING. WHY WOULD I NEED COUNSELING?”

“Because even all-knowing spheres of rock need a person to help them sort through their feelings every once in a while.” Peterman sympathized with the Guardian. She was feeling a bit emotional herself, as she neared the third month of her pregnancy. “Trust me on this one, Guardian. I counsel people for a living, and even I need a counselor every now and then.”

“WHO DO YOU TALK TO?”

Peterman shrugged. “My husband, Andy, I guess. And my best friend, Janice Browning.”

“THESE PEOPLE COUNSEL YOU?”

“Not really. They just listen. Of course, I don’t tell them everything.”

“WHY NOT?”

“I thought I was supposed to be the one asking the questions?”

“OH. RIGHT. BUT I KIND OF LIKE ASKING QUESTIONS TOO.”

“Good, good. I think we’re getting somewhere,” Peterman said. “Listen, my feet are killing me. Could I sit down somewhere while we do this?

“I HAVE NO CHAIRS.”

“You’re all-knowing, and you can’t even get me a decent chair?”

“I CAN HAVE ONE OF THE HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF FINE CRAFTSMEN ON THIS PLANET FASHION ONE FOR YOU AND BRING IT HERE.”

Peterman sighed. “Don’t bother.” She glanced around and found a fairly flat outcropping of rocks and sat down, leaning forward on her knees. “Okay, then. You want to ask questions too. And you deserve that. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”

“THERE IS NO ONE AROUND TO TELL ME ANYTHING.”

Peterman thought about that. “Maybe that’s part of your problem.”

“I HAVE A PROBLEM?” The guardian sounded truly confused.

“That’s why you brought me here.”

“I BROUGHT YOU HERE SO YOU COULD ASK ME QUESTIONS, AND SO I COULD STUDY YOU AS A SPECIMEN OF HUMANITY.”

“Oh, you know that’s just a cop-out,” Peterman said. “Be true to yourself. Ask yourself, ‘Why am I really here’?”

There were long moments of silence.

“THE GUARDIAN CANNOT ASK HIMSELF A QUESTION. ASK ME ANOTHER QUESTION.”



“Wonder how she’s doing,” Captain Baxter said, idly swinging back and forth in his command chair.

Dr. Browning was sitting next to him. “Not that I’m not worried about Kelly, but you realize there are other people down there too. Your best friend, Commander Vansen…Commander Tilleran…”

Baxter nodded. “Yes. But none of them are having my baby.”

“Had I been male, one of them would be having mine,” J’hana belched, then collapsed onto the deck behind her station.

“You’re relieved of duty, Commander,” Baxter mumbled.



The gears in Peterman’s head were turning. “You know what I think?”

“A VERY GOOD QUESTION! HOWEVER, OMNISCIENT AS I AM, I FEAR I DO NOT KNOW WHAT YOU THINK.”

“Then allow me to enlighten you: I think you’re jealous of the other guardians.”

“HAH! THAT IS A LAUGH.”

“Is it? I don’t think so. You mentioned that your calling is not as high as the other guardians. The ones who guard Forever, for instance. How can you not have a little bit of unresolved anger about the fact that you feel inferior to the other guardians?”

“WE ALL HAVE OUR PLACES IN LIFE.”

“And what’s your place in life?”

“TO HELP BEINGS OF THIS PLANET REACH THEIR CREATIVE PEAK.”

“Why this planet?”

“BECAUSE IT IS HERE.”

“Why not another planet?”

“THIS PLANET LACKED CREATIVE ASPIRATION. IN OUR DIVINE WISDOM, WE GAVE IT TO THEM.”

Peterman nodded. “And does that make you feel powerful?”

“I…SUPPOSE. I MUST SAY, THESE ARE A LOT OF QUESTIONS.”

“Yes. Therapy involves lots of questions. But it’s fun, isn’t it?”

“I DO NOT BELIEVE SO.”

“So…why do you need to feel powerful?”

“WHO SAID I NEEDED TO FEEL POWERFUL?”

“Well, you do this to feel powerful. Why is it necessary to feel powerful?”

“LOOK, THIS IS JUST MY LINE OF WORK. YOU ARE A COUNSELOR. WHY DO YOU COUNSEL?”

“We’re talking about you here, bub, not me.”

“RIGHT, RIGHT.” The Guardian sighed.

“I’m going to help you, damn it, whether you like it or not.”

“I DO NOT LIKE IT.”

“What about the people of Pelomius?” she asked. “Don’t you think it would be nice to see what THEY think about all this?” The whole thing was starting to really annoy Peterman. “Don’t they get a say in this?”

“THEY ARE CAUGHT AT THEIR ARTISTIC PEAK. PELOMIUS IS RIFE WITH THE BEST IN FOOD, ENTERTAINMENT, AND CULTURE. IS THAT SO BAD?”

“With no one around to enjoy it, other than you.”

“AND YOU, AT LEAST FOR THE NEXT SEVERAL MONTHS.” If the Guardian had a mouth, Peterman was sure he’d be smiling. “AFTER THAT, YOU WILL BE LOST IN THE LOVELY ART OF LAMAZ. AND YOUR CHILD…WELL, THERE IS NO TELLING WHAT WILL HAPPEN TO H–”

“WAIT! I don’t want to know the baby’s gender!”

“WHY?”

“It’s just a thing with me. I’ve known all my life that if I was to get pregnant, I wouldn’t want to know the gender of the child until he or she is born.”

The Guardian let out an impatient huff. “THAT’S THE SILLIEST THING I’VE EVER HEARD.”

“Still, I’d appreciate it if you respect my wishes.”

“ARE YOU SURE YOU DON’T WANT TO KNOW? I THINK YOU’LL BE QUIET PLEASED.”

“I don’t want to get into a whole debate with you.” Truth be told, however, Peterman was dying to know. She pushed that thought aside. “Listen…I’m a counselor. I’m specially trained in therapy. I can help you work through this…need to live vicariously through others.”

“AND WHY WOULD I POSSIBLY WANT TO ‘WORK THROUGH’ THAT?”

“Wouldn’t you like to have adventures of your own?”

“GUARDIANS DO NOT HAVE ADVENTURES. THEY MERELY OBSERVE.”

“So you just sit here, in this cave, and observe things. Don’t you have artistic aspirations of your own?”

“WE ARE NOT ARTISANS. WE ARE GUARDIANS.”

“Yeah, but you don’t even guard anything cool like ‘forever.’ You guard ‘whatever,’ whatever that is.”

“WHATEVER IS VERY IMPORTANT. IT IS THE FABRIC OF OUR LIVES, THE VERY REASON WE LIVE…THE SOURCE OF OUR CREATIVITY.”

“Yawn yawn YAWN!” Peterman moaned. “I don’t know what your particular life span is, but we humans have a saying: Life is short. Do you really want your legacy to be the fact that you lived through the potential of others? Is that REALLY what you want to be known for when it’s all over?”

“INTERESTING YOU SHOULD SAY THAT.” The Guardian was quiet several moments. “THE UNIVERSE IS SUPPOSED TO END IN SEVEN POINT FIVE YEARS. IT MIGHT BE NICE TO GET OUT AND EXPLORE THE COSMOS. I HEAR IT’S NICE THIS TIME OF YEAR.”

Peterman stared at the Guardian, shocked. “WAIT! Wait, wait, wait! The universe is going to end in seven and a half years?”

“WHAT? OH, NEVERMIND. FORGET I SAID ANYTHING ABOUT THAT.”

“So you think that will solve all your problems? Going out and partying around the universe for a few years?”

“IT IS BETTER THAN SITTING HERE BEING ANALYZED BY YOU.”

“Now, look here…” Peterman put her hands on her hips. “I am here to help you. And I intend to do just that, even if we have to sit here FOREVER!”

“WELL, WHEN YOU PUT IT THAT WAY…”

Peterman smiled. “I’m glad we’re seeing eye to eye. Now, then…about your parents…do you have parents? Or…” Suddenly Peterman felt the ground rumbling underneath her.

The Guardian glowed even brighter. “I CANNOT STAND THESE RELENTLESS QUESTIONS. I WAITED EONS FOR A QUESTION, AND NOW I JUST WISH THE QUESTIONS WOULD STOP. NOW, IF YOU WILL EXCUSE ME, I’M GOING SOMEWHERE WHERE I CAN BE LEFT ALONE!”

“But I’m trying to HELP you!” Peterman screamed over the rumbling in the cave.

“THANKS, BUT NO THANKS! NOW SCRAM, BEFORE THIS CAVE COLLAPSES!”

The warning gave Peterman the overwhelming urge to avoid her counseling instincts and bolt. She decided to give into that urge and dashed madly out of the cave, stumbling through the darkness and out into the light of day, just in time to see an explosion rip open the rocky bluff surrounding the cave entrance. She fell backward onto the soft grass, shielding her eyes as a bright pink light ripped up into the sky and disappeared in a blink on the horizon.

About then, she lost consciousness.



“You poor, poor, dear thing.”

Peterman’s eyes fluttered open. She came face to face with a balding man in his late 40s whose eyes were round, dark, and kind.

“Wh…what?” Peterman asked. “Am I… is the baby…?”

The man, who Peterman eventually recognized as the Beta-Shift Sickbay internist, Doctor Jarvay Ranowat, placed a gentle hand on Peterman’s stomach. “The baby is fine. You just fainted. You’ll be glad to know, too, that omega emissions aren’t dangerous to pregnant mothers.”

“Hmm….that IS nice to know.”

“Honey?” Captain Baxter said, stepping into Peterman’s field of vision as she leaned up on the biobed. She was in sickbay. Its muted grey and blue colors blurred. She was still a little dizzy. “Honey,” Baxter repeated. “Are you allright?”

Ranowat stared at Baxter. “She’s fine. No thanks to you. What’s the big idea, sending your pregnant wife on a dangerous away mission?”

“She wanted to go,” Baxter said. “We have that kind of relationship.”

“The kind where you throw caution to the wind and risk the lives of mother and child!” Ranowat screamed, stepping into Baxter’s face. “I have heard some sick, twisted things in my time, Captain, but THAT takes the Corellian cake! I should have you COURT MARTIALED!”

“Thanks for your help, Doctor,” Baxter said meekly, as Doctor Holly Wilcox stepped up behind Ranowat and patted his shoulder.

“Now, Doctor. What have I told you about skipping your medication?”

“It…it makes me all tweaky…” Ranowat muttered, then collapsed into sobs as Wilcox pulled him into a hug.

“Come into my office and we’ll talk all about it.”

“I guess I need to work that guy into my schedule,” Peterman said, leaning up to a sitting position on the biobed and watching Ranowat and Wilcox walk away. Baxter, meanwhile, wrapped his arms around her and kissed her gently.

After the kiss, Peterman glanced around Sickbay. “Richards, Vansen… Tilleran?”

“All returned to active duty, with little memory of their zombie-like states. Richards brought back some nifty sensor images of his murals. Tilleran lost a few pounds, and Vansen has this English brogue she just can’t shake. Other than that, they’re all none the worse for wear. They do have some questions about your conversation with that ball of rock.”

“That ‘ball of rock’ was the Guardian of Whatever.”

“The Guardian of What?”

“Whatever,” Peterman said. “His goal was to make the people of Pelomia more creative and artistic.”

Baxter smiled. “And you changed his mind about that?”

“Oh, he has a new goal now.” Peterman grimaced. “To get away from me.”

“Any victory is a good one. Anyway, you single-handedly saved a whole population from cultural snobbery,” Baxter said. “Not too shabby.”

“Who knows what they’re going to achieve without outside interference,” Peterman agreed.

“In any event, I don’t think the Dominion cares. Weyoun has told me they consider the whole thing a dead issue, since the planet isn’t rich in omega particles anymore.”

“For all we know, the Guardian could be heading toward a Dominion world,” Peterman said thoughtfully.

Baxter nodded. “Maybe the Dominion could use a little culture.”

“You’ll get no argument from me.”

“One more, teeny, tiny little thing,” Peterman said, making a minute gesture with her fingers.

Baxter draped an arm around her. “Yes, baby?”

“The Guardian almost told me the gender of our baby.”

“How would he know?”

“I think it’s well within his abilities.”

“But you stopped him before he could ruin the surprise?”

Peterman stared down at her feet thoughtfully as her legs dangled off the biobed. “I told him how we were planning on waiting until the baby was born.”

“Oh,” Baxter said. “Okay.”

“But…”

“But what?” Baxter said, his expression brightening.

“But, then I thought, you know, what the hell. Let’s find out.”

“Do you mean it?”

“Yup, I mean it. I want to know.”

And then they found out.



THE END.



NEXT:



Is Captain Baxter cut out for parenthood? Counselor Peterman doesn’t seem to think so, as she puts him through an exhaustive holo-parenthood program. While he’s dealing with that, will Vansen and Richards manage to put their disagreements aside long enough to deal with an isolationist alien race with one humdinger of a security system? Find out in the next story, guest-written by Alan “I created Star Traks” Decker!




The Waiting is the Hardest Part



by Alan Decker



For human males (actually, for most male humanoids), pregnancy is entirely academic. Sure there’s the initial shock of “I’m going to be a dad,” but after that, other than the symptoms exhibited by his significant other (morning sickness in humans, sneezing in Bajorans, berserker rages in Klingons, and excessive, uncontrollable sleeping in Andorians), there’s really nothing for the male to latch onto.

Then, in many humans, after a couple of months all signs of pregnancy vanish. The morning sickness has subsided, and, other than talk, there’s absolutely no sign that a baby is slowly developing inside of the woman in their life. If it was hard before for the male to grasp that he was going to be a father, it now becomes almost impossible.

Baby?

What baby?

I don’t see any baby.

And then one day he notices the bulge, the unmistakable, “there is something inside my wife’s abdomen” bulge.

That particular day, a Thursday, was the day it hit Captain Andy Baxter with a right cross followed by a rather well done uppercut.

People always say that a baby is on the way. Like Federation Express was just going to show up one day, have Baxter sign on the dotted line, then leave him with a shiny, new infant.

But that wasn’t the way it was at all. The baby wasn’t on the way. It was here. Inside his wife, Kelly Peterman, and growing all the time toward the day when it would enter the world and push him officially into dad-dom.

“What are you staring at?” Peterman asked, smiling serenely (she seemed to have picked up the smile just recently. Baxter wondered if it was just one of the extras with the whole motherhood package).

Baxter then realized that he had been staring, staring at his wife’s belly specifically as she lay in their bed. He shook himself out of it and went back to putting on his uniform jacket.

“Just thinking about the baby,” Baxter replied.

Peterman’s smile broadened, then suddenly she winced.

“Is it kicking again?” Baxter asked.

“Her!” Peterman snapped. “Your daughter is not an it!”

“Sorry,” Baxter said weakly. In Baxter’s defense, the pronoun slip wasn’t truly his fault. He’d been hearing about “the baby” for so long that he’d come to think of it…excuse me, her, in neuter terms.

Peterman pulled up her nightshirt, revealing her expanded belly. “Come feel.”

Baxter put his hand down on the surprisingly solid surface and waited.

“Did you feel that?” Peterman asked anxiously.

“No.”

“What about that?”

“No.”

“Come on. You had to feel that one,” Peterman prodded.

“No,” Baxter replied glumly as he pulled his hand away.

“Don’t be that way, honey,” Peterman said, moving to get out of bed. Instinctively, Baxter helped her to her feet so she could do empty her ever-shrinking bladder. Early in the pregnancy, Peterman and Janice Browning had explained to him how the baby would eventually push most of Peterman’s organs up into her rib cage and press down on her bladder to the point that it would barely hold a shot glass full of liquid. Frankly, it made Baxter nauseous just thinking about it.

“Janice said it will take some time until you can feel it. She’s inside me, not you,” Peterman continued.

“I know,” Baxter said, forcing a smile. Although, as much as he wanted to feel the kicking, he had absolutely no desire to trade places with Peterman. Thanks to Q, he’d already been through an abbreviated pregnancy, and that was more than he ever cared to experience. “I’d better get going.”

“Okay. Will you be free for lunch?”

“Absolutely. I’ll see you at Janice’s.” Baxter kissed his wife and headed out of the bedroom as she rushed into the bathroom to finally deal with the insistent pressure coming from her bladder.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55257.4. Another day, another planet to go try to make friends with. The Dominion sure had a knack for angering the worlds of this quadrant…not that the worlds of the Alpha Quadrant are all that thrilled with them either. Anyway, the Explorer has been sent to the planet Enylrea to say hi in an attempt to get the Enylreans to established diplomatic and trade ties to the reformed Dominion.



“We don’t even get a picture?” Commander Chris Richards asked as Weyoun stood in front of…or rather below, the blank monitor in the Explorer’s conference room where the command crew had gathered for the mission briefing.

The decidedly short Dominion representative shifted his gaze to the Explorer’s first officer, his calm demeanor unwavering. “As I stated before, the Enylreans were doggedly defiant against the Dominion. All of our efforts to bring them into the fold were rebuffed. None of our ships were even able to reach Enylrea itself.”

“But this time we come under the flag of friendship, harmony, and other good stuff,” Baxter said. “The Enylreans are probably going to be skeptical at first, so we need to be all charm and diplomacy.”

“Then I suggest we lock J’hana and Hartley in the brig for the next few days,” Lieutenant Commander Nell Vansen said. She flashed a snide smirk at Lieutenant Commanders J’hana and Hartley. “For the good of the mission. You understand.”

“I’m perfectly happy to go to the brig,” Lieutenant Commander Megan Hartley replied. “But only after I’ve fed you to the waste reclamation system.”

“An excellent compromise,” J’hana said to Vansen. “We go to the brig, and you get a free trip back to where you came from.”

Baxter piped up. “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t we all pretend to tolerate each other long enough for the Enylreans to make nice with the Dominion? How’s that sound?”

“Dull,” J’hana said.

“Yeah. I’m for killing Vansen myself,” Hartley added. “Anyone else?”

Richards, Lieutenant Commander Ariel Tilleran, and J’hana all raised their hands as Vansen scowled.

“Fortunately for you, Commander, this isn’t a democracy,” Baxter said to Vansen. “All right, Weyoun, what else do you know about these Enylreans?”

“Regrettably, you now know as much as the Dominion. As I said, they rebuffed all of our attempts to meet with them. Not even a Founder was able to reach Enylrea, and none of our ships returned.”

“Woah! Wait a second,” Richards exclaimed, nearly falling out of his chair. “You said none of your ships made it to the planet itself.”

“Correct. That is because they were destroyed upon entering the Enylrea system.”

Richards turned to Baxter quickly. “Captain, I suggest we respectfully decline this mission.”

“You would,” Vansen muttered.

“You have a different opinion, Commander?” Baxter said.

“Obviously, we are not the Dominion,” Vansen said. “There’s no reason why the Enylreans should blow us up on sight.”

“Maybe they blow up everybody on sight,” Richards said, glaring across the table at Vansen.

“Any thoughts, Weyoun?” Baxter asked.

“My the Founders are glorious.”

“And thank you for that contribution,” Baxter said. “But seeing as how I’m the captain, I get the final say on this. We were sent to this quadrant to make new friends. The Enylreans could possibly qualify under that category, so we’re going. J’hana…”

“We will obliterate any obstacles in our path,” the Andorian tactical officer replied.

“Just keeping the shields up will be fine,” Baxter said as he glanced over at the chronometer under the wall monitor. “If there’s nothing else?”

“I would like to discuss efficiency issues in certain departments,” Vansen said. She locked an icy stare on Hartley. “In private.”

“As exciting as that sounds, it’ll have to wait for another time,” Baxter said, rising from his seat. “Dismissed.”

“But Captain…” Vansen said insistently. But it was too late. The room cleared in a matter of seconds with Baxter at the head of the stampede out the door.



Peterman smiled and waved at Baxter the second he stepped into Space Tastes. He quickly weaved his way through the lunch crowd to the table his wife had staked out for them.

“And how are my two favorite people in the universe?” Baxter asked after giving Peterman a quick peck on the lips.

“Starving,” Peterman replied. “Sorry, but I already ordered for me. I couldn’t wait.”

“That’s no problem,” Baxter said. “You’ve got two stomachs to fill.”

Janice Browning emerged from the kitchen a few moments later carrying a large tray, which she set down by the Baxter/Peterman table. “Here you go, Kelly. One large pepperoni and olive pizza and a size of cheese fries.”

“I thought you hated olives,” Baxter said surprised.

“They sounded good today,” Peterman replied, already scooping up a slice and starting to chew.

“What’ll it be, Andy?” Browning asked.

“Do you have any of that iacklesat left?”

“Sure do. One meatloaf ala Bajor coming up. You want coffee with that?”

“Please,” Baxter said. With David Conway, the Explorer’s resident caffeine fiend gone to command his own ship, Baxter finally felt the freedom to try the occasional cup of coffee, knowing that Conway wouldn’t be around to criticize his every selection. But rather than give up his traditional morning glass of grapefruit juice, Baxter had made lunch time his official coffee break.

Browning rushed back to the kitchen, leaving Baxter to watch his wife inhale a fistful of fries.

“Oh god these are good,” Peterman moaned. “You want some?”

“No thanks. If I don’t watch it, I’m going to gain more weight in this pregnancy than you are.”

Peterman stopped in mid-chew and glared at Baxter. “Are you saying I’m getting fat?” she said pointedly.

“You’re building a baby. Of course, you’re going to get bigger.”

“Do you think I’m pregnant or fat and pregnant?”

“Pregnant. Just pregnant,” Baxter said quickly.

Somewhat satisfied, Peterman returned to her fries, alternating between them and bites of pizza. “How’s the mission?” she asked between bites.

“Nothing exciting. We’ll be there in a couple of days, then they’ll either talk to us or try to blow us up. The usual. I think I may head to the holodeck with Chris tonight, though.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know. Maybe some football. Maybe that new rafting program he designed.”

“So you’re just going to head off and leave me with the baby then?”

“I’m just doing something with Chris. I’ll be two decks away. And it’s not like there’s much I can do to help you with the baby now anyway,” Baxter replied.

“Uh huh. I see. Is this what it’s going to be like a year from now when we have an infant on our hands?”

Baxter sighed. “You know I’ll be there.”

“Being there is one thing. Are you going to help at 0300 when the baby needs to be fed?”

“Aren’t you breast-feeding?”

From the sudden widening of Peterman’s eyes, Baxter got the distinct impression that he’d said something very very wrong. Something on the level of telling a Klingon, “You have the honor of a Romulan” or telling an Andorian, “Your antenna are crooked.”

“Breast-feeding!” Peterman shouted suddenly, drawing the rapt attention of everyone else in Space Tastes. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Well…um…I can’t produce milk and you can and I thought that you were going to handle the feeding and stuff.”

“AND STUFF! What kind of stuff, Andy? Diaper changes? Baths? Potty training? Am I doing it all while your out gallivanting with Chris Richards?”

“Chris and I don’t gallivant,” Baxter said. “Now calm down.”

“Why the hell should I calm down? I’m having a baby with a man who wants nothing to do with the responsibilities of fatherhood!”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You might as well have,” Peterman snapped, shoving a bit more pizza in her mouth. In a split second, her expression shifted to complete revulsion as she spat the bite of pizza back onto her plate. “Get it away! Get it away!”

“But you wanted the olives,” Baxter said confused.

“I don’t now! GET IT AWAY!”

Browning appeared out of nowhere, snatching the pizza off of the table and tossing it like a frisbee through the open door toward the kitchen. Breathing heavily, Peterman slowly returned to normal. “Thanks…Janice.”

“No problem. I’ve been there. There was this time with a plate of scrambled eggs when…”

Peterman started turning green again.

“Never mind.”

“I need to lie down,” Peterman said, easing herself up out of her chair. Baxter leapt up and helped her finish getting to her feet. She accepted the assistance, then turned on him. “We’re not finished with this, Baxter.” She charged out of the restaurant…well, charged as much as she could…and headed off toward the nearest turbolift.

“What did I do?” Baxter asked.

“You didn’t get pregnant,” Browning replied as one of her waiters set Baxter’s meal down in front of him. “Kelly’s entire life has changed.”

“Mine has too!” Baxter said defensively.

“No offense, Andy, but no it hasn’t. And it won’t until that little girl is in your arms. Until then, you’re just a spectator.”

“That’s not my fault!”

“True, but what you need to do now is reassure Kelly that you’re ready and willing to be a father. You need to prove to her that you’re up to the challenge.”

Baxter chuckled. “I’m basically the father of everyone on this ship. I think I can handle one baby.”

Browning smiled knowingly. “Sure you can, Andy. Sure.” She headed back to the kitchen, laughing as she went in a way that made Baxter extremely nervous, even more nervous than the fact that Peterman had called him “Baxter” just before she stormed out of Space Tastes. That was never a good sign.



Well, it definitely wasn’t anything like white water rafting, Baxter had to admit as he and Richards stood before the gathered crowd.

“So what did you think?” Richards asked from beside him.

“Interesting.”

“You really didn’t seem to have your heart in it.”

“I’ve got other things on my mind.”

“Work-work or home-work?”

“Home-work. I think I upset Kelly at lunch.”

“You did. Janice told me all about it,” Richards replied.

“I think I had more privacy when you two were split up,” Baxter sighed. The crowd was starting to look a bit bored as they waited for the show to start.

“Not really. You told me everything anyway.”

“I guess that’s true. It’s just…I don’t really know what I did wrong.”

“Janice already explained that to you.”

“So she’s right?”

Richards shrugged. “Got me. I’m not a pregnant woman.”

“Thanks for the help.”

“Look. Just go home and be your usual adoring self. Kelly needs that more than anything right now. Show her she’s not alone in this.”

“That’s the best advice I’ve gotten all day. Anything else?”

“Yeah. Stop agreeing with Vansen.”

“What?” Baxter said surprised.

“You took her side in the briefing today.”

“I didn’t take any side,” Baxter said defensively. “I was just doing what’s best for the mission. And Vansen happened to be the one who also was concerned about it. That’s all.”

Richards muttered non-committally.

Baxter looked out at the crowd. “Shouldn’t something be happening by now?”

“Yeah. I just delayed the finale’ a little bit so we could talk. Computer, resume. Several soldiers stepped up behind Richards and Baxter as a hooded man checked to make sure the nooses were nice and snug around Baxter and Richards’s necks.

“Highwaymen, huh?” Baxter said.

“It sounded like fun.”

“Maybe it would have been more so if we hadn’t been caught.”

“Well, we shouldn’t have tried to break into the castle so early in the game.”

“True,” Baxter agreed.

“Oh well. We’ll know better next time.”

And then the trap doors opened beneath them.



Having survived a hanging already, Captain Baxter changed back into his uniform and returned to his quarters to face the firing squad commanded by his wife.

“Honey?” he said hesitantly as he entered their darkened living room. “Sweetie? Love of my life?”

“I’m in the tub,” Peterman’s voice called from the bathroom. At other times in their relationship, the words “I’m in the tub” would have been the cue that a romantic evening was in store, but in this case, Baxter didn’t hear a single trace of seduction in his wife’s words.

He moved quickly through the bedroom into the bathroom where Peterman lay floating in the bathtub.

“Hi,” she said simply.

“Are you all right?”

“Better now. Floating takes the pressure off of my back.”

“You could turn off the gravity in our quarters.”

“Too hard to get around. I’d rather do this.”

“Oookay,” Baxter said. “Anything I can do for you?”

“Go replicate us some dinner. I’ll be out in a bit.”

“Sure,” Baxter said as he turned and headed out of the bathroom. There was something larger at work here than a simple argument. If that’s all this was, Peterman would have had it out with him right there in the bathroom.

But she wanted to talk over dinner. No good could come of this.

As promised, Peterman emerged from the bedroom a short time later dressed in loose fitting pants and a top. She silently sat down at the table across from Baxter and took a couple of bites of the sirloin tips he’d replicated. With a bit of food in her, she looked up at her husband.

“Did you have fun with Chris?”

“We got hanged. It was kind of depressing really.”

“Uh huh.”

“So how are you?”

“Fine.”

“Honey, you know, whatever is happening, I’m here for you and always will be.”

“Andy, I think you need help.”

The statement came so entirely out of the blue that Baxter almost gagged on a large chunk of beef.

“Before you think I’m sending you to, god forbid, a counselor, I mean you need help with your parenting skills,” Peterman continued.

“I’m a good parent. Ask Plato.”

“Did you ever change one of Plato’s diapers?”

Baxter cringed. “NO! I don’t even want to know exactly how a half-changeling…um…potties.”

“What about feedings? Did you feed him?”

“I’ve taken him to lunch a couple of times.”

“My point exactly.”

“All right!” Baxter said exasperated. “I’ve never really dealt with a baby, but neither have you. What makes you so confident that you’re going to know what to do?”

“Mothers know. You, however, need lessons,” Peterman replied.

“So you’re going to train me?”

“Not me specifically, but I made the arrangements. Your quarters are now in Holodeck Five. I scheduled you for the whole week. You can leave for your duty shift, but otherwise you are to be in the holodeck.”

“Kelly, this is ridiculous! I don’t need a holodeck simulation to show me how to be a dad.”

“Have you read any of the fatherhood books I got for you?”

“Not yet.”

“Watched the birthing vids?”

“Um…”

“See you in a week.” Peterman turned on her heel and marched back into the bedroom.

“And that would be checkmate,” Baxter muttered glumly.



As the doors closed behind him, sealing him into Holodeck Five, Baxter found himself back in his quarters, or a very accurate simulation thereof anyway. Somehow he had the feeling that Peterman wouldn’t be kind enough to put a hologram of herself in here to keep him company.

A moment later, Baxter discovered that he wouldn’t be alone. Unfortunately, the hologram that materialized in front of him was not Peterman. Instead, a tall, lanky human male with black hair and kind eyes looked back at him.

“Welcome to Baby Boot Camp. You must be Andy,” the hologram said.

Baxter nodded.

“So how much has Kelly told you, Andy?”

“Only that I have to stay here for a week,” Baxter replied, not sure that he was thrilled that this hologram was so comfortable calling Baxter and Peterman by their first names.

“Wonderful. I hate for people to have any preconceived notions. But first, allow me to introduce myself. I am the Syntho-Dad 5000, but you can call me Ward.”

“Ward?”

“That’s me. Now then, Kelly has requested that you be dumped right in rather than going through our usual introductory courses. I can see her point. That real baby isn’t going to give you time for an intro course, now is she?” Ward punched Baxter lightly on the arm and chuckled.

“What do I have to do?” Baxter asked, not feeling nearly as jovial as Ward.

“Just take care of the baby. Should you perform a CFF, I’ll return to reset the simulation.”

“CFF?”

“Critical Fathering Failure. Basically anything that would result in the death of the infant. Don’t worry, though. I can’t see a responsible Starfleet Officer such as yourself having a CFF. Are you ready?”

“I guess so,” Baxter replied.

“That’s the spirit! Your simulation will start three seconds after I leave. Good luck, and most of all, have fun with your new baby as you enjoy the magic of fatherhood. Bye now.”

Ward waved and vanished.

Three.
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“We’re approaching the Enylrea System,” Lieutenant Susan Madera reported from the helm as the Explorer dropped out of warp two days later.

No response.

“Captain?”

Madera spun around and saw that Captain Baxter was otherwise occupied at the moment. He’d curled up as much as he could in the command chair and drifted off into an awkward sleep.

“Captain?” Madera said again tiptoeing closer to her sleeping superior officer.

“Allow me,” J’hana said, stepping over from tactical.

“Could I do it? Just this once?” Madera asked sweetly.

“Very well,” the Andorian said, obviously disappointed.

“WAKE UP!” Madera screamed suddenly, kicking the armrest of the command chair and sending it into a spin. Baxter jolted awake and lost his grip all at the same time and tumbled to the deck at Madera’s feet. “We’re approaching the Enylrea system,” Madera reported brightly.

“Find an orbit and get back to me,” Baxter muttered.

“Would you like to hail the planet before we swoop in uninvited?” J’hana asked.

Baxter groaned. “If we have to…” He straightened his uniform and tried to look a bit more with it.

“Rough night?” Tilleran asked from the science console.

“Nights,” Baxter said. “I just keep telling myself it’s only a baby.”

J’hana snorted. “An Andorian infant would have disemboweled you by now. Be grateful you are only being denied sleep.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Baxter to Richards, Weyoun, and Vansen. We’re here.”

“On my way, Captain,” Vansen replied smartly.

“I shall join you momentarily,” Weyoun replied with his usual soft tones.

“Yeah yeah. Be there in a second,” Richards replied finally.

“Any reply yet?” Baxter asked J’hana.

“No, but…”

“We’re being scanned,” Tilleran interrupted. “Low level. Nothing dangerous.”

“Don’t do anything, J’hana,” Baxter said before the Andorian tactical officer could finish raising a jamming field.

“My apologies. It’s a reflex.” J’hana checked her console. “We’re receiving a reply. Text only. Welcome to Enylrea. In order to expedite your approach to our world, please proceed along the following flight plan.”

“All right then,” Baxter said. “Let’s go make some friends!”

The turbolift doors opened, allowing Weyoun, Richards, and Vansen to step out onto the bridge.

“Glad you could make it,” Baxter said.

“Have there been any signs of resistance?” Weyoun asked.

“We aren’t here to invade, Weyoun,” Vansen said.

“A poor choice of words.”

“Old habits die hard, I guess,” Baxter said, stifling a yawn. “In any case, the Enylreans have been quite hospitable so far.”

“You spoke with them?” Weyoun said surprised.

“Well…not directly. But they gave us a flight plan to the planet.”

“Um…what if this is a trap?” Richards said. “This could be exactly what they want us to do.”

“That is a possibility,” Weyoun added.

“Why would they want to trap us?” Baxter said. “We already told them who we are and that we’re here on a mission of peace.” Baxter turned back to J’hana. “You did tell them that, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” J’hana replied insulted.

“Just checking.”

“It’s not going to do anything for our image in this quadrant if we ignore the wishes of planetary leaders,” Vansen said. “We show a bit of trust, they show a bit of trust.”

The Explorer jolted suddenly, knocking everyone to the deck.

“What was that?” Baxter asked as the bridge officers scrambled back to their stations. He really just didn’t have the energy to get up at the moment.

“We’ve stopped!” Madera reported.

Tilleran looked over her readouts. “We’re in some kind of force field.”

“Told you,” Richards said.

“Source?” Vansen demanded ignoring Richards.

“The planet’s third moon. We’re now being held about 40,000 kilometers away from it.”

“We’re being hailed,” J’hana said.

“On screen,” Baxter said, pulling himself to his feet.

“Audio only. It appears to be an automated system.”

“Put it on.”

“Welcome to Enylrea,” a male computer voice said chipperly. “Your vessel will not actually be allowed to orbit our world; however, a greeting party from the surface will be here as soon as they’ve finished with other visitors. Current waiting time is three days. Thank you.”

“Three days?” Richards groaned.

“At least they do not seem intent on destroying us,” Weyoun said.

“Shall I attempt to blast our way out?” J’hana asked.

“No,” Baxter said, shaking his head. “We can play it their way.”

“Until they get bored and decide to blow us up,” Richards said, sliding into the command chair.

“What are you doing?” Baxter asked.

“Your shift is over,” Richards said. “Have a nice evening.”

“Goody,” Baxter said flatly. He seemed far less than thrilled.



As the holodeck doors closed behind him later that day, Baxter raced into the nursery to try to catch the little holobaby, whom Baxter had dubbed Demonia, before the inevitable occurred.

“Wa…”

Demonia trailed off as Baxter scooped her small body up in his arms and began rocking frantically.

“It’s okay, baby,” he cooed. “Andy’s here now. Everything is…WOAH!”

“WAAAAAAAAA!!!!”

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! It was just the smell.”

Baxter rocked Demonia faster as he moved her over to the changing table and then set her down.

“WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!”

“Just relax. I need to change your diaper. Be good for Andy now.”

He hesitantly undid the self-sealing tabs (not to be confused with self-sealing stembolts) and peered inside.

“Uggh,” he gasped, staggering back. Programs like this really made Baxter wonder if all of this holographic technology was such a good thing.

Despite the odor and Demonia’s incessant wiggling, Baxter persevered and changed the little girl’s diaper. After three days of practice he was starting to feel a bit more comfortable with the whole operation.

“There we go,” Baxter said, after disposing of the dirty diaper in the diaper disintegrator. “One nice clean…” He trailed off as a new odor assaulted his nasal passages.

“You didn’t.” He leaned down and peered into the new diaper where a fresh pile of poo had been deposited.

“You did.”

And Demonia giggled.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55259.2. Still in force field. No threat to ship. Four days have passed but no sign of…those planet people. Nothing to do but wait. Have to remain strong. Can’t let Demonia…ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ.



Baxter vaguely heard the door chime of his ready room sound as his head lay on his desk. A moment later, he had the equally vague sense of someone being in the room with him.

“Captain, we’ve waited long enough,” Vansen said firmly.

Baxter forced his head up, bleary eyes fighting to focus on Vansen. “Huh?”

“The Enylreans are well past their deadline. We haven’t been able to reestablish contact with them. I have to assume that either they aren’t coming or that this is some kind of test.”

“Test?”

“They could be testing our intelligence and resourcefulness to see if we are worthy to make face-to-face contact with them. If that’s the case, just sitting here is not helping our case any.”

Baxter nodded groggily. “What does Richards think?”

“I have no idea. We haven’t spoken about it.”

“Oh.”

The room was silent for several seconds until Vansen cut in again.

“Well?”

“What?”

“What are your orders?” Vansen said annoyed.

“Oh yeah. Talk to Richards. You two can deal with the Erniekins.”

“Enylreans,” Vansen corrected as she headed out of the ready room.

“Yeah. Them,” Baxter mumbled as his head made a beeline back to the comforting surface of his desk.



“What is the status of the force field?” Vansen asked as she stepped back out onto the bridge.

“Unchanged,” Lieutenant Commander J’hana reported from tactical.

“Can we blast our way free?”

“No. The field is far too powerful.”

“They must be expending a tremendous amount of energy to keep that thing up constantly,” Vansen said. “It’s going to have to drop at some point.”

“It will,” Tilleran said. “In approximately 126,000 years.”

“Explain,” Vansen demanded.

“The Enylreans seem to have tapped the moon’s core to power their field generators. They will not be exhausting that particular resource for quite a while.”

“Then we’re going to have to find another way to deal with the situation,” Vansen replied. “Computer, where is Commander Richards?”

“Commander Richards is in Space Tastes.”

“With his girlfriend no doubt,” Vansen said disapprovingly. “Vansen to Richards, meet me in Transporter Room Two. Vansen to Hartley. Report to Transporter Room Two. Tilleran, J’hana, you’re with me.”

Tilleran and J’hana exchanged a confused glance, then followed Vansen into the turbolift.

They arrived in Transporter Room Two five minutes later where Lieutenant Commander Hartley was already waiting, obviously annoyed at being ordered out of Engineering.

“Ya’ll need to go somewhere?” Transporter Chief Lindsay Morgan asked.

“We will give you the coordinates when we’re ready,” Vansen snapped as the transporter room doors opened allowing Richards and Janice Browning to enter.

“What’s she doing here?” Vansen demanded.

“I had some free time, so I decided to tag along.”

“This is Starfleet business, so why don’t you run along instead?”

“Well I’m the first officer, and I say she can stay,” Richards said. “Now why the hell did you drag me here?”

“We’re getting out of this force field. I’m leading a team over to the moon. J’hana and I will handle any Enylreans while Hartley and Tilleran work to shut down the force field. Tilleran, work with the Chief to find a way to beam over there.”

“Hold on a second,” Browning said, stepping in front of Richards. “What does Captain Baxter say about all this?”

“He said for us to deal with the situation.”

“Richards to Baxter,” Richards said irritated.

“Unnn…”

“Captain?”

“What?” Baxter said groggily.

“I’m here in the transporter room with Commander Vansen and…”

“Just deal with the Enalreenies,” Baxter snapped. “Baxter out.”

“See,” Vansen said. “We’re going. I wanted to let you know so you could get up to the bridge and monitor our progress. I could have just commed you and told you to get up there, but I was trying to give you the professional courtesy of being involved.”

Richards didn’t get a chance to reply before Tilleran spoke up.

“There’s a small installation on the moon that appears to be the source of the beam.”

“I can get ya’ll inside, but it’s going to be a bit sticky,” Morgan added.

“Do it,” Vansen said, checking the power level on her phaser as she stepped up onto the transporter pad followed by Hartley, J’hana, and Tilleran.

“You’ve been surprisingly quiet,” J’hana whispered to Hartley.

“She actually has a reason for me to be going on this trip. If all I’m going to do is bitch at her, I’ll wait until I have something to be pissed off about.”

“Sensible of you.”

“I guess.”

“I’m all set, Commander,” Morgan said.

Vansen looked at Richards. “You just sit tight, Commander. We’ll have this taken care of momentarily. Energize.”

Morgan activated the transporter, sending the away team to the moon in a flurry of molecules as Richards stood silently watching them go.

“Something wrong?” Browning asked.

“I’m not sure if I’m mad or not. On the one hand, if there’s an away team, I think I’m supposed to be leading it. But on the other hand, I really don’t want to beam over there.”

“Well you just head up to the bridge and be first officery. I’ve got to get back to the restaurant.” Browning gave Richards a quick kiss and walked out of the transporter room.

“Keep a lock on them, Chief,” Richards said to Morgan, then left for the bridge.



The away team materialized in the middle of an empty corridor. Overhead, bright lights blazed, causing the entire place to look very sterile.

“Charming,” Hartley muttered.

“Life signs?” Vansen asked, all business.

“I do not sense anyone other than ourselves.”

“Give me something a bit more scientific than your opinion,” Vansen said to the Betazoid.

“You doubt my telepathy?”

“Just scan the damn place,” Vansen snapped.

Tilleran pulled out her tricorder in a huff. “I do not detect any lifesigns, but I’m getting interference from a nearby energy source.”

“Probably the force field generator,” Hartley said.

“I would agree,” J’hana said. “Which direction?”

“That way,” Tilleran said, pointing off down the hallway. J’hana, phaser at the ready, stalked off down the corridor, followed by Vansen and Tilleran as Hartley, engineering kit in hand, brought up the rear.

After a short walk, they approached a large set of double doors that Tilleran had determined was the source of the energy field. Vansen had just moved to activate the door control when the voice of the Enylreans’ computer system interrupted her.

“We appreciate your enthusiasm to start your visit to Enylrea as soon as possible; however, your ship has not received final clearance. Please return to your vessel. Thank you for your patience. Current wait time is 3 days.”

“Three days! You said that four days ago!” Vansen said.

“All of our clearance specialists are busy with other visitors, but someone will be with you as soon as possible. Current waiting time is 3 weeks.”

“THREE WEEKS!” the away team shouted.

“Thank you for waiting. Your visit is important to us. Please continue to hold until the next representative becomes available. Current waiting time is 3 years.”

Hartley’s eyes bugged out of her head. “THREE…”

“Stop right there,” Vansen said, clapping her hand over Hartley’s mouth. “Or they may change it to decades.”

“Or worse,” Tilleran added.

“Then let’s get the hell out of here,” Hartley said, practically pushing Vansen aside so she could activate the door controls.

Nothing happened.

“We’re sorry,” the computer said. “You are not authorized to enter this room. Have a nice day.”

“Shall I provide the proper authorization?” J’hana asked, upping the power level on her phaser. But Hartley already had the control panel off and was busy rooting around in the system’s inner workings.

“If I can’t get it, then you can blow it up,” she said.

“I don’t recall you being in command of this away team,” Vansen said.

The doors slid open. “Bite me,” Hartley said with a satisfied smile as she strolled past Vansen into the next room followed closely by Tilleran, whose gaze did not leave her tricorder.

“This is definitely it,” she said. “Try to find a console.”

“We’re sorry,” the computer said again. “But this room is restricted. Since you have repeatedly ignored our requests to gain proper authorization, we have no choice but to respond accordingly. As such, you will be treated in a way appropriate to your biological requirements. Rest assured that you will not go into White withdrawal.

“White?” Hartley said. “Who do they think we are? Jem’Hadar?”

Another, more ominous computer voice suddenly blared out of unseen speakers. “Attention Jem’Hadar invaders…”

“Guess so,” Hartley muttered.

The voice continued. “…Stay where you are. Any attempt to cause further damage to this facility will be futile.”

“But we aren’t damaging anything!” Vansen shouted.

“Would you like me to?” J’hana asked.

“No! Find that control console and hurry before…”

The entire floor suddenly vanished, sending the entire away team plummeting into the blackness below.



Commander Richards barely looked up from the padd he was doodling on as Captain Baxter stumbled out of his ready room and headed toward the turbolift.

“Time to change the baby,” he mumbled. “Quiet baby. Quiet quiet baby. Must quiet baby be. Appease the baby. Happy baby mean sleepy baby. Sleepy baby mean sleepy Andy.”

The turbolift doors closed, shutting off Baxter’s incoherent babble.

A half second later it occurred to Richards that Baxter was leaving. His shift couldn’t be over yet. It was only… Richards checked the chronometer on the arm rest of the command chair.

1900 hours! The away team had been gone for over five hours.

“Sefelt, have we heard from the away team?” Richards asked Lieutenant Howard Sefelt at ops.

“AHHHHH!” Sefelt cried, startled out of his dazed stare. “Don’t scare me like that! It’s horrible on my nerves. OH! I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I would never…”

“The away team, Howard.”

“I’ll check…um…no. Not a word. Oh no. We haven’t heard a THING. They could be DEAD!”

“Open a channel.”

“I can’t get through!” Sefelt wailed.

“Keep trying. Bridge to Transporter Room Two,” Richards said.

“Morgan here. What can I help you with?” the Transporter Chief replied.

“Do you still have a lock on the away team?”

“Sure do.”

“Beam them back.”

“All righty.” Richards heard the hum of the transporter in the background, which then rather abruptly stopped. “Um…sir, I can’t.”

“Why not?” Richards said as a pit grew in his stomach.

“I don’t really know. The transporter says it’s locked on, but it comes back with absolutely nothing.”

“I’ll be right there,” Richards said, already on his way to the turbolift. “Maybe it’s a problem with the targeting scanners on the transporter. We could augment them with…”

“Um…sir?” Lt. Madera interrupted, stopping Richards before he could leave the bridge.

“What is it?”

“If you leave, who’s in command?”

Richards looked around the bridge at who was left. Madera and Sefelt were still inexperienced as were J’hana and Tilleran’s backups, Lieutenant Adam Keefler and Ensign Koltz respectively. There was literally no one qualified to be in command. Of course, as First Officer, Richards was supposed to be in command.

“Morgan, you’re going to have to handle this one on your own. Bridge out.” Richards headed back to the command chair but couldn’t sit down. At this moment, being in command had him feeling rather useless.

He paced the command area, lost in thought as the other officers on the bridge watched him expectantly. They wanted guidance. They wanted orders. They wanted him to know what the hell they were supposed to do. This was so much easier in Engineering. When something broke, you fixed it. End of story.

But now he had four officers missing and no way to get in touch with them. His one option seemed to be sending another team after them, but what if they vanished to? Could he really send more people into such an unknown and potentially deadly situation?

No.

He needed Captain Baxter up here.

“Bridge to Baxter.”

“Captain Baxter is unable to be disturbed,” Counselor Peterman’s recorded voice said.

“Oh come on!” Richards exclaimed. “Richards to Peterman.”

“Peterman here,” the counselor’s voice said. She sounded tired and annoyed.

“I need Andy up here now. Let him out of the holodeck!”

“Are we about to be destroyed?”

“Well no…”

“Then you can handle it. Andy has a prior family obligation, and family comes first.” The comm channel closed with a firm click.

So much for that idea. Richards was on his own.

“All right, people,” he said finally. “What do we know?”

“We’re trapped by a big, super-powerful force field,” Koltz, a Tellarite said, his large nostrils flaring. “The field is being generated by the third moon of Enylrea.”

“And we’ve lost an away team and can’t blast our way out,” Keefler added.

“Is that all?” Richards asked.

“Well, yeah. Pretty much,” Keefler said.

“Did that help any?” Madera asked.

“Not really,” Richards said glumly. If only he could find a way to tap into the moon and siphon energy away from the field. Or perhaps they could use the Explorer’s deflector dish to somehow interfere with the force field enough to allow the ship to escape. Or maybe he could build a…

Richards shook his head in disgust. Every one of these was an engineering solution, each more preposterous than the last. Command was about more than engineering. He had to pull together the strengths of the ship’s various departments.

“All right. We know what the situation is, but what do we do about it?” he said, stepping in front of the viewscreen to face his bridge crew. Even with Madera and Sefelt here, Richards couldn’t help but think of this group as the second string, to use one of Captain Baxter’s football analogies. But now the second string had to find a way out of this.

No one spoke.

“Anyone?”

Still nothing.

“Come on. There are no stupid ideas here.”

“Well…” Keefler ventured. “We could try and beam a bomb into the moon facility and blow the whole thing up.”

“Which would kill the away team,” Koltz said.

“It happens. Besides, they may already be dead.”

“NO!” Sefelt said in near panic. “No one can die! Can we try talking to the Enylreans first? If they have trust issues with the Dominion, I bet Counselor Peterman could help them.”

“I suppose we could try talking to them first,” Keefler said. “But I still think we’d better build a bomb.”

“How many conversations have we had with the Enylreans so far?” Richards asked.

“Counting the text message that gave us our flight plan?” Keefler asked.

“Yes.”

“Two. Both automated. They haven’t answered our other hails.”

“Then let’s be a bit more persistent,” Richards said. “Continuous hails. All frequencies. Send Morse code using EM pulses. Anything to remind them we’re still sitting out here.”

Koltz snorted. “I seriously doubt they’ll understand Morse code.”

“Probably not, but the EM pulses will be really damn annoying.”



TWENTY MINUTES LATER…



“We’re being hailed!” Keefler announced.

“Yes!” Richards exclaimed triumphantly. “On screen!”

“It’s audio only.”

“Oh,” Richards said, a tad deflated. “Put it on.”

The automated voice started up again. “Visiting vessel, Enylrea appreciates your eagerness to reach our world, but there are procedures that must be followed. Please cease your transmissions immediately.”

“Increase the amplitude of our transmissions by thirty percent,” Richards ordered.

Slightly confused, Keefler did as he was told.

“Visiting vessel,” the automated voice said. “This behavior will not shorten your wait any. Our authorization experts are anxious to meet with our Dominion neighbors, but they are busy with other ships. Once again, please cease your transmission!”

“Increase the amplitude by another thirty percent,” Richards ordered.

Keefler’s fingers performed the ordered action. A split second later, the ship jolted. Sefelt immediately dove under his console for cover.

“What was that?” Richards asked.

Koltz checked his sensors. “Some sort of energy blast from the moon. Highly directed. Subspace transceivers have been overloaded.”

“I think that’s Enylrean for ‘shut up,’” Madera said.

“I guess so,” Richards said thoughtfully. “But why did they call us their Dominion neighbors. We aren’t a Dominion ship.”

“Maybe they assume any ship that comes their way is from the Dominion,” Keefler offered. “It’s what I’d do.”

“Possibly, but what if…” Richards trailed off as he checked the log readout on the armrest of the command chair. “Ha! We were scanned when we entered the system!”

“Yeah. And that moon has been scanning us once every half hour or so. So what?” Koltz said.

“So what? So they probably detected Weyoun, which led them to believe this was a Dominion ship!”

“That’s nice and all, sir, but I don’t see how it’s going to help get us out of here,” Keefler said.

“Agreed,” Koltz added.

“Maybe it won’t, but I have an idea. Richards to Weyoun.”

“I am here, Commander. In what way may I assist you?”

“You’re leaving the ship,” Richards replied.

The Vorta sputtered slightly before regaining his composure. “Here? I hardly think that’s possible…or in line with our mission objectives.”

“At the moment, our mission is to get the hell out of this force field, which means you’re leaving. Be in the shuttlebay in five minutes or I’m beaming you there. Richards out!”

“Go, Commander,” Madera said smiling.

“Let’s just hope he doesn’t get some Jem’Hadar to break my kneecaps when this is all over with,” Richards muttered.

Four minutes and forty-eight seconds later, the Shuttlecraft Marco Polo exited the Explorer carrying one rather perturbed Vorta.

“Back us off as much as you can, Ensign,” Richards said anxiously as he watched the shuttle recede on the viewscreen.

“We aren’t going to blow him up are we?” Sefelt asked in horror.

“All right!” Keefler said. “I didn’t think you could be such cold- blooded bastard. Phasers are locked!”

“Nobody’s getting blown up,” Richards said firmly. “Koltz, let me know when the moon scans us again.”

An hour passed…

Then two…

“I thought you said it was every half hour,” Keefler said impatiently.

“Or so!” Koltz retorted defensively.

“Weyoun is hailing us again,” Keefler said.

“Just don’t answer,” Richards replied. “I don’t feel like listening…”

“Scan in progress!” Koltz suddenly shouted. “And now it’s stopped.”

“Well that was amazingly exciting,” Keefler remarked. “I’m so glad we waiting for…holy crap, it worked! The force field is retracting and reforming just around the shuttle. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“We’re light a few people,” Richards said. “Bridge to Transporter Room Two. Status report.”

“Sorry, Commander. I still can’t get the away team back. I’ll keep on trying, though,” Morgan replied.

“I’m sure you will,” Richards said. “Bridge out.”

“So much for that idea,” Keefler said. “Guess we’re just going to have to stay a few officers light. I have no doubt Lieutenant Commander J’hana is happy to give her life to free us of Commander Vansen.”

“J’hana can’t be dead!” Sefelt wailed. “If something could kill her, we’re all DOOMED!”

Richards took in a deep breath. “Everyone listen closely. Nobody is DEAD! Got it?”

“Oh, I’m so relieved,” Sefelt sighed.

“So what? Are we just going to circle around here and hope that Morgan gets a transporter lock before the Enylreans decide to come after us again?”

Richards ignored him. “Bridge to Engineering. I need the subspace transceivers up pronto.” He turned on Sefelt. “You get Captain Baxter up here now. I don’t care how you do it, but he needs to be on this bridge before I leave the ship five minutes from now.”

“Come on!” Keefler said. “You can’t leave too!”

“Yes, I can, and you’re coming with me. You too, Koltz. Richards to Doctor Wilcox, meet us in Transporter Room Two.”

“Damn he got bossy,” Keefler muttered as Richards charged into the turbolift.

“It’s called giving orders,” Madera said. “It goes with the whole being in command thing.”



Delirium had set in. That much Captain Baxter was sure of. On the bright side, he was enjoying it. The hallucinations swirling around on the blank wall in front of him were a marked improvement over the blank wall itself, which he’d spent hours staring at while rocking Demonia.

Right now the baby was staring up at him, her little hands digging tiny, but really sharp nails into his flesh as his hoarse voice struggled through the umpteenth rendition of his favorite lullaby from his childhood, “Hush, Little Horta.” At least it used to be his favorite. Now he thought his ears were going to bleed if he heard it again.

How long had it been since he’d had sleep. Real sleep. Days? Weeks? He couldn’t tell anymore. Cardassian prison camps were less cruel than this.

Then a voice broke into his thoughts.

“Um….Captain?”

Cool. He was having audible hallucinations, too! This was a first.

“Captain Baxter.”

Baxter looked down at Demonia. “Is that you?”

“WAAAAAAA!”

“Guess not,” he said, quickly rocking the infant back into something resembling contentment.

“Captain, it’s me. Howard Sefelt. I’m supposed to bring you to the bridge.”

“Can’t. Time to feed the baby.”

“The baby will still be there when you come back.”

“No. Time to feed the baby.”

“Please, sir. If Counselor Peterman finds out I hacked into her holodeck program, she could stop my therapy. Please come out of there,” Sefelt whined.

“No. Time to feed the baby.”

“I’m sorry to do, sir, but Commander Richards’s instructions were explicit. Please don’t hurt me.”

“No hurt. Time to feed the…” Suddenly, Demonia froze in Baxter’s arms. “Baby? Baby! BABY! NOOOOOOOOO!”

Baxter fell to his knees, clutching to the holographic baby as a transporter beam locked onto him and whisked him out of the holodeck in a cascade of molecules.

He reformed on the bridge a few seconds later, his arms now empty.

“BABY!”

“It’s okay, sir,” Madera said soothingly as she helped Baxter into the command chair. “Sefelt just paused the program. You can go back soon.”

A huge grin started to spread across Baxter’s face. “No baby! I can SLEEP!” Baxter’s eyes closed and head lolled to the side in an instant.

“No no,” Madera said firmly. “You have to command the ship.”

“Richards’s turn,” Baxter mumbled.

“He’s taking an away team to find the first away team. You’re in command now.”

“Don’t wanna.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but you have to. Would you like some coffee?”

Baxter nodded. “And a pillow.”

“Sefelt, get Captain Baxter some coffee, preferably one of Conway’s special blends. And hold the pillow.”



“Bridge to Richards,” Lieutenant Madera’s voice said over the comm system.

“Go ahead, Lieutenant,” Richards replied as he, Keefler, Koltz, and Doctor Holly Wilcox stepped up onto the transporter pad in Transporter Room Two.

“Captain on the bridge.”

“Good. We’re all set here.”

“Hurry back. I don’t know how long we can keep him propped up.”

“Understood. We’ll try our best. But if we’re not back in two hours, tell Captain Baxter to go for help.”

Madera hesitated for a moment. “Let me make sure I’ve got this. You’re giving me an order to give him an order to give us an order to get out of here.”

“Um…yeah. I think.”

“Yes, sir. Good luck. Bridge out.”

Richards made one last gut check to make sure he was up for this, then nodded at Morgan. “Energize.”

“I’ll keep the welcome mat out and the light on for ya’,” Morgan said sweetly as her hand ran along the transporter console.

Richards tried to memorize every detail of her smiling face to keep with him when he materialized into whatever hell they were about to enter.

As it turned out, hell was rather bland.

“I practically wet myself over this!” Keefler exclaimed, looking around at the empty corridor.

Koltz snorted derisively. “My hero.”

“Watch it, Mister Snout, or I’ll drop your ass.”

“Boys!” Doctor Wilcox snapped.

“Would somebody tell me where our people are?” Richards asked exasperated. Koltz let out one last snort at Keefler, then checked his tricorder.

“Hard to say, sir. I’m getting a lot of interference from a large energy source,” the Tellarite replied.

“How is that possible? Morgan said she had a clear transporter lock,” Keefler said.

“They could be sending a false signal to the transporter,” Dr. Wilcox said.

“If we can’t find them, we’ll retrace their steps,” Richards said. “Where’s that energy source? That’s most likely where they’d be heading.”

A short time later, the group arrived at the set of double doors leading to the energy reading. Richards immediately spotted the jimmied door panel where Hartley had evidently been at work. Now for the big question: Had Hartley’s attempt to get through the door worked? Or had it gotten the first away team captured or worse, killed.

“Are we going in?” Keefler asked.

Richards ignored him and pressed the door control rather than using Hartley’s bypass.

“We’re sorry,” a computer voice said. “You are not authorized to enter this room. Have a nice day.”

“How do we get authorized?” Richards asked.

“Only authorized personnel of Moon Base Zed and their guests are allowed in this room.”

“What if I told you we worked here?”

“I’d have to check the personnel list….Nope. You’re not on it.”

“Hey! You didn’t really check!” Keefler said.

“Yes I did. I’m very fast.”

“Most computers are,” Koltz said. “Don’t listen to my colleague over there.”

“Thank you,” the computer said.

“You’re welcome. Could I see that personnel list, though?”

“I suppose.” A list of names began scrolling down a small screen in the door control panel.

“There I am!” Dr. Wilcox said, pointing at a name on the list.

“Where?” the computer demanded.

“Right there. Nolinna Frell.”

“Oh yeah?” the computer replied skeptically. “What do you do here?”

Wilcox stole another quick glance at the screen again. “Thermodynamics!” she replied firmly.

“Uh huh. Okay. If you’re so smart, tell me what thermodynamics means. And NO helping from the rest of you.”

“We won’t say a word,” Richards said, sliding up near Koltz. The two officers quickly began fanning themselves and feigning sweat.

“It’s about heat!” Wilcox exclaimed.

“Wow. She’s good.”

“Now can I bring my guests inside?” Wilcox asked nicely. “Please.”

“You are authorized to enter,” the computer said as the doors slid open revealing the vast chamber inside. The room was dominated by a large glass dome in the floor which overlooked a deep shaft of churning molten rock with probe-like devices jutting out from the walls of the shaft at regular intervals.

“This is definitely the source of the interference,” Koltz said.

“That must be how they’re harnessing the core’s energy,” Richards said.

“Can we just shut it down?” Wilcox asked nervously. “It’s practically a volcano.”

“This control console may help,” Koltz said, stepping over to a console on the wall that ran the length of the room.

“Stand back,” Keefler said, pulling out his phaser.

“NO!” Richards shouted.

The computer spoke up again. “We’re sorry. No weapons or cleverly disguised Dominion operatives are allowed in Core Control. Please stay where you are while our Violation Response System activates.”

“What weapon?” Keefler said quickly, running toward the door and fumbling to holster his phaser. “I don’t have a…AAAHHH” The floor suddenly opened up under him, sending the security officer plummeting below.

But that wasn’t the extent of it. The floor continued to drop a section at a time towards Koltz at the console and Richards and Wilcox by the dome.

“Jump!” Richards shouted, leaping up onto the clear dome and hoping it wasn’t angled enough that he’d slip right off. Wilcox did the same as Koltz hefted his lumbering frame up onto the console.

“Keefler! Can you hear me!” Richards cried down into the blackness below. Evidently, the magma shaft was the only thing really extending up into the room. Otherwise, there was just emptiness below.

“I’m okay,” Keefler’s voice called up seemingly from nowhere. “There’s a drop, then a slide, then….MMMMPPH!”

“Oh that can’t be good,” Wilcox said softly.

“We apologize for the inconvenience,” the computer voice said as the floor began to reclose. “Please return to your normal activities.”

“Normal…HA!” Koltz remarked as he slid off the console back onto the floor. The room suddenly grew dim, the only light coming from the glowing magma below the dome. “Uh oh.”

“What did you do?” Wilcox said worried.

“I must have hit something on the way down.”

A deep rumbling sounded throughout the room, as though the shaft was about to erupt. Then it abruptly stopped as the computer voice began to speak. “Welcome…to Magma and YOU! Over the next hour, we’ll explore this amazing natural wonder and explain how we’ve harnessed its fury to make all of our lives easier.”

Richards let out a relieved sigh, then stepped to the center of the room. “Excuse me. Mister Computer?”

“I’m trying to do a show here,” the computer replied annoyed. “Can’t this wait?”

“Not really. I’d like to know how to get downstairs.”

“To the holding cells? Why would you want to go down there?”

“Well, he’s a corrections officer,” Dr. Wilcox said. “And since he’s my guest, I thought I’d try to show him our cells.”

“If that’s his thing…” the computer said. “So does this mean you want to skip the magma show?”

“If we could please,” Wilcox said.

“What a relief. That show a real pain in the processor. Just gather by the dome if you would.”

The remaining away team members did as they were told. Meanwhile, floor panels began dropping away one by one, starting at the door and moving closer and closer to the magma shaft. It took Richards several moments to realize that the panels weren’t just dropping away into nothingness. In this instance, they were halting their fall a prescribed positions until a staircase of sorts formed leading below.

“Watch your step. There’s no railing,” the computer said. “Have a nice visit.”

“Thank you,” Richards said as he started down the steps followed by Wilcox and Koltz.

After a long descent, the away team members found themselves in front of a blank metal door. No signs. No readouts. No nothing.

“Is this it?” Wilcox asked.

“I guess so,” Koltz replied. “Should I open it?” The Tellarite reached from the handle.

“Hang on,” Richards said, grabbing Koltz’s arm. “Computer, can we go in?”

“Of course. I didn’t think you were going to walk all the way down there just to look at the door and come back,” the computer replied haughtily.

Richards stepped forward and activated the door panel unsure of what awaited him inside the next room.

Much to his relief, when the door swung, open he saw the missing Explorer crewmembers…

…and they definitely weren’t looking too good.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate…5…um…55…unnh…”

Baxter collapsed to the deck dead asleep.

“Come on, sir. Stay with us,” Madera said, pulling Baxter back to his feet. The coffee had been spectacularly ineffective. Actually, Baxter had fallen asleep while drinking and almost drowned in the super-sized mug Sefelt had brought him. “Let’s try it again.”

“No no. Need rest.”

“Later. Record your log now.”

“Record log. Record log,” Baxter repeated as he willed himself back into his chair and hit the log recorder again.

“Captain’s Log, supplemental. Away team still gone. Other away team still gone. Weyoun still trapped. Enylreans still silent. I’m still sleepy. Log done.”

Baxter’s mouth stretched seemingly forever as he let out the biggest yawn seen in the universe outside of new parents. “Nappie time,” he said, curling up in his chair again.

“A vessel is approaching from the planet,” Lieutenant Unlathi reported from tactical.

“Sorry, sir. No rest for the weary,” Madera said, propping Baxter back up.

“Make it go away,” Baxter whined.

“That’s your job,” Unlathi replied as they moved their tentacles across the tactical console, bringing the image of an absolutely massive starcraft up on the viewscreen. It was a bulbous monstrosity of some kind of shimmering black alloy, dotted with lights, beacons, and various weapons ports.

“How did that launch from the planet?” Madera wondered.

“It’s not real. I’m just dreaming it,” Baxter mumbled.

“Orders, sir?” Unlathi said. Unlathi tended to be a…being of few words.

“Um…”

“Sir?”

“Er…”

“Captain!”

“I’m…<yawn>…thinking.”

“Raise the shields?” Unlathi suggested.

Baxter nodded. “Yeah.”

“And try to find Commander Richards,” Madera added.

“Yeah.”

“And flee!” Sefelt cried.

“Ye…noooo!” Baxter said groggily. He raised his arm as commandingly as possible. “Find…Richards.”

“I will do my best,” Unlathi said. It looked at Madera. “Just keep him awake.”

“I’ve got to fly the ship.”

“There must be someone on this ship with nothing to do right now who can help us.”

A slight smile crossed Madera’s face. She knew just the person.



“Well this may have been a wasted trip,” Ensign Koltz remarked, looking at the seemingly-lifeless forms of the missing Explorer officers as they lay strapped to rather-uncomfortable-looking metal slabs. A small tube inserted into each officer’s neck was supplying them with a steady stream of a pale liquid.

“It’s White!” Dr. Wilcox announced, checking her tricorder readings.

“White?” Richards said confused. “Why would they…oh yeah. The Dominion thing. Can we unhook them?”

“I think so,” Wilcox said, approaching the five dazed Explorer crewmembers. “Commander Vansen, can you hear me?”

Vansen’s head lolled to the side toward Wilcox as her deeply-stoned eyes gazed at the doctor blankly. Vansen smiled weakly and began to speak.

“Picture yourself in a boat on a river,

With tangerine trees and marmalade skies…”

Tilleran suddenly broke in.

“Somebody calls you, you answer quite slowly…”

And then J’hana.

“A girl with kaleidoscope eyes!”

Next, it was Hartley’s turn.

“Cellophane flowers of yellow and green,

Towering over your head.”

Then Keefler.

“Look for the girl with the sun in her eyes,

And she’s gone.”

And finally, all five of them shouted…

“LUCY IN THE SKY WITH DIAMONDS!

LUCY IN THE SKY WITH DIAMONDS!

OHHHHHHHHHHHHH! OHH!”

Dr. Wilcox turned back to Richards. “I can shut off the White flow, but we have to get them back to the ship as soon as I do, or they could die.”

“Let’s do it,” Richards said. “Before they find another song to butcher.” His hand was just moving to his commbadge when it activated on its own.

“Explorer to Commander Richards,” an unfamiliar voice said.

“Richards here. Who is this?”

“Lieutenant Unlathi, sir. I am manning tactical.”

“Sorry, Lieutenant. I didn’t recognize you there.”

“I am not J’hana. This is not the time for discussion.”

“Definitely not. We need to beam back to the ship immediately.”

“Convenient since we need you back on the ship immediately,” Unlathi said. “A large, heavily-armed vessel is approaching from the planet, and Captain Baxter is in no condition to deal with it.” Richards had to believe that that was the most words Unlathi had ever said at once.

“On our way. Richards out.”

“Not to derail your plan, sir,” Ensign Koltz said as Dr. Wilcox quickly detached Vansen and the others from their White pumps. “But how are we going to beam back? Chief Morgan was unable to lock on to this away team.”

“Oooh. Good point,” Richards said. “Hey, computer!”

“Having fun down in the dungeon?” the computer replied.

“Sure. Look, can we beam out of here?”

“Out of there? No. What kind of bad jailer do you think I am? There’s a jamming field around that room. Actually, you know what I did to the folks in there now?” The computer snickered. “They were emitting some kind of signal back to their ship out there, so I duplicated it and started sending it out from another position in the complex while keeping the real people locked up down there. Pretty clever, huh? Wait a second. You’re emitting the same type of signal! Don’t tell me you work for the Dominion too!”

“The Federation actually,” Richards replied. “But don’t worry. We’re the good guys.”

“That’s what they all say.”

“Well, if you don’t believe me, we’ll get out of your way. Could you lower the jamming field down here for a moment?”

“If it’ll get you to leave me alone sooner, sure. And go tell your Federation that this is one computer they don’t want to mess with.”

“We’ll do that,” Richards replied, tapping his commbadge again. “Richards to Morgan. Are you reading our signals?”

“All clear, sir,” Morgan’s voice replied. “But now I’m getting a duplicate set of commbadges from the first away team. The new ones are right by you.”

“Good. Beam us all directly to sickbay and have Dr. Browning meet us there. Energize.” Richards turned to Wilcox. “Janice’s got as much knowledge as anyone about handling human reactions to White after that whole mess with Conway a couple of years ago.”

“Don’t remind me,” Wilcox muttered.

A second later, the entire group dematerialized.



Richards and Koltz ran out of the turbolift onto the bridge a few minutes later. Well, Richards ran anyway. Koltz moved along at more of a leisurely waddle.

“Ow!” Captain Baxter’s voice exclaimed from the command chair. Ignoring it, Richards turned is attention to the matter at hand.

“Have they done anything yet?” Richards asked.

“We’re still here, aren’t we?” Madera replied.

“The ship appears to be waiting for us to make a move,” Unlathi said. “Of course, I cannot be sure.”

“Just keep those tentacles ready to fire,” Richards said, moving down to the command deck.

“Ow,” Baxter exclaimed.

“Something wrong, sir?” Richards asked, as he moved around to the front of the command area.

“Ow!” Baxter exclaimed. Seated in the first officer’s chair beside Baxter was Plato, who every so often stretched his leg out and kicked Baxter firmly in the shin.

“Ow!”

“Hi, Uncle Chris,” Plato said with a wave. He kicked Baxter again.

“Ow!”

“Um…what are you doing?” Richards asked.

“Lieutenant Madera gave me an order. I have to keep Uncle Andy awake.” Kick.

“Ow!”

“Got it,” Richards replied, shooting a glance at Madera, who just shrugged. “We’ll take it from here. Why don’t you go see if you can go help your mother in sickbay?”

“Mom’s doctoring again? Great!” Plato said, leaping out of the chair and racing into the turbolift.

“A child of his age would find medicine interesting?” Unlathi said.

“He just wants to see blood,” Richards replied. “It’s kind of cool to someone who doesn’t have any. Sefelt, go ahead and send the Captain back to the holodeck.”

“Isn’t that a bit cruel?” Madera asked.

“Do you want Counselor Peterman out to get you?” Richards asked.

“Well…no.”

“And neither do I. Energize, Sefelt.”

Captain Baxter managed to squeak a soft “No” just as he vanished in a cascade of molecules.

“All right,” Richards said. “Hail that ship. Let’s see if someone will finally talk to us.”

“We’re getting a response,” Unlathi said.

“Let me guess. Audio only.”

“Not this time.”

“Really? Wow. On screen,” Richards said surprised.

The image shifted from the massive vessel outside to the face of a withered old man.

“GO AWAY!” he suddenly shouted, shaking a bony fist at the screen.

Richards didn’t quite know how to respond to that one.

“Um…well…”

“Spit it out, boy!”

“I’m trying!” Richards snapped. “Er…sorry about that. I’m Commander Christopher Richards of the USS Explorer, a vessel of the United Federation of Planets.”

“We don’t want any!”

“That’s your right,” Richards said diplomatically. “We’ll leave, but your force field is holding one of our shuttles.”

“Anything that jrackin’ computer does is not my problem! You shouldn’t be runnin’ around with Vorta anyway! They’re Dominion! Don’t you know that, boy!”

“Well, the Dominion’s not really the Dominion anymore,” Richards said. “We’re here representing them in a diplomatic matter. They’d like to establish diplomatic contact with Enylrea, and that’s all.”

The old man eyed Richards skeptically. “How do I know you don’t have a whole ship of Jem’Hadar over there just itchin’ to rampage through my bedroom!”

“Scan us.”

“Already did. But I’m warning you, if this is a trick, Glorina here is going to blast you all into such a big field of debris you’ll show up on starcharts!”

“And is Glorina one of your crew?” Richards asked, trying to start a hopefully-more pleasant conversation.

“It’s my ship, you moron!”

“Look, could you just meet with the Vorta? His name is Weyoun, and I promise absolutely nothing is going to happen to you.”

“Oh all right, but Glorina here will keep her weapons training on you. If you so much as flinch…”

“I get the idea,” Richards said. “We’re prepared to beam you aboard.”

“I suppose you want me to talk to that damn moon computer to get your Vorta back, eh?”

“Please, Mister…”

“Goulchik. I’ll call you when I’m good and ready.” Goulchik slapped the panel in front of him, abruptly closing the comm channel.

“Should I get Captain Baxter back?” Sefelt asked.

“No. I think I’m going to have to handle this one myself,” Richards said, heading toward the conference room. He had the sinking feeling that his few diplomatic skills were about to be needed. Between a crotchety alien and an annoyingly placid Vorta, he’d have his work cut out for him.



To Weyoun’s credit, upon his return to the Explorer he said nothing to Commander Richards about being trapped in a shuttle for several hours. Instead, he focused the gaze of his cold blue eyes on the old man standing before him.

“Mister Goulchik,” he said with a bow. “It is an honor to meet you.”

The Enylrean meanwhile was singularly unimpressed by the diminutive Vorta.

“Is this a jrakin’ joke?”

“I assure you that I am fully authorized to speak for the Dominion,” Weyoun replied. “Now what is your position with the Enylrean government?”

“I don’t have one. I’m the one with the ship, so I’m who got sent.”

“No government?” Weyoun asked confused. “Then who makes decisions for your populace?”

“Fifty people don’t need a jrakin’ government to make a jrakin’ decision,” Goulchik replied. “Not that we have many decisions to make anyway. Kulin or huver pudding. Will the blaatz be broiled or fried? Who goes first at canstalla? Well…actually that last one has caused an argument or two, but we worked it out with only one person breaking their hip.”

Weyoun shook his head. “My apologies for my ignorance, Mister Goulchik, but I cannot understand how a species with the technological might to withstand the Dominion could consist of so few people.”

“Species! Ha! We’re who stayed! The others all left years ago.”

“They left?” Richards asked. “Why did they do that?”

“Have you looked around this sector of space lately? The Dominion showed up, and the neighborhood went downhill real fast. Most of the planet decided that a sphere of dirt wasn’t worth the hassle, so they moved. With all those Dominion, drug-crazed Jem’Hadar running around, I guess you could call it, White Flight. They were all pretty sick of our sentient computers anyway. Jrackin’ bad idea, if you ask me, and I’m the dumb jraker that invented them.”

Richards rubbed his temples. “So who else stayed?”

“Just me and a few others who didn’t feel like trekking halfway across the jrakin’ quadrant.”

Weyoun chose his words carefully. “Are all of the others as…experienced in life as you?”

“You mean old?”

“Well, yes.”

“Most of ’em are older. I just kind of keep the bots running, call yingo numbers, and such.”

“I see.”

“Mr. Goulchik,” Richards said. “The reason we’re here is that the Dominion has changed its ways and is interested in reaching out across the quadrant for a new era of peace and mutually-beneficial trade. While your planet and the Dominion have long been enemies, now…”

“Commander Richards,” Weyoun said. “I apologize for interrupting your eloquent speech, but may I speak to you a moment in private?”

“Um…okay,” Richards said. “Sorry about this, Mister Goulchik. We’ll be right back.”

Weyoun led Richards just outside of the conference room.

“What is it?” Richards asked.

“I see no point in continuing. We may depart.”

“What?” Richards demanded. “He’s probably going to agree to diplomatic ties!”

“The Dominion has no interest in establishing ties with a retirement community. We should depart.”

“But after all that we went through with the moon…and the force field…and…”

Weyoun was already returning to the conference room. Richards pulled himself together and walked back in as well.

“Well, thanks for stopping by,” Richards said. “We’re sorry to drag you out here, but we appreciate your help.”

“So that’s it?” Goulchik said annoyed.

“I’m afraid so. I’ll walk you to the transporter room.”

“Don’t bother,” Goulchik said, tapping a control on his belt. “Bunch of jrakers.” He vanished in a flash.

“Excellently done, Commander,” Weyoun said with a nod, then strolled out of the conference room.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55264.4. I HAVE HAD SLEEP!!! Yes, after an entire week of complete and utter hell, I have been freed from my bonds and allowed to return to my simpler life of old. At least rogue Vulcan cult leaders and insane Romulans will let you get some rest now and then.

Oh, about the mission, I guess it went okay, considering that we left empty handed and five of my people ended up in detox. Honestly, I don’t remember a remember a thing, but for some reason my shins are REALLY sore!



“Are you getting up already?” Counselor Peterman asked as she poked her head into the living room where Captain Baxter sat at his desk recording his log.

“Just reveling in my return to clear-headedness,” Baxter said, taking a glance at the chronometer.


	



He’d spent an entire week getting up at this ungodly hour, so it almost felt normal, frighteningly enough. But there was absolutely no way he was going to stay up this time. Baxter rose from his chair and headed back to the bed room.

“I watched some of the recordings from your time with the holobaby,” Peterman said as they slid under the covers. “You did great!”

“I don’t want to start a fight at this hour, but, honestly, it was a total nightmare.”

“I know,” Peterman said, snuggling close. “I programmed it to be. That way, when our real daughter comes, it will seem like a piece of cake. Night, honey.” She kissed Baxter on the cheek, then scooted back over to her side of the bed.

Baxter tried to fall back asleep, but couldn’t. His eyes kept drifting over to his wife’s gently bulging belly, inside of which dwelt his soon-to-be daughter.

She’d heard all of this.

She knew.

And Baxter had this terrible feeling that she was just waiting to show him how wrong Peterman was.

“All the more reason to sleep now,” he told himself.

Unfortunately, his mind didn’t cooperate as Baxter stared wide-eyed at the ceiling above him.



“Look at him,” Commander Richards groused later that morning as he sat in Space Tastes with Janice Browning. Across the room, Weyoun sat at another table listening with rapt attention as Plato told one story or another about what was going on at school. “He’s so damn smug.”

“I don’t know. You can only be so smug when you have to use a booster seat to reach the table,” Browning replied.

“Still.”

“Well, Plato’s quite taken with our little Vorta.”

“Of course he is. Who wouldn’t like someone who thinks you’re a god.”

“Demi-god. Plato is part human,” Browning corrected.

“Whatever.”

“Don’t you think you’re taking this a little too personally?” Browning asked just before shoveling a large chunk of some kind of grilled Bajoran breakfast meat into her mouth. It wasn’t quite bacon. It wasn’t quite sausage. For all Richards knew, it could be fish.

Richards muttered a bit under his breath.

“Your ego will heal,” Browning said.

“My ego doesn’t have anything to do with it. Weyoun threw away a perfectly good chance at diplomatic relations.”

“No. You were thrust into command. Vansen was gone. Andy was basically gone. So you had to handle it, and you did. But now you feel like it doesn’t mean anything because Weyoun decided to leave Enylrea.”

“You and Kelly have been spending way too much time together.”

“So I’m right,” Browning said.

Richards shrugged non-committally. Browning reached across the table and placed her hand on his. “If it helps, I’m proud of you. You did a great job.”

“Thanks,” Richards said with a weak smile.

“Come on,” Browning said, pulling Richards up from his chair. “Let’s go taunt Vansen in detox.”

“Wow. I suddenly feel much better,” Richards said as he followed Browning out of the restaurant toward a far more entertaining way to spend the morning.



THE END.



NEXT:



The Explorer runs into a new breed of Changeling on a far-flung Gamma Quadrant world, Jelo kidnaps one of the Explorer’s crew, and J’hana goes on a one-man, er one-woman, um, man-hunt, that is, Changeling-hunt, in an action-packed story that asks, just who is “The Weakest Link?”




The Weakest Link



“Is it just me, or are the planets getting more and more sparse out here?” Captain Andy Baxter said, looking out over the bridge of the U.S.S. Explorer, holding his steaming cup of coffee, having just stepped out of the turbolift for his morning shift.

“It’s just you,” J’hana said flatly, and went back to monitoring her station.

Lt. Commander Nell Vansen shifted from the command chair to the seat next to Baxter as he walked down to the command area and sat down in the center seat.

“The solar systems are, in fact, fewer and farther between, since we left the outskirts of Dominion space for this stellar survey,” she said, handing Baxter a padd. “Here.”

“What’s this?”

“My report on the night shift.”

Baxter stared blankly at the padds. “I get nightshift reports?”

“I’ve been sending them directly to your terminal.”

Baxter nodded. “Ummm…of course you have, Commander. And I’ve been reading them.” He tapped the padd with his finger. “Good work, Vansen. Good…good work.”

Vansen turned her attention to another padd while Baxter paged through the one she’d handed him.

“Hmm,” he said. “It says here we’re approaching an M-class world that the Dominion would like us to check out.”

“Orubla Four,” Vansen said. “We’ll be there in three hours.”

Baxter stared with eyebrow raised at Vansen. “Why are you being so unbitchy this morning?”

“I’ve been working double shifts the last two weeks. I’m exhausted,” Vansen said dully. “How about I take the next three hours off for a nap and then I can come back and be my old bitchy self?”

“Sounds…great…” Baxter said. “On your way, then.”

Vansen walked off to the turbolift, drawing glares from J’hana and Tilleran.

“Problems, ladies?” Baxter asked, pivoting back to face the aft stations.

“We hate her,” J’hana told Baxter.

“She called my ponytail sloppy,” Tilleran muttered.

“You know, I’m sick of hearing about it,” said Baxter. “We’ve got no choice but to work with Lieutenant Commander Vansen. We might as well make the best of it.”

“And how do we do that?”

“I don’t know. But complaining about it does no good. Besides, she was perfectly nice just now.”

“That is the exception, not the rule,” J’hana growled.

“I’ll bet if you two reached out to her and tried to be her friend, you’d both find you have lots in common. Maybe that would even soften her emotional demeanor and make things easier on us all.”

“Then why don’t you befriend her, sir?” asked Tilleran.

“You think I’m stupid? She’s a raging bitch,” Baxter said, and turned back to face the viewscreen.



Lt. Commander Vansen decided to head down to Space Tastes for a quick breakfast before getting her nap.

She found one of the tables on the small patio facing the railing that overlooked the lower level of Ship’s Shoppes, the Explorer’s mall, and sat down.

“Commander Vansen, nice to see you, or whatever,” Janice Browning said, trotting up to Vansen carrying a padd. “What can I get you?”

“Tarvokian pancakes, three sausages, and a coffee.” Vansen glared up at Browning. “And try to make them fluffy this time, got it?”

“I’ll fluff your rmermrmmmm…” Browning mumbled, tapping the order into her padd and walking off.

Vansen leaned back in her chair and watched the relatively quiet morning activity in the Explorer’s mall, contemplating the fact that the Explorer was the only starship in Starfleet service that she knew of which actually HAD a mall. It was kind of a ludicrous idea when one thought about it.

Those thoughts were interrupted when the Explorer’s resident Vorta approached, accompanied by Browning’s pint-sized half-changeling son, Plato.

“Commander Vansen, as always, it is a pleasure,” Weyoun said, bowing slightly, standing beside Vansen. She was almost eye-to-eye with the short-statured ambassador.

Plato tugged Weyoun’s hand. “Come on, Uncle Weyoun. We gotta go get eats at mom’s restaurant.”

“Indeed. Eats,” Weyoun said with a plaster smile. “Let’s enjoy those, shall we. It was a pleasure talking with you, Commander.” And he walked into the restaurant proper, to be eagerly greeted by Dr. Browning, who Vansen noticed hugged Plato tightly, swinging him around, while the Vorta looked on with interest.

Vansen considered this as Browning disappeared back into the kitchen and walked out moments later with her plate of pancakes and a cup of coffee.

“Thank you for not dumping that on my head,” Vansen said as she took the coffee.

“Your welcome,” Browning said. “Anything else?”

“Yes,” Vansen said, leaning closer to Browning, glancing over to see Weyoun chatting with Plato in one of the booths within Space Tastes. “Doesn’t it make you nervous to have that Vorta hanging around so much with your son?”

Browning blinked. “Not at all, Commander. Aren’t you the one preaching that we have to learn how to get along with the Dominion?”

“Yes. Sure. But I wouldn’t necessarily let my son hang out with one.”

“You have a son?”

“I’m speaking hypothetically,” Vansen sighed, then looked at Browning with renewed concentration. “You do realize that the Federation and Dominion were involved in an extremely nasty war just a few years ago?”

“Sure. But people change,” Browning said, and walked off.

“If you say so,” Vansen said, and began eating.



Three hours later, fresh from a power nap, Lt. Commander Vansen stepped out onto the bridge, where Commander Chris Richards and Captain Andy Baxter stood together near the command chairs, watching the spinning purple planet on the viewscreen.

“Orubla Four, I assume?” Vansen asked, standing beside Baxter and Richards.

“It’s definitely NOT Orubla Five,” Baxter confirmed, looking as if he’d just said something extremely bright.

Tilleran was bathed in the glow of her scans as she sat behind her L-shaped console. “The weather down there is NOT good.”

“Define ‘not good,’” Vansen said, approaching the science console.

“Rain, mud, muck, gross stuff,” Tilleran replied.

“‘Gross stuff,’” Vansen muttered. “How professional. Bottom line: Can an away team survive down there?”

“Sure, but I recommend they bring jackets,” Tilleran said with a smile.

“Great,” Vansen said, as the short Weyoun stepped off the turbolift.

“I hope I am not late…I was…sitting in on a Kindergarten class,” he said, stepping down to join Baxter and Richards.

“Nope, you’re just in time,” Baxter said, exchanging confused glances with Richards.

“Sir, I recommend we put an away team together and begin our survey of the planet,” Vansen said.

“You’re volunteering to lead it?” Richards asked.

“A little rain never bothered me,” Vansen said. “See, I’m not a total pansy.”

“Touche,” Richards said, glancing at the deck.

“Form your away team, Commander,” Baxter sighed.

Vansen nodded, then pointed. “J’hana, Tilleran, Sefelt. You guys are with me.”

Lt. Howard Sefelt turned around from his seat at ops. “Ummm….me?”

“Are you hard of hearing?” Vansen asked. “Yes, you.”

“But…I don’t go on away teams.”

“You’re a senior bridge officer. You haven’t been on one away team since I got here. You’re WAY overdue.”

Sefelt looked at Baxter pleadingly. “Sir…I’m scared of rain.”

“Put on a jacket and beam down with the others, Sefelt,” Baxter said. “A little rain won’t hurt you. Think of this as a growth experience.”

“But siiiiiiiiiirrrrrrrrrrrr…” Sefelt whined, tears forming in his eyes.

“Tilleran, take him by the hand and lead him into the turbolift,” Baxter said tiredly.

Tilleran stepped out from behind her station and gently took Sefelt by the hand. “Come on, Howie. It’ll be fun. I promise. You’ll get to use a tricorder!”

“Really?” sniffed Sefelt.

“Really!”

Vansen stared at the ceiling. “Why me? Why this ship?” Then she marched into the turbolift, followed by Tilleran and J’hana, and a reluctant Sefelt.

“I’ll go tell Kelly to clear out her schedule,” Baxter said, stepping toward the back of the bridge and ducking into his readyroom.

“I can’t believe she called me a pansy,” Richards mumbled and sat down in the command chair.



“You guys make sure to zip up those jackets, okay?” Transporter Chief Lindsay Morgan said sweetly. “It’s a cold wet one down there, darlins.”

“Thanks for the concern,” Vansen grumbled, zipping up her silver environmental jacket and lifting its hood over her head. Tilleran and J’hana did likewise. Sefelt’s jacket was on backwards. “Someone fix that,” Vansen muttered, then looked to Morgan. “Set the coordinates and energize when ready, Chief.”

“Yes indeed. Y’all have a good time now, ya hear?”

“Whatever.”



“This weather is invigorating,” J’hana shouted above the roar of the falling rain and swirling winds as the away team trudged along a muddy forest path.

“Shut up,” Vansen muttered, leading the way.

“One of these trees is going to fall on us, isn’t it?” Lt. Sefelt groaned.

Tilleran looked back at him. “If it did, would it make a sound?”

“What? WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?” Sefelt cried, yanking the strings on his hood so it closed almost entirely around his face.

“I give up,” she mumbled, glancing down at her tricorder. “There’s not much here except for woodlands.”

“Where there’s woodlands, there are indigenous creatures,” Vansen said. “Let’s start cataloguing them.”

Tilleran picked up her pace to step up next to Vansen. “You know, Commander, a lot of this can be done from the ship.”

“But the survey has to begin with an initial scouting party.”

“But it’s up to our discretion as to how long that goes on.” She glanced at J’hana, who nodded affirmation back at her. “What do you say we wrap this up early and catch a movie in the holodeck? Just you, J’hana, and me.”

“I refuse to take part in a three-way, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”

Tilleran looked at J’hana, who shrugged again. “Sure, that sounds like fun,” J’hana said.

“This isn’t about sex,” Tilleran sighed, wiping mud from her face. Was it raining actual mud? “We just want to get to know you better.”

“So you can get me drunk and hump me, right?”

J’hana nodded eagerly. “Yes. Excellent!”

“You’re not helping, J’hana!” Tilleran sighed.

The Andorian frowned. “I thought the goal was to eventually have sex with her.”

“You people wouldn’t know a successful planetary survey if it came up and bit you on the ass!” Vansen grumbled and trudged up ahead of Tilleran and J’hana.

“Now we’re into ass-biting,” said J’hana. “I think we are making good progress.”

Tilleran rolled her eyes. “As usual, J’hana, you’re the ideal diplomat.”

“I try.”

“WHOA! OH MY GOD NO…AHHHHHHHH!”

“What was that?” Vansen called back from several meters ahead of the others.

Tilleran turned around. “It was Sefelt’s voice.” She looked through the dense rain, into the even denser cropping of trees. “Lieutenant?”

He was gone.

She glanced at her tricorder. Lifesigns ahead, a little to the right, five meters. She trudged forward, pushing past trees. “He’s somewhere in this thicket. He must have tripped and fallen, or something.”

“Pick him up and keep moving,” Vansen said. “We have a lot of ground to cover.”

“Hold your horses, Vansen!” Tilleran muttered, picking through the trees, glancing at her tricorder. Suddenly her eyes went wide. She was standing on the edge of a huge mud pit of some kind.

She glanced down into it, to find Lt. Sefelt sloshing around in the gooey orange substance.

“Help! It’s got me. It’s pulling me in!” he cried, eyes bulging with panic.

“Don’t be silly, Lieutenant!” J’hana barked. “It’s just mud. Be strong!”

“Easy for you to…mpmmph…say!” Sefelt yelled back. “You’re not being pulled in by it.”

“I said, it’s just m–”

“No, no. He’s right!” Tilleran said, looking at her tricorder as J’hana reached her hand in. “This mud…it’s made of some sort of polymorphic substance. Its density and cohesive structure is changing constantly. It does seem to be pulling Sefelt down.”

“I’ll get him out,” J’hana said, and tugged on Sefelt’s hand. Something tugged back. “Oh. So that’s how you want to play it, huh?” J’hana dug her heels into the mud and leaned back as the rain drove down around her and the others. Tilleran grabbed Sefelt’s other hand.

“Come on,” Tilleran cried, as Vansen walked up. “Come on, Sefelt! Kick with your feet!”

“This stuff looks very familiar,” Vansen said quietly. Then, suddenly, something pulled Sefelt backwards so fiercely that J’hana and Tilleran were both yanked in, end-over-end, flopping into the mud and sinking within.

Vansen grumbled something to herself and slapped her combadge. “Vansen to Explorer, I need an emergency beam-out!”

Suddenly the three officers who had been sucked into the pit got spat back out onto the shore. Before Vansen could react to that, a huge, semi-solid wave rose out of the mud and slowly formed into an exact duplicate of Vansen.

The mirror Vansen stood atop the mud, her feet flowing into the mud’s surface. She cocked her head quizzically as she studied Vansen.

“WHRRRRR?” the duplicate asked.

Vansen’s eyes went wide. “Explorer! We could use that beamout. NOW!”



“FOUNDERS!” Weyoun exclaimed, staring wide-eyed out the conference room windows. “On the planet below. Untouched by civilization, a race unto themselves! The other Founders will be ecstatic!”

“How do we know these are ‘Founders’?” Baxter asked from the head of the conference table. “Maybe they’re just changelings.”

“They are Founders. They must be,” Weyoun said, staring at the planet below. “They must be a tribe that was isolated from the others tens of thousands of years ago. We must contact the Founders immediately.”

“Maybe we should study them a little further,” Tilleran said, still covered in rain and muck. The away team hadn’t had a chance to hit the showers yet.

“Nonsense,” said Weyoun. “They are Founders and they must be welcomed back into the fold.”

“What if they don’t want to go back into the fold?” asked Vansen.

Weyoun turned a steely-eyed glance back on Vansen. “That is none of your concern.” His look softened. “Or mine. It is up to the divine intentions of the Founders.”

“Well, I know a situation that’s bigger than me when I see it,” Baxter said. “We’ll contact Dominion Headquarters and let them know what we’ve found.”

“They will be quite pleased.”

“Yeah, you said that,” said Richards.



Captain Baxter barely looked up from his desktop viewer as Counselor Peterman walked into the readyroom and stood, arms folded, at the other side of his desk.

“Hi, Andy.”

“Hi baby,” Baxter said, still intent on his viewer. “Let me just finish up this conversation.”

He was online with Odo himself, the de facto leader of the Founders, as far as Baxter could tell. In point of fact, though, Odo continued to try to explain to Baxter that the Founders were one people, without a leader, even though he sometimes spoke for them. It was quite confusing.

“…a terrific find, Captain Baxter. We are all excited to welcome our new friends into the Great Link.”

“That’s kind of what Weyoun had said,” Baxter agreed. “We’re excited to have found these new changelings for you. Should we wait here until you arrive?”

“If you wish, although I would appreciate it if you sent no further teams down to the planet. For your own safety, of course. There is no telling what this particular group of changelings has been through, or what they think of solids. They could become violent.”

“Completely understandable. We’ll wait here until your ship arrives.”

“I thank you, the Founders thank you, and the Dominion thanks you. Odo out.”

“What a nice guy,” Baxter said, and punched the viewer off. He turned to Peterman. “So, how’s Lieutenant Sefelt?”

“Nearly catatonic with fear, curled in a little ball on my couch,” Peterman said. “I figure a little chicken soup from Janice and some soothing words will get him back on his feet in no time, though.”

“I have no doubt you’ll pull him out of it,” Baxter said. He glanced at Peterman, then looked her over, as if for the first time. “Kelly, have you…are you doing something different?”

Peterman sighed. “It was only a matter of time before you’d notice, I guess. Yes, I’ve switched to the standard-issue Starfleet maternity tunic. Go ahead and laugh at my fat, bulging hips and tummy.”

Baxter quickly got out of his chair and rounded the desk to put his arm around Peterman. “You look wonderful. You look beautiful. Nothing…nothing is more beautiful to me than the thought of you carrying our baby.”

“Oh, Andy…”



Baxter and Peterman exited the readyroom, looking flushed, just as the Jem’Hadar battlecruiser loomed large and monstrous on the viewscreen.

“I’ve got…appointments,” Peterman said quickly, pulling her hair back into a ponytail and dashing into the aft turbolift.

Vansen turned in the command chair to face Baxter. “You better not have been using your readyroom for sex again.”

“Me? Never,” Baxter said, then shooed Vansen out of his chair. “Where’s Chris?”

“Who knows. Who cares?” she asked.

“If you were wondering, the battlecruiser is hailing us,” J’hana stated from tactical.

“Before you answer that,” Tilleran said, “do you think you could ask them to let us stay behind and monitor for a while? I could write a terrific paper on the interactions between changelings who’ve developed in a natural habitat and the ones who’ve lead the Dominion.”

“I’ll run it by them,” Baxter said, and gestured at the viewscreen. “J’hana, put them on.”

On the viewscreen, former-Constable Odo stood on the bridge of the Jem’Hadar cruiser, hands clasped behind his back.

“Captain. It is…agreeable to see you again.”

“You too, of course,” Baxter said, shifting in the command chair. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it.”

“Since my visit to your ship late last year. How is Plato?”

“Didn’t you get to see him in the Great Link?”

“Yes, but I was wondering how he’s been since then. Is he adjusting to life without the Link?”

“Quite well, actually. He got an A-plus on his calculus project.”

“Excellent. Well, Captain, I’m sure you have other places to be. We will take over here.”

“Ahem.” Tilleran cleared her throat, nodding at Baxter and gesturing in the direction of the viewscreen.

“Oh. Right,” Baxter said. “Mister Odo, my science officer would like for us to stay behind and monitor for a while while you pick up the stray Founders. We wouldn’t dream of interrupting, of course. We’d just like to watch.”

Odo seemed to mull this over several moments. Finally, his eyes widened joyfully. “I’ll go you one better than that, Captain! Your science officer can come aboard our ship and attend the retrieval of the ‘stray’ Founders with us.”

Tilleran smiled broadly. “I would be honored, Mister Odo.”

“I knew you would be,” Odo grinned, and the channel closed.

“What a nice guy,” Baxter said. He glanced at Tilleran. “Well, Commander. Pack your bags. Looks like you get a free trip on a Dominion Battlecruiser.”

“Bring me back a postcard,” Vansen muttered, as Tilleran hurried into the aft turbolift.

“Do not do anything I would do,” J’hana called after Tilleran, winking suggestively.



“You have a good time over there, sweetheart,” Chief Morgan said, grinning at Tilleran as she slung a small duffel over her shoulder and stepped onto the transporter pad.

“I’ll try,” Tilleran said, turning to face Morgan just as the doors to the transporter room swung open.

Lt. Commander J’hana stepped through. She glared at Morgan.

“Can I help ya, hon?” Morgan asked sweetly.

J’hana continued to glare at Morgan.

“I think she wants you to leave,” Tilleran translated.

“Oh. Well, then, I guess you two might want some alone-time. Fine by me. I’ll just be outside, twiddling my little old thumbs.”

Morgan quickly left the transporter room and J’hana looked at Tilleran.

“She grates on me.”

“Her heart’s in the right place.”

“As is mine,” J’hana said, stepping up onto the pad, wrapping her arms around Tilleran. “Each of them.”

“Right. Well, J’hana, I’d love to stay and chat, but…”

“Know this, Imzadi. I will be waiting for you.”

“I’ll only be gone for a day at the most.”

“Regardless, you will be in my thoughts.”

“So to speak,” Tilleran said, and stared into the space behind J’hana. “Commander, you should know…”

J’hana cocked her head at Tilleran. “What?”

“I’ve been performing several rituals, lately, to break the Imzadi bond between us.”

There was a long silence.

“I see,” J’hana finally said.

Tilleran took J’hana’s hands. “’J’hana, it’s not that I don’t love you. But I’ve got to start dating again. I can’t do that with our minds and souls forever joined. You have to realize that.”

“I came to enjoy it.”

“Well, it’s got to end. For our sanity’s sake, it has to.”

“You are the expert,” J’hana said gruffly, and headed over to the transporter console. “You know best.”

“J’hana….don’t take this the wrong way. I’ve got to do this.”

“So you say.” The Andorian punched in some coordinates. “Have a delightful trip.”

“J’hana, don’t let it end like th–” Tilleran said, but was cut off by the whine of the transporter beam disassociating her molecules and beaming her away.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55335.4. After depositing Lt. Commander Tilleran on the Jem’Hadar battlecruiser assigned to study Orubla Four and pick up the stray changelings, we’ve headed off to a neighboring system…and by neighboring, I mean several light years away, to survey some of its Class- M worlds and prepare another boring old report for the Dominion.



Captain Baxter glanced over his desk at the 8-year-old-ish boy before him.

“I heard you got an A-plus on your calculus project,” Baxter said.

“And you knows what that means, Uncle Andy.”

“Yes, I haven’t forgot.” Baxter sighed and pushed aside the padd he was looking on. “I believe I said I’d let you fire a quantum torpedo. Well, Vansen’s not on duty right now, so I guess it won’t be a problem.”

Baxter stood up and led Plato by the hand out to the bridge, where the crew was working quietly at their stations.

“Guess your Uncle Chris was busy, huh, or else he would have brought you up here,” Baxter said.

“Uncle Chris is having dinner with Mom,” Plato replied.

“Hmmm,” Baxter said. “Just remember who let you play with the quantum torpedoes.”

“Uncle Andy.”

“That’s right,” Baxter said with a grin. “Your favorite non-related uncle.”

“Yeah, I don’t want you to be my Daddy, like I want Uncle Chris to be.”

“Ummm…” Baxter stammered. “Let’s have a look at that weapons console.” He stepped up to the aft deck, where Ensign Keefler was working at tactical. “Lieutenant, you stand relieved,” Baxter said, trying to sound official.

“Sir?”

“Just skedaddle for a minute.”

“Right, sir,” Keefler said, and stepped over to the engineering station.

Baxter lifted Plato up into the stool at the tactical station and turned him to face the weapons controls. “Here you go, buddy.” Baxter tapped a few controls, setting the aft torpedoes to auto-detonate after launch. “Just press this button. That one right there.”

Plato punched the button. “BOOM!” he said, as the viewscreen showed the aft view of the Explorer’s nacelles and a blue quantum torpedo shooting out.

“Very good, buddy!” Baxter exclaimed.

“Again! Boom! Boom!” Plato pressed the button again, and again, and two more torpedoes streamed out.

“Okay, okay…enough of that,” Baxter said, and scooted Plato off the stool. “Now, then,” he said, kneeling next to the half-changeling boy. “If you can manage to get an A-plus in Astrophysics, I’ll let you perform a saucer separation. Deal?”

Plato shook Baxter’s hand. “Deal!”



Counselor Peterman whistled a vague tune as she walked down the corridor toward her office. She punched the door control and stepped through, only to be tackled onto her fainting couch, and straddled by a wide-eyed Andorian.

“J’hana–!”

J’hana slapped Peterman’s face. “Enough! I will hear no protestations from you. You shall counsel me. NOW!”

“This isn’t another rite of zaxxinfwarn is it?” Peterman asked. “Because, if it is, my tight leather jumpsuit is packed away. Regardless, I’m not going to be able to fit into it…”

“We are far beyond that.” J’hana hopped off Peterman and sat down opposite her, in the chair Peterman normally sat in while she counseled patients.

Peterman leaned up, straightening her mussed hair and pushing it back behind her shoulders. “What seems to be the problem?”

“Ariel Tilleran.”

Peterman stared at the ceiling. “Why am I not surprised?”

“She is trying once again to break the Imzadi bond.”

“I thought she’d given up on that.”

“Apparently not. Now. Counsel me.”

Peterman leaned forward on the couch, resting her elbows on her knees. “J’hana, it’s not that simple. You know that.”

“I wish to be made to feel better.”

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“I have been abandoned by the only person I have truly loved.”

“What about Dwanok?”

“He was just a…sextoy.”

Peterman was about to say “and Tilleran wasn’t?” but decided against it. “So what are you feeling?”

“I just said: Abandonment.”

“Uh-huh. Have you and Tilleran been dating lately?”

“Not since Alvin Ficker’s talk show last year. You know that.”

“Just double-checking. So, apparently the relationship ended nearly a year ago.”

“We are still close. Well, were.”

“And now she’s trying to break that bond. She wants to start over and get involved with someone else. Can you really blame her for that?”

“Yes.”

Peterman could see she wasn’t going to get anywhere with conventional counseling techniques. “Commander, what if I set you up on a blind date.”

“If you were not with child I would kill you just for making that suggestion.”

“Maybe there’s someone on this ship you could be happy with. Have you even thought about that?”

“I am fairly familiar with the entire crew. There is simply no one else I wish to become involved with.”

“You’re sure about that.”

“Positive.”

“Can I at least look around for you? Try to find a good match?”

J’hana made a long rattling sound in her throat, which Peterman supposed was a sigh. “You may try.”



“What’s this I hear about you letting a toddler fire our quantum torpedoes?” Lt. Commander Vansen demanded, stepping down to face Baxter in the command chair.

“I promised him. It was an incentive to do better in class.”

“You really have no respect for Starfleet, or the job of Captain, do you?”

“Of course I do. Don’t be silly.”

“You let a child operate our weapons systems!”

“Not just a child. A half-changeling child!”

“Like that makes it better!”

Baxter stood up to face Vansen. “Don’t you take that tone with me, Commander!”

Suddenly, the tactical station beeped.

“Captain, we have an incoming call from the Dominion,” Ensign Keefler reported.

“To be continued,” Baxter grumbled at Vansen.

“Absolutely,” Vansen agreed, folding her arms and facing the viewscreen.

“Put them on, Keefler,” Baxter said, still frowning at Vansen.

The viewscreen changed from the view of streaking stars to the placid expression of Former-Constable Odo.

“Captain. It is…agreeable to see you again.”

“Um…you too.”

“It has been too long…”

“Has it?” Baxter asked, scratching his head. “Anyway, how is Orubla Four?”

“I was about to ask you the same thing.”

“But you’re there now…”

“I am not. I am at Dominion Headquarters. I believe you are scheduled to be stationed at Orubla Four…”

“We were, until we found those undomesticated changelinges, and then you went to investigate…”

“I did no such…wait, did you say undomesticated changelings?”

Baxter looked at Vansen, whose face was growing increasingly knit with concern, then back at Odo. “Um…Mister Odo…did I not talk to you earlier today?”

“You did not.” Odo folded his arms and glared at Baxter. “It would seem, Captain, that you have been fooled.”

Baxter suddenly felt very hot and uncomfortable. “Yeah, it would

seem so…”

“Lieutenant!” Vansen barked at Madera, who was at helm. “Lay in a course back to Orubla Four. Maximum warp!”

“Yeah, what she said!” Baxter said, stumbling backwards into the command chair.

“We will meet you there,” Odo said. “I have a good idea who tricked you.”

“Me too,” Baxter said quietly, as the Explorer shot into warp and Odo flashed off the viewscreen.



“Let me just thank you again for this opportunity,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said to Odo as they walked through the corridors of the Dominion Battlecruiser. “Mister Odo…is that what I call you, Mister?”

“That’s fine,” Odo replied.

“I’ve been fascinated by changelinges since the Federation first encountered them. To actually get to work with changelings who’ve had no previous contact with the other Founders, who may be of the same species.”

“The possibilities are endless,” Odo agreed with a smile.

“It’s an unprecedented opportunity,” Tilleran gushed. “I can’t wait to see your laboratory. To actually get a chance to work with some Dominion scientists. Will they be Jem’Hadar, or Vorta? Or do you have another species who does your scientific work?”

“You’ll be spending a lot of time with the Jem’Hadar,” Odo said, still grinning.

“I’ve got to say, one of the things I’ve found intriguing about changelings is that I cannot read their thoughts. I’m Betazoid, as you might know, and can read the thoughts of most species. But not changelings. No sir, no way.”

“No kidding,” Odo said. “I wonder what you’d think of what I’m thinking now.”

“You’ve got me.”

“Yes. Yes I do,” Odo said, mostly to himself, as he keyed the door open. What laid beyond the door was not like any kind of lab Tilleran had seen before. As a matter of fact, it looked far more like a brig. Rows of empty cell doorways surrounded by lightbulbs, which she guessed would generate a protective field when activated.

And, standing by one of the unoccupied cells was a Weyoun clone. A particularly fat one.

Now, where had Tilleran heard of a fat Weyoun clone before?

She racked her brain.

Then looked at Odo, whose face suddenly swelled, into a vaguely monkey-like construction, much like the face of the Changeling which had once invaded the Aerostar and assumed the shape of Counselor Peterman’s monkey.

Much like…

“Jelo!” she screamed, just as he gripped her around her arms and dragged her into her cell.

“I’ll take that.” Fat Weyoun leaned in to snag her combadge as Jelo shoved her into the cell and activated the forcefield.

“What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” Tilleran demanded.

“Isn’t it obvious, Commander?” Jelo asked with a chuckle. “We are kidnaping you.”

“She isn’t too smart, for a science officer, is she?” Fat Weyoun asked, patting his big round tummy.

“She’ll do, though,” Jelo said, and turned on a heel. “Come on, Weyoun. We have new followers to educate.”

“What are you going to do with those changelings?” Tilleran asked.

“That’s the least of your worries, Commander,” Jelo said, with a final chortle.



“I suppose I like the way leather feels against my backside, especially when it is slapped,” J’hana said, leaning over a table in Mirk’s and sipping from a steaming cup of v’haspant.

Opposite the table, Doctor Jarvay Ranowat leaned forward, chin resting on hands, nodding with interest. “You are without a doubt the most fascinating person I’ve met.”

“Please,” J’hana said, motioning with her hand. “You flatter me too much. Flatter me any more and I will kill you.”

“Kill me, will you?” Ranowat asked, his expression suddenly changing to one of fierce annoyance. “Not before I kill you first!” He reached over and grabbed the cup of v’haspant and dumped it in J’hana’s face.

“I like you,” J’hana said, as the hot liquid scalded her skin. “I like you a lot.”

“Let’s do it.”

“Mirk. Check please!”

“Bridge to J’hana,” came Baxter’s panicked voice as Mirk walked over with a padd for J’hana to initial.

“What. I’m busy,” J’hana said, gazing into Ranowat’s eyes.

“We have a situation up here that needs your immediate attention.”

J’hana sighed. “I’ll be right there.” She looked at Mirk, pointing at Dr. Ranowat. “Put it on his tab.”

Mirk turned to Ranowat, smiling weakly. “Luckily, everything here is free, huh Doc?”

“Lucky for you,” Ranowat seethed, and stormed out of the Constellation Club.

“That’s what I like to see,” Mirk sighed. “Satisfied customers.”



“What’s the latest ‘emergency’?” J’hana mumbled, stepping off the turbolift and shoving Ensign Keefler aside, taking position behind the tactical console.

“Jelo and his force of rebel Jem’Hadar have kidnapped Tilleran and the new race of changelings,” Baxter said.

“That enough of an emergency for you?” Vansen asked.

J’hana stared at Baxter, her eyes narrowing to furious slits. “Weapons are ready, Captain. Just point me at that FWARKING VSHISNIT!”

Baxter blinked. “Wow, I’ve never heard that last one.” He looked at Vansen. “She’s pissed.”

“I’d like to think that works in our favor.”

“Oh, you bet it does,” Baxter said, as Commander Richards stepped off the turbolift.

“So, what’s this about Jelo kidnaping Tilleran?”

“We don’t need you, Commander. Go play some ‘velocity’ while we do the real work,” Vansen snapped at Richards.

“Do I have to remind you I outrank you?” Richards said, stepping down to face Vansen.

“I would be scared if I thought your threats had any real backing. Sit down and let the professionals do their jobs.”

“Can we all just get along for the moment so we can rescue Tilleran and those shapeshifters?” Baxter demanded.

Richards folded his arms. “Not while this bitch is on my bridge.”

“Our bridge,” Baxter reminded him.

“OUR bridge,” Vansen chimed in.

“Well, OUR ship is approaching Orubla,” Madera reported from helm. “One of you better figure out what you’re going to do.”

“Scan for Dominion ships,” Baxter called back to J’hana. He then glanced at Richards. “Chris, what’s this I hear about Plato wanting you to be his Dad?”

“Long story. Suffice it to say he wants Janice and I to get married.”

“We’ve been through this one before,” Baxter sighed, rubbing a hand down his face.

“I told him it wasn’t going to happen,” Richards said. “At least not anytime soon. Janice and I went too fast last time, we won’t make that mistake again.”

“You dated for a year, and were engaged for another full year!”

“You’re missing the point.”

“One of you better stop it with the watercooler gossip and start commanding, or I WILL!” Vansen cried.

“Wow, I’ve never seen all three of them on the bridge before,” Ensign Keefler said from his spot at ops, by Lt. Madera. Sefelt had the day off, due to his traumatic experience on Orubla.

“Not a pretty sight, huh,” Madera muttered.

“Not at all.”

“No Dominion ships in orbit of Orubla,” J’hana told Baxter, her voice shaking. “Or anywhere else in this system.”

“Damn it!” Baxter grumbled. He glanced at Ensign Koltz, who was manning sciences. “Scan for changelings on Orubla.”

The furry Tellarite grimaced at his station. “Nothing.”

“Patch in with Stellar Cartogarphy, Koltz. Extend our sensors to maximum and find that god damned Dominion battlecruiser!”

“Which one?”

“The one that was just here this morning!”

“Right, sir.”

The bridge was quiet for a few moments, save for the random beeps of consoles and J’hana’s angry breathing.

“Got it!” Koltz exclaimed. “They’re heading at high warp toward the Dentonab system.”

Baxter looked at Vansen. “Isn’t that where we faced off with that bunch of Jem’Hadar ships when we first came to the Gamma Quadrant?”

“Yep,” said Vansen. “That’s where we’ve decided that Jelo’s rebel forces are based.”

“Terrific,” Richards muttered. “Bridge to Engineering.”

“Engineering. Hartley here.”

“Prepare to get pounded into next week.”

“As always. Hartley out.”

Richards looked at Baxter. “I don’t guess there’s any way NOT to go in there to try to get Tilleran back.”

Baxter glanced back at J’hana, who fired him an angry stare.

“No. No way. Lieutenant Madera…”

“Sending us into certain death at maximum warp, aye, sir!”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. The mood aboard ship can best be expressed as ‘irritated,’ as we head toward the stronghold of our enemies to try and get Tilleran back. The good news is that Odo is bringing reinforcements. The Dominion, however, was pretty beaten up after the Federation war, and losing so many legions of angry Jem’Hadar didn’t do anything to help the situation. In short, the Dominion was not yet ready for a direct confrontation with the rebels. It looks like they don’t have much of a choice, though.



“Well, look who just waddled in,” Lt. Commander Vansen said, glancing over her shoulder at Counselor Peterman as she stepped out of the aft turbolift.

“Shut it, Vansen,” Baxter snapped and walked up to meet his wife. “Kelly, how are you doing with J’hana?”

Peterman held up her hand, which had a bandage wrapped around it. “She sliced my hand open. Does that about cover it?”

“That’s assault, you know,” Vansen said.

“We know that,” Baxter replied. “But we choose not to file charges, on the rare occasions that J’hana assaults a fellow officer, on account of what a great tactical officer she is.”

“Rare occasions,” Richards said with a giggle from his seat down in the command area. “That’s a laugh.”

“Would you shut up?” Baxter said through gritted teeth.

“You know what this bunch needs?” said Peterman.

“I’m afraid to ask,” muttered Vansen.

“Group therapy.”

“Captain, we’re entering the Dentonab system,” Keefler announced from tactical.

“Bring us out of warp,” Baxter said, stepping back to the center of the bridge. “And go to Red Alert.”

“I’ll be in touch about the therapy later,” Peterman said as she walked into the turbolift.

“Saved by the bell,” Vansen muttered, and went to sit with Baxter and Richards.

“Honey,” Baxter called to Peterman. “Would you mind sending my tactical and ops officers back up soon? We’re seriously understaffed here.”

“No we’re not,” Richards said, elbowing Baxter. He pointed at Vansen. “Vansen here is an experienced tactical officer. Put her back there, then put Keefler at ops.”

“I’m a command officer now,” Vansen said, turning to face the viewscreen.

“You’re also our expert on the Dominion. Besides, in emergency situations, I believe you can be moved to a bridge post,” Richards said.

“Yes,” Baxter agreed. “I do believe I saw that in the regulations.”

“Sounds like your problem is solved,” Peterman said with a grin while the turbolift doors shut.

“Don’t just sit there, Vansen,” Baxter said. “Get back there.”

“Yes, we’re in an emergency situation,” Richards said. “I’d hate to write you up for insubordination.”

Vansen glared at Richards, then stomped back to the tactical console. “This is not over. Not by a long shot.”

“I’m quaking in my boots,” Baxter muttered. “Give us a tactical report and put the rebel base on the viewscreen.”

Vansen stared down at the tactical sensors. “I don’t think you want me to do that, Captain.”

Baxter turned around. “And just why not?”

“Take a look.”

Richards let out a low whistle. “Wow. Jelo has been busy.”

Baxter’s mouth gaped. “That’s a LOT of ships.”

“Shall we turn tail and run?” Madera suggested.

“Absolutely not. Vansen, arm all weapons and divert all extra power to forward shields.”

“Like that will do any good,” muttered Richards, as the Explorer sailed toward a sprawling multi-tiered battle station and forty or fifty Jem’Hadar warships and battlecruisers.



“You are an intruiging creature,” the fat Weyoun said, staring at Tilleran as she paced the brig. “Can you read my thoughts?”

Tilleran stared at Weyoun. “Like an open book. They’re rather pedestrian. Not at all interesting.”

“You are probably aware that we Vorta do not possess much in the way of creativity.”

“Shame,” Tilleran mumbled.

“Will you miss your friends on the Explorer?” Weyoun said, staring across the forcefield at Tilleran.

“Not at all. Because I plan on seeing them again.”

Weyoun chuckled. “What a quaint notion.”

“Don’t be mysterious with me, buster,” Tilleran said, approaching the forcefield and waving a finger at Weyoun. “I just told you I can read your mind. I know just what you’re planning and it’ll never work. I promise you that.”

“We shall see, won’t we?”

Tilleran clasped her hands behind her back, not feeling at all confident. “Yes. Yes we will.”



“Doctor Browning?” Short Weyoun asked, peering into the vacant Space Tastes.

“We’re at Red Alert,” Browning said, stepping out from her kitchen. “You should be in your quarters.”

“Shouldn’t you as well?”

“I was just making some lunch for Plato.”

“And where is he?”

“In my quarters, watching a vidchip I put in for him.”

“I am…gratified to hear that. May I walk you back to your quarters?”

Browning stared at Weyoun a long moment as she contemplated the tray of sandwiches in her hand. “Sure, I guess so.”

As they stepped out of Space Tastes, heading for the exit of Ship’s Shoppes, Browning studied Weyoun’s face.

“You’re concerned about Plato.”

“He is descended from godhood. I do not wish anything adverse to happen to him.”

“What about the rest of us?”

Weyoun made an expansive gesture with his hands. “Expendable.”

Browning wrinkled her nose, edging out of the exit and into the Explorer corridor. “That’s a little morose, isn’t it?”

“It is a universal truth, implanted in my genetic structure.”

“Well, then. I guess there’s no changing your mind.”

“Not at all.”

Browning thought hard about Plato. How much his safety meant to her. “You know, for different reasons, I feel the same way you do.”

“Great minds, Doctor. Great minds.”

Then the first blasts hit the Explorer.



“How many ships?” Baxter asked, leaning forward in the command chair.

“Two battlecruisers, one on either side of us,” Vansen called out above the din of alert klaxons as energy blasts wracked the Explorer.

“Wait till the last moment, Madera, then pull us out,” Baxter commanded.

“Aye, sir,” Madera said, moving her hands over the helm console.

“Battlecruisers are at forty thousand meters and closing,” Vansen reported. “Smaller warships are on the way.”

“Koltz,” Baxter called to the Tellarite science officer. “Search those ships out there. Find Tilleran.”

“Working on it.”

Richards glanced at Baxter as he gripped the arms of the command chair. “They could be long gone by now.”

“I think they’re very close,” Baxter said, glancing back at Vansen.

“Two hundred meters and closing.”

“Madera, pull us up!”

The bridge crew watched on the viewscreen as the two Dominion battle cruisers rammed each other and spun apart, spewing gasses and flames from their ruptured hulls.

“That was a bit too easy,” Richards said.

“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, Commander,” Baxter said, and looked to Koltz. “Well?”

“Not on either of the battlecruisers who just crashed.”

“That’s a relief,” Baxter muttered. “Good thing I was wrong.”

“More warships coming in,” Vansen called out.

“Fight them off!” Baxter said.

“Well, if that isn’t a novel idea…” muttered Vansen.



“We are in battle,” J’hana said, glancing around Peterman’s office as the lights flickered and sounds of thunder rumbled all around her.

“Let’s not focus on that right now,” Peterman said, taking J’hana’s hands in hers. “I want us to talk about your progress. How was your date with Doctor Ranowat?”

“My mothers always wanted me to marry a doctor,” J’hana said, sounding distant. “At least two or three of them.”

“But is that what you want?”

“Ranowat has a marvelous personality disorder.”

“Yes,” Peterman said. “He’s bipolar.”

“It’s breathtaking, is it not?”

“That’s one way to describe it.”

“I wish to pursue that relationship.”

“Good, glad to hear it.”

“Sometime later, once the wounds in my heart and spleen have healed.”

“But for now…?”

“For now, I desire a fast fix. Quick, dirty, loveless sex.”

Peterman stood up out of her chair and backed away. “I want to help you, J’hana. But not that way. Not on your life!”

J’hana smiled. “I would not dream of violating your beautiful body, Counselor. I have other plans. Meanwhile, however, I must help to save Commander Tilleran.”

And the Andorian marched out of Peterman’s office.

“Glad I could help,” Peterman waved after her.



“Shields down to twenty percent!” Vansen announced, slapping at the tactical controls as weapons fire rained down from the various Dominion cruisers surrounding the Explorer. “May I remind you all that I said this was a tactical mistake!”

“I don’t recall hearing that,” Baxter mumbled. “Do you, Chris?”

“Can’t say that I do.”

“Respectfully suggest we get the hell out of here!”

“Never, Vansen!” Baxter cried. “Koltz, find my Betazoid!”

“Contact coming in, bearing 045 mark 104,” Vansen said. “It’s a Dominion battlecruiser, Type Four.”

“One of the big boys,” Baxter said. “Is Tilleran aboard?”

“No,” Vansen replied. “But Odo is. We’re getting a call from him now.”

“If indeed that is his real name,” said Baxter. “Put him on screen.”

Odo appeared on the viewscreen. “Captain, I see you’ve taken severe damages.”

“Yes, Odo. But I hope they weren’t in vain. Help me find my science officer.”

“We are vested in rescuing the undomesticated changelings,” Odo said. “We will, of course, return your officer to you if we are able.”

“Any luck?”

“Our people are still looking. There are a great many ships here.”

“Funny thing, too,” said Baxter. “You’d almost think that the rebels were massing for a full-scale assault.”

“That…had occurred to us.”

“Wonder how many Jem’Hadar would be attracted to Jelo’s cause if he had dozens of other changelings working for him,” Richards posited.

“Not something we relish thinking about,” Odo said. “We have more ships on the way. Do whatever you can to find Jelo’s vessel.”

“Believe me, we’ll do that,” Baxter said. “Now…”

“Sir!” Vansen exclaimed.

Baxter turned on a heel. “WHAT?”

“There’s been an unauthorized entry into the Escort. Someone’s broken in and started the engine heatup sequence. The access codes…they’re…”

“J’hana,” Baxter said.

“How did you know?”

“Because I know my people, Vansen. Put me through to her.”

“Channel open.”

“J’hana. Don’t do anything stupid. Power down and come up here to help us find Tilleran.”

“Negative,” J’hana replied over the comm. “I intend to find my Imzadi myself, even if it means…”

“A bloody, honorable sacrifice?” asked Richards.

“You read my mind, shizzat. I will be in touch. Escort out.”

“Lock her down!” Baxter cried, looking to Keefler at ops.

“No good!” Keefler called back. “She’s disengaged from our hull.”

“That subordinate bitch!” groused Vansen.

Baxter watched, annoyed, as the Escort zipped off into the swarm of Dominion ships on the viewscreen.

“Well, don’t just sit there, Vansen, cover her!”



“Yes, I see it, Imzadi,” J’hana said, punching controls on the foreward helm station on the Escort’s tiny bridge. One lone Dominion battlecruiser, breaking off from the others, making a beeline for the one place J’hana would most want to go, had she been in Jelo’s place.

She changed course and headed after it at maximum warp.

“I’m coming, Imzadi. Hold on. I am coming.”



“My homeworld,” Jelo said, looking rather smug as the yellow world loomed large on the viewscreen of his Dominion battlecruiser. “How nice, to finally come back to the people that shot me off into space so long ago and left me for dead.”

Fat Weyoun stood beside him. “How nice indeed, Founder. I am glad I could be with you to see this ultimate triumph over all those other irrelevant changelings.”

“And how fortuitous that the Explorer should call on all those reinforcements from the Dominion to come help them. Left this planet quite open to attack, didn’t it?”

“You are wise in all things, your monkeyness.”

“Let’s begin eradicating this world, then.”

“I’ll tell the Jem’Hadar to begin firing immediately.”



“You see that!” Baxter said, pointing at the tactical layout on the viewscreen. “J’hana took off after that lone Dominion battlecruiser.”

“She must have picked up on a Tilleran vibe,” Richards suggested.

Baxter looked to Koltz.

“I can’t tell one way or another,” the cranky Tellarite replied. “The ship has a jamming field up.”

“Then that answers my question. Pursuit course, Lieutenant Madera. Maximum warp!”



Jelo’s monkeylike face spread in a victorious grin as the first volley shot out of his vessel…

…then bounced off the forcefields of a suddenly-decloaked Klingon Vor’cha-class battlecruiser.

“What in the Omarian nebula is that?”

“A Klingon battlecruiser,” Fat Weyoun said solemnly from beside Jelo.

“I can see that,” Jelo said. “Why is it here?”

“Uncertain.”

“Destroy it!”

“Of course, your eminence.” Weyoun looked over at a panel and frowned. “Another vessel coming in fast. Starfleet, modified Peregrine- class.”

“Destroy that!”

“Right away, sir. As soon as–oh.”

“WHAT?”

“Another vessel coming in fast. Starfleet. Galaxy-Class. It is the Explorer.”

“Destroy that too!”

“Sir, I…uh-oh. Another vessel. Dominion battlecruiser, Type Four. Odo is aboard, ordering us to stand down immediately.”

Jelo watched the incoming blips on his viewscreen as Jem’Hadar walked back and forth behind him prepping for battle.

“It looks like we are going to have to come up with another plan,” Jelo said as blasts rocked the battlecruiser. “Prep our escape craft, and get the Betazoid.”

“Right away,” Weyoun bowed, and headed for the bridge exit.



J’hana soared in, raining weapons fire from the Escort down on the Dominion battlecruiser. Her antennae twitched with confusion as she watched the Klingon vessel appear off the battlecruiser’s bow and start shooting.

She punched a control. “Starship Escort to Klingon vessel. Identify yourself.”

“You don’t recognize the Devagh II?” a voice boomed over her speakers.

J’hana’s antennae perked straight up. “DWANOK?”

“You think the Federation was the only Alpha Quadrant group involved in a cooperative mission with the Dominion? How typically short-sighted and Starfleet of you to think that you’re the only ones who were asked to give aid. We’ve been scouting out Dominion worlds for some months now. Odo asked us to help him guard the changeling homeworld, and we gladly accepted the invitation to do battle.”

“I’ll be fwarked,” J’hana said. “There is much I would like to discuss with you; however, I need you to poke a hole in that battlecruiser’s shields so I can beam through and retrieve something…someone…very important to me.”

“Consider it done, my little targ-rump!”



Weyoun and Jelo marched through the corridors of the Dominion battlecruiser with a renewed sense of urgency. A sound, like a vacuum cleaner being turned off, echoed around them.

“Do you hear that?” Weyoun asked. “That was our shield grid collapsing. We’ll be boarded soon.”

“And by the time we are, we will be out of danger,” Jelo said easily as they approached the brig.

“Now to deal with Lieutenant Commander Tilleran,” Fat Weyoun said eagerly.



Phaser rifle in hand, Lt. Commander J’hana marched through the corridors of Jelo’s battlecruiser, blasting each passing Jem’Hadar as if he were nothing but an annoying insect.

She shoved aside broken beams and hurtled smashed bulkheads as she worked her way toward the last place she’d seen Tilleran’s bioreadings on her tricorder before the thing mysteriously conked out.

“Baxter to J’hana. The battlecruiser you’re on just launched an escape craft. Odo’s ship is chasing after it. You’re too late. Beam back here.”

“She is still here. I know it.”

“Our sensors can’t be sure if she’s on that ship, or if she’s aboard the escape craft. But that ship you’re on will blow very shortly, so…”

“If I don’t find Commander Tilleran, then I will perish here.”

“Protest all you like, but I’m going to transport you aboard as soon as we get into transporter range…”

“And I will kill you in return,” J’hana growled, ripping off her combadge and tossing it to the deck as she pried open a hatch that lead to an adjoining section.

And slammed right into Lt. Commander Tilleran.

“Imzadi!” J’hana cried, dropping her rifle and falling to her knees, wrapping her arms around Tilleran’s waist. Bu she didn’t feel that …connection…she usually felt when in Tilleran’s presence. What she had feared most had become true. Tilleran was successful in breaking the Imzadi bond.

“It’s me, J’hana,” Tilleran said, patting J’hana’s shoulders, then pulling her back up to her feet. “I’m okay. I was able to get away from Jelo and his fat Vorta friend.”

“I am gratified,” J’hana said softly.

“I’d be even more gratified if we could get off this ship before it explodes.”

“You are, of course, right, Ariel.” J’hana frowned. “I just have to run back and try to find my combadge.”

Shortly thereafter, Jelo’s former battlecruiser blew up.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55362.2. Well. Odo was not successful in stopping Jelo’s escape ship. Even though Odo’s ships were able to inflict a sizeable amount of damage on Jelo’s rebel forces, those mysterious changelings we found on Orubla Four are still in Jelo’s hands, wherever he might be. No telling what kind of misinformation he’s feeding them. Not that it’s our problem. We got Tilleran and J’hana back, and as far as me and my crew are concerned, all is right with the world.

As much as can be expected, anyway.



“J’hana, you’ve been a good officer for me for four and a half years,” Baxter said, pacing his readyroom as J’hana sat on the couch, looking placid.

“Think nothing of it,” J’hana said.

“Not for the first time, though, you disregarded repeated direct orders and went off on a vendetta without permission.”

She grinned. “I am unpredictable that way.”

“Unpredictable, and a pain in my ass,” Baxter said. He sat down beside J’hana. “I’m glad you got Tilleran back, J’hana. I really am. But I can’t go on letting officers challenge my authority this way. Not with Vansen looking over my shoulder all the time, just looking for an excuse to have me stripped of command.”

“Completely understood.”

“I’m going to have to demote you back to Lieutenant. At least until you prove you can obey orders and follow the chain of command.” Baxter leaned over and yanked one of the pips off J’hana’s collar. “I’m sorry, J’hana.”

“Think nothing of it. Rank really doesn’t matter to me.”

Baxter blinked. “My, you’re taking this well.”

“If you’ll excuse me, Captain.” J’hana stood. “I have a date with Captain Dwanok.”

“What about Tilleran?”

J’hana stared out the window behind Baxter’s desk. “I discovered once I rescued her that we no longer share an Imzadi bond. She has made her feelings quite clear, and I have decided to accept that.”

“How mature of you, Lieutenant.”

“You would not say that if you knew what I was planning to do to Captain Dwanok.”

Baxter gulped, then returned behind his desk and sat down. “Well, tell him I said hello.”

“I will try to remember,” J’hana said, and ducked out of Baxter’s readyroom.



“I had lots of fun. I really liked all the shaking and explosions. Can we do that again?” Plato asked as Doctor Browning and Short Weyoun walked him back to the Kindergarten classroom.

“I’m afraid not,” Browning said, squeezing his hand. “We may not take that particular ride again for some time.”

“One can only hope,” Weyoun said gravely. He looked at Browning. “I should contact Dominion Headquarters. There is much confusion about what to do with Jelo and his rebels now that he has other Founders captive.”

“They may not be captive. They may want to join him.”

“Let us hope not,” Weyoun said, and hurried off in the other direction down the corridor.

Browning ruffled Plato’s hair as she lead him into the Kindergarten classroom. “Here you go, buddy. You have a great day.”

“Love you, mommy.”

Browning knelt and kissed Plato. “I love you too, Plato.”

She shuffled him into the classroom, then stood, watching him through the transparent aluminum window as he hurried in to play with the other Explorer children. He still seemed to be having fun with them, even though lately he was looking and acting more like a 12-year-old.

As Browning headed back to her restaurant, she bumped into J’hana and the burly Klingon Captain Dwanok.

“Dwanok!” Browning said with a smile. “Qu’apla! It’s good to see you again.”

Dwanok shook Browning’s hand vigorously. “And you as well, preparer of many fine meals! I have missed you and others aboard this ship.”

“What brings you to the Gamma Quadrant?”

Dwanok looked at J’hana hungrily. “Fate, lust, and assorted political obligations of the Klingon Empire. Besides, I am such a throwback to the old days of Kronos, I think Chancellor Martok would just as soon not have to deal with me. I suppose my ship is a ship of rejects, forced to take another, less beaten path.”

“I know exactly how you feel,” Browning said with a nod.

“As much as I would like to stay and watch you two chat, my loins are aching,” J’hana said bluntly. “My quarters await, large one.”

“And I am prepared to trash them,” Dwanok said eagerly as J’hana led him away, yanking off her uniform top in the process.

“What a cute couple,” Browning said, then headed off to her restaurant.



It had been a long day for Ariel Tilleran. The Betazoid science officer considered this as she punched the control that opened the door to her quarters.

It seemed like J’hana wanted nothing more to do with her, at least not romantically. According to onbard gossip, J’hana was at present having intimate relations with one Captain Dwanok, the Klingon captain assigned to the Gamma Quadrant. That suited Tilleran just fine. The last thing she needed was J’hana sniffing around all the time. It was simply better this way.

She stepped into the bathroom and stared at herself in the mirror. Yes, it had been a long day, and now it was time to unwind.

Her face swelled to a vaguely monkey-like shape, just before her whole body rippled, turned orange, and melted into a bucket on the floor.

It had been a long day, but Jelo was starting to feel better already.



THE END.



NEXT:



The interpersonal situation on the Explorer is nearing the boiling point, as the crew is assigned to diplomatic duty on a Dominion member-world. Will they be able to put their differences aside, or will their petty arguements scuttle the mission? You know the Explorer crew. You tell me.




Crew, Interrupted



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55404.7. Our mission in the Gamma Quadrant, so far, has sucked bigtime. We’ve had to kow-tow to annoying planetary leaders. Me and two fellow officers were made to become progressively younger to the stage of infants. My friends were shot down by enemies of the Dominion. My wife was interrogated by an omnipotent being. My science officer was kidnapped, briefly, by a rebel changeling. In short, the Gamma Quadrant and its assorted people have been a drag.

Well, now that’s all about to change. The Explorer has just entered orbit around Leposia Prime, home to one of the most affluent species known to the Dominion, and we’ve been invited to a really snazzy diplomatic party.

All we have to do now is make a good impression.



“Will you stop messing with that belt?” Commander Chris Richards said, standing in the doorway to Captain Andy Baxter’s readyroom as the captain stared once more at the reflection of him in his dress uniform in the large viewport behind his desk.

“Is the buckle too big?” Baxter asked thoughtfully, swaying to and fro in front of the window.

“No, it’s fine,” Richards lied, tugging the tunic on his own white and grey dress uniform. “Now will you come on? Our dates are waiting down in the transporter room.”

“Dates,” Baxter said. “I haven’t thought of Kelly and Janice as our ‘dates’ in a long time.”

Richards shrugged. “So we don’t get out much.”

“Why is that?” Baxter stared at himself in the window. “Are we getting old, Chris?”

“Perish the thought. And let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Did you show up for your shift today?” Baxter asked, glancing down at the duty roster, on a padd on his desk.

“Sure. More or less. Now let’s get to that party, buddy.”

“Umm…after you,” Baxter said, pointing toward the door, and he rounded his desk, following Richards out of the readyroom and onto the bridge.

He passed behind the command area, glancing down at the officer sitting in the command chair. “Sure you can handle this, Lieutenant?”

Lieutenant Susan Madera glanced up at Baxter, grinning. “I’ve been waiting a long time to sit in this chair, Captain. Of course I’m ready.”

Baxter nodded. “Take good care of her, Lieutenant.” He glanced around the bridge. Not an experienced face among the bridge crew. Ensign Adam Keefler at tactical, Ensign Koltz, the Tellarite, at science, Lt. Sefelt at ops, and Ensign Hildebrand at the helm.

Since when had he considered his people experienced? The mere thought that his senior staff was actually a competent, cohesive bunch scared Baxter beyond all reason.

He ducked into the turbolift. “Lieutenant Madera, you have the conn.”

“Aye, Captain. Enjoy the party!”



“What does that do?”

“That disassociates the molecules of the person you want to transport, darlin.”

“And what does that do?”

“That puts them back together.”

“What about that?”

“That zaps them down to the planet.”

“And that?”

“That’s where we put in the coordinates for where we want to send the person to, hon.”

Transporter Chief Lindsay Morgan patiently watched Plato look, awestricken, over the transporter console.

“Don’t let him get anywhere near those buttons,” Lieutenant Commander Nell Vansen snapped, strolling into the transporter room, looking professional and stuck up in her white and grey dress uniform.

“No problem, sweety.”

“And call me sir, not sweety. Why is that…boy…in here, anyway?”

“I’m watchin’ him while y’all are down on the planet.”

“We’all, meaning Doctor Browning as well?” Vansen asked, folding her arms.

“Yup,” Morgan replied. “I think she’s Commander Richards’s date.”

“This is a diplomatic mission, not a Spring social.”

“They did describe it as a ‘party’ in the invitation, ma’am.”

“I don’t care what the invitation said,” Vansen snapped. “We were not told we could bring dates.”

“Here we are!” Captain Baxter announced, strolling into the transporter room with Richards.

“Where are our dates?” asked the First Officer.

“We’re not supposed to be BRINGING dates!” Vansen said, grinding her teeth and glaring at Baxter and Richards.

“You’d think I’d deprive my pregnant wife of free exotic alien food?” Baxter demanded.

“This is not a cruise ship!”

“It used to be,” Richards countered.

“I’m trying to forget about that, Chris,” Baxter growled. He saw Plato and his eyes lit up. Like a child, Baxter had become completely distracted, although Vansen and Richards argued on behind him. “Hey buddy! Checking out the transporter systems?”

“Yup, Uncle Andy. Chief Morgan’s gonna let me beam some canisters around.”

“Figured it couldn’t hurt him any,” Morgan explained, as Baxter lifted Plato up onto his hip.

“I agree totally,” Baxter said, grunting as he shifted Plato around on his hip. “Gosh, you’re getting heavy. You’re going to be entering adolescence any day now, bud.”

“That’s what Mommy says.”

“Just promise not to give us any trouble when you get into your teens.”

“Uncle Chris said I can have my own shuttlecraft when I turn sixteen!”

“The relative mental age of sixteen, anyway,” Richards said, maneuvering around Vansen to lean down and give Plato a big hug. “You behave for your mom and I while we’re gone, okay?”

“Mom and I?” Baxter asked. “My, that sounds a little dad-like.”

“Is that a problem?” Richards asked, glancing up at Baxter.

“No…no, not at all. But Chris, a shuttlecraft. Isn’t that…?”

“Strictly forbidden!” Vansen cried. “I can’t believe you’d even CONSIDER it, Richards! Have you ever even READ a Starfleet regulations manual?”

“A what?” Richards asked, then returned his attention to Plato. “You be good for Auntie Lindsay.” He looked to Chief Morgan. “Thanks again.”

“My pleasure, Commander.”

“You are so darn sweet!”

Morgan blushed. “Well…”

Baxter dragged Richards to his feet. “Yes. Christopher AND his girlfriend appreciate all your help.” He ushered Richards over to the transporter pad. “Let’s get on with the show.”

“We are not finished with this argument,” Vansen muttered, stepping up to join Baxter and Richards.

“Are we ever?” moaned Richards, just as the large, double doors of the transporter room reopened to admit the rest of the beam-down party. Baxter let out a low whistle.

As if in slow motion, with long, graceful strides, they walked in. Baxter and Richards looked on with smiling pride, while Vansen just stared, slack-jawed.

Leading the way was Counselor Peterman, followed by Lt. Commander Tilleran, Lt. Commander Hartley, Lt. J’hana, and Doctor Janice Browning, all dressed in stunning glittery evening gowns of varying spectral colors, each accenting the particular woman’s physical traits. Large, black, and flowy to hide Peterman’s ever-growing tummy, tight and slit up the sides to accommodate Tilleran’s height and long legs, sleeveless to show off J’hana’s muscular biceps, lime green to bring out Hartley’s eyes and soft- toned and lacey to bring out all of Janice Browning’s sweet, cherubic qualities.

“Mommy and her friends look BOOFY!” Plato exclaimed, climbing up on top of the transporter console.

“Boofy,” Baxter said to himself. “That’s a new one.”

Vansen gaped. “What the f*** is this?”

“Haven’t you ever seen a group of well-dressed women before?” Lt. Commander Hartley asked, as the women mounted the transporter pad.

“It’s bad enough that half of you people have no business GOING to this function. It’s quite another thing that none of you are wearing your dress uniforms.”

“We just had Yeoman Biggs cook us up a little something from his eveningwear collection,” Peterman explained.

“You simply wish you had worn a beautiful gown as well,” J’hana said throatily.

Vansen moved to step down from the transporter pad. “Well, I’m certainly not going to be the only woman wearing a dress uniform. I’ll be right ba–”

Baxter clamped a hand down on her shoulder. “Now, Commander, you don’t want to make us late for such an important diplomatic function, do you?”

“But–”

“I knew you’d see it our way,” Baxter said. “Up on the pad.”

“I will SO find a way to rectify this situation,” Vansen said stormily, just as the doors into the transporter room parted once again and Mirk and Weyoun joggged in.

“Are we late?” Mirk asked, running up to wrap an arm around Hartley.

“Very nearly,” Hartley muttered.

Weyoun stood in front of the pad, noting Mirk had taken the last available spot–the cargo pad at the center of the eight lighted discs that served to transport Explorer personnel to planet surfaces.

“It would seem I must take the next transport,” Weyoun said softly.

“No,” Vansen said. “You’re our Dominion Ambassador. You should come down in the first beamout. Somebody else step down from here.”

“Why don’t YOU step down?” Hartley suggested.

“I can’t believe we’re arguing about this,” Richards muttered.

“I’ll take the next beamdown,” Browning said. “If that’ll hurry things along.”

“Thanks Janice,” Baxter mumbled, looking to Weyoun. He gestured at the pad beside him. “Ambassador…”

Weyoun mounted the pad. “Thank you all. I had feared I didn’t really fit in with this crew. But now I realize I am lucky to be counted in your number.”

“Whatever,” said Richards. “Energize, Chief Morgan.”

“You look stunning, by the way,” Baxter leaned back and whispered to Peterman.

“So do you. Except for the belt.”

“Let’s not start this now,” muttered Baxter over the whine of the transporters energizing.

Once everybody had beamed away, Browning turned back to face Plato. “Now you be good for Auntie Lindsay.”

“‘Auntie Lindsay’ already got that speech from Dad,” Chief Morgan replied.

“Dad…?”

“Commander Richards.”

Browning stared, cockeyed, at Morgan. “Dad.”

“Oh, no. I’ve committed a faux pas, haven’t I?”

“I don’t know what that is exactly, but I don’t think you did.” Browning rubbed her chin. “Dad.”

“Is something wrong, Miss Browning?” Morgan asked, concern plain on her face. “I knew I shouldn’t have said…”

Browning leaned forward and hugged Plato. “That’s quite all right, Chief. Call down to me if you need anything.”

She quickly stepped up onto the transporter pad and turned around to wave goodbye to Plato as Morgan re-entered the coordinates.

“Energize,” she said, then softly repeated it to herself. “Dad…”



Browning rematerialized in what looked like an ornate hotel lobby. Emerald and sapphire crystal fixtures, floor, and wall accents everywhere. Light glinting almost blindingly off every surface. It was all a little bit overwhelming. Yet the one word that kept bouncing around in Janice Browning’s brain was…Dad.

Captain Baxter was shaking hands with a Leposian. Browning couldn’t be sure, but she thought it was female.

The mission briefing Richards had passed on to Browning indicated the Leposians were a species descended from wildfowl and the Leposians looked it. Tall, thin, a tad ostrich or emu-like. They weren’t exactly feathered, but did have downy, feather-like hairs adorning their heads and arms. Who knew what other secrets lie beneath those dressy baby blue silk-like suits the Leposians wore?

“Welcome, everyone,” the Leposian said in a chirpy, singsong voice. “On behalf of the Primast, we welcome you to Leposia. My name is Sartherd and I have the pleasure of leading you to tonight’s gathering.”

“Well, on behalf of the Explorer, the Federation, and the Dominion, just let me say this looks like a hell of a fine–” Captain Baxter began, before Weyoun stepped in front of him.

“Captain, if I may…” he said. He bowed gently in Sartherd’s direction. “Great ambassador of your people. I am honored to represent the Dominion Alliance to you and yours.”

“So, it’s an Alliance now, is it?” Sarthered asked, raising an eyebrow.

“That is correct. Our aim is peaceful coexistence and cooperation in a manner that benefits all our peoples.”

“They’re just copying off the Federation,” Baxter butted in. “Not that that’s a bad thing,” he quickly added. “As a matter of fact, we’re excited about the possibilities of a peaceful Dominion Alliance. That’s why we’re here to help that along.”

“You’ll forgive my people if we’re a bit skeptical,” Sartherd said.

“Admittedly, the Dominion has made some mistakes in the past,” Weyoun said. “Now it is time to heal.”

“That is something you will want to discuss with the Primast,” Sartherd said. “This way, all, if you please…”

“What a nice lady,” Counselor Peterman said, as the bustling group of Explorer folk headed out of the lobby and down a long, gold-carpeted hallway.

“Are you sure she’s a lady?” Richards asked in a low voice.

“I take it we’re headed to some kind of grand ballroom?” Mirk whispered to Hartley.

“That’d be my guess,” Hartley said, then winced, stumbling slightly. Mirk held her arm.

“Are you okay, hon?”

“I’m fine,” Hartley muttered. “I just can’t believe that in four hundred years they haven’t come up with a more comfortable version of the high heel.”

“Indeed.”

The changeling taking the shape of Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran looked on with intense interest. This was the first chance for Jelo to observe the Explorer crew as a unit since his days spying on them when they crewed the Aerostar. The dynamic was certainly different. Could Jelo say they were wiser? No. Older maybe, but not wiser. More neurotic? Definitely. Easier to trick? Most certainly. This would be an incredibly fun infiltration, Jelo thought. He was only sad that at some point, it would have to end.

But he had much to do until that time.

J’hana suddenly jabbed Tilleran in the side as the disguised changeling pondered all this.

“That is some dress Biggs prepared for you, Ari.”

“Thanks,” Tilleran replied, her voice sounding distant.

“Nice and tight.”

“Yep.”

“Looks almost like you were poured into it.”

Jelo’s whole internal structure curdled at that. “POURED?” He threw back Tilleran’s head and laughed uproariously at that. “POURED into it? That is preposterous. I am a humanoid. I can’t be poured into a piece of clothing.”

“Relax,” J’hana muttered. “It’s just a human expression. Jeeze, you are no fun since we broke up.”

“Oh.” Tilleran stared at her feet. “Sorry.”



Lt. Madera yawned and studied a padd as she sat in the command chair of the Explorer.

She looked over the padd at the viewscreen. “Mister Sefelt, are we still in orbit?”

At ops, Sefelt glanced down at his readouts. “Um, yeah.”

“Good.” She went back to her padd. “Talk to you in another hour.”

“Morgan to Madera,” trilled the comm system.

“Bridge here. What can I do for you, Ensign?”

“Have you seen Plato?”

“Um. No. Wasn’t he supposed to be with you?”

“Yes.”

“So he’s lost?”

“No, I was just asking. Never mind. Have a good one, hon!”

“Weird,” Madera said, and went back to her padd.



The feast was immaculate, or at least, it seemed so to Browning. She made no bones about going over to the buffet and piling several plates high with food before introductions had even been made.

“Something’s wrong with Janice,” Peterman whispered, nudging Baxter as he shook the limp hand of the birdlike General Nossit.

“How can you tell?” Baxter asked, as Nossit moved on to Vansen.

“She’s not even stopping to savor the flavor of anything!”

“Did she ever?”

“Of course she did.”

Baxter rubbed his beard. “I never realized.”

Sartherd skittered suddenly up to Baxter and gestured to a Leposian who was easily a head taller than all the others. Unlike Sartherd and Nossit, this Leposian had much brighter and fuller down along his chest and extremities.

“May I present Primast Lessat,” Sartherd sing-sang.

Baxter extended his hand to shake that of the grandiose Leposian, who eagerly took Baxter’s hand and pumped it.

“Captain, it is my distinct pleasure to meet you!”

“The pleasure is all mine, sir…ma’am…sir…”

“Please, Captain, our people do not recognize gender distinction. We self-impregnate,” Sartherd said through his clenched beak.

“Whoops. Five minutes in and already I’ve committed a bit of a diplomatic faux pas.”

“I’m not sure what that means but it sounds lovely,” Lessat said. “At any rate, do not worry yourself about the gender thing. Many species are confused by our ability to self-impregnate.”

“You should meet our Lieutenant Unlathi,” Peterman said with a giggle. “They have a similar biology.”

Lessat nodded. “Lovely.” It turned toward Baxter. “I would love to discuss your human mating process at your convenience.”

“Not on this diplomatic mission,” Peterman said, quickly ushering Baxter away. She yanked Baxter close. “We WILL NOT be having a repeat of the Beldana incident.”

“Please,” Baxter muttered. “I’m a married man. Besides, I doubt Lessat has the proper…you know…equipment.”

“Only one way to find out,” J’hana quickly said, dashing past Baxter. So much for getting to chat one on one with a world leader. The captain sighed and went to find Nossit again. At least that…thing had some interesting war stories.

He found Nossit chatting with Tilleran and Hartley about a fierce battle. Just from the Leposian’s stiff gesticulations, Baxter gathered he was quite old. Probably the oldest Leposian in the room.

“Quite violent, it was, yes,” Nossit rasped. “Many Leposians died in that battle. Of course I was still a bit of a treeling at the time so I really didn’t get to see much first-hand combat. There was a particular time, however, when my base was overrun by the Delleth sect, and believe me it was a real nest-burner!”

Baxter sipped from a cup that a passing Leposian servant had handed him. The liquid was warm and sweet, with a bitter aftertaste. Like raspberry coffee with too much sugar. “Tell me, General Nossit. How long ago was this little battle?”

Nossit’s eyes grew grey and dark, and it seemed to stare off into space. “That was no ‘little’ battle. It was the final battle. The one to end all battles. The one that brought the neverending age of peace to Leposia.”

“And when was that?” asked Hartley.

“Oh, well, when I was a child, that was easily seventy orbits ago.”

Tilleran nodded. “Judging by the movements of the Leposian sun, that would translate into about one hundred twelve Earth years. Anyone else want to try that mushy stuff by the meat tray? No…well I’m starved. Excuse me!”

Baxter watched Tilleran go, then turned to Nossit. “Are you telling me this planet’s been at peace for one hundred and twelve years?”

“Give or take,” Nossit shrugged. “Isn’t your Confederation similarly at peace?”

“Actually, the, uh, *Federation* came out of a nasty war with the Dominion not too long ago.”

“Three years ago to be exact,” Lt. Commander Vansen said, sliding in front of Baxter, blocking him from Nossit. “We believe that we’ve entered our own ‘Neverending Age of Peace,’ General. And we’d like you to be a part of it.”

Nossit stared from Baxter to Vansen. “I’m going to have to defer to Lessat on that. Excuse me.” And it plodded back off into the crowd.

“Nice guy, or girl, or whatever,” Hartley said, then walked off into another corner of the ballroom.

Vansen was about to walk off as well, but Baxter touched her shoulder. “Can I talk to you?”

She stared at Baxter with dark, impenetrable brown eyes. “What.”

“How many times do I have to remind you that I’m the Captain?”

“I know you’re the captain. At least you try to be, in your own little way.”

“Be that as it may…” Baxter said, feeling his temper already smouldering. “Be that…as it may…I think you could at least manage to let me speak on behalf of the Federation!”

“And scuttle our diplomatic efforts in this sector? I don’t think so. Why don’t you grow a brain and realize you’re in over your head? I don’t mind covering for you as long as it gets me a promotion, sooner rather than later, so why don’t you just save your breath and let me do all the talking. I’ll make you look good, and then you’ll be rid of me. Sound good? Great. How about you go over there and grab me another one of these tasty beverages while I go talk to the planetary leader?” Vansen stuck her empty glass into Baxter’s free hand and walked off.

Baxter couldn’t see through the tears of anger clouding his bulging eyes.

“Problem?” Dr. Browning said, walking up with a mouth full of some kind of bready substance. Her hands were occupied with heavy plates.

“That…Vansen…drives me…insane.”

“Sheesh, Andy, you’ve got a vein bulging out in your forehead. Try one of these things. It tastes like pita. You like pita, don’t you?”

Baxter glared down at Browning, grabbed the pita lookalike, and stomped off.

“Guess he doesn’t like pita,” Browning mumbled, and resumed eating. She snagged Richards with a free pinky as he walked by. “Christopher! We have got to talk.”

“I was just going to grab something to eat…”

“Have some of mine,” Browning said easily, lifting a plate up for Richards to peruse. “Just a little. Don’t get greedy!”

“Right.” Richards picked up an innocuous-looking cracker and popped it into his mouth. “You wanted to talk?”

“Yeah. It’s about Plato.”

Richards chewed the cracker. “I love that little guy.”

“Yes, I know. I know you do. And he really likes you too.”

“Really likes? Don’t you mean loves?”

“That’s what I said. He loves you too.”

“Oooh this is spicy. Can I have some of your drink?”

Browning faltered. “I don’t think it’ll help. It’s spicy too.”

“Follow me to the beverage table,” Richards gasped, and Browning did.

“It’s just…” Browning said, following. “I am worried about what he will think growing up. He doesn’t have a father figure in his life, after all, and–”

“He has me.” Richards grabbed a glass of murky green liquid from the beverage table and tossed it back. “Mmmm…kind of like kiwi.” He looked at Browning. “He also has Captain Baxter. I bet he ‘loves,’ the captain. But he just ‘really likes’ me. I see how it is.”

“See how what is?” Browning asked, feeling suddenly nauseous. “I cannot understand you and Andy and your silly competition for Plato’s affection. He needs both of you in his life. But he needs to understand what roles–”

“Rolls…that will cool my mouth down. Have you seen any?”

“Over there. You’re not listening to me.”

“Of course I am. You don’t want me to hang around Plato as much.”

“Why must you jump to such an silly conclusion!”

“Just calling it like I see it, Janice.”

“Christopher! I am trying to make you understand that a child’s psyche is at stake here. This isn’t about your pride, or Andy’s. It’s about my son’s welfare.”

Richards munched thoughtfully on a piece of bread. “Want me to sign up for parental rights?”

Browning stared, wide-eyed at Richards. “Ummmm…”

“Mull it over,” Richards said, and walked off.

“Christopher, come back here!” Browning said, juggling her several plates and following Richards into the crowd.



“Have you seen J’hana?” Lt. Commander Hartley asked, sidling up to Mirk, who’d just finished a lovely debate about mixing liquor and ales with a Leposian bartender.

“She disappeared out the door about twenty minutes ago with the Leposian Secretary of State. A…umm…thing named Prakish.”

“Nice to see she’s doing her part to foster good will.”

“Indeed. Did you try the pishlok? It tastes just like hasperat.”

Hartley grabbed one of the white squares stacked on Mirk’s plate and chewed off a corner. “Mmmm. But with steak sauce. A nice combination.”

“These folks know a thing or two about the hospitality industry.”

“Maybe we can get them to cater our wedding.”

“I assumed we’d get married after we got back to the Alpha Quadrant.”

“We may be here a while, so I was thinking the sooner the better.” Hartley bit her lip thoughtfully. “How about next month?”

“ARRCH!” Mirk coughed and then made a low gurgling sound. Then his mouth moved, but no sound other than a low rattle came out.

Luckily, Browning was nearby. Unluckily, she was weighed down with four plates of food, which she tossed to the floor unceremoniously as she dashed over to squeeze Mirk’s chest with repeated, rhythmic thumps (the Maloxian stomach was located much higher than in most humanoids).

With an audible, wet, “thwop,” a white square of pishlok came sailing out of Mirk’s mouth and landed in Trade Secretary Hassha’s drink.

“What the hell is going on?” demanded Captain Baxter. He jogged over to where Mirk was standing, only to slip on the pile of upturned plates Browning had left in her wake. His feet flew up into the air and the rest of him slammed noisily on the floor.

J’hana, meanwhile, was just walking in and adjusting the collar of her dress.

“Secretary of State Prakish is indisposed for the rest of the evening,” she announced. “And I am starved!”

Weyoun walked in shortly after. “I apologize for my absence. I had to use the restroom facilities. A dreadful shortcoming of the Vorta that the Jem’Hadar, luckily, need not worry about. Have I missed much?”

What he saw was a mess of food slopped on the floor, a dazed and messy captain, and half a dozen shouting Explorer crewmembers.

“Your incompetence has totally ruined this mission,” Vansen seethed as Richards and Browning dragged Baxter to his feet.

“Don’t talk to my husband that way,” Peterman snapped at Vansen.

“Stay out of this, Counselor.”

“Please, please,” said Primast Lessat. “There is no need for arguing or violence!”

“You never answered me. Do you want me to be Plato’s father or not?”

“What, next month isn’t soon enough? The mere thought of marrying me sends you into convulsions? Well, then, why don’t we just not get married, huh, bigshot?”

“I just choked! You’re making too big a deal out of this.”

“You choked alright.”

“Has anyone seen the Secretary of State?”

“I sated the Secretary of State, madam, or whatever you are.”

“I am SO bored. I’d love to just pour myself into a nice bucket…I mean bed. Bed.”

“Get out of my face, Vansen. As soon as we get back to the Alpha Quadrant, I’m letting you off at Deep Space Nine. Better yet, the next available asteroid. Better yet…here!”

“You have no authority!”

“Don’t talk to the captain like that!”

“You’re not even an officer so shut up!”

“Please, please!” Weyoun said, holding up his hands calmingly. “People, calm yourselves. This is a diplomatic function!”

“And disagreement of any kind is strictly forbidden on this planet,” Lessat’s voice trilled above all others. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you all to leave…”

“If you’ll excuse me, Lessat, I’m just discussing something with one of my officers,” Captain Baxter said, looking over his shoulder at Lessat, just as Lt. Commander Vansen shoved something closely resembling a pie into his face.

“FOOD BATTLE!” J’hana roared, and dumped a punch bowl full of a milky pink substance all over Vansen’s head.

Vansen whirled blindly and reached for whatever weapon was closest. Her hands seized on two large loaves of bread, with which she brazenly and repeatedly clubbed J’hana.

“Watch the antennae. Especially THAT one!”

“Can we please just LEAVE already?”

“Do you love my son or not?

“Stop playing mind games with me.”

“Take some responsibility!”

“Get off my back!”

“Marry me!”

“Next month!”

“But there’s planning to be done!”

“Stop beating me!”

“I don’t give a crap about planning. I want a wedding NOW!”

“You’re getting drippings all over me!”

“I said you all needed group therapy and this just proves my point. I’m right after all. Ha–” Before she could complete her gloaty laugh, Peterman was creamed with a tray full of pishlok.

And about then, every Explorer crew member in the room was zapped into unconsciousness.



2400 HOURS



Lt. Madera stared at the chronometer on the arm of the command chair. “Well, I’m not going to wait up for them all night.”

Lt. Sefelt turned around in his seat at ops. “Ummm…should we call down to them and see how much longer they’ll be?”

Madera shook her head. “Absolutely not. I’m sure they’re having a great time. Far be it from us to interrupt that. No, we’re all going to bed.” She punched a control on the chair arm. “Signal nightshift and call up the Delta bridge crew.”

“Was your first try at command all you hoped it would be?”

“Yep. It was nice,” Madera said, walking with Sefelt to the aft turbolift. “I read two books.”

“Great.”



THE NEXT DAY



Baxter rolled over, yawned sleepily, and slung an arm over his bedmate, his life mate, the love of his life.

And he opened his eyes and screamed.

“VANSEN!”

“In your dreams,” Vansen muttered, and rolled away from him.

Baxter leaned up. “This is not my beautiful life.” He rubbed his eyes.

“It’s about time he woke up,” J’hana muttered, looming over Baxter.

“Where am I?” The captain felt soft squishyness under him. He looked to see that it was some kind of pink, soft, rubberized material.

“In the best possible place for this crew,” Vansen snapped, climbing to her feet. “A padded cell.”

“I really should have scheduled that group therapy,” Peterman muttered, pacing.

“I really don’t think it would have helped,” said Richards.

“Are you questioning my counseling abilities?”

“Um…not at all.”

“Speaking of which, put us down for some relationship therapy,” Browning mumbled, and collapsed to the floor next to Baxter.

“Us too,” Hartley said, frowning at Mirk.

“So, Andy,” said Browning. “How are you going to get us out of this one?”

“This what?” Baxter demanded, climbing the wall of the cell to get to his feet. “What’s happened?”

“Isn’t it obvious you simple…I mean, Captain,” said Tilleran. “We’ve been imprisoned.”

“Committed is more like it,” said Peterman.

Baxter shoved up his shirtsleeves. “Well, I’ll just see about that.” He walked over to the glittering energy field that shut him off from the rest of the prison facility. “Excuse me. Jailer…or whatever you call yourself?”

A dull-eyed Leposian shuffled slowly over to the energy field. So far, Baxter had only met the cream of the Leposian crop. Obviously, now, he was meeting the blue collar crowd…whatever that meant.

“What do you want?” asked the dull-eyed jailer.

“I want to speak to Lessat.”

“I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think I want to speak to him?”

“No, smartmouth, I don’t think you are allowed to do that.”

“Could you confirm that for me?”

“Nope.”

Baxter pondered that. “Well…we want out.”

“Hmmm. Too bad.”

Baxter scratched his head. “Can you at least tell me when we’re going to be let out?”

The jailer sighed. He pulled out a flat grey piece of metal and overlooked it. Must be the Leposian equivalent of a padd. “We haven’t had to impose this penalty in tens of orbits. We had to look it up in the statutes.”

“What penalty?”

“Group therapy.”

“I KNEW IT!” Peterman called triumphantly from behind Baxter, who just rolled his eyes.

“Does that imply you’ll be sending in a therapist?”

“A what?”

“Never mind. So we get let out when we’ve resolved our, um, issues.”

“I don’t know. I was a treeling when we had our last civil uprising. I don’t know how they handled it.”

“Could you find out for me?”

“Nope.”

“Well how do we ever get out?”

“That will be for the Master Lawsmith to decide.”

“I see.” Baxter folded his arms. “And when will we be informed of the verdict?”

“I have no idea. It’s lunchtime. Later.” The guard turned promptly on a heel and shuffled out a side door, leaving the crew for all intents and purposes alone.

“Wow, I really slept late,” Baxter said, turning back toward his fellow crewmates.

“If this is about the mess, we can reimburse you all!” Vansen called after the guard, but he had already closed the door behind him and showed no signs of returning anytime soon. Vansen whirled angrily on Baxter. “This is all YOUR FAULT!”

“My fault?” Baxter asked. “That’s rich. Who’s the one causing all the tension on the ship?”

“He’s got you there,” Hartley muttered.

“Hold on a second,” Peterman said, stepping into the midst of the group. “We’ve all got hurt feelings right now, for lots of different reasons. But the last thing we need to do is place blame. We need to work through our problems and then find a way out of here.”

“I think that IS the way out of here,” Browning pointed out.

“Regardless,” Peterman said testily. “I think the best thing for us to do is sit in a circle and talk about our problems one by one.”

“Please,” Vansen snarled, stepping off to one side of the cell.

“Doesn’t anyone on this crew respect me?” demanded Baxter.

“Andy,” Peterman whispered, pointing behind Baxter. “You have a big pishlok stain on your ass.”

“Just GREAT!”



Lt. Madera stepped out onto the bridge of the Explorer feeling rested and relaxed. Commanding was a piece of cake. Granted, they were in orbit… but really, she just spent the whole time sitting down relaxing. At helm, or ops, or tactical, even when a ship was in orbit there was something to do. But when you sat in the command chair…you just sat and watched the planet spin by. It was really quite meditative.

Madera suddenly felt a little less relaxed when she stepped out onto the bridge to find nobody there.

Nobody except Sefelt, who sat cowering underneath his ops console.

“I’m afraid,” he mumbled, drawing his knees up to his chest.

Madera stepped down to the front of the bridge and squatted next to Sefelt. “Afraid of what, Howie?”

“I’m afraid nobody’s here!”

“I’m sure they’re just running late.”

“The whole group?”

“Maybe they had a late night.”

“Uh-uh. They’re not here.”

“What do you mean they’re not here?”

Sefelt wordlessly thumbed up at his console. Madera moved into the ops seat and looked over the readings. No Baxter, no Richards, no Vansen. No Tilleran or J’hana. No Hartley or Mirk. No Browning or Weyoun.

All gone.

Madera marched back to the command chair. “Call Keefler and Koltz up here. And hail the planet.”

“But I’d need to sit in my chair to do that.”

“I think you can manage.”

“But we’re all by ourselves up here.”

“There are over eight hundred people on this ship, Howie. We’re not by any stretch of the imagination by ourselves. Now take a deep breath and take your station. That’s an order.”

“Wow. You sound commanding.”

“I do, don’t I? Ha ha. Now get in your chair.”

“Yes ma’am.”



“Okay. Who wants to start?” Peterman sat, crosslegged, next to Captain Baxter, looking around at the eight other Explorer officers.

“Commander Vansen is a constant challenge to my authority,” Baxter said.

“I hate her,” chimed Richards.

“Good, good,” said Peterman. “That’s a place to start. What makes you feel that way, Chris?”

“She acts like she’s better than us.”

Vansen folded her arms. “Because I am.”

“See, that’s what I’m talking about,” said Baxter. “Constant insubordination.”

“Maybe if you two idiots would put your heads together and make one decent command decision, I’d leave you alone.”

“I can’t deal with this,” Richards said, and leaned out of the circle. Browning grabbed his arm and stopped him from leaving.

“Christopher, stay right there. You can use a little counseling.”

“So could you,” Richards snapped, then wished he hadn’t.

“What does that mean?”

“One thing at a time!” Peterman said in a raised voice.

“You don’t want a casual relationship. You want a father for your child, and I can’t be that. Not with ‘Uncle Andy’ constantly hanging around.” Richards glared at Baxter.

“Don’t you dare bring me into this, Chris.”

“You are constantly sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong.”

“He’s my friend!” Browning said. “He can stick his nose wherever he wants.”

“Well then you obviously don’t need me.” Richards stood up and, suddenly, was hit by an intense green beam that lanced out from somewhere in the ceiling. He slammed down onto the floor, looking dazed.

“You will continue being counseled,” a voice boomed around the group.

“I guess they’re serious about this therapy thing,” Hartley muttered.

“Well then,” said Peterman. She glanced up at the ceiling. “Thanks for the help. Now, shall we go further into this need for a parent, Janice?”

Browning stared at the floor. “Plato needs a dad.”

“He’s got a great godfather,” Baxter mumbled.

“That’s not enough,” Browning said, and looked at Richards, eyes tearing. “He needs a good dad. And Christopher, no matter how much I want you to be that, I know that you aren’t.”

“I could be.”

“No. No, I don’t think so.”

“And just why not?”

“First of all,” Baxter broke in. “You can’t commit to anything. You’re flighty. You’re only around for a good time, and then–”

“SHUT UP!” Richards snapped in Baxter’s face, then looked back at Browning.

“Did he just tell me to shut up?”

Browning turned to face Richards, taking his face into her hands. “You aren’t ready to settle down. And my son needs someone who is. So do I.”

“I don’t see where this is coming from,” Richards said. “I offered to sign up for parental rights.”

“But is that what you really want?”

“Think hard before you answer, Chris,” Peterman said.

Richards glared back at Peterman, then looked into Browning’s eyes. “Um…”

“Then that answers my question,” Browning said softly. “Christopher, I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”

“Okeydoke,” Vansen said. “There’s one solved. Let’s move on!”



“Leposian Control, this is Lieutenant Susan Madera in command of the Dominion envoy ship USS Explorer. I want to speak to whoever is holding our command staff hostage.”

The angular head of Communications Sergeant Kofft bobbed in response. “I’m afraid I cannot do that.”

“Fire on them,” Ensign Keefler whispered from tactical.

Madera turned around and glared at Keefler. “I’m going to try diplomacy first, if you don’t mind.”

Keefler shrugged. “Sure, I guess you’re in command, so whatever.”

“Don’t talk back to me. I’ll replace you like that.” Madera snapped her fingers and returned her gaze to the Leposian on the viewscreen. “Now, Sergeant Kofft, I want to speak to my Captain. Now.”

“Please hold.”

Madera clasped her hands together. “That’s better.”

“This is Communications Colonel Grola. I’ve been told to tell you you can’t speak to your people.”

“This is getting us nowhere,” Keefler muttered.

“Shut UP!” Madera snapped under her breath. “Why can’t we speak to our people?”

“They are being held in protective custody for crimes against the state of Leposia.”

“Until how long?”

“Until they have been sufficiently counseled.”

“Counseled? What on Earth did they do?”

“What’s Earth?”

“Nevermind. What did they do?”

“They got in a gigantic argument.”

“Can’t say I’m surprised,” Madera muttered. “Still, that’s no reason to hold someone prisoner.”

“They also wrecked our grand ballroom, but that is beside the point. Arguing is considered a capital offense on Leposia.”

“That is the stupidist thing I’ve ever heard–” Madera began, then bit her lip. “I mean, how interesting. Your exotic rules intrigue me. Maybe we could talk about them over a nice hot cup of LETTING THEM OUT OF THERE!”

“Please hold.”

Madera covered her face. “Not this again.”

“This is Communications General Chazzik. What can I tell you we can’t do today?”

“Make it stop,” Madera sighed.



“I’m nervous, okay? I mean, I’m only 21 years old. That’s a little early to be thinking about marriage.”

“You said Maloxians normally get married at 17!”

“Well, I’m not a normal Maloxian. I’ve got godlike powers!”

“Godlike powers of being a pain in my ass. Look, do you want to get married or not?”

“Yes!”

“Pick a date.”

“Ummmm…”

“I’d hurry up if I were you,” Peterman prodded, glancing uncomfortably at Hartley’s bulging eyes.

“Stardate 56545.”

“That’s a year away!”

“We need time to prepare.”

“Prepare what?”

“I want a big wedding.”

“Oh, for the love of the Directors…” Hartley muttered.

“We’ll do it in the arena, while the ship passes through the Bermuda Expanse. A traditional Maloxian ceremony.”

“There better not be fruit involved in this,” Baxter mumbled.

“Oh, there will be all right!” Mirk responded.

Hartley sighed, staring at the ceiling. “Mirk, why haven’t you mentioned any of this before? I had no idea you wanted a big wedding. Or that you wanted a traditional Maloxian one.”

“Well, you tend to get cranky when I make decisions.”

“Do I, now?”

Mirk stared uncertainly in Hartley’s eyes. “…Yes.”

“Well, then, if you want to have a big, fruity, Maloxian ceremony, you’ve got it. I’m just glad you set a freaking date!”

“Do I still get to perform the ceremony?” Baxter asked.

“Everything’s got to be about you, doesn’t it?” Richards asked Baxter.

“I was just wondering. Sheesh.”

“Sure, Captain, anything you want,” Hartley replied, and smiled winsomely at Mirk. “As long as Mirk doesn’t do anything stupid between now and then to screw this up.”

“Another one down,” Peterman said excitedly. “Well, we’re moving right along. NEXT!”



“You’ve been distant since I rescued you from the Dominion…”

“I’ve just had some…issues to work through. I love you as much as I ever did, J’hana.”



“–didn’t realize my eating embarrassed you. I’m SORRY!”



“–if you don’t like the belt, that’s your problem. I happen to think it makes me look dignified!”



“Your violent, overactive sexdrive has caused one too many intergalactic incidents!”

“Oh, don’t go blaming ME for that!”



“You think a little counseling solves everything!”



“I think I may have a crush on one of you…”



“Why don’t you just have that baby already!”



“You never share your cookies with me!”



“You’ve been neglecting the plasma injector manifolds!”



“You can barely hold down a job. You’re late to work all the time.”



“Can’t I just come to ONE staff meeting?”



“I think someone’s finally taking our request seriously,” Keefler said, glancing at his tactical screen.

Madera swung toward him in the command chair. “What do you mean?”

“They’re sending a ship up from the surface.”

“Are our people on it?”

“Um…no.”

“Hmmm.”

“They’re raising shields and arming weapons.”

“No kidding?”

“May I make a minor suggestion?” Keefler prodded.

“Sure,” Madera replied.

“Go to Red Alert. Shields up. Phasers ready.”

“Are they any match for us?”

“In a word, yes.”

“Better put them on screen.”

A red-feathered birdlike creature came on the viewscreen, looking almost the size of a Flarn. Madera shivered.

“I am Confrontationmaster Gondar. I have been told you are argumentative and you refuse to leave.”

“We just want our people back.”

“They require six cycles of psychiatric care.”

Madera glanced at ops. “Do the math, Mister Sefelt.”

“Four years.”

“NOT acceptable!” Madera said aloud. “Now, Mister Gondar, I suggest you let my people go, or else I will get very nasty with you.”

“Our vessel is tactically superior to yours. We would prefer not to use force, but we will if necessary.”

“Can you give me a minute to think it over?”

“Sure.” Gondar disappeared from the viewscreen, replaced with the feathery Leposian seal and soothing mood music.

“All right.” Madera stood up and stepped toward the front of the bridge. She looked around at Sefelt, Hildebrand, Keefler, and Koltz. “All right, people. We’re the second string. Some of us are even the third string. But we need to come up with a way to get our people out of there. And we don’t have a lot of time to come up with ideas. Let’s put our heads together and see what we can come up with.”

“Do we have to?” asked Sefelt.

“YES!”



Peterman leaned back, planting her hands on the floor, and stared up at the ceiling. “My back hurts.”

Baxter reached a hand behind her back and started kneading the soft spot between her shoulderblades. “Better?”

Peterman’s eyes fluttered. “Much.” She looked around at the group. “I think we’ve covered a lot of ground today.”

“I think we’ve discovered everybody here is certifiably nuts,” Vansen said, then glanced at the somber, quiet Weyoun. “Except you and me. Right, Weyoun?”

Weyoun just looked around at the group, glassy-eyed. “I have been waiting for some time to speak.”

“You could have interrupted at any time,” Peterman said. “Share your thoughts with us, Weyoun. You’re part of this group. Tell us what you think.”

“I think this is a very troubled crew.”

“There’s a prize-winning observation,” muttered Hartley.

“I think it’s quite unprofessional to let personal disagreements get in the way of diplomatic relations.”

“He’s got a point,” said Baxter.

“This should never happen again.”

Baxter looked around at his crew. “I don’t think it will, Weyoun. I think we’ve learned we need to be more honest with one another.” He elbowed Tilleran in the stomach. “Right, Commander? Huh?”

“Um…yes,” Tilleran said warily. “Honest. Sure thing.”

“Good enough,” Baxter said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s engineer an escape plan.”

“I’d like to see you try,” scoffed Vansen.

“We have neglected one important topic,” J’hana said.

“And that is?” asked Peterman.

“The conflicts between those in command of us.” She pointed at the trio of Baxter, Richards, and Vansen. “Is it not true that all problems start at the top?”

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

“I think she’s right,” said Browning. “How can any of us expect to get along if the three people in command of the Explorer can’t get along?”

“What kind of example are you setting for us?” asked Hartley.

“What did I do?” Baxter stammered.

“It’s what you didn’t do,” said Peterman. “You never established your authority with Vansen. Never let her know who was boss.”

“I…um…tried.”

“Not very hard,” Hartley said. “And you let Richards get away with murder. He always shows up late for shifts. He makes questionable decisions. Instead of confronting him about it, you just let him slide. Or you complain to your wife.”

“That’s not true! Sometimes I complain to Julie.”

“But there are never any repercussions,” said Peterman. “Are there?”

Baxter looked at Richards. “He’s my friend. What am I going to do, fire him?”

“Maybe if you threatened to do that once in a while, he’d behave,” Vansen grumbled.

“Don’t I get a say in this?” Richards asked.

“No,” snapped Vansen.

“Well, what about her?” Baxter asked the group, pointing at Vansen.

“Richards should do the same with her,” Peterman said. “Stand up to her. As your first officer, he should be dealing with the second officer, so you don’t have to. Then all you’d have to worry about is dealing with him.”

“And why didn’t you suggest any of this to me before, honey?”

“Maybe I was afraid you’d take he constructive criticism the wrong way.”

Baxter floundered. “That’s…ridiculous. I’m…glad about your input. I’ll really think it over.” He glanced at Richards, then Vansen. “Or something.”

“I think we have all learned a lot about each other today,” Weyoun said solemnly.

“I’ve learned I despise this crew even more than I thought I did,” muttered Vansen.

“That’s the spirit,” Baxter said. “Now…let’s see about busting out of this joint!”



“The Explorer is leaving this system,” Subjunct Brakka said from the sensors console aboard the Leposian Confronation Vessel Impervious.

Confrontationmaster Grennik stared at the rear-end of the Explorer as it suddenly stretched into warp and disappeared into a pinprick among the stars. “Good. Communicate with Lessat’s office and let him know we have taken care of the threat. Meanwhile, I’ll be in my office, sharpening things.”

“Sir,” said Brakka. “We just got a strange sensor echo near the southern pole. Something grazing the atmosphere.”

“Note it in the science logs and have one of our Investigator Ships handle it. I’m sure it’s not a confrontation matter.”

“Yes, Grennik.”



Baxter and the others were in the midst of planning a complicated scheme involving faked illnesses, a rigged device made from J’hana’s garter belt and Peterman’s hair scrunchie, and lots of screaming.

They’d just begun to put the finishing touches on the plan, a plan Weyoun wanted no part of, when a Leposian guard walked up to the energy field and looked them over.

“You all have been working quietly on something for over an hour now.”

“That’s right,” Baxter said. “Is there a problem with that?”

“On the contrary,” said the guard. “The Psychological Ministry is happy with your progress. They believe you’ve conquered many of the conflicts among you.”

“Thanks,” said Peterman.

“You’ve made impressive progress in a short amount of time. Our people could learn much from you.”

“That’s what we were thinking,” Baxter said, with a smile.

The guard punched a control, letting down the field. It reached out a feathered hand to shake Baxter’s. “I am proud to say you are free to return to your ship, although you have been invited to attend another diplomatic event, if you are so inclined.”

“Sounds lovely,” said Weyoun, just as five beams of light appeared behind the guard, resolving themselves into Madera, Keefler, and security officers Unlathi and Reyes.

The guard turned, shocked, as Unlathi wrapped a powerful tentacle around it and tossed it against the prison floor.

“Finish him!” Madera called, out, and all away team members blasted at the guard with their phasers, stunning it unconscious. “Madera to Escort. Drop sensor-reflective shielding and begin emergency beam-out, Mister Koltz!”

“But–” Baxter said, a little too late, for he had already begun to dematerialize.



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. Due to a…misunderstanding…I am hearby recommending that the Dominion no longer pursue diplomatic contact with the Leposians, at least not for a little while. The differences just run too deep.

Meanwhile, the personal conflicts among my crew seem to be all but resolved, and I think we can all look forward to a much better working relationship from here on out.



“…found him crawling through one of the plasma coolant manifolds,” Ensign Morgan said sheepishly. “Luckily, it was empty.”

“I guess so,” said Browning, kneeling and running her hands through Plato’s mop of blond hair. “Be more careful, okay buddy? Don’t go running away from Auntie Lindsay when she babysits you!”

“Yes’m, I’m sorry,” Plato said, and turned, pouting, toward Chief Morgan. “Sorry Auntie Lindsay.”

“It’s okay, punkin,” Morgan said, and turned to head out the door to Browning’s quarters, just as Richards emerged from the back room with a cargo container brimming with clothes and other assorted knick-nacks.

“Are you sure we’re doing the right thing, Janice?”

Browning nodded, standing. “I think so. I’m just…so confused.”

“We don’t have to let it end this way.”

“Chris: Do you want a family? Right now?”

Richards opened and closed his mouth. “Um…”

“That’s what I thought.”

“No more Uncle Chris?” asked Plato, glancing to Richards.

“Sure, sure there will be more Uncle Chris,” Richards said. “I just have lots of important missions coming up, and won’t be able to hang around as much.” He looked to Browning. “Maybe some free time will be just what I need to get my career back on the right track.”

Browning nodded. “Maybe. Goodbye, Christopher.”

“I’ll talk to you soon.”

Browning nodded. “Mmm hmm.”

Richards leaned over and kissed her on the forehead, then knelt to hug Plato tightly. “Goodbye, buddy.”



When Richards stepped out onto the bridge of the Explorer, it was with a feeling of renewed vigor and determination.

“You’re fifteen minutes late,” Vansen muttered, not looking up from her padd. She was sitting in the center seat, which thoroughly annoyed him.

“I had important matters to attend to. Now get out of my chair,” he snapped, looming over Vansen. “Or I’ll demote you to Lieutenant. If you think I won’t, then just try me.”

Vansen locked eyes with Richards. He could see the calculation going on behind her eyes. Wordlessly, she shifted to her normal seat to the left of the command chair.

At that moment, Captain Baxter stepped out of his readyroom. “The Leposians were really mad at us. You should see the hate mail I’m getting.” He glared at Madera.

“Anybody could have made that mistake. How was I to know you had just been released?” she moaned.

“I tried to explain that to the Leposian authorities.” Baxter shook his head mournfully as Richards moved to the seat to the right of the command chair and Baxter sat down in the center. “They didn’t seem to understand.”

“There are plenty of other species out there for us to go out and recruit for the Dominion,” Richards said.

“And we can’t possibly royally f*** up EVERY mission,” Vansen agreed.

“Here here,” said Baxter, leaning back in his chair. “We’ll be just fine.” And he really felt that way. The Explorer crew would be just fine.



“Are you sure this is a secure channel, Greatness?” the Fat, sinister Weyoun said, staring out of the desktop terminal in Tilleran’s quarters.

The Betazoid’s face had swelled to resemble that of a monkey, the preferred visage of the changeling rebel known as Jelo.

“I have made all the necessary alterations.”

“I was concerned for you, Founder. I have not heard from you in two days.”

“I was trapped on a planet, on an inane mission with these idiotic people.”

“I am truly sorry.”

“How is our captive?”

“Not happy to be here.”

“I know how she feels.”

“Your leadership is truly missed here, Jelo. When can we expect your return?”

“As soon as the Explorer has been reduced to ashes.”

“And when will that be?”

“In good time, Weyoun. In good time.”



THE END.



NEXT:



So what’s been going on with Mirk lately, you might ask? Well, in addition to being betrothed, whatever that means, Mirk’s being tracked by a fellow godlike being. Irma, you ask? Thank gods no. This goddess is much cuter, and seems to actually be on Mirk’s side. Or is she? Find out as Mirk is forced to make a choice between his crew and godhood…again.




Walk Like a God



Imagine wiping out entire worlds with just one thought.

Imagine producing, out of thin air, anything you desire.

Imagine the possibilities, when there is nothing, no force in the universe, standing in your way.

Now, imagine you have recently aquired those abilities.

What are you going to do with them?

Are you going to keep your simple barkeep job? Serve drinks to Starfleet crewmen day in and day out, then help the doddling crew of one of the least competent ships in the fleet out of their disaster-of-the week? Are you nothing better than a walking, talking deux aux machina?

Or are you going to push your abilities to their limits until you find out that there are no limits? Until you find out the true meaning of the word…

OM.

NIP.


	



TENT.

Learn it, little boy, or better yet, I’ll teach it to you…

HANG ON!



Mirk shot out of bed.

Literally. He slammed into the ceiling quite painfully, then flopped noisily back into bed, where Lt. Megan Hartley rolled over and slapped a pillow over his head.

“Some people are trying to sleep in here, Mirk!” That’s when Hartley realized that Mirk had woken up for a good reason.

Mirk and Hartley’s quarters were bathed in red, and klaxons were blaring in their ears.

That’s when Mirk noticed books and nick-nacks had come off the bedroom shelves, and his vase of pear blossoms had smashed on the floor. He heard voices outside in the corridor. Had they just been in a collision?

“Baxter to Lieutenant Commander Hartley…we have a…something…up here on the bridge you need to come look at.”

Hartley rolled out of bed. “This better be important, Captain.”

“Just get up here.”

Mirk leaned up and touched Hartley’s arm as she slipped on her uniform trousers and yanked on her uniform jacket over her “I’m with Godlike” t-shirt.

“I’m going with you.”

“And why is that?”

“I’ve got a…feeling…I should be up there.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing you need to worry about honey,” Hartley said in a sugary tone, leaning down to kiss Mirk on the cheek. “Just let your fiancee the Engineer take care of it.”

“Honey, the last time I had a ‘feeling,’ I saved us all from an unsavory parallel universe.”

“Must you always bring that up? Fine, c’mon!”



Mirk was still doing the front buttons on his dinner jacket when he and Hartley spilled out of the aft bridge turbolift. They’d been thrown against one another mid lift-ride for some reason and Hartley exited the lift wanting to know why.

“That’s why,” Captain Andy Baxter said, pointing toward the viewscreen.

“You brought me up here to see an asteroid field,” Hartley said flatly, resting her hands on her hips. “You got me and Mirk out of bed for THAT!”

“It used to be a planet, smartaleck,” Lt. Commander Nell Vansen said from her place standing next to Baxter. “Silius Four to be exact.”

“And it blew up, literally just as we were passing by,” Commander Chris Richards said, studying the readings at the engineering station and then waving for Hartley to join him there.

Hartley jogged over to the station and paged through the readings. “An EM spike and then…blammo. It just blew up.”

“Was it inhabited?” Mirk asked, rushing to the railing surrounding the command chairs to get a good look at the carnage on the screen.

“Thankfully not,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said from her seat behind the science console. “However, the third and fifth planets in this system are inhabited by species’ who just recently reached warp capability. They are bound to be affected by the gravitic disturbances caused by the planet’s destruction.”

“Are they members of the Dominion?” Baxter asked, glancing at Vansen.

“According to our records, no.” Vansen checked the panel next to her seat. “But Weyoun did think it would be a good idea for us to discuss joining the Dominion with them on our way back through this system.”

“Have the Dominion dispatch ships to render environmental aid,” Baxter said. “Meanwhile, hail both planets, J’hana, and try to find out if any of them have immediate–”

“Sir,” Hartley interrupted, glancing with deep concern at the engineering panel. “There is a small ship in the debris field. Badly damaged. Its warp core appears near critical.”

“Anyone aboard?” Vansen demanded.

“One lifeform. Humanoid.”

“Beam it directly to Sickbay,” Baxter said.

“Beam,” Hartley chuckled. “That’s something I haven’t done in a while.”

“Do it!”

“Right, right,” Hartley said, tapping at her panel, as Baxter called for the Lt. Madera to steer the Explorer away from the ship before it blew.



Mirk accompanied Baxter, Vansen, and J’hana down to Sickbay to check on the Explorer’s newest visitor. Baxter commed to alert Dominion Ambassador Weyoun to the situation, leaving Richards and Hartley behind on the bridge to further analyze the explosion of Silius Four.

Mirk wasn’t sure who or what he would find there. He hoped, somewhat illogically, that he would find the source of the voice that had screamed in his head prior to the Explorer getting rattled by a planet’s explosion. There was a great likelihood that he had really just been dreaming, and that the nightmare was merely a coincidence.

Then again, it could, however unlikely, be Irma Sutton. Or worse, even.

Mirk shivered as the doors to sickbay parted and he edged in behind Baxter and the others.

What, or rather who, he found in the center Sickbay table was not at all what, or who, he’d expected.

She was seated upright, holding a grey pressure bandage to her forehead. Her glittering silver jumpsuit was a bit singed but she looked none the worse for wear, otherwise. Doctor Holly Wilcox was running a medical tricorder over.

“No internal bleeding or broken bones. Other than a few scrapes, she’s fit as the proverbial fiddle, Captain,” Dr. Wilcox told Baxter as he surveyed the visitor.

“You were very lucky,” Baxter told her. “That explosion rattled a lot of people on the Explorer, and it’s easily ten times the size of your ship.”

“Boy,” the woman said earnestly. “I sure am lucky you guys rescued me when you did.”

“Your ship blew up,” Vansen said flatly. “Maybe you can tell us what you were doing in the vicinity of Silius Four?”

“She’s not a suspect, Commander,” Baxter snapped.

“She may be, Captain,” J’hana said, cracking her knuckles. “A thorough interrogation will tell the tale.”

“Whoa, there.” Baxter held up his hands, one in front of J’hana, one in front of Vansen. “We’re not interrogating anybody. This woman is our guest.” Baxter leaned in toward J’hana. “Unless we find out otherwise. Got it?” he whispered in the general vicinity of her antenna. The Andorian nodded briskly.

Mirk, meanwhile, just stared off into the woman’s unfathomably blue eyes. He was engaged to be married, but, by the Holy Grapefruit, this woman was gorgeous. She had a long mane of glistening blonde hair, and the aforementioned eyes, which were presently trained on Mirk. She was a petite girl; when she slid off the table she came just to Mirk’s shoulder, and looked up at him with those penetrating eyes.

Mirk heard Baxter prattling on about “Dominion treaty” and “the Federation olive branch,” but Mirk was not at all listening. And neither was she.

“What’s your place here?” the newcomer asked Mirk.

“I’m the manager of the Constellation Club.”

“I see. And that fulfils you?”

“I guess.”

She looked around, like a child visiting a toy store for the first time. “Can you show me around this ship?”

Mirk looked to Baxter. “I…suppose.”

Baxter nodded. “Um, sure. I don’t see why not. And, of course, I’m at your disposal should you need to…”

And she was gone, having drawn Mirk out with her.

Holly folded her arms and stared at the door to Sickbay wonderingly. “Goodness. I’m a woman and even I can admit it. She was beautiful.”

“Yes,” Baxter said thoughtfully.

“Yes,” J’hana said.

“Get your chin off the floor and come back to the bridge with me,” Vansen groused at Baxter. “We have an investigation to conduct.” She snapped her fingers at J’hana. “Yes, that’s right, J’hana. I said investigation. C’mon now. Let’s go!”

“I hate her,” J’hana said, as her and Baxter followed Vansen out of Sickbay.

“No kidding,” Baxter said.

“And yet I feel compelled to do her bidding. Strange, is it not?”

“Incredibly.”



“You haven’t told me your name yet.”

“Gabrielle. Some call me Gabby.”

“Is that your first or last name?”

“Yes. What is this place?”

“Ship’s Shoppes. It’s the onboard mall. A collection of shops where…”

Gabrielle turned to face Mirk and giggled, curling her hair back behind her ears. “I know what a mall is, silly. I’m from another planet, not another universe.”

“What planet are you from, Silius Four, or…?”

“Somewhat farther away than that,” Gabrielle replied vaguely. “And you?”

“A place called Malox. Also far away. In the Delta Quadrant.”

“You are a long way from home, aren’t you?”

“Yep. I’ve been serving on this ship for more than four years now. First when they got lost in the Delta Quadrant, then on routine missions in the Alpha and Beta Quadrants, now here in Gamma.”

“My, you do get around.”

“I try.” Mirk and Gabrielle came to a stop at a spot on the second level of Ship’s Shoppes overlooking the walkway below and bustling civilian and Starfleet shoppers. “So what brings you to this area of space?”

Gabrielle looked very evenly in Mirk’s eyes. “You.”

“Me?”

“Are you going to push your abilities to their limits until you find out that there are none?” Gabrielle giggled. “Sound familiar?”

Mirk’s mouth opened and closed but no sound came out.

“That’s a nice fish impression, there, Mirk.”

“I didn’t tell you my name…”

“And why on Earth would you have to?”

“You’re…you’re…”

“Say it with me now, Mirkie.” Gabrielle reached up and grabbed Mirk’s cheeks and moved his mouth. “OM. NIP. O. TENT.”

“Oh boy,” Mirk said, her hands still on his mouth. “Are you here to destroy me?”

Gabby threw back her head and laughed. “Silly boy! Why would I want to do a thing like that?”

“Because that’s what the last omnipotent woman in my life did.”

“Oh, yes. That Irma person. What an insecure, envious woman.”

“Yes. I thought so too.” Mirk gazed down at the bustling people below. “So, if you’re not here to destroy me, why are you here?”

“To do just what I said I’d do before my companions so subtly blew up a planet to get your attention!” She went from gripping both sides of his mouth to pinching his cheek. “To teach you a thing or two about what it means to be a god!”

“Oh.” Mirk gulped. Was he ready for this?

“Yes, you’re ready for this, my cherubic little godlet. I wouldn’t be here otherwise! Now come with me!”



“What do you mean they’re GONE?” Hartley shrieked, leaning across the conference lounge table at Baxter.

“Just what I said,” Baxter said, inching back a bit. “When I called to ask Mirk how his tour of the ship was going, he was gone.”

“He did not show up on sensors,” J’hana broke in.

“Nor did our new visitor,” said Vansen.

“Just great. A beautiful woman shows up on the ship and kidnaps my fiancee. What next? Amrageddon?”

“I sure hope not,” Baxter said quietly.

“What are you going to do about this, Captain?” Hartley demanded, her voice shaking with rage.

“We are, of course, um, investigating,” Baxter said quietly. He looked at J’hana and Tilleran. “Guys…come on. Help me out here.”

Tilleran nudged J’hana. “Go ahead.”

J’hana cleared her throat. “The debris field left by Silius Four is currently being occupied by some sort of large, gaseous cloud that our sensors can’t penetrate. Even though the science department seems confident the planet exploded for natural reasons, we can’t explain the gas cloud. It just…appeared…around the debris field.”

“If sensors can’t penetrate the cloud, how do you know it’s gas?” Hartley asked.

J’hana shrugged. “That’s what it looks like.”

“Can we get a shuttlecraft in there?” Baxter asked. “Maybe Mirk and what’s-her-name are in there.”

“It’s worth a shot,” Richards spoke up. “But it would be a dangerous endeavor.”

“I volunteer you,” Vansen snapped, then stood up. “Well, people, we have work to do.”

“Yes,” Baxter said, shifting uncomfortably in his chair. “Yes, we do.”



“You show me your ship, I’ll show you my…” Gabby said, and waved a hand through the air, taking in the entirety of Mirk’s surroundings. “Entity.”

“Entity?”

Gabby folded her arms with satisfaction and looked around. “This place is the source of my power.” She leaned conspiratorially toward Mirk. “Although it would be nothing without me. We’re…intertwined.”

Mirk nodded. “Fascinating.” He looked around the whitewashed corridor. The walls were made of wood. It was an old house. Something that would be found on Earth. “So who’s house is this?”

“An old friend’s,” Gabby said flatly. “He’s…indisposed, so he lets me use it. It’s just one of a million places on board the entity.”

“Why does your entity look like an old Earth house?”

“Why indeed, why indeed.”

“You’re from Earth!”

Gabby leaned forward and hugged Mirk tightly. “You got it right! I knew you were a clever guy.”

“So how is it that you’re omnipotent?” Mirk asked, following Gabby down the corridor and down a flight of stairs.

“You’ll probably have a hard time believing this,” she giggled. “But I stepped in fairy circles.”

“Fairy…circles?”

“Yup. Sources of tremendous power on Earth. Anyway, there I was one day, skipping through a fairy circle, which in this case was just a simple circle of mushrooms growing in a field, and I suddenly felt this great, well, energy pass over me. It wasn’t until much, much later that I realized I was marked for immortality by that force which, at the time, lacked substance and definition. It turns out the fairy circle was a connection between Earth and a realm of pure energy and unlimited intelligence.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Mirk said, nodding.

“Anyhow, over time, the force amassed power, like a great caterpillar growing into a butterfly inside a cocoon, only the cocoon was me. When my human earth body ‘died,’ my essence was preserved in conjuction with the force’s. It became the entity and I became The Goddess. I used the entity to preserve everything I ever loved in Earth’s twentieth century.” Gabby took a big breath, then looked at Mirk brightly. “So here we are!”

“Yes,” Mirk said. “Here we are.” It was then that Mirk noticed piano music coming from the other room. Gabby led him into the next room where well-dressed folk drank heavily, talked and laughed, sounding southern, surrounding a man playing the piano. The man sang,



I wish I had an easy mind

and a pretty girl to hold my hand

seems the closer that I get

the water isn’t wet

this lonely life of mine

is the best I’ve ever had

it’s not bad…

my coat’s the only thing that’s on my sleeve

you may not know my reason

but I’ve got reason to believe…



“Thank you, thank you. You guys are great,” the man at the piano said, as the well-dressed and well-drunk audience clapped. “What’s say we play another crazy little melody? And hey, look, it’s the Goddess!”

“Mirk, this is Harry Connick, Junior,” Gabby said, leaning on the piano and gesturing at the grinning man as he pounded the so-called ivories.

“Nice to meet you, Mister Connick Junior.”

“Crazy. Crazy,” was all Connick would say.

“Let me show you some more. Have you ever seen Bourbon Street?”

Mirk thought back to when he and Hartley had gone there when the Explorer was stationed at Earth a year and a half ago. He’d been hungover for days. “Unfortunately.”

“You must not have done it right.”

“I got extremely drunk.”

“Well, let me show you MY bourbon street, my boy. Come on.” Gabby snapped her fingers and the world transformed around Mirk.



“I can’t believe Chris didn’t try to talk me out of leading the away team myself,” Baxter mumbled, leaning against the piloting chair as the shuttlecraft Cartier coasted toward the nebulous silvery cloud that surrounded the former location of Silius Four.

“Why would he?” Vansen asked as she steered the Cartier into position.

“Well, it’s dangerous for the Captain to lead an away mission.”

“I don’t think Chris really cares,” Hartley said from next to Vansen, as she studied the readouts on the shuttle’s sensors.

“Still…” Baxter mumbled.

“You didn’t think I would raise an objection did you?” Vansen said with a small laugh.

Baxter sighed. “Not really.”

J’hana stood next to Baxter, grimacing. “What have you found out about the cloud?”

“Not much,” Hartley said. “Our sensors can’t penetrate it.”

Vansen looked at Hartley. “I hope you have a bright idea as to how we’re going to get in.”

“I just so happen to, yes,” Hartley said, not looking at Vansen. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it.”

“They are about to fight,” J’hana said eagerly.

“All of you, cut it out,” Baxter said. “What’s your plan, Hartley?”

The engineer’s hands danced over the controls. “Warp field.”

“Can you go into more detail?”

“Would you understand?” Hartley asked.

“No,” Baxter said, looking at his feet. “I guess not.”

“Then why waste our time,” Vansen said, nodding at Hartley. “Do it.”

Hartley hit a control and a blue field flared in front of the shuttle’s forward viewport. The silvery, bright cloud expanse soared into view as Vansen brought the Cartier around, and then, suddenly, they were surrounded by it.

Baxter gasped as the Cartier flew through the billowing cloud. Below, immense dark, latticed structures rose up from what seemed like an infinite distance below. Vansen piloted the shuttle around arches and buttresses, along solemn mountain pathways, and between huge, dark, oblong shapes. All vague, all not quite discernable to the naked eye, but all large and breathtaking.

“Where are we?” Baxter said after a long silence.

“On the outskirts of a massive planet or vessel,” Hartley said, studying her panel. “I can’t be sure what it is or even how it got here. But it’s housing an unbelievable amount of energy.”

“Can we get in?”

“I don’t know.”

“Keep trying. It’s a good bet Mirk and that woman are in there.”



“Yes I know. I let them in,” the Goddess said, and Mirk looked around to see who she was talking to. There was no one in the immediate vicinity as they walked down Bourbon Street and turned on Canal, as music swelled from clubs on the left and right, and folks danced in the street or simply kissed. It was a sweaty and beautiful summer night, and Mirk felt light, as if any minute he could take off and fly.

“Wh-who are you talking to?” he asked.

“This’ll just be a minute,” the Goddess said lightly. “Well, distract them. Can you do that? I know you had dance rehearsal today. Well, reschedule it. Don’t make me come up there and knock you around! Right. Well, show them a good time. Good-bye!”

“Who was that?”

“One of my Chiefs,” she said, as if that would make any sense to Mirk. “Harry Connick, and others you may meet, are my Protectorates. I keep them safe from harm but they have no actual power. The Chiefs, whether they know how to use it all the time, they have power. They’re the ones who blew up that planet. Silly boys. Anyway, your friends are trying to break in. So instead of making them waste a lot of time trying, I let them come in.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to satisfy their curiosity. Some of it anyway. They’re important to you, so they are important to me.”

“I’m still not so clear on where it is we are.”

“A vessel of infinite size and proportion,” the Goddess said, taking in Bourbon Street and beyond with a simple gesture. “Where my Protectorates are housed, and where life is a continuous party. Sound good?”

“Sounds like fun I guess,” Mirk shrugged.

“The entity is more than just fun. It’s everything, and everyone I care about. It is the past, the present the future, a source of power unbeknownst to all of mankind, and all the little things that make life worth living. The breeze of an arched open doorway over satin sheets at twilight…that’s the Entity too.”

“Wow. Your electric bill must be huge.”

Gabby threw hear head back and laughed. Mirk was hypnotized by her moving hair. “You silly boy. Being trapped on that ship of mundane people has caused you to forget what you really, really are.”

“And that is?”

“A creature of extraordinary power.”

“And you’re here to help me unleash it?”

“I don’t need to help you unleash your power, silly. It’s entirely up to you how and when to use your powers. I’m just here to show you how to have a good time.”

Mirk felt a little taken aback by that. He knew how to have a good time. He managed the most rocking night spot on the Explorer. How dare she tell him he didn’t know how to have a good time!

“Oh, Mirkie, stop concerning yourself so much with the fun of others. Think of your own fun for awhile.”

“Like you do.”

“Exactly. Let’s go get a hurricane.”

“Noo, no. I swore I’d never drink another one of those again.”

“Fine. Strawberry daiquiri it is. C’mon!”



They had been flying through the dark and mysterious expanse inside the bright silver cloud for what had seemed like hours.

“Something tells me this could have been edited down to a few quick fly-bys,” Baxter muttered as the Cartier wove its way around the immense structure below.

“I’m not detecting any portholes or hatches,” Hartley said. “No orifice. No opening of any kind.”

“Can you get an idea of what the structure is made of?” Vansen asked.

“Besides pure energy? Not really.”

“The thing has got to have an entrance,” J’hana grumbled.

Hartley nodded, then beamed at something on her screen. “And I think…I think I just found it.”

“Now we’re talking.” Baxter leaned forward. “Take us in, Commander!”



Richards sat in the command chair with his hands folded in his lap. “Are you sure you’ve checked every scanner band?”

“Every bandwidth I know of,” Tilleran said, overlooking several different panels of information on the science station. “The shuttle simply vanished off sensors.”

Richards shifted his weight in the chair. Long years of Baxter and Conley sitting there had left certain…grooves…and he could just never get comfortable in it. “Well, continue to monitor.”

Lt. Susan Madera turned around in her seat at the helm. “Shouldn’t we go in there and try to retrieve them at some point, Chris?”

“I want to at least give them a chance to look around in there before I go off half-cocked trying to get them out. I’m sure they’ll be okay.”

“If you say so.”

Before Richards could respond, the aft turbolift doors opened and the diminutive clone of Weyoun assigned to the Explorer drifted out.

“I heard we were investigating an exploding planet,” he said simply, moving down to sit beside Richards, in Vansen’s usual chair.

“That’s right,” Richards replied. He pointed at the billowing silvery cloud on the viewscreen. “The captain took a team in there to investigate. So far we haven’t found anything conclusive. We can’t even contact the shuttle.”

“Grave circumstances indeed,” Weyoun nodded. “Have the Silians offered any assistance with the investigation?”

“I think they’re dealing with problems of their own. One of the planets in their system exploded. That’s a handful.”

“Quite right, quite right. Well, I should probably communicate with their government anyway. Let them know the Dominion is there for them in their time of need. Please keep me apprized of any important developments, Commander.”

“Sure,” Richards said as Weyoun left.



“Are you sure there’s breathable atmosphere?” Captain Baxter said as he stared out the oblong viewport at the rear of the shuttle.

“Yes, Captain. We’ve landed in some sort of shuttlebay, and the door closed behind us. We’re fine,” Hartley said.

“Unless we’re trapped and they won’t let us out,” Vansen said.

“Whoever ‘they’ are,” chimed J’hana.

“Well, then, let’s just find out,” Baxter said, as J’hana passed out tricorders and phasers. “Shall we?”

They stepped out of the shuttle and into what looked like some kind of primative loading dock. After seeing the outside of the massive vessel, Baxter half-expected the interior to look just as foreboding. But it wasn’t. It was all bright flourescent light.

“There’s a large complex just beyond here, filled with people,” J’hana said, studying her tricorder.

Baxter withdrew his phaser. “Well, let’s not dally. Set your tricorder to pick up Maloxian readings.”

A dull roar became apparent as Baxter led the group past the loading dock, through an access tunnel and out into a huge, open area… a dome covered arena. The dull roar was a crowd. Thousands…hundreds of thousands of screaming teenagers.

“Are we at the Lollapaloozical Musical Festival?” Baxter gasped, as J’hana checked her readings.

“Negative. This event is not sponsored by Sluggo Cola.”

“Then what is it?” Vansen asked breathlessly. “Where in Creation are we?”

“Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to the Pontiac Silverdome!”

Baxter’s eyes went wide. “Oh, god NO!”

“What?” the others asked simultaneously.

“DETROIT!”



After Mirk finished throwing up his two strawberry daiquiris, he stumbled into an alley, dizzily looking about for Gabrielle. “Gabby? Where’d you get off to? I…urp…I’m sorry I threw up in your Entity. Can we go home now?”

It was then that Mirk tripped on something and fell through a hole, falling for an eternity, and suddenly slamming into a chair in a ritzy nightclub.

Gabrielle was sitting across from him, dressed in a glittering silver evening gown, hair up in a beautiful pile of blonde braids. “Glad you could make it.”

“I’m a bit underdr–” Mirk was about to say, but then realized he was wearing a silver tux.

“There, is that better?” the Goddess said, rolling her eyes and laughing lightly. “You are so easy to please.” She leaned forward, propping her chin on her hands. “I like that about you.”

“Um…thanks.”

“Now be quiet!” she said, clamping her fingers down on Mirk’s lips. “Old Blue Eyes is about to go on.”

“Old who?”

Suddenly a powerful-looking silver-haired man strolled out confidently onto the stage. “Evening, ladies,” he said, prompting Gabby to clap uproariously, standing, cheering, mounting the table.

“Whoooooooooo Frank! Darling I love you!”

“Gabrielle, baby, nice to see you again,” Frank said. “Care to come up and do a duet with me to start off the set?”

“I’d love to,” Gabby said, and leapt from table to stage in one graceful movement, without even messing up her hair. She wrapped an arm around Frank, producing a microphone from then air in her hand. “Okay, Mirkie. This one is for you!”

Mirk shuddered, sinking in his seat. What had he gotten into? Then they both sang:



Come fly with me

we’ll fly, we’ll fly away

if you can use some exotic booze

there’s a bar in far bombay

come on fly with me

we’ll fly, we’ll fly away

come fly with me

We’ll float down to Peru

in llama land there’s a one-man band

and he’ll toot his flute for you

come on fly with me…



Then, suddenly, Gabrielle climbed down from the stage and strolled slinkily over to Mirk, and laid across his lap, singing to him and him alone:



We’ll float down in the blue

once I get you up there

where the air is rarified

we’ll just fly

starry-eyed…



Uproarious applause.

Mirk stood, pushing the Goddess off him. “I really need to get back to my ship. AND my fiancee.”

“It’s not going anywhere, and neither is she. I can freeze time, if you like. Then again, so can you, but why quibble over details?” The Goddess had to fairly shout that last bit, because Mirk was running away.

Frank Sinatra stepped down from the stage and joined Gabby as she watched Mirk run away.

“What’s his deal, Gabs?”

“He’s got a lot of self-exploration to do.”

“Sounds boring. Want to hit the town with Frankie-baby?”

Gabrielle smiled at Frank. “Maybe later.” She folded her arms. “Hmm. Should I follow him or just leave him be? Ha ha! Who am I kidding. Of course I’ll follow him!”

“Go get him, kid,” Frank said, winking at Gabby as she disappeared.



“This is one hell of a show,” Baxter said, as five guys dressed in leather and plastic soared over his head, flipped around on some kind of wire riggings, then propelled themselves onto the stage, some twenty meters in front of Baxter and his people.

“What do you mean?” snapped Vansen. “It’s been nothing but pyrotechnics and flying around. They haven’t started singing yet.”

“They need not sing,” J’hana said breathily. “They are simply ravishing. The things I would do to them…”

J’hana suddenly felt an invisible hand slap her across the face and knock her to the ground.

“WHO DID THAT?” she bellowed, leaping to her feet.

“I wonder what they’re going to sing,” Baxter said to himself. “Jazz? Rock and roll? Or that rap music I’ve heard so much about?”

“In any century, you’re a giant imbecile,” Vansen muttered.

“I just wish we knew where Mirk was,” Hartley said, studying her tricorder readings as she swung it around. “All I’m detecting is Detroit. GODDAM DETROIT!”

“Be quiet, Commander,” Baxter said. “They’re starting to sing.”

“Ahrrrrg!” Hartley cried, stamping her feet, as electronic keyboard and drum sounds pounded in her ears, and the sound of thousands of swooning teans coruscated off every surface, as the five boys mounted mechanical bulls and sang:



See, I’m talkin’ about the future, y’all And the future looks bright Especially if we rip it in half



Here it comes, millennium And everybody’s talking ’bout Jerusalem Is this the beginning or beginning of the end? Well, I got other thoughts, my friends



See, I got my eyes on the skies The heavenly bodies up high And if you’re in the mood to take a ride Strap on a suit and get inside



If you wanna fly, come and take a ride Take a space ride with the cowboy, baby If you wanna fly, come and take a ride Take a space ride with the cowboy, baby Why-yi-yi-yippie-yi-yay-yippie-yi-yo-yippie-yi-yay Why-yi-yi-yippie-yi-yay-yippie-yi-yo-yippie-yi-yo Why-yi-yi-yippie-yi-yay-yippie-yi-yo-yippie-yi-yay Why-yi-yi-yippie-yi-yay-yippie-yi-yo-yippie-yi-yo



We don’t need all these prophecies Tellin’ us what’s a sign, what’s a sign ’Cause paranoia ain’t the way To live your life from day to day (No, no) So leave your doubts and your fears behind Don’t be afraid at all ’Cause up in outer space There’s no gravity to fall Put your mind and your body to the test Cause up in outer space, it’s like a wild, wild west…



“This really speaks to me!” Baxter shouted above the music.

“That’s because you are an idiot!” Vansen screamed in his face. “We need to get out of here!”

“But I kind of like it. They’re talking about space…and cowboys. Two of my favorite things!”

“Don’t make me stun you, Captain!” Hartley cried. “For once I’m in agreement with Vansen!”

Then, suddenly the music stopped. “Yo, dude, get off our stage!”

Baxter, J’hana, Hartley, and Vansen turned to face the stage, where the boys where talking to someone who’d just shown up instead of singing into their headsets.

“Yo that’s not cool at all. Get off our stage and enjoy the show, aiight?”

“I want to go home!” cried the person, who looked somewhat familiar.

“Then go home, but get off our stage so we can get on with this thing!”

“First I need to find my girlfriend.”

“Well, she ain’t up here.”

“Megan? MEGAN! Are you out there?”

About a hundred girls cried out in the audience. Hartley, meanwhile, stood on her tip-toes to try to see the stage. She was just too short. “Mirk? Mirk? Is that you? Damn it, J’hana, give me a boost!”

“I can help,” Baxter said sheepishly.

“Make yourself useful, then, Captain, and become a platform,” J’hana said, hefting Hartley up onto Baxter’s back.

“Oof! I think something just popped!”

“Mirk!” Hartley called, digging her knee into Baxter’s neck. “Mirk! It’s me! I’m here! What are you doing up there?”

“Trying to find you. I want to get out of here.”

“Why are we here in the first place?”

“This goddess was trying to teach me about omnipotence.”

“Did you learn anything?”

“Let me get back to you,” Mirk called, as suddenly the boys surrounded Mirk.

“Yo, we said get off our stage. This ain’t cool, aiight?”

“Beat ’em up, JC!”

“Yeah, beat ’em up!”

“Shut up Chris. You too, Lance.”

“I can beat ’em up. I’ll go all beatbox on his ass!”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean, Justin?”

Mirk suddenly found himself surrounded, and saw out of the corner of his eye, several security patrolman scurrying up onto the stage.

“Back off!” Mirk cried, waving his hand at the security officers, who were suddenly blasted backwards by about two hundred feet.

“Whoa!” one of the five boys said. “That was intense. How’d you do that, guy?”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll do that to you, too, if you don’t help me and my friends get out of here.”

“He ruined our concert. Why don’t we ruin his ship?” suggested one of the other boys.

The sound of Baxter’s “uh-oh,” could be heard all the way in the crowd.



“There’s a buildup within the entity,” Ensign Keefler suddenly called out from tactical.

“Red Alert. Shields up!” Richards said.

“Isn’t that a bit premature?” asked Lt. Madera.

Suddenly a concentrated beam of silver energy lashed out of the cloud and slammed into the Explorer, knocking it backwards like a dinghy in a tidal wave.

“NO!” Richards cried, hanging onto the command chair for dear life as klaxons wailed all around him.



“That rocks!” Lance said, watching on the Entity’s viewscreen as the Explorer was pummeled. “Keep shooting, JC!”

“STOP SHOOTING, JC!” Baxter cried out, but no one was listening to him. Him, Vansen, Hartley, and J’hana were all trapped in a two-dimensional mirror, as seen, Joey explained, in “Superman II.” Baxter didn’t know what Superman II was. The mirror just spun helplessly off to the side of the bridge while the five members of the pop band danced around, punching buttons and giving each other high fives.

Mirk had discretely vanished about the time that the pop stars transported themselves up to what he had assumed was the Entity’s bridge. Just as they were about to deliver what was sure to be the Explorer’s deathblow, Mirk appeared at the center of the bridge.

“Playtime is over, boys.”

“Oh, not him again,” muttered Chris.

“Haven’t you figured out we don’t want to play with you?” Lance said. “Go home.”

“You’re blowing up my home,” Mirk said, pointing to the listing Explorer on the viewscreen as it helplessly tried to fire back with phasers and quantum torpedoes.

“Sorry, dude. You messed with us before. We’re just lashing back with some mad justice, N’SYNC style.”

“I have no idea what the heck you just said,” Mirk said. “But if I have to stop you, well then, so be it.”

With a wave of his hand, Mirk produced a 19-inch TV, circa 20th century Earth, on the bridge, on the fluffy chaise lounge Gabrielle laughingly called a command chair. “Familiar with one of these?”

“Yeah, dude, it’s a TV,” Justin said.

“Good. You’ve appeared on them before, I take it?”

“Lots of times,” said Chris.

“Good. Well get back in there,” Mirk said, and with another wave of his hand, the five boys disappeared and reappeared on the television. “Now apologize. In the form of a 20th century pop ballad! Sing, boys SING!”

And like puppets attached to strings, the five members of NSYNC, whatever that was, went into a blur of choreographed dance moves and sang:



Mirky I don’t understand just why we can’t be friends Things are getting out of hand Trying too much but Mirky we can’t win Let it go; If you want to free us let us know We are down on our knees; can’t take it any more



It’s tearin’ up my heart that we’ve been trapped, When we’re not with the blonde, it makes us sad And no matter what you do, we feel shame, Cause we dissed you!



Mirky don’t misunderstand (Don’t misunderstand) What we’re trying to tell you In the corner of this bridge (Corner of this bridge) Mirky it feels like we’re running out of time Let us go; If you want to free us let us know We are down on our knees; can’t take it any more



And no matter what you do, we feel shame, Cause we dissed you!



Mirk giggled as he walked over to the two-dimensional spinning mirror that contained Baxter, J’hana, Vansen and Hartley.

“How are you guys doing?”

He couldn’t hear them but by the looks of the fists pounding against the mirrored surface, he’d probably better let them out.

Mirk reached in and, one by one, dragged his crewmates out of the glass prison.

They all stumbled out, except for Baxter, who tripped and landed face-first onto a chaise lounge.

“Where are we?” he asked as J’hana helped him up.

“The bridge, as near as I can figure,” Mirk said, looking around. Suddenly Hartley piledrived into him, hugging him tightly.

She then realized the others were looking at her and she turned on a heel. “What? Haven’t you seen a girl hug her fiancee before?” She whirled back to face Mirk and slapped him. “What did you do with that goddess woman?”

“I assure you, he was a perfect gentleman,” a voice said from everywhere and nowhere all at once.

And in that instant, Gabrielle appeared at the center of the group, looking for all the world as if she’d been there all along. She looked at Hartley. “You’re a lucky woman, Commander.”

“I, uh…”

She gazed gleefully at Mirk. “He is brimming with potential. It’s largely unused for the moment, but it’s there.” She turned back to Hartley. “I get the feeling you’re going to discover that potential with him.”

“I am?”

“In time.” She took a deep breath and smiled at the others. “You’re all quite the group. You love each other a lot, don’t you?”

“Please,” groused Vansen.

The Goddess frowned. “Except for you.”

Vansen strode up to the Goddess and withdrew her phaser. “You’re under arrest for being an accessory to assault on Starfleet officers and on a Federation starship, and for blowing up a planet!”

“Ha! You are a funny little thing, aren’t you?” The Goddess waved Vansen away and the Second Officer disappeared with a satisfying “POP!”

“Where’d she go?” Baxter asked. “Did you, um…?”

“No you silly man, I didn’t kill her. She’s safe back on your ship, and quiet annoyed.” She sighed boredly. “I suppose you’ll be wanting me to repair all that damage my boys did to your ship.”

“No,” Mirk said. “That’s okay. I’ll do it.”

Hartley beamed at Mirk. “You’ll WHAT?”

Mirk snapped his fingers. Baxter did a double-take at the Entity’s viewscreen. One minute, the Explorer was listing, smoke emerging from several pock marks in its hull. The next minute, it was upright, perfectly intact, at station keeping.

“Can…” Baxter stammered. “Can you do that whenever you want?”

“No!” Mirk said quickly. “And don’t even ask me to.”

“Sure,” Baxter said, staring at the deck.

“So much potential.” The Goddess shook her head. “He must love you all very much to suppress it just so he can be with you.”

“Some more than others,” Mirk said, gazing into Hartley’s eyes.

“But at least you got a sneak peek at what’s to come,” the Goddess said with a big grin. She wrapped an arm around Mirk and Hartley. “Just think of the possibilities, kids!”

“I’m not sure I want to,” Hartley said.

Gabrielle pecked Hartley on the cheek. “You will, in time, sweetie.”

“Yum,” J’hana said sultrily.

She then kissed Mirk on the cheek too. “And you’re already starting to see the possibilities, aren’t you?”

“I think.”

“Can I ask why you blew up a planet and kidnapped my bartender?” Baxter asked quietly, for fear of being zapped away as Vansen had been.

“A girl’s got to keep herself entertained somehow,” Gabby yawned. “And, truth be told, the boys were not getting the job done in that department. And always acting out, too. They’re the ones that destroyed that planet. Sorry about that. Hey, at least it wasn’t inhabited, right?”

“I guess,” said Baxter.

“Anyway,” the Goddess said. “I just thought it would be nice to have a playmate,” she smiled at Mirk, “a true equal. But you’re not quite there yet, and far be it from me to push you. Not to worry…I’ll look you up again sometime down the road.”

“The hell you will!” Hartley snapped.

As if oblivious to Hartley, Gabrielle winked at the folks of the Explorer. “Bye, kids. I’ll see you…out there.” And with a wave of her hand she sent the crew back to the ship from which they came.

“Yo! Dude! Somebody let us out!” came plaintive cries from within the TV set.

“I don’t think so,” the Goddess said. “I think you boys should spend the rest of the afternoon in there. And maybe, just maybe, when you get out, you’ll learn to behave like good pop stars!”

“But…but Goddess!”

“No buts.” The Goddess smiled. “I’m exhausted. I think I’ll take a nap. Later, boys!”



“What do you MEAN there’s nothing to lock a tractor beam onto!” Vansen fumed, as Baxter, J’hana, Mirk, and Hartley reappeared on the bridge.

“I mean, it’s a big cloud. I can’t just tractor a cloud,” Ensign Keefler was saying. Tilleran seemed to be nodding in agreement.

“Step aside while I…” Vansen said, stepping up to the quarterdeck. She then turned around to see that the others had just appeared. She put her hands on her hips. “It’s about time. Why don’t you all help me find a way to stop that nuisance out there!”

Baxter shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

Vansen’s eyes bugged out. “What do you MEAN you don’t think so?”

“Just that. Mirk fixed the ship. The Goddess did blow up a planet, but there was no life on it, so no harm done there. I consider the matter closed.”

As if on cue, the immense silver cloud quietly disappeared from the viewscreen, leaving only open space and the debris field of Silius Four.

Everybody commenced going back to their regularly scheduled duties.

“MIRK fixed the ship?” Richards cried, feeling truly like the forgotten man.

“Yeah,” Baxter said, strolling into the readyroom. “Try not to let that become common knowledge. I’ll be–” He suddenly turned around and bolted out of the readyroom. “Damn it! I’m late for lamaz class. Kelly’s going to kill me!” He looked furtively at Mirk. “Hey, Mirk. Buddy. Would you mind turning back time?”

“No,” Mirk snapped, and swept Hartley into the aft turbolift. Once inside, he kissed her long and hard.

“Can I at least get a ride?” Baxter asked in a small voice. Then the doors closed. “Guess not.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Every member of the Explorer crew has had their share of difficulties with time travel, except for one. Now, Lt. Commander Nell Vansen must face time travel shenanigans of her own, again and again, as she is rocketed forward and backward through time. Will she be able to figure out how to stop the time…hiccup…or will she be forever doomed to travel “Back and Forth?”




Back and Forth



When the USS Explorer blew up, Lt. Commander Nell Vansen’s first thought was that she really should have ordered the fish.

Her second thought was that she, and everyone on the Explorer, were going to be dead. Their incompetence had finally caught up with them. It had only been a matter of time. She really didn’t know why she was surprised.

And, as suddenly as the glowing blue sphere slammed into Vansen, her body was riddled with crackling energy and everything went mercifully dark.



Then, suddenly she was walking down the corridor toward Science Lab Three. She braced her hand against a bulkhead and shook her head dizzily.

“Are you all right?” a voice asked her, placing a hand on her shoulder. She was annoyed to find it was Lt. J’hana.

Vansen rubbed her eyes. “Yeah. Just a little nauseous I think. You’d think food poisoning would wear off after a couple days.” She put aside her queasiness and pointed for J’hana to situate her two assistants, Lt. Unlathi, the massive, tentacled, gender-neutral being that was somewhat inaccurately listed as humanoid on their personnel review, and the overanxious, trigger- happy Ensign Adam Keefler, in their positions to guard the lab and its important experiment.

J’hana nodded at Vansen. “We shall protect this room from any who should attempt to infiltrate it. And should the Explorer be attacked from the outside, we are prepared to protect the experiment at all costs.”

“Very good,” said Vansen. “Keep on the lookout for anything suspicious.”

“Always,” J’hana said, and slapped Vansen playfully on the behind.

Vansen glared over her shoulder at the Andorian. “I’ll chalk that up to cultural misunderstanding. THIS time. Do it again and I promise you, you will draw back a bloody blue stump!”

“What’s gotten into her today?” J’hana snarled, standing next to Lt. Unlathi, who grunted neutrally in response.

Vansen pushed in through the double lab doors to find Lt. Commanders Hartley and Tilleran hunched over a glittering blue orb that sat hovering a little over a meter above a rectangular alien-looking control panel.

Several paces away, the Daldan science team, comprised of Proctor Gallath and his assistant Bondoth, were chatting with Baxter and Richards. The tall and gangly, light green aliens with spiked heads and beady eyes were making final adjustments to the Time Manipulator, which is what they called the device.

“Some blue orb, eh?” Baxter said by way of making conversation.

“Indeed,” said Vansen. “I trust you had no problem getting here?” she asked Gallath.

“None at all,” Gallath said easily. “We expect this experiment to go off without…what is the Terran expression? A hitch?”

“See, they’re already talking like us!” Baxter said giddily.

“Where’s our Ambassador when we need him,” moaned Richards.

“Glorious day!” Ambassador Weyoun exalted, breezing into the lab, his Ambassador’s robe billowing around his small frame. He scuttled up to Gallath and pumped his hand vigorously. “Salutations! Greetings! From all of us at the Dominion, welcome! We are tremendously excited to help you bring this meritorious project into fruition. We eagerly await the–”

“It’s ready,” Hartley mumbled, slapping her hands together, standing from her crouched position and walking over to the others, just as Tilleran slapped a panel closed on the rectangular control panel and walked over to join Hartley.

“Everything…seems to check out, I suppose,” Tilleran said uneasily, looking at Hartley. “Right, Commander?”

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “You know that as well as I. The theories behind that thing are sound. I just don’t know how you’re going to make it actually work.”

“So we have a device running off our ship’s power supply and we can’t even confirm it does what it’s supposed to do?” Vansen asked, raising an eyebrow.

“We trust in Proctor Gallath that he can make it work,” Weyoun said quickly.

“We are certain that our technology can work flawlessly in concert with Confederation technology.”

Baxter raised his index finger. “Umm…that’s ‘Federation.’”

“Very good,” said Gallath. He glanced at his assistant, Bondoth. “Well, then. Shall we?”

Bondoth nodded.

“Power up,” Gallath said. Bondoth walked over to the panel and punched in several codes. Then he backed up to stand next to Gallath.

The sphere, which had been floating harmlessly above everyone’s heads a moment before, started spinning.

Baxter looked at Gallath. “So. What’s this experiment going to show us?”

“We are going to open a portal to a moment in time just a few minutes ago, at first. But, the device should be able to reach even farther back into time, based on a successful trial here today.”

“Fascinating,” said Richards, backing just a bit more against the wall as the orb thrummed and spun around. He jabbed Baxter in the side. “Andy, is it just me or does this bring back bad memories?”

“I’m sure they’ve worked all the bugs out,” Baxter said.

“Excuse me,” Gallath suddenly said. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

“As do I,” said Bondoth. And the two headed for the lab exit.

“You want to turn off your orb thingy?” Baxter asked.

“No. It’s doing just what it’s supposed to do,” Gallath said. “Just let it run.”

“Okay,” said Baxter. “Don’t be long!”

“Oh, we won’t,” said Bondoth, as he and Gallath quickly dashed out of the lab.

Baxter stood there, tapping his foot. “Well, Weyoun. This is some honor, eh?”

“Indeed, Captain. The Dominion should be pleased.”

“Doesn’t anyone feel the least bit suspicious here?” Vansen demanded.

“Trust is the hallmark of good diplomacy, Commander,” Baxter said. He beamed. “Did I just say that? Damn, I’m smart.”

Richards stared at his shoes. “Wonder what Janice’s doing.”

The orb spun faster, glowing brighter, producing an audible hum that rose up to become an insistent thud in everyone’s ears.

“You know, I think I have to go to the bathroom too,” Tilleran said, and ran out of the room.

“Damned peculiar,” Baxter said, as suddenly a white-blue shockwave blasted out of the sphere, expanding outward, sending jolts of crackling energy through everyone in the room.

“YOWWW!” Richards cried, collapsing to the deck. Weyoun fell on top of him, and Baxter pitched forward on top of the pair.

Hartley gripped a readout console, staring at the numbers trickling across its screen. “Vansen! This thing is showing enormous energy buildup. If we don’t deactivate it, it’ll destroy the ship!”

Not such a bad thing, Vansen thought, then scolded herself. The Explorer could be blown up. But not with her aboard! She rushed forward toward the control panel and started ripping at its buttons. But there was no reaction.

“Try to knock that sphere off its axis!” Hartley suggested, as another blast wave from it knocked her unconscious and knocked Vansen off- balance. The second officer struggled toward the sphere and, hopping onto the console, proved why she was Number Three all-time on the Starfleet volleyball team. She slammed her fist into the sphere and knocked it across the room. It bounced off the opposite wall and collided with her, slamming her to the deck, slamming her unconscious, as she heard the alert klaxons chime and the Explorer started blowing up all around her.



“My, you’re looking rested,” Baxter chuckled as Vansen trudged onto the bridge, just as Lieutenant Madera was bringing the Explorer into orbit around Dalda Two.

“Wha…what?” Vansen asked, and nearly collapsed to the deck. A passing ensign caught her. She glared at him and he quickly went away.

“I said, you’re looking rested,” Baxter said. “I was being sarcastic, since I happen to know you’ve spent the last two days doing personnel reviews.”

“I have?” Vansen asked, glancing back into the turbolift. “Wait. What day is this?”

“Monday. What day did you think it was?”

“Uhm. That would be it. Morning, afternoon, or night?”

“Morning. Would you care to know what year it is while we’re at it?”

“Shove it, Captain,” Vansen muttered.

“You’ll be relieved to know we’ve arrived at Dalda Two without incident,” Baxter said as Vansen walked down to the command area. “Just to think, we did it all by ourselves. Without you.”

“I’m shocked.”

Baxter grimaced and looked back at the viewscreen. “J’hana, contact the Daldan government and have Gallath begin transporting his people and equipment to one of our labs.” He looked at Tilleran. “Any idea on the best place to do this?”

“Umm…” Tilleran said, fumbling with her console. “One of the science labs, I guess.”

“Riiight,” said Baxter. “Which one?”

“Um…Three?”

“Very good,” Baxter said, nodding at J’hana. “You heard the lady. Have Gallath set up his operation in Science Lab Three.” He looked at Vansen. “And you can assist in their welcoming.” That said, he ducked into the aft turbolift. “Science decks,” he ordered, and the doors closed.

“I’m honored,” Vansen said flatly, walking up to Tilleran’s console. “Okay, Commander. I will meet you in the science lab in twenty minutes so we can properly greet our guests. But first, I want to discuss some security concerns with J’hana.”

“I don’t see why,” Tilleran said, giving her console a few quick plucks and then standing. “The Daldans are on our side. Or at least the Dominion’s, aren’t they?”

“Well, we can’t be too careful,” Vansen said. “We have to treat this situation as if they were a hostile culture. There is a civil war going on down on their planet, you know.”

“I’m vaguely aware,” Tilleran said.

“Indeed,” said J’hana, stepping out from behind her panel. “It was their civil war that caused the malfunction in their last time experiment that caused everyone in the science building to age in reverse.”

“Yes, and I don’t want that stupid civil war interfering again,” Vansen said. “For all we know, they could have a person on our ship.”

“Highly unlikely,” Tilleran snapped quickly. Then she added, “I’ll be down in the science labs, where I’m sure our captain and first officer are already playing with the pretty gadgets.”

Vansen rolled her eyes. “All right, then. J’hana, you’re with me. Let’s see how many people we need to secure the perimeter.”

“Lieutenant Unlathi and one other,” J’hana said. Vansen gave her a questioning look.

“Is that all?”

“When we use Unlathi, we only ever need one other.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Vansen muttered as she and J’hana walked into the forward turbolift, opposite the one Tilleran had taken. “Lieutenant Madera, you have the bridge.”

“Yippee. Twice in one year,” Madera muttered and walked back to the command chair.

“Just hold the place together until we get back,” Vansen snapped as the turbolift doors closed.

“Sure, no problem,” said Madera.



Vansen arrived at Science Lab Three and pointed for J’hana to situate her two assistants, Lt. Unlathi and Ensign Keefler. As she was doing so, she looked around. “That’s odd.”

“What?” asked J’hana.

“I just got an overwhelming sense of Deja Vu.”

“Ah, yes. The feeling that you cannot help but murder someone.”

“Um, no. The feeling I’ve done all this before.”

“We have discussed security arrangements many times before, and as always I have stared at your chest throughout.”

“Okay. Glad to know we’re all on the same page,” Vansen muttered, and ducked into the science lab

As she walked by, J’hana slapped Vansen playfully on the behind.

Vansen glared over her shoulder at the Andorian. “Watch it!! That’s the second and last time you’ll ever do that!”

“That is the first time I have ever done that, and if I knew it would elicit such a reaction, I’d have started much sooner!”

Vansen just growled and stalked into the lab.

“What’s gotten into her today?” J’hana snarled, standing next to Lt. Unlathi, who grunted neutrally in response.



“Some blue orb, eh?” Baxter said by way of making conversation.

“Indeed,” said Vansen. “I trust you had no problem getting here?” she asked Gallath.

“None at all,” Gallath said easily. “We expect this experiment to go off without…what is the Terran expression? A hitch.”

“See, they’re already talking like us!” Baxter said giddily.

“Where’s our Ambassador when we need him,” moaned Richards.

“Glorious day!” Ambassador Weyoun exalted, breezing into the lab, his Ambassador’s robe billowing around his small frame. He scuttled up to Gallath and pumped his hand vigorously. “Salutations! Greetings! From all of us at the Dominion, welcome! We are tremendously excited to help you bring this meritorious project into fruition. We eagerly await the–”

“It’s ready,” Hartley mumbled, exchanging a glance with Tilleran.

“Everything…seems to check out, I suppose,” Tilleran said uneasily, looking at Hartley. “Right, Commander?”

“Yeah,” Hartley said. “You know that as well as I. The theories behind that thing are sound. I just don’t know how you’re going to make it actually work.”

“So we have a device running off our ship’s power supply and we can’t even confirm it does what it’s supposed to do?” Vansen asked, raising an eyebrow.

“We trust in Proctor Gallath that he can make it work,” Weyoun said quickly.

“We are certain that our technology can work flawlessly in concert with Confederation technology,” said Gallath.

Baxter raised his index finger. “Umm…that’s ‘Federation.’”

“Very good,” said Gallath. He glanced at his assistant, Bondoth. “Well, then. Shall we?”

Bondoth nodded.

“Power up,” Gallath said. Bondoth walked over to the panel and punched in several codes. Then he backed up to stand next to Gallath.

The sphere, which had been floating harmlessly above everyone’s heads a moment before started spinning.

Baxter looked at Gallath. “So. What’s this experiment going to show us?”

“We are going to open a portal to a moment in time just a few minutes ago, at first. But, the device should be able to reach even farther back into time, based on a successful trial here today.”

“Fascinating,” said Richards, backing just a bit more against the wall as the orb thrummed and spn around. He jabbed Baxter in the side. “Andy, is it just me or does this bring back bad memories?”

“I’m sure they’ve worked all the bugs out,” Baxter said.

“Excuse me,” Gallath suddenly said. “I have to go to the bathroom.’

“As do I,” said Bondoth. And the two headed for the lab exit.

Five minutes later, the Explorer blew up in a beautiful cascade of pretty lights.



Vansen awoke, looking around the small office she’d commandeered on Deck 12, where she’d chosen to do the hideous stack of personnel reports Captain Baxter had dumped on her.

She squinted at the blurry writing on her desktop console. Something about Crewman Wilcox spilling tomato sauce all over the shuttlebay floor. She wondered why the Explorer would even keep a semi- brain dead person on staff to begin with.

Vansen stumbled tiredly over to the replicator and ordered a glass of water. As she sipped, she looked at her reflection in the polished surface of the replicator control panel. That was some dream she’d had. It was just a dream, right? Yeah, had to be.



“My, you’re looking rested,” Baxter chuckled as Vansen trudged onto the bridge, just as Lieutenant Madera was bringing the Explorer into orbit around Dalda Two.

“Go to hell,” Vansen snapped. “J’hana. Get Unlathi and Keefler and meet me down in Science Lab Three, where Lt. Commander Tilleran thinks we have the best shot of pulling off this experiment. Captain, open up a channel to the Daldans and tell them we’re ready to receive them in the lab. Let’s get a move on. We don’t have all day!” With that, she headed into the turbolift, leaving a perplexed bridge crew behind.



“Some blue orb, eh?” Baxter said by way of making conversation, once he and Richards had assembled with Gallath and Bondoth in Lab Three.

“Indeed,” said Vansen. “I trust you had no problem getting here?” she asked Gallath.

“None at all,” replied Gallath.

“See, they’re already talking like us!” Baxter said giddily.

“Where’s our Ambassador when we need him,” moaned Richards.

“Glorious day!” Ambassador Weyoun said, dancing his way into the lab. “Salutations! Greetings! From all of us at the Dominion, welcome! We are tremendously excited to help you bring this meritorious project into fruition. We eagerly await the–”

“Let’s get this over with so I can go back to sleep,” Vansen said.

A short time thereafter, the U.S.S. Explorer again exploded.



“Bloody Mary,” she snapped at Mirk, then blinked her eyes. “Um…”

“Are you okay, Commander?” Mirk said, leaning over his bar, looking on Vansen with concern.

“Just…just a little woozy. I think it’s the chicken from last night,” Vansen said. “But keep the liquor coming.”

“Maybe a nice papaya juice instead?”

“A Bloody Mary, Mirk,” Vansen said tiredly. “Trust me. It’s one of those days.”

“One of what days?”

“It’s a human expression.”

“A silly expression if you ask me. Of course it’s a day. And if you put a lot of days together, it would be one of them. So?”

“When we say ‘it’s one of those days,’ we generally mean it is a bad day.” Vansen felt like she was explaining something to a child, certainly not the godlike creature Mirk claimed to be.

“Yes, now that makes sense.” Mirk slid a glass of red liquid with a carrot stick sticking out of it over to Vansen. “Enjoy.”

“Mirk, why is there a carrot in here?”

“Can’t a guy improvise a little? Besides, I hate celery.”

Vansen tossed the carrot out and onto the bar, then sucked back on the glass. “Mmm. You make a strong one, Mirk.”

“Glad you like it,” Mirk said. “Now what’s on your mind?”

“Ever get the feeling you know how the next few days are going to go before you even get there?”

“All the time. Then again, I’m semi-omnipotent.”

“Wouldn’t that be semi-potent?”

“Whatever. But I have an excuse. You, on the other hand, should be pretty much premonition-free.”

“Yeah,” Vansen said thoughtfully. “So why do I get the feeling we’re all in grave danger?”

“I have no idea.” Mirk squeezed his eyes shut. “I, however, just checked, and I can safely say we’re all fine.”

“I’d feel a lot more comfortable with that if you were fully potent and not just semi-potent.”

“Give a guy a chance, Commander.”



Two days later, after mulling over a horrendous stack of personnel reports, Vansen found herself standing against the wall in Science Lab Three, watching Hartley and Tilleran fuss over Gallath’s invention, wanting this experiment to just be OVER.

She looked at Weyoun, giddily chatting with Gallath. Baxter was muttering somtehing about a lamaz class to Richards. And he could hear J’hana outside taking Unlathi and Keefler through practice fighting maneuvers.

Then, finally, Hartley announced the experiment was ready. As soon as the control panel was activated and that blue sphere started spinning, Gallath and Bondoth politely excused themselves. Vansen thought that odd. Something was definitely not right about that.

Before she could communicate her concerns to anyone, the sphere sent off shockwaves of powerful energy, knocking everyone but her unconscious. And as Vansen tried to knock the sphere off its axis, she decided something was definitely out of the ordinary. Although the Explorer blew up all around her, Vansen had the unshakable feeling that she’d survive without a scratch.



The little Vorta clapped his hands excitedly. “This is a joyful time indeed! Just WAIT until the Founders hear about this. A real opportunity to treat a former member world like an equal. To come to their aid in their time of need.” Weyoun looked upward. “Truly, this is a special opportunity.”

“Yeah, yeah,” said Vansen. “We’ll get there in about three days. The captain will want to do a briefing the day before. You should be ready.”

“As I will,” Weyoun said, hopping off his chair, circling around his desk and bracing Vansen’s shoulders. “As will we all! I can truly see the new day dawning for the Dominion. Can’t you, Commander?”

“Whatever,” Vansen said, and walked out.

As she walked down the corridor toward the bridge, where she was scheduled to go on-shift, Vansen felt overcome by a wave of nausea and dizziness. She closed her eyes momentarily, bracing a hand on a bulkhead, but when her eyes were closed she saw a perfect image of the corridors of a science lab collapsing around her as a great orb spun off its axis and flew toward her. She shrugged that feeling off as the lingering effects of food poisoning and continued down the corridor.

Three days later, J’hana slapped Vansen’s ass again and the Explorer blew up.



Vansen awoke in some Explorer corridor, dazed, and feeling something wet and slippery slapping against her face.

“Charlie! No. Bad boy. Don’t lick her. You don’t know where she’s been.” Peterman peered over Vansen. “Commander, are you okay?”

Vansen leaned up. “Get this mongrel off me!”

“He was just trying to help,” Peterman said innocently.

“My, you’re looking bigger,” Vansen observed.

“Look, we can stand here and hate each other, or you can tell me why on Earth you would be passing out in the middle of a corridor like this.”

“I don’t know,” Vansen said, more to herself than Peterman. “But I’m going to find out.”

“Good idea,” Peterman called after her.



“Your body is flooded with chroniton radiation,” Dr. Holly Wilcox told Vansen, pointing to the blinking green areas on her bioscan, on a panel beside the second officer’s biobed.

“How did THAT get there?” she demanded, swinging her legs down and hopping off the bed.

“I have no idea. But I’d like to study you a little bit longer to try and figure that out.”

“Sorry, Doctor, but I have more important business to attend to.” Like saving this ship from blowing up, Vansen thought as she walked out of Sickbay. She didn’t know how she knew this, but she knew it with absolute certainty. Everyone aboard the Explorer was going to die.

Except maybe her.



“Do you really expect me to believe that you’re bouncing back and forth through time, and that the only way to save this ship is to avoid Dalda Two at all costs?” Captain Baxter asked incredulously, sitting behind his desk.

“How would I know the Daldans would call and ask for our aid?”

“They called hours ago. Where have you been?”

“Unconscious down on Deck Twelve, and for a lot longer than I’d thought,” Vansen muttered to herself.

“Now,” Baxter said, looking at a padd. “Doctor Wilcox says you’re suffering from exhaustion, among other things.”

“Including exposure to a large dose of chroniton radiation.”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “That is odd. How about this? We’ll have Lieutenant Commander Tilleran give the equipment a good solid checking before activating it. Then we’ll be sure it won’t be harmful to the Explorer.”

“Yes,” Vansen said. “That should prove once and for all that I’m telling the truth.

Three days later, Tilleran, unfortunatey and oddly, didn’t spot a single thing wrong with the device, and the Explorer blew up.



Space Tastes was more crowded than usual on that particular Friday night. Feeling nauseated and woozy, Vansen stood by the doorway, trying to decide if it was worth the wait, and whether she should just head back to her quarters and get something from the replicator.

Too late.

Doctor Janice Browning came running up through the crowd, dragging a dizzy Vansen by the arm into her restaurant.

“Nell, so glad you could make it! Let me get you a booth with the other senior staff. Counselor Peterman and Captain Baxter were just telling us about a particularly hilarious lamaz class!”

Vansen grimaced. “Okay…” Browning was being overly friendly of late. If Vansen had to guess, she’d say Browning was feeling guilty about the incident several months ago in which she dumped scalding coffee on Vansen’s head. Inwardly, Vansen congratulated herself on not having such weaknesses. When she made a decision, she stuck by it, and never regretted it.

“…then he said, ‘I can’t put my hand there; how do you think I got her pregnant in the first place?’” Peterman burst out laughing, dribbling from her glass of iced tea and twirling an onion ring on her finger as Vansen slid into the end of the large circular booth. She found herself next to Lieutenant Howard Sefelt. Grand.

“Care for a stuffed mushroom cap, Commander?” Sefelt asked. “They’re great!”

“Stuff it,” Vansen snapped, and then motioned for a waitress to bring her a menu.

Sefelt, meanwhile, stared perplexed at one of his mushroom caps. “But it’s already…”

“Commander, glad to see you could make it to our little dinner,” Baxter said, wrapping an arm around Peterman as much as he could, despite her generous-sized tummy. “I was just telling these folks how nice it would be if we could all get along.”

“I’ll have the fish,” Vansen told Imhala, Browning’s waitress, not really listening to Baxter. “No, on second thought, I’ll take the spicy K’tarrian chicken.”

“You should really have the fish,” Lt. J’hana said, glaring across the table at Vansen. “It is succulent.” On that last word, J’hana made a motion with her tongue that made Vansen’s nose crinkle.

“Definitely the chicken,” Vansen said, and Imhala nodded curtly, taking her menu.

“Excellent decision, dearie,” said the Yynsian.

“Dearie?” Vansen asked. “What is she, twenty-seven years old?”

“She’s channeling an old woman,” Peterman explained. “Aren’t Yynsians fascinating?”

“I guess.”

“Where is Lieutenant Commander Tilleran?” J’hana said, beckoning a waiter for another drink.

“Probably unwinding after a long day of reconfiguring sensor pallets for this stellar survey,” Commander Richards said, finishing off his third Tom Cochrane.

“Speaking of absent friends,” said Baxter. “Where’s Mirk?”

“Probably trying to rustle up some business at the Constellation Club,” Hartley said as she sipped her Crescan ale.

“Pity,” Browning replied, breezing by with another tray of appetizers. “Maybe you all can go over there for a nightcap.” Lt. Sefelt started to rise and Browning beat him back with a kitchen towel. “Not right now! Now you must eat! EAT I tell you! You’re skin and bones. You want to die of starvation?”

Sefelt shook his head worriedly. “Um…no!”

“Then eat! I’ll be back with the main course.”

“I can’t wait to try the fish,” Baxter said eagerly. “I hear it’s stuffed with cream cheese and Gardokken olives.”

“Lovely,” said Richards, looking around nervously. “Say, maybe Janice needs a hand in the kitchen.” He began to rise from his chair. Lt. Madera clamped down on his arm. “No you don’t! We agreed you were not going to waste your time trying to resurrect that relationship.”

“Since when did you become a counselor?” asked Peterman.

“It’s only a temporary setback anyway,” Baxter said. “You two will get back together, eventually. Captains know these things.”

Peterman rolled her eyes.

Vansen watched the exchange with a growing feeling that she didn’t want to hang around to see its conclusion, and the strange compunction to get off the ship, any way possible. When her chicken came, she had it boxed up and left. That night, after dinner, she spent the balance of her evening throwing up. She really should have had the fish.



BLEEEEEEEEEP.

Vansen rolled over in bed. “Go away.”

BLEEEEEEEEEP.

“I said, GO AWAY!”

BLEEEEEEEEEP.

“Richards to Vansen. I know you’re in there. Don’t hide from me.”

“I’m not hiding from you. I’m ignoring you. There’s a big difference,” Vansen muttered back. “We don’t go on-shift for another two hours. You can pester me then.”

“No. We’re going to settle this right now.”

Vansen rolled her eyes, then rolled out of bed, pulling on a robe and tying it tight over her nightgown. She shuffled to her door and punched a control. “What is so damned important, Commander?”

“You reassigned Ensign Goro from Science to Engineering.”

“I thought he fit in better there.”

“He was in science for four years!”

“And struggling miserably. Are you going to question me on every single administrative decision I make?”

“When they’re my decisions, I will.”

Vansen sighed. “I make the personnel decisions, Commander. I don’t understand where your confusion is coming from.”

“You at least need to consult with me.”

Vansen blinked. “Why?”

Richards gritted his teeth. “Captain Baxter will hear about this.”

“Oh. And I am SO scared of him. Have a WONDERFUL breakfast, Commander!” Vansen backed away from the door and punched it closed, then returned to bed for two more hours’ sleep. After tossing and turning for ten minutes, she decided to head to the ship’s gym for her morning workout. She needed to do something to get her mind off her night’s dreams. Something about a time traveling device and the ship exploding. She shivered at that thought as she got up and started changing into her red Starfleet leotard.



As Vansen left the locker room, feeling refreshed after an hour of aerobics with the ship’s Emergency Aerobic Hologram, she pondered why the ship’s gym, such an excellent facility, was always so empty in the morning. Didn’t anyone on the ship work out? J’hana did, for sure, she postulated, but wasn’t sure she wanted to see what passed for a workout for J’hana.

With a towel slung around her neck, Vansen made her way down the corridor toward her quarters, ready to take a quick shower and change from her Starfleet leotard to her Starfleet uniform.

Before she could make it to her cabin door, another door slid open and something slammed into her, knocking her to the ground.

“Plato! Get back here! And get some clothes on!” came a voice from within the other quarters.

Vansen sighed, spread out on the deck. She looked up. “Good morning, Doctor Browning.”

Browning arrived at the door to her quarters, munching a muffin. “Morning, Commander. Been jogging through the corridors?”

“Just finished with aerobics.”

“You should try jogging through the corridors. I find it relaxing.” She glanced around. “Have you seen Plato?”

Vansen nodded to her left. “I think he jumped into that Jefferies tube over there.”

“Just great. I guess I’ll have to spend my morning squirming through the tubes again.” Browning sighed and finished her muffin. “Have a nice day, Commander. Hope you enjoyed your dinner last night.”

“Yeah. Loved it,” Vansen groaned and pulled herself to her feet. Browning hadn’t even bothered to ask why she was on the ground, or apologize for allowing her brat to bowl her over in the first place. Vansen trudged to her quarters. It would be one of THOSE days. Whatever that meant.



Still feeling the tingle of sound waves on her body, clad in a fresh uniform, Vansen strolled on the bridge with a feeling of authority and ownership.

“Personnel reviews,” Captain Andy Baxter said, breezing by her and dumping a stack of padds into her arms. “Mister Richards informs me you’re excited about the human resources side of command. So, to help you along in that area, we’ve decided to give you full responsibility for the weekly personnel reviews of all 860 Starfleet souls on our ship.”

“Uhm,” Vansen said, staring at the padds. “I think you mean monthly.”

“We decided to do it weekly,” Richards piped up from the command area. “You know, since we aim to be more competent than the average Starfleet vessel.”

“Your aim is a little off,” Vansen muttered, and took the padds down to her chair.

“Indeed,” Baxter said, then pushed a tray toward Vansen. “Bagel?”

“No thanks. I’m not hungry.” She hunkered down in her chair and started paging through the padds. She realized after her first few months on the Explorer that she needed to pick her battles. Specifically, she picked the ones that she had the energy to win. This wasn’t one of those times. So she started reading. Luckily, Vansen knew which crewmembers Richards and Baxter were most fond of. She resolved to give them all failing grades.



Vansen passed several hours in that fashion, with Baxter next to her in the command chair, chatting with Richards and reading a novel off a padd.

The bridge was otherwise quiet, save for the bleeping of panels and the hiss of the air recyclers.

Then, all of a sudden, J’hana spoke up:

“Captain, we are receiving a message from Dalda Two.”

Vansen whipped her head around. “NO!”

“Pardon?” asked Baxter.

“Don’t answer that comm!” Something deep inside Vansen screamed out. If the Explorer went to Dalda Two, it would be destroyed. She didn’t know how she knew this, but she knew it with absolute certainty.

Richards smirked. “Now you’re giving orders to the captain?”

Vansen grabbed Baxter’s uniform and dragged him toward her. “You don’t understand. I just know you don’t want to deal with the Daldans. Trust me on this one, Captain, and I promise you that you won’t regret it!”

Baxter looked at Vansen a long moment. “Well…”



Vansen spent the next three days in the brig, trying to explain herself to an unflinching Lt. Unlathi. Scan her! Anyone would find she’d taken on a massive dose of chroniton radiation. That had to count for something!

Maybe it even explained why, when Baxter refused to believe her, she’d slugged him in the face. Certainly that didn’t do wonders for bringing him over to her way of thinking.

Worse, it had landed her in the brig.

And, since she would be in no position to get anywhere near the experiment this time, Vansen probably wouldn’t be thrown back in time, and the Explorer would be permanently destroyed.

Finally, when she heard the rumbling and screams outside, and Lt. Unlathi got up to see what was wrong, Vansen felt an odd sensation of relief. At least all this bouncing back and forth through time would stop.



“…then he said, ‘I can’t put my hand there; how do you think I got her pregnant in the first place?’” Peterman burst out laughing, clinking her coffee cup with Doctor Browning as Vansen, sitting at a nearby table in Space Tastes, fell face-forward into her bowl of oatmeal.

Hearing the splat, Browning looked over, concerned, as Vansen woosily lifted her head up. “Something not agreeing with you, Commander?”

“Something not agreeing with Vansen?” Peterman asked. “What are the odds?”

“Shut up,” Vansen snapped, wiping her face with a napkin. She looked at Browning. “What day is it?”

“Stardate 55”

“No. The day, damn you, the day!”

“Oh. Thursday.”

“Morning?”

“Yes, that is the preferred time for breakfasts around these parts,” Browning said with a giggle.

“Thursday morning,” Vansen repeated to herself. “Good. That means I now have four days.”

“Four days for what?” Peterman asked.

A plan was taking shape in Vansen’s mind. She smiled. “Oh, nothing, Counselor. You just go on and enjoy your breakfast. Good day, ladies!”



It was a simple matter to dismiss the one evening watchman in the shuttlebay and get emergency access to the runabout Passaic.

Vansen reasoned that each time she jumped back in time, she jumped back a little farther, but a little more of her memory was left intact. Something to do with the massive amount of chroniton radiation that was building up in her body, which would probably kill her eventually if she didn’t stop with the bouncing around.

By this point Vansen was sure that there was no way she could convince the Explorer crew of the danger coming. So she launched the Passaic, did everything she could to mask her engine emissions, and set her course for the Dalda system, hoping she could get there before the Explorer crew caught on.



“Where the hell did she go?” Baxter asked, stepping out of his readyroom, holding his steaming coffee and staring at the viewscreen.

“There’s no telling,” Ensign Adam Keefler said, jogging from the command deck up to the tactical console. “We just monitored a depressurization in the shuttlebay and the unauthorized departure of the Passaic.”

“Where is she now?”

“Uncertain,” Keefler replied, tapping at his panel. “Somehow, the commander has managed to mask her subspace emissions.”

“Hmmm.” Baxter sighed. “Guess she’ll turn up eventually. Keep me posted.” He turned around and headed back into his readyroom.



As the Passaic cruised toward Dalda Two, it occurred to Vansen that she didn’t really HAVE to stop the Daldan sabotage plot.

She could just head back to the wormhole and the Alpha Quadrant and return to Starfleet to tell them she’d handily escaped the Explorer’s explosion. What did she owe the crew of the Explorer? They had caused her nothing but grief since she’d come aboard. They were incompetent, inefficient, and had no business running a starship. Getting blown up, frankly, was probably exactly what they had coming to them.

Unfortunately, as much as she wanted to do it, Vansen could not bring herself to turn the Passaic around. She was a Starfleet officer, and there were Starfleet lives at stake. It wasn’t necessary for her to like those particular lives. She had to save them nonetheless.



“Is the device ready to go?” Gallath asked Bondoth, stooping over a worktable as his associate milled about the Primary Lab on Dalda Two.

“Yes,” Bondoth said. “I made one small adjustment to the temporal node. It’s ready to go.”

“Excellent,” Gallath said, “This will be an excellent opportunity to improve relations with the outsiders. We’ll finally going to be liked! Isn’t that fantastic?”

“Yes. Fantastic!” Bondoth said, turning to grab something out of a storage closet.

Suddenly, the door to the lab burst open and Lt. Commander Nell Vansen dashed through, wielding a phaser.

“Nobody move!” she shouted.

“Ummm…” said Gallath, looking perplexed.

“What can we do for you, Starfleet-person?” asked Bondoth.

“Answer some questions,” Vansen said, slowly stepping forward and allowing the doors out to the corridor to close. “Tell me which one of you is planning on destroying the Explorer. Or is it both?”

“What are you talking about?” asked Gallath. “We’re pioneering new time travel technology.”

“And destroying the Explorer at the same time!” Bondoth said eagerly, rushing Vansen and slapping the phaser out of her hand. It clattered to the floor.

Vansen and Bondoth dove in unison to the floor. Their heads smashed together painfully.

Dazed, Vansen groped for her phaser. As her vision cleared, Vansen looked up to see she was staring down the barrel of her own phaser, and looking into the maniacal eyes of Bondoth.

“The Brn’Tar sect is the right sect!” Bondoth cried, swinging the phaser around and aiming it at Gallath. “Go stand over next to the Starfleeter, old man.”

Gallath looked hurt. “But, but…Bondoth….why?”

“Why? Because the Brn’Tar sect is RIGHT!”

Vansen looked from Gallath to Bondoth. “So…when you two get to the Explorer, and you say you have to go to the bathroom,” she said, inclining her head toward Gallath, “You actually mean it.” She looked at Bondoth. “You, on the other hand, are just trying to leave the ship before it blows up!”

“What in the Tar are you talking about?” asked Bondoth, shaking the phaser in Vansen’s direction.;

“Don’t point that thing at her!” Gallath shouted at Bondoth. “Violence solves everything. That’s the way you Brn’Tar’s think, isn’t it? Arhg. To think I was going to try and set you up with my daughter!”

Vansen watched the exchange with a bland expression on her face. “Look, I can see you two want to discuss this alone. How about I just leave, you promise not to blow up my ship, and we’ll call it even?”

Bondoth swung the phaser around to face Vansen. “Don’t move. And don’t think I don’t know how to use this thing. All phased energy weapons pretty much work the same.”

“Good point,” Vansen muttered. “Look, do you HAVE to blow up the Explorer? Why not rig that device to blow up your science ministry or something?”

“Because, the Brn’Tar sect isn’t interested in destroying any more of Dalda than it already has. We have to hurt the real enemies. The outsiders!”

“Please,” muttered Gallath.

“And another thing,” Bondoth sneered, looking at Gallath. “We want the Gor’Mat sect to admit that Plornak Day should be Fermat the twenty-first and not Bosmot the forty-seventh!”

Vansen groaned. “Are you telling me this whole stupid mess is all about partisan politics?”

“That sounds like something a Gor’Mat would say,” sighed Bondoth.

“Don’t listen to him,” Gallath spat. “They’re dividers. They’re not uniters.”

“We’re real reformers,” muttered Bondoth.

“Well, WE are reformers with results,” Gallath said with a victorious grin.

“I think you’re all crazy,” Vansen said. “Vansen to Passaic. One to beam up.”

Nothing happened.

Bondoth laughed. “Looking for something?” He punched a control on a nearby panel and Vansen was horrified to see an image of a Daldan fighter vessel surrounded by what was certainly the smouldering ruins of the runabout Passaic. “We detected your runabout in orbit and had it destroyed.”

“Damn,” Vansen said. Not another runabout.

“Now then,” Bondoth said, backing toward the cube-shaped control panel and dull glowing sphere. “I think a change of plans is in order. Instead of blowing up the Explorer, how about I blow up the science ministry instead and shoot both of you?”

“That was my idea!” Vansen mumbled.

“Sounds like a typical Brn’Tar plan,” Gallath groused, folding his arms.

Bondoth punched several controls on the Time Manipulator’s panel and strode toward the door. “The both of you are free to discuss that and whatever else you like, with what little time you have remaining.”

“Believe me, I have more time than I can handle,” said Vansen.

Bondoth turned around as the sphere began to glow bright green. “Answer me just this one question, Starfleeter. How did you know about our plans?”

Vansen thought a moment. “Um…a lucky coincidence?”

“Not so lucky after all,” Bondoth sneered, and ran out the door.

As the Time Manipulator built up toward yet another overload, Vansen idly wondered if she would actually hop back in time again or not. She was no temporal physicist, so she really had no way of knowing. Then again, it really didn’t matter, since she was now dead, and the Explorer crew would soon join her.



“Commander! Commander! Are you okay?”

It worked!

Vansen’s eyes fluttered open to reveal a concerned-looking Janice Browning leaning over her.

“Commander?”

Vansen looked up at Browning. “What?”

“Was it something you ate?”

“Was what something I what?” Vansen leaned up on her elbows to find several Starfleet personnel suspiciously eying their forks. Everyone had stopped chewing.

“No,” she said quickly. “It wasn’t anything I ate.”

“Whew, that’s a relief,” Browning said, helping Vansen up. “Are you finished with your lunch? Or would you like some fruit or a piece of chocolate cake or a pizza or something?”

“Lunch,” said Vansen. “This is Lunch.”

“Last time I checked,” Browning said, looking around her restaurant.

“And this would be…” She scratched her head. “Wednesday?”

“All day,” Browning replied.

“Easy for you to say,” Vansen muttered, and left the restaurant.



FOUR DAYS LATER



Second Officer’s Log,

Stardate 55517.6. Today the Explorer is going to Dalda Two to help test some time travel equipment the Daldans have come up with. I can’t wait to see how everything turns out. That is to say, I know exactly how everything turns out, and I’ve waited to get the Daldans on the ship so I can catch Mister Bondoth in the act once and for all and prove that… Nevermind. It’s way too complicated to discuss in this log. You’ll just have to trust me on this one.



Vansen arrived at Science Lab Three, along with J’hana and her security assistants Keefler and Unlathi.

“All right,” Vansen sighed. “Here goes nothing.”

“Pardon?” asked J’hana.

“Nevermind,” Vansen said. “Just be on guard for something out of the ordinary. I can tell you with complete certainty that something is going to go very wrong in there.”

“I am always on guard,” J’hana said. “And know that if you are somehow killed, I will avenge your death.”

“Whatever,” Vansen said, and turned to walk into the lab. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw J’hana’s hand moving. Vansen whirled, grabbed the Andorian’s hand, and flipped it behind her back, shoving J’hana against the wall. “Keep your hands off my ass!”

“But…how?” J’hana asked, surprised.

“A hunch,” Vansen replied, releasing J’hana and stalking off into the science lab.

“I love her,” J’hana said breathily, rubbing her wrist.

Within, Gallath and Bondoth were making final adjustments to the Time Manipulator.

Tilleran and Hartley looked on. Hartley seemed reasonably confident about what was going on, while Tilleran, on the other hand, looked downright perplexed and out of place. Vansen didn’t have time to question why that was.

“HAH!” Vansen cried out, grabbing Bondoth’s shoulder.

“What?” Bondoth asked, glancing up at her, shocked.

“You just stop right there.”

“What’s all this about?” Captain Baxter asked, as he and Richards walked over to join Vansen.

“Bondoth here is planning on destroying the Explorer. He’s programmed the Time Manipulator to overload. You can look at it yourself and see that I’m right.”

Baxter rubbed his chin. “That’s a very serious accusation, Commander.”

“Bondoth is my most trusted assistant,” said Gallath. “He would never betray me in such a way. Why, I’m even planning on setting him up with my daughter.”

“That’s nice,” Bondoth said sheepishly.

“You won’t get away with this,” Vansen seethed.

“You really should stick to personnel decisions,” Richards smirked.

“ARGH! Why won’t anyone believe me!” Vansen cried, and socked Bondoth hard across the jaw. He collapsed to the floor like a sack of Bajoran gava.

“Glorious day!” Ambassador Weyoun said, breezing into the lab and breaking the stunned silence of the onlookers in the lab, his Ambassador’s robe billowing around his small frame. He scuttled up to Gallath and pumped his hand vigorously. “Salutations! Greetings! From all of us at the Dominion, welcome! We are tremendously excited to help you bring this meritorious project into fruition. We eagerly await the–” He looked down at Bondoth. “Oh dear.”

Baxters slapped his combadge. “Lieutenant J’hana, send someone in here to escort Commander Vansen out of the lab. Pronto.”

“But…but!” Vansen cried as Unlathi strode in and wrapped a muscular tentacle around her and dragged her backwards.

“Get some rest, Commander, you obviously need it!” Baxter called after her. Richards just waved.

“I hope you guys enjoy getting blown up!” she cried, thankful, at least, that this time Bondoth would die too.

Right after Unlathi tossed Vansen into the brig, the lights in the room started to flicker.

Vansen just yawned, leaned back, and listened to the chorus of screaming voices and chaos as the Explorer once again blew to pieces.



Vansen awoke with the worst nausea yet, to find herself slumped in the center seat on the bridge.

“I can’t just tractor a cloud,” Ensign Keefler was saying. Tilleran, sitting at her science console, seemed to be nodding in agreement.

“Where the hell am I?” Vansen asked, looking around the bridge. She then turned around to see Baxter, Hartley, and J’hana appear as if by magic.

“Trying to destroy that cloud out there,” Keefler said helpfully.

Baxter shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

Vansen blinked. “What?”

“Mirk fixed the ship. The Goddess did blow up a planet, but there was no life on it, so no harm done there. I consider the matter closed.”

“Dammit! I’m now three weeks in the past, in a previous episode!” Vansen stormed up to the aft turbolift. “The stupid mission with that blonde goddess. Just great. If you all will excuse me, I’m off to find a stiff drink. I’m taking the next three weeks off!”

Baxter looked around at the other members of the bridge crew. “Did anyone else think that was a bit odd.”

Everyone nodded.

He settled into the command chair. “Good, glad we’re all on the same page.”



Three and a half weeks later, Vansen found herself standing outside Science Lab Three once again. If she didn’t get it right this time, who was to say how far back she’d be flung. Maybe as far back as serving aboard the Orleans…which meant she’d have to relive this entire six months aboard the Explorer. And she was not, by any stretch of the imagination, prepared to do that.

“Security measures are all set,” J’hana said, standing next to her.

Vansen turned to look at J’hana, nodding distantly. “Good.” She nodded down at the Andorian’s sidearm. “Mind if I borrow that?”

“Certainly,” J’hana said. “I am lethal with or without a weapon.”

“Thanks,” Vansen said, and stalked toward the doors to the lab. Before she reached the doors, she turned around and glared at J’hana. “Don’t even think about it!”

J’hana withdrew her hand. “Think about what?”

“Slapping my ass!”

“How…” J’hana stammered. “How did you know…?”

“Because I know everything,” Vansen muttered, and stormed into the lab.

J’hana watched in stunned silence.

Then she heard shooting from inside the lab, and lots of shouting.

Finally, she spoke. “That woman is fantastic.”



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. I hate time travel. This crew has certainly had its share of time wierdness, but this about takes the cake. After thorough inspection of Bondoth and Gallath’s device, we were able to determine that Vansen was right in shooting the Daldan science assistant. Apparently, he’d rigged it to overload and blow up our ship during testing, as some strange form of Daldan political filibuster. Poor Gallath. It just goes to show that you can’t find good help these days.

Speaking of good help, Commander Vansen fell unconscious shortly after shooting Bondoth in the science lab. Apparently she was the victim of extreme exposure to chroniton radiation. Doctor Wilcox is currently treating her and I’m told she won’t die.

I’ve asked Weyoun to talk things over with the Daldans and ensure them that this is not the way that Starfleet, or the Dominion, takes care of business, and that we’d have to take our alliance elsewhere until the political situation calms down there a bit. The little Vorta agreed with me one hundred percent, and also agreed that the Daldans would probably be wise to stay out of the time travel business for some, er, time to come.

Meanwhile, we’re having yet another crew dinner in Space Tastes tonight to celebrate the fact that the Explorer didn’t get blown up this time around.

Long may she sail.



“So then I told our lamaz teacher, ‘Hurry up and finish this lesson, or so help me I’ll give birth right here.’” Counselor Peterman giggled and slurped some strands of spaghetti into her mouth.

“Are you STILL talking about your stupid lamaz?” Lt. Commander Vansen asked, strolling into Space Tastes and pulling up a seat across from Peterman. She looked none the worse for wear from her time-travel experience.

“I can’t help it if you had to sit through the conversation four more times than everyone else at the table,” Peterman said. “For those of us not bouncing through time, my stories appear fresh and insightful. Right?” She looked around the table. “RIGHT?”

Nobody said anything.

Vansen smiled as she looked at her menu. “I love happy endings.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Remember those “nice” Jem’Hadar? Well, what happens when those guys run into some not-nice undomesticated changelings on a distant Dominion world? And what happens when they come across a lost and EXTREMELY ticked Explorer crewmember? And what happens when someone on the Explorer decides it might be nice to blow the ship up? Again. Can this all possibly be contained in one story? Maybe! Find out, “When Changelings Attack.”




When Changelings Attack



“This is the beginning of a brave new day,” First Gaff’igan said proudly as he stepped out of the transport ship and set foot on the new home of the so-called “nice” Jem’Hadar. Having rescued them from repeated attacks of a nefarious anti-Dominion force known as the Submission, the Dominion had now deposited them on a new world, the tiny, frigid, barely class-M planet of Elpa Three.

“Anyplace you call home,” Gaff’igan chuckled to himself as the other Jem’Hadar began carrying cargo containers out of the ship so they could set up camp in the clearing which, according to sensors, was just a couple kilometers ahead.

Early cartographic reports suggested Elpa Three was an ideal location for the “nice” Jem’Hadar to set up camp. It was out of the way, so it was an unlikely target for attacks (even Dominion ships rarely passed by it), and Gaff’igan was glad for that. Him and his brethren SO despised violence.

“I’ll get the kitchen set up and we can have some nice Ketracel shakes!” Bel’bivdevoe said.

“I’ll find the mugs!” the newly-hatched young one, Chaka’kan said merrily.

Gaff’igan nodded and took a deep breath, inhaling the crisp dusk air. One of his first orders of business would be to rename Elpa to “New Jem’Hada.”

He liked the sound of that. It had a noble, yet not too threatening, ring to it.

“First, there is a rumbling in the forest ahead,” Third Banan’aram said, approaching Gaff’igan.

The First nodded. “Yes, I can hear a slight rumble.” He nodded at Chaka’kan. “Check it out, Ninetieth!”

“But why do I have to check it out?” whined Chaka’kan.

“Because you are Ninetieth, and last, and therefore you get the crummy assignments.”

Chaka’kan sighed. “I hate being a kid.”

“If it makes you feel better, you will attain maturity in another seven point two hours,” Banan’aram said helpfully.

“Yeah, but that’ll take forever,” Chaka said as he shrouded and headed, invisible, off into the forest.

Gaffi’gan nodded with satisfaction. “He will make a nice addition to our group,” he said.

Moments later, Chaka’kan unshrouded and bolted out from the overgrowth of bluish plant life.

An odd kind of roaring could be heard in the distance.

“Report!” barked Gaff’igan.

Chaka’kan said nothing, merely bolted into the empty freighter. Shortly thereafter, Gaff’igan watched as the door to the freighter closed and the boxy ship climbed up and out of sight, beyond the clouds.

“What got into him?” asked Bel’bivdevo.

“I don’t know, but I’m going to have to give him a stern talking-to when he gets back,” Banan’aram said, just as another rumble echoed from within the woods.

“Fighting stance!” shouted Gaff’igan.

“We don’t have a fighting stance,” moaned Bel’bivdevo as the other Jem’Hadar in the scouting party, about a dozen, milled about curiously.

Then the trees parted and it came. Big, billowing, rippling, and making a sound that curtled Gaff’igan’s white in its tube.

“The gods have gone mad,” Gaff’igan said quietly, and he and the others ran full speed in the opposite direction.



“Look at her,” Lt. J’hana said, sipping her Andorian Blue Ale, elbows on the bar in the Constellation Cafe, as Mirk and Hartley looked on with her.

“She seems fine,” Hartley said, sitting next to J’hana.

Mirk stood behind the bar, arms folded. “I don’t know. She looks preoccupied to me.”

“Preoccupied is not the word,” J’hana said. “She is not the Ariel Tilleran we know.”

“People change, J’hana. So she doesn’t have this weird sex thing with you anymore,” said Hartley. “I can safely say it doesn’t bother me a bit.”

J’hana scowled at Hartley. “You are her friend too, are you not, Commander?”

“Well of course I am.”

“And has she spent much time with you in recent months?”

“Well, no, but…I’ve been kind of busy planning the wedding.”

J’hana nodded. “I understand. However, I cannot speak to her. She will not talk to me beyond official ship business and cursory smalltalk. Go over to her and find out what is wrong. You are the only person on this ship who can.”

“You’re just being melodramatic,” Hartley said, and sipped her Crescan ale.

“Come on, Megan. Do J’hana a favor,” Mirk said.

“And since when did you become the boss of me?” Hartley asked with a crooked grin.

“Since we got engaged. Didn’t I tell you Maloxian law requires me to make all your life decisions for you now?”

“Very funny,” Hartley said, and slid off her chair. “I’ll do it, but only because I love you.”

“I am sorry I do not feel the same way,” J’hana muttered.

“I was talking to Mirk.”

“Of course you were.”

Mirk and J’hana watched Hartley approach Tilleran.

“You were not kidding about the Maloxian law,” J’hana said.

“And you’ll shut up if you know what’s good for you,” Mirk said. “Here, have another drink.”

J’hana chuckled dryly.



“Okay, Miss Gloom, I want a report.” Hartley sat down opposite Tilleran and put her ale down on the table that overlooked the forward- streaking stars that signified the Explorer was at warp.

Tilleran turned in the opposite direction and kept reading her padd. “A report on what,” she said absently.

“On why you’ve been so damned secluded lately.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Well, for example,” Hartley said, staring at the ceiling. “We don’t go shopping at Ship’s Shoppes anymore. You missed the white sale at Biggs’!”

“I have all the white I need,” Tillerann said, looking perplexed for a moment, then returning to her reading.

“Well, let’s see what’s got you so damned interested,” Hartley said. She leaned over and snatched the padd out of Tilleran’s hand. “Dominion ship movements? Why on Earth are you looking at this stuff? Did you become a tactical officer without telling me?”

Tilleran snapped the padd back from Hartley lightning-quick. “Excuse ME! That is my padd, now get your grubby human hands off it!”

Hartley looked up at Tilleran as the Betazoid stood up and turned around to head out of the Constellation Club.

“What the hell has climbed inside your ass!”

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Tilleran sneered and headed out the door.

“Ari, speak to me!” J’hana called after her.

“Go away,” Tilleran snapped and left the club.

Hartley walked back over to the bar. “Another ale, Mirk, and keep them coming.”

“May I say, you did an excellent job, Commander. Perhaps you should be a counselor,” J’hana said gruffly.

“Shut up.”



When Tilleran returned to her quarters, she quickly punched a button on a jury-rigged panel on her desktop terminal. That would project fake sensor readings from within her quarters.

That done, her facial expression went from a deep frown to a relaxed smile, and then her face bulged out into that of a monkey’s, and her trim female physique in a Starfleet uniform blossomed into a bulky, muscular male body covered in black robes.

“Much better,” Jelo grumbled and sat down behind Tilleran’s desk. “Time to check my mail.”

He punched a control on Tilleran’s terminal and patched into a secret frequency that was hidden in the Explorer’s background ramscoop radiation trail.

The data streamed into the terminal. Reports from Fat Weyoun on the training of the undomesticated changelings. Then, suddenly, the data stopped streaming in, and ended on a decidedly negative note.

Jelo read the last few words, his eyes bulging in disbelief, and in one fell swoop his hand morphed into a sledge hammer and he smashed his terminal to pieces.



“Our orders are to change course immediately for Elpa Three,” Lt. Commander Nell Vansen said, hands draped behind her back, standing at the front of the bridge as Captain Andy Baxter and Commander Chris Richards stepped off the aft turbolift and headed down to join her, clad in shorts and t-shirts with numbers on them. Baxter sported an “8” and Richards a “88,” but Vansen had no idea what those numbers meant.

“You interrupted flag football,” Baxter snapped.

“With pressing Starfleet business,” Vansen said. “So how about you put your second childhood on hold for a minute and become a functioning captain for once in your miserable life.”

Baxter folded his arms. “Well, when you put it that way.” He glanced at Lt. Madera. “Lieutenant, divert course for–”

“I already did it. Commander Vansen told me to,” Madera said sheepishly.

“Just freaking great. Why do I even bother coming to the bridge?” Baxter said, heading over to the command chair and sitting down.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Vansen said, sitting down next to him. “You can always quit and give the ship to me.”

“Hah,” Baxter muttered. “That’ll be the day.”

“You’d have to get past me to get to that chair!” Richards said, shouting at Vansen across Baxter’s lap.

“No problem,” Vansen said flatly, as the aft turbolift door opened and Lt. Commander Tilleran rushed out onto the bridge.

“Glad you could join us, Commander,” Vansen said. “Man your post.”

“You are late,” J’hana whispered from tactical.

“Eat me,” Tilleran spat and ducked behind her console.

“Name the time and place,” said J’hana.

“What do we know about Elpa Three?” Tilleran said, ignoring her.

Baxter swiveled to face Tilleran. “I was going to ask you that question.”

“Right, right,” Tilleran muttered and stabbed at her panel. “Borderline class-M. Very small. Ice cold. The Dominion are sending their so-called nice Jem’Hadar there.”

“It’ll be nice to see them again,” Richards said.

“The Dominion lost contact with them this afternoon,” said Vansen.

Suddenly the junior-sized Ambassador Weyoun plunged out of the foreward turbolift, glancing over his shoulder at the viewscreen. “Are we there yet?”

“We just changed course,” Richards said. “We’ll be there in–” he looked at Madera.

“One hour, at Warp Seven.”

“Raise it to Nine!” Tilleran barked.

“Captain?” Madera asked, turning around in her chair.

Baxter raised his eyebrow. “You in a hurry, Commander?”

“I’m…just worried about those poor Jem’Hadar.”

Baxter shrugged. “Do it, Madera.” He looked at Tilleran. “You might want to run your suggestion by me next time, though, Commander.”

“Whatever,” Tilleran said, and resumed her scans.

Weyoun moved to stand next to Vansen. He glanced down at her expectantly.

She looked at him. “What?”

Weyoun looked away. “Oh, nothing…”

“You want my chair.”

“Well…” Weyoun twiddled his thumbs.

“But you’re too passive-aggressive to say anything, am I right?”

“Um…”

“Forget about it.” Vansen turned to glance at her data screen. When Weyoun was still standing there, she glared at him. “Go bug Richards.”

Richards sighed and stood up. “Here, Ambassador. At least some of us have remembered our manners.”

“Stuff it,” Vansen said icily as Weyoun graciously took his seat.

“I am very concerned about our Jem’Hadar landing party,” Weyoun said, leaning next to Baxter. “What if they have been attacked again by the Submission? Or worse, some of Jelo’s people?”

Tilleran’s face twitched slightly at that.

“We’ll get to the bottom of this, Ambassador, one way or the other, believe me,” said Baxter.

“These Jem’Hadar are not equipped to mount a resistance to any… threats,” Weyoun said.

“We’ll be there in no time,” Baxter said.

“I only hope we get there soon enough.”



Thank goodness that their stamina hadn’t been removed along with their thirst for battle.

Gaff’igan decided he was infinitely thankful that the Founders had decided to leave some Jem’Hadar abilities intact when they began re- engineering them to be “nice.”

Gaff’igan and his scouting party had sprinted seven kilometers before stopping to see if they were still being followed by that…thing.

When their combined excellent hearing told them they were not, they started looking for a place to set camp.

They’d made their way around a sizable mountain when they found what they thought might be the ideal place:

A crashed Jem’Hadar battlecruiser.

Or at least the front section of it. The larger back end was surely jettisoned in an attempt to allow what remained of the ship to soft-land on the planet’s surface.

The Jem’Hadar all seemed in better spirits as they jogged down the mountainside toward the crash site.

Perhaps there were weapons aboard, or communications equipment they could use to send out a distress call. Maybe there were some Jem’Hadar aboard who actually enjoyed fighting. They could battle that…thing…even though Gaff’igan was pretty sure it would be against even THEIR genetic code to do that.

The First and his men jogged around to the nearest entry hatch and pried it open.

“Beacons,” Gaff’igan ordered, and the others in the group quickly switched on their shoulder-mounted torches as Banan’aram led the way through the corridors of the darkened wreck.

“Life signs?” Gaff’igan asked of Bel’bivdevo, who was consulting a handheld sensor.

“One humanoid. We cannot tell much more than that because of the radiation being given off by this vessel’s fractured power nodes.”

“Banan…get down to the engine compartment and make sure those nodes are stabilized,” Gaff’igan ordered. Banan’aram nodded and indicated for two others to join him.

“Let us get to the command center and see what we can find,” Gaff’igan told the others, and led the way down the corridor in the opposite direction.

Gaff’igan was rounding a corner when he felt the hard barrel of a Jem’Hadar rifle being shoved against his skull.

“Don’t move, scumbag!” someone shouted at him.

He held up his hand for his people to stay where they were. “Please don’t hurt me!” he moaned.

“What kind of crazy Jem’Hadar are you?” the woman, in a tattered, grease-stained Starfleet uniform asked.

“Nice ones,” Bel’bivdevo said meekly from behind Gaff’igan.

“Who are you?” Gaff’igan asked as the woman lowered her uniform.

“A Starfleet officer. A very tired, very annoyed, Starfleet officer.” She sighed. “The name’s Ariel Tilleran. Nice to meet you guys. Anybody know a quick way off this planet?”



“Contact bearing oh-eight-two mark one-five-nine,” J’hana called out, disrupting the silence and and the game of Video Blackjack that Captain Baxter had been playing on his armrest monitor.

He looked up. “On screen.”

The gunmetal-colored freighter on the screen looked vaguely Dominion.

“It’s adrift,” J’hana reported. “One life sign aboard. Sensors identify it as the Dominion Freighter, named the…ugh. The Founders’ Pride.”

“That’s the freighter that was supposed to take the nice Jem’Hadar to Elpa Three,” said Weyoun.

Baxter nodded. “Hail them.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Weyoun glanced at Baxter worriedly. “Our freighters usually carry a complement of at least thirteen.”

“Not this one, apparently.”

“We’re getting a response.”

“Go,” Baxter said, as Vansen rapped her fingers on the arm of her chair and Richards leaned lazily against Tilleran’s console.

A very frightened-looking Jem’Hadar appeared on the screen.

“Thank the Founders!” he cried. “Friendlies!”

“Some more so than others,” Baxter said, glancing at Vansen. “What can we do for you?”

“Save me!”

Baxter looked back at J’hana.

“The ship is without power, sir. It appears the warp engines were improperly engaged and the auto-shutdown sequence was started.”

“I’m not a very well-trained pilot,” explained the Jem’Hadar.

“Where are the rest of your people?”

“I left them stranded on Elpa Three.”

“Why?” Weyoun demanded.

“Because we were being stalked by a terrible creature.”

Baxter frowned. “What…type of creature?”

“It was awful,” the Jem’Hadar moaned.

“You will have to tell us more if we’re going to be able to help you,” Vansen interjected.

“It was…it was a huge, raging beast with flailing tentacles and rows of razorsharped teeth…but the face, the face…it looked just like a…like a…”

“Spit it out!” Tilleran snapped.

“Founder!”

“Dear God,” said Richards.

Weyoun swallowed. “In a manner of speaking.”



“Founder, changeling, shapeshifter, I don’t care what you call it. The thing is absolutely crazy,” the real Ariel Tilleran said, handing cartridges of Ketracel White to Gaff’igan and his men as they sat around a wrecked room that looked to be, at one time, a Jem’Hadar barracks.

Tilleran sipped from a mug. “Thank goodness the Vorta running this ship liked hot chocolate.” She sighed. “It’s been a long day. You guys are probably exhausted from being chased by that thing.”

Gaff’igan nodded. “Where…where did it come from?”

“This ship,” Tilleran muttered, causing expressions of horror to cross each Jem’Hadar face. “They were actually trying to use my telepathy to control it. That’s a laugh.”

“It. What is IT?” asked Bel’bivdevo.

“A changeling,” Tilleran said. “But only in the loosest sense of the word. It’s actually several of them. At least ten. Wild and undomesticated. Maybe an evolutionary ancestor. Maybe a weak…er…link…maybe a genetic mishap. I don’t know. But whatever it was, it escaped from its containment chamber, killed all the Vorta scientists, as well as a slew of Jem’Hadar, ransacked this ship, including the engine room, and forced us to crashland here.” She sighed. “That’s about when I escaped. I watched that thing tear a hole in the side of this ship and go racing off into the woods. I guess it’s still out there. And as long as it is, I’m content to stay in here.”

“You say…they used you to try to control them?” asked Gaff’igan.

“Telepaths can’t read changelings. But I’m a rather powerful telepath, and these weren’t normal changelings. But I didn’t have any effect on them one way or another. I can tell you this though, they cannot be reasoned with. I’ve looked into their…well, eyes, at least during the times when that thing had eyes.”

“It must be destroyed.”

“An unusual proposition coming from a Jem’Hadar,” said Tilleran.

“We are not normal Jem’Hadar.”

“As I’m beginning to see.”

“Just one problem,” said Gaff’igan.

“What’s that?”

“We are averse to violence.”

“Just great,” Tilleran said, heaving a long sigh. “Of all the Jem’Hadar in all the bleeking quadrant…”



“How is he, Doctor?” Captain Baxter asked, looking over the Jem’Hadar soldier with interest as Holly Wilcox scanned him with her medical tricorder. He sat in the bridge conference room, literally shaking with fear, staring out the front windows and the stars streaking by, as if something was going to fly right through those very windows.

“Other than having a pulse that’s through the roof and being scared beyond all reason, he’s just fine,” Wilcox said. “We know little about the Jem’Hadar but we can tell this one is in an early stage of development.” She moved to sit down near the Jem’Hadar and study her tricorder readings.

“What are you? Nine days?” asked Vansen, leaning over the conference room table.

“Eight…eight and a half,” said Chaka’kan.

“Good guess,” Baxter said to Vansen.

“I AM the Dominion expert, after all.”

“Quite young,” Weyoun said needlessly. He looked at the Jem’Hadar. “What can you tell us about the beast that attacked you, other than that it looked like a Founder?”

“It was awful. At one point it swelled to a size as high as the treetops, and then it seemed to gush across the forest floor like a flood.”

“The perfect killing machine,” Lt. Commander Tilleran muttered from the far end of the table.

“What’s that, Commander?” Baxter asked, glancing over.

“Don’t you worry about that, Captain,” Tilleran said. At that, she got up and left.

“Has she always been this way, or is this something new?” Vansen asked, leaning toward Baxter.

“No, this is definitely new.” He turned to Chaka’kan. “Okay, um, little guy. Listen, we need your help to save the rest of your contingent and stop this, whatever it is.”

“I do not understand.”

“I want you to accompany us down to that planet and help us track that thing. That’s what Jem’Hadar excel at, isn’t it? Tracking?”

“Er, not this breed of Jem’Hadar,” Weyoun broke in. “Remember, these Jem’Hadar have had all their battle instincts removed.”

“Well, part of a Jem’Hadar is better than none at all, right?” Baxter said lightly. He clapped Chaka’kan on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, fella. I’m sure you’ll be just fine.” He looked at Wilcox. “Holly, why don’t you take him belowdecks and find him some White. I think we still have some samples from that time when Commander Conway was addicted to the stuff. We were hiding it in the Sickbay sample room.”

Wilcox nodded. “I know just where they are.” She looked at Chaka’kan. “Come on, I’ll show you the way. We’ll go see Counselor Peterman while we’re at it. You’ll love her.”

“Um…okay…” Chaka’kan rose on unsteady feet and followed Wilcox out of the room.

Once they were alone, Baxter looked at Weyoun and Vansen. “This is big trouble, isn’t it?”

They both nodded.

“A small version of the Great Link, focused only on killing and primal predatory instincts,” Weyoun said. “It will be a formidable foe.”

Vansen made some notes on her padd. “Right. Phaser rifles set to ‘kill.’”

“No!” Weyoun snapped. “They are still Founders. We must endeavor to help them.”

“And get killed in the process?” Vansen scoffed. “Not on my watch.”

“He does have a point,” Baxter said. “You know the Founders would get bent out of shape if we slaughtered several of their own.”

“Even if they are distant cousins,” Weyoun said. “Family is family.”

“Then why doesn’t Odo or someone come personally and do this?” asked Vansen.

Weyoun floundered. “Because the Dominion trusts the Explorer crew to get the job done.”

“They think we’re expendable,” Vansen said easily.

“That is simply not true,” Weyoun said.

“We’ll just show you who’s expendable, right Vansen?” Baxter said, standing up. “Oh, God damn. I just stepped in gum. Who left their gum on the floor!”

Vansen covered her face.



After Bel’bivdevo succeeded in restoring emergency battery power…just enough to light the ship and get the air recycles running, Tilleran and the nice Jem’Hadar on the ship moved to one of the more secluded areas to set up for the night.

“So…did everyone else aboard the ship die?” inquired Gaff’igan, looking around the room as Tilleran pulled blankets off its only bed…a rather huge one.

“Yup,” Tilleran said. “Including that fat bastard of a Weyoun. What a head case. That guy was so mean to me. I must admit to being a little pleased when I stumbled over his twisted corpse in the corridor.”

“That is a shame.”

Tilleran surveyed the room. “This is Fat Man’s cabin, actually. The big bed, the Balforous Seven posters on the wall. An industrial-sized replicator and plenty of leftover garga melons. It stinks of him.”

“Why are you captive here?”

“So a rebel changeling can infiltrate my ship and try to destroy it, along with the Dominion and its alliance with the Federation.” Tilleran actually sounded calm as she said that.

“Jelo,” Gaff’igan spat.

“You know him?”

“We know of him. The Dominion News Authority tells of his plan to convert Jem’Hadar to his service and take over.”

“What kind of odds do they give him?”

“Little, if any chance,” Gaff’igan said confidently.

“I think you’re being lied to,” Tilleran said. “I heard Fat Weyoun gloating, before that thing smashed him against a bulkhead. Jelo has lots of Jem’Hadar working for him. Jem’Hadar, who, unlike you, are dying to get into combat, and none too happy about the kinder, gentler Dominion.”

“They would not disobey Founders,” said Banan’aram.

“Depends on how you look at it,” Tilleran said, sitting down on the bed and leaning back. “Jelo is a Founder too.”

“These are violent times indeed.”

“Try not to think about it. ’Night.” She stretched her arms out and closed her eyes as the Jem’Hadar stood clustered around her, staring at her. Moments later, she opened her eyes and leaned up on her elbows. “You know, you guys can go to sleep too.”

“Jem’Hadar do not sleep.”

“Suit yourselves.”

Fifteen minutes later, the whole lot of them were asleep.



“I’m glad you came to see me,” Counselor Peterman said, yanking her golden retriever, Charlie, by his leash, through the arboretum.

“Any reason we couldn’t meet in your office?” Holly asked, as Chaka’kan looked around at the many large trees. Over the years, the Explorer gardeners had strived to develop a real “endangered rainforest” feel in the arboretum.

“My, uh, door is being repaired,” Peterman mumbled.

Holly giggled. “Do you mean widened, Counselor?”

“No,” she said, and waddled forward.

“You are immense,” Chaka’kan said.

Peterman stopped and whirled on a heel. “I am PREGNANT! This is called PREGNANCY WEIGHT! If you Jem’Hadar got pregnant instead of being born in tubes, then you’re understand that!”

“She is very touchy,” Chaka said to Holly.

“She’s gotten worse as the pregnancy has progressed,” Holly confided in the Jem’Hadar. “Actually, by all rights, your way is better.”

“I think I can take it from here,” Peterman said. “Why don’t you be a dear, Holly, and take Charlie back to my quarters while I have a little heart-to-heart with Chaka here?”

“Um…” Holly said.

Peterman shoved the leash into her hand. “I thought you’d understand.”Bye now!”

Holly grudgingly walked off, cursing and yanking at Charlie’s leash. Peterman meanwhile led Chaka’kan to a bench and sat down with him. Actually, he sat down, and she lowered herself slowly, and with a grunt.

“Errh…there we go,” Peterman said, maneuvering around to face the Jem’Hadar. She crossed her arms over her swollen belly. “Now then. Let’s talk about you.”

“What is there to talk about. I am not yet nine days old.”

“Pretty young to be racing around in a ship all by yourself!”

“I had no choice. I was chased away by an insane wild creature.”

“And you feel guilty about abandoning the other Jem’Hadar, I bet.”

“Not especially.” Chaka’kan looked at something over Peterman’s shoulder. “Is that a belto leaf over there?”

“I doubt it,” Peterman said. “Look, we need to talk. I’m told you are going to be integral in stopping whatever crazy thing that attacked you. This is your chance to prove yourself to your comrades. Isn’t that important to you?”

“Not especially.”

“Well, it should be.” Peterman thought a moment. “Well, there must be something I can do to convince you.”

“I thought I’d find you here,” Commander Chris Richards said, walking up to join Peterman and Chaka.

“Christopher, I’m busy right now,” Peterman said.

Chaka’kan, meanwhile, dove from the bench and bowed before Richards. “The Warrior.”

“Now…wait just a sec,” Richards chuckled. “All I did was help your people out a bit…”

“There are legends of you.”

“It was like six months ago.”

“Some of us only live a few years. Legends grow quickly.”

Richards shrugged, looking down at the prone Jem’Hadar, then to Peterman. “Was it something I said?”

“I don’t know. But you’re disrupting a counseling session.”

“And you’re being cranky,” Richards said. “We’re almost to Elpa Three. I need to collect Chaka’kan and get him ready to beam down with the away team.”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.” Peterman tried to stand up a couple times, then realized it wasn’t worth the effort, and instead dragged Richards down by the front of his uniform. “He is a very shaken young man. He’s still very upset about his encounter down on that planet. If you send him back, he may come totally unglued!”

“And if we don’t, nobody may never make it back from that planet,” Richards said. “The decision’s already been made. Good night!” And with that he left, and the Jem’Hadar followed him unquestioningly.

“Where the Warrior goes, I will follow.”

“Come back here!” Peterman cried, but didn’t have the energy to shove off the bench and follow Richards and Chaka. Actaully, a nap would be perfect. She curled up on the bench and fell fast asleep.



The real Ariel Tilleran awoke to a loud roar outside the cabin she and the other Jem’Hadar were sleeping in.

She darted up in bed, knocking over Bel’bivdevo and Banan’aram.

“Did you hear that?”

“Jem’Hadar do not sleep,” Gaff’igan said woozily, standing up and looking around the dim room, which was only lit by faint, pink emergency lighting.

“It’s the creature,” Tilleran said, zipping her uniform jacket. “Do any of you have weapons?”

“I have a paring knife,” Banan’aram said helpfully.

“Just great.”

“I have a sewing laser,” said Bel’bivdevo.

“My kingdom for a phaser,” Tilleran grunted and then suddenly she heard a great rattling belowdecks. “It’s in the ship!”

“How can you be sure?” asked Gaff’igan.

Suddenly a huge tentacle ripped right through the floor, spearing one of Gaff’igan’s men right through the chest and tossing him aside like a rag doll.

“Call it a lucky guess,” Tilleran said, and motioned the group out into the corridor.

“What are we going to do?” Gaff’igan cried out, ushering his nine surviving men out into the corridor.

“Get the hell out of here.”

“How can we outrun something that can take any shape?” asked Banan’aram.

“We’re going to have to be creative,” Tilleran said. “Damn, there must be weapons somewhere on what’s left of this ship.” She thought back to the time when she was held captive there. “Come on. Do you guys think you can use a plasma rifle if you get your hands on one?”

“It should be a lot like the plasmic glue gun I use when I teach my arts and crafts class,” Bel’bivdevo mused.

“JUST MOVE!” Tilleran cried as the changeling beast poured out of the cabin they’d just left like a tidal wave and splashed into the corridor.

The group hightailed it for the end of the corridor as the changeling rolled like a wave after them. Just before it reached them, they dove through an open hatch and sealed it.

Tilleran led the way down a ladder as they heard the angry thumps of the changeling beating against the hatch, using who knew what type of nasty implement to break through.

“We don’t have much time to get you guys battle trained, and I’m a science officer, so that’s two strikes against us,” Tilleran said breathlessly as the group reached the bottom of the ladder and rushed out into the hallway, several decks down from where they’d begun.

Suddenly they heard the creature roaring down the crawlspace.

“And that would be strike three,” said Gaff’igan.

Everyone ran.



“You understand your orders, Vansen,” Baxter said, as he walked with his second officer down the corridor toward the transporter room. “Try to save the thing if you can.”

Vansen held up her phaser rifle. “Yeah. I’m going to try really hard.”

“Please, for the love of the Founders, understand it is just a frightened, underdeveloped creature that is only acting on instinct,” Weyoun said, walking on the other side of Vansen.

“Like J’hana,” Vansen said.

“Very funny,” J’hana said, bringing up the rear with Chaka’kan, Ensign Adam Keefler, and Lt. Unlathi, the towering, tentacled, genderless purple security officer.

“Just bring this weird-looking team back alive,” Baxter said, standing by the transporter room door as the group ducked through.

“Hey guys,” Transporter Chief Lindsay Morgan said with a grin and a wave. “Hear ya got a real scary mission. Now you don’t go gettin’ killed now, ya hear?”

“Shut up and energize,” Vansen barked.

Once the transporter room doors closed, leaving Weyoun and Baxter alone in the corridor, they exchanged a worried glance.

“I do not envy their mission,” Weyoun said solemnly.

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “It’s small comfort knowing they’re going down there to fight that thing while we’re perfectly safe up here.”



The changeling masquerading as Lt. Commander Ariel Tilleran marched with purpose down the Deck 9 corridor. She stopped in her tracks as she saw someone coming around the corner.

It was Plato.

Physically, he resembled a 12-year-old, but Jelo knew him to be less than two years old.

“Hi, Aunt Ariel,” Plato said. “I was just going to class.”

“Um…good,” Jelo said, kneeling to face Plato. “What are you going to be studying?”

“Genetic manipulation. Mister Flemister says I’m a genetic miracle, what with my human and changeling DNA.”

“Mister Flemister is a smart man,” Jelo huffed. “Well I hope you have a good time in your class.”

“Where are you going?” Plato asked.

“On a little work assignment,” Jelo said lightly. She stood, then cocked her head, as if getting an idea. She looked down at Plato. “Hey, little guy. I have an idea. Why don’t you come with me?”

“Um…but I have to go to class.”

“You can skip class just this once. Going on a special assignment with the Chief Science Officer…heck, that has to be worth some extra credit.”

Plato shrugged. “I guess so..”

Jelo took Plato’s hand. “Now then, let’s get moving.”

Just then, Janice Browning came jogging around the corner.

“Plato! How’d you get so far ahead of me?” she asked, stopping to squat in front of Plato and pat him on the head. She looked up at Jelo. “Hey, Commander. I hope he wasn’t bothering you!”

“No, not at all,” Jelo said. “We were just talking about some of my plans.”

“Really,” Browning said. “Well that’s good.”

Jelo/Tilleran looked thoughtful. “Well. I’ve really got a lot to do. You guys have a great morning.”

“Always,” Browning said, and led Plato off down the corridor.

“Mommy, Aunt Ariel’s hands were real clammy. Not like a person’s hands at all,” Plato told Browning.

“Isn’t that nice,” Browning said, and resumed her jog down the corridor with Plato keeping pace at her side.



Jelo inwardly scolded himself for not simply killing Browning and taking off with the half-changeling child. He had the sneaking suspicion that Plato would be useful to him. Raising a half-human, half-changeling child as his own would mean a great deal to his new empire. He might even find ways of infusing other humanoids with changeling attributes, and that couldn’t possibly be a bad thing. Reducing a whole planet of people to liquid form and linking with them, convincing them to follow his every whim. Maybe that would be better than trying to train those primitive changelings that were wreaking havoc down on Elpa.

Either way, one thing was clear: Jelo had to get off the Explorer. Or, better yet…



The real Tilleran blasted a hole in the side of the Dominion ship with her plasma rifle and led the way out. “Come on! It won’t take that thing long to find us. At least in the forest we have a chance of staying out of its way.”

“We could simply shroud and allow it to pass by,” Bel’bivdevo suggested.

“But Commander Tilleran cannot shroud,” said Banan’aram.

“She seems quite capable of fending for herself.”

“No,” Gaff’igan said. “This should be a group endeavor. All for one, and victory is life.”

“I couldn’t have said it better myself,” Tilleran said, and fought her way through some underbrush as she heard the rumbling of the creature tearing its way out of the warship hull and plodding out into the forest after them.



“Tricorders to maximum scanning range,” Commander Vansen ordered, as her group fanned out along the mountain trail, less than a kilometer from their beam-in point on Elpa. “We’re not far from where Chaka’kan says his people landed. We should be picking up SOME lifesigns fairly soon.”

“No lifesigns,” J’hana said, consulting her tricorder. “However, I am picking up a significant amount of wreckage. Part of a Dominion spacecraft, by the looks of it.”

“Okay,” Vansen said. “We move that way. Everyone stay together.”

“Can I leave yet?” asked Chaka’kan.

“Absolutely not!” Vansen snapped.



Lt. Commander Hartley had her feet up on her desk, reading from her copy of “The Alien Wedding Journal,” when she noticed Lt. Commander Tilleran walking by the window that overlooked the main engineering compartment.

“Wonder what she’s doing here,” Hartley said to herself, and continued reading.

A couple minutes later, her curiosity got the better of her and she set the padd down, pushing out of her chair.

She walked out of her office to find the engine room oddly quiet. Just a minute ago, Stuart and Lexxin had been reconfiguring the main plasma manifold, and now…

“Hello?” Hartley asked, walking toward the railing that surrounded the warp core. “Anybody home? Tilleran? Stuart, Lexxin?”

Nothing.

She turned around, then gasped to see someone was standing right behind her. She quickly realized it was just Tilleran.

“Sheesh. Ariel, you scared the crap out of me.”

She had been standing by the port injector access panel.

“What are you doing?” Hartley asked.

“Just some tests,” Tilleran said, stepping toward Hartley.

“What, did Vansen get so pissed at you she transferred you to engineering?”

“Not exactly.”

“So what’s the big deal?”

“The big deal,” Tilleran said, rolling her eyes thoughtfully. “The big deal. Well, I guess you’ve really had me thinking. I have been rather distant with you and my other friends lately, and I regret that.”

“No problem. We all go through our moody stages. Mine lasted about four years…”

“What I mean to say is that I regret not killing you sooner!” Tilleran screamed, her face twisting into a sneer. Her left hand shot forward, turning into a lengthy orange tentacle of goo that wrapped around Hartley’s neck, lifting the engineer kicking and screaming up into the air.

“Hope you’re not afraid of heights, Commander,” Tilleran said, her voice groing deep and husky. “I’d hate to scare you to death…” She levitated Hartley over the railing that surrounded the warp core. “When I’d much rather see you fall to your death.” And with that she released her grip on the surprised Hartley, sending her plummeting down.

With that, Tilleran turned back toward the warp core controls and went back to work.

Then something landed on her back.

“Get off my f***ing warp core you changeling bitch!”

She had obviously done a poor job of getting rid of Hartley.

“How did you survive?” Tilleran snapped, tossing Hartley off her.

“Grade school gymnastics!” she cried, yanking a coil spanner off a nearby spanner and charging her.

Tilleran’s body quickly spasmed upward into an archway, through which Hartley dove, smashing headlong into a bulkhead and falling to the deck in a heap.

“You must have done quite well,” she said flatly and returned to the engine controls.

Groggily laying on the deck, Hartley turned her aching head to see the unconscious bodies of Stuart and Lexxin laying off by the starboard power node. At least she hoped they were just unconscious.

She winced and pushed herself up, slapping her combadge. “Hartley to bridge…intruder alert…Tilleran is a change…is a change…”

And before she could say anything else, something slammed her into the deck and she was out for the count.



“Shoot it!” Tilleran cried as she led her motley crew through deep brush.

“Just aim and fire, aim and fire!” Banan’aram said shakily to himself, turning and shooting backwards at the roiling copper-colored mass that rolled through the forest like a wave with claws, spikes, and tentacles stretching from every surface.

Banan’aram blasted it with his plasma rifle. Sure enough, he blew sizable holes in the thing.

Then they sealed right up.

“Uh, C-C-Commander Tilleran!” he cried.

“What?”

“Our weapons don’t hurt it!”

“Son of a Rixx! Doesn’t it just figure? Keep moving, people!”



“No more sleeping on park benches. It’s bad for your back,” Baxter said, as he and Peterman walked down toward the Explorer’s mall, to have breakfast at Janice’s restaurant, Space Tastes.

“Actually, I feel better than I have in a while,” Peterman said, looking down at her expansive tummy. “I’ll tell you one thing, I am ready to have this baby. I’ve never been more ready.”

“You only have to hold on another couple weeks.”

“That seems like an eternity. Who knew I’d get this big? I feel like I’ve got six bowling balls in here.”

“Now you know how I feel after eating Janice’s pot roast,” Baxter chuckled, turning to head through the doors into Ship’s Shoppes, just as his combadge chirped.

“Richards to Baxter,” came a quick, panicked voice over the comline.

“What?”

“Meet me down in Engineering. NOW!”

“May I ask why?”

“Tilleran’s a changeling, the whole engine crew might be dead, and we are twenty minutes from a warp core breach!”

“Anything else?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

“Yeah,” Baxter admitted. “I’m on my way.” He looked at Peterman. “Get your ass into an escape pod. Grab Janice and Plato while you’re at it, and get out of here. Now.”

“Andy…I’m a counselor. I should be helping other people escape!”

“You’re also my wife. Let someone else do that. Just…” Baxter sighed. “Just go, okay?”

Peterman paused thoughtfully. “All right. But I don’t like it.”

“That’s the spirit,” Baxter said, kissing her on the cheek and rushing down the corridor.

Peterman headed into Ship’s Shoppes. “Attention everybody!” she cried, running from store to store. “Evacuate the mall and get to an escape pod in an orderly fashion! No shoving! The white sale is indefinitely put on hold! I repeat: THE WHITE SALE IS INDEFINITELY PUT ON HOLD!”



“Who the hell are those two guys?” Baxter asked as he picked up step next to Richards. On his way, he’d grabbed a phaser from a nearby storage locker.

“These are Ensigns Ryan Gelbart and Marla Covington. They’re security officers.”

“Why have I never met them?”

“They’re the third string,” Richards explained.

“No kidding,” Baxter said, motioning for the group to continue down the corridor toward engineering. “Any clue what we’ll find when we get there?”

“A changeling,” Richards said. “That’s all we know. And even that we’re not sure about. Hartley called up to the bridge to say Tilleran was a ‘change.’ So, unless she means ‘a change of pace,’ or ‘a changin’ into something more comfortable,’ I think we have a problem. Right after she called we registered a spike in both injectors. They’re locked. Even without going to warp the power feedback will be enough to build us toward a breach.”

“And you couldn’t shut it down from the bridge?” Baxter asked.

Richards shook his head. “Controls were flat locked out. Our ‘Tilleran,’ had access to pretty much every secure system on the ship.”

“What was Jelo’s motive in stowing aboard here?” Baxter asked. “And when did he…” Then he snapped his fingers. “When Tilleran was held captive on the Dominion warship. We never actually rescued her, did we?”

“And that’s only now catching on?” Richards asked.

“I didn’t hear you raising any suspicions!” Baxter snapped.

“Sefelt to Richards.”

“Go ahead,” said Richards.

“About sixty percent of the crew is in their escape pods. We’re loading more people into shuttles and the Escort.”

“Get ready to release the pods. We’re almost at Jelo’s position now!”

“Yes, sir. And…sir…”

“What?”

“I WANT MY MOMMY!”

“You stay on task, Mister Sefelt, or I’ll find someone who will!” Richards said sternly.

“Um, yes sir.”

“He’s a good man,” Baxter said wistfully as the group arrived in engineering.

“Ahh, Captain, so good of you to come,” Lt. Commander Tilleran said, standing in front of the warp core.

“Commander!” Baxter said. “What a relief to find you here on the job. I guess you’re helping to restore the warp core to working order.”

“Not exactly,” said Tilleran, stepping forward out of the shadows, her jowls swelling into those of a monkey’s, her body rippling into a huge, muscular form, her uniform darkening to black. A silver cape morphed into place behind him. “Actually, I’m helping to destroy your ship.”

Baxter sighed. “I guess I’m supposed to be shocked that you’re not really Tilleran.”

“No, I realize your silly engineer ruined the surprise. I could just kill her!”

Richards held up his phaser. “But then we’d have to kill you.”

“Oh, yes. Then I guess I should just give up right here. Turn myself over to you and your thugs?”

Baxter raised his own phaser, stepping forward. “That would be a grand idea.”

“Just one problem with that.”

Baxter slammed right into a flickering force field and fell down.

“Warp core breach in eight minutes.”

“Sefelt to Richards. Escape pods away. AHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!”

“Well, it has been a real pleasure knowing you all, and I wish I could tell you the thrilling story of how I managed to escape the Delta Quadrant four years ago,” Jelo said. “But I have to be going.”

“And just where do you think you’ll go?” Richards asked. “You’re blowing up the Explorer!”

“Oh, am I?” Jelo said. He walked over and pressed a couple controls.

“Warp core breach canceled. Thanks for playing,” the computer replied.

“Baxter to all escape pods! Come back here!” Baxter called out.

“Too late for that,” Jelo said. “All outside communication has been severed.” He smiled widely. “I’ll just have to make sure I blow up all those escape pods and runabouts after I pick up my cargo and break orbit.”

“Cargo?” asked Richards.

“Yes, the failed experiment I call the proto-changelings. Poor things just need a good father-figure. Speaking of which, I should make sure to pick up that little tyke Plato before I blow up the pod with his mother and your pregnant wife on it,” Jelo said to Baxter, as suddenly his body rippled and remolded, until he resembled as Baxter himself. “Won’t little Plato be surprised to see his Uncle Andy come to save him!”

Baxter’s hand trembled with rage as he held his phaser on Jelo.

“From there, it’s on to Dominion Headquarters, where no one would question the friendly U.S.S. Explorer stopping in for a refueling and the total destruction of the most fortified position in the Dominion. After that, it’s all downhill from there, as you humanoids are so fond of saying. Ta-ta!”

Jelo pushed another control on a nearby panel and disappeared in a flurry of transporter particles.

Richards dashed toward the exit corridor, and smashed into a forcefield similar to the one Baxter had hit. They were trapped.

Baxter stared at the ceiling of the engine room, his fists balled up and shaking, his jaw moving angrily from side to side.

“JELLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLOOOOOOOOOOOOO OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

Then he stopped to catch his breath.



It was an uphill struggle, literally, as Tilleran and the Jem’Hadar tried to find higher ground. Considering the changeling beast was significantly greater in mass than them, they figured the only thing they had in their favor was altitude. And if they could cause an enormous landslide, they had a chance of crushing the thing, or at least slowing it down.

“Come on, you slowpokes, get to the top of the ridge,” she called, pointing with her plasma rifle. “Move, move, move! Are you Jem’Hadar, or lazy Vorta?”

“We are Jem’Hadar who excel at the arts and sciences!” Gaff’igan grunted, gripping handholds of rock and hoisting himself up, helping Bel’bivdevo and others up.

“You better start thinking of killing as an art,” Tilleran mumbled, looking behind her. “Or, on second thought, how about you carve up this mountainside and cause that avalanche we’ve been talking about!”

“Right, right! Attention, men, CARVE!”

And the Jem’Hadar blasted, as the great roaring thing surged up the side of the mountain.



“Weapons fire. Jem’Hadar plasma rifles. Seven hundred meters, THAT way,” Lt. J’hana said, her antennae twitching..

“Across a ravine,” Vansen said, hands on hips, looking at the mountain next to the one she and her team had been climbing. She saw great whorls of dust billowing up from the mountainside on the other side of the ravine. She slapped her combadge. “Vansen to Explorer. We’ll need a site-to-site transport. Stand by for coordinates.”

She paused.

“Explorer?”

J’hana tapped her own combadge. “Explorer, come in.”

Chaka’kan looked at the others, frightened. “Uh, what does that mean?”

“It means we run, coward!” J’hana cried out, bellowing something loud and raspy in Andorian, dashing down the hillside with her weapon raised high.



“Commander,” Baxter said sharply, kneeling near the edge of the forcefield barrier keeping him out of engineering. “Commander Hartley!”

“MEGAN!” Richards called across the forcefield.

“Why don’t we just shoot the forcefield?” Ryan Gelbart suggested.

Baxter glanced over his shoulder at the young security officer. “Things in here don’t react well to phasers, Ryan.”

Richards shook his head. “Don’t they teach you guys anything in tactical school?”

“I went to Penn State.”

“Figures,” Richards sighed as Baxter turned back to face the inert form of Hartley.

“Megan! This is your Captain speaking! Extinguish all headaches and return your body to its upright position!”

Richards leaned against a bulkhead, burying his head in his hands. “Where’s Mirk when you need him?”

“He sleeps during the day,” Baxter said.

“Really?”

“He runs a nightclub. How else do you think he stays awake all night?”

“I just figured, what with him being omnipotent…”

“He still needs a good night’s sleep, Chris!”

“Would both of you SHUT UP!”

Baxter and Richards’s heads whipped around. “Hartley!”

She grabbed hold of the master systems console and pulled herself to her feet. It appeared that every movement hurt. “Wait till I get my hands on that guy…”

“Megan. I need you to focus!” Baxter called out. “You need to disable the ship’s power supply! Jelo’s planning to take the ship and blow up all our escape pods and everyone in them!”

“Including Mirk?” she asked woozily.

Richards looked at Baxter. “Guess he’s on an escape pod, not sleeping.”

“But I bet you he was sleeping before he was taken to the escape pod!” Baxter snapped.

“AHRG!” Hartley cried. “HE SLEEPS DURING THE DAY, OKAY? IT’S ESTABLISHED!”

“Ouch,” Baxter said. “What attitude. Listen, Commander Hartley, you need to disable the power systems. Jelo no doubt has all the control consoles locked out, so you’re going to have to find some manual way to shut down power all over this ship!”

“Pull the sequencer in the main EPS relay!” Richards called out.

“DUH! I’m an engineer too, ya know,” Hartley grumbled to herself, shuffling toward a console at the rear of the room. Grumbling something unintelligible, she crouched down and started yanking isolinear chips. She punched a gelpack and then pulled that out, her hand covered in goo. She then stood up and reared back, then kicked the console with all her might.

With a great heaving groan, all power on the Explorer shut down. Lights twinkled out, panels shut down, and the whole engineering deck was bathed in darkness.

After that, Baxter heard an audible thump, which he guessed was Hartley falling back into unconsciousness.

“So,” Baxter said. “All power. I guess that includes…” Suddenly, queasily, his feet lifted off the ground.

“Gravity,” Richards finished his sentence for him.

“Will our combadges work now that power’s down?” Baxter asked.

“One way to find out. Richards to Sefelt.”

“Sefelt passed out some time ago, Chris,” came the voice of Susan Madera.

“Am I glad to hear you,” Richards said. “Where are you?”

“On the Escort. So are you guys going to blow up or what?”

“Not today,” Baxter said in the pitch darkness. “Would you mind giving us a ride?”

“Don’t see why not. Stand by…”



The real Tilleran watched as rocks tumbled down the hillside and smashed into the creature. It made an unholy shrieking sound as it was pummeled by rock after rock. In a way she was sorry for it, but more importantly she was glad she couldn’t sense a bit of what it was thinking right now. She figured she was better off that way.

The Jem’Hadar blasted and blasted until there was no more rock left to dislodge, else they would tumble down themselves.

When the dust cleared, they were relieved to see a thick layer of rocks and not much else below.

Gaff’igan patted Tilleran’s shoulder. “We did it!”

Tilleran rubbed her chin. “Did we?”

Suddenly, two massive wings exploded out of the layer of rocks, then a massive hammer-shaped head, screeching with sharp teeth, orange in color with beady eyes, resembling an ancient Earth pterodactyl, looking really mad. The wings flapped, lifting the great creature into the air, until it was eye-level with Tilleran and the others.

“We come in peace?” Tilleran said weakly, staring at the creature, which was easily as big as the Escort.

The thing answered by opening its huge jaws and diving at Tilleran and the others.

“I’m ready to die,” Gaff’igan said simply.

Then, suddenly, a blue twinkling star flew up from below the mountainside, tore through the flying creature, and blew it apart like so much pudding.

Tilleran now understood how Browning could have made such a mistake, eating that one changeling, thinking it was pudding, as the blown up orange glops rained down on the mountainside below.

“Who–” Gaff’igan asked, but his question was soon answered as J’hana and Vansen, followed by Chaka’kan, Unlathi, and Keefler, climbed up the mountainside, covered in orange goo.

“Who else,” Tilleran said with a grin.

“Quantum bazooka,” J’hana said easily. “Used mainly for big game hunting on Kronos, and…” She met eyes with Tilleran. “What the shartz are you doing here?”

“Being replaced by a changeling,” Tilleran said quickly. “I’ve been held captive by Jelo’s people for the last three months, and it’s been hell.”

“But then, who the hell was on our ship all this time?” J’hana asked.

Everyone looked around at each other.

“ARE YOU ALL DENSE?” Vansen cried. “It was Jelo!”

“Of course,” J’hana grunted.

“We have to contact the Explorer immediately,” Tilleran said.

“We’d love to,” said Vansen. “But we lost contact with them a few minutes ago.”

“Then it may already be too late,” Gaff’igan surmised. He looked to Chaka’kan. “And what are you doing here?”

“Trying to help,” Chaka’kan said weakly.

“You should be pleased that our ability to get angry has been removed,” Banan’aram said. “Otherwise, we’d be very angry with you.”

“But since we can’t get angry, how about we get together for a White milkshake once this whole mess is overwith?” Gaff’igan said cheerily.

“I don’t believe these guys,” Tilleran said, rolling her eyes.

Just then, someone came running up the hillside.

“Captain Baxter?” Vansen asked as the portly commander huffed and puffed his way up the hillside.

“Yeah,” he said breathlessly. “That was quite a run from the transporter site. I’m so out of shape.” He looked around. “I trust you guys nailed that creature?”

“Yeah,” Vansen said. “What happened up on the Explorer?”

“Oh, some problems with Jelo,” Baxter said. “Not to worry, though, we got it all sorted out. But if you see a guy who looks just like me, blast him!”

“Will do,” J’hana sneered, just as Captain Baxter walked up from the opposite direction, also looking breathless.

“The air up here is so thin. Makes it hard to breathe,” he gasped. He looked around at everyone. “Well. I see we’ve all made acquaintances.” He looked at the identical Baxter. “And I see my changeling duplicate has shown up.”

“You mean MY changeling duplicate,” said the other Baxter.

Vansen rolled her eyes. “Oh for Pete’s sake.”

Suddenly Richards climbed up the hill from in between where the two Baxters had come from. “See, Andy, I told you my way would be quick…” He looked from Baxter to Baxter. “Er.”

“Well isn’t this a fine mess,” Tilleran muttered, hands on hips.

“Shoot them both,” J’hana growled.

“Don’t do that!” both Baxters cried in unison.

“I like that idea!” said Vansen.

“Don’t you folks have a, I don’t know, test, to figure out who the real captain is?” interjected Gaff’igan.

“No need,” said J’hana. “I know who the real Baxter is.” She swiveled her phaser rifle around to face the Baxter who’d arrived first. “You kidnapped Counselor Peterman four years ago. On my watch. You kidnapped the person I loved most in the world, then replaced her. You have been the one snubbing me the last three months, not Tilleran. For all of this and more, you will die, and I will be the one who is killing you.” J’hana bellowed a great, shrieking cry into the bright daytime sky, then blasted with her phaser rifle, while the surprised Baxter held up his hands in shock, crying out.

The blast hit him square in the chest, and he tumbled, end over end, down the mountainside.

“Damn thing was set on stun,” J’hana growled. “How anticlimactic.”

Everyone glanced over the edge to see the duplicate Baxter lying in the middle of the pile of glop which had once been the proto-changelings, a charred hole in his chest.

He stood, and when he did, his face blossomed into a monkey’s, and the hole in his chest filled back up. “Clever, J’hana! But you didn’t manage to finish me off!” He looked down at the goop at his feet. “But you did manage to kill this beautiful creature. And for that, you and all your friends here will die! And I will be the one who will be killing YOU!”

“Yeah, you and what army?” Vansen asked, pointing her phaser rifle down into the ravine. Every officer present did likewise.

“Don’t fire till I give the order,” the real Captain Baxter said.

“And that would be when?” Vansen asked, squinting in the sunlight.

“When I am damned good and ready!” Baxter asked. “You’re picking a fine time to be insubordinate!”

“I’m not insubordinate. I’m just a better leader than you!”

Richards shook his head. “I remember when we used to be explorers.”

While all this went on, the goop at Jelo’s feet began to bubble. Then it began to boil. Then it rumbled, along with the ground underneath him.

He looked down.

“Uh-oh.”

A geyser sent him flying into the sky. Only this geyser kept rising, until its bottom actually lifted off the ground, and the whole mass of liquid grew huge wings, and reformed into that fearsome pterodactyl-like creature.

“That is the most beautiful creature I have ever seen,” J’hana said in awe. “Nothing kills it.”

With Jelo screaming in its claws, the fearsome thing soared out of sight.

“Where the hell is it going?” asked Richards.

“I don’t care, and I don’t want to know,” said Vansen.

“Escort to landing team,” Lt. Madera’s voice called over the open channel. “We just saw a giant bird fly away from the planet, carrying Jelo. Should we pursue?”

“Negative. Contact the Dominion and transmit their coordinates. Let them worry about it. I think it’s safe to say that Jelo got just what he deserved, and that creature got just what it was looking for.”

Tilleran nodded. “I can’t read changelings, but I think it’s safe to say that thing was so cranky because it couldn’t find its captor.”

“Jelo,” Baxter said uselessly. “I can see why the thing wouldn’t like Jelo. I sure don’t like him. He’s not a likable guy.”

“Well, let’s hope we’ve seen the last of the whole lot of them.” Richards said.

Baxter looked at J’hana. “I just have one question. How did you know the other Baxter was the imposter?”

“Simple,” said J’hana. “You both arrived here out of breath. The first Baxter claimed he was out of breath because he was out of shape. You blamed it on the thin air. A transparent lie to satisfy your easily- bruised ego. Only the real Captain Baxter would attempt such silly lie.”

“I’m touched,” Baxter muttered.

“At any rate,” J’hana said. “I figured I had a fifty-fifty chance.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55657.7. Our escape pods have been collected, our crew restored, and we have set course for the nearest Dominion outpost to effect minor repairs and drop the ‘nice’ Jem’Hadar squad off for reassignment. For some reason, they just didn’t feel comfortable on Elpa Three anymore.

I’m pleased to say we suffered no major casualties from this latest brush with nastiness. Hartley took the worst of it with a severe concussion and an assortment of internal injuries, but I’m told she’ll pull through.

I’m also very happy to announce we’ve got our science officer back, although I must say, over the last three months, we barely noticed her absence. Well, because she had been replaced by a changeling.



“I want to ride the escape pod again!” Plato giggled as Peterman waddled with him clinging to her hand, and Baxter following, into Space Tastes, where Browning was finishing up with the last of the dinner crowd.

“You can ask your Uncle Andy. But I’m sure as heck not going with you. One time getting blasted away from the ship at full acceleration is fine with me,” Peterman said.

“Umm,” Baxter said. “Maybe next week.” He grinned uneasily at Peterman, then decided to go grab a table and a menu.

“I finally got all your vomit out of my hair,” Browning said, stepping out from the kitchen and handing a plate to a crewman. “Here you go, Larry. A nice plate of beef stroganoff. Enjoy!” Browning left the disgusted- looking crewman to take Plato by the hand. “Yessiree, your Aunt Kelly blew a lot of chunks all over the interior of the escape pod. Made it a very interesting two hours!”

“That was the best part!” Plato cheered.

“Well,” Peterman sighed. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.”



“We’ve talked about this exhaustively,” Gaff’igan said, putting a hand on Chaka’kan’s shoulder. “And we have come to a very upsetting conclusion.” A tear streamed down his grey-scaled cheek. “We’ve got to let you go.”

“Pardon?” Chaka’kan asked, looking around at the other Jem’Hadar in the Explorer conference room.

“You can’t be in our group anymore. You left us to die there on Elpa. It’s just not going to work out between you and us. It’s…it’s…awww…” Bel’bivdevo collapsed into Banan’aram’s arms, sobbing.

Chaka’kan sagged into a seat at the conference table. “But then…where…where will I go?”

“That is the beautiful part,” Ambassador Weyoun said, standing behind Chaka’kan. “Captain Baxter has agreed to keep you aboard the Explorer as a member of my diplomatic attachment. Think of yourself as my bodyguard.”

Chaka’kan gulped. “Bodyguard?”

“Or, administrative assistant, if that makes you feel better.”

Chaka’kan nodded. “Much.”

“Drinks?” Gaff’igan asked, looking around at the other Jem’Hadar, and they nodded, leaving Weyoun and Chaka’kan alone.

“Well,” Weyoun said, clapping his hands together. “We have a busy morning ahead. Let’s go on down to my office and start organizing my appointment calendar, shall we?”

“Victory is a well-organized appointment calendar,” Chaka’kan sighed, and followed Weyoun.



“Hell of a thing,” J’hana said, sipping from her steaming v’haspant and leaning against the bar. “Hell of a thing.”

“Mm hmm,” Mirk said distractedly. “Listen, would you mind closing for me? I want to go check in on Megan again. Apparently she’s driving Holly crazy. They had to put her in a restraining field because she kept trying to leave Sickbay.”

“Restraining field…mmm…” J’hana said, then straightened. “Of course I will stay and watch over your bar for you.”

“Thanks!” Mirk said, yanking his apron off dashing out of the Constellation Club.

J’hana planted one hand on the bar, then hopped over it. “Okay, who’s taking orders here? Who wants to get fwarking drunk?”

“Me,” a small voice said. J’hana turned to face the doorway, and saw Tilleran standing there.

“Sickbay has cleared you to return to duty?”

“They checked me out,” Tilleran said, nodding and walking over to sit on a barstool. “I was a little malnourished, and badly in need of a sonic shower, but other than that I’m none the worse for wear. And you’ll be glad to know that it’s confirmed…I’m not a changeling.”

J’hana poured Tilleran a White Russian, her favorite drink, and slid it her way. “That is quite a relief.”

Tilleran nodded and sipped. “The Dominion reported they were able to capture and contain Jelo and the proto-changeling. They’re being transported back to Dominion HQ aboard a maximum-security troop transport.”

J’hana nodded. “Also a relief.”

“Apparently,” Tilleran continued, sipping again, “they need so much room to carry the linked proto-changelings, that they could barely squeeze Jelo into the same cellblock.”

“Nonsense,” J’hana scoffed. “There’s always room for Jelo.”

“Indeed,” Tilleran replied. She looked up into J’hana’s eyes. “I’ve missed you, Jan.”

“And I you, Ari.” J’hana felt the welcomed rush of the Imzadi bond rushing back into her mind. Every twinge of emotion in Tilleran resonated in J’hana’s mind.

“I’m surprised you didn’t detect that it was Jelo and not me,” Tilleran said after a long silence.

“You…that is, he, claimed that the Imzadi bond had been successfully broken and you, that is, he, didn’t want anything to do with me. I spent the last three months thinking you wanted nothing further to do with me.”

“You should have known I’d never want that,” Tilleran said softly.

“I know now.” With that, the security officer shoved Tilleran’s drink aside, took her by both hands, and dragged her across the bar, kissing her long and hard on the mouth.

After long moments in this embrace, J’hana released the surprised Betazoid and let her fall back in her chair.

“Yes,” J’hana said confidently. “Definitely not a changeling.”



THE END.



NEXT:



Counselor Peterman’s been carrying Captain Baxter’s…um, love seed for quite some time. So when is she finally going to make with the screaming and birthing and all that other blessed event type stuff? Well, if it isn’t in this story then this coming attraction really sucks.




Do You Deliver?



“Cupcakes. Yes, pink ones. All in a row,” Janice Browning mumbled, drooling on her pillow, as a small hand shook her shoulder.

“Mom.”

“Ooooh! Ice cream too!”

“Mom!”

“Yum. Keep it coming.”

“Don’t worry. She does this all the time. I know what to do.”

Browning’s young 12-ish-looking son Plato reached over to her end table and grabbed a small piece of chocolate candy from a glass dish and waved it under his mother’s nose.

Browning shot up in bed. “What’s going on?” She blinked, fully awake, and looked toward the doorway of her bedroom. “Oh.”

“See?” Plato said. “Just like smelling salts!”

Captain Andy Baxter stood there in red Starfleet-emblem boxers and a black robe, frowning, with a bloated and tired-looking, nightgowned Counselor Peterman leaning against him.

“Is there a doctor in the house?” Baxter asked weakly.

“Not again,” Browning sighed.

“We don’t like this any more than you do,” Peterman moaned.

“It better be for real this time,” Browning said, sighing and pulling on a robe over her Days of Honor nightgown and tying it tight. Not for the first time in the past few weeks, she wondered why she’d agreed to deliver the Baxter-Peterman baby.

Obviously, it was because Andy and Kelly were her closest friends on the ship. Maybe her closest friends period. Sure, it sounded like a nice gig at the time. Little did she know there would be such…complications.

“I still blame it on that time you were flooded with radiation,” Peterman mumbled as the trio clambered down the corridor toward Sickbay. Browning had somehow managed to get Plato back to bed. Now all she had to do was deliver a baby.

“Honey, really, you’re going to have to be more specific,” Baxter said. “I’ve been flooded with radiation a bunch of times.”

“Or it could be the time the Dawg infiltrated your body and turned you into a catlike person,” Browning said to Peterman. “Mother Nature is a mad scientist. A lot has to happen just right for a baby to be born, so of course there are bumps along the way.”

“But I should have had this baby three weeks ago!” Peterman moaned as she stumbled with the others into a turbolift.



“Does anyone have any clue how early it is right now?” Dr. Holly Wilcox asked, dragging her husband/dependant Dean Wilcox behind her as Browning sat patiently staring under the blanket that covered Peterman’s legs, as the Counselor sat sprawled and inert on the biobed..

“I told you I didn’t need an assist,” Browning yawned, drinking from a mug of hot chocolate. “I could do this in my sleep. As a matter of fact, I may end up doing just that.”

“Well, it is sort of a special day,” Holly said. “I’d like to at least be around for it.”

“I’m sure if Kelly were awake that would mean a lot to her,” Baxter mumbled, leaning his head on Peterman’s upraised knee. He glanced at Browning. “Well, Janice? Did she stick her head out and see her shadow and then disappear again? Six more weeks of winter? What?”

Browning looked at Baxter. “These things take time, Andy.”

“Too much damn time if you ask me,” Baxter said. “I want my kid already.”

“We already proposed the, um…” Browning said, lowering her voice. “Procedure.”

“My wife doesn’t want to be cut open,” Baxter said. “If she can have this baby naturally, she’s going to want to do that. She grew up on a wildlife refuge, for goodness sake. Do you know they still have midwives out there? The twenty-fourth century, and they still have midwives!”

“What’s a midwife?” asked Dr. Wilcox.

“Half a wife, half a wife,” Dean Wilcox chanted, and slammed his head into a wall. “Half a wife is better than none at all!”

“Well I’ve got twice a wife,” Baxter said, folding his arms. “Do you know I can barely fit on our bed now?”

“You really need to stop complaining,” Browning said. “You’re going to have a beautiful, healthy baby, that will be about seven years old by the time it finally pops out.”

After a few moments of silence, Baxter finally spoke up again. “So… what about that baby?”

After looking at Peterman’s readings a while, Browning stared at Baxter. “Stand down from Red Alert. Resume normal course and speed.” She got up and headed out of Sickbay.

“Well,” Holly said. “I guess since I’m up already, I might as well have breakfast. Hey, Janice…since you’re up, are you going to open your restaurant early?”

Browning didn’t reply, just shuffled off.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55754.5. We’re headed toward the Ralletsa system so Weyoun can do some…umm…diplomatic stuff with the Ralletsans, or the Retsins, or whatever. Reticent. Is that a word?

Sorry, computer. I’m really tired. In the last two weeks my wife has had four false labors. If that’s not bad enough, she has adamantly refused to stop working. I finally drew the line yesterday when she went into false labor right in the middle of her discussion with Ensign Maybush about his fear of commitment. Unsurprisingly, he broke up with his girlfriend immediately following that appointment, and I asked Commander Vansen to put my wife on maternity leave. In doing so, not only have I angered my wife, but I have made the mistake of thoroughly pleasing Vansen.

I keep thinking to myself that all I have to do is hold on until my little baby girl is here, then everything will be okay. That’s a reasonable assumption. Right, computer? Right??



“She really does get the last laugh,” Lt. Commander Nell Vansen said, looking around Peterman’s vacant office with Commander Christopher Richards.

“What do you mean?” Richards asked.

“She’s forever asking to have a staff,” Vansen muttered. “Now it’s blatantly obvious she should have one. At least an assistant counselor to fill in temporarily while she’s on maternity leave. She could be gone for quite a while, if she decides to take the amount of leave owed her according to Starfleet policy.”

“Ah, yes. Starfleet policy,” Richards said, rocking back and forth on his heels. “And how much leave does she get again?”

Vansen rolled her eyes. “Could you at least PRETEND to know what the hell you’re doing?”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. I pretend to like you. Anything is possible.”

“Six months.”

“Six months. We might as well have Sefelt committed now.”

Vansen wrinkled her nose at the smell of wet dog that permeated the office as she stepped toward the door. “At any rate, I am going to comb the personnel database. There are well more than eight hundred people on this ship. One of them has to have some sort of counseling background. A seminar. An extension course. Something.”



“Captain, meet our new Assistant Ship’s Counselor,” Vansen said proudly, gesturing to the man standing next to her on the Explorer’s bridge. “Doctor Jarvay Ranowat.”

“Ranowat!” Baxter said, then lowered his voice, realizing he’d alarmed the doctor. “Of course, Ranowat.” Baxter knew of the nightshift Sickbay internist who had a bad case of bipolar disorder. Ranowat was known to nurture one minute and yell the next. And this was who Vansen found to coddle his fragile crew?

Well, anything in a pinch. Baxter just didn’t want to anger the guy.

He extended an uneasy hand. “Um, welcome aboard, Doctor Ranowat.”

“I’m pleased to help out wherever I can,” Ranowat said with a grin, pumping Baxter’s hand vigorously. “And I may not have said this before, but I just want you to know how much I respect you, and how I look forward to the birth of your beautiful, sweet, darling little…”

“Well, then, we need to get back to work,” Baxter said, clapping his hands together. “I’m sure you’ll find a busy docket down in your office, Doctor. Thanks for pitching in.”

Ranowat grimaced at Baxter and marched into the turbolift. “Dismiss me, will he, that ignorant son of a bitch,” he mumbled as the doors closed.

Vansen and Baxter sat down in their respective seats in the command area.

“What was that?” Vansen asked.

“What was what?” replied Baxter.

“That look on your face. That ‘Vansen really screwed up this time’ look.”

“I had no look.” Baxter looked over at Richards as he sat down in the chair on his right. “Did you see a look?”

“Nope. But I wasn’t looking.”

“I do the best job I can of filling positions on this ship,” Vansen said, running a hand through her long, dark hair. “Considering the lousy pool of applicants I have to work with, I think I do a good job.”

“You’re here, aren’t you?” Baxter said simply, and got up, marching into his readyroom.

“Always have to have the last word, don’t you, Captain?” Vansen asked, folding her arms.

“Yes,” Baxter said, quickly shutting the door to his readyroom.

“Damn!”



The next morning, Jarvay Ranowat looked over the reports on his desktop viewer, and then back up at his patient. “You are Lieutenant Commander Tilleran, is that right?”

The Betazoid lying on the fainting couch across from the desk nodded. “Yep.”

“And you’re the Chief Science Officer. Is that correct?”

“Right again.”

“You were recently abducted by a shapeshifter?”

“Not recently, really. I was abducted three months ago. I recently escaped.”

“Yes. A harrowing story indeed.” Ranowat observed his desktop viewer. “I think I’ve seen you around the ship before…I mean other than the times it was the changeling. I think I bumped into you in the ship’s deli a few times. Yes, I remember you always ordered the blachus loaf.”

“Yes, I think I remember you too,” Tilleran said, leaning up. “Didn’t you punch your fist through the display case once because they didn’t have any salt-cured ham?”

Ranowat fumbled nervously with his fingers. “You must have me mistaken for someone else. Now, then, let’s talk about you. What seems to be the problem?”

“There’s the little matter of the three-month abduction…”

“Right. Well, let’s discuss that in a little more detail. Feel free to tell me anything. I’m here to listen. I want you to be comfortable here. This is a refuge for you, a place you can…”

“Just relax?” Tilleran finished his sentence.

“DON’T INTERRUPT ME!”



“So he told me to restrict my duty to just a couple hours a day,” Tilleran said as she picked through her plate of bean sprouts and broccoli in Space Tastes.

“You do not sound pleased with that prognosis,” J’hana observed. She’d already inhaled her fharbus liver, choosing now to simply watch Tilleran eat.

“I’m not pleased with the way he treated me. It was an emotional rollercoaster. One minute he was soothing and gentle, the next he got in my face and yelled at me, making me feel about two inches tall.” Tilleran rubbed her temples. “It’s given me quite the headache. I wish he’d pick an emotional tack and go with it.”

“I dated him while you were gone,” J’hana blurted out.

“Really?”

“I found the emotional rollercoaster…satisfying.”

“How much of that rollercoaster did you ride?” Tilleran asked, raising an eyebrow.

J’hana smiled. “I assure you, I never got to the loop-de-loop.”

“I guess that’s a good thing,” Tilleran said, raising her fork to her mouth. She stopped short, staring at it. “Is that what I think it is?”

“It looks like part of a Kelvarkian waffle.”

Tilleran frowned. “That’s not usually part of the Vegan Luncheon Special, is it?”

“Indeed not,” J’hana said. “It appears Doctor Browning has made a mistake.”

“Janice!” Tilleran called into the kitchen.

Browning slumped out, hitching her apron strap up onto her shoulder. “WHAT?”

“I have a piece of waffle on my plate.”

“Oh.” Browning shuffled over and grabbed the plate. “Guess I forgot to clean it off before I put more food on it.”

“Lovely,” Tilleran muttered.

“Counselor Peterman’s false labors are keeping you up nights,” J’hana observed.

“You are correct,” Browning said slowly, taking Tilleran’s plate and turning back for the kitchen. “Be riiiiight back.”

J’hana and Tilleran watched as Browning disappeared into the kitchen. Shortly thereafter, they heard a smash of a plate hitting the floor, the thud of a body hitting the floor, and snoring.

“Dessert at Mirk’s?” J’hana suggested.

Tilleran nodded. “It’s great to be back.”



Captain Baxter yawned and leaned over toward Richards as Ambassador Weyoun droned on at the front of the conference room, about the Explorer’s forthcoming mission. “Is this the same briefing as yesterday?”

“No,” Richards said. “The planet we’re going to today is called Ralletsa. The planet we dealt with yesterday was called Ratella. Two totally different planets. The Ratellans were an agrarian-based society. The Ralletsans are more neo-industrial.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Baxter said.

“Peterman to Baxter.”

Baxter shot up ramrod straight in his chair. “Go ahead, honey!”

Weyoun stopped speaking. All eyes turned to Baxter.

“Do you want me to reupholster your couch in purple or blue?”

“Re…reupholster?” Baxter stammered. “But…but it’s Tellarite fur! Where did you get…oh no.”

“Ensign Koltz was kind enough to let me shave him. I convinced him he looked better with a buzz.”

“Oh, poor Ensign Koltz,” muttered Richards.

“Now tell me before I make pillows out of your first officer’s hair!” Peterman shrieked. “Purple or blue?”

“Blue. BLUE!” Baxter repeated.

“Purple it is. See you tonight, honey.”

Baxter stared up at the ceiling. “This baby has to come soon. It just has to!”

“May we continue our debriefing?” Weyoun asked politely.

“What? Oh. Yeah. Sure. Ratskellars. What about them?”

Weyoun sighed.



“I do not like being the new guy,” Chaka’kan said flatly, sitting up ramrod straight on the fainting couch as Dr. Jarvay Ranowat looked at him over interlaced fingers.

“Tell me why,” said the doctor.

“Is it not obvious? I have few friends. The only person I spend much time with is Ambassador Weyoun. And he is boring.”

Ranowat nodded. “Boring. Yes, I can understand why that bothers you. That’s a real problem. Let’s explore it.”

Chaka’kan looked grateful. “Um…okay.” He reached over to grab his glass of water, and in doing so accidentally knocked it on the floor. “Whoops.” He bent down to pick up the glass.

Ranowat actually climbed over his desk, looming over Chaka like a great monster. “YOU IMBECILE! I JUST SHAMPOOED THIS F***ING RUG!”

“Get away from me!” cried Chaka’kan, squeezing his eyes shut. His body rippled and then vanished. The doors to the counselor’s office inexplicably opened and shut, and Ranowat was alone.

He brushed his hands together with great satisfaction. “Well. Another satisfied customer!”



“What do you mean you didn’t realize you’d agreed to go on the away team tomorrow,” Vansen snapped, as she, Baxter, and Richards walked down the corridor toward their respective quarters.

“What do you think I mean?” Baxter asked wearily. “I must have nodded at Weyoun or something. I was half-asleep. I really wasn’t paying any attention.”

“Well, it suits me fine,” Vansen said. “I have paperwork to catch up on.”

Richards nodded. “Yes, and I have a tennis match with Lieutenant Madera.”

“So I couldn’t coax either of you into taking my place down on the planet so I can be with my all-too-pregnant wife?” Baxter pleaded.

“Sorry,” said Richards

“Not a chance,” said Vansen.

“Even though I’m the captain?”

Richards and Vansen both nodded.

“Great.” At last, Baxter arrived at the door to his quarters. He faced it with a sigh. “Just great.”

“Sleep well!” Vansen called over her shoulder as she and Richards walked off.

Baxter keyed the door open and was immediately his with a blast of foul-smelling air.

“WHAT IS THAT SMELL?” he asked, stumbling into his dim cabin and tripping over something big, blue, bright, oval, and plastic in the middle of the floor.

“Mind the exersaucer,” Peterman said. She was lying in the couch, covered, entirely, it seemed, with wet towels. “Yeoman Biggs brought it over. Isn’t he sweet? Sweet…hm…”

“What on earth are you doing?” Baxter asked, rubbing his shin.

“This is a concoction Mirk turned me on to. It’s made from rotten fruit and Ferengi beetle dung. It’s supposed to open the pores and encourage the baby to come out.”

Baxter sat down at the edge of the couch. “So now you’re resorting to spiritual remedies?”

Peterman lifted a smelly towel off her face. “And don’t think it didn’t come at a price. I’m Lobstraxitarian again.”

“Well get Mirk to attaint you, or un-Lobstraxitarian you, or whatever. My baby is going to be born agnostic like a good baby should.”

“Oh, shut up.”

“I guess you won’t be setting up camp in the bed tonight, then?” Baxter asked, stripping off his uniform top and walking into the bedroom.

“Take it.”

“Great. I could use a good night’s sleep.”

“Mmm hmmm.”



Baxter awoke to feel an immense weight lying on his back.

“I want to have sex.”

He turned his head to find a very smelly Counselor Peterman lying on him, spread-eagle.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Baxter said, pinching his nose shut.

“No. I woke up horny. Let’s get it on, BAYBAY!”

“Honey…go back to sleep. You’re too pregnant for sex.”

Suddenly, a pillow slammed into Baxter’s head. “You think that was a request? ENSIGN, that was an ORDER!”

Baxter sighed and turned over onto his back. “Fine. Have your way with me. Can I sleep while we do this?”

“Doesn’t matter to me! I’m the captain now, baby! You like that? You like it? Huh? Huh? TAKE IT, TAKE IT! Call me Captain, bitch! That’s right, that’s right! CALL ME CAPTAIN!”



When Baxter woke up, he was very tired for some reason. He also felt like he was badly in need of a shower, so he took one.

He quickened his morning routine when he saw the chronometer on his bathroom wall. The Ralletsan landing party would be leaving soon.

He slapped on some Eau D’Tang Klingon cologne and slipped into his dress uniform. Damn thing seemed to get tighter and tighter every year. He’d have to check with Yeoman Biggs about that. Must be faulty shrinking fabric or something.

Baxter ordered up a bagel with cream cheese and glass of grapefruit juice in a travel mug as he stepped out into the living room and picked the items up out of the replicator.

He tiptoed over to the couch to find Peterman curled up and asleep, looking oddly peaceful.

“Sleep tight, baby. Daddy will be back as soon as he can!” Baxter whispered, and kissed Peterman’s forehead. He licked his lips. “Hmm. Tastes like poop. Oh well.” And with that, he headed off to join his away team.



When Andy Baxter joined Starfleet, he expected everything that most cadets expected. To see space, to see “brave new worlds” and “the final frontier,” and all those other things described in the literature.

Now that he was somewhat more seasoned as a Starfleet officer, Baxter realized some inarguable truths about life in space. On all civilized planets, no matter where one ventured in the cosmos, a conference room was still a conference room.

It was this that Baxter was considering as Weyoun shook hands with the burly, brown, furry Ralletsans, and, Baxter was sure, promised them all sorts of things about life with the Dominion.

The walls were an uninteresting teal color. The chairs, while comfortable, didn’t turn left to right, and that annoyed Baxter. And there was nothing to snack on out on the table. That was just downright rude. Sure, they didn’t have to have a fancy buffet, but at the very least they could have put out some peanuts or mints or something.

What did the word “civilized” mean, anyway?

“…that right, Captain?” Weyoun asked, looking to Baxter.

Baxter stirred. “Hmm. Oh. What?”

“I said, the Federation and Dominion are committed to avoiding a repeat of the ugly conflict between our two peoples.”

Baxter nodded vigorously. “You’ve got that right.”

“As a matter of fact,” Weyoun said, turning to look at one of the larger, fatter Ralletsans (Baxter guessed that was the leader), “as you will see from our dossier, Kralg Kruee, the Dominion has come a long way in terms of, of….um…uch…excuse me…”

The little Vorta had turned a disturbing color of purple. And, in one fell swoop, his head slammed down on the table.

Baxter looked around at the panicked Ralletsans at the conference table, swallowing nervously. “Don’t worry, folks. This happens all the time.” He patted Weyoun on the back. “Ambassador. Ambassador?”



“He’s F***ing DEAD?”

“That’s right, Andy.” Doctor Holly Wilcox slapped the medical tricorder closed and pulled a sheet up over Ambassador Weyoun as the grumbling Ralletsans who’d beamed up to Sickbay with Baxter looked on. “Food poisoning.”

“WHAT DO YOU–” Baxter began shouting, then lowered his voice, leaning in closer to Holly. “What do you mean, dead? How can he be dead from food poisoning?”

“Apparently, he ate something that didn’t agree with him.”

Baxter gritted his teeth. “Janice Browning.”

“She’s being brought in for questioning now,” Holly said.

Baxter slapped his combadge. “Baxter to bridge.”

“Vansen. Go ahead.”

“Commander, call the Dominion and order us a new Vorta. STAT.”

“Pardon?”

“Our Weyoun kinda died.”

“Oh, they’re going to love this.”

“Just do it!” Baxter said, quickly gathering his composure and looking to the Ralletsans. “Don’t mind us. Just some of the usual old ship’s business. Maybe you will all be comfortable in the meeting room across the hall.”

Holly tapped Baxter’s arm. “That room is being used for the Aronitz bar mitzvah.”

“Well, then, have security find them someplace else to wait while we sort this whole thing out,” Baxter said in low tones, through clenched teeth.

“That will not be necessary,” Kralg Kruee, the Ralletsan leader said. “We shall return to our planet and proceed with our plans.”

“What plans?”

“Invasion of the Dominion,” he said simply, and turned, gesturing for his associates to follow him.

“Have a safe trip,” Holly said weakly.



“I guess you learned your lesson about not paying attention during briefings,” Vansen said smugly, standing at the front of the conference room.

“You’ve got that right,” Baxter muttered, sitting low in his chair.

After the initial confusion caused by Weyoun’s death and the apparent declaration of war by the Ralletsans, Vansen and Richards had gathered through Dominion intelligence data (and what they’d remembered from the briefing, where, apparently, they’d actually been listening) that the Ralletsans were preparing to go to war with the Dominion. Ambassador Weyoun’s mission, and that of the Explorer, had been to come to a settlement wherein goods and services were traded instead of plundered. Now, however, with Weyoun…indisposed…the Starfleet crew was forced to find a new way to prevent the Ralletsans from going to war. They had agreed to a meeting with Captain Baxter, and Captain Baxter only, to discuss terms of surrender, and had already surrounded the Explorer with their ships.

Apparently, the only person they felt was empowered to negotiate with them was Weyoun, and now that he was gone, their patience seemed to be at an end.

“Okay, people, Kralg Kruee is going to be here in two hours. What are we going to tell him?” Vansen asked, looking out over the crowd in the conference room.

“Good question,” Richards said. “How about we ask him not to invade the Dominion.”

“Somehow I think it will be harder than that,” Baxter said. “They seemed convinced that Weyoun was the only person that could talk them out of going into Dominion space with guns blazing.”

“Maybe the Dominion can authorize you to talk on their behalf,” Tilleran suggested.

Baxter nodded. “I just got off subspace with the Vorta Field Supervisor for this sector and he said as much. You’re now looking at an Honorary Dominion Ambassador.”

“Your parents will be so proud,” J’hana scoffed.

Baxter looked at J’hana. “I’m glad you find this amusing. Mind telling us how exactly we managed to lose a man to food poisoning today?”

“In a word, ‘Janice,’” J’hana said simply.

“It was bound to happen sooner or later,” said Tilleran.

“Now that’s not fair,” Richards said.

“Actually, it sounds perfectly reasonable. She dumped scalding coffee on me,” Vansen mumbled.

“She was provoked,” Baxter said. “But what actually killed Weyoun?”

“According to forensic evidence, milk,” J’hana said.

“You mean he was…” Baxter began.

“Lactose intolerant, yes, severely so,” said Tilleran. “Which is odd, since most Vorta are genetically engineered to be immune to most poisons.”

“All poisons but for the most deadly of them all,” J’hana said, then broke out into guffaws. “MILK!”

“I believe it was chocolate milk,” Tilleran corrected, and J’hana only laughed harder.

“I’m glad you’re all enjoying this,” Baxter said. “The Dominion could be going to war because of this.”

“That is okay,” J’hana said, wiping a tear from her eye. “We will simply fight back with ice cream.”

“No…” Tilleran chortled. “CHEESE! Gobs of camembert!”



“And brie!” J’hana said with glee.

Baxter stood up and walked out of the room. “Grow up, people.”



“I feel awful,” Browning said, as she and Baxter walked down to Baxter’s quarters. “I mean, I feel partially responsible.”

“Of course you’re responsible. You gave him the milk!”

“How was I supposed to know it would kill him! Plato was eating frosted crispies with chocolate milk for breakfast. Weyoun was interested in the sound they made when you put them in milk. I let him have some.”

“We barely knew him,” Baxter sighed.

“What a tragedy,” Browning acknowledged, as Baxter keyed open the door to his cabin.

“Honey?” Baxter asked, ducking in. Peterman wasn’t anywhere in the living room. He walked back to the bedroom and sighed. “Janice. You’d better come back here.”

“Is she in labor?” Browning asked excitedly, jogging down the little hall to Baxter’s bedroom.

“No. But she’s asleep, and it looks like she’s polished off your entire case of Deltan Sausage Snacks.”

“Noooooooo!”



“War. What is it good for?” Baxter asked, staring out the conference room window, as Kralg Kruee and two of his lieutenants sat at the table behind him. He turned around, to meet their confused gazes. “Absolutely nothin’. One of my people’s greatest poets said that. And I think it rings true, even today.”

He sat down opposite the three Ralletsans. “The Dominion has made me an Honorary Ambassador so that I may negotiate with you and your people to find a peaceful solution to this impending conflict. Nobody wants a war here. What we want is the beginning of a beautiful tradition of cooperation and respect.”

“Honorary Ambassador, you say,” said Kralg Kruee. “Highly irregular. However, if you insist…I suppose we can hear your claim.”

“I have all the time in the world,” Baxter said. He slid a padd across the table at Kruee. “Here are the terms the Dominion has authorized me to negotiate with you. I think you’ll see they’re quite fair…”

Kralg looked over the padd. “Mm hmm. Interesting.”

Baxter cracked his knuckles. “Well, then. Let’s sign some documents!”

“Just a FEW problems…”

“Oh, no.”



TWO HOURS LATER



Baxter slammed his head against the table. “You call it a SPACE BASE, we call it a STARBASE, they call it an OUTPOST. WHO CARES?”

“I just see it as a cause for confusion. Why don’t we just call them all space bases?”

“Does it really matter that much in the big picture?” Baxter asked tiredly.

“And what’s this about Jem’Hadar who aren’t violent? No, no. If I’m going to have a Jem’Hadar garrison protecting one of my colonies, I’ll want Jem’Hadar who are lethal murderers.”

“There are still plenty of that variety in stock, I’m sure,” Baxter said. “I’m sure we can work out the petty details. I just need to know if we have a deal in principle here so I can have our people work up the documents…”

Kralg looked at his lieutenants. “I don’t know. There are just so many questions.”

Just let them invade, a voice droned in Baxter’s head, as he heard the doors to the conference room wheeze open.

“This briefing is not opened to the public. If you’re looking for the pottery class, it’s on deck…” Baxter said, turning to face the door. His expression softened as soon as he saw it was Peterman.

“I was just coming up to see if you needed some plants in the conference room,” Peterman said. Without asking, she motioned for two ensigns to begin bringing in large, neon green, palm-like potted plants. “Here we go. Some nice Fromellian palms. Spruce the place up a bit. I t’s so drab in here. And how are you all doing today?”

The Ralletsans looked around at each other and shrugged.

“Your wife is massive,” Kralg said.

“Tell me about it,” Baxter muttered.

“Have you spoken to her about weight loss?”

Peterman marched over to Kralg, who was sizable in his own right. “Listen here, mister diplomat guy. I will have you know I am pregnant. Not just pregnant. VERY pregnant. This is ALL pregnancy weight. You should have seen me before Captain Conception over there–” she stabbed a finger in the direction of Baxter, “–inserted his genetic material in my body and caused me to balloon up and have all sorts of hormonal…”

Baxter by this point had risen to Peterman’s side, and was putting a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Honey, maybe you’d better go belowdecks. We don’t want you getting all worked up. Not in your condition.”

“Maybe it would help if I DID get worked up!” Peterman ranted. “Maybe then I would actually give birth instead of letting this thing fester inside me for another THREE WEEKS!”

“Your species’ method for producing offspring is barbaric and bizarre,” Kralg observed.

“Will you stay out of this?” Baxter demanded as he ushered Peterman toward the door. “Why don’t we have you see Doctor Ranowat, honey?”

“Like THAT will help!” Peterman cried.

“Um…” This from Kralg.

“WHAT?” Baxter cried, turning back to look at the Ralletsan.

“Your wife is leaking.”

“This species is disgusting,” one of Kralg’s lieutenants said to the other.

“Leak…” Peterman said, looking at Baxter.

“Leaking,” Baxter said, looking down. Indeed, a puddle had formed at his wife’s feet.

“Urk…” Peterman said, wincing.

Baxter immediately slapped his combadge. “Baxter to Sickbay! INCOMING!”

“I’ll get the biggest bassinet I can find!” Holly Wilcox replied.

Baxter was heading for the door when Kralg clamped a hand down on his shoulder and spun him around.

“Where are you going?”

“My wife is giving birth!”

He shook his head. “No. We must finish these negotiations.”

Peterman looked incredulous. “Mister…”

“Kralg.”

“Mister Kralg…” Her face had already broken out into a sweat. “I am about to have a little person come out of me…”

“Nevertheless, we have negotiations to conclude,” Kralg said. “They are almost over. I am certain we can be done in, oh, no more than twenty hours.”

“TWENTY HOURS?” Baxter demanded, as Peterman waited there.

“Indeed,” said Kralg. “If you leave this room, you may consider the Dominion and the Ralletsans at war. Our first order of business will be to destroy your ship.”

One of Kralg’s lieutenants whispered something in his ear.

“Ah, of course. Our first order of business will be to beam off your ship. Our second order of business will be to destroy it.”

A pregnant pause followed.

Baxter nodded, taking everything in. “Well, then. I see only one solution.”



“Pass the…what did you call those?” Kralg Kruee asked.

“Pistacios,” Captain Baxter replied.

“They’re delicious.”

“Dilation is at three centimeters and holding. Contractions are still one hour apart. Give me one of those pistachios.”

Janice Browning sat at the other end of the conference table from the Ralletsans, Peterman lying atop of it, her head cushioned by pillows, looking and feeling ludicrous, as Browning inspected her…insides…from under a blanket.

“Everything looks great to me,” Browning said, munching a pistacio.

“I disagree,” Krodor, Kralg Kruee’s first lieutenant said. “I think we are making a mistake by turning over the Starkor system to Dominion control.”

“There’s nothing in the Starkor system!” Baxter said, standing next to Peterman and holding her hand. “Breathe, one…two…nice and slow, honey. Furthermore, I think you’re just trying to blame the civil war on Planos Three on Dominion involvement just so you can get us to concede the Messano system to you!”

“More ice chips, please,” Peterman said, then squeezed Baxter’s hand so hard he winced and dropped to his knees.

“That would be another contraction,” Browning said, munching another pistacio. “Ain’t this fun?” she asked Peterman.

“GET THAT BABY OUT OF ME!” Peterman growled, as Baxter clambered back to his feet and pointed for Ensign Keefler, who stood by the door, to go get more ice chips out of the bridge replicator.

Baxter inspected his hand. “Honey, I heard my hand cracking that time.”

“Good,” Peterman harrumphed.

“Let’s get back to business, shall we,” said Kralg, looking over his padd. “Let’s talk about voting districts.”

“The Dominion and the Ralletsans are both autocracies!” Baxter sighed, as Peterman pounded her fist into his stomach. “OOF!”

“Must be sympathy pains,” Peterman said innocently as Ensign Keefler brought her the requested cup of ice chips.



“At least some of the screams are coming from Counselor Peterman,” J’hana said, sitting idly at tactical. Everyone on the bridge was trying to give the outward image that they were doing their jobs, but they were really trying to discern just what was going on in the conference room.

“How can you be sure?” Richards asked from the command chair.

“My quarters used to be next to hers.”

“Gotcha.”

Vansen paced in front of the viewscreen. “This is ridiculous. The fate of the Dominion, and us, hangs in the balance while our fool of a captain is in there negotiating the peace…while his wife gives birth on the conference room table. Is there ANYONE besides me who finds this totally objectionable?”

“I do,” said Sefelt from ops. “I left my meatloaf sandwich in there.”

“You should probably just give up on that, Howie,” Madera said from the helm.



“Good news!” Browning said. “Your mucous plug just came out.”

Peterman ignored the thud of Baxter fainting to the carpet and nodded at Browning. “So how long now?”

“Oh, just a few more hours.”

“More good news! I just found a meatloaf sandwich!”

“Captain,” Kralg Kruee asked, leaning over the conference room table and peering down at Baxter.

The peaked captain climbed back up to his feet. “Maybe I should just stay on the floor. It sure would make things easier.”

“And WHY would we want anything to be easy on you?” Peterman spat, sweat streaming down her face. “You don’t have to shoot a watermelon out your–”



“HOO-HAA!” Plato cried, galloping onto the bridge, waving a cowboy hat in the wair.

“Look who’s trying to find his mommy,” said Gary Flemister, the school teacher the Explorer had brought on board to replace Tyra Shar after its first officer had thrown her into a gorge, or ravine, or whatever.

“His ‘mommy’ is delivering a baby,” Richards explained from the command chair.

“Really? Good for her!” Flemister knelt down in front of Plato. “Your mommy is helping out with the miracle of life! Let’s go watch!”

Vansen stepped in front of Flemister. “Let’s not.”

The shortish, balding, mid-40s man looked with furrowed brow up at Vansen. “Why are you trying to rain on our parade, Miss Pouty- pants?”

“I would like nothing better, Mister Vacant-pants, than to rain on your parade,” Vansen muttered, and took Plato by the hand. “Tell you what. We’ll look after the little bast…the little darling. Why don’t you go back down to your classroom and…fingerpaint something.”

“Fine. I’ll do JUST that! See you tomorrow, you special little guy!” Flemister said to Plato, jaunting back into the turbolift. “I’ll see ALL of you tomorrow. Big smiles all around, people! Great days are heading our way!”

“What a knobhead,” Richards muttered as the doors closed.

“What will we do with the child now?” J’hana asked.

“I’ll take him into the readyroom,” Richards said. “Want to destroy the captain’s collectibles, Plato?”

“Yay!”

“That’s the spirit.”



“Look,” Baxter said, his voice shaky, as Peterman dug her teeth into his palm. “I am fully invested in wrapping this up. I will make any concession you want, just so that I can finish watching…this, um… miracle.”

“Janice…I want to PUSH!” Peterman cried.

“Not yet! Not–OW! Stop kicking my face!”

Kralg Kruee watched in abject disbelief. “You have a grossly barbaric species here, Captain.”

“I’m glad you like it,” Baxter said, mopping sweat off his brow. “Now what do I have to do to put you into a treaty with the Dominion today?”

“You know. I think we’re having second thoughts.” Kralg looked around at his lieutenants. “Yes. I think it’s safe to say we don’t want to have anything to do with you or the Dominion.”

“Not this again,” Baxter moaned as Peterman bit deeper into his flesh.

“You can expect to see our war fleet within the hour.”

“No!” Baxter protested. “I can’t let you do that! I’ll give you anything, whatever it takes…”

Suddenly Peterman spat Baxter’s hand out, something he was most grateful for. He rubbed the teeth marks gingerly. They just weren’t as fun when they weren’t part of sex.

“No! Don’t sign a thing!” she cried, wrenching her body around so she could see Kralg. “Let him go, Andy! We’re better off without these people!”

“What are you talking about?” Baxter asked, confused.

“I’ve listened very carefully the last few hours. It’s taken my mind off the tremendous pain I’m in.” She glared at Kralg. “You keep threatening to walk out on the Dominion so we will give you more concessions. Isn’t that right? Every single time you have a problem with some piddling detail, Andy goes and lumps on another huge concession. Well, no more!”

“I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.”

“I think you’re on to something…” Baxter said, his eyes brightening.

“You’re damn right I’m on to something,” Peterman winced, pounding the conference table as she writhed on it and Browning held her knees down. “The Fourth Battalion of battleships you want to consign to us…it’s over five decades old! You said so yourself an hour ago when you were trying to negotiate a repair contract with Dominion outposts!”

“You little bastard!” Baxter shrieked at Kralg Kruee.

“And another thing,” Peterman wheezed, pushing herself up on her elbows. She waved a padd in Kralg’s face. “You said your empire comprises fourteen populated planets. Well, when I was biting down on this padd, I glanced at it, and I noticed that the Ralletsan system has fourteen planets in it. And they’re all populated, all right, but the total population is only like three billion. Not exactly empire-like numbers.”

Kralg backed up a bit. “Well, we have other colonies…”

“Other colonies, you mean like the ones you said you had to close down a year ago to make way for Dominion expansion?” Peterman looked at Baxter as she squeezed his hand, thumping against the table as she was wracked with another contraction.

Browning started running her tricorder. She looked at Baxter, giving him thumbs up.

“Well, we didn’t close all of them…” Kralg said uneasily.

“Andy,” Peterman choked out, staring earnestly at Baxter. “The Ralletsans are a tiny little empire with a big, whiny roar. They’re trying to manipulate the Dominion into a bad deal! Don’s sign a thing!”

Kralg looked at Baxter. “Captain, please, I implore you–”

“And you’re going to be imploring me a lot more, if you expect to get anything out of the Dominion, buddy,” Baxter said. He looked down at Peterman and patted her soaked head. “Good job, honey. Great job…”

“Thanks,” Peterman moaned, and passed out.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55755.4. The Dominion treaty with Ralletsa has been put off indefinitely until a negotiation team can arrive and investigate just what, if any, benefit the Ralletsans actually can provide.

Meanwhile, we kicked Kralg and his cronies off my ship, and moved my good wife down to Sickbay, where she has regained consciousness and resumed raining blows upon my body.



“I’m seeing a head!” Browning cried from under the blanket as Peterman and Baxter breathed in unison.

“I’m seeing stars,” Baxter moaned from the foot of the biobed as Peterman slammed a foot into his forehead. “Can’t I get some painkiller?”

“Not if I don’t get any,” Peterman grunted, squeezing her eyes shut and pushing with all her might, digging her fingernails into Baxter’s arm.

“Keep pushing, Kelly,” Browning said. “She’s coming out perfectly, just like a little quantum torpedo.”

“HOOO HOOO HOOO….HAHH HAHH HAHH…” said Baxter.

“HOOO HOOO HOOO….HAHH HAHH HAHH…” echoed Peterman.

“HOOO HOOO HOOO….HAHH HAHH HAHH…” repeated Baxter.

“Here she comes!”

“HOOO HOOO HOOO….HAHH HAHH HAHH…”

“HOOO HOOO HOOO….HAHH HAHH HAHH…”

“Hold on to something!” Brown cried.

“Who are you talking to?” Baxter demanded.

“Both of you!”

“HOOO HOOO HOOO….HAHH HAHH HAHH…”

“Holy cow! She’s HUGE!”

“HOOO HOOO HOOO….HAHH HAHH HAHH…”

“WHO?”

“WHO DO YOU THINK?”

“WHAT?”

“WHAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

AAAAAAHHHHHH!”

Baxter’s face broke into a smile as Browning emerged from between Peterman’s legs, holding a little pink bundle in a big blue towel. Holly Wilcox was running a tricorder over it as Browning did a visual check. “Eyes, fingers, toes. Yep. She has them all.”

Peterman leaned up, laughing hysterically, grabbing Baxter in a bear hug as he fell to his knees next to her bed, tears streaming down his eyes.

“Who ordered the pig in a blanket?” Browning giggled, gently placing the bundle into Peterman’s arms.

Baxter wrapped his arms around Peterman and slid onto the bed beside her, looking over her shoulder at the squirming, cooing child. Browning, meanwhile, maneuvered her laser scalpel underneath the blanket.

*SNIP*

“Don’t mind me, just tying up some loose ends,” Browning said with a chuckle, and shuffled off into the next room, Holly following.

“She’s here, Andy. She’s finally here,” Peterman cried, gently rocking the little bundle as Baxter looked on.

“She’s gorgeous. With tiny little hands…tiny little arms and legs…”

“Well, tiny when compared to us. But Janice was right. She is an awful big girl,” Peterman sighed, kissing the little infant’s forehead.

“Maybe she’ll be an athlete!” Baxter suggested.

“Yeah, right.”



ONE DAY LATER



“We are reminded, in this time of loss, that this death takes place in the shadow of new life. And we shall never forget Ambassador Weyoun, so long as we find ways to remember him, and whatnot,” Captain Andy Baxter said drunkenly, holding a glass of champagne over the blinking console in the Explorer’s primary torpedo bay. Baxter once again thanked his lucky stars for that Kirk speech. It came in handy on so many occasions. All a captain had to do was say something about “death and new life” or some such thing and people thought he was a master orator. Genius!

The senior staff gathered in their dress uniforms, surrounding the torpedo launchers, including Peterman, holding a cooing bundle in her arms (the two had been together nonstop for 24 hours).

“We did not know this Weyoun very well, but we did come to respect and admire him,” Baxter continued, “and hope that whatever gods he worships…”

Richards whispered something in Baxter’s ear. “Oh, right, the Founders. We hope the Founders receive him warmly in the afterlife, and send a passable replacement as soon as possible.” Baxter looked around. “Say your goodbyes, folks!”

There were mutterings among the gathered staff as Lt. Sefelt bent and folded over the lid on the quantum torpedo casing and sealed the short Weyoun in.

Chaka’Kan was even present, having been tracked down by ship’s security, cowering in a tree in the arboretum, some four hours earlier.

Also in attendance was Dr. Jarvay Ranowat, bawling uncontrollably against Holly Wilcox’s chest, as the bridge crew waited, looking rather bored.

Sefelt fumbled with his hailing whistle, then blew a sweet melody.

“TOOOOOOOO-WEEEEET!”

“All hands to attention,” Baxter said, wrapping an arm around Peterman.

Everyone, more or less, stood up straight.

Baxter pressed a control on the console before him. Moments later, there was a loud rumble just outside.

“Bridge to Baxter,” came the voice of Ensign Keefler. “You just blew up a small planetoid.”

“Uninhabited?”

“I think so.”

“Good.” He looked around. “Sorry about that. Wrong launcher.” Baxter looked down at the controls and punched another panel. “There we go.”

On a small screen, those gathered watched the blue orb sail out of the Explorer’s launcher, past the debris of the planetoid Baxter had blown up, and into the atmosphere of a nearby planet.

“Godspeed, little guy,” Baxter said quietly, then clapped his hands together. “Okay, then. Everyone stand easy. Party at Mirk’s!”

“Is this another baby shower?” J’hana said darkly.

“I believe so,” Tilleran said, as the group filed out of the torpedo room.

“Those require gifts.”

“Usually.”

“We will need to stop by the mall on the way there.”

“Good idea. Think the gift can be from the both of us?”

“That all depends,” J’hana said, laughing uproariously.



“I’m glad you came back,” Jarvay Ranowat said, sitting down across from Chaka’kan at his desk, folding his hand on top of the desk and looking serenely at the Jem’Hadar. “We all need to stick together and work as a crew during a trying time such as this.”

The young Jem’Hadar nodded, wiping a tear from his scaly cheek. “That was a sad, sad ceremony, wasn’t it, Doctor?”

Ranowat shrugged. “Not especially.”

“I’m even sadder because I wasn’t invited to the baby shower.”

“Your species did murder millions of our people,” Ranowat said conversationally.

“Do not blame me,” Chaka’kan replied sharply. “I only wish to know how I can contribute to this crew.”

“That may not become apparent for some time.”

“My patience is infinite.”

“Well, mine’s not. Besides, I was invited to the party, and I’d still like to go grab a drink. How about you come with?”

Chaka’kan swallowed hard, allowing a small smile. “Do you mean it?”

“No, I was just joking. I’m not very fond of Jem’Hadar. You can let yourself out. Ta-ta!” And Ranowat skipped out of the office, leaving a smouldering nice Jem’Hadar staring at his feet.

“I could blow up this ship,” he mumbled to himself.



“I don’t think our baby should spend the first day of her life in a bar,” Peterman said, protectively holding the bundle in the blanket close to her as she sat in a booth with Baxter.

“Why not?” Baxter asked. “Mirk’s is a family kind of place!”

“Yeah. I can even perform a fruiting ceremony on the little impling if you like!” Mirk said as he walked by with a full tray of drinks.

“That WON’T be necessary!” Baxter said quickly, holding up his hands. “Kelly and I aren’t Lobstraxitarian, and neither is our daughter.”

Peterman nervously averted her eyes.

“Suit yourself,” Mirk said, sounding offput.

“What the hell is a ‘fruiting’ anyway,” Baxter muttered.

“So,” Richards said, sliding in with Madera across the booth from Baxter. “What are you naming her? Did you decide?”

“I thought about calling her ‘Weyoun,’” Baxter said. “You know, as a tribute type deal.”

“Then I explained to him that was ridiculous,” Peterman replied. “Weyoun is a boy’s name.”

“It’s a Vorta name. I’m sure they go both ways,” Baxter said. Somewhere, he heard J’hana chuckle.

“I want my baby to have a human name,” Peterman said.

“That’s not very forward-thinking of you,” Madera said.

“I didn’t ask you!” snapped Peterman.

“Don’t mind her,” Baxter said. “She’s still a little edgy since the big baby came out of her.”

“Speaking of, it looks like the doctor is in!” Peterman said, brightening as Janice Browning walked up with a tray laden with food.

She walked up, looking at the booth, finding that between Baxter, Peterman, Madera, and Richards, there was no room to sit. “Well, isn’t this just grand.”

“Umm…” said Richards.

“Pull up a chair,” Baxter said weakly.

“That’s okay. I’ll go sit with Tilleran and J’hana.”

“No, no!” Peterman said, moving to get up, but finding she was stuck between the table and the booth seat. Damn birthweight. “I want you with us. Andy…get out.”

“But…you’d have to get out for me to get out.”

“Slide UNDER the table.”

“Kelly…I’m the captain…wouldn’t that be a little, um, undignified?”

“Just do it.”

“No, Susan can move,” Richards said, pushing Madera down under the table, as Baxter did the same. They heard the THONK of two heads slamming together, then Baxter and Madera struggled out from under the table.

Peterman scooted down and patted the empty space next to her. “There you go, Janice. That wasn’t so hard.”

“You’re in command, Lieutenant,” Baxter said to Madera, scooching in next to Richards. “Go take over the bridge.”

“Great. Just great,” Madera muttered, fixing her hair and stomping off.

“That’s more like it,” Peterman said. “The family is back together again.”

“And growing,” said Baxter, patting the bundle in Peterman’s arms.

Browning glanced across the table at Richards. “Yeah. For better or for worse.”

Richards blinked. “So, Andy. You never said. What are you going to name the baby?”

“Ashley came to mind,” Baxter said, feeling Peterman’s glare on him. “But, once again, I was rebuffed. Apparently our daughter cannot be named after one of my previous…um, flings.”

“We named her Stephanie,” Peterman said quickly. “After my Aunt on Rigel Eight.”

“Stephanie,” Browning said. “What a beautiful name.”

“I think so.”

“Irene,” Baxter choked out, taking a long sip of his drink. “Her middle name is Irene.”

“What’s that?” asked Richards.

Baxter sighed. “A long story.”

“I hate to bring up a sore subject,” Browning said. “But did you decide what her last name would be?”

“Not yet,” Peterman admitted, looking at Baxter. “But don’t worry. We will.”

“All that and more.” Baxter smiled broadly, glancing down at little Stephanie. “All that and more.”



THE END.



NEXT:



It’s all been building up to this. Captain Baxter takes the day off to take care of the new baby. Someone’s trashed Counselor Peterman’s office. Richards and Vansen are jockeying for authority. Rebel changelings are set to take over the Dominion. The Explorer’s targeted for destruction. And one lone chef has to rise above it all. Find out how it culinates…I mean culminates, in “Change of Plans, Part One”!




Change in Plans, Part One



“So you are the infamous Jelo,” Field Supervisor Weyoun said, looking with disdain over the pacing changeling.

Dominion Battlecruiser DBC-42 was the ship assigned to transport Jelo from his holding cell at Outpost 185 to the changeling Homeworld, where, Weyoun was told, he would be judged, although Weyoun didn’t really believe that it was any of his business.

The changeling just stared at Weyoun with a cold, calculating eye that made the Vorta more than a little uneasy.

“Far be it from me to second-guess a god,” Weyoun said carefully. “But, why do you insist on the monkey face?”

Jelo stepped closer to the field. A field that, quite thankfully, separated Jelo from the rest of the battle cruiser.

Weyoun instinctively took a few steps back.

“What is your flaw?” It was the first thing Jelo had said since Weyoun arrived four days earlier.

“My…flaw?”

Jelo looked Weyoun up and down. “All the Weyouns have a flaw. They haven’t gotten the formula quite right ever since the end of the war. What’s your flaw?”

At that, Weyoun smiled. “I am delighted to report that the Dominion has finally corrected that problem. You are looking at a perfect, stable clone.”

“I see,” Jelo said, and went over to the small bench at the back of his room.

“Well, then, I believe I’m needed on the flight deck. Please let me know if you need anything during our trip.”

“A way out,” Jelo said, in a voice that made Weyoun that much more eager to leave the room.



“WAAAAH!”

Captain Andy Baxter rolled over in bed and cuddled against his pillow, yawning softly.

“WAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!”

With eyes still closed, Baxter reached behind him and felt the empty spot in the bed. “Kelly?” he called out.

“WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!”

“Kelly?”

Baxter sighed. “Computer, locate Counselor Peterman.”

“Counselor Peterman is returning to work today. Currently, she is down in Space Tastes having breakfast. DO NOT disturb her. It is your day off, and your day to look after your child. Do not deviate from this course, or you will be beamed out into space.”

By the time the computer had finished its diatribe, Baxter’s pillow was firmly pressed against his face. “You done yet, computer?” he said from underneath the pillow.

“That is all,” replied the computer.

“Cute, Kelly,” Baxter mumbled and rolled out of bed.

“Oh, yes,” the computer added. “You have an audio message from Starfleet Command: Admiral Baxter.”

“Put it on,” he said as he pulled on his robe over his Starfleet boxers and t-shirt and began the walk across his quarters to get Steffie.

Over the screaming, he heard:

“Rrr, boy. Hope yer doin fair to mid’lin over there in the Gamma Quadrant. Just wanted ta let you know all is well here in the ol’ Alpha Quadrant. Keep up the good work. Report to me when ya need to, yer Daddy out.”

“Short but sweet. Thanks, Dad,” Baxter said as he ordered coffee out of the replicator and crossed his quarters toward the baby’s room, when the sound of a fist pounding on the door to his quarters caused him to stop in his tracks. He walked over to the door and keyed it open, to find Lt. J’hana, clad in leather and spikes, staring at him with rage in her eyes.

“Your child must be silenced!” she bellowed.

Baxter looked at her askance. “You don’t live next door to me.”

“Yes, but Commander Tilleran does.”

“Oh,” Baxter said thoughtfully. “Well…I’m taking care of it.”

“Be sure that you do, or I will take matters into my own hands!”

“Don’t threaten my kid, J’hana!” Baxter snapped as he keyed the doors closed.

That done, he walked into the baby’s room, where young Steffie lay wailing.

“There now, Daddy’s here,” Baxter said softly, reaching into the crib and picking up his daughter. He held her in his arms, tickling under her chin. “There…who’s daddy’s little girl, huh? Who’s going to be nice and quiet so daddy can go back to sleep?”

“It’s the child’s feeding time,” the computer suddenly intoned.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Baxter replied.

“You will feed the child now!”

Baxter stared at the ceiling. “You shut up! She’s my daughter! You’re just a computer!”

“Feed the child or your cabin will be depressurized in ten…nine…eight…”

“Hey, hold on! I’m going, I’m going!” Baxter mumbled and whisked Steffie out into the main cabin. “Stupid computer,” he grumbled. “A little bit extreme, isn’t it?”

“I was merely joking,” the computer replied, as Baxter grabbed a bottle of freshly squeezed Kelly Peterman out of the mini-fridge under the replicator. The idea of human breast milk still fascinated Baxter: watching that stuff pour out of his wife, knowing his baby would later drink it. Not to mention actually watching the direct transaction from mother to child. That was a whole other story.

“Richards to Baxter,” chimed the comm.

Baxter sat down with Steffie in his lap and gently pressed the bottle up against Steffie’s mouth and looked on with interest as she eagerly drank. “Baxter here. What is it?”

“We just received a distress call from a non-aligned freighter in the Silas system. Should we go check it out?”

“Jeeze, Chris. You’re in command. You decide.”

“Well, I thought I would ask you what you thought. We do have this mineral survey…”

“A distress call overrides a mineral survey,” Baxter said, tilting the bottle a little farther up.

“So we should go see what’s up.”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “Yes, go! And take care of the situation yourself. That’s what they pay you the big bucks for!”

“Sir, the Federation doesn’t use currency.”

“Well, whatever. Just do what you need to do and don’t bother me anymore, okay?”

“Your day with the baby?” Richards’s voice asked.

Baxter sighed. “Yes, how could you tell?”



“It must be my birthday!” Lt. Commander Nell Vansen exclaimed, sitting next to Richards as he slumped back down into the command chair. “Captain Baxter’s miserable. You’re miserable. Tilleran and J’hana look like they haven’t had any sleep. How much better can the day get?” Vansen smiled although she could feel J’hana and Tilleran glowering at her.

“Shut up,” Richards said, thoughtfully staring at the viewscreen.

Lt. Madera looked back at him from the helm. “Well, Commander?”

“Well what?”

“Do we track down the source of the distress call or what? I can’t just sit here all day.”

“Yes, go. Warp eight. Engage, already.”

Vansen smiled at Richards. “I can take over for you if you really want.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Richards snapped. “I can take care of this myself.”

“Yeah,” Vansen said, folding her arms, as the Explorer shot into warp. “We’ll see.”



“Andy must be having a ball,” Janice Browning said, watching Counselor Peterman stuff the last slice of cantaloupe into her mouth as Plato cleared the dishes from their breakfast table. “Careful, honey, those break!”

“I know mom. You dropped four of them this morning,” Plato said, carrying the plates back into the kitchen.

“Rascal,” Browning said wistfully.

“They really do grow up quick,” Peterman said. “He seems so mature. It’s hard to imagine he’s not even two yet.”

“Well,” Browning said. “He is half-changeling. Best guess, he’s the equivalent to about 12 years old in human years.”

“He’ll be a teenager before you know it,” Peterman said with a smirk.

“Don’t remind me,” Browning said. “I like him young and innocent.”

“Pretty soon he’ll be looking at girls.”

“Wonder who he’ll end up with,” Browning mused.

Peterman shrugged. “Beats me. Anyway, it’s time to get to work.”

Browning glanced up at the chronometer on her wall. “Kelly! It’s not even 0900!”

“I have a lot of catching up to do. I’ve been out of work for six weeks!”

“Most mommies take a little more time than that to be with their kids.”

“Well, I’m not most mommies, and besides, I have a manic bipolar guy running my office!”

Browning giggled. “I hear Doctor Ranowat has been taking care of things nicely for you.”

“Don’t YOU start,” Peterman muttered, and stood up. “I’ll be back around lunch time.”

Browning leaned her chin on her hands and watched Peterman go. “I’ll be here,” she said.

Why did nothing interesting ever happen to her anymore?



“There you go, all nice and full of mommy’s fluids,” Captain Baxter said, sitting on his couch with Stephanie on his lap. “How do you like that?” He wiggled her a little bit. “You like that, huh?” She giggled. “Like it when Daddy wiggles you, huh? Are you my little wiggle worm, huh? My little wiggler?”

“BLUAHHHHHHHH!” Steffie explosively vomited white gunk into Baxter’s face. He blinked.

“Well, we know not to do that again.” All that holographic training Peterman had put him through didn’t quite prepare him for all the real-life situations he’d be facing. Explosive vomit being one of them. “Come on, honey. We’ll get you cleaned up. Then we’ll go find something to do that doesn’t involve puking and screaming.”



“There she is,” Commander Richards said, pointing at the squatty, brown ship on the viewscreen.

“She’s seen better days,” Vansen remarked.

“In point of fact, she has been blasted within an inch of her life,” J’hana observed from tactical.

“By what?” Richards asked, glancing back.

“Antiproton cannons, by the look of it,” J’hana said. She looked at Tilleran, who nodded assent.

“Dominion weaponry,” Tilleran said.

“Well, that’s not kosher,” Richards said.

After a few moments passed, Vansen finally spoke up. “Well? What do you want to do?”

“Me?” Richards asked. “Oh. Me. I guess we should send an away team over there.”

“You guess, huh?” Vansen asked.

“No, I don’t guess, I know,” Richards snapped back. “And furthermore, I’m sending you over there.”

“Oooh, now he’s mad,” Vansen said, standing. “I’m quaking in my boots. Tilleran, J’hana. With me.”

“Better take an engineer,” Richards called over his shoulder. “That ship might have structural issues.”

“Thanks for the pointer. Anything else you’d like to add before we go?”

“You’re a bitch.”

“I’ll take that under advisement.” She looked at Tilleran and J’hana as they followed her into the turbolift. “Martha…George. Let’s go.”



Counselor Peterman took a deep breath and pressed the door chime. She felt silly, chiming at her own office door, but the computer had told her that Dr. Ranowat was in there, and he was probably still under the assumption that it was his office.

The computer also told her that Stepanie had just vomited all over the captain, which Peterman couldn’t help but find amusing. Being able to get the computer to do your bidding was one of the perks of spending lots of time counseling the ship’s Chief of Operations.

Peterman’s thoughts were interrupted when she realized that no one had answered her door yet.

Not for the first time, Peterman had a fleeting second thought. Maybe it was too soon. She’d only been with her newborn baby for a few weeks. Maybe Janice was right. She was pushing things. She turned to go, just as the door to her office slid open.

The calm visage of Jarvay Ranowat stared back at her from the doorway. “Ah, Counselor! How may I assist you? All is well with the little one, I hope?”

Peterman turned around to face Ranowat, fumbling with her fingers. “Well, yes.”

“Still wearing the maternity outfit, I see.”

“Actually, this is the post-partum outfit. They’re three sizes smaller,” Peterman said, flapping the loose tunic that fell to below her waist. “And I’m sure I’ll only need this for another couple weeks. I’m on an intensive exercise regime. Something Richard Simmons gave me.”

“I’m not familiar with his work,” Ranowat said, then stepped back, gesturing Peterman inside. “Oh, how rude of me. Come on in. Have a seat, relax. Tell me how you’re doing.”

Peterman timidly stepped into her office.

It was the exact same way she left it. Everything in its place. The fainting couch, the interviewing chair, Charlie’s toybox, her oft-repaired Betty Boop statuette. She smiled. Ranowat had been taking care of business nicely.

“Thank you, Doctor,” Peterman said, as Ranowat walked around behind her desk. HER desk.

“Please, sit!” he said merrily.

Peterman gingerly sat in the seat across from HER desk. She considered the fainting couch but decided against it. “I hope my patients haven’t been giving you too much trouble.”

“Your…oh, yes. You mean the Explorer crew. No, they’ve been a delight.”

“Good. Well, I know some of them can be a little trying.’

Ranowat giggled politely. “They do have their moments.”

“I want my job back,” Peterman said quickly.

And suddenly all was quiet. Ranowat looked down at the padd he’d been working on, then back up at Peterman. “Your job.”

“Yes. I want it back.” She smiled weakly. “Busy busy busy. Need to get back into the swing of things. Can’t sit around and parent forever, can I? Nope, nope. I’m a working mom!”

“Of course,” Ranowat said serenely, and stood up. “Please call me if you have any questions on my notes. Have a most excellent day.”

Peterman watched Ranowat drift out of her office, her mouth gaping.

That was way too easy.



“Ideas, people,” Lt. Commander Vansen said as she stared around the bridge of the ruined freighter.

“Everyone is dead,” J’hana said flatly.

“Bravo, J’hana,” Vansen muttered. “You have keen detective skills. I can see why you’ve been stuck in the same job for five years. How about telling me HOW they died.”

“In the standard way,” Tilleran said, standing up from her crouch. She’d been studying one of the bodies. She wasn’t sure what race they belonged to, but they had very pretty, silken green hair and almost no facial blemishes of any kind. Except, of course, for the lacerations caused by whoever had broken into the freighter.

“Meaning?” Vansen yawned.

“Meaning,” J’hana said, surveying the surroundings. “Meaning the freighter’s shields were destroyed, and a force of very angry fellows came aboard and slaughtered everyone.”

“With bladed weapons, no less,” Tilleran said, clicking her tongue. “Quite brutal.”

“What kind of blades?” Vansen asked.

“My detective skills couldn’t possibly compare to yours,” J’hana growled. “Why don’t you tell us.”

Vansen sighed and knelt next to one of the bodies. The captain, it looked like. She checked one of the slash marks. “Well, let’s see. It seems like…oh sh**.”

“Jem’Hadar,” J’hana said. “Yes, I reached the same conclusion. We should team up sometime.” When the Andorian said that, she glanced at Vansen’s rear end with barely hidden lust. Then she caught Tilleran’s gaze and immediately stopped looking. “At any rate, Jelo’s rogue Jem’Hadar have struck again, or else the whole Dominion’s gone evil again.”

“That would be a problem,” Vansen said. “Let’s call it in. And someone find Ensign Pasquale.”



Three decks down, Ensign Wallace Pasquale, of engineering, was inspecting a busted power coupling.

“Demote me to gamma shift, will she, that bitch,” he muttered. “Who does she think she is? Damn Hartley. Thinks just because she’s marrying an omnipotent lifeform makes her so special. Makes her think she can just push everybody around. Well, I’ll show her. Yeah, I’ll show her.”

There was a sudden “THUNK” sound, somewhere just a little ways down the dimly lit corridor from where Pasquale was thinking. He saw a dark figure looming in the shadows, barely visible against the blackness of the corridor.

“Lieutenant J’hana? Commander Vansen?” Pasquale asked, clearing his throat. “Now, then. I don’t want you to misunderstand. I like Lieutenant Commander Hartley fine, I just, um, I’ve been under a lot of pressure lately, and that guy in the counselor’s office is a first-rate lunatic, I–um. You’re not Vansen are you?”

With a trembling hand, Pasquale slapped his combadge.

“Pasquale to Vansen. AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”



“Judging by the pitch of that scream, I estimate he has about thirty seconds to live,” J’hana said calmly, leading the way down the down-ladder and marching along the corridor leading to Pasquale’s last known position.

“Way to be optimistic,” Vansen said.

“Be on alert,” J’hana said, as her wrist beacon danced across the walls and she rounded the corner, phaser at the ready. “The Jem’Hadar can make themselves invisible. There may still be some aboard.”

“You think so?” Vansen grumbled.

When they reached Pasquale, J’hana stopped dead in her tracks, causing Vansen and Tilleran to nearly bump into her.

“It’s a distinct possibility,” J’hana said, looking at the Jem’Hadar who loomed over the inert body of Ensign Pasquale.

“Either he’s attempting open heart surgery or we have a very big problem,” Tilleran said quietly.

“No problems here at all,” J’hana said, raising her phaser, which the Jem’Hadar kicked out of her hand in a quick, fluid move.

She then swept her leg in a wide arc, knocking the Jem’Hadar off his feet. Careful to avoid tripping over Pasquale, she hurled herself across the corridor, her fingers clawlike, digging into the Jem’Hadar’s neck and smashing him into the bulkhead. “I…SAID…NO…PROBLEMS… HERE…AT…ALL!” she bellowed as she beat the Jem’Hadar into oblivion.

“And a master interrogator,” Vansen said, looking down at Pasquale. She knelt beside him and felt his neck…or what was left of it. “Great. Everybody’s dead.”

“I think it is an open and shut case, Commander,” J’hana said, letting the now dead Jem’Hadar drop to the deck. “The Jem’Hadar came on board and killed everyone.”

“It’s not quite that simple,” a voice said from somewhere down the corridor.

Vansen sighed. “Great. Just great. As if this mission couldn’t be any MORE complicated.”

“You recognize the voice?” Tilleran said, looking to Vansen.

“Yeah,” Vansen said heavily, as J’hana waved her beacon around in the shadows, till it hit on the figure of a male Starfleet officer in a pretty badly tattered uniform, looking battered, bloody, and not in the least bit disheveled.

“Commander Samuel DiSalvo,” Vansen said with a groan. “First officer of the USS Pathfinder, minion of Lucille Baxter, general pain in the ass, and…my husband.”



“Perhaps we were meant to be with one another after all.”

“It would seem I have no other choice. You just killed my new boyfriend.”

“Sorry about that. Would you like to go out and have a glass of blood wine?”

“Gladly.”

Captain Baxter sighed as he rocked Stephanie in his arms, watching his HoloVision. Since the Explorer had been in the Gamma Quadrant, he’d been forced to watch his reruns. He knew exactly what would happen. Sovok and Kasatria would get back together again, stab each other, and eventually, break up again. So predictable. Yet still he watched.

“Gooooooeeeeeeeeeeeeee!” said Steffie.

Baxter nodded. “Well put. Let’s see if there’s anything else on…” Baxter was about to order the computer to load up a module from another network. Maybe to the Associated Worlds Network, something more cerebral, when his combadge chirped.

“Richards to Baxter.”

“What? Chris, I’m trying to watch…” He thought a moment, looking down at his daughter. “To watch Steffie crawl for the first time. And you’re interrupting!”

“I think you’d better come to Sickbay, Andy.”

“Why. Is it time for my physical again already?”

“Umm…no. We found something on that freighter. Er, someone.”

“Who?”

“Just come to Sickbay.”

Baxter sighed, scooping Steffie up. He felt something warm and wet at the base of her diaper. “Ummm…be there in just a few minutes, Chris!”



“Get this guy twenty cc’s of oxanon, stat! Put him on a bioscan, check for any internal abrasions. I’m waiting on those test results!” a vaguely British voice echoed through Sickbay.

“Who are you talking to?” Dr. Holly Wilcox asked, walking out into Sickbay, where Nurse Christina Chadway pounded Sam DiSalvo’s chest–much, it appeared, to the patient’s amusement.

“Umm,” Chadway said, looking around the empty sickbay. “Guess I was just reminding myself of what I have to do.”

“Ah, to be a young nurse in training again,” Holly said with a grin. “Look, you don’t have to beat the guy to death. We haven’t had to use that maneuver for centuries. And even when we did, we usually waited until the patient’s heart stopped.”

“Oh, right,” Chadway said, smacking herself in the head.

“I’ll take over,” Holly said, looking over DiSalvo, and glancing up at his bioreadings. “You’ve been stabbed several times, but the good news is, it looks like you’ll pull through, Commander.”

“That’s a relief,” DiSalvo grunted. “Where is everybody?”

Wilcox looked around. “If you mean the command crew…I think they’re talking things over.”

“I need to see the…” DiSalvo chuckled, and blood dripped out of his mouth. “Captain.”

“Let’s just take care of that mild coughing up blood problem and I’m sure Captain Baxter will be right along.”

Suddenly, the doors to Sickbay opened up and Baxter, flanked by Vansen and Richards, swooped in. Baxter was carrying what appeared to be an infant.

“Okay, Commander DiSalvo, obviously you came a long way to give me a message. Spit it out.”

“Don’t I get a hug?” DiSalvo grunted.

“Don’t be a smartass, Sam,” Vansen snapped. “Tell us what we need to know.”

“‘Sam’?” Baxter asked, glaring at Vansen.

Vansen looked at DiSalvo. “The Commander and I…are married.”

“Separated,” DiSalvo spat…literally, nearly hitting Nurse Chadway. “We’d be divorced, too, if she’d ever get around to finishing the paperwork.”

“Gladly, if you’d ever concede the house on Io is mine,” Vansen shot back.

“Ahh,” Baxter said, juggling Steffie. “Now I understand. Hmm. And I don’t really care. Just tell me what you’re doing aboard a destroyed non-aligned freighter deep in the Gamma Quadrant.”

“Looking for you,” DiSalvo said, sitting up with a slight wince.

“He’s not going to be lucid for much longer,” Holly said. “He’s lost a lot of blood.”

“I’ll get some more. Stat!” Nurse Chadway said and rushed into the other room.

Holly sighed. “Captain, get your Q and A session out of the way so I can work on Mister DiSalvo.”

“Right, Doctor,” Baxter said, and turned to DiSalvo. “Well?”

DiSalvo took a deep breath. “You’ve been lied to.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “What else is new?”



“Fake messages!” Lt. Commander Hartley exclaimed. “You mean we haven’t REALLY been talking to Starfleet these last six weeks?”

“Eight weeks, apparently,” Vansen said, standing at the front of the conference room.

Baxter felt uneasy with her standing behind him as he sat. He wished she’d just sit down. Whatever. He folded his hands on top of the table. “Yes,” he said.

“Apparently, someone has taken over the transceiver array on this side of the wormhole. They’re catching all of the messages going through to us and replacing them with fakes.”

“Why?” asked Lt. Sefelt.

“Good question,” Baxter said. “I think someone is trying to manipulate things so that if something happens to us, we can’t call the Federation for help.”

“No. Why am I here?”

Baxter sighed. “Because you’re a senior officer. Now shut up.” He looked at a padd. “According to our discussion with Commander DiSalvo, my mother suspected something odd about our ‘replies,’ to Starfleet and without anybody’s consent, sent DiSalvo over on a covert mission to find out what the hell was going on. He didn’t make it to the transceiver. He was captured by a race called the Duvache, and they tried to auction him off to a group of rogue Jem’Hadar. The rogue Jem’Hadar, not interested in bargaining, killed everyone.”

“And DiSalvo is still here because…” said J’hana.

“Because, apparently, he has the uncanny Starfleet knack of being able to hide.”

“I thought we were the only Federation personnel permitted to be in the Gamma Quadrant right now,” Richards said.

“Hence the ‘covert’ part of the mission, and the ‘without consent’ part,” Vansen said. “Try to follow along, Richards.”

“Bite me.”

“People, people,” Baxter said, holding up his hands. “We have a real problem here. We need to go to the transceiver and stop who or what is interfering with signals being sent through the wormhole. That’s our only contact with the Alpha Quadrant and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let some scheming anti-treaty son of a bitch get in the way of it!”

“Wahhhhhhhhhhhh!” came the sound from the bassinet in the corner of the conference room.

“Now you’ve done it,” J’hana said. “You’ve gone and woken the baby.”

“Ah, damn,” Baxter mumbled. He looked out at the rest of the group. “Richards, lay in a course for the wormhole. Vansen, you contact the Dominion. Tell them what we’ve learned, and ask them where the hell our new Vorta is. It’s been weeks.”

Vansen and Richards nodded and left the room. Baxter looked out at the rest of his officers: J’hana, Tilleran, Hartley, Sefelt.

“The rest of you. Work, or something. Meeting adjourned.”



“There’s no place like home,” Jelo said in soft tones, looking out on the rippling lake of goo as two Jem’Hadar flanked him, and Weyoun stood several paces off, looking complacent.

“I am glad I am not in your position, Mister Jelo,” Weyoun said. “Being judged by the Founders. An awesome event, to be sure. How uncertain you must feel.”

“Actually, I feel rather certain.”

Weyoun raised an eyebrow. “Hmm? Certain of what.”

“Certain you won’t make it off this planet alive.”

“Ahh, just the sort of reply I’ve come to expect from you, Jelo. Tinged with melodrama. Well, I assure you, it is you who will not be leaving this planet alive.” He draped his hands behind his back. “But we leave that to the Founders.”

“Because the Founders are wise in all things,” Jelo said, finishing Weyoun’s thought.

“Exactly,” Weyoun said.

“Kill him,” Jelo said.

“What–?”

And the two Jem’Hadar withdrew their weapons and fired simultaneously, vaporizing Weyoun.

“We were wondering when you would get around to doing that,” one Jem’Hadar said. “This ‘kinder, gentler’ Dominion act is shameful.”

“You don’t have to worry about that anymore,” Jelo said. “Now go up to the ship. Kill any Jem’Hadar who isn’t with us, and secure the flight deck.”

“You are wise in all things,” one of the Jem’Hadar said, and he clapped a control on his wrist. Both Jem’Hadar dematerialized.

Jem’Hadar then looked out over the rippling waves upon waves of changeling goo and smiled. “Good evening, friends. I hope you’ve missed me. Not to worry, I’m back, and as of this moment I am taking control of the Dominion.”

Jelo waited for reaction. When he got none, he shrugged. “The silent treatment will only work for so long. And don’t think you can simply overpower me. I have more faithful Jem’Hadar, more ships, than you’ve ever realized. You all are so busy with your peace footing you never even saw this coming. I’m embarrassed to even call myself one of you.” He chuckled. “But, as I said, you would do well not to attack me. I have ships pulling into orbit as we speak, and they are training their antiproton cannons on your planet’s surface. One word from me and there are craters instead of lakes. Do you all understand? Or would you prefer I linked with you? HA! What a joke!”

Still, no response. Jelo walked over and knelt by the pool of goo. He jabbed his hand in it. “Hmm. Not quite the right consistency. It’s more gloppy than I remember it. Thicker. Kind of like…”

“Jelo.”

Jelo turned, shocked, to see a fellow changeling standing by an outcropping of rocks on the little island. “Odo!”

“But only a hologram,” Odo said. “Let me cut to the chase, as the humans say. We’re not the fools you take us for. We knew you would try something like this, and we knew this would be the only way to draw out all your allies. The Great Link has been moved…” Odo sighed. “Again, to yet another secret location. The only way you will make it there is in custody. You will be judged.”

“I don’t need to be judged,” Jelo fired back. “I know all about myself.”

“So you’re refusing judgment?”

“That’s right.”

“Then we will destroy you before you can ever make it to the Link.”

“Strong words. Do you really know how much of your fleet is loyal to you?”

Odo thought about that. “Enough.”

“We will see about that.”

“Yes. We shall.” And Odo disappeared.

Jelo smashed his fist into a small pillar of rock, crushing it. “Jelo to Rogue-42. Beam me up NOW! We have a small change in plans!”



“All hands, this is Captain Baxter. You’ve all been lied to, apparently. Any contact you’ve received from the communications array near the wormhole has been falsified, going back about eight weeks. Take this under advisement, and know that we are doing everything in our power to find out what is going on. No need to panic, just go about your normal daily lives as our crew attempts to make sure none of you die unnecessarily.”

“It’s always something.” Peterman rolled her eyes at Baxter’s latest address as she strolled back to her office, fresh from an afternoon workout in the ship’s gymnasium. She was constantly surprised by the fact that it was rarely used. So much nice equipment, all free for her to use as much as she wanted. No long lines, no annoying people trying to talk to her as she worked out.

Peterman squeezed her tummy. Still a little bit to work off. Not that it would be a problem. She was adept at staying in shape. She was no Janice Browning, of course, but she figured her birthweight would go away after a week or so.

Feeling refreshed after her workout and shower, Peterman turned down the corridor toward her office. There was still a lot of work to be done. Of the files she’d looked at so far, it appeared Ranowat had been abusive to several of her patients. And his diagnoses often made no sense. Stranger still, he was incredibly nice to other patients…almost disturbingly so.

Peterman decided she would contact a few of the patients in question as she keyed open the door to her quarters.

When the door opened, Peterman gasped.



“We are a little busy right now, Counselor, so this better be good,” Lt. J’hana said, as she walked with Peterman back to her office. “Do you realize we’re at Yellow Alert?”

“What’s the difference?” Peterman asked distractedly.

“My sidearm is now set to kill instead of stun.”

“That’s good to know,” Peterman said, as they arrived at her door.

“So…what seems to be the problem?” J’hana chuckled, looking down at Peterman’s still-bloated tummy. “‘Little’ lady?”

Peterman gritted her teeth and keyed open the door. “This.”

J’hana looked around at Peterman’s office, hissing with satisfaction. “This is quite excellent.”

“It’s not excellent at all! He wrote ‘die bitch die’ in blood on my walls!”

J’hana rubbed her chin. “I wonder if it’s human blood.” She pulled out her security tricorder and began scanning. “Hmmm. No such luck. Just goat blood.”

“GOAT!” Peterman cried. “He got to Nanny!”

“Now, just hold on a second,” J’hana said. “Who’s ‘Nanny’?”

“The pet goat I got from the Terran Animal Breedery on Disar Seven just before we left for the Gamma Quadrant.”

J’hana put her tricorder back in its holster and turned to brace her hands on Peterman’s shoulders. “Get it together, Counselor. We don’t know that Nanny has been hurt yet. If he has, you can file criminal…uh, goat assault charges. Until that time, though, let’s just continue taking inventory of what the good doctor has done to your quarters.”

“Shredded my couch,” Peterman mumbled, tears dribbling down her cheek.

“There now,” J’hana said, petting Peterman’s hair. “It’s okay. It’s just a couch.”

“Flipped over my desk.”

“Just a desk,” J’hana said soothingly.

“Set fire to my Fangosian rug.”

“Oh, you poor thing.”

“And my Betty Boop statue…”

“Oh, no.” J’hana scowled. “Not the Betty Boop statue.”

“Destroyed beyond recognition.”

“There, there,” J’hana said, pulling Peterman into her arms. “Everything will be okay. I’m going to take care of everything.”

Peterman sniffed. “Why are you being so nice, J’hana?”

“Because I want to mate with you,” J’hana said soothingly into Peterman’ s ear.

“Ugghh!” Peterman pulled back from J’hana. “What’s with you lately, J’hana? It’s like you’re having some kind of bisexual Andorian pon’farr!”

“That,” J’hana said, smiling weakly, “is absurd. Now why don’t I just go track down Doctor Ranowat for–”

“Baxter to J’hana. We just went to Red Alert. Get up to the bridge. Now.”

“That was Steffie crying in the background,” Peterman said..

“Don’t worry. I’m sure he has the situation under control,” J’hana said. “Excuse me…”

Peterman shrugged. “I’ll just take matters into my own hands, then. Have Andy call me if he needs help with Steffie.”

“I assure you, that’s my top priority,” J’hana rumbled, and took off down the corridor.



“…doesn’t know where we are, and I’d like to keep it that way until we figure out how many rogue Jem’Hadar he actually has working for him.”

J’hana saw Odo on the viewscreen as she walked onto the bridge.

“Nice of you to join us,” Baxter muttered.

“I was dealing with YOUR wife’s issues,” J’hana replied.

“Captain…” Odo said, his face creased with concern.

“Oh, right,” Baxter said, rocking Steffie on his knee and adjusting the formula bottle in her mouth. “We have to figure out what to do about Jelo.”

“I’m hoping I can rely on your support. Captain Dwanok has already pledged his ship, and we’re asking him to…”

“Of course we will,” Baxter said, looking to Richards at his right and Vansen at his left. “That’s the whole reason we’re here. To keep the Dominion whole.”

“And peaceful,” Richards whispered to Baxter.

“Whole and peaceful. Right. Both those things.”

“Please direct your ship to the Tal-Anari system. There we are assembling a fleet to protect our secret hiding place from Jelo.”

“Wouldn’t it be smart to keep your fleet away from where your people are hiding, Mister Odo?” Vansen asked.

“We aren’t hiding. And we aren’t in the Tal-Anari system.”

“Where are you then?” asked Baxter.

“That’s classified. For obvious reasons.”

“Obviously.” Baxter took a deep breath. “Okay. We’re on our way.” He nodded at Madera at helm.

“We’re sending the coordinates to you now, Captain,” Odo said. “Good luck.”

“Right. Oh…one more thing.”

“Yes?”

“When are we getting our new Vorta?”

“Your new Vorta is being withheld, pending an investigation into his mysterious death.” Odo seemed nervous. “It’s just a procedural thing, of course. No hard feelings.”

Baxter frowned. “Right.”

“Anyway…Odo out.”

Baxter sighed. “All ahead warp nine, to the coordinates Odo gave us.”

“So we’re not going to the mouth of the wormhole?” J’hana asked. “What about the tampering with the communications array?”

“It’s kind of academic now,” Baxter said. “Apparently, Jelo escaped from the Dominion and is now trying to stage an insurrection.”

“But it’s just…him,” Richards said.

“And at least a thousand Jem’Hadar rogues,” Vansen countered.

“Still,” said Richards.

“And there could be more,” Vansen said.

“There, all nice and full, sweetie,” Baxter said, pulling the bottle of formula out of Steffie’s mouth and setting it in the cup-holder on the arm of his chair. “Good girl.” He looked at Richards and Vansen. “Were you two talking about something?”

“Nevermind,” muttered Vansen.



“So are we at war?” Browning asked, tickling Steffie’s chin as she sat in her little bassinet on the table in her restaurant, and Baxter ransacked the kitchen.

“I don’t know,” Baxter called from inside the kitchen. “It’s too early to tell. It all hinges on how much support Jelo has.”

Browning nodded. “Do you think that’s a lot?”

“Hope not.” Baxter emerged from the kitchen, a bowl in one hand and a fork in the other. “Can I have this spaghetti?”

“Well, it was supposed to be for tonight’s buffet, but I guess that’s canceled.”

Baxter grinned and dug into the bowl of spaghetti with his fork. “It is now.”

“How are things with your little bundle of joy?”

Baxter sat down next to Browning, putting his bowl on the table next to Steffie’s carrier. “Just great. I didn’t realize this was ‘take your daughter to work day,’ but I’m enjoying it.”

“I bet you’re annoying the hell out of Vansen.”

“Undoubtedly,” Baxter grinned, shoving a forkful of spaghetti into his mouth. “Man, I’m famished. What is it? Seventeen hundred?”

“Thirteen hundred.”

“Well, whatever,” Baxter said, continuing to eat. “Hey, where’s Plato?”

“In class,” Browning said. “It’s Wednesday.”

“Oh. Right.”

“You really have been out of sorts since the birth.”

“Babies are…” Baxter stopped chewing and looked at Steffie. “Disorienting.”

“No kidding,” Browning said with a smile. “You’ll get used to it.”

“Yeah, but my baby is going to be a baby for a couple years, not three months like yours.”

“It was four months.”

“Whatever.” Baxter licked his lips as he slid the last strand of spaghetti in his mouth.

“You ate the whole bowl!”

“Hmm. So I did. Baby-raising takes a lot out of a guy.” Baxter belched. “Mmm that was good. Okay, I’m officially ready to go into battle.” He picked up Steffie’s carrier by its handle and walked toward the restaurant’s exit.

“Andy…”

Baxter turned around. “Yeah?”

Browning sighed. “Just leave her here. It’s slow around here today. You have political and intergalactic turmoil to deal with. I’ll take her.”

Baxter beamed. “You mean it?”

“Yeah. What are godmothers for?”

Baxter walked back to the table and set the carrier down. “You’re the best, Janice, you know that?” He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. “The absolute best. Okay, off to fight evil. Later!”

Browning smiled, tickling under Steffie’s chin. “Yup.”



“Now I have to move all the shifts around, and figure out who’s going to work on tomorrow’s injector diagnostic,” Lt. Commander Megan Hartley said, as she walked down the corridor with her fiancee, a semi-omnipotent Maloxian named Mirk.

“That’s awful,” Mirk said. “And all because of one dead guy.”

“Yeah.”

“Poor Pasquale.”

Hartley thought about that. “Yeah, I guess that’s kind of sad too.”

“Are there going to be services?”

“I don’t really think anybody’s given it much thought,” Hartley said honestly. “As a matter of fact, the body’s…”

“What?”

“Ah, jeeze, they left the body back on the freighter. We’ll have to go back and pick it up after this whole Dominion crisis is over.”

“Real nice,” Mirk muttered.

“Well…” Hartley began, but stopped as soon as she saw a tall, copper-skinned man dashing down the corridor, eyes wild with fear. “Doctor Ranowat?” Hartley’s head swiveled as the man sped by.

Seconds later, a somewhat-dumpy-looking Counselor Peterman huffed past Mirk and Hartley.

“He…took blood from…my goat!” Peterman said breathlessly, chasing Ranowat into a Jefferies tube.

Moments later, a goat wearing a dog collar and a grey bandage on its neck scampered in the same direction as Peterman and Ranowat, bleating loudly. Unfortunately, instead of squeezing into the hatch, the goat slammed into the bulkhead and fell unconscious to the deck.

Mirk and Hartley watched, then looked at each other.

“So, you were saying?” Mirk asked.



“Look who’s back among the living,” Vansen said under her breath as Commander Sam DiSalvo stepped out onto the bridge of the Explorer.

“Need an extra hand?” DiSalvo asked, stepping down to join Baxter, Vansen, and Richards in the command area.

“Nope,” Baxter said. “Your wife, or ex, or whatever, took our last available seat.”

“So like you, Nellie,” DiSalvo chuckled.

“Nellie?” Richards whispered to Baxter, who shrugged.

“Make yourself useful and go mop the hangar deck,” Vansen snapped at DiSalvo.

“Oh, still hurt about the fact that I’m getting our collection of Andorian impressionist paintings?”

“Zharnt!” J’hana cursed. “Those are valuable. He has screwed you badly, Vansen. He’s…hmm…screwed…”

“You stay out of this!” Vansen ordered, then looked back at DiSalvo. “Those paintings are MINE!”

“Excuse us,” Baxter said, stepping in between Vansen and DiSalvo. “We’re kind of in the middle of something here.”

“Then get him off my…” Vansen corrected herself. “Our bridge.”

Baxter looked at DiSalvo, who stood a head taller than him, and stared down at him with contempt. “You don’t intimidate me, buddy.”

“Yes I do. Your mom told me.”

Baxter gulped. “Damn her! Don’t I have any secrets with her?”

“Your bridge crew might want to know about the tea party incident, too,” DiSalvo said.

“See what he does?” Vansen said. “He just ruins people’s lives wherever he goes.”

“Sounds like you two made a nice couple,” Richards said.

“People!” Baxter said. “We need to get it together here.”

“Sooner, rather than later,” J’hana said, looking down at her panel. “I’m showing a Dominion battlecruiser closing on our location…fast…”

“Friendly?” Richards asked.

Suddenly a blast pounded into the Explorer

“Forget I asked,” Richards said, gripping his chair.

“Sit down,” Baxter told DiSalvo.

“Where?”

“There,” Baxter said, pointing at the Engineering station. “And try to stay out of the way.”

“Gladly,” DiSalvo said. “Just think of me as an observer. An observer who will report everything back to your mother.”

“If we make it back,” Vansen said wryly, as another blast rocked the Explorer.

“Shields down to 70 percent,” J’hana called.

“What are you waiting for? Fire back!” Baxter ordered.

“Hail them,” Richards said.

“Why, so they can taunt us?” Baxter asked.

“It would at least help us to figure out what their goal is.”

“I think that’s pretty clear.”

“Not necessarily!”

“No response to hails,” J’hana said, making the point moot.

Baxter stared at the ceiling. “Ay, yi yi. Any other ships in the area?”

“Dwanok’s ship, the Devagh II, is two parsecs away,” Tilleran said. “Closing on our position.”

“As is a second battlecruiser,” J’hana chimed in.

“Is that one friendly?”

“Are we that lucky?” J’hana asked, as blasts continued to hit the Explorer.

“Evasive maneuvers, Lieutenant Madera. Keep them off our flanks!” Baxter said, gripping his chair. “J’hana, reroute available power to shields and weapons. Lieutenant Sefelt, cancel the yoga class on deck ten!”

“Yes, sir!” Sefelt said, just glad to have something to do.

Baxter watched fearfully as the two battlecruisers angled after them on the viewscreen, firing.

“One we could take, but not two,” Vansen told Baxter. He’d already figured that.

“Any nebulas, black holes, pulsars, gas giants?” Baxter asked, looking to Tilleran, who shook her head.

“Have we used up every creative trick on the books by now?” Richards said. Most everybody nodded.

“Damn! J’hana, keep firing!” Baxter called out.

“Our shields are down to forty.”

“Put out a distress call, J’hana,” Richards said. “See if Dwanok can speed up his approach.”

“A wise choice,” J’hana said, punching in the commands.

Baxter held onto the command chair as the Explorer rocked. “Susan…keep evading!”

“I’m evading, I’m evading!” Madera called out. “What more do you want me to do?”

“Keep us from exploding!” Vansen suggested.

“Good news,” J’hana said. “Dwanok will be here in forty minutes.”

“Excellent,” said Baxter.

“The bad news is, our shields are now down to twenty percent.”

“Boost them!”

“With what?”

Baxter rubbed his eyes, fighting to try and figure out a new strategy, a something that would get his crew out of this mess. They were being attacked from both sides by a markedly superior foe and…

“One battlecruiser destroyed!” J’hana called out triumphantly.

“Yes!”

“Shields are down!”

“Damn! Stop doing that to me,” Baxter moaned. He looked at Richards.

“Boarding parties,” Vansen said, voicing their unspoken concern.

“Weapons, everybody,” Richards said, standing up and walking up to the rear storage locker.

“All hands, this is J’hana. Prepare for intruders. Try to die on your feet, with a shred of honor, if you can manage!”

“It’s been a long time since we’ve been boarded,” Baxter said, as Richards tossed him and Vansen phaser rifles.

“You people aren’t cut out for hand to hand combat,” DiSalvo grunted as Richards tossed him a phaser rifle. J’hana reached under her station and pulled out twin, meter-long Andorian fighting blades. “Okay, maybe some of you are, but for the most part…”

“We may seem incompetent,” Richards said, “but we can take care of ourselves.”

“They’re like that kid on the playground who was smaller than the bullies, but won the fights because he bit and scratched,” Vansen explained.

“Ah,” said DiSalvo, as beams of light began coalescing on the bridge.

“Here we go!” Richards cried out, as a Jem’Hadar ran screaming at him. He blasted.



Counselor Peterman lept out of the Jefferies tube exit hatch and bolted after Ranowat. “Come back here, you psychopath! I want to capture you, punish you, then rehabilitate you!”

“Never!”

“You need to get back on your meds!”

“I refuse!”

“Just try to listen to me.”

“Well…aww…I just want to be LOVED!”

“Jeeze…” Peterman muttered as Ranowat ducked through double doors into just the place she feared he’d go.

“The arboretum,” Peterman muttered, and chased Ranowat in.

As she pursued the crazy doctor into the foliage, she heard rumbling like thunder. “But the storm isn’t supposed to happen until oh-four-thirty!”

Peterman stared up at the overhead windows and saw the wing of a Dominion battlecruiser arc by, and weapons fire rain down on her ship. About that time, Red Alert klaxons sounded throughout the arboretum.

“Ranowat!” she called, swathing through the overgrowth. “We need to talk! We’re being attacked. We need to call a truce!”

“A truce?” asked a small voice from within the bush.

“Yeah! The ship’s under attack!”

His head poked out from within a hollowed-out tree trunk. “Attacked, you say?”

“Yes,” Peterman said, extending her hand. “Come on. Let’s find a safe spot, or better yet, somewhere where our help is needed.”

“Of course, you’re right,” Ranowat said, emerging from inside the tree trunk. “I’m sorry to have caused you so much trouble, Counselor.”

“Don’t worry about that now,” Peterman said, just as she heard the voices of shouting Jem’Hadar….right outside, in the corridor!

BLEEP. “All hands, this is J’hana. Prepare for intruders. Try to die on your feet, with a shred of honor, if you can manage!”

“Have we been boarded?” Ranowat asked, confused.

“It sure looks that way.” Peterman took the doctor’s hand. “Come on, Doc. We need to get out of here.”

“Says you!” Ranowat cried, smacking Peterman across the face and darting deeper into the foliage.

“Ah, hell,” Peterman said, dashing after Ranowat as she heard Jem’Hadar entering the arboretum.



Gary Flemister, second grade teacher, looked up from his padd and out at the children in their seats. “…and then, finally, little Pryok learned that it was okay to cry.”

“Klingons don’t cry. They don’t have tear ducts!” one kid shouted out from the crowd.

“Yes, Mister Plato, I realize that,” Flemister sighed. “But this is just a story.”

“But it’s not accurate,” Plato said.

“It doesn’t have to be. All it has to be is entertaining. Were you entertained?”

“I guess,” Plato shrugged.

“Goody!” Flemister replied. “Let’s do a nice, long book report on it, then, shall we? I want five thousand words on ‘Pryok’s Tears’ by tomorrow, kids. And this time, I don’t want to see so many grammatical errors. Y-O-U-R does not mean ‘you are.’ Got it?”

“Yes, Mister Flemister,” some of the students replied unenthusiastically.

BLEEP. “All hands, this is J’hana. Prepare for intruders. Try to die on your feet, with a shred of honor, if you can manage!”

Flemister looked fearfully up at the ceiling. “Oh my. Children…don’t panic. We, uhm, need you to proceed in an orderly fashion to the shelter. The shelter. Where was that again? Oh, my goodness. Oh my goodness!”

Plato looked around his classroom as his fellow second graders moaned and cried, some running for the door. He had to find his mom. She’d know how to find a safe place to sit this thing out.

Plato shrunk himself down to a little less noticeable size and slipped out of the classroom. He then ran down the corridor toward Ship’s Shoppes.



“Two human lifesigns, Sixth,” one of the Jem’Hadar told the troop leader as he observed the thick forested foliage of the arboretum.

“Well, we don’t have time to look for them,” the Sixth replied. “Set your weapons to incendiary. Torch the place, then pull out and return to the ship.”

“Yes, Sixth,” said the other Jem’Hadar, and he relayed the orders to the others.



Captain Baxter turned around just as a blade sailed past his face and became embedded in his command chair. “Damn it, I loved that chair!” he cried, blasting an oncoming Jem’Hadar, and then another, with his phaser rifle. He grabbed the blade out of his chair and speared a third Jem’Hadar with it.

J’hana operated the tactical console with one hand and blasted oncoming Jem’Hadar with the other as she looked over the security reports. “Sixty Jem’Hadar are currently aboard. Another twelve more just beamed in!”

DiSalvo exchanged grins with Vansen as he smashed two Jem’Hadar heads together and sweep-kicked another. “Kinda reminds you of our honeymoon, huh, babe?”

“Just much more satisfying!” Vansen replied, driving her joined fists into a Jem’Hadar’s neck.

“Get away from me!” Lt. Madera cried, blasting Jem’Hadar as Lt. Sefelt cowered behind her. “I play the harp with these hands!”

“Richards to Hartley!” called the First Officer, as he tried to wrestle his phaser rifle out of a Jem’Hadar’s hands.

“I’m a little busy defending my engine room right now, Chris!”

“Get those shields back up!”

“Before or after I take out the twenty Jem’Hadar attacking this place?”

“In between!”

“Yeah, easy for you to say!”

“Just do it!”



“C’mon, c’mon. Get in here!” Janice Browning said, waving mall- walkers into her restaurant. “Now I finally understand why this storefront came with blast doors!”

She counted heads of who had huddled into her restaurant, including a panic-stricken Yeoman Briggs, and the blubbering maitre’d of the Gilded Tribble.

“Anybody else?” she asked, checking to make sure that Steffie Baxter was still safe, sitting in her carrier on the back corner table. “Okay, I’m shutting the blast doors. I just have to…” She thought. “PLATO!”

“Honey, this is no time for ceramics class!” Briggs called after her as she ducked out of the closing blast doors of her restaurant.



“And….done!” Baxter said with satisfaction, jabbing one of J’hana’s blades into a Jem’Hadar’s neck.

“Good work,” DiSalvo mumbled, as Baxter tossed his soiled uniform jacket on his chair and ambled over to tactical.

“Is that all you have to say?” Tilleran asked with a grin, slapping her hands together with satisfaction.

“How bad is it, J’hana?” Baxter asked.

“Not bad at all,” J’hana said, surprised. “The Jem’Hadar actually seem to be beaming off the ship.”

“No kidding?” asked Richards.

“How weird,” said Tilleran.

“Makes you think they got what they came for,” Vansen said.

“But what were they looking for?” Baxter mused.



Plato had to take a detour to Ship’s Shoppes, since a collapsed bulkhead had cut off access to the corridor he’d usually taken.

He felt a little lost as he rounded a bend, thinking at any time he’d see the familiar double doors into the Explorer’s mall loom on the horizon. He stopped momentarily and looked in the other direction.

No, that wasn’t right. He should head the other way.

Then something occurred to him. He giggled. In all the rush, he’d forgotten all about the computer. “Computer? Which way to Ship’s Shoppes?”

“Straight ahead, ten meters. Turn left, then left again,” the computer replied.

“Thanks!” Plato said, and headed that way, breaking into a run.

He was running so fast he didn’t even see Janice Browning step out in front of him. He collided face-first into her, recoiling onto his back.

“Plato!” Browning said, kneeling beside him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you. Boy, was I worried about you.”

“I’m okay, Mom,” Plato said, as Browning helped him back up. “What’s happening?”

“Just some run-of-the-mill badguys,” Browning said. “Why don’t we find someplace safe to hide out?”

“Sounds like a good idea to me, Mom. I’m so glad I found you.”

“Not as glad as I am,” Browning said with a wide smile.

Plato cocked his head, looking at Browning’s apron. “Hey, Mom. Did you change aprons? Why does that one not have any writing on it?”

“PLATO!”

His head turned toward the source of the voice.

It was his Mom, running toward him from the opposite direction.

“Plato! Get away from her! Him! Her!”

Plato looked up woefully at the woman he thought was his mom. “Odo?” he asked weakly.

“Guess again, you little brat,” the woman who looked like Browning said, as her face bulged and contorted, resembling that of a half-man, half- monkey. “It’s time you and I got out of here!”

“Don’t you dare take him!” Browning cried, slapping her combadge. “Security! Intruder alert!”

“No kidding,” J’hana replied over the comm.

“It’s Jelo! He’s taking Plato!”

“What?” Baxter’s voice broke in.

“Somebody stop him!”

Browning heard several murmurs over the comm channel. Something about “Stop him,” and “shields still down,” and “officers reporting to the scene.”

“You’re too late,” Jelo hissed as Browning ran toward him. He gripped a control on his wrist, and as Browning lept at he and Plato, they dematerialized…

“Mooooooooooooommmmmmmmmmm!” Plato cried, his voice growing fainter as the transporter took hold and swept him away.

And Browning hit the bulkhead, falling to the deck in a heap.

“Baxter to Browning!” Baxter called over the comm. “What’s happening? Are you okay? Where’s Plato? Janice? Janice!”



TO BE CONTINUED. . .



NEXT:



Captains Baxter and Dwanok must join forces to prevent a rebel insurgence in the Dominion, Vansen must deal with a particularly bulky skeleton from her closet, and a meek little Jem’Hadar must prove he has the right stuff. If this ain’t season finale fodder, I don’t know what is!




Change in Plans, Part Two



“You’re too late,” Jelo hissed as Browning ran toward him. He gripped a control on his wrist, and as Browning lept at he and Plato, they dematerialized…

“Mooooooooooooommmmmmmmmmm!” Plato cried, his voice growing fainter as the transporter took hold.

And Browning hit the bulkhead, falling to the deck in a heap.

“Baxter to Browning!” Baxter called over the comm. “What’s happening? Are you okay? Where’s Plato? Janice? Janice!”



“Janice!”

Browning’s eyes fluttered open. Doctor Holly Wilcox was bent over her, looking at a medical tricorder with knit brow. “She’s okay, Captain. It’s just a mild concussion.” She punched a hypospray into Browning’s arm. “This should take care of any aftereffects.”

Captain Andy Baxter and Commander Christopher Richards stood looming over the dazed Browning, exchanging worried glances with one another.

Richards slapped his combadge. “Richards to bridge. Lay in a course to intercept that Dominion ship now, and engage at maximum warp.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” replied Lt. Commander Nell Vansen over the channel.

“What would make you say that?” Baxter asked, exasperated.

“Because our injectors were fried in that little firefight we just got into. Not to mention the fact that we suffered a good deal of hull damage, and are in a shipwide state of chaos because four garrisons of Jem’Hadar just finished wreaking havoc on the place!”

“So you’re saying we can’t go,” Richards said. “Then get the Escort ready.” He looked at Baxter. “Andy?”

“They nearly destroyed the Explorer, Chris. They’d turn the Escort into cinders before we knew what hit us.”

“We’ve got to do something.”

“I KNOW that.”

Browning grabbed a bulkhead railing and dragged herself to her feet. “Both of you shut up.”

They stared at Browning. “What did you say?” Baxter asked, aghast.

“He’s my son,” she said, and shuffled off down the corridor.

“Well,” Baxter said. “Follow her!”

“I was about to!” Richards said, and followed her. Baxter followed too.

“Wait just a minute,” Holly called, jogging after Browning. “I want to get you on a biobed, make sure there aren’t any lasting…”

“I’m fine, Holly,” Browning said as she stormed down the hallway.

“Where are you going?” Baxter asked her.

“I…” Browning stopped walking. “I don’t know.”

“We’re here to help,” Richards told her, tentatively putting a hand on her shoulder.

She nodded. “I know.”

Baxter stared up at the ceiling. “We should have known he would go for Plato.”

“We didn’t even know Jelo was on the ship,” said Richards.

Baxter stared at the floor. “It just figures.”

“J’hana to Baxter.”

“What?”

“The Devagh II just arrived to render assistance. Oh, and your wife is burning up in a fire on Deck Nine. J’hana out.”

Baxter’s eyes widened. “WHAT?”

“I expect I’ll be meeting you there. J’hana out.”

“Come on!” Baxter said, and grabbed Holly’s arm, dragging her down the corridor, breaking into a run.

Richards and Browning were left standing there.

“Steffie,” Browning said. “I left Steffie in the restaurant.”

“I’m sure she’s fine,” Richards said.

“I want to know she’s fine. Now.” Browning said, and headed down the corridor in the opposite direction.



Captain Baxter skidded to a stop at the doorway to the arboretum, where fire was blasting out, smoke billowing. Apparently the doors had been blown off.

Holly clamored into Baxter from behind, then braced herself on a bulkhead as Baxter surveyed the scene. “Captain…you can’t go in there!”

J’hana and two security guards raced up.

“Fire suppression systems must be out,” the Andorian observed.

“Don’t just stand there,” Baxter said, pulling off his uniform jacket. “Come with me and help me save Kelly!”

“You don’t seriously expect me to go in there,” J’hana said, hands on hips.

“Honorable death!” Baxter taunted.

“You had me at hello,” J’hana swooned, and followed Baxter toward the arboretum doors.

“Andy!” a voice choked, and Baxter turned around.

“Kelly?”

Peterman was slumped against a bulkhead down an adjacent corridor, with Doctor Jarvay Ranowat leaning against her.

“Kelly!” Baxter hurried over and knelt by Peterman, running a hand through her hair, smearing the soot from her face. “What the hell happened?”

“Jem’Hadar…torched the place…” Dr. Ranowat gasped. “I think they went…that way.”

“They’re gone,” Baxter said, as Holly tended to Ranowat and Peterman.

“The last thing I remember is chasing the doctor here through the woods,” said Peterman. “Then there was this big flame and…poof!”

“It made a ‘poof’ sound?” asked J’hana, observing, but giving the scene a wide berth.

“Whatever,” Peterman said. “The point is, the arboretum went up in flames. We saw Jem’Hadar using their rifles to flame the whole place.” She smiled. “If it weren’t for Jarvay here, I’d be dead.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Baxter said warmly, then looked to Holly. “Doctor?”

“Both are suffering from smoke inhalation,” Holly said, looking at her tricorder. “They’ll be fine with a couple injections.” She pulled a hypospray out of her labcoat and set it. She punched it first into Peterman’s arm, then Ranowat’s. “That should make you guys feel better.”

“Where…” Peterman rasped. “Where’s Steffie?”

“Ummmm…”



“And baby makes three!” Yeoman Briggs said cheerily, handing Steffie to Doctor Browning. She was crying loudly, but the yeoman didn’t seem to mind.

“Thanks, James,” Richards said awkwardly, looking around Browning’s vacant restaurant. “Where’d everyone go?”

“Everyone scattered as soon as the Red Alert was lifted,” Briggs said. “Off to go back to their own cabins and hide, or find their loved ones, or whatnot. You know how people are.”

“Yeah,” Richards said. “Right. Well…thanks for looking after Stephanie.”

“Oh, she was a…darling,” Briggs said. “I’m glad to help. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go find an appropriate post-disaster outfit.”

“I wouldn’t go ‘post-disaster’ quite yet, Yeoman,” Richards called after him.

“I’m so glad she’s okay,” Browning said, wiping the corner of her eye. “I was, I was worried something happened to her too.”

Richards wrapped an arm around Browning. “We’ll get Plato back, Janice. You have my word on that.”

“I’ll get him back,” Browning said, staring at Steffie. “I will.”



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55848.7. The Imperial Klingon Cruiser Devagh II, under Captain Dwanok “The Large,” arrived conveniently too late to prevent Jelo and his people from wreaking havoc all over the Explorer and stealing my godson, but we’re glad to have him around now, nevertheless, as we try to decide where to go from here.



“You don’t have to be here,” Baxter said, curling Steffie against his chest and, leaning toward Peterman, who sat next to him at the conference table. “You should be recovering.”

“I’m fine,” Peterman assured him. “My outfit’s a little charred, and I think my mascara is running, but other than that I’m fine.”

“You’ve never looked so radiant,” J’hana said, from the other side of the conference table.

“Remind me to talk to you when we get a minute,” Peterman said.

“Now then,” Baxter said, looking out over the conference table, handing Steffie to Peterman, who gratefully took her. “Mister Dwanok, I believe you know everyone.”

“Not everyone,” Dwanok said, looking at Vansen. “Not that it really matters. What’s clear is that we must help the Founders defend their planet from Jelo.”

“Not according to the Prime Directive,” Vansen said, tossing a padd down the conference table to Baxter.

“We’ve been helping them all this time,” Richards said. “Why stop now?”

“Because this is a matter internal to the Dominion. We can’t just effect political change. We didn’t get involved when the Cardassians took over Bajor, or when Bajor had its civil war, or when Andor had its civil war…”

“Aherm.” J’hana cleared her throat.

“Anyway,” Baxter said, flipping the padd back to Vansen. “I don’t give a damn what the Prime Directive says. If Jelo takes over the Dominion, I promise you we’ll be right back where we started, in a war we can’t win.”

“How do you know?” Vansen sneered. “You’ve never even fought the Dominion.”

“I’ve heard things,” Baxter said defensively.

Vansen yawned. “None of this is really of any great concern to the Federation. Before Jelo’s little insurrection, the Dominion was in a weakened state. After they go a few rounds with each other, they’ll be even worse. They won’t stand a chance against a unified Federation, Romulan, and Klingon front.”

“You WANT another war?” Peterman asked, as Steffie chewed on her hair..

“I’m not saying that. I’m just saying we’d win,” Vansen said, looking across the conference table at Commander DiSalvo. “Wouldn’t we, Sam?”

“Can I, uh, get a cup of coffee?” DiSalvo said.

“There are about ninety varieties in the replicator,” Baxter sighed. “Have at them.”

“Thanks.”

Baxter looked out over the group. “This isn’t just about the Dominion civil war, if that’s what it really is. This is about Plato. This is about getting back Janice’s son. My godson.”

“Here here,” Richards said, looking at Browning, who sat quietly in the seat next to him.

“We’re in no shape to rescue anyone,” Vansen said. “I already told you that.”

“We may not be,” Baxter said. “But he is.” He pointed at Dwanok.

“Who, me?”

J’hana nodded. “Your vessel is prepared for battle, is it not, large one?”

“It is, but…”

“We’ll need to borrow it.”

Dwanok looked at Peterman. “The last time we had a ‘joint mission,’ my ship was destroyed.” He was speaking of the time Peterman accompanied him on a mission to root out a cult that was trying to mass- convert the planet Earth. He’d crashed his ship then, and had a chip on his shoulder about it ever since.

“The Devagh-One died honorably,” said J’hana. “As will the Devagh-Two, if you are lucky.”

“There is no honor in a foolish mission.” He looked at Browning. “And there is no honor in risking life and limb to save a single being when a war is being waged.”

There were a few moments of silence.

“I think we can do them both,” Baxter said.

“Huh?” asked Richards.

“Well, Jelo has Plato. We take out Jelo, we stop the Civil War.”

“He makes a good point,” Tilleran piped up. “Rixx knows we all have a bone to pick with him.”

“Some more so than others,” J’hana growled. “Then it is settled.”

“I can see there is no further reason for debate,” Dwanok said, sounding off-put.

“Damn right,” Baxter said. “I’m going. J’hana will come with me. Richards, you’ll stay and get the ship ready to go protect the Founders.”

“I don’t think so,” Richards said.

“What do you mean ‘you don’t think so.’ I’m the captain, I gave you an order!”

“This isn’t just your fight!”

“It’s neither of yours,” Browning said. “It’s mine. I’m going, and the rest of you can fight about who else goes.” And with that, she walked out of the conference room.

“She debates well,” Dwanok observed.

“I’ll go talk to her,” Peterman said, rising, patting Steffie on the back.

“Readyroom. Now,” Baxter told Richards. He looked at Vansen. “You’ll lead the efforts to get the Explorer back up and running, Commander.”

“I guess I don’t have much choice,” Vansen sighed.

“That’s right,” said Baxter.



“This is not about who gets to save Plato, I just want to–”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Baxter said, as Richards stepped fully into the readyroom. Baxter marched over to the window, then turned around. “Chris, you’re my first officer. You have to show me some respect, especially in front of the crew.”

“Conway never did.”

“You want to be another Conway?”

“I want to let you know how I feel.”

“Then do it in private.”

“We’re all upset about losing Plato. Don’t take it out on me.”

Baxter leaned against his desk. “This isn’t about Plato, Chris. You have shown a total lack of concern for your job ever since you got it. Not to mention not showing a whole lot of respect for me. Isn’t it enough that I get it from Vansen? I have to get it from you, too?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. We usually agree on things.”

“It’s about a hell of a lot more than agreeing, and you know it. I…” Baxter sighed. “I somehow thought it would be a lot more fun for us to run this ship together.”

“It’s not always going to be fun, Andy,” Richards said.

“Yeah, I guess not,” Baxter said.

“So what do we do?” Richards asked.

“We figure out a way to be friends and run this ship at the same time.”

“Or?”

“Or you can’t be my first officer. Or…we can’t be friends.”



“Janice, wait,” Peterman said, jogging with Steffie, sliding into the bridge turbolift just as the doors were closing. She barely got in. Damn birthweight.

“What do you want, Kelly?”

“I want you to know that everything is going to be okay.”

Browning folded her arms and watched as Steffie mouthed Peterman’s ear. “Is that the best you can do?”

“Janice…Janice, you don’t know the first thing about fighting. I don’t know that you’ve ever fired a phaser. You can’t just go off half-cocked trying to get Plato back. Leave it up to people that know what they’re doing.”

“Chris and Andy.”

“Well…and J’hana.”

Browning gritted her teeth. “If it was your child…” She glanced at the bundle in Peterman’s arms. “If it were Steffie…would you let someone else go?”

Peterman didn’t reply.



“I want you to know that I officially object to everything you’re doing here,” Vansen said, following Richards and Baxter down the corridor toward the transporter room. They’d stripped down to vests and picked up phaser rifles from Ship’s Stores, after Baxter’d had a little argument regarding inventory regulations with the storekeeper.

“No surprises there,” Baxter said.

“Think of it this way,” said Richards. “If we don’t come back, the Explorer’s yours.”

J’hana jogged up to meet the group. “I have said my goodbyes to Commander Tilleran. Suffice it to say, you do not want to know what that entailed.”

“I’m sure I don’t.” Baxter looked at Vansen. “Take care of her, Commander. I expect to return to her intact.”

“That would mean you’re coming back,” Vansen said earnestly.

“That’s the plan.” Baxter stepped into the transporter room, where an always-cheerful Lindsay Morgan stood ready at the controls. “Three to beam out, Chief.”

“Make that four,” said a voice from the back of the room. Janice Browning was already standing on the platform, with Peterman standing nearby.

“Leave this to us, Janice,” Baxter said, standing up on the platform.

“Dwanok’s already agreed to take me. I’m teaching him how to stir-fry gagh.”

“But…”

“I’m not a Starfleet Officer,” Browning said. “You can’t tell me what to do.” She reached down into the holster at her hip. “Look, I even brought my phaser.”

“Oh, no.”

“Do you even know how to fire one of those things?” asked Richards.

“It’s been a while, but I remember the basics,” Browning said.

Peterman rolled her eyes. “This is going to be trouble.” Baxter looked at her. “What? I tried to talk her out of it.”

Baxter stepped down from the platform and walked over to Peterman. “Honey…”

“You don’t have to say anything. I know you have to go.”

“I was talking to Steffie,” Baxter said defensively, and kissed his daughter on the cheek. He looked her in the eyes. “You take care of your mom, okay?”

Peterman sighed. “Andy, get the hell out of here before I change my mind and make you stay.”

Baxter nodded. “Right.” He climbed up onto the transporter padd and nodded at Morgan. “Energize, Chief.” And as he dissolved, he gave Peterman a little wave.

Peterman’s shoulders fell, and she turned around carried Steffie out of the room.

“What’s wrong, Counselor?” Vansen called after her. “You’ve still got me!”

“You’re a real bitch, ya know that, Commander?” Ensign Morgan said once she and Vansen were alone.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Vansen said, and marched off.



“We’ve got Plato,” Jelo said, pacing the bridge of Rogue-42, the flagship in his fleet of usurped Dominion battlecruisers. “We’ve got Plato!”

“That much you have said,” intoned First Tenok’titlan, who’d been his eyes and ears (well, eye and ears–the guy had an eye patch) in the field ever since he had infiltrated the Explorer masquerading as Commander Tilleran, and subsequently was captured by the Dominion. Tenok’titlan had lead the first attack on the Explorer nearly a year ago, and was responsible for the second, more successful attack, in which Jelo escaped with Browning’s half-changeling son. “What I don’t understand,” Tenok’titlan continued, “is what you plan to do with him.”

“Well I certainly don’t plan to adopt him,” Jelo chuckled, then became completely straight-faced. “Open a channel on the Dominion Leadership Frequency. I want to talk to Odo.”

Tenok’titlan nodded, then punched a control on his console. “Of course. Channel is open.”

“Odo, this is Jelo. I know you’re hiding out there. I know you’re listening. I want you to listen very carefully. I know how much you treasure the half-breed changeling. I want you to know, if you don’t tell me where the new Changeling homeworld is, he’ll die. I’ll be waiting for your call. Jelo out.” He smiled primly at Tenok’titlan.

“You are wise in all things, Founder.”

“You bet I am. Now, let’s go see the boy.”



“Is anybody feeling a sense of Deja Vu?” Richards asked meekly, standing at the rear of the Klingon bridge.

Baxter and Browning sat in a corner next to him. J’hana was up next to Dwanok’s command chair, petting his warrior braids with great interest.

“No,” said Baxter.

“Not really,” said Browning.

“An alien quadrant. Someone important to us gets kidnapped…by Jelo. We split up to protect that alien quadrant and also rescue our friends. That doesn’t sound at all familiar?”

“Should it?” asked Baxter.

Richards shrugged. “I guess not.”

Baxter looked over at Browning and squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry, Janice. We’ll find Plato.”

“I…”

“SILENCE!” Dwanok bellowed. “There will be no character development of any kind on my bridge. Only sulking…and BATTLE!”

“What’s got him?” Richards muttered.

“I heard he’s been trying to diet,” Baxter whispered. “And it’s not working.”

“There’s honor in dieting?” Richards asked.

“I guess,” Baxter said. “If the diet works.”

“If you two are done cavorting around,” J’hana said, pivoting to face Baxter and Richards. “You should know, we have picked up an ion trail that is positively identified as the Dominion cruiser that attacked us.”

“Good!” Baxter said. “That’s good, right?”

“We shall see,” Dwanok said.

“Your largeness, we are receiving a communique from Dominion command,” one of Dwanok’s officers, a dimintive young guy, piped up.

“Very good, Altrok. Put it on the screen.”

“Captain Dwanok…” Odo said urgently, then did a double-take. “And…Captain Baxter?”

“We are performing a joint mission. We are chasing the vessel that escaped with an Explorer crewmember. A half-changeling.”

“That’s…just what I was calling about,” Odo said. “You must rescue Plato.”

“What a novel idea,” Browning piped up.

“It is of the utmost importance.”

“We know that already,” Baxter said boredly.

“You don’t understand…the security of the whole Dominion depends on it.”

“How do you figure?” asked Richards.

“If we don’t tell Jelo where to find our new homeworld, he’s going to kill Plato.”

Browning shot out of her chair. “NO!”

“Our sentiments exactly,” Odo said. “You must rescue Plato.”

“How much time do we have?” Baxter asked, stepping up next to Dwanok.

“Just a little more than one of your hours.”

“We need to go faster,” Baxter said to Dwanok.

“Let us know as soon as you know anything,” Odo said urgently, and disappeared from the viewscreen.

“Increase our speed to warp nine,” Dwanok ordered Garaj, his helmsman. He looked at Baxter. “I would normally take offense to your mettling on my bridge. However,” he looked at J’hana. “Coitus is at stake. You may do what you will.”

“I wouldn’t presume to tell you how to go into battle,” Baxter said quietly to Dwanok. “But…” and he looked nervously at J’hana. “It goes without saying you need to win this one.”

Dwanok looked at J’hana, who nodded assent. “Glory will be ours.”

“Good man,” Baxter said, slapping Dwanok on the back. The giant Klingon looked down at Baxter, his mouth twisting angrily. “I’ll just go stand over there…” Baxter said, backing away.



“I don’t like this,” Vansen said, sitting in the command chair of the Explorer, arms folded.

“You act like you have another option,” Sam DiSalvo said, sitting beside her.

“Maybe I do.”

“Now, Nell…you were told by Captain Baxter to stay here and get the Explorer ready to protect the Dominion.”

“I was told to lead the efforts to get the Explorer back up and running. That doesn’t necessarily mean I need to be here the whole time.”

DiSalvo raised an eyebrow. “Where else would you be?”

“Getting reinforcements from the Alpha Quadrant.”

“That’s ridiculous, Nell. The Gamma side of the wormhole is being protected by three Dominion Theta-class battlecruisers, loyal to Jelo. They’re feeding falsified reports back to the Alpha Quadrant through the communications array, and they won’t take kindly to us trying to send contradicting reports.”

“We don’t need to send contradicting reports. All we have to do is destroy the array. That’ll be enough to get Starfleet’s attention.”

DiSalvo shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Nell…we just heard from Commander Hartley. She said the Explorer won’t be ready for another six hours.”

“The Explorer won’t be ready, but the Escort will be.”

DiSalvo covered his face. “You want to take that little old ship into battle against three Theta battlecruisers?”

“There’s not going to be any battle, Sam. Get with the program.” Vansen stood up. She looked at Tilleran. “Commander. You have the bridge. I am going…somewhere else.”

“I know what you’re planning, Commander, and you are out of your mind,” Tilleran snapped back.

“No, YOU better get out of my mind, pronto, you Betazoid bitch, and hold this ship together until we get back.”

“I’ll call the Captain!”

“And you think you’ll get him to turn around?” Vansen asked, trotting up to the aft turbolift, DiSalvo following behind.

“Probably not, but…”

“Enjoy the command while you have it. You’ve always wanted to try, haven’t you?”

“What makes you say that?” Tilleran demanded, as the turbolift doors closed in front of Vansen and DiSalvo. She pounded her console. “Who the hell is supposed to be telepathic around here?”



Peterman cradled Stephanie over her shoulder as she chased Lt. Commander Vansen down the corridor. “Wait just a minute. I have questions for you, Commander!”

“They’ll have to wait,” Vansen said, not bothering to slow down.

“Why? Where are you going?”

“None of your business,” Vansen snapped.

“It is so my business. I’m this ship’s counselor!”

“Color me threatened,” Vansen smirked, and punched the control on a nearby door. The door opened, revealing a confused-looking Jem’Hadar.

“You busy?” Vansen asked.

“Not particularly,” Chaka’kan said, looking at Vansen, DiSalvo, and Peterman. “I just woke up from a nap. What is going on?”

“You’re needed. Won’t take long.” She grabbed Chaka’s wrist and pulled him out of his quarters.

“What’s this?” asked the confused Jem’Hadar.

“Where are you going?” Peterman demanded.

“For the last time, it’s none of your business. Stay here. Protect your kid. Try to stay out of trouble.”

Peterman stopped as Vansen and the others continued down the corridor. She looked at Steffie, who had resumed eating her hair. “Well, how do you like that? Ow!”



“I don’t care if it’s stir fried. It looks disgusting.” Baxter stared down at his plate in the Devagh II’s mess hall. “Are you sure humans can eat this, Janice?”

“You’ll be fine,” Browning said, staring at her own plate. Beside her, Richards was hungrily gobbling down the fried worms. “See?” She looked at Richards. Baxter did too.

“What?” Richards asked, slurping a worm. “I ate Klingon food for four months, remember?”

“How could I forget,” Baxter muttered, and pushed his plate away. I’m going to go see if these replicators know any human dishes.”

“I think I saw borsht in there somewhere,” said Browning.

“That’s comforting,” said Baxter.

“All hands,” called Weapons officer Tekno over the comm. “We will enter weapons range of the Dominion battlecruiser within ten minutes. Senior officers and pathetic, cowardly humans please report to the bridge immediately.”

“Guess that’s us,” Baxter mumbled.

“Nice of them to keep us in the loop,” Richards said, wiping his mouth.

“Yeah,” said Browning. “Let’s go.”



“Plato.”

“That’s my name, monkey guy,” Plato said, standing on his head on the bench, inside the security field in the brig of Rogue-42.

Jelo looked at Plato with disdain. “I would link with you, if I thought I would learn anything useful from it.”

“I like to link,” Plato said.

Jelo cocked his head. “You don’t seem scared.”

“Nope.”

Jelo knelt so he was eye-level with Plato, who still looked at him upside-down. “Why aren’t you scared?”

“I was at first. Then I realized my mom, and Uncle Andy, and Uncle Chris, would come and get me. I’m not scared any more.”

Jelo laughed. “You will be again soon, little boy. I will guarantee you that.”

“You’re just a funny monkey.”

“And you’re an impudent wretch!” Jelo growled, snapping to his feet.

Plato flipped back right-side up. “What’sa wretch?”

“Arhhhg,” Jelo smouldered. “I am wasting my time. Enjoy your time here, Plato. It won’t last for long.”

“Then where am I going?” Plato called after Jelo.

The Changeling didn’t respond.



“You were napping?” Vansen asked with interest, leaning forward in the command chair of the Escort as DiSalvo piloted, and Chaka’kan sat at the tactical console beside her.

“That is correct,” Chaka’kan said.

“I didn’t know Jem’Hadar napped,” DiSalvo said.

“Most of them don’t.” Vansen frowned at Chaka. “This one is a little…altered.”

“Thanks,” Chaka’kan said.

“What do you mean ‘altered’?”

Vansen sighed. “The Dominion are experiencing with methods for taming Jem’Hadar. Chaka’kan here is a member of that test group.”

“And why does he live on the Explorer?”

“Because the test group rejected him.”

DiSalvo snorted.

“What was that snort for?”

“Nothing.”

Vansen got up and walked over to the helm. “No. Samuel. What were you snorting about?

“You know.”

“Enlighten me.”

“The Explorer is a ship of rejects.”

Vansen chewed her lip angrily for a few moments. “Some of them are rejects, yes.”

“So it makes sense for Chaka’kan to be there.” When he saw Vansen was still angry, he raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t talking about you, Nell.”

“Whatever.” Vansen stomped over to the command chair. “As I was saying, Chaka’kan isn’t like other Jem’Hadar. For instance, he sleeps.”

“I can also procreate. Which is funny,” Chaka said thoughtfully. “Since there are no female Jem’Hadar.”

“You might want to look into that,” Vansen said distantly.

“Indeed.” Chaka sat in silence a few moments. “So, did I miss anything while I was napping?”

“Shut up,” Vansen said to DiSalvo before he could say anything.



“Shouldn’t we be cloaked?” Baxter asked, leaning toward Dwanok.

“We are cloaked, you fool,” Dwanok bellowed.

“Oh. That’s why it got dark in here a few minutes ago.” Baxter nodded. “I get it now.”

Dwanok turned toward J’hana. “May I kill him?”

J’hana looked at Baxter thoughtfully. “Not yet.”

“We’re on attack vector. Jem’Hadar rogue ship in ten thousand kellicams,” Tekno announced from the weapons console.

“Very well,” Dwanok said, clenching his fists. “Ready us for battle. Prepare to drop cloak and fire all weapons.”

“Hold on just one second!” Janice Browning said.

“Would you like to target the weapons yourself?” Dwanok asked earnestly. “That can be arranged.”

“I don’t want to target the weapons,” Browning said, moving Dwanok’s chair to face her, something that took a Herculean effort. “I don’t want you to fire your weapons.”

“She obviously isn’t familiar with the way we operate,” Dwanok said to J’hana.

“We start shooting them, Plato could get hurt,” Browning said. “And that can’t happen.” She pushed up her shirtsleeves and looked around the Klingon bridge. “Anybody got a problem with that?”

“Janice…” Baxter said, resting a hand on Browning’s shoulder. “These are Klingons. Best not to annoy them…”

“Some help you are,” Browning mumbled.

“She has a point,” Dwanok rumbled, ending all debate. “This mission requires the precision of the dak’tagh, not the wild slashes of the bat’leth.”

“Nice metaphor,” Richards piped up from the back of the bridge.

“Begin finding a way to infiltrate that vessel,” Dwanok said to Browning.

Browning gulped. “Me?”

“He is your son, correct?”

Browning nodded. “Yeah. Uh…Christopher?”

“So NOW you need my help!”

“Get over here!”



“We are ready for transport. The field is stable and the cell is secure,” a Jem’Hadar said into his wrist communicator.

“Transporting,” came another voice, as Plato looked on at the cell across the corridor from his.

His eyes widened as he saw it, a roiling mess of heads and arms. It was gold-ish in color, and it filled the whole cell.

Happy faces, angry faces, sad faces…feet, clubs, knives, wings….

“Another Founder,” Plato gasped.

“Silence!” the Jem’Hadar beside the cell barked at Plato, who thumbed his nose back at the Jem’Hadar. Luckily Jem’Hadar didn’t  know what that meant.

“This is the third cell we’ve put it in during the last cycle,” the Jem’Hadar said over the communicator.

“I understand, Second. We will continue to try to keep it contained.”

“Jelo has given orders to destroy the lifeform if we cannot control it.”

“But it is a Founder…of sorts…”

“Jelo is the Supreme Founder. His word is law. Do as you are told,” the com voice replied sharply.

“Of course, Second. Victory is life according to Jelo.”

“You are correct. Second Skip’tamalu out.”

“Don’t do anything,” the Jem’Hadar guard said to Plato, and exited the brig. Once he was gone, Plato inched toward the field that walled him in, watching the creature, or whatever it was, wail against the field just a couple meters opposite him.

“You a Founder?” he called across the hall.

The thing stopped its frantic moving.

“Fummmmblurrrrrrrr,” it rumbled.

“You’re not like the other ones, big guy,” Plato said. “You’re lots madder.”

“Mddddddddddddddddddddddd.”

“Yeah, I bet you are. You probably want to get out of there, don’t you, guy?”

“Rrrrrrrrrrrrrr!”

Plato nodded. “I know what you mean. Look, you think you can bust open that cell like you did with the other ones? Maybe you and me together can find a way outta here?”

“Hrrrrrrmmmmm?”

Plato grinned. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”



“Crash into them?” Baxter said, leaning his chin into his hands. He sighed. “Four years of the finest engineering training in the quadrant. Fifteen years of countless star-hours logged in space, and the best you can come up with is ‘crash into them’?”

Richards swiveled in his chair at the (admittedly) small science console on the Devagh-II’s bridge. “I didn’t see you coming up with any bright ideas, and we don’t have much time. Anyway, it’s not a direct hit. It’s a grazing. Just enough to knock them out of warp and disrupt their shield regulators.”

Dwanok loomed over Baxter, Browning, and Richards. “The puny soap opera writer is right. If we cast a glancing blow on the Dominion cruiser, we may disrupt their shields long enough to lock onto Plato and transport him aboard.”

“And then we blow up,” Baxter said.

“Not necessarily,” J’hana said, standing next to Baxter. “The Klingons make their ships far more durable than ours. The Devagh-Two might withstand a minor collision with another vessel at warp.”

“MIGHT?”

Browning looked at Baxter. “It’s an idea.”

“Not a good one, Janice.”

“It’ll will work,” Richards said, looking at Baxter. “Trust me.”

Baxter frowned at Richards. “Is this the friend or the ex-chief engineer talking?”

“It’s the first officer talking.”

“Knock them out of warp, knock out their shields, get Plato,” Dwanok said. He slapped Richards on the back so hard he fell out of his chair. “Good idea, you miserable human!”

Baxter put his hands over his face. “This can’t be happening.”

“Ramming speed!” Dwanok ordered his helmsman.



“Tha-tha-tha-things are, are, are n-n-n-n-n-not going well, F-f-f-f-f-f-fafafafaFounder.”

“Please elaborate,” Odo said tiredly to his Vorta Field Chief, “Stuttering Weyoun” as he sat on the craggy precipice of rock overlooking the smooth and shimmering (once again relocated) Great Link.

Weyoun paused to think about that. “Jelo’s fafafafafafa…FORCES….outn-n-n-number ours.”

“By how much?”

“Tha-tha-tha-tha-three to wuwuwuwu…ONE.”

Odo nodded. “Grim. So…any sign that they have located us?”

“No, but there are su-su-su-su-some odd readings approaching.”

“Such as?”

“One Duh-duh-duh-duh-Dominion ship, one Kakakakakakakakakakakakaka….”

If Odo had eyebrows, he would have raised them both. “Klingon?”

Weyoun nodded. “But it cuh-cuh-cuh-cloaked a few mamamaminutes ago.”

“How close are they?”

“Va-va-va-va-very!”

“Any of our ships nearby?”

Weyoun shook his head.

Odo took it all in. He knew what had to be done.

“It’s time we made our stand, Weyoun.”

“You can cuh-cuh-cuh-cuh-cuh-cuh-cuh…count on muh-muh-muh- muh-muh–”

But before Weyoun could finish, Odo had already walked off and stepped back into the Great Link.

Weyoun idly wondered what he was up to.



“What do you feed a Founder?” Ninth Oran’gutan wondered aloud as he walked down the corridor toward the brig carrying Plato’s plate of “franks and beans,” something the historical computer said a half-human child would enjoy eating.

He approached the door to the brig. “Especially a multiple- composited undomesticated wild Founder.” He shrugged. “Maybe I will just ask.”

He hit the door control, but nothing happened.

“Maintenance has erred again,” he said, and plunked the door control again.

Then the door blew outward, and something bowled Oran’gutan over, smashing him against the floor and crushing several major parts of him.

“Sorry, guy!” a voice called out.

Oran’gutan turned his bashed head over to see the half-human, half- changeling child galloping down the corridor on the back of a grunting, six- headed, nine-legged, horselike creature.

“Oats and hay,” Oran’gutan completed his thought, then passed out, just as something smashed into the Dominion battlecruiser and knocked it out of warp.

Shortly thereafter, it blew up.



“I said MIGHT!” J’hana called out over the din of alarms and klaxons aboard the bridge of the Devagh-II as Klingons ran here and there, trying madly to fix things. “MIGHT not blow up!”

“Thanks for reminding us!” Baxter cried, holding on to Janice and Richards. “Could someone please tell me what’s happening?”

“In short order,” Dwanok grunted, gripping his command chair for all it was worth. “We knocked the Dominon cruiser out of warp. We did disrupt its shields. And caused a cascade power failure which ended in total reactor meltdown, which blew up the ship. I suppose you would consider it fortunate that we did transport all changeling lifesigns over to this ship before the vessel exploded. The collision, however, also caused us to ricochet into a nearby planet’s atmosphere, and we are about to crash into that planet. ANY OTHER QUESTIONS?”

Baxter looked at Richards and Browning. “Nope. That just about does it.”

“I SAID might!” J’hana cried, holding on to Dwanok.

“Did you say ALL changeling lifesigns?” asked Browning.

“I did indeed.”

“Jelo,” she growled, and ran into the nearest turbolift.

“Janice! Stay with us!” Baxter called after her.

“Like that’s going to help,” mumbled Richards.

“Shut up.”

“You shut up.”

“ALL OF YOU SHUT UP!”

“I SAID MIGHT!”



“I wonder what everyone else is doing,” Chaka’kan said idly from the tactical console of the Escort as it sped toward the Gamma side of the wormhole entrance.

“That really doesn’t matter,” Vansen said, pacing in front of the command chair.

“Do you really think we’ll manage to get word out to the Alpha Quadrant?” DiSalvo asked from the helm.

“I’ll bet our Chibrasian dinette set on it.”

“My mother loves that dinette set.”

“Do we have a deal?”

DiSalvo grimaced. “Deal.”



“Captain.”

Baxter grunted. “Hrmmm. What.”

“Captain…”

“No…” He rolled over. “You take care of the baby. It’s your night. I wanna…wanna get some sleep.”

“He is not dead,” a booming, barely feminine voice called out. J’hana.

Baxter’s eyes crept open. “Wha…where…” He winced, turning his head away from a glaring stream of sunlight. “Where is that sun coming from?”

“The crash put a permanent skylight on my bridge,” Dwanok bellowed from beside Baxter.

“Sorry about that,” Baxter said, rolling over, trying to get his vision to clear. “Is everyone okay?”

“No,” J’hana said.

As Baxter’s vision cleared, his eyes widened, focusing on the huge mass lying beside him.

“Dwanok…” he whispered.

“Do not get sentimental with me, weakling,” Dwanok rumbled. “It is but a minor flesh wound.”

Browning was kneeling beside Dwanok, running a Klingon tricorder over him. “Don’t be modest. You’ve got massive internal trauma and damage to several of your redundant organs. You need surgery.”

“I’ll be fine. J’hana…if you would be so kind as to pull that girder out of my stomach.”

“I have tried. It is wedged in tightly.”

“He’ll have to be beamed out,” Richards said gravely. “Of course, the transporters are fried along with the rest of the ship.”

“I will stay with him,” J’hana said, glaring at Richards. “The rest of you evacuate the ship and try to ascertain your bearings.”

“Can anyone be sure this thing won’t blow up?” Baxter asked.

“It might not,” J’hana said.

Baxter glared at her.

“A joke,” J’hana said. “Sheesh.” Dwanok let out a huge belly laugh, then coughed up blood.

“Take care of him, J’hana,” Baxter said, brushing himself off and standing. “And call a medic up here to stay with you. Maybe do something to keep him comfortable.”

“You obviously don’t understand Klingon medicine,” Dwanok rumbled, and passed out.

“Alrighty then,” Richards said. He looked at Baxter. “There are multiple changeling readings in the lower decks. We better track them down before they get off the ship.”

Baxter gestured to Browning. “Let’s find ourselves an offspring.”

“My sentiments exactly,” Browning replied.



Lt. Commander Tilleran sat idly in the command chair of the Explorer, staring at the still starscape on the viewscreen.

“Commander,” a voice said from behind her. She turned to see Ensign Adam Keefler at tactical.

“Go ahead, Ensign,” she replied.

“Getting some disturbing reports on Dominion ship-to-ship channels.”

“Reports of what?”

“The ship containing Jelo blowing up, approximately four parsecs from here…”

Tilleran’s brow furrowed. “That’s good, right?”

“…and the Klingon ship that rammed into it to crashing into a planet.”

Tilleran turned back around. She punched a control on the arm of the command chair. “Tilleran to Hartley.”

“What?” came the voice of a busy-sounding Hartley.

“Start your engines, Megan.”

“No chance. We’re still in no shape to–”

“That’s not a request, it’s an order.”

“What’s crawled up your ass?”

“Dwanok’s ship crashed a few parsecs away and we need to go rescue it.”

“What about Vansen? Aren’t we supposed to wait for her?”

“She’s a big girl. She can take care of herself. Get those engines going.”

“The woman means business,” Hartley grumbled and closed the channel.

“Lieutenant,” Tilleran said, stepping up behind the helm console.

“Already laying in the course,” Lt. Madera said.

“Good girl.”



Browning knew she was on the right track when a Klingon slammed into the bulkhead next to her, hurled as if from on high, through a gash in the Devagh II’s hull.

“Akustek…Chief Engineer,” the Klingon said groggily, as Richards helped him up.

“What the hell happened to you?” Baxter asked, looking up through the rip in the hull.

“Big…big…” Akustek began.

“This breach wasn’t made by the crash,” Richards said. “The metal is bent outward. Something did this from inside the ship.”

“Big,” Akustek nodded.

Browning looked in his eyes. “A Changeling?”

Akustek nodded. “Big Changeling.”

“Jelo?” Baxter asked.

Akustek looked at him askance. “This is not the time for desserts, human.”

“I was…”

“I don’t think it was Jelo,” Richards said. “But I have a good idea of who it was. Or what it was. C’mon. Give me a boost out of here.” He lept up and grabbed an exposed piece of tubing, hoisting himself up through the gash in the ceiling. Baxter sighed and lifted Richards up by his feet, pushing him all the way out.

“After you,” he muttered to Browning.

“That thing will kill you,” Akustek grunted. “I only wish I could watch.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Baxter said, boosting Browning up through the hole in the roof. That done, he looked up at Browning and Richards, who were standing on top of the hull. “Little help, guys?” But Browning and Richards bolted. Apparently, they saw something.

“Your friends seem to have a real affinity for you,” Akustek said, pulling himself to his feet.

“There are more than two ways to skin a sehlat,” Baxter mumbled. “You got a shuttlebay on this thing?”

“But of course. Right this way, sir,” deadpanned the banged-up Klingon.



“There they are,” DiSalvo said, of the three ships blockading the entrance to the wormhole.

Vansen nodded. “Weapons ready. Make a run for the communications array, and hope we can blow it up and get out of here before they realize what’s happening.”

“Shooting will do us no good,” Chaka’kan said helpfully.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because no one ever trained me to fire Starfleet weaponry, first of all,” Chaka’kan said, to Vansen’s chagrin. “Second, I think we’ll probably need to use our wits to get out of this.”

“He’s the damned strangest Jem’Hadar I’ve ever seen,” DiSalvo muttered.

“Thank you,” Chaka said. “Now, then, why don’t you make yourself useful, Commander DiSalvo, and pull us up to the lead ship’s ventral exhaust shunt.”

“Do you have any idea what you’re doing?” Vansen asked him.

“Of course,” said Chaka’kan. “It’s simply a matter of envisioning your goal and achieving it. Envision and achieve.”

“Doctor Ranowat tell you that?”

“No.”

“Counselor Peterman?”

“Wrong, but a much better guess.”

“I give up.”

“A self-help chip. From someone by the name of Richard Simmons.”

Vansen covered her face. “I can’t believe we’re entrusting our fate to this kid.”

“I am not a kid. I am three weeks old.”

“I stand corrected.”



“Red Alert,” Tilleran said, rising from the center chair as the Explorer came out of warp. “Standard orbit, Madera. Shields up, Keefler, and all weapons at the ready.”

Mutterings rose up around the bridge as the staff went about their tasks.

Then the rear turbolift opened up and spat out Lt. Commander Hartley.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Hartley asked.

“Finding our lost people,” Tilleran said.

“In the middle of a Dominion Civil war, with a ship that’s barely pieced back together? Are you insane?”

“You’d rather we do nothing?”

“I’d rather we left it up to someone else.”

“There is no one else,” Tilleran said.

“Oh,” Hartley said.

“Full scans. Tell me if there are any Dominion ships coming, good or bad.”

“Don’t think I can tell the difference,” Keefler muttered.

“Try.”

“So,” Hartley said, looking at Tilleran. “How are things?”

“I twisted my knee in the holodeck last night,” Tilleran said. “But other than that I’m great. You?”

“Mirk accidentally sent my breakfast to another dimension this morning,” she mumbled.

“Not seeing anything on short-range. Moving to long-range scans…”

Tilleran nodded. “That’s a shame.”

“But when he tried to get it back, all I got was a concept.”

Tilleran nodded, as if she knew what Hartley was talking about. “Sure. Wait. A what?”

“Instead of giving me breakfast, he implanted a concept in my brain. Now I completely understand geometry. Did you realize that the sum of any two sides of an equilateral triangle is equal…”

“A whole fleet of Dominion warships incoming!” Keefler said. “ETA twenty-six minutes!”

“Still…all things considered, I would have preferred a bagel…”

“Get up to the engineering station, Megan,” Tilleran said, watching the viewscreen woefully. “All power to shields!”

“Gotcha,” Hartley said. “Should I go ahead and have everyone man the escape pods? You know, just for kicks?”

“Just fortify our shields, Megan.”

“Whatever you say, Miss Captain Sir.”



Browning had long outrun Richards. All that running around the ship had done her some good after all.

She had lost sight of the romping multi-limbed, gelatinous creature her son was riding on a few minutes earlier, and now was running purely on the desire to see her son. It turned out to be a more powerful fuel than even she realized.

Browning jogged up steep, inclining hills and skipped down the sides of dunes, falling over herself, clambering across the hard terrain.

And then she saw him.

Standing there, looking quite innocent, smiling at her.

“PLATO!” Browning cried, and collapsed at her son’s feet. She wrapped her arms around him. “Am I glad to see you! God, am I glad to see you!”

“I’m glad to see you too, Mom,” Plato said. “Now maybe you can help me take over this miserable, wretched planet.”

“What?”

And Plato grew, taller, lifting Browning to her feet, lifting Browning into the air. He stared her in the eyes. “Children grow up so fast, don’t they?”

“Jelo…” Browning gasped.

“Oh, well done,” Jelo said, as his face and body shifted into the familiar, robed, monkey-like figure. He yanked her phaser out of its holster and hurled it into the distance. “Won’t be needing this where you’re going.” Then he dragged Browning along with him. “Now help me find that boy!”

“URK!” Browning choked, as Jelo dragged her over the next dune, toward a huge plateau that seemed very…very out of place.

Moments later, Richards, out of breath, arrived at the sand dune where Browning had just been.

“Ja…Janice…what…what…where are you?” He dropped to his knees, gasping. “Gotta… get in shape. Tennis just isn’t doing it.”

He then rolled over, wiping sweat from his forehead, and squinted as something seemed to blot out the sun and cast a long shadow over him.

That something dropped down next to him, landing on the sand with a thud. Its hatch opened, and Baxter looked out.

“Well, Richards, do you want a ride or not?”

Richards sighed and climbed to his feet.



“How long has it been?” Vansen asked DiSalvo as she twisted and turned in the Escort command chair.

“Thirty minutes.”

“Do we go in after him?”

DiSalvo grunted. “We’re attached to the exhaust shunt of a Dominion battlecruiser, which, I may add, is being flanked by two other battlecruisers. I think we’d do well to escape with our own necks.”

“Since when were you a coward?” Vansen mused.

“I’m not being a coward. I’m just being realistic, Nellie.”

“Don’t call me that.” Vansen got up and checked the tactical console. “The proximity to their byproduct channeling plant is disrupting our sensors. I can’t get a lock on him.”

“He might be cloaked. And in point of fact, we wouldn’t be worried about saving your Jem’Hadar buddy if you hadn’t charged into this hornet’s nest in the first place.”

“Are you questioning my decision making?” Vansen fumed.

“Only my willingness to let it get this far before stepping in.” DiSalvo turned around from his seat at the helm. “I’m taking us back to the Explorer, Nell.”

“You’re going to do no such thing.” Vansen began fumbling underneath the tactical console.

“This was a bad idea, and I can’t believe I went along with it.”

“Because you trust me,” Vansen muttered, still looking for signs of Chaka as she felt around under her console.

“No, but I guess I do still have feelings for you. Wish I didn’t. Then this would all be easier.”

Vansen raised an eyebrow. “What would?”

“I outrank you, Nell. We’re going back to the Explorer. That’s my decision.”

“I’ll take it under advisement,” Vansen said, withdrawing the hand phaser she’d pulled out from under the tactical console and blasting DiSalvo. “And you can keep your stupid dinette set.”

She glanced at the weapon as DiSalvo slumped back into his chair. “Damn. It was set to stun.”

She heard a shimmering sound behind her and swung the phaser around, bringing it to bear on a surprised-looking Chaka. “Hey! I’m one of the nice ones, remember!”

Vansen frowned. “Did you succeed in your task?”

Chaka nodded. “Their targeting scanners have been…adjusted to your specifications.”

Vansen patted Chaka’kan on the back. “Well done. I didn’t realize you knew so much about Dominion ships.”

“I did grow up in the Dominion, for nine whole days.” Chaka grinned, then looked over to the helm, where DiSalvo lay unconscious. “Uh…what happened here?”

“Difference in opinion. Mind taking the helm?”

“Not at all.” Chaka walked over to the helm and shoved DiSalvo out of the seat, then sat down.

Vansen cracked her knuckles and studied the tactical console. They had one shot at this, and one shot only.

“Detach us from the cruiser’s exhaust shunt, and take us into firing range of the communications array.” She then brought up the controls for the tri-cobalt device she’d loaded into the Escort’s torpedo tube. “Get ready for some fireworks.”

“Some what?”

“Just be ready. Keep an eye on those Dominion ships.” Vansen punched the firing control and watched the viewscreen. A blue, sparkling orb flew through space, connecting with the communications array and exploding it violently, causing a shockwave that knocked the Escort about like a buoy.

Vansen gripped her console. “Bring us about, Chaka’kan. Evasive maneuvers.” She punched up the Dominion cruisers. Sure enough, the lead ship was moving toward their position.

“They’ve locked on to us. Looks like they traced the trajectory of the tri-cobalt device,” Chaka reported.

“Just as I thought,” Vansen said. “Take us toward the lead ship.”

“Uh…right,” Chaka’kan said, and guided the Escort toward the lead Dominion ship, as the two others closed in. “Weapons heating up. Looks like they’re preparing to fire.”

“Does it now?” Vansen asked. “Let ’em.”

“The lead ship is firing!”

Antiproton cannon bolts shot out of the lead Dominion ship, angled away from the Escort, and pounded the other two Dominion ships, which were closing in. Those ships, in turn, fired back at the first ship, and an all- out firefight ensued.

Vansen pounded her panel. “Yes! I think we’ve done enough here. Get us out of here. Maximum warp!”

“Which button is that again?”

“That one!”

“Oh, right.”

And the Escort zipped away from the scene as the three Dominion ships opened fire on each other.



“Where is that damned Changeling beast?” Jelo spat as he dragged Browning up to the big, sheer, rockface that dominated the surrounding desert-scape. It lead up to a flat plateau, reminding Browning a lot of Montana. Not that she shared that with Jelo, of course.

“You mean the undomesticated Changeling…er…Changelings?” Browning offered, struggling to keep up.

“Whatever you want to call them. They’re a nuisance. And here I thought they could be a help to me.”

“Win some, lose some,” Browning said.

“Backtalk will not help your situation,” Jelo snapped.

“You think you scare me?”

Jelo grinned evilly. “You have to admit, it is pretty intimidating. The fact I escaped death.”

“Come again?”

“You know, your buddies, Baxter and Peterman, and their friends, came and blew up the Romulan Warbird I’d been using as my headquarters.”

“I really hadn’t heard about that. I’d just assumed they’d killed you.”

Jelo smiled wide. “And yet here I am!”

“Yeah, so?”

“Don’t you want to know how I escaped?”

“To tell you the truth, I really don’t care either way.”

The changeling beamed. “It was superb. I went into a repair conduit, then slipped aboard the very Romulan scoutship your captain and friends escaped on. I masqueraded as a coil spanner and got taken aboard the Aerostar. Luckily, I escaped by pretending to be a piece of Counselor Peterman’s matched luggage, just before the Aerostar itself exploded. I remained aboard the starship Nixon until your people crashed it on Earth, and stowed away with the Starfleet salvage team out of Beijing.”

Browning yawned.

“But that is not the best part! I schemed and squirmed my way aboard a network of Starfleet ships, at the peak of the Dominion War, until I got on the Defiant itself and rode it into the Delta Quadrant, where I then spent the following years planning the rebel insurgence we now enjoy. Isn’t that…fantastic?”

“You know,” Browning said. “You escaped three exploding ships and made it deep into Starfleet Command. You might have actually used that opportunity to try and bring Starfleet to its knees.” She rolled her eyes. “You probably would have succeeded. Oh, well. Must not have occurred to you.”

“Damn you! No more talking!” Jelo wrenched Browning’s arm and dragged her up the side of the mountain. Arms extended from either side of his belly to grab handholds in the rock and lift her up.

As they moved up the side of the mountain, climbing onto a flat, jutting precipice, Browning spotted Plato. She kept her mouth shut, not wanting to let Jelo know he was near. But there he was, clambering up the mountain as if he were an expert climber. Yet another Changeling talent. Browning swelled with pride.

“There he is!” Jelo pointed, as they stood up on the precipice.

“Damn,” said Browning.

“Call out to him,” Jelo ordered.

Browning shook her head.

A tentacle extended from his ribcage, and he used it to tickle Browning’s armpit. “Come on, call your son, Janice! Call him!”

Browning giggled. “Uh-uh!”

“Call your boy!”

“No!”

“Fine. Then just be a good girl and wait here,” Jelo muttered, clambering up the mountain after Plato. “Soon, my fleet will be here, and we will secure this planet, and I will have the Dominion!”

Browning charged up to the rockface, grabbing for Jelo’s foot as he climbed. “JELO!!”

A tentacle snaked down from Jelo and smacked her backwards, sending her to the ground. She glanced over the edge of the precipice to see the dizzying drop below. Sometimes parenting could be really hard. She looked up at Plato, squinting in the sunlight. “Get away from him, Plato! Get as far away from him as you can!”

“Mommy?” the distant voice called out.

“Just climb!” Browning shouted.

“Would you like some help?” a voice asked, seemingly from out of nowhere. Browning climbed to her feet, rubbing her sore backside.

“Um…who’s there?”



“What do you mean nobody’s there?” Vansen asked, looking over Chaka’kan’s shoulder as he maneuvered the Escort toward the rendez-vous point.

“I mean there’s no sign of the Explorer,” Chaka replied helpfully.

“Damn. I leave Tilleran with command for a couple hours and she goes independent on me.” Vansen frowned, tapping buttons. “There. Her ion trail is still fresh. Follow it!”

“Uhhhhg….what…” DiSalvo grunted, from where he lie next to the helm console.

“Not yet!” Vansen snapped, blasting him again with her phaser.

“Time permitting, I’d like to know more about human marriages,” Chaka’kan said thoughtfully.

“No you wouldn’t,” Vansen replied.



“Find her!” Richards cried as Baxter piloted the Klingon shuttlecraft over the alien planet’s terrain.

“I’m trying. This whole planet is one big sensor-damper.”

“I wonder why that is?” Richards asked thoughtfully.

“I don’t know,” Baxter replied. “Maybe the Dominion is hiding something here.”

“What would an empire ruled by secretive changelings have to hide?”

“I really don’t know.”



“What do you mean you can’t find them?” Tilleran demanded, pushing Ensign Koltz away from the science console and tapping the controls.

“I mean, I can’t find them,” Koltz explained.

Hartley joined Tilleran behind the console, tapping another set of controls. “I’m boosting the gain as far as it can go.”

“Still not getting much of anything,” Tilleran said.

“I think we’re dealing with a very sophisticated dampening field.” Hartley chewed her lower lip. “I wonder if we can dissipate it.”

“Start trying to find a way,” Tilleran said. “Meanwhile…”

“Incoming!” Ensign Keefler called out.

“Sheilds!” Tilleran shouted, running to the command chair.

“No, I mean…it’s the Escort.”

“Well why didnt’ you just say that?”

Keefler shrugged. “I just always wanted to say ‘incoming.’”

“Well, bring in the Escort before that Dominion fleet arrives. Vansen can have the conn back. I don’t want it.”

“Not enjoying the awesome rush of power?” Hartley asked as she worked at the science console.

Tilleran shook her head. “Not really.”



“There!” cried Richards. “On that butte!”

“That’s a plateau,” Baxter replied as he guided the Klingon shuttle down low toward the planet’s surface.

“No, it’s Plato! And Jelo’s dragging him up the side of that arroyo!”

“I’m sure it’s not called an arroyo,” Baxter replied. “Sounds more like a person’s name than a geographic formation.”

“Dive down and get him!”

“Who’s giving the orders around here?”

“Shut up and help me save Plato!”

“No. YOU help ME save Plato!”

Richards shoved Baxter and stabbed the controls, and the two wrestled as the Klingon shuttle dove down toward Plato and Jelo.



“Give me the bullet,” Vansen said, jogging onto the bridge, followed by Chaka’kan.

“Where’s DiSalvo?” Tilleran asked, relieving Koltz at sciences.

“And what’s a ‘bullet’?” Hartley asked, stepping behind the engineering station.

“Sam’s incapacitated, in Sickbay,” Vansen said. “Long story.”

“And should we really be letting Jem’Hadar on the bridge at a time like this?” asked Tilleran.

“This one is okay by me,” Vansen said, sharing a glance with Chaka’kan. “Have a seat.”

“I feel like I should be doing something useful,” Chaka said, falling into the seat next to the command chair. Vansen’s usual seat. “Like knitting.”

“Can we add him to the staff?” Hartley giggled.

“The bullet!” Vansen snapped.

“Still don’t know what that is,” Tilleran sighed.

“Tell me what’s been going on! And why weren’t you at the rendez-vous?”

“Oh. We came to save Captain Baxter and the others after they crashed into this planet, but we can’t find them, and a large force of Dominion ships are on their way to kick our asses, and the ship is barely pieced back together.”

“Great,” Vansen said. “So we’re basically doomed.”

“Unless you managed to get reinforcements from the wormhole,” Tilleran asked hopefully.

“I didn’t stay around long enough to find out.”

“Well, then, yeah, I guess we are doomed.”

“Anybody feel like a drink?” Hartley asked.

“Call down to your boyfriend and have him bring us up a round of something potent,” Vansen said. “I’m buying.”

“It’s nice to know you have a soft side, Commander,” said Tilleran.

“Shut the hell up.”



“I wonder what everyone else is doing,” Dwanok said as J’hana sat quietly beside him, changing the bandages around the giant beam that stuck through him.

“Whatever it is, I am sure it involves battle.”

“You wish you were out there.”

“There is no place I’d rather be than here with you,” J’hana said, mopping Dwanok’s forehead. “And that, of course, is a lie. I would love to be fighting right now.”

“Suffice it to say, you have aroused me.”

J’hana grinned. “I am no doctor, but that is a positive sign you will recover.”

“No, I will not,” Dwanok said, and took J’hana’s hand. “I am maimed. You must kill me.” He pressed a dak’tagh knife into her hand. “Run me through with this, and end it. It is the Klingon way.”

“Fwarks to you,” J’hana said. “You will survive this.”

“Perhaps, but I will be a shadow of the man I once was. I will be an invalid.”

“Maybe for the short term, but Klingons are resilient. You will be great again, Large One.”

“Kill me, J’hana…honor my last request, and I will see you in…Sto’vo’kor.”

J’hana thought about it for a moment.

“I would do the same for you,” he added.

“Quite touching,” J’hana said. “Still, I will see you through this.”

“You…dishonor me…” Dwanok grunted, then passed out.

J’hana shrugged. “I cannot say I will lose a lot of sleep over that.”



“Almost…there…” Jelo grunted, hunching Plato up over his back as he reached the flat top of the plateau.

Plato beat his fists about Jelo’s shoulders, which basically did nothing. “Let me go, you bad bad monkeyman!”

“Will you stop that, you wretched little urchin!”

“Give me back to my mommy!”

“I plan on killing your mommy, very soon, you little…”

“Not if we kill you first!” a voice shouted from above.

Jelo looked up. “What the hell is that?” A small, rust-colored craft hovered just above him. Someone stuck his head out, waving a phaser rifle.

Plato grinned. “Uncle Chris!”

“And your Uncle Andy!” another voice called out.

“Just steer, damn it!” Richards shouted back, then extended his hand down to Plato. “Grab on, kiddo!”

Plato reached up, but his arm wasn’t long enough. Not as if that was a problem. He concentrated, and his arm extended toward Richards’s.

“No!” Jelo shouted, twisting around as he clambered up the side of the rockface.

“Keep us steady!” Richards called into the shuttlecraft.

Jelo wrenched at Plato as Richards pulled on the boy’s hand.

“Come here and shoot Jelo!” Richards said.

“I’m trying to pilot,” Baxter’s voice responded.

“Uncle Andy!”

“That’s right, it’s your Uncle Andy!”

“Shut up and steer!” Richards called, maneuvering his phaser rifle around so he could grip Plato with one hand and shoot Jelo with the other. “And hold my foot so I don’t fall out!”

“Sheesh,” Baxter muttered, reaching back with one hand and grabbing Richards’s extended leg, as he steered the shuttle with the other hand.

“Die, you son of a bitch!” Richards cried, blasting Jelo’s face.

“What are ya calling me, Uncle?” Plato asked.

“Not you, him!” Richards said as he blew a hole in the shocked Changeling’s head, sending him careening down to the base of the mountain.

Richards sighed and pulled Plato into the cabin of the shuttle, hugging the Changeling boy for all he was worth.

“Glad to have you back, buddy,” Baxter said, smiling to Plato. “Now let’s land this thing and find Janice.”

“Good…” Richards said breathlessly, hugging Plato. “Good idea.”

“Let’s us do that again!” Plato cheered.

“Maybe…later…” Richards gasped.



“Here they come…” Keefler said, letting out a low whistle as he watched the Dominion battlecruisers sail into the system. Looked to be about twenty of them.

“Red Alert,” Vansen said sucking back on her atomic fwarz- sharsher, an Andorian beverage Tilleran had recommended.

“Already there,” Tilleran belched, drinking her own fwarz-sharsher.

“Weapons to maximum,” Vansen said, stumbling back into the command chair.

“Can I make a suggestion?” Madera said from the helm.

“Sure, why the hell not?” asked Vansen.

“Can’t we just leave?”

“Not with our people down there,” Tilleran said.

“Yeah,” Vansen said. “OUR people.” She looked at Hartley and Tilleran. “You guys love me too, don’t you? Think of me as one of the gang?”

“Surrrrrrrre,” Hartley said.

“Yeah, right,” Tilleran said, bursting into giggles.

“We’re all going to die,” Madera moaned. “And nobody even offered me a drink.” She glanced over at Sefelt, who seemed very calm at ops. “Howie seems to be handling this well, though.” Then she realized his eyes were closed, and his head was bent forward a little.

“BRAAP!” Hartley responded. “I think he passed out about ten minutes ago.”

Madera sighed. “Great.”



“You stay here, and don’t come out, no matter what, okay?” Baxter asked, checking the settings on his phaser rifle as he and Richards ducked out of the shuttlecraft.

“Kinda like hide and seek?”

“Something like that,” Richards said, checking his own phaser rifle.

“Cool! See you guys later!” Plato said and shut the door to the craft.

“What a kid,” Baxter said to himself.

“You know, we’ve been pretty silly to fight over him.”

“Yes,” Baxter said. “It’s him we’re fighting over.”

“Of course it is,” Richards said, then looked at Baxter. “Who else could it be?”

“Hey, anybody seen Jelo?” Baxter asked no one in particular as they approached the rocky plateau.

“Captain, over here!” Lt. Commander Vansen said, stumbling down a nearby dune. “We just beamed down. All hell’s breaking loose across the Dominion.”

“We knew that already,” Baxter said. “Where’s the rest of the away team?”

“Just past that dune. Are you guys okay?” She looked from Richards to Baxter. “Where’s Plato?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Richards said, arming his rifle and pointing it at Vansen. “Jelo.”

“What are you talking about?” Vansen replied. “I’m your second officer!”

“You’re a changeling who has been a pain in the ass to us since day one,” Baxter said, raising his own rifle and aiming it at Vansen. “And this is the end of the road.”

“Captain…” Vansen held up her hands. “You really need to put that weapon down.”

“You’re not even trying to be Vansen,” Richards said. “You’re actually being nice.”

“People change,” Vansen said with a weak grin.

“Give up, Jelo,” Baxter said. “We’ve had just about enough of you.”

Vansen’s grin turned into a frown. “And just what do you think you will do with me? Kill me?” She sneered, her cheeks swelling, her lips pouting out like a monkey’s. “And violate countless Starfleet regulations?”

“I could live with that,” Baxter said. “How about you, Chris?”

“I’d sleep like a baby.” Richards took aim.

“Wait. I get to shoot her,” Baxter said.

Richards looked at Baxter. “Who says?”

“I’m the captain!”

“Oh, stop rubbing that in my face.”

In that instant, Vansen’s arms whipped out, like tentacles, and slapped the rifles to the ground, then slammed Baxter and Richards’s head together, swiftly dropping them both unconscious to the ground.

She slapped her hands together, slowly morphing back into Jelo. “Well, that was easy.” He glanced around. “Now, to find that little half- breed scamp.”

He turned to see the Klingon shuttle parked nearby and marched off toward it.

“Ex-ex-ex-ex-ex-ex-excuse me.”

He turned. “What?”

It was a Vorta, standing behind him, just in front of that big plateau, appearing as if from out of nowhere. And he had a studder.

“Who are you?”

“Wey-wey-wey-wey-wey-wey-Weyoun.”

“How nice. Another reject. Why don’t you just run along and let me complete my mission.”

“C-c-c-c-c-c-c-c-c-c-can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“You have to be sta-sta-sta-sta-sta-sta-stopped.”

“And you’re going to stop me? You and what army?”

“Thu-thu-thu-thu-thu-thu-thu-this one.” And Weyoun stepped aside, and that huge plateau began to sink to the ground, turning golden. And out from it flowed Founder, upon Founder, upon Founder, upon Founder.

Jelo’s eyes grew wide. “Oh…”

Odo stepped to the front of the pack, accompanied by Janice Browning.

“You will be judged, Jelo,” Odo said.

“No, YOU will be DESTROYED,” Jelo sneered. “My ships are swarming in right now. One order from me and they obliterate the whole lot of you.”

“Or we obliterate you,” Odo growled, “and the Jem’Hadar you serve will return to our control.”

“You’re sure?”

Odo nodded. “Reasonably.”

“Well, you wouldn’t do a thing to harm me,” Jelo said. “No changeling has ever harmed another.”

Odo grinned. “Oh. Didn’t you get the memo?”

Jelo stepped backwards. “You…?”

“Killed a changeling. Yes, and I’m prepared to do so again.”

“You haven’t seen any undomesticated Changelings lying about by any chance, have you?” asked Jelo, trying to change the subject.

“We absorbed them. They have been made a part of the whole. They will develop higher thinking, in time.”

“Good for them,” Jelo said snidely.

While Odo and Jelo talked, Browning walked over to check on Baxter and Richards.

She knelt by them, running a hand over each of their heads. “You guys okay?”

Baxter winced. “Actually, we’ve been putting our heads together, trying to come up with a way out of here.”

“That’s all taken care of, boys,” Browning said. “Plato’s safe?”

“Yeah…” Richards muttered. “We put him in the shuttle.”

“Good.” Browning kissed him on the forehead. “You guys just sit tight. Mom’s going to take care of this whole mess.” She then kissed Baxter on the forehead. “Just sit tight.” Then she got up and found something lying on the ground, and picked it up.

“Order your troops to stand down, Jelo,” Odo snapped, advancing toward Jelo.

“Never,” Jelo said. “Kill me.”

“Don’t think this is an empty threat…”

“Oh, that’s exactly what I think it is.”

“Jelo!”

Jelo turned around. “I’m a bit busy. What?”

“I’ll see you in hell.” And Browning blasted him with the phaser rifle. Again, and again, and again.

At first, he was able to squirm around the blasts, but Browning just kept firing, until finally limbs were blown off faster than he could re-form them.

She kept blasting, smiling as Jelo’s monkeylike face seemed to expand and melt.

And then he exploded, spraying marmalade-colored gook everywhere.

“Never screw with somebody’s mom,” Browning muttered, letting the rifle clatter to the ground. She helped Richards and Baxter to their feet.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Richards said.

“Good idea,” Browning affirmed, and the trio walked off, leaving the entire collection of Founders scratching their heads.



“Somebody better tell me what the hell’s going on here,” Peterman said, standing at the front of the Explorer’s bridge and “Why is everyone drunk, and where can I get some?”

“Go belowdecks and spend your last moments with your wretched kid,” Vansen said woozily, draped over the command chair.

“Last moments? What are you talking about?”

Tilleran pointed at the viewscreen. “Look there, Counselor.”

And it was true. A fleet of Dominion ships was swarming into the system, and they looked awfully angry.

“And just little old us standing between them and the Founders’ homeworld.”

“That’s the Founders’ homeworld?” Vansen asked, looking up at Hartley.

“Hadn’t you figured that out yet?” Hartley asked.

“Please,” Tilleran said. “It was so obvious.”

“Guess I never thought about it.” Vansen looked up at Peterman. “Why don’t you just go belowdecks.”

“No,” Peterman said, sitting in the chair next to Vansen…her old chair. Damn, it felt good. “I demand an explanation.”

“Your husband’s down there. Alive. Maybe. We’re going to die trying to protect him and the others. But make no mistake, we’re definitely going to die.”

Keefler looked down at his scans. “Actually, Commander…”



“Crmrmm rrta wrrrrp.”

“Come out of warp.”

“Scnnnda ssstm.”

“Scan the system.”

“Llll rrpons atta r ddy.”

“All weapons at the ready.”

“Mrntrn rddd alert.”

“Maintain Red Alert.”

“Dear, would you please take that cigar out of your mouth?” Lucille Baxter glared at Harlan Baxter as he rattled off orders to Lt. Beth Monroe, and she translated them to the crew.

“Fkkkk fff.”

Monroe turned to Lucille. “Captain, he said to F***….”

“I know what he said,” Lucille snapped.

“Entering the system,” the Pathfinder helmsman, Ensign Fitz, said.

“Pssssitn rrr flt to prttct d’xplerr,” Harlan said, pulling his cigar out and blowing out a puff of smoke. “An somebody empty out my ashtray!”

“Position our fleet to protect the Explorer. And someone empty the admiral’s ashtray!”

“I like it better when I lead the fleet,” Lucille muttered.



Vansen stared at the viewscreen, in between fingers, which were mostly covering up her face. “I don’t believe it.”

“Six ships, lead by the Pathfinder,” Tilleran said. “Hey, check it out. There’s the Aerostar-A!”

“No kidding,” Hartley said. “I never thought I’d be glad to see Captain Conway.”

“We’re getting a hail from the Pathfinder,” Keefler said.

“By all means, on screen,” Vansen said, scrambling to her feet and trying to look sober.

“VRNSN!”

“Yes, Admiral,” Vansen said.

“Strttus rpt.”

“We’re in orbit around what we believe to believe the Founders’ homeworld. We were about to attempt to protect it from the encroaching Dominion fleet.”

“Rrrs mboy?”

Peterman fielded that one. “He’s on the planet’s surface, Admiral.”

“Clmma Harlan.”

“You’ve got to help us save him, I mean them, Harlan!” Peterman insisted.

“Srt trt. Wlll tk cr of ths.”

“What’d he say?” Tilleran whispered.

“Sit tight. They’ll take care of this,” Vansen said, smiling, and tumbling back down into the command chair.

She watched as, on the viewscreen, ten Federation starships swarmed around the Explorer in a protective pattern, and the Dominion vessels bore down on them.

And then the Dominion vessels stopped moving, and they just sat there.

“We’re receiving a general hail from the lead Dominion ship,” Keefler said.

Peterman glanced at Vansen, who was looking at her fingers.

“Hmm?” asked Vansen.

“On screen,” Peterman sighed.

It was a Jem’Hadar they didn’t recognize. He looked… apologetic, almost.

“Greetings, Federationers. I am Tit’fortat. On behalf of the Rogue Jem’Hadar Alliance, I wish to formally tender our surrender. We wish to rejoin the Dominion.”

“Ya don’t have to ask us,” Vansen said, and slid out of the command chair, flopping onto her back. “Check please!” she called out from the deck.

“She’s obviously never had a fwarz-sharsher before,” Tilleran explained.

“Can you tell me what made you change your mind?” Peterman asked the Jem’Hadar.

“We have just been informed that Jelo has been killed, by one of your people, apparently,” Tit’fortat said. “Since we have no Rogue Founder to lead us anymore, we have decided to rejoin the Dominion.”

“How loyal,” Hartley muttered.

“At last count, they outnumbered Dominion forces three-to-one,” Tilleran said. “So, technically, they still could take over the Dominion if they wanted.”

“Let’s not remind them of that!” Peterman snapped.

“We will just be on our way then,” Tit’fortat said, and disappeared from the viewscreen.

Then Tilleran looked down at her panel. “Looks like the sensor damper is down. I’m getting readings from the planet’s surface. Changelings. Billions of them. And a crashed Klingon ship. Human lifesigns. One Andorian. And Klingons.”

“Start beaming them up,” Peterman said. “Make sure Andy is one of the first ones you get.”

“Anything else?” Tilleran asked wryly.

“Nope,” Peterman said, walking into the aft turbolift. “That about does it. Transporter Room Two,” she ordered, and the doors closed.



Captain’s Log,

Stardate 55838.9. The Explorer has returned to working order, and every other ship but my Mom’s and the Aerostar has returned to the Federation.

When questioned about how he assembled a small fleet so quickly, my father grumbled something unintelligible about “being in the neighborhood.” I think there’s more to that story, but I honestly don’t care.

At any rate, our tour of duty in the Gamma Quadrant is apparently over. Effective immediately, the U.S.S. Aerostar is taking over, and I can only say it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.

The Explorer, meanwhile, is headed for a couple weeks of shoreleave back in the Alpha Quadrant. Anywhere in the Alpha Quadrant would be fine with me.

Meanwhile, Plato and his mom have been reunited. Me and my wife and daughter have been reunited, and, most importantly…

We’re getting rid of Vansen!



“They’re getting rid of you?” Commander DiSalvo stood in the doorway of Nell Vansen’s quarters, looking ironically at her as she stepped out of the steamy bathroom, zipping up her uniform jacket and pulling her hair back into a ponytail.

“That hasn’t exactly been determined yet,” she said. “And why are you here again?”

“You’ve been avoiding me for days.”

Vansen shrugged. “You’ve been aboard the Pathfinder.”

“I’ve been trying to contact you.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“You shot me.”

Vansen turned around, looking at her replicator. “Would you like a drink? Something to munch on? I’m famished. Is it night shift, or day shift?”

“You still hung over?”

“Please. It’s been three days.”

“Andorian beverages are not for the weak of heart.”

“I’ll try to remember that.”

“Why did you shoot me?”

Vansen took in a deep breath. “Because I know you, Sam. You don’t back down.”

“So in your dealings with other Starfleet officers, when they don’t back down, you shoot them?”

“No, but you’re not other Starfleet officers. You’re you.” Vansen led DiSalvo over to her couch and they sat down. “You were trying to undermine my authority in a life-or-death situation so I had to incapacitate you. Obviously, no permanent damage was done, so…why are you here again?”

“Ironically, to offer you a job.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Oh, very much so. While you did…um, shoot me, you are also one damned good administrator.”

“I’m a good officer, Sam.”

“Yes. You’re a great officer. And your talent is being wasted on this ship.”

“I don’t see how.”

“Please. This ship is the laughing stock of Starfleet.”

“Well, I don’t know about that. What about the Secondprize? And the Edsel? Is that thing still even in service?”

DiSalvo took Vansen’s hands and squeezed them. “Nellie. You’re not listening to me. Your career is in serious jeopardy here. Ending your tour on the Explorer is the best thing Admiral Baxter could ever do. This is a dead end. If you take a second officer post on the Pathfinder, you’ll be a shoe-in for X.O. when Lucille Baxter retires and I’m made Captain.”

Vansen nodded. “And you’re sure you’ll be Captain?”

“Reasonably.”

“So…you want ME to come and work for YOU.”

“And while we’re at it, maybe we can finally make a go of this marriage thing.”

“Well, you do make it sound enticing.” Vansen bobbed her head from side to side thoughtfully. “Um, let’s see. No way.”

DiSalvo let go of her hands. “So what if they don’t keep you on here? Then what? A freighter?”

“I’m a terrific officer, Sam. I certainly don’t need any help from you to advance through the ranks.”

He sighed, and stood up. “I just think you’re making a terrible mistake.”

“Well, it’s my mistake to make, isn’t it?”

DiSalvo paused by the door to Vansen’s quarters. “Yeah. I guess it is. See you around.”

“I doubt it,” Vansen said as he left.



“It pleases me to think that nothing has changed here,” Commander Kristen Larkin said, strolling with Commander Richards down an Explorer corridor.

“I wouldn’t say ‘nothing,’” Richards said, as they reached the Constellation Club. “I think I’ve grown up a little bit.”

“Pardon me if I find that hard to believe, Father. You have always been sort of…unfocused. I find it charming.”

“I’m trying to become a better leader. I think I’ve made great strides.”

“I am relieved to hear that. My time as First Officer of the Aerostar has not been without its challenges as well.”

“Where is Captain Conway anyway?” Richards asked as the pair walked into the club.

“With the Captain, on the bridge, I believe.”

“Poor Andy,” Richards giggled.

“Richards!” Lt. Commander Zack Ford called out from the crowd, walking up to Richards and Larkin. “Good to see you! I just came back from the bridge. It’s still there, just the way I remember it!”

“Where did you think it would go, Ford?” Richards mumbled.

“I don’t know. I just figured it would look different.”

“Why are you people so obsessed with change?”

“Change is inevitable,” Larkin said definitively as she headed over to a booth. “If you can slow it down a bit, you are, as Captain Baxter would say, ‘ahead in the game.’”

“It’s so nice to see everyone here,” Mirk said, moving through the crowd, shaking people’s hands. “Lots of people from the Aerostar. Ahh, Mister Gellar! I like that moustache! Very fitting! Watch where you spill that, Lieutenant Dawson! Yes, by the kumquat, it actually feels like old times again!”

“Yeah, Mirk,” Richards said. “Old times. So how about you get everybody a round of Klingon ale on me, and keep ’em coming.”

“You sure are generous with the free drinks, Commander,” Mirk winked, dashing behind the bar.

Richards, Ford, and Larkin found a table where Tilleran and Hartley were already sitting.

“You’re beautiful as ever, Megan,” Ford said, taking Hartley’s hand and kissing it.

“Cut the crap Ford,” Hartley said, rolling her eyes. “And take your mouth off my hand before I break it.”

“But I was just about to start sucking on your finger.”

“Do, and I rip out your tongue,” Hartley said cheerfully. “Did I mention I was engaged to a demigod?”

“Nice to see you again, too.”

“We’re still missing some people,” Tilleran said. “I wonder where Chaka’kan is.”

“Chaka who?” asked Ford.

“Chaka what?” asked Larkin.

“Our Jem’Hadar in residence.” Richards sighed. “Long story. Apparently, the Jem’Hadar don’t want him back, so he’s staying here. As for the others…Janice’s going to join us later, after Plato’s been put to bed. And Baxter and Conway are up on the bridge. I don’t know where Counselor Peterman is.”

“And J’hana…?” Hartley asked.

Richards just shook his head.



“Would you like something to eat?” Doctor Holly Wilcox asked, walking into the ICU, hands stuffed into her labcoat.

J’hana grunted something that sounded like a “no.”

“Okay.” Holly pulled up a chair next to J’hana, in front of Dwanok’s bead. She turned it around and sat down, leaning on the back of the chair. “J’hana…you’re going to have to face facts. He may never come out of this coma.”

“That is not acceptable. Do more,” J’hana ordered.

“I’ve repaired all the damage to his internal organs. But he lost a lot of blood. His brain was deprived of oxygen for a particularly long time. I’m surprised he’s even alive. I guess Klingons are pretty sturdy folk.”

“Yes. They are.”

“We just have to watch and wait.”

“You watch. I will wait.”

Holly nodded, standing up and patting J’hana on the shoulder. “Just promise me you’ll take a break soon to get some rest. And tell me if you need anything.”

J’hana just grunted again as Holly left the ICU.

“Well?” Peterman asked, waiting outside by the biobeds.

“Unresponsive,” Holly frowned. “Both of them.”

“I figured,” she said.

“Why don’t you go try to talk to her?”

Peterman shook her head. “It always becomes adversarial when I try to talk to her, and that’s not going to do her any good right now. We just need to give her some time.”

Holly nodded. “I’ll take your word for it.”



“She took Peterman’s chair?” Captain David Conway asked wryly, sipping from his rum and coke as Baxter sat next to him on the couch in his readyroom. “That’s hilarious!”

“Yep. And prompted Janice to dump scalding coffee on her head.”

“Really? I’ve got to meet this woman. Sounds like you’ve actually found someone that people hate more than me.”

“I think you’re underestimating yourself, Captain,” Baxter said, clinking glasses with Conway. “We’ll never despise anyone more than you.”

“Nice of you to say,” Conway muttered. “So…” he looked around, as if by looking around he could survey the entire Gamma Quadrant. “This a pretty decent gig? I mean, not too much administrative crap…just a little diplomatic flag waving from time to time?”

“You could say that,” Baxter said, grinning as he finished his drink.

“You’ve had the cherry assignment for way too long, Andy,” Conway said. “Things have not exactly been easy in the Alpha Quadrant.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah…” and Conway grinned. “There have been a few changes, like…well, I’ll just let you find out for yourself.”

“Oh, come on. You’ve got to give me more than that.”

“Not on your life,” Conway said, laughing maniacally as Baxter followed him out of the readyroom. “Now let’s head down to the party. See if Ford’s gotten a drink thrown in his face yet.”

“I’ll meet you there,” Baxter said, as he and Conway headed into opposite turbolifts. “I have something I’ve got to do first.”



“She’s adorable,” Lucille Baxter said, ducking out of the captain’s quarters. “She’s got my strong chin.”

“Rnd mah bulbous nose,” Harlan said, chewing on his cigar.

Baxter stood at the doorway, staring awkwardly at his parents. “Really. Hadn’t noticed. You guys heading over to the Explorer-Aerostar get-together?”

“No. Back to the Pathfinder. We have to return to the Alpha Quadrant. Unlike some vessels, we’re actually given assignments that matter,” said Lucille.

“Great,” Baxter said.

“Look, son,” Harlan said, pulling his cigar out. “We need to talk.” It must have been important if he actually pulled his cigar out.

“About what?”

“It can wait, Harlan,” Lucille said, dragging Harlan down the corridor.

“Thanks for coming!” Baxter said, waving goodbye. “Why am I kept out of the loop on everything?” he asked himself as he ducked into his quarters.

“Shhh,” Peterman said, cradling Steffie. “She just went down for her nap.”

“Being watched by my parents…must’ve been exhausting.”

“Yeah,” Peterman said. “You do realize they’re crazy.”

“Certifiable.”

“Your mother left a homing device in Steffie’s diaper,” Peterman said.

“Yeah, I know. I wore one until I was seventeen.” Peterman shot Baxter an angry look. “Of course, we’ll dispose of this one.”

“Good.” Peterman held Steffie against her chest and gently rubbed her back. “Andy… you don’t know how glad I am that your mission went okay.”

“More glad than usual?”

She looked at Steffie. “Yeah. About twice as glad.”

Baxter wrapped his arm around Peterman, kissed her cheek. “And I’m twice as glad to see you two again.”

“That goes double for us.”

“Uh-huh,” Baxter said, and took in a deep breath. “Well, want to, uh…” He pointed toward the door.

“Sure, let me just shove our child under the couch and we can get going.”

“Right,” said Baxter. “Well, maybe we can take turns…”

“That’s okay,” Peterman said. “I’m beat. Go have fun. You can have Steffie all day tomorrow.”

“Maybe I can teach her to throw a football.”

“She can’t even sit up, silly,” Peterman grinned, as Baxter stood and kissed her and Steffie on the forehead.

“Night, Kelly. I love you.”

“Right back at ya, honey.”



Baxter bumped into Vansen coming out of a turbolift as he headed for the Constellation Club.

“Joining us, Commander? A little, um, farewell, before we send you off on your next assignment? Wherever that is?”

“I wanted to talk to you about that, Captain.”

“Um…” Baxter glanced down the corridor. He could hear the music from 100 meters away. It sounded like everybody was having lots of fun. “Right now?”

“Yeah. Look. I know Admiral Baxter…your, um, Dad, said that my work was done here. That you didn’t need a Dominion expert anymore, but I disagree.”

“We are kind of leaving the Dominion. Maybe you can go to the Aerostar and work with Captain Conway…” Baxter smiled inwardly at that notion.

“I was actually thinking I could stay here.”

“You…you’d really want to do that?”

“What’s the fun in managing competent officers?”

“I never thought of it that way.” Baxter thought about it. “Jeeze, Vansen. It sounds almost as if you like it here.”

“Not on your life,” Vansen said. “But…I fit here. You need me.”

“Who told you that?”

“I know you do.”

“Look, I think it’s great that you found a place here. But, honestly, I really felt the Second Officer position was unnecessary, and I’ve already got a great X.O. in Chris…even if there are some things that still need to be ironed out. At any rate, I’m sure you’ll find a great posting somewhere else…”

“I don’t need to look anywhere else,” Vansen said. “I’m staying here.”

“Ha,” Baxter said. “Well, luckily I’ve got some say in the matter.”

“Actually, you don’t.” Vansen handed Baxter a padd, which she’d apparently been holding the entire time. “I talked to Admiral Baxter before he returned to the Pathfinder. He saw things my way.”

“Damn it!” Baxter said, staring at the ceiling. “Sometimes…sometimes parents just don’t understand.”

“I’ll have my revised Alpha Quadrant duty lists on your desk first thing in the morning,” Vansen said, and marched off in the direction opposite from the Constellation Club. “Nice doing business with you, Captain! Enjoy your stupid little party!”

Baxter’s shoulders slumped as he dropped the padd onto the deck and walked toward the Constellation Club.

“What the heck happened to you?” a voice asked, and he looked up.

“Janice!”

“Yeah,” Browning said. “Why do you look like you just had a frontal lobotomy?”

“I think we just made a deal with the devil, Janice.”

“Oh no. Am I going to have to fight HIM now, too?”

“Very funny,” Baxter sighed, and glanced down the hall in Vansen’s direction. “It looks like we haven’t seen the last of Lieutenant Commander Vansen.”

“Good,” Browning said. “She keeps us on our toes.”

“You’re glad about this?”

“Off course not. But you’ve got to roll with the punches.”

“You’re chipper. I guess getting offspring back will do that to a person.”

“Yeah,” Browning said, as she and Baxter stood outside the doors to the Constellation Café. “I just finished tucking him in. I…I love just watching him fall asleep, Andy.”

“I know the feeling,” Baxter said, thinking of Steffie.

“A lot’s changed, Andy.”

“Yeah,” Baxter said. “A lot’s changed.”

He took Browning’s hand and led her into the Constellation Cafe, hearing the sounds of laughter and arguing. “A lot’s changed, and nothing’s changed.”



END OF YEAR FIVE.
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